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Abstract

This thesis examines the work of William Godwin in terms of a conjunction between
secular Enlightenment optimism and the psychology of Christian hope. This
conjunction produced his particular inflection of human perfectibility, where the 1dea
of liberal improvement in society becomes a semi-fictional narrative of faith. This
political philosophy is developed alongside a Dissenting literary theory that
understands literature as discussion, locating the means of improvement in the written
text’s influence over the mind of the reader. Godwin’s interest in altering the mindset
of his readership as a means of political improvement sees him emphasise the i1dea ot
hope in his novels, seeking to sustain the progressive project through literature in the
tace of the rise of anti-Jacobinism and Malthusian political economy in the late 1790s.

Percy Shelley defined his literary project as an attempt to revive liberal hope in the
wake of the ‘failure’ of the French Revolution, a definition initiated by his reading ot
Godwin. His reaction against Wordsworthian conservatism is framed in the terms of
Godwinian psychology. Percy Shelley’s theories on the poet as ‘legislator’ emerge
from his encounter with Godwin’s ideas on reader-response as the vehicle of
improvement. However, there is also a reaction against Godwinian hope, which sees
Percy Shelley explore a countervailing anti-humanist disappointment.

A key theme of Mary Shelley’s novels is the persistence of Godwinian hope. She
discusses Godwinian ideas on benevolence and the absence of innate disposition to
crime as a means of reviving the progressive project. While Mary Shelley explores the

collapse of liberal optimism, she makes a paradoxical attempt to sustain Godwinian
hope through a disappointed lament for its demise.

The thesis contends that the work of these authors constituted a coherent debate on

the liberal Enlightenment, forming an important presence in British literary culture
from 1793 up to the verge of the first Reform Bill in 1832.
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Introduction

Early in the second volume of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein;, or, The Modern
Prometheus (1818), the reader encounters one of the dramatic centrepieces of the
novel. Frankenstein, tormented by the death of his brother at the hands of the being he
has created, attempts to find solace in the sublime landscape of Montanvert.
Ascending to the summit of the glacier, he sees a shape moving toward him with
‘superhuman speed’, bounding over the crevices in the ice. As the shape draws nearer,
Frankenstein realises that it i1s the being he had created. He sees that the Creature’s
‘countenance bespoke bitter anguish, combined with disdain and malignity, while its
unearthly ugliness rendered it almost too horrible for human eyes’.! Filled with rage,
Frankenstein springs upon the Creature and cries that he wishes to trample him to dust
and take vengeance against him for his diabolical murders. The Creature then speaks
to his creator.

Throughout the first volume, Mary Shelley has worked within the traditions of the
Gothic novel, offering the reader a tale of pursuit, murder and horror. The Creature
has been glimpsed only briefly in the scene which details his creation. The reader
knows him primarily through his terrible acts: the murder of young William, which
leads to the execution of Frankenstein’s sister, the innocent Justine. However, the
Creature’s first words mark a shift in the novel’s tenor. His speech begins with a
warning to Frankenstein, but then begins to engage the reader’s sympathy, disrupting

their perception of this character:

Remember, thou hast made me more powerful than thyself; my height is superior to thine; my
joints more supple. But I will not be tempted to set myself in opposition to thee. I am thy
creature, and I will be even mild and docile to my natural lord and king, if thou wilt also
perform thy part, the which thou owest me. Oh, Frankenstein, be not equitable to every other,
and trample upon me alone, to whom thy justice, and even thy clemency and affection, is most
due. Remember, that I am thy creature: I ought to be thy Adam; but am rather the fallen angel,

whom thou drivest from joy for no misdeed. Everywhere I see bliss, from which I alone am



irrevocably excluded. I was benevolent and good; misery made me a fiend. Make me happy,

and I shall again be virtuous.’

Throughout the first volume the Creature has repeatedly been pictured as a ‘monster’.
Yet we now encounter an unexpected moral vocabulary. The criminal might be
redeemed; he might be made ‘virtuous’. It was, the Creature claims, the circumstances
of his life which made him wicked; he possessed no innate disposition to evil. He
goes on to repeat that before his descent into crime: ‘I was benevolent; my soul
glowed with love and humanity’.” Mary Shelley places great stress upon the notion
that the Creature was originally ‘benevolent’, that the criminal once possessed an
altruistic compassion for others. The encounter on Montanvert is crucial to the scheme
of Frankenstein, entirely altering the moral outlook of the novel. It invites the reader
to consider a set of arguments on humanity’s disposition to benevolence; on the
absence of any disposition to selfishness or malevolence; and on the formation of
character by social circumstance. A bleak tale of murder and criminality is suddenly
interrupted when Mary Shelley introduces, in the Creature’s speech, a sense of liberal
optimism.

The liberal, reformist character of Frankenstein was emphasised by Percy Shelley
in a review of the novel intended for publication in Leigh Hunt’s Examiner. He
referred to the Creature’s ‘original goodness’ and suggested that the work’s ‘direct

moral’ was a clear and definitive one: ‘[n]or are the crimes and malevolence of the

?

single Being, tho’ indeed withering and tremendous, the offspring of any
unaccountable propensity to evil, but flow inevitably from certain causes adequate to
their production’.® Percy Shelley proceeds to argue that such doctrines will influence
the mind of the reader who encounters them, believing of the portrait of the Creature
that ‘there 1s perhaps no reader [...] who will not feel a responsive string touched in
his inmost soul’.” This interest in the response of the reader is echoed in the Preface to
the 1818 edition of Frankenstein, also written by Percy Shelley, in which the author
declares his concern with ‘the manner in which whatever moral tendencies exist in the

sentiments or characters it contains shall affect the reader’.®

Mary Shelley’s description of the encounter on the summit of Montanvert and
Percy Shelley’s review of the novel raise a set of important contentions. There is an

emphasis on liberal, progressive theories of human nature and on the educative effect



these theories might have on the mind of the reader. In this key regard, the
collaborative project of Frankenstein is heavily marked by the influence of the
political and literary thought of William Godwin. The Creature’s speech, with its use
of terms such as ‘justice’, ‘benevolent’ and ‘virtuous’, makes overt Mary Shelley’s
debt to the moral theory set out in Godwin’s philosophical treatise, An Enquiry
Concerning Political Justice (1793). The status of Frankenstein as a Godwinian work
has been discussed by William St Clair in his essay ‘The Impact of Frankenstein’ and,
most recently, in The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period.” St Clair has returned
to contemporary publishers’ records to claim that the 1818 text was not widely
available to the reading public and that its original reformist message was thus rapidly
travestied by a slew of popular stage adaptations.

