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Praise for TOM AMBROSE


‘Ambrose has made a brave case for Philippe’s courage and good intentions.’ – Hilary Mantel, Guardian, on Godfather of the Revolution


‘For me, George IV has always been a joy, so I was delighted to see Tom Ambrose coming to his defence.’ – Duncan Fallowell, Daily Express, on Prinny and His Pals





MAD, BAD
AND DANGEROUS



This study of the psychology and foibles of some of history’s most illustrious – and notorious – figures by historian Tom Ambrose investigates how power can affect the minds of the individuals that wield it and some of the traits that make a person aspire to such power in the first place. From Nero to Assad, Ivan the Terrible to Gaddafi, this volume examines what has driven some of the most tyrannical people in history, while leaving room to describe some of the more entertaining incidents and eccentricities associated with a host of male and female dictators, authoritarian leaders and power maniacs. Reaching deep into minds that have shaped the destinies of peoples and nations through a combination of history, politics and psychology, Mad, Bad and Dangerous explores the psychological traits that predispose someone to become a tyrant or dictator and how they cope – or not – with the absolute power they hold.


TOM AMBROSE read history at Trinity College, Dublin, and gained a postgraduate degree at University College, London. He worked in advertising in London and Dublin before switching to producing and directing television documentaries. His first book for Peter Owen, Hitler’s Loss: What Britain and America Gained from Europe’s Cultural Exiles, was widely acclaimed, and Peter Owen subsequently published Godfather of the Revolution: The Life of Philippe Égalité, Duc d’Orléans and Prinny and His Pals: George IV and His Remarkable Gift of Friendship.
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INTRODUCTION


This book is an attempt to define the character of tyrants, a subject that has been of pressing interest in societies since the time of the Ancient Greeks. Over centuries methods of tyranny have evolved but the motive of the tyrant himself has remained constant. This motive is to achieve a position of preeminence in which he can assert his own will and self-perception over the rights and interests of the people. The popular image of the tyrant as a monstrous fiend has been encouraged by story and film – for example, the depiction of Ivan the Terrible in Eisenstein’s great film. Yet the modern tyrant has evolved from Gothic monster to soberly dressed bureaucrat. This made the bizarre appearance and dress sense of the late Muammar Gaddafi all the more startling.


As paranoid and sadistic as the tyrant may have been, he still depended on popular support, even if it was manufactured by bribery and intimidation. Always at centre stage, the tyrant encouraged myths and created a false ‘reality’ around himself. The desired image was that of a good and supremely powerful leader who acted in the best interests of his people. They, in turn, were expected to love him without question. There is an almost childlike quality to this scenario, perhaps explained by the fact that many tyrants suffered a bullied and unhappy childhood themselves. The deprived infant became the adult bully, while denying that he had done anything wrong. The tyrant oppresses the people and then pleads innocence.


There is a theory that tyrants are just ordinary psychopaths, repeatedly performing immoral acts and exhibiting deceitfulness, impulsivity and lack of remorse. Certainly tyrannical rulers throughout history have all exhibited these traits, not only lying to others but deceiving themselves. As the historian Robert Service has written, ‘If ever Stalin called somebody a traitor, it was not only the minds of others he was manipulating.’ Similarly Muammar Gaddafi truly believed that opposition to his regime equated with hostility to the very existence of Libya. He consoled himself with the thought that, fortunately, the people were with him and that they were even prepared to die for him. This certainty that one’s self-belief was justified led Adolf Hitler to refuse the contemporary equivalent of hundreds of millions of dollars to reclassify a small group of Jewish Austrians as non-Jews. Similarly the current Iranian regime’s rejection of substantial offers of aid to end its nuclear programme was made because of a belief in the ‘sacred value’ of independence – which was considered more important than any practical gain.


While most democratic leaders employ subordinates who are empowered to question their actions, the tyrant rejects any such interference. As time passes, absolute power increases the isolation and eccentricity. A typical example was Mao Tse-tung, who remained in power for decades and whose abuses increased as he became ever more isolated from the people. Such men also lose their ability to see themselves and their relationships to others realistically. Supreme power alters the psychological make-up of those who possess it. Tyrants have always been happy to take credit for the accomplishments of others and begin seeing the world around them in a more simplistic way. This effect, according to some neurologists, is due to a serious malfunction of the paralimbic cortex – where our emotions are processed and where our sense of self-control lies.


