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Ours is an age where solitude tends to be discussed in the context of the 'problem of loneliness'.
However in previous ages the capacity to seek fulfillment outside society has been admired and
seen as a measure of discernment and inner security. In this lucid and highly readable book,
Peter France shows how hermits, from the Taoists and Ancient Greeks to the present day, have
something vitally important to say to a society that fears solitude.
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an age where solitude tends to be discussed in the context of the ‘problem of loneliness’.
However in previous ages the capacity to seek fulfillment outside society has been admired and
seen as a measure of discernment and inner security. In this lucid and highly readable book,
Peter France shows how hermits, from the Taoists and Ancient Greeks to the present day, have
something vitally important to say to a society that fears solitude.About the AuthorPeter France
spent the first 15 years of his working life as a civil servant in the Fiji Islands. After a spell as an
academic, he joined the BBC, first in radio where he launched and presented Kaleidoscope, and
later in television, where he wrote and presented programmes such as Everyman and
Timewatch. His most recent books are The Rape of Egypt and Greek as a Treat. He lives in
Devon but spends much of his time on the Greek island of Patmos.To FeliciaPROLOGUEDawn
in ChinaThe human impulse to take off and live alone is an ancient one and societies down the
ages have varied in their responses to it. From the earliest times there have been people who felt
at their best in company and others who felt happiest on their own.The two attitudes were at the
heart of the earliest philosophies of the good life which took shape in China in the sixth century
BC, Confucianism and Taoism. They shared a common aim: to teach people how to be fulfilled.
Both accepted that a sense of self-confidence and serenity were essential but they differed on
the way to achieve this. The system of Confucius was through discharging social obligations;
that of Lao-Tse was through avoiding them.Traditional Chinese society had developed a clearly
defined system of social relations: between father and son, sovereign and subject, husband and
wife, brother and brother and, finally, friend and friend. Reciprocal obligations recognised by
everyone and teachable to children had been established for each relationship.1 The basic
human virtue, according to Confucius, is jen, which can be understood as humanity as
expressed in doing the right thing by your fellow human being. This is inborn but flowers first in
the environment of the family and is then extended to wider social relations. The virtuous
individual is respectful in private life and loyal in dealing with others. He develops self-
confidence through the respect he wins from his friends and his status in society. Confucius held
that knowledge is ‘to know man’2 and that wisdom is ‘to attend to the welfare of the
people’.3Lao-Tse had little use for society and was completely indifferent to the social status of
the individual. Social organisation was anathema to him and social participation of any kind an
impediment to the freedom and so to the proper development of the individual. He was an older
contemporary of Confucius and had been an official at court but, tradition has it, he became
disillusioned with court life and fled through the western passes. The guardian of the route
persuaded him, before leaving, to compose the Tao te Ching,4 which became a manifesto for



the solitary life.The essence of its teaching is that it is by withdrawing rather than by asserting
ourselves, through retreat rather than pursuit, by inaction rather than action that we acquire
wisdom. We have to unlearn the superficial cleverness that we have developed to get on in
society, to cease to compete with others, and to learn to live alone.Solitude is healthy, according
to the Taoist, because it removes us from the mutilating pressures of society and exposes us to
the healing influence of nature. We are part of the natural world and should allow our
personalities to be shaped by natural forces. The short-lived storms of wind and rain suggest the
futility of violent action; vegetable growth matures, culminates and subsides in response to a
natural impulse. The person who seeks truth should imitate this.The highest goodness is like
water. Water is the symbol of humility. It always seeks the lowest place, it ‘dwells in regions which
people detest’ and yet it is good and necessary to all living things: ‘it benefits all things and does
not compete with them’. Further, water best illustrates the principle of wu wei, or effective
inactivity, because it is soft and yielding but can wear away rock: ‘There is nothing softer or
sweeter than water and yet there is nothing better for attacking strong and hard things.’5The Tao
te Ching articulates, in a poetic form, a floating group of ethical principles which had long been
in existence in China before the age of Lao-Tse and which were to inspire hermits in other lands
for two and a half thousand years. They reject ambition, aggression, acquisitiveness and
material prosperity. In place of these learned responses to organised society they teach humility,
poverty, independence and self-knowledge:He who rises himself on tiptoe cannot stand;he who
straddles cannot walk.*He who knows he has enough – is rich*He who overcomes others has
force;he who overcomes himself is strong.*In habitation, stay close to the land;in meditation, go
deep in the heart.*To speak little is natural.High winds do not last all morning;heavy rains do not
last all day.*There is no greater sin than desire,No greater calamity than envy,No greater
adversity than pining for something for oneself.Therefore he that knows enough is enough will
always have enough.IntroductionThe island of Patmos, where I spend most of my time, has
been, for over a thousand years, a place for hermits. Their tiny white houses were hidden away
deep in remote valleys or on the peaks of mountains. They were monks from the Monastery of St
John who felt called to the solitary life and were given permission by the abbot to live alone
during the week and return to the monastery at-weekends to take part in the liturgy and to
receive the sacrament.One of them is responsible for this book, although he died sixty years
ago. The ruins of his hermitage, little more than a shallow cave among a group of rocks on a
mountain slope, catch the last rays of the setting sun across the valley from my house. Every
evening I look across and think of the man who spent years of solitude in that place.But it was
something more than this daily reminder of a man who chose to live alone that started me on the
research into the hermit life; it was the occasion of his quitting the cave. When I asked my
neighbours about him they told me that he was already an old man when he settled there.
Women from the nearby farms used to visit him on Fridays and take a little bread and fruit or
cheese. They also used to take to him their problems, and his reputation for dealing with them
spread; the Friday visitors swelled into a stream of suppliants so numerous and insistent that he



eventually fled to a barren island to recover the solitude he had lost.Many hermits have suffered
the same intrusion and many have had to run away from the invasions of the curious. But what
caught my attention in the story of my local hermit was that his disruptive popularity had been
the consequence of his giving sound advice. And that advice had little to do with the spiritual
path he was following. The problems these women carried to him with his Friday provisions had
to do with their relations with husbands and children, their sick animals, their quarrels with
neighbours, the choice of husbands for their daughters. They brought their sexual tensions and
the anxieties of married and family life to a monk committed to lifelong chastity and solitude.
They asked advice on the many problems of living together in society from somebody who had
chosen to live outside it.This seemed worth investigation. Is it possible that solitude confers
insights not available to society? Could it be that the human condition, even the ways we relate
to each other, is better understood by those who have opted out of relationships?The question is
a particularly urgent one today when the success and stability of our lives are judged by the
quality of our relationships. They have been elevated to the sine qua non of the fulfilled life. We
are obsessed by them. Books, magazine articles, radio and television programmes regularly
appear on the making or repairing of relationships. When they treat of solitude it is only to
provide a setting for examining ‘the problem of loneliness’.Current psychological dogma sees us
as sociable animals who need the close companionship of others from the cradle to the grave.
Our psychological health is demonstrated by a capacity to form relationships. Without them we
are warped: our criminals today, from shoplifter to serial killer, are understood as people whose
attempts at close attachments have been unsuccessful. No other explanation is necessary or is
sought.The psychologists are backed by other behavioural scientists currently in favour who
seek to explain all human behaviour in terms of its animal origins. These point out that we must
be genetically programmed to need each other to survive: in the animal world, the function of the
herd is to maintain the security of its members. Predators are confused by a multiplicity of
potential prey and tend to hang around picking off the ones on the outskirts. So, in evolutionary
terms, the animals that belong and can form relationships are more likely to survive to pass on
their genes. The loners lose out. And this is why it is thought by some biologists to be natural,
and therefore virtuous, to form attachments, as it is unnatural and depraved to live alone.The
pressures on all sides to bond make those who, for whatever reason, find themselves alone
uneasy and even guilt-ridden in their situation. Even worse, they reduce the possibility of
success for the relationships which they constantly promote. If, as we are told, our lives can be
fulfilled only by our intimate attachments to others, then those attachments are from the
beginning under a weight of responsibility that cripples their growth. Even more importantly, this
current insistence on relationships not only spoils our chances of relating – it gets in the way of
our discovering the value, perhaps the necessity, of solitude.My research threw up many
parallels with the hermits on Patmos and it soon became clear that one of the ironies of the
human situation is that those who have chosen to live outside society have always been eagerly
sought out for advice on how to live within it. Hermits have built up great reputations not only, as



