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			INTRODUCTION

			Speaking Type

			To investigate the history of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the most popular personality inventory in the world, is to court a kind of low-level paranoia. Files disappear. Tapes are erased. People begin to watch you.

			In the fall of 2015, I was seven months pregnant and rifling through the archives of the Educational Testing Service (ETS) in Princeton, New Jersey. Many people are familiar with the ETS as the longtime publisher of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), but it was also the first publisher of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator and the first institution to try to determine its scientific validity in the 1960s. Some months before, I had written a controversial article on the origins of Myers-Briggs, and it seemed my reputation had preceded me. In anticipation of my arrival, the staff had removed a folder containing letters from ETS staff to Isabel Briggs Myers, creator of the type indicator. When I asked to see the letters, there was a bit of hushed talk and a brief consultation with a lawyer before the archivist told me that he would not share them with me because of the “sensitive information” they contained. Later that day, a young male ETS employee who, I would later learn, was tasked with surveilling me during my visit, posted the following message to his Twitter account: “Today I’m creeping on a pregnant lady as part of my job.” He seemed an ambivalent creeper or perhaps just an incompetent one. He proceeded to post a link to the article I had written and tagged me in his subsequent post. “Great article by the lady I had to creep on this morning,” he wrote.

			If anything, this sort of occurrence has been more typical than not of my journey into the world of personality testing. In the years that I have spent writing this book, I have encountered secrets and lies and various strategies of bureaucratic obstruction, some more obvious and objectionable than others. It started early in 2013—the moment when I started researching the life and work of Isabel Briggs Myers, about whom very little was known, other than that she was born in 1897, died in 1980, and with the help of her mother, Katharine Cook Briggs, created the type indicator sometime in between. After Isabel’s death, her son had donated her personal papers to the University of Florida, which was a five-minute drive from the Center for Applications of Psychological Type (CAPT): a nonprofit research center that Isabel had helped found just before she died but that now served as the guardian of the type indicator’s trade secrets and protector of its creator’s legacy. Although her papers were technically the property of the university—and thus should have been open to public use—they required permission from CAPT to access. I applied to CAPT for permission, and twice I was assured by the university librarian, a gentle and apologetic man, that I would never receive it. “The staff is very invested in protecting Isabel’s image,” he warned me. In the past, they had done whatever they needed to do to keep people from scrutinizing her life too closely. Why her image should need protection, I did not yet understand.

			
			After nine months of waiting to hear back about the status of my application, I was asked by CAPT to prove my commitment to Myers-Briggs by undergoing a “re-education program”: a nearly two-thousand-dollar, four-day Myers-Briggs accreditation session that took place in the United Jewish Federation building on East Fifty-ninth Street in Manhattan. The accreditation session was led by a self-assured, fashionable woman in her fifties named Patricia, and she promised to teach me and my twenty-five fellow participants—Fortune 500 executives from the United States, United Kingdom, South Africa, and China, high school and college guidance counselors, dating coaches, a Department of Defense administrator, an astrologist, a retired priest—how to “speak type fluently.” This was how Patricia put it, as if speaking type would soon become the most natural thing in the world to us. “This is only the beginning!” she said when we first filed into the room. “Just think of this as a language immersion program.”

			
			Among the various people and instructions that I observed at my re-education program, the most striking was Patricia’s insistence that one’s ability to “speak type fluently” depended on regulating with great care the language one used to describe the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator to the uninitiated. The first rule of speaking type, Patricia said, was that you had to memorize the history of type. Sometime in the 1940s, during the closing years of World War II, two women, a mother and daughter named Katharine Cook Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers, designed a lengthy and ingenious questionnaire that assessed one’s personality along four dimensions of ordinary human behavior: extraversion (E) and introversion (I); sensing (S) and intuition (N); thinking (T) and feeling (F); and judging (J) and perceiving (P). The categories were easy to understand and universally relatable, Patricia claimed. “Do you prefer to focus on the outer world or on your own inner world? This is called Extraversion (E) or Introversion (I),” explained the first slide she showed us. She clicked to the second. “Do you prefer to focus on the basic information you take in or do you prefer to interpret and add meaning? This is called Sensing (S) or Intuition (N).” The third: “When making decisions, do you prefer to look first at logic and consistency or first look at people and special circumstances? This is called Thinking (T) or Feeling (F).” And the final one: “In dealing with the outside world, do you prefer to get things decided or do you prefer to stay open to new information and options? This is called Judging (J) or Perceiving (P).”

			How one answered the ninety-three items on the questionnaire would determine one’s personality: one of the sixteen possible four-letter combinations that revealed your true self—your “shoes-off self,” as Isabel liked to say—to you. We were told that both their questionnaire and their categories of personality (E/I, S/N, T/F, J/P) were based on the writings of Carl Gustav Jung, one of the twentieth century’s most influential personality psychologists and author of the 1921 book Psychological Types. It was not necessary for us to know anything else about Jung other than his name. “Jung is a very respected name, a big name,” Patricia told us. “Even if you don’t know who he is, know his name. His name gives the test validity.”

			
			The second rule of speaking type was that you did not, under any circumstances, refer to the type indicator as a “test.” It was a “self-reporting instrument” or an “indicator,” Patricia explained. “People use the word ‘test’ all the time, but what you’re taking is an indicator. It’s indicating your personality based on what you told the test.” Although her statement sounded tautological, Patricia assured us that it was not. Unlike a standardized test like the SAT, which asked the test taker to choose between right and wrong answers, the type indicator had no right or wrong answers—only two competing preferences. “In reading for pleasure, do you (a) Enjoy odd or original ways of saying things; or (b) Like writers to say exactly what they mean?” “If you were a teacher, would you rather teach (a) Fact courses; or (b) Courses involving theory?” And unlike a standardized test, in which a higher score was always more desirable than a lower one, there were no better or worse types. In a riposte to the long and punishing tradition of psychological testing in America, which had proceeded by separating apparently normal people from neurotics, psychotics, and sociopaths, all sixteen types were created equal. They each had their strengths and weaknesses and their special place in the world.

