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What explains the complex bit of art that is the human personality? We may

*

not be born as tabulae rasae.* Any parent knows that each child comes from the

womb with an individual personality that seems pre-installed at the factory. But

from the moment of birth, a lot of things set to work on that temperament —
moderating it, challenging it, wounding it. What we’re left with after 10 or 20 or
50 years is quite different from what we started out with.

For a long time, researchers have tried to determine how our personality is
shaped. And over the years, they've had a lot of exreka™ moments. First it was
our parents, particularly our mothers. Then it was our genes. Next it was our
peers, who show up last but hold great sway.* And all those ideas were good
ones — but only as far as they went.

The fact is when investigators had studied all the data from those theories,
they were still left with as many questions as answers. Somewh(gi*e, there was a
sort of invisible factor. More and more, scientists are concluding that this
unexplained force is our siblings.

From the time they are born, our brothers and sisters are our collaborators
and co-conspirators,® our role models and cautionary tales. They are our scolds,
protectors, goads,* tormentors, playmates, counselors, sources of envy, objects
of pride. They teach us how to resolve conflicts and how not to; how to conduct
friendships and when to end them. Sisters teach brothers about the mysteries of
girls; brothers teach sisters about the puzzle of boys. Our spouses arrive
comparatively late in our lives; our parents eventually leave us. Qur siblings may
be the only people we'll ever know who truly qualify as partners for life.
“Siblings,” says family sociologist Katherine Conger of the University of
California, Davis, “are with us for the whole journey.”

Within the scientific community, siblings have not been wholly ignored, but

research has been limited mostly to discussions of birth order: older children
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were said to be ambitious; younger ones rebellious; middle kids confused. The
stereotypes were broad, if not entirely untrue, and there the discussion riﬁ))stly
ended.

But all that’s changing. At research centers in the U.S., Canada, Europe and
elsewhere, investigators are launching a wealth of new studies into the sibling
dynamic, looking at ways brothers and sisters steer one another into — or away
(7 ) —risky behavior; how they form a protective buffer* against family
upheaval; how they educate one another about the opposite sex; how all siblings
compete ( - ) family recognition and come to terms — or blows — over such
impossibly charged* issues as parental favoritism.

From that research, scientists are gaining intriguing* insights ( = ) the
people we become as adults. Does the manager who runs a congenial® office call
on the peacemaking skills learned in the family playroom? Does the student
struggling with a professor who plays favorites draw upon the coping skills
acquired from dealing ( I ) a sister who was Daddy’s girl? Do husbands and

&)
wives benefit from the inter-gender negotiations they experienced when their

most important partners were their sisters and brothers? All that is ( % )

investigation. “Siblings have just been off the radar screen until now,” says
Conger. But today serious work is revealing exactly how our brothers and sisters

influence us.
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The last place my increasingly forgetful 85-year-old father wanted to be was
sitting beside me in the office of a geriatric* specialist. The doctor leaned
forward at her desk and locked eyes with my father. “Has it been difficult for
you to remember things recently, Mr. Cooper?”

“I'm fine,” he said.

“I'm sure you are,” she said. “But if we test you today, we'll have a base line
to compare against future tests.”

“Future tests?” (7)( as if, he, he’d, looked, something, sour, tasted ).

“I'm going to ask you several questions,” she continued, “and I'd like you to
answer them one at a time.”

“How else would I?”

“How else would you what?”

“Answer them, for Christ’s sake!”

The doctor jotted™ a note. “We'll be working from what’s called the Mini-
Mental State Examination,” she explained, “and I’ll score your answers as we go
along.”

Dad adjusted his Miracle-Ear.* “So test me, already.”

First (1)[ asked, date, father, her, my, she, tell, the, to]. I silently
answered along. He got it : . I was off by a couple of days. I scooted*

my chair closer. Now I had something to prove. I felt as if my father and I were
(0

opponents on a quiz show.

“What state are we in?” “City?” “Hospital?” “Floor?”

Not until she whispered “Bernard” did I realize that I’d been muttering

2
answers under my breath. But I was sure my father hadn’t heard me. And

anyway, [ got them |:I . Dad, on the other hand, didn’t know what floor

we were on. But he probably would have known it was the third if he had been

the one to push the elevator button instead of me. The mechanics of recall are

delicate, so iffy and contingent.*
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My father lowered his head and laced his fingers together in his lap. He had
the shamed, inward look of a man who knows he had blundered,* but doesn’t
know how.

“Mr. Cooper?” she asked. “®)[ are, continue, ready, to, you] ?”

My father nodded. His head seemed heavy, as if with answers that would
soon elude him.

“Spell ‘world’ backward,” the doctor said.

“Why ‘world’?” Dad asked, peering over his glasses.

Because the world is backward, I said to myself. Laws are repealed.* Iron
rusts. Logic unravels.*

“I suggest you don’t overthink the questions, Mr. Cooper. Just try to relax
and let the answers come.”

Dad deliberated on every letter. “D...L...0...R... W?

She recorded his score. “Now, please repeat the following list of items in the
same order: Apple, penny, table.”

My father cocked his head. “Did I getit| | ?

“You haven’t repeated the items yet.”

“Not those,” he said. “World.” Did I get it backward?”

“(I)[(z)sk, at, end, me, of, test, the, the].”

“Suppose I forget?”

“We should move on to the next question,” the doctor insisted. “Now, kindly
repeat after me: Apple, penny, table.”

“Why can’t you tell me now?”

“Apple, penny, table,” she persisted.

“Apple,” he said at last. “The rest I forget.” He dismissed his insufficient
recall with a wave of his hand, but he looked at me to gauge how he was doing.

I smiled noncommittally back.

(Hi# : The New York Times Magazine 2006 41 A 8 HE L V., HEOHS L, &
XDO—HCAEBEEIMATNS,)
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