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MODEL OF SELF-ACTUALIZATION
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Summary

Abraham Maslow proposed what has become an almost definitive
model of self-actualization with his theory of a hierarchy of needs. It
is based heavily on Western and individualistic ideals of personal
growth that de-emphasize the importance of relatedness in self-
actualization. Critiques of this Western notion of relatedness have
come from feminist thinkers, existential philosophers, environmen-
talists, and more. In light of these critiques it seems prudent to
rethink Maslow’s hierarchy and his implicit assumptions about the
health of autonomous living. Maslow is not dismissive of related-
ness. His emphasis on relationships as vehicles for personal growth,
however, is limited mostly to his discussion of peak experiences and
those already highly self-actualized. The authors suggest here a
modification to Maslow’s hierarchy that more fully considers posi-
tive views of relatedness. This new interpersonal model of self-actu-
alization emphasizes the importance of relatedness as the sub-
stance of individual growth at all levels of psychological
development. Implications of this theory for parenting, family life,
community living, and creative expression are also discussed.
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As a distinctly American psychology, Abraham Maslow’s humanis-
tic hierarchy of needs proposes a very individualistic notion of the
processes leading to self-actualization. Maslow (1987) was not
wholly unaware of the biases within the cultural milieu from
which his theory emerged, and stated: “The United States particu-
larly is dominated by the Puritan and pragmatic spirit, which
stresses work, struggle and striving, soberness and earnestness,
and, above all, purposefulness” (p. 62). This Puritan spirit does
embrace relatedness, especially in the sense of service to the com-
munity and God. At the same time, however, the spirit of pragma-
tism and purposefulness,when applied to relatedness,undermines
the potential for personal growth through relationship; relation-
ships become seen as purposeful rather than purposes in and of
themselves. By “relatedness,” we refer to an expression of an indi-
vidual’s worldview beyond their own sense of self, an expression
that often involves connection and commitment to an outside other
or entity. Although Maslow was aware of this cultural milieu, he
was not able to divorce himself from these North American biases,
which manifested themselves heavily in his conception of human
relationships and their role in self-actualization. To be sure,
Maslow is not dismissive of relatedness. He does discuss the con-
cept of B-love, which he describes as a growth motive, one that is an
unselfish giving of love to another.Unfortunately,as it is commonly
presented, this never became a well-known aspect of Maslow’s the-
ory and was overshadowed by his general categorization of love
and belongingness as deficiency motives. Maslow’s many contribu-
tions to humanistic thought are unquestioningly positive. It seems
prudent, however, in the era of feminist theory, to rethink Maslow’s
hierarchy. Here we suggest a more accommodating modification of
this hierarchy—one that emphasizes the importance of interper-
sonal relationships beyond their purpose of fulfilling deficiency
needs.

Maslow does operate within the rubric of relatedness, but it is
relatedness in the context of goal directedness and purpose. The
lower needs cannot be satisfied without other people; we are
dependent on others to help satisfy these needs. For the un-self-
actualized, relationships are the means by which the love and
belongingness needs are met. They are used as tools. A relation-
ship becomes a hammer used to put together the wood to build a
house (self-actualization). Once built, there is no need for the ham-
mer (except for remodeling or an occasional repair). An expanded
view of relationships in Maslow’s hierarchy would count related-
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ness as the wood of the self-actualized structure. The substance of
the relationship, not just its utility, is important toward the goal of
self-actualization.

According to Maslow,many people seek loving relationships,but
they do so out of a sense of deficiency. Maslow (1987) stated:

Just as the tree needs sunshine and water and food, so do most peo-
ple need love, safety, and other basic human need gratifications that
can come only from without. But once these external satisfiers are
obtained, once these inner deficiencies are satisfied by outside
satisfiers, the true problem of individual human development
begins, namely self-actualization. (p. 136)

For self-actualizing people, the need for love and belongingness
presumably has been fulfilled and no longer exists. In this model
the self-actualized person’s need for relatedness lessens, and soli-
tude is often sought. Relatedness as a growth motive (e.g., B-love),
although present to a certain extent in Maslow’s writings, is not
readily evident in his hierarchy. This, it is argued, belies the impor-
tance of connection and relationship in self-actualization, an im-
portance often underemphasized by Maslow.

