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In the spring of my sixtieth year, in the aftermath of a series of national and global tragedies unprecedented in my lifetime, some of which are ongoing, and in a period that seemed to me to hold out real hope for a better future, I decided to stop eating for seven days. That is how, two days in, I found myself in the unlikely position of examining with intense interest a single, solitary lemon sitting in a basket on the kitchen table.

Undertaking a prolonged fast, or even a partial fast, is an unspectacular achievement. There are no trophies to be had, no beasts or peaks to be conquered. There is no Olympic medal celebrating self-deprivation. Fasting involves doing less, but doing less in a radical way. It adds by subtracting. It doesn’t transform the world, or even your body for very long. All that happens is that your perspective on what comprises daily life and what is necessary to sustain it is shaken up. If you are fortunate, those thoughts stay with you.

I am not much of an athlete: I have always liked the idea of hiking, swimming, stretching, etc., but when it comes down to it, I am not big on pain. I like to sleep late, and I like to eat. I don’t own a weight scale. But a prolonged fast—a voluntary refusal of nourishment—seemed to me an attempt to reset the most immediate and fundamental boundaries any of us know: the lines that separate our physical bodies from the vast, chaotic universe in which we find ourselves.

We fast all the time, even when we are not conscious of doing so. A fast manifests the idea of holding back. The flip side of a fast is similarly always with us: call it splurging, self-indulgence, or a variant of “self-care.” To fast or not to fast in all its forms, that is the measure of our existence. Even a good gambler is a fasting expert, going all in, seeing the bet, or folding, as the philosopher, activist, and faster Simone Weil observed: he “is capable of watching and fasting, almost like a saint, he has his premonition.” Fasting is not just about food; it involves doing without in the broadest sense. And the process must be voluntary. Hunger and famines can be created, but even if a fast is decreed by religious or civil authorities, it requires personal and private commitment. Its nature is anti-authoritarian.

Fasting is paradoxical: a culture-spanning spiritual exercise that plays a key role in body-shaming; a unifying practice that acknowledges, even heightens, the mind/body divide. According to some practitioners, fasting is a means to empowerment and self-advancement; according to some contemporary critics, it results from “self-hatred and desperation.” But a desire for transformation requires rejecting a present state in favor of a better one. Despair only occurs when there is no hope of improvement, and fasting expresses hope.

If food is our body’s fuel, then undertaking a long-term fast is an attempt to go slow. Even more, it marks an effort to reset. Unless she decides to starve herself until life is extinguished, the long-term faster is someone who upsets her daily routine by purging her interior and feasting on rich, infinite nothingness.

In the midst of the physical changes I underwent during my own fast, I began wondering about the underpinnings of the experience, both biological and philosophical. I started casually researching the subject, and learned about fasting’s connections to satyagraha and ketosis, Achilles and dogs, the number forty, king penguins, Mark Twain, and hunger strikes. And I got acquainted with fasting’s dark side: anorexia mirabilis (“holy anorexia”), and the eating disorder anorexia nervosa, which is essentially fasting without end. It became clear that fasting can be a tool either for self-affirmation or for self-dissolution, and that sometimes those goals coincide. I wanted to learn more.

Refusing to eat as a matter of conscience is not so much anti-materialist as it is anti-consumption, a renunciation that began several thousand years ago with the first ascetics. For the ascetic, the act challenges the presumption that physical well-being is our only goal while we live. Subsequent elements of self-denial—and specifically self-starvation—can be found in just about all major religions and most folk religions as well. In the present day, fasting-as-protest, otherwise known as a hunger strike, is done on a regular basis all over the world for just about every cause imaginable. These are not self-destructive impulses: they are nonviolent affirmations of dissent.

In the pages that follow, I explore some of these concepts, and attempt to explain as well the complex sequence of biological phenomena that occur when the human body is forced to draw on its own reserves for sustenance. I know I have not managed to exhaust the subject. For example, I specifically elected to forgo in-depth discussion of the many “fasting girls” of the nineteenth century and earlier because they have been thoroughly discussed elsewhere. Nevertheless, I hope what I present in this book can provide an overview of the history, consequences, and implications of fasting, and particularly fasting beyond food.

While there is plenty of evidence to suggest certain of fasting’s benefits, and much to praise in the spiritual exercise of the practice, the last word isn’t in on what it does for your body. Cure-all claims of fasting are anecdotal and should be viewed with suspicion. However, there is enough confirmed research on how fasting can benefit you—and on its history as a crucial element of many formative philosophies—to keep us happily occupied.



Fasting requires assessment (how much do I ingest) and then reassessment (I choose not to ingest). It is a rejection of passivity, an assertion of the power of choice, a reconsideration of priorities, and a defiance of authority. For some, such as Gandhi, it provided an extended moment to focus the mind before an important decision. Notable fasters include Moses, Buddha, Jesus, Gandhi, the suffragist Doris Stevens, the civil rights activist Eroseanna Robinson, Cesar Chavez, the IRA’s Bobby Sands, India’s “Iron Lady” Irom Chanu Sharmila, and a long, continually lengthening list of others who have drawn on its power over the ages and across borders and cultures. It was a tool of which gods availed themselves: the Norse god Odin fasted for nine days and nine nights as part of his successful quest to acquire the power of the runes.

When implemented as a hunger strike, fasting signals purity of purpose. It signifies that the faster is sincere and allied with a higher moral power (or believes she is). In the fall of 2021, the young climate activists of the Sunrise Movement reaffirmed fasting’s relevance when they engaged in hunger strikes in front of the White House. In the same period, New York City cabdrivers called for a mass hunger strike to call attention to their crippling debt. “It’s dangerous and it’s drastic,” Bhairavi Desai, executive director of the New York Taxi Workers Alliance, said at the time. “And I tell you, we’ve been pushed to that edge.” The taxi drivers fasted for fifteen days before winning their case, causing city officials to renegotiate the amount due to lenders. The Sunrise strikers didn’t immediately win their cause—the environmental initiatives they were battling for didn’t clear Congress at that time, although they were resurrected months later—but they demonstrated the intensity and clarity of their purpose to a broad public and, of course, received plenty of media coverage as a result. “As a person I’m really small, and before, that might have made me feel ineffective,” said Kidus Girma, one of the hunger strikers. “But now I see that a lot of small people add up to something big, and I feel big in my smallness.” Fasting is a demand to be seen and to be heard. It provides a clear answer to the question: “How dedicated are you to your cause?”

“I’m always aware of being a flea near these giants and of my perceived inability to put convincing arguments on the table,” said Stella Jean, a prominent Haitian-Italian designer who undertook a hunger strike in protest at the racism of the fashion industry in February 2023. “I had nothing else left to barter with.” At its most basic, a fast is a refusal to plug one’s mouth with food. But that act can also be a call of sorts. In ancient Ireland, people were “fasted against” or “fasted upon,” as they still are to this day in India. In these cases, fasting becomes a means to leverage power. It opens a portal to a spiritual realm, whose powers can be summoned to aid the faster and to right wrongs (more about this in chapter 5). Throughout recorded history, the weapon of fasting has been adapted according to social need. From premedieval times, it has often signaled a ritual challenge, a drive for independence, becoming a threat to officialdom. It has just as often become a means for self-arbitration, making it a conduit to moral or spiritual power without an intermediary. And it has more recently been associated with tortured attempts to fit cultural ideals, particularly (although not exclusively) among young women.

Many people around the world see a fast as a form of prayer with a strong element of worldly activism—an extra punch. And until the twentieth century, fasting was inseparable from the spiritual well-being of Americans. At numerous points before the turn of the last century, various presidents regularly called for national fasting days in response to moments of crisis. Today, a call for a national fast would be perceived as extreme, smacking of self-hatred and/or theocracy. But perhaps it is time to reconsider that view.



For anyone who embarks on a fast—whether for moral, political, or health-related reasons—the process marks a break in the consumerist narrative, a small but potent rebellion against the inflexible demarcation of our days formed by the steady lockstep march of breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Indoctrination for this regimen begins before we are self-aware. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, instead of feeding infants when they were hungry, breastfeeding mothers were instructed to follow feeding schedules “as rigid as railway timetables.” To a large degree, our meals define our lives.

The faster refuses such direction. The act of fasting is symptomatic of a Bartleby-like decision to refuse reasonable behavior. It won’t stop routine, but impedes it for a bit, signifying a shift and a determined unwillingness to follow standard operating procedure. In its striving toward self-improvement, the fast evokes both St. Paul (“Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”) and the last words of Buddha (“Decay is inherent in all component things. Work out your salvation with diligence”). Fasting signals precedence of mind over matter, demanding careful assessment of the most normal of acts. And because it takes place over an extended period, fasting demands some measure of commitment.

