The Christchurch Shooter and the Model of Virality

The Buffalo shooter may have acted alone, but he saw himself as following in the footsteps of others. In the past
two decades, violent white supremacists worldwide have ritualized a chilling sequence of events: commit a mass
shooting or another atrocity, publish a manifesto, and wait for the next mass casualty.® The murders these
extremists commit and the manifestos they write are honed into a single weapon to radicalize others and bring

about future violence against those perceived as undesirable.

In 2011, in Oslo and Utgya, Norway, an attacker killed 77 people, injured hundreds more, and published an

online manifesto justifying the violence as a response to Muslim “replacers” and “invaders.” The manifesto

used a chatty question-and-answer style and shared details about the shooter’s life as well as his ideology and
calls to future violence. Researchers have dubbed this the “narcissistic format” of right-wing manifestoes and
speculated that it draws inspiration from celebrity profiles in magazines.?” The Norwegian manifesto included
explicit guidance to other extremists for how best to commit future mass atrocities. And followers have heeded
his advice—in the years since those murders, white supremacists across the globe have followed this playbook.?®
The Buffalo shooter, like others inspired by those killings, explicitly referenced the Norwegian killer’s manifesto in

his own writings.

In 2019, in Christchurch, New Zealand, a shooter killed 51 people and injured 40 in attacks on two mosques.
The influence of the Norway shooter was clear—not only did the Christchurch manifesto explicitly reference
that shooter (and others) while adopting the same language drawn from “Great Replacement” theory, but
the Christchurch shooter also followed the Norway shooter’s advice for committing future atrocities by joining
a gym, bulking up with steroids, joining a rifle club, and cleaning up electronic devices to limit government
detection.*® He expressed a continuity of purpose and self-consciously modeled his actions on the Norway

shooter and other past perpetrators of mass violence.

But the Christchurch shooter also changed the playbook in new, deadlier ways. He was the first white
supremacist to livestream his attack, and the video of the shootings went viral. He deliberately sought to create
an online footprint that he hoped would be galvanizing and instructional to fellow right-wing extremists. These
digital artifacts have proved to be indelible and have radicalized others, including the Buffalo shooter, who

deliberately modeled his attack on the Christchurch shooter’s.
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On March 15, 2019, the Christchurch shooter posted links to his Facebook livestream and a written manifesto

on Twitter and the /pol/ board on 8chan. He then began his livestream using a GoPro attached to his helmet,
recording himself putting his car info gear and driving to the Al Noor Mosque. About two hundred people
watched the livestream in real time. The video of the shooting then quickly spread on both mainstream and
fringe social media sites. According to Facebook, the website removed 1.5 million uploads of the video within
the first 24 hours,*® and the video was altered at least 800 times, likely by users trying to evade detection by

moderators.?

As his video went viral, the shooter was lauded as a cult hero in online right-wing extremist forums. Users in
8chan’s /pol/ board praised and quoted the Christchurch shooter’s video and manifesto, and many created
memes and images celebrating the shooting. Many also likened the perpetrator to a religious figure, creating

memes that transposed his face onto images of medieval saints and referring to him as a saint.*

The Christchurch shooter’s written manifesto is littered with memes and sarcasm, mirroring the style of the
right-wing extremist forums he frequented and ultimately catered to during the attack. “Shit posting” in these
forums involves packaging white supremacy, xenophobia, and racism in a medley of crude jokes, coded cultural
references, and meaningless content. Through this format, users can disseminate more direct, explicitly bigoted,
pseudo-factual appeals to violence while maintaining a veneer that the content is “just a joke” and was never
meant to be taken seriously. For example, in a “Q&A” section, the Christchurch shooter wrote that the video
game “Fortnite trained me to be a killer and to floss on the corpses of my enemies.” This wink to online gaming
communities—many of which are hotbeds of right-wing radicalization—gives adherents the sense that they are in

on the joke and cultivates solidarity with him.**
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The Christchurch shooter’s calls to violence begat more killings. A month later, on the last day of Passover in 2019,

a white supremacist livestreamed his assault on a synagogue in Poway, California. The Poway shooter killed one
and injured three, including the rabbi. His online manifesto claimed the Christchurch shooter “was a catalyst

for me personally.”*> Fewer than four months later, a racist shooter in El Paso, Texas, began his manifesto with
the words, “In general, | support the Christchurch shooter and his manifesto.”*® The El Paso shooter cited the
Christchurch manifesto as the turning point at which Hispanic immigrants became his “target.”*’ He killed 22

people, injured 24 others, and claimed this was “just the beginning of the fight for America and Europe.”*®

F. The Influence of Prior Extremist Writings on the Buffalo Shooter’s Writings

The Buffalo shooter explicitly claimed the Christchurch shooter as his direct inspiration. He claimed that the
Christchurch shooter’s livestream “started my real research into the problems with immigration and foreigners
in our White lands, without his livestream | would likely have no idea about the real problems the West is
facing.”*® According to his manifesto, the Buffalo shooter found a video of the Christchurch livestream and the
Christchurch shooter’s manifesto on the online image board 4chan in May 2020, a year after the attack. He

sought to “follow [the Christchurch shooter’s] lead and the attacks of so many others like him.”°

Like the Christchurch shooter, the Buffalo shooter used niche cultural references in his manifesto as a signal to
fellow online right-wing extremists, displaying antisemitic and racist memes that circulate widely on right-wing

extremist forums and joking that “covid vaccine juice” could be the reason he planned to commit the shooting.”

