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Chapter 1 I Am Alone Introducing Solitude


It turns out, all I needed to know about solitude I could have learned in kindergarten.

When I was a graduate student training as a developmental psychologist, my thesis research focused on the different ways that young children play at school. Consequently, I spent countless hours observing the day-to-day activities at preschools and kindergartens. I would show up each morning, armed with my clipboard and stopwatch, and spend the day sitting on one of those tiny child-sized chairs in the corner of the classroom, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. Sometimes children would come up and ask what I was doing there or invite me to play. But after a while, everyone got used to me being there, and I just kind of disappeared into the background decor.

You can learn a lot about children just by watching. Most previous research about young children’s social behaviors focused on how kids learned to get along well with others, which is a primary task of growing up. And, of course, getting along well with others remains a critical task for adults too. Historically, developmental psychologists have also been really concerned about the implications of children not getting along well with others. So, when they sat and observed young children together at school, they paid a lot of attention to episodes of conflict and aggression. This is not at all surprising, because these types of events are noisy and disrupt the classroom for everyone. And in the case of aggression, someone can get hurt. That is also why we pay so much attention to these same sorts of episodes among adults.

But I was interested in something different. I wanted to learn more about how children got along with themselves. For me, there was something fascinating about those children who played alone despite being around so many other potential playmates. So, I watched, and then I watched some more. Of course, every child is different. But after a while, some patterns began to emerge. I noticed that I could often classify the various children who tended to spend a lot of time alone at school into different specific types.

Some of these children seemed to be quite content to play quietly alone, building with blocks, drawing pictures, or doing other solo activities. When other children approached to invite them to play together, they often said yes. But when those social opportunities played themselves out, these children would happily return to their solitary activities.

Another type of child I noticed appeared more uneasy when alone. They would spend a lot of their time watching their classmates play but refrain from joining in. They certainly seemed interested in what other kids were doing and gravitated toward opportunities to make a social connection. However, the closer they got to the action, the more their growing discomfort seemed to push them back. So, they hovered on the edges of social circles, rarely moving past the periphery.

Yet other children who played alone were more boisterous. They tended to be somewhat socially clumsy and, as a result, were frequently rebuffed in their efforts to play with others. These children appeared frustrated when they ended up having to play by themselves. They did not want to be alone, and you could see it on their faces.

I also took note of the most outgoing children, who flitted around the room, constantly seeking social stimulation and engagement. In the rare moments when these children found themselves alone, it was clear that this was not a place they wanted to be. They quickly moved on to the next social thing.

At the time when I was conducting this research, I thought I already knew a lot about solitude. Today, I can look back and understand that not only did I not know a lot, but I had no idea how much I didn’t know. It was all there right in front of me, though. The kindergarten classroom was the perfect microcosm for understanding the hidden complexities of solitude. These children were models of the many different relationships we can form with solitude. Maybe if I had looked harder, if I had opened myself up more to what these children might be thinking (“I wish someone would play with me” versus “What color should I paint this tree?”) and feeling (sad versus content), I would have understood that these children’s different experiences of being alone were key to understanding the complex and even paradoxical links between solitude and well-being.

I guess this would be a better story if, during one of those observation sessions, I had experienced a sudden revelation about the inner workings of solitude. But alas, that is not what happened. Nevertheless, it was those many hours spent just watching children play that first sparked my interest in the idea that solitude is more complicated than we might think. I didn’t get my moment of true scientific revelation until almost thirty years later. But that is a story for later.


We Are All Alone

Solitude is a part of the human experience. According to the American Time Use Survey, at age fifteen, Americans spend an average of more than three hours per day alone. In our twenties and thirties, time spent in solitude rises to about four and a half hours per day. As we age, each passing year brings more time alone, and by age seventy, we average more than seven hours a day in solitude. Solitude is an experience we are all deeply familiar with. It is a fundamental aspect of everyday life. So, it is somewhat surprising that we know so little about it. And perhaps it is for that very reason that so many misconceptions, myths, and downright fallacies about solitude persist.

Solitude tends to evoke a wide range of reactions. In part, this is because each of us experiences it differently. As a result, we all form our own unique relationship with solitude. Relationships are tricky to predict and understand because they have what are sometimes referred to as emergent properties. This means that the full nature of a relationship is more than the sum of its parts, or the individual characteristics of the people involved in the relationship. Have you ever tried to play matchmaker with two of your friends? You might know both of these people quite well and feel certain that they will hit it off. But when the time comes, the date is a disaster, and your friends end up asking how you could have possibly thought they would be a good match. There is no need to feel bad. Relationships take on their own unique properties and are often unpredictable, even if you know almost everything there is to know about the two people involved.

Similarly, there are emergent properties at play in our unique relationships with our own company. For some people, this relationship is nourishing and intimate, and solitude makes them feel good; for others, this relationship is frustrating and exhausting, and solitude tends to make them feel angry; for others still, this relationship can be unnerving and ambivalent, and solitude often makes them feel anxious; and so on. But just like other relationships, our relationship with solitude can have both good and bad aspects, and if we really want our relationship with solitude to be healthy, we have to be willing to work at it.

