














Praise for The Cult of Personality Testing


“Paul’s thoughtful book sums up the history of test-makers and their tests. With great clarity, she explores the limits of tests in schools, industry, mental health facilities, and even for personal self-understanding. Her work will provoke a cultural re-examination of America’s ever-present, relentless personality testing and typing.”


—Mary Pipher, acclaimed author of Hunger Pains; Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls; The Shelter of Each Other: Rebuilding Our Families; and Another Country: Navigating the Emotional Terrain of Our Elders; clinical psychologist and adjunct clinical professor at the University of Nebraska.


“In this fascinating book, Annie Murphy Paul invites us to look into a familiar mirror—the one that we have created through personality testing—and then shows us how the resulting image warps the way we see ourselves. The Cult of Personality is an important story, one that shows us the very human way that psychology develops measurements of ‘self’ and the very human flaws that result. This is a book worth reading for the revelations alone. Still, the author has also made it an engrossing story, full of insight, yes, but also full of detail and drama surrounding the people who created this troubling ‘cult’.”


—Deborah Blum, author of Love at Goon Park: Harry Harlow and the Science of Affection.


“In The Cult of Personality Annie Murphy Paul has overturned some of our long held assumptions about personality testing, and, in doing so, has raised provocative questions and made profound points about psychology and our relationship to it. This is an excellent book.”


—Lauren Slater, author of Opening Skinner’s Box: Great Psychological Experiments of the Twentieth Century, Welcome to My Country, and Prozac Diary


“The Cult of Personality is an important contribution to the debate that ought to grow along with it—a debate about what kind of society we want to live in.”


—New York Post


“Fascinating.”


—The Times (London)





“This is a serious book, but it is also an entertainingly illuminating one.”


—The Boston Globe


“Paul, the former senior editor of Psychology Today, digs up a mountain of evidence challenging the merits of this lucrative industry and argues passionately against compartmentalizing the complex and ever-changing human personality into tidy little boxes.”


—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


“Her thesis is best summarized in her lengthy subtitle: ‘How Personality Tests Are Leading Us to Miseducate Our Children, Mismanage Our Companies, and Misunderstand Ourselves.’ Yet The Cult of Personality, by the former senior editor of Psychology Today, is neither a bombastic jeremiad nor a reckless expose of these hucksters; it is more a wise, insightful, and witty dissection of what has become a major industry. In eight chapters packed with information, she offers a fascinating story of the principal gurus of a hydra-headed movement of social and self-awareness. They’re proto-scientists, pseudo-scientists, and real scientists who sought first to probe the human psyche to discern the proclivities of ‘criminal minds’ and mental patients and then to describe variations among ‘normal’ people.”


—The Christian Science Monitor
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Introduction


Hello. Nice to meet you. Please allow me to tell you who you are.


Such is the introduction, polite but firm, extended by personality tests. When we first encounter them we are strangers (even, as some tests would have it, to ourselves). When we part some time later, we’re a known quantity, neatly tagged. Personality tests take wildly different forms—questionnaires, inkblots, stories, drawings, dolls—but all make the same promise: to reduce our complicated, contradictory, changeable selves to a tidy label. These tests claim to measure not what we know, but what we’re like; not what we can do, but who we are.


Today, personality tests are a startlingly ubiquitous part of American life, from the thousands of quizzes popping up online, to the personality types assigned in seminars and workshops, to the honesty tests and personality screens routinely required of job applicants. Millions of our nation’s workers—from hourly employees to professionals like managers, doctors, and lawyers—must take personality tests to obtain a position or to advance in their careers. Citizens seeking justice in our courts may be compelled to take personality tests to secure parental custody or receive compensation for emotional distress. Even children are obliged to take personality tests: to gain admission to private schools and programs, to diagnose academic or behavioral problems, to guide the way they’re taught or the kind of projects they’re assigned. But where did these tests come from? And just what are they saying about us?


This book tells the surprising and disturbing story of the tests that claim to capture human nature. It goes behind the scenes to discover how personality tests are used—in America’s companies, its courts, its schools, and in organizations from churches to community centers to dating services. Drawing on the latest scientific research, it exposes the serious flaws of personality tests, explaining why their results are often invalid, unreliable, and unfair. And it delves into the extraordinary history of the tests’ creation, revealing how these allegedly neutral instruments were in fact shaped by the demands of industry and government—and by the idiosyncratic and often eccentric personalities of their creators.


The story begins with Hermann Rorschach, a Swiss psychiatrist possessed by a desire to create “a key to the knowledge of mankind.” The inkblot test that bears his name, though one of psychologists’ favorite tools for more than fifty years, has come under increasingly intense criticism over the past decade. The test’s numerous detractors charge that the Rorschach—originally designed for use with psychiatric patients but now frequently given to normal people—“overpathologizes,” making healthy individuals look sick. Multiple investigations have concluded that many of the test’s results are simply not supported by evidence. Yet the Rorschach is still used by eight out of ten clinical psychologists, administered in nearly a third of emotional injury assessments and in almost half of child custody evaluations.


Even more popular is the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, a 567-item questionnaire created at a Midwestern mental hospital in the 1930s. The MMPI, as it’s known, was assembled in a highly unusual way: in the words of Starke Hathaway, one of its authors, “we permitted the patients to design their own test.” Today it’s administered to an estimated 15 million Americans each year, in spite of the fact that it features invasive questions about test takers’ sex lives and bathroom habits. Like the Rorschach, the MMPI was intended for use with the mentally ill, but it is now given to a broad range of normal people, including aspiring doctors, psychologists, paramedics, clergy members, police officers, firefighters, and airplane pilots. It has also become a template for personality questionnaires that are used even more widely in the workplace: a 2003 survey shows that personality tests are now administered by 30 percent of American companies, from mom-and-pop operations to giants like Wal-Mart and General Motors.


The corporate world has seized on the innovations of another personality test creator: Henry Murray, a brilliant Harvard professor whose charismatic ebullience disguised a dark secret life. In collaboration with his mistress, he designed the Thematic Apperception Test, which asks the taker to tell stories about a set of ambiguous drawings. Despite falling “woefully short of professional and scientific test standards,” the technique is popular with psychologists (it’s used by 60 percent of clinicians, according to a recent survey) and also with marketers, who use its insights about personality to shape their product pitches. During World War II, Murray was enlisted to select spies for American intelligence operations, and from this work emerged another tool for evaluating personality: the assessment center. These centers, which put participants through a series of simulated tasks, have received mixed reviews from researchers—but they are used today by thousands of American companies, along with two-thirds of police and fire departments and state and county governments.


Perhaps no other personality test has achieved the cult status of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, an instrument created in the 1940s by a Pennsylvania housewife. Fiercely proud of the test she called “my baby,” Isabel Myers believed that it could bring about world peace—or at least make everyone a little nicer. The Myers-Briggs, which assigns each test taker a personality type represented by four letters, is now given to 2.5 million people each year, and is used by 89 of the companies in the Fortune 100. Employed by businesses to “identify strengths” and “facilitate teamwork,” the Myers-Briggs has also been embraced by a multitude of individuals who experience a revelation (what devotees call the “aha reaction”) upon learning about psychological type. Their enthusiasm persists despite research showing that as many as three-quarters of test takers achieve a different personality type when tested again, and that the sixteen distinctive types described by the Myers-Briggs have no scientific basis whatsoever.


