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Abstract

Holism is a term charged with multiple meanings. Coined by statesman and botanist
Jan Smuts in 1926, it was mainly used in academia until its public breakthrough
around 1980. This article examines the interdisciplinary circulation of holism in
science during its first sixty years of existence, focusing on ecology, psychology,
medicine, social science, pedagogy, and philosophy. While primarily an epistemic
term, holism has carried ideological and spiritual connotations that have shifted over
time, from associations with totalitarianism in the interwar era to environmentalism
and New Age spirituality since the 1970s. By tracing the interdisciplinary history of
holism, this article maps its use in different scientific contexts, identifies its partner-
and counter-terms, outlines what its appeal has consisted of and what its critics have
rejected, and shows how it moved beyond the domain of academia to become part of
the broader cultural vocabulary.

Keywords: Environmental History, History of Psychology, Holistic Medicine, Holistic
Pedagogy, Interdisciplinary Intellectual History, Jan Smuts, Knowledge Ideals

Introduction

Is “the fundamental interconnectedness of all things” a reasonable
assumption about the universe, and should this belief influence practice?
According to Douglas Adams’ fictional character Dirk Gently, who runs
a holistic detective agency, the answer is clearly “yes”.! Adams’ whimsical
bestseller shows how holism—a term coined in a philosophical and scientific
context in the 1920s—has become part of popular culture and everyday
language. At present, holism is a common term in branding and marketing,
often related to health or the environment, and it has recently been argued
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that holistic perspectives are indispensable in the era of the Anthropocene,
which collapses the distinction between nature and culture and accentuates
the interconnectedness of humans, other species, and the planet as a
whole.?

Throughout its first century of existence, the term holism has circulated
in various contexts. The present article investigates its use in academic
literature, from its coinage in South African statesman and botanist Jan
Smuts’ Holism and Evolution (1926) until around 1980, when holism was
no longer exclusively used in science but had become common in popular
culture.’ Despite being a primarily epistemic term, I will show that holism
has carried various political and spiritual meanings, which explains both
its power of attraction and the criticism directed against it. Thus, the
interdisciplinary history of holism provides an example of a contested
term’s circulation within and beyond academia.

The questions that have guided the present study are: In what scientific
fields have the term holism/holistic been used most frequently? Which
actors have used it, and to which actors and approaches has it been
ascribed? What different meanings have been attributed to holism? What
have been considered its partner- and counter-terms? What has its appeal
consisted of, and for what reasons has holism been criticized?

Method, Material, Delimitations

Previous research has been correct in attributing holism to certain
approaches in medicine, psychology, or ecology. It has also been correct
in associating holism with the counterculture in both the interwar era and
the 1970s.*

The present article differs from previous studies mainly in two ways.
Firstly, it takes an interdisciplinary approach and focuses on holism’s
circulation in science. Secondly, while the common approach among
historians—the exception being Peder Anker’s Imperial Ecology—has been
to use holism analytically, T have chosen to search for empirical appearances
of holism and holistic in the scientific literature. This is, thus, not a
conventional conceptual history. Rather than focusing on the concept of
holism (which can be found in the absence of the word), I trace the term,
whether used as concept, idea, or theory. I have not only included actors
who use the term holism to describe their own scientific outlook, but also
those who use it to describe others, disregarding whether these actors
would or could use it to describe themselves. Therefore, while the choice
to focus on the term’s empirical appearance complements studies that use
holism analytically, it also adds a distinct perspective by tracing its inter-
disciplinary circulation.
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The motivation for the present study’s “history of terms-approach” is
that it enriches historical research on holism by building bridges between
studies such as Anker’s Imperial Ecology, which investigates the battle
between South African holistic ecologists and British mechanists in the
interwar era; Sargent Wood’s A More Perfect Union, which studies post-war
notions of holism in the United States; and Harrington’s Reenchanting
Science, which studies holism in the German language, mainly in the
Weimar Era. By tracing the empirical appearance of the term holism in
science, the present article is more transnational and transdisciplinary in
scope than these studies. However, given the amount of source material
and the limited space of an article, it cannot examine particular aspects of
holism as thoroughly as they do.

To find out what scientific fields holism figures in, I first investigated
the presence and status of holism in contemporary science by searching
for the term in several handbooks, companions, encyclopaedias, and dictionaries.
While most of these have not been used directly, they provided a basic
understanding of the present meanings of holism and helped me select
themes. I learned, for instance, that some regard ecology as “a holistic
science”.’ In psychology and cognitive science, holism tends to be associat-
ed with Gestalt theory and specific forms of holism found in analytical
philosophy, such as meaning holism.® In social science, holism is juxtaposed
with methodological individualism and linked to Auguste Comte, Emile
Durkheim, and hermeneutics,” while it is associated with, for example,
Plato’s paideia ideal and John Dewey’s theory of education in the field of
pedagogy.® In medicine, holistic perspectives are linked to alternative
approaches, New Age spirituality, and pseudoscience.’ The lack of historical
and interdisciplinary awareness in these books strengthened my conviction
that a historical investigation of holism was needed.

