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Introduction  
 
In the wake of the September 11 attacks, drastic measures were taken to secure the US 
homeland, as well as to curtail what was understood as an imminent and transnational threat: 
Islamist-inspired terrorism (IIT). Political decision-makers immediately tightened the borders, 
erected new security agencies, adopted sweeping antiterrorism legislation, and initiated the wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq.  
 
However, in the months and years that followed, a parallel threat emerged: right-wing extremism 
(RWE). Often overlooked, right-wing extremists have committed more violent attacks in Canada 
and the US than any other form of extremism over the past twenty years (Habib, 2019; Bjorgo 
and Ravndal, 2019). And in that same time, both countries have allocated far more resources – 
financial, institutional, and legal – towards countering IIT. Given the above, this brief discusses 
the findings from one component of the broader research question asked in my doctoral 
dissertation: Why have Canada and the United States allocated more resources countering IIT 
than RWE, even though the number of incidents and fatalities caused by the latter outnumber 
the former? Specifically, this component of the research asked about the links between the 
composition of an electoral district (whether it was primarily homogenous or primarily 
heterogeneous) and how politicians framed violent extremist attacks.  

The Theory 
Existing scholarship shows that depending on the origin of the attacker, the news media is 
likely to frame a terrorist incident as either “episodic” or “thematic.” Episodic frames present 
an issue by proving a specific example, context, case study, or link that is unique from a larger 
narrative, whereas thematic frames place issues into a broader context that is linked to a 
larger theme (Gross, 2008). The mainstream media tends to frame right-wing extremism as 
episodic, characterizing violent attacks as rare anomalies, usually undertaken by someone 
suffering from a troubled upbringing or mental illness. Thematic frames, on the other hand, 
are commonly used to portray Islamist inspired terrorists, linking their actions to greater 
societal danger, such as the Global War on Terror (Powell, 2011).  
 
Despite the use of these frames being well documented, the extent to which they are employed 
by Canadian and American decision-makers has yet to be studied. More specifically, this brief 
discusses whether political decision-makers who represent primarily “ingroup/homogenous” 
electoral districts are more likely to frame RWE as episodic and IIT as thematic than those who 
represent “outgroup/heterogenous” electoral districts. The theory is that political leaders – like 
news organizations – are interested in providing content that meets the demand and satisfies 
the preferences of their constituents. Depending on the demographic mix of a given electoral 
district, its geographic location, and the political party representing it, we can expect to see 
variance in how different forms of violent extremism are framed. If validated, this hypothesis 
would suggest that political self-interest plays an important role in determining how politicians 
frame attacks – a finding that may help explain why counterterrorism resources are not 
distributed on a proportional basis. 
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Methodology 
 
A novel dataset of fatal RWE and IIT attacks between 1995 and 2021 was created using open-
source data and existing scholarship. In depth case studies were conducted for the four most 
heterogenous and four most homogenous attacks in both countries. For RWE, this included 
attacks in El Paso, Texas; Oak Creek, Wisconsin; Quebec City, Quebec; and Toronto, Ontario. For 
IIT, this included attacks in Chattanooga, Tennessee; Orlando Florida; Ottawa, Ontario; and 
Scarborough, Ontario. The diversity of the electoral districts factored in the ethnic and religious 
makeup of the constituents, the year of the attack, the political representation at the 
state/provincial and federal levels, the number of persons killed and injured, and the geographic 
location of the incident. 
 
Content analysis was used to examine the framing techniques employed. Past speeches, press 
releases, and primary and secondary source literature traced the narratives used after each of 
the above-mentioned attacks. The results were then compared to an existing framework 
proposed by Kimberly Powell, 2011 (ibid). 
 
  
Findings 
 
The hypothesis tested should be rejected. Political leaders representing “ingroup/homogenous” 
electoral districts are not more likely to frame RWE as “episodic” and IIT as “thematic” than those 
representing “outgroup/heterogenous” electoral districts. Figure 1 shows that the expected 
frame only matched the discovered frame on three occasions: the Parliament Hill attack in 
Ottawa (2014), the Orlando nightclub shooting (2016), and the Toronto van attack (2018).  
  
