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CALEB WILLIAMS
or Things as They Are

WILLIAM GODWIN was an important figure in that transition from Enlightenment thinking to Romanticism which took place in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. He was a radical philosopher, talented novelist, historian and progressive educationalist. Born in East Anglia in 1756, he trained for the dissenting ministry at Hoxton Academy, but after five years as a candidate minister abandoned the Church for a career in writing. He rose to fame with the publication of the founding text of modern philosophical anarchism, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), and his ‘political Gothic’ novel Caleb Williams (1794). In 1796 he and Mary Wollstonecraft became companions, and in 1797 married. Their relationship was tragically cut short by Wollstonecraft’s death a few days after the birth of their daughter Mary, the future Mary Shelley.

Wordsworth and Coleridge were among Godwin’s early followers, Shelley becoming his most famous disciple. Charles Dickens, Bulwer Lytton, the early socialist Robert Owen, and American authors Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne were all influenced by his work. Godwin’s other major publications include a collection of essays, The Enquirer (1797), Memoirs of the Author of ‘The Rights of Woman’ (1798), the novels St. Leon (1799), Fleetwood (1805), Mandeville (1817), Cloudesley (1830) and Deloraine (1833), the first comprehensive Life of Chaucer (1803), and a four-volume History of the Commonwealth (1824–8). He died in London in 1836.

MAURICE HINDLE was born at Great Barr, in the old county of Warwickshire, England. He studied at the universities of Keele, Durham and Essex, gaining a Ph.D. in Literature from Essex in 1989. He is currently Arts Faculty Manager for the Open University in London and also teaches literature for the OU. As well as producing editions of Frankenstein, Caleb Williams and Dracula for Penguin Classics, he has edited Godwin’s last two novels Cloudesley (1830) and Deloraine (1833) for Pickering and Chatto’s Collected Novels and Memoirs of William Godwin (1992). He is currently working on the poetry and life of the Romantic chemist and poet Humphry Davy, and on a book, Studying Shakespeare on Film.
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Terror was the order of the day.
(Author’s Preface to Caleb Williams)

To say that William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794) is a novel of extraordinary power is not to indulge in conventional critical hyperbole, but to describe in brief what the book is really all about: power. The ‘power’ which it projects can be, and has been, read differently. When Godwin’s friend and fellow novelist Elizabeth Inchbald wrote to him that ‘Your first volume is far inferior to the two last. Your second is sublimely horrible – captivatingly frightful’,1 she was bearing witness to that psychological thrill which the detection and pursuit themes of Volumes Two and Three have brought to romance readers from the 1790s up to the present day. And it was no doubt the suspenseful plot – in which young Caleb discovers the ‘terrible’ secret that his master, Squire Falkland, is a murderer, only to be relentlessly pursued as a potential betrayer by Falkland’s ‘diabolical’ agent Gines – that led another of Godwin’s friends, William Hazlitt, to say thirty years later in 1824, that ‘no one ever began Caleb Williams that did not read it through: no one that ever read it could possibly forget it, or speak of it after any length of time but with an impression as if the events and feelings had been personal to himself.2 In Hazlitt’s eulogy we find more than an echo of his previous judgement upon Hamlet’s ‘speeches and sayings’, that ‘Their reality is in the reader’s mind. It is we who are Hamlet.’3

But not all responses to Godwin’s novel were so favourable as those of Inchbald or Hazlitt. Even though in 1794 the Critical Review thought that the book ranked above ‘all novels save Fielding, Smollest and Burney’, and was ‘superior to them in construction of the narrative’, there was another ‘power’ in Caleb Williams that other commentators found highly objectionable. The government-funded British Critic clearly did not perceive such power as merely providing readers with a ‘psychological thrill’, denouncing the book as ‘A most evil work, anti-Christian and anti-law, which exalts the robber leader [i.e. Captain Raymond]… Its very merits are noxious… An evil use of considerable talents.’4 What the literary agent of Pitt’s Government really objected to in the novel was its power as a ‘provocative and complex contemporary historical allegory’,5 reproducing in a displaced Gothic format the oppression being meted out to liberal reformers of the day, with whom Godwin, as a radical himself, sympathized. As a French commentary on Caleb Williams stated in 1814, the story’s ‘protagonists were uniquely opposed, instruments and victims of power’. Those critics who have felt there was something of political importance in Caleb’s ‘confessional memoir’ have usually identified Falkland as the ‘instrument’ and Caleb as the ‘victim’ of what Godwin saw as ‘the spirit and character of the government’ in the England of 1794. However, it is not Falkland’s immediate power over Caleb that worries us into identification with the latter’s narrated dilemmas, but rather a despotic power, initially located in the ‘arrogant’ and ‘tyrannical’ Tyrrel, that is finally concentrated in the ruthless and resourceful machinations of Falkland’s agent-pursuer, Gines. The sinister and relendess Gines is quite a new sort of presence in a novel of 1794 – one that we who live in twenty-first-century ‘law and order’ liberal states can recognize. It has been claimed that Caleb is the first important detective in the English novel,6 but Gines is a much more significant innovation. Though he inherits many of the features of the Jonathan Wild type of early-eighteenth-century villain, he is also the prototype of the state-employed but ‘legitimate’ professional agent, whose number will henceforth multiply as capitalism’s new exploiting order creates not only wealth but also a disorder and injustice that must be ‘managed’. He and his unnerving presence reproduce very accurately here the mechanical characteristics of those historically real presences soon to be recruited en masse for the defence of a capitalist society, by the early 1800s the richest economy on earth, but one already in social crisis: those ‘insolent’ servants and engines of the liberal state apparatus we call the police.

That Godwin originally viewed Caleb Williams as a vehicle for the philosophical anarchism preached in his magnum opus Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) is made clear in numerous ways by the text itself, but especially by its Preface and the letter he wrote in response to a British Critic correspondent who attacked the novel in 1795, just before its second edition appeared. The Preface, withdrawn at first publication ‘in compliance with the alarms of booksellers’, was dated 12 May 1794, the day Prime Minister Pitt suspended habeas corpus and arrested Thomas Hardy, leading radical of the London Corresponding Society (LCS), an organization perceived by Government at the time to be fomenting political ‘revolution’ along French Jacobin lines. Shortly after, ten other London radicals were arrested, including John Home Tooke and John Thelwall, two of Godwin’s friends; in September, when the famous ‘Treason Trials’ got under way, his close friend the playwright and ‘Jacobin’ novelist Thomas Holcroft was also ordered to appear in court. Though the arrests and the trials came after Caleb Williams had been completed, there are nevertheless good reasons for saying, as Ian Ousby has, that ‘the novel grew out of the political milieu of which the trials are the clearest historical expression’.7 Godwin’s political purpose in writing the novel is expressed most explicitly in his reply to the British Critic correspondent, who supposed his intentions had been to ‘throw an odium upon the laws of my country’. Godwin replied that the object had actually been ‘of much greater magnitude’ than this: it had been ‘to expose the evils which arise out of the present system of civilised society, to disengage the minds of men from presupposition, and launch them upon the sea of moral and political enquiry’. He felt his critic had come ‘nearer the point’ when imagining his object to have been ‘the laws of this country, and the mode of their execution’. However, his prime target had in fact been ‘the administration of justice and equity, with its consequences, as it exists in the world at large, and in Great Britain in particular’.8

