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History and Current Approaches

The Old English term reave or bereafian has become our moden word
Geeavementd The archaic definition induded Go be robbelO or @eprived of
something valuable® (Chambers Dictionary, 1995) In contemporary sodety
bereavement mos commonly refers to the death of a significant person. Bereavement
can be expressed in culturaly various acts of mouming, for example, funead
ceremonies, or ritudised withdrawal from pubic activities. @rievingOrefers to the
psychological component of bereavement, the feelings evoked by a significant l0ss,

especially the suffering entailed when aloved person dies.

Since Freud, grieving and mouming have been conceived as the processes whereby
the bereaved person adjuds to the reality of thar loss, enabling them to disengage
from the deceased and reinvest in new relationships (see Klass et.al.,19963-16). John
Bowlby@ attachment theory (1969-80) and Colin Murray ParkesO psycho-sodal
elaborations (1972 offer psychological modds of bereavement, allowing predictions

regarding the outcome of an individud @ bereavement process (Parkes,1993)

Bowlby bdieved tha our emotiond bonds @rise out of deep seated innae
mechanisms which have evolved in order to ensure survivalO (Parkes, 1993246)
Bowlby argued tha infants of many species have physca features and behaviours

which call forth care and protection from older group members. Infants also posses a



motivationd Qittachment systemO @esigned by natural selection to regulate and
maintain proximity between infants and ther caregiversO (Fraley and Shaver,
1999736). The theory implies a cause-effect relationship between early attachment
paterns and later reactions to bereavement, arguing tha Qvhether an individud
exhibits a healthy or problematic patern of grief following separation depends on the
way his or hea attachment system has become organised over the course of
developmentO (Fraley and Shaver, 1999740) While accepting Bowlby@ theory,
Parkes also emphasi ses the importance of the psycho-sodal trangtionsrequired after
bereavement. These depend uponthe role the deceased had in thelife of the bereaved

(see Parkes,1993241-7).

In addition to these theories, since the publication of Elisabeth Kubler-Ross@ semind
book On Death And Dying in 1969, stage modds of grief and coming to terms with
desth have also predominaed. Kubler-Ross suggests five distind pheses; denial and
isolation, anger, barganing, depression, and findly acceptance (Kubler-Ross, 1969)
Any person who is bereaved, facing thar own death, or dealing with loss, should
move throughthese phases sequentially. Potentially a person could get GtuckGet any
stage, impeding thar movement to the next stage and thus obgructing @esolutionCof

thar grieving process.

These various undestandings of bereavement allow tha each person will have an
individudised respons to their specific loss, but that the process of @esolvingCGthear
bereavement is based upon a predictable template, observable by menta hedth
professonds. Thus we have expectations and theoretica conaepts of wha is

consdered Momal Oregarding bereavement, giving rise to @isk factorsCthat predict a



greater likelihoodof @omplicated bereavementOand even diagnoss of @ahological,
unresolved, griefO An example of this practice is the tendency to pathologise as
@enia Cor Geparation anxietyCreports by the bereaved tha the deceased may be seen,
heard, or conferred with, despite indications tha these occurrences may in fact be

comforting and reassuring for the bereaved.

The orthodox theories of Parkes (1972,1983) Bowlby (196980), Worden (1991)
and Kubler-Ross (1969) are beng chdlenged and modified according to a more
genegadly pog-moden (and in some respects, existential) approach to undestanding
in the human sciences and in therapy. In this critique modernist clinical assumptions
regarding healthy outcomes are relativised as onepossibility anong many and not to

beimposed universaly uponthe experience of bereaved people.

In thar introdudory chapter to Continuing Bonds Silverman and Klass (19963-27)
argue tha the prevailing modd of beeavement emphasises our separateness from
each other, putting a postive value on autonorny and individuaion while devaluing
interdependence (ibid:14-5). Silverman and Klass do not see bereavement or grieving
as ever fully resolved, culminaing in @losureOor GecoveryO They propo® that
Gathe than emphasising letting go, the emphasis should be on negotiating and
reneggotiating the meaning of the loss over time. While the desath is pemanent and
unchanging, the processis notQYibid:18-9). Thework of grieving and moumingin this
view is to maintain the presence of the deceased in the web of family and sodal
relationships by establishing a continuing role for them within the lives of the

bereaved. For example bereaved parents may indicate the deceased child®@ on-going



presence in the family with statements such as, @VeQe got three children, one of

whom has diedQWalter, 199610).

Bowlby enthusasts dispute tha recent chdlenges, emphasising continuing bonds to
the deceased rather than breaking bondsto develop new relationships, contradict
attachment theory. Asthecontroversy continues, it is at least appaent tha Continuing
Bonds chadlenges theories tha had become sedimented as fact while reclaiming as
possbilities reactions tha were previoudy pahologised. An existential-
phenomenological stance offers an oppotunity to augment these views while offering

aless directive approach to bereavement counslling.

Proposals for an Existential Stance on Bereavement

Bereavement epitomizes the powerful confrontation of two existential givens; desth
and relationship. How do we remain open to others, form bondswith them, seek their

company, fall in love, knowingtheday will come E? Inthewordsof Eric Klinge,

The essence of tragedy is tha humans are the playthingsof the gods that
people@ lives are vehicles for the expresson of cosmic forces, tha
people@ fortunes mus often submit to forces beyond thdr contol.

(Klinge, 1977137)

Thediscussion will emphasise thefollowing themes:
¥ an intersubjective and relationd view of human existence as oppased to the

individudism of other approaches



¥ questioning the ethological undepinning for bereavement theories
¥ theimpact tha the death of another can have on our awareness of persond
mortality

¥ anote on bereavement counslling and working phenomenologically

CUTE

Returns on a life

While a hogital in-patient, Mrs. N learned tha he husand had aso fallen ill and
been admitted to a different ward in the same hogital. Mrs. N was tooill to visit her
hudand and two days later he died D they had been married 49 years. A counsllor
agreed to meet with Mrs. N and to sit with her while the rest of the family attended

thefunea inafew daystime.