			The final rule of speaking type was, to my mind, the most important and the most unsettling: you had to conceive of personality as an innate characteristic, something fixed since birth and immutable, like blue eyes or left-handedness. “You have to buy into the idea that type never changes,” Patricia ordered us, and she asked that we chant after her: “Type never changes! Type never changes!” “We will brand this into your brains,” she promised. “The theory behind the indicator supports the fact that you are born with a four-letter preference. If you hear someone say, ‘My type changed,’ they are not correct.” Her insistence on a singular and essential self—a self whose moods and mysteries were crystallized by four simple letters—seemed to me impossibly retrograde amidst the cheerful promises of self-transformation through diet, exercise, travel, therapy, and meditation that I encountered in popular culture every day. Yet it also struck me as an irresistibly attractive fiction. There was a certain narcissistic beauty to the idea, a certain luminance to the promise that, by learning to speak type, we could learn to compress the gestures of our messy, complicated lives into a coherent life story, one capable of expressing both to ourselves and to others not just who we were but who we had been all along. What type offered us was a vision of individual identity in its most transcendent and transparent form. “Who are you?” the type indicator asked. “I am a clear ENTJ,” Patricia answered. “I am an ISFP,” the woman sitting next to me whispered in return. What other language afforded such clarity? Who would not want to believe in it?

			
			That was the end of day one. The rest of the week was busy, crowded with tutorials and tests, group exercises and games. It ended on a rousing note with a sales pitch delivered to us by two executives who had flown into New York that morning from Sunnyvale, California, home of Consulting Psychologists Press (CPP), the current publisher of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. They urged us to use our accreditation status to purchase as many Myers-Briggs products as we could afford and to attend as many workshops as our schedules could accommodate. Then, in a graduation ceremony of sorts, they presented each of us with a pocket-sized diploma and plated metal pin with the words “MBTI Certified” embossed on it.

			At the end of the week, my contact at CAPT informed me that, based on my performance at the accreditation session, they had decided not to allow me into Isabel’s archive. In response to my request for more information about their decision, he cut off all further communication. His evasiveness raised the very question I suspected the organization would have most liked to avoid: What did they have to hide?

			

			· · · ·

			Quite a lot as it turns out, but the most interesting secrets of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator are not the secrets that the skeptics of personality testing might expect. For some time, it has been a well-known fact that the type indicator is not scientifically valid; that the theory behind it has no basis in clinical psychology; and that it is the flagship product of a lucrative global corporation, one whose interests sit at the shadowy crossroads of industrial psychology and self-care. For some time too, critics of typological thinking have issued scathing indictments of personality assessment’s “liquidation of the individual,” to quote social theorist Theodor Adorno. For Adorno, as for many skeptics writing today, type performs a rather insidious sleight of hand. It convinces people of their status as rounded and exceptional beings. Yet it does so by flattening human behavior into a static, predetermined set of traits, traits that often register the interests of the powerful institutions that use personality assessment to rationalize their daily affairs. By the late twentieth century, these institutions included corporations like Standard Oil and General Electric that used type to hire, fire, and promote employees; elite colleges like Swarthmore and Bryn Mawr that used type to admit students; churches that used type to ordain ministers; government bureaucracies that used type to appoint civil servants. Under the rule of type, the labeling of live human beings emerged as one technique for annihilating individuality—for treating people as interchangeable, and sometimes disposable, parts of an unforgiving social whole. Type was, in short, one of the bluntest and best-disguised tools of modernity: a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

			
			None of this is new. What remains unexplained is why, in the face of this knowledge, so many people—two million a year, in nearly all Fortune 500 companies and U.S. colleges and universities, in community centers and churches and couples’ retreats, in the army, the navy, and the CIA—continue not only to embrace the type indicator but to defend its inviolability with the kind of ardor usually reserved for matters of the deepest faith. “Myers-Briggs is like my religion” is a familiar refrain one hears at accreditation sessions like the one I attended. “It helped me find myself.” “It changed my life.” “I was never the same again.” What I have witnessed time and again, and what this book seeks to understand, is the unwavering belief in type’s ability to comprehend who we are—why we work the jobs we work, why we love the people we love, why we behave in the apparently various and contradictory ways we do—a belief that persists despite how shamelessly type classifies individuals and conscripts them into the bureaucratic hierarchies of the workplace, the school, the church, the state, and even their own families. At the heart of this mystery is a set of questions fundamental to all human existence: What is a personality? Where does it come from? Why are we so intent on categorizing it? And, of course, the greatest question of all: Who am I?

			
			Although they were not the only figures in the history of personality psychology to pose these questions, Katharine Cook Briggs and her daughter, Isabel Briggs Myers, were among the first to perceive how hungry the masses were for simple, self-affirming answers to the problem of self-knowledge. As proud wives, mothers, and homemakers with no formal training in psychology or psychiatry, they believed they could craft a language of the self that was free from judgment and malice; free from the coldness and impassivity that, in their minds, characterized the attitudes of professional clinicians. Their first subjects were the people they loved the most, their husbands and their children; their first workplaces were their homes. While they did borrow much of their language of type from Carl Jung, their relationship with him was vexed: at times mutually admiring; at times dangerously, even sexually, obsessive. No matter what obstacles or disappointments they faced, they believed they could overcome their amateurism with a stubborn, sometimes infuriating dedication to their cause, a belief that persisted even when it cost them their friendships, their marriages, their sanity. Their personal lives were everywhere bound up with the life of their invention, so much so that once it passed from the private into the public realm, they would eventually become eclipsed by it, in much the same way that the name “Frankenstein” has come to stand for the monster rather than his creator.

