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In this paper, I embark upon a hermeneutic phenomenological 
analysis of the emotion of grief, based upon three experiences of 

construed not as an emotion akin to sadness or anger, but as an af-
fective-behavioural complex resulting from a discord between the 
world that we affectively inhabit and the world in which we cur-

over grief, or grieving, as an active process of readjusting our affec-
tive and behavioural habits on both a thematic and a pre-thematic 
level. 

 
 

Introduction 

Of all the emotions, grief has perhaps received the least amount of 
attention from philosophers.1 

c-

the cold scalpel of analysis may seem disrespectful both to the 

of philosophical inquiry. It is an emotion that cuts to the heart of 

of meaningful others. Moreover, far from being morally inappropri-
ate, a suitably sensitive analysis of grief might yield insights that 
could ameliorate the suffering of the bereaved.  

t-

father to can

1 A survey of the philosophical literature on grief turned up a small number of 

uitful.  
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these events, I seized upon them as an opportunity to study this 
emotion phenomenologically. This enabled me to study grief as 

-person and third-
person perspectives. The observations I noted during this period 

st grief 

r some issues concerning 
the process of recovering from grief. 

 

Methodology 

-Ponty in construing phenomenology as the 
attempt to give voice to our pre- -thematic 

y consciousness can 

2 Thus conceived, phenomenology aims 
to bring this primary (pre-thematic) meani
this token hermeneutic, that is, interpretive, because it attempts to 

-linguistic 
phenomena as bodily comportment, social practices, moods and 
emotions, and the like.   

Phenomenology operates in a special mode of language that Mer-
leau-Ponty calls expressive language.3 

escriptive, metaphorical, analogical, gestural language) 

4 e-

2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception

 
3 la parole sedimented 
language (le langage -Ponty, The 
Prose of the World, 

 
4 Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy 
Pre  
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nomenological language does not re-

more articulate—for instance, by pointing out divergences and 
e 

esis. Phenome-

s-
e-
l-

critically evaluate our claims. This requires that they be put into 
language and disseminated. 

s-
sive qualities of face and gesture), perception, and behaviour (ac-

- ctively) during three 

-person (self-observation) and third-person (observation of 
others) perspectives are utilized. Personal details have been omitted, 
both for reasons of privacy and because personal details function 

-matter of phenomenology. Where relevant, 

research. 
ng, let us turn to one possible criticism of the 

methodology employed herein. Phenomenology, according to this 
criticism, is properly performed in the mode of the immediate, not 
that of recollection. Recollection increases the probability of error 
and the 

a-

 
and retrospective interpretation. 

This requirement that phenomenology be practiced solely in the 
 

the hermeneutic method employed here. Pure phenomenology is 

epoché
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that is not immediately evident. This includes inferences, recollec-
t-

epoché is to secure freedom 
m-

enology is to provide a se 5 e-
neutic phenomenology, by contrast, arose partly in response to 
doubts about the possibility of a pure phenomenology as envisaged 

that phenomenology be prac
language imports a host of implicit assumptions, categories, and 

supposed to bracket. Furthermore, the requirement to formulate our 
phenomenological r

r-

-

 

of doubt seems impossible.6 We must instead practice a more mod-
est phenomenology that does not purport to be foundational, but 
instead serves as one research method alongside others. Moreover, 

enology critically. We must forever 

s-
check our interpretations using various lines of evidence. When 
phenomenology is understood i -
critical, and modest, rather than aspiring to a special status derived 
from a spurious appeal to a pure givenness, the requirement that it 

 
A further note before e-

e-
e-

5 Cartesian Meditations a-
 

6 
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styles among individuals. Moreover, I should add that my researches 
le 

I believe that it is likely that the structure of grief outlined herein is 
in fact cross-

 
 

What is Grief? Laying out the Phenomenon 

ully lay out 
-

i-
7 

and non-

e-
lose enough to the putative griever to qualify uncontro-

7 Despelder and Stric
bereavement, and mourning. Some, such as J. Todd Dubose, have chosen to 
adopt their model. They use the term bereavement to denote the event of the loss 
of a loved one. The term grief they reserve for the emotional response to this 
event. And mourning i-

ef, and Mourn-
Journal of Religion and Health, vol. –  

conceptualizing grief as an emotional response to an event, it implicitly adopts a 
ect ontology and a model of emotion as an internal response to an 

 

denote them both. Clearly, these are not the same thing and ought to be distin-
guished. Moreover, this usage does not conform to ou

ed 
Despelder and Strickland’s demarcation of these terms. See L. A. Despelder and 
A. L. Strickland, The Last Dance: Encountering Death and Dying 
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s of grief, 
leaving the outlying factors and corner cases for others to pursue in 