The area where Maslow is most open to and clearly supports the
benefits of relatedness is in his discussion of peak experiences.
Maslow (1970) discussed the “rhapsodic, isomorphic communica-
tions” that can occur between those who have peak experiences:

There is a kind of I-Thou communication of intimates, of friends, of
sweethearts, or of brothers rather than the more usual kind of sub-
ject-object, perceiver-percept, investigator-subject relationship in
which separation, distance, detachment are thought to be the only
way to bring greater objectivity . . . B-love encourages B-cognition,
i.e. unselfish, understanding love for the Being or intrinsic nature of
the other, makes it possible to perceive and enjoy the other as an end
in himself (not as a selfish means or as an instrument), and, there-
fore,makes more possible the perception of the nature of the other in
its own right. (pp. 87-88)

This is precisely the kind of relatedness and connection that is not
readily evident in Maslow’s hierarchy. By limiting his emphasis on
relatedness to the discussion of the peak experience and the self-
actualized, and more generally categorizing love and
belongingness needs as deficiency motives, Maslow undermines
the potential for growth through relationship at all levels of psy-
chological development.
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A full discussion of relatedness, however, must do more than
examine our relationships with other people. Emphasizing inter-
personal relationships neglects the importance of a different kind
of relationship in self-actualization, that between an individual
and his or her environment.Maslow (1987) talked about the ability
of the healthy individual (the self-actualizing individual) to thrive
in an environment or culture that may not be the most conducive to
personal growth. Whereas this may be the case, Maslow’s rationale
is highly individualistic. He said that self-actualizing men and
women are able to transcend an inadequate environment “because
of the ability of healthy people to be detached from their surround-
ings, which is the same as saying that they live by their inner laws
rather than by outer pressures” (p. 121). This ability to “detach” is
seen as advantageous and implies that the tendency to “attach,”
whether it be to another individual or the environment, is not con-
ducive to self-actualizing.What is important to recognize,however,
is that attachment in and of itself is not in conflict with self-actual-
ization; it is attachment to an inadequate environment that
Maslow saw as keeping people from personal growth. Maslow
(1968) also spoke of the need for a “clear recognition of transcen-
dence of the environment, independence of it, ability to stand
against it, to fight it, to neglect it, or to turn one’s back on it, to
refuse it or adapt to it” (p. 180). The term transcendence is used
because it implies something beyond just mastery and competence
over one’s environment. Of “mastery” and “competence,” Maslow
(1968) parenthetically noted:

(I pass up the temptation to discuss the masculine, Western, and
American character of these terms. Would a woman, a Hindu, or
even a Frenchman think primarily in terms of mastery or compe-
tence?) For a theory of mental health, extra-psychic success is not
enough; we must also include intra-psychic health. (p. 180)

Again, Maslow was aware of certain biases in previous thought on
motivation and self-actualization. His attempts to shed himself of
these biases, however, seemed to fall short of fully appreciating
emotional connections with the social and environmental
world. By transcending environmental concerns individuals are
again forced to embrace autonomy (whether it be from other indi-
viduals or the environment) if they are to follow the path of self-
actualization.
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Critiques of Western, individualistic, male-biased notions of
relatedness like Maslow’s have come from various thinkers and
traditions. Most salient are the critiques of feminist writers
(Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982; Keller, 1996) who suggested that
women have a different conception of interpersonal relationships
than do men. Also, existential philosophers (Buber, 1937/1970;
Marcel, 1964) have focused on the unique and creative aspects that
come out of relationships between people.Furthermore, there have
been individuals who have stressed the importance of human
relatedness to the environment and physical surroundings
(Germain, 1991; Kurokawa, 1997; Roszak, 1979). All of these ideas
have profound implications for the central values and tenets of
humanistic psychology.

FEMINISM AND CHANGING
NOTIONS OF RELATEDNESS

Feminist critiques of male-biased notions of relatedness have
been particularly powerful. Gilligan’s (1982) premise, specifically
in the realm of moral development, was that women operate under
a different set of values than men. For women, relationships are
not simply a means toward an end, but they are an end in and of
themselves. She argued that women’s psychological makeup “is a
world of relationships and psychological truths where an aware-
ness of the connection between people gives rise to a recognition of
responsibility for one another, a perception of the need for
response” (p. 30). This view of women’s experience does not fit well
into Maslow’s male-biased hierarchy. There is no great need in the
self-actualized person, according to Maslow, to maintain these
affiliations and relationships. In fact, this tendency toward relat-
edness would actually be a hindrance toward self-actualization
because it minimizes the importance of self-reliance and individu-
alism. Are men more efficiently equipped to explore the road of
self-actualization? Gilligan (1982) would answer “no” and speaks
of a paradox common to human experience of men and women:
“That we know ourselves as separate only insofar as we live in con-
nection with others, and that we experience relationship only inso-
far as we differentiate other from self” (p. 63).

