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			Preface


			On April 20th, 1999, several hundreds of students flooded the Columbine High School cafeteria to have lunch. Two high school seniors were waiting outside near their cars, wearing black leather coats. Moments earlier, they had visited the cafeteria and left two duffel bags behind that each contained a propane bomb with a detonator. 


			After their bombs failed to detonate, the teenage men geared up and walked towards the school entrance. They intended to kill any fleeing victims running towards them. Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold would leave thirteen dead before taking their own lives. Without anyone noticing, they had planned the attack for nearly a year.


			After the attacks, officers of the Jefferson County Police Office found a number of videotapes at the Harris residence. Dubbed the Basement Tapes, the videos showed the teenagers explaining their motives and bragging about how they had successfully hidden their elaborate preparations from both their peers and their parents.1


			I wrote this short book in defense of rebel ideas that either force us to think about the way we organize our society, or that question our understanding of reality. In their writings, the Columbine High School shooters, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, had shown their ability to have coherent and original thoughts, albeit highly critical of society and the world around them. If we, as members of civilized societies, wish to better understand the minds and motives of teenage mass murderers, we must start by taking their ideas seriously. We should attempt to see the world from their point of view in order to see why they felt so left out that they wanted to destroy it.


			I did not write this book to solicit compassion for the Columbine shooters and their actions. The horrific events shattered many lives. If Eric and Dylan had not taken their own lives, then they would have deserved long-term imprisonment.


			However, I have always believed that we should not dismiss other people’s ideas on the basis of their author’s character. Someone’s character, behavior, appearance, or criminal record often hinders our ability to understand. When we overzealously discard good ideas and great insights on such grounds, we lose the chance to improve ourselves. History provides us with an ample amount of examples. When Greek philosopher Socrates began asking too many critical questions about the meaning of life, the annoyed Athenians sentenced him to death.


			As much as I disagree with harming human beings, I cannot deny that Eric Harris’s and Dylan Klebold’s insights positively surprised me. Eric was a critic of a society that suppresses people’s self-awareness to the point that they can be regarded as “good little robots.”2 Dylan discussed the idea that human thought induces reality as we perceive it, a theme not unfamiliar to the science of quantum mechanics. He believed that thoughts live in a separate dimension of reality, beyond what science can measure.


			I wrote this book while researching the Columbine massacre for a chapter in another book. I felt drawn to the ideas in the killers’ journals. At the time of the shootings, on April 20th, 1999, I was a few months short of a year their senior. The aftermath of the attack preoccupied me for weeks.


			Their plans had been so elaborate, so well prepared, and while the media were looking for answers and busy blaming pop culture boogiemen, I tracked down some of Eric’s personal websites that had not been taken down by the FBI yet. I found out that both of us had played the same video games, such as Doom, Quake, and Duke Nukem. We had listened to the same German rock bands such as Rammstein and KMFDM, and we had watched the same Hollywood movies, The Fifth Element and Event Horizon. And like Eric, I, too, had downloaded a copy of the infamous Anarchist Cookbook from the World Wide Web, and I, too, had experimented making pipe bombs (though unsuccessfully).


			Despite an Atlantic ocean separating us, we were both sons of the same European-American cultural uniformity, and we had developed the same rage for it.


			For my research, I read thousands of pages of the Columbine Documents that Jefferson County Sherrif’s Office had released to the public in 2006. The documents include copies of the killers’ personal journals, school essays, day planners, and various other documents. I decided to track down every single cultural reference I could find, such as Eric’s mention of Goethe’s Erlkönig poem or his Shakespeare quotes. Besides literature, I also investigated the nineties culture and re-watched movies like Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers, whose script apparently influenced Eric’s plot for the attacks, sometimes word for word.


			There is a reason for such an in-depth analysis beyond nineties-nostalgia. One of Eric Harris’s statements triggered me. It stated: 


			I think people should learn more about what they are listening to. They need/should actually HEAR what they are listening to every day. People generally listen to music because it ‘sounds’ good. Not many people listen to songs for the lyrics.3 


			Similarly, in an explanatory text for one of his computer game designs, Eric Harris wrote, “a person could write a book on all of the symbolism and double-meanings used in these levels.”4 These instructions pushed me to listen to the lyrics, see the symbolism, and find the double-meanings, in an attempt to understand what truly drove the killers.


			What I found, buried deep among pages of hatred and depression, was a set of views highly critical of the world and bordering on the philosophical. This booklet starts your journey into the world of teenage rebel ideas.


			This is also my first attempt at writing a philosophical analysis. I chose the approach to “define [the] project in terms of arguments and views that [I] basically agree with.”5 I collected the most meaningful statements from the killers’ journals and searched for connections with mainstream philosophy, physics, or other sources.


