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Abstract: 
This paper explores the philosophical approaches toward solitary living and social progress of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and 
Mary Wollstonecraft. Comparing Wollstonecraft’s Letters Written in Sweden, Norway and Denmark against 
Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality and his Reveries of the Solitary Walker, reveals how they 
understood the ideas of isolation and solitude in irreconcilable ways. Both authors approached solitude and social progress 
from distinctly personal standpoints, having both experienced crises in their personal lives, which prompted their social 
critiques of eighteenth-century Europe and England. Rousseau suffered from years of political exile, and the mental 
struggles of social paranoia, and Wollstonecraft faced and fought against sexism and female dependence. The article 
examines these two authors to show how one’s reaction to a state of solitude is determined by historical ideas, gender 
experiences, social experiences, selfishness, social consciousness, and dependence vs. independence. The paper concludes 
that Rousseau eventually found solace in a fantasy of solitary living, with a bleak outlook for the social progress of 
mankind, whereas Wollstonecraft more stoically accepted a life amidst a corrupt society in order to fight for the rights of 
women. 
 
 
 
 

Having spent the last two years often thinking about the word solitude, while living alone in a 
foreign country throughout an ongoing pandemic, it is fitting to study the lonesome writings of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and Mary Wollstonecraft. Both of these celebrated writers experienced the struggles 
and joys of solitude not only from a deeply personal standpoint, but from differing angles of social 
philosophy, which this paper will attempt to unravel. Wollstonecraft was highly influenced by the 
writings of Rousseau, which she both criticized and admired. She saw him as a “fellow solitary 
wanderer,” as Barbara Taylor puts it, though the two writers ultimately wandered in different 
philosophical directions (Taylor, 2004). Therefore, my main question is: how did Wollstonecraft 
interpret and describe solitude in her Letters Written in Sweden, Norway and Denmark, and how did her 
views differ from those in Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality and the Reveries of the Solitary 
Walker? Did Rousseau’s perception of solitude have a negative or a positive connotation, and did 
Wollstonecraft agree? Finally, could solitude be preferable over society for either of them, or is it 
possible for anyone to achieve? These philosophical questions will be analysed through intertextual 
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source analysis over three sections: their views on the past and present, on gender and social 
dependence, and on the debate between selfishness and social consciousness. 

The main text examined here is Mary Wollstonecraft’s Letters Written in Sweden, Norway and 
Denmark, first published in 1796 as a series of letters written on a business trip to Scandinavia for her 
romantic partner Gilbert Imlay. She had begun to suspect that he was no longer interested in their 
relationship, and consequently her Letters were filled with images of desolate shores and the miseries 
of perceived social isolation. However, she also discussed her optimistic and socially progressive hopes 
for foreign societies and governments, despite feeling somewhat defeated after the fall of the 
Girondins in the French Revolution. The second text examined in this paper is Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men, first published in 1755. The Discourse 
set the groundwork for Rousseau’s major philosophical beliefs: that mankind is naturally good and 
was originally blissful in a state of nature in a past Golden Age, yet this solitary goodness was gradually 
corrupted by civilization and its unequal power plays. The third comparative text is Rousseau’s Reveries 
of the Solitary Walker, his final and unfinished work first published posthumously in 1782. The Reveries 
included Rousseau’s introspective reflections about his life, his solitary wanderings, and his struggles 
to achieve happiness after years of political exile and many lost friendships. 

Philosophical comparisons are often made between Rousseau and Wollstonecraft, yet most of 
these assessments are written primarily about their differing views on gender roles. Previous studies 
also tend to focus more on Wollstonecraft’s Vindications over her other texts. Thus, this paper will 
discuss Wollstonecraft’s debate with Rousseau’s works by using a relatively lesser studied main text, 
focusing on the social philosophy from a non-gendered as well as a gendered view, to better 
understand the more rounded concerns Wollstonecraft raised with Rousseau’s ideas.  
 
 

PAST VS PRESENT 
 

Had the hypothetical Golden Age that Rousseau so ardently envisioned been real, 
Wollstonecraft might have gladly been drawn to it. However, society had not disappeared, and 
civilization was now far too advanced for a Golden Age to ever again be possible. Therefore, 
backtracking into nature was an impossibility, merely a fleeing of the scene, which would signify a 
sense of personal failure to her. Wollstonecraft was drawn to the Scottish philosophical works of 
writers such as John Millar, who believed the stark opposite of Rousseau, that an increase in social 
sympathy and empathy meant that society was, in fact, positively progressing for the better (Jones, 
2002). By abandoning society, Wollstonecraft would have abandoned a sense of compassion for the 
suffering masses, and by extension, would have therefore given up hope for future progress. She was 
not disheartened enough to do this. The world may not have been perfect, but it was not wholly 
dystopian either.  

