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Introduction: 
 

 

In 1950, the American psychologist Abraham Harold Maslow published a paper entitled Self-Actualizing 

People: A Study in Psychological Health, in which he—for the first time ever in the scientific literature—

described a psychological syndrome that occurred specifically in the mentally healthiest, most 

psychologically mature, most existentially fulfilled human beings. 

These were people who had no internal conflicts; who had, or have had, in their lives, all the 

conventional objects of human desire—including love, financial security, friendship, respect, and self-

respect—who savored and enjoyed all these things, but were still left wanting more. This more was a 

desire to actualize their highest potential, to use and develop their natural tal ents, abilities, and 

capacities; and to use them, not for its own sake, but in pursuit of an important, cherished, and 

personally-selected life goal. This was their primary motivation. And every self-actualizer was achieving 

it successfully, while deriving the most profound sense of fulfillment from that success. 

These self-actualizing people, Maslow observed, also possessed a number of other specific qualities 

in common, which differentiated them from all other human beings. In the first place, they were all 

exceptionally able to perceive reality objectively, as it is, and not as they might have liked it, or wished it, 

or were told it would be. They were also highly capable of analyzing that reality, of thinking about it 

clearly, of reaching true and astute conclusions. They were also extremely honest individuals, 

remarkably spontaneous in their daily lives, and almost entirely free of anxie ty, shame, and guilt. 

They frequently experienced profoundly intense moments of joy, rapture, existential bliss, which 

ordinary people rarely or never experience. They were also more capable than regular persons of a 

hearty, animal enjoyment of all the simpler pleasures of life—including food, relaxation, nature, and sex. 

They had the ability to remain happy under the harshest external circumstances, to serenely withstand 

the worst blows of misfortune, to rapidly overcome loss, death, and tragedy. The chronic uncertainty, 

self-doubt, and existential angst that mars the day-to-day existence of average men was totally absent 

in these people. 

They were all supremely confident in themselves, very emotionally secure, and very independent—

from the opinions of others, from a need for their company, from any form of external guidance. They 

exhibited a natural, effortless creativity in almost everything they did, casually defying all conventions, 

rules, and established ways of doing things. They were self-determining, self-motivated, and highly self-

sufficient. All of them, without a single exception, stood outside the culture in which they lived. Their 

beliefs, their values, their morality, were profoundly different from those of their fellow countrymen, 

cultural brothers, or co-religionists, and yet were extremely similar to one another’s, even though 

independently conceived. Finally, they were capable of forming the deepest, most meaningful, most 

intimate friendships possible to human beings, but only with other self -actualizing people. 

What makes self-actualization a syndrome, is that any person selected for being entirely free of 

internal conflicts, while successfully using his or her personal talents to achieve a noble, beloved 

purpose in life, is also extremely likely (indeed almost guaranteed) to possess all—or just about all—of 

these other qualities too. (A syndrome, in this context, means: a set of correlated symptoms which 

consistently occur alongside one another.) In light of this I should add, that a person selected for any of 
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the self-actualizing qualities, will also be much more likely than a person selected at random to possess 

all—or nearly all—of the rest. 

 

Self-Actualizing people aren’t a different race of extraordinary human beings. They are ordinary human 

beings who’ve reached the height of their human potential. Every person is born with the potential for 

self-actualization, and a natural striving for it. All people, as Maslow pointed out, instinctively strive over 

the course of their lives toward greater and greater psychological health: they desire it, they prefer it, it 

simply feels subjectively better to them than psychological illness. That is, in fact, the very definition of 

psychological health: It is the amount of psychological distress—pain, vexation, self-torment, agony, 

anxiety, insecurity, sadness, confusion, self-doubt—and the amount of psychological well-being—

happiness, security, serenity, contentment, confidence, joy, self-esteem—that a person experiences in 

his daily life (in an average taken over multiple months or years) from simply existing; from being who 

he is, where he is, with his mind functioning as it is. 

The spectrum of psychological illness and health ranges from an almost complete psychological 

agony nearly all of the time, and that is also completely devoid of pleasure, to a perfect absence of all 

psychological distress, internal conflict, and insecurity, with an almost uniform presence of happiness, 

serenity, and self-esteem. Self-actualization is the syndrome that emerges in people who have reached 

the peak of psychological health. Yet only a tiny percentage of the population, Maslow observed, ever 

achieves such a state: around 1%, even in our highly prosperous American society! 