One of the pervasive problems with solitude is that although it is often a regular part of our day, we don’t pay much attention to it, and as a result, we neglect how important it is to our well-being. A friend of mine told me a story about an interesting conversation he had with the person seated next to him at a wedding. (You never know whom you will be sitting with at a wedding.) His tablemate was a physical therapist who specialized in the pelvic area and was passionate about his work. He mentioned that although serious problems in that area of the body eventually get dealt with, most people probably have some type of minor dysfunction that is negatively affecting them in ways they don’t realize. He went on to say that this was likely because, although the pelvis is a critical part of our body in terms of our health and wellness, it can feel taboo to discuss: people just don’t generally like to talk about pee, poo, and sex. His main lament was that if people just paid a bit more attention to their pelvis, and made even some minor adjustments, their lives would noticeably improve.

This strikes me as a good metaphor for what I think is going on with solitude—and it gets at the crux of this book. Most people probably don’t think that much about solitude. We sometimes read about solitude in the news or come across the topic scrolling through social media. But these are usually extreme examples, stories highlighting the dangers of the growing loneliness epidemic or the trials of a solo adventurer who spent months alone in the wilderness. But I have learned that we need to pay more attention to solitude, our relationship to it, and how it impacts our health and wellness. Because just like our pelvis area, many of us probably have some type of minor dysfunction in our relationship with solitude, and it turns out that even small tweaks are likely to lead to noticeable improvements. In short, we need to talk more about solitude.

A classic and prescient quote about solitude comes from Blaise Pascal, a seventeenth-century French mathematician, inventor, and philosopher, who wrote, “All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.” How about we give this a try. Go find a quiet place and sit by yourself, alone with your thoughts, for fifteen minutes. No sleeping, no technology, no distractions: just you and the inside of your head. Set an alarm to alert you when fifteen minutes is up, but don’t check the time remaining. Stop reading now and go do that, and then come back and pick up right here where you left off.




Fifteen Minutes Later

How did it go? Be honest. Did you cheat? Did you make it through the entire fifteen minutes? Did you check your phone? Did you fall asleep? Some people find this experience peaceful and relaxing, are surprised by how quickly the time passes, and feel refreshed when the alarm goes off. For others, it is just okay, and they were mostly bored. For yet others, sitting alone and unoccupied is unsettling; they just cannot seem to get out of their own head. And for many people, this exercise is excruciating and stressful. They count down the seconds until they can at last be released, if they even make it that far. So, every reader of this book might have been sitting alone, but each had their own uniquely personal experience of solitude.

What you just undertook was the basis for one of my favorite research studies about solitude. In 2014, the University of Virginia professor Timothy Wilson and other psychology researchers conducted a series of experiments in which they asked college students to sit on a chair, alone with their thoughts, in a small room with the door closed for fifteen minutes. Afterward, the students answered a series of questions about how they felt during this time. There were several variations to the structure of the experiment and to the context. For example, in some cases, the students completed their solitary time in a lab room at the university, and in other cases, students did this at home.

When I asked Wilson to tell me more about this study, he disclosed that his colleagues and students were split over what they thought would happen. Wilson himself believed that participants would generally enjoy this scenario, based on his own personal affinity for solitude. He admitted to being pretty surprised by the results: overall, and across all the studies and scenarios, students reported a strong dislike for this experience. They also recounted being very bored. Among the students who participated from home, about one-third confessed that they had cheated and failed to last the full fifteen minutes (so do not feel too bad if you didn’t make it through the exercise yourself).

In one variation of the experiment, all the student participants had the chance beforehand to try out what it feels like to get a painful electric shock.I They were then given the same instructions to go sit alone with their thoughts in a lab room for fifteen minutes. But these participants were also told that they could receive the electric shock again by pressing a red button in the room. Amazingly, the majority of participants in the lab found the experience of sitting alone doing nothing so aversive that they chose instead to fill the time by self-administering a painful electric shock. Think about that for a minute: most people would rather inflict pain upon themselves than just sit alone for fifteen minutes with nothing to do but think.

As an aside, most of the participants gave themselves one or two shocks. But one male participant apparently self-administered 190(!) shocks to himself in a fifteen-minute period. I will not speculate here as to why he might have chosen to do that…II

Of course, this experiment was not just about solitude per se; it was also about being alone with one’s thoughts. In this way, I would suggest that this experiment likely tells us more about college students’ ability to cope (or not cope) with boredom and being cut off from their smartphones than it tells us about typical experiences of solitude. However, a few years later in 2018, the same results were found in a much more diverse sample of several thousand participants across eleven countries. So, I think we can conclude that people generally do not like sitting alone with their thoughts. As we will discuss, solitude has a long-standing poor reputation, and studies like these reinforce it. These findings also underscore a major challenge in “selling” the potential benefits of solitude: some people just have an immediate negative reaction to being alone and cannot even imagine how it might be personally helpful. For them, almost any solitude feels like too much. Yet there are also people who crave solitude, and for them, it often feels like they are not getting enough time alone.

With that in mind, take a moment and answer this question:

Overall, the amount of time I get to spend alone each week is:

(a) definitely not enough

(b) somewhat less than I would like to

(c) just about right

(d) somewhat more than I would like to

(e) definitely too much

Did you choose “just about right”? If so, consider yourself part of a lucky minority. Over the years, I have asked this question to thousands of people, and fewer than one in three people select this response. The results of the other responses are distributed relatively evenly across the other options, with slightly more people typically choosing “somewhat more than I would like to” or “definitely too much” than “somewhat less than I would like to” or “definitely not enough.” This means that more than two-thirds of people are dissatisfied with how much time they spend alone, either seeking to avoid feelings of loneliness and isolation (too much solitude) or craving the comforts of more “me time” (not enough solitude).