Trials and court appearances abound in Caleb Williams, and a tense atmosphere of ‘trial’ (mostly Caleb’s) pervades the whole. Honour-obsessed Squire Falkland is both first and last to be legally tried; initially he is acquitted, but is finally convicted of the murder of the person Godwin sees as ‘the model of the English Squire’, the ‘untamed brute’ Tyrrel (named after the assassin of Edward IV’s two young sons, Sir James Tyrrel). Falkland had originally managed to shift suspicion for the murder on to Tyrrel’s tenant and his son, Benjamin and Leonard Hawkins, who are subsequently tried, condemned and executed (the son had not long before been condemned under the notorious Black Act,9 and then helped to escape by his father). Then comes the trial of a peasant for murder, committed under bullying circumstances similar to those that provoked Falkland to his supposed ‘crime of passion’ (it is important to remember that honour-obsessed Falkland does quite literally stab Tyrrel in the back). Falkland presides as justice of the peace over this case, but as the peasant’s story unfolds he is chillingly reminded of his own crime, and the ‘mark of horror and despair’ he displays as he flees from the courtroom leaves the inquisitive and already suspicious Caleb in little doubt that ‘Mr Falkland is the murderer!’ Caleb now proceeds with what Mark Philp has aptly called a ‘sly interrogation’ of his master,10 which eventually drives Falkland to confess his guilt. But his ‘gratification of an infantine and unreasonable curiosity’ avails the young secretary nothing, for the now vulnerable Falkland, determined to protect his reputation (‘the idol, the jewel of my life’) frames Caleb upon a false charge of theft and after trial the youth is imprisoned, to await the inevitable sentence of death.11 After a successful escape, Caleb is arrested and brought to trial twice more before the climactic courtroom scene in which he induces Falkland to confess to murder by telling his ‘plain and unadulterated tale’, an ‘artless and manly story’ that, as Falkland himself admits, ‘has carried conviction to every hearer’.

‘Conviction’, in both its legal and moral senses, is the word around which any debate concerning Godwin’s ‘tragic dénouement’ should take place, and this is discussed towards the end of this essay.

THE POLITICS AND HISTORY OF THE 1790S AND CALEB WILLIAMS

The pursuit of ‘justice and equity’ was a cause close to the hearts of those in the tradition of Protestant Rational Dissent in which Godwin had been schooled from the cradle, and from which he had extracted the treasured Dissenting value of ‘independence’, developing it into his new notion of philosophical anarchism. In the century since England’s ‘Glorious Revolution’ overthrew the Catholic Stuart ‘tyranny’ in 1688, an expanding and increasingly radical Dissenting community, tolerated but still excluded from holding any public (i.e. political) office by the Test and Corporation Acts, had sought to gain a measure of power in Parliament commensurate with its growing importance in society as the new class of bourgeois ‘progressives’. Most of what was innovative in science, industry and commerce in eighteenth-century England was the product of fiercely ‘independent’ minds eager to get their legal and political disabilities removed. Godwin, having imbibed to the full what one writer has called the ‘adventurous radical intellectual spirit that developed in those alternative universities, the dissenting academies’,12 was nevertheless persuaded away from his faltering career as a Calvinist minister in 1783. He had been reading the French philosophes d’Holbach, Rousseau and Helvétius, as well as ‘the political writings of Swift and… the Latin Historians’,13 a radicalizing process that moved him towards the more ‘here and now’ cause of 1780s British political reform. In his first attempt at a new career as a Grub Street political writer Godwin wrote a Defence of the Rockingham Party (1783), a pamphlet in support of the (short-lived) Whig coalition led by ‘that wonderful man’ Charles James Fox and the ‘unrivalled genius’ Edmund Burke. Here he demonstrated a pragmatic political stance that was to become typical of his whole outlook later summed up in his remark to Lady Caroline Lamb in 1819 that ‘I am in principle a Republican, but in practice a Whig.’14 Although Godwin mounted in Caleb Williams a fictional attack on a Burkean ‘spirit and character of government’, as Marilyn Butler has observed, ‘Falkland stands generically for the Aristocrat and is not a portrait of Burke [yet] he is often given Burke’s arguments and tone.’15 That Godwin held Burke in such high esteem ten years before he launched his all-out attack upon everything the defender of aristocratic government stood for, is shown by the fact that he wrote to him in January 1783 seeking patronage for his first book, a Life of Chatham (1783). Though Burke did not deign to reply to him, some of the eminent Whig’s friends did provide encouragement. However, Godwin’s early biographer, Charles Kegan Paul, tells us that ‘Sheridan16 and his circle, finding him not venal, soon dropped him, but not before he had fairly taken his place in the best London literary and scientific society.’17

By 1789, the year of the outbreak of the French Revolution, Godwin, a newly respected political writer, had come into contact with Dr Richard Price. On 4 November 1789, Price, a leading intellectual of Rational Dissent, had delivered his famous sermon, A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, to the Society for Commemorating the Revolution in Great Britain, at the Old Jewry Meeting House in London. Inspired by the fall of the Bastille that summer, Price excitedly envisioned ‘an arbitrary monarch [Louis XVI] surrendering himself to his subjects… the ardour for liberty catching and spreading [and] a general amendment beginning in human affairs’.18 Many of the Parliamentary Whig radicals felt inspired too, thinking that France was about to experience a revolution along the lines of the 1688 ‘Glorious Revolution’, that event which Burke, believing its central ‘principles’ to be enshrined in a Declaration of Right ‘drawn up by great lawyers and great statesmen’,19 ‘worshipped with every fibre of his being’.20

Godwin’s take on the event was rather different, for he later recalled how, at the time, ‘My heart beat high with great swelling sentiments of Liberty… and I could not refrain from conceiving sanguine hopes of a revolution of which [the writings of Rousseau, Helvétius and others] had been the precursors.’21 But Burke, until then a supporter of limited political reforms, soon had ‘terrible’ forebodings, and in early 1790 he launched a sudden and inflammatory attack on Dissenters as disaffected citizens. By November he had published his reply to Dr Price, a long essay that was to become the blueprint for conservative thinking for many generations to come, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). In this book he spelt out his conviction that the French Revolution would eventually result in domestic tyranny, international chaos and military dictatorship. But he was less concerned with influencing events in France than whipping up hysteria against English reformers at home – chiefly Dissenters – and the alleged subversions of what he called, in an infamous phrase, the ‘swinish multitude’. His passionate but deeply calculated defence of the aristocratic concepts of paternalism, loyality, chivalry and the hereditary principle – in short what he called the ‘mysterious wisdom’ behind ‘antient opinions and rules of life’22 – soon called forth angry responses from British Dissenting radicals. Mary Wollstonecraft, Thomas Paine, James Mackintosh and Godwin were just a few of the fifty or so radical writers who spoke out against Burke’s reactionary defence of the conservative state over the following few years, during what Alfred Cobban has called ‘perhaps the last real discussion of the fundamentals of politics in [Great Britain]…[I]ssues as great have been raised in our day, but it cannot be pretended that they have evoked a political discussion on the intellectual level of that inspired by the French Revolution’.23 Godwin, writing in his last year as a journalist for the Whig New Annual Register before settling down in 1791 to pen Political Justice, wrote of Burke’s ‘defection’ to the Tories and lamented that it was ‘a circumstance sufficiently to be wonderful that a man of so comprehensive an intellect, of such astonishing ability, and of so great natural and acquired powers, should have committed a mistake in so great and essential a point’.24

The most popular oppositional reply to Burke’s Reflections was Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (Part One, 1791; Part Two, 1792). Paine had been involved in helping to bring about the American Revolution and Independence, chiefly through his pamphlet 1776 Commonsense, an appeal for the installation of republican values in America which had heavily influenced Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence on 4 July of that year. In replying to Burke’s criticism of the French Revolution, he developed and drove home in the same plain but well-argued and rhythmic style of the first pamphlet his radical message that monarchy and aristocracy were useless archaisms, and that they should be replaced by universal suffrage, giving real sovereignty to ‘the people’. His ‘no-nonsense’ utterance that ‘What is called monarchy, always appears to me a silly, contemptible thing’,25 is typical of the content and tone of Paine’s message, which was enthusiastically greeted, his Rights of Man selling (it is said) well over a hundred thousand copies between 1791 and 1793. One of its more scholarly admirers was William Godwin, who wrote that ‘The seeds of revolution it contains are so vigorous in their stamina that nothing can overpower them.’26 Yet, if Godwin’s sentiments were ‘revolutionary’ – and he tells us in his Preface to Political Justice that it was to the French Revolution that he owed ‘the determination of mind which gave birth’ to that work – the final argument delivered by his text was of a different order from that put across in Paine’s book. Paine had considered ‘government even in its best state but a necessary evil’.27 Though Godwin started out with this notion, in the second half of Political Justice he found himself persuaded that, because ‘government is nothing but regulated force’, it should be dispensed with altogether. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly citing the fourth book of Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) as the source for his view that in matters of political and legal organization ‘force might gradually be withdrawn and reason trusted alone’,28 he contemplated the delight with which ‘every well informed friend of mankind must look forward to the auspicious period [of] the dissolution of political government, of that brute engine which has been the only perennial cause of the vices of mankind, and which… has mischiefs of various sorts incorporated with its substance, and no otherwise removable than by its utter annihilation!’29

