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Section 1: Introduction 

 

 

1.1. Contextualizing the Columbine Massacre 

 

On April 20, 1999, the community of Littleton, Colorado, and the American nation at 
large were irrevocably altered by an act of unprecedented school violence. Two senior 
students at Columbine High School, 18-year-old Eric Harris and 17-year-old Dylan 
Klebold, executed a meticulously planned assault on their school.1 Over the course of 
approximately 49 minutes, they murdered twelve of their fellow students and one 
teacher, and injured more than twenty others before taking their own lives in the 
school library.3 The attack was intended to be far more catastrophic. Harris and 
Klebold had planted two 20-pound propane bombs in the school's cafeteria, timed to 
detonate during the busiest lunch period, a plan designed to kill hundreds.3 When 
these primary devices failed, the pair resorted to their secondary plan: a systematic 
shooting rampage targeting students and faculty both outside and inside the school.2 

The Columbine High School massacre was, at the time, the deadliest school shooting 
in United States history and became a seminal event in the nation's cultural and 
political landscape.6 The tragedy ignited intense national debates on a host of societal 
issues, including gun control, school safety protocols, the influence of violent media, 
and the complex psychology of youth violence.3 In the years that followed, the event 
has been subject to intense scrutiny, generating thousands of pages of official 
reports, countless journalistic accounts, and a pervasive public mythology.7 Tragically, 
Columbine also established a dark and enduring template for subsequent acts of 
mass violence, with numerous later perpetrators explicitly citing Harris and Klebold as 
inspirations or martyrs.10 The "Columbine effect" describes this phenomenon of 



copycat crimes and the event's lasting impact on law enforcement tactics, school 
security measures, and popular culture.11 

 

1.2. Thesis Statement and Report Trajectory 

 

In the extensive post-mortem of the massacre, numerous "red flags" and potential 
warning signs have been identified and debated. Among the most persistent and 
psychologically charged of these is the allegation that both Eric Harris and Dylan 
Klebold engaged in animal cruelty, specifically that they "boasted about mutilating 
animals for fun".12 This claim has been widely circulated by advocacy groups, cited in 
academic literature, and absorbed into the public consciousness as a key piece of the 
puzzle, seemingly offering a clear, linear progression from cruelty to animals to cruelty 
to humans. 

This report will conduct a critical and exhaustive investigation into these allegations. 
Its central purpose is to move beyond the established mythos and analyze the claim 
through a rigorous, evidence-based lens. The thesis of this analysis is that a granular 
examination of the animal abuse allegation reveals more about the mechanisms of 
public myth-making and the distinct psychological functions of cruelty for different 
pathologies than it does about a simple, reliable predictor for mass violence. The 
narrative of animal abuse, while compelling, is built on a foundation of anecdotal 
claims that are not substantiated by the official investigative record. However, the idea 
of this cruelty—whether real or merely boasted—provides a crucial window into the 
divergent psyches of the two killers. 

To achieve this, the report will follow a structured trajectory. First, it will establish the 
starkly different psychological profiles of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, demonstrating 
that they were not a monolithic entity but a dyad composed of a cold-blooded 
psychopath and a severely depressed, suicidal follower. Second, it will deconstruct 
the animal abuse allegation itself, meticulously tracing its origins and weighing the 
anecdotal claims against the conspicuous absence of such evidence in official 
records. Third, the report will contextualize the allegation within established 
criminological and psychological frameworks, including the well-documented "Link" 
between animal and human violence, Conduct Disorder, and critiques of outdated 
theories like the Macdonald Triad. Finally, it will synthesize these elements to provide a 
nuanced analysis of how cruelty, whether practiced or merely performed, would have 
functioned within the respective pathologies of Harris and Klebold and fueled their 



deadly partnership. This investigation seeks not to dismiss the importance of animal 
cruelty as a warning sign, but to demonstrate that in the complex case of Columbine, 
its true significance lies less in the act itself and more in what it reveals about the two 
profoundly different minds that perpetrated the tragedy. 

 

Section 2: The Killers - A Dichotomy of Malice 

 

A foundational error in many post-Columbine analyses has been the tendency to treat 
Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold as a single entity, two "disaffected outcasts" acting in 
concert from identical motivations.14 In reality, a wealth of evidence—from their private 
journals to extensive posthumous psychological assessments—reveals two radically 
different individuals. The massacre was not the product of a shared mindset, but of a 
toxic synergy between two distinct and dangerously complementary pathologies. 
Understanding this dichotomy is the essential prerequisite for any meaningful analysis 
of their actions. 