Another theory to explain the eccentricities of tyrants is that they are more or less normal people who develop mental disorders in the extraordinary circumstance of holding absolute power. Tyranny is usually thought of as being the cruel and oppressive exercise of power, but the original definition of the term was rule by persons who lack legitimacy – whether they be malign or benevolent. Historically tyrants have tended to be insecure people who attempt to maintain power by becoming increasingly oppressive. Initially benign, they are still inherently dangerous. The best defence against them is to demand accountability to the people through the use of a written constitution.


A confluence of genes creates personality disorders such as narcissism, paranoia and anti-socialism, insists Professor Coolidge of the University of Colorado, who has profiled Kim Jong-il, Saddam Hussein and Adolf Hitler. Sons of dictators such as Kim Jong-un (son of Kim Jong-il) or Bashar al-Assad (son of Hafez al-Assad) are encouraged by their environment to maintain or extend their power. There are no reluctant tyrants, and once in power they are hard to dislodge because of their ruthless attitude to opposition. Power corrupts, as Lord Acton famously pointed out, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Power also eases the stresses of daily life; powerful people – including tyrants – have lower levels of cortisol, a hormone closely associated with stress, than ordinary people. Lower cortisol also provides the tyrant or dictator with an abundance of emotional and cognitive resources to use when navigating stresses as they arise. In this way tyrants may become immune to regret.


Research at Columbia University also found that study participants who were placed in large offices and informed that they were managers made difficult decisions much more easily than those given the role of subordinates. Not only did the high-power group score lower on psychological measures of stress; they also had lower levels of cortisol in saliva samples. It seems the normal brain is not designed to wield absolute power. The reason why dictators fight to the end is because they do not understand the concept of ‘end’. Gaddafi should have stood down before he lost everything; Mubarak should have left Egypt weeks before he resigned; Hitler could have brokered for peace and Saddam Hussein bargained for his life. But dictators are too strong militarily and too weak psychologically to bargain.





1
IDENTIFYING THE TYRANT


Tyrants are born, not made. From the beginning they are driven by a disordered personality that does not relate to others, profit from experience, understand justice or maintain meaningful personal relationships. A recent example of such a personality was the late Colonel Muammar Gaddafi of Libya. The problem with Gaddafi was the difficulty of deciding whether he was a brutal dictator or just a lovable rogue misunderstood by international opinion. The strange costumes he chose to wear made the decision even more difficult. Gaddafi often appeared dressed like an illustration in a cartoon book of an outrageous comic tyrant. Many thought his chosen appearance was his way of mocking the West, arguing that no one would seriously make themselves look like a pantomime villain. His behaviour often complemented his appearance, whether he was haranguing a local audience or appearing at international conferences. The world observed such performances with amusement, and even when he was shown to be supporting global acts of terrorism Westerners still maintained a soft spot for the old rogue.


The true nature of Muammar Gaddafi was revealed soon after he came to power in 1969. It was the start of what would be a lengthy and efficient tyranny, administered through a series of revolutionary committees. Their task was to eliminate all internal opposition to Gaddafi. They were aided by a comprehensive spy network as efficient as any in modern history. The result was that 20 per cent of Libyans spied on the other 80 per cent. Neighbours betrayed neighbours, schoolchildren informed on their teachers. Anyone attempting opposition to Gaddafi’s rule was arrested, and executions and mutilations were conducted in public and shown live on state television. This received little attention from the rest of the world, which considered the Colonel more of a curiosity than a threat to peace. But anyone bothering to follow his rambling speeches would have spotted one of the characteristics of the megalomaniac tyrant. During one of his early diatribes, which ran on for several hours, he stated unambiguously, ‘I am an international leader, the dean of the Arab rulers, the king of kings of Africa and the imam of Muslims, and my international status does not allow me to descend to a lower level.’ Eventually the US media reported his words, leading to President Ronald Reagan describing him as the ‘mad dog of the Middle East’.


