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SUMMARY

This thesis explores the relationship between William Godwin and his ideas and
William Wordsworth in the context of the significant reappraisal of Godwin since
1950 (which has gained further momentum in the 1980's) and more recent
questioning of the biographical status of The Prelude, solong accepted by critics.
The purpose is to challenge the inadequacy of earlier over-simplistic views of
Godwin's rationalism, which have led (ever since Legouis' identification of
Godwin as a significant "influence" in Wordsworth's thinking) to critical
acceptance of Wordsworth's accountof Godwin'srole in the poet's development,
culminating in the rejection of Godwin and what he represented during the period

of alleged "moral crisis".

Such a view fails torespond to both the complexity and development of Godwin's

ideas in the period from the publication of the first edition of Political Justice

to The Enquirer. It also fails to respond to the conscious artifice of The Prelude
and evidenceof Wordsworth's manipulation, in his poetry, of the facts concerning

his life and development.

The complexity and development of Godwin's ideas over this period will be
shown to be paralleled in the pattern of Wordsworth's responses to Godwin's

ideas and in his own poetic development. The early poem Descriptive Sketches

isexamined toestablish the manipulation thatcharacterises Wordsworth's poetry,
and questions are identified early on withregard to some of the tensions evident
in The Prelude concerning the poet's claims regarding his radicalism and his

humanitarianism, prior to a detailed examination of Wordsworth's drawings



upon Godwin. These range from the initial undigested response to the first
edition of Political Justice inthe Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, through the
gradual crystallistion of hisideas in his writing and development of the Salisbury
Plain poems (reflecting both Godwiﬁ’s and Wordsworth's shift fromanessentially
reformisttoa psychologicalfocus). Recognising the significance of thé revisions

inthe 1796 second edition of Political Justice, Wordsworth's play, The Borderers,

is seen as pivotal, and symptomatic of the literary crisis that Wordsworth presents
(in The Prelude) as a moral crisis; this play is seen as a conscious (but unsucces-
sful) literary experiment, intended to challenge Godwin's empirical perfectibil-

1ian morality and psychology.

In the light of the above evidence it can now be seen that Wordsworth, having
established his poetic vision over the period of composition of the 1798 and 1800
Lyrical Ballads, manufactures, in The Prelude, a pre-history for that vision, even
at the cost of re-inventing his past. This allows him not only to provide a moti-
vation for his sudden rejection of the oretical principles in favour of lived
experience in the development of his vision; he is also able to ennoble his own
achievement and win fhe sympathy of his readers as he portrays his imaginative

recovery.

Thus, an alternative is offered to the established critical view of the relationship
between Wordsworth and Godwin, based on The Prelude as biography. This
suggests that, in its portrayal of Wordsworth's period of rationalistic enquiry and
the subseqﬁent developments, The Preluderepresents a conscious myth-making,
are-invention by Wordsworth of himself. A re-examination of the Wordsworth/

Godwin relationship is less important for itself than for what it reveals about

it



Wordsworth's intent and method in The Prelude (offering an explanation for

many of the tensions in the poetry) and indicating in the 1805 Prelude a more

conscious and sophisticated artistry than has generally been ackriowledged.
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The following are the principal abbreviations used throughout the text and notes
of this thesis:
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Chief Justice Eyre to the Grand Jury: 2nd October,1974, D.1. Eaton, Lon-
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EY  The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, ed. E. DeSelincourt,
The Early Years.1787-1805, revised Chester L Shaver, O.U.P., Oxford,
1967.

LB William Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads:Wordsworth and Coleridge, the
text of the 1798 edition with additional 1800 poems.., ed. R.L.Brett and
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MY  The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, ed. E. De Selincourt,
The Middle Years, 1806-11, revised Mary Moorman, Oxford, 1969.

PJ'93 William Godwin, An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, 2 Vols.,
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PJ'96 William Godwin, An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, 2 Vols.,
London, 1796. (the second edition)

PW The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. E.De Selincourt, Vol.
I, 1940, Oxford, 1940

SP William Wordsworth, Salisbury Plain, in The Salisbury Plain Poems, ed.
Stephen Gill, Cornell U.P., Ithaca,1975.

STCL The Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. E.L. Griggs, Vol.
IV, O.U.P., Oxford, 1959.
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PREAMBLE

Why yet another study of Wordsworth and Godwin? Itis a subject upon which
much has becﬁ written; and there certainly might be a view that, whether one
judges Godwin to be a major or insignificant "inﬁﬁence" on Wofdsworth's early
wﬁting makes little difference to our understanding of Wordsworth's achieve-
ment. This study will challenge and re-examine many of the views and assump-
tions that haveemerged concerning the Wordsworth/Godwin issue since Legouis
first raised it.(1) It will also suggest that a full understanding of the relationship
between the two men is essential to respond appropriately to certain observable
tensions in The Prelude. In doing so, it will be necessary, not only to re-
exarrﬁne the writings of Wordsworth, but also of Godwin, particularly in light
of the renewed interest in the philosopher and his works that has developed since
1950, and especially in the past ten years, which has led to a substantial re-
appraisal of Godwin's ideas and their impact. Wordsworth criticism has not
benefited as yetin any significant measure from the more recent studies of
Godwin, and the existing discussion of the relationship between the twomen tends

to be uﬁreliablc.

To give one or two examples, Alan Grob in his 1967 article(2) re-assessing the
Wordsworth/Godwin issue, (an article which he clearlyregards as being his final
comment on the subject since he refers readers to it in his later book The

Philosophic Mind(3)) states early on in that article:

A letter of 1796 [by Wordsworth] briefly alludes to the second edition of
Political Justice as "a barbarous piece of writing" with “scarce one
sentence decently written."(4)

What the letter actually states is:



I have received from Montagu,Godwyn's second edition. Iexpectto find
the whole work much improved. I cannotsay thatI am much encouraged
in this hope by the perusal of the second preface,which is all I have yet
looked into. Such a piece of barbarous writing I have not often seen.It
contains scarce one sentence decently written. I am surprised to find
such gross faults in a writer who has so much practice in composition.
(my emphases)(EY,170)

This brief comment by Wordsworth does not express his reaction to the second
edition of Political Justice, as Grob erroneously suggests by his selective quota-
tion. (5) Grob's error is repeated in the work of one of the more recent studies of
Godwin.(6) As recently as 1988, Nicholas Roe(7) writes:
By mid 1796, however, Wordsworth's enthusiasm for Political Justice
had cooled; he told Mathews in March that Godwin's "second preface”
was "apiece of barbarous writing" and thathe had not been encouraged
to read any further. (My emphasis.)

Thisis a very liberal interpretation of Wordsworth's statementin the letter quoted

above. Roe also quotes Pitt's alleged comment regarding the price of Political

Justice having been three guineas, (8) strangely enough, using as his source, Don
Locke (9) referring to the same page in which Locke establishes the actual cost
as having been one pound, sixteen shillings; a figure now well established in
Godwin commentary. (10) Gill, in his 1989 Life of Wordsworth, after comment-

ing favourably upon the Preface to the second edition of Political Justice,

suggests, -with no evidence to support his statement.:

Possibly Wordsworth even ploughed through the revised Political Justice
and found it rebarbative.

On the same page, he then states:

Wordsworth may not have got beyond the Preface to the second edition
of Political Justice...(11)

If, as Bateson has stated, the matter of Godwin's influence has become a

"veritable King Charles's Head"(12) in Wordsworth criticism, then one reason



for this may be that Wordsworth scholars have not looked at the evidence of the
relation between Godwin and Wordsworth carefully. Another is that they have
too often argued from the basis of a simplified version of Godwin, leading to
a continuing misunderstanding of the Wordsworth/Godwin relationship and its

implications.(13)

It is such a limited response to Godwin's own work that leads to such over-
simplistic judgements as that by Merchant in his 1942 article assessing Words-
worth's Godwinian period. (14), where he writes of Wordsworth and The

Borderers:

It is, however, already significant that [Wordsworth's] humanitarian
sympathy and his exaltation of domestic affections in opposition to
Godwin do not blind him to the necessity of seeking further than surface
evidence of social evil. (p 23)

Whilst this may hint at the interest Wordsworth had developed in the question of

motivation (a result of his interest in Godwin's Caleb Williams and the second

revised edition of Political Justice), it fails to recognise the place of Godwin in
the development of Wordsworth's humanitarianism, and suggests a view of
Godwin's thoughton the "domestic affections"” that fails torecognise the increased
importance of these in the works of Godwin just mentioned. Much more recently,
in Roe, 1988,(15) we again find a willingness to cite such passages from The
Prelude as the following:

This was the time when, all things tending fast

To depravation, the philosophy

That promised to abstract the hopes of man

Out of his feelings, to be fixed thenceforth

For ever in a purer element,

" Found ready welcome. . . (1805,X,805-10)

as a source for arguing that the



privileged working of passions among devotees of Godwin's philosophy
is a sly jibe at Political Justice, which had denied emotion for the "purer
element" of reason (p 7).

What this fails to recognise is that Wordsworth's "sly jibe" is based upon a

misreading, intended or not, of Godwin.

Such views as that of Godwin representing "naked Reason"(16) have persisted,
as has the idea of Wordsworth's "discipleship” to Godwin, a notion introduced
by Legouis(17) and Harper(18) and to be found as late as 1962 ina work‘ on
Godwin.(19) Similarly, the view, again instigated by Legouis, and strongly
followed in such studies as those by Havens,(20) Moorman,(21) and stillevident
in Gill (though he is considerably more cautious,(22)) which underwrites The
Prelude as biography and therefore as éreliéble source from which to challenge
suggested alternative views on such matters as Wordsworth's relationship with
Godwin, continues to accept thereality of Wordsworth's alleged "moral crisis”

(23) which few critics have seriously challenged.(24)

It isin response to these issues that this study is undertaken. It will be necessary
to acknowledge, take issue, or otherwise respond to the well-established
"debate” over the Wordsworth/Godwin relationship. Account will be taken
particularly of the most recent commentaries on Godwin which have done so

much to illuminate the significance of Godwin's ideas and their impact.

In attempting such an examination,the manner of proceeding will be essentially
chronological. There would appear to be sound reason for this: the intention is
to show that parallels of development can be identified in the work of the two

writers. Without pre-empting the ensuing argument,(and again at the risk of some



over simplification) this development can be seen as a move from an essentially
"reformist” concern to one which which is informed by a "psychological”
and "sociological" context - but,in relation always to a clear moral concern. The

Prelude will be considered pivotal. Not really surprising; but the specific interest

will be the question of Wordsworth's "landscape of memory"(25), his tendency
to interpret or re-interpret what has already happened in accordance with some

envisaged purpose.

I will not be concerned with the kind }of influence that results in verbal echoes.
What is examined here is the sustained and complex relationship between the
two men and their ideas, and the significantrole that Godwin played in Words-
worth's early development, and in the composition of Wordsworth's greatest

achievement, The Prelude.




CHAPTER ONE : GODWIN'S POLITICAL JUSTICE 1793.

Part 1: The Ideas and Arguments of Political Justice.

Overview,

The purpose of this first chapter is to examine briefly the central ideas of Political

Justice, 1793 in the light of recent critical comment on Godwin, recognising the

complexity(1) of his ideas and the coherence of the philosophical and moral
construct he presented. Any discussion of Political Justice must take account of
the contexf of Godwin's work, its reception, and Godwin's decision to produce
a second, substantially rcviséd edition (and, of course, subsequently, a third
edition). Whilstdebate and comment sﬁﬂ continue regarding the significance
of Godwin's revisions in the second edition, it is only since 1950 that there has
been any real challenge to De Quincey's view of the second edition as a
"palinode"; (2) this, inturn, has increasingly led to a re-appraisal of the first
edition, its intent, and the impact of the work. Although disagreement is still
evidenced, for example recently, in the challenge to the traditionally held view
of Godwin as an early utilitarian thinker (3) by giving greater weight to the
influence of the dissenting tradition(4) in the development of Godwin's ideas,
there can be little doubt that Godwin scholarship over the last twenty-five years
or so has done much torescue Godwin fromthe obscurity into which he had sunk;
such studies have focussed less upon Godwin in the context of reaction to the

French Revolution, and have examined more carefully Godwin's own integrity

* and the integrity of his arguments and beliefs.



Wordsworth criticism has scarcely benefited from the re-appraisal of Godwin,
or from the now-acknowledged complexity of his ideas; the more simplistic view
of the "cold rationalist" generally still colours Wordsworth commentary.
Central to any considered view of Godwin's moral and philosophical stance is
his belief in the concept of private judgement and the role and power of truth.
The place of "reason" has, of course, historically been the central focus of
comment on Godwin, and, in some ways, rightly so, since Godwin sees reason
as the necessary agent whereby truth will eventually be perceived and error
banished. Yetitis alsohisbeliefinthe power of reason whicil opens Godwin most
easily to dismissive criticism, suggesting a naivety that warrants little attention.

Yet, important as reason is in Political Justice, it is not the central tenet of

Godwin's work; that is undoubtedly his belief in and commitment to the right
of "private judgement".(§) It is Godwin's interest in the individual that is central
to His ideas fromthe earliest stage; and it was Godwin's ideas on the motivation
and morality, of the individual especially that attracted the attention of
Wordswdrth, and played a significant rolein the development of his early
poetry, toa greater extent than the reformist or political ideas of the first edition;
or even "r'eason", upon which Wordsworth chooses to focus in his alleged

rejection of rationalism and Godwin in Book X of the 1805 Prelude.(6)

Yet, because of the nature of Political Justice in the first edition, because
particularly of the manner in which Godwin wrote it(7) (sending it off to the
publisher in parts and unable to reflect on the developing work as a whole prior
to publication), because of certain claims he himself made with regard to

influences upon him(8) and because, above all, of the timing of its appearance



following upon Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France , itis surely not
surprising that the first edition of Godwin's book was seen by some (9) as a
political tract and, in some  ways, a fairly extreme one (though extreme in its
ultimate utopian vision rather than its view of revolution - against which Godwin
clearly takes a stand in the first edition). There is no doubt when reading the first
edition of its unevenness as a work;but that very uneven quality, especially in
the early books also contributes to its immediacy of impact. To read the first
edition is an experience different from that of readixig'thc second edition (a fact
which deserves greater attention than it has had up to now),(10) but even in the
first edition, Godwin was writing philosophy, not practising politics. Although
Godwin would, indue course, become actively involved in the political scene
through his publication of Cursory Strictures(11) at the time of the 1794 treason
trials, even then he would do so from a reasoned and philosophical stance. This
must be borne in mind when trying to understand any "influence" that Godwin
is claimed to have had upon Wordsworth, and also when examining the genésis
of Wordsworth's political ideas from Beaupuy (Wordsworth's acknowlnged
mentor of this period) and Godwin. But, ultimately, Godwin's politics are less
important for Wordsworth than his central ideas on the morality and psychology

of the individual.

This opening chapter gives a brief account of two things: first, what, in the light
of recent scholarship, are seen tohave been the central ideas of Godwin's

Political Justice of 1793; second, it looks briefly at the reception of that work,

to see how it was perceived (as well as received) on its publication.



The context of Political Justice: the centrality of "private judgement".

Any modern reader coming to the early chapters of Political Justice is struck
above all by theiruneven quality; Godwin had not fully thought through hisideas
as he was writing, as is evident in repetitions and contradictions(12). There is,
however, a forcefulness in the style of the early chapters (and elsewhere in the
book) which suggests a "revolutionary" spirit, yet the sometimes tortuous
arguments reject violent revolution as a means of reform. There are various
references and acknowledged debits, yet Godwin soon leaves these behind to
develop hisown committed, individual and ultimately absurdly idealistic vis»ion}.
Itis a book which one feels would inevitably have drawn attention in England
" atthe time of a growingreaction against. the French Revolution, and yet that was

not the immediate context of Godwin's work.

Political Justice is not a political tract; yet, especially in those earliest chapters,
(as well as the earlier chapters of the second volume of the book) anyone could
be forgiven for reading it as such. Even as late as the first chapters of Book IV,

we read:

The true answer to these questions lies in the observation with which we
began our disquisition on government, that this boasted institution is
nothing more than a scheme for enforcing by brute violence the sense of
one man or set of men upon another, necessary to be employed in certain
cases of peculiar emergency. (PJ,'93,1,192)(13)

and, a few pages further on, Godwin concludes some of his arguments on the
situation regarding France:

To recur once more to the example of France, the works of her great
political writers seemed for a long time to produce little prospect of any
practical effect. Helvetius, one of the latest,in a work published after his
death in 1771, lamentsin pathetic strains the hopeless condition of his
country. "Inthe history of every people, " says he, "there are moments,

9



in which, uncertain of the side they shall choose, and balanced between
political good and evil, they feel a desire to be instructed; in which the
soil, so to express myself, isin some manner prepared, and may be easily
impregnated with the dew of truth. At such a moment the publication
of a valuable book may give birth to the most auspicious reforms: but,
when that moment is no more, the nation, become insensible to the best
motives, is by the nature of its government plunged deeper and deeper
inignorance and stupidity. The soil of intellect is then hard and
impenetrable; the rains may fall, may spread their moisture upon the
surface, but the prospect of fertility is gone. Such is the condition of
France. Her people are become the contempt of Europe. No salutary crisis
shall ever restore them to liberty."

But in spite of these melancholy predictions, the work of renovation
was in continual progress. The American revolution gave the finishing
stroke, and only six years elapsed between the completion of American
liberty and the commencement of the French Revolution. Will a term
longer than this be necessary, before France, the most refined and consid
erable nation in the world, will lead other nations to imitate and improve
upon her plan? (PJ,'93,1,223/4)(14)

To anyone in England in 1793, such statements might easily suggest that

Godwin's intention in publishing Political Justice was a direct response to the
French Revolution,(15) and actively political; at the very least, the quotation
from Helvetius concerning "the publication of a valuable book" might be seen as

a reference to Godwin's own book. In fact, as early as the Preface to the first

edition, Godwin proclaimed his moral intent to be the most important, and did
see his book as actively promoting not political but "moral improvement".(16)
These sections have been quoted selectively to see how they can easily be taken
out of context of the argument that Godwin is (rather loosely) trying to develop;
anargumentthatis concerned essentially with what Godwin sees as the fundamen-
tal "right" (in the sense of a "duty”, not a "liberty") of private judgement in the
pursuit of truth. Itisatheme which proclaims itself throughout Political Justice.
In Book I,' Chapter VI, entitled Of the Exercise of Pﬁvate Judgement, Godwin
warns:

The universal exercise of private judgement is a doctrine so unspeakably

10



beautiful, that the true politician will certainly resolve to interfere with
it as sparingly and in as few instances as possible. . .(PJ,'93,1,129)

having earlier concluded Book II, Chapter III with the statement:

a virtuous disposition is principally generated by the uncontrolled
exercise of private judgement, and the rigid conformity of every man to
the dictates of his conscience. (PJ,'93,1,103)

With regard to government, in Book IV, Chapter I, Of Resistance Godwin
asserts:

wherever government subsists, the exercise of private judgement is
substantially entrenched upon... (PJ,'93,1,193)

The same chapter opens with the paragraph:

It has appeared in the course of our reasonings upon political authority,
that every man is bound to resist every unjust proceeding on the part of
the community. But who is the judge of this injustice? The question
answers itself: the private judgement of the individual. Were it not so, the
appeal would be nugatory, for we have noinfallible judge to whomtorefer
our controversies. He is obliged to consult his own private judgement in
this case, for the same reason that obliges him to consult it in every other
article of his conduct. (PJ,'93,1,191-2)
And when one reads the opening sentence of the key chapter on private

judgement, with its statement that,
To arational being, there can be but one rule of conduct, justice, and one
mode of ascertaining that rule, the exercise of his understanding. . .
(PJ,'93,1,120)(17)

we glimpse the challenge that Wordsworth was to take up in The Borderers and

how it would be‘possible for him after the emergence of the poetic vision of

Lyrical Ballads and Tintern Abbey to represent his rejection of such ration-
alistic over-confidence (and naivety) in the guise of an alleged moral crisis. For,
although I intend to reject the established view that Wordsworth endured some
deep moral crisis (in some manner involving his relationship with Godwin's

* ideas), it isimportant even at this early stage torecognise the centrality of private

11



judgement in Godwin's thought; a centrality Wordsworth himself came to

recognise.

This belief in "private judgement" rather than any contractual or utilitarian
position such as would have derived from the "philosophes"(18) is what is so
unique to Godwin's beliefs and arguments, evenin this firstedition. Anditis upon
this belief that so much of his reformist construct is built: it is this that makes him
"revolutionary" yet anti-revolﬁtion:

The true instruments for changing the opinions of men are argument and
persuasion. (PJ,'93,1,202) (19)

Therefore:
We must carefully distinguish between informing the people and inflam-
ing them. Indignation, resentment and fury are all to be deprecated. . . ..
(PJ,'93,1,203)(20)
- Although Godwin admits of what was in effect an eighteenth century Lockean
commonplace, that resort to force is allowable in extreme circumstances, he

warns, again in Book IV, Chapter I, Of Resistance:

as to the doctrine of force in general, that isinno case to be employed
but where every other means is ineffectual.(PJ,'93,1,196)

In fact, perusal of the whole of the first edition of Political Justice reveals a

somewhat ambivalent attitude to violent reform. For instance, whilst Chapter

I of Book IV (entitled Mode of Effecting Revolutions) is asustained argument
against violent reform and a warning, as we have seen, thatit is important to

distinguish between informing the people and inflaming them:;...
(PJ,'93,1,203)

Godwin admits that it is still possible

that thé impetuous multitude will run before the still and quiet progress
of reason;...

12



and that one should not

pass sentence upon every revolution that shallby a few years have
anticipated the term that wisdom would have prescribed.(PJ,'93,1,204)

Whilst noting here that there are other instances of such an ambivalent attitude
to violent reform,(21) it will be more appropriate to deal with this later in the

context of Wordsworth's own attitude as evidenced in the Letter to the Bishop of

Llandaff.(22)

Nevertheless, Godwin's general argument is against the use of force, as the way
to genuine and lasting reform. Godwin even links this with his suspicion of
political associations:

associations must be formed with great cautionnotto be allied to tumult.
(P1,'93,1,208)(23)

Godwin is suspicious of people associating to effect reform, which, he feels, will
come instead from "study and reflection" (PJ,'93,1,206) and there is a pointed
force in his statement:

There is nothing more barbarous, cruel and blood-thirsty, than the
triumph of a mob.(PJ,'93,1,208)

Godwin's view of reform stems not from any revolutionary zeal but from a
belief in the individual in his role in society, a belief founded upon thé role of
private judgement; one that is strongly and sincerely held by Godwin and
logically argued to the extent of prdposin gthe absurdities of his utopian anarchism
inhis Houyhnhm-like vision of the parishes. Butitis notto the easily remembered
‘extremes of optimism(24) in the parishes that we should look to find the essential
argumenté of the first edition; these lie in his premises regarding the role of
the individual in society and the place of individual thought, motivation and )

judgement.

13



The Individual and Social Reform: necessity and perfectibility.

Godwin's vision of the reform of society is dependent upon his view of the
individual and his role in sociéty. It is to the individual and the i)rocess of his
motivations that we must turn next to understand the coherence of Godwin's
developing argument: his idea of perfectibility and the necessitarian basis of
achieving this; and, in the first edition, his "perfectionist” rather than utilitar-
ian stance in his application of the power of reason in the exercise of private

judgement for the pursuit of truth and the exclusion of error.

