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Maslow has been a very inspirational figure in personality theories.  In the 1960’s in particular, people were tired of the reductionistic, mechanistic messages of the behaviourists and physiological psychologists.
 (Boeree 2006)
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Introduction

Public service workers in uniform, particularly those employed in the police, fire and ambulance services, argue that one reason for joining their service was because they wanted to make a difference. They want to help people.  This need to help others provides one of the structures that have developed to provide the concept of the public service ethos.  This ethos is arranged around the core values of each individual public service.  The thinking behind these core values is to provide an efficient service to help the public. The public service ethos is a cultural value for public services (a mission statement).  For the men and women who serve in uniform, the public service ethos can become a structure that guides the way they provide their service.  How each individual interprets the public service ethos can also be a guide for how they develop their identity.  An identity they reflexively construct from how they see themselves and how they believe their colleagues and the public see them.  

However, today, especially as the modernisation debate takes hold in public services, there can be a considerable difference in the definition of what equals “efficiency.”  In the police and fire service for example, modernisers have set out to shift the emphasis from services that react to emergencies towards services that acts to prevent the emergency.  This change in emphasis has been carried out without a proportionate increase in budget – this means that in the fire service some resources have been shifted from firefighting to fire prevention.  As a result, a gap is developing between what modernisers (neo liberals, politicians and managers) want from public services and how the workforce (at ground level) believe their service should be delivered.  In outcome this means that often the workforce will resist politicians’ and managers’ plans.  

In the fire and rescue service this has seen further development of an already powerful informal culture as a means of defending what firefighters argue is their core value; delivering their service to the public when they have a disaster: an emphasis on the delivery of an emergency response rather than preventative measures (Baigent 2001).  The main reason for this resistance is that modernisation has seen a shift or resources away from the emergency response to fund preventative measures.  As a result the joint understandings by both the informal and formal cultures that the key purpose of the fire service is to help the public at point of impact has been undone.  The formal culture now has a new agenda, modernisation, and the informal culture has strengthened to resist change.    There is a similar circumstance in the police service, where the emphasis on community policing is often identified as changing the core responsibility of police officers to respond to real crime.  

The move towards prevention rather than suppression requires that police and fire officers have to be more involved in the community.  As part of this new initiative they are expected to spread the prevention message by meeting with and talking to the public.  In order to engage with the community more effectively it has been also acknowledged that the public service workforce should reflect their community.  This has led to an ongoing attempt to provide a more diverse employee base for public services.  As a result, there has been an attempt to reduce the amount of white males who work in those organisations.  For many white men in the workforce have seen this as an attempt to deny people like them access to the public services - throwing the baby out with the bathwater in an attempt at political correctness.    

The development of informal cultures as points of resistance raises the question as to if there is a potential debate worthy of theorising about how the values of police or fire officers are related to personal need.  And to equally ask is ‘pride of service’ developed narcissistically as much as something that public servants do for the greater good.  One way of considering this possibility may be to revisit Maslow’s (1987) concept of self-actualisation, belonging and self esteem and examine how much emergency workers may invest in achieving these needs through the action led delivery of their service.

To start with this work will look at how Maslow (1987) developed his theory on the hierarchy of needs.  Maslow’s (1987) work started with the study of animals and it should be recognised that this does not necessarily set a precedence for understanding human behaviour.  Nonetheless, it is interesting that Maslow recognised that for monkeys, drinking took priority over eating.  This is because water is more important to survival than eating - you can only survive for a few days without water, whilst you can survive for a considerable time without food. As Boeree argues “Thirst is a ‘stronger’ need than hunger.  Likewise, if you are very very thirsty, but someone has put a choke hold on you and you can’t breath, which is more important” (Boeree 2006).  Maslow’s (1987) early observations of animals started an analysis that led to him developing his theory about human needs.  

