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Introduction
My aim in what follows is to outline William Lyons’s causal-
evaluative analysis of the key emotion grief, highlight the 
problems therein, and say why, in opposition to him, I 
believe grief: (1) can contain a proper desire; (2) always has a 
wish component; (3) is not wholly negative; (4) can be related 
to self-preservation; and (5) can better help us to understand 
an expression, such as, ‘a family united in grief’?

I have chosen to examine Lyons’s book Emotion (Lyons, 
1980/1993), an influential contribution to contemporary 
philosophy of emotion, as it is a reasonably representative 
account of how many philosophers of mind and 
psychotherapists regard grief. The essay is divided into 
five sections under the following headings: The Structure 
of Emotion; Wishes and Overlapping in Grief; Positive Grief 
- Bonding/Connecting; Survivor Guilt; and Conclusion.

The Structure of Emotion
Lyons’s cognitive approach to the study of emotion 
contends that emotions are made up of some or all of the 
following components: (1) a cognition, factual judgment 
or some such element, for example, belief or thought; (2) 
an evaluative judgment; (3) physiological disturbances or 
changes; (4) a desire or want (i.e. an appetitive component); 
(5) behavioural changes; and (6) feelings.

Not all of the above need be present for an individual to 
experience an emotion. I may be happy that I have finally 
achieved some DIY success after putting up a shelf and 
painting my garden shed, but this does not mean I will 
necessarily want to celebrate, tell the world or do anything 
else. For Lyons, grief too is an emotion without any 
appetitive component:

 Sorrow at a loss, such as the death of a best friend, does 
not impel a person towards or away from anything, or even 
to do anything at all. After all one cannot do anything. 
One cannot bring back the dead. Action is irrelevant, and 
so must be any impulse to action. One might wish that the 
dead person could be brought to life, but such wishful 
thinking does not issue into impulses to action. This is 
one way in which wishes differ from wants (Lyons, 1980, 
p. 37, italics my own).

But why should Lyons believe grief has no appetitive 
component? His own negative analysis seems to support 
the opposite view:

 And in the cases of sorrow concerning a death, say the 
death of a friend, far from seeking assistance, one might 
be more likely to want to be left alone. There is nothing 
anyone can do, so there is no point in seeking assistance. 
Assistance would only be an intrusion. Sorrow and grief 
are often non-active, still emotions; in extreme cases, even 
catatonic’ (Ibid. p. 43, italics my own).
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So grief is an emotion, on the one hand, where, ‘Action is 
irrelevant, and so must be any impulse to action’ (Ibid. p. 
37) yet, on the other, it is one where, ‘one might be more 
likely to want to be left alone’ (Ibid. p. 43, italics my own). 
A tension begins to emerge when we compare the definitive 
standpoints taken by Lyons at various places in his book: 
‘Admittedly emotions like . . . grief . . . do not generate wants 
or desires to act’ (Ibid. p. 52, italics my own); ‘the concepts 
of certain emotions include no wants at all. Backward-looking 
emotions, such as grief, do not’ (Ibid. p. 64, italics my own); 
grief ‘is not a being-stirred-up-to-do-something emotion’ 
(Ibid. p. 96, italics my own); and the far less forthright 
position taken at others: ‘the evaluation, “that was a grave 
loss or misfortune”, as forming part of sadness or grief, 
might not lead on to any desires’ (Ibid. p. 92, italics my 
own); and, ‘there are emotions, and I think grief is one of 
them, which do not seem to have any wants as part of their 
concept’ (Ibid. p. 94, italics my own).

This fluctuating position between what certainly ‘is not’ and 
what ‘might be’ is to be reflected later when Lyons attempts 
to deal with the issue of wishes in grief. For now, we can 
say that if the grieving individual ‘want[s] to be left alone’, if 
others are merely thought of as ‘intrusion[s]’, and if Lyons’s 
distinction between wishes and wants is correct then, surely, 
such a person whose desire is to be left in solitude, would be 
impelled to take action. For instance, such a person might 
be impelled to leave a room where others were trying to 
console him.

