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  I. Introduction




  







  You have just started to read a book that claims, at least, to tell you how to be alone.







  Why?




  It is extremely easy to be alone; you do not need a book. Here are some suggestions:




  Go into the bathroom; lock the door, take a shower. You are alone.




  Get in your car and drive somewhere (or walk, jog, bicycle, even swim).You are alone.




  Wake yourself in the middle of the night (you are of course completely and absolutely alone while you are asleep, even if you share your bed with someone else, but you are almost certainly not

  conscious of it, so let’s ignore that one for the moment); don’t turn your lights on; just sit in the dark. You are alone.




  Now push it a bit. Think about doing something that you normally do in company – go to the cinema or a restaurant, take a walk in the country or even a holiday abroad – by yourself.

  Plan it out; the logistics are not difficult. You know how to do these things. You would be alone.




  So what is the problem? Why are you reading this book?




  And of course I do not know the answer. Not in your case, at least. But I can imagine some possible motives:




  For some reason, good or bad, of which bereavement is perhaps the bitterest, your normal circle of not-aloneness has been broken up; you have to tackle unexpected isolation, you doubt your

  resources and are courageously trying to explore possible options. You will be a member of a fast-growing group – single-occupancy households in the UK have increased from 12 per cent of all

  households in 1961 to nearly 30 per cent in 2011.




  Someone you thought you knew well has opted for more solitude – they have gone off alone to do something that excludes you, temporarily or for a longer period; you cannot really feel

  jealous, because it excludes everyone else too; you are a little worried about them; you cannot comprehend why they would do anything so weird or how they will manage. You want to understand.




  You want to get something done – something that feels important to you. It is quite likely, in this case, that it is something creative. But you find it difficult to concentrate; constant

  interruptions, the demands of others, your own busy-ness and sociability, endless connections and contacts and conversations make it impossible to focus. You realize that you will not be able to

  pay proper attention unless you find some solitude, but you are not sure how this might work out for you.




  You want to get something done – something that feels important to you and of its very nature has to be done alone (single-handed sailing, solo mountaineering and becoming a hermit are

  three common examples, but there are others). The solitude is secondary to you, but necessary, so you are looking for a briefing. This group is quite small, I think; most of the people who

  seriously want to do these sorts of things tend to be experienced and comfortable with a degree of aloneness before they become committed to their project.




  You have come to the disagreeable awareness that you do not much like the people you are spending time with; yet you sense that you are somehow addicted to them, that it will be impossible to

  change; that any relationship, however impoverished, unsatisfying, lacking in value and meaning, is better than no relationship; is better than being alone. But you aren’t sure. You are

  worried by the very negative responses you get whenever you bring the subject up.




  You are experiencing a growing ecological passion and love of nature. You want to get out there, and increasingly you want to get out there on your own. You are not sure why this new love seems

  to be pulling you away from sociability and are looking for explanations.




  You are one of those courageous people who want to dare to live; and to do so believe you have to explore the depths of yourself, undistracted and unprotected by social conventions and norms.

  You agree with Richard Byrd, the US admiral and explorer, who explained why he went to spend the winter alone on the southern polar ice cap in 1934: ‘I wanted to go for experience’s

  sake; one man’s desire to know that kind of experience to the full . . . to be able to live exactly as I chose, obedient to no necessities but those imposed by wind and night and cold, and to

  no man’s laws but my own.’ You do not, of course, need to go all the way to Antarctica to achieve this, but you do need to go all the way into yourself. You feel that if you have not

  lived with yourself alone, you have not fully lived. You want to get some clues about what you might encounter in this solitary space.




  You feel – and do not fully understand the feeling – that you are missing something. You have an inchoate, inarticulate, groping feeling that there is something else, something more,

  something that may be scary but may also be beautiful. You know that other people, across the centuries and from a wide range of cultures and countries, have found this something and they have

  usually found it alone, in solitude. You want it. Whatever it is. You are reading this book not because you want to know how to be alone, which is perfectly easy as soon as you think about it, but

  because you want to know why you might want to be alone; why the whole subject fills you with both longing and deep unease. You want to know what is going on here.




