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Abstract
In this paper, I pursue two main goals. The first is to raise three objections against Tom Roberts and Joel Krueger’s recent
account of loneliness (2021). The second is to sketch an alternative, receptive account.

Roberts and Krueger focus on loneliness conceived of as an occurrent emotion. According to their account, loneliness
involves two components: (1) a pro-attitude (e.g., a desire) towards certain social goods and (2) an awareness that such
goods “are missing and out of reach, either temporarily or permanently” (p. 186). My first objection is that having a pair
of pro-attitudes and cognitive states of the sort that Roberts and Krueger have in mind is neither sufficient nor necessary
for an individual to experience loneliness. The second is that Roberts and Krueger’s account has trouble accounting for
the unpleasant phenomenology of loneliness. The third is that their account has trouble demarcating loneliness from other
negative emotions that one may experience within romantic, friendship or social relationships.

Next, I sketch my own account of loneliness. According to the receptive theory (Tappolet 2022) to which I adhere,
emotions are receptive experiences that non-conceptually represent their intentional objects as possessing specific evalua-
tive properties. Accordingly, I argue that loneliness consists in a receptive experience that represents the absence of certain
relational goods as bad in a particular way. I draw a distinction between the intentional object and the intentional locus of
loneliness, and clarify the role that some of the individual’s pro-attitudes play in loneliness. I also show how a receptive
account can explain the phenomenology of loneliness and demarcate it from other emotion types, and offer an account of
degrees of loneliness, which distinguishes between the intensity and the centrality of episodes of loneliness.

Keywords Loneliness - Emotions - Relational Goods - Receptive Theory of Emotions - Evaluative Properties - Tom
Roberts and Joel Krueger

1 Introduction

Loneliness is on the rise in Western societies (Olds and
Schwartz 2009; Twenge 2017; Murthy 2020). This is quite
worrisome, since loneliness is typically correlated with
a host of negative consequences, including psychologi-
cal, physical, and societal problems (Cacioppo and Patrick
2009; Olds and Schwartz 2009; Wang et al. 2017; Murthy
2020). Taking note of this, some scholars have recently
started exploring the ethical and political issues that loneli-
ness generates (see Brownlee 2016; Valentini 2016; Cormier
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manuscript). In this paper, I want to address a different and
more foundational question: What is loneliness?

It is commonly agreed in the literature that loneliness is
distinct from solitude and from social isolation. The latter
are often conceived as objective states. Solitude is the state
of being alone, that is, not surrounded by any other individ-
ual.! Social isolation is the state of having no social contacts
or relations. Loneliness, by contrast, is a subjective state —
more specifically, it is a negative affective state. One may
feel lonely in this sense even when surrounded by people or
within a relationship. Symmetrically, one may be alone or
socially isolated without feeling lonely.

This paper is an attempt to elucidate the nature of loneli-
ness thus conceived. I will proceed as follows. In the first

! Note, however, that this is not the only possible characterization

of solitude. On some accounts, solitude is characterized as an expe-
rience as well, albeit one different from loneliness. See, e.g., Kock
(1994) and various entries in Stern et al. (2022).
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part (Sect. 2), I will examine in considerable detail Tom
Roberts and Joel Krueger’s recent account of loneliness
(Roberts and Krueger 2021). Besides being one of the few
philosophical accounts of loneliness that is developed at
sufficient length,” it is also, and most importantly, a very
perceptive account, one that well captures certain aspects of
our ordinary experience of loneliness. I think we can learn
a lot from it. That said, in what follows I will raise three
important challenges to Roberts and Krueger’s account.
This will pave the way for my own account of loneliness,
which [ will present in the second part of the paper (Sect. 3).

2 Three Challenges for Roberts and
Krueger’s Account of Loneliness

2.1 Roberts and Krueger’s Account

When talking about emotions, it is common to distinguish
between occurrent emotions and dispositional emotions.
Occurrent emotions are mental episodes, which typically
have a distinctive phenomenology. Dispositional emotions
are dispositional states that have occurrent emotions as their
manifestations. The term ‘loneliness’ can refer either to a
dispositional emotion or to an occurrent emotion. If dis-
positional emotions are dispositions to experience occur-
rent emotions, however, it seems that, to understand what
the dispositional emotion of loneliness is, we need to first
understand what loneliness is as an occurrent emotion. The
latter is also Roberts and Krueger’s (R&K, henceforth) aim
(p. 191).2

R&K conceive of occurrent loneliness (henceforth, sim-
ply ‘loneliness’) as “an emotion that essentially concerns
absence” (p. 186). It is not the only emotion of this kind,
though. In fact, loneliness belongs to a family of emotions
that “take absences as their objects” (p. 187), that is, emo-
tions that “are essentially about what is missing, out of
reach, or nonoccurring” (p. 186; italics in the text). Emo-
tions of absence share two elements. In R&K’s own words,
“[t]he first element of each state is a pro-attitude towards
some absent thing or quality, such as a desire for it or an
attitude of admiration, lust, or appreciation. The second ele-
ment is a complex awareness that the absent thing cannot be
made to be present; it cannot easily be achieved, generated,
or brought about” (p. 187).

2 Svendsen (2017) is another example.

3 More specifically, R&K hold that to be lonely is to be in a dispo-
sitional state that manifests itself in conscious feelings of loneliness.
Like R&K, I am interested in episodes of loneliness. Unlike them,
however, I will leave open the question of whether occurrent loneli-
ness is always accompanied by conscious feelings or whether it can
sometimes be unconscious.
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Examples of emotions of absence are homesickness,
unrequited love, envy, nostalgia, and social anxiety. What
distinguishes loneliness from these emotions is the fact that
loneliness is essentially about certain absent social goods
(p. 191, p. 199). As examples of social goods involved in
episodes of loneliness, R&K mention “companionship,
moral support, physical contact and affection, sympathy,
trust, romance, friendship, and the opportunity to act and
interact — and so to flourish — as a social agent” (p. 191).
According to this picture, then, the two elements charac-
teristic of emotions of absence take the following form in
loneliness. The first element is a pro-attitude towards one or
more of these social goods. The second element is an aware-
ness that these social goods are “missing and out of reach,
either temporarily or permanently” (p. 186).

2.2 The Challenge from Descriptive Adequacy

The first challenge that I want to raise is what I call a ‘chal-
lenge from descriptive adequacy’. Roughly, the idea is that,
in some cases, R&K’s account does not fit our considered
judgments about what counts or does not count as an epi-
sode of loneliness.

As we have seen, R&K’s main claim is that loneliness
has a “two-part emotional structure” (p. 190). There are
various ways to understand this claim. I will consider three
of them in what follows.

2.2.1 First Interpretation

According to a first interpretation, loneliness just is the
combination of a pro-attitude and a cognitive state of the
relevant sort. On this reading, the two elements identified
by R&K are individually necessary and jointly sufficient for
an individual to be in a state of loneliness. The resulting
account is an instance of the ‘desire-belief” theory of emo-
tions (provided that the terms ‘desire’ and ‘belief” are given
a broad meaning). I am not certain that this is the correct
interpretation of R&K’s account. In footnote 6, they express
a willingness to remain neutral about different theories of
emotions. The present interpretation does not square with
the neutrality they aim for. Even so, I think it is instructive
to examine whether this is a plausible account of loneliness.