The article outline is based on an estimation of the scientific fields in
which the terms holism and holistic have been used in most frequently.
These are: medicine, psychology, ecology, social science, pedagogy, and
philosophy. I made this estimation after searching for “holis*” in the Web
of Science and the British Library Catalogue. Later, I made complementary
searches in databases such as Scopus and PubMed, which led to a final
decision on what material to include. Although the present study covers
only a portion of all articles on holism and a selection of fields in which
it has appeared, it offers an overview of holism’s meanings, main scientific
contexts, partner- and counter-terms, and examples of what its proponents
have found appealing, and what its critics have rejected. Because this is a
study of science in the twentieth century, the material is, with a few
exceptions, in English.
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The Holistic Vision of J.C. Smuts

Jan Smuts served as a general in the Second Boer War and held various
posts in the South African Government, including prime minister. After
the Unionist Party lost power in 1924, Smuts decided to pursue his interest
in science and philosophy. Two years later, Holism and Evolution was
published, and a new term was brought into the world." The book set out
to redefine “our primary concepts of matter, life, mind and personality”,"
connecting scientific developments—such as Darwinism, new physics,
colloid chemistry, and the discovery of radioactivity—with topics Smuts
had explored since the 189os, influenced by Walt Whitman’s ideas on
personality.'? Holism and Evolution gained attention thanks to Smuts’ fame
as a politician. It received mostly positive reviews, with some criticizing
Smuts’ vague definitions, though appreciating his attempt to go beyond
vitalism and mechanism."

Holism and Evolution is anti-dualistic, aiming to reconcile materialism,
mechanism, and realism with spiritualism, organicism, and idealism. Smuts
argued that, while Darwin showed that everything has emerged from in-
organic matter, this does not imply that it is reducible to matter or that
evolution can be explained mechanically. Smuts claimed that mechanistic
explanations are appropriate for the earlier stages of evolution, but de-
ficient in accounting for humans as spiritual beings. Spiritualism is more
successful in that instance, but because spiritualists share the dichotomous
view of mind and matter, they are forced to deny mechanical explanations
and the theory of evolution altogether. Smuts’ solution was to view matter,
life, and mind as continuous, which allows for a creative understanding
of evolution that captures the “fluid plastic facts of nature”.?

Smuts’ rejection of mind-body dualism led him to dismiss both the
idealistic view that space and time are “imposed by the mind” on the
universe, and the realistic view that they are external and merely copied
by the mind.'® Einstein’s general theory of relativity is said to prove that
they are interdependent, belonging to subject and object equally. Smuts
argued that his processual worldview is further strengthened by Darwin-
ism, which proves that lifeforms are continuously changing, and by
developments in chemistry, which prove that matter is fluent and creative.?
This erases the “contours” of matter and life and forces us to give up the
idea that persons and objects consist of a fixed “luminous centre”. They
also include “a surrounding sphere of meaning or influence” that Smuts
called a “field”—a notion meant to highlight the temporal and dynamic
nature of phenomena.®

Smuts’ holism covers everything from inorganic matter to life, mind,
States, and “Absolute Values”.” It is defined as the “fundamental factor
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operative towards the making or creation of wholes in the universe”.?

Holism “is not something additional to the parts” but “transcendent to”
and “more than the sum of its parts”.?* Hence, a whole does not add
anything external or material to its parts, but something internal or
spiritual. Despite his idealistic language, Smuts distinguished holism
from Absolutism and the “indestructible and unchangeable” whole of
Plato.?? Although holism is an “immanent ideal” and the universe’s telos,
there is no ultimate purpose or “Supreme Whole”.?* Nature and history
are open-ended, but the course of history is progressive and “assumes ever
widening degrees of freedom, until finally, at the human stage, freedom
becomes self-conscious, creating the free ethical world of the Spirit”.*

According to Smuts, whole and part serve each other. A living organism
cannot be reduced to its cells, for it “is fundamentally a society in which
innumerable members co-operate [...] in a spirit of the most effective
disinterested service and loyalty to each other”.? Whether the “society”
is a plant or a community of ants, it “allows a substantial development
to its individual members”.?6 Therefore, Smuts rejected individualism,
claiming that an individual is a “social construct” shaped by “racial
inheritance” that “becomes conscious of himself only in society”.”” Never-
theless, we have the freedom to shape ourselves into “personalities”.

