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Every man is in certain respects

 

(a) like all other men,

 

(b) like some other men,

 

(c) like no other man.

 

—Clyde Kluckhohn and Henry A. Murray

 
  


Introduction. When Intuition Isn’t Enough
 

All of us are personality experts. Ever since childhood, we’ve been paying attention to people’s distinctive ways of being in hopes of figuring out what to expect from them. We depend on this information to get along.
 

The innate ability to size people up is an amazing gift that we take for granted. With it, we form an instantaneous impression of the personality of everyone we meet. This rapid intuitive process works so well that we learn to rely on it. Most of our assessments of people are formed in this automatic and unconscious way.1
 

But there are times when we want to consciously evaluate someone’s personality.2 We may, for example, want to understand what it is about our boss that makes us avoid her. We may want to sort through the reasons we don’t approve of our teenage daughter’s boyfriend. We may want to decide if the person we’re dating has the right stuff for a permanent relationship.
 

That’s when the going gets tough. The difficulty mainly arises because few of us have been taught a systematic way to assess personalities. Instead, we are constantly bombarded with a contradictory mishmash of religious, moral, literary, and psychological ideas that are hard to apply in an orderly manner. Imagine how we would struggle to do simple arithmetic if we kept getting contradictory instructions on how to work with numbers. Yet we’re expected to make sense of people without having been taught a coherent arithmetic of personality.
 

This lack of education may be responsible for some of our biggest mistakes. It can lead us to pick the wrong suitor, take the wrong job, or misguide our children. It can cause us to misinterpret a coworker’s intentions and become inappropriately defensive, or compliant, or aggressive. It can keep us from building satisfying relationships, gracefully avoiding conflicts, or developing plans to protect our interests by fighting back.
 

In this book, I describe a system for thinking about personalities that may help you avoid such mistakes. Based on decades of research, each chapter will make it easier for you to organize the data you already have about particular people and to start noticing characteristics that you may have overlooked. Sorting through this information will give you a clearer sense of each person and how to relate to them.
 

To get started, I will show you how to combine two vocabularies that professionals use to organize their observations. One breaks down personality into five well-defined general characteristics, such as conscientiousness and agreeableness, each of which has several components. This makes it easier to think things through using a well-defined set of words.
 

The other vocabulary shifts attention from these general traits to ten potentially troublesome patterns of behavior, such as compulsiveness or paranoia. Mild versions of these patterns may simply be notable parts of a well-functioning personality. But some of us have inflexible and maladaptive versions of one or a few of them, versions that frequently bring grief to those we deal with—and to ourselves. More than the rest of us, such people are prisoners of personality who are locked into ways of being they seem unable to escape.
 

Combining these two easy-to-learn vocabularies will not only help you make clearer assessments of everyone you meet. It will also raise questions about the reasons people get to be so different from each other. In the second part of the book, I will describe the development of the brain circuits that control our distinctive combinations of traits and patterns. I will also show that the decades-long developmental process that builds these brain circuits is strongly influenced by the two great accidents of our birth: the specific set of genes we happen to be born with and the specific world we happen to live in.
 

But there’s more to a personality than traits and patterns. In the third part of the book, I will turn to the values and goals that give meaning and purpose to people’s lives. To flesh out this view, I will show you how to apply universal and culture-specific standards of morality to assess a person’s character. I will also encourage you to pay attention to the stories people tell about themselves, which will help you figure out what they stand for and their sense of identity.
 

Systematically organizing all this information about traits, patterns, character, and identity will help you make sense of anyone. It may also influence the approach you choose to engage with them. In some cases, this may encourage you to shrug off their disquieting idiosyncrasies in favor of forgiveness and compassion. In other cases, it may alert you to telltale signs of danger so that you can take protective actions. In still other cases, it may open your heart to warm feelings of love and respect. In all cases, it will enhance your appreciation of human diversity in the same way that those who know a lot about wine, or music, or baseball get the added pleasure that comes from thoughtful attention to the details. Augmenting your pleasure in understanding and dealing with people, whether you like them or not, is the main aim of this book.
 
  


Part I: Describing Personality Differences
 

The beginning of wisdom is to call things by their right names.

 

—Chinese Proverb
 
  


One. Personality Traits
 

When I was in high school, I signed up for the student newspaper. To get me started, the editor offered some standard advice on how to write a story. He said I should be sure to answer five questions: What happened? Who was involved? When? Where? Why? He said that knowing about these “five Ws” served as a check for completeness because novices sometimes left out one or more of them. He then assured me that I wouldn’t need them for long because answering these questions was something I was already inclined to do intuitively.
 

Intuition is also what journalists rely on when they size up people. Through years of practice, they develop a knack for identifying distinctive personality traits and finding the words to describe them. The gifted among them are so good at it that they can create a revealing portrait in a single paragraph. Consider, for example, Joe Klein’s description of the personality of an American politician:
 

There was a physical, almost carnal, quality to his public appearances. He embraced audiences and was aroused by them in turn. His sonar was remarkable in retail political situations. He seemed able to sense what audiences needed and deliver it to them—trimming his pitch here, emphasizing different priorities there, always aiming to please. This was one of his most effective, and maddening qualities in private meetings as well: He always grabbed on to some point of agreement, while steering the conversation away from larger points of disagreement—leaving his seducee with the distinct impression that they were in total harmony about everything. ... There was a needy, high cholesterol quality to it all; the public seemed enthralled by his vast, messy humanity. Try as he might to keep in shape, jogging for miles with his pale thighs jiggling, he still tended to a raw fleshiness. He was famously addicted to junk food. He had a reputation as a womanizer. All of these were of a piece.1

 

Notice that Klein needs only a handful of evocative words to highlight the main characteristics of his subject: carnal, needy, messy, maddening, fleshiness, addicted, and womanizer. To round out his description, he uses a few short phrases, such as “his sonar was remarkable,” “high cholesterol quality,” and “aiming to please.” When he can’t find a simple word or phrase to describe something that he considers particularly revealing, he makes up a whole sentence: “he always grabbed on to some point of agreement, while steering the conversation away from larger points of disagreement—leaving his seducee with the distinct impression that they were in total harmony about everything.” By using words and phrases that all of us can understand, Klein tells us a great deal about the personality of an extraordinary public figure: Bill Clinton.
 

The combination of words and phrases is, of course, critical. There are other people who are needy but who are neither carnal nor womanizers. Some of them may also have remarkable sonar but without being messy or maddening. What makes Klein’s description so recognizable is that, as he points out, all the traits “were of a piece.”
 

So how did Klein do it? Was he intuitively asking himself a set of questions that are as obvious to him as the five Ws? Did he leave out anything important? Can we learn a technique to make our own descriptions of people more incisive and complete?
 

Words from the Dictionary
 

The development of a simple technique to describe personalities was set in motion in the 1930s by Gordon Allport, a professor of psychology at Harvard. Although Allport was well aware of the uniqueness of each individual, he also knew that scientific fields get started by breaking down complex systems into simple components. Just as understanding the great variety of chemical compounds depended on identifying a limited number of elements, understanding the great variety of personalities may depend on identifying a limited number of critical ingredients. But what exactly are those ingredients?
 

Allport’s answer was traits: the enduring dispositions to act and think and feel in certain ways that are described by words found in all human languages. Just as chemical elements such as carbon and hydrogen can combine with many others to form endless numbers of complicated substances, traits such as being outgoing and being reliable can combine with many others to form endless numbers of complicated personalities. But how many traits are there? And how could Allport find out?
 

To answer this question Allport and his colleague, H.S. Odbert, made a list of the words about personality from Webster’s New International Dictionary.2 By analyzing this list, they hoped to identify the essential components of personality that were so obvious to our ancestors that they invented a great many words to describe them. Instead of just concocting an inventory of personality traits out of their own heads, Allport and Odbert would be guided by the cumulative verbal creations of countless minds over countless generations, as recorded in a dictionary.3
 

It soon became clear that these researchers had bitten off more than they could chew. The list of words “to distinguish the behavior of one human being from another” had 17,953 entries! Faced with this staggering number, they whittled it down using several criteria. First, they eliminated about a third, such as attractive, because the entries were considered evaluative rather than essential: “[W]hen we say a woman is attractive, we are talking not about a disposition ‘inside the skin’ but about her effect on other people.”4 Another fourth hit the cutting room floor because they describe temporary states of mind, such as frantic and rejoicing, rather than the enduring dispositions that are defining features of personality traits. Others were thrown out because they were considered ambiguous. In the end, about 4,500 entries met the researchers’ criteria for stable traits.
 

This doesn’t mean that personality has 4,500 different components; many of the words on the list are easily identifiable as synonyms. For example, outgoing and sociable are used interchangeably. Furthermore, antonyms, such as solitary, describe the same general category of behavior, but at its opposite pole—instead of saying “not sociable” or “not outgoing,” we might say “solitary.” In fact, a wonderful feature of natural language is that it lends itself so well to a graded (or dimensional) description of specific components of personality, from extremely outgoing at one pole to extremely solitary at the other, with modifiers to specify points in between. Put simply, the ancestors who gradually built our language—and all languages—left us with many choices for describing ingredients of personality.
 

Recognizing that outgoing and solitary both refer to aspects of an identical trait, how many other words also fit into this category? When I looked up outgoing in my thesaurus, I found these synonyms, among others: gregarious, companionable, convivial, friendly, and jovial. When I looked up solitary, I got, among others, retiring, isolated, lonely, private, and friendless. This tells me that the group of experts who put together this thesaurus decided that all these words belong in a box that can be labeled Outgoing–Solitary. Needless to say, each word in the box may also have some special spin of its own. For example, solitary, lonely, and private don’t mean exactly the same thing, and writers such as Joe Klein may mull them over to get just the right one. Nevertheless, we all know that these words have a lot in common. To psychologists such as Allport, they all refer to a single overarching trait.
 

Beyond Synonyms and Antonyms
 

Does this mean that we can identify the essential building blocks of personality by simply getting a list from a dictionary and then lumping together the synonyms and antonyms from a thesaurus? Can we base a nomenclature of personality on the analysis of professional lexicographers? Or can we use a more open-source approach that pays attention to the ways ordinary people employ words to describe personalities?
 

The answer psychologists settled on was both. First, professionals reduced the list to a more manageable number—about a thousand. Then they asked ordinary people to use these words to describe themselves and their acquaintances. To get an idea of the way this was done, please apply the ten words in the following list to someone you know well. In expressing your opinion, use a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 indicating that the person ranks very high, 1 indicating that the person ranks very low, and the other numbers indicating that the person falls somewhere in between.
 

[image: image]
 

I have no way of knowing what numbers you selected. But chances are good that they will have a characteristic relationship: The numbers you picked for the first five items probably are similar, and the numbers you picked for the second five items probably are similar. Furthermore, I can say with confidence that most people who give someone a certain score for outgoing give them a similar score for bold, talkative, energetic, and assertive; and that the score they give someone for reliable is likely similar to the one they give for practical, hardworking, organized, and careful. Even though none of the words in each quintet are synonyms, people who are ranked a certain way on one word from each tend to get similar scores on the others. In contrast, people’s scores on the first quintet are independent of their scores on the second quintet. This implies that these non-synonymous words are grouped together in our minds because each refers to some aspect of a related component of personality.
 

Could any other words be lumped together with outgoing or reliable to flesh out these two big categories? How many other groupings like this would be discovered if people were asked to make judgments using all the thousand words that the original list was pared down to? And what statistical techniques would be needed to identify these categories? In making the list, Allport set the stage for research on these questions.5
 

Bundling Traits
 

A statistical technique for studying the relationships between these words was invented in the nineteenth century by Francis Galton, a founder of modern research on personality, whom you’ll read more about later. The technique is used to calculate a correlation coefficient, a number between 1.0 and −1.0 that measures the degree of sameness (positive correlation) or oppositeness (negative correlation). Although Galton invented the technique for other purposes, he also happened to be interested in categorizing the words that we use for personality traits,6 and he would have been pleased to learn about this application.
 

To get a feel for this calculation, let’s think about the positive correlations we would find if we asked people to rank someone on outgoing, sociable, and gregarious by using a scale of 1 to 7. Knowing that these words are synonyms, we would expect to find that if John ranks Mary a 6 on outgoing, he likely will rank her around 6 on each of the others. If he then ranks Jane as a 4 on outgoing, he likely will rank her around 4 on each of the others. And if Jennifer ranks Jim a 1 on outgoing, she likely will rank him around 1 on each of the others. Plugging these scores into Galton’s formula would indicate a great deal of sameness.
 

Now what sort of correlations would we find between the words in the first non-synonymous quintet (outgoing–bold–talkative–energetic–assertive)? Studies show that these words are correlated strongly, but not as strongly as synonyms, and similar positive correlations are found among the words in the second non-synonymous quintet (reliable–practical–hardworking–organized–careful). In contrast, when we compare the scores for words such as outgoing from the first group with words such as reliable from the second group, we don’t find a correlation. This comes as no surprise because we all know that being outgoing and being reliable are not intrinsically related.
 

Determining the correlations among five or ten words is fairly easy. But determining the correlations among a thousand words was stalled until researchers could turn it over to a computer. To get the raw data, thousands of ordinary people were asked to apply each of these words by ranking their applicability to themselves or another person using a scale of 1 to 7. The mass of data was then analyzed with a more advanced statistical technique, called factor analysis, which measures the correlation between each word and all the others and organizes the correlations into clusters. In this way, some words were identified as highly correlated to each other, making them good representatives of a particular cluster, which psychologists call a domain.
 

By the early 1980s, the results were in: The words that describe personality traits can be boiled down to just five large domains (see Table 1.1), which Lewis Goldberg named the Big Five.7 Each of them has been given a reasonably descriptive name: Extraversion (E), Agreeableness (A), Conscientiousness (C), Neuroticism (N), and Openness (O). If you have trouble recalling these names at first, as I did, you can use the acronyms OCEAN or CANOE to jog your memory until they become second nature.
 

Table 1.1 The Big Five: Representative Words
 

[image: image]
 

Using the Big Five
 

After the Big Five was discovered, it became the foundation for assessing individual differences in the ways people interact with their social and physical worlds. Three domains—Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism—mainly relate to ways of interacting with other people. The other two—Conscientiousness and Openness—are more general.8
 

• Extraversion is the tendency to actively reach out to others. People high in Extraversion are stimulated by the social world, like to be the center of attention, and often take charge. They also like excitement and are inclined to be upbeat, fun loving, full of energy, and to experience positive emotions. People low in Extraversion are less interested in interpersonal interactions and tend to be reserved and quiet. But their relative lack of interest in being with people need not indicate that they don’t like them, or that they are socially anxious or depressed; they may just prefer to be alone.

 

• Agreeableness is the tendency to be altruistic, cooperative, and good-natured. People high in Agreeableness are considerate, compassionate, helpful, and willing to compromise. They truly like people and assume that everyone is decent and trustworthy. People low on Agreeableness are more self-interested than altruistic, more competitive than cooperative, and likely to be skeptical of others’ intentions. They also tend to be cold, antagonistic, and disrespectful of the rights of others.

 

• Conscientiousness is the tendency to control impulses and to tenaciously pursue goals. People high in Conscientiousness are orderly, reliable, hardworking, neat, and punctual. They tend to plan ahead and think things through. They are more interested in long-term than short-term goals. People low in Conscientiousness are more spontaneous, less constrained, less dutiful, and less achievement-oriented. Although Conscientiousness shows up prominently in the performance of tasks, it also influences interpersonal relationships.

 

• Neuroticism is the tendency to have negative feelings, particularly in reaction to perceived social threats. People high in Neuroticism are emotionally unstable, tend to be upset by minor threats or frustrations, and are often in a bad mood. They are prone to anxiety, depression, embarrassment, self-doubt, self-consciousness, anger, and guilt. People low on Neuroticism are emotionally stable, calm, composed, and unflappable. But their freedom from negative feelings does not imply that they are particularly inclined to have positive feelings.

 

• Openness is the tendency to be imaginative and to enjoy novelty and variety. People who are high in Openness tend to be artistic, nonconforming, intellectual, aware of their feelings, and comfortable with new ideas. People low in Openness prefer the simple, straightforward, familiar, and obvious to the complex, ambiguous, novel, and subtle. They tend to be conventional, conservative, and resistant to change. Although people who are high on Openness enjoy the life of the mind, Openness is not identical with intelligence. Highly intelligent people can be high or low on O.

 

After you’ve mulled over the broad meanings of these five domains, you can get a better sense of them by applying them to someone you know. You might start by asking yourself how outgoing, good-natured, reliable, moody, and creative that person is compared with others. In doing this, you will notice that the person’s relative rankings vary somewhat depending on the situation.9 For example, a person may be outgoing with friends but shy with strangers, so you have to decide on the average scores by summing up the many observations you’ve made.10 From this, you will come away with a profile of the person’s basic tendencies, such as moderately extraverted, very agreeable and conscientious, a little neurotic, and very open. Although this is no more than a rough summary of how you regard this person, the Big Five framework will have helped you put your intuitive assessments into words. You will then be in a position to more thoughtfully compare this person with others by seeing his or her differences more clearly.11
 

Big Five 2.0
 

Having made such assessments, you may find that your ideas about each category are still fuzzy. To sharpen your appraisal of a person’s profile of traits, it helps to move from a holistic impression to a more meticulous examination. To do this, you need to learn more about the details of the Big Five.
 

Paul Costa and Robert McCrae have done the most to clarify these details. Working together at the National Institutes of Health in the 1980s, they developed a questionnaire called the NEO-PI R, which uses phrases rather than adjectives.12 The big advantage of using phrases is that you can design them to eliminate some of the ambiguity that is inherent in single words. For example, in place of the word insecure, a component of Neuroticism, Costa and McCrae use phrases that spell out certain aspects, such as: “In dealing with people, I always dread making a social blunder” and “I often feel helpless and want someone else to solve my problems.”13
 

Another reason for the popularity of the NEO-PI R is that it sharpens the assessment of each of the Big Five by subdividing them into six components, called facets. This ensures a more complete evaluation and helps focus attention on specific individual differences. Consider for example, these phrases that assess facets of Extraversion:
 

• I find it easy to smile and be outgoing with strangers. (Warmth/Friendliness)

 

• I enjoy parties with lots of people. (Gregariousness)

 

• I am dominant, forceful, and assertive. (Assertiveness)

 

• My life is fast-paced. (Activity)

 

• I love the excitement of roller coasters. (Excitement-Seeking)

 

• I am a cheerful, high-spirited person. (Positive Emotions/Cheerfulness)

 

The advantage of using these facets is that it may help you make distinctions that you might have glossed over. For example, many people with an average E score are not average across the board. Some may be somewhat higher on warmth, gregariousness, and positive emotions than on assertiveness, activity, and excitement-seeking; others may have a different balance of tendencies. The same is true for the other major traits. In each case, you should pay particular attention to facets that stand out as clearly higher or lower than average. Because the whole point of the exercise is to compare people with each other, you’re really looking for these distinguishing characteristics. You may also take note of particular situations in which these distinguishing characteristics are expressed.
 

To get a feel for the facets of the Big Five, I encourage you to take a free computer-based personality test that resembles the proprietary one devised by Costa and McCrea, at www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipipneo120.htm. Developed by a group of distinguished personality researchers14 and overseen by John A. Johnson15 at Pennsylvania State University, it uses different names for some of the facets but covers similar ground. This free test, called the IPIP, can be taken anonymously in about 20 minutes. If you take it, you will receive an automated e-mail report that shows your relative rankings on the Big Five and its facets by comparing your scores with those of the hundreds of thousands of other people who have already taken it.
 

To gain more experience with the facets of the Big Five (Table 1.2), you may also use the online questionnaire to assess a person you know. Scoring the person on this list of items not only will sharpen your view of him or her. It will also increase your familiarity with this technique. As you become more familiar with the Big Five, you will learn to make such judgments in your head without relying on a questionnaire.
 

