
FREEDOM AND DIGNITY IN A. H. MASLOW’S 
PHILOSOPHY OF T H E  PERSON 

by Ralph L. Underwood 

The aim of this study is to disclose the central significance of Abra- 
ham H. Maslow’s philosophy of the person for the current concern 
with the meaning o f  human dignity. In our time human self-regard is 
caught in a dilemma aggravated by the conflict between personal 
autonomy and social regulation. This problem reappears at various 
levels of consideration, such as ethical principles and political 
strategy. My perspective on it calls attention to its cultural and reli- 
gious aspects. I t  is a cultural and religious matter because it confronts 
us with alternative values, including some that ultimately determine 
who we are, and because the issues surrounding self-determination 
and behavior control are not limited to passing relevancies but en- 
compass as well the question of our heritage and what we deem 
worthy of preservation from generation to generation, that is, of what 
endures in the midst of change. For this angle of vision the 
philosophy of the person is an apposite region of inquiry, especially 
when it is focused in some master image of the authentic individual, a 
representation that distills the controlling assumptions and ab- 
breviates the concrete concerns that guide self-understanding. In part 
the contemporary discussion about human excellence, individual 
choice, and behavior control is a debate in which various practical 
wisdoms about the meaning of being human vie for salient recogni- 
tion and persuasive authority in the total vision of things that will 
organize our future. 

FREEDOM AND DIC;NrrY AS 1’ROHLEMATIC 

With the rise of behavioral technology many of its creators and clini- 
cal practitioners question the concept of personal “agency,” moral or  
otherwise, if that implies some internal, moving, selecting process or 
reality within the human organism. With the prospect of more sys- 
tematic means of altering behavior, many others in fact are asking 
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ethical and anthropological questions with a heightened sense of their 
significance. B. F. Skinner’s Beyond Freedom and Dignity may not help 
us to appreciate the latter phenomenon, but it serves to show how 
problematic personal autonomy is to the behaviorist.’ A brief essay 
cannot hope to d o  justice to Skinner’s excellent yet deceptively 
difficult statement of behaviorism writ large, but it can select elements 
therefrom which inform the challenge that the behavioral scheme of 
things presents to those who uphold, or  at least feel ambivalent about, 
personal autonomy, among whom Maslow can be included. Maslow’s 
significance will be interpreted in terms of his response to some as- 
pects of the behavioral version of the argument that autonomy is 
misguided and inadequate for effective human activity. 

The question before our culture, as Skinner sees it, is that of sheer 
survival. The survival problems par excellence-such as overpopula- 
tion and nuclear holocaust-are aggravated by the massive and exten- 
sive technology of modern life. The direction adequate to the situa- 
tion, however, is not the reassertion of any nontechnological world 
but the completion of technology’s frontiers by the institution of a 
technology of behavior. In proffering and interpreting his solution 
Skinner does not skirt the honored notion of personal autonomy but 
construes it as problematic, especially in the light of the necessity for an 
encompassing yet detailed design of culture. Autonomous man is the 
image that has undergirded two traditional values: first, the idea of 
freedom and hence of responsibility and accountability; second, the 
idea of dignity and hence of pride and excellence. 

Skinner understands the significance of his argument: “Science has 
probably never demanded a more sweeping change in a traditional 
way of thinking about a subject, nor has there ever been a more 
important subject.”2 From the perspective of psychology as a “science 
of values” he disputes the widely accepted judgment that it is not 
possible to derive a normative statement from a descriptive statement. 
Thatjudgment holds, he argues, only if indeed it is possible to select a 
norm or its opposite, and it is this commonplace that becomes increas- 
ingly implausible with the advance of behavioral contr01.~ When au- 
tonomous man was assumed, it was the notion of a science of values 
that was problematic; once human feeedom and dignity become 
sufficiently dubious, a science of values seems sensible enough. 

Thus the first question raised in Beyond Freedom and Dignity has 
to d o  with autonomy, and the second concerns values. Self- 
determination, when it means determination from within the person, 
some immanent agency, is the basis of responsibility and the under- 
standing which contrasts freedom with external control. Skinner goes 
“beyond” this view of freedom by declaring that freedom is liberation 
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from the aversive consequences of behavior. Not all forms of control 
are aversive. Accordingly, “the problem is to free men, not from 
control, but from certain kinds of control, and it can be solved only if 
our analysis takes all consequences into a c c ~ u n t . ” ~  Ironically, the lit- 
erature of freedom has fostered aversive consequences insofar as it 
has called for punishments. Skinner throws the gauntlet: “But our 
task is not to encourage moral struggle or  to build or  demonstrate 
inner virtues. It is to make life less punishing and in doing so to 
release for more reinforcing activities the time and energy consumed 
in the avoidance of punishment.”s 