One problem is on the sufficiency side. Consider the fol-
lowing example. Suppose that an individual desires that
his partner opens up about his past but realizes that this is
not going to happen any time soon. This individual appears
to undergo the two elements of loneliness. He has a pro-
attitude towards an interpersonal good, i.e., intimacy, as
well as an awareness that this good is currently missing and
might be missing for a while. If a pro-attitude and a cogni-
tive state of this sort are sufficient for loneliness, then we
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should conclude that the individual feels lonely. But we can
imagine cases where this is not true. Suppose, for example,
that the relationship is at an early and enthusiastic stage.
The individual may tell himself: “It will take some effort,
but I like my partner so much and I really want to invest
myself in this relationship, so that we can get more intimate
with each other”. It seems that the individual in this example
does not feel lonely.* He is enthusiastic and motivated by
his romantic love, even though he realizes that some social
good is presently missing and out of reach. If this is true, it
follows that having a pro-attitude towards some social good
and an awareness that this good is missing is not sufficient
for undergoing an emotion of loneliness.

2.2.2 Second Interpretation

This leads us to a second interpretation of R&K’s account.
Perhaps the two elements are only necessary components
of loneliness. However, even this interpretation is problem-
atic. In this subsection, I will specifically focus on the claim
that a pro-attitude towards some social goods is a necessary
component of loneliness. (I will focus on the claim that the
individual’s awareness is a necessary component of lone-
liness in subsection 2.2.3.) As examples of relevant pro-
attitudes, R&K mention desires, craves and yearns (p. 198).
These are all motivational states. If so, it appears that there
are possible counterexamples to R&K’s necessity claim. It
seems indeed possible for an individual to feel lonely at a
particular time without also having an occurrent motivation
to bring about the missing social good. This is especially
true in cases of chronic loneliness and depression, when an
individual’s motivational resources are drained.

R&K might react to this alleged counterexample in one
of the following ways. First, they might say that, in order
for an individual to undergo an episode of loneliness, it is
not necessary that they have an occurrent desire to have or
bring about a social good. Rather, it is necessary that they
have a dispositional desire to do so, that is, a disposition that
manifests into occurrent desires to have or bring about the
relevant social good in some circumstances, though not nec-
essarily at the time the subject experiences loneliness. The
problem with this reply is that the pro-attitude now appears
to be a pre-condition for experiencing loneliness, rather than
a necessary component of an episode of loneliness.

Second, R&K might say that what matters for loneli-
ness is not that the individual is motivated to have or bring

4 Of course, the individual might eventually feel lonely, if his rela-
tionship does not improve in the way he wishes. However, the point
remains that the individual does not seem to experience loneliness at
the time when he first undergoes the pro-attitude and the cognitive
state that, according to R&K, are constitutive of the occurrent emo-
tion of loneliness.

about some social good, but that the individual values that
social good, where valuing a social good does not necessar-
ily involve a motivation to have or bring about the social
good (although it might in some instances). Accordingly, in
order for an individual to undergo an episode of loneliness,
it is necessary that the individual has an occurrent valuing
attitude (rather than an occurrent desire).

The prospects for this move depend on how valuings
are conceived. There are various accounts in the literature.
Without entering into details, for present purposes it is suf-
ficient to notice that the main alternatives to motivational
accounts of valuings hold that valuing an item requires
Jjudging that item to be valuable (see, e.g., Scheffler 2010;
Dorsey 2012; Tiberius 2018).> If we insert this account of
valuings into the interpretation of R&K'’s account of loneli-
ness under consideration, then it follows that in order for an
individual to undergo an episode of loneliness, it is neces-
sary that the individual judges, at the time of the episode,
that the missing social good is valuable.

The problem with this account is that it is subject to
potential counterexamples. To begin with, it seems intui-
tively possible for an individual to experience loneliness
without making value judgments. This possibility becomes
even clearer if we admit that at least some non-human ani-
mals and young children are capable of experiencing loneli-
ness. Non-human animals and young children typically lack
the conceptual resources to make value judgments (i.e., they
lack evaluative concepts, which are required to make value
judgments). So, on this account, they could not experience
loneliness. But it seems that they can, e.g., think about your
companion dog waiting all day for you to come back from
work.

There is a third reply that R&K may give in response to
the challenge that a pro-attitude towards some social good
is not necessary for loneliness. I think this is their actual
reply. They discuss it in the section on ‘Chronic Loneliness’
(pp. 199-201). There, R&K recognize that, in instances of
chronic loneliness, an individual may lose all their desires
for social goods. This loss leads the individual to undergo
what they call an “affective flattening”. They then suggest
that “[t]his flattened affective condition [...] just is the way
in which loneliness manifests itself when the subject has
lost all interest in the spectrum of social goods towards
which we are usually positively oriented” (p. 201, italics in
the text).

If I understand well, this response involves two claims.
The first is that, due to the lack of the relevant pro-attitude,

5 Incidentally, I think that none of the standard accounts of valu-

ings is correct. Christine Tappolet and I have offered our own account
of valuings in Rossi and Tappolet (manuscript). Like us, Seidman
(2009) and Kubala (2017) also deny that valuing something requires
judging that item to be valuable.
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the chronically lonely individual will not be able to expe-
rience occurrent tokens of loneliness. I take this to follow
from the claim that the individual is affectively flattened. The
second is that we can nevertheless see the chronically lonely
individual as manifesting loneliness through their “dimin-
ished feeling, motivation, and attentiveness” (p. 191). Com-
bined, these claims suggest that a pro-attitude is necessary
for undergoing feelings of loneliness, but not for manifest-
ing loneliness. If this is the correct reading, then there are
two problems with it. The first is that it seems implausible
to say that a chronically lonely individual cannot feel lonely.
The second is that it is unclear how the chronically lonely
individual’s affective flattening can be a manifestation of the
dispositional state of loneliness if the individual is incapable
of experiencing any episodes of loneliness.

2.2.3 Third Interpretation

If the previous considerations are on the right track, then
a pro-attitude towards some social goods is neither a suf-
ficient nor a necessary component of loneliness. This leads
us to a third interpretation of R&K’s account. This interpre-
tation holds that, while having a pro-attitude towards some
social good may be a pre-condition for experiencing loneli-
ness, the episodes of loneliness themselves only involve an
awareness that the relevant social good is missing. I do not
think this is what R&K have in mind, but it is instructive to
examine this interpretation, as this helps getting closer to
the account of loneliness that I believe to be correct.

