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1 Introduction

Waves of mass killings recently have been perpetriat Europe, the US, or elsewhere
by individuals with a weak or nonexistent ideol@imotivation, whose acts either appear to
contradict their purported political cause or atendtedly driven by a quest for notoriety. The
present paper explores how the so-called “Herastr&yndrome” (Borowitz, 2005) can help
us to understand what these killers sought to miaginvhen they launched their attacks. This
syndrome has been known for more than two milleani refers to killers and arsonists who
perpetrate odious attacks for the sake of selffgiation. There is a wide diversity of killers,
whose self-proclaimed objectives blend in differ@mbportions some claims to fight for
major ideological causes, ranging from Global JitadWhite Supremacy or People’s
Revolution, with an obvious quest for celebrity.the name of White Supremacy, Anders
Breivik massacred 77 people in Norway in July 20hbst of whom clean white kids, while
Mohamed Merah killed in March 2012 three French MusSoldiers and three kids and a
teacher in a Jewish school in Toulouse for the s&k&obal Jihad.

This diversity is accommodated in the model belgnwabsuming hybrid motivations
for the potential terrorists, blending the Herastsasyndrome and the devotion to some cause
in various proportions. The benefit of using suamadel of hybrid killers is that many other
potential applications come to mind to explain mantlger kinds of lethal attacks that are
routinely observed all around the planet, be thelf+roclaimed terrorist or otherwise. In
particular, school shootings have emerged as a amigpe of mass killing. Massacres on
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American school premises by current or former stitslevere rare before the 1990s when
they picked up and dramatically escalated in nun#vet level of violence, leading mass
media and scholars to speak of an epidemic (L&2@DO, Rocque 2012, Agnich, 2015). The
infamous shooting at Columbine High School in 198&rked a turning point, providing an
example for many subsequent followers to emulateerAColumbine, not only have actual
school shootings multiplied but large and incregsiombers of planned shootings have been
foiled by police or aborted for some other reassonghat the total number of youths who set
their minds on firing a weapon at their classméai&s become an order of magnitude greater
than in previous periods. Moreover, after Columbitiie phenomenon — previously almost
exclusively American — has gone global, involvinthaols all over the world. A recent
example is the deadly attack on a Swedish schenkedaout in October 2015 by a young man
with Nazi sympathies but no links to any far-riglgganization. This was certainly a first: he
wore a Darth Vader-style mask, cape, and helmet fittidgly, his weapon of choice was a
sword (Crouch, 2015).

The next section presents the model while secti@er®ses its policy implications.

Section 4 briefly concludes.
2. A rational-choice model of Herostratic attacks

2.1 The modd

Assume that a continuum of heterogeneous potekitiats kD[O,oo[ would derive

the following utility from perpetrating a suicidéack:
U(8(K). B(K). 0. @ 4) = ma@(K) v(n a ¢)-ac(a)-B(K)um(n), (1)

where v(n, q,t//) > 0 measures a given attack’s expected impact on @uipiinion whenn

such attacks are simultaneously perpetrated anquakty of attackq is chosen. Parameter
(¢ captures the media environment and the sensitfitgublic opinion that will make the

killer's name infamous, as well as the policy totiiat can influence it. This captures the
“Herostratic contract” whereby infamous arsonigtkilers have a high probability of being

remembered for decades or centuries. Potentiar killvalues this contract at the subjective

price 8(k), and the potential killers are ranked by decrepsaiues ofé(k), i.e., 8'(k) <0.

Assuming that only suicide attacks are taking pl#ioe number of attacks and the number of



killers are the same. Suicide attacks are undeddbooadly to include all the cases where the
killer dies, whether by his own means or killedthg police with probability one a few days
later as happened to Mohamed Merah in Toulousie, Rape (2006).

