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Solitude 
O solitude, 
O solitude, 
O solitude, my sweetest choice 
    (Henry Purcell, 1659-1695) 
Does ‘solitude’ mean being alone or feeling alone?  It is this second situation, the fact that we san 
sometimes feel very alone, that is the subject of this short reflection.   
The experience of solitude is often felt in moments of adversity, where we fell little support, or 
where the help offered by those who are closest to us doesn’t really help.  It can also be sharply felt 
in moments of family conflict, or stress in other intimate relationships. Here we become intensely 
aware of the fragility of our ties with other people, even those closest to us.  
But the most difficult moments of solitude are surely those that arise from somewhere within our 
deepest self, even while we seem to be surrounded by people who love and support us. Because 
the reality is that we can indeed feel alone, even when we are in a group, even in a couple, or with 
those who are genuinely close to us.  
Where does this come from? Perhaps our expectations of others are simply too high?  Or is it the 
feeling that there will always be some of the self that is incommunicable?  Could it be the convic-
tion that we are too unique and too spe-
cial or different to be truly understood 
by others. 
However, solitude is not just suffering. It 
can also be serve as a point of entry into our interior self and the beginning of a deeper self-
knowledge.  It can be an opportunity to visit the self but suspending action and distraction and tak-
ing time of oneself. It can be seen as a ‘hygiene of the spirit’ in the same way as a diet is for the 
body.  If it lasts too long, it can, of course, become an unhealthy isolation.  However, when it is not 
a daily prison, solitude can be a positive and productive, a bit like boredom.  To know how to be 
alone promotes a creative encounter with the self, free from all the tittle-tattle and idle talk that 
can take up so much time without any real purpose. 
In our time, when we spend so much time in front of the screen, that of our computer r more likely 
our mobile phone, which can often destroy those moments of productive solitude, we are never 
really alone, with time for out deepest thoughts and ourselves.  Indeed there is much evidence to 
suggest that the time spent in front of those screens simply leads to a feeling of loneliness and iso-
lation.  But we cannot ignore solitude or push it away, we are invited, rather, to explore it as per-
haps an uncomfortable or troubling moment of our interior life.  This will allow us to discover that 
perhaps the difficulty is not with solitude but maybe with a certain carelessness or lack of attention 
in our relationships.  
Solitude, lived as positive and creative, should allow us to enjoy our social relationships and those 
important moments of sharing with other that are part of a healthy and happy life. It may also lead 
us to question ourselves and to look at our unrealistic expectations, as well as lessening our need to 
be always understood. Perfection is surely not of this world and our real need is for relationships 
that are regular and loyal rather than perfect. 
It’s interesting that there are no words that describe the exact opposite of solitude, simply some 
approximates : company, society, accompaniment, friendship.  The opposite to solitude is indeed to 
enjoyed with others, to share moments of intimacy and complicity, which are inevitably followed by 
moments of solitude, leading eventually to further moments of communion with others, those mo-
ments that allow us to love fully. 
To be fully human means accepting those necessary and healthy moments of solitude that are an 
essential part of living.  There will always be a part of ourselves that cannot be communicated or 
shared.  There is nothing unique in that since that sentiment is at the heart of the human condition. 
In that, it is also, perhaps, something that will allow us to feel a little less alone. 
 
(Text translated and adapted from Christian André, ‘La Solitude’  in La Vie Interieure, France Culture, 11 juillet, 
2017) 

Solitude is not just suffering. It can also be serve as a 
point of entry into our interior self and the beginning of 
a deeper self-knowledge.   
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