  But actually the most likely reason why you are reading this book (like most books) is curiosity – why would someone write this book?




  And I can answer that question, so that is where I am going to begin.




  I live alone. I have lived alone for over twenty years now. I do not just mean that I am single – I live in what might seem to many people to be ‘isolation’ rather than simply

  ‘solitude’. My home is in a region of Scotland with one of the lowest population densities in Europe, and I live in one of the emptiest parts of it: the average population density of

  the UK is 674 people per square mile (246 per square kilometre). In my valley, though, we have (on average) over three square miles each. The nearest shop is ten miles away, and the

  nearest supermarket over twenty. There is no mobile-phone connection and very little through-traffic uses the single-track road that runs a quarter of a mile below my house. Often I do not see

  another person all day. I love it.




  But I have not always lived alone. I grew up in a big family, one of six children, very close together in age, and in lots of ways a bit like a litter of puppies. It was not a household much

  given to reflection or introversion – we were emotional, argumentative, warm, interactive. We did things together. I am still deeply and affectionately involved with all my siblings. I became

  a student in 1968 and was fully involved in all the excitement and hectic optimism of those years. Then I was married and had two children. I became a writer. I have friends – friendship

  remains one of the core values of my life. None of this looked like a life of solitude, nor a good preparation for living up a back road on a huge, austere Scottish moor.




  What changed was that I got fascinated by silence; by what happens to the human spirit, to identity and personality when the talking stops, when you press the off-button, when you venture out

  into that enormous emptiness. I was interested in silence as a lost cultural phenomenon, as a thing of beauty and as a space that had been explored and used over and over again by different

  individuals, for different reasons and with wildly differing results. I began to use my own life as a sort of laboratory to test some ideas and to find out what it felt like. Almost to my surprise,

  I found I loved silence. It suited me. I got greedy for more. In my hunt for more silence, I found this valley and built a house here, on the ruins of an old shepherd’s cottage. I moved into

  it in 2007.




  In 2008 I published a book about silence. A Book of Silence was always meant to be a ‘hybrid’ book: it is both a cultural history and a personal memoir and it uses the forms

  and conventions of both genres melded into a single narrative. But it turned out to be a hybrid in another way that I had not intended. Although it was meant to be about silence, it turned out to

  be also about solitude – and there was extensive and, I now think, justifiable criticism of the fact that it never explicitly distinguished between the two. Being silent and being alone were

  allowed to blur into each other in ways that were confusing to readers. For example, one of the things I looked at in A Book of Silence was the actual physical and mental effects of

  silence – ranging from a heightened sensory awareness (how good food tasted, how extreme the experiences of heat and cold were), through to some curious phenomena like voice-hearing and a

  profound loss of inhibition. These effects were both reported frequently by other people engaged in living silent lives and experienced by me personally in specific places like deserts or

  mountains. However, a number of commentators felt that these were not effects of silence per se, but of solitude – of being alone. After the book was published I also began to get letters

  from readers wanting advice . . . and more often than I had anticipated, it was not advice on being silent but on being alone.
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    Sara’s house.


  




  Some of this was because there are at least two separate meanings to the word silence. Even the Oxford English Dictionary gives two definitions which are mutually exclusive: silence is

  defined as both the absence of any sounds and the absence of language. For many people, often including me, ‘natural noises’ like wind and running water do not ‘break’

  silence, while talking does. And somewhere in between is the emotional experience that human-made noises (aeroplanes overhead, cars on distant roads) do kill silence even where the same volume of

  natural sound does not.




