
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Topoi (2023) 42:1123–1132 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11245-023-09931-4

Lonely Places and Lonely People

Matthew Ratcliffe1 

Accepted: 7 May 2023 / Published online: 30 May 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
Feeling lonely, being a lonely person, and living through lonely times can all be construed in terms of the emotional experi-
ences of individuals. However, we also speak of lonely places. Sometimes, a place strikes us as lonely even when we do not 
feel lonely ourselves. On other occasions, finding a place lonely also involves feeling lonely, isolated, and lost. In this paper, I 
reflect on the phenomenological structure of loneliness by addressing what it is to experience a place as lonely. I suggest that 
approaching loneliness in this way can help us to see how it involves not merely the lack or absence of something but, more 
specifically, the sense of being unable to access social and personal possibilities that may still appear accessible to others.
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1 Introduction

Loneliness is often attributed to an individual, who is 
said to feel lonely, be lonely, or be a lonely person. How-
ever, we also talk of lonely situations, times, and places. 
Descriptions of a singular experience of loneliness some-
times move interchangeably between one’s own feelings, 
the kind of person one is, the situation or place one is 
in, and/or certain times in one’s life. On occasion, we 
might also say that it is lonely, in a way that encompasses 
but does not differentiate between how one feels, how 
one relates to the surrounding world, and how one’s sur-
roundings appear.1 Thus, in addressing the experience 
of loneliness—what it consists of, what renders it dis-
tinctive, and how much diversity it accommodates—a 
number of different starting points are available to us. 
These may prove informative in different ways, serving 
to illuminate some aspects of loneliness more so than oth-
ers. Here, I will focus principally on what it is to experi-
ence a place as lonely, as a way of approaching the more 

general phenomenological structure of loneliness.2 As I 
will show, an emphasis on lonely places can help us to 
appreciate how loneliness involves a distinctive way of 
experiencing and relating to our surroundings, something 
that is not so apparent when we begin by asking what it is 
for a person to feel lonely or be lonely.

Regardless of whether we are concerned with lonely 
people, times, situations, or places, a common theme in 
the literature on loneliness is that something specifically 
interpersonal or social appears lacking, in a way that either 
constitutes or elicits a form of emotional distress. However, 
this does not get us very far. There are many different kinds 
of interpersonal and social experiences, interactions, and 
relations, not all of which are equally implicated in the cau-
sation, alleviation, and experience of loneliness (Seemann 
2022, p. 2). Furthermore, deprivation of social opportunities 
can be accompanied by a range of other emotional experi-
ences, including anger, jealousy, boredom, guilt, sadness, 
relief, and contentment. So, describing loneliness as an 
emotional response to deprivation of interpersonal or social 
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1 See also Motta and Larkin (2023, p. 613) for the view that loneli-
ness has various different “experiential dimensions”.
2 In referring to a “place”, I am thinking of a specific geographical 
location that is experienced as lonely, such as a town, a ruin, a wil-
derness, a workplace, or a country. This is to be distinguished from 
talk of “being in a lonely place” that refers to how things are with a 
person, where “they’re in a lonely place right now” is comparable to 
“they’re in a dark place”—all is not well, but in a way that need not 
relate to any particular location. Even so, I would not want to deny 
that there are interesting similarities and overlaps between the two.
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contact does not suffice to distinguish it. Talk of “lack” also 
requires refinement. For instance, how could the same kind 
of lack be attributable both to a place and to oneself?

In order clarify what is lacking in loneliness and what 
renders it phenomenologically distinctive, I will consider 
what it is to experience a place as lonely, and how such 
experiences relate to one’s feeling or being lonely. My 
approach will draw upon a distinction drawn some years ago 
by Robert Weiss (1973, pp. 2–3), who suggests that experi-
ences of loneliness can be divided into two broad kinds: 
the “loneliness of emotional isolation” and the “loneliness 
of social isolation”. When we experience a place as lonely, 
social isolation is often the more prominent theme—that 
place is lacking in social opportunities. Hence, “I love my 
partner, but we live in such a lonely place” sounds more 
natural than “I live in a lonely place, where I have a great 
social life”. However, I will suggest that Weiss’s distinction 
requires revision. Instead of construing social and emotional/
personal loneliness as different but overlapping emotional 
syndromes, I will propose that we conceive of loneliness 
in terms of their interdependence. One or the other may be 
more phenomenologically conspicuous in a given instance, 
but it is together that they constitute a sense of being unable 
to access certain kinds of interpersonal and social possibili-
ties. And it is this that distinguishes loneliness.

I do not seek to account for all of those predicaments 
that might be termed “loneliness”. For instance, Mijusko-
vic (2015) regards loneliness as an irrevocable feature of the 
human condition, attributable to our unbridgeable distinctness 
from one another.3 I am instead concerned with a contingent 
predicament that we experience to varying degrees—some-
times we are very lonely; sometimes we feel slightly lonely; 
and sometimes we are not lonely at all. It is arguable that 
this still spans a range of different phenomena and that a plu-
ralistic approach to loneliness is required (Seemann 2022).4 
Nevertheless, my account accommodates considerable diver-
sity. It does so by regarding the “social” and “emotional” as 
inextricable aspects of loneliness that vary in their relative 
salience, as opposed to distinct syndromes. In addition, I allow 
that loneliness is common to a range of otherwise different 
emotional experiences, but without implying that loneliness 
is itself phenomenologically heterogeneous. Faced with the 
variety of loneliness, one might conclude that it is not a single 
emotion or mood but instead a bundle of emotional experi-
ences, its constituents varying from one instance to the next. 
That would indeed lead to a pluralistic approach. However, 

