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Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;


The proper study of mankind is man.


Alexander Pope


An Essay on Man (1733)




There is indeed an intermediary between what is brought over from earlier lives on Earth and what is provided by heredity. This intermediary has the more universal qualities provided by family, nation and race, but is at the same time capable of individualization. That which stands midway between the line of heredity and the individuality is expressed in the word temperament.


Rudolf Steiner
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1. The Same – only Different!


The Irish say that everyone is the same, only different. This difference is due mainly to the fact that every individual has a different temperament. You will be able to classify everyone's main temperament with confidence and accuracy after you have read this book. So what temperament are you? How important is it to know what your temperament is, and those of your family, your workmates, your colleagues? If you want to know how a person is likely to react in a given set of circumstances, then you should know what their temperament is. So if you want to know the secrets of your own psychological make-up, and also those of other people's – and who doesn’t? – then this book is for you. You can only benefit, because there have to be advantages all round. The self-knowledge you will gain will bring greater understanding of your worst enemy as well as your dearest friend.


Very often we can see behaviour patterns in our friends and acquaintances that remain consistent. These patterns are usually so constant that you may well be able to predict how they would react in certain situations or circumstances. How often do you find yourself saying something like: “Well, I knew you would do that!” You are able to recognize at once whether Susan or Jim is acting out of character. “It's not like Bill to do that,” you will say, “I can’t understand it.”


When you find yourself saying this kind of thing, it makes you think whether you have misjudged this person after all. You start asking yourself whether even you know what kind of person your best friend really is. You have doubtless heard people – probably divorced, separated, or who have broken a steady partnership – say, “I’ve lived with him/her for five years, and didn’t really know them – what they were really like.” When we begin to lose our ability to judge other people's characters, we start to lose faith in ourselves as well, and wonder whether we are everything we thought we were! And that can come as something of a shock to us, as if reality is not what we thought it was.


The difference between personality and character


We all know that “there's nowt so strange as folk”, and that “people are funnier than anybody”, but there is no need to imagine that you will never get to understand people as they really are. You will certainly know some individuals who let people “walk all over” them, and others who get into a temper over the slightest thing. You will probably have thought about these various types of people, and how they fall into certain general categories, such as quick-tempered, easy-going, the “never-happy-unless-they’re-miserable” sorts, those who are “on the go” all the time, and so on.


People's personalities show in their individual differences. They reveal their philosophy of life in their actions, their outlook on the world, and in their views and opinions on various issues. It is what helps to make people different in their ideas, beliefs, education and upbringing and so on. We all have our various characteristics in the way of temperament dealt out to us at our birth like so many cards from a pack. These basic tendencies and qualities constitute the foundation upon which we build our lives, from early childhood to old age. But what matters in the long run is how we play these cards, how our individuality makes use of them. It is by our behaviour, by what we actually do that we express our personality.


Our character, on the other hand, helps us when we look for habitual behaviour. It may be said with considerable justification that every deed we do, every act we perform, just how we behave in whatever situation or circumstance is always in response to some need that we have at the time. This need may be prompted by what we feel, what we think, what simply has to be done in the sense of duty. Usually, every action prompts a reaction, and it is the nature of this reaction or response that so often reflects our temperament. In other words, we reveal our inner selves, our real selves, our character – what we actually are as human beings. The word character in this context means rather what imparts characteristics, and whether a certain individual's life-style is one of utter respectability on the one hand, or one of criminal tendencies on the other, is of no significance.


It has been known for centuries that people really do fall into certain categories or ‘types’ on the very grounds of consistent patterns of behaviour and attitudes towards other people and life in general. These patterns will be in the nature of habit; in other words, those in which a person usually reacts to a given situation. It would be odd, for example, if an easy-going individual, well-known for this characteristic, suddenly adopted loud, aggressive behaviour, shouting and laying down the law to everyone. So we would be justified in thinking that the ways in which we usually behave are, as it were, built right into our very constitution. Assuming this to be so, it would be reasonable to suppose that the consistency of people's behaviour shows in their actual outward physical appearance, and as we shall see, this is actually the case.


What are the four temperaments?


The characteristics which are typical of human behaviour fall into four main groups, and these are represented by the four temperaments. These, according to custom, go back in history as far as the Ancient Greeks, who associated the four elements, namely Fire, Air, Water and Earth, with the four temperaments, and the following table will help to make matters clear. Medieval physicians claimed associations with our physical constitutions, which corresponded also with the ‘four humours’, and which they thought gave us our basic temperamental moods:








	Temperament

	 

	 

	Element

	 

	 

	Humours






	Choleric

	 

	 

	Fire

	 

	 

	Yellow bile






	Sanguine

	 

	 

	Air

	 

	 

	Blood






	Phlegmatic

	 

	 

	Water

	 

	 

	Body fluids






	Melancholic

	 

	 

	Earth

	 

	 

	Black bile









Please do not be alarmed by the following dictionary definitions: [1] Choleric (bad-tempered, passionate and irascible); [2] Sanguine (cheerful, confident and optimistic); [3] Phlegmatic (stolid, unemotional, unexcitable), and [4] Melancholic (dejected, pensive, depressed). These brief dictionary meanings of the terms in themselves give only a sketchy idea as to why people are put into categories according to such definitive characteristics. In any case, they are but a tiny fraction of the numbers of other attributes which are also applicable, as we shall see.


