What prompted Abraham Maslow to look for self-actualizing people?


When Maslow returned to New York in 1935 after receiving his Ph.D. at Wisconsin, he had no conception of self-actualization and no particular interest in studying the psychologically healthy person.  His research had been on sex and dominance.  However, New York City during the late 1930's was the center of the psychological universe.  Some of the finest social scientists in the world—many recently immigrating from Europe—lived there, and these men and women learned from each other.  Abe Maslow was no exception; among others, he was greatly influenced by Alfred Adler, Kurt Koffka, Erich Fromm, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, Karen Horney, Margaret Mead, Kurt Goldstein, Max Wertheimer, and Ruth Benedict.  


He regarded these people as his mentors, but his admiration for Wertheimer and Benedict went far beyond mentoring.  He idolized them and wondered why they seemed to be so different from most other people.  His love and admiration for each of these two unusual people led him to begin taking notes on the fundamental characteristics of each.  Soon, he realized that, although the two were different from each other—Wertheimer was a male European Gestalt psychologist whereas Benedict was a female American anthropologist—a single pattern seemed to characterize their lives. 


At the same time, Maslow was enthralled by the child-like behaviors of his young daughters, Ann and Ellen.  Like Wertheimer and Benedict, Ann and Ellen were very different from each other, yet they were both energetic, curious, buoyant, and playful.  He saw the same qualities of wonder, awe, and exuberance in his two favorite mentors that he observed in his children.


What made Wertheimer and Benedict so special?  He began to ponder this question and to look for answers.  In May of 1945, he began to take notes on what he called the "Good Human Being" (Hoffman, 1988).  He began to ask himself questions about these special people and thought about studying them through personal interviews, but he had problems finding enough Good Human Beings.  The young students in his classes would be willing volunteers, but could he find Good Human Beings among their ranks?  What personality inventories could he use?  Contemporary personality tests were mostly designed to detect neuroses and unhealthy traits, whereas Maslow was interested to discovering the very healthiest of humans.  When he tested students he suspected of being Good Human Beings, he usually found that their scores did not agree with his earlier assessment of them.  Maslow wondered if 20-year old college students could be Good Human Beings in the same sense that middle-aged Wertheimer and Benedict were Good Human Beings (Hoffman, 1988).  


Maslow found a number of older people who seemed to have some of the characteristics for which he was searching, but when he interviewed these people to learn what made them special, he was almost always disappointed.  Typically, he found them to be well-adjusted but lacking the flame, spark and excitement he was looking for (Lowry, 1973).   Maslow was forced to conclude that emotional security and good adjustment were not dependable predictors of being a Good Human; that is, being self-actualizing.


Maslow faced additional handicaps in his quest for the self-actualizing person.  First, he was trying to find a personality syndrome that had never been clearly identified.  


Second, he knew that he was biased in favor of young, attractive women.  His experience interviewing young women concerning their sex life had given him valuable training in interviewing, but it had also clouded his judgment of young women.     


Third, many of the people he believed to be self-actualizing refused to participate in his search.  They weren't much interested in what Professor Maslow was trying to do.  Maslow (1968a) later commented that not one single person he identified as definitely self-actualizing would agree to be tested   They seemed to value their privacy too much to share their selves with the world.  He reasoned that psychologically healthy individuals would have no need to impress anyone and that their need for privacy might itself be a mark of self-actualization.  Indeed, the need for privacy later became one of the primary characteristics of self-actualizing people.


Rather than being discouraged by his inability to find self-actualizing people, Maslow decided to take a different approach—he began reading biographies of famous people to see if could find the Good Human Being among saints, sages, national heros, and artists.  While learning about the lives of these great people, Maslow suddenly had an "Ah ha" experience.  Rather than asking "What makes Max Wertheimer and Ruth Benedict self-actualizing," he turned the question around and asked, "Why aren't all of us self-actualizing?"  This new slant on the problem gradually changed Maslow's conception of humanity.  We can all be self-actualizing; our human nature carries with it a tremendous potential for being a Good Human Being.  If we haven't reached this high level of functioning it is because we are in some manner crippled or pathological.  We fail to satisfy our self-actualization needs when our lower level needs become blocked, that is when we cannot satisfy our needs for food, safety, love and belongingness, and esteem.  This insight led Maslow to postulate a hierarchy of basic needs that must be regularly satisfied before we become fully human.