Smuts’ holism is a scientific principle and a post-Darwinian Christian
worldview with political implications; he concluded by claiming that the
League of Nations “is but the expression of the deeply-felt aspiration
towards a more stable holistic human society”.?* However, while Smuts
was a social liberal who defended internationalism and human rights, he
also supported racist repression of black South Africans.?” Although the
ideals of wholeness, and organicism have attracted intellectuals with
different political and scientific orientations, historians have particularly
noted their popularity among supporters of national socialism in Weimar
Germany, which Smuts wholeheartedly rejected.®

Holistic Medicine

Smuts’ claim that healing, holiness, and wholeness share semantic and
experiential roots is an indication that he thought holistic perspectives
could benefit medicine,* a topic that is not covered in Holism and Evolution.
Since the 1940s, medicine and psychology have been the major topics
connected to holism in the Web of Science.® In medicine, the meaning of
holism was quickly detached from Smuts, even though it continued to
stand for similar principles, such as a rejection of materialism, mechanism,
and mind-body dualism, in favour of an organic view of the “person as a
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whole” that takes social and environmental factors into account.** In 195 4,
a letter to the editor of the Journal of Medical Education remarked that
holism was becoming popular in medical education, although sufficient
knowledge of its philosophical background was lacking. The author, Philip
Armstrong, argued that, although specialization might have gone too
far, treatment of the “basic levels” of the patient had made medicinal
practice better than at any previous time in history, when medicine was
more “holistic”.** Armstrong recognized that holism had been coined
recently, but argued that the practice of holistic medicine was old. This
can be exemplified by the fact that the principles of Ganzgheitsmedizin—the
German equivalent of holistic medicine—were advocated in a journal
named Hippokrates after the father of humoral pathology, who experienced
a renaissance in the early twentieth century.* Holism has also been
associated with Hildegard of Bingen and non-Western spiritual approaches,
such as Haitian Voodoo.*

In 1978, the New York Times reported from a conference on “Holistic
Health” that introduced indigenous and alternative approaches to
medicine, including yoga and acupressure. Some government officials were
impressed by the emphasis on preventive medicine and self-care, but a
nurse dismissed some features as “awful flower-childlike”.?” This is the
first mention of “holistic health” in the New York Times. It soon became
common and has often been used interchangeably with “alternative
medicine” and, sometimes, “healing”.

In 1976, a British Medical Journal reviewer noted that “holistic medicine
now holds the floor”.3® Others thought a “revolution in holistic medicine”
that would fix an alleged crisis was soon to arrive.* Whether realized or
anticipated, holistic medicine was being discussed in newspapers, popular
books, and scientific journals by the late 1970s. It gained traction in
Californian New Age circles and the counterculture. For example, New
Age writer Fritjof Capra advocated holistic approaches to medicine based
on quantum physics (sounding very much like Smuts): “Modern physics
is showing us that the classical, mechanistic, reductionist view of the world
has to be replaced by a holistic, organic and dynamic view; a view similar
to that held by mystics of all ages and traditions”. According to Capra,
doctors must abandon the Western mechanistic view of the body for an
oriental view in which “the human body is seen in relationship to the
whole cosmos”.*

By 1980, “holistic health centres” and a “holistic health movement”
had emerged.** However, holistic approaches faced criticism for lacking
scientific evidence. One of many books that appeared was Wholistic
Dimensions in Healing (1978), which was criticized in the New England
Journal of Medicine and the Southern Medical Journal. Holistic medicine,
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exemplified by this book, was accused of irrationalism, mysticism, and
spiritualism. The book’s message was said to be that “the individual must
take more responsibility for his own health” by turning to “charlatans”.*
But some doctors defended holistic medicine, acknowledging that the
public’s turn to it was understandable, because “the inextricable linkage
of physical, psychologic and social factors tends to be given little priority”
in science.®® Defenders argued for testing holistic treatments before
dismissal, while critics argued that they should be dismissed because they
had not been tested. “I agree with those who say that today’s specialists
often forget the sound principles of holism”, wrote the New England Journal
of Medicine’s editor, adding that “in our zeal to put humanism back
into the practice of medicine we must not abandon science or forget the
public’s need for protection against quackery”.*

Medical journals, like the Journal of Holistic Medicine and the Journal of
Holistic Nursing, were established in the 1980s, and British and American
Holistic Medical Associations emerged. Books on holistic health are abun-
dant in this period.* The relation between holistic or alternative ap-
proaches and conventional scientific medicine has been debated ever since.
While holistic and professional medicine have sometimes been in opposi-
tion, holism has also been promoted by doctors and nurses secking to
renew healthcare by rejecting mind-body dualism and emphasizing factors
like lifestyle and spiritual health. However, the association with New Age
and pseudoscience continues to give holistic medicine a bad reputation.

The Family of Holistic Psychologies

Like holism in medicine, discussions of holism in psychology have gener-
ally occurred without reference to Smuts. Although, Smuts did address—
and dismiss—psychology, claiming it was guilty of regarding the mind as
“a distinct phenomenon to be studied by itself”, separate from the body.*
Instead, he advocated “personology”; a science for studying the minds of
great artists and intellectuals, and thus uncovering the “laws of personal
evolution” and the process of self-realization.”” Since Smuts claimed that
we only realize ourselves as part of society, he insisted that self-realization
is not individualistic.** His vision for personology was never realized, and
although Smuts had limited impact on psychology, ideas similar to his
can be found among some holistic psychologists, most notably Abraham
Maslow.

