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I wrote these three short reflections based on notes I made about the losses or absences that have felt 

most noticeable to me during the last fifty or so days. I am aware and grateful that these absences reflect my 

privilege: I, and those closest to me, are all healthy, and my family is financially secure enough to weather this 

crisis. From speaking to friends in comparable positions it seems these three concerns are relatively common.  

 

Loneliness 

 I consider myself a fairly introverted person. I appreciate spending time with my close friends and 

family, but am very content to remain at home, forgoing large social gatherings. Going into this period of being 

a homebody as a measure of duty, I expected myself to be content. I knew I would miss seeing my friends every 

day, but knew I could remain in contact with them. I felt fortunate that I did not feel particularly deprived of 

the rituals of a senior spring; I would have enjoyed them if I had had the chance but felt no actual sense of loss, 

and I recognized their minimal value in the grand scheme of COVID-19-related losses. Additionally, I am 

fortunate to have a good relationship with my parents and did not dread spending an extended amount of time 

with them, as some of my peers did.  

 Several weeks into quarantine, I found myself feeling lonely. In response, I scheduled more zoom 

happy hours, walks with friends over facetime, and dinners cooked and shared over the phone. I still felt 

unmoored and deprived of something I was beginning to consider vital. The extra communication with the 

people I loved most was not filling that gap. Eventually, I realized what I was craving was not the deep 

connections I had with individual people but the broad community (or communities) I had been a member of, 

consciously or unconsciously, at Georgetown. For me, this extended beyond missing living with five 

roommates, attending meetings with fifteen close acquaintances, or sitting with a group of friends at Tombs. I 

missed (and continue to miss) exchanging greetings with a fellow senior I’ve taken classes with as we wait for 

the light to change at Reservoir on our way to campus, the quick half smile exchanged with a familiar face I 

couldn’t quite place as I walked across Copley lawn, or the combination of amusement and dread I felt running 
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into what felt like every person I’d ever known (and their roommate) at Trader Joe’s when all I wanted was to 

grab the olive oil I’d forgotten and get home.  

 In writing this reflection I’ve struggled to identify specific memories of these moments. I suspect that 

is part of the point. Individually, each interaction lacks significance; neither I (nor the person I interacted with) 

would likely ever remember them. Aggregated, they served as constant reminders of my place and belonging 

within a larger community. It is that recognition of my role within a larger ecosystem that I miss.  

 I believe my background contributes to the acuteness of this absence. I lived in New York City my 

entire life until moving to Washington for college. Growing up on the fourteenth floor of an apartment building 

in a tight-knit neighborhood and attending school half a mile away with peers who nearly all lived within a mile 

radius of me (and the majority within a quarter mile), I have always associated physical proximity with 

community. It was natural to ride the elevator with a neighbor I’d known since I was four, who’d ask me about 

school (and whose children had had my same middle school teacher fifteen years earlier). Once, when I walked 

to school late because of a dentist appointment, the superintendent of the building down the block saw me and 

told my building’s super, who promptly informed my parents that I was skipping school. For me, lack of privacy, 

community, and affection are inextricably linked. 

 I have the great fortune to be able to quarantine with my family at their house in upstate New York. 

While very grateful, the extreme physical differences between Dutchess County, New York, New York, New 

York, and Washington, D.C. heightens my awareness of the social differences between each place. At this time 

of uncertainty and stress, I would give a great deal to be back with people who are not minding their own 

business.  

 

Productivity 

 Like many of my peers at Georgetown, I consider myself a productive person. The central role of 

productivity in my own life has become increasingly apparent during these last months of self-isolation. I 

entered quarantine with two projects with deadlines looming over me: the completion of my senior thesis and 

the need to find a job before graduation. Removed from my normal Georgetown environment, it has become 
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increasingly (if not alarmingly) clear to me how much I both value myself as a “productive” member of society 

and how much of that drive to be productive is external.  

 With social media as an admittedly biased data sample, it appears that I am not alone in considering 

(and missing) productivity in the context of COVID-19. It feels like half of my social media feeds are people 

working on new skills and routines, or posting inspirational quotes about motivation and quarantine as an 

opportunity for growth (a popular iteration reads “If you don’t come out of quarantine with: a new skill, your 

side hustle started, or more knowledge you never lacked time, you lacked discipline.” The other half of the 

feeds are people documenting their lack of productivity (either as a positive or negative phenomenon), devotion 

to self-care, or reminders that it is not unreasonable to change expectations during a global crisis. Suffice it to 

say my crisis is not unique; I would argue that in fact my attachment to productivity has been fostered by 

Georgetown, along with every other institution in my life, and has up until this point served me well. 

