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Why Did Van Gogh Cut Off His Ear?
The Problem of Alternative Explanations in Psychobiography

William McKinley Runyan

University of California, Berkeley

One of the tasks of personality psychology is to explain the behavior of individual
human beings. Vincent Van Gogh, for example, cut off the lower half of his left
ear and gave it to a prostitute. More than a dozen different explanations of his
actions have been proposed. Is one of these explanations true, are all of them
true, or, perhaps, are none of them true? And how can we know? This incident
is examined in order to explore some of the problems in applying personality
theories to the life of a single individual. A sequential procedure for generating
and critically evaluating alternative explanatory conjectures is presented as a
partial, although not a complete, solution to the problem of multiple interpre-

tations.

Late Sunday evening December 23, 1888,
Vincent Yan Gogh, then 35 years old, cut
off the lower half of his left ear and took it
to a brothel, where he asked for a prostitute
named Rachel and handed the ear to her,
asking her to “keep this object carefully.”

How is this extraordinary event to be ac-
counted for? Over the years, a variety of
explanations have been proposed, and more
than a dozen of them will be sketched below.
What sense can be made of such a variety
of interpretations? Is one of them uniquely
true, are all of them true in some way, or,
perhaps, arc none of them true? And how
can we know? This incident is examined in
order to explore the problem of alternative
explanations in the study of lives (Allport,
1961, 1965, Hogan, 1976; Murray, 1938;
Runyan, 1978, 1980a, 1980b; White, 1963,
1975) and to contribute to a growing liter-
ature on the logic and methodology of psy-
chobiographical studies (e.g., Anderson,
1981; Crosby, 1979; Elms, 1976; Gedo,
1972; George, 1971; Glad, 1973; Izenberg,
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1975; Lifton & Olson, 1974; Mack, 1971,
Mazlish, 1968; Meyer, 1972; Runyan, in
press). The discussion is intended to raise
basic issues encountered in applying person-
ality theories to the life of a single individual,
whether a historical figure, a research sub-
ject, or a clinical patient.

A Variety of Explanations

1. One explanation of Van Gogh’s behav-
ior is that he was frustrated by two recent
events: the engagement of his brother Theo,
to whom he was very attached, and the fail-
ure of an attempt to establish a working and
living relationship with Paul Gauguin. The
aggressive impulses aroused by these frus-
trations were first directed at Gauguin, but
then were turned against himself (Lubin,
1972).

2. A second interpretation is that the self-
mutilation resulted from a conflict over ho-
mosexual impulses aroused by the presence
of Gauguin. According to this account, the
ear was a phallic symbol (the Dutch slang
word for penis, /ul, resembled the Dutch
word for ear, le/), and the act was a symbolic
self-castration (Lubin, 1972; Westerman
Holstijn, 1951).

3. A third explanation is in terms of Oe-
dipal themes. Van Gogh was sharing a house
with Gauguin, and Gauguin reported that
on the day before the ear mutilation Van
Gogh had threatened him with a razor but,
under Gauguin’s powerful gaze, had then

1070



ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS IN PSYCHOBIOGRAPHY

run away. According to this interpretation,
Gauguin represented Van Gogh’s hated fa-
ther and that, failing in his initial threat,
Van Gogh “finally gratified his extraordi-
nary resentment and hate for his father by
deflecting the hatred on to his own person.
In so doing Van Gogh committed, in phan-
tasy, an act of violence on his father with
whom he identified himself and at the same
time he punished himself for committing the
act” (Schnier, 1950, p. 153). Then “in de-
positing his symbolic organ at the brothel he
also fulfilled his wish to have his mother”
(Schnier, 1950, pp. 153-154).

4. Another interpretation is that Van
Gogh was influenced by bullfights he had
seen in Arles. In such events the matador is
given the ear of the bull as an award, dis-
plays his prize to the crowd, and then gives
it to the lady of his choice. The proponent
of this interpretation, J, Olivier (in Lubin,
1972), says: “I am absolutely convinced that
Van Gogh was deeply impressed by this
practice. . . . Van Gogh cut off the ear, his
own ear, as if he were at the same time the
vanquished bull and the victorious matador.
A confusion in the mind of one person be-
tween the vanquished and the vanquisher”
(p. 158). Then, like the matador, Yan Gogh
presented the ear to a lady of his choice.
(The following explanations, unless other-
wise noted, are also from Lubin’s [1972]
comprehensive analysis.)