having granted that loneliness is an essentially emotional 
experience, an alternative position remains available: loneli-
ness consists in a distinctive phenomenological structure that 
is common to a variety of emotional experiences. We could 
thus speak of a lonely guilt, fear, grief, sadness, or boredom 
(Ratcliffe, in press).5 Similarly, certain emotional adjectives 
can be placed before “loneliness”, as with a fearful or guilty 
loneliness. I will argue that these experiences incorporate a 
common structure: a sense of being cut off from certain inter-
personal and social possibilities that may remain conspicu-
ously accessible to others, in virtue of one’s lacking something 
else. Hence, loneliness is not a simple matter of experiencing 
the absence or lack of q; it involves experiencing the inac-
cessibility of q as originating in a lack of p, where p relates 
more specifically to oneself. Certain possibilities still appear 
integral to one’s surroundings; they are not just gone. But they 
appear as unavailable—one is excluded, cut off, or estranged 
from something. I will explicate this structure by reflecting 
on what it is to experience a place as lonely and to feel lonely 
in such a place.6

2  Lonely Places

What is it for a place to be lonely? In approaching this ques-
tion, we might seek to identify certain physical properties 
of places that elicit feelings of loneliness. Alternatively, we 
could attend to the relevant phenomenology—what it is for a 
place to appear lonely. My concern is with the latter. Indeed, 
I am doubtful that any particular properties are characteristic 
of lonely places in general, given that such places can be 
so different from one another, ranging from deserted gla-
ciers to overcrowded airports.7 Then again, one might object 
that the aim of identifying what it is for a place to appear 
lonely is similarly questionable. Perhaps referring to a place 
as lonely serves merely to indicate that it disposes people 
towards loneliness. So, there is no additional experience of 
its looking lonely. Although I think an appeal to disposi-
tions is plausible here, I will suggest that these are indeed 
experienced, in the guise of possibilities with which a place 

3 In contrast, Bound Alberti (2019) regards loneliness as a histori-
cally contingent form of emotional experience, something that came 
into being as a “recognizable experience” in the 1800s.
4 See Motta (2021) for a helpful review of different conceptions of 
loneliness.

5 Consistent with this, Moustakas (1972, p. 50) refers to the loneli-
ness of disappointed or rejected love and of guilt.
6 Phenomenological characterization of loneliness also has the 
potential to inform our responses to others’ loneliness. As Motta 
(2021, p. 75) observes, “neglecting an in-depth study of the subjec-
tive experience of loneliness leads to interventions whose only goal 
is to increase social interactions”. What is needed is a more nuanced 
account of what is lacking.
7 However, we might be able to identify and distinguish certain types 
of features that can contribute to the loneliness of a place, such as the 
absence of other people, norms that stifle certain kinds of interper-
sonal interaction, lack of social spaces or social opportunities, how 
that place embodies prejudicial discrimination, and so forth.
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is imbued. That is what remarks such as “this place looks 
so lonely” are often concerned with. I will show how, by 
attending to these possibilities, we can gain wider-ranging 
insights into the nature of loneliness, which consists in expe-
riencing this same configuration of possibilities as one’s own 
possibilities.

Just as a place can be lonely, it can be boring, exciting, 
happy, or frightening. Perhaps, then, the experience of a 
lonely place has the same structure as a host of other emo-
tional experiences, all of which involve a subject, an object, 
and a relationship between the two. For example, we feel 
fear, an object of fear appears threatening, and we are afraid 
of that object (which could be a place or some feature of it). 
It is tempting to think of a lonely place in similar terms, as 
the object of someone’s loneliness. However, talk of lonely 
places is not suggestive of a straightforward intentional emo-
tion—an experience directed at something in particular. One 
is not lonely of or lonely about a place. The utterances “I 
am lonely” and “it is lonely here” usually refer to a pre-
dicament that we are already in when having more specifi-
cally directed emotional experiences such as being afraid 
of something. Loneliness thus involves a wide-ranging or 
even all-enveloping way of encountering and relating to our 
surroundings, which operates as a backdrop for emotional 
experiences with more or less specific contents.

We might instead think of loneliness as a mood, where 
moods are taken to have very general objects and also to 
endure for longer periods than episodic emotions. However, 
loneliness does not fit that characterization either, and nor do 
lonely places. Granted, we sometimes talk of lonely moods, 
but these are highly variable. For instance, guilt, boredom, 
or anxiety may predominate. Furthermore, experiencing a 
place as lonely need not involve being in a lonely mood 
at all. Even when one does feel lonely in that place, one’s 
loneliness can be situational, and also experienced as such. 
There is an appreciation of how to get out of it; it is annexed 
to that situation or that place rather than being something 
that clings to oneself.8

For these reasons, I take it that loneliness is neither a 
mood nor an emotion. It is more plausibly construed as 
a structural feature of one’s emotional experience as a 
whole—an integrated way of experiencing oneself, one’s 

situation, and one’s relationship to that situation. This is why 
it does not lend itself to talk of being lonely of or about 
something that we encounter within an already established 
situation; the loneliness is already integral to one’s situation. 
Given this, the relevant phenomenology can be approached 
from different directions, which include how one’s surround-
ings—and sometimes a particular place—appear.

