

  [image: Cover]




 



  
How Madness Shaped History




  An Eccentric Array of Maniacal Rulers, Raving Narcissists, and Psychotic Visionaries




  Christopher J. Ferguson




  [image: image]


Guilford, Connecticut


 




  
[image: image]



  

  An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2020 by Christopher J. Ferguson




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Control Number: 2019955276




  ISBN 978163388574 (cloth)




  ISBN 9781633885752 (ebook)




  [image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  



  To my dad, Edwin Stuart Ferguson, who is, himself, now part of history.





  




  



  CHAPTER ONE


  

  INTRODUCTION: MAD AS A HATTER




  Sometimes it takes only one mad hatter to change the course of history. Undoubtedly societies are sometimes riven by invaders or lain low by droughts, famines, and plagues beyond their control. But occasionally there are times when the fate of societies teeters at the crossroads between victory and ruin, glory and shame. Into these breaches a crucial individual can step, guiding society down the road to grandeur or decay. Societies hope for an individual with a firm but steady hand to steer their people through the occasional rapids. Sometimes instead they get madness: individuals with severe cognitive or mental problems or limitations.




  Under more mundane circumstances, these souls might be pitied and cared for in therapy or institutions, but when thrust into these critical times they become the agents of disaster. What if, during 1860, the United States had elected not Abraham Lincoln, who himself suffered from major depressive disorder,1 but rather the ineffectual Franklin Pierce, who some scholars claim was debilitated by depression and anxiety after witnessing his eleven-year-old son being crushed to death by a train? If Jesus of Nazareth or Muhammad ibn Abdullah were born in modern society, would they be treated as religious visionaries or instead forced to take antipsychotic medications? The right or wrong person at a particular period in history can have considerable influence on the course of events. And their mental well-being, of course, can guide their path.




  In modern Western society, mental illness—any mental illness—is commonly (and unfortunately) viewed as a liability. In 1972 Senator Thomas Eagleton was replaced as a Democratic vice presidential nominee after his considerable mental health problems were publicly revealed.2 Granted, this may or may not have been a reasonable move. After all, a central premise of this book is that the mental status of a leader can have a major effect on the society he or she leads. Having the power of nuclear weapons at the fingertips of a suicidal or psychotic individual may not be entirely wise (just look at North Korea). Nonetheless, stigma and perceptions about mental illness tend to wax and wane and change over time. Consider, however, that one study of U.S. presidents published by psychiatrists in 2006 concluded that almost half of U.S. presidents have experienced mental health problems, with issues such as depression, anxiety, and substance abuse being most common.3 The authors further concluded that these problems were present during term in office for about a quarter of presidents, most often impairing their performance. That might explain some things.




  Then again, madness does not always impair a political leader. Alexander III of Macedon, better known to history as Alexander the Great, took a second-rate power on the fringes of the Hellenic world and built one of the mightiest empires of all time.4 Undoubtedly Alexander changed the course of Western civilization, and his influence may have been greater still had he not died unexpectedly at the age of thirty-two, perhaps the result of either poisoning or illness exacerbated by his chronic heavy drinking. Undeniably, Alexander was a man of considerable tactical talents. Yet it is worth considering the degree to which the peculiarities of his mental condition might have propelled him to become both the man of the hour as well as drawn him irreversibly toward his untimely death.




  Alexander is a remarkable case example of how extreme psychological traits can lead to both great accomplishments and a great fall. Despite great intelligence and charisma, Alexander is unlikely to have been the sort of individual one would be confident about inviting over for a calm family holiday celebration. With his overweening and perhaps delusional narcissism, impulsive rages, and compulsive consumption of alcohol, he appears to have been a difficult man to get along with or to understand under the best of circumstances. After all, Alexander murdered his general and friend Cleitus at one gathering, as I discuss in detail later. It’s only because of Alexander and his father Philip II that we hear much about Macedonia at all. Until the fourth century BCE, Macedonia was something of a backwater second-rate power in the Hellenic world. Its inhabitants spoke Greek and considered themselves part of the Greek world, although the main Greek city-states (Athens, Thebes, and such) were less enthused about the association.




  Things changed during the mid-fourth century BCE. Alexander’s father, Philip II of Macedonia, was the driving force of this change and the brains behind Alexander’s future military operation. Philip modernized the Macedonian army and diligently organized Macedonia’s political world. With Philip poised to unleash his professional army on Persia, Macedonia was on the cusp of world (or at least Western world) domination.




  Then Philip was assassinated during his daughter’s wedding. The reasons for this remain historically murky but it threw Macedonia into crisis. Without Philip, things quickly went pear-shaped. The Greek city-states, which naturally had been less than thrilled about being ruled by the upstart Macedonians, immediately rebelled. The Macedonian Empire, such as it was, required a firm hand to hold it together. Without Philip, that hand was lost.




  Thus, there was a moment of crisis. A moment wherein a society could either rise to greatness or spiral into ignominy. In this case, the Macedonians had Alexander, whom they promptly declared king and who immediately smashed all resistance to Macedonian rule in Greece (with the exception of the Spartans, who the Macedonians apparently figured weren’t worth the trouble).




  It’s interesting to consider the origins of Alexander’s personality, both brilliant and troubled. We generally think of the personality as arising from an interaction of genetic predispositions shaped by developmental environment, the familiar nature/nurture interactions. Sometimes we overestimate the impact of nurture (genetic influences are quite powerful, it turns out), and we might also allow that humans have some degree of choice or free will in their actions. But it’s worth taking a look at Alexander’s upbringing.




  Whether genetic or environmental, there’s little doubt Alexander was the product of ambitious parents. Philip’s designs on ruling the Aegean world are already clear. His mother, Olympias, was no slouch, either.




  Most of history has been firmly patriarchal, limiting women, with rare exceptions, to secondary roles in governance. But it would be wrong to assume that women were necessarily passive supplicants; many worked furiously, even ruthlessly, to maneuver male allies, sons in particular, to positions of power. Olympias was intelligent and ambitious and dedicated to seeing Alexander’s rise. She was also mysterious to the point that Plutarch claimed she sometimes slept with snakes, although this is likely an embellishment.5 She was certainly willing to kill on Alexander’s behalf, but I’ll get to that in a bit.




  Alexander lived in what we’d now call a broken home (it didn’t help that Olympias was only one of Philip’s wives.) Philip and Olympias were often in conflict. Alexander’s relationship with his father appears to have been complex. However, Alexander certainly earned his father’s confidence and played an important role in his father’s military campaigns. One advantage Alexander had in his subsequent career was that his father had already done much to lay the groundwork for considerable success. Perhaps for this reason, Alexander seems to have felt the shadow of his father on him. This may be one factor that drove Alexander through his unbelievable conquests, which continued beyond all rational reason. Freud might have explained Alexander’s entire rage through Persia as history’s most consequential Oedipal complex.




  Family conflict did come to a head toward the end of Philip’s life. Philip married yet again, a woman named Cleopatra (not the famous one from Egypt), which potentially jeopardized Alexander’s claim to the throne. Things got so heated that Olympias and Alexander actually went into exile following a quarrel during which Philip nearly murdered Alexander. Alexander and Philip soon reconciled, but rumors persisted that Olympias had a hand in Philip’s assassination (though these are probably untrue).




  Rocky familial relationships such as these were not uncommon among despotic monarchies. Males and sometimes females (the more famous Cleopatra of Egypt killed several siblings in her bid to remain pharaoh) competed bloodily for power. Individuals raised in such environments may have basked in luxury, but they also lived with constant fear and uncertainty that could be countered only by one’s own ruthlessness. It’s difficult to imagine such a thing now with our own twenty-first-century ideal of loving, extended families, but many early monarchical families must have been terrifying, vicious environments in which to be raised—hardly incubators for empathy or emotional stability.