Of course, how much time you spend alone is only one component of your relationship with solitude. There’s also the question of how you feel when you are alone (are you bored? anxious? calm? focused?); what you do when you are alone (do you meditate? pursue hobbies? get stuff done? scroll through social media?); and the reasons you are alone (are you trying to avoid stressful social situations? trying to recharge your battery after a busy and “people-y” day at work?). But no matter how you define or evaluate it, most people are dissatisfied with their relationship with solitude. The good news is it turns out we can do something about that.




The Promise(s) of (This Book on) Solitude

It has never been more important to understand the costs and benefits of solitude. Another finding from the American Time Use Survey is that the average amount of time spent alone across adults in the United States gradually increased from 2003 to 2019. This was before the COVID-19 pandemic, during which time alone increased much more dramatically around the world. More than four hundred years ago, the philosopher Francis Bacon famously wrote, “Knowledge is power.” In this book, I will draw upon what I know from more than thirty years of studying solitude to empower you to establish and cultivate a healthy relationship with solitude. Regardless of whether you get too much alone time, not enough alone time, or just the right amount, this book is going to explain how you can get more out of solitude and why. Drawing from the most recent research in psychology, neuroscience, cultural anthropology, and evolutionary biology, but also combined with real-world experiences and what is trending on social media, I will help you unlock the potential of spending time alone as a positive force for your mental health and well-being.

In the first part of the book, we will take a deep dive into the science and psychology of solitude. We will learn about the duality of solitude and how and why it can be both harmful and helpful for our health and well-being. And along the way, we will answer all sorts of questions, ranging from “Is it solitude if I am with my pet?” to “Why does not getting to play catch with others sometimes feel like physical pain?” to “Why does walking alone in a forest make me feel calmer?”

In the second part of the book, we will apply this newly acquired knowledge about the complexities of solitude to help you optimize experiences of being alone across various domains in your life. This section is sort of like a user’s guide for solitude, and we will address questions ranging from “How does solitude spark creativity?” to “Are married people really happier than singles?” to “How do I find the right balance in my life between time alone and time with others?”

So read on, and let’s explore together when, why, how, and for whom solitude will be helpful versus hurtful. Because sometimes, it may be important for us to be left alone.




	
I. This was done so that if they self-administered a shock later, it was not likely because of curiosity.

	
II. … although it did make me think of Bill Murray’s cameo in the dentist scene of the movie version of Little Shop of Horrors… just saying…









Chapter 2 I Think I’m Alone Now What Solitude Is (and Is Not)


Tarot cards have become trendy again in the past few years, with a particular surge of interest and attention appearing on social media during the COVID-19 pandemic. Tarot cards were first documented in the mid-fifteenth century in northern Italy, where they were used to play a variety of card games. By the 1700s, tarot cards had spread throughout Europe, and their use evolved to include divination. The Hermit is the ninth Major Arcana card in traditional tarot decks. A typical depiction of the Hermit is an old man standing alone on a mountain peak, holding a staff in one hand and a lantern in the other. According to the Tarot Guide website, the Hermit represents opposite aspects of solitude depending upon whether it is drawn in the upright or reversed position. The upright Hermit represents spiritual enlightenment, self-reflection, inner guidance, and solitude. In contrast, the reversed Hermit indicates loneliness, isolation, withdrawal, and paranoia.

I think the creators of the Hermit tarot card could have written an excellent book about solitude. This description almost perfectly encapsulates the complexities of solitude and appropriately highlights its underlying duality. As it is stipulated, the Hermit can bring both joy and sorrow, depending upon how it is drawn. It has taken some time, but I think we are finally starting to work out why some people, metaphorically speaking, more often draw the Hermit tarot card in the upright position versus the reversed position. And importantly, we now have some pretty good ideas about how to help stack the deck so that the odds of pulling the upright Hermit are more in our favor.

As part of my job as a university professor, I regularly teach a course called The Psychology of Solitude. Each year, I ask the students in this class to do the fifteen-minute “sit alone with your thoughts” exercise as homework. When we talk about what it was like for them, a passionate discussion always ensues and serves as a great illustration of how solitude can mean so many different things to different people. For me, this is one of the things that makes it so interesting.

I also ask my students to complete the following sentence by filling in the blank with the first word or words that pop into their mind:


Solitude is _____.



What came to mind for you? Over the years I have asked this question to thousands of people of all ages. I never cease to be amazed by how many different types of answers I get back. Everything from solitude is “alone,” “by yourself,” and “separation”; to solitude is “bliss,” “peaceful,” and “awesome”; to solitude is “lonely,” “sad,” and “bleak.” Not at all surprisingly, the general public does not agree on exactly what solitude is or what it entails.

But, of course, these days, if you really want to know how people feel about something, you need to check Twitter (now known as X). So, I did. In collaboration with my PhD student at the time, Will Hipson, and some colleagues who specialize in analyzing “big data,” we set out to explore how Twitter users talked about solitude. To do this, our research team created a giant database of all the tweets that contained the words “solitude,” “loneliness,”I or “alone” during a one-year period from mid-2018 to mid-2019. This resulted in a pool of almost twenty million tweets.II I was particularly interested in whether people differed in the way they talked about solitude versus loneliness. To answer this question, my very smart colleagues created a program that analyzed and compared the content of the other words that were included in each of the tweets that contained these target words.

