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Three Types of Deep Solitude: Religious Quests, Acsthetic Retreats, and Withdrawals due to Personal
Distress

Abstract: Deep solitude is defined by prolonged withdrawal and intense passion. Three types of deep
solitude are discussed in this essay: religious quests, acsthetic retreats, and withdrawals due to distress.
Though these three deep solitudes share little in common, all three depend on prosaic routines to forestall
psychic anomie.

1. Solitude and Deep Solitude: Conceptual Issues

The concept of solitude, as Ludwig Wittgenstein might say, is a grouping of activities that share only a
family resemblance. The school teacher or sales clerk who disengages for a brief solitary respite from the
stress of fulfilling her duties to others shares nothing more with the prisoner forced into solitary
confinement for weeks, months, or more than the bare fact of being alone. Likewise, the author or
composer who repairs to a room of her own for intensely focused creative work enters a solitude far
removed from the peripatetic rambles of the bird watcher alone in the woods. Motives matter, too. Indeed,
almost every solitude may be entered for a variety of reasons. An author may write alone for money
and/or fame or simply to solve a problem or discover the story she has to tell. Even prisoners, if given the
choice, may choose solitary confinement with all the risks of loneliness, boredom, and psychological
anomie over the improved circumstances they might obtain by violating their principles or betraying a
friend. In social scientific terms, the contexts and practices that constitute these solitudes form a Venn
diagram with only a crescent of overlap at the center of all circles.

Given the great variety of social situations and personal circumstances in which individuals may end up
on their own, there is no practical way to discuss solitude at large. In order to make cogent observations
about solitude one must specify in advance just what type or category of solitude one has in mind. Given
this consideration, I propose here to limit myself to the rarest sort of social withdrawal that occurs only
when individuals voluntarily disengage from interpersonal activity for extended periods of time. I call this
category of withdrawals ‘deep solitude.” The adjective ‘deep’ here implies the passion that moves
individuals to disengage from others for prolonged retreats. Deep solitudes are uncommon because it is
not in «— 155 | 156 — the nature of human beings to live alone all of the time. But then, it is not in the
nature of human beings to socialize continuously throughout the day. Most of us strike a balance in which
we circulate in and out of solitude and sociability during the course of our schedules and routines. It takes
a rare set of powerful emotions and compelling motivations to abandon one’s web of social relations and
concomitant social identities to engage in deeply personal pursuits. And it must be said that even those
who withdraw into deep solitude do not keep to themselves all of the time. Most choose habitats not too
far removed from communities where they occasionally travel to restock provisions and catch up with
family and friends. But then, those fully committed to deep solitude quickly return to life on their own.

But how far does the notion of deep solitude carry us? A social theorist immediately would look for
common denominators and intrinsic variations that treat deep solitude as a genus that divides into a
number of more specific species. Thus, in my book, Solitary Action: Acting on Our Own in Everyday
Life (2016), I identify a general process of behavior that is present (or in one case absent) from things
people do by themselves. Thereafier, I differentiate that generic process into four specific categories of
solitary action: reflexives, peripatetics, regimens, and engrossments. But deep solitude resists being
theorized in this way. Why? Because beyond the compulsion of deeply experienced emotions, deep
solitudes share no common denominators and passion is too polymorphous in itself to serve as a common
denominator. What does the ascetic religious hermit share in common with the recluse who luxuriates in
the rustic beauties of the wilderness? And what do religious hermits or aesthetic solitaries share with
individuals who withdraw from intercourse with others to experience, absorb, and calm intensely painful
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and indeed chaos” (179). Merton goes on to condense this interior sense of life’s absurdity in a trenchant
way. This absurdity involves a special kind of renunciation, a renunciation of “the seemingly harmless
pleasure of building a tight self-containcd illusion about himself and his little world” (180).

