We Know a Person?

Dan P. McAdams

What Do We Know When

Personality psychology is all about understanding individuals better. In this
first selection, the personality psychologist Dan McAdams asks one of the
fundamental questions about this enterprise, which is: when we learn about a
person, what is it we learn? He begins by describing the kind of personality
psychology that nonpsychologists {or psychologists when off duty) frequently
practice: discussing an individual that one has just met. In such discussions,
the individual is often considered at several different levels, ranging from sur-
face descriptions of behavior to inferences about deeper motivations.

The challenge for professional persondlity psychologists, MeAdams argues,
is to become at least as sophisticated as amateur psychologists by taking into
account aspects of individuals at multiple levels. In his own work, McAdams col-
lects life stories and tries to understand individuals in holistic terms. He is a
critic of the more dominant appreach, which characterizes individuals in terms
of their personality traits. However, int this well-balanced article, we see MeAdams
attempt to integrate the various levels of personality description into a complete
portrait of what we know when we know a person.

From Journal of Personality, 63, 365-396, 1995.

=\ ne of the great social rituals in the lves
} of middle-class American families is
e “the drive home.” The ritual comes in
many different forms, but the idealized scene
that T am now envisioning involves my wife and
me leaving the dinner party sometime around
midnight, getting into our car, and, Hinding
nothing worth listening to on the radio, begin-

ning our traditional post-party postmortem. Sum-
moning up all of the personological wisdom and
nuance I can muster at the moment, I may start
offwith somethinglike. “Hewas reallyan ass.” Or
adopting the more "velational” mode that psy-
chologists such as Gilligan {1982) insist comes
more naturally to women than men, my wife may
say something like, “1 can't believe they stay mar-
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ried to each other.” It's often easier to begin with
the cheap shots. As the conversation develops,
however, our attributions become more detailed
and more interesting. We tatk about people we
liked as well as those we found offensive. There
is-often a single character who stands out from
the party—the person we found most intriguing,
perhaps; or the one who seemed most troubled;
maybe the one we would like to get to know much
better in the future. In the scene [ am imagining,
let us call that person “Lynn” and let us consider
what mywife and I might say about her as we drive
home in the dark.

I sat next to Lynn at dinner. For the first 15
minutes, she dominated the conversation at our
end of the table with her account of her recent
trip to Mexico where she was doing research for
anarticle to appeaf in a national magazine. Most
of the people at the party knew that Lynn is a
freelance writer whose projects have taken her
around the world, and they asked her many
questions about her work and her travels. Early
on, 1 felt awkward and intimidated in Lynn's
presence. I have never been to Mexico; [ was not
familiar with her articles; I felt 1 couldn't keep
up with the fast tempo of her account, how she
moved quickly from one exotic tale to another.
Add to this the fact that she is a strikingly attrac-
tive woman, about 40 years old with jet black
hair, dark eyes, aseemingly flawless complexion,
elothing both flamboyant and tasteful, and one
might be able to sympathize with my initial feel-
ing that she was, ina sense, “just too much.”

My wife formed a similar first impression
earlier in the evening when she engaged Lynn in
a lengthy conversation on the patio. But she
ended up feeling much more positive ahout Lynn
as they shared stories of their childhoods. My
wife mentioned that she was born in Tokyo dur-

. “ing the time her parents were Lutheran mission-
- aries in Japan. Lynn remarked that she had great
admiration for missionaries “because they really
 believe in something.” Then she remarked: "I've

never really believed in anything very strongly,
nothing to get real passionate about. Neither did
my parents, except for believing in us kids. They
probably believed in us kids too much.” My wife
immediately warmed up to Lynn for this disarm-
ingly intimate comment. Tt was not clear exactly
what she meant, but Lynn seemed more vulner-
able now, and more mysterious.

I eventually warmed up to Lynn, too. As she
and 1 talked about politics and our jobs, she
seemed less brash and domineering than before.
She seemed genuinely interested in my work
as a personality psychologist who, among other
things, collects people’s life stories. She had been
a psychology major in college. And lately she had
been reading a great many popular psychology
books on such things as Jungian archetypes, the
"child within,” and "addictions to love.” As aseri-
ous researcher and theorist, I must confess that
I have something of a visceral prejudice against
many of these self-help, "New Age” books. Still, 1
resisted the urge to scoff at her reading list and
ended up enjoying our conversation very much. [
did notice, though, that [ynn filled herwine glass
about twice as often as | did mine. She never made
eye contact with her husband, who was sitting
directly across the table from her, and twice she
said something sarcastic in response to a story he
was telling.