By January of 1946, he was able to write: 

The notion I am working toward is of some ideal of human nature, closely approximated in reality by a few "self-actualized" people.  Everyone else is sick in greater or lesser degrees. . . . 
There seems no intrinsic reason why everyone shouldn't be this way.  Apparently, every baby has possibilities for self-actualization, but most get it knocked out of them. (Lowry, 1973, p.91)

Maslow went on to say that he no longer regarded self-actualizing people as ordinary people with something added, but rather as ordinary people with nothing taken away.


Once he had learned to ask the right questions, Maslow continued his quest for the self-actualizing person.  To facilitate his search, he identified a profile for psychological health.  After selecting a sample of potentially healthy individuals, he carefully studied these people to build this personality profile.  Next, he refined his original definition and then reselected potential self-actualizers, retaining some, eliminating others, and adding new ones.  Then he repeated the entire procedure with the second group, making some changes in the definition and the criteria of self-actualization.  Maslow (1970) continued this cyclical process to a third or fourth selection group or until he was satisfied that he had refined a vague, unscientific concept into a precise, scientific definition of the self-actualizing person.


However, Maslow's search for the self-actualizing person did not end with his empirical studies.  In his later years, he would frequently speculate about self-actualization with little evidence to support his suppositions.  He asked and answered such questions as "What percent of the population is self-actualizing"?  "Could children be self-actualizing"?  "What about intellectually challenged individuals"? and "What does it mean to be self-actualizing in non-Western societies"?   A lack of empirical evidence on these questions did not deter Maslow from speculating on their answers.


First, what percent of the population is self-actualizing?  Because all humans have the potential for self-actualization, Maslow (1996, p. 89) suggested that "many more [self-actualizing] people exist than you might suspect.  Certainly, they are not common, but if you go hunting, you will find them."  He guessed that the psychologically healthiest 1% of the adult population of the United States is self-actualizing.  These are people who are regularly satisfied in their lower needs and who embrace the Being-values.


Second, can children be self-actualizing?  Of course, children have many characteristics in common with self-actualizing people.  They are frequently spontaneous, simple, natural, creative, and possess an efficient perception of reality.  However, few children are capable of the autonomy needed to satisfy physiological, safety, love, and esteem needs.  Fewer yet would spontaneously embrace the B-values, the final step toward achieving self-actualization.  By Maslow's definition, then, children could not be self-actualizing.


Third, can intellectually challenged people become self-actualized?  Because most people Maslow identified as self-actualizing were highly intelligent, the question of intellectually challenged people becoming self-actualizing is difficult to answer.   Intellectually challenged people may be capable of full use of their limited capacities and talents, but this is only one criterion for self-actualization.  Like children, they may not possess the autonomy necessary to develop profound interpersonal relations or the ability to identify with the Being-Values.  Nevertheless, Maslow, in an interview with Willard Frick (1971), said that he did not know what self-actualization means in "feeble-minded people", but he did not rule out that possibility.


Finally, what does self-actualization mean in non-Western societies?  Again, Maslow did not fully answer this question, but in an unpublished paper titled "Can Monks Be Self-Actualizing,"?  Maslow (1996) suggested that the inner-directed people of Asian nations such as Zen sages and Buddhist monks may be more emotionally integrated than self-actualizers in Western societies, but they are probably NOT self-actualizing.  Maslow's reasoning was that these sages and monks usually have to be materially supported by other people and therefore lack the autonomy essential for self-actualization.  In Maslow's words: "To integrate inwardly and attain serenity at the cost of giving up the external world—in effect escaping and avoiding it—is ultimately a form of phoniness" (p. 33).   By these words, Maslow again eliminated a group of people from self-actualization because they did not have the autonomy to satisfy lower level needs.


Although Maslow's highly speculative methods are open to criticism, he taught us to be less concerned with people's psychopathology and more interested in their psychological health.  
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