 

2.1. The Architect of Hate: A Psychopathic Profile of Eric Harris 

 

The evidence overwhelmingly supports the conclusion by the FBI's lead investigators 
and other consulting experts that Eric Harris was a psychopath.15 His personality was 
not merely that of a troubled or angry teenager; it was defined by a constellation of 
traits consistent with clinical psychopathy, including a profound lack of empathy, a 
grandiose sense of superiority, an obsession with control, and sadistic tendencies. 
Journalist Dave Cullen, in his decade-long investigation, describes Harris as a "classic 
psychopath," a "callously brutal mastermind" who was "cold, calculating, and 
homicidal".17 

Harris's writings are saturated with a sense of superiority and malignant narcissism.22 
His journals and website are not primarily cries of pain, but declarations of contempt 
for the entire human race.8 He harbored fantasies of total domination and destruction, 
writing of his desire to "be godlike" and act as "the ultimate judge and say if a person 
lives or dies".23 This god complex was further evidenced by his scrawling of "Ich bin 
Gott" ("I am God") in friends' yearbooks and his school planner.23 His obsession with 



"natural selection," culminating in his wearing a shirt with that phrase during the 
attack, was a rationalization for his belief that he had the right to eliminate anyone he 
deemed inferior.23 

A core feature of Harris's psychopathy was his sadism—the derivation of pleasure 
from the suffering of others. His journals contain not only homicidal rage but also 
graphic, sadistic fantasies of raping and torturing women.4 This desire to inflict pain 
was not a reaction to bullying but an intrinsic part of his psychological makeup. He 
was, as one guide for educators describes him, a "rare sadistic/killer psychopath".25 
His progression was clear: from petty vandalism to felony theft to planning a 
mass-casualty bombing that would "leave a lasting impression on the world" and 
surpass the Oklahoma City bombing in its horror.16 

Crucially, Harris embodied the "mask of sanity" often associated with psychopaths.25 
He was described by some adults and peers as charismatic and likable, and he openly 
bragged in his journal about his ability to deceive people: "I can make anyone believe 
anything".15 This manipulative skill was on full display during his time in a juvenile 
diversion program for breaking into a van. He and Klebold made such a positive 
impression on their counselors that they were released early for good behavior. The 
probation officer's final report described Harris as "a very bright individual who is 
likely to succeed in life".15 Yet, in a journal entry written around the same time, Harris 
seethed with contempt for the system he had so easily fooled, writing of the van's 
owner, "Fucker should be shot".15 This ability to present a charming, normal facade 
while internally harboring extreme violence and contempt is a hallmark of 
psychopathy. 

While secondary factors may have fueled his rage, they were not its source. Harris 
was born with pectus excavatum, a chest deformity that required surgery and led to 
ridicule.15 He also expressed resentment over his family's frequent moves due to his 
father's military career, feeling he always had to "start out at the bottom of the 
ladder".15 However, these grievances were likely mere kindling for a pre-existing 
psychopathic fire. His pathology was the engine; life's frustrations were simply the 
fuel. 

 

2.2. The Acolyte of Despair: A Depressive Profile of Dylan Klebold 

 

In stark contrast to Harris's homicidal rage, Dylan Klebold's violence was rooted in 



suicidal despair. The consensus among investigators, and the central thesis of his 
mother Sue Klebold's memoir, is that Klebold was suffering from severe, long-term 
depression and was primarily suicidal.16 For Klebold, the massacre was the culmination 
of a murder-suicide plot; his primary motivation was to end his own profound 
psychological pain.29 

His private journals, which span two years, are a testament to his inner turmoil. Unlike 
Harris's manifestos of hate, Klebold's writings are filled with anguished poetry, 
declarations of self-hatred, and an obsessive, unrequited longing for love.31 He felt 
deeply alone, writing that he was not accepted or loved by anyone, despite having a 
circle of friends.15 His mother later discovered that he had been writing about suicide 
since his sophomore year.27 Posthumous analyses have suggested he may have fit the 
criteria for other conditions as well, such as schizotypal or avoidant personality 
disorder, but his severe depression is not in dispute.16 