We found that tweets that included the words “solitude” and “loneliness” were equally likely to also mention the word “alone.” This was not particularly surprising. However, tweets with the word “loneliness” were also more likely to include words associated with negative emotions. For example, the most common words to co-occur in these tweets included “sad,” “scared,” “bored,” “depressed,” “hurt,” and “broke.” In contrast, tweets about “solitude” were more likely to include more positive words, with the most common co-occurrences including “enjoy,” “peace,” “quiet,” “nature,” “bliss,” “spiritual,” “recharge,” and “Superman.”III

Of course, Twitter users are not all that representative of the wider population, but it is interesting to see how these words and concepts are used by this specific subset of individuals. I would be curious to see if we would find the same results if we used a different social media platform, like TikTok or Instagram, or analyzed text from some of the discussions on Reddit. For now, we can say that Twitter users do not consider solitude and loneliness to be equivalent. This is a good start: although the terms “loneliness” and “solitude” are often used interchangeably, they are not the same thing!

Loneliness has been much explored and discussed of late, particularly in the context of our experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The philosopher Paul Johannes Tillich provided an often quoted distinction between loneliness and solitude in his 1963 book, The Eternal Now: “[Language] has created the word ‘loneliness’ to express the pain of being alone. And it has created the word ‘solitude’ to express the glory of being alone.” But it is the historian David Vincent who provided my favorite definition of loneliness, labeling it “failed solitude.” Loneliness is most often the result of social isolation: spending too much time alone not by our own choice. In this way, loneliness creates a wanting. If you are lonely, you desire more—and deeper—social connection because there is a discrepancy between your social needs and your actual social experiences. To be clear, loneliness deserves our attention. Chronic feelings of loneliness can lead to serious mental health problems, such as depression, and it can even negatively impact our physical health. But loneliness is not solitude. We can feel lonely even in a roomful of people, be it a work event with colleagues or at a party surrounded by friends. Teenagers might feel lonely and disconnected while sitting at the family dinner table. In this way, loneliness does not presuppose solitude. And on the flip side, we can be completely alone but not feel lonely at all. This is most often the case if we’ve chosen to spend time in solitude. So, solitude does not presuppose loneliness.

But even if we know that solitude is not loneliness, that still does not give us a clear definition of what solitude is. Upon first instinct, it seems like solitude should be a straightforward concept to define. I certainly thought this was the case at the outset of my career.

Here are several hypothetical situations. In which case or cases would you consider yourself to be in solitude?

(a) Alone in a room with the door closed

(b) Sitting by yourself on a crowded commuter train

(c) Walking your dog in the woods

(d) Strolling and browsing the exhibits at a popular art gallery

(e) Video chatting with three friends on your smartphone

(f) All of the above

Which one(s) did you pick? It turns out that according to researchers who study solitude, the correct answer is actually all of them. Each of these scenarios has been used by researchers as an example of solitude. As you can see, even those of us who study this topic for a living do not actually agree on how to define and describe what exactly constitutes solitude.


So, What Is Solitude?

If you look up the word “solitude” in the dictionary, you will find definitions such as “the quality or state of being alone or remote from society” (Merriam-Webster) and “the situation of being alone without other people” (Cambridge). These dictionary definitions highlight a predominant theme in conceptualizations of solitude as a physical separation from others (think: “alone on a deserted isle”). From this perspective, someone who is standing in an open field with no one else around is demonstrably alone. This makes intuitive sense and, at first glance, seems like a pretty straightforward definition. But first glances can be deceiving. Things start to blur as you take a closer look. For example, how far apart do you actually have to be from others for it to be considered solitude? Should it be as far as the eye can see or the ear can hear? Are you still alone if you can make out some indistinct human forms in the distance? Is there a particular distance threshold from others that, once surpassed, renders you officially alone? Or does distance matter less than a physical barrier that creates a separation, such as a teenager in their bedroom with the door closed? As it turns out, there is no actual agreed-upon criterion for the minimum physical distance separated from others required for someone to be classified as in solitude.

To further complicate matters, this is only considering one’s physical distance from other people. Do other living things count? Are you alone if you are snuggled up on the couch with your dog or cat? If this issue is to be considered, how far up or down the evolutionary ladder do we have to go for your nonhuman companion to make you “not alone”? Are you alone if you are with your parrot? Fish? Chia Pet? Resist the urge to roll your eyes—this is a serious question! There are real reasons we might be interested in whether someone is truly alone if they are with different types of pets. Research shows that pets can indeed serve a social function. After reviewing studies of pet ownership conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, German researchers concluded that having a dog or cat made both children and adults feel less lonely.

Regardless, this suggests that physical distance should not be the only criterion for determining solitude. Indeed, as the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (allegedly) said, “My solitude does not depend on the presence or absence of people” (and maybe also pets). What else can we consider to help us clarify the definition? Let’s borrow an idea from William Shakespeare, who famously wrote that “all the world’s a stage.”

More than fifty years ago, the sociologist Erving Goffman proposed using the theater stage as a metaphor to help us understand how we think about ourselves when we are in social situations. He suggested that as we go about our day in the presence of other people, we are “onstage,” and the rest of the world is our audience. This is an intriguing idea. Imagine yourself on an actual stage in an auditorium full of people. When we are onstage, we are in the spotlight and must consider how others see us, what they might think of us, what they might say, and how they might act. In this situation, we are very, and sometimes painfully, aware of everything we do because it is being watched and evaluated by an audience filled with potential critics. This constant pressure to self-monitor our performance can make us feel under the gun and lead to exhaustion.

Now, imagine you have finished your performance, the audience has left, and you step offstage. This is solitude. When we are offstage, we can be ourselves completely. No one is observing or evaluating us, and there’s no one we must engage with, respond to, or perform for. In this way, solitude is simply freedom from social demands, freedom to be our true selves, freedom to just… be.