In another sense, fasting allows for room in our bodies, for the inclusion of something new, and for the acceptance of emptiness. It cultivates the presence of an absence. After a time, this absence of food (food that in the normal course of things is first a necessity, then a comfort, then a luxury) enables us to focus on other, less material things. Fasting reveals itself as an exploration of borders and barriers. As Weil understood, with reference to Plato’s concept of metaxu (“between” spaces), barriers imply connection: “Two prisoners whose cells adjoin communicate by knocking on the wall. The wall is the thing which separates them but it is also their means of communication…. Every separation is a link.” The meditative experience induced by long-term fasting links humans who seek to focus on what is relevant and essential the world over and across millennia. Fasting’s effects are replicated in the Hasidic process of hitbodedut, or “self-seclusion”—a search for inner stillness, a fast from the presence of others—as it is in the more common meditation espoused by Buddhist and Hindu teachings. In Arabic, the modern word for fasting is etymologically associated with “standing still.” In English, volume XVI of the Oxford English Dictionary connects “starve” and “stare”—both are credited with possible origins in starren, Old High German for “to be rigid.” Like staring and starving, fasting involves stillness. If you are “steadfast,” you resist. You are strong and you endure.

Is fasting reserved for a select few? I am not particularly fit, as suggested earlier. Anyone in reasonably good shape can go on a fast. There is nothing to boast about here (besides—as St. Jerome says—boasting about fasting is reprehensible). But as fasting comes back into the mainstream discourse, both as part of a focus on well-being and as a reaction to consumerism, it’s worth reconsidering its value and its roots. Fasting reminds us of the virtues of paring back, of not consuming all that we can. There are few more timely messages.

Is it a mark of privilege to fast? Once, it would have been impossible to associate fasting with self-indulgence, but now it has become entwined with self-obsession. Many see fasting as a signifier of luxury, a paradoxical indication of excess. You can only surrender what you already have, as the Greek philosopher Diogenes of Sinope is reported to have observed two millennia ago.

Fasting can be a great unifier, an instant leveler that connects us purely by virtue of being an act accessible to all. This shared experience is another reason that fasting has been adopted by religions and political movements all over the world. Notably, places marked by devastating famine are also often home to ancient fasting traditions. Cultures most commonly associated with fasting include those of Ireland, India, and Ethiopia, where devout Coptic Christians fast intermittently up to 210 days a year. This is not to suggest that the world does not suffer from hunger. In the words of philosophers and fasting advocates Eva Lerat and Sébastien Charbonnier, “malnutrition and starvation are scourges largely orchestrated by our society of overconsumption and profit, and our thinking cannot in any way allow us to minimize the suffering and damage that this entails.” In a society where, by some measures, the largest single component of landfills is food waste and where one-third of all food is lost or wasted, focusing for a time on what we consume versus what we need to consume seems like a perennially beneficial exercise.

The choice to fast is more easily made if you know there will again be food on the other side of the experience. But to my mind, fasting is a sign of strength rather than privilege—a subtle difference, to be sure. A decision to put a hold on eating doesn’t necessarily indicate a surfeit of food. It only means the choice has been made not to eat. That decision is what I intend to explore.

Somewhere in his Book of Five Rings, the seventeenth-century swordsman Miyamoto Musashi writes that an effective warrior moves like a stream that flows over and around rocks. Although I am no warrior, to me, a self-imposed fast—even one that is not followed to the point of no return—is not dissimilar. It is a graceful way to confront immutable circumstance amid the constant battle of existence that sweeps us along. Although it is a distant cousin to suicide in that it is self-abnegation—a willful step away from continuing as things have been and turning one’s face toward finality—limited fasting is closer to what the French call the “little death” of post-orgasm. It is a resetting of consciousness. Given time, the effects largely dissipate: it’s more like a haircut (which is also a flirtation with instruments that could be deadly) than a permanent makeover.

Wellness and weight-loss culture often seem bound up in vanity. Susan Sontag wrote that to think only of oneself is to think of death. Self-obsession means a relentless focus on the decay our bodies inevitably undergo. And while, of course, we all need self-care, the wellness movement’s connection with buying things means it requires dependence on materiality that looks suspiciously like an outgrowth of capitalism. The standard interpretation of the modern mantra “Be kind to yourself” is to stuff yourself and go out and buy things. A prolonged fast, on the other hand, lacks any gimmickry. Fasting demands only your own agency, and it strangely requires the temporary abandonment of what we think we need. It inverts self-obsession, as though the act itself were some kind of Klein bottle—that weirdly impossible object lesson in physics where the outside is inside and vice versa.


[image: Image]
A Klein bottle.



By turning our gaze inward, focusing on the most mundane physical acts over a set period, fasting enables its practitioners to approach, if not achieve, self-erasure—and at the same time, achieve self-empowerment, in an affirmation of the right and ability to self-direction. Even if you fast together with a partner, the act sets you apart. No one else, nothing else is required. There is nothing to exchange but ideas. Not everyone is equipped to benefit from the fasting experience. But fasting’s principles, and what it sparks and what it confronts, are worth everyone’s consideration.



I had been looking for a personal exorcism. I wanted a profound cleansing, a decortication so thorough that it would reach down to my very cells and force them to renew. I didn’t delude myself thinking the process would be curative or permanent or that it would change the world. I simply wanted to shuck my then current mental state in favor of something else, anything else, even if only for a few days.

In March, as the long, cold winter started to give way to signs of spring, I thought to undertake a fast. Not just a day or two—that seemed routine, familiar to anyone who’d observed Lent (Christianity), Ramadan (Islam), Yom Kippur (Judaism), Uposatha (Buddhism), or Ekadashi (Hinduism). But a time long enough to go beyond normal limits, to explore eyebrow-raising territory without inflicting self-harm. And I also wasn’t sure how long I could endure. A few days wouldn’t make the point. A week felt just about right: seven days of real abstinence seemed a statement of some sort, even if it was a statement of significance only to myself. As climbing a mountain is a way for some people to take stock of physical being, a prolonged fast was my attempt to assert a perhaps illusory control over my most immediate surroundings: my own fleshy landscape.

I proposed the fast to my spouse. She agreed, surprised that a commitment to cutting back had come from me. About thirty years ago we had done just such a fast together, in very different circumstances: back then, no national crisis was at hand. We thought of that earlier fast as a test of endurance, as a purging good for the soul. I didn’t remember much about the experience, but I did recall how I felt weak but empowered at its end. That sounded good. I felt enervated as it was and could do with some empowerment.

Although fasting is at its core a private, personal exercise, a partner on the journey seemed crucial, as much for encouragement as for monitoring fidelity to the goal. Alone, I didn’t think I could complete a week without food. After all, it is a major decision to skip a meal, much less a day’s, much less a week’s worth of food. But I knew that it was possible for us to do and likely even healthy. Sheltering in place though we were, I felt as though we were about to embark on a brave adventure.


“There’s hidden sweetness in the stomach’s emptiness.”

—Rumi (trans. Coleman Barks)
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DAY 1, SUNDAY “Spaces Between”: A Visit to the Quietest Place on Earth


We have agreed on ground rules: we aren’t aspiring ascetics, so we have decided we can drink as much water, tea, coffee, and vegetable broth as we want, but no solids. Nothing containing processed sugar. That seems doable. You must work to approach the negative: abstinence requires a commitment. But the beginning is as easy as falling out of an airplane. I just let go, and the world continues without me. I woke up, didn’t eat. Fixed myself a cup of tea. Some stomach pangs, but no other issues. My immediate goal was not to do something, which is rattling. Normally I wake up, get dressed and so on, prepare breakfast and then eat it, clean up after. Steps to a day. But, of course, there are still things to do, just different ones. I seize a bowl of almonds and hustle it out of sight, handling it as if it were radioactive. In the afternoon I suddenly feel wistful about the non-presence of food, letting go of preparing meals and eating them, as though I’m on the deck of an ocean liner pulling away from its berth, watching the city recede, the expanse growing between us. Nothing to do but lean on the railing, wait, and watch. I’ve given myself a gift of time, a space in the day. How much time we spend preparing, cooking, and cleaning up after ourselves! But if I’ve rejected the business of eating, I’ve taken up the business of fasting, and it is an effort. It feels as though the day stretches out to infinity. Yet I’ve only added about three hours, give or take, to do whatever I choose: work, leisure, or errands. I sit and sip tea, staring off into space. I’m busy fasting. The prospect of a week, of just over ten thousand minutes, seems so long right now. We picked a week to balance between the minimal (a day) and the excessive (a month). And it seems attainable. I keep checking my watch. The seconds tick by. Am I building toward something or chipping away at something? In either case, what is it? We don’t exist in stasis in a void. “We are what we eat,” wrote Brillat-Savarin. But in eating nothing, I feel more substantive than ever. My normal perspective is so limited. I feel like someone gasping in amazement at the night sky: Everything seems new, unexplored. But it’s always been there, all around us, waiting.