It is not out of place to notice here how far removed the ascetic, spiritual quest of Merton’s solitary is
from the way ordinary solitary actions are performed in everyday life. Most forms of mundane solitary
action proceed via processes of contextually reflexive moves in which each step in a sequence finds its
place in the context of the nature and results of preceding moves and simultancously creates and
forecloses opportunities for the next move in the sequence (Cohen 75-76). But the religious recluse is
called upon to abjure context formation of any kind. It is quite clear that Merton lcaves no place for the
individual on a spiritual vocation to follow a sequence of action as il writing a novel, playing solitaire, or
preparing a houschold budget. Even thosc ordinary activitics that call for internal discipline because they
lack much context formation (e.g. asscmbly line work, houschold chores) bear little rescmblance to the
solitary, ascetic religious quest. Whereas assembly linc workers or students memorizing items for an
exam may need to discipline themselves for several hours at a time, the spiritual vocation is a continuous
affair. So long as the individual persists in the quest, the self-imposed discipline is an unremitting integral
aspect of cvery moment of daily lifc.

In a sense, the absurd renunciation of the construction of illusions would make it scem as though in the
early stages of a solitary vocation the individual creates a condition of anomie. Indeed, Merton devotes a
substantial section of his essay to what he terms a “sea of perils” (184-200), many of which resemble the
confusion, insecurities, and doubts that victims of solitary confinement struggle to avoid with great feats
of cognitive ingenuity (Cohen 183-88). Though Merton finds that certain individuals are, in a sense,
destined from an early age for a solitary life for which they may be well-suited by temperament and
character, many others reach the spiritual vocation of solitude the hard way, and it is these individuals
who face the perils of what I here suggest are the effects of anomie. The torment of these experiences is
described in remarkably vivid imagery toward the close of thc essay, when Merton writes of the plight of
the solitary who finds “he cannot pray, to see, «— 158 159 — to hope,” and Mcrton suggests this
circumstance may not be rare. At such times the solitary individual may experience “[n]ot the sweet
passivity which the books (that supply popular versions of solitude) extol, but a bitter, arid struggle to
press forward through a blinding sandstorm. The solitary may beat his head against the wall of doubt.
That may be the full extent of his contemplation ... a doubt that undermines his very reasons for existing
and for doing what he does” (202).

Nowhere in everyday life will one encounter the extraordinary struggle of the spiritual vocation. Indeed,
Merton’s candor about the perils of the solitary spiritual quest seems intended to disabuse those who
might have romantic notions about the pleasures of this extraordinarily intense and trying way of life. But
the vocation, of course, is not about asceticism and the renunciation of mundane illusions. It is rather
about the transcendent experience of unity with God and humanity. Here Merton, as befits a religious
mystic, leaves us with a mystery. The tortuous existential doubt ultimately ends in silence, and with
silence comes an end to all existential questions. But when the questions end, a spiritual certitude arrives,
“the only certitude he knows: The presence of God in the midst of uncertainty, and nothingness” (202).
This experience is so distant, even from the lives of the devout laity, that to frame this reception of
certainty in the divine as a matter of sociological interest necessarily and inevitably misses the point. And,
indeed the experience of mystic union may emerge in a flash as a transcendent spiritual epiphany.

But what comes then? Merton tells us that “the solitary man says nothing, does his work ... He knows
where he is going, but he is not sure of his way” (22-23). Hence, even beyond the moment of spiritual
illumination, the religious ascetic steers clear of the kinds of ordinary context formation that, as Merton
would have it, produce the illusions with which most of us live in our ordinary ways of life.
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Weil, of course, means to refer here only to the heroic artist or the scientific genius. The mystical sense of

the truth and beauty to which she refers perhaps alludes to the kind of epiphany I discuss in Solitary
Action (173-82). — 159|160 —

3. Aesthetic Retreats

To shift from the life of sacrifice and tribulation of the reli gious anchorite to the temporal solitude

described by poets and essayists since ancient times is to create a disjunction so sharp that it justifies in
itself the need to treat dee

