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INTRODUCTION
Noreena Hertz is a renowned thought leader, academic, and broadcaster, named by The Observer
“one of the world’s leading thinkers” and by Vogue “one of the world’s most inspiring women.” Her
previous bestsellers—The Silent Takeover, The Debt Threat, and Eyes Wide Open—have been
published in more than twenty countries, and her opinion pieces have appeared in The New York
Times, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, The Guardian, and Financial Times. She
has hosted her own show on SiriusXM and spoken at TED, the World Economic Forum in Davos,
and Google Zeitgeist. Hertz holds an MBA from the Wharton School of the University of
Pennsylvania and a PhD from Cambridge University and is based at University College London,
where she holds an honorary professorship.

WHY DO I CARE?
Over the course of my lifetime, the world around me has become structured to increasingly cater
to the needs, desire, wishes, and unique predilections of “the individual.” This is often celebrated
in western societies, but what if one of the downsides of greater individualism is more isolation and
loneliness? This is one of the arguments that Noreena makes in her book, but it isn’t the only one.
As she observes, loneliness is also making us
physically ill. It’s also making us more distrustful
of others, leading us to become more polarized
and more easily manipulated by the machinations
of adroit demagogues & populists.
I would take this a step further and say that longterm societal resiliency resides somewhere on a
continuum between two extremes of hyper
narcissism/isolation and mindless collectivism of
the sort conjured up in dystopian depictions of
communism or in contemporary North Korea.
When people are not allowed to forge any
personal identity, we lose the dynamism and
resiliency that comes from bottom-up, societal
creativity and interpersonal growth. On the other
hand, when everyone loses sight of their common
identity in favor of ever greater forms of
individualism, society becomes ungovernable.
The system tips into a state of anarchy with ever
greater amounts of kinetic energy preventing the
formation of stable masses. Flash mobs emerge
and disappear spontaneously, but they can also
be deliberately conjured into existence by
scheming interests. I believe that this is where we
find ourselves today.
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Most of the conversations I’ve heard dealing with the
problem of loneliness frame the issue along individual
lines. In other words, loneliness is a problem for the
individual that needs to be addressed and certainly, this
is true. I can speak from experience. I have struggled
with feelings of loneliness for most of my life, and the
most extreme periods of personal isolation undoubtedly
took a toll on my physical and emotional health. But there
are also network-level or system-wide consequences to
loneliness like some of those mentioned above which
seem to be rarely discussed. And so, on that note, I want
to use this conversation with Noreena to not only
examine the personal consequences of loneliness (and
why it seems to be on the rise), but also, to connect the
dots between this phenomenon and other large-scale
social phenomena like growing wealth disparities,
political polarization & gridlock, the rising appeal of
populist parties, and the support for ever greater forms
of self-segregation and group identity within western countries. I think all of these forces are
interrelated and I would like to explore all of them in this episode.

QUESTIONS:
Book — Q: What’s your background? Q: What got you to write this book?
Loneliness: what is it? — By defining loneliness as “both an internal state and an existential
one—personal, societal, economic, and political,” I think you are really onto something. Q: How do
you define loneliness? Q: How does this definition differ from the more common ones?
Quantifiable Costs of Loneliness & Isolation — Q: What are the quantifiable costs of loneliness
and isolation?
How Did We Get Here? — Q: How did we get here? Q: Why have we become so lonely?
Most Afflicted by Loneliness — Q: Are there certain
risk factors that make you more or less likely to feel
lonely? Q: Did it surprise you to learn that Millennials
and Gen Y are lonelier than seniors?
Lonely Media — Q: How important is the role played
by social media & hyperconnectivity?
Economic Isolation — Q: How important is the
insulation and disconnect created by extreme
distributions of wealth to the phenomenon of loneliness
for both the wealthy and the poor? Q: Is a radically
unequal society one that makes us all feel less
connected?
Structural Isolation — Q: How important is the role
played by structural and institutional discrimination?
Lonely Bodies — Q: What effect does loneliness have
on our bodies and our physical and emotional health?
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Connection vs. Connectivity — Q: What do we know
about the science of human connection? Q: What is it
about virtual connections through zoom or social media
that are unable to replicate the benefits of in-person
interaction, intimacy, and connection? Q: How important
is it that we do things in physical communities of people,
as opposed to in virtual ones?
