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Abstract
Despite attempts to regulate content, social media platforms continue to host images of 
antisocial behavior and crime. These images include dashboard videos of road rage and 
CCTV footage of shoplifting, as well as more extreme recordings of torture, sexual assault, 
suicide, and mass shootings. These images are often produced by offenders of their own 
volition using smartphone cameras and wearable recording devices. We understand criminal 
selfies as media content of antisocial behavior or crime produced by or with the awareness 
of an offender. By producing a criminal selfie, an offender renders themselves vulnerable 
to public scrutiny, legal punishment, and other negative outcomes. Yet criminal selfies 
remain a popular form of toxic online communication. This manuscript theorizes that one 
of the previously underappreciated explanations for criminal selfies is a desire to broadcast 
personal grievances. In such cases, they allow an offender to publicize their motivating 
politics and to offer them to an online audience for consideration and discussion. Antisocial 
content often evokes an unfavorable ratio of denunciation versus supportive responses. We 
claim that some offenders wager that a criminal selfie nonetheless earns their grievances 
a degree of awareness and, potentially, consequence. Some criminal selfies reflect a 
willingness to self-incriminate by documenting antisocial behavior in hopes that their 
images will contribute to public discourse. This article contributes to studies of criminal 
visibility by addressing how it can be intended as political expression. We first outline the 
concept of the criminal selfie and how it reflects a changing relationship between visibility 
and criminality in contemporary digital society. We then review literature on the motives 
of criminals who film themselves. We seek to compliment this literature by considering 
socially and politically aggrieved individuals producing antisocial content. This includes 
livestreams of white nationalist mass shootings (Christchurch, Halle) as well as a series of 
Reddit groups that solicit and (counter-)denounce antisocial grievances by digital media 
users (r/iamverybadass, r/publicfreakout, r/iamatotalpieceofshit).
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Introduction

Despite growing efforts to regulate online content, social media platforms continue to 
host images of antisocial behavior (Yar, 2018; Williams et al., 2019). These include 
dashboard videos of traffic accidents and surveillance camera footage of public intox-
ication, but also more extreme recordings of torture,1 sexual assault,2 suicide,3 and 
mass shootings.45 Curiously, these images are not necessarily of wrongdoers who 
have inadvertently been “caught on tape.” Rather, these images are sometimes pro-
duced by individuals of their own volition using smartphone cameras and wearable 
recording devices. Consider the political transgressors who livestreamed their par-
ticipation in the January 6th insurrection in the USA (Jeppesen, 2022).6 Radical sup-
porters of Donald Trump streamed footage of themselves breaking into governmental 
buildings and assaulting police officers. Despite reputational harm and possible jail 
time, a subset of these radicals circulated images of their actions to direct attention 
to personal grievances and collective political beliefs. Nonetheless, resulting videos 
were used to expose and humiliate these political transgressors and sometimes used to 
support their criminal convictions.

As part of a larger effort to understand the creation and sharing of self-surveil-
lance footage, we offer the concept of “criminal selfies.” This term refers to images of 
transgressive behavior produced by or with the awareness of the transgressor as they 
break social conventions and/or formal laws. Note that while we use the term “crimi-
nal,” the criminal selfie concept can be used to describe the recording of a variety 
of antisocial behaviors. The flexibility of the concept is a recognition that a diver-
sity of wrongdoers record a diversity of transgressive behaviors for a diversity of rea-
sons. Some of these transgressive behaviors are criminalized, others are not.7 Some of 
these transgressive behaviors are discovered by the criminal justice system, others are 
not. Some of these transgressive behaviors are criminalized in the jurisdictions of the 
viewer but not in the jurisdiction of the offender, and vice versa. Thus, the criminal 
selfie concept remains flexible to recognize a variety of behaviors, including those 
which are harmful, antisocial, and immoral but not necessarily criminalized across all 
jurisdictions.

1  See The Desire to Live-Stream Violence: https:// www. theat lantic. com/ news/ archi ve/ 2017/ 01/ chica go- 
beati ng- faceb ook- live/ 512288/.
2  See Teenager is Accused of Live-Streaming a Friend’s Rape on Periscope: https:// www. nytim es. com/ 
2016/ 04/ 19/ us/ peris cope- rape- case- colum bus- ohio- video- lives tream ing. html.
3  See Suicide on Periscope Prompts French Officials to Open Inquiry: https:// www. nytim es. com/ 2016/ 05/ 
12/ world/ europe/ peris cope- suici de- france. html.
4  See Christchurch gunman pleads guilty to New Zealand mosque attacks that killed 51: https:// www. 
thegu ardian. com/ world/ 2020/ mar/ 26/ chris tchur ch- shoot ing- brent on- tarra nt- pleads- guilty- to- new- zeala nd- 
mosque- attac ks- that- killed- 51.
5  See Germany shooting suspect livestreamed attempted attack on synagogue: https:// www. thegu ardian. 
com/ world/ 2019/ oct/ 09/ germa ny- shoot ing- synag ogue- halle- lives tream ed.
6  See Pro-Trump Mob Livestreamed Its Rampage, and Made Money Doing It: https:// www. nytim es. com/ 
2021/ 01/ 08/ techn ology/ dlive- capit ol- mob. html.
7  In the case of digitally mediated offences, we may see antisocial acts become criminal ones: https:// 
www. gov. uk/ guida nce/a- guide- to- the- online- safety- bill.

