
16The Mind Diaries Mental Health Matters

EXPERT SPEAK

From isolation to  
belonging: The psychology 
of real connection

AVNEE TANEJA

There are moments when you are sitting 
across from someone, laughter curling 
at the edges of the table, and yet a thin, 
invisible distance rises between you like 
mist on glass. !eir words reach your 
ears but not your heart. You nod, you 

know your lines, you keep pace with the conversation 
– and still, a quiet ache hums underneath, the sense 
that something essential isn’t touching down. In an 
earlier re"ection on the loneliness paradox, we recog-
nised that feeling: being alone in a crowded room. If 
loneliness is a signal, then this is what it signals for – a 
path not just out of isolation but toward belonging. 

Belonging is o#en mistaken for proximity or partici-

pation, a seat at the table or a name in the group chat. 
But it is less about where you stand and more about what 
your presence is allowed to hold. It is being seen with-
out shrinking, heard without editing, welcomed without 
performance. Belonging is not a spotlight; it is a so#, 
steady light that says, you can breathe here. And yet, in 
an age of constant connection, many feel more separate 
than ever – not from people, but from resonance. !e 
timeline is busy; the inner world is quiet. Social nearness 
has increased; emotional nearness has not. 

!e reasons are personal and, o#en, old. Some were 
taught early to tuck their feelings away like breakable 
things: don’t be dramatic, don’t be high maintenance, 
don’t make a fuss. Others learned that love arrived at-
tached to conditions – be agreeable, be useful, be suc-
cessful, be small. Over time, protection becomes in-
stinct. Walls meant to keep hurt out, begin to keep 
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warmth out, too. You start to show only the parts that $t 
and then wonder why no one recognises you fully. Lone-
liness blooms not in the absence of company, but in the 
absence of safety. 

Safety is the soil of connection. Not the kind meas-
ured by locks and alarms, but the kind your nervous sys-
tem can rest inside: I can say this and not be punished; 
I can be messy and not be abandoned; I can bring my 
quiet hope, and it will not be laughed out of the room. 
Without that sense of safety, interactions skim along 
the surface. !e performance is smooth; the heart stays 
guarded. We tell ourselves it’s better to be $ne together 
than fragile alone. But ‘$ne’ is a room without oxygen. 
People faint there quietly. 

Real connection does not demand grand confes-
sions or cinematic intimacy. It starts smaller than that. 
It starts when presence replaces polish – when you listen 
to understand rather than to answer; when you tell the 
simple truth instead of the rehearsed version; when you 
resist the urge to rescue or $x and choose to stay with 
someone’s reality as it is. !e most human sentence in 
any language might be ‘Tell me more’, and the most heal-
ing reply might be ‘I’m here’. !ese are small gestures, but 
they are the hinges on which closeness turns. 

Still, someone has to go $rst. Belonging is not some-
thing bestowed by luck; it is something built by courage. 
Not reckless exposure – courage. !e kind that reveals one 
true line and waits. !e kind that asks one question deeper 
than usual and then honours the answer. !e kind that al-
lows silence to breathe instead of $lling it with noise. !is 
is how two nervous systems learn each other’s weather; 
this is how trust accumulates: slowly, like rain.

!ere is a myth that connection only arrives with the 
right people, the perfect chemistry, or the instant click. 
Sometimes it does. More o#en, it grows through consist-
ency. A steady pattern of showing up is what convinces 
the shy parts of us to come forward. When you notice 
that your body is less braced in someone’s presence, that 
your thoughts don’t need editing before they cross the 
room, that your laughter arrives without permission – 
that is connection doing its quiet work. It does not al-
ways feel like $reworks. O#en, it feels like relief. 

If loneliness has convinced you that something is fun-
damentally wrong with you, pause and listen to the shape 
of that thought. Loneliness speaks in the language of ab-
solutes: always, never, no one, everyone. But loneliness 
is not a verdict; it is a message. It says, there is more in 
you that wants to meet the world. It says there are rooms 
you have not yet found where your voice makes sense to 
the walls. It says, keep reaching – but reach di%erently: 
with honesty instead of armour, with curiosity instead of 
certainty, with presence instead of performance. 

Begin small. Ask, how are you – really? Answer, even 
if only a little truer than usual. Appreciate openly. Let 
the so#er part of a story be spoken aloud. Send the text 
before you talk yourself out of it. Choose one person 

who has earned tenderness and let a new sentence land 
between you. You do not have to open every door; you 
only need to unlock one. Belonging does not require an 
audience. It requires a witness. 

Of course, not every attempt will $nd its echo. Some 
conversations will stay shallow; some openings will go 
unanswered. !is is not proof that connection is impos-
sible; it is proof that connection is precious. !e point is 
not to be fearless; the point is to be faithful – to what you 
value in closeness and to the way you want to meet other 
human beings. Keep aligning with that. Over time, the 
right people recognise the signal. 

One day, you will be across from someone and no-
tice that the invisible pane of glass is gone. !e room 
sounds warmer. !e laughter lands where it should. 
You say something you don’t usually say, and noth-
ing breaks. In that moment, you are not auditioning; 
you are arriving. !is is what belonging feels like – not 
spectacular or rare, but spacious. !e air moves again. 
Your shoulders lower. !e world is still complicated, 
but you are not carrying it alone. 

If the $rst article named the ache, let this one name 
the way forward: attention over noise, truth over polish, 
steadiness over spectacle. Loneliness is not a life sen-
tence; it is a compass. Follow where it points – not to-
ward more people, but toward a deeper meeting. 

Continue to choose practices that allow your full self 
to breathe and o%er the same oxygen to others. 

And if tonight you $nd yourself in that familiar room 
– voices circling, glasses clinking, something inside you 
a step behind; pause. Let the moment be what it is. !en 
take one small step toward someone. Ask or answer, reach 
or receive, so#en by a degree. Connection is built exactly 
this way: not with fanfare, but with a hand on the door-
knob of your own guardedness, turned gently open. 

Because in the end, it has never been about the number 
of people around you. It has always been about the ones 
with whom your inner world can exhale – the ones who 
make distance feel unnecessary, the ones who meet you 
where you are and stay. And when that happens, the room 
changes. !e glass dissolves. And the quiet ache inside 
you loosens, like a knot untying itself in warm light.
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Belonging is often 
mistaken for proximity or 
participation, a seat at the 
table or a name in the 
group chat...Belonging is 
not a spotlight; it is a soft, 
steady light that says, you 
can breathe here.