Rousseau’s views were in disagreement. For him, choosing society nearly always meant 
choosing the side of corruption, if not evil. Even in his political works in which he imagined free civil 
states advanced to the heights of social improvement, this state could never be sustainable. Therefore, 
it would ultimately be futile to even try to achieve it (Riley, 2008). His was a bleak view, despite the 



Elysian Woods and Desolate Shores    Jessica Lynn Leeper 

The Graduate Inequality Review | Vol. I  22 

surface optimism in his texts such as The Social Contract. In his mind, the only truly virtuous and good 
civilizations, like Sparta, had long ceased to exist. Influenced by Hesiod’s Five Ages of Man theory, 
Rousseau believed that civilizations only tend to worsen over time, that the social virtues of each 
historical age have gradually diminished since the First, or Golden, Age (Fontenrose, 1974). Therefore, 
true progress in society cannot be sustained, since civilization reached its pinnacle ages ago and cannot 
aim higher. According to this bleak view, the only direction to go is down.  

Essentially, one could not be both a natural man and a citizen; the states were incompatible. 
For in an attempt to compromise, both states would have been rendered inauthentic (France, 2004). 
What could one do then? The answer for Rousseau was to escape from society altogether, and make 
a solitary life beyond the cities, devoid of social woes. If one sought solitude with nature, and a life 
without social toil and inequality, then one’s inevitable and primal happiness would render all cause 
for social improvement unnecessary. For Rousseau, people would be happier living in a state of social 
ignorance:  

 
“Man in a state of nature, wandering up and down the forests, without industry, 
without speech, and without home, an equal stranger to war and to all ties, neither 
standing in need of his fellow creatures nor having any desire to hurt them, and 
perhaps not even distinguishing them from one another…could have no feelings 
or knowledge but such as befitted his situation.” (Rousseau, Discourse, 2008).  
 

In contrast, Wollstonecraft may have been writing in a state of personal misery, but she was not ready 
to let the world defeat her. She might have admired Rousseau’s insistence that Robinson Crusoe was the 
greatest literature for children (Rousseau, Emile, 1979), but she was not so willing to live his isolated 
island life. Rousseau’s return to nature was hardly a viable option for Wollstonecraft, who, despite the 
recent disappointments she had faced in France, had not given up on the fact that mankind was still 
capable of doing good. The revolution may have been imperfect, and progress itself is sometimes 
imperfect, but progress can still be achieved through other avenues.  

Through her Scandinavian travels, Wollstonecraft could see the ways different nations and 
peoples were seeking improvement, and how more advanced nations tended, at least to her 
assessment, to have happier citizens. For her, happiness was forward-looking. People might find 
personal happiness in solitude, but nature alone could only provide so much. Eventually, unnatural 
improvements would have to be made for the common good. For instance, in her assessments of the 
people of Norway, Wollstonecraft concluded that they may have appeared happy in their natural rural 
landscapes, living as they had for centuries in some places. However, she made it clear that in order 
to achieve even greater happiness, some minor joys of solitary living must be sacrificed for the social 
good. For her, perfection and progress may very well become unsustainable, as Rousseau would say, 
but it was still better to strive for it than merely settle for suffering. Thus, she wrote: 

 
“How frequently has melancholy and even misanthropy taken possession of me, 
when the world has disgusted me, and friends have proved unkind. I have then 
considered myself as a particle broken off from the grand mass of mankind; - I was 
alone, till some involuntary sympathetic emotion, like the attraction of adhesion, 
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made me feel that I was still a part of a mighty whole, from which I could not sever 
myself” (Wollstonecraft, Letters , 2009). 
 

Rousseau may have written as if he was happy in his solitude after his many exiles, but he could not 
hide his cynicism and despair. His view was conspicuously smiling but hopelessly pessimistic. 
Wollstonecraft summed up their differences in the Vindications of the Rights of Woman as thus: “Rousseau 
exerts himself to prove, that all WAS right originally: a crowd of authors that all IS now right: and I, 
that all WILL BE right.” (Wollstonecraft, A Vindication, 1998). Wollstonecraft may have been 
suffering, but she was still willing to put up a fight for human progress. It was not so easy for her to 
escape from society, for a number of reasons which did not apply to Rousseau.  
 