The Buffalo manifesto plagiarized liberally from the Christchurch manifesto. It overlaps 63 percent with the
earlier document, with 23 percent of the texts matching word-for-word. The Buffalo shooter also used the
same questions in the same order as the Christchurch shooter in the Q&A portion of his writings.>? The Buffalo
manifesto is significantly longer than the Christchurch manifesto: 47,000 words compared to 17,000 words.
Researchers at the Anti-Defamation League believe the Buffalo shooter used the Christchurch manifesto as

a starting point and then added to it, notably adding a new section blaming Jews for the demise of the white

race.”
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Although the Buffalo manifesto does sometimes deviate from the Christchurch manifesto, these deviations often
resemble aspects of other right-wing extremist manifestos that pre-date the Christchurch shooting. For example,
his description of firearms and tactical gear mirrors the Norway attacker’s lengthy description of weapons and
body armor. Both shooters provided detailed information about the various weapons and armor available, and

even described the benefits and shortcomings of using different types of gear to carry out an attack.

His manifesto also shares striking similarities with that of the perpetrator of the 2015 Charleston AME Church
shooting. The Charleston manifesto argued that the “issues” with Jews are “not their blood,” but rooted in Jewish
religion and identity.>* The Buffalo shooter made a similar argument in his own manifesto, explaining his belief
that modern Jews are ethnically white, and that Jewish religion is the source of the “problems” with Jews, rather
than Jewish genetics.>® Additionally, both shooters express admiration for East Asians. The Charleston shooter
described his “respent (sic) for the East Asian Races,” and suggested that, if the white race were to come to an
end, East Asian people could “carry something on.”*® Similarly, the Buffalo shooter wrote that East Asians are
“quite admirable,” citing what he perceives as their “superior traditional values and genetics.”’

And the Buffalo shooter drew from previous shooters, who, like the Christchurch shooter, captured their violence
on video. When planning his Buffalo attack, he learned online that “a previous attack was recorded on Twitch
(Halle Synagogue Shooting) that lasted about 35 minutes, which for me shows that there is enough time to

capture everything important. This may not work as intended if it’s reported and taken down early.”*®

G. The Buffalo Shooter’s Content Doubles as an Inspirational Guide and
Instructional Manual for the Next Mass Shooter

The Buffalo shooter’s writings show he understood that prior manifestos and graphic content exerted power
in recruiting others to commit mass violence. By creating similar content, the shooter sought to situate himself

within that tradition, attempting to build his legacy and pave the way for others to follow in his footsteps.

In addition to his manifesto, he also kept a personal diary in the months before the Buffalo attack that purports
to provide an intimate window into his ideological beliefs, daily activities, relationships, and psyche. He intended
this document to be read and circulated by others alongside his manifesto as a means of perpetuating his
legacy and provoking future violence. He kept his diary on Discord, a voice and instant messaging social
platform originally designed to facilitate conversation between remote video gamers in real fime. He recorded
his daily activities on a personal server that he did not invite anyone to join—access to the content was
apparently restricted only to him. Just before executing his attack, he invited select individuals to view his Discord
logs and published an edited version of these logs—his diary—for an audience that he imagined would want to

understand and possibly mimic him.
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The transcript of the edited Discord logs is approximately 700 pages, containing original posts written by him,

links to outside content, and memes and images pasted onto his server. Much of what was written in the Discord
logs was incorporated into his manifesto, evidencing his desire to write for posterity’s sake, even in his private

diary.

Nearly one hundred pages in his manifesto detail his research intfo which weapons, helmets, body armor, and
other tools he planned on buying. He compares prices on different websites and meticulously discusses pros and
cons of multiple models of the same material. He shares links to weapon tutorials and websites where he bought
equipment for the attack. His hope was that these detailed accounts of the materials he used, considered using,
and those which he deemed not good enough for a mass shooting would all collectively help the next shooter

gather the best materials in a much shorter amount of fime.

He also meticulously recorded his plan for the attack in the Discord diary, leaving behind a manual for those
who he hoped would follow in his footsteps. The logs detail the process of funding and purchasing equipment,
selecting a target, and configuring technology for broadcasting the shooting. He funded his efforts primarily
through the sale of personal items and silver at flea markets and to buyers he met through 4chan and Reddit.>
Often he could not afford the quality of equipment he would have otherwise selected, and he wrote at length
about what he would have purchased with additional fime and resources, attempting to establish himself

as a source of knowledge for future attackers. According to his own writings, his knowledge of weapons and
related equipment came from personal hunting experience, instructional YouTube videos like those of Garand
Thumb, and the 4chan weapons board “/k/”.°° He also used the /k/ board as a marketplace to purchase some
body armor, in addition to browsing gear exchanges, pawn shops, and eBay.® He bought ammunition and the
rifle he used to commit his attack from McLain’s Sporting Goods and from Vintage Firearms, two gun shops

in New York.%?He also wrote of frequent trips to New York State public lands to practice shooting, detailing

his experiences and setbacks with various configurations of his equipment, and advocating to readers the

importance of training before an attack.
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The Buffalo shooter’s manifesto also appropriated, word-for-word, the Christchurch manifesto’s calls to future

violent or accelerationist action. In his section “Answers to my people/supporters[’] questions” he tells them to
make plans, form alliances, get equipped and then act.®® Doing so, he claims, will ensure that “one day our own

children can enjoy the rewards of our labor.”®*

The Discord logs also provide some information on how and where he was radicalized (with the caveat that
his writings reflect his own agenda). His self identified radicalization coincided with the start of the COVID-19
pandemic. According to his diary, it was then that he began spending time on 4chan. Through posts on 4chan,
he wrote, his radical beliefs first formed.®® His indoctrination into white supremacy and belief in white genocide
was furthered by his activity on Reddit by browsing within certain subreddits and fueled by his research on

eugenics, the Great Replacement Theory, and other longstanding race theories.®
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