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Abstract

Loneliness is often described as a deadly epidemic sweeping across the population, a
silent killer. Loneliness, we are told, is a social disease that must be cured. But what
does it mean to think of loneliness as a feminist issue, and what might a specifically fem-
inist theorisation bring to conceptualisations of loneliness? In this paper, | argue that fem-
inism helps us see that loneliness is not just personal but political. | trace how stories of
loneliness surface, circulate, shift and compound within the specificity of the present,
centring on recent strategies proposed by the UK government in their ‘national mission
to end loneliness’. | outline how this policy discourse upholds certain normative attach-
ments as having the promise to alleviate loneliness: coupled love, the family, community.
Such framings serve to depoliticise contemporary conditions of loneliness, positioning
loneliness as a personal failure, with the cure for loneliness as the responsibility of indi-
viduals and communities. Absent in government depictions of the problem of loneliness
are the wider mechanisms that condemn people to lonely lives, when infrastructures fail,
when people find themselves violently cut off from the world. Finally, | speculate on what
might happen if we were to challenge this framing of loneliness as always and only a pro-
blem in need of a cure. | seek to uncover some of the political potentials of loneliness,
asking what can be learnt through reflecting upon shared experiences of loneliness? For,
as feminist politics has shown us, feelings of disaffection and alienation can help us
imagine other worlds.
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What does it mean to think of loneliness as a feminist issue, and what might a specifically
feminist theorisation bring to contemporary conceptualisations of loneliness? In this paper, I
propose that a feminist approach has more to offer than simply an examination of how
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women are affected by loneliness. Rather, feminism can help us trouble prevailing framings
of loneliness: where loneliness is still so often equated with aloneness, and positioned
as an individual feeling of lack and longing. This paper then, is a critical reading of
how the problem of loneliness is framed and narrated, with a particular focus on
recent strategies proposed by the UK government in their ‘national mission to end
loneliness’ (DCMS, 2018: 2). I trace how stories of loneliness surface, circulate,
shift and compound within the specificity of the present. Throughout, my focus is
not on the who or the why of loneliness, but on the question of what does this dis-
course of loneliness do? How is the problem of loneliness framed, and what antidotes
are offered as the cure?

Loneliness has increasingly dominated headlines and policy agendas, positioned as a
deadly epidemic sweeping across the population. Michael Cobb has written of how we
are continually warned ‘that a menacing, debilitating feeling of loneliness lurks every-
where’ (2012: 6). Loneliness is depicted as a crisis of the present. We live in an age
where we must strive to never be lonely, for as Melissa Carroll notes, loneliness is posi-
tioned as the ‘antithesis of happiness’ (2013: 9). Loneliness, we are told, time and time
again, is a social disease that must be cured. What follows, then, is an alternative
reading of loneliness, one that seeks to trouble some of the dominant ways in which
the problem of loneliness is framed and narrated.

How, for instance, does the emergence of the ‘loneliness epidemic’ fit within
broader narratives around individualised responsibility, aspiration and the pursuit
of happiness? What can existing work on the affective and psychic life of neoliberal-
ism add to contemporary understandings of loneliness? (Anderson, 2016; Scharff,
2016; Gill, 2017). While there is, of course, a long history of pathologised lonely
subjects, more recently we have witnessed the emergence of a narrative where
whole swathes of the population are positioned as potentially ‘at risk’ of loneliness.
An atmosphere of anxious apprehension where we are continually told about the
risk of loneliness, warned that our lives are getting lonelier than ever before. What
work, then, does the language of ‘the loneliness epidemic’ do? My proposition
is that the fear of loneliness holds a powerful grip, which directs us down
particular paths, towards the false promise of a cure. Certain attachments, we are
told, can mitigate the risk of loneliness: couples, the familial, community. Here,
the cure for loneliness is an individualised solution; we must constantly work to
avoid loneliness. Reaching out, striving for connection, trying to find ever-present
closeness.

What, then, is missing from these dominant ways through which the problem of lone-
liness is framed, where loneliness is still so often positioned as an individual feeling rather
than a structural condition of neoliberal life? What does the language of individualised
responsibility and cure overlook? In the argument that follows, I question whether the
creation of the seemingly common-sense notion of the ‘loneliness epidemic’ shuts
down potential lines of thought, of ways of conceptualising loneliness otherwise.
Foremost, this paper is an attempt to reframe loneliness as a structural condition, rather
than as a personal failure or a failure of community. That is, to think of loneliness as a
shared condition, as not just personal but political.
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The tragic loner

