

[image: ]



From the Abyss of Loneliness to the Bliss of Solitude



From the Abyss of Loneliness to the Bliss of Solitude

Cultural, Social and Psychoanalytic Perspectives

Edited by

Aleksandar Dimitrijević and Michael B. Buchholz

[image: ]


First published in 2022 by

Phoenix Publishing House Ltd

62 Bucknell Road

Bicester

Oxfordshire OX26 2DS

Copyright © 2022 to Aleksandar Dimitrijević and Michael B. Buchholz for the edited collection, and to the individual authors for their contributions.

Cover image: Tresor by Eleni Paltoglou-Blümel. Reprinted with the kind permission of the artist.

The rights of the contributors to be identified as the authors of this work have been asserted in accordance with §§ 77 and 78 of the Copyright Design and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

The publisher has endeavoured to obtain all of the copyrights for the illustrations. Notwithstanding, if unintentionally there are any outstanding claims from a copyright holder can they please contact the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A C.I.P. for this book is available from the British Library

Paperback ISBN-13: 978-1-80013-109-5

Typeset by Medlar Publishing Solutions Pvt Ltd, India

[image: ]

www.firingthemind.com



Acknowledgements

This book about loneliness was finished in a mere eleven months. What is far more important is that working on it did not include a single trace of loneliness. Not only have the two of us met regularly and worked in good humour and providing inspiring feedback and support to one another, but the same was the spirit of our exchange with many people we would like to thank here explicitly.

Jay Frankel and Salman Akhtar were the first with whom we discussed the project and individual ideas, and they provided many important recommendations and suggestions. James Anderson also helped with fruitful ideas.

Before the actual beginning, Carolina Gehrke Gus, then still a student-assistant, helped us with initial literature searches, organisation of databases, and useful suggestions.

From the very first meeting, we felt Kate Pearce understood our project, and throughout our working process, she kept showing extraordinary flexibility and support, always having the quality of the book as her first priority. We could not have wished for a better publisher.

We are, naturally, most thankful to our contributors, who granted us their years of experience, knowledge, time, and patience in dealing with our requests for revisions. Some of them are also old friends, and we are particularly happy to have made new ones while thinking together.

Alma Schlegel, also a student-assistant, read all the accepted versions, formatted reference lists, and pointed out the passages that could have been written more clearly.

Throughout it all, we were also supported by a host of invisible friends who are not mentioned anywhere in the book: Rembrandt, Aby Warburg, A. C. Bradley, Mikhail Bulgakov, Miroslav Timotijević, Herbert Stein …

To all of them, our most sincere thanks.



About the editors and contributors

Editors

Michael B. Buchholz is professor of social psychology at International Psychoanalytic University (IPU), Berlin (Germany). He is a psychologist and social scientist and a fully trained psychoanalyst. He is head of the doctorate programme at IPU and chair of the social psychology department. He has published more than twenty books and more than 350 scientific papers on topics like analysis of therapeutic metaphors and therapeutic conversation, including supervisory process, and he has contributed to psychoanalytic treatment technique, theory, and history. He has conducted conversation analysis studies on group therapy with sexual offenders, about therapeutic “contact scenarios” and on therapeutic empathy. His actual interests are the study of therapeutic talk-in-interaction using conversation analysis. Together with Anssi Peräkylä (Helsinki) he is editing a “Frontiers in psychology” research topic “Talking and Cure—What’s really going on in psychotherapy”.

Aleksandar Dimitrijević, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and psychoanalyst. He works as a lecturer at the International Psychoanalytic University and in private practice in Berlin. He has given lectures, seminars, university courses, and conference presentations throughout Europe and in the US. He is author of many conceptual and empirical papers about attachment theory and research, psychoanalytic education, and psychoanalysis and the arts, some of which have been translated into German, Hungarian, Italian, Slovenian, Spanish, and Turkish. He has also edited or co-edited eleven books or special journal issues, the most recent of which are Ferenczi’s Influence on Contemporary Psychoanalytic Traditions (with Gabriele Cassullo and Jay Frankel, 2018) and Silence and Silencing in Psychoanalysis (with Michael B. Buchholz, 2020).

Contributors

Dominic Angeloch, Priv.-Doz. Dr. phil., is managing editor of the German monthly psychoanalytic journal Psyche and lecturer in comparative literature at the Goethe-University, Frankfurt am Main, Germany. He studied philosophy, Romance languages, and general and comparative literature in Heidelberg, Paris, and Berlin. He gained his doctorate with a thesis on the methodology of psychoanalytic aesthetics and Gustave Flaubert at the LMU, Munich: “Die Beziehungzwischen Text und Leser. Grundlagen und Methodik psychoanalytischen Lesens. Mit einer Lektüre von Flauberts ‘Éducation sentimentale’” (Gießen 2014). His habilitation was on “Experience and Poetics of Knowledge. On Conditions of the Transformation of Experience into Literature and of Literature into Experience in Wilfred Bion and George Orwell” at Goethe-University, Frankfurt (2020). The first of two books out of this context appears in March 2022: Die Wahrheit Schreiben. George Orwell: Entwicklung und Methode seines Erzählens (Edition Tiamat, Berlin). For a list of publications and activities see: https://uni-frankfurt.de/85325555/PD_Dr__Dominic_Angeloch.

Patrizia Arfelli, MD, is a child neuropsychiatrist, and an adolescent and child psychoanalytical psychotherapist, Tavistock trained. She worked as department head in the Inpatient Adolescent Division of the Child Neuropsychiatry Division of Turin University, where she received extensive experience working with suicidal patients. She was also a court consultant in cases of abused children, and was a lecturer at the Postgraduate School of Clinical Psychology, Turin University. She is currently a lecturer in child neuropsychiatry at the Department of Psychology, Aosta University. She translated into Italian Eric Rayner’s The Independent Mind in British Psychoanalysis, and The Inner World and Joan Riviere edited by Athol Hughes. She works in private practice with children, adolescents, and parents, and is particularly interested in traumatised and deprived patients and in adoptive children and families.

Charles Ashbach, PhD, is a clinical psychologist in private practice in the Philadelphia area. He is a founding faculty member of the International Psychotherapy Institute (IPI) and director of the IPI Philadelphia affiliate, Philadelphia Psychotherapy Study Center (PPSC). He is co-author of the book Object Relations, the Self and the Group as well as co-author of Suffering and Sacrifice in the Clinical Encounter. His interests include the reworking of the concept of narcissism, the psychoanalytic study of war, and the problem of intense resistance.

Manfred E. Beutel is director of the Department of Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy at the University Medical Center Mainz (since 2004), including the postgraduate training programme for psychodynamic psychotherapy (since 2010). His main research interests include psychotherapy research, psycho-oncology, and determinants of health and illness in the general population.

Elmar Brähler is scientific advisor at the Department of Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy at the University Medical Center Mainz (since 2013). Earlier he was director of the Department of Medical Psychology and Sociology at the University of Leipzig. Some of his main research areas are psychodiagnostics and gender-specific and social aspects of health and illness.

Jagna Brudzińska is professor of philosophy at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Polish Academy of Sciences where she is head of the Research Group “Philosophical Anthropology and Social Philosophy”. At the Husserl-Archive of the University of Cologne she is research fellow and editor of the critical edition of Edmund Husserl’s last work, Experience and Judgment, for the book series Husserliana. Her main research fields are Husserlian phenomenology, modern theory of subjectivity, theoretical psychology, psychoanalysis, and social theory. She is author of: Bi-Valenz der Erfahrung. Assoziation, Imaginäres und Trieb in der Genesis der Subjektivität bei Husserl und Freud (Springer, 2019); co-editor of Founding Psychoanalysis Phenomenologically. Phenomenological Theory of Subjectivity and the Psychoanalytical Experience (Springer, 2011), and author of numerous articles. She is also a professional psychologist working in the area of psychoanalysis and qualitative research.

Lesley Caldwell is a psychoanalyst of the BPA in private practice in London. She is honorary professor in the Psychoanalysis Unit at University College London where she has taught and supervised on master’s and doctoral programmes and from 2010 to 2016 coordinated the unit’s interdisciplinary programme. With Helen Taylor Robinson, she is joint general editor of The Collected Works of D. W. Winnicott (OUP, 2016) and is responsible for the more than one hundred extra entries added to the online edition of the CW and freely available as Volume 12 on the OUP website. Her most recent publications address the body, analytic communication and silence, and transitionality.

Karin Dannecker, Prof. Dr. phil. habil., director of the art therapy MA programme at the Weißensee Kunsthochschule, Berlin. She works clinically as art therapist with psychiatric and psychosomatic patients. She has researched and published about the efficacy of art therapy. Her books include Kunst, Symbol und Seele (Peter Lang, 2015, 4th edition), Psyche und Ästhetik. Die Transformationen der Kunsttherapie (Medizinisch Wissenschaftliche Verlagsgesellschaft, 2021, 4th edition). She is the editor of Internationale Perspektiven der Kunsttherapie (Nausner & Nausner, 2003); Art Therapies and New Challenges in Psychiatry (Routledge, 2018); co-editor of Kunst Außenseiter Kunst (together with Wolfram Voigtländer) (Kunsthochschule Weißensee, 2011), Warum Kunst? (together with Uwe Herrmann) (Medizinisch Wissenschaftliche Verlagsgesellschaft, 2017).