  Histories of Alexander’s youth tend to focus on the positive: being tutored by Aristotle, enjoying the affection of Philip, or his physical and intellectual prowess. But it’s not difficult to imagine that his early life must have been shrouded in a kind of stress and potential threat we’d now recognize as traumatizing. The combination of genetic inheritance of ruthless personality traits from both mother and father, the strained and competitive relationship with his father, and threats to his own legitimacy and life combined to create an overwhelming and burning ambition that cast its gaze far beyond merely uniting Greece under Macedonian rule.




  So, with Greece secure, Alexander turned on the mighty Persian Empire to the East. At that time the Persian Empire was the regional superpower. The notion that the backward Macedonians would ride out of the north and conquer not only Athens but the entire Persian Empire and beyond was simply absurd. Historical analogies are often fraught with imperfections, but it would be something akin to imagining Canada suddenly going on the attack and conquering not only the United States but the entire western hemisphere.




  Yet that is exactly what Alexander and his Macedonians did.
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  Mosaic, circa 100 BCE, Alexander at the Battle of Issus. Source: The Guardian.




  The Persians were surprised by the ferocity of the Macedonian invasion. The Persian king, Darius III, initially seemed to think Alexander’s campaign a minor crisis, much to his error. Despite the Persians fielding massive armies funded by mountains of gold, Alexander cut through the Persians like a knife through butter. Again and again their king Darius III raised mighty armies, only to see them fall. Contemporary sources frame Darius in a bad light: a coward who flees from battle, but it’s possible this might be unfair, history being told by the victors and such. Darius ultimately left behind his family including his wife, mother, and daughters while fleeing the Battle of Issus.6 Alexander reportedly treated them cordially, eventually marrying one of the daughters (what a gentleman).




  The downfall of Darius III can be contrasted with the rise of Alexander. The Persians obviously were having their own crisis moment wherein the decisions of a ruler could turn a society’s fortunes. Instead of getting an Alexander, they got Darius III. Darius comes down through history as fairly even-handed and well-intentioned, as Middle Eastern despots go. In fact, that was half the problem: Darius seems to have been a rather average fellow. He wasn’t mad. He even had some moxie, at one point forcing an assassin to drink poison meant for him.7 During a time of stability and peace, he may have made for a perfectly effective bureaucrat. This was not that time, however. Darius ultimately was murdered by one of his own associates. Alexander—the precedent of folks murdering kings not lost on him—had Darius’s killer executed and assumed the throne of Persia. He had Darius buried in the royal tombs in honor.




  Alexander certainly was driven. Some have speculated that Alexander’s drive, coupled with his rages and drinking, might have indicated bipolar disorder, but I don’t find this likely. Individuals with bipolar disorder typically are impaired to such a degree that building an empire such as Alexander did would not be possible. Rather, I suspect Alexander had what we would now call narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) coupled with alcohol dependence. Individuals with NPD have a grandiose sense of their own self-importance. Such individuals are usually driven by fantasies of fabulous success or power and experience a sense of entitlement and need for admiration. They typically come across as arrogant and lacking empathy toward the concerns of others.




  The origins of this, again, are both genetic and environmental. Both of his parents were supremely ambitious and neither come down through history as the most modest of individuals. As noted earlier, Alexander’s upbringing was a mix of privilege and horror. It’s little wonder if he emerged less than entirely stable.




  Many of Alexander’s actions speak to his narcissism. Upon assuming the throne of Persia, he adopted some of the local customs including proskynesis, or demonstrative subservience through laying prostrate before the king, or engaging in ritual kissing. He ultimately didn’t insist on it for his Greek companions, who naturally scoffed at the practice. This prudence in backing off such worshipful gestures, at least among his Greek companions, was probably a bit of pragmatism rather than true empathy on Alexander’s part (and such pragmatism also argues against bipolar disorder). Along his travels, he founded numerous cities in his own name (approximately seventy), including the magnificent city of Alexandria in Egypt. At least one city he named after his horse.




  One of the incidents that most illuminates the darker side of Alexander’s image was the murder of his friend Cleitus (or Clitus) in what amounted to an intoxicated pique of rage over exchanged insults. Apparently Cleitus, amid a drunken argument, publicly suggested that Alexander’s victories were due to his father’s careful planning. Cleitus’s words were, to say the least, impolitic. Friends who were present during the altercation attempted to separate the quarreling men to no avail. Not one to take insults lightly, Alexander, after some scuffling, killed Cleitus with a spear.




  Alexander’s narcissism influenced not only his relations with peers and supplicants but also fueled his lust for war. Alexander’s primary motivation for war seems to have been naked glory. By and large, he made war simply for the sake of doing so—and because he was very good at it. Granted, he took the same risks his soldiers did, but he pushed them on past Persia and into India with relatively little regard for the best interests of his troops. Only upon facing near mutiny did he relent and return to Persia.




  To Macedonia’s great fortune, Alexander combined his narcissism with incredible tactical talent and leadership. He was the right guy at the right time to meet a crisis moment for the Macedonians. After his unexpected death at thirty-two, likely due to infection exacerbated by his alcoholism and multiple war injuries, the Macedonian Empire fractured into multiple pieces (the Egyptian bit would end with the famous Cleopatra, who was ethnically Greek, not Egyptian). With no Alexander, there was no Macedonian/Persian Empire. It had been held together by the force of his will alone.




  One interesting question to ponder is what Alexander might have achieved had he survived past thirty-two. Could he have held his own empire together? Alexander was an awesome vanquisher but could he have been a good ruler?




  Alexander doesn’t come across as a talented politician in the vein of Thomas Jefferson or Franklin Delano Roosevelt.8 However, he had the sense to appoint gifted bureaucrats, and the force of his personality was enormous. Had he been able to settle down and rest on his accomplishments, it’s possible he might have held his empire together, aside from some rebellions on the fringes. But nothing in his history suggests that Alexander was capable of peaceful rule. He was a man of war, impulsive and dedicated to action. Even his legend was that of a conqueror, and the awe that comes with victory can die fast without new achievements. A gambler, Alexander probably couldn’t have stopped rolling the dice. And, as Sophocles claimed, only the dice of Zeus always fall luckily.




  Much has been written about the circumstances that bring both societies and individuals to the point of great success or great failure, and despite numerous books that try to boil it down to one or two things, it’s more complex than that. Sometimes a stable government such as the early Roman Empire or the United States or United Kingdom can survive the government of a succession of madmen and -women. In essence, the un-sung work of the average bureaucrat keeps the society functioning so long as crisis is not imminent. At other times, the presence of a single person on the scene can make or break things. For a steady course, a society is best off with a George Washington, Mahatma Gandhi, or a Nelson Mandela, reasonably well-adjusted fellows who guided their societies through crisis moments with rational thought and compassion.




  On the other hand, society can roll the dice on someone who has perhaps a few more mental health peccadilloes. It’s gambling on a grand order. Sometimes you get Alexander the Great. Sometimes you get someone like Caligula, the Roman Emperor who launched an infamous reign of terror before being assassinated.




  History Isn’t All in the Past




  Looking back at a figure such as Alexander, we can see the power that a single personality can wield over the world around him. But the distant historical past was a wild time before the rule of law, before we believed in the intrinsic value of human life, when might made right. But human societies have evolved, developed codified laws, accepted that kings and queens are not above them, and developed bureaucratic checks and balances to prevent power from being centralized on any one mad personality. What can Alexander tell us about today? Have we entered a post-madness world?




