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Preface

This psychobiography focuses on the life and selected creative works of Paulo
Coelho, one of the most read authors in the world. It uses two theoretical approaches:
the holistic wellness model of Myers, Sweeney and Witmer and James Fowler’s
faith development theory. The study aims to explore the uniqueness of this excep-
tional individual and responds to the question: “How can the life of the writer Paulo
Coelho be described in terms of holistic wellness and stages of faith
development?”

This is a psychobiographical study of a single case, and its methodological frame
is based on Dilthey’s modern hermeneutics. Through purposeful sampling, Paulo
Coelho was chosen as the subject of research. Selected first-person and third-person
documents were used for data analysis. Ethical considerations were taken into
account in this research study.

The findings show that, over the 70 years of his life, Paulo Coelho has a strong
holistic wellness, which is primarily based on selected life tasks (spirituality, self-
direction, love) and life forces (family, religion, partly community). His holistic
wellness is influenced by integrating local events (focusing on the present moment)
and holistic life activities (such as self-expression through writing).

Findings highlight that Coelho’s life and creative works are connected to a strong
faith development, a vocation, his relationship with God and the creation of mean-
ingfulness through writing.

Finally, the theories and methodologies used in this study are revised, the role of
the researcher is reflected, conclusions are provided and recommendations for
future research and psychological practice are emphasised.

Pretoria, South Africa Claude-Hélene Mayer
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But couldn’t everyone’s life become a work of art?
Why should the lamp or the house be an art object, but not your life?
Michel Foucault
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Fig. 1 Paulo Coelho portrait 2011-2013 (Source: Coelho, S.a.[b])
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Your vision will become clear only when you can look into your
own heart. Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside,
awakes.

Carl Gustave Jung, 1973, p. 33

1.1 Chapter Preview

This chapter provides an introduction to the psychobiographical study on Paulo
Coelho. It serves as an orientation that guides the reader through the study, giving
insight into the life and work of Paulo Coelho, the content and structure of the entire
work in terms of theories and methodology used. The chapter describes the problem
of research, highlights its purpose, aims and contribution. It emphasises finally the
researcher’s motivation regarding the research study (the view inside) and provides
an overview on the structure of the study (the view outside). The chapter closes with
a chapter summary. In the following a general orientation to the study is given.

Each chapter in this study starts with a quotation that relates to the context of the
chapter or a specific aspect described in each chapter. However, the quotations are
hardly actively integrated or analysed within each of the chapters. They are rather
seen as part of the artistic reconstruction of the study with regard to the life and
creative works of the writer Paulo Coelho.

1.2 General Orientation to the Study

The study of the individual is one of the most facinating, intriguing and illuminating
subjects in psychology (Schachter, 2004). Generally, psychobiographies deal with the
life of an extraordinary individual, focusing on the inside of the person, as far as on the
outside of him/her. A psychobiography is defined as “the study of historically signifi-
cant and extraordinary individuals over their entire life spans with the aim to uncover
and reconstruct their lives psychologically” (Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010, p. 2).
Psychobiographies have gained international recognition in psychology during
the past decades (Alexander, 1990; Fouché, 2015; Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2010;
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2 1 Introduction

Schultz, 2005a; Van Niekerk, 2007), including studies on famous politicians
(McAdams, 2011; Sharma, 2011), actors, religious leaders, psychologists, artists
and writers (Eliastram, 2011).

This study! focuses on the life of Paulo Coelho, one of the most famous and most
published contemporary writers in the world. Paulo Coelho is a world-known and
extraordinary individual, whose work is read by millions of readers across cultures,
influencing their lives in his role as a novelist and writer. His writings, such as sto-
ries, thoughts and reflections, novels and autobiographic books have been published
in more than 70 languages and have impacted on the life and mindset of many read-
ers (Morais, 2009). Although Paulo Coelho’s creative work has been studied exten-
sively (Martin, 2012; Mertel, 2000), no psychobiography could be found that
reconstructs his life and creative work systematically on the basis of psychological
theories.

This study focuses on and explores the life and work of Paulo Coelho based on
the holistic wellness model (Chap. 4) and the stages of faith development (Chap. 5).

