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A Reflection on Loneliness after Weeks of Lockdown 

Duncan MacLaren 

 

It was Mother Theresa who first uttered the truism that “Loneliness and the 

feeling of being unwanted is the most terrible poverty”. The Covid-19 virus, with 

its consequences of long periods of lockdown, and sometimes actual isolation, 

has highlighted how that kind of poverty blights lives. Most people have been 

affected in some measure but, as ever with poverty, there are those most 

vulnerable groups who are stung most by its poison: the elderly in care homes 

not being able to touch and hug their loved ones; those with dementia not 

understanding why their grand-daughter can only smile through a window and 

not step into the room as they batter on the glass in the sad frustration of not 

being embraced; the young whose friendships can continue or begin only with 

apps or visual images which can misshape and reify personalities rather than 

encourage a physical presence leading possibly to a joyous encounter; workers 

who do not know whether they will have jobs or feel as if they are being rejected 

by the system. Even the self-styled strong are buckling. 

Loneliness as a societal problem did not begin with the coronavirus. It began as 

such, according to a study in 1940, at the time when Hitler was threatening war. 

Men were being dragooned into the army facing the battle field while their 

womenfolk and children languished alone at home. Loneliness hit them all. In 

addition, since the late 1960s/1970s, most of our societies in Europe have 

become less communitarian and more individualistic. When I was young in the 

1960s, it was natural, when my maternal grandfather died, that my bereaved 

grandmother would be cared for by one of her five children. She came to our 

small flat and, as a teenager, I had to share a room with my grannie. She was 

never lonely again. 

Taking a relative into one’s home is the exception now rather than the rule. This 

societal change is one of the deep causes of loneliness among the elderly. When 

I visited the programmes of Caritas Hong Kong, the staff showed me a care home 

for the elderly which even a generation before was unknown in Chinese culture. 

When I visited one in Czechia, one lady said that she had come there to die but 

Caritas had made her want to live. 
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Peter Townsend, a renowned sociologist, published a ground-breaking report in 

1958, discovering that ‘desolation’ rather than ‘isolation’ was the underlying 

reason for loneliness in old age. He quotes one witness saying, “I was so lonely I 

could fill up the teapot with tears”. Desolation meant that the health and spirits 

were destroyed after the death of a long-term partner and the dreadful thought 

of the rest of life alone. Loneliness had embedded itself as a real source of 

mental health difficulties in contemporary society – and it continues to harm 

during the Covid-19 era. 

In 2018, it was estimated that one-fifth of the UK population felt lonely most or 

all of the time. The then Prime Minister, Theresa May, appointed the first 

Minister for Loneliness and her Government published the strategy ‘A 

Connected Society: a strategy for tackling loneliness’. It had three main goals - 

to do research; to embed loneliness across government policy; and to build a 

national conversation on loneliness, to raise awareness of its impacts and to 

help tackle stigma. It seems to have got lost in the rise of English nationalism 

and its progeny, Brexit. Loneliness as a problem which harms physical and 

mental health has been revivified with the onslaught of the virus. 

At the heart of the problem is a rise in affluence in Europe where, as David 

Vincent writes, “loneliness was seen as a visible symptom of an increasingly 

unmanageable tension between the pursuit of material comfort and the 

conduct of stable and satisfying personal relations”.1  

We come full circle back to the poverty caused by loneliness. As a pastor 

addressing those who are Catholics, Pope Francis said in 2016 that loneliness 

had produced “an ocean of desolation that cries out for mercy, compassion and 

consolation” and that we need “the mercy, the consolation that comes from the 

Lord……That is our poverty but also our grandeur: to plead for the consolation 

of God who in his tenderness comes to wipe the tears from our eyes”. But he 

also addresses the social - building a better future post-Covid than the past we 

leave behind. He talks about “feverish consumerism [breaking] the bonds of 

belonging” and how that contributes to our loneliness within a throwaway 

culture that regards the wellbeing of the elderly, the unemployed, the disabled 

and the unborn as peripheral to our own wellbeing. 

One way of diminishing loneliness and creating that new world of social and 

economic solidarity the Pope encourages us to shape is to join the World 

 
1 David Vincent, A History of Solitude, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2020) 227. 
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Economic Wellbeing Alliance.2 If you ask yourself why we (in the widest sense) 

are currently creating a world we don’t want, then you might find a practical 

answer here. Whereas Pope Francis says that neoliberal economics is an 

economic system which kills, the wellbeing economy agenda promotes 

economic systems that deliver human and ecological wellbeing, demanding 

transformation in businesses, decision-making, work, infrastructure and 

governmental structures. It promotes the economy of enough for so-called 

developed countries and repurposes the economy to produce social justice on a 

healthy planet and to steer the economy away from a growth orientation. Some 

Governments have got together to further the aims of a wellbeing economy in 

the Wellbeing Economy Governments’ partnership (WEGo) – Scotland 

(naturally!), Finland, Wales, New Zealand, Iceland and soon Costa Rica and 

California. It is an economy where everyone’s dignity is maintained and where 

solidarity is a normal practice rather than a cute theory. It may not get rid of 

loneliness with one swipe but I am sure Mother Theresa would approve! 
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2 See https://wellbeingeconomy.org.  
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