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THE GERMAN
WORD FOR TAKING
PLEASURE IN
OTHERS PAIN: A
DEEP DIVE INTO
SCHADENFREUDE

It is a universal human
experience, though few
of  us like to admit  it.
You see a rival stumble
at  the  finish  line.  A
boastful  colleague
m a k e s  a n
embarrassing  mistake
i n  a  m e e t i n g .  A
politician  you  dislike
g e t s  c a u g h t  i n  a
scandal.  For  a  split

second, a small, guilty
smile  flickers  across
your  face.  There  is  a
specific  term  for  this
complex  emotion,  and
i t  comes  f rom  the
German language. The
German  word  for
taking  pleasure  in
o t h e r s  p a i n  i s
Schadenfreude .
Pronounced  "SHAH-
den-froy-duh,"  this
word  has  become  a
linguistic  export  from
Germany, adopted into
Engl ish  because  it
perfectly  captures  a
feel ing  that  other
languages  struggle  to
name  with  a  single
t e r m .  B u t
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Schadenfreude  is  far
more than just a cool-
sounding word. It  is  a
profound  and  often
troubling  aspect  of
human  psychology.
This article will explore
t h e  o r i g i n s ,  t h e
psychological  drivers,
t h e  e t h i c a l
implications,  and  the
fascinating  role  of
Schadenfreude  in  our
everyday lives, media,
and culture.

What is
Schadenf
reude?
The
Precise
Meaning
E t y m o l o g i c a l l y ,
Schadenfreude  is  a

compound  noun.  It  is
f o r m e d  f r o m  t w o
G e r m a n  w o r d s :
Schaden,  meaning
"harm"  or  "damage,"
and  Freude,  meaning
"joy"  or  "pleasure."
Therefore,  its  literal
translation  is  "harm-
j o y " — t h e  j o y
experienced  at  the
misfortune  of  others.
While  the  concept  is
ancient and recognized
in  many  cultures,  the
German  language
provides  the  most
precise and commonly
used label for it. Unlike
the  English  phrase
"g loat ing ,"  which
implies  an  active  and
often vocal  expression
o f  p l e a s u r e ,
Schadenfreude is more
internal.  It  is  a  quiet,
pr ivate  fee l ing  o f
s a t i s f a c t i o n  o r
amusement  when
s o m e t h i n g  b a d
happens  to  someone
else,  especially  if  that
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person  was  perceived
a s  a r r o g a n t ,
undeserving  of  their
success,  or  is  a  rival.

The
Linguistic
Journey:
Why
German?
Why This
Word?
Why is it that German,
more  than  any  other
language,  has the go-
t o  w o r d  f o r  t h i s
feeling?  The  answer
lies  in  the  language's
love  of  compounding.
German is  famous  for
creating  highly  specific
nouns  by  stringing
toge the r  s imp le r

w o r d s .
Schadenfreude  is  a
classic  example.  It  fills
a  lexical  gap.  English
h a s  w o r d s  l i k e
"epicaricacy"  (derived
from Greek),  but  it  is
so obscure that almost
n o  o n e  u s e s  i t .
Schadenfreude  has
become  the  standard
term  in  English  and
many other languages
because  it  is  concise,
evocative, and easy to
pronounce.
T h e  w o r d  g a i n e d
traction in the English-
speaking  world  in  the
1 9 t h  a n d  2 0 t h
c e n t u r i e s .
P s y c h o l o g i s t s ,
phi losophers,  and
w r i t e r s  f o u n d  i t
ind ispensable  for
describing  a  specific
emotional  state  that
pure English terms like
"malice" or "spite" did
not  quite  capture.
Today, it is a staple in
psychology,  sociology,
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and  popular  culture.

THE PSYCHOLOGY
BEHIND
SCHADENFREUDE:
WHY WE FEEL IT

F o r  a  l o n g  t i m e ,
Schadenfreude  was
considered  a  purely
malicious  emotion—a
sign  of  low character.
However ,  modern
p s y c h o l o g y  h a s
revea led  that  the
reasons  we  feel  the
German  word  for
taking  pleasure  in
others pain are more
complex  and  often
r o o t e d  i n  o u r
fundamental needs for
self-esteem,  justice,
and  social  identity.
Researchers  have
identified  three
primary  psychological
d r i v e r s  f o r
Schadenfreude.

1. Self-
Enhance
ment and
Social
Comparis
on
This  is  perhaps  the
most  common  driver.
We constantly compare
ourselves to  others  to
gauge our own worth.
When  someone  else
fails, it can temporarily
boost  our  own  self-
esteem  and  sense  of
security.  If  a  rival  at
w o r k  g e t s  a  b a d
review,  our  relative
standing improves. If a
wealthy  acquaintance
loses money,  our  own
financial  situation  feels
more stable.
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T h i s  t y p e  o f
Schadenf reude  i s
a b o u t  s o c i a l
comparison  theory.
We  feel  better  about
ourselves when we see
others  doing  worse,
espec ia l l y  i f  tha t
person  was  previously
doing better than us. It
i s  a  p r i m i t i v e ,
competitive  response
that  can  occur  even
among  friends.  The
downfall of a "perfect"
person—the  one  who
always seems to have
t h e  p e r f e c t  j o b ,
partner,  and  life—can
be a particularly potent
source  of  this  kind  of
joy.