p solitude as a series of different realms. But there is something illusory at times
about this second realm of deep solitude. We know of this solitude primarily because well-regarded
members of literary elites have sung its praises beginning in ancient Rome. More to the point, most of
these authors employ romantic voices that create ornately stylized images of a kind of carefree solitude
that seems too much of an ideal to be true in all respects. Romantic images can be illuminating and
edifying in their own right. At their best, they distil the essence of a solitary habitat or experience. But one
wonders if they gloss over the less than ideal realities of solitary settings or ways of life. Certainly there
have always been some folks, who, like Michel de Montaigne in his essay “Of Solitude” (1580), have
opted to retire from public life to enjoy time by themselves, reading and enjoying the fine fruits of a life
well-lived. But the pool of individuals prepared to live this life must be small. For one thing, people must
possess the financial resources to support themselves or the full set of skills necessary to live ofT the land.
For another, they must possess the free time to leave society behind for an extended period of seclusion.
Moreover, they must possess peace of mind, a rare commodity indeed, at least in our anxious and troubled
times. But as Montaigne cautions readers of his essay, those burdened with troublesome feelings and
desires cannot enjoy this kind of solitude (177-78). In saying this, Montaigne draws a line that
distinguishes this tranquil realm of solitude from the two tumultuous realms discussed above and below.
Emotional turmoil seems all but inevitable in the spiritual solitude of the ascetic anchorite and the
experience of turmoil is at the heart of the deeply troubled solitarist to be discussed in the next section.
The solitude here is that of an individual whose mind is already relaxed.

No matter how rare the aesthetic realm of solitude is in practice, it occupies a special hold in the popular
imagination today. This is because the aesthetic quality of literary accounts of this solitude has settled on
an idyllic image of solitary life in nature. Beyond Romantic literature, this image has grown with the
advent of entire genres of paintings and photographs of beautiful landscapes and seascapes that imply the

Joys of a prolonged rustic retreat. A few illustrious landmarks can provide a glimpse of how this
aesthetically refined image of solitude evolved.

The culturally refined connotation of solitude began with the authors who first described the practice in
the later period of the history of ancient Rome. As Robert Sayre suggests, the taste for solitude emerged
as land for rural second homes became available to successful public figures (20-25), Sayre does not say
how popular the < 160 | 161 — idea may have been, but we know it mainly through the writings of
Roman authors, including Horace, Seneca, and Pliny the Younger, whose influence survived their time.
The following excerpt from a poem by Horace illustrates the refined sense of en

joyment in solitary retreat
in its classic Roman form: “O rural home: when shall I behold you! When shall T be able. Now with
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R ge. Be this as it may, it is worth mentioning that Pope was a life-long student of ancient
oman pc’xetry, ultimately composing a set of works entitled Imitations of Horace (1733-37). It may be

that Pope’s poem may thus directly expand upon Horace’s Roman appreciation of solitude:

Happy the man, whose wish and care

A few paternal acres bound,

Content to breathe his native air,

In his own ground.

Whose herds with milk, whose fields with bread,
Whose flocks supply him with attire,
Whose trees in summer yield him shade,
In winter fire.

Blest! Who can unconcern’dly find
Hours, days, and years slide soft away,
In health of body, peace of mind,

Quiet by day,

Sound sleep by night; study and ease
Together mix’d; sweet recreation,

And innocence, which most does please,
With meditation.

Thus let me live, unseen, unknown;
Thus unlamented let me dye;

Steal from the world, and not a stone

Tell where I lie. (265)

The poetic form already suggests the refined quality of the solitary retreat. We observe as well that while
Pope does not require a large estate for his solitude, he does ask for an inherited farm, a property that only
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otion of solitary retreat in the late Middle Ages and early modern times (29-86). Here solitude

was seen as a refuge for second-level aristocrats and bourgeois arrivistes who found themselves cut off
from any rP:al access to power. Confined to superficial rounds of social relations fleshed out with gossip
and rumor in literary salons, members of this frustrated stratum found meaning in life and opportunities
for emotional release in a new Romantic ideal of solitude, an ideal composed of heterogeneous elements
such as the love of nature, a sensitive appreciation of literature and the fine arts, and above all, a bias in
favor of emotion over reason (Lepenies 66).

The frustrated Romantics of whom Lepenies writes may have amplified and refined the aesthetic
appreciation of nature that was a more implicit than explicit quality of the classical sense of solitude as it
advanced from the Romans to Pope. This is not to overlook the melancholy note they also introduced, a
note of sadness bordering on self-pity epitomized, if not hyperbolized, in various remarks of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau in his Reveries of the Solitary Walker (1782), remarks in which he laments the rejection and
estrangement he felt from the literary circles whose acceptance he desired. But as we approach modern
times, the Romantic (or at least romantically rendered) experience of living alone in harmony with nature
has flourished to a greater extent.

