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The Emotion Embitterment



1.1  Emotional Reaction to Humiliation, Vilification, Breach of Trust, and Injustice


Embitterment is an emotion that is known to everybody as a feeling in reaction to negative life events (Alexander, 1966; Znoj, 2008, 2011; Linden & Maercker, 2011). People understand what is meant by the term “embitterment” without professional knowledge, similar to how everyone knows what fear or anger is. According to the Old Testament, even human history began with a case of injustice and embitterment. The sons of Adam and Eve had brought a sacrifice to God, and “the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his face fell … and Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him” (Gen 4:1 – 16). Cain experienced this setting back as offensive and even more as injust. His reaction was rancour and the resulting behavior highly dysfunctional. Similarly, cases of distinct embitterment are already described in antiquity – for example, in the person of Ajax in the Iliad or as described by Aristotle:






Sulky people are hard to appease, and retain their anger long; for they repress their passion. But it ceases when they retaliate; for revenge relieves them of their anger, producing in them pleasure instead of pain. If this does not happen they retain their burden; for owing to its not being obvious no one even reasons with them, and to digest one’s anger in oneself takes time. Such people are most troublesome to themselves and to their dearest friends. (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book IV, Chapter 5)








Embitterment typically arises in response to injustice, breach of trust, or vilification (see Clinical Vignette 1). To inflict injustice on a person and/or to vilify them is a form of aggression. A typical reaction is then counteraggression. If, however, a negative life event cannot be altered or undone, there may be a bitter counteraggression, which means to fight back without regard for losses (Alexander, 1966).


Although embitterment is a reaction to an experience in the past, it also must be understood as an anticipatory action and a target-oriented emotion. The target-related part of embitterment reflects the frustration (blocked |2|target) or disappointment (missed target), the anticipatory part anticipates the emotional assessment of future events (e.g., nothing can amortize my shame).









Clinical Vignette 1. A Case of a Severe and Lasting Embitterment Reaction


Mr. S. was a manager in a big company. He was very engaged with his work and worked hard carving out a career for himself. He was seen as especially competent and entrusted with projects which were in trouble. For one of these that did get in trouble, Mr. S. worked all day and night to save what was possible. His superior who was responsible for the problem said one day during a project meeting: “If you cannot fix this, I will have to call in a ‘real’ manager.” Mr. S. responded with acute agitation and a dissociative state. He left the building but was not able to drive home and his wife had to pick him up. From that day on, he did not go back to work. He felt deeply hurt and embittered. He thought constantly about the injustice and vilification, and he felt powerless and helpless. He began a legal campaign against the company, which used up his assets and even those of his grandmother. The less successful he was, the stronger his hatred became against his former boss. He harbored violent fantasies, such as laying fire to the company buildings and killing himself, to find peace, but also to send a signal, so the world’s attention would be drawn to such injustices in the business world.









1.2  Theory of Emotion


According to cognitive theories of emotion (Scherer, 2004), emotions are products of cognitive evolution processes. They are psychophysiological reactions to the meaning of a situation. Cognitive variables, which explain the quality and intensity of emotional reactions, include the relevance, congruence, and controllability of the given situation. Relevance describes the importance of an event for the person. Whether the emotional reaction is negative or positive depends on the congruence of the event with the targets, wishes, and norms of the person. Congruent events facilitate target achievement and trigger positive emotions such as joy, pride, or gratitude. Incongruent events facilitate negative emotions such as anxiety, anger, or disappointment, and complicate or prevent target achievement. A further important cognition is the assessment of responsibility for and controllability of events. Based on the attributions of the cause, controllability, and responsibility of events different emotions will occur. Furthermore, there can be several subsequent steps of evaluation.


|3|Targets that are not reached result in disappointment and frustration. If the target was important, the emotion will be strong. If it is seen as a personal failure that the target was not reached, then shame will occur. Following cognitive emotion theories, bitterness can result from:




	(a)


	

a rejection or injustice, which is perceived as a threat;





	(b)


	

a loss of resources, persons, important targets, or physical functional ability; and





	(c)


	

the assessment that the possibility of coping with the situation is low.
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Figure 1.  Psychological classification of embitterment in the context of related emotions (adapted from Znoj, 2011, p. 8).








