
Spirituality and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
For many decades psychologists and sociologists have denied the validity of our desire for
a spiritual side to our lives. Their ‘trump card’ was Maslow's ‘Hierarchy of Needs’. This
article is to uncover the false narrative these specialists have been presenting so we aren’t
persuaded to agree with them. This investigation provides information for you to pass on to
those  who  think  science  has  all  the  answers  and  that  spirituality  (AKA religion)  is  a
‘crock’. The reason is that science is based on the evolutionary paradigm which believes
that we evolved from animals, therefore, spirituality is just an unnecessary mental illusion
to help us cope with the vagaries of life.

Background1

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is an idea in psychology which was proposed by American psychologist
Abraham Maslow in his 1943 paper "A Theory of Human Motivation" which was published in the Journal
Psychological Review. This ‘Needs’ concept was created as Maslow “studied and observed monkeys…
noticing their unusual pattern of behaviour that addressed priorities based on individual needs”2. Maslow
subsequently extended the idea by including his observations of humans’ innate curiosity. He then created
a classification system which reflected the universal needs of society as its base and then proceeded to
more acquired emotions. The hierarchy of needs is split between deficiency needs and growth needs. 

The two key elements involved within this theory is the individual and the priority, which connects them
to intrinsic behavioural motivation.

Maslow’s hierarchy pyramid is frequently used because it visualizes the needs that a person must meet in
order to be self-actualized. Self-actualization is the stage in life where a person’s potential is fully realized
after their  basic bodily and ego needs have been fulfilled.3 Ego needs concerns the ‘self-concept’:4 a
collection of beliefs about oneself that embodies the answer to "Who am I?"5

The Self Concept

1 – This section based on: “Maslow's hierarchy of needs” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow's_hierarchy_of_needs 
2 – Bob Poston, (August 2009) "An Exercise in Personal Exploration: Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs" The Surgical Technologist. 
      (Association of Surgical Technologists)  Vol. 308. p:348
3 – en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-actualization 
4 – en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ego      en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-concept 
5 – GRAPHIC: By TGageND - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0   commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=73936530 
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Maslow used the terms "physiological", "safety", "belonging and love", "social needs" or "esteem", and
"self-actualization" to describe the pattern through which human motivations generally move.6

That means that in order for motivation to rise up at the next stage, each stage must be satisfied within the
individual themselves. Additionally, this hierarchy is the main base in knowing how effort and motivation
are correlated with each other when discussing human behaviour. Each of these individual levels contains
a certain amount  of internal  sensation that  must  be met  in  order for an individual  to  complete  their
hierarchy. The goal in Maslow's hierarchy is to attain the 5  th   level or stage: self-actualization  .

Maslow’s idea was fully expressed in his 1954 book Motivation and Personality’7. His hierarchy of needs
is used to study how humans intrinsically partake in behavioural motivation. Today, it remains a very
popular  framework  in  sociology  research,  including  management  training  and  higher  psychology
instruction. 

Maslow’s classification hierarchy has been revised over time. The original hierarchy states that a lower
level must be completely satisfied and fulfilled before moving onto a higher pursuit.  However, today
scholars prefer to think of these levels as continuously overlapping each other. This means that the lower
levels may take precedence back over the other levels at any point in time.8

6 – GRAPHIC: By Androidmarsexpress - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0     commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=93026655  
7 – Maslow, A (1954) “Motivation and personality” New York, NY: Harper.
8 – GRAPHIC: After Philipp Guttmann - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0     commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=52306030 
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NOTE: While the theory is usually shown as a pyramid in illustrations, Maslow himself never created a
pyramid to represent the hierarchy of needs. 

The Spiritual Need
Maslow expanded  the  Hierarchy  of  Needs  following  his  continued  investigation  and  observation  of
human behaviour.

“It is important to note that Maslow's (19439, 195410) five-stage model has been expanded to include
cognitive and aesthetic needs (Maslow, 1970a11) and later transcendence needs (Maslow, 1970b12).