Over the course of the evening, my wife and
I learned many other things about Lynn. On our
drive home we noted the following:

1, Lynn was ‘married once before and has two
children by her first husband.

2. The children, now teenagers, currently live
with her first husbhand rather than with her;
she didn't say how often she sees them.

3. Lynn doesn’t seem to like President Clinton
and is very critical of his excessively “liberal”
policies; but she admires his wife, Hillary,
who arguably is more liberal in her views; we
couldn't pin a label of conservative or liberal
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to Lynn because she seemed to contradict her-
self on political topics.

4. Lynn hates jogging and rarely exercises; she
claims to eat a lot of “junk food”; she ate very
little food at dinner.

5. Lynn says she is an atheist.

6. Over the course of the evening, Lynn's ele-
gant demeanor and refined speech style
seemed to give way to a certain crudeness;
shortly before we left, my wife heard her tell-
ing an off-color joke, and 1 noticed that she
seemed to lapse into a street-smart Chicago
dialect that one often associates with grow-
ingup in the toughest neighborhoods.

As we compared our notes on Lynn during
the drive home, my wife and I realized that we
learned a great deal about Lynn during the eve-
ning, and that we were eager fo learn more. But
what is it that we thought we now knew about
her? And what would we need to know to know
her better? In our social ritual, my wife and [
were enjoying the rather playful exercise of try-
ingto make sense of persons. In the professional
enterprise of personality psychology, however,
making sense of persons is or should be the very
raison d’étre of the discipline. From the time of
Allport (1937 and Murray (1938), through the
anxious days of the "situationist” critique (Bow-
ers, 1973; Mischel, 1968), and up to the present,
upbeat period wherein we celebrate traits! (John,
1990; Wigging, 1996) while we offer a sparkling
array of new methods and models for personal-

! The reference here is to the "person-situation débate” that
dominated personality psychology from 1968 to 1988. The
debate was about whether the rmost important canses of
behavior were properties of people or of the situations they
find themselves in. The “situationist” viewpoint was that
situations were more impertant, As McAdams notes, the
eventual resolution of this econtroversy reaffirmed the
importance—but not all-importange—of stable individual
differences in personality {traits) as important determi-
nants of behavior.

ity inquiry (see, for example, McAdams, 1994a;
Ozer & Reise, 1994 Revelle, 1995), making sense
of persons was and is fundamentally what per-
sonality psychologists are supposed to do, in the
lab, in the office, even on the drive home. But
how should we do it?

Making Sense of Persons

Since the time of Allport, Cattell, and Murray,
personality psychologists have offered a number
of different schemes for describing persons. For
example, McClelland (1951) proposed that an
adequate account of personality requires
assessments of stylistic traits (e.g., extraversion,
friendliness), cognitive schemes (e.g., personal
construets, values, frames), and dynamic motives
(e.g., the need for achievement, power motiva-
tion). In the wake of Mischel's (2968) critique
of personality dispositions, many personality
psychologists eschewed broadband constructs
such as traits and motives in favor of mere
domain-specific variables, like “encoding strate-
gies,” “sel-regulatory systems and plans,” and
other “cognitive social learning person vari-
ables” (Mischel, 1973). By contrast, the 1980s
and 1990s have witnessed a strong comeback for
the concept of the broad, dispositional trait, cul-
minating in what many have argued is a consen-
sus around the five-factor model of personality
traits (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 19¢3; McCrae &

Costa, 1996). Personatity psychologists such as A,
H. Buss (1989) have essentially proclaimed that
personality is traits and only traits. Others are
less sanguine, however, about the ability of the
Big Five trait taxonomy in particular and the
concept of trait in general to provide all or
even most of the right stuff for personality
inquiry (Block, 1995: Briggs, 198¢; Fmmons,
1993; McAdams, 1992, 1994b; Pervin, 1994.).
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: Despité the current popularity of the trait
concept, 1 submit that I will never be able to
render Lynn “knowable” by relying solely on a
description of her personality traits. Atthesame
time, a description that failed to consider traits
would be equally inadequate. Trait descriptions