Philip Koch (1994: 31) has defined loneliness as ‘the unpleasant feeling of longing for
some kind of human interaction’: loneliness arises when we feel there is a mismatch
between the social connections we have and the social connections we desire. To feel
lonely, then, is a subjective state, a sense that we are not sufficiently connected to
others. Yet, while loneliness and aloneness are seen as conceptually separate, when
‘the loneliest’ are spoken of it is still predominantly a story about those who are alone.
Numerous quantitative studies have attempted to determine who is at greatest risk of
loneliness, with research highlighting that living alone and being single or separated
increase our risk of loneliness (Bu et al., 2020; ONS, 2020). Yet the finding that those
who live alone or without a partner are more likely to report feeling lonely is perhaps
unsurprising in an age where coupledom and family life are still privileged as our
most important social connections, and where a life alone is still so often portrayed as
a failure to achieve the good life (see: Roseneil et al., 2020). Feelings of loneliness are
not just personal — the lack we feel comes when we measure our lives against a dominant
social ideal: against those who we presume are never lonely. It is crucial, then, to consider
how individual feelings of loneliness form part of, and are shaped by, dominant social
formations, or an emergent ‘structure of feeling’ (Williams, 1978). Feminist work on
affective life has long highlighted that we cannot view feelings and emotional life as
somehow existing beyond ‘the structural’, but rather we must examine their continual
entwinement (Pedwell and Whitehead, 2012).

I propose that one of the first steps towards a feminist engagement with loneliness is to
trouble popular conceptualisations that reduce loneliness to aloneness: to explore the con-
struction of the figure of the ‘tragic loner’, and to examine how such depictions often
uphold a narrow heteronormative vision of intimate life. Perhaps the most dominant
lonely figure in our popular imaginaries is that of the bereaved widow/er, an individual
whose presumed happy life with a partner has suddenly become a life alone (Uotila
et al., 2010). There is, of course, a much longer history of portraying those who live
their lives alone as lonely, lacking and unfulfilled. Contemporary constructions of the
lonely veer from positioning them as objects of pity, to subjects of fear. Loneliness
can often be a dysphoric and painful feeling, as feelings of loneliness turn inwards, a
sinking sense of failure at one’s inability to connect to the world. Yet feelings of loneli-
ness and disconnection can also turn outwards, accumulating in resentment, revenge,
even violence. Think, for example, of how the figure of the ‘incel’ has been introduced
into popular lexicon. Incels emerged within misogynistic online cultures, where outcast
male teenage ‘loners’ began to label themselves as ‘involuntary celibates’ after resent-
fully being unable to find girlfriends. Here, feelings of loneliness are projected outwards.
This violence and hatred has been directed most forcefully towards women, with talk of
an ‘incel uprising’ and a ‘war on women’ (Nagle, 2017). Compulsory coupledom and
toxic masculinity combine, often with devastating consequences (Maxwell et al.,
2020). Such extreme examples help shape our wider cultural imaginaries, a cautionary
tale about what every male ‘loner’ might become, framing those who are lonely not
just as sad and depressive, but also bitter and potentially violent.
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So, while the figure of the ‘incel’ is one of the starkest examples of the ‘dangerous
loner’, other constructions continue to position the lonely as social failures, odd,
strange, possibly mad. We could, for example, turn to the contemporary construction
of the ‘crazy cat lady’, a lonely tragic figure, whose presumed attempts at romance
have failed. Here, narratives of the tragic loner combine with wider discourses around
madness, ableism and heteronormativity. Thus, as Will McKeithen notes, we can think
of the ‘crazy cat lady’ as existing on the ‘queer periphery’ (2017: 122), her only
company being an abundance of feline companions. Such constructions portray the
lonely as social failures, their strangeness having resulted in their lonely existence.
The figuration of the ‘crazy cat lady’ falls into a far longer history of abjection and
stigma against women who live their lives without men, the pathologised figure of the
spinster, the witch, the hag (Daly, 1978; Oram, 1992; Love, 2009). Historically,
women who live alone, without men, without children, fail to fit within heteronormative
ideals of womanhood: where a woman can only find her place in the world through rela-
tion to her husband and her children.

This is not, however, to say that those who are alone are instantly classed as lonely;
there are plenty of emergent positive representations of being single. A large body of fem-
inist scholarship has started to tell a different story of women who live their lives outside
of coupledom (see: Reynolds, 2013; Simpson, 2016; Lahad, 2017). Undoubtedly, there is
a more diverse representation of both single life and those who live alone, highlighting
how one can be alone but not lonely. Yet despite the growing recognition of single
life, there is still often the anxious narrative that waiting too long to ‘settle down’ is to
risk a potentially lonely existence. Popular representations of those who are happy
alone often depict this as a temporary sojourn. So while single life may now be encour-
aged for certain periods of our lives, as part of a neoliberal life script where we “find our-
selves’ before settling down, to wait too long is to risk missing out (Kern, 2011). Thus, as
Anthea Taylor notes, despite the increasing acceptance and even celebration of single life
for women, ‘the spectre of the spinster looms large in the popular imaginary’ (2011: 2).
The loneliest figures in popular representations are still those who live their lives alone:
single people, the unattached, those without families. Continued depictions of sad and
perpetually lonely figures serve as a reminder to us all that we must seek to avoid
chronic loneliness, that we should not ever be alone for too long.

