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“As Americans, we grieve…”[1]

Mass shootings in contemporary American society have emerged as
events of profound political and cultural symbolism; indeed, the news
media has often attributed to them the label of “crisis.”[2] They have a
singular status in the modern American collective consciousness, one not
occupied by other forms of violence. Mass shootings have attained this
status, I argue, precisely because their violence transcends the immediate
act itself; they are threefold acts of violence, enacted on the bodies of their
victims, the minds of their witnesses (both first and secondhand), and
society collectively. Through the elaborate national discourse that has
been constructed around them, mass shootings have emerged as attacks
on society as a whole – mass violence in the most literal of senses.
Individuals become witnesses and are thus implicated in the trauma of the
event; simultaneously, their personal grief is transformed into collective
pain. There are four key drivers that enable this threefold victimization:
first, the sense that mass shootings represent a narrative rupture; second,
the personalization of a collective anxiety tracing back to 9/11; third, the
modern idiom of trauma, which provides a new lens through which to
understand and justify the grief reaction; and fourth, the development of
new normative grief rituals, performed through social media, which serve
to create a shared trauma narrative and to allow individuals to affirm their
group membership and community identity in a time of flux and fragility.
Mass shootings are felt as powerfully disruptive of the everyday; they are
an inappropriate disruption of not only the “contingent, unremarkable and
ordinary” stream of everyday life, but also
the normatively coherent, telic
[3]
narrative of individual and collective life. These mass shootings, by
definition, take place in public areas presumed safe, in a world presumed
largely untouched by senseless violence; they “somehow seem to occur in
a more poignant version of reality.”[4] Not only does violence intrude into
the most quotidian spaces in mass shootings, but it is an irrational,
senseless kind of violence. The victims of mass shootings are victimized
by virtue of their presence, rather than any personal quality. The lack of a
coherent, understandable explanation for these events renders the lives of
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individuals and groups “out of control,” by introducing incoherency and
ambiguity into otherwise highly structured narratives. This sense of
disruption is felt all the more deeply in the context of a modern moral logic
that declares certain deaths unacceptable. As technology has developed
over the past decades, the umbrella of “preventable” death has widened,
accompanied by a growing intolerance of risk and a sense that violent
death, in a “well-ordered society,” is inappropriate.[5] The concept of “living
on,” a sense of life as a continuation of an orderly, nonviolent everyday
narrative rather than as a series of events involving the dramatic exercise
of agency, is best interpreted through a framework of collectivity. It is our
collective living on that is most shaped by this logic, and so mass
shootings are quite literally an affront to modern collective life – or, as
President Obama put it after Orlando, “an attack on all of us and on the
fundamental values…that define us as a country.”[6]
This sense of “it should not happen here,” however, is accompanied by
the increasing understanding that it could. Mass shootings reinforce the
growing anxieties of a society that has felt increasingly beleaguered by
violence in the last two decades. In particular, instability and fear entered
the national narrative after 9/11 in a way more real and present than
before; previously unthinkable violence became a reality, and therefore a
future potential.[7] Violent and random death at work, school, or a movie
theatre has become a legitimate fear, and a rising sense of helplessness
encouraged individuals to conceive of themselves as potential victims of
an inevitable future mass shooting and as responsible stakeholders.[8]
Each new act of violence is incorporated into the national consciousness
as a symbol of our own vulnerability, both personally and collectively. A
generalized grief over loss of life becomes a deeply personal fear that the
next victim could be you or someone you love. The intrusive potentiality for
violence resounds on every level: collectively, we are preoccupied with
these attacks, exploring them in media and shaping a group identity in
resistance to the normalization of violence; individually, our sense of
personal safety in public spaces has been altered; and physically, our
anxieties are made manifest in graphic images of the attacks.