8   
As has been pointed out by others, grief is not a simple emotion, 

9 
iods of sadness, guilt, anger, and other feelings. If 

10 None of these emotions is essential, 
er ( ). 

o-
 

about 
which fact of 
the loved one’s death. In addition, there are the events surrounding 
the loved one’s death, and the loved one’s absence. The loved one’s 

discord 

of others, and circumstantial factors that are outside of any person’s 

and all of them potentially inform the grief-

take, leading up to 
the others for the same reasons. We may 

c-

8 Not all of the 
analysis, but I lay it out here for the purposes of clarity and completeness. 
9 

The Handbook of Emotion, (ed. -Jones, and L. 
–  

10 

 the deceased, insofar as they have under-

tragedy for themselves. 
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degree of suffering endured by the deceased. Finally, there remains a 
possibility of second-order emotions, that is, emotions about our 

relevan
 

good, it can be appropriate or m-
timeliness of the death. We 

time-related factor i anticipated. A sudden 
death— —is less appropri-

—for instance, as in the case of a terminal 

duration, and so on.11 
e-

veal grief to be an importantly temporal phenomenon (that is, tem-
porality is relevant to an adequate understanding of grief), but for 

-controversial temporal aspects of grief. 
i-

12 13 It is 
n that it does not run its course steadi-

 

11 
Wallace found that the type of death, be it accidental, natural, or a suicide, has a 

Omega: Journal of Death 
and Dying, –  
12 

back in that a
 

13 
of 

mourning, the time of gradually accepting the loss and reorienting one’s life 
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Within this relatively unstructured process, I 
-

amidst- 14 Anticipatory grief occurs, as the name 

a-
tory grief does not occur. There is instead an initial phase character-

Being-
amidst-grief s-
covery of the death but precedes the commencement of recovery 
from grief. The language is meant to capture the sense of being lost 

-amidst-grief fades 
imperceptibly into grieving, t-
ment that allo
make generalizations about the duration of these temporal phases. It 

-amidst-grief ends and the 

t

being-amidst-grief is usually shorter and the process of grieving 

15 
 

Sadness and Grief 

n-
its structural charac-

o-
my and affective tone. Sadness is commonly understood as the 

th of a loved one certainly 

 
Careful comparison of the affective, physiognomic, sensorimotor, 

and behavioural cues that characterize grief and sadness reveals 

14 ef. Des-
–

revealed by my research. 
15  
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our energy i
posture and movement. Corresponding to these affective and e

16 All of these 

i-
ence feelings of helplessness and anger regarding their loss17, they 

18 or be relieved that his 
suffering is over.19 
that sadness is the core o
emotions are peripheral, derivative, or nonessential components of 

r-

about the circumstances of the loss, rather than the loss itself. Moreo-
ver, emotions such as anger, helplessness, and guilt do not necessari-

g-
 

feelings.  

i-

hurts. This pain is sometimes located inside the 

emptiness—as if something inside had been torn out. Or the pain 

16 For a more detailed description of the bodily comportment of sadness, see my 
e-

nology of Grief in Shakespeare’s Hamlet  Philosophy Today, vol. –
 

17 ler-
anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance) is more appropriately construed 
not as an analysis of grief itself, but of the secondary emotions that accompany 

-Ross, On Death and Dying 
 

18 Joan Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking 
 

19 
advanced dementia. 
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may be diffused through the body, an insistent ache in the muscles or 
the skin. Joan Didion, in her memoir  The Year of Magical Thinking, 

the kn 20 

resents 
itself under the aspect of pain. Sadness is not like this. 

My hypothetical interlocutor might be able to rescue her hypoth-
esis by insisting that this affective pain is a characteristic of extreme 

 sadness. At this 

ess, this rules out the possibil-

makes little sense to speak of mild or moderate grief. And yet, I 
believe that the phenomenological evidence speaks in favor of there 
being degrees of grief, from mild to severe.  

Moreover, the second of these central characteristics, and the one 

profoundly disorienting. 