			As I have pieced together the strange, bewitching lives of Katharine and Isabel, I have come to see that, implicit in the story of their lives, is an answer to my question about why we might speak the language of type with such a strong sense of purpose. Type, to borrow a phrase from French philosopher Michel Foucault, is a modern technology of the self: a system of personal interrogation that is as committed to self-discovery as it is to self-care. Learning one’s type is a portal to an elaborate practice of talking and thinking about who you are, a discourse of self-understanding in which words like “extravert” and “introvert,” “thinker” and “feeler” forge a common language for reflection and for acceptance of both yourself—the true you—and others. This language is spoken with veneration among strangers and friends, in families and in workplaces, and at the accreditation program I attended in New York. It appears everywhere in popular culture: in self-help books and online quizzes, in novels and on television shows, on dating sites where users specify that they are looking for “romantic ENFJs” or “rational INTPs.” It strikes a delicate balance between the challenges of pure, trailblazing individuality and the comforts of belonging to a social class that surpasses the individual—a clan of people who speak the same language of selfhood, one instantly recognizable upon the utterance of a four-letter acronym.

			
			As a technology of the self, the language of type does not just liquidate the individual. It liberates her too. Armed with a powerful vocabulary of self-consciousness, unshackled from conventions and inertia, she begins to understand herself—her personality—as the master and the arbiter of her destiny. In this sense, type is just the latest iteration of a human maxim as old as the letters carved into the Temple of Apollo at Delphi (γνῶθι σεαυτόν—“Know thyself”), the confessions of Saint Augustine (“Return to yourself; truth dwells in the inner man”), the epigrams of Shakespeare (“To thine own self be true”), and the philosophical meditations of Hegel (“Self-consciousness is the fount of truth”). Yet the scale at which type has ensnared the popular imagination is unprecedented and astonishing. Type is a $2 billion industry of the self that spans twenty-six countries and more than two dozen languages, from Afrikaans to Cantonese. Whether one encounters it among the ministers of Melbourne, the factory workers of Tokyo, or the psychoanalysts of Buenos Aires, the claim for its importance remains consistent: true self-mastery can proceed only through true self-knowledge. To learn how to speak type fluently is to learn how to wield this knowledge to cultivate a shared ethos of self-contemplation, an inward gaze that many people once looked to religious institutions and religious authorities to provide.

			If the idea of self-mastery through self-knowledge has served as a linchpin of Western philosophy, from the ancient Greeks to Foucault, nowhere is it more apparent than in the biographies of Katharine and Isabel: two women of their own invention struggling to lead purposeful, creative, and self-directed lives amidst the upheavals of the twentieth century. The fact that they were wives, mothers, and struggling artists—and the fact that many proud “type watchers” I have encountered while writing this book are—is no coincidence. For men, especially Katharine’s and Isabel’s contemporaries, the road to self-discovery was paved with advantages: easy access to higher education and employment, freedom from the burdens of housework and childcare, a general atmosphere of social and political permissiveness. For women, who were often asked to place the needs of others above their own, the contemplation of the self and its desires often took more surreptitious or compromised routes. Katharine, whose life’s work spanned the first half of the twentieth century, was attracted to type’s mystical powers: the way it could grant her access to her soul and the souls of her children, bringing them closer to God and the man she took to be God’s representative on earth, Carl Jung. Isabel, a novelist who assumed her mother’s mission after World War II, gravitated to type’s modernizing prospects: how it seemed to offer a perfectly rational, yet inspirational, system for managing people across very different domains of society, from her modest four-person household to the entire U.S. workforce. Throughout the history of type, the convergence of the mystical and the modern, the spiritual and the secular paints the illusory picture of what Jung called a “more perfect type of man”: a man whose knowledge of himself directly serves the ends of society and its institutions.

			
			In the quest for a more perfect type of man (or woman), the story of personality assessment exceeds Katharine and Isabel in fascinating, unpredictable, and disturbing ways. It collides with some of the twentieth century’s most famous personality theorists and practitioners: Henry Murray, director of the Harvard Psychological Clinic; Edward Northup Hay, one of the first personality consultants in the United States; Donald MacKinnon, military psychologist and founder of the Institute of Personality Assessment and Research; and Henry Chauncey, the founder and first director of the Educational Testing Service. It touches the lives of other forgotten women in the history of psychology, who also saw personality testing as an opportunity for individual empowerment. It perpetuates a very particular culture of capitalism, colonizing people’s psychological livelihoods by encouraging them to work more and work harder by “working at the things that are right for them,” as Isabel liked to say. It promotes many disingenuous and dangerous ideas about race, gender, class, and social perfectibility, ideas that have motivated, and continue to motivate, terrible forms of bias and discrimination.

			
			Just as the type indicator leaves home during World War II to traverse America, from its East Coast boardrooms to its West Coast communes, so too does this book accompany type on its journey away from Katharine’s and Isabel’s homes and into the major institutions of modernity: the military, the corporation, the university, the hospital. It is in these institutions that type finds a captive audience before exploding into the popular consciousness in the 1980s and 1990s, when the acronym “MBTI,” fully detached from its origins as Katharine and Isabel’s brainchild, begins to take on an avid, cultish following. More than just a biography, and more than just a philosophical inquiry, this book narrates how two women’s remarkable and uncharted lives prefaced the type indicator’s exposure as a mass cultural phenomenon. Only by interlacing the private and the public histories of type can we begin to understand why, and in what forms, personality assessment endures to this day.