Cultural constructions of loneliness are hence founded upon, and help found, hetero-
normative logics. Loneliness serves to orientate us; it directs us down a path that we are
told will lead us away from a potentially lonely existence. In her work on queer orienta-
tions, Sara Ahmed notes how we are directed down the ‘straight line’ (2006: 174), a col-
lective alignment towards heteronormative visions of the good life: to coupledom,
marriage, the nuclear family, and a presumed happily ever after. For, as Ahmed notes,
‘[flollowing lines [...] involves forms of investment. Such investments “promise”
return (if we follow this line, then “this” or “that” will follow)’ (2006: 17). Yet the
lines we take are not just shaped by the promise of happiness, but by the fear of loneli-
ness. The fear of loneliness shapes and limits the paths that our lives can take. Certain
attachments, we are told, contain the promise to alleviate loneliness; romantic coupled
love is still positioned as the primary way to find meaningful connection. So even
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while feminist work on single life has reshaped some of these normative life scripts, the
spectre of loneliness still haunts us. The melancholic figure of the ‘tragic loner’, living
alone without a partner or family, is still upheld as the cruel fate that potentially awaits
us if we do not follow the right path.

However, while there has been important sociological work on how one can live alone, or
be single, and still feel connected to the world, far less attention has been given to how we
can be surrounded by the presence of others yet still feel lonely. Here, we might want to
return to feminist work on coupledom which has highlighted that one does not have to be
alone to feel lonely (Friedan, 1963; Comer, 1974). The most intense feelings of loneliness
can sweep over us right at the very moment we are supposed to feel connected to others.
Think, for example, of the stereotype of the unhappy and isolated suburban housewife.
Surrounded by her family, living the life she is told will bring her happiness and fulfilment,
yet still she is met with a profound sense of lack and isolation. The path has been followed,
but the promise of return has failed. This sense of listless longing is what Betty Friedan
described as ‘the problem that has no name’ (1963: 15). Thus, as Ahmed notes, Friedan
‘taught us that proximity to the fantasy of the good life does not mean proximity to happi-
ness’ (2010: 51). More recently, feminist scholars have written about the disconnect between
the normative promise of happiness and the lives we so often find ourselves living (Ahmed,
2010; Berlant, 2011), when the promise of the good life falls short, when we feel alone
despite being in the presence of others. Yet this aspect of loneliness is eclipsed in contem-
porary depictions, and the dominant trope is one where loneliness is equated with aloneness.

The ‘loneliness epidemic’

Stories of the tragic loner position loneliness as a cruel or deserved fate that awaits those
who are outcast from society. The script tells us that those who are strange, odd and
unlovable will lead a lonely and unhappy life. Yet alongside this older narrative is an
emergent and somewhat contradictory story that positions loneliness as an epidemic
that is sweeping uncontrollably through the population. The biomedical language of
the ‘loneliness epidemic’ has gained considerable traction in public health literature,
government policy and the public consciousness. From the 2010s onwards, there have
been a mounting number of papers in biomedical journals on the topic of loneliness,
media coverage on the ‘loneliness epidemic’ has become widespread and the problem
of loneliness is now a key area of concern for policy makers. By using the language
of the ‘epidemic’, loneliness becomes positioned as ever-escalating, out of control,
perhaps even irreversible. Within these framings, loneliness is not just a fate that
awaits the strange and the outcast but is something that could impact any one of us at
any time. Loneliness is depicted as spreading dangerously through the population, as
the following media coverage highlights: ‘[I]Joneliness can be contagious, with sufferers
spreading desolate feelings to others “like a bad cold™ (Willey, 2009). Here, lonely
people become figures to be avoided, and we are told that ‘(non-lonely) people who
hang out with lonely people are more likely to become lonely themselves’ (Remes,
2018). The transmission of loneliness is positioned as infectious, with desolate feelings
spreading from one body to the next. Too much proximity to the lonely puts us at risk of



28 Feminist Theory 23(1)

becoming lonely ourselves. What links these two framings — the tragic loner and the
escalating epidemic — is the continued emphasis on pathologized individuals and perso-
nal responsibility; we must bolster and protect ourselves from the menacing feelings of
loneliness that could sweep over us at any time. Yet unlike the story of the tragic loner,
the ‘loneliness epidemic’ is framed as a threat to the population as a whole: loneliness as
infection, contagion, as an issue that demands a (bio)political intervention.