Maslow

The first need Maslow (1987) identified was physiological.  The need to sustain our bodies in a physical sense is a first priority without which we cannot survive.  Whilst this recognition may not seem like rocket science today, without food and drink we cannot survive.  Maslow’s (1987) hierarchy prioritised our needs under five headings - Physiological, Safety, Belonging, Esteem and Self-actualisation.
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Physiological needs.  
Physically we cannot survive without breathing, food or drink and reproduction – the basic physiological needs for survival.  You could easily add to this list and in today’s society we largely provide for these needs by paying for them.  Emergency workers may not always agree that they earn enough money but they do earn sufficient to provide for their basic physiological needs.  Although there can be exceptions associated with addiction there are few times when an emergency service worker will lack these basic requirements.

Safety needs

Once we are fed and watered, safety comes a close second.  At a basic level this would include some sort of shelter from the elements and external threats.  Shelter may have been essential for cave dwellers, but most people have a roof over their heads and their thoughts about safety are likely to be about the threats of invasion, theft, violence, fire and accidents 

Our safety needs are therefore different than our ancestors and provided in different ways.  We employ armies and the emergency services to underpin our safety.  These services provide a safety net to protect society and as such could be seen as part of the organic mix that Durkheim might identify as necessary for society to function.  

Emergency workers equally enjoy the safety nets provided by the emergency services; however, they have particular safety needs.  For emergency workers safety is something more personal.  They need to take care of their own safety – this need is provided for by being well trained, having the right equipment in good working order, developing trust and bonding with their fellow workers.  The emergency services have developed ways of achieving these outcomes and each new entrant joins an organisation that has well established processes for fitting new people in so as to ensure team and personal safety.  
Safety might also be extended way beyond physical well being to political and financial security and some might add the requirements of a liberal democracy. This leaves space to consider psychological security.  In today’s world, particularly in the West, the need for some form of social structure (to provide psychological stability) becomes more and more necessary.  In earlier times the development of the group would have seen the development of simple norms and values that provided safety in that society.  In Western society the world is somewhat different.  Simple norms, values and rules lack the sophistication necessary for people to understand how to develop their lives and live safely in a very complicated world. 

Belonging

Having briefly introduced the need for the physical and psychological basics for life it is easy to see that in the West these so called basic needs can be considerable.  Modern society almost requires and provides the space/luxury for individuals to have a job and to live in a warm home.  Development of our societies from the earlier times of fight or flight may have required our belonging to groups in order to be safe.  In this way physiological and belonging needs can be seen as merging in their outside perimeters.  Now we have the emergency services to help us realise safety.  Therefore we have a greater choice about who we choose to mix with.  The links, from this early recognition of the need for groups of basic norms, values and rules leads to a much more sophisticated arrangement for society, including a considerable development of what might be seen as a social society.  In the world we live in we no longer have to make friends simply on the basis of survival. 

Once people experience the development of relationships with other people, this in turn increases their emotionally dependency on company.  The composition of families, which first served to provide safety, has in Western culture changed.  For many, the family is of less or no consequence because they take care of their own safety needs and the need to belong is served elsewhere.  Today, our belonging needs can easily be catered for through social networks and are likely to be about mixing with people recognised as like you.  However, identifying potential friends is just one step, family membership was automatic.  Wider social groups require you to earn your place.  Most social actors have skills in this area and recognise the right to contribute and participate is in the gift of the group.  

Work

Until recently work provided the means to survive – it provided money to pay for food and housing.  Now work is a more sophisticated and complex arrangement that provides for more than basic needs.  It is even possible that work as a means of survival as a physiological need is only thought of in these terms by those who exist on the breadline.  For most people work is something more, it provides the luxuries as well as the essentials.  It may even be that the essentials are so forgotten that so called luxury goods have become essentials. 

In a further example of the conjoining of areas of need work may be seen as providing for the first three needs.  First the food we need then the shelter and then thirdly a sense of belonging and a basis for our identity.  The very fact that we work to gain luxury goods is worth further consideration because the need for these goods is not about survival at a basic level.  It is more about a survival in a society where goods provide status.  Once basic needs are met why do we continue to work?  People may argue they choose to do so, but under what circumstances do they choose?  Marx would have a lot to say about false needs fuelling capitalism.  

