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Article type: This study aims to comparatively examine the concept of the perfect human and the means
Research Article of attaining perfection in the thought of Jalal al-Din Muhammad Balkhi (Rumi), a Muslim

mystic, and Abraham Maslow, a prominent humanistic psychologist. The present research
first explores the concept of the perfect human and its defining characteristics in the views
of Rumi and Maslow, and subsequently examines the paths to perfection, the obstacles to
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transcendence. Furthermore, Maslow’s concept of “peak experience” bears a noteworthy
affinity to the experience of “unity and annihilation” (wahdat wa fana’) in Rumi’s
mysticism, and may be regarded as a point of convergence between the two approaches

in elucidating the transcendent dimensions of the human being.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The question of what constitutes the ideal human being has occupied the minds of philosophers, mystics,
and psychologists across centuries and cultures. In the Islamic intellectual tradition, this question finds
its most eloquent expression in the concept of insan-i kamil (the Perfect Human), a figure who has
transcended the limitations of the ego and attained proximity to the Divine. In modern Western thought,
a parallel inquiry emerges in humanistic psychology, particularly in the work of Abraham Maslow
(1908-1970), whose theory of self-actualization posits a vision of the fully realized human being capable
of reaching the highest levels of psychological and existential fulfillment. Despite the apparent distance
between these two traditions—one rooted in Islamic mysticism and spiritual wayfaring, the other
grounded in empirical psychology and secular humanism—a closer examination reveals striking
conceptual resonances that merit systematic scholarly attention.

The present study undertakes a comparative analysis of the concept of the perfect human and the means
of attaining it in the mystical thought of Jalal al-Din Muhammad Balkh1, known in the West as Rumi
(1207-1273), and in the humanistic psychology of Abraham Maslow. Rumi, one of the most celebrated
figures in the history of Islamic mysticism (‘irfan), articulates a vision of human perfection centered on
the annihilation of the ego (fana’) and union with the Absolute Truth (haqiqat) through the path of love
and spiritual wayfaring (suliik). Maslow, by contrast, situates human perfection within the framework
of psychological growth, proposing that individuals who satisfy their hierarchical needs and transcend
self-centeredness may arrive at a state of self-actualization, characterized by creativity, autonomy, and

what he terms “peak experience.”

The significance of this comparative inquiry lies not only in its theoretical dimensions but also in its
practical implications for contemporary interdisciplinary dialogue between Islamic humanities and
modern psychology. As both fields increasingly engage with questions of meaning, transcendence, and
human flourishing, identifying the conceptual bridges and divergences between classical mystical
thought and modern psychological theory becomes an intellectually urgent task. This study contributes
to that dialogue by offering a systematic, thematically organized comparison of two of the most
influential thinkers on the subject of human perfection.

The research employs thematic analysis alongside philosophical-conceptual analysis as its primary
methodological framework. The study first examines the defining characteristics of the perfect human
in each tradition, then proceeds to analyze the proposed paths to perfection, the obstacles to growth
identified by each thinker, and the practical strategies recommended for attaining the ideal state of

human being.
Research Findings

The comparative analysis yields findings across three principal dimensions: the nature of the perfect

human, the paths to perfection, and the points of convergence and divergence between the two traditions.

1. The Nature of the Perfect Human
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In Rumi’s mystical framework, the perfect human is not defined by intellectual achievement or social
status, but by the degree to which the individual has dissolved the boundaries of the ego and surrendered
to divine love. The perfect human, in Rumi’s view, is a mirror of the Divine attributes, a being in whom
the light of the Absolute is fully reflected. This conception is inseparable from the metaphysical premise
that the human soul originates in the Divine and yearns to return to its source. The journey toward
perfection is therefore simultaneously an inward journey of self-purification and an outward journey of

love and service.

Maslow’s conception of the self-actualized individual, while operating within an entirely different
metaphysical framework, shares several structural features with Rumi’s ideal. For Maslow, the self-
actualized person is one who has moved beyond the deficiency needs (D-needs)—physiological, safety,
belonging, and esteem—and is motivated primarily by being-needs (B-needs), including the pursuit of
truth, beauty, justice, and meaning. Such individuals are characterized by spontaneity, a deep sense of
personal responsibility, resistance to enculturation, and a capacity for profound interpersonal
relationships. Crucially, Maslow identifies “peak experiences”—moments of intense joy, unity, and
transcendence—as hallmarks of the self-actualized individual.

2. Paths to Perfection and Obstacles to Growth

Rumi identifies the primary obstacle to human perfection as nafs (the ego or lower self), which binds
the individual to material desires, pride, and self-deception. The path to perfection requires the
systematic discipline of the ego through love (‘ishq), remembrance (dhikr), spiritual companionship
with a master (pir), and the gradual stages of the mystical path (magamat). The ultimate goal of this path
is fana’, the annihilation of the individual self in the Divine, followed by baqa’, subsistence in God.

Maslow, from a psychological standpoint, identifies the primary obstacles to self-actualization as the
dominance of deficiency needs, social conformity, fear of one’s own greatness (which he terms the
“Jonah complex”), and the suppression of authentic impulses in favor of external validation. The path
to self-actualization involves honest self-examination, the courage to pursue one’s authentic values,
openness to peak experiences, and the gradual integration of the personality around a stable core of

identity and purpose.
3. Convergences and Divergences

The most significant finding of this study is that despite their profound differences in ontological,
epistemological, and teleological foundations, the two traditions converge on several key themes. Both
Rumi and Maslow emphasize the necessity of overcoming egocentrism as the central precondition for
human growth. Both identify the cultivation of higher potentials—spiritual in Rumi’s case,
psychological in Maslow’s—as the defining characteristic of the ideal human. Both recognize that the
journey toward perfection involves moving beyond superficial needs and social conditioning toward a

deeper engagement with meaning and transcendence.

Most notably, Maslow’s concept of “peak experience”—described as a moment of intense unity, self-
transcendence, and dissolution of the boundary between self and world—bears a remarkable affinity to

Rumi’s concept of wahdat (unity) and fana’ (annihilation). In both cases, the experience is characterized
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by a temporary suspension of the ordinary ego, a sense of profound connectedness, and an encounter

with a reality that exceeds ordinary categories of perception.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the mystical thought of Rumi and the humanistic psychology of Maslow,
though separated by centuries, cultures, and epistemological frameworks, share a meaningful and
substantive common ground in their respective visions of human perfection. Both traditions affirm that
the highest form of human existence is not defined by material achievement or social recognition, but
by the capacity to transcend the ego, realize latent potentials, and orient the self toward meaning, love,
and transcendence.

The divergences between the two perspectives are equally instructive. Rumi’s vision is embedded in a
theocentric metaphysics in which the ultimate goal of human existence is union with the Divine, and in
which love (‘ishq) functions as the primary ontological and epistemological force. Maslow’s framework,
by contrast, remains anchored in a secular, humanistic worldview in which the self is the ultimate
reference point and transcendence is understood in psychological rather than theological terms. These
differences reflect deeper divergences in their respective understandings of the nature of reality, the
source of human value, and the ultimate purpose of existence.

Nevertheless, the conceptual overlap between the two traditions suggests that the dialogue between
Islamic mysticism and humanistic psychology is not merely superficial or analogical, but touches on
genuinely shared insights into the structure of human experience and the conditions for its fullest
realization. This study therefore contributes to the growing body of interdisciplinary scholarship that
seeks to build bridges between classical Islamic thought and contemporary psychological science, and
invites further comparative research into the rich intellectual resources available in both traditions for

understanding the nature and destiny of the human being.
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