  Some might argue that we live in a more reasonable time now, where the rule of law is sacrosanct and governments have moved toward pragmatic democracies fueled by reasoned debate and enshrined human rights. To be certain, the early part of the twentieth century is well known for its madmen and -women, particularly the Hitlers, Stalins, Mussolinis, and Maos who so brutally shaped our recent history. But wasn’t even the Cold War something of a more rational animal, wherein both sides managed to step back from the brink? And hasn’t the world since emerged into a kind of Pax Americana and a new hopeful future?




  Whether we can divide history so neatly into present and past is unclear. In fairness, evidence does suggest that things have gotten better. We tend to think that we’re always living in the worst historical period ever, with violence proliferating and society disintegrating. But a wealth of evidence suggests that, quite to the contrary, we are living during the most peaceful epoch in human history.9 Men are less likely to be murdered, women less likely to be raped, soldiers and civilians alike least likely to die in war than at any period prior. Contrary to the common myth that humans once existed in a utopian, egalitarian, primitive past, violence in premodern societies appears to have been ubiquitous.10 Is it possible that human societies are evolving toward a state of relatively peaceful, rational democracy?11 Alexander undoubtedly wouldn’t know what to make of the comparative powerlessness of the U.S. presidency and might wonder why the president didn’t simply unleash the army on his detractors or impale them with javelins (undoubtedly there have been some U.S. presidents who would have seen his point).




  Thus, by many metrics, whether violence, poverty, or education,12 the world has come a long way since the U.S. experiment with democracy in the eighteenth century, with democratic reforms having swept across much of the world. But these advances aren’t guaranteed, and recent reports suggest that human rights and democratic institutions may be eroding in much of the world.13 These reforms are founded on their own fragile psychology, particular the belief that we have entered a social contract with government, exchanging taxes and some freedoms for the belief that government will act benevolently on our behalf.




  Generally, the welfare of the average person around the world has improved over past decades. World hunger is dropping, poverty is dropping, access to health care is rising, as are living conditions and life expectancy.14 At the same time, much of the world seems to have increased in distress. For example, in the United States at the time of this writing, suicide rates have increased in almost all age categories.15 Contrary to the belief that adolescents are particularly prone to suicide, middle-aged adults appear to be experiencing some of the most significant rises in suicide. Why this is happening and its effects on society and history I’ll discuss in chapter 10. But the impact of madness on the course of history didn’t end with the twentieth century.




  Even if the twentieth century has brought an unprecedented rise in good fortune and human rights to much of the world, it is important to realize that, even in modern times, much of the world labors under madness. This madness can develop in two main forms. First, the psychological perception of a social contract can erode then shatter when citizens or minority groups no longer believe a government is acting on their behalf. The result can be violence, riots, terrorism, or even civil war. We’ll look at this form of madness in chapter 7.




  However, in some parts of the world, the perception of a social contract never developed. Law still depends on the whims of the despot, and our perceptions of human rights have not yet fully taken hold. In such parts of the world we still see military strongmen (and occasionally women) whom even Alexander might have found extreme. A nontrivial portion of the world’s population still struggles under egomaniacal dictators, paranoid religious faith leaders, or bloodthirsty military juntas. Consider the case of poor Uganda, which, from 1971 to 1978, was ruled by one of the most bizarre characters in modern history.




  Madness in Uganda




  Idi Amin rose through the British colonial army in Africa and then the military of Uganda once that country became independent of the United Kingdom. In 1971, Amin led a coup d’état against the president of Uganda, Milton Obote. The reasons for the coup aren’t entirely clear but have been suggested to be related to the possibility Obote was considering having Amin arrested, to the Ugandan military’s perceived loss of privilege under a socialist system run by party bureaucrats rather than the army.16




  Amin set himself up with dictatorial powers, which provided sweeping authority over the military. He instituted a program of torture and execution of political opponents, including supporters of Obote and minority ethnic groups. All told, his regime is believed to have killed between one hundred and three hundred thousand Ugandans.17 His use of violence and military suppression against his own citizens has led modern historians to regard Amin’s Uganda as a terrorist regime.18
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  Amin, left, in 1966 with Israeli Prime Minister Levy Eshkol. Source: National Photo Collection of Israel.




  As with Alexander, it can be illustrative to look at Amin’s early life. His background appears to have been modest, raised in a country colonized by the United Kingdom and divided ethnically and religiously. Like Alexander, he had a mercurial relationship with his father who, at one point, rejected him as potentially illegitimate. (Whether father-son—or mother-daughter—conflicts are a common thread among megalomaniacal despots is a topic I return to in chapter 3.) Uganda, like Hellenistic Macedonia, emerged from its colonial period without the traditions of rule of law and humanitarian social contracts. Violence was power and ever threatening. For a man with ambition and lacking empathy, this was an environment in which to make a mark.




  Amin adopted a grandiose style that crossed over to buffoonery. He loudly insulted world leaders and bestowed himself with titles, honors, and a doctorate degree. He expelled British Asians from Uganda in 1972, a move that damaged Uganda’s economy.19 He seems to have had a taste for exotic titles including “lord of all the beasts of the earth and fishes of the seas” and “conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in general and Uganda in particular.” He also appears to have offered to become king of Scotland and lead the Celtic peoples in rebellion against the United Kingdom. Some reputed that he cannibalized some of the victims of his regime, although this claim appears to be largely apocryphal.




  One of the most memorable moments of his reign was the July 1976 raid by the Israelis on the airport in the Ugandan city Entebbe.20 An Air France jet had been hijacked by terrorists seeking the release of Palestinian and other militants from jails in exchange for the release of the hostages on the plane. Amin sided with the hijackers, perhaps hoping to lord it over Israel and put himself in the role of heroic negotiator. The hijackers threatened to kill the Israeli citizens on board the plane unless their demands were met.




  The Israelis were having none of it and launched a daring raid, transporting commandos thousands of miles to Entebbe. Their commandos managed to kill the terrorists and free the majority of the hostages (several died during the raid), and they also killed Ugandan soldiers who tried to prevent their escape. A number of Ugandan jet planes also were destroyed to prevent interference with the Israeli escape.21




  The Entebbe raid was a humiliation for Amin. He retaliated against innocents. Unfortunately, this included one hostage, Dora Bloch, who had been taken to a hospital for some medical issues. She reportedly was dragged from her bed and shot by Ugandan soldiers, possibly along with some Ugandan medical professionals who attempted to intervene on her behalf. He also retaliated against Kenyans living in Uganda (Kenya had supported Israel) and Entebbe airport workers, one of whom was killed by having nails driven through his skull.22




  This episode highlights not only Amin’s cruelty but also the fragility of his ego, typical of narcissists. What made him position himself as negotiator between the hijackers and Israelis, apparently oblivious to Israel’s considerable reluctance to dialogue? Likely he saw himself as the “man of the hour” and the hijacking as an opportunity to boost his international esteem and to emerge a hero. Thinking himself smarter than either the hijackers or Israelis, he positioned himself to control the crisis. The Entebbe raid smashed that illusion and cast him as a fool. His megalomaniacal personality could not adjust to the failure and he could only lash out with senseless violence at the helpless innocents he could control. In his rage, Amin undoubtedly had to release his frustrations on someone, however unfair or cruel. Alexander killed Cleitus over a foolish argument. Amin killed dozens to salve his wounded self-perception. Fragile egos do not deal well with humiliating failure.




  Like Alexander, Amin was motivated not just to rule a great country, but to make that rule entirely about himself. Alexander was clearly the more talented of the two, but are there hints in Amin’s downfall about what might have come of Alexander had he survived early adulthood?




  Amin eventually overreached by attempting to invade neighboring Tanzania. The Tanzanian army proved stronger, initiating an invasion of Uganda that saw the overthrow of Amin, who died in exile in 2003. During a historical period rife with bizarre, cruel dictators, Amin nonetheless stands out. Living in a free, humane democracy, it is difficult to imagine what life for the average Ugandan must have been like in Amin’s shadow.