The number of attacks has a potentially ambiguous impact on the pubkokective
memory. While repeated attacks of a given typeease the public’s sensitivity to these
attacks by creating an enhanced level of anxietiyaakind of addiction, beyond a point, the

public might lose its interest for these “déja wvents. This ambiguity is captured by a bell-

shaped impact oh onv(n,q,z//). In contrast, the attack’s quality has a monotonically

positive impact with diminishing marginal returngjile its costac(q) >0 is increasing and

convex. The positive parameter is reflecting the security environment in whicheth

potential killer operates, e.g., the effectivenethe legal apparatus restricting the purchase

of firearms and its degree of enforcement. Thep,a&o includesyzm(n)=0,m’(n) >0,

which captures the negative externality entailedhgyattacks. For example, repeated killings
of Jews in Europe increase the migration of otlesvsito Israel that furthers the interests of

Zionists to the detriment of Palestinians. Thesgatiee spillovers, or “collateral damage”,

are valued at the subjective priq@(k) by potential killer k, reflecting the degree of

commitment in favor of a cause that might be darddmyethe attack.

2.2 The Herostratic competition

The model determines who does perpetrate an attagkwho refrains from it, and

thus the number of attacks This in turn determinesq*:q(ﬁ(k), n Y, a). Azam and

Ferrero (2016) provide a simple condition that gite the quality of attack a tournament
property within a certain range, namely that theaddeatic killer will invest more in the
quality of his attack, the larger the number ofeits occurring in the same period. This is
illustrated by Mehdi Nemmouche who declared: “Jis Yare cing fois Merah au 14 juillet” (I
will do five times Merah on French National Dayarislation by JPA). Significantly,
Nemmouche sought to compete with Merah on the Jiwekfront, while he did not attempt
any strategic moves like killing French Muslim deld as did Merah to deter French
Muslims from getting integrated in their societydato incite them to join Global Jihad
instead.



Lastly, there is an opportunity cost of perpetm@nsuicide attack captured here by a

value of life A>0, assumed constant for all. Thek, will perpetrate the attack if
U (0(k),,8(k),n,¢/,a,/1) > A and will refrain from it otherwise. This assumesef entry in
the killing activity, ruling out pre-emptive policaterventions that could take people into
custody on the basis of their profiling as “dangergotential killers”, e.g., because each
individual's preference paramete{#(k), B(k)} are unobservable. As this decision to kil

depends om, each potential killer must work out the equilibri number of attacks to make

his own decision.

2.3 The equilibrium number of attacksin the Herostratic equilibrium

We use the standard Nash equilibrium concept, whigles out any direct
coordination among the potential killers. This alseglects the sequential occurrence of
attacks that can be observed in reality, for thieesaf simplicity. One might argue that
Herostratic killers want to be remembered for aydeng time, as Herostratos himself who is
still cited more than two millennia after his arsdimen, a lag of a few weeks or a few months

between successive Herostratic attacks is unlikelynatter for their long-run reputation

impacts. Let us assume thﬁt(k) is continuously differentiable, which entails thmople

having similar preferences regarding the Herostratintract also have similar preferences
regarding collateral damage, irrespective of theeatfion in which they change across

neighboring individuals. Then, the killer's (sulijge) profit function is:
m(k,n,a,uA)=U(6(K) B(K) ny a p)-A. 2)

Potential killerk will perpetrate the suicide attack if(k, n,¢,a,u,A)> 0 and will
refrain from it otherwise. The Herostratic equilibn is a Nash equilibrium where the
active killers are the ones with the largest valmlbé(k) . Azam and Ferrero (2016) spell out

a set of conditions for this case to hold. Figureepresents such an equilibrium where

n =k* and m(k*, 1t, ¢, a, 4, 1) =0.



