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Creativity in
Self-Actualizing People

Maslow had mentioned the “creativeness” of self-actualizing
people only briefly in his earlier writings on self-
actualization. The present chapter, which is a revised ver-
sion of a lecture delivered at Michigan State University,
February 28, 1959, represents his first attempt to expand
upon the issue. His subsequent observations on creative-
ness/creativity can be found in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 of his
posthumously published collection of papers entitled The Far-
ther Reaches of Human Nature (New York: Viking Press,
1971).

studying people who were positively healthy, highly evolved and

matured, self-actualizing. I had first to give up my stereotyped
notion that health, genius, talent and productivity were synonymous.
A fair proportion of my subjects, though healthy and creative in a spe-
cial sense that I am going to describe, were not productive in the or-
dinary sense, nor did they have great talent or genius, nor were they
poets, composers, inventors, artists or creative intellectuals. It was also
obvious that some of the greatest talents of mankind were certainly not
psychologically healthy people, Wagner, for example, or Van Gogh or
Byron. Some were and some weren't, it was clear. | very soon had to
come to the conclusion that great talent was not only more or less in-
dependent of goodness or health of character but also that we know lit-
tle about it. For instance, there is some evidence that great musical

Ifirst had to change my ideas about creativity as soon as I began
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talent and mathematical talent are more inherited than acquired. It
seemed clear then that health and special talent were separate vari-
ables, maybe only slightly correlated, maybe not. We may as well admit
at the beginning that psychology knows very little about special talent
of the genius type. I shall say nothing more about it, confining myself
instead to that more widespread kind of creativeness which is the uni-
versal heritage of every human being that is born, and which seems to
co-vary with psychological health.

Furthermore, I soon discovered that I had, like most other peo-
ple, been thinking of creativeness in terms of products, and secondly,
I had unconsciously confined creativeness to certain conventional
areas only of human endeavor, unconsciously assuming that any
painter, any poet, any composer was leading a creative life. Theorists,
artists, scientists, inventors, writers could be creative. Nobody else
could be. Unconsciously I had assumed that creativeness was the pre-
rogative solely of certain professionals.

But these expectations were broken up by various of my subjects.
For instance, one woman, uneducated, poor, a full-time housewife
and mother, did none of these conventionally creative things and yet
was a marvellous cook, mother, wife and homemaker. With little
money, her home was somehow always beautiful. She was a perfect
hostess. Her meals were banquets. Her taste in linens, silver, glass,
crockery and furniture was impeccable. She was in all these areas orig-
inal, novel, ingenious, unexpected, inventive. I Jjust had to call her cre-
ative. I learned from her and others like her that a first-rate soup is
more creative than a second-rate painting, and that, generally, cook-
ing or parenthood or making a home could be creative while poetry
need not be; it could be uncreative,

Another of my subjects devoted herself to what had best be called
social service in the broadest sense, bandaging up wounds, helping the
downtrodden, not only in a personal way, but in an organization which
helps many more people than she could individually.

Another was a psychiatrist, a “pure clinician who never wrote any-
thing or created any theories or researches but who delighted in his
everyday job of helping people to create themselves. This man ap-
proached each patient as if he were the only one in the world, without
jargon, expectations or presuppositions, with innocence and naivete and
yet with great wisdom, in a Taoistic fashion. Each patient was a unique
human being and therefore a completely new problem to be understood
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and solved in a completely novel way. His great success even with very

difficult cases validated his “creative” (rather than stereotyped or or-

thodox) way of doing things. From another man I learned that con-

structing a business organization could be a creative activity. From a_
young athlete, I learned that a perfect tackle could be as esthetic a prod-

uct as a sonnet and could be approached in the same creative spirit.

It dawned on me once that a competent cellist I had reflexly
thought of as “creative” (because I associated her with creative
music? with creative composers?) was actually playing well what
someone else had written. She was a mouthpiece, as the average actor
or “comedian” is a mouthpiece. A good cabinet-maker or gardener
or dressmaker could be more truly creative. I had to make an indi-
vidual judgment in each instance, since almost any role or job could
be either creative or uncreative.

In other words, I learned to apply the word “creative” (and also the
word “esthetic”) not only to products but also to people in a charac-
terological way, and to activities, processes, and attitudes. And fur-
thermore, I had come to apply the word “creative” to many products
other than the standard and conventionally accepted poems, theories,
novels, experiments or paintings.