   History’s Rapid Turns




  During the last decade or two, much has been written about macro-level processes, or large, environmental forces that have influenced the rise and fall of cultures. Excellent books such as Why the West Rules—For Now by Ian Morris23 and Guns, Germs and Steel by Jared Diamond24 are two examples. In differing ways each author argues that the rise and fall of cultures have had much more to do with physical geography than with culture or biological differences between human populations or the actions of specific individuals.25 To be clear, neither Morris nor Diamond rule out the importance of individuals or even culture as they highlight the importance of location. Arguments in favor of the influence of physical geography on history are persuasive, and I believe Morris and Diamond are correct to point to these elements. But at certain crisis points, individuals may matter more than geography. For instance, particular geographical advantages may have led to the general dominance of “the West” in recent years, yet there’s nothing definitive to say that the revolution of 1776 need inevitably have led to the birth of the United States, that Britain definitively would have survived the summer and fall of 1940, that western Europe would have prevailed in the Cold War, or, for that matter, that China would be a potential beneficiary of the financial crisis of 2008. Although geography certainly plays a role in these events, so do the influence of culture and individual decision makers. England owes its victory in 1940 as much to Churchill and the fortitude of the British people as to the English Channel.




  A society is perhaps best off with a little caution in its crisis moments, playing it safe with a steady hand like George Washington. Imagine if the United States had gotten Alexander instead of Washington. Would Alexander have been content with thirteen measly colonies (not to mention a nonhereditary and temporary presidency rather than a kingship)? Those steady hands such as Washington, Gandhi, or Mandela are effective at righting the ship, uniting the people, reaching for a tangible and realistic goal, and easing a culture out of its crisis moment and into moderate stability.




  Or a culture can roll big. It might get a Lincoln, whose depression may have been oddly inspirational. Or even an Alexander, whose megalomania led the culture into historical greatness far beyond its obvious value. But, as in gambling, when cultures roll big, they more often seem to get snake eyes. In 1776 the United States could have passed up Washington and rolled big. Perhaps the country would have gotten Alexander and gone on to conquer Canada and Mexico in a few short years, likely renaming itself the United Kingdom of Alexander along the way. But more likely it would have gotten a Nixon or a Caligula, and the entire enterprise of rebellion could have gone down in flames and ignominy. One need only look at a sister rebellion in France in 1789, which brought France first Robespierre and the “Terror” and then Napoleon, dictatorship, and defeat. That’s rolling big. Madness can be touched with a hint of brilliance, but it is always fragile and the culture that embraces it takes a great risk.




  This book is about those crisis moments and the cultures that rolled big. Not surprisingly, most of the moments I discuss track the declines, defeats, and disgraces of the cultures in question. The characters I examine all left indelible marks on the societies they touched, sometimes good, more often bad.




   What Does It Mean for Us?




  Although historical anecdotes and psychological profiles can be fun, this book is not about that alone. As I write this, my own country and many others seem to stand at a precipice of crises small and large. Who do we want to lead us? A strong but mad authoritarian or the steady but bland bureaucrat? How does the madness of the masses influence our choices? Does, for instance, the U.S. primary system put too much influence into the hands of the most extreme—indeed, outright crazy—voters? Are there ways to restore sanity to our political processes or are we lost in a chaos of unbridled emotion and hatred for the foreseeable future?




  Perhaps our culture of humanism, the belief that each person has intrinsic value, will prevent the worst excesses of madness in contemporary times. It’s easy to lose this perspective in a partisan world in which those with different beliefs are not just wrong, but bad, evil, and impure. What would life look like if we gave up these values and counted on the firm hand of the strongman or -woman to protect us? We need only look to history.




  Much of our bloody history can be blamed on men. History has been patriarchal, with women typically forced into secondary roles. This sometimes leads to the perception that madness runs in the male line and that a matriarchal world would avoid the violence, madness, and “toxic masculinity”26 of the patriarchal one. Evidence generally belies such a claim and one need only to scratch the surface to find plentiful examples of madness among women and men both. Consider the case of the Blood Countess.




  The Blood Countess, Elizabeth Bathory (Erzsébet Báthory in her native Hungarian), was a Hungarian noblewoman during the late sixteenth century with an awful temper and an insatiable lust for sadistic sex. As the story goes, Elizabeth’s interest in sadism turned to murder in response to her own concerns about aging. One day, while upbraiding a young servant girl, she raked the poor thing with her fingernails and got blood on her own skin. Rubbing the blood away, she found the
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  Portrait of Elizabeth Bathory.




  skin underneath to be soft, supple, and younger looking. This led her to conclude that human blood is, in effect, a natural moisturizer. She was quite right, of course; granted, many other moisturizers are available for the young women of modern times.




  Bathory was able to torture, mutilate, and kill girls for years because she herself was a noblewoman and her victims were members of the peasant class.27 The lower classes in medieval and early Renaissance society often had less access to the rule of law, and the concept of humanism was not yet widespread. As such, authorities were slow to respond to multiple homicides Bathory perpetrated.




  Details of her crimes were supplied by witnesses as well as several accomplices who were questioned under torture, their testimony obviously tainted by those circumstances. Even if some of her crimes were embellished, it seems clear that she was one of history’s most prolific serial killers.28 She seems to have been creative in her torture, sticking pins into her victims’ lips, cutting them with scissors or other blades, forcing them to eat their own flesh, or cannibalizing them herself. She is said to have had some girls dragged through snow and splashed with water in frigid weather until they froze solid. Others she coated with honey and exposed to insects.29 In addition to a whole host of physical and often sexual horrors unleashed on her female employees, she also used their blood to keep herself youthful. Exactly how she did so remains a matter of some controversy, and claims that she bathed in blood are likely a later embellishment of her story.30 Some accounts suggest she might have constructed an apparatus to slowly bleed women placed within it. Images that portray her as bathing in a tub of blood are likely inaccurate, given the amount of blood required and inability to keep it from coagulating. However, she may have washed herself in the blood of her victims using a cloth or, perhaps, drank it. Although estimates are sketchy, she is thought to have killed six hundred young girls before finally being caught and imprisoned in her own manor.




  How did Elizabeth become a sadistic killer of legend? Alexander and Idi Amin displayed some similarities, exhibiting what we’d today call narcissistic personality disorder. That’s not to say that they were identical in psychological profile: Amin may have been crueler but less strategic than Alexander. Then again, the world around Amin’s Uganda may have been more prepared to push back against a tinpot dictator than Alexander’s Macedonia. Elizabeth appears somewhat different from the two men, however. Today she’d likely be diagnosed with a variant of antisocial personality disorder known as sadistic personality disorder.31 This condition is more or less what it sounds like: individuals who take intrinsic pleasure in causing harm to or suffering in others. In Elizabeth’s case, this involved sexual sadism.




  So what happened with Elizabeth to bring out this sexual sadism in her? Details about Elizabeth’s early life are murky to say the least. As with many noble families, inbreeding was common, and this may have exacerbated negative traits. Elizabeth’s parents came from two branches of the same Bathory family. Accounts suggest her relationship with her parents, and her mother in particular, was strained at best, and her family certainly married her off at an early age. Given the ubiquity of corporal punishment of both adults and children, Elizabeth would have witnessed harsh treatment of peasants on her family’s estate. Thus we see a similar pattern of biological risk coupled with a harsh environment that lacks opportunity for the development of empathy. I look at this pattern in more depth in chapter 3.