In attending to lonely places, it is also important to acknowl-
edge that a lonely-looking place need not be a place where we 
ourselves feel lonely. Indeed, we can be struck immediately by 
how lonely a place or scene appears without feeling in the least 
bit lonely ourselves. Instead, whatever we refer to as “lonely” 
is experienced as an enduring property of our surroundings, 
dissociable from our own current emotional experience. As 
with a beautiful or spiritual place, we can recognize the rel-
evant qualities to some extent without being affected by them 
ourselves. So, the loneliness of a place is sometimes better 
construed as a situational atmosphere that we recognize, than 
as something that we ourselves feel. Nevertheless, encounter-
ing the loneliness of a place does at least involve acknowl-
edging that loneliness would be an understandable or even 
appropriate response to that place in certain circumstances. 
In this respect at least, a lonely place is comparable to a place 
that we take to be boring or frightening. The comparison is 
limited, given that different norms are applicable to emotional 
responses of different kinds. For instance, in encountering a 
foul or vile place, it can be added that we ought to respond in a 
certain way, with disapproval, revulsion, or—where the evalu-
ation has a moral aspect—condemnation. Lonely places are 
not always associated with such normative expectations. Even 
so, loneliness in a lonely place is sometimes understandable to 
such an extent that we would question the appropriateness of 
alternative emotional reactions, such as enthusiastic engage-
ment and unwavering approval.

But when is loneliness an understandable or appropri-
ate response to a lonely place? The relationship between 
the two can be construed in terms of a distinction between 
spectator and participant perspectives. In looking upon a 
lonely place from outside, one need not feel lonely. However, 
this is consistent with the recognition that, if one were to 
depend upon that place in a certain way, one’s predicament 
would be a lonely one. The place appears to us as lacking; 
it fails to offer something to actual or conceivable others. 
What, though, is lacking from a lonely place? To answer 
that question, we can start by acknowledging that such a 
place fails to offer certain distinctive kinds of possibilities. 
How human experience incorporates a sense of the possi-
ble is a consistent theme in the phenomenological tradition, 
from Husserl’s writings to the present.9 To accommodate 

8 Hence, loneliness is not to be identified with what I have else-
where called “existential feeling” (Ratcliffe 2008, 2015). An existen-
tial feeling is an all-enveloping way of finding oneself in the world, 
which constrains the kinds of significant possibilities to which one is 
receptive and—with this—the scope of one’s emotional experience. 
However, loneliness is often experienced as specific to a contingent 
situation; there remain possibilities outside of one’s loneliness. Nev-
ertheless, I will accept that loneliness can be integral to existential 
feeling—a limit on the possibilities offered by the world, rather than 
something that is experienced within the context of an already estab-
lished phenomenological world.

9 For example, we find an emphasis on the experience of possibil-
ity and, more specifically, anticipation in Husserl (1948/1973, 2001), 
who maintains that the overall structure of experience depends upon 
pre-reflective, bodily anticipation, which ordinarily takes the form 
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the diversity of emotional experience, what is required is a 
more specific emphasis on our sensitivity to various kinds of 
significant possibilities and the differences between them. In 
other words, objects, events, and situations are encountered 
as mattering to us in various ways (Ratcliffe 2008, 2015, 
2017). For example, when something looks threatening, it 
offers certain relational possibilities—it might or will harm 
oneself or others. In addition, more specific types of fear can 
be distinguished phenomenologically by appealing to dif-
ferences in the kinds of possibilities involved. A threat can 
appear to us as major, minor, immediate or distant, respon-
sive or unresponsive to our own agency, and unlikely, likely, 
or certain to be actualized. Emotional experiences of other 
types can be similarly analyzed in terms of how their objects 
appear—the kinds of possibilities that they are imbued with. 
Furthermore, the surrounding world as a whole can appear 
exciting, disappointing, alarming, intriguing, and so forth 
(Ratcliffe 2008, 2015).10

We can think of lonely places in these terms—they are 
experienced as lacking in certain significant possibilities. 
Importantly, the possibilities in question are not encountered 
simply as “mine”. Our pre-reflective experience is also sen-
sitive to distinctions between what is significant and how it is 
significant “for me”, “for you”, “for us”, and “for them”. For 
example, I do not experience a hard object racing towards 
my face in the same way as a hard object racing towards 
the face of someone nearby, while a chair in a café appears 
as something to sit on regardless of who one might be—it 
offers that possibility to us rather than to me or them. Of par-
ticular importance when reflecting upon lonely places is the 
acknowledgement that emotional experience is also sensitive 
to more specific distinctions, such as “available (perceptually 
and/or practically) to me but not to them”, “available to them 
but not to us”, “available only to me”, and even “available 
to everyone apart from me”. The configuration “available 
to others but not to me” need not involve a sense of lack or 

deprivation; it could be a matter of indifference. However, 
where the relevant possibilities matter in certain ways, a 
sense of their being available to others but not to oneself 
is also an awareness of lack or absence. More specifically, 
it involves something appearing inaccessible to oneself, in 
a way that also amounts to one’s being excluded, blocked, 
or estranged from it. In this manner, I suggest, loneliness 
involves not only the absence or lack of something from 
experience but also an awareness of absence.