https://www.theatlantic.com/news/archive/2017/01/chicago-beating-facebook-live/512288/
https://www.theatlantic.com/news/archive/2017/01/chicago-beating-facebook-live/512288/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/19/us/periscope-rape-case-columbus-ohio-video-livestreaming.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/19/us/periscope-rape-case-columbus-ohio-video-livestreaming.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/12/world/europe/periscope-suicide-france.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/12/world/europe/periscope-suicide-france.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/christchurch-shooting-brenton-tarrant-pleads-guilty-to-new-zealand-mosque-attacks-that-killed-51
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/christchurch-shooting-brenton-tarrant-pleads-guilty-to-new-zealand-mosque-attacks-that-killed-51
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/christchurch-shooting-brenton-tarrant-pleads-guilty-to-new-zealand-mosque-attacks-that-killed-51
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/09/germany-shooting-synagogue-halle-livestreamed
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/09/germany-shooting-synagogue-halle-livestreamed
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/08/technology/dlive-capitol-mob.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/08/technology/dlive-capitol-mob.html
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/a-guide-to-the-online-safety-bill
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/a-guide-to-the-online-safety-bill
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By capturing a criminal selfie, a wrongdoer renders themselves vulnerable to public 
scrutiny, legal punishment, and other presumably undesirable repercussions. Yet crimi-
nal selfies are a popular form of toxic online content. They have become so prominent 
that they have inspired new antisocial trends such as “happy slapping,” violent actions 
against strangers committed solely for the opportunity to create self-exposing footage 
(Yar, 2012). Such trends reveal that criminal selfies are created by persons who know 
their actions have been deemed wrong and/or illegal. Many of these people also know 
that the capturing and broadcasting of their footage is itself an antisocial communicative 
act that may cross legal boundaries. Given the likelihood that criminal selfies expose 
the offender’s actions and potentially contribute to their public shaming and criminal 
conviction, the production of criminal selfies may be perplexing. In this paper, we are 
interested in the discursive justification of capturing and sharing criminal selfies given 
by the perpetrator-cum-content creator.

Like all selfies, the motivations behind the creation and sharing of criminal selfies 
are diverse and may diverge (Etgar & Amichai-Hamburger, 2017). Extending from ear-
lier work on voluntary forms of “selfie incrimination” (Fish & Follis, 2016), we argue 
that one of the previously underappreciated motivations for criminal selfies is the desire 
to broadcast personal grievances. Criminal selfies allow a perpetrator to publicize per-
sonal outrage to an online audience for consideration. Such selfies can be met with 
an unfavorable ratio of denunciations versus supportive responses. Some perpetrators 
nonetheless wager that a criminal selfie earns their grievances a degree of awareness 
and, potentially, empathy. Such criminal selfies may reflect a perpetrator’s willingness 
to incriminate themselves in hopes that their images will contribute to public discourse, 
especially when those personal grievances are tied to larger political concerns. Whereas 
earlier studies on un-masking consider how perpetrators knowingly disclose their iden-
tities in the name of public interest (ibid.), our understanding of criminal selfies spot-
lights perpetrators who disclose their identities in the name of personalized grievances 
intended to circulate through attention-based media networks. The primary goal of this 
article is to contribute to emerging literature explaining the recording and streaming of 
antisocial behavior as a means to generate attention to personal grievance—a practice 
that is both enhanced and contested by an assembly of media actors. By developing the 
criminal selfie concept, we offer a tool that researchers can use to better comprehend the 
circulation of images which result from what Surette (2015) calls “performance crimes.”

We begin this article by outlining the criminal selfie concept and how it reflects a 
changing relationship between visibility and antisocial behavior in digital society (Pow-
ell et  al., 2018). After reviewing literature on the motivations of transgressors who 
film their antisocial behaviors, we develop an understanding of the  criminal selfie as 
an assembled practice of visibility. In considering examples of criminal selfies used to 
air grievances, we juxtapose minor forms of antisociality on thematic subreddit com-
munities alongside high profile mass shootings used to express racist politics. We then 
consider the complexities surrounding the relationship between criminal selfies and 
public discourse by considering the roles of social media platforms as well as social 
media users in the production and distribution of criminal selfies. Before we begin, we 
acknowledge the limitations of seeking to understand a transgressor’s motivations for 
their antisocial behavior. Committing and filming antisocial acts must be explained by 
considering multiple factors and therefore require a plurality of theoretical explanations. 
Our analysis nonetheless highlights the role of expressing grievances when understand-
ing what motivates digital media users to film their offences.
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What Is a Criminal Selfie?

Selfies broadly refer to images of an individual or from an individual’s perspective created 
of their own volition and using a camera that is, to some extent, under their control (Hess, 
2015; Frosh, 2015). The selfie is exemplary of the “post-photographic” era when an image 
no longer has any sense of third party objectivity and instead acknowledges the photogra-
pher as both the subject and designer of an image (ibid.). Selfies are commonly uploaded 
on social media platforms such as Instagram and TikTok where they are produced using 
media editing software and publicized using hashtags and labels. The term selfie was orig-
inally used to refer to still-images, but as video creation and video sharing has become 
easier and more common, selfie can refer to a variety of self-surveillance images, including 
still-images, video recordings, and live-streaming videos. Thus, the selfie has become a 
flexible concept defined primarily by the role of its subject in its creation.

Various production and distribution processes prepare selfies for consumption in the 
“attention economy” (Marwick, 2015). Some selfies are carefully edited to display one’s 
physical beauty. These selfies can then be shared via social media platforms such as Ins-
tagram where they can be viewed and commented on by a global audience. Other selfies 
prioritize the political commentary of the subject. These selfies are shared via social media 
platforms such as YouTube, where they can contribute to online political discourse. Of 
course, the purpose of any single social media platform is diverse, and it is common for 
the same selfies to be shared across platforms. The point then is that selfies are created for 
diverse reasons, can be uploaded to diverse social media platforms, and can be appropri-
ated for diverse purposes. Given the range of user practices, production techniques, and 
platforms, the selfie is best understood as an umbrella concept referring to a variety of 
images that an individual creates of themselves and for online and largely unknown audi-
ences. We thus adopt an inclusive definition of selfies, accounting for still-images recorded 
by a subject to document their physical appearance, video-images recorded from a pho-
tographer’s point of view to document their personal experiences, as well as live-streamed 
images recorded by a subject to document their interactions with other peoples, including 
authority figures.