Personality testing begins early, when children are in elementary school or even before. One of the first instruments to be used widely with youngsters was the Draw-a-Person Test, designed by Karen Machover, a New York City therapist who had herself endured a singularly bleak childhood. Psychologists administering it or a related technique, the House-Tree-Person Test, make judgments about children’s personalities based on the style and content of their sketches. Although decades of research have shown these tests to be all but worthless—“again and again,” write two respected scientists, the results of drawing tests “have failed to hold up”—the Draw-a-Person Test is still used by more than a quarter of clinicians, the House-Tree-Person Test by more than a third. More recently, a fad among educators for teaching to each student’s “learning style” has led to the development of at least half a dozen tests that label children by their personalities: feeling or thinking, imaginative or practical, flexible or organized. While proponents of the concept contend that its application can reduce delinquency, prevent dropouts, and even alleviate attention-deficit disorder, they offer scant evidence for such claims.


More scientifically minded were the studies of Raymond Cattell, a British-born psychologist who used sophisticated statistical techniques to reduce the vast array of human qualities to a more manageable number. Originally trained as a chemist, Cattell aimed to construct a precise “periodic table” of personality (though ultimately, as we’ll learn, he became notorious for far more dangerous ideas). Cattell’s research led to his Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire, still widely used for career counseling and employee selection, and to what those in the field call its biggest development in decades: the “discovery” of the five essential dimensions of personality. A test that measures the so-called Big Five, the NEO Personality Inventory, already dominates current research on personality, and is fast moving into the wider arena of workplace, school, and courtroom. There’s just one problem: the lofty abstractions of these tests have left out the human being herself, partaking in what one critic calls “a psychology of the stranger.”


The tests described here are together taken by tens of millions of people every year—and there are some 2,500 others on the market, each offering to explain us to ourselves (or to a boss or a teacher or a judge). Today personality testing is a $400-million industry, one that’s expanding annually by 8 percent to 10 percent. Yet despite their prevalence—and the importance of the matters they are called upon to decide—personality tests have received surprisingly little scrutiny. That’s in sharp contrast to aptitude, intelligence, and achievement tests, each of which have been inspected under the glare of political and popular attention (and which have often been found wanting). Personality testing has thrived in the shade of casual neglect, growing unchecked along with abuses like invasive questions, inaccurate labels, and unjust outcomes.


But perhaps the most potent effect of personality testing is its most subtle. For almost a hundred years it has provided a technology, a vocabulary, and a set of ideas for describing who we are, and many Americans have adopted these as our own. The judgments of personality tests are not always imposed; often they are welcomed. And what, some will ask, is wrong with that? Human beings are complex creatures, and we need simple ways of grasping them to survive. But how we simplify—which shortcuts we take, which approximations we accept—demands close inspection, especially since these approximations so often stand in for the real thing. This book tells the story of one very powerful and pervasive way of understanding ourselves: where it came from, why it flourished, and how, too often, it fails us.





The Cult of Personality Testing










ONE
A Most Typical American



On July 16, 1849, a young man arrived at the offices of Fowler & Wells on Nassau Street in Lower Manhattan. Six feet tall, strong and clever, he had tried his hand at a number of trades: printing, carpentry, even poetry. Now, two months past his thirtieth birthday, he found himself with more questions than answers, restless energy to spare and no place to apply it.


Entering an examining room, he took a seat before the man he’d come to see. Lorenzo Niles Fowler had serious eyes, an impressive beard, and an air of calm authority; with practiced skill he began running his fingers over the young man’s head. A stenographer sat close by, recording his every word.


“Combativeness, six,” Fowler pronounced. “Secretiveness, three … Self-esteem, six to seven … Conscientiousness, six … Mirthfulness, five”—on and on, more than three dozen scores in all.


The young man paid his three dollars and stepped back out into the bustle of Nassau Street. Though he might have looked the same to the merchants and newspapermen hurrying past, he knew he was profoundly changed. At last he’d been seen for who he was, and proof was in the report tucked under his arm. “You are one of the most friendly men in the world and your happiness is greatly depending on your social relations,” Fowler had written. “You are familiar and open in your intercourse with others but you do not by so doing lose your dignity.


“You are no hypocrite but are plainspoken and are what you appear to be at all times … You have your own opinions and think for yourself … Your sense of justice, of right and wrong is strong … You are a great reader and have a good memory of facts and events … You can compare, illustrate, discriminate, and criticize with much ability … You have a good command of language especially if excited.”


It was an uncannily accurate description of the young Walt Whitman, and Whitman took from it both reassurance and inspiration. The American Bard, the Great Gray Poet who would go on to write “Song of Myself,” “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” and “O Captain! My Captain!” had found an unlikely muse—in phrenology.


Phrenology, or the “science of mind,” was a wildly popular way for nineteenth-century Americans to understand themselves and others. Lorenzo Fowler and his brother, Orson, were its leading proponents in this country, and they taught their legions of followers that every human attribute sprang from a particular structure in the brain. When well used, these organs would expand, pushing up the skull just above to produce a palpable bulge. By feeling a person’s head, the expert phrenologist could read its rugged topology like a map of what lay within.


The Fowler brothers and their partner, Samuel Wells, identified a total of thirty-seven faculties, from Cautiousness to Intuitiveness, Destructiveness to Benevolence, each with a corresponding bump rated in size from one to seven. They called many of these traits by unusual or invented names: “Adhesiveness” indicated one’s capacity for devotion and commitment; “amativeness” described the proclivity to feel amorous and sexual; “alimentiveness” was their term for a love of food and drink.


They had no more faithful student than Whitman. He spent hours at the Fowler & Wells Phrenological Cabinet, wandering among its ghostly heads. (The cabinet, a kind of museum, displayed nearly a thousand plaster casts of such notable specimens as savages, murderers, and madmen.) He read and underlined phrenological tracts, copying passages into his journal. He even wrote about the practice himself, extolling its virtues in the pages of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. “Breasting the waves of detraction as a ship dashes sea-waves, Phrenology, it must now be confessed by all men who have open eyes, has at last gained a position, and a firm one, among the sciences,” he proclaimed.


The Fowlers repaid his devotion with generous patronage, making Whitman a staff writer on one of their many periodicals. When in 1855 he self-published his first book, Leaves of Grass, they sold it at their shop; when a second edition came out, Fowler & Wells was its publisher. Bound into each volume was Whitman’s “chart of bumps,” which he regarded as a credential, evidence of his claim to be a new kind of poet and a new kind of man. Flattering though his reading had been, Whitman saw room for improvement and augmented several of his scores. (He also wrote rhapsodic, and anonymous, reviews of his own work: “An American bard at last!” he raved in The United States Review.)