In this chapter, an overview on the life, theories and research methodology is
outlined to provide the reader with orientation to this psychobiographical study.

1.3 A Short Introduction to the Life and Work of Paulo
Coelho

This psychobiographical study focuses on the extraordinary life of the Brazilian
writer and novelist Paulo Coelho. He was born on 24 August 1947 in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil and was raised by devout Catholic parents, his father being an engineer with
a very logical, reasonable and clear vision and world view (Morais, 2009). During
adolescence Coelho was sent three times to a mental hospital by his parents because
of his dream to become a writer. In his twenties, he was arrested and tortured in
Brazil (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2013), but always kept dreaming his dream of
becoming a writer. After his release he started studying, but dropped out to travel
and to work for multimedia companies (Morais, 2009). He changed his life radically
at the age of 36 years, after a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, when
he experienced a spiritual awakening and felt inspired to write the book, “The pil-
grimage” (Coelho, 1987). Only one year later, he wrote “The alchemist” (Coelho,
1988) in the course of a two-week spurt of creativity. “The alchemist” was Paolo
Coelho’s break-through as an international author. Since then he has published

"Previously, this study was submitted as a PhD research study, Department of Psychology,
University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa. This previous version of the manuscript remained
unpublished.
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books at a rate of about one every two years. In 2013, approximately 150 million
copies of his books were published in a least 71 languages. Several of his books are
autobiographic in nature (Shema, 2013)* and deal with spirituality and faith, soci-
etal impacts on individuals and love.

In this research, biographical facts as well as creative works of Paulo Coelho are
analysed to write this psychobiography on the writer. The (autobiographical) cre-
ative works are particularly important to understand the writer’s life and develop-
ment and are therefore used for analysis (see particularily Chaps. 3, 7 and 8).

1.4 The Theoretical Approaches to This Study

This study uses two theoretical approaches within the context of personality psy-
chology and psychobiographical research particularly: the holistic wellness model
(HWM) (Myers & Sweeney, 2008; Myers, Sweeney, & Witmer, 2000; Sweeney &
Witmer, 1991; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992), and the stages of faith development the-
ory (FDT) (Fowler, 1981, 1984, 1987). Both selected theories are defined as theo-
ries based within the positive psychology context will shortly be introduced in the
following section.

This study draws on various theoretical and methodological contexts, frame-
works and theories that are situated within broader theoretical frameworks: The
psychobiographical study is viewed as a methodological appraoch used in personal-
ity psychology. Personality psychology therefore builds the broader framework for
this psychobiographical study. At the same time, the theoretical framework for the
HWM and the FDT is viewed as the framework of positive psychology. The two
theories, using positive psychology constructs, such as wellness and faith, are there-
fore anchored in the broader framework of positive psychology. The methodologi-
cal design is based on an explanatory-interpretative psychobiographical case study
design within the research paradim of hermeneutics. The various frameworks/con-
texts used for the different theoretical and methodological approaches are part of the
scientific and artistical reconstruction of the life of Paulo Coelho and define the
inter-disciplinary, multi-layered approach to this study.

*In this work, referencing usage might differ from the APA style in that regard that references are
used also within sentences, if only part of the sentences are reflected within the referenced source.
They will appear at the end of the sentence if the sources used reflect the statement of the entire
sentence.
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1.4.1 The Holistic Wellness Model

Over the past decade, research on health, well-being and wellness has increased
(Mayer, 2011) and the importance of positive psychology concepts has been empha-
sised (Seligman, 2011). Positive psychology is understood as by Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) in terms of understanding and fostering the factors that
allow societies, communities and individuals to florish. One of the central concepts
in the positive psychology movement is the neo-Adlerian HWM (Myers & Sweeney,
2008; Myers et al., 2000; Sweeney & Witmer, 1991; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992)
which is based on the principles of holism by Adler, defined by Myers and Sweeney
(2004, pp. 334-336), based on the Adlerian theory as the indivisibility of the self,
the focus on the whole rather than on the parts, the focus on the interaction of the
parts towards the whole and the social context contributing to the whole.