Mareike Ernst is a research psychologist at the Department of Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy at the University Medical Center Mainz and principal investigator of the project TASC (“Together against suicidal ideation and behavior in cancer patients”). She is also a psychodynamic psychotherapist in training. Her main research areas are early adversity, psychooncology, psychotherapy research, and suicide prevention.

Jay Frankel, PhD, is an adjunct clinical associate professor, and clinical consultant, in the New York University Postdoctoral Program in Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis; associate editor, and previously executive editor, of the journal Psychoanalytic Dialogues; co-author (with Neil Altman, Richard Briggs, Daniel Gensler, and Pasqual Pantone) of Relational Child Psychotherapy (Other Press, 2002); co-editor (with Aleksandar Dimitrijević and Gabriele Cassullo) of Ferenczi’s Influence on Contemporary Psychoanalytic Traditions (Routledge, 2018); and author of three dozen journal articles and book chapters, and numerous conference presentations, on topics including the work of Sándor Ferenczi, trauma, identification with the aggressor, authoritarianism and mass submission to authority, the analytic relationship, play as inherent to the therapy process, child psychotherapy, relational psychoanalysis, and others.

Gail A. Hornstein is professor emerita of psychology at Mount Holyoke College, Massachusetts, USA. Her research centres on the contemporary history and practices of psychology, psychiatry, and psychoanalysis, and her articles and opinion pieces have appeared in many scholarly and popular publications. She is author of two books: To Redeem One Person Is to Redeem the World: The Life of Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, which questions standard assumptions about treatment through the story of a pioneering psychiatrist, and Agnes’s Jacket: A Psychologist’s Search for the Meanings of Madness, which shows how the insights of people diagnosed with psychosis can challenge fundamental assumptions about mental health, community, and human experience. Her Bibliography of First-Person Narratives of Madness in English, now in its fifth edition with more than 1,000 titles, is used internationally by educators, clinicians, and peer organisations. She directs the Hearing Voices Research Project (a national research and training effort in the US, supported by the Foundation for Excellence in Mental Health Care), and speaks widely about mental health issues across the US, UK, and Europe.

Colum Kenny, BCL, PhD, is a barrister and professor emeritus at Dublin City University, where he developed a module in belief and communication. During 2020 he created the website earthact.ie, a resource for self-starting climate groups. He has been a member of the Irish broadcasting regulator and a founding board member of the EU Media Desk in Ireland, His books include Moments that Changed Us: Ireland after 1973 (Gill & Macmillan, Dublin, 2005) and The Power of Silence: Silent Communication in Daily Life (Karnac, London, 2011, & Geulnurim, Seoul, 2016).

Eva M. Klein, PhD, is a psychoanalytic psychotherapist and research psychologist, and a Post-Doc in the DFG research training group “Life Sciences—Life writing” at the University Medical Center Mainz. Her main research areas of interest are migration and mental health, the role of recalled childhood experiences in psychopathology, and the psychometric evaluation of questionnaires in the general population.

Helga de la Motte-Haber, who studied psychology and later musicology, gained a doctorate at the University of Hamburg. From 1972 to 1978 she held a professorship at the Pädagogische Hochschule in Cologne, and from 1978 to 2004 at the Technische Universität, Berlin. In 2005 she was honorary professor of the University of Music in Hannover. In 1983 she founded the German Society of Psychology of Music. In 2015 she was awarded an honorary doctorate by the Hochschule für Musik und Darstellenden Kunst. She has written books on the psychology of music, sound art, and the music of the twentieth century.

Gamze Özçürümez Bilgili is a psychiatrist and a psychoanalytic psychotherapist. She is a professor and head of the Department of Psychiatry at Başkent University Faculty of Medicine, and guest lecturer at International Psychoanalytic University, Berlin. She is past secretary general of the Psychiatric Association of Turkey (2011–2013). She has been in training at Istanbul Psychoanalytic Association since 2013, and a member of Istanbul Psychoanalytic Association and Ankara Contemporary Psychoanalytic Psychotherapies Association. Her main fields of research and publication are psychoanalytic psychotherapy, psychoanalytic theory and literature, psychosomatics, trauma, mood disorders, refugee mental health, and consultation liaison psychiatry.

Inge Seiffge-Krenke is professor of developmental psychology and has worked at several German and international universities. Her research interests include stress, coping, relationship development, identity, and psychopathology. She was the head of several international studies on these topics that took place in twenty-one countries. Trained as a psychoanalyst for children, adolescents, and adults, and working in diverse in- and outpatient institutions, it is particularly important for her to integrate developmental and clinical perspectives in her research.

Peter Shabad, PhD, is clinical associate professor in the Department of Psychiatry at Northwestern University Medical School. He is on the faculty of the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis and the core faculty of the Chicago Center for Psychoanalysis (CCP). He is an associate editor at Psychoanalytic Dialogues. Dr Shabad is co-editor of The Problem of Loss and Mourning: Psychoanalytic Perspectives (IUP, 1989) and is the author of Despair and the Return of Hope: Echoes of Mourning in Psychotherapy (Aronson, 2001). Dr Shabad is currently working on a new book entitled Seizing the Vital Moment: Passion, Shame, and Mourning, to be published by Routledge. He is the author of numerous papers and book chapters on diverse topics such as the psychological implications of death, loss and mourning, giving and receiving, shame, parental envy, resentment, spite, and regret. Dr Shabad has a private practice in Chicago in psychoanalysis and psychoanalytic therapy.




Editors’ introduction

Loneliness is one of a handful of phenomena experienced by everyone and the cause of a host of troubles in everyday lives of millions of people around the globe. It is undeniably connected to emotional pain, social maladjustment, health conditions, especially cardiovascular, and life expectancy—all in the negative. Orphanages from Communist Romania have proven, hopefully for the last time, that growing up in social isolation has disastrous consequences for children’s development, both cognitive and emotional. A Harvard-based study (Waldinger, 2015) that followed subjects from early childhood into their mid-eighties found that the best predictor of happiness in old age was the quality and richness of social life in middle age.

It is an uncanny coincidence that this book was co-edited and written partly during the pandemic and lockdowns of 2020 and 2021. So many people suffered from loneliness, while others enjoyed their solitude, and many epidemiological studies were published about the ways the pandemic increased the experience of this tormenting mental state. Although loneliness has always been here and bothered many individuals, it now came to the foreground and it seems everyone became aware of its importance.

Aristotle, and John Bowlby, and everyone in between, had the same attitude towards the issue of loneliness: that it is against human nature, dangerous, tolerable only by a select few. We often feel that it is a form of punishment and develop strategies to avoid it; countless works of art are devoted to describing how it changes us. We must not forget, however, all those creative spirits who search for temporary aloneness that will provide a setting for concentration and dedication. Be it an ascetic attempt to control the body and purify the soul or the scientific or artistic absorption by the newest inspiration, many have felt that only inner solitude and social isolation can provide the subtlest and most fragile concentration necessary for bringing the work to fruition. Solitude also has the aura of a state not many people are capable of attaining, and they are, probably at the same time, revered and envied. We do not really know how to develop it, despite many religious and spiritual approaches that have spent centuries in refining effective yet cautious approaches to it. And it seems particularly under threat now, when our everyday lives are bombarded by countless messages and superficial contacts.

Psychoanalytic consulting rooms are equally full of loneliness as the world around them is, if not even more. Psychoanalysts listen about the pain of loneliness every day and are offering themselves as “companions in solitude” to help their patients learn how to use their alone time in the most beneficial way. There is a widespread belief that loneliness is the most fundamental problem every mental health patient suffers from, although its manifestations may differ. At least three classical psychoanalytic papers were devoted to loneliness, yet they were all written in the late 1950s. Is there anything contemporary psychoanalysis can add to this?

Sadly, psychoanalysts write very little about loneliness and even less about solitude. It is an interesting phenomenon that Freud barely mentioned loneliness, and many dictionaries of psychoanalysis do not have entries for either loneliness or solitude. In the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis (Mijolla, 2005), we, surprisingly, found not more than ten mentions of “loneliness”, but not a separate entry, and the situation is similar in Salman Akhtar’s Comprehensive Dictionary of Psychoanalysis (2009). Both concepts are also barely present on the PEP-Web when one looks for papers explicitly focused on them, although it is more frequently mentioned: “There are few publications that are dedicated to studying loneliness but it remains a powerful descriptor in our literature” (Lynch, 2013, p. xv).

Two collections of psychoanalytic essays were published in the last ten years, Loneliness and Longing: Conscious and Unconscious Aspects from 2012, edited by Willock et al., and Encounters with Loneliness: Only The Lonely from 2013, edited by Richards et al. At the time of writing this text, they were quoted eight times each. We believe this is not a consequence of the quality of these two books, as they both offer inspiring insights, but of the surprising lack of interest among the potential audience.