The phrenologists’ early appreciation of his gifts gave Whitman the confidence to pursue his bold project of creating a truly American literature. But the concepts and vocabulary of phrenology also imbued the poetry itself. “In America,” he jotted in his notes, “an immense number of new words are needed.” Whitman found these words in the phrenologists’ catalogue of human qualities and used them to sing of himself:


Never offering others, always offering himself, corroborating
his phrenology,
Voluptuous, inhabitive, combative, conscientious, alimentive,
intuitive, of copious friendship, sublimity, firmness,
self-esteem …


The new breed of Americans he anticipated were best described and explained through the miraculous medium of phrenology:


They shall arise in the States,
They shall report Nature, laws, physiology, and happiness,
They shall illustrate Democracy and the kosmos, They shall be alimentive, amative, perceptive …


Phrenology, in short, was an indispensable tool for the still-young country that Whitman championed. Of those who would “talk or sing to America,” he asked,


Have you studied out the land, its idioms and men?


Have you learn’d the physiology, phrenology, politics,
geography, pride, freedom, friendship, of the land?


In time, Whitman’s exuberant vision of America and its people—a vision borrowed heavily from the nineteenth century’s “science of mind”—would become one of the touchstones of our national identity. It may be no exaggeration to say that a vital part of the modern American self came into being one summer day in the offices of Fowler & Wells, Phrenologists.


Human beings have long looked for signs of order in the unruly variety of our own natures. Today this need for coherence is met largely by theories about personality—as measured, usually, by personality tests. In Whitman’s time it was answered by phrenology, and before that by a profusion of schemes notable for their inventiveness and their (to our eyes, at least) utter implausibility. All these systems serve the same clutch of deeply felt needs: They subdue the blooming, buzzing hive of differences among people. They allow predictions to be made and advice to be dispensed. They permit swift judgments about strangers. They authorize the assignment of individuals, ourselves included, to the comforting confines of a group. They often justify social arrangements as they are, extending a reassuring (to some) sense of stability. Most important, they offer to explain why—why we are the way we are.


The earliest such system was astrology, the idea that the order of the stars and planets at the time of our birth gives a glimmer of the people we will become. By the fifth century BC, Greek astrologers were consulting the heavens as they composed character descriptions and predicted fates far into the future. People born at the rising of the star Spica, for example, will be “very learned and erudite, fond of philosophical dissertations, eloquent, creative, perspicacious, ingenious and clever, keen on music and arts,” prophesied one sky watcher in the year 379.


The ancients believed that climate and diet did their part, too: the heat of the sun, the lushness of trees, the fullness of rivers could mold the character of an entire people. “The chief reason why Asiatics are less warlike and more gentle in character than the Europeans,” asserted the fifth-century B.C. Greek physician Hippocrates, “is the uniformity of the seasons, which show no violent changes either towards heat or towards cold, but are equable. For there occur no mental shocks nor violent physical change, which are more likely to steel the temper and impart to it a fierce passion than is a monotonous sameness.” (These early “environmental” explanations of human nature never mention the influence we moderns consider so important: childhood experiences.)


The source of differences among people migrated inward with the theory of the “humors,” our bodies’ elemental essences. Hippocrates’ intellectual heir, the second-century physician Galen, claimed that the balance of these fluids determined our characteristic mood: the gloomy melancholic had an excess of black bile; the sluggish phlegmatic, of phlegm; the irritable choleric, of yellow bile. “Those maddened through bile,” for example, “are noisy, evil-doers and restless,” while “those who are mad through phlegm are quiet, and neither shout nor make a disturbance.” Likewise, an excess of the “moist” humors swamped women and children in irrationality and impulsivity.


Flesh and bone also held hints to one’s psychological complexion. “Character” comes from the Greek word for “distinguishing mark,” and the ancients believed that nature bestowed such marks in the shape of a prominent nose, jutting chin, or lofty brow. “Persons who have a large forehead are sluggish,” declared Aristotle in the fourth century B.C., “those who have a small one, fickle; those who have a broad one are excitable, those who have a bulging one, quick-tempered.”


Ancient as they were, each of these systems had its adherents in the nineteenth century (and some, such as astrology, remain popular today). But for a time they were all swept aside in the passionate craze for “bumpology.” Phrenology had the sheen of science, the glamour of European origins, and the seductive claim to comprehensiveness. It’s no wonder that Walt Whitman, along with a great many of his countrymen, embraced it without reservation.


Phrenology began, not as an ambitious plan to classify all mankind, but as a salve to one man’s uncomfortable emotions. Franz Joseph Gall was jealous. The young German, studying medicine at the University of Vienna in the 1780s, saw himself bested again and again by students who were less intelligent than he but better able to memorize large amounts of information. Scrutinizing his resented rivals, Gall noticed a striking fact: all of his competitors seemed to have bulging eyes and prominent foreheads. Perhaps, Gall speculated to himself, the faculty for verbal memory was located behind these features, causing them to protrude when that capacity was especially well developed.


Intrigued, and perhaps consoled, by this evidence of their peculiar endowment, Gall looked around him for other such associations. He pursued the investigation in earnest once he became a doctor, beginning his research with servants, beggars, criminals, and mental patients. Their unsubtle tendencies, he thought, would be easy to identify (and their heads could be felt without much fuss). “I collected in my house ą quite a number of individuals of the lower classes of society, following different occupations; such as coachmen, servants, etc.,” Gall reported. “I obtained their confidence, and disposed them to sincerity by giving them beer, wine, and money; and when favorably inclined, I got them to tell me of each other’s good and bad qualities, and most striking characteristics.”


He then carefully examined the skull of each, and in this fashion established the bumps for quarrelsomeness, cowardice, and pride. In pickpockets, Gall detected signs of the Organ of Theft; in killers, the Organ of Murder. Another useful opportunity arose when one of his patients, a lady so libidinous that she became known as “Gall’s Passionate Widow,” suddenly fainted into his arms. Helping her back to her feet, the doctor could not avoid noticing a bulge at the base of her skull: thus was the faculty of Amativeness discovered.


Fingers ranging over hundreds of heads, Gall eventually counted twenty-seven different bumps, including those indicating “mechanical aptitude,” “metaphysical depth,” and “sense of the ridiculous.” His youthful envy had unexpectedly yielded a key to human nature—one that had resided there all along, curtained by hair and hidden under hats. Gall’s breakthrough brought him honor and fame throughout Europe, along with a flock of disciples. First among these was Johann Spurzheim, who in 1832 decided to carry the new science to America and to see what kind of heads the New World had to offer (he was especially curious about the skulls of Indians). But much to his teacher’s displeasure, the system that disembarked along with Spurzheim was different from the one Gall originally devised.


