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What is a pyromaniac? The variety ofopmions, both prqfessional II 

and lay, are so diver~e that a. c'onclusive profile is not possible. However, H 
j ;0 ;,:C '\ fJ 

the legal system as well as the medical profession have waivering criteria iJ 
I,i 

on which they base opinions. In 90nsidering the definition of pyromania, one !I 
}f 

must examine legal as:d~cts, psychologic.al viewpoints, and environmental :im- Ii 
.: pact. A sUrvey: of ~otivation, t~es to sexuaiity plus special dharacteristics '[1 

d of' the juvenileo and femaJ..e pyr?11laniac is also helpful fu obtaining ,the broad' i \ 
1ft spectrum of dkfinitions. ,. 

CJ 

In 1936, Common Law defined pyromania as . "t.. • . tHe insane disposition 

to incendiarism", ". . . pathological arson. . .~, and ". . . firesetting 

under an 8bnormal conditioned.~pulse by a person not. determinably ihsane."l 

It is the very questioil ~Sarlltj as.it·.re~~tes to r~sponsibility that is 

• eo: flat the heart of the legal question. Should the pyromaniac be jailed or receive 
;1.\..,.. 

7~;,~SYChologiCal treatment? 'Some experts would state that the impulse to set 

f'ires is uncontrollable and' thus part of'a. mental illness instead ora cold 

criminal. act~ Others would argUe that the pyromaniac is aware of his/her 

act andknows'that it is.wrong.These same experts would c?nsider pyromaniacs 

as crimina.1.sto be delt with under the perle.l system. In either case, the ij 

. . ." 1I 

jury and judge must deal with the task of' definirig pYromania and sentencing; 
. 2 . 

accordingly. 

Surveyipg .psychological viewpoints ofpyromani?-,)opens another vast area , . 

of' discrepancy. It is the belief of pro GeorgiaWitkin-Lanoil that one must 

look at the under1yipg coinpulsions or impulses that drive the pyromaniacs to 

incendiarism. She postulates. that there are three distinct categories or 

pyromaniacs: ps;y-chotic, psychopathic, and "psychoneurotic. 3 The reader must 

realize, however, that all pyrananiacs may'not exhibit the full, category of 
~ .' 

symptoms and that theE;e divisions must be treated las guidelinesvs narsh 
., 

par'citions . 

'., 

PSYdhoticFire'Setter: 
'<;:' 

This is related to an 0" OJ . . ego
Q 

malfunction. 
'J 

That is, the capacity to test the reality of' ideas or the appropriateness Of 
., 

'behaviors seems distrubed. If there is a complete break o~ split from realitY' 
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the psychotic personality is termed. a ~:~izophrenic. irought <t~sorde~s 0 

and hallucinations are associated with schizophrenia." An example clted " 

by Dr. Witkin-Lanoil involves a yo\Zlg women who sets fire ,to her own hou~e 
endangering both her life and that of her young childs to make her husb~ 
feel sorry,forwor1d.rig nights or late hours. Such behavior see~ to be lacking 

reality tes~\ing and suggests disordered thought"processes.5 "Another 

symptan asso~iat~ wi,th phychoSiS is delusional thinking. A' delusion is a 

belief not based. on reality. If delusions are characterized by\! feelings of 

persecution, this, type of phychosis is 'labelled parBlJoia:".; Th~ paranC?id ,,6 CJ 

schizophrenic might set a fire to, wipe out or destroy an'lTIJagmed enemy. 

Psychopathic Fire . S,etter : .The psychopath/is ". . • also mown as a 

sociopath. ,,7 "Without a functioning conscienc~, <Deha~or is often anti-social, 

directed foward imnediate gt:'at:i,fication and hedonistic. " , 'rhey have a r~duced 
capacity for guilt or. emp~thY( IIThat 'is-~ 'their psychological fmctioning is 

well suited for :fraud and social dirty work as a career. They might do things 

for money which social conscience would:stop others .from doing. ,,8 For example, 

a paid torch derives no excitement from his/her fires. They are merely setting 

fire for monetary gain. 'l'he hedonistic impulsiveness of a psychopath may lead 

to the frustrated fireman syndrane. He wiD, set a fire, report it, fight it 

and usuallYl become the hero of' the day • 
9 )~, 

c. 
PsYchoneUrotic 'Fire 'setters: The psychoneurotic personality disorder 

deals with". , . fears either imag:jnary or 'real. These 'fears cause ,severe 

anxiety reactions which may be generalized ,vague, or without focus. ,,10 

Uhderstanding defense mechanisms' can help explain the ways in which pyr~~aniacs 

may deal with this anxiety level. IIOne way in which the ... personality .. 

can defend against an impulse which would evokegpilt i~ carried out, . is 

to displace the impulse. For example, anger toward a parept. may result in . 
• 1 . ' Hll 

kicking the dog. Setting fires is also a defense mechanlsm .. 