From a psychoanalytic perspective, Chodorow (1978) attempted
to explain this gender-based difference in relatedness developmen-
tally. She contended that in most societies women not only bear
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children but also have the responsibility for the care and nurture of
infants. She proposed a psychoanalytic account of development
based on the premise that mother-daughter relationships are
inherently different than mother-son relationships. Initially
dependent on maternal care, male and female infants gradually
become aware of their own separateness from the primary care-
giver, usually the mother. However, “Because they are the same
gender as their daughters,” wrote Chodorow, “and have been girls,
mothers of daughters tend not to experience these infant daugh-
ters as separate from them in the same way as do mothers of infant
sons” (p.109).Male infants, on the other hand,by virtue of their dif-
ferent gender, are experienced by mothers as more differentiated.
Therefore, the female child does not have to split from the mother
as completely as a male child to gain a sense of their own gender
identity. This sets up a pattern in adults where women seek rela-
tionships and men seek separation, both as a means toward iden-
tity formation. As a male-centered theory, therefore, Maslow’s self-
actualization is attained through a process of separation.

From a historical perspective, Keller (1996) applied feminist cri-
tiques to the philosophy of science and the whole of scientific
thought. In general, she contended that objectivity, a goal of tradi-
tional scientific inquiry, is associated with autonomy and mascu-
linity. This association affects all areas of science; it influences
what we choose to study, how we choose to study it, and the theoret-
ical background from which we interpret the results. Hence, the
goals of science become aligned with power and domination. Like
Chodorow (1978), Keller used psychoanalytic ideas to explain this
linkage of objectivity with masculinity and autonomy. Keller
(1996) contended, “Our early maternal environment, coupled with
the cultural definition of masculine (that which can never appear
feminine) and of autonomy (that which can never be compromised
by dependency) leads to the association of female with the plea-
sures and dangers of merging, and of male with the comfort and
loneliness of separateness” (p. 33). Viewed in a similar light,
Maslow’s hierarchy becomes a theory that stresses masculine
autonomy as vital for self-actualization and dismisses relatedness
as a threat to that autonomy. And again, relatedness is seen as a
form of dependency that threatens the individual’s ability to self-
actualize. One can speculate that this view of relatedness stems, in
part, from Maslow’s own troubled relationship with his mother. Of
this relationship, Maslow’s biographer, Edward Hoffman (1988),
claimed that “he grew to maturity with an unrelieved hatred for
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her and never achieved the slightest reconciliation. He even
refused to attend her funeral” (p. 7).

Although Maslow’s humanistic approach has never been associ-
ated with the type of severe male bias that has plagued psycho-
analysis for many years, feminist concerns about the glorification
of autonomy are still applicable to his theory. From examining
these feminist theories it becomes clear that Maslow’s hierarchy is
too steeped in male individualism to accommodate many
nonpathologizing views of relatedness. Feminism, however, is not
the only direction from which critiques of Maslow’s theory can be
launched.

EXISTENTIALISM AND THE CREATIVITY
OF RELATEDNESS: MARCEL AND BUBER

Existential philosophers like Marcel (1964) and Buber (1937/
1970) also suggested the importance of relationship. A more relat-
edness-friendly view of self-actualization comes when we consider
Marcel’s (1964) notion of “creative fidelity.” A relationship based on
creative fidelity is one in which both parties experience ultimate
growth via their commitment to each other; faith and commitment
becomes a creative expression. We exist in a world where relation-
ships are inevitable. In fact, those relationships come in many dif-
ferent forms. We can choose to relate to people in different ways;
other times our choices are somewhat limited by circumstance,
heredity, or environment, as might be the case between a mother
and son, father and daughter, or husband and wife. A marriage in
which one partner is faithful to the other out of a mere sense of duty
is one that is reduced to what Marcel called “constancy.” This type
of relationship lacks “creative fidelity” because the participants
are not able to redefine themselves through their relatedness.
There is a lack of growth and in this sense it is similar to Maslow’s
love and belongingness needs. It is motivated by deficit. There may
be utility in the relationship, but the substance goes unrecognized
and the process of self-actualizing is not furthered.

Anyone can blindly commit one’s self to another, but the actual
experience of creative fidelity is not automatic. Marcel (1964)
explained, “The moment I have committed myself, however, the sit-
uation is altered. Someone else has registered my promise and
henceforth counts on me” (p. 159). What relationship better exem-
plifies this registration of promise and reliance than that between
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a parent and child? Many mothers experience creative fidelity with
their children, and they do indeed redefine themselves within the
context of these relationships. The children recognize these prom-
ises (if only by instinct) and count on the mother for a multiplicity
of purposes. The mother is depended on, and it is through this
dependence that a mother can creatively fulfill her own unique
potential toward the road of self-actualization. The relationship
between fathers and their children can be a similar vehicle for per-
sonal growth.

