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The Pervasiveness of Personality

One

PERSONALITY DISCOURSE IS EVERYWHERE




Not all the officers in the fleet were as pleased as Nelson to hear of Jervis’s appointment. [Sir John Jervis was appointed as commander of the Mediterranean Fleet in 1796.] There was an air of menace about him. With his powerful frame and stern features, he looked, as he could be, a formidable opponent. He had a reputation as a firm disciplinarian, and, as a man who knew him well said, he was far from always ‘preserving an unruffled command of his temper’. When roused ‘a torrent of impetuous reproof in unmeasured language would violently rush from his unguarded lips’. ‘He had, too, a certain grim humour in which he occasionally indulged at the expense of those who were powerless to retort. On the other hand, when an act of zeal, skill or gallantry merited his approval, it was given ungrudgingly . . . and in his private relations, though careful and economical, he was kindhearted and generous.’1



Wherever you find people, thinking, talking and writing about other people, there you’ll find discourse about personality – about, as the Oxford English Dictionary has it, ‘that quality or assemblage of qualities which makes a person what he is, as distinct from other persons’.2 We call people kindhearted, generous, fair-minded, witty, flaky, charming, mean-spirited, bitchy, dull, stupid, thoughtless, self-deprecating, bullies, control freaks. Aspects of personality such as these, or what I will call traits (which I pronounce to rhyme with ‘baits’ rather than with ‘bays’), are constantly being appealed to in our everyday descriptions of ourselves and of others.

Ask a friend of yours to describe a mutual friend who is absent, or someone she knows from the place where she works, but with whom you are not acquainted. Listen to what she says, and you are almost bound to hear talk of traits.

Look at any recent advertisement in the lonely-hearts or personal column of your newspaper or magazine: John describes himself as caring, passionate, fun to be with; Adrienne is warm, funny and attractive, and seeks a kind, confident, intelligent man with laughter lines. Look at job specifications: ‘Successful applicants will be enthusiastic, ambitious, competitive, determined, energetic and outgoing.’

The newspapers are full of talk of personality traits: politicians are described as being charismatic, charming and professional, or dogged and shallow. Footballers are hardworking or mercurial. In the law courts, judges and magistrates don’t hesitate to talk about the criminal’s personality as they pass sentence: this evil man revealed that he was cunning, ruthless and devious in the pursuit of his terrible deeds.

Historians write about the personality of their historical characters: in the Christopher Hibbert book on Nelson which I just quoted from, the index entry under ‘Nelson, personality’ has page references to where the following traits, amongst many others, are revealed in action: ‘courage’, ‘determination’, ‘self-esteem’, ‘self-confidence’, ‘hatred of the French’, ‘taciturnity’, ‘tactlessness’, ‘foolhardiness’, ‘short temper’, ‘pugnacity’, ‘generosity’, ‘complacency’, ‘vanity’, ‘courtesy’, and ‘fondness of children’. And under ‘Emma, Lady Hamilton, personality’ we have ‘good nature’, ‘charm’, ‘self-confidence’, ‘need for admiration’, ‘sensuality’ and ‘extravagance’.

In novels, short stories, films and TV soaps and cartoons, some characters are drawn with such clear, sharp lines that the character’s name becomes a word to describe a personality trait: we can gain a nice idea of someone’s personality if you say that he or she is a Homer Simpson, a Micawber, a Walter Mitty, a Pollyanna, a Bertie Wooster, a Gordon Gekko, an Oblomov or a Runyonesque type, and we know what you mean even if we’ve never read or seen the work that the character comes from. These are E. M. Forster’s ‘flat characters’ who, at the extreme, can be summed up in a single sentence.3 For obvious reasons, the names of more complex characters in novels (Forster’s ‘round’ characters) are seldom used in this way: for example, if you were to say of someone that he’s a Pierre Bezukhov (one of the central characters of War and Peace), it would tell us nothing about him – or rather it would tell us too much. Whereas, if you say that he’s a bit of a Walter Mitty, you can be readily understood as meaning that he’s someone who lives in a fantasy world of his own making; and if you say that she’s a Pollyanna, you mean that she always looks on the bright side of life. Sometimes, the folk memory of historical characters becomes such that they too are left with just one defining aspect to their personality; the rest is, so to speak, whited out: he’s a bit of a Genghis Khan; she’s a Florence Nightingale.



WHY IS IT EVERYWHERE?