Selfies can document several activities but trend towards favorable and hyperreal repre-
sentation of the photographer. They often feature symbols of success, wealth, and an ideal-
ized body type that the photographer uses to earn cultural influence and economic gains, 
also known as “instafame” (Tiggemann & Anderberg, 2020; Marwick, 2015). Yet, one can 
easily find examples of selfies on social media featuring radically divergent ideals. These 
include images of substance abuse, racist commentary, mistakes with significant conse-
quences—also known as “fails,” as well as antisocial behaviors of all types (Yar, 2012; 
Pennington & Birthisel, 2016). Rather than documenting an idealized version of the self, 
these selfies feature images contributing to the shaming and/or criminalization the photog-
rapher for what are commonly understood as antisocial and illegal behaviors. Thus, crimi-
nal selfies reveal the diverse and everchanging relationship between the offender and their 
visibility.

Whereas the criminal’s visibility has historically been understood through theories of sur-
veillance cameras and crime-prevention (Norris & Armstrong, 1999), recent theories highlight 
the complex and heterogeneous features of the crime-visibility relationship. Today, antisocial 
behavior is captured by multiple “regimes of visibility,” each featuring different technological 
and motivational qualities as well as different implications for the wrongdoer (Brighenti, 2010). 
Antisocial behavior could be captured by a surveillance camera operated by a commercial 
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organization (Norris & Armstrong, 1999), a body-worn camera attached to a police officer’s 
chest (White & Malm, 2020), a camcorder in a bystander’s hands (Goldsmith, 2010), and a pro-
fessional video camera capturing footage for a reality-TV show (Doyle, 1998). Each camera is 
operated by a user with their own motivations. Each device can also have differing and even 
clashing implications for a transgressor. Some, for example, are motivated by a desire to deter the 
transgressor from doing wrong, whereas others aim to produce the most entertaining footage and 
gain advertising revenue. As such, a transgressor’s total visibility is a function of numerous and 
networked regimes of visibility or a “surveillant assemblage” (Haggerty & Ericson, 2000). The 
assembled nature of a wrongdoer’s visibility means it is a multi-layered phenomenon as is rec-
ognized by surveillance literature discussing the diversity of surveillance systems that operate in 
many directions and across social hierarchies (Doyle, 2011; Mathiesen, 1997; Monahan, 2006).

Criminal selfies, we argue, represent a unique contribution to this surveillance assemblage. 
Its uniqueness becomes apparent when considering the motivation of its creator. Unlike the pre-
viously mentioned cameras monitoring the offender, the criminal selfie is produced using the 
offender’s camera and reflects the offender’s vantage point. Thus, the criminal selfie represents 
themes of self-representation and adds alternative perspectives to surveillant assemblages, offer-
ing viewers a new way of understanding any of the antisocial behaviors being recorded. The real-
ization that antisocial behavior and visibility have a relationship beyond order management has 
informed studies exploring how the invention of smartphone cameras and social media platforms 
enable new opportunities to create, share, and access videos of antisocial behavior and criminal 
justice (Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010; Burgess & Green, 2018). For example, criminologists have 
studied how the “citizen journalist” uses their smartphone camera and social media platform 
to document and investigate antisocial behavior, what is commonly known as “web sleuthing” 
(Yardley & Wilson, 2015; Yardley et al., 2018). Still, much of this literature focuses on the use 
of cameras to document, expose, and shame wrongdoers against their will. We move beyond 
this focus by addressing how wrongdoers use the same tools to willingly bring attention to their 
crimes and related grievances.

We acknowledge that this filming amounts to an act of self-incrimination as transgres-
sors, sometimes naively, contribute to their own exposure and, in some cases, their own 
conviction in a court of law. Consider the case of a 16-year-old in the USA charged with 
first degree murder after police discovered that he murdered his classmate.8 Police con-
firmed their finding after the youth shared a criminal selfie over Snapchat admitting to 
the murder. Or consider a UK-based drug mule who posted a celebratory selfie showing 
him kissing the banknotes he earned after distributing heroin and cocaine.9 Despite the 
self-harmful quality of all criminal selfies, we propose that these images do not always 
reflect the offenders’ naivety. Offenders, in some cases, intend to use their criminal selfies 
to achieve personal and political goals.

What Motivates the Filming of Criminal Selfies?

Research asking what motivates selfies point to a plurality of answers (Etgar & Amichai-
Hamburger, 2017). Selfies can be motivated by goals such as attention seeking, self-expres-
sion, archiving personal history, and a desire to entertain others (Sung et al., 2016; Murray, 

8  See Snapchat selfie unmasked Pittsburgh killer, police say: https:// www. bbc. com/ news/ world- us- canada- 
31294 752.
9  See Drugs mule caught after taking selfies counting and kissing banknotes: https:// www. mirror. co. uk/ 
news/ uk- news/ drugs- mule- peter- cavan agh- caught- 22464 35.

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-31294752
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-31294752
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/drugs-mule-peter-cavanagh-caught-2246435
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/drugs-mule-peter-cavanagh-caught-2246435
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2015). Selfies can also be motivated by economic goals as content creators use them to 
publicize products and services (Marwick, 2015). Alternatively or simultaneously, creating 
and sharing selfies can be motivated by personal goals such as achieving the approval and 
support of large audiences through clicks, likes, views, and other forms of digital feedback 
(Barry et al., 2019). While motivations can differ, what stands out is that the selfie is a mul-
tifaceted tool. The same is true of criminal selfies.

Compelling evidence of the diverse motivations behind criminal selfies can be found in 
literature discussing “image based sexual abuse” (Powell & Henry, 2017). Images of sex-
ual abuse reflect a radical shift away from previous efforts among abusers to conceal their 
sexual abuse, often by silencing and shaming victims. Instead, image based sexual abuse 
reflects an abuser’s willingness to expose their actions and make themselves vulnerable to 
criticism and legal repercussion. Researchers explain this self-incrimination by highlight-
ing the perceived benefits of criminal selfies. For example, researchers claim some abusers 
find filming sexual abuse a gratifying act akin to producing a sex tape which memorializes 
sexual experiences (ibid.). Abusers may also create and share images of sexual abuse to 
humiliate victims and for economic benefit (Sandberg & Ugelvik, 2017; Powell & Henry, 
2017). For example, abusers can blackmail victims by threatening to share potentially 
humiliating sexual images unless they pay a fee (Sandberg & Ugelvik, 2017). Many of 
these motivations reflect a culture of mass-mediated humiliation where images are used to 
both entertain audiences and punish those who have been filmed (Kohm, 2009). We add 
to this literature by discussing additional motivations behind the creation and sharing of 
criminal selfies.