m(k,ny,a,uA)=0

v

n*
Figure 1: TheHerostratic Equilibrium

The bell-shaped curve represents the locus of {ken} pairs such that
mi(k,n,g,a,u,A)=C. All the {k,n} pairs above this locus are such thgt) <0 while all

those below it haveT(.) > 0. The Herostratic equilibrium is found where thosus intersects

the 45° line. All the active killers are found beldhe locus while all the potential killers

whosek lies on or above this locus refrain from killinBhis is not a symmetric equilibrium,

as each killer choosescﬁ*(ﬁ(k), I, 0/,(//) that depends on her subjective priggk). To
get a feel for the model’s logic, let us start frarpoint on theﬂ(.) =0 locus above the =k
line. Then, this individuak is not an active killer, but she crosses the ifine increases,
moving the point horizontally strictly inside thE(.) >0 set. It can be shown that she will

increase herg* in this case. The school shootings epidemic fiis picture well, as the

quality of attacks increases with their (cumulativeimber. The resulting increase in the
subjective profit from the attacks as their numbereases captures the bandwagon effect that
lures in individuals with increasing participatitimesholds a la Granovetter (1978).

3 Some policy implications

Public policies to counter the Herostratic threatthis model work through four

channels of impact: (i) by affecting directly thepact of the attack on public opiniog §,

(i) by affecting its opportunity costA), (iii) by affecting the cost of choosing a more



spectacular attacka(), or (iv) by affecting the perceived cost of cttlal damage £). As

n* andq * are jointly determined, the four policy tools afféoth outcomes simultaneously.
Figures 2 can be used to work out their impact1dbnA look at equation (1) shows that an
increase ind, in @, or in x4, and a fall ing/, would shift down therr(k, n,¢,a,u,A) = G
locus and drive some potential killers into inastias shown by Figure 2. The arrows show
how the{k*, n*} pair would respond, were the(.) =0 locus to shift downwards as shown

by another arrow, the new equilibrium being markgdhick broken lines.

\

Figure 2: Policy Implications

Work on the shift parametey , which controls the/(.) function, specifically targets

the Herostratic syndrome and at the same time neesthe negative side effects. The aim is
to credibly oppose the eternal shame that therkilleng for from getting established. This
looks difficult to implement in the age of the imet as restricting media freedom by
censoring the sensational reports of Herostratiacks seems politically and technically
infeasible. More promising would be to sponsor aviacing campaign showing that these
killers all belong to the same type of psychopathe deserve compassion more than infamy
or hatred, thus downgrading their reputation andtfating their quest. However, there are
milder methods of spoiling the Herostratic killersames that might have some marginal
impact. The objective is in fact to trivialize tleeattacks, instead of sensationalizing them as
the media tend to do today. A possible solutionhmlge a centralized record-keeping of the

different types of such attacks that would givemhe serial number. Then, the media would



only mention their code numbers, while the nameghefperpetrators could be found on a
web page in the list of all those who perpetratedlar crimes before. For example, EJK2678
would mean “the 2678killer of European Jews”, SCK136 would mean “ttg8" killer of

children at school”, or PC59 would mean “thd"§fane crasher”. The aim would be to make

potential killers realize how far to the right wleeady are in figure 1.

4 Conclusion

This paper has made the perfectly obvious point thidonal agents can have very
weird preferences. This has been done by embeddiray game-theoretic framework the
Herostratos syndrome that some authors have ightils a potential explanation for some
odious crimes. The latter are perpetrated by iddizis who prefer to be known for their
infamous crimes rather than remaining anonymouss framework sheds some light on a
series of events that shook European countrieshén 2010s, when various individuals
perpetrated spectacular lethal attacks. The keyt p@ithat in some of these cases, the killers
are perpetrating some attacks that contradict fireiclaimed objectives. In some others, they
openly admit that the quest for infamy is theiryoniotive. Although this behavior may be
diagnosed as psychopathic, because of the weirtrprees that it reveals, the game-
theoretic model analyzed shows that it would benllyignisleading to invoke any form of
irrationality to explain it. We have finally offeslesome policy suggestions that focus on ways

and means to reduce the publicity the killers e@jog thus frustrate their quest for notoriety.
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