Table 1.2 Facets of the Big Five*
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Rethinking Bill Clinton
 

Another way to get a feel for the Big Five and its facets is to keep it in mind while re-examining the paragraph from Joe Klein’s book that I cited at the start of this chapter. Klein tells us much more about Clinton’s personality than he packed into this paragraph. But for our purpose, I mainly stick to those 165 words:
 

There was a physical, almost carnal, quality to his public appearances. He embraced audiences and was aroused by them in turn. His sonar was remarkable in retail political situations. He seemed able to sense what audiences needed and deliver it to them—trimming his pitch here, emphasizing different priorities there, always aiming to please. This was one of his most effective, and maddening qualities in private meetings as well: He always grabbed on to some point of agreement, while steering the conversation away from larger points of disagreement—leaving his seducee with the distinct impression that they were in total harmony about everything. ... There was a needy, high cholesterol quality to it all; the public seemed enthralled by his vast, messy humanity. Try as he might to keep in shape, jogging for miles with his pale thighs jiggling, he still tended to a raw fleshiness. He was famously addicted to junk food. He had a reputation as a womanizer. All of these were of a piece.

 

As we noted before, Klein built his description by calling attention to a few key traits. But now we can translate the information that Klein provides into the language of the Big Five. Needless to say, much more is known about Clinton, and other observers have painted a somewhat different picture than Klein did.16 But let’s stick with the paragraph and some other information from his book to illustrate how the Big Five and its facets can help us organize our thoughts about Clinton’s basic tendencies. To do this, I will concentrate on facets in which his scores are notably high or low.
 

Starting with Extraversion is particularly fitting when considering Clinton because he loves to be the center of attention. Klein emphasizes this with evocative terms for his public appearances, such as “embraced audiences” and “aroused by them,” which translate into very high scores on gregariousness. Clinton is also obviously high on assertiveness, which led him to the most powerful leadership roles, and “womanizer” can be considered partly a reflection of high excitement-seeking. From this and everything else Klein tells us, Clinton ranks high on all facets of Extraversion, and his overall score is at the top of the chart.
 

Klein also gives us some information about Agreeableness, but Clinton’s score isn’t quite so obvious. From the paragraph, you may first get the impression that he ranks high on A because he is “always aiming to please.” But as you read on, you will realize that he’s just telling his “seducees” whatever they want to hear. In the course of his book, Klein gives many other examples of Clinton’s deceptiveness, which gives him a low score on straightforwardness. Klein also presents evidence that Clinton’s womanizing is exploitative, which lowers his score on altruism and sympathy. When taken together Clinton’s Agreeableness, which appears very high on first meeting him, is lower than it seems.
 

The information we get about Conscientiousness is limited but revealing. The part about jogging indicates an effort at self-discipline. But this impression is tempered by “try as he might to keep in shape,” “raw fleshiness,” “addicted to junk food,” and “womanizer,” which are hardly testimony to high C. So even though Klein’s paragraph leaves out Clinton’s very high achievement-striving, the lower scores for dutifulness, cautiousness, and deliberation that he documents in other parts of the book combine to give a lower than average ranking on Conscientiousness.
 

Klein’s paragraph tells us little about Neuroticism except for a hint about “messy humanity.” Other sections of the book tell us that Clinton can get very angry and out of control, but there’s no reason to think of him as being especially prone to negative emotions. In fact, he is unusually capable of brushing off criticism that would make most of us crumble, and he can be cool under extreme fire. When taken together Clinton ranks below average on Neuroticism.
 

Openness to experience is also not explicitly considered. This omission is not unusual in brief descriptions of people, even though it may turn out to be a distinguishing feature of their personalities. But Klein makes up for this in the rest of the book by providing us with persuasive evidence that Clinton ranks high on most facets of O.
 

Of course, much about Clinton doesn’t show up in this Big Five profile. But to illustrate the usefulness of this way of describing him, let’s compare it with a similar assessment of another president, Barack Obama, as a way of thinking about their differences. Although Obama has not been in the public eye as long as Clinton, we have already learned a great deal about him from seeing him in action. His two autobiographies fill in many blanks.17
 

In making this comparison, Openness doesn’t tell us much. Although Clinton and Obama differ in their scores on certain facets, their overall rankings are both high. But their relative scores on Extraversion, Neuroticism, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness are informative. When taken together, very different profiles emerge.
 

Extraversion is particularly notable because Obama’s overall score is not only lower than Clinton’s, but also lower than the scores of most other successful politicians. Although Obama ranks very high on assertiveness and activity, he is not particularly warm or gregarious. Nor does he show much evidence of positive emotion, even when winning a historic election or a Nobel Prize. Klein, who now covers Obama, offers evidence of his low E from a politician who helped coach Obama for debates during the presidential campaign: “He is a classic loner .... Usually you work hard at prep, and then everyone, including the candidate, kicks back and has a meal together. Obama would go off and eat by himself. He is very self-contained. He is not needy.”18
 

This low neediness is another sign of Obama’s difference from Clinton: his very low Neuroticism. Whereas Clinton deserves credit for generally controlling resentfulness and discouragement, Obama doesn’t seem to feel them at all, even in the face of strong setbacks. In fact, his remarkable emotional stability, which many admire, has also been criticized as Spock-like. Maureen Dowd, another journalist with a gift for describing personalities, calls him “President Cool” and “No Drama Obama.”19
 

This coolness might also be taken as a sign of low Agreeableness. But Obama clearly ranks high on several of its facets, especially straightforwardness and cooperation. Although he does not exude either altruism or tender-mindedness, his behavior suggests that they are at least average. So unlike Clinton, Obama is higher on Agreeableness than he might seem.
 

Obama’s high marks on all six facets of Conscientiousness also distinguish him from Clinton. He ranks especially high on deliberation, examining all sides of a problem. As with other personality traits, this can be seen as a mixed blessing, bringing him praise for his thoughtfulness but criticism that he is too professorial and indecisive.
 

Considering Obama and Clinton in this way shows how the Big Five can help us organize our intuitive observations by making them explicit. Although the profiles that it generates are sketchy, the process focuses our attention on the full range of basic tendencies, including some that we might otherwise have overlooked. And as you will see, the findings we make in this way provide a framework for describing the personality patterns that I will consider in the following chapter.
 
  


Two. Troublesome Patterns
 

When we talk about people, we don’t just use adjectives, such as dutiful or lazy. We also use nouns, such as workaholic or slacker. The adjectives are a way of describing traits that someone has. The nouns are a way of describing categories that someone fits into.
 

Putting people into categories seems very efficient: A single word or phrase appears to offer a big picture of what a person is like. But words such as workaholic aren’t really labels for a complete personality. For example, workaholic means “one who is addicted to work or who voluntarily works excessively hard and unusually long hours,” and slacker means “a person who shirks work.” So instead of describing a whole person, nouns such as workaholic or slacker are just ways of emphasizing high or low rankings on a single trait—in this case, a facet of Conscientiousness.
 

We also have nouns for high and low scorers on the rest of the Big Five. For Extraversion, we have life of the party on one end and loner on the other; for Agreeableness, there’s altruist and misanthrope; for Neuroticism, whiner and cool cat; for Openness, innovator and traditionalist. And we use still other nouns for distinctive combinations. For example, drama queen, whose definition in my dictionary includes “overreacts to a minor setback” and “thrives on being the center of attraction,” combines high N and high E.
 

The reason words such as workaholic and drama queen are so popular is that they’re not just shorthand ways of summing up some notable rankings. They also carry extra emotional weight because they evoke images that are more vivid than saying “high C” or “high N and high E.” It’s like the difference between the abstract description of a long tropical fruit that grows in bunches and turns yellow when ripening, and the enticing picture of a banana. Although workaholic and drama queen are not as clearly defined as banana, they each carry a message that immediately grabs your attention and reduces a complex set of characteristics into a simple image.
 

Recognizing the usefulness of such evocative words, psychiatrists have created a vocabulary for the potentially troublesome personality patterns they observe in their practices. To develop a consensus about them, they convened a committee of experts who described ten that they consider particularly important. These patterns, which I call the Top Ten, are summed up in the fourth edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-IV),1 along with the following thumbnail sketches:
 

• Antisocial—A pattern of disregard for and violation of the rights of others

 

• Avoidant—A pattern of social inhibition, feelings of inadequacy, and hypersensitivity to negative evaluation

 

• Borderline—A pattern of instability in interpersonal relationships, self-image, and emotions, and marked impulsivity

 

• Compulsive (obsessive-compulsive2)—A pattern of preoccupation with orderliness, perfectionism, and control

 

• Dependent—A pattern of submissive and clinging behavior related to an excessive need to be taken care of

 

• Histrionic—A pattern of excessive emotionality and attention seeking

 

• Narcissistic—A pattern of grandiosity, need for admiration, and lack of empathy

 

• Paranoid—A pattern of distrust and suspiciousness such that other’s motives are interpreted as malevolent

 

• Schizoid—A pattern of detachment from social relationships and a restricted range of emotional expression

 

• Schizotypal—A pattern of acute discomfort in close relationships, cognitive or perceptual distortions, and eccentricities of behavior

 

As you scan the list, you may recognize patterns that you know by their colloquial names. Some of those names, such as borderline and paranoid, are the same as the clinical ones, while others are more colorful. For example, we use sociopath or psychopath for antisocial; wallflower for avoidant; control freak, detail queen, workaholic, perfectionist, or bean counter for compulsive; clinger for dependent; drama queen for histrionic; egotist or narcissist for narcissistic; loner for schizoid; and weirdo for schizotypal. But unlike the everyday words, which are used loosely and inconsistently, the DSM-IV defines the Top Ten more carefully on the basis of clinical observations of enduring patterns of behavior. It also includes criteria for deciding how adaptive or maladaptive a pattern may be in a particular person. Those who are judged to be sufficiently impaired or distressed by an extreme and inflexible form of one or more of these patterns are said to be suffering from a personality disorder.3
 

In thinking about the Top Ten, it is important to recognize that, unlike the banana example, these are not clearly circumscribed natural categories.4 Instead, they’re more like the dimensional (graded) words used for traits than like the categorical (yes/no) words used for fruits: You can be more or less compulsive, but either you’re a banana or you’re not. Furthermore, detecting signs of one or more of these patterns need not be a cause for concern. The significance of mild or moderate versions must be judged on a case-by-case basis.
 

Nevertheless, what makes the Top Ten useful in everyday life is that they are a convenient way to focus attention on these common patterns. Although many of us have versions of these patterns that do us more good than harm,5 their frequent association with difficulties in personal relationships or self-control makes it worth being on the lookout for them. Such awareness is particularly valuable when you’re trying to figure out what’s bothering you about someone and what to do about it.
 

In the rest of this chapter, I flesh out pictures of each of the Top Ten. But instead of asking you to memorize lists of characteristics, I follow the lead of psychologists such as Paul Costa, Thomas Widiger, and Robert McCrae, who use high or low rankings on facets of the Big Five to describe them.6 This approach builds on what you have already learned about the structure of personality. It also gives you a way to make a combined assessment of a person’s Big Five profile and potentially troublesome patterns with a single framework. To get started, let’s consider two patterns on the very low end of Extraversion.
 

Very Low E: Two Eccentric Loners
 

All of us know people who like to be alone. But few of us have had much experience with those who are at the very bottom of the Extraversion scale because such outliers are so good at keeping to themselves. To give you an example of what a low E pattern feels like, I’ve excerpted a self-description that a student named Noitrix posted on Yahoo!:
 

I have been thinking recently [whether] my life is so unnatural/weird if I compare myself to others, but for me, my life isn’t weird or strange at all.

 

I mean, I have never really had an interest in making friends. I had only 2 friends in my entire life, but I have no one at the moment. I do not feel loneliness or sadness or anything like that. For me, loneliness as a feeling does not exist because I always wanted to be a loner.

 

In my free time, I don’t go anywhere. I don’t have any friends, and I don’t want anyone, really. I don’t want to be even with my family. At school, I don’t talk to anyone. I have no desire to get close to anyone; in fact, I love to be alone. I don’t know how it is possible, but I’m not attracted to girls—but I’m not attracted to boys, either. Never had a girlfriend because I never wanted [one] because I find it pointless/useless. I don’t think I’ll ever fall in love. I feel like I’m asexual.

 

I don’t really care what people say about me. I don’t feel anything when someone praise[s] or criticize[s] me. Also, I avoid eye contact when I meet strangers.

 

If I have to spend a lot of time with others, I feel like they suck out life energy from me and I need to spend a great deal of time alone in order to regenerate. I hate rumors, I hate gossip, and I hate small talk.

 

My only goal in life is to achieve my dreams. Everything else is meaningless. Friendship/love doesn’t mean anything for me.

 

Noitrix’s description of himself fits well with the schizoid pattern described in DSM, which lists the following characteristics: “neither desires nor enjoys close relationships, including being part of a family; almost always chooses solitary activities; has little, if any, interest in having sexual experiences with another person; takes pleasure in few activities; lacks close friends and confidants other than close relatives; appears indifferent to the praise and criticism of others; shows detachment or little emotion.” But if you think about this pattern in the context of the Big Five, you will see that it can also be described almost completely in terms of very low rankings on all six facets of Extraversion: low warmth, low gregariousness, low assertiveness, low activity, low excitement seeking, and low positive emotionality. So all of Noitrix’s unusual characteristics may simply be a reflection of his place at the bottom of the spectrum of E.
 

Considering Noitrix’s odd behavior in this way not only gives you a different way of understanding him, but it also helps you distinguish his schizoid pattern from an even odder low E pattern called schizotypal. Unlike schizoids, schizotypals are not just indifferent to people. They also actively dislike them, a sign of low A; feel anxious in their presence, a sign of high N; and have a highly idiosyncratic way of thinking about the world, which can be taken as a sign of high O. Because of this combination, schizotypals don’t just keep a low profile. They can be flagrantly eccentric.
 

A notable example is Bobby Fischer, a misanthropic recluse who was forced into the public eye because he was one of the greatest chess players of all time. But despite his great talent, Fischer’s contempt for almost everyone offended even his most ardent fans. To make things worse, his frequent expression of bizarre ideas, including a vicious hatred of Jews and Americans, alienated him further. Although he remained a legend in the chess world, Fischer dropped out of sight in his 30s and lived the rest of his life as a vagrant. When he briefly surfaced immediately after the September 11, 2001 attack on the World Trade Center, it was to announce on a Philippine radio station: “This is all wonderful news ... I applaud the act. ... F--k the U.S. I want to see the U.S. wiped out.”7
 

Not all schizotypals are as blatantly odd as Bobby Fischer. Some are content to live in an unconventional way without antagonizing others. But their eccentric behavior is usually obvious enough to distinguish them from schizoid loners such as Noitrix who simply want to keep to themselves.
 

Very High E: The Disquietude of Histrionics
 

The potentially troublesome part of the Extraversion scale is not restricted to the low end. There’s also a high E pattern called histrionic. Unlike the schizoids, who may stay under your radar screen, histrionics tend to capture your attention because they are so eager to engage you.
 

Histrionics don’t just get top scores on gregariousness, activity, excitement-seeking, and positive emotionality. There’s also a prominent sexual quality to their Extraversion. Just as schizoids express their low E by a lack of interest in sex, histrionics express their high E through flamboyant sexual expression. In the DSM-IV, two outstanding characteristics of this pattern are: “interaction with others is often characterized by inappropriate sexually seductive or provocative behavior” and “consistently uses physical appearance to draw attention to self.”
 

But unlike the schizoid pattern, which is largely limited to E, the histrionic pattern also includes notable rankings on the rest of the Big Five. Histrionics tend to be naively high on trust, a facet of A; high on impulsivity, a facet of N; high on romantic fantasy and feelings, facets of O; and low on self-discipline and deliberation, facets of C. In addition to their seductiveness, DSM emphasizes their theatricality, suggestibility, and non-analytical way of thinking.
 

It’s not hard to find public figures who fit this picture, and show business is a good place to start. Marilyn Monroe is a fascinating example because her strong desire to call attention to her body was already apparent when she was a little girl. Gloria Steinem’s biography describes Marilyn’s report of a recurrent childhood impulse to take her clothes off in church: “I wanted desperately to stand up naked for God and everyone else to see. I had to clench my teeth and sit on my hands to keep myself from undressing.”8 Marilyn’s subsequent promotion of herself as a sex symbol, the ease with which she moved in and out of sexual relationships, and her exaggerated emotions off-stage all fit the histrionic pattern.
 

This pattern is also easy to spot in Hollywood men such as Marlon Brando, with whom Marilyn had an affair. He, too, projected sexuality, but of a masculine type. While Marilyn was titillating the guys in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, Brando was turning on the ladies in A Streetcar Named Desire with the pouting and emotional swings of a bad boy who could easily get out of control. As with Marilyn, this was not just acting. Brando, too, displayed this pattern off-camera, and his difficulties with studio bosses and directors were as recurrent and authentic as hers.
 

Of course, you don’t have to be a movie star to be histrionic. Dramatic and physically demonstrative people are hardly rare. They are often irresponsible, irrational, and shockingly outgoing. But many attract a personal audience that finds them exciting and a great deal of fun.
 

Low A Patterns: Paranoids, Narcissists, and Antisocials
 

Three patterns of unusual A are in the Top Ten—paranoid, narcissistic, and antisocial—and all are at the low end. This doesn’t mean that low rankings on A are necessarily troublesome. In fact, many people who rise to the top of their fields have prominent versions of one or more of these three patterns. Nevertheless, clinicians have focused their attention on them because extreme versions may be self-defeating, frequently invite retaliation, and bring grief to others.
 

Thinking of these patterns together is useful because all of them include low rankings on three of the facets of A. People with each of these patterns tend to be selfish rather than generous, combative rather than cooperative, and heartless rather than compassionate. What distinguishes the three patterns is a particularly low ranking on at least one other facet of A. Paranoids are suspicious rather that trusting, narcissists are arrogant rather than modest, and antisocials are deceptive rather than straightforward.
 

Of these patterns, the paranoid one is the easiest to spot because those who express it are often outspoken about their distrust and dislike of others. Being so convinced of other people’s malevolence, they justify their contempt, combativeness, resistance to criticism, and tendency to bear grudges as legitimate defenses. They also tend to be cold and detached, signs of low E; dogmatic and insistent on their strongly held opinions, signs of low O; and easily angered, a sign of high N.
 

Although this pattern is not a prescription for popularity, it can be skillfully employed in vocations that require litigiousness and skepticism about human motives. Ralph Nader, for example, put it to good use in his brilliant career as a public advocate. Starting with a relentless campaign to uncover chicanery in the automobile industry, which forced the production of safer cars, he later turned his attention to other areas of corporate and government incompetence and corruption. For many years, he and his Nader’s Raiders spearheaded important reforms.
 

But Nader’s success as a crusader was not just fueled by paranoia. His ability to attract support for his populist movement was energized in part by the confidence and need for admiration that come with the narcissistic pattern.9 Moderate versions of this pattern are common among inspiring leaders. But some go too far. The pattern becomes particularly troublesome if it expands into arrogant grandiosity that impairs judgment.
 

In Nader’s case, the grandiosity was hard to miss in his 2000 campaign for president and its aftermath. Arguing that the two other candidates, Al Gore and George W. Bush, were as indistinguishable as “Tweedledee and Tweedledum ... so it doesn’t matter which you get,” Nader claimed that he was the only worthy candidate. When many of his early supporters urged him to drop out because he had no chance of winning and was pulling too many votes away from Gore, whom they preferred, Nader refused to get out of the limelight. And when Gore lost Florida by a few hundred votes—and, with it, the election—Nader wouldn’t even consider the possibility that he had made a mistake. Instead, he was so pleased with himself that he wrote a book, Crashing the Party,10 in which he exulted in his mischief and continued to insist that only he should have been elected.
 