This leads to the conceptualization of solitude as a perceived separation from others. In this way, solitude is less a state of being and more like a state of mind. From this perspective, solitude can be found when walking the streets of a foreign city or reading alone at a table in a crowded coffee shop. This approach also adds a very subjective and personal dimension to solitude. Some may consider themselves alone while browsing the shelves of a local bookstore, but others may be acutely aware of the presence of others and feel too self-conscious to pull out and peruse a book dealing with a particularly sensitive topic. But even if you are in the former camp, the shop owner might inadvertently shatter your cocoon of perceived solitude at any moment with an offer to help you find something.

This example highlights another core element of solitude: its fragility and potentially fleeting nature. The philosopher and author Philip Koch defined solitude as being disengaged from other people, but he lamented that true solitude was never truly achievable because the world is ultimately inescapable. Koch raised these ideas in the early 1990s, and with the benefit of hindsight, we can see that they were prophetic. Even then, Koch called into question whether we can truly be alone if we are always on the verge of being interrupted. Sound familiar? This is a common theme in the age of smartphones and social media. Indeed, when it comes to defining solitude, technology complicates everything. It is now possible (and quite common) to be physically alone but virtually interacting with others—or at least on the verge of doing so. This can be a double-edged sword.

For example, during his teenage years, my son spent countless hours alone in his bedroom playing video games. But this was something quite different from the stereotypical isolated, brooding, basement-dwelling teenage gamer of previous generations. Although my son was indeed by himself in his room, between his smartphone and his headset, he was in almost constant contact with his friends. What emanated through his closed door did not sound like someone alone at all. Instead, I heard a steady stream of screams, whoops, laughs, and shared glee. In this case, would anyone really want to make the argument that he was sitting in solitude?

Indeed, many have opined that technology will mean the end of solitude. How can we ever truly be offstage if our phone or other devices are waiting in the wings and can interrupt us at any moment? And things are likely to only get more complex. The most recent advances in artificial intelligence now force us to consider the (previously unthinkable) question: Are you alone if you are interacting with AI? We’ll table this for now and return to it later.

In the meantime, let’s go back and consider two other dictionary definitions of solitude: “a state or situation in which you are alone usually because you want to be” (Britannica Dictionary) and “the state of being alone, especially when you find this pleasant” (Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries). These definitions highlight the crucial component of autonomy. When it comes to solitude, having a choice matters… a lot. As we saw earlier, social isolation, which most often represents unwanted time alone, leads to loneliness, depression, and ill-being. But when you choose solitude, you are opening the door for a unique set of opportunities and potentialities that cannot be found in the constant company of others.

I am not sure that this makes for the best definition of solitude, but it is certainly a critical contributor to our experiences of being alone—and its implications for our well-being. So where does this leave us in terms of providing a clear definition of solitude? The most honest answer I can give you is that things still remain a bit fuzzy. Many researchers and theorists are transitioning to a more functional definition of solitude, settling on something like: “not interacting with others, either in person or virtually.” I would still argue that it is more nuanced than that.

All the way back to the ancient Greek philosopher Plato, it has been argued that beauty is transient in nature and open to interpretation. This notion has since been expressed in various forms by many others, including Shakespeare (“Beauty is bought by judgement of the eye”) and Benjamin Franklin (“Beauty, like supreme dominion, is but supported by opinion”). It was perhaps most elegantly articulated by the author Margaret Wolfe Hungerford in her 1878 book, Molly Bawn, as “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” In many ways, I think we can say the same thing about solitude.




The Paradoxes of Solitude

The pantheons of Greek and Roman mythology do not include a specific god of solitude.IV If we were to name one, though, a good candidate might be Hephaestus, the ancient Greek god of fire, the forge, and crafts. Hephaestus was said to lack the physical perfection of other gods. As a result, he was ostracized and ultimately cast out from Olympus. He spent most of his time alone in his workshop, where he honed his artistry and created an array of unmatched armor and weaponry, including the shield of Achilles, along with a multitude of exquisite statues and other works of fine art. This mythology may be one of the first depictions of the archetype of the solitary artist, a common solitude trope that endures to this day.

But if it were up to me, the ancient Roman god Janus would be considered the honorary god of solitude. Janus was the god of beginnings and endings, presided over doorways and passageways, and is associated with transitions, like the new year.V Janus was often depicted with a double-faced head and is the source of the expression “Janus-faced,” which refers to being hypocritical, duplicitous, or two-faced. Dualism is a fundamental concept in religion, mythology, and folklore: God versus the devil, yin versus yang, life versus death, good versus evil, and so on. As we saw with the Hermit tarot card, this duality also seems to be at the core of human experiences of solitude.

Embedded in this dualism, solitude evokes actual paradoxes, managing to simultaneously reflect two opposite things. Perhaps the most glaring paradox about solitude is that it routinely serves as both a reward and a punishment. For example, solitude is often given as a gift to others, like a spa day for an exhausted and stressed-out parent. And many of us reward ourselves with time alone. This “me time” might take the form of a long walk, a hot bath, curling up with a book, bingeing a favorite show, or watching endless cute cat videos on TikTok. Whatever activity you choose, solitude can function as a well-earned payoff.

I heard some of the most poignant illustrations of this not long ago, when I was a guest on a live radio show. Listeners were prompted to call in and tell me and my hosts about a time when solitude was “good during challenging times.” One caller told us about her experiences working as a first responder during the early part of the COVID-19 pandemic. The cumulative strains of her job later led her to be diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. She characterized herself as always having been an extravert, but during her treatment and recovery, she found it very difficult to be around people. For her, spending time alone was a present she could offer herself, a calming place to catch her breath and reset. I was particularly moved by her description of solitude “being like gold” to her.