" are essential both for social rituals like the post-

party postmortem and for adequate personolog-
jcal inquiry. A person cannot be known without
knowing traits. But knowingtraitsis not enough.
Persons should be described on at least three sep-
arate and, at best, loosely related levels of func-
tioning. The three may be viewed as levels of

_ comprehending individuality amidst otherness—
.~ how the person is similar to and different from
" some (butnot all) other persons. Eachlevel offers

categories and frameworks for organizing indi-
vidual differences among persons. Dispositional

' traits comprise the first level in this scheme—

the level that deals primarily with what I have

: called (MeAdams, 1992, 1994Db) a "psychology of
" the stranger.” .

The Power of Traits

Dispositional traits are those relatively noncon-

‘ditional, relatively decontextualized, generally

linear, and implicitly comparative dimensions of
personality that go by such titles as “extraver-
sion,” "dominance,” and “neuroticism.” One of
the first things both [ and my wife noticed about
Lynn was her social dominance. She tatked loudly
and fast; she held people’s attention when she
described her adventures; she effectively con-
trolled the conversation in the large group. Along
with her striking appearance, social dominance
appeared early on as one of her salient character-
istics. Other behavioral signs also suggested an
clevated rating on the trait of neuroticism, though
these might also indicate the sitnationally spe-
cific anxiety she may have been experiencing in
her relationship with the man who accompanied

her to the party. According to contemporary
norms for dinner parties of this kind, she seemed
to drink a bit too much. Her moods shifted rather
dramatically over the course of the evening. While
she remained socially dominant, she seemed to
become more and more nervous as the night wore
on. The interjection of her off-color joke and the
street dialect stretched slightly the bounds of
propriety one expects on such occasions, though
pot to an alarming extent. In a summary way,
then, one might describe Lynn, as ghe became
known during the dinner party, as socially domi-
nant, extraverted, entertaining, dramatic, moody,
slightly anxious, intelligent, and introspective.
These adjectives describe part of her dispositional
signature.

How useful are these trait descriptions?
Given that my wife's and my observations were
limited to one behavioral setting (the party), we
do not have enough systematic data to say how
accurate our descriptions are. However, if further
systematic observation were to bear out this ini-
tial description—say, Lynnwere observed inmany
settings; say, peers rated her on trait dimensions;
say, she completed standard trait questionnaires
such as the Personality Research Form (Jackson,
1974.) or the NFEO Personality Inventory {Costa &
McCrae, 1985)—then trait deseriptions like these,
wherein the individual is rated on aseries of linear
and noncontingent behavior dimensions, prove
very useful indeed.

% k% %k

The Problem with Traits

It is easy to criticize the concept of trait. Trait
formulations proposed by Allport (1937 Cattell
(1957 Guilford (1959), Eysenck (1967, Jackson
(1974), Tellegen (1982), Hogan (1986), and advo-’
cates of the Big Five have been called superfieial,
reductionistic, atheoretical, and even imperial- -
istic. Traits are mere labels, it is said again al}d
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again, Traits don’t explain anything. Traits lack
precision. Traits disregard the environment. Traits
apply only to score distributions in groups, not
to the individual person {e.g., Lamiell, 1989). 1
believe that there is some validity in some of
these traditional claims but that traits nonethe-
less provide invaluable information about per-
sons. | believe that many critics expect too much
of traits. Yet, those trait enthusiasts (e.g., A. H.
Buss, 1989; Digman, 19g0; Goldberg, 1993) who
equate personality with traits in general, and
with the Big Five in particular, are also claiming
too much, .