Critical interpretations of the work of Mary and Percy Shelley have often detached
themselves from the context of the Godwinian theory of progress. Yet the manner 1n
which Godwin translated the progressive hopes of the radical Enlightenment into a
type of secular faith formed a crucial intellectual stimulus in the literary careers of
both. Throughout Godwin’s work, the word ‘hope’ is used with a specific ideological
inflection; expressing a belief in the Enlightenment idea of human perfectibility, a
conviction in humanity’s inexorable progress towards a society of universal justice
and equality. The stress laid upon this word ‘hope’ illustrates how he transposed
external political concerns into the terms of interior psychological experience. The key
dynamic in Godwin’s literary project involves an attempt to foster this psychology of
hope within the mind of the individual reader.

The first part of the thesis will discuss Godwin’s intent to propagate the
psychology of hope through philosophical and political treatise, novels, and essays.
The psychology of hope i1s first a faculty encountered within Godwin’s work,
encompassing his attachment to a set of Enlightenment humanist doctrines: the
formation of character by social circumstance; humanity’s disposition to benevolence;
and a consequent belief in the idea of human perfectibility, in the notion that growth
in human knowledge brings gradual progress in politics and ethics. In Political
Justice, Godwin set out his optimistic conviction in the process of human
‘improvement’, declaring that humanity i1s progressing towards an egalitarian
anarchist society without government founded on individual benevolence, virtue and

the universal apprehension of the general good. The psychology of hope is secondly a



faculty which Godwin seeks to stimulate within the reader. His writings constitute a
series of educative addresses intended to secure the process of gradual improvement
through the agency of literature upon the mind of the individual reader. The second
part of the thesis will discuss the legacy of Godwin’s psychology of hope in the work
of Percy Shelley and Mary Shelley. Percy Shelley’s poetic project, defined expressly
against a contemporary mood of progressive disappointment engendered by the
perceived failure of the French Revolution, shows a concern for literature as a means
of directing readers towards a hope for improvement that derives directly from the
example of Godwin. Many of Mary Shelley’s novels, often interpreted as conservative
warnings against the excesses of radical utopianism, are in fact nuanced and
ambiguous studies of Godwin’s particular strand of liberal optimism. While she
remains sceptical of his conviction in the material effects of hope, her encounter with
his brand of radical Enlightenment humanism provided the stimulus for her most
important work.

This thesis takes a historicist approach to the work of Godwin and the Shelleys,
viewing their engagement with contemporary philosophy and politics through the idea
of hope as the most important aspect of their work. Historicist criticism of the
literature of the Romantic Period has only relatively recently begun to confront the
era’s key intellectual context, the thought of the Enlightenment.” In discussing the
Godwinian psychology of hope, it is sometimes necessary to speak of ‘the
Enlightenment’, thus eliding the gulf in political and philosophical outlook between,
for example, the Scottish and French Enlightenments. However, we might take Peter
Gay’s definition as a general guide. He characterises the Enlightenment as ‘a family of
intellectuals united by a single style of thinking’, as a ‘vastly ambitious program, a
program of secularism, humanity, cosmopolitanism, and freedom, above all, freedom
In 1ts many forms - freedom from arbitrary power, freedom of speech, freedom of
trade’.” This program is of crucial importance in the work of Godwin, Mary Shelley
and Percy Shelley, being adopted and critiqued to varying extents by each. At points
in their work, we see that radical Enlightenment political beliefs become a self-
sustaining ideology which denies history in a similar manner to the Romantic
Ideology identified by Jerome McGann.'” Godwin and Percy Shelley in particular look
to ideas of pertectibility and equality as offering a kind of transcendence which might

act as a remedy for the present ills of practical politics.
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Before further mapping out the literary and political connections between Godwin and
the Shelleys, we should consider in greater detail the nature of, and the intellectual
roots of, the Godwinian psychology of hope. We must look in particular at Godwin’s
grounding in the traditions of Protestant Dissent and at his interest in the French
Enlightenment. At an early stage of the first edition of Political Justice, we tind
Godwin’s first discussion of his literary project as a contribution to the process ot
‘improvement’. His speculation that there may in the future be universal agreement on

the science of government provides an insight into the purpose of his political treatise:

Men may one day feel that they are partakers of a common nature, and that true freedom and
perfect equity, like food and air, are pregnant with benefit to every constitution. If there be the

faintest hope that this shall be the final result, then certainly no subject can inspire to a sound

: : : C e 11
mind such generous enthusiasm, such enlightened ardour and such invincible perseverance.

Godwin strays into territory beyond that of the orthodox political treatise. Describing
a state of ‘true freedom and perfect equity’, he dwells on the psychological effects to
be gained from contemplating that state. The faculty of ‘hope’ is already positioned at
the heart of his enterprise; his emphasis is on interior mental experience as much as
external reality. The hope of improvement will stimulate in the ‘sound mind’ the
states of ‘generous enthusiasm’, ‘enlightened ardour’ and ‘invincible perseverance’.
Implicitly, the purpose of Political Justice is seen to lie in its psychological effects. In
his choice of vocabulary, Godwin equates the hope for progress towards a state of
freedom and equality with Christian experience; specifically, the words ‘enthusiasm’
and ‘ardour’ are drawn from the vocabulary of Protestant Dissent.'* ‘Enthusiasm’ in
particular becomes a key term in his political vocabulary throughout his literary
career, as we shall see. Often caricatured as an arch-rationalist, Godwin seems at this
early stage of Political Justice to define the purpose of the treatise as that of
stimulating an extra-rational ‘enthusiasm’ for justice. Through hope, he seeks to instil
in the reader of ‘sound mind’ an ‘invincible perseverance’ in their attachment to

notions of improvement.
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This preoccupation with the psychology of reader-response is also evident in the
Preface to Political Justice, in which Godwin speaks of being ‘desirous of producing a
work, from the perusal of which no man should rise without being strengthened 1n
habits of sincerity, fortitude and justice’."> He records his wish to create a work which
will act directly upon the mind of the reader, producing a material effect upon their
consciousness. The word ‘strengthened’ imagines the relationship between written
text and reader as a physical one. The work’s effect on the reader is registered in the
increase of republican ‘habits of sincerity, fortitude and justice’. For Godwin, the
psychology of reader-response is always intimately associated with notions of political
improvement. His phrasing in the Preface to Political Justice recalls his letter to
Thomas Paine after the publication of the first part of Rights of Man, written two years

earlier in 1791. There, he had praised Paine’s work by offering an idealised vision of

reader-response:

It does not confine itself, as an injudicious answer would have done, to a cold refutation of Mr.
Burke’s errors, but with equal discernment and philanthropy, embraces every opportunity of
impressing the finest principles of liberty upon the hearts of mankind. It is perhaps impossible
to rise from perusing it without feeling one’s self both wiser and better. The seeds of

. : : : : : : .. 14
revolution it contains are so vigorous in their stamina, that nothing can overpower them.

Again, Godwin’s emphasis is on the psychological eftects of the written text and on

the matenal benefits of those psychological effects.

The i1ssue of reader-response was at the core of his venture into imaginative fiction.
In the Preface to the 1832 edition of his novel Fleetwood, Godwin oftered an account
of the composition of his earlier novel Caleb Williams, or, Things As They Are (1794)

which described the work’s projected impact upon the reader:

It must be admitted, however, that during the whole period, bating a few intervals, my mind
was in a high state of excitement. I said to myself a thousand times, ‘I will write a tale that

shall constitute an epoch in the mind of the reader, that no one, after he has read it, shall ever

be exactly the same man that he was before’. - I put these things down just as they happened,
and with the most entire frankness. "

From the standpoint ot 1832, Godwin cleanses any political intent from the creation of

the novel. But he still retains some conception of the manner in which he had sought
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to bring about a material change ‘in the mind of the reader’ through his fiction. The
Intent to irrevocably alter the mind of the reader remains consistent between political
treatise and imaginative fiction.

Godwin’s concern with frankness, candour and the interior psychology of reader-
response should be understood as evidence of his grounding in the culture of
Protestant Dissent. The connection with the psychology of Dissenting religious
experience is central to Godwin’s political philosophy and to the intellectual legacy
which he passed on to the Shelleys. The relationship with Dissent has been
fundamental to several analyses of Political Justice, with William Stafford the first to
argue for 1ts determining influence in his claim that the treatise was an expression of
‘dissenting religion translated into politics’.'® Stafford asserts that Godwin’s concern
for the benevolent motives of actions, rather than simply for the consequences of
actions, derived from the Calvinist moralist Jonathan Edwards and distinguished the
ethical theory of Political Justice from that of Benthamite utilitarianism. He also
suggests that the general pattern of thought in the treatise, of pessimism over the
present corruption of society contrasted with optimism for its future renovation, 1s a
product of Godwin’s exposure in early life to the Calvinistic thought of
Congregationalism and Sandemanianism, to Calvinism’s ‘sense of an infinite distance
between divine perfection and corrupt, sinful nature’."’

Gregory Claeys also identified the culture of Dissent as a shaping influence on
Godwin’s 1dea of political justice and his critique of democracy in two key essays
published in the 1980s. He suggested that Godwin began Political Justice with the
intention of assigning government a central role in the administration of justice, but
was led, partly through the influence of Edwards, to argue that government can play
no role in making men virtuous and that collective activity must be replaced by the
principle of private judgement.© Godwin thus defines political justice, Claeys
observes, as ‘the resumption by society of the positive role of government, the
rewarding of virtue’."” In the later discussion of how Political Justice anticipated
elements of socialist theory 1n its criticisms of representative democracy, Claeys cites
Godwin’s interest in both classical republicanism and contemporary Dissenting

notions of moral government set free from the usual mechanisms of state power. He

emphasises the latter strand of thought:
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If, for example, one of the Dissenters’ most essential principles was the exclusion of
government from interference in matters of religious conscience, Godwin can be understood as
having extended this principle to include a proscription of interference in a// forms of thought

(and this indeed is the real basis of his ‘anarchi'sm").20

Positioned at the crossroads of Dissenting and republican thought, Godwin saw large-
scale democratic republics as incapable of stimulating virtue in their participants. The
individual conscience was likely to be overshadowed by mass opinion and the
authority of the state. Sincerity, openness and justice could only be maintained
through personal relations, through reciprocal moral supervision between individuals,
and thus only through a small-scale nation state.

Mark Philp built upon the arguments of Stafford and Claeys in one of the most
influential accounts of Political Justice, claiming that Godwin’s upbringing and later
immersion in the social circles of Dissent produced the anarchistic tenets of his
political thought.”' He asserts that the influence of the culture of Dissent, one which
disavowed subjection to the external authority of priesthood and prized the
individual’s 1nner relationship with God, led Godwin to situate private judgement as
the supreme criterion of political justice; that his grounding in Protestant thought
caused him to define the ultimate goal of political improvement as an anarchist society
in which self-determining individuals with an apprehension of justice exist without
the external coercion of government. Philp explains Godwin’s faith in the
omnipotence of truth when revealed to the individual mind by equating it with the
Dissenting notion of the individual revelation of God’s light. The Dissenting emphasis
on the education of the individual through debate and discussion is the animus for the
political principles of Political Justice in Philp’s summation: ‘it is through the
practice of private judgment and public discussion that we come to recognise and act

upon moral truths’.*

While Philp and Claeys have valuably discussed how the culture of Dissent shaped
the substance of Godwin’s political philosophy, there remains a need to acknowledge
that the presentation of political in argument in Political Justice and the novels 1s
shaped by the particular psychology of Dissenting religious thought. Though Godwin
had lost his religious faith by the time he attained success in his literary career, the

Calvinist structures of thought developed in early life persisted, and came to
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determine the manner in which he expressed his political beliets. The progress
towards a society of benevolence, equality and justice foreseen in the treatise involves
the reader in a psychology of hope similar to that found in Calvinist discussions of
salvation. The experience of Calvinistic Puritan and Dissenting doctrine, with 1ts
binary division between election and reprobation, led the individual believer to seek
the psychological assurance that would guarantee he was one of the elect.”” Assurance
of salvation was not to be found externally in good works or the ministrations of
clergy, but within the soul of the individual. Hope was a necessity for the believer, for
Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion had cited doubt and weakness of faith as
evidence of reprobation. But while orthodox Calvinism understood grace and faith as
arbitrary gifts from God, seeing the believer as passive, moderate Calvinists asserted
that salvation might be won through active faith. Godwin, trained as a minister in an
academy which based its curriculum around the moderate thought of the great
Dissenting educationalist Philip Doddridge, introduced secularised notions of hope
and psychological assurance into his discussion of politics, often seeking to confirm
the reader in progressive faith by asserting the strength of benevolence as a motive in
human behaviour and the consequent inexorable nature of progress toward a society of
equality.

