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This paper aims to explore the need 

and the application of  solitude  and 

particularly ‘solitude in nature’ as a 

means of creating emotional resilience, 

discovering  true potential and 

equipping individuals to live better 

with ourselves, society and the world.  

This is the first in a series of 

explorations about the Wilderness and 

the interplay between solitude, the 

sublime, and the development of Self. 

This piece will start by establishing 

what the author understands as 

solitude, defined against isolation, and 

then develop the thesis that solitude is 

necessary, and solitude in nature is 

essential for positive mental health.   

I. SOLITUDE: DOES BEING ALONE 

MEAN BEING LONELY? 

The first task is to establish what we 

mean by solitude, its purpose, and in so 

doing explore the relationship with 

positive and negative apartness. This 

requires a separation of the often 

confused concepts such as solitude, 

loneliness and isolation.   

Alone. Being alone is just that: being 

on our own. We tend to regard 

separation as a physical removal from 

other people. Yet you can be separated 

from other people in a crowd and be in 

a state of loneliness perhaps more 

potent as the physical isolation from 

being by oneself. Unsatisfied 

belongingness increases social 

isolation (Suedeld, 1982). 

Isolation whether physical, mental or 

emotional is a manifestation of 

disconnection. The state of being alone 

does not have to be associated with a 

positive or negative emotion. It is just 

a state of being. This is defined against 

prolonged loneliness which does have 

quantifiable negative impacts upon 

physical and mental health1.   

The relationship between solitude and 

loneliness is complex but solo-

endeavour or being disconnected to the 

people around you may be a necessary 

requirement in order to experience the 

‘silence’ required for inner dialogue, 

self-reflection or self-reliance. 

However, being alone for excessive 

periods of time can lead to loneliness 

and therefore, our supposition, is a that 

it is a pre-cursor to loneliness or a 

negative manifestation of excessive 

‘alone-ness’. 

At the simplest level the determining 

factor as to whether a separation is a 

‘good’ or a ‘bad’ one rests upon the 

extent to which the separation is self-

determined, what purpose is the 

isolation serving and for what duration. 

In other words, if the individual chose 

to have some time apart from other 

people to fulfil a particular goal the 

experience is likely to be positive. If 

the individual was excluded or 

excluded themselves in anticipation of 

exclusion and this has no purpose and 

no defined time the experience is more 

likely to result in loneliness.  

 “Solitude vivifies; isolation kills” 
Joseph Roux2 

Lonely. Being lonely is an expression 

of the emotional pain of being alone.  

This emotional pain can impact on 

ones mental and physical health over 

the long term. Loneliness is a negative 

                                                 
1 https://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200308  
2 Joseph Roux, Meditations of a Parish Priest 

(1866) 

http://www.aquafolium.co.uk/
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/josephroux101753.html?src=t_solitude
https://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200308/the-dangers-loneliness
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consequence or manifestation of being 

disconnected either physically, 

emotionally, mentally or spiritually 

from others. It is not a primary state of 

being but a by-product of the state of 

being alone. It is usually involuntary 

(ie: not of choice) as we are social 

animals and human contact is 

recognised as a basic human need.  

However, it should not be assumed that 

solitude is an entirely separate 

construct. The relationship between 

loneliness and solitude is also a 

complex one because solitude can 

trigger thoughts or fears of loneliness 

when separated from the normal 

structures of society, community and 

companionship. It is this experience (as 

a short term expression) that can play 

an important role in reflecting upon 

Self and the development of the 

concept of Self.  

Excessive solitude, which in itself has 

an isolating habituation to it, can also 

set up excessive introspection that 

could lead to symptoms akin to 

loneliness. One could suppose that the 

difference between loneliness and 

solitude is Purpose.  

“Language... has created the word 

'loneliness' to express the pain of being 

alone. And it has created the word 

'solitude' to express the glory of being 

alone” Paul Tillich3 

Solitude. “Solitude is not simply being 

alone it is an active achievement, a 

distinctive condition of experience in  

which one can still the voices of 

society in the mind and that allows a 

form of authentic experience and that 

might be keeping company with 

                                                 
3 The Eternal Now (university sermons 1955–63) 

oneself or it might be experience of 

nature or of God.” Prof. Melissa Lane4 

Solitude is often chosen (deliberate) 

and is therefore different from solitary 

confinement or marooned on a desert 

island – which is not usually chosen. 

Whereas you can be alone in a room 

full of people it is difficult to achieve 

solitude, for instance, at a party. 