Like Locke and Rousseau, Godwin believed that ‘Man is not originally vicious’ but formed rather by ‘circumstances’, with the consequence that (as his later disciple Shelley would crudely encapsulate it), ‘Treat a person ill, and he will become wicked’.30 Godwin thought that those wielding arbitrary political power in the hierarchical societies of history – monarchs, churchmen, aristocrats – had indeed treated their subject peoples ‘ill’, and it was now time for the traditional social order determined by rank to be progressively transformed into a society of independent ‘individuals’, whose actions would be determined by rational principles, rather than by a blind worship of ‘things as they are’ (the original, political title of Caleb Williams). The ‘enlightened and virtuous man’, he says (no doubt seeing himself ranged against the Burke of Reflections), will not fail ‘to detect the imposture that would persuade us there is a mystery in government which uninitiated mortals must not presume to penetrate’.31

When we ask how we are to become ‘enlightened and virtuous’ enough to penetrate the ‘mystery of government’, Godwin brandishes those instruments of Enlightenment dispensation – reason and truth – believing them to be as effective in their power to dissolve the evils of ‘rank’ society as the cross is against vampires. In Political Justice his philosophical ideas for political change are codified into five key principles:

Sound reasoning and truth, when adequately communicated, must always be victorious over error: Sound reasoning and truth are capable of being so communicated: Truth is omnipotent: The vices and moral weakness of man are not invincible: Man is perfectible, or in other words susceptible of perpetual improvement.32

In the ‘Revolution Debate’, the re-posing of Pilate’s question to Jesus, ‘What is truth?’, would have attracted a clamour of contending replies,33 but in all probability those replying would eventually have clustered into two main factions: that which ‘pleads for reformation and change’, and that which ‘extols in the warmest terms the existing constitution of society’. (Godwin’s Preface to Caleb Williams, p. 3.)

Arguing that ‘education’ and ‘enquiry’ are of paramount importance in shaping a community of individuals ‘susceptible of perpetual improvement’, Godwin claimed (following d’Holbach’s arguments in his Système de la nature) that humans are ‘necessarily’ part of a determining ‘system of nature’ – a phrase which the now atheistic Godwin appealed to again and again in Caleb Williams – even though, individually, human character is malleable and can be ‘self-determined’. (In this respect Godwin’s ideas look forward to those of John Stuart Mill.) But Burke, arch-enemy of ‘innovation’ and defender of ‘things as they are’, also appealed to nature when pleading the case for ‘tradition’:

We fear God; we look up with awe to kings; with affection to parliaments; with duty to magistrates; with reverence to priests; and with respect to nobility. Why? Because when such ideas are brought before our minds, it is natural to be affected; because all other feelings are false and spurious, and tend to corrupt our minds.34

Being one who saw these forms of ‘positive institution’ as impeding impositions on an individual’s potential for rationally based and just ‘self-government’, Godwin ‘naturally’ disagreed, reserving his greatest censure for the government, which

gives substance and permanence to our errors. It reverses the genuine propensities of mind, and instead of suffering us to look forward, teaches us to look backward for perfection. It prompts us to seek the public welfare, not in innovation and improvement but in a timid reverence for the decisions of our ancestors, as if it were the nature of mind always to degenerate, never to advance.35

Godwin saw such ‘degeneration’ as the product of the ‘spirit and character of the government’, though it is clear that ‘government’ for him means all forms of imposition, including a human ‘self-deception [that] is so far from impossible that it is one of the most ordinary phenomena with which we are acquainted’.36 He therefore believed that if in Caleb Williams ‘the existing constitution of society… were faithfully developed in its practical effects’ (Preface, p. 3), he would be able to show just how these coercions are played out and managed. The workings of those power-processes Godwin joltingly but enigmatically focuses for us as the ‘modes of domestic and unrecorded despotism’ (ibid.) are perhaps the most difficult of all the determinants animating human behaviour at any particular historical moment to ‘delineate’ (as the cant term of Godwin’s period had it).

Drawing perhaps upon Burke’s discussion in his influential Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful of 1757 (ironically so, if this is the case, given the apparent political divergence between them), Godwin has Caleb offer an observation concerning his ‘subject’ status when he says that ‘Mr Falkland had always been to my imagination an object of wonder, and that which excites our wonder we scarcely suppose ourselves competent to analyse’ (p. 307). One ‘delineation’ of this power relation occurs when ‘father-obsessed’ Caleb,37 having learnt that Falkland is a murderer, falls silent before him, impotently caught between ‘wonder’ for his ‘accomplished’ patron and the desire to be out of his influence, whilst the latter, now in the persona of full-blown Gothic villain, hisses to his subordinate ‘with a look of mysterious but terrible import’, ‘You little suspect the extent of my power… You might as well think of escaping from the power of the omnipresent God, as from mine!’ (p. 150). After this harangue Caleb tells us that his ‘whole soul revolted against the treatment I endured, and yet I could not utter a word. Why could not I speak the expostulations of my heart, or propose the compromise I meditated?’ (p. 150). Godwin seems to invoke the Lockean-based picaroon’s ‘excuse’ in response to this question, that ‘It was inexperience, and not want of strength, that awed me.’ But Caleb is unlike the picaresque characters of Fielding’s or Defoe’s novels – impulsive ‘loners’ who tussle opportunistically with successive experiences without much attempt to reflect constructively upon them – although Godwin adapts Defoe’s technique of using fictional autobiographers to ‘confess’ their adventures.38 Godwin’s first-person narrator spends time ruminating upon his experiences, analysing his thoughts and motives, and learning from them.

Caleb’s frequent and often lengthy self-analyses coupled with his denunciations of ‘things as they are’, delivered by a wordsmith more used to developing philosophical arguments in a Latinate style, have the combined effect of creating a taut suspense for readers, who more and more want to know ‘whodunnit?’, or ‘who will win?’ These self-analyses of Caleb’s are not random or innocent, but have a Godwinian purpose: the author is portraying and psychologically exploring ‘in miniature’ the dynamics of the type of dependent power relationship that was still the norm in a society divided dominantly into the ranks of master and servant. Historian Roy Porter has said that the popular saying

God Bless the Squire and his relations,
   And keep us in our proper stations

‘was the prayer not just of squires’39 in eighteenth-century English society, which is why Godwin aimed his book and anarchist ‘delineation’ at a reading public of ‘persons whom books of philosophy and science are never likely to reach’ (Preface, p. 3). This was a ‘subject grouping’ whose attitudes towards their masters are probably like those revealed in Squire Falkland’s servants when Caleb is accused of robbing his master; that is, they believe the ‘story’ of their superiors (Falkland and Forester) instead of the person who has been ‘fitted up’ for the crime, their fellow servant, Caleb. Making Godwin’s point, Caleb observes how ‘The robbery of which I was accused appeared to [the servants] atrocious from its magnitude; and whatever sparks of compassion might otherwise have sprung up in their ingenuous and undisciplined minds, were totally obliterated by indignation at my supposed profligacy in recriminating upon their worthy and excellent master’ (p. 182, emphases added). The episode illustrates Godwin’s argument that ‘Aristocracy, like monarchy, is founded in falsehood’, both depending ‘for their perpetuity upon ignorance’.40 But the problem for Caleb, as for any subverter of ingrained reactionary values, is that the ‘ignorance’ by which they are surrounded and condemned is actually a very powerful form of social opinion, or, as we might now call it, of ideology – something that can ultimately find ‘official’ sanction in a state capitalist nation in the system of law. The point is reinforced when, towards the end of the story, Caleb is brought before a magistrate who hears the former’s accusations against Falkland with incredulity. Godwin has the judge espouse the ideological values at the other end of the social scale, in a manner which will be recognized readily by all who know whom the ‘rule of law’ really serves most often: ‘There would be a speedy end to all order and good government, if fellows that trample upon ranks and distinctions in this atrocious sort were upon any consideration suffered to get off’ (p. 286). Moralizing magistrates who serve Establishment interests are apt to want to ‘teach a lesson’ to many of those who are brought before them, but Godwin’s ‘valuable lesson’ (Preface, p. 3), both in Political Justice and Caleb Williams, was to hit back and show that, as he put it in the former work, ‘law is an institution of the most pernicious tendency’.41