In an autobiographical fragment written in 1831, Godwin discussed the ‘external
causes’ that had shaped his character. ‘First, I was born a Calvinist’, he declared,
betfore recalling that ‘one of the earliest dogmas I received was, that our life here
below 1s a state of preparation and probation for a life everlasting which 1s to
follow’.”* He read several times in early life one of the key works of seventeenth-
century Nonconformism, The Pilgrim’s Progress.” Bunyan’s work restates the inner
journey undertaken in his spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners, in the form of a Calvinistic allegory on the nature of election, faith and
salvation. The psychological journey undergone by Christian on the road to the
Celestial City in The Pilgrim’s Progress 1s mirrored in Godwin’s attempt to convert
the reader to faith in his ideas of improvement. Political Justice, for the most part a
sober treatise, relies on a narrative structure whereby the reader is transported through
corrupt modern society to the imagined advent of a secular paradise of equality and

justice. The psychological dynamic of the work derives from the psychological

dynamic of Calvinistic theology, from works such as The Pilgrim’s Progress and
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Richard Baxter’s The Saints Everlasting Rest. These works illustrate the forcetul
presence of a utopian impulse in Puritan and Nonconformist writing. In the face of
legal repression and the defeat of the Commonwealth, the world to come became an
object of intense desire for writers like Bunyan and Baxter, promising freedom from
persecution. This strand of utopianism recurs in Godwin’s work, given application to
modern political strife and persecution, to the perceived suffering of Dissenters and
radicals at the hands of government and anti-Jacobins.

The close relationship between Godwin and the culture of Dissent can also be seen
when we consider how the traditions of Puritan and Nonconformist spiritual
autobiography inform his narrative style. Spiritual autobiographies were published
narratives which dealt with the author’s religious experience, often emphasising the
moment of conversion, covering all or part of the author’s life and presented in
coherent form from a viewpoint in later life.”® Emerging in England in the sixteenth
century, they were a feature of popular Protestantism, giving expression to the
introspective tradition that was a particular feature of Puritan doctrine. Again, Godwin
maintains the psychological framework of Puritanism in the absence of religious faith,
using 1t to articulate his political beliefs. His novels evidence a debt to spiritual
autobiography in their use of first-person narrative to describe the growth of a vivid
‘enthusiasm’ for benevolist, libertarian ideals in their protagonists. The secular
development of the individual conscience i1s described in the terms of religious
experience, following a familiar pattern of conversion and vacillations between hope
and despair. Godwin’s heroes, recording in their narratives their lonely psychological
torments and their defiant endurance of persecution, recall the militant Puritanism of
Bunyan’s heroes.

This lineage connects Godwin’s works of fiction with the origins of the novel.
Critics have long recognised spiritual autobiography as a vital stimulus in the
emergence of the novel as a genre, particularly through its influence on the writing ot
Daniel Defoe, a Dissenter educated at Newington Academy.”’ Ian Watt argues that
Defoe’s description of the inner moral and emotional life of an imagined individual in
Robinson Crusoe was modelled on ‘the autobiographical memoir which was the most
immediate and widespread literary expression of the introspective tendency of
Puritanism’.”® Though self-scrutiny in written form predated the rise of Protestantism,

he observes, it was Calvinism which reinvigorated this form, giving the exploration of
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the inner self spiritual value as the means of discovering evidence of election. Watt

suggests that Calvinist spiritual autobiography, in its insistence that God’s tavour was
not reliant upon position in earthly hierarchy, provided a fundamental spiritual
egalitarianism that allowed the novel to focus on the inner life of ordinary heroes and
heroines — a notable deviation from the traditions of romance, with its socially-
elevated protagonists. The first-person narratives of Caleb Williams, St Leon and
Fleetwood echo the proto-novelistic spiritual autobiographies of Bunyan, Fox and
Baxter by showing the inner life of solitary protagonists persecuted, imprisoned,
tormented by doubt. In their focus on persecution, these models allowed Godwin to
mark his writing with a strand of hope. Marginalised by Malthusian political economy
and popular anti-Jacobinism in the late 1790s, he responded with the Reply to Parr, an
essay that overtly follows the course of Nonconformist spiritual autobiography and
that of his own novels in picturing its author as a lonely, defiant advocate of equality,
his persecution evidence of the just nature of his cause.

Understanding the nature of Godwin’s immersion in the culture and heritage of
Dissent can lead us to recognise that his entire conception of the psychological effects
of literature stemmed from the Puritan influence. Through authorial prefaces and
interventions he is insistently present in his own texts, determined to measure and
direct the psychological response of his reader. As Puritan preachers had sought in
their sermons and autobiographies to influence the collective mindset of their
audience, to set them on the road to faith and salvation, so Godwin, trained as a
Dissenting minister, seeks to bring his reader towards faith in improvement. Rooted in
Dissenting experience even after his loss of religious faith, he saw literature as a
means of transforming the consciousness of the reader, and saw this education of the
individual as the means of gradual progress towards justice and equality.

Appreciating the influence of Dissent on Godwin’s thought should not, however,
exclude other intellectual contexts. For his psychology of hope was formed by an
overlap between the secular ideas of human perfectibility set out by the thinkers ot the
French Enlightenment and the concern with assurance and encouragement handed
down by Calvinistic Dissent. The extent to which Godwin’s philosophy can be
considered to derive from that of the philosophes has been a subject of debate for
several critics. Philp, in working to situate Godwin within the indigenous English

tradition of Dissent, has simultaneously sought to dissociate him from the thought of
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the French Enlightenment.”” While he is right to stress that English radicalism was not
a passing trend generated by events in France, he does, consequently, detach Godwin
from a key nexus of ideas. Other critics have located him firmly within the tradition of
the philosophes. Isaac Kramnick suggests that his writings ‘exemplified the
characteristic intellectualism of the French Enlightenment’,”® while Seamus Deane
observes that ‘few Englishmen were as well versed in the writings of the French
Enlightenment’.”' It is possible to join together the two strands of analysis of
Godwin’s philosophy and recognise that he blended the notion of unceasing liberal
improvement put forward by the philosophes with the psychological dynamic of
Calvinism.