The problem, then, is that Lyons confuses an absence of desire 
for company with a desire for no company. The former is, quite 
simply, not a desire, while the latter patently is. For if ‘one 
might be more likely to want to be left alone’, then this is 
not simply an absence of desire which could be regarded 
as passive but, its opposite, a proper desire for no company 
which is active and contains the impulse towards action. 
Though the latter has its source in not wanting to be in a given 
place, as it is with many cases of fear, it is, nevertheless, a 
desire and should be accounted for. Later we will look at 
reasons for believing that a positive appetitive element may 
also be present in grief.

Wishes and Overlapping in Grief
A second important point of concern arises from the first 
quotation where we read, ‘One cannot bring back the dead. 
Action is irrelevant, and so must be any impulse to action. 
One might wish that the dead person could be brought to life, 
but such wishful thinking does not issue into impulses to 
action’ (Ibid., p. 37). The word ‘might’ is again troublesome, 
for grief felt at the death of a best friend (the evaluation of 
which is that their death is ‘a grave loss or misfortune’) 
surely contains the wish that the deceased be brought 
back to life or that their death had not occurred. It is hard 
to imagine a person who is sincerely grieving for the loss 
of a loved one, not holding the wish, however laconic or 
pointless, that their loved one be returned to them. Lyons, at 
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a later point in his book, appears to concur, ‘Indeed, being 
aware of some grave loss or misfortune, as one is with grief, 
is good reason to wish that things were otherwise’ (Ibid. p. 
96, italics my own).

So we move from a weak ‘might’ to a strong ‘good reason’, 
and the importance of recognising wishes as part of grief 
is (though not explicitly stated) partially conceded. Some 
may object that if the deceased had suffered great pain 
before their death, one’s grief would not contain such a 
wish. But despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that there 
is nothing they can do to alter the situation, the griever’s 
wish would, at least temporarily, remain. As Carol Lee in 
her book Good Grief has put it, ‘We experience for a short 
time a wish for the impossible, an almost overpowering 
need to have what cannot be, the dead or departed person 
back’ (Lee, 1994, pp. 12-13).

Given that wishes should be considered part of grief, it 
becomes clear how further emotions can overlap it. The 
wish that the deceased somehow be brought back to life or 
had not died is the source for the generation of the emotion 
hope and, consequently, increases the complexity of grief 
itself. Hope is a yearning for something better, and as Lyons 
himself notes, can be sourced in a wish, ‘One might have 
an emotion of yearning or hope that someone will not die of 
a brain tumour. . . one wishes against all the evidence that 
he will not. It is the wish not the belief that generates one’s 
emotional feelings of hope and yearning’ (Lyons, 1980/1993, 
p. 77, italics my own).

Unfortunately, it is at this point, when grief should no 
longer be seen in purely singular, negative terms, that Lyons 
believes his work to be done. He leaves unanswered the 
following crucial questions: How does wishing and hoping 
affect our understanding of grief? What is the relationship 
between several people grieving for the same object? Must 
grief always be isolating and backward-looking, or can it 
help us to focus on the future? Can grief contain more than 
just the negative appetitive component described earlier?

Positive Grief - Bonding/Connecting
The causal-evaluative breakdown of cognition, evaluation, 
physiological disturbance or change, desire, behavioural 
changes and feelings that Lyons employs, though helpful in 
gaining a conceptual model of grief, still leaves unanswered 
the type of questions raised above. For this reason it is 
appropriate to attempt to describe a more complete model. 
To begin we need to introduce a distinction between the 
wholly negative descriptions of grief already outlined, and 
what I shall call, ‘positive’ grief. The death of a loved one is 
undoubtedly the most painful of the many possible losses in 
a person’s life. The bereaved individual is often left with a 
feeling of abandonment — a cornerstone to the meaning of 
their life is gone. They can experience a period of profound 
questioning that relates to how they perceive themselves, 
the values and beliefs they hold, and the importance or 
otherwise of life in the face of their loss, together with a 
stark new awareness of their own inevitable demise.

The notion that most rational human beings have a vested 
interest in not being hurt, or not experiencing painful 
emotions, seems to be reasonably uncontroversial. And it is 

by keeping this idea to the fore in our minds that we might 
better appreciate how grief can be felt in a positive manner. 
Far from finding assistance an intrusion, it is often at this 
most difficult of times that one becomes closer to the others 
with whom one is emotionally tied in loving bonds. And it 
is because of these very ties that the function of grief, and 
not just the process of grieving, can be thought of in a way 
that is not simply negative.

