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Preface


The original version of this book was published in September 2020 in German under the title Das Allseinsein-Einsamkeit-Paradox. Persönliche und gesellschaftskritische Beobachtungen. I have revised and updated many aspects of this English language version in light of the ongoing nature of the pandemic. Nevertheless, the main arguments of the book remain the same.


When COVID-19 broke out in early 2020, I had just finished writing the book. At the time, I could not have anticipated how loneliness, triggered by social distancing, quarantine, and isolation, would become one of the key challenges for people worldwide. In many ways, the global pandemic has given loneliness even more urgency and relevance.


Loneliness and COVID-19 at least superficially appear to be equalisers in society. They both impact on people regardless of their sexual orientation, gender, age, social status or ethnic background. Yet, the states and feelings of being alone and lonely are complex, contradictory and paradoxical.


I conducted more than 150 in-depth interviews worldwide, and these helped me to make sense of this complex web of feelings and states. I would like to thank them for their time, reflections, and openness.


I am happy to mention Salam Alawie, Ranya Assassa, Catrina B., Danny Burns, Racha Chamoun, Janine Chittka, Clémentine D., Ankica Dragin, Ute Marianne Düsseldorf, Anne-Marie E., Natalie Ehrenzweig, Katharina E., Björn Eser, Tatjana Fuhrmann, Tobias Denskus, Joshua G., Daniza Grabitz, Andrea Gros, Ursula G., Simone Greminger, Hanny Haller, Kelly Heyes, Akira Hokamura, Aleem Ahmad Khan, Cathérine K., Peeyusha K., Sara Modalal, Cecilia Milesi, Michaela Nagl, Ulrike Neufeld, Anna P., Jina Park, Sandra Pfluger, Christan R., Dalilah Reuben-Shemia, Heike Richter, Tom S., Carola Schneiders, Bettina Schulz, Karin Schwenzner, Medet Suleimen, Anette Schwitzke, Ulrike Stöhring, Tatian, Tomas, Katrin Ücker, Firuza Umarova, Johanna Vögeli, Ute V., Marie W., Julian W. und Cathérine Zaun-Stocker.


I am also immensely grateful to all of the participants who opted to remain anonymous.


The group of interviewees was as heterogeneous as the countries and places in which I wrote the book. I wrote and updated this book in some of my favourite places: Switzerland, Costa Rica, Barcelona, Strasbourg, Porto, Brighton, Edinburgh, and my hometown, Wuppertal. These places – and strangers who became friends – have inspired me.


Many thanks to Natalie Ehrenzweig, Karolin Eva Kappler, Hannah Prinz, Mark Moser, Natalie Trummer and Johanna Vögeli for reading and commenting on the very first drafts of the German book manuscript. A big thanks to Vera Heyes-Johannsen, Kerstin Heine, Natalie Ehrenzweig and Kathrin Jehle who sent me relevant articles, poems, and songs.


I would like to thank my friends Vera, Ulrike, Hannah, Johanna, Andrea, Nati, Kerstin, Frauke and Martina for their friendship and several discussions on solitude and loneliness – and without Nati and Kerstin, the German edition may have never seen the light of day.


My greatest thanks go to my life companion and partner Danny Burns: “While we may be alone, we will never be lonely”.


I am looking forward to hearing from you and learning about your experiences of loneliness. You can find my contact details at www.corechange.ch and www.corechange-coaching.ch.


Cordula Reimann


July 2021, Edinburgh.




Part One: Introducing solitude and loneliness


Chapter 1: Introduction


A relaxed evening among friends, laughter, a jumble of voices and noises. The hostess turns to me and asks, “And what are you doing now?”. “I am writing a book on loneliness,” I answer. The room hushes. The hostess, visibly surprised and equally concerned, asks “Oh, why?”. As I begin to tell her, I read a mixture of discomfort and curiosity in the eyes of my friends. Later in the kitchen, she takes me to one side. She speaks softly and looks at me with a serious expression: “Maybe you have to go out more and be with others like us – being alone is not good for you. It’s simply not healthy”. I search for an appropriate answer. A dull but deep feeling of loneliness comes over me – an unpleasant tingling in my stomach and a bitter aftertaste that seem to tell me: “I do not belong here”.


Why I wrote this book


As I did with my friends, I also want to share with you my rationale and motivation for writing this book. Three major life events took place in my early forties over the course of six months: my mother died very suddenly and relatively young; I separated from my severely depressed ex-husband; and I was forced to let go of my childhood wish to have children and accept my childlessness. All of these events were followed by a nagging feeling of loneliness. When I looked closer, however, it became clear that solitude and loneliness have been occupying my mind and my soul for far longer.