Godwin's stance on necessity anditsrole inrelation to reason and the perception
of truth is crucial tohis view of perfectibility and the propitiou‘s development
of mankind.(25) Despite Godwin's note as to the nature of these "abstruse
speculations”, (PJ,'93,1,284) (26) for the student of Godwin as moralist and
reformer, the stance Godwin takes on necessity warrants careful examination
and is crucial to any understanding of Godwin's belief in the human species as
infinitely malleable, but also as moulded by his environment and circum-
stances. Only such an understanding can reveal the origin of the tensions within
a poem such as Wordsworth's Salisbury Plain and the role of such a text

in understanding Wordsworth's poetic and humanitarian development.

It is from Godwin's necessitarian stance that are developed the moral and
psychological foundations of many of his ideas.(27) In Chapter V of Book IV,
he sets out, under the title Of Free Will and Necessity, to discuss "those general
principles of the human mind"(PJ,'93,1,284) and at once states:

this doctrine of moral necessity includes in it consequences of the
highest moment, and leads to a bold and comprehensive view of man
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in society, which cannot possibly be entertained by him who has
embraced the opposite opinion.(PJ,'93,1,284)

But what does Godwin mean by necessity and how does he describe itin this
first edition (for there are significantrevisions in the later editions, influenced
heavily by Godwin's reading of Hume)? His exposition of necessity draws
heavily from Hartley, and from Priestley who took a less materialistic line of
approéch than that material automatism to which Godwin took exception in
Hartley's work. Godwin's definition of necessity in the first edition is as follows:
He who affirms that all actions are necessary, means, that, if we form a
just and complete view of all the circumstances in which a living or
intelligent being is placed, we shall find that he could not in any moment
of his existence, have acted otherwise than he acted.(PJ,'93,1,285)
Godwin then goes on from this deterministic stance, however, to find the source
of his determinism not in any "principle of causation"(PJ,'93,1,289) but through
experience:
Association of ideas obliges us, after having seen two events perpetually
conjoined, to pass, as soon as one of them occurs, to the recollection of
the other; . . .(PJ,'93,1,289)

The mind, in effect, after having observed consistent patterns, connects these

and develops a “species of foresight". (PJ,'93,1,289)

Upon this foundation Godwin builds his ideas of "character", "the result of along
series of impressions” and the "original and essential connexion between
motives and actions"(PJ,'93,1,291) as the basis of "the idea of moral discipline".
Essentially, Godwin is building a psychological and moral construct which
is based upon the idea that to perceive the full consequences of any act will of
necessity produce a certain action; all that is required is that the understanding be

directed towards benevolent consequences, and these will, again of necessity be
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" sought in any action; thus,"necessity" will make "perfectibility" inevitable. It is
a bold statement, the kind of statement that Godwin often makes in his com- -
mitment to his ideas a'nd beliefs, and which ultimately leave himopen to charges
of absurdity, not least because he tends to assume rather than prove or even
demonstrate benevolent intent in man (28) (perhaps showing Wordsworth's
Rivers, in The Borderers to be a well-targeted challenge to a singularly weak link

in Godwin's argument).

However, Godwin wishes to take his arguments further, and does so principally
in his chapter Of the Mechanism of the Human Mind (Book IV,Chapter VIII),
where he aéknowledges his debt to Hartley (but not Priestley from whom much
of his subsequent argument derives).(29) In the note early on in that chapter,
(PJ,'93,1,320) however, he points out that his chapter "may be considered
as giving further stability to his principal doctrine, by freeing it from the material
automatism with which it is unnecessarily clogged." Godwin is utilising
Hartley's associationist ideas and adapting them to his own view of necessity
in order to assure the process of perfectibility. Also to find a place for reason
and motivation that will create a system which allows foresight of the conse-
quences so that appropriate choice (i.e. motivation) of action cannecessarily
follow, Godwin becomes tied up in an argument over the nature of thought:
All that the adversary ’of automatism is concerned to maintain is, that
thought is an essential link in the chain; . . .(PJ,'93,1,324)
which allows Godwin.cvcntually to conclude, in the final paragraph of this
chapter:

[thought] is the medium through which operations are produced.
(PJ,'93,1,340)
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Godwin has now established a process of mind, a "psychology" based on
necessity and association which utilises the impreséions received by way of
thought and which will, through the susceptibility of the process of thought to

the powers of reason, establish a process of continuing improvement.

Even the brief discussion here suggests that Godwin's argument requires further
elaboration to support his ideas and ensure, for example, that where choice is
involved, the appropriate choice is made: that which is going to produce the
greatest benefit. (It was notuntil the revisions and additions of the second edition

in 1796 - particularly the new Book I, Chapter V The Voluntary Actions of Men

Originate in their Opinions - that Godwin was able to do this.) In Chapter VIII

of Book IV, Of the Principle of Virtue (to be replaced by Chapter X of Book

IV, Of Self Love and Benevolence in the 1796 edition), we see some reference

to Godwin's distinction between "voluntary" and "involuntary" actions,
(PJ,'93,1,342) where Godwin states:

One of the first inferences therefore from the doctrine of voluntary
action, is the existence of the understanding as a faculty distinct from
sensation,.....

It is thus that man becomes a moral being. He is no farther so than he is
capable of connecting and comparing ideas, of making propositions
concerning them, and of foreseeing certain consequences as the result of
certain motions of the animal system.(PJ,'93,1,343)

Godwin then takes this further:

But, if the foresight of certain consequences to result may be the suf-
ficient reason of action, thatis, if there be such a thing as volition,
then every foresight of that kind has a tendency to action. If the perception
of something as true, joined with the consciousness of my capacity to act
upon this truth, be of itself sufficient to produce motion in the animal
system, then every perception so accompanied has a tendency to motion.

(P1,'93,1,343-4)
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What Godwin is arguing towards here (only fully explored in Book I, Chapter II
of the second edition) is the role of reason in identifying truth which willin turn
motivate towards choice and action to the inevitable benefit and improvement
of mankind. It ivs in this same chapter that Godwin rejects the notion of self-
love as the prime motivating influence and asserts the principles of impartiality
and benevolence upon which, once again, he seeks to build his necessitarian
construct and ensure the soundness of his doctrine of the perfectibility of man.
It ‘ is to this idea of perfectibility that we must now turn if we are to understand
the full process that Godwin envisages in Political Justice, forif his necessitarian
stance is essential to ensure the inevitability of that process, perfectibility is

required to give direction to it. Despite Godwin's general lack of a historical

perspectivein Political Justice, the second chapter of Book I, History of Political
Society. outlines the political and social conditions he seekstocounteractthrough
improvement of the human condition. It is in relation to this that he develops
his doctrine of perfectibility, (30) which he introduces, in the first edition, in
Chapter IIT of Book I, The Moral Characters of Men Originate in their
Perceptions (a chapter greatly expanded as Chapter IV of Book I in 1796(31)).
Even the original chapter adopts an overtly sensationalist stance, as Godwin
very quickly rejects any "innate principles” theory,(PJ,'93,1,12) stating:

We bring into the world with us no innate principles: consequently we
are neither virtuous or vicious as we first come into existence.

He later reinforces this:
We bring neither virtue nor vice with us at our entrance into the world.
But the seeds of error are ordinarily sown soearly as to pass with

~ superficial observers for innate.(PJ,'93,1,16)

Then, having acknowledged his sources in a footnote,(32) he indicates the
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implications of this:

From these reasonings it sufficiently appears, that the moral qualities of
men are the produce of the impressions made upon them, and that there
is no instance of a propensity toevil. Our virtues and vices may be traced
to the incidents which make the history of our lives, and if these incidents
could be divested of every improper tendency, vice would be extirpated
from the world. The task may be difficult, may be of slow progress, and
of hope undefined and uncertain. But hope will never desert it; and the
man who is anxious for the benefit of his species, will willingly devote
a portion of his activity to an enquiry into the mode of effecting this
extirpation in whole or in part, an enquiry which promises much, if it do
not in reality promise everything.(PJ,'93,1,18)

This very brief chapter, with the quoted footnote, points up charac-

teristically the qualities of Godwin's first edition of Political Justice; for

although the 1796 extended chapter develops Godwin's thinking much more
logically and in a more substantiated manner, the earlier text has a "crusading"
tone which the later editions do not share, one which would have appealed to the

young Wordsworth, recently returned from France and filled with reformist zeal.

Howev_er, the importance for Godwin of establishing tﬁis view of "character” is
two-fold: it focusses early in Political Justice on the individual, and presents
that individual asa malleable being, capable of being improved. Both of these
points are critical in Godwin's argument and in his ultimate vision; Gddwin is
somewhat unclear as to how any form of government (33) (even his idea of the
parishes) might relate to the idea of perfectibility, and therefore it is to the
implications of his idea of perfectibility for the individual that he turns his
greatest attention, since he sees society as the sum of those individuals, and
assumes that as individuals are increasingly improved, so there would be less

need for any form of government.(34)

Whilst Godwin's idea of perfectibility was not new, and has a long tradition
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behind it, (35) Godwin himself seems to feel the need to establish forcibly
" evidence to demonstrate a tendency in humankind to improve its condition (not,
incidentally, by way of any primitivistic ideal - which he rejects from early on in

his book(36) and throﬁghout it(37)).

But if it can be shown that man can and already has improved himself (and it is
worth stressing the links in Godwin's argument between malleabiIity and
perfectibility, relying heavily upon such malleability leading to improve-
ment,‘ rather than the opposite), the reason why man might wish to improve

himself is one Godwin finds less easy to identify.

It is important to stress, albeit briefly at this point, that Godwin's concern for
improvement, regarding both the individual and society, is contextualised

by a humanitarian concern thatis a sustained feature of Political Justice; a

feature it will be more appropriate to illustrate later on.
Truth and Sincerity

In his attempt to understand and present the motivation for perfectibility, Godwin
turns to his belief in the idea of truth. Inapassage rewritten for the morereflective
and carefully composed second edition, Godwin opens his original Book IV,
Chapter IV, Of The Cultivation of Truth, with the folfowing preamble:

Perhaps there cannotbe a subject of greater political importance, or better
calculated tolead usin safety through the mazes of controversy, than that
of the value of truth. Truth may be considered by us, either abstractly,
asitrelatesto certain general and unchangeable principles, or practically,
as it relates to the daily incidents and ordinary commerce of human life.
In whichever of these views we consider it, the more deeply we meditate
itsnature and tendency, the more we shall be struck with its unrivalled
importance.(PJ,'93,1,230)

T
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" Godwin's vagueness over exactly what truth is is evident here; the naivety of his
belief in the all-encompassing power of truth may make us smile; but his belief
inhis viewsis evidentin the energy and rhythms of his prose. Itisin suchapursuit
of truth that Godwin appears to locate the motivation for his doctrine of
- perfectibility: he speaks of "the tendency of truth to the improvement of our
political instutions",(PJ,'93,1,137) and in the long Appendix, Of the Connection
between Understanding and Virtue offers the view that "virtue consists in
a desire of the benefit of the species".(PJ,'93,1,255) In Book IV, Chapter
IV, Section II, Of Sincerity, Godwin opens with the assertion:
It isevidentin the last place, thata strict adherence to truth will have the
best effect upon our minds in the ordinary commerce of life. This is the
virtue which has commonly been known by the denomination of sin-
cerity; . . . (PJ,'93,1,238)
Two pages further on, again in prose that exemplifies the energy and enthusi-
asms of the first edition,(38) Godwin claims:
Animated by the love of truth, my understanding would always be
vigorous and alert,...... Animated by the love of truth, and a passion
inseparable from its nature, and which is almost the same thing under
another name, the love of my species, I should carefully seek for such
topics as might most conduce to the benefit of my neighbours, anxiously
watch the progress of mind, and incessantly labour for the extirpation
of prejudice.(PJ,'93,1,241)
Yet such arguments, no matter how forcefully expressed, are tenable only if we
can assume that sincerity, truth and virtue exist in all human beings; Godwin
seems more anxious to assume this than to prove it, but he does this in order to
further his argument that there is an underlying wish for improvement in man-

kind; one which willcontinue, thus underpinning his view that man is ultimately

motivated to improvement, to perfectibility.(39)

It is difficult to overstate the importance of truth and sincerity in Godwin's view
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of the achievement of virtue and the perfectibility of man; itis as much a corner-
stone of his philosophy asis his beliefin the right of private judgement. Whether
he sees this motivation as being on utilitarian or teleological grounds is
problematic; this need not detain us long for the purposes of this thesis, but it
is important to note that Godwin has been seen as essentially utilitarian(40) in his
thinking. However, although there does seem much evidence to support this
in Godwin's constant references to benevolence and his explanation of
- motivation in terms of desire for pleasure and aversion from pain, this seems
to ignofe the sheer force behind his assumption of a striving after truth, as well
as the Platonic view evidenced in the first edition of Political Justice. It is
importantto recognise the significance of a recent view expressed that Godwin's
stance in the first édition is not utilitarian, but is, rather, a "perfectionist”
position deriving in fact from a téleological viewpoint.(41) This is strongly
suggested in statements by GodWin such as:

It is in the disposition and view of the mind, and not in the good which

may accidentally and intentionally result, that virtue consists.

(P3,'93,1,356)

In Chapter XIV of Book V, Godwin states:

The road to the improvement of mankind is in the utmost degree simple,
to 'speak and act the truth. (PJ,'93,11,494-5).

Then, in a passage deleted after 1793, he asserts:

Once establish the perfectibility of man, and it will inevitably follow that
we are advancing to a state, in which the truth will be too well known
to be easily mistaken,...(PJ,'93,11,495)

Finally,in Chapter XXIII of Book V, he asks:

How great would be the progress of intellectual improvement, if men were
unfettered by the prejudices of education, unseduced by the influence of
acorrupt state of society, and accustomed to yield withoutfearto the guid-
ance of truth,...?(PJ,'93,11,569)
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It is clear from statements such as the above and many others like it, which feature

frequently in the prose of the first edition of Political Justice, that Godwin's belief

in human perfectibility and in the pursuit Qf truth are inextricably linked, and
arise from a belief in truth itself and in man's tendency to follow truth when
itis perceived, rather than any explicit utilitarian or contractarian stance (albeit
‘Godwin does use the language of utility at times to discuss the implications of
such motivation towards improvement). The danger (or naivety) of suchaclaim
and such a passionate belief in the power and perception of truth through the

rational process was one Wordsworth was to recognise in due course.

Essentially, Godwin's interest is in the individual and the right of private
judgement, rather than man's role in society; as he states in Book II Chapter VI,

Of the Right of Private Judgement,

So,...it ultimately appears, that no man is obliged to conform to any rule
of conduct, further than the rule is consistent with justice.(PJ,'93,1,129)

However, by 1798, it is worth noting that Godwin réinforces the theme of this
argument in this chapter, by putting his assertion of the centrality of private
| judgement much more forcefully in his revision:
So,...itultimately appears, thatthe conviction of aman's individual under-
standing is the only legitimate principle, imposing on him the duty of
adopting any species of action. (PJ,'98,1,181)
This ultimate and key belief in the right of private judgement logically leads
Godwin to his conclusion in Book III Chapter II, Of the Social Contract:
Lastly, if government be founded in the consent of the people, it can have
no.power over any individual by whom that consent is refused. . .
(P1,'93,1,148)

and, in amore forceful passage in this same concluding paragraph, deleted again

from later editions, he states:

\
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The rules by which my action shall be directed are matters of a con-
sideration entirely personal....No consent of ours can divest us of our
moral capacity. This is a species of property which we can neither barter
nor resign; . . . (PJ,'93,1,148) ‘
Not, above all, to any elected or other form of government. It is this intense
individualism, leading to Godwin's anarchism, that makes essential Godwin's
belief in perfectibility, in truth, and now in "reason"; reason being the agent
or instrument whereby truth will always be identified and distinguished from
error, leading to the defeat of vice and the pursuit and triumph of virtue - to

the advancement of the human condition.

The Place of Reason.

It is asthe "manofreason” that Godwin is mostremembered and portrayed, often

exaggeratedly and inaccurately. It is perhaps worth making the point that in

reading the first edition of Political Justice, by the end of the first volume, there
has been only very limited use of the word "reason" (though the role ascribed
to reason is crucial in the exercise of private judgement and the perception of
truth). As we shall see, one of thc.effects of the 1796 revisions is to change this,
and the impression given of the role of reason is much enhanced. Yeteven in this
first edition, there are statements which appear to ascribe to reason a role that is
more than juét a means to perception of truth:

Reason is the only legislator, and her decrees are irrevocable and uni-
form. (PJ,'93,1,166)

Even here, in the context of Godwin's discussion in this chapter onlegislation,
his view of reason is of its being the only authority to whose judgement we can
rightly submit. Reason therefore is, for Godwin, a means whereby we perceive

truth and distinguish it from error. Again, there can be little doubt that the role
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of reason as well as that of "understanding" and "thought” are much more fully

explicated and developed in the second edition of Political Justice.(42) However,
even in this first edition, it can be seen that if the perception of truth was, for
Godwin, inevitable, all that was necessary was to identify the mechanism by
which truth is necessarily revealed, and that means is reason:
In a word, either reason is the curse of our species, and human nature is
to be regarded with horror; or it becomes us to employ our understanding
and to act upon it, and to follow truth wherever it may lead us.

(PJ,,93,1,201)

These words from Book IV Chapter II, Of Revolutions, Section I, Duties of a

Citizen(43) show us, in his first edition, Godwin's belief in and enthusiasm for
his view of reason being the means of perceiving truth, anddisposing of error.(44)
And the role of reason therefore, in Godwin's doctrine of perfectibility is seen
in Section II of the same chapter, in the concluding paragraph:

There are two principles therefore which the man who desires the
regeneration of his species ought ever to bear in mind, to regard the im-
provement of every hour as essential in the discovery and dissemination
of truth, and willingly to suffer the lapse of years before he urges the
reducing his theory into actual execution. With all his caution it is
possible that the impetuous multitude will run before the still and quiet
progress of reason; nor will he sternly pass sentence upon every
revolution that shall by a few years have anticipated the term that
wisdom would have prescribed. Butif his caution be firmly exerted, there
is no doubt that he will supersede many abortive attempts, and con-
siderably prolong the general trangillity.(PJ,'93,1,204)(45)

- As this quotation shows, despite hisambivalence over the pragmatics of violent
revolution, already referred to, Godwin's essential beliefis in a rationalistically-
guided reform. In this sense, reason will play its crucial role in social improve-

ment,

- It is difficult at times to understand the "mechanics”, so to speak, of Godwin's

concept of reason. Atthe end of the famous Fenelon incident in Book II Chapter
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" II, Of Justice, Godwin states:
But understanding is the faculty thatperceives the truth of this and similar
propositions;” and justice is the principle that regulates my conduct
accordingly.(P.J.'93,1,82-3)
However, elsewhere, we find Godwin stating that:
There can be no doubt, that the proper way of conveying to my under-
standing a truth of which Iam ignorant, or of impressing on me a firmer
persuasion of a truth with which I am acquainted, is by an appeal to my
reason.(PJ,'93,1,132)(46)
Whether or not Godwin sees " understanding” and "reason” as synonymous is
unclear; it certainly does not seem to be the case in the second quotation. What
Godwin does seem to suggest is that if understanding is seen as one of our
faculties, reason is to be understood in more active terms: as the exercise of
understanding. Above all, reason is seen by Godwin as important not for its own
sake, but in its role in the identification of error and the pursuit of truth for

improvement of the individual who, in turn, will contribute to the good of the

sum of those individuals: society.

Even in this relatively brief discussion of this Political Justice it can be seen that
there is a complexity and coherence in Godwin's ideas; ideas, many of which,
borrowed from a variety of sources,(47) represent, in Godwin's use of them and
in his own developing vision of "perfectibility”, more than simply a response to
the French Revolution or to themimported ideas of the philosophes; but rather
a consistent (and Lockean) view of human individuality which he pushed to a
stage of development which, today, we find absurdly optimistic. This shows
Godwin's first edition of Political Justice, with its central focus on the belief in

private judgement, its assertion of the power of truth é.nd the role ascribed to

reason in the context of these as a more complex attempt to systematise a
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perfectibilian construct for the individual (and hence for society) than earlier
more simplistic views of "cold rationalism" have suggested. Furthermore, it
is worth repeating at this stage that the radicalism of the ideas and the reformist
energy emerging from the early chapters particularly express a crusading
reformist tone which almost counteracts the support of gradualist and rational
reform. Aswe shall see from a close examination of reviews of Political Justice,
it is possible to imagine two levels of response to the book ( which would not
be the case with the revised 1796 edition): a "summary" reading might quickly
be attracted to the radicalism of the text and the strong arguments against the
various oppressions of government; whilst it takes a closer study of the book
(particularly those chapters which Godwin had suggested the reader might pass
over (48)) to fecognise and digest the motivational process in his necessitarian
and perfectibilian stance (somewhat unsatisfactorily\ presented in 1793, and the
subject of the most substantive revisionsin 1796). As we shall see, there is much
evidence (both textual and external) to suggest that Wordsworth's contact with

Political Justice and Godwin and his ideas involved a developmental process of

study and increasing understanding of Godwin's ideas.

For ényone in England in 1793 seeing the French Revolution as the beginning of
social and political regeneration, and then faced with the horrors of the Terror
withits seeming repression of individual in another barbarous way, the alternative
that Godwin offered must have seemed, if not attractive, at least worthy of some
consideration. To the young Wordsworth, returning from the traumas of his
recent visit to France in what was an emotionally charged state (as The Prelude

does make cleareven without any admission of his affair with Annette Vallon, but
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concentrating on the poet's acknowledged response to the Revolution), it is

difficult to believe that Political Justice and its reception could have escaped

his attention.
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Part 2. The Reception and Impact of Political Justice.

The comments of two very different modern writers, E.P.Thompson and Marilyn
Butler,(49) reflect regent views on the impact of Godwin and Political Justice.
In his essay The Poverty of Theory, E.P.Thompson, speaking of the Godwinians
- and their impact states that :

Godwinism. . . .which freaked out the young intelligentsia in England
between 1794 and 98, was...a moment of intellectual extremism,
divorced from correlative action or actual social commitment...... those
Godwiniansrepresented the only moment when the English intelligentsia
adopted, in their theory, an ultra-Jacobin posture [and] had some spirit
about them. (p 181)

Marilyn Butler, in her Romantics. Rebels and Reactionaries writes:

 The radical classics of the mid-1790's, Godwin's Political Justice and

Paine's Age of Reason, seemed subversive at a profounder level than any
campaign for legal relief the Dissenters had ever engaged in, for they
challenged secular and religious authority at its very roots, in the
individual's simple habit of belief. (p 49)

The much earlier and often-quoted words of Hazlitt in his famous essay(50)

appraising Godwin tells us, that, for a brief period,
he was in the very zenith of a sultry and unwholesome popularity....no-
one was more talked of, more looked up to, more sought after, and
wherever liberty, truth, justice was there, his name was not far off.