Esteem
The luxury to look for self-esteem is clearly something that can only take place after physical needs are taken care of.  The development of a sense of belonging is probably well underway before individuals are likely to realise a need to be valued and to value themselves.  Again, esteem needs could be seen as overlapping with belonging needs.  In one sense it is almost necessary to have others to judge against and to be judged by to gain self-esteem.  Belonging to a group, the third step in the hierarchy, therefore may be a necessary pre-requisite for status and self-respect.  It may also be that somewhere in this stage, consciously or unconsciously a sense of identity becomes clearer.  At which point this level of sophistication all starts may be less than clear.  Nonetheless, given the need to understand our needs in structural terms, Maslow’s (1987) identification of ‘esteem’ as a fourth and separate need has merit.  Perhaps it would be useful to see the hierarchy of needs as steps on a ladder.  Each one has to be passed before the next one can be reached. 

To make his theory more sophisticated Maslow saw our esteem needs as dividing between two levels.  
“The lower one is the need for the respect of others, the need for status, fame, glory, recognition, attention, reputation, appreciation, dignity, even dominance.  The higher form involves the need for self-respect, including such feelings as confidence, competence, achievement, mastery, independence, and freedom
”                  (Boeree 2006).
Maslow identifies these four needs as “deficit needs, or D-needs” (Boeree 2006).  To see them as deficit needs is to suggest that they are only missed when they are taken away.  On the basis that you only miss something when it is taken away this is view can be right.  However, there could be another argument that may challenge Maslow’s assumption – at least about the fourth need - that the need for self-esteem is only considered when it is taken away.  

It is easy to recognise that most people will have the first three needs catered for in their everyday lives.  However self-esteem might be something that people might look forward to achieving and have to actively seek out.  You have to look no further than someone who joins a public service to recognise that step four (and even step three, a sense of belonging) can be needs that have to be gained in that work environment.  Gatekeepers in the workplace are unlikely to let anyone join who they see as unworthy.   Acceptance in the fireservice, police or military requires conscious effort to fit-in before any sense of belonging can be fulfilled.  Once is recognised as a member of the group, levels of self-esteem can automatically follow as the individual first joins an organisation with its own sense of pride and then joins in on the public successes of the people they work with and the organisation that they belong to.

However, academic the debate might seem, it is clear that people who join the emergency services not only have to make a conscious effort to fit-in, they also have to maintain that effort to retain their group membership and in turn their self-esteem.  Without constant maintenance therefore self-esteem is likely to be lost and in this sense can be seen as a deficit need.

Maslow explains this behaviour as homeostasis (the principle of a boiler thermostat).  In the same way that a boiler needs to work due to a loss of temperature, then individuals have to work to keep to regain lost ‘needs.’ In this way it is easy to first explain the drive to belong and then the need to maintain that sense of belonging when people have chosen to join organisations like the fire and police services.  This driving force for group membership might also explain why it is that people put up with so much difficult behaviour and bullying to join or stay in a group.  

Maslow (1987) argument is that deficit needs are survival needs that are genetically implanted and he calls them instinctoid (Boeree 2006).  This is a matter of debate, what many people see as instinct others see as learnt behaviour – and the debate above might suit either argument.  Whichever is right, once recognised, it is difficult to overcome the hunger that follows the inability to feed a need.  It is equally possible to argue that these needs provide the glue that holds teams together.  It might also explain why a person could move on from a group when they recognise it no longer serves their needs.    
Self-actualisation 
Maslow recognised that not everyone would achieve self-actualisation.  However, for those that do there can be very positive outcomes for individuals who develop their identity to a point of ‘fulfilment.’   
The last level is a bit different.  Maslow has used a variety of terms to refer to this level:  He has called it growth motivation (in contrast to deficit motivation), being needs (or B-needs, in contrast to D-needs), and self-actualization.

