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Chapter 4 Web Materials
Karen Horney and Humanistic Psychoanalysis:
A discussion of her influence in the areas of literary analysis and criticism, psychobiography, and cultural studies
The Process of Psychotherapy

From reading her books, we might gain an impression of Horney as a very cerebral therapist who relied heavily on rigorous analysis of her patients in terms of an elaborate taxonomy of defenses. A different picture emerges from the lectures she gave in her courses on analytic technique (1987, 1999).

Although she continued to employ her theoretical framework, she taught that intellectual insight is only one aspect of understanding, and not the most significant. Indeed, she feared that theory might obstruct an awareness of the patient’s individuality, “that a detached, purely intellectual attitude would lead not to understanding but to a mechanical classification of the patient’s personality according to our preexisting ideas” (Horney, 1999, p. 199). Theory should not be used to pigeonhole the patient, nor should the patient be used to confirm the preconceived ideas of the analyst. Horney taught that therapists should attend to the patient not only with reason and knowledge but also with intuition and emotion. “Understanding is a process of moving toward another person’s position while still maintaining our own, and therapists do this very largely through their emotions, which enable them to feel their way into the patient’s situation” (1999, p. 199). Horney characterized the therapeutic attitude as one of undivided or wholehearted attention in which therapists let all their faculties operate while nearly forgetting about themselves (1999, p. 188). “They must not relinquish themselves, however, for if they lose their own stand altogether, [they] will not have understanding but blind surrender” (1999, p. 199). “If they can lay themselves open without losing themselves, they can listen wholeheartedly while simultaneously becoming aware of [their] own reactions to the patient and his problems” (1999, p. 201). Horney urged therapists not to overestimate their own mental health, to have a proper humility. They should constantly analyze themselves, paying attention to their feelings and trying to determine how reliable they are as guides to understanding the patient.

This brings us to Horney’s model of the therapist-patient relationship, which she saw as mutual, cooperative, and democratic. Her model is not one in which therapists and patients analyze each other but rather one in which therapists continually analyze themselves while helping their patients toward self-understanding and growth. Their self-analysis benefits their patients as well as themselves, since it helps mitigate countertransferential problems and deepens their emotional understanding. For Horney, the therapist is not to be a remote authority figure but a real person with strengths and weaknesses, just like the patient. In her lecture on The Analyst’s Personal Equation, she warned “the fear that neurotic remnants may be exposed will make some analysts unduly cautious, thereby depriving the patient of the opportunity to experience his analyst as a human being with both shortcomings and assets” (1999, p. 193).

Horney frequently emphasized that analysis is a cooperative undertaking. Therapists can help their patients formulate and clarify the data, but the patients must supply it by revealing themselves. Perhaps the most important ways in which they can do this is through free association and the sharing of their dreams—things on which Horney placed more emphasis in her lectures than she did in her books. Self-revelation is difficult and must be facilitated by the therapists’ having a genuine respect for their patients, a sincere desire for their well-being, and a wholehearted interest in everything they think and feel. This will create a sense of trust that will make it easier for patients to tell everything that comes to them without selecting.

Horney rejected the then-prevailing authoritarian model of the therapist-patient relationship and proposed a democratic one instead. “Therapists do not occupy a morally or psychologically superior position and should be humble about their ability to understand the patient. It will help them to attain a democratic spirit if they remember that, however experienced they are, they are dealing with a particular patient and [their] knowledge of this patient is limited” (1999, p. 208). “They should regard all interpretations as more or less tentative and should be truthful about the degree of certainty they feel” (1999, p. 206). “Their truthfulness has two advantages: their groping will stimulate the patient to be active, to wonder, to search, and it will have more meaning for the patient when they feel confident” (1999, pp. 206–207). For Horney, the object of therapy is to help patients relinquish their defenses, accept themselves as they are, and replace their search for glory with a striving for self-realization. Insight is useful in leading patients to see that their defenses are self-defeating and cannot possibly work, but they must experience as well as understand the destructiveness of their solutions if they are to have a strong enough motivation to change. During the disillusioning phase of therapy, patients need support in dealing with discouragement, anxiety, and the realization of painful truths about themselves. “The therapist assists them in overcoming fear or hopelessness, giving them a sense that their problems can be resolved. Patients will feel profoundly threatened when, bereft of glory, they realize they are not as saintly, as loving, as powerful, as independent as [they] had believed” (Horney, 1942, p. 145). At this point, they need someone who does not lose faith in them, even though their own faith is gone. “In the course of analysis, patients must confront not only their loss of glory but also their unsavory characteristics, which are the product of their neurosis. They tend to react with unconstructive self-hate, rather than with the self-acceptance that will enable them to grow. The analyst perceives that they are striving and struggling human being[s] and still likes and respects them as a result” (1942, p. 145). This encouragement counteracts patients’ self-hate and helps them to like and respect themselves.

