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British philosopher William Godwin (1 756- 1 83 6). in the tradition of the French 

Enlightenrnent, held a supreme faith in the power of reason and tnith to improve society 

and the human condition. In an Enqriir). Concemirtg Political Justice ami its Irtfltlence on 

Huppirzess and Mords. Godwin searched for the mort effective method of attaining the 

general happiness. His investigation included both public and political forms of society. 

Through these inquiries he concluded that the improvement of individuais offered the best 

hope for improving society itself Moreover, Godwin linked the prospect for individual 

improvement with a communicative practice based on sincere and rational conversation. 

In this thesis, 1 reconstruct Godwin's theory of human perfectibility and social 

communication and argue that his account is both coherent and plausible. 

1 consider objections that claim Godwin overemphasized the role of reason in 

irnprovement and that suggest his communicative ideal is unworkable. 1 aiso present 

Godwin in the social / historicai context of 1790's England so that we rnight gain valuable 

insight into his proposals for social change. 



The Man 
Of virtuous sou1 commands not, nor 

obeys. 
Power, like a desoiating pestilence, 
Pollutes whate'er it touches; and 

obedience, 
Bane of al1 genius, kirtue, fieedcm, 

tmth, 
Makes slaves of men, and, of the human 

fkame, 
A mechanized automation. 

S heiley, D e e n  M d ,  18 13 
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This thesis expiores the prospects of bettering the human condition from a moral 

standpoint. It asks. are human beings capable of improving their conduct. i-r.. of adopting 

a more benevolent manner, or, are we constituted in such a way that makes this sort of 

change unthinkable? Furthemore. if irnprovement is possible. what is the best method of 

ensuring steady progress? In an Enqt<iry Co~zcerning Polirical Justice and its I~Ifrziertce on 

Morals and Hqphess,  British philosopher William Godwin (1 756- 1836) attempted to 

answer these questions with a theory about human perfectibility and social communication. 

However, someone might ask, what is the relevance or interest in a theory that is now two 

centuries old? Indeed, we are on the brink of a netv millennium and in the midst of 

unprecedented technological progress. Global communication and information networks, 

space travd, and even virtual reality have become Our reality Why, then, should we 

examine the ideas of yet another social theorist who lived in an era so different from our 

own? 

The answer is that the sarne questions that motivated Godwin are perhaps even 

more relevant today Few would dispute the fact that in this century, humankind's worst 

enemy is itself Our most efficient killing-machine is war, and through its practice 

governments have annihilated hundreds of millions of peopIe. Nso, starvation continues 

to be a world-wide phenomenon. Yet, in nations with access to means of subsistence, 

extravagance and luxury reign as supreme values over and above simplicity and generosity. 

Do these facts indicate that as a species we are incapable of improving in a moral sense? I 

believe the question of human improvement is worthy of consideration. 

Godwin, in the tradition of Enlightenrnent philosophy, thought that human beings 

by their nature are capable of indefinite moral improvement. Moreover, he believed that 

there is a vital connection between cornmunication practices and the prospects for such 

improvement. He argued that the best way to improve society is by strengthening the 



intellectual independence of individuals throush a system of open communication. The 

idea is that as people increase their understanding. they gadually corne to see what is tmly 

sood / desirable. My task in this essay is to reconstruct Godwin's theocy of human 
C 

perfectibility and social communication and to demonstrate that his account is buth 

coherent and plausible. 

In the first chapter, I introduce Godwin by showing his place and releïance hithin 

the field of social / political philosophy. 1 situate him historically so that we might gain a 

better understanding of his views about perfectibility and communication. In the second 

chapter, 1 present the theoreticai principles of Godwin's perfectibility. This involves an 

explication of each principie, a presentation of Godwin's arguments in support of them, 

and an explanation of how they form a coherent theory. 

In the third chapter, 1 focus on the practical aspects of perfectibiiity found in 

Godwin's theory of social cornrnunication. 1 present his conversational ideal, which 1 cal1 

"open communication," in cornparison with the type of mass communication found in 

political parties or "political associations." 1 also present Godwin's arguments against 

goverment-directed change and change forced through revolution. In the final chap ter, 1 

show how Godwin c m  respond to objections against the role of reason in perfectibility, 

and against charges that open communication is unworkable. My hope is that these 

responses will fUrther cl&@ Godwin's ideas and their plausibility. 