5. In the months preceding Van Gogh'’s
self-mutilation, there were 15 articles in the
local paper about Jack the Ripper, who mu-
tilated the bodies of prostitutes, sometimes
cutting off their ears. “These crimes gave
rise to emulators, and Vincent may have
been one of them. As a masochist instead of
a sadist, however, it is conceivable that he
would reverse Jack’s act by mutilating him-
self and bringing the ear to a prostitute”
(Lubin, 1972, p. 159).

6. Van Gogh was emotionally and finan-
cially dependent on his brother Theo, and
usually spent the Christmas holidays with
him. This year, however, Vincent learned
that Theo would spend the holiday with his
new fiancée and her family. One interpre-
tation suggests that Van Gogh’s self-muti-
lation was an unconscious strategy for hold-
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ing on to his brother’s attention, and a way
of getting Theo to come and care for him
rather than spending the holidays with his
fiancée.

7. Van Gogh had recently been painting
a picture of a woman rocking a cradle, using
Madame Roulins as his model. He felt great
affection for the Roulins family and may
have envied the love and attention their chil-
dren received. In mutilating himself, Van
Gogh may have been attempting to obtain
care and love from these substitute parents,
The immediate response of Madame Roulins
is not known, but Monsieur Roulins came
to Van Gogh'’s aid on the night of the injury
and helped to care for him afterward.

8. Van Gogh had a great sympathy for
prostitutes and identified with their status
as social outcasts. One suggestion is that his
self-mutilation was a reflection of this iden-
tification. “In June, just a few months before
butchering his ear, he had written that ‘the
whore is like meat in a butcher shop’: when
he treated his own body as ‘meat in a
butcher’s shop,” he reversed their roles, iden-
tified himself with the whore, and showed
his sympathy for her” (Lubin, 1972, p. 169).

9. Vincent felt that his mother saw him
as too rough and as a bad boy. During the
psychotic state surrounding this incident,
primitive symbolic thought processes may
have led Van Gogh to cut off his ear from
a desire to be perceived more positively by
his mother. “Because the unconscious mind
tends to regard protuberances as masculine
and aggressive, removing the protuberant
part of the ear may have been to inform the
prostitute, a substitute for his mother, that
he was not an aggressive, hurtful male—the
‘rough’ boy whom his mother disliked—but
helpless, penetrable, the victim of a hurt”
(Lubin, 1972, p. 173).

10. It is likely that Van Gogh experienced
frightening auditory hallucinations during
his psychotic attack similar to those he ex-
perienced in other attacks. Afterward, while
in the sanatorium, he wrote that other pa-
tients heard strange sounds and voices as he
had and speculated in one case that this was
probably due to a disease of nerves in the
ear. Thus, in a psychotic state, Van Gogh
could have felt that his own ear was diseased
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and cut it off to silence the disturbing
sounds.

11. In the Garden of Gethsemane scene
in the Bible, Simon Peter cut off the ear of
Malchus, a servant of the high priest, who
had come to seize Christ. This scene had
been on Van Gogh’s mind. He attempted to
paint it in the summer of 1888, and also
mentioned it in a letter to his sister in Oc-
tober. In his delirium, Van Gogh may have
acted out the scene at Gethsemane, carrying
out the roles of both victim and aggressor.

12. Another explanation is that Vincent
identified with the crucified Jesus and that
the Virgin Mary lamenting over the dead
body of Christ represented Vincent’s mother.
“In giving the mother surrogate, Rachel, a
dead segment of his body, Vincent symbol-
ically repeated the scene on Calvary” (Lu-
bin, 1972, p. 179).

13, Vincent Van Gogh lived in the shadow
of a dead brother, also named Vincent, who
died at birth exactly 1 year before Vincent
the painter was born. It is suggested that
Vincent had the feeling he was unloved by
a mother who continued to grieve over an
idealized lost son. Killing part of himself
may have been an attempt to win his mother’s
love. Vincent’s self-mutilation “represented
a symbolic death, exhibiting Vincent in the
image of his dead brother, the first Vin-
cent—someone mother adored. As a gift, the
severed ear was specifically the gift of a
baby, a dead baby. Thus it was both a re-
living of wishes to unite him with mother
and a bitter mockery of his mother’s attach-
ment to her dead son” (Lubin, 1972, pp.
182-183.)

