Reflecting on the nature of ‘Wholeness’ and ‘Holistic’
By Isla Burgess
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Those of us involved in the use of herbs for health and healing would most likely say that we are ‘holistic’ in our approach. I wonder how many of us reflect regularly on what that means, in our lives, in our practice, in our relationships with the plants we use as medicine and with the earth that grows those plants.
‘Holism’ is defined in the Concise Oxford Dictionary as the “Tendency in nature to form wholes that are more than the sum of the parts by creative evolution”. A definition of ‘Holistic health’ is “..taking into account one's body, mind, emotions, and spiritual life”, but if we consider the definition, it is about more than the sum of all these.
A question I often ask myself is “where is the ‘whole’ in holistic healing today? 

We, in the west, live in an increasingly fragmented world, one in which we see ourselves as outsiders looking in on it rather than participants in it. The word ‘science’ means ‘to know’ and there are many ways of ‘knowing’. Holistic Science could therefore be the study of knowing what is ‘wholeness’. That is what this of article is about - knowing what is to be a participant in the experience of ‘wholeness’.
Experiencing/talking about ‘wholeness’ is not an easy task so I will be talking around the issue a lot.  For this article I will begin with what is at the core of our practice - the plant.

There are many ways to know about a plant. When I was very young, I learned about how they grow, what they need to grow (food CO2, O2, water) and how good they were to eat. Later in high school I learned about their structure and function and that they had ‘Binomial Nomenclature’. Even later, I learned from Culpepper and Juliette de Bairacli-Levy that they could be used as medicine. I began formally studying this but at the same time felt a strong intuitive perceiving, another language to learn. Teaching students caused an erring towards my rational mind, the plant had this action or actions because of certain phytochemical(s), I even got excited when there was ‘scientific’ research to support these actions. I had a measure of success as a practitioner (and still do) but then at 59 I decided to study ‘Holistic Science’ at Schumacher College in Devon, England. It was there that I encountered ‘wholeness’. 
I now believe that if we teach people only about what a plant’s actions are and therefore what its medicinal uses are and how to manufacture it or create a formula then we are missing out on experiencing its ‘wholeness’. As we have always been taught, ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’ – I would take that idea further to say that the whole is expressing itself in each part (taken from an understanding of the holographic nature of all things). 

An experience of ‘wholeness’ in another life form such as a medicinal plant not only fine tunes our use of that plant as medicine but it creates a participatory relationship that optimalises our facilitation of another person’s healing with respect to the other life form that triggered it. It also sets the scene for a caring respect for the sustainable survival of that plant.
If you take the time and compare the qualities that different plants of the same species possess when they are growing in different environments, their macro- qualities, such as those we would look for to distinguish one species from another are the same, but are the micro-qualities? These micro-qualities are how they grow, how they feel, intensity of colour and taste etc? In my experience these qualities are not the same. Even the intensity in taste changes. It is easy to understand why the causal model of ‘this plant does that due to a particular constituent’ is increasingly at the core of Herbal Medicine education and thinking. It is the mainstream medical model and so it poses less challenge to us as we seek credibility through being similar rather than offering something different. If we use ‘biomimicry’ as a guide then diversity is a ‘healthier’ state. 

I feel that it is quite disrespectful to a plant to reduce it to a single constituent/action. It is a complex life form and brings that diverse complexity (its ‘wholeness’) when we use it as medicine or food. In a relatively complex paper on ‘Characterising herbs in their Qualitative Consistency’ by Philip Franses and Andrea Lugli, they address the question “Is there such a thing as the whole herb that defies description into its parts?”. They challenge the commonly held view that a pharmaceutical compound (or isolated constituent) is more reliable because it has eliminated redundancy and diversity. Or whether the multiple possibilities in a herb contributes to its qualities. (We need to note here that how a plant is extracted will to a greater or lesser degree, reduce this complexity.)
What they demonstrated using mathematical formulations was that it is the “…intrinsic quality of the herb that is very robust and independent of any single active constituent.” A lack of variability is shown in this paper to be something “…unnatural.”
What I understand from this is that if we claim to be involved in Holistic Health and healing;

♣ there is more to consider when using a plant for medicine than the sum of its constituents. We need to take both its primary qualities (those that can be measured) and its secondary qualities into consideration.
♣ that if we only consider the constituents as a causal relationship then we miss the relationship with that plant as a ‘whole’ and reduce its perceived role in healing.
♣ that it is in the variability of the whole plant that its whole potential healing ability arises and not the causal connection of its constituents.
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