This is particularly strange given that we have recently become aware that loneliness can also plague analysts, who might try to avoid it through overworking, abuse, or self-harm. To the best of our knowledge, Freud never described himself as lonely. But psychoanalysts of subsequent generations described their place behind the couch as lonely (Buechler, 1998, 2012; Greene & Kaplan, 1978; Schafer, 1995). Four chapters of the Encounters with Loneliness book are devoted to the psychoanalytic training process (pp. 159–219), and three chapters of Loneliness and Longing to the traumatised analyst’s loneliness (pp. 175–209). Even more striking are the findings by Sharon Klayman Farber, who interviewed a large number of psychotherapists only to find that

practicing psychotherapy can impede one’s ability to form healthy, fulfilling personal relationships when the relationships with one’s own patients [become] the sole source of fulfilling relationships … more prone to mental illness, substance abuse, sexual actingout, and suicide. (2017, p. 37)

It is difficult to believe that psychotherapists are not alarmed by this and are not looking for solutions. Another problem is parochialism. Both the above-mentioned collections of essays by large groups of psychoanalysts (2012, 2013) take into account almost no research data about loneliness. In the same vein, the comprehensive Handbook of Solitude (Coplan & Bowker, 2014) includes only one chapter about psychoanalysis (Galanaki, 2014) with hardly any references to contemporary trends, and the most important loneliness researcher does not even mention psychoanalysis in a book of more than 300 pages (Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008). At the same time, the most prominent loneliness scholar is a philosopher (Mijuskovic, 2019), and a branch of philosophical analysis focused on aloneness, named monoseology, is being developed (Domeracki, 2020).

We thus hope to offer a comprehensive treatise of loneliness and solitude, firmly founded in cultural and philosophical contemplations, always consulting epidemiological, developmental, social, and neuroscience research, while retaining a clinical psychoanalytic focus. To achieve that, we tried to provide answers to five questions, which we will summarise here.

What loneliness, what solitude?

One question comes to the fore at the very opening: Is loneliness a psychological phenomenon or an effect (and if so, of what)? Can you avoid loneliness or is it an anthropological condition, impossible to escape (Pohlmann, 2011)? And does loneliness exist in nature, independent of humans?

Many different terms are used when it comes to this topic and throughout this book: aloneness, loneliness, solitude, isolation, withdrawal, seclusion, privacy—these are only some of them. We would like to begin by disentangling them. Luckily, in English, that is not a demanding task, as different terms exist for different states.

The term aloneness means that someone is, temporarily or permanently, isolated from other people and does not have anyone to communicate with at that moment. This is a factual and psychological category and does not say anything about possible emotional reactions or wishes to change that situation.

Loneliness is not the state of being alone, though it is often mistaken as such. It is a painful feeling of estrangement or social separation from meaningful others; an emotional lack that concerns a person’s place in the world. Although these two states frequently overlap, one can be alone and feel no pain about it or experience utter loneliness while surrounded by people.

At the opposite end, solitude is aloneness sought, sometimes even planned and desired, so that one can devote oneself to union with nature, creative activity, or religious ecstasy. The same person can experience aloneness one time as painful (loneliness) and another time as blissful (solitude).

Why loneliness, why solitude?

The first reason to study loneliness and its effects is that it is a widespread, almost universal phenomenon and source of suffering. Recently, even governments have realised that loneliness is a problem they have to try to solve. In the UK, two years before the pandemic, in 2018, a Ministry of Loneliness was established, only a couple of decades after Margaret Thatcher brought forward the idea that “there’s no such thing as society”, when only self-interest seemed to count, and the “self-against-society” configuration became prominent. Indeed, people living in more individualistic societies report that they experience higher levels of loneliness (Barreto et al., 2021).

The “quantity” goes hand in hand with “quality”—loneliness is painful, difficult to endure, exhausting, both psychologically and physiologically. We now have a very clear picture of its disastrous effects on somatic health (and one chapter of this book is devoted to that) and it has long been obvious that loneliness can be both an important cause and a common consequence of mental disorders. Again, policymakers have to do something about this because loneliness turns out to be very costly if you count the number of work absences, hospitals days, or indeed mortality rates. Many questions open for researchers as well, like what is the reason for loneliness to be so harmful, or how come human kind still has not developed better ways to prevent all this turmoil?

The situation with solitude is, one more time, completely the opposite, in that it is scarce, cherished, and might be instrumental for personality development and creativity. Despite all this, it is not understood nearly well enough and it is even more rarely supported. We can only hypothesise, but it seems that learning how to “guard” one’s own and other people’s solitude would bring abundant fruit.

Where loneliness, where solitude?

It is also interesting that loneliness can have clear spatial and temporal boundaries. Prisons, for example, are institutions where social isolation, to the level of solitary cells, is used as a form of punishment. And even when some forms of social bond are developed between prisoners, the feelings of loneliness are pervasive, together with shame, alienation, and humiliation. The reasons for this are obvious—this form of aloneness is almost never chosen, there is always an element of coercion in coming to prisons and staying there until “the end of time”. The most horrifying examples of this are certainly the Nazi concentration camps and Soviet Gulags, both described by many survivors. The case can be frighteningly similar with psychiatric asylums, as many have witnessed since the memoirs, studies, or novels by the likes of Artaud, Goffman, and Ken Kessey; foster homes, especially for children who are repeatedly forced to move from one to the other; boarding schools, which are believed to cause a specific psychiatric syndrome; migrants in a queue before the administration opens in an early morning hour. Although some people join monasteries, military barracks, or refugee camps voluntarily, not only are some forced to do so but also long-term stays in any of them may lead to chronic isolation and loneliness. There are also unexpected places of loneliness, like hotel rooms, where touring actors and singers, especially after long applauses and feelings of narcissistic fulfilment, have to face empty and impersonal spaces again and again.

At many places of loneliness, the greatest torment is described as not being able or allowed to experience solitude, never having any privacy in the constant presence of unknown others. A recommendation related to this was made couple of decades ago (Deleuze, 1993, p. 188): the problem is not to make people talk, but to provide them with empty spaces of solitude and silence from which they would finally have something to say. The powers of oppression do not prevent people from talking; on the contrary, they force them to do so. But all of a sudden there is so much talking that no one listens and no one knows what to say. An actual therapeutic task for our age could be named—hearing silencing.

There are, however, places of solitude as well. The most readily available is (still) nature, which many use as a retreat, no matter their underlying idea. Stillness, quiet, silence, absence of people and human products—all of this can have recuperating effects on us. Others choose monasteries or other religious institutions to look for a moment of solitude in their search for God or the divine, spiritual, transcendent. And in every hectic and noisy large city, we can nowadays finds many artists’ ateliers and scientists’ labs, where people isolate even from the beloved ones to be able to focus all their energy on creative work. As a rule, these places have special emotional value because they bear reminders of some valued moments or hopes of their repetition.

What may seem paradoxical is that some of the most relevant places of loneliness today are the internet and social media. The “social” media destruction of human networks produces the loneliness against which social media seem to be the cure. A recent study (Guntuku et al., 2019) compared Twitter messages of 6202 users using the word “lonely” or “alone” with another group of messages matched by age and gender, but without these words. Linguistic analyses were applied to compare both groups with respect to language markers of mental health and whether these markers could predict the frequency of words like “loneliness” and “alone”. Using these words indicated eating or sleep disorders, psychosomatic symptoms, and, more generally, open exchange of interpersonal difficulties; correlations between such disorders and the “loneliness”-vocabulary was high.

When loneliness, when solitude?

Does loneliness have a history? Yes, it does, and even twofold—cultural and personal.

Historic changes started during the Early Modern Age, when the focus on personal, private, solitary grew very quickly, particularly through self-portraits, autobiographies, and soliloquies, but also due to the development of sciences, transportation, and large cities. Western societies are said to favour what has been called (political) individualism (Macpherson, 1962); they developed a language for loneliness which frames this new emotional state (Alberti, 2019). Today, we realise that loneliness can be understood by referring to “individualism” only insufficiently.1 Individualism also came with a high price. Two centuries were guided by unrestrained exploitation of nature. Epistemic separations of subject and object, established in Europe since the mid-seventeenth century can no longer be used as sharply, and today we gradually realise that this configuration included a “self against the natural world” and we have academic voices that allow us to think of nature as an actor (Latour & Schwibs, 2018).