  But it was not just a question of definitions. I came to see that although for me silence and solitude were so closely connected that I had never really needed to distinguish them, they did not

  need to be, and for many people they were not by any means the same. The proof cases are the communities where people are silent together, like Trappist monasteries or Quaker meetings.




  

    

      The bedrock of the Quaker way is the silent meeting for worship. We seek a communal gathered stillness, where we can be open to inspiration from the Spirit of God and find

      peace of mind, a renewed sense of purpose for living, and joy to wonder at God’s creation.




      During our meetings for worship some may feel moved to speak: something anyone can do, as all are considered equal. Quakers do not have priests, or a hierarchy, as we believe all people can

      have a direct relationship with God.




      You do not have to be a Quaker to attend Quaker meetings, which are open to all. Meetings can be held anywhere, at any time, although they are often on Sundays in our Quaker meeting houses.

      If you would like to join us and share in our stillness, you would be most welcome.




      (From the official Quaker website, www.quaker.org.uk)


    


  




  But at a far simpler and less self-conscious level most people have had experiences of being silent but not alone: with someone very intimate, for example, you can be with them

  for joyful hours without any need to speak; breast-feeding a baby and sitting with someone very near to death are experiences of silence with communion. And equally you can be alone but not silent

  – for example, if you are watching TV or your neighbours are making an appalling amount of din while you are on your own next door.




  There are also less emotionally charged times – if you go for a bike ride with someone, you are often silent and clearly not alone; if you sing to yourself, or call to your dog on a solo

  walk, you are alone but not silent.




  One of my favourite fairy stories is ‘The Six Swans’: in order to rescue her brothers who have been put under an enchantment and turned into birds, the heroine takes a vow to remain

  silent for seven years (she also has to make each brother a vest out of flowers). The first half of her labour is done in solitude – she is alone deep in a forest and sits on the branch of a

  tree to sew. Eventually a king comes riding by, falls in love with her, takes her back to his palace and marries her. They have three children together but she still does not speak. Terrible things

  befall her but she holds to her vow, until just as she has been bound to a pyre, about to be burned as a witch because of her refusal to speak, the seven years are completed; her brothers are set

  free from the spell and they rescue her. The heroine has two separate trials – the first is in isolation, and the second, in obvious and deliberate contrast, in a highly social situation

  – but in both she is silent.




  Obviously these two sorts of silence are not the same. But I was still confused, still having a hard job distinguishing them. So, having written a book about silence, I thought I would like to

  write one about solitude. This is it. I am writing it because I think there is a serious social and psychological problem around solitude which we need to address. I am writing it because I would

  like to allay people’s fears and then help them actively enjoy time spent in solitude. But mainly I am writing it because I like writing books and I like solitude. It is a sort of two-for-one

  deal for me.




  





  II. Being Alone in the Twenty-first Century




  





  1. Sad, Mad and Bad




  There is a problem, a serious cultural problem, about solitude. Being alone in our present society raises an important question about identity and well-being. In the first

  place, and rather urgently, the question needs to be asked. And then – possibly, tentatively, over a longer period of time – we need to try and answer it.




  The question itself is a little slippery – any question to which no one quite knows the answer is necessarily slippery. But I think, in as much as it can be pinned down, it looks something

  like this:




  

    How have we arrived, in the relatively prosperous developed world, at least, at a cultural moment which values autonomy, personal freedom, fulfilment and human rights, and

    above all individualism, more highly than they have ever been valued before in human history, but at the same time these autonomous, free, self-fulfilling individuals are terrified of being alone

    with themselves?


  




  Think about it for a moment. It is truly very odd.




  We apparently believe that we own our own bodies as possessions and should be allowed to do with them more or less anything we choose, from euthanasia to a boob job, but we do not want to be on

  our own with these precious possessions.




  We live in a society which sees high self-esteem as a proof of well-being, but we do not want to be intimate with this admirable and desirable person.




  We see moral and social conventions as inhibitions on our personal freedoms, and yet we are frightened of anyone who goes away from the crowd and develops ‘eccentric’ habits.