De Quincey, a harsher critic of Godwin(51) nevertheless states that as a political

philosopher Godwin

carried one single shock into the bosom of English society, fearful but
momentary, like the electric blow of the gymnotus.(52)

The above strikes at the heart of the problem of assessing the importance and
limitations of Godwin's impact, and especially the reception and impact of the first
edition of Political Justice in 1793. Godwin's radicalism was not that of Paine's

Rights of Man; it was an intellectual reformism. Despite the impressive sales
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of the first edition,(53) Godwin's actual popularity deserves the epithets Hazlitt
attaches to it. Godwin's was an ephemeral fame, and in view of the rather
unattractive impression he made in social intercourse, he was not the person
to develop an extensivé network of close friends or acquaintances. Those who
did attach themselves closely to him were few (e.g.Horne Tooke, Montagu and
even Coleridge) Itis certainly not to this group that Wordsworth can be assigned.
The very indeterminate nature of the Godwin-Wordsworth relationship(54)
togéther with the rather summary comment on the reception and impact of

Political Justice has limited the external evidence relevant to Godwin's influence

on Wordsworth.

However, returning briefly to Thompson's point, it is in the very intellectual
nature of Godwin's radicaliém, a matter increasingly acknowledged in more
recent studies of his work(55) and stressed in the first section of this chapter,
that the real clue to the impact of Godwin is to be found: an intellectual and
philosophically-based radicalism to which Wordsworth initially responded,

and against which, ultimately, he reacted.

It is therefore as essential to recognise and understand the reception and impact
of the first edition of Political Justice as itis to understand the inte_nﬁon and thrust
of tﬁe book itself; thoughits sales were impressive, itis obvious that many, unable
to read the work itself, would have read the various reviews written of it in the
weeks and months immediately followingits publication. Although commen-
tators on Godwin(56) have remarked on the reception of the first edition, most
seem to have concentrated on the effect of its publication on Godwin's public

standing, and even those giving some account of its reception have not paid
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" adequate attention to comment on the the book. Yet, from a reading of these,

we can perceive exactly what areas of Godwin's ideas and arguments caught the

interest of the reviewers.

Godwin's book did attract a considerable amount 6f attention fr(;m some of the
major journals of the time. Although the political leanings(57) of the journal
concerned and the authorship of some of the reviews(58) hé.ve to be taken into
account, it is clear that Political Justice was, in general, received favourabiy
- though not with unqualified applause in even the most supportive reviews; it

was also seen by all of them to be a very bold and even extravagant work.

However, before going on todiscuss the opinions of the reviews, itis well worth

making one rather obvious point: as well as offering some critical comment

on Political Justice, these articles also undertook that other purpose of reviews
very effectively: namely, the dissemination(59) of Godwin's ideas. Whilst
inevitably the selection of the reviewer affected this, it should be noted that
several of the extended reviews, over three months, are devoted tolittle more than
extensive quotations from Godwin's book; and, as will be seen, although the
various reviews do summarise Godwin's arguments it was often the same key
issues and sometimes even the same passages that received attention. As we shall
see, such passages tend to focus upon Godwin's criticism of oppression by

government, his more overtly political passages.

Therefore, whilst a reflective review such as the brief summary of Godwin's
topics in Political Justice in the New Annual Register for 1793/4 (pp 218-9)

simply gives an outline of all his chapter titles, the more immediate responses
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in other reviews can be seen to concentrate on some of the seminal ideas in
Godwin's book, as well as some of the ideas most likely to attract attention at
such a time in English and French history. Godwin's central belief in the right
of private judgement, and the oppressive and coercive limitations of government

and the law on such judgement, is discussed at some length in the Analytical

Review for June 1793, pp 125-6, (60) and is highlighted by Holcroft in the
second instalment of his review in the Monthly Review, of April 1793, where he
quotes Godwin:
That government therefore is the best, which in no one instance
interferes with the exercise of private judgement without absolute
necessity. (p 435)
Readers of these reviews would be left in no doubt as to Godwin's belief in the
right of private judgement.(61) Yetone is struck by the fact that this and some
of the other ideas that Godwin sees as seminal in the development of his argument
are not those consistently disseminated or highlighted.(62) The rple of truth and
sincerity,(63) the doctrine of perfectibility,(64) receive attention with supporting

summary quotation, as do his ideas on the role of thought, or, as the scathing

reviewer in the British Critic puts it:"Man is a machine".(65) But these are not

the topics which consistently pervade the reviews of Political Justice. Foranyone
reading the reviews, two themes would seem to characterise the writer who had
published this work: these are Godwin's belief in the need for gradual reform
allied to his anti-revolutionary stance, and, secondly, his stand against
coercion by institutions and oppression, especially the oppression and inequities

of monarchy and aristocracy.

It is this view of Godwin as a reformist, albeitin a rationalistic and philosophical
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context, thatis the consistent theme of these various reviews. For instance, Price,

in the Analytical Review of June 1793 quotes Godwin's assertion:

When a great majority of any society are persuaded to secure any benefit
to themselves, there is no need of tumult or violence to effect it.
(p 124)
And after having spent much of this review summarising Godwin's arguments
against government and legislation and the manner in which these endanger and
repress private judgement, he closes this particular instalment of his review with
references to Book IV, particularly the sections on resistance and revolution,

with some of Godwin's assertions concerning his belief in "argument and

persuasion”(66) as opposed to revolution. Similarly, the Critical Review of

April 1793, having opened this first instalment of of its three-part review by
quoting from Godwin's arguments on the causes of war, soon turns to his
arguments against revolution, stating:
We have already intimated that Mr. Godwin is a declared enemy to force
and violence in effecting changes in government. -On this subject we
think his whole chapter deserving the attention of our readers.(p 367).
Then quoting a lengthy passage, including Godwin's statement in his argument

against political associations that there is

nothing more barbarous, cruel and bloodthirsty than the triumph of a
mob.(p 369)

There is a sense in which these reviews in fact overstate or perhaps over-
simplify Godwin's rejection of revolution as a means of reform; for, as has been
indicated in the previous section of this argument,(67) Godwin does, in this first
edition, admit the legitimacy of less passive means of reform when no other
alternative is available. However, despite the oppressions of the poor cata-

logued by Godwin, it is made clear by the reviewer that Godwin does not count-
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enance violence as the answer to such oppréssion, but promotes gradual reform. |
The second instaimcnt in the Critical Review_in July 1793 opens by drawing
attention once again to Godwin's anti-revolutionary reformist stance:

Whatever may be the political heresies of our author,
says the reviewer,

~ there is one article of his faith which has completely exempted him from
our censure; and that is, that no revolution, no change of government, no
innovation should be attempted, which is not preceded and called for by
a radical and universal change of sentiment in the people-(p 290)

The reviewer then states, in the second paragraph:

While Mr. Godwin lays down so safe a principle as this, as the basis of
his speculations, he is entitled to lenity, and even respect, respect from
those who differ from him on particular topics; and we cannot but com-

_pliment his sagacity, which has been so amply justified by the unhappy
situation of France, even since the publication of his volumes. Other
writers on the side of democracy have been less cautious, and we have
therefore treated them with less reserve, as we shall ever do those whose
writings are calculated to produce disorder or discontent in this
country.(p 291)

Godwinis clearly being portrayed as no threat to the state, noinstigator of violent

upheaval, but as a rationalist and reformist thinker.,

Even the very early and more summary review in the Literary Magazine and
British Review of March 1793, notes Godwin's reformist stance:

Reasoning, he observes, is the legitimate mode of revolutions, and the
only good mode of effecting them; here too persuasion is the proper
instrument.(p 225)

In the first of Holcroft's three-part review in the Monthly Review, also of March,
1793, he introduces Godwin's book by saying:

but that which ought to endear it even to those whose principles it may
offend, is the strength of argument adduced in it to prove, that peace and
order most effectually promote the happiness after which political re-
formers are panting; -that, as the progress of knowledge is gradual,
political reform ought not to be precipitate; - and that convulsive
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violence is dangerous,...(p 311).
However,on the second page of the April 1793 instalment of thereview,
Holcroft quotes from Godwin:

The objections. (p.195.) that offer themselves to an exertion of actual
force, where there are no hopes of success, are numerous.(p 436).

Holcroft has obviously spotted that strain of ambivalence in Godwin's attitude to
violent reform, but having acknowledged it briefly in this way, quotes atlength

arguments from Godwin against violence in pursuit of reform.

The second principal theme to feature consistently in the reviews of Political
Justice is Godwin's stand against oppression by institutions monarchical and
aristocratic. Godwin, as summarised by his reviewers, emérges as a rationalist
reformer, but also ahighly political oneinhis thinking. Price's secondinstalment
in the Analytical Review of August 1793, whilst giving considerable attention to
Godwin's belief in the role and power of truth and sincerity, quotes at length from
Godwin's arguments against monarchy and despotism; and Godwin's views on
the "education of a prince" are also quoted at greatlength.(68) (As we shall see
in amoment, his chapter on the education of a prince is the one most consistently
focussed upon by all of the reviewers;. a chapter, where, in his description of the
upbringing of a monarch, all of his empirically-based deterministic views and his

stand against institution as an infringement of private judgement coalesce.)

The Critical Review of April 1793 quotes voluminously Godwin's arguments
concerning the oppression of the poor by governments, legislation,and by therich
who,

keep their inferiors atadistance, [with] the splendour of theirequipage,
the magnificence of their retinue, and the sumptuousness of their enter-
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tainments. The poor man is struck with this exhibition; he feels his own
miseries; he knows how unwearied are his efforts to obtain a slender
pittance of this prodigal waste; and he mistakes opulence for felicity.
(p 365)
In the second instalment of the review in July 1793, the reviewer quotes again
directly from the chapter, On the Education of Princes, immediately thereafter
rehearsing Godwin's anti-monarchical arguments:
Hence the well-known maxims of monarchical governments, that ease is
the parent of rebellion, and that it is necessary to keep the people in a
state of poverty and endurance, in order to render them submissive.
(p 292)
However, the reviewer then, in a paragraph of comment that is hard to under-
stand in the context of a generally supportive though not uncritical review,
expresses support for the nobility of England in an argument based upon title

rather than wealth.(69) One wonders if such a comment might not have made

readers more sympathetic to the consistency of Godwin's arguments.

In April 1793, the Literary Magazine initsreview quotes atlength from Godwin's
arguments against monar;:hy and aristocracy, again giving prominence to "the
education of the distinguished mortal destined to a throne" and notes how Godwin
"concludes on its total inaptitude to the purpose designed."(70) After lengthy
quotation from Godwin's arguments regarding the education of a prince, the
review concludes:

Mr Godwin concludes that monarchy is founded on imposture; whether

he is just in this conclusion, we must refer to those who have perused
“the book.(p 308) o :

Finally, in the Monthly Review of April 1793. Holcroft gives early prominence

to what is little more than lengthy quotation from Godwin's arguments on the

education of a prince and to his arguments against monarchy and its
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institutional trappings,(71) eventually quoting Godwin's challenge:
Is it well, that so large a part of the community should be kept in abject
penury, rendered stupid with ignorance, and disgustful with vice, per-
petuated in nakedness and hunger, goaded to the commission of crimes,
and made victims to the merciless laws which the rich have instituted to
oppress them? Is it sedition to enquire whether this state of things may not
be exchanged for a better?(p 444) ‘
It is clear therefore that the perception of Godwin's ideas disseminated by the
major reviews appearing immediately after the publication of the first edition
of Political Justice is of Godwin as concerned reformist, but committed to
gradual reform in the interests of the individual against such institutions as
government (particularly monarchical government). His ideas are viewed as
open to criticism, but are also admitted to be challenging: the ideas of a thinker

who, in the political turmoil of the times, has not been afraid to publish such a

work.

Most reviews are favourable with the obvious exception of that in the British

Critic (72) Whilst others are not uncritical, (73) they are generally highly
supportive. Price opens his comment in the Analytical Review of June 1793 by
stating:

- We deem it our duty therefore to encourage every attempt, the object of
which is, toillustrate the principles of sound and rational morality, and
to establish the theory of a more equitable government. And we
conceive, that the politician or philosopher whose labours are directed
to this end, possesses a justclaim to our most grateful acknowledgements.

(p 121)

The mbre quélified support of the Critical Review of April 1793 ncvci'theless

opens with a most laudatory paragrah:

There is certainly no employment in which the most eminent talents can
be more laudably engaged, than in tracing out that scheme of political
oeconomy which-may most extensively promote the happiness and
improvement of mankind. Thisis a subject which has occupied occasion-
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ally the greatest minds, from the days of Plato and Aristotle to those of

Locke. We cannot therefore entirely agree with our author, "that the sci-

ence of politics is yet in its infancy,"” though there undoubtedly is still

much room forimprovement; andin this view the public are under consid-

erable obligations to the very ingenious author of this elaborate treatise.
(p 361)

Then, in response to Godwin's concerns expressed in his Preface over possible
reaction to his book, it proclaims:
We cannot for a moment believe that a British minister would attempt to
fix shackles on the freedom of philosophical speculation, or that the
nation would endure such an attempt.(p 361)
However, by October, in the third instalment of this review, the enthusiasm is
much more reserved:
The mind of the author is evidently warped by the false philosophy of the
times, and however free he may fancy himself, writes more in fetters than
any author we have lately perused. Where he disengages himself from
these prejudices, and reasons with coolness and candour, we frequently
discern the efforts of a vigorous mind, and have generally to admire
his ingenuity, even where we cannot applaud his judgement.(p 154)(74)
Holcroft's review in the Monthly Review of March 1793 opens by drawing
attention to the context of Godwin's latest publicatiox{:
It may be doubted whether, at any period, since the fatal contest between
Charles I and his parliament, the minds of men have been so much
awakened to political inquiry, as they are at this moment.(p 311)
It continues:
we have no small degree of pleasure in announcing the present work to
our readers; as one, which, from the freedom of its inquiry, the grandeur
of its views, and the fortitude of its principles, is eminently deserving of
attention.(p 311)

Thié is imﬁ1ediatély qualified by Holcroft's stating that he does not necessarily

hold with all of Godwin's views and ideas.

That Godwin's work was received favourably can certainly be argued; that it was

received with interest, puzzlement, excitement and even some dismay isevident.
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Looking back on the impact of Political Justice, the New Annual Register for
that year catches the tone of the import and impact of Go&win's book very
effectively
We have been the more full in our account of the subjects discussed in
this work, as it has greatly excited public attention.... The author
possesses a well-informed, bold and vigorous mind, . . .(p 219) (75)
It applauds Godwin's courage in publishing at the time:
Unfettered by system, and fearless of offending the prejudices of
mankind, he contends for what appears for him to be truth,with an ardour,
which it would be doing him an injustice not to ascribe to the best and
most praise-worthy motives.(p 219)

And whilsteven this review qualifiesits support, it cogently finds Political Justice

highly deserving of the attention of philosophical politicians.(p 219)

It is this view of Godwin as sincere if somewhat fanciful in developing hisideas,
as a thinker committed to individual liberty and to the benefit of mankind that
emerges from the reviews of the first edition of Political Justice. Yet, if one
comparés the experience of reading Political Justice itself with that of reading
thereviews of it, the tendency of the reviews either to summarise very succinctly
or for other reasons spend less time upon some of Godwin's more abstruse
arguments inrelation particularly to, for example, necessity and his motivational
construct in relation to perfectibility(76) has the effect of suggesting a more
immediately politically oriented and directly reformist work than is actually the
‘case. It is such an impression that might have caused many readers to read
Political Justice itself, in the expectation of finding a political treatise, prior to
reading dewin's very full and complex arguments in the philosophical context

in which they rightly belong.
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In approaching the question of Wordsworth's "radicalism” and the role that
Godwin's thinking played in that, such a distinction should be remembered.
Whether or not Wordsworth read aﬁy of the reviews is not known, but in
examining his first substantial (but unpublished) prose piece following upon the
publication of Political Justice, certain points emerging from this examination
of these reviews apd their portrayal of Godwin's ideas are worth bearing in mind.
Those two sustained themes of Godwin's philosophic approach to reform and
his strong attacks on the oppressions of government are important. If
Wordsworth did read some of the reviews, it would have been difficult to avoid

either of these issues. Moreover, the reception of Political Justice in the reviews

might well have spurred him toread the book, not least because of the philosophic
(rather than Painite) approach it offered. This, as we shall see, becomes relevant

from the very opening sentences of Llandaff.

It will, of course, be more appropriate toexamine the details of the relationship
between Wordsworth and Godwin in the ensuing chapters; only in such a Way
can the pattern of correlations emerging between Wordsworth's development
and Godwin's writings be understood. For, just as any simplistic idea of
"influence" through mere verbal echoings or occasional parallels of details of
therhes orideas hasalready beenrejected, sothe understanding of the relationship
between Wordsworth and Godwin is a complex one, which rests on no single
issue or piece of evidence, but, rather, a series of interrelationships and patterns

of development.

Yet, even atthe end of an introductory chapter such as this, where it has already

been apposite to suggest some of the seminal issues and themes in Godwin's
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* Political Justice that will be relevant to the emerging argument here, itis useful
tore-iterate certain key points. Above all, the fact that the first edition of Political -

Justice has a complex coherence and a structural unevenness; a philosophic

stance allied to a crusading tone and sometimes-a crudity of style : all of this
points to the potential for a variety of response to the text. It offers radical
protest, yet anintellectualised philosophical and nascent psychological construct
(flawed, and difficult to understand at times). It demonsﬁates a humanitarian
spirit and a genuine interest in the individual, allied to a personalised anarchist

belief that hinges on the pivotalrole of a seemingly unfeeling rational principle.

All of which suggests a work that would take time to explore, assimilate and
ultimately accept orreject. To this, in time, was to be added the exposition, testing
and developmentof theseideasin the fictional presentation of Caleb Williams and
then the substantive revisions of 1796. Perhaps then, a priori, it is not difficult
to accept that this might be a book (and a person) with whom a young, impres-
sionable and initially radically-oriented poet might have a developing relation-

ship involving a variety of responses.

Such, it will be shown, isindeed the case with regard to Wordsworth and
Godwin. It will be essential in this study to chart the nature and variety of Word-

sworth's responses, first of all to the first edition of Political Justice; an initial

response that, not surprisingly, whilst responding to the essential philosophic
 character of the work, nevertheless focusses, in the borrowingsﬂ eﬁidenced in
Llandaff, onits radicalism, thatleads to a need to respond to the complexity of

Godwin's construct, ill-fitted though itis in the mannef in which Wordsworth

is to draw upon itin Salisbury Plain. And, looking beyond the first edition of
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Political Justice, to Caleb Williams and to the revisions of 1796 Political Justice,
as well as Wordsworth's acquaintance with the philosopher during the time
oftherevision of these works, againdclearpro gressionin Wordsworth's response

can be evidenced.

However, with regard to the first edition and Godwin's role in the political
reaction and repressions of 1793 and 1794, itis necessary first of all to consider

aspects of what might be referred to as Wordsworth's radicalism.
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CHAPTER TWO : WORDSWORTH'S RADICALISM -
THE ORIGINS OF HIS MORAL AND HUMAN CONCERN.

Part 1: The claims of The Prelude and
the evidence from Descriptive Sketches,
Exactly how far Wordsworth became involved in the radical movements of his
time can only be uncertain. His assertion that he had read "the master pamphlets
of the day"(1) and his account of what he saw in France, as well as his correspon-
dence later on with William Mathews (and other brief letters dealing withradical

issues(2))leave a sketchy picture.

The purpose of this initial argument is to identify preliminary evidence that raises
questions concerning Wordsworth's claims in The Prelude regarding the early
stage of his radical development. It will be the purpose of the concluding
chapter of this thesis to revisit these questions, and, in light of the evidence
emerging from detailed examination of key texts (as well as external evidence)
to offer answers to those questions. Nevertheless, itis essential to identify at this
early stage the existence of these questions by challenging Wordsworth's claims
in The Prelude concerning the development of his radicalism; this will be done
by focusing upon key passages in The Prelude in relation to evidence emerging

from the much earlier composition, Descriptive Sketches.

Such a challenge should fobus, at least initially, upon the role Wordsworth
" ascribes to Michel Beaupuy in the development of the poet's politiéél, social and
ultimately' moral concerns. In Book IX of the 1805 Prelude Beaupuy is presented
as the political, social and moral "mentor” of the young poet:

Oft in solitude
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With him did I discourse about the end

Of civil government, and its wisest forms,
Of ancient prejudice, and chartered rights,
Allegiance, faith, and law by time matured,
Custom and habit, novelty and change,

Of self-respect, and virtue in the few

For patrimonial honour set apart,

And ignorance in the labouring multitude.
For he, an upright man and tolerant,
Balanced these contemplations in his mind,
And I, who at that time was scarcely dipped
Into the turmoil, had a sounder judgement
Than afterwards,...(1805,1X,328-341)(3)

The closing lines of this quotation are a clue to the self-consciousness one finds

in Wordsworth's references to the period 1793-95, the period to be treated in

Book X of the 1805 Prelude. Whilst Wordsworth's writings of thatperiod do offer
evidence of a tormented soul, they réjsc questions regarding that “"sounder
judgement" in the various radical themes Wordsworth claims as the result of his
conversations with Beaupuy. Whatexamination of such texts as Llandaff and the
first two versions of the Salisbury Plain poems suggest is a much more tortuous
and complex process of coming to terms with these radical themes than the
impression given, ascribing his clearest understanding of them to the discussions
he had during his walks with Beaupuy. Whilst it would probably be impossible
to distinguish exactly what, in the lines quoted above, Wordsworth learned from
theradicalideas of the time , what he learned from a figure such as Godwin, (some
of whose principal themes were indeed those such as "civil government"”,
"prejudice”, "rights") and what in fact he did absorb from his conversations with ~
Beaupuy, Wordsworth's suggestion in The Prelude that the soundest and most

lasting of his radical and political ideas came from Beaupuy alone raises funda-

mental questions as to whether or not this is true; and if it is not, as to why
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Wordsworth chooses to argue such a case.

An examination of Descriptive Sketches (pub'lish.ed soon after Wordsworth's
return from France, a poem he was probably writing at the time of his meetings
with Beaupuy(4)) provides two essential clues in this early examination of
Wordsworth's claims. First of all, through investigating Wordsworth's treatment
in this poem of his love affair with Annette Vallon (and particularly the effect
of his later revisions upon that treatment), evidence will be shown of a tendency
in Wordsworth to mask or otherwise distort certain matters that he later found
uncomfortable to reflect upon. This has considerable significance for later
examination of The Preludeand Wordsworth's reflective presentation of certain
events in his development (again with later textual changes often being an
important clue as to his intent - witness the much quoted “crisis” ascribed
to his period of rationalistic enquiry, a “crisis" added after the 1805 Prelude was
completed). Secondly, evidence of the character of Wordsworth's radical

thought in Descriptive Sketches will be shown to compromise his claims

regarding Beaupuy's role and influence in his development; and hence further
to reinforce the need to question and re-examine Wordsworth's claims in The

Prelude regarding the development of his radical thought, especially in regard to

the role played by William Godwin.

ggg iptive Sketches 1793 and 1836-49 : Wordsworth's treatment of his
_affair with Annette Vallon.

Given the period of composition of Descriptive Sketches and the assumed timing
of Wordsworth's affair with Annette Vallon,(5) it is inconceivable that Words-

worth wrote the poem unaffected by his feelings for her; yet critical comment
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has scarcely taken account of this. For instance, in the case of the opening lines
of the poem, despite the assertion by Legouis(6) that Wordsworth is probably
displayingin this poem(7) aresponse to the sentiment of Melancholy as a vehicle
of form (a view with which I would not wholly disagree), that critic soon finds
- himself having to admit, but failing to explain adequately, the "despair" which

greets the reader of the opening lines of the 1793 edition of Descriptive Sketches,

most particularly the effect of the word "Pain"(8) (changed to "distress" in the
1836 edition), and also lines 13-16 of the original:

But doubly pitying Nature loves to show'r

Soft on his wounded heart her healing pow'r

Who plods o'er hills and vales his road forlorn,

Wooing her varying charms from eve to morn.