The consequence was that I found it necessary to distinguish
“special talent creativeness” from “self-actualizing (SA) creativeness”
which sprang much more directly from the personality, and which
showed itself widely in the ordinm Tife, for instance, in a
certain kind of humor. It looked like a tendency to do anything cre-
atively: for example, housekeeping, teaching, and so forth. Fre-
quently, it appeared that an essential aspect of SA creativeness was a
special kind of perceptiveness that is exemplified by the child in the
fable who saw that the king had no clothes on (this too contradicts
the notion of creativity as products). Such people can see the fresh,
the raw, the concrete, the idiographic, as well as the generic, the ab-
stract, the rubricized, the categorized and the classified. Conse-
quently, they live far more in the real world of nature than in the
verbalized world of concepts, abstractions, expectations, beliefs and
stereotypes that most people confuse with the real world. This is well
expressed in Rogers’ phrase “openness to experience,”

All my subjects were relatively more spontaneous and expressive
than average people. They were more “natural” and less controlled and
inhibited in their behavior, which seemed to flow out more easily and
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freely and with less blocking and self-criticism. This ability to express
ideas and impulses without strangulation and without fear of ridicule
turned out to be an essential aspect of SA creativeness. Rogers has used
the excellent phrase, “fully functioning person,” to describe this aspect
of health.

Another observation was that SA creativeness was in many respects
like the creativeness of all happy and secure children. It was sponta-
neous, effortless, innocent, easy, a kind of freedom from stereotypes
and cliches. And again it seemed to be made up largely of “innocent”
freedom of perception, and “innocent,” uninhibited spontaneity and
expressiveness. Almost any child can perceive more freely, without a
priori expectations about what ought to be there, what must be there,
or what has always been there. And almost any child can compose a
song or a poem or a dance or a painting or a play or a game on the spur
of the moment, without planning or previous intent.

It was in this childlike sense that my subjects were creative. Or to
avoid misunderstanding, since my subjects were after all not children
(they were all people in their 50’s or 60’s), let us say that they had
either retained or regained at least these two main aspects of child-
likeness, namely, they were non-rubricizing or “open to experience”
and they were easily spontaneous and expressive. If children are naive,
then my subjects had attained a “second naivete,” as Santayana called

it. Their innocence of perception and expressiveness was combined
with sophisticated minds.

In any case, this all sounds as if we are dealing with a fundamen-
tal characteristic, inherent in human nature, a potentiality given to all
or most human beings at birth, which most often is lost or buried or
inhibited as the person gets enculturated.

My subjects were different from the average person in another char-
acteristic that makes creativity more likely. SA people are relatively un-
frightened by the unknown, the mysterious, the puzzling, and often are
positively attracted by it, that is, selectively pick it out to puzzle over,
to meditate on and to be absorbed with. I quote from my description:
“They do not neglect the unknown, or deny it, or run away from it, or
try to make believe it is really known, nor do they organize, di-
chotomize, or rubricize it prematurely. They do not cling to the fa-
miliar, nor is their quest for the truth a catastrophic need for certainty,

safety, definiteness, and order, such as we see in an exaggerated form
in Goldstein’s brain-injured or in the compulsive-obsessive neurotic.
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They can be, when the total objective situation calls for it, comfortably,
diiqgglgrly_, V_s!oppx,___gnﬂar‘cl_lniyc‘,Mchaotic, vague, doubtful, uncertain, indef-

Inite, approximate, inexact, or in"ajccu'faten(all at certain moments in sci-
ence, art, or life in general, quite desirable).

“Thus it comes about that doubt, tentativeness, uncertainty, with
the consequent necessity for abeyance of decision, which is for most a
torture, can be for some a pleasantly stimulating challenge, a high spot
in life rather than a low.”

One observation I made has puzzled me for many years but it be-
gins to fall into place now. It was what I described as'the resolution of
dichotomies in self-actualizing peopl®) Briefly stated, I found that

‘had to see differently many oppositions and polarities that all psy-
chologists had taken for granted as straight line continua. For instance,
to take the first dichotomy that I had trouble with, I couldn’t decide
whether my subjects were selfish or unselfish. (Observe how sponta-
neously we fall into an gither-or, here. The more of one, the less of the
other, is the implication of the style in which I put the question.) But
I was forced by sheer pressure of fact to give up this Aristotelian style
of logic. My subjects were very unselfish in one sense and very self-
ish in another sense. And the two fused together, not like incompati-
bles, but rather in a sensible, dynamic unity or synthesis very much
like what Fromm has described in his classical paper on healthy self-
ishness. My subjects had put opposites together in such a way as to
make me realize that regarding selfishness and unselfishness as contra-
dictory and mutually exclusive is itself characteristic of a lower level
of personality development. So also in my subjects were many other
dichotomies resolved into unities, cognition vs. conation (heart vs.
head, wish vs. fact) became cognition “structured with” conation as
instinct and reason came to the same conclusions. Duty became plea-
sure, and pleasure merged with duty. The distinction between work
and play became shadowy. How could selfish hedonism be opposed
to altruism, when altruism became selfishly pleasurable? These most
mature of all people were also strongly childlike. These same people,
the strongest egos ever described and the most definitely individual,
were also precisely the ones who could be most easily ego-less, self-
transcending, and problem-centered. T

~ But this is precisely what the great artist does. He is able to bring
together clashing colors, forms that fight each other, dissonances of all
kinds, into a unity. And this is also what the great theorist does when
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he puts puzzling and inconsistent facts together so that we can see that
they really belong together. And so also for the great statesman, the
great therapist, the great philosopher, the great parent, the great in-
ventor. They are all integrators, able to bring separates and even op-
posites together into unity.