When holism is discussed in contemporary psychology, it is generally
related to Gestalt theory, which originated around 1910, Max Wertheimer,
Kurt Koffka, and Wolfgang Kohler being the key figures.” Geszalt means
pattern, form, or structure, and was a central notion in Christian von
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Ehrenfels’ “On Gestalt Qualities” (1890), which asserted the irreducibility
of wholes to their parts. Using music as an example, Ehrenfels argued that
a melody is more than its notes and is perceived as a whole. Wertheimer,
Kohler, and Koffka took this idea further, stressing that the whole was not

merely more than the sum of its parts but “different from”, “prior r0”, and,

in fact, “determines the nature of the parts”.*

Gestalt theory gained influence in the Weimar Republic and later in the
United States, where its leading proponents migrated, although their ideas
had already gained attention after Koftka introduced them to an English-
speaking audience in 1922. While Gestalt theory had emerged as a reaction
against Wilhelm Wundt’s psychology, it found a new opponent in the
United States: behaviourism.’* American psychologists welcomed Gestalt
theory, but its proponents were criticized for exaggerating the difference
between their approach and that of others in psychology.®

Although the term holism was not used in Wertheimer’s, Koftka’s, or
Kohler’s primary works, it came to be associated with them in the early
1930s. One of the first explicit references to holistic psychology is a 1932
article asserting that the Gestalt theorists were “either the first or the most
important” critics of the mechanistic, empirical, and “elementaristic
psychology” of associationism.’®> William James and John Dewey were
listed among other examples of “Some Early Holistic Psychologists”, who
regarded the psyche as an organic and active whole in which individual
impressions must be interpreted in the light of a person’s total experience.
James and Dewey are said to have departed from Gestalt theory mainly
in their vocabulary.**

Like the Gestalt theorists, neither James nor Dewey used the term
holism.* However, in his Harvard lectures in 1938-1939, neurologist Kurt
Goldstein credited Dewey and particularly James with being precursors
to Gestalt theory by advocating a “holistic approach” to human nature
and attempting to “free human existence from the strait-jacket of merely
analyzing, anatomizing, and rationalizing”.’® Here and in the English
translation of Der Aufbau des Organismus (1934), Goldstein made holism
one of his central concepts. He rejected the mechanical and reductionist
explanations that dominated nineteenth century neurology and physiology,
arguing that body and mind are interdependent, that organisms must be
understood as wholes consisting of more than their parts, and that “we
can obtain insight in all living forms by one methodological principle—the
holistic”.’” While the English subtitle to The Organism stated that it
presented a “holistic approach to biology”, the German edition did not
use the words Holismus or Holistische, but Ganzheit.

In the 1940s, holism came to be associated with Gestalt therapy, which
was loosely inspired by Gestalt theory and created by former Goldstein
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assistant Fritz Perls and his wife, Laura. In 1933, the couple migrated to
South Africa, where Fritz fell under the influence of Smuts.*® Perls’ first
book, Ego, Hunger and Aggression, aimed at developing “an integrated
theory which covers every physical and psychical phenomenon”.” Part
one, “Holism and Psycho-analysis”, aimed to revise Freudian psychoanalysis
in a more holistic direction, describing humans as social, biological, and
temporal organisms striving for balance, though constantly disturbed by
internal and external factors. In 1951, the Perls moved to New York, where
Laura stayed when Fritz, in 1964, left for the Esalen Institute in
California—a central place in American holistic culture.®

Gestalt therapy drew inspiration from Alfred Adler’s individual psy-
chology, which Perls regarded as future-oriented, in contrast to Freud’s
historically oriented approach.®® Besides Perls, Adler was one of few
psychologists who were inspired by Smuts’ personology. He has been
described as Smuts’ “prime supporter” among German speakers. While
he failed to have Holism and Evolution translated, it was through Adler’s
efforts that the term Holismus first appeared in German in 1932.° His
followers have continued to regard individual psychology as holistic, and
it was perhaps through Adler that Abraham Maslow first came across the
term, which was central in his 1954 bestseller Motivation and Personality.s®
Apart from the Gestalt theorists, Maslow is the person who has been most
associated with holistic psychology. Like Perls, he brought holistic ideas
to the Esalen Institute and the American counterculture.%

Aside from Adler and the Gestalt theorists, Maslow also drew inspiration
from Goldstein, James, and Dewey. These figures guided him away from
behaviourism and psychoanalysis towards a “holistic-dynamic theory”.%
While Maslow rejected reductionism, he accepted analysis, provided it
connects part to whole following a “holistic-dynamic point of view”.%
Holism, for Maslow, was not merely a scientific principle, but also a
worldview: “Holism is obviously true—after all, the cosmos is one and
interrelated; any society is one and interrelated; any person is one and
interrelated”.’’