Criminal Selfies as Antisocial Expression of Grievances

We argue that a prominent function of criminal selfies is for wrongdoers to publicize their 
personal grievances and to shape political discourse in some capacity. In such cases, the 
criminal selfie represents the explicit confluence of antisocial behavior, politicking, and 
visibility. To illustrate the motivations behind some criminal selfies, we narrow our focus 
to wrongdoers who commit and film antisocial behavior motivated by personal grievances, 
often tied to broader politicized issues.

We clarify that such a perpetrator, though politically minded, is not necessarily a mem-
ber of a formal governmental or civic organization. This perpetrator may hold sympathies 
to an electable political party, but they may likewise hold beliefs that are loosely aligned 
with a more amorphous political movement. This perpetrator’s political participation may, 
therefore, not feature campaigning under a formal political organization’s banner. Instead, 
it may be limited to political participation via social media platforms where they share 
political content including criminal selfies. Though they are not involved in formal poli-
tics, we nonetheless frame these perpetrators as political actors. To justify this framing, we 
draw on Chantal Mouffe’s understanding of the political as “the ensemble of discourses, 
institutions and practices which aim at establishing an order; at organizing human coexist-
ence, in a context that is always conflictual because of the presence of the political” (1993, 
8). Mouffe’s definition recognizes any actor who tries at contributing to the establishing of 
an order, including those acting outside of formal institutions. We argue that an offender 
who films their antisocial behaviors makes such an effort by creating and sharing foot-
age to publicize their personal grievances and related political opinions. In the society of 
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“self-disclosure,” such an offender is one of many actors who intends to use personal vis-
ibility as a political tool (Thompson, 2005).

There are multiple examples of such criminal selfies. Consider the case of a suspected 
gang member who, in 2015, posted a video on Instagram showing himself in a vehicle 
pointing a handgun at a police patrol car. In the video, he can be heard saying “Fuck the 
Police.” His anti-police politics are outright, and the video seems an attempt to publicize 
these views. Unfortunately for the suspect, police discovered the video online and later 
served a search warrant at the suspect’s home in California. The suspect was taken to a 
local county jail soon after for possession of a concealed and unregistered firearm in a 
vehicle and for involvement in a criminal gang.10

We address two more examples of wrongdoers who record their antisocial behavior 
to substantiate the relationship between antisocial behavior, the expression of grievance, 
and politicking. To illustrate the diversity of wrongdoers who record antisocial behaviors 
to publicize grievances and political views, we will use two very different examples. The 
examples diverge primarily in the extremity of the antisocial behaviors being recorded. 
They have been selected to highlight the consistency of expressing grievances and poli-
ticking as a motivation for criminal selfies despite the differences between the antisocial 
behaviors being recorded.

Criminal Selfies: Recording Antisocial Pettiness

Criminal selfies include images of mundane antisocial acts tied to personal grievances. 
Consider a recent example involving a less prominent TikTok user. While at the beach with 
their mother, this TikTok user noticed another couple installing themselves directly in front 
of the user, blocking the user’s view of the sea. In a twenty-eight second clip, the TikTok 
user films the couple along with a caption “A whole beach and this couple chooses to sit 
right in front of us.” The clip then features the user’s mother walking past the couple and 
sprinkling some chip fragments behind their chairs. A flock of birds gathers to feast on the 
snack, disturbing the couple. At the end of the clip, we see the couple relocating, with the 
caption “Move….”. This video features relatively mild antisocial behavior towards fellow 
beachgoers which is in turn justified by a perceived grievance. Despite commanding a fol-
lower count of just over 7000, the video garnered 8.5 million views, with commenters on 
the platform seemingly split between support and condemnation of the mother’s actions.11 
While their actions may not be illegal, this TikTok user risks reputational harm by inten-
tionally sharing antisocial footage. Both supportive and denunciatory responses from a 
dispersed audience seem to enable the user’s motivation to share their grievances with an 
attentive and engaged audience. Remarkably, the decision to record and publish this foot-
age seems to remain unquestioned in these comments.

Several online venues, including vt.co and Yahoo! Lifestyle reported on the video, pub-
lishing links to the TikTok user’s account, screenshots of the video, and quotes from the 
comments generated by the clip. The latter seem to play a pivotal role as an approximation 

10  See Instagram video shows suspect pointing gun at patrol car: https:// www. kcra. com/ artic le/ police- insta 
gram- video- shows- suspe ct- point ing- gun- at- patrol- car/ 64262 13.
11  See Woman’s “petty” revenge on couple who sat in front of her at the beach divides social media users: 
https:// vt. co/ lifes tyle/ travel/ womans- petty- reven ge- on- couple- who- sat- in- front- of- her- at- the- beach- divid es- 
social- media- users.

https://www.kcra.com/article/police-instagram-video-shows-suspect-pointing-gun-at-patrol-car/6426213
https://www.kcra.com/article/police-instagram-video-shows-suspect-pointing-gun-at-patrol-car/6426213
https://vt.co/lifestyle/travel/womans-petty-revenge-on-couple-who-sat-in-front-of-her-at-the-beach-divides-social-media-users
https://vt.co/lifestyle/travel/womans-petty-revenge-on-couple-who-sat-in-front-of-her-at-the-beach-divides-social-media-users
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for public sentiment, as well as for providing prosaic substance to the article. A Reddit post 
entitled “Karen on Karen crime” also remediated the short video, generating an additional 
758 comments. These were housed in an online community entitled “r/iamatotalpieceof-
shit,” a subreddit which we discuss later in this paper.

