CULTURE AND NEUROSIS

Karen Horney, M.D.
New York City

taken place: whereas originally interest was focussed on the dra-

matic symptomatic picture, it is now being realized more and
more that the real source of these psychic disorders lies in character
disturbances, that the symptoms are a manifest result of conflicting
character traits, and that without uncovering and straightening out
the neurotic character structure we cannot cure a neurosis. When
analyzing these character traits, in a great many cases one is struck
by the observation that, in marked contrast to the divergency of
the symptomatic pictures, character difficulties invariably center
around the same basic conflicts.

These similarities in the content of conflicts present a problem.
They suggest, to minds open to the importance of cultural implica-
tions, the question of whether and to what extent neuroses are
moulded by cultural processes in essentially the same way as “nor-
mal”’ character formation is determined by these influences; and, if
so0, how far such a concept would necessitate certain modifications in
Freud’s views of the relation between culture and neurosis.

In the following remarks I shall try to outline roughly some char-
acteristics typically recurring in all our neuroses. The limitations of
time will allow us to present neither data—good case histories—nor
method, but only results. I shall try to select from the extremely
complex and diversified observational material the essential points.

There is another difficulty in the presentation. I wish to show how
these neurotic persons are trapped in a vicious circle. Unable to
present in detail the factors leading up to the vicious circle, I must
start rather arbitrarily with one of the outstanding features, al-
though this in itself is already a complex product of several interre-
lated, developed mental factors. I start, therefore, with the problem
of competition.

The problem of competition, or rivalry, appears to be a never-
failing center of neurotic conflicts. How to deal with competition
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presents a problem for everyone in our culture; for the neurotic,
however,it assumes dimensions which generally surpass actual vicissi-
tudes. It does so in three respects:

(1) There is a constant measuring-up with others, even in situa-
tions which do not call for it. While striving to surpass others is es-
sential for all competitive situations, the neurotic measures up even
with persons who are in no way potential competitors and have no
goal in common with him. The question as to who is the more in-
telligent, more attractive, more popular, is indiscriminately applied
towards everyone.

(2) The content of neurotic ambitions is not only to accomplish
something worth while, or to be successful, but to be absolutely
best of all. These ambitions, however, exist in fantasy mainly—
fantasies which may or may not be conscious. The degree of aware-
ness differs widely in different persons. The ambitions may appear
in occasional flashes of fantasy only. There is never a clear realization
of the powerful dramatic role these ambitions play in the neurotic’s
life, or of the great part they have in accounting for his behavior and
mental reactions. The challenge of these ambitions is not met by
adequate efforts which might lead to realization of the aims. They
are in queer contrast to existing inhibitions towards work, towards
assuming leadership, towards all means which would effectually se-
cure success. There are many ways in which these fantastic ambitions
influence the emotional lives of the persons concerned: by hyper-
sensitivity to criticism, by depressions or inhibitions following fail-
ures, etc. These failures need not necessarily be real. Everything
which falls short of the realization of the grandiose ambitions is felt
as failure. The success of another person is felt as one’s own failure.

This competitive attitude not only exists in reference to the ex-
ternal world, but is also internalized, and appears as a constant
measuring-up to an ego-ideal. The fantastic ambitions appear on
this score as excessive and rigid demands towards the self, and failure
in living up to these demands produces depressions and irritations
similar to those produced in competition with others.

(3) The third characteristic i1s the amount of hostility involved
in neurotic ambition. While intense competition implicitly contains
elements of hostility—the defeat of a competitor meaning victory
for oneself—the reactions of neurotic persons are determined by an
insatiable and irrational expectation that no one in the universe
other than themselves should be intelligent, influential, attractive,
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or popular. They become infuriated, or feel their own endeavors
condemned to futility, if someone else writes a good play or a sci-
entific paper or plays a prominent role in society. If this attitude is
strongly accentuated, one may observe in the analytical situation,
for example, that these patients regard any progress made as a vic-
tory on the part of the analyst, completely disregarding the fact that
progress is of vital concern to their own interests. In such situations
they will disparage the analyst, betraying, by the intense hostility
displayed, that they feel endangered in a position of paramount im-
portance to themselves. They are as a rule completely unaware of
the existence and intensity of this “no one but me” attitude, but one
may safely assume and eventually always uncover this attitude from
reactions observable in the analytical situation, as indicated above.