What to Make of These
Alternative Explanations?

Here are 13 different psychodynamic ex-
planations for why Van Gogh cut off his ear
and gave it to a prostitute, and additional
interpretations have been proposed (Lubin,
1972; Nagera, 1967; Schneider, 1950;
Schnier, 1950; Untermeyer, 1955; Wester-
man Holstijn, 1951). There is also a sub-
stantial list of biological explanations for
Van Gogh’s disturbances (Monroe, 1978;
Tralbaut, 1969). How should we interpret
these alternative explanations? Are all of
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them true, are some true and some false, or,
perhaps, are none of them true? Do the var-
ious explanations conflict, so that if one is
chosen then one or more of the others must
be rejected, or do a number of them supple-
ment each other? Is there, perhaps, some
other explanation that would replace all of
these possibilities? Do we end up with a feel-
ing that we understand Van Gogh’s behav-
ior, that we know why he acted as he did?

Individuals may vary widely in their re-
sponses to this material. From one point of
view, it is a richly woven tapestry connecting
a single event to many themes, conflicts,
symbols, and unconscious wishes and pro-
cesses in Van Gogh's life. According to the
principle of “overdetermination,” which sug-
gests that actions typically have multiple
causes and meanings, this material can be
seen as a rich set of complementary expla-
nations for Van Gogh's behavior, Lubin
(1972) for example, after discussing a num-
ber of possible explanations, suggests that
“there may be truth in all of these sugges-
tions. One’s motivations include the super-
ficial factors that are well known to oneself
as well as deep, troubling factors that one
would vehemently deny when confronted
with them. Man carries his conflicts from
one period of life to the next, and each stage
of development puts its mark on the next”
(p. 163). From the standpoint of overdeter-
mination, it would be surprising to find a
single explanation for any human action, and
events can be expected to have more than
one cause, more than one meaning. At other
points, Lubin states that “various aspects of
Vincent’s life converged in this single epi-
sode” (p. 155) and that what we have is a
set of “interrelated” explanations (p. 182).

A second way of making sense of these
multiple explanations is to note that several
of the different explanations are concerned
with different aspects or features of the
larger episode. For example, the choice of
an ear may have been related to Van Gogh’s
observation of bullfights, the fact that it hap-
pened at Christmastime may have been as-
sociated with the presentation of the ear as
a gift, and his choice of a prostitute as the
recipient may have been related to recent
publicized accounts of Jack the Ripper. A
substantial number of interpretations, how-
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ever, are concerned with similar aspects of
the event. His choice of the ear has been
related to his observation of bullfights, the
newspaper accounts of Jack the Ripper, the
ear as a phallic symbol, a belief that auditory
hallucinations may have come from diseased
nerves in the ear, and his concern with the
Gethsemane scene.

A third approach is to work from the as-
sumption that several of these explanations
may be valid while the others are not, and
that procedures for critically evaluating al-
ternative explanations are needed in order
to assess their relative credibility. The doc-
trine of overdetermination may be correct
in that psychological events often have
multiple causes and meanings, but to assume
that all possible interpretations “‘are ulti-
mately members of one happy family is
to abandon critical thinking altogether”
(Hirsch, 1967, p. 164). For therapeutic pur-
poses, it may be useful to explore as many
meanings as possible for a single event, but
for scientific or explanatory purposes, it is
necessary both to critically assess the plau-
sibility of alternative explanations and then
to examine the extent to which the remaining
explanations supplement or conflict with one
another.

A fourth possible response is to think that
all- of this symbolic interpretation is some-
what arbitrary, perhaps even hopelessly ar-
bitrary, If interpretations can be generated
merely by noting similarities between the
event in question and earlier events and ex-
periences, then connections “are embarrass-
ingly easy to find” and “the number of pos-
sible (and plausible) explanations is infinite”
(Spence, 1976, pp. 377, 379). It can be ar-
gued that the process of interpretation is so
loose and flexible that it can be used to ex-
plain anything, and its opposite, not only
once but in many different ways. A milder
version of this criticism is that the process
of psychodynamic interpretation is perfectly
legitimate but that it has been used with
insufficient constraint in this particular
example.