The 1dea of perfectibility described by Godwin expresses the fundamental
assumptions of Enlightenment humanism, asserting that growth in human knowledge
(scientific, technological and otherwise) will be accompanied by political, social and
moral progress. Godwin drew the idea from his encounter with the thought of the
French Enlightenment, with the work of Rousseau, Turgot and Condorcet, as I
demonstrate in Chapter One of this thesis. He declared the intellectual heritage of his

1dea of perfectibility in the Reply to Parr, in which he discusses Political Justice as a

text devoted to the 1dea of progress:

The great doctrine of the treatise in question is what I have there called (adopting a term I
found ready coined in the French language) the perfectibility, but what I would now wish to

call, changing the term, without changing a particle of the meaning, the progressive nature of

man, in knowledge, in virtuous propensities, and in social institutions.’*

The French idea of perfectibility had played a key role in creating the intellectual
climate of the Revolution. In Godwin’s analysis of the origins of the Revolution in the
New Annual Register, a journal aimed at a Dissenting audience for which he wrote
entries on British and foreign politics between 1784 and 1791, he asserted that the

‘intellectual heroes of France, a Rousseau, an Helvetius, and a Raynal’ had accelerated

political progress:

From hence we are to date a long series of years, in which France and the whole human race

are to enter into possession of their liberties, when the ideas of justice and truth, of intellectual
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independence and everlasting improvement, are no longer to remain buried in the dust and

obscurity of the closet [...] but to be universally received, familiar as the light of day.’ 3

The philosophes, with their ideas of ‘everlasting improvement’, are held to have
fathered a new age of enlightenment.

If we return to the early chapters of Political Justice, we can see the manner in
which Godwin’s idea of hope drew on the idea of perfectibility as defined by the
thinkers of the French Enlightenment. Immediately after the discussion of the intended
psychological effects of his liberal political philosophy in the second chapter, he
moves on to define the principle doctrines of the treatise. Having established his
concern with ‘hope’, with the intent to generate ‘generous enthusiasm’ and ‘invincible
perseverance’, he outlines the political and philosophical arguments through which he

seeks to achieve these psychological effects. Godwin returns to the concept of

‘improvement’ in human affairs:

The probability of this improvement will be sufficiently established, if we consider, FIRST,
that the moral characters of men are the result of their perceptions: and, SECONDLY, that of
all the modes of operating upon mind government is the most considerable. In addition to
these arguments it will be found, THIRDLY, that the good and ill effects of political institution
are not less conspicuous in detail than in principle; and, FOURTHLY, that perfectibility is one
of the most unequivocal characteristics of the human species, so that the political, as well as

the intellectual state of man, may be presumed to be in a course of progressive improvement.”

These optimistic doctrines of improvement are the foundations on which Godwin
establishes his psychology of hope. Through the doctrine of environmental
determination, he challenges the notion that intractable human nature should be
considered as a factor in political discussion. Throughout Political Justice Godwin
contends that if external circumstances and government can be reformed, then the
character of humanity will be reformed. This susceptibility to moral reform 1is the
basis for Godwin’s fourth tenet: the notion of human perfectibility. If human nature 1s
malleable through the reform of external circumstance, then humanity can be
supposed to be in a continual and ceaseless ‘course of progressive improvement’.

In the second edition of Political Justice, Godwin conceded that the idea of human

perfectibility required ‘some explanation’ and defined it thus:



18

By perfectible, it is not meant that [humanity] is capable of being brought to perfection. But
the word seems sufficiently adapted to express the faculty of being continually made better and
recelving perpetual improvement; and in this sense it is here to be understood. The term
perfectible, thus explained, not only does not imply the capacity of being brought to
pertection, but stands in express opposition to it. If we could arrive at perfection, there would
be an end to our improvement. There is however one thing of great importance that it does
imply: every perfection or excellence that human beings are competent to conceive, human
beings, unless in cases that are palpably and unequivocally excluded by the structure of their

frame, are competent to attain.>

Godwin’s conception of human perfectibility is pivotal to the psychology of hope
developed in Political Justice. 1t is central to our understanding of the intellectual
legacy he passed on to Percy Shelley and Mary Shelley. The idea of perfectibility was
so integral to Godwin’s thought that he declared in The Enquirer that it may be ‘set
down as an axiom that the enlightened advocate of new systems of government,
proceeds upon the establishment or assumption of the progressive nature of man,
whether as an individual, or as the member of a society’.”® Throughout his work,
pertectibility refers to progress towards a society of equality. The idea expresses an
attachment to the egalitarianism enshrined in the Déclaration des droits de [’homme et
du citoyen, that important crystallisation of the radical thought of the philosophes. We

will see that Godwin’s treatment of this French Enlightenment concept was notable
for the way he adapted such liberal optimism to the patterns of utopian thought he
inherited from the culture of Dissent. Religious hope persists as a key influence on his
political thought; Enlightenment humanism blends with the psychology of Calvinism.
Set alongside perfectibility as a bolster in Godwin’s psychology of hope 1s the 1dea
of benevolence. He saw the possibility of disinterested behaviour, of purely altruistic
concern for the good of others, as a guarantee of future progress beyond commercial
self-interest to a society of equality without private property. Godwin’s interest in this
idea connects his work with important shifts in ethical thought set in motion by
Dissenting thinkers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In Isabel Rivers’
study of the interrelations between religion and ethics in this period, she shows how
late seventeenth-century Anglicanism positioned virtue as a divine endowment, as a

faculty which would be rewarded by God’s grace.”’ Religion was thus profitable as a
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motive to virtue, a thesis reflected in the ethical thought of Locke, where a system of
divine rewards and punishments prompts the exercise of virtue. Rivers argues that
Calvinistic Nonconformism and Dissent, with its stress on justification through faith
rather than good works, played a key role in divorcing ethics from religious thought.
Calvinism holds that individuals can attain salvation only through faith, itself a
product of God’s grace. Only the elect will be granted salvation and faith is the only
justification, rather than good works. Rivers presents the hugely popular works of
Bunyan, who emphasised grace and the gift of faith, as an important contribution to a
new intellectual climate. She suggests that the manner in which Nonconformism
detached ethics from religion prepared the ground for the work of Shaftesbury, who

sought to locate the foundation of morals in the constitution of human nature rather

than in divine endowment, as Locke had done.