Certain historical developments in the period immediately preceding Godwin’s writing of Caleb Williams could not have borne out this fact with more intensity. In February 1792, still with a benign and un-worried eye cast over revolutionary events in France, Prime Minister Pitt could confidently predict ‘fifteen years of peace’42 in Britain. By May, however, the ‘tradesmen, shopkeepers and mechanics’ who were eagerly following the ‘welfare state’ teachings of Tom Paine’s Rights of Man, Part Two, promulgated in the meetings of numerous London Corresponding Society branches which had mushroomed throughout England and Scotland (but particularly in Scotland, the North and the Midlands, the new industrial centres), were being seen as a political threat to the hegemony of aristocratic government. As Godwin was developing and writing out his argument for society without government in Political Justice, he also witnessed the beginnings of British political oppression, when a Royal Proclamation against seditious publications was issued in May, quite obviously aimed at Paine. Home Secretary Dundas later declared that this measure had been justified ‘when great bodies of men in large manufacturing towns adopted and circulated doctrines so pernicious in their tendency’.43 During the summer and autumn of 1792, accelerating revolutionary events in France met with both positive and negative reactions in England. The Government’s response to the revolutionaries’ abolition of the French monarchy following the September Massacres and the proclamation by the National Assembly of a Republic was to rally conservative and loyalist opinion against English radicals. John Reeves, who claimed to be acting independently (he was actually the Government’s paymaster of the Westminster police judges), founded in November 1792 the ‘Association for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers’, a loyalist organization of the propertied that quickly grew to challenge the radical societies. Soon, ‘British radicals were accused of being the tools or dupes of the French and the people of Britain were advised to rally in defence of the existing social order’.44 Ministers of the Home Office took a number of steps to penetrate and disrupt what they saw to be ‘revolutionary’ organizations. When representatives from eighty Scottish Reform Societies assembled to form a British Convention in 1792,45 Dundas hired a spy, one ‘JB’, to ‘watch their proceedings and learn what passes among them’. The Minister was kept fully informed of Convention proceedings and expressed the hope that they would ‘not break up their meeting without doing something which will enable us to interfere’.46 A month before this, Nepean, another Home Office official, had written to provincial magistrates suggesting they employ persons ‘to watch places and individuals suspected of harbouring seditious sentiments or literature’,47 a message that encourages us to look at the relentless pursuit and surveillance of Caleb Williams by Falkland and his agent Gines in a more ‘historical’ light than usual.

Dundas’s comments on ‘pernicious doctrines’ were made at Paine’s in absentia trial for seditious libel in December 1792. Godwin attended the trial and was furious about it for reasons which have a bearing on Caleb Williams: when the trial was over, he wrote to Thomas Erskine, Paine’s counsel, criticizing him for not arguing in court that ‘such writings and such enquiries [i.e. Paine’s Rights of Man] ought to be permitted in a free society’.48 A week before he finished Political Justice at the end of January 1793, Godwin continued his libertarian harangue, this time in public, by pouring out a series of four letters in two days, written under his pen name ‘Mucius’ to the Morning Chronicle, all relating to the defence of his favourite Enlightenment weapons in the ‘rational struggle’ for the reign of independent man: the freedoms of ‘opinion’ and ‘speech’. His first letter questioned the professed zeal for preserving the British Constitution that he currently heard ‘echoed from all parts of the island’, but in particular from Reeves. In his second letter, Godwin addressed him directly as ‘Reeves, the assassin of the Liberties of Englishmen’. Godwin noted that Reeves’s Society had begun its ‘reign of despotism’ on 30 November and, ‘From that day we have been surrounded with spies; spies of the worst sort; not merely the spies of government, who might be marked, but every timid observer, and every rancorous disputant we may happen to encounter’.49 In terms of spies ‘who might be marked’, it is instructive to note what happened in the LCS: in early 1792, being a democratic organization promoting a democratic cause, it published its ideas and recruited for membership in a necessarily open manner; by 1794 (the year Caleb Williams was published and the Treason Trials took place) it was issuing a ‘Seasonal Caution’ against spies; and in 1795 it brought out a new constitution ‘linking oratory, zeal and courage to treachery’.50

Spying has an important role to play in Caleb Williams, both in terms of Caleb, who decides ‘To do what is forbidden… To be a spy upon Mr Falkland!’ (p. 112), and also of his master, who tells him towards the end of his adventures that ‘I had my eye upon you in all your wanderings’ (through the services of Gines, of course). In Godwin’s letter to Reeves he makes it clear what form of ‘spying’ he is against in his remarks on the way Tom Paine’s trial had been conducted:

We all know by what means a verdict was procured: by repeated proclamations, by all the force, and all the feats of the kingdom being artfully turned against one man. As I came out of the court, I saw handbills in the most vulgar and illiberal style distributed, entitled, The Confession of Thomas Paine. I had not walked three streets, before I was encountered by ballad singers, roaring in cadence rude, a miserable set of scurrilous stanzas upon his private life… No sooner were the cheap pamphlets of Mr Paine, and the handbills of his partisans suppressed, than pamphlets, printed sheets, and handbills without number issued from the press in answer to his reasonings.51

As with Paine and his numerous governmental adversaries from Dundas downwards, so would it be with ‘honest’ Caleb, pitted against the ‘enterprising, persevering, and faithful’ Gines, that ‘diabolical’ enemy of political justice, who, as thief, thief-taker and government-approved agent for Squire Falkland, emblematizes the power of the despotic state. In Caleb Williams it is Gines who masterminds the ‘media campaign’ to display and market Caleb as a notorious thief, first in a handbill bearing his likeness and a description of his ‘crime’ against Falkland, and then, in a ‘halfpenny legend’, ‘printed at length’ with ‘the MOST WONDERFUL AND SURPRISING HISTORY AND MIRACULOUS ADVENTURES OF CALEB WILLIAMS… with a true and faithful copy of the hue and cry printed and published by one of his Majesty’s most principal secretaries of state, offering a reward of one hundred guineas for apprehending him’ (p. 278).52

Michel Foucault has observed that ‘During the Revolutionary period the Gothic novels develop a whole fantasy world of stone walls, darkness, hideouts and dungeons, which harbour, in significant complicity, brigands and aristocrats, monks and traitors’.53 With writers like Mrs Radcliffe and ‘Monk’ Lewis in mind, Foucault is no doubt making an important connection here, and it is one I shall be developing in a rather different way in the next section, but it is also very important to remember that certain ‘Gothic’ features of Caleb Williams actually coincide with historical incidents or conditions of the period in which Godwin lived and with which he was in touch. The closing chapters of Volume Two and the opening ones of Volume Three are concerned with the ‘stone walls’ and ‘dungeon’ of Caleb’s imprisonment and the ‘hideout’ of Captain Raymond and his gang, but Caleb’s description of prison was not ‘fantasy’ – prisons really were then as he describes them and still sometimes are.54 His admonition that ‘ignorant fools’ should ‘visit the scenes of our prisons! witness their unwholesomeness, their filth, the tyranny of their governors, the misery of their inmates! After that, show me the man shameless enough to triumph, and say, England has no Bastille!’ (p. 188) is clearly a serious and passionate attempt on Godwin’s part to arouse the reader’s social consciousness and conscience. He spoke out, having read Howard’s detailed report of The State of Prisons (1777), and had been a visitor to Newgate himself.