To all appearances, emptiness and humans do not go well together. Fullness is equated with happiness: a full stomach, a full bank account. To be empty is to be drained. A fundamental antipathy between the void and the human condition exists on both an internal and an external level, and that extends to speech. Remaining still (not necessarily through meditation) and fasting (not necessarily by not eating) are closely related. In fact, remaining still is movement fasting and/or speech fasting.

When I decided to explore fasting, like most of us I focused on its relation to food. It immediately became apparent that the real impact of the presence or absence of food was its use as a metaphor. The equation seems straightforward: you don’t eat, you starve. But that is the beginning of an internal discussion on the power of absence, and that led me to think about fasting in other forms. Something I have rarely practiced, fasting from speech, caught my interest.

If you’ve ever been stuck in an elevator with someone for an extended period, you’ll know that to begin a conversation is obligatory. To refrain from talking to another person when you’re in unexpectedly close proximity for more than a few minutes is just about impossible, particularly in a potentially perilous situation. It wouldn’t be sensible, it wouldn’t be polite, it would be perceived as hostile and strange. Silence threatens because it evokes nonexistence. Beyond silence, withheld speech challenges established structures, which require constant affirmation. All those parades and endless speechifying—the bunting, hymns, and anthems—are not just about spectacle and egos. They create an ethereal edifice without which the establishment crumbles. In recent years, Russian and Chinese dissenters facing imprisonment or worse have waved blank sheets of paper. During the third week of the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, police in Nizhny Novgorod, Yekaterinburg, and Rostov-on-Don arrested anti-war activists who held up such signs. Protesters held empty signs and sheets of paper in Hong Kong in 2020 and in Beijing, Shanghai, and other cities in 2022. If critical words are forbidden, there is nothing to say. And yet saying nothing becomes unacceptable, and an empty sign instantly conveys the substance of an absence. It makes a world of difference to choose this silence: to refrain from engagement is radically different from being prevented from engaging.



One of the quietest places on earth is in the middle of the United States in Minneapolis, in the anechoic chamber at Orfield Labs, an acoustical consulting laboratory. At one point, it held the Guinness record for the quietest place on the planet. The room has a sound level of negative thirteen decibels. By comparison, normal hearing starts at zero decibels. As decibels are measured on a logarithmic scale, each increase or decrease of ten indicates a corresponding exponential tenfold change. The sound of breathing is about ten decibels, and the rustle of leaves is about ten times as loud, twenty decibels.

The room in Minneapolis is so thoroughly sound absorbent that if someone turns away while speaking to you, the high frequencies are stripped out of the voice. Sound waves can’t travel around their head. Your balance is thrown off due to the inability of your senses to calibrate the evenness of the floors and the distance of the walls.

When the chamber was first set up in 1995, an English tabloid claimed that no one could spend more than forty-five minutes in the room alone. “That is not what I told them,” says Steve Orfield, the owner of the lab. From New York, I try to explain my interest in visiting his laboratory. My intention is to explore the connection between fasting and his anechoic chamber. It quickly becomes apparent that Orfield is receptive to the idea. Orfield sees himself as a chronicler of the conflict between the conscious and the unconscious. He brings up the idea of perceptual fasting, the lack of all stimuli. “You experience all sensations at once,” he says. “The only real way to talk about silence is to talk about silence in every modality. Stop thinking about noise as acoustics and start thinking about noise as everything sensory. What happens when people become minimally exposed to their world?” Orfield feels that all sensations have an engineering side and a sensory side. “All humans have is perception,” Orfield tells me. “Nothing else makes sense to our world. Outside of our human perception all we have are dreams.”

For an engineer, Orfield has an atypically spiritual view of the chamber. He claims that it sends people on a kind of souped-up path to meditation, which he calls “transcendent.” He has a gnomic, sage-like air. “You can feel what’s going on, you can know what’s going on, but you can no longer express what’s going on, in the words of Joseph Campbell,” Orfield says. With a near-absence of complexity—of any true signaling—our brain lacks reference points.

The room was built to test the sound levels of various commercial products, and it still is used to test, say, people’s responses to the sound level of a certain dishwasher. As word of its existence has leaked out, Orfield has had so many inquiries that he eventually opened it up to tours. Silence is a rare and valuable commodity, even as it challenges us. He tells me that the longest anyone has stayed in the room is two hours. In an arbitrary bit of goal setting, I opt to match the record. It seems hubris to try to outdo this span. It is an odd sort of record in any case—a kind of resolute nonachievement.

Orfield is indignant about the loss of his lab’s status in the record books. In 2015, the top accolades for silence went to Building 87 at Microsoft’s Redmond campus, which claimed negative 20.6 decibels. Orfield says that he was told “in confidence” by an unnamed technician involved in the record switch that the Microsoft measurement was a one-time spike, whereas Orfield’s anechoic chamber sustained its negative reading over a period of ten minutes. I’m happy to side with the little guy.



A “moment of silence” in the day marks a memorial. It is a solemn gravestone in the quotidian bustle. “Silence is suspect,” writes communication theorist Roy Christopher. It is a choice, like fasting from food. Our own silence is bearable, but the extended silence of a mass of people is a heavy weight that seems inexplicable and even terrifying. It is the sense of something pending, of time frozen, of an unnatural state. Hell is not others, as Sartre told us—hell is being deprived of others. Dogs, cats, and virtual analysts can almost fill the need, but what we really live for is the active assessment of our fellow humans.

Unfairly or not, for some the discussion over silence has become a question of gentrification. In “Let Brooklyn Be Loud,” an article in the Atlantic, Xochitl Gonzalez opined that “living is loud and messy, but residing? Residing is silent business.” Gonzalez went on to argue that making noise is a cultural and political decision, connecting it with youth, diversity, and general rebellion against stultifying authority. But authority is loud and overbearing, and the individual… at least less so.

When we’re together our instinct is to make noise. We instinctively shrink away from doing nothing. According to one study at the University of Virginia, “most people seem to prefer to be doing something rather than nothing, even if that something is negative.” A good number of that 2014 study’s participants (67 percent of the men and 25 percent of the women) preferred physical pain to merely sitting unmolested for fifteen minutes. “What is striking,” wrote the scientists, “is that simply being alone with their own thoughts for fifteen minutes was apparently so aversive that it drove many participants to self-administer an electric shock that they had earlier said they would pay to avoid.” The researchers found that it was not a matter of people thinking negative thoughts about themselves or their personal situations: the problem seemed to be more that the subjects discovered they had to be both “ ‘script-writer’ and an ‘experiencer’; that is, they had to choose a topic to think about (‘I’ll focus on my upcoming summer vacation’), decide what would happen (‘Okay, I’ve arrived at the beach, I guess I’ll lie in the sun for a bit before going for a swim’), and then mentally experience those actions.” Taking complete responsibility for our actions can be an overwhelming burden. And focusing on nothing, or attempting to do so, apparently rarely occurs to us. It takes effort and conscious decision-making to be still.

And yet the basic need for stillness seems to be a matter of quantifiable well-being. A recent article in New Scientist detailed how sensory deprivation sessions—which of course involve near-absolute silence—decrease “activity in the default mode network (DMN), a collection of brain regions that are active when the brain is at rest or not involved in a particular task.” As with so much else involving fasting, these results are counterintuitive. Why would activity in this area of the brain, which comes to life precisely when we are resting, drop when sensory input is tamped down? “Rumination, stress and anxiety”—basically what characterizes most of the bustling humans I know—overwhelm the mind’s communication network. High levels of activity in the DMN are associated with schizophrenia and “negative, self-referential information” that results in depression. With a limited period of self-enforced near absence, such as intense meditation, “internal mind chatter” diminishes, allowing the nervous system to reset.

It is easy to place loudness on the side of rebels. Noise distracts and disrupts. But so can silence, and silence carries a mystery, power, and permanence that noise can never match, for all its physicality. Silence is not nothing. The universe may have started with a bang, but stillness is the real hard work of ongoing creation. It is also a threat to the establishment. “To rest in a DreamSpace is a red brick through the glass window of capitalism,” writes Tricia Hersey of the Nap Ministry in Rest Is Resistance: A Manifesto. “I want our intentional rest to scream at oppression on a bullhorn, then emerge soft and full.” Unlike noise, silence is a cohesive unit. It’s why we say the silence is “broken” when noise intrudes. Silence descends, like a blanket. It seems to me that living can also be quiet, and that the cultural debate over noise has more to do with perceptions of power—of needing to be heard. What is labeled “noise” and what is essential to living depends on who is doing the defining. Just as someone has a right to speak her mind, she also has a right to be quiet, and to experience quiet. This argument has been going on for a long time: the elder Babylonian gods had their contemplation disrupted by the noisy younger Babylonian gods, who in turn were irritated beyond measure by their raucous creations, the humans, and so determined to rid the earth of their presence. The result was the Flood, “roaring like a bull, the clouds bellowing, the winds howling….”

