OUR INNER CONFLICTS

Freud’s pessimism as regards neuroses and their
treatment arose from the depths of his disbelief in
human goodness and human growth. He postulated
the instincts which drive him can only be controlled,
or at best “sublimated.” My own belief is that man
has the capacity as well as the desire to develop his
potentialities and become a decent human being.

—Karen Horney
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PREFACE

This book is dedicated to the advancement of psychoanalysis.
It has grown out of my experience in analytical work with my
patients and with myself. While the theory it presents evolved over
a period of years, it was not until I undertook the preparation of a
series of lectures under the auspices of the American Institute for
Psychoanalysis that my ideas finally crystallized. The first of these,
centering about the technical aspects of the subject, was entitled
“Problems of Psychoanalytical Technique” (1943). The second series,
which covered the problems dealt with here, was given in 1944 under
the title “Integration of Personality.” Selected subjects—*“Integration
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of Personality in Psychoanalytical Therapy,” “the Psychology of
Detachment,” and “The Meaning of Sadistic Trends”—have been
presented at the Academy of Medicine and before the Association for
the Advancement of Psychoanalysis.

It is my hope that the book will be useful to psychoanalysts who
are seriously interested in improving our theory and therapy. I hope
also that they will not only make the ideas presented here available to
their patients but will apply them to themselves as well. Progress in
psychoanalysis can only be made the hard way, by including ourselves
and our difficulties. If we remain static and averse to change, our
theories are bound to become barren and dogmatic.

[ am convinced, however, that any book that goes beyond the
range of merely technical matters or abstract psychological theory
should benefit also all those who want to know themselves and have
not given up struggling for their own growth. Most of us who live in
this difficult civilization are caught in the conflicts described here and
need all the help we can get. Though severe neuroses belong in the hands
of experts, I still believe that with untiring effort we can ourselves go a

long way toward disentangling our own conflicts.



My prime gratitude belongs to my patients who, in our work
together, have given me a better understanding of neurosis. I am also
indebted to my colleagues who have encouraged my work by their
interest and sympathetic understanding. I refer not only to my older
colleagues but also to the younger ones, trained in our Institute, whose
critical discussions have been stimulating and fruitful.

I want to mention three persons outside the field of psychoanalysis
who in their own particular ways have given me support in the
furtherance of my work. It was Dr. Alvin Johnson who gave me the
opportunity to present my ideas at the New School for Social Research
at a time when classical Freudian analysis was the only recognized
school of analytical theory and practice. More especially I am indebted
to Clara Mayer, Dean of the School of Philosophy and Liberal Arts
of the New School for Social Research. By her continued personal
interest she has encouraged me, year after year, to offer for discussion
whatever new findings were garnered from my analytical work. And
then there is my publisher, W. W. Norton, whose helpful advice has
led to many improvements in my books. Last but not least, I want to
express my appreciation to Minette Kuhn who has helped me greatly
toward a better organization of the material and a clearer formulation
of my ideas.



INTRODUCTION

Whatever the starting point and however tortuous the road, we
must finally arrive at a disturbance of personality as the source of
psychic illness. The same can be said of this as of almost any other
psychological discovery: it is really a rediscovery. Poets and philosophers
of all times have known that it is never the serene, well-balanced person
who falls victim to psychic disorders, but the one torn by inner conflicts. In
modern terms, every neurosis, no matter what the symptomatic picture,
is a character neurosis. Hence our endeavor in theory and therapy must be
directed toward a better understanding of the neurotic character structure.

Actually, Freud’s great pioneering work increasingly converged
on this concept—though his genetic approach did not allow him to
arrive at its explicit formulation. But others who have continued
and developed Freud’s work—notably Franz Alexander, Otto Rank,
Wilhelm Reich, and Harald Schultz-Hencke—have defined it more
clearly. None of them, however, is agreed as to the precise nature and
dynamics of this character structure.

My own starting point was a different one. Freud’s postulations
in regard to feminine psychology set me thinking about the role of
cultural factors. Their influence on our ideas of what constitutes
masculinity or femininity was obvious, and it became just as obvious
to me that Freud had arrived at certain erroneous conclusions because
he failed to take them into account. My interest in this subject grew
over the course of fifteen years. It was furthered in part by association
with Erich Fromm who, through his profound knowledge of both
sociology and psychoanalysis, made me more aware of the significance
of social factors over and above their circumscribed application to
feminine psychology. And my impressions were confirmed when I
came to the United States in 1932. I saw then that the attitudes and the
neuroses of persons in this country differed in many ways from those



I had observed in European countries, and that only the difference
in civilizations could account for this. My conclusions finally found
their expression in The Neurotic Personality of Our Time. The main
contention here was drat neuroses are brought about by cultural
factors—which more specifically meant that neuroses are generated by
disturbances in human relationships.