One can cite any number of poets, essayists, and artists who have contributed to the aesthetic appreciation
of nature. But a smaller number recounted how it actually felt to withdraw into nature for a considerable
period of time. One author who did, Henry David Thoreau (1 817-1862), brought with him a literary
talent, a Romantic sensitivity, an aversion to town life, and an abounding love of nature that makes his
Walden (1854) a beautiful statement of the small joys and tranquil pleasures of absorbing the atmosphere
and the detail of encountering nature by oneself. Consider only the first sentences of the section devoted

to solitude:

This is a delicious evening, when the whole body is one sense, and imbibes delight through every pore. I
go and come with a strange liberty in Nature, a part of herself. As I walk along the stony shore of the
pond in my shirt-sleeves, though it is cool as well as cloudy and windy, and I see nothing special to attract
me, all the elements are unusually congenial to me. The bullfrogs trump to usher in the night, and the note
of the whip-poor-will is < 162 | 163 — borne on the rippling wind from over the water. Sympathy with
the fluttering alder and poplar leaves almost takes away my breath; yet, like the lake, my serenity is

rippled but not ruffled. These small waves raised by the evening wind are as remote from storm as the
smooth reflecting surface. (87)

One can find many passages of this kind in Walden. But one of the most interesting things about this
selection and about the section of Walden on solitude at large (87-94) is his emphasis upon serenity,
which like the lake in the breeze is “rippled but not ruffled.” Another selection from the chapter on

solitude expands upon this peace of mind in a straightforward way:

I experienced sometimes that the most sweet and tender, the most innocent and encouraging society may
be found in any natural object, even for the poor misanthrope and most melancholy man. There can be no
very black melancholy 10 him who lives in the midst of Nature and has his senses still. There was never
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retreat after receiving a frightening medical diagnosis, after the dissolution of an intimate «<— 163 | 164 —
relationship or the disintegration of a family, following the trauma of being fired or otherwise suffering a
severe setback in one’s finances, occupation, or career. These are instances of what Anthony Giddens
terms “fateful moments” (1 13-14), moments when unavoidable circumstances force life-altering choices
upon individuals. It is a time when one’s narrative of self-identity and relationships with others that may
have been taken for granted for many years may need to be reframed, reinterpreted, and revised. Such
questions are almost inevitable in times of personal crisis. This is not to say that everyone beset by
existential problems withdraws into deep solitude. Some people are more adept at self-reflection than
others. Some may prefer to discuss their adjustments in times of crisis with a trusted confidante or a
psychotherapist. Nevertheless, as the late British author and psychologist Anthony Storr observes, it is

better at times for others to set aside the impulse to comfort or support the troubled until we are sure they
may not prefer to be alone (29).

Beyond fateful moments, a variety of other strong feelings may compel particularly sensitive individuals
to retreat into solitude for significant periods of time. Emotions such as fear, remorse, and shame may
accumulate while in public, to the point where the individual withdraws into solitude to allow the feelings
to emerge. These are periods of catharsis. Released from the proprieties of interaction, the individual is
free to absorb the brunt of feelings without concern that she may embarrass herself or anyone e!se.
Having experienced her feelings, she may also try to make sense of them no matter how inconsnstent. or
guilt-provoking they may be. To ventilate one’s feelings is se]dom. easy or comfortable. But, cath:arsns in
itselfis widely recognized to end up having a calming effect even if the source of the painful feelings will
always remain in view.