Godwin’s preoccupation with the hope afforded by benevolence stems from the
culture of Dissent. Rivers argues that Shaftesburian and Hutchesonian ethical theory,
with its claims on essential human sociability and disposition to sympathy for others,
gained particular prevalence in the Dissenting academies of Ireland and England, as
well as in the Scottish universities. Shaftesburian and Hutchesonian thought was not
an intellectual force in the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, where
latitudinarianism and Lockean moral theory remained dominant.”® Rivers’ discussion
of the diffusion of these ideas assigns some prominence to Philip Doddridge’s Course
of Lectures on the Principal Subjects in Pneumatology, Ethics, and Divinity (1763).3 ?
This work was an outline of the course Doddridge taught at the Dissenters’ academy
at Northampton for twenty years, with the first four lectures given over to an
examination of the foundation of morals in the human constitution. Godwin
encountered Doddridge’s lectures as a key part of the curriculum at the Dissenters’
academy at Hoxton.

In placing the idea of benevolence at the heart of his political theory, Godwin
followed contemporary trends. Evan Radcliffe has argued that of all the
Enlightenment concepts reinvigorated in Britain by the French Revolution, ‘none was
more hotly debated and none became more politically charged than universal
benevolence — the idea that benevolence and sympathy can be extended to all
humanity’.** For supporters of universal benevolence, the thought of Shaftesbury and

Hutcheson promised the possibility that selfish and narrow attachments might be
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dispelled, which, in the modern era, might usher in the society of equality spoken of in
the Déclarations des droits de I’homme et du citoyen. For its detractors, most notably
Burke, the idea was a philosophical abstraction, evidence of the inhumanity of the
revolutionaries and their British supporters. Universal benevolence would destroy the
traditional ties of kinship that began in the family and ended in the nation, subverting
hierarchy, order and human nature itself. The egalitarian ideal of altruism, given
impetus in England by liberal Dissenters, continued as a presence in radical thought
long after the revolutionary era. The influence of Godwinian thought ensures that it is
central to Percy Shelley’s theories of poetry and the imagination, as well as to Mary
Shelley’s discussion of human nature and society in the character of the Creature in

Frankenstein.

My discussion of Godwin focuses on his representation of the psychology of hope

from the publication of the first edition of Political Justice in 1793 up to the
publication of Fleetwood in 1805. In this period, he helps to popularise radical
Enlightenment optimism in Britain in the wake of the American and French
Revolutions, before becoming a target for anti-Jacobin critics and satirists, and seeing
his pertectibilist philosophy subjected to a systematic critique by Thomas Robert
Malthus. In response to the changing balance of political debate over the course of the
1790s, Godwin restates the ideals of Political Justice in altered form in both novels
and essays.

However, the works of the later 1790s and beyond are often interpreted as mapping
a shift away from the principles of the political treatise. Evan Radcliffe sees even
Caleb Williams, in its focus on the feelings of the individual dwarfed by society, as

undermining ‘one aspect of a distinctive philosophical system — a system [...] that was
so unrelentingly impersonal and austere in its rationalism and utilitarianism that few
radicals followed it in a thoroughgoing manner’.*' Gary Kelly, in his important work
on the coterie of ‘Jacobin’ novelists, understands Godwin’s fiction as encompassing a
move from the radicalism of Caleb Williams to ‘depoliticized Romantic liberalism’ in
St Leon and Fleetwood.** Godwin’s move to accommodate the domestic affections in
the late 1790s 1s often viewed as negating his earlier philosophical and political
positions, as in Gregory Claeys’s claim that ‘he conceded substantial ground to Burke

in moving away from a reliance upon reason as the basis for voluntary action to the

feelings’.”> Rowland Weston has taken this argument further in suggesting not only
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that Godwin was immersed in a Burkean conception of human nature as habitual
instinct in works such as St Leon and the Life of Chaucer (1803), but that he
‘exchanges an Enlightenment universalism and essentialism, heavily tinctured with

Calvinist stoicism and immaterialism, for a more sceptical romanticism which

foregrounds the contingency and corporeality of human nature’.*

In contrast, I argue that Godwin’s work of the late 1790s, particularly St Leon,
Fleetwood and the Reply to Parr, constitutes an attack on Burke’s model of feeling
and a revised assertion of the ideal of universal benevolence set out in Political
Justice; and that the image of the militant Puritan standing alone against a society of
corruption and greed remained the principle means by which Godwin advanced these
arguments. The influence of Rousseau’s Confessions, a definitively Calvinistic
memoir which builds on the model of Bunyan’s writing, grows stronger still within
his literary output in this period. While there is greater emphasis on the domestic
attections in these works and less on the faculty of reason, Godwin seeks to reconcile
Enlightenment ideals of benevolence and egalitarianism with this new current of
1deas, rather than renouncing the scheme of hope set out in Political Justice.

This interpretation, focusing on the durability of Godwin’s optimism, has some
critical antecedents. In Marilyn Butler’s survey of the period, Romantics, Rebels and
Reactionaries, she brietly alludes to the contemporary ideological significance of
Godwin’s fiction by noting that: ‘[t]hrough the war years some vestige of the liberal
tradition was in fact kept alive by William Godwin, who, though not a major novelist,
is a minor one of real stature’.*” As Butler demonstrates elsewhere, the Jacobin novel
was extinguished as a literary force by the mid-1790s, pushed away from the centre of
political debate by rigorous Government censorship and the rise of popular and
literary anti-Jacobinism.*® Godwin’s continuation of the ‘liberal tradition’ is of great
significance, given that it takes him against the dominant ideological currents of the
time. The durability of his hope 1s of immense importance to Percy and Mary Shelley,

writing after the fall of Napoleon and the apparent final collapse of the progressive

project.