In the years before I wrote The Neurotic Personality 1 pursued
another line of research that followed logically from the earlier
hypothesis. It revolved around the question as to what the driving
forces are in neurosis. Freud had been the first to point out that these
were compulsive drives. He regarded these drives as instinctual in
nature, aimed at satisfaction and intolerant of frustration. Consequently
he believed that they were not confined to neuroses per se but operated
in all human beings. If, however, neuroses were an outgrowth of
disturbed human relationships, this postulation could not possibly
be valid. The concepts I arrived at on this score were, briefly, these.
Compulsive drives are specifically neurotic; they are born of feelings
of isolation, helplessness, fear and hostility, and represent ways of
coping with the world despite these feelings; they aim primarily not
at satisfaction but at safety; their compulsive character is due to the
anxiety lurking behind them. Two of these drives—neurotic cravings
for affection and for power—stood out at first in clear relief and were
presented in detail in The Neurotic Personality.

Though retaining what I considered the fundamentals of
Freud’s teachings, I realized by that time that my search for a better
understanding had led me in directions that were at variance with
Freud. If so many factors that Freud regarded as instinctual were
culturally determined, if so much that Freud considered libidinal
was a neurotic need for affection, provoked by anxiety and aimed
at feeling safe with others, then the libido theory was no longer
tenable. Childhood experiences remained important, but the influence
they exerted on our lives appeared in a new light. Other theoretical
differences inevitably followed. Hence it became necessary to
formulate in my own mind where I stood in reference to Freud. The
result of this clarification was New Ways in Psychoanalysts.



In the meantime my search for the driving forces in neurosis
continued. I called the compulsive drives neurotic trends and described
ten of them in my next book. By then I, too, had arrived at the point
of recognizing that the neurotic character structure was of central sig-
nificance. I regarded it at that time as a kind of macrocosm formed
by many microcosms interacting upon one another. In the nucleus
of each microcosm was a neurotic trend. This theory of neurosis had
a practical application. If psychoanalysis did not primarily involve
relating our present difficulties to our past experiences but depended
rather upon understanding the interplay of forces in our existing
personality, then recognizing and changing ourselves with little or even
no expert help was entirely feasible. In the face of a widespread need
for psychotherapy and a scarcity of available aid, self-analysis seemed
to offer the hope of filling a vital need. Since the major part of the book
dealt with the possibilities, limitations, and ways of analyzing our-
selves, I called it Self-Analysis.

I was, however, not entirely satisfied with my presentation of
individual trends. The trends themselves were accurately described;
but I was haunted by the feeling that in a simple enumeration they
appeared in a too isolated fashion. I could see that a neurotic need for
affection, compulsive modesty, and the need for a “partner” belonged
together. What I failed to see was that together they represented a
basic attitude toward others and the self, and a particular philosophy
of life. These trends are the nuclei of what I have now drawn together
as a “moving toward people.” I saw, too, that a compulsive craving
for power and prestige and neurotic ambition had something in
common. They constitute roughly the factors involved in what I shall
call “moving against people.” But the need for admiration and the
perfectionist drives, though they had all the earmarks of neurotic trends
and influenced the neurotic’s relation with others, seemed primarily
to concern his relations with himself. Also, the need for exploitation
seemed to be less basic than either the need for affection or for power;
it appeared less comprehensive than these, as if it were not a separate
entity but had been taken out of some larger whole.

My questionings have since proved justified. In the years



following, my focus of interest shifted to the role of conflicts in
neurosis. | had said in The Neurotic Personality that a neurosis came
about through the collision of divergent neurotic trends. In Self-
Analysis 1 had said that neurotic trends not only reinforced each other
but also created conflicts. Nevertheless conflicts had remained a side
issue. Freud had been increasingly aware of the significance of inner
conflicts; he saw them, however, as a battle between repressed and
repressing forces. The conflicts I began to see were of a different kind.
They operated between contradictory sets of neurotic trends, and
though they originally concerned contradictory attitudes toward others,
in time they encompassed contradictory attitudes toward the self,
contradictory qualities and contradictory sets of values.