Over the next four decades Gaddafi did little to dispel the nickname, as his wild orations and writings interspersed his involvement in acts of world terrorism. By 1975 he was ready to summarize his political philosophy in a single book. This was his version of Hitler’s Mein Kampf or Mao’s ‘Little Red Book’, but in Gaddafi’s case it was green rather than red and modestly subtitled The Solution to the Problems of Democracy: The Social Basis to the Third Universal Theory. The need to produce a ‘bible’ containing one’s political philosophy and agenda for the world is another of the characteristics of tyrants throughout the ages. This was a fact recognized by the Ancient Greeks who took great pains to try to identify potential tyrants in their midst before they could seize power.


The problem was that the public often admired and supported tyrants because at least they got things done for the benefit of the people and against the wishes of the powerful elite of society. Among the first such tyrants was Peisistratos of Athens, who ignored both the laws and the constitution. His reign, like that of so many later tyrants, was characterized by substantial public works – the first to have been carried out in Athens for hundreds of years. Large temples and altars were constructed for Zeus Olympios, Apollo Pythios and the Twelve Gods. In addition, an extensive system of aqueducts and fountains were built, bringing a much-needed and reliable supply of clean water into the city. In spite of the good works the accompanying repression was too much for the Athenians, and Peisistratos’ successor – his son Hippias – was driven from power around 510 BC. Hippias’ successor was Cleisthenes, who reintroduced a form of democracy that reached its apotheosis fifty years later under Pericles. From now on all political decisions were taken by the ‘Council of the Five Hundred’, a people’s court, and the people’s assembly, the Ekklesia.


These controls were intended to protect the people from future tyrants, as was the decision to pay members of courts and councils for attending meetings, so making it possible for the less wealthy to participate in Athenian democracy. This system became the subsequent model for democratic constitutions and was used by Plato and Aristotle in their works on political philosophy. Meanwhile in Sparta control had passed to a succession of successful military leaders in the manner of so many future tyrannies. Typical of this group was King Leonidas, whose stand against the Persians at Thermopylae was to be immortalized. These men were no democrats and maintained a rigid control over their people. Against the interests of the people each devoted much of the national resource to creating and maintaining a powerful army, much as modern dictators in the twentieth century have done.


Even so, many Greeks considered the tyrant not only as their champion in civic matters but also as an occasional necessity in time of war. It was for this reason that a tyrant sometimes usurped power with the active help and support of the people. Gradually attitudes changed, and as democracy became more effective the tyrant became synonymous with arbitrary, despotic and cruel oppression. The greatest philosophers and historians of this second classical age – Plato, Xenophon and Aristotle – all produced works that questioned the inevitability of the rise of such men. They also sought to define the rights and obligations needed by society to maintain a free people. Each philosopher studied the careers of past tyrants in great detail, comparing them to each other and debating the circumstances of their rise, achievements and fall. According to Plato it was inevitable that the temptations of prosperity must inevitably lead to corruption and that the ruler would become the master of the people rather than their ally. Each tyrant would begin plotting against the other. What the Greek philosophers also predicted was that tyrants, in addition to controlling individual liberties, would need to suppress public opinion in order to maintain their power. Or as the first emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang, openly stated a century after Aristotle, ‘The way to organize a country well is to have no free speech … therefore one does not rely on intelligent and thoughtful men. The ruler makes the people single-minded and therefore they will not scheme for selfish profit.’ These warnings from the ancient world would certainly come to apply to all future despotisms. What the Greeks also predicted was that the tyrant could never be a contented man, for power does not equate happiness. Plato gives a powerful description of the miserable life of a typical tyrant, ‘hemmed in by a ring of warders, all of them his enemies’ and racked by fear of and loathing for his subjects. Such a man has the existence of a near-recluse and is unable to enjoy the simple pleasures of the world. He is compelled to bribe and flatter the worst of men, thinking himself rich in worldly possessions but in reality a moral pauper. These views were shared by the great majority of Plato’s Athenian contemporaries and produced an acute awareness of the need to preserve the freedom of the people.