might be expected, for heroic asceticism or spirituality but for insight into the ways of the world.
They have often found it difficult to preserve their seclusion from the crowds who came to disturb
it in search of counsel. They have something to say to us today even in an age so uniquely
averse to solitude. Hermits can make clear the fruits of the solitary life as well as re-ordering the
priorities for those of us who live among people.A book which seeks to gather together and
present the insights of hermits has to exclude those who had nothing to say. Many thousands of
recluses have lived their solitary lives and gone to their graves in silence. Further, if a man or
woman spent a lifetime in complete solitude, any wisdom they might have acquired could not
have survived them. So the hermits who can contribute to our lives today either had visitors who
preserved their sayings or else they gave up their solitude at some stage.The first glimmerings
of the value of solitude seem to emerge in ancient China, when, in contrast to the social ethic of
Confucius, the poetry of the Tao te Ching hints at the pleasures to be found in rejecting society
and following the example of nature. At about the same time, or a little later, the Greeks were
emerging from a Homeric culture in which an individual’s personal dignity depended on the
honour or respect he could win in society. Through the teaching of Socrates, a warmly sociable
character who needed to be alone from time to time, they learned to be choosy about those
whose good opinions they sought. The followers of Socrates carried his social discrimination
further and many rejected completely the society which had demonstrated its depravity by
putting him to death. The Cynics, who claimed allegiance to Socratic principles, were the first
outsiders, despising the comforts and even the decencies of civilisation to assert the supremacy
of the individual.Their attitudes were encouraged by the conquests of Alexander the Great, in
whose empire the individual was significant as a citizen of the known world, not as a unit of a
city-state. The Cynics thrived and were teaching their high-minded rejection of material
possessions throughout the worst excesses of the Roman Empire. In this they found common
cause with the early Christians, many of whom adopted a style of living close to that of the
Cynics.The Desert Fathers demonstrated their rejection of contemporary society by choosing to
live outside it in areas which had been considered unfit for human habitation. They became
hermits to escape the distractions of life in the village or city and found that with solitude came
peace, a clearer perception of the way to spiritual health and, perhaps more surprisingly, an
awareness of the self-deceptions of those who lived in society. It is in the revelation of these
distortions of the human personality that they have most to teach us. The tales told by them, and
about them, are a rich treasury of psychological insight expressed with humility, compassion and
humour.The tradition of the Desert Fathers was maintained by the hermits of Mount Athos and
from there it passed to the solitaries who found their ‘desert’ in the vast forests of Northern
Russia. Most of these lived lives of quiet unremarked asceticism in the remoteness of their caves
or wooden huts but some, still following the example of the Desert Fathers, became spiritual
guides or startsy. These then attracted followers and often founded communities which became
monasteries. Others protected their solitude by living in separate huts close to but not usually in
sight of each other. These were called sketes, and the most famous of them, at Optina, was



renowned all over Russia during the nineteenth century for the quality of the startsy who lived
there and the penetration of their insights. Thousands made the pilgrimage to Optina, peasants,
soldiers, statesmen, intellectuals and writers such as Gogol, Dostoevsky and Tolstoy.As the
Russian skete of Optina was approaching the peak of its fame as an exemplar of fifteen
centuries of Christian tradition, an idiosyncratic graduate of Harvard College was setting up, on
the other side of the world, a personal experiment in the solitary life. Henry Thoreau set out to
experience and examine, from first principles, the economic, psychological, dietary, sartorial and
spiritual consequences of living alone. He built himself a hut by a lake and kept a journal. He was
only twenty-eight years old when he started the experiment, but he reported a wide range of
insights – from a suspicion of new clothes to the transcendental influences of the natural
world.Thoreau was an enthusiast for the spirituality of the East. He practised meditation, called
himself an occasional yogi and adopted as his motto ‘Ex Oriente Lux’. The solitary life which he
attempted is, within Indian culture, not something to experiment with nor the consequence of a
spiritual conversion but the normal and natural conclusion of every lifespan. All human beings
ideally mature, according to Hindu philosophy, into hermits. That philosophy was revived by
Thoreau’s contemporary Ramakrishna, who went into solitude to gain enlightenment and then
returned with a body of teachings that, carried to Europe and America, sparked off a revival of
interest in Eastern religion that continues today. The essence of the teaching, that all faiths are in
their inner essence the same, makes it enriching to all.Sometimes the true value of the solitary
life has been brought home most clearly to those who have sought but failed finally to achieve it.
Charles de Foucauld, in his youth a dissolute aristocrat, aspired for most of his adult life to
become a hermit in the remotest part of the Sahara desert. He found that separation from his
own culture made him more available to the Tuareg, who honoured him as a saint and martyr
after his assassination. He called himself a hermit, dressed as a hermit and lived alone for many
years in the desert, but he was never completely alone. Out of his search for solitude emerged
the inspiration for hundreds of followers who dedicate themselves to the service of
others.Another frustrated hermit was Thomas Merton, the most powerfully persuasive apologist
for the solitary life of all time. Intensely sociable and a compulsive communicator, he lived for
most of his adult life as a Trappist monk under a vow of silence. During that time he struggled
with the conflict between his wish to live as a hermit and his need for companionship, his urge
towards the contemplative life and his desire to pass on the insights he found in contemplation.
His vow of obedience to a superior who opposed his wishes kept him for twenty-two years from
moving into his hermitage. During that time he assembled a powerful array of historical witness
in support of the solitary life and, when he finally achieved a measure of solitude, he was able to
articulate its benefits with both passion and precision.Merton’s closest friend is now a friend of
mine and lives on Patmos. Robert Lax is a hermit in society, perhaps pointing the way ahead for
today’s contemplative. He is a poet who lives alone and yet loves people. Every day he walks in
the streets and talks to many friends he has made in thirty years on the island and to any
strangers he thinks may need help. He is concerned, compassionate and sensitive. He is a close