Even prior to the coronavirus pandemic and the increased media coverage around the
loneliness of lockdown, we had been told that loneliness had reached crisis point, that
action must be taken. In 2018, the UK government appointed its first Minister for
Loneliness, to implement the recommendations made in a report by the Commission
on Loneliness. In the foreword note to the first cross-government Strategy for Tackling
Loneliness, the then Prime Minister Theresa May proclaimed that ‘loneliness is one of
the greatest public health challenges of our time’ (DCMS, 2018: 2). Within this policy
discourse, loneliness is depicted as not just deleterious for mental health but also for phy-
sical health. The loneliness strategy opens with the stark warning that ‘[f]leeling lonely
often is linked to early deaths — on a par with smoking or obesity. It’s also linked to
increased risk of coronary heart disease and stroke; depression, cognitive decline and
an increased risk of Alzheimer’s’ (DCMS, 2018: 6). Framing the epidemic of loneliness
as a public health crisis allows government to claim that loneliness does not just have a
detrimental impact on lonely people but also has a devastating impact on society as a
whole, not least the ensuing health implications that will result in a costly drain on
public services in a time of austerity.

What work, then, does this rhetorical deployment of ‘crisis’ and ‘epidemic’ do?
Underpinning this framing of loneliness as at ‘crisis point’ is the assumption that we
are currently lonelier than we have ever been. Popular depictions of loneliness pronounce
that we are leading lonelier lives than ever before; headline after headline tells us that ‘[1]
oneliness [is] on its way to becoming Britain’s most lethal condition’ (Smith, 2018), that
‘loneliness has reached crisis point’ and ‘social isolation is more prevalent than ever’
(Niven-Phillips, 2020). Such accounts help uphold a dystopian narrative where social
change has led to a more alienated, disconnected and lonely world. We are repeatedly
told that certain conditions of modern life have led to unprecedented levels of loneliness.
The Strategy for Tackling Loneliness proclaims that ‘as our society continues to evolve
[...] the warmth of human contact risks receding from our lives’ (DCMS, 2018: 2). So,
what is said to be the cause of this rise in loneliness? A number of factors are repeatedly
listed in media speculations around the cause of this epidemic: family breakdown, delays
in settling down to start a family, rising numbers of people living parts of their lives alone,
greater geographic mobility, fractured communities and technological advances that have
supposedly cut us off from face-to-face encounters. Hence, these narratives around the
rise in loneliness often fall into a larger moral panic around the decline of the nuclear
family, of individualisation and the demise of close-knit communities. Loneliness is
depicted as a crisis of our time, the cure for loneliness, is imagined as a return to a
time that has been lost.

But is it really possible to say that the times we are currently living through are the
loneliest of all? Such narratives often fail to recognise that attempts to measure loneliness
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across different epochs are often flawed, given large-scale surveys of loneliness have only
relatively recently been introduced and that these surveys are fraught with tensions. What
I am interested in here, however, is what does this narrative of ever-escalating loneliness
do? Underpinning many of these constructions around the ‘epidemic of loneliness’ is
often a nostalgic longing for a bygone community, a return to a time when people suppo-
sedly felt more connected to their families, neighbours and communities. The over-
arching narrative around the current epidemic of loneliness is one where community
has been replaced by rampant individualism, resulting in emptiness, disaffection and
loneliness (Bauman, 2003). In that sense, then, discussions around the crisis of loneliness
could be read as a plea for a return to a time before neoliberalism, as a revaluation of com-
munity and connection. Yet, contrary to this, the framing of the loneliness epidemic is
deeply individualised, a predicament that can only be solved by the hard work of indivi-
duals, families and communities.

Often, these depictions of ‘the loneliness epidemic’ rest upon a romanticised nostalgic
construction of both familial life and community. Yet, as Miranda Joseph (2002) has
noted, we should be wary of this ‘romance of community’. In particular, we must be cau-
tious of nostalgic idealised constructions of past communities — which ignore the ways in
which the boundaries of such communities were often founded through the exclusion of
queer, crip, black and brown bodies. That is, to look beyond the positive feelings that we
are told community is meant to evoke, to remember the potential violence enacted in the
name of kinship, neighbourliness and togetherness. Idealised visions of close-knit com-
munities overlook violent class divides, often bolsters a wider neolibral agenda empha-
sising the need for traditional family values, positioning s and s fam as the antitode to
loneliness, and white supremacy. This romanticised nostalgia around bygone communi-
ties is, as Ahmed notes, so often ‘a nostalgia for whiteness’ (2010: 121). Hence, what
often underpins this construction of the ‘unlonely community’ is a heteronormative
and racially homogenous vision of community, of happy nuclear families that stay
together, of bodies that stay in place. In the UK, a lack of ‘cohesive communities’ has
long been depicted as a ‘failure of multiculturism’. Here, certain bodies are chastised
for failing to ‘integrate’. Think here of Ahmed’s (2010: 142-148) reflections on the
lonely figure of the ‘melancholy migrant’, who is cast out for refusing to ‘get over’ the
injuries of racial injustice. Stories that nostalgically evoke a time when loneliness was
supposedly less prevalent overlook both the violence of community and the loneliness
of community.