This attitude easily leads to a fear of retaliation. It results in a
fear of success and also in a fear of failure: “If I want to crush every-
one who is successful, then I will automatically assume identical
reactions in others, so that the way to success implies exposing me
to the hostility of others. Furthermore: if I make any move towards
this goal and fail, then I shall be crushed.” Success thus becomes a
peril and any possible failure becomes a danger which must at all
costs be avoided. From the point of view of all these dangers it ap-
pears much safer to stay in the corner, be modest and inconspicuous.
In other and more positive terms, this fear leads to a definite re-
coiling from any aim which implies competition. This safety device
1s assured by a constant, accurately working process of automatic
self-checking.

This self-checking process results in inhibitions, particularly in-
hibitions towards work, but also towards all steps necessary to the
pursuit of one’s aims, such as seizing opportunities, or revealing to
others that one has certain goals or capacities. This eventually re-
sults in an incapacity to stand up for one’s own wishes. The peculiar
nature of these inhibitions is best demonstrated by the fact that
these persons may be quite capable of fighting for the needs of oth-
ers or for an impersonal cause. They will, for instance, act like this:

When playing an instrument with a poor partner, they will in-
stinctively play worse than he, although otherwise they may be very
competent. When discussing a subject with someone less intelligent
than themselves, they will compulsively descend below his level.
They will prefer to be in the rank and file, not to be identified with
the superiors, not even to get an increase in salary, rationalizing
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this attitude in some way. Even their dreams will be dictated by
this need for reassurance. Instead of utilizing the liberty of a dream
to imagine themselves in glorious situations, they will actually see
themselves, in their dreams, in humble or even humiliating situa-
tions.

This self-checking process does not restrict itself to activities in
the pursuit of some aim, but going beyond that, tends to undermine
the self-confidence, which is a prerequisite for any accomplishment,
by means of self-belittling. The function of self-belittling in this con-
text is to eliminate oneself from any competition. In most cases
these persons are not aware of actually disparaging themselves, but
are aware of the results only as they feel themselves inferior to oth-
ers and take for granted their own tnadequacy.

The presence of these feelings of inferiority is one of the most
common psychic disorders of our time and culture. Let me say a few
more words about them. The genesis of inferiority feelings is not
always in neurotic competition. They present complex phenomena
and may be determined by various conditions. But that they do re-
sult from, and stand in the service of, a recoiling from competition,
is a basic and ever-present implication. They result from a recoiling
inasmuch as they are the expression of a discrepancy between high-
pitched ideals and real accomplishment. The fact, however, that
these painful feelings at the same time fulfill the important function
of making secure the recoiling attitude itself, becomes evident
through the vigor with which this position is defended when at-
tacked. Not only will no evidence of competence or attractiveness
ever convince these persons, but they may actually become scared
or angered by any attempt to convince them of their positive quali-
ties.

The surface pictures resulting from this situation may be widely
divergent. Some persons appear thoroughly convinced of their
unique importance and may be anxious to demonstrate their superior-
ity on every occasion, but betray their insecurity in an excessive
sensitivity to every criticism, to every dissenting opinion, or every
lack of responsive admiration. Others are just as thoroughly con-
vinced of their incompetence or unworthiness, or of being unwanted
or unappreciated; yet they betray their actually great demands in
that they react with open or concealed hostility to every frustration
of their unacknowledged demands. Still others will waver constantly
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in their self-estimation between feeling themselves all-important and
feeling, for instance, honestly amazed that anyone pays any atten-
tion to them.

