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Two personality psychologists, Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, used the
concept of self-actualization in their theories of personal growth (Schultz &
Schultz, 2019). Rogers believed all people have an actualization tendency, a
desire to seek higher forms of cognitive complexity (Kim, 2018). Similar
viewpoints may be found in the ancient philosophy of Taoism as well as the
writings of Plato (Lin, 2011; Bloom, 1968). Also in line with Roger’s theory are
the findings that the brain naturally seeks perceptual unity (Griffith &
Davidson, 1966; Hunt & Schooler, 2019). Brain areas like the dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex and the default mode network are tied to levels of self
actualization (Forrest, 2001; Yangmei et al., 2017). Maslow believed self
actualized people have peak experiences such as moments of deep connection
with the universe (Yaden et al., 2017). Lowering one’s latent inhibition may be
a way to increase the frequency of peak experiences (Carson, Higgens, &
Peterson, 2003).

Introduction

From the murk of psychoanalysis came the humanistic movement,
lambent with renewed faith in humanity. Central to this movement are
two household names: Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow. The personality
theories of these men, although different in important ways, share a similar
therapeutic goal: the state of self-actualization. Self-actualization, put simply,
is realization of and integration with one’s fullest human potential (Shultz &
Schultz, 2019).

To Maslow self-actualization formed the apex of his hierarchy of needs.
According to the hierarchy of needs, a person’s lower instinctoid needs, like
shelter, food, and affection, must be attended to before higher needs like selt-
actualization can be met. When one’s lower needs are fulfilled, the individual
may begin the process of self-actualizing by letting go of the lower needs,
escaping societal constraints, and developing an honest view of themselves
and the world. Maslow found self-actualized people to be spontancous,
purposeful, and creative (Shultz & Schultz, 2019).

Roger’s approach to self-actualization was similar to Maslow’s although
it replaces a needs-hierarchy with levels of congruence. All human beings
strive for consistency and integration of their self-concept; the highest form
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of which is self-actualization. Choking an individual’s progress towards
actualization are incongruences in one’s self-concept. These incongruences
are basically distortions of reality, like defence mechanisms, that create
schisms between one’s current behavior and potential self. Self actualization
is reached when a person systematically removes all incongruences from their
behavior and thoughts. Rogers found self actualized people to be flexible,
dynamic, and self assured (Shultz & Schultz, 2019).

In this paper we will discuss aspects of Maslow and Rogers’ theories in
terms of their relevance in modern society, synchronicity with philosophical
theories, and neuroscientific evidence.

Relevance in the Modern World

Maslow and Rogers’ theories of self-actualization are not only models of
inspiration but are valuable for psychological researchers and society in the
21st century. One study demonstrated the universality of self-actualization
via its striking similarities to diverse cultural traditions and psychological
theories including the Hindu stages of life, ancient Jewish ideas about human
progression, Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development, and Frued’s model
of the psyche (D’Souza & Gurin, 2016). It is possible that the idea of
self-actualization may be used to unite disparate cultures and ideas in an
understanding of human fulfilment.

Maslow and Rogers’ models of self-actualization have been extensively
researched. Studies have found significant positive associations between
Maslow’s model of self-actualization and positive psychological traits
including including mental health, problem-focused coping, tolerance of
other people, and acceptance of self (Ford & Procidano, 1990; Hosseini
Dowlatabad et al., 2014; Parham & Helms, 1985). A paper by Robbins
(2021) argues that humanistic models such as self-actualization are important
for societies during the Covid-19 pandemic since people’s basic social and
emotional needs are being challenged. One study successfully combined a
self-actualization framework with cognitive behavioral therapy to provide
prison inmates with healthy coping skills, growth-oriented goals, and practices
of interpersonal effectiveness (Frana, 2013). Thus, self-actualization is not
only relevant in today’s psychological atmosphere but may be directly applied
alongside current therapeutic practices.