Autonomous man serves as rationale for moral punishments; also, 
he fills the role of explanation. Skinner elaborates on how this inner 
self stifles inquiry and preserves mystery. As he advocates going 
“beyond” dignity because it makes no more sense to give someone 
credit for his acts than it does to judge him blameworthy, so Skinner 
eschews human self-regard in favor of “achievement”-and this 
means the inexorable destruction of mystery and the increase of 
scientific knowledge, rather than credit to an immanent self for ef- 
fort, wisdom, moral rectitude, or  whatever.6 What, then, is the mea- 
sure of “achievement,” or what the meaning of value? Behavior that is 
valuable is behavior that is reinforced, that is, its consequences make 
likely its recurrence. Thus good behavior is reinforced, perpetuated 
behavior; it is behavior which is “selected” by the environment. While 
“to be” is not a typically Skinnerian phrase, let us say that to be good is 
to be selected. This notion of good as survival is exposited first in 
terms of personal goods and their derivative, the goods of others. 
Still, there is an overriding good, the social environment or  “culture”; 
it outlasts individuals and selects them for its own survival. If there 
were such a thing as “aim,” it would be to keep going. 

The survival motif and the orientation to consequences of action 
make it clear that Skinner’s behavioral vision is an expression of 
American pragmatism. At its blossoming in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the pragmatic spirit sighted a future of 
growth and expanded quickly as a balanced pluralism. Since those 
halcyon days the accelerating rate of change has become a disorientat- 
ing factor in modern consciousness, and with the convergence of a 
number of problems from various quarters-for example, energy 
supply, pollution, food resources, population-the future as growth 
has been shaken. A future of curtailment replaces the future of 
growth, and with this development the character of pragmatism has 
changed. The  future diminished, pragmatism tends to become in- 
teriorized. We witness this in Philip Rieff ’s “psychological man,” ori- 
ented to self-salvation, inner growth, and accommodation with exter- 
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nal real it^.^ For Skinner, no doubt, this solution is the kind of ineffec- 
tive compromise that one can expect from the myth of a “weak ego”; it 
fails to eradicate human agency or  to discern the function of the 
environment. A future of control, of systematic scheduling or  good 
“husbandry,” is the only viable course. This means that the future as 
growth not merely is modified but has collapsed, and pragmatism 
becomes exteriorized in toto. We should not be surprised if the young 
adults who demanded social justice in the 1960s and now are becom- 
ing interiorized-thanks to Eastern religion and Western 
psychology-as well as accommodated to American business soon 
abandon self-salvation for cultural deliverance paced by behavioral 
technology. 

Maslow recognized that behaviorism is an expression of prag- 
matism, and he judged that our culture is overly pragmatic.’ T o  many 
he represents a new alternative to the images of the person found in 
psychoanalysis and behaviorism. Skinner’s model person acts on the 
environment in such a manner that the relation of behavior and con- 
sequences becomes increasingly clear. The efficiency of behavioral 
action replaces freedom and dignity. How does Maslow’s authentic 
individual compare with this, and how does Maslow negotiate free- 
dom and order in a philosophy of the person? 

FREEDOM, DIGNITY, AND BEHAVIOR CONTROL IN MASLOW’S 
IMAGE OF THE GOOD PERSON 

For those who are aware of the alternatives within psychology as well 
as of the continuities that form a psychological tradition, the names 
Freud, Skinner, and Maslow serve sometimes as eponyms for salient 
modes of orientation to human experience. They stand for alterna- 
tive visions of culture, structures of value, and ways of looking at the 
world. Floyd Matson’s comment reflects the appreciation of many for 
Maslow at this level of consideration: “Perhaps more than any other 
psychologist, Abraham Maslow deserves the title of founding father 
of that contemporary movement which seeks a humanistic alternative 
both to the emasculated scientism of the behaviorists and to the 
romantic pessimism of the classical Freudian~.”~ As yet, neither Skin- 
ner nor Maslow has sparked the philosophical and theological imagi- 
nation in the way that Freud has.l0 

The focus of an interpretation of Maslow’s philosophy of the  per- 
son has to be his description of “self-actualizing people.”” He 
reasoned that, if we are presumptuous enough to label and study 
people as mentally ill and sociopathic, then we ought to be able to 
study the mentally healthy and socially functional people of this 
world. It may be that health is not simply the opposite of illness; if so, 
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the study of human health should produce understanding that can- 
not be inferred from the study of neurosis, etc. T o  state it simplisti- 
cally, if a stranger to earth observed only crippled persons, he would 
believe that this is what normal earth people are like. In fact, Maslow 
believed, we have an implicit notion of health and maturity on the 
basis of our experience; his long-range goal was to systematize and 
make more nearly objective and universal this understanding of what 
it is possible and proper for persons to become. His report of self- 
actualizing persons was but an informal beginning; still, it reflects his 
thinking on personal values. 

