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Introduction


How are you different from your friends, family and people from other cultures? How are you the same? And how did you get to be the way you are?


These are some of the questions personality psychology seeks to answer. Experts study the science of how we come to think, behave and learn, and how differences in each person’s tendencies contribute to what we call their personality – a word whose roots are in the Latin word for a mask worn by stage actors: the persona.


We have always been fascinated by ourselves and by each other. A toddler develops the ability to recognize themselves in a mirror at around 18 months of age. This crucial point in our lives as humans sets us off on a journey to develop what’s called our theory of mind: our sense that each of us is unique, with thoughts and feelings that differ from those of other people.


As humans, we naturally monitor, reflect on and judge the behaviour of others. Perhaps you’ve heard somebody comment that a baby is placid, good, charming, clingy or sensitive. But among personality psychologists there are fascinating debates about how much of a baby’s personality is innate and how much is down to other factors like their environment, socialization and the cultural context they grow up in. Does personality predict behaviour? And can we change our personality?


In this book we’ll look at how the field and theories of personality psychology developed, how personality is tested and how personality disorders are described and diagnosed. This book will give you an overview of this exciting field, equipping you with the resources to find out more about yourself too.


That said, always consult a qualified healthcare professional if you would like to get insights into your own personality, or need help if you’re coping with challenges.
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WHAT IS PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY?





From its beginnings in the philosophical inquiries of ancient Greek thinkers, personality psychology has developed as an exciting empirical field, becoming increasingly interdisciplinary. Every day brings new findings as personality psychologists work in parallel with neurobiologists, and social and behavioural psychologists in both long-established fields such as fear and aggression research, and developing ones such as functional imaging and epigenetics.


In this chapter, we’ll dive into the history of personality psychology and find out why it’s such a popular and useful field, not only in psychology and scientific research, but in wider culture too. Let’s get started by looking at where the idea of personality came from and how early psychologists developed theories to describe it.







Humours and Temperaments


Around the end of the fifth century BCE emerged the Hippocratic Corpus, a collection of about 60 medical texts associated with the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates. In the Corpus was a description of four temperaments, which posited that the bodily fluids described as blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm were the foundations of health and disease. Prior to this, both physical and mental illness were popularly believed to have a divine cause. Hippocrates’ teachings assigned four personality temperaments to a person depending on the balance of each fluid within them. Galen (CE 129–c.200) built on Hippocrates’ teachings further in his dissertation De temperamentis, looking for physiological reasons for different behaviours in humans. This gave an axis of hot/cold and dry/wet on which each temperament (melancholic, choleric, sanguine and phlegmatic) could be plotted, much like the axis of neuroticism/extraversion which later personality theorists would devise. Galen’s work was to remain influential for around 1,500 years, and humorism is believed to underpin East Indian Ayurvedic traditions as well as Islamic Unani medical practices.





HUMANS COTTONED ON TO THE IDEA OF TRAITS IN CLASSICAL TIMES… THE SCIENTIFIC APPROACH HAS SIMPLY CLEANED UP THEIR NUMBER, PROVIDED RELIABLE MEASURES, AND VALIDATED THEM.


Ian J. Deary, The Cambridge Handbook of Personality Psychology










Foibles and Fads


The Greek philosopher Theophrastus (370–288 BCE) took the four temperaments further, and described in his Characters a set of sketches of “human foibles” which are not dissimilar to those type labels used in modern personality tests like 16Personalities. However, Theophrastus’ versions are more colourful: “the dissembler, the flatterer, the gossip, the toady, the fop, the miser, the superstitious, the mistrusting, the querulous, the bully, the coward, the stubborn, the pompous, the boor and the bore, the malaprop, the well-intentioned fool and the public-disregarding autocrat.”


These early trait descriptors were updated by Anglican clergyman John Earle in 1628 in his Micro-cosmographie, or, A Peece of the World Discovered in Essayes and Characters, and remained popular into the nineteenth century. In the meantime, scientific revolutions and foreign explorations had moved Europeans away from mysticism and religion  towards an empirical description of the world, thanks to the discoveries of Galileo, Copernicus, Harvey and Darwin.





IS IT THEN POSSIBLE TO DESCRIBE ONESELF AT ONCE FAITHFULLY AND FULLY?


