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Loneliness is everybody’s business. We have all at times felt lonely, left 
behind, left out, or abandoned. This is perfectly normal, because—as this 
book shows—the roots of our ability to feel lonely lie in the very nature 
of our brain and biology, our need for social connection, and the nature 
of what it means to be a person, a self. As human beings, we experience 
a continuous tug of war between our need to belong and connect socially 
and the fact that our consciousness, self, and subjectivity are de�ned by a 
sense of separation from what is “not me.”

Some people, however, experience not just moments of loneliness, but 
loneliness as an enduring state. They feel excessively lonely. This aiction 
is not necessarily a mental disorder or mental illness; it is not reducible 
to a sickness of the body or the mind. However we may categorize it, it is 
an aiction of subjectivity, meaning that it is true in the experience of a 
person but not necessarily visible to people on the outside. A person may 
be surrounded by family and friends yet be feeling terribly lonely. The fact 
that this is becoming increasingly common in modern societies should be 
a cause for concern.

Introduction
DISCONNECTED PEOPLE AND THE LONELY SOCIETY

Loneliness is a major social, educational, economic, 
and health issue that will reach epidemic proportions  
by 2030. . . . At the moment there are no interventions.  
Where are they? I can’t �nd any.

—Prof. Stephen Houghton, University of Western Australia
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A GLOBAL EPIDEMIC OF LONELINESS

If loneliness is neither a physical condition nor a mental disorder, what 
is it? That is one of the key topics this book aims to shed light on: the 
anatomy of loneliness. One of the most important messages of this book, 
however, is that the anatomy of loneliness is not the anatomy of a single 
individual, but of a type of society.

When we think of loneliness, we probably think of a single, solitary 
individual. But in contemporary times, loneliness is actually a social issue. 
This is especially the case in highly industrialized societies, where public 
o¥cials are calling widespread loneliness an “epidemic.” Newspapers like 
the New York Times and the Guardian have run features reporting that 
loneliness is as serious a threat to human health as obesity and smok-
ing, if not worse. In 2018 UK prime minister Theresa May asserted that 
“loneliness is one of the greatest public health challenges of our time” and 
appointed the country’s �rst ever minister for loneliness, Tracey Crouch, 
to lead a cross-government initiative to curb it.1

This change occurred in response to studies that found nine mil-
lion people in the United Kingdom “often” or “always” felt lonely. In the 
United States, a survey taken in 2010 found that more than a third of 
American citizens over the age of forty-�ve felt lonely.2 In 2017 former 
US surgeon general Vivek Murthy called loneliness a “growing health 
epidemic” and mentioned that a study found social isolation to be “asso-
ciated with a reduction in lifespan similar to that caused by smoking 
15 cigarettes a day.”3 Other studies have found that the reduction in 
lifespan caused by social isolation exceeds that of obesity and substance 
abuse, increasing risk of mortality by 26 percent.4 Collaborative research 
between psychologists and geneticists has found that chronic loneli-
ness changes gene expression in ways that make the body less healthy 
and more susceptible to illness.5 Leading researchers in loneliness have 
argued that long-term loneliness is associated with general negative 
mental health outcomes, such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal ide-
ation.6 Contemporary scholarship is therefore focusing on loneliness as 
not merely an individual matter, but a public health issue that negatively 
impacts both physical and psychological health, even increasing the risk 
of mortality.7
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Until recently, suicide prevention policies, including those by organi-
zations such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and US National 
Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), have tended to focus largely on 
treating depression. Suicide researchers, on the other hand, emphasize 
that there is no simple link between depression and suicide. Instead, 
they point to additional factors such as having someone who commit-
ted suicide in one’s family, suicide as a learned option and behavior, and 
upbringing.8 Researchers who focus on positive mental health as some-
thing beyond the absence of mental illness, such as Corey Keyes, have also 
argued that “languishing,” understood as a de�cit in emotional, social, 
and psychological well-being, is more detrimental and more predictive 
of future suicide than mental illness. As a result, those who are su¾ering 
from depression but have meaning in life, good relationships, and so on 
may be at lower risk for suicide than those who do not su¾er from mental 
illness but are languishing and lack these other factors.9 This suggests 
that studies of mental health and suicide should consider factors such as 
social support and loneliness. Keyes and others characterize Àourishing 
or positive mental well-being as being not merely the absence of mental 
illness, but the presence of psychological and social well-being, including 
meaning in life.10

LONELINESS AND SUICIDE

This book did not start o¾ as a project on loneliness, but as a research 
project on suicide in Japan that gradually led to uncovering loneliness 
as a critical underlying issue. In 1998 suicide rates jumped suddenly 
and sharply in Japan—by 50 percent in some age categories—and they 
remained elevated in the following years. This caused signi�cant alarm 
in Japan and raised many questions. Initially, the spike in suicides was 
seen as being caused by two things: Japan’s economic stagnation and 
depression, particularly depression caused by factors such as unemploy-
ment. The spike in suicide was seen as being a problem primarily impact-
ing men in their forties to sixties who faced economic uncertainty and 
unemployment due to the bursting of Japan’s bubble economy in the 
early 1990s. 
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This picture was imperfect from the beginning, however. For one thing, 
the spike in suicides happened not only among working-age Japanese 
men, but also across multiple age categories, including adolescents, who 
experienced an increase in suicide of 50 percent in a single year. Second, 
the narrative of economic stagnation leading to depression leading to sui-
cide did not �t the subjective reports of those who were attempting or 
committing suicide, nor did it easily account for the emergence of entirely 
new forms of suicide, such as internet group suicide. 