A crescendo of observation opened my eyes to the significance
of such conflicts. What first struck me most forcibly was the blindness
of patients toward obvious contradictions within themselves. When
I pointed these out they became elusive and seemed to lose interest.
After repeated experiences of this kind I realized that the elusiveness
expressed a profound aversion to tackling these contradictions. Finally,
panic reactions in response to a sudden recognition of a conflict
showed me I was working with dynamite. Patients had good reason to
shy away from these conflicts: they dreaded their power to tear them to
pieces.

Then I began to recognize the amazing amount of energy and
intelligence that was invested in more or less desperate efforts to
“solve”” the conflicts or, more precisely, to deny their existence and
create an artificial harmony. 1 saw the four major attempts at solution
in about the order in which they are presented in this book. The
initial attempt was to eclipse part of the conflict and raise its opposite
to predominance. The second was to “move away from” people.
The function of neurotic detachment now appeared in a new light.

@  Throughout the text [ shall use the term “solve™ in connection with the
neurotic’s attempts to do away with his conflicts. Since he unconsciously denies
their existence he does not, strictly speaking, try to “resolve” them. His unconscious

efforts are directed toward “solving™ his problems.



Detachment was part of the basic conflict—that is, one of the original
conflicting attitudes toward others; but it also represented an attempt
at solution, since maintaining an emotional distance between the self
and others set the conflict out of operation. The third attempt was very
different in kind. Instead of moving away from others, the neurotic
moved away from himself. His whole actual self became somewhat
unreal to him and he created in its place an idealized image of himself
in which the conflicting parts were so transfigured that they no longer
appeared as conflicts but as various aspects of a rich personality. This
concept helped to clarify many neurotic problems which hitherto were
beyond the reach of our understanding and hence of our therapy. It also
put two of the neurotic trends which had previously resisted integration
into their proper setting. The need for perfection now appeared
as an endeavor to measure up to this idealized image; the craving
for admiration could be seen as the patient’s need to have outside
affirmation that he really was his idealized image. And the farther the
image was removed from reality the more insatiable this latter need
would logically be. Of all the attempts at solution the idealized image
is probably the most important by reason of its far-reaching effect on
the whole personality. But in turn it generates a new inner rift, and
hence calls for further patchwork. The fourth attempt at solution seeks
primarily to do away with this rift, though it helps as well to spirit
away all other conflicts. Through what I call externalization, inner
processes are experienced as going on outside the self. If the idealized
image means taking a step away from the actual self, externalization
represents a still more radical divorce. It again creates new conflicts, or
rather greatly augments the original conflict—that between the self and
the outside world.

I have called these the four major attempts at solution, partly
because they seem to operate regularly in all neuroses—though
in varying degree—and partly because they bring about incisive
changes in the personality. But they are by no means the only ones.
Others of less general significance include such strategies as arbitrary
Tightness, whose main function is to quell all inner doubts; rigid self-
control, which holds together a torn individual by sheer will power;



and cynicism, which, in disparaging all values, eliminates conflicts in
regard to ideals.

Meanwhile the consequences of all these unresolved conflicts were
gradually becoming clearer to me. | saw the manifold fears that were
generated, the waste of energy, the inevitable impairment of moral
integrity, the deep hopelessness that resulted from feeling inextricably
entangled.

It was only after I had grasped the significance of neurotic
hopelessness that the meaning of sadistic trends finally came into
view. These, I now understood, represented an attempt at restitution
through vicarious living, entered upon by a person who despaired of
ever being himself. And the all-consuming passion which can so often
be observed in sadistic pursuits grew out of such a person’s insatiable
need for vindictive triumph. It became clear to me then that the need
for destructive exploitation was in fact no separate neurotic trend but
only a never-failing expression of that more comprehensive whole
which for lack of a better term we call sadism.

Thus a theory of neurosis evolved, whose dynamic center is a
basic conflict between the attitudes of “moving toward,” “moving
against,” and “moving away from” people. Because of his fear of being
split apart on the one hand and the necessity to function as a unity on
the other, the neurotic makes desperate attempts at solution. While he
can succeed this way in creating a kind of artificial equilibrium, new
conflicts are constantly generated and further remedies are continually
required to blot them out. Every step in this struggle for unity makes
the neurotic more hostile, more helpless, more fearful, more alienated
from himself and others, with the result that the difficulties responsible
for the conflicts become more acute and their real resolution less and
less attainable. He finally becomes hopeless and may try to find a
kind of restitution in sadistic pursuits, which in turn have the effect of
increasing his hopelessness and creating new conflicts.