If you have followed me thus far, I can now proceed to outline the
particular vicious circle in which these persons are moving. It is im-
portant here, as in every complex neurotic picture, to recognize the
vicious circle, because, if we overlook it and simplify the complexity
of the processes going on by assuming a simple cause-effect relation,
we either fail to get an understanding of the emotions involved, or
attribute an undue importance to some one cause. As an example of
this error, I might mention regarding a highly emotion-charged ri-
valry attitude as derived directly from rivalry with the father.
Roughly, the vicious circle looks like this:

The failures, in conjunction with a feeling of weakness and defeat,
lead to a feeling of envy towards all persons who are more successful,
or merely more secure or better contented with life. This envy may
be manifest or it may be repressed under the pressure of the same
anxiety which led to a repression of, and a recoiling from, rivairy.
It may be entirely wiped out of consciousness and represented by
the substitution of a blind admiration; it may be kept from aware-
ness by a disparaging attitude towards the person concerned. Its
effect, however, is apparent in the incapacity to grant to others what
one has been forced to deny oneself. At any rate, no matter to what
degree the envy is repressed or expressed, it implies an increase in
the existing hostility against people and consequently an increase in
the anxiety, which now takes the particular form of an irrational
fear of the envy of others.

The irrational nature of this fear is shown in two ways: (1) it ex-
ists regardless of the presence or absence of envy in the given situa-
tionjand (2)its intensity is out of proportion to the dangers menacing
from the side of the envious competitors. This irrational side of the
fear of envy always remains unconscious, at least in non-psychotic
persons, therefore it is never corrected by a reality-testing process,
and is all the more effective in the direction of reinforcing the existing
tendencies to recoil.

Consequently the feeling of own insignificance grows, the hostility
against people grows, and the anxiety grows. We thus return to the
beginning, because now the fantasies come up, with about this con-
tent: “I wish I were more powerful, more attractive, more intelligent
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than all the others, then I should be safe, and besides, I could defeat
them and step on them.” Thus we see an ever-increasing deviation
of the ambitions towards the stringent, fantastic, and hostile.

This pyramiding process may come to a standstill under various
conditions, usually at an inordinate expense in loss of expansiveness
and vitality. There is often some sort of resignation as to personal
ambitions, in turn permitting the diminution of anxieties as to com-
petition, with the inferiority feelings and inhibitions continuing.

It is now time, however, to make a reservation. It is in no way
self-evident that ambition of the “no-one-but-me” type must nec-
essarily evoke anxieties. There are persons quite capable of brushing
aside or crushing everyone in the way of their ruthless pursuit of
personal power. The question then is: Under what special condition
is anxiety invoked in neurotically competitive people?

The answer is that they at the same time want to be loved. While
most persons who pursue an asocial ambition in life care little for the
affection or the opinion of others, the neurotics, although possessed
by the same kind of competitiveness, simultaneously have a bound-
less craving for affection and appreciation. Therefore, as soon as they
make any move towards self-assertion, competition, or success, they
begin to dread losing the affection of others, and must automatically
check their aggressive impulses. This conflict between ambition and
affection is one of the gravest and most typical dilemmas of the
neurotics of our time.

Why are these two incompatible strivings so frequently present
in the same individual? They are related to each other in more than
one way. The briefest formulation of this relationship would perhaps
be that they both grow out of the same sources, namely, anxieties,
and they both serve as a means of reassurance against the anxieties.
Power and affection may both be safeguards. They generate each
other, check each other, and reinforce each other. These interrela-
tions can be observed most accurately within the analytic situation,
but sometimes are obvious from only a casual knowledge of the life
history.

In the life history may be found, for instance, an atmosphere in
childhood lacking in warmth and reliability, but rife with frightening
elements—battles between the parents, injustice, cruelty, over-
solicitousness—generation of an increased need for affection—dis-
appointments—development of an outspoken competitiveness—
inhibition—attempts to get affection on the basis of weakness,
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helplessness, or suffering. We sometimes hear that a youngster has
suddenly turned to ambition after an acute disappointment in his
need for affection, and then given up the ambition on falling in love.