For one thing, Spurzheim changed its name. Gall had called his science “cranioscopy,” a term his student discarded in favor of the vaguely Greek coinage “phrenology.” Spurzheim also shed a sunnier light on some of the dark qualities Gall’s explorations had uncovered: the Organ of Murder, for example, became the less-fearsome “Destructiveness,” and the Organ of Theft became mere “Acquisitiveness.” Gall had imagined himself a disinterested scientist in search of truth, while Spurzheim eagerly advertised phrenology’s many useful applications. Here was a “practical system of mental philosophy,” he claimed, whose insights would improve the education of children, the reformation of criminals, and the treatment of the insane.


Spurzheim’s message was pitched perfectly at the American ear. Within a week of his arrival on August 4, he was lecturing at Yale University, where, an observer noted, “the professors were in love with him.” Then on to Harvard, where he was equally well received, and to a whirlwind series of public lectures and demonstrations. “When Spurzheim was in America, the great mass of society became phrenologists in a day, wherever he appeared,” one onlooker marveled. “All caps and wigs” were pulled off, and “all fair tresses disheveled, in the search after organization.”


So intense were the demands upon Spurzheim that after three months of frenzied proselytizing, he simply dropped dead. The crowds who had ardently welcomed him and his teachings now keened over the passing of what Ralph Waldo Emerson called “one of the world’s greatest minds.” Spurzheim’s death was “a calamity to mankind,” the Massachusetts Medical Association noted somberly, and certainly his funeral was befitting that of a very worthy man. Arranged by the president of Harvard, attended by three thousand mourners, the service included a stirring performance of “Ode to Spurzheim,” a dirge composed especially for the occasion.


The many who grieved the loss of “Nature’s priest” could not have known that phrenology was only beginning its glorious ascent in America. Its apotheosis awaited the special genius of two odd but brilliant brothers named Fowler.


When Lorenzo Fowler set out for college from his hometown of Cohochton, New York, it was understood that he would become a minister. What he found at Amherst College, however, was not God but phrenology. He arrived in 1832, the very year that Johann Spurzheim was electrifying audiences all over New England. Lorenzo and his older brother, Orson, who was already enrolled at the Massachusetts college, became deeply interested in the new science, and proposed a public debate on the subject with Orson’s classmate and friend Henry Ward Beecher.


Though Beecher was meant to present the opposing point of view, his readings in preparation for the debate ended up convincing him of phrenology’s merits. He submitted to a reading by the fledgling phrenologists, who declared him the possessor of “a strong social brain” and “an impassioned temperament,” with “very large Benevolence” and “Amativeness fully developed.” (Later, when Beecher became a famous preacher, he advised his congregants that the best preparation for a Christian life was “a practical knowledge of the human mind as is given by phrenology.”)


Beecher was only the first of the brothers’ many converts. Soon they were providing phrenological readings to their classmates at two cents apiece. After graduation, plans for a churchly life were put aside in favor of another kind of missionary work: “Phrenologize Our Nation, for thereby it will Reform the World!” the Fowlers exhorted. Lorenzo and Orson became professional lecturers and practitioners of the science of mind, opening an office in New York City in 1835 and producing their first publication, Phrenology Proved, Illustrated, and Applied, a year later. The two men brought an evangelical fervor to the enterprise, promising that phrenology would improve “the prosperity and material good of the next generation and greatly enhance the happiness of the race, besides abolishing poverty and nearly abolishing crime.”


Along with such crusading zeal, the Fowlers exhibited a canny business sense and a showman’s dramatic flair. Their sales pitches were all but irresistible: “Surely, [a reading] will point out, and show how to obviate, at least one fault, and cultivate one virtue, besides reinvigorating health—the value of which ASTOR’S MILLIONS can not equal! Shall, then, the trifling examination fee prevent what is thus INFINITELY valuable? Will you allow this to intercept your MENTAL progress, especially if just starting in life? In no other way can you even obtain for your self, at such a trifle, as much good—as great a luxury.”


They advertised free lectures, charging only for a personal consultation, and drew overflowing crowds. These “two wizards of manipulation” delighted audiences by feeling out fakes among those who volunteered for a public demonstration. The village idiot presented himself as the mayor; the county judge dressed up as a beggar; the local doctor impersonated a raving lunatic—but there was no deceiving the Fowlers’ sensitive fingers. “No Conscientiousness! Not a bit! No Approbativeness! No feeling of shame!” Orson once cried out, recoiling from the touch of a particular head “as from a serpent.” The man, it turned out, was a criminal charged with manslaughter.


So persuasive were the Fowlers’ performances that they began to attract an illustrious clientele. Future U.S. presidents James Garfield and John Tyler had their heads read. (Orson coyly informed Tyler that he “would veto bills” one day.) Statesman Daniel Webster received the gratifying report that his skull was to ordinary heads “what the great dome of St. Peter’s is to the small cupolas at its side.” A young Clara Barton attended four weeks of courses taught by Lorenzo and became a teacher on his advice. “How can the value of the results of that month, extending through a lifetime, be put into words?” swooned the woman who founded the Red Cross. “How measure the worth of the ideas, the knowledge of one’s self, and of others, growing out of it?” Charles Dickens, Edgar Allan Poe, and Oliver Wendell Holmes were also among the Fowlers’ satisfied customers. Even the famously conjoined twins Chang and Eng (each) had their heads read.


Of course, phrenology had its doubters, including the reliably skeptical and acerbic Mark Twain. As a child he watched a phrenologist manipulate the heads of his neighbors in Hannibal, Missouri. “It is not at all likely, I think, that the traveling expert ever got any villager’s character quite right, but it is a safe guess that he was always wise enough to furnish his clients character charts that would compare favorably with George Washington’s,” he noted dryly. “It was a long time ago, and yet I think I still remember that no phrenologist ever came across a skull in our town that fell much short of the Washington standard.” His opinion of phrenology was not improved by a reading he received as an adult from Lorenzo: his was a generally mediocre head, Fowler told him, and one utterly lacking the Organ of Humor.


But as even Twain had to admit, his wariness of phrenology and its “outlandish” vocabulary was not widely shared: “By and by the people became familiar with the strange names and addicted to the use of them and they batted them back and forth in conversation with deep satisfaction—a satisfaction which could hardly have been more contenting if they had known for certain what the words meant,” he cracked. Where the famous and prominent had gone, ordinary men and women followed: into the offices of the Fowlers, who soon set up branches in Boston, Philadelphia, and London, or under the fingers of the itinerant phrenologists who now traipsed the country, traveling salesmen for the truths of the day.


If Johann Spurzheim had not delivered phrenology to America’s shores in 1832, the country would have had to invent it. This was a place and a time of momentous change, felt most acutely by those ordinary people satirized by Twain and served by the Fowlers. As they left family farms and workshops, as they traded the country for towns and cities, Americans were encountering something unfamiliar: choices. Whom to marry? What job to pursue? Which way to achieve distinction? These were new questions for many, and phrenology promised authoritative answers. “A correct Phrenological examination will teach, with SCIENTIFIC CERTAINTY, that most useful of all knowledge—YOURSELF; YOUR DEFECTS, and how to obviate them; your EXCELLENCES and how to make the most of them; your NATURAL TALENTS, and thereby in what spheres and pursuits you can best succeed,” pledged one of the Fowlers’ publications. The brothers took Spurzheim’s practical orientation one step further, transforming phrenology into an individual oracle, a source of highly personal advice on the choice of a career, a spouse, a life’s path.