One way to formulate this third interpretation is by say-
ing that the awareness that a social good is missing is the
sole component of an episode of loneliness, i.e., this is what
an episode of loneliness consists in. However, this claim can
be challenged. To see why, note that there are two ways in
which the individual’s awareness can be conceived. One is
as a non-evaluative cognitive state, that is, as a state that
represents an item (i.e., a social good) as possessing some
non-evaluative property (i.e., the property of being missing
or absent). The second is as an evaluative cognitive state,
that is, as a state that represents an item (i.e., an absent
social good) as possessing some evaluative property (i.e.,
the property of being bad in some specific way). I think that
R&K conceive of the awareness that is involved in episodes
of loneliness in the former sense. If so, it is possible to raise
the following objection. It is often claimed that emotions
are kinds of evaluations, in the sense that they are either
evaluative attitudes or mental states with an evaluative con-
tent. Yet, if loneliness consists in a non-evaluative kind of
awareness, it follows that loneliness is not an evaluation
in either of these senses. Therefore, if emotions are indeed
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evaluative states (as I think they are), this interpretation of
R&K’s account should be rejected.®

An alternative way to formulate the third interpretation
of R&K’s account consists in saying that the awareness
that a social good is missing is @ necessary component of
an episode of loneliness, though not the sole component.
The other components bear the burden of accounting for
the evaluative character of loneliness. The problem is that,
since no motivational state is necessary for loneliness, it
appears that loneliness’ evaluative character must then be
explained by appealing to some evaluative cognitive state,
e.g., an evaluative perception or an evaluative attitude, con-
cerning the missing social good. But if this is the case, what
role is there left to play for the awareness that a social good
is missing? The most plausible answer — it seems to me —
is that such an awareness is one of the cognitive bases of
an episode of loneliness. That is, it is one of the states by
means of which loneliness apprehends its object. Arguably,
however, the cognitive bases of a given emotion are ele-
ments that, though necessary to undergo the emotion, do not
constitute the emotion. If this is true, then the individual’s
awareness that a social good is missing is not what loneli-
ness is made of, even though it may be what an episode of
loneliness is necessarily caused by — at least provided that
the term ‘awareness’ is given a disjunctive meaning, such
that to be aware that a social good is missing is to either
believe, or perceive, or imagine, or suppose, etc., that a
social good is missing.

2.3 The Challenge from Phenomenal Intensity

It is a feature of our ordinary experience that loneliness
admits of degrees. By this, I mean that loneliness can be
felt with different intensities. To be complete, an account
of loneliness must explain what determines the phenomenal
intensity of different episodes of loneliness. In this subsec-
tion, I will raise some worries about R&K'’s proposed expla-
nation. I call this ‘the challenge from phenomenal intensity’.

R&K’s account of phenomenal intensity is first presented
in Sect. 2 of their paper, where they illustrate the main char-
acteristics of the emotions of absence. R&K write: “[t]he
intensity of the emotion is, in each case, determined by how
strongly the agent cares about the missing good” (p. 189).

6 Ttis, of course, possible to reject the claim that emotions are evalu-
ative states, for example by saying that emotions are based on evalu-
ations but are not evaluations themselves. (For a position of this sort,
see, amongst others, Miiller (2019), Massin (2021), Naar (2022). On
this understanding, loneliness would still have an evaluative aspect
insofar as it is based on an evaluative pro-attitude towards a social
good. However, the evaluative component of loneliness would be
external (and indeed prior) to the episode of loneliness. I will leave
this option aside in what follows and explore, in Sect. 3, an account
that construes loneliness as a genuine evaluative state.
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This account also applies to loneliness, as an emotion of
absence. Accordingly, the intensity of an episode of loneli-
ness is determined by the strength of the pro-attitude towards
the social good. Let us leave the issue of whether the pro-
attitude is really a necessary component of loneliness aside.
Suppose for the sake of argument that it is. The question is
whether this account is plausible in its own terms.

One reason to challenge this account is quite general.
Loneliness is a paradigmatically unpleasant emotion. R&K
offer an account of its unpleasantness that belongs to the
family of desire-theories of unpleasantness. It may be
argued, however, that desire-theories of unpleasantness are
not especially plausible (see, e.g., Bain 2013). When they
are conceived as purely motivational states, desires (and
similar pro-attitudes) do not seem to have the kind of phe-
nomenology that emotions have. For example, I now have a
desire to finish writing this paper. This desire has certainly
a particular motivational force. However, it does not have
a distinctive phenomenology like emotions do. Things are
different if we consider urges or cravings, instead of desires.
It seems to me that urges and cravings do have a distinctive
phenomenology. Yet, I think it is implausible to reduce the
class of pro-attitudes that are supposed to constitute loneli-
ness to urges and cravings.

There is an additional, more specific reason to challenge
R&K’s account, namely, that their account seems subject
to counterexamples. Let us examine again the case of the
individual who desires that his partner open up about his
past. Suppose that this desire is especially strong. Suppose
also that, after several efforts, the individual’s partner opens
up quite a bit, in comparison to the beginning of the rela-
tionship, though not as much as the individual would want.
In this case, R&K’s account implies that the individual
feels very lonely, on the ground that he cares a lot about a
good (i.e., intimacy) that is not fully realized. It seems to
me, however, that it is possible to imagine circumstances in
which this is not true. The individual might feel quite proud
about his partner for making all these efforts. Or he might
feel happy that the relationship is much more intimate than
when it started. In fact, even assuming that the individual
feels lonely in relation to that aspect of their relationship, his
loneliness might not be especially intense. For example, this
may be true if the relationship is otherwise very satisfying.

One feature of the previous example is that the individual
has not just a strong pro-attitude towards some social good
and an awareness that the social good is missing, but also an
awareness that the realization of the social good is not that
far ahead. This remark suggests a possible amendment of
the previous account. One possibility is that loneliness’ phe-
nomenal intensity is jointly determined by the strength of
the pro-attitude towards some social good and by the degree
of unattainability that the social good is perceived to have. |

think that there is textual evidence in favor of this modified
account. Indeed, at some point, R&K claim that “[episodes
of loneliness] are experiences whose subjective unpleasant-
ness is determined by how painful it is to crave certain basic
human needs and see no hope of them being fulfilled” (p.
198, my italics). It seems to me that this statement is too
strong. It is not necessary for loneliness that the individual
be completely devoid of hope about the attainability of the
missing social good. Nor that hopelessness be involved.’
That said, it certainly seems plausible, at first sight, that
how lonely an individual is partly depends on how difficult
the individual perceives the attainment of the missing social
good to be.

However, I think that some potential counterexamples
cast doubt even on this revised account. Let us go back to
our romantically involved individual. Let us suppose that
he strongly desires to have some relationship good, e.g.,
a deep sense of trust with his partner. This time, however,
let us suppose that, knowing his partner’s traumatic back-
ground, he is very aware that they might never be able to
reach the kind of mutual trust that he desires them to have.
The relationship being at the usual early and enthusiastic
stage, he nevertheless fully commits to it and invests time
and energy in trying to accompany his partner during the
difficult process of becoming able to trust someone again.
R&K’s account implies that the individual feels very lonely.
But it seems to me that, in the described circumstances, this
may not be the case. The individual has very realistic expec-
tations, but these do not translate into loneliness, or into an
intense experience of loneliness. If this is true, the upshot is
that the strength of the pro-attitude and the perceived unat-
tainability of the missing social good is not what determines
the phenomenal intensity of loneliness.

2.4 The Challenge from Demarcation

The last challenge I want to raise to R&K’s account of lone-
liness is a ‘challenge from demarcation’. In a nutshell, the
challenge is that R&K’s account has trouble demarcating
loneliness from other negative emotions.

At the beginning of their paper, R&K claim that what
distinguishes different emotions from each other, and
from other affective states, is their intentional content (p.
186). They later claim that what distinguishes loneliness
from other emotions of absence is the fact that loneliness
concerns certain specific social goods. Combining these
remarks, we can say that what distinguishes loneliness from

7 As an example, when I felt lonely in London at the beginning of
my PhD for lacking friends, it was not because I perceived friendship
to be completely unattainable, either permanently or temporarily, or
because | had no hope of making friends. I felt lonely because (I per-
ceived that) I did not have any friends at that time in that city.
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other emotions is its intentional object, where the inten-
tional object is the object to which emotions are directed.
Instances of loneliness always have a missing social good
as their intentional object in this sense.