Marriage is another example of a relationship in which the
potential for creative fidelity, hence growth, exists. It serves to
illustrate yet a different variation in the theme because, ideally, it
is not imbued with the natural sort of dependence that is seen in
the relationship between parent and child.But just as a child regis-
ters the promised commitment of the parent, so too do marriage
partners register the promise of commitment to each other. Imme-
diately the situation is altered. If this commitment is genuine then
there is a unique opportunity for the wife and husband to redefine
themselves in terms of their relation to one another. They both
become dependent on the other for different reasons and in differ-
ent ways, constantly reacting within the realm of relatedness and
expressing creative fidelity. Maslow’s theory does not accommo-
date this sort of relationship as one geared toward growth and, in
fact, this redefinition of oneself within the context of relatedness is
viewed as a hindrance to one’s individual pursuit of self-actualiza-
tion. Being depended on and depending on another, however,
should not necessarily be viewed as a negative process. Relation-
ships are potentially powerful vehicles toward growth and self-
actualization. In fact, they are more than simply vehicles. The sub-
stance of those relationships of creative fidelity is essential for self-
actualizing growth.

The philosophy of Martin Buber also indirectly calls into ques-
tion Maslow’s beliefs about relatedness. Buber (1937/1970) dis-
cussed the two kinds of relationships that exist. An “I-It” relation-
ship is an impersonal one where the “I” is active and the “It” is
passive. A boy playing with his truck is such a relationship; the boy
acts on the passive truck. An “I-Thou” relationship is a very per-
sonal one where both the “I” and the “Thou” are active. “I-Thou”
relationships are not limited to relationships between individuals,
but that is the focus here. There is a mutuality and a reciprocity in
an “I-Thou” relationship that is absent in an “I-It” relationship.
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Looking at the notion of relatedness through Buber’s lens, we
see that Maslow focused on the “I-It.” We relate to others as “Its”
and not “Thous” in Maslow’s model. This precludes individuals
from truly knowing others in an intimate, personal, and, as Buber
suggested, important way. In Maslow’s conceptualization of relat-
edness, others are viewed as objects used to fulfill deficiency
motives such as the needs for love and belongingness. Buber (1937/
1970) claimed that “the life of a human being does not exist merely
in the sphere of goal directed verbs, it does not consist merely of
activities that have something for their object” (p. 54). Where, then,
if not in the relationship between two people, is the I-Thou in
Maslow’s thinking? We suggest here that it is too often absent.
Maslow’s hierarchy objectifies relatedness and robs interpersonal
relationships of their rich potential for self-actualizing growth.
This objectification of relationship goes beyond the interpersonal
and enters the realm of extra-personal, as discussed in the next
section.

ENVIRONMENTALISM AND
EXTRAPERSONAL RELATEDNESS

Where Maslow had individuals aware of, yet transcending, their
natural environment to self-actualize, Germain (1991) espoused a
view that understanding an individual’s relationship to the envi-
ronment is vital in understanding the context of human develop-
ment and functioning. More than just understanding this relation-
ship, however, is the idea that relating to the natural environment
is key to developing our own identities and placing ourselves in the
larger context of the world. Germain discussed important thinkers
who have espoused a similar view: “Searles (1960), too, believes
that human beings not only must respect the natural world, our
life-sustaining environment, but must remain in touch with its
restorative and healing forces” (p. 30). This type of contemporary
view, which emphasizes relatedness with the natural world, is
absent from Maslow’s process of self-actualization.

Roszak (1979) went even further and suggested that “the needs
of the planet are the needs of the person. And, therefore, the rights
of the person are the rights of the planet” (p. xxx, preface). In other
words, the success of our individual strivings for identity (i.e., our
abilities to self-actualize) depend on the health of the global envi-
ronment. To “transcend” this relationship to the environment, as
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Maslow would have us do, is to neglect the very goal that we are
seeking, to fulfill our own destiny. Roszak made this point well
when he proclaimed,

We must come to see that what we experience in ourselves as the
emerging need of the person is the Earth’s urgent cry for res-
cue. . . . There is no wilderness so remote, no corner of the world so
private that the Earth will not be able to remind us of her suffering
by the stink of the air we breathe, the poisons in the water we drink,
the haze that veils the sun and stars from our eyes—and remind us,
too, of all the human miseries such ugliness implies. (p. 320)

The application of this symbiotic relation between person and
planet can also be extended to cover the relationship between per-
son and the creations of the person that now cohabitate the planet
with us. Kurokawa (1996) discussed his philosophy of “symbiosis”
that has its roots in traditional Japanese culture and beliefs. It is a
philosophy relevant to all facets of life and modes of thought; how-
ever, Kurokawa applied it specifically to the area of architecture
and urban development. He claimed that people have a unique
relationship to the buildings and physical structures of the cities
that they live in. We are continually operating within the environ-
ment that we create, and those creations, in turn, have an affect on
our daily lives. Regardless of what it is applied to, the philosophy of
symbiosis has some important components. First, “Symbiosis is
positioning one’s own existence within the larger biological scheme
of giving-and-receiving” (p. 17). Second, “Symbiosis refers to rela-
tionships that spark a level of creativity impossible for either party
to achieve alone” (p. 17). Unique in such relationships, whether it
be between two people or a landscape and a person, is the synergis-
tic result—that which is created is greater than the sum of the
components involved. Maslow himself (1971) was fond of anthro-
pologist Ruth Benedict’s theories on synergy in various cultures.