			

			· · · ·

			I will confess that, at many points in writing this book, I wanted it to be a story of feminist triumph. There was a time, right after my son was born, when my initial stance of principled disbelief toward type and its communities began to soften. I experienced this first as a growing sympathy for my historical subjects, Katharine and Isabel. They were, after all, wives and mothers who yearned to transform their daily domestic labors into occasions for creative self-actualization—to make the home into an institution not unlike a psychiatrist’s office or a scientist’s laboratory, where their work could be taken seriously. I understood that impulse just then. I still do. Then there were the people I spoke with—mostly women, but some men too—who explained to me in no uncertain terms how type had saved their lives. It had rescued them from dead-end jobs and unhappy marriages. It had helped them come to terms with their parents and children. It had given them the courage to accept who they were and what they wanted out of the life that stretched before them, newly pregnant with possibility. Nearly all of them acknowledged that the liberation they felt was mass-produced but that they still felt it intensely and sincerely. I wanted to do justice to these experiences of individual transcendence, even if I found it hard to disentangle them from the dubious and often exploitative social histories of type that I had uncovered along the way. I wanted to tell all sides of the story in a way that was critical but fair and, most of all, disinterested. I did not want to be swayed.

			
			Yet over time the desire to do justice to my subjects modulated into something more intimate, something more urgent. I watched my son grow. I watched him laugh his different laughs. I watched him play. I watched as he started to express his desires for certain things—a toy, a book, a room in the house—over others. I watched as these desires turned into demands, as these demands intensified and hardened into preferences. In short, I watched as his personality developed. Or maybe it just emerged. I could not tell the difference. And as I watched, I realized that the words drumming through my mind were the same words I had vowed to keep at a distance while I was finishing this book, the same words that had gripped my historical subjects almost a hundred years ago and had never let them go. “He’s such an extravert,” I observed one day to no one in particular, and I did not want to check myself, did not want to take it back. Even if I did not believe what I had just said—at least, not entirely.

			When I relayed my slip to my husband, he pointed out that I had started my investigation of the indicator by committing the cardinal sin I had attributed to Katharine and Isabel’s system of type: I had assumed that all people who encountered the indicator were either skeptics or true believers and that their type never changed. But people are more various than I had allowed. For there are times when, confused and lacking direction, we speak the language of type to affirm our understanding of ourselves and the people we love, and there are times when we want desperately to guard our individuality from type’s sly encroachments, to hold fast to the distinct and irrepressible qualities that make you who you are and me who I am. I started and finished this book at moments of great change in my life—my second son will arrive any day now—and there were moments when, against my prior judgments, I found myself thinking and speaking the words my subjects used with a will to belief that I never thought possible. This book, then, is for the skeptics, the true believers, and everyone in between. Which is to say that this book, reader, is for you: you who cannot, and should not, be typed.

		

	
		
		
			
			Part One

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Cosmic Laboratory of Baby Training

			Katharine Elizabeth Cook, co-creator of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, never had much patience for scientific thought, though she had grown up in the heart of scientific America. She was born on January 3, 1875, in East Lansing, Michigan, on prime midwestern farmland that was home to Michigan Agricultural College, one of the first land grant universities in the United States. It was there that Katharine’s father, Albert J. Cook, a distinguished professor of zoology and entomology, became one of the first educators to embrace the most scandalous scientific paradigm of the nineteenth century: evolution. Albert spent his days in the biology classroom, expounding on Charles Darwin’s theories of natural selection and the survival of the fittest, while his colleagues, many of them good Baptists, looked on in disbelief. He spent his nights at home with his wife, Mary, a devout Christian, and their two children, Katharine and her older brother, Bert. Mary took no issue with Albert’s teaching of evolution, for she was too deeply religious to be troubled by any scientific theory. “God was as real to her as her husband and children,” Katharine would later recall of her mother’s spiritual imagination. To Mary, Darwin’s ideas were neither right nor wrong. They were simply unimportant. Biological evolution may very well have taken place for mankind, differentiating the first hominins from the great apes. But Mary believed in personal evolution—the kind that set “primitive men,” as she referred to dark-skinned non-Westerners, apart from enlightened ones. For her, evolution was a matter for the individual soul, not the species.

			
			Skeptical of her father’s science and armed with her mother’s spirituality, Katharine was, from the beginning, an unusually self-reflective child—a product, she claimed, of the debilitating nearsightedness that dulled her perception of the external world and turned her gaze inward. Thick glasses, knotted hair, a smile so shy it was barely perceptible—this was her uniform through life and she wore it with a perpetual sense of unease. When guests came over to the Cook house for dinner parties, they marveled at Bert, a chattering little monkey, while Katharine, “little Kate,” was dismissed as a quiet child, moony, even a little bit stupid. Never mind that she was easily the more industrious of the two. Bert, who would leave for California after he graduated from Michigan Agricultural College in 1893, confessed to his sister that the high sun and the dry winds made him disinclined to do anything but play the occasional game of tennis, hunt, and chase after the “Western Girl,” a “beautiful, indispensable darling being,” the exact opposite in temperament of his “dear little Kate.” Katharine, who, at the age of fourteen, had skipped several grades and enrolled in college alongside Bert, was not one for lazing about in the sun. “Even as a child,” she remembered, “my capacity for loyalty and devotion to a goal was pronounced, so that my parents felt proud of what they called my stick-to-itiveness, without in the least understanding the psychology of it.”

			That stick-to-itiveness, so admired by Albert and Mary, would propel Katharine to the top of her class at Michigan Agricultural College by the time she turned sixteen. There she would experience what she described as her first crisis of faith. She found herself “wrenched and shaken,” she lamented in her diary, by how the conflicting beliefs of her father and mother were writ large in a university system that had rapidly sidelined religious instruction for scientific research. Unlike many East Coast colleges, which had been founded to train spiritual leaders, the instructors at Michigan were devoted to the modern laboratory method: an empirical approach to learning in which sod-stained plants and wriggling insects were pinned down and operated on by curious students. “The microscope, the scalpel, the hammer, the test-tube, or the reagent is always at hand to aid in learning what the thing has to reveal,” declared the school’s president in his annual report of 1892—Katharine’s junior year. After a lifetime of Mary’s spiritual instruction at home, Katharine never lost her misgivings about giving herself over to the midwestern practicality of the microscope, the scalpel, the hammer, and the test tube. “I think science may lack the data that the soul possesses,” she worried to her mother.