As this kind of alarm cries have been raised over several years (Latour & Schwibs, 2018), a similar kind of reasoning is produced by psychoanalytic authors (Bollas, 2021; Lemma, 2005) who include in their subtle psychological considerations a rich perception and attentiveness towards political fights and societal changes influencing patients deeply although they are hardly aware of it. One of the created distinctions is the difference between “being seen or being watched” (Lemma, 2009). The wish to be seen meant to be recognised, to be made real in the perceiving eye of a loving person, and psychoanalysts learned from Heinz Kohut the importance of small children’s deep desire “to be seen” and to see the gleam in the eye of the mother when she perceives her child. The word “mother”, then, served as a substitute for a small social world in which even older children, adolescents, and adults want to be “seen” in order to realise a contact. The idea is that people are endowed with a kind of sensory membrane (Berardi, 2011), which is set in vibration by others’ gazes (and other forms of exchange) that cannot be expressed in words.2

Contemporary social media extended the possibilities of communication in a hitherto completely unknown way, but they cannot replace the role and function of the significant other. They replace “seeing” by “watching”—but all too often by persons completely anonymous. The “significant other”, a central term of the early social interaction theory (G. H. Mead, 1932) was considered the constituent of individuality. It had a forerunner under the poetic name of a “soulmate” or a “companion” (Braten, 2013), someone to be found complementing one’s own incompleteness. This metaphor of completing one’s self has traces in distant history. It meant the coherent fitting of soul, body, and state, and can be found in the myth by Aristophanes as retold in Plato’s Symposium. Man and woman in ancient times, Aristophanes tells us, formed a unit, so full of happiness and joy that the gods became envious and split this unit into two. We mention it here to show why “communication” alone excludes the “significant other” and leads to loneliness. “To communicate” has changed its meaning and is widely understood as delivering sheer information via digital media, while Latin communicare meant “to share” one’s presence with others.

It is also possible to think that the experience of loneliness changes with age in an individual’s life. Although we can never reach complete autonomy from others, it does seem that with time our dependent needs become less urgent or less a matter of life and death. In the beginning, another person regulates our hunger, warmth, cleanliness, as well as the state of our nascent self—or its very existence. This function then becomes internalised and turns into a progressively more mature capacity to enjoy time on one’s own (albeit in the presence of the invisible form of the other inside oneself). This is, however, a very optimistic (and perforce superficial) description of a process that can go awry at countless corners. Some children indeed grow up in overwhelming aloneness (which we usually call neglect). They can be in the physical presence of parents who are divorced, self-obsessed, depressed, drunk, work double shifts, or they are separated from parents partly or altogether. The consequence of this can be the lack of social skills necessary for sharing inner experiences with others (outward loneliness, as it were) and the incapacity to understand one’s own behaviour, choices, or decisions, which can result in a specific type of inner loneliness. Sometimes children invent a phantasy comrade in order to overcome the agony of being alone.

But loneliness can haunt us long after the childhood is over. The largest ever survey about loneliness (46,054 subjects from 237 countries—Barreto et al., 2021) found that it has its most painful effects on young men from individualistic countries and that it decreases with age. So it seems that young men lack some socio-emotional skills to establish bonds that prevent the feeling of isolation that most people acquire over time. Alternatively, it could be that by old age other people become less important and we turn to other priorities or preparations to die.3

Finally, loneliness may be more frequent or resonate more prominently at specific points of our lives. At the times of loss, we may miss the beloved intensely and lose hope that overcoming loneliness will ever be possible; while recovering from mental disorders, and especially if stigmatised, we may feel that no one can or indeed wants to understand us; in the cases of political persecution or silencing, victims may feel abandoned even by the one-time closest friends and be incapable of showing who they actually are.

How loneliness, how solitude?

The simplest illustration for a How-question is to think of people who feel lonely—and others have withdrawn from them. To understand them, we will use the so-called “P-theory” (Causadias, 2020), which focuses on the following four elements in order to better analyse culture:

–“People refer to population dynamics, social relations, and culture in groups, including families, communities, and nations” (Causadias, 2020, p. 315)

–As already discussed, there are places where loneliness is strongly experienced

–Participation rules widely determine one’s loneliness. In the evening outside a discotheque, the bouncers sort out who is allowed in and who is not; not observing a dress code leads to exclusion; people in certain neighbourhoods never get to have their children attend certain schools or universities

–Practices of imposition on young girls in a school class have been carefully described (Goodwin, 2006, pp. 223ff.). Coming from a certain neighbourhood and community engagement with lower socio-economic status are reasons enough for the feeling of loneliness to increase.

Among many possible examples, we will focus here on the so-called lone-wolf terrorists. The name of lone-wolf is an ideological right-wing invention to endow these people with an aura of heroism. However, researchers show that these people announce their deeds and more often than not communicate to their companions via the internet that they are on the way and express wonder that nobody reacts to their threats. School bombers behave similarly: they tend to show their weapons to classmates the day before the action, announce their deeds and talk via the internet. There is a strong impression that they all plead to be stopped.

Power is one of the core features in understanding how loneliness (and many other social phenomena) is produced. “Power is executed over people, in places, by practices” (Causadias, 2020, p. 318), and it defines human relationships in many direct and indirect ways, in fine-grained levels and a rich variety of frames, and often results in the production of (hidden) shame. When it comes to loneliness, the role of power has already been briefly mentioned here. The experience of aloneness crucially depends on whether it is voluntary or imposed. If I choose, or even better, organise it myself, it can be an enjoyable solitary time. But if others decide and enforce on me that I have to spend long or unlimited or unpredictable time in a camp, prison, asylum, I may try to protest and rebel but will most probably end up humiliated and lonely.

Treating loneliness, enhancing solitude?

What then can we offer those haunted by loneliness? And are there ways to support or protect solitude, in oneself and in others?

Can loneliness be cured like a malady or is it an overall human condition? Some strongly recommend to “do nothing” (Odell, 2019), to refrain from attention economy, to switch off your computer, not start a day with reading emails—and to regain the ability to observe bees in a garden, to hear the birds sing, to listen to the rain, to enjoy nature’s beauty and silence in a forest. Yes—but there are devastated and destroyed landscapes where no birds sing, and no raindrops fall. They are silent but this silence frightens us. No simple solutions and quick fixes were discovered throughout the history of human kind for a problem as complex as loneliness. Whatever stands opposite to loneliness—friendship, love, family, community, psychotherapy, you name it—are phenomena equally complex to understand and fragile to sustain in one’s actual social life.

The other consequence of the invention of modern loneliness, which was previously outlined here, is that in modern days even solitude is often understood in a medical fashion and has lost its positive connotation. And this includes treatment programmes. Today there are thousands of self-help books that promise to help readers find their special one; there are also numerous books, guides, and programmes set up to support lonely people in their search for love, and even suicide-pacts arranged by those who do not succeed (Alberti, 2019, p. 79). Practising psychotherapy today is confronted with the strong influence of such suicide-pacts offered in the “social” media. “Involuntary celibates” (INCELs) aggressively fight against the assumed injustice of being excluded from “access” to women they find attractive.

These five questions pose great challenges to scientists, practitioners, and actually everyone who faces loneliness or enjoys solitude. This book is an attempt to shed light on these multifaceted phenomena that are everywhere around us yet remain under-investigated. We hope that the following twenty chapters will contribute to their profound understanding, help the lonely, be it patients or analysts, become better able to voice their loneliness, and support those in search of solitude that may be instrumental in reaching new insights.
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1The Japanese example of Hikikomori (Teo et al., 2014)—young adolescents who stay for months or even years in their homes—shows that individualism is only one component on a path to understanding loneliness.

2Infant researchers named this “together-knowledge” (Braten, 2013, p. 158).

3Storr (1988, pp. 168–184) has noticed a specific form of solitude among creative persons in old age, which he calls “the third period”, when the works are 1) less concerned with communication, 2) unconventional in form, 3) show no need to convince, and are 4) “exploring remote areas of experience which are intrapersonal or suprapersonal rather than interpersonal”.



Part I

Philosophy and culture




Introduction to Part I

Aleksandar Dimitrijević

Loneliness and solitude long predate psychoanalysis, both as universal human experiences and as variously defined and approached concepts. Philosophers, poets, playwrights—so many people have written about loneliness that it can even be seen as a primary reason for writing. And this seems to have been the case all around the globe and in different epochs. Add to this all those unpublished—often using definitions hidden from everyone—diaries, journals, unsent letters, and tearful nights, unreciprocated passions, bodily aches, ascetic lives, neglectful childhoods (and so much more), and it will immediately become evident that everyone knows what loneliness is and wants to avoid, shorten, overcome, or suppress it. The trope is slightly different when it comes to solitude, which is often idealised and romanticised, but again always noted, discussed, revered, a cause of envy as much as adoration.

Not only have psychoanalysts been strangely silent about loneliness and solitude, but also their contributions are not solidly founded on these diverse traditions of “loneliness research” or narratives about it. For instance, the three seminal psychoanalytic papers about loneliness (see Chapters 15 and 16 of this volume) are all written without a single serious attempt to establish a dialogue with other approaches to the phenomenon. One is even tempted to think that all major problems of psychoanalytic theory stem from its chronic loneliness, even isolation.

This book opens, therefore, with several chapters that elucidate the history of our understanding of loneliness and provide context for the psychoanalytic ones. Our contributors dive into different sources of knowledge to bring back to us the pearls of insight about the bliss of solitude and the perils of loneliness. Be it philosophy, literature or film analysis, musicology, or epidemiology and neuroscience, the perspectives and information provided will prove invaluable for every future contemplation about loneliness.

The first section is titled “Philosophy and culture” and consists of four chapters. In the first one, Jagna Brudzinska uses her double expertise as a philosopher and psychoanalyst both to demonstrate the genealogy of philosophical interpretations of loneliness from Plato to St Augustin, from Jaspers to Husserl (who is the focus of her research and editorial activities), and to draw connections to the contemporary theories of intersubjectivity.

