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​Steel and Shadow: The Dnipropetrovsk Murders and the Dawn of Digital Nihilism

In the summer of 2007, three teenagers from the Ukrainian city of Dnipropetrovsk committed twenty-one murders in three weeks, targeting the elderly, the vulnerable, and children with a carpenter's hammer carried in a yellow plastic bag. They filmed their crimes. One video, the killing of forty-eight-year-old cancer survivor Sergei Yatzenko, circulated globally and continues to circulate today, making the case one of the most disturbing criminal episodes of the digital age.

Steel and Shadow is not simply a true crime account of what happened. It is a forensic examination of why it happened, tracing the psychological development of the perpetrators through the institutional wreckage of post-Soviet Ukraine, analysing the role of internet gore culture and deliberate desensitisation in dismantling normal human inhibition, and centring, always, the twenty-one lives that the summer consumed.

Drawing on criminological research, social psychology, and the detailed record of the investigation and trial, Irish crime writer Liam Lomasney constructs a meticulous, morally serious account of a case that forced criminologists to propose an entirely new typology of serial violence: the digital nihilist killer, whose primary motive is not sex, money, or politics, but the creation of a permanent violent legacy in the only medium that guarantees permanence, the internet.
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​Chapter One: Dnipropetrovsk, Steel, Shadow, and Transition
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The Dnieper River does not merely pass through the city; it defines it. One of the great rivers of Europe, broad and unhurried in its lower reaches, the Dnieper bisects the Ukrainian steppe with the authority of a geographic argument that settled long ago. On its western bank, the city that would become Dnipropetrovsk grew upward and outward across the centuries, first as a tsarist administrative center, then as a Soviet industrial colossus, and finally, unsteadily, incompletely, as a post-Soviet city trying to understand what it had become once the ideological scaffolding that built it was removed. To stand on the Monastyrsky Island, the long sliver of parkland that sits in the middle of the river, and look eastward on a grey morning in the early 2000s was to see two cities at once: the monumental Soviet city of wide boulevards and identical apartment towers climbing the hills above the waterline, and the raw, provisional city of market stalls and half-finished commercial developments that had grown up in the gaps the Soviet city left behind. It was not an easy view to read. It was a city in the middle of a sentence that had not yet found its ending.

The city's founding is typically dated to 1776, when Catherine the Great ordered the construction of a new administrative capital for the recently annexed lands of the southern steppe, the territories wrested from the Ottoman Empire and the Zaporizhian Cossacks alike. The original settlement, named Yekaterinoslav, Catherine's Glory, was intended to be a grand imperial showpiece, a southern counterpart to St. Petersburg. The ambition was typically Catherinian in its scale and typically Russian in the gap between plan and execution. The grand palaces and gardens envisioned by the architect Ivan Starov were only partially realized before imperial attention moved elsewhere, and for most of the nineteenth century the city remained a modest regional center of moderate importance, defined less by its intended grandeur than by its position at the junction of the river and the steppe roads that carried grain northward from the black earth of the Ukrainian interior.

What transformed Yekaterinoslav, and created the city that would eventually become Dnipropetrovsk, was not imperial planning but industrial geology. The city sat at the northern edge of a region of extraordinary mineral wealth. To the southeast lay the Donbas, the great coalfield that would become the engine of Russian and Soviet heavy industry. Nearby, the Kryvyi Rih basin contained iron ore deposits of staggering extent. The Dnieper itself, dropping sharply through the cataracts south of the city, offered a potential source of hydroelectric power on a scale that the early twentieth century could barely imagine. When the industrial revolution reached the steppe in the latter decades of the nineteenth century, Yekaterinoslav was positioned to become something extraordinary, and it did. By 1900, it was one of the fastest-growing industrial cities in the Russian Empire, its skyline beginning to fill with the smokestacks of metallurgical plants and the factory halls where the iron ore of Kryvyi Rih and the coking coal of the Donbas were married into steel.

The Soviet period accelerated this industrial transformation into something that transcended ordinary economic development and became, instead, an act of ideological will. The city was renamed Dnipropetrovsk in 1926, a compound of the river's name and that of Grigory Petrovsky, a Bolshevik official, the renaming itself an act of deliberate erasure, the tsarist title replaced with a new one that spoke of rivers and revolutionaries rather than empresses. More consequentially, the first Soviet Five-Year Plan identified the region as the central node of the entire socialist industrialization project. The Dniproges dam, completed in 1932 south of the city at Zaporizhzhia, was at its opening the largest hydroelectric station in the world, a monument to socialist engineering that supplied power to the sprawling metallurgical complex the Soviets were constructing across the region. Dnipropetrovsk's steel mills expanded enormously; new chemical plants, pipe factories, and machine-building enterprises rose alongside them. The population grew with corresponding speed, swelled by workers brought from across the Soviet Union to operate this vast industrial apparatus.

