
Validating Identities: Some Preliminary Notes

In 1979, the French astrologer  Michel Gauquelin advertised free horoscopes based on natal 
charts, and received 150 requests. He gave all the respondents the same horoscope, one based on the 
chart  of  Dr.  Marcel  Petiot,  a  notorious  murderer.  Gauquelin's  respondents  were  overwhelmingly 
satisfied with this reading, and reported that it described them well, and offered personal insight on 
their lives. The experiment passed into popular discourse as having “disproven astrology”--indeed, it is 
one of the first pieces of evidence that skeptics of astrology are apt to bring up in any such discussion. I  
think this interpretation is unfortunate, since it deflects us from a larger conversation about epistemic 
authority, which goes well beyond astrology.

Before we can proceed, I think it is important to excavate the argument being made by the 
skeptics. Insight and self-knowledge are subjective qualia, but the Petiot horoscope also contained a 
description of one's personality, which we can tentatively describe as more objective. In fact, human 
personalities are intricate things—we contain multitudes, as Whitman says—and it is difficult for most 
people to identify any personality trait that they do not share in some degree. Still, it is possible for us  
to argue that a given personality description can be largely correct or largely incorrect.

We cannot make this argument on a case-by-case basis with any of the 150 individuals who 
responded to Gauquelin's advertisement. But it seems impossible in aggregate that the Petiot horoscope 
was a good match for virtually all of them: whatever the actual personality traits of this group were,  
they couldn't all be identical. In a similar vein, there are many studies showing that large majorities of 
people believe they perform “above average” as drivers, lovers, employees, and the like. Cross' 1977 
study showed, for instance,  that at  U Nebraska,  68% of the faculty believed they were in  the top 
quartile in terms of teaching ability. Even assuming that every single teacher who was actually in the 
top quartile correctly identified that fact, that leaves a minimum of 43% of the faculty in error. This sort 
of observation is often referred to as a “Lake Wobegon effect”.

From these amusements, however, it is a great leap to argue that astrology itself “isn't real”.  
This is equivalent to giving someone a bogus thermometer that always reads 98.6º, and then when, they 
announce their satisfaction with the result, proclaiming that temperature itself is a superstition. After 
all, we do not conclude from Cross' study that there is no such thing as teaching ability. Rather, we 
conclude that people are not very good describing themselves.  The pressure of epistemic authority--
whether  an  astrologer  or  a  thermometer--tends  to  make  this  pattern  even worse.  There  is  a  large 
literature on the psychological pressure created by authority, much of which harkens back to Stanley 
Milgram's obedience experiments, and Solomon Asch's experiments on perceived line lengths. Prior to 
those infamous studies, few people—including the experts—had anticipated that people's behavior and 
perceptions were so deeply susceptible to social pressures. Even now, most people feel sure that they  
themselves would not so easily influenced as those pushovers in Asch and Milgram's studies.

I believe that Gauquelin's own role in his experiment (that of an expert, professional astrologer) 
constituted a type of epistemic authority for the respondents.  After all,  it  was not the case that he 
rounded up 150 astrology agnostics and asked them to judge the effectiveness of astrology on the basis 
of the horoscope he provided. Just the opposite: the respondents already believed in astrology, and that 
belief gave them an added incentive to feel that the Petiot horoscope was accurate for them, personally,  
even if it disagreed with their self-conceptions.

Without doing much reading on the matter, I suspected that the same pattern would hold with 
other types of epistemic authority. I devised a study based around online personality tests, which have 
arguably  become  a  sort  of  proxy  for  astrology  in  many  people's  self-conceptions.  I  created  and 
advertised a 14-question test for a fictitious personality typology, the “SML system”. After completing 
this test, all respondents were given the same result, “Type 6”, which I based on the Petiot horoscope  
and various psychological platitudes. (I've appended the description below; participants were debriefed 
immediately after responding.) Again, while the Type 6 personality is specific enough that any self-



reflective person might  easily  see it  as  incorrect,  it  is  not  especially  challenging to  anyone's  self-
concept. It does not, for instance, tell people that they are psychotically maladjusted and homicidal, as 
Marcel Petiot the man (not the horoscope) actually was.

After having set up this study I realized that, as Belize says, “It's all been done before.” The 
basic experiment here has been conducted since 1948, by Bertram Forer and others. While there's no 
shame in replicating results, I decided to cut short my own study at a relatively low sample size (n=56), 
and save a few dollars of my advertising budget.