No sad vacuities his heart annoy,...
By 1836, these lines have been considerably softened:

Yet not unrecompensed the man shall roam,

Who at the call of summer quits his home,

And plods through some wide realm o'er vale and height,

Though seeking only holiday delight;...(9)
This example points early on the effect of Wordsworth's revisions, which is to
enhance the conventional "melancholy” from which nature can easily draw the
poet (the whole effect is very stylised, and the emotions recorded have much of
affectation and convention aboutthem); the effect of the revision, however,
is also to remove the poignancy of the original - the sense of despair and real
pain. The overall stylistic effect of this revision is scarcely an improvement, not
least in the unfortunate "holiday delight". There are several examples of similar
selective revisions to alleviate the sense of grief by deleting the more sharply

expressed sorrows, and by replacing a word or phrase with one more in harmony

with the general assumed context of poetic melancholy.(10) A reading of the
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1793 edition also points to what seemed (presumably to the older Wordsworth)
a weakness in lines 13-42,where the supposedly comforting balms of nature
seem somewhat unequal to the task of bringing solace to the poet; not soin the
1849 version, where the much diminished sorrows easily accede to the soothing
balms of Zephyrs etc. Evenin the closing lines of the two editions, 1793 presents
a still-pining spirit, whilst there is an optimistic confidence pervading the close

of the 1849 version.

What, then, is the cause of this despair and sorrow in the original edition? Has
Wordsworth's assumed melancholy burst the bounds of its own convention? Are
the revisions and the intent behind them merely stylistic, as the more experienced
'poet' revises this early text? Pefhaps another parallel and consistent set of

revisions and deletions points to the cause.

Although Wordsworth does not delete the "dark-eyed maids" and bther young
female figures that populate his scenes in this poem,(ll)' nor remove all
references to "love" or "passion”, thereis a careful and selective assua gfn gof their
overall effect within this poem. Particularly interesting is the deletion of the
following lines:

Farewel! those forms that, in thy noon-tide shade,

Rest, near their little plots of wheaten glade;

Those stedfast eyes, that beating breasts inspire

To throw the "sultry ray" of young Desire;

Those lips, whose tides of fragrance come, and go,

Accordant to the cheek's unquiet glow;

Those shadowy breasts in love's soft light array'd,

And rising, by the noon of passion sway'd.

-Thy fragrant gales and lute-resounding streams,

Breathe o'er the failing soul voluptuous dreams...(1793, 148-157)

Whilst these lines are not very good,(12) one must ask if the revised form of 1836
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is any improvement:

Farewell those forms that in thy noon-tide shade

Rest near their little plots of wheaten glade;

Those charms that bind the soul in powerless trance,

Lip-dewing song, and ringlet-tossing dance.

Where sparkling eyes and breaking smiles illume

The sylvan cabin's lute-enlivened gloom.

-Alas! the very murmer of the streams

Breathes o'er the failing soul voluptuous dreams,... (1836, 127-34)
or, particularly, the 1845-49 further revision:

But now farewell to each and all-adieu

To every charm, and last and chief to you,

Ye lovely maidens that in noontide shade

Rest near your little plots of wheaten glade;

To all that binds the soul in powerless trance,

Lip-dewing song,and ringlet - tossing dance;

Where sparkling eyes and breaking smiles illume

The sylvan cabin's lute-enlivened gloom.

-Alas! the very murmur of the streams

Breathes o'er the failing soul voluptuous dreams,...(1849, 127-36)(13)
Perhaps "sultry ray" in the original deserved to go - but so also surely did "the
little plots of wheaten glade". The total effect of the revision (especially by
1849), is absurd. At least the "beating breasts", "young desire”, "tides of
fragrance” and "cheeks unquiet glow" lead, in some form of climax, to the
"voluptuous dreams". The same can scarcely be said of the "Lip-dewing song" and
"sparkling eyes". Again, there are similar examples of this kind of revision to

effect some diminuendo of an originally sharply (if sometimes clumsily)

perceived consciousness and emotion.(14)

The questions must now be asked:why did Wordsworth make these revisions
(oftenrisking so much); and what was the cause of the sharp intensity of that grief
in the original poem? It seems odd that most of the significant critics of this

period in Wordsworth's development seem to offer no real explanation; they
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become vague or speculative. (15) Thé general impression is that the later
revisions are attempts to improve the style of the original. This is not always
the result; but. so obviously not in this case, that I doubt the view that stylistic
improvement was the reason. As to the reasons for the despair, there seems to
be no satisfactory explanation, until it is realised that although Descriptive
Sketches recounts the happenings of the firstjourney to France, it does notconfine
itself to adescription of Wordsworth's journey in 1790. There is nodisagreement
that the effect of the French Revolution and the developments of 1792, and also

of the meeting with Beaupuy are all reflected in this poem.

So also, I would contend, is the matter of the love affair with Annette Vallon.
Thisis the grief that Wordsworth feels so poignantly; thisis his "wounded heart",
(1793,14) the desperate love of which he is only too aware throughout the writing
of much of this poem. And his memory of "those shadowy breasts"(1793,154)
is only too recent and painful. It is just these poignant elements in the original
poem which are removed by the 1849 version. What is allowed to remain (as
‘with the later Vaudracour and Julia (16)) is only the most veiled reference to
"every charm"(17) of an incidentin Wordsworth's life which only this very early
text betrays in some of the fullness of its intensity, and which Wordsworth is

anxious to present re-interpreted within the carefully affected version of 1849.

Exactly why Wordsworth would have wished further to obscure an incident in his
life that was undoubtedl}; extremely and péfsonally painful to him, and to which,
elsewhere; he makes virtually no reference, we can only speculate upon: whether
for reasons of pride, concern for his former lovér, the changing attitude of a

much older man coming to revise an early text, it is impossible to say with
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certainty. But that he did in the early text express a sense of pain and personal
feeling is clearly evidenced in 1793; that he sought, in a pattern of revisions, to
remove those feelings and substitute for them a more affected emotion associated
with the convention of the original poem is equally evident. To explain this
pattern of revisions on stylistic grounds alone contradicts the evidence of some

of those revisions.

What is important to note is that, inrevising an earlier text such as Descriptive
Sketches, Wordsworth, through a process that might be presented as stylistic
revision, infactalters significantly the character and emotion of the original text;
in a sense, he "re-invents" the assumed consciousness behind the poem.(18) It
is a feature of his work that should be borne in mind when considering his claims

in The Prelude as he reflects upon earlier and sometimes very personal incidents

in his life.
Descriptive Sketches 1793: the evidence of Wordsworth's radical thought.

In the context that the above examination of Descriptive Sketches offers

regarding Wordsworth's treatment of his affair with Annette Vallon, it is now
appropriate to turn to the claims Wordsworth makes regarding Beaupuy's
influence on him: ineffectrejecting (in the later Books X and X1 of The Prelude)
any lasting role in his political, humanitarian and moral development for Godwin
or any other theoretical source, citing as his philosophical inspiration his
conversations with Beaupuy (as well of course as the role nature was to play).
There are mixed views from the critics regarding Beaupuy's influence in this

poem.(19) Wordsworth's admission that most of Descriptive Sketches "was
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composed during my walks upon the banks of the Loire in the years 1791-
1792"(20) and the knowledge that he and Beaupuy had many of their longest
conversations walking along the banks of that river in the same year (1792) point
to the probability that Beaupuy's ideas would find their way into a poem on which
Wordsworth was working. However, examination of Descriptive Sketches, the
first text to come from Wordsworth's pen immediately after his contact both
with French Revolutionary thought and with BeaupuY's ideas, offers little
evidence of the seminal influence Wordsworth claims Beaupuy had upon his
ideas.

Descriptive Sketches began as an account of Wordsworth's journey in the

previous year (1790); in asense, therefore, it would be difficult for Wordsworth
to incorporate the ideas to which he was just being introduced. The initial
impression is of confusion. Itisdifficult to see exactly where Wordsworth might
be drawing upon Beaupuy's thoughts; much is presented in a very sketchy
manner, and it isimpossible to extricate what Ifﬁght beattributed to a particular
figure such as Beaupuy from the l.an guage of a surface -albeit sincere - response
to the common "revolutionary" ideas that Wordsworth might have heard during
his stay in France.(21) There would appear to be some dispute in established
critical thinking over exactly where the evidence of Wordsworth's political
beliefs begins in this poém;(22) certain passages have obviously drawn attention,
and need further examination in light of the specific enquiry here. References
i to what migﬁt Vbe rtermed "man's condition" (for a fairly wide term is needed to

describe the various causes Wordsworth contrives to espouse in this purported
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account of the previous year's tour) appear as early as line 158, with the mention
of "Slavery forcing the sunk mind", or the rather interesting conjoining in line 163:
And smiles to Solitude and Want impart. .
whilst line 197 informs us that:
| Hope, strength, and courage, social suffering brings.
There is the impression of a scattering and variety of comments by Wordsworth
tﬁat are sincerely felt, yetill thought out, and lacking any sound or cohesive

basis at this stage.

The same is the case with the more extended passages. The passage referring to
Lake Uri and the incident of the boatman seems little more than a rather stylised
.apostrophe to "Freedom";(23) whilst the metaphors of the "chamois” and the
“"chamois-chaser" and also the "Demon of the snow" and the threats to liberty and
humanity that are apparently suggested evoke little more than a very general
sense of cohcern for mankind.(24) Similarly, the passage referring to "Man
entirely free"(1793,520ff) is clearly reminiscent of Rousseau, but scarcely
specific enough to justify any assertion that linked Wordsworth's knowledge or
understanding of Rousseau with Beaupuy's teaching. It is here that the form of
the poem and Wordsworth's over-elaborate style obscures anything but the

most general impression of Wordsworth's sympathies.(25)

Lines 598-661 clearly represent another section to which anyone interested inr
Wordsworth's developing social concerns might turn. The sixty-two lines to
which attention is drawn here - with their constant reference to e.g. "Penury"” (1l.
598 and 638), the "general sorrows of the humanrace” (1.603), "humanignorance"

(1.660), "Pain" (1l. 639 and 653)and "Labour" (1.639) - suggest more than merely
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the immediate context of the difficulties of life in the Alps.(26) There is here
the same nascent expression of general human concern, but one which is ill-
defined, and presented in a manner which pays more heed to the style and form
in which Wordsworth is writing this poem (especially with its grand sweeps of
emotion and endless personifications)than the concern Wordsworth clearly has
felt (not only during his trips through the Alps but also as a result of some of the
"penury" he must have seenin France in 1792). It is as if the need for some firmer
philosophical basis and a style more appropriate to such matters already make

themselves apparent in this section of the poem.

There is also a stronger suggestion of the more "immediate" inspiration of the

section examined above in the lines:

In the wide range of many a weary round,

Still have my pilgrim feet unfailing found,

As despot courts their blaze of gems display,

Ev'n by the secret cottage far away

The lilly of domestic joy decay;

While Freedom's farthest hamlets blessings share,

Found still beneath her smile,and only there.(1793, 719-25)
The unfortunate "lilly of domestic joy" is an echo of the earlier "little cottage
of domestic Joy"(601) - though, admittedly, "joy" has lost its capital letter; but
there seems to be suggested, despite the obfuscation of the tortuous syntax,

a causal relationship between the "decay" of the "domestic joy" and the "despot

courts" to which "Freedom" can bring some relief. However, itis all very vague.

It is in the last seventy-three lines of the poem, beginning:
And thou! fair favoured region...(1793, 740ff)
“that the clearest indication comes of Wordsworth's contact with those

associated with the revolutionary cause, and probably also with Beaupuy. These

53



lines, belonging to 1792, Vare somewhat .at odds with Wordsworth's last-minute
attempt in the closing four lines to return to a tone more in harmony with the
original intent of the poem. This whole section is poor stylistically,(27) but it is
the very "high seriousness of purpose"” (28) in these lines that causes a further
weakness. That Wordsworth's enthusiasm for political liberty is displayed is
not questioned; indeed this determination to profess his beliefs in a poetic form
originally adopted for a very different purpose and theme shows Wordsworth's
artistic immaturity at this stage (the lists of personifications, especially,
undermine his intention here) suggesting the sheer strength of feeling that went

into these ungainly lines.

But I cannot agree with the view expressed that the ideas in these lines derive
from Beaupuy.(29) Indeed the question must be put: beyond an intense
enthusiasm for liberty over oppression (surely a very widely expressed feeling in
England as well as France at the time), what are Wordsworth's beliefs as
presented here? He speaks out against pride, conquest, avarice, machination, and
persecution; but presents these ina list of personifications that are merely
condemned by being opposed to "Freedom's" omnipotence. Who, in revolution-
ary France would not have heard similar sentiments (and often equally
unqualified) in many places? "Love and Truth" are mentioned and linked -
perhaps an idea suggested by Beaupuy, perhaps not. "Justice" is alsomentioned,
- and deleted by 1849 along with many of the other pgrsoniﬁcations in the list, as
if Wordsworth had seen, by that time, the inadequacies of this section. There is
even confusion o;/er some of the more detailed concepts: "war's dischordant

habits" (1793,746) seems a clear condemnation of violence; yet a few lines later
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on, Wordsworth writes:
-Tho' Liberty shall soon,indignant,raise
Red on his hills his beacon's comet blaze;
Bid from on high his lonely cannon sound ,...(774-6)
Does this now register approval for some violent support of Liberty's advance?

It is not clear (and, as we shall see, contrasts with the stance Wordsworth is

soon to adopt in his Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff after the publication of

Political Justice). Very little here is terribly clear, except that a new enthusiasm

has gripped Wordsworth; one that he feels compelled to express, but which the
form and style of the poem he was then writing scarcely assisted. It is almost as

if he has lost patience with the poem he was then writing.

Despite the general support that critical comment has provided for Wordsworth's
claims regarding Beaupuy,(30) the lack of any semblance of ordered or

structured thought in Descriptive Sketches casts doubt upon those claims. As

well as making us wonder why, in the face of such extant textual evidence
Wordsworth nevertheless insists in 1804 in ascribing so much to Beaupuy, it
raises questions as to why he eitherrejects or simply ignores other sources that
so clearly must be considered likely to have played a significant role in the
development of his radical thoughf. With the perspective that a knowledge |

of Wordsworth's ultimate poetic vision (of Lyrical Ballads and Tintern Abbey)

brings, with his beliefin the role of experiential nurture in his poetic development,
the possibility must be considered that Beaupuy, as a man of the spoken word
and as a man of action appealed to Wordsworth as a symbol and as a rhetorical
device to which he might ascribe the principal source of and inspiration for

his radical, humanitarian and moral belief.
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Whilst it will be appropriate to consider this possibility further, later on, in the
light of more evidence regarding the development of Wordsworth's ideas, it is
appropriate now to look at further evidence of tensions in the poetry of The

Prelude as Wordsworth offers an account of his radicalism, and also, ironically,

Wordsworth's admiration for and attraction to Beaupuy as a man of action.
Wordsworth's radicalism:The Prelude.

Apart from the question of the degree of veracity or otherwise in Wordsworth's
clajms regarding Beéupuy, what such a passage also exemplifies is a series of
| tensions that can be found in other key sections in The Prelude relating to Words-
worth's radicalism. What they suggest is that, in giving us an account of the
development of his radical thinking and its place in the emergence of his poetic
consciousness, Wordsworth is, attimes, uneasy in selecting what he wishes to
present tous. Such uneasiness can be observed in the addition by 1850 info Book
VI of the account of the sack of the Convent of bhartreuse,(Sl) the addition of
the passage praising Burke in Book VII(32), and also the deletions inthe account
of Wordsworth's response to England's waging war on France in Book X(33) as
Wordsworth tries, in his late revisions to his poem, to "manipulate” the view of
his development that he presents to us. It is worth making the point that the poet
himself admits that during his earlier trip to France and the Alpsin 1790, he
felt little involvement with the earlier stages of the RevoluFion:
o | I looked upon these things

As from a distance-heard, and saw, and felt,
Was touched, but with no intimate concern-(1805,VI1,694-6)

Yet there are two other important links with the Beaupuy passage that should be
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considered here: the firstis Wordsworth's mention, just before describing his time
with Beaupuy, of the influences which had already pre-disposed him to a
sympathy with the radical cause. Wordsworth is somewhatinconsistent over this,

since he claims that he was:

untaught by thinking or by books
To reason well of polity or law,
And nice distinctions - then on every tongue.-
Of natural rights and civil,...(1805,1X,201-4)

He continues:

Yet in the regal sceptre, and the pomp

Of orders and degrees, I nothing found

Then, or had ever, even in crudest youth,

That dazzled me, but rather what my soul

Mourned for, or loathed, beholding that the best

Ruled not, and feeling that they ought to rule.(1805,1X,212-7)

However, he admits, a few lines later, that his anti-monarchical and aristocratic
views were also one

Of many debts which afterwards I owed-

To Cambridge and an academic life

That something there was holden up to view

Of a republic,where all stood thus far

Upon equal ground,...(1805,1X,227-30)(34)
But, again, a few lines further on, and just before the introduction of Beaupuy,
Wordsworth speaks of his first reactions to the Revolution being muted:

If at the first great outbreak I rejoiced

Less than might well befit my youth, the cause

In part lay here, that unto me the events

Seemed nothing out of nature's certain course-
A gift that rather was come late than soon.(1805,IX,250-4)

Itis such seemingly conflicting statements that create a tension in Wordsworth's
attempts to portray the development of his thinking; he seems unsure as to his

own motivations and the influences upon him, yet seems anxious to demonstrate
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the role of the experiential and nature as the seminal source of his radical
humanitarianism, at the expense of any admission of "theoretical" principles.
Such tensions inevitably draw attention to themselves, and raise questions

regarding Wordsworth's intent.

The second point again demonstrates a tension; one which lies atthe heart of some
of Wordsworth's evident discomfort over his portrayal in _The Prelude of this
difficult and confusing period in his life. In all of his admiration for Beaupuy, no
facet stands out more than Wordsworth's assertion that the soldier Was, above all,
a man of action:(35)

Oh, sweet it is in academic groves-

Or such retirement, friend, as we have known

Among the mountains by our Rotha's stream,

Greta, or Derwent, or some nameless rill-

To ruminate, with interchange of talk,

On rational liberty and hope in man,

Justice and peace. But far more sweet such toil

(Toil, say I, for it leads to thoughts abstruse)

If Nature then be standing on the brink

Of some great trial, and we hear the voice

Of one devoted, one whom circumstance

Hath called upon to embody his deep sense

In action, give it outwardly a shape,...(1805,1X,397-409)
But it is not so much Wordsworth's acclaim of Beaupuy's active involvement in
the radical cause here, but the almost self-deprecating quality of the opening of
this passage that suggests the tension, as Wordsworth addresses Coleridge as
some companion "armchair radical". Whilst the thought and syntax here are
almost as abstruse éis the "thoughts" that Wordsworth claims such "interchange
of talk" generated, there seems little doubt that, by 1804, the poet is rather

uncomfortably (but, to his credit here, apparently honestly) pointing up the

difference between therole played by himself and the active role of Beaupuy. This

58



is an issue he raises again early in Book-X as he turns to describe in the very
uneven and involved structuring of that Book his contact with and involvément
in the Revolu.tion. Even in his recounting of these events, Wordsworth, as
well as expressing the agitation(1805,X,117) he obviously did feel at that time,
becomes extremely self-conscious:
these are things

Of which I speak only as they were storm

Or sunshine to my individual mind,

No further.(1805,X,103-6)
Then comes his admission,

Yet would I willingly have taken up

A service at this time for cause so great,

However dangerous.(1805,X,134-6)
There is no conclusive evidence that Wordsworth ever did become actively
involved in the cause of the Revolution, and this statement can only vindicate the -
view that he did not. Yetitisclearthathedidfeela yearning tobecome involved
at thattime; and that, by 1804 (when this section was probably being written),
he still remembered and wished to reflect upon that yearning; or he wishes us,
as readers, to think this. Isay this because, having already raised questions and
cast doubts on Wordsworth's intent in the portrayal of his development, it is
possible now to see that earlier "honest" admission of his passivity (in contrastto
Beaupuy's action), and also in this last incident, Wordsworth's obscuring of a
fact that it was perhaps uncomfortable for him to remember. It is possible, if
we move f(;rward td 1794, 10 rdiscover in the li%)es of Wordsworth and Gédwin a
possible reason as to why Wordsworth might have been hesitant to acknowledge

any debt to Godwin. I refer to the period of Wordsworth's correspondence with

William Mathews concerning the proposed monthly periodical, and of Godwin's
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significant involvement in the political and legal repressions of the time,
particularly the celebrated Treason Trials.

Radicalism, active and passive : Godwin and the reaction of 1793/4, and
Wordsworth's correspondence with Wiliam Mathews.

Godwin acquired, and perhaps still has, the reputation of being something of an
armchair radical; a thinker (and not a particularly brilliant one) as opposed to

an activist. Itis easy, but, as more recent scholarship on Godwin has shown,

mistaken to label Godwin merely as a bookish reformer.

To dosois td ignore the part played by Godwin during the treason trials of 1794
and the period of the suspension of Habeas Corpus. Though accounts have been
givenof'this,(36) they have tended until very recently to be somewhat fragmented
and have generally underplayed the significance of Godwin's role. Moreover, a
fullunderstanding of this issueis another clue in the puzzling relationship between

Wordsworth and Godwin.

E.P.Thompson has again summed up the context for Godwin not simply as author

of Political Justice but as the active defender of human liberty in the face of

reaction against the French Revolution:
If the distribution of Rights of Man was nationwide, so also was the
promotion of anti-Jacobin societies. Hence, in England, the revolutionary
impulse had scarcely begun to gather force before it was exposed to a
counter-revolutionary assault backed by the resources of established
authority.(37) - ' . B
That this reaction was indeed an assault on basic human freedoms cannot be

doubted: witness the establishment of the Committee of Secrecy which, at the

beginning of its first lengthy report states:
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The Committee have, therefore, thought it their indespensable Duty in the
First Instance, to submit to the House the general view which they have
been enabled to form of these Transactions, reserving a more particular
statement for a subsequent Report ................ e

From these it appears, that during almost the Whole of that Period, (end
of 1791 - May 1794) and with hardly any considerable Interval, except
during the Part of the Summer in 1792 and 1793, this Society (Constit-
utional Reform) has, by a Series of Resolutions, Publications and Corre-
spondence, been uniformly and systematically pursuing a settled Design
which appears to your Committee to tend to the Subversion of the estab-
lished Constutution, and which has of late been more openly avowed, and
attempted to be carried into full Execution.(38)

It concludes that examination of all the evidence suggests
a Traitorous Conspiracy for the Subversion of the established Laws and
Constitution, and the introduction of that System of Anarchy and
Confusion which has fatally prevailed in France.(39)
Even before the celebrated arrest of Hardy and the others, there were earlier signs
of the severity of establishment reaction, and from this period, Godwin was
willing to voice his criticisms publicly, particularly through the letters of
"Mucius".(40) Moving closer to the period associated with the treason trials
(and into the initial stages of the reaction in England against the French Revo-
lution), Godwin contributed further letters of "Mucius" to the Moming‘ Chronicle
in February and March, 1793, and all of the letters completed in manuscﬁpf by

18th January (before the publication of Political Justice) find him championing

such issues as the individual (e.g. a tallow-maker who had fallen foul of the new
repressive measures) against the government's measures, freedom of speech, and

in a letter entitled,

To such persons as may be appointed to serve upon juries for the trial of
sedititious and treasonable words.

which is a plea to future jurors to be impartial and not respond to government

pressurc:
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Do you know whatmiserable wretches the people of England will become,
if they live in hourly fear of such prosecutions?

