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Morten Tolboll 

 

 

Personality typing is a refined system of 

prejudice 
 

 

An aspect of the decline of psychology (the new age turn within psychology) is 

personality typing. There exists several different kinds, and there are still coming 

more. Each new number of a New Age magazine with respect for itself, must include 

at least one new “revolutionary” theory of personality types, in the same way as it 

must present at least one new “revolutionary” spiritual theory “proved” by quantum 

physics (see my article Six common traits of New Age that distort spirituality). 
 

Both in New Age, and in coaching (Management theory), which claims to be purely 

neutral and scientific, the so-called Enneagram is very popular. It is a New Age 

mandala, a mystical gateway to personality typing, and through this to spiritual 

consciousness and fuller being. The enneagram represents nine personality types. It is 

original developed by Oscar Ichazo (b. 1931), who claims to have received it in a 

vision (see my article Paranormal phenomena seen in connection 

with channeling).  
 

Later the enneagram has turned up in several new versions, funny enough often 

developed by people, who also claim to have received it in divine visions. So how the 

types are defined depends on whom you ask. The classification systems seem to have 

been modified according to the inventors´ own idiosyncratic beliefs. Often they do it 

in relation to astrology. 
 

Such theories of personality types can point to many “successes.” They can 

demonstrate that their programs “work”. They can bring forth to testify on their 

behalf hundreds, if not thousands, of satisfied customers. But it is important to know, 

that testimonials do not validate a self-help program. Scientifical seen this is pure 

nonsense, and deeply manipulative. All talk about that testimonials are a proof, is a 

sign of pseudoscience (see my article The pseudoscience of New Age and 

reductionism).  

 

When looking at testimonials one must always consider the power of thought 

distortions such as, for example, Subjective validation, Selective thinking, 
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Confirmation bias, Motivated reasoning, Classical conditioning and placebo effects, 

Proof by ignorance, etc., etc. 
 

We will end this article with an examination of Subjective validation. 

 

My professor in philosophy David Favrholdt once conducted an experiment with a 

large group of students. They were told that the experiment was about astrology, and 

that they each should have made a personal horoscope. The horocope for each student 

was then made by a professional astrologer, and when they received the horocope 

they were told to describe how precise it was. They all answered, that they were 

amazed how accurate the horoscope could tell about aspects of precisely their 

personal life. What they wasn´t told was that the horoscope for each student was the 

same, made after some typical astrological stereotypes. The experiement told about 

the power of wishful thinking and other thought distortions (see my book A 

dictionary of thought distortions). The same is the case with personality typing. 

People love such systems, and they wan´t to be seduced (see my article Some critical 

comments on astrology). 
 

Personality typing is a typical reductionistic view of human nature. Surely – many are 

the people, who become seduced by the reductionisms. Maybe not so strange after 

all: all reductionisms imply a simplification, a manageable solution to all problems, a 

key, which saves the supporters for having to think fundamentally over the 

philosophical questions – which after all only a few are capable to. But the human 

nature is far too complex to be characterized in this way (see my article The 

pseudoscience of reductionism and the problem of mind). 
 

A personality typing theory categorizes people in different psychological types. Such 

theories of psychological types are comparatively easy to invent, and earn money on, 

and they are certainly harmful because they involve all the problems of what I call 

The Hermeneutics of Supicion (see my article The Hermeneutics of suspicion (the 

thought police of the self-help industry) and why I am an apostle of loafing).  
 

There is no evidence for such type-theories at all. How do we test these kinds of 

claims? We cant. The philosopher Paul Ricoeur has referred to the “hermeneutics of 

suspicion” encouraged by writers such as Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. What people 

think, and the reasons they produce, may not be the real reasons at work. It then 

becomes easy to become suspicious of the motives of everyone, whether as the 

representative of an economic class, or the purveyor of a morality, or just as an 

individual with psychological problems to solve. 
 

And when a therapists or a coach  - as it is the case most of the time - is lacking the 

ability of thinking deeper over things, then it ends in being a refined way of justifying 
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prejudice. Personality typing is simply a way of creating a refined system of 

prejudice. And that is anti-scientific, anti-philosophical and anti-spiritual. Among 

many other thought distortions it involves the thought distortion called 

Representativeness bias. Many of our judgments involve classifying or categorizing 

individual persons or things. The Representativeness bias manifests itself when we 

take a few traits or characteristics of someone or something and fit them to a 

stereotype or model (again: see my book A dictionary of thought distortions). 
 

Prejudice is a belief held without good reason or consideration of the evidence for or 

against its being true. Philosophy - that is: rationality and critical thinking – is 

opposed to prejudice. And true spirituality is philosophy. We are all riddled with 

prejudices on a wide range of issues, but it is possible to eliminate some of them by 

making an effort to examine evidence and arguments on both sides of any question. 

Human reason is fallible, and most of us are strongly motivated to cling on to some 

beliefs even in the teeth of evidence against them (for instance wishful thinking); 

however, even making small inroads into prejudice can transform the world for the 

better. 
 

But theories of personality typing do the opposite. They try to remove rationality and 

critical thinking through the hermeneutic of suspicion. And they have succes. A 

whole time-tendency within school, folk high school, universities and continuing 

education, focus on so-called ”personal development and self-help”, which are 

inspired by them. 
 

The removal of genuine rationality from the stage leaves open the possibility of 

accusations of rationalizations for ulterior motives. This form of analysis (leading us 

to think of groups or individuals “what is in it for them?”), is not only corrosive of 

trust in society. It is bound eventually to undermine itself. Why are such views 

themselves being propagated? What are those spreading them going to gain? 