Changes to the original five-stage model are highlighted and include a seven-stage model and an
eight-stage model; both developed during the 1960s and 1970s.” 13

Maslow’s 7-stage model contains these levels, which categorizes personal needs differently:14

Maslow later  added  self-transcendence15 (usually  written  ‘transcendence’)  as  the  highest  need.  Self-
transcendence is also known as ‘spiritual needs’. [See diagram over the page16]

Self-transcendence is a personality trait that involves the expansion of personal boundaries, including the
potential of experiencing spiritual ideas such as considering oneself as an integral part of the universe.
Self-transcendence  is  distinctive  because  it  is  the  first  conceptual  trait  of  a  spiritual  nature  to  be

9 – Maslow, A. H. (1943) “A Theory of Human Motivation” Psychological Review, 50(4), 370-96.
      psychclassics.yorku.ca/Maslow/motivation.htm 
10 – Maslow, A. H. (1954) “Motivation and Personality” New York: Harper and Row.
11 – Maslow, A. H. (1970) “Motivation and Personality” New York: Harper & Row.
12 – Maslow, A. H. (1970) “Religions, Values, and Peak Experiences” New York: Penguin. 
        [ORIGINAL: Wulff, D. M., & Maslow, A. H. (1965) “Religions, Values, and Peak Experiences” The J. of Higher Edu., 36(4), 235.
        www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00221546.1965.11774448?journalCode=uhej20 ]
13 – Dr. Saul McLeod (2007, updated December 29, 2020) “Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs”
        www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 
14 – GRAPHIC: renewhuge.weebly.com/uploads/1/2/4/8/124883773/840736747.jpg  
15 – “Maslow's hierarchy of needs” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow's_hierarchy_of_needs#Transcendence_needs 
16 – GRAPHIC: Anthony Beck, CC BY 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons
        commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MaslowHierarchyOfNeeds.svg 
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incorporated into a major theory of personality.17

Spiritual needs differ from other types of needs in that they can be met on multiple levels. When this need
is met, it produces feelings of integrity and raises a person’s life to a higher plane of existence. 

In his later years, Maslow explored a further dimension of motivation, while criticizing his original vision
of self-actualization. From his later ideas, a person finds the fullest realization of their self by giving
themselves to something beyond them – For example: in altruism or spirituality. Maslow equated this
with the desire to reach the infinite.  "Transcendence refers to the very highest and most inclusive or
holistic levels of human consciousness, behaving and relating, as ends rather than means, to oneself, to
significant others, to human beings in general, to other species, to nature, and to the cosmos"18.19

The Spiritual Issue
The ‘thorny issue’ that has come from the implementation of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in education
and in the literature has been his inclusion of transcendence which is seen as a pseudonym for spirituality.
The fact that Maslow recognised this has irked sociologists, psychologists and behavioural scientists, as
well as scientists in general. The underpinning paradigm for all the sciences is the Theory of Evolution,
and that worldview radically conflicts with even the hint of spirituality. It is an anathema to the scientific
community as a whole to give any form of approval for spirituality. 

For that reason, the sciences have adopted Maslow’s simplified hierarchy of needs with the 5 levels, in
preference to his 8-levels, while sometimes using his 7-levels. The purpose of this choice is to prevent
giving any credence to the need that people have for some sort of spirituality. Whether that’s a reaction to
Christianity or not is debatable, however, professions in the human sciences are quite OK with allowing
Ṁüŝļīɱŝ, Hindus, aborigines and other native people groups to practice their spirituality. In fact most
atheists promote indigenous spirituality, even joining in their ceremonies when they find themselves in a

17 – Paragraph text based on: “Self-transcendence” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-transcendence 
18 – Abraham H. Maslow (1971) “The farther reaches of human nature” New York: The Viking Press  p:269
19 – Text based on: “Maslow's hierarchy of needs” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow's_hierarchy_of_needs#Transcendence_needs 
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place to do so.20 Of course, not all of the scientific community are atheists whose dogged aim is the
remove God/god21 from the life of the world. Many of them are Christians, Ṁüŝļīɱŝ, etc. 

Along with atheists and the scientific community, humanists also want to remove God/god from society,
in fact, it’s their prime aim.

“EIGHTH: Religious Humanism considers the complete realization of human personality to be the
end of man’s life and seeks its development and fulfillment in the here and now. This is the explanation
of the humanist’s social passion.