Goldberg (1981) contended that the English
language includes five clusters of trait-related
terms—the Big Five—because personality char-
acteristics encoded in these terms have proved
especially salient in human interpersonal per-
ception, especially when it comes to the peren-
nial and evolutionary crucial task of sizingup a
stranger. | think Goldberg was more right than
many trait enthusiasts would like him to be.
Reliable and valid trait ratings provide an
excellent “first read” on a person by offering
estimates of a person's relative standing on a
delimited series of general and linear dimen-
sions of proven social significance. This is
indeed crucial information in the evaluation of
strangers and others about whom we know very
little. It is the kind of information that strang-
ers quickly glean from one another as they size
one another up and anticipate future interac-
tions. It did not take long for me to conclude that
Lynn was high on certain aspects of Extraver-
sion and moderately high on Neuroticism. What
makes trait information like this so valuable is
that it is comparative and relatively noncondi-
tional. A highly extraverted person is generally
more extraverted than most other people (com-
parative) and tends to be extraverted in a wide
variety of settings (nonconditional), although
by no means inall,

Consider, furthermore, the phenomenology
of traditional trait assessment in personality psy-
chology. In rating one's own or another’s traits
on a typical paper-and-pencil measure, the rater/
subject must adopt an observational stance in
which the target of the rating becomes an object of
comparison on a series of linear and enly vaguely
conditional dimensions (McAdams, 19g4c). Thus,
if T were to rate Lynn, or if Lynn were to rate her-
self, on the Extraversion-keyed personality ifem
“I am not a cheerful optimist” (from the NEO), I
{or Lynn) would be judging the extent of Lynn's
own “cheerful optimism” in comparison to the
cheerful optimism of people I (or she} know or
have heard about, or perhaps even an assumed
average level of cheerful optimism of the rest of
humankind. Ratings like these must have a social
referent if they are to be meaningful. The end
result of my {or hex) ratings is a determination of
the extent to which Lynn is seen as more or less
extraverted across a wide variety of situations,
conditions, and contexts, and compared to other
people in general. There is, therefore, no place
in trait assessment for what Thorne (1989) calls
the conditional patterns of personality (see also
Wright & Mischel, 1987). Here are some examples
of conditional patterns: "My dominance shows
when my competence is threatened; 1 fall apart
when people try to comfort me; I talk most when |
am nervous” (Thorne, 1989, p. 149). But to make
traits into conditional statements is to rob them
of their power as nonconditional indicators of
general trends.

The two most valuable features of trait
description—its comparative and nonconditional
gualities—double as its two greatest limitations
as well.2 As persons come to know one another

% This ohservation provides an example of Funder's First Law,
which gtates that great strengths are often great weaknesses,
and, surprisingly often, the oppositeis also true {(Funder, 2010).
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petter, they seek and obtain information that is
both noncomparative and highly conditional, con-
tingent, and contextualized. They move beyond
the mindset of comparing individuals on linear
dimensions. In a sense, they move beyond traits
to construct a more detailed and nuanced por-
trait of persomality, so that the stranger can
pecome more fully known. New information is
then integrated with the trait profile to give a
fuller picture. My wife and [ began to move
beyond traits on the drive home. As a first read,
Lynn seemed socially dominant (Extraversion)
and mildly neurotic (Neuroticism). I would also
give her a high rating on Openness to Experi-
ence; I would say that Agreeableness was proba-
bly medium; 1 would say that (onscientiousness
was low to medium, though 1 do not feel that
1 received much trait-relevant information on
Conscientiousness. Beyond these traits, how-
ever, Lynn professed a confusing set of political
beliefs: She claimed to be rather conservative but
was a big fan of Hillary Clinton; she scorned gov-
ernment for meddlingin citizens private affairs
and said she paid too much in taxes to support
wasteful social programs, while at the same time
she claimed to be a pacifist and to have great
compassion for poor people and those who could
not obtain health insurance. Beyond traits, Lynn
claimed to be an atheist but expressed great
admiration for missionaries. Beyond traits, Lynn
appeared to be having problems in intimate rela-
tionships; she wished she could believe in some-
thing; she enjoyed her work as a freelance writer;
she was a good listener one on 0N& but not in the
large group; she expressed strong interest in
New Age psychology: she seemed to think her
parents invested to0 much faith in herand in her
siblings. To know Lynn well, to know her more
fully than one would know a stranger, one must
be privy to information that does not ht trait cat-
egories, information that is exquisitely condi-
tional and contextualized.

