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The phenomenology of bodily experience in grief



Important phenomenological questions:

How does the ambiguity of grief manifest in bodily experience?

What is it that is lost in grief, such that the death of a particular 
person might come to dis-assemble one’s entire world? 

Such that one finds oneself alienated, disconnected and 
estranged from the other, from oneself and from the world? 



Embodied Human Existence: the ‘split self’

Embodied experience involves both:
- having a body that is passively affected objective body

corporeal body 
pre-personal body

- being a body that actively understands subjective body 
lived body 
personal body

- In ordinary, everyday life, the pre-personal corporeal body is 
incorporated into a more or less unified experience of the personal 
lived body

- But the non-coincidence of the split self means embodied human 
existence is inherently ambiguous and underpinned by alterity or 
otherness





Survey Questions



Survey Questions



The phenomenology 
of the grieving body
• I have suffered from insomnia, migraines and lots of 

stomach problems. My body also aches most of the time 
(#21).

• Yes totally. Headaches; nausea; aches and pains; shaking; 
confusion; anxiety; spaced out at times; no control of 
emotions; unable to do simple tasks efficiently (#45).

• Yes more headaches; trembly; pain in chest; feel 
nauseous (#72).

• Tired, aching, listless, stiff (#109).

• Completely. Tight chest, heavy heart, anxiety, 
exhaustion, hyper-focusing, the need to move or be 
engaged constantly (#114).
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Heaviness

• It feels like my body is covered in weights, 
and just walking to the other side of the 
room is incredibly hard (#10).

• It’s a feeling you can’t really describe, a 
downward heavy drag (#77).

• Yes. Grief weighs. It is heavy. It sits in your 
joints and limbs. Grief sits in your chest 
like a stone, it stops you from taking deep 
enough breaths (#246).

‘Rising Cairn’ by Celeste Roberge



Emptiness and 
Hollowness

• Sometimes it feels hollow, sometimes 
wrecked by grief. Sometimes aches and 
pains, sometimes I’m hungry for the 
wrong things, sometimes it’s hard to 
eat anything (#84).

• Yes, empty and useless. Very panicky, 
regular tremors. Unable to concentrate 
on simple tasks (#94).

• I felt hollow; depleted; at times ‘wired’ 
(#252).

‘Melancholy’ by Albert Gyorgy



Numbness

• Numb, times like it felt like my body didn’t 
belong to me, felt sometimes like I was 
watching myself doing things but not really 
experiencing the ‘doing.’ 

• Everything is numb. It’s like a dark and heavy 
blanket shrouds everything. Life is going on, but 
everything I look at is transformed by my 
experience of loss (#48).

‘Femme Assise’ by Pablo Picasso



Disembodiment

• I felt very detached from my surroundings 
(#57).

• Sometimes I felt almost like I was outside 
my body, looking at all that was going on, as 
if it wasn’t happening. It just felt almost too 
much to bear (#61).

• Heavier, and less mine (#139).

‘Still Life with Skull, Leeks and Pitcher’ by Pablo Picasso



Interpreting bodily ambiguity in 
grief: the phantom limb

To have a phantom limb is to remain open to all of the 
actions of which the arm alone is capable and to stay 
within the practical field that one had prior to the 
mutilation. The body is the vehicle of being in the 
world and, for a living being, having a body means 
being united with a definite milieu, merging with 
certain projects, and being perpetually engaged therein. 
In the evidentness of this complete world in which 
manipulable objects still figure, in the impulse of 
movement that goes toward it and where the project of 
writing or of playing the piano still figures, the patient 
finds the certainty of his [bodily] integrity. But at the 
very moment that the world hides his deficiency from 
him, the world cannot help but to reveal it to him. … 
At the same moment that my usual world gives rise to 
habitual intentions in me, I can no longer actually unite 
with it if I have lost a limb. Manipulable objects, 
precisely insofar as they appear as manipulable, appeal 
to a hand that I no longer have (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, 
p. 84). ‘Phantom Limb’ by Diana Al-Hadid



What is lost in grief?

• Loss of concreteness?

• Loss of possibilities?

• Loss of the personal/ collapse into the pre-
personal

‘Die Gelbe Hand’ by Maria Lassnig



Mourning otherness in life
This carrying of the mortal other 
“in me outside me” instructs or 
institutes my “self” and my 
relation to “myself” already 
before the death of the other. . . . 
Even before the death of the 
other, the inscription in me of her 
or his mortality constitutes me. I 
mourn therefore I am, I am—
dead with the death of the other, 
my relation to myself is first of all 
plunged into mourning (Derrida, 
1995, p. 321). ‘Two Figures’ by Barbara Hepworth



Re-learning the world

In the early moments of grief, I was a ghost 
in the world, and my sense of isolation was 
almost total. The truth, however, is that 
the process of grieving and the long, slow 
winter of mourning dissolved that 
separateness in unexpected ways. After 
the winter passes, after the ice around the 
heart, broken in grief, has melted, a new 
sense of intimacy with the world appears, 
an intimacy whose boundaries explode the 
usual parameters not only of space but 
also of time. In these moments, I have felt 
myself attached to others, with a 
compassion which I have not known before 
and drawn, too, beyond myself to the 
green brilliance of the 
world…(Romanyshyn, 1999, p. 151). 
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