According to Znoj (2011; see Figure 1), embitterment can be located in a circumplex model with the orthogonal dimensions hope/pessimism (“Can the situation be changed or not?”) and internal/external locus of control (“Can I do something or not?”). Target incongruent events can be associated with four emotional states in relation to the axes of the quadrant: (a) challenge and development, (b) anger and aggression, (c) alienation and embitterment, and (d) guilt and self-blame. Embitterment stands between aggression and self-blame. This helps to understand the reactions of people who are cut off from socially rewarding situations and to see the cause of this situation in external causes (other persons; destiny).


|4|Embitterment can be understood as the final stage in a sequence of evaluations with interconnected emotions:




	

If something goes wrong, people react with frustration.





	

If another person is responsible, the reaction is anger.





	

If that other person could have done better, there is reproach.





	

If the other person has acted with intent, this leads to a response of aggression.





	

If it is not possible to defend oneself, this results in a feeling of helplessness.





	

If it is probable that nothing can be changed anymore, that indicates hopelessness.





	

If one feels belittled, this means it was an insult.





	

If this is referring to something very important, which defines someone’s life, then the consequence is embitterment, from which comes desperate counteraggression with some kind of self-destruction, and the driving and accompanying emotion is bitterness, which includes all of the emotions above.















Embitterment is a reaction to injustice, harm, breach of trust, or vilification. It is a mixture of resignation, down-heartedness, a sense of hopelessness, and at the same time of aggression, an urge for justice and retaliation, impulses to fight back, and acceptance of self-destruction.









1.3  Function of Embitterment


Emotions are linked to actions in congruence with a given situation. Anger leads to retaliation, disgust rejection, and fear avoidance. Emotions have a motivating function. They guide the attention of the person to a special event, advise strategies of coping, and furnish physiological preparedness. From an evolutionary point of view, emotions are strategies to cope with recurring challenges in the social and material environment.


Embitterment can help us to cope with desperate situations in which there is no way out, where we are cornered, and the enemy has succeeded. It then still gives us a last chance of fighting back regardless of the consequences, and even accepting self-destruction. Embitterment can be seen as a last-resort emotion, similar to panic. Panic in life-threatening situations can activate unimagined reserves of strength, which can even make survival possible. Embitterment also arouses the power to fight back against an overwhelming enemy and allows a self-determined response, while disregarding consequences. In certain cases, such behavior may surprise the enemy and |5|lead to an unexpected victory. If someone is exposed to a serious injustice, vilification, breach of trust, aggression, and loss of face, then embitterment is the last chance to fight back and regain a feeling of self-determination.


The concept of embitterment as “aggression by self-destruction” is based on the work of the psychoanalyst Alexander (1966). Examples are the dissipation of money in legal battles that cannot be won, or ruthless behavior in professional controversies, or child abduction or even murder–suicide in order to “save” a child.


Embitterment and aggression with self-harm can already be seen in children. If they feel overpowered – for example, because of the superiority of their mother – they can fantasize, or even threaten, “to go outside in the snow and die to punish Mum.” When children, for example, are hindered in visiting the fun fair, it can happen that they will say they “now no longer want to go,” although by this, they deprive themselves of the opportunity to go to the fair, with possibly greater generosity from their parents.