Many people object to this admittedly rough and ready manner of sorting people out according to their general personal qualities, attributes and traits of character, calling it unscientific and difficult to prove. If you are one of these, then I hope that you will postpone your final verdict until you have read this book to the last page. That which satisfies the laws of science must be seen to work, and match theory with practice. The doctrine of the four temperaments has stood the test of time, and will be seen to do just this. William Shakespeare, in his play Julius Caesar, characterizes the phlegmatic and melancholic very neatly:


Let me have men about me that are fat;


Sleek-headed men and such as sleep o’ nights.


Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry look;


He thinks too much; such men are dangerous.


Act I, Scene II


Among famous composers, whose musical style as well as general appearance give ample indication of their main temperament are: Beethoven (choleric); Mozart (sanguine); Bruckner (phlegmatic), and Chopin (melancholic).


Four into three will not go!


Modern psychology places great emphasis on the differences in individual behaviour, whilst in the categorizing of people by reference to the notion of the temperaments, stress is placed on their similarities. So we shall be able to agree that the Irish are right after all, odd as it may seem. We really are all in very many ways the same, but nevertheless different. If we weren’t, we should not only find the world a very dull place, but we shouldn’t be able to understand one another either! And it is very interesting, even fascinating, to determine just how different we are, and how much the same.


When discussing the various temperaments, psychologists always make much ado about people's physiognomy, that is to say, their stature, build and other physical characteristics. Usually, these are described as endomorphic (well-rounded and heavy), ectomorphic (tall and lightly built), and mesomorphic (robust and muscular); but again, these portrayals tell us only a very little part of the whole story. In any case, this typology is very suspect, and the issues involved will be discussed in detail in later chapters.


It is generally agreed that there are, by tradition, four temperaments. Modern science seems to persist in the view that there are three types of physical build and stature. Now, as we all know, according to the rules of simple arithmetic, four into three will not ‘go’ – unless we end up with a very messy fraction not representative of very much in real-life terms. So what is the answer to this apparent contradiction?


Ordinary observation of our fellow human beings tells us that there are – basically – only two sorts of people: those who are tall and thin, and those who are short and fat. However, I am hoping to convince you that there are two kinds of each of these two types, making four physical categories. As a rough guide, melancholics are tall and wiry, with long faces; sanguines are generally not quite so tall, but lightly built and with oval or heart-shaped faces; phlegmatics are rather short by comparison, and usually well-upholstered, with chubby features; the cholerics are also short but more stocky, more muscular, square-shouldered and with regular features. These are merely preliminary indications; I shall go into particulars later, when I discuss each temperament in detail.


There are basic similarities and polarities among the four temperaments, and it is helpful to bear these in mind. The two introverted types are obviously the melancholics and phlegmatics, and the sanguines and cholerics are clearly mainly extrovert. Polarities are readily detectable between melancholics and sanguines on the one hand, and phlegmatics and cholerics on the other. Very often just these polarities show up in people, and a more balanced character results. At the same time, however, it is invariably the case that one temperament predominates; and this is why it is always best to carry out your observations over a fairly long period of time before determining which one this is. The acid test is always your ability to predict correctly a person's reactions to a given situation, or in a particular set of circumstances. Temperaments are always consistent in their basic nature, and dependable in revealing the patterns of people's actions and reactions. This must be so, for they are actually built into our very physical constitution, and there for all to see!


These polarities reveal themselves in the following chart, which deals with the strength or otherwise of the arousal of an individual, and that person's span and intensity of attention, and how strongly this is maintained.


[image: image]


This is a very helpful guide to determining an individual's behaviour in the respects referred to, for they provide reliable clues to their temperament even after a few minutes’ conversation.


Which temperament is the best?


It cannot be claimed that any one temperament is in some way better than any of the others. They all have their good points, and also those which are less desirable, as will become clear as we go along. In fact, we all possess all four temperaments, but in unequal proportions; and this is of course why we are indeed all the same, but different! It is invariably the case that each one of us shows characteristic behaviour traits of two temperaments, though there is usually one that predominates, and is recognizable for the most part in our actual body build. This is mainly responsible for our primary features, our ‘natural’ disposition, and it is very rare for an individual to behave in the unbalanced way that would result from possessing one temperament only. As a rule, there are traces of a third in some degree, whilst the fourth is for the most part overpowered by the other three, particularly the two main ones.