  The world for most people in the late 1500s was a cruel one. Most societies had not yet adopted the belief that human life necessarily had intrinsic value. Cruel punishments for even minor transgressions remained the norm. Coupled with a predisposition toward aggression, Elizabeth had few opportunities for developing empathy, particularly toward those of lesser status. To be sure, Elizabeth’s actions were extreme even for her time, but they can be understood in the context of a historical period that did not place high value on kindness and compassion.




  Elizabeth also shared with Alexander and Amin an estrangement from parents. Alexander, at the very least, had his mother Olympias and perhaps that bond staved off the worst excesses seen in Amin or Bathory. But there’s something to be said for the importance of the parental bond in blunting the worst excesses of those who might be predisposed to violence. Elizabeth provides a clear example of the horrors that can result when a biological predisposition toward violence is combined with a harsh and chaotic environment in which close attachment bonds are not fostered.




  Bathory was certainly mad (indeed, her exploits are credited as having influenced vampire mythology along with those of another mad Hungarian, Vlad Tepes), but her madness had little influence beyond the hundreds of unfortunate victims of her vanity and sexual sadism. So it tends to go for women who have been largely excluded from the corridors of power, with some notable exceptions, until modern times.




  In the chapters that follow I introduce a host of lunatics, sadists, poor unfortunates, visionaries, psychotics, and the demented. These people ruled governments, shaped cultures, guided religions, and held the destiny of countless others in their hands. With a subtle twist of fate, they might have joined the legions of the mad in asylums, madhouses, or even burned at the stake. Instead they were given power and influence. Sometimes the societies and cultures that embraced them benefited from rolling the dice. More often, they suffered. Some of them are in power today or have already begun a trajectory to bring them to power in our immediate future. As such, they may influence our own lives in profound ways.




  I hope you enjoy the stories of these people’s lives, and perhaps learn from them as well. As they say, if we don’t learn from history, we are doomed to repeat it. And that would be just plain mad.







  



  CHAPTER TWO




  MADNESS, MENTAL ILLNESS, AND INSANITY




  On April 7, 1978, the partially decomposed remains of a twelve-year-old girl, Kimberly Leach, were found discarded at a state park in Florida. Two months earlier, Kimberly had been abducted from her middle school, lured away by an adult man with enough charm to temporarily ease her natural inclinations to distrust strangers. Forensic evidence suggested she had been sexually assaulted and beaten. Evidence from her remains as well as eyewitness accounts would tie the death of Kimberly to notorious serial murderer Ted Bundy who, through the mid-1970s, killed dozens of young, pretty women.1




  Bundy is one of the most famous serial murderers because he combined sexual sadism with considerable intelligence and great charm. He also was a handsome man, making him a photogenic subject for the press. In everyday interactions with those around him, he came across as personable and trustworthy.2 He used these skills to set women at ease, sometimes posing as a security guard or an injured person in need of assistance.3




  Bundy raped and tortured his victims, often returning to locations where he dumped them to have sex with their bodies, dress them up, or apply makeup and relive his fantasies. The exact number of victims of his predatory urges isn’t clear, although he is suspected of killing more than thirty women in multiple states across the Northwest. His spree ended in a final panicky run for Florida, concluding with the death of Kimberly Leach.




  Few would disagree that Bundy was a madman. But what does that mean? Did he have some form of mental illness or personality disorder? Colloquially, people might conclude Bundy must be insane, but legally he was found to be well aware of what he had done.4 Was Bundy born this way, shaped through early experiences, or both? Obviously, if we’re to discuss madness, we need to be as clear as we can in delineating what madness means in relation to associated terms such as mental illness and insanity. And with that issue, an obvious madman such as Bundy can help us. First, though, let’s look at how madness has been viewed throughout history.




   Madness in Early History




  Three terms are often used interchangeably among the general public: madness, mental illness, and insanity. Obviously, there is both overlap and differences among them. It wasn’t always this way: through much of history, madness and mental illness were considered synonymous. Even during the early twentieth century, the chronically mentally ill were looked upon as “degenerates” and “scum,” the equivalent of criminals and scoundrels.5 These unfortunates were exposed to all manner of torture and sham treatments. In some cases, these unfortunates desperately resisted their fates, in others, the mentally ill were trustingly led into damaging therapies by their psychiatrists and neurologists.




  Throughout much of history, mental illness was treated with remarkable cruelty. To many early societies, mental illness was synonymous with demonic possession or communication with gods or spirits. Presumably those mentally ill who could still communicate effectively might be considered prophets or religious leaders. But those who became more confused and incomprehensible might be thought of as tortured by devils or evil spirits.




  One possible outcome for the mentally ill in early cultures was a process called trepanning or trephination. This involved primitive surgery to remove pieces of the skull, undoubtedly under the influence of limited or no anesthesia. Such procedures were used for head injuries, epilepsy, as well as for mental illness.6 The working theory at the time was that the procedure provided some incentive for evil spirits to leave the body.7 Amazingly, some people actually survived trephining, as evidenced by regrown bone around the cut-away skull. Whether this procedure worked in the modern sense to relieve mental illness is doubtful. However, it may have had similar effects as the more modern lobotomy, which tended to result in more compliant, less aggressive mentally ill individuals and may have been considered a relative success. Likewise, one presumes that individuals learned to be more circumspect about sharing their delusions with others after a hole was pounded through their skulls.
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  Equating mental illness with sorcery and evil spirts changed largely due to the efforts of the Greek physical Hippocrates, whose basic beliefs still influence the modern medical approach to mental illness.8 Put simply, Hippocrates viewed mental illness as largely equivalent to physical illness, generally involving an imbalance of four fluids: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile.9 This general view of mental illness as a result of a chemical imbalance should be familiar in concept to modern viewers. Hippocrates brought experimentation to medicine and mental illness and sought effective treatments. He also looked critically at overused harsh physical “cures” such as bleeding and purging.10 This humane approach to mental illness survived through to the mid-200s ACE, eventually brought low by first Roman, then Christian, superstitious leanings.




  Indeed, the massive interruption of the Hippocratic approach to medicine represents a considerable historical what if. What if Hippocratic medicine had been allowed to progress uninterrupted through to the present day?11 Would modern medicine be even more advanced than how we experience it currently?




  In the middle ages, physicians (such as they were, most surgery in those days was done by barbers)12 were aware that mental illness was generally caused by physical disease. Attribution of mental illness to demonic possession, contrary to popular movies, was uncommon, although it did sometimes happen.13 The publication Malleus Maleficarum,14 or “Hammer of Witches,” by two monks in 1487 likely did not help the matter, as it tended to identify symptoms of mental illness (not to mention being a woman) with evil and possession.15 Some of the mentally ill underwent torture and were burned at the stake, but one supposes the thinking of the day assumed a few eggs must be broken to make an omelet. Malleus Maleficarum, it should be noted, is still available for purchase through many online retailers today.16 Eventually, treatment moved into the age of confinement, wherein the mentally ill were warehoused in dank, disease-ridden asylums for which life expectancy was often rather short.17 Out of sight, out of mind.




   Mental Illness in Recent History




  Only in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did treatment of the mentally ill take a truly humane turn since the days of Hippocrates. Reformers such as Philippe Pinel, William Tuke, Benjamin Rush, and Dorothea Dix argued that the mentally ill should be treated as human beings, given humane treatments, and shielded from torturous interventions that did more harm than good.18 Such gentle treatments may have worked to some degree in restoring at least a fair proportion of the mentally ill to relative functioning. Not much money to be made in that, though, so early modern psychiatry gradually fell back to crowded hospitals and vicious, painful interventions that didn’t help.19




  Mental patients, many only newly ill or with conditions they may have recovered from with time, experienced permanent brain damage due to the psychiatric interventions of modern medicine during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The brains of some were starved through insulin-induced comas or burned via electroshock. Toward the end of this period, many physicians simply carved away at their patients’ brains with ice pick–like tools inserted into the eye socket, past the eyeball, then hammered into the brain. Egas Moniz, the pioneer of these surgical lobotomies of the frontal lobes of the brain, won a Nobel Prize in medicine for this brutal innovation in 1949.




