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. ‘ R 3 What‘ 1s a pyromanlac‘? The var:Lety of op:.nlons both prof‘ess:Lonal !
Vo 5 | and lay, are so dlverse that a COHClquLVe ‘profile is not poss1ble However,
i ! |
FIRE / ARSON INVES'I‘IG A'TION i ! ,Vthe legal system as well as the med:Lcal profess:Lon have walver:mg criteria
- on wh:Lch they base Opl‘fllOl’lS In cons1der3.ng the deflnltlon of pyromania, -one
. o RESEARCH E APER - must exarmine legal aspects, psychologlcal v1ewp01nts, and env:ronmental m~
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A o G In 1936 Conmon I_aw defmed pyromama as-", . . the insane disposition '
: O to incendiarism", ". . pathologlcal arson L Uand ., f:resettlng
: \ under an abnormal condltloned Jmpulse by a oerson not. determ:nably 1nsane nl
Submitted by: Kenneth D. Wells : ST P
ST , Captain, Kelseyv ile T J_re Department e i It lS the very quest:Lon o\:sanlty as it relates to respons:.blllty that is
Kelsewllle 5 Callf'ornla , L . “at the heart of the legal question. Should the pyro*nanlan be jailed or receive *
i . % . 7"*\psychologlcal treatment? Some experts would state that the impulse to set
- Kenneth E lhcmpson ‘ : 3 ‘é%@% s & E f fives - is uncontrollable and thus part. of a mental illness 1nstead of a cold
i Zegz g Ca “
Lieutenant, DePere Fire Department . O gSEBE s 8 | criminal act’ Others would argue that the pyromaniac is aware of his/her
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; g 8592 £ g : act and knows that it is.wrong. These same. experts would con51der pyromaniacs |
: w33z § 5 5
o 88 S3Be E 0B i as cr_.m:mals %0 be delt w1th under the penal system. In e:Lther case, the. ;
Dennls M. V:Lce Sr. : 8% 35,2 8 g & g
Captain, Sulphur Fire Depar“ment 2% $E8e 5 5 %  Jury and Judge must deal with the task of defln:mg; p:yromanla and sentenc:.ng
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g ° e o b } égég g%’g . § §§ look at the underly:mg compuls:Lons or impulses that drive the pyromanlacs to.
) " W. Brian Wydra 0] 82083 55& £ §§ % ' incendiarism. She postulates that there are three olst:mct categorles or
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Creality tes’éung and suggests disordered thought pnocesses

belief not based on reality.

. capacity for guilt or empathy
‘well suited for fraud and social dirty work as a career.

. a paid torch derives no excitement from his/her fires.

’ kicking the dog.

the psychotic personality is termed a schlzophrenlc. 'Ihoug,ht dlsorder's
4nd hallucinations are associated with ‘scdhlzophr-ema "
by Dr. Witkin-Lanoil involves a young women who sets fire to her own house
endangering both her life and that of her young childs to make her husband

feel sorry . f.‘or’ worklng; nights or late hours. Such behavior seems to be lacking ;
5 "Another

X delusion is a

A example cited .

symptan assoc:1ated with phychosis is delusional thinking.
If delus:Lons are charactemzed by feellngs of
persecution, this type of phychosis is 1abelled paranoia. The paranoid v' S
schizophrenic might set a fire to wipe out or destroy an“imagined enemy."

Psychopathlc Pire Setter:  The psychopath s ", o also k‘nown as’ a

sociopath. nl "Without a functlomng consc:Lence, “pehavior is often ant:L—soc:Lal
directed toward ernedlate gr'atlflcatlon and hedonlstlc L They have a r'educed
That 1s, the:\r psycholocrlcal functlonmg is |
They might do things
for money which social conscience would .stop others from doing."” For example,
They are merely setting
fire for monetary gain. The hedonistic impulsiveness of a psychopath may lead
to the frustrated fireman syndrome, He will set a five, report it, fight it

and usually become the hero of the ,.day.,g . \ E—

AL o
® . & : ‘
PSYChOHEU}Otlc Tipe Setters: The psychoneuroticpersonality disorder
deals with ". ,
anx:Lety reactlons which may be generallzed vague or w:Lthout focus.