I think there are three problems with this claim. The first
is that the social goods that R&K mention in their paper are
quite heterogeneous. It is unclear what unifies them. They
are, of course, ‘social’ goods. But the category of social
goods also includes goods that are not typically involved
in instances of loneliness. For example, it may include the
collective pleasure of winning the final of the World Cup, a
social good whose perceived absence does not seem to gen-
erate loneliness, though it certainly generates disappoint-
ment. The first problem is, thus, that it is unclear what the
different social goods with which loneliness is concerned
have in common, in virtue of which loneliness can be distin-
guished from other emotion types.®

The second, related problem is that the social goods
which loneliness is typically about are sometimes the
objects of other negative emotions that one may experi-
ence within romantic, friendship or social relationships. For
example, lack of trust, intimacy, or familiarity may cause,
and be the intentional objects of, emotions such as sadness
and disappointment vis-a-vis one’s relationships, which are
relevantly distinct from loneliness. To put this differently, an
individual who desires intimacy and realizes that intimacy
is unattainable may experience disappointment about the
lack of intimacy in their relationship, rather than loneliness.

R&K might reply that what demarcates loneliness
from disappointment as distinct emotion types is the fact
that loneliness is essentially concerned with social goods,
whereas disappointment is not. One may indeed be disap-
pointed about failing an exam. While this is a missing good,
it is not a missing social good. One implication of this reply
is that the intentional content of a token of loneliness is
not sufficient to distinguish it from a token of a different
emotion type. For a token of loneliness may have the same
intentional content as the token of a different emotion type.
In order for an emotion token to count as an instance of
loneliness, an additional condition must be satisfied: on top
of having a missing social good as its object, it must also
be the case that that token could not have had an intentional
object of a different kind, i.e., a missing good of a different
variety.

I do not think this is a problem for R&K’s account per
se — though it is worth noticing that there are accounts that
allow us to distinguish the emotion type to which a token
belongs purely on the basis of its content, as we will see

8 At some point in their paper, R&K talk about ‘social needs’. This
may be a way to restrict the category ‘social goods’. But I think that
the category ‘social needs’ is still too broad to be unifying. Further-
more, this qualification does not help address the second problem.
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below. However, this account becomes problematic if there
exist other types of emotions of absence that are essentially
about missing social goods. For if this is the case, then
R&K’s account does not have the resources to adequately
distinguish tokens of loneliness from tokens of these other
emotion types. R&K themselves offer one such example:
social anxiety. Roughly speaking, we can say that social
anxiety involves a kind of fear of being judged or disliked
by other people. Being positively judged, appreciated, or
simply recognized by other people is a social good in the
sense that R&K have in mind. Importantly, its (perceived,
believed, imagined, or supposed) absence seems essential
to social anxiety. It follows that social anxiety is essentially
about some missing social good. It is clear, however, that an
individual may feel socially anxious without feeling lonely.
But if this is true, then R&K do not have the resources to
distinguish social anxiety from loneliness.

3 Towards a Receptive Account of
Loneliness

The previous discussion highlights a few desiderata for
a plausible account of loneliness. The latter must explain
(a) what the intentional object of loneliness is, (b) what, if
any, is the role of pro-attitudes and other cognitive states,
(c) how we can distinguish loneliness from other emotion
types, (d) how we can account for the phenomenology of
loneliness and its coming in degrees, and (¢) how we can
account for chronic loneliness. In this section, I begin to
sketch my own account of loneliness and show how it can
meet these desiderata.

3.1 The Receptive Theory of Emotions

As we have seen, R&K appear to endorse a desire-belief
account of loneliness. In the previous section, I offered some
reasons to think that this is an inadequate account of lone-
liness. But there are reasons to think that the desire-belief
approach is also inadequate for the purpose of characteriz-
ing other emotions. These reasons are well-documented, so
I will not rehearse them here (see Deonna and Teroni 2012).
Instead, I will briefly present the approach that I consider
most promising, namely, the receptive theory of emotions
that has been recently put forward by Christine Tappolet
(2022).

The receptive theory is a direct descendant of the per-
ceptual theory of emotions. In fact, Tappolet was one of
the main proponents of the latter theory. According to her
version of the perceptual theory (most thoroughly stated in
Tappolet 2016), emotions are perceptual experiences that
non-conceptually represent certain objects as possessing
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specific evaluative properties. Thus, for example, an instance
of admiration towards a musician consists in a perceptual
experience that non-conceptually represents that musician
as admirable. An instance of fear of a dog consists in a per-
ceptual experience that non-conceptually represents that
dog as fearsome. And so on.

Over the years, the perceptual theory has been subject to
some important objections (see, e.g., Salmela 2011; Deonna
and Teroni 2012; Brady 2013). The critics’ main strategy
has been to point to various disanalogies between emotions
and sensory perceptions. One disanalogy is that emotions
have cognitive bases. As we have seen above, this means
that emotions require other cognitive states, such as beliefs,
sensory perceptions, and suppositions, for apprehending
their intentional object. For example, a typical episode of
fear of a dog is preceded, and caused, by a visual experience
of a dog or by a belief that a dog is present. None of this
is true of sensory experiences. A second disanalogy is that
emotions have normative reasons. It makes sense to ask an
individual who is afraid of a dog the reasons why they are
afraid. The demand here is for a justificatory explanation,
not a merely causal explanation. By contrast, demanding
the reasons why an individual has some perceptual experi-
ence does not seem to make much sense. True, perceptual
experiences may be veridical or non-veridical — arguably in
the same way as emotion tokens can be correct or incorrect.
But they are not the kind of mental states for which it makes
sense to ask for a justification.

The traditional replies to these challenges have been to
advocate for a more ‘liberal’ understanding of perceptual
experiences or to characterize emotions as ‘quasi-percep-
tions’ (see Tappolet 2016). Both these moves, however,
have been criticized as being ad hoc. What is a quasi-per-
ception after all? And what independent reasons do we have
to liberalize our understanding of perceptual experiences?

The receptive theory emerges in this context as a refine-
ment of the perceptual theory. The receptive theory pre-
serves three core claims underlying the perceptual theory.
The first is that emotions provide the subject experiencing
them with access to value, in the sense that they reveal or
disclose to the subject the evaluative properties that the
objects of emotions possess — genuinely, if the emotions
that the subject experiences are correct; only apparently, if
they are incorrect. The second claim is that emotions do that
by representing their objects as possessing these evaluative
properties. In other words, emotions have evaluative con-
tent. The third is that emotions represent evaluative proper-
ties non-conceptually. This explains how even subjects who
lack evaluative concepts, such as infants and non-human
animals, can experience emotions.

The crucial claim underlying the receptive theory is that
emotions provide only mediated or indirect access to value.

They disclose value through the mediation of the cognitive
states necessary for apprehending their intentional objects.
Since this is a feature that distinguishes emotions from stan-
dard perceptual states, the receptive theory agrees that emo-
tions are not perceptual states themselves. It only claims
that they are like perceptual experiences in terms of the
epistemological role they play with respect to value and in
terms of their having non-conceptual content. But they are
unlike perceptual experiences in that they are not at the sen-
sory periphery, and they do not provide unmediated access
to the properties they target. Emotions arise in response to
their cognitive bases — hence, the prefix re- — but they are
responses that have perceptual-like features — hence the suf-
fix -ceptive.