 These are needs that do not involve balance or homeostasis.  Once engaged, they continue to be felt.  In fact, they are likely to become stronger as we “feed” them!  They involve the continuous desire to fulfill potentials, to “be all that you can be.”  They are a matter of becoming the most complete, the fullest, “you” - hence the term, self-actualization  (Boeree 2006).
To a large extent the achievement of the four earlier needs takes place through holding down a well paid job and developing relationships and a circle of friends.  Traditionally achieving the so-called ‘deficit needs’ is seen as a necessary supporting mechanism before individuals can start to achieve self-actualisation or become self-actualising.    

Now, in keeping with his theory up to this point, if you want to be truly self-actualizing, you need to have your lower needs taken care of, at least to a considerable extent.  This makes sense:  If you are hungry, you are scrambling to get food;  If you are unsafe, you have to be continuously on guard;  If you are isolated and unloved, you have to satisfy that need;  If you have a low sense of self-esteem, you have to be defensive or compensate.  When lower needs are unmet, you can’t fully devote yourself to fulfilling your potentials. 

It isn’t surprising, then, the world being as difficult as it is, that only a small percentage of the world’s population is truly, predominantly, self-actualizing.  Maslow at one point suggested only about two percent! (Boeree 2006). 
This may be so, but some important points about the needs of potential public servants will soon test Maslow’s (1987) argument.  This will include considering the possibility that public servants may achieve something very similar to self-actualisation and if this is the case then Maslow’s statistic of about two percent may need to be reconsidered.  For the time though let us look at Maslow’s examples. 
The question becomes, of course, what exactly does Maslow mean by self-actualization.  To answer that, we need to look at the kind of people he called self-actualizers.  Fortunately, he did this for us, using a qualitative method called biographical analysis
He began by picking out a group of people, some historical figures, some people he knew, whom he felt clearly met the standard of self-actualization.  Included in this august group were Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Albert Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, Jane Adams, William James, Albert Schweitzer, Benedict Spinoza, and Alduous Huxley, plus 12 unnamed people who were alive at the time Maslow did his research.  He then looked at their biographies, writings, the acts and words of those he knew personally, and so on.  From these sources, he developed a list of qualities that seemed characteristic of these people, as opposed to the great mass of us (Boeree 2006) 

But these traits (see appendix one) were those of individuals who were great achievers.  Although not all achievers of this stature might be seen as self-actualisers in such terms.  Where would Bin Laden fit in here?  Perhaps Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu would fit with Maslow’s description, but what of more simple folk.  Is there a possibility that the concept of self-actualising could be developed as a tool for understanding the needs of public servants?  Would some public servants, particularly those in the blue light services, identify as self–actualising.    

One feature of many public servants is their argument about a need to serve society – to make it a better place to live in.  Police and fire officers would argue that they are there to protect people and that much of their work is selfless.  So what is their reward?  Those that argue they are ‘led’ to achieving something for society could be seen as doing so to reap some reward.  Whilst Maslow’s bibliographical analysis, would likely discount them (particularly because of their need to fit-in (Baigent 2004) is there another way of thinking about these people that could be developed to take into account the needs of police officers or firefighters so they could be seen as self-actualisers?  

I would doubt that Maslow would in today’s academic climate of understanding argue that these traits which Lincoln or Mandela have in abundance were given (natural).  Maslow was not a reductionist (Boeree 2006).  The considerable contentment that Desmond Tutu appears to hold is different from his spiritual counterpart in the UK.  It is something that Tutu appears to have developed and act out for himself.  Following the concept that what we believe to be true becomes true in its consequence (Thomas 1909; Janowitz 1966), would it be possible to develop a framework that would draw parallels between the firefighter or police officer who joins to help the public and actually believes they are fulfilled through achieving this outcome?  The whole concept of public service ethos exists in an environment of people coming together to provide some greater good to society.  Certainly there are few parallels between public servants in Baigent (2006) and the attributes that Maslow (1987) suggests for self-actualisation.  Nonetheless there are opportunities here for debate that could be worthwhile and the journey may reveal some interesting analysis.    