Inner Forces

According to Rogers, self actualization isn’t just a human concept but
a manifestation of natural forces he called the formative tendency. The
formative tendency is the predisposition of all matter to naturally integrate
into higher orders of complexity. An example would be strands of DNA
forming from mere elements in the primordial soup. Sentient beings follow
the basic formative tendency but on a higher level of complexity. Instead
of matter seeking crystal lattices and molecular structures, our brains seek
conceptual unity and expansion of consciousness. This human need for
dynamic, conscious unity is what Roger coined the actualization tendency.
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Someone who follows their innate actualization tendency experiences
consistency between their thoughts and actions, leading to maximum growth
(Kim, 2018).

Although Rogers was a western thinker, various eastern philosophies like
Taoism echo his concepts. The 7zo0, an antimatter-like energy that underlies
all material processes, may be conceptualized as similar to the force behind
Roger’s formative tendency. Like silt in river water swirls in synchrony
with invisible currents, so does all matter flow in synchrony with the Tao.
According to Taoism, enlightenment is the result of complete
synchronization with the movements of one’s inner Tao. The result of living
in accordance with the Tao is a constant state of flow in which a person’s
actions and desires are seamlessly unified (Lin, 2011). This is similar to
Roger’s idea of self-actualization in which a person removes all incongruences
and is in tune with themselves.

The philosophy of Plato’s Republic also defines a path for self-
actualization. Much like the Tao is what Plato referred simply as 7he Good.
The Good is the source of all truth and knowledge that lies within each
human. Similar to the actualization tendency described by Rogers, each
human desires to unite with The Good and understand the universe. To
do this, humans must shed their societal biases and pledge themselves to
the pursuit of knowledge. These hypothetical students learn philosophy,
astronomy, geometry, geology, and other sciences to provide as many different
frameworks for understanding reality as possible. Although Plato argues that
no school of human thought can fully describe The Good, he believes that
by creating a diverse intellectual understanding of the world a person may see
The Good in the highest possible accuracy. Like a self-actualized person, a

student of The Good perceives themselves and reality accurately and honestly
(Bloom, 1968).

The Actualization Tendency and Neuroscience

Because Rogers believed conscious unity to be the goal of self-
actualization, he would likely show interest in modern studies of brain
connectivity. One mystery of modern neuroscience is the so-called binding
problem which seeks to find the mechanism by which the brain combines
information from its 86 billion neurons and many hundreds of modules into
one unified experience of consciousness (Goldstein, 2010; Herculano-Houzel,
2009). Even patients of invasive brain surgeries such as hemispherectomies
(removing one hemisphere) retain unified, functional levels of consciousness
with only half a cortex (Griffith & Davidson, 1966). It appears the brain seeks
perceptual unification at all costs.

One theory describes consciousness as the emergent experience of many
brain areas resonating together at the same frequency. EEG studies have
confirmed that human consciousness accompanies neural resonance at mostly
gamma frequencies (Hunt & Schooler, 2019). Furthermore, some theories
place emotion as the substance of consciousness. Brain areas like the anterior
cingulate cortex and insular cortex are responsible for integration of
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interpersonal and sensory experiences into conscious awareness. Additionally,
these brain areas are responsible for emotional interpretations of stimuli.
Thus, emotional reactions to incoming stimuli might prompt conscious
awareness of oneself as an agent acting in an external world (Parham &
Helms, 1985).

Whatever method our brain uses to bind information together is likely
facilitated primarily by the prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex is the
seat of autonoetic consciousness: one’s sense of self-coherence over time. One
area in particular, the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC), is incredibly
important for conscious awareness. The DLPFC, with its role in short
term memory, retains past sensory percepts for use in present goal-directed
behaviors. Dysfunction of the DLPFC is implicated in many psychological
disorders such as schizophrenia, insomnia and depression. DLPFC
hypoactivation is thought to underlie some of the hallucinations and
delusions in schizophrenia because individuals with this disorder are unable
to distinguish internal brain activity from external stimuli (Forrest, 2001).
Healthy behaviors such as exercises, good sleep, and meditation can increase
DLPFC activation (Albinet et al., 2014; Britton et al., 2014; Stahl, 2013).
Thus, Rogers would likely agree that a functional DLPFC is necessary for self
actualization because of its self-unifying abilities.