For the ‘people’ the dilemma has always been how to identify these potential tyrants before they acquire total power and subjugate society to their will. One indicator is the eccentricities of their behaviour that can often be inconsistent. Once in power the tyrant is hard to shift because of the ruthlessness with which he is prepared to defend his position. It was a question that obsessed Ancient Greek society and led to an attempt by Athenian democracy to free itself of potential or actual tyranny by the practice of ostracism. The name is derived from the ostraka or broken pottery shards used as voting tokens in the Assembly. Each year the members were offered an ostracism and could name anyone they considered a threat to Athenian democracy. If they approved it, an ostracism was held and citizens gave the name of the person they wished to be ostracized. This was then scratched on a shard and deposited in an urn. Ostracism was crucially different from Athenian law at the time, for there was no charge, and no defence to it could be mounted by the person expelled. Anyone named was automatically found guilty. Although there was no appeal for anyone ostracized, the penalty was relatively mild in comparison to the kind of sentences inflicted by the courts on politicians found to be acting against the interests of the people. In these cases Athenian juries could inflict severe penalties such as death, huge fines, confiscation of property, permanent exile and loss of citizens’ rights.


Warnings of the need for the people to guard against the rise of a tyrant passed, like so much else, from the Greeks to the Romans – and with it consideration of the need to recognize the early warning signs. Once a tyrant had seized power he would refuse to relinquish it and the people would have lost control of their own society; from then on there would be only one law in force and this would based solely on the tyrant’s will. The problem was to identify the potential tyrant, for, although there are always exceptions to the stereotype, these men could be disarmingly charming and charismatic. Once in power they show a complete lack of self-doubt, unusual self-confidence and an independence of thought and behaviour. They were also convincing liars, without compassion, often sadistic and possessed of a boundless appetite for power.


These are the same character traits that have been clinically diagnosed in the average psychopath. Not surprisingly, many psychologists and historians have suggested that the tyrant and the psychopath are one and the same. According to Canadian psychologist Stephen Hart, psychopaths and tyrants share a compulsion to manipulate people and to use violence and intimidation to gain control over others. Often such individuals are intelligent and charismatic, but the one defining characteristic they have in common is a chronic inability to feel guilt for their actions. As a result the tyrant/psychopath is incapable of remorse and is quite happy to commit vast numbers to prison camps or to summary execution.


A question that intrigued the ancient world was whether being a tyrant was innate or whether such a person could be made by the circumstances of his early life. We now know that the latter is probably true: a tyrant can be produced by such traumatic family experiences as being bullied by his father when a child. This unhappy experience was shared by the two greatest tyrants of the twentieth century: Hitler and Stalin were almost certainly produced in this way. A more recent example, among many others, was the miserable and brutalized childhood that resulted in the adult Saddam Hussein.


Psychologists such as the Swiss expert Alice Miller have argued that a traumatic childhood is the greatest single factor contributing to the making of a tyrant. She suggests that children who have suffered severe abuse at the hands of their fathers become helpless victims of the situation because they are too small and powerless to defend themselves. Permanent damage is done by the shame and humiliation they have to endure. If parental authority is experienced as punishment a child will come to believe, as despots have seemingly always done, that it is ‘normal’ for power to be used in a repressive, negative and punitive manner. The unconscious conviction is that love and cruelty are one and the same thing, so leading in later life to sadism, which manifests itself in vicious aggression towards any person or group seen as threatening or opposing the tyrant’s will. This in turn deeply affects the tyrant’s character in adulthood and drives a bitter determination for revenge and a quest for power. This makes the real enemy of the tyrant his cruel or neglectful parent, but the substitute and symbolical target becomes one or more scapegoat groups within his society. What he had endured as a child was a cruel and unfair abuse of adult power without any compensatory experience of respect and affection. He developed an addiction to power and a desire to exert control over the unfortunate society he ruled – just as his persecutors had once exercised control over them.


The cruelties shown by the Roman emperors Caligula and Nero can be seen as the result of such childhood humiliation and deprivation, which provoked later acts of despotic sadism. Caligula, whose very name has become synonymous with irrational cruelty, grew up in an atmosphere of danger and insecurity. Virtually imprisoned on the Isle of Capri by Emperor Tiberius, he was subject to the tyrant’s whims and could have at any moment suffered a similar fate to the rest of his late family. This experience certainly contributed to Caligula’s brutal and vengeful actions when he became emperor himself. Nor was Caligula’s experience unique at the time. His nephew Nero suffered a similar childhood trauma, and one of his earliest childhood memories was of being torn screaming by soldiers from his mother’s arms as she was dragged away and sent off alone into exile and disgrace.