This notion is radically different from what traditional psycho-
analysts would call symbiosis.Whereas psychoanalysis views sym-
biosis as a complete merger that eliminates recognizable bound-
aries, Kurokawa emphasized the cooperation and productive
quality of the components involved in the relationship. A self-actu-
alizing individual in the Maslowian tradition, at least as it has
been popularly understood, would not be receptive of such extra-
personal relationships, opting instead for a “transcendence” of
one’s environment.
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SELFISHNESS AND PARADOX
IN MASLOW’S MODEL

Feminist, existential, and environmental critiques alike can all
be viewed as reacting to a similar concept in Maslow’s thinking: a
Western, individualistic bravado the likes of Ayn Rand’s protago-
nist in The Fountainhead, Howard Roark. Found in Rand’s jour-
nals was a character description of this fictional architect whose
sole purpose was to live for himself. He was described as

the noble soul par excellence. The man as man should be. The self-
sufficient, self-confident, the end of ends, the reason unto himself,
the joy of living personified. Above all—the man who lives for him-
self, as living for oneself should be understood. And who triumphs
completely. A man who is what he should be. (Rand, 1993, p. 696)

In short, feminists, existentialists, and environmental theorists
are reacting (although not directly) to the apparent selfishness im-
plicit in Maslow’s model. Under Maslow’s model, Howard Roark
would be hailed as a great example of self-actualization and
health. His pursuit of architectural excellence and his own individ-
ual notions of integrity, however, lead him to a path of individual-
ism and autonomy that denies him the self-actualizing benefits of
relatedness as proposed by thinkers who place more emphasis on
the interpersonal.

Maslow (1968) conceded this perception of selfishness, and in
talking about the self-actualized people whom he studied he pro-
posed a unique view of the place of selfishness in the journey
toward growth. He abandoned a diametrically opposed continuum
with selfishness on one hand and selflessness on the other hand in
the self-actualized person: “My subjects were very selfish in one
sense and very unselfish in another sense. And the two fused
together, not like incompatibles, but rather in a sensible, dynamic
unity or synthesis” (p. 139). Much like an artist, musician, or scien-
tist can integrate opposite colors, dissonant notes, or inconsistent
data into a whole painting, melody, or theory, so too was Maslow
able to conceptualize a self-actualized individual who integrates
both looking out solely for one’s self and being unselfish.

Even more directly, Maslow (1987) suggested what to do about
this surface contradiction:

The fact is that self-actualized people are simultaneously the most
individualistic and the most altruistic and social and loving of all
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human beings. The fact that we have in our culture put these quali-
ties at opposite ends of a single continuum is apparently a mistake
that must now be corrected. These qualities go together and the
dichotomy is resolved in self-actualizing people. (pp. 156-157)

The ability to abandon this either/or dichotomy was characterized
by Maslow as a higher, more self-actualizing level of personality
development. Conceptualizing the self-actualized as simulta-
neously selfish and unselfish is a paradox that Maslow understood
and was quite comfortable with. In the introduction of Maslow’s
(1971) posthumously published work titled The Farther Reaches of
Human Nature, Henry Geiger said,

Things that are quite clear to Maslow—or that have become quite
clear to him—may not seem so to the reader. . . . The unities he
speaks of, one might stipulate, are there, but to see or feel as he did
requires that you do the same kind of homework, pursue the same
line of independent and reflective research. (pp. xvii-xviii)

The selfish/unselfish paradox is such an instance. Maslow un-
doubtedly did the intellectual legwork that makes this paradox
work for him and, as Geiger suggested, others are invited to do the
same. Unfortunately, the type of dialectical thinking necessary to
integrate the notions of selfishness and selflessness, and the ways
in which these concepts are fused in the self-actualized person, will
be a level of cognition that is likely to exist only in people who have
already achieved a high degree of mental growth and fulfillment.
In other words, to understand the dialectical paradox of self-actu-
alized people, one must be highly self-actualized. What follows
from this is that the growth and B-love that Maslow associated
with relatedness are rewards reserved for those already highly
self-actualized and able to appreciate them. Short of this, Maslow’s
theory still pathologizes individuals who seek to fulfill their own
unique potential within the realm of relatedness, connection,or de-
pendence on another. Love and belongingness continue to be seen
in much of Maslow’s work as deficiencies to be remedied, particu-
larly in the way that Maslow’s ideas have been popularly taught
and understood.