It is very interesting to observe the finer points of a person's appearance which are so important in deciding their main temperament. I shall discuss these matters of detail when I deal with each one, and I shall be very surprised if you don’t find people even more fascinating than you did before. It is easy to study people's behaviour because it is so interesting, and often quite amusing if you find one or two who show the very same character traits and body build as you yourself do! You will never again be bored whilst standing in a queue, travelling by bus or train, or waiting around in an airport lounge! There is also a bonus in all this, as you will soon be able to understand your colleagues – not to mention friends and acquaintances – at greater depth.


So you think you know yourself, and others, maybe better even than they know themselves? Well, life is full of surprises, and so is this book. In it you will find some answers to problems endemic in people's lives – at home, in the workplace and in all areas of social interaction with other human beings.


A pause for reflection


This book contains information about the inner workings of people's feelings and reasonings about many concerns in life. You can find out why some people over-react SO quickly to what has been said to them, and why some people seem reluctant to react at all and are so irritating at times. You will know why, before you have even finished this book, your friend who has been such a misery at times is quite happy being miserable, and that others who get on especially well with everyone, do so because of their temperament.


Once you have read and understood this book you will find people more interesting, indeed more fascinating, and will become, I believe, more tolerant of your own shortcomings and more tolerant of others’ strange ways.


Let's face it. Number one always comes first, and that goes for all of us. We are more interested in ourselves than in anyone else because it's only natural. What's more, we think we know ourselves better than anyone else does – but in that we could be wrong! Otherwise, why do other people have to sort us out now and again? Why can’t we always do it ourselves? This is the age of the counsellor – the person who knows better than you what your problems are. We all think that we are private people, and why should we make what we really feel, and what we really think, public to anyone except to those whom we choose?


The sad truth is that we don’t always know ourselves, or see ourselves, as we really are, and other people can very often observe this in our behaviour. Of course, you can see them as they can’t see themselves, so it works both ways. As Robert Burns, the canny Scots poet, in his poem ‘To a Louse’ put it:


“Oh wad some Power the giftie gie us


To see oursels as ithers see us!


It wad frae mony a blunder free us,


And foolish notion.”


Of course, the trouble is that we don’t want to run the risk of telling our best friend the naked truth about themselves; otherwise it could be the end of (yet another!) beautiful friendship.




2. The Psychology of the Temperaments


Generally speaking, the notion of the four temperaments is regarded with a fair degree of suspicion by academic psychologists of orthodox persuasion. They regard it as not being ‘scientific’ enough, as it is based on apparently loosely accepted generalizations which are difficult to prove. However, as we have seen, the doctrine of the four temperaments has been around for more than two thousand years, and so can claim to have stood the test of time. If they disregard it, that is their loss; and if it is not ‘scientific’, then common sense applied to careful observation is not scientific either. I discuss the so-called Hypothesis of Embryological Development in Appendix II. I am sure that you will then be able more easily to discern what makes sense, and what, if anything, does not!


Introverts and extroverts


By long tradition people have been classified into those who, in general terms, may be introverted in their usual patterns of behaviour and attributes, and those who tend to be extroverted. We do not need to be a psychologist to understand this – everyday experience shows this, and common sense confirms it to be the case. We live in two worlds: the outer world which is in every sense public, and which we all share with everyone else, and our own private inner world, to which no one has access unless we choose.


Obviously, therefore, introverts tend to be preoccupied with their inner thoughts and feelings. For this reason such people are often referred to as being mainly reflective in their general behaviour. They appear for the most part passive, but this trait is generally confined to the outer world. However. they are certainly active in their inner world of thoughts and feelings, hopes and fears, ambitions and disappointments. They tend to turn things over in their minds a great deal, are cautious in their ways, and habitually act with forethought and due consideration. Such people often keep themselves to themselves, and you would never find them the ‘life and soul’ of any party or rave-up!


Extroverts, on the other hand, are just the people for this kind of role. They are considered to be the active types, those who find their fulfilment in the hurly-burly of life, and who enjoy other people's company more than their own, perhaps. They tend to be constantly ‘on the go’, and find their enjoyment in doing things or watching others doing things – playing football or cricket, for example. You would seldom find them, book in hand, sunk deep into an armchair, oblivious to what is going on around them! Reacting to a situation swiftly and often impulsively, they barely stop to think – they must be where the action is! Already, then, we can construct a simple model, one of several that will get more and more complex and informative as we proceed:








	Introverts (reflective)

	 

	 

	–

	 

	 

	Phlegmatics and Melancholics






	Extroverts (active)

	 

	 

	–

	 

	 

	Cholerics and Sanguines









Convergent and divergent thinkers


Now, as well as this kind of classification there is another. Those individuals whose powers of concentration are good, and whose memories are retentive and reliable, belong to the convergent type of thinker. They find it comparatively easy to handle abstract ideas, and are usually methodical and thorough in their work habits. In general, it may be said that people in this category, although not necessarily antisocial in their attitudes and behaviour, nevertheless often prefer to occupy themselves with things or objects rather than other human beings.
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