My results are in keeping with the eponymous “Forer Effect”. A majority of the people who 
took  the  test  agreed  that  Type  6  described  them  “very  accurately”  or  “accurately”  (29  and  20 
respectively, for a total of 85% of respondents).  No respondent felt that the Type 6 description was 
inaccurate or very inaccurate. This could plausibly be explained by the fact that Type 6 is described in 
very generic terms; arguably it is just a description of normal human existence. But at the same time, a 
majority of respondents felt that the SML test provided them with “some” or “considerable” insight 
into their personalities (37 and 15, respectively, or 89% of respondents), which seems unlikely if they 
felt  that  Type  6  applied  to  them  only  in  a  generic  sense.  I  conclude  that  a  (large)  majority  of 
respondents  viewed the  Type 6 description as  being accurate  to  them in  a  specific  and somewhat 
personalized  way:  after  all,  there  are  by  implication  at  least  five  other  personalities  in  the  SML 
ontology.

The chief difference between my study and other versions of the Forer experiment that I am 
aware of was the lack of established “charisma” (in William Clark's sense). The test was administered 
on an obviously free web platform, and made no reference to any universities, psychiatric institutions, 
or the like. Since the subjects were already online, it would have been trivial for them to determine that  
the “SML personality typology” did not exist. Web-advertised personality tests do not, I think, hold a 
place of high esteem in our media. And yet no skepticism appeared.  In the literature on the Forer 
Effect,  it  is  fairly  well  established that  if  one increases  the perceived level  of  epistemic authority 
(Clark's charisma), the effect intensifies. I would submit that the Forer Effect is quite intense even with 
almost no charisma whatsoever.

The epistemic authority of doctors sitting in an office wallpapered with degrees is great enough 
that they can achieve impressive results simply by translating a patient's symptoms into medical latin.  
“Doc, I have a rash and I don't know why” becomes “You're suffering from idiopathic dermatitis”, and 
the patient is quite satisfied. “My son is a crazy asshole” becomes “Your son has an axis II personality 
disorder NOS”, and the social service agencies spin to life accordingly. Such diagnoses, if they are that, 
do not necessarily achieve anything in terms of usable insight, but they do satisfy the customer. It 
appears that this magic trick does not actually require all  the charismatic props available to actual 
doctors: it only takes the most meager of websites and a desire to believe. More generally, diagnostic  
reception only takes a plausible narrative, and a desire to understand oneself in narrative terms.

I've busted out the italics because that is a thesis I will be spending some time exploring in  
future articles. For the moment, I'd like to return to the (related) question of ontological validity. This is 
especially germane in the milieu of the DSM-5 release. The ontological categories (or more correctly,  
nosology) proposed by the DSM has been widely challenged (even by the NIH!) as empirically invalid, 
and the books themselves have not even included information on validation efforts since the appendix 
to the DSM-III, over thirty years ago. A similar set of criticisms applies to the ICD, and also to most 
personality tests. This is an argument with far-reaching consequences in terms of medicalization, and 
horror stories abound (c.f. the Rosenhan experiment). Yet the terms of this debate are fairly esoteric, 
and easily reduce to absurdities like “mental illness isn't real” or “there is no such thing as a personality 
type.”

As we have said, the presence (or absence) of a Forer effect is of no use in determining the 
ontological validity of a system. To truly validate (or invalidate) an ontology in a meaningful way 
requires some degree of statistical reasoning: either test/retest correlations, or cluster analysis, or both.



In a superficial sense, any arbitrary partition of phenomena can be seen as equally valid. Saying 
“Dave  is  a  Scorpio”  is  no  more  fantastic  or  imprecise  than  saying “Dave was  born  in  October”. 
Similarly,  if  we  all  understand  what  is  described  by  terming  someone  a  “phlegmatic”  or  “ISFP” 
personality,  or  calling  them “ADHD” or  “bisexual”,  then those  designations  are  real  enough.  The 
question is whether or not the patterns denoted by these terms reflect clusters of real-world phenomena 
in a statistically meaningful way. “October” makes no such claims: it is simply a designation for a 
section of time. Even the much more precious, calendrically nuanced category “leap day” makes no 
particular secondary claims. That is not true for astrology, which posits a set of inherent correlations 
between one's  moment of birth and one's  character and/or destiny. People born under Scorpio,  for 
instance, are often supposed to be imaginative and intuitive, as are (for instance) INFP personalities in 
the Meyers-Briggs system. Any such correlation is  susceptible  to empirical testing,  and Gauquelin 
spent much of his career arranging such tests, only one of which—the notorious “Mars Effect”—was 
confirmatory.

Gauquelin's Mars Effect thesis was that the location of the planet Mars in a specific sector of the 
sky on one's date of birth was statistically correlated with athletic achievement. The ensuing debunking 
of the Mars Effect by skeptics remains a striking example of selective research bias: after all, those 
same skeptics were quite happy to take Gauquelin's mountain of negative results at face value. But for 
our purposes, the point of interest is that the celestial pattern that Gauquelin believed (per his research) 
to be correlated with athletic ability was not one prescribed by conventional astrology. To Gauquelin's 
thinking—and  this  is  quite  in  keeping with  any  scientific  approach to  taxonomy—the  appropriate 
response was to redefine astrology, bringing it up to date with the empirical observations.