21 

ti 22 C.S. 
A Grief Observed

23 Our surroundings take on an 
ating or 

s-

r-
est 24 This disruption of inhabitation is frequently visible to 
others. Didion describes a look characteristic of those suffering from 

20 Didion, The Year  
21 Dubos  
22 

 
Facing Death –  
23 A Grief Observed  
24 Ibid. 
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gist’s 

25 

ribed 
above. As an emotion, sadness is precisely a particular orientation 

- o-

intentional in the phenomenological sense— , emo-
as a situation of a 

other.26 On 
27, I have 

-
28 -positing and non-

representational, but nevertheless meaningful and organized. The 
meaning of the emotion is found in an organization of our bodily 

 
is the meaning of the emotion. In the case of sadness, the meaning is 

s-
p-

eaningful and organized stance or orienta-
i-

 

 
 

25 Didion, The Year –  
26 
Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, –
What Emotions Really Are: The Problem of Psychological Categories 

True to our Feelings: 
What our Emotions are Really Telling Us  
27 e-
nology of Anger in Shakespeare’s King Lear  Philosophy Today

–  
28 entionality of acts, or thetic intentionality, another 
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Grief and Temporality 

I suggest that the disorienting quality of grief results from the dis-

-habit—
 -thematic meanings that 

—is 

frustration of so many impulses that had become habitual. Thought 
after thought, feeling after feeling, action after action

29 
-in-the- -in-the-

r-

(of feeling, thinking, and acting) 

are challenging. Th

 
- r-

of the phan-
-

often described as feeling like missing a part of your body.30 As 
Merleau-  

 

e-

his life. (P  
 

layers, that of the habit-
-

-thematic meanings that forms 

29 A Grief Observed  
30 Ibid –  
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t-

language, and so on. Without these 

-Ponty construes these articulations as 

acts. The concept of habit is appropriate to these structural articula-

retreat into the background of our pre-thematic consciousness, to be 
31   

Precisely because it is the sediment of past thoughts and actions, 
our habit-body lags behind the present. When there is a sudden and 

a-

habits of thinking, feeling, and behaving that involved her, are still 

 
 

as cast in terms of this person; his future, his sense of 

even his everyday routines had her as a condition of their mean-
ingfulness. Eating breakfast, going to bed at night, shopping at 

-
these things. They had done them so often together, and for so 

 thickness of meaning, settled into the same famil-

unimaginable.32  

31 If habits are the sediment of past thoughts and actions, and thought and action 
are only possible on the basis of a background of meaning acquired through 

-Ponty’s response is that the 

ganiza-
tional structures (such as front-back and left-right) built-in. Learned habits 
further delineate and organize this basic schema. 
32 g-
ical Revision of a Cognitive Theory of Emotion. Phenomenology and the Cogni-
tive Sciences –  
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The loss of the deceased reverberates throughout our lives, touching 

-habit.  
We 

all the future-directed intentions that involve the loved one lost, 

ng. To grieve is 

tation of seeing them ever 
again, the future still contains the loved one, though forever separat-

—the lives 
they might have had, had they lived—

the same at all.33 
n-

tense affective pain so conspicuous in grief. Insofar as the loved one 

her as a part of ourselves. We literally cannot be 

basis.34 
intuition of this loss. The pain of grief is, so to speak, the affective 

What ma

should maintain that grief incorporates sadness or hold instead that 

33 

comfort in the hope of 
— —

hile profound, offers him no comfort. 
34 bereavement itself comes 
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and it is one that I shall not attempt to address here.35   
-that-

-that-is can also account for the dist i-

c-
36 The hours and days blend into one another, time 

sometimes stretches and sometimes contracts. Our routines are 

-
i-

-in-the-
longs the fact that it has been delivered over to itself—

into a world.... -
ahead-of- ahead-of-itself-in-
already-being-in-a-world. 37 The lived present is thus a directedness 

impossible, leaving us stuck in the present.38 Cau

35 
grief as the affective-
loved one. I consider the disorientation discussed above to be the core charac-
teristic 
makes grief intelligible and distinguishes it from other affective phenomena. 

 
36 A Grief Observed  
37 Being and Time n-

 
38 We encounter similar phenomena in cases of despair and depression. Of 

See 
Journal of 

Medicine and Philosophy –
Steinbock argues that in despair, 

that should 
y-

neither the future nor the past offers anything to the present…. In des-
pair, I am consumed not so much by 
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39 

classify grief as an emotion, at least not in the sense outlined earlier. 

as 

but the conspicuous absence of such a stance. It is therefore more 
authentic passion. 