Self-actualizers, it is true, are the psychologically healthiest human beings. Their internal 

psychological experience is more gratifying, more pleasant, and more comfortable to live with than that 

of all other people. They are, however, much more than that. They are simultaneously the most capable, 

the most efficient, the most creative people. They are the best observers of reality. They are able to use 

their minds to their fullest potential. They are the genuinely enlightened individuals. And, what most 

excited me to write this book: The best of them have, over the course of  modern history, been 

singlehandedly responsible for some of the most awe-inspiring, revolutionary, unparalleled human 

achievements. 

While more ordinary people work well in an established genre, contribute modestly to the progress 

of knowledge in their fields, and make incremental improvements on a known way of doing things, the 

best self-actualizers are inventing entirely new genres, breaking open totally new fields of inquiry, and 

doing extraordinary things assumed impossible before them. 

 

The four self-actualizing people I’ve biographed in this book are (1) the eminent psychologist, Abraham 

Maslow, (2) the fiction writer, historian, and Nobel Prize winner, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, (3) the fiction 

writer and philosopher, Ayn Rand, and (4) the legendary physicist, Albert Einstein. 

It may seem pointless to talk about the selection process I used for picking out and identifying these 

self-actualizing persons, since I included just four subjects. Originally, however, I intended this book to 

contain up to a dozen different individuals, all of whom I have researched and identified as self -

actualizing. Perhaps I’ll include them in a second volume. But in the meantime, for whatever it’s worth, 

I’ll simply list them: (5) the legendary martial artist, philosopher, and movie star, Bruce Lee, (6) the 

famous “father” of psychology, Sigmund Freud, (7) the 19th century German philosopher, Friedrich 

Nietzsche, (8) the American revolutionary, politician, and the United States’ first Treasury Secretary, 
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Alexander Hamilton, (9) the 17th century Jewish philosopher, Baruch Spinoza, (10) the 16th century 

French philosopher and essayist, Michel de Montaigne, and (11) the ancient Greek philosopher, 

Aristotle. (I have also identified several famous, and still living, self -actualizing contemporaries: the 

billionaire space and clean-energy entrepreneur, Elon Musk—the neuroscientist and philosopher, Sam 

Harris—the Astrophysicist and science popularizer, Neil deGrasse Tyson—and the mixed-martial artist 

and two-weight UFC world champion, Conor McGregor.) 

A former psychology professor of mine, when I told him of my original idea for this book that was not 

to be, came up with the perfect tagline: “What did Ayn Rand, Bruce Lee, and Alexander Hamilton have in 

common? Answer: Everything.” 

Anyway . . . My process of filtering these individuals out of the mass of historical figures, after which I 

researched extensively into their works and biographies to determine whether they actually were self-

actualizing, was as follows: I looked up their best known quotes online, and discerned whether or not 

they spoke the self-actualizer’s language (what Maslow called the language of being). And that’s it! 

That was one of the many astounding abilities that emerged in me when I myself achieved this state 

of self-actualization. I became able to recognize other self-actualizers instantly, almost instinctually, 

from just a sentence or two of their speech or writing. I could not, for the longest time, explain why this 

was so. All I knew was that there was a peculiar manner of speaking, which carried over as well into 

writing, that self-actualizing persons had; that I could subconsciously, intuitively recognize it at a 

moment’s notice (by what I then called my wisdom of the body); and that this intuition was never 

wrong.  

The best I could do, at the time, was to list the distinctive qualities of this type of speech. And I 

isolated four main ones: (1) It is slow, halting, proceeding unevenly in stops and starts, (2) It is very 

careful, cautious, the words scrupulously weighed and chosen deliberately, (3) It is very nuanced, very 

detailed in its descriptions, and (4) It has the odd quality of stepping solidly only on the facts, while 

dancing around the uncertainties, openly acknowledging whatever uncertainties or reservations there 

are, and constantly approaching right to the edge of overstatement, only to retreat at the last moment 

without actually crossing it. Maslow called this the language of being, or B-language for short. And it 

was by recognizing this B-language that I identified Einstein, Nietzsche, Alexander Hamilton, Spinoza, 

Montaigne, Aristotle, and Bruce Lee (as well as all my contemporaries) as self-actualizing. (All of the 

others I was already intimately familiar with, via my readings, well before I concocted this book.)  