A I- T a c .  of Gcdc.ïtz 's Perfrcribility ami Social 
Commw~ica fiort irl 1 790 3- Er~glnirci 

This chapter presents Godwin in the social / historical context of 1790's England. 

Here we can gain valuable insight into his views about human perfectibility and social 

communication. 

First, by locating Godwin and his Erzqzrzy Corrcenzing Political Justice in the 

ideological debate on the French Revolution, we can compare his views with other key 

players, namely : Price (The Love of m r  Cotrtztry); Burke (The Refiecriorts on the 

Revolutiorl in Frmrce); and Paine (The Rights of Mml). For instance, what are the best 

means towards societal / human improvernent? 1s centralized government the proper 

vehicle from which to initiate change or should individuals take more responsibility? 1s 

revolution acceptable in the face of poor government or is it better to rely on the process 

of gradua1 change? 

Second, by looking at Godwin's practical writing in the Czirsog* 

Strictzrres and the Cor~sidera~ions we are able to see his unique position on the battle 

between England's radical refann movement and the govement 's  policy of repression. 

The former proposes means of popular agitation to promote radical change and the latter 

restricts basic freedoms to quiet the protest. Finally, in Godwin's fall from popularity, we 

see his emphasis on sincere communication in the face of insincere critics. 



1. 7he Debate or? France: Price, Burke. Paine, and GcdH.in 

Late eighteenth century Europe provides a background of events that esemplie the 

connection between ideology and social change. One could argue. for instance. that the 

Amencan Revolution ( 1775- 1783) and the French Revolution ( 1789- 1799) were 

significantly infiuenced by the ideas of the French Enlightenment. f f i o ~ m  as the 

philosophes, Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu. Condorcet, d'Holbach and others, 

"challenged traditional modes of thought concerning religion, governments, and morality" 

(Stumpf 290). They held that "reason provides the most reliable guide to man's destiny" 

( i d )  Thephilosophes contributed to The Ertc~cZopedia which was published between 

175 1 - 1 772 and consisted of twenty-eight volumes and nearly eighteen-thousand articles. 

The set represented "the accumulated knowledge and rationalist, secularist views of the 

French Enlightenment and prescribed economic, social, and political refoms" (Seban 225). 

Its influence was extensive and is attributed to helping "crystallize the confidence of the 

eighteenth-century bourgeoisie in the capacity of reason to dispel the shadows of 

ignorance and improve society" (Seban 226). Indeed, the Enlightenment helped 

popularize the study of politics which was directly linked to improvement; specifically, the 

idea of constituting "organized societies based on elective representation" (Kropotkin 6). 

The Amencan Revolution, according to Enlightenment thinking was a strong sign 

of political improvement for it demonstrated to both French and "British radicals that it 

was possible to erect a governent according to the will of the people and in defence of 

their sovereignty and their natural rights" (Dickinson 6). Furthemore, the Americans 

"provided empirical evidence that a fairer representation of the people did not necessarily 

lead to sociai anarchy" (ibid.). With the events of the revolution in France, "a country 

long regarded as the prime example of absolute monarchy" (Dickinson 7), came the final 

"proof that a new age of liberty was at h a n d  (ibid.). 

"Practicallp al! the philosophm nho founded rheir phiio~phicai positions upon Locke's Empiricisrn 
may tic regarded as philosophers of the French EnIighienment" (Sahakian 165). 



In fact: 
[tlhe revolution \\as sudden and surprising: it produced a political earthquake sending 
seismic shocks throughout Europc. The impact on Britain was profound and \as nidcly 
diffused throughout thc ~vhole of  society. Within a few shon months the strongest monarch 
in Europe \w humbled by his subjects. the entrench& prikdeges of the aristocracy were 
condemned. the church ivas placed under secular control. the inalienable rights of man were 
prodairned and a representative assernbl>- n-as charged \with cirming up a new 
constitution. (Ihid.) 