Along with consideration of the pyrornaniacts psychological condition, one 

must c9nsider 'environmental backgrqund.. By terminology, antecedent. environmental 

conditions refers to those features of the imnediate environment which may 

. ' 
'. 

\ 

(j 

/ 

... _ •••• _ .. _. ___ ~ ____ -:.. ..... =" ''';';.''.;1.1 _". ; 

/"' 

(,.' 

c~ntribute to the ,fire. sett:ing act. . Antecedent cPXlq:j.:J:;.iops 8r?_ :important;. -be.G9.u~~. " .' ...... -. ~,~,.(:"" .-... .-: ... ~, .. :,.. ..- ..... ~ .: .... ~..:. ... :: .. -;-::-. --.... -.. ~'. '.:. - ~ .. ~ .~, .-. _.'. .- ~ .',,, " .... '" .-- .' - ."~ .-. . ..... -
behavior does not occur in a vacuum; it is related to the enviroriinent :in which 

it develops. Behavj;& may recur when features of the en~ironmeht :in which it 

originally develope§. recur. Perhaps more imporlantlY, certa:in types of 

environmental coriditiqns Inaxirnize the likelihood of the developrrient of' deviate 

. behavior patterns, andaff'ect the envirOnment. Thi;;;. reciprocal relationship 
~ . . 

between behavior and environment has a direct bearing on youthful firesetting. 
• I • , 

The fact is they, tend to reside in distressed families. The family distress 

may be seen :in a number of' ways: "par~ntal indifference, abuse and J:?ej ection. 

A number of. studies have noted the high frequency with which the fathers were 

completely absent from the family. u12 ". . . suggested that firesetting may 

represent a symbolic identification and reunit:ing with the lost father. ti13 

In contrast to theliter.ature on children and adolescent fires etters , 
• "- ;t....r:' {r '_'!.."', 

studies of adult firesett~rshave pr~vided little,specific information on 

the imnediate environment of the pyromaniac. They' do provide information 

on the rearing environments becausepattern.s of divorce are generallj' apparent 

early in life. The adult firesetters were more l~kely to'have been first born, 

last born or only child:l7en in the:?x' family rather than middle chil?r'en. "Most 

studies show adult firesetters to have few marital ties and poor employment 
records. ,,14 , 

In studies in England, "Pyro t s come pr:linarily from urban backgr'ounds. ,,15 

"provided evidence that, for the United States as a whole, per capita rates of 

mCendiary fires were h,ighest for central cities. ty16 In most cases of 

firesetting," there are probably recent events which influence the firesetting 

,I act. It is important that we contlnue to research -and exarrrlne these events 

systematically and carefully. 0 

There is also confllctover the motivational forces of the pyromaniac. 
\, < ' . 

Ar~ they rationally motivated or impulsive? Some authors and professionals 

in the fieldbelieve'that it is usuallyrationa~ because a planned pat~ern 

will result modeling the' first succ,ess. The fact t~t ~:pyromaniacs reported 

l,ighting fires for purposes of vengence would also suggest rationality. The 

:impulsive characteristics of som~ pyromaniacs would .. :include the fact that they 

:; .... 

, 
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use materials on the scene instead of carrying acc~+eraii.ts. The idea that 

pyromaniacs use arson as a tension-release valve',qr as a source of grand­

stand excitement would also suggest irrr.Rulsivenes~. The varying opiniqns 
, , 

here add to the lack of pin-point understanding. 

'The lack of understal1ding continlles with the cor'lflictover sexuality and 

it I S relation to pyromania. There is really no base to start from. Depending 

on what you read, what you" hear, or what you l:3ee; noth:i11g is the same. "Lewis 

and Yarnell (1951) reported that 15-20% of adult firesetters in their sample, 
o .' 