A well-known figure that shows the development from injustice to unbounded aggression is described in the novella Michael Kolhaas by Heinrich von Kleist. This is based on a true story. In Berlin there lived a rich businessman Hans Kohlhase, from whom, in 1532, the Saxon nobleman Günther von Zaschwitz stole two horses. As a state-supporting, tax-paying, and respectable citizen, Kohlhase went to court, where he failed to obtain satisfaction, as the judges were also noblemen. Kohlhase experienced this not only as an injustice but as humiliating, so in response, he started a revenge campaign, during which he set the city of Wittenberg on fire and finally attacked even a silver transport of the Elector of Brandenburg Joachim I. That Kohlhase was in a pathological state of mind can be seen from the fact that he did not take the stolen money for his own sake or used it to buy new horses, but in revenge and retaliation for the injustice he felt he had suffered, he threw the silver coins off a bridge into the river Havel. This example illustrates the connection between injustice, helplessness, and finally dysfunctional counteraggression, which found its expression in the completely absurd campaign to steal money and throw it away. Revenge not problem solving was the name of the game.


Embitterment also has a strong social appellative character. Emotions control interpersonal relationships by communicating one’s own situation to others and by evoking complementary reactions in other persons. Children who express their emotion in a conflict about a toy (e.g., anger or sadness) are able to keep it more often than children who do not express their emotions (Camras et al., 1988). Embittered people have a need that the world should see how badly or unfairly they were treated. They even decline offers for help, because this would mean, as they see it, that the injustice would be undone.


|6|Embittered individuals tend to focus on their environment. They see the cause of their problems in other people and expect an improvement through changes in others – for example, in professional reemployment, the return of the spouse, or the denunciation of the aggressor. While depression is characterized by self-blame, embitterment is defined by blaming others. Patients are not able to realize that their problem is no longer the earlier critical life event but rather their persisting embitterment reaction. They therefore seek help in the courts and not from therapists. This is one reason that the pathological nature of severe embitterment has for long not been recognized in psychiatry and psychotherapy, although already Kraepelin, the father of psychiatric classification, had described this syndrome at the beginning of the last century (Linden & Arnold, 2021).






Embittered people have clear ideas about the cause of their situation and of what should be done to restore justice. They are not able to see that the problem is their present and persisting emotional reaction. Embitterment is a complex and potentially dangerous mixture of feelings. The strong craving for justice can lead to dangerous acts of revenge.









1.4  Violation of Basic Beliefs


Embitterment occurs in reaction to extraordinary but nevertheless everyday negative life events such as divorce or dismissal from a job (Baures, 1996). The question is why and under which conditions these result in a pathological reaction.


Critical life events always trigger negative emotions such as fear, uncertainty, disorientation, anger, or impairment in mood. Traumatic events lead to pathological emotions – that is, states that are no longer under the control of the affected person and which develop into dysfunctional behavior with strong suffering for the affected person as can be seen after strong spells of panic, which can lead to posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Another form of traumatic events are those that violate basic beliefs (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Magwaza, 1999). Basic beliefs or cognitive schemata are a cognitive reference system which structures our perception of the world, and decide about what is seen as important or not, and what is necessary to be done. They enable us to develop trust in other people, the world, and ourselves. They are usually not put in question and are associated with positive feelings as long as the world complies with them. These basic beliefs, cognitive schemata, worldviews, or ideologies are of great individual and social importance.


|7|Basic beliefs are culturally mediated, similar to language. When growing up as English, American, or Irish (or any other nationality), the imprinting that occurs during childhood will last a lifetime. This is true for someone’s mother tongue including the regional intonation of language, but also someone’s culture of origin, which means, the ideology or basic beliefs that are mediated by the parents, the school, youth groups, or television. Basic beliefs allow us to behave coherently across our lifespan. Someone who has been raised with the view that a God-fearing person has to work and not waste money, will do this for the rest of their life. They will take sandwiches when visiting the zoo, to avoid the expense of a restaurant, because that follows from their basic beliefs.


Just like other socially mediated phenomena, basic beliefs are also a part of group identity (e.g., “belief in Christ rather than Allah,” “supporting the American national team rather than the English”). Since these are cross-generationally transmitted worldviews, this explains why someone will feel like a Puerto Rican, because their grandparents came from Puerto Rico, although they were born and grew up in America. The difference between people in Geneva and Grenoble is not one of language or race, but only basic beliefs, according to which the one group feels Swiss, the other French, with all of the consequences that follow. Basic beliefs are responsible for the fact that people in Cologne continued to build their cathedral over centuries while immigrants from Istanbul are now building mosques in Cologne.