and loyal friend and will say that friendships are an important part of his life, but every evening he
returns to an empty house and centres himself within its silence as he has for over forty years.
Out of that silence and solitude emerge the insights of his poems and the revelations of his
conversation on living alone in the world today.The selection of viewpoints and personalities
from ancient China to present-day Patmos is inevitably a personal one. This is not an exhaustive
compendium of hermits of the world in chronological order. It is influenced, no doubt, by my
interests as a convert to Eastern Orthodox Christianity, though I must explain that I have none of
the certainties and little of the missionary zeal that often accompany late conversions. I feel
rather that I have been allowed in on compassionate grounds and am standing, still blinking and
mystified, just inside the gates hoping to be slightly more open to the truths to which the Church
bears witness. (Fortunately for me, the Orthodox Church is mystery-friendly.) The omission of
the Western medieval hermits is not due to lack of interest on my part, but is simply because
there have been many books devoted to them and also, perhaps, because the continuing
tradition of the Desert Fathers is less well known in the West.Finally, the book is a record of
some of the most penetrating insights, described in the words of hermits over two thousand
years, into the need we all have for a time of solitude in our lives.CHAPTER ONEThe
Emergence of the IndividualThe Greeks, who first taught the Western world what could be
achieved by living together, were also the first people in that world to work out a philosophical
justification for living alone. Greek society in the age of Pericles reached unsurpassed levels of
achievement in philosophy and the arts, and even gave birth to science; but that same age,
which was called ‘golden’ because of the glories created by the city-state, was also the first to
discover the significance of the individual. Although the Greeks never developed a hermit
culture, they were the first to work out a philosophy of solitariness – one which stressed the value
of the individual outside a social context. So, as they are the founders of our civilisation, they are
also the inspiration of those who have chosen to live outside it.The world of classical Greece
which gave birth to European civilisation was not a place in which to be solitary. Man, said one of
the most influential of all Greeks, Aristotle, is a political animal. By this phrase, echoed by
political philosophers down the centuries, he did not mean that we are all born to take an active
interest in party politics but that it is in our nature to live in a polis, or community. Human beings,
Aristotle taught, achieve their full potential by working for the common good, and their drive to do
so is not implanted by society through an education in Civics but is an innate instinct.An ancient
Greek myth explains this.1 When the gods were first creating the animal kingdom, they gave to
the brothers Prometheus and Epimetheus the power to choose the characteristics of each
member as it was created. Epimetheus, who had more zeal than intelligence, persuaded
Prometheus to let him do it by himself and he began distributing the gifts of the gods with
enthusiasm. To some animals he gave horns and claws so that they could hunt for their food; to
others he gave fleetness of foot to run away. To the different creatures as they came into being
he handed out great strength, keen senses, thick skins and furs to ward off the cold. The last
animal to be created was Man. By this time, Epithemius had nothing left to give. So Man was put



on earth a bare, forked, unprotected thing until Prometheus, taking pity on humans, stole fire
from heaven and gave them technology.But technology demands communal effort, and humans
could not use it to survive unless they could learn to cooperate and live in communities. So Zeus
sent Hermes with two gifts from his own personal store: a sense of shame and a sense of
justice. Hermes asked if he should distribute these gifts only to some individuals and not to
others – like the practical skills of carpentry and house-building. But Zeus said no: a community
cannot survive only through its experts. If it contains laymen in the arts of communal living as
there are laymen in the practical skills it will fail. So all men were given a sense of shame and
justice. ‘And,’ Zeus added, ‘implant this custom in them from me: that if there should be one
without a sense of justice or shame from doing wrong he should be put to death as a pest of the
community.’2 So the arete of Man, the purpose for which he was created, his true virtue, is to live
in communities. Man is, by nature, a political animal.The Greek society described by Homer was
one in which people were motivated almost entirely by public opinion. It is an example of what
anthropologists have called a ‘shame culture’ rather than a ‘guilt culture’ – that is, one in which
the main spur to activity is public esteem rather than the pricking of a private conscience. The
highest good at which an individual could aim was the achievement of timi or public honour. (So
fundamentally important was timi in this sense that it came to mean also the basic price or value
of an object.) Achilles asks, ‘Why should I fight if the good fighter receives no more timi than the
bad’3. When Hector takes his baby son in his arms in a famous scene of the Iliad he prays that
the boy ‘… may become, as I have been, pre-eminent among the Trojans, as strong and brave
as I… And let people say, as he returns from the fighting: “This man is better than his father.” May
he carry home the bloody spoils of the enemy he has killed and bring joy to his mother’s heart.’4
The prayer strikes a harsh note with us today because the highest good the father can wish for
his son is the notoriety that comes from fighting and plunder. But it is enough to gladden his
mother because she knows that success as a warrior is the sure way to that public celebrity
which was the spur to all human activities. The human being was significant only so far as he or
she was acknowledged and praised by society.Greek religion in the earliest times was a
communal activity. The gods that were worshipped were those of the community, and the acts of
worship were expressions of communal solidarity. But there was an early movement which
departed from the usual worship of the Olympian gods in the direction of a more personal
religion. Those who practised the cult of Orpheus banded themselves into ascetic brotherhoods
and tried to purify their souls through diet and dress. The Orphic cults were based on the myth
that Orpheus had introduced to Greece from Egypt the worship of Dionysus. Soon after his birth,
Dionysius was entrusted to the Titans, who, under Hera’s orders, tore the child to shreds and
boiled his flesh in a cauldron before eating it. The Titans were then blasted by the fire of Zeus,
who created, from their ashes, a new race of men. These were composed of the eaters and the
eaten, so that they each had within them the divinity that was a piece of the god. The soma, or
body, was the sema or tomb of the divine. The Orphics taught that by abstinences and
purifications the divine might be preserved pure within the body and protected from the soiling of