Particularly when the expansive and aggressive desires have been
severely curbed in early life by a forbidding atmosphere, the exces-
sive need for reassuring affection will play a major role. As a guiding
principle for behavior this implies a yielding to the wishes or opinions
of others rather than asserting one’s own wishes or opinions; an
overvaluation of the significance for one’s own life of expressions of
fondness from others, and a dependence on such expressions. And
similarly, it implies an overvaluation of signs of rejection and a re-
acting to such signs with apprehension and defensive hostility. Here
again a vicious circle begins easily and reinforces the single elements:
In diagram it looks somewhat like this:

Anxiety plus repressed hostility

Need for reassuring affection

Anticipation of, sensitivity to, rejection
Hostile reactions to feeling rejected

These reactions explain why emotional contact with others that
1s attained on the basis of anxiety can be at best only a very shaky
and easily shattered bridge between individuals, and why it always
fails to bring them out of their emotional isolation. It may, however,
serve to cope with anxieties and even get one through life rather
smoothly, but only at the expense of growth and personality devel-
opment, and only if circumstances are quite favorable.

Let us ask now, which special features in our culture may be re-
sponsible for the frequent occurrence of the neurotic structures just
described?

We live in a competitive, individualistic culture. Whether the
enormous economic and technical achievements of our culture were
and are possible only on the basis of the competitive principle is a
question for the economist or sociologist to decide. The psychologist,
however, can evaluate the personal price we have paid for it.

It must be kept in mind that competition not only is a driving
force in economic activities, but that it also pervades our personal
life in every respect. The character of all our human relationships is
moulded by a more or less outspoken competition. It is effective in
the family between siblings, at school, in social relations (keeping up
with the Joneses), and in love life.
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In love, it may show itself in two ways: the genuine erotic wish is
often overshadowed or replaced by the merely competitive goal of
being the most popular, having the most dates, love letters, lovers,
being seen with the most desirable man or woman. Again, it may
pervade the love relationship itself. Marriage partners, for example,
may be living in an endless struggle for supremacy, with or without
being aware of the nature or even of the existence of this combat.

The influence on human relations of this competitiveness lies in the
fact that it creates easily aroused envy towards the stronger ones,
contempt for the weaker, distrust towards everyone. In consequence
of all these potentially hostile tensions, the satisfaction and reas-
surance which one can get out of human relations are limited and
the individual becomes more or less emotionally isolated. It seems
that here, too, mutually reinforcing interactions take place, so far
as insecurity and dissatisfaction in human relations in turn compel
people to seek gratification and security in ambitious strivings, and
vice versa.

Another cultural factor relevant to the structure of our neurosis
lies in our attitude towards failure and success. We are inclined to
attribute success to good personal qualities and capacities, such as
competence, courage, enterprise. In religious terms this attitude was
expressed by saying that success was due to God’s grace. While these
qualities may be effective—and in certain periods, such as the pi-
oneer days, may have represented the only conditions necessary—
this ideology omits two essential facts: (1) that the possibility for
success is strictly limited; even external conditions and personal
qualities being equal, only a comparative few can possibly attain
success; and (2) that other factors than those mentioned may play
the decisive role, such as, for example, unscrupulousness or fortuitous
circumstances. Inasmuch as these factors are overlooked in the gen-
eral evaluation of success, failures, besides putting the person con-
cerned in a factually disadvantageous position, are bound to reflect
on his self-esteem.