Going beyond Traits: Time,
Place, and Role

There is a vast and largely unmapped domain in
personality wherein reside such comstructs as
motives (McGlelland, 1961), values {Rokeach,
1973), defense mechanisms (Cramer, 1991), COp~
ing styles (Lazarus, 1991), developmental issues
and concerns (Erikson, 1963; Havighurst, 1972
personal strivings (Emmons, 1986), personal
projects  (Little, 198g), current —concerns
(Klinger, 1977, life tasks (Cantor & Kihlstrom,
1987, attachment styles (Hazan & Shaver, 1990).
conditional patterns (Thorne, 1989), core con-
flictual relationship themes (Luborsky & Crits-
Christoph, 1991), patterns of self-with-other,
domain-specific skills and talents (Gardper,
1993), strategies and tactics (D. M. Buss, 1991);
and many more personality variables that are
both linked to behavior (Cantor, 1990) and
jmportant for the full description of the person
(McAdams, 1994a). This assorted collection of
constructs makes up a second level of personal-
ity, to which I give the generic and doubtlessly
inadequate label of personal concerns. Compared
with dispositional traits, personal concerns are
typically couched in motivational, developmen-
tal, or strategic terms. They speak to what people
want, often during particular periods in their
lives or within particular domains of action, and
what life methods people use (strategies, plans,
defenses, and so on) in order to get what they
want or avoid getting what they don’'t want over
time, in particular places, and/or with respect to

particular roles.

What primarily differentiates, then, per-
sonal concerns from dispositional traits is the
contextualization of the former within time,
place, and/or role. Time is perhaps the most ubig-
uitous context. In their studies of the “intimacy
1ife task” among young adults, Cantor, Acker, and
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Cook-Flanagan (1992) focus on “those tasks that
individuals see as personally important and time
consuming at particular times in their lives”
(p. 644). In their studies of generativity across
the adult life span, McAdams, de St. Aubin, and
Logan (1993) focus on a eluster of concern, belief,
commitment, and action oriented toward provid-
ing for the well-being of the next generation, a
cluster that appears to peak in salience around
middle age. Intimacy and generativity must he
contextualized in the temporal life span if they
are to be properly understood. By contrast, the
traits of Extraversion and Agreeableness are cas-
ily defined and understood outside of time. They
are not linked to developmental stages, phases, or
8£as0ns.

The temporal context also distinguishes
traits on the one hand from motives and goals on
the other. Motives, goals, strivings, and plans are
defined in terms of future ends. A person high
in power motivation wants, desires, strives for
power—having impact on others is the desired
end state, the temporal goal (Winter, 1973). To
have a strong motive, goal, striving, or plan is to
orient oneself in a particular way in time. The
same cannot be readily assumed with traits.
Extraversion is not naturally conceived in goal-
directed terms. It is not necessary for the via-
bility of the concept of extraversion that an
extraverted person strive to obtain a particular
goal in time, although of course such a person
may do so. Extraverted people simply are extra-
verted; whether they try to be or not is irrelevant.
The case is even clearer for neuroticism, for the
commonsense assumption here is that highly
neurotic people do not strive to be neurotic over
time. They simply are neurotic. While disposi-
tional traits may have motivational properties
(Allport, 1937; McCrae & Costa, 1996), traits do
not exist in time in the same way that motives,
strivings, goals, and plans are temporally con-
textualized. To put it another way, [ cannot under-
stand Lynn'’s life in time when I merely consider

her dispositional traits. Developmental and moti-
vational construets, by contrast, begin to provide
me with the temporal context, the life embedded
in and evolving over time.

Contextualization of behavior in place was
a major theme of the situationist eritique in the
1g70s (Frederiksen, 1972; Magnusson, 1971). The
situationists argued that behavior is by and large
local rather than general, subject to the norms
and expectations of a given social place or space.
Attempts to formulate taxonomies of situations
have frequently involved delineating the physical
and interpersonal features of certain kinds of
prototypical behavioral settings and social envi-
ronnients, like “church,” “football game,” "class-
room,” and “party” (Cantor, Mischel, & Schwartz,
1982; Krahe, 1992; Moos, 1973). Certain domain-
specific skills, competencies, attitudes, and sche-
mas are examples of personality variables
contextualized in place. For example, Lynn is
both avery good listener in one-on-one conversa-
tions, especially when the topic concerns psy-
chology, and an extremely effective storyteller in
large groups, especially when she is talking about
travel. When she is angry with her hushand in
a social setting, she drinks too much. The latter
is an example of a conditional pattern (Thorne,
1989} or perhaps a very simple personal script.
Some varicties of personal seripts and conditional
patterns are contextualized in place and space:
“When 1 am at home, I am unable to relax’
“When the weather is hot, I think about how
miserable | was as a child, growing up in St.
Louis™; "If I am lost in Ghicago, I never ask for
directions.” To know a person well, it is not nee-
essary to have information about all of the dif-
ferent personal scripts and conditional patterns
that prevail in all of the different behavioral
settings he or she will encounter. Instead, the