			
			To ease her conscience, she sought advice from her elders, both at school and at church. Dissatisfied, she decided to search for an answer through prayer. “Being impersonal and objective, science cannot be expected to bring matters home to us,” she concluded in her diary after a tearful day spent kneeling before her Bible, communing with her mother’s god. The material world was especially ill-equipped to deal with what both Katharine and her mother identified as the greatest problem of their time, a problem that transcended her father’s preoccupation with evolution, sexual reproduction, and even the survival of the human species—the “personal, passionate, subjective, and religious problem of personal salvation.”

			One had to deal with “the task of the individual,” Katharine wrote, “who from his own microscopic beginnings must repeat in one lifetime the adventure of his whole race or go to Hell.” She thought that salvation was to be found in cultivating one’s personality, which she defined in the oldest, most basic sense of the word: the qualities or capacities of thought that made a person recognizable as a human being and not an animal—a “brute,” as she deemed the less civilized orders of men. “We teach a lie when we teach that all men are equal,” she wrote. “The lower orders of men are far closer to the higher animals than to the higher orders of men, and we ought to recognize that fact.”

			Although her tone brooked no argument, for some time she continued to wonder at her inability to love life, her status as a spectator of the present. The Cooks’ family doctor prescribed all sorts of small diversions to help her connect with reality: a game of tennis with Bert when he came back home for a visit, an outdoor concert with her parents on a warm summer night, a birthday party with the neighborhood children. But she dismissed his suggestions as a waste of time and energy. She knew that she had to direct herself even deeper inward, not outward, if she were to save her soul in this modern world, a world that seemed to have no use for the soul at all. So she chose instead to dwell in her fantasies and her daydreams, detached from the ebb and flow of life around her, frequently alone.

			
			Then she met Lyman Briggs, and they began to dwell in her dreams together.

			

			· · · ·

			Lyman Briggs was a farm boy from Assyria, Michigan, whose ancestors had arrived in America on the Fortune, the first ship to follow the Mayflower to Plymouth Rock. The routines of his childhood would have been familiar to any midwestern pioneer. Every day he and his brother would rise before dawn and feed the chickens and pigs, gather eggs, drive the cows to pasture, and stock the kitchen wood box. When they were done with their household chores, they would walk several miles to the district schoolhouse their grandfather Briggs had built—rumor had it with his own hands—and then to the church he had founded for afternoon prayers. Yet unlike Katharine, who preferred the church pew to the laboratory bench, Lyman felt most at home among the physical materials of the world, treasuring the instruments men had designed to understand the inner and outer workings of nature. At the age of fifteen, Lyman arrived at Michigan Agricultural College. From the moment he saw the great glass cases in the physics laboratory filled with their marvelous apparatuses—the clouded beakers, the silvered coils—he knew he wanted to be a scientist.

			At school, he was smart and well-liked and so delicately handsome that Katharine assumed he could have no interest in her. So she was surprised when, on February 14, 1893, she received four Valentine’s Day poems drafted in his prim hand: “I write with love as the chief feature / To a co-ed darling creature / Write it full of binding love / Why the spirit did me move / To that pretty little dove / Dear Katharine, My Valentine.” Their courtship was appropriately drawn out, and after they graduated from college—she at the top of her class, him a close second—they were married. As a wedding gift, her parents gave Lyman two hundred dollars, earmarked for his doctoral education at Johns Hopkins, where he was to study physics. For Katharine, there was no expectation that she would continue her education and thus no money to bequeath to her. There was only a carved chest of towels and linens to help her decorate her new home in the outskirts of Washington, D.C., where the new couple would live while Lyman took classes and worked part-time at the Department of Agriculture—a newly established executive agency under the presidency of Grover Cleveland. When Katharine traded the broad fields of Michigan for the railways, alleys, and monuments of the nation’s crowding capital, she was just eighteen years old.

			
			Their first child, Isabel McKelvey Briggs, was born in 1897 and greeted with paroxysms of love. Their second, Albert Briggs, named after Katharine’s father, was born in 1899. When Isabel was two and Albert two months, Katharine started a diary to document the children’s daily activities. She was awestruck by her daughter, who, although only a toddler herself, demonstrated a mature vocabulary and a budding sense of responsibility for her little brother’s care. “This morning after bathing the boy and putting him down in his basket to sleep, I asked Sister to stay and take good care of him while I went to the kitchen for a few minutes,” she noted in the diary. “Found the baby sleeping peacefully in his basket which was floating in a sea of pillows. Every pillow in the house was there, each one carefully placed where according to the best judgment of a two-year-old it would most effectively protect a baby of two months in case he should suddenly and unexpectedly decide to climb out.” Sister—her nickname for Isabel after the Quaker tradition of referring to children as “brothers and sisters in Christ”—seemed to her to have an unusually curious and inventive personality. “She is living in the midst of marvels which make of life a volume of mystery tales,” wrote Katharine as she watched her daughter play with her dolls, boiling imaginary eggs for them in an imaginary saucepan that she had filled with imaginary water. When the dolls had finished eating, she gave the eggs she had saved to her little brother.

			Her diary trailed off later that year, when Albert suddenly, terribly, died in his sleep. Katharine and Lyman were heartbroken, Isabel too young to understand the sorrow that had settled into the house. As the Briggs family mourned, the nineteenth century drew to its close. Buoyed by love for her daughter, extinguished by grief over the loss of her son, Katharine was confronted with her second crisis of faith. “Is life worth living?” she wondered as she approached her twenty-fifth birthday. “Does it mean anything? Is there any point to it? Why live at all? Why beget children who will beget children who will beget more children and keep the tragic life stream going on and on in futile struggle?”