This characterization allows the receptive theory to avoid
the main objections raised against the perceptual theory (for
details, see Tappolet 2022). Importantly, this move is non-
ad hoc. It would be ad hoc if there were no independent
reason to think that a state can have non-conceptual content
without also being a perceptual state. And indeed, this has
been the leading, albeit implicit, assumption in the debate
about the nature of emotions for a long time. But it is an
unwarranted assumption. As Jacob Beck (2012), for one,
has pointed out, pigeons appear to undergo non-perceptual
non-conceptual states about magnitudes, such as numbers.
Having non-conceptual content and being a perceptual state
are thus not co-extensive categories. The receptive theory
takes this lesson on board and offers a theory of emotions
that preserves the main insights of the perceptual theory,
while avoiding its defects. I will assume this theory in what
follows.

3.2 The Intentional Object and the Vehicle of
Loneliness

If the receptive theory is the chosen approach to emo-
tions, then loneliness must be modeled in accordance with
it. Generically, we can say that an episode of loneliness
consists in a receptive experience that non-conceptually
represents its object as possessing a particular evaluative
property. The real task, however, is to give substance to this
generic account, so as to meet the desiderata listed above.

I will start by considering the following question: Does
loneliness have a specific kind of intentional object? As
we have seen, R&K hold that loneliness concerns absent
social goods. I think they are basically right in this respect,
so I would like to preserve this idea, although with some
amendments. To begin with, I think that it is preferable to
talk about relational goods, rather than social goods. Some
of the goods that are missing in episodes of loneliness, such
as intimacy with one’s partner, are not very ‘social’, but they
are certainly ‘relational’. The main difference, however,
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concerns the kind of states that constitute loneliness and
that have the relevant goods as their intentional objects.
R&K state that loneliness consists in a pro-attitude towards
certain social goods and in a non-evaluative awareness that
they are out of reach. In my view, instead, loneliness con-
sists in an evaluative receptive state. More specifically, it
consists in a receptive state that represents the absence of
certain relational goods as being bad in a specific way.’ This
statement highlights a more subtle difference with respect to
R&K'’s account. In my view, the intentional object of loneli-
ness is the absence of certain relational goods, rather than
the absent goods themselves. It is indeed the absence that is
represented as being bad in a certain way, not the relational
good that is missing. For example, it is the fact of not having
any friends, or no one to talk to, or of not being understood,
which is evaluated as bad in an episode of loneliness. This
evaluation is at the heart of loneliness, and I will have more
to say about it in what follows. For the moment, however,
let us keep exploring the differences with R&K’s account.

Insofar as the receptive experience that loneliness con-
sists in has some perceptual-like features, we can say that it
involves an evaluative awareness of the absence of certain
relational goods. What about the non-evaluative awareness
that these relational goods are absent, which was central in
R&K’s account? As anticipated in Subsection 2.2.3, I think
that this state is, at most, one of the cognitive bases of lone-
liness. If the term ‘awareness’ is given a broad meaning, so
as to include a wide range of cognitive states, then it might
even be the case that it is a necessary cause of loneliness.
But this is not the same as saying that it is a constituent of it.

What about the pro-attitude towards the absent rela-
tional goods? In Subsection 2.2.2, I suggested that the claim
that loneliness involves a pro-attitude of this sort is most
plausible if the pro-attitude is conceived of as a valuing
attitude. After all, we typically feel lonely when we lack
friends, because we value having friends. At the same time,
I argued that if valuings are conceived as involving either
conative states or value judgments, then they turn out not
to be necessary for undergoing loneliness. As a matter of
fact, however, I think that these are not plausible accounts
of valuings. Elsewhere (Rossi and Tappolet manuscript),
Christine Tappolet and I have defended the thesis that valu-
ings should be identified with sentiments. It remains to be
seen, then, whether valuings thus conceived are necessary
for loneliness.

° This claim is only approximately correct. As we will see in subsec-
tion 3.3, I think that loneliness can sometimes be directed towards
relational bads (e.g., social exclusion) that involve the absence of
relational goods, but are not entirely reducible to the absence of the
corresponding relational goods (e.g., social inclusion). In these cases,
loneliness consists in an evaluation of a relational bad that is partly
constituted by the absence of a relational good as bad for the subject
in a specific way.
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Tappolet and I conceive of sentiments as standing evalu-
ations that dispose an individual to experience tokens of
different emotion types. In our view, sentiments have a
representational content akin to that of emotions: they non-
conceptually represent their objects as possessing specific
evaluative properties. Thus, for example, the sentiment of
love for a person involves a non-conceptual representation
of that person as lovable. This feature is what makes senti-
ments ‘evaluations’. What makes them ‘standing’ evalua-
tions is the fact that, unlike emotions, they are not occurrent
states, but dispositional states. More specifically, they are
multi-track dispositions. They dispose an individual to
experience a variety of emotions. Thus, for instance, the
sentiment of love for their partner may dispose an individual
to experience joy at their partner’s promotion, admiration at
their partner’s skills, sadness at their partner’s illness, and
SO on.

According to Tappolet and I, valuings are sentiments
thus conceived. Accordingly, valuing intimacy in a rela-
tionship amounts to having a positive sentiment (e.g., love,
care, like) towards it. The question then becomes: Is it nec-
essary to have sentiments of this sort to undergo episodes
of loneliness? For example, is it necessary to have a posi-
tive sentiment towards being in a romantic relationship to
experience loneliness in the absence of such a relationship?
Many instances of loneliness seem to be of this sort. Still,
do not see why it would be impossible to experience loneli-
ness in the absence of the relevant sentiments. Consider an
individual who has a lot of friends and is happily single.
One day, one of his friends announces to him that he is in
a relationship. After seeing his friend with his partner, the
individual suddenly realizes that he is lacking something
important in his life and feels lonely. I think that this sce-
nario is not implausible. If this is true, then it shows that one
need not have formed a standing disposition towards being
in a romantic relationship to be able to apprehend their lack
of a romantic relationship as bad.'® Generalizing, my view
is that, for an individual to experience loneliness, it is not
necessary that they have a pre-existing sentiment that dis-
poses them to have this experience.

I might be wrong about that. If I am, then valuings as
sentiments are necessary pre-conditions for undergoing
loneliness and episodes of loneliness are manifestations of
the individual’s underlying valuings. It is worth noticing
that this account would be immune from the main objec-
tion raised against the value judgment account of valuings.
Since sentiments do not require the possession of evaluative

10 Of course, it is possible that the individual in the example might
have simply been mistaken about his valuings. He thought that he did
not value being in a relationship, but he was wrong about that. This
scenario is certainly possible. What I am denying is that cases like the
one described in the example are always of this sort.
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concepts, this account allows for the possibility that indi-
viduals such as children and non-human animals experience
loneliness, despite their limited conceptual resources.

I want to conclude this subsection by coming back to the
intentionality of loneliness. It seems to me that, in addition
to having an intentional object, episodes of loneliness also
have what I will call, for lack of a better word, an ‘inten-
tional locus’. Consider the following. An individual who
moves to a different city may feel lonely because of their
lack of friends even if they have a solid network of mean-
ingful relationships elsewhere. In this case, the individual
feels lonely for their lack of friends in the new city. Friend-
ship is the relational good involved in this episode of loneli-
ness. Its absence is the intentional object of the emotion.
But this absence is situated in a given context, namely, ‘the
new city’. The latter is the intentional locus of the episode
of loneliness, where, by ‘intentional’, I mean that it is part
of the intentional content of loneliness; it does not just iden-
tify the context in which the episode of loneliness takes
place. Other examples can easily be given. Individuals may
feel lonely within their romantic relationship, within their
family, or in the workplace. They miss some goods that are
situated in those contexts, and they experience intentionally
situated loneliness as a result.

