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ALFRED ADLER’S PERSONALITY THEORY AND PERSONALITY TYPES

The question of what drives us—what great
force underlies our motivation as individuals,
propelling us forward through all manner of
trying circumstance—was a matter of longtime
fascination for psychologist Alfred Adler. He
eventually came to call this motivating force
the “striving for perfection”, a term which
encapsulates the desire we all have to fulfill
our potential, to realize our ideals—a process
strikingly similar to the more popular idea
of self-actualization.

Self-actualization is perhaps the less
problematic of the two terms, as one cannot
process Adler’s ideas without immediately
bumping up against the troublesome nature of
the words “perfection” and “ideal”. While the
idea of striving to be the best version of one’s
self is an obviously positive goal, the concept of
perfection is, in psychology, often given a rather
negative connotation. After all, perfection
likely does not exist, and therefore cannot
be reached, meaning that efforts to do so are
invariably frustrating and can come full circle
to create an extreme lack of motivation (i.e.,
giving up).

Indeed, Adler himself balked at using
“perfection” to describe his single motivating
force, beginning instead with phrases
like aggression drive (to describe the frustrated
reaction we have when our basic needs, such
as the need to eat or be loved, are not being
met)—yet even this term had obvious negative
connotations; aggression is, after all, seldom
seen as a good thing, and using the term
“assertiveness” may have served Adler better.

(Interestingly, Freud himself took
exception to the term “aggression drive”,
though not on the basis that it was overly
negative in connotation; instead, Freud

felt that it would detract from the pivotal
position of the sex drive in psychoanalytic
theory. Freud may have had a change of
heart in later years, however, as his idea
of a “death instinct” bore a great deal of
similarity to Adler’s theory.)

Another, perhaps better, descriptor
used by Adler to refer to basic motivation
was compensation, which in this case was
meant to denote the process of striving to
overcome one’s inherent limitations. Adler
postulated that since we all have various issues
and shortcomings as people, our personalities
develop largely through the ways in which we
do (or do not) compensate for or overcome these
inherent challenges. Adler later rejected this
idea in part (though it still played an important
role in his theory; more on that later), as he
decided it was inaccurate to suggest one’s
problems are the cause for who one eventually
becomes.

Adler also toyed, early on, with the idea
of “masculine protest”, upon observing
the obvious differences in the cultural
expectations placed on boys and girls,
and the fact that boys wished, often
desperately, to be thought of as strong,
aggressive, and in control. Adler eschewed
the bias that suggested men’s assertiveness
and success in the world arose from some
inexplicable innate superiority. Instead, he
saw this phenomenon as a result of the fact
that boys are encouraged to be assertive in
life, and girls are discouraged from the very
same thing.

Lastly, before settling on the phrase
“striving for perfection”, Adler called his
theory the “striving for superiority”’—most
likely a homage to Priederich Nietzsche,
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whose philosophies Adler was known to
admire. Nietzsche, of course, considered the
will to power the basic motive of human
life. Adler later amended this phrase, using
it more to refer to unhealthy or neurotic
striving, likely due to the way it suggests
the act of comparing one’s self to others, of
attempting to become “superior” to one’s
fellows.

Teleology

The idea of “holism”, as written about
by Jan Smuts, the South African philosopher
and statesman, was known to have influenced
Adler greatly. Smuts posited that, in order to
understand people, we have to take them as
summations rather than as parts, as unified
wholes existing within the context of their
environments (both physical and social).

To reflect this notion, Adler decided to
call his approach to psychology individual
psychology, owing to the exact meaning of
the word individual: “un-divided.” He also
generally avoided the traditional concept of
personality, steering clear of chopping it up into
internal traits, structures, dynamics, conflicts,
etc., and choosing instead talk about people’s
“style of life” (or “lifestyle”, as we would call it
today; the unique ways in which one handles
problems and interpersonal relations).