 
INDEPENDENCE VS DEPENDENCE  
 

The question of whether or not solitude was man’s best option was an easy one for Rousseau. 
His views from 1755 onwards were unchanging and ever in support of man’s solitary freedom, that 
man was better off alone. He wrote in the Discourse that “man is weak when he is dependent, and is 
his own master before he comes to be strong.” (Rousseau, Discourse, 2008). In his mind, solitude was 
the only state in which men could be totally and happily free, for they lived in a state more innocent 
than ignorant; indeed, a state so innocent there was no conceivable alternative. Clearly, for him, man 
was best on his own, in a state of total freedom.  

However, Rousseau was very clearly speaking of men, not mankind. Women, in his view, could 
not be so fortunate. In Rousseau’s social philosophy, women must be social, for they alone can best 
mediate the wrongdoings of men. Rousseau may have thought women morally superior to men in this 
way, but by casting them as moral judges of men, they were not given an option to be as free as their 
male counterparts, nor could solitude be an acceptable fate. He stated at the beginning of the Discourse 
that women’s duty is: 

 
“To perpetuate, by your insinuating influence and your innocent and amiable rule, 
a respect for the laws of the State, and harmony among the citizens…Continue, 
therefore, always to be what you are, the chaste guardians of our morals, and the 
sweet security for our peace” (Rousseau, Discourse, 2008).  
 

Furthermore, according to Rousseau, women were even more chained to society because they became 
mothers. According to his Discourse, it was this very bondage — whether forced or chosen — that 
brought about women’s fall from solitary ambitions and chained them to society, even if that society 
was only one’s family (the first stirrings of social dynamics). He wrote of women thus: “The sexes, 
whose manner of life had been hitherto the same, began now to adopt different ways of living. The 
women became more sedentary, and accustomed themselves to mind the hut and their children, while 
the men went abroad in search of their common subsistence” (Rousseau, Discourse, 2008). By adhering 
to this kind of stadial theory, women were by reproduction necessarily the “nucleus of the cell” of 
families, a role which could not possibly be fulfilled in social isolation (Karafili, 2019). In the social 
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views of Rousseau, women had no choice in their worldly role, for not even physical loneliness was 
an option.  

Rousseau doomed women to a life of misery, for they could not hope to achieve his ideal 
image of man. To him, those in society lived harder lives than those in solitude, for social life included 
all the corruption and evils of inequality that inevitably arose. In his view, there was little choice for 
women to be free and independent. It was also easier in some cases for men to step away from their 
responsibilities. After all, Rousseau famously rejected his role as a father by placing his children with 
Thérèse Levasseur in a foundling hospital, thereby freeing himself from familial obligations at the 
expense of making Thérèse a victim of his domineering decisions. Yet despite her resentment of his 
actions, she stayed with him till his death, having had no alternative option but poverty (Rousseau, 
Confessions, 1953). Rousseau described society as a place where a man is “always moving, sweating, 
toiling, and racking his brains to find still more laborious occupations,” calling death preferable to 
social dependence (Rousseau, Discourse, 2008). However, women were expected to live within that 
sphere, having severely limited means to support themselves outside of it, and few ways to raise their 
children without the help of men, who, for the most part, could alone aspire to monetary gain.   

Wollstonecraft was not willing to take the bait. After all, she had just seen firsthand how 
Rousseau’s ideas about gender divisions had negatively influenced the Jacobins in the French 
Revolution, a party which condemned women in public roles and which killed many of her friends 
during the Reign of Terror (Gordon, 2006). Having witnessed Rousseau’s gender ideas being played 
out politically to the detriment of women, it is no surprise that she fought against views that blatantly 
expected women to keep quiet and hidden from view and barred them from partaking in social 
progress. Not only that, but she lived in a time in which contemporary definitions of masculinity and 
femininity were not fixed ideas, as Andrew Elfenbein points out, meaning that she could tear down 
Rousseau’s sense of gender divisions by claiming that no divided line had ever been uniformly agreed 
upon across nations and time (Elfenbein, 2002). Wollstonecraft did not see women’s social duty as a 
necessity but instead as another excuse to condemn them as the weaker and dependent sex, because 
they were given no better options.  