Another ‘Gothic’ trapping that relates to contemporary history occurs in the early pages of Caleb Williams. When Godwin has Caleb stumble upon Falkland uttering ‘a deep groan, expressive of intolerable anguish’ as he hastily locks a mysterious trunk and then exclaims in ‘a voice, that seemed supernaturally tremendous… “Who is there?”’ (p. 9), the author is doing more than echoing the ghostly Gothic opening of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, a play drawn on by direct quotation and allusion several times in the strategic weaving together of this novel. In referring to this trunk, the man who sent a copy of Political Justice to the National Convention in France with a letter in which he described himself as ‘un des admirateurs les plus zélés de la révolution française’ five days after Louis XVI was guillotined, is also making reference to the reason for the King’s death. When the King was found guilty of treason against the people of France on 15 January 1793 (an event recorded in red in Godwin’s diary, as were other key happenings of the Revolution), the evidence which overwhelmingly convicted him was his royal correspondence with Austria, discovered in an iron chest at the Tuileries Palace. Under pressure from the revolutionaries Louis had signed a decree for war with Austria, but at the same time he was secretly plotting with this neighbouring monarchy to restore his own royal power. It could be argued that the whole of the plot of Caleb Williams revolves around the ‘secret’ which Falkland has jealously hidden in his chest, and though Caleb conjectures towards the end of his tale that the chest contains Falkland’s confession, everything we know about Godwin’s political philosophy points towards the idea, as P. N. Furbank has observed, that the secret of the chest is ‘the secret which Godwin brings to the light of day in Political Justice, the guilty secret of government’.55 George Colman’s stage dramatization of Godwin’s novel in 179656 also focused attention on the chest by calling the play ‘The Iron Chest’, so it is all the more surprising to find Godwin disposing of such a key word in his 1796 edition of Caleb Williams, when ‘chest’ is changed throughout to ‘trunk’. In the 1797 third edition we see an even more alarming alteration when Falkland, hitherto referred to as ‘master’ now becomes Caleb’s ‘patron’. Is Godwin being ironic, or what? The latter change could indicate a preference on Godwin’s part for stressing the psychological complexity of the relationship between Falkland and his servant rather than ‘polities’, a change which was complete by the time he wrote his ‘psychological’ account of the composition of Caleb Williams in 1832 (see Appendix II). Certainly by 1797 Godwin had virtually renounced the French Revolution, writing that its supporters had been ‘too impatient and impetuous’. Confessing that he himself ‘did not escape the contagion’, he feels happy that the ‘same party have now moderated their intemperance’ and that ‘he [Godwin] has accompanied them also in their present stage’.57

Regardless of the modifications Godwin made to his novel after 1794 (and I shall be arguing in the next section that the elements which were to give generations of readers of Caleb Williams their psychological or, perhaps, ‘political Gothic’, thrill, were built in from the outset), the nature of its success can perhaps be gauged from Mary Shelley’s account of the impact her father’s novel made:

… those in the lower classes saw their cause espoused, & their oppressors forcibly and eloquently delineated – while those of higher rank acknowledged & felt the nobleness, sensibility & errors of Falkland with deepest sympathy.58

FROM HISTORY TO ROMANCE: READING,
SUBLIMITY, THEATRICALITY

I have tried to show how Godwin’s motives for writing Caleb Williams were largely determined by his desire to represent a society and a political reality – ‘things as they are’ – in which most individuals, and those historically connected with Dissent in particular, were increasingly thwarted by the ‘arbitrary power’59 of aristocratic government – a portrayal which included references to contemporary political events. But when, as Godwin tells us in his rather long-winded fashion, he found himself ‘very little beforehand with the world60 on the day of publication [of Political Justice], and was therefore obliged to look round and consider to what species of industry I should next devote myself (pp. 347–8), what had determined his turning towards the making of a novel, and what resources could he draw upon in setting about such a task? The first question is easily answered. Godwin himself wrote in an unpublished manuscript of 1798 that all his compositions had been ‘more or less determined by mercantile considerations’, and that he had started writing Caleb Williams ‘with no further design than that of a slight composition, to produce a small supply of money, but never to be acknowledged: it improved and acquired weight in the manufacture’.61 That he meant only to produce a ‘slight composition’ seems borne out by the fact that even after he had completed a quarter of the first volume of the novel, a diary note records his proposing to Robinson (the bookseller who had sponsored the ‘manufacture’ of Political Justice) a ‘Roman history’, revealing Godwin’s basically ‘Augustan’ predilections as a writer.

With government repression on the increase and a new war with France in the offing, publishers now sought profits from ‘reliable’ forms of publication – from entertainments like the novel in fact – rather than risking uncertain returns from polemics about a cause that was now becoming less ‘popular’. The novel, some slight and rather derivative examples of which he had had the experience of producing ten years before,62 was an obvious choice of literary genre for Godwin. Though he had not written fiction since then, it is evident he would have become increasingly encouraged to recognize the ‘educational’ possibilities of novel-writing, having read closely a number of ‘sentimental’ works and new English ‘novels of purpose’. Godwin’s diary tells us of his decision to ‘undertake Rousseau’s Confessions’ in December 1788, a task he finally completed in the summer of 1792, when he also finished a two-year stint at the same author’s La Nouvelle Héloise (1761). In 1790 he ‘read and criticised’ Mrs Inchbald’s The Simple Story (1791) in manuscript, as he later did for his friend Thomas Holcroft’s Anna St Ives (1792), which J. M. S. Tompkins has called ‘the first full-blown revolutionary novel’ in her account of The Popular Novel in England 1770–1800 (London, 1932). The very first novel we find Godwin reading immediately after starting Caleb Williams is Robert Bage’s satirical attack on ‘Burkean’ society, Man As He Is (1792)63 – like Holcroft’s work, a roman à these.

Yet it becomes clear that though Godwin felt he could somehow extend his impact as a radical moral philosopher within the popular format of a ‘fictitious adventure’ (p. 348), his perception of what constituted a true novel of purpose was different from that of most ‘Jacobin’ artists writing to ‘reform’ those about them. This is evident, not only from the evidence of the book itself, particularly its changed ‘optimistic’ ending, but also from a number of other sources. Such evidence shows Godwin to be amongst the first of those at the end of the eighteenth century whose focus was shifting from Enlightenment politics and philosophy to Romantic psychology and ideology.64 This was a transition involving the movement from a historical reality generated and negotiated in a relatively ‘open’ social arena, to a more ‘closed’ and ‘privatized’ site of operations: the divided, troubled and yet grandiosely aspiring domain of the bourgeois-liberal Romantic self. Godwin’s MS critique of Anna St Ives has him objecting to Holcroft’s stress on reason, which he thinks, given the times in which they were living, could only induce in readers ‘an abhorrence of the very name of Political Philosophy’.65 And, ironically for the man who was about to earn a lasting reputation as the Apostle of Reason and the ‘New Philosophy’, Godwin, a month after starting his own ‘Jacobin’ novel, was earnestly discussing with one of his ‘principal oral instructors’, George Dyson, the question, ‘Which is most powerful, the moral inference fairly deducible from an interesting story, or its tendency to rouse?’66 Gary Kelly supposes that, ‘Godwin was coming to feel that only by arousing in his reader the same passions which had animated himself while he was enquiring after political justice could he achieve the greatest effect, and become as a novelist what Shelley later described as the true poet, the unacknowledged legislator of mankind’ (emphases added).67 As several of Godwin’s statements show, any ‘law-making’ activity he intended to generate would be one calculated to create a rousing moral effect in his readers. He tells us that after finishing Political Justice, ‘a certain elevation… made me unwilling to stoop to what was insignificant’, and so he told himself that in writing Caleb Williams ‘I will not write for temporary effect: my purpose is, that what I say shall be incorporated with the very fibres of the soul of him who listens to me’.68 Some measure of the extent to which he was willing to educate (some might think to submerge) himself in the techniques of ‘literary arousal’ is shown by his gobbling up early in the composition of Caleb Williams one of the earliest, if not the first, of the Schauer-Romantiks or ‘shudder novels’: Naubert’s Herman d’Unna (1788). Godwin read both volumes of this ‘shocker’ in the original German while he was working on Volume One, until we find the man Hazlitt was so aptly to describe as ‘the metaphysician engrafted upon the Dissenting minister’ wilting under the terrific strain and recording two days in succession in his diary that he had had a ‘mauvaise nuit’.