			I edited the killers’ statements by adding proper punctuation, grammar, and capitalization. Spelling, a form of authority, was not much appreciated by Harris: “I say, spell it how it sounds, it’s the [expletive] easiest way.”6 For clarity’s sake, I have added or removed a word here and there, but always without altering the statement’s meaning. These things were done to avoid distraction from the content.


		


	

		

			1


			Eric Harris on Awareness


			“Don’t give yourselves to these unnatural men, machine men with machine minds, and machine hearts! You are not machines! You are not cattle! You are men!”1


			—Charlie Chaplin


			We all know the feeling when someone is watching over us, observing our every move. This is called self-consciousness, an acute sense of self-awareness. Eric Harris wrote about self-awareness in a more philosophical manner, namely in the way his individual being related to society. Eric criticized society and was annoyed by other people’s behavior. He looked at people, much like an anthropologist who observes the human herd.


			Eric David Harris, born on April 9th, 1981, wrote his journal entries in the year leading up to the attack, between March 10th, 1998 and March 3rd, 1999. Sometimes weeks or months apart, he wrote eighteen entries in total. They express various themes, ranging from practical matters that describe how he prepared for the attacks to themes of hatred and contempt of essentially everyone on Earth, including himself.


			But besides the expression of anger, Eric’s writings also offer a nearly philosophical social commentary. He made it a central theme to question why most people follow rules that other people have literally made up in the interest of an imagined Greater Good that sometimes, if not always, happens to serve those people’s own best interests.


			 In one of his journal entries, Eric wrote, “There’s no such thing as True Good or True evil, it’s all relative to the observer.”2 Who are we to not question the rules that govern our lives? If we never question what society makes us believe is good for us, then we are living out our lives as members of a herd, clever and self-conscious, but perfectly unaware of how other people are in control of our productive lives.


			Eric read a lot of books, not just for his favorite English composition class3, for which he wrote many reports, but also in his spare time. He read anything from serious works by Shakespeare, Nietzsche, or Hobbes to less serious works of fiction like the Aliens and Doom novels, but he also read about the ideologies of mass murderers Adolf Hitler and Charles Manson.4


			Eric would often cite these and other authors. Peter Langman, an expert on the psychology of school shooters, traced influences of, specifically, Hitler, Nietzsche, Hobbes, and Charles Manson in an article on the ideology of Eric Harris5, but I decided not to attach much value to this analysis. For several reasons:


			Aside from Langman’s arbitrary focus, which ignored, for example, the influence of Shakespeare or even Les Misérables, which Harris also read, Langman’s approach relies on too many loose ends. In the case of Nietzsche, Langman writes, “Eric would have reveled in […]”, “Eric may have taken heart in […]”, “Eric might have been thrilled by […]”, “Nietzsche’s writing could help explain […]”, “Nietzsche may also shed light on […]”6 and so forth, while he admits that Eric’s only written reference to the German philosopher was “I just love Hobbes and Nietzsche!”7 


			These are not very useful assumptions to help understand Eric Harris. Someone can probably find a Nietzsche quote that may also shed light on the way Eric flavored his coffee.


			While Langman’s hunches may stimulate the intellect, they are indemonstrable. His approach poses the fundamental problem that Langman may have confused cause and effect. Did Hitler and Nietzsche really influence Eric’s ideology, or did Eric merely find validation with them for ideas he had already embraced? The difference matters because if Langman’s view of the world is correct, authorities should immediately ban all books in order to prevent teenagers from magically transforming into mass-murdering monsters overnight. In my view, however, traumatized children will likely grab hold of anything they can find that supports a pre-existing emotional conflict.


			For this reason, my book does not pretend to be a scientific exploration of what influenced Eric’s ideology. Instead, I assume that Eric was influenced by the culture of the eighties and the nineties. I will hopefully show some level of mainstream support for his more philosophical ideas because finding such support questions whether Eric’s ideas resulted from a psychopathic mind. Perhaps, in order to better understand Eric’s motives, we should take note of the subtle pains that he hid in his writings.


			The Book of God


			In the so-called Basement Tapes, Eric referred to his journal as The Book of God. To identify oneself with a god means to lay claim to the highest authority. On a philosophical level, such a claim may also express a desire for ultimate freedom, the will to live freely and without any form of oppression. 