Toward the end of the hour-long show, a mother of three young children called in to tell us her story. After her own mother succumbed to cancer, this caller described the excruciating challenge of mourning her loss while caring for three little ones, who, of course, could not understand what she was going through. She talked about how she had to “fake it all day long.” Looking for a way to cope, she took up running. Each day, she would lace up her jogging shoes and wait for her husband to come home from work. As soon as he came in the door, she would literally run out it. She confided that she usually spent the first half hour of her solitary runs crying but that this catharsis was incredibly healing. She cherished the gift of having “full permission to feel everything [she] was feeling.” By the end of each run, she felt grateful for all the good things she had in her life. As these compelling narratives illustrate, solitude can sometimes evolve from a pleasant “bonus” to an absolute essential need for our mental health and well-being.

On the flip side, solitude also routinely functions as a form of punishment. In this respect, solitude represents something to be avoided. For example, when a young child misbehaves or does not follow instructions, many parents will place the child in a time-out. Most often used with younger children, this procedure usually involves having the unruly child sit quietly alone for some period of time. This disciplinary technique has proven to be quite effective in reducing problem behaviors and is widely advocated as an alternative to spanking and other forms of physical punishment.

Doesn’t it seem a bit odd that the punishment we sometimes dole out to our children, namely spending quiet time alone, is the same reward we give to ourselves as adults? It is also the case that some children don’t mind just hanging out in their rooms, even if they aren’t allowed to do anything, which would kind of defeat the purpose of the punishment to begin with.VI When my own kids were young, I used a variation of the traditional time-out that did not include social isolation but instead consisted of sitting on the stairs.

A more extreme form of enforced solitude is also one of the harshest punishments in the penal system. Imprisoned inmates are reprimanded for additional misbehaviors with episodes of solitary confinement. This procedure (also euphemistically referred to as “restrictive housing”) involves isolating inmates in a small cell, often for days at a time. This has been a common practice in US prisons for more than two hundred years. However, there is a growing recent consensus about the problems that solitary confinement presents in terms of human rights, legality, and mental health. Many US states now have laws in place that limit the use of solitary confinement for extended periods of time. In December 2023, the New York City Council voted to ban the use of solitary confinement in city jails altogether. Personally, this strikes me as a positive development. As we will see later, prolonged social isolation can have damaging effects on both the mind and the body, reinforcing the notion that solitary confinement should be considered a cruel (although unfortunately still not unusual) form of punishment.

A second paradoxical aspect of solitude is that it is widely considered to be both normative and deviant. On the one hand, solitude is a common, ordinary, and universally shared human experience. A young child playing alone in the sandbox during recess at school does not draw any undue attention from teachers or other students. An elderly gentleman sitting alone on a park bench and feeding the pigeons does not provoke a second glance from most passersby. Yet, someone eating alone at a table in a fancy restaurant still draws some stares, and a person choosing to live by themselves in an isolated cabin in the woods is likely to be seen as a loner or a hermit—or at least a bit quirky.

A frequent collaborator of mine is Julie Bowker, a psychology researcher at the State University of New York at Buffalo. In a series of studies, we set out to more formally explore under what conditions and to what degree people tend to believe that solitude is “normal.” One way we did this was to ask more than two thousand adolescents and young adults how much it was “okay” versus “wrong” for someone who likes to spend time alone to do so. Overall, more than 80 percent of people responded that it was “perfectly okay,” with another 15 percent saying that it was “sort of okay.” So, it seems pretty clear that in general, choosing to spend time in solitude is not viewed as particularly deviant.

But it is also fair to say that some forms of solitude are viewed as more “normal” than others. For example, the US-based researchers Rebecca Ratner and Rebecca Hamilton explored people’s attitudes about participating in different types of activities while alone versus with others. Across a series of five studies, their results showed that adults were much less likely to engage in a solo hedonic activity (something fun), such as seeing a movie in a theater or eating at a newly opened restaurant, compared with a more utilitarian activity (something practical), such as going food shopping or taking a walk for exercise. Reasons for this had to do with people’s self-conscious concerns that if they went bowling alone (another example of a hedonic activity), they would be perceived by others as a “loser” and not having any friends.

At the extreme end of this paradoxical continuum, solitude can also be considered a significant indication of deviance. Spending time alone has long been viewed and studied as both a cause and a consequence of psychopathology. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (more commonly known as the DSM), published by the American Psychiatric Association, and the International Classification of Diseases (aka the ICD), published by the World Health Organization, are authoritative handbooks that define, classify, and provide criteria for diagnosing mental health disorders for health care professionals around the world. In the first edition of the DSM, published in 1952, people who spent too much time alone and had difficulties relating effectively to others could be classified as suffering from either a psychotic disorder, such as schizophrenia; a psychoneurotic disorder, such as anxiety; or a personality disorder, such as a schizoid personality. Although this has changed to a certain extent in subsequent editions, even today, various aspects of solitude, such as self-isolation, chronic avoidance of social situations, and disturbances in social relationships, are still considered part of the diagnostic criteria for many clinical disorders, including major depression, social anxiety disorder, avoidant personality disorder, and schizophrenia.