) has some record of sexual delinquency, although there was no control group 

'with which to compare these figures. ii17 IiMc~erracher and Dacre (1966) studied 

male arsonists and non-arsonists in a special security hospital, and found 

that 30% of the arsonists had commtted sexual off'epses compared'wit'll 50% 

of the non-at'sonists. ,,18 !I.bis .IShO~S tha~ male ~sonists have ~'.lower rate . " ,"".F' ~, -, . t 

of sexual offenses than r;~~-ru;sonists 'at~ least in psychiatric' populations ,19 

.IIFemale arsonists in a psychiatric population show just the opposite 

result. A s,tudy done in 1971 "reveals that female, arsonists had more probJ,.ems 

, related to sexuality than did a control group of non-arsonists. About a 

third of' the arsonists had a previous conviction for prostitution, and non­
arsonists had none,,,20 

"Both male and 'female describe sexual exceitement in watch:ipg the blaze 

and it is reported that some either masturbate during or directly after the 

fire.,,2l 'There is also a case where a firesetter c.ollected womants under 

clothing and left near a fire scene a female doll which was suspended head 

down with a cord tied. around the feet. A hole had been burned through the 

genital area of the doll. 22 This goes into the sadist with IIphantasies such 

as putting men or animals to death through f'ire.'" Sadists of this type 
masturbate during the conflagration, 23 <C) 

In consideration of definitions, it 

of specific subgroups of the population. 
is helpful to look at some characteristics 

11 
As mentioned earlier, however, there 

"I:r 

are no hard and fast rules -- only sTInple observations. "The juvenile firesetter 

is/usually motivated towards vandalism. ,,24 The majority of vandal:tsm fire$ are 
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set by young people, generapJ!' petweep :!il)e .?-ges q,( il:?_ a.nsl .2~ .y-e?X'.s ! •. _ ~~l?~ __ ~c _, 

-~-:;[.t._"1::7'P-" a:::"..,.":{")"::",~-.".'~ '_" ,', :-:"., _'._ ~_-:- "-""", .. :_0 '.: ' .. _" _", ~ •. • __ -:-~ _ .... _: .... , ',_-.4_ 

fires, which may have ~;u1' underlying undiscovered motive, are responsible 

for some of our mostdevEllitating fire losses. 'There is little apparent 

purpose or reason for these acts except to bu.rn somethirlg. liFire targets 

vary in these juveniles but most prevalent properties are woodlands, schools 

and churches." 
, " 

Lewis and Yarnell list common characteristics of the adolescent fire 

setter as having" ... a history of del:inquency, disruptive rearing. 

environment, pathological persona~ity' development, sexual irmkturity, 

aggressive or destructive behavior, poor social adjustment and emotional 

dist~bance. ,,25 John Kentl,edy lists an adolescent pyro as often getting 

sexual thrills from general excitement of situation~ Kennedy states they 
~ " 26 

often cause falsealraplS early then graduate to the setting of fires . 
~ .(...t: 

The female firesetter may direct most of her fire setting towards her 

own property, possessions or premi~es 'and rarely against. her employer. 

Generally described as older women who were lonely, unhappy and in despair; 

she seems to have more self-destructive tendencies. }Bwis and Yarnell 

found It. , , a maj ority of women fires etters tested to be mentally defective 

with about 32% of those tested showed evidence of psychosis, primarily 

schizophrenic reactions.,,27 

\' ~:~ . 
The f'emale often sets small fires, usually without use of acce~erants. 

'They usually use newspapers, magazines or anythirlg available that is cornbustiJ;>le 

and can be lighted with a match. Usually sets fire to mattress and always 

works alone. Kennedy states that a woman of this sort reacts physically and 

mentally from severe shock such as menopause, jealously, revenge 0:r' a husband 

leaving. Kennedy also states there are relatively few true women pyromaniacs. 

ltis interesting to note the widespread opinions concerning the definition 

of the word pyromaniac. Are they sane or insane? Can they usually be held 

responsible for their actions? Do~s the pyromaniac lend to psychol,ogical 
• J 

categorization or motivation analysis? Can backgrCQnd or sexuality of the 
'c ' i 

fndivid~al earmark the pyrcmaniac? 'The only justifiable conclusion is two 

fold: 

() 

, ! 

i 

l. . , 
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more studies must be done \\ 

an exact profile of the pyr~tac is not understood at this time. 
:.:; I.' (:::::?J~ 
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