Maslow borrowed “self-actualization”—placed at the top of his hierarchy
of needs—from Goldstein, but his ideas resembled Smuts. Like Smuts,
Maslow insisted that psychology should study healthy and successful
individuals. Both focused on human personality and believed that all
humans have the potential to actualize themselves, although few do so.
Like Smuts, Maslow saw self-actualization as serving the common good
of society, believing it would lead to a psychological utopia—a “eupsychia”.*

Maslow shared some views with the Neo-Freudian Karen Horney,
whom he credited with teaching him psychoanalysis.® Although the term
is absent from The Collected Works of Karen Horney, she came to be associated
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with holism in the 1960s, when her follower Harold Kelman edited two
volumes dedicated to her “holistic approach”.”’ These paid tribute to
Goldstein as a forerunner and an inspiration for overcoming mind-body
dualism. Kelman described Horney’s approach as an alternative to Freud-
ian biologism and reductionism, crediting her with bringing feminine
perspectives into psychoanalysis and with taking cultural factors, inter-
personal relationships, and “all aspects of living” into account. According
to Kelman, Horney’s analysis aims to solve the patient’s neurotic conflicts
so that he or she can feel “wholehearted and undivided” and pursue self-
realization.”

Though neither the Gestalt theorists, James, nor Dewey used the term
holism, they came to be associated with a holistic approach soon after it
was coined. While Goldstein, Maslow, Kelman, Adler, and Perls were
self-defined as holists, only the latter two were directly inspired by Smuts.
Although these diverse figures influenced each other in various ways,
holistic psychology is not oze thing. Some common traits can be found,
however: The holists reject reductionism, materialism, atomism, special-
ization, and mechanism; and emphasize the unity of mind and body; insist
on the irreducibility of experience; and regard humans as social and
natural organisms who strive towards self-realization.

Holistic Knowledge Ideals

Holistic ideas like self-realization, the emphasis on the interdependence
of body and mind, and individual and society, touch upon questions of
meaning, knowledge, and understanding; issues that will be further
addressed by turning to pedagogy, philosophy, and social science.
Discussions on holism in these fields have tended to be isolated from one
another, but I will point to some common traits and show that they benefit
from being treated side by side.

Pedagogy was among the first fields in which holism figured. In 1928,
it was proposed that Smuts’ philosophy could counter specialization
and “the scrappy fragmentariness of the individual subjects which con-
stitute the school curriculum”.”? Smuts’ ideas about personality and self-
realization were said to provide new educational aims, with holism serving
as an anti-dualistic remedy for conflicts between freedom and authority.
Holistic education was contrasted to utilitarian ideals and approaches that
overload students with knowledge.

Similar ideas were expressed in one of the ten lectures introduced by
Smuts under the title “Our Changing World-View” at the University of
the Witwatersrand in 1932. Classics Professor T.J. Haarhoff addressed
“The Holistic Attitude in Education”, contrasting it with analysis,
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materialism, mechanism, and the view of education as the “acquisition of
a set of facts” or “professional skill that enables us to earn a living”.”® He
described holistic education as following “the great tradition of Humanism
[...] that reaches from Plato to Cicero and Vergil and Quintilian; from
Erasmus to Goethe and Rudolf Steiner, to J.S. Haldane and Gilbert
Murray”—educators who emphasized history, culture, morals, international
cooperation, and harmony “between man and nature”.”* Haarhoff argued
that holistic education aims at growth and regards students as active
seckers of knowledge, opposing the separation of subjects from one
another, and from the life of the student. He sought reconciliation between
humanism and science, stating: “Humanism needs Science with her cold,
clear methods of research; Science needs Humanism with her care for man
as a whole”.”

Besides these two texts, there are few pedagogical writings mentioning
holism before the 1980s, when books on, for example, the “holistic cur-
riculum” appeared.”® Holistic pedagogy was advocated in the United
States towards the decade’s end, with the founding of the Holistic Education
Review in 1988. A 1990 conference on “Holistic Education” produced
the statement EDUCATION 2000: A Holistic Perspective as well as the volume
Holistic Education: Principles, Perspectives and Practices (1993 ), published by
Holistic Education Press, which also published New Directions in Education:
Selections from the Holistic Education Review.”” In the latter volume, Ron
Miller contrasted holistic education with a conventional materialistic,
scientific, and reductionistic view. He claimed that unnamed convention-
alists regard humans as “primarily economic beings” and “society as a
competitive marketplace”. In contrast, holism seeks to develop emotion-
al, social, and artistic potential, viewing the Earth as “sacred” and stress-
ing the ecological “web of connections between all living and nonliving
things”. It regards humans as “essentially spiritual beings” who should
strive to develop communities, relationships, and critical “engagement
with the world”.”®