“A most typical American,” Walt Whitman called himself, and in seeking phrenology’s reassuringly firm guidance, he surely was. Like Whitman, Americans seem to have greeted the phrenologists’ counsel with relief and gratitude (while ignoring those recommendations that missed the mark, as Whitman slighted Lorenzo’s suggestion that he become an accountant). One phrenology client spoke for many when he noted that though he had been suffering “painful confusion’s derangement,” after his reading, “doubts and perplexities fled like morning vapors chased away by the rising sun.” This was metaphysics for the man on the street, wisdom on sale for a few dollars a head.


There was one other way that phrenology made itself indispensable. The country’s growing businesses now needed a way to appraise the workers they hired. Phrenology, which claimed to provide “a complete mental daguerreotype,” seemed just the thing, and many firms began requiring a phrenological letter of reference. An advertisement appearing in the New York Sun read: “AN APPRENTICE WANTED. A stout boy not over fifteen years of age, of German or Scotch parents, to learn a good but difficult trade. N.B. It will be necessary to bring a recommendation to his abilities from Messrs. Fowlers and Wells, Phrenologists, Nassau Street.” In an expanding economy that could no longer rely on reputation or word of mouth, the impartial accuracy promised by phrenology was a boon to business. For America’s employers, as for all its many proponents, phrenology was just too useful not to be true.


■


Three thousand miles and a hundred and fifty years away from Fowler & Wells, the offices of today’s phrenologist are located on another bustling thoroughfare, San Francisco’s Market Street. But today there’s no exotic cabinet to draw passersby, no hovering stenographers to smilingly suggest a reading. To get there the curious must enter a blank-featured office building, ride an elevator to the third floor, and head down a long hallway redolent with the smell of new carpet. At the end they’ll find not a clamorous carnival of gawkers and sightseers, but a dozen young people in a large open room, typing soundlessly at sky-blue iMacs. The clients of this venture, millions of them, are spread all over the country and the world.


Welcome to Emode, “The #1 Destination for Self-Discovery,” as its Web site proclaims. This dot-com operation, offering more than two hundred online personality tests, has ministered to more people than Lorenzo Fowler could ever have dreamed: Fifty million individuals have taken one of its tests since the site launched in 2000. Like the itinerant phrenologists of old, this is a movable oracle, coming right into its customers’ homes.


Just off the main room is the director of this ambitious organization, seated behind a desk in his sunny office. James Currier, thirty-five years old, is tall and lean and wears a blue shirt that matches his eyes. Nominated as a “Man of the Internet” by Women.com (“like his Web site, he knows how to ask lots of questions”), he exudes a cool confidence. Currier, who grew up in New Hampshire, got the idea for Emode in 1998 when he was studying at Harvard Business School. The school offers the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, a popular personality test, to all its students.


“I saw that it was a tremendously meaningful experience for people,” says Currier. “People fundamentally want to know about themselves and their place in the world.” When his classmates received their results, “they were laughing and pointing and talking, just opening up to each other more than they had done before.” Currier spotted an opportunity: “I realized that I could provide a life-discovery service to people that had never before been possible.”


A year later, Currier opened for business in a leaky brick basement in Cambridge, Massachusetts, employing graphic artists to design the site and psychology PhD’s to create the tests. While some of the tests purport to offer a comprehensive report on the taker’s personality, others are “just for fun,” he says, like “Who’s Your Inner Rock Star?” and “What Breed of Dog Are You?” (Currier is a golden retriever.) The site offers these lighthearted tests for free while charging $14.95 for feedback on the more in-depth exams. Emode was an immediate hit, attracting three million visitors within its first two weeks, and Currier realized that his company’s growing needs required a move to the epicenter of dot-com activity, San Francisco.


Although it all happened just a few years ago, the story of Emode’s founding already has the hoary feel of a Gold Rush legend. The difference is in the ending: Emode continues to flourish even as innumerable other dot-coms withered and died. Currier has a simple explanation for his site’s success. “Everyone is interested in themselves,” he says. “Since the beginning of man, we have always wondered, ‘Who am I?’ and ‘Where do I fit into this world?’ I think these online tests are going directly to the heart of the question.”


Currier’s vision of his project is grandiose enough to rival the Fowlers’: the company’s mission statement announces that “Emode will use Internet technology to create a revolution in how people learn about themselves and how they improve the quality of their lives,” and he is already expanding the business in several directions. In early 2003, he rolled out a service intended to match romantic partners through their personality profiles; prospective couples are rated on a “compatibility index” of 1 to 100. “It takes a really distracted and imprecise, scary process and makes it cleaner, simpler, deeper, and more entertaining,” says Currier. He’s also planning a career-finding function. “We take information about people’s personalities and help them do something with it—like, ‘Here’s a job you should take, here’s a person you should date, here’s a trip you should go on,’” Currier explains. “We want to help them make those changes, help them go from A to B.”


High-tech though they are, the goods peddled by James Currier are essentially the same as those advertised by Lorenzo Fowler a century and a half earlier: gleanings of self-knowledge, along with guidance through a thicket of choices that has grown ever more tangled since the phrenologists’ time. And Emode is only one purveyor of this extraordinarily popular form of information and instruction. Thousands of online personality tests-from frivolous fare like “Which Star Wars Character Are You?,” to ostensibly serious exercises “designed by psychologists”—have now joined the innumerable personality questionnaires already being printed in books and magazines.


Of course, many of the best known and most important personality tests are clinical instruments that can be administered and interpreted only by psychologists or other trained personnel. These are the tests this book will examine most closely, in part because they are often the models on which the more informal tests are based. But the ubiquity of personality tests in all their forms suggests that they have become our era’s favored mode of self-understanding, our most accessible and accepted way of describing human nature.


This was the position held by phrenology, of course, until science came along to knock it off its perch. From the height of its popularity in the mid-nineteenth century, the decline of phrenology’s reputation followed swiftly on a series of newly sophisticated studies of the brain. Though this research provided evidence that some mental functions, such as vision and speech, were in fact confined to particular parts of the brain, these parts were almost never where the phrenologists professed they would be. In addition, such localized functions were invariably highly specific, not the global characteristics claimed by the phrenologists. And there was no evidence at all that their placement or size was manifested in bumps on the skull. By the end of the century, phrenology had taken a place alongside astrology and the humors, another wrong answer to the riddle of human nature.


Is it possible that its modern counterpart, personality testing, will meet the same fate? Science has again issued a challenge, finding many of the personality tests in use today invalid and unreliable. At the same time, other alarms are being raised: about the tests’ propensity to invade workers’ privacy, label students in limiting ways, and supply misleading evidence to the courts. The time has come to take a closer look at these tests, and to ask whether the answers they offer are correct—or just the ones their users want to hear.