Thus it was that Maslow attempted to describe characteristics of 
historical figures and contemporaries who impressed him as realizing 
their personal potentialities. Briefly, these persons evidenced above- 
average judgment, efficient perception, and acceptance of reality. 
They were spontaneous and original, and they sustained a fresh ap- 
preciation of the basic goods of life. Also, they were concerned with 
the basic issues of life, with ends more than means, and had a 
philosophical sense of humor. A significant number of them reported 
or  recorded in some manner their own mystical experiences. They 
resisted conformity but were not rebels against authority. A need for 
detachment and privacy was evident, and they developed deep 
friendships with only a few strong and healthy persons like them- 
selves. Nevertheless, they manifested a strong fellow feeling for man- 
kind and did not discriminate on the basis of social status, age, race, or 
sex. Despite these strengths, they had significant faults and were by 
no means absolutely perfect. Maslow emphasized that these descrip- 
tions represent attempts at objective observation and not idealization 
of persons; hence, they are values that are realizable in principle and 
cannot be excluded initially as idealistic. He also hoped that they 
would prove to be universalizable and not the products of parochial 
selection; that is, he strongly resisted the judgment of many of his 
critics that all one could derive from such a procedure was an idea of 
what is best in the eyes of a particular culture or historical era-not a 
scientific support of values. 

This concrete image of the authentic person is the starting 
point for our understanding of what human dignity is for Maslow. He 
believed that persons who become mature and worthy most often do 
so on the basis of a history of gratification of needs and not on the 
basis of the successful inhibition of troublesome instincts or  confor- 
mity to cultural expectations. There is a human “essence” or  biologi- 
cal “nature,” he theorized, that will manifest itself under certain con- 
ditions. In other words, Maslow thinks of the self as a biological struc- 
ture that unfolds over the course of time; the actualization of self is 

Dzgnity. 



Ratph L. Underwood 

the realization in personal development of idiosyncratic and 
species-specific features that were already real as structural propen- 
sities to act in certain ways that emerge in an identifiable series of 
behavioral and dynamic patterns. Even so, the physical and social 
environments have crucial roles, as we shall see, in providing both the 
proper conditions and substance for this development. The point for 
now is simply that, for Maslow, dignity and worth may refer inter alia 
to what persons in fact do achieve and to what persons are capable of 
becoming on the basis of an intrinsically given human nature. 

One might elaborate and aver, for example, that Joe D‘oaks shares 
the credit of another’s achievements and belongs in the same es- 
teemed company because, if the circumstances of his life had been 
more auspicious, he likely would have manifested the same courage 
and strength. Or, conversely, though Joe Doaks could not help his 
misdeed on a certain occasion, in principle he remains a responsible 
person, since the correct conditions likely would have given him the 
ability to respond in genuinely alternative ways and since in fact he 
still may well be able to develop into the kind of person who can act 
differently in the future. In other words, the meaning of credit and 
blame becomes more complex by taking on “double meanings.” Thus 
the meaning of human worth implies both praise for actual accom- 
plishments and appreciation for potential that in some sense is “real.” 
As an idea in Western consciousness, dignity has not referred primar- 
ily to individual merits;I2 nevertheless, Skinner’s discussion of worth 
avoids the idea of universal dignity based on personhood as such. 
Maslow’s image of the person discerns dignity in all individuals and 
simultaneously directs them to the kind of excellence that only a few 
have in fact demonstrated. 

Accordingly, Maslow sees dignity disclosed clearly in  those persons 
who express “the triumphant nature.”13 ’They are the undeprived and 
undaunted: “ I  think of the self-actualizing man not as an ordinary 
man with something added, but rather as the ordinary man with 
nothing taken away. The average man is a full human being with 
dampened and inhibited powers and capacitie~.”’~ Such persons rec- 
ognize mistakes without any injury to personal confidence about their 
ability; they can acknowledge wrongdoing, but in a matter-of-fact 
spirit-they do not bewail their sins. Dignity means that they do not 
accept others’ opinions or the authority of tradition unless these reso- 
nate with their own experience of things. This image is designed in 
part to affirm the agentive self and thus the idea of human autonomy. 

As is the case with dignity, several aspects of Maslow’s 
self-actualizing person suggest the motif of freedom and re- 
sponsibility-for example, spontaneity and originality, resistance to 
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enculturation. My analysis will proceed to consider the idea of choice 
in his writings. The choices that people make provide the data for 
Maslow’s “operationalization” of values. Even so, he does not accept 
all choices under any conditions as ac’ts of personal freedom. In par- 
ticular conditions, choices are likely to express genuinely a person’s 
humanness or  intrinsic nature (i.e., his belonging to the species, the 
nature he shares with all mankind) and his individuality (i.e., the 
novelty he contributes to life). So that we may have some idea of what 
Maslow means, let us examine sample “conditions” or criteria of free 
choice. 