NINTH: In  the  place  of  the  old  attitudes  involved  in  worship  and prayer  the  humanist  finds  his
religious emotions expressed in a heightened sense of personal life and in a cooperative effort  to
promote social well-being.

TENTH: It follows that there will be no uniquely religious emotions and attitudes of the kind hitherto
associated with belief in the supernatural.” 22

As the driving force behind the human sciences is humanism (which is underpinned by the Theory of
Evolution),  professionals  in  these  areas  cannot  in  all  conscience  support  spirituality.  This  is  why
Maslow’s transcendence level is entertained as ‘good science’.

“Humanism is a progressive philosophy of life that, without supernaturalism, affirms our ability and
responsibility to lead ethical lives of personal fulfillment that aspire to the greater good of humanity.

The lifestance of Humanism—guided by reason, inspired by compassion, and informed by experience
—encourages us to  live life  well  and fully.  It  evolved through the ages  and continues  to develop
through the  efforts  of  thoughtful  people  who recognize  that  values  and ideals,  however  carefully
wrought, are subject to change as our knowledge and understandings advance.” 23

A search of graphics via  “Maslow’s hierarchy of needs” in a  search engine will  reveal  that the vast
majority of diagrams displayed on the internet are the pyramid with 5-layers. This is a calculated measure
to  relegate  the  8-level  diagram with  Transcendence  at  the  top  into  obscurity.  By  only  showing  the
simplified version in the literature to the general public,  as well  as students, readers are deliberately
barred  from knowing  about  the  need  for  spirituality.  This,  of  course,  is  “media  censorship”  in  the
academics, rather than in the news.

Maslow’s Transcendence Level
Here are some points that Maslow raised in his teaching and understanding of Transcendence:24

1. “The empirical fact, according to Maslow, is that human life is beyond itself to the cosmos.”25

2. “Maslow on spiritual life says that it is the basic component of “our biological life” (Maslow,
1971). Spiritual life constitutes the most essential humanity.”

3. Maslow considered neurosis to be a “spiritual disorder” with “to the loss of meaning, to anger and
grief over lost love, to the loss of hope and courage, to despair over the future, to awareness that
one’s life is being wasted, to the impossibility of joy or love and the like.”(Maslow, 1971)

4. “According to Maslow, the religious or spiritual values are not the exclusive property of any one

20 – e.g. Tennis trophy in the form of the Dreamtime Serpent – LINK     [See news article photo]
        e.g. Prime Minister is face-painted and joins in aboriginal spiritual smoking ceremony – LINK    [See news article photo]
21 – Joseph Lewis (1954) “An Atheist Manifesto”  www.gutenberg.org/files/33825/33825-h/33825-h.htm  [FREE]
        Michael Onfray (2007) “In Defense of Atheism: The case against Christianity, Judaism and Îŝļâɱ” 
        archive.org/details/michelonfrayatheistmanifesto_444_E/page/n3/mode/2up   [READ ONLINE]
22 – “Humanist Manifesto I”     americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto1
23 – “Humanist Manifesto III”     americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3
24 – SOURCE: Mario Fernando (2009) “Abraham Maslow and Spirituality” Depart. of Religious Studies, Victoria University of Wellington, NZ
        awaken.com/2013/01/abraham-maslow-and-spirituality  (originally published in "Spirit @ Work, New Zealand"
25 – A.R. Fuller (1994) “Psychology and Religion” p:179
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religion or group. Self-actualizers show themselves to be religious in their character, attitudes, and
behavior. Reality [for them] is discovered, under the aspect of being, as wondrous, beautiful, awe-
inspiring, and a privilege to behold.” (Maslow, 1979)

5. “Maslow eventually came to distinguish two kinds of healthy human beings, two degrees of self-
actualizing  people:  the  “transcenders”  and  “merely”  healthy.  “Transcenders”  are  those  who
“transcend”, who live more at the level of being, who are meta-motivated, who are more inclined
to have had peak experiences, which are experiences of ecstasy, rapture, bliss, the greatest joy,
awe, mystery, humility, surrender and the happiest moments in life.”