Feed-back Isolation — Q: Would you say that the things
which are driving (incentivizing us, even) us to spend more
time alone are also reinforcing one-another? For example,
smart phones do not only make it easier for us to be alone,
but they cater to us with solutions that are tailor made for
individuals, not groups of people. Q: Similarly, would you
say that as we spend more time alone, especially at
younger ages, the more we tend to forget or never learn in the first place how to be in community
with others?
How New is This, Really? — You posed the following questions in the book’s introduction: “When
did you last feel disconnected from those around you, whether family, friends, neighbors, or your
fellow citizens? When did you last feel uncared for or unheard by your elected politicians or think
that no one in a position of authority cared about your
struggles? When did you last feel powerless or invisible
at work? When it comes to feeling disconnected from
each other, can you remember a time when the world
has felt this polarized, fractured, and divided?” When I
first read these questions, I realized that I too may be
experiencing this sense of loneliness. Q: How new is
this feeling though? Q: Didn’t previous generations
experience this in all sorts of similar ways? The 1950’s
was a period of immense social cohesion among
whites, but less so among blacks. Similarly, loneliness
has been subsequently seen as a major driver of rising
levels of depression and anxiety among housewives in the 1950’s and 60’s.
Polarization — Could today’s loneliness crisis, exacerbated by weeks and months of social
isolating and lockdown, not only be turning us on ourselves but also against each other? Q: Could
loneliness not only be damaging our health but also making the world a more aggressive, angry
place? Q: Does the research show that isolation makes us less trusting, and therefore, more
polarized?
Mobs & Demagogues — Q: Is a lonely society more
vulnerable to being manipulated by demagogues who
can offer lonely people a sense of belonging? Q: Is
there any research to suggest that lonely people are
more easily manipulated into mob formations than
people with strong communal roots?
Woke Isolation — Q: Are identity politics an outgrowth
of increased narcissism and isolation? Q: Are they
making things worse and our society more fragile?
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Solitary City — Q: How are cities being designed more
for the individual and less for the collective than they used
to be? Q: How does the speed of city life impact this?
Remotely Exaggerated — Q: Do you think that the
inevitability of the “remote work/life revolution” is being
greatly exaggerated?
Frictionless Living — Q: Is there a fundamental
incompatibility with our desire for “frictionless
experiences” and the desire to be in community? Q: Isn’t
part of what it means to live with and be in relationship to
others that our personal needs cannot be serviced as
efficiently as possible?
Childhood Development — Q: How does loneliness
affect the development of children? Q: How does it
impact their emotional development and their ability to
read faces? Q: What are good solutions for families (e.g.
tech free homes)?
Civility — Q: Is the breakdown in norms around civility a result of the increase in loneliness and
isolation?
Alone at the Office — Q: What makes our work lives more or less communal or lonely? Q: How
were they before the pandemic? Q: How are they now?
Dating Apps — Q: WTF? Q: How common is Carl’s experience of paying for cuddles by living in
his car?
Robots & A.I. — Q: What did you learn about advancements in robotics and AI during the writing
of this book? Q: How are they being used to stem the loneliness epidemic? Q: What are some of
the unintended consequences of relying on machines for solace?
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QUOTES:
Why we became so lonely and what we must do to
reconnect are what this book is about. — Noreena
Hertz
A key difference between my definition of loneliness
(the one that will be used throughout this book) and the
traditional one is that I do not define loneliness only as
feeling bereft of love, company, or intimacy. Nor is it
just about feeling ignored, unseen, or uncared for by
those with whom we interact on a regular basis: our
partner, family, friends, and neighbors. It’s also about
feeling unsupported and uncared for by our fellow
citizens, our employers, our community, our
government. It’s about feeling disconnected not only
from those we are meant to feel intimate with but also
from ourselves. It’s about not only lacking support in a
social or familial context but feeling politically and
economically excluded as well. I define loneliness as
both an internal state and an existential one—personal,
societal, economic, and political. As such my definition
is closer to that envisaged by thinkers like Karl Marx,
Émile Durkheim, Carl Jung, and Hannah Arendt and writers as various as Isaac Asimov, Aldous
Huxley, George Eliot, and, more recently, Black Mirror creator Charlie Brooker. — Noreena Hertz
Reshaped by globalization, urbanization, growing inequality and power asymmetries, by
demographic change, increased mobility, technological disruption, austerity, and now by the corona
too, I believe the contemporary manifestation of loneliness goes beyond our yearning for
connection with those physically around us, our craving for love and being loved, and the sadness
we feel when we consider ourselves to be bereft of friends. It also incorporates how disconnected