But Dnipropetrovsk's deepest Soviet secret was not its steel. It was its rockets. From the late 1940s onward, the city became one of the most important centers of Soviet military and aerospace engineering, a fact so sensitive that the city was effectively closed to foreign visitors and that many of its core activities were simply absent from official maps and public documents. The Yuzhmash factory, its full name, Yuzhnoye Machine-Building Plant, offering little hint of its actual purpose, became the primary manufacturer of Soviet intercontinental ballistic missiles, the physical embodiment of the Soviet Union's strategic deterrent. The design bureau associated with Yuzhmash, known as Yuzhnoye, developed some of the most significant missiles in the Soviet arsenal, including the SS-18 "Satan," the largest ICBM ever built. This work was conducted by a highly educated technical elite, engineers, physicists, designers, who formed a privileged caste within the city's social hierarchy, their special status reflected in somewhat better housing, access to restricted shops, and the particular prestige that the Soviet system attached to those who served its most essential strategic interests.

The city that resulted from this layered history was physically distinctive in ways that shaped daily life in profound and lasting ways. The Soviets built for function and for ideology, and the residential landscape they created was one of the most recognizable architectural idioms of the twentieth century: the mikrorayon, or microdistrict, a planning concept in which large clusters of standardized apartment buildings were grouped together with shared amenities, schools, clinics, shops, cultural centers, in self-contained residential neighborhoods. In Dnipropetrovsk, as across the Soviet Union, these microdistricts multiplied across the hills above the Dnieper through the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, their five-story Khrushchev-era buildings and later nine- and fourteen-story Brezhnev-era towers creating a residential landscape of extraordinary uniformity. The buildings were constructed quickly and economically, their panel-concrete walls providing adequate shelter against the Ukrainian winters but little in the way of acoustic privacy, aesthetic pleasure, or any of the other qualities that make a residence feel like more than a place to sleep. Millions of Soviet citizens lived their entire lives in these apartments, and the social ecology of the mikrorayon, dense, anonymous, yet also paradoxically intimate, since the proximity of the buildings and the shared stairwells and courtyards meant that your neighbors' arguments, meals, and routines were never entirely private, was one of the defining experiences of late Soviet urban life.

What the mikrorayon produced, alongside housing, was a particular kind of public space, or rather, a space that was technically public but whose character was never quite resolved. The courtyards between the apartment towers, the wooded strips along the riverbanks, the patches of ground between the residential clusters and the industrial zones: these were spaces that belonged formally to everyone and practically to no one, maintained intermittently, policed sporadically, inhabited by whoever chose to be there. In the Soviet period, this ambiguity was managed through a web of institutional oversight: the workplace kept adults accountable through the structure of collective labor, the schools and Young Pioneer organizations kept children occupied and ideologically engaged, the local party committees maintained a surveillance of neighborhood life that was sometimes oppressive but that also provided a kind of social fabric. When that web was removed after 1991, what was left was the physical space of the Soviet city without the institutional life that had given it coherence. The courtyards and the riverbanks and the wooded areas at the edges of the mikrorayons did not disappear; they simply became ungoverned in new and sometimes dangerous ways.

The year 1991 arrived in Dnipropetrovsk as it arrived everywhere in the former Soviet Union: with a mixture of relief, disorientation, and rapidly mounting economic catastrophe. Ukrainian independence, declared in August of that year and confirmed by referendum in December, was greeted with genuine enthusiasm in much of the country, but the structural reality of what independence meant in practice was stark. The Soviet economy had been a command system in which the enterprises of Dnipropetrovsk, the steel mills, the chemical plants, the rocket factory, functioned within a planned allocation of inputs and outputs that had nothing to do with market prices or consumer demand. When that system collapsed, those enterprises found themselves abruptly exposed to an economic logic for which they had never been designed. The steel mills survived, albeit reduced and restructured. Yuzhmash faced an existential crisis: the Russian government, which inherited the Soviet military procurement apparatus, sharply curtailed its missile orders, and the factory was forced to diversify frantically into civilian products, tractors, trolleybuses, centrifuges, simply to keep its workforce employed. At its Soviet peak, Yuzhmash had employed around 50,000 workers; by the mid-1990s, that number had fallen dramatically, and those who remained often went months without being paid.