Of course, not everyone saw the French Revolution as an "unequalled triumph of the0 j' 

(Brown 34) or as proof of the "doctrine that reason had enormous power over the actions 

of man" (ibid.). In England. an intense ideological debate took shape following the 

revolution. The immediate reaction was favourable since "it seemed that France had at last 

decided to share in the glorious constitutional libeny characteristic of England since 1688" 

(ibid-).2 Dickinson says: 

British reformers of all shades of opinion were gal\-anized into action. John ~ a r n ~ l i s f i t ~  
declared: - [t] he French, Sir. are not only asserting their own rights. but they are 
advancing the general liberties of mankind.' Richard Price proclaimed: 'what an eventful 
perid is this! I am thaddid that I have lived to see . . . the rights of men better 
understood than ever: and nations panting for t i b e e ,  which seemed to have lost the 
idea of it . . . 1 see the ardour for liberty catching and spreading; a general amendment 
beginning in human affairs. ' (Dickinson 7) 

Price's speech to the London Revolution Society, Ot2 the Love of our Cocrr~try, was 

made in November 1 789 at the Old Jewry and marked the beginning of the debate on 

~rance.' Price proclaimed the rights that were supposed to have been established in 1688, 

namely: "the right of the people to worship as they chose, to  resist power when abused. 

and to choose their rulers, dismiss them for misconduct and form a government for 

themselves" (Brown 35). The publication of Price's speech generated considerable 

1688 marks the date of the Glorious Revolution in England. 
John Cmwright was the spokesman for the revived Society of Constitutional Information (SCI) and Dr. 

Richard Price was the spokesman for the London Revolution W e & .  
Mark Philp cautions LIS that the debate on France consisted of many levels "from the gentle reasonings of 

the philomaths to the insurrectionan- acthities of the later radicals, and from masterpieces of literature 
and rhetoric to blatantly scurrilous attacks on both Paine and Burke" philp, Godwin 's Political Justice 
67). I focus mainly on the idcoiogical aspects of the d a t e  in conjunction with the battle to control public 
opinion. 



interest in the already excited communicative atmosphere induced by the events in   rance.^ 

Reform was the topic of the day: the London Revolution Society forged ahead with a new 

intensity. the revived Society of Constitutiond Information (SCI) "resumed its 

dissemination of radical publications" (Dickinson 7). and a "minority of opposition Whigs" 

(Dickinson 8) decided "to dedicate themselves to moderate politicai reform" (ibid.). The 

conservative element of the debate was yet to surface fully. However. with the build-up of 

such a politically charged atmosphere it was oniy a matter of tirne. As Dickinson 

recounted: 

[o]n 14 July 1790 the Whig Club organized a monster reform banquet to 
ceIebrate Bastille Day. Over 650 fnends of libeny attended. Resolutions were 
passed rejoicing at the establishment of  Liberty in France and pledging support 
for parliamentary refom at home. Although this meeting alarrned Edrnund 
Burke, and helped d k  a wedge between conservative and liberal Whigs, some 
of the latter continued their support for political change. (lbid.) 

Despite the renewed enthusiasm in England for a "Gdlic Republicanism" 

(Marshall. WiIIim Goàiin 37), Edrnund Burke carne forward in the debate and stood as a 

pillar of conservatisrn and a defender of the existing order. He "declared that France. in a 

political view, was very low and had lost everything. even to her name" (Mahoney xix). 

His opposition to having the Test and Corporation acts repealed was also indicative of his 

overail stance.6 Price and the London Revolution Society had been "waging the campaign 

for repeal, in press and parliament" (Dickinson 6). Burke, however, felt it pmdent, 

In the latter half of the Eighteenthsentury the rniddle class had established "their o m  independent 
organi7ations to inforrn IliemseIves about public f la irs  and to develop advanced notions of tlieir political 
rights and liberlies. Clubs and societies enabled the middling orders to combine in mutuai support and to 
organize themeIves independently of the patncian elite. The members of rhese associations learned to 
organize their onn actisities nithout resorting to aristocratie leadership. They gradually became critical of 
the goveraing eîite and ultirnately used these institutions as \-ehicles for co-ordinating campaigns to 
challcngc the political influcncc of their social superiors" (Dickinson 2). 

Thc Test and Corporation Acts ~restrictcd officcs in central and local govcnunent to Anglicans. In 
waging the campaign for repeal, in press and Parliament, fiom 1 757 to 1 790 the dissenIers and their allies 
ainong the liberai Anglicans argued that liberty of conscience was a natural and inaIienabIe nglit and 
therefore the state bad no legit-te authority to impose civil disabilities on particular religious opinions. 
In demanding religious equality these men were led into a anpaign for political liberty as the best means 
of securing ail their naturai rights" (Dickinson 6). 



especially at the time ( 179G), to defend the authority of the Church of England even ifjust 

to set an exarnple. His main interest was "to keep the disternper of France from the least 

countenance in EngIand" (Mahoney xx). 