  Such horrid procedures proliferated during the twentieth century. The medical profession often seemed unconcerned with whether interventions benefited patients but rather whether the treatments rendered patients more docile, childlike, and easier to manage.20 In a societal atmosphere of indifference or repugnance toward the mentally ill, few people seemed interested in speaking out for these unfortunates. Thousands of people were left incontinent, childlike, unable to make plans or form coherent memories, devoid of passion, stripped of intelligence—in a way, severed from their souls—all in order to make them less of an inconvenience for the rest of society. To say that the mentally ill have labored under enormous stigma doesn’t even begin to touch the surface of the issue.




  What is fascinating is the role of professional organizations such as the American Psychiatric Association and American Medical Association in promoting such barbaric practices. Such organizations often have been highly resistant to evidence suggesting that the mentally ill were being harmed.21 As one lesson from this, we must understand that such professional guilds are not objective purveyors of scientific facts but exist to represent and market their professions. My own organization, the American Psychological Association (APA), is little different. Recently, the APA released clinical guidelines for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) highlighting the value of the trendy cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) over other treatments.22 Ironically, at about the same time, several meta-analyses were published indicating that CBT actually offered few benefits over other treatments and may have had worse dropout rates in treating PTSD. Did this lead the APA to reconsider its clinical guidelines highlighting CBT?23 Nope. Given that an internal investigation of the APA once found the organization to be complicit in changing its ethical guidelines to allow psychologists to be involved in the harsh interrogations of detainees in government detention sites,24 a cynical perspective toward the APA and other professional guilds appears warranted.




   What Is Madness After All?




  Certainly, it is not the point of this book to increase the stigma many people feel toward the mentally ill. But what exactly is mental illness, and how does it relate to madness? Currently, in the United States, mental illness is defined by the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM). This book lists everything from simple phobias of dogs and airplanes, through caffeine addiction, all the way through chronic mental illnesses such as schizophrenia.




  At this point it is worth mentioning that mental illness is not a static concept the way that many medical illnesses are. Influenza is not defined differently whether one comes from the United States or Libya or China. By contrast, our concepts of mental illness are, at least in part, culturally defined. Diagnosis of mental illness has also been historically unreliable, with clinicians’ judgments prone to subjectivity, mistakes, and over-pathologizing. Perhaps the most famous illustration of this was the experiment by psychology professor David Rosenhan. Rosenhan and several students, all free of mental illness, each went to psychiatric hospitals claiming to hear some vague voices no one else could hear but without other symptoms. All were admitted and prescribed neuroleptic medications (which they did not take). They were retained in the hospitals despite no longer complaining about their symptoms nor acting oddly once admitted. Only the actual patients in the wards correctly identified them as imposters.25 This experiment highlights the prejudices of many psychiatric staff when interpreting behaviors as benign or pathological and accepting signs of improvement slowly. Although this study was published in 1973, arguably little has changed in the care of the mentally ill since this time.26




  It has become common in recent decades to equate mental illnesses directly with medical illnesses (as did Hippocrates twenty-five hundred years ago) in a well-meaning attempt to reduce the stigma of mental illness. These messages may be popular because they appear to absolve the sufferers of mental illnesses from blame for their condition, though even many medical illnesses such as lung cancer or type II diabetes are often the product of choices we make. Barring mutations, the same microorganisms that caused syphilis or smallpox or cholera four centuries ago are the same critters that cause them today. Similarly, a cardiac arrest or a glioblastoma today is the same as it was ten—or ten thousand—years ago. Although nothing is universal, most medical illnesses have a factual basis in reality that is not influenced by history or culture or opinion. Either you have a brain tumor or you don’t—and you still have a brain tumor whether you are in the United States, or in Japan, or on the moon (in which case, granted, a brain tumor may not be your most pressing worry).




  Regarding the social construction of mental illness, consider the issue of homosexuality, which remained a diagnosable mental illness in the DSM in one form or another until 1987. Although homosexual individuals do sometimes experience psychological distress, we now are aware that this has much more to do with societal prejudice and lack of acceptance (including being labeled mentally ill) than with simply being homosexual.27




  More recently the World Health Organization’s (WHO) decision to include “gaming disorder” in its International Classification of Diseases (ICD) targeting video game players has provoked controversy. Critics contend that the research literature does not support that games are uniquely addictive, and if behavioral overuse is a concern, why not have a catchall category for all the behaviors people sometimes overdo: food, sex, exercise, religion, work—there are even research papers on dance addiction!28 The WHO largely responded to an ongoing moral panic regarding video games by creating a dubious diagnosis that actual data don’t support. These concerns, for instance, led the media and technology divisions of the American Psychological Association and Psychological Society of Ireland to jointly author a public policy statement condemning the WHO diagnosis.29 Other scholars have noted that the WHO acknowledged that political pressure “primarily from Asian Countries” was one factor in the decision to create the gaming disorder diagnosis.30




  This isn’t to say mental illness is entirely a social construction, but rather that its boundaries are often defined as much by societal beliefs and prejudices (particularly among old people), money, politics, and ideology as it is by good science. And over time, there’s arguably a certain “mission creep” with the concept of mental illness in manuals such as the DSM, so that it’s become easier and easier to be defined as “mentally ill” in recent decades. For instance, experiencing intense depression for more than two weeks—even after the death of a cherished loved one—is technically diagnosable in the latest edition of the DSM.31




  So, to be clear, mental illness is a broad term and by no means are most mentally ill individuals “mad” in the way that term is used in this book. But efforts to reduce stigma can also miss the mark. For instance, I often hear advocates for the mentally ill claim that the mentally ill are no more likely—or even are less likely—than the average person to engage in violent behavior. Although such statements are obviously well meaning, they conflict with the wealth of psychological data that find mental illnesses such as schizophrenia, depression, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder increase the risk of violent behavior.32 In my own work with youth, I find that the strongest risk factors for violent and aggressive behavior have nothing to do with societal bogeymen like violent video games, but rather relate to a combination of depression and antisocial personality traits.33 To be fair, some scholars such as Robert Whitaker in his book Mad in America suggest that for psychosis, violence risk may be increased by the brain incapacitation brought on by neuroleptic medications rather than by the psychosis itself. Either way, suggesting there is no increased risk at all is mistaken, however well intentioned.




   Back to Mr. Bundy




  So did Ted Bundy have a mental illness? In the sense that Bundy might have had a psychosis that rendered him unable to understand the wrongness of his compulsive actions, which robbed him of responsibility and free will, the answer is clearly no. Bundy was a cruel sexual sadist who lacked empathy for his victims and enjoyed violent rapes and murders and even sex with their corpses.34 He was rational and his crimes premeditated. This can be seen even in the failed kidnapping of Carol DaRonch, the crime that effectively ended the most productive element of his crime spree. Dressed as a security guard, Bundy approached DaRonch in a shopping mall parking lot, claiming her car had been broken into and offering to take her to the police station for safety and to file a complaint. When she noticed he was not driving on the correct road to the station, a struggle ensued. Bundy attempted to handcuff DaRonch. Fortunately for DaRonch, Bundy accidently put both handcuff cuffs on the same wrist and she was able to flee the car. Later the same day, a high school student was kidnapped not far away. A handcuff key matching the cuffs on DaRonch’s wrist was found at that scene. The student, Debra Jean Kent, was never found.