George Eliot, Impressions of Theophrastus Such










Hysterical Women


In the nineteenth century, the French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot (1825–1893) conducted research into the phenomenon popularly referred to as “hysteria”, whereby some women experienced fainting, chronic pain, seizures and loss of feeling in hands and legs. Charcot greatly influenced the ideas of Austrian physician and psychologist Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), which have become part of our everyday language (the Freudian slip, for example).


Charcort and Freud conducted experiments involving hypnosis and psychoanalytical interventions. Upon recounting often traumatic sexual experience under hypnosis, women would experience a cathartic outpouring of emotion and some improvement in their symptoms. It seemed that the symptoms were being caused not (just) by physiological but also by psychological factors, and Freud used this observation to inform his theories on the determinants of personality and behaviour.


Freud’s work has had a massive impact on how we understand personality today. We’ll touch on his theories later here, and The Little Book of Psychology (Summersdale, 2019) discusses Freud’s theories and psychodynamic approach in more detail.










The Birth of the Modern Science of Personality Psychology


The early twentieth century was a time of rapid growth and interest in the field of personality psychology, although looking back, the development of various grand theories seems fragmented. Building on publications in the first decade of the 1900s by Freud, Alfred Adler, Mary Calkins and Carl Jung, in 1927 American psychologist Gordon Allport published Concepts of Trait and Personality. This was followed in 1937 by Personality: A Psychological Interpretation, the publication of which is often considered to mark the birth of the scientific field of personality research.


Back in Europe, Sigmund Freud’s daughter Anna Freud was establishing herself as a psychoanalyst of children in London, after being forced to leave Austria with her father under the shadow of approaching war. Anna Freud and other notable neo-Freudians like Adler, Jung, Erik Erikson and Karen Horney modified Sigmund Freud’s ideas to create new theories about personality, de-emphasizing sex and focusing more on the social environment and effects of culture on personality.





THE PRIVILEGE OF A LIFETIME IS TO BECOME WHO YOU TRULY ARE.


Carl Jung










Adventures in Typology


Carl Jung’s concept of archetypes such as anima (the feminine aspect of the male psyche) and animus (the masculine aspect of the female psyche) reflected traditional gender roles and reinforced the notion of inherent psychological differences between the sexes. Jung went on to identify eight personality types, which influenced Isabel Briggs Myers’ and Katharine Briggs’ 1942 breakthrough in typology. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) aimed to ground Jung’s thinking around personality types into a quantitative assessment tool for the first time.


Most people are familiar with the MBTI, and it forms the basis of a wide range of personality tests used today in workplaces and popular culture. We’ll elaborate on this and other personality tests in chapter three.


Psychoanalytic and behavioural models of personality were complemented during the 1950s and 1960s by the theories of humanistic psychologists, including Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, social cognitive theories and biological theories.










How Does Understanding Your Personality Help You?


Acknowledging and being curious about the personalities of your loved ones can help you establish better, more empathetic relationships driven by understanding and curiosity.


Awareness of your own personality traits can help you develop in a direction that naturally suits your strengths and temperament and help you identify values that are important to you. Personality tests (such as the MBTI or the Big Five Personality Traits) are often used as team-building exercises at work or in recruitment to establish if a candidate will fit into a team, and to help existing team members identify their natural competencies.


Understanding different personality types can also assist you in tailoring your communication style to each person. Factors like extraversion or introversion may affect how somebody relates to you and how open or closed they are to a particular communication technique. Awareness of personality differences is also invaluable in conflict resolution: every person has different triggers and values, and experienced managers and negotiators know to work with this.










Questions in Personality


Dr Shigehiro Oishi, Marshall Field IV Professor of Psychology at the University of Chicago, studies personality across cultures and asks, “Who is more happy, extraverts or introverts?”


Extraverts are happier, he says, and this finding has been replicated often in the United States. However, research has found that in Germany and Japan, extraverts are not much happier than introverts. One explanation for the discrepancy is that in the United States extraverts have a social advantage because of the individualistic nature of that society, whereas in Germany and Japan, people’s social networks remain pretty much the same from childhood to adulthood because they don’t move around as much, and there’s less reward to be had from talking with strangers.


Most personality research has historically been conducted in Western Europe and the United States, across certain demographics, carrying certain biases, so cross-cultural studies are vital to arriving at a wider understanding of personality in action.
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