Reflrcziorzs on The Revohriori 1n France 

Aithough Burke's conservatism was initiaily drowned in the "great swelling 

sentiments of Liberty" (Brown 35) immediately following the events in France. the 

subsequent publication of his Refectiom otz the Revoluizo~t itz France secumd his position 

as "chief foe of  the Enlightenment" (Mahoney xv). The Reflecrions was published in 

November 1790 and although it assumed the form of a letter to one of Burke's 

correspondents, it was actually a reply to Price's sermon, Or1 the Love of our ~01u1t1-y.~ 

Burke argued with Price over "what exactly had been settled by the revolution of 1688" 

(Philp, Godwin 3 Politicnl Justice 67) and attacked the London Revolution Society for 

relying "on the fdse and seditious language of rights" in an attempt to threaten "the 

secunty of the established church and the state." He &O condemned the French for 

replacing "a tolerable monarchy with a despotic democracy with few redeerning features" 

(zbzd. ). 

Part of Burke's strategy in the Ref7ectimzs was to differentiate the b a i s  on which 

both the English and French Revolutions took place; the former being acceptable because 

it maintained a respect for the past, while the latter was intolerable because its goal was to 

cut ail ties with tradition and begin anew. Indeed, Burke 

endeavors to demonstrate in the Reflections that the English liberties praised by Dr. 
P r i a  in his sermon wcrc not produce. by the Glorious Revolution of 1688, but that 
they were an English inheritance preserved by the Revolution, an essentially defensive 
revolution whicb maintained the institution of the monarchy and 'rhc m c  ranks, the 
sarne orders, the same privileges, the same franchises, the same niles for property, the 

' Burke's Rejlecrions orÏginally cost five shillings. The fim edition sold w-ithout delay and within the 
year ten more additions appeared. 



same subordin3tions.'* There nas a vast diffcrence betuccn the ordcrI>- manncr in which 
this revolution was efTected and the unruly na>- the French u-ere staging theirs. tvhich 
\vas characterizai b? biolence, destruction. anarch!-. and terror. (Mahone?. xii) 

Burke's position hinsed on an appeal to tradition in that he ascribed "a kind of hereditaq 

wisdom to h e r e d i t e  political and social riehts" (Hook xv). Thus, he rejected the French 

expenment because it undermined the authonty ofthe past and destroyed its foundations. 

based on "a revolution of doctrine and theoretic dogrna" (Mahoney mi). Instead of 

destroying the work of generations, Burke argued. "[ylou rnight have repaired those walls; 

you might have built on those old foundations" (Burke 40). However, "you chose to  act 

as if you had never been molded into civil society and had everything to begin anew." 

Consequently, "[ylou began ill. because you began by despising everything that belonged 

to you" (Ïbzd.). Burke's arguments. although criticized by his opponents as emotional and 

therefore "designed to appeal to men's prejudices rather than to their reason" (Philp, 

God,c~Ïn's Politicof Jmice  68). nonetheless carried great weight in t e m s  of rousing public 

support: 

[t]he reûction \\-as amaring. nie apathy, the amused inciifference, and the positive 
approval uith which the majority of Englishrnen had prevïously kiewed the French 
Revolution gave way to a new feeling of dezp concern and an awakening to the potentid 
danger. (Mahoncy sui) 

Indeed, Burke's Reflectioi~s had, according to plan, significantly contributed tu the 

awakening of conservative concems, especially arnong the propertied and ruling class. 

The conservative element From this point on became more alert to what they perceived to 

be the danger that the growth of British radicalism represented. 



f ie Rights of Marr 

The liberal reaction to Burke3 Refiecfiorrs came quickiy. The first was Mary 

Wollstonecrafi's A Cïrzdica~iorr of the Rights of A h  in 1790, which was followed in 179 1 

by Tom Paine's Rights of Mar? and James Mackintosh's I'indicae ~ a l l i c a e . ~  It was 

Paine's answer to Burke that generated the most interest: "[plublished in many cheap 

editions it reached tens of thousands. perhaps hundreds of thousands, of readers" 

(Dickinson 20). Paine supported the ek7ents in France as a man of reason "rather than 

tradition" (Thomis & Holt 6). and. basing his argument on the doctrine of narural rights, 

stated "that each age had the right to establish any political system which would fit its own 

needs" (Dickinson 14). The French monarchy had failed to meet the needs of the people. 