I have known loneliness for a long time. Here, I take loneliness as a deep and simultaneously diffuse feeling and state of otherness, of not being seen and feeling excluded. Only in recent years have I been able and willing to acknowledge how frequently and stubbornly this feeling of loneliness had accompanied me through life – sometimes directly, consciously, and painfully. Mostly I felt lonely in groups; less often when I was alone. My sense of loneliness was particularly pronounced when I was in a romantic relationship or spent time with a circle of friends.


That’s one kind of loneliness. But I have learned that loneliness can also arise if you follow your instincts and gut feeling and go your own way – far from the social mainstream, traditional gender roles and generally accepted life models. At the same time, I always loved being alone, especially when travelling and hiking. Only later in my life did I fully understand that seeking out time alone could be a trauma response and a learned coping mechanism that offers control, safety and security. Loneliness is an accepted, silenced, painful side-effect. The older I got, the more I noticed that we rarely talk about loneliness openly and that being alone for long periods of time (such as, for example, without a partner) was not considered normal.


In writing this book, I aim to model a process of personal, inner reflection and propose a different approach to solitude and loneliness. I want to encourage each of us to embrace and even appreciate solitude and loneliness as important life companions; to acknowledge them as important life principles that everyone should learn, irrespective of whether they are in a romantic relationship or not, have many or few friends, or have a large or small, close or distanced family. What I have in mind is a society of empathetic human beings, who recognise solitude and loneliness as important resources for self-development, self- and collective care,1 and mental wellbeing. Healthy empathy involves seeing solitude and loneliness as essential resources in life and learning to purposefully integrate them into our lives.


The book is an invitation to deal openly with our own loneliness and learn to live with oneself. The conscious experience and stamina required to properly engage with oneself enables a self-determined and independent life. But beyond that, it also paves the way for a more honest and more conscious approach to one’s own doubts, fears, and anxieties.


A paradox of sorts therefore lies at the heart of this book: that a conscious and mindful experience of solitude is the best way of preventing loneliness. Solitude is understood as a personal resource that allows us to become aware of our own desires, fears and needs. When we learn to embrace and appreciate solitude, we become more aware of both healthy and toxic relationships, which either empower or take energy from us. The sooner we learn to be alone, the more we are able to build a healthy and constructive coping mechanism for dealing with loneliness. This should be considered a major element of wellbeing.


Solitude and loneliness are not only experienced as personal feelings and states of mind; they are also symptoms and mirrors of social and political developments. How we as a society relate and respond to solitude and loneliness says a lot about us as a post-modern society and about our values and our human needs for connection and belonging. Thus, the book also raises socio-critical and philosophical questions on how we current approach loneliness in Western countries.


Solitude and loneliness are multi-faceted and complex phenomena. This book reflects some of this complexity but cannot claim to do justice to all aspects. My focus stems from my reading of current literature on the subject, my personal and political interests, and the main insights from the interviews that I conducted for this book. Some issues are mentioned in passing or not discussed at all – not because they are less important, but because they are beyond the scope of the book. I don’t, for example, talk extensively about loneliness among children and adolescents, refugees, transgender people, senior business leaders and managers, celebrities, prison inmates, people with life-long pain and diseases, or homeless people (for some of these areas see Sagan and Miller 2018).


As I explained above, I was forced to confront my own loneliness when my mother died, I separated from my ex-husband, and I had to face the prospect of not having children. Since then, over the past six years, I have read and studied countless articles and books on loneliness and interviewed people from all over the world – primarily from the Middle East, South Asia, and Europe. I quarrelled with myself on how personal I wanted this book to be; while it is not a self-help book, I realised relatively early on that I could not write a book about solitude and loneliness without including my own experiences. It was a continuous inner – sometimes more rational, sometimes more emotional – struggle on how open and honest I wanted to be in writing about my very personal and intimate experiences of loneliness. I knew that in opening up about my own experiences, I could make myself very vulnerable. In the end, I sought a balance of subjectivity and objectivity, and of biographical, social and political aspects.


The interviews


The interviewees provided a critical complement to my own story and ensured that the arguments were developed through reflection on multiple experiences, not just my own. The multi-layered, complex and sometimes highly contradictory ways people in Western and non-Western cultures think, discuss and write about solitude and loneliness became clear to me only once I started writing.