Far from abandoning Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, we suggest
here a shift in its focus toward relatedness, a shift that is not
unparalleled in the history of other psychological thought. Psycho-
analytic theory has undergone similar transformations during the
years. For instance, as Pine (1990) talked about the emergence of
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object relations theory in psychoanalysis, he pointed out that
“Fairbairn’s shift in emphasis and in the concept of the object was
significant. The focus moves away from object as secondary to sat-
isfaction and toward the primacy of object seeking in itself” (p.29).

In a similar way, whereas Freud (1913/1989b, 1927/1989a) was
tremendously hostile toward religious experience or connection,
more contemporary psychoanalysts such as Rizutto (1979) and
Spero (1992) asserted that spiritual connections can be an integral
and actually quite healthy part of psychic life. The Freudian
emphasis on Western psychological autonomy has gradually given
way in psychoanalytic theory to a more complete appreciation of
interpersonal and even spiritual connections. A brief examination
of the evolution of psychoanalytic theory reveals that individuals
like Harry Stack Sullivan championed interpersonal psychoanaly-
sis decades ago, as did other neo-Freudians such as Horney and
Fromm, to name two (Mitchell & Black, 1995). This shift may have
already begun within the humanistic theory as well, particularly if
we contrast Maslow’s famous hierarchy with the principles of psy-
chotherapy developed by Carl Rogers. For although Rogers and
Maslow were largely contemporaries, Rogers’s ideas about self-
development can easily serve as a bridge to a more interpersonal
definition of the self.

CARL ROGERS AND A TRANSITION TO AN
INTERPERSONAL MODEL OF SELF-ACTUALIZATION

Although Rogers (1980) was still emerging from a predomi-
nantly Western framework with his focus on the individual in cli-
ent-centered therapy, he offered a more accommodating view of
relatedness in human experience. As the first psychologist to focus
on the “client” rather than the “patient,” Rogers’s work showed
that one of the main healing agents in the process of psychotherapy
can be a relatively egalitarian relationship between the client and
the therapist (Thorne, 1991). In fact, a “genuine” relationship
between the client and a therapist who shows unconditional posi-
tive regard is the cornerstone of Rogers’s humanistic view of
psychotherapeutic healing (Rogers, 1980). More than just healthy,
this view of relatedness, in the context of psychotherapy, is seen as
necessary. Rogers (1980) moved beyond just the psychotherapeutic
relationship and suggested, “When there is no relationship in
which we are able to communicate both aspects of our divided
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self—our conscious facade and our deeper level of experiencing—
then we feel the loneliness of not being in real touch with any other
human being” (p. 166).

Rogers suggested that making an object of a person (analogous
to Buber’s “It”) is not helpful. This is illustrated in Rogers’s (1980)
comments about the famous case of Ellen West (see Binswanger,
1958), a tragically isolated and estranged individual who commit-
ted suicide. The doctors treating her objectified her, and even then
could not agree on what kind of diagnostic object she was or what
kind of malady she had. The inability of the doctors to relate to
Ellen West as a person, as a client-centered therapist might have,
was the tragic flaw in her treatment. What the doctors missed was
her “desperate cry for a relationship between two persons” (p.175).

Rogers’s view of the therapeutic relationship has been ques-
tioned by some. Saying that genuine relatedness is important for
human fulfillment is one thing, but implying that genuineness is
truly possible in a client/therapist relationship is another. In a his-
toric dialogue between Rogers and Buber, the two discussed the
therapeutic relationship. Although there is some debate as to how
much, if any, Buber actually challenged Rogers on the matter, it
seems clear that Buber questioned the idea of genuineness. Buber
suggested that there is perhaps an inherent inequity in a client/
therapist relationship that bars it from being truly genuine or con-
gruent (Anderson & Cissna, 1997; Cissna & Anderson, 1994).
Burstow (1987) suggested that equality in therapy is a multidi-
mensional issue,and whereas on some levels clients and therapists
are equal, there also exists an inherent inequality in the interac-
tion between the two.Not acknowledging this inequality,under the
pretense of total egalitarianism, Burstow suggested, is detrimen-
tal to the course of therapy. In response to Burstow, Brink (1987)
attempted to clarify the different frameworks from which Buber
and Rogers were conceptualizing equality. Finally, Rogers (1987)
elaborated and said that during a genuine “I-Thou” moment with a
client the issue of equality is not fundamental, and “the important
thing is that two unique persons are in tune with each other in an
astonishing moment of growth and change” (p. 39). What becomes
clear is that Buber and Rogers agreed on the importance of this
genuine relatedness regardless of the semantics of equality. With
this belief as a basis, Rogers’s work can be construed to serve as an
important transition in the psychological literature between
Maslow’s theory of human development and what we are suggest-
ing can be a more fully interpersonal view of self-actualization.
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AN INTERPERSONAL MODEL OF SELF-
ACTUALIZATION AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