The people, then, in exercising their natural rights. chose to rebel in order that they rnight 

secure a goveniing body to act on their behalf. Mackintosh also claimed that utility 

provides reason to exercise one's natural or civil rightsg He suggested that "government 

'may be made to be respected, not because it is ancient, or because it is sacred, not 

because it has been established by Barons, or applauded by Priests, but because it is 

usefirl"' (Thornis & Holt 6) .  In other words, when government becomes 

counterproductive to the needs of the people it is not to be respected. 

Burke's view, on the other hand, was based on a "historic utilitarianism" whereby 

through the "re-interpretation of the Revolution of 1688" he opposed the "doctrine of 

inherent natural rights" (ibid.) and warned that it is in the comrnon interest to uphold the 

sanctity and wisdom of the past. In the Reflect7on.s he rejected Price's daim that "the 

Mar). Wollstonecraft was also the author of the pioneer feminist tract. A ZTndicarion of rhe Righrs of 
Rbrnen. published in 1792. 

"ln che late eighteenth century. except in the pages of Bentham [and Gochin] whose readenhip was very 
l imitd utility was by no means a single prïnciple bj- which to judge ail acts: to appeal to utility  as 
rnerely to daim that if an institution  vas to be justified it had to be shoun that it furthered people's 
interests. The vagueness wlth which such tenns were used in much of the witing of the late eighteenth 
ccntw should not be takcn as incoherence. but as an indication that the radicals were appcaling to tcrms 
in cornmon use in eveeday languagc rather than to rigorouslj- spccified philosophical tcrms of art" (Philp. 
Godwin '.Y Political Justice 72). 



Glorious Revolution had proclaimed the most imponant rights inherent in the nature of 

free men" (Dickinson 6). namely: the right "'to chuse our own governors; to casher them 

for misconduct; and to fiame a govenunent for ourselves"' (ibid). Burke argued "that if 

the people of England possessed such a nght before the Revolution . . . the English nation 

did. at the time of the Revolution. most solemnly renounce and abdicate it. for themselves. 

and for al1 their postenty. for ever" (Paine 127-8). Paine challenged Burke's reasoning by 

suggesting that he confused the right by delegation with the right by assumption- The idea 

is that govement,  while in power. has a right to amend, create. or abolish laws in 

accordance with the proper procedures (deiegation). However. if government creates a 

law that cannot be amended or  abolished from that point on, then this is what Paine 

referred to as a right by assumption. In his Mew the English parliament, at that time. had 

the right to forsake the nghts in question. However. "in addition to this nght. which they 

possessed by delegation, ihey set rrp another rzghl by asnimpfzo?~. that of binding and 

controuling [sic] postenty to the end of time" (Paine 128). Paine admitted the former right 

but rejected the latter. He argued that no govemment, or body of men, c m  ever possess 

the right to control posterity for al1 time. Rather: 

[elvery agc and seneration must be as fiee to act for itself in al1 cases as die ages and 
generations which preceded it. The vani-- and presumption of governing bq.ond the 
grave is the rnost ridiculous and insolent of al1 -&es. (Ibid.) 

Paine atrernpted to show that Burke's position was arbitrary since it places more power in 

the hands of the dead than the living. It rnakes more sense. in Paine's view, that the 

"[r]evolution settkment in Britain . . . should ody  be accepted so long as the people 

regarded its tems beneficial" (Dickinson 14). 



Burke. though arged that it is wise to trust in a system that works. as opposed to risking 

changes based on little more than abstract reasoning. that might initiate the kind of social 

upheavai seen in France. ' O  

Paine's arguments, like those of other radicals of his tirne, were based on the idea 

that al1 men possess natural rishts or "those which appertain to man in right of his 

existence' (Paine 15 1) such as "intellectual rights or rights of the mind, and aiso ail those 

nghts of acting as an individuai for his own c o d o n  and happiness, which are not injurious 

to the natural nghts of others" (ibid.). His appeai to the natural rights of man directly 

opposed Burke's view. according to which rights are "always special, or partial, histotical, 

and limited' (Hook xiv). For Burke. nghts are granted via the authority of men. whereas 

for Paine. every man from birth possesses natural nghts which no authority can transgress. 

Paine's ideas "crystallized extreme opinion on one side of the controversy. as 

Burke did on the other" (Cobban 16). Paine, if you will. was the prototype for the new 

radicalism, while Burke was the ultra conservative skeptic. However, the extrerne 

opposition in views was not surprising, especidy in what was considered a pamphlet war. 