Even before the 2000 campaign, the paranoid and narcissistic patterns that fueled many of Nader’s successes had already gotten out of hand. We now know that the suspiciousness that helped him defeat outsiders also turned him against his colleagues at the first hint of disloyalty. And we know that the narcissistic traits that attracted dedicated crusaders to his early causes became justifications for exploitation and mean retaliation if they didn’t follow him blindly. Lisa Chamberlain summed this up in The Dark Side of Ralph Nader:
 

Dozens of people who have worked with or for Nader over the decades have had bitter ruptures with the man they once respected and admired. The level of acrimony is so widespread and acute that it’s impossible to dismiss those involved as disgruntled former employees...his own record, according to many of those who have worked closely with him, is characterized by arrogance, underhanded attacks on friends and associates, secrecy, paranoia and mean-spiritedness—even at the expense of his own causes.11

 

The narcissistic pattern has other dark sides. Taking unnecessary risks because of a sense of invulnerability is one of the most common, and many narcissists self-destruct because of such errors of judgment. Napoleon’s invasion of Russia is an example.
 

But not all narcissists feel invulnerable. Many who lack the talent to be truly successful devote their energies to maintaining the illusion of superiority. To puff themselves up, they fantasize about a brilliant future, brag about their smallest achievements, and try to increase their status by putting others down. Nevertheless, such vulnerable narcissists12 are easily crushed by even the smallest hints of criticism.
 

The great need of narcissists to feel high on the pecking order distinguishes them from people with a related low A pattern that the DSM calls antisocial and that other experts call psychopathic or sociopathic.13 Like narcissists, antisocials are deceptive exploiters who lack empathy. But unlike narcissists, who are eager for admiration, most antisocials are not particularly interested in praise from others. Their cool indifference shows up in very low rankings on self-consciousness, vulnerability, and anxiousness, facets of N. In fact, their ability to experience negative emotions may be so low that they are incapable of feeling guilt or remorse and show no signs of conscience. Many of them also rank low on dutifulness and deliberation, facets of C, and are high on assertiveness and excitement-seeking, facets of E.
 

Considering how much damage antisocials can do, you might think that we would constantly be on the lookout for them. Yet they are remarkably easy to miss. One reason we may be so blind to them is that most of us find it hard to believe that such people really exist. Furthermore, they tend to be such glib deceivers that we may keep dismissing the evidence that they’re conning us even if we keep catching them in the act. Robert Hare, an expert on the psychopathic pattern, remembers how he, too, used to be fooled by them. When he talks about such people at a party, he often gets responses like, “You know, I never realized it before, but the person you’re describing is my brother-in-law.”14
 

Bernard Madoff,15 who operated a massive Ponzi scheme for 20 years, is a good example. When the scheme was finally exposed, many of those he had been swindling for two decades just couldn’t believe it. “How could such a nice man do such a terrible thing?” “How could he keep screwing his closest friends, the people who kept trusting him?” Yet here he was, a seeming pillar of the community who had gone on lying and stealing for years in the face of repeated investigations—shameless, remorseless, unconstrained by conscience.
 

Madoff didn’t fool only gullible clients. He also fearlessly faced down officials of regulatory agencies who were trained to detect fraud. Even when an economic meltdown led to massive withdrawals that finally exposed his scheme, Madoff remained confident that he could cut a deal—so confident that he didn’t bother to consult his lawyer before he confessed.
 

O.J. Simpson, another famous antisocial, shared Madoff’s belief that he could get away with anything. After he was accused of murdering his wife, Nicole, and her friend Ron Goldman, and with a trail of damaging evidence against him, Simpson stayed cool. His brazen demeanor during his criminal trial, and the ease with which he played with the murder glove, helped persuade the jury that he wasn’t guilty.
 

Even Simpson’s subsequent conviction in the civil trial didn’t faze him. And instead of putting the whole thing behind him after that verdict was announced, Simpson decided to write a book, called If I Did It, an in-your-face virtual confession that further illustrates the callousness of antisocials. By describing the details of the way he might have committed the murders, Simpson could take pleasure in taunting the families of his victims while still claiming innocence.16
 

Such sadistic pleasure is illustrated even more vividly in Javier Bardem’s Academy Award–winning portrayal of a psychopathic killer in No Country for Old Men. In a particularly chilling scene early in the film, we see him toying with the hapless attendant at a gas station, who is quickly transformed from friendly to terrified. The man becomes increasingly bewildered by Bardem’s subtle threats and his unwillingness to back off in the face of signs of conciliation. Only because of the luck of a coin flip does the attendant escape with his life.
 

Bardem’s fictional character is, of course, an extreme version of this pattern, a killing machine who loves his work. Simpson’s version is more moderate, and many components of the pattern served him well in his outstanding football career. Were it not for the close scrutiny that followed Nicole’s murder, his great athletic achievements might have allowed him to continue to get away with a lot of antisocial behavior. From Robert Hare’s perspective, Bardem’s character is a good example of a full-blown psychopath, whereas Simpson might have been considered a “subcriminal psychopath.”17
 

Many other antisocials who reach high positions are even more skillful at covering their tracks. And such people are not rare. Surveys show that about 4% of Americans, mostly male,18 fit the antisocial picture described in DSM. So if someone you know shows signs of it, don’t dismiss it out of hand. It’s worth staying on the lookout for additional evidence.
 

Very High C: Compulsives
 

Although the antisocial pattern is fairly common, it is not the most widespread of the Top Ten. The compulsive pattern holds that record. A recent survey found troublesome forms of this pattern in about 8% of American adults,19 both women and men.
 

A major distinguishing feature of the compulsive pattern is high scores on all facets of Conscientiousness. But what’s wrong with that? Aren’t competence, orderliness, dutifulness, self-discipline, deliberation, and achievement-striving exactly what our parents kept encouraging? Aren’t they crucial ingredients of success? So what’s the difference between the adaptive pattern of high C that is associated with healthy achievement and the potentially troublesome pattern of high C called compulsive?
 

As with all troublesome patterns, it is a matter of degree. For example, Theodore Millon describes gradations of the component he calls perfectionism that range from adaptive (“I take pride in what I do”), to disordered (“I can’t stop working on something until it’s perfect, even if it already satisfies what I need it for”), to severely disordered (“because nothing is ever good enough, I never finish anything”).20 DSM’s description includes other signs of maladaptive perfectionism: “is preoccupied with details, rules, lists, order, organization or schedules to the extent that the major point of the activity is lost”; “is overconscientious, scrupulous, and inflexible about matters of morality, ethics, or values”; and “is reluctant to delegate tasks or to work with others unless they submit to exactly his or her way of doing things.”
 

But it isn’t just the degree of high C that accounts for the troublesome forms of this pattern. After all, many super-achievers express top scores on C in an adaptive way. A distinguishing feature of maladaptive high C is that it tends to be associated with high Neuroticism, especially high anxiousness and vulnerability. Unlike healthy high Cs, whose hard work may be rewarded by the joy of achievement, maladaptive ones take little pleasure in what they do. Instead, they are motivated by the intense desire to avoid mistakes, and their distress can become unbearable if they don’t do things in a certain way. Nobody knows why they choose a slavish commitment to hard work as their main tactic for warding off negative emotions. But whatever the reason, they are prisoners of perfectionism, locked in a pattern that brings no happiness to them or to anyone else.
 

High N Patterns: Avoidants, Dependents, and Borderlines
 

High Neuroticism, which brings so much grief to maladaptive compulsives, is also responsible for the distress that accompanies the three remaining Top Ten patterns: avoidant, dependent, and borderline. But unlike compulsives, whose N flares up if they deviate from their rigid ways of doing things, the high N of these three patterns is mainly expressed as a feeling of vulnerability in social situations and relationships. Because of this common feature, people who have prominent versions of one of them may also have signs of the others.
 

The easiest to spot are the avoidants because they are uncomfortable in groups. But unlike schizoids, with whom they are sometimes confused, avoidants are actually eager to socialize. The reason they hang back is their worry that they are personally unappealing, which makes them afraid of being embarrassed and rejected.
 

This difference between avoidants and schizoids shows up in their scores on Neuroticism. Avoidants are particularly high on self-consciousness and vulnerability, which together drive their dread of disapproval, whereas schizoids couldn’t care less if other people look down on them. DSM also emphasizes broader aspects of the avoidant pattern, such as “is unusually reluctant to take personal risks or to engage in any new activities because they may prove embarrassing.”
 

But many avoidants do find a way to become engaged with people, and some may even rise to positions of prominence, despite their fears and inhibitions. A good example is William Shawn, who edited the New Yorker for 35 years. His son Allen described his father’s avoidant pattern, and his way of coping with it, in Wish I Could Be There:
 

He had what might in retrospect seem like a strong streak of social phobia. In addition to avoiding crowded places and always sitting on the aisle or near an exit in any theater or concert hall, he avoided most parties and get-togethers. I don’t remember his instigating a party of his own. Rather he seemed a somewhat reluctant, passive participant in a social gathering, though he usually ended up being the quiet epicenter of the event. He would walk into even his own living room rather tentatively if it contained guests, looking cheerful and ruddy-faced but also hanging back. Though he spent all day with people, they seemed to astonish him. His respect for the complexity and mystery of others was part of what made him a deep person, but it also expressed some inner fear....

 

He was famously shy, preferring to speak to individuals rather than to a group.... He had, I believe, no actual fear of anyone and in a sense was profoundly sociable. He just needed certain conditions in which to reveal his sociability, just as he needed certain conditions in which to assert himself, to be spontaneous, and to reveal his pride in himself....21

 

This ability of some avoidants to assert themselves is not shared by people with another high N pattern, called dependent. Instead of fighting against their deep sense of insecurity, they seek out stronger people as potential protectors. DSM-IV’s description of this pattern includes: “has difficulty making everyday decisions without an excessive amount of advice and reassurance from others”; “needs others to assume responsibility for most major areas of his or her life”; “feels uncomfortable or helpless when alone because of exaggerated fears of being unable to care for himself or herself”; and “is unrealistically preoccupied with fears of being left to take care of himself or herself.”
 

This group of vulnerable people can take this path because they are also relatively high in Agreeableness. Believing that there are many generous people who won’t take advantage of them, they are not ashamed to admit their limitations. Instead, they feel free to express their eagerness to ingratiate themselves, in the hope that their trust will be reciprocated and that they will find a loving companion they can rely on.
 

It sometimes works. If dependents get themselves into a stable relationship, their N may stay under the surface while only their Agreeableness shines through. But a troublesome outcome is not unusual because dependents often overestimate the commitment of their partner. When the honeymoon is over, they may become clinging and demanding, and fear of abandonment may overwhelm them.
 

Such fear of abandonment is also a prominent feature of the borderline pattern, an extreme expression of Neuroticism. Borderlines have high scores on all facets of N: anxiousness, angry hostility, depressiveness, self-consciousness, impulsivity, and vulnerability. To make things worse, they also have low scores on trust and compliance, facets of A, and a low score on deliberation, a facet of C. But it is the N that stands out, and its expression may include both angry disappointment and clinging dependency, the combination of I Hate You, Don’t Leave Me,22 which is the title of a popular book about this pattern.
 

The description of troublesome forms of this pattern in DSM-IV begins with three signs of such turbulence: “frantic efforts to avoid real or imagined abandonment”; “unstable and intense interpersonal relationships alternating between extremes of idealization and devaluation”; and “unstable self-image or sense of self.” The picture, then, is one of intense interpersonal needs, strong attachment, and fears of betrayal. Prone to loneliness, people with this pattern often seek comfort from sexual promiscuity and illegal drugs.
 

Despite its extreme nature, don’t be surprised if this description reminds you of someone you know. Researchers from the National Institutes of Health detected troublesome versions of the borderline pattern in about 5% of the Americans that they examined in face-to-face interviews. And despite the widely held belief that most borderlines are women, the researchers found that this tumultuous pattern is also common among men.23
 

Milder versions of the borderline pattern also exist that Millon considers to be “on a continuum with normality”24 and that Oldham and Morris call “the mercurial style.”25 Such people are eager to be involved in romantic relationships, seek intense closeness, and are easily hurt if these feelings are not enthusiastically reciprocated at all times. But their breaking up and making up is more modulated, their moods are less volatile, and their view of their relationships is more realistic.
 

Opinions of Self and Others
 

Now that I’ve described these patterns in terms of the Big Five, let’s turn to another way to conceptualize them that I also find helpful. This method is based on research by psychiatrist Aaron T. Beck, who studied the thought processes of people with troublesome personalities as a guide to their treatment. His approach, called cognitive therapy, is designed to help his clients identify and re-examine the ways of thinking that get them into trouble. In developing this form of psychotherapy, Beck and his coworkers identified two highly informative thought processes: a person’s opinion of himself, and his general opinion of others. They also found that particular opinions of this kind are characteristic of each of the Top Ten.26
 

In looking for signs of such potentially troublesome thought processes, I begin by restricting my attention to the opinions of themselves. And instead of trying to sort through ten alternatives, I’ve lumped them together into four categories. Two of them project positive self-images: “I’m special” and “I’m right.” The other two are more negative: “I’m vulnerable” and “I’m detached.”
 

These four kinds of opinions of self are probably familiar because they frequently come up when we gossip about people. For example, we may say, “She’s so full of herself” (special), “He’s so self-righteous” (right), “She’s so insecure” (vulnerable), or “He’s a real loner” (detached). If these or similar statements seem to fit the person you have in mind, you can refine your assessment by seeing how well it matches up with the characteristics summarized in Table 2.1.27
 

Table 2.1 Top Ten Patterns: Opinions of Self and Others
 

[image: image]
 

The three ways of thinking “I’m special” have some similarities and clear differences. Narcissists believe they are superior and above the rules. They expect others to admire them and to offer them the special treatment they are convinced they deserve. Histrionics also expect admiration, but mainly for their glamour. And, unlike narcissists, histrionics don’t see others as inferior. Instead, they view them as potential targets for seduction. Antisocials share the sense of superiority of narcissists, but they are mainly interested in taking advantage of people rather than being admired by them. They believe that what makes them special is that they are unconstrained by social conventions. This allows them to deceive and exploit the suckers of the world. It also allows many of them to keep getting away with it because they are so good at hiding their true aims.
 

The two ways of thinking “I’m right” are also fairly easy to tell apart. Compulsives consider themselves competent and committed to excellence. They consider others to be self-indulgent slackers who should work harder and follow the rules. Paranoids may be even more self-righteous. But they also feel misunderstood, despite what they consider to be their noble intentions. Instead of dismissing others as irresponsible, they are wary of them as malicious antagonists.
 

The three ways of thinking “I’m vulnerable” each include a particular version of the belief “I’m not good enough” and can also be distinguished by their very different views of others. Avoidants are particularly concerned that others see through them, recognize their ineptness, and are eager to put them down. To prevent embarrassment, they keep a low profile. Dependents also feel inept but are not ashamed to reach out to people who may take care of them. Borderlines, the most flagrantly troublesome, have an unstable view both of themselves and of others. They are acutely aware of their limitations but also cling to the belief that they are adored. They swing between a positive view of people they become attached to, whom they consider loving and perfect, and the negative view that they are in constant danger of being betrayed and abandoned by them.
 

The two ways of thinking “I’m detached” also include very different views of self and others. Schizoids have a sense of self-sufficiency that reflects their ability to take care of themselves, and they stay away from others because they find relationships messy and unrewarding. In contrast, schizotypals have a sense of self-sufficiency because they live a fantasy world that they prefer to the real one, and their main reason for staying away from others is that they suspect them of being untrustworthy.
 

Traits, Patterns, and People
 

Considering the Top Ten as both a pattern of traits and a pattern of thoughts underscores their value as a vocabulary for discussing people and making predictions about them. So if you identify someone’s boss as narcissistic, you can better understand why he demoralizes an avoidant employee but angers a paranoid one. And if you identify a friend as histrionic, you can better understand why she is a sitting duck for a smooth-talking antisocial.
 

Useful though this may be, it is important to remember that the Top Ten are not sharply defined natural categories. For example, there are all kinds of narcissistic bosses. Nevertheless, identifying someone as narcissistic, using the characteristics I’ve described, still communicates real content that further observation and analysis can either confirm or reject. The same is true for the other patterns on the list.
 

When viewed in this way, the hunch that a person has a potentially troublesome pattern can be a useful starting point for thinking about all his or her notable Big Five traits. In the case of narcissism, it might first focus your attention on the facets of low A that tipped you off. If your hunch is confirmed, Conscientiousness might be the next one to consider: High C can propel people with the narcissistic pattern to great achievements, while low C may move them in an antisocial direction. Rankings on N, O, and E also change the complexion of this pattern in many different ways. So building a Big Five assessment around an initial hunch about someone can be more fruitful than just going through the list of traits without a working hypothesis.
 

As you learn to think of people in terms of both their traits and their patterns, you will not only start seeing them more clearly—you will also become increasingly aware of the great variety of human personalities. This raises questions about the origins of these many variations, questions that I turn to in the following chapter.
 
  


Part II: Explaining Personality Differences
 

Every night and every morn
 

Some to misery are born,
 

Every morn and every night
 

Some are born to sweet delight.
 

—William Blake, Songs of Innocence
 
  


Three. How Genes Make Us Different
 

In considering the cast of characters I described in the last chapter, you may have wondered how they got to be so different. If you’re like most people, you probably assumed that their personality patterns were mainly caused by social circumstances and upbringing. But it’s likely that you also toyed with another explanation that is becoming increasingly popular: genes.
 

The growing interest in the genetics of personality is reflected in its extensive media coverage. Consider, for example, this excerpt from a New York Times column about the genetics of excitement-seeking:
 

Jason Dallas used to think of his daredevil streak—a love of backcountry skiing, mountain bikes and fast vehicles—as “a personality thing.” Then he heard that scientists at the Fred Hutchison Cancer Research Center had linked risk-taking in mice to a gene. Those without it pranced unprotected along a steel beam instead of huddling in safety like the other mice. Now Mr. Dallas, a chef in Seattle, is convinced he has a genetic predisposition for risk-taking, a conclusion that researchers say is not unwarranted, since the similar variations in human genes can explain why people perceive danger differently. “It’s in your blood,” Mr. Dallas said. “You hear people say that kind of thing, but now you know it really is.”1

 

What I find remarkable about this report is that Jason Dallas so readily accepts the idea that a gene that affects the personality of a mouse may also affect his own. Although there is no evidence that the gene in this study,2 neuroD2, has anything to do with his love of excitement, Dallas has been primed to make this connection by the widely publicized findings that there is, in fact, a close relationship between mouse genes and human genes, and between mouse brains and human brains. Needless to say, there are also important differences. But as I show in this chapter, Dallas does have good reason to believe that his daredevil streak has some genetic basis, even though his neuroD2 may have nothing to do with it.
 

The belief that some personality traits are innate is hardly new. What is new is our growing understanding of the degree and nature of this genetic influence. In this chapter, I take you beyond the vague idea that genes affect personality, to a deeper conception of the role they play in making us who we are.
 

A New Foundation for Psychology
 

Charles Darwin, who revolutionized our understanding of the origins of personality differences, didn’t begin with a particular interest in this subject. He was after something much bigger: the origin of all the differences among all
living things. Of the clues that led him to that answer, the most revealing came from domestic animal breeding.
 

Dogs were especially informative. People already knew in Darwin’s time that breeds as different as greyhounds and spaniels descended from the same wild ancestors. Darwin also understood that their selective breeding depended on the transmission of inherited characteristics from parents to pups, and that new breeds arose “by the careful selection of the individuals which present the desired character.” Furthermore, the creation of strikingly different breeds was a gradual affair, accomplished through a succession of little steps. As Darwin explained this in 1859 in Origin of Species:
 

[W]hen we compare the many breeds of dogs, each good for man in different ways ... we cannot suppose that all the breeds were suddenly produced as perfect and useful as we now see them; indeed, in many cases, we know this has not been their history. The key is man’s power of accumulative selection: nature gives successive variations; man adds them up in certain directions useful for him. In this sense he may be said to have made for himself useful breeds.3

 

Once Darwin recognized that the creation of dog breeds depends on the breeder’s selection of heritable variations, it occurred to him that nature does the same thing: It selects those heritable variations—spontaneous modifications of genes, now called mutations—that are advantageous in the wild. This process of natural selection ensures that desirable mutations are passed on from generation to generation and may eventually become stable features of the species.
 