With his unprecedented reliability, Colum Kenny reviews numerous approaches to solitude in religious and ascetic traditions from different continents and historical periods. His apparent interest is in W. B. Yeats, but he elaborates on the risk of monastic isolation, the search for the middle way, and returns to the inspiring legacy of Thomas Merton.

Michael Buchholz is not only a seasoned clinical psychoanalyst but also a prolific social scientist and professor of social psychology. In his first chapter in this book, he focuses on a widely discussed and urgent problem of the (possible) psychological basis of terrorist acts. Because many perpetrators fit the popular image of a “lone wolf”, loneliness has often been seen as an actual cause of these homicidal (and often suicidal at the same time) acts. Buchholz here not only reviews different interpretations of this phenomenon, but also concludes with a list of possible ways to overcome this loneliness.

In the final chapter of this section, Aleksandar Dimitrijevic searches for the historical beginnings of the now widespread experiences of preserving a private self and solitude. With its large cities, social networks, and (forthcoming) sociable robots, contemporary Western society represents a paradox of the impossibility of finding solitude and the simultaneous haunting dread of loneliness. It may, thus, be difficult for us to imagine the world of the twelfth century when, as historians claim, solitude became possible for the first time, to become prominent only at the time of Montaigne, and reach its peak in Hamlet’s soliloquies.

These four chapters are planned to draw the most expansive horizon of “loneliness studies”. Building on it, the next section will portray some segments of artistic and literary representations of loneliness and solitude.




CHAPTER 1

The hidden sociality of the solitary subject: phenomenological and psychoanalytical reflections on loneliness

Jagna Brudzińska

Already with Socrates, Western philosophy reaches the insight that the path towards truth goes through loneliness. However, only in modernity the figure of solus ipse is claimed as the absolute measure of everything and every knowledge. The individual ego is burdened with the solitary exploration and explanation of the world and thereby faces sociality as an unsolved problem. In the twentieth century, both phenomenology and psychoanalysis achieve a re-evaluation. They discover the primary intersubjective structure of the ego. They observe that the ego is inhabited by others, even in its primary loneliness. On the one hand, phenomenology discovers the primary intersubjective structure of the ego and thereby overcomes the traditional singularity of the individual consciousness. On the other hand, psychoanalysis discloses such relationality even in the dimension of the unconscious. For both, the primary bodily condition of the human subject is crucial as a requirement for individualisation. My aim in this chapter is to clarify the phenomenon of loneliness in its constitutive relation to sociality.

In the following, I offer a philosophical perspective on the intimate interlocking between loneliness and sociality. In order to come closer to this connection, I design a philosophical-historical perspective that makes no claim to completeness. Many theses can only be outlined symptomatically. The chapter rather makes an attempt to show how the leitmotif of solitary sociality and social loneliness runs through the entire history of Western philosophy, and at demonstrating its high hermeneutic value.

Through pain to truth

Western philosophy is firmly rooted in the ideal of self-knowledge. Socrates (469–399 BC) linked the search for truth to insight into one’s own inner self and declared the Delphic oracle’s “Know thyself” to be the obligatory guide for a blissful life (i.e. Plato, 370 BC). But what or who is the self? Already the pre-Socratic philosophy uncovers and aims at exploring the inner dimension of the human being and its connection to the socio-political situation of ancient polis. Sophism, in particular, makes its mark here. For the Sophists, paradigmatically in the doctrine of the affects, which Gorgias of Leontini summarised in his speeches to Helena in the fifth century BC, the human being is internally filled with affects, which are subject to influences and manipulations (Poulakos, 1983). Speech, as logos, when used skilfully, is able to influence the passions of man. Language is therefore an effective power. This discovery is tremendously important when it comes to the socio-political contexts of Attic democracy. Sophistic is the art of oratory that aims to exert powerful influence in the leading of the polis’ life. It is the art of rhetoric that teaches how to deal with the emotions, propagating the positive valuation of the pleasant and pleasurable over pain and suffering (Kerferd, 1981).

It is precisely this valuation, however, that prompts Socrates to his philosophical and socio-political radical critique, as expressed in Gorgias, one of Plato’s (380 BC) early dialogues. Socrates decouples truth from the simple experience of pleasure and ties it to virtue. Virtue can certainly be achieved through pain and does not require the satisfaction of personal needs, neither as a presupposition nor as its goal. According to Socrates, accepting pain and suffering is morally preferable to acting wickedly. Famously, this insight is brought to full fruition in his own dramatic decision to die for the truth. For the first time in Western philosophy, Socrates chooses the path of loneliness as morally valuable. But this is a special form of solitude: the path of the solitary search for truth as the path of research and exploration of the inner horizon. This is the first time that truth is not sought in the outer world, but in the inner man. It is a truth that demands absolute honesty and is intertwined with the moral quality of the subject.

For Socrates, being honest with oneself means critically questioning his own motives and remaining uninfluenced by external conditions and temptations. In our times, this call for self-knowledge as a path of ethical and moral renovation of the human being is clearly stated concerning the horrors brought about by the First World War by Edmund Husserl in his 1923 essays for the Japanese journal Kaizo (Husserl, 1922–37).

The motif of anti-opportunism is so strong in this context that it determines Socrates’s own fate. This is the most significant representation of what it means that truth can only ever have a moral nature. Truth is not a business of pure theory but is always rooted in the practice of life. It demands the involvement and engagement of the whole man. Whereas sophistry discovers the permeability and thus also the manipulability of the human being and makes use of it, the Socratic ideal demands a permanence of the human character which is best appreciated in the strenuous loneliness of the search for truth. This paves the way for the demand for autonomy of individual existence.

The high song of loneliness

The Socratic ideal bears fruit in Christianity. Here, a philosophy of inwardness develops, in which both the idealisation of suffering as a path to truth and the further exploration of human inwardness and spirituality progress. In the fourth century AD St Augustine represents a decisive stage in this process. His motto Noli foras ire, in te ipsum redi, in interiore homine habitat veritas (“Do not wish to go out; go back into yourself. Truth dwells in the inner man”) (Augustine, 390; Byers, 2013) will be an important inspiration for Husserl who will quote this famous passage in the Cartesian Meditations (1929), the work dedicated to the phenomenological theory of intersubjectivity. For Augustine, truth lies in the full expansion of the human soul, which, however, is not only a mundane interiority, but includes the divine infinity within itself. This is Augustine’s paradoxical thinking: the individual and the thus necessarily limited human soul includes the universality of God. This paradox does not solve the problem of loneliness, but it takes it into a new dimension. It is not a condemnation and a blame; it is not a mere inevitability of human life. By becoming aware of his inner self, man rises above himself and attains participation in the greater reality of God. The path of the philosopher that leads through inwardness is a solitary path, but it does not end with death, as it did with Socrates. Rather, it is at once painful and healing. It is a path full of promise. It is the only path of salvation.

In this sense, taking up the philosophy of the Stoa, Boethius (523–4) speaks of the consolation of philosophy (Donato, 2013). From the northern Italian prison where he was awaiting execution, he formulates a high song of aloneness, just as the Canticle sings the high song of love in the Bible. He has been painfully excluded from worldly business, but at the same time he experiences himself as liberated from it. He has conquered the time of inner life and thus eternity by losing everything else. The catastrophic loss and exclusion from public life also affects his relationships with others. Due to his sentence, Boethius has lost the respect of his community and the recognition that can come from fellow human beings. But in his disgrace he is not merely alone: loneliness is in his experience not a mere external condition. Boethius is alone, and only this gives him the freedom to drive his soul towards the sublime. This vertical movement towards God must always struggle against the weight of mundane desires and needs. Among these is the need to escape loneliness. But only solitude ultimately proves to be the path to the perfection of human existence. Only this path leads to authentic bliss.

The connection between loneliness, truth, and virtue, which in Socrates finds expression in the sacrifice of death, reaches a new climax here. The practical dimension is not only involved in the severity of punishment and martyrdom, but also takes the form of bliss. The connection between solitude and bliss is asserted. Solitude means here not mere isolation of the individual self—or, if we want to use a modern term, individual ego. Rather, solitude includes love and God and thus holds a promise of bliss.

The theoretical and ontological loneliness

The connection between loneliness and bliss represents the weak point of modernity and this depends on the peculiar modern conception of subjectivity. Modern philosophy discovers the ego as the centre of consciousness and the reference point of all experience and knowledge. The ego is exalted in its potency and declared to be the measure of all things and all truth. In the concept of self-consciousness, philosophy locates the ultimate ground not only of cognition but also of human dignity (Düsing, 1997). This corresponds with profound social changes. The challenges of the modern world confronted thinkers with egoic crises, crises that regard the ego itself. The result is an isolation that is not automatically compensated for by an increase in practical autonomy. Rather, a significant separation of the theoretical from the practical dimension of life takes place. Self-knowledge is declared a merely theoretical enterprise. Descartes’s thinking I becomes the guarantor of knowledge independent of its possibility of achieving individual happiness (Descartes, 1641).