When encountering a place as lonely without feeling 
lonely ourselves, we experience a particular configura-
tion of possibilities. Certain possibilities appear to us 
as unavailable to actual or potential others who might 
depend upon that place for something (the nature of 
which remains to be clarified). In feeling lonely our-
selves, we lack access to those same possibilities. By 
analogy, we might experience falling brickwork as an 
imminent threat to those actually or potentially walking 
below it. When we are in that situation ourselves and 
see the danger we are in, we encounter those same pos-
sibilities but relate to them differently; they appear as 
ours. Both ways of encountering a lonely place involve 
immediate, pre-reflective ways of experiencing our sur-
roundings. Although explicit reflection may be involved 
as well, it is not required. This is evident from a wider 
consideration of how lack, absence, and inaccessibility 
are experienced. We walk into a room and see straighta-
way that something is missing from it; we reach out to 
grab a pen, only to be struck immediately by its absence 
from a familiar location; we try to open a locked door 
and feel impeded, blocked, unable to access something. 
As such examples indicate, many experiences of possibil-
ity take the more specific form of anticipation. Indeed, 
pre-reflective, dynamic patterns of habitual anticipa-
tion and their disruption shape all of our experiences, 
thoughts, and activities.11 When anticipated events fail to 
arise, there is often an immediate awareness of unfulfilled 
expectation. Depending on how an event matters and how 
our expectations are disrupted, this awareness can take a 
range of more specific forms, including disappointment, 
relief, surprise, and bewilderment. Sometimes, it involves 
a sense of lack or absence.12

11 Many but not all experiences of possibility are a matter of antici-
pation. This, it can be added, is often primarily bodily and felt—it is 
through our active, feeling bodies and our practical engagement with 
situations that we experience unfolding arrangements of significant 
possibilities (Ratcliffe 2015, 2017, 2022).
12 Experiences of lack and absence are not mutually exclusive 
(although experiences of absence tend to concern entities, whereas 
lack concerns properties of entities or situations). For instance, a 
room may appear lacking in some way, which is equally describable 
as the experience of an absent sofa.

10 A position along these lines can be supported by appealing to 
various different changes in how things appear—specific objects or 
the surrounding world as a whole—that arise in a range of circum-
stances and are difficult to make sense of in any other way. Things 
can look somehow radically different, despite there being no observ-
able changes in their physical properties. For instance, an object 
might appear strangely unfamiliar, distant, filled with significance, or 
detached from its surroundings. Similarly, the world as a whole can 
appear wholly bereft of certain kinds of possibilities or imbued with 
different kinds of possibilities. Perhaps nothing captivates or draws 
one in as it once did, or everything is infused with an air of menace 
(Ratcliffe 2015).

Footnote 9 (continued)
of unwavering confidence or certainty. The view that experience 
is infused with anticipation is further developed by Merleau-Ponty 
(1945/2012), amongst others, who emphasizes the cohesiveness of 
patterns of anticipation, their indeterminacy, and their relationships 
with interpersonal experience.
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This gives us all that we need in order to analyze expe-
riences of lonely places. A lonely place lacks certain sig-
nificant possibilities—it fails to offer something that we 
might anticipate or require from it. A lonely place can be 
experienced as lonely for them, for me, or for one (where 
“one” is anyone who might depend on it in a certain way). 
In a scenario where one also feels lonely, the loneliness is a 
unitary experience, describable in terms of one’s own feel-
ings, one’s surroundings, or the relationship between them. 
A lonely place renders certain possibilities inaccessible and, 
in feeling lonely, they appear “inaccessible to me”. The sali-
ence of their inaccessibility is constituted by their remaining 
available to actual or hypothetical others, who reside in that 
place or elsewhere. The experience is a contrastive one, thus 
accounting for why loneliness is so closely associated with 
experiences of separation, alienation, and difference from 
others. The utterances “I feel lonely”, “I am lonely”, “I am 
lonely here”, “it is lonely”, and “I am in a lonely place” can 
all refer to this same experience, emphasizing one or another 
aspect of it.

3  Social and Emotional Loneliness

We still need to specify what, exactly, is experienced as inac-
cessible when we are lonely, and it is to this task that I now 
turn. Roberts and Krueger (2021) take loneliness to involve 
an experienced lack of access to social goods. However, we 
can be more specific here. I have suggested that certain pos-
sibilities appear “accessible to others but not to me”. It can 
be added that, in finding them inaccessible, one also experi-
ences the lack of something else—that by means of which 
they might be accessed. Hence, the phenomenology of lone-
liness involves lacking possibilities of type p, where these 
are a condition for accessing possibilities of type q.13 What, 
though, do p and q consist of? Here, we can introduce a modi-
fied version of Weiss’s (1973) distinction between social and 
emotional loneliness. Sometimes, the lack of p is primarily 
a lack of social participation while q is primarily a lack of 
emotional/personal connection, and sometimes vice versa. 
Furthermore, the sense of inaccessibility can go both ways: 
where lack of p is experienced as impeding one’s access to q, 
disruption of q may equally be experienced as lack of access 

to p. Inaccessibility can originate in and be attributed to a 
range of circumstances, including various changes in personal 
relationships and social environments. Sometimes, it is attrib-
uted to, and experienced as, a transient or enduring condition 
of the self.

This requires a rethinking of Weiss’s original distinc-
tion. According to Weiss, social and emotional loneliness 
are overlapping syndromes or symptom clusters. What they 
share in common, and what sets loneliness apart from other 
forms of emotional experience, is a combination of lack and 
yearning. The difference between the two is that emotional 
isolation involves the absence of a close emotional relation-
ship whereas social isolation involves being deprived of an 
“engaging social network” (Weiss 1973, pp. 18–19). Expe-
riences of loneliness thus have different causes. They also 
differ phenomenologically, as these causes elicit different 
combinations of emotions. Whereas emotional loneliness 
might be described in terms of one’s “utter aloneness” or 
“emptiness”, along with a “desolate, barren” world, social 
loneliness is more a matter of “boredom”, “aimlessness”, 
and “marginality” (Weiss 1973, p. 21). Take the contrast 
between loneliness in a marriage and loneliness in a new 
and unfamiliar place. One could maintain that emotional 
isolation is likely to be most prominent in the former case, 
whereas moving to an unfamiliar place is more likely to 
involve social isolation.