 My resume has been aggressively optimized. The result of more than fifty job applications and several 

meetings with the career center, I have made sure to emphasize (using tangible descriptions whenever possible) 

the deliverables I have provided or output created. One page and single-spaced, it is chalk-full of numbers: the 

number of people on teams I’ve managed, the audience size at events I’ve organized, the funds I’ve been 

responsible for allocating and other data points serve as testament to my productivity. As the career center is 

fond of reminding the recipients of its weekly emails, COVID-19 and the economic crisis it has brought with 

it make it essential to apply for more jobs across more fields; another opportunity to increase productivity! 

 My problem with this well-meaning and sound advice has nothing to do with its wisdom but rather 

with its practicality. Since leaving Georgetown on March 12th (not that we’re counting) I have found it 

increasingly difficult to be productive at all. While luckily my mental health has not been affected, the constant 

distraction and low-grade anxiety COVID-19 provides is not conducive to getting things done. Papers that 

typically would take me one night of concentrated thought to write and another few hours to edit now require 

days of diffident attention, culminating in a scramble bordering on panic to get the work in on time. Having 

never once turned in an assignment late or used an extension (a fact I was arbitrarily and inordinately proud of) 

I submitted the draft of my thesis to my long-suffering advisor three weeks after it was due. I view the fact that 
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I finished (and passed) it or that I am writing this paper a week before it is due as small miracles; another reality 

to be added to the list of things I previously took for granted. 

 The tangible effects of this loss of productivity are limited. Thanks in large part to understanding 

professors my grades will not be affected, I suspect I will eventually get a job, and as I am currently a student 

and living at home it has not affected my livelihood. However, not being productive has had a pronounced and 

deleterious effect on how I perceive myself. If I had been asked beforehand what my values were or what traits 

I was most proud to possess, I would have talked about the importance of generosity, kindness, compassion, 

good humor, and hard work. My commitment to these principles has not changed but it has become clear to 

me how much I evaluate my own adherence to them through my productivity; when I think of generosity I 

think of the time I spend helping a friend, good deeds done, or acts of service, all of which are forms of 

productivity. At a time when my abilities to be academically, professionally, and socially productive are limited 

my sense of self has taken a hit. While I am trying to use this moment as an opportunity to retrain myself to 

look away from productivity, I will be incredibly grateful to return to a world where I can freely, easily, and 

readily be productive.  

Agency 

The overriding sensation of quarantine, as I have experienced it, has been helplessness. This is not the 

first disaster I have witnessed or felt the response to; growing up in New York City, I have vivid and discrete 

memories of my parents leaving to serve hot meals to the exhausted first responders stationed at the thirteenth 

police  precinct, right around the corner from our apartment, after 9/11. When Hurricane Sandy struck in 2012, 

I spent weekends with my family out in Far Rockaway, clearing debris and delivering groceries to homebound 

residents. Now, removed from my city, I can do little more than bring supplies to my elderly neighbors or give 

blood. While I miss the opportunity to be involved in my community and provide service, what I’ve come to 

acknowledge as a greater sense of loss is the absence of the illusion of agency that past responses have 

engendered.  

Growing up in a late-stage capitalist society, choice, freedom, and agency have been successfully linked 

in my mind. Consumerist culture suggests that the ability to choose between two products, or to refuse a 
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traditional item in exchange for something that “disrupts” an existing industry or pattern or consumption, is 

equivalent to having agency. I have grasped at the illusion of being in control for as long as I can remember, 

looking to external factors to validate that I was in fact able to effect change, both in my own life and in the 

world around me. COVID-19 has proven how little control I, or anyone else, have in the world; those of us 

untrained in the medical profession can do very little besides stay home to affect the spread of the disease 

(though we can absolutely do more to mitigate the harm it causes in communities). This loss is particularly acute 

at a moment where it appears the most visible opportunity to exert agency at a personal level comes at a 

communal cost: people sunbathing in New York City parks or protestors at state capitols are asserting their 

right to control their own destiny without acknowledging (or caring) that the consequences of this agency 

affects others’ destinies, as well. 

The only way I see to square away this sense of loss in my own life (and the other losses I’ve felt) is by 

attempting to accept the need to put less value on tangible factors. While the illusion of control over my own 

life or some miniscule portion of the world has faded, I can remind myself that being passive and staying home 

is itself an expression of love for the community I wish I could be with, and no less important to our collective 

healing than the productivity I am nostalgic for. I hope the lesson that agency does not require choices and 

community exists even in the absence of contact will stay with me once this period of time has ended. 


