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Destructive Disease: An Analysis of How Loneliness Affects the World


Fundamental forces drive the universe in which we live. Life is at the center of it all, but there cannot be life without death, and there cannot be death without disease, regardless of what magnitude the disease may reach. Diseases span the entire spectrum of the human body and race, from influenza to cancer and everything in between. And diseases are particularly relentless in the sense that they do not discriminate between the body, mind, or spirit, and can sometimes affect all three. However, a certain focus should be placed on a disease that is universal to all humans at some point in their lives, because it stems from a lack of communication with others like themselves: loneliness. The word is not merely a disease; it is a feeling, and one that should absolutely be taken seriously, having been established as a primary cause of pain and terror in real situations. Loneliness has a devastating effect on the human body, from basic biological problems to transformations of a person’s thoughts and emotions. It is one of the most dangerous diseases a person can experience in a lifetime, and a disease that can fundamentally change a perception of the world in conditions conducive to mental development.


During analysis, it is essential in building a complete picture of loneliness as a disease to consider all of the inputs and outputs; that is, how environments cause loneliness, and what loneliness causes. Tangibility is important in the initial analysis of loneliness, because it is the tangible effects that allow one to eventually analyze the deeper characteristics of isolation, and really get a feel for how and why loneliness occurs. There are numerous high profile examples of loneliness throughout human history, so it is appropriate to look toward the past to see what the tangible transformations of loneliness are, whether biological, emotional, philosophical, or societal.


Looking at the past, the human race has constantly fought a battle with loneliness, even though it has come up with some creative solutions from time to time. For example, Transcendentalists, namely Henry David Thoreau, justified their disassociation with humans by referring to it as a renewal of human connection with nature. But from world leaders to the lowliest classes, loneliness continues to be nondiscriminatory, and unless one can justify it as Thoreau did, it will eat away at mind, body, and soul. This is because loneliness is inherently bad; it is capable of causing “everything from depression to high blood pressure and cholesterol to poor sleep, weight gain, diminished immunity, and Alzheimer's disease” (Bennett par. 3). This list of tangible biological effects can be intimidating; the idea that so many health issues that humans try to avoid can originate from a single disorder is humbling. But of particular note is the mention of depression within the domain of loneliness. Depression is the most immediately dangerous effect of loneliness, simply because it is linked to the possibility of severe mood swings and suicide. Logical analysis also instructs one that this depression is self-perpetuating, because depression leads to isolation, and isolation leads to a feeling of loneliness, bringing the arc three-hundred sixty degrees.


The next step is to introduce interaction between humans into the equation, with unexpected results. Common sense tends to lead to the idea that if a person is lonely, give them another person and it will fix them right up. But can a lonely person potentially pass on the disease to another of similar emotional sensitivity? Bennett, in his description of the various facets of the disease, notes that “making sense of the contagiousness of loneliness demands that we rethink our idea of what loneliness is, and that we come to realize how being surrounded by people doesn't necessarily protect us from it” (par. 6). Loneliness is typically viewed as an emotion, a subdivision of sadness in most cases. But what really needs to be driven home is that loneliness is a disease, and one of the contagious ones at that. In modern society, families are not as large and extended as they once were; rather, they are nuclear, most consisting of “two parents, or less ideally, of one parent, and one or more offspring” (Walker sec. I.(b)). In this hypothetical example, a boy lives with his mother and younger sister for the majority of his childhood before the mother passes away, and the sister, unable to cope with living alongside her mother's mother, decides instead to live with her aunt and cousins. The boy may have his grandmother, but this is an unaccustomed change. The entirety of his family situation has changed in a compact period of time, resulting in a severe bout of loneliness. Loneliness does not just result from strictly physical isolation; it can result from a false sense of isolation as well, created by an emotional disconnection. When bonds so strong between people are broken, there is always going to be some sort of isolative backlash that must be overcome. When this backlash is not overcome, loneliness results.


