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How can the -capacity for solitude be
cultivated? With attention and respectful

conversation.

Children develop the capacity for solitude in
the presence of an attentive other. Imagine a
mother giving her two-year-old daughter a bath,
allowing the girl to daydream with her bath
toys as she makes up stories and learns to be
alone with her thoughts, all the while knowing
her mother is present and available to her.
Gradually, the bath, taken alone, becomes a
time when the child is comfortable with her
imagination. Attachment enables solitude.

One philosopher has a beautiful formulation:
“Language ... has created the word ‘loneliness’ to
express the pain of being alone. And it has
created the word ‘solitude’ to express the glory of

being alone.” (77) Loneliness is emotionally and

even physically painful, born from a lack of

warmth in early childhood, when we need it most.

Solitude the capacity to be contentedly

and constructively alone is built from

successful human connection at just that time.
But if we don’t have experience with solitude
and this is often the case today —— we start
to equate loneliness and solitude. This reflects
the poverty of our experience. If we don’t know
the satisfaction of solitude, we only know the
panic of loneliness.

Recently, while I was working on my
computer during a train ride from Boston to
New York, we passed through a magnificent
snowy landscape. (f) I wouldn’t have known

this but for the fact that I happened to look

outside on my way to get a coffee. Then I

noticed that every other adult on the train was

staring at a computer. (77) We deny ourselves

the benefits of solitude because we see the time

it requires as a resource to use more profitably.

These days, instead of using time alone to think
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( or not think ), we hurry to fill it with some

digital connection.