A good example is a mutation in a gene, SLC24A5, that controls the deposit of melanin, a black pigment. What makes this mutation so interesting is that it caused a dramatic change in the color of human skin, from black to white. In sunny Africa black skin is favored to block harmful ultraviolet rays while still allowing enough through to stimulate the skin’s production of vitamin D. This explains why the native African population has SLC24A5 genes that provide lots of black pigment. But in regions far from the equator, where sunlight is scarce, a mutation that inactivates this gene4 took over because the pale skin that results lets through more of the limited light to make vitamin D.5 As with the evolution of many other human differences, this one became prevalent through accidental DNA mutations and natural selection based on adaptation to specific environmental conditions.
 

Darwin wasn’t in a position to provide such a persuasive illustration. But this didn’t stop him from extending his idea from biology to psychology. It was clear to him that selective breeding affected not only physical characteristics, but also behavioral ones. For example, breeders have selected dogs not only for their shape and size, but also for their skills, such as herding or pointing, and for personality traits such as agreeableness or aggressiveness. So why wouldn’t natural selection of behavioral traits also increase fitness in the wild? By the end of Origin of Species, Darwin was sufficiently convinced of this to predict that “In the distant future...psychology will be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by gradation.” To put this in modern terms, Darwin predicted that our understanding of psychology would one day rely on knowledge of the genetic variations that affect behavior.
 

But Darwin was initially reluctant to extend this prediction from animals to people. The mere hint that physical features of humans had animal origins would cause him trouble enough. He would, for some time, leave human psychology to others.
 

Experiments of Nature
 

The man who first took up the challenge was Darwin’s cousin, Francis Galton, whom you met in Chapter 1, and he was willing to take it even further. It seemed to Galton that if the characteristic behaviors of a species are inherited, the behavioral differences between individual people—our distinctive intellectual abilities and personality traits—might also be inherited.
 

Such variations in human talents and traits were already of great personal interest to Galton. A precocious child who was proud of his intelligence and achievements, he had long believed that both he and Charles Darwin had inherited their special gifts from their common grandfather, the distinguished physician and scientist Erasmus Darwin. But Galton was aware that his family also provided him with a privileged upbringing that fostered whatever gifts he inherited by placing him “in a more favourable position for advancement than if he had been the son of an ordinary person.”6 So was he gifted because of favorable heredity or favorable upbringing?
 

To address this question, Galton turned to an experiment of nature: twins. Galton knew that some twins looked so much alike that they were probably genetically identical, whereas others were no more similar than siblings born at different times. Because both identical and fraternal twins were usually raised together by their parents, the members of each pair would have a comparable upbringing. If he found that the behavior of identical twins was more similar than that of same-sex fraternal twins, this would support his hunch that greater genetic similarity leads to greater behavioral similarity.
 

In 1875, Galton reported that 35 sets of identical twins showed much greater behavioral similarities than 20 sets of fraternal twins, which he took as support for the importance of heredity. In “The History of Twins As a Criterion of the Relative Powers of Nature and Nurture,” he announced, “[T]here is no escape from the conclusion that nature prevails enormously over nurture.”7 His observations that adopted children of gifted adoptive parents are no more gifted than ordinary children, even though they are provided with a privileged environment, also supported this conclusion.8 This was the first use of another natural experimental approach—adoption—in assessing the role of inheritance and upbringing.
 

Although Galton’s ways of studying behavior were crude, his results were sufficiently persuasive to convince his most eminent critic. As Darwin wrote to him after studying some of Galton’s publications, “I do not think I ever in all my life read anything more interesting and original—and how well and clearly you put every point! ... You have made a convert of an opponent in one sense, for I have always maintained that, excepting fools, men did not differ much in intellect, only in zeal and hard work.”9 While Darwin’s praise was not wholly merited in its time, it was subsequently justified by more persuasive research using Galton’s approach.
 

How Much of Our Personality Differences Is Heritable?
 

The biggest impediment to Galton’s research is that he didn’t know how to measure personality differences. He had tried to make objective assessments in his work with twins, but he was painfully aware that his methods weren’t very good. Frustrated by these difficulties, Galton turned his attention to the inheritance of height, which he could measure accurately. His studies of the relationship between the heights of parents and their children led him to develop the formula for calculating correlations that I mentioned earlier, and that was later adapted to create the Big Five personality tests.
 

The Big Five tests are just what Galton had hoped for, and they are now routinely used to investigate the influence of genes on the personalities of identical and fraternal twins. In a typical study, each twin is given a Big Five test, and the scores are compared with those of the other twin. If genes influence these personality traits, both twins should have scores that are somewhat similar. But the similarities of pairs of identical twins, who share 100% of their genes (because they are derived from a single fertilized egg that split after conception), should be twice as great as the similarities of same-sex fraternal twins (derived from different eggs), who share only 50% of their genes.
 

This is just what researchers have found. For example, in a study using hundreds of subjects, the Extraversion scores of the two members of a pair of fraternal twins had an average correlation of 0.23 (on a scale of 0 to 1). In contrast, the two members of a pair of identical twins had an average correlation about twice as large, 0.48. The difference in correlations (0.48 − 0.23 = 0.25) is assumed to reflect the difference between having all the same genes (identical twins) and having half the same genes (fraternal twins). Therefore, this difference measures only half the effect of having all the same genes. To get the full effect, which geneticists call heritability, 0.25 is doubled to get 0.5, or 50%.10 Studies of Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness also found heritability to be around 50%.11
 

When the evidence for such substantial heritability of personality traits was first published, critics pointed out another possible explanation for the greater psychological resemblance of the identical twin pairs. Instead of resulting from genes alone, it might also result from the identical twins being treated more alike than the fraternal twins. Fortunately, the contribution of shared family environment can be evaluated through another experiment of nature: studying identical twins separated after birth and raised in different families.
 

Thomas Bouchard and his colleagues at the University of Minnesota did just that.12 They tracked down more than 100 pairs of identical twins who had been raised apart and persuaded them to volunteer for a week of psychological testing. Many twins had been raised in very different environments, some in different countries and cultures, and their reunions attracted a great deal of media attention.
 

A certain pair of British identical twin girls would have been especially interesting to Galton because they addressed the issue of social privilege he had wondered about. One twin had been raised by an upper-class family, had attended exclusive schools, and spoke with a refined accent to prove it; the other had been raised by a lower-class family, had quit school at 16, and spoke like Liza Doolittle did before she met Henry Higgins. Yet their test scores were very similar. The same was true of the other sets of twins. As Bouchard summed it up, “[O]n multiple measures of personality and temperament, occupational and leisure-time interests, and social attitudes, monozygotic twins reared apart are about as similar as monozygotic twins reared together.”13 These and other family and adoption studies support the conclusion that personality traits are highly heritable.14
 

The studies with identical twins also tell us something else that should not be ignored: They challenge the assumption that the shared family environment of those raised together is responsible for some of their similarities. Were this the case, the scores of identical twins raised together should be more similar than those raised apart. But as Bouchard pointed out, they’re not.15 Scores of genetically unrelated children who were adopted and raised in the same family also show no effect of this shared environment.16
 

The lack of effect of a shared family environment on these measures of personality doesn’t mean that parents are just part of the furniture. Studies indicate that parents do have some influence, but it is transmitted by their unique relationship with each child,17 including each identical twin. The studies also indicate that most environmental influences on personality cannot be specifically attributed to interactions within the family.18
 

How Many Gene Variants Shape a Personality Trait?
 

So now that we know that genes do, indeed, have a big effect on personality differences, how do they do it? To answer this question, it’s necessary to review a few facts about human genetics.
 

The total number of human genes is surprisingly small, about 20,000. Each is made from the four chemical building blocks of DNA—adenine (A), cytosine (C), guanine (G), and thymine (T)—strung together in a long chain whose precise sequence (such as AGACTCAAG ...)contains the instructions for manufacturing a particular protein. Each protein interacts with many others to build and maintain us. The major reason so few genes are sufficient for this complex task is that various combinations work together to control our biological and psychological functions. Furthermore, the actions of each gene and each protein can influence the actions of many others.
 

The main way genes interact is by turning the activities of each other on or off. To make this possible, each gene has a specialized piece of DNA, called a promoter, that serves as a dial to control the amount of the protein that gene makes. The dial can be turned up and down by internal or environmental signals that may work through controls in other regions of DNA. This process, called regulation of gene expression,19 adjusts the amounts of the proteins that shape our bodies and minds.
 

Regulating the expression of a variety of genes in different cells helps explain how just 20,000 elements can give rise to such complexity. But it doesn’t explain our heritable differences. These differences are explained by variants of the genes—modifications of the sequence of bases in their DNA or the DNA of their regulatory regions—that have accumulated in the collective human genetic repertoire, called the human genome. These structural modifications of DNA, which arose through random mutations, may cause big changes in the manufacture of a specific protein or the way it functions in the body. Some of the variants, such as those that influence skin color, are carried by billions of people. Others are rare. The combined effects of the assortment of gene variants that were handed down to each of us—our own personal selection from the human genome—defines our genetic uniqueness.
 

But not all gene variants have such major and obvious effects as the small number that control human skin color. For example, hundreds of different genes20 influence human height, which is about 80% heritable in well-nourished human populations, and each of these genes has a tiny effect. The same is true for highly heritable personality traits.
 

Persuasive evidence that personality traits reflect the joint action of multiple gene variants comes from selective breeding of mice. A notable example is John DeFries’s classic study21 of a seemingly simple mouse trait: the inclination to explore an unfamiliar and potentially dangerous territory. This personality trait is related to both the excitement-seeking and anxiety facets of the Big Five, in that high excitement-seeking would increase exploration while high anxiety would inhibit it. Together these facets would also influence the risk taking that is such a cherished part of Jason Dallas’s personality.
 

To prepare for the experiment, DeFries randomly chose ten litters of mice and observed their behavior in a brightly lit large box called an open field. Mice prefer dim light and narrow spaces, but there are individual differences. Some mice froze in the open field, like a deer in the headlights, while others sniffed around and explored. Electronic sensors measured each mouse’s behavior, recording the total distance it traveled in a six-minute period. After DeFries had scored each animal from the initial ten litters, he selectively bred the mice to raise two extreme lines. He began by mating the most active male and female from each litter. They became the founders of what I call the fearless (F) line. He also mated the least active pairs, who became the founders of what I call the anxious (A) line. DeFries then took another ten litters and mated a randomly selected male and female from each to be the founders of the control line. He repeated this process in each generation. Because mouse pregnancies take only three weeks, and pups become sexually mature in about three months, he was able to breed and evaluate 30 generations in the course of ten years.
 

The results were dramatic. After 30 generations, the average member of the F line roamed freely across the open field. In contrast, the average member of the A line huddled in a corner of the box. Members of the control line maintained their original modest level of exploration, which hadn’t changed through 30 generations.
 

The other notable finding was that separation of the two lines was gradual, with steady increments from one generation to the next. When the open field behavior of the F line was plotted as a graph, it looked like that of a long-term growth stock that kept rising year after year over the ten-year period. In contrast, the pattern of the A line looked like the stock of a weak company in a failing industry, heading progressively downward until it hovered near zero. This pattern of gradual change has two implications: Variants of many genes together affect this personality trait; and the behavioral effects keep adding up as more of the relevant gene variants are selected in each generation. Direct analysis of the DNA of these mouse lines22 confirms these conclusions.23
 

Genetic Thinking vs. Genetic Testing
 

As behavioral scientists were accumulating evidence that many gene variants work together to influence personality differences, geneticists were busily deciphering the complete DNA sequences of the human and mouse genomes, and the structures of common gene variants. This provided the foundation for searching the entire genome for variants that influence personality traits in people and in mice. But progress with this genome-wide approach has been slow.24
 

Frustrated by this limited success, some researchers have taken a more focused approach. It was based on the knowledge that drugs such as Prozac and Ritalin affect personality and that they do this by influencing the way serotonin or dopamine act in the brain. This raised the possibility that inherited variations in genes that control certain actions of serotonin or dopamine in the brain might be responsible for heritable personality differences. To look into this, researchers examined variants of several dozen of these genes to see if they were correlated with scores on personality tests.
 

All the genes that they examined influence the emotional circuits of the brain. Of these, the most widely studied, called SERT, was singled out because it makes the serotonin transporter protein, Prozac’s target. The SERT protein vacuums up (transports) serotonin from the fluid around nerve cells that are activated by frightening experiences so that the serotonin can be used again. By controlling the amount of serotonin that bathes these nerve cells, the SERT protein affects the intensity of the emotional response. Therefore, it is easy to imagine how variants of the SERT gene might influence the tuning of brain circuits that control traits such as fearfulness.
 

To see whether the SERT gene affects personality, researchers focused on two common variants, one with a long promoter and the other with a short one. Several studies have found that groups of people who have two copies of the gene with the long promoter, which makes more SERT protein, have a slightly lower average score on Neuroticism.25 Furthermore, brain imaging studies indicate that if such people are shown frightening pictures, they have less activation of the amygdala, a brain structure involved in fear processing.26 Taken together, the studies suggest that these differences in the amount of SERT protein account for a fraction—but only a tiny fraction—of the variation in the tendency to be frightened.
 

A similar conclusion emerged in studies of another gene, DRD4, which makes a receptor for dopamine. Scientists studied this gene because Ritalin and amphetamine stimulate behavior by releasing dopamine, which activates dopamine receptors. Researchers found that groups of people with variants of DRD4 had different average scores on novelty-seeking and impulsivity, traits expected to be influenced by dopamine.27 Once again, the gene variants accounted for just a tiny fraction of the variation in these traits.28
 

So don’t rush out to your nearest DNA testing service to have your SERT or DRD4 genes examined: They are just two examples of the thousands of gene variants that work together to influence personality,29 sometimes in unexpected ways.30 And even though new techniques, such as the complete sequencing of a person’s DNA,31 will eventually be used to search for variants that influence specific traits, it will still be very difficult to identify the mixture that shapes a particular personality.
 

But the fact that such genetic testing hasn’t proved useful, at least for now, doesn’t mean that you can also dismiss genetic thinking. When trying to make sense of someone, it still helps to remember that a person’s specific combination of gene variants has a substantial effect on his or her personality. And we have a good idea where these many variants came from.
 

The Deep Roots of Our Diversity
 

Our view of the accumulation of so many variants in the human genome is based on Darwin’s key insight that the environment keeps selecting those that increase fitness. For example, a consistent environmental factor, such as the relatively low amount of sunlight, exerted a relentless selective force on gene variants that eventually made Northern Europeans white. But Darwin also realized that environments keep changing over the course of evolution and that this led to the selection of variants that were suitable for different contingencies. Among them were those that influence personality.
 

To see what I mean, consider the environments that influenced the selection of the variants that control the open field behavior of mice. In dangerous territories with many predators, variants that favor caution would be selected because those who carried them would be more likely to live long enough to reproduce. But when the cats are away, the mice will play. In such safer environments, the variants that favor exploration would be selected because those who carried them might find more food and more sexual partners. Fluctuations of these alternative environments would lead to retention of both types of variants in the group’s genetic repertoire. Furthermore, many of them would be kept as the species continued to evolve. This explains why some that arose in distant ancestors have been passed down to you and me.32
 

Predators are not the most important instruments of selection of heritable human personality traits. People are. They are the ones we depend on and compete with, and there are benefits and costs in the many tactics they and we use to interact. These fluctuating social environments have contributed to the selection of the wide range of gene variants that influence our personalities.33
 

In thinking about people in terms of the Big Five, it therefore helps to remember that high or low rankings on each of them have tradeoffs.34 For example, people high in Extraversion enjoy the pleasures of intense engagement with others and the opportunities provided to those who take charge. Studies show that, like Bill Clinton, they tend to have many sexual partners, which, in a precontraceptive world, would have led to more children—Darwin’s gold standard for an adaptive trait. But intense engagement comes with risks; taking charge invites jealousy and insurrection; and high excitement-seeking makes it more likely to get into accidents, engage in criminal activity, get arrested, and even get killed by rivals. So, high Extraversion is a mixed blessing.
 

High Agreeableness is also a mixed blessing. By promoting cooperation it builds alliances that can pool resources for the common good and for protection against competing groups. But the downside of high Agreeableness is that it increases the chances of being taken advantage of. In contrast, disagreeable people are more likely to fight for themselves and what they believe in. Studies show that people who rank high in Agreeableness tend to earn less money, even though they are valued as team players. In contrast, those who are low in Agreeableness are more likely to rise to the top of their fields.
 

Great achievement is also favored by high Conscientiousness, which has the benefits of purposeful self-control and long-range planning. But high Conscientiousness has the potential downsides of oppressive perfectionism and the inability to abandon well-practiced routines in the face of changing circumstances. By always taking the long view, people high in Conscientiousness may be less opportunistic, and this can translate into fewer sexual partners, fewer children, and less transmission of their genes. On the other hand, the children they have are more likely to enjoy the benefits of a devoted parent.
 

Only high Neuroticism might seem to have little to recommend it because it includes an increased likelihood of experiencing painful negative emotions. But the world can be a dangerous place, and emotions such as fear and sadness are adaptive if properly modulated. Studies show that high Neuroticism is correlated with high achievement and creativity in people whose other traits keep them from falling into the deep hole that can be dug by persistent emotional distress. Sigmund Freud, who was very high in Neuroticism, is an example.
 

In contrast with the assumption that high Neuroticism is always bad, most people who read books like this assume that high Openness is unreservedly good. This is because they value curiosity and are interested in new ideas. But people with low Openness are happy to exchange these pleasures for the comforts of constancy and tradition.
 

The fact that particular rankings on a trait have advantages and disadvantages does not, of course, mean that we consciously chose the ones we have. The reason I’ve pointed out their relative costs and benefits in various social environments is to help you understand why the many gene variants that influence these traits are retained in the collective human genome. Furthermore, variants that influence one trait may have been selected to balance out others. For example, it is easy to imagine how environments that favored the selection of variants for high Extraversion might have had some of their effects balanced out by the selection of variants that favored high Conscientiousness.
 

Such a balance of selective forces may also control the proportion of people with high or low expression of a heritable personality trait among the members of a population.35 Consider, for example, the proportion of people with high or low Agreeableness. In a population in which almost everyone ranked high on A, the rare antisocials (with low A) would find it relatively easy to steal from their warm-hearted neighbors. These stolen resources would allow the antisocials to have more children, who would, in turn, inherit gene variants that favor low A. But as the number of antisocials increased, their high-A neighbors might band together, mount defenses to protect their resources, and turn back this growing tide. As these forces came into a stable balance over many generations, the result might be a group with a few crafty antisocials and a majority of members with a range of higher rankings on A.36
 

The Grandeur in This View of Personality Differences
 

The realization that human psychological diversity reflects conflicting forces of natural selection has profound implications for making sense of people. But many remain reluctant to embrace this idea because it confronts us with our primitive animal nature. Darwin himself struggled with the seemingly anti-humanistic implications of his discoveries. Nevertheless, being unable to dismiss the evidence in favor of natural selection, he eventually came to see evolution as awe-inspiring. As he explained in Origin’s famous last sentence: “There is grandeur in this view of life ... that ... from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.”
 

To me, recognizing the role that natural selection of gene variants played in many of our personality differences is a prime example of the grandeur that comes with such understanding. And as I show in the next chapter, it has opened a way to a deeper analysis of the decades-long process by which each of us gradually develops into a unique person.
 
  


Four. Building a Personal Brain
 

When I was a fledgling psychiatrist, a colleague gave me a tip on how he gets to know a new patient. Early in the first visit he briefly imagines the patient as a ten-year-old child. The point of this exercise is to look past someone’s current troubles and picture the person as still little. Was she shy or popular? Was he a bully or a wimp?
 

I’ve found this tip useful because it immediately dials up compassion: The image of anyone as a child warms my heart. But it also creates a hunch to explore. Forming an imaginary picture of someone in grade school stimulates me to learn about the development of their personality.
 