What is it about catharsis that offers emotional relief? The conventional answer, a}nd persuasive.: one as
well, is that people simply need to purge their feelings ml_Jch as a steam kettle whistles to permit the pent-
up steam to escape. But perhaps catharsis offers comfort in another way as \.Nell. Storr flescnbes a folk
theory held in some parts of rural Greece (31). The local ?ustf)m requires widows to withdraw from
society for five years before returning to their regular social life. The'rural Greelss hold that by recurrently
feeling the loss (e.g. during daily visits to the husband’s grave) the widow experiences her grief many
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o . vy gh her candid and dignified voice speaks well for her, her self-criticisms were
painful and harsh. Though Sarton leda very busy social life, complete with travel, friendship, and

For a long time now, every meeting with another human being has been a collision. I feel too much, sense
too much, exhausted by the reverberations after even the simplest conversation. But the deep collision is

and has been with my unregenerate, tormenting and tormented self ... I feel like an inadequate machine
that breaks down at crucial moments and grinds to a dreadful halt ..

. . or, even worse, explodes in some
Innocent person’s face ..

- T'live alone, perhaps for no good reason, for the reason that I am an impossible
creature set apart by a temperament I have never learned to use as it could be used, thrown off by a word,
a glance, a rainy day, or one drink too many. My need to be alone is balanced against my fear of what will

happen when I enter the huge, empty silence if I cannot find support there. I go up to heaven and down to
hell in an hour. (12)

Sarton provides in other entries more specific events she regrets along with commentaries on her worries
and anxieties. She knows herself well enough to know that she has an “impossible” temperament. So,
while she does strive to make sense of her feelings, one does not get the sense that she is engaged in some
kind of self-therapy. It appears more likely that Sarton needs these times alone in rural New England to
simply absorb feelings of the burdens of being with other people, of the harms she feels she has inflicted
on some, and for her own continuing dissatisfaction with herself. Unlike the widow, or the newly
divorced, or the fired, Sarton can never come to grips with these feelings once and for all. Her recurrent
retreats are better understood as episodes when she allows herself to register and recognize her feelings
about herself for what they are. Though she wrestles with her sense that she must try to improve, it also
seems that by releasing the full force of her feelings she is able to keep them from overwhelming her as
well. Thus, Sarton’s solitudes are the way she copes with her emotions and this, in turn, enables her to
return from solitude with the ability to fully engage in her social life again. As in the Greek folk theory,
she enters her solitudes to rehearse feelings she already knows well. Perhaps she found «— 165 | 166 —

these episodes necessary to absorb, and then, through repetition, to dull the cutting edge of her self-
criticism and thereby her self-inflicted pain.

5. Coping with Anomie: Prosaic Activities in Passionate Pursuits

Deep solitude appeals to individuals driven by transcendent passions. Anchorites, aesthetes, and the
distressed share this much in common. Yet time and again in accounts of solitary retreats authors mention
their prosaic activities. As I have indicated above, they do so to forestall the dangers of anomie. But this is
not the sociological condition of anomie as famously conceived by Emile Durkheim in Suicide (1895).
Durkheim drew attention to anomie as a collapse of cultural regulation following economic crises, wars,
and other sudden breakdowns in social order (241-77). The individual experiences this anomie as a
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 ha0s, an all-consuming flood of‘d.iscm}ncclcd impu'lscs, emotions, and thoughts that destroys all
,..;-'j"",}-;cl ¢-control, agency and Per§opal identity. Deep solitude creates a self-induced form of ‘sociynll !
;_.,;,‘-r-‘: nization that threatens the individual with psychic anomie just as much as a social catastrophe,
The question all solitaries m}lst confront .is how does one forestall losing control of one’s mind? Alcohol
and drugs do not really provide much relief. The individual might just as well return to the outer world as
to dull and cool the passions that inspired the retreat. What is needed is a way to organize daily life in a
manner that provides at least a minimal sense of order and sclf-control. It is not coincidental then that so
many accounts of prolonged solitude refer in some way to recurrent forms of mundane activities that
contribute nothing substantial to any given solitary pursuit. Merton advises those on a solitary vocation to
keep to their daily work even as they remain uncertain of where they are bound. Thoreau devotes an
entire chapter to the work he did while he was alone at Walden Pond. But Sarton brings to life her

struggles to keep to the ordinary chores that anchor the order of her days in a particularly vivid way:

[A]s a prisoner does (and in winter my life is imprisoned much of the time), I know it is essential for me
to move within a structure. The bed must be made (it is what I hate doing most), the dishes washed, the
place tidied up before I can get to work [her writing] with a frec mind. There must be rewards for hard
tasks, and often a cigarette had been the reward for putting out the rubbish or cleaning Punch’s [her pet

bird’s] cage. (83-84)