A year later, Godwin's beliefs were to be put to the full test.

The sentence to transportationin August 1793 of Thomas Muir(41) whereby Muir
was to be treated merely as a common felon ran so counter to Godwin's
principles that he joined the outcry against the sentence in his letter to the
Morning Chronicle. It is important to see in fhis letter that Godwin is not
questioning the court's verdict, but the way in which the sentence as felons was
being used by the governmentas an example, a warning against all proponents
of reform. Godwin is quite open about the target for his attack: the "officers of

Government", "the Secretary of State for the Home Dept. and the rest of the

Cabinet Junta™:

Tiberius, and his modern anti-type, Joseph the Second, are mere novices
in the arts of cruelty, compared with our blessed administration,...(42)

Godwin was taking actively and personally into the public and political arena
the beliefs he had discussed in his recently published book; in view of the
attention that book had already attracted,(43) this letter shows considerable moral

courage.

Godwin had not known Muir, nor was he a supporter of the corresponding
societies with whom Muir was linked (indeed the recently published Political

Justice,in its chapter on political associations(44) showed Godwin's mistrust of

such associations). But the next person to become a victim of the goverment's
reaction was a friend of Godwin, Joseph Gerrald; Gerrald's almost martyr-like

determination to face trial aroused Godwin's admiration, and Godwin's letter
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to him while he awaited trial seems to explain Godwin's behaviour in the trial

of Hardy and the others:
For myself [Godwin writes to Gerrald] I will never adopt any conduct for
the express purpose of being put upon my trial, butif Iever be so put, will
consider that day as a triumph.(45)
This tendency of Godwin not to seek political martyrdom, butto be willing toface
any consequences in defence of justice(46) and tempered with a strong loyalty
to his close friends(47) is borne out to the full in his behaviour during the trials
of Hardy, Home Tooke, Holcroft and Thelwall. (Unfortunately, so also
is his tendency to indulge himself later in the resulting acclaim.) The facts of
Hardy and the others' arrest, trial and eventual acquittal are well enough known;
the importance of that acquittal should not, however, be underestimated, for
itrepresented an important victory not only for future reformist activity (though
in the longer rather than the immediate term) and a rejection of this attempt by
government to restrict individual liberty. Even if the prose of Hazlitt's account
seems to reflect his enthusiasm for Godwin(48) the comment of Crabb Robinson,
alawyer, and one who does not mention Godwin's partin the trials, still shows
the jubilation with which the acquittal was greeted:
During the trial I was in a state of agitation that rendered me unfit for
business. I had to beset the Post Office early, and one morning at six I
obtained the London paper with "NOT GUILTY " printed in letters aninch
in height, recording the issue of Hardy's trial. Iran about the town
knocking at people's doors, and screaming out the joyful words.(49)
Godwin's diary,(50) at this time, records his dates of visiting the accused in
7 Newgate (which he did frequently), and also the period Vci>f the tﬁals (written
vertically down the page). More importantis the entry on the day of Hardy's trial

again written vertically down the page in a heavier ink, as follows:

Cursory Strictures(51) - To this pamphlet Mr. H.T. frequently declared
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that he was indebted for his life. One day, in mixed company, having
insisted that the author should tell him without circumlocution whether
it were of his own writing or no, and being answered in the affirmative,
he called the author to him, and taking his hand conveyed it suddenly to
his lips, vowing that he could do no less by the hands which had given
existence to that production.(May 21,1795)
Jan. 29,1809.
Examination of Godwin's diary for 21st May, 1795 shows that Godwin did in fact
dine at Batty's with Tooke and the mixed company of which he speaks, but,
interestingly, not with Hazlitt who records this incident(52) and who surely must
have heard iteither from Godwin himself or perhaps from Tooke, whom he knew.
Godwin made this superscription. There are few examples of Godwin going back
to add things to his diary; It might reasonably be presumed that Godwin who,
in 1809 was very much in his years of "decline"”, might have found some solace
in such a form of reminiscence.(53)
Godwin's Cursory Strictures, first published anonymously in the Morning
Chronicle on October 20th, 1794 - several days before the start of the trial - can
be seen as a culmination of this early period of Godwin's career: bothinterms of

his active defence of individuals against government repression and also his

acting on the principles enunciated in Poltical Justice. Godwin had written in

protest after the legal injustices to Muir and Palmer; in this case, he was

determined not simply to write, but to forestall the inevitable injustices. Hence,

at the end of Cursory Strictures, he writes:

. T anticipate the trials to which this Charge is the Prelude. I know that the
Judge will admit the good intentions and honest design of several of the
persons arraigned: it will be impossible to deny it; it is notorious to the
whole universe. He has already admitted, that there is nolaw or precedent

- for their condemnation.(CS,p 25)

In his argument and in the language in which that argument was couched,
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Godwin's perspicacity and courage are evident.(54) His anonymous authorship of
Cursory Strictures might seem an important personal protection, but that is
doubtful; equally, it should be remembered that he did not choose to reveal his
authorship publicly after the acquittals when he would doubtless have reaped
public acclaim. There can be little doubt that Godwin showed what he meant by
"sincerity" and showed an active moral courage which belies his reputation as

an armchair radical.(55)

It is therefore important to remember that, by the time Wordsworth actually met
Godwin, in 1795, (56) the philosopher was more than simply the author of

Political Justice and Caleb Williams. Wordsworth had himself responded to the

repressions and the treason trials in a very different manner. It has to be said,
to be fairto Wordsworth, that the two men were in very different positions.(57)
It is difficult, as we have seen, to assess the role Wordsworth played in liberal
reforms and activities. His visits to France seem more rooted in his indecisions
over his future than any commitment to a radical or reformist cause, atleast at
first; and it would not be unjust to say that given the financial predicament of his
family, his second visit to France was not simply self-indulgent, but extremely

irresponsible.

However, by the time of the treason trials, which Wordsworth alludes to only
briefly in The Prelude,(58) Wordsworth had written, but failed to publish hisr
Lettcf to 7therBishop of Laﬁdaff(59) and was now, in correspondence with
William Mathews, planning to publish a "monthly miscellany” with overtly

liberal (and Godwinian) reformist intent. In the first of the letters that refer to

that plan, on 23rd May, 1794, after the Muir and Palmer sentences and very soon
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after the arrest of Hardy and Horne Tooke and the suspension of Habeas Corpus,

Wordsworth writes:
I solemnly affirm that in no writings of mine will I ever admit of any
sentiment which can have the least tendency to induce my readers to
suppose that the doctrines which are now enforced by banishment, impris-
onment, etc etc. are other than pregnant with every species of misery.
' (60)
That Wordsworth, even before this, must have been expressing abroad some of
his views is evidenced by the fact that, on the same day as Wordsworth wrote
this, Richard Wordsworth wrote to him a warning:
I hope you will be cautious in writing or expressing your political
opinions. By the suspension of the Habeas Corpus Acts, the Ministers
have great powers.(EY,pp 121-2)
This did not daunt Wordsworth, for in June he wrote his lengthiest and most
politically forceful letter concerning his intentions, determining to go ahead
with the journal. But on 7th November (interestingly, two days after the acquittal
of Hardy, though Wordsworth may not have heard of it), he tells Mathews that
he feels they should withdraw from the scheme., and it is interesting to note the

language in which he does this:

The more nearly we approached the time fixed for action, the more
strongly I was persuaded we should decline the field.(EY,p 134)

He then makes further brief reference to the treason trials, stating,

I cannot in conscience or in principle abet in the smallest degree the
measures pursued by the present ministry.(EY,p 134)

But neither, it would seem, was he prepared actively(61) to gtand up against or

7 speak out agaiﬁst the repressions. When, therefore, he refers directly to Tooke
in his letter of 24th December, 1794,(62) his comments are accompanied by a
very mufed comment upon the significance of the events:

The late occurrences in every point of view are interesting to humanity.
They will abate the insolence and assumption of the aristocracy by
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shewing it that neither the violence, nor the art of power can crush even
anunfriended individual, though engaged in the propagation of doctrines
confessedly unpalatable to privilege; and they will force upon the most
prejudiced this conclusion that there is some reason in the language of
reformers.(EY, p 137)
Why this change of heart? Was Wordsworth heeding Richard's advice? Did he fear
government reaction (for after the acquittal of Hardy, they still pressed ahead
with Tooke's and Thelwall's trials)? The other important matter is that, through-
out October 1794, Wordsworth was involved in negotiations regarding the
legacy he wasto be left by the dying Raisley Calvert; this would mean that since
it was intended that Wordsworth should look after Calvert through what was
expected to be a lengthy illness, he would have little time to devote to writing,

but the prospective legacy also took away the more pressingly immediate need

for money.

Did Wordsworth eventually learn of Godwin'srolein the trials? Thereis nodirect
evidence that he did; butitisinconceivable that he did not. Wordsworth knew
Hazlitt and even met Tooke later.(63) It is fruitless to speculate on whether
or not Godwin and Wordsworth spoke of the matter,(64) and when, but it is
valid to consider what might have been Wordsworth's thoughts as he composed

the lines in The Prelude which allude to this period.

Perhaps it is these events that are in Wordsworth's mind when, coming to his
account of the repressions,(65) Wordsworth tells us that

this is passion over-near ourselves,
Reality too close and too intense,
And mingled up with something, in my mind,
Of scorn and condemnation personal
That would profane the sanctity of verse.(1805,X,640-4)
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Whilst I would not disagree that part of Wordsworth's intention here is toreflect
the personal disgust he felt at thesé incidents, the evidence considered above
notonly failsto support the strength of feeling Wordsworthclaims here (certainly
the references to these events in the letters to Mathews.show no evidence of
the kind of fervour noted in the prose of Llandaff). Thatevidence also suggests
anotherreading of Wordsworth's "scorn and condemnation perSonal": namely, his
failure to act in the public manner he had proposed in his plans for_The
Philanthropist. And in the closing lines of this passage, Wordsworth's reference
to the agents of the British government
As vermin working out of reach,...(1805,X,654)
- in order

to undermine
Justice, and make an end of Liberty.(1805,X.655-6)

have such aring of the language and protests of Godwin (66) that I find it
impossible not to believe that some reflection on his own behaviour at this time
and an uncomfortable awareness of the role Godwin had played were at the back
of his mind; and that these considerations explain in some considerable measure
the tensions and qneasinessin this passage. It will later be appropriate toreturn

to this passage in light of fuller evidence.(67)

Returning now to trace Wordsworth's own account of the development of his
radicalism, itis clear from Book X, itsrepetitious and uncertain structure as well
as whatitrecords, that Wordsworth's experiences in France affected him deeply.
One of fhe ways in which his distress and his determination, when writing Book
X, torecord his feelings and the role played by these in his poetic development

can be seen, is in the manner in which, especially after recording his arrival in

\
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England in December 1792(1805,X,202ff), Wordsworth continues to return to
his experiences in France. The effect is at times confusing, butone of the issues
Wordsworth is trying to present through this structuring is the tension and
conflicthe feltinrelation to his own country asitrespondedtoandreacted against
the situation in France. Hence Wordsworth's allusion to the period of the treason
trials; and recording of the shock to his "morél nature” at the time of the

declaration of war on France.(68)

When, tﬁereforc, immediately following his brief reference to the treason trials
of 1794, Wordsworth returns to "my own history" (1805,X,658) and to early
sumrﬁcr 1792 and his meetings with Beaupuy, there is again a tension here in
Wordsworth's assertion that his belief in
what there is best in individual man...(1805,X,666)
and his arguments concerning "civil polity"(1805,X,660) stemmed simply from
his own earlier experiential development. What I am suggesting is that much of
the uncertain structure of this Book, though intended to be reflective of Words-
worth's confusion at the time, also reveals a consistent attempt by the poet to
ensure architectonicaliy that his poem will sustain his view that his early experi-
ential education and nurture (particularly through nature) was what ultimately
guided him and brought him to the point at which he has arrived by the time
of writing Tintern Abbey. I am suggesting that the tensions identified so far
-raise the possibility of a conscious and sustained "re-inventing" of himself by
Wordsworthin The Prelude to a particular purpose. Whilstit will be the intention
of later arguments in this thesis to provide full evidence to substantiate that view

and suggest the reason for such an intent, it is appropriate here to offer some
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further limited evidence for the validity of raising such a question.

The resulting tensions in the poetry of Book X can be seen particularly in the
lengthy section where Wordsworthreturns to his time in France (1805,X,657-756)
as he seeks to maintain the view of himself as a "child of Nature"(1805,X,752)
throughout these experiences; whilst, at the same time he records with
enthusiasm the role played by reason:

When Reason seemed the most to assert her rights

When most intent on making of herself

A prime enchanter to assist the work

Which then was going forwards in her name.(1805,X,697-700)

This could be areference to Godwin but Wordsworth has refused to acknowledge

this by placing it prior to the appearance of Political Justice (i.e.in 1792 in France
and ascribing it to the "Reason" of tﬁe philosoﬁhes which underpinned much
of the thinking behind the French Revolution(69)). Similarly, in the lines
closely following the "promise"(1805,X,702) of that time, there is the image of

The budding rose above the rose full blown.(1805,X,705)
This is potentially as evocative of the idea of "perfectibility” asitis of the general
ferment of ideas and hopes of the radicals at this time.(70) Again, a few lines
further on, describing himself now as an "active partisan”, (71) he refers
quickly to his generally benevolent and optimistic view of man as something
naturally within him:

I moved among mankind

With genial feelings still predominant,

When erring, erring on the better side,

And in the kinder spirit-...(1805,X,738-41)

Yet,even as herecords here what might be seen as his innate tolerance inreacting

to some of the violence of the Revolution, the lines closely following,
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that time
Gives rights to error; on the other hand
That throwing off oppression must be work
As well of license as of liberty;...(1805,X,744-7)
not only echo some of the ideas extant in many of the radical writings of the time,
but reflect, for anyone who has read Political Justice or, as we shall see, Letter
to the Bishop of Llandaff, ideas from sources other than only the personal

experiential development Wordsworth seems so determined to present as the only

lasting source of his humanitarianism.

It is at this stage in The Prelude that Wordsworth eventually arrives at the point
which, inless than two hundredlines, gives an accountof the period during which
- he wrote his unpublished Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff,the two Salisbury Plain
poems and The Borderers (as well, of course, as planning his monthly miscellany
with William Mathews); a period of compléx development, but a period which
Wordsworth, in The Prelude, introduces as a time when

a way was opened for mistakes
And false conclusions of the intellect,...(1805,X,765-6)

However, the tensions already identified in Wordsworth's account of his
radicalism must surely make us at least suspicious, and question whether the
textual evidence of that period (along with other appropriate external evidence)
bears out Wordsworth's summary dismissal of this time. Itis, in my view, valid
to re-examine the textual evidence of this period, in light of such external

‘evidence concerning, for example, the treason trials, and the evidence now

available on the personal relationship between Wordsworth and Godwin.

The purpose of this initial examination of Wordsworth's claims in The Prelude

has been to identify those tensions in the poetry which draw attention to these
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clues and raise questions. A tentative thesis has been advanced that the reason for
these tensions can be located in the relationship between what Wordsworth
claims and what evidence will support. If it can be shown that Wordsworth
obscures, distorts or in other ways re-interprets or even re-invents what

happened, the question arises, why is this done?

Ohly with a full examination of some of the early texts in Wordsworth's
development, and of his relationship with William Godwin, can the evidence of
the veracity of the first of the first part of the question posed above be tested. The

place to begin that process is with the unpublished Letter to the Bishop of

Llandaff, andthen further attention mustbe givento the correspondence with

William Mathews.
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Part 2: The Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff and

Wordsworth's Correspondence with William Mathews.

Critical commentary on the "influence" of Godwin on Wordsworth's Letter to the
Bishop of Llandéff(72) has produced conflicting vicws.(73) This text deserves
fuller examination in its context: ostensibly a reply to Watson's Appendix, but
also the next major piece to appear from Wordsworth's pen after he had met
Beaupuy, after he had completed Descriptive Sketches, and very shortly after
the well-publicised publication of the first edition of Political Justice. The matter
of Wordsworth not having a copy of Godwin's book in his library at his death and
notalludingdirectly to the firstedition(74) are only two of the objections thathave
been raised on external evidence to reject any meaningful link between the poet
and the philosopher. However, it is upon textual evidence that judgements must

be based.

Whilst Wordsworth's enthusiasm for republicanism is evident throughout the

Letter, probably fired by his conversations with Beaupuy, this, though at odds
with Godwin's ultimate rejection of all forms of government and associated
positive institutions, does not preclude Wordsworth's drawing upon Godwin
(though it is probably one of the principal factors which prevents his movement
from a conventional moral stance to a Godwinian view of social reform).

Indeed, it must be acknowledged from the start that Wordsworth's Letter is

“indebted to several sources: Burke, Paine, and, I strongly believe, Godwin being
the principal ones. Perhaps inevitably, the Letterisunsatisfactory as a coherent

argument; yet it represents a significant development from the incoate out-

pourings of Descriptive Sketches.
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In this development, Wordsworth's drawings upon Godwin will be seen to have
played a key role. Whilst therefore acknowledging the influence of other
sources, and that previoué critics have already identified certain details from
Godwin's work upon which Wordsworth' has drawn (mostly in relation to
arguments concerning monarchy, reform of government and the vagaries of the
* law, which will be acknowledged), it is argued here that there are more
fundamental drawings upon Godwin playing an important part in this text, and
which point to important aspects of Wordsworth's development. The three
central issues are: Wordsworth's adoption of acontrolling rhetoric through which
he expresses the obvious outrage he felt over Watson's Appendix; the philos-
ophical manner énd basis of his arguments (which relate to the styl¢ and tone
of his arguments); and Wordsworth's ambivalent attitude to violent revolution
in pursuit of reform. Additionally, it will be useful to add some further discussion
of Wordsworth's drawing upon Godwin's criticisms of positive institutions in
his attacks on monarcﬁy, aspects of government, and the law. Such an
examination is intended to demonstrate more than verbal echoings,(75) and will

also consider the relationship of Wordsworth's Letter to Watson's Appendix,

including the ordering of arguments.(76) Paine's influence on some of Words-
worth's arguments is acknowledged, but the view that Wordsworth has drawn
upon Paine through Godwin for some of his arguments is accepted;(77) but, as
Ishall show, the philosophico-moral import of tthe_tm draws upon a reading

of Political Justice.

The dating of the Letteris problematic,(78) but important; for it is necessary

to consider whether or not Wordsworth had read Godwin's book, and with what
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degree of care;(79) or whether he had simply read one or more of the reviews
which, as we have already seen, appeared very quickly after the publication of

Political Justice. Wordsworth's writing of the letter can be narrowed down to

between January 21st,1793 when Watson's reprinted sermon appeared with the
Appendix attached (80) and early August, before Wordsworth set out on his
walking tour from Salisbury to North Wales; the dating I assume is that of Spring,

1793, probably nearer to June.(81)

Two things must have stung the young Wordsworth into the fervour with which
he writes the Letter; a text which so frequently transgresses its purported
intent of being an objective and considered respohse to Watson. The first was
certainly Watson's praise of the British constitution (of which Wordsworth had
apparently felt so proud only two years earlier(82)):
I'hope there is not a man in Great Britain so sensible of the blessings of
that free constitution under which he has the happiness to live, so entirely
dead to the interests of general humanity, as not to wish that a constitution
similar to our own might be established, not only in France, but in every
despotic state in Europe;...(83)
Bearing in mind the situationin England with the signs of establishmentreaction
(which was to lead soon to the treason trials of 1794 and the suspension of
Habéas Corpﬁs), as well as Watson's anti-liberal outbursts against the French
Revolution elsewhere in the Appendix, Wordsworth's indignation can be
understood. The second thing was the wide advertisement (in at least three daily
newspapers(84)) of the publication and reception of the new work by William
Godwin: the Preface of Political Justice not only proclaimed the general intent,

but identified "politics to be the proper vehicle of a liberal morality",(85) and

spoke stridently of "the omnipotence of truth".(86) These, as we shall see, are

75



themes which underpin Wordsworth's argument in the Letter:

I shall not preclude myself from any truths, however severe, which I may
think beneficial_to the cause which I have undertaken to defend.(87)

The several reviews of Political Justice that had already appeared by June

1793,(88) with their generally supportive response to Godwin's ideas and the
manner in which Godwin argued his gradualist reformist case from a

philosophical viewpoint, as wellas the approach and langua gé of Political Justice

itself, demonstrated a manner of protest that had shown itself capable of
challenging the establishment view, gaininga significant degree of acceptance,

and avoiding direct confrontation with the government. To anyone reading the

Letter, the possibility that, either fromreading some of thereviews or Political

Justice itself, this had impressed itself upon Wordsworth, has to be considered.

For, just as the first edition of Political Justice (especially those early chapters)

has a force of argument and reformist fervour that the prose at times strains
to control, so, in Wordsworth's Letter, the sheer e;lergy of the poet's outrage gains
mostofits effectiveness as argument through restraint ofthe prose in which Word-
sworth has sought to express it, and the method of argument with which he has

attempted to direct its force.
Godwin's philosophic stance : (i) Wordsworth's controlling rhetoric.

Anyone who has read Political Justice will be struck by the closeness of its tone
to that of the opening of Wordsworth's Letter. Itisin the opening three or four

paragraphs of the Letter (generally ignored by critics) that the first strong hints

of arecentreading of Godwin are evident. These paragraphs are not a direct

response to the opening of Watson's Appendix - they represent a a preamble to
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Wordsworth's main arguments - and the tone, much of the lexis used, even the
syntactic structuring which carefully controls the "indignation",(89) reflects

that of the early chapters of Godwin's book. For instance, the opening sentence

of the third paragraph of the Letter is almost a repetition, not just in thought but

also in tone and emotion, of the Preface and to some extent the first chapter of
Political Justice:
On opening your Appendix, your admirers will naturally expect to find an
impartial statement of the grievances which harrass this nation, and a
sagacious enquiry into the proper modes of redress.(39-41)
Whilst it might be suggested that a figure such as Paine could have inspired the
substance of such a challenge, this could not be said of the style! The "sagacious
enquiry” derives from Political Justice, and is almost certainly drawn from
Godwin's closing sentence of Book I Chapter III ( a chapter, which, as we shall
see, frequently attracts Wordsworth's attention considerably):
the man whoisanxious for the benefitof his species,will willingly devote
a portion of his activity to an enquiry into the mode of effecting this

extirpation in whole or in part,..(PJ,'93,1,18)

Throughout these early paragraphs in the Letter, the quality of language

vindicates this view: "unseduced and undismayed",(11-12) "an enlarged and
philosophical mind".(35) The somewhat archly controlled language and thought
is not that of the more forthright Paine; it has both the force and, at times, the
inelegance of the "philosophical” manner of Godwin's writing. For Wordsworth

- has setout, from the start, toattack the superficial ideas and objections of Watson 7
from a deeper basis than that of simply reformist (oreven revolutionary) politics;
he wishcsvto present the moral arguments against Watson. And, in doing so he

adopts, in some measure, the ideas and the manner of Godwin's writing in Political

Justice.
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(ii) Wordsworth's drawings upon Godwin's philosophy.