2.
Perceived
Justice

and
Deservin
gness
This  is  often  seen  as
the most "moral" form
of  Schadenfreude.  We
feel  pleasure  when
someone  we  believe
deserves  a  setback
experiences  one.  This
is directly linked to our
sense of  fairness.  If  a
bully is humiliated, if a
cheater is caught, or if
a  corrupt  politician  is
brought  to  justice,  we
f e e l  a  s e n s e  o f
satisfaction.
This  is  the  feel ing
behind  the  English
phrase  "what  goes
around comes around."
The German word for
taking  pleasure  in
others  pain  in  this
context  is  less  about
pure malice and more
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about the universe (or
the  justice  system)
c o r r e c t i n g  a n
imbalance.  The  joy  is
not  in  the  suffering
i t s e l f ,  b u t  i n  t h e
restoration of fairness.
This  is  the  type  of
Schadenfreude  that  is
m o s t  s o c i a l l y
acceptable  and  often
shared  openly.

3.
Intergrou
p Rivalry
and
Social
Identity
Schadenfreude  is  not
just  about  individuals;
it  is  a  powerful  force
between groups. This is
known  as  intergroup

Schadenfreude.  Our
ident i t y  i s  pa r t l y
d e r i v e d  f r o m  t h e
groups  we  be long
to—our  sports  team,
our political party, our
nation,  our  profession.
When  a  rival  group
experiences a failure, it
can boost the status of
our own group.
C lass ic  examples
include:

Sports: A
football fan
feeling joy when
their team's
arch-rival loses a
crucial game.
Politics: A
supporter of one
political party
relishing a
scandal within
the opposing
party.
Nationality:
Citizens of one
country feeling
amused when a
rival nation is
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embarrassed on
the world stage.

T h i s  f o r m  o f
Schadenfreude can be
very  intense  and  can
l e a d  t o  a
dehumanization of  the
"other"  group,  making
their  suffering  seem
less serious and more
entertaining.

SCHADENFREUDE
IN EVERYDAY LIFE
AND POP CULTURE

We  encounter  the
German  word  for
taking  pleasure  in
o t h e r s  p a i n
constantly,  often  in  a
lighthearted or socially
a c c e p t a b l e  w a y .
Popular culture is built
on it. Why do we love
watching fail videos on
the internet? Why are
gossip  magazines  and
tabloids  so  popular?
Because  they  a re
f a c t o r i e s  o f
Schadenfreude.

Reality
Televisio
n and
Viral Fails
Reality  TV  shows  like
" A m e r i c a n  I d o l "
aud i t ions  o r  "The
A p p r e n t i c e "  a r e
mas te rc lasses  i n
m a n u f a c t u r i n g
Schadenfreude.  We
w a t c h  t o n e - d e a f
s ingers  humi l ia te
t h e m s e l v e s  o r
overconfident  business
people crash and burn.
The pleasure we derive
is  a  mix  of  disbelief,
amusement,  and  self-
enhancement ("I could
never  be  that  bad").
The entire  "fail  video"
genre on YouTube is a
te s tamen t  t o  ou r
a p p e t i t e  f o r  t h i s
emotion.  Watching
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s o m e o n e  t r i p ,
mispronounce  a  word,
o r  h a v e  a  c l u m s y
accident  triggers  a
simple, primal form of
Schadenfreude.

The Fall
of the
High and
Mighty
There  is  a  particular,
intense Schadenfreude
reserved for the fall of
celebrities,  CEOs,  and
public  figures  who
were once at the top.
The public often builds
people up only to enjoy
tearing  them  down.
When  an  arrogant
celebrity is exposed in
a scandal or a powerful
executive  is  brought
l o w  b y  t h e i r  o w n
mistakes, the collective
Schadenfreude can be

deafening. This is often
justified  with  the
"deservingness" driver:
they  were  arrogant,
they  had  too  much
power, they were cruel.
Their fall feels just.

Social
Media
and the
Culture of
"Cringe"
Soc i a l  med ia  has
created a 24/7 feed of
Schadenfreude.  The
t e r m  " c r i n g e "  i s
essentially  modern
slang  for  the  second-
hand  embarrassment
that  often  triggers
Schadenfreude  in  the
v i e w e r .  W e  s e e  a
poorly  written  tweet
from  a  public  figure,  a
cringe-worthy  TikTok
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dance,  or  someone
making  a  social  faux
p a s  o n l i n e .  T h e
resulting  feeling  is
complex, but for many,
i t  i s  t inged  w i th  a
sense  of  superiority
(sel f -enhancement)
and  amusement.  The
"call-out"  culture  is
also heavily  fueled by
Schadenfreude,  as
users  enjoy  seeing
someone they perceive
as  wrong  or  arrogant
get publicly "cancelled"
or humiliated.