Both Merton and Thoreau suggest that it takes a certain kind of person to lead a solitary life. Sarton
suggests that among other qualities the solitary must possess the inner strength to maintain a kind of
everyday discipline even against her own < 166 | 167 — resistance. Thus, in a broad sense, even in deep
solitude Durkheim was right. As human beings we seem to need some organization to regulate our lives
lest our minds run wild and we are lost. For most of us, our rounds of sociable and solitary activities and
our moral commitments to others provide sufficient regulation. But when one retreats into prolonged
solitude one leaves behind the social elements of this support. Only those with the wisdom and will to

maintain prosaic order are able to engage in solitary, passionate pursuits.
Rights Advocate Trainer, Amnesty International USA. Born and raised in North Caucasian region of

Russia.
Religion and Spiritual Searching in Times of Solitude

08/05/2014 06:12 pm ET Updated Oct 04, 2014

When you don’t have to think of anything, when your mind isn’t being taking to think by the
environment, where does your mind go? What gives you the most comfort to fantasize about? That’s your
God. Your religion is what you do with your solitude. — Archbishop William Temple.

gs had always questioned everything that was going

Despite the century, place of bi

on around them. Spiritual searching and existence of God was and still is one of the most questionable
aspects in history. What fascinates me the most is, why people, who have experienced loneliness, solitude
or losses, more than anybody else consider themselves the believers? And what brings them into religion

in the first place?

rth or age, human bein

t loneliness at some point in our lives. Some people feel it from times to

times, others constantly. When one person enjoys it, the other would like to run away from it as far as
possible. Every person has it’s own way of dealing with this strong feeling. For me, the state of solitude

has become a constant companion, but also a powerful force to start caring for others.

for example when people feel abandoned. fragile and isolated, some might find an
ligious books and spiritual searching. Many feel at ease, knowing that there

I am sure that everyone of us fel

During hard times,
answer to their questions in re



—
J
f

- per power: which will guide them through dUtonltfon, ninl 1l Wi 6000 v sl o b
4 hig W/ h 14
vx;llllilfsfﬂkcs'
Fear not. Indeed, I am with you both; T hear and 1 see, < "I o Qui, Hiri i, yeps Al

Unfortunately in our modern society, spiritual values have been toplncod by mmleruhisd e aspsnsie 7 1
of those values are ignored and, sometimes, are even constdered (0 D sl esgratully wiisny 1105
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people.

Probably. one of the reasons why lonely people arc more spirltual and rellglous, Is bewatss thuy homrs
enough time to explore the deepest self and to pay attention to the world outside, When [RIYA) W
connefcted spiritually and has a strong belief in something greater, it gives the sense of [HEALIAL, 4
meaning to every action. It provides a new self-image and sclf-awarcness. It also leads 1 Wlerses
toward Pther people and nature. The beauty of this phenomena is in the process of its forming, W7k vrw
people it can take days and years, with others it strikes out of nowhere, in a single moment, when ez
enter a Cathedral or a Mosque, and emotions overwhelm you and suddenly everything seems differezs

Y'ou are no longer in a state of solitude. You are no longer separate. Everything is a puzzle of one big
picture and you are a part of it. It is hard to explain to a nonbeliever, how religion and God can help

through tough times. As it is said,

Say, For those who have faith, it is a guidance and healing; but for those who are faithless, thereis 2
deafness in their ears and it is lost to their sight. They are [ as if they were ] called from a distant place. —

The Quran, Surah Fussilat, verse 44.

Major survey by Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life finds that most Americans, nowadays, have a2
non-dogmatic approach to faith. A strong majority of those, who are connected to religion do not believe
it is the only way to salvation, and at the same time, almost all of this majority regularly goes to chycheg»
and mosques. But is it helpful and meaningful at all, when you do something repeatedly, withqut giving it
any thought? I don’t think so. I hope that my generation will soon realize that it is not a bad thn_lg to stay
close to your traditional values, explore yourself and that you do not have to feel ashamed or different