However, “when a person spends time 

in solitude from others, they may 

experience changes to their self-

concept. Solitude also provides time 

for contemplation, growth in personal 

spirituality, and self-examination. In 

these situations, loneliness can be 

avoided as long as the person in 

solitude knows that they have 

meaningful relations with others.” Long 

& Averill5 

“Being solitary is being alone well: 

being alone luxuriously immersed in 

doings of your own choice, aware of 

the fullness of your own presence 

rather than of the absence of others. 

Because solitude is an achievement” 
Alice Koller6 

II. SEEKING SOLITUDE: SEEKING 

OURSELVES & GAINING 

PERSPECTIVES 

“Solitude can be a context for self-

discovery and self-realisation, a 

restorative haven for the mind (and 

soul), and a unique venue for solving 

problems and fostering creativity” 
Professor Robert Coplan7 

                                                 
4 Professor of Politics, Princeton University 
5 “Solitude: An Exploration of the Benefits of Being 

Alone.” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 

33:1 (2003) 
6 Alice Koller, ‘An Unknown Woman’ (1981) 
7 Professor Robert Coplan: “ The Handbook of 

Solitude: Psychological Perspectives on Social 

Isolation, Social Withdrawal, and the 

Experience of Being Alone”[adapted] 
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Solitude gifts us a space with which to 

reflect upon normal day-to-day lives, 

our place in the grand scheme of things 

and to help us regulate ourselves and to 

make clear thought of adjustments to 

our lives. The stillness of solitude 

allows us to confer with our inner 

voice.  

“Beware the barrenness of a busy 

life.” Socrates 

Stepping out of the ‘rat-race’ of daily 

life enables us not only to have space 

for these thoughts and let them mature 

but can energise us in a way true rest 

can only provide. 

 It also allows us to explore our 

thoughts, trigger our curiosity about 

life, its meaning and re-ignite our 

longing for personal freedom – even if 

that means being free within the tide of 

society to which we must return and 

face. 

 In the bustle of business our inner 

monologue has to shout to be heard. 

We remove ourselves further from our 

animal instincts and our inner 

judgement. 

Most of us, at one point or another, 

will experience unhappiness or a sense 

of lack of belonging. The pressures and 

demands on our lives mean that we 

tend to value activity (or productivity) 

above everything else. However, all 

things need to rest and recuperate.  

The fragmentation of traditional 

support structures (family/community); 

the separation from our natural 

environment; the erosion of lifestyles 

that underpin a sustainable and happy 

life all contribute to this deep-seated 

sense of unease. This unease can 

manifest itself as anxiety or depression. 

Anxiety or depression will affect most 

of us over the course of our lives. 

“Many people suffer from the fear of 

finding oneself alone, and so they don't 

find themselves at all.” Rollo May8 

The widespread occurrence of 

depression in our culture may be linked 

to our refusal to allow ourselves quiet 

time. Feeling the need to be constantly 

busy can prevent us from turning 

inward. 

There is an increasing mental health 

‘bubble’ in western society9: 

• Mixed anxiety & depression is the 

most common mental disorder in 

Britain, with almost 9% of people 

meeting criteria for diagnosis. (The 

Office for National Statistics 

Psychiatric Morbidity report, 

2001).  

• Anxiety disorders are also 

estimated to affect 3.3% of children 

and young adults in the UK.  

• Between 8-12% of the population 

experience depression in any year. 

(The Office for National Statistics 

Psychiatric Morbidity report, 

2001).  

• It is estimated that one in four 

people in the UK will experience a 

mental health problem each year. 

Solitude offers a real opportunity to 

explore this lack of belonging. Solitude 

and the space it gives is a rare chance 

to look at our relationships with other 

people, too look inward upon ourselves 

and us as part of a larger non-human 

world.  

Solitude, especially in nature, gives us 

a chance to step outside of our normal 

world, leave that behind, un-burden 

minds with our worries and to use this 

clarity to find our purpose, give us a 

                                                 
8 Rollo May, Man's Search for Himself (1953) 
9 The Mental Health Foundation (UK), 2001 
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sense of power or inner strength, be 

more truthful in the relationships we 

hold and even re-connect with our 

sense of self. 

“We search for happiness everywhere, 

but we are like Tolstoy's fabled beggar 

who spent his life sitting on a pot of 

gold, under him the whole time. Your 

treasure--your perfection--is within 

you already. But to claim it, you must 

leave the busy commotion of the mind 

and abandon the desires of the ego and 

enter into the silence of the heart.” 
Elizabeth Gilbert10 

III. THE ROLE OF SOLITUDE: 

ISOLATION, SOCIETY AND 

COMMUNITY 

In Ancient Greek monos (alone) or 

monaxiá (solitude) is inter-twined in 

meaning with monachos (monasticism) 

and its pursuit of study and 

contemplation. For many the meaning 

would have been both inseparable and 

interchangeable. 