Although it is informative to distinguish the social and 
personal/emotional aspects of loneliness, it is also impor-
tant to acknowledge their interdependence. Being alone in 
an unfamiliar place can involve lacking access to forms of 
social interaction that might otherwise have led to expe-
riences of interpersonal connection. Thus, it is not social 
possibilities per se that are lacking but, more specifically, 
the kinds of social opportunities upon which certain inter-
personal possibilities depend. Emotional relationships are 
not formed and sustained in a vacuum. For the most part, 
they develop within a larger social context, where one occu-
pies a place among others and where certain forms of social 
interaction are prescribed and elicited, or at least sanctioned. 
Conversely, how we interact with the social world depends 
in various ways on our emotional relationships. Granted, one 
could be stuck in a lonely marriage and still have a larger 
social life that is fulfilling in many ways. Nevertheless, to 
the extent that one remains committed to the marriage, the 
social world is also bereft of certain possibilities—those that 
involve obtaining what one currently lacks. In addition, other 
social possibilities may depend on having what one lacks. 
Where a partner is not integrated into one’s social life, the 
inaccessibility of possibilities that involve an “us” interact-
ing with a “them” may be a conspicuous feature of social 
experience. What is lacking in loneliness is thus a synthesis 

13 This complicates an account that I have developed elsewhere, 
which focuses on forms of loneliness that involve lack of access to 
shared social activities, where those activities are a prerequisite for 
feeling connected to other people (Ratcliffe, in press). What I am sug-
gesting here is consistent with that analysis but also broader. I allow 
that loneliness can equally involve a lack of access to interpersonal 
relationships that might otherwise open up social activities. In this 
latter scenario, the sense of being excluded from social participation 
can be more salient than the lack of interpersonal connection.
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of close personal relationships and forms of wider social 
participation.14

There are many different situations where deprivation 
of social opportunities implies reduced possibilities for 
interpersonal connection and vice versa. For example, 
throughout Weiss’s 1973 discussion, a prominent theme 
is the close connection between grief and loneliness. As 
Weiss recognizes, loss of a long-term relationship due to 
a bereavement can also amount to a wider-ranging loss 
of ability to engage with the social world—we always 
did this together; we used to have dinner with them; they 
know me as her partner; and so forth. A well-established, 
intimate relationship can be constitutive of one’s access to 
a larger social world (Ratcliffe 2022). At the same time, 
lack of social opportunities can be experienced as inter-
fering with the possibility of forming new relationships. 
So, although the social and the personal vary in salience, 
one cannot feel social loneliness without at the same time 
having some degree of privation in one’s interpersonal 
relationships. Similarly, one cannot feel personal loneli-
ness without experiencing one’s social life as lacking in 
certain respects. This is not to suggest that one could 
not have a perfectly fulfilling social life without a close 
personal relationship or a fulfilling personal relationship 
in the absence of a wider social life. The point is that 
neither experience would amount to one of loneliness. 
When someone is lonely, both are to some degree lacking.

One way of putting things is to say that there is more to 
loneliness than not feeling part of a “we” and also more to 
it than lacking a certain kind of “I-you” relation. It involves 
both, and in an integrated way. What I have in mind in refer-
ring to a “we” does not require any particular commitment 
regarding the nature of so-called “we-intentionality”. It 
is just a matter of experiencing oneself as a participant in 
social situations. In addition to possibilities that are encoun-
tered as “for me but not to them”, “for them but not for 
me”, and “for me and also for them”, there are possibilities 
“for us”. Hence, one experiences and engages with a social 
situation in a way that does not set oneself fully apart from 
others. Certain possibilities are experienced as available to 
all concerned, often in virtue of their ability to interact with 
one another. This then opens up possibilities of other kinds.

Being part of a shared situation, involving expected and 
prescribed patterns of interaction, can serve as a basis for 

cultivating relationships with particular individuals, includ-
ing relationships that involve sustained emotional connec-
tion. One cannot experience this sort of connection in its 
fullness and at the same time feel or be lonely. Conversely, 
one cannot experience it as unobtainable without feeling or 
being lonely. The type of interpersonal experience that is 
lacking in loneliness can be characterized more specifically 
in terms of trust and mutual openness. Moustakas (1972, p. 
61) describes what I have in mind here: “one cannot know 
another person ultimately except by being there in the life 
of the other, listening, perceiving, waiting for significant 
aspects of the other person to be expressed and unfold”. He 
identifies this with what Martin Buber (e.g., 1958) refers to 
as an “I-Thou” relation. Amongst other things, it is a way of 
relating to another person that involves an appreciation of 
there being certain interpersonally constituted possibilities 
for change and development: “growth of the self requires 
meetings between I and Thou, in which each person recog-
nizes the other as he is; each values and contributes to the 
unfolding of the other without imposing or manipulating” 
(Moustakas 1972, p. 67).15 These possibilities are lacking 
in loneliness.