There is no real choice, says Maslow, whenever one is afraid or 
whenever a choice entails the giving up  o f  personal security. True 
freedom is “not paid for by giving u p  safety and security but rather 
built up  on the basis of adequate safety and security.”15 This set of 
criteria involves both psychological and external conditions. The in- 
troduction o f  any element of threat distorts the discovery of self via 
one’s genuine order of preferences, a reliable hierarchy of values. On 
the other hand, the person who is highly insecure characterologically 
simply does not as a rule engage in free choices, or,  at least, the realm 
of choice for such a person is extremely limited. Insofar as Maslow 
interprets neurosis as personal insecurity, freedom is an inner sense 
of secure trust in oneself and one’s world--or the lack of neurosis. 
Safety, then, is required as a past foundation undergirding one’s 
present being; and, secondarily, it is important as a set of contempo- 
rary circumstances. 

When one’s past has benefited from safety, care, and abundance, 
habituation is not likely to limit extensively the exercise of free choice. 
If one’s past has meant limited exposure, however, habits may have 
become deeply ingrained simply because there were no alternatives; 
or  the familiar may become preferable to anything novel if one has 
been traumatized or is generally insecure. In such cases, previously 
formed habits of preference may overshadow values such as present 
metabolic needs, which would be chosen more often, Maslow argues, 
if the effects of familiarization were minimized. Such minimization of 
familiarization, another condition of genuine choice, can be approx- 
imated by carefully structured simultaneous presentation of alterna- 
tives. In many instances this implies more than the simple offering of 
two possibilities, for it is necessary that one experience both choices in 
a structured situation before deciding on his preference. For exam- 
ple, one would have to savor carefully two foods or two types of wine 
before establishing a preference. This means that sometimes persons 
must be induced to try alternatives. Another procedure that can 
counter the effects of strong habituation is based on the principle of 
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contiguity: The strategy is to present alternatives which are highly 
similar. Instead of presenting the highest-priced wine alongside the 
cheapest to a person who is used to inexpensive wines, one presents a 
graded series, from the cheapest to the most expensive. Maslow pre- 
dicts that most persons will eventually agree with the connoisseurs.’”’ 

Another requirement for genuine freedom of choice is knowledge. 
Ignorance limits choices; therefore, the more conscious one is of his 
alternatives, the more freedom he has, other f‘actors being e q ~ a 1 . l ~  
For this reason Maslow expects that education will always be a source 
of human freedom and advocates societal permission for free inquiry. 
In addition, he cites age as one criterion of freedom, for knowledge 
grows with increased years under desirable circumstances. ’l‘hus, 
while he argues that we ought to develop techniques for getting the 
child to tell us accurately what he wants, since this may well be what is 
best for him, Maslow also cautions that free choice is a less reliable 
guide to what is beneficial for the individual when the person is an 
infant or  child than when he is mature.I8 Maturity enhances freedom. 

These criteria illustrate that choices reflect true freedom only when 
certain conditions prevail. Ultimately, Maslow seems to want to argue 
that, if one establishes criteria for strength or  autonomy and the 
conditions that make for genuine choices, then one can describe the 
preferences of such persons in the select conditions and thereby de- 
rive the “natural” values of human beings. Actually, he does not state 
his case this explicitly, and the description of self-actualization mixes 
criteria for autonomy per se with substantive values which presum- 
ably elaborate the pattern of choices characteristic of autonomous 
persons. 

This abridged picture of human dig- 
nity and freedom which I have culled from Maslow’s writings is 
sufficient to indicate that an implicit theory of culture is operative. He 
rejects the image of‘ reason and culture as prison guards over im- 
pulses that require re~training;’~ this means that he eschews a theory 
of inherent conflict between individual desire and social require- 
ments. At first it might appear that, for the natural, uninhibited indi- 
vidual to emerge, culture must only step aside, be permissive or  laissez 
faire; but the situation is not that simple. Maslow’s good culture is 
permissive, but it is far from chaotic. Indeed, biological nature as 
rooted in the individual is weak compared to the power of cultural 
traditions.20 The best hope for human autonomy, then, is to direct the 
power of culture to the support and stabilization of the individual. 
Hence, culture has the positive role of nurturing personal growth.21 