It wasn’t until many years later, about a year into the writing, that I unraveled what this B-language 

actually was. The riddle was solved for me thanks to an elderly physics professor I knew. I was trying to 

determine, as I sat in class during one of his lectures, if this man was self -actualizing. He seemed to be 

speaking something like the B-language: not the kind that leapt out at me, took me by the throat, and 

left me dead certain that he was. In fact, all my intuitions said that he wasn’t. But he was speaking, 

about quantum physics, with all the slow, probing, meticulous trappings I had identified of the B-

language (and he was saying some very smart stuff). Then, as the lecture drew to a close, he told the 

class of another lecture he’d be giving the following day. And then I witnessed this man, with all the 

same slowness, cautiousness, and nuanced detail of the B-language, give completely superfluous 

directions to the auditorium in the building next door—which the entire class already knew about, could 

have easily looked up online, and took him five excruciating minutes. With that, I laughed the whole 
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matter off; and concluded that this man was not, against my better instincts, self-actualizing; and that 

he was just an elderly, perhaps senile-becoming man, who simply spoke really slowly. 

But then, one day, while I was out on a morning walk, a passerby approached me and asked me 

directions to a place I had been to a hundred times before. To my surprise, I found myself fumbling with 

the directions in exactly the manner my professor once did. And I realized what I was doing: I didn’t 

have a pre-prepared formula in my head: “Walk four blocks forward, then three blocks to the right” 

(which would have been the most efficient thing to say). Instead, I envisioned the e ntire route in my 

mind, and began describing the various things I saw on it:  A grocery store he would pass along the way, 

what the turn he had to take looked like, what he would see if he accidentally missed his turn, and so 

on—all of which, in this case, were unnecessary and confusing details. Yet this, I suddenly understood 

after the man left, was the very essence of B-language.  

Indeed, the B-language is simply the way a person talks when he is trying to describe, to the best of 

his ability, some portion of reality he has personally experienced, and which he has visualized before 

him in his mind’s eye. We can take, as a paradigm, a biology professor who describes to his class a 

particular organism he’s been studying; or a physics professor describing some quantum phenomenon 

only seen in a physics lab. That is why the B-language is so slow and halting: because he is trying to find 

the right words to describe it—that is why its words are so carefully measured: because he is trying to 

do justice to the thing he’s describing—that is why it contains so much detail: because the person has 

endless detail at his disposal—and that is why it proceeds in its advance-and-retreat manner, treading 

only on the facts, while avoiding the uncertainties: it is the person turning the object over in his mind, 

viewing it first from one angle, then another; and because in visualizing it, from any angle, the only thing 

he sees of it are the facts, while its edges and uncertainties are manifest clearly before him. 

This type of B-language description is, in fact, extremely rare; because most people—especially on 

topics of physics, biology, chemistry, or any science for that matter—do not speak from a rich store of 

private experience, but merely recite the things they read somewhere, or seen somewhere, or that 

somebody told them. Their descriptions are accordingly fast, straight-lined, contain little detail, and are 

frequently inaccurate and overgeneralized. To speak the B-language you really have to know, on the 

deepest experiential levels, what you’re talking about. And self-actualizing people are extremely good at 

this type of knowing.  

And yet it wasn’t in physics, biology, or street directions that I looked for the B-language in my self-

actualizing people. It was always, I realized, when they spoke about some psychological, social, or moral 

topic, and in which they described (directly or indirectly) some aspect of self -actualization, that their 

words jumped out at me, triggered my intuition, and left me utterly sure of their psychological natures. 

And this, I could see, made perfect sense. It told me (1) that they had personally experienced some part 

of self-actualization, which I myself intimately knew and could recognize; and, more importantly, (2) that 

they were able to take their own subjective, psychological, sub-verbal experiences, and bring them into 

the world of objective description, explicit analysis, and conscious understanding. (This last ability to 

introspectively know one’s own inner workings is, as I will show in this book, a cardinal part of self-

actualization.) 

And the uncanny thing is, not only was my B-language method of finding self-actualizers never wrong 

(and just a quote or two was enough for me to peg someone self-actualizing), every person I chose to 

look into based on some other criteria, but who didn’t have any B-language quotes, invariably turned 
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out not a self-actualizer. Since a major purpose of this book was to show the way self -actualization leads 

to some of the greatest achievements of mankind, I also looked into Thomas Edison, Isaac Newton, 

Charles Darwin, Galileo Galilei, Thomas Jefferson, Nikola Tesla, Renee Descartes, and Francis Bacon.  I 

found no introspective B-language in their quotes, and none of them, I later found, were self-actualizing. 

(This, once again, only speaks to its syndrome nature.)  

 

I want to stress an important point: When I say that one person’s self-actualizing, while another isn’t, I 

am not simply making a judgment of personal taste. I did not just select my personal heroes, role 

models, or people who’ve influenced me, and then decide to put them up on a pedestal  by proclaiming 

that they are the most psychologically developed human beings. 