Antisociality prevails in this example of online communication, as the original 
footage features a kind of tit-for-tat in terms of improper beach behavior. One of the 
transgressors in this incident produces media footage that simultaneously condemns 
her rival’s deeds, while praising her mother’s. This is then circulated (seemingly 
without the TikTok user’s consent) on public fora (including lifestyle websites, tab-
loids, and user-generated communities) that either support or denounce these actions, 
often accompanied by further antisocial statements. We can locate other expressions 
of daily frustrations through antisocial self-representations when considering hacktiv-
ism as well diverse urban subcultures (Lee et al., 2022). Virtually any mediated con-
text offers transgressors an opportunity to risk infamy in order to share footage with 
“a waiting audience” who may grant legitimacy to both their grievances and their 
actions (Surette, 2015, 200).

Criminal Selfies: Recording Mass Shootings

Criminal selfies also involve the recording of more extreme behaviors which explicitly 
violate law and cause significant and physical harm to others. These include criminal 
selfies of mass shootings carried out by perpetrators who record and/or livestream 
point-of-view footage. Livestreaming versus recording and uploading an antisocial 
event may reflect different motivations on the part of the perpetrator (Urbas, 2021). 
Yet the difference between these means of diffusion is less evident when we consider 
how other digital media users routinely capture livestreams and re-upload them inde-
pendently, as seen below. We also recognize that the ethics of using these cases and 
citing the names of mass shooters are complex as our analysis inadvertently contrib-
utes to the mass shooter’s goals of spreading information about their personal griev-
ances and political views. Accordingly, we do not reference the name of any mass 
shooter.

Among the most infamous examples of a criminal selfie comes from the case of a 
28-year-old white male who we will refer to as the assailant. On March 15, 2019, the 
assailant attacked two Mosques in Christchurch New Zealand with an arsenal of semi-
automatic weapons. The attacks began at Al Noor Mosque at 1:40 pm, while approxi-
mately five-hundred people were inside. The shootings were filmed using a helmet-
mounted camera and live-streamed on Facebook.12 After live streaming for approximately 
seventeen minutes, the assailant left Al Noor Mosque, collected another gun from his 
vehicle, and traveled approximately five kilometers to the Linwood Islamic Centre to 
continue his attack. The shooting ended when a man drew the assailant’s attention away 
from his targets by throwing an empty shotgun at the assailant’s vehicle. The assailant 
responded by driving away. Approximately twenty-one minutes after an initial emergency 
call, local police arrested the assailant at gunpoint after ramming his vehicle off the road. 

12  See Social media firms fight to delete Christchurch shooting footage: https:// www. thegu ardian. com/ 
world/ 2019/ mar/ 15/ video- of- chris tchur ch- attack- runs- on- social- media- and- news- sites.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/15/video-of-christchurch-attack-runs-on-social-media-and-news-sites
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/15/video-of-christchurch-attack-runs-on-social-media-and-news-sites
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By then, the assailant had killed fifty-one people and injured forty more.13 On March 26, 
2020, the assailant pled guilty to over ninety criminal charges and was sentenced to life 
without parole.14

The Christchurch shootings are further evidence of a desire among some transgres-
sors to utilize their visibility for the expression of personal grievances and related politi-
cal views. The assailant detailed these grievances in a seventy-four-page manifesto which 
he posted on Twitter immediately before his attacks. The manifesto stated that majority-
white nations are being invaded by immigrants and racialized peoples, and consequently, 
cultures and lifestyles that the assailant associated with whiteness faced a threat of being 
supplanted. The assailant described this as “white genocide” and clarified that the actions-
to-follow were an effort “to show the invaders that our lands will never be their lands….” 
By creating criminal selfies then, the assailant used visibility to publicize a hateful state-
ment about white ownership over New Zealand. Visibility was, therefore, not a deterrent to 
crime but a resource used to publicize a white man’s grievances and violence.

The assailant’s criminal selfie was uploaded to various social media platforms, reflect-
ing an agnostic approach to any single venue being a sustainable home for their grievances 
(cf. Brooks et  al., 2021). The footage had to be deleted repeatedly by the social media 
platforms which explicitly denounced the assailant’s actions.15 New Zealand’s then prime 
minister, Jacinda Ardern, responded to the continued spread of assailant’s criminal self-
ies by creating the “Christchurch Call.” This act was meant to tackle politics which the 
assailant intended to spread by filming and posting videos of their crimes.16 Signatories to 
the Christchurch Call included Google, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. The Christchurch 
Call initiated a coordinated effort to reduce the assailant’s visibility in recognition that his 
footage was being used to publicize racist politics. Despite that effort, over 300,000 ver-
sions of assailant’s videos were ultimately published online.17 The Christchurch shootings 
not only illustrate the political motivations underlying some criminal selfies, but also the 
capacity for criminal selfies to reach an audience notwithstanding restrictions imposed by 
governments and the social media platforms which host said selfies. Among the easiest 
places to find this content despite governmental efforts to restrict its online presence is 
Reddit.com.

There is a clear difference between an aggrieved person committing a mass shooting and 
simply upsetting their peers’ sensibilities during a visit to the beach. Our concern is how media 
practice seamlessly oversteps this boundary in circulating and commenting on these public griev-
ances. Whether major crimes or minor nuisances, individuals create and circulate content of their 
transgressions, often as a public expression of their grievances. In either case, they are likely 
to generate counter-denunciation—or denunciations of denunciations—from those who in turn 
are aggrieved by this footage. We may expect such counter-denunciations to be proportionate to 

