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Early Life

Karen Clementina Theodora Danielsen was born in the small down of Eilbek, Germany, outside 

of Hamberg. She was born on September 15, 1885 to Berndt Henrik Wackels and Clothilde Marie 

Danielsen. Her older brother of four years, Berndt, was the be the parental favorite. Being the first born 

son to “Wackels” and “Sonni”, he was a prized possession, as well as being a charming and delightful 

child (Quinn, 1987). However, the relationship between Karen and Berndt was over the years one that 

was supportive and loving, even though they did have a competitive nature (Paris, 1994). 

Wackels, a weathered and tough sea captain, married Sonni when she was 28 and he was 44. He 

was previously married and had four sons in addition to Karen and Berndt (Quinn, 1987). The son of a 

Norwegian watchmaker, Wackels made a living as a sea captain, which was a dangerous job that took 

him away from the Danielsen family for months at a time. There are theories that imply that Wackels 

may not have even been present for the birth of Karen in 1885 (Quinn, 1987). 

Sonni also came from a seafaring family, but came from much greater means. Her father was of 

noble Dutch ancestry, as well as being credited for building many of the major seaports in 

Bremerhaven, Germany (Quinn, 1987). Sonni's mother died in childbirth, so she was raised by her 

fathers second wife, Wilhelmine Lorentz-Meyer, Karen's grandmother, and she also may have inspired 

some of Karen's later works in feminist psychology. When Sonni married Wackels at 28, she was in 

danger of becoming an old maid, and at the time, education or working was not allowed as a woman. 

This also may have inspired later feminist psychology (Quinn, 1987).

Wackel's and Sonni's relationship was extremely troubled, as previously mentioned, Wackel's 

job had him all over the world for up to six months at a time. The four children from his previous 

marriage also did little to join the two families together, and often made Sonni and her children feel 

unwelcome (Paris, 1994). As a result of the familial tensions, Karen and Sonni naturally bonded and 

sided together against Wackel's. This was only further reinforced as Wackel's would frequently degrade 
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Karen's looks and intelligence, and as a result Karen often felt fearful and intimidated by her father 

(O'Connell, 1980). 

When Wackel's was present, he strongly reinforced religious principles on the Danielson family. 

Karen struggled with this from an early age, often feeling “unworthy” of an all-loving god (Quinn, 

1987), while also feeling the pressure from Wackel's to “need” it (Paris, 1994). This conflict between 

unworthiness and need also reflected the relationship between Karen and Wackel's. Christianity is 

based around the structure of a heavenly father, and since Karen's true father was not one to be looked 

up to, this created even more inner tension with Karen (Quinn, 1987). It is well documented that from 

an early age Karen battled with depression and anxiety, stemming from a deep need to be loved and 

wanted. She began conducting self-analysis on herself as early as age 15, as documented in the diaries 

she kept throughout her lifetime (Paris, 1994). 

Education and Marriage

As early as 1899 at the age of 14, Karen was struck with the desire to study medicine. During 

that time however, not a single university in Germany admitted women (Quinn, 1987). This did little to 

discourage Karen, and she planned out very specific goals for her future, always with the hopes of 

becoming a doctor. However, Germany as a whole was changing rapidly in accommodation to Karen 

(Quinn, 1987). These aspirations were always supported by Sonni, as they were strong allies to each 

other (Paris, 1994). 

Around the age of 14, Karen began attending the Covenant School, a highly progressive school 

that taught females not just needlework and music, but also languages, mathematics, history, and 

natural sciences. Karen mysteriously achieved a doctors note that allowed her to skip her music and 

needlework classes, perhaps to allow her to focus more on academically challenging classes (Quinn, 

1987). She was a very dedicated student who took her classes and grades very seriously, anything less 

than the highest marks would give way to childlike laments in her diary (Quinn, 1987). While at the 
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Covenant School, Karen was greatly influenced by two teachers, Herr Schulze and Fraulein Banning 

(Quinn, 1987). She doted on them similarly to the way she loved Sonni, however, her relationship with 

Herr Schulze was highly idolized, and may have reflected a father-figure desire in Karen (Paris, 1994).

Towards the end of her time at the Covenant School, Karen felt great pressure to attend 

Gymnasium, a high school and college preparatory school, that would allow her to apply to university. 