A new model of self-actualization will have many important
components and is visually illustrated in Figure 1. In keeping with
Rowan’s (1998) observations, we have used a rectangle and not a
triangle to represent Maslow’s hierarchy. Rowan pointed out that
Maslow never really represented his theory with a triangle and
that the triangle may suggest an unnecessary endpoint to human
growth and development. In general, the model illustrates how the
expression of all needs will be thought of as finding fulfillment
through relatedness to others, the environment, or an outside
entity. First, the new model will prioritize family life and parenting
as central opportunities for personal growth. Being a parent is a
tremendous opportunity for a mother or father to fulfill their own
unique potential. Personality and attachment theorists like
Ainsworth and Bowlby have also discussed the importance of this
relatedness to the development of the infant (McAdams, 1994).
This cannot be done in isolation, and the striving for full self-actu-
alization enters the realm of the interpersonal. The parent or other
primary caregiver relates to the child only as he or she can and vice
versa. Frankl’s (1984) belief in the uniqueness of all individuals
suggested that parents are indeed irreplaceable. We believe this
concept expands beyond biological relatedness; a child growing up
with a loving and committed primary caregiver incorporates this
template of relatedness, which will become useful in the adult pur-
suit of self-actualization.

Second, the new model integrates community values in one’s
pursuit of personal growth. We live in local and global communi-
ties, and the truly self-actualized must see the effect of their
actions on others in their neighborhood or community and on
world issues such as the environment. Third, a new model of self-
actualization should not deny the importance of a possible spiri-
tual relationship with one’s own conceptualization of God or the
supernatural in the self-actualized person. Finally, the new model
views creative and artistic expression as inherently relational.
Using the various concepts discussed earlier, such as creative fidel-
ity, I-Thou relationships, and symbiosis, the interpersonal model of
self-actualization focuses on benefits of relationship.

In particular, much of the literature on parenting probably
focuses excessively on the mother’s relationship with her children.
The father is quite neglected or treated as an afterthought in many
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books on parenting. Abell and Schwartz (1999) suggested that this
need not be so. Not only are mothers able to self-actualize through
their relationship with their children—something mothers have
been doing that was not valued as a possible mode of self-actualiza-
tion—but fathers, who are notably absent in many instances of
child rearing, should be encouraged to do so as well. Abell and
Schwartz suggested that we “can enhance [our] understanding of
fatherhood by considering a humanistic model of paternity. In this
model, the father-child relationship is considered a powerful
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Figure 1: An Interpersonal Model of Self-Actualization
NOTE: Needs within the rectangle seek fulfillment through various modes of relat-
edness. We also see a powerful interrelationship between belongingness and love
needs and self-actualizing needs, so that in our model they are a joined vehicle for
personal growth through creative fidelity. Also, in keeping with Rowan’s (1998) ob-
servation, Maslow’s ideas were not represented in a triangle.
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expression of creative fidelity, in which a man redefines himself
through his love and commitment to his child” (p. 29).

Although women, in recent years, have gained many more
opportunities to work, they still have a disproportionate amount of
child care responsibility as compared to men, who are not doing
much more than what they were 30 or 40 years ago. With more
women in the work force, who is relating to the children? Many
times it is a day care worker. The very poor subsistence level wages
we pay childcare workers is indicative of the low priority that our
society places on the parenting of our children. Not only are we not
taking full advantage of the self-actualizing potential of parenting
(men are still more guilty as a group of this problem than women,
although social and financial pressures may be causing women to
deteriorate in the parent-child relationship as well), but we are
denying our children the opportunity to enter into relationships of
creative fidelity with their parents.

A new, more interpersonal model of self-actualization through
parenting may be an important source of inspiration for parents
who wish to push against the central roles of wage earner and con-
sumer that are so heavily promoted in Western, capitalist coun-
tries. We believe that empathic parenting can be a particularly
powerful vehicle for growth because a child’s continual develop-
ment constantly requires the emotionally sensitive father or
mother to redefine their mode of relating to the child. Abell and
Schwartz (1999) pointed out that the skills required to soothe a col-
icky baby are dramatically different from those required to have a
productive discussion of sexual issues with a curious adolescent,
and that the changing aspects of mothering and fathering can be
an important source of new knowledge and wisdom for the commit-
ted parent.