As patients become less defensive in the course of therapy, their constructive forces grow stronger, and the central inner conflict emerges. The art of the therapist lies not only in helping patients to perceive, experience, and work through their neurotic solutions but also in helping them to mobilize their constructive forces and supporting them in their struggle to find and actualize their real selves. Therapists must understand that there is a constant battle in patients between their desire to change and their fear of letting go of the strategies that have enabled them to survive in what they feel to be a dangerous, frustrating, unsympathetic world. They are motivated to change by both a desire to relieve their suffering and the constructive forces that are still alive within them, but they can relinquish their defenses only when they feel safe enough to do so. The therapist’s role is to assuage their anxiety, to reinforce their healthy drives, and to encourage them to continue in their struggle to change. “As the central inner conflict rages, patients will oscillate between health and neurosis, but therapists must not become bewildered by these swings. If they have a clear vision based on [their] own constructiveness and are unambiguous all[ies] of the endangered self, [they] will be able to support [their] patient[s] at this most trying time” (1999, p. 256).

The conflict between healthy and neurotic forces may never be finally resolved, but there may be a decisive shift in the balance of power. Therapy can be terminated when the balance has shifted decisively to the side of the strivings for growth and patients are ready to deal with their problems themselves through continuing self-analysis.

Horney’s belief in inherent constructive forces made her much more optimistic than Freud about the possibilities of psychotherapy. According to her, Freud did not have any clear vision of constructive forces in man and had to deny their authentic character (Horney, 1950, p. 378). For him, creativity and love were sublimated forms of libidinal drives, and a striving for self-fulfillment could only be regarded as an expression of narcissistic libido (1950, p. 378). For Horney, the goal of therapy was not to transform hysterical misery into everyday unhappiness (Breuer & Freud, 1936, p. 232) but to help people achieve the joy of self-realization.

Nonclinical Applications of Horney

Literary Study

Bernard Paris has argued that Horney’s theories are especially appropriate for the analysis of literary characters. One of the chief objections to the psychoanalytic study of character has been its reliance on infantile experience to account for the behavior of the adult, since such experience is rarely, if ever, presented in literature. But Horney’s theories focus on the kinds of adult defenses and inner conflicts about which literature often provides a great deal of information. In addition to being used in character study, Horney’s theories have been employed in the analysis of thematic inconsistencies, tensions between theme and characterization, the relation between authors and their works, and the psychology of reader response. (See Paris, 1974, 1978, 1986, 1989, 1991a, 1991b, 1991c.) They have helped to illuminate works and authors not only from most periods of British and American literature but also from ancient Greece and Rome, and from France, Russia, Germany, Spain, Norway, and Sweden, in a variety of centuries. They have been employed in the study of Chinese, Japanese, and Indian literature as well.

Psychobiography

Horney’s emphasis on the present structure of the psyche has also proved to be valuable in psychobiography. Like the literary critic approaching a character or an author, the biographer usually has much information about youth and adulthood but little or none about very early experience. Biographical studies of Robert Frost (Thompson, 1966, 1970; Thompson & Winnick, 1976), Charles Evans Hughes (Glad, 1966), the Kennedys (Clinch, 1973), Stalin (Tucker, 1973, 1985, 1990), Woodrow Wilson (Tucker, 1977), Jimmy Carter (Glad, 1980; see also 1973), Felix Frankfurter (Hirsch, 1981), and Lyndon Johnson (Huffman, 1989) have fruitfully employed Horneyan analysis.

The biography of Frost exemplifies how Horney can be used. Named official biographer 24 years before Frost died, Lawrence Thompson became aware of the poet’s many cruelties, self-contradictions, and inner conflicts. After completing a draft of his first volume, he read Neurosis and Human Growth and found in it the analytic concepts he needed to make sense of his bewildering subject. Had Hor-ney’s book mentioned Frost on every page, Thompson wrote in his notebook, “it couldn’t have come closer to giving a psychological framework to what I’ve been trying to say” (Sheehy, 1986, p. 398). Thompson revised what he had written to reflect his new understanding of Frost as a man who developed a search for glory in response to early humiliations and who longed to triumph over and retaliate against those who had hurt him. Frost’s contradictory accounts of his life were a product of both his inner conflicts and his need to confirm his idealized image by mythologizing himself. Frost sometimes used his poetry to “escape from his confusions into idealized postures,” while at other times it served “as a means of striking back at, or of punishing” those he considered his enemies (Thompson, 1966, p. xix).