Figure 1. Summary of findings  
 

 Expected Frame Discovered Frame 
Parliament Hill (IIT) Thematic Thematic 
Chattanooga (IIT) Thematic Unclear 
Quebec-City (RWE) Episodic  Thematic 
Wisconsin (RWE) Episodic Unclear 
Scarborough (IIT) Thematic Unclear 
Orlando (IIT) Thematic Thematic 
Toronto (RWE) Episodic  Episodic 
El Paso (RWE) Episodic Unclear 

 
For the Parliament Hill and Orlando night club shootings, political leaders almost immediately 
called the attack terrorism, even before any substantive details were released; few descriptors 
were used to describe the attacker’s motives; there was a preestablished suspicion and link to 
the Islamic State and the Global War on Terror; and decision-makers warned about a possible 
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connection to future attacks. For the Toronto van attack, the incident was framed in a classic 
episodic manner. The perpetrator was given personalized descriptors; the attack was not called 
terrorism, but instead “homicide” before any of the facts were released; there was a discussion 
about the perpetrators’ mental state; and Prime Minister Trudeau vowed that there was no 
broader threat to national security.  
 
In the case of the Quebec City Mosque shooting, the opposite occurred. Although the attack was 
committed by a right-wing extremist, it was framed thematically. The perpetrator was called a 
terrorist immediately by all levels of political leadership; few descriptors were used; links to RWE 
were presented; and a connection was made to a greater threat occurring across North America. 
 
In the remaining four cases, the match was unclear. The attacks in Chattanooga, Wisconsin, 
Scarborough, and El-Paso, had elements of both episodic and thematic framing. For example, 
following the El-Paso Wal-Mart shooting, President Trump called it an “act of cowardice” and 
made several connections between the attacker and mental illness. President Obama called the 
attack a “mass shooting,” yet also made a thematic connection between white supremacy and 
the dangers of ISIS. And State Representative Veronica Escobar and Senator Ted Cruz – politicians 
that represent the constituents of El Paso – called the shooting a “terrorist attack.” For a 
complete list of all the attacks studied and the subsequent framing of these attacks, see appendix 
1. 

 
Conclusion and Policy Implications 
 
Despite not validating the hypothesis, the research makes several important contributions. First, 
there is a real dichotomy between how Canadian and American lawmakers frame acts of violent 
extremism. The debate around legalizing firearms emerged several times in the research, 
however, it was only in cases that occurred in the US. Almost immediately after the attacks in 
Orlando and El-Paso, Democrat lawmakers pointed to America’s gun problem, whereas 
Republicans responded with carefully crafted rebuttals. The rhetoric suggests that politicians on 
the left sometimes seize the opportunity of an attack to reenergize the anti-gun debate, even if 
the weapon was, for example, illegally obtained. 
 
Second, a divide exists between how right-wing politicians and left-wing politicians and their 
respective parties frame different forms of violent extremism. The literature suggests that right-
leaning politicians will adopt a more hawkish stance on national security threats, including IIT, 
than left-leaning politicians (Altheide, 2006). As such, it was anticipated that right-wing politicians 
would frame IIT as thematic and RWE as episodic. However, the case studies cannot affirm this 
assumption. Following the Parliament Hill attack and Quebec City Mosque attacks, both right-
leaning and left-leaning parties adopted a thematic frame. After the Scarborough hammer attack, 
no major Canadian political party commented, despite the perpetrator admitting that he was 
inspired by the Islamic State. And in the US, major inconsistencies emerged with some politicians 
using forceful rhetoric to characterize the El-Paso and Orlando shooting, whereas others 
remained silent. 
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Third, there is a common pattern that violent extremists, regardless of the cause or the country 
of origin, tend to be motivated by one another. This was the case with the Quebec City Mosque 
shooting, the Toronto van attack, the Scarborough hammer attack, and the El-Paso Wal-Mart 
shooting. A disproportionate number of perpetrators also tend to have military or security 
training and experience.  