the carnal appetites. Their practices were ascetic and mystical. The preachers of the Orphic
doctrines were the first pre-Christian missionaries in the Mediterranean world. They were
specially powerful at Crete and do not seem to have penetrated the religion of mainland Greece
to a great extent until their most famous convert, Pythagoras. Pythagoreans, exponents of an
intellectualised Orphism, practised continence and abstinence and – some of them – silence.
These religious observances of asceticism, of withdrawal from society, of stressing the
individual’s duty to work out his salvation with diligence, were all part of the transition which gave
birth to the individual as set apart from society and so provided the first religiously based
ideological justification for solitude.Yet Greek society continued for the most part to maintain the
social ethic of Homer, which survived into the age of Plato:If you were to look at the
ambitiousness of men, you would be surprised how irrational it is, unless you understand that
the love of fame and the desire to win a glory that shall never die have the strongest effect upon
people. For this they are ready to face any danger – even more than for their own children: to
spend their substance, to endure any physical hardship, to give their lives for it … the nobler a
man is, the more is undying fame and immortal arete the spring of his every action.5Anything
which exposed an individual to the contempt or ridicule of others or which caused loss of face
was intolerable. It was a matter of personal honour for a wronged person to seek revenge, and a
prosecutor in an Athenian court would openly admit this as a reason for bringing a complaint.6In
time of war, the Greeks sought and won honour by hand-to-hand combat on the battlefield. In
peacetime, they bought it. The Attic farmer was as concerned as the Homeric hero to be publicly
recognised. In the golden age – the fifth century – this recognition was attested by the
possession of citizens rights, the loss of which was called atimia. As in every society, the wealthy
were given public respect. Greeks enjoyed accumulating money and felt no pangs of conscience
in pursuing it. Money was necessary to the good life and to keep friends. The poet Pindar wrote
that a man who loses his money loses his friends, and quoted the words of Aristodamus of
Argos which became proverbial:‘Money, money makyth Man,’ he saidWhen he lost his
possessions and friends together.Theognis, an elegiac poet of the late sixth century BC, who
had lost all his lands in a political revolution, said that poverty is worse than old age or shivering
ague and that a man should avoid it even by flinging himself from a precipice or drowning
himself in the sea. As poverty was degrading, wealth was elevating and allowed a citizen to buy
and surround himself with beautiful objects to the delight of his family and the admiration of the
society in which he lived.SocratesSo when we come to Socrates – an unprepossessing figure
who walked barefoot; whose meat and drink were of the poorest; who wore the same cloak,
summer and winter; who claimed that the most valuable possession he had was his leisure and
that to be content with little is to approach the divine – a sea change has begun. It would be a
misrepresentation, of course, to claim Socrates, that most sociable of men, as a hermit. His
whole life was spent in public – the market-place, the streets, the gymnasia. He had no liking for
the country and rarely went there. ‘Fields and trees’, Plato makes him say, ‘will not teach me
anything; the life of the streets will.’ He loved the market-place because there he had



opportunities to talk with and therefore learn from his fellow Athenians.But the market-place also,
paradoxically, reinforced his asceticism by allowing him to experience the pleasures of
abstinence. He once happily remarked, surrounded by the great variety of goods for sale: ‘How
many things there are that I do not want!’ In his indifference to possessions and public opinion
Socrates had the cast of mind of the solitary; but it was combined with an intense sociability that
kept him in the city. He did not need to live in the desert to prove his independence. He was well
able to assert and maintain it through his conversations. He was sociable but not committed to
company. He could stand absorbed in his own thoughts from one dawn to the next if a thought
struck him and he felt the need to unravel its potentialities. Dinner might cool and friends be kept
waiting while Socrates pondered alone.In another 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 autarkeia, or self-sufficiency.A contemporary of Socrates, Hippias of
Elis, had also preached a doctrine of self-sufficiency but, in his case, it was a demonstration of
his own virtuosity rather than of abstemiousness. He taught that the greatness of the polis was
based on its economic independence and that every individual could achieve the same
greatness and become a polis in himself by learning the arts of self-sufficiency. According to
Plato, he once presented himself at the Olympic festival, where his fellow Sophists enjoyed
parading themselves, wearing clothes and ornaments all of which he had made with his own
hands, including an engraved ring and an ornate Persian belt.7 Socrates taught a different self-
sufficiency: for him the wise man was not the one whose abilities had been expanded to fill his
needs, but one whose needs had contracted to balance his abilities.Such a person seemed to
others deprived. Antipho, the Sophist, once approached Socrates and, in the presence of a
crowd whose attention he was trying to capture, said:I thought, Socrates, that those who studied
philosophy were to become happier than other men; but you seem to have reaped from
philosophy fruits of an opposite kind; at least you live in such a way as no slave would continue
with his master: you eat food and drink drink of the worst kind; you wear a dress that is not only
bad but the same in summer and winter, and you continue shoeless and coatless. Money, which
cheers men when they receive it, and enables those who possess it to live more generously and
pleasantly, you do not take … you must consider yourself to be but a teacher of
wretchedness.8Socrates answers that, since he doesn’t take money for his conversations, he is
at liberty to talk to the people he likes. As for his diet: ‘he who eats with most pleasure is he who
least requires sauce’. The purpose of changing dress in winter and summer is surely to enable
people to go out in the different weather conditions, but Socrates points out that he has never
had to stay at home because he was too hot or too cold, or because his feet hurt. He then
rounds off his apologia for the ascetic life with words that inspired later generations: ‘I think that
to want nothing is to resemble the gods and that to want as little as possible is to make the
nearest approach to the gods; that the Divine nature is perfection and that to be nearest to the
Divine nature is to be nearest to perfection.’9As to public opinion, Socrates seemed indifferent to



it during his life and, during his final hours, gave a reasoned explanation of the need to avoid
dependency on it. In the year 399 BC he was locked away under sentence of death in the state
prison in Athens. The execution had been stayed because of the annual ceremony in which the
Athenians commemorated the delivery of their city by Theseus from the tribute exacted by the
Cretan Minotaur. Ships sailed from the Athens to the sacred island of Delos, and while they were
absent from the city no one could be put to death there. As Socrates and his executioner waited
for the return of the fleet, his old friend Crito came to visit him with a plan for escape. Socrates
was unwilling to run away and pointed out that a philosopher should uphold the law. One of the
arguments Crito used to persuade him to fall in with the plan was that, if he refused, Crito would
be blamed:CRITO: Most people will never believe that it was you who refused to leave this place
although we did our best to persuade you.SOCRATES: But, my dear Crito, why should we pay
so much attention to what ‘most people’ think? The reasonable people, who have more claim to
our consideration, will believe the facts as they are.CRITO: You can see for yourself, Socrates,
that we have to think of popular opinion as well. Your situation right now is enough to show that
the capacity of people for causing trouble is no small thing, in fact it has no limits if you once get
a bad name with them.SOCRATES: I just wish that ordinary people had a boundless capacity to
do harm, because they might then have a limitless capacity to do good, which would be a
marvellous thing. Actually they have neither. They cannot make a man wise or stupid; they just
act at random.Socrates goes on to say that serious thinkers have always held that only some of
the opinions in popular circulation should be respected, others not. And, as was his way, he
illustrates this by concrete examples:SOCRATES: When a man is in training and taking it
seriously, does he take notice of all praise and blame indiscriminately or does he only pay
attention when it comes from his doctor or trainer?CRITO: Only when it comes from the qualified
person.SOCRATES: Then he should fear the criticism and welcome the praise of the one
qualified person, but not when it comes from the general public?CRITO: Obviously.SOCRATES:
So he should regulate his work and his exercises as well as his diet in accordance with the
judgement of his instructor, who has expert knowledge, rather than by the opinions of the
general public.CRITO: Yes, that is so.And Socrates goes on to point out that the athlete who tries
to train according to a regimen dictated by popular opinion is likely to damage himself. The
conclusion is that popular opinion is an unsafe guide to human conduct and is more likely to lead
to harm than good.10 This is a view which overturned the long-established priorities of the
Greeks; it was a view which led them to put to death the wisest of their number.The CynicsAfter
the death of Socrates, some of his followers picked up his indifference to popular opinion and
carried it further, into an open scorn for society. They became the outsiders: rejecting material
possessions, wandering the countryide with staff and begging bowl and claiming that the polis,
far from being the natural environment for humanity, was the great distorter of human
values.Socrates had no more devoted pupil than Antisthenes, who walked from Piraeus to
Athens every day, a round trip of over ten miles, to hear his master. Xenophon reports Socrates
as saying that Antisthenes never left him, and Plato says that Antisthenes was with Socrates at