Ultimately, noise and silence are connected. Just as creation needs absence, noise and silence come full circle and meet. Roy Christopher observes: “A constant sound can seem like a kind of silence, receding into the background of your consciousness until it stops abruptly, leaving true silence, or until it is accompanied by a louder sound, splitting the heard world in two. Hearing, in a cognitive sense, is less about being able to detect sounds than it is being able to tell the difference between these vibrations.”



Orfield Labs is a low, ivy-covered building on a silent side street. The building was once the home of Studio 80, one of the great recording studios of the Midwest. Bob Dylan recorded part of the album Blood on the Tracks here, and Prince and Cat Stevens also recorded in the studio. The 1980 disco classic “Funkytown” by Lipps Inc. was crafted in its studios. It’s on the National Register of Historic Places. Now it is best known for its prodigious output of silence, thanks to the anechoic chamber that Orfield arranged to have transported to his laboratory in the late 1980s from Chicago, where it had formerly been used in research by the Sunbeam Corporation, a manufacturer of household appliances (“Lighter… higher… finer textured cakes!”).

Upon entering the concrete, bunker-like building, a visitor is greeted with an artwork that says “White Silence Is Violence.” “Here’s the adventurer,” Orfield says when we first meet. I smile wanly. He escorts me to the anechoic chamber, which is located deep within the laboratory in a specially constructed extension of the original building. The bunker-within-a-bunker is windowless, not quite bare, but bizarre, unlike any room I’ve seen before. It doesn’t seem large, about eight by ten by twelve feet, but appearances deceive: the thickness of its walls, floor, and ceiling comes close to doubling its interior volume. Three tractor trailers were required to move the heavy walls and door, insulation, springs, and related padding from its original home. The walls are punctuated by thick foam wedges made from fiberglass, placed there to trap sound waves. A plain metal desk chair sits at the center; bare bulbs hang from the ceiling. Wooden particleboard suspended on airline cables serves as the floor. It bounces slightly as I walk across it, as though I’m traversing a stiff trampoline. The combined effect is destabilizing in the extreme. From its name on down, the anechoic chamber recalls the setting for a horror movie. It’s not a “room”: it’s a portal to something else.

Mike Role, the pony-tailed laboratory manager, shows me how to open the massive, three-foot-thick door, “in case you panic.” Why would I panic? He tells me he plans to turn off the lights—not something I’d considered. It will be as complete a sensory fast as I can imagine, and for two hours. I practice opening the metal-lined door, which requires bracing myself against the floor and pulling with both hands. I focus on remembering the exit’s position relative to the chair so that when the moment of panic comes, before the dark thoroughly digests me, I can shoot straight for the door. I settle myself in the chair with a small notebook on my lap and a pen in my hand, and then Role says, “See you in a couple of hours.” He swings the door shut (it makes no sound that I can hear) and the lights go out.

At first there is a big smile on my face. At last, I am traveling on the highway to emptiness, a “going from something towards nothing.” My second thought is that I won’t make it. I’ve seen too many scary movies, and I fear hallucinating. A phantom hand on my shoulder, something brushing against my leg. What if I get a cramp? It is pitch-black, so black I can’t see my hand an inch from my face, so black there is no difference between eyes open and eyes closed. After a few minutes, the numbers on my watch start to glow faintly—something I’d never before noticed that they did—and I remove it from my wrist and place it face down on the floor. Silence and darkness weigh on me.

I feel a light pressure blanketing my body. The air itself seems heavier. Of course, there is no pressure—we experience sound pressure as loudness, and there is none, less than none. What I perceive is what my mind tells me I should be perceiving: that pressure is increasing. In the dark, I kick off my shoes. They make an oddly muffled sound as they hit the wooden floor, as though they were very far away. There is no sound other than what I bring to the story. The iconoclastic composer, poet, and mycologist John Cage, who also spent time in an anechoic chamber, wrote that sounds occur whether or not we purposefully create them, but it is only in conscious silence that we discover our connection to everything around us. That’s my goal. But at first I can’t sit still. I fidget, I whisper to myself; the words die, as though smothered by the heavy silence.

Cage, whose anarchic inclinations reverberate throughout his work, felt that humans were addicted to “controlling” sound, and that giving up that control opens us to new paths of processing information, perhaps even comprehension. Rejecting control means embracing creativity, and it is only through creativity that the world, or a portion of the world, can be deciphered. “What we require is silence; but what silence requires is that I go on talking.” It is only through sound that we measure silence. Often, when I’m waiting at a New York City street corner for the light to change, shoulder to shoulder with other silent, stock-still pedestrians, who are also engulfed by the flow of traffic—the honking of horns and the roar of cars, trucks, and buses—I remark to myself on the absolute stillness of the people around me, all of us standing motionless, staring straight ahead as though frozen in place. The light changes and we spring to life, charging across the intersection.

Now I take several deep breaths, in through my nose, out through my mouth. The “box”: five seconds in, hold for five, out for five, rest, repeat. The oxygen courses through my body and I start to relax, undergoing what Orfield calls “perceptual adaptation.” I consider analogies—not lying in bed at night, that’s too physical an experience, with light and noises from the street percolating in and the sensation of sheets covering me—but here I can imagine sitting on a chair at the bottom of the sea, miles down. Except with oxygen. The HVAC is turned off, but Role has assured me I won’t suffocate.

In the dark, without any mechanism for gauging the passage of time, I am unmoored. I push off from the sea bottom, and, as I once did, I swim deep under the ocean’s surface to where the ground drops away. I am suspended over a dark, bottomless abyss, and see only shades of darkness in every direction and hear the sound of my own breathing. Floating through the void. I wave my arms, trying to stir the dark as though it were water. I separate my scattered thoughts by heavy lines on the paper and trace the indentations with my finger. I scrawl blindly in my notebook: Waiting to stop waiting. Impatience is my problem. As I see less, I perceive more clearly. It’s all about measurement: how much I hear, how little; how much I consume, how little. The monotony of no measure provided by fasting is a barrier-erasing gift. How much I need to eat, how much I think I need to eat. How much running makes you a runner? How little I notice. Much later I come across this apposite quote by W. G. Sebald in The Rings of Saturn, where he muses on the writing of the seventeenth-century essayist Thomas Browne: “The greater the distance, the clearer the view: one sees the tiniest of details with the utmost clarity. It is as if one were looking through a reversed opera glass and through a microscope at the same time. And yet, says Browne, all knowledge is enveloped in darkness. What we perceive are no more than isolated lights in the abyss of ignorance, in the shadow-filled edifice of the world.”

Something and nothing need each other, as Cage observes. Mystics through the ages have sought to free themselves of material stuffing and to stuff themselves instead with the holiness of indescribable nothingness. Cage cites Meister Eckhart, the thirteenth-century German mystic, quoting a somewhat copulocentric meditation at the end of “Lecture on Something”: “Earth has no escape from heaven: flee she up or flee she down, heaven still invades her, energizing her, fructifying her, whether for her weal or for her woe.” “Heaven” lies before us all, whether we want it or not, Eckhart seems to say. And with absence, something new arrives.

Hunger de-genders us. It not only takes us out of our social contexts, it can transform our bodies; and that may not amount to de-gendering so much as re-gendering. Literary scholar Maud Ellmann cites Wole Soyinka’s account, writing on his fifth week of a hunger strike in a Nigerian prison: “ ‘I made a strange discovery this morning,’ he reports. ‘I’m pregnant.’ His lower belly, he explains, has swollen up as if he had ‘secreted a large egg just beneath the skin’ to fill the corresponding chasm in his trousers.” This curious passage lends heft to psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva’s assertion of appropriated motherhood by Christian mystics such as Eckhart, St. Bernard, and St. Augustine, all of whom are associated with fasting (although both Eckhart and Augustine make the case for moderation). Kristeva argues that the mystics “assimilated” Mary to Christ, and in effect appropriated the Immaculate Conception by filling themselves with devotion to Jesus, becoming his “lover.” They placed worship of the Virgin Mary and its “beliefs with pagan roots” at the heart of Christianity, sometimes in opposition to the official dogma of the Church.

Strength, growth, creativity are derived from absence, but too much isolation destabilizes us. Loners are oddities, or wild philosophers (like Cage), whose pronouncements are alternately absurd and frightening. We are social animals, and derive our sense of worth from interactions with others: Aristotle reminds us that “We hold that a friend is one of the greatest goods and that friendlessness and isolation are most dreadful.” Without the support of other humans—struts to bolster us against the vacuity of existence—we become unbalanced. Exile is a basic punishment founded on biological hardwiring. To chastise misbehavior, we send children to stand alone facing a corner, to ponder horrible misdeeds, but more than that to signal a temporary banishment from human society.