This kind of insecure and brutalized childhood seems to have been experienced by many later tyrants, too, and is the key to understanding their behaviour. In the case of some societies, such as nineteenth-century Germany, this particular form of abuse appears to have been endemic. At the time Adolf Hitler was growing up children were treated harshly as part of German educational policy. They were often denied the love and affection that was considered natural in other societies. As a result an entire generation of potential sociopaths was produced – as is confirmed by the tens of thousands of recorded cases of emotionally maladjusted children. Hitler was just one of them. His subsequent career clearly illustrates the theory of delayed revenge after a damaged childhood. The catalyst was his father, Alois, who subjected young Adolf and his mother to almost daily drunken beatings. Alice Miller believes that it was history repeating itself and that Alois was simply repeating the abuse that he had himself suffered as a child. This was an unconscious attempt to regain the power he had lost in childhood to his own father. As she puts it, ‘To beat one’s child is to avoid beating oneself. Therefore beating, whether psychological beating or actual beating … is a never-ending task.’ Sometimes maternal love is a compensation, but in Hitler’s case his mother Karla did not appear to show that love that might have compensated for his father’s hostility. There may have been millions of Alois Hitlers throughout Germany at the end of the nineteenth century, tyrannizing their sons into a vengeful generation that would easily be recruited by Nazism. Hitler’s appalling revenge was to make the Jews the substitute group for childhood abuse and to attempt to wipe out the entire Jewish population both of Germany and the occupied countries of Eastern Europe. It could also be said that not having a son of his own to beat Hitler was symbolically beating an entire race.


A very similar childhood trauma was experienced by that other great tyrant of the twentieth century, Joseph Stalin. He grew up in a small Georgian town with a drunken stepfather who humiliated him by beating him in the presence of an ineffectual mother. As in Hitler’s case there was no one to protect him, and his hatred of his father became so intense that in 1906 he attempted to hire an axe man to kill him. Benito Mussolini also suffered as a child and lamented his schooldays. Another twentieth-century tyrant, Mao Tse-tung, also suffered a brutish childhood; but what appeared to have outraged Mao far more than the violence was his father’s lack of charity to the poor, which may well have sparked his own concern for the poverty of rural China and caused him to develop a lifelong resentment of his father. The childhood humiliation experienced by other despots was also present in Mao’s case, albeit in a milder form: his father used him as a debt collector, sending him round the local village to collect money for the chickens and eggs he had sold. The future ruler of China found this demeaning and embarrassing but not as damaging as his father’s insistence that he receive only a minimal education – appropriate to a man who would spend the rest of his life working in the fields. Such treatment provoked anger and contempt in the child. ‘I learned to hate him,’ Mao later told the American journalist Edgar Snow. But unlike Hitler and Stalin Mao had been able to strike back at his despotic father by persuading the whole family to stand up against him and present a united front. This ability to organize would serve him well in his political career. Throughout his life, Mao constantly referred to how this childhood battle with his father had influenced his later actions.


This, according to Alice Miller, was quite understandable. A child who has experienced parental authority as frustrating and debilitating will, as an adult, use authority in punitive and retaliatory acts. A political despot will use it to enslave a whole society to his will. In this sense power is a poison that eventually overwhelms even an idealist such as Mao. Predictably Mao and the other despots of recent times did not relate to individuals in an empathetic way. Their concern was not with the single person but with the people as a whole. They were convinced that everything they did was for the benefit of the masses in their society. They looked to ‘the people’ in a tribal or abstract sense – Hitler constant identified with the people in a pan-Germanic sense, while Stalin had a semi-mystical concept of pan-Slavism.