e

personologist should seek information on the -

most salient settings and environments that
make up the ecology of a person’s life and inves-
tigate the most influential, most common, ot
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most problematic personal scripts and condi-
tional patterns that appear within that ecology
{Demorest & Alexander, 1992).

Another major context in personality is social
role, Certain strivings, tasks, strategies, defense
mechanisms, competencies, values, interests, and
styles may be role-specific. For example, Lynn
may employ the defense mechanism of rational-
jzation to cope with her anxiety about the setbacks
she has experienced in her role as a mother. In her
role as a writer, she may excel in expressing her-
self in a laconic, Hemingway-like style (role com-
petence, skill) and she may strive to win certain
journalistic awards or to make more money than
her husband {(motivation, striving). In the role of
student/learner, she is fascinated with New Age
psychology (interests). In the role of daughter, she
manifests an insecure attachment style, espe-
cially with her mother, and this style seems to
carry over to her relationships with men (role of
lover/spouse) but not with women (role of friend).
Ogilvie (Ogilvie & Ashmore, 1991) has developed
a new approach to personality assessment that
matehes personality descriptors with significant
persons in one’s life, resulting in an organization
of self-with-other constructs. It would appear that
some of the more significant self-with-other con-
stellations in a person's life are those associated
with important social roles. Like social places,
not all social roles are equally importantin a per-
son’s life, Among the most salient in the lives of
many American men and women are the roles
of spouse/lover, son/daughter, parent, sibling,
worker/provider, and citizen.

*® * *

There is no compelling reasonto believe that the

" language of nonconditional and decontextual-

ized dispositions should work well to describe
constructs that are situated in time, place, and
role. Consistent with this supposition, Kaiser and
Ozer (under review) found that personal goals, or
what they term “motivational units,” do not map
onto the five-factor structure demonstrated

for traits. Instead, their study suggests that the
structure of personal goals may be more appro-
priately conceptualized in terms of various
content domains (e.g., work, social). It seems
reasonable, therefore, to begin with the assump-
tion that an adequate deseription of a person
should bring together contrasting and comple-
mentary attributional schemes, integrating dis-
positional insights with those obtained from
personal concerns. To know Lynnwell is to be able
to describe her in ways that go significantly
beyond the language of traits. This is not to sug-
gest that Levels 1 and Il are or must be completely
unrelated to each other, that Lynn’s extraversion,
for example, has nothing to do with her personal
career strivings. In personality psychology, link-
ages between constructs at these different levels
should and will be investigated in research. But
the linkages, if they indeed exist, should be
established empirically rather than assumed by
theorists to be true.

What Is Missing?

Aswe move from Level T to Level 11, we move from
the psychology of the stranger to a more detailed
and nuanced description of a flesh-and-blood, in-
the-world person, striving to do things over time,
situated in place and role, expressing herself or
himself in and through strategies, tactics, plans,
and goals. In Lynn's case, we begin our very pro-
visional sketch with nonconditional attributions
suggesting a high level of extraversion and mod-
erately high neuroticism and we move to more
contingent statements suggesting that she seems
insecurely attached to her parents and her hus-
band, strives for power and recognition in her
career, wants desperately to believe in something
but as yet has not found it in religion or in spiritu-
ality, holds strong but seemingly contradictory
beliefs about politics and public service, employs
the defense of rationalization to cope with the
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frustration she feels in her role as mother, has
interests that tend toward books and ideas rather
than physical health and fitness, loves to travel, is
a good listener one on one but not in groups, is a
skilled writer, is a good storyteller, tells stories
that are rambling and dramatic. If we were to
.continue a relationship with Lynn, we would learn
more and more about her. We would find that some
of our initial suppositions were naive, or even
plain wrong. We would obtain much more infor-
mation on her traits, enabling us to obtain a
clearer and more accurate dispositional signa-
ture. We would learn more about the contextual-
ized constructs of her personality, about how she
functions in time, place, and role. Filling in more
and more information in Levels I and I, we might
get to know Lynn very well.