Another neural substrate of self actualization is the default mode network
(DMN) consisting of the medial prefrontal cortex, the inferior parietal lobule,
and the posterior cingulate cortex. The DMN is responsible for
introspection, thinking about the future, and self-referential cognition. One
study found a connection between DMN activation and exdaimonia, a
concept of happiness from ancient Greece that mirrors many aspects of
Maslow’s model of self-actualization including self realization, fulfilment, and
flourishing in life. Researchers found that higher connectivity between the
medial prefrontal cortex and inferior parietal lobule areas of the DMN was
positively associated with higher levels of eudaimonic well being (Luo et
al., 2017). Because eudaimonia is conceptually similar to self-actualization,
the DMN may theoretically be hyper-connected in the brains of actualized
people. One study by Beaty et al. (2018) used fMRI imaging to show that
people high in trait openness to experience had greater connectivity between
their default-mode network and executive/ attentional brain areas. According
to Lefrancois et al. (1997), openness to experience is a fundamental predictor
of self-actualization tendencies.

From the studies we have looked at it is obvious that a Rogerian sense of
unity must arise from the connectivity of various brain regions. According
to Maslow and Rogers, self actualized people accept every part of themselves
including positive and negative aspects. From a neuroscience perspective
this might entail connectivity between different disparate brain circuits
responsible for positive and negative perceptions of oneself.
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Peak Experiences

Central to Maslow’s theory of self actualization is the tendency for
actualized people to have peak experiences: moments of intense ecstasy,
connection with the universe, and self transcendence. Many similar states
of mind are described across cultures including mystical experiences, the
experience of awe, and even entheogenic (psychedelic induced) experiences.
All of these self-transcendent experiences share a common sense of wonder,
unity, and profound connection with the world (Yaden et al., 2017).

One novel way to increase the frequency of peak experiences may be
lowering one’s latent inhibition. Latent inhibition is a cognitive inhibitory
mechanism that screens out unnecessary information. Early in life a child may
show intense interest and preoccupation with common objects like trees or
animals. However, as that child continues to see trees and animals its latent
inhibition will slowly screen out interest in these things and save the brain’s
precious executive resources for new stimuli. One study found that the ability
to lower one’s latent inhibition is strongly correlated to creativity (Carson et
al., 2003). Both Maslow and Rogers described self-actualized people as having
a freshness of perception and interest in many things. Thus, self actualized
people may have lower than average levels of latent inhibition which may
give them the ability to interact fully with even routine aspects of their
environment to possibly increase the frequency of peak experiences. One
study by, Peterson & Carson (2000) found that lower latent inhibition was
significantly positively correlated with higher levels of openness to experience.

Conclusion

There are various routes to the state of self-actualization as described
by Rogers and Maslow. Living in synchrony with nature like a Taoist or
connecting to one’s highest intellectual self like students of The Good are
two unique ways that may enhance one’s sense of unity and perception of
the world. Psychological feelings of unity are necessary for mental health as
reflected by the mechanisms by which our brain seeks unity within itself.
Areas like the anterior cingulate cortex, prefrontal cortex, and the default
mode network provide various experiences of consciousness by integrating
information. Self-actualization from a neurological basis may be reflected
in heightened connectivity among brain areas responsible for consciousness,
thus providing heightened awareness of oneself and reality. Additionally, self-
actualized people tend to have peak experiences involving feelings of ecstasy
and self transcendence. Lowering one’s latent inhibition might increase peak
experiences because one’s perception of the world is unbiased and open
to many sources of stimuli. In conclusion, self actualization is not only a
concept of humanistic psychology but is a valuable aspect of neuroscience,

philosophy, and wellbeing.
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