Whence came Godwin’s urgent preference for this ‘tendency to arouse’ over and above (say) the more ‘rational’ arguments of Holcroft’s ‘Jacobin’ novel? An explanation for this stirring psychological focus is partly provided by Godwin himself in his own ‘theory of the novel’, spelt out in the previously unpublished essay ‘Of History and Romance’ (printed here as Appendix IV). In it Godwin asserts that:

The writer of romance then is to be considered as the writer of real history; while he who was formerly called the historian, must be contented to step down into the place of his rival, with this disadvantage, that he is a romance writer, without the arduous, the enthusiastic and the sublime licence of imagination, that belong to that species of composition. True history consists in a delineation of consistent, human character, in a display of the manner in which such a character acts under successive circumstances, in showing how character increases and assimilates new substances to its own, and how it decays, together with the catastrophe into which by its own gravity it naturally declines (p. 372).

In his 1832 account of how he came to write Caleb Williams (Appendix II) Godwin explained how the ‘successive circumstances’ under which characters plunged inexorably towards their ‘naturally’ determined fates, were actually plotted backwards, a new method of narrative construction Charles Dickens later communicated to Edgar Allan Poe; it was this that subsequently inspired Poe to write the essay ‘The Philosophy of Composition’, where he made a ‘structural’ analysis of his own poem ‘The Raven’. Godwin tells us in his ‘backward plotting’ account how he wished to write a novel ‘distinguished by a very powerful interest’, something his ‘arduous, enthusiastic and sublime licence of imagination’ threw up as a ‘series of adventures of flight and pursuit’ (p. 349). But this choice of theme was not arbitrary, as no idea or value ever is, and as we have seen. A concern with displaying the political terrors and trials of his own epoch had led him to frame a story in the form of a ‘complex historical allegory’, but its elaboration into a thrilling ‘fictitious adventure’ was only made possible by virtue of a whole number of other influences both biographical and ‘literary’, working in him and on him. Some of these I shall now consider.

In many ways it is impossible to separate the ‘literary’ and the ‘biographical’ in the case of Godwin, for from his early years he was plunged into the world of books – and religion. ‘In my childhood’, Godwin tells us, ‘I was bred after the strictest and severest forms of Christian religion. By many I was regarded in my infancy as a saint, and set apart for the public service of God from my mother’s womb.’69 One senses an extraordinary determination in and around the infant Godwin that he should excel in the pious career of religious devotee and ‘chosen one’. His second cousin Hannah Godwin, who lived with the family and became William’s first teacher, seems to have had much to do with this ‘determination’. She it was who oversaw the beginnings of what was to become Godwin’s monumental career as a reader (Lamb later dubbed him ‘the Professor’, and Hazlitt ‘the oracle’), starting with his multiple consumptions at the age of five of Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678). Godwin wrote that Hannah always bade him prepare for sleep every night ‘with a temper as if I were never to awake again in this sublunary world’.70 This Calvinist compulsion to link distinction with extinction was reinforced for him by reading James Janeaway’s An Account of the Pious Deaths of Many Godly Children (1709), whose manner of passing on to such a ‘premature eminence’, Godwin tells us, ‘strongly excited my emulation. I felt as if I were willing to die with them, if I could with equal success engage the admiration of my friends and mankind.’71 Peter Marshall thinks that this book ‘helped trigger off a love of fame which became the ruling passion of Godwin’s life’.72 Godwin himself put the matter slightly differently, when he said that ‘The profound passion of my life seems to have been an acute sensibility to the good or ill opinion of others: this it was that generated in me the love of fame: this has been the source of my most lively joys and sorrows.’73 It is interesting to note that Godwin confesses this, bearing in mind that he later made the ‘noble’ Falkland admit to being ‘the fool of fame’ and, as his philosophical (clear-thinking?) mouthpiece Mr Clare warns him, prey to an unfortunate ‘impatience of imagined dishonour’ (p. 37, emphasis added). It does seem that though part of Godwin’s Dissent-based mission in both Political Justice and Caleb Williams was to attack and discredit the ‘political imposture’ of aristocratic ‘principles’ (‘honour’ and ‘chivalry’), there were elements in his own make-up, perhaps derived from Calvinism, which, with its tradition of ‘election’, edged him towards Romance, into an existential condition we would now describe as ‘insecure’. This required an effusive ‘confessional’ outlet, allowing him to expiate his investments of guilt, that became his version of the ‘truth-telling’ Romantic-didactic novel.

Such insecurity, or self-division, could well have started in earnest when, at the age of eleven, Godwin went as sole pupil to the ultra-Calvinist Reverend Samuel Newton at Norwich’s Old Meeting House. In words which reveal that the curiosity-obsessed persona of Caleb Williams has its roots in his own history, Godwin reports that ‘it was scarcely possible for any preceptor to have a pupil more penetrated with curiosity and a thirst after knowledge than I was when I came under the roof of this man. All my pleasures were sedentary; I had scarcely any pleasure but in reading; by my own consent, I should sometimes not so much as have gone into the streets for weeks together. It may well be supposed that my vocation to literature was decisive, when not even the treatment I now received could alter it.’74 It may not have altered his vocation to it, but the ‘treatment’ he got from Newton had a profoundly important effect in creating the defensive way he now typically began to respond in the face of abuses of power and authority. Before becoming Newton’s pupil Godwin had only ever experienced lavish praise for his efforts and accomplishments, but now, under the ‘singularly cold and glaring’ eyes of a Sandemanian Calvinist, who saw only a sinful stubbornness in the boy’s hard-earned religious pride, he suffered a most sudden and devastating shock: birching.

It had never occurred to me as possible that my person, which hitherto had been treated… as something extraordinary and sacred, could suffer such ignominious violation. The idea had something in it as abrupt as a fall from heaven to earth.75

His rebellious response to Newton’s assaults, as Marshall has so succinctly put it, ‘took the form of violating the symbol of his rule: his library’.76 Godwin tells us that his ‘pleasantest hours’ at Norwich were now spent ‘in stealing down to his library’ to read Newton’s books without his permission. Answering his own question as to why he did not ask openly for the loan of a book ‘which would probably not have been refused’, Godwin speaks volumes for the psychology of resentment (a word which recurs very frequently in Caleb Williams) and the future of his own brand of political idealism when he replies that ‘it might have been refused; & what then? What should I have done then? Besides, I never asked for a thing then, when there was a chance of being refused. I was under the control of a despot; & I resolved he should not be a despot to me, where I could avoid it. Never mortal felt more energetically the sentiment, “My mind, my mind shall be the master of me!” ‘77

There is a clear parallel between Godwin’s relationship to Newton and Caleb’s situation vis-à-vis his master, Squire Falkland. Each subordinate youth invades the forbidden domain of his oppressor to satisfy an insatiable curiosity for knowledge, and each transgresses triumphantly, only to be burdened by a guilt that the power of ‘mind’ and the ‘free-speaking’ pen will overcome: ‘The mind is master of itself; and is endowed with powers that might enable it to laugh at the tyrant’s vigilance… With this engine, this little pen, I defeat all his machinations; I stab him in the very point he was most solicitous to defend!’ (pp. 195, 325). We are able to make another significant sort of equation when Godwin notes in an autobiographical fragment that ‘it would be a curious speculation, to draw a comparison between this sort of man [i.e. Newton] & one of the early Roman emperors, Caligula or Nero’.78 Towards the end of his novel (p. 324) Godwin has Caleb make a similar comparison, this time pointing the finger at Falkland:

When Nero and Caligula swayed the Roman sceptre, it was a fearful thing
to offend these bloody rulers… Falkland! art thou the offspring, in whom
the lineaments of these tyrants are faithfully preserved? Was the world,
with all its climates, made in vain for thy helpless, unoffending victim?