The link between basic beliefs and behavior is mediated by automatic thoughts, which means situation-specific attributions and judgments. Behavior which is congruent with one’s own basic beliefs leads to a positive emotional experience. Questioning or violations of one’s own basic beliefs create negative emotions. This is what conscience means.


This psychology, which is so powerful that it is able to determine the behavior of people throughout their lifespan and accross generations, holds together nations and defines cultures over the centuries and can lead to severe reactions if it is put in question. The defense of basic beliefs can make martyrs.


Therefore, it is also understandable that in individual cases, people defend their basic beliefs if these are questioned through life events – that is, an event which is in conflict with their own values and self-concept. If an event is too important to be ignored and any assimilation of the event into existing schemata or basic beliefs is not possible, or a change or adaptation of these schemata (accommodation) is unthinkable, this can lead to an adjustment disorder. Embitterment arises when basic beliefs are questioned, attacked, disproven, or degraded through a life event or the behavior of others.


The theory of violation of basic beliefs explains why events, which seem to be trivial for some people, can be of importance to others. What is seen |8|as injustice, insult, or humiliation depends on personal beliefs and values (Linden, 2013a). Whether somebody reacts emotionally to a rejected promotion depends on their individual beliefs. Whether premarital loss of virginity leads to suicide or self-confidence can be explained by basic beliefs. Basic beliefs, schemata, and automatic thoughts decide how behavior and events are evaluated. This is the basic paradigm of cognitive psychotherapy (Beck, 1976). Basic beliefs can be understood as personality traits in the sense of a disposition to behave. There are as many different cognitive schemata as there are people (Schwartz, 1997). The objective triviality of an event is no criterion for its traumatic effectiveness in the individual person. What is traumatic and leads to a pathological reaction can only be decided after knowing the individual’s basic beliefs.



1.5  Belief in a Just World Psychology


In the context of embitterment, the belief in a just world psychology (Lerner, 1980) is of special importance. Janoff-Bulman (1992) describes three general basic beliefs with respect to feelings of justice: (a) people tend to believe in the good in other people and their social environment; (b) people tend to believe that one gets what one deserves and that positive and negative events can be controlled by adequate behavior; and (c) people tend to see themselves as benevolent. These assumptions help us to perceive the world as predictable, manageable, and proper. People do not believe that negative events occur by pure chance or without reason. They act on the assumption of a meaningful relationship between the behavior or the character of a person and their fate. Negative things happen to people because of their bad character or negative actions. This belief in a just, predictable, and manageable world enables us to feel safe and secure.


There is a large body of research on the belief in a just world psychology (Dalbert, 2011; Strelan, 2007). It is an innate basic psychology, which guides the behavior of individuals and societies and is therefore very influential. The belief in justice is an unconscious cognitive scheme or implicit motive for action, rather than a theoretical idea. People have an unconscious and existential need to believe in justice, for which reason they strive for justice.


The experience of justice is important for self-esteem (Burton et al., 2005; Dalbert, 2011), because it indicates that you are a member of a social group, that you are taken seriously, and that you have rights, whereas injustice is a form of social exclusion. People with a strong belief in justice believe in the judicial system and show intense reactions when they experience injustice, be it in a lawsuit or at work, or if they observe or suffer system or administrative inequity. Their key thought is often, “I do not have to put up with |9|that, it is incorrect, I have my rights.” They feel irritation if they observe that somebody who does not deserve it gets a promotion. Faith in justice protects from feelings of helplessness and anxiety, but also makes it difficult to accept that you cannot trust in the courts or chartered rights. Because their basic beliefs say that positive behavior will be rewarded, such people commit themselves firmly to their family and in their job, and as a result are more successful. However, this increases their disappointment if a “deserved” reward does not come.