Cultural Study

Several writers have used Horney in the analysis of culture. David M. Potter (1954) was particularly struck by Horney’s analysis of the character traits, inner conflicts, and vicious circles created by the competitiveness of American culture. We trade security for opportunity and then feel anxious and insecure. Paul Wachtel (1989, 1991) also argues that there is something compulsive, irrational, and self-defeating in the way Americans pursue an ever-increasing wealth. We promote competition rather than mutual support, and we behave aggressively in order to avoid being perceived as weak. James Huffman (1982) emphasizes the sense of threat and feelings of inferiority that have influenced the American character from the beginning of our history, resulting in a compensatory self-idealization and a search for national glory. We make exaggerated claims for ourselves and are outraged when they are not honored by other nations. Like Potter and Wachtel, Huffman sees the American character as predominantly aggressive. We like our leaders to be belligerent, and we glorify people who fight their way to the top. Bernard Paris (1986) has discussed Victorian culture from a Horneyan perspective and has correlated conflicting cultural codes found in Elizabethan culture (as reflected in Shakespeare’s plays) with Horney’s strategies of defense (Paris, 1991a).

Karen Horney (1986), Marcia Westkott explored the implications of Horney’s mature theory for feminine psychology, with chapters on the sexualization and devaluation of women and the dependency, anger, and detachment they feel as a consequence. In addition, she developed a Horneyan critique of a major strand of feminist theory. Jean Baker Miller, Nancy Chodorow, Carol Gilligan, and the Stone Center group have associated an array of personality traits specifically with women. These include a need for affiliation, a nurturing disposition, a sense of responsibility for other people, and a relational sense of identity. Westkott observed that although these traits are regarded in a positive way, they emerged from “a historical setting in which women are less highly valued than men” (Westkott, 1986, p. 2). She proposed that these traits are defensive reactions to subordination, devaluation, and powerlessness and that, however desirable they may seem from a social point of view, they are inimical to women’s self-actualization. Westkott thus demythified the celebration of female relationality, arguing that it has provided “a contemporary theoretical justification for traditionally idealized femininity” (1989, p. 245). She contended, with Horney, that being deprived is not ennobling but damaging and that the self-effacing qualities many women develop in order to cope with devaluation are destructive.
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><The Process of Psychotherapy   #><How much can have happened with the patient in analysis if nothing happened to the analyst while working with him? In a successful analysis, something happens to both people. If the analyst is merely a catalytic agent and nothing has changed in him, how much really could have gone on within the patient? (Horney, 1999, p. 90)

We must listen idly,...[not letting] the intensity of our attention convert a mutual analytic situation into one where the patient is in the brilliant spotlight on a clinical stage while we are in the darkened audience. With both of us sharing more subdued light in the same room, we can become more open and real to one another. (Horney, 1999, p. 189)

><He must strive to eliminate grandiosity in himself and all need to show off his superior knowledge and ethics. The therapist must realize that he has no corner on intelligence or morals; acting like a schoolmaster or a judge, talking down, preaching are neither democratic nor realistic behaviors. (Horney, 1999, p. 208)

><Nonclinical Applications of Horney   #><[the patient] begins to relinquish his defenses, there is the terrible realistic fear of not being able to cope with life without all the neurotic props which have seemingly stood him in good stead.... He is held back ... by his continuing need for self-idealization, since being what he can be will not give him the glory which has hitherto been the meaning of his life. He is now caught in the central inner conflict between his real and his proud selves. (Horney, 1999,
p. 256)

><#   Chapter 6
Karen Horney and Humanistic Psychoanalysis><[While arguing that [Vanity Fair] is full of contradictions and is thematically unintelligible, I suddenly remembered Karen Horney’s statement that “inconsistencies are as definite an indication of the presence of conflicts as a rise in body temperature is of physical disturbance,” and in the next instant I realized that the novel’s contradictions become intelligible if we see them as part of a system of inner conflicts.... I have been unfolding the implications of that “aha” experience ever since. (Paris, 1991a, p. 6)

Suddenly the thought occurred to me: What if the idealized image of Stalin appearing day by day in the party-controlled, party-supervised Soviet press was an idealized self in Horney’s sense? If so, [Stalin] must be the most self-revealed disturbed person of all time. To find out what was most important about him there would be no need to get him onto a couch; one could do it by reading Pravda while rereading Horney! (Tucker, 1985, p. 251)

><Nonclinical Applications of Horney   #><[Female altruism emerges] not out of an extended attachment between mother and daughter but out of the ... mother’s devaluation of the daughter’s needs, expressed in imposing her own needs to be nurtured.... Female altruism, from this perspective, is a contradiction in which the undernurtured nurturer gives what she does not have in order to be “loved” by those who have disregard or even contempt for her true self and needs. (Westkott, 1986, pp. 134–135, 139–140)