Here again Adler differed a great deal from
Freud, who felt that the things that happened in
the past (e.g. early childhood trauma), shaped
the nature of people in the present. Adler was
essentially forward looking, seeing motivation
as a matter of moving toward the future, rather
than a product of our pasts driving us with only
our limited awareness as to how and why. This
idea that we are drawn towards our goals, our
purposes, our ideals is known as “teleology”.

Teleology was remarkable in the way it
removed necessity from the equation; we
are not merely living life in a “cause and
effect” manner (if X happened, then Y must
happen later) or on a set course toward an
immobile goal; we have choice, and things
can change along the way as we pursue our
ideals.

Fictions and fictional finalism

Adler was also influenced by philosopher
Hans Vaihinger, who believed that while
mankind would never discover the
“ultimate” truth, for practical purposes,
we need to create partial truths, frames of
reference we use as if they were indeed
true. Vaihinger dubbed these partial truths
“fictions”.

Both Vaihinger and Adler believed that
people use these fictions actively in their
daily lives, such as using the absolute belief
in good and evil to guide social decisions,
and believing that everything is as we see it.
Adler referred to this as“fictional finalism”
and believed that each individual has one
such dominating fiction which is central to
his or her lifestyle.

Inferiority

Once Adler had fleshed out his theory on
what motivates us as beings, there remained
one question to be answered: If we are all being
pulled toward perfection, fulfillment, and self-
actualization, why does a sizeable portion of
the population end up miserably unfulfilled
and far from perfect, far from realizing their
selves and ideals?

Adler believed that some people become
mired in their “inferiority”; he felt that we are all
born with a sense of inferiority (as children
are, of course, smaller and both physically
and intellectually weaker than adults), which
is often added to by various “psychological
inferiorities” later (being told we are dumb,
unattractive, bad at sports, etc.) Most children
manage these inferiorities by dreaming of
becoming adults (the earliest form of striving
for perfection), and by either mastering what
they are bad at or compensating by becoming
especially adept at something else, but for some
children, the uphill climb toward developing
self-esteem proves insurmountable. These
children develop an “inferiority complex”,
which proves overwhelming over time.

To envision how an inferiority complex
can mount until it becomes overwhelming,
imagine the way many children flounder
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when it comes to math: At first they fall
slightly behind, and get discouraged. Usually,
they struggle onward, muddling through
high school with barely-passing grades
until they get into calculus, whereupon
the appearance of integrals and differential
equations overwhelms them to the point
they finally give up on math altogether.

Now, apply that process to a child’s life
as a whole; a feeling of general inferiority
seeds doubt which fosters a neurosis,
and the youngster becomes shy and
timid, insecure, indecisive, cowardly, etc.
Unable to meet his or her needs through
direct, empowering action (not having the
confidence to initiate such), the individual
often grows up to be passive-aggressive
and manipulative, relying unduly on the
affirmation of others to carry them along.
This, of course, only gives away more of
their power, makes their self-esteem easier
to cripple, and so on.

Of course, not all children dealing with
a strong sense of inferiority become shy
and timid and self-effacing; some develop
a superiority complex, in a dramatic act
of overcompensation. These young people
often become the classic image of the
playground bully, chasing away their own
sense of inferiority by making others feel
smaller and weaker, but may also become
greedy for attention, drawn to the thrill
of criminal activity or drug use, or heavily
biased in their views (becoming bigoted
towards others of a certain gender or race,
for example).

Psychological types

While Adler did not spend a lot of time
on neurosis, he did identify a small handful
of personality “types” that he distinguished
based on the different levels ofenergyhe felt
they manifested. These types to Adler were
by no means absolutes, it should be noted;
Adler, the devout individualist, saw them
only as heuristicdevices (useful fictions).

The first type is the ruling type. These
people are characterized early on by atendency

to be generally aggressive and dominant over
others, possessing an intense energy that
overwhelms anything or anybody who gets in
their way. These people are not always bullies
or sadists, however; some turn the energy
inward and harm themselves, such as is the
case with alcoholics, drug addicts, and those
who commit suicide.