13  See 49 shot dead in attack on two Christchurch mosques: https:// www. thegu ardian. com/ world/ 2019/ 
mar/ 15/ multi ple- fatal ities- gunman- chris tchur ch- mosque- shoot ing.
14  See Christchurch mosque attack: Suspect sentenced to life without parole: https:// www. bbc. com/ news/ 
world- asia- 53919 624.
15  See Facebook removed 1.5m videos of New Zealand terror attack in first 24 hours: https:// www. thegu 
ardian. com/ world/ 2019/ mar/ 17/ faceb ook- remov ed- 15m- videos- new- zeala nd- terror- attack.
16  See Christchurch Call: details emerge of Ardern’s plan to tackle online extremism: https:// www. thegu 
ardian. com/ world/ 2019/ may/ 13/ chris tchur ch- call- detai ls- emerge- of- arder ns- plan- to- tackle- online- extre 
mism.
17  See Censor bans “manifesto”  of Christchurch mosque shooter: https:// www. thegu ardian. com/ world/ 
2019/ mar/ 24/ censor- bans- manif esto- of- chris tchur ch- mosque- shoot er.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/15/multiple-fatalities-gunman-christchurch-mosque-shooting
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/15/multiple-fatalities-gunman-christchurch-mosque-shooting
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53919624
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53919624
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/17/facebook-removed-15m-videos-new-zealand-terror-attack
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/17/facebook-removed-15m-videos-new-zealand-terror-attack
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/13/christchurch-call-details-emerge-of-arderns-plan-to-tackle-online-extremism
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/13/christchurch-call-details-emerge-of-arderns-plan-to-tackle-online-extremism
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/13/christchurch-call-details-emerge-of-arderns-plan-to-tackle-online-extremism
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/24/censor-bans-manifesto-of-christchurch-mosque-shooter
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/mar/24/censor-bans-manifesto-of-christchurch-mosque-shooter
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the severity of the transgression. Yet platforms like Reddit seek to maximize engagement from 
any available content. Major crimes and antisocial nuisances are frequently placed next to each 
other on Reddit’s front page. In one sense, not all grievance-based criminal selfies are the same, 
as exceptional criminal events shape media practice through measures like the “Christchurch 
Call.” Yet even if livestream footage is scrubbed from platforms like Reddit, the transgression 
itself—and the motives of the perpetrator—remain the subject of discussion and public engage-
ment. These wildly diverse transgressions are met with comparable responses as a form of media 
engagement.

Subreddits as Unintended Destinations for Criminal Selfies

Despite efforts to erase content and prevent sharing, social media users often copy and redis-
tribute criminal selfies. Reddit is a popular venue for this process of re-uploading and re-circu-
lation. Accordingly, an understanding of criminal selfies requires a consideration of the role of 
social media platforms and social media users, and Reddit may deserve special attention. Reddit 
is made up of multiple forums or “subreddits” with an identifying and sometimes controversial 
theme. A prominent yet under-explored genre of subreddits is dedicated to publishing and com-
menting on other people engaging in antisocial and otherwise actionable behavior. Relevant sub-
reddits here are identified with names like “r/iamverybadass,” “r/publicfreakout,” and the afore-
mentioned “r/iamatotalpieceofshit.” These subreddits are decentralized, in the sense that the rules 
governing content production can depend on the specific subreddit being viewed. Accordingly, 
content that is deemed abnormal or unacceptable on other social media platforms can become 
quite popular on these subreddits.

Such subreddits also offer opportunities for commentary on the grievances and political 
views of the people engaged in antisocial behavior that has been recorded. For example, 
a recent post features a screenshot of a Facebook post where a mother threatens violence 
on those who breastfeed in public, augmenting this antisocial grievance with hashtags like 
#zerocare, #why, and #inpublicletsjustshowkidsboobs.18 The majority of the 751 com-
ments to this post openly denounce the woman, with some users going so far as to threaten 
violence against the perpetrator in a hypothetical encounter. Antisocial content is thus co-
opted when it is posted on subreddits allowing viewers to reposition their grievances as 
actionable. This is one example of counter-denunciations that mobilize user activity and 
thus fuels engagement with such platforms. While perpetrators release criminal selfies to 
express their grievances, an assembly of social media actors will simultaneously condemn, 
condone, and otherwise comment on their content. Criminal selfies are thus a scalable 
means to express grievances, and a relinquishing of control over that message. A likely 
outcome for criminal selfies is inclusion in curated outrage streams. Reddit has a history 
of cultivating hate-based communities and, in recent years, has taken steps to cull more 
problematic content and groups, including those espousing racial and gender-based hatred 
(Fiesler et  al., 2018). In terms of antisociality, the act being filmed, and the original act 
of filming itself may be considered actionable. Yet Reddit’s decentralized governance 
via group-specific rules and moderation (Trottier & Woodhead, 2023) can be considered 
an attempt to sanitize the practice of consuming such footage, such that what remains is 
framed by the platform as prosocial forms of public denunciation.

18  See I’ll beat you if you feed your child: https:// www. reddit. com/r/ iamat otalp ieceo fshit/ comme nts/ 
y9904n/ ill_ beat_ you_ if_ you_ feed_ your_ child/.

https://www.reddit.com/r/iamatotalpieceofshit/comments/y9904n/ill_beat_you_if_you_feed_your_child/
https://www.reddit.com/r/iamatotalpieceofshit/comments/y9904n/ill_beat_you_if_you_feed_your_child/
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Discussion

Some may question our characterization of criminal selfies by arguing that it overempha-
sizes rationality when explaining a transgressor’s use of visibility. It is possible that the 
Christchurch assailant never reflected on the consequences of filming their crimes. It is 
possible that he did not intend to utilize the resulting footage politically. We acknowledge 
that a diversity of factors must be considered when examining the motivations underly-
ing the production of criminal selfies. However, given the political motivations revealed in 
accompanying content like manifestos, we argue that criminal selfies cannot be understood 
without acknowledging a wrongdoer’s intention to publicize both their visual and political 
points of view. Though criminal selfies may lead to a transgressor’s social, economic, and 
potentially physical demise, the cases mentioned above suggest that some transgressors 
believe that political expression is, to some extent, worth those costs.