This point is most forcefully illustrated when the attitude 
of the deceased, in the time before their death, is taken 
into account. Let us imagine Anne is terminally ill with a 
malignant tumour, she has resolved herself to the fate that 
awaits her and is acutely aware of the potentially devastating 
effect her death will have on her family. Recognising this, 
she talks frankly to her husband and children about how 
they will cope after she is gone. Anne is a strong and loving 
person who implores her family to openly express their grief, 
to embrace each other in their sorrow and avoid bottling up 
their emotions. If grief were to be understood as merely a 
segregating emotion, one that isolates grievers from each 
other, allowing only private periods of mourning, Anne 
makes it clear her short time left would be unbearable.

It seems clear that Lyons’s causal-evaluative account 
could not deal with the type of grief Anne’s family will 
experience after her death, for at no point does he register 
the importance of the deceased’s attitude in the period 
before their death. Of course, this is not to say that examples 
of grief more akin to his description do not exist, they do, 
and often in the literary field. Miss Havisham, in Dickens’s 
Great Expectations, is a prime illustration of how grief, even 
at the loss of a deep and meaningful relationship rather 
than a death, can isolate and overwhelm one. Jilted by her 
fiancé on what was to be her wedding day, Miss Havisham 
feels the loss of her relationship so keenly that her grief 
becomes all-consuming. She lives in her wedding day, so 
to speak, refusing to alter a single item of décor within her 
home, to open the curtains, or even to change out of her 
wedding dress. The protagonist of the story, Philip Pirrip 
(Pip), describes what he sees when he first meets her:

 I saw that the bride within the bridal dress had withered 
like the dress, and the flowers, and had no brightness 
left but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that 
the dress had been put upon the rounded figure of a 
young woman, and that the figure upon which it now 
hung loose, had shrunk to skin and bone . . . So she 
sat, corpse-like, as we played cards; the frillings and 
trimmings on her bridal dress, looking like earthly paper 
(Dickens, 1984, pp. 99, 100).

Miss Havisham is stuck permanently and solitarily in 
the past, unable to move out of the grief she wallows in, 
unwilling to get on with her life. Such an entirely negative 
experience of grief however is not necessarily the norm and, 
in fact, its opposite as described by Carol Lee is more likely 
to be one we recognise, ‘Grief so easily gives the impression 
of being a period of stagnation, but it is a time when deep, 
renewing forces are at work. These forces contain the 
potential power of our healing and of our ability to wish to 
continue with life’ (Lee, 1994, p. 119, italics my own).

In order to appreciate the idea of positive grief we need to 



��http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

ask the question, ‘Can grief be a self-destructive emotion?’ 
The expression ‘a family united in grief’ draws attention 
to the fact that a number of people can share the same 
object of grief. We can describe in cognitive terms how this 
might happen: the Smith family (1) share the same factual 
belief (e.g. that a daughter/sister has died in a climbing 
accident); (2) share the same evaluative judgment (i.e. that 
her death is a tragic and irrevocable loss); (3) share the 
same type of physiological disturbances or changes (e.g. 
crying); (4) share the same desires and wishes (i.e. to be in 
each other’s company and to have their daughter/sister 
returned to them); (5) share the same type of behavioural 
changes (e.g. they are more lethargic and less interested in 
their usual hobbies and activities); and (6) share the same 
type of feelings (e.g. they are numb and enervated). This 
example is not just a case of different people having the 
same emotion at the same time (as I and my fellow soccer 
supporter might be angry at the same time — he because 
the striker has missed a penalty, me because I’ve lost my 
match programme) but is, rather, a way in which these 
family members bond/connect with each other through a 
shared emotion, though such bonding may, of course, only 
be short-lived.

Because grief contains a wish it is, as we have seen, strongly 
linked to hope and, in this example, to love. These emotions 
that overlap grief (and make it ‘more than one emotion’) 
help in projecting the griever towards the future in a non-
destructive way, something which Anne, for instance, would 
have wanted for her husband and children.