			While some may call this a “brush with blasphemy,” from his writings, it appears that Eric was rebelling against all adults in authority positions, which to him included God.8 He wrote as much in his journal, “But people (i.e., parents, cops, God, teachers) telling me what to do, think, say, act makes me not want to [expletive] do it!”9


			Such a statement sounds like the everyday complaint of a teenager. But many other people feel the same all the way throughout adulthood. A great example is the first time that Charlie Chaplin spoke on film and said, “Soldiers! Don’t give yourselves to brutes, men who despise you, enslave you, who regiment your lives, tell you what to do, what to think, and what to feel!”10 


			I analyzed the journal and distilled what I found the most meaningful statements from three journal entries, in chronological order. I added my own subtitles for reference, but they are not part of the original text:


			Self-Awareness—April 10th, 1998


			Fictional Order—April 21st, 1998


			Human Nature—May 6th, 1998


			Self-Awareness


			April 10th, 1998


			In this first journal entry, Eric describes several of the things that a teenager does not like about the world, such as the way people dress or other people’s opinions. The entry ends with a list of types of people who, in his view, deserve to be killed, but a number of statements contain more meaningful insights.


			E Pluribus Unum?


			Too many thoughts and different societies all wrapped up together in this [expletive] place called AMERICA. Everyone has their own god [expletive] opinions on every god [expletive] thing and you may be saying “well what makes you so different?” Because I have something only me and V have, SELF AWARENESS.


			America represents many different societies wrapped into a multicultural ‘melting pot.’ Although America’s cultural roots are originally European (and later also African, Latin-American and Asian), Europe and America differ as much from one another as classical Roman civilization differed from ancient Greek culture.11 Social scientists identified three important differences. First, from its inception, the United States had no big church and no state-sanctioned religion, which allowed people to found new religious movements, such as the churches of the Amish, the Mormons, and Scientology. Secondly, unlike European nation-states, the absence of big government gave rise to free enterprise and market capitalism. Thirdly, until 1940, America lacked a “big military to threaten to take over government”, allowing for greater personal freedom so that local communities flourished.12


			But as a consequence of those freedoms, we may need to regard America today as an economic union rather than a social one, despite a common anthem and flag.


			Confronted with such diversity of culture and opinion, both Eric and Dylan Klebold frequently brought up the theme of self-awareness, also in their personal communications. Their sense of awareness is what set them apart from other members of society. They prided themselves that they could see the rules by which the human herd conforms to state-desired behaviors. While most people willingly surrender at least a part of their autonomy in favor of a sense of belonging or security, Eric and Dylan fully embraced their autonomous opinion, even though doing so condemned both to the status of social outcasts. 


			While Eric mentioned twice that “self awareness is a wonderful thing,” Dylan disagreed and felt burdened by it. He wrote, “Awareness signs the warrant for suffering.”13


			Follow the Leader


			People say it is immoral to follow others, they say be a leader. Well here is a [expletive] news flash for you stupid [expletive], everyone is a follower!


			Eric noticed society’s hypocrisy. We warn our children not to follow other people’s cults and bullies, but at the same time, we quietly follow our own. Everyone is a follower because uncertainty forces us to rely on others. One overlooked theme in leadership literature may be the question of how many leaders an organization really needs. At least in centralized hierarchies, we only need one leader. Therefore, motivational mantras such as “be a leader” have about the same purpose as winning the employee of the month award. These mantras merely serve to boost worker morale, promote competition, or attempt to increase worker productivity.


			True leadership means to break free from the pack of followers and to responsibly lead others towards a better future. But the type of leadership society and business teach us about is the kind that exploits other people’s productivity. Analogous to a meat processing facility, the leading cow enters the slaughterhouse first. 


			Better advice sounds as follows, “Build your own dreams, or someone else will hire you to build theirs.”14


			Great Expectations


			All these standards and laws and Great Expectations (Webb) are making people into robots even though they might ‘think’ they aren’t and try to deny it.


			“Great Expectations” refers to a report Eric wrote titled Great Senior Expectations, about what to expect of his last year in high school.15 He writes that he wishes to “learn to express [his] opinions and beliefs in a civilized, respectable manner.” On leadership, he writes: 


			Being a leader is a very admirable quality. I respect people who are good strong leaders and know what they are doing, and I do not respect people who are weak, uneducated leaders. This is why I want to be a strong leader. […] If I am considering a military career, then leadership is an extremely important quality.


			Eric’s personal writings contrast with what he wrote for English class. Was Eric keeping up appearances, trying to blend in, doing what was expected of him? Eric’s father was an Air Force pilot. Growing up in a military family, Eric probably felt pressured to live up to military ideals of leadership, even though he privately rejected such ideals.


			In this statement, he complained precisely about the military obedience that turns people with a conscience into soldiers. Modern militaries have perfected the narratives that make soldiers willing to die for their countries; the Great Expectations of Honor, Loyalty, and the Privilege to serve. Soldiers surrender their whole existence to an imagined greater good, officially the continued existence of their people, but in reality, more often the profits of the few.
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