Obviously Wordsworth's drawing upon Godwin's language and style relates
closely té his adoption of the substance and method of Godwin's philosophic
argument. In this preamble to his main .clhallenge to Watson's arguments,
‘ Wordsworth does something which points forcibly to a recent familiarity with
Godwin's ideas and method of argument, as in these early paragraphs, he
touches on a subject he is later to take up more fully (while he is carefully w;)rking
his way through the arguments in Watson's Appendix): namely, the matter of
the clergy. Wordsworth's early mention of it here is nothing to do with Watson's
compfaintS about the seizure of property from the church in France.(90) It is,
in fact, part of Wordsworth's "address" to Watson where he singles out the prelate
fromtheranksofthe English clergy acknowledging Watson's earlier more liberal
and humanitarian stance:
While, with a servility which has prejudiced many people againstreligion
itself, the ministers of the church of England have appeared as writers
upon public measures only to be the advocates of slavery civil and
religious, your Lordship stood almost alone as the defender of truth and
political charity.(27-32)
Wordsworth clearly does not adopt the atheistic stance of Godwin. But what is
obviously in Wordsworth's mind is the concatenation of ideas he had no doubt

heard inradical circles, and also Godwin's particular development of these ideas

in Part IT of Book I, Chapter VII, entitled Of National Characters, which opens

'with the paragraphs on The Character of the Priesthood.(91) This brief but very
powerfully-voiced criticismof the clergy is very reminiscent of what Wordsworth
is stating in the sentence quoted above, as Godwin links the "imperious

dogmatical" (PJ,'93,1,61) manner of priests as "patrons of prejudice and implicit
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faith" to their being "enemies of freedom". What Godwin has set out to show is

that

there are particular professions, such as that of the priesthood,which must
always operate to the production of a particular character... (PJ,'93,1,60)

His conclusion is that

priests of all religions....will have a striking similarity of manners and
disposition.

These are essentially oppressive. Godwin then adds immediately:
In the same manner we may rest assured that free men in whatever country
will be firm, vigorous and spirited in proportion to their freedom, and that
vassals and slaves will be ignorant,servile and unprincipled. (PJ,'93,1,61)
The juxtapositioning of these arguments points its message only too clearly, and
Wordsworth has not missed the point as he uses it to try to distinguish between
the earlier Watson, champion of freedom, and the author of the Appendix.(92)
Worthy of note also here is the use of the terms "slavery” and "servility" by both
Wordsworth and Godwin; only two pages further on, Godwin uses the term again
and juxtaposes it with a reference to the priesthood:
The advantages of liberty over slavery are not less real, though
unfortunately they are less palpable.....Every man has a confused sense
of these advantages, but he has been taught to believe that men would
tear each other to pieces, if they had not priests to direct their con-

sciences,... (PJ,'93,1,62-3)

Of course Godwin uses the term "slavery" throughout Political Justice todenote

the state that political oppression produces; nonetheless, this is the first section
~ inthe book where it occurs so frequently; his use of the term is also different from
that of Paine.(93) Wordsworth had indeed also used the term in Descriptive
Sketches in an ill-defined manner;(94) his use of it here is much more precise

and, as has been shown, links civil and religious "slavery"”, as does Godwin
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throughout the passage referred to.

Wordsworth continues to draw upon Godwin's ideas, and particularly the
challenge to independence of thought in these early paragraphs, when, in the
fourth paragraph, he states:
Sensible how large a portion of mankind receive opinions upon
authority, I am apprehensive lest the doctrines which they will find there
should derive a weight from your name to which they are by no means
intrinsically intitled.(42-5) ' ‘
Once again, the importance of this lies in Wordsworth's challenging the external
authority on which a prelate such as Watson could presume to act and speak.
Watson's opening statement that he hopes his Appendix will have
some effect in calming the perturbation which has been lately excited,
and which still subsists in the minds of the lower classes of the commu-
nity...(95)
is presented with an assumed authority which Wordsworth sees as dangerous.
This is exactly the basis of Godwin's criticism of the priesthood, upon which
Wordsworth has already drawn. And seeing ‘that "the lower orders of the
community" (96) are likely to accept this "authority" unquestioningly, Words-
worth is anxious to insist, prior to challenging Watson's arguments, that even
clerical arguments must be examined on their own merits. This, above all, is

Godwin's method of argument; itso pervades his work thatany reading, nomatter

how cursory, cannot fail tonote it. And once again itis possible to point to specific

instances early in Political Justice whence Wordsworth might have drawn part of
‘his érgurhent. For instahce, thé empiﬁcisn; of Chéptcr IIof BookI, whichdenies
any formof "innate principles”. Or perhaps Wordsworth might have been drawing
on another paragraph (under the title, Foundation of Obedience) in the critical

chapter Of Obedience, where Godwin states
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You present a certain proposition to my mind, to which you require my
assent. If you accompany the proposition with evidence calculated to shew
the agreement between the terms of which it consists, you may obtain my
assent. If you accompany the proposition with authority, telling me that
you have examined it and found it to be true, that thousands of wise and
disinterested men have admitted it,... I may assent to your authority; but
with respect to the proposition itself, my understanding of itsreason-
ableness, my perceptions of thatin the proposition itself, my understand-
ing of its reasonableness, my perceptions of that in the proposition
which strictly speaking constitutes the its truth or its falsehood, remain
just as they did.(PJ,'93,1,170-1)

And, of course, a similar line of thought (without any specific mention of
"authority") lies in Godwin's important chapter, Of the Exercise of Private
Judgement,(97) which, as Ihave argued earlier, isthe one "right" which Godwin

recognises, and the central belief in his complex web of argument.

It is indeed such a threat to private judgement, in the formof an assumed external

authority, that Wordsworth is challenging in the opening of the_Letter. The

rejection of acquiescence to any such authority, especially that which rests
merely on a habit of obedience or assent from the past, is the essential challenge
with which Wordsworth opens his arguments against Watson's Appendix. For
this reason, he has warned at the outset, that it is crucial,in approaching Watson's
arguments, not to

confound with argument a strong prepossession for [Watson's] talents,
experience, and virtues.(47-8)

One can almost hear the spirit of "the more firm and independent habits of
thinking" (PJ,'93,1,73) that Godwin advocates from the earliest stages in

Political Justice. Later on in the_Letter, Wordsworth returns(98) to the issue of

"obedience" along with that of equality; although the detailed argument referred
to here(402ff) probably derives more immediately from Paine, the cautions

regarding e.g."equality”, "liberty", "perfection”, "general good", and, above all,
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the "necessity of obedience" relate to Godwin's chapter, Of Obedience, as does,

above all, Wordsworth's clear challenge to Watson:

Is your lordship to be told that acquiescence is not choice, and that
obedience is not freedom? (569-70)

In that chapter, Godwin stresses the relationship between authority and
obedience as a threat to private judgement, a view which Wordsworth adopts here.

What we see, therefore, in Wordsworth's opening to the Letter is an argument

founded on the Godwinian premise of the right of every individual to exercise his

private judgement.

Another attempt by Wordsworth to draw upon one of Godwin's fundamental
philosophic arguments (one which, perhaps predictably, shows his failure as yet
to to have fully assimilated what he has read) is evidenced in his argument
concerning Watson's response to the execution of the French monarch. Words-
worth's reaction to Watson's outcry against the "murder” of Louis XVI is very
exaggerated in its tone; but we have to recognise the full context of what he is
reacting against.(99) What has upset Wordsworth is not simply the sanctimoni-
ous tone of Watson's argument, but, additionally, the nature of the argument, or

rather the appeal that Watson makes to his readers' feelings.

The key to Wordsworth's anger can be seen in the following lines from his letter:
The passion of pity is one of which, above all others, a christian teacher
- should be cautious of cherishing the abuse: when under the influence
of reason, itisregulated by the disproportion of the pain suffered to the

guilt incurred.(74-8)
Wordsworth is rather obscure here. (Itis only one of several passages and

sentences where an idea becomes the victim of the syntax within which it is

presented.) But it is impossible not to recognise Godwin in this. What
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Wordsworth is suggesting is that any appiication of reason shows that although
the pain of Louis at his death might have been great, it was considerably less than
the guilt i'ncurre;d throughout his reign; the "guilt" clearly refers to his moral
responsibility for the oppression of (and painconsequently suffered by) the people
of France. The inference is equally clear: that the death of Louis was of greater
~ benefit (to a greater number of people) if a reasoned view is taken. Whilstitmust
be accepted that some of this argument and the emotion behind it, as evidenced
in the earlier sentences and the exaggerated tone of Wordsworth's reaction, no
doubt relate to Wordsworth's own recent experiences in France, the attempt to
argue this case in a moral and quasi-philosophical form derives from Godwin;

particularly, the celebrated Fenelon incident.(100)

What Wordsworthhas done here is toconfuse, or possibly try toextend the notion
of the "passion of pity" from Godwin's arguments based on the closely related
matters of "family affection" and "gratitude" (PJ,'93,1,83) (the question of
feelings and emotions which Godwin himself acknowledged he had underplayed
in the first edition, and which he consciously sought to redress in the second
edition), where an overbearing feeling is seen by Godwin to be erroneous if not
subjected to examination by reason. Wordsworth's extrapolation of Godwin's
pointisunderstandable, particularlyin light of the fact that Godwin has dealt with
the question of "pity"(PJ,'93,1,16) iri the earlier Chapter III of Book I (a chapter,
' which, as we have just seen(101) has alre‘ady attracted Wordsworth's attention),
and has dealt with that issue in terms of

the existence of paininonesubjectand of pleasure and benefit inothers,...
(P1,'93,1,16)

What Wordsworth is doing here, once again, is drawing partly on Godwin's

83



ideas; but, more important, drawing upon Godwin's philosophical approach to
moral judgement to counter Watson's arguments. The lack of any philosophical
foundation or systematisation of thought noted earlier in Descriptive Sketches is
giving way toan attempt by Wordsworth to systematise his thinking; anditis upon

Godwin that he principally draws in this attempt.

There are two further examples in the Letter of Wordsworth drawing upon
Godwin's philosophic approach and arguments. The firstconcerns Wordsworth's
response to Watson's criticism of republicanism.(174-5) Whilst Godwin was not
abelieverin republicanism,(102) Wordsworth's arguments here concerning re-
publicanism take Watson's arguments deeper and further than simply
challenging the points Watson makes. For the real issue once again is of political
oppression which produces astate of "slavery” (103) which, és has already been
shown,(104) is a constant theme of Godwin's. What Wordsworth is determined
to advocate is resistance to that oppression as he argues that even

when redress is in our power and resistance is rational, we suffer

...because we are taught from infancy [my emphasis] that we were born

in a state of inferiority to our oppressors.(188-91)
This is Godwin, as Wordsworth draws again on the crucial Chapter III of Book
I,The Moral Characters of Men Originate in their Opinions:

But the seeds of error are ordinarily sown so early as to pass with
superficial observers for innate.(PJ,'93,1,16)

Wordsworth is drawing upon Godwin's central and seminal empirical stance to
undermine Watson's case. Further proof of this can be found on the next page

of Political Justice:

Inthiscase weinstilin them the vices of a tyrant; but we are inequal danger
of teaching them [children] the vices of a slave.

(my emphasis) (PJ,'93,1,17)
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And Wordsworth, continuing to speak of those "fatal prejudices"(105) and the
role they play in oppression, uses the term "prejudice;' as Godwin defines itin

the paragraph entitled Nature of Prejudice and Judgement Described:

Anindividual surrenders the best attribute of man, the moment he resorts
to'adhere to certain fixed principles, for reasons not now present to his
mind, but which formerly were.(PJ,'93,11,668)(106)

Even within the paragraph that opens with Wordsworth's admission of republican
sympathies, (107) there is another reminder of Godwin, as Wordsworth, noting
the limitations of Watson's argument, goes on to state:

a philosopher will extend his views much further; having dried up the

source from which flows the corruption of the public opinion, he will

be sensible that the stream will go on gradually refining itself.(272-5)
While the idea of perfectibility pre-dates Godwin, the context of this perfecti-
bilian reference strongly suggests, as its source, Godwin's perfectibilian
response to the inevitable oppressions of individual freedomand private judge-
ment of all forms of government (though, clearly, Wordsworth's republican
stand does not go so far). The use of the word “philosopher" characierises the
philosophic stance Wordsworth again adopts in his approach to challenging
Watson's arguments. This is now immediately followed by a reference to the
"coercive power" that "is of necessity so strongin all the old governments"(108)

and Wordsworth's admission that

a people could not but at first make an abuse of that liberty which a
legitimate republic supposes.(276-8)

The parallel with Godwin's chapter Of Coercion considered as a Temporary
Expedient (109) is obvious. Godwin there speaks of the temporary evil of

anarchy which may be the immediate result of the overthrow of despotism;
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exactly what Wordsworth is discussing here. Wordsworth's interest in Godwin's
perfectibilian stance can also be detected in Wordsworth's later accusation that
Watson has sought to "lull the people of England" into a belief

that they have already arrived at perfection in the science of govern-
ment,... (640-1)

The earlier metaphor of the "stream" being capable of further improvement

is clearly at the back of Wordsworth's mind.
Godwin and Wordsworth's attitudes to violent reform.

Wordsworth and Godwin both admit the likelihood of a temporary anarchy
resulting from the overthrow of despotism,(110) and this is only one example
in a significant similarity of attitude to be detected in both writers in their attitude
to violence and its role in the reformist or revolutionary process. On the question
of revolution, Wordsworth challenges Watson:
What! have you so little knowledge of the nature of man as to be
ignorant, that a time of revolution is not the season of true Liberty. Alas!
the obstinacy and perversion of men is such that she is too often obliged
to borrow the very arms of despotism to overthrow him, and in order to
reign in peace must establish herself by violence.(99-104)
‘The whole of this argument(111) again draws upon Godwin. For, whilst the view
is often taken and was certainly promoted in the reviews of Political Justice
(112) that Godwin rejected revolution, and a reading of Book IV,Chapters
_T'and IT (Of Resistance and Of Revolutions) gives some support to this view, it
has already been shown earlier (113) that Godwin's view took account of the
Lockean stand that, in certain circumstances, violent revolution might be

justified. Indeed, areading of the whole of the firstedition of Political Justice

and some attention to references to physical resistance in other chapters (which
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were either deleted or heavily revised to tone them down in the second edition
(114)) reveals a complex picture of Godwin's views on violent reform in this

first edition.(llS)_

The flrsf example of the somewhat ambivalent nature of Godwin's attitude to
physicalresistance (to which attention has already been drawn(116)) occurs in the
chapter Of Resistance, where Godwin, after apparently rejecting the idea of
physical resistance in favour of achieving change "in a milder and more liberal
way", immediately states:

as to the doctrine of force in general, that is in no case to be employed but
where every other means is ineffectual.(PJ,'93,1,196)(117)

This indeed points the tenor of many of Godwin's statements on the question of
the use of force to promote reform, and suggests that the reviewers of this first

edition of Political Justice disseminated, in their summaries, a rather more simp-

listic interpretation of Godwin's views on the use of force than is warranted. Only
four pages further on, Godwin, speaking also of the "English constitution",
asserts:
He that desires a revolution for its own sake is to be regarded as
amadman. He that desires it from a thorough conviction of its usefulness
and necessity has a claim upon us for candour and respect.
(PJ,'93,1,200)(118)
There are several other references to the possible necessity of the temporary
expedient of force if it will lead to greater benefit in the long term; also, that the
temporary result may be a state of affairs which not only resembles but might

even surpass the violence and oppression of despotism before the new-found

improvement arrives.(119)
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Perusal of these passages from Godwin,. which were to be heavily revised or
mostly deleted in the 1796 revisions, suggests that Wordsworth's arguments
derive strongly.from Godwin's stance. Wordsworth's arguments concerning
revolution have not been gleaned simply from the reviews of Political Justice
which present Godwin as standing out unequivocally against violence; nor, I
~ suggest, do they derive only from his own experiences in France in view of his
recorded reaction to the excesses of the Terror.(120) Even the pattern of
Wordsworth's language throughout this section with terms such as "benign",
"best affections”, "the very arms of despotisni", "habit of oppression" are
reminiscent of the language Godwin uses. Of course Paine does make reference
to violence, but ih a much more limited way, and does not anticipate Words-
worth, as does Godwin in accepting the possibility of a necessary temporary

commotion as a prerequisite to a more permanent order.
Political and legislative institutions and processes.

Wordsworth's criticism of monarchy, aristocracy and the law have already been
acknowledged as drawing upon Godwin, and it is appropriate here simply to
acknowledge Roberts' very full and cleafcase regarding this,(121) and add some
brief additional comment. In challenging Watson's sympathy for the executed
Louis XVI, Wordsworth again challenges Watson on some fundamental
premises : first of all that the situation of the monarch is an unnatural one. Asis
the case with séverél paséages in the I;éﬁj& whilst there might seem to be echoes

of Godwin's chapters on The Education of a Prince(122) (a chapter, which, we

have seen, attracted considerable attention in the reviews of the first edition of

Political Justice) and The Private Life of aPrince,(123) the concluding paragraph
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of which speaks of "the unnatural office of a king", I find it impossible to
distinguish with any certainty what has been deriv'ed from Godwin, and what
fromPaine. (124) Wordsworth's drawing upon Godwin up to this point is enough
to suggest that he was equally aware of the views of both Paine and Godwin
on this question. What is more important is Wordsworth's conclusion here:
Any other sorrow for the death of Louis is irrational and weak.(89-90)
The premise upon which Wordsworth bases this conclusion is more likely to come
from Paine (since he seems to show some regret for the overturning of the law,
for which Godwin shows scantregard), but the manner of the conclusion derives
from Godwin, as it insists upon é "sorrow" that gains legitimacy only in so far as

it is rational.

The long argument regarding reform of government(125) has attracted much
attention; itis a passage where any attempt to extricate one influence out of Words-
worth's reading of radical texts, his links with radical circles, and his experience
of revolutionary France is almost certainly doomed to failure. Reading Words-
worth's assertion that he appears "the advocate of republicanism",(126)
my own conclusion is that although drawings upon Godwin could be cited,

Wordsworth's sympathies are generally with Paine here.

Turning to the question of the law and its oppression, Wordsworth's argument
develops over several pages on atheme on which Godwin obviously felt
strongly.(127) The first echo of Godwin comes when Wordsworth states that

laws.... would be enacted only from an almost universal conviction of
their utility...(320-2)

What Godwin had said is:
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If on the contrary justice be a result flowing from the contemplation of
all the circumstances of each individual case, if the only criterion of
justice be general utility, the inevitable consequence is that, the more we
have of justice, the more we shall have of truth, virtue and happiness.
(PJ,'93,11,771)(128)
The difference here is that Wordsworth is willing toaccept and speak of "laws",
but only if they are "the expression of the general will";(129) Godwin sees not
thelaw but "justice"” as the essential concept. But Wordsworth is seeking the same

thing - a system of justice to the benefit of the greatest number, the same quasi-

utilitarian stance that Godwin adopts.

When Wordsworth indicates his intention to "repeat some of the objections,
which have been made to monarchy",... (360-1) it is clear that he is indeed
repeating arguments drawn from Godwin amongst others. (130) Similarly,
Wordsworth's sources for his arguments concerning "the distinction of wealth
which will always attend superio; talents and industry"(131) are no doubt many;
Godwin being one of them:

Butit has been alleged, "that we find among different men very different

degrees of labour and industry,and thatitis not just they should receive

an equal reward".(PJ,'93,11,794)(132) ’

And when Wordsworth objects to a system of distribution of wealth designed

to compel the workman to be content with arbitrary wages, evidently too
small from the necessity of legal enforcement of them.(451-3)

we are again reminded of Godwin's questioning of the division of labour and
its consequences in human terms in such statements as:
The most industrious and active member of society is frequently with
great difficulty able to keep his family from starving. (PJ,'93,I1,794)
(133)

For accepting that the subject of the poor is a theme to be found constantly in
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the writings of the period, this concern for individuals, especially the oppressed
poor in Wordsworth's arguments against the law and its "forced disproportion

of their possessions" is very reminiscent of Godwin's arguments (expressed more
poignantly in the first edition) as early as Book I, Chapter V:

Vast numbers of their inhabitants are deprived of almost every
accommodation that can render life tolerable or secure. (PJ,'93,1,34)
(134)

Also, in this chapter, Of the Aristocratical Character, in the paragraph entitled

Aristocratical Distribution of Property, Godwin states:

No man can be a useful member of society, except so far as his talents
are employed in a manner conducive to the general advantage.
(P1,'93,11,484)

Indeed, almost all of Wordsworth's economic arguments here, and his arguments
concerning oppression and equality are to be found in Godwin; (135) also
Wordsworth's initial arguments on maldistribution of property, like Godwin's,
are juxtaposed to a comment on "titles" (136), while his arguments against
héreditary wealth (505-8 and 534) also strongly echo Godwin's argument:

Hereditary wealth is in reality a premium paid to idleness,...

(PJ,'93,11,804-5)

What, therefore, can be drawn from an examination of Wordsworth's Letter in
relation to Godwin's Political Justice? To see the appearance of Political Justice
as a major "influence" on Wordsworth at this time is to fly in the face of the
evidence that is available; however, to see Wordswqrth simply as having a
;;jaékdaw" épéroach tc; Godwin's ideas is equally unfair. Wordsworth is no
plagiarist, neither is he totally original nor particularly skilled in an ordered
presentation of his arguments. Butif we compare the order and structure of

Watson's Appendix, we can see Wordsworth drawing upon the most appropriate
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areas in Godwin's argument to counter that of Watson, yet often going beyond
the limitations of Watson's views as Wordsworth adopts Godwin's philosophical

method of argument and his politico-philosophical perspective.

Above all, what isevidentin hisresponse to Watson is his emerging deep concern
with a moral standpoint that goes beyond revolutionary politics. He has, |
I suggest, been attracted by Godwin's humanitarian coﬁcern (137); and he has
seen, in the philosopher's writings, the complexities which arise in any attempt

to arrive at some kind of ordered response to oppression.

Wordsworth also has beliefs from which he chooses nottodeviate : in his belief
in Christianity, and in republicanism, and in the possibility of a more just legal
system, he does not goas faras Godwin. Hence some of the difficultiesin trying

to apply Godwin's ideas.

The development, however, from Descriptive Sketches is of significance. Given

the formal differences between the texts and granting Wordsworth's original
intent in writing the poem; given alsothat Wordsworth had, in the poem, touched
onmany libertarian themes due to hisrecent experiences, whatis new in the Letter
is the depth of thought and the attempt at some sytematised(138) and ordered
thinking and argument from a quasi-philosophical stance. Above all, the
emergence of an attempt at an argued, morally-based humanitarian concern
which seeks to addfcss itéélf to the éoﬁterﬁporary coﬁcems of humankind is
what strikes the reader of this early text of Wordsworth. Godwin's recently

published Political Justice has provided for Wordsworth a potential frame-
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work(139) for the disparate radical and mofal ideas we have seen merely touched
upon in Descriptive Sketches.