We also believe strongly, however, that a fully interpersonal
model of self-actualization will call on the individual to be commit-
ted to other people beyond the sphere of one’s immediate family.
The truly fulfilled person will realize that we live in local and
global communities and must see the effect of their actions on oth-
ers in their neighborhood or community, as well as more global
issues of the environment. Self-actualized individuals are cogni-
zant of limitations on natural resources and do not pollute the
environment as they pursue their artistic or entrepreneurial
dreams. This new model goes beyond simply being environmen-
tally aware. It suggests that individuals can have a relationship
with their environment, be influenced by it, and create self-actual-
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izing growth in their relation to it. The shared environment of the
natural world is a vital aspect of who we are, and to ignore it is to
deny one’s self-actualizing potential.

There is a parallel notion of relatedness in the realm of religion.
According to Maslow, religion, like a relationship,was a tool toward
fulfilling deficit needs, namely our need for safety. Maslow (1987)
pointed out, “The tendency to have some religion or world philoso-
phy that organizes the universe and the people in it into some sort
of satisfactorily coherent, meaningful whole is also part motivated
by safety seeking” (p. 19). This is a very individualistic notion of
religion. It denies the importance of a relationship with one’s god or
a higher power in the self-actualized person. The relationship with
one’s god is seen as a tool to fulfill deficit needs. The utility of that
relationship is recognized, but the substance of it seems dimin-
ished once the deficit need has been fulfilled. To view religion
merely as safety-seeking is to denigrate faith in favor of spiritual
autonomy. People who have faith in a spiritual force should not be
viewed as less able to self-actualize. An interpersonal model of self-
actualization realizes the importance of this possible relationship
with spiritual forces and does not view it as a dependency in those
who celebrate it.

Maslow (1968) would agree that various types of artistic expres-
sion have the potential to be self-actualizing in that they are an
expression of one’s own unique potential. In fact,Maslow expanded
the meaning of creativity to include more than the commonly
accepted forms of expression within the fine arts such as painting,
making music, or sculpting. These all have in common the produc-
tion of a tangible creative work. They are things we can feel, see,
and touch. Whereas it is true that some self-actualized people have
been prolific painters, composers, and sculptors, it is certainly not
the case that these acts are reserved solely for the self-actualized.
Here Maslow made the distinction between “self-actualizing cre-
ativeness” and “special talent creativeness.” The former stems
directly from the personality and is seen throughout other aspects
of the “artist’s” life. In this sense, Maslow’s artist could be a home-
maker, a parent, a social service worker, an athlete, or a business
operator. This expanded view of what creativity is enlarges the
sphere of self-actualizing potential in the individual.

Of this self-actualizing creativeness, Maslow (1968) said, “It
stresses characterological qualities like boldness, courage, free-
dom, spontaneity, perspicuity, integration, self-acceptance, all of
which make possible the kind of generalized SA [self-actualizing]
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creativeness, which expresses itself in the creative life, or the cre-
ative attitude, or the creative person” (p. 145). Notably absent from
these descriptors of self-actualizing creativeness is a sense of com-
munity, duty, sacrifice, selflessness, dependence, and relation to
others.

Maslow’s self-actualizing creativeness also is a creativeness of
expression that focuses on the intrapersonal rather than the inter-
personal and “the fact that expression may have unforeseen inter-
personal effects (secondary gain) is beside the point” (Maslow,
1987, p. 70). This view of self-actualizing creativeness undermines
the importance of relationships in the creative process. Where
Maslow focused on the benefits of creative expression to the indi-
vidual, our model views the full potential of artistic expression as a
manifestation of the relationships between individuals. This is
what the American poet Frank O’Hara (1974) called “personism.”
Personism “puts the poem squarely between the poet and the per-
son, Lucky Pierre style, and the poem is correspondingly gratified.
The poem is at last between two persons instead of two pages” (p.
xiv).

It is this poetry that has been neglected from past pursuits of
self-actualization—the poetry of relatedness, the sweet sounding
lyrics created between a father reading to his daughter, the angelic
tone of a priest quietly praying to God, the rhythmic cadence of the
wind as the little boy stares out into the vastness of the mountain
range or the stars above. These, too, are the components of self-
actualization. Our own unique potentials are found within them.
Although Maslow’s (1968, 1987) view of human growth was truly
brilliant and original for the era in which it was developed, it may
be time to rethink his implicit assumptions about the health of
autonomous living. It is now time to rid ourselves of the
pathologizing view of relatedness and embrace, as we would a
friend, that which is so uniquely human: our ability to extend our-
selves in relationships to each other and the world around us.
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