In pedagogy, as in medicine, “holistic” tends to be synonymous with
“alternative” and aligns with the counterculture and New Age spirituality.
Advocates of holistic education have often referred to early twentieth
century pedagogues like Montessori, Steiner, and Dewey.”” Despite his
effort to overcome the division between traditionalist and progressive
pedagogy,®® Dewey is usually regarded as belonging to the latter camp.
Hence, it is not surprising that holistic approaches to education tend to
be described as progressive, radical, critical, or “engaged”, as in the multi-
cultural feminist pedagogy of bell hooks, who described her “holistic
approach to learning” as liberatory, “striving not just for knowledge in
books, but knowledge about how to live in the world”.*®* Like other
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educational holists, hooks stressed student activity, self-realization, and
challenged dualisms like mind/body, school/society, public/private, and
objective/subjective.®

The holistic educators’ emphasis on the interconnectedness of all kinds
of knowledge, as well as of the human subject and the world, resembles
how holism has been treated in philosophy, where issues of meaning,
understanding, and the relation between language, experience, individual,
and society are common in debates on holism. However, discussions of
holism in philosophy tend to ignore how the term has been used historically
and across disciplines. Philosophers also tend to use holism in a more
specific sense than others.

Analytical philosophers consider W.V.O. Quine’s “Two Dogmas of
Empiricism” (1951) to be the key text on holism, even though Ludwig
Wittgenstein and Pierre Duhem have been mentioned as precursors.®* The
latter two never used the term holism. Nor did Quine in the mentioned
article, but he did not object to the description of his epistemological
outlook as “holistic pragmatism”.** This label makes sense, considering
that the two dogmas Quine—who is often considered an empiricist him-
self—criticized were the notion of analytical statements that are supposedly
true independent of matters of fact, and the reductionist theory of
meaning, according to which the truth value of synthetic statements can
be checked individually against their experiential counterparts. According
to Quine, the linguistic and factual components of statements cannot be
isolated, which is why all statements are synthetic. These can, however,
not be treated individually, but only in connection with other statements.*
Hence, meaning is holistic.

Critics of meaning holism (“the metaphysically necessary conditions for
something to have meaning or content”), such as Jerry Fodor and Ernest
Lepore, have described it as an absurd doctrine: “If holism is true, then I
can’t understand any of your language unless I can understand practically
all of it”.%¢ This is not how holism has been understood by proponents
such as Richard Rorty, Hubert Dreyfus, and Charles Taylor, who stand
with one foot in the analytical tradition and the other in the hermenecutical.”
Like Quine, Taylor challenged empiricism, but on other grounds. He
rejected the positivist idea that the human and social sciences can be
grounded on “brute data”. Rather, they are hermeneutical in the sense
that they are concerned with making sense of “experiential meaning”—
that is, meaning of something, for a subject, which should not be mistaken
for psychological intention. This is because meaning is social and only
exists in a field related to the meanings of other things—a social reality
constituted by intersubjective meanings inseparable from the language
used to describe it.*s
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Taylor’s social concept of meaning leads us to the social sciences. Here,
D.C. Phillips’ Holistic Thought in Social Science made a painstaking attempt
to examine holism, characterizing it as “an eminently unworkable doc-
trine”—unless holism means that concepts referring to wholes and their
properties are necessary for science.” There are, however, two types of
holism that, according to Phillips, must be rejected. The first is equivalent
to organicism and the Hegelian doctrine of internal relations, which
regards biological organisms, society, and reality to be more than and to
determine the nature of their interrelated parts. This, said Phillips, makes
knowledge impossible, as it means we must know all relations of an entity
to fully understand it. He found this version of holism promoted by Lloyd
Morgan, J.S. Haldane, Dewey, Gestalt theory, vitalists, and General
Systems Theory. The second problematic holism equates to anti-reduc-
tionism, which asserts that properties of wholes, once they are discovered,
cannot be understood solely in terms of their parts. Phillips attributes this
idea to Durkheim’s critique of methodological individualism.*

Karl Popper would agree with Phillips. He regarded holism as inter-
twined with biological organicism, utopianism, and a deterministic view
of history. Popper argued that “the totality of all the properties or aspects
of a thing, and especially of all the relations holding between its constitu-
ent parts” are impossible objects of study, which makes holism an im-
possible method.”* Although not using the term here, Popper can be said
to promote methodological individualism, which has been regarded as the
opposite of holism, or methodological collectivism, and has been fre-
quently debated under the label “the individualism-holism debate”.”
Charles Taylor is among those who have challenged the very idea that
holism and (methodological) collectivism must be opposed to atomism
and (methodological) individualism. He calls his alternative “holist indi-
vidualism” and claims that it is politically progressive (liberal and com-
munitarian), rejecting both totalitarianism and atomistic individualism.”