Klebold was described as painfully shy, quiet, and acutely sensitive to embarrassment 
and humiliation.10 This sensitivity was likely inflamed by incidents of bullying at 
Columbine. In one notable event, he and Harris were surrounded by other students 
who pelted them with ketchup-covered tampons, an act of public humiliation that 
school staff reportedly failed to address.27 For someone with Klebold's psychological 
vulnerabilities, such experiences would have been deeply wounding, intensifying his 
sense of alienation and strengthening his bond with Harris, the only other person who 
shared the experience.27 In his final years, his behavior became more erratic and 
paranoid, though these signs were misinterpreted by his parents as typical teenage 
angst.27 

Ultimately, Klebold was the follower to Harris's leader.14 While capable of anger and 
lashing out, he lacked Harris's grandiose ambition and cold, calculating nature.20 He 
likely sought validation from the more dominant Harris, and his own self-destructive 
impulses were captured and weaponized by Harris's homicidal agenda.15 The FBI's 
lead investigator, Dwayne Fuselier, concluded that Klebold was hurting internally, 
whereas Harris wanted to hurt others.17 

 

2.3. The Folie à Deux of Littleton: A Destructive Synergy 

 

The Columbine massacre cannot be fully understood by analyzing Harris and Klebold 
in isolation. It was the product of their interaction—a "folie à deux," or shared 



madness, in which their individual pathologies combined to create a force 
exponentially more destructive than either would have been alone. Sue Klebold has 
stated her belief that Harris's rage and Dylan's self-destructive personality caused 
them to "feed off of each other" in a fatally unhealthy dynamic.15 

This assessment is strongly supported by professional analysis. The FBI concluded 
that Klebold "would never have pulled off Columbine without Harris" and, had he not 
met him, might have received help for his issues and gone on to live a relatively normal 
life. Harris, on the other hand, was deemed "irretrievable".17 Harris, the psychopathic 
manipulator, likely recognized Klebold's vulnerability and depression. He provided an 
external target for Klebold's internal rage, transforming his passive suicidal wish into 
an active, homicidal mission. The massacre became the horrifying point of 
convergence for their divergent paths: Harris would achieve his goal of inflicting mass 
casualties and terror, and Klebold would achieve his goal of suicide. 

The infamous "Basement Tapes," videos the pair made in the months before the 
attack, provide a chilling view of this dynamic. In them, the boys are seen posturing, 
showing off their arsenal, and ranting about their hatreds.16 On camera, the timid, 
gangly Klebold performs a version of aggressive masculinity, his anger unleashed in a 
way it rarely was in person, seemingly mirroring Harris's persona.20 It was a 
performance for an audience of two, solidifying their shared delusion and 
commitment to the plan. Harris provided the ideology of superiority and revenge; 
Klebold, in his despair, became its devoted and tragic acolyte. The fusion of a 
homicidal psychopath with a suicidal depressive created the perfect, horrific storm. 

 

Section 3: The Allegation - Fact, Fiction, and the Columbine 
Mythos 

 

The assertion that Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold had a history of animal cruelty is one 
of the most enduring elements of the Columbine narrative. It offers a seemingly 
straightforward explanation for their subsequent violence, fitting neatly into popular 
theories about the developmental pathways of killers. However, a critical examination 
of this claim reveals a significant discrepancy between its widespread acceptance and 
the available evidence, highlighting how anecdotes and assumptions can solidify into 
myth in the aftermath of a national trauma. 



 

3.1. Tracing the Narrative: The "Boasting" Claim 

 

The allegation of animal abuse is almost invariably framed in a specific way: that 
Harris and Klebold "boasted about mutilating animals for fun".12 This language 
appears consistently across a wide range of sources, including academic articles on 
the link between animal and human violence, reports by animal welfare organizations, 
and media retrospectives.12 This type of cruelty is described as being particularly 
significant because it is "up-close and personal," requiring "hands-on control of the 
victim and tactile cutting," which theoretically serves as a direct rehearsal for violence 
against humans.12 

Despite its prevalence, the claim is difficult to trace to a definitive, primary source. 
Most accounts are secondary or tertiary, often citing other reports that make the 
same assertion, creating a self-referential loop. The most specific origin point appears 
to be anecdotal reports from unnamed "friends" of the shooters in the immediate 
aftermath of the massacre.12 These post-tragedy recollections, filtered through the 
lens of horror and a search for explanation, form the entirety of the evidentiary basis 
for the mutilation claim. No official reports, documents, or direct witness testimony 
from the time before the attack have been publicly produced to corroborate these 
boasts. 