 

Personality typing systems often make grandiose claims about that they are easy 

ways to get to know thyself, think for yourself and thereby be yourself. Actually the 

direct opposite happens if you in fact use them. You will end up in an existence-

philosophical problem, where you in your opinion formation and identity formation 

strive after being something else than what you are (your type according to the 

system), where you imitate others (the types), are a slave of others´ ideas and ideals 

(the personality typing system), and where your actions are characterized by 

irresoluteness and doubt. 

 

Everytime you have a personal problem you will begin to think in the ways the 

personality typing system has taught you to think, and you will begin to consider if 

you ought to get help (use money) from a consultant in precisely this system. 
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Notice that the new New Age typology system, The Human Design System, actually 

claims that statistical studies of various populations show the system to be reliable in 

grouping people according to four different basic types (see my article A critique of 

The Human Design System). Have The Human Design System not learned anything 

by studying the catastrophical human consequences of the Indian caste system, which 

precisely is about grouping people according to four different basic types?  
 

Personality typing systems are also seen in for example Theosophy and the integral 

method of Ken Wilber (see my articles The fascism of Theosophy and A critique of 

Ken Wilber and his integral method) 
 

Appendix: Subjective validation 

 

It is very important to understand that personality typing (an a variety of other New 

Age techniques and therapies, such as Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP), 

Nonviolent Communication, Law of Attraction, Hypnotherapy, Astrology, 

Clairvoyance, Channeling, Human Design System, The Work, different healing 

methods, etc., etc.) can´t be understood, succeed, or work, without understanding the 

thought distortion called subjective validation. In other words: the effect will not go 

beyond the effects of subjective validation.  
 

Subjective validation is active when people will validate a set of statements allegedly 

about themselves as highly accurate even if these statements not are accurate.  
 

This tendency to find personal meaning and significance in statements not based on 

personal knowledge extends to words, symbols, initials, and objects as well. 
 

Some of the statements or other items we find personally meaningful – even when 

they´re not – seem meaningful because of our desires (see the chapter The Lifeartist 

as a Desirous Being in my book A Portrait of a Lifeartist). 
 

One reason for that people rate impersonal statements as highly significant to them – 

even when they´re not - is because they´re gullible. People tend to accept claims 

about themselves in proportion to their desire that the claims be true rather than in 

proportion to the accuracy of the claims as measured by some non-subjective 

standard. We tend to accept questionable, even false, statements about ourselves if we 

deem them positive or flattering enough. 
 

Being gullible and prone to wishful thinking may partially explain the tendency to 

subjective validation. Another key element is selective thinking, the tendency to 

focus on and remember evidence that supports one´s beliefs, while ignoring or 
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forgetting the evidence that conflicts with one´s beliefs. Some of the statements in the 

drugstore astrology reading may be false for you, but you ignore, downplay, or forget 

those statements when making your overall assessment of accuracy. Subjects who 

seek counseling from psychics, mediums, fortune tellers, mind readers, graphologists, 

etc., will often ignore false or questionable claims and, in many cases, by their own 

words or actions provide most of the information they erroneously attribute to such 

counselors (the explanation of why cold reading works). Many subjects will often 

believe that information they provided the counselor was profound and personal 

information that the counselor couldn´t possible have known. 
 

Another important element in subjective validation is the natural human tendency to 

find meaning and significance. We will often give very liberal interpretations to 

vague, ambiguous, or inconsistent claims about ourselves in order to make sense out 

of the claims. In fact, we will often work hard to figure out some significance or 

meaning for statements that aren´t even about us when told that they´re somehow 

important. Mentalists and unscrupulous people claiming to be psychic take advantage 

of our desire to find meaning everywhere (see my article Paranormal phenomena 

seen in connection with clairvoyance). 
 

There is at least one more key to understanding subjective validation: motivation. 

Many people seek fortune tellers of all sorts or psychic mediums because they 

desperately desire to have someone tell them what lies in store for them or they 

desperately wish to make contact with a dead love one. The sitter must be willing to 

validate. The stronger the desire to make contact, the harder the sitter will work to 

find meaning and connections in the medium´s items.  
 

There may also be another mechanism at work here: the desire to please the medium. 

This may be due partly to the consideration that by pleasing the medium, the odds 

increase that the medium will make contact. But it may also have to do with a strange 

phenomenon that occurs in settings where a person gives up control of the situation to 

another, as in hypnosis or when being asked to assist a magician do a trick (see my 

article Hypnosis, hypnotherapy and the art of self-deception). There is sometimes 

a kind of loss of self in those situations, and combined with a desire to please, a kind 

of submission to the will of another, up to a point. If such a mechanism is at work in 

psychic readings, the sitter may acquiesce to the suggestions or items thrown out by 

the medium, not because they are true or truly significant, but out of a desire to please 

(also see my article Paranormal phenomena seen in connection with channeling). 
 

When the motivation of the sitter is high enough it might lead her to validate false or 

ambiguous statements. 
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Also the though distortion called Clustering illusion can be a key to understanding 

subjective validation: the intuition that random events, statements, or items, which 

occur in clusters are not really random events, statements, or items. 
 

Finally, the drive to find personal meaning or significance in impersonal or 

insignificant coincidences may be related to the powerful natural drive to create 

stories, narratives that string together bits and pieces of information into a tale. Of 

course truth matters much of the time, but many of our narratives satisfy us regardless 

of their accuracy. This tendency to connect things and create plausible narratives out 

of partially fictitious items is the thought distortion called Confabulation. About 

thought distortions: see my book A dictionary of thought distortions  
 

Personality typing - as most other New Age techniques - are dependent of that 

subjective validation is active in the client, or else it won´t work. Personality typing 

and subjective validation are two sides of the same coin. The role of subjective 

validation in the client is also the reason for why  that there never has been, or ever 

will come, a successful scientific validation of personality typing. 
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