The above examples also highlight the diversity of actors involved in the production of crimi-
nal selfies. While offenders are the primary authors of criminal selfies, they are not solely respon-
sible for how their content is subsequently labeled, distributed, and interpreted. Instead, criminal 
selfies are a product of disparate “mediators” working together to render antisocial behavior vis-
ible. These mediators include governmental actors who can regulate the publication of criminal 
selfies, mainstream news media who decide how to report on criminal selfies, as well as social 
media companies who determine what videos are uploaded to their websites. As a primary pro-
ducer of public knowledge in the “platform society” (Van Dijck et al., 2018), social media web-
sites are in a particularly influential role in the mediation of criminal selfies. Instagram, TikTok, 
and YouTube determine if videos of antisocial behavior will be available to the public and the 
discourses that will render them meaningful. Thus, social media platforms’ treatment of criminal 
selfies and their contribution to efforts to share or, alternatively, censor require special focus in 
ongoing studies of criminal selfies. This raises ethical considerations which social media compa-
nies have recently begun to investigate as they address questions about their allowance of crime 
footage to exist on their platforms (Yar, 2018). These questions include: should explicitly anti-
social acts be viewable on their platforms? And should the political ideologies underlying these 
actions influence their accessibility?

In addition, as was seen in the Christchurch shootings, internet users also play a media-
tor role in the prolonged existence of criminal selfies as they re-upload, re-share, and use 
other techniques to keep a criminal’s footage available despite the best efforts of social 
media platforms. As such, internet users must also be understood as mediators who enable 
the virality of a criminal selfie. This suggests a second area of inquiry into the relation-
ship between antisocial behavior and visibility: how do social media users determine what 
sorts of videos will be viewed, shared, and re-uploaded, even after social media companies 
delete them? Should users who share videos of extreme antisocial behavior be removed 
from social media platforms? These questions reflect how social media companies strug-
gle to contain criminal selfies even after they ascribe to policies like the Christchurch Call.

Conclusion

Smartphones and social media platforms afford citizens the opportunity to produce ama-
teur content broadcasting their everyday lives for others to view. Voluntarily sharing these 
videos can involve the production of selfies as one travels the world, spends money on 
expensive goods, and graduates from school (Hess, 2015; Marwick, 2015). This amateur 
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content creation has a complex relationship to antisocial behavior as it is sometimes used 
by “citizens journalists” who document wrongdoers as well as “digilantes” who investi-
gate crimes (Allan & Thorsen, 2009; Nhan et  al., 2017). We argue that an understudied 
and overlapping feature of this content creation is the use of cameras and social media to 
share images of an individual’s wrong doings. We explain that this self-incrimination can 
be explained by considering a perpetrator’s aim to memorialize antisocial behavior and 
humiliate victims, but also to publicize their personal grievances and political beliefs.

Our conclusion is reflective of more general theoretical deliberations about the empow-
ering qualities of visibility. Andrea Brighenti (2010) argues that it is a mistake to simplify 
visibility using theoretical models of top-down monitoring and Orwellian control. Instead, 
visibility is often a means of empowerment, especially in an era of social media which 
can generate opportunities for formerly invisible individuals to bring attention to their per-
sonal experiences and beliefs. Some could celebrate the potentially empowering qualities 
of this visibility as it can translate into opportunities for self-expression among communi-
ties who are otherwise underrepresented. Such theories can be found in literature discuss-
ing “video activism” and “digilantism” (Kaufhold et  al., 2010; Goode, 2009; Antony & 
Thomas, 2010). We argue that the same opportunities for empowerment can be mobilized 
by offenders who use cameras and social media platforms to film and share images of anti-
social behavior to draw attention to personal grievances and political causes. Of course, the 
empowering qualities of this visibility are not rigid. Following Brighenti (2010), visibility 
often means the barrier between empowerment and vulnerability is compromised. Visibil-
ity can thus be understood as a pathway to attention and expression as well as exploitation 
and harassment. Accordingly, the criminal selfie cannot be understood solely as a tool used 
by an empowered transgressor. Instead, as seen by the examples mentioned already, the 
benefits of visibility are often undercut by having controversial politics counter-denounced 
by viewers. The criminal selfie is a tool which makes it easier to view, but also locate, pur-
sue, detain, and reject an offender and their views. It seems that some offenders are, none-
theless, willing to face such vulnerabilities for what they consider the opportunity to bring 
awareness to their grievances and associated politics.

Data Availability Data sharing not applicable to this article as no datasets were generated or analyzed during 
the current study.

Declarations 

Conflict of Interest The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly 
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


435The Criminal Selfie: Conveying Grievance While Recording and…

1 3

References

Allan, S., & Thorsen, E. (2009). Citizen journalism: Global perspectives (1 vol.). Peter Lang.
Antony, M. G., & Thomas, R. J. (2010). This is citizen journalism at its finest”: YouTube and the public 

sphere in the Oscar Grant shooting incident. New Media & Society, 12(8), 1280–1296.
Barry, C. T., Reiter, S. R., Anderson, A. C., Schoessler, M. L., & Sidoti, C. L. (2019). Let me take another 

selfie”: Further examination of the relation between narcissism, self-perception, and instagram posts. 
Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 8(1), 22–33.

Brighenti, A. M. (2010). Visibility in Social Theory and Social Research. Springer.
Brooks, G., Drenten, J., & Piskorski, M. J. (2021). Influencer celebrification: How social media influencers 

acquire celebrity capital. Journal of Advertising, 50(5), 528–547.
Burgess, J., & Green, J. (2018). YouTube: Online video and participatory culture. Wiley.
Doyle, A. (1998). Cops”: Television policing as policing reality. In M. Fishman, & G. Cavender (Eds.), 

Entertaining crime: Television reality programs (pp. 95–116). De Gruyter.
Doyle, A. (2011). Revisiting the synopticon: Reconsidering Mathiesen’s ‘The Viewer Society’ in the age of 

web 2.0. Theoretical Criminology, 15(3), 283–299.
Etgar, S., & Amichai-Hamburger, Y. (2017). Not all selfies took alike: Distinct selfie motivations are related 

to different personality characteristics. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, 1–10.
Fiesler, C., Jiang, J., McCann, J., Frye, K., & Brubaker, J. (2018). Reddit rules! characterizing an ecosys-

tem of governance. In Proceedings of the Twelfth International AAAI Conference on Web and Social 
Media.

Fish, A., & Follis, L. (2016). Gagged and doxed: Hacktivism’s self-incrimination complex. International 
Journal of Communication, 10, 3281–3330.