The social consequences of this economic collapse were severe and lasting. Unemployment, essentially nonexistent as a category under Soviet socialism, became a defining feature of daily life. The social services that the Soviet state had provided, subsidized housing, free healthcare, universal education, the network of youth clubs and Pioneer camps and cultural facilities attached to the major enterprises, were either defunded, privatized, or simply abandoned. The currency, the Ukrainian hryvnia introduced in 1996, went through a period of violent instability. A generation of adults who had grown up in the certainty of Soviet institutional life found themselves navigating an economic reality for which nothing in their experience had prepared them. Some adapted; some thrived, particularly those who were positioned to acquire state assets at the catastrophically undervalued prices of the privatization era. Many did not adapt, and their children grew up in households defined by financial anxiety, parental stress, and a sometimes bewildering sense that the rules of the world had changed in ways that no one had fully explained.

The privatization process itself warrants particular attention, because it was not simply an economic transformation but a moral one. The transfer of Soviet state assets into private hands, in Ukraine as in Russia, was conducted under conditions of legal chaos and institutional corruption that concentrated enormous wealth in the hands of a small group of well-connected individuals while leaving the majority of the population materially worse off than they had been under the system that was supposedly being dismantled in their interest. Dnipropetrovsk was, in this context, an exceptionally consequential city. Several of the oligarchs who would dominate Ukrainian politics and economics in the 1990s and 2000s had their origins in the city's industrial base; the so-called "Dnipropetrovsk clan", a loose network of businessmen and politicians with roots in the city, exercised influence over Ukrainian national affairs that was entirely disproportionate to the city's size. The local manifestation of this dynamic was a city in which the contrast between visible wealth and grinding poverty was unusually sharp: gleaming new developments, expensive imported cars, and the conspicuous consumption of the new rich existed alongside apartment towers where the heating had not functioned properly in years and where pensioners supplemented their incomes by selling homegrown vegetables on folding tables at the side of the road.

By the early 2000s, Ukraine's economy had stabilized somewhat, the period of catastrophic contraction was over, and there was modest growth, but the social fabric that the Soviet period had maintained, however imperfectly, had not been repaired. The youth programs that had once given adolescents structured activities and a sense of belonging were gone. The cultural facilities, the Palaces of Culture associated with the major enterprises, the sports clubs subsidized by factory management, the Pioneer camps that had sent children to the countryside each summer, had mostly closed or been privatized into venues too expensive for working-class families to use. The school system survived, but the resources available to it had been dramatically reduced, and the ideological coherence that the Soviet curriculum had provided, whatever one thought of that ideology, had been replaced by a curriculum that was still working out what Ukrainian national identity meant and what values it was supposed to transmit.

What filled this institutional vacuum varied by neighborhood and by family. In homes where parents remained engaged and economically functional, children navigated the transition reasonably well. In households marked by unemployment, alcoholism, or the particular despair that comes from watching a lifetime of work rendered suddenly worthless, the vacuum was filled by other things: by street culture, by peer groups, by the internet that was beginning to penetrate even provincial Ukrainian cities by the mid-2000s, and by the international popular culture, including its more extreme and transgressive dimensions, that the open borders of the post-Soviet world suddenly made accessible. The wooded areas along the Dnieper, the parks between the apartment towers, the wasteland at the edges of the industrial zones: these were spaces that a generation of unsupervised adolescents claimed as their own.

It was into this city, industrial and post-industrial simultaneously, prestigious and diminished, geographically magnificent and socially fraying, that Viktor Sayenko, Igor Suprunyuk, and Alexander Hanzha were born in early 1988. They would grow up in the mikrorayons, move through the underfunded schools, inhabit the ungoverned spaces between the towers and the river. They would be children of the collapse in the most literal sense: old enough to be shaped by the anxiety of the transition years, young enough that the Soviet world their parents had inhabited was pure history, something that had happened to other people. The city they grew up in was trying to become something new without quite knowing what that something was. The institutions that might have caught them, that might have noticed the signs accumulating through their adolescence, were absent or indifferent, defunded or overwhelmed. The spaces where they would eventually do what they did were already there, waiting: the wooded riverbanks, the isolated courtyards, the roads that ran between the city and the dark.