Whatever the causes that make a tyrant there remains the problem of what to do about him once he is in power. Is society justified in assassinating such a man, is murder justified by the public good? It was a question that troubled the Athenians as they sought to protect their democracy. The philosopher Plato was much concerned with the issue. He saw rulers as being suspended in a constant flux of pleasure and pain, with tyrants wallowing in the most pernicious forms of these conditions – such as greed and lust. Agreeing with Socrates and Aristotle, Plato saw tyranny as an errant condition of the soul and asserted that the soul of the tyrant had been corrupted, when he became a slave to passion and gave in to the temptation to profit from injustice. Tyrannicide for Plato was therefore a natural means to correct the anomaly, and a tyrant should automatically forfeit his life. It was appropriate that one of the first genuine tyrannicides in Athenian history was that of Clearchus, tyrant of Heraclea, who was assassinated in 353 BC by two of Plato’s pupils. The Greek justification of tyrannicide became part of Roman legal philosophy, too: the Romans considered that to live under tyranny was analogous to existing under slavery. This led to the most famous assassination of the period, that of Julius Caesar in March 44 BC when the conspirators claimed they were restoring republican liberties by doing away with a despotic usurper. More support for such tyrannicide was found in the writings of the staunch republican Cicero. He argued that the act was justified on the basis of the principles of natural law.


With the coming of Christianity attitudes changed, partly influenced by Saint Augustine who adamantly rejected such killings as a right and claimed that nobody may arbitrarily kill a fellow man, not even a condemned criminal. Thomas Aquinas, however, contradicted Augustine by suggesting a limited acceptance of tyrannicide. At the time of the Reformation it was Calvin’s validation of the right of constitutionally enacted bodies to resist monarchical encroachment that led later Calvinist and Puritan thinkers to come out in favour of tyrannicide. John Knox took it a step further by clearly stating that it was the duty and the right of the people to eliminate a tyrannical ruler, particularly if the ruler stood in the way of the ‘true’ religion. But this was the age of divine absolutism. It was widely accepted that tyrannicide violated the supposed bond between the deity and the monarch. The purported tyrannicide of King Charles I of England was a classic example of this. Condemned by many, it was vigorously defended by the poet John Milton who hailed tyrannicide as not only lawful but laudable and defended the right of the people to execute a tyrant if the established watchdogs failed to manage him effectively.


It was the eighteenth-century philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau who arguably provided the most influential account of the Enlightenment concept of tyrannicide. For him citizen and sovereign or ruler were bound together in a social contract and in accordance with the ‘general will’. If this bond was broken by a tyrant his violent removal or even assassination was justified. John Locke agreed with Rousseau’s conclusion and held the tyrant to be guilty of the greatest crime of all, describing tyranny as the exercise of power beyond right and the tyrant as one in authority who exceeds the power given by the law and who rules for his‘own private, separate advantage’. Yet the problem still remains of finding the correct and just mechanism that decides if and when a tyrant has broken his contract with the people. Any law permitting tyrannicide requires some type of institution to administer it – such as an independent judiciary or tribunal. Only such a valid body is able to assess the alleged tyrannical regime and the conditions under which an act of tyrannicide would be justified and by whom. The practical problem of doing this has faced every modern liberal state and was demonstrated in the 1930s when the German Weimer Republic was unable to protect its civil rights during the onset of Nazism.





2
THE RELIANCE ON APPEARANCE


It could be said that there is no room for real style in a democracy because politicians have to present themselves as self-denying individuals who are devoted to values other than personal vanity. This was certainly not true of Muammar Gaddafi who in the latter years of his reign looked nothing like contemporary democrats or tyrants in their sober suits and military uniforms. What a contrast to the younger Gaddafi who came to power in 1969. Gaddafi soon showed that he preferred a look that was as inconsistent as it was bizarre by constantly appearing in a theatrical wardrobe that seemed to change by the week. His change of image was consistent and continuous as he evolved like some strange butterfly on the world stage. Nature obliged him in this transformation by providing him with reasonable height, an imposing manner and a rubbery clown’s face, capable of the most emphatic facial expressions; the seemingly bottomless wardrobe of pantomime costumes he added himself. Whether the look was military simplicity or theatrical finery, no one could match the sheer bravado of Gaddafi of Libya. Although past tyrants often used flamboyant clothes to project an image of wealth, power and superiority, Gaddafi’s grandiose display outdid them all. When in vibrantly coloured traditional dress he affected the well-off ‘man of the people’ look. In military garb he presented himself as ‘strong man of the Arab world’, able to exert his will over the whole region. When in Western – if eccentric – garb Gaddafi presented himself as an independently minded world statesman with pretensions of influencing the great powers of the globe.