Despite Wordsv&"orth's adoption of a philosophical stance and tone to challenge
Watson's case, and despite his sharing with Godwin an ambivalent attitude to
;fiolence in relation to reform as well as many aspects of Godwin's criticisms of
~ "positive institutions", itis importanttoreiterate that Wordsworth's moral stance
remains essentially conventional; as yet, he has not accepted (or perhaps noteven
understood the full implications of) the Godwinian philosophy which rejects all
restrictions upon the central right of private judgement with the philosophical

anarchism that resulted.

However, although the Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff was not published,
Wordsworth's continuing politico-reformist intentions and his interest in the
thinking of Godwin is much more clearly evidenced in his correspondence with
William Mathews concerning his plans to publish a monthly periodical. Though
there is no need to repeat comment already acknowledging the influence of

Godwin on Wordsworth's plans(140) several points are worth making.

The earliest letter by Wordsworth to Mathews of November 1791 (EY,61-3)
shows little more than an exchange of news, and Wordsworth acting as a sort
of mentor to the indecisive Mathews over his future career, whilst the letter from
Bloisof May 19th, 1792(141) gives little information on Wordsworthfs reactions
to the Revolutidn;(142) Vthere is éeﬁaiﬁly no évidence here as yet of the impact

of Beaupuy, such as is claimed in The Prelude.(143)

It is in the letter of 23rd May, 1794,(EY,118-20) some considerable time after
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Wordsworth has written Llandaff and also his first version of Salisbury Plain
(144) that we have Wordsworth's first reference to the "monthly miscellany"

he plans with Mathews. His assertion of his "'democratic principles” and
his reaction to the treason trials and suspension of Habeas Corpus.(145) In this
letter, we have, in Wordsworth's intention to make his publication

a vehicle of sound and exalted Morality.(EY,119)
a first hint of his drawing on Godwin, which is reinforced in the next sentence as
Wordsworth complains of too many periodical miscellanies being

written to maintain the existence of prejudice and to disseminate error.
(EY,119)(146)

But it isintheletterof 8th June, 1794,(EY,123-9) that we find sustainedevidence

of Wordsworth's absorption of the ideas of Political Justice. Asearly as the fifth
and sixth sentences of this letter, we find what is surely an effective summary of
Godwin's stance, now being assumed by Wordsworth:
I disapprove of monarchical and aristocratical governments, however
modified. Hereditary distinctions and privileged orders of every species
I think must necessarily counteract the progress of human improvement:
hence it follows that I am not amongst the admirers of the British
constitution. (EY,123-4)
This is more than simply a reflection of the general radical outpourings at this
time; itis an advance on Wordsworth's position in Llandaff as he makes clear
that he is no longer interested in any modification of despotic governments,
and cites "the progress of human improvement" as hiskey focus: this willingness
to countenance the "most atrocious doctrines to be recommended"(EY,124)

ratherrthan "restrain the liberty of the press"(EY,125) reflects the more extrav-

agant qualities of the firstedition of Political Justice and its approach to reform,

as does Wordsworth's sustained, tortuous and perhaps rather tortured debate in

this letter over the likelihood of whether open revolution would effect reform.
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He states,
The destruction of those institutions which I condemn appears to me to be
hastening too rapidly. Irecoil from the bare idea of a revolution; yet, if
our conduct with reference to both foreign and domestic policy
continues such as it has been for the last two years how is that dreadful
event to be avoided?(EY,124)

He then admits that, although it is a writer's role actively to
convince the people that they can only be preserved from a convulsion by
oeconomy in the administration of the public purse and a gradual and and
constant reform of those abuses...(EY,124)

abuses, which, he points out, can
render even a revolution desireable.(EY,124)

Again, a few lines further on, he speaks of the need to

diffuse by every method a knowledge of those rules of political
justice,... (EY,124)

so that

if a revolution must afflict us, they alone can mitigate its horrors and
establish freedom with tranquillity.(EY,124)

This is the very stuff of Godwin; of the first edition of Political J usﬁce with its

ambivalent attitude torevolution.(147) Equally, Wordsworth's wish to identify

himself as an "enlightened friend of mankind"(148) and his commitment to
Freedom of inquiry...(EY,125)

reflect Godwin's manner of philosophico-political reform, just as Godwin's

rather naively expressed belief in truth in the first edition (149) is reflected

in Wordsworth's claim: "truth must be victorious."(EY,125)

So, also, his warning

I severely condemn all inflammatory addresses to the passions of men,
even when it is intended to direct those passions toa good purpose. . .
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(EY,125)
reflects Godwin's own reservations over political associations in the pursuance

of reform, e.g. his warning that we must

distinguish between informing the people and inflaming them.
(P3,'93,1,205)(150)

And when Wordsworth, referring to "the suspension of habeas corpusact”

(EY,126) claims

We must then look for protection entirely amongst the dispassionate
advocates of liberty and discussion;...(EY,126)

there can be little doubt that, whether or not Wordsworth was aware at that time
of the role of Godwin in the treason trials (which seems very unlikely), he is

drawing upon the stance Godwin adopts in his approach to reform.

Reflecting both Wordsworth and Godwin's early contact with the dissenting
tradition, we see in the poet's rather more pragmatic discussion of the likely
audiences and sources of patronage for his periodical his assertion that the clergy
of the Church of England "will turn from us", whilst

dissenters...[or at least some of them]..would receive a work like ours
with pleasure.(EY,126)

And in his commitment to
advancement of the human mind in moral knowledge...(EY,126)
we hear the influence of Godwin stridently; and expressedin a potentially more

systematic statement of intentions.

Yet, as seen in the earlier discussion of the role played by Wordsworth at the time
of the treason trials,(151) the next letter, only five months later,(7th Nov.,1794,
(EY,134-6) shows Wordsworth retreating from his position, and by December

1794, itis amuch more "mellowed" reformer we hear as Wordsworth now states
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that the experiences and acquittals at the trials

will convince bigotted enemies to our present constitution that it
contains parts upon which too high a value cannot be set.(EY,137)

There is surely a strong irony here as Wordsworth, so contrary to the view
expressed in his June letter, apparently sees the responsibility for the acquittals

lying with the processes of law, not with the arguments of_Cursory Strictures

penned by Godwin who had expressed no faith at all in the process of the law.

Perhaps the last point to be made, significantly, is thatitis in his last letter to
Mathews (of 21st March 1796) that Wordsworth makes the rather biting (and
much mis-quoted) comment on the Preface to the second edition of Political

Justice.

What does all of this mean? Does it suggest that Wordsworth, after having read

and drawn upon Godwin in Llandaff, and then set in train plans to publish a

periodical motivated by Godwin's approach to reform(152) simply turned his
back on all of this, that he, to quote from The Prelude:

Yielded up moral questions in despair?(1805,X,900)
Such a view is clearly simplistic and erroneous, and it is unlikely that that claim
in The Prelude refers to 1795-6. Yetthere is a point to be made here. For, despite

Wordsworth's later collaboration with Coleridge on The Convention of Cintra, or

even his earlier fragment known as the Essay on Morals, (153) his announcement 7
that he intended not to pursue his plans with Mathews over the periodical does
mark the end of a stage in Wordsworth's radicalism. His overtinterest in political

radicalism and any intention of playing an active role has been increasingly
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coloured by his interest in moral issues, especially as related to his developing
human concern, andit is to the moral and humanitarian dimensions of Words-

worth's and Godwin's thinking that we must now turn.

Recognising, therefore, the limited role that Godwin and the first edition of

Political Justice has played so farin the systematising of Wordsworth's ideas,

~ itis appropriate to return to 1793, and to trace the development of Wordsworth's

earliest versions of what have come to be known as the Salisbury Plain poems,

in relation not only to Political Justice, but also to Godwin's fictional evocation

of the principles of that work, in Caleb Williams.
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CHAPTER THREE : WORDSWORTH'S "love of mankind" -
THE DEVELOPMENT OF A MORAL HUMANITARIANISM
IN THE EARLY POETRY.

Part 1: The Claims of The Prelude.

My present theme
Is to retrace the way that led me on
Through Nature to the love of human-kind,...
The Prelude
1805,Bk.VIII1,586-588
A very small but significant textual change between the versions of The Prelude
of 1805 and 1850 in Book VIII points the need to question Wordsworth's claims
regarding the development of his humanitarianism. In the 1805 text, Wordsworth,
speaking of his human concern, writes
until not less
Than three-and-twenty summers had been told,
Was man in my affections and regards
Subordinate to her,her awful forms
And viewless agencies-...(1)
Wordsworth is here identifying the time when his interest in nature was made
"subordinate" to his concern for man. By 1832 (published in 1850), Wordsworth

has changed this to "two-and-twenty summers" (my emphasis). (2) A small

change; yet the dating is critical.(3) The 1805 textrefers to the summer of 1793:

~ after the publication, and Wordsworth's firstreading, of Political Justice, and his

writing of Llandaff. In particular, it refers to that period, that summer, of his

composition of the first and (as we shall see) the most overtly and clumsily

"Godwinian" version of Salisbury Plain; a poem which offers the firstreal

evidence in Wordsworth's poetry of his concern forman. This poemis obviously

important to him as evidenced by its mention at the close of Book XII of the
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1805 Prelude (discussed more fully in Chapter 6).(4) The dating given in the

1850 version of course, is equally critical, since it places this claimed develop-
ment in Wordsworth's thinking during the period of his brief friendship with
Beaupuy (April to July,1792); which fits neatly with the impression Wordsworth
has tried to create regarding the seminal influence of Beaupuy in the development

of his human concern.

It is futile to base an argument wholly upon which date is likely to be the more
reliable; obviously, in 1804, when Wordsworth was writing this section, he was
nearer to the events than at the time of his revision, but the problem of Words-
worth's memoryinrelation toeventsin hislifeis well documented. Just as certain
tensions in The Prelude have raised questions regarding Wordsworth's presen-
tation of the development of his radicalism, so arevision such as this, and other
tensions in the poem, warrant some re-examination of Wordsworth's claims
regarding the development of his humanitarianism. Such an examination must
focus initially, at least briefly, upon Wordsworth's claimed intentions in writing

The Prelude and also on Book VIIIL.

In a letter to Francis Wrangham of late January or early February 1804,
Wordsworth, writes:
Atpresent,] amengaged in a poem on my own earlier life which will take
five parts or books to complete, three of which are nearly finished.
- : (EY, 436)
Then, in a letter of 6th March, he tells Coleridge:
When this next book is done which I shall begin in two or three days
time [referring to Book V of the five-book Prelude] I shall consider the
work as finished.(EY, 452) '

Yet, by the end of the same month, after sending off the five-book version to
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Coleridge, Wordsworth again writes to him indicating that he has started to
compose further material for the poem.(5) Exact dating of the composition of
Book VIII s possible;(6) it can be ascribed to October 1804, but it is not being
unfair to treat that book (along with the others composed over late 1804 to Spring
1805) as conceived as additions to the intermediate five-book version(7) of The

Prelude (mentioned in the letter quoted above), itself a major extension of what

we now recognise as the two-part Prelude of 1798-99.

It is, doubtless, partly the haste with which Wordsworth executed these
additional books(8) which contributes to the loose and repetitious structure of
Book VIII.(9) However, anotherreason for the rather erratic quality of this Book
can be seen if a ciose study is made of what Wordsworth is trying to assert
regarding the development in himself of that rather vague idea to which he refers
in the title of this Book as "love of mankind".(10) As will be seen, Wordsworth's
earliest references to this subjectin Books VI an.d VII demonstrate the same |
weaknesses, as he relates his gradual awakening humanitarian interest to those
crucial "spotsof time",(11) soimportant to his own view of hisdevelopment. The
title, Retrospect thus gives Book VIII a pivotal role in the development of his
human concern, following hisclaimsin Books VI and VII, and preceding Books
IXto XIon the subjects of his experiences in France, his alleged moral crisis

and subsequent imaginative restoration.

However, if instead of simply accepting the claims of Wordsworth, we again
compare these with the evidence available in his poetry and prose of the period
concerned (that part of the development of a poet's mind available to students of

Wordsworth), it will be seen that important questions are again raised. These
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questions, raised in Part 1 of this chapter, regarding the structure and architec-
tonics as well as the stylistic presentation of Wordsworth's claims regarding
the development of his humanitarianism, will be set against evidence in Part 2,
demonstrating in the Salisbury Plain poems a search for a philosophic and moral
humanitarianism that does derive from Godwin. That this fails to be acknowl-
edged by Wordsworth continues to raise further suspicions that Wordsworth's
"love of mankind" as presented in the landscape of memory of The Prelude is
an imaginative récreation which makes The Prelude no less a great poem, but
which sheds some doubt onitas truly representing the development of this poet's

mind.
The Prelude: theme and intention.

Examination of theintention behind Wordsworth's writing of The Prelude as well
as the history of its textual development attests to Wordsworth's wrestling with
the idea behind the poem. This also involves, in some measure, the part played
by Coleridge,(li) one that is very difficult to evaluate due to the lack of evidence
from the "notes" he was supposed to provide as well as the the very fragmentary

nature of other evidence. Such comments as that by Coleridge on the two-part

Prelude of 1799 as being Wordsworth's "divine self-biography" (12th October,
1799),(13) and then his reference (26th March, 1804) to

the first two parts of the biographical, or philosophico-biographical
Poem to be pre-fixed or annexed to The Recluse.

show Coleridge fairly confidentregarding the nature and purpose of The Prelude.

Yetitis difficult in this correspondence to find a similar confidence in Words-

worth's statementsregarding his own intent. Despite Coleridge's commentquoted
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above, Wordsworth restricts any intentioﬁ of writing a philosophical poem for
his plans for The Recluse, a "moral and Philosophical Poem" (letter to De
Quincey of 6thMarch 1804,EY,454). He does inform Wrangham, as mentioned
earlier, of hisintention to write "a Poem on my earlier life", and itis, indeed, such
phrases as "my own earlier life" (agaih in the letter to De Quincey) or; in the
' same letter, simply "my own life", but with the qualification that of the three

planned poems (The Prelude, The Recluse and The Excursion), that "on my own

life" is "the least important of the three" that characterises his own description of

The Prelude at this time.

However, in correspondence with Sir George Beaumont in the period approach-
ing completion of the 1805 Prelude, Wordsworth first refers to the poem's theme
as "the grdwth of my own mind"(25th December, 1804, EY, 518); and then, on
1stMay 1805, informing Beaumont that he is within two Books of finishing his
poem, a note of uneasiness enters the letter when, admittingto a planned overall
length of not "much less than 9000 lines", Wordsworth exclaims:
an alarming length! and a thing unprecedented in Literary history that
aman should talk so much about himself. Itis not self-conceit as you will
know well, that has induced [me] to this, but real humility;...
(EY, 586)
Humility or not, Wordsworth is clearly self-conscious about it, a tension which

isreflectedin the genesis and structuring of the poem, notleast when Wordsworth

is presenting the development of his humanitarianism.

However misleading(14) the Preface to the later Excursion may or may not be,

it reinforces a sense of Wordsworth's anxiety over the theme of the poem which

began as the 1798-99 Prelude. By 1805, the first Book of that text reinforces this
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view. Even as he speculates on the theme of his poem, Wordsworth writes:
Sometimes it suits me better to shape out
Some tale from my own heart, more near akin
To my own passions and habitual thoughts,
Some variegated story,in the main
Lofty, with interchange of gentler things.
But deadening admonitions will succeed,
And the whole beauteous fabric seems to lack
Foundation, and withal appears throughout
Shadowy and insubstantial.(1805,1,220-8)

Then, after a reference to his aspirations regarding The Recluse,(15) he quickly
reverts to some of the very earliest material composed at Goslar, somewhat
revised, but essentially recognisable as one of the earliest recorded fragments
- from MS JJ (which was eventually to contribute to what is now recognised as the
two-part Prelude of 1799):

Was it for this
That one, the fairest of all rivers, loved
To blend his murmurs with my nurse's song,
And from his alder shades and rocky falls,
And from his fords and shallows, sent a voice
That flowed along my dreams? For this dids't thou,
O Derwent,travelling over the green plains
Near my "sweet birthplace", didst thou, beauteous stream,
Make ceaseless music through the night and day,
Which with its steady cadence tempering
Our human waywardness, composed my thoughts
To more than infant softness, giving me
Among the fretful dwellings of mankind,
A knowledge, a dim earnest, of the calm
Which Nature breathes among the hills and groves?(1805,1,271-285)

Here the confidence of_Tintern Abbey (so recently completed and strongly

evoked both stylistically and thematically in the JJ manuscript version of this
passage)re-assertsitself. Yetevenin the developmentof thatearliest fonn of The
Prelude, Wordsworth's revisions show uncertainty regarding the nature and
purpose of the poem he was composing, as can be seen, for instance, from
the lines which, by 1805, read:

Meanwhile my hope has been that I might fetch

Invigorating thoughts from former years,

Might fix the wavering balance of my mind,
And haply meet reproaches too, whose power
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May spur me on, in manhood now mature

To honourable toil. Yet should these hopes

Be vain, and thus should neither I be taught

To understand myself, nor thou to know

With better knowledge how the heart was framed
Of him thou lovest, need I dread from thee
Harsh judgements if I am so loth to quit

Those recollected hours that have the charm

Of visionary things,...(1805,1,648-660)

This part of the conclusion of Book I underwent several revisions(16) even in its
early stage;(17) MS JJ, the earliest recorded manuscript of the developing two-
part Prelude. has no record of these lines except for what appears to be part of
an intended conclusion to the poem.(18) Yet by MS 15, we find introduced
into what is now emerging as the closing of the first book an apostrophe by
Wordsworth suggesting the concern he has for the theme of his developing poem:

To understand myself, nor thou to know

With better knowledge how the heart was fram[ed]

Of him thou lovest, need I dread from thee

Harsh judgements if I am so loth to quit

Those recollected hours...(19)
Wordsworth's self-consciousness here is reflected in the "dread" of "Harsh
judgements", (notevidentin the JJ version, to which he has now added). And this
is further reinforced when Wordsworth, in the same manuscript, further revises
the passage:

Reproaches from my former years, whose power

May spur me on, in manhood now mature,

To honourable toil. Yet, should it be

That this is but an impotent desire

- That I by such enquiry am not taught

To understand myself,...(20)

The reference to "Reproaches from my former years" reinforces this sense of

self-conscious tension in his act of creation here.(21) (This version is consoli-

dated in MS U and MS 16.(22))
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Even such a brief summary as this can scarcely conceal Wordsworth's unease

over the danger that his poem might be seen merely as self-indulgent.
"Spots of Time": humanitarianism and the architectonics of re-invention.

One of the ways in which, throughout the development of The Prelude, from the
1798-99 two part version, through fhe proposed and almost completed five-book
vefsion, to the 1805 text, Wordsworth manipulates the perception of his develop-
ment is through the device of the "spots of time". In his moving of the critical

"spots of time" passage from Part I of the 1799 Prelude(23) first of all to the final

book of the five book version of The Prelude (with which he had intended to
- conclude that version(24)), and then to Book XTI of the 1805 text,(lines 257ff)
we see the wavering hand of Wordsworth which architéctonically undermines
what was supposed to be the early focus of philosophical unity of his earliest
version of The Prelude, and which points once again to his unease and his desire

for some philosophical coherence in his poem.(25)

It is indeed this shift of his essential "spots of time" passage and the unease
felt in the early drafts and the first book of The Prelude which draw our attention
to his attempts toexplain the development of his human concern. His assertion that
it is not his intention to
parcel out
His intellect by geometric rules,
Split like a province into round and square;...

indicating a knowledge of

the individual hour in which
His habits were first sown, even as a seed;...(26)

must be respected and understood for what it is; not a snipe at Godwiniam
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"reason", but as an explanation of Wordsworth's belief in the imagination's
unifying perception, which theideaof the "spots of time" was intended toexplain
from a coherent philosophic basis in advance in the earliest version of the poem.
MS RV shows(27) that the reference to

......... that false secondary power by which

In weakness we create distinctions,...

(1798/99 Reading Text,Second Part,251-2/1805,11,221-2)

is clearly an addition and very much a secondary thought to a de;/eloping
argument in the poem, the main pointof which is to try to justify Wordsworth's
presentation of his theme in his poem. The result again reflects his unease over
thé intention behind and the philosophic basis of his poem. Such an addition was
unnecessary, having the effect of disturbing the movement of the poem in one
of its more triumphant passages as it stood in 1799, a disturbance exacerbated
by the further addition in 1805 of the unexplained and ill-contextualised reference

to science.(28)

In both of the revisions discussed above, Wordsworth's intention becomes clear
if we consider their implications for earlier incidents in The Prelude: namely,
to disavow any debt to a conventional or theoretically based source of inspiration
in the poem, and to vindicate the roles of ‘nature and the imagination as being
the original source of his human concern. Yet, as will be shown, this was simply
not the case, and it is not difficult to identify certain passages in The Prelude

which betray Wordsworth's uneasy awareness of this.

For instance, Wordsworth identifies in himself towards the end of Book IV
(Summer Vacation) a growing awareness of humanity, as evidenced in the lines:

A freshness also found I at this time
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In human life, the life I mean of those
Whose occupations really I loved.(1805,IV,181-3)

or, more extensively:

Nor do I less remember to have felt

Distinctly manifested at this time,

A dawning, even as of another sense,

A human-heartedness about my love

For objects hitherto the gladsome air

Of my own private being, and no more-

Which I had loved, even as a blessed spirit

Or angel, if he were to dwell on earth,

Might love in individual happiness.(1805,IV,222-30)
But these assertions seem to come from nowhere. It is surely not adequate, as
critics have done,(29) merely to admit puzzlement over exactly what Wordsworth
is tryiﬁ g to distinguish here; it has to be said that the problem is not simply that
his account of those "plain-living people"(1805,IV,200-7) and the other descrip-
~ tions of individuals in these passages lack conviction and feels insubstantial. Any
attempt to find proof of this "dawning...of another sense" in early texts meets with
little success (perhaps not surprisingly in light of the very few and immature
poems he had written by that time). More significant, the placing of these
claims in this book seem much more of a prelude to the "dedicated spirit" passage
and the incident of the discharged soldier which conclude this book; thus
allowing Wordsworth to reinforce his view of himself as the solitary observer

who developed his love of humankind out of such observations, rather than

acknowledging any other influence.

The episode of the discharged soldier, the original version of which is to be found
in the Alfoxden Note Book,(30) is the first of Wordsworth's extended descrip-
tions of solitary figures on which he relies so much to explain the development

of his humanitarianism and the role of memory and imagination in the conversion
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of observation into true perception. The fact that some kind of original equivalent
of this incident, dating from approximately 1798, exists is important, showing
Wordsworth drawing upon an emerging poetic vision coincident with that of

the earliest edition of Lyrical Ballads as well as the nascent Prelude.