Uhderstandmg defense mechanisms can help explain the ways in Whlch pyromanlacs

. fears either magmary or real These fears cause severe
10
n

may deal with this anxiety level. "One way in which the . . . personallt;y e
can defend against an impulse which would evoke g_ullt if carried out o w e is
to displace the impulse. For example, anger toward a parent may result in.

wll
Se.tting fires is also a defense mechanism.

Along w1th cons:Lderatlon of the pyromaniac's psychologlcal condltlon one
must consider env1romnental backgr'ound._ By terminology, antecedent env1ronmental _

conditions refers to those features of the immediate ehvironment which may
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J behavior pattems and affect the environment .

~last born or only chlldren in thelr' family rather than middle children.
_studies.show adult flx'esetters to have few marital ties and poor employment

\Are they ratlonally motlvated or 'mxpulsive°

-3=
, »

contrlbute to _t_he f'lre settlng act Antecedent condltlons are mpontant _because

‘behavior does not occ;u:* in a vacuwn, 1t is related to the env:iromnent in which -
it develops. Behav:qor may. recur ‘when features of the envzrorxment in which it
originally developed recur. Perhaps more importantly, certalin types of

environmental conditions maxnmlze the likelihood of the development of deviate
This reciprocal relationship -

between behav:Lor and environment has a direct bearing on youthful firesetting.
The fact is they tend to reside in distressed families.
may be séen in a number of ‘Ways:

The family distress
"parental indifference, abuse and rej ectlon,
A number of studles have noted the hlgh f.‘requency with which the fathers were
completely absent from the family. nl2 ", . . suggested that firesetting may
represent a symbol:Lc identification and reuniting with the lost father.! 13

(At

, ) B
n c_ontrast to the ,litef'e.ture on children and adolescent firesetters,

studies of adult firesetters have provided 1ittle specific information on

the immediate environment of the pyromaniac. 'They ‘do provide information

on the rearing environments because patterns of divorce are generally apparent

early in lif‘e The adult firesetters were more likely to have been first born,

"Most

records, ,,111

In studies in England "Pyrots come primarily from urban backgrounds. nl>
"provided evidence that, for the United States as a whole, per capita rates of
lncendlary fires were highest for central c1t1es."1,6 In most cases of ‘
firesetting;' there are. probably recent'events which influence the firesetting

"act. It is important that we continue to research and examine these events

systematically and carefully . ' ~ '

There is also conflict over the motlvatlonal i‘orces of the pyromanlac., '

‘Some authors. and prof‘essmnals

- in the field believe that it is usually ratlonal because a planned patter'n
4‘w111 result modeling the flrst success.

lhe fact that pyromanlacs reported
llght:lng f:res for pu.rposes of vengence would also suggest ratlonallty

e
%

The -
. :meuls:l.ve characterlstlcs of some- pyromanlacs would :anlude the fact that thev '
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use materials on the scene :mstead of carrying accelerants The idea that |

, _ : pyromaniacs use arson as a tension—release valve or as a source of grand-~ ) : ﬁ ; set by young people, general Ty between ’che ages of 12 and 25 years.,. . These .

e ’ ’ 3 p . " M it A, - ';.__:' ;.’ el
\ f . stand excitement would also suggest nmpulslveness The varying opinions ‘ E : flr'es which may have an underly:mg undlscovered motlve are responsn_ble
(. * here add to the lack of pin-point understanding. ; s ‘ R