When I got this tip in the 1960s, my limited knowledge of personality development was based on the ideas of Erik Erikson. A psychoanalyst who worked with children, Erikson thought we become ourselves by going through a series of well-defined stages as we progress from the extreme dependence of infancy to the responsibilities of adult life. The early stages seemed most important to him because he believed that they leave particularly enduring residues. As he explained in Childhood and Society:
 

Every adult ... was once a child. He was once small. A sense of smallness forms a substratum in his mind, ineradicably. His triumphs will be measured against this smallness, his defeats will substantiate it. The questions as to who is bigger and who can do or not do this or that, and to whom—these questions fill the adult’s inner life far beyond the necessities and the desirabilities which he understands and for which he plans.1

 

Erikson’s view of personality is appealing because he reminds us of the lasting influence of childhood events. But two things are missing: genes and the brain. When Erikson wrote about the development of individual differences, he assumed that they were mainly due to upbringing and life experiences because very little was known about the influence of genetic variations. And when he described the transitions from one stage to the next, he thought of them primarily as psychological responses to a succession of challenges because very little was known about what was going on in the maturing brain.
 

This has changed. We now know a great deal about the way our brains develop under the guidance of our personal gene variants and our personal environments. Instead of just thinking of ourselves as solving the challenges of our youth with the brain we were born with, we have come to realize that each brain—like each face—has its own innate building plans. Furthermore, the brain’s building plan was not drafted by the systematic methods of professional architects. Instead, each brain uses a scheme that would drive contractors crazy, with continuous remodeling due to changes in both genetic and environmental instructions while the project is still underway.
 

This continuous remodeling has a purpose. By remaining open to the interactions of our unique set of genes and environments during the more than two decades of basic construction, we each come to have a truly personal brain. Within it are the deeply ingrained components of our unique personalities that continue to guide us for the rest of our lives.
 

The Brain Builds Itself
 

The adult human brain is built of about 100 billion nerve cells (neurons), most of which were made before we were born. But not all of these neurons were created equal. As the fertilized human egg divides, it generates many types of primitive neurons, each of which is destined to play a particular role in the brain. Having been assigned their approximate fates by a process that turns on and off specific genes, the primitive neurons migrate to their designated places guided by chemical signals that they selectively respond to. When they get there, they start building connections with other neurons to form the neuronal circuits and networks that are the basis of all our behavior.
 

To build these connections, the neurons make branches called dendrites to receive signals and other branches called axons to send signals. Dendrites are short and studded with spines. Axons can be long enough to reach other neurons anywhere in the brain and to embrace them with clusters of little nerve endings, called boutons. Signaling between boutons of one neuron and dendrites of another occurs at structures called synapses.
 

A synapse is activated when a bouton releases a chemical neurotransmitter such as serotonin or dopamine onto the spine of a dendrite. The neurotransmitter travels across the synapse and binds to receptors embedded on the spine. This transmits information to the dendrite, a process called synaptic signaling or synaptic transmission.
 

Many types of synaptic signaling exist between neurons, governed by the dozens of different chemical neurotransmitters that are squirted from boutons onto receptors on the spines. Every neuron manufactures a particular neurotransmitter and displays a particular set of receptors. So every neuron has both a spatial address, defined by its location in a particular brain circuit, and a chemical signature, defined by its neurotransmitter and receptors.
 

The complicated process of spatial assembly of neurons into circuits and networks is well on its way by the time a person is born. Among the circuits that operate in infancy are some in the amygdala, a brain structure that I mentioned in discussing the SERT gene. The amygdala is a hub for a complex set of circuits that integrate our emotions. Using these infantile circuits, babies experience joy, contentment, fear, anger, and the distress of separation. Neuronal controls of these emotions are gradually put in place over the next two decades, and they have major effects on the developing personality.
 

Circuit maturation doesn’t depend only on adding new synaptic connections. While useful ones are strengthened, others are eliminated. The same selective remodeling process is also applied to the neurons themselves. Some of them grow and sprout more branches; others are destroyed by a specialized mechanism of cell death called apoptosis, which is an indispensable part of the developmental process. Much of this happens in fetal life and during the first few years after birth, but some goes on through adolescence and into adulthood.
 

A notable case of remodeling occurs in a group of neurons in the hypothalamus that play an essential role in the establishment of female or male patterns of sexual behavior. In the female fetus, these neurons die off as part of the developmental program that sets up female-specific sexual circuits. But in the male fetus, testosterone from the fetal testicles rescues these neurons from the apoptotic grim reaper and stimulates them to build male-specific brain circuits.2 The timing of this effect of testosterone is crucial. If it comes too late in fetal development, the key neurons in the hypothalamus are already dead, and the brain is set on an irreversible female course. Other regulators of neuronal death may also have decisive behavioral effects, but none is as obvious as testosterone.
 

Brain circuits can also be modified by progressively wrapping axons with a fatty substance called myelin. Myelin acts like the insulation around an electrical cord, which facilitates the speed of conduction of electrical signals. Myelination is often a final and essential step in the genetically controlled development of a circuit.
 

Although this overall developmental program is at work in all of us, each of our brains is different because their structural details are influenced by thousands of gene variants in our personal genomes. There is also a little sloppiness in the assembly process, due to random variations in the movement of neurons and in the expression of critical genes. This is one reason that even the brains of identical twins are not exactly the same.3
 

Understanding the step-by step nature of brain construction explains why it is so difficult to go back and make changes in brain circuitry and in the aspects of personality that the circuits control. Once neurons have taken up their positions, they are pretty well settled. Once they have established useful connections, those connections tend to be maintained. Although there is always some residual capacity for change, it takes a lot of work to remodel structures that are built by a developmental program that unfolds over more than two decades. Even our extraordinary human ability to learn new things may not be up to the challenge of modifying patterns that were laid down in this way. This is true not only of patterns that were strongly influenced by genes. It is equally true of those patterns that were shaped by our personal environments during phases of brain development called critical periods.
 

Critical Periods in Brain Development
 

A critical period is a window in time when certain brain circuits are open to essential environmental information. Arrival of this information shapes the circuits in a lasting way.4 Once this shaping is completed, the window is closed.
 

The most famous example of a critical period comes from Konrad Lorenz, who studied the behavior of baby geese. Lorenz found that each baby is primed to pay special attention to the first moving creature it sees after hatching—generally, its mother. This information is immediately imprinted in its brain, which leads it to follow its mother in those cute little trails of goslings. But if the mother goose is removed during hatching and replaced by another moving creature—such as Lorenz himself—the babies may imprint on him instead. The result is recorded in pictures of goslings trailing the bearded scientist.
 

Another well-known example is the development of the vocalizations of male songbirds, and it, too, involves a social interaction. In this case, the critical period of brain development is not confined to the minutes after hatching, but lasts for a few months. During this time, each juvenile male bird shapes its simple innate song by progressively matching it to the complex song of an adult male.5 Without such instruction during this critical period, it will never be able to sing like an adult.
 

These critical periods in goslings and songbirds provide the opportunity to incorporate essential environmental information that is uniquely valuable to each species. For humans, a notable example is learning to speak, which develops during a critical period that lasts for more than a decade.6 During this period, children don’t only learn their native language. They also pick up the accent of the people they grow up with, especially their peers.7 As this critical period closes, it becomes very difficult to speak like a native. This is why immigrants such as Henry Kissinger, who learned English in his teens, speak with a foreign accent. Even natives who migrate to a different region can be spotted in this way: Four decades in California have not erased the vestiges of my own linguistic imprinting in New York City.
 

Although researchers have studied these critical periods of brain development for many years, we still have limited information about their number and the ways they are closed. But the main message is clear: Certain brain circuits become established at particular times, and their properties tend to endure. A similar process appears to be at work in the development of many aspects of our personalities.
 

What Will My Child Be Like?
 

Although a baby is born with an immature brain, it immediately becomes a player in the world. At first, it can only cry to signal distress or coo to signal contentment. But its behavioral repertoire grows rapidly in its first few years of life as it builds new brain circuits and remodels others.
 

As brain development continues, parents begin wondering if their child’s early patterns of behavior can provide clues about his or her mature personality. Researchers have tried to answer this question by examining children repeatedly from infancy to adulthood. Because each research group uses its own system for describing behavioral patterns, it’s difficult to compare the results. Nevertheless, there is general agreement that early patterns persist in some children, whereas other children change a lot.
 

Evidence for some persistence of patterns comes from pioneering studies by Stella Chess and Alexander Thomas,8
a wife-and-husband team of child psychiatrists. From their observations of babies they identified three broad patterns of behavior, which they called temperaments. Forty percent of the babies were called “easy” because they approached new situations without difficulty, had high adaptability to change, accepted most frustration with little fuss, and were not very moody. In contrast, the 10% of the babies who were called “difficult” were much more inclined to be irritable, showed intense negative emotions, and had trouble adapting to change. Another 15%, called “slow to warm up,” were initially uncomfortable in new situations but adapted after repeated contact. The remaining 35% showed a mixed picture.
 

Follow-ups of the children as young adults indicated that there were “only modest levels of consistency in temperament over time for a group of subjects as a whole.” Their conclusion in 1986 fits well with what we know today: “Maturational factors, neurophysiologic changes, and a host of environmental influences—all these serve to produce continuity in some individuals and change in others.”9
 

A series of studies led by Jerome Kagan also found evidence for both continuity and change. Kagan identified subgroups of children that he called inhibited and uninhibited, based on their willingness to engage with unfamiliar people when they were 2 and 7 years old. When he re-examined them in adolescence, he found that the majority of the children in the inhibited group remained quiet and serious, while only 15% were as lively and talkative as the average teen from the uninhibited group. Of the children in the uninhibited group, 40% maintained that style as teens, and only 5% had become subdued and quiet. As Kagan summed it up, “[A]bout one-half the adolescents retained their expectable demeanor, while only 15 percent had changed in a major way.”10
 

Some behavioral continuity of members of the two groups was also observed at age 22. In brain imaging studies, the inhibited group showed significantly more activation of the amygdala when shown pictures of unfamiliar faces.11 This sign of a stronger emotional response to new faces is reminiscent of their greater wariness of strangers as toddlers. Other researchers have also found that children retain many of their characteristics as adults.12
 

Evidence of continuity into adulthood is particularly strong for a subgroup of children who show signs of antisocial behavior in grade school. If they are sufficiently aggressive and impulsive to be singled out as having a conduct disorder before the age of 10, they tend to maintain this antisocial pattern when they have grown up.13 In contrast, children who don’t show signs of antisocial behavior until their teens are more easily reformed and have a better chance of becoming law-abiding adults.14
 

Other kinds of behavior that are prominent in childhood may change dramatically in adolescence, including some behaviors that are known to be heritable. For example, heritable childhood fears of heights, snakes, or blood frequently disappear by the time the children are in their teens.15 How these and other waxing and waning genetic effects eventually play out also depends, in part, on interactions with the person’s environment.
 

Gene–Environment Dialogues
 

Persuasive evidence of the combined effects of environment and genes comes from studies of people with antisocial personalities.16 Everyone who has watched The Sopranos knows that antisocial behavior runs in families, and studies show that 10% of a community’s families commit most of its crimes.17 So you won’t be surprised to learn that studies with twins show a 40% to 50% heritability of antisocial traits.18 But in this case, family environment also has a significant effect. Furthermore, adopted children raised in antisocial families have an increased risk of developing an antisocial personality pattern,19 even though they are genetically unrelated.
 

Added support for the importance of family environment comes from a study of a group of children in Dunedin, New Zealand. The researchers enrolled all of the 1,037 children born in this city from April 1972 through March 1973, assessed them at multiple intervals through the age of 26, and stored the data for subsequent analysis. This provided detailed information about child development in the entire community without preconceptions about what might show up.
 

One notable finding was that many of the children were abused: 8% had “severe” maltreatment, 28% had “probable” maltreatment, and only 64% had no maltreatment.20 But this should not be taken to mean that New Zealanders are particularly nasty. In carefully controlled interviews of 8,667 American adults, 22% reported sexual abuse during childhood, 21% reported physical abuse, and 14% reported witnessing their mother being beaten; many reported all three.21
A substantial portion also described repeated emotional abuse.
 

Having detected considerable child abuse in Dunedin, the researchers wondered whether it was correlated with the development of an antisocial personality pattern. To answer this question, they concentrated on boys because they are more likely than girls to develop this pattern. They found that the degree of maltreatment of the boys was, indeed, correlated with the degree of antisocial behavior. But there was considerable individual variation. Some of the severely maltreated boys developed a troublesome antisocial pattern, whereas others did not.22 Why?
 

One possibility is that the boys who became antisocial had a genetic predisposition to turn out this way. For example, they might have been innately defiant or aggressive, which might have called forth more abuse. Such interactions between a child’s innate tendencies and parental reactions are one reason children raised in the same family turn out to be so different,23 and this likely played some role in the Dunedin study. But in this case, the researchers decided to get more specific by looking for a single gene variant that influenced the antisocial outcome.
 

To get started, they examined a plausible suspect: the MAOA gene. This gene makes monoamine oxidase-A, an enzyme that degrades serotonin, norepinephrine, and dopamine, three neurotransmitters that control brain circuits involved in emotional behaviors. Two characteristics of the MAOA gene made it seem relevant: brain levels of monoamine oxidase-A influence many types of antisocial behavior;24 and variants of the MAOA gene’s promoter control the manufacture of different amounts of the monoamine oxidase-A enzyme in the brain.25 Furthermore, the MAOA gene happens to be located on the X chromosome, which simplifies its study in boys because they have only one copy (girls have two). In the Dunedin study, 63% of the boys had the high-MAOA variant, which makes a lot of the enzyme in the brain, and 37% had the low-MAOA variant, which makes less of it.26
 

Is having the high- or low-MAOA gene variant correlated with antisocial behavior? The researchers found that, by itself, it is not. Boys who hadn’t been abused had little antisocial behavior, regardless of which variant they had. But among the abused children, there was a significant effect. Those abused children with the low-MAOA variant were more likely to become antisocial.27
 

Several subsequent studies of antisocial men support these findings.28 So does a study of women from an American Indian tribe who had experienced childhood sexual abuse.29 In this case, too, abuse was correlated with an antisocial pattern of behavior, and those abused women with two copies of the low-MAOA gene (one on each of their X chromosomes) had the highest rate of antisocial behavior. In contrast, those with two high-MAOA genes had the lowest rate of antisocial behavior. Furthermore, as with men, the MAOA gene didn’t matter in the absence of abuse.
 

This doesn’t mean that being born with the low-MAOA variant is bad news. Having more or less monoamine oxidase-A has multiple effects on brain functions,30 and these may have desirable or undesirable consequences. The outcome depends on individual circumstances, other gene variants, and one’s taste in personalities. The big story from the studies of childhood abuse and MAOA is more general. It illustrates the principle that genetic differences can influence the effects of childhood environments on a personality.
 

Enduring Effects on Gene Expression
 

It also works the other way: Environment can have enduring effects on the expression of particular genes that affect behavior. The best example comes from studies in Michael Meaney’s laboratory of the effects of rat mothering on the personalities of their pups. The studies began by comparing the behavior of the offspring of two types of rat mothers: high-lickers who licked and groomed their pups vigorously, and low-lickers who were less enthusiastic.31 When these offspring were tested months later, those raised by the high-lickers were less fearful and less reactive to stress than those raised by the low-lickers. Furthermore, their greater emotional stability was apparent not only in behavioral tests, such as open field activity, but also in their blood levels of glucocorticoids, stress-related hormones released from the adrenal gland.
 

Was the greater emotional stability of the highly licked pups caused by the maternal behavior (nurture)? Or did the high-licking mothers also have genetic differences that were transmitted to their pups via their DNA (nature)? To find the answer, pups born to high-licking mothers were swapped immediately after birth with those born to low-licking mothers, the adoption tactic that Galton had proposed to distinguish nurture from nature. The results of this cross-fostering pointed to nurture, the maternal behavior, rather than the maternal genes. High-licking foster mothers did just as good a job as high-licking biological mothers in producing stress-resistant pups, and vice versa.
 

Having observed this behavioral result, Meaney and his colleagues looked for differences in the brains of the two groups of pups. They found that the highly licked animals had a more active form of the gene that makes the glucocorticoid receptor (GR), a protein that responds to glucocorticoid hormones. This change, which was observed in neurons in brain circuits that control emotions, was already detectable in the pups’ brains during the first week of nursing and was maintained throughout their lives.
 

To find out how this came about, the researchers searched for modifications in the promoter part of the GR gene, which regulates the gene’s activity. It is known that promoters can be modified by a natural biochemical reaction, called an epigenetic change (from the Greek epi, which means “over” or “above”), which adds or removes a tiny methyl group at a precise point in their DNA, and that an epigenetic change may modify the promoter’s effectiveness and alter the activity of the gene. The researchers discovered that the promoter of the GR gene was less methylated in the highly licked animals and that this change of their brain DNA, which was caused by their mothering, led to an increase in the manufacture of the gene’s protein product, the glucocorticoid receptor.32
 

Furthermore, the behaviorally induced change in the methylation of the gene’s promoter was maintained in the highly licked animals as they grew up. So, too, was the activity of the GR gene. This suggested that the enduring epigenetic change in the DNA of these animals, and the resultant increase in glucocorticoid receptors, had shifted the settings of a brain circuit that controls the stress response. The result was a sustained effect on their personalities.33
 

The research with high-licking mothers has attracted a lot of attention because it has something for everyone. Geneticists like it because it demonstrates the importance of an environmentally induced chemical modification of a gene. Psychologists like it because it shows that behavior can affect genes as dramatically as genes can affect behavior. Neuroscientists like it because it adds to their understanding of the ways that experience can produce a sustained change in brain circuits. And, to all of them, a major implication of these studies is that experiences, especially those in early life,34 can produce epigenetic modifications of DNA that have enduring effects on personality.
 

Such environmentally induced epigenetic changes keep accumulating as we grow up. One way we know this is from studies of identical twins. Derived from a single fertilized egg, these twins start out with identical DNA. Nevertheless, the methylation pattern of their DNA becomes progressively different as the twins grow older.35 These epigenetic differences in the DNA of identical twins are believed to be due, in part, to the many differences in the environments the two twins grew up in. Although the functional significance of these epigenetic differences is not yet known, it is reasonable to assume that they give rise to some of the observable differences between identical twins, including differences in their personalities.36
 

Adolescent Remodeling
 

Although a great deal of brain development takes place in fetal life and childhood, extensive remodeling also occurs in our teens. Some of this structural remodeling is initiated by a few thousand specialized neurons in the hypothalamus that trigger the hormonal changes of puberty. These neurons make a small protein, gonadotropin-releasing hormone (GnRH), which signals the pituitary gland to activate the ovaries or testes to secrete estrogen in girls and testosterone in boys.37 Bursts of these hormones then modify, enlarge, and activate the brain circuits for sexual behavior that were first built in the fetus.38
 

The sex hormones also do much more. By activating neurons that have receptors for estrogen or testosterone, they change the activity and settings of many other brain circuits. This gives rise to behavioral changes that are typical of adolescence, such as increased sexual interest, risk taking, impulsivity, and social awareness.39
 

But sex hormones are only one factor in the brain remodeling and behavioral changes of adolescence. Many other sex-specific changes in brain gene expression don’t depend on these hormones. Both the hormone-induced and the hormone-independent processes lead to enduring modifications in brain circuits, some of which distinguish male from female brains.40
 

As in other periods of brain development, adolescence provides opportunities for genetic variations to make themselves felt. For example, some gene variants that influence cognitive abilities may not exert their full effects until the mid-teens. We know this, in part, from studies of the IQs of adopted children. These studies show that their IQs become progressively more like those of their biological parents during adolescence, as the influence of gene variants that influence cognitive abilities becomes more apparent.41 This increasing effect of the gene variants that influence cognitive abilities was confirmed in a study of 11,000 pairs of identical or fraternal twins. The researchers found that the heritability of general cognitive abilities increased from 41% at age 7, to 55% at age 12, and to 66% at age 17.42
 

Adolescent brain remodeling is not apparent solely from the behavioral changes of the teen years. It has also been observed directly by magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of brain structures at various stages of development.43 The most extensively studied anatomical changes are those in the front part of the brain, especially the prefrontal cortex, which sits behind the forehead. As adolescence progresses, changes take place in the structure of regions of prefrontal cortex and their connections to brain regions such as the amygdala, which regulates emotional expression.
 