What is key to the fasting process is asserting our agency. Stripped of our volition, missing that crucial act of decision-making, the empowering fast-from-others becomes destructive, and we undergo a rapid decline. A UK study involving more than 460,000 participants found that if an elderly person lives alone, chances of dementia dramatically increase. Gray matter volume—the outermost layer of the brain, which contains a high concentration of neuronal cells—falls. In prison, solitary confinement is universally recognized as extreme punishment. Prisoners kept in solitary for any amount of time have a higher rate of recidivism than ones kept in the general population. Upon release, they also have consistently higher rates of overdoses, homicide, and suicide. In 2020, the United Nations’ special rapporteur on torture called for a global ban on solitary confinement longer than two weeks. Even shorter periods can be devastating.

And in the vast social experiment that accompanied the COVID era, when more people were required to confine themselves to their immediate living space than at any time in history, drug overdoses reached record highs, as did teen suicides. Humans are typical social creatures in not only thriving on companionship, but needing it to stay sane: in some places, it is illegal to own only one guinea pig, and many research laboratories mandate a minimum number of mice for an experiment—not to increase statistical reliability, but so the mice don’t lose their little minds. To be conscious is to be conscious in relation to something else, and our consciousness is defined by these interactions.

Collectively or individually, humans are agents of change. We don’t often sit still. Our inclination is anti-entropic—to do something, to exercise, to slim down, to educate ourselves. That puts us in opposition with the guiding principle of the universe, as theoretical physicist Carlo Rovelli explains in The Order of Time and elsewhere. Rovelli suggests that things do not proceed on fullness, but on emptiness. Fullness is the anomaly. We believe that we are proceeding to a summit, but all along we are winding down together with everything else. This is not necessarily a cause for mourning: it is simply the way of things. But recognition of entropy can also impart clarity, even insight. It is only through the dissolution of structures that new ones can arise. Stoics and quantum physicists agree when they tell us that death, emptiness, and the passage of time should not be the source of paralyzing fear and instead need to be appreciated and understood to the degree that we are able to muster understanding.

Is it presumptuous to associate being alive with relentless activity? What if stillness—a lack of activity and a lack of processing—are just as necessary to life, inspiring us to new, more productive ways of being and thinking, even as we are contained within a failing system? I am brought to mind of the “spaces between the joints” of the Zhuangzi, the third century BCE Chinese text essential to Daoism, an antecedent to Zen Buddhism. The heroes of the Zhuangzi are not noble warriors or fierce prophets assailing moral decadence. Nor are they hermits. They are often modest but tremendously skilled craftspeople, at once inward-looking and drawing profound lessons from the environment in which they live.

The so-called inner chapters of the Zhuangzi, which scholars have labeled the most ancient text—over the centuries, it was added to by succeeding poets—appear to have been written by an otherwise unheralded philosopher, Master Zhuang, a minor official of the lacquer garden (lacquer in ancient China being tapped from trees of the species Toxicodendron vernicifluum to coat objects with a fine glaze). The Zhuangzi comprises a series of anecdotes and apothegms that in its whole is anti-bureaucratic, deeply poetic, and often slyly humorous. And it is in some respects subversive; it extolls the “use of uselessness” and criticizes traditional notions of worth.

In many ways, the Zhuangzi articulates arguments for fasting, particularly “heart fasting,” or “fasting of the mind.” Even its consistent references to Confucius as a source of authority for its anecdotes are a mark of its radical nature, because the book’s message counters Confucian ideals of practicality and ways of accumulating knowledge. In chapter 4, “In the World of Men,” Yan Hui—who was a favorite disciple of Confucius, according to the historical record—approaches the master, asking for advice. He is planning to travel to the palace of an intemperate ruler to attempt to steer him away from bad policies. Confucius counsels against doing so. After analyzing his disciple’s various strategies and predicting their disastrous consequences, he tells Yan Hui that he should make a visit to the ruler, but to be an effective adviser, he must fast beforehand. Yan Hui responds that his family is poor, and he hasn’t drunk wine or eaten anything substantial for months, so a fast is not called for. Confucius explains: “That is the fasting one does before a sacrifice, not the fasting of the mind…. Don’t listen with your ears, listen with your mind. No, don’t listen with your mind, but listen with your spirit. Listening stops with the ears, the mind stops with recognition, but spirit is empty and waits for all things. The Way gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the fasting of the mind.” Yan Hui then says that before he had heard from his master he was certain of his identity, but now “there is no more Hui.” Confucius at last appears to approve of his disciple’s conclusion: it is only with a suppression of self, a “fasting of the mind,” that wisdom may be attained and then shared. “You have heard of the knowledge that knows, but you have never heard of the knowledge that does not know.”

The anecdote of Cook Ding and Lord Wenhui from chapter 3, “The Secret of Caring for Life,” also provides spiritual food for the faster. Lord Wenhui marvels at Cook Ding’s ox-cutting skills, and the cook replies:


I’ve had this knife of mine for nineteen years and I’ve cut up thousands of oxen with it, and yet the blade is as good as though it had just come from the grindstone. There are spaces between the joints, and the blade of the knife has really no thickness. If you insert what has no thickness into such spaces, then there’s plenty of room—more than enough for the blade to play about in. That’s why after nineteen years, the blade of my knife is still as good as when it first came from the grindstone.



The cook inhabits “the space between,” the place where the blade meets no resistance and thus has no wear after years of use. Entropy has no domain there, and yet it is the place of creation and productivity. Like Plato’s metaxu or the notion of tzimtzum—first put forth by the sixteenth-century Kabbalist scholar Isaac Luria—the space between is sacred because of its purity. Luria posits that once God had created the earth, he withdrew, and it was his very withdrawal—his absence—that made room for an alternative: the imperfection that is our world. (This concept of a “clockmaker God,” who created, then stepped away from the world, was taken up by the Deists, of whom Thomas Paine and Benjamin Franklin were prominent advocates.) It is only by stepping back, by withholding Perfection, that God allows life with all of its inconsistencies and finities to flourish.



Sound… There it is. A faint rushing noise that I am later told is the blood flowing through my veins. I turn my head, and the bones in my neck grind audibly. I make a face, a grin, a grimace, and I hear the crinkle and crackle of skin. I hear a rustling, as though of wrapping paper: it is the sound of my eyelids opening and closing. In here, butterflies would thunder through the air. I roll my eyes in their sockets, but to my slight disappointment I can’t hear them shift; that’s a level beyond. There is a universe of tiny sounds I’ve been missing, that I’ll always miss. Solitude and silence are our destinations. But there is no such thing as silence. Cage again. We can’t turn off our listening. In Zero Decibels, the writer George Michelsen Foy hypothesizes that this constant “on” mode is an evolutionary legacy of our distant ancestors’ water-bound days: “We listen like fish, as if everything in our soundscape, potentially at least, were a matter of life and death. We listen so hard, in fact, that our brain no longer allows for the possibility of silence.”

I gingerly lower myself to the wood floor. I stretch out and try to embrace the darkness, to let it overtake me. I open my eyes wide and stare… at nothing. I have no sense of how long I’ve been here—ten minutes? twenty?—but I feel comfort beyond comfort. I’ve gone beyond settling in, and am content in my shell of nonengagement. Not thinking about myself and my relation to the world is freeing. After what seems much too short a time, Role soundlessly pushes open the door. Steve Orfield is there as well in the doorway, and greets me. Two hours, gone in a flash. I am truly amazed: I was just getting going. I emerge into the maelstrom of sensations.

The contrast is not what I anticipated. I’d thought that leaving the chamber after two hours in its near-total dark and silence would be a shock, like waking up after a bad night’s sleep, like climbing out of a grave, and that I would stumble around while my zombie brain tried to get up to speed. I am mildly surprised at how calm, collected, and alert I feel. I am absolutely refreshed. I don’t feel sleepy at all. Orfield has witnessed this reaction many times before. But while relatively brief periods spent in isolation seem to soothe the harried soul, longer periods derail us, sometimes permanently.

Orfield debriefs me in his wood-paneled, 1980s-cool office, complete with thick carpeting. “Most of our lives, we live in pattern behavior, not as conscious observers,” Orfield says. He explains that it is impossible to absorb and analyze even a fraction of what we sense—we perceive a very small portion of what’s going on around us. To protect ourselves from the bombardment of sensations, we’ve developed a thick shield of automatic behavior: automaticity. That covers complicated, common maneuvers like knitting or reading, but it also extends to things like breathing or the feel of a cotton shirt on our skin. The process of learning is the process of applying perception, but it is also automaticity: losing awareness of some sensations and embracing others.