IS
SCHADENFREUDE
BAD FOR YOU? THE
ETHICAL AND
EMOTIONAL
IMPLICATIONS

While Schadenfreude is
a  n o r m a l  h u m a n
emotion,  it  is  worth
examining  its  impact
on  our  character  and
relationships.  Is  it
always a toxic feeling?

Or can it be harmless?

The Case
for
Schadenf
reude as
Harmless
Fun
I n  s m a l l  d o s e s ,
Schadenfreude can be
a  bonding  experience.
Sharing  a  laugh  at  a
sil ly  fail  video  with
friends  is  a  form  of
social  connection.  It
can  also  be  a  coping
mechanism.  When  we
are  fee l ing  low  or
insecure ,  a  sma l l
m o m e n t  o f
Schadenfreude  can
provide  a  temporary
boost to our mood. It is
a  natural  part  of  the



10

10 German Word For Taking Pleasure In
Others Pain

2024-02-15

human  emot iona l
spectrum.  The  key  is
that  it  is  often  fleeting
and not acted upon in
a  h a r m f u l  w a y .
Laughing at a slapstick
comedy  is  a  form  of
Schadenfreude  that  is
almost universally seen
as harmless.

The Dark
Side:
When
Schadenf
reude
Becomes
Toxic
S c h a d e n f r e u d e
becomes  problematic
w h e n  i t  i s  t h e
dominant emotion we
feel  towards  others,

especially  those  close
to us. If you constantly
feel  pleasure  at  your
partner's,  sibling's,  or
colleague's  failures,  it
points  to  deep-seated
resentment,  jealousy,
or  a lack of  empathy.
Chronic Schadenfreude
can erode relationships
and prevent  you from
forming  genu ine ,
supportive  bonds.
Furthermore,  when
Schadenf reude  i s
based  on  i n tense
intergroup  rivalry,  it
can  be  dangerous.  It
can lead to celebrating
the  misfortunes  of
e n t i r e  g r o u p s  o f
people,  just i fy ing
cruelty,  and  ignoring
real  suffering  because
the  people  suffering
a r e  s e e n  a s  " t h e
enemy." This is where
Schadenfreude  can
move  from  a  private
feel ing  to  a  publ ic
harm.
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COPING WITH AND
UNDERSTANDING
YOUR OWN
SCHADENFREUDE

Understanding  the
German  word  for
taking  pleasure  in
others pain is the first
step to managing it. If
you  find  yourself
f e e l i n g  a  g u i l t y
pleasure at someone's
failure,  try  this  three-
step process:

Acknowledge1.
it: Don't repress
the feeling.
Simply recognize
what it is. Say to
yourself, "Ah,
that is
Schadenfreude."
Labeling the
emotion reduces
its power and
your guilt.
Analyze the2.
source: Ask
yourself, "Why
am I feeling this

way?" Is it
because of social
comparison (I
feel better about
myself)? Is it
because of a
sense of justice (I
think they
deserved it)? Or
is it because of
group rivalry (I
want my team to
win)?
Understanding
the "why" gives
you insight into
your own
insecurities and
values.
Choose your3.
response: Once
you understand
the source, you
can choose how
to act. You can
keep the feeling
private, or you
can actively
counter it. If it is
about self-
enhancement,
you can work on
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building your
own self-esteem
without needing
others to fail. If it
is about justice,
you can focus
your energy on
positive action
rather than
relishing the
negative
outcome.

Practicing  empathy  is
the  best  antidote  to
toxic  Schadenfreude.
Try  to  imagine  the
o t h e r  p e r s o n ' s
perspect ive .  How
would  you  feel  if  you
were  in  their  shoes?
This  does  not  mean
you  cannot  enjoy  a
r iva l 's  defeat  in  a
game,  but  it  prevents
y o u  f r o m
dehumanizing them.

CONCLUSION: A
UNIVERSAL
HUMAN EMOTION

The German word for

taking  pleasure  in
o t h e r s  p a i n ,
Schadenfreude,  is  not
a mark of evil.  It  is a
complex, nuanced, and
d e e p l y  h u m a n
emotion. It is a window
i n t o  o u r  o w n
psychology,  revealing
our  insecurities,  our
sense  of  justice,  and
our  tribal  loyalties.
While it can be toxic if
i t  d o m i n a t e s  o u r
emotional  life,  in  its
mi ld  fo rms,  i t  i s  a
normal  part  of  the
s o c i a l  f a b r i c .  B y
understanding  i ts
origins and its triggers,
we can enjoy its lighter
s ide—a  laugh  at  a
harmless  fail—without
letting  it  darken  our
c h a r a c t e r .  I t  i s  a
fascinating  reminder
that  even  our  most
awkward  emotions
have  a  precise  name
and a profound story to
tell.