Metaneeds and metapathologies 

Another way in which Maslow approach the problem of what is self-actualization is to talk about the special, driving needs (B-needs, of course) of the self-actualizers.  They need the following in their lives in order to be happy: 

	Truth, rather than dishonesty. 
Goodness, rather than evil. 
Beauty, not ugliness or vulgarity. 
Unity, wholeness, and transcendence of opposites, not arbitrariness or forced choices. 
Aliveness, not deadness or the mechanization of life. 
Uniqueness, not bland uniformity. 
Perfection and necessity, not sloppiness, inconsistency, or accident. 

	Completion, rather than incompleteness Justice and order, not injustice and lawlessness. Simplicity, not unnecessary complexity. 
Richness, not environmental impoverishment. 
Effortlessness, not strain. 
Playfulness, not grim, humorless, drudgery. 
Self-sufficiency, not dependency. 
Meaningfulness, rather than senselessness.


At first glance, you might think that everyone obviously needs these.  But think:  If you are living through an economic depression or a war, or are living in a ghetto or in rural poverty, do you worry about these issues, or do you worry about getting enough to eat and a roof over your head?  In fact, Maslow believes that much of the what is wrong with the world comes down to the fact that very few people really are interested in these values -- not because they are bad people, but because they haven’t even had their basic needs taken care of! (Boeree 2006)
Would it be possible to identify the metaneeds of a police officer or firefighter and develop a chart in a similar way?  Once having done this, it may be possible to identify the metapathologies -- a list of problems as long as the list of metaneeds!  Let me summarize it by saying that, when forced to live without these values, the self-actualizer develops depression, despair, disgust, alienation, and a degree of cynicism (Boeree 2006).  Discontent in the fire service at cuts in their ability to perform their job for the public as they believe it should be done, may then be understood from a different perspective.
Following up this example is not difficult.  The fire service is in a state of flux.  Government are determined to change the fire services main objective from fighting fires to preventing them.  This has seen a shift in resources from so called front line activity to preventive measures.  Firefighters are not against the ideals of prevention but are arguing that their ability to respond to actual emergencies is being curtailed by this shift in resources.  As has been argued earlier, a very similar argument may apply about community policing.  There is also the potential to make a similar argument about equality and public service.  When equality gets in the way of what the police officer sees as their responsibility to protect the public then it may well be seen as a metapathological reaction.  Changing long established core values in the public services is a difficult task and can lead to a considerable disruption to the individual’s understanding of their work.  It may also leads to a challenge to their identity.  If the arguments about a public servant achieving more than their deficit needs from employment is followed, changes in core values can be an attack on their means of self-actualisation.  If this is the case no wonder they are resistant to such radical change and something that change managers might give further thought to. 

Using a learning circle (Kolb 1984) may help here.  To achieve some change in the police or fire officer’s perspective there is a need for them to be convinced of the need to change.  They need to be taken through the four stages – practice – reflection – theory – planning.  Such a behaviour can be recognised in the post-mortems firefighters use to develop their operational/frontline skills as part of the development of their experiential skills (Baigent 2001), sometimes known as ‘naturalistic decision making’ (Flin 1995; 1996).
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	Appendix One

The self-actualisers that Maslow (1987) recognised also enjoyed being alone and avoided shallow relations with a whole lot of people, they preferred close relations with a chosen and select group of family and friends.  Feeling secure enough to resist the need to fit-in with a wider group of people they were less susceptible to social pressure or enculturation.  Not needing the company of others also meant they did not need to take power in that dark sense which some might see as bullying.  Nor did they make jokes at the expense of others or try to persuade people to change/conform to their views.  They did however seek to improve their own negative qualities.  They were uncomplicated and lacked pretension; acting conventionally when others with a need to prove themselves might be more dramatic.