his death. Antisthenes was not a full-blooded Athenian. His mother was from Thrace, possibly
even a slave, and so he had no strong attachment to the city-state of Athens. He followed
Socrates in teaching the importance of individuality and self-sufficiency. And, whereas Socrates
thought of possessions as irrelevant to the pursuit of the good life, Antisthenes went one further
and erected a scorn for wealth into an ethical principle. Since the appetites can distort a person’s
perception of the truth, and since wealth feeds the appetites, the wise man will avoid wealth and
seek to control rather to indulge his desires.As I see it, wealth is not a material possession that
one can keep in one’s house as if it were an object, but a disposition of the Soul. Otherwise it
would be impossible to explain why anyone who already possesses material goods should
expose himself to peril and fatigue for no other reason than to acquire more wealth … For my
part, though I confess I have no money at home, I don’t want any because I only eat as much as
will satisfy my hunger and drink to quench my thirst. I dress in such a way as to be as warm
when out of doors as Callias in all his finery.11In fact, Antisthenes was quite comfortably off and
the torn cloak he wore to make public his scorn for material possessions was an affectation.
When he turned the cloak one day so that the tears were more obvious, Socrates remarked to
him: ‘I can see your vanity peeping through the holes in your cloak.’ As Socrates echoes the
spirit of Chuang-Tsu, so there is in his most devoted pupil a pre-echo, perhaps, of Tolstoy, whose
servants spread silk sheets on the peasants’ beds so that their master could sleep in comfort
when experimenting with humility. Antisthenes cannot be enrolled as a precursor of the genuine
hermits since he was given to parading an assumed poverty to make an impression on his fellow
citizens; but in his philosophy of rejecting possessions and regarding civilisation as a corrupting
influence on the natural goodness of mankind he was a bridge between Socrates and the
Cynics.Antisthenes was also important in the early history of Cynicism because he promoted
the causes of the two principle patron saints of the Cynics: the hero, Herakles, and the king,
Cyrus. Both demonstrated virtues which the Cynics adopted and passed on to hermits of later
ages. Antisthenes wrote books about both.Herakles was a generally admired hero figure
because of his performance of the twelve labours, or ponoi, imposed on him by the gods. He
piled up timi through demonstrations of courage and strength in overcoming obstacles, and his
real virtue lies in the stoicism with which he accepts that which he cannot change. This is the
Herakles of Homer, of Hesiod and of Pindar. But there is a subtle change in later stories of
Herakles which reflect an attitude to toil, pain and labour which was accepted and later taught by
the Cynics: that ease is to be avoided and that true virtue consists in the willing acceptance of
avoidable discomfort.The Horai of Prodicus, a precursor of Socrates from the mid fifth century
BC, tell the story of how the young Herakles, before deciding on how he should shape his life,
goes into the wilderness and meets two beautiful women. One is elegant and modest in her
appearance and demeanour. She is Arete. The other wears a semi-transparent dress and is
heavily painted and sensual. Her name is Kakia, or Evil. The second approaches him and tells
him that he can choose a life of pleasure and indulgence, living off other people and never
experiencing toil or ponos. But Arete says that the gods never give any real good to humanity



without ponos. The earth only produces crops after cultivation; cattle cannot be raised without
toil; to excel in the martial arts the body must be healthy, and it can only become so through
exercise. The people who follow her way have moderate enjoyments, not luxuries for which they
have not worked. The young men are encouraged by praise from the old, and the old are
honoured by the young. They celebrate the great achievements of the past and tackle with
vigour the problems of the present. They are friends to the gods, loved by their friends and
honoured in their native land.There is never any doubt as to which of the two ways Herakles will
choose. His choice is still in the context of the culture which is driven by public approval; but the
significant change from earlier stories of Herakles is that here he deliberately choses the ponoi.
They are not imposed from the outside and he does not undertake them to benefit others but to
complete his own path to virtue. This preference for the career of hardship when an easy life is
on offer is the mainstay of the Cynic philosophy.The second Cynic patron erected the preference
for hard living over civilised ease into a national principle of education. The Persian king, Cyrus
is celebrated in the Cyropaedia of Xenophon (b. Athens c. 430 BC). This book in eight volumes
is more a historical novel than true history, but it is significant in that the system of education
which it promotes is one which accepts that the harsh conditions of a natural life – that is, one
lived close to nature – are more conducive to morality and happiness than the sheltered
existence of civilised people. This is a revolutionary idea in the golden age of the city-state and
one which gives a philosophical basis to those who later chose to leave the city for a solitary life.
Cyrus is represented as an ideal king and a morally superior being, not because of his specific
achievements, but because he was pre-eminent in that virtue which all men should possess: the
arete that comes from living a natural and ascetic life. His system was an individual-ethical one
in which the human being is of primary and the state of secondary importance.12In their
deliberate decision to adopt the ascetic rather than the easy life, the Cynics considered that they
were opting for the natural way of living over civilisation. They prepared the philosophical way for
later hermits by their preference for physis, or nature, over nomos, or culture. The idea of physis
for the Greeks was that of property or characteristics. So that they would say it is in the ‘nature’
of wild animals to bite, or of dry wood to burn. As for people, their nature was part of their
inheritance from their parents and they were most comfortable when acting in accordance with
it. But civilisation often forced them to act according to the laws or custom of others. This could
produce economic and political stability but it was at the cost of moral integrity. It is a conflict
echoed by the hermits down to our own time.The laws imposed by culture had been undermined
by Herodotus, who demonstrated that they were relative rather than universally valid:Darius,
after he got the kingdom of [Persia], called into his presence certain Greeks who were at hand,
and asked what he should pay them to eat the bodies of their fathers when they died. To which
they answered that there was no sum that would tempt them to do such a thing. He then sent for
certain Indians of the race called Callatians, men who eat their fathers, and asked them, as the
Greeks stood by, and knew by the help of an interpreter all that was said, what he should give
them to burn their fathers when they died. The Indians exclaimed in horror and asked him not to