Phrenology, of course, did not disappear just because science had declared its moment past. Fowler & Wells continued advertising its services until 1904; the American Phrenological Journal published fresh issues until 1911; the American Institute of Phrenology graduated new classes of students until 1925. During the Great Depression, phrenology was offered as vocational counseling to people out of work, and a “mechanical phrenologist,” the Psycograph, was a popular attraction at the 1933 Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago.


But perhaps the belief in phrenology lingered longest and most powerfully in the hearts of those who had first recognized themselves in its flattering reflection. Walt Whitman remained one of the faithful. Throughout his long life, phrenology continued to provide him with a literary language, an aspirational self-image, and an expansive vision of human potential. It even gave him words for his most private and unconventional passions, as in an 1870 diary entry about his love for a man: “Depress the adhesive nature/It is in excess—making life a torment/Ah this diseased, feverish, disproportionate adhesiveness.” Phrenology was no abstract doctrine but a cherished familiar, an extension of himself as necessary as his name or his body. Science, which built up and then debunked such systems in relentless succession, could do little to dislodge a faith so intimate and so certain.


Whitman remained a staunch adherent of the science of mind even as those around him grew doubtful. “I know what [Oliver Wendell] Holmes said about phrenology,” he wrote to a confidant in 1878, “—that you might as easily tell how much money is in a safe feeling the knob on the door as tell how much brain a man has by feeling the bumps on his head: and I guess most of my friends distrust it—but then you see I am very old fashioned—I probably have not got by the phrenology stage yet.”


When Whitman died in 1892, the phrenological reading performed by Lorenzo Fowler nearly half a century earlier was found among his most precious papers. “Not even his manuscripts were preserved as carefully,” a biographer observes. All his life, Whitman had recalled his visits to the Fowlers’ Phrenological Cabinet with fondness and genuine gratitude. “I went there often,” he reminisced in a letter to a friend, “and once for myself had a very elaborate and leisurely examination and ‘chart of bumps’ written out (I have it yet).”







TWO
Rorschach’s Dream



Hermann Rorschach was twenty years old, a medical student at the University of Zurich in Switzerland, when he had the dream. The day before he had witnessed his first autopsy, and he watched it performed—skin split, muscle parted, cavities opened—with the “respectful eagerness of a young student.” He was thinking, he said later, of “the cutting up of the soul.”


“The following night I had a dream in which I felt my own brain was being cut,” Rorschach recounted, a dream so vivid that even after he woke he could feel the pierce of the knife. This extraordinary experience would eventually give rise to a kind of waking dream: a powerful desire to dissect human nature itself. The phrenologists had stopped at the skull, feeling along its contours like searchers fumbling in the dark. Rorschach wanted to shine his light deeper—as deep as the surgeons who pared away flesh with their scalpels.


Rorschach, of course, would go on to create one of the most recognizable images of our time: the amorphous inkblot test that bears his name. What has become a universal icon of ambiguity began as a dream of universal understanding, a “key to the knowledge of mankind.” In a sense, Rorschach was first in a line of dreamers extending through the twentieth century, a succession of scientists who imagined they could take the measure of human nature. The consequences of that dream, flawed though it was, are with us today in the personality tests—including the Rorschach—that millions take each year.


In some ways it was surprising that Hermann Rorschach was present at the autopsy at all. As a child he had dreamed not of being a doctor, but an artist. Born in Zurich in 1884, Rorschach was the son of a failed painter who made his living as a drawing teacher at a boys’ school. Like his father, young Hermann had an artist’s temperament, sensitive and a bit otherworldly. He could interpret the pain of a toothache as a musical melody, and recalled famous paintings he had seen by translating them into a series of movements. A talented draftsman, even his briefest sketches seemed to capture some unmistakable essence of his subject.


When Rorschach was twelve, his mother died; his father followed when he was eighteen. About to go off to university, Rorschach now faced a difficult choice: should he be an artist or a scientist? He had an abiding passion for art, but his parents’ illnesses had also turned his interest toward medicine. This dilemma would become an insistent theme, recurring not only throughout Rorschach’s life but throughout the unfolding story of personality psychology: is human nature a subject for art, or for science? Does it call for creative, subjective intuition, or cool, rational logic?


In 1904, Rorschach enrolled in medical school, deciding to specialize in psychiatry. It was at this time that he saw the autopsy, and the vision of his life’s work.


Five years later, Rorschach was working as a resident at the Munsterlingen mental hospital in northeastern Switzerland. The young doctor was popular among the patients there, both for his gentle and unassuming manner and for the many entertaining diversions he arranged. He provided them with paper and paints, then hung their artwork on the hospital’s walls. He turned the institution’s chapel into a theater, designing sets and costumes and even performing with shadow puppets.


These activities were not solely for the patients’ enjoyment, however. Rorschach was intensely interested in how they responded to the world around them, and he suspected that such reactions revealed much about their illnesses and about their individual natures. He carefully observed each of his wards, sometimes sketching their likenesses directly into their case histories. And he began to elicit their reactions more deliberately, introducing new experiences and attending closely to their expressions and comments. For several months Rorschach kept a monkey at the asylum, watching the residents respond to its antic gestures and grimaces. Searching for still more evocative stimuli, he began presenting them with surprising drawings of, say, a green cat or a red frog. It was in 1911 that he got the idea to show them inkblots.


Inkblots—accidental forms created by folding a piece of paper on which drops of ink have been placed—had occupied an odd corner of European culture for almost a hundred years. Frequently used as a prop for parlor games and fortune-telling, these splotches were even made into literature. In 1857, the German poet and physician Justinus Kerner published a volume of inkblots and the rather ominous poems they inspired (Kerner was convinced that the blots’ dark shapes were determined by “the other world”). As a child, Rorschach played with inkblots so frequently that his nickname was “Klex,” or “Inkblot,” and as a teenager, he likely encountered Kerner’s book.


Now, at Munsterlingen, he fashioned some inkblots of his own and began showing them to patients, asking, “What might this be?” They invariably answered with fanciful images: “angels with fluttering wings,” “carnival clowns dancing with each other,” “waiters carrying a champagne bucket.” Almost in passing, Rorschach noted that the interpretations offered by schizophrenics seemed different from the others, unusual and even bizarre, and he wondered briefly if the forms could be used as a diagnostic test.


The immediate needs of his patients were pressing, however, so Rorschach put his inkblots aside—until a startling development six years later compelled him to pick them up again.


By 1917, Rorschach was a husband, the father of a small child, and a full-fledged psychiatrist at a mental hospital in Herisau, near Switzerland’s border with Austria. It was at the end of this year that a Polish medical student named Szymon Hens published his own work with inkblots, which he had administered to mental patients and to normal adults and children.


Reading Hens’s paper, Rorschach felt the painful jab of professional jealousy—but also a gratifying flash of insight. Hens, he realized, had focused on the content of what his subjects discerned in the blots. For Rorschach, however, what his patients saw mattered less than how they saw it: Did they take in the entire shape, or did they concentrate on one part? Were the figures they saw moving or still? How did they react when colored blots were introduced? Such perceptual processes, Rorschach believed, revealed far more about the viewer than the simple content of their answers.


