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An amusing anthology can be compiled of statements that make clear the biography is perceived as an objectionable genre. ‘Biography is the form by which little people take revenge on big people.’
 The arguments in support of this thesis mostly come down to the same: a biographer is not able to achieve anything noteworthy himself and therefore parasites on people who are gifted. ‘Every great man has his disciples and it is always Judas who writes the biography,’ so says the often cited adage of the English author Oscar Wilde. Biographers take advantage of others people’s distress. That is also said about accident injury lawyers, but oddly enough never about doctors, firemen or café proprietors. In the academic field there is an additional argument to exclude biographers from universities: supposedly, they do not work from the framework of a method or theory. What is the reason an historian who is writing a book about the slavetrade in the nineteenth century or about the Holocaust in the twentieth century is never asked the question a biographer usually gets asked first: which theory are you working with? For such questioners theory is a guarantee for scholarship, while for historians a scholarly attitude, regarding sources or the formulation of questions, is more important for ground-breaking results. Also, the call for a method suggests that writing a biography is a gap-filling exercise that can be brought to a proper ending when previously described steps are taken.

Biographers themselves are jointly responsible for this misunderstanding. In prefaces of biographies or in interviews biographers give after completing their work, it is often read that before writing the biography they first consulted ‘the theory’. It goes without saying that a theoretical and methodical understanding when exercising a profession is commendable, even necessary. But these remarks about ‘consulting theory’ show the naieve notion that all literature about biographies is easily united into a practical guide on how to write a biography.
That notion is understandable, because the term ‘theory’ is often confused with the exact opposite, ‘practice’. It goes withous saying that the theory of the biography, one that a biographer can have at hand and that lets him write the ideal biography, is an utopia. In 1946 already, the historian Jan Romein wrote in a reflecting book about the biography, that the ideal methodology does not excist – ‘and therefore it is an ideal.’
 There will be few to dispute his words, but still this thesis provides an interesting insight: the terms theory and framing of a theory too often support great ambitions. ‘It is sometimes asked what the method of the biography is, but that is an completely misplaced question. The biography has no method, but is a method.’
 And that is the way it is.
The biographical method offers us the possibility to ask specific research questions and come to different results that way. The umbrella question of every biographer is: does our knowledge of the personal life of a certain individual add anything to the understanding of his public achievements?
 The years of infancy for instance are frequently a period of incubation for views developed later in life. Thinking about biographical research into politicians, that basic question can be specified. If we consider politics as a means to structure society through rules and laws, the biography offers an option to study in depth the soil of those politicians. Thanks to the biography of a politician we gain a different insight into the origin of political ideas that we find back in party manifesto’s and other ‘institutionalized’ sources. In recent publications of political scientists it is more and more remarked that an analysis of the relation between policy and political culture, between policy and society and between policy and rule is lacking for the greater part. We could add the lack of insight into the interaction between the personal life and political culture. Sometimes a biography can provide clarity about a question that concerns countless more people than the person biographied. This conception can be easily illustrated with some topical examples.

Every couple of years the discussion flares up about how to interpret the industrial persecution of the Jews: as a preconceived plan or as a consequence of the naziregime that, as the war went along, was put into practice under the strictest secrecy. Because there is a lot supporting both views, one after the other study is released, the one more convincing than the other although they claim the complete opposite.
In the impressive (but not biographical) study Backing Hitler. Consent and Coercion in Nazi Germany of the historian Robert Gellately, the thesis is chosen that the persecution of the Jews took place according to a previously staged plan.
 Moreover, Gellately claims there was nothing secretive about the staging by showing that the pre-war political culture in Germany not only provided fertile soil for the persecution of the Jews, but also that showing antisemitism as openly as possible by the people in power (Kristallnacht) and by the media (praising reports on the first concentration camps) were part of that culture.