use such language. Such are the rules of custom, and Pindar was right in my judgement when
he said: ‘Custom is the King over all.’13The Cynics were individualists, proclaiming the
supremacy of the individual over social rules, and they quoted the story from Herodotus in
support of their view that physis, or nature, was constant and stable whereas nomos, or custom,
was varied and changing. Nature was the core of the individual when the artificialities of society
had been stripped away. So the Cynics tried to live on an irreducible minimum because this was
kata physin – according to nature.DiogenesThe best-known pupil of Antisthenes, who most
flagrantly demonstrated in his own life the rejection of civilisation, living outside society and living
alone, was Diogenes of Sinope. He became far more famous in his own lifetime than his master
and there are some difficulties of chronology in the relationship. Diogenes Laertius records that
Antisthenes at first repulsed him with a stick, but Diogenes placed his head directly under it and
said: ‘Strike, for you will not find any stick hard enough to drive me away so long as you go on
speaking.’ Whether or not they actually met is uncertain, but the link in their philosophy is
undeniable.Diogenes was from Sinope, on the coast of the Black Sea, which had been founded
as a Greek colony in the seventh century BC by the Ionians of Miletus. It was the terminus of a
great caravan route from the River Euphrates to the Black Sea. His father, Hikesias, was a
magistrate there and seems to have had some responsibility for the currency – possibly as a
money-changer – because he was exiled, together with his son for debasing it. Diogenes
reacted to the order of banishment by saying: ‘The Sinopeans have condemned me to
banishment; I condemn them to stay at home!’This, at least, is one of the stories recorded by
Diogenes Laertius. Diogenes made much use of the phrase ‘paracharatein to nomisma’,
(altering the currency), and told the story that he had been directed to do so by the oracle at
Delphi. The Greek word ‘nomisma’, or currency, is connected with ‘nomos’, meaning law or
accepted standard of behaviour. So when Diogenes was told to alter the currency, he came to
accept this as a divine command to change the ways people behaved. Sceptical critics have put
this story down to a later invention and pointed out that the claim to have received a command
from the Delphic oracle is simply an attempt to claim a link with Socrates, but the metaphor is an
apt one.Diogenes had one other teacher of philosophy as well as Antisthenes: an Athenian
mouse. He was, so the story went, musing on life one day when he noticed a mouse running
about in a carefree fashion. It wasn’t afraid of the dark; it wasn’t looking for a secure spot to lie
down in or the comfort of a bed, or indeed any of the comforts that humans spend so much
energy in seeking to acquire. And in the example of that mouse he found a remedy for his
poverty and a basis for his philosophy.According to Diogenes Laertius, he was the first to
‘double his cloak out of necessity’ and sleep in it; he carried a wallet in which he kept his food
and all worldly possessions. He was once made so feeble by illness that he needed a staff to
support him and took to the habit so that even when restored to health he carried a staff with him
on his journeys. The cloak, the wallet and the staff became the badges of the
Cynics.14Diogenes carried to extremes a number of Socratic ideas: frugality became with him
asceticism; the famous Socratic irony which pretended ignorance as a mode of argument



became parisia, an outspoken frankness which licensed all speech; sophrosiny, the moderation
of sensual desires, became apatheia, an insensibility that could amount to callousness. And the
indifference which Socrates professed to popular opinion became, with Diogenes, anaideia, a
total shamelessness demonstrated by his practice of masturbating in public. Plato is said to
have referred to Diogenes as ‘Socrates gone mad’.An instance of his madness was the
occasion when he went to a meal at Plato’s house and trampled over all the embroidered
cushions with his muddy feet. ‘Thus I trample on the pride of Plato’, he cried. ‘With the pride of
Diogenes’, replied Plato.He was particularly upset by lavish interior decorations. At one rich
man’s house, finding himself surrounded by carpets and cushions, he spat on the owner’s face,
and then wiped it with his cloak and apologised, saying it was the only dirty place in the room he
could find to spit. Diogenes enjoyed a joke and once, when watching an incompetent bowman at
an archery contest, walked over and sat down right next to the target, explaining that it was the
only place where he felt safe.He was fond of demonstrating that the independence conferred by
his isolation from society made him even more powerful than its greatest: ‘Aristotle has to dine
when Philip thinks fit; Diogenes can dine at any time he chooses’. The most famous instance of
this was when the young Alexander the Great visited Diogenes one day and asked if he, the
most powerful ruler the world had ever known, could do anything for the destitute philosopher.
‘Yes,’ Diogenes replied: ‘get out of my sunlight’.Diogenes was the outsider – the stranger – the
spectator at what Pythagoras had called the festival or fair of life. He pronounced it a world of
fools with totally distorted values. ‘Things of value are bartered for things that are worthless and
vice-versa. A statue fetches 3,000 drachmae while a quart of barley flour is sold for a couple of
copper coins.’ Even the coins were false and did not represent a true system of values. They had
to be defaced and put out of circulation. Diogenes had a mission to attack all convention, custom
and tradition. But unlike Socrates, or even Antisthenes, his attack was not through argument, but
by example. When one of his students asked to borrow a book, he replied: ‘You are a silly fellow.
If you wanted figs you wouldn’t be satisfied with painted ones. But you take no notice of the
practice of virtue and study only those who write about it.’He had a great reputation for ridicule
and repartee. He often said that it was strange that men should compete with each other in
punching and kicking but never in the pursuit of virtue. He noted that young men would sacrifice
to the gods to procure good health while at the same time eating and drinking so much as to
destroy what health they had. Instead of anointing his head with oil, he anointed his feet,
explaining that the perfumes from his head were lost in the air but those from his feet mounted to
his nose.When asked what was the right age for marriage, Diogenes replied: ‘For a young man,
not yet; for an old man, not at all.’ He mocked those who were upset by bad dreams, saying they
didn’t care what they did when they were awake and then made a great fuss about what they
fancied they had done when they were asleep. He constantly repeated that the gods had given
men an easy life but that it had been spoiled by their seeking after honey, cheese cakes and
unguents.He was once at a banquet where the guests threw bones at him as if he were a dog.
On his way out he cocked his leg against them. When asked why people give money to beggars



but not to philosophers, he replied that it is because they think they might well end up one day as
beggars but will never become philosophers.He said that education gave sobriety to the young,
comfort to the old, riches to the poor and was an ornament to the rich.When he was taken
prisoner by pirates and put up for sale as a slave, he was asked what work he could do. His reply
was ‘Govern men’. And he told the auctioneer to put him up for sale as a master. Seeing
Xeniades, a richly dressed man in the crowd, he said: ‘Sell me to that man. He needs a master.’
And Xeniades bought him and took him to Corinth as tutor to his sons. Diogenes taught them to
improve their memories by learning poetry, to cut their hair short and not to wear ornaments or
shoes. He was popular in the household and, as he grew older and death approached, the sons
asked him how he would like to be buried. He replied ‘face downwards’, and when asked why,
explained that the Macedonians were rising in power so rapidly that the world would shortly be
turned upside down and he would then be the right way up.Diogenes was one of the earliest and
most colourful of technophobes: he said that Prometheus had been justly punished for bringing
to man the arts and skills that led to the establishment of cities and the artificiality of modern life.
‘In this’, notes Bertrand Russell in his History of Western Philosophy, ‘he resembled the Taoists
and Rousseau and Tolstoy but he was more consistent than they were.’15An epitaph to
Diogenes credited him with ‘pointing out to mortals the surest path to a contented life, to glory
and lasting happiness’.16There are echoes of the Hindu mystics in the teaching of Diogenes,
and these may well have come from direct contact. The port of Sinope, where he was born and
raised, was a prosperous distributing centre for merchandise from India. Pliny says that the
Euxine Sea (Black Sea) served as a route for commerce between India and Greece.17 It is likely
that the Indian merchants accompanied their goods as far as Sinope. There they would need a
money-changer and that is quite possibly what Diogenes’ father did for a living. So Diogenes
may well have had had opportunities in his boyhood to learn about the ways of the Indian
people.The ancient Greeks knew something about Indian culture. Aeschylus mentions the
people of India in The Suppliants; Herodotus describes India at some length,18 and there was a
tradition that Pythagoras had visited India and, as Apuleus reports, ‘obtained from the Brahmins
the greater part of his philosophy’.19 Diogenes Laertius says of Democritus, a contemporary of
Socrates: ‘Some say that he associated with the Gymnosophists of India’.20The most famous
Greek to associate with the Indian gymnosophists was Alexander the Great, who, on hearing of
their fame as philosophers, sent his steersman, Onesicratus, to meet them. It was a good
choice. Onesicratus had been a pupil of Diogenes before taking to the sea, and his visit to the
Indian holy men convinced him that, as his master had always insisted, Cynicism was not a
school of philosophy but a way of life.The oldest and wisest of the gymnosophists was called
Mandanis and he ‘commended Alexander for his love of wisdom, even though he ruled so vast
an Empire; he was the only philosopher in arms he had ever seen’. 21 He then explained to
Onesicratus that his teaching was aimed at removing both pleasure and pain from the soul
through training the body in ascetic practices. He asked whether such practices were taught in
Greece, and when he [Onesicratus] answered that Pythagoras taught such doctrines and also