Most people, I know, are extremely partial to their heroes and role models, profoundly admiring 

them, emulating them, and loathing to think of them as anything but perfect. I can understand, 

therefore, why it might offend the sensibilities of some of my readers, or seem like an attack on the 

character or achievements of some of their role models, when I declare that they weren’t self-

actualizing. But an achievement is not to be judged by the psychological state of the person achieving it: 

it can only be judged by its content. And self-actualization is not just another word for my arbitrary 

preferences: It is an empirical, objectively occurring psychological syndrome, which can be diagnosed—

the same way depression can be diagnosed. My role was simply to make the diagnosis. 

Also, like with depression, just because a person is diagnosed with it at one point in his life, does not 

mean he will remain so forever. A depressed person’s depression will eventually go away; and so can a 

self-actualizer’s self-actualization. If a one-time self-actualizer grows psychologically sick—he begins to 

experience internal conflict, self-doubt, existential emptiness, or even develops a full blown 

psychological disorder—he no longer qualifies for the diagnosis, and cannot be considered self -

actualizing. That is, indeed, why Maslow and I prefer the term self -actualizing over self-actualized: since 

the latter implies a permanent state. 

The analogy with depression, nevertheless, has to end there—because unlike depression, which after 

it goes away has little lasting aftereffects, leaving the person pretty much the same as he was before; 

self-actualization has very definite, extremely profound aftereffects, and the person who ’s one time 

experienced it, is afterwards never the same. Still, even though the full syndrome of self-actualization 

does at one or another time go away in nearly all people, it is a syndrome that has a very high rate of 

reoccurrence. And in this sense, the term self-actualized is not inappropriate to denote a person who is 

self-actualizing for a long period or for the majority of the time. By this definition, all of the persons in 

this book are both self-actualizing and self-actualized. In them, self-actualization is a more or less stable 

state. But because the term self-actualized misleadingly connotes something permanent, something 

that once reached can never be lost (which isn’t actually the case), I will use this term sparingly. 

 

I first got the idea to write this book in late 2013, shortly after reading Ayn Rand’s biography and 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago. I had for many years prior, and on the basis of my own 

experience, known all about self-actualization, the irrefutable fact of its existence, and its unique 

psychological nature. But I thought all that mattered was that fact, that knowledge, and that nature, and 

not the experiences that let me discover it. As I read those two books, however, my perspective 

changed. 
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I had already identified both of these persons as self -actualizing, and as I now learned about their 

lives, I was amazed to discover that these incredibly remarkable people—who had achieved the most 

awe-inspiring, unparalleled intellectual feats—not only had the same syndrome I did, not only formed 

approximately the same conclusions about human nature, psychology, and the height of human 

potential, but also had virtually the same fundamental experiences,  which then shaped their lives, and 

drove them to form their conclusions. I realized, then, that my experiences weren’t merely a private, 

subjective matter of my own; but an objective, scientifically observable fact; which occurred almost 

identically in other self-actualizing people, and which could roughly be pegged as the cause of their 

syndrome. 

The book’s central thesis was thus conceived: Self-actualizing people, the most enlightened, 

psychologically healthy human beings, who’ve reached the height of their human potential, who have in 

the course of history been responsible for some of the greatest, most original, most world-shaking 

human achievements, have all possessed the same syndrome of psychological characteristics, have all 

formed an extremely similar philosophy of life, and have all had the same crucial experiences that made 

them who they are. 

I did extensive research into the lives of almost a dozen self-actualizing people, and over and over 

again, I was astonished to find those exact same experiences cropping up. This soon became so regular 

an occurrence, that even when I wasn’t able to find a certain experience in their biographies, I was 

highly confident that additional research—into their lives, writings, and journals—would reveal it.  And, 

in almost all cases, it did!  

 

During his last two years, in 1968, Abraham Maslow lamented that he knew nobody capable, perceptive, 

and committed enough to fully understand and continue his work on self -actualization. “But he or they 

now exist,” he wrote in his journal, “I’m sure. Perhaps they’re 18 years old, or 10 or 25. But they’re there 

someplace. And they’ll get the point.”1 

His prediction turned out to be off. After his death, in 1970, nobody emerged to continue his work on 

self-actualization. Well, I am that man. And this book, written almost fifty years after Maslow’s 

prediction, is the first rigorous, empirical study of the subject to be conducted since. 