we feel from politicians and politics, how cut off we feel from our work and our workplace, how
excluded many of us feel from society’s gains, and how powerless, invisible, and voiceless so many
of us believe ourselves to be. It’s a loneliness that includes but is also greater than our desire to
feel close to others because it is also a manifestation of our need to be heard, to be seen, to be
cared for, to have agency, to be treated fairly, kindly, and with respect. Traditional measures of
loneliness capture only a part of this. — Noreena Hertz
Our smartphones and social media are just two pieces of the puzzle though. The causes of today’s
loneliness crisis are numerous and diverse. Large-scale migration to cities, the radical
reorganization of the workplace, and fundamental changes to how we live are critical factors as
well. It’s not just that we “bowl alone” more often than when the political scientist Robert Putnam
published his landmark book about everyday American life in 2000. We now do ever less with each
other, at least when it comes to traditional ways to commune. In much of the world, people are less
likely to go to church or synagogue, belong to a parent-teachers association or a trade union, eat
or live with others, or have a close friend than even a decade ago. We’ve also been having less
contact physically: touching each other less, and having less sex. — Noreena Hertz
It is not that humans are essentially selfish—research in evolutionary biology makes clear that we
are not. But with politicians actively championing a self-seeking, dog-eat-dog mindset, and “Greed
is good” (the maxim Gordon Gekko famously uttered in the 1987 movie Wall Street) serving as
neoliberalism’s bumper sticker, qualities such as solidarity, kindness, and caring for each other
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were not only undervalued but deemed to be irrelevant human traits. Under neoliberalism we were
reduced to homo economicus, rational humans consumed only by our own self-interest. We have
even seen this play out in how our language has evolved. Collectivist words like belong, duty, share,
and together have since the 1960s been increasingly supplanted by individualistic words and
phrases such as achieve, own, personal, and special. Even pop song lyrics have become ever
more individualistic over the past forty years, as pronouns such as "we" and "us" have been
replaced by "I" and "me" in this generation’s lyrical imagination. In 1977, Queen told us that “we
are the champions” and Bowie that “we could be heroes.” In 2013 Kanye West told us, “I am a
God,” while Ariana Grande’s 2018 record-breaking “thank u, next” was written as a love song to
herself. It is not just in the West that we see this. When researchers from the Chinese Academy of
Sciences and Singapore’s Nanyang Business School analyzed China’s ten most popular songs
every year from 1970 to 2010, they discovered that first-person pronouns such as I, me, and mine
were increasingly used in songs over the decades, while uses of we, us, and ours diminished. Even
in a country traditionally defined by mass solidarity and collectivism in which the state remains firmly
in control, what we may think of as a super-individualistic neoliberal mindset has firmly taken hold.
— Noreena Hertz
The trouble is that an “all about me” selfish society in which people feel that they have to take care
of themselves because no one else will is inevitably a lonely one. — Noreena Hertz
If we are to come together in a world that’s pulling apart, we will need to reconnect capitalism to
the pursuit of the common good and put care, compassion, and cooperation at its very heart, with
these behaviors extending to people who are different from us. That’s the real challenge: to
reconnect not only with those similar to us but also with the much wider community to which we
ultimately belong. Post-COVID-19, this is both more urgent than ever and more possible. —
Noreena Hertz
The purpose of this book isn’t solely to articulate the scale of the loneliness crisis in the twenty-first
century, how we got here, and the ways that it will get worse if we do nothing to respond. It is also
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a call for action. To governments and business, for
sure—loneliness has clear structural drivers that
they must address. But also to each of us as
individuals. — Noreena Hertz
The recognition that each of us has a critical role to
play in mitigating the loneliness crisis is central to
this book. Reconnecting society cannot only be a
top-down initiative driven by governments,
institutions, and big business, even if the process of
disconnecting society largely was. — Noreena Hertz
Loneliness does not come from having no people
about one, but from being unable to communicate
the things that seem important to oneself, or from
holding views which others find inadmissible. — Carl Jung
Hannah Arendt saw in Nazi Germany “a means of self-definition” that mitigates their sense of
aloneness and “restore[s] some of the self-respect . . . formerly derived from their function in
society.” Especially, I would argue, in times of economic crisis. — Noreena Hertz (quoting Hannah
Arendt)
If we are to mitigate loneliness not just at an individual level but also at a societal one, we urgently
need the dominant forces that shape our lives to wake up to the scale of the problem. Government,
business, and we as individuals all have significant roles to play. The loneliness crisis is too