Rorschach returned with greater intensity to his inkblot experiments, recruiting patients and even colleagues as his subjects. Any staff member who wished to work with Rorschach had to submit to his “procedure” first. “The funny part was that everything I saw I connected with anatomy,” one nurse recalled. “I saw the spine; that’s all I could say.” Before long Rorschach had tested 405 people, and the cards were growing grimy, he remarked, “by passing through hundreds of hands.” All the while, he was developing his notions about what the results meant. Early on he’d grasped that an inkblot was a little piece of life, a stand-in for a face, a landscape, a situation. In each case, Rorschach reasoned, we approach things in our characteristic way, looking for the same features, responding to the same factors.


He began to refine that original insight, sifting differences in the way people talked about the blots. He noticed again, for example, that schizophrenics tended to give odd and idiosyncratic replies that bore little relation to the actual shapes of the blots. Normal individuals, on the other hand, seemed to choose their answers from the same stock of conventional images—a butterfly, a flower, a fox—and the figures they pointed out could be readily perceived by others. Rorschach named this aspect of inkblot interpretation “Form.”


Another element that interested Rorschach was the reaction to color. Here he made an intuitive connection to personal style: “It has long been realized that there must exist a very close relationship between color and affectivity,” Rorschach observed. “The gloomy person is one to whom everything looks ‘black,’ while the cheerful person is said to see everything through rose-colored glasses.” The reaction to “Color,” he concluded, was an index to one’s level of positive engagement with the outside world.


A third yardstick was “Movement,” or the extent to which the person viewing the blot imagined its figures to be in motion. The perception of movement, decided Rorschach, was linked to the richness of one’s interior life: it was “nothing other than the ability to create new, individual productions, the capacity for inner creation. In its finest development we call this artistic inspiration [or] religious experience.”


As Rorschach had predicted, the inkblots proved useful as a diagnostic device. The asylum staff could “penetrate by way of the test into the world of the mentally ill to an amazing extent,” noted a nurse at Herisau. “As time went on, we ‘experienced’ and ‘knew’ how, for example, an epileptic, a schizophrenic, or a neurotic responded to the test and therefore to his surroundings, and to life in general.” Rorschach himself boasted to a friend that his procedure “provides a diagnosis so accurate that it strikes one with amazement.” By now, however, he had caught a glimpse of even grander possibilities.


Rorschach’s dream was to pierce the heart of personality itself, and in probing the relationships among his subjects’ responses, he believed he’d done it. The ratio of Movement responses to Color responses—the tilt of one’s attunement to inner or outer worlds—formed what he called the Erlebnistypus, or “experience type.” Persons who gave relatively more Movement responses he labeled “introversives”; creative and imaginative, they were often socially awkward or distant. Those who volunteered relatively more Color responses he termed “extratensives”; they were sociable and easygoing though perhaps lacking in depth or emotional stability. “Dilated” types proffered an abundance of both kinds of responses, and their personalities exhibited the best qualities of introversives and extratensives; not so the dull “coarctative” types, who mustered few responses of either sort. According to Rorschach, every human being fell into one of these four categories.


Rorschach was awed by the incisiveness of this tool for exploring human nature. “In all the languages of the world,” he asserted, “we would not find words enough to express the numberless nuances of personality originating from the experience type.” But he didn’t stop there. He imagined administering the inkblots repeatedly to children as they grew to adulthood, creating a detailed map of personality development. He pondered a study of the great paintings of past centuries, predicting that an analysis of form, color, and movement would reveal the mindset of entire epochs. And he proposed employing the test in anthropological work with faraway cultures. “The test itself is technically so simple—it can be done through an interpreter—that it may be done with the most primitive Negro as easily as with a cultured European,” he proclaimed excitedly. Rorschach even asked the famous doctor and humanitarian Albert Schweitzer to show his inkblots to natives of the Congo (Schweitzer declined).


As Olga Rorschach put it, for her husband the test was “a key to the knowledge of mankind and his potential, a key to the understanding of culture, the work of the human spirit.” His enigmatic inkblots were runes in which a whole life, even a whole era or civilization, could be read. And Rorschach allowed his dream to soar still higher, imagining finally that his creation would lead him to “a method of discovering the possibility of the unification of all men.” As his ambitions for the test surged, so did his determination to share it with the world. Working feverishly, like a man with no time to waste, Rorschach began to set his theories down on paper.


Less than two years after he resumed the inkblot experiments, his manuscript was finished, a dense treatise on the method and its interpretation that he titled Psychodiagnostics: A Diagnostic Test Based on Perception. Though it borrowed from many sources, this was a singular and rather strange work. High in the Swiss mountains, Rorschach was lifted clear out of the currents of mainstream psychology, including psychoanalysis, then beginning its sweep of European thought. Though Rorschach was intrigued by this bold new perspective, he remained skeptical: “In Vienna they are soon going to explain the rotation of the earth analytically,” he commented wryly to a colleague.


Instead, Psychodiagnostics reflected nothing so much as Rorschach’s own divided nature. By the standards of the time, his studies were highly quantified and data driven. Psychiatric research in the early twentieth century often featured qualitative observations of a single patient; his large sample and precise records were the work of a serious scientist. But it was also the creation of an artist. An associate at Herisau explained: “Although Rorschach tended to stick to the material at hand with its empirical and statistical validity, we had the impression of seeing an artist at work, who made the real person come to life from this material because of his knowledge and his empathy. I often came to think of Michelangelo and his unfinished works, where a limb or an entire figure gradually arises from the raw block.”


The book included twenty-eight case studies—vivid illustrations of Rorschach’s method, and some of the first examples of personality assessment to appear anywhere. When shown the fourth card in the series, for example, one woman saw “a tiny king from a fairy tale … greeting two queens in waving veils who approach from right and left.” She also discerned a “swan swimming along the bank of a river,” “a bent over old woman standing in front of a tomb,” and “two profiles of vagabonds with large, pendant lips.” This was an “imaginative individual,” Rorschach commented approvingly, with a “great ability to make experiences.” Another woman, shown the same blot, replied only that it looked like the “skin of an animal.” She was a “pedant,” Rorschach noted brusquely, exhibiting “stereotypy, poverty of ideas and lack of originality.” (He added: “This is the test of a housewife and such findings are not infrequently seen in this group.”) From an individual’s responses to a stack of inkblots, Rorschach believed, he could learn everything he needed to know.


Rorschach assumed that the world would be as impressed as he by this breakthrough. An early sign that it would not be so came in December 1918, when Rorschach presented a preliminary report of his work to Herisau’s medical association. The event was a flop: a handful of country doctors, more used to setting bones and delivering babies, looked utterly baffled by the young psychiatrist’s bold conjectures.