Political pamphlets such as the Reflectiorzs or 7he Rights of Mmz were commody used to 

generate public opinion in Eighteenth-century culture. The general aim of pamphlet 

Miting "was not to produce a finely-honed philosophicd argument to be discussed 

objectively and dispassionately" (Philp, Gdvilz  's Political Justice 72). Rather, it was "to 

appeal to the common sense and common traditions of the reader to secure his support." 

Consequently , the successfûl pamphlet eer for the most part used "everyday language" 

(ibid.) and tempered extensive argumentation with appeals to emotion. Clearly, Paine and 

Burke were masters of the art. 

Io *&If Burke's criticisms were unfair to the idealists who began the Revolution, events. leading through 
the Reign of Terror and the compt oligzrchy of the Director). to the tyanny of a Bonaparte, justified him 
in the end. II accurate prophecy is the test of a political thinker, Burke stands suprerne" (Cobban 9).  



Just as Burke's RrJectiorzs had incited numerous replies fiom the radical wing, x> 

too did Paine's Ri@s ofMun stir up a conservative r e a c t i o ~  seen in pamphlets such as 

John Bowles's A Protesr agaitisz T. Paine *s Riphts of . I fmi  ( 1  792), William Playfair's 

Inevi~ub/e Comeqzier~ces of Reform in P~rliamerzt (1 792). William Vincent's Short Hitzrs 

Uporz Levefli~zg (1 792). and others @ickinson 30). However. there was one signifiant 

work that appeared in 1793 which would not easily fit into the categories that Burke and 

Paine had established. William Godwin's Enqtiiy Cotzcerning Political Jzisrice proposed 

an "argument about the sanctity of private judgment and the conditions for the emergence 

of truth" (Philp. Godwiiz 's Polirical Jzistice 78). Godwin's radicalism argued against the 

coercive change found in both violent revolution and in "positive instit~tion."~ ' He also 

rejected the type of mass communication found in political associations in favour of a 

communicative practice based on contemplative discussion. Although his place in the 

debate on France is by no means evident, we cm say that his sympathies, for the most part, 

were with the radical movement. l2 

The events in France certainly "had been a revelation. an intoxication" (Locke, 

Don 50) and "an inspiration" (ibid.) for Godwin and the ongins of Political Jzistzce: 

[O] f the desirableness of a go\ emment in the utmon degree simple l 3  he \vas not 
persuadai but in consequence of ideas suggested by the French Revolution. To the 

l l 'Positive institution' refers to -stems of governinent and or law. 
l 2  Godwin like mon Enlightenment raciîcals, sllared a belief in an "unbounded freedorn for the 
indi.;idual, or a freedom lirnited only by nich duties as were imposed by the universal fraternity" (Dowden 
14). He had -'e\?ensive contacts with some of the old guard of the SC1 [Society of Constitutional 
Information]. and he had aquaintances throughout the radical sectors of the publishing ind-" (Phifp. 
Gohcin 's Political Justice 75) .  Gadnin. Holcroft and a few others had helped Paine publish the first part 
of the Righfs of Man in 1 79 1 .  Godwin "thus kncw many people s i t h  radical qmpathies. somc of whorn 
were rnembcrs of radical organizations. But hc was not at the centre of the stage of the practical political 
çtniggle" (ibid.). 

Note ihat when Godwin began w~iting his Enquiv Conceming Polifical Justice that he had not yet 
arriveci al his anarckist conclusions. He was stiii inclined to support positive institution, albeit, a m i n i d  
fonn. He syrnpathized with the notion of a r e m  to nature or simplicity; "[tlhe retum to nature sigdïed 
a simplification in social life in conûast nith the artificialities and con~entions which had accurnulated in 



same event he owes the determination of mllid \vhich gave birth to the present \\ork. 
(God\ln, PJ 69-70) 

He began h i n g  his political treatise in September 1791 afier proposing the work to the 

publisher Robinson in June. Godwin t hen left his job at the New Anrrzial Regisrer. 

and. with Robinson's financial support. spent the next sifieen months witing. Godwin's 

project differed fiom that of either Paine or Burke by the fact that Diqitiry Corzcenzirzg 

Poliricalhst~ce was a book. Pamphlets, in order "to reach as wide an audience as 

possible as quickly as possible sold at a low price" (Philp, Godwin S PoliticalJzis~icr 74). 