bade people abstain from meat as did also Socrates and Diogenes, Mandanis replied that he
thought the Greeks sound-minded in general but that they were wrong in one respect, in that
they preferred custom to nature; for otherwise, Mandanis said, ‘they would not be ashamed to go
naked like himself and live on frugal fare’.22We shall be returning to Hindu theories of
renunciation more fully in Chapter VIII. There is no reason to suppose that they were directly or
mainly responsible for the Cynic teachings which had a greater influence on early European
civilisation: the impulse to withdraw from society seems to be a universal human one. But the
Greeks were aware that a far older civilisation than their own had accepted as its wisest
representatives those who lived outside organised communities.CratesThe most famous pupil of
Diogenes became so celebrated in his own time that he was mentioned in the comedies of
Menander and Philemon. A collection of his sayings was put together by the philosopher Zeno,
and Plutarch wrote his biography. This last distinction could well have had more to do with the
eccentricities of his life than with the significance of his teaching.According to tradition, Crates
was a wealthy man who renounced his possessions. One story is that he sold his farms to
shepherds and then, following Cynic practices of renunciation, threw the money into the sea. A
more interesting tale, recorded by Diogenes Laertius, is that, he sold all his lands and deposited
the money with a banker, having drawn up an agreement with a moral: if his sons should turn out
to be ordinary, ignorant people they should inherit it, since they would need the money; if they
should blossom into philosophers, they would not, and the money should go to the poor.Crates
lived a life of renunciation and poverty on the outskirts of society. He was never a hermit –
indeed, his nickname was ‘the door-opener’, because he was welcome in every house – but he
was, like the hermit, an outsider: his authority was simply that of the uninvolved, and he used it to
settle family disputes, of which he became a famous arbiter.He taught a simple, practical
asceticism: ‘Prefer not the oyster to the lentil, to avoid confusion.’23 His message was that luxury
and extravagance cause revolution and tyranny in the cities. They must be replaced by simplicity.
A third-century-BC historian of the Cynics, Teles, describes the life of a student of
Crates:Metrocles says that when he studied under Theophrastus and Xenocrates, though he
had a liberal allowance from home, he was actually afraid of starvation and was constantly in a
state of want and penury. But when he transferred to Crates he could have maintained a second
person besides himself without any allowance. For formerly it was essential to have sandals … a
cloak, a retinue of servants, a well-furnished household, to contribute to the common table fine
wheated bread, dainties above the common level, sweet wine, and to furnish the entertainments
which came his way … But when he changed over to become a follower of Crates there was
none of that. Living on a much simpler scale he was satisfied with a rough coat and barley bread
and common herbs and felt neither regret for his former mode of life nor dissatisfaction with that
of the present … If he wished to anoint himself he would go into the baths and use oil-lees;
sometimes to he would go to the furnaces of the smithies, roast a sprat, mix a little oil and sit
down and make his breakfast. In summer he would sleep in the temples, in winter in the
baths.24It was through his student Metrocles that Crates formed a relationship which caused



amazement and merriment in antiquity. Metrocles sent word to his family to say how happy he
was to be a student of Crates and how much he admired his master. His sister, Hipparchia,
came to visit them out of curiosity. She fell violently in love with Crates and threw over her
younger and more eligible suitors, threatening to commit suicide unless she could marry him.
Now Crates was not built to excite passion. In fact he was so unprepossessing in appearance
that he was always laughed at when he stripped for his physical exercises. He took off all his
clothes and said he was showing Hipparchia all his possessions – all she would be getting if she
became his wife. This final argument failed and they were married. Hipparchia went everywhere
with Crates, wore the Cynic clothes and became a famous philosopher in her own right.Little
survives of the genuine written work of Crates, but the spirit of his message survives in 36
epistles, written over his name by well-known Cynics or supporters of Cynicism in the Augustan
age (42, BC to AD 17). They are evidence not so much of what he actually taught but of what a
later age thought of value in his philosophy:3. Crates to his students:Take care of your soul, but
take care of the body only to the degree that necessity requires, and of externals not even that
much. For happiness is not sensual pleasure on account of which we need externals, but virtue
is complete without any externals.8. To the youths:Accustom yourselves to wash with cold water,
to drink only water, to eat nothing that has not been earned by toil, to wear a cloak and to make it
a habit to sleep on the ground. The baths will never be closed to you, the vineyards and flocks
fail, the fish shops and shops which sell couches go broke, as they will to those who have
learned to wash with hot water, to drink wine, to eat without having toiled, to wear purple clothing
and to rest on a couch.II. Crates to his students:Practise being in need of only a few things (for
this is the closest thing to god, while the opposite is the furthest), and it will be possible for you,
because you are midway between gods and irrational beasts, to become like the superior race
and not the inferior.15. Crates to his students:Law is a good thing, but it is not superior to
philosophy. For the former compels a man not to do wrong, but the latter teaches him not to do
wrong. To the degree that doing something under compulsion is worse than doing it willingly, to
that degree is law worse than philosophy. For this reason, do philosophy and do not take part in
government. For it is better to know the means whereby men can be taught to do right than the
means whereby they are compelled not to do wrong.25The popularity of Crates as an arbiter in
domestic disputes is revealing about Greek society of his day. The state ceremonies and the
mystery cults could satisfy a demand for religion but were of no value in everyday affairs. The
two great schools of philosophy – the Academy and the Peripatetics – were scholarly and
scientific in spirit, so the ordinary citizen could expect about as much help from them with
everyday problems as he or she could today from NASA. Friends were there to help, and it is
interesting that most ancient discussions of friendship insist that the function of a friend is to give
advice. But friends knew little more than you did yourself. So a man like Crates, detached from
ordinary living, could give impartial counsel related to a known standard of values. He was more
important to the average Athenian of his day than Theophrastus and the learned Academicians.
And he was laying the foundations in Western Europe of a way of life and a social role for the