Changes in the connectivity and organization of brain networks during adolescence and early adulthood has not been observed just by looking at static brain structure. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which measures the activity of brain circuits during the performance of mental tasks, has also been used. These studies of mental activity reveal substantial changes in the functional connectivity of the brain in the progression from adolescence to adulthood.44
 

The long critical period of adolescence is also open to environmental influences. While the brain is actively rewiring, life goes on, and peers play extremely important roles in transmitting values and social skills.45 This openness to peer influence is of particular interest to parents, educators, and clinicians, who would like to prevent the many troublesome personality patterns that start showing up at this stage of life.46
 

Closing Some Windows in the Brain and the Environment
 

When is brain development completed? MRI studies of individuals show that brain structure stabilizes at around age 25.47 Although a little more myelination may continue for at least another decade,48 changes that show up on brain scans after age 40 are generally signs of wear and tear rather than additional developmental remodeling. Furthermore, studies of the integrated activity of brain regions that is measured by functional MRI show that mature brain networks are also well established by young adulthood.49
 

This doesn’t mean that the adult brain has become fixed and immutable. One of its most important functions is to keep learning and storing new information by making microscopic changes in the structure and function of synapses. Nevertheless, young adulthood marks a milestone in brain development, when we have largely built the personal instrument that will continue to guide us for the rest of our lives.
 

Development of basic personality traits follows a similar trend but lags behind. As anatomical changes in the brain are winding down in our third decade, changes in the Big Five are winding down too. Repeated testing shows considerable stabilization of a person’s Big Five scores by age 20, significantly more stabilization by age 30, and a little more stabilization until about age 50.50
 

This progressive stabilization is not only due to the closing of windows of brain development. As Roberts and Caspi point out,51 it is also due to the increasing constancy of the young adult’s social environment. This is the environment that is populated by the friends, partners, and coworkers whom they have selected—and who have selected them.
 

The result of selecting a fairly constant social environment during young adulthood is that we subsequently spend most of our time with a limited cast of familiar people. These people provide stability because they keep behaving in ways that we have come to expect. They also elicit stability because they keep us behaving in ways that they have come to expect. This mutual stabilization of our social environment plays a big part in the creation and maintenance of the two overarching aspects of personality that I now turn to: character and sense of identity.
 
  


Part III: Whole Persons, Whole Lives
 

It matters not how strait the gate,
 

How charged with punishments the scroll,
 

I am the master of my fate:
 

I am the captain of my soul.
 

—William Ernest Henley, Invictus
 
  


Five. What’s a Good Character?
 

When Benjamin Franklin was an old man he revealed the secret of his fulfilling life. It was, he said, a technique that he had invented in his twenties to improve his personality.
 

The personality that Franklin began shaping was already standing on a strong foundation. Ever since childhood he was, according to his Autobiography, “the leader among the boys.”1 But this same assertiveness cost him dearly by leading his father to withdraw him from the Boston Latin School, where he had been enrolled to prepare him for the clergy. Even though Franklin was at the top of his class and seemed destined for Harvard, then a Puritan finishing school, his father decided that he was too irreverent to be a minister and apprenticed the 12-year-old to his brother, James, a printer.2
 

Fortunately the work in the printing shop allowed Franklin to indulge his passion for reading and gave him the opportunity for an ambitious program of self-education. In studying essays from a London periodical he learned to write so well that he was soon publishing satirical pieces in his brother’s newspaper. He was also strong-willed enough to escape from his apprenticeship. At the age of 17 he ran away to Philadelphia with only a few coins in his pocket.
 

During the next few years Franklin had his share of youthful adventures. But as he settled into young adulthood, he felt the need to take more charge of his life. To this end he decided to curb his passions, break some bad habits, and build up the moral part of his personality, generally called character.
 

The approach Franklin took to building good character began by identifying its essential ingredients. Franklin was already clear about the character traits that interested him, which he called “the moral virtues.” But when he got down to making a list of them, he ran into the terminological problem that continues to bedevil contemporary discussions of personality because “different writers included more or fewer ideas under the same name.” In Franklin’s case, he decided “for the sake of clearness, to use rather more names, with fewer ideas annexed to each,” and settled on 13 virtues, with brief explanations:
 

• Temperance—Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.

 

• Silence—Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling conversation.

 

• Order—Let all your things have their places; let each part of your business have its time.

 

• Resolution—Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what you resolve.

 

• Frugality—Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste nothing.

 

• Industry—Lose no time; be always employed in something useful; cut off all unnecessary actions.

 

• Sincerity—Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if you speak, speak accordingly.

 

• Justice—Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty.

 

• Moderation—Avoid extremes; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they deserve.

 

• Cleanliness—Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, clothes, or habitation.

 

• Tranquility—Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.

 

• Chastity—Rarely use venery but for health or offspring, never to dullness, weakness, or the injury of your own or another’s peace or reputation

 

• Humility—Imitate Jesus and Socrates.

 

Having laid out his list, Franklin immediately got started in a methodical way. Recognizing that he could not acquire these virtues all at once, he set to work on them one at a time. Believing that “the previous acquisition of some might facilitate the acquisition of certain others,” he arranged them in that particular order: “Temperance first, as it tends to procure that coolness and clearness of head, which is so necessary where constant vigilance was to be kept up, and guard maintained against the unremitting attraction of ancient habits, and the force of perpetual temptations.” What Franklin particularly had in mind when starting with temperance was to stop drinking so much at pubs, which had led him astray in the past. So for the first week of his program, he concentrated on temperance. He then continued down the list, completing all 13 in a quarter of a year and then starting over again. Day by day he kept a record in a tiny book in which he “might mark, by a little black spot, every fault I found upon examination to have been committed respecting that virtue.”
 

He found this daily record keeping both informative and rewarding. On the one hand, he was surprised to be “so much fuller of faults than I had imagined”; on the other hand, he was pleased with “the satisfaction of seeing them diminished.” But despite his progress, Franklin kept returning to the program from time to time and always carried his list with him, even in old age. In assessing this lifetime of practice, he concluded, “[T]hough I never arrived at the perfection I had been so ambitious of obtaining, but fell far short of it, yet I was, by the endeavor, a better and happier man than I otherwise should have been if I had not attempted it.”
 

Franklin had good reasons to be satisfied with the results. Within a decade of setting his self-improvement program in motion, he had built a printing and publishing business that would leave him well off. With this newfound financial security, he was able to pursue his interests in science and statesmanship, which led to brilliant achievements and worldwide fame. But even more than these trappings of success, Franklin was grateful for “that evenness of temper, and that cheerfulness in conversation” that he attributed to his devoted practice of “the joint influence of the whole mass of virtues, even in the imperfect state he was able to acquire them.” So convinced was he of the value of his program that he kept toying with the possibility of publishing a self-help book called The Art of Virtue, to supplement what he had already explained in his Autobiography.
 

Separating Character and Personality
 

Some of Benjamin Franklin’s ideas about personality have a great deal in common with those I have discussed so far. He, too, recognized that people’s individual differences could be thought of in terms of a set of traits. He, too, recognized that they are influenced by genes (which he called “natural inclination”) and by environmental factors such as culture (“custom”) and peers (“company”). And, being a lover of lists, Franklin would have been happy to organize his thoughts about his basic personality tendencies in terms of the Big Five.
 

Had Franklin assessed his own Big Five traits while drafting the self-improvement plan, he would have found much he was pleased with. The most obvious was his very high Extraversion, especially gregariousness, enthusiasm, and good humor. Also obvious was his self-confidence and freedom from negative emotions, signs of low Neuroticism, and his curiosity and creativity, signs of high Openness.
 

But Franklin wasn’t particularly interested in these characteristics, which he considered part of his God-given temperament and which he took for granted. Instead, he was raised to believe that the most important part of personality was its moral aspect, which was acquired through personal effort. To Franklin, this meant that he could build his own character by working on those virtues that seemed in most need of improvement. He also believed that good character was his ticket to both productivity and happiness.
 

Franklin was not alone in this belief. Through the ages philosophers and religious leaders have encouraged the development of good character. What mainly distinguished Franklin’s ideas from those of his predecessors was his elaborate practical method for self-improvement. Instead of simply singing the praises of a series of virtues, Franklin wrote out a personal to-do list and a step-by-step plan for upgrading one virtue at a time. Recognizing that backsliding is natural, he committed himself to repeated practice. Recognizing that some virtues, such as humility and order, were particularly hard for him to achieve, he decided to lower his standards and cut himself some slack. The result was a program that was explicit, realistic, and, as he looked back on it, seemingly effective.
 

Over the years, Franklin’s ideas about character attracted many admirers. He also had some critics who disagreed with the list of moral virtues he chose to emphasize. But despite such disagreements, most Americans who lived in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries shared the view that character was the most significant part of personality—and the part that could be improved through conscious effort.
 

Nevertheless, when scientific studies of personality were getting underway in the 1930s, the decision was made to separate the concept of character from the concept of personality. A leading proponent of this separation was Gordon Allport, whose research on categorizing personality traits I described in Chapter 1. Having been raised in a pious Midwestern Methodist family, Allport recognized that his personal values were not shared by everyone and had no place in his scientific work. As he put it:
 

Whenever we speak of character we are likely to imply a moral standard and make a judgment of value. This complication worries psychologists who wish to keep the actual structure and functioning of personality free from judgments of moral acceptability .... Now one may, of course, make a judgment of value concerning a personality as a whole, or concerning any part of personality: “He is a noble fellow.” “She has many endearing qualities.” In both cases we are saying that the person in question has traits which, when viewed by some outside social or moral standards, are desirable. The raw psychological fact is that the person’s qualities are simply what they are. Some observers (and some cultures) may find them noble and endearing; others may not. For this reason—and to be consistent with our own definition—we prefer to define character as personality evaluated; and personality, if you will, as character devaluated.3

 

So when Allport scanned the dictionary to collect the raw material for a study of personality traits, he excluded words such as virtuous and noble that make moral judgments. Others who developed the Big Five followed his lead. Although they named some facets with moral-sounding words such as altruism and modesty, they insisted on using them in a purely descriptive way without expressing opinions about the merits of high or low scores.
 

The clinicians who defined the Top Ten patterns in DSM-IV also tried to withhold moral judgments. Trained to be open-minded about their patients’ behavior, they were guided by a professional code of conduct that used functional concepts such as adaptive and maladaptive rather than moral ones such as good and bad. Their functional view recognizes that there may be advantages and disadvantages to degrees of expression of different traits and patterns, and that any of them can be adaptive in certain circumstances.
 

But even though this functional view appears morally neutral, it recognizes that certain patterns are worth singling out because they tend to bring grief to those who express them and to those they deal with. In fact, the negative reaction to these troublesome patterns is the main reason they are considered maladaptive. And because such negative reactions are frequently expressed as moral judgments, it should come as no surprise that features of the Top Ten are also spoken of as “character flaws” in ordinary conversation. To emphasize this point, I have listed examples in Table 5.1.
 

Table 5.1 The Top Ten as Character Flaws
 

[image: image]
 

Identifying maladaptive patterns as character flaws isn’t just an idiosyncratic judgment. There appears to be a widespread preference for people who are honest, courageous, emotionally stable, flexible, productive, modest, generous, trusting, sociable, and only moderately quirky—the sorts of individuals with none of the ten flaws on the list. Put simply, behaviors that we consider signs of good character may also be adaptive because most of us recognize them as being desirable, prefer to deal with those who express them, and tend to stay away from those who do not.
 

We make such judgments all the time. And we place heavy emphasis on character in our intuitive assessments of people. Although our minds are naturally tuned to notice all of a person’s major traits, those traits that really grab our attention and dominate our thinking have a moral flavor that is linked to emotional reactions.4
 

Why is this so? Why do traits with a moral quality have such a powerful effect on us? Is this just a reflection of the cultural influences that Allport emphasized? Or does something more elemental and deep-seated about them beg for explicit attention? Might there be moral instincts that incorporate specific emotions into our assessments of people?
 

Moral Instincts and Moral Emotions
 

The idea that there are moral instincts is not new, and one of its main proponents was none other than Charles Darwin. Having recognized that instinctive social behaviors of animals evolved by natural selection, Darwin concluded that the same was also true for humans and that this process contributed to the development of our moral feelings and actions. As he put it in The Descent of Man, “any animal whatever, endowed with well-marked social instincts, the parental and filial affections being here included, would inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well, or nearly as well developed, as in man.”5
 

To grasp the significance of Darwin’s suggestion, it helps to translate it into the language of genes. What Darwin was saying is that social and moral instincts, and the brain circuits that control them, evolved in the same way as other innate mental processes of thinking and feeling—by the natural selection of relevant gene variants—and that a reason the human genome contains many gene variants that promote social and moral instincts is that such variants contribute to fitness.
 

In the case of those instincts that lead people to nurture their children and to be generous to other close kin, the selective advantage is easily identified: It is the perpetuation of shared genes, the great driving force of evolution. But why would our conscience and social instincts also impel us to be generous to strangers? Given that fitness is determined by competition between individuals, shouldn’t the genes that contribute to selfishness be the ones that are naturally selected? What forces would favor the selection of the genes and psychological mechanisms that restrain selfishness and promote what we call moral behavior?
 

A persuasive answer, which was proposed most forcefully by Robert Trivers,6 is that moral instincts—the instincts that lead us to behave in ways that benefit other individuals or the general social order—evolved because they also benefit those who express them. Put simply, primitive forms of these instincts, such as the cautious extension of generosity to strangers, led to the selection of people who returned the favor. The mutual benefits of such reciprocal altruism—doing favors for others so that they will do favors for you—is believed to have been one driving force behind the natural selection of gene variants that contribute to morality.7
 

As with other instincts, such as our instinct to speak, scientists believe that the instinct to reciprocate evolved by modifications of brain circuits that had already become established for other reasons. In the case of the moral instincts, Frans de Waal8 suggests that they may have had their beginnings in circuits for emotional contagion. One example de Waal gives of this primitive form of empathy is the instantaneous spread of fear from a bird that senses danger through the whole grazing flock, which immediately takes to the air. Another is the spread of crying from one infant in a newborn nursery to all the other infants in the room. In de Waal’s view, such emotional contagion may have been the basis for the next type of empathy, which he calls sympathetic concern. An example is the mutual embrace of a group of infant monkeys when one of them is in distress. From these simple beginnings, new emotional brain circuits appear to have evolved9 that immediately reward both the donor and the recipient of altruistic behavior with positive feelings.
 

The most obvious of these rewarding moral emotions10 is gratitude, the feeling that wells up in us in response to kindness and inclines us to reciprocate. This warm feeling transcends any conscious ideas we have about paying someone back. Instead of reacting like robots that are programmed to give tit for tat, we appear to have evolved a tendency to feel good about returning a favor.
 

The same is true of compassion, which adds emotional energy to our tendency to help those in need. We don’t simply make the rational calculation that someone requires assistance and that we will uphold the social order by coming to their aid. We also empathize with their pain and feel an inner sense of moral goodness as we bring them relief.
 

Even more unequivocally selfless is the emotion called elevation, the feeling of warmth and expansion when we simply witness or hear about acts of great kindness and compassion. If you have any doubt about the deeply ingrained nature of moral emotions, think of the tears of happiness that may come to your eyes when you observe something good happening to total strangers, tears that may flow freely not only in real life, but also while engaged in the make-believe world of the movies. Because of these properties, Jonathan Haidt has called elevation “the most prototypical moral emotion of all.”11
 

But Trivers also recognized that even though these positive moral emotions provide attractive internal rewards for moral behavior, they are not sufficiently powerful to override selfishness.12 To defend against cheaters and maintain the benefits of cooperation, we have also evolved moral circuits that are linked to negative emotions—moralistic anger, contempt, and disgust. When triggered by unfairness or by actions that seem morally repugnant, these negative emotions are usually coupled with facial and body reactions that instantly communicate disapproval and warn the violator to expect retaliation. They also generate internal feelings of indignation that may short-circuit our positive moral emotions and cause us to ostracize people who don’t play by the rules.
 

These negative moral emotions are surprisingly easily to elicit. For example, just seeing someone cut into a line—whether we’re in the line or not—may trigger moralistic anger; seeing a referee unjustly penalize our favorite football team may make us fighting mad; learning that a public figure has engaged in an immoral sexual relationship may elicit profound feelings of disgust and contempt; and even reading words that describe character flaws, such as those in Table 5.1, may arouse flickers of negative moral emotions.
 

Such moral condemnation is so effective because it triggers the offender’s negative emotions and makes that person feel bad. Just a simple look of disdain or disgust may instantly elicit shame, embarrassment, or guilt. As we become socialized, the desire to avoid such mental anguish may keep us from even considering actions that would make others criticize us—from wearing the wrong clothes at a party to engaging in flagrant misconduct.
 

The ease with which we feel these positive and negative moral emotions underscores their power. However, as with other behavioral mechanisms, there are great individual differences. Some people are strongly inclined to feel gratitude, compassion, and elevation, while others find it easier to feel disgust, anger, and contempt. Some (antisocials) cheat all the time, while others (paranoids) specialize in detecting cheaters. Some (avoidants) are especially likely to feel embarrassed, while others (schizoids) are much less sensitive to disapproving glances. But even though considerable variations exist, most of us readily experience, recognize, and respond to each of the positive and negative moral emotions. All of this fits with Darwin’s idea that humans have evolved innate mental machinery that provides a biological basis for our moral behavior.
 

Different Cultures, Common Values
 

But instincts and emotions just provide the raw materials for our morality. Cultures provide the critical details. As Darwin pointed out:
 

[A]fter the power of language had been acquired, and the wishes of the community could be expressed, the common opinion how each member ought to act for the public good, would naturally become in a paramount degree the guide to action ... [F]or the social instinct ... is, like any other instinct, greatly strengthened by habit, and so consequently would be obedience to the wishes and judgment of the community.13

 

Such wishes and judgments of the community vary greatly from culture to culture, and this was the reason Allport felt obliged to eliminate the concept of character from the scientific study of personality. But a group of psychologists led by Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman have challenged that decision.14 In a study of the major Eastern and Western religious and philosophical traditions, they found universal admiration for a large number of character strengths. The strengths that are highly valued in all cultures were combined into six categories, which they call the six core virtues:
 

• Temperance—Strengths such as self-control and prudence that protect against excess

 

• Courage—Strengths such as bravery and persistence that help accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external or internal

 

• Humanity—Strengths such as kindness and love that involve tending to and befriending others

 

• Justice—Strengths such as fairness and citizenship that contribute to community life

 

• Wisdom—Strengths such as open-mindedness and love of learning that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge

 

• Transcendence—Strengths such as awe and spirituality that forge connections to the larger universe and provide meaning

 

Other researchers have also recognized universally admired character strengths, and Robert Cloninger, a psychiatrist, has developed his own way of categorizing them. In his view, character has three main components, which he calls self-directedness, cooperativeness, and self-transcendence.15 Self-directedness refers to control of the self by being purposeful, responsible, and resourceful. It overlaps with temperance and courage. Cooperativeness refers to forming mutually beneficial relationships with other people by being empathic, compassionate, and principled. It overlaps with humanity and justice. Self-transcendence refers to awareness of our participation in the world as a whole by being spiritual, wise, and idealistic. It overlaps with wisdom and transcendence.
 

But recognizing the universal admiration of core virtues doesn’t preclude variations in cultural emphasis. In fact, obvious differences exist in the degree to which cultures prize particular virtues. In thinking about a person’s character, it is important to pay attention to the way someone expresses both universal and culture-based values.
 

The Power of Culture-Based Values
 

To study differences in culture-based values, Richard Shweder, an anthropologist, divided the moral order of each culture into three categories that resemble those Cloninger used to describe individuals. Shweder calls his categories ethics of autonomy, which resembles self-directedness; ethics of community, which resembles cooperativeness; and ethics of divinity, which resembles self-transcendence.16
 

The first of Shweder’s categories, the ethics of autonomy, views each person as a free agent. Its main focus is maximizing the rights of the individual and achieving personal excellence. But the ethics of autonomy also balances the individual’s right to self-fulfillment with a commitment to equal autonomy for all. It is the predominant moral view in many contemporary secular cultures.
 