 

3.2. Scrutinizing the Official Record 

 

The most significant challenge to the animal abuse narrative is its conspicuous 
absence from the official investigative records. Following the massacre, the Jefferson 
County Sheriff's Office (JCSO) and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
conducted one of the most extensive investigations in U.S. law enforcement history. 
The JCSO eventually released over 11,000 pages of documents, including witness and 
victim interviews, reports, evidence logs, and documents seized from the killers' 
homes and vehicles.7 The FBI also conducted hundreds of interviews and processed a 
vast amount of physical evidence.34 

Within this massive trove of official documentation, there is no confirmed, 
documented evidence of Harris or Klebold committing acts of animal cruelty or 



mutilation. While it is impossible to prove a negative definitively—an unreported act 
could have occurred—the absence of any mention in such a thorough investigation is 
highly significant. Had animal abuse been a known or reported behavior, or had 
evidence of it been discovered, it would almost certainly have featured in the 
investigative summaries or psychological workups compiled by law enforcement. Its 
absence suggests that the behavior was not part of the verifiable factual record 
available to investigators. This stands in stark contrast to other "red flags," such as 
Harris's death threats on his website or their felony arrest, which are heavily 
documented.4 

 

3.3. The Paradox of Empathy: Contradictory Evidence 

 

Further complicating the simple narrative of animal cruelty is contradictory evidence 
suggesting a more complex relationship with animals, at least for Eric Harris. One 
academic paper, while repeating the "boasting" claim, also cites a media report from 
1999 quoting Harris's friends, who stated that "two weeks before Eric Harris stormed 
Columbine High School... his biggest worry was his seizure-wracked dog. The sick 
pooch was all he talked about on a recent date".12 Another report claims that Harris 
"cried when his dog died".12 

This presents a paradox: how can a sadistic killer who boasts of mutilating animals 
also show profound concern and affection for his own pet? The answer may lie in the 
nature of psychopathic personality. For a psychopath like Harris, emotions and 
attachments are not experienced in a typical, empathetic way. They are often linked to 
narcissism, possession, and control. Affection for his dog, an animal that belonged to 
him and provided a source of unconditional admiration (a form of narcissistic supply), 
is not psychologically inconsistent with a complete lack of empathy or even sadistic 
pleasure toward other, anonymous animals. Those other animals would be mere 
objects upon which to exercise his power and contempt. This 
compartmentalization—the ability to show care for what is "mine" while feeling 
nothing for others—is a key feature of the psychopathic mind. 

This complexity underscores the flaw in relying on the animal abuse allegation as a 
simple, straightforward indicator. The story is not one of pure, undifferentiated cruelty. 
Moreover, the focus on whether the acts happened may obscure a more crucial 
psychological insight. Regardless of the veracity of the claims, the fact that Harris and 
Klebold were perceived as boasting about such acts is itself a vital piece of data. For 



the psychopathic Harris, such boasts would be a calculated strategy to cultivate a 
fearsome reputation, intimidate peers, and test the boundaries of those around him, 
aligning perfectly with his documented love of deception.15 For the depressive 
Klebold, joining in such boasts would likely have been a performance—an attempt to 
gain approval from the dominant Harris and project an external toughness that 
masked his internal feelings of weakness and self-loathing.15 Thus, the "boasting" can 
be analyzed as a psychological strategy within their dyadic relationship, a data point 
that is significant whether or not it was based in fact. 

 

Section 4: Criminological and Psychological Frameworks 

 

To properly analyze the alleged animal abuse by Harris and Klebold, it is essential to 
situate the claim within broader criminological and psychological theories that seek to 
explain the developmental pathways of violent offenders. For decades, researchers 
have explored the connection between cruelty to animals and subsequent violence 
toward humans. This has led to the development of several important, though 
sometimes contested, frameworks, including "The Link," the diagnostic criteria for 
Conduct Disorder, and the now-largely-debunked Macdonald Triad. 

