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Abst ract
Because the "ideal human"concept is culturally and socially
bound, then there can be no universal agreenent on what
constitutes perfection. Thus, the concept of perfectionis
subj ective. Further, no one individual can be perfect
because humans are nultidi mensional and thus will always be
surpassed by others on different qualities that the
i ndi vidual |acks. The rel evance of acceptance of
inperfection to disability studies is explored.

Like it or not, all humans are inperfect. Perfection is an
i deal that cannot be reached (Lazarsfeld, 1991). But why? This
article proposes several explanations why perfection cannot be
obtai ned by any individual. The inplications for disability
studies of the position that no human is perfect will be explored
inthis article.

Subj ectivity of Perfection

No one individual can have a perfect level of all the
desired qualities of a human. It is an inpossibility because as
one deconstructs what an ideal human should be it becones
apparent that there is no universally-accepted standard of an
i deal human. The ideal human is culturally and socially bound
such that there could be no universal agreenent upon the
qualities of the "perfect" individual. Hence, the status of
absol ute perfection is subjective and can never be obtained. It
is illusionary to think otherw se.

Perfection is subjective because its definition depends upon
one's social, noral, cultural, personal standards, and worl d-
view. Thus, any claimupon perfection can and will always remain
a relative perfection. An individual that believes or is believed
to be nearing perfection is only categorized thusly by a sel ect
group of individuals. Not all humans would agree with this
group's clains that the specific human is perfect since there
woul d be sonme quality - out of the multitude of qualities that
could be chosen - that this individual |acked as conpared to sone



ot her human or hunmans.

For exanple, the individual who is placed in a role of
"perfection" by a certain group of individuals for sone quality,
such as a physical feature like slimess, may not be viewed as
neari ng physical perfection in a culture that val ues physi cal
abundance or nuscularity as signs of physical beauty. O if a
certain individual is recognized for his or her internal
qualities, such as being the smartest individual or having the
greatest chess-playing abilities, there would be a group of
i ndi vidual s who do not value those qualities of |ogic and
reasoning abilities as a reflection of the "perfect" person.
Hence, the fact that no human can be perfect can be understood by
a realization that the definition of perfection is itself a
subj ective vi ewpoi nt.

Norms of Perfection

It is conmmon know edge (consci ous and unconsci ous) that
norns exi st about what constitutes an ideal human. These soci al
norns refer, nore often than not, to the physical qualities that
a popul ati on of people believe that an individual should possess,
such as a whol e body of a certain shape and size. Perfection is
framed in terns of these social norns and is often (but not
al ways) judged unidi nensionally based on physicality. If a
newbor n baby arrives that does not fit the expected normof a
"perfect" baby due to a physical difference or disability, then
it is considered "bad" news that has to be communicated to its
parents (Bicknell, 1983).

Uni di nensi onal thinking about people may permit the concept
of perfection to flourish. For exanple, the enphasis upon a
certain | eanness of body is viewed in certain cultures as a
synbol of perfection. However, if nultidinmensional thinking is
encouraged, it becones apparent that no human can be perfect.
Whereas a certain individual may be adm red as the nost beautiful
person or as the nost intelligent froma specific cultural

vi ewpoi nt, we would still be able to find others in that sane
popul ati on who surpass the selected individual on different
qualities, such as |ovingness toward others, a brilliant orator,

or one who has profound spiritual insight.

Thus, no single human is perfect, because 1) no one
i ndi vidual can manifest all qualities that are deened as
representing perfection to a population and 2) a population wll
never absol utely agree upon what one quality constitutes
perfection out of the nmultitude of qualities existing in a
mul ti di mensi onal sense (e.g. internal as well as external
qualities) in individuals. Problens arise when a select group of
peopl e decide that one quality is the standard of perfection,
whether it be ethnicity or political beliefs, which when taken to
the extrenme, have been nmanifested in highly negative, destructive
soci al forces such as Nazism or conmuni sm

In addition to the subjectivity of perfection, for every
i ndi vidual who is deened "the best” or "highest"” on a certain
external or internal quality, there will always be another



i ndi vi dual who surpasses the individual on another quality.
Hence, the "fiction of perfection" (Lazarsfeld, 1991) usually
entails a unidinensional neans of view ng of a person by an
excl usive focus on one quality. Since every individual is

mul tifaceted, then this fact of the nultidinmensional nature of
i ndi viduals precludes the ability of an individual to surpass
ot hers on every possible human quality.

The di chot onmous thi nking of perfection/inperfectionis
simlar to the dichotonous thinking of disability/ability. For
exanpl e, the phrase describing people without disabilities as
"tenporal ly-abled" inplies that once an individual has a
disability, then they lose all their abilities. This ignores that
all humans have a range of abilities and qualities in which they
may surpass many ot hers. However, inperfections and disabilities
w |l always exist sinmultaneously with qualities that may be
vi ewed socially as approaching perfection along with abilities.
As Aroki asany (1993) stated, "Every single person has sone
ability while no person has infinite perfection" (p. 83).

What needs to be enphasi zed, when di scussing social norns
especially in the context of disability, is that no human can
becone perfect. Sonme humans nmay have one or several favorable
qualities that are well-devel oped, but because of the
mul ti di mensi onal nature of humans no individual can be denoted as
perfect, flaw ess, or unequivocally without fault. Al humans are
i nperfect. Many acknow edge that perfection is inpossible in real
life (Arokiasany, 1993; Lazarsfeld, 1991; Pacht, 1984). Yet, the
strong force of social nornms distracts people fromthis fact.
Like the inevitability of death, the fact of inperfection is
suppressed and deni ed by many. Pacht (1984) described a client
who believed she was perfect even pointing out that the word
"inperfect" can be "visualized as |I.M PERFECT whi ch of course
reads, | amperfect” (p. 388).