Wackel's never approved of women in education (O'Connell, 1980), and since he held the purse-strings, 

he was the one to be persuaded. Both Herr Schulze, Fraulein Banning, Sonni, and Berndt took to 

persuading Wackel's, but it was Karen's promise of never asking for anything else from him that did the 

trick (O'Connell, 1980). In 1901, Karen made her way to Gymnasium in Hamburg, where she would 

study for the next five years (Quinn, 1987). At Gymnasium, she furthered her studies in Latin, 

mathematics, history, etc. (Quinn, 1987). As a woman she was not allowed into the science lab classes, 

were dissections were primarily conducted. She lamented in her diary that if the school wouldn't let her 

dissect animals, she would just dissect herself, and that it would probably be more interesting anyways 

(Quinn, 1987). 

During this time, Karen was exposed to the Abolitionist movement, and it made her realize how 

few “good” marriages and relationships there were and the pain her mother was constantly in (Quinn, 

1987). Perhaps a foreshadowing of what was to come, her parents did finally separate in 1904 and 

Wackel's was rarely present after that (Paris, 1994). As a result of the separation, Sonni became 

dependent on Karen, and it put great strains on their relationship, especially as Karen was beginning to 

stretch her intellectual wings and grow into an independent woman (Paris, 1994). In a diary entry 

entitled “I Myself”, Karen describes the inner chaos and turmoil that she is feeling during this time, and 

again Karen wishes for insight into her own feelings, and perhaps more insight into her future in 

psychoanalysis (Paris, 1994).

At the end of her five years at Gymnasium, Karen passed the Abitur, an examination that 
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allowed the entrance into university, which was now admitting women. In 1906, Karen (and Sonni) left 

for the University of Freiburg (Quinn, 1987).

Karen's main path of study at Freiburg was medicine. It was here that Karen met Oskar Horney 

(Quinn, 1987), who was an economics pre-law student (O'Connell, 1980). Freiburg, while progressive, 

still maintained professors who were outspoken against women in higher education, and Karen often 

felt alone in her aspirations (Quinn, 1987). Oskar however, was supportive of her goals from the very 

beginning (Quinn, 1987). 

At the same time Karen met Oskar, she had also met Louis Grote, referred to as Losch (Paris, 

1994). From the beginning it was clear that there was a deep sexual tension between Losch and Karen 

(Paris, 1994) and a love triangle developed. Karen was intensely attracted to Oskar as an intellectual 

individual, and Losch as a sexual companion, and she making them envious of the other (Paris, 1994). 

However, it did make Karen's depression and anxiety worsen as she was forced to choose between the 

two men. She realized that her relationship with Oskar was deeper in intellectual companionship and 

emotions, and on October 30, 1909, they married in Berlin (Quinn, 1987) with Losch as a witness 

(Paris, 1994)! 

Perhaps desperate for company other than Sonni, Karen threw herself into her marriage with 

Oskar (Paris, 1994), and this sole-dependence on a partner was later written about in her paper “Self-

Analysis” (Paris, 1994). However, Oskar's love and support and devotion to Karen began to wear thin 

as well as Karen desired a partner with more force and brutality – perhaps someone modeled after 

Wackel's (Paris, 1994)? 

Career

Following her time spent at Freiburg, Karen decided to focus her career on psychiatry. She 

spent her days as a medical student, and at night pursued her interests in Freudian psychoanalysis, but 

kept it hidden, since at the time, psychoanalysis was not well received in Berlin (Quinn, 1987). 
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At the time, Karl Abraham was the only practicing psychoanalyst in Berlin, and he had a direct 

and personal relationship with Freud (Quinn, 1987). Karen began training and analyzing with him in 

1910 and worked with him until 1912 (Paris, 1994). During their sessions, Karen disclosed her marital 

problems with Oskar, describing often feeling elated and then severely depressed (Quinn, 1987). True 

to Freudian style, she mused that her desire to have purely sexual relations with other men, even while 

married to Oskar (Quinn, 1987), stemmed from her relationship with Wackel's (Paris, 1994). She also 

found herself attracted to Abraham, she enjoyed being in his company so frequently and being the 

center of his attention (Paris, 1994). 

Psychoanalysis was the perfect fit for Karen – it fulfilled her emotionally and intellectually, 

even though it took a toll on her marriage with Oskar (Quinn, 1987). Abraham was fond of Karen and 

her progress as a Freudian psychoanalyst, and wrote to Freud in 1912 speaking highly of her (Quinn, 

1987). In 1915, Karl Bonhoeffer oversaw her dissertation entitled “A case report on the question of 

traumatic psychosis” (Quinn, 1987). Her dissertation utilized her medical degree and  highly 

diagnostic, even proposed the idea of pre-existing illness, something that had not yet been seen (Wuinn, 

1987). She earned her medical degree as a result and her lifelong dream of becoming a doctor was 

finally coming true (Quinn, 1987). Her next paper entitled “The technique of psychoanalytic therapy” 

in 1917 thoroughly established her as Freudian. 

