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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE
A WHOLE PERSON?
WHY WE SHOULD ALL BE ARTY-SMARTY.
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Having declared my wish to be appreciated as a whole person,! I got a mix of
replies — some testy, some curious — asking what personal ‘wholeness’ actually
means. It's a fair question. Referring to a ‘whole person’ certainly sounds a bit
‘arty’ — or, for more severe critics, dangerously ‘arty-farty’. The terminology,
sometimes dignified as ‘holistic’, commonly appears in handbooks to
alternative medicine, which may range from sound sense to the wilder shores of
snake-oil healthcare. So ... is being a whole person somehow a concept which

is abstruse or ‘fringe’ — or perhaps simply redundant?



My answer is emphatically: No. Being understood as a whole person is a
positive need, which is the quintessence of humanity. It expresses how

individuals should properly relate together, both individually and collectively.

On the way to that conclusion, however, it’s necessary to accept the
parallel need for generalisations, abstract statistics and collective identifications.
For certain purposes, overviews are essential. When talking about global
population pressures, it would take far, far too long to itemise and salute the full
personality of every one of the 7.8 billion living individuals who inhabit Planet

Earth, according to the latest estimates for December 2020.2

To take but one example of collective analysis, many medical research
programmes work by investigating generic patterns among thousands of case-
histories. In that way, linkages between genetic heritage and specific maladies
can be tested — and at times proven or (bearing in mind the role of trial and
error) at other times refuted. Similarly, treatments and palliatives can be
assessed by group trials. My own gluten allergy, known as coeliac disease
(sometimes spelt as ‘celiac’), turns out to be partially, though not automatically,
heritable.> When | first got that information, years ago, | checked my family
history and worked out, from corroborative evidence, that the weak link was
being transmitted via my father’s mother’s branch. I then conveyed the news to
every relevant relative, to much initial bemusement and some derision. Over the
years, however, as many siblings and cousins have been diagnosed as coeliacs,
they universally tell me that they are glad to be forewarned. It’s an excellent

example of how aggregative analysis can help individual understanding.

There are also countless other instances. Targeted advertising works by
identifying people with specific consumer profiles. So does political blitzing. In
some cases, such as social class, the personal identifications are usually (though

not invariably) made by others. But in other circumstances, individuals are



invited to classify themselves. On bureaucratic forms, for example, there are
often questions about age, gender; ethnic identification; religion; or any

combination of those factors.

It’s true that responding truthfully can be tricky, if people don’t accept
the options provided. Traditionally, British army recruits who self-defined as
‘atheists’ or ‘agnostics’ were entered as members of the established Anglican
church, because there was then no space on the form for non-believers. But, for
many purposes, the people, who are processing the data, want broad aggregates,
not individual vagaries. They don’t mind a few exceptions and mistaken
classifications. And often big, general groupings will suffice — though not for
projects attempting to make fine-grained investigations into (say) people’s real

religious beliefs, which furthermore may fluctuate during a lifetime.

The upshot is that, for some — even for many — purposes, individuals are
statistics. However, just as it is often necessary to generalise, so at other times
it’s crucial to go beyond generic categories and impersonal labels to encounter

living humans, in all their often glorious and sometimes maddening diversity.

In medical treatment, for example (as opposed to aggregative medical
research), there is now a simmering debate about the need for holistic
medicine.* That approach entails understanding the mix of mental and physical
factors in human wellbeing. It moves beyond concentrating simply on the
immediate cause of any malaise; and asks about the cause of the cause (or, in
other words, the underlying root cause). In the case of undiagnosed coeliacs,
they suffer from disturbed guts, aching bones, exhaustion and (often)
depression. Yet they don’t need a soothing bromide. They need a biopsy or

blood-test to get a full medical diagnosis and help in adopting a gluten-free diet.