Viewed, then, in this way, part of grief’s function may be 
understood as a means of dealing with loss and moving on 
in life productively, and is, consequently, quite distinct from 
Lyons’s entirely negative and isolating description. Dwelling 
on the shared object of loss is not merely an evaluation of 
the situation as totally hopeless, but one that actually helps 
the grievers to express and commune with each other over 
the loss they feel. In answer to Lyons’s rhetorical question, 
‘How could my grief over the loss of a dear friend be 
related to self-preservation? It is clearly not related to 
my self-preservation if I did not depend economically or 
emotionally upon this friend’ (Lyons, 1980, pp. 43-44) we can 
reply, precisely because this person was a ‘dear friend’, I did 
depend on him emotionally and am aware of the dangers 
of grieving too negatively (something that can indeed be 
directly related to my self-preservation). From an earlier 
quotation we saw how Lyons recognises that, ‘Sorrow and 
grief are often non-active, still emotions; in extreme cases, 
even catatonic’ (Ibid. p. 43). And just as the negative desire 
in grief gives rise to an impulse not to be in a given place, 
so too it can give rise to inactivity (X does not want to do 
any of the things he previously enjoyed), catatonic states (X 
does not want to do anything in extremis), and the ultimate 
negative desire, X does not want to live any longer, a threat, 
if ever there was one, to X’s self-preservation.

But even where grief is understood as isolating, where 
assistance is thought ‘only [to] be an intrusion’, there is 
still reason to believe that self-preservation may be a part 
of the emotion. Grief helps us to deal with the stark new 
reality of loss. Robert Priest shows it to have distinct positive 
elements, ‘Grief itself can be seen as a protective reaction . . 

It is a way of retreating from the world at a time when the 
mind needs to cope with a massive and upsetting change’ 
(Priest, 1983, p. 12).

This period then of apparent passivity is often the opposite, 
for grief can often help us to re-adjust and take stock of 
our new situation. It is during this period that we may 
re-evaluate our relationships, beliefs, goals, lifestyles and 
so on. Two important points can now be made: (1) periods 
of so-called inactivity associated with grief are often active 
times of reflection, reappraisal and renewal; and (2) such 
periods can be enormously positive as we acknowledge 
the deceased’s desire that our grief not overwhelm us, 
that we express our sorrow, and that we move on in life 
productively.

Survivor Guilt
Let us look now at a particular type of guilt, an emotion 
itself often closely linked to grief, which may help to clarify 
more fully the important idea of bonding/connecting in our 
understanding of grief. The definitive example of survivor 
guilt is that experienced by many concentration camp 
survivors who were liberated after the Second World War. 
There is no sense in which such people were to blame for the 
deaths of their families and friends, no acknowledgement 
on their part of wrongdoing, or of breaking hitherto valued 
ethical principles or social mores but, nonetheless, they were 
racked with guilt. Guilt is usually regarded (at least in legal 
terms) as being occasioned by an awareness of having 
done, or wanting to do, something that is regarded as 
morally reprehensible, but this would not be an appropriate 
description of survivor guilt. Nor would examples of cases 
of non-moral guilt; the type that might be experienced by a 
person who feels guilty, for instance, for not exercising when 
they want to lose weight. It might be thought that if the 
survivor did nothing to undermine other people’s chances 
of survival by anything he did or did not do, and was in no 
way responsible for their deaths, then the guilt he feels is 
irrational. In an essay entitled Guilt, Shame, and Morality R. 
E. Lamb defines irrational guilt in the following way:

 If S says, sincerely, that he feels guilty over something 
he did; and it is true that, in some full-blooded sense, 
he really did do it but also true that what he did is, quite 
clearly, permissible, and moreover he really ought to be 
able to see this but irrationally refuses to concede it, then 
his guilt is real and irrational. Or, if he says, sincerely, 
that he feels guilty over something he did, whereas in 
fact he did not do it, and it’s the case that he really ought 
to be able to appreciate or accept the fact that he did not 
do it but he irrationally refuses to concede this, then, again, 
his guilt is real and irrational (Lamb, 1983, p. 335, italics 
my own).