Furthermore, if we look to many of the societal changes that are argued to have led to
the current ‘epidemic of loneliness’, we see that many of these transformations arose as a
result of advances made through feminism, particularly changes to family formations and
resulting demographic shifts. Women’s right to education, paid employment, financial
independence and reproductive autonomy has often been followed by falling marriage
rates and declining fertility rates. In the UK, co-habitation and solo living have risen,
and since the 1970s marriage rates have fallen and divorce rates have increased. Late
modernity has transformed the ways in which many people live their intimate lives.
What is needed, then, is an awareness of how the current widespread panic over the
epidemic of loneliness often bolsters a wider neo-conservative and neoliberal agenda
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around the need for traditional family values. Such narratives position strong and stable
families as the antidote to loneliness (Wilkinson, 2013). Various studies have sought to
show that marriage is a key route to happiness, with those who are married seen as having
‘significantly higher life satisfaction than those who are single’ (Waite and Lehrer, 2003;
Grover and Helliwell, 2019: 373). The solution to the problem of loneliness is positioned
as a return to a time when families stayed together. Yet here, just like in the narratives
idealising a bygone time of close-knit communities, we have the construction of the
time when families were trouble-free and relationships lasted. Once again, this papers
over the realities of family life, ignoring the ways in which the familial space of the
domestic can be a site of abuse and violence, alienation and unfulfilment, and how the
freedom to end relationships should be thought of as a progressive step forward.

The depoliticisation of loneliness

So far, I have outlined how contemporary loneliness is sociallly stigmatised, and spoken
about as public health concern. Whilst seemingly quite distinct, both of these construc-
tions frame loneliness as an individual problem, as something we should constantly
strive to protect ourselves against. Aspiration, apprehension, risk, hyper-vigilance: the
key moods and modes of neoliberal life. Yet what solutions are proposed to address
this so-called epidemic of loneliness? Primarily, loneliness is framed within an individua-
lised model, with many of the strategies for tackling loneliness focusing on the actions
that individuals and communities need to take to alleviate loneliness. At the most
extreme end, we see an emergent biomedical cure for the problem of loneliness. Take,
for example, a nascent body of work in neuroscience that is attempting to better under-
stand the biological symptoms of loneliness. Here, chronic loneliness becomes positioned
as something similar to anxiety, so while mild feelings of loneliness are said to be some-
thing we all experience at some point in our lives, chronic loneliness is seen to become a
psychological disorder when it interferes with our daily capacity to function. The chron-
ically lonely are positioned as debilitated, outcast from a world that values positivity, hap-
piness and success (see Cabanas and Illouz, 2019 for a discussion of the tyranny of
positivity). Other work is looking at the potential genetic causes of chronic loneliness,
seeking to frame the problem as something that is rooted in biology (Cacioppo and
Patrick, 2008). If loneliness is conceptualised in this way, as an individual disorder,
then the cure for loneliness can be found through pharmacological interventions
(Cacioppo and Cacioppo, 2015). Recent media headlines have reported that there
might soon be a pill for us to take to cure symptoms of loneliness (Entis, 2019).
Neurosteroids are publicised as a ‘miracle cure’ for the problem of loneliness, that can
alter the balance of the brain to make us feel less lonely. Loneliness is reduced to a
problem of individual perception and neurological wiring, rather than one of structural
abandonment or the failed promise of the good life. Lonely people are positioned as
broken, debilitated, and in need of a cure.

Within the UK government’s recent work on tackling loneliness, the cure for
loneliness is also highly individualised, with an emphasis on self-responsibility and com-
munity action. The Strategy for Tackling Loneliness has a particular focus on creating
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stronger and more connected communities. Loneliness is said to be caused by a fragmen-
ted society, and this disconnection is portrayed as a result of the failure of individuals, the
failure of families, the failure of community. Take for example, the following quote from
the strategy: ‘Government can’t make our friends for us, and ultimately the challenge of
creating a more connected society lies with each of us in our families, neighbourhoods
and workplaces’ (DCMS, 2018: 3). Here, loneliness is caused by personal failure, a
result of an inability to make friends and maintain our own social networks of support.
Similarly, the ministerial foreword to a 2021 policy paper on tackling loneliness notes
that ‘[t[he government’s approach to tackling loneliness aims to put the individual at
the heart of the solution’ (DCMS, 2021). What is offered then is a neoliberal fix to lone-
liness; the creation of a more connected society ‘lies with each of us’. The proposed solu-
tion to loneliness is one that involves little state intervention or resource; instead, the
government will end loneliness by encouraging people to be more neighbourly and
create more connected communities, exhorting families to be strong and stable.