The French philosophers Eva Lerat and Sébastien Charbonnier recently observed, as part of a book-length rumination on fasting, that the more one is performative, the less one is conscious; and the less one is conscious, the less one is creative. They cite the work of Australian researcher Allan Snyder, director of the University of Sydney’s Centre for the Mind, who has shown that once the brain recognizes that a certain experience is repeated, it speedily automates its own functions and the body’s reactions to that experience. Once automatization is put into place, the brain favors these information-processing highways over inventiveness. By contrast, after barely five minutes of a log-out from certain parts of the brain—via “transcranial magnetic stimulation”—a person can once again become capable of appreciating the novelty of a repetitive situation and can therefore invent new solutions for how to react to them. What does this have to do with fasting? Fasting allows us to log out of our automated behavior and to consider familiar situations with a fresh perspective.

Without leaving room for emptiness, we never grow. To converse in a language, you need to memorize the vocabulary, but you also need to be able to respond to a question with minimal hesitation. The same holds true for the language of stillness. I don’t speak it; I don’t really understand it. I think all I can do, or anyone can do, is observe it from afar, as though it’s an island ringed by towering cliffs, unapproachable from our little storm-tossed boats.

The idea that “silence is violence” may indeed be true in the presence of moral outrages. We’re reminded not to be “divisive,” but this reprimand can be a method to quash dissent. Noise, however, is often both the by-product of violence and even its root cause, as studies show. For example, in 2022, Danish noise researchers at Aarhus University examined towns around Frankfurt Airport. They found that a 4.1 decibel increase in noise pollution “causes a 6.6% increase” in violent crime.

And, of course, prolonged exposure to noise is bad for your health: hypertension, hearing loss, and even diabetes can result. Levels of cortisol—a stress hormone that also stimulates eating—soar in loud environments. Over time, as the body’s baseline cortisol level increases, a slew of problems result. Blood sugar and blood pressure levels rise, and the immune system is weakened. Numerous studies draw a direct line between cardiovascular dangers and traffic noise: too much noise is bad for the heart. In 2011, for example, the World Health Organization reported that “at least one million healthy life years are lost every year from traffic-related noise in the western European countries, including the EU Member States.” Their researchers found that excessive noise was second only to air pollution as an environmental problem, increasing the risk of cardiovascular disorders and high blood pressure. As the U.S. Army has long known, being assailed by loud noise is a weapon that devastates concentration and leaves little evidence on its victims. It was used on prisoners in Guantánamo Bay and elsewhere, and regularly employed by U.S. forces in Iraq and Afghanistan as a means of subjugation. Ruhal Ahmed, a former Guantánamo Bay detainee who was forced to endure extended bouts of extreme, pounding noise, said: “You’re in agony…. It makes you feel like you are going mad.” (Ahmed was released without charges in 2004.) As one journalist present during Russian shelling in the Donbas region of Ukraine put it, the sound of the firepower was as terrifying as the explosions themselves, and effective over a greater range: “As the volume increases, so do the chaos, misery, death, and fear. You cannot experience such fatal noise without instinctively grasping its purpose, which is to brutalize psychically as well as physically—to demoralize and stupefy.” Throughout the report of the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence on the CIA’s use of torture in the post-9/11 years—once designated “TOP SECRET NOFORN” (“NOFORN” is military-speak for “not releasable to foreign nationals,” presumably meaning the facts are so embarrassing as to be a national security issue)—blaring music is documented as being conjoined with bright lights or no lights, isolation, and dietary manipulation “to enhance a sense of helplessness.” Unpredictable noise drains us of our volition. One of the brain’s jobs is to discern patterns in the jumble of things in which we are immersed, and when faced with chaos that overwhelms, it closes in on itself and starts to shut down. On the flip side, controlled, limited sessions of silence have been shown to improve healing. They can lower blood pressure and appear to stimulate brain growth. “Fortune and blessing gather where there is stillness,” says the Zhuangzi.

Silence doesn’t imply aloneness. Even bouts of silence are most effective within a community. The key is moderation, as any Stoic, Confucian, or Epicurean could tell you, and as later practitioners of asceticism came to appreciate. At the height of the Renaissance, Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, reportedly spent seven hours a day in silent prayer. During meals he never spoke, although it was not strictly forbidden in the rules of the order he founded. Instead, he listened to whatever was said, and presumably meditated on the food, which sustained his body and mind. Focus, and consequently perception, requires absence. When we reject automaticity, we move from pattern behavior to vigilance, and we then start processing how we perceive things. “In order to make a signal clear, you either up the signal or dampen the background,” says Orfield. “Everything is about signal-to-noise ratio, whether it’s sound or sight. Everything is about how much contrast is in the background. In the chamber you were getting rid of cognitive complexity and taking inventory of what you already have.”

The Jesuits were great admirers of asceticism, as long as it was Christian-based: in 1601, the Jesuit Luis de Guzmán published his two-volume Historia de las misiones de los religiosos de la Compañía de Jesús en India, China y Japón. In it he documents the yamabushi (“worshippers of the mountains”). These were ascetic, self-isolating monks, followers of the syncretic religion Shugendō, a crossover religion mixing Buddhism, Taoism, and Shintoism that emerged in the mountains of central Japan roughly 1,200 years ago. The yamabushi seem to have had much in common with the desert saints revered in early Christianity. They lived with few possessions, fasted extensively, and pushed themselves to extreme physical limits, devoting themselves to meditation, studying, and guiding pilgrims to mountain temples. In Guzmán’s eyes, however, they were “entirely devoted to the service of Satan.” In the same areas of Japan, particularly devout Buddhist ascetics practiced sokushinbutsu (“Buddha in the living body”), which involved fasting to the point of death to achieve enlightenment, striving to become a Buddha without having to undergo reincarnation. In the process, they aimed to become a self-mummified corpse. Twenty such revered corpses are scattered throughout Japan (subsequent investigations of sokushinbutsu in the 1960s revealed that “mummification took place by artificial means, rather than occurring naturally”). To this day, Japanese followers of Tendai Buddhism keep the related practice of kaihōgyō alive, a one-thousand-day-long period of harsh ascetic training that includes nine consecutive days of fasting from food, liquids, and sleep known as doiri. Since the nineteenth century, only fifty people are known to have successfully completed the trial.

In the later chapters of the Zhuangzi, prescriptions for earthly enlightenment are more specific. The scholarly consensus is that, in Talmudic fashion, they were added to the book long after Master Zhuang by anonymous writers, but they retain much of the poetic (and political) impact of the earlier segments. A passage in chapter 19, “Mastering Life,” begins with a carver of bell stands who is being praised for his extraordinary skill. The bell-stand carver explicitly connects fasting to the mastery of his craft. He explains:


When I am going to make a bell stand, I never let it wear out my energy. I always fast in order to still my mind. When I have fasted for three days, I no longer have any thought of congratulations or rewards, of titles or stipends. When I have fasted for five days, I no longer have any thought of praise or blame, of skill or clumsiness. And when I have fasted for seven days, I am so still that I forget I have four limbs and a form and body. By that time, the ruler and his court no longer exist for me. My skill is concentrated and all outside distractions fade away. After that, I go into the mountain forest and examine the Heavenly nature of the trees. If I find one of superlative form, and I can see a bell stand there, I put my hand to the job of carving; if not, I let it go. This way I am simply matching up “Heaven” with “Heaven.”



Notably, the wood-carver’s fasting does not remove his consciousness to another realm. It opens a door, allowing him to retrieve something transcendent and bring it into this world. By asserting the irrelevance of worldly cares in the form of the court and honors, by freeing him from the limiting demands of his ego, and finally by allowing him to shuck his corporeal self, fasting allows the wood-carver to approach selflessness and the sublime. With the serenity brought about by fasting, he can “match up” the divine pulse he perceives in the trees with the divine pulse of his innate creative power and unite these forces in the present, in the form of his craft. His dip into the pool of self-improvement (“in order to still” his mind) results in clarity, a truer relationship with his environment that enables him to pull a bit of heaven to earth. Like Michelangelo, who famously wrote that he had only to free a statue from the marble that encased it, our carver “finds” a bell stand. He releases it into the world: he does not create it alone; he taps into an otherworldly energy. The wood-carver here recounts the transformation of an ordinary person into an instrument of grace. Like Cook Ding, once the artist frees himself from spurious demands and accepted doctrine (as “Confucius” enjoins Yan Hui to do), he becomes purely reactive to his environment and is able to access the “spaces between.”