While Karen's professional life was taking off, her personal life was as well. Her daughter Sonni 

Brigitte was born in 1911, affectionately named after Karen's mother who died the same year. Wackel's 

had died the previous year at the age of 74 (Quinn, 1987).  During her pregnancy with Brigitte, a new 

side of Karen was born – she became immensely awed with what her body was capable of doing and 

undoubtedly spawned ideas for feminist psychology (Quinn, 1987). 

Marianne was born in 1913, followed by daughter Renate in 1915. In raising her daughters, 

Karen stressed modern parenting, encouraging progressive education, independence, and physical 
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exercise (Quinn, 1987). While Karen had structured ideas on parenting, she had very little to do with 

the actual upbringing of her three daughters, depending heavily on nannies and maids (Quinn, 1987). 

Karen was working constantly during these four years, and was often not present, similar to her 

upbringing with Wackel's (Quinn, 1987) and it only added tension to Oskar and Karen's marriage. 

Oskar at this point was a successful business lawyer and did not have time of his own to dedicate to his 

children (O'Connell, 1980). 

There were two noted instances that drove Karen and her daughters apart. The first was when 

Brigitte contracted tuberculosis and was sent away to Switzerland for treatment. For no apparent 

reason, Marianne at the age of five, was also sent with her. Marianne later said it was quite traumatic 

and the feeling of abandonment was strong (Quinn, 1987). Karen, being the devoted analyst that she 

was, insisted that her daughters undergo analysis as well, whether or not they expressed desires to do 

so. Renate was the youngest at age nine when this happened. None of them received the treatment well, 

despite Karen's push (Quinn, 1987). 

1924 was a troubling year for Karen, as her and Oskar's marriage came swiftly to an end. The 

economic crisis left Oskar unemployed, forcing them to sell their home and claim bankruptcy (Quinn, 

1987). While the financial situation may have been a driving motivator, both Karen and Oskar 

maintained an open relationship which left damage to their marriage. Karen and Oskar moved into 

separate homes, and the three girls went with Karen.  It was also during this time that Karen's beloved  

brother Berndt, died suddenly of pneumonia (Quinn, 1987). 

Feminist Psychology

As previously mentioned, Karen's grandmother Wilhelmine Lorentz-Meyer “Minna” may have 

had an influence on feminist psychology. The only daughter out of seven brothers, Minna's father 

educated her alongside her brothers, studying physics, latin, and other “male pursuits” (Quinn, 1987). 

This type of educational progression undoubtedly had an impact on Karen. Karen was also influenced 
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at Gymnasium, specifically by the Abolitionist movement. At the time, it was known as the League of 

Mutterschutz, or “the league of the protection of mothers”. It pushed for women's rights in education, 

and the freedom to pursue marriage and children, as well as education (Quinn, 1987).

Karen's theories in feminist psychology was what began to separate her from the original 

Freudian ideas. Freud emphasized the presence of penis envy in females, and that this envy is what 

makes males superior. At this point, Horney was a mother of three, and all of her pregnancies 

reinforced the power that women have in the reproduction, birth, and nurturing process (Quinn, 1987). 

In her paper entitled “On the genesis of the castration complex in women” (Quinn, 2000) Karen wrote 

about the envy of pregnancy, which was later translated as womb envy (Paris, 1994). 

In her paper “The flight from womanhood”, Karen goes into great detail the so-called 

advantages boys have over females in regards to masturbation. Boys have easier access to genital 

arousal, and therefore are more superior than girls. Karen postulates however, that girls have both 

clitoral and vaginal arousal, making them more superior than men (Quinn, 1987). Karen poses that 

male inadequacies can be traced to childhood events. Similar to the Oedipus complex, boys have a 

desire to be “with” his mother, but being a child, he knows his maleness cannot satisfy her, so he is 

constantly feeling inadequate, and they must conquer and overcome this fear (Quinn, 1987). 

Her theories unsurprisingly were not well received by the German public, and it remained this 

way until 1967, 15 years after her death (Quinn, 1987). In 1932, Karen began preparing for her next big 

move; Chicago. Her work was not well received, and the Nazi party was beginning to take power. 

Although Karen was not of Jewish ancestry, psychoanalysis was considered a “Jewish science”, and the 

furthering of her ideas would soon become impossible (Quinn, 1987).