The ethics of community turns this around by sacrificing some autonomy for the benefits of having a defined place in an organized group. It views the family and the community as the most important entities, whose moral integrity and reputation must be protected by each of its members. It also views each person primarily in terms of social roles and obligations rather than individual rights. Its main moral themes—duty, hierarchy, and interdependence—have a central place in traditional cultures.
 

The third category, the ethics of divinity, permeates the traditional cultures in which religion plays a major role. It views each person as a manifestation of a grand universal design that transcends individuals and provides a spiritual basis for moral behavior. In some versions, each person is seen as a responsible bearer and representative of a holy legacy rather than as a mundane practitioner of reciprocal altruism.
 

Breaking down a moral system into these three categories is not just an abstract exercise. It can also help us recognize how our own culture shapes our personal moral judgments. Consider, for example, something as seemingly trivial as the proper way to address your father. To most contemporary Americans, who are largely governed by the ethics of autonomy, it is acceptable to use his first name. But in the traditional Hindu society that Shweder studied in India, it is considered extremely disrespectful, a violation of both family hierarchy (community) and the sacred natural order (divinity).
 

The same approach can also help us understand the basis for the passionate disagreement about the morality of abortion by two groups of Americans who are each convinced that they are right. In this case, the pro-choice group belongs to a subculture that emphasizes a version of the ethics of autonomy that gives priority to the individual woman’s right to protect herself from what she considers a very harmful outcome and downplays the right to life of the unborn fetus. In contrast, the pro-life group belongs to a subculture that emphasizes a version of the ethics of divinity that gives priority to the sanctity of all human souls.17
 

When considered in terms of the values of their cultures, it becomes easy to see how two people who are equally endowed with moral instincts and emotions can fervently defend such different positions. In judging the character of an individual, it is thus important to separate the person’s culture-specific values from his or her rankings on those values that are universally admired. Little relationship may exist between the religious, political, and philosophical worldviews mandated by their culture and their personal rankings on temperance, courage, justice, humanity, wisdom, and transcendence.
 

The Character of Benjamin Franklin
 

To see why it’s important to separate culture-specific values and universal values in judging a person’s character, let’s go back to Benjamin Franklin. One reason he makes a good subject is that there has been surprisingly intense disagreement about this aspect of his personality. Even though everyone recognizes Franklin’s great contributions as a founding father, many critics have challenged the depth of his morality.
 

Much of this controversy centers on what Franklin included in his list of 13 virtues, as well as on what he left out. If you look over the list, you will see that almost all of the virtues are simply tactics for self-regulation and self-organization—the ethics of autonomy. To his fans, Franklin’s practical tactics for success are worth emulating. A recent example is Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, which describes a stepwise plan for getting ahead that was inspired by Franklin.18 But critics are disappointed in Franklin’s focus on the practical and condemn him for neglecting the higher and more inspiring aspects of morality. He has even been accused of representing “the least praiseworthy qualities of the inhabitants of the new world: miserliness, fanatical practicality, and lack of interest in what are usually known as spiritual things .... He had a cheap and shabby soul.”19
 

Walter Isaacson, who has summarized several hundred years of such polarized assessments, believes that these divergent opinions are largely culture-based, a reflection of a split in the American view of good character that was already developing in Franklin’s lifetime. As Isaacson put it, “Franklin represents ... the side of pragmatism versus romanticism, of practical benevolences versus moral crusading ... of religious tolerance rather than evangelical faith ... of social mobility rather than an established elite ... of middle-class virtues rather than more ethereal noble aspirations.”20
 

Franklin would probably agree about this cultural split. But he would then try to convince you that he had picked the right side. He might begin by pointing out that, instead of being purely selfish, his emphasis on self-development was also designed to help others. And instead of having a “cheap and shabby soul,” he would argue that he was devoted to many high ideals, such as human rights, and had done a lot to implement them. As for spirituality, he would tell you that he valued that, too, but that he had replaced the puritanical God of his childhood with a benevolent one who “delights in the happiness of those He has created ... and delights to see me virtuous.”21 To express his belief in this benevolent God, Franklin added the following daily prayer to his table of 13 virtues:
 

O powerful Goodness! bountiful Father! merciful Guide! Increase in me that wisdom which discovers my truest interest. Strengthen my resolutions to perform what wisdom dictates. Accept my kind offices to thy other children as the only return in my power for thy continual favors to me.

 

So was Franklin right to conclude that he was virtuous? Was he right to consider writing The Art of Virtue as a guidebook for us all? One way to assess his character is to consider how he ranked on the six universally admired categories of virtues. Focusing on them helps minimize the influence of our culture-based values.
 

Starting with temperance, defined as “strengths that protect against excess,” Franklin readily acknowledged that he had a lot of excess to protect against. In fact, his whole self-improvement project was explicitly designed to rein himself in. So it’s not an accident that his list of virtues featured efforts to control himself. And these efforts may have worked. From what we know of Franklin’s life, he deserves a fairly respectable score on temperance.
 

Turning to courage, Franklin gets high marks. A notable example is the way he faced down vicious personal attacks from the British Crown before and during the American Revolution. And he frequently put himself in harm’s way to defend causes and principles he believed in. This didn’t spare him from being criticized by the more steadfast John Adams, who believed that Franklin was too willing to compromise in difficult negotiations. But to Franklin, this was a sign of shrewdness rather than cowardice.
 

When it comes to Justice, Franklin’s score skyrockets. He was, in fact, deeply committed to fairness and good citizenship. His recognition of the value of mutual assistance was already clear by age 21, when he organized the Junto, a club of a dozen up-and-coming young men who met regularly on Friday evenings to educate and inspire each other. Franklin’s interests also extended to the much larger community, which he enriched by helping to found many important institutions, from a lending library and a fire brigade to the University of Pennsylvania and the United States of America.
 

Moving on to humanity, Franklin deserved only a middling score for the warmth of his personal relationships. As Isaacson pointed out, “His friendships with men ... were more affable than intimate. He had a genial affection for his wife, but not enough love to prevent him from spending fifteen of the last seventeen years of their marriage an ocean away. His relationship with her was a practical one.22” Joseph Ellis considers Franklin a master of superficial interpersonal relationships, “a man of multiple masks ... whose most sustained expressions of affection came late in life with his grandchildren.”23 But Franklin was hardly a cold fish; closeness to others was just not his highest priority.
 

In wisdom, however, Franklin was at the very top: creative, curious, open-minded, eager to learn new things and to provide counsel to others. These exceptional strengths were apparent in his many practical inventions, in his famous research on electricity, and in his brilliant achievements as a diplomat and statesman. Most important, Franklin was eager to apply his broad knowledge to help others live richer lives.
 

But unlike Franklin’s high score on wisdom, which is generally accepted, his high transcendence is not obvious to everyone. Being known for his down-to-earth practicality, many people overlook Franklin’s dedication to great causes, such as religious tolerance, and to the development of the physical sciences that help us find our place in the universe. They also may fail to see that his commitment to self-improvement was not only designed to get him ahead, but was also an expression of his lofty idea that everyone can live a rewarding life if they set their mind to it. So Franklin did, in fact, find meaning in great ideals, and he certainly felt a sense of awe about the natural world. But he chose to express his transcendent feelings in practical actions rather than in flowery rhetoric.
 

When taken together I think that Franklin had good reason to be pleased with his character as well as his achievements. His is not a simple story of a self-made man. It is also the story of a man who was serious about his character, a man who learned to moderate his weaknesses and build on his strengths. Proud though he was of what he had made of himself, he was also aware of his limitations and looked with tolerant amusement at those of others.
 

Why Character Matters
 

When Gordon Allport decided to “keep the actual structure and functioning of personality free from judgments of moral acceptability,” he opened the way to objective assessments of individual differences in our basic traits. But sizing up people is never completely objective. When we first meet people, we don’t just notice their Big Five traits. We also form an intuitive impression of their character.
 

As we get to know them better, we flesh out details of their objective and moral characteristics. But the moral ones tend to stand out because they speak most directly to our emotions, drawing us to those individuals with a mix of virtues that we find attractive and turning us away from those who do not. Although our description of a personality relies heavily on information that is contained within the Big Five and the Top Ten, we are most moved by the moral and emotional assessment of the whole package, using both universal and culture-specific criteria.
 

Allport recognized the importance of such moral assessments. He was just fearful that they would muddy up the rational judgments that science depends on. But in making sense of a person, we have good reason to remain deeply interested in their character because it gives us a very meaningful framework for dealing with them. And this moral perspective is particularly relevant when considering the person’s life story, which I turn to in the following chapter.
 
  


Six. Identity: Creating a Personal Story
 

Until now, I’ve considered the aspects of personality that can be broken down into traits, patterns, and virtues. But to understand someone, we need to know more. Although we can piece together a revealing profile from these components, we can’t complete the picture without information about the guiding principles of the person’s life. To get this information, we need to shift our attention to his or her personal story.
 

Creating stories is one of the basic functions of the human mind.1 It is our way of organizing sequences of experiences by inferring cause-and-effect relationships that can help us predict future events. In sizing up people, we use this process to create stories about how they got to be the way they are. Within these stories are our inferences about their motives, where they’re headed, and what we can expect from them. It is our way of converting all the mental snapshots we have taken into mental movies of their lives, with flashbacks of critical episodes and projections about what will happen next. We use the same narrative process to compose stories about ourselves.
 

Composing stories begins in childhood, and events during that period have their effect on our developing personality. But the stories we are mainly interested in are not simply records of objective biographical details. They are, instead, imaginative interpretations of who we are—interpretations that we begin working on seriously in our early teens. As this process unfolds in young adulthood, it gives rise to our sense of identity with which we steer the course of our lives.
 

This chapter is about the sense of identity, the subset of personality that psychologist Dan McAdams defines as “the personal myth you construct to define who you are.”2 Although traits, patterns, and virtues contribute to the creation of this personal myth, they don’t tell us what it is. To grasp it, we need to learn what makes a person’s life feel unified, purposeful, and meaningful, a view expressed in the form of a self-defining story.
 

Erik Erikson, whom you met in Chapter 4, first recognized the importance of such self-definition as an essential step in growing up.3 In his view, the adolescent challenge of reconciling goals and interests with social opportunities and expectations is what leads us to construct an initial draft of identity. To meet this challenge, we each develop our own characteristic ways of dealing with the world,4 along with an overall sense of who we are. We do this gradually and intuitively, without much conscious thought.
 

Some people make this process seem easy. By their mid-teens, they have an idea about the kind of person they want to be and the path they intend to follow. This is more readily achieved in traditional societies with limited and well-defined choices. But it also happens in complex modern societies. For example, Supreme Court Justice Elena Kagan made clear her interest in becoming a judge while still in high school, and she even posed in a judicial robe for her yearbook.
 

Others have a harder time deciding who they are. They may find it so difficult to bring their abilities, goals, and ideals in line with social demands that they drop out of school or quit their jobs. In certain cases, this inner struggle continues well into adulthood, a condition that Erikson personally experienced and that he called an identity crisis.5 It took him many years to settle on his identity, which he continued to work on for the rest of his life.
 

Paying attention to a person’s sense of identity is important because it can put you in his or her shoes. Unlike the analytic understanding that comes from making a list of traits and virtues, learning about a person’s view of the past and hopes for the future promotes empathic understanding. Considering the noteworthy events and circumstances in the narrative of someone’s life may encourage you to identify with the struggles she encountered, the failures she experienced, and the strengths she displayed. Putting yourself in someone else’s shoes may also lead you to think about who you might have become if you had been in the same situation, and this will often help you clarify your judgment of her character. To see what I mean, let’s consider a famous story.
 

Oprah Winfrey Shapes Her Identity
 

Oprah Winfrey’s Wikipedia page begins with a paragraph of superlatives that describes her as follows:
 

[A]n American television host, actress, producer, and philanthropist, best known for her self-titled, multi-award-winning talk show, which has become the highest-rated program of its kind in history. She has been ranked the richest African-American of the twentieth century and beyond, the greatest black philanthropist in American history, and was once the world’s only black billionaire. She is also, according to some assessments, the most influential woman in the world.

 

What makes these achievements all the more remarkable is that they were hardly predictable from her turbulent early life.
 

Born in 1954 to a teenage mother from a small town in rural Mississippi, Oprah was initially raised by her maternal grandmother and other members of her extended family. But this stability ended when Oprah was six. At first she went to Milwaukee to be with her mother, and then she was sent to Nashville to live with Vernon Winfrey, who, at the time, believed he was her biological father. In 1963, after struggling with Vernon’s strict discipline, Oprah returned to Milwaukee.
 

This new environment brought sexual activity and abuse.6 It started when Oprah’s cousin reportedly raped her when she was nine. By her own admission, Oprah was also sexually promiscuous from an early age. Her younger sister claims that, at 13, Oprah was even selling sex to boys at her house while her mother was at work.7 Feeling that she couldn’t control her, Oprah’s mother sent her back to Vernon.
 

It could have been too late. Shortly after Oprah arrived at Vernon’s, in time to enroll in the first integrated class at East Nashville High School, it became apparent that she was pregnant. In February 1969, having just turned 15, Oprah delivered a baby boy.
 

So far, this all sounds like the familiar story of a poor child born out of wedlock who replicates her mother’s struggles. But in Oprah’s case the baby, who was born prematurely, died about a month later. As Vernon told her, “God has chosen to take this baby, and so I think God is giving you a second chance.”8 It was, like the pregnancy itself, one of those fateful events that can shape the course of a life. To Oprah, it meant putting everything behind her and behaving as if it had never happened.
 

Oprah could move on so easily because she had already rejected the possibility of settling for the role of unwed teenage mother. At 15, she had big plans for herself and wouldn’t let anything stand in her way. Furthermore, the future she envisioned—to be a famous entertainer—would be based on the talents and personality traits that already made her an engaging performer as a little girl.
 

Those talents and traits were obvious from the time Oprah was three, when she wowed her congregation by reciting Bible stories in church. And, as she tells it, her decision to go on stage had already crystallized when she was ten, while watching Diana Ross’s enthusiastic reception on The Ed Sullivan Show. To Oprah, who considers that the moment when her identity began to gel, the success of the glamorous African-American singer convinced her that she, too, could become a star. Even though she went through an adolescent period of wildness, she continued to believe that she was destined to be famous, and she kept her eye on that prize.
 

After the birth of her baby, the wildness subsided and she grabbed her second chance. This was also a time when affirmative action was beginning, and Oprah’s integrated high school brought new opportunities, including classes in speech and drama that prepared her to win oratory contests. While still in high school, she also got a part-time broadcasting job at Nashville’s African-American radio station. Instead of descending into the dead-end role of unwed teenage mother, the 17-year-old Oprah was envied by her classmates and already was becoming larger than life.
 

More success followed. Her radio performances soon led to a job at a local television station, and, at age 20, Oprah became Nashville’s first black female TV personality. A few years later she was hired to anchor the evening news in Baltimore. Then, after some setbacks, the seasoned 29-year-old moved on to Chicago to build what soon became the nationally syndicated Oprah Winfrey Show.
 

While professional achievements continued, Oprah’s personal life was not very satisfying. Throughout her twenties, she had stormy relationships with men who didn’t stay with her. She also struggled with her weight, which had ballooned to 233 pounds when she arrived in Chicago. But instead of trying to hide her own problems, Oprah learned that she could turn some of them to her advantage.
 

The most famous example came in a 1985 show about childhood sexual abuse in which a tearful Oprah unexpectedly revealed that she, too, had been raped as a child. Rather than being pitied as a helpless victim, she was pleased to find herself admired as a symbol of resilience and a fearless spokesperson for the rights of women. Her obesity was also transformed from something shameful to a challenge that she could share with her viewers, many of whom had a similar problem.
 

The public’s sympathy for Oprah’s struggles stimulated her to reshape her personal myth. Instead of just aiming to be a glamorous star like Diana Ross, she became a champion of self-acceptance and recovery. Over the years, Oprah even started to think of her role as a service to a higher cause. As she herself put it, “I am the instrument of God .... My show is my ministry.”9 This spiritual aspect took many forms as her stardom increased.
 

Identity As a Story
 

Oprah’s story makes good reading because she became so successful. But it also illustrates the general factors that influence the way the rest of us form mental pictures of who we are. Each case involves a constellation of traits and talents that reflect, in part, the genes we happen to have been born with. Each case involves influential life circumstances, such as gender, family, social class, nationality, culture, ethnicity, religion, and ongoing world events. Each case involves chance events, opportunities, and encounters that we react to and become deeply affected by. In each case the interplay of these factors is sorted and integrated to generate the characteristic ways we deal with our world. In each case these coalesce into an internal sense of principles and goals. And even though they are mainly formulated without much conscious thought, each of us sums up our version of the result in the form of a story.10
 

In Oprah’s case, the story she developed is one of talent overcoming deprivation, abuse, racial prejudice, and teenage mistakes; of ambition leading to opportunities; of hard work leading to professional advancement; and of the gradual realization that her own self-acceptance can teach and inspire others. To fill in the details, she tells us that she knew from an early age that she could be a star; that even though she faltered because of mistreatment and personal failings, she didn’t let this stop her; and that, in the end, she is serving God’s purpose as well as her own.
 

Is this really Oprah’s story? How much is she making up? What is she leaving out? The same questions can be asked of each of us. And the reason we find it hard to answer them is that we all have been greatly influenced by events and encounters whose impact we may be unaware of, including many that were accidental.11 Even when we made deliberate decisions about work or relationships, they may have affected us in ways that we don’t really understand. As our identity formed, important memories were unconsciously modified to conform to the internal self-image we were creating, and the past was shaped to make a more coherent story. Here is how Erikson described the development of an identity by creating a personal story:
 

To be adult means, among other things, to see one’s own life in continuous perspective, both in retrospect and in prospect. By accepting some definition of who he is, usually on the basis of a function in an economy, a place in the sequence of generations, and a status in the structure of society, the adult is able to selectively reconstruct his past in such a way that, step by step, it seems to have planned him, or better, he seems to have planned it. In this sense, psychologically we do choose our parents, our family history, and the history of our kings, heroes, and gods. By making them our own, we maneuver ourselves into the inner position of proprietors, of creators.”12

 

In Oprah’s case, her relatives have questioned some of her selective reconstructions. For example, a cousin has challenged her memory of an extremely deprived childhood: “She’s not straight with the truth. Never has been .... You should’ve seen the clothes and dolls and toys and little books that Aunt Hat brought home for her ... the ribbons and ruffled pinafores.”13 Members of her family have also disputed Oprah’s description of childhood sexual abuse.14 But no one would deny that she experienced hardships as a little girl who was shuttled between parents in different cities. Nor would they deny the difficulties she faced while pregnant at 14 and dealing with the premature birth and then death of her baby boy. So even though there’s some uncertainty about the details, her story can still be properly told as one of recovery from adversity and as a triumph of talent, hard work, and determination. And even though what we know about Oprah’s story is surely incomplete, mulling it over helps us understand her better.
 

Benjamin Franklin also made liberal use of selective reconstructions. As Walter Isaacson pointed out in discussing Franklin’s inventions, “the most interesting thing that Franklin invented, and continually reinvented, was himself. America’s first great publicist ... he carefully crafted his own persona, portrayed it in public, and polished it for posterity.”15 Nevertheless, the story Franklin told in his Autobiography still gives us a good idea of what he was really like.
 

Erikson wasn’t put off by such inventiveness. Instead, he believed that inventive interpretations are essential to building a coherent identity. This is particularly important in adolescence, when we may be attracted to ideas and attitudes that differ greatly from those we were raised with and find ourselves struggling to reconcile them. To bring change and continuity together, we seek out friends and environments that support what we want to become, while consciously and unconsciously inventing a story that explains this new synthesis to ourselves.16
 

The story becomes more detailed over a lifetime as we meet new challenges, and Erikson emphasized three that present themselves after we complete a first draft of identity.17 He called the challenge of young adulthood “intimacy versus isolation,” which can be met by developing close friendships and an enduring romantic relationship. He called the challenge of middle adulthood “generativity versus self-absorption,” which can be met by parenting, mentorship, and altruistic contributions to the community. He called the challenge of late adulthood “integrity versus despair,” which can be met by finding a way to look back at one’s whole life story with understanding and satisfaction.
 