 

4.1. The "Link" Between Animal and Human Violence 

 

The most prominent framework for understanding the connection between animal 
cruelty and interpersonal violence is known simply as "The Link".35 This theory, 
supported by a growing body of research over the past several decades, posits that 
violence against animals and violence against humans are often interconnected 
problems, with the former frequently serving as a predictor or co-occurring indicator 
of the latter.37 The FBI considers a history of animal cruelty a significant behavioral 
trait when profiling violent offenders, and numerous studies have established a strong 
statistical correlation.39 

The psychological mechanisms thought to underlie The Link are multifaceted. One 
primary theory is that cruelty to animals serves as a "rehearsal" for violence against 
people. It allows an individual to become desensitized to the suffering of a living 



being, to practice exerting dominance and control, and to overcome inhibitions 
against violent behavior on a vulnerable, defenseless victim.41 This is particularly 
relevant in cases of domestic violence, where an abuser may harm a family pet to 
terrorize and control human family members, exploiting the human-animal bond as a 
tool of coercion.35 

Statistical studies have provided empirical support for this connection. A landmark 
1997 study by the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
(MSPCA) and Northeastern University found that individuals with a history of animal 
abuse were five times more likely to commit violent crimes against humans.35 Other 
research has found that animal abuse is present in a high percentage of homes being 
investigated for child abuse, highlighting its role as a "red flag" for broader family 
violence.35 

However, it is crucial to approach The Link with nuance and to acknowledge its 
limitations as a predictive tool. While a strong correlation exists, it is not an absolute. 
Researchers have pointed out that most individuals who commit violent crimes do not 
have a documented history of animal abuse, and conversely, not all who are cruel to 
animals will escalate to violence against humans.43 A 2014 study by Arluke and Madfis 
on 23 school shooters found that the majority (57%) had no history of animal cruelty.43 
Furthermore, some studies suggest that minor acts of animal cruelty can be a 
surprisingly common, albeit disturbing, behavior among adolescent males, making it 
difficult to distinguish normative acting-out from a truly pathological trajectory.43 
Therefore, while The Link is an invaluable tool for identifying co-occurring violence 
and risk within a family system, it is not an infallible predictor of who will become a 
mass murderer. 

Table 4.1: Comparative Analysis of Major Studies on "The Link" 

 
Study / 
Author(s) & Year 

Sample 
Population 

Key Finding: 
Prevalence of 
Animal Abuse 

Comparison 
Group Finding 
(if applicable) 

Noteworthy 
Conclusions/Lim
itations 

MSPCA/Northea
stern University 
(1997) 

Animal abusers 
vs. non-abusers 

70% of abusers 
had committed 
other crimes; 
40% committed 
violent crimes 
against people. 

N/A Found abusers 
were five times 
more likely to 
commit violent 
crimes than 
non-abusers.35 



U.S. Secret 
Service/Dept. of 
Education 
(2002) 

37 school 
shooters 

13.5% (5 of 37) 
had a history of 
animal abuse. 

N/A Concluded, 
"Very few of the 
attackers were 
known to have 
harmed or killed 
an animal".43 

Arluke & Madfis 
(2014) 

23 school 
shooters 
(1988-2012) 

43% had a 
history of animal 
abuse. 

N/A Found most 
shooters (57%) 
had no history 
of abuse. Noted 
that other 
factors like 
depression and 
bullying were 
more significant. 
Also found 
cases of 
shooters with 
pronounced 
empathy for 
animals.43 

DeGue & DiLillo 
(2009) 

Families with 
confirmed child 
maltreatment 

Investigated 
co-occurrence 
of child abuse, 
partner 
violence, and 
animal abuse. 

N/A Found 
significant 
overlap, 
suggesting 
animal abuse is 
a reliable "red 
flag" for the 
presence of 
other family 
violence, but not 
necessarily a 
causal predictor 
of it.42 

Patterson-Kane 
(2016 
Meta-Analysis) 

15 studies 
comparing 
violent vs. 
non-violent 
individuals 

34% of violent 
offenders had a 
history of animal 
abuse. 

21% of 
non-violent 
individuals had a 
history of animal 
abuse. 