Solitude or Contemplation should 

never been seen as an end in itself but 

a tool for bringing forth enlightenment 

neither should solitude be seen in 

isolation. The quality of inner dialogue 

depends as much on the dialectic and 

interplay between solitude, society and 

community as it does on solitude in its 

own right. 

In western society the Ancient Greeks 

were arguably the first to ‘think’ about 

solitude. Plato has been termed the first 

poet of solitude. He saw solitude as the 

key condition in which we can think. 

He even defines thought as inner 

dialogue: “Thought and speech are the 

same; only the former, which is a silent 

                                                 
10 Elizabeth Gilbert ‘Eat, Pray, Love’ (2006) 

inner conversation of the soul with 

itself”11 

It was this ability to reflect and to be 

alone with oneself and ones inner 

dialogue that was a key condition in 

which we can think effectively. 

 Socrates was described by Plato as 

spending much time in solitude, 

wrapped alone in his inner dialogue of 

contemplation.  

In this important respect Socrates 

cleared the philosophical ground for 

the solitaries: he argued for replacing 

the approval of society as the spur to 

human activity by the individual 

conscience. The aim of the wise man 

was no longer the plaudits of the 

masses but autarkeia12, or self-

sufficiency. 

Although Aristotle did not glorify 

solitude, because he believed that man 

belonged in society or the polis13, 

towards the end of his life he 

concluded that: 

“the activity of God, which surpasses 

all others in blessedness, must be 

contemplative; and of human activities, 

therefore, that which is most akin to 

this must be most of the nature of 

happiness”14 

Thinkers like Aristole may have not 

valourised solitude (like they did 

Tranquillity or Happiness) most 

thinkers of the time recognised that 

contemplation, reflection or inner-

dialogue was made possible with 

solitude.  

                                                 
11 The Sophist: a Platonic dialogue ( c.360 BC) 
12 Meaning: a) a perfect condition of life in 

which no aid or support is needed;  

b) sufficiency of the necessities of life;  c) a 

mind contented with its lot, contentment 
13 Polis: Ancient Greek City-State 
14 Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, Book X 
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These thinkers also regarded 

Solitude as a temporary or non-

permanent ‘condition’. It only existed 

in relation to society. Ultimately those 

who sought out solitude would come 

back into conversation with others.  

 

“Man is simply a being in search of 

meaning.” Plato 

 

By extending this logic it suggests that 

solitude is as much a preparation for 

society as society is a preparation for 

solitude: – they are dialectic and relate 

directly to each other – both are 

necessary and are in relationship to 

each other. In fact some would argue 

that they cannot exist in isolation. 

 

This is not to say that man has not 

aspired to permanent solitude, but just 

as we have seen that endless 

immersion in society (without a break 

for inner-dialogue and reflection) is as 

bad for you as long periods of isolation 

and loneliness, certain approaches to 

solitude can yield better and safer 

outcomes. 

 

John Cassian15in his Conferences of 

the Desert Fathers16  sought to codify 

and transmit the wisdom of these 

Christian hermits and ascetics. In his 

conversations he highlighted two 

important limitations with lengthy 

‘solo’ solitude. The first was that the 

quest for physical survival, in terms of 

meeting one’s own basic needs, might 

eclipse the inner-conversation. Too 

much time and effort expended in just 

meeting those needs could be at the 

expense of using the time for greater 

contemplation. The answer to this 

might be to have your basic needs met 

by others (such as being connected to a 

                                                 
15 Saint John Cassian (c. 360 – 435 AD), John 

the Ascetic, or John Cassian the Roman, was a 

Christian monk and theologian.  
16 Collationes patrum in scetica eremo 

community – in this case a monastic 

one). This point is an important one in 

reflecting the efficacy of organising or 

undertaking this kind of work that uses 

solitude as a development tool. 

 

John Cassian’s second interesting 

observation is that extended and 

complete isolation can (because you 

are placing yourself at the centre of 

your psychological survival and the 

centre of your dominion) might give 

rise to the distortion of EGO: making 

one less able to effectively and humbly 

reflect upon oneself (and others). A 

better perspective of objectivity might 

be achieved if one has others as a 

reference point; others to temper one’s 

ego. Once again, having some 

connection with a community or tribe 

may assist in keeping a better 

perspective and enable more effective 

self-examination to take place. 