Recently the biography of SS-leader Heinrich Himmler was released, in which the American Richard Breitman takes the systemicalness of the Holocaust and whether or not it was executed openly or not as the main issue of his research, covered under the umbrella question: does our knowledge of the personal life of a certain individual contribute to the understanding of his public achievements?
 By providing us with insight into the personal backgrounds of Himmler, the man that especially in Poland played a decisive part in the preparation of the construction of concentration camps, Gellately’s claim is put into perspective. According to Breitman there was no such thing as a German pre-war political culture that stimulated antisemitism. Rather, the systematic persecution of the Jews is to be explained by party political machinations that tested one or the other high ranking nazi’s loyalty towards his superiors. Himmler had the character trait to tell even his political friends only things of the utmost necessity and every time a subordinate was placed for a fait accompli (for instance an unexpected assignment to execute sizeable groups of Jews) it was in Himmlers nature to think about the next experiment to test the loyalty of this assistant. According to Breitman, Auschwitz, Treblinka and all the other camps were gradually developed and in regards to the massmurders everyone kept the strictest secrecy. The most compelling reason to switch from mass executions to gassing was – so says Breitman – the fact that Himmler badly endured witnessing the executions and was convinced that the German soldiers that were held responsible for those would mentally crumble. At the same time Breitman makes it plausible that the plans for the gaschambers were prepared under the strictest secrecy to get personal credits from Hitler, because Himmler was sensitive to compliments. There is much more to be said about this matter, but of importance here is the observation that the biographical method leads to different and no less compelling interpretations as opposed to the non-biographical study of Gellately.
With assistance of the biographical method a different or new light can be shed on certain issues. Remaining with World War II: in the meanwhile we know how thin the separation was between good and evil and even between suffering and weariness during the occupation. ‘Do not send me so much food,’ forced labourer and in succesive years poet Jan Hanlo wrote in 1943 from the barracks of the Siemens factories to his mother.
 Where others suffered, for Hanlo forced labour was not a big deal, partially because as a Dutchman he was held in high regards in the Germanic racial doctrine of the nazi’s, but also because he spoke German like his guards. The brothers Alfred and Ernst Kossmann (the latter became the wellknown writer and historian) had the time of their lives for the same reason while working on a railroad in Germany.
 Thanks to these (auto-) biographical information our knowledge is expanded of what forced labour in Germany was about during the occupation. The biographer of the Dutch regional novellist Antoon Coolen has shown that his protagonist, who indeed heroically refused to become a member of the Kultuurkammer, still wanted to become a mayor in wartime.
 Those are only a couple of examples that provide us with better insight in the political culture, thanks to biographical research.

In 2004 the Biography Institute was founded at the State University of Groningen. The goal is not merely to accomplish beautiful biographies, research into the effects of biographical studies is as much part of the objectives. ‘In the end, a person lets himself be treated in much the same way as a naval battle or a foodriot.’
 And like other forms of historiography can be studied on form and effect, that is also possible in regards to biographies. The researchers of the Biography Institute write biographies and at the same time scrutinize biographical research of others and from other times. For instance, at this moment research is carried out into the ‘biographical sketches and portraits’ that were released between 1870 and 1895 under the title Mannen van beteekenis in onze dagen (Men of importance in our days). This biographical series in twenty-five parts edited by H. Tiedeman and others, was published by publishing company Kruseman in Haarlem amongst others. Examined is to what extent selected politicians where part of the series, of which nationality they were and which character traits were treated as relevant to focus on at the end of the nineteenth century, so as to contribute to the historiography of politics and political culture. In a biography everything is connected to each other. The biography therefore is in essence multidisciplinary.
G.J. van Heuven Goedhart was the chief editor of respectivally De Telegraaf, the Utrechtsch Nieuwsblad and Het Parool, but he was also minister in the Dutch government in exile during World War II and much later the first High Commissioner for the refugees of the United Nations. This connection between activities especially surfaces through biographical research and results in different research data as opposed to traditional press- and partyhistories. The biography of Van Heuven Goedhart is one of the projects that is carried out under the auspices of the Biography Institute.
 Biographies have become an integral part of historical research. The biographer is no avenger looking for revenge, no ‘Judas’, he is simply an historian.
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