A paradoxical movement emerges. On the one hand, modern philosophy discovers the singular I, the ego, which from now on is to become the title of human interiority. On the other hand, cognitive consciousness is interpreted primarily theoretically. Therefore, the cognitive consciousness loses its practical reference. The I becomes empty of content. As solus ipse, it advances in the Enlightenment to an abstract theoretical principle of cognition. It loses its intersubjective reference. Accordingly, the ego must “deduce” its decisions and solutions to the questions of right and wrong only from itself in a sober, affect-free reflection. Practical autonomy becomes coupled to the cold, pitiless loneliness of the ego. The powerful ego is lonely. Every disturbance from outside, every influence remain alien to it.

For explaining this dense isolation of the egoic subjectivity, G. W. Leibniz coined the term “monad” (Leibniz, 1714). The monad indicates a subjectivity understood as a microcosm, as a universe on its own (Di Bella, 2005). The monad has no windows, Leibniz states. And yet it is in deep communication with other monads (Puryear, 2010). The entire creation is reflected in it. Here, Leibniz confronts us with the riddle of communitarisation (Vergemeinschaftung). The fact of real, empirical sociality is not self-explanatory. Rather, the thesis of the reciprocal mirroring of the monads opens up a large field of research that has not lost its topicality to this day. The mirroring thesis is currently highly influential within neurobiological research. It was the discovery of the so-called mirror neurons which has been praised since the beginning of the twentieth century, both in science and in the media and society, as a milestone in research into the social structure of the human brain and neurobiological access to the foreign subject (Gallese, 2001, 2002; Rizzolatti et al., 2001). However, neurobiological descriptions are not able to explain the intersubjective sense of the constituting functions of mirroring and its meaning for the genesis of the subject (Brudzińska, 2014a). Phenomenology and psychoanalysis also refer to the concept of mirroring. In his Cartesian Meditations Husserl extensively deals with the problem of communalisation. He mentions here the phenomenon of mirroring as an explicitly motivational process. He stresses that monads do not simply reflect each other. They rather affect and motivate each other, even if in a pre-reflexive way. Mirroring is for Husserl no neutral reflection (Husserl, 1929–35, p. 191). Subjects bear each other (Husserl, 1929–34). In psychoanalysis it is Jacques Lacan who refers to the metaphor of the mirror. For him the mirror stage of the human infant (6–18 months) is crucial for the building of the ego (Lacan, 1977). However, primarily new psychoanalysis describes concrete mechanisms that can be interpreted as powerful mirroring of others. These imitative mechanisms seem to be decisive for the shaping of the self in the form of a primary intersubjectivity (Gaddini, 1969; see also Brudzińska, 2019).

For Leibniz, to whom the metaphor of mirroring can be traced back, the question about the genesis of the self is not yet present. In his view, albeit being locked in itself, the monad is not isolated. This puts loneliness in a new light. Loneliness is not only the experience and the choice of the truth-seeking ego, but the ontological situation of an ego posited amid other egos. Loneliness is not the result of an individual decision; it is rather ontologically anchored in the structure of the monad. Neither a factual encounter nor a real exchange takes place between monads. Thus, loneliness is inescapable. At the same time, it is not a conscious form of loneliness. Focused on its theoretical attitude towards reality, the monad is not aware of its essential isolation. Being located and interwoven in a universal mirroring system, it leaves its structural loneliness unthematic. Embedded in the universal mirroring, the monad does not face its ontological lack of communication, and loneliness remains an ineliminable ontological feature.

The loneliness of the will

Abandoning Leibniz’s speculative assumptions, at the culmination of modernity Immanuel Kant sharpened the thesis of the transcendental subject taken in its solipsistic position. The pure ego of Kant’s critique of reason, which appeared in 1781, is stripped of every empirical, social, and communal sphere and functions alone and only as a principle of autonomy (Kant, 1781). The question of loneliness or communication with others no longer even arises. An egoic power reigns over experience. Such power not only accompanies, but, as Kant puts it, must accompany all experiences of the ego (transcendental I). It is an unbreakable necessity, grounded in the very structure of reason.

Thus, egoic omnipotence reaches its climax in the history of the Occident. Kant’s ego principle is invulnerable. The invincible ego becomes the principle not only of theoretical but also of practical autonomy. In the practical sphere, the power of the ego takes the form of a merciless inner judge. The modern separation of theory and practice is seemingly overcome. However, for Kant, it is not a matter of a union or equivalence in the mutual relationship of the practical and theoretical use of reason. Rather, practical autonomy is subordinate to theoretical autonomy and must justify itself before it (Kant, 1788).

Such an intensification of the thesis of the powerful ego meets with effective resistance in the nineteenth century. The strong self-transparent and self-confident ego is called into question. Schopenhauer’s and Nietzsche’s reflections challenge the idealist paradigm. These authors overtly contest the compulsive corset imposed on the solus ipse. They sense and give voice to the unconscious dark forces of the human soul that remain inaccessible to reflection or even threaten it. As Sigmund Freud put it a generation later, they show that the ego is not the master in its own house. The process of disempowerment of the strong, impenetrable ego was set in motion.

However, as has been sketched above, the strength of the ego was linked to its loneliness, its inner impenetrability. Does this progressive disempowerment of the ego automatically mean a breaking of loneliness? The ego is questioned in its omnipotence and deprived of its power. It shows its weakness and its inner opacity. But in doing so, it discovers a new form of strength: the potency of its own will (Schopenhauer, 1819). Schopenhauer succeeds in finding a metaphysical ground to the egoic subjectivity in its blind striving will. Here, the inversion of the relationship between practice and theory in modernity takes place. Following this lead, Schopenhauer calls into question the naive belief in the ego as a pure centre of ideas. The ego does not really have control over what it wills itself. Its will does not obey reason and does not follow its representations. The subject does not “know” what she or he wants but experiences the world through wills and desires. The practical principle of pure will as a blind and initially aimless life instinct dominates and determines every cognitive achievement. This domination of an all-pervading will does not only empower the subject. It also provides the ground for its suffering and isolation. The striving I does not escape loneliness, it does not escape itself, it struggles in building up relationships with others. The discovery of the power of the will brings with it a new form of suffering. The ego experiences the intertwining between desire and suffering, between powerful will and unbroken loneliness.

Loneliness and individuality

Schopenhauer’s thoroughly metaphysical speculation bears its fruits into the twentieth century. The connection between ego and loneliness thus seems to be independent of whether the I is intended as a strong or weak subject, whether it is a powerful and controlling instance or an ego at the mercy of unknown powerful forces. In the twentieth century, Karl Jaspers formulates: “To be ’I’ is to be lonely” (Jaspers, 1916–17, p. 390). By simply being, the I is a lonely instance; it always establishes a distance, draws a circle around itself. Although he did not see himself as an existentialist, but as a philosopher of existence, Jaspers expresses in this passage the basic existentialist feeling of the twentieth century. Loneliness is no longer simply the consequence of a personal decision. To be lonely or not to be lonely is not a choice. At the same time, loneliness is not an ontological character of subjectivity, as observed regarding Leibniz’s monad. Rather, loneliness is a fundamental situation of human existence, insofar as this can be assessed as an egoic existence. Only by giving up one’s own ego can one possibly escape loneliness, thereby however accepting to live an inauthentic life.

Here, we face an interesting circularity. According to Jaspers, loneliness only exists for egoic individuals. The egoic individual, however, only exists in society. Being lonely therefore requires and presupposes, according to Jaspers, the horizon of community. Loneliness as an individual phenomenon is experienced in a structure of tension. On the one hand, there operates the striving for individuality and thus the urge towards loneliness; on the other hand, the individual condition is the ground for suffering and thus provokes the urge out of loneliness. Loneliness is thus never understood in a unipolar way, but always in relation to and in tension with the social situation of the human being. Only those who are connected to society can also be lonely. To be excluded from society means an inner death and the extinction of the individuality of the ego.

Based on such a radical claim, Jaspers distinguishes between two forms of loneliness: a heroic solitude and a suffered, involuntary loneliness. Heroic solitude recalls Socrates’s sacrifice for truth and Boethius’s affirmation of the sublime in the experience of aloneness. According to Jaspers, a heroically solitary person is the one who fulfils his or her achievement and destiny despite contrary expectations placed upon him or her by society. A heroically solitary person goes against the tide of conformity, renounces immediate recognition, lives up to his individuality, thus accepting his responsibility not only for himself but also for society. In the philosophy of Martin Heidegger, this heroic solitude is placed under the demand of authenticity of the person in his history.

The opposite pole to this is “suffered loneliness”. Jaspers’s implicit valuation is unmistakable here. The person who merely suffers loneliness gives up his individuality instead of realising it. He reduces his being to a merely social, for example, externally determined and dependent one. In the words of Martin Heidegger, the one who merely suffers loneliness becomes an impersonal “man” of history (Heidegger, 1927).