  Bundy was purposeful and rational but lacked empathy or a sense of guilt for his actions. This condition, also accompanied by hedonistic or thrill-seeking behavior and difficulty learning from punishment, is typically diagnosed as antisocial personality disorder. The terms psychopathy and sociopathy are identical in terms of behavior, and henceforth I use the term “psychopathy” for ease.35




  To say Bundy was a psychopath is undoubtedly true but still somewhat unsatisfying. First, not all psychopaths engage in such horrible sprees of violence. In fact, many psychopaths do not commit substantial crimes at all but find fairly productive roles in society in which lack of conscience is actually an asset (politics, business, or the law, for instance. One might also cast a suspicious eye at psychology professors). Further, psychopathy as an explanation is something of a tautology or circular logic. So we might ask, “Why did Bundy commit so many horrible murders?” To which the answer is, of course, he was a psychopath. But one might then reasonably ask, “How do you know Bundy was a psychopath?” To which the answer would be: well, he committed all those horrible murders. Obviously, we need to look a bit deeper.




  One thing we know is that psychopathy and antisocial behavior have significant biological and genetic roots. This understanding often has been met with significant resistance. Perhaps the most notable is the 1986 Seville Statement on Violence, signed by twenty leading scholars of the time and endorsed by groups such as UNESCO and the American Psychological Association.36 This position eschewed the belief that genetics or evolution contributed to human propensities toward violence.37 This statement is now widely understood to be rubbish.38 Genetics appear to account for about 50 percent of the variance in aggression, violence, and antisocial behavior.39 To some extent, people like Bundy are indeed born bad.




  But that doesn’t leave out the potential for some environmental influences. Indeed, genes and environment interact with each other in complex and nuanced ways.40 For instance, harsh childhood environment appears to exacerbate the inclinations of some who are predisposed toward psychopathy. Therefore, many individuals can experience remarkable abuse yet live full and productive prosocial lives, whereas others appear to live out a cyclical pattern of family violence. Genetic predisposition and environmental stress combine to produce antisocial outcomes.




  Did Bundy experience the kind of harsh upbringing we might expect to interact negatively with a predisposition to violence? What we know about Bundy’s childhood is, unfortunately, based mainly on his own interviews following his arrest. He was less than reliable, often contradicting himself. Some of these accounts note that he was initially raised to believe his unwed mother was in fact his sister (exactly when he found out the truth is unclear). Some accounts suggest his maternal grandfather may have been abusive, and his upbringing appears to have been chaotic at the very least.41 However, none of this is terribly striking in the sense that literally hundreds of millions of people worldwide grow up with chaotic, potentially abusive families without becoming sadistic sex murderers. Even the bizarre bit about his mother pretending to be his sister is something he shares with musician Eric Clapton.42 So perhaps being raised to believe one’s mother is one’s sister leads either to becoming a serial murderer or to the blues.




  What about pornography? Prior to his execution, Bundy suggested that his fascination with pornography may have led to his interest in sexualized violence. Bundy had a habit of blaming anyone and anything for his actions other than himself, so why people might think he was speaking God’s truth when discussing porn is anyone’s guess. Nonetheless, his claims were catnip for anti-porn crusaders, quite common in the 1980s. The federal government, under the Meese Commission, had proclaimed pornography a leading cause of sexual violence, although scholars quickly pounced on methodological flaws and conflicts of interest among commission members in that analysis.43
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  Since then, evidence linking porn to rape or dating violence has been unconvincing. Colleague Rick Hartley and I conducted a review of research in 2009 and found the evidence to be underwhelming.44 Research since then hasn’t changed much. Some studies even find porn viewing to be associated with more positive attitudes toward women.45 And increased pornography viewing over the past few decades has been associated with considerable cross-national declines in rape and domestic violence rates, including in the United States. So we can reject Bundy’s claims of pornography leading to sexual violence.




  Bundy’s end came in Florida. Arrested and put on trial for the kidnapping of Carol DaRonch, he managed to escape twice. The first time, he acted as his own lawyer and was given unsupervised time in the courthouse library where he managed to jump out a window. Rearrested a few days later, Bundy escaped a second time by sawing his way into the prison ceiling crawl space, coming down into the chief jailer’s apartment, and walking out with his clothes.




  Bundy made his way to Tallahassee, Florida, where he assaulted five young women during a single night on the Florida State University campus. By this point, he had become more of a spree murderer than serial murderer, his identity known and behavior increasingly out of control. A month later, he killed his final victim, Kimberly Leach. He was arrested in a stolen car soon after.




  Convicted in Florida, Bundy was sentenced to die in the electric chair. Fascinatingly, he managed to marry and conceive a daughter while on death row (presumably, he bribed a prison guard to allow a conjugal visit).46 Bundy was executed in 1989.




   Madness and Insanity




  Mental illness, thus, involves a broad range of behaviors typically marked by maladjusted behaviors (i.e., persistence in behaviors despite their obvious negative cost) or distress (sadness, fear, or anger). Not all nor even the majority of mental illness is what I mean by madness. By madness, I refer specifically to behavior that persists despite its destructive nature either to oneself or to others. The notion of madness that I advance is similar to that of insanity, although in most Western cultures, insanity has taken on legal ramifications. To be insane in a legal sense involves a mental state that is so impaired that the individual can’t understand reality and thus is not responsible for his or her actions. Not everyone with a mental illness is insane in the legal sense; in fact, the vast majority are not. So Andrea Yates, a Texas mother who drowned her five children in 2001 because she believed Satan had influenced them, fits within this definition of insanity. Obviously, Alexander the Great would not. He might have been out of control and even delusional at times, but he was not divorced from reality in the same sense as Andrea Yates. But he persisted both in his heavy drinking and ceaseless wars despite the massive damage that resulted to himself, his close colleagues, and the countless innocents ground under the wheels of his war machine. That’s madness.




  So we can think of madness as being a very small subset of mental illness, with insanity being even smaller still. Everyone who is mad is experiencing a mental condition of some sort, whether a traditional mental illness or personality disorder. But not everyone with a mental condition is mad. Many mental illnesses involve relatively minor problems (though some, such as suicidal depression or schizophrenia, are quite serious, of course). A teen girl who still feels sad six months after breaking up with a boyfriend could potentially qualify for an adjustment disorder, a mild mental illness, but no one (aside perhaps from a few crotchety old-timers) would claim she is mad.




  There is one other group of disorders that bears mentioning as I introduce terms being used in this book. These are the personality disorders, which are lifelong patterns of deviant or maladaptive behavior that result from the individual’s core personality rather than an illness per se. I mentioned already that Alexander the Great likely experienced narcissistic personality disorder. Narcissism essentially was who he was, not an illness that afflicted him. In this sense, personality disorders are different from traditional mental illnesses such as depression or schizophrenia. They may be just as disruptive but result from different processes. A mental illness might be cured or at least put into remission with the proper treatment. Personality disorders generally cannot be, as they reflect the individual’s core identity. One disorder, borderline personality disorder, which is marked by severe instability, rapid mood swings, manipulative and aggressive behavior, and irrationality and impulsivity, gets the most attention of late. Yet there are several other personality disorders that similarly may be of great concern. Indeed, personality disorders are common among the individuals I discuss in this book.




   When Societies Go Mad




  That individuals have considerable opportunity to change the course of history is a central theme of this book. But, of course, the behavior of individuals does not occur in a vacuum but is inevitably a part of a societal structure that, intentionally or not, gives them the opportunity to exert power.




  Societies are not independent entities that exist with wills or desires self-governing the individuals that make up those societies. Rather, they reflect a kind of summed view of the powerful within those cultures and collective agreements on motivations, interpretations, culture, and belief. As those centers of power change, beliefs and motivations of societies can change, sometimes toward the rational, sometimes away from it.