Solitude for women was not a choice, but a pitiful deviation from a coerced norm, at worst, a 
perceived symptom of an unfeminine melancholia, something wholly undesirable (Fawcett, 1780). 
Eighteenth-century women’s lives were too accustomed to submission to a male-dominated society 
for them to seek lone freedom for themselves. Such a life would have been viewed as an affliction. 
Upon leaving her daughter for a short while, Wollstonecraft contemplated the drudgeries of the 
expectations of the female sex, that women were expected to be “the dependent and oppressed” 
gender, that their minds could not be unleashed to the merits of solitude. To introduce such masculine 
thoughts to a woman would be to “unfold her mind, lest it should render her unfit for the world she 
is to inhabit” (Wollstonecraft, Letters, 2009). Wollstonecraft could see further obstacles for women 
hoping to achieve the kind of solitary bliss open to men like Rousseau. She knew that many women 
were abandoned by lovers, and made especially dependent on the goodwill of friends and family, since 
few occupations were open to them in eighteenth-century society to maintain themselves and 
especially their children. Even fewer occupations were available to them in a state of solitude.   
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Female writers like Wollstonecraft hardly had control of their works in society; in solitude they 
could barely hope to be heard at all. Society then, for the sake of monetary comfort, was a necessity 
for most women. This dependence rendered them, in the eyes of society, and by extension the law, 
chained to their dependent fates, like “perpetual children” (Wollstonecraft, A Vindication, 1998). 
Wollstonecraft knew how difficult life could be for women who had little support. After all, she 
imagined herself to be soon abandoned by her own lover. It seems unsurprising then that she would 
go on to write at length about women’s imprisonment in her final novel The Wrongs of Woman, and was 
all too aware of the severely limited options for women’s independence (Schulman, 2007). Female 
writers such as Wollstonecraft did not have the “luxury” to write unconventionally of their feelings 
and ideas, unlike Rousseau, who could write self-damaging works and remain relatively unscathed 
(Harper, 2001). For women like Wollstonecraft, even one’s work in an independent life, works written 
in solitary bliss, would have their content socially judged. There could be no real escape from harsh 
social scrutiny.  

Since solitude was easier to achieve for men, Rousseau failed to see that women were not 
typically given the same choices. It was not difficult for Rousseau to say that solitude was preferable 
to society, because it was open to him. Although Rousseau was provided accommodations and 
necessities by patrons and friends for most of his career, he could still maintain a semi-secluded 
independent life. Though Wollstonecraft may have fantasized about such an idyllic retreat from the 
world, she knew that, for most women, solitude was hardly a possibility, so they may as well hope for 
social improvement instead. Furthermore, the struggle was not over for her, for to abandon society 
would mean abandoning the women who had not the means for an ideal life. Based on her many 
progressive writings, this would be unthinkable and selfish. 
 
 
SELFISHNESS VS SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS  
 

Ultimately, the debate over the merits of solitude and whether Wollstonecraft and Rousseau 
agreed boiled down to two fundamentally different and wholly incompatible viewpoints in their social 
philosophies: selfishness and social consciousness. As shown throughout this article, the common 
thread throughout Rousseau’s philosophical oeuvre is that man alone was ideal but men in plural were 
corrupt, that there could be no hope for a better society in a world that hit its pinnacle in the 
irretrievable past. At the start of his literary career in 1755, Rousseau’s belief that “man’s first feeling 
was that of his own existence, and his first care that of self-preservation” (Rousseau, Discourse, 2008) 
differed little from the views in his final work. Indeed, he seems to have become more cynical with 
age, and more certain that solitude was the only way forward: “Alone for the rest of my life, because 
I cannot find except in myself consolation, hope and peace, I ought not, and do not wish to occupy 
myself any longer save with myself” (Rousseau, Reveries, 1971). For Rousseau, the question of the 
merits of solitude was simple. Society being doomed and civilized man a lost cause, what better option 
was there than to be alone and support one’s own happiness, since it could not stem from others? 
After all, one could not have conflict with oneself, nor could one do harm to others if alone.  
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 However, Rousseau’s insistence that reclusive solitude was preferable to society was hardly 
practical, considering he acknowledged in his Discourse that the innocence of the Golden Age could 
never again be possible. Now that civilization is the status quo, there can be no “retrograde motion in 
human nature” (Riley, 2008). To someone like Wollstonecraft, Rousseau’s sense of solitude was 
borderline delusional, perhaps consciously and intentionally so, or at the very least steeped in painful 
denial. Although Rousseau contradicted himself by expressing in his Reveries that he wished to be 
reaccepted into society, he ultimately reached the conclusion that solitude had become his favoured 
state, particularly after it was enforced in light of his initial exile in 1762 (Rousseau, Reveries, 1971). He 
was aware of the fantasy, but happily accepted it.  