Tremble!

Caleb thunders and roars like an Old Testament prophet; this is just one example of the numerous passages in the story where Godwin, drawing on the vast store of biblical rhetoric he had imbibed over twenty-five years as Calvinist student and minister, provides his tormented and tormenting contestants in the power struggles of ‘things as they are’ with an awesomely sublime language of threat. One of Godwin’s Sketches of History sermons offers a written example of his own pulpit style, reflecting the influence that the supra-Calvinist Newton had upon him and which also could be seen as a dramatic trial-run for Caleb’s fulmination against an absent Falkland quoted above:

Tremble, my dear hearer, tremble!
Your salvation is now farther from you than when you believed!79

So carried away does he get in this first sermon that he needs to remind ‘God himself that he ‘has not a right to be a tyrant’.80 Yet a complexity is revealed on the next page when Godwin proclaims, ‘Whoever is once fully convinced of his guilt, sees sin in all its vileness and atrociousness, will never again open his mouth to utter one murmuring world against his Creator’. This evokes a powerfully ambiguous position, one that also underpins much of the thrilling ‘psychological’ thrust of Caleb Williams, where Caleb is so much in awe of Falkland that his master can inspire both love and hate in him by turns.

The name Caleb was chosen carefully by Godwin, as were the other names in his novel.81 In the Bible Caleb was one of the men Moses sent to ‘spy out the land of Canaan’ (Numbers 13, seq.) and his name means both ‘dog’ and ‘bold’, making it very apt for a character who is an intrepid seeker after knowledge but also ‘faithful’ to his master (in the case of the biblical Caleb, God). As an ex-Sandemanian Calvinist who had been taught to scorn ‘faith’ in favour of ‘understanding’ and who had then secularized his belief into the pursuit of ‘truth’ untainted by ‘positive institution’, Godwin continued to despise with the passion of a latter-day Gnostic the notion of any tyrannizing God or Ultimate Authority. In the quote which follows we find him making a rare and startling parallel between the act of abasing ourselves before a fearful Providential Power and subjection to the new forms of institutional ‘man-management’ being developed in his own time. Godwin wrote in one of his unpublished papers that ‘it is idle to suppose that the Christian doctrine of a future state can upon general grounds be of much value’, and asks, ‘On which side has its practical use? In the fear of future punishment?’ He replies, taking a swipe at his ‘law and order’ utilitarian rival, Bentham,

As far as that moulds the human character we must be the veriest slaves that imagination can conceive. We have a tyrant perpetually controlling us with his lash, with this additional horror, that he is acquainted with all our most secret motions, and sits like Jeremy Bentham, perched on top of his Panopticon, to spy into our weaknesses.82

And yet Godwin, the arch-enemy of political spying and all forms of coercive hierarchical social regulation, when seeking to promote that type of writing which will (using words which clearly anticipate the Arnoldian purpose of many nineteenth-century novelists) ‘impress the heart and improve the faculties of the reader’, is certain that a kind of detective quality is essential in ‘The writer of romance… the writer of real history’. Speaking on behalf of this new and highly individualistic breed of writer, Godwin says that in developing the characters of their fictitious histories, ‘There must be an exchange of real sentiments, or an investigation of subtle peculiarities, before improvement can result. There is a magnetical virtue in man, but there must be friction and heat, before the virtue will operate.’ The curiosity of the romance writer will never be satiated. ‘He is ever upon the watch for further and still further particulars.’ Not content to observe a character ‘upon the public stage’, he will ‘follow him into his closet’, and, like the Roman historian Sallust, ‘enter into the hearts of his personages [unfolding] their secret thoughts’ (pp. 363–4, 368, 372).

The beginning of Volume Two of Caleb Williams, the historical-romance project from which Godwin drew his literary theory, marks the point at which ‘the story really starts’ as far as his interest in investigating ‘subtle peculiarities’ goes, and it is here that we are presented with an extraordinarily resonating conjunction of biographical, literary and psychological elements that generate the thrust of Godwin’s writing. Thus far in the diet of novel-reading he undertook to stimulate his own writing, his diary shows that Smollett and Richardson were the two authors he read most (the plotting of Falkland’s exploits in Volume One borrows heavily from Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison). He also read many other books in part or in whole during this time, including Herman d’Unna, the ‘shocker’ mentioned above, and God’s Revenge against Murder, ‘where the beam of the eye of Omniscience was represented as perpetually pursuing the guilty, and laying open his most hidden retreats to the light of day’ (p. 352). (Compare Caleb’s description on p. 316 of his pursuit by Gines: ‘like what has been described of the eye of omniscience pursuing the guilty sinner’.) Godwin also tells us he read The Adventures of Mademoiselle de St Phale,83 ‘a French Protestant in the times of the fiercest persecution of the Huguenots, who fled through France in the utmost terror’ (p. 352). As one thoroughly versed in the struggles of Dissenting history, Godwin would have had no trouble in arriving at a ‘flight and pursuit’ theme for his Volume Three, and the ‘eye of omniscience’ pursuing the guilty sinner imaged another theme he was well qualified to evoke, given his Calvinist background, his experiences with Samuel Newton and his attitude to the Tory government of the 1790s: an engine of State with its extensive, ‘all-seeing’ spy network, hellbent on destroying the efforts of political radicals to achieve electoral reform. (When Godwin has the ‘god-like’ Falkland resolve to spare Caleb from punishment on p. 182, ‘as the generous lord of the forest spares the insect that would disturb his repose’, he is almost certainly alluding to Burke’s scornful dismissal of the radical societies in the Reflections as ‘little, shrivelled, meagre, hopping, though loud and troublesome, insects of the hour’.)

The crucial opening of Volume Two has the insatiably curious Caleb determining ‘to place myself as a watch on my patron’, and then finding that there was ‘a strange sort of pleasure in it’. Such words strike a recognizable chord in the modern reader’s mind, something that is, as Mrs Inchbald put it, ‘captivatingly frightful’. We get a distinct clue to what this ‘capture’ of the writer, of the reader and of Caleb alike is all about when Caleb tells us that ‘To do what is forbidden always has its charms, because we have an indistinct apprehension of something arbitrary and tyrannical in the prohibition. To be a spy upon Mr Falkland! That there was danger in the employment served to give an alluring pungency to the choice… a kind of tingling sensation not altogether unallied to enjoyment. The further I advanced, the more the sensation was irresistible… The more impenetrable Mr Falkland was determined to be, the more uncontrollable was my curiosity.’

I have already observed how, from childhood, Godwin had been ‘penetrated with curiosity and a thirst for knowledge’. Now, with his overriding concern to expose to view those ‘modes of domestic and unrecorded despotism’ by which the aristocratic oligarchy was able to sustain its imposing hierarchical rule, such impulsive energies, for so long a driving part of the Puritan, independence-seeking tradition of Dissent, could be made to serve his purposes well. But would they? Amongst the revisions Godwin made for the second edition of Political Justice, immediately after completing Caleb Williams, was a new chapter, ‘Of Obedience’, in which he spelt out how it was the duty of the would-be philosophical anarchist to ‘detect the imposture that would persuade us there is a mystery in government which uninitiated mortals must not presume to penetrate’.84 It may well be, as Marilyn Butler has claimed, that ‘The revisions to the treatise… are [partly] dictated by the insights won from the novel’.85 But as a notion of how power operates, Godwin’s insistence that our ‘corrupted state’ has developed because government ‘insinuates itself into our personal dispositions, and insensibly communicates its own spirit to our private transactions’86 (a new insight also ‘won’ from writing the novel) is an insight that is both fascinating and troubling in equal measure.