Now that the onset of loneliness has occurred, the infection of others can begin. The mood of someone who is lonely is, as aforementioned, self-perpetuating and typically consistent, unless the person is adept at putting up a significant facade. In this case, the days when the facade cannot hold up are particularly noticeable to surrounding individuals. A caring friend can inquire about how a person feels, and receive anything from silence to a rude retort or a guilt trip (Bennett par. 17). This leaves the listener powerless to do much of anything, and struggling for a response. And if this listener begins to sympathize with and feel lonely for the person, they may begin to feel lonely themselves. The root of the problem comes back to emotional integrity. In a battle with such a disease, it takes strong individuals to resist the easy way out and fight through to happiness and normality on the other side.


Now, the equation is complicated further with the introduction of society as a whole, and one must start by analyzing how society is going to affect this individual. Society is, at its core, a collection of groups that offer many opportunities for belonging. But this idea of stable groupings can backfire with loneliness present in the mindset. If a person feels lonely, he or she may naturally begin to question immediate circumstances. How can there be so many groups, but the individual manages to remain isolated and lonely? This leads to further self-perpetuation of loneliness. One strong example comes from what society generally portrays as a happy time of year, the holiday season. Even though this is commonly perceived as a period when most individuals are typically joyous, “Studies have found that loneliness is particularly high during the holiday season due to what researchers call 'social comparison': surrounded by all of those images of communal cheer, it's easy to feel like one's own social life is comparatively empty” (Bennett par. 9). In this way, society helps to amplify the disease through its very nature. The individual suffers as a result of society, a point of irony especially in the traditional sense of society, which is supposed to form for the good of everyone.


Now, the tables are turned. How do these individual changes affect society? The answer really depends on one's position within that society. Loneliness has the capability of morphing existing philosophies as well as creating new ones, and depending on the victim, these new ideas can reach the spectrum of public opinion, directly or indirectly. Prisoners are an interesting subject, because even when they serve their entire debt to society, they still contribute after their release, whether positively or negatively. Many prisoners cannot control themselves upon release because they have simply forgotten how, and this leads to an imbalance in consumption of all that the world has to offer, which tends to lead to trouble. If the person is naturally timid, they may find themselves forgetful of what life before prison offered, underconsume, and become reclusive. In contrast, a person who is typically aggressive in nature may find themselves overconsuming once they are freed. A prime example of this imbalance is a ten-year solitary confinement inmate that, upon release, drank, smoked, and partied to the point of exhaustion (Johnson par. 28-30). This ex-con now lives in such fear of renewed isolation that he misbehaves, and this misbehavior leads public opinion to the idea that prisoners should not be given chances for reform, which is a skewed notion. But the lack of justice in this situation is irrelevant to the public, because it is the public's opinion. Again, the idea of self-support resurges. Society is going to stick together and naturally try to band against those that it chooses to isolate, further intensifying feelings of not just loneliness, but confusion and even fear.


These are the apparent and immediate causes of loneliness. The disease carries with it side effects that span the entirety of the human composition, from physical and mental illness to psychological and philosophical destabilization. In addition, these effects are not limited to the individual who is suffering from loneliness, because loneliness is a dreadfully contagious disease when certain circumstances are involved. And society's reaction is apathy; in most cases, humans “simply quarantine the lonely” (Bennett par. 20). The key point to remember is that loneliness is self-perpetuating. No matter the person or facet of society it affects, it will find a way to keep itself alive through new and unexpected forms.


Now that the tangible effects of loneliness are apparent, the deeper analysis can begin. Cause and effect is a massive point of focus for anyone interested in how loneliness truly develops and affects both the victim and the world, and specific examples of lonely situations help to illustrate these consequences, from the business world to natural disasters such as hurricanes (Kaniasty par. 5). In addition, what will truly reveal the total impact of loneliness is an inquiry on how it affects the absolute core values of a person. An essential companion to this is the stage of life in which the person experiences their “primary loneliness,” the fundamental turning point that determines the ultimate character one possesses. There are many stages through which this can be determined, from the fictional to the realistic; taking a look at how isolation and loneliness have been interpreted in the past will assist in determining just how big of a scope one really needs to fully grasp the concept of loneliness.