Surely the more sophisticated judges of Europe’s scholarly presses would see Psychodiagnostics for the revelation it was. In 1919 he sent the manuscript, along with his fifteen favorite blots, to half a dozen publishers. All refused it. Though disappointed, Rorschach remained resolute. Later that year he wrote to a friend, “Unfortunately we are still having difficulties with the publication,” adding with caustic humor, “You see, nothing but dark things. Black spots and black souls.”


Rorschach revised his manuscript and submitted it again in 1920. It might have failed for a second time to find a publisher if not for the intervention of Walter Morgenthaler, Rorschach’s friend and a respected psychiatrist. Morgenthaler persuaded a small Swiss press, the House of Bircher, to print twelve hundred copies, but even so, Bircher balked at the expense of reproducing fifteen blots. Rorschach reluctantly agreed to reduce the number to ten, and the book was issued at last in June 1921. With publication, however, came a new crisis: the printers had turned Rorschach’s crisp black-and-white blots into muddles of shaded gray. Surprisingly, the author welcomed the error, deciding that the mottled effect provided new opportunities for interpretation.


Much harder to accept was the yawning indifference and occasional hostility that greeted the book’s arrival. Switzerland’s only psychiatric review ignored Psychodiagnostics completely, and other European journals published only brief summaries. The most sustained attention the book received came at the annual meeting of the German Society of Experimental Psychology, when the prominent psychologist William Stern took the floor to denounce Rorschach’s test as contrived and superficial. Almost every copy remained in Bircher’s basement, and the publisher made it known that he was sorry he’d ever taken it on. The book was a losing proposition for its author as well: Rorschach’s wife estimated that he earned only 25 Swiss francs (about five dollars at the time) for his labors.


Then, suddenly, Rorschach fell ill. On April 1, 1922, he was rushed to Herisau’s hospital and diagnosed with peritonitis, an inflammation of the membrane lining the abdominal wall. By ten o’clock the next morning, he was dead at the age of thirty-seven. “Few destinies are more pathetic than that of Hermann Rorschach,” laments his biographer, who suggests that his subject actually died from heartbreak over the failure of his cherished dream.


At the time of Rorschach’s death, his test was still a work in progress; he considered it already obsolete upon publication, and continued to modify and improve it. Emil Oberholzer, another psychiatrist friend, arranged for the posthumous publication of one of his papers, noting that when Rorschach died, “he was in the midst of his promising elaboration of the numerous problems raised by the experiment. His work approached that of a genius, and heralded a new phase in the study of psychology. The bulk of his experience and conclusions went with him to his unfortunately early grave.”


Now it seemed unlikely that the test, which had only a few champions like Morgenthaler and Oberholzer, would survive its creator. “Being permitted to watch Rorschach and share this experience with him was a great gift and an enrichment for us,” reflected one Herisau colleague. “But also a deep fate, for when he was no longer among us, there was nobody to turn to who really knew the ‘Rorschach.’” As if piling on, Bircher soon went bankrupt, and its stock of Psychodiagnostics was sold off at auction.


But confounding all expectations, “the Rorschach” was about to acquire a new lease on life, in the most improbable of places: America.


On July 4, 1934—Independence Day—Bruno Klopfer sailed into the wide-open embrace of New York Harbor. Beckoned by the Statue of Liberty, Klopfer and his small son, Walter, made it safely to shore, where Walter mistook the holiday festivities for a personal welcome. On his part, Klopfer was able to accept his new nation’s hospitality knowing that he had not arrived empty-handed: a set of Rorschach inkblots was packed in his bags.


The Klopfers were German Jews, fleeing the increasingly powerful Nazis. In Berlin, Klopfer had been a successful psychologist, with his own radio program and a position on the staff of the Berlin Information Center for Child Guidance. But once the government began issuing instructions on how Aryan and non-Aryan children were to be treated, Klopfer, though assimilated, could not ignore the threat. At school one day, Walter watched a classmate taunted on the playground, and asked the principal why. “Well, he’s a Jew,” the principal replied. Puzzled, Walter went home and asked his father, “What’s a Jew?” “I’ll tell you next week,” Klopfer answered. By the next week they were gone, escaped to Switzerland—on their way, ultimately, to America.


While in Zurich, Klopfer learned how to administer the Rorschach, and he brought this expertise with him to the States, where he procured a position as a research associate at Columbia University. Rumors of the Rorschach had preceded him, and were generating more excitement about the test than had ever been seen in its native land. Now word of an expert’s arrival spread swiftly among the university’s psychology students. Though the students clamored for an official course in the Rorschach, Columbia’s professors, suspicious of this European import, would not allow it. So Klopfer began holding informal meetings in his Brooklyn apartment two evenings a week.


The classes did not always go smoothly. For one thing, recalls an early participant, Klopfer “did a little wishful thinking concerning his capacity to use English.” More important, students and teacher together discovered how much Rorschach had left undone. His fevered work and early death meant that basic questions of administration and scoring remained unsettled, and the meetings went long and loud into the night as the group thrashed out some answers.


In spite—or partly because—of his exotic accent, Klopfer began to attract a devoted following. Small and bespectacled, he talked softly but radiated an unexpected charisma. “Whenever he walked into a room, everyone stopped speaking,” remembers one acquaintance. He had a warm and intimate presence that made those around him feel deeply understood, but he also sported a playful and mischievous side, delighting in jokes and puns. Modest and unpretentious, he preferred cardigans and sandals at a time when academics still wore suits and wingtips.


There was only one subject on which the low-key Klopfer grew impassioned: the Rorschach. It was this fiery zeal, along with his talents as a teacher and organizer, that made Klopfer the center of the growing Rorschach cult in America. Legends sprang up about his almost magical ability to extract detailed information about people—their gender, age, occupation, appearance—from a written record of their test responses. Trying to see what they saw in the inkblots, he would hold the cards inches from his face, giving rise to rumors that he smelled or otherwise uncannily absorbed the essence of Rorschach’s forms (in fact, he was simply extremely nearsighted).


Meeting in kitchens and living rooms, debating the Rorschach over home-cooked meals and at impromptu parties, the group around Klopfer felt as if it were forging a new approach to the study of human nature. He and his associates produced a mimeographed newsletter, the Rorschach Research Exchange, to share new findings and work out disagreements about the test. Still, the movement retained a furtive air. Though the Rorschach was eagerly adopted by psychology graduate students, their professors were wary, even actively antagonistic. Some adherents had to hide Rorschach materials from their superiors; most continued to convene in private apartments, in coffeehouses, even in an abandoned movie theater rather than in classrooms.


In this covert fashion, the Rorschach made its way across the United States, spread by conversation and debate rather than lectures and textbooks. It met with an enthusiastic reception, at least among younger clinicians, because there was simply nothing else that did what the Rorschach claimed to do: describe the entire individual. Intelligence tests (such as the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale) were available, but as a psychologist of the time pointed out, these hardly explained all: “Persons who were intelligent, some at uppermost reaches, behaved very unintelligently.” There were a few one-dimensional tests that measured whether someone was “neurotic” or “introverted.” But these seemed hopelessly flat next to the richly detailed portraits that “wizards” such as Klopfer could draw from the Rorschach.
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