The second type is the leaning type.
Individuals of this type are sensitive, and while
they may put a shell up around themselves to
protect themselves, they end up relying on
others to carry them through life’s challenges.
They lack energy, in essence, and depend on
the energy of others. They are also prone to
phobias, anxieties, obsessions and compulsions,
general anxiety, dissociation, etc.

The third type is the avoiding type. People
of this type have such low energy they recoil
within themselves to conserve it, avoiding life
as a whole, and other people in particular. In
extreme cases, these people develop psychosis—
the end result of entirely retreating into one’s
self.

Adler also believed in a fourth type:
the socially useful type. People of this type
are basically healthy individuals, possessed of
adequate, but not overbearing, social interest
and energy. They are able to give to others
effectively as they are not so consumed by
a sense of inferiority that they cannot look
properly outside of themselves.

Conclusion

Adler’s theories may lack the excitement
of Freud’s and Jung’s, being devoid of
sexuality or mythology, but they are
nonetheless practical, influential, and
highly applicable. Other more famous
names, such asMaslowandCarl Rogers, were
fans of Adler’'s work, and various students
of personality theories have espoused the
idea that the theorists called Neo-Freudians
(such as Horney, Fromm, and Sullivan)
probably ought to have been called Neo-
Adlerians instead
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ULSNET UHLENh ULLUSUMULNRE3UL SEUNRE3NRLE Y ULAah SBUUYLEND

U. Upitpp hwdwpymd B funppughu hngbpwumpyuu Gpbip hhduwmhpubphg dbyp: Lw
Jhbutugh hngldbpnidwjuu wmungughugh wunwd bp b hngbdbpmsmjuu yjupdiwu hw-
dwhpduwnhputiphg dtyp: L wowehuutiphg Lp, m] untnstg hngptpuwhuwh hp wuywfu
nupngp b wuéh mbumpmun: Cun Unitph wihwnwuunipjuut mbunpjut dwupgn nh-
nupyymd | npybu muhwnuju wdpnngmpiniu:

Yuiptih L wpwuduwguby Unbtph mbunipjut htmbywy ppnypubpn.

Uuhwwnp npybu dhuutiwljuu b hupuujupgquynpynn wdpnnompymu. Gidptn Unb-
nn, nphu hwtwfu ubpuyugunid Bu npybu Lhquniun, Spmynh wpwmbpn, hbmuqumd pd-
prunmwguy nunigsh pbd, wpwye puptig wudh thwulmpjuu qunudupn: Unggtpu hp wb-
unipuup nybyg «tuhwnmujuu hngbpuumpniuy wajuwinmdp: Lpu Yuupugnudutpnmny
hunhyhnynudp hpkuhg uwbpuyugumd K wupwdwubyh dh wdipnn smjuinipynu, huwswbu q1-
jumntnh b dupduh hinfuunund Juuyh dhe, wyjuytu K hngbiljuu Jjuupmu:

Yuuupp' npybu juunwpbmpyut winhy dgund. Untpp yunmd bp, np dwpnu, h
nmuppbpmpimu 2hqumun Spmmh «npoéwbwpunp hpbph», dqunnid | jumwpbnipjul, pu-
uh np dupnljuug htn ¢Gu juiuqubgund wpmuphu jud ubpphtt yuméwnutpp, b bpuup
thyn dqgumd Eu wpwy ntgh wudumjuu jupbnpnipmiu mubgnn tyuumwuljubpn: Unitph
Junoshpny wyny jEuuwluu tyumwuljubpp Wywtwlwihg swdhny punpymd Bu wuhwnwlju-
unpbu, b htmbwpwp, dwpnhy b yhewih Bu gyuuwynply hpkug gnpédnnmpymuubpp b npn-
ot utithwljuu Gwjumwghpn:

Uuhwwnp npuytu unbn dugnpébujun b h(upuwyuyiwuwynpny wdpnn ontpyniu. Unbpp
punmubiny dupwuqujuunipyuu b Jppwwqump nhpp wudh dhwynpiwu gnpoémd, wyjumu-
tkuwyuhy yunmu Ep, np hunhg hnnidp, wuhwwnp wdtjhu  puu dhugu wyn Gpim wgqnbigm-
pPymuubph wpyniup: Lu gnumy Ep np duapmh mhpuy bomd Bu «antmdwugnpéwljua m-
dh», npu £ hutwpwynpnpiniu L wwhu upuug wquuwnpbiu nhjudupty hptivg Juupp: Un
unbnSwgnpéuljwu mdp wgnmd L dupmuyhu hnpdh ympupwugmp Ynnih’ pujupdwl,
hhpnnnipyu, tphwlwnipjul Ypuw:

Uuhwwnh unghwjuljut yuwnljuubtjnpniu. Untiph mbumpjuu qpjuuaynp ppnyph hw-
dwdwju’ dwpnuyhu Jupph pnjnp npubnpmdubinp wtanp | nhnty dhugu unghwjujuwu nu-
wbpunmd, b dwpmuht Empmup jupkh 5 pdpeut; dhuyu unghwjujuu hwpupbpni-
pmuubph huuljugdwu thongny: Lu gumumd Lp, np udbu dwupn muh «unghwjuuu puh»
npu hpbuhg ubpyuugumd | unghwjuljuu hafwgnpduljgmpyuu hwpupbtpmpmuutph
puwmshu dqunid: Fwunmwdwnp, npny Untpp Ypyhu hwjunymlbg Spnynhu b bpw wyu npnyg-
Phu, np dwupnu hp bmpjuundp hwmjuunghwjuuu L: Tuthwnujuu hngbpuumpmmup Gu-
punpmy | dupnm b hwuwpuynipjut dhob hwdmgnpémjgmpyuu b ubprpupuwl thudnp-
i wuhpudtymnipmi, hull tpuwug thelt Ynuphup nhnwpymd Eu npuytu wuptwu:

Quhwnwluu umpjtjumhympiniu. Ugitpp quumd Lp, np dwpnym Jquppp jujujus B
dwpnyuug updhphg hptiug b hptiug ppgwwgunp dwuht: Uwpnhly wupmid Bu hptiug huy
Unnihg vnbnajws wylpwuphmd, npp hudwyuunmuwufuwumd L hpiug wygtpgbygghnu ujub-
twghu: Cun Unbph, dwupnhly tinnhdugymd Gu $hnhy typumwjutpny, npnup hpkug Jup-
pi Jupquynpnn wpumwpht jud ubtpphu hpunwupdnipyniuutnh dwuhu jupdhpubp Bu: Un-
1tnp Bupwnpmid Ep, np dupnhy wpwsunprpynid Bu wyn ypunjipugnidubtpny’ wuljuju wyu
hwuquiwuphg npwp opjiljmhynplku hpuljumu Gu ph ng: Unjhpyut dninbkgdwt vk dwpnym
Juppp wpunugninid E hpuwuwunipjuu umpjijunhy wuhwnwujut puundp:
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TEOPUNA NHANBUAOYAJIBHOCTU ANIb®PEOA AQJIEPA N TUMBI JIMYHOCTU

AJiep caMTaeTcd OJHUM M3 TPeX ocHoBaTelell NIy6okoi ncuxosoruu. OH 6bLI WieHoM BeHc-
KO IICHX0aHAJIUTUYCCKOH acColMallui U OJHHUM U3 CoydYpeluTeliell IICHX0aHaIMTHYECKOro B~
JKeHUs.. Ajlep 6bLT OJHUM M3 IIePBbIX, KTO CO3[laJl CBOI0 HE3aBUCHMYIO IIKOJIY IICUXOTepallud U
TEOPUIO JIUIHOCTH. COIJIaCHO TCOPHH MHAMBUAYAIBHOCTH AJlIepa, YeJIOBeK PacCMaTpUBaeTCsl Kak
LeJIOCTHAS! JINYHOCTD.
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