Maslow’s “hierarchical” theory of motivation posits a series of needs 
(physiological, safety, belonging and love, self-esteem, self- 
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actualization, cognitive, and aesthetic needs) which ordinarily come to 
organize a person’s behavior according to a temporal sequence in 
which one need syndrome dominates the dynamics of action until it 
f’ades, once its requirements have been fulfilled, and gives place to the 
next need syndrome in the series. The lower needs in the hierarchy 
require more dependence on the social environment than do the 
higher needs. The  major function of culture, besides that of provid- 
ing the material needs of survival, is to instill order in the life of the 
individual. For Homo suppiens culture is an indispensable “adaptive tool, 
one of whose main functions is to make the physiological emergencies 
come less and less often.”22 At this point physiological needs are in- 
terpreted as part of the picture of safety. Let me be emphatic in my 
interpretation: For Maslow culture is not the source of novelty. Ulti- 
mately, the individual is. Culture is the great conserver, provider of 
gratification, articulator of “Being” values, preserver and protector of 
biologically rooted or species-specific values, and the source of the 
stability on which individual strength and creativity are built. Accord- 
ing to this image of the natural person and the nurturing society, 
culture is,  to provide the kind of control and regularity that encour- 
ages and permits growth rather than the kind that opposes biologcal 
nature.23 This ordering process cannot “shape” the individual into 
anything the culture happens to want at a particular time in history, 
nor should it specify and determine every behavior or  the details of 
events. Rather, it is to provide a context of dependable regularities 
over time. Security of this kind is more enduring and stable than that 
which can come from the oppressive attempt to conform individuals 
to unnatural expectations; in the latter case there is always an inevita- 
bly disruptive war being waged between the individual and his cul- 
tu re. 

Whereas Skinner thinks in terms of the kind of control that does 
not have immediate or long-run aversive consequences, Maslow 
reasons in terms of the kind of regulation that permits flexibility and 
fosters growth. For him flexibility and growth enhance stability just as 
security permits creativity. That is to say, the regulatory means of 
securing stability at the expense of novelty in human affairs eventu- 
ally undermine the strength of that stability. When compared to con- 
trols without creativity, stability with novelty increases the viability 
of a greater number of persons in a wider variety of circumstances. In 
other words, one cannot account for stability except by reference to 
the element of novelty that is responsibile for the quality of dynamic 
strength which characterizes enduring structures. 

N o  culture can afford to neglect biological individuality and 
specieshood. Consequently, every culture needs to exalt its individu- 
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als, to treasure them as members of the species and for their potential 
to help develop adaptive novelty and flexibility. Every culture must 
grow, advance, expand-not necessarily in material goods or indus- 
trially but in its vision of present possibilities. Otherwise the founda- 
tions of stability and order themselves become threatened. Con- 
versely, stability organizes and thereby frees individual energies. 
Since the individual is the primal source of novelty, and culture the 
principal means of security, to aver that they implicate each other is at 
the same time to assert the practical possibility of harmony or,  as 
Maslow would say, “synergy” between individuality and community.24 
This also implies that the task for our time is not to survive, rather 
than advance, but to find the combination of order and change that 
both strengthens stability and enriches novelty. 

With this perspective on the mean- 
ing of individuality in relation to community, I am ready to pose the 
question of personal autonomy and behavior control. Maslow dis- 
agreed with the behaviorists and the psychoanalysts about their im- 
ages of the person, but he wanted to appropriate their results to his 
own stance. Accordingly, he could say, “I am Freudian and I am 
behavioristic. . . Some of his admirers have not taken this inten- 
tion seriously, but I shall attempt to do so here with respect to be- 
haviorism. 

The problem begins when Maslow suggests that we should trust the 
free choices of persons more often than we tend to do and then 
observes that there is such a thing as a “good chooser” and a “bad 
chooser” and counsels that we should study in particular the behavior 
of the “best” choosers. He suggests that some persons naturally make 
wise, growth-fostering choices while others do not; still, the latter can 
be brought gradually to the point of‘ making choices that accord with 
or  approximate the spontaneous wisdom of their fellows.26 

In part the problem is to understand how positive freedom is to be 
enlarged, once-for whatever reasons-it is languid or  constricted. 
We have already seen how Maslow envisions a culture of highly sup- 
portive care, which protects security as well as instills a sense of be- 
longing and love. In addition, he cites short-term techniques-for 
example, simultaneous comparison of alternatives, contiguity of 
choices, prompting to try new experiences, etc. For the most part, 
then, he advocates the persuasiveness of reason or the indirect struc- 
turing of experience wherever that seems to be needed. It should be 
noted, however, that Maslow also can include the element of coercion. 
In one passage, for example, he suggests that “pragmatically inferior 
supervisors’: in a business situation be directed or  made to perform 
leadership tasks in the manner freely chosen by the “pragmatically 
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superior  supervisor^."^^ Unfortunately, in single texts Maslow does 
not specify qualifications that might be introduced in the light of his 
vision as a whole. I believe, however, that it is in accord with his 
general sense of things for me to supply a missing comment. The 
result he hopes for, let me suggest, would be that, once the controlled 
persons had tried the different procedure, they would recognize its 
superior worth, despite their having been told what to do, and that, if 
they were then given a renewed choice between their original prefer- 
ence and its alternative, they would freely choose the interjected 
method. Suppose, however, that in many such instances persons do 
not so choose? In order to stand by the value of autonomy Maslow 
would have to permit their choices, admit that the conditions were not 
synergic, or simply not characterize the behavior as “free.” Elsewhere 
he writes that we must permit people to make mistakes.2R 