But I submit that, as Westerners living in this
modern age, we would not know Lynn “well
enough” until we moved beyond dispositional

traits and personal concerns to a third level of

personality. Relatedly, should Lynn think of her-
self only in Level I and Level II terms, then she,
too, as a Western, middle-class adult living in the
last years of the 20th century, would not know
herself “well enough” to comprehend her own
identity. The problem of identity is the problem

of overall unity and purpose in human lives

(McAdams, 1985). It is a problem that has come to
preoccupy men and women in Western democra-
cies during the past 200 years (Baumeister, 1986;
Langbaum, 1982). It is not generally a problem for
children, though there are some exceptions. It is
probably not as salient a problem for many non-
Western societies that put less of a premium on
individualism and articulating the autonomous
adult self, although it is a problem in many of
these societies. It is not equally problematic for
all contemporary American adults. Nonetheless,
identity is likely to be a problem for Lynn, for vir-
tually all people attending that dinner party or
reading this article, and for most contemporary
Americans and Western Furopeans who at one

time or another in their adult lives have found the
guestion “Who am [?” to be worth asking, pon-
dering, and worth working on.

Modern and postmodern democratic societ-
ies do not explicitly tell adults who they should
be. At the same time, however, these societies
insist that an adult should be someone who
both fits in and is unique {Bellah, Madsen,
Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985). The self should
be defined so that it is both separate and con-
nected, individuated and integrated at the same

time. These kinds of selves do not exist in pre-

packaged, readily assimilated form. They are
not passed down from one generation to the
next, as they were perhaps in simpler times.
Rather, selves must be made or discovered as
people become what they are to become in time.
The selves that we make before we reach late
adolescence and adulthood are, among other
things, “lists” of characteristics to be found in
Levels I and II of personality. My 8-year-old
daughter, Amanda, sees herself as felatively shy
(low Extraversion) and very caring and warm
{(high Agreeableness); she knows she is a good
ice skater (domain-specific skill); she loves
amusement parks (interests); and she has strong
feelings of love and resentment toward her older
sister (ambivalent attachment style, though she
wouldn't call it that). I hazard to guess that these
are a few items in a long list of things, including
many that are not in the realm of personality
proper ("I live in a white house™; “I go to Central
School”), that make up Amanda's self-concept.
A list of attributes from Levels [ and 11 is not,
however, an identity. Then again, Amanda is too
young to have an identity because she is proba-
bly not able to experience unity and purpose as
problematic in her life. Therefore, one can know
Amandavery well by sticking to Levels I and I1.
But not so for Lynn. As a contemporary adult,
Lynn most likely canunderstand and appreciate;
more or less, the problem of unity and purpose in
her life. While the question-of “Who am I?” may
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seem silly or obvious to Amanda, Lynn is likely
to see the question as potentially problematic,
challenging, interesting, ego-involving, and so
on, For reasons that are no doubt physiological
and cognitive, as well as social and eultural, it is
in late adolescence and young adulthood that
many contemporary Westerners come to believe
that the self must or should be constructed and
told in a manner that integrates the disparate
roles they play, incorporates their many different
values and skills, and organizes into 2 meaning-
ful temporal pattern their reconstructed past,
perceived present, and anticipated future (Bre-
ger, 1974 Erikson, 1959; McAdams, 1985). The
challenge of identity demands that the Western
adult construct a telling of the self that synthe-
sizes synchronic and diachronic elements in such
away as to suggest that (a) despite its many facets
the self is coherent and unified and (b) despite the
many changes that attend the passage of time, the
self of the past led up to or set the stage for the self
of the present, which in turn will lead up to or set
the stage for the self of the future (McAdams,
1990, 1993).