			
			Her existential despair may have seemed hypothetical. It was not. Her son’s death had taught her how precious the lives of her children were, how closely their activities had to be regulated if they were to live long enough to cultivate their personalities and ensure their salvation. Under the shadow of death, she recalled the Darwinian education she had once spurned, the techniques of scientific manipulation she had practiced on lesser organisms at Michigan, poking and prodding and recording the behaviors of frogs and earthworms to see what would kill them and what would keep them alive. She wondered if she could learn to apply these same techniques to the problem of human life, both physical and spiritual. Could she conduct daily trials in living that would shape the outer and the inner worlds of the people she loved best? Could she reconcile her quest for personal salvation with the rational methods of the modern world? Could she make her home into a laboratory of personality research, an institution of scientific experimentation to rival Lyman’s workshop at Johns Hopkins or her father’s classroom at Michigan?

			She believed she could. In 1901, after the death of yet another infant, a boy who left the world before she had the chance to baptize him, she began her experiments in personality in earnest with Isabel, her only remaining child. Together, mother and daughter would “seed the garden,” as Katharine would later recall, for one of the twentieth century’s strangest family businesses: the business of personality typing.

			Although many forms of personality assessment retain some trace of their creators’ personal preoccupations, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator was more intimately attuned to its creators’ lives from the start. Katharine was a mother, and as a mother, she believed that children needed two things to mature into “civilized adults”: “submission to necessary authority” and the “discipline of ambition,” she wrote in her diary. She believed that the mark of civilized adulthood was “specialization.” A parent had to direct a child to choose one line of work and pursue it zealously, not for personal fulfillment or financial success, but as a meaningful contribution to society—the kind of good deed that would ensure their salvation. “The architect fathers civilization when buildings are to be erected; actors and musicians father civilization when people require recreation or entertainment; the physician fathers civilization wherever people are ill,” she proclaimed. If, as a wife and mother, Katharine could not specialize in something properly professional—if she could not “father civilization” directly—then she could make mothering into the lifeblood of all specialization. She could help children develop the psychological wherewithal to determine what kind of work was best suited to their personalities.

			
			Her efforts would have spectacular repercussions. Half a century later, her daughter, convinced that her mother’s ideas about specialization applied just as well to workers as it did to children, would make the same pitch for the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the questionnaire she would construct, as a premier “people sorting device.”

			

			· · · ·

			It is a truth seldom acknowledged that, when one conceives a child, one also conceives of that child’s personality. What child is exempt from her parents’ fantasies, their projections? What parent can ever truly accept the idea of her child as a tabula rasa—a blank slate? It is an idea far easier to swallow in theory than in practice. Or at least it was for the twentieth century’s premier behaviorist psychologist, John B. Watson, who, against the objections of angry parents and concerned educators everywhere, claimed that the “unconscious protoplasm” of the infant mind was made of infinitely malleable material. “Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up in,” Watson challenged readers at the outset of his 1925 book Behaviorism. “I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief and, yes, even beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors.” If, on the one hand, there was something liberating about how thoroughly nurture trumped nature in Watson’s philosophy of specialization, there was, on the other hand, an element of existential dread. Could one’s child grow up to be anyone? Anyone at all?

			
			The age-old question of nature versus nurture, which shadows many of the hopes and fears that preoccupy the parents of young children, was the same question that motivated many of the first behaviorist theories of personality in the United States. In the 1900s, many of these theories were formulated not by men of science but women of childbearing age. The earliest personality primers were written for mothers by mothers at a time when the very concept of motherhood was undergoing a dramatic change. Gone were the overindulgent, sentimental mothers of the Victorian era and their fat, cherubic babes. In their place was a new class of professionalized caregivers: mothers who treated parenting as an occupation—systematic, rational, labor-intensive—rather than an unruly biological impulse. They designed strict regimens of diet, sleep, and exercise for their offspring. They disciplined. They punished. They saw in all the tedious work of motherhood the possibility for freedom and creativity, and they judged those mothers who, through excesses of cooing and coddling, had become slaves to their tiny, whimpering overlords. “There are few sights more pathetic than that of the nervously exhausted, physically weakened mother,” wrote Rachel Kent Fitz in her 1906 parenting guide Problems of Babyhood: Building a Constitution, Forming a Character. For women like her, the home could function as a domestic institution not unlike the other institutions—schools, corporations, hospitals, federal bureaucracies—in which the study of personality would flourish throughout the twentieth century.

			After the deaths of her children, Katharine Cook Briggs was determined to anoint herself a leader among the twentieth century’s new class of professional mothers. She cordoned off the living room of her house as a “cosmic laboratory of baby training,” a place to do God’s work only with greater rigor. There she began to conduct small experiments on Isabel and, once Isabel had outgrown her mother’s methods, on the children of neighbors and Lyman’s work acquaintances who, impressed by Isabel’s behavior and frustrated by their own offspring’s whining and tantrums, sought Katharine’s advice. There was eight-year-old Jane W. and seven-year-old Eleanor G., as well as Eleanor’s younger sisters, Lois, age three, and Pauline, age two. There was Donald A., Roger P., and Robert C.—all two years old, all the sons of military bureaucrats whom Katharine had befriended through her husband’s circle of influence in Washington, D.C. There was little Louis Jr., just shy of six months and barely able to hold his head steady. These children and a dozen or so more were Katharine’s first test subjects, and they held the answers to her crisis of faith. They helped transform her home from a private domicile into a quasi-public space where she could lavish upon the children “the highest order of intellectual education”—a phrase she borrowed from one of her favorite writers, utilitarian philosopher John Stuart Mill, who was himself the product of a labor-intensive regime of home training.