In this example I am systematizing Maslow in order to elucidate an 
inherent logic: Since the genuineness of freedom depends on 
knowledge and on variety of experience, there are circumstances in 
which these should be augmented in order to maximize and enhance 
the reality of choices; there are means of structuring experience 
-persuasion and even coercion-which may expand the experiential 
repertoire on which becoming a “good” chooser often depends. Coer- 
cion would be used only as a last measure, a heuristic device, and 
hence can be justified only when subordinated clearly to the aim of 
freedom; thus it should not be continuous but short lived. Neverthe- 
less, coercion is possible as a protective necessity29 and, further, is 
designed so as to contribute positively to the likelihood of genuine 
self-determination. In the latter instance control differs from the 
aversive control which, according to Skinner, is preserved by the liter- 
ature of freedom. If this be correct, then Maslow’s vision sets forth the 
seeds of a version of behavior modification intended to enhance 
human freedom and dignity. The goal is not to shape the person but 
to shape the environment, where necessary and practicable, so that 
the person may grow according to his intrinsic nature. This analysis 
proffers only an incomplete outline; it neglects serious philosophical 
and programmatic questions. I t  does demonstrate, however, that at 
least some aspects of behavioral technology should be taken seriously 
in Maslow’s vision of the social regulation of individual development. 

AN ORGANISMIC DESIGN FOR ARTICULATING HUMANISTIC 
VISION AND EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURE 

Once one begins to recognize the practical power that can be mar- 
shaled to help realize his “natural” individual, the status of Maslow’s 
normative claims looms large among the queries one might pursue. It 
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seems reasonable to expect that the character of Maslow’s philosophy 
of the person and his paradoxical strategy for effecting human dig- 
nity and freedom can be clarified further by examining his method of 
research and the assumptions which converge therein. Such an 
analysis will help to identify the sense in which Maslow’s image of 
self-actualization is an empirical yet normative construct. Further- 
more, his method makes evident the central import of integration as a 
motif elaborated on the fundamental assumption of a pluralistic and 
organismic reality. This motif and assumption lie behind his idea of 
relating behavior control and autonomy. Again, this discussion can 
exposit a significant segment only, not the whole. 

Maslow’s theoretical orientation is best described as “organismic.” 
He himself so characterizes it.30 For me this means that the image of 
an organism in processes of maintenance and growth serves as a “root 
metaphor” that virtually constitutes-not merely illustrates-the 
categories of the theory. In Maslow’s writings it founds the way of 
construing feelings, behavior, and even the situations in which feel- 
ings and behavior are staged. The overriding aim of organic thought 
historically has been synthesis or  i n t e g r a t i ~ n . ~ ~  As Abrams points out, 
this intent can be so thoroughgoing that it is difficult for the organic 
mode of thought to deny its metaphysical opposite.32 In part this is 
why Maslow appropriates Freud and Skinner: They are woven into 
the warp and woof of his framework as tests of its own adequacy. 
Maslow carries forward this fundamental vision of things in terms of a 
“holistic-analytic” methodology, wherein one intuitively grasps his 
subject matter as a whole and then modifies and refines that preun- 
derstanding by means of analytical  procedure^.^^ On this basis Mas- 
low attempts to combine clinical and experimental techniques, the 
latter revising and filling in the scenario of the former. The following 
is a representative statement that illustrates how organic integration 
views synthesis and analysis: 

I think the most important thing that I would like to communicate is my 
impression that the thinking and the research in the field of creativeness 
tends to be too atomistic and too nd hoc, and that it is not as holistic, organis- 
mic, or systemic as it could be and should be. Now of course I don’t want to 
make any foolish dichotomies o r  polarizations here. That is, I don’t want to 
imply any piety about holism o r  antagonism to dissection o r  atomism. T h e  
question for me is how to integrate them best, rather than choosing between 
them.34 

Integration makes sense from the holistic viewpoint; in this instance 
integration effects a subordination of the atomistic viewpoint to the 
organismic. 
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The Syndrome Concept. A holistic-analytic method in psychology is 
appropriate to data when they are conceived as forming natural clus- 
ters, or  syndromes, with the stability of qualitative identity. T o  illus- 
trate the meaning of wholeness, Maslow likens a psychological syn- 
drome to a stew, which is made up of diverse elements yet has a 
distinctive flavor of its own which permeates all the elements. 
Maslow’s “basic needs” are such syndromes, that is, composite or  
complex wholes. In relation to one another and to the whole, the ele- 
ments of a syndrome are internally related, implicate one another, or 
tie together organically. Thus one element of a syndrome does not 
simply exclude o r  include a relation to another; instead, it embodies 
more than one possibility or  significance by virtue of its relations 
within a system, its place in a larger network o r  pattern. 