  We believe that everyone has a singular personal ‘voice’ and is, moreover, unquestionably creative, but we treat with dark suspicion (at best) anyone who uses one of the most clearly

  established methods of developing that creativity – solitude.




  We think we are unique, special and deserving of happiness, but we are terrified of being alone.




  We declare that personal freedom and autonomy is both a right and good, but we think anyone who exercises that freedom autonomously is ‘sad, mad or bad’. Or all three at once.




  

    In 1980, US census figures showed 6 per cent of men over forty never married; now 16 per cent are in that position . . . ‘male spinsters’ – a moniker that

    implies at best that these men have ‘issues’ and at worst that they are sociopaths.




    One fears for these men, just as society has traditionally feared for the single woman. They cannot see how lonely they will be. But in time to ease my anxiety, a British friend came through

    town . . . ‘I want to get married,’ he said. Finally. A worthwhile man.




    (Vicky Ward, London Evening Standard, 2008)


  




  In the Middle Ages the word ‘spinster’ was a compliment. A spinster was someone, usually a woman, who could spin well: a woman who could spin well was financially

  self-sufficient – it was one of the very few ways that mediaeval women could achieve economic independence. The word was generously applied to all women at the point of marriage as a way of

  saying they came into the relationship freely, from personal choice not financial desperation. Now it is an insult, because we fear ‘for’ such women – and now men as well –

  who are probably ‘sociopaths’.
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    A woman who could spin well was financially self-sufficient.


  




  Being single, being alone – together with smoking – is one of the few things that complete strangers feel free to comment on rudely: it is so dreadful a state (and probably, like

  smoking, your own fault) that the normal social requirements of manners and tolerance are superseded.




  

    

      No one is supposed to be single.




      In the course of my life, I have loved and lost and sometimes won, and always strangers have been kind. But I have, it appears, been set on a life of single blessedness.




      I haven’t minded enough. But now I kind of do. Take dinner parties. There comes a moment, and that question: ‘Why don’t you have a partner?’




      It is usually asked by one of a couple, with always a swivel of the eye to his or her other half, so really two people are asking this question.




      And I struggle to answer: ‘I have never found the right person . . . I am a sad and sorry manchild . . . I am incapable of love . . . I am a deviant, and prefer giraffes.’




      Any answer will fail to satisfy. The questioner expects no happy answer. I am only covering up my bone-deep, life-corroding loneliness. The questioners know this, and the insight they

      believe it affords comforts them. They are safe.




      They look down from the high castle of coupledom, protected from such a fate. But if I were to ask: ‘Why have you settled for him? Why are you stuck with her? Were you so afraid of

      being alone?’ such questions would be thought rude, intrusive . . .




      Single people can also feel this way about other single people, and about themselves. You see, no one is supposed to be single. If we are, we must account for our deficiencies.




      (Jim Friel, BBC online magazine, November 2012)


    


  




  In both these examples it is clear that thinking the single person ‘sad’ is not enough for society. Normally we are delicate, even overdelicate, about mentioning

  things that we think are sad. We do not allow ourselves to comment at all on many sad events. Mostly we go to great lengths to avoid talking about death, childlessness, deformity and terminal

  illness. It would not be acceptable to ask someone at a dinner party why they were disabled or scarred. It is conceivable, I suppose, that a person happy in their own coupled relationship

  really has so little imagination that they think anyone who is alone must be suffering tragically. But it is more complicated than that: Vicky Ward’s tone is not simply compassionate. Her

  ‘fears for these men’ might at first glance seem caring and kind, but she disassociates herself from her own concern: she does not fear herself, ‘one fears for

  them’. Her superficial sympathy quickly slips into judgement: a ‘worthwhile’ man will be looking for marriage; if someone is not, then they have mental-health ‘issues’

  and are very possibly ‘sociopaths’.
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