 
Each of these patterns suggests that more research is needed for us to better understand RWE, 
IIT, and how political decision-makers frame and allocate resources toward countering these 
threats. The research also forces us to question the conventional wisdom around this subject. 
Although anecdotal, the mini cases show that an alternative reason, other than self-interest and 
political allegiance, explain why some attacks are framed thematically, whereas others are 
framed episodically. Finally, the research suggests some symmetries may exist between how 
Islamist inspired terrorists and right-wing extremists radicalize and incite others to commit 
violence.  
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Appendix 1 
 
Political Framing of Ingroup/Homogenous Cases 
 

 Parliament Hill Chattanooga Quebec-City Wisconsin 
Naming of 
suspect 

- Often used name 
- Link to Islam 
- Connections made to 

jihadism before 
investigation finished 

- Muslim 
background 
discussed 

- Connection 
to Islamist 
terrorism 

- Used name 
- Called 

terrorist 
before 
investigation 
finished 

- Used name 
- No interest 

in 
investigation 

Descriptors - Few descriptors used  
- Depicted as religious 

fanatic  

- Few 
descriptors 
used 

- Called 
“perverted 
jihadist” by 
vice-
president 

- Most did 
not call 
terrorism 

- Few 
descriptors 
used  

- Called 
terrorist by 
all political 
leaders 

- No leader 
called attack 
terrorism 

- No mention 
of mental 
illness 

Motive of 
attack 

- Islamist terrorism 
- Linked to greater 

theme: ISIS and 
GWOT 

- Clear links 
to Islamist 
terrorism 

- Links to 
right-wing 
extremism 
highlighted 
(not in 
speech) 

- Extremist 
background 
well 
documented 
(not in 
speech) 

 
Probability 
of future 

- Fear mongering of 
future 
attacks/transnational 
terrorism 

- No 
reference to 
future 
attacks 

- One 
reference to 
dangerous 
trend seen 
in US and 
across the 
world 

- Reference to 
prior attack 
(Colorado, 
the week 
before) 

Expected 
Framing 

- Thematic - Thematic - Episodic - Episodic 

Framing 
Conclusion 

- Thematic  - Unclear - Thematic - Unclear 

 
 
 



  Budning 2023. TSAS Research Brief  
 

TSAS.CA 7

 
 
 
Political Framing of Outgroup/Heterogenous Cases 
 

 Scarborough Orlando Toronto El-Paso 
Naming of 
suspect 

- No naming 
of suspect 

- Muslim 
background 

- Connection to 
Islam 

- Often used 
name 

- Background 
information 
widely 
available  

- Few descriptors 
used to name 
suspect 

- Some background 
information 

Descriptors - No 
descriptors 
used by 
political 
leaders 

- Media 
framed as 
mental 
illness 

- Politicized 
attack 

- Called 
terrorism 

- Divisive 
rhetoric 

- Not called 
terrorism 

- Called 
“homicide” 

- Connection 
to violent 
extremism 

- Most did not call 
terrorism 

- Some called mental 
illness 

- Discussion around 
Hispanic/Latino 
target 

Motive of 
attack 

- ISIS and 
jihadi 
terrorism, 
declared by 
perpetrator 

- No mention 
by political 
leaders 

- Clear links to 
Islamist 
terrorism 

- Some 
connection to 
LGBQT hate & 
anti-
Hispanic/Latino 

- Links to 
‘incel’ 
movement 
and violent 
extremism  

- Discussion 
of mental 
illness 

- Some link to violent 
extremism 

- Some link to mental 
illness 

- Some link to Donald 
Trump/conservative 
caustic rhetoric 

Probability 
of future 

- No 
reference 
to future 
attacks  

- Connection to 
greater threats 
abroad 

- Trudeau said 
no national 
security risk 
before 
investigation 
complete 

- Few reference to 
future attacks 

- Obama made link 
between attack and 
Islamist terrorism 

Expected 
Framing 

- Thematic - Thematic - Episodic - Episodic 

Framing 
Conclusion 

- Unclear - Thematic - Episodic - Unclear 
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Suggested highlights:  
 

1. The mainstream media tends to frame right-wing extremism as episodic, characterizing 
violent attacks as rare anomalies, usually undertaken by someone suffering from a 
troubled upbringing or mental illness. 

2. A divide exists between how right-wing politicians and left-wing politicians frame 
different forms of violent extremism. 

3. Political leaders representing “ingroup/homogenous” electoral districts are not more 
likely to frame RWE as “episodic” and IIT as “thematic” than those representing 
“outgroup/heterogenous” electoral districts. 

 

 
 

 