solitary, long established in the East.The Cynics and ChristianityThe conquests of Alexander the
Great were to advance the cause of the Cynics. He thought in terms of empire, not of the city-
state. The greatest of Greek philosophers before his time had been men of the city: Plato and
Aristotle held that the fulfilment of human potential could only take place within the city, but as
the city-states began to lose their influence and be merged in a greater cosmopolitan whole
these ideas began to be replaced by that of the individual as citizen of the world, with an
importance and value transcending that of the city.In the first century AD there were Cynics
wandering the streets of Rome and preaching against the civic order. They were expelled from
the city in 71 to 75 for teaching opinions ‘contrary to the age’ and in AD 94 Domitian expelled all
philosophers from the city, some of whom fled to the Western Celts. In Eastern Europe a
community of outlook grew up between the Cynics and the early Christians in their hostility to
the Græco-Roman civilisation, and the Church Fathers saw much in the ideals of the Cynics with
which they felt a close sympathy.There were even Christian Cynics and Cynic Christians, the
most famous of the latter being Peregrinus, born in the closing years of the first century. He
became the leader of a Christian community in Palestine and was imprisoned by the Romans.
Hailed as a new Socrates, he was released by the Governor of Syria, to prevent his being turned
into a martyr. He went home and surrendered all his dead father’s property to the State, being as
a result proclaimed a ‘true disciple of Diogenes and Crates’.26 He went to Alexandria and
studied under the famous cynic Agathoboulos but was expelled from the Christian Church for
profaning its rites. He spent some years teaching Cynic philosophy at Athens before immolating
himself on a funeral pyre at the Olympic games of 165.A more notable contribution to the early
history of the Church was made by was Maximus the Cynic, who adopted the Cynic garb and
the Christian faith at an early age. He grew up in the mid fourth century, when the Arian disputes
split the Church. He opposed the Arians, supported the Creed which was accepted by an
ecumenical council and became known as the Nicean Creed, and was appointed to the See of
Constantinople. He was welcomed there by Gregory Nazianzen and was publicly addressed
as:the best and most perfect of philosophers … one who follows our Faith in an alien garb, nay
perhaps not in an alien garb if the wearing of bright and shining robes is the mark of angels as it
is so depicted. This man is a Cynic not through shamelessness but through freedom of speech,
not through gluttony but through the simplicity of his daily life … a dog who greets virtue not with
barking, but with hearkening, who fawns on what is friendly because it is good, who snarls at
what is alien because it is bad.27
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Eric Maroney, “A Dichotomy in our Heart. Hermits: The Insights of Solitude by Peter France,
takes a long, lingering look at religious and philosophical recluses through the ages. He picks
examples that are, no doubt, close to his heart. There are chapters on the Desert Fathers of
early Christianity, the Startsy of Russia’s northern forests, Thoreau, Ramakrishna, Merton, and
the poet Robert Lax, among others.The central problem facing all these hermits is the tension
between isolation and society. Overall, these men chose to live alone not from misanthropy, but
from an overriding sense that solitude is the only way to achieve direct access to G-d. Yet, there
is the other pull, toward society. Often, ironically, people seek hermits; because of their
purported purity, they have always been sought to give advice about matters they have no direct
knowledge of: like marriage and child-rearing. Some hermits became so popular, they had to
leave their huts and seek solitude in new locations!France’s book is an approachable to a topic
that really is close to the human experience: who does not seek solitude, while at the same time,
yearns for company?  This is a dichotomy are the very heart of what we are.”

Daisy S, “Enjoying reading this book as it is well written and has great true hermit bios in it!.
What an inspiring book regarding the life of different Hermits! For a long time just to learn, I
studied the lifestyles of different hermits and wanted to understand more why someone would
choose to become a hermit. Then I discovered this book. In this book, there is the bios of several
hermits from days of yore. Each one had a different story and different reasons for becoming a
hermit.This book I found to be a very interesting read and the chapter that I enjoyed reading the
most was the chapter regarding the life of Charles de Foucauld. Of all of the people in this book,
this one was the story that I liked reading about the most!This book is one that I like because it
taught me things, inspired me and gave me a broader understanding of life and different
meanings of life. If you like history and wonder about why people become hermits, then this book
I suggest to you.”

Pat O, “A Treasure. This book is a treasure. It had me totally engrossed from beginning to end.
Just the quotes from the hermits so wisdom filled makes this book worth far more than the cost.
And Peter France has woven these with his ability to clearly speak about their experiences and
times. The fact that he is a part time hermit himself makes it obvious that he comes from not
only a part of himself that is spiritually mature but that he is a good and clear writer who can
impart what he himself knows. This is a book I will go to from time to time for a refill of wisdom
that helps so much in living this life on planet earth.  Great thanks to the author.”

anthony, “Book review. Well written and lively, a great read from start to finish. One of the best
books I have read on the subject. I highly recommend it.”

ideas equate, “Very pleased not to have missed this writer.. This is a very efficient presentation



of ideas on a topic where a writer could so easily digress. The language of the writer is
intelligent and clear. The book suited me perfectly in explicating how the male pursuit of
integrating mind and spirit is a sane and worthy undertaking, with real examples from varied
cultures, and from varied phases of life.The book pushed and motivated this reader to give up
possessions more expeditiously and to take some more risky leaps in my maturity. For my
teenage kid, the passage on how the seed needs the husk to grow made a deep impression.”

K. F. Sell, “A Spiritual Feast.. Totally pleased with this book. It is what I hoped it would be. The
Desert Fathers' speak to us today through their timeless wisdom in this book.Very satisfied with
seller.  Couldn't be more pleased.”

Zen, “Loved it. A very worthy addition to my Religious Studies bookshelf.  Enjoyed every bit of it.”

Jakesey, “To the point. Its a nice read, a bit academic in places, but overall informative, and
worthy of taking the time to read it, and digest the information shared by sages, dreamers and
wanderers.”

Amparo Matley, “Hermits are fascinating. This is a good book on their "why".. Good book if you
are fascinated with hermits.”

Fr. Vincent, “Fast.... Thank you as described and quick delivery to U.K. From USA.  Thank you.”

The book by Peter France has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 45 people have provided feedback.

Contents About the Book About the Author Dedication Title Page Prologue: Dawn in China
Introduction I The Emergence of the Individual II The Desert Fathers III Lying Low in the Dark
Forest: The Russian Startsy Ornamental Hermits: an Interlude IV By Walden Pond: Henry David
Thoreau V Light from the East: Ramakrishna VI Hermit of the Sahara: Charles de Foucauld VII
The Waters of Contradiction: Thomas Merton VIII A Hermit for Our Time: Robert Lax on Patmos
Reference Acknowledgements Bibliography Index Copyright



Language: English
File size: 585 KB
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 306 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