Books, on the other hand, were much more espensive and so were not "intended to 

capture a mass market" (ibid.). Political Jusfice was therefore not directly implicated in 

the "struggle to secure the allegiance of an increasingly wide audience on one side or 

another of what Burke had successfùlly turned into a polarised debate" (Philp, Gdvirr Ci 

PoliticalJustice 73). Furthemore, Godwin did not offer any detailed argument about the 

events in France, and so there is no outward intent to persuade us to one side or the other. 

Rather, his book "is above al1 an intellectual project-a piece of philosophy--and this in 

itseif places it beyond the parameters set by the polemical objectives pursued by the 

pamphleteers" (Philp, Godwin 's Political hstice 75). As far as Godwin may be said to 

contribute to the debate "he does discuss rnany of the pnnciples to which the parnphleteers 

referred in support of their daims" (PhiIp, Godivin 's Political hst ice 73). However, "he 

does not merely invoke them or allude to them; he tries to provide a much more 

philosophically serious account of political society and moral principles" (Philp, Godwin's 

Political Justice 75). Moreover, uniike the pamphleteers, Godwin did not apped to 

"terms in common use in everyday language" (Phiip, Godwin 5 PoZztÏcal Justice 72). 

Instead, Political Justice employed philosophical terminology and reiied on extensive 

argumentation to achieve its objectives. Nevertheless, Godwin 

a highly cornples agc" (Dowden 14). 



worked nith the utmost care and thoroughness. taking extraordinaq- pains to make 
what hc had to sa? as clear and \isorous as ho could makc it. "Tt has b a n  my lot," hc 
nTotc some time Iater. "to hai-e occasional intercourse nith some of those who consider 
tticmsclvcs as profound. who dclivcr thcir oractcs in obscurc phrascolog-. and who 
make it their boast that few men can understand them- and those few only through a 
process of abstract rcflection and b>- means of unwearicd application." Ttus \;is 
undoubtdl?- an account of the methoci of his fîiend Coleridge. His o w  \vas the 
opposite. '9 felt that 1 had nothing to sq-. h t  it should bc v e p  difficult to understuid. 
1 resolved, if 1 could help it, not to 'darken counsel by words without Ccnowledge.'" 
(Brenn 3 8) 

Godwin stated that Poli~icalJ'~stice "is an investigation concerning that fom of 

public or political society, that system of intercourse and reciprocai action, extending 

beyond the bounds of a single family. which shdl be found most to conduce" (Godwin. PJ 

79) to the general good. Notice that Godwin did not limit his enquiq to the realm of 

political society but included in his investigation public life as well. Indeed, he conceived 

politics to "be the proper vehicle of a tiberal morality" (Godwin, PJ68). Godwin 

"anticipates the idea that the 'political is the personal"' (Marshall, Demanding the 

Impossible 218) with the assertion that the general improvement hinges on individual 

improvement, and, the latter, therefore, was a main consideration of his project: 

[tlhat description of ethics \\il1 be found perhaps ta be worthy of slight estimation 
whkh confines itself to pet@ detail and the offices of private life, uistead of designing 
the cornbined and sirnultaneous irnprovement of comrnunities and nations. But, if 
individual correction ought not to be the grand purposc of ethics, ncither ought it by 
an-. means to be overlooked. It appeared sufficientl>, practicable to make of such a 
trmtise, exclusively of its direct political use: an advantageous vehicle for this 
subordhate purpose. The author \as accordingly desirous of producing a work fiom 
the perusal of w-hich no man should rise \vithout being strengthened in habits of 
sincerity, fortitude and justice. (Godwin, PJ 68) 

Godwin's focus on individual improvement sternmed from his belief in the perfectibility of 

man, i-e., in our ability to continually improve the human c~ndition.~' 1 focus on the 

l4  Note that the meaning of the t e m  "perfectibility" is not as it sounds, i.e.. it  sounds like we are capable 
of king brought to perfection, but it means we are capable of continual improvement. Godwin borrows 
the term ''perfectibili~" from the French philosophe, Rousseau. For Rousseau, "perfectibility" refers to 
'me faculty of self-improvement, which by the help of  circumstances, gradually dwelops al1 the rest of our 
faculties, and is inherent in the species as in the individual" (Rousseau, The Social Conrracr and The 
Discourses 60). Polirical Justice also kvas dïrectiy inspired bu the writings of Holbach and Helvetius. 



theoretical foundation of Godwin3 perfectibility in Chapter Two and on the practical 

aspects involving communication in Chapter Three. The theoretical basis of perfectibility 

attempts to show that human improvement is possible. given human nature. The practical 

aspect of perfectibility. or the means of improvement. involves a process of "individual 

correction" (zbiu) whereby participants engage in candid and unresewed conversation in 

order to strengthen their mental independence and, thus, private judgrnent. l 5  Vice, 

resulting from errors of judgrnent, is then more able to be detected and corrected. Indeed, 

Godwin thought that "argument and persuasion are the tme means of bringing about a 

change in sentiments and dispositions" (Phiip, Godwin 's PoiiticaIJusrice 76) for "tmth 

always emerges in free and unrestricted discussion" (ibzd.). Godwin's radicalism then, did 

not rely on the practice of politicsper se. nor did it prescribe any son of violent change. 