Maslow’s most systematic research was executed with respect to 
security and self-esteem or  “dominance”; hence, these will illustrate 
best the syndrome concept and the method for its construction. He 
studied dominance in several species of infrahuman primates and in 
young adult women; he studied security in college-age young adults. 
With human subjects he collected clinical data and constructed 
paper-and-pencil tests of self-esteem and security.35 His research on 
dominance in monkeys began with an intuitive, one might say “holis- 
tic,” grasp of what dominance is. From casual observation of social 
hierarchies he felt he knew who the really dominant monkeys were. 
Such intuitive preunderstanding had to be sufficient to allow one to 
select two extreme groups with respect to the subject being studied; 
the strategy was to eliminate the statistical average. Specific behaviors 
that seemed to be relevant to dominance were identified, and sys- 
tematic observation was then inaugurated so that one could have a 
record of how often the dominant animal actually performed any 
given behavior and how often a subordinate animal manifested that 
same behavior. Analysis disclosed that some behaviors actually did not 
correlate well with dominance or  subordinance; they were eliminated 
o r  viewed as peripheral. This process was advanced through several 
stages of refinement; in other words, it was an inductive, iterative 
process which modified commonsense understanding. The same 
general procedure guided Maslow’s study of high and low self-esteem 
in persons and of human security-in~ecurity.~~ 

The construction of a syndrome yields a qualitative continuity 
which is delineated in numerous aspects or  subsyndromes. Once these 
are established, for instance, a balanced test can be constructed that is 
designed to measure each aspect of the complex subject. Commonly, 
we think of self-esteem as implying security. Psychological literature 
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often assumes this o r  even. equates these terms. Maslow’s approach, 
however, led to a differentiation between security and high ego level, 
even though they are not entirely separable but are related dynami- 
cally. Some features of his highly insecure persons (such as brooding, 
worrying, moodiness, nervousness, jealousy) do not correlate with the 
feelings of his extremely low-dominance persons. Conversely, some 
aspects of high self-esteem-namely, unconventionality, low regard 
for rules, tendency to “use” people-seem independent of security 
feelings. Maslow’s interpretation of the authoritarian personality is 
based on the distinction between security and dominance and the 
dynamic relation which characterizes them; this character type is low 
in security feeling, and hence a natural, strong tendency to be high in 
self-esteem becomes exaggerated and d i ~ t o r t e d . ~ ~  

This analysis merely samples a habit of mind that is pervasive in 
Maslow. Psychological syndromes can be analyzed in terms of their 
elements. Also, they can be seen as subaspects of the person as a 
whole, and even persons can be viewed as “parts” or  participants in 
larger wholes-the cause of justice, or  society itself, for example. 
Maslow’s description of the self-actualizing person, his “Being” values, 
etc., all are syndromes with approximately the same number of 
identified elements. 

Just as two parts within an 
organized whole implicate each other, or as a part within a whole is 
determined in some measure by its relation to the whole, so facts and 
values are interrelated. Actually, Maslow argues, the valueless “facts” 
of rigorous descriptions are mere abstractions from concrete experi- 
ence; they attend to selective features o f  reality such as form and 
systematically disregard other valid dimensions of reality as humanly 
experienced. The vectorial nature of reality o r  its dynamic direction- 
ality toward “completion,” for example, is often overlooked.3X Values, 
then, are not human additions to objective facts; rather, facts are the 
remainder once we have eliminated the values that are given in con- 
crete experience. Empirical values are not “wishes,” nor are they im- 
posed on reality.39 The task of‘ a science of values is to recover all 
dimensions of reality, including the valuing process, and to increase 
the systematic knowledge thereof. Because of his multifaceted view of 
reason and reality, Maslow interpreted “science” generously as the 
pluralistic study of all aspects of human e~per ience .~”  His perspective 
tends to fog the distinctions between disciplines and to emphasize 
instead the degree of certainty that can be had by various methods at 
their current stage of development. We should keep in mind the fact 
that he did not claim a high degree of reliability for his self- 

Values and Facts in Holistic Perspective. 
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actualization syndrome; yet he believed it possible in principle to con- 
struct an objectively valid understanding of authenticity via inductive 
research. 