When injustice happens, this always leads to anger and the attempt to restore justice. One possibility is to search for the greater justice that may underly even injustice. When children are punished unjustifiably, they will believe that the punishment was correct for the misbehavior for which they have not been caught. They do this to downplay the incident and the severity of any injustice, or to take a more critical look at their own behavior. Other adaptive reactions are to forgive, which is a very valuable way of restoring justice.


If justice cannot be found, and that is the case at a permanent level and for important issues, then embitterment can be triggered. Dependent on the intensity of the injustice – be it in the workplace, in social encounters, or even with regard to illness or fate – one’s belief in a just world can be unsettled. Therefore target-oriented coping is no longer possible and this can lead to blindly kicking back, and repaying injustice with injustice.



1.6  Injustice and Embitterment in a Societal Context


As already discussed above in Section 1.4: Violation of Basic Beliefs, basic beliefs and cognitive schemata are also transmitted culturally and are important for the identity of big groups or societies (Linden & Rutkowsky, 2013). Schwartz (1997) defines culture as the sum of common thoughts, emotions, and behavior patterns of a group of persons. Values, norms, central beliefs, and schemata form the core of every culture. This means that the same event can be evaluated differently in different cultures and therefore lead to culture- and context-specific, different reactions (Biswas-Diener, 2008; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Linden, 2013c).






Basic beliefs are culture dependant. The same event can have different meanings for different social groups or societies and correspondingly lead to different reactions, as shown in the examples of attitudes toward virginity before marriage, homosexuality, obedience to authority, or family honor.








|10|Of importance are also intragroup comparisons. Whether someone feels underpaid or not depends to a large extent on what somebody else earns. Festinger (1954) defines “aspiration level” in his theory of social comparison as a personal standard for the evaluation of events. This aspiration level arises through the comparison with other people or groups which are similar to oneself, leading to what one expects or thinks one deserves (e.g., with respect to salary). Empirical evidence shows that unemployed people of regions with a high rate of unemployment care less about their unemployment than unemployed persons in regions with a low rate of unemployment (Biswas-Diener, 2008; Linden & Sandau, 2021). In this respect, the multiple discrepancy theory of Michalos (1985) is of importance. It states that people are satisfied if their reality corresponds to (a) what they have planned to achieve, (b) what their frame of reference is, (c) what they had in the past, and (d) what they expect from the future.


In spite of the individuality of embitterment reactions, there are increased incidence rates for embitterment in times of crisis or societal change. Individuals in the same society have similar basic beliefs, and when societal events like the closing of an industrial firm occur, many people will respond in a similar way (Linden & Sandau, 2021). This is comparable to the increased incidence of PTSD in wartime.


This could also be seen after the breakdown of the German Democratic Republic. In the aftermath, at least 10 % of the East German population experienced negative biographical developments, and about one third of this population saw themselves as the losers in German reunification. People with high social status in the social system were suddenly unemployed or employed in lower-status jobs. Many people, who had expected an improvement of their situation in life were disappointed. Many East Germans felt like second-class citizens even a decade after reunification. Immediately after the German reunification, similar rates of psychological disorders were observed in both parts of the country. During the following years there were increasing numbers of those who complained about severe psychological impairment and especially embitterment as consequence of personal changes in their life (Linden et al., 2007). Similar observations have been made in the Czech Republic, among Turkish immigrants in western Europe, Iranian immigrants, and in South Africa.


As similar basic beliefs are held by persons of the same societal groups, groups and even nations can react with embitterment when they feel humiliated or let down. This can happen through societal phenomena. Examples of this include East Germans who feel themselves treated unfairly compared with West Germans, Palestinians who feel they are treated unfairly by Israelis, Catholics by Protestants in Northern Ireland, Russian-speaking by Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainians, immigrant children by the native popu|11|lation, and vice versa. In each of these cases, there are dysfunctional and sometimes self-destructive conflicts and aggression, and individuals are drawn into confrontations without being personally affected. Embitterment is therefore not only a problem of individual abnormal psychology but should also be taken seriously in politics.
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