In a  very  similar  fashion,  Galen's  classic  fourfold  personality  typology (sanguine,  choleric, 
melancholic, phlegmatic) was resurrected in the 20th century on a slightly more empirical basis, and 
expanded to include a fifth type by William Schutz. The fifth type (supine) did not exist in Galen's 
taxonomy,  but  was  suggested  to  Schutz  based  on his  own research—which,  if  not  exactly  rocket 
science, was at least on a higher order of rigor than Galen's.

Again, modern biology has had to contend with areas where the traditional or Linnean ontology 
does not meet the higher standard of monophyletic nomenclature based on RNA testing. For instance, 
as an ecologist  friend of mine likes to point  out,  reptile is  not  actually a  valid  category:  the only 
monophyletic ways to define reptiles would either have to include birds and mammals, or else include 
birds  and  exclude  turtles.  It  is  a  testament  to  Linnaeus'  genius  and  the  intuitiveness  of  common 
evolutionary descent that there are very few such paraphyletic groupings. But it is germane to note that 
categories as well-established as reptiles, fish, monkeys, and crustaceans can all be seen as paraphyletic 
(for our purposes, arbitrary or even precious) once we adopt a strictly empirical-statistical ontology.

I, personally, have a very hard time believing in the explanatory narratives of astrology. In the 
first place, I find it hard to believe that the relative angles of celestial bodies at the moment one is born  
should have any impact on one's character. That is to say, I dispute its causal narrative. But more 
deeply, I feel a serious epistemic contradiction between the idea that astrology is a received scientific 
knowledge—the  “wisdom  of  the  ancients”—and  the  fact  that  today's  astrologers  tend  to  despise 
empirical science, even when it is employed by one of their own, like Gauquelin. I find the idea of 
personality types to be much more plausible, and I would note that in actual practice, many people use 
the vocabulary of astrology in that vein (e.g. “I'm a Taurus but I've always felt more like a Virgo...”).  
On the other hand, I'm not aware that our many personality typologies have even been validated on a 
local population, let alone in the transcultural, transhistoric ways that they often lay claim to.

In  our  current  cultural  moment,  there  is  almost  no  better  way  to  offend  someone  than  to 
question their self-identifiers (whether astrological, psychological, sexual, or otherwise). We are all 
post-modernists now, and if I want to assert that Type 6 describes me perfectly, no one is allowed to 
question my authority on that point. And this is all fine and well, perhaps it is even important. But the 
divine right of self-identification is immediately extended to a larger ontological claim. Suddenly SML 



personalities are not simply a chosen vocabulary for self-definition, they are a valid taxonomy which, 
for instance, public policy should be based on. And any such claim has to be challenged, and our public 
discourse has to be open to challenging it. For the fact is that a great many categories of identity, even 
in  such  hallowed  halls  as  the  DSM,  have  not  actually  been  validated  in  any  meaningful  way 
whatsoever.

Appendix: Description of the SML Type 6 Personality

With  88% likelihood,  you  fall  under  SML personality  type  6,  which  can  archetypically  be  
described as follows:

Your underlying personality is both organized and sensitive. You are altruistic: both aware of  
and devoted towards other people's happiness. This foundational personality does not change much as  
you go through life, but you are also highly adaptable, so these traits get expressed in different ways  
depending on the circumstances you are placed in.

While people who don't know you well may perceive you as "conventional" in many respects,  
you are not actually a conformist. Your originality means that you are apt to be successful in your  
major life endeavors, though often not by the most obvious route. You are somewhat anxious about the  
expectations  placed  on  you  by  family  members,  and  by  your  finances  (even  if  you  are  well-off  
economically).  You are apt  to create  a charming home that  reflects  your  personality,  which other  
people enjoy being in. You are also apt to develop a set of skills and passions that are usually related  
to, but not the focus of, your career path.

You are a high achiever and have slightly perfectionist sensibilities. Partly for this reason, you  
are not apt to find a life partner on the first try, though ultimately you are apt to form a deep, lasting  
bond with someone (probably another type 6 or a type 3).

You may be prone to episodes of depression, low self-confidence, or a sense that your life is  
'unbalanced', but it is unusual for any of these problems to be long-lasting or overwhelming. As you get  
older, you will  likely focus more intensively on a smaller set of relationships and life goals, while  
maintaining most of your earlier relationships and interests in a peripheral manner.

Famous type 6 personalities in history have included a range of prominent scientists, artists,  
explorers (often innovators in their fields) and political leaders, as well as several notorious criminals  
(especially high-end art and jewel thieves).