In the HWM, the five life tasks of neo-Adlerian Individual Psychology are used
as an organising principle of the various components of wellness (Myers, 2009).
Wellness is defined as a “way of life orientation toward optimal health and well-
being in which body, mind, and spirit are integrated by the individual to live more
fully within the human and natural community” (Myers et al., 2000, p. 252).

In the model, spirituality is conceived as the core life task of the five life tasks
which are spirituality, self-direction, work and leisure, friendship and love (Myers
et al., 2000). These life tasks are viewed as dynamically interlinked with external
life forces (family, religion, education, community, government, media, business/
industry). These life forces are seen as impacting on the life tasks and vice versa.
Finally, global events (such as disease, war, pollution, economic exploitation, pov-
erty) are connected to life tasks and life forces (Sweeney & Witmer, 1991; Witmer
& Sweeney, 1992).

The HWM has been successfully applied in psychobiographical research
(Burnell, 2013; Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2010; Nel, 2013) to reconstruct the lives
of extraordinary individals in a theoretically positive psychology framework. This
model is used to reconstruct the life of Paulo Coelho in terms of a holistic wellness
approach, integrating body, mind and spirit, life tasks, life forces and global events
(Myers, Sweeney, & Witmer, 2001). The HWM will be described in-depth in
Chap. 4.

1.4.2 Stages of Faith Development

The development of religious and spiritual faith has been of interest in psychology
for several decades. James Fowler’s FDT has been the most influential framework
relevant to religious and spiritual development during the past decades (Coyle,
2011). The FDT was first published by Fowler in 1981 in the book Stages of faith:
(Fowler, 1981). It has since then attracted attention, inspired empirical research in
the United States and worldwide (Streib, 2005), received highly critical responses
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and consequently led the scientific discourse on faith and its development in human
beings across disciplines (e.g. Ashdown & Gibbons, 2012; Coyle, 2011; Heywood,
2008; Hughes, 1997; Reich, 2005, 2008). FDT was viewed as a “framework for
understanding the evolution of how human beings conceptualize God, or a Higher
Being, and how the influence of the Higher Being has an impact on core values,
beliefs, and meanings in their personal lives and in their relationships with others”
(Fowler & Dell, 2004, p. 17).

The stages of FDT have been suggested for the use in qualitative studies (Streib,
2005) and psychobiographical research (Stroud, 2004). It has been used in psycho-
biographies before (e.g. Burnell, 2013) and was found to be suitable for the research.
This study explores the life of Paulo Coelho in terms of the FDT throughout his life
and in two selected creative works. The stages of FDT will be described extensively
in Chap. 5.

1.4.3 Combining the Holistic Wellness Model and the Faith
Development Theory

This sub-chapter briefly addresses the question why the theoretical approaches were
chosen and combined in this psychobiography.

The wellness model has been successfully applied in psychobiographical
research (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2010) to reconstruct the lives of extraordinary
individuals in a positive psychology frame. This model is used to reconstruct the life
of Paulo Coelho to explore his holistic wellness in terms of integrating body, mind
and spirit. Since several of Paulo Coelho’s autobiographical and creative works are
based on descriptions of his personal spiritual life’s journey towards holistic well-
ness, the HWM seems to be an applicable theory to explore Paulo Coelho’s life
topics in depth. During his life and in his creative work (e.g. Coelho, 2003b, 2011)
the writer has integrated discourses on spirituality, meaningfulness in life, self-
direction and love, which can be explored by the HWM that defines spirituality as
the core of holistic wellness and that interlinks spirituality with the life tasks and life
forces described (Myers et al., 2001).

Since spirituality and the spiritual development of the individual seem to be core
issues in Paulo Coelho’s life and creative accounts (Coelho, 2003b, 2011), the
development of his faith will be explored further. It is assumed that the application
of faith development throughout his life span and with regard to selected creative
works will provide further in-depth information of his faith development from
childhood to 2015, including the concept of spirituality. Faith is of great interest in
this research, because several of his autobiographical books deal with his personal
faith development (e.g. Coelho, 2002b) and faith, holism and wellness in terms of
spiritual wellness are important topics in Paulo Coelho’s biography (Morais, 2009)
and in interviews (Arias, 2001).
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Both theories are suitable for the theoretical background of the analysis of a
single case study across a lifetime and have been used successfully in psychobio-
graphical work before (Burnell, 2013). They have therefore been proven applicable
to this psychobiographical study. They have been chosen for this research study due
to these main reasons explained.