			
			She was never extravagant in her methods, although others certainly were. The early days of American child study—or “child psyching,” as skeptics called it—were rife with extremists both inside and outside the home. Renowned psychologists at Harvard and Stanford hypnotized their own children, muttered at them in Latin and ancient Greek to plant the seeds of philological genius in their drowsing minds. Private schools charged parents exorbitant fees to train their children as Pavlov had trained his mutts, conditioning them to respond with good behavior to bells and whistles and gongs. “For your child, we guarantee a loveable personality!” one school advertised. “Not only psychologists, but otherwise intelligent people, quickly become consummate jackasses when they are asked to develop a child’s character,” observed Donald A. Laird, the director of the Colgate Psychological Laboratory, in an article that appeared in the Briggs family’s daily newspaper, the Sunday Star. Laird, who openly mocked the idea that one could shape a child’s personality at all, proudly subscribed to the school of “neglect and hard knocks from the real world.” He held up his own son as an example of the virtues of laissez-faire parenting. “He is still out of jail, is in his right mind, has an appetite, knows enough to come in out of the rain, and still lifts his hat to the ladies.”

			
			Katharine, who clipped Laird’s article from the Sunday Star with anger, bristled at his suggestion that parents could simply let their children be. “As if every child were not, because of the very nature of the situation, an experiment from the moment of birth!” she wrote. “As if everything done for him or left undone, from feeding formula to discipline, were not an experiment, every parent an experimenter, and his home an experimental station!” Absent the microscopes and plants of her formal education, Katharine’s home laboratory was nevertheless designed to see what kinds of growing conditions might permit her to control the little lives that, as she had recently discovered, were not hers to control at all. When Isabel was a toddler, she began with “No! No!” drills. Katharine would place her child in front of a bright, tempting object—a glass bowl, a flickering flame—and chant “No! No!” when the child would try to touch it. If Isabel reached too close and too fast, as most toddlers are wont to do, Katharine would slap her hands or spank her with vigor to reinforce the rule. “No! No!” drills were followed by “Come here!” drills, “Don’t touch!” drills, and “Just touch!” drills, which mother and daughter repeated nearly every day, of every year, until Isabel turned five.

			She rewarded Isabel’s obedience with stories. Katharine animated household objects so that they whispered to Isabel of their origins. There were the tables and chairs that had begun their lives in faraway forests, only to end up in the Briggs family kitchen; the rugs Isabel toddled upon that unspooled their histories as silken threads, visitors from the Far East. She conjured up imaginary kittens and sheep to keep her daughter company after her siblings’ deaths, and she spent hours watching Isabel shear wool from the air. When Isabel cut her finger, her mother wrote her a story called “The Blood Myth” to explain how blood clotted. Myth begat mythology. When Isabel shivered, there was “The Fire Myth” to teach her how humans regulated their body temperatures, and once, when her daughter did not think to come in from the rain, “The Dew Myth” to trace the science of the raindrops that clung to her hands and to her hair and to the spiderwebs that stretched in the corner of the Briggses’ garden fence. “Imagination is now our favorite plaything,” Katharine wrote. “There is nothing we cannot pluck from the vines in our wallpaper.”

			
			It was, by all measures, an extraordinary childhood, made even more extraordinary by how carefully the relationship between mother and daughter was calibrated and controlled. From 1901 to 1910, Katharine recorded Isabel’s responses to her drills and stories in a notebook titled “The Diary of an Obedience-Curiosity Mother.” Obedience and curiosity were the most important traits one could instill in a child, Katharine believed, though it never occurred to her that they were diametrically opposed to each other. Demanding obedience to authority may have kept a child in line, but it also stifled her curiosity, her sense of mischief and play. When the two forces came into conflict, as they often did in Isabel’s favorite storybook, Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book, Katharine, like Kipling, urged her daughter to err on the side of authority. “Now these are the Laws of the Jungle, and many and mighty are they,” she read to her daughter from Kipling’s poem “The Law of the Jungle.” “But the head and the hoof of the Law and the haunch and the hump is—Obey!”

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Isabel, five years old, clings to Katharine’s neck. While many mother-and-child portraits from the 1900s feature mothers gazing into their children’s eyes or holding hands, Katharine and Isabel look straight into the camera: Katharine with pride; Isabel with docility and incomprehension.

				
			
			Her child was not the only person from whom she expected obedience. To the mothers of her other test subjects, she sent a monthly questionnaire to gauge how her methods had affected their children’s personalities. “Any mother who believes in and uses the Obedience-Curiosity idea in the training of her babies can make her work of permanent value to other mothers by recording her results,” she implored them. “Each mother is urged to make her report frank, impartial, and accurate, bringing out her successes, her difficulties, and the personality of her child.” Most of the questions she posed required that her subjects choose from one of only two possible answers, (a) or (b). It was her first forced-choice questionnaire and a precursor to the type indicator to which she would lend her name decades later.

			
					
					Is he placid or intense?

				

					
					Is he calm or impulsive?

				

					
					Is he markedly observant and imitative or imaginative and original?

				

					
					Does he show timidity or fear or is he markedly confident?

				

					
					Is he markedly talkative or quiet?

				

					
					Is he affectionate or reserved?

				

					
					Is he venturesome or cautious?

				

					
					Is he mischievous or careful?

				

					
					Has he any tendency to self-consciousness?

				

					
					Does he try to “show off?”

				

			

			She had no tolerance for mothers who inflated their children’s sense of self-importance. Nor could she abide mothers who, claiming an excess of maternal feeling, refused to spank or slap their children as she had spanked and slapped Isabel. “The futile, unauthoritative mother,” she declared, “is simply ridiculous.” When one mother recoiled from her suggestion that she spank her son Davy when he ran out of her arms and into the street—“I will never use physical violence on my child,” she vowed, her voice trembling with indignation—Katharine responded with cool antipathy. “Nonsense,” she said to the woman. “You use physical violence on your child every day of his life. You used physical violence just now when you picked him up and brought him kicking and screaming out of the street. You use physical violence every time you wash his face, clean his nose, or give him a dose of medicine. For a baby of his age a spanking is medicine. It’s the only way to get across to him certain vitally important truths.”