This strong value polarisation culminates in the following paradox. Man becomes lonely in a negative sense when he or she allows himself or herself to be determined by society. Conformism leads to a painful kind of sociality that brings with it loneliness or, better, inner isolation. The tension Jaspers creates between heroic and suffered loneliness seems very dramatic. We are almost confronted with Kierkegaard’s Either/Or (1843), as herald of an insoluble conflict. From a psychoanalytical point of view, it appears here as a conflict between autonomy and dependency or even between control and subordination. However, such an evaluation of autonomy as a positive form of loneliness and dependency as a negative form tears the horizon of human development and therefore reduces its potential. The phenomenological-existentialistic reflection seems here to deteriorate into an idealisation of the independency of the human being. Does this solution do justice to our existential situation? Jaspers himself attempts to answer the question by describing various ideal-typical forms of intersubjective understanding as coping mechanisms for loneliness, stressing thereby the tension between love and power as regulation sources of human relationships. All these forms, however, are set at the level of a mature individual who is capable of self-reflection.

After all, for Jaspers, loneliness is not simply there, it is constituted, it arises. To feel lonely, a person must grasp his or her social existence as a self-conscious individual. We are dealing here with a highly reflexive phenomenon. Phenomenologically speaking, loneliness here becomes the correlate of the self-consciousness of a fully developed individual. With this statement, on the one hand, we reach the limits of the classical paradigm of the singularity of the ego, and on the other hand, we uncover the limits of the dominating reflective model of self-consciousness. It is phenomenology and psychoanalysis that make it possible to go beyond these two barriers, to think of “egological” singularity in a new way, and to grasp deeper processes of personality allowing us to understand how the individual can develop and mature at all and find him- or herself in relation to the other.

Egological and primary intersubjectivity

As far as the social location of human subjectivity is concerned, Edmund Husserl (1929–35), in his phenomenology of the person, distinguishes between egoistic and social attitudes. He states that human life is of two kinds: “Man lives either asocially or socially” (p. 511). The same activities can be performed either as a member of society or in isolation, withdrawn into one’s own private sphere. Whether it is a walk or a meal, we can do it alone and in our private sphere, or in the company of others, in the exchange of society.

In this relationship, however, for Husserl, belonging to a co-world is a primary condition. Only by starting from an original common world can the question of the difference between a private and a common sphere arise. Phenomenology sets itself the task of questioning the genesis of this common world and not simply taking it as a fact.

According to common understanding, phenomenology starts from an already individuated subject (ego) and asks about the communitarisation of such individuated ego (cf. Yamaguchi, 1982; Zahavi, 1996). The term “communitarisation” refers to the way in which an already individuated subject comes into contact with others. The focus lies on the way in which the ego realises its connection with others (Husserl, 1929, §55). To elucidate such a process, we need to ask: how does it come about that we are individuated subjects at all or, better, that we become such? This is the characteristic question that genetic phenomenology—as a new approach developed by Edmund Husserl (Brudzińska, 2021)—pursues and that involves a radical reversal of our perspective: we no longer ask how the ego is able to discover other egos in its world and break out of loneliness; rather, we ask how an ego becomes an individual in the first place, how does it discover and determine itself, how does it develop the ability not only to be alone, but to relate to its loneliness?

This is a question also tackled by modern psychoanalysis. In the last section, I will discuss Donald W. Winnicott’s (1958) powerful contribution about the capacity to be alone. Before that, however, we need to introduce a last meaningful phenomenological notion that can provide a decisive contribution to the interpretation of loneliness.

In his research manuscripts dating from the 1930s, within the framework of the genetic-phenomenological approach, Edmund Husserl formulated the thesis of “primary intersubjectivity” of the human subject (Husserl, 1929–35, pp. 154–155). With this expression, he suggests that the subject or ego is always characterised by intersubjectivity at its core. The ego is not a self-contained monad, and the other does not appear ex post in the history of the subject’s experience. Rather, every human being interacts with others from the very beginning of its existence. This has a profound effect on the process of subjective individuation. Even more, individuation could not take place at all without this primary, highly performative context.

Husserl is, of course, bound to the philosophical tradition of the thinking ego-subject, but he considers such a subject in a new way. By coining the somewhat paradoxical term “egological intersubjectivity”, he highlights profound and powerful intersubjective connections that determine the ego in its concretion. The egological subject is not only originally dependent on others, as implied by the notion of primary intersubjectivity, but is entangled with the other in multiple ways.

Adaptation to others here is no longer interpreted as the devalued phenomenon of coping with the negative experience of loneliness, or, in Jasper’s words, of merely suffering loneliness. Rather, Husserl unfolds primary sociality as a universal structure of intersubjectivity that carries each ego in its own egological self-organisation. It is the one indissoluble structure of being-for-one-another (Husserl, 1929–35, p. 191).

Husserl explains that the original being-for-one-another does not consist of a mere representation of the other in its own inner world. Contact with the other is also not exhausted in a mere reflection or representation. In this sense, Leibniz’s (1714) monadic conception is overcome. Rather, we are dealing with a specific kind of efficacy that points back to relations of mutual dependence within personal experience. On this basis, the ego is, from the beginning, only “relatively” itself. It only partially owns itself: it can only be what it is as a “member” (socius) of a primary social context.

The social structure, in turn, is not simply made up of independent members and does not consist of a complete set of subjects. It is not a juxtaposition of separate elements within a neutral structure, but involves integral moments linked into an original social unity. To understand this structure, reference to Kurt Lewin’s model of the field can be helpful (Lewin, 1951). The elements within the field can be explained only in terms of their internal relationality and not as independent parts of a whole. Modern psychoanalysis still works with this model, but with reference to the understanding of the psychoanalytical situation as a dynamic field in which several actors are involved (Baranger & Baranger, 2008).

From a genetic-phenomenological point of view, the primary social unit presents itself as a pre-egological form of life that is characterised by an instinctive-affective and bodily organised interrelation of tendencies, needs, desires, and drives. My thesis is that this social structure can best be imagined as the interaction of emotively acting, originally plural consciousnesses (Brudzińska, 2014b). Such a consciousness cannot be reduced to a singular and reflexive consciousness but refers to an emotive subjectivity that corresponds to Husserl’s notion of a “concrete personal subject” (Husserl, 1912–16, pp. 216–217). The concrete personal bodily subject forms a constantly developing context that is in permanent reflective and pre-reflective, bodily, instinctive, and affective exchange and involvement with other subjects and with the surrounding world (Husserl, 1912–16, pp. 194ff.). The person as such is a comprehensive, psychic context that constantly arrives at its own individuation through reciprocal motivation, which can only be understood from the experienced inner perspective. This description clearly excludes the characterisation of the person as a self-contained monad. Rather, the person appears here as an affective structure constantly achieving her own individuation through reciprocal motivation in relation with others. As such, she can only be understood from the experienced inner perspective. This understanding is no solitary enterprise; it rather needs a responsive other who is able to co-perform one’s own experiences.

Being alone and being lonely

Philosophical-historical reconstruction has so far attempted, albeit sketchily, to show how Western thought has defined the difference between being alone and being lonely. The first—being alone—is a merely external and contingent determination. With Husserl, we can speak of withdrawal into the private sphere. Being lonely, on the other hand, is a subjective experience that can also take place in the company of others. In the framework created by the concept of primary intersubjectivity, this difference can be rethought. Being alone and being lonely are no longer two independent phenomena but belong together in a dynamic that becomes understandable against the background of the individuation of the ego.

Starting from the thesis of primary intersubjectivity and the understanding of the ego as a primarily relational structure, it becomes clear that not simply being alone, but also the capacity to be alone is the result of a constitutive process. The capacity to be alone must not be theoretically presupposed. It is not given a priori and is not simply determined by the fact that we are bodily separated subjects. Rather, it is a subjective ability that must first be developed in experience. Whether this succeeds does not simply depend on the individual concerned, but on a complex developmental process in which the immature ego responds to a holding environment that adequately answers its needs. Only gradually does the ego develop a demarcation, its own membrane that encompasses its inner organisation.

Donald W. Winnicott (1958), who has devoted an important study into this process, emphasises that the basis of the capacity to be alone is the experience of being alone in the presence of the other. With this concept of aloneness, we are no longer in the external situation of a Robinson Crusoe. Rather, we are dealing with a primary intersubjective process considered from the experienced inner perspective—as an unconscious process. The immature ego participates in the capacity of the other to provide support. An infant with a still very weak ego organisation receives support and protection. Only then can he gradually explore the world and discover his needs. In this process, the psychic membrane grows, which allows us to distinguish between our own needs and those of others. This is an ability that is a lifelong challenge for us, precisely because of our original intersubjective genesis. These processes are not self-reflective, of course, but are essentially bodily and inscribe themselves firmly in our corporeality.

Winnicott emphasises that in this process the ego-supporting, facilitating environment is gradually internalised. The support experienced is incorporated into the emerging ego structure. Only then can physical aloneness become psychologically bearable and transform into the experience of solitude. Being alone no longer means being in the void. Rather, in the inner solitude and in the associated developed capacity to be alone, one is confronted with the internalised objects of primary intersubjectivity. Thus, in the experience of being lonely, I am no longer alone.