complex and multifarious for any one entity to solve on its own. It’s here that I differ from a number
of other political and economic thinkers who have written about loneliness. For not only do they
define loneliness more narrowly, the tendency has often been to take a less holistic and more
overtly partisan approach. — Noreena Hertz
This Lonely Century presents us with unique challenges—economic, political, social, and
technological. It is a time when huge swathes of the population feel alone despite it never having
been easier to connect; an age in which we identify increasingly on the basis of difference, yet are
ever more aware of how intertwined our lives are with others across the globe; a time in which our
local communities desperately need strengthening and the bridges that join different communities
together very often still need to be built. It is an age of great challenges and contradictions, but it is
also a time of hope. For we have a real opportunity right now to come together to co-create a
distinctly different future, one in which we reconnect capitalism with community and compassion,
ensure that we do a much better job of listening to people from all backgrounds and enable them
to have a voice, and actively practice community in an inclusive and tolerant form. We don’t have
to feel this lonely or atomized anymore. To realize these ambitions will take a shift in legislative and
funding priorities and our politicians and business leaders will need to show real commitment to
change when it comes to social and racial justice and how workers are protected. But society is not
just a top-down initiative. We create society, too. So, if we are to feel less lonely and reconnect with
each other, taking personal responsibility on a daily basis will be just as crucial. We need to commit
to meaningful change in the way we shape and live our everyday lives, while recognizing that the
cards we have been dealt, economically and socially, may well impact the extent to which we are
able to do so. Some of this is about taking small steps that may not seem much at first glance, but
over time will accrue meaningful impact. Things like bringing cookies into the office to share with
colleagues or putting our phones away and being more present with our partners and families.
Inviting a neighbor over for coffee or committing to buy more at our local shops and show up to
events at our local community center. Taking on more responsibility in groups we’re already part of
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or pushing ourselves to join new ones, even when that may seem daunting. Other steps will
demand more of us, whether it’s campaigning for a political candidate who speaks to cohesion not
division, standing in solidarity with a group that is being unfairly demonized or discriminated against,
or boycotting a company once we learn about its unacceptable working conditions, even if we like
what it sells or the convenience it proffers. More generally, it’s a shift in mindset that is needed. We
need to recast ourselves from consumers to citizens, from takers to givers, from casual observers
to active participants. This is about taking opportunities to exercise our listening skills, whether in
the context of work, our family lives, or in our friendships. It’s about accepting that sometimes what’s
best for the collective is not what’s in our own immediate self-interest. It’s about committing to using
our voice where we can to effect positive change, even if putting our head above the parapet will
be uncomfortable. And it means committing also to actively practicing empathy, something in the
cut and thrust of daily life we can easily forget to do. And while some may decry calls for a greater
focus on “softer” values, we also need to commit to making kindness and consideration for others
our lodestar, drawing inspiration from the selfless acts of so many people across the globe during
the heights of the pandemic, whether we’re talking about the West Midlands volunteer who
searched high and low during lockdown until he found a shop selling milk in glass bottles in order
to support a blind man who needed them to tell the difference between different liquids in his fridge;
the Italian university students who left a note in the stairwell of an apartment block in the southern
city of Bari, offering to help the buildings’ elderly or vulnerable residents with grocery shopping and
other tasks; or the Arkansas teenager who poignantly wrote to The New York Times that although
they hadn’t really been able to do too many things for people other than texting and calling people
to let them know they had been thinking of them during lockdown, they had “been trying to make
an effort to talk to people I don’t normally talk with, just offering a fun conversation to distract from
the world.” We also need to rush less and stop and talk more, whether it’s to the neighbor we often
pass but never speak to, a stranger who has lost their way, or someone who’s visibly feeling
lonely—even when we’re feeling overloaded and busy. We need to break out of our self-suffocating
digital privacy bubbles and engage with the people around us, even when our default is to put on
our headphones and scroll on our phones. We need to encourage our children to ask the child
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sitting alone at lunch whether they’d like company, and we
need to do the same for that work colleague who always
eats their lunch alone al desko, even when we’d rather
dine on our own. We need to show more gratitude to those