We speak here of the ability to integrate and of the play back and
forth between integration within the person, and his ability to inte-
grate whatever it is he is doing in the world. To the extent that cre-
ativeness is constructive, synthesizing, unifying, and integrative, to that
extent does it depend in part on the inner integration of the person.

In trying to figure out why all this was so, it seemed to me that
much of it could be traced back to the relative absence of fear in my
subjects. They were certainly less enculturated; that is, they seemed to
be less afraid of what other people would say or demand or laugh at.
They had less need of other people and therefore, depending on them
less, could be less afraid of them and less hostile against them. Perhaps
most important, however, was their lack of fear of their own insides,
of their own imjglic;s_.%ons,thou hts. They were more self-
accepting than the average. This approval and acceptance of their
deeper selves then made it more possible to perceive bravely the real
nature of the world and also made their behavior more spontaneous
(less controlled, less inhibited, less planned, less “willed” and de-
signed). They were less afraid of their own thoughts even when they
were “nutty” or silly or crazy. They were less afraid of being laughed
at or of being disapproved of. They could let themselves be flooded by
emotion. In contrast, average and neurotic people wall off fear, much
that lies within themselves. They control, they inhibit, they repress,
and they suppress. They disapprove of their deeper selves and expect
that others do, too.

What I am saying in effect is that the creativity of my subjects
seemed to be an epiphenomenon of their greater wholeness and inte-
gration, which is what self-acceptance implies, The civil war within
the average person between the forces of the inner depths and the
forces of defense and control seems to have been resolved in my sub-
jects and they are less split. As a consequence, more of themselves is
available for use, for enjoyment and for creative purposes. They waste
less of their time and energy protecting themselves against themselves.

As we have seen in previous chapters, what we know of peak-
experiences supports and enriches these conclusions. These too are
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integrated and integrating experiences which are to some extent, iso-
morphic with integration in the perceived world. In these experiences
also, we find increased openness to experience, and increased spon-
taneity and expressiveness. Also, since one aspect of this integration
within the person is the acceptance and greater availability of our
deeper selves, these deep roots of creativeness become more available
for use.

PRIMARY, SECONDARY, AND
INTEGRATED CREATIVENESS

Classical Freudian theory is of little use for our purposes and is even par-
tially contradicted by our data. It is (or was) essentially an id psychol-
ogy, an investigation of the instinctive impulses and their vicissitudes,
and the basic Freudian dialectic is seen to be ultimately between im-
pulses and defenses against them. But far more crucial than repressed
impulses for understanding the sources of creativity (as well as play, love,
enthusiasm, humor, imagination, and fantasy) are the so-called primary
processes which are essentially cognitive rather than conative. As soon
as we turn our attention to this aspect of human depth-psychology, we
find much agreement between the psychoanalytic ego-psychology—
Kris, Miller, Ehrenzweig, the Jungian psychology, and the American
self-and-growth psychology.

The normal adjustment of the average, common sense, well-
adjusted man implies a continued successful rejection of much of the
depths of human nature, both conative and cognitive. To adjust well to
the world of reality means a splitting of the person. It means that the
person turns his back on much in himself because it is dangerous. But
it is now clear that by so doing, he loses a great deal too, for these depths
are also the source of all his joys, his ability to play, to love, to laugh,
and, most important for us, to be creative. By protecting himself against
the hell within himself, he also cuts himself off from the heaven within.
In the extreme instance, we have the obsessional person, flat, tight,
rigid, frozen, controlled, cautious, who can’t laugh or play or love, or
be silly or trusting or childish. His imagination, his intuitions, his soft-
ness, his emotionality tend to be strangulated or distorted.

The goals of psychoanalysis as a therapy are ultimately integrative.
The effort is to heal this basic split by insight, so that what has been



repressed becomes conscious or preconscious. But here again we can
make modifications as a consequence of studying the depth sources of
creativeness. Our relation to our primary processes is not in all respects
the same as our relation to unacceptable wishes. The most important dif-
ference that I can see is that our primary processes are not as dangerous
as the forbidden impulses. To a large extent they are not repressed or
censored but rather are “forgotten,” or else turned away from, sup-
pressed (rather than repressed), as we have to adjust to a harsh reality
which demands a purposeful and pragmatic striving rather than revery,
poetry, play. Or, to say it in another way, in a rich society there must
be far less resistance to primary thought processes. I expect that educa-
tion processes, which are known to do rather little for relieving repres-
sion of “instinct,” can do much to accept and integrate the primary
processes into conscious and preconscious life. Education in art, poetry,
dancing, can in principle do much in this direction. And so also can ed-
ucation in dynamic psychology; for instance, Deutsch and Murphy’s
“Clinical Interview,” which speaks in primary process language, can
be seen as a kind of poetry. Marion Milner’s extraordinary book, On
Not Being Able to Paint, perfectly makes my point.