Solitude becomes a dimension in which I experience the effect of my inner others and live through them. My capacity for loneliness depends on the quality of these primary object relations. When alone, I am then hopeful or fearful, I can live it and use it as a positive source for my creativity or fear it as a horror scenario and suffer a breakdown. The decision to act heroically or merely to suffer is not an individual decision of a strong and in principle autonomous ego. Rather, it is related to my developmental history and the history of my object relations.

The most important of those objects have left traces that have enabled or prevented me from experiencing loneliness. This does not mean that the human being lacks all freedom. However, the spaces of his possibility are not ideally open, but always predetermined by the concrete path of development (Khan, 1983; Winnicott, 1967). Loneliness seems to be one of these spaces of possibility, which the ego does not create alone, but always in the intimate work of development, involved with others, who in turn have to be able to get entangled with me and to resonate authentically in our entanglement.
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CHAPTER 2

“And live alone in the bee-loud glade”? Asceticism, hermitage, and the technologies of the self

Colum Kenny

On London’s busy Fleet Street, the Irish poet W. B. Yeats noticed a small water fountain in a shop window. This set him daydreaming amid the noisy traffic, yearning for the peace of a small wooded island that he had known across the sea in County Sligo, Ireland. He was inspired to write his poem “The Lake Isle of Innisfree”, which begins:

I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:

Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee,

And live alone in the bee-loud glade.

And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow,

Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings …

During his teenage years in Sligo, Yeats had fantasised about conquering bodily desire and withdrawing to seek wisdom on Innisfree. He admired the Massachusetts philosopher and poet Henry David Thoreau of Walden Pond (O’Donnell & Archibald, 1999, pp. 85, 139). However, his lines about Innisfree also echo a well-known ancient Gaelic poem, ostensibly written by an early Irish Christian who yearned to be a hermit:

I wish, O Son of the living God, O ancient, eternal King,

For a hidden little hut in the wilderness that it may be my dwelling.

An all-grey lithe little lark to be by its side,

A clear pool to wash away sins through the grace of the Holy Spirit. 

—Meyer (1913, p. 30)

The south-western Atlantic coast of Ireland is dotted with the remains of small stone cells, known because of their shape as “beehive huts”. In these huts hermits once lived ascetic lives. They recited from memory the biblical 150 psalms (“the three fifties”) and lived on a sparse diet. Some huts are in clusters that once constituted small communities of individual hermits who were grouped around an oratory shaped like the inverted hull of a boat (basic “eremitic monasteries”), and some stand alone (Henry, 1956–57, pp. 45–46, 157–158).

If both Yeats and the monks longed for solitude, their respective lifestyles were very different. This reflects the fact that there is more than one kind of hermitage, and that there are relative levels of asceticism as well as a number of purposes for which people seek solitude. Each purpose may be useful in its own way, each aloneness sought as a means of enriching the spirit and enlivening the heart. A hermit, loosely speaking, can be religious or secular.

The construction of hermitages reflects a variety of objectives and relationships with the “Other”—depending on how one imagines that other. A hermitage is a technology for framing the use of solitude to some end. Reaching that end involves a silent dialogue, in some cases with one’s “self” or one’s conscience, in others with what is envisaged as a spirit, artistic muse, or divinity. Yet many who have attempted even a relatively short retreat from the busy world to a place of hermitage (from the Greek word meaning somewhere deserted) have soon found that the noise of internal mental dialogue can become deeply disturbing. Not least for that reason, religious traditions recommend or even require hermits to consult with and be supervised by a master or other person experienced in such matters. Understood thus, the term “hermit” does not designate a hyper-individualist. At the same time, it is not necessarily antithetical to or incompatible with being a “self-actualiser” as Abraham Maslow conceived that category, even if Maslow’s biographer recently implied this to be the case (Hoffman, 2020, pp. 908, 925, 929).

Locked down

Asceticism is often associated with hermitages, although “the simple life” of which stressed city dwellers dream or for which the well-fed and well-heeled poet Yeats yearned is likely to be considerably less ascetic than that of a monk in a beehive hut or that of one of the early “desert fathers” of North Africa. Asceticism on the part of the weary citizen may be minimal, a case of enjoying temporary simplicity due to being in a remote place. In a similar way, the Zen aesthetic, to which an interior decorator may aspire, seldom involves those who inhabit that space submitting themselves to the regular ascetic discipline or prolonged meditation practice that a stern Zen roshi might require.

The coronavirus pandemic has resulted in governments adopting policies that “lock down” their populations, restricting movement and requiring or requesting people to stay at home and not to mix generally with others. This has led to fears about the psychological toll of isolation, and some have suggested that people generally can learn from hermitic religious and cultural practices how to use creatively the solitude of forced withdrawal. For example, according to the New York Times, in November 2020, a married couple, living in rural USA, has created Raven’s Bread Ministries: an online service for “hermits and lovers of solitude whatever their religious affiliation or spiritual affinity”. The wife previously lived as a hermit for six years in a primitive cabin in West Virginia. Before then she had spent thirty years as a Poor Clare nun in Canton, Ohio. The husband was a member of the Glenmary Home Missioners for twenty years. The New York Times reported:

[The couple] believe that anyone could benefit from incorporating some eremitic fundamentals—such as being rooted in place, practicing austerity and committing to a daily schedule that prioritizes prayer or meditation—to help them make sense of their isolation into their lives, regardless of personality type, religiosity, or life circumstances. (Osgood, 2020)

More specifically, the authors of a recent Brazilian study assert a strong correlation between resilience and the use of religious and spiritual practices by lay people, writing that “our findings corroborate with the opinion of previous authors” that religiosity and spirituality seem to have an important role in reducing suffering, influencing health outcomes, and minimising the consequences of social distance. However, the field of religion and spirituality is vast, and these authors acknowledge that one of the few other studies that investigated the influence of religious and spiritual practices on health outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic included 303 members of North American religious communities but found no association between religious commitment and distress or anxiety (Lucchetti et al., 2020). Whether the explanation for the latter result is a low variability of responses due to the nature of the group itself or to some other factor such as the religious maturity of the sample is moot.

While isolated persons generally may indeed learn lessons from monasticism and from hermits, the difference is so fundamental between a hermit who has actively chosen to live alone in spartan conditions, and a citizen forced to stay indoors, or a convicted criminal confined unhappily in jail that it is difficult to believe it can be equated in anything but a figurative sense. While locked-down citizens and prisoners may understand and accept the reality of their conditions in such circumstances, striving to make the best of things and praying for support, they cannot reasonably be expected to embrace the particular forms of solitude that they endure. Hermits welcome theirs existentially.

Hermitages

One may be an ascetic without being a hermit. Common qualities of philosophical or religious asceticism—in classical, Christian, or Eastern traditions for example—do not require one to live apart or alone in a hermitage. Thus, fasting, celibacy, prayer, visualisation, and voluntary poverty may be practised anywhere. Nor is living alone necessarily in itself an ascetic practice. Millionaires may be recluses in the midst of plenty and comfort. Moreover, a study of practices of eremitism and reclusiveness in the USA argues that these are inseparably linked to the US ideals of individualism and freedom (Bergmann & Hippler, 2017), and the latter motivations seem quite different in tone from the religious and spiritual wellsprings of hermitage and reclusiveness in other cultures.

One may retreat from the world for misanthropic reasons, perhaps to live alone in a forest as some half-crazed militant plotting vengeance who occasionally emerges to mail poison or explosives to an intended victim. However, it is more usual to find the term “hermit” used positively to encompass those who choose or design that which Foucault describes as

technologies of the self which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality. (Foucault, 1988, p. 18)

If to one person this choice is driven by the imperative “to thine own self be true”, to another the call is “to be true to God”—to listen as the Jewish prophet Elijah did in the cave at Horab for the Lord to pass by (1 Kings 19: 9–15). Preparing oneself for an encounter with the ineffable may be understood by some to demand constant denial of “the self”, in the sense of forsaking physical desires or personal status, although clearly from other verses of that early Irish monk who was mentioned above, it is a way of life that sometimes has its own attractive conditions and the hermitage itself is not always an arid desert:

Quite near, a beautiful wood around it on every side,

To nurse many-voiced birds, hiding it with its shelter.

A southern aspect for warmth, a little brook across its floor,

A choice land with many gracious gifts such as be good for every plant. 

—Meyer (1913, p. 30)

If to one person the chosen place of solitude is somewhere to encounter God or is a generator of artistic and intellectual creativity, to another it is a forum for “letting go”, for meditation without concern about results. In all cases, an isolated hermitage is fraught with the dangers of solipsism and even mental derangement. For this reason alone—besides other factors such as the exercise of power and the imposition of orthodoxy or such as a philosophical belief in the intrinsic value of community—Christian authorities have been wary of approving of the solitary hermitical path for any individual. William Johnston writes that “Most religious traditions have sought to initiate their devotees into mystical silence rather than allowed them to wander freely into the deeper caverns of the mind” (Johnston, 1974, p. 94). His opinion, that the best measure for distinguishing the mystic from the neurotic is a person’s adaptability both to community living by humble service and to the habits of hard work, or even drudgery, is a common one among supervisors of spiritual practices.
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