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|VII|Preface


This book is intended to give a simple and at the same time professional introduction to the subject of embitterment. Everyone is familiar with embitterment, and many will have already experienced this feeling, just like other emotions such as satisfaction, joy, anxiety, and anger. This book describes what embitterment feels like, how it emerges, what the consequences are, what you can do about it, and what happens to make it pathological, so that you need professional help.


Embitterment is a reaction to injustice, insult, vilification, degradation, and breach of trust. Since ancient times, this emotion has repeatedly attracted attention. In literary fiction, many people and situations who suffer from embitterment and act out of this feeling have been described. One example is the character of Michael Kohlhaas, immortalized by Heinrich von Kleist in his 1810 novella. That account is based on a true story that happened in the 16th century. Hans Kohlhase was a merchant from whom two horses were stolen by a nobleman. Kohlhase demanded justice and filed a lawsuit, which was unsuccessful. His wife wanted to bring the matter to the sovereign. Instead of being heard, she was beaten to death. Thereupon Kohlhase equipped a small army and undertook a bloody campaign against all whom he considered complicit. He acted according to the motto “Let there be justice though the heavens fall!” During his search for vengeance, the cities of Wittenberg and Leipzig were set on fire, and tyranny spread. He finally attacked a silver transport of the Sovereign and sank the loot in the river Havel – because he did not want to get rich, but was seeking revenge. The district of Kohlhasenbrück in the southwest of Berlin was named after him. In the end, he was arrested and executed in Berlin. Kohlhase’s story shows what can lead to embitterment and how bad the consequences can be.


Embitterment is not only an issue in fiction, but is also important in psychiatry, psychosomatics, and psychotherapy. It has been our experience in therapy that some affected people and relatives get relief when they realize that they are not the only ones who feel this way and that their condition is quite understandable. The suggestions described in this book have already helped some people with getting out of difficult situations and facing their problems successfully. Often relatives and friends also suffer from the embitterment of a loved one. It is hoped that this book will help with how to best act in such situations.


Since embitterment is an emotion that everyone knows and one that plays a role even in political discussions, understanding it can also help inform the public at large.
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|1|1


Embitterment – What Is It?


There is probably no one to whom one needs to explain what an insult and what embitterment are. In this respect, embitterment is nothing different from fear. You do not need a psychology textbook to understand such feelings. Many people can also remember situations when they felt embittered, just as most people can remember frightening situations. Everyone can also immediately see when someone else is embittered. Embitterment is a normal and common feeling.


Embitterment and fear have in common that they are “reactive” emotions: They are feelings that are triggered when something out of the ordinary has happened. In the case of fear, that will be a threatening situation, while embitterment is elicited by social stressors such as injustice, insult, vilification, degradation, and breach of trust.



1.1  How Does Embitterment Unveil Itself?


Research in psychology has shown that there are only a few basic emotions, from which many other emotional states can be put together. This is similar to colors: There are only a few basic colors but an infinite number of mixed colors. In this sense, embitterment is an emotion in which many emotional qualities flow together.


Imagine that you want to take the bus to an interview. You come to the bus stop and see that the bus has just left. You are disappointed and frustrated. But if you are on time yourself and the bus simply left a minute too early – that is, you should actually have caught the bus, then the bus driver is to blame, and what you feel will be anger. If, on the other hand, you were walking toward the bus stop while the bus was still there, and the driver drove off even though they saw you coming, that would lead to a response of wrath. If you could, you would like to punish the bus driver. And if the bus driver shows you their middle finger as they drive off, you feel attacked, insulted, and degraded. Resentment will arise, and in that situation, you will feel like you want to be aggressive and to strike back. You may even want to take a stone and throw it at the bus, despite the fact that that would probably not be a sensible act. If that was the last bus, and there is no longer any possibility of getting where you want to in time, then helplessness and despair will arise. If, on the other hand, all of this is actually irrelevant, and it |2|does not make a significant difference whether you can catch the bus or not, these feelings will simmer in you for a short time and then the whole thing will fade away. You may no longer remember the incident after some time has passed. But when it comes to something important, things may look very different. Imagine that it was the bus that you should have taken to get to an interview in time. Now that you have missed the bus, you have also missed your chance to get a great job. That will be a mixture of frustration, anger, rage, resentment, and despair that will not go away so easily.






The Ladder to Embitterment


Something goes wrong (you miss the bus)


→ Frustration


It did not have to happen (dawdling)


→ Anger


Someone else could have acted differently (the bus driver could have waited)


→ Wrath


Someone acted with intent – you were mocked or insulted (e.g., the bus driver laughs while driving away)


→ Resentment and aggression


There is no alternative (there is no other bus or train connection)


→ Helplessness and hopelessness


You could have set off earlier


→ Self-reproach


It was very important (e.g., being late for an interview)


→ Despair


= Embitterment








Self-reproaches are also painful: You should have left the house much earlier. You could have tried to get an earlier bus connection. It was the bus driver’s fault; it was your own fault too. You are angry with oneself, with others, with the world. You experience yourself as a victim of unfairness and degradation. These are all nagging feelings. The bus driver did something that was unjust, and thoughts may arise regarding how to take revenge on the bus driver or on the bus company – perhaps by breaking the window of the bus stop. The feeling of vengeance is no longer linked to the rational attempt to solve a problem or undo something negative. It is only about the thought that “I’m going to treat you as badly as you treated me.” Justice should be restored through compensatory injustice. Vengeance can be di|3|rected against the original culprit, but also against everything connected to them and sometimes even against someone who was completely uninvolved. You yourself have suffered something evil and therefore have an urgent desire to fight and do something bad to the world. At this point, embitterment becomes dysfunctional – that is, it leads to nothing good and under certain circumstances only makes everything worse.


Embitterment is a strong feeling. It can negatively impact every aspect of a person’s experience. In the end, the person concerned suffers more from themself and their feelings than from the consequences of the original incident. And unlike fear, feelings of embitterment are worse because the environment also suffers. Because the inner anger is ultimately directed against the world, those affected find it difficult to let others help them. One bathes in embitterment. If good advice is given – for example, to call the potential employer to tell him you are not coming and to ask for a new interview – then the reaction can be that the embittered person rejects this and says that everything makes no sense anyway. On top of that, showing disdain toward the other and insulting them, the embittered person tells them, “Direct your good advice somewhere else.” Some of these aspects of embitterment are described in more detail below.



1.2  Why Is Embitterment so Agonizing?



1.2.1  Intrusive Memories


One of the characteristics of the human memory is that it tends to remember negative more than positive things. Negative memories create a higher level of emotional involvement than positive ones do. Nobody gets upset about it, or would remember it any longer, if they ran down the stairs uninjured in the morning. However, falling down the stairs in the morning will possibly be remembered for a lifetime. Most of all, we remember what has an emotional meaning, especially when something bad has happened to us. That sticks in our memory. Even if you actively try not to think about it anymore, the memory will keep imposing itself. In psychology, this is referred to as an intrusion. However, you can also be reminded again and again through external stimuli – for example, in the case described in the previous section, when you see a bus, or in the case described here, a staircase. The more important the event was, the less you are able to forget it. This means that those affected get stuck in the past.
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