—a 

that unsettles and deranges not n-

40 

o-
e 

u-
 

 

Grieving 

-ing is appropriate because it refers to an 
active process. It should be distinguished from the observation of 

mourning, 
although mourning can certainly play a role in grieving. If the inter-
pretation outlined above is correct, then grieving is a process of re-

kind of imprisonment…. Past and future are constricted to an over-
 

International Journal 
of Philosophical Studies –  
39  
ever-  
40 –  
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k-
ing, feeling, and acting that involved the loved one lost, and perhaps 

a-
 

 
trans-

e-
loved is still here, or leaving her entirely behind…. Such creation 

mething 
r-

c-
ulating and making sense of things.41 
 

It is helpfu
broadly described as the thematic and pre-thematic. Let us consider 
the pre-  

rding to the same dynamic as 
learning skills. We must encourage our body to let go of its current 

 

ne  
r-

our surroundings and even our patterns of thought, but affectivity is 
 We cannot simply force ourselves to 

41 Ibid  
s of relearning 

Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology
53–66, here 54. 
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as diff

Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the spatial level. In our everyday 
al 

contents of perception, nor to the physical orientation of the body. 

days, the body gradually seems to resume an upright position and 
things increasingly develop a sense of reality. (PP, –

simply derived from the v

the room he is in tilted at a forty- b-

 the body. Thus, 
Merleau- s-

 
n-

-t

conforms to these sedimented (that is, habitual) levels and norms, 

p 
 

terms of a grasp on our circumstances, not unlike the spatial level 
e sector of 

t-
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n our discussion of the spatial 
level, these structural articulations of our environment tend to 

our affective orga

 
Unfortunately, the course of human interaction is seldom so un-

troubled as to permit this process to go smoothly. Death interrupts a 

him or her. This means that it leaves certain tasks 
 

 
—perhaps 

some long- e-
oo late. Such 

 
 

self and may provoke 
second-order emotions such as guilt. These intentional threads keep 

-that-
-that-is. 

Furthermore, death itself is rarely a tidy matter. The death of a 
loved one is an event, 
our behaviour before, during, and after. This opens up further oppor-

e deceased 

act on these emotions and consequently for them to discharge them-

 and sometimes leads only to 

t-
ing our affective levels and norms.  

tant suffering 
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42 We either avoid 
dequate and inauthentic interpreta-

c-
do not 

death seemed quite alien. The notion that someone could simply 
cease to be, 
could not get a grip on it. Given this lack of a ready-made stance 

grief. We 

e-
 senseless trage-

is  

it, reason out consequences, and take stock. This is commonly done 
o-

s in reorienting our habits to 
-that-

the 
death. The peculiarly timeless quality of grief results from our being 
severed from our past and future, stranding us in a perpetual pre-

n aids in our letting go of 
-that- 43   

n-

us to bring these prospective meanings out of the inner realm of 

42 Being and Time,  
43 Didion
husband’s death, leading her to reinterpret the meaning of several events.  
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r-

can c

they give us something to do in a 
time marked by disorientation and uncertainty.44 We hold funerals, 
speak eulogies, go through all the demonstrations of mourning 

a ready-
ved one’s depar-

ture. Moreover, these rituals, like the rituals surrounding birth and 
r-

leau-

of all belong in order to be able to enclose oneself in the particular 

constitute the parameters o

funeral h

 the 
ground need not be only a symbolic gesture; it can be a genuine 

-
that- 45 For some, the funeral 

t from 

44 
to the survivor during the initial period of grief.... The presence of family and 
other social groups and the need to actively attend to the various details of the 

 
45 See PP -
forbidden by her mother to see the man she loves and subsequently suffers a 

effort or by an abstract de
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being-amidst-grief to active grieving.46 
e-

e gravity and the 
47 

began to genuinely grieve.  

-that-
resolve these is
forgiveness from a close friend, or absolution from a religious au-

forgive us. The communally shared nature of meaning makes the 
cooperation of others integral to this process. It is much easier for us 

 

Rather it is intermittent, punctuated. First there are brief moments 

become longer and more frequent until there is a gestalt shift and 
o-

ments of grief. Then the moments of grief become briefer and less 

 longer recurs. The intentional threads are 
still there— -activated. Years later, something 
reminds us of the lost child, mother, pet, and her absence gapes 
before us. This is not simply a memory of the grief; rather, one re-
lives the feeling of loss and disorientation in the present, albeit in 

re-  I have 
not gotten over it—that is, unless I am still angry. Similarly, if these 
re-

-  

i-

- n-
ings and habits. We simply cannot be the same p

46 Geoffrey Gorer, Death, Grief, and Mourning in Contemporary Britain 
 

47 Didion, The Year  
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has been integrated into the background structure of our life.48 This 

 
 

Concluding Remarks 

of our lives. Grief is therefore not to be feared, but accepted as an 

and this facet of the human condition in general. Grief is the converse 

of grief, 
them compassion and aid. 

e-

phenomenology is an inherently e-
fore, all of the assertions made herein should be taken as tentative 

m-
portant topic.49 
 
 
 keeping@yorku.ca 

48 
-

A 
Grief Observed –  
49 s-

 

                                                                 