The Dnieper kept flowing, as it always had. The steel mills kept working, reduced but not extinguished. The Yuzhmash plant made its trolleybuses and its centrifuges. The apartment towers stood in their rows along the hills, their windows lit at evening with the small lights of private lives. The city was not a place of unusual evil; it was a place of ordinary human complexity caught in an extraordinary historical transition. That is, in some ways, the most unsettling fact about what happened there in the summer of 2007. It did not require a uniquely monstrous place. It required only a place where certain things had broken down, certain spaces had been left empty, and certain young men had been left, for far too long, entirely to themselves.
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​Chapter Two: Children of the Collapse, The 1988 Birth Cohort
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There is a particular kind of childhood that only a collapsing empire can produce. It is not the childhood of war, exactly, though it borrows war's economic devastation and social disorientation. It is not the childhood of ordinary poverty, though poverty is frequently one of its defining features. It is, rather, the childhood of the interregnum, the years between one set of rules and another, when the institutions that shaped the previous generation have lost their authority but nothing coherent has yet risen to replace them. The children who came of age in the former Soviet Union during the 1990s were, in this precise sense, children of the interregnum, and the particular cohort born in 1987 and 1988 occupied perhaps the most psychologically exposed position within that already exposed generation. They were too young to remember the Soviet world as a lived reality, too old to grow up in the post-Soviet world as simply the world. They inhabited the gap between two civilizational moments, and the gap was not comfortable.

Viktor Sayenko, Igor Suprunyuk, and Alexander Hanzha were all born in the first months of 1988, in a city that was, at that precise moment, approaching the end of its most consequential historical chapter. The Gorbachev era was producing its first serious tremors; glasnost was opening spaces of public discourse that had been sealed for decades; the Afghan war was grinding toward its humiliating conclusion; the nationalities question, the question of whether the non-Russian peoples of the Soviet Union would remain within the imperial framework, was beginning to resurface with a force that the system's architects had not anticipated. In Dnipropetrovsk, as across the Soviet Union, the surface of daily life in 1988 still looked like the Soviet Union: the factories operated, the schools held classes, the Pioneer organizations enrolled children, the party committees met. But beneath that surface, the tectonic stresses were already building that would, within three years, bring the entire structure down.

The three boys were infants when the Soviet Union formally dissolved in December 1991. They have no personal memory of it. This fact, seemingly trivial, is actually one of the most important things about them, or rather, about their entire generation. Every adult in their lives in 1991 was experiencing the collapse as a rupture, a before-and-after event of enormous psychological weight. For the adults, there was a Soviet past that was over and a post-Soviet present that was disorienting precisely because it contradicted everything the past had established. For children born in 1988, there was no such rupture; there was simply the world as they found it, which happened to be a world in the early stages of one of the most dramatic social transformations of the twentieth century. They did not experience the transition as a fall from a known state; they experienced it as the only reality they had ever known. And that reality, through most of the 1990s, was harsh.

The economic statistics for Ukraine in the 1990s read like an account of a country at war with itself. GDP contracted by more than sixty percent between 1991 and 1999, a decline more severe than the United States experienced during the Great Depression, and sustained over a longer period. Hyperinflation in the early 1990s wiped out the savings that Soviet-era workers had accumulated over lifetimes of labor. The privatization of state enterprises, conducted under conditions of institutional chaos and rampant corruption, transferred the productive assets of the Ukrainian economy into the hands of a small group of politically connected individuals at prices that bore no relationship to their actual value. For the majority of Ukrainian workers, the 1990s meant unemployment or the threat of it, wage arrears that could stretch for months, a collapse in the purchasing power of whatever income remained, and the withdrawal of the social benefits, subsidized housing, free healthcare, enterprise-provided recreation and childcare, that had been integral to Soviet-era working-class life. In industrial cities like Dnipropetrovsk, where the economy had been built entirely around large state enterprises that were now struggling to survive market exposure, these effects were concentrated and severe.

What this meant at the level of the household, the level at which a child actually experiences economic collapse, varied enormously depending on family circumstance. For households where parents were positioned to benefit from the new economic order, the 1990s could be a period of rapid and disorienting improvement; the new rich of the post-Soviet world appeared quickly and visibly. But for the majority of families in the mikrorayons of Dnipropetrovsk, the experience was one of progressive material deterioration accompanied by a more diffuse but equally corrosive psychological pressure. Adults who had organized their lives around the relative certainties of Soviet employment and social provision found themselves navigating an economic landscape that rewarded different virtues, entrepreneurial adaptability, willingness to operate in legal grey areas, connections to those in positions of power, than the ones they had cultivated. Many could not make the adjustment, and the consequences for family stability were significant. Alcoholism, already a serious problem in Soviet society, became more prevalent in the 1990s across the post-Soviet space as economic desperation and social dislocation increased. Domestic violence rates rose. Divorce rates climbed. The institutional support systems that might have buffered families under stress, social work services, mental health provision, community organizations, were among the first casualties of public expenditure cuts.