The kind of creativeness I have been trying to sketch out is best

creativeness

exemplified by the improvisation, as in jazz or in childlike paintings,
rather than by the work of art designated as “great.”

In the first place, the great work needs great talent which, as we
have seen, turned out to be irrelevant for our concern. In the second
place, the great work needs not only the flash, the inspiration, the peak-

experience; it also needs hard work, long training, unrelenting criti-
cism, perfectionistic standards. In other words, succeeding upon the

spontaneous is the deliberate; succeeding upon total acceptance comes
criticism; succeeding upon intuition comes rigorous thought; succeed-
ing upon daring comes caution; succeeding upon fantasy and imagina-
tion comes reality testing. Now come the questions, “Is it true?”” “Will
it be understood by the other?” “Is its structure sound?” “Does it stand
the test of logic?” “How will it do in the world?” “Can I prove it?”
Now come the comparisons, the judgments, the evaluations, the cold,
calculating morning-after thoughts, the selections and the rejections.
If T may say it so, the secondary processes now take over from the
primary, the Apollonian from the Dionysian, the “masculine” from
the “feminine.” The voluntary regression into our depths is now ter-
minated, the necessary passivity and receptivity of inspiration or of
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peak-experience must now give way to activity, control, and hard
work. A peak-experience happens to a person, but the person makes
the great product.

Strictly speaking, I have investigated this first phase only, that
which comes easily and without effort as a spontaneous expression of
an integrated person, or of a transient unifying within the person. It can
come only if a person’s depths are available to him, only if he is not
afraid of his primary thought processes.

I'shall call “primary creativity” that which proceeds from and uses
the primary process much more than the secondary processes. The cre-
ativity which is based mostly on the secondary thought processes I shall
call “secondary creativity.” This latter type includes a large propor-
tion of production-in-the-world, the bridges, the houses, the new au-
tomobiles, even many scientific experiments and much literary work.
All of these are essentially the consolidation and development of other
people’s ideas. It parallels the difference between the commando and
the military policeman behind the lines, between the pioneer and the
settler. That creativity which uses both types of process easily and well,
in good fusion or in good succession, I shall call “integrated creativ-
ity.” It is from this kind that comes the great work of art, or philoso-
phy, or science.

CONCLUSION

The upshot of all of these developments can, I think, be summarized as
an increased stress on the role of integration (or self-consistency, unity,
wholeness) in the theory of creativeness. Resolving a dichotomy into a
higher, more inclusive, unity amounts to healing a split in the person
and making him more unified. Since the splits I have been talking about
are within the person, they amount to a kind of civil war, a setting of
one part of the person against another part. In any case so far as SA cre-
ativeness is concerned, it seems to come more immediately from fusion
of primary and secondary processes rather than from working through
repressive control of forbidden impulses and wishes. It is, of course,
probable that defenses arising out of fears of these forbidden impulses
also push down primary processes in a kind of total, undiscriminating,
panicky war on all the depths. But it seems that such lack of discrimj-
nation is not in principle necessary.
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T@ SA creativeness stresses first the personality rather
than it§ achievements, considering these achievements to be epiphe-
‘fiomena emitted by the personality and therefore secondary to it. It
stresses characterological qualities like boldness, courage, freedom,
spontaneity, perspicuity, integration, self-acceptance, all of which make
possible the kind of generalized SA creativeness, which expresses itself
in the creative life, or the creative attitude, or the creative person. I
have also stressed the expressive or Being quality of SA creativeness
rather than its problem-solving or product-making quality. SA cre-
ativeness is “emitted,” or radiated, and hits all of life, regardless of
problems, just as a cheerful person “emits” cheerfulness without pur-
pose or design or even consciousness. It is emitted like sunshine; it
spreads all over the place; it makes some things grow (which are grow-
able) and is wasted on rocks and other ungrowable things.

Finally, I am quite aware that I have been trying to break up
widely accepted concepts of creativity without being able to offer in
exchange a nice, clearly defined, clean-cut substitute concept. SA
creativeness is hard to define because sometimes it seems to be syn-
onymous with health itself, as Moustakas has suggested. And since
self-actualization or health must ultimately be defined as the
coming to pass of the fullest humanness, or as the “Being” of the
person, it is as if SA_creativity were almost synonymous with, or
a sine qua non aspect of, or a defining characteristic of, essential
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