There are thus a number of significant omissions in these strategies to address loneli-
ness. Foremost, there is no reflection on how state policy may have led to more fractured
communities. Instead, loneliness is portrayed primarily as something that is caused by
family and community breakdown, not the actions or inactions of the state.
Subsequently, what is so often absent in government depictions of ‘the loneliness
problem’ is any consideration of the wider mechanisms that condemn people to lonely
lives, when infrastructures fail, when people find themselves violently cut off from the
world and abandoned by the state. For, as Esther Hitchen (2019) highlights, individual
feelings of depression and loneliness cannot be separated from state policies that have
cut people off from their social worlds. Hitchen goes on to map out the ways in which
the uneven geographies of austerity have resulted in what she terms ‘shrinking
worlds’. Austerity measures in Britain have resulted in the closing down of spaces of
vital social infrastructure: with cuts to local authority budgets leading to closures of
public libraries, parks, community centres and care services. Austerity has resulted in
the closure of vital spaces of connection, especially for those isolated and cut off in
other ways, such as the closure of Sure Start children’s centres for new mothers (see:
Jupp, 2021). Thus, as Hitchen (2019) notes, ‘[t]he loss of such urban commons embodies
a grinding loss of world [...] our collective worlds begin to shrink, slip, and slide away’.

What we have witnessed, then, is a profoundly neoliberal construction of the problem
of loneliness; loneliness is reduced to the failure of individuals to connect. As Alison
Stenning and Sarah Marie Hall (2018) have argued, the government Strategy for
Tackling Loneliness fails ‘to acknowledge the role of austerity in exacerbating loneliness’
and ‘appears to be written as if the last ten years of austerity haven’t happened’ (see also:
Batsleer and Duggan, 2020). The strategy opens by telling us that ‘loneliness doesn’t dis-
criminate’: loneliness is depicted as something that can impact any one of us at any time
in our lives (DCMS, 2018: 3). There is no mention of poverty, austerity or cuts to vital
support services. There is no reflection on how women, and women of colour in particu-
lar, have been hardest hit by austerity and cuts to public services (Brah et al., 2015;
Sandhu and Stephenson, 2015). In the 2020 ‘Loneliness Annual Report’, the government
announced £2 million worth of grant funding to ‘better support organisations who work
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tirelessly to help people build stronger connections and develop their sense of belonging’
(DCMS, 2020: 4). This promise sits in uneasy tension with over a decade of cuts to local
authority and charity funding. Moreover, once again the emphasis is on funding to help
individuals and communities build stronger connections, papering over the issue of how
austerity has cut away at the social infrastructure that people need to maintain their sense
of connection to the world. Popular depictions of the ‘loneliness epidemic’ frequently
speculate on the conditions that might have resulted in a rise in loneliness, such as
family breakdown and technological shifts, but they often fail to give space to other
far more integral causes of social isolation, such as the restructuring of the labour
market, the rise in zero hours contracts, mounting housing insecurity, family separation
as a result of a hostile immigration policy, the violence of racial capitalism and the secur-
itisation and privatisation of public space, all of which limit our capacity for connection.
Moreover, romanticised ideals of stronger communities overlook the fact that commu-
nity work is work, that social networks take time, and that a sense of place is often impos-
sible to maintain when we find ourselves constantly uprooted. Through my own research
on housing insecurity and welfare reform in Britain, I have seen how state actions and
state inactions can sever our connections, cutting people off from their social networks,
creating a weary existence of staying afloat, the daily grind. Precarity and hardship chip
away at our sense of connection to the world (Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcéazar, 2019).
Perhaps, then, at times the language of loneliness is used when we should in fact be
talking about structural abandonment, precarity and alienation under late capitalism.
The language of loneliness individualises these feelings of lack and longing: the
problem is framed as personal rather than structural. The language of loneliness also flat-
tens, precluding any discussion of structural inequalities: loneliness becomes seen as an
individual disorder to which anyone might succumb. This framing of loneliness becomes
a way to circumvent issues of state abandonment: it downplays the ways in which certain
bodies are cast out, forced to endure conditions that so often condemn them to isolated
lives, that make connections fragile, that grind us down. The language of the ‘loneliness
crisis’ masks a series of other crises: rising economic precarity, the dismantling of the
welfare state, displacement, systemic racism, the continued dominance of heteropatriar-
chy. My proposition, then, is that rather than seeing loneliness as a biomedical disorder or
a personal failure, we can think of loneliness as a structural condition, arising from par-
ticular ‘violent conditions’ (Laurie and Shaw, 2018). The groups who report intense feel-
ings of loneliness are often those who have been cast out by the state — displaced people,
young mothers, disabled people. Recent research into loneliness during the coronavirus
pandemic has highlighted that those with a low household income, those who are unem-
ployed, those with lower rates of education and those from minoritised ethnic groups are
more likely to report feelings of loneliness: inequality and marginalisation are key risk
factors for loneliness (Bu et al., 2020). How often, then, do feelings of loneliness arise
because of violent conditions, of living in a world that is hostile to one’s very existence?
How can we understand loneliness without fully reflecting upon the violent and isolating
everyday conditions of white supremacy, dehumanising border regimes, patriarchy,
homophobia and transphobia? Yet dominant portrayals of loneliness are rarely framed
as a structural issue of state abandonment and inequality, or as a question of violence.
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Instead, the epidemic of loneliness is portrayed as an individual feeling, a personal
problem, a community problem, which every one of us must come together to solve.
Medical and individualised discourses around the ‘epidemic of loneliness’ overshadow
attempts to think about loneliness as both a cultural and political phenomenon.