Extreme social withdrawal is also the defining characteristic of hikikomori, a clinical syndrome whereby adolescents and young adults seclude themselves, often in their bedroom at their parents’ house, for weeks, months, or even years at a time. The term hikikomori is derived from the combination of two Japanese words, hiku, which means “to pull back,” and komoru, which means “to seclude oneself.” It was originally identified as a culture-bound phenomenon that was exclusive to Japan. Data from the World Mental Health Japan Survey (conducted between 2013 and 2015) indicated that just over 2 percent of the population suffered from acute hikikomori during their lifetime.VII

Cases of hikikomori have now also been documented in several other countries around the world, including the United States. However, there is continued debate as to the exact criteria for conceptualizing and diagnosing it. A primary dispute is whether hikikomori should be considered a “new” clinical disorder versus whether it could be accounted for using a combination of already existing disorders, such as social anxiety disorder, schizoid personality disorder, or major depression disorder. Regardless, this phenomenon provides a clear and apparent exemplar of how solitude can represent a deviant behavior that reflects a serious mental health disorder.

I can think of several other paradoxical aspects of solitude, and I am sure there are more: experiences of solitude can also both help (think: “absence makes the heart grow fonder”) and hurt our relationships with others; solitude is something that is purported to be beneficial (as we will see), but it also can be aversive and even painful (like spinach, for some people). If we tied up all these smaller paradoxes into a knot representing one big and complex contradictory enigma, it would be that solitude can be both “bad” and “good.” This is not a new idea. As we will see in the forthcoming chapters, there is a long history of solitude being portrayed as both a boon and a curse. This duality of solitude has been described across many domains, and we will explore examples not only from psychology but also from philosophy, religion, mythology, literature, and popular culture.

Let’s finish this chapter with a final conceptualization of solitude that is a bit more metaphysical in its approach. The American psychology researchers Christopher Long and James Averill drew an intriguing analogy between solitude and time. They asserted that although events are experienced in time, time itself is not an experience. In this same regard, they made the argument that we experience events in solitude, but solitude itself is not an experience. This strikes me as a very thought-provoking idea. But I am not sure I completely agree.

As I suspect is the case for many others, I do sometimes feel as though I experience time. I can think of instances in my life when time has seemed to speed by, slow down, or even almost stop. This may or may not be what it means to actually “experience time,” but regardless, I would still assert that episodes of solitude have felt very different to me on different occasions. I can think of some instances when solitude has seemed like a vast, empty expanse. Yet, at other times, solitude seems to be somehow full, sometimes of opportunities, sometimes of warmth and coziness, and sometimes even of connections, with myself, with others, and with the world around me. I think just like time, we can all experience solitude in a wide range of unique and deeply personal ways.




	
I. All variations of these terms, such as “solitary” or “lonely,” were also included.

	
II. This data was collected before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. I assume that the usage of these words was even more frequent during the height of lockdowns and other social distancing measures.

	
III. Aficionados of the superhero genre will note that this last one probably had something to do with Superman’s hidden retreat, the Fortress of Solitude.

	
IV. In Japanese mythology, a likely choice would be Amenominakanushi, who was first a deity who manifested when heaven and earth came into existence and is often described as “single,” “solitary,” or the “deity who emerged in solitude.”

	
V. Fun fact: This is why the month of January was named after him.

	
VI. To be fair, I think the “punishment” part of a time-out has as much to do with being bored as being alone. I think we can assume that children probably find sitting alone doing nothing about as enjoyable as the participants in the Wilson study who chose to self-administer electric shocks!

	
VII. Defined as staying in their house for more than six months, not going to work or school, and having little communication with others.









Chapter 3 Why Solitude Gets a Bad Rap I’ve Got a Theory


When I was a graduate student studying developmental psychology at the University of Waterloo, I had the privilege of being supervised by Kenneth Rubin, a renowned expert in the study of children’s peer relationships. Ken is an academic force of nature, and I will admit to being a bit intimidated by him at the outset. Just a few weeks after I had started my program, Ken asked me to coauthor a chapter he had been invited to contribute to an academic volume. I knew right away that this was an incredible opportunity for me. And, of course, I desperately wanted to impress Ken and show him he had chosen wisely by accepting me from among all the applications he received from prospective graduate students.

He assigned me the task of preparing a first draft of a particular section of the chapter. To this day, I have never worked harder on any piece of writing. After a few weeks, I was ready to give Ken my draft for feedback. This was in the early 1990s, so I printed out my document using my handy dot matrix printer, stapled the corner, and nervously placed it in Ken’s mailbox in the psychology department. Then I waited.

A few angst-ridden days later, Ken returned the document to my mailbox. With some trepidation, I steeled myself and began flipping through the stapled pages. My heart sank. The pages were so covered with red ink that I could barely make out my original (admittedly low-resolution) print. Entire paragraphs were crossed out, the margins were littered with comments, and most of my text had been overwritten.

Imposter syndrome is common among graduate students. You go from being near or at the top of your class in college to being in a cohort consisting entirely of top students from across the country. It is a classic case of the big fish in a little pond discovering that they are not so big after all when they suddenly find themselves in larger waters. When I saw all that red ink, I distinctly remember thinking, Oh well, it was nice being in graduate school for a few weeks… I absolutely knew this would happen. I clearly do not belong here… Ken has realized that this was all a terrible mistake and that I had somehow slipped through the cracks during the admission process. The next time he sees me he will ask me to leave the program and go back home to my little pond.