In 1615, the Jesuit Heribert Rosweyde translated a collection of sayings (known as “apophthegmata”) of the fourth century CE “Desert Fathers” from a mid-sixth-century Latin collection that was in turn translated from a now-lost Greek source. Leaving aside for the moment the sexualization of desert asceticism, The Sayings of the Fathers has a number of striking parallels to the Zhuangzi in terms of both format and content. It regularly features a sage who admonishes “an old man” who is otherwise convinced of his rectitude. For example: “They said of one old man that he ate no bread and drank little water for fifty years. And he said: ‘I have destroyed lust and greed and vanity.’ ” But Abba Abraham questions the old man, and concludes he has killed neither lust, nor greed, nor vanity, but only “imprisoned” them. The “passions are alive: only in some measure holy men have got them chained.” Another in the long procession of pious old men muses that he “should shut [him]self in his cell, see no one, and eat every other day.” Abba Ammon explains that it wouldn’t profit him. “Stay in your cell, and eat a little every day, keeping always in your heart the words of… the Gospel, and you can be saved.” Extreme measures, even if well-intentioned, rarely do us any good.

Fasting can be a tool to help us contemplate our situation. It is precisely because an embrace of emptiness is going against our nature that so many of us, contrary and fidgety beings that we are, are tempted to do just that. There is no better way to explore the power of one’s mind than to deny the body’s imperative. Body-based distractions are welcome, soothing, and necessary. But the core truth of our lives as brief biological flashes, and correspondingly of even a rock as nothing more than “an extended event” in Rovelli’s awe-inspiring image, is lost when we are worrying about social interactions, our next meal, or the buzz of traffic.
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DAY 2, MONDAY Ascetic Roots 1: The Greeks, Buddha, and Their Legacies


Slept well last night—certainly no worse, and probably better, than usual. Actually feel better today. I dreamed I held a head of lettuce in my hand, took one lone leaf and stuffed it in my mouth, then remembered the fast—in the dream—and rushed to spit it out. I feel I’m moving from being obsessed with the physical absence of food—being hungry—to thinking about what being hungry means. Only two days. Did morning exercises, no apparent change in endurance. Drank a couple mugs of tea. Stomach growling in afternoon, but just making a bit of noise, not uncomfortable. C. caught me staring blankly into space, something she says I don’t normally do. It occurs to me I am dissipating. In physics, dissipation is what happens when energy is lost through conversion to heat. We participate in this process from the moment we are born, and by not refueling I am cooling down more rapidly: going from hot (full) to cool, both metaphorically and literally. I am not only stepping back from human society, I am stepping back from interaction with the world. Digesting food heats us up. Fasting is entropic, relying as it does on absence. A. cooked a delicious-smelling lunch of soba noodles and scallions. I made a point of chatting with her as she ate. My mouth didn’t water from longing for a bite and I was perfectly fine, able to focus on the conversation. Wonder if sense of smell is heightened. Certain scents (lemon, toothpaste, coffee, chocolate) are piercing. The lone lemon sitting in a basket on our table calls out to my olfactory senses as though it were a Klaxon. From a sociobiological POV, the increasing intensity of sensation makes sense: my poor body is trying to alert my mind to the proximity of sustenance. Pleased not to find myself longing for a bite (not that I’d have minded). Biked a mile or so to the eye doctor and back. There was little traffic in the streets, although one driver did manage to swerve perilously close. He had to make a real effort to do so, almost as though he were targeting me. Home, lot of gum chewing. Perhaps a bit edgy. By end of day I have nothing left in me to offer the NYC sewer system. Wouldn’t mind a glass of wine to soothe the nerves.


“Nothing is enough for the person to whom what is enough is (too) little.”

— Epicurus, Vatican Sayings



Making a conscious decision to abstain—to turn away from the mundane—allows us to determine our boundaries. As children, we hold our breath underwater for as long as we can. When we surface, the first intake of air is a little victory. The source of our exultation comes from recognition that we have successfully defied the most basic biological process. In the same way, we inwardly cheer our mastery over our bodies when we manage to do something as spectacular as climb a mountain or as subtle as sitting perfectly still for five minutes.

Fasting is often interpreted as abstinence from food: asceticism, in essence the practice of living lean, involves both abstinence and fasting. While you certainly don’t have to be an ascetic to fast, fasting is an ascetic practice. “Asceticism” takes its root from the ancient Greek askēsis, which comes from the verb meaning “to work,” “to train,” or “to honor.” The origins of the word are connected with effort, with decision-making. It is voluntary, like fasting. You can’t accidentally become an ascetic. To strip down requires a commitment, an active determination to redirect yourself. Fasting was the most visible commitment of such piety, but it was not necessarily an indicator of passivity. In the Iliad, the champion Achilles rejects the food and drink urged on him by stomach-driven Odysseus in favor of “slaughter and blood and the rattle in the throats of the dying.” The fast of Achilles after the death of his companion Patroclus is a furious sacrifice to the gods, one made out of sorrow and introspection, a turning away from worldly concerns. Some scholars have said that this marks Achilles as extreme, but that may be reflective of modern prejudice against fasting. To me, his enthusiasm for carnage seems better evidence of extremism.

By denying physical pleasures, the cleansing fast becomes preparation for the purity of battle, a step toward a heroic ideal. Similarly, in eleventh-century Japan, the Buddhist monk Osho prepared himself for self-immolation by “eating only pine needles and drinking rainwater.” This was the quiet prelude to a fiery finale that linked the realms of the enlightened and the samsaric (the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth).

A desire to approach the incorruptible lies at the core of asceticism. It presumes a connection between body, intellect, and the possibility of betterment. In this light, a fast is akin to a prayer. It is a positive action, not a retreat from the world so much as it is a turn toward the metaphysical, a shift from presence to transcendence that also can demand that the divine’s attention be drawn back to this world. (In its intellectual retreat from the physical, metaphysics itself suggests a kind of fasting.) Asceticism requires, at its most basic level, a conscious application of the will to abstain from luxuries, but also from common comforts or physical necessities such as food, drink, sex, and even sleep. A sacrifice is an offering made holy, a privation by the self. Only a commitment on that level approaches the ascetic. This privation takes place on two levels, one social and the other personal.

In the West, asceticism has its formal origins in 2,500-year-old Greek philosophy. Modern conferences and “celebrity ascetics” demonstrate the enduring appeal. Asceticism has evolved over time—there was no first ascetic; it is a characteristic, a tradition, rather than a formal school. There were undoubtedly Stone Age ascetics: the presence of luxuries in the form of a little extra food, or a seashell necklace, suggests not only their intermittency but also the possibility of voluntarily refusing them. There is no “one size fits all” asceticism, but its intellectual rationale is associated first with Pythagoras, who is said to have fasted for forty days before his admittance to the Theban “school of mysteries.” He subsequently recommended fasting to his followers. Socrates and Herodotus were also advocates.

The Greeks saw the divine manifested in each person as the mind of spirit, which is true. To free the divine was virtuous. The idea that the senses are a distraction gained currency with the teachings of Parmenides, a pre-Socratic philosopher who is generally thought to be the founder of ontology. Parmenides held that whatever is apparent—that is, what we perceive with our senses—is less perfect than what is beyond the senses. This concept of corruption by matter, its intrinsic inferiority in opposition to the purity of the metaphysical, shaped much of Western thought.

Early ascetics sought an alternative to the corporeal prison. The most immediate way to do this was to deny the body its pleasures as part of the effort to turn inward and therefore beyond. The most direct way to do that was to restrict the body’s intake of food. Lust and gluttony are partners. Sensuality begins with the mouth, after all; seductive words and sweet kisses. And while you can’t have sex without food for fuel, you can enjoy a good meal without sex. To strike at the core of licentiousness, it made sense to strictly control intake.

Pythagoras is typically held up as the first great exemplar of asceticism. Seven hundred years after his death, scholars in the late Roman period cited his vegetarianism as evidence of his ascetic, and therefore principled, lifestyle. The biographer of Pythagoras, Porphyry, wrote in On Abstinence from Eating Animals (De abstinentia ab esu animalium) that “the most beautiful part of justice consists in piety to the gods, and this is principally acquired through abstinence….” Porphyry himself was later cited as an inspiration for early Christian ascetics. Why should abstinence be associated with piety? In the ancient world, it was held that digestive processes generated heat (true) that served to kindle sexual desire (not so true). Eating less, or even nothing, “cooled” you and made you more receptive to what is holy, a theme that was later picked up and expanded upon by the philosopher of medicine Galen in the second century CE. At the most practical level, in times of famine, abstaining from sustenance would have meant more for the rest of the community. In the short run, a fast means you are less distracted, more ready to hunt, defend, or attack. Extended, a fast transforms itself into a kind of unmooring, and is associated with a hermetic, saintly lifestyle. As fasting works to disconnect us from the physical, it reconnects us to what makes us human: our thinking selves.