4  Lonely People in Lonely Places

I have proposed that feeling or being lonely in a lonely place 
involves being unable to access certain possibilities, upon 
which other possibilities depend. To make all of this more 
concrete and also further develop the approach, I will now 
turn to a specific example—Olivia Laing’s autobiographi-
cal account of loneliness in her 2016 book The Lonely City. 
Laing had recently moved to New York City in order to 
be with a partner. However, he then ended the relationship, 
leaving her alone in an unfamiliar place. Laing’s account 
thus combines the loneliness of a place with the loneliness of 
a lost relationship, where the latter impedes access to wider 
social possibilities. From the outset, it is evident that lone-
liness is not to be identified simply with solitude. Rather, 
Laing’s experience of being in a lonely place involves an 
awareness of being in close proximity to millions of others 
and yet somehow isolated:

15 For a detailed analysis of this kind of interpersonal experience, 
which emphasizes how various ways of relating to other people are 
integral to a sense of our own possibilities, see Ratcliffe (2015, 2017, 
2022; in press). In addressing loneliness, Motta and Larkin (2023) 
describe, in a complementary way, the kind of interpersonal con-
nection that is lacking, similarly observing how a sense of our own 
possibilities relates to the presence or absence of interpersonal con-
nection. Without certain ways of relating to others, we are ourselves 
diminished.

14 Enns (2022, pp. 71–73) makes the complementary point that, 
even when loneliness is focused explicitly upon the salient lack of 
an emotional relationship, it can be symptomatic of social practices 
that sanction only certain kinds of relationships, such as being part 
of a “couple”. For single people, the possibility of companionship is 
sometimes blocked not just by being uncoupled but by an absence of 
social possibilities that might have fostered interpersonal connection 
in other situations.
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Imagine standing by a window at night, on the sixth 
or seventeenth or forty-third floor of a building. The 
city reveals itself as a set of cells, a hundred thousand 
windows, some darkened and some flooded with green 
or white or golden light. Inside, strangers swim to and 
fro, attending to the business of their private hours. 
You can see them, but you can’t reach them, and so this 
commonplace urban phenomenon, available in any city 
of the world on any night, conveys to even the most 
social a tremor of loneliness, its uneasy combination 
of separation and exposure. (Laing 2016, p. 3)

This passage emphasizes the way in which loneliness 
includes a conspicuous lack of access to something. Cer-
tain possibilities are experienced as salient but at the same 
time as unavailable to oneself. Their appearing as such is 
not attributed exclusively to one’s own experience or condi-
tion. The loneliness of the place is somehow embodied in its 
architecture, in a way that is tied to Laing’s own experience 
of loneliness but not limited to it. There is heightened vis-
ibility, combined with inaccessibility.

I indicated earlier that experiencing a place as lonely 
involves its failing to offer certain possibilities to those who 
depend upon it. This might seem difficult to reconcile with 
Laing’s awareness of being excluded from what others in 
that place do have access to. However, what is needed here 
is a more discerning account of how possibilities “for me”, 
“for us”, and “for them” are experienced. Possibilities that 
are unavailable to oneself need not appear inaccessible to 
everyone else. Instead, they are experienced as inaccessible 
to those in a certain kind of situation, perhaps outsiders, 
newcomers, single people, or those who are vulnerable in 
the wake of a relationship breakup. This remains compat-
ible with there being a “them” for whom such possibilities 
remain—those who socialize conspicuously in their apart-
ments, as one looks in from the outside. The predicament 
is akin to that of watching a train full of happy passengers 
dining in luxurious carriages, as it passes slowly through the 
dark, wet, dirty, deserted station where one sits in silence 
on a cold bench. Hence, the experience is not just one of 
lack or absence but of estrangement or exclusion from social 
possibilities.16 Laing’s account also emphasizes a lack of 
interpersonal connection, closeness, or intimacy:

It’s possible—easy, even—to feel desolate and unfre-
quented in oneself while living cheek by jowl with 
others. Cities can be lonely places, and in admitting 
this we see that loneliness doesn’t necessarily require 
physical solitude, but rather an absence or paucity 
of connection, closeness, kinship: an inability, for 
one reason or another, to find as much intimacy as is 
desired. (2016, pp. 3–4)

Consistent with Weiss’s (1973) description of loneliness, 
the experience of lack is combined with that of yearning, 
but it is not a matter of emotional loneliness in contrast 
to social loneliness or vice versa. Instead, Laing’s nar-
rative moves between them, in ways that are suggestive 
of their inextricability. There is a pervasive experience 
of being unable to establish a type of interpersonal con-
nection; it appears inaccessible. This inaccessibility is 
attributable in part to a lack of opportunities for social 
participation. These opportunities may continue to appear 
all around—inside the glass boxes where people reside, in 
bars, in workplaces, in parks, on streets. Yet they present 
themselves as possibilities “for others” rather than pos-
sibilities “for me” or “for us”. Integral to the experience 
is a contrast between an “I” and an anonymous “them”. 
Missing from the place is an undifferentiated sense of 
what is available “for us”. It is in the context of organ-
ized social encounters, where some shared structure is 
already established, that the possibility of more intimate 
relations arises, whether close friendships or romantic 
involvements.