I " ) for some of our most ,devastat:mg fire losses. There 1s little apparent

e : : o ] o : N purpose or reason for these acts except to burn something. 'Fire targets
Lo ) the lack of understla_ndmg continues with the conflict over sexuality and . vary in these juveniles but most prevalent properties are woodlands, schools
G : it's relation to pyromania. There is really no base to start from. Depending and ehurches." ‘

on what you read, what you hear,‘ or what you see; nothing is the same. "Lewis
V and Yarnell (1951) reported that 15-20% of adult firesetters in their sample.
o e “~has some record of sexual delinquency, although there was no control group

lewis and,Yarnell list common characteristics of the adolescent fire

o2 setter as having ". . . a history of delinquency, disruptive rearlng :

I with which to compare these figures.™ "McKerracher and Dacre (1966) studied envirorment, pathological personality- development, sexual immaturity, J
| I male arsonists and non-arsonists in a sp001a1 security hospital, and found ER . aggressive or destructive behavior, poor social adaustment and emotional I
s ‘ - “that 307 of the arsonists had committed sexual offenses compared ‘with 50% : : disturbance." 25 John Kennedy 1ists an adolescent pyro as often gett:mg .

of the non-arsonists. "18 E]Ih:Ls shows that male arsonists have a Jlower rate

AR sexual thrills from g;erieral excitement of situation. Kennedy states they
of sexual offenses than non—arsonlsts ‘at least in psychiatric populatlons.lg x ‘ ) k

often cause false alrams early then graduate o the setting of fires,20

"Female arsonists in a psychiatric population show ,juSt the opposite
result. A study done in 1971 .reveals that female arsonists had more problems
" related to sexuality than did a control group of non-arsonists, About a

third of the arsonists had a previous conv:Lctlon for prostitution, and non- s
arsonists had none. w20 ‘

EERS ' The female firesetter may direct most of her firesetting towards her

b

<

own property, possessions or premlses ‘and rarely against her employer.
Generally described as older women who were: 1one1y, unhappy and in despalr' 3
she seems to have more self-destructive tendencies. Jewis and Yarnell

T a o - > R e ~ found ", , . a majority of women firesetters tested to be mentally defective
S : E . : 4
RN ' i ' k o c : . with about 32% of those tested showed ev1dence of psych031s, primarily

- "Both male and female describe sexual exceitement in watching the blaze : EOPRAE - 27 ,

P : : schizophrenic reactions."
e , - «and it is reported that some either masturbate during or dlrectly after the '

s , " .
Lo o e There is also a case where a firesetter collected woman's under . : AT | . ‘The female often sets small fires, usually without use of‘ accelerants.

clothing and» left near a fire scene a female doll which was S‘.lspended head They usually use newspapers magaz:mes or anything available that is combustlble
Ly L ’dOWI:I with a cord tied aroxélgld'the feet. A hole had been burned through the and can be lighted with a match. Usually sets fire to mattress and always
Y R, . genital area of the doll.™ This goes into the sadist with "phantasies such works alone, Kemnedy states that a women of this sort reacts physically and

TE , as putting men or animals to death tgrough fire." Sadists Of this type mentally from severe shock such as menopause, jealously, revenge or a husband
PO ' masturbate during the conflagr'atlon. 3 ”

o

' leaving, Xennedy also states there are relatively few true women pyromaniacs.

GF

‘ o . Im cons1deratlon of deflnltlons it is helpful to 1ook at some characterlstlcs
S of SpeC:LflC subgroups of the populatlon. As menticned earlier, however there

are no hard and fast r'ules —-— only slmpleuobserva’clons. "The juvenile firesetter :
2
\

R ' " It is interesting to note the widespread opinions concerning the definition
o - of the word pyromaniac. Are they sane or insane? Can they usually be held

O
i
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. responsible for their. act:Lons‘? Does the pyromanlac lend to psychological

. Cenin 1[s ‘usvally motivated Jf‘»owa{'ds _vandallsm. The majority of vahdalq,sm fires are Ex categorlzatlon or motivation analysis? Can backgroand or sexuality of the
’\ | | | g Sk mdlvn_dual eamark the pyromanlac‘? ‘The only justifiable conclusion is two
4 | fold: | : :
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vl 1) more studies must be done .
r«(’ S 2) . an exact profile of the pyromiah;iac is not understood at this time.
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