Wordsworth's placing of this incident in Book IV of the 1805 Prelude is unfor-
tunate, (31) following the very brief introduction,

From many wanderings that have left behind

Remembrances not lifeless, I will here

Single out one, then pass to other themes.(1805,IV,361-3)
This, immediately followed by the description of Wordsworth's solitary wander-
ing priortospotting the discharged soldier (anintroduction he felt aneed toextend
by the 1850 text,(1850,IV,353ff) albeit still unsatisfactorily, and after several
attempts at revision(32)), renders this incident rather lacking in motivation. It
is here that the revised position of the "spots of time" dauses difficulties, for if
this incident is intended to show how Wordsworth’s human concern was
awakened and nurtured by such events, then, with no advance warning of the
intended significance of such events (such as the original earlier placing of the
"spots of time" passage would have achieved), the poem fails to make its point
here. The discharged soldier episode sits uneasily where it has been placed, and
for anyone who has read the much earlier 1793 and 1795 versions of the Salisbury
Plain poems, this incident obtrudes and points up the tension in the poem that
Wordsworth clearly recognised and sought toremedy in his struggles with those

later revisions.

Apart from a very brief and rather vague reference to "mankind” in Book

VI,(1805 ,VI,469ff) Wordsworth does not return to this theme until Book VII,
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where his description of the prostitute's "blasphemy” (1805, VIL413ff) séems
more an extension of the account of his time in London, after returning from
France, and the effect of that on his consciousness. This is rather abruptly and
self-consciously concluded, and is followed by an equally self-conscious and
rather obtrusive opening to the next passage:

I quit this painful theme, enough is said
To show what thoughts must often have been mine...(1805,VI[,436-7)

This uneasy conclusion to what Wordsworth presumably considered to be one of
the important "spots of time" inhis developing concern for mankind is mirrored
again in Book VIIinthe account of the blind beggar, where Wordsworth,
in a rather unconvincing account of his feelings,(33) turns equally unconvinc-
ingly to open a new section with the lines:

Though reared upon the base of outward things,

These chiefly are such structures as the mind

Builds for itself. Scenes different there are-

Full-formed - which take, with small internal help,

Possession of the faculties:...(1805, VII, 624-8)

and proceeds to catalogue a number of such "scenes".

So far, Wordsworth's attempts to use his "spots of time" and the workings of the
imagination upon memory as the locus for his humanitarian concern seems to be

responsible only for the "hiccups” it introduces into the flow of the poem.

It is, in fact, only towards the final lines of Book VII that we find evidence of
Wordsworth attemptiﬁg ‘to indicate what it was that he rgained from the
experience of London:(34)

O, blank confusion,and a type not false
Of what the mighty city is itself

To all, except a straggler here and there-
To the whole swarm of its inhabitants-
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An undistinguishable world to men,

The slaves unrespited of low pursuits,

Living amid the same perpetual flow

~ Of trivial objects, melted and reduced

To one identity by differences

That have no law, no meaning, and no end-

Oppression under which even highest minds

Must labour, whence the strongest are not free.(1805,VIL,696-707)
Whilst there is an energy here, both aesthetic and moral, which derives in great
measure from the scenes he has just described, this rather didactic reflective
summary suggests a very ambivalent attitude in Wordsworth: for there is as
muchdisgustoverthe sightof the "trivial" activities he observed as humanitarian
sympathy with the lot of those labouring under such "oppression". Even in his

protest against the lack of concern for the individual and the effect upon even

"the highest minds" (concerns that Godwin had also expressed in Political

Justice), this judgement is unconvincing in its expression, not least because of
the impressiveness of the description by Wordsworth earlier of those trivialities
‘ he now wishes to condemn. Frankly, he sounds rather a self-righteous spoilsport!
This all undermines his claim, a few lines later that

though the picture weary out the eye,

By nature an unmanageable sight,

It is not wholly so to him who looks

In steadiness, who hath.......

................. a feeling of the whole.(1805,VIL,708-13)
Wordsworth presents the cacophonies of London enthusiastically enough to

outweigh the humanitarian perceptions that this spot of time is supposed to have

brought. We are not convinced.
Book VIII.

Book VIILentitled Retrospect, Love of Nature Leading to Love of Mankjnd. can
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now be examined from two perspectives: Wordsworth's attempt, in that Book, to
consolidate a perception that hislove of nature was what led in some mysterious
way to his "love of mankind"; secondly, his apparent anxiety toestablish a firm
sense of his human concern being a powerful, if perhaps latent, force within him
prior to his "radical" period. The importance of the latter pointis that he can then
explain some aspects of his involvement in radical life and his contact for
example with Godwinian philosophy as a temporary aberrration from which
he recovered, partly through the help of Dorothy and partly because he had
this essential foundation of a love of nature and mankind which his re-vitalised

imagination restored.

In view, therefore of the importance of this Book,its failure to achieve its purpose
is even more significant. From the opening lines of the Book, Wordsworth's
inexplicable resort to a pastoral and idealised view of man seems totally
unjustified in view of the fact that Wordsworth must have been aware of how
untrue a reflection this was of the life of shepherds:

The elements,and seasons in their change,

Do find their dearest fellow-labourer there

The heart of man- a district on all sides

The fragrance breathing of humanity,

Man free, man working for himself,with choice

Of time, and place, and object;...(1805, VIII, 148-53)
Nor is it valid either in terms of imagination or memory to present such a scene
without laying himself open to the charge of sentimentalising. His discomfort
over the whole passage can be seen in the changes and deletions at the opening
of this section between 1805 and the final 1850 version. (35) There is further

evidence of thisin his self-conscious admission of his selective approach to what

he is portraying here ("I have singled out/Some moments"(174-5)), his attempts
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to deny any "Arcadian"(36) quality in what he has presented (despite the lines
quoted above), and then the very unsatisfactory "parable" of the shepherd that
follows (deleted by 1850, Wordsworth presumably having recognised later how

poorly all of this illustrated the point he was trying to make).

- What strikes the reader about this last lengthy description of the shepherd's life
(lines 222ff) is indeed how poorly it portrays what it was intended to,

Man suffering among awful powers and forms:

............. enough to make

The imagination restless-...(1805,VIII,213-5)
compared with the humanitarian fervour of even the earliest and leasteffective
version of Salisbury Plain. Asinthe case of the discharged soldier, there is
a strong impression here of Wordsworth trying to fill a gap in the experiential
development he intends to portray; a gap caused by his unwillingness to acknow-

ledge the humanitarianism that, as we shall see, exists in Salisbury Plainin a form

overtly derivative of the thinking from William Godwin.

The resultof this opening section of Book VIIIis that, by line 410, when Words-
worth informs us,
Thus was man

Ennobled outwardly before mine eyes,

And thus my heart at first was introduced

To an unconscious love and reverence

Of human nature;...(1805,VII1,410-4)
we are unconvinced by the experience Wordsworth purports to share with us, and
we feel the heavy hand of a self-justifying and retrospectively imposed
didacticism. At the same time, itis becoming more and more clear that, for

Wordsworth, some explanation or re-invention of how his humanitarianism

developed is seen as a crucial theme of this great poem; one which he is
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determined, that somehow, he must address before coming to deal with the
period of his links with and experience of radical thought. Yet any reader will
search in vain for some evidence, contemporary with the period Wordsworth is
describing here, to support his repeated and self-conscious assertions on this

theme.

As if he were aware of such developing suspicion in his readers, Wordworth
issues a clear challenge in the next section:
Call ye these appearances -

Which I beheld of shepherds in my youth,

This sanctity of Nature given to man,

A shadow, a delusion?- ye who are fed

By the dead letter, not the spirit of things,...(1805,VIII,428-32)
It is an important challenge, in which Wordsworth rejects mere empiricism as
the basis of perception and asserts the power of the perception of the ideal (in this
case, with reference to man) as a necessary prerequisite to understanding

of, as well as an ability to cope with, the more temporal accidents of the "coarse

manners, vulgar passions"(1805,VIII,450-62) around us.

It isabold assertion, and the language and rhythms of Wordsworth's verse betray
no uncertainty in this passage. Though it is difficult to find contemporary
evidence in the juvenilia and early poetry to support this, it is fairly easy to see
areason for the confident, even defiant tone of his challenge here. Wordsworth
-has, here, laid the foundations of a perceptive awareness, guided (perhaps
unconsciously at this stage) by the vision of the imagination which, although it
will suffer the storms of the events recorded in Books IX to XI,will ultimately
provide the foundation for the "imagination restored" of the final books. For

Wordsworth, the flaws and tensions in his argument up to this point melt away
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in the face of his vision of how the closing books and argument of his fast-
emerging poem would be structured from here on; the relative speed and likely

order of composition bearing this out.(37)

It is also worth noting that immediately after this section, Wordsworth's note of
caution returns:

Yet do not deem, my friend, though thus I speak

Of man as having taken in my mind

A place thus early which might almost seem

Preeminent, that it was really so.(1805,VIII,472-5)
Wordsworth returns to the subject of the Book in hand, perhaps conscious of the
exaggerated confidence of the challenge in the previous lines, and concludes
with the statementregarding the "three and twenty summers"” as marking his

recognition of the supreme importance of humanity. In its full context as

discussed here , Wordsworth's choice of dating becomes even more critical.

Nevertheless, Wordsworth's confidence in his view of nature having led to his
love of mankind re-asserts itself, to the detriment of the poem, as he informs us
yet again of his increasing awareness of this feeling(38), and even at thié stage he
tells us:

It might be told (but wherefore speak of things

Common to all?) that, seeing, I essayed

To give relief, began to deem myself

A moral agent,....(1805,VIIL,665-8)
Evenif thisrefers to Wordsworth's Cambridge days, asit would seemto, notonly
isitas obscure as the passages discussed earlier, it also is used to introduce into
Wordsworth's account of his developing love of mankind an overtly moral

dimension, which, as we shall see, becomes such an important, but highly

derivative, feature of his early poetry. Again, there is no other contemporary

115



textual support for this; Wordsworth's juxtaposed portrayal of London scarcely
supports the rather idealised or reverential view of man he claims to have
developed. We find it difficult to accept the logic of his belief that such
experiences and "the history" of his "native land" (line 770) gave him a sense
of man's endurance and gave him "individual remembrances" (line 787), which,
through the process of imagination, produced "vital functions of the soul" (line

789) resulting in elevating thoughts of human nature".

It sounds an unlikely alchemy! We remain unconvinced, and read with some
surprise Wordsworth's assertion that all of these experiences did not cause his
belief in "what we may become" (line 807) to waver. Such optimism seems
uhjustiﬂed,but its presentation ‘in undisguised "perfectibilian” terms, so
reminiscent of Godwin who was the most popular (though not the only)
exponent of that philosophy, makes us even more suspicious about this
repetitious, contradictory Book, a Book which | closes with the touching and
famous portrayal of the man with the sickly child which, for all its undoubted
power and poignancy, scarcely justifies or explains the "unity of man" (line 827)
or the optimistic pathos of "human creatures..."in "that vast abiding place"

Profusely sown with individual sights

Of courage, and integrity, and truth,

And tenderness,...(1805,VIII1,837-41)
We conclude Book VIII less than satisﬁed with the integrity of Wordsworth's
Vcr:ronclusionzr -

Thus from a very early age, O friend,

My thoughts had been attracted more and more

By slow gradations towards human-kind,...(1805,VIII,860-2)

Even given the overriding structural implications of Wordsworth's idea of the
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“spots of time", those "slow gradations" often seem more like haphazard remem-

berings linked by obscure passages of "philosophising"

If such a criticism seems over- harsh or simplistic, or, above all, open to Words-
worth's own challenge of being inspired by the "dead letter", it is worth drawing
attention to Wordsworth's brief opening to Book IX where, we see his relief at
being able to turn from such retrospective philosophising (reflected in the
tortuous syntax and halting rhythms of the opening lines) to the energy and
force of the narrative which, however painful in terms of the actual experiences
recorded, lends itself to the blank verse he so clearly enjoys writing:

But now we start afresh: I feel

| An impulse to precipitate my verse.

Fair greetings to this shapeless eagerness,

Whene'er it comes,...(1805,I1X,9-12)
Itis, however, along time before Wordsworth returns to the subject of his human
concern; for, with the exception of a rather obtrusive reminder to the reader to
note that the events of the French Revolution were being observed by

one tutored thus, who had been formed

To thought and moral feeling in the way

This story hath described,...(1805,1X,243-5)
Wordsworth is taken up with the question of his involvement in the Revolution
and his response to it, and also in the radical thought of the period from which
begins to emerge the human and moral concern which is to colour the poetry
he is to write between 1793 and 1798. It is to this period and to the earliest of
those poems that we now turn to examine what Wordsworth has chosen generally
to ignore, to distort, and to challenge with his thesis in The Prelude of nature's

nurture of his humanitarianism. Itis to Godwin and the importance of Godwin's .

writings and thought in Wordsworth's attempts to develop and establish a
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philosophical and moral basis for his human concern that we now turn inan
attempt to offer an alternative view to that presented by Wordsworth himself in
The Prelude, anexplanation which reinforces the view that the tensions in his own
purported view are caused, in no small part, by his attempts to disguise what
other earlier texts clearly demonstrate: the role play by the thinking of William

" Godwin in his poetry.
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Part 2: The Salisbury Plain Poems of 1793 and 1795.

Whilst Wordsworth criticism has increasingly ackn;)wledged the relationship
between the Salisbury Plain poems(39) and the ideas of Godwin, suchrecognition
has not included the important role of Godwin's ideas in the earliest version,
the 1793-94 Salisbury Plain, though mostrecentcommentators now acknowledge

the influence of Godwin in the revised Adventures on Salisbury Plain of 1795.(40)

However, even in the case of the latter poem, the role of Godwin's novel, Caleb
Williams has not had the attention it merits, though it is now increasingly
recognised as an important source for the revised poem.(41) Above all, the
full significance of Godwin, not only in Wordsworth's poetry of protest,(42)
but in the poetry of suffering(43) has not been recognised ( and, of course,.as is
now becoming clear, would not have been acknowledged by Wordsworth
himself). Without doubt, the unwillingness of earlier critics to recognise the role
of Godwin in the protest of the earlier Letter to the Bishop. of Llandaff and
Salisbury Plain derives as partly a critical reluctance to disturb Wordsworth's
owninsistence on the greaterimportance in his developmentoflived experience
rather than theoretical principles. One reason critics seem more willing in their
handling of the second version of the poem to admit a significant role for Godwin
may be that, in considering that version, they have the evidence of Wordsworth's
letters to Mathews (with their Godwinian import), and the start of social inter-
course between Godwin and Wordsworth. (44) Yet to understand the role
Godwin played only as an alternative to the explanations of Wordsworth in terms
of his own lived experience is both to simplify the complexities of the

relationship, and to play into Wordsworth's hands.
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The purpose of this chapteris notonly to draw upon these more recent critics
. who have accepted Godwin's influence on the 1795_Adventures on Salisbury

Plain, butalso toestablish the influence of Godwin on the earlier Salisbury Plain.

Only then can the nature of Wordsworth's borrowings and the relationship bet-
ween the poet's experiential sources and his use of Godwin's ideas be established.
Whatemerges will be arevised conception of the role of Godwin in Wordsworth's

emerging poetry of suffering; his nascent moral humanitarianism.
The Origins of Salisbury Plain: the claims of the Fenwick Notes.

Before turning to the text of Salisbury Plain, it is necessary to deal with the

question of dating and Wordsworth's claims regarding the origins of Salibury

Plain. There seems little doubt from the Fenwick Notes to Guilt and Sorrow and

The Female Vagrant(45) and from the researches of the most recent editors of

Wordsworth that the composition of this first version can be ascribed to the
period 1793-94;(46) within a year of the publiE:ation of the first edition of

Political Justice when Godwin's reputation was high and his book andideas were

being circulated widely. Less certain, in my view, is exactly what inspiration
lay behind the poem. Most commentators (47) have been content to accept
Wordsworth's explanations of the origins of the poem asrecorded in the Fenwick

Notes. - In the Note to The Female Vagrant, he states briefly:

The chief incident of [The Female Vagrant], more particularly the -
description of her feelings on the Atlantic are taken from life.(48)

The Note to Guilt and Sorrow elaborates on this:

All that relates to the suffering as a sailor's wife in America, and her
condition of mind during the voyage home, were faithfully taken from the
report made to me of her own case by a friend who had been subjected to
the same trials and affected in the same way.(49)
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Without doubting completely the reliability of these statements, but already

cautious of a poet who at the much earlier period of the 1805 Prelude has already

shown a taste for represcnfing observation and the spoken word as virtually the
only source he is willing to acknowledge in his own poetic development, certain
problems emerge from Wordsworth's claims. The Note to The Female Vagrant
suggests that Wordsworth derived from life merely the skeleton of a plot on
which to hang his ideas and attitudes. The Note to Guilt and Sorrow seems to
go further, suggesting that much of the detail came from Wordsworth's own
-memory - butin which version? The Note seems to suggest the 1793-4 Salisbury

Plain, which differs considerably from the two later versions. Yet the Note

is attached to Guilt and Sorrow, though perhaps only because this was the first

occasion of publication of the complete poem. There is an area of confusion here,

and I would tend to give greater credence to the Female Vagrant Note, a view

which internal examination of the poem will bear out.

Another issue is Wordsworth's accountin the Advertisementto Guilt and Sorrow

of how he was inspired to write what must have been the 1793 Salisbury Plain:

Not less than one-third of the following poem, though it has from time to
time been altered in the expression, was published sofarback as the year

1798, under the title of The Female Vagrant. .... The whole was written
before the close of the year 1794, and I will detail...the circumstances

- under which it was produced.
During the latter part of the summer of 1793, having passed a month in
the Isle of Wight, in view of the fleet which was then preparing for sea
off Portsmouth at the commencement of the war, Ileft the place with
melancholy forebodings. The American war was still fresh in memory.
The struggle which was beginning, and which many thought would be
brought to a speedy close by the irresistable arms of Great Britain being
added to those of the allies, I was assured in my own mind would be
of long continuance, and productive of distress and misery beyond all
possible calculation. This conviction was pressed upon me by having
been a witness, during a long residence in revolutionary France, of the
spirit which prevailed in that country. After leaving the Isle of Wight, I

T
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spent'two days in wandering on foot over Salisbury Plain......

The monuments and traces of antiquity, scatteredin abundance over that

region, led me unavoidably to compare what we know or guess of those

remote times with certain aspects of modern society, and with calamities,

principally those consequent upon war, to which, more than other classes

of men, the poor are subject. In those reflections, joined with particular

facts that had come to my knowledge, the following stanzas originated.

50)

This, of course, reflects the account in Book XII of The Prelude (51) of Words-
worth's visionary experience on the Plain of Sarum; but two points are worth
| raising here. First, where in either the poetry of Wordsworth written in the period
1793-94 or even in his letters do we see evidence of what he claims about his state
of mind at this time and what he had seen in France? There is very little text from
- this period, but what there is scarcely supports what he claims in this much later
Advertisement (written when his beliefs had changed fundamentally). As we
have seen, even in Descriptive Sketches, in those clumsy final ninety lines
describing the "Fair favoured region",(DS, 1793, 740ff) Wordsworth appears
to support even violent overthrow of oppression:

-Tho' Liberty shall soon, indignant, raise

Red on his hills his beacon's comet blaze;

Bid from on high his lonely cannon sound,

And on ten thousand hearths his shout rebound;...(774-7)
In Llandaff, Wordsworth's admission of the possible need for violent upheaval
is clear enough as we have seen him drawing upon Godwin's acceptance of the

possible the need for temporary upheaval to secure further permanent improve-

ment.

And a study of Wordsworth's sparse correspondence of the period 1792-94,

before completion of the second version of the Salisbury Plain poems, shows a

similar picture. Wordsworth's references to the war, or even to violentupheaval
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while he was in revolutionary France, its morality and the resultant suffering, are
very few. There are, in fact, only two letters written from France: the first from
Orleans, dated 19th December, 1791, unsurprisingly, gives little evidence of any
real revolutionary fervour or response to what he sees:
We are all perfectly quiet here and likely to continue so; I find almost all
of the people of any opulen (ceare) aristocrates and all the rest are demo-
- crates. I had imagined that there were some people of wealth and circum-
stance favourers of the revolution, but there is not one to be found..
I have every prospect of liking this place extremely well...(EY,70)
The second, from Blois, of 19th May, 1792 initially introduces the events of
France almost "by the way".(52) Then ,in the same letter, we have some mention
of Wordsworth's feelings in relation to the calamities of war, admittedly only a
report he had heard:
The horrors excited by the relation of the events consequent upon the
commencement of hostilities, is general. Not but there are men who felt
a gloomy satisfaction from a measure which seemed to put the patriot
army out of a possibility of success. Anignominious flight, the massacre
of their general, a dance performed with savage joy round his burning
body, the murder of six prisoners, are events which would have arrested
the attention of the readers of the annals of Morocco, or of the most
barbarous of savages. The approaching summer will undoubtedly decide
the fate of France. Itis almost evident that the patriot army, however
numerous, will be unable [to] withstand the superior discipline of their
enemies. (EY, 77-8)
Wordsworth's attitude and feelings are difficult to pindown here; but he seems
more concerned with taking the side of the patriot army than with any real

expression of distress over the carnage of war; indeed, his description of the

- atrocity over General Theobald's body has a very detached tone.(53) -

The few references to warin letters of 1794 (54) confirm that there is no
contemporary documented evidence to substantiate-Wordsworth's claims in his

Advertisement. Of course it can be argued that Wordsworth had no occasion or

123



reason to present on paper what he was feeling and so we must inevitably turn
to the relevant passages in The Prelude; but this is not totally satisfactory. The
subject matterof some of the letters does give a potential opening for Wordsworth
to write about what he later claims he felt so passionately at the time, but he does

not take the opportunity.(55)

The second point concerning the Advertisement derives from the third

paragraph. The reference to the "monuments and traces of antiquity” which led
Wordsworth
unavoidably to compare what we know or guess of those remote times
with certain aspects of modern society, and with the calamities, princi-
pally those consequent upon war , to which, more than other classes of
men, the poor are subject ‘
seems to me an unlikely piece of logic; it smacks more of Wordsworth again
returning after the event towhat he has created and trying, soto speak, tore-create

its inspiration in terms of what was achieved, though Salisbury Plain itself

scarcely supports Wordsworth's claimed intent here.(56)

Though I would be unwilling to reject all that Wordsworth claims, there is undo-
ubtedly another and unacknowledged influence at work here: Godwin. That
influence will, as we shall see, contribute much to the failures of this poem as
Wordsworth draws on the philosopher's thinking yet fails to harmonise

Godwin's ideas with his poetry.
Godwin on War.,

In examining the text, particularly of Salisbury Plain, considerable attention

should be paid to the nature of the war that has caused the sufferings of the vagrant.
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It isa war, itis hinted, notrelated to a cause such as liberty versus oppression,but
a war stemming from motives which are clearly described in Book V of Political

Justice.

The chapters of particular interest in Political iustice, it should be stressed,
are easy to find: namely, chapters XVIto XX of Book V, the first of these entitled
Of the Causes of War. (We have already seen Wordsworth attracted to this
particular Book (PJ,'93,II, 512ff), in which is also to be found Godwin's most
concerted attack on the abuses of despotism, aﬁstocracy etc.) In the first of these
chapters,after Godwin has established that the causes of war are to be found
in "those two great political monopolies, monarchy and aristocracy”,(57) he
goes on to note, with regard to a state of war and conquest, that their
tendencyistoelevate a few at the expence of therest... (PJ,'93,11,512)
A few pages further on comes a much more important statement by Godwin as

he takes issue with Rousseau:

One of the most essential principles of political justice isdiametrically
the reverse of that which imposters and patriots, have too frequently
agreed torecommend. Their perpetual exhortation has been, "Love <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>