For Wollstonecraft, it could be argued, a happiness such as Rousseau’s was merely an artificial 
state of mind born out of denial about his own misery, having been cast into social exile and 
abandoned by friends. One could pretend all they wish that society had disappeared, but sooner or 
later they would be confronted with civilization and realize that their dream of solitude was nothing 
more than a happy illusion. After all, the very word reverie, as Leo Damrosch points out, was defined 
by eighteenth-century critics as a state of “ridiculous imagination,” a deplorable stopping point 
between excess daydreaming and a fool’s paradise (Damrosch, 2007). Rousseau could not sustain his 
blissful solitary make-believe forever. Take, for instance, this misadventure in the Reveries:  

 
“At twenty paces from the place where I believed I was the first to come, I found 
a stocking-factory! …My first sensation was a feeling of joy at finding myself 
amongst human beings when I had believed myself to be totally alone; but this 
sensation, more rapid than the lightning flash, soon gave place to a painful feeling, 
more lasting, as if not even in the caves of Alps had I been able to escape from the 
cruel hands of men” (Rousseau, Reveries, 1971).  
 

Rousseau’s ideal then was hypocritical. By abandoning society, which he says was full of corrupt and 
selfish people, and refusing to participate in its improvement, was Rousseau not also being selfish, 
walking away from people who may have been in need of help? Besides, as Angela D. Jones suggests, 
real solitary ignorance of the world would be impossible, for the very portrayal of one’s self implies at 
least some level of social consciousness (Jones, 1997). If one were raised in society, then even in 
solitude they will subconsciously act according to some of the norms of public nature, meaning that 
Rousseau’s sense of solitude must have proven futile.  

Furthermore, was Rousseau not being overly dramatic in believing that all people were a 
disappointment? Wollstonecraft had certainly had her fair share of disappointments from people in 
her life - her alcoholic father, friends who failed to live up to her standards, and lovers who proved 
unfaithful. However, these were not the only people who influenced her life. Wollstonecraft also had 
good friendships and close bonds with her sisters and like-minded revolutionaries and intellectuals. 
Mankind could be disappointing, yes, but not all of the time. Suffering may have sometimes been a 
byproduct of cosmopolitanism, but perhaps enlightenment and friendships were worth the struggle. 
During her travels in Norway, she wrote:  
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“My imagination hurries me forward to seek an asylum in such a retreat from all 
the disappointments I am threatened with; but reason drags me back, whispering 
that the world is still the world, and man the same compound of weakness and 
folly, who must occasionally excite love and disgust, admiration and contempt” 
(Wollstonecraft, Letters, 2009).  
 

The idea that solitude was mankind’s best option for happiness was a bleak and defeated outlook for 
Wollstonecraft. For a mind such as hers, solitude would over time have proven dull, uninspiring, and 
self-defeating. She did not fully agree with critics like Voltaire, that Rousseau’s ideas were “against the 
human race” (Riley, 2008), but she did question the practicality of Rousseau’s views. She may have 
sometimes felt like an exile, like Rousseau, wandering from place to place and feeling distant and 
isolated from all she met, but a change of scenery could not extinguish her curiosity about people and 
the good of society. When she wrote of her misery, she soon after wrote of the miseries of others. 
Hers was never a self-centred narration.  

Perhaps the answer to the overall question of the merits of solitude can be best summed up 
by Wollstonecraft’s assessments of life in both solitude and society:  

 
“I should like to divide my time between the town and country; in a lone 
house…where my mind would gain strength by solitary musing, and in a metropolis 
to rub off the rust of thought, and polish the taste which the contemplation of 
nature had rendered just” (Wollstonecraft, Letters, 2009).  
 

Just as people could not wholly live with people, they could neither live wholly without them. Even 
as she sought solitary peace of mind throughout her travels, she could not help but turn back to the 
towns and people she met, to form an ongoing assessment of the socio-political situations she 
encountered. Furthermore, if Wollstonecraft had chosen to hide from the world, she could not have 
proven the worth of women intellectuals or furthered her reforms. For her, peace in solitude was 
fleeting; eventually one must return to society to help eradicate the causes of misery. In order to perfect 
human nature, one must judge and be judged by others to better make sense of one’s individual 
inclinations. 

Rousseau may have found a modicum of happiness in solitude by giving up society, but he 
never lost his pessimistic views about the future of men. Wollstonecraft, on the other hand, found 
misery in both solitude and society, but remained optimistic about the future of women. For their 
sake, solitude was not the answer, no matter how enticing the thought. Solitude would quickly become 
desolate isolation. In Wollstonecraft’s view, there could be no happiness in solitude as Rousseau saw 
it, for there can be no true happiness at all in an imperfect world. It was in striving for social progress 
that happiness could be truly achieved. Rousseau’s vision of solitude according to Wollstonecraft was 
an unattainable ideal, a sentimental fantasy, an independent freedom closed to women, where the 
embers of the Golden Age revealed nothing but a deluded Elysium. 
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