Andrew Cookston


The Romantic Context descriptive title!

The concept of alienation carries a rather negative connotation, a sense of depressing isolation. But to Romantic society, and especially Romantic artists, alienation was an important and very necessary facet of life. It permeates art and literature of the era, characters (and the artists themselves) often depicted as separate from society. This is, however contrary it may seem, a positive isolation: a voluntary retreat from society into nature.


The ideal place to begin is with a definition of alienation. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, alienation is isolation from a group to which one should belong; loss or lack of sympathy; estrangement. These are rather varied definitions, but cover the basics excellently: physical alienation, emotional alienation and mental alienation. In less rigid and perhaps more applicable terms, alienation is either a physical or emotional separation or isolation from a group of people or society. This is still a rather complex definition of a rather complex topic, so the context in which it is applied becomes key.


For most people, the idea of being alienated is unthinkable. Especially in today's society where technology makes communication and social networking a constant. Even in Romantic society, where isolation was a fact of life, alienation still had numerous negative qualities, such as the lack of connection with other people. Despite this, the Romantics turned alienation into a desirable and ideal quality, as if specifically to spite the society-centric values of the Enlightenment. Alienation becomes the ultimate expression of the individual.


In “Confessions,” Jean-Jacques Rousseau expresses this ideal isolation as it came to his emotional and social relationships. Rousseau explains that his version of the ideal Romantic lover is inherently withdrawn. He puts his Love on a pedestal but finds himself unable to make a complete account of himself, specifically when it comes to his ideas of pleasure. He never manages to come out of his own head. In addition, he finds value not in the relationship itself, but in his desire, his Want. This is a rather impersonal expression, as his Love is merely an object for these selfish self-fulfilling feelings to be directed towards. You need to provide specific examples from the text that will support your statements.

Rousseau's other social relationships fare little better. He comments on his inability to express himself sufficiently, as he is always slow and hesitant in making conversation. He is constantly rethinking and rephrasing his words. He notes where? the same behavior in his writing, thought the very nature of written text allows him to overcome his laborious retooling. This frames his alienation: he desires to connect with others but finds himself unable to do so in person. It is only through the barrier of literature that he can finally achieve communion. Examples?

Percy Bysshe Shelley expresses similar sentiments in “Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples.” He begins by describing the majesty of nature, the antithesis of society in which he finds himself alienated. The third stanza begins his “dejection”, as he lists the fulfilling things, such as fame, love and pleasure, he sees in others but finds lacking in himself. He laments his bleak existence, but his idolization of nature betrays his statements: it shows that he is not truly as depressed as he claims to be.


Shelley's alienation is from society, but he has found some fulfillment. He has withdrawn from man and now finds happiness in the sheer awe of the natural world. This is part defense mechanism and part existential ecstasy. As Rousseau fulfills his alienation by creating emotional connection through literature, Shelley uses the incredible might of nature to fill the void left by society. The simple insignificance of mankind against the backdrop of the world or the universe mimics his assumed insignificance to mankind. He is one among billions among infinity, so perhaps it doesn't really matter.


John Keats mirrors this appreciation for the majesty of nature in unison with alienation in the aptly titled “O Solitude”. His professed sole desire is to be removed from society to flourish in the solitude of nature. Keats remains upbeat where Shelley languishes in dejection, as expressed in the seemingly voluntary nature of his isolation. His optimism shines through as he spins his alienation to give the impression of choice. Though as the poem progresses and his Romantic Want is expressed (his desire for companionship), it becomes obvious that his solitude is not at all as voluntary as he would like his readers to believe.


William Wordsworth continues the trend of happy ignorance and positivity with “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud”. Wordsworth envisions himself among a community of daffodils, declaring it impossible to be anything but ecstatic in such company. This is an extreme example of the personification and idolization of nature. However, he describes himself as doing nothing but looking on and goes on to state that isolated introspective imagination is bliss. Even in his own head, Wordsworth is unable to connect at anything beyond a superficial level, disregarding the fact that he is attempting to find companionship with daffodils.


At the equal and opposite extreme of the spectrum, Fyodor Tyutchev's “Silence” suggests that anything other than isolation is unacceptable. Rather than the forced and subtly negative interpretation of alienation, Tyutchev presents a stark and impersonal, but positive, voluntary version of alienation. He states that it is impossible to share emotion because everyone else lacks the appropriate context to appreciate it fully. Therefore it is impossible to create truly deep and candid connections with anyone. One must be silent and learn to “live within yourself”, as imagination is key and reality ruins introspection.


Tyutchev provides both the most important example and the most important exception. “Silence” is rather pessimistic, or more accurately, pragmatic. Life has dealt isolation, so the best one can do is thrive in it. Tyutchev has fully accepted his alienation, without resorting to the defense mechanisms demonstrated by other Romantics. He suggests alienation as a practical alternative without acknowledging that for some there is no alternative. It doesn't matter if his alienation is forced or voluntary, he has accepted it gladly either way.


Momentarily disregarding the special case of pragmatic Tyutchev, Romantic authors have demonstrated that constant, forced alienation is best dealt with by developing a coping mechanism. Rousseau accomplished this by finding a means by which he could express himself, Shelley and Keats turned to the majesty of nature and Wordsworth delved into his imagination. Tyutchev offers the alternative that outright acceptance is a viable, if not more effective, strategy.  It remains a possibility that his self-inflicted isolation is itself a defensive mechanism, but that remains outside the scope of this analysis.


In Romantic society, alienation was generally accepted as a constant. It consistently appeared in art and literature, and its relationship to the arts made it desirable by proxy. But after examining it in the context of Romantic authors, it seems that perhaps it wasn't as ideal as Romanticism generally portrays. By its very nature, alienation dictates that the afflicted be separated from society in very real, measurable ways. For people like Rousseau, Wordsworth and Tyutchev, even being in the presence of people was a form of alienation, as they had no means of truly connecting to their fellows. As isolation implies, dictates and necessitates, it all comes down to the individual.  The most basic often one of the most defining features of an individual is the philosophy of the time period in which they are raised, so in these circumstances alienation must be viewed through the lens of the Romantic context.

Very good! Grade: 95%