What form does such a construction take? A
growing number of theorists believe that the only
conceivable form for a unified and purposeful
telling of a life is the story (Bruner, 1990; Charme,
1984; Cohler, 1982, 1994; Hermans & Kempen,
1993; Howard, 1991; Kotre, 1984; Linde, 1990;
Maclntyre, 1984; Polkinghorne, 1988). In my own
theoretical and empirical work, T have argued that
identity is itself an internalized and evolving
life story, or personal myth (McAdams, 1984,
1985, 1990, 1993, 1996). Contemporary adults ere-
ate identity in their lives to the extent that the self
can be told in a coherent, followable, and vivifying
narrative that integrates the person into society in
a productive and generative way and provides the
personwithapurposeful self-history thatexplains
how the self of yesterday became the self of today
and will become the anticipated self of tomorrow.
Level Il in personality, therefore, is the level of

identity as alife story. Without exploring this third
level, the personologist can never understand how
and to what extent the person is able to find unity,
purpose, and meaning in life. Thus what is miss-
ing so far from our censideration of Lynn is her
very identity.

Misunderstandings about
Level 111

Lynn's identity is an inner story, a narration of the
self that she continues to author and revise over
time to make sense, for herself and others, of her
own life in time. It is a story, or perhaps a collec-
tion of related stories, that Lynn continues to
fashion to specify who she is and how she fits into
the adult world. Incorporating beginning, mid-
dle, and anticipated ending, Lynn's story tells how
she came to he, where she has been and where she
may be going, and who she will hecome (Hankiss,
1981). Lynn continues to create and revise the
story across her adult years as she and her chang-
ing social world negotiate niches, places, opportu-
nities, and positions within which she can live,
and live meaningfully.

What is Lynn’s story about? The dinner party
provided my wife and me with ample material to
begin talking about Lynn’s personality from the
perspectives of Levels I and IL But life-story
information is typically more difficult to obtaip
in a casual social setting, Even after sirangers
have sized each other up on dispositional traits
and even after they have begun to learn a little
bit about each others’ goals, plans, defenses,
strategies, and domain-specific skills, they typ-
ically have little to say about the other person’s
identity. By contrast, when people have been
involved in long-term intensive relationships
with each other, they may know a great deal
about each others’ stories, about how the friend
or lover {or psychotherapy client) makes sense of
his or her own life in narrative terms. They have
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shared many stories with each other; they have
observed each other’s behavior in many differ-
ent situations; they have come to sce how the
other person sees life, indeed, how the other
sees his or her own life organized with purpose
intime.

Without that kind of intimate relationship
with Lynn, my wife and I could say little of sub-
stance about how Lynn creates identity in her
life. We left the party with but a few promising
hints or leads as to what her story might be about.
For example, we were both struck by her enig-
matic comment about passionate belief. Why did
she suggest that her parents believed too strongly
in her and in her siblings? Shouldn't parents
believe in their children? Has she disappointed
her parents in a deep way, such that their initial
belief in their children was proven untenable?
Does her inability to believe passionately in
things extend to her own children as well? It is
perhaps odd that her ex-husband has custody of
their children; how is this related to the narra-
tive she has developed about her family and her
beliefs? And what might one make of that last
incident at the party, when lynn secemed to lapse
into a different mode of talking, indicative per-
haps of a different persona, a different public
self, maybe a different “"character” or "imago”
(McAdams, 1984) in her life story? One can
imagine many different kinds of stories that
Lynn might create to make sense of her ownlife—
adventure stories that incorporate her exotic
travels and her considerable success; tragic sto-
ries that tell of failed love and lost children; sto-
ries in which the protagonist searches far and
wide for something to believe in; stories in which
early disappointments lead to cynicism, hard-
heartedness, despair, or maybe even hope. We do
not know Lynn well enough yet to know what
kinds of stories she has been working on. Until
we can talk with some authority both to her and
about her in the narrative language of Level I,
we cannot say that we know her well at all. On the

drive home, my wife and [ know Lynna little bet-
ter than we might know a stranger. Our desire to
know her much better than we know her now is,
in large part, our desire to know her story. And
were we to get to know her better and come to feel
abond of intimacy with her, we would want her to
know our stories, too {(McAdams, 1989).
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