How different it was when he seized power in 1969. The then Colonel Gaddafi stood in simple army uniform at an army parade next to the established strong men of the Arab world, Anwar Sadat of Egypt and Hafez al-Assad of Syria. At that time he was the newcomer and content to show that he was a secular and revolutionary officer as well as being a young rebel. But his wardrobe evolved over the following forty-two years into a bewildering variety of outfits that were carefully chosen for every public occasion and appeared to match his idiosyncratic interpretation of world events. Gaddafi was most often seen sporting long, flowing brown robes that represent his home town of Sirte, a Bedouin town on the Libyan coast. For African summits the self-styled ‘king of kings’ of Africa donned elaborately decorated dashikis. In the 1980s, at the time of the Lockerbie bombing, he appeared to show his support for world terrorism by wearing a suit and a black shirt and looking like a Libyan version of an Italian Mafioso. By 2009, at the time of the G8 summit, Gaddafi had decided that he needed a sartorial makeover if he wished to be taken seriously as a mainstream international leader. He altered his wardrobe accordingly and began appearing like other world leaders in a far more conventional politician’s garb of a plain-cut suit. True, the suit was a startling white and worn without a tie to preserve the wearer’s maverick identity. By that time the suit-and-tie formula had become the customary wear for international leaders from China to the USA. Even some heads of state from the Maghreb and the Middle East had begun wearing them – including Saddam Hussein, Hosni Mubarak of Egypt and Ben Ali of Tunisia. Gaddafi did not remain conservatively dressed for long, however. His volatile nature meant that he always retained a compulsion to look different from others. Sometimes he returned to the full-on military dictator look, complete with epaulets and beret. All this culminated in his pièce de resistance – a multi-layered, milk-chocolate-coloured satin outfit complete with black beret and a pin in the silhouette of Africa that he wore when he made his first speech to the UN General Assembly on 23 September 2009.


There was also a deeper purpose to Gaddafi’s bewildering array of styles. His clothes and colours were a means of political propaganda and referred, for example, to black Africa and the Arab world. Many of the outfits bore a close resemblance to those that African kings traditionally wore, and Islamic green was prominently featured. His facial expressions, too, were odd. Carefully contrived to look powerful and all-conquering, they in fact often looked merely fatuous. Throughout Gaddafi’s long reign in Libya his clothes fascinated the world’s journalists and psychologists. The French anthropologist Gilbert Durand suggested that tyrants can be distinguished by the three categories of outfits that they wear: mystical, heroic or synthetic. In Gaddafi’s case it was clearly the heroic that he had chosen. Durand also warned that among those who favour the heroic look are many schizophrenic and paranoid personalities who constantly feel persecuted. It was ironic that this peacock of the international stage should suffer such a squalid death in October 2011. Dressed in rags, he was dragged from his hiding place in an underground pipe in the Libyan desert, beaten, abused, stabbed in the anus with a bayonet and finally shot. A more inappropriate end for the flamboyant Muammar Gaddafi is hard to imagine. Strangely the death of an earlier extrovert dictator echoed that of Gaddafi: Benito Mussolini met an equally sordid end and after being shot in April 1945 was taken to Milan and hung upside down at a petrol station.


Appearance had also been important to the Roman emperors centuries earlier. Public display as an indicator of one’s position in society was an extremely important feature of Roman life. A man’s status and rank was revealed by his dress and would have been immediately apparent to those around him. In particular the clothes worn by a Roman emperor, especially on state occasions, had to be the most sumptuous and made from the rarest and finest materials. No one was more aware of this than Emperor Augustus who even introduced laws regulating exactly what each section of society should wear to attend public spectacles. Those of high rank who appeared without a toga were relegated to the very back rows of the assembly or stadium. This was an essential part of Augustus’ determination, according to Suetonius, to make Roman patricians wear the toga on important public occasions and whenever they entered the Forum. Distinctions of dress were also imposed on others of more humble rank to satisfy Augustus’ concern. He insisted that the president of the Roman games should wear the toga picta, a triumphal dress of a purple and gold worn over a tunic with palm branch designs. Every rank and position in society was now carefully regulated by Augustus’ almost fetishistic obsession. Current and past curule magistrates such as consuls, praetors and curule aediles were ordered to wear the purple-bordered toga, while the rest of the senate were to appear in the simple white toga with a broad purple striped tunic; the equestrians wore a tunic with narrow stripes.
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