If 9/11 was the seminal act of violence that victimized the American public,
then each mass shooting since has served as a reenactment of that
trauma. It was 9/11 that marked a discursive shift to focus on the trauma
of bearing witness; afterwards, as Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman
note, “both survivors and witnesses, but also television viewers and
residents of the United States in general were suffering from exposure to a
traumatic event.”[9] The concept of trauma—“the tragic event and its
psychological traces”—thus profoundly transforms the social construction
of grief and victimhood “by applying the same psychological classification
to the person who suffers violence…and the person who witnesses it.”[10]
Trauma provides a language to understand shared psychological pain and
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a justification of the grief response. It is the mechanism through which
bystanders are implicated in the narrative of these violent events.[11] In
bearing witness, personal grief is legitimated and becomes a valid
assertion of shared national suffering.[12]
New technology has transformed the ways in which we both witness and
grieve these events – and in doing so fundamentally changed their
discursive significance. Because of rapid information sharing technologies
like Twitter, mass shootings almost instantaneously enter cultural
consciousness as “historical,” and the process of narrative construction in
collective memory occurs simultaneously with the unfolding of events. This
deepens affective engagements by intensifying the sense of personal
involvement.[13] However, although there is a sense of direct or
unmediated involvement in the tragedy (compounded by the legitimization
of the victim role through the concept of the pathogenic and
trauma-inducing image), this form of communication creates highly
mediated collective “trauma narratives” that are constructed
collaboratively and shared memetically. In part because of their
temporality, these trauma narratives shape individual perceptions of the
events in accordance with their “contemporary manifestation of collective
trauma in the public arena.”[14]
These “trauma narratives” do not only include the actors directly involved
in the event, however; they tell the story of the event as a cultural process,
or transform the initial trauma into collective memory.[15] It is no longer only
the bare facts of the event that are recorded for posterity; rather, related
but tangential narratives and details are all woven together to form a public
memory of the event.[16] Because trauma has created a victim space for
viewers as well as participants, their stories have a legitimate place in the
“trauma narrative.” Indeed, they have an important place: “the collective
event supplies the substance of the trauma which will be articulated in
individual experience; in return, individual suffering bears witness to the
traumatic aspect of the collective drama.”[17] The tragedy of the mass
shooting is most fully realized in its collective witnessing. We as observers
are not only enabled but also compelled to recount our personal narratives
(where we were, how we were affected), and in doing so deepen the
sense of a mutual, collective victimhood.[18]
As social media has shaped the development of these narratives, so too
has it informed the development of modern grief rituals, which are
themselves written into the social memory of these events. Because of the
perceived importance (and legitimacy) of expressing empathy, distress,
and grief in the aftermath of a mass shooting, those expressions have
taken on a normative social force. Publishing a written expression of grief
becomes a fundamentally social act and a mark of group membership.
Although these elegies are almost certainly performative in the truest
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sense, that is not to say that the distress articulated in Facebook statuses
is necessarily or solely inauthentic—it certainly may be real and felt, and
asserting it may be a means of participating in a collective palliation of
suffering.[19] Expressions of personal distress enable individuals both to
take part in the communal activity of meaning-making and to assert their
membership in a community. Individual pain echoes a “national
victimhood…[that] manifests itself via a claim to collective identity.”[20] This
appeal to a collective identity is clear in the suggestive phrasing of
President Obama’s speech after Orlando, when he stated
that “as Americans, we are united in grief.”[21] In times of flux, group
membership and identity can be particularly important; here they both
stem from and reaffirm the collective violence of the mass shooting.
The use of culturally scripted expressions of mourning as affirmations of
identity and group membership was most poignantly evident in the
aftermath of the shooting in Orlando. Participation in grief rituals through
social media served as an affirmation of identity and belonging for the
LGBT community. The history of the LGBT community in the US is rife
with individual and collective violence at a number of levels, and the
shooting in Orlando was a specific attack on a safe space – the trope of
the mass shooting writ small and projected onto an already beleaguered
community. The LGBT community has, in some sense, claimed ownership
of this grief as a part of their continuing historical narrative, and the pain
and trauma of it was felt acutely by community members. Personal
narratives incorporating the pain of this tragedy thus become explicit
declarations of identity and community.[22]
These tragedies do not and cannot occur in isolation; they have entered
the modern cultural consciousness as reified symbols of collective distress
over our own vulnerability and fragility. The normative construction of
mass shootings as a culturally specific category of events that could, but
should not, disrupt the everyday life of their literal and primary victims (a
role into which we are encouraged to project ourselves), of their secondary
victims (those exposed to trauma through media coverage), and of the
society as a collective, grants them a unique social status. Some critics
have argued that the particularly intense reactions to these events are the
result of racism or xenophobia – a reflection of the American public’s
inability to empathize with or care about “the tragedies of other places.”[23]
While these factors clearly play a role in the shaping of mass shootings as
cultural phenomena, such arguments radically oversimplify the complex
relationship between contemporary American society and these forms of
violence. Rather than emerging strictly from a sense of American
exceptionalism, the construction of mass shootings as powerful symbols is
also the consequence of a particular cultural moment that engenders the
tragedies, their discursive significance, and their affective resonance
simultaneously. Mass shootings emerge as a collective experience
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enabled by a cultural shift in perspectives on violence and enacted
through social media, using the modern idiom of trauma.
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Chicago in 2013. Her interests include disability rights, mental illness
narratives, and the role of trauma in contemporary American society.
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