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PREFACE:
Chinese Translation of the Handbook of Psychobiography

—William Todd Schultz, PhD
September 6, 2010

There are three ways to do psychology, three levels of explanation. The first two are well
known—commonplace, in fact—the third far more obscure but no less essential. Most
psychologists conduct research utilizing large numbers of subjects with the hope of deriving
some kind of universal law that applies generally to all people. Others focus on a specific group
of people—women, for instance, or high achievers, or schizophrenics. In the first instance,
the goal is to explain the ways in which all people are alike; in the second instance, the goal
is to explain how some people, affiliated by group, are alike. Psychobiography, the subject of
this handbook , seeks a third type of explanation. It is not about sameness of any sort. It is
about difference, uniqueness. And its aim is not to generalize, but to explore, very deeply,
and with the utmost subtlety, the particulars of an individual life.

What [ always tell my students is that Psychobiography provides psychology’s most difficult
challenge. It is where, as the saying goes, the “rubber meets the road”. The question is; Can
the findings churned out in the experimental realm be put to good use when trying to make
sense of an actual human life? Do the findings illuminate the needs, motives, attitudes, and
feelings of a real person? In short, can they be applied? If the answer to these questions is
“no”, then what is the value of the findings? They might be scientifically sound, but that is
not enough; beyond that, they ought, ideally, to be practically useful. They need to make
sense, not just achieve statistical significance.

More and more people seem to be reaching a similar conclusion, and more and more
people also seem to be working at Psychobiography. It is truly a worldwide phenomenon. I hear
from people all over the planet who are engaged in psychobiographical studies—South Africa,
the Phillipines, Australia, India, and yes, China. What they all have in common, what
unites them, is an abiding interest in the individual life, the mysteries of a single person. And
they all appear to be aware of the value of psychological research that aims not to generalize,
but to particularize. I do not discount the importance of research conducted at the universal or
group levels; but the level of the individual cannot be overlooked, either. It is where we
confront, as thinkers, the messiness and blurriness of reality.

I am so pleased that my book is now being brought to China, with this new translation. [

hope it will stimulate many new developments in a field, Psychobiography, that I adore.
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