But survivor guilt does not fit this definition in its entirety. 
The survivor does not feel guilty over something he did or 
did not do, nor does he imagine he should have or should 
not have done something. The survivor’s feelings of guilt 
are not irrational in the sense supplied by Lamb, but nor 
are they incomprehensible. It might be argued that as 
what is usually understood as the ‘necessary condition’ of 
feeling rational guilt (i.e. culpability) is not present, then, 
the emotion experienced by such people is more likely to be 
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regret rather than guilt. But examples of concentration camp 
survivor guilt can hardly be discounted as just mistaken 
cases of regret. What such people feel is not merely upset, 
they are racked with guilt, the intensity of which could not be 
confused with regret. Their guilt becomes understandable, 
primarily, in terms of the loving relationships that bound 
them to their deceased relatives and friends, and still acts 
as a strong tie to them, even after death.

These close bonds disallow the survivor from feeling any 
sense of good fortune at the fact that he is still alive, for he 
is racked with the guilt that asks, ‘Why should I survive 
and my friend or family die?’ Lyons attempts to account 
for this type of emotion by saying, ‘Survivor’s guilt may be 
explained by a belief that “justice was not done”, because 
it’s unfair (unjust) that I survive but my brother dies’ 
(Lyons, 1995).

But how is the evaluation that ‘it’s unfair (unjust) that I 
survive but my brother dies’ formed in an innocent person 
to create this type of guilt? Surely it would be completely 
irrational for a Second World War concentration camp 
survivor, who experiences survivor guilt, to hold the ‘belief 
that justice was not done’. It is unknown where such justice 
could have come from. They could not be referring to justice 
not being done by the state, for they, more than anyone, 
would have long since recognised that the concept of justice 
was anathema to the Nazi regime1 , and that where there 
is no justice references to it are void. And if the reference 
to justice not being done is made against fate, then, it is as 
irrational as the former, for how can someone feel personally 
guilty for something that is simply a matter of chance? The 
belief that ‘justice was not done, because it’s unfair (unjust) 
that I survive but my brother dies’ is, in fact, more likely to 
be part of the make-up of an emotion such as anger, and 
not survivor guilt.

Sharon Bishop offers an explanation in terms of bonds 
being broken:

 concentration camp victims report feeling guilty about 
surviving when family members did not. I am not talking 
about those who feel guilt because they undermined 
someone else’s chances, but those who... survived simply 
because they were still living when the camps were 
liberated. One interpretation of these responses is that 
people who feel connected... do not regard themselves as 
deserving better than those to whom they are bound, 
and hence feel uncomfortable... avoiding miseries that 
their fellows go through (Bishop, 1987, p. 21, italics my 
own).

Survivor guilt, thus, may begin to make more sense, as did 
grief, when viewed as the breaking or disconnecting of the 
loving bonds we have with others. The connections we 
have make us, literally, feel united, as one with the other, 
and give us a sense of harmony with those most special 
people in our lives. As we come to accept the reality of the 
destruction of these bonds, we also come to experience a 
profound sense of discomfort with our own existence, for 

we do not regard ourselves ‘as deserving better than those 
to whom’ we are bound.

Conclusion
In this essay I have attempted to show how grief, far from 
being ‘desireless’, can, as well as an acknowledged negative 
element, have a positive appetitive component, can contain 
a wish dimension and can be directly related to our self-
preservation. We have seen that survivor guilt helps us 
to better appreciate how grief too (itself based on broken 
connections) can, in many cases, be a powerful emotion in 
helping us focus, not just on our loss or on ourselves, but 
on how we relate to others and the world. Positive grief 
allows the griever to recognise, in periods of reflection and 
reappraisal, the necessity of moving on in a way that is 
not damaging to him/herself. Inevitably this is something 
they find easier to achieve with the support of the other 
loving relationships they share with family and friends and, 
crucially, with the knowledge that the deceased would also 
have wanted this for them. Such grief is, then, not merely 
a wholly negative, isolating and painful trauma, but rather 
an emotion that allows the griever to adjust, without being 
overwhelmed, to the new reality into which he has been 
placed, and to move forward at ease with the loss to death 
which they have experienced.
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 1  ‘Under the influence of a world [life in Auschwitz] which no 
longer recognized the value of human life and human dignity, 
which had robbed man of his will and had made him an object 
to be exterminated,’ (Frankl, 1959, p. 70).