Theories

Karen and her daughter Renate moved to Chicago on September 22, 1932, and Marianne joined 

them a few years later to attend medical school (Quinn, 1987). Freud's psychoanalytic teachings had 
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previously made it's way to the United States as early as 1894 via William James (Quinn, 1987), but 

even more so with the Clark Conference in 1909, the only time Freud came and spoke in the US 

(Quinn, 1987). 

Franz Alexander, also a native Berliner and psychoanalyst, came to Chicago a few years prior to 

Karen, and was with the Chicago Institute (Quinn, 1987). He invited Karen to join him there, and 

together they became the two leading educators in psychoanalysis, stemming from the Chicago 

Institute (Quinn, 1987). Karen began teaching an analytic training program, analytic techniques, as well 

as seeing patients daily (Quinn, 1987). New to the States, Renate and Karen both were miserable, 

despite staying busy, however, neither spoke to the other about it, perhaps another insight into their 

troubled relationship (Quinn, 1987). Shortly after arriving in Chicago, Karen became interested in 

social factors. It was this new change of direction as well as rumors of sexual indiscretions with a 

research candidate, and internal disagreements within the International Psychoanalytic Association 

(which she was a part of with Alexander) that led to her moving to New York in 1934 (Quinn, 1987). 

Shortly after arriving to New York, Karen joined the New York Psychoanalytic Institute. It was 

here that she met Erich Fromm, most notably the longest relationship she would maintain following her 

split with Oskar (Quinn, 1987). Fromm was an intellectual equal and a new faculty member at the 

International Institute of Social Research at Columbia University (Quinn, 1987). They often had 

passionate discussions about ideas and theories. Rumors were that she took many of his original ideas 

and theories, but for the first time, Karen was in a genuine intellectual relationship (Quinn, 1987). 

When their relationship ended, her analyst at the time told her that her constant search for forceful and 

brutal men stemmed from Oedipal attractions grew from the relationship with her father, something we 

have heard before (Schultz, 2012). 

The few years following her transition to New York, Karen began teaching at the New School 

where she taught mostly night classes. It drew large crowds of students who praised her natural 
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speaking ability as well as her gift of speaking to them all as if they were individuals (Quinn, 2000). 

The New School was comprised of mostly European ideals in the American setting, which suited Karen 

just fine (Quinn, 1987). 

Karen has always considered herself a renovator rather than a deviator of Freud's ideas (Millon, 

2004). That being said, Karen began separating herself from the groundwork that Freud had previously 

established. In her paper entitled “The problem of the negative therapeutic reaction” she emphasized 

the importance in the relationship between the analyst and the client (Quinn, 1987). Constantly re-

centering and evaluating the client as an individual and their current environment was crucial to 

treatment (Ingram, 2012). Karen agreed that neurotic behaviors stem from childhood events, but rather 

than focusing on the clients childhood, she looked at the behavior in the environment in which they 

were occurring (Millon, 2004). She acknowledges that culture and society greatly impacts and shapes 

behavior (Norcross, VandenBos, & Freedheim, 2011). Because Karen was blatantly ignoring the 

Oedipus complex and transference, she began to make people uneasy that she would travel so far away 

from the traditional Freudian spectrum (Quinn, 1987). 

Karen wrote her first book “The neurotic personality of our time” which for the first time began 

to outline some of her major theories, emphasizing neuroticism (Quinn, 1987), judgements used as 

defenses (Simon, 1994), and basic anxiety (Kriegman, Gardner, & Abse, 1975). These theories were 

later fleshed out in her next books. Criticisms of her work continued, since she was branching away 

from Freudian teachings (Quinn, 1987). She was also criticized since the publishing of this book came 

when Freud was very ill with cancer and living dangerously in Vienna amidst the Nazi regime (Quinn, 

1987). 

Her second book “New ways in psychoanalysis” was published in 1939 (Quinn, 1987). She 

tread more carefully around the loyal followers of Freud by acknowledging the groundwork he had 

placed in psychoanalysis while also distinguishing the differences between their ideas. Each chapter 
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was entitled after one of Freud's theories, and opened up with his ideas and concluding with hers. She 

touched again on their differentiating views on penis envy, the Oedipus complex, and sexual and 

aggressive drives (Quinn, 1987). She reclaimed that the Oedipus complex overlooks parental interest in 

the child, which overlooks qualities in her theories such as reliability and security (Quinn, 1987). This 

book was also not well received, as it was published a few months before Freud's death in September of 

1939 (Quinn, 1987).