Laing does not witness all the lit-up apartment build-
ings from the perspective of a curious spectator, for 
whom they might embody a lack of possibilities for cer-
tain others. The lack of access is experienced as hers. 
The city is recognized as a place in which others will also 
feel lonely. But this does not amount to a sense of our 
being lonely together, comparable to the way in which 
we might enjoy a film together. Instead, I am lonely and 
some of them happen to be lonely too. Central to the 
experience is a pervasive awareness of being cut off from 
something important, which presents itself as unavail-
able: “What does it feel like to be lonely? It feels like 
being hungry: like being hungry when everyone around 
you is readying for a feast” (Laing 2016, p. 11).17 This 
configuration of possibilities can arise in response to a 

16 This aspect of experience is also conveyed by the following pas-
sage, where philosopher Diane Enns describes what it was like to 
be alone in Berlin after a relationship breakup: “My new loneliness 
reverberated across the empty space between the bed, the table, and 
the wardrobe. Through windows overlooking a courtyard, I faced 
seven floors of apartments on the other side and witnessed there the 
private lives of strangers, uncurtained until nightfall. My view: the 
happiness of others” (Enns 2022, p. 29).

17 The experience of being unable to access something that others 
continue to share can be more pronounced in some situations or at 
certain times than others: “the bad times came in the evenings, when 
I went back to my room, sat on the couch and watched the world out-
side me going on through glass, a light bulb at a time” (Laing 2016, 
p. 14).
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range of otherwise quite different situations.18 Laing is 
surrounded by others and yet separate from them. How-
ever, the same lack of access to social participation that 
others, located elsewhere, retain access to could just as 
well characterize the experience of being stuck in a soli-
tary house on a wet, windy moor.

5  Not Belonging

Experience of loneliness can also be described in terms of 
not feeling or being at home in a place or situation (e.g., 
Bound Alberti 2019, Ch. 7). It might be the case that (a) the 
situation fails to offer participatory opportunities through 
which intimate relations arise and are maintained, and/or 
(b) one lacks intimate relations that might otherwise enrich 
a larger social situation.19 Regardless of how exactly the 
two interrelate, the consistent theme is a lack of integration 
between them—social situations are cut off from possibili-
ties for interpersonal connection and vice versa. Given that 
these same possibilities still present themselves as acces-
sible to others, there is a pervasive sense of being detached 
or excluded from something or somewhere. As Moustakas 
(1972, p. 45) writes, loneliness “is connected with feel-
ing different from other members of a group or feeling 
misunderstood and apart from others, with a sense of not 
belonging”.

Hence, loneliness is an understandable response to social 
environments where one is excluded from various oppor-
tunities (due, for instance, to prejudicial discrimination or 
linguistic differences).20 However, it need not involve being 
actively excluded by others. Lack of access to participatory 
opportunities can take a number of more specific forms and 
involve a variety of emotional experiences. In Laing’s case, 
it involves a pervasive feeling of disorientation:

I was in the city because I’d fallen in love, headlong and 
too precipitously, and had tumbled and found myself 
unexpectedly unhinged. During the false spring of 
desire, the man and I had cooked up a hare-brained 
plan in which I would leave England and join him per-
manently in New York. When he changed his mind, 
very suddenly, expressing increasingly grave reserva-
tions into a series of hotel phones, I found myself adrift, 
stunned by the swift arrival and even swifter departure 
of everything I thought I lacked.” (Laing 2016, p. 12)

There is no consistent social position from which to interact 
with others and open up relational possibilities. In this way, 
finding oneself stuck in a lonely place can involve not having 
a place, being outside of norms, practices, and opportunities 
that are a prerequisite for various interactions.21 A closely 
related theme is that of lacking trust; others in general may 
appear threatening in ways that inhibit one’s openness to 
interactions that might otherwise nurture and sustain feel-
ings of connection. As Svendsen (2017, p. 68) observes, 
“lack of trust produces a caution that undermines the imme-
diacy that is so important in our attachment to others”. Con-
sistent with this, Laing (2016, p. 19) describes continuing 
to need and search for a certain kind of interpersonal con-
nection, but at the same time being impeded by feelings of 
vulnerability and exposure.

Whether or not it takes this specific form, the sense of 
not belonging to a place can be a matter of feeling lonely 
for a short period or, alternatively, being lonely in the longer 
term. Whether we talk of feeling lonely or of being lonely 
depends in part on the extent to which a lonely situation or 
place appears contingent. One might feel lonely in a particular 
place while knowing full well that one will soon leave and that 
the world will then offer other possibilities. So, one’s loneli-
ness is experienced as rooted in a relationship with that place, 
as opposed to being an enduring characteristic of oneself—it 
is here or now that one is lonely. The lack appears primarily 
in the guise of one’s surroundings—they look lonely and also 
make one feel lonely. But when someone is stuck in a lonely 
place and restricted in their possibilities for a prolonged, per-
haps indefinite period, they are more likely to speak of being 
lonely. There is a diminished sense that the loneliness will 
or even could be influenced by situational changes—a less 
pronounced contrast with alternative possibilities.

The most profound forms of loneliness are not experi-
enced in terms of particular places or situations. Even so, 
insights into the phenomenological structure of loneliness 
that we gain from a consideration of lonely places can be 
extended to these cases as well—they involve the same 

19 See also Dahlberg (2007) and Ratcliffe (in press) for an empha-
sis on the experience of not belonging or not being at home and on 
lack of shared participation. As Dahlberg writes, “to be involuntarily 
lonely and not belonging to anyone or anything is to lack participa-
tion in the world” (2007, p. 197).
20 For instance, Kirova-Petrova (2000, p. 108) describes the loneli-
ness of linguistically diverse children in a school environment as fol-
lows: “The children felt separated, disliked, unwanted, cut off from 
the shared world of the others. The desire to belong to the commu-
nal world of their classmates on the one hand and the impossibility 
of reaching this desire on the other hand created a vacuum not only 
between them and their peers, but most of all inside themselves”.