Let us examine this version of empirical reason from another angle. 
According to Maslow, the healthy and mature person is a more 
efficient perceiver of reality than is the coarctated or  inhibited person. 
The  neurotic person is “cognitively wrong,” a poor thinker.41 When a 
person’s basic needs have not been gratified, hypothesizes Maslow, he 
will distort reality by selectively attending to only those things that he 
needs. With the satisfaction of such personal needs, one is relatively 
free to enjoy thing$ as they are. Nevertheless, it is human to err; 
healthy persons often make mistakes about their experiences and 
about other persons. Empirical reason varies in degree of reliability 
and never guarantees absolute certainty; therefore, its conclusions 
always are tentative and should have room for at least some 

Still, Maslow felt that the critical spirit was responsible for 
the moral relativism and inaction of our time. What counts, then, is 
that empirical reason always has access to fresh observations; hence, it 
is the most trustworthy guide that life affords for the confidence that 
befits the triumphant spirit. Consequently, the mature individual is 
postambivalent and decisive in moral judgment and action; yet he 
continually seeks new evidence and is not dogmatic. Maslow’s thought 
should be located, I suggest, as a psychological approach to an empir- 
ical philosophy. He is able to integrate behavior control with a vision 
of autonomy because of his assumption of a pluralistic and organismic 
reality wherein any element has more than one possibility of 
significance and can be understood in harmony with other values 
once it is viewed in a sufficiently comprehensive perspective. 

CONCLUSION 

In the context of the current dilemma concerning personal au- 
tonomy, I have reviewed A. H. Maslow’s understanding of human 
dignity and freedom. I suggested that dignity has both universal and 
meritorious dimensions, and I proceeded to speculate that, once 
freedom is interpreted in the light of Maslow’s implicit theory of cul- 
ture, one can discern how the significance of behavioral technology can 
be relocated with respect to self-determination. Also, I resighted the 
status of Maslow’s philosophy of the person from the viewpoint of his 
modus operandi as a normative psychologist. His image of the person 
is an expression of the integrative spirit which endeavors to articulate 
both biological and social dimensions of human existence and to show 
the potential within mankind’s empirical situation for a harmony that 
fulfills the promise of individuality and community. My analysis has 
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been restricted to the reconsideration of autonomy and does not 
clarify that Maslow, like Skinner, moves “beyond freedom and dig- 
nity.” Whereas Skinner simply takes an altogether different starting 
point and route, Maslow goes beyond autonomy based solely on dig- 
nity and freedom to a psychology of self-transcendence. I believe that 
an examination of this Aufheben of autonomy could demonstrate that 
it is not a shift in direction, inasmuch as it, too, is a consequence of 
Maslow’s integrationist orientation. 

Within the limitation of Maslow’s philosophy of the person, as that 
vision is tendered in terms of autonomy and behavior control, it 
seems to me that his writings contribute a framework in which we may 
begin to acknowledge the realities of social control and understand on 
a practical level the positive role of order in the advance of freedom. 
Sometimes the myth of democracy and the ideal of equality, while 
genuine aspirations most of us shall continue to affirm, contribute to a 
way of looking at the world which often does not help liberal parents 
and statesmen to acknowledge candidly the actualities of social regu- 
lation in daily life, and this can have the consequence of alienating 
many whom we love and whose freedom we cherish. The task to 
which this interpretation of Maslow points, then, is that of enlarging 
our understanding of the positive and negative forms of control from 
the viewpoint of freedom and dignity. 

One can acknowledge this promise without being bound to 
Maslow’s image o r  method. His habit of overlapping criteria, while a 
faithful expression of organismic thinking and a beautiful way of 
articulating a fundamental harmony interrelating all things, does not 
help us to discern whether we are observing a process of growth that 
frees the individual and fulfills an inherent potential or a successful 
program of misconceived brainwashing. Only a differentiation 
-more refined than Maslow himself proffered-of criteria for 
genuine choice, on the one hand, and for positive freedom as authen- 
ticity, personal destiny, etc., on the other, can resolve this problem. 
That is, a productive vision of integration cannot maintain the integ- 
rity of its aim at unification unless it also preserves its most pluralistic 
moments. 

This critical comment only illustrates what is a recurrent limitation 
of Maslow’s approach. He claimed that the traditional dilemmas of 
philosophy, religion, and ethics can be restated in terms that are 
researchable, and he believed that empirical research eventually 
would demonstrate which understanding of any issue is correct. Be- 
cause he feared that apriorities of philosophy lead to dogmatism or 
skepticism, he failed to recognize that advances of empirical research 
call for more reflection, not less. This should be evident first of all to 
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those who tend to agree with his concrete and holistic standpoint on 
values and facts. The iterative method may advance intuitive under- 
standing of values and facts; it is not sufficient to confirm the validity 
of values, however. For me it is one source among several from which 
support for truth claims can be derived. It can serve as an empirical 
check on and an advance complementing phenomenological imagina- 
tion; i t  qhould riot be subordinated as a mere appanage to 
philosophizing. Contemporary application of this mode of thought 
promises to assist us in identifying the kind of stability and change 
that can enhance both survival contingencies and the personal and 
corporate life that survives. 
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