Strong ethical views allowed them to accept the diversity of cultural outcomes and ethnicity, and individuality. 
Further, they had a sense of humility and respect towards others -- something Maslow also called democratic values -- meaning that they were open to ethnic and individual variety, even treasuring it.  They had a quality Maslow called human kinship or Gemeinschaftsgefühl -- social interest, compassion, humanity.  And this was accompanied by a strong ethics, which was spiritual but seldom conventionally religious in nature.

And these people had a certain freshness of appreciation, an ability to see things, even ordinary things, with wonder.  Along with this comes their ability to be creative, inventive, and original.  And, finally, these people tended to have more peak experiences than the average person.  A peak experience is one that takes you out of yourself, that makes you feel very tiny, or very large, to some extent one with life or nature or God.  It gives you a feeling of being a part of the infinite and the eternal.  These experiences tend to leave their mark on a person, change them for the better, and many people actively seek them out.  They are also called mystical experiences, and are an important part of many religious and philosophical traditions.

Maslow doesn’t think that self-actualizers are perfect, of course.  There were several flaws or imperfections he discovered along the way as well:  First, they often suffered considerable anxiety and guilt -- but realistic anxiety and guilt, rather than misplaced or neurotic versions.  Some of them were absentminded and overly kind.  And finally, some of them had unexpected moments of ruthlessness, surgical coldness, and loss of humor (Boeree 2006)..

Overall Maslow (1987) might have described self-actualisers as ‘natural.’  People who could overcome or deny in their own actions some of the dichotomies in life such as gender or race stereotypes.    




	Appendix two

Toward the end of his life, he inaugurated what he called the fourth force in psychology:  Freudian and other “depth” psychologies constituted the first force;  Behaviorism was the second force;  His own humanism, including the European existentialists, were the third force.  The fourth force was the transpersonal psychologies which, taking their cue from Eastern philosophies, investigated such things as meditation, higher levels of consciousness, and even parapsychological phenomena.  Perhaps the best known transpersonalist today is Ken Wilber, author of such books as The Atman Project and The History of Everything. 

Discussion

Maslow has been a very inspirational figure in personality theories.  In the 1960’s in particular, people were tired of the reductionistic, mechanistic messages of the behaviorists and physiological psychologists.  They were looking for meaning and purpose in their lives, even a higher, more mystical meaning.  Maslow was one of the pioneers in that movement to bring the human being back into psychology, and the person back into personality! 

At approximately the same time, another movement was getting underway, one inspired by some of the very things that turned Maslow off:  computers and information processing, as well as very rationalistic theories such as Piaget’s cognitive development theory and Noam Chomsky’s linguistics.  This, of course, became the cognitive movement in psychology.  As the heyday of humanism appeared to lead to little more than drug abuse, astrology,  and self indulgence, cognitivism provided the scientific ground students of psychology were yearning for. 

But the message should not be lost:  Psychology is, first and foremost, about people, real people in real lives, and not about computer models, statistical analyses, rat behavior, test scores, and laboratories. 

Some criticism 

The “big picture” aside, there are a few criticisms we might direct at Maslow’s theory itself.  The most common criticism concerns his methodology:  Picking a small number of people that he himself declared self-actualizing, then reading about them or talking with them, and coming to conclusions about what self-actualization is in the first place does not sound like good science to many people. 

In his defense, I should point out that he understood this, and thought of his work as simply pointing the way.  He hoped that others would take up the cause and complete what he had begun in a more rigorous fashion.  It is a curiosity that Maslow, the “father” of American humanism, began his career as a behaviorist with a strong physiological bent.  He did indeed believe in science, and often grounded his ideas in biology.  He only meant to broaden psychology to include the best in us, as well as the pathological! 

Another criticism, a little harder to respond to, is that Maslow placed such constraints on self-actualization.  First, Kurt Goldstein and Carl Rogers used the phrase to refer to what every living creature does:  To try to grow, to become more, to fulfill its biological destiny.  Maslow limits it to something only two percent of the human species achieves.  And while Rogers felt that babies were the best examples of human self-actualization, Maslow saw it as something achieved only rarely by the young. 