Personality discourse is everywhere largely because it serves a purpose: or rather, because it serves several purposes. We use personality discourse to describe people, to judge them, to enable us to predict what they will think, feel and do, and to enable us to explain their thoughts, feelings and actions. Let’s take these in turn.

If I say that Aubrey is outgoing, and that Briony is a shy person, I’m saying something about them: I’m attributing a certain personality trait to them. Sometimes we can do this obliquely, by implication, without actually using a trait term. I ask you what sort of person Gideon is, and you reply ‘Well, he is a litigation lawyer.’ On the assumption that you are not changing the subject by telling me about what Gideon does for a job, I can take it that you are implying that Gideon has the sort of personality that is the image of a typical litigation lawyer (like the character played by Dan Hedaya in Clueless, the father of Alicia Silverstone’s Cher Horowitz).

In describing someone by reference to a personality trait, I might also be judging him or her. This kind of judgement might be only in respect of some project or plan or task in hand. If you are recruiting a trainee in media sales for your office, then Aubrey’s outgoingness will better qualify him for the job than Briony’s shyness. In selecting a football team, one might prefer that a defender be hardworking rather than mercurial.

A character trait is deeper than a personality trait, and the judgement goes deeper too. Knowing that Gideon is cruel and that Susan is kind reveals something more profound about them than that they are charming or quick-witted. It reveals something about them that we are rightly inclined to say is concerned with their moral worth as a person. Being cruel is a morally bad thing about someone, and being kind is a morally good thing.

Our present conception of personality has really only emerged since the eighteenth century (this sense of the term dates from then), and it is perhaps a peculiarly modern phenomenon to attach such importance to the superficialities of personality and mere appearances (charm, charisma, ‘being a personality’), but scratch the surface and you’ll find that we all still have an underlying idea of character which goes back at least as far as the ancient Greeks, and which is wonderfully expressed by Aristotle. Personality, in the modern superficial sense, hasn’t supplanted our idea of character. One might say that the doubts many people felt about President Clinton, after various personal scandals beset his presidency, were doubts about his character; no one doubted his personality, his charm, his ability to ‘work’ an audience. Character, in this sense, will be the central topic of Chapter 2.

And we use trait discourse to help us to predict things about people. Adrienne advertises in the lonely-hearts for a kind, confident, intelligent man because she wants a man with these traits, and because she thinks that a man with these traits will reliably think, feel and act in a kind, confident and intelligent way. I will say more about this shortly.

So we describe, judge and predict by using personality discourse. And finally, we use personality discourse to explain. Freddie is your new boss. You go into his office to ask him a question, and he shouts at you and humiliates you. After crawling out, with his horrid words ringing in your ears, you ask someone by the coffee machine why Freddie should have done such a thing. ‘Because he’s a bully’, comes the reply. You feel better. You can rest assured that it isn’t something about you that caused Freddie to act as he did. Moreover, the reply implies that it isn’t something that is particular to Freddie’s state of mind today or this week. Rather, the implication of the reply to your question is that this behaviour is characteristic of Freddie. You now have this description of Freddie (‘he’s a bully’). You can make a judgement of him as a boss (‘lousy’, ‘thoroughly demotivating’), and as a person (‘bad’, ‘exploitative’), and you condemn him for being the way he is. You can predict what he’ll do the next time you go into his office to ask him a question. And the next time you go into his office, you’ll be able to explain why he did what you predicted he’d do. Freddie himself might say that his behaviour has this characteristic pattern because ‘they keep sending me these useless, ignorant new trainees, who are always bothering me with trivial questions’. But we know better.

Or do we? There is a popular view in social psychology, and in philosophy, that personality traits are much less robustly reliable than we ordinarily think, and that we are far too quick in our trait attributions, often on very paltry evidence. Some even deny that there are personality traits at all. This is a topic of Chapter 3, and here, in this chapter, I will pretty much take for granted our ordinary, everyday view: that personality discourse is everywhere for the good reasons that I have been discussing.

Now I want to head towards saying what personality is. In doing this, I will try to capture our everyday idea of, or concept of, a personality trait. Doing this sort of thing – sometimes called conceptual analysis – is an important starting point for many philosophical enterprises. What ought to emerge is an account that we can all pretty much agree on – after all, it’s meant to be ‘common sense’, so we all ought to be talking about the same thing (allowing for some disagreement at the edges). Remember, though, that capturing our concept of something doesn’t tell us whether there is in reality anything that our concept is a concept of. We have a pretty clear concept of a witch and of a unicorn, but it is a question of empirical fact whether this world contains any witches or unicorns. Conceptual analysis alone cannot answer this question.


