Conference Proposal

Themes: Romanticism and (New) Historicism

Title: Man is perfectible: from Enlightenment to Romantcism

For William Godwin perfectibility means ‘to express the faculty of continually being made better and receiving perpetual improvement.’ [footnoteRef:1] This might be seen as a key idea that Enlightenment bequeathed to the Romantics who found it both an appealing and troubling idea.  [1:  https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/g/godwin/william/enquiry/book1.5.html (accessed 4/1/18) ] 


The texts used in the paper are Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and William Godwin’s Caleb Williams. Another text used is by Jean Jacques Rousseau, his treatise on education and novel, Èmile. 

Attention will first be directed toward ‘reason’ as a tool to live by and the effects it has presented the characters in some of the texts mentioned above. In Caleb Williams that would be the way Falkland uses his reason to elevate him in society. Even though he begins as a noble man, his ego consumes him. As he becomes obsessed with him reputation, he uses reason to justify the injustice he bestows upon Caleb. Similarly, the unjust treatment of Justine in Frankenstein based on her social class and not her character, however, reason was applied at her trial, where the jury concluded that she must be guilty, even though she was not. Furthermore, Victor also uses reason to justify his creation, with the initial intent of being able to cure disease, a reasonable thing to want to do, however he unjustly alienates the creature when he is disgusted with what he has done.  These instances don’t seem to convey perfectibility the way Godwin described it. There does not seem to be room to receive perpetual improvement nor are these characters continually being made better, rather the opposite. The paper will also draw attention to a New historicist way of reading into some of the texts, with links drawn to monumental historic events of occurring around the time of Caleb Williams being released. Connections will be made with relation to the French Revolution and how the intentions to begin with were good. Similarly, with Falkland at the beginning of Caleb Williams. However, the people applying reason ended up bringing forth mass murders, even amongst themselves in their own factions. 

It seems the closest to perfectibility any of these texts reach is when the one of the characters become alienated from society.  This is where Rousseau’s treatise on Education comes into play. Firstly, in relation to Crusoe’s desertion on the Island. It is here that Crusoe appears to continually be made better, he is not obsessed with material possessions and wealth, but on survival. He also perpetually improves upon skills he already possesses and gains skills he hadn’t previously had. He also disregards many prejudices he could hold toward Friday, whom he saves from his captors. He educates Friday, teaching him to speak the same language as him and teaches him his views on Religion. There are areas that can still be improved upon, the realisation that naming him Friday or naming him at all is not moving toward equality. Perfectibility is however continually being made better and receiving perpetual improvement, which seemingly has happened here. In Frankenstein, the creature also receives education in a secluded rural area. He takes up residence, unknowingly by the Delacy family, in the wood shed behind their home. It is here the creature receives his education resulting in him continually being made better and a receiving of perpetual improvement. Similarities are drawn from both texts in relation to Rousseau’s On Education in the paper with regards to these two texts. The paper highlights how it is, in these instances mentioned, that both reach as close to perfectibility as any of the texts have so far.

However, it is here the perfectibility ends in both texts. Both of the characters, in different ways, stop improving and do as their fellow characters, they begin to slide backward. In the case of Crusoe, the paper will seek to demonstrate how it is that Crusoe ceases to improve. This will be done be drawing attention to his relationship with Friday. Although he gives Friday the choice of going back to his own people or remaining by his side, Crusoe continues to call him Friday and at the end of the novel Friday is still made to be the source of entertainment for him and the companions they are travelling with at that time. In the case of Frankenstein, the paper will draw attention to how the creature behaves in the light of his rejection by the Delacy family. His improvement ceases here and his sense morality he gained ends and his actions turn monstrous. The lives the creature takes in the time that follows demonstrate an end to his receiving perpetual improvement and once again we are left with characters that are definitively not perfectible. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally, this is where the paper turns its attention to the Romantic ideal. It seems the closest any of these texts get to perfectibility is when the characters are taken back to a primitive state of living. It is the outside, societal influence that appears to be the downfall of the characters. Crusoe has come from the trading, populated town living. This knowledge of a former way of living draws him away from the primitive, simplistic way of living the Island offered. The creature also longs to be a part of society in wanting to join with the Delacy family instead of choosing to live his life in nature. It seems that the ‘rational’ man of society draws both away from primitive living. Living in a rational world seems to induce violence and injustice, as demonstrated earlier in the paper. The closest to perfectibility is living in a primitive way, closer to nature, but neither quite reach this state of perfectibility due to their close interactions with society. Through closely looking into the above texts and drawing connections to historical events that have occurred where man applies ‘reason’ to change life for the better with the result being something equally as unjust as the state that came before and with the use of violence to attain their originally good intentions. With society moving on beyond a Rousseau approach on education, further into a romantic ideal. Our own lives have been shaped by a notion of escaping the city to live in the countryside as a better way of life. ‘Rationalising’ the world has proven to be a mistake, it is the notion of feeling the world and being closer to nature that appears to be an appealing way to life. The paper concludes by leading one closer to this romantic ideal of living, and how this could be key to man reaching perfectibility. 
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