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The experience of ambiguous loss among the families of Palestinian 

martyrs whose bodies are detained 
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Abstract 

The punishment of withholding the corpses of the Palestinian martyrs made the loss 

suffered by their familiesô incomplete. The loss in such a case is considered to be an 

ambiguous loss since the fate of the martyrs remains unknown. The families are 

unable to fully grieve their loss; having many questions remains unanswered, and 

with the absence of tangible evidence of death; the release of the martyrs' bodies 

becomes a crucial issue for their loved ones.   

This study aims at exploring the experience of the ambiguous loss and its 

psychological and social effects on the families of the Palestinian martyrs whom the 

Israeli authority is withholding their bodies. To achieve the aim of the study, the 

researcher used a qualitative approach. The study sample consisted of (22) 

individuals of first-degree relatives: (father, mother, wife, brother and sister). 

The study utilized the semi-structured interview to collect data, as well as the 

constant comparative data analysis to analyze the data. The questions were asked in 

a way that allows the respondents to tell their story, reflect on their experience, and 

express their feelings. The results showed that the loss suffered by the families of 

the martyrs corresponds with the theory of ambiguous loss. A set of aspects were 

explored as a result of the physical loss of the bodies. One of the most noticeable 

was identiting confusion and its impact on their fate. 

As for the psychological and social effects, the results confirmed that the families of 

the martyrs live in a continuous state of psychological stress. They also face social 

and legal consequences, since the body is withheld. 

The study recommends that the institutions associated with the mental health sector 

develop a framework for building a treatment approach for the families of withheld 

martyrs. This can be based on the therapeutic approach of the ambiguous loss 

theory. 

The necessity of careful follow-up of the numbers of missing martyrs in Palestine in 

order to reach the truth about their martyrdom and the loss of their bodies, in order 

to alleviate the psychological and social condition experienced by their families due 

to the absence of sufficient information about them. 

Keywords: loss, ambiguous loss, martyrs, withholding bodies, psychological 

and social effects 
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