One of the more interesting characteristics of society is how it has naturally formed niches that only certain people can fill, regardless of whether or not these people, or humans in general, should fill them. The societal role of the common criminal has already been dissected, but there are respectable occupations as well that carry with them natural conditions of isolation. Astronaut is every kid's dream job, but a child's innocent mind is largely incapable of wrapping around such a colossal disease such as loneliness, and astronauts are as isolated from humanity as they can get in the blackness of space. This leads to some of Houston's more inconspicuous problems, including astronaut “anxiety, emotional hypersensitivity, insomnia, irritability, and depression” (Cooper par. 1). The remainder of the article includes a contrast between the integrity of the training programs that NASA and the Russian space program subject their cosmonauts to; whereas America's is more scientific, Russia's is more focused on the relevant isolative aspect. However, this situation is entirely different from the scenario of the aforementioned ex-con, because it is willful isolation for the benefit of society. The interesting idea to extract from this phenomenon is that whether the isolation is self-imposed or forcible, the effects are nearly identical.


War is also a huge source of material with which to analyze loneliness. The immediate concept that should be reinforced is the idea that the presence of humans does not always correspond to a lack of loneliness. War is a terrible and traumatic experience that must be lived to be believed, and no totally encompassing perspective can really be achieved, although multiple fictional works such as Tim O'Brien's The Things They Carried have attempted to bring a deeper understanding of the emotional circumstances of war to the general populace. This fact alone should give an idea as to how intense feelings of loneliness can get in times of fighting. Who can a person that has returned home from war relate to? Their spouses, children, and other family have likely never willingly captured or killed another of their own kind, and have no way of knowing what their hero has truly experienced. This is as natural an isolation as can occur; the family environment is not even disrupted as with the hypothetical situation discussed, but loneliness still happens.


Society's reaction to all of this is largely ignorance, which is a shame considering that nearly everyone can relate to the idea of loneliness. Works of fiction have attempted to take a stab at just how exactly someone can fall through the cracks in society's sidewalk into a crevice of isolation. Perhaps one of the more extreme works is Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, in which an African-American male struggles honorably to find his niche in society, until he eventually realizes that his niche is one of isolation. While the work is somewhat of a social commentary regarding racism, it is also an exploration into a search for identity that all readers can relate to. On the whole, the narrator of the story, who remains nameless for ideological reasons, does an excellent job of recognizing the fact that society regularly practices isolation for a multitude of purposes. Isolation prevents those who are unworthy from learning something they are not prepared to understand; however, this directly conflicts with a human desire for knowledge that the narrator possessed and exercised in his disregard for the Brotherhood's rules and regulations, or as Brother Jack referred to the idea as, “discipline.” And in reality, that is exactly what isolation by society is. It is a form of discipline, obeyed and executed everywhere from “the shunning practices of Native American tribes to the 'timeouts' issued in elementary school classrooms” (Bennett par. 11). Discipline in an isolative sense, however, is best defined as systematic instruction, because although it is typically associated with negative behavior, it does not have to be. Astronauts and soldiers need discipline, lest they become weak and give up in the midst of a mission.


This is only one of isolation's places in society. In some cases, human beings excel in their field and reach the summit. Then what do they do? Perhaps they become lonely? Multi-billion dollar corporations have to have someone leading them behind the storefronts and factories they consist of, and these individuals, as chief executive officers, or CEOs, must sometimes spread themselves so thin that they lose meaningful relationships, and fall into depression and loneliness. An article by Hara Estroff Marano discusses how one CEO who fought against and won the battle with isolative depression now runs “a secret network of CEOs with depression,” because “most only feel safe 'coming out' to one of their own” (par. 7). This leads to the question: do other masters of their field spread themselves too thin, and lose meaning in their lives? This is a huge development for the argument, because it encompasses everything from world leaders such as President Obama all the way down to high school star students, all of whom begin to feel the mental weight of the world and sometimes start to question themselves. And as Marano mentions, just as CEOs only feel comfortable coming out to someone they can relate to, United States presidents and class leaders alike need someone that can understand what they are going through, lest they run the risk of feeling lonely.