 

In both these instances we can see that 

having a reference point of others 

(companions, groups, communities, 

society) can enhance the benefits of 

solitude. Recent research into 

wilderness solitude has demonstrated 

that there is a very week causal link 

between appreciation of solitude that 

the wilderness gives and the presence 

of others17. Being alone in the 

wilderness is not as mandatory as one 

might assume in order to gain benefits 

of solitude. 

“the Lord God said ‘It is not good for 

the man to be alone’”(Genesis 2:18) 

  

                                                 
17 The Psychology and Functions of Wilderness 

Solitude, William Hammitt (1994), 

International Wilderness Allocation ,  

Management and Research 
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IV. Solitude: Purgation, Illumination 

and Communion. 

 

Elijah, John The Baptist and Jesus18 all 

sought solitude in the desert. This was 

a place where they came face-to face 

with their temptations and rid 

themselves of them. This wilderness 

was a place of escape from society, but 

importantly, it was also a place of 

punishment and of purgation. 

 

The wilderness as a place of solitude 

allows for what has been described as 

the Three-Fold Way19. This is a 

journey through Purgation, then 

Illumination and finally Unification or 

Communion. 

 

The Hermits and the Anchorites all 

used the desert wilderness – a place 

where comforts were pared down to 

the minimum - and that you were 

reliant on what was to hand - to 

conduct this three-fold way. 

 

The austerity and unforgiving nature of 

the wilderness would be bereft of the 

comforts of society and would present 

themselves as both as temptations, to 

do without, and temptations to 

overcome. The purging of this societal 

blanket meant self-reliance. Through 

this hardship would come self-

examination and realisation of what 

was important, what mattered and what 

needed to be resolved. By passing 

through the first two stages one would 

accept the course one needed to take, 

                                                 
18 Forty Days & Nights 
19 The Three Spiritual Ways: The earliest 

occurrence in Christian writing of the terms 

purgation, illumination, and union is found in 

Pseudo-Dionysius (fl. c. 550), who applied them to 

the mystical experience, According to Dionysius the 

three acts are thearchic (i.e., divine) and hierarchic 

(i.e., ordered) ways to mystical union. They 

describe,  oreover, not only complementary 

functions, but also successive activities; being 

successive they correspond to the three stages of 

mystical growth set down by Evagrius Ponticus (d. 

399) 

come to terms with ones-self and come 

to a greater understanding – or union 

with oneself. 

 

It should be noted, as previously in this 

paper, that pure survival, ie. meeting 

your basic needs to live, can prevent or 

diminish the energy  you need to focus 

on self-examination and deep 

contemplation. So, having a well 

equipped skill-set and physical stamina 

to exist, even thrive, in the wilderness 

is a very important consideration when 

undertaking this kind of activity. 

 

Similarly, a well-prepared or equipped 

mind is necessary in order to gain the 

best benefit from such solitude. 

Professor Blackburn20 stated that later 

thinkers such as: 

 

“Montaigne21 was very keen that one 

did not retire into solitude unless you 

had prepared your mind in advance 

[so] you’d actually got a well-stocked 

mind. And I think that is important 

because otherwise philosophical 

contemplation can be as Hegel22  

called it: ‘like burning incense and 

listening to music’ [and] not actually 

thinking.’” 

 

In conclusion to this chapter we can 

observe that there is an important 

distinction to be made between solitude 

and being alone; and that there is a 

wider historical and philosophical 

context around seeking a place ‘set 

apart’ from society to improve one’s 

mind or one’s function within society. 

                                                 
20 Professor Simon Blackburn, College of 

Humanities and Fellow of Trinity College 

Cambridge. 
21 Michel Eyquem de Montaigne 1533 - 1592) 

was one of the most significant philosophers of 

the French Renaissance. In 1571, he entered 

an almost ten-year period of self-imposed 

reclusion in the Tower of the Château de 

Montaigne 
22 Georg Hegel, Early Modern German 

Idealist Philosopher(1770 – 1831) 



 

 

WILD ABOUT SOLITUDE – JUNE 2017 7 
 

This place provides the necessary 

environment to give room to the 

development of inner dialogue and 

reflection. It must be noted however, 

that the harshness or duration of stay 

in this environment might distort this 

development and be counter-

productive.  

 

In reviewing a wider set of literature it 

is also suggested that a well prepared 

mind and body are key constituents if 

this endeavour is to be a conscious 

reflection rather than an aimless, 

untethered meanderings or a desperate 

struggle for survival . 

 

 In the next paper we will deepen our 

enquiry into the use of nature and 

wilderness as the ‘environment of 

choice’ to undertake this work and 

also whether just ‘being in nature’ is 

enough to bring forth benefit beyond 

reflection, greater understanding and 

development of Self and Society. 

 