A child growing up in Dnipropetrovsk in the mid-1990s would have absorbed all of this not through any analytical understanding of macroeconomics but through the texture of daily life: the conversations overheard between parents about money, the quality of school meals, the condition of the apartment building's heating system, the presence or absence of new shoes in September. Children are exquisitely sensitive to the emotional atmosphere of their households even when, especially when, the specific sources of adult anxiety are not explained to them. What the children of the collapse absorbed, in household after household across the post-Soviet space, was a pervasive sense of instability and unpredictability, a feeling that the ground beneath daily life was not entirely reliable, that circumstances could change suddenly and badly for reasons that no one seemed to be in control of. For children with secure attachments and resilient family environments, this ambient anxiety was manageable. For children whose family environments were themselves disrupted by the economic collapse, the effect was compounding: the external world was unstable, and the domestic world that should have provided a counterbalancing security was unstable too.

The school system, which in the Soviet period had served as one of the primary mechanisms for socialization and behavioral supervision outside the home, was itself under severe strain through the 1990s. Ukrainian schools were chronically underfunded; teachers went unpaid for months; facilities deteriorated; extracurricular programs, the sports clubs, the arts programs, the science circles that had given Soviet children structured activities and adult supervision beyond the classroom, were cut or eliminated. The ideological vacuum was particularly acute. The Soviet curriculum had been, whatever its political distortions, a coherent system of values: it told children what history meant, what they were part of, what they owed to their society and what it owed to them. The post-Soviet curriculum was still working out its own answer to these questions in the 1990s, and in the interim, the schools were transmitting subject matter without a particularly clear sense of the broader framework of meaning in which that subject matter was supposed to sit. For many adolescents, particularly those whose family environments were not providing strong value frameworks of their own, this ideological vacuum was experienced as a kind of freedom, and freedom, for an adolescent without guidance or structure, is not always liberating.

The Pioneer organization, which had enrolled virtually all Soviet children between the ages of nine and fourteen and had provided a dense network of activities, rituals, group identity, and adult supervision, had been disbanded in 1991. The Komsomol, its adolescent counterpart, followed. These organizations had been instruments of ideological indoctrination, certainly, but they had also been genuine communities that structured adolescent social life in ways that kept young people occupied, supervised, and connected to a broader social identity. Their sudden disappearance left a vacuum that nothing comparable filled. The new Ukraine had no equivalent institution capable of enrolling the mass of adolescent youth in structured social activity. The Orthodox Church, experiencing a revival in the post-Soviet period, reached some families; new civic organizations and sports clubs were established; but none of these had the comprehensive reach of the old Soviet youth apparatus. The result was that a generation of Ukrainian adolescents, including those born in 1988 who were entering their formative teenage years in the early 2000s, were navigating adolescence with substantially less institutional scaffolding than any previous Soviet generation had possessed.

Into this institutional vacuum came the internet, arriving in provincial Ukrainian cities with gathering speed in the early 2000s. The timing was not coincidental with the broader post-Soviet transformation; the liberalization of the telecommunications sector was part of the same package of market reforms that had reshaped the economy. But the cultural consequences of internet access for a generation of Ukrainian adolescents in 2002, 2003, 2004 were distinct from the consequences for, say, Western European adolescents of the same age, because the Ukrainian teenagers encountering the internet had less institutional competition for their attention and less social supervision of their online activities. They encountered not only the mainstream of globalized internet culture but its margins, the forums and image boards and gore sites and extremist communities that occupied the edges of the early internet, without the benefit of robust media literacy education or consistent adult oversight. The internet offered something that the post-Soviet social landscape had difficulty providing: community, identity, significance, and, for those drawn to its darker precincts, a sense of transgressive power.

It is worth placing the experiences of Sayenko, Suprunyuk, and Hanzha within the broader pattern of post-Soviet youth violence, because their case, however extreme, was not without context. Across Russia and Ukraine in the late 1990s and 2000s, criminologists documented a significant increase in youth gang violence, much of it characterized by a gratuitousness, violence pursued beyond any instrumental purpose, violence that seemed to be an end in itself rather than a means to robbery or territorial control, that distinguished it from more familiar patterns of adolescent criminality. The phenomenon of so-called "gopniki", young men from working-class backgrounds who occupied public spaces, particularly in the grounds around apartment towers, and who enforced a culture of low-level predatory violence against perceived outsiders, was well-established in Soviet urban culture and did not disappear after 1991; if anything, it intensified as economic desperation increased and institutional supervision decreased.