I am quite sure that Godwin meant us to be repelled by Caleb’s ‘irresistible advances’, the spying upon his fascinating Falkland, just as we are meant to dislike the honour-obsessed, terrifying but also terror-struck character of his master. But the fact is that the ‘tingling’ and ‘terror’ of Caleb’s advances were the products of deep investments of Godwin’s own character that the ‘confessional’, first-person narrative form of the novel’s text could not fail to trigger and release. In a manuscript fragment written by Godwin at the age of seventy-one he tells us of three major ‘impulses’ he had received early in life: the first ‘from Calvinism’ (‘tingling’); the second ‘from eulogium: Mrs Sothren, Akers, etc’ – his early teachers (‘tingling glow’); and the third ‘from Rollin, history of the invasion of Greece by the Persians’ (‘tingling glow’). He defines ‘tingling’ as ‘a prophetic sensation having a relation to something future, exciting expectation of pleasure or pain hereafter’.87 It is but a short step to show that this is virtually the same form of words which Edmund Burke (Godwin’s ‘Falkland figure’) had used to describe the ‘sublime’ in his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757): ‘Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger… whatever is in any sort terrible… or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime’.88

I imagine that Godwin meant us to notice and be critical of Caleb’s youthful folly in being attracted to Falkland through curiosity and ‘uneducated’ awe. (Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry starts with the words, ‘The first and the simplest notion which we discover in the human mind, is Curiosity’.89) It can be no accident that Godwin has Caleb gripped from early on by ‘the delight which a young and unfledged mind receives from ideas that give scope to all that imagination can picture of terrible or sublime’ (p. 129). In old age Godwin described Burke’s Enquiry as ‘undoubtedly a great and original work’ as a prelude to refuting its ideas – but abandoned his essay after two pages.90 Evidently it is the ‘prophetic sensation’ of the sublime, pain-and-terror-at-one-remove, most obviously embodied in Falkland himself, but more insistently attached in Volume Three to Gines, the sinister and shadowy agent of realpolitik, which keeps us gripped, through Caleb’s abject relation to them.

In the two days’ rest between finishing Volume One and starting Volume Two of Caleb Williams, Godwin read two plays on the theme of mother-son incest: Œdipe (1719), Voltaire’s adaptation of Sophocles’ play, and The Mysterious Mother (1768), Horace Walpole’s follow-up to his ‘founding text’ of Gothic horror, The Castle of Otranto (1764). The point at which Godwin needs to allegorize the workings of power at the level of ‘modes of domestic and unrecorded despotism’ is also the point at which he reaches for what his ‘archenemy’ Burke had called a ‘strong expression’, as opposed to a ‘clear expression’.91 The ‘strong expression’ that came readily to Godwin’s mind as operating ‘in a manner analogous to terror’, and one that could not fail to ‘rouse’ his readers, was the sublime ‘idea’ of incest. Now, Masao Miyoshi is almost certainly correct in saying that ‘As the extreme expression of social defiance, incest was a serviceable symbol for the Romantics, who took seriously their obligation as rebels and social critics’,’92 and there was no social critic of the 1790s thought to be more rebellious at the time than Godwin. But it is vital to notice that when the man who sought to promote a society of responsible, benevolent and interdepending yet ‘independent’ individuals, governed by ‘sincere opinion’, came to analyse ‘the private and internal operations of the mind’ (p. 351), he used a first-person confessional style of writing to do so, inscribing the energies of the textual dynamic within an analogue of the Oedipal drama. Ultimately, this has the effect of seeming to set psychological and personal limits to the text’s politics.

In this context, the extensive use that Godwin makes of Hamlet in the novel becomes both more understandable and more interesting, for the subjective and political dilemmas facing the protagonist of Shakespeare’s play in many ways prefigure those of Caleb. But with a difference. The impasse that Hamlet faces is conditioned by political, familial and existential pressures of sublime enormity that we become absorbed in as we follow his complex tangles with awesome powers – presented in the form of a ‘play’. Equivalent pressures impact upon Caleb, and Godwin makes sure that the novel’s echoes of Hamlet’s situation and his ‘speeches and sayings’ are noticeably woven into its texture. In fact, it is worth reminding ourselves of the main ‘Hamletian’ resonances.93 Both plots are animated by the discovery of a secret murder, one protagonist incited to gain revenge, the other to pursue justice. Falkland’s startled ‘Who is there?’ echoes the opening of Hamlet: both works are animated by ghostly and almost incomprehensible powers that threaten to overwhelm the protagonists. Caleb borrows the play-within-the-play idea of Hamlet’s ‘The Mousetrap’ in order to expose Falkland’s guilt at the peasant’s trial: just as Claudius rises and says ‘Give me some light. Away’ (3.2.247), so does Falkland rise ‘and with every mark of horror and despair’ rush from the room (p. 135). Hamlet’s response to the probings of Claudius’s servant and spy Guildenstern is to ask, “Sblood, do you think I am easier to be played on than a pipe?’ (3.2.339–40). Falkland’s final retort to the searching banter of his ‘insolent domestic’ Caleb is to cry: ‘Do you think I will be an instrument to be played on at your pleasure, till you have extorted all the treasures of my soul?’ (p. 123). When Hamlet decides to confront his mother with his discovery that she has married the murderer of his father, he determines that he ‘will speak daggers to her, but use none’ (3.2.366). Likewise, Caleb, having exhausted all efforts to elude his persecutor Falkland, decides to expose his master as a murderer, but in doing so he ‘will use no daggers’, and instead ‘unfold a tale!’ (p. 325). And this is a key declaration, marking the decisive generic difference between the delivery of the novel and the play. Hamlet may be (silently) read as text, and this is the ‘interiorized’ way of imbibing their newly canonized British Bard Shakespeare that ‘purist’ Romantic critics like Hazlitt and Lamb often preferred. Yet the written script of Hamlet is primarily for the ‘open’ performative space of the stage; Caleb Williams is a written text for the ‘closed’ space that is the ‘theatre of the mind’ created by the individual reader. Furthermore, whereas Hamlet gives its audience tragic ‘closure’ through the purging agency of many dramatized deaths, Falkland’s death allows Caleb only the uncomfortable satisfaction of passing on to us his conclusion that human society ‘is a rank and rotten soil, from which every finer shrub draws poison as it grows’ (p. 336). As well as encapsulating much of the negativity that Caleb’s ‘tale’ has already communicated, this is another specifically Hamletian reference. It recalls the angst-ridden judgement of Hamlet on the world in his first soliloquy, conveyed in a register of profoundly disenchanted sublimity that is quite new in English literature: ‘How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable/Seem to me all the uses of this world!/Fie on’t, ah fie, fie! ’It is an unwedded garden/That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature/Possess it merely’ (1.2.133–7). In drawing so extensively on Hamlet to build the structure and atmosphere of Caleb Williams, did Godwin, as Robert Kaufman has claimed, see ‘the fractured excess of Hamlet as Urtext of the modern’?94 Was the splintered, alienated consciousness of Caleb worked up by Godwin under the twin overbearing pressures of political reaction and incipient revolutionary change his modern equivalent of Hamlet’s response to the impositions of the maddening, rotten, prison-like state of Denmark?

Setting aside for one moment the extraordinarily powerful psychological effect of his achievement, it does seem that Godwin had managed to forge this identity of heightened, dynamic rupture because he had set out on a paradoxical course: on the one hand he sought to ‘expose’ the Burkean sublime, informing us in the second edition of Political Justice that ‘The sublime and pathetic are barren, unless it be the sublime of true virtue, and the pathos of true sympathy…’;95 on the other hand he had written a ‘scene’ from ‘things as they are’ that adapts
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