Frosh, P. (2015). Selfies| the gestural image: The selfie, photography theory, and kinesthetic sociability. 
International Journal of Communication, 9, 1607–1628.

Goldsmith, A. J. (2010). Policing’s new visibility. The British Journal of Criminology, 50(5), 914–934.
Goode, L. (2009). Social news, citizen journalism and democracy. New Media & Society, 11(8), 1287–1305.
Haggerty, K. D., & Ericson, R. V. (2000). The surveillant assemblage. The British Journal of Sociology, 

51(4), 605–622.
Hess, A. (2015). Selfies: The selfie assemblage. International Journal of Communication, 9, 1629–1646.
Jeppesen, S. (2022). Performance crime and self-surveillant subjects in the capitol riots. In S. Jeppesen, H. 

Giroux, M. Hoechsmann, C. Kumanyika, i. h. ulthiin, D. VanDyke, & M. McKee (Eds.). The Capitol 
Riots (pp.135–157). Routledge.

Kaufhold, K., Valenzuela, S., & De Zúñiga, H. G. (2010). Citizen journalism and democracy: How user-
generated news use relates to political knowledge and participation. Journalism & Mass Communica-
tion Quarterly, 87(3–4), 515–529.

Kohm, S. A. (2009). Naming, shaming and criminal justice: Mass-mediated humiliation as entertainment 
and punishment. Crime Media Culture, 5(2), 188–205.

Lee, M., Martin, T., Ravulo, J., & Simandjuntak, R. (2022). [Dr]illing in the name of: The criminalisation of 
Sydney drill group ONEFOUR. Current Issues in Criminal Justice, 34(4), 339–359.

Marwick, A. E. (2015). Instafame: Luxury selfies in the attention economy. Public Culture, 27(1 (75)), 
137–160.

Mathiesen, T. (1997). The viewer society: Michel Foucault’s ‘Panopticon’ revisited. Theoretical Criminol-
ogy, 1(2), 215–234.

Monahan, T. (2006). Counter-surveillance as political intervention? Social Semiotics, 16(4), 515–534.
Mouffe, C. (1993). The return of the political. Verso.
Murray, D. C. (2015). Notes to self: The visual culture of selfies in the age of social media. Consumption 

Markets & Culture, 18(6), 490–516.
Nhan, J., Huey, L., & Broll, R. (2017). Digilantism: An analysis of crowdsourcing and the Boston marathon 

bombings. The British Journal of Criminology, 57(2), 341–361.
Norris, C., & Armstrong, G. (1999). The maximum surveillance society: The rise of CCTV. Oxford.
Pennington, R., & Birthisel, J. (2016). When new media make news: Framing technology and sexual assault 

in the Steubenville rape case. New Media & Society, 18(11), 2435–2451.
Powell, A., & Henry, N. (2017). Sexual violence in a Digital Age. Springer.
Powell, A., Stratton, G., & Cameron, R. (2018). Digital criminology: Crime and justice in digital society. 

Routledge.
Ritzer, G., & Jurgenson, N. (2010). Production, consumption, prosumption: The nature of capitalism in the 

age of the digital ‘prosumer’. Journal of Consumer Culture, 10(1), 13–36.
Sandberg, S., & Ugelvik, T. (2017). Why do offenders tape their crimes? Crime and punishment in the age 

of the selfie. British Journal of Criminology, 57(5), 1023–1040.



436 A. Sandhu, D. Trottier 

1 3

Sung, Y., Lee, J., Kim, E., & Choi, S. M. (2016). Why we post selfies: Understanding motivations for post-
ing pictures of oneself. Personality and Individual Differences, 97, 260–265.

Surette, R. (2015). Performance crime and justice. Current Issues in Criminal Justice, 27(2), 195–216.
Thompson, J. B. (2005). The new visibility. Theory Culture & Society, 22(6), 31–51.
Tiggemann, M., & Anderberg, I. (2020). Social media is not real: The effect of ‘Instagram vs reality’ images 

on women’s social comparison and body image. New Media & Society, 22(12), 2183–2199.
Trottier, D., & Woodhead, F. (2023). Norm enforcement on and of reddit: Rules of engagement and partici-

pation. Manuscript under review.
Urbas, G. (2021). Live streaming of murder: Regulatory responses and challenges. In M. Mellins, & S. 

Moore (Eds.), Critiquing violent crime in the media (pp. 355–381). Springer.
Van Dijck, J., Poell, T., & De Waal, M. (2018). The platform society: Public values in a connective world. 

Oxford.
White, M. D., & Malm, A. (2020). Cops, cameras, and crisis: The potential and the perils of police body-

worn cameras. NYU.
Williams, M., Butler, M., Jurek-Loughrey, A., & Sezer, S. (2019). Offensive communications: Exploring the 

challenges involved in policing social media. Contemporary Social Science, 16(2), 227–240.
Yar, M. (2012). Crime, media and the will-to-representation: Reconsidering relationships in the new media 

age. Crime Media Culture, 8(3), 245–260.
Yar, M. (2018). A failure to regulate? The demands and dilemmas of tackling illegal content and behaviour 

on social media. International Journal of Cybersecurity Intelligence & Cybercrime, 1(1), 5–20.
Yardley, E., & Wilson, D. (2015). Making sense of ‘Facebook murder’? Social networking sites and con-

temporary homicide. The Howard Journal of Criminal Justice, 54(2), 109–134.
Yardley, E., Lynes, A. G. T., Wilson, D., & Kelly, E. (2018). What’s the deal with ‘websleuthing’? News 

media representations of amateur detectives in networked spaces. Crime Media Culture, 14(1), 81–109.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.


	The Criminal Selfie: Conveying Grievance While Recording and Live Streaming Antisocial Behavior
	Abstract
	Introduction
	What Is a Criminal Selfie?
	What Motivates the Filming of Criminal Selfies?
	Criminal Selfies as Antisocial Expression of Grievances
	Criminal Selfies: Recording Antisocial Pettiness
	Criminal Selfies: Recording Mass Shootings
	Subreddits as Unintended Destinations for Criminal Selfies
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References


