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The Romantic’s View of Isolation and Alienation


The idea of Romanticism emerged during the 19th century and was a reaction against the ideas of the Enlightenment. It placed a new emphasis on imagination, feeling and the idea that authority lies in the individual rather than in society. With these newfound ideals of Romanticism came a profound sense of desire and pleasure gained from alienation and isolation. As is stated in The Norton Anthology, “Hope lay in the individual’s separation from, not participation in, society” (Hugo, Spacks 287). In many instances, this sense of isolation was considered to be dejecting to the romantic. However, it was in fact these senses of dejection and misery that were pleasing to the characters, particularly when striving for the romantic ideal of love. These feelings were distinctly evident in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s “Confessions”, as well as in romantic poetry by Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mikhail Lermontov. 


As a child, Rousseau had very close ties to his family. It was obvious that his parents and other family members favored him over his older brother. In fact, his brother eventually chose to run away from home rather than continue to put up with the partiality any longer. However, his relationship with his family took a drastic turn for the worst after his first experience of injustice. One day, while studying in his home, Rousseau was falsely accused for breaking Mlle Lambercier’s comb, which had been set on the stove by the family’s servant. He never gave his family a confession, but he received the blame for the action because he was the only one present at the time. Rather than receiving punishment from Mlle Lambercier, which he admitted to enjoy in a sensual way as a young boy, he was now reprimanded by his Uncle Bernard. Consequently, this particular instance of false accusation was “so painful, so persistent” (300) that his childhood serenity and happiness were forever gone. Rousseau now felt a sense of detachment from much of his family for the first time. 


However, he maintained close ties with his aunt, Madame de Warens, who he claimed was responsible for instilling all of her tastes in him. He explains his mother-like admiration of her, stating that he would sit there in silence, watching her dream and it would make him the happiest of men. He watched her closely and not only enjoyed it, but also based his actions off of what she did. Rousseau was filled with jealousy when a third party was involved in conversation with his aunt. On the other hand, he suffered when she was away from him. Nonetheless, it was in fact this suffering and displeasure that gave him a sense of joy and emotion, as is true with all romantics. He confessed, “I only felt the full strength of my attachment to her when she was out of my sight. When I could see her I was merely happy. But my disquiet when she was away became almost painful” (306). The fact the he is depressed when isolated from her is in direct correlation with the main concept of Romanticism. When Madame de Warens is present, Rousseau’s love for her is not nearly as extreme as when he desires her love in her absence. Rousseau explains the desires that he feels in her absence as a “flattering hope” (306). The true romantic finds more pleasure in wanting love rather than having love.


Percy Bysshe Shelley’s piece “Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples” employs a tone similar to that used in Rousseau’s “Confessions.” Beginning with an upbeat, peaceful description of nature and his surroundings in the first two stanzas, Shelley abruptly changes his attitude to one of romantic dejection at the beginning of the third stanza. He questioned, “did any heart now share in my emotion” (18), speaking of the emotion and personification of nature’s description, in an attempt to find a form of uniqueness in his feelings. A major aspect of the romantic poet is finding that uniqueness, that inner experience, in his thoughts and feelings and, once again, comparing them to the romantic ideal of finding authority in the self rather than in society. However, as time goes on, that sense of pleasure found in dejection begins to wear off in a way that is similar to the impermanence of romantic love. Shelley states that “now despair itself is mild” (28) and beings to look forward to the ultimate pleasure attainable through isolation: death. If only death could be experienced more than once in a lifetime, it would be the ultimate emotion, the ultimate suffering, that a romantic could desire. 


Rather than establishing a feeling of peacefulness at the beginning of the work as Rousseau and Shelley employed, Mikhail Lermontov set the tone of dejection and isolation at the commencement of his poem. He wastes no time, stating in the first few lines of his work of romantic literature, “I am weary and sad, and there is no one / To whom I can stretch out my hand / In the hour of my soul’s distress… / Desires! What is the use of desiring vainly and forever?” (Lermontov). He acknowledges that although the pleasure that is attained through isolation for the romantic is desirable for the time being, it will not last forever. As those years of dejection vanish into the past, so does the feeling of love that is gained through the sense of alienation. Once the passion of romantic love is fulfilled, it becomes compassionate love and therefore less desirable for the romantic to maintain. 


Before long, the “sweet sickness” of the torments of isolation will give way to reason and one will lose the enjoyment of separation. The romantic character now embraces the solitude and personification of nature for the final time. As he takes it all in, he asks himself, “Why then do I feel so much pain and heaviness of heart? / Am I waiting for something, regretting anything?” (Lermontov). The romantic begins to lose sight of what it is that gives him this feeling of pleasure through dejection. Now, all that he knows to desire is the ultimate emotion that was previously described in Shelley’s piece of romantic poetry, the unique experience of death. It is all that the romantic desires once he has lost sight of isolation in life. Not the form of death as in “the cold sleep of the grave”, but merely falling asleep forever and in a way maintaining the satisfying sense of isolation and alienation. 


In conclusion, the time of the romantic may seem very obscure to the people of our generation who are constantly in contact with others via cell phones, email or face-to-face conversation. However, in the 1800s, the pleasure found in isolation and alienation was a major concept of life. In a way, those people were more strong-willed than us because they did not conform to society. Finding one’s authority in the self rather than in society was a major reason why this enjoyment of separation was so profound in the people of their time. Would it be possible for the people of our time to maintain such a philosophy? It seems impossible due to the fact that we find such pleasure in material objects such as new inventions, which seem to come out semiannually. 
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