Taking a holistic approach also means that clinicians should ensure that

their own practices are humanised. In other words, the prevalent medical system



should not make doctors unhappy, as they strive to heal their patients.> Other
areas where holistic approaches are actively proposed include many forms of
therapy and social care.® Help for people with mental health issues is also
claimed to benefit from a whole-person approach’ — rather than just palliative
medication. And similar hopes apply to assistance for individuals recovering
from trauma.® Indeed, ‘holistic’ interventions are credited with improvements in
many diverse fields: from sports coaching;® to sexual therapies;'° to business

management;* right through to cyber-security.?

Needless to say, invoking the concept of ‘holism’ doesn’t guarantee its
effective use. Nonetheless, these usages indicate an interest in considering
issues ‘in the round’. Picking on just one symptom; one solution; one approach;
Is unhelpful when dealing with the greatest intricacies of life. Practical people
will snort that it’s best, at least, to get on with one big remedy, without having
to wait to figure out the whole. But single interventions so often have
unintended consequences, unless the big picture has been properly configured

and understood.

Above all, it’s in child-rearing and education where it’s particularly
crucial to assist all individuals to develop as a whole and rounded people.** No-
one should be pre-categorised by prior labels. And especially not so, if the
labels carry pejorative meanings. No children should be simply dismissed or
excluded as ‘difficult’. Such terminology makes tricky situations worse.* (And
equally children can also be over-praised, giving them a false impression of the

world and their own abilities).

Being typecast negatively is particularly damaging. For example, women
often used to be dismissed as ‘feather-brained’ air-heads. As a result, many did
not trouble to activate their talents, especially in public view. Worse too, some

clever women used voluntarily to play the game of ‘Oh it’s only silly little me!’



Then later, when, they wanted to be taken seriously, they found that they were
trapped in the role of ‘dumb bimbos’. Their subsequent struggles to break free
often proved to be very destructive — breaking up family relationships, which

were founded upon false identities.

Quite a few people do, in practice, manage either to avoid or to ignore
being stereotyped. But no youngsters should have to face being typecast,
whether by gender, sexual preferences, ethnic heritage, religion, accent,
appearance, social class, bodily abilities/disabilities. or any other category that

humans can invoke.

Instead, all should, from very young, have a chance to develop their
personalities and talents to the full. They should be not only properly fed but
also warmly loved, to give them inner confidence. They should be given
reasonable framework rules, but also great encouragement to innovate. Every
person should also have a chance, when young, to explore the entire range of
special human skills: including not only literacy and numeracy but also art,
chess, drama, handicrafts, music, riding, all forms of sport and swimming. (And
please add any skills that | have temporarily overlooked). Not that everyone will
become a superstar. That’s not the point. It is that all should have a chance to
find and develop their talents to the full — to have a lifetime of nurtured learning

to become rounded and fulfilled personalities.

Needless to say, such a humanist project is expensive in terms of human
labour and money. Classes should be small; and individual attention paid to
each learner.’> But, from another point of view, the costs can be justified on
many grounds — not least by providing work for people whose jobs have been
automated. Education for the ‘whole person’ should not be an optional extra.

Instead, it’s a supreme economic as well as social, political and cultural good.



Planet Earth does not need ‘partial” and undeveloped minds and bodies. It
needs the fully-charged brain-power and person-power of 7.8 billion people.
There are enough global problems, many of our own making, for us all to

resolve.

To repeat, the aim is not to turn everyone into a prize-winner. But behind
every summary statistic, there should be a human being who is supremely well
in mind and body: in other words, a whole person. Effective knowledge entails
both aggregation/generalisation and disaggregation/particularisation. One early
reader of this BLIOG sniffed that this line of argument is indeed ‘very arty-
farty’. Yet enlightened scientists are today calling for a rounded education,
adding balance and creativity from the Arts and Humanities to the necessary
scientific specialisation and technical knowhow.® To live well and to safeguard

Planet Earth, humans need to be not arty-farty — but really arty-smarty.
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