In 1941, Karen left the New York Psychoanalytic Institute when she was demoted from 

instructor to lecturer. It obviously stemmed from conflicting ideas regarding “New ways”. She walked 

out of the board meeting and took with her Clara Thompson, Bernard Robbins, Harmon Ephron, and 

Sarah Kelman. 14 other NYPI students later walked out and together they formed the American 

Institute of Psychoanalysis (Shorter, 1997). Because of this, she was no longer allowed to publish in 

well known journals or papers, as well as being stripped of her title of training and supervising analyst, 

which Karen took very personally (Paris, 1994). 

It was at this point, however, that Karen's work took off. In her book “Our inner conflicts”, 

Karen introduces the real self and self-realization. She defines the real self as our natured personality, 

one that is shaped by experiences in childhood (Paris, 1994). If a child is nurtured and loved, they 

develop a healthy conscious and a thriving self-realization. Self-realization is hopes, goals, desires, 

dreams, etc. and the pursuit of those things. The desire for self-realization is in everyone, but can only 

be accomplished with a nurtured and loved real self. It also lowers the chance of an idealized self 

forming, which is how neurotic trends form (Paris, 1994). If a child does not feel secure or loved, they 

develop what she called basic anxiety which is a way to protect themselves against their parents (Paris, 

1994). The idealized self is also known as the “tyranny of the should” and places pressure to live up to 

the standards and should's of others (which ultimately leads to failure) (Paris, 1994). When the 
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inevitable failure occurs, defense mechanisms form.

Karen outlines several defense mechanisms, or neurotic solutions, to basic anxiety (Paris, 

1994). She said that in children developing neurotic defenses, they either move towards, against, or 

away from people. Each defense depends on the situation and the environment, but also depends on the 

individuals personality traits. In moving towards someone, it implies helplessness, moving against 

implies hostility, and moving away implies isolation (Paris, 1994). 

Karen personally displayed moving towards people. Her broken relationship with her father and 

later on her mother, led to the constant need for love and attention from others. This was seen as early 

as her relationships with her professors at the Covenant School, and later on in life through her many 

sexual trysts (Paris, 1994). In addition, people who display moving towards someone often desire love 

and affection, as well as respect and control over others (Paris, 1994). This is clearly seen as Karen 

repeatedly leaves institutions that don't seem to be valuing her theories or ideas, but it is perhaps this 

strong drive that made Karen Horney the woman she is known for today.

In her book “Neurosis and human growth”, she expands on these theories and elaborates on 

those who are self-effacing (crave love), expansive (crave mastery), and are resigned (crave 

independence and freedom). She also labels them as narcissistic, perfectionistic, and arrogant-

vindictive (Paris, 1994). 

Karen defines those that are arrogant-vindictive as children coming from very difficult 

childhoods. They are wary of love and affection, and often feel strong urges of revenge and desire 

power. They also have deep stemming envy of those who are able to achieve more than them (Paris, 

1994). Narcissistic people also seek power, but the motivation is different. Their childhood is vastly 

different from the arrogant-vindictive, they were valued and praised highly as children, and their goal is 

to maintain that praise into adulthood. They use charm and manipulation to achieve praise from friends 

and employers and constantly feel the need to be the center of attention (Paris, 1994). The 
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perfectionistic view is those who hold and attempt to maintain incredibly high standards for 

themselves. They don't gain pleasure from their achievements, but rather a sadistic pleasure from their 

inevitable failures (Paris, 1994).

Throughout Karen Horney's life, several of her own traits and theories are easily applicable to 

her own behaviors and motivators. We have established her need to self-efface, her deep natured desire 

for love and affection. Karen also struggled with aggression, arrogance, discontentment, pride, self-

hate, and the inability to find her real-self, as seen throughout her diary entries (Paris, 1994). 

End Work and Death

Towards the end of Karen's life, she began to realize and appreciate the similarities between her 

theories and Zen Buddhism. She found that in using Zen, the real self is more easily attained. She 

supported this idea so much, that she traveled and spend extensive time in Japan, learning about Zen 

(Quinn, 1987).

Karen was a known chain smoker, nearly all of her photos capture her with a cigarette in her 

hand. She became ill and declined fairly rapidly, complaining of a rapid and irregular heart beat as well 

as a high fever. Her daughters Brigitte and Marianne were with her when she died on December 4, 

1952. Renate was on her way to see Karen, but by the time she arrived it was too late. She is buried in 

Ferncliff Cemetery in Westchester New York, where her headstone simply reads “Karen Horney, 1885-

1952” (Quinn, 1987). Shortly before she died, an institute was assembled in Karen's name, called the 

Karen Horney Psychoanalytic Institute in New York. It was assembled to provide analytic therapy to 

those who were not of great means (Quinn, 1987). It is known now as the Karen Horney Clinic and still 

remains in New York today. 
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