The feminist politics of loneliness

Contemporary constructions often position loneliness as something shameful and poten-
tially pathological. Loneliness is framed as an individual failure, or a failure of commu-
nity, rather than a structural condition. While loneliness is now understood as widespread,
there is still a sense that one should not admit to feeling lonely, as to be lonely is to have
failed. To utter the words ‘I am lonely’ is to be a subject of pity. ‘I am lonely’ is heard
only as a cry for help. Loneliness, we are told, must be cured. But more than this, we
must take steps to cure ourselves, we must reach out, find connections: the crisis of lone-
liness is understood as a personal crisis. Yet, as Eli Clare has so eloquently argued, we
need to critically interrogate this notion of the ‘cure’ and to re-evaluate the worth of
lives that are seen to be broken. In his discussion of the power of the notion of ‘a
cure’, Claire notes that ‘[i]ts promises hold power precisely because none of us want
to be broken. But I'm curious: what might happen if we were to accept, claim,
embrace our brokenness?’ (2017: 160) In a similar light, what might happen if we
were to accept and even embrace our loneliness? That is, to shift our discussions of lone-
liness away from a narrow framework that only speaks of loneliness as a problem in need
of a cure. What might it mean to begin to take seriously Denise Riley’s (2002) playful
proposition on ‘the right to be lonely’? But how can we do this without romanticising
loneliness, or denying the intense pain that loneliness can bring?

One first step here might be to disrupt the ways in which loneliness is frequently conflated
with aloneness, and to highlight that those who are alone are not necessarily lonely. Riley’s
call for the ‘right to be lonely’ resists dominant pathologising discourses that frame alone-
ness as an unequivocal problem, and frees up space to think about loneliness as a potential
refusal of she terms ‘compulsive sociability’ (2002: 9). Feminist and queer studies have a
long history of trying to reclaim and revalue their lonely figures, challenging the assumption
that those who are alone have somehow failed (Daly, 1978; Love, 2009; Carroll, 2013).
Rather than thinking about aloneness as deficit, how might aloneness be a way to create dif-
ferent connections to the world, an opening, a way to live our lives otherwise? In an age of
ceaseless stories about the debilitating effects of being alone, the story of how one can be
alone but not lonely is still one that needs so desperately to be told.

Following on from this, what would happen if we did not habitually frame connection
as the antidote to loneliness? Where would it take us if we were to turn this logic around,
and consider whether the issue for some is not too much aloneness, but too much
togetherness. Whilst abandonment and isolation can produce toxic conditions of alien-
ation and worldlessness, so too can too much closeness. Think here of the ways in
which so many women still take on disproportionate amounts of care work and emotional
labour, particularly working-class women of colour: through unpaid work within the
familial home, low-paid care work, and as part of transnational care chains (Duffy,
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2011; Nguyen et al., 2017). We could also think more broadly about how togetherness
and inclusion are so often positioned as a surface solution to appease historical injustice
and violence, epitomised in the neoliberal language of institutional diversity work. Calls
for ‘coming together across difference’ overlook the violence and dangers of such work
for marginalised groups. For, as Gloria Anzaldua notes, in her vital reflections on feminist
coalition ‘bridgework’, being ‘there’ for people all the time, mediating all the time means
risking being ‘walked’” on, being ‘used’ (1990: 223). Too much closeness, too much
proximity, can result in the loss of the self. In whose interests then does the fantasy of
togetherness serve? In the quest to banish loneliness from our lives, have we at times
lost sight of the importance of separation for feminist politics?