6. “He rejects the idea of limiting the experience of the holy to only one day of the week, when
everything is miraculous. He argues that the sacred is in the ordinary, in people, in one’s own
backyard.” (Maslow, 1970b)

7. “[P]eak experiences are found to occur outside the context of organised religion.”
8. “To Maslow, God means pure cosmic beauty, truth, and goodness. A God that we can properly be

in awe of, identify with, and serve. God, “is getting reborn, redefined”. (Maslow, 1979)
9. “Maslow  states  that,  humans  have  an  absolute  need  for  something  bigger  and  higher  than

themselves.”

So, it  is  false to state that  Maslow  didn’t have anything to  say about spirituality or that there is  no
reference to it in his writings. The references about say differently. However, it is true that he rarely used
the word ‘spirituality’.

Maslow and Religion
Christians have had little to do with Maslow’s hierarchy. For a start, it doesn’t ‘square’ with the Bible.

“The Bible would certainly not refute our needs for physical provision, a sense of safety, a sense of
love and belonging, or a sense of worth and respect from others. However, the “growth need,” as
interpreted in secular psychology, is based on a denial of man’s depravity and the false notion that
mankind is basically good.

So, most of the needs in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs are valid, although most people have a hard time
distinguishing “needs” from “wants”.” 26

However, Christians instinctively follow the concept of the ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ in the way they live in
the natural  realm.  The difference for  them, compared to  atheists,  is  that  they petition ‘God’ in  their
prayers if they have needs they are unable to fully supply. This very act literally destroys the Marlow’s
model, because they go outside of the natural realm to meet their needs. 

Secondly, Maslow’s model is fundamentally an analysis of people who are not Father’s genuine sons. In
other words, it identifies the need hierarchy of people who are outside of the Kingdom. In the Kingdom,
we meet our needs where we have the responsibility, but we leave every need we can’t meet in our King’s
hands because he promised to meet all of them in his Kingdom.27

Interestingly, spiritualists outside of Christianity identify with Maslow’s Transcendence level and some
with all of the levels.28 

“Takeaway: The yogic system of chakras reflects the same energetic and psychological development
as Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs.” 29

26 – “” www.gotquestions.org/hierarchy-of-needs.html 
27 – “The Importance of All Needs Being Met by the Internal Kingdom”
          canberraforerunners.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/The-Importance-of-All-Needs-Being-Met-by-the-Internal-Kingdom.pdf 
        “Unmet Needs Fuel the World System”
          canberraforerunners.org/wp-content/uploads/Unmet-Needs-Fuel-the-World-System.pdf 
28 – e.g.  davidmagicsolomon.medium.com/self-transcendence-self-actualization-2b6408b423fb 
29 – “The Chakras and Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs” www.yogapedia.com/the-chakras-and-maslows-hierarchy-of-needs/2/9992 
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Conclusion
Maslow did believe that the highest level for humans is is reaching outside of themselves to something
‘bigger’. For us that’s the spiritual realm, which every person has an inner yearning to know about. For
humanists,  their  transcendence is  altruism or  the connection to  an  organisation or  system outside of
themselves.  For  example:  Masonry,  Lions  Club,  Rotary  Club,  environmentalism,30 climate  change
activism,31 BLM,32 a  political  party,33 etc.  The  interesting  thing  there  is  that  many  people  become
fundamentalists in these entities and it takes on the form of a religion for them.

Although Maslow’s model for meeting life’s needs has no relevance in the Kingdom, what I’ve covered
(or uncovered) in this article is useful for discussion with atheists. It is also information we may need
when talking to those outside of the Kingdom about their innate need for higher fulfilment.

Laurence
14-1-2022
(www.CanberraForerunners.org)
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30 – “The Dangerous Rise of Carbon Fundamentalism”   www.greenbiz.com/article/dangerous-rise-carbon-fundamentalism 
31 – “Beyond Climate Fundamentalism”    content.utne.com/environment/beyond-climate-fundamentalism-zm0z18wzgsch
        “The Rise of Eco-Fundamentalism and its Problems”  www.rieti.go.jp/en/columns/s20_0010.html 
32 – “Religion, Fundamentalism, Gnosticism, BLM” (Part 1)   doolawva.com/2020/06/11/religion-fundamentalism-gnosticism-blm
33 – “The Greens and fundamentalism”    www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2011/may/1307065885/mark-aarons/comment#mtr
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