In the 1920s, the American psychologist Walter Cannon coined the phrase “fight or flight” to describe the ways that humans instinctively react to stress. That day, I chose flight. Yup, my very mature and sophisticated strategy to try to prevent Ken from kicking me out of the graduate program was basically to hide from Ken, and everyone else, for as long as I possibly could. As a short-term solution, it kind of worked. For over a week, I stayed away from Ken’s office and went to our lab area, where student office space was located, only in the evenings. I even avoided my friends and lab mates, as I was much too embarrassed by my perceived failure to even consider talking to anyone about it.

I am sure you will not be surprised to hear that as a long-term solution, this strategy was entirely ineffective. My time spent in solitude that week was fraught with worry, and my rumination only served to worsen my feelings of self-doubt, inadequacy, and outright failure. And, of course, despite my best efforts, I was not even successful in avoiding Ken. One morning while rushing to make it to a class on time, I flew around the corner of one of the psychology building’s mazelike corridors and ran right into him.

Since Cannon first described the fight-or-flight human responses to stress, two others have been added to his list. Faced with the immediate threat of colliding with the very person I was desperately trying to avoid, I responded with the third option: freeze. I just stood there, dumbfounded, for what felt like an eternity. Then, since escape was impossible, and there was absolutely no way I was going to “fight” Ken, I switched to the most recently added fourth option: fawn (or, in my case, grovel). In a desperate last-ditch attempt to avoid getting booted out of my graduate program, I started profusely apologizing to Ken for my poor work and stammering that if he would just give me another chance, I would work so much harder to do better. Ken listened to my outburst with a wry smile on his face. When I finally stopped blathering for a moment to catch my breath, he looked me straight in the eye and said, “You did good. I edit because I care, and I edit a lot when I am working with something that is worth working on. Keep at it.”

As my mentor, Ken taught me countless invaluable lessons not only about psychology but also about life. That day, I learned the importance of accepting constructive criticism and using it to make improvements to your work—and to yourself. I also learned something important about solitude. Using solitude as an escape from social situations you are seeking to avoid does not solve anything. In fact, it usually only serves to make things worse.

I thought about Ken as I began writing this chapter because much of his research focuses on how children learn to get along well with others. Going all the way back to Sigmund Freud, psychologists have stressed the critical role that adults play in children’s lives. But those aren’t the only relationships that matter. A primary drive of Ken’s illustrious career was to raise awareness about how it is also important for children’s healthy development to spend time with other kids. A common extension of the notion that interacting with friends promotes children’s positive development is that missing out on these social interactions can be problematic for their well-being. Why would children miss out on opportunities for social engagement? As the argument goes, it is because they are spending too much time alone. Ergo, solitude is bad for children’s well-being.

This was certainly a major theme of my academic socialization as a graduate student in Ken’s lab. But now that I am academically all grown up, a central focus of my career is raising awareness about the important and unique positive role that solitude serves in children’s healthy development and adults’ well-being. I guess in some ways, this makes me a defiant student who rebelled against my academic parent.


Solitude Is “Bad” Because Being with Others Is “Good”

Within the field of psychology, the notion that solitude can be problematic goes back a long way. In fact, one of the earliest recorded psychology experiments thoroughly dissed solitude. In 1898, Norman Triplett of Indiana University asked children to participate in a competition that involved spinning a fishing reel to make a flag attached to the line race around a track. The goal was to have the flag complete the circuit as quickly as possible. In some cases, children completed the task alone; in others, they were paired with other children. Overall, children’s race times were slower when they competed alone than when paired with others performing the same task. Thus, even at the turn of the last century, it was clear that we do things better together and worse alone.

Outside the domain of psychology, the general notion that solitude is “bad” can be traced back to biblical times: “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone’ ” (Genesis 2:18). That is pretty much as clear as it gets. But if it does not make the point strongly enough, there are other passages in the Bible that also intimate that being with others is better than being alone, including:


God settles the solitary in a home. (Psalm 68:6)

Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not another to lift him up! Again, if two lie together, they keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone? (Ecclesiastes 4:9–11)



In the interest of transparency, I should disclose that there are also passages in the Bible that refer to more positive aspects of solitude. Most of these describe retreating to solitude as a context for prayer, such as “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed” (Mark 1:35). Nonetheless, I think it is fair to say the seeds that grew into solitude’s “bad rap” were planted a very long time ago. Since then, evolutionary psychologists, social psychologists, developmental psychologists, and others have all put forth theories that highlight the negative aspects of solitude. Although they differ somewhat in their specifics, these theories are all grounded in the same general premise: since we get so much good stuff out of social interactions, relationships, and communities, therefore, by extension, solitude must be bad.

Humans evolved to be together. In his book Politics, written in the fourth century BCE, the Greek philosopher Aristotle famously wrote, “Man is by nature a social animal.” If we are truly social animals, then the time we spend away from others (i.e., solitude) works against our basic human nature and is thus inherently adverse. This idea is consistent with the evolutionary perspective on solitude. Broadly speaking, evolutionary approaches examine the adaptive qualities of human traits and behaviors. An adaptive trait is something that grants a subset of organisms who share this characteristic any kind of advantage that promotes their survival. Surviving longer, in turn, generally provides these specific organisms with greater opportunities to mate and pass on this trait to subsequent generations.

A classic example illustrates how giraffes evolved longer necks. Individual giraffes who happened to be born with a gene that results in a slightly longer neck had an advantage over their shorter-necked brethren in procuring food: they could reach higher up trees to eat more leaves. More food generally means a better chance of survival. So, over time, this led to more offspring sired by giraffes with longer necks, until this characteristic eventually became the norm in the species.
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