3.3 The Formal Object of Loneliness and the
Problem of Demarcation

In this subsection, I want to consider two further questions.
What is the evaluative property that instances of loneliness
represent their objects as possessing? What distinguishes
loneliness from other emotion types? It turns out that these
questions are closely related. Before explaining why, let me
introduce a bit of terminology.

Following standard use, I will call the evaluative proper-
ties that emotions target their ‘formal objects’. On the recep-
tive account, as we have seen, the formal object is part of the
representational content of emotions. Other accounts, such
as the attitudinal theory (Deonna and Teroni 2012, 2015),
deny that. This notwithstanding, most accounts of emotions
agree that formal objects play a role in demarcating different
emotion types. On the receptive account, this role is spelt
out as follows: (at least part of) what identifies an emotion
token as belonging to a specific emotion type is the type of
evaluative property that it represents its object as possess-
ing. Thus, for example, all tokens of admiration are tokens
of the same emotion type because they all represent their
objects as being admirable. From this, we can immediately
see how the questions above are related: to identify the for-
mal object of loneliness is to identify (at least part of) what
distinguishes loneliness from other emotion types.

Before proceeding, let me explicitly emphasize one point.
As T understand it here, the problem of demarcating loneli-
ness from other emotions is a metaphysical problem. The
goal is to identify the property (or the set of properties) that
makes loneliness a distinct emotion type and, thereby, the
property (or the set of properties) in virtue of which some
emotional tokens count as instances of the emotion of lone-
liness and not of other emotions. This problem is different
from the epistemological problem of how we can recognize,
form beliefs, or know that some emotional tokens count as
instances of the emotion of loneliness and not of other emo-
tions. In fact, the two problems are independent from each
other. It is indeed perfectly possible that the property (or the
set of properties) that makes loneliness distinct from other
emotions does not coincide with the property (or the set of
properties) that we use, or to which we refer as evidence, to
recognize or judge that some emotional tokens belong to the
loneliness type.'!

With this in mind, let us go back to the issue of the formal
object of loneliness. Loneliness is a negative affective state,
a state that appears to involve a negative affective evalu-
ation of the individual’s condition. This suggests that the
formal object of loneliness is a negative evaluative property.
We can reformulate this by saying, as I have done in the
previous subsection, that loneliness represents the absence
of certain relational goods as bad in a specific way. Unfor-
tunately, we lack a term to denote the specific way in which
the intentional object of loneliness is represented as being
bad. In this sense, loneliness differs from most other emo-
tions. Consider two examples. All instances of admiration
represent their objects as being admirable. ‘Admirability’ is
thus the term that we use to identify the formal object of
admiration. Similarly, all instances of fear represent their
objects as being fearsome. ‘Fearsomeness’ is the term that
refers to the formal object of fear.

Does the lack of a term to designate the formal object
of loneliness present a problem when it comes to distin-
guishing loneliness from other emotions? No. To demarcate
loneliness, we must be able to provide a characterization of
the evaluative property which loneliness aims at and that
its tokens non-conceptually represent. This does not require
having a pre-existing term to designate this property. That
said, it must surely be acknowledged that characterizing the
formal object of loneliness is not an easy task. But in this
respect the situation of loneliness is hardly different from

"' In fact, I think that far from being a mere possibility, this is how

things are in reality. More specifically, my view is that what distin-
guishes loneliness from other emotions is its formal object, but that
we normally recognize or form the belief that an emotional token is
an instance of loneliness based on other factors, including its phenom-
enology as well as the expressive reactions, beliefs, and actions that it
causes. For reasons of space, however, I will not defend this epistemo-
logical claim here.
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that of other emotions. Consider again admiration. To distin-
guish admiration from other emotions, we need to provide a
characterization of the property of admirability. Part of the
difficulty in doing so derives from the fact that, conceptu-
ally, we have little option but to relate admirability back to
the emotion of admiration, by saying, for instance, that the
concept of admirability is either identical or equivalent to
the concept of fitting admiration.'? This does not seem to
help much in shedding light on the nature of admiration.
After all — we may ask — if we say that admiration is dis-
tinct from other emotions because it aims at admirability,
but then we need to refer back to admiration to conceptually
elucidate admirability, how much progress have we really
done on the problem of demarcation?'?

The crucial thing to notice, however, is that the concep-
tual account of admirability in terms of fitting admiration is
compatible with a metaphysical account according to which
admirability is independent from admiration. That is, it is
perfectly possible to maintain that although the concept of
admirability is a response-dependent concept (in one of the
ways envisaged above), the property of being admirable is
not. For instance, it is possible to say that admirability is
an objective monadic property that certain individuals or
objects possess. Indeed, this is the general view about eval-
uative properties that Tappolet and I have defended else-
where.!* This metaphysical account opens a space between
admiration and admirability that allows us to offer a sub-
stantive account of the relation between the two. For a start,
we can say that the emotion of admiration aims at disclos-
ing the property of being admirable and that admirability
is the property that makes instances of admiration fitting,
rather than the property identical or reducible to the prop-
erty of being fitting to admire. We can also further investi-
gate admirability by identifying the properties that make an
object admirable (i.e., the grounds of admirability), as well
as the things that possess the property of being admirable.
By doing all this work, we can meaningfully distinguish
admiration from other emotions in terms of admirability,
and this despite the close conceptual connection that exists
between the two. To reiterate, the key is to keep in mind that
the problem of demarcation is a metaphysical problem, not

12 Note that, because emotions are taken to represent evaluative prop-
erties non-conceptually, these conceptual accounts do not raise a prob-
lem for the receptive theory. More specifically, it does not follow that
emotions have a problematic self-reflexive content.

13" Thanks to an anonymous referee for inviting me to clarify this

aspect of my account.

14 See Tappolet and Rossi (2016). Note that one does not need to
endorse our own account of evaluative properties to be able to demar-
cate loneliness from other emotion types. The only claim that one
needs to accept for this purpose is that admirability is independent
from admiration. This claim is compatible with a variety of naturalistic,
non-naturalistic, and constructivist accounts of evaluative properties.
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a conceptual problem. This means that if what distinguishes
admiration is the fact that it aims at a specific evaluative
property, i.e., admirability, then, if this property is inde-
pendent from admiration and if we can offer a substantive
characterization of it, we have successfully addressed the
problem of specifying what distinguishes admiration from
other emotion types. This remains true even if the concept
of admirability is not independent from the concept of
admiration.

The situation is essentially the same in the case of loneli-
ness. The only difference is that we lack a term that plays
an equivalent role to ‘admirability’, unless we are inclined
to neologisms and are prepared to say that loneliness tar-
gets the ‘lonely-worthy’. In light of what we have just seen,
however, this is not a problem for demarcating loneliness
from other emotions insofar as we can investigate the for-
mal object of loneliness in much the same way in which we
can investigate the formal object of admiration. As before,
we can say that the formal object of loneliness is the evalu-
ative property that loneliness aims to apprehend and that
makes instances of loneliness fitting. We can also attempt
to identify the properties that ground the formal object of
loneliness and the kind of relational goods whose absence
bears this negative evaluative property. This is, of course, a
task whose completion exceeds the scope of this paper. It is
the task for a substantive theory of value.