WHAT’S IN OUR MINDS?


Much of what is in our minds at any one time is relatively fleeting: at this moment I’m looking at the white van that is double-parked in the street outside my house; I feel slightly hungry; I’m still angry with my son at his rudeness over breakfast; I have a slight ache in my right knee; the van driver’s shirt reminds me that David Beckham now plays for Real Madrid; I’m thinking about my trip to South Africa. Let’s call these relatively fleeting aspects of my mind occurrent thoughts and feelings: they come and go.

Then there are other aspects of our minds which are relatively enduring. Let’s call these states – to capture the idea that they are not in flux. I love my son (in spite of feeling angry with him at the moment); I have a special liking for the best, most mature Parmesan cheese; I have an enduring aversion to what are known as ‘flat hats’. These psychological states are not in the forefront of my mind at all times – I’m not always aware of them. I am, however, likely to become aware of them, and to act on them, when the occasion arises: when my son gives me that humorous look; when there is some really special Parmesan in the shop window in front of me; when someone wearing a flat hat comes into view.

So far, I think, we don’t have an example of a personality trait. Intuitively, a personality trait is relatively enduring – it’s a kind of state – so that eliminates my occurrent thoughts and feelings as candidates. But the relatively stable states of mind that I have mentioned so far, such as an aversion to flat hats, are I think, too particular in what they are about.

Let’s now assume that I have an aversion not only to flat hats, but also to all sorts of other things that one is likely to find in the English countryside: muddy roads, sheep and cattle, fields, tea shops with no espresso, villages with no cinemas, and so on. Given that I have this aversion, you can rely on me to steer away from the countryside, and if I have to be away from the big city for some reason, you can be confident that I’ll do my best to get back as soon as possible. Now I think we have an example of a personality trait: I’m a town person, a townie – someone who prefers the town to the countryside.

Similarly, assume that I don’t just prefer the best Parmesan but generally prefer the very best kinds of food. Then I’m a foodie. And if I have loving thoughts and feelings towards people in general (and not just my son) then I’m a loving person. So being a town person, a foodie and a loving person are personality traits; in other words, they can be part of someone’s personality.

Spend a bit more time looking at these examples. Take being a foodie: having an enduring state of mind which is, roughly, an enduring preference for the best kinds of food. This enduring preference is a disposition – a disposition to have certain kinds of occurrent thoughts and feelings about food, and to act in certain characteristic ways. For example, it involves the following dispositions: to choose the best kinds of food; to look out for, and go to, restaurants that cater to my taste; to think that money spent on the best kinds of food is money well spent; to feel a special pleasure when I taste really good food; to avoid transport cafés and McDonald’s; and so on.

I need now to say briefly what I mean in general by a disposition, for it will be central to the whole discussion of personality.



SUGAR, VASES, POULTICES AND MUSHROOMS


All sorts of things have dispositions. A sugar cube is soluble. Its being soluble (its solubility) is a disposition of the sugar cube. A glass vase is fragile. Its being fragile (its fragility) is a disposition of the vase. Dispositions like these can be understood in terms of what I will call ‘if–then’ conditional statements. To say that this sugar cube is soluble means, roughly, that if it is immersed in a warm fluid, then it will (can be expected to) dissolve. This glass vase is fragile: if it is dropped, then it will break. The mustard poultice alleviates pain: if it is applied to the painful area, then it will alleviate the pain (note that we don’t always have a single word to name a disposition). So things have dispositions even when the circumstances in the ‘if’ part of the ‘if–then’ conditional don’t obtain: the glass vase is fragile even when it’s sitting safely on the mantelpiece.

We might or might not know what are the underlying properties of the thing that explain the disposition that it has. We have a pretty good idea of what are the underlying structural properties of a sugar cube and a vase that will explain their being soluble and fragile. But (I understand) we don’t know what the properties of a poultice are that explain its disposition to alleviate pain. However, whether or not we know about the underlying explanatory properties, knowing that something has a disposition of a certain kind can itself be useful in our practical lives. That’s why we have so many concepts of dispositions.

You visit a strange country and are told by the locals that the mushrooms that are plentiful in their forests are poisonous. Even if you have no idea of why they are poisonous, it’s still extremely useful to know that if you eat one, then you’ll be very ill.