The long-term economic stagnation and concurrent increase in irregular 
employment (part-time and temporary work) a¾ected not just the middle-
aged, but also the younger generations who grew up in the post-bubble 
economy. Two signs of how young Japanese were being signi�cantly 
impacted were the rise of those categorized as NEETs (not in education, 
employment, or training) and an increase in the phenomenon of social 
withdrawal, or hikikomori, wherein young people do not leave their 
rooms or houses for extended periods of time—six months to several 
years—instead remaining secluded and entirely dependent on their par-
ents or caregivers for their food and other necessities of life.11

In 2003 I initiated a study of individuals who frequented Japanese 
“suicide websites.”12 I wanted to understand why suicide rates had spiked 
in Japan, as well as why a number of new forms of suicide were emerging, 
particularly internet group suicide, in which individuals come together 
online and then agree to meet in person to commit suicide collectively, 
despite being strangers. It did not take me long to discover that the prob-
lems expressed by suicide website visitors were rarely about unemploy-
ment or work conditions; neither were they about depression. Rather, the 
most common themes that emerged were loneliness, a lack of meaning in 
life, and a lack of feeling needed by others. None of these were common 
themes in the discourse on suicide taking place in Japanese scholarship 
or media. Yet when I discovered these common themes among suicide 
website visitors, I realized that these same themes were emerging across 
Japan in various ways. They were turning up in books, �lms, television 
shows, and the new forms of companionship services that I call “the com-
modi�cation of intimacy.” I realized that my research had to focus not just 
on suicide, but also on the deeper underlying issues facing young Japa-
nese, especially the issue of loneliness.
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A number of social commentators have pointed to these underlying 
issues as problems a¾ecting modern societies in general, not just Japan. 
In 2016 the Dalai Lama wrote in an op-ed for the New York Times: 

We all need to be needed. . . . The problem [in prosperous countries] is not 
a lack of material riches. It is the growing number of people who feel they 
are no longer useful, no longer needed, no longer one with their societies. . . . 
In America today, compared with 50 years ago, three times as many 
working- age men are completely outside the work force. This pattern is 
occurring throughout the developed world—and the consequences are not 
merely economic. Feeling superÀuous is a blow to the human spirit. It leads 
to social isolation and emotional pain, and creates the conditions for nega-
tive emotions to take root.13

The Dalai Lama has frequently expressed his opinion that focusing too 
much on material well-being, while neglecting the more human, emo-
tional, and social dimensions of well-being, is leading to increasing prob-
lems of anxiety, loneliness, and loss of meaning. As we will see, political 
economists of Japan have come to a similar conclusion that a narrow focus 
on material well-being is leading to a crisis of subjectivity. 

THE LONELY SOCIETY

This book deals with not just the loneliness of a single person, or of a few 
people, but of a society—that is, a type of society that makes people feel 
uncared for, unseen, and unimportant: the lonely society.14

This phrase is intentionally paradoxical. Society means people being 
together and living together, engaging socially. To be in society means to 
not be alone. But it does not mean that one does not feel alone. This book 
suggests that there are forms of society that make people feel cared for and 
connected, that instill in people a sense of belonging. At the same time, 
there are forms of society that do the opposite. Every society falls some-
where along this scale, but as societies continue to develop economically, 
it is increasingly concerning that they seem to be moving in the direction 
of the lonely society.

What characterizes the lonely society? Why are societies becoming 
lonelier? And what, if anything, might be done to change the tide of this 
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steady movement toward loneliness? These are the questions that drive 
this book. Throughout my research over the past twenty-�ve years, con-
ducted primarily in Japan and the United States, I have come to the con-
clusion that a lonely society is not just one in which a very large number of 
people feel lonely—what some have called a “loneliness epidemic.” That is 
just the �rst condition. It is also a society whose people do not feel taken 
care of and cared for by society as a whole, and whose structures promote 
a sense of loneliness rather than one of belonging and connection. Finally, 
it can also be a society or community that is lonely as a unit, in that it is 
not closely connected to other societies and to humankind as a whole or 
feels abandoned, neglected, marginalized, or disenfranchised. These are 
the three conditions of what I call “the lonely society,” and I explore each 
aspect in detail in this book.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The structure of this book parallels the path I took in writing it. After this 
introductory chapter, chapter 1 outlines my theoretical approach, with a 
focus on the topics of subjectivity and empathy. Chapters 2 and 3 deal 
with my initial research on suicide, suicide websites, and internet group 
suicide in Japan. Chapter 2 provides an overview of suicide in Japan and 
then describes the phenomenon of internet group suicide. Chapter 3 then 
focuses on suicide websites and their visitors, examining what their com-
ments and discussions tell us about the subjective experiences of Japanese 
people considering suicide. 