This section highlights that, like scholars in medicine and psychology,
pedagogues have regarded holism as a humanistic alternative to scientism.
A rather abstract and itself an oppositional term, holism in these fields is
best described in terms of what it rejects: materialism, atomistic indi-
vidualism, specialization, reductionism, and mind-body dualism. In phi-
losophy and social science, debates on holism have tended to be internal,
and the term has been more clearly defined. While holism has been and
used without connections to the counterculture in these fields, it has still
been ideologically loaded. Some proponents have described it as progres-
sive, while critics, such as Popper, have regarded holism as totalitarian.*
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Holistic Ecology and Environmentalism

Ecology, next to medicine and psychology, is the science in which the
terms holism and holistic have been used most frequently. In the 1930s,
many of the discussions on holism took place in the multilingual journal
Acta Biotheoretica, founded in 1935 by, among others, Adolf Meyer, one of
the advocates of holistic biology (Ganzheitshiologie). One key debate
concerned whether Smuts’ holism best accounted for a biology informed
by quantum physics. Meyer supported Smuts, arguing that he had resolved
the dualisms between vitalism and mechanism, monism and pluralism.
Opponents disagreed, arguing that holism, despite what Smuts had said,”
was synonymous with entelechy: an Aristotelian notion revived by neo-
vitalist Hans Driesch to describe the idea that an internal principle causes
organisms to strive towards self-actualization.”

This is a rare example of a debate in which Holismus is used alongside
the more common German word Ganzheit. The German debate was,
however, short-lived. Acta Biotheoretica barely persisted during World War
IL,”” and Smuts’ ideas had far more influence on ecological thinking in the
English-speaking world. He was the leader of one of the two competing
ecological schools in the British Empire, his main followers being the
South African holists John William Bews and John Phillips. Their chief
rival was Oxford Professor George Tansley, who promoted a mechanistic
ecosystems theory. While English ecologists were sceptical towards holism,
the decreasing number of idealist philosophers considered Smuts an ally
and invited him to lecture in Oxford in 1929. Previously that year, the
mechanists and the holists had debated at a British Association for the
Advancement of Science meeting in Cape Town. This, according to Anker,
set the stage for “the most important ecological debate of the interwar
period”, between Tansley and Phillips.”® The debate concerned how
ecology could be expanded beyond botany to include humans.*”

Phillips’ most important contribution to ecological holism was his
three-part series in the Journal of Ecology (1934-1935), in which he discussed
the emergence of new properties in the progressive development and
formation of new wholes. Acknowledging parallels between holism,
organicism, Gestalt theory, and emergentism, Phillips stressed that holism
is an active, operative, and synthesizing cause, serving “both a starting
point and a goal in the scientific study of communities”.'® While his
primary focus was on “biotic communities”, Phillips claimed that his
principles extended to “groups, societies, nations and Nature”.'*! In a more
popular text, he described the “ecological attitude towards facts and their
meaning” as “holistic”, linking it to a “more humane outlook on life” and

“a feeling of a mighty reverence”.'?
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Phillips believed it was necessary to achieve balance between humans
and the biotic community they belong to (but also disturb). He extended
scientific views of holistic ecology into the realm of politics, hoping to
address problems related to “biological principles in social groups” and
racial relations.’” Phillips advocated birth control, especially in “the lower
classes”, and held that “complete freedom of action” must not be granted
too hastily to “Native races”.!**

The supporters of mechanism, who often were socialists, criticized the
holists for legitimating racial oppression. Another common critique was
that a holistic approach to ecology lacked practical value.'” However, there
were also similarities. Tansley recognized that life’s origin and the relation
between inorganic and organic matter, the external world, and the human
mind needed to be explained, but dismissed Smuts’ idealistic concept of
holism. Inspired by Freud, Tansley suggested that science aimed to become
aware of the hidden systems of the human psyche, society, and the natural
world.! He promoted the concept of ecosystem, which, unlike holism
and “biotic community”, was tied neither to a fixed image of the universe
nor to racial politics. The scale was, however, equally ambitious, covering
everything “from the universe as a whole down to the atom”.1"

Fast-forward three decades and holism has become detached from
Smuts, Bews, Phillips, and their racial politics. Since the 1960s, holism
and ecosystems theory have been perceived as compatible, or ecosystems
theory has been considered a potential mediator between holism and
reductionism, which are, perhaps, united in a “new ecology” that, by
operating on the ecosystem level, is more large-scale and integrative, link-
ing social and natural science. It has also been suggested that holism and
reductionism are “co-operating and mutually dependent”.!®

Holism in ecology, as in other fields, has been most controversial when
it intersects with ideological, existential, or spiritual matters. In the late
1960s, chemist James Lovelock, in collaboration with biologist Lynn
Margulis, portrayed Earth as a single superorganism, an evolving “adap-
tive control system” that is “open but bounded”.' Lovelock, secking both
to advance science and inspire awe for Earth, named the superorganism
Gaia after the Greek Earth goddess. The Gaia hypothesis, labelled “holis-
tic” by Lovelock and others, stirred controversy among scientists, who
claimed it was teleological and incompatible with the theory of natural
selection.’® Lovelock rejected both charges and attacked reductionists,
who “in their dogmatic crusade have made holism a pejorative term, and
now cybernetics, Gaia and systems analysis are categorized with ‘new
age’ philosophy and organic food”.""* He insisted that both holism and
reductionism were needed, but failed to convince most members of the
scientific community of the need for the Gaia hypothesis. It has mainly
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found resonance among the New Age community and environmentalists,
where all kinds of holistic ideas flourish.!'

Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis aligns with other holistic trends in ecology
where spiritual, ideological, and epistemic concerns intersect. For example,
Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess’ deep ecology has often been regarded
as holistic, although Naess himself used the term rarely and not uncritically.
Naess stressed the importance of approaching Nature (always with capital
N) as “an ultimate whole” and with a religious love inspired by Spinoza.!®

Holism s also prevalent in ecofeminism, notably in Carolyn Merchant’s
investigation of conceptualizations of nature and their connection to
gender in the early modern period. Her The Death of Nature (1980) was an
attack on mechanism and the cultural construction of nature and women
as passive and subordinate resources for exploitation. The book ends with
a plea for a holism inspired by Smuts. Like him, Merchant argued that
discoveries in quantum physics and thermodynamics have shown that the
mechanistic worldview must be abandoned for an organic processual
understanding of nature and the universe. This, Merchant hoped, would
lead to “a new economic order [...] and the restoration of sustainable
ecosystems that fulfill basic human physical and spiritual needs”.'** Like
pedagogical and medical holists, Merchant drew inspiration from the past:

Historically, holistic presuppositions about nature have been assumed by
communities of people who have succeeded in living in equilibrium with
their environments. The idea of cyclical processes, of the interconnected-
ness of all things, and the assumption that nature is active and alive are
fundamental to the history of human thought. No element of an interlock-
ing cycle can be removed without the collapse of the cycle. The parts
themselves thus take their meaning from the whole.!*?

Like the holistic health movement, ecological holists have often sought
to integrate ancient, pagan, indigenous, and Eastern approaches to spir-
ituality with Western science.!¢ However, some ecofeminists have shown
less interest in the spiritual aspects of holistic ecology and have rather
stressed the ideological content. For example, Betty Jean Craige has argued
that ecofeminism should be fused with multiculturalism and the progres-
sive politics of social movements into an anti-hierarchical vision she called
cultural holism."” While Smuts also viewed holism as supporting progres-
sive politics, his version of progressivism was racist and liberal, rather than
anti-racist and radical, which has been the case since the counterculture
appropriated holism in the 1970s.
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Conclusion

This study provides an example of what the history of an epistemic term
might look like, an approach that overlaps with and is complementary to
conceptual history. The present article, with its interdisciplinary and
transnational scope, builds bridges between narrower previous studies.
However, because of the amount of empirical material covered, the study
has not been able to examine particular cases and their contexts in depth.

Holism has often promised to infuse science with existential and social
meaning. It concerns relations between mind and body, humans and their
(social and natural) environment, parts and wholes. Holism’s partner-
terms include interdependence, organicism, process, Gestalt, and synthesis.
Among its counter-terms we find materialism, mechanism, reductionism,
specialization, and analysis.

For Smuts, holism was a matter of reconciling science and religion, while
the main concern of proponents of holistic medicine has been to broaden
medical practice by drawing inspiration from history and non-Western
cultures. Since holistic medicine became intertwined with the counter-
culture and New Age in the 1970s, it has typically been portrayed as
pseudo-scientific. This has not been the case in other scientific disciplines,
not even psychology, despite holistic psychologists Perls and Maslow be-
ing involved in the Californian counterculture through the Esalen Insti-
tute. While previous research on holism in psychology has focused on
Gestalt theory, Goldstein, and Maslow, the present article shows that
actors such as James, Dewey, Adler, Horney, and Kelman could be in-
cluded in a longer history of holistic psychology, which remains to be
written. The same applies to holistic ecology, where the first half of
the twentieth century has been covered by Anker’s Imperial Ecology, but
the history of ecological holism from the 1960s to twenty-first-century
debates about the Anthropocene has yet to be told. The present study
suggests that these are promising areas for further research.

An interesting feature of holism is its varying ideological associations.
Smuts thought holism supported his racist social liberalism, while critics
associated it with totalitarianism. Since the 1970s, it has frequently been
connected to environmentalism. In pedagogy, holism has become
synonymous with “progressive”, while, in philosophy, as in social science,
the meaning of holism is often more specific and sometimes lack both
ideological and spiritual connotations, such as in Quine’s “meaning
holism.” However, there are also critics (like Karl Popper) and defenders
of holism in these disciplines that regard its epistemic and ideological
aspects to be interconnected. For example, Charles Taylor linked his
holistic hermeneutical approach to communitarian politics while seeking
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to overcome the dualism between methodological individualism and
methodological collectivism (the latter often synonymous with “holism”
in the social sciences). Thus, besides providing a historical investigation
of a scientific term, this study exemplifies the importance of analysing the
intersection between epistemology, ideology, and spirituality. In the case
of holism, its various spiritual and ideological connotations are arguably
important not only for understanding the criticism it has attracted but
also for explaining its continuing appeal.!’®
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