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only the lonely



A decade or so ago, business experts and psychologists were warning us of a new age of leisure heralded in by the techno revolution.

Computers would take over the work and we would find ourselves wondering what to do with all that spare time, the warning went.

However, instead of giving us more leisure, the demands and pressure of modern technology have only served to make us run faster, work harder and endure personal stress and isolation in greater loads. Computer controlled cars, internet accessible laptops, big screen digital televisions, state-of-the-art DVD players and portable mini-discs - all transmit a message of success and are seen as the staple diet for society's high fliers.

But as impressive as they all might seem, it's hard to curl up for a gossip - or a cuddle, for that matter - with a TV screen.

Split shifts, overtime and climbing the ladder to fulfil a drive for bucketloads of cash may bring success. But it can also frequently bring with it the sacrifice of solitude. That can make it especially tough to find a partner to have and to hold.

In turn, that means the lifestyle of love and marriage that many dream of is never realised. Or realised too late in terms of having children.

This decade, life is shaping up to be distinctly solitary, and we're only just starting to notice.

"We are moving so much more to

isolated communities," says Professor Heather Chipuer, from Griffith University's School of Applied Psychology.

The human need to interact is still alive and well - but 'new millennium-style' communities are a far cry from chatting over a cuppa in the kitchen, which provided the bulk of yesteryear's fabric of bonding.

Heather says the Internet chat-room boom shows people are trying to regain the sense of community they once had, but it's a method with good and bad points.

"While that does temporarily fill in a void, it isn't fulfilling the basic human need for social and intimate relationships."

The problem of isolated societies, far from being exclusively Australian, is reaching every corner of the globe, but America - there people have found a unique way of bringing back community values.

A group of people who might have joined a commune in the 1960s are turning to co-housing - a housing development managed by its residents, who make decisions by consensus rather than casting votes and has activities like weekly dinners so everyone knows each other.

One such area, Takoma is an arts and crafts style development with 43 units arranged around a central pedestrian courtyard.

The development also owns the 'common house', with a dining room, media room, workshop, laundry and music room.

Heather says something like this could only work in Australia if it was given an Aussie twist.

"I don't think something in that exact format would work here in Australia, but something is certainly needed to bring people together again," says Heather.

"The idea of co-housing is good, but I think it needs to be looked at as something the whole of society can be involved in."

Bringing the whole of society together, however, is no easy task.

As well as the extended work hours and solitary forms of entertainment, paranoia is another grim factor making us resist contact with others.

"The problem is that parents don't want

kids to get to know their neighbours because of that whole 'don't talk to strangers' mentality."

"So, the kids then get used to not knowing people around them.

"We seem to be following the American model of the 'me' society," says Heather.

"The 'me' society makes you only feel inspired to talk to people if you need them, whereas community perspectives are reciprocal and you feel part of something bigger."

But it's not all bad news.

People are now starting to tire of the consumer-fuelled world which expects them to work weekends, forget family, and see status and money as the values around which their world revolves.

"As a society we are recognising what is happening and not wanting it to progress to any further isolation," says Heather.

"Hopefully, people are starting to want that sense of community back and will act on it."

Eventually, that may lead to a 'me' society replaced by one that is about 'me and you'.
 Village, opened this year and there are dozens more in existence, or close to opening, around the US.

Takoma Village