In ancient texts, the Pythagoreans are described variously as eschewing wine, eating nothing “animate,” restricting their diet to bread and water—and having a strict prohibition against fava beans. It may be safe to assume that some of the information that has been passed down over the millennia is the work of anti-Pythagorean propagandists, but Pythagoras pretty clearly laid the groundwork for modern Western asceticism. By tradition, Pythagoras is associated with the Pythagorean theorem. His name is also connected to a strange teaching device that continues to fascinate, and is used either as an object lesson in the perils of greediness or as a practical joke: the Pythagorean cup, also known as the Cup of Tantalus or the Cup of Justice. The cup appears to be normal, except for a nub or protrusion that rises from its base to about halfway below the cup’s lip. A channel inside the nub runs from the cup’s bottom, up through the nub, and opens inside at the base of the nub, forming a loop. Fill the cup below the protrusion’s summit, and all is well. Fill it above the top of the protrusion, and because of a siphon effect, the entire contents of the cup drain through its bottom. The sequence seems to defy logic. It very clearly conveys the principle that there is a silent, unforgiving judge who assesses all that we do. Everything has its limit: only moderation precents depletion and waste.



[image: Image]
The Pythagorean Cup.



A few decades after the death of Pythagoras, in the fifth century BCE, a wealthy young prince in what is now Nepal was reevaluating his life choices. On the cusp of assuming his father’s throne after having his first and only child, Siddhartha (meaning “He who achieves his aim”) Gautama, a member of the warrior caste, drew on many ascetic Hindu traditions and decided to renounce his princely status. In his search for enlightenment he gave up everything: riches, pleasures, duties, and relationships. He became the Shakyamuni Buddha (Shakyamuni meaning “sage of the Shakyas” and Buddha meaning “Enlightened One”).

He fasted to an extreme degree, eating but a grain of sesame a day, withering to the bones. He stayed naked out in the elements, sat in freezing rivers in winter, and meditated in summer in the blazing sun surrounded by four fires. He sat sleepless in contorted postures. He did not speak for years. His only companions were others just as isolated and self-afflicting.

By exploring his physical limits, Buddha embraced the extreme asceticism current at that time, the lifestyle and commitment of the hermetic shramanas (wanderers). The wanderers followed the teachings that the Upanishad sages had established beginning in 700 BCE to achieve unity between Brahman (the Universal Soul) and Atman (the Individual Soul). But after Buddha had fasted for forty-nine days, incidentally proving he could best the saints of the Old Testament, he turned away from extreme asceticism. As Buddha is consistently portrayed as doing, he opted for a rational solution: he decided that wasting away was not useful, and instead created a third way, a middle path between hierarchical social strictures and the rule-free, asocial tradition of hermetic life. Buddha concluded that enlightenment did not come from following orders, doctrine, or hierarchy, but by actively embracing a complete lack of identity. Humanity was only prevented from salvation by the social and cultural baggage with which it burdened itself. To free the self, Buddha advocated ethics, discipline, and training—samādhi—which led to wisdom beyond wisdom, a step on the path to divine insight, or prajnā.

The earliest Buddhist images, known as “aniconic,” from the Gandhāran period (the first to third century CE) evoke Buddha through images such as an empty throne, a parasol, a tree, or a footprint. His first followers worshiped the absence, the ultimate emptiness that Buddha contemplated, and strove not to focus on the man-as-body. Buddha himself became the embodiment of a Simone Weil–like “between” being—but not supreme, because that term is not applicable (hence a possible interpretation of the famous Zen koan “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him”: if you think you’ve attained enlightenment, it still eludes you). The “goal”—although again that word is inadequate—is to move beyond silence.

“God has no hand, he needs no organ,” wrote philosopher Jacques Derrida in 1967 in a particularly beautiful and uncharacteristically accessible passage in his book Of Grammatology. “Organic differentiation” is humanity’s misfortune. “Here the silent movement does not even replace an elocution. God has no need of a mouth to speak, nor of articulating the voice.” Derrida treats interpretation and writing as acts of destruction. They cultivate ruin, but also creation, because of their evasion of meaning. This recalls Simone Weil’s longing for “decreation” and also suggests a connection to physics and Werner Heisenberg’s notorious uncertainty principle, now applied to the act of contemplation: if language deforms a concept, so, too, the act of considering something deforms it. Fasting is itself a process of translation and transformation, but one that reverts to its origins.

In a stunning break with Vedic Hindu tradition, Buddhism rejects the notion of a creator deity. But Buddha also built on Hindu traditions in his doctrine of Brahmaviharā, in essence the idea that compassion and equanimity are pathways to enlightenment. The oldest of the Buddhist schools, Theravāda, holds that there is no ultimate god, no transcendent state to achieve, no soul to save. Some contemporary monks and nuns following this school incorporate fasting into their daily discipline and eat one meal a day. For the Theravāda Buddhist, the desire for transcendence is interpreted as deluded, earthbound longing. Longing itself is delusionary. More emphatically than his predecessors or contemporaries, Buddha rejected materiality as well as obsessions with the past.

In describing the human struggle to perceive reality accurately, Buddha drew on the Hindu concept of maya, which means “illusion” in Sanskrit (Maya was also the name of Buddha’s mother). In many Hindu traditions, we swim daily through the sea of maya, the dream of Brahma, the god of creation (distinct from Brahman, the omnipresent universal soul). Brahma dreams the universe into being and his dream is maintained by Vishnu, the preserver. Because of maya, we fail to perceive the world as a single entity.

Legend has it that Buddha’s first followers were five fasting ascetics in the classic Hindu tradition of the Upanishad sages. Life for these Brahmins was divided into four successive stages: study (brahamacarya), home (grhastha), seclusion in the wilderness (vanaprastha), and renunciation (sannyāsi). Buddha’s innovation was that study should be unrestricted and continue beyond one’s student days: brahamacarya begins any time one renounces the world.

It took patience and study to abandon human convention. As Buddha’s followers gained in number, he set up ascetic communities comprised of both men and women, who were instructed to beg the community for sustenance and who would in return instruct civilians on the path to wisdom. Seven hundred years before such traditions took root in either the West or the East, Buddha established a monastic ascetic tradition in India. Although he had by then rejected extreme fasting, partial and frequent abstention was still very much a part of Buddha’s doctrine. He expected sexual continence, poverty, non-killing, and non-pretension to spiritual attainment from his most ardent followers, the monks and nuns whose behavior was highly regulated. These devotees were instructed in humbling disciplines, such as directing their gaze to the ground one cartwheel diameter ahead as they went to beg for food.

In the middle of the third century BCE, Emperor Ashoka, a Buddhist convert, sent nine Buddhist emissaries from his capital in what is now eastern India to various of his demesnes and trading partners. They traveled to places such as Greece, Syria, the Himalayas, Thailand, and Sri Lanka. Consequently, Buddhist ascetic practices and principles can be found in most of the world’s religions, including Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. For example, Buddhist doctrines may be discerned in the Christian Orthodox Hesychast movement that has its origins in Syrian desert monasteries from the second half of the first millennium and that flourished in the fourteenth-century Byzantine church. Derived from the Greek word for “divine peace” or “stillness,” adherents of Hesychasm seek to transcend the ego through meditation and fasting. Hesychasts even employ specific Buddhist practices of breath control and focusing on the navel as a means of concentrating during meditation. Such methods “restrain to some extent the wanderings of the imagination,” wrote the fourteenth-century archbishop of Thessalonica Gregory Palamas. The Hesychasts were derided as omphalopsychoi, “people with souls in their navels.” Although its followers were once denounced as heretics, Hesychasm persists in Christian Orthodox monasteries to this day.

One particularly fascinating instance of such syncretism deserves special mention: in medieval times, one of the most popular Christian parables was the legend of Barlaam and Josaphat. Described as “a cultural phenomenon second to none at the time,” at least three different versions of the story circulated in thirteenth-century Europe. The parable of a righteous prince, Josaphat, who forsakes his throne and goes through extreme deprivations, fasting from the privileges of rank and refusing food before accepting Christian salvation via the teachings of the wise Barlaam, is a close approximation of Buddha’s life story, even to the point of being set in northern India. Its origins were first discovered by nineteenth-century linguists, who traced how the Arabic “Būδāsaf” (for “bodhisattva”—someone who has attained nirvana, but remains on Earth to help show others the path) became “Yūδāsaf” and then was translated into Georgian as “Iodasaph,” and then finally, when a translator decided that a name closer to the biblical “Jehoshaphat” was better suited to a Christian tale, became “Josaphat.” For a thousand years, St. Josaphat was revered as an ideal manifestation of a good Christian, with a feast day celebrated on November 27. Ironically, Jesuit missionaries took the story to Japan in 1549. There they printed the first Japanese book with moveable type in 1591, a compendium of lives of the saints which includes the Barlaam and Josaphat story, in effect transporting Buddha to a Buddhist land in order to convert Buddhists to Christianity. Buddha would have laughed.
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