This, then, is a fairly dismal picture of neurotic development and
its resulting character structure. Why do I nonetheless call my theory
a constructive one? In the first place it does away with the unrealistic

optimism that maintains we can “cure” neuroses by absurdly sim-



ple means. But it involves no equally unrealistic pessimism. I call
it constructive because it allows us for the first time to tackle and
resolve neurotic hopelessness. I call it constructive most of all because
in spite of its recognition of the severity of neurotic entanglements,
it permits not only a tempering of the underlying conflicts but their
actual resolution, and so enables us to work toward a real integration of
personality. Neurotic conflicts cannot be resolved by rational decision.
The neurotic’s attempts at solution are not only futile but harmful. But
these conflicts can be resolved by changing the conditions within the
personality that brought them into being. Every piece of analytical
work well done changes these conditions in that it makes a person less
helpless, less fearful, less hostile, and less alienated from himself and
others.

Freud’s pessimism as regards neuroses and their treatment arose
from the depths of his disbelief in human goodness and human growth.
Man, he postulated, is doomed to suffer or to destroy. The instincts
which drive him can only be controlled, or at best “sublimated.” My
own belief is that man has the capacity as well as the desire to develop
his potentialities and become a decent human being, and that these
deteriorate if his relationship to others and hence to himself is, and
continues to be, disturbed. I believe that man can change and go on
changing as long as he lives. And this belief has grown with deeper
understanding.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Poignancy of Neurotic Conflicts

Let me say to begin with: It is not neurotic to have conflicts. At one
time or another our wishes, our interests, our convictions are bound to
collide with those of others around us. And just as such clashes between
ourselves and our environment are a commonplace, so, too, conflicts
within ourselves are an integral part of human life.

An animal’s actions are largely determined by instinct. Its mating,
its care for its young, its search for food, its defenses against danger are
more or less prescribed and beyond individual decision. In contrast, it is
the prerogative as well as the burden of human beings to be able to exert
choice, to have to make decisions. We may have to decide between
desires that lead in opposite directions. We may, for instance, want to be
alone but also want to be with a friend; we may want to study medicine
but also to study music. Or there may be a conflict between wishes and
obligations: we may wish to be with a lover when someone in trouble
needs our care. We may be divided between a desire to be in accord
with others and a conviction that would entail expressing an opinion
antagonistic to them. We may be in conflict, finally, between two sets
of values, as occurs when we believe in taking on a hazardous job in
wartime but believe also in our duty to our family.

The kind, scope, and intensity of such conflicts are largely
determined by the civilization in which we live. If the civilization is
stable and tradition bound, the variety of choices presenting themselves
are limited and the range of possible individual conflicts narrow. Even
then they are not lacking. One loyalty may interfere with another;
personal desires may stand against obligations to the group. But if the
civilization is in a stage of rapid transition, where highly contradictory
values and divergent ways of living exist side by side, the choices the
individual has to make are manifold and difficult. He can conform to



the expectations of the community or be a dissenting individualist,
be gregarious or live as a recluse, worship success or despise it, have
faith in strict discipline for children or allow them to grow up without
much interference; he can believe in a different moral standard for men
and women or hold that the same should apply for both, regard sexual
relations as an expression of human intimacy or divorce them from
ties of affection; he can foster racial discrimination or take the stand
that human values are independent of the color of skin or the shape of
noses—and so on and so forth.

There is no doubt that choices like these have to be made very
often by people living in our civilization, and one would therefore
expect conflicts along these lines to be quite common. But the striking
fact is that most people are not aware of them, and consequently do not
resolve them by any clear decision. More often than not they drift and
let themselves be swayed by accident. They do not know where they
stand; they make compromises without being aware of doing so; they
are in volved in contradictions without knowing it. I am referring here
to normal persons, meaning neither average nor ideal but merely non-
neurotic.

There must, then, be preconditions for recognizing contradictory
issues and for making decisions on that basis. These preconditions are
fourfold. We must be aware of what our wishes are, or even more, of
what our feelings are. Do we really like a person or do we only think
we like him because we are supposed to? Are we really sad if a parent
dies or do we only go through the motions? Do we really wish to
become a lawyer or a doctor or does it merely strike us as a respectable
and profitable career? Do we really want our children to be happy and
independent or do we only give lip service to the idea? Most of us
would find it difficult to answer such simple questions; that is, we do
not know what we really feel or want.

Since conflicts often have to do with convictions, beliefs, or moral
values, their recognition would presuppose that we have developed
our own set of values. Beliefs that are merely taken over and are not
a part of us hardly have sufficient strength to lead to conflicts or to
serve as a guiding principle in making decisions. When subjected to