In the following, the theoretical and paradigmatic point of departure is explained.

1.5 Theoretical and Paradigmatic Point of Departure

The research is based on a psychobiographical study of a single case. Whilst the two
theories are applied in the theoretical framework of positive psychology, the case
study method is viewed in the broader methodological frame and research design of
hermeneutics.

Hermeneutics defines human subjectivity as part of research and the research
processes (Dilthey, 2002). Thereby, hermeneutic interpretation of a life requires an
active, sophisticated subjectivity to comprehend subjective experiences and their
expressions in life objectively. “Verstehen” (understanding), according to Dilthey,
can only happen when a researcher applies a self-reflexive attitude to achieve valid
interpretations of the text of lived experiences and their expressions (Ratner, 2002).

The concept of reflexivity is defined in this study as emphasised by Myerhoff and
Ruby (1982, p. 6): “Being reflexive is structuring communicative products so that
the audience assumes the producer, process and product are a coherent whole.” This
means for the study, that reflexivity includes the communicative act of the struc-
tured analysis of the data, the process of data handling and research, the expression
of the researched (through the data used) and the perception of the researcher. By
reflecting on the assumptions and procedures, the reflexive researcher applies a sci-
entific attitude (Myerhoff & Ruby, 1982, p. 28). The terms “reflexive” and “reflec-
tive” are used in this study according to the authors cited, whereby authors do use
the terms “reflexive” and “reflective” synonymously. If this is not the case, the term
“reflective” is defined according to the author cited.

Dilthey’s understanding of hermeneutics integrates the main aim of interpreting
ideas, purposes and other mental states expressed in the world of human action
(Babbie & Mouton, 2006; Dilthey, 1976). It is therefore defined as a suitable
research paradigm for this study.

Many of the psychobiographies of the late twentieth century use idiographic
(single case explorations), hermeneutic perspectives, life story analysis and case
study approaches. Currently, psychobiography falls into the hermeneutic traditions
in which the author of a text is viewed as a “real phenomenon who can be explored
and interpreted psychologically” (Kovary, 2011, p. 765). Psychobiography is
viewed as a “method of idiographic approach in personality psychology”, which
originally aimed at the analysis and understanding of “the dynamic and develop-
mental determinants of artistic creativity” (Kovary, 2011, p. 764). According to this
understanding of psychobiography as being a method of idiographic approach in
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personality psychology, personality psychology is seen as one of the broader con-
texts of psychobiographical studies and their anchoring in the discipline of psychol-
ogy. Personality psychology is therefore used as a theoretical frame for this
psychobiographical study.

1.6 Research Methodology

The following sub-chapters provide a short overview on the research methodology
used in this study.

1.6.1 Research Design and Sampling

The study uses a psychobiographical case study design (Elms, 2007) that is qualita-
tive and concerned with the analysis of a single unit of analysis (Yin, 2009). The
single, holistic case study offers the opportunity to study a unique phenomenon —
here the individual’s life-in depth, to test a well-formulated theory while aiming to
explore, understand and explain the complexities of a social phenomenon (Yin,
2009). The study is person-centred, focusing on Paulo Coelho’s uniqueness and
providing a holistic description of the selected individual (Carlson, 1988; Stroud,
2004). Behavioural patterns and processes of an individual’s human development
over a life continuum can be traced through psychobiographical case study research
to provide a view of the whole person (Fouché & Van Niekerk, 2005a).

The subject of this research is Paulo Coelho who was chosen through purposive
sampling. Purposive sampling is a form of “non-probability sampling in which
decisions concerning the individuals to be included in the sample are taken by the
researcher, based upon a variety of criteria which may include specialist knowledge
of the research issue, or capacity and willingness to participate in the research”
(Oliver, 2006, p. 245-246). The reasons why Paulo Coelho was purposefully chosen
will be elaborated on in the study in Sect. 2.7 and in Sect. 6.8.1 from a sampling
methodology perspective.