21 Hence loneliness, construed in terms of a lack of belonging, is 
closely related to what Svenaeus (e.g., 2011) calls an experience of 
“unhomelike being-in-the-world”.

18 There are also other contributing factors. For instance, Laing refers 
to enculturated expectations and, more specifically, those relating to 
women of a certain age: “I don’t suppose it was unrelated, either, to 
the fact that I was keeling towards the midpoint of my thirties, an age 
at which female aloneness is no longer socially sanctioned and carries 
with it a persistent whiff of strangeness, deviance and failure” (2016, 
p. 15).
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configuration of possibilities. For a lonely person, the world 
as a whole might offer no alternatives to loneliness; it is the 
lonely place. Furthermore, the sense that there even are any 
alternatives to one’s loneliness may be eroded or absent. The 
loneliness is integral to who one is; it is an enduring limit to 
one’s possibilities—experience as a whole is structured by 
a sense of interpersonal and social relations as salient but 
inaccessible.22 In other words, the loneliness is integral to 
what I have called “existential feeling”, a changeable sense 
of reality and belonging that can be analyzed in terms of the 
kinds of significant possibilities that one is able to experi-
ence and contemplate (Ratcliffe 2008, 2015).

Although I have emphasized forms of loneliness that 
arise in response to personal or social situations that dis-
rupt access to possibilities, a lack of access to social and 
relational possibilities could equally be experienced as a 
deficit originating in oneself. Such experiences lend them-
selves to talk of feeling or being empty inside. The emptiness 
in question is not a space bereft of concrete contents but a 
sense of certain possibilities as conspicuously absent from 
oneself.23 When no awareness remains of this predicament 
as situational and thus potentially escapable, it is experi-
enced as integral to who one is. Where a gulf between one’s 
own possibilities and those of others remains salient, there 
can also be a heightened sense of one’s own conspicuous-
ness. One feels different in a way that is inseparable from 
an experience of standing out, and so loneliness is often 
associated with feelings of shame, awkwardness, and vulner-
ability. Enns (2022) thus remarks on an apparent “paradox” 
of loneliness: one is “unseen” and yet feels “exposed”, with 
one’s distress “on public display”. This can be accounted 
for by noting that participatory possibilities appear out of 
reach for oneself but not for others, making one an object 
to be scrutinized by them rather than a participant in shared 
situations.

However, it is plausible that not all experiences of loneli-
ness incorporate such contrasts. As one becomes gradually 
accustomed to a lonely place, the sense of there being an 

22 Loneliness of this kind is integral to many experiences of depres-
sion. As David Karp (1996, p. 16) writes, “much of depression’s pain 
arises out of the recognition that what might make one feel better—
human connection—seems impossible in the midst of a paralyzing 
episode of depression. It is rather like dying from thirst while looking 
at a glass of water just beyond one’s reach”. See also Ratcliffe (2015) 
for an account of interpersonal experience in depression.
23 This analysis, whereby lonely places and situations are inextrica-
ble from feelings of loneliness, remains compatible with there being 
many different relations between lonely people and lonely places. 
Although an intense feeling of loneliness might at the same time be 
an experience of one’s surroundings as lonely, it could equally be 
that a lonely person feels more at home in a lonely place. It is a place 
where others also seem lonely, thus mitigating the gulf between what 
they have and one does not.

elsewhere for anyone may diminish—habitual expecta-
tions are revised and the world comes to offer only those 
possibilities characteristic of loneliness. One is no longer 
conspicuously different from others. Where there is no phe-
nomenological contrast between a current situation and pos-
sibilities outside of it, we might be said to experience lone-
liness but without experiencing it as loneliness (Tietjen and 
Furtak 2021). It is arguable that the most profound forms of 
loneliness involve this kind of inability to experience and 
contemplate alternative possibilities. For instance, Frieda 
Fromm-Reichmann (1959, p. 327) writes that “real” lone-
liness involves a predicament where “the fact that there 
were people in one’s past life is more or less forgotten and 
the hope that there may be interpersonal relationships in 
one’s future life is out of the realm of expectation or imagi-
nation”. This also renders the experience incommunicable 
at the time, as one lacks the ability to relate to people in 
ways that are presupposed by the prospect of successful 
communication. We might question whether a predicament 
of this nature still amounts to one of loneliness. However, 
even though it does not involve the salient absence of pos-
sibilities from one’s life, it does continue to involve their 
absence. It also remains the case that a lack of possibilities 
for social participation is inextricable from a lack of pos-
sibilities for interpersonal connection. Furthermore, in com-
ing to recognize that one’s experience had been restricted in 
such a way, one might remark, “I didn’t realize how lonely 
I was until now”. Hence, the conspicuousness of loneliness 
or, if you like, its “intensity” can be distinguished from its 
profundity.

I have suggested that all of these experiences share a com-
mon phenomenological structure—a lack of access to pos-
sibilities of type p, which are a precondition for accessing 
possibilities of type q, where p and q concern interpersonal 
and social relations. There are two distinctive but interde-
pendent aspects to this, which are salient to varying degrees: 
interpersonal experience is deficient without its usual social 
backdrop and vice versa. In describing experiences of loneli-
ness, we can move between talk of being or feeling lonely, 
being in a lonely situation, and finding a place lonely. This, 
I have argued, is because loneliness is a structural feature of 
one’s emotional experience as a whole, which is not experi-
enced exclusively as a state of oneself or of one’s surround-
ings. It is a way of finding oneself in a place or situation and, 
for some, a configuration of possibilities that constitutes the 
seemingly inescapable impoverishment of an experiential 
world.
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