The Critical Evaluation of
Explanatory Conjectures

This incident forcefully raises several basic
questions about the logic of explanation in
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psychobiography. What procedures exist, or
can be developed, for critically evaluating
alternative explanations of life events? How
can we know whether we do or do not have
a “good” explanation of a particular event
or set of events in a life history? The Van
Gogh example is useful in that it pushes the
explanatory endeavor further than usual by
suggesting a wide range of possible inter-
pretations, with supporting evidence for each,
In doing so, it raises with unusual clarity
questions about the generation of explana-
tory hypotheses, about the critical evaluation
of such hypotheses, and about the choice
among, or integration of, a variety of ex-
planatory possibilities.

It seems helpful, following Popper (1962),
to distinguish between the processes of con-
jecture and refutation and to make a dis-
tinction between the processes of generating
and critically evaluating explanatory conjec-
tures. The literature on Van Gogh provides
an excellent example of the processes of ex-
planatory conjecture, and can also be used
to illustrate the process of critically evalu-
ating such conjectures. Consider, for ex-
ample, the hypothesis that Van Gogh may
have been influenced by contemporary news-
paper accounts of Jack the Ripper. This par-
ticular explanation depends on the assump-
tion that Van Gogh read these stories in the
local paper, that he noticed the ear-cutting
detail mentioned in 2 of the 15 stories, that
it made a lasting impression on him, and that
it influenced him the night he mutilated his
own ear. This explanation depends on a
chain of assumptions, none of which has di-
rect empirical support, which leaves this par-
ticular conjecture relatively unsubstantiated.

In comparison, the probability that he was
influenced in his actions by visions of a mat-
ador and bull may be somewhat higher (al-
though still perhaps low on an absolute ba-
sis) in that his letters indicate that he had
attended bullfights in Arles. There is evi-
dence that he had at least witnessed this
scene, and that it had made an impression
on him, whereas we can only presume that
he may have read about Jack the Ripper and
his cutting of cars.

Consider also the theory that he identified
with a prostitute by treating his own body
like meat in a butcher shop. The phrase “the
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whore is like meat in a butcher’s shop™ oc-
curred in a letter in June of 1888, 6 months
before the ear-cutting incident. Without fur-
ther supporting evidence that this image oc-
curred to Van Gogh nearer in time to the
ear-cutting incident, there is little reason to
believe that it played a significant part in his
self-mutilation.

Part of the evidence supporting an Oedi-
pal interpretation of the incident also seems
open to question. Gauguin did not report
that Van Gogh threatened him with a razor
until 15 years after the incident; indeed, in
Gauguin’s account to a friend 4 days after
the event, this was not mentioned. Gauguin
left Arles for Paris immediately after Van
Gogh’s self-mutilation. It has been suggested
by Rewald (1956) that Gauguin was con-
cerned about the propriety of his conduct,
and may have invented the threat story later
as a justification for having abandoned Van
Gogh in a moment of crisis.

In yet another explanation, Untermeyer
(1955) suggested that Van Gogh “had cut
off an ear and sent it to one of the prostitutes
he and Gauguin had visited. [t was a Christ-
mas present, a return for being teased about
his over-sized ears” (p. 235). There are sev-
eral reasons for being suspicious of this par-
ticular explanation. As far as I have been
able to determine, there is no evidence that
Van Gogh was teased by the prostitute about
the size of his ears. This highly relevant cir-
cumstance is not mentioned in such primary
sources as Van Gogh'’s letters or Gauguin’s
memoirs or in far more extensive biographies
of Van Gogh, such as Tralbaut’s (1969) or
Lubin’s (1972), which contain detailed anal-
yses of the ear-cutting episode. Furthermore,
the same paragraph containing this assertion
has at least two other factual errors in its
description of the incident. Instead of sup-
posing that Untermeyer’s book of 92 bio-
graphical sketches has access to information
unavailable to scholars such as Tralbaut,
who has spent more than 50 years studying
and writing about Van Gogh, it seems more
reasonable to conclude that there is no re-
liable evidence supporting this explanatory
conjecture and that the evidence was fabri-
cated in order to produce a plausible ac-
count. Similar criticisms may be made of
Meier-Graeffe’s (1933) story that the pros-
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titute had earlier asked Van Gogh for a 5-
franc piece, he had refused, and that she then
said that “if he could not give her a five-
franc piece he might at least honour her with
one of his large lop-ears for a Christmas
present” (p. 163).