Concluded the 
difference was 
statistically real 
but small. Most 
violent 
offenders do not 
have a history of 
animal cruelty.43 



 

4.2. Diagnostic Precursors: Conduct Disorder and the "Dark Triad" 

 

From a clinical perspective, animal cruelty is a key diagnostic marker for Conduct 
Disorder (CD) in children and adolescents. CD is a psychiatric diagnosis characterized 
by a repetitive and persistent pattern of behavior that violates the basic rights of 
others or major age-appropriate societal norms.45 The Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) lists "physically cruel to people or animals" as one 
of 15 potential criteria for the disorder.48 To receive a diagnosis, an individual must 
display at least three of these behaviors over the past year.45 CD is considered a 
serious condition and is often a precursor to Antisocial Personality Disorder in 
adulthood.50 Had Harris's and Klebold's alleged cruelty been documented, it could 
have been a component of a CD diagnosis, signaling a need for intensive intervention. 

A more modern psychological construct relevant to this analysis, particularly for Eric 
Harris, is the "Dark Triad" of personality traits: narcissism (grandiosity, entitlement), 
Machiavellianism (manipulativeness, cynicism), and psychopathy (lack of empathy, 
impulsivity).52 Research has shown a strong correlation between high scores on the 
Dark Triad scale—especially the psychopathy component—and negative attitudes and 
cruelty towards animals.52 This framework provides a contemporary lens for 
understanding how a personality structure like Harris's, defined by callousness and a 
lack of remorse, would be predisposed to viewing animals as objects for exploitation 
or gratification. 

 

4.3. A Critical Look at the Macdonald Triad 

 

No discussion of animal cruelty as a precursor to violence is complete without 
addressing the Macdonald Triad. First proposed in a 1963 paper by psychiatrist J.M. 
Macdonald, the triad posits that a childhood history of three specific 
behaviors—animal cruelty, fire-setting, and persistent bedwetting (enuresis) past the 
age of five—was predictive of future violent, and particularly homicidal, behavior.53 
This theory became widely popularized, especially in crime dramas, and entered the 
public consciousness as a near-certain indicator of a future serial killer.54 

However, decades of subsequent research have largely debunked the predictive 



validity of the triad.53 Critical reviews of the literature have found that the three 
behaviors rarely occur together as a package deal.53 While any one of the behaviors 
can be a sign of underlying distress, there is no empirical evidence to support the idea 
that their combination reliably predicts future violence.53 Modern analysis suggests 
that these behaviors are more accurately understood as potential symptoms of a 
dysfunctional, abusive, or neglectful home environment.54 A child who feels powerless 
against an abusive parent may act out that frustration on a defenseless animal or 
through the destructive act of fire-setting.55 In this context, the behaviors are 
maladaptive coping mechanisms, not a direct rehearsal for murder. The critique of the 
Macdonald Triad is essential for moving threat assessment away from outdated, overly 
simplistic checklists and toward a more nuanced understanding of the complex 
interplay of individual psychology and environmental factors. 

 

Section 5: Synthesis - Connecting Cruelty to the Columbine 
Psyches 

 

The true value in analyzing the allegation of animal cruelty in the Columbine case lies 
not in definitively proving or disproving the act, but in using it as a lens to examine the 
perpetrators' distinct pathologies. Whether the cruelty was real or merely a boastful 
performance, its psychological function would have been fundamentally different for 
Eric Harris, the psychopath, than for Dylan Klebold, the depressive follower. This 
divergence is key to understanding their individual pathways to violence and the 
nature of their deadly partnership. 

 

5.1. Harris: Cruelty as an Expression of Psychopathic Superiority 

 

For an individual with Eric Harris's psychological profile—a sadistic psychopath with a 
malignant narcissistic core—animal cruelty would be a logical and direct extension of 
his personality. The act, or even just the boast of it, would serve multiple critical 
psychopathic needs, reinforcing his worldview and preparing him for his ultimate goal. 

