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Suffering

• “Suffering is experienced by persons, not merely by bodies, 
and has its source in challenges that threaten the intactness 
of the person as a complex social and psychological entity.  

• Suffering can be defined as the state of severe distress 
associated with events that threaten the intactness of the 
person.” 

• Eric Cassell, “The nature of suffering and the goals 
of medicine.”





“Refractory” suffering

• What does it mean to have as a goal the ‘prevention and 
relief of suffering’? 

• “Refractory” means “resisting control or authority, stubborn, 
unmanageable” 

• In cases of refractory suffering, who has “failed” – the 
patient or the providers? 

• If we sedate into nonexistence, are we eliminating the 
suffering by eliminating the sufferer?



Frederik Svenaeus

•“Suffering is a potentially alienating mood overcoming the 
person and engaging her in a struggle to remain at home in the 
face of loss of meaning and purpose in life. It involves painful 
experiences at different levels that are connected through the 
suffering-mood:   

•(1) embodiment 

•(2) engagements in the world together with others 

•(3) core life values.” 



Ways of being at home

(1) one’s house or homelike environment 

(2) one’s own body 

(3) the psychosocial environment 

(4) the spiritual dimension



How can I help the patient feel 
at home, to come home?

• “Palliat” = cloaked 

• “Palliative care is the umbrella, not the rain” 

• What is the world as the patient is living it now? 

• What does it mean to them? 

• Accept highly disquieting facts for what they are.



Sources/further reading
•Cassell, E. J. (1998). The nature of suffering and the goals of medicine. Loss, Grief & Care, 8(1-2), 129-142. 

•Dekkers, W. (2009). On the notion of home and the goals of palliative care. Theoretical Medicine and Bioethics, 30(5), 
335-349. 

•Gustad, K. E., Askjer, Å., Nortvedt, P., Fredheim, O. M. S., & Magelssen, M. (2021). Refractory suffering at the end of 
life and the assisted dying debate: An interview study with palliative care nurses and doctors. Clinical Ethics, 16(2), 
98-104. 

•Streeck, N. (2020). Death without distress? The taboo of suffering in palliative care. Medicine, Health Care and 
Philosophy, 23(3), 343-351. 

•Svenaeus, F. (2014). The phenomenology of suffering in medicine and bioethics. Theoretical medicine and 
bioethics, 35(6), 407-420. 

•Zimmermann, C., & Mathews, J. (2022). Palliative Care Is the Umbrella, Not the Rain—A Metaphor to Guide 
Conversations in Advanced Cancer. JAMA oncology, 8(5), 681-682.