The subject of my investigation is the very lives of these self -actualizing people: their ideas, their 

achievements, and their unique psychological qualities; as well as the personal experiences that led 

them to form their ideas, pursue their achievements, and develop those psychological qualities.  My 

research material has been every piece of information available about these self -actualizing people: 

from their formal writings, to their diaries, to their spoken interviews, to the memories of their friends 

and relatives, to their autobiographies and autobiographical confessions, to everything biographers have 

discovered about them since. 

 

The four self-actualizers in this book all put forth, in their own unique manner, more or less the same 

ideas about human nature, the good life, and the path to achieve it. But I am the first to use their very 

lives as objective evidence for those ideas, as well as a concrete demonstration of them in practice. This 

book consists of five chapters. The last four are the biographies of my self -actualizing subjects: Abraham 

                                                                 
1
 Journals of Abraham Maslow, Volume 2, page 922 
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Maslow, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Ayn Rand, and Albert Einstein. The first is an autobiographical memoir 

of my own self-actualization. In it, I provide an in depth look—through my own introspective 

microscope—at the psychological mechanisms of self-actualization, its emotional repercussions, and the 

process by which it unfolds: things that were (for the most part) only partially stated, implied, or needed 

to be reconstructed in the lives and words of my self-actualizing subjects. 

By the end of this book—and as my main contribution to the advancement of knowledge on this 

subject—I will have shown not only that self-actualization exists, that it is a real syndrome with a distinct 

psychological nature, but also what causes that syndrome, the ways it arises in a person, and why. 
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Chapter 1, Preface: 
 

In the winter of 2009-2010, while slowly recovering from an agonizing spine injury, I was suddenly 

rocketed into a state of pure self-actualization. I was nineteen at the time, a sophomore psychology 

student at Stony Brook University; and for the next year and a half, until I dropped out of college at the 

end of my third year, I experienced a near-uninterrupted state of the most ecstatic enlightenment—the 

kind that philosophers, sages, and mystics of all eras could only dream of. 

From a highly neurotic, insecure, intellectually confused adolescent—rife with anxieties, self-

reproaches, dishonesty, laziness, and perpetual self-doubt—I was transformed into an utterly confident, 

profoundly driven, totally guilt-free human being—possessing a radiant intellectual clarity, unblemished 

honesty, and bulletproof self-esteem. 

During this transformation, I could gaze back at my former psychological malaise with a god’s -eye 

view. The doors to my mind’s full potential were thrown asunder. I was supremely cognizant of the 

person I was before, of everything that had changed in me, and of why it had changed. I was able glean 

the most dazzling truths about the human mind, to independently reach the most earth-shattering 

insights into human nature. And having solved all my own psychological problems, I felt I had the ability 

to solve anyone’s, that I had discovered the single root cause of the worst of humani ty’s ills, and that I—

and perhaps I, alone—held the cure. 

That now became my mission in life: to help others reach the same enlightenment I did, to teach 

mankind the path to unlocking its full potential. I was supremely confident in myself and in my ability to 

change the whole world. I felt mentally, intellectually, emotionally, inferior to no man. I became 

happiness incarnate. I was going to tear through all obstacles. Nothing would stop me from reaching my 

goal: the one task fate had chosen me—and only me—for, and that nobody else could do. 

And then, in the summer of 2011, my self-actualization vanished as quickly as it had come. I did make 

some definite gains, to be sure; and I still remembered everything that happened to me. But I suddenly 

felt, in the worst possible sense of the word, normal. I thought I’d emerged from my psychological 

malaise as a completely new type of human being; but now, I found many of my old qualities 

returning—my laziness, my inhibitions, a whole spectrum of negative emotions. I was no longer a being 

of sheer happiness. I felt tossed out of my private psychological paradise, the gates shutting behind me, 

leaving me clawing at its threshold, desperately trying to get back in.  

Looking back at those blissful one-and-a-half years, I’m still amazed at the tremendous potential 

temporarily unlocked in me—the acuity of my mind, the power of my intuition, and the ability to act 

effortlessly, confidently, spontaneously, in the face of all circumstances—a state of being I never before 

thought possible, and which I can hardly believe happened to me even now.  

Shortly after my fall, having been banished from paradise , I embarked on an intellectual quest to 

discover what made me so different during those one-and-a-half years, a quest to find out what I’d 

really been like, and a quest to one day return to that lost paradise—when I soared to the highest 

reaches of human potential, when the brightest happiness flowed exuberantly from my being, when my 

mind danced through the eternal universe with exultant ease. This book, and particularly this chapter, is 

the successful product of that quest—and, maybe, the start of yours. Enjoy. 

 