			
			For Katharine, emotional women like Davy’s mother had obstructed the progress of society with their unwarranted praise, their excessive fawning over their average or below-average children. The ultimate purpose of baby training, she believed, was first to identify “slow” children whose emotional and intellectual development lagged their peers and help them catch up, and then to transform the “average” children into high-functioning adults, each one capable of specializing in a profession based on his personality. Otherwise these children would grow up into adults with no purpose in the world. “Multitudes of people are utterly worthless or worse than worthless, having no just claims whatsoever upon the civilization which they burden with the dead weight of their existence,” she wrote in “The Diary of an Obedience-Curiosity Mother.” “This is a sound, incontrovertible judgement, which has to be shunned, because our feeling for the ‘underprivileged’ is so strong that such truths can hardly be mentioned. Our feeling revolts against it.”

			In Katharine’s quest for social perfectibility through child-rearing, we can hear echoes of the Darwinian paradigm she had absorbed from her father, only now with a dark, utilitarian twist. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Katharine was not the only thinker who believed that a society’s path to perfectibility depended on modifying its offspring’s personalities so that only the strongest, fittest individuals would thrive. In his best-selling textbook from 1914, The Eugenic Marriage: A Personal Guide to the New Science of Better Living and Better Babies, Dr. William Grant Hague explained that “eugenics, simply defined, means ‘better babies.’ ” Better babies meant better men, which, in turn, meant a better nation, poised to assert its superiority in a rapidly changing world. For Hague and other eugenicists, promoting strong personality traits and weeding out weak ones was a crucial reproductive ideology—a way to accelerate natural selection through selective breeding. One could not change a child’s personality even “one particle after conception took place,” Hague wrote. Whatever “innate character” the father or mother possessed was “transmitted to the child at the instant of conception and that innate legacy constitutes the working instrument of the child for all time.”

			
			Katharine was sympathetic to Hague’s eugenic imagination. The child’s personality—her “working instrument,” as Hague called it—may have been fixed at the time of birth, but that was no reason it could not be honed, made slick and sharp by good parenting so that it might cut down the “primitive mediocrity” of the modern era. But her philosophy of specialization also offered a rationale by which parents could accept and cultivate their children’s preferences or abilities rather than attempt to change them, a balm for a child struggling with a task that did not come naturally to him, paralyzed by failure or by choice. For every child had innate preferences, just as every child had “a right hand and a left hand, both of which he uses constantly, but one of which he uses more handily than the other, feeling more secure in the use of it,” Katharine wrote. (Inspired by her mother’s writings, Isabel would later use right- and left-handedness as her default metaphor for explaining the notion of personality preferences without judgment.) The consolation parents could derive from Katharine’s philosophy of specialization was one way for her to temper her frequently brutal judgments of her young subjects.

			

			· · · ·

			Isabel Briggs did not grow up to be a genius, at least not according to her mother’s assessment of her child’s abilities. A genius was someone whose talents were concentrated on one activity, like baby Mozart plunking away at his piano or baby Einstein scribbling at his figures. Isabel, by contrast, grew into a generally competent child, a well-rounded and high-achieving specimen. By two, she spoke in full sentences. She read from the Bible at five. When she turned ten in 1907, she begged Lyman to explain to her the physical properties of the sun and the stars. “My child is not a genius,” Katharine insisted time and again. She was merely obedient and curious. Her personality may not have been original—how could it be when it had been programmed from the beginning?—but it was the ideal product of her mother’s experimental machinery.

			
			She excelled at everything her mother directed her to try. She was her piano teacher’s star pupil, even though her mother decreed her ear “only ordinarily accurate.” She spent hours interrogating her father about his love of plants and animals, delighting him with her eagerness to discuss the problems of science “as man to man.” At twelve, she displayed a real talent for stenography; at thirteen, for metal making. She picked up German, French, and Latin on her own, with no apparent difficulty, and she impressed the local high school’s English department with her knack for fiction writing, publishing six short stories in local magazines by the age of sixteen. Katharine did not see her daughter’s lack of specialization as a failure but as proof of the pliability her obedience-curiosity training had wrought. “Like everyone else who has ever worked intimately with her, I feel that my daughter would do very well to specialize in my line,” she wrote in a diary entry tinged with pride and envy. “What a housekeeper that child would make!”

			She was in and out of school according to Katharine’s whims. “I made a convenience of school, sending her just enough to satisfy her, the teachers, and myself that she didn’t need it,” Katharine wrote. Skeptical of Progressive Era reforms in mass education and the blighted “sheep” produced by a rapidly democratizing public-school system, Katharine kept Isabel at home. There, with little help from anyone other than her mother, she seemed to thrive. “My good primitive proceeded to educate and civilize herself,” Katharine recorded. As rumors of Isabel’s unconventional education pricked the ears of envious and admiring neighbor mothers, even more started calling upon Katharine to ask her for advice.

			
			“I want you to tell me all about your wonderful little girl,” demanded one woman who showed up unannounced on the Briggs family’s doorstep. “Is it true that she has had to spend only two months in each grade?”

			“I didn’t believe half the stories about her until I saw her on the streetcar the other day,” confessed another when she ran into Katharine on the street. “We discussed Kipling and Scott all the way home, and now I am ready to believe anything.”

			It was not long before news of Isabel’s accomplishments spread beyond the neighborhood. One spring night in 1910, several months shy of Isabel’s thirteenth birthday, Katharine and Lyman had Lyman’s old friend
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