Although my research began with a narrow focus on suicide, I grew 
increasingly interested in the underlying issues of which suicide, suicide 
websites, and internet group suicide are manifestations. This led me to 
a follow-up research project in which I interviewed a few dozen young, 
college-aged Japanese to investigate their views on suicide and meaning 
in life and to see whether their comments would di¾er from or reÀect the 
sentiments I had come across on suicide websites. The results of this study 
are presented in chapter 4. The interviews were complex and varied, but 
they reveal many lines of congruity between the college-aged Japanese 
I interviewed and the thoughts expressed by visitors to suicide websites. 
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I was disturbed to �nd that the sentiments expressed by suicide website 
visitors about lack of meaning in life, loneliness, and the “di¥culty of liv-
ing” (ikizurasa) had a strong resonance in Japanese society far beyond the 
con�nes of suicide websites. 

As my research evolved, I felt the need to identify not only problems 
and challenges, but also solutions and reasons for hope. I developed an 
interest not only in suicide and loneliness, but also in resilience, human 
connection, and other factors conducive to individual and collective well-
being. After I had already collected substantial ethnographic data on sui-
cide, isolation, and loneliness, the triple disaster of “3.11” struck Japan. On 
March 11, 2011, an earthquake, a tsunami, and a nuclear disaster occurred 
in the Tōhoku region of Japan, involving nuclear reactors in Fukushima. 
This series of disasters resulted in some twenty thousand casualties and 
displaced more than two hundred thousand people in Japan. 

The 3.11 disaster and its aftermath show that the physical displacement 
of hundreds of thousands of people and the subsequent experiences of 
social isolation are only part of the story. The loss of homes, communities, 
and entire cities led to signi�cant challenges for residents of the a¾ected 
areas, but the subsequent moral injury caused by the perceived mishan-
dling of the situation by government, media, and corporations led to feel-
ings of isolation, abandonment, and hopelessness. Just as feeling at home 
is connected to a sense of belonging and wellness, so can displacement 
and living in exile evoke feelings of loneliness. Belonging and connection 
can mean feeling connected not just to people, but also to places and envi-
ronments. 3.11 is a Àashpoint in seeing how the political, economic, and 
social structures of society make people feel disposable—in this case, not 
just individual people but entire communities. Chapter 5 examines these 
physical and social disasters related to 3.11.

The challenging circumstances, however, also led survivors to band 
together to �nd new ways of surviving and make meaning, includ-
ing a greater focus on “bonds” (kizuna). Just as survivors resisted and 
expressed resilience against the physical disasters of 3.11, they also resisted 
and expressed resilience against the way they were being treated by the 
media, politicians, support services, and corporations. The response of the 
community that I visited, North Ibaragi, sheds light on the way that indi-
viduals and communities can push back against the dehumanizing trends 
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that make people feel disposable. They taught me important lessons about 
resilience and resistance that I believe can and should be applied more 
broadly. Chapter 6 focuses on these questions of moral injury, resilience, 
human connection, and resistance.

Chapter 7 concludes the book by returning to some of the theoretical 
questions raised in this introduction and by laying out two related theories 
that have emerged from my research. The �rst has to do with the impor-
tance of cultivating empathy and compassion in societies as an antidote 
for loneliness, as well as the importance of doing so not just on an indi-
vidual level, but also on interpersonal and systemic levels. The cultivation 
and recognition of human connections, I argue, serve as a direct antidote 
to loneliness, and mutual respect, empathy, and compassion allow those 
connections to take root and grow. 

The second theory is the “relational theory of meaning.” This is a theory 
of meaning in life that is not based on a single driving purpose or a cog-
nitive understanding of what life means, but rather on how people feel 
they matter to other people: the meaning we have in the eyes of others. 
Up to now, the various disciplines that tackle the study of meaning in life, 
including psychology and anthropology, have neglected this important 
intersubjective dimension. From my research, however, it is relational 
meaning in life that is most relevant for addressing loneliness.

These two theoretical approaches are closely connected. Rethinking 
what meaning in life is, or what it can be, should not be just an individual 
endeavor, but ultimately the endeavor of a society. As I demonstrate 
throughout the book, the structures of our societies reÀect and reinforce 
our intersubjective assessments of just that meaning, or the lack thereof. 

CONNECTING TO BROADER SCHOLARSHIP

This book is written for a general audience, so the reader is not expected 
to be an expert on Japan, anthropology, psychology, or the study of loneli-
ness and suicide. When engaging in existing scholarship, I attempt to do 
so in an accessible way and explain the relevance of the literature. For 
academic readers in particular, it is worth laying out brieÀy here the three 
speci�c areas of scholarly debate that this book engages. The �rst of these 
consists of the anthropology of Japan and Japan studies. Within this area, 