First and foremost, cruelty would be an exercise in power and control. Harris's 
writings are replete with fantasies of total domination and a god-like authority over life 



and death.23 Inflicting pain and death upon a helpless creature would be a tangible 
affirmation of this grandiose self-concept. In a world where he felt slighted by moves 
or social hierarchies, torturing an animal would provide an immediate and absolute 
sense of superiority.55 

Second, the act would provide sadistic gratification. Harris was not merely angry; he 
was a sadist who took pleasure in the idea of others' suffering, as evidenced by his 
graphic fantasies of rape and torture.4 For such a personality, the fear and pain of an 
animal would not be a deterrent but an attraction, a source of direct psychological 
reward. He was, as the FBI's lead investigator noted, someone who "wanted to hurt 
people".17 

Third, animal cruelty would function as a psychological and practical rehearsal for 
the larger-scale violence he was meticulously planning. It would allow him to cross 
moral and behavioral thresholds, desensitizing himself to the act of killing and honing 
the cold-blooded mindset necessary to carry out a massacre.41 

Finally, boasting about such acts served the crucial purpose of image cultivation. 
Harris was obsessed with how he was perceived, and he wanted to be seen as 
fearsome and dangerous. Bragging about mutilating animals was a low-cost, 
high-impact way to build this terrifying persona, intimidate his peers, and manipulate 
his social environment, all of which aligned perfectly with his documented love of 
deception and control.15 

 

5.2. Klebold: Cruelty as an Expression of Depressive Rage and Followership 

 

If Dylan Klebold participated in or boasted of animal cruelty, his motivations would 
have been far more complex and conflicted than Harris's, rooted in his profound 
depression and his subordinate role in their dyad. 

One possible motivation is displaced self-hatred. Klebold's journals are a testament 
to his intense self-loathing and feelings of worthlessness.31 It is psychologically 
plausible that this internal violence could have been projected outward onto a 
vulnerable, external target. Unable to destroy the self he hated, he might have found a 
temporary, distorted release in destroying something else. 

A more likely driver, however, would have been performance for Harris. As the clear 
follower in the relationship, Klebold was highly susceptible to Harris's influence and 



likely sought his approval.15 Participating in or echoing boasts of cruelty would be a 
way to align himself with Harris's perceived strength and ruthlessness, to prove his 
loyalty and commitment to their shared nihilistic worldview. It would be an attempt to 
wear the "mask" of a killer to impress the person whose validation he craved. 

Lastly, for an individual feeling as powerless and socially invisible as Klebold did, the 
act of taking a life—even an animal's—could have provided a fleeting, desperate 
sense of agency and control. In a world where he felt rejected and without influence, 
the ultimate power over a living creature might have felt like a potent, albeit 
pathological, antidote to his feelings of insignificance.27 For Klebold, cruelty would not 
have been an expression of superiority, but a desperate cry against his own perceived 
inferiority. 

 

5.3. The Limits of a Single "Red Flag": A Critique of Reductionism 

 

Ultimately, the intense and persistent focus on the unproven allegation of animal 
abuse is a form of reductionism that obscures the far more complex and disturbing 
reality of the Columbine case. It represents a search for a simple, linear 
narrative—they hurt animals, then they hurt people—that makes an incomprehensible 
act feel more legible. The danger of this reductionism is that it distracts from the 
constellation of clear, documented, and far more alarming warning signs that were 
tragically missed or mishandled by the adults and systems in the perpetrators' lives. 

The Columbine case is a catastrophic failure of a single "red flag" model of threat 
assessment. While animal cruelty can be a warning sign, its absence does not imply 
safety, and its presence is not a definitive predictor of this type of violence.43 Harris 
and Klebold presented a multitude of severe and verifiable red flags that painted a 
much clearer picture of the impending danger: 

●​ Explicit Death Threats: Harris published death threats against his former friend 
Brooks Brown and others on his public website, which were reported to the 
Jefferson County Sheriff's Office nearly a year before the massacre. An affidavit 
for a search warrant was drafted but never executed.4 

●​ Criminal Behavior and Deception: The pair were arrested for felony theft, but 
then masterfully deceived their way through the juvenile diversion program, 
earning early release and praise from their counselors while privately seething 
with contempt.4 



●​ Violent Ideation in Schoolwork: Both produced violent content for school 
projects, including a video called Hitmen for Hire that depicted them gunning 
down "jocks" in the school hallways, and disturbing creative writing 
assignments.10 

●​ Obsession with Weapons and Explosives: Their journals and websites were 
filled with details of their growing arsenal and their experiments with pipe bombs.8 

These were not subtle hints; they were direct declarations of intent and capability. The 
enduring focus on the anecdotal animal abuse claim, at the expense of these 
documented failures of intervention, does a disservice to the memory of the victims 
and hinders our ability to learn the most critical lessons from the tragedy. 