More directly relevant were the cases of extreme youth violence that punctuated the post-Soviet landscape in the decade before 2007. Russia in particular saw a series of cases in which groups of young men committed murders of extraordinary brutality against vulnerable victims, often filmed or photographed, often ideologically framed through neo-Nazi or ultranationalist imagery. The skinhead movement in Russia grew dramatically in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and its most violent fringe produced a series of racially motivated murders that shared certain structural features with the Dnipropetrovsk case: group dynamics, targeted vulnerability, ideological grandiosity, and the documentation of violence as a form of self-expression and identity construction. These Russian cases were not the direct cause of what happened in Dnipropetrovsk, but they were part of the same post-Soviet ecology of extreme youth violence, and they suggest that the conditions producing such violence were regional and systemic rather than unique to one city or one group of young men.

The 1988 birth cohort in Ukraine entered adolescence in approximately 2001-2002, at the end of the worst of the economic contraction and the beginning of a period of modest stabilization under President Leonid Kuchma. The Orange Revolution of 2004, which brought Viktor Yushchenko to power on a wave of pro-democratic enthusiasm, occurred when these young men were sixteen, old enough to be aware of it, young enough that its significance was perhaps filtered through the lens of their immediate social environment rather than any broader political consciousness. The political atmosphere of the Yushchenko years was one of aspiration but also of disappointment; the Orange Revolution had promised a fundamental break with the corruption and opacity of the Kuchma era, but the new government proved unable to deliver on many of its promises, and by the mid-2000s the mood of much of the country had curdled from hope into a familiar cynicism. For young men in Dnipropetrovsk approaching their late teens, the macro-political drama of the Orange Revolution and its aftermath was remote from daily concerns, but it contributed to a broader atmosphere of institutional distrust and social disillusionment that saturated the culture they were absorbing.

What made the 1988 cohort specifically vulnerable, and here the argument must be handled with care, because vulnerability is not destiny, was the particular combination of formative experiences it accumulated. These were children who had absorbed economic anxiety in their earliest years, when the foundations of personality and attachment are being established. They were adolescents in a period of institutional vacuum, when the social scaffolding that structures and supervises youth development was absent or inadequate. They were teenagers at the precise moment when the internet began to make accessible, without mediation or oversight, a global culture of extreme content that previous generations had simply never had to navigate. And they were coming of age in a social environment where traditional markers of adult male identity, stable employment, institutional belonging, a sense of participation in a collective project with meaning, were either unavailable or had been stripped of their former significance by the collapse of the system that had given them value.

None of this, to be absolutely clear, produced murderers. The overwhelming majority of young men born in 1988 in Dnipropetrovsk did not kill anyone, would never kill anyone, and were navigating the same historical conditions as Sayenko, Suprunyuk, and Hanzha toward ordinary, unremarkable lives. The conditions of the post-Soviet transition were producing social stress, family disruption, and institutional failure at a scale that genuinely endangered the developmental wellbeing of millions of young people, and that stress expressed itself in elevated rates of youth violence, substance abuse, and various forms of social dysfunction, but the vast majority of those affected expressed that stress in ways that fell far short of homicidal catastrophe. To explain the Dnepropetrovsk murders as the product of historical conditions is not to argue that the conditions caused the murders in any simple or deterministic sense. It is, rather, to insist that the question "how did this happen?" demands an answer that extends beyond the individual psychologies of three young men and reaches into the world that formed those psychologies.

That world, the world of post-Soviet Dnipropetrovsk, the world of the 1988 cohort, the world of the institutional vacuum and the unmediated internet and the visible inequality between the golden youth and everyone else, is an indispensable part of the answer. It does not exonerate anyone. It does not diminish the horror of what was done or the suffering of those to whom it was done. But it is necessary, because the alternative, the explanation that reduces the events of the summer of 2007 to pure individual evil, to a malevolence so exceptional that it requires no context, is not only intellectually inadequate but actively dangerous, because it forecloses precisely the questions that might help prevent the next such case. The soil does not produce the flower automatically, but the flower cannot be understood without the soil. And the soil, in Dnipropetrovsk in the years that made these three young men, was as particular and as consequential as any force that would act upon them afterward.
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