Application to Disability Studies

The assertion that no human is perfect is relevant to the
field of disability studies for nmany reasons. First, perceptions
are held by many people that individuals with physical or nental
disabilities are inperfect and thus are avoi ded due to fear of
safety or contagion (Smart, 2001). Such discrimnation and stigm
is a blatant disregard and denial for the fact that no human is
perfect. The anger, avoidance, blane, and stigma that is often
heaped upon individuals with disabilities could be explained as a
projection of an individual's own insecurity and non-acceptance
of the fact that he or she is also inperfect. The projection of
the "fiction of perfection" (Lazarsfeld, 1991) unfortunately
finds a target in people with disabilities. This may occur
because disabilities may serve as a threat to one's conscious and
unconsci ous body i mage (Livneh, 1982) which may include beliefs
about the inportance of (physical) perfection. Disability may
al so pose an unconsci ous rem nder of death (Livneh, 1982) which
could be viewed as the ultimate form of inperfection due to not
having control over all aspects of one's life.



Smart (2001) reports on the attitude that leads to
"inperfect"” people with disabilities being bl ocked or discouraged
frommarrying or having children due to the concern about passing
the "inperfection"” onto others. Wiat is wong with this concept?
The error lies squarely in the irrational belief that there are
humans who are perfect. Stone (1995) wote about the pervasive
social nyth of bodily perfection. Yet, cognitive and enoti onal
perfection should also be included in her analysis. Thus, the
bottomline is that it is a nyth that anyone can claimto be
perfect.

To enphasi ze once again, perceived perfectionis a relative
concept according to one's social and cultural viewpoint. Thus,
true perfection is unobtainable by humans because there can never
be an accepted standard of what constitutes total perfection. In
addi tion, no one human can exhibit all the qualities that are
deened as a sign of perfection since one can easily find another
quality of this individual that is surpassed by another
i ndi vi dual .

The sane logic that is used to counter the perception that
there are "perfect” humans can be used to address the thoughts
when an individual declares that it is not "fair" that he or she

has a disability. Is absolute fairness possible, |ike absolute
perfection? And if so, upon what qualities and by whose standards
is fairness (or perfection) judged? Fairness, |like perfection, is

a perceived quality that depends upon the individual's worldview.
"Fairness [like perfection] is not a universal/objective concept"
(H. Livneh, personal communication, January 13, 2001). For
exanple, if an individual picks a certain quality claimng that
absol ute fairness would be that everyone earns the sane incone
(e.g., a communi st society), then a problem arises when one

i ndi vidual works harder than the other. Is it "fair" that they
are paid the sanme anount? Translating this into disability
topics, is it "fair" that individuals differ widely on any one
quality, whether it be physical, enotional, or cognitive
abilities? Wuld perfect fairness be achieved if we all were the
sane on a specific quality, yet differed widely on other
qualities? And who woul d choose which specific quality would be
nmost desirable for all of us to be equivalent? In a simlar way,
who decides what qualities would nmake up a "perfect" person?

Acceptance of | nperfection

I ndi viduals with congenital or sudden-onset disabilities may
internalize the stigma that "disability neans inperfection”
(Smart, 2001). They may view disability as "a constant rem nder
of inperfection” (Bicknell, 1983). These highly | aden, negative
connotations of having a disability is one reason why sone nay
argue that an individual should not "accept" the disabl ed aspect
of his or her nental or physical life. However, if the argunent
shifts from whet her one should or should not accept a specific
disability that exists in one's |life to the argunent that all no
human is perfect, then the i ssue becones: does an individual
accept that they are inperfect, |ike everyone? The fact that



society as a whol e denies that each and every person has

i nperfections and that there can be no perfect person is a |arger
i ssue. The negative connotation placed upon physical or nental
disabilities by society can be recognized as a formof projection
of fears about facing one's own inperfection and finiteness.

Thus, a baby with a disability should not be |abeled "inperfect”
by the parents (Bicknell, 1983) as if there was a hunman that was
perfect.

It seens reasonable to focus in disability research upon how
singul ar individuals react and respond to their disabilities,
framed in terns of adjustment to disability, in order to
facilitate their greater functioning as reflected by the work of
Li vneh and Antonak (1997) and others. But another prong in the
subj ect of adjustnent to disability would be to confront the
rejection of disability by addressing the irrational but
wi despread social belief that humans are or can be perfect.
Instead of the nyth or fiction of perfection, other nore
realistic philosophies could be posited such as "to fail |ess and
less is the only goal human beings are able to reach, since
faul tl essness is out of the human real mf (Lazarsfeld, 1991, p.
95). Hence, the prem ses for a philosophy of rehabilitation, as
stated by Arokiasany (1993), should also include that all humans
are inperfect.

Instead of an irrational pursuit of unobtainable perfection,
i ndi vidual s shoul d be encouraged to appreciate the uni que
qualities that they and others have in differing capabilities,
anounts, and |levels. As an obvious synbolization of inperfection,
disability mght be utilized to hei ghten awareness of the fact
that is denied and di sregarded by many: all humans are inperfect.
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