 

Section 6: Conclusion and Implications for Threat Assessment 

 

 

6.1. Summary of Findings 

 

This investigative analysis of the alleged animal abuse by the Columbine shooters and 
its connection to their psychological profiles yields several critical conclusions. 

First, the evidentiary basis for the claim that Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold committed 
acts of animal mutilation is tenuous. The narrative is rooted in anecdotal, 
post-massacre reports of the pair "boasting" about such acts, a claim that is not 
corroborated by the extensive official investigative files released by law enforcement. 
While the absence of evidence is not definitive proof, it strongly suggests that the 
allegation has been amplified by media and advocacy groups, solidifying into a 
powerful but unproven myth because it fits a convenient, pre-existing theory of 
escalating violence. 

Second, the psychological significance of this alleged cruelty, whether real or 
performed, lies in its divergent functions for the two killers. For Eric Harris, a sadistic 
psychopath, the act or boast of cruelty would have been a direct expression of his 
core personality: a means of exercising power, deriving sadistic pleasure, rehearsing 
for greater violence, and cultivating a fearsome persona. For Dylan Klebold, a severely 



depressed and suicidal follower, any participation would have been more complex: a 
potential projection of his profound self-hatred, a performance to gain validation from 
the dominant Harris, or a desperate grasp for a sense of agency. 

Third, the primary psychological engine of the massacre was not a shared history of 
animal abuse but the toxic synergy—a folie à deux—between Harris's cold, 
calculating, homicidal psychopathy and Klebold's volatile, despairing, suicidal 
depression. Harris provided the ideology and the plan; Klebold provided the pliable, 
desperate accomplice necessary to see it through. Their individual pathologies were 
dangerously complementary, creating a partnership far more lethal than either would 
have been alone. 

 

6.2. Implications for Modern Threat Assessment 

 

The Columbine case, and the specific issue of the animal abuse allegation, offers 
profound and urgent lessons for modern threat assessment protocols aimed at 
preventing future tragedies. 

A primary implication is the need to move beyond simplistic, single-indicator 
checklists and toward holistic, pattern-based assessment models. The intense 
focus on a single "red flag" like animal abuse, especially when its predictive validity is 
contested and its presence in this case is unproven, can create a dangerous form of 
tunnel vision. It distracts from the broader constellation of behaviors that, when 
viewed together, paint a much clearer picture of escalating risk. The Columbine 
shooters displayed a pattern of clear and verifiable warning signs—including explicit 
threats, criminal activity, violent ideation, and weapons acquisition—that were far 
more indicative of their intent than the unconfirmed animal cruelty claims.4 Threat 
assessment must prioritize the analysis of patterns over the checking of boxes. 

Furthermore, threat assessment protocols must become sophisticated enough to 
differentiate between distinct psychological pathways to mass violence. The 
Columbine case provides a stark model of two different types of perpetrators. The 
first is the homicidal-primary psychopath, exemplified by Eric Harris. This type is 
driven by grandiosity, contempt, and a sadistic desire to inflict harm. They are often 
calculating, deceptive, and may present a charming "mask of sanity," making them 
difficult to identify and treat; intervention for this type must often focus on 



containment and management of an incurable pathology.17 The second type is the 

suicidal-primary depressive, exemplified by Dylan Klebold. This individual's violence 
is an extension of their desire to die, a murder-suicide writ large. They are driven by 
despair, alienation, and hopelessness.27 Recognizing which pathway a potential 
subject of concern is on is critical for designing effective interventions. A Klebold-type 
may be responsive to interventions focused on treating depression and preventing 
suicide. A Harris-type will likely manipulate such interventions to their own ends. 

Finally, while it is not an infallible predictor of mass murder, "The Link" between 
animal cruelty and interpersonal violence remains a valuable tool for identifying 
risk, particularly within a family context. Law enforcement, educators, and social 
service professionals should continue to treat any credible report of animal abuse as a 
serious matter. Such an act should trigger a comprehensive, multi-agency 
investigation into the welfare of all vulnerable members of a household, both human 
and animal, as it is a strong indicator of co-occurring domestic violence, child abuse, 
or neglect.38 By understanding the nuances of The Link—recognizing it as an indicator 
of a violent environment rather than an automatic predictor of a future 
killer—professionals can intervene more effectively to break cycles of violence before 
they escalate to their most tragic conclusions. 
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