In 2017, 2018 and 2020, I made an open call on Facebook inviting people to talk to me about their experience of loneliness and solitude. More than 150 people took up the offer. Of those people, I knew a little over a quarter of them personally; the others heard about the invitation from friends and acquaintances. At the time of their interview, the oldest interviewee was 89 years old, the youngest 16 years old. Interviewees came from Europe, South Asia, Latin America, West Africa and the Middle East. Additionally, I had the opportunity to meet and interview more than 40 so-called “war grandchildren” primarily from Germany and Austria.2 During the different COVID-related lockdowns and shutdowns in spring 2020, I interviewed interested individuals mainly from Germany, Switzerland, Great Britain and Syria. My international consultancy and capacity-building work for local and international peace and development organisations in the global South also allowed me to observe and explore locally driven understandings of loneliness within specific cultural settings.


I conducted semi-structured interviews in German, English and French. Most were fully transcribed and anonymised. The interviews took place in person, online (via Skype, Zoom, WhatsApp and Facetime) and by telephone. A small number of interviewees preferred to send their answers to my questions in writing. Overwhelmingly, though, I found many people had a great desire – a need in some sense – to talk and exchange directly. While I cannot claim these interviews to be representative, the number and diversity of respondents allowed me to build a fairly comprehensive picture of how and why solitude and loneliness is experienced; helped me to sharpen my ideas on the subject; and enabled me to formulate the core theses of this book.





1 Collective care is showing solidarity for vulnerable people without them having to ask for support. As opposed to the concept of self-care, it stresses the need to look at the social, economic and psychological factors that affect people’s wellbeing, and to consider care as a responsibility of communities.


2 The so-called war grandchildren define the children of parents who were born during or shortly after Holocaust and the Second World War: They were often born in the early or mid-1960s to the early 1970s and were not directly affected by the war events that led to the trauma of their grandparents or parents. Yet these war grandchildren report feeling an “emptiness”, suffer from the silencing of the past, and start asking questions about the untold or hidden past. While similar characteristics apply to other countries affected by the Holocaust and Second World War and in fact any post-war context, most of the research and documentation has been so far focused on the German and Israeli context.


3 See www.corechange.ch.





Terms and definitions4



For many people – perhaps also for you – being alone and lonely superficially describe the same emotional states of mind. Many people seem to feel lonely as soon as they are alone, or the longer they are alone – without friends, acquaintances, family or a familiar environment. The terms are often used interchangeably in everyday language.


Yet solitude and loneliness describe different personal and social phenomena. Someone who is alone does not automatically feel lonely, and feeling lonely does not necessarily mean that you are alone. Being alone describes the objective fact that one is physically alone – in other words, without others. Loneliness, on the other hand, refers to a subjective state of mind or an emotion, which is present for some people when they are physically alone and/or feel unseen or unrecognised by friends, colleagues or the wider social community.


At the same time – and my interviews with people from very different social contexts and cultures underline this – people who live alone for a long time are typically more inclined to feel lonely. In most non-Western cultures, including in Asia and the Middle East, the two terms are conflated. One is alone and lonely when one is not with others. For example, in the vernaculars of Turkish, Kurdish, Hindi and Urdu, solitude and loneliness are often used as synonyms. In contrast, interviewees from the global North emphasised solitude as an everyday situation which they can choose voluntarily and in a self-determined manner – a situation which allows them to look after themselves and to “do their thing”, as one interviewee put it.


Indeed, being alone can be pleasurable and enjoyable – human beings by nature not only seek companionship and relationships, but also independence, peace and quiet. The Norwegian Philosopher Lars Svendsen (2017: 245) suggests that: “In loneliness, one is alone with oneself, while in solitude, one is together with oneself”.


Only a handful of interviewees indicated to me that they truly and fully enjoyed being alone for longer periods of time, or proactively chose to be alone on a regular basis. I discuss the extent to which cultural and gender differences influence and shape the experiences of loneliness and solitude in chapter five.


Irrespective of the cultural context, research shows how difficult it is to agree upon a clear definition of loneliness. As loneliness is a subjective emotion, each of us has a different understanding of exactly how it feels. Most research on loneliness in Europe and the USA has focussed on the subjective understanding and feelings of loneliness and social connectedness (see, for example, Cacioppo and Patrick 2008).


What struck me about the interviews that I conducted for this book is that loneliness for everyone interviewed – irrespective of their cultural background, gender or age – is entirely associated with negative feelings. Most interviewees understood loneliness as an involuntary and alienating form of disconnectedness and isolation. For many, it was associated with suffering (both physically and psychologically) – fatigue, heavy mood swings, emotional numbness or emptiness, disorientation, nervousness, sadness, deep melancholy and depression. Loneliness meant not being connected to the world and the social environment and, for many, being unloved and not feeling whole or complete. For whatever reason, the personal human needs for social closeness, connectedness, communication and exchange are not being met.