1.6.2 Data Collection and Analysis

The data collection process in this psychobiographical case study is based on the
distinction of Allport (1961) who differentiates between first-person and third-
person documents. The following first-person documents are used: autobiographi-
calessays and scripts on the internet or in journals and newspapers, autobiographically
based literature and novels written by Paulo Coelho, interview scripts and state-
ments (e.g. from newspapers, journals, internet sources), film documentaries,
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personal written and oral statements, as well as video statements from Paulo Coelho
on the internet, selected literary products (novels, published short stories, books,
films). For the analysis of his literary and creative works, two autobiographical nov-
els are chosen as first-person documents for analysis. Firstly, “The pilgrimage”
(Coelho, 2003b) is chosen, as it is Paulo Coelho’s first autobiographical novel.
Secondly, the novel “Aleph” (Coelho, 2011) is chosen for in-depth analysis, as one
of his recent autobiographical novels and one of his most personal manuscripts
(Purwandoyo & Kurnia, 2013).

With regard to third-person documents, a biography (Morais, 2009), a biographic
book in interview form (Arias, 2001), case studies and excerpts published by third
persons in journals, newspapers or on the internet (e.g. Mihdly, 2012) are
analysed.

Content analysis is used in analysis to identify “key issues” in the data through-
out the life span of Paulo Coelho and in his creative works. By analysing key issues
with regard to holistic wellness and faith development stages within the data, con-
tent analysis will guide the process of analysis. Content analysis is defined as a
subjective process between the researcher and the texts (Mayer, 2011). Yin (2009)
emphasises that content analysis is conducted through inter- and intra-individual
verification processes aimed at adhering to particular processes of analysis and reg-
ulations, thereby verifying the findings.

According to Streib (2005, p. 102), content analysis can either use pre-defined
categories or alternatively inductive-analytical procedures. The psychobiography at
hand uses pre-defined categories (as provided in the two theories applied) and
inductive-analytical categories — which were developed through familiarisation
with the texts analysed. The process of content analysis as described by Terre
Blanche et al., (2006) is understood as an act of subjective involvement of the
researcher and as a hermeneutic interpretation and reconstruction between the
researcher and the researched. It has been defined as a systematic and replicable
technique to create categories from large text databases (Mayring, 2014; Weber,
1990). The data analysis in this study is conducted through the five-step process of
content analysis by Terre Blanche, Durrheim and Kelly (2006, p. 322-326). The
process will be explained in depth in the study in Sect. 6.9.

1.7 Problem Statement and Justification for the Study

With regard to the growing literature on psychobiography, a research need has been
identified to contribute to a new and complex psychological understanding of
extraordinary individuals who act as outstanding universal and positive role models.
These role models might have a positive impact on individuals and societies, bring-
ing about reflection, new ideas and change. By using two positive psychology theo-
ries as the theoretical paradigm, this study emphasises holistic wellness and faith
development in the life and selected creative works of Paulo Coelho to focus on
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selected positive aspects within the individual and to contribute to a positive psy-
chology perspective (Luthans, 2002; Mayer & Van Zyl, 2013) in psychobiography.

By using the HWM as well as the FDT, this study emphasises the positive aspects
of the selected individual, based on the theoretical positive psychology paradigm.
Burnell (2013, p. 2) highlights that the HWM as well as the FDT used in psychobio-
graphical research “provide a eugraphic and holistic approach in contrast to the
traditional pathographic approach with which to view an individual life”.

By using the described theoretical framework, the study contributes to a positive
psycholgy perspective onto the wellness and spiritual development of the selected
individual. The emphasise of the positive psychology perspective in psychology is
urgently needed from a psychological, as well as from a societal perspective: new
and positive role models are required to provide guidance in times of global changes,
insecurity, disorientation and crises. Due to the global challenges individuals and
societies are facing, the search for holistic well-being (Mayer, 2011), wellness and
for spirituality increases (Powers, 2005). In times of global crisis, new wordly chal-
lenges across cultures, wars and increasing conflict potentials, universal leaders are
requested to become role models to contribute to a peaceful, healthy and sustainable
future (Leeder, Raymond, & Greenberg, 2007). Paulo Coelho is viewed as a highly
influential writer who aims at contributing to a more just, peaceful and spiritual
world (Morais, 2009).