Another point is that he asks that we pretty much take care of our lower needs before self-actualization comes to the forefront.  And yet we can find many examples of people who exhibited at very least aspects of self-actualization who were far from having their lower needs taken care of.  Many of our best artists and authors, for example, suffered from poverty, bad upbringing, neuroses, and depression.  Some could even be called psychotic!  If you think about Galileo, who prayed for ideas that would sell, or Rembrandt, who could barely keep food on the table, or Toulouse Lautrec, whose body tormented him, or van Gogh, who, besides poor, wasn’t quite right in the head, if you know what I mean...  Weren’t these people engaged in some form of self-actualization?  The idea of artists and poets and philosophers (and psychologists!) being strange is so common because it has so much truth to it! 

We also have the example of a number of people who were creative in some fashion even while in concentration camps.  Trachtenberg, for example, developed a new way of doing arithmetic in a camp.  Viktor Frankl developed his approach to therapy while in a camp.  There are many more examples. 

And there are examples of people who were creative when unknown, became successful only to stop being creative.  Ernest Hemingway, if I’m not mistaken, is an example.  Perhaps all these examples are exceptions, and the hierarchy of needs stands up well to the general trend.  But the exceptions certainly do put some doubt into our minds. 

I would like to suggest a variation on Maslow's theory that might help.  If we take the idea of actualization as Goldstein and Rogers use it, i.e. as the "life force" that drives all creatures, we can also acknowledge that there are various things that interfere with the full effectiveness of that life force.  If we are deprived of our basic physical needs, if we are living under threatening circumstances, if we are isolated from others, or if we have no confidence in our abilities, we may continue to survive, but it will not be as fulfilling a live as it could be.  We will not be fully actualizing our potentials!  We could even understand that there might be people that actualize despite deprivation!  If we take the deficit needs as subtracting from actualization, and if we talk about full self-actualization rather than self-actualization as a separate category of need, Maslow's theory comes into line with other theories, and the exceptional people who succeed in the face of adversity can be seen as heroic rather than freakish abberations. 

I received the following email from Gareth Costello of Dublin, Ireland, which balances my somewhat negative review of Maslow: 

One mild criticism I would have is of your concluding assessment, where you appeal for a broader view of self-actualisation that could include subjects such as van Gogh and other hard-at-heel intellectual/creative giants. This appears to be based on a view that people like van Gogh, etc. were, by virtue of their enormous creativity, 'at least partly' self-actualised. 

I favour Maslow's more narrow definition of self-actualisation and would not agree that self-actualisation equates with supreme self-expression. I suspect that self-actualisation is, often, a demotivating factor where artistic creativity is concerned, and that artists such as van Gogh thrived (artistically, if not in other respects) specifically in the absence of circumstances conducive to self-actualisation. Even financially successful artists (e.g. Stravinsky, who was famously good at looking after his financial affairs, as well as affairs of other kinds) do exhibit some of the non-self-actualised 'motivators' that you describe so well. 

Self-actualisation implies an outwardness and openness that contrasts with the introspection that can be a pre-requisite for great artistic self-expression. Where scientists can look out at the world around them to find something of profound or universal significance, great artists usually look inside themselves to find something of personal significance - the universality of their work is important but secondary. It's interesting that Maslow seems to have concentrated on people concerned with the big-picture when defining self-actualisation. In Einstein, he selected a scientist who was striving for a theory of the entire physical universe. The philosophers and politicians he analysed were concerned with issues of great relevance to humanity. 

This is not to belittle the value or importance of the 'small-picture' - society needs splitters as well as lumpers. But while self-actualisation may be synonymous with psychological balance and health, it does not necessarily lead to professional or creative brilliance in all fields. In some instances, it may remove the driving force that leads people to excel -- art being the classic example. So I don't agree that the scope of self-actualisation should be extended to include people who may well have been brilliant, but who were also quite possibly damaged, unrounded or unhappy human beings. 

If I had the opportunity to chose between brilliance (alone) or self-actualisation (alone) for my children, I would go for the latter!

Gareth makes some very good points! 
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