That said, even the limited understanding of the formal
object of loneliness provided here is sufficient to distinguish
loneliness from other emotions of absence, such as social
anxiety. I claimed before that the latter involves a kind of
fear of not being liked or appreciated. On this understanding,
the formal object of social anxiety is similar to the formal
object of fear, which is typically identified with the fear-
some. Accordingly, we can say that social anxiety is fitting
if and only if not being liked or appreciated by other people
is really fearsome in the kind of way associated with social
anxiety. Note, however, that the property of being fearsome
is different from the property of being ‘lonely-worthy’. This
is sufficient to demarcate social anxiety from loneliness.

In addition to distinguishing different emotion types from
each other, it is also possible to distinguish different forms,
or sub-types, of the same emotion type. In some cases, we
can identify these sub-types by further specifying their for-
mal object. For instance, I argued elsewhere (Rossi manu-
script) that what distinguishes different sub-types of the
emotion of interest is the particular way of being interesting
that their tokens represent. In other cases, however, what
demarcates different sub-types is not their formal object.
Consider unrequited love, which R&K mention as another
example of emotion of absence. Unrequited love is a sub-
type of love. What distinguishes unrequited love from other
forms of love is not its formal object, but its intentional
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object. Indeed, love counts as unrequited if it is directed to
a (perceived, believed or supposed) unreciprocating indi-
vidual. In yet other cases, what demarcates different sub-
types of the same emotion is their cause. Prinz (2007), for
instance, has argued that what distinguishes ordinary anger
from indignation is that indignation is specifically elicited
by an injustice. These considerations open new possibilities
to enrich our conceptual understanding of loneliness.

The suggestion I want to make here is that we can distin-
guish different sub-types of loneliness in terms of their type
of intentional object. Consider the following example. When
an individual feels lonely because they have no friends, the
intentional object of the individual’s loneliness is their lack
of friends. This object can, however, be redescribed at more
abstract levels. Depending on the circumstances, lacking
friends can be seen as an instance of social exclusion, or
as a failure of social integration, or as an instance of social
disconnection. The individual themselves may experience
their lack of friends as such and feel lonely as a result. This
example can be generalized. The goods that are relevant
for loneliness typically belong to more general categories.
Likewise, the absence of these goods can be characterized
in terms of more general categories of relational bads.'® To
illustrate, let me offer a non-exhaustive list of these rela-
tional goods and bads.

Togetherness — Separateness.

Connection — Disconnection.

Belonging — Unbelonging.

Companionship — Isolation.

Affiliation — Disaffiliation.

Association — Disassociation.

Social attunement — Being socially out of tune.

Closeness — Distance.

Acceptance — Rejection.

Inclusion — Exclusion.

Familiarity — Alienness.

These relational goods and bads are often associated with
particular feelings. For instance, we often talk about the feel-
ing of social connection and the opposite feeling of social
disconnection; about the closeness or the distance we feel
towards some individuals; about the feeling of exclusion
that we suffer in some circles and the feeling of acceptance

15 This requires a qualification. In some cases (e.g., belonging — unbe-
longing), the relational bads coincide with the absence of the corre-
sponding goods (e.g., unbelonging is simply not belonging). In other
cases (e.g., inclusion — exclusion), the relation between relational
goods and bads is more complex, but the relational bads still seem
to involve, amongst other things, the absence of the corresponding
goods (e.g., exclusion is not simply the absence of inclusion, but it
involves this absence, amongst other things). As anticipated in fn 9, it
follows from this that in some cases the intentional object of loneliness
involves, but is not entirely reducible to, the absence of a relational
good.

we undergo elsewhere; about the feeling of alienation and
estrangement from our family as well as the feeling of com-
panionship with our friends. These expressions are a little
ambiguous. When we say that we feel excluded, we may
refer to our perception that we have been excluded or to
our experience of the badness of the exclusion. In the for-
mer case, the feeling is not valenced. It is a neutral feeling,
which may or may not be accompanied by an emotional
reaction. If I am excluded from a group that I despise, for
instance, [ may feel excluded, but not be bothered about it.
When we experience the badness of the exclusion, instead,
the feeling of exclusion is valenced: it is an unpleasant feel-
ing. [ am interested in the latter kind of feelings associated
with relational goods and bads. How can we make sense of
them?

Experiencing the badness of exclusion has all the hall-
marks of an emotional episode. That is, when we experience
a valenced feeling of exclusion, it appears that we are expe-
riencing an emotion. But which emotion is it? Is it a distinct,
sui generis emotion? Or is it a sub-type of another emotion?
I want to suggest that when we experience a valenced feel-
ing of exclusion, we undergo a particular form of loneliness,
a sub-type of this emotion that has exclusion as its more
general intentional object. Let me clarify. I am not saying
that loneliness is the only type of emotion that one can expe-
rience in response to a non-valenced feeling of exclusion. In
fact, one may feel happy for having been excluded from a
racist group or disappointed for having been excluded from
a sport team. What I am saying is that the expression ‘I feel
excluded’, when it is used in a valenced sense, refers to the
kind of loneliness that one experiences when they perceive
(or believe) to have been excluded.

I think that something similar can be said about the feel-
ings associated with all the other relational bads in the list,
such as the feeling of social disconnection, the feeling of
social alienness, the feeling of not belonging, the feeling of
social isolation, and so on. And indeed, these expressions are
often used in the scientific literature as synonyms of loneli-
ness (see, e.g., Cacioppo and Patrick 2009). If I am right,
then these ‘feelings’ identify different sub-types of loneli-
ness, that is, different ways of experiencing loneliness.'®

16 All the relational bads in the list appear to have corresponding
relational goods, which the subject can experience by undergoing the
relevant ‘feelings’, e.g., feeling of inclusion, feeling of closeness, and
so on. This suggests that loneliness has an opposite, i.e., a correspond-
ing positive emotion type, which can be experienced in different ways
depending on the specific kind of relational good with which its tokens
are concerned.
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3.4 The Phenomenology and the Degrees of
Loneliness

The previous discussion provides a nice bridge to the next
question: How can we characterize the phenomenology of
loneliness? In my view, the phenomenology of loneliness is
primarily a matter of its evaluative content. As we have seen,
loneliness targets a specific negative evaluative property,
i.e., a specific way of being bad. My view is that the way
a token of loneliness feels depends on the particular way in
which its intentional object is represented as bad. I say ‘pri-
marily’ because the specific type of intentional object that
a token of loneliness has — more specifically, the particular
way in which the absence of the relevant relational good
is represented — may also contribute to the phenomenology
of that loneliness token. But what determines the valenced
phenomenological character of a loneliness token, i.e., its
feeling bad or unpleasant, is the evaluative component of
its content.!”

We can use this general account to clarify the phenom-
enology of the different sub-types of loneliness identified
above. Take an instance of loneliness due to a perception
of social exclusion. This instance involves two integrated
representations: a ‘neutral’ representation of social exclu-
sion and an additional ‘evaluative’ representation of social
exclusion as bad in a specific way. The overall phenomeno-
logical character of this instance of loneliness is the result of
the ‘feelings’ generated by these representations. On the one
hand, there is the non-valenced feeling of social exclusion.
This ‘feeling’ is determined by the ‘neutral’ representation of
social exclusion. Initially, this non-valenced feeling is noth-
ing but the phenomenal character of the perceptual experi-
ence of social exclusion that provides the cognitive basis
for the emotional experience of social exclusion. But when
the ‘neutral’ representation of social exclusion becomes part
of the ‘receptive’ experience, then the non-valenced feeling
of social exclusion that this representation generates con-
stitutes the phenomenal character of the non-affective com-
ponent of the emotional experience of social exclusion. On
the other hand, there is the valenced feeling of social exclu-
sion. This is determined by the ‘evaluative’ representation
of social exclusion as bad in the specific way characteristic
of loneliness. This valenced feeling is the phenomenal char-
acter of the affective component of the emotional experience
of social exclusion. It is the way in which social exclusion
feels bad as a result of being represented as bad in that par-
ticular emotional instance. A similar description applies to
other sub-types of loneliness.