111
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With an understanding of the polemics involved in the Godwinian idea of ‘hope’ in
place, we can make some initial explorations of its role in the work of the Shelleys. At
one point in Percy Shelley’s Laon and Cythna; or, The Revolution of the Golden City:
A Vision of the Nineteenth Century (1817), the poet offers a meditation on Godwin’s
political legacy. The work tells the story of a failed revolution and is intended, as its
Pretace makes clear, to address the crisis of liberal disappointment produced by the
failure of the French Revolution. In its evaluation of Laon and Cythna, the Tory
Quarterly Review adopted a Burkean tone in accusing Percy Shelley of having
‘loosened the hold of our protecting laws, and supped the principles of our venerable
polity’.*’ The reviewer, John Taylor Coleridge, correctly observed that the character of
the old hermit was a cipher for Godwin. Coleridge thus uncovered evidence of the
dangerous lineage of Shelley’s reformist politics. The ties perceived by The Quarterly

Review are strongest in a stanza at the beginning of Canto IV, in which the Hermit

addresses a great crowd:

[F]rom the lore of bards and sages old,
From whatsoe’er my wakened thoughts create
Out of the hopes of thine aspirings bold,
Have I collected language to unfold

Truth to my countrymen; from shore to shore
Doctrines of human power my words have told,

They have been heard, and men aspire to more

Than they have ever gained or lost of yore.*

The stanza centres on the Godwinian idea of hope and on the effect wrought on the
audience by this optimism. The increased aspirations of humanity carry a suggestion
of the immense scale of improvement envisioned in Godwin’s i1dea of human

perfectibility. Shelley’s portrait of the Hermit also displays a detailed understanding of

Godwin’s literary theory. The Hermit’s words ‘have been heard’ and as a consequence
‘men aspire to more / Than they have ever gained or lost of yore’. As his speech
proceeds, Shelley continues to dwell on the reception of his words. We are told that
‘[i]n secret chambers parents read, and weep, / My writings to their babes, no longer
blind’; that ‘[m]arriageable maidens’ who once pined with love, ‘warmer zeal, a

nobler hope now find’.*” Shelley offers an idealised vision of the reading audience’s
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response to Godwin: ‘[e]very bosom thus is rapt and shook’. Once the teachings of the
Hermit have spread, the ‘tyrants’ of the Golden City tremble and ‘[k]ind thoughts, and
mighty hopes, and gentle deeds / Abound’. The established ‘faiths’ which have long
held the world in awe now give way to ‘the pure law / Of mild equality and peace’.’ |

Percy Shelley displays a fascination with the processes of reader-response, with the

notion that Enlightenment hope might be propagated through literature. The passage
revisits Godwin’s own idealised visions of the reception of his work in the 1793
edition of Political Justice. This section of Laon and Cythna tells us much about the
nature of Percy Shelley’s preoccupation with Godwinian optimism. His use of the
phrase ‘doctrines of human power’ in describing Godwin’s thought is particularly
significant. The phrase echoes Paine’s humanist battle-cry in Rights of Man; that
monarchy, aristocracy and even democracy are ‘but creatures of the imagination’, and
thus, ‘as there 1s but one species of man, there can be but one element of human
power; and that element is man himself’.”! The phrase also recalls Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s ‘France: an Ode’ (1798), a poem which publicly expressed the author’s
disappointment with the French Revolution and, ultimately, his recoil from the
Enlightenment. Coleridge announced the French invasion of Switzerland as the
moment at which he renounced all political hopes, offering an address to Liberty in
which he claims that: ‘thou nor swell’st the victor’s strain, nor ever / Didst breathe thy
soul in forms of human power’.”* Henceforth, Coleridge declares, his faith will be in
God i1n Nature, rather than in ‘human power’. The description of the Hermit’s
‘doctrines of human power’ returns significant echoes of the ideological clashes ot the
1790s; the possible reference to Coleridge expressing dissatisfaction with the political
agenda of the Lake School. We see Percy Shelley’s interest in Godwin’s thought as a
manifestation of the hopes of Enlightenment humanism. The Hermit’s doctrines
express a radical humanism intended to inspire in his audience a faith in the notion of
improvement towards a society of equality.

Percy Shelley’s work is shaped by his encounter with the Godwinian psychology of
hope in two crucial ways. On a philosophical level, poems such as Laon and Cythna,
Prometheus Unbound, Hellas and the ‘Ode to Liberty’ all take their fundamental
animus from the Godwinian i1dea of human perfectibility. Percy Shelley adopts

wholesale Godwin’s assumption that progress in human knowledge brings progress in

politics and, crucially, in ethics. The notion that humanity can be supposed to be



24

Involved in ceaseless improvement towards a society of justice, benevolence and
equality is one that pervades his poetry and prose.

Godwin’s ideas on the political impact of the psychology of reader-response are
also a determining influence on Percy Shelley’s literary theory. He draws from
Godwin his understanding of the way in which hope might influence the reader and
thus contribute to the process of improvement. From the Preface to Laon and Cythna
onwards, Percy Shelley defines the purpose of his most explicitly political poetry in
Godwinian terms. There, we see him emphasise the political significance of reader-
response by speaking of his desire of ‘kindling within the bosoms of my readers, a
virtuous enthusiasm for those doctrines of liberty, that faith and hope in something
good, which neither violence, nor misrepresentation, nor prejudice, can ever totally
extinguish among mankind’.>> There is an echo here of the ‘generous enthusiasm’ and
‘invincible perseverance’ which Godwin sought to stimulate in the reader through the
encounter with Political Justice. Despite Percy Shelley’s aristocratic Whig
background, the influence of Godwin ensured that his theory of literature was
moulded by the Dissenting practices of public discussion and private judgement.

The intellectual relationship between Godwin and Percy Shelley has been the

>* But the manner in which Godwin’s

subject of previous critical discussion.
1deologically-loaded 1dea of hope shapes Shelley’s entire apprehension of the political
role of literature has not been adequately acknowledged. The conjectures on the role
of the poet within improvement which we see in the Defence of Poetry (1821), along
with the very particular conjunction between imaginative literature and the movement
for Parliamentary reform we see in the Philosophical View of Reform (1819) and the
volume of Popular Songs (1819), originate in Godwin’s understanding of the materal
psychological effects of literature. Critics have often read Percy Shelley’s ideas of
imagination in terms of Romanticism; but the polemics of Godwinian hope are
equally important to his understanding of the practical ‘use’ of fictions.