An explanation not based on such unre-
liable evidence rests on Van Gogh’s report
several months later in the sanatorium that
other patients heard words and voices, just
as he had, probably because of diseased
nerves of the ear. Such beliefs may have
played a part in the ear-mutilation episode.

Perhaps the single most strongly sup-
ported explanatory factor in Vincent’s
breakdown was the perceived loss of his
brother’s care. Specifically, the ear-cutting
incident and two later mental breakdowns
coincided with learning of Theo’s engage-
ment, his marriage, and the birth of his first
child. In each case, Vincent was threatened
by the prospect of losing his main source of
emotional and financial support, as it seemed
that Theo might redirect his love and money
toward his new family (Tralbaut, 1969).

A masochistic response under situations
of rejection or loss of love was not alien to
Van Gogh. In 1881, he had visited the par-
ents of Kee Voss, a woman he loved but who
was avoiding him. When he heard that Kee
had left the house in order to avoid seeing
him, Van Gogh “put his hand in the flame
of the lamp and said, ‘Let me see her for as
long as I can keep my hand in the flame’ ”
(Tralbaut, 1969, p. 79). They blew out the
lamp and said that he could not see her.
These other incidents make it seem more
likely that Van Gogh’s self-mutilation was
influenced by a perceived loss of love from
his brother.

It is no easy task to winnow through a
range of explanatory hypotheses, and given
limitations in the accessible evidence about
historical events, it is sometimes impossible
to directly test every. explanatory conjecture.
However, substantial progress can still be
made in identifying faulty explanations and
in gathering corroborative evidence in sup-
port of others. Explanations and interpre-
tations can be evaluated in light of criteria
such as (a) their logical soundness, (b) their
comprehensiveness in accounting for a num-
ber of puzzling aspects of the events in ques-
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tion, (c) their survival of tests of attempted
falsification, such as tests of derived predic-
tions or retrodictions, (d) their consistency
with the full range of available relevant ev-
idence, (e) their support from above, or their
consistency with more general knowledge
about human functioning or about the per-
son in question, and (f) their credibility rel-
ative to other explanatory hypotheses
(Bromley, 1977, chap. 8; Cheshire, 1975;
Crosby, 1979; Hempel, 1965, 1966; Sher-
wood, 1969).

For each explanatory problem we can
imagine a tree of explanatory inquiries, with
the trunk representing the initial question or
puzzle, each limb representing an explana-
tory conjecture, and smaller branches off the
limb representing tests of that particular
hypothesis or conjecture. Any single explan-
atory hypothesis can be submitted to a va-
riety of tests, with each test providing par-
tial, although not definitive, corroboration
or disconfirmation of the hypothesis.

The least developed inquiries would con-
sist of a trunk with a single limb, repre-
senting a single explanatory conjecture that
has received little or no critical examination.
A comprehensive explanatory inquiry would
resemble a well-developed tree, containing
a great variety of explanatory conjectures,
with extensive testing of each explanatory
hypothesis. This picture of an ideal tree, or
of a fully rational explanatory inquiry, pro-
vides a framework for assessing the progress
of particular explanatory inquiries and for
visualizing what has been done in relation
to what could be done.

The Search for Single Explanations

Psychobiographical studies of individual
lives are often criticized for being open to
a variety of explanations. For instance, it is
claimed that Freud’s case studies “suffer
from the critical flaw of being open to many
interpretations” (Liebert & Spiegler, 1978,
p. 50). Popper (1962) states: “Every con-
ceivable case could be interpreted in the light
of Adler’s theory, or equally of Freud’s.
. . . I could not think of any human behavior
which could not be interpreted in terms of
either theory. It was precisely this fact—that
they always fitted, that they were always
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confirmed—which in the eyes of their ad-
mirers constituted the strongest argument
in favour of these theories. It began to dawn
on me that this apparent strength was in fact
their weakness” (p. 35). Similarly, Gergen
(1977) says: “The events of most people’s
lives are sufficiently variegated and multi-
farious that virtually any theoretical tem-
plate can be validated. The case study simply
allows the investigator freedom to locate the
facts lending support to his or her prefor-
mulated convictions” (p. 142).