who care for others in society, and generally say thank
you more—whether it’s to our partner, our colleagues at
work, or even to our new AI helpers like Alexa. I don’t
underestimate the challenge all this poses, and inevitably
there will be times when we will fall short. But such steps
are crucial. For the more we neglect our responsibility to
care for each other— whether it is stroking an ill parent’s
arm, being on the end of the phone for a friend who’s
going through a hard time, or even just smiling at a
neighbor—the less skilled we will become at doing all of
these things. And the less skilled we become at doing these things, the less humane our society
will inevitably be. The antidote to the Lonely Century can ultimately only ever be us being there for
each other, regardless of who the other is. If we are to come together in a world that’s pulling apart,
nothing less is called for. — Noreena Hertz
So mice, once isolated, turn on each other. But is this truth about mice true too of men? Could
loneliness not only be damaging our mental and physical health but also be making the world a
more aggressive, angry place? And if so, what are the implications for a cohesive society and
democracy? — Noreena Hertz, Financial Times
Hannah Arendt writes that for those characterized by “isolation and lack of normal social
relationships . . . it is through surrendering their individual selves to ideology that [they] rediscover
their purpose and self-respect”. Loneliness, or “the experience of not belonging to the world at all”,
is, Arendt writes, “the essence of totalitarian government . . . the preparation of its executioners and
victims.” — Noreena Hertz, Financial Times
In a world reshaped by globalization, automation, austerity and most recently by the coronavirus
and ongoing economic downturn, loneliness also encompasses feeling excluded from society’s
gains, and feeling unsupported, powerless, invisible and voiceless. This combination of personal
and political isolation helps to explain not only why levels of loneliness are so high globally today,
but also why loneliness and politics have in recent years become so closely linked. As early as
1992, researchers began to pick up on a correlation between social isolation and votes for the farright Front National’s Jean-Marie Le Pen in France. Across the Atlantic, a 2016 poll by the Center
for the Study of Elections and Democracy revealed Donald Trump voters to be significantly more
likely to report having fewer close friends, fewer acquaintances and to spend fewer hours a week
with both than supporters of either Hillary Clinton or Bernie Sanders. — Noreena Hertz, Financial
Times
Think too about the success of Donald Trump’s election rallies in 2016 and you can see why he
has been so desperate to get them going again for his 2020 campaign. The sea of red-clad folk,
sporting matching “Make America Great Again” hats, badges and T-shirts — these are communal
events that make people feel part of something bigger. They provide a sense of identity, a kind of
kinship that many of his supporters find increasingly hard to get elsewhere. — Noreena Hertz,
Financial Times
…it’s not just their emphasis on nearly tribal experiences that explains why today’s rightwing
populists have proven so successful at appealing to those for whom the traditional bonds of the
workplace, religious institutions and the wider community have broken down. Their success also
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lies in this: an appeal to the feeling of exclusion and marginalization that many citizens have come
to experience in recent years, a sense of being ignored, even abandoned, by those who hold
political and economic power. Think of Trump’s rallying cry that “The forgotten men and women of
our country will be forgotten no longer” or Marine Le Pen’s oath to serve “a forgotten France, a
France abandoned by the self-appointed elite” It’s an appeal that lands strongest with those who
feel newly forgotten and abandoned. — Noreena Hertz, Financial Times
Loneliness does something else too — it changes how we perceive the world around us. A 2019
study carried out at King’s College London asked 2,000 18-year-olds to describe the friendliness
of their neighborhood. The participants’ siblings, living at the same address, were asked the same
question. In short, the lonelier siblings perceived their neighborhoods as less friendly, less cohesive
and less trustworthy than their brother or sister who suffered less from feelings of isolation. The
lonely see the world as a more threatening, hostile place, and rightwing populists have proven
particularly adept at exploiting these fears. For alongside their focus on belonging has always been
a clear message about who is not invited in. Think, for example, of the thousands of voices chanting
“Build the wall” at Trump rallies. Or how at Alternative for Germany (AfD) marches, supporters’
chants of “We are the people” make chillingly clear who the people are and who they are not. —
Noreena Hertz, Financial Times

RESOURCES & MATERIALS:
How Covid shines a light on care and loneliness
How technology is engineering loneliness—and making a profit out of it
The Lonely Century - The Today Programme, BBC Radio 4
Noreena Hertz: I paid a woman to cuddle me
Loneliness as dangerous as smoking 15 cigarettes a day | Noreena Hertz | SVT/TV 2/Skavlan
Why loneliness fuels populism
The Lonely Century by Noreena Hertz review – our need for community
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