Historicist critics have often struggled to redeem Percy Shelley from charges of
abstract idealism and naivety, with Paul Dawson speaking of the need to recover a

sense of his ‘political sobriety’.” Reconnecting his work with the traditions of

Godwinian hope can bring recognition of the serious political intent of his poetic
project. Percy Shelley’s work 1s often isolated from its proper intellectual and political

context; we should acknowledge that his imagined utopias are speculations on moral
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and political progress that derive from his reading of Godwin and other popularizers
of the French Enlightenment, such as Volney and Condorcet. Following Godwin’s
literary example, Shelley’s most explicitly political work constitutes an attempt to
further the process of improvement by involving his audience in a liberal psychology
of hope.

Setting the novels of Mary Shelley within the context of Godwin’s psychology of
hope brings to the fore the ambiguities of their ideological concerns. Three of her
works, Frankenstein, Matilda and The Last Man, offer a meditation on the hopes of
Enlightenment humanism, specifically and directly involving themselves with ideas
established by Godwin in Political Justice and his novels. Uncovering the Godwinian
lineage of Mary Shelley’s work can adjust the balance put in place by some important
critical interpretations. The historicist readings of Frankenstein and The Last Man
given by Lee Sterrenburg in the late 1970s established that both novels were closely
related to the political debates of the revolutionary era.>® However, Sterrenburg also
established an interpretation of Mary Shelley as a conservative, even anti-ideological
novelist, that remains influential today. Kari Lokke has recently suggested that 7The
Last Man attacks Enlightenment faith in the inevitability of progress’.”’ The nature of
Godwin’s influence was central to Sterrenburg’s argument. Mary Shelley is notably
less willing than Percy Shelley or Godwin to define her work within the boundaries of
a particular literary ‘project’ with intended effects on political and social debate. But
despite this reticence, her novels do centre on the same 1dea of ‘hope’ that drives the
literary projects of Godwin and Shelley.

Mary Shelley’s narrative style, that of the fictional first-person confessional,
clearly draws on the Rousseauvian sensibility that we find in the fabric of Godwin’s
novels. Her narratives all replicate the style of unmediated transparency that
characterises Caleb Williams, St Leon and Fleetwood, all replicate that fundamental
appeal to the mind of the individual reader. In Frankenstein, this appeal invites a
consideration of Godwinian theories of environmental determinism and benevolence,
as suggested earlier. Her central protagonist, the Creature, 1s a lonely, alienated figure,
the counterpart of Caleb Williams, St Leon and Fleetwood; his first-person narrative
working against the persecution waged by society in communicating to the reader his
essential benevolence and compassion for others. Mary Shelley thus revisits the

central principles of Godwin’s 1deal anarchist society of equality, justice and
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benevolence. Yet she balances these principles with an unremittingly bleak depiction
of the corruptions of society, law and human brutality, a depiction which renders her
ultimate argument on the possibility of improvement ambiguous.

The Godwinian idea of human perfectiblity is also integral to The Last Man, a
novel which apparently inverts progressive hope. Mary Shelley imagines the future of

humanity as one in which growth in human knowledge is rendered immaterial by
nature’s destructive force. By describing the termination of the human race through a
highly contagious plague, she deliberately questions her father’s perfectibilist
convictions. Dwarfing the delusions of human power, the plague diminishes humanity
to one remaining being: the eponymous last man, the narrator Lionel Verney. When
the plague arrives, Mary Shelley uses Verney’s reflections on human marginality to

apparently undermine the assumptions of Enlightenment humanism and Godwinian

optimism:

What are we, the inhabitants of this globe, least among the many that people infinite space?
Our minds embrace infinity; the visible mechanism of our being 1s subject to merest accident.
[...] In the face of all this we call ourselves lords of the creation, wielders of the elements,

masters of life and death, and we allege in excuse of this arrogance, that though the individual

is destroyed, man continues forever.’®

But though Mary Shelley undertakes a bleakly dystopic dismantling of Enlightenment
utopia, she retains some vestige of Godwinian optimism. Even at the conclusion, the
desire for unmediated communication with the reader is still present; Verney’s first-
person narrative is recognisably within the traditions of Rousseauvian contession.
There remains a sense of Mary Shelley’s connection to the methodology of Godwin’s
novels, to the educative practices of Dissent and the prospect of reform achieved by
public discussion. Though the years between the publication of Frankenstein in 1818
and The Last Man in 1826 appear to chart Mary Shelley’s increasing scepticism about
the claims of Enlightenment humanism, even a turn toward conservatism, she never
entirely renounces her connection to the fundamental tenets of Godwin’s thought.
Tracing the legacy of Godwinian hope allows us to challenge the critical conception
of Mary Shelley as a conservative or anti-ideological novelist and achieve a

revaluation which acknowledges the political complexities and ambiguities of her

novels.
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1V

Throughout this thesis, the notion of disappointment forms an important counterpoint
to hope. The work of Mary Shelley deals as much with the former as with the latter.
Throughout her novels, she explores the psychology engendered by confronting the
failure of, and the unreality of, the Enlightenment hopes of the radical 1790s. We find
a similar current of ideas present beneath the surface of Percy Shelley’s thought. In the
work of both Shelleys, the Godwinian psychology of hope produces a series of
contradictory anxieties. Though Prometheus Unbound seeks to retrieve the
progressive 1deals of the 1790s from the ‘wreck of hope’ that was the failure of the
French Revolution,” it contains a powerful undercurrent of anxiety, evident most
clearly 1n the passage in which the Furies torment the suffering Titan with a vision of
humanity’s innate disposition to malevolence. The Furies, describing themselves as
‘the ministers of pain, and fear, / And disappointment, and mistrust, and hate’, revel in
the prospect of religious wars and the Revolution’s collapse into bloodshed.®® Percy

Shelley’s short conversational poem Julian and Maddalo shares this mood of anxiety

over the fragility of Godwinian hope.

However, such anxiety is present at the very root of this intellectual tradition, in the
work of Godwin. Throughout Political Justice and the Reply to Parr, he often appears
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