To Erikson, it seemed natural to think of these challenges in chronological sequence. But he also recognized that we keep working on all of them throughout our lives. Intimacy is not confined to young adulthood, generative contributions to the welfare of others may begin before middle age, and satisfaction with the integrated self we have become does not need to be postponed until we are in a nursing home. So even though it can be useful to break down a person’s story into developmental chapters, we must also recognize that their contents overlap. Thoughtfully editing all parts of a story—and the identity that it represents—is necessary not only for making plans for the future, but also for adapting to the present and accepting the past.
 

Complicated though this process is, we are all continuously guided by our evolving sense of our own identity and by our inferences about the identity of the people we are engaged with. And we make these inferences by looking at the past and the future through stories.
 

Steve Jobs Tells Three Stories
 

We don’t just create stories internally to keep us aware of who we are. We also tell them to others to project our identity. As we get to know someone, we listen to that person’s stories and tell our own. Sharing stories helps us to get to know each other in ways that are not apparent from simply observing behavior.
 

A good example of the informativeness of personal stories comes from a commencement address by Steve Jobs. Delivered at Stanford in 2005, it described three pivotal life episodes and the lessons he learned from them.18
 

The first story Jobs told was about his own college experience. A promising student, he started at Reed College, a small liberal arts school, when he was 17. But “after six months,” Jobs said, “I couldn’t see the value in it. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life and no idea how college was going to help me figure it out. And here I was spending all of the money my parents had saved their entire life. So I decided to drop out and trust that it would work out okay.”
 

Jobs was not, however, the ordinary dropout. Having freed himself from curricular requirements, he decided to get educated on his own terms. So he stayed at Reed for another few semesters, sleeping on the floor in friends’ rooms, turning in discarded Coke bottles to get money for food, and dropping in on classes that looked interesting. Among them was a course in calligraphy that he loved so much that he later insisted on including multiple typefaces in the fonts of the Macintosh computer. From this he drew two lessons: “Much of what I stumbled into by following my curiosity and intuition turned out to be priceless later on,” and “You have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have to trust in something—your gut, destiny, life, karma, whatever.”
 

The second story jumps over the starting of Apple with Steve Wozniak when Jobs was 20, to a low point ten years later, when he was fired by John Sculley, the man he had recruited to be its CEO. Humiliated at first, Jobs went on to new greatness at Pixar and subsequently realized that “getting fired from Apple was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again, less sure about everything. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods in my life.” After a 12-year hiatus, Jobs returned to a faltering Apple to preside over its spectacular rebirth.
 

The third story is about another low point. Diagnosed with a form of pancreatic cancer, Jobs had it surgically removed in 2004. But again he saw a lesson. Instead of slowing him down, this near-death experience reaffirmed that “your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life .... And, most important, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition.”
 

These three stories tell us a lot about Steve Jobs and the way he sees himself. From the age of 17, he had the confidence, resourcefulness, self-discipline, and ambition to follow his curiosity and do things his way. When faced with a crisis at 30, he relied on these qualities to bounce back. When confronted with cancer, he relied on them again.
 

At the close of his speech, Jobs summed up the essence of his identity, as reflected in the three stories. He said it could be described in four words: “Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish,” a motto from The Whole Earth Catalog. The intense motivation and curiosity that this motto implies are, to Jobs, what he is all about. And he recommended this way of seeing oneself to the new Stanford graduates.
 

There are, however, other ways of seeing Steve Jobs. Although his own narrative is informative, learning others’ stories about him can add a lot. In “The Trouble with Steve Jobs,” Peter Elkind, an editor of Fortune, sums up some of those stories.19
 

Among the troublesome features Elkind identified in the stories he collected, many can be attributed to Jobs’s low Agreeableness, which is not rare among top business leaders. From what Elkind learned, Jobs “oozes smug superiority” (arrogance), “periodically reduces subordinates to tears” (heartlessness), “fires employees in angry tantrums” (combativeness), and “is notoriously secretive” (suspiciousness and deception). Elkind also found signs of all three patterns of low Agreeableness: narcissistic, as revealed by smugness and an insistence on making his own rules; paranoid, as revealed by a level of secretiveness that even his Silicon Valley colleagues consider extreme; and antisocial, as suggested by reports that “he parks his Mercedes in handicapped spaces” and that he condoned backdating of stock options.
 

Another troublesome feature that Elkind identified is perfectionism, the dark side of Jobs’s exceptional competence. This dark side led John Sculley to call him “a zealot, his vision so pure that he couldn’t accommodate that vision to the imperfections of the world” and to fire him in 1985. This dark side also may trigger his low Agreeableness and lead him to call subordinates “shitheads” and “bozos” if they don’t meet his exceptional standards.
 

But to Jobs, the troublesome characteristics I’ve mentioned might just be inconvenient by-products of staying hungry and foolish. If you asked him why he isn’t nicer to people, he might say that he’d like to be but that it would get in the way of the true excellence he is striving for. If you asked him why he doesn’t lighten up a little and stop being such a control freak, he might explain that it’s all too easy to slide into mediocrity and that he’s simply not willing to lower his standards. Then he might go on to tell you that the ultimate justification for this way of being is apparent not just in the beauty and elegance of his products, but also in their social value and commercial success.
 

When viewed in this way, it is reasonable to conclude that much of Jobs’s personal myth is truly represented in his three stories. Of course, he might tell us other important stories as well, including those about his adoption and search for his biological parents; his youthful immersion in Buddhism and experimentation with LSD; the way he dealt with the birth of his first child out of wedlock when he was 23; and his relationship with his wife and their children—and each one deserves attention if you want to put yourself in Jobs’s shoes. But work appears to dominate Jobs’s life, and “Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish” is his way of explaining his approach to it.
 

Guiding principles that can be summarized so succinctly are not unusual. Dan McAdams, who has devoted his career to studying people’s life stories,20 finds that such principles become increasingly coherent as we settle into middle adulthood. Although some flexibility remains, to allow for adaptation to changing circumstances, inconsistencies tend to be reconciled as our stories mature. The essence of our personal myths can then be enunciated in a few simple phrases that we tell ourselves—and others—about who we are.
 
  


Seven. Putting It All Together
 

I opened this book with a famous phrase:
 

Every man is, in certain respects

 

(a) like all other men,

 

(b) like some other men,

 

(c) like no other man.

 

The phrase is by Clyde Kluckhohn, an anthropologist, and Henry Murray, a pioneering personality researcher,1 who wrote it in 1953, a time when man was a widely used synonym for person. Their words continue to remind me that understanding someone comes by focusing not only on his or her differences from others, but also on what we share.
 

Although this may seem obvious, our shared humanity is the first thing we need to acknowledge when trying to make sense of a person. Each of us has a human genome and a human brain. Each of us was once a small child. Each of us was raised in a complex culture and faces similar life challenges. Before considering someone’s distinguishing characteristics, it is important to pause for a moment to explicitly remember how we got to be the way we are, and how much we have in common.
 

Having consciously recognized this sameness, we are ready to consider the person’s notable differences from the many other people we know. In this book, I’ve described several ways of thinking about these differences. Here I will show you how to put them together by going back to the examples I used at the start: Bill Clinton and Barack Obama.
 

I chose these two familiar people because you have probably seen them in action on many different occasions. Even if you haven’t given them much conscious thought, you have probably formed intuitive pictures of what they are like. It is this intuition that is the raw material for a more methodical appraisal of their personalities.2
 

A Methodical Appraisal
 

A good way to begin this appraisal is with the Big Five and its facets. Although we form an initial impression of each of these traits when we meet someone new, we refine that impression as we see how the person behaves in various situations. So the Big Five scores we give people as we get to know them are really rough averages of many observations. In mentally computing a person’s average score for each trait, it is therefore important to also take note of characteristic behavioral nuances that stand out.3
 

In applying the Big Five, I start with Extraversion because it is usually easy to assess.4 I then continue to Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness. I find it helpful to stick to this fixed order when making my initial survey, but I jump around freely when I make mental revisions. As I’ve gained experience in sizing up people, I still find that this simple tool helps me notice aspects of a personality that I might have overlooked.
 

Having considered the Big Five and its facets, the next step is to focus on those traits that are particularly prominent. For example, Bill Clinton’s exceptionally high Extraversion would top his list. His other notable features, which I considered in Chapter 1, are relatively low Conscientiousness and an Agreeableness score that is lower than it may initially seem. In contrast, Barack Obama’s Conscientiousness is much higher than Clinton’s, and his Extraversion is conspicuously lower. Obama’s Neuroticism score is also notably low—so low that his advisers must sometimes prod him to express negative emotions.
 

After I have identified a person’s most prominent traits, I look for patterns. To get started, I look for evidence of four potentially troublesome ways of thinking about oneself: “I’m special,” “I’m right,” “I’m vulnerable,” and “I’m detached.” If I find a fit, I compare the characteristics of the person’s pattern with those of the Top Ten. For “I’m special,” I consider antisocial, histrionic, or narcissistic; for “I’m right,” I consider paranoid or compulsive; for “I’m vulnerable,” I consider avoidant, borderline, or dependent; and for “I’m detached,” I consider schizoid or schizotypal.
 

Although these ten patterns were initially identified because extreme forms are maladaptive, mild forms are common and are worth looking for in everyone. Even though none of them can describe someone perfectly, these patterns are points of comparison that can help you clarify what you actually observe. If you don’t see signs of any of them, that, too, is informative.
 

Again, Clinton and Obama are good examples. In Clinton’s case, he clearly thinks of himself as special. And even though he has good reason to be proud of his exceptional talents, his intense desire to be admired brings to mind the narcissistic pattern. This need to be surrounded by enthusiastic fans is common in people who become leaders and fuels their ambition and accomplishments. Convinced of their superiority, they project confidence and, like Clinton, often bounce back from major setbacks.
 

Clinton also exemplifies some of the troublesome aspects of this pattern. One is a feeling of being entitled to take advantage of others. A second is a sense of invulnerability that may impair judgment. It is this combination of entitlement and invulnerability that allowed Clinton to engage in a prolonged and poorly disguised sexual relationship with a White House intern while being investigated for earlier sexual improprieties. If you wondered how he could have put himself at great risk for so little reward, and how he was so careless in covering his tracks, it may help to remember that such behavior is not rare among invulnerable narcissists. So Clinton’s version of the narcissistic pattern, which has served him well in many ways, has an obvious downside.
 

Obama’s personality is very different than Clinton’s, and it doesn’t bring to mind any of the Top Ten. Although Obama is every bit as exceptional as Clinton, he doesn’t think of himself as special. Although he isn’t very gregarious and enjoys his privacy, he is hardly detached. Although he has clear goals and strong opinions, he isn’t blindly certain that he’s right. And his imperturbability and low Neuroticism make him the opposite of vulnerable. In Obama’s case, then, I see no signs of patterns that can be considered maladaptive.
 

Noticing patterns doesn’t only shift attention from the description of traits to an assessment of their adaptive value. It also sets the stage for another type of judgment using criteria that are explicitly moral. Unlike adaptive criteria, which are based on observations about what works for the person, moral criteria are influenced by our instincts about good and bad. What makes moral judgments so compelling is that they are powered by positive emotions such as compassion and by negative emotions such as contempt. In deciding what you think about someone, your observations come into sharp focus when viewed through the lens of morality.
 

But it’s important to remember that this moral lens is also shaped by the culture and subculture we belong to, and such cultural differences play a big part in the divergent moral judgments of Barack Obama and Bill Clinton. Members of some political subcultures consider one or both to be morally inspiring, while members of others look down at Obama for being morally aloof and for having no backbone, and sneer at Clinton for his flagrant misconduct and for being “slick Willie.”
 

Such moral opinions are generally experienced as gut reactions to specific characteristics that turn us on or off. But to make sense of someone, we need to think over our gut reactions by systematically evaluating the person’s character strengths and weaknesses. A good way to start is to consider how the person measures up on the three domains of character: self-directedness, cooperativeness, and self-transcendence. We can then flesh out the picture by examining the way the person expresses each of the six core virtues: temperance, courage, humanity, justice, wisdom, and transcendence.
 

In making a conscious moral assessment, I believe that it is also necessary to take note of the degree to which we are relying on universal as opposed to culture-based standards. I find this helpful in judging Clinton’s and Obama’s character strengths and weaknesses because it prompts me to recognize my cultural biases. It also inclines me to be more open-minded when I turn my attention to their life stories.
 

Thinking about a life story opens the floodgates to details that were ignored in the relatively abstract survey of traits, patterns, and virtues. It is in the context of someone’s story that we can include the many features that contribute to their uniqueness. These range from physical characteristics such as gender and appearance; to socioeconomic, ethnic, religious, and cultural factors; to family structure and educational opportunities; to strokes of good or bad luck —a vast amount of information that might overwhelm us if we hadn’t already built a tentative picture of someone’s personality. Having first formulated a working idea in the ways I’ve already described, we can try to understand how all these other factors contributed to the person’s sense of identity.
 

Here again, Obama and Clinton are good examples because they have told us many stories in their autobiographies. In them, they have explained their ways of thinking while dealing with a series of challenges, opportunities, and lucky breaks. So reading their books will give you plenty of clues to their personal myths. But the reading will be more meaningful if you begin with the tentative picture you’ve already developed by building a profile of traits, patterns, and moral characteristics.
 

Obama’s and Clinton’s stories have a lot in common. Both were the first children of adventurous and ambitious mothers. Both had little or no contact with their biological fathers: Clinton’s father died in an auto accident before he was born, and Obama’s left when he was two and later also died in an auto accident. Both spent part of their childhoods living with their grandparents. Both had stepfathers. Both were elected president in their mid-forties.
 

But the identities they developed and the paths they took were very different. Clinton had already opted for a life in politics by the middle of high school. In his autobiography, he says, “Sometime in my sixteenth year I decided I wanted to be in public life as an elected official ... I knew I could be great in public service.”5 At 17, he visited the White House as an Arkansas delegate to a convention that introduced high school students to the federal government, and he dashed to the head of the line to get his picture taken with President Kennedy. While in college at Georgetown, he interned with Arkansas Senator Fulbright to get a foothold in politics. A year after graduating from Yale Law School, at the age of 28, he ran for Congress. By age 32, he was Governor of Arkansas.
 

Obama took longer to figure out who he was. The biggest issue was that he was biracial, the son of a Kenyan father whom he described as “black as pitch” and a Kansan mother “white as milk.”6 Raised by white grandparents, Obama said that his obvious African origins made him feel different than his classmates at the elite Punahou School in Hawaii, and he spent much of his young adulthood “trying to raise myself to be a black man in America.”7 After graduating from Columbia and experimenting with life in New York City, he moved to the South Side of Chicago to immerse himself in African-American culture, work for social justice as a community organizer, and build his identity.
 

Having clarified his goals in Chicago, Obama was ready to reach for them by attending Harvard Law School. He was also ready to reach still higher, and he successfully campaigned for the editorship of the Harvard Law Review. This earned him national attention and a book contract for Dreams from My Father, which became a foundation for his political career. The rest is history. Blessed with intellect, education, the ability to inspire both black and white voters, and what Liza Mundy thoughtfully summed up as “a series of fortunate events,”8 Obama jumped to the top. At age 47, he became President of the United States.
 

The differences in Obama’s and Clinton’s stories are reflected in their goals and the identities they developed. Clinton’s major goal, which was already apparent in his teens, was to use his persuasiveness to become a political leader. More interested in being admired than in specific policies, he easily switched positions on important issues, which brought him both success and condemnation. Having survived a major scandal, he later stepped back into the limelight to enjoy the popularity that he so avidly seeks.
 

Obama, in contrast, is more interested in changing the world than in the enthusiastic approval of the crowd. His guiding theme, which has obvious personal relevance, is to bring all people together. As he tells us in The Audacity of Hope, “we are becoming more, not less, alike .... Identities are scrambling, and then cohering in new ways. Beliefs keep slipping through the noose of predictability. Facile expectations and simple explanations are being constantly upended.”9 Truly committed to this view, Obama took his election in 2008 as further evidence of the growing trend toward social harmony and universal brotherhood. But how well he can implement this vision remains to be seen.
 

Few stories are as eventful as Clinton’s and Obama’s. But the basic ingredients of everyone’s stories are the same. Traits, talents, values, circumstances, and luck contribute to all our stories, and we can identify their roles in an overall picture of each personality. To put together this big picture, I find it useful to follow the steps discussed in this chapter:
 

1. Remember our common humanity and the way personalities develop.

 

2. Make a Big Five profile and notice what stands out.

 

3. Look for potentially troublesome patterns.

 

4. Make a moral assessment using universal and cultural standards.

 

5. Listen to the person’s story and relate it to what you observe.

 

6. Integrate what you’ve found.

 

By following these steps, I bring order to my observations and my intuitions. Having built this overall view, I can then take note of those situations in which the person deviates from their general way of being, and I can enrich the picture by incorporating information about the person’s inconsistencies. The result is a living picture of the person that amalgamates the pieces I’ve added in this stepwise manner, and that, once formed, I come to see as a whole. Although I can always deconstruct the picture to add some critical new bit of information, I access it in my mind as an organized form of intuition, and one that allows me to put myself in the person’s shoes.
 

Understanding and Change
 

Systematically building a picture of a personality doesn’t just help you understand a person—it also helps you think more clearly about one of the biggest questions you may have: Can this person change?
 

The answer to that question depends on the characteristics you are concerned with. Big Five traits tend to stabilize in young adulthood and become even more stable by middle age,10 as do personality patterns. So when you’ve got a clear picture of someone’s traits and patterns, it’s best to assume that what you see is what you will continue to get.
 

But values, which are strongly influenced by culture, can sometimes change a lot. This happens less frequently in stable traditional cultures than in more open ones, such as contemporary America, which encourage personal experimentation. Although much of this experimentation goes on in adolescence and early adulthood, some people raised in a subculture that emphasizes autonomy may later be drawn to one that emphasizes community and divinity and may even be “born again.” Others raised in a religious subculture may abandon it in favor of a secular one.
 

Stories, and the sense of identity that they express, can also be modified. Here important life circumstances can be very influential. Marriage can have a significant effect, as can divorce. The birth of a child can be an important turning point, as can a child leaving home. Getting a great job can be transformative, as can losing it. In each case, the major event alters environmental factors that stabilize a personality, and this provides an opportunity to reconsider who we are and where we’re headed.11 Psychotherapy may also stimulate the revision of a personal narrative, and its success appears to depend on it.12 So if you pay attention to a person over long periods of time, you should be prepared to see some changes in his or her personal myth.
 

But the changes you are probably most interested in are more immediate and personal. They are the changes you may be hoping for in your current relationship with someone you’re close to. They are the changes that would progressively transform their day-to-day behavior in ways that would please you.
 

If you have been hoping for such changes, it may help to rethink this in light of what you’ve learned in reading this book. What do you now believe is bothering you about the person? How does this fit into the overall structure of their personality as you now see it? Is it situational? Is it cultural? Is it a response to specific environmental factors? Are you doing something to bring it out?
 

These questions are not designed to show you how to change this person. They are, instead, designed to clarify your understanding of the course the person is already on. They are designed to highlight the characteristics you admire and those you do not. They are designed to help you see the person in the context of those others you have also come to understand.
 

What may, however, change in the process is the way you choose to relate to this person. Although moment-to-moment relationships with people are always ad lib, it can be helpful to first figure out what you think of someone and how you intend to deal with him or her. Spontaneity is essential, but preparation helps. As Dwight D. Eisenhower put it, “In preparing for battle, I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.”
 

But in the end, the greatest value of making sense of people transcends practicality. It is the pleasure we get from understanding their differences from others, as well as their ultimate sameness. It is the pleasure we get from more fully appreciating the humanity of those with whom we share our lives.
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9. Mischel (2004) has emphasized the fact that there are consistent individual differences in the expression of a trait in specific situations, which he calls “if ... then ... situation-behavior relationships.”
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