There is, of course, a long history of work that has argued for the importance of being
alone, particularly for creativity, self-reflection and intellectual thought (Sarton, 1973; Storr,
1988; Koch, 1994). Here, solitude is said to be the higher level we reach when we become
content in our own company. Such reflections on solitude, however, are often deeply
classed, and historically often accounts from white men: the great thinker who has time to
retreat from the world, a temporary sojourn, unburdened by labour or care work. Whilst lone-
liness is seen to limit our capacities, solitude is positioned as a way to connect with ourselves
and the world (Arendt, [1951] 1973). Feelings of loneliness, however, are offered no such
redemption, portrayed instead as raw emotions, as uncontrollable and wretched feelings of
loss and lack. So while solitude has been depicted as an important state of being, feelings
of loneliness are positioned as apolitical, even anti-political. Lonely bodies are portrayed as
cut off from the world, trapped in an ever inwards spiral.

Yet can we perhaps begin to think about the political potentialities of loneliness itself?
Not the capacious openings offered through solitude, but the narrowing, enclosing drag of
loneliness — from stark feelings of alienation and being cut off from the world, to the more
mundane everyday lonely moments that might overcome us when we least expect. Thus,
as Carroll notes, what is needed is ‘a space for an understanding of the everydayness of
loneliness and its potential to be political’ (2013: 4). This is not to say that all forms of
loneliness are political. But in our rush to tackle this so-called epidemic of loneliness,
have we forgotten to carve out space to consider the potentialities of loneliness? What
might be lost in the rush to the cure?

Iam interested, then, in how loneliness might be thought of as forming part of a repertoire
of what Sianne Ngai (2005) terms ‘ugly feelings’. Loneliness opens up a plethora of see-
mingly trivial feelings, from boredom, disaffection and melancholia, to shame, awkward-
ness, envy and resentment, none of which we would necessarily think of as having the
political potential for progressive social change (Anderson, 2021; Yao, 2021). Of course,
some feelings of loneliness might result in a version of Lauren Berlant’s (2011) ‘cruel opti-
mism’. Feeling lonely may lead us to cling to normative dreams of togetherness, the desire to
desperately belong, to enter the realm of the social, the couple, the familial. For, as Laurie
Essig contends, ‘the worse things get, the more we turn to romance to feel hopeful about the
future’ (2019: 1). This fear of loneliness holds a powerful grip. At times we might seek
solace from loneliness in the promise of intimate attachments that only serve to further
exacerbate our feelings of disconnection.
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But other feelings of loneliness might lead us elsewhere, particularly those experiences of
loneliness that can sweep over us even though we are supposed to be living the good life, the
moments when the promise of happiness fails and we are left feeling desperately alone. For,
as feminist politics has shown us, feelings of disaffection and alienation can help us imagine
other worlds. Feelings of boredom, unfulfilment, and disconnection from everyday life have
been a vital starting point for consciousness raising, where collective sharing of these per-
sonal experiences of loneliness can become an opening for imagining the world anew.
What happens when personal experiences of loneliness become reframed as political pro-
blems? What might it mean to begin to boldly speak of the loneliness we feel? Speaking
of ourselves as lonely might be a way to open up connections, to find commonality in
our shared feelings and experiences of loneliness, unfulfilment and flatness. That is, to
claim these feelings of loneliness as something political rather than individual. Such a
framing would allow us to see the ways in which loneliness arises not because of personal
failure, lack or deficit, but from social conditions where our needs and desires remain unmet.
Speaking of loneliness might shatter constructions of the good life, the limits of normative
visions of the social and of community. For, as Foucault notes, a lonely life ‘is often the
result of the poverty of possible relationships in our society, where institutions make insuffi-
cient and necessarily rare all relations that one could have with someone else’ (1994: 159).

Ultimately, then, I propose that no feminist project should uncritically accept these
dominant depictions of ‘the loneliness epidemic’. Instead, we need to continue to crit-
ically consider which figures are demonised and chastised in contemporary debates
around loneliness, and remember that these narratives have a far longer history of stig-
matising and vilifying the outcast lonely woman. We must be attentive to the ways in
which the problem of loneliness is often framed in a way that upholds other normative
and exclusionary ideals: family values, romantic love and nostalgic visions of
community. We need to consider how framings of the cure for loneliness narrow
our intimate scripts and shut down other life-worlds. Likewise, we must be attentive
to the ways in which the language of loneliness is so often used to mask over structural
abandonment and violent inaction, to refute the neoliberal positioning of loneliness as
solely a personal problem. Loneliness is political. Loneliness is a feminist issue.
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