As a final example of a specific type of isolation, death is the ultimate inciter of loneliness. Its finality can be overwhelming and ominous. As Hamlet aptly noted through his soliloquies, no human can ever return from death to tell society what it is like, so naturally it is one of society's greatest fears and enemies. Death on a large scale is particularly harrowing, whether as a result of natural disaster such as the recent earthquake in Haiti, or artificial disaster such as the September 11th terrorist attacks. In both cases, there is a troubling paradox. Following a disaster, there is typically outpouring of support from all around the world, but “on the other hand, disasters impede the exchange of support because they disrupt social networks through death or injury, relocation, changes in routine activities, and physical destruction of environments conducive for social interactions” (Kaniasty par. 2). This is especially true of second- and third-world nations, where these social networks are far less completely defined. At the basic level, outer society is trying to reach out a helping hand, but if inner society cannot reach back, the result is isolation and loneliness on a large and dangerous scale.


This is what leads to the concept of “primary loneliness,” which is defined in this context as the first significant period of isolation that fundamentally affects a person's core values. And when primary loneliness is explored, the key factor in how it will shape a person is timing. On one hand, loneliness in early stages of life can potentially better prepare a person for the harshness of the modern world, if their young mind is capable of reasonably assessing the situation; however, it can be potentially “overwhelming for [the] youth, who may feel especially vulnerable” (Berson par. 36). On the other hand, an adult mind may be more prepared for a longer duration of isolation, but having lived so long without it may increase the initial shock factor. This is why the concept of primary loneliness is so important, because it is all about the first exposure.


Adult isolation and depression has been substantially analyzed through different viewpoints such as that of world leaders, criminals, astronauts, and soldiers, most of whom can claim a reasonable amount of experience with the world. On the other side of the scale is the idea of young depression, resulting from the occurrence of primary loneliness during the span of one's childhood. Young depression has been researched thoroughly, especially in the recent past. Teens in particular are subjected to peer pressure and exposed to violence, a combination that can potentially lead the teen to reenact those acts of violence, whether on others or on themselves. On others, the violent act will typically lead to some sort of reform method, which has the potential to further intensify feelings of loneliness before suicide eventually does become the ideal choice for a young, undeveloped mind. And there is a major gap in the system as far as juvenile reform goes. One dramatic case in Florida in 2006 saw a 14 year old child beaten to death by a boot camp that was marketed as practicing “tough love” (Szalavitz par. 1). Not only do these incidents incite loneliness, but they dishearten those who are in the system and are really searching for a valid method of reform to get their lives back on track. This is another system that self-perpetuates and traps young minds; rather than letting a primary loneliness teach a child and make him or her stronger, they abuse the child while they are at their most vulnerable and leave no room for healing.


This is most unfortunate when it comes to the primary loneliness, because the single important medicine that is required after a dramatic experience like this is healing. The hypothetical situation used to illustrate familial loneliness is relevant once again. Typically, after the primary loneliness, there will be a stage of shock, followed by realization and subsequent depression. This is the boiling point for the sequence. Depression is where the victim of loneliness is presented with a choice: either fight it, or let it self-perpetuate. And there can never be a flawless success rate in situations such as these, because deaths of loved ones never completely heal. What is important to remember in these situations is that although the “old normal” cannot be achieved again, a “new normal” is possible. Once the youth finds his or her way to that new normal, said youth has completed the primary loneliness, a tremendous achievement in itself in a modern society and universe that make it so difficult at times to cope with isolation and depression. One can conclude that experiencing the primary loneliness in a late childhood stage is optimal, because the individual will be fully prepared for anything the world and society can muster. The individual has a fundamental change in the way they perceive the world, a change toward truth that is ultimately satisfying and gratifying.


All of this has been applied toward illustrating the raw power of loneliness. It is a necessary experience, one that every individual should have at least once so they can further shape their concept of what the universe means to them, and what they mean to the universe. The description is somewhat oxymoronic, referring to loneliness as a healthy disease, but it can be one, relative to the mental state. Its negative effects can be devastating, and do not discriminate between young and old, American and Russian, world leader and high school student. From the anger it can incite, all the way up to and including the idea of death, it is truly an all-encompassing disease. But just as one can become immune to any biological disease, so can one gain an immunity to loneliness. Just as the CEO fought through and won his battle with his illness, or in other words, his primary loneliness, youth and adults alike all over the world have the opportunity to face their own first loneliness, and define their character to the point where they are capable of making an amazing and unique impact on the world, potentially one which the world has never seen before and will never see again.
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