For many German-speaking interviewees, the concept of mutter-seelenallein (which literally translates to “mother-soul-alone”) encapsulated the fundamental sense of loneliness: an individual does not manage to activate and nurture friendships over a longer time period and is not able to get themself out of this “all alone” state, so starts to feel lonely. The last point stresses the importance of time: loneliness is a perceived feeling or mental state that lasts for a protracted period of time.


American psychologist and loneliness researcher John Cacioppo showed in several studies that people who feel lonely find it difficult to motivate themselves, to concentrate, and to be creative; they also give up faster while seeking solutions to problems (see Cacioppo and Patrick 2008). Research has also showed that people who feel lonely on a regular basis often harbour a general mistrust and fear of other people, which in turn creates difficulties in making or maintaining social contacts. New but often unsatisfactory social contacts further fuel and amplify this behaviour. Lonely people quickly find themselves in a vicious circle which is difficult to escape from, not least because their strategies for coping with loneliness often mutually influence and reinforce each other (see Ernst and Cacioppo 1998). The story of a 40-year-old teacher that I spoke to illustrates this point:


After my husband left me, I withdrew from all of my social contacts and wanted to be alone. I quickly realised that this was not actually good for me as my thoughts were just circulating around my ex-partner .... The separation has hit me hard and lowered my self-confidence and self-esteem – I felt very hurt, helpless and exploited. I may not have had a great deal of self-confidence even before the relationship. The separation has definitely pulled me down further ... For me it was very hard to approach new people, also because I felt hurt ... and to be honest, I felt very lonely. I met new people, also new potential partners – but most contacts let me feel even lonelier and very sad as they did not seem to promise what I was looking for. When I was transferred to a new school, I felt even lonelier.


A number of studies have proved what may seem counterintuitive: loneliness may well increase with the number of friends and acquaintances you have. People who have more friends than they actually need – or ideally aspire to – feel lonelier than people with fewer friends (see Russell et al. 2012).5


Chronic loneliness can develop into an extreme and pathological form of social isolation reflected in the total absence of social contacts. Isolation and loneliness correlate but are not the same. Isolation expresses the total absence of any social contact or connectedness – the lack of social contact is real and can be observed objectively and is subjectively perceived as such. Loneliness can occur when someone objectively has many friends, but they experience those relationships as unsatisfying or unful-filling.


As I understand the terms, then, being alone and lonely constitute personal processes of separation from others that may take place consciously or unconsciously, and voluntarily or involuntarily. Conscious and voluntary forms of solitude occur when, for example, one deliberately chooses to travel alone or live as a single person. Being alone can also come about involuntarily; for example, when one is forced to move to a new city or another country for work leaving friends or family behind, or when a loved one dies.


In contrast to being alone, being lonely has a different emotional quality. Being lonely means that the subjective need and deep longing for emotional or mental connectedness cannot be satisfied. It creates a mental-emotional vacuum and a strong sense of disconnectedness. Loneliness thus describes the subjective discrepancy between the desired and actual existing forms of connection, closeness and fulfilment. This difference involves the lack of (emotional and mental) connection to oneself and to others. And it also speaks to both the quantity of contacts and their quality – in other words, the closeness and intensity of a social relationship and the relationship with oneself. We may have many friends and acquaintances and be in a relationship, but if these social encounters do not give us the desired emotional resonance, connection and commitment, we feel lonely. If we feel we are not in tune with ourselves and our values, but are instead driven by other people’s agendas, we may feel lonely.


I do not automatically associate states of solitude and loneliness with positive or negative feelings. Much more important, it seems to me, is how we – both as individuals and societies – deal with both states and processes. Let me illustrate this by reflecting on an event which took place three years ago in Spain. I had gone to Barcelona, one of my favourite cities, to write parts of my book. I had a life-threatening accident and had to be operated on immediately – in a country and a city where, apart from a good working colleague, I did not know anybody and hardly spoke the language. The time I spent alone and lonely in the hospital helped me to experience and understand family relationships in my life differently with a new emotional quality. I learned (similar to a Buddhist understanding) that physical pain and emotional vulnerability can help you to develop greater clarity about emotionally difficult relationships and personal priorities. I am not an advocate for pain in the sense of ‘only through unavoidable pain will we change’, but I do believe that emotionally challenging moments can help us to make needs and personal boundaries much more tangible – and even clearer than when you are in emotionally stable phases of your life. In these stable and comfortable moments, many of us avoid confronting toxic relationships by sidestepping them or by distracting ourselves. However, being alone and lonely in Barcelona allowed me to draw clear boundaries and create a necessary distance from toxic family dynamics which I would not have dared to make before the accident.
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