Karen Horney’s Personality Theory

Karen Horney was initially trained in the Freudian psychoanalyst. However as time went on, she found it more and more difficult to apply Freudian ideas to her work. She felt, for example, that Freud’s theory did not address the problems that people were having in the depression years in the United States. Sexual problems were secondary to a number of other problems that those special environmental conditions had created. Instead of sexual conflicts, people were worried about losing their jobs and not having enough money to pay the rent, to buy food and to get medical treatment. Horney argued that since there are such major differences in the kinds of problems that people experience from one country to another, they must be culturally determined rather than biologically determined. 

In her book “The Neurotic Personality of Our Time” published in 1937, Horney elaborated her theory that neuroses are caused by disturbed human relationships. Like Adler, Horney believed that the child starts life with a feeling of helplessness because he is dependent on the powerful parents. Not two things might happen. 1. The parents can demonstrate genuine warmth and affection for the child. In this case he will feel safe and satisfied and will grow into a normal healthy adult. 2. On the other hand, the parents can demonstrate indifference, hostility or even hatred towards the child. In such a situation, the child’s need for safety will be frustrated and this will result in neurotic development.

Some of the behaviors that undermine the child’s need for safety are as follows:

1. Indifference towards the child. 2. Rejection of the child 3. Hostility towards the child 4. Obvious preference for a sibling 5. Unfair punishment 6. Ridicule 7. Humiliation 8. Erratic Behavior 9. Unkept promises 10. Isolation of the child from others. 

A child who is abused by the parents in one or more of he ways above experiences basic hostility. (Anger and resentment). The child is now caught between dependence on the parents and hostility towards them and this is a most unfortunate situation. The child must now repress the hostile feelings towards the parents because he still needs them and is afraid of them. 

Unfortunately the feeling of hostility caused by the parents is generalized to the entire world and all the people in it. The child is now convinced that everything and everyone is potentially dangerous. At this point the child is said to be experiencing basic anxiety. 

Adjustment to basic anxiety:

Since basic anxiety is unpleasant, the person must find ways to minimize it. Horney described ten strategies for dealing with basic anxiety. She called then the neurotic needs or neurotic trends. The normal person has many or all of these needs but he pursues their satisfaction freely. In other words, when the need for affection arises, one attempts to satisfy it, when the need for personal admiration arises, one attempts to satisfy that and so on. However the neurotic people do not pass easily from one need to another as conditions change. The neurotic makes one of these needs the focal (central) point of his existence. He is obsessed with and over-dependent on one (or two or three) of the ten neurotic trends. 

The ten neurotic needs

1. The neurotic need for affection and approval: the indiscriminate need to please others and be liked by them.

2. The neurotic need for a partner who will run ones’ life: the need to be affiliated with someone who will protect the person from all dangers and fulfill all his needs.

3. The neurotic need to live one’s life within narrow limits: The person dominated by this need is very conservative, avoiding defeat by attempting very little. 

4. The neurotic need for power: the need for control over others, for a facade of omnipotence. We all seek strength, but the neurotic may be desperate for it.

5. The neurotic need to exploit others:  Such a person fears that others will take advantage of him but thinks nothing of taking advantage of them. 

6. The neurotic need for social recognition: these people are overwhelmingly concerned with fame and popularity. 

7. The neurotic need for personal admiration: Such a person lives to be flattered and complimented. All of us need to feel important and valued. But some people are more desperate, and constantly remind everyone of their importance.
8. The neurotic need for ambition and personal achievement: Again, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with achievement -- far from it! But some people are obsessed with it. They have to excel at everything they do. 

9. The neurotic need for self-sufficiency and independence: Such a person goes to great extremes to avoid being obligated to anyone. He tends to refuse help and is often reluctant to commit to a relationship. 
10. The neurotic need for perfection: Such a person attempts to be flawless. They can't be caught making a mistake and need to be in control at all times.
As Horney investigated these neurotic needs, she began to recognize that they could be clustered into three broad coping strategies: 

I. Compliance (moving-toward people), which includes needs one, two, and three.

II. Aggression (moving-against people), including needs four through eight. 

III. Withdrawal (moving-away-from people), including needs nine, ten, and three.

The normal person utilizes all three strategies depending on which one is appropriate at the time. In other words we can say that the normal person has a flexible approach to life. He is compliant if the situation requires him to be. He is aggressive when aggression is needed. And he withdraws when withdrawal is appropriate. So he is aware of the demands of the situation. The neurotic however must meet all of life’s problems utilizing only one of the three adjustment patterns whether that pattern is appropriate or not.

Real vs. Ideal self

For everyone there is a difference between the real self and the ideal self. The real self includes those things that are true about us at any particular time. The ideal self reflects what we would like to become. (Our goals and aspirations) For the normal person the real and the ideal self are closely related to each other and not too far apart.  But for the neurotic, the ideal self is an escape from the real self rather than an extension of it. Instead of being a positive (reachable) goal, it is unrealistic and ultimately impossible. 

According to Horney, there are a number of “shoulds” governing the life of the neurotic person. “He should be the utmost of honesty, generosity, justice, dignity, courage, unselfishness. He should be the perfect husband, lover, and teacher. He should be able to endure everything, should like everybody, should love his parents OR he should not be attached to anything or anyone. He should know, understand and foresee everything. He should be able to solve every problem of his own and others in no time. He should never be tired or fall ill and so on. Horney called these the tyranny of the shoulds. 

Comparison of Freud and Horney

1. Both recognize that early childhood experiences are important. But they disagreed about the reasons for the importance. Freud believed that fixation at any particular psychosexual stage affects the adult personality. Whereas Horney said that it is the nature of the parent) child relationship that determines what kind of a personality the individual will have.

2. Both emphasized unconscious motivation. According to Horney, the basis of all motivation is repressed basic hostility which is of course unconscious.

3. Freud emphasized biological motivation. He says that conflicts result from attempts to satisfy biological drives. Horney however gives more importance to the child’s need for a feeling of security. Therefore her theory is a social one.

4. Horney strongly disagreed with Freud’s assumptions that the females are destined to possess certain personality traits simple because they are females. Horney said that men are just as likely to have “womb envy” as women are to have penis envy. These and other related ideas are compiled in her book “Feminine Psychology”. 

5. Freud felt that personality is formed early in life and after that it is extremely difficult to make major changes in it. Horney agreed that early years are important but she stated that personality remains changeable throughout life. 

Evaluation:  The similarity between Adler and Horney’s theory is difficult to overlook. Like so many personality theories, it is difficult to offer much scientific evidence to support Horney’s theory. We must acknowledge her courage in disagreeing with Freud because at that time that was not an easy thing to do. One novel idea that Horney offered is self-analysis. Horney wrote one of the earliest "self-help" books, and suggested that, with relatively minor neurotic problems, we could be our own psychiatrists. The major drawback of her theory is that it is limited to the neurotic. Besides leaving out psychotics and other problems, she leaves out the truly healthy person.