17" The underlying explanation of how the evaluative content of loneli-
ness determines its phenomenological character is a standard represen-
tationalist explanation.
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These remarks provide the basis for an account of the
phenomenal intensity of loneliness, that is, of the degree
to which loneliness feels bad or is unpleasant. Recall that,
according to R&K, the phenomenal intensity of an episode
of loneliness depends on the strength of the pro-attitude
towards a specific social good and, perhaps, on how unat-
tainable the individual perceives that good to be. In my
view, instead, the degree to which a token of loneliness
feels bad, or is unpleasant, depends on the degree to which
its intentional object is represented as bad in the specific
way characteristic of loneliness. A bit more formally, we can
say that a token of loneliness directed at X, where X is the
absence of a relevant relational good, feels bad to degree m
if and only if it represents X as bad in the specific way char-
acteristic of loneliness to degree m, where it is understood
that degrees of badness need not be numerical degrees or
especially precise degrees.

What about the pro-attitude and the non-evaluative
awareness of a missing relational good? I think that they can
still play some role. For a start, if an individual has a strong
pro-attitude towards friendship, they are typically more
likely to experience loneliness in its absence. Moreover,
the strength of the individual’s pro-attitude may certainly
influence the phenomenal intensity of the corresponding
episodes of loneliness. Likewise, the degree to which the
individual deems the absent relational good to be unattain-
able may have a causal impact on how bad the individual
experiences its absence to be. As I suggested above, how-
ever, | think that it is possible for an individual to undergo
loneliness without having any occurrent or standing attitude
of this kind. After all, there is such a thing as a sudden real-
ization that not having a romantic partner sucks. It seems to
me that at least some instances of loneliness are of this sort.

The individual’s valuings, in particular, play another
important role. There is indeed another gradable dimension
in terms of which instances of loneliness, as well as other
affective states, can be evaluated, namely, their centrality.
The general idea is that, quite independently of its phenom-
enal intensity, an affective state may be more or less central
in the individual’s mind. For example, the pain one experi-
ences after a cramp may be quite intense, but not especially
important in the overall mental economy of the individual.
Elsewhere (Rossi and Tappolet 2022), Tappolet and I have
distinguished two ways in which an affective state can be
central. On the one hand, there is what we called ‘output-
centrality’: this is roughly the extent to which an affective
state disposes an individual to experience other mental states
and perform specific actions, that is, the extent to which that
affective state is productive.'® On the other hand, there is
what we called ‘input (or source)-centrality’: this is roughly

18 For this understanding of centrality, see also Haybron (2008).
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the extent to which an affective state is based on other pro-
ductive states. These categories also apply to loneliness. Its
tokens may be more or less central in either of these senses.
Clearly, the individual’s valuings are amongst the most pro-
ductive mental states of an individual, in the sense that they
shape much of the individual’s mental life and behaviours.
They also play a role in determining how input-central vari-
ous instances of loneliness are. Suppose, for example, that
two individuals experience loneliness because of their lack
of friends in a way that is equally phenomenally intense.
Suppose, however, that only the former individual strongly
values having friends. In this case, we can say that their
episode of loneliness is more input-central than that of the
other individual.

3.5 ChronicLoneliness

I want to conclude by briefly considering how to charac-
terize chronic loneliness. As we have seen, R&K identify
this as an important, yet puzzling phenomenon. They are
right: it is indeed the central phenomenon with which schol-
ars working on the ethics and politics of loneliness are con-
cerned (see Cormier manuscript).

I think there are two ways of understanding chronic lone-
liness. According to a minimalist understanding, chronic
loneliness is simply a robust and persistent emotional dis-
position — more specifically, the disposition to experience
episodes of loneliness. According to a maximalist under-
standing, instead, chronic loneliness is a more encompass-
ing phenomenon, which we can describe as a psychological
condition, a category that includes, amongst others, states
such as depression. As a condition, chronic loneliness essen-
tially involves a robust and persistent disposition to expe-
rience occurrent loneliness, but it is not limited to that. It
also involves a range of other emotional and non-emotional
dispositions. It is indeed a characteristic of the chronically
lonely person to experience negative moods and emotions,
to suffer a reduction in their executive control function, to
have impaired social cognition, and to adopt various aver-
sive behaviours (see Cacioppo and Patrick 2009). It seems to
me that chronic loneliness as a condition is the phenomenon
that most interests both social scientists and philosophers.

Independently of how it is exactly understood, it is com-
mon to say that chronic loneliness can vary in degree. But
this expression is ambiguous. It can be interpreted in the
following, non-mutually exclusive, ways. First, it may
refer to the fact that chronic loneliness can lead to more or
less phenomenally intense episodes of loneliness. Second,
it may refer to the centrality of chronic loneliness. In par-
ticular, it may denote the dispositional strength of chronic
loneliness, that is, the strength with which it disposes an
individual to undergo occurrent loneliness as well as other

emotional and non-emotional states. Dispositional strength
may, in turn, be characterized in terms of the likelihood with
which these states manifest or in terms of their activation
threshold. Third, it may refer to the resilience of chronic
loneliness, that is, to the extent to which the latter is capable
of withstanding attempts to eliminate or reduce it or the ease
with which it returns to its baseline after more favorable
experiences.

I think that all these dimensions are important both for
descriptive and normative purposes. The first explains why
chronic loneliness is so phenomenally awful when it mani-
fests itself. The second helps predict and explain much of the
individual’s behaviour and frame of mind. The third helps
explain why it is typically so difficult to get rid of chronic
loneliness, e.g., why we cannot tell a chronically lonely per-
son to just go out and meet some people and everything will
finally be ok. It is important to investigate all these dimen-
sions in future research.

4 Conclusion

Loneliness is a complex phenomenon. In this paper, I
argued that we should reject Roberts and Krueger’s ‘desire-
belief” account of loneliness and adopt instead a receptive
account. To summarize, the main features of my account are
the following. Loneliness as an occurrent emotion consists
in an affective ‘receptive’ experience. It has the absence of
a relational good as its intentional object. In an episode of
loneliness, this absence is non-conceptually represented as
being bad in a particular way. An emotional token of loneli-
ness may, but need to, be a manifestation of the individ-
ual’s valuing the relevant relational good, where ‘valuing’
something is here conceived as being identical to ‘having
a positive sentiment’ towards it. What distinguishes lone-
liness from other emotions is the particular way of being
bad that loneliness aims at apprehending and that its tokens
represent. The valenced phenomenal character of a loneli-
ness token is determined by this evaluative representation: a
token of loneliness feels bad, or is unpleasant, in a specific
way because it represents the absence of a relational good
as bad in a particular way. Chronic loneliness is a more
complex state that disposes the individual to experience
(amongst other things) occurrent instances of the emotion
of loneliness.
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