Of course, these mushrooms’ being poisonous (their having that particular disposition) isn’t an explanation of why, if you eat them, you’ll be very ill, because something’s being poisonous just is its being such that, if you eat it, then you’ll be very ill. This kind of non-explanation is sometimes called by philosophers a dormative virtue explanation, after Molière’s mockery of eighteenth-century doctors in his La Malade Imaginaire: when the doctors were asked why opium induces sleep, they replied that it did so because of its dormative virtues; or rather, to disguise the non-explanatoriness in a cloak of Latin, they said that it did so because of its virtus dormativa.

But still, in a different context, appeal to dispositions can be explanatory. For example, if we notice that all the tourists on the coach get ill after eating these mushrooms, it’s an explanation of their getting ill to say that it’s because the mushrooms that they ate are poisonous. Some philosophers say that this is just a shallow explanation, because it doesn’t explain why the mushrooms are poisonous – what it is about them (their chemical structure perhaps) that is the ground of this disposition. Maybe, but often, as is the case in this imagined example, it’s the best we’ve got, and can be the place to begin the search for a deeper explanation.


CHARM, GLOOMINESS AND IRASCIBILITY


Personality traits are dispositions. Just as this mushroom, whilst nestling amongst the leaves of the forest, is poisonous, so James, whilst asleep on the sofa in front of the TV, is charming, friendly, patient, cheerful, slow-witted and good at dancing. Because personality traits are dispositions, for each personality trait there will be some kind of an ‘if–then’ conditional.

But to say what the ‘if–then’ conditional looks like for personality traits in general is, I think, a hopeless task, because they are so disparate in kind. History is littered with failed personality theories, largely because of their seriously mistaken attempts to regiment personality traits, often into a given number of neat pigeon-holes. There were the four humours of Hippocrates: blood, black bile, yellow bile and phlegm. The Roman physician Galen thought that any of these in excess gave you one of four possible temperaments: sanguine, melancholic, choleric or phlegmatic. These days we have extraversion and introversion or neuroticism, and the ‘five-factor’ model: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness.4 So, studiously avoiding any excessive theorising or regimenting, here are some broad kinds of personality trait, many of which overlap and merge into each other, so that it’s not always obvious into which kind any given personality trait falls.

(a) Ways of acting

Examples are being charming and being polite. Roughly, these traits are ways of doing things. A charming person will invite you to her party in a charming way, and will speak to you over dinner in a charming way. A polite person will pass the salt politely, and come into the room politely. This isn’t to suggest that these people will manifest their traits on all occasions when they can; it’s sometimes said (in jest of course) that an English gentleman can be rude sometimes, but when he is, you can be sure that it’s intentional.

(b) Habits

Being fidgety is a habit. Roughly, a habit is a tendency to repeat a certain kind of action or bodily movement, often without realising that this is what you are doing. A fidgety person might rattle the change in his pocket or fiddle with the knot to his tie, or tap his feet under the table.

(c) Temperaments

Being cheerful, being phlegmatic (residues of Galen), being nervous and being gloomy are temperaments. They are more embedded and more enduring than are moods, which can come and go. And they are more to do with feelings than are habits or ways of acting, although they can involve tendencies to act in certain characteristic ways. Gloomy Eeyore feels gloomy about his birthday and about the prospect of yet more festivities, thinks gloomily that it’s bound to rain for the fireworks, plays gloomily with his presents, and so on.

(d) Emotional dispositions

An emotional disposition, such as irascibility and being envious, is a disposition to have a certain kind of emotion, often more (or less) than is appropriate, and to act out of that emotion. Emotional dispositions can be vices. Mr Angry is irascible, and gets angry with all sorts of silly things when he shouldn’t, shouting at people, breaking vases, kicking the dog, slamming the car door.

(e) Enduring preferences and values

We’ve already looked at these. Foodies are disposed to think about and pursue good food in characteristic ways. Townies are disposed to think about and pursue/avoid the town/ country in characteristic ways. Book-lovers seek out books, talk about books, save up to buy books, and so on.

(f) Skills, talents and abilities

Examples are being good at dancing, having a good ear for music, being a good carpenter or mathematician, being quick-witted. They are, roughly, capacities (a capacity is a kind of disposition) to perform certain tasks well. Some of these are ‘natural’; others may take practice and training.

(g) Character traits

Character traits are importantly different from other aspects of personality.
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