The confusion involved in this sttuation is enhanced by a sort of
double moral. Although, in fact, success meets with adoration almost
without regard to the means employed in securing it, we are at the
same time taught to regard modesty and an undemanding, unselfish
attitude as social or religious virtues, and are rewarded for them by
praise and affection. The particular difficulties which confront the
individual in our culture may be summarized as follows: for the com-
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petitive struggle he needs a certain amount of available aggressive-
ness; at the same time, he is required to be modest, unselfish, even
self-sacrificing. While the competitive life situation with the hostile
tensions involved in it creates an enhanced need of security, the
chances of attaining a feeling of safety in human relations—love,
friendship, social contacts—are at the same time diminished. The
estimation of one's personal value is all too dependent on the degree
of success attained, while at the same time the possibilities for suc-
cess are limited and the success itself is dependent, to a great extent,
on fortuitous circumstances or on personal qualities of an asocial
character.

Perhaps these sketchy comments have suggested to you the di-
rection in which to explore the actual relationship of our culture to
our personality and its neurotic deviations. Let us now consider the
relation of this conception to the views of Freud on culture and
neurosis.

The essence of Freud’s views on this subject can be summarized,
briefly, as follows: Culture is the result of a sublimation of biologi-
cally given sexual and aggressive drives—‘sexual” in the extended
connotation Freud has given the term. Sublimation presupposes
unwitting suppression of these instinctual drives. The more complete
the suppression of these drives, the higher the cultural development.
As the capacity for sublimating 1s limited, and as the intensive sup-
pression of primitive drives without sublimation may lead to neuro-
sis, the growth of civilization must inevitably imply a growth of
neurosis. Neuroses are the price humanity has to pay for cultural
development.

The implicit theoretical presupposition underlying this train of
thought is the belief in the existence of biologically determined hu-
man nature, or, more precisely, the belief that oral, anal, genital,
and aggressive drives exist in all human beings in approximately
equal quantities.! Variations in character formation from individual
to individual, as from culture to culture, are due, then, to the varying
intensity of the suppression required, with the addition that this sup-
pression can affect the different kinds of drives in varying degrees.

This viewpoint of Freud’s seems actually to encounter difficulties
with two groups of data. (1) Historical and anthropological findings?

1 T pass over Freud’s recognition of individual constitutional difference.
? Ruth Benedict, Patrerns of Culture; Margaret Mead, Sex and Temperament in Three

Savage Societies.
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do not support the assumption that the growth of civilization is in
a direct ratio to the growth of instinct suppression. (2) Clinical ex-
perience of the kind indicated in this paper suggests that neurosis is
due not simply to the quantity of suppression of one or the other
instinctual drives, but rather to difficulties caused by the conflicting
character of the demands which a culture imposes on its individuals.
The differences in neuroses typical of different cultures may be un-
derstood to be conditioned by the amount and quality of conflicting
demands within the particular culture.

In a given culture, those persons are likely to become neurotic who
have met these culturally determined difficulties in accentuated
form, mostly through the medium of childhood experiences; and who
have not been able to solve their difficulties, or have solved them only
at great expense to personality.

DISCUSSION
WarLTerR Beck, Ph.D.

Boston University

(1) The Concept of Neurosis.—Although I do agree with most of
what Dr. Horney says about neurotic symptoms and dynamics, I
do not agree with the statement which opens her presentation. She
presents her concept of neurosis as a ‘‘shift of emphasis in the psy-
choanalytic concept of neurosis.” I maintain that her concept indi-
cates a fundamental departure from the psychoanalytic concept
rather than a mere shift of emphasis. According to psychoanalysis,
neurosis 1s essentially the result of a conflict between the Id and
the Ego—that is, between two distinct “‘compartments’ of the in-
dividual—which although determined by only one dynamic current
are antagonistic toward each other by the very nature of their func-
tions. In such a scheme of explanation and interpretation, there is
no place for and no necessity of specific conflicting character traits.
The pleasure-inhibition mechanism works its way toward either ad-
Jjustment or neurosis without more than merely peripheral reference
to such qualitative determinants. Therefore, to interpret neurosis as
a result of conflicting character traits cannot pass as a mere shift of
emphasis. And Dr. Horney’s concept of neurosis as well as her con-
clusions with regard to cultural elements in the neurotic process are,
therefore, not mere corrections or elaborations of psychoanalytic