Psychobiographers can learn from personality psychology, as a contextual
framework of psychobiographical work, as explained by McAdams (2005), how-
ever, personality psychology can gain new insights and understanding from in-
depth, single case psychobiographical research within the positive psychology
paradigm to develop an understanding of life-long psychological processes to face
life’s challenges in the context of holistic wellness and faith development. These
new insights for personality psychology can derive from the application and rethink-
ing of psychological theories within the context of a single psychobiographical case
study and by explaining the motives behind the throughts, feelings and behaviours
of a person.

At the same time, according to Schultz (2005a, 2005b, 2005¢, 2005d), more
research on artists and writers is needed which promotes a positive psychological
view from a psychobiographical perspective and which do not create psychopatho-
logical artists and writers, as, for example, in the case of Van Gogh (Schultz, 2005c,
2005e). Research on exceptional writers and artists — who have generally rarely
been studied in the past — should be studied from a positive psychology framework
to contribute to an in-depth understanding of their wellness, their spirituality and
faith, their resilience and their ability be that outstanding person they are.

This study serves as a first attempt to systematically review the life of Paulo
Coelho under a positive psychology framework whilst focusing on holistic wellness
and faith development throughout his life. It serves, further on, as an example of
how a scientific psychobiographical study can be structured and anchored in a spe-
cific theoretical and methodological framework.
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Data searches across various international search engines, conducted in English,
German and French failed to reveal an existing research study that deals with the
writer Paulo Coelho with the focus on his life and the theoretical and/or method-
ological approaches of this research study applied to his life. No psychobiography
written on Paulo Coelho could be found. Therefore, this study contributes to new
relevant scientific information on the writer Paulo Coelho, as well as on the HWM
and qualitative FDT.

1.8 Purpose, Aims, and Contribution of the Research

Referring to the quote of Jung (1973) at the beginning of this chapter, the purpose,
aim and contribution of the study are connected to gaining a view into the inside of
the researched, the researcher and the subject of research.

The purpose of this research study is to uncover a selected individual’s life sci-
entifically, creatively and artistically by exploring the uniqueness of his life and
selected autobiographical and creative works, using the theories described, applying
an intuitive approach to reveal the data and creatively reconstructing the life and
selected creative works based on the theories applied in new categories. The uncov-
ering of the selected individual’s life is primarily focused on from a scientifically
sound and structured qualitative research approach. However, creative and artistic
aspects are used within this structured approach in, for example, the creative and
artistic implementation of quotes at the beginning of each chapter, the combination
of analysis and interpretation of first- and third-data documents in terms of the life
and the creative work of Paulo Coelho and the reconstruction of findings in Chap. 9.
However, in Sect. 9.9 it is also explained why the scientific and structual reconstruc-
tion of data in this study is dominant to the creative and artistic side of it.

The study’s purpose is further on to provide a new understanding and perspective
on the writer in the context of the selected theories, as explained in the following
section.

The HWM is used to reconstruct the life of Paulo Coelho to explore his holistic
wellness in terms of integrating body, mind and spirit. Since several of Paulo
Coelho’s autobiographical and creative works are based on descriptions of his per-
sonal spiritual journey, the HWM seems to be an applicable theory to explore Paulo
Coelho’s life topics in depth. During his life and in his work, Coelho (2003a, 2003b,
2003c, 2011) has integrated discourses on spirituality, meaningfulness in life, self-
direction and love, which are explored through the HWM that defines spirituality as
the core of holistic wellness and that interlinks spirituality with the life tasks and life
forces described (Myers et al., 2001).

Since spirituality and the spiritual development of the individual seem to be core
issues in Paulo Coelho’s life (Coelho, 2003a, 2011), the development of his faith
will be explored further. It is assumed that the application of faith development
throughout his life span and with regard to selected creative works will provide
further in-depth information of his faith development from birth to 2017. This is of