Mrs. N quickly warmed to theidea of counslling and asked the counsllor to call her
Antonia. She was a polite 72 year-old native Audrian who presented as quite self-
congious and reserved. She felt ashamed at not crying or acting upst at her
husband®@ death and explained this away as @hockO She madeit clear from the outset
tha she wanted to conaentrate on wha had been @oodGn her relationghip with her
husand, implying that some thingshad not been so goodbeween them. Antonia and
the counsllor agreed to meet weekly for wha turned out to be the duration of her

hogital stay, six months

The story of Mrs. N@ life gradudly unfolded over the ensuing weeks. She had grown
up as an only child in asmall town in Austriaduring the Nazi occupaion. Her parents

were cold and abusve towards her. She thoudht of heself as weak and easily



frightened, thoughshe gradudly questional this as she recalled situaionsin which
she acted with extreme courage For example, Antonia described her efforts to feed a
Jewish family in hiding near her childhoodhome. She would bring them bread when
possible until she was exposed and spent a terrifying afternoon undegoing Gestapo
interrogaion. When the dlies liberated her town she met a youngBritish soldier who
promptly asked her to marry him and she soon left for Londonagang the advice of

her paentsand friends

Early in the counslling, Mrs. N aluded to how he husdand® behaviour became
violent when she arrived in London but she maintained that he Qvas a good man,
difficult, but goodOlt emerged tha heregularly attacked her and gave her black eyes
and bruises. Shefelt too ashamed and too proud to admit her mistake and leave him.
Antonia had never confessed these thingsto anyoneelse. Althoughher children were
aware of the abuse, they never spoke of it, nar was Antonia allowed to talk to them
about her past. Her children were left with only a cursory idea of who thar mother

was.

Although the origind counglling issue was bereavement, the sessions quickly
broadened outto indude Mrs. N& whole way of living as it was expressed in her past
decisions her relationship with he husand and children, he present relationship
with the counslor, and he hopes for thefuture. Telling her story for thefirst timeto
the coungllor allowed Antonia to feel a growing self-respect for her ability to stand
up to tyrants. She had been suffering from terrifying night visions of her husband®

corpse standing in the dooway to he room, looking angry, but these gradudly



receded as her image of hersalf as courageous and independent increased”. As her
self-respect grew, so did her ability to face the abusveness of he husband. This
findly triggered he beeavement, not for the loss of her hushand, but a deep grief for

theyears he had taken from her.

Antonia also gradudly sarted to share he life story with he children and
granddhildren, althoughthis was very difficult for al of them. Her children began to
see he as resilient and even GeroicOrather than as the frightened victim of their
father. They stoppel trying to control her future (as thar father had) and listened to
wha she wanted for herself. Antonia dreamed about getting a flat of her own with
flowers on the bdcony, buying herself new dresses for the first time in years, and

goingto church agan.

Antonia was enthugastic about counglling and the oppotunity to findly tell her
story, and to begin to chdlenge her assumptionsaboutlife. It is interesting tha once
Antonia began to talk about he life with the counsellor, she was gradudly able to
share these details with he children. This seems to suppot the view tha as an
approximation of the sodal world, counsdling can act as a QehearsdO for re-
negotiating significant relationshipsin tha world in amore honest and satisfying way.
Theories aboutthe ®ereavement processCand Mereavement coungsllingGseemed less

useful than staying close to Antonia3 expressed needs

Antonia would have rated high on specific @isk factorsDand could have been the

object of a well-intentionad plan of bereavement counslling or other intervention.

! These visions clearly were not symbols of a positive continuing bond, nor were they signs of
pathology, but rather indications of Antonia( self-construct at that time, and of her abusive marriage.



The agendas usudly presumed in such approaches may have hindered the unfolding
of an entirely unpredictable process, directed by the client hasdf. It seems tha
working phenomenologically, withou imposng the counsallor@ preconceptions and
in fact chdlenging the client@ own preconceptions about what she should fed,
provided an opening for he to engage in a comprehensve review of her life and her
genegd way of bengin-theworld. We should remember tha not every reaction to
bereavement is grief and not every bondisaloving one
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Further Reading

1. Klass, Dennis, Silverman, Phyllis R, and Nickman, Steven L (Eds (1996)
Continuing Bonds New Undestandings of Grief. Phil.PA, USA: Taylor and
Frands. Thisis acompilation of critiques of attachment theory, incorporating

relevant current research studies.

2. Parkes, CM, Laungani, P, Young B (Eds) (1997) Death and Bereavement
Across Cultures. London: Routledge A good introdudion to the different

cultural andreligiousbdiefs andrituds arounddeath and afterlife.

3. Worden, JW (1991)Grief Counglling and Grief Therapy. A handbookfor the
mental health practitiona. New York: Springea. Still oneof the basic texts in

thefield and worth reading.

4. Fraey, RC, and Shaver, PR (1999) Loss and Bereavement. Attachment

Theory and Recent Controversies Concerning GGrief WorkOand the Nature of



Detachment: 73559. In Handbook of Attachment. Theory, Research, and
Clinical Applications Jude Cassidy and Phillip R Shaver (Eds), New Y ork:
Guilford Press. This chapter provides a good overview of Bowlby@ theory as

well asarespon to current critiques of thetheory.

5. Water, Tony (1999 A new modd of grief: bereavement and biography.
Mortality. Vol.1, No.1: 7-25. An interesting pgpe describing a sociological
view of bereavement and a common sense response of how to handle grief

when counglling is not needed or wanted.
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