  At times, a society can shift toward madness by, in essence, giving greater power and authority to members of that society who are, themselves, mad. For decades, considerable argument has persisted in social science regarding the degree to which individuals are merely malleable cogs in society’s wheel or actively shape the societies in which they live. Obviously, we shape our societies and are, in turn, shaped by them, but how interchangeable are we as individuals? Or, to bring it home with an example from one of the twentieth century’s most notoriously mad societies, to what degree did individual Germans become complicit and accepting of the mad Nazi regime of the 1930s and 1940s?




  During the mid-twentieth century, social science research seemed to suggest that most individuals are indeed little more than cogs in the machine. Of these, the most notable were the Milgram study and the Stanford Prison Experiment.




  In the Milgram study, psychologist Stanley Milgram induced adult participants to deliver potentially dangerous electric shocks to another person as part of what was ostensibly a learning task. As the “learner” made mistakes, the participant would deliver increasing levels of shock as punishment. Higher levels of shock were labeled with warnings about the potential for severe shock, and the “learner” (actually someone who was in on the experiment—no one, in fact, was actually shocked) continually asked to be released, began complaining of his heart, and eventually went completely silent as if unconscious or dying. Although some participants refused to deliver the higher electric shocks, many went all the way through the highest shocks, particularly when assured that any consequences would be borne by the researcher, the authority. This experiment appeared to suggest that a great many ordinary citizens would willfully follow an authority figure (in this case the researcher) to the point of potentially causing great harm to another person.47




  In the Stanford Prison Experiment, psychologist Phil Zimbardo randomly assigned students to be prisoners or guards in an experimental setting. Despite both groups knowing that they were randomly assigned, the guard participants began acting authoritarian and even brutally toward their fellow prisoner students. The experiment was called off after only one week. Once again, this study suggested that ordinary folks could become monsters under the right circumstances. Zimbardo went on to write a not-too-subtly titled book The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil.48




  Apparently mad societies can indeed turn ordinary folks evil. Not so fast—both of these studies have come under more recent scrutiny for, at very least, exaggerating their findings and perhaps for not being valid at all. Of the two, the Stanford Prison Experiment is most damaged. A follow-up study from 2006 conducted with the British Broadcasting Corporation was unable to replicate Zimbardo’s findings and suggested that, to the degree tyranny develops, a sense of powerlessness often underlies it rather than authoritarian compliance. The leadership of individuals was also an important part of the development of tyranny.49 More damning are accusations that the Stanford Prison Experiment isn’t valid at all and that Zimbardo cajoled the prison guards into doing what he wanted them to do. They behaved the way they did not because it reflected the reality of authoritarianism in the real world, but rather to please the researcher in an artificial setting. In other words, everybody was acting, and Zimbardo molded (consciously or unconsciously) the experiment to be more a reflection of what he wanted to see than anything that happens in the real world.50 On balance, I believe the evidence against the validity of the Stanford Prison Experiment is significant enough that it should not be used as a primary source to inform our discussions of human nature.




  The Milgram study also has faced criticism, although it is not as damaged (yet!) as the Stanford Prison Experiment. For one thing, new evidence suggests participants in the Milgram study did not believe they were causing harm to anyone. Presumably being brought to a psychological laboratory then asked to engage in behavior that looks like it could cause someone a heart attack might make most participants suspicious that a game was afoot. That seems to have been the case based on interviews with participants in that study.51 A 2012 exposé by psychologist Gina Perry suggested that Milgram may have fudged his numbers a bit to make them appear more dramatic and more applicable to events like the Nazi Holocaust.52




  At any rate, it is now less clear that specific individuals shift in and out of tyrannical roles depending on the societies they find themselves in. It is, perhaps, more likely that most people tend to keep their heads down, protecting themselves and their own families. This may make them reluctant to defend complete strangers in the face of frightening authority (although there are cases of exactly that worldwide in authoritarian regimes), which may make the general populace of a brutal society appear complicit. This is not to give human nature a complete pass: we might like to hope that people would be more heroic in resisting despots, but the idea that the average person is a budding Nazi given the right conditions is probably wrong.




  What can happen, though, is that circumstances can allow openings for the mad to assume power, thereby promoting the influence of other mad individuals. As I discuss in chapter 10, this can happen even in republics or democracies. Madness can accumulate via numerous small but poor political decisions culminating in a regime of madness, which happened with the transferal of power from the Weimar Republic to the Nazi regime in early twentieth-century Germany. The failure of the rational allows power to slip to the mad. At that point, the situation is less that most people join in the madness, but rather that society’s mad find themselves newly empowered at all levels.




  This can explain the rise of individuals such as Irma Grese, who was nicknamed the “Beautiful Beast” or “Hyena of Auschwitz.” Grese had an austere upbringing and may have been bullied as a child. Her home life was a difficult one, involving conflict with her father and the suicide of her mother when Grese was thirteen. Grese appeared to be on the trajectory toward an unsatisfying and unaccomplished life until being “rescued” by the Nazi movement and achieving infamy as a female concentration camp guard during World War II.53




  Most of what we know about Grese comes from her trial records after the war. She was stationed variously at the Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, and Ravensbrück camps. Witnesses describe her gleefully beating camp inmates and kicking them until bloody with her heavy boots. She shot some victims, sent dogs after others, and selected women to go to the gas chamber. By her own admission, she carried a whip to use on prisoners. Though not part of Grese’s trial, later accounts by witnesses accused Grese of sexualizing some of the tortures against inmates, including tying together the legs of an inmate in labor and masturbating while watching surgery performed on the prisoners. Some accounts also suggest Grese made lampshades out of the skin of some victims. However, like the sexual accusations, these accounts are not as clearly sourced as Grese’s more general violence and brutality presented at trial.54 Grese was executed for her crimes in December 1945.




  Nazi Germany did not make Grese a monster. As with most of our examples of madness, Grese was a product of both an unfortunate genetic inheritance coupled with a harsh early environment. Had the Weimar Republic persevered, Grese might have been relegated to petty crimes or eventually the prison system. Instead, Nazi Germany gave her a position of authority in which her viciousness could take full bloom. Grese thrived in a mad society because she, too, was mad. She was not merely a student in some professor’s prison experiment.




   Diagnosing across History




  The challenge in assessing the impact of madness on history is an obvious one: it’s difficult for clinicians to make a reliable diagnosis for a person for whom they’ve conducted a thorough analysis of in the present, let alone across millennia of time. The task is made more difficult when original sources are writing years or decades after a subject is deceased or with personal agendas rather than an accurate historical record in mind. Further, behaviors that may appear odd to us may be normative in other cultures. With that in mind, diagnosing historical “others” through our own lens can be a fraught and delicate process. For instance, declaring oneself descended from the gods might seem an obvious symptom of narcissism, but this may be common for the royalty of some cultures. Can we decide that such normative behavior is diagnostically useless for those people, or is it the case that the narcissists simply managed to seize power of some cultures?




  That said, records both recent and ancient often do contain powerful hints and clues. With a bit of caution and humility I believe we can make some educated conclusions about how things transpired for history’s madmen and -women. Let’s try with one of history’s most notorious madmen, Rome’s third emperor, Caligula.




  For those who have heard of him, most get a picture of a clear madman, one who had incestuous relationships with his sisters and named his horse a high-ranking court official. One might assume Caligula was psychotic, experiencing hallucinations and delusions—or at least seriously disconnected from reality. But the real story of Caligula is more complicated than that.




  To be sure, his classical biographers such as contemporaries Philo and Seneca, as well as later Romans writing several generations after his death, Suetonius and Dio, all tell wild tales of his behavior and paint him in a most unfavorable light. But historians of that day could be something akin to court gossips,55
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