These criticisms are, I believe, overstated
and apply most readily to poorly developed
explanatory inquiries. It may be possible to
interpret any life with any theory, but often
only at the cost of distortion or selective pre-
sentation of the evidence. Any explanatory
conjecture can be made, but not all of them
stand up under critical examination. In legal
proceedings, self-serving explanations of the
course of events by a guilty defendant often
crumble under rigorous cross-examination.
Similarly, explanations of a life history using
a particular theory sometimes fail to stand
up under critical examination. For example,
the disorders of George 11l had widely been
seen as manic-depressive psychosis until
Macalpine and Hunter (1969) persuasively
reinterpreted them as symptoms of por-
phyria, a hereditary metabolic disturbance.
Even if some evidence can be found in a life
history that is consistent with a wide variety
of theories, this does not mean that all of
these theories provide an adequate interpre-
tation of the events in question.

Critical testing of the claims and impli-
cations of various explanations can lead to
the elimination of many of them as implau-
sible or highly unlikely, Ideally, this process
will lead to a single well-supported expla-
nation. In some cases, though, even after a
great number of unsatisfactory conjectures
are eliminated, more than one explanation
that is consistent with the available evidence
may remain. We are sometimes faced with
“many possible explanations, all of which
may be equally valid theoretically and which
the facts equally fit, and when this happens
there is no way we can say which explanation
is the most correct” (Pye, 1979, p. 53).

This problem may not be frequently en-
countered in everyday practice, where min-
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imal resources are available for inquiry,
where investigation ceases once a single
plausible explanation is reached, or where
inquiry stops once an interpretation consis-
tent with a prevailing theoretical orthodoxy
is produced. However, if an explanatory
problem is extensively investigated, if it is
approached from a variety of theoretical per-
spectives, or if it touches on conflicting social
and political interests, it becomes more likely
that a variety of alternative explanations will
be generated.

Conclusion

It is sometimes suggested that interpre-
tation of single cases is little more than an
arbitrary application of one’s theoretical
preferences. No doubt this happens at times,
but any method can be poorly used. Effective
use of the case study method requires not
only the formulation of explanations consis-
tent with some of the evidence but also that
preferred explanations be critically exam-
ined in light of all available evidence, and
that they be compared in plausibility with
alternative explanations. After the implau-
sible alternatives have been eliminated, more
than one explanation consistent with the
available evidence may remain, but this is
far different from saying that the facts can
be adequately explained in terms of any the-
oretical conjecture.

When faced with a puzzling historical
or clinical phenomenon, investigators are
sometimes too ready to accept the first psy-
chodynamic interpretation that makes pre-
viously mysterious events appear compre-
hensible. The case of Van Gogh’s ear
illustrates the dangers of this approach, as
further inquiry often yields a variety of other
apparently plausible explanations. When
this happens, it is not sufficient to suggest
that all of the explanations may be simul-
taneously true; this situation, rather, re-
quires that the alternative explanatory con-
jectures be critically evaluated and compared
in terms of their relative plausibility.

In some cases, critical analysis of the
range of possible interpretations may enable
us to reject all but one of the alternatives,
but in other cases, we may end up with a
“surplus” of explanatory possibilities, each
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of which is consistent with the available ev-
idence, and with no apparent means for de-
ciding among them. The psychobiographical
enterprise. must, it seems, steer between the
Scylla of inexplicable events and the Cha-
rybdis of phenomena open to a troubling
variety of alternative explanations.

In spite of these difficulties, the problem
of developing explanations of events in in-
dividual lives deserves our critical attention
as it is inevitably encountered in everyday
life and is a crucial task within person-
ology, psychobiography, and the clinical
professions. Further work is needed both on
the intriguing epistemological question of
what degrees of certainty can and cannot be
attained in the explanation of events in in-
dividual lives and on the methodological
problem of how best to develop such expla-
nations.
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