Rather, it employed "enquiry, communication, and discussion" (Krarnnick 34) in the 

pursuit of truth. 

Hence, Godwin departed from Paine, Mackintosh and other radical pamphleteers 

who justified violence from the point of view that the end justifies the means (Philp, 

Gochvin 'S PoIztical Justice 77). Revolution, according to Godwia is in almost every 

instance an unjust and precanous practice. l6 He maintained: 

[t]he most sacred of ail privileges is that b>- u-hich each man has a certain sphere, 
rctaiivc to the govcrnment of his own actions, and the escrcisc of his discrction, not 
liable to be trenched upon by the intemperate zed or dictatorial temper o f  kis neighbour. 
To ciragoon men into the adoption o f  what n-c thmk is right is an intolerablc ~ l a n n y .  It 
leads to unlimited disorder and injustice. E v e q  man thinks b e l f  in the right: an4 if 
such a pnxeeding were universaiiy introduced, the destins of  mankind tvould be no 
longer a question of argument, but of strength, presumption or intrigue. (Godwin, PJ 

262) 

l5 "The ideal of an independent, reflective judgment directing the Hill reworks material taken from the 
philosophes, radidism, Dissenl and the works of S H ~ R  particularly Gulliver 's Trmels" (Philp, Godwin 's 
Poliricd Justice 78). 
l6 Ra-olution is acceptable oniy under the condition of a unanimous public opinion: however, in nich an 
instance there will be Little need for \loience sinœ %ere is as linle reason to e.upect that any usurper will  
be so mad as to contend with if. Lfever it appear to be othemïse, it is because . . . we deceive ourselves 
wïth the term rnajority" (Godwin PJ 25940). 



For Godwin social change is acceptable only insofar as the level of public understanding 

corresponds to that change; "in the machine of human society" (Godwin. PJ 25 1) he 

affirmed that "al1 the wheels must move together" (ibid.). Social improvernent therefore 

requires an increase in the level of public understanding. Godwin ar_gued that the proper 

method of impartine knowledge is through reason. not coercion. since argument and 

persuasion. as opposed to violence, are more likeiy to improve understanding. 

Accordingly, the communication of truth is not a forced process but o gradud one: 

[tlhe interem of the human species requires a gradual. but unintemipied change. 
He lvho should make these principles the regulators of his conduct would not rasMy 
insist upon instant abolition of ail e'cisting abuses . . . . (tlruth however unresemed be 
the mode of its cnunciation, wiI1 bc sufficicntly graciual in its progrcss. It wi11 bc fully 
cornprehended only by slow degees, by its most assiduous votariesr and the degrees 
will bc still more tempcratc by which it ~Gll pcrvdc so cunsidcrable a portion of the 
cornmunit). as to render them mature for a change of their common institutions . . . 
we shall have man' reforms. but no revolutions . . . . [r]evoIutions are the produce of 
passion, not of sober and tranquil reason. (Quoted by Kramnick 34) 

Godwin' s Political Jtrsrice carefùll y w arned "the fiiends of innovation" against the 

inherent danger of prematurely goading rnankind "into a position. however abstractly 

excellent. for which they are in no degree prepared (Godwin, PJ262) and that the only 

acceptable revolution is one of opinion. However. as much as it looks Iike Godwin was 

joining Burke and "the friends of antiquity," it must be said that Political Jzistzce in no 

way defended the perpetuation of the existing institutions. Rather: 

ljlust as Burke's work is an attempt ta recreate the world he fears is being los& 
Godnin's also offers a mode1 for the utopia he anticipates. . . . 

- . .  
[wlhere Burke defends the sublime obscurity of fonns of government, Goduin begins 
by assuming that govemment is an object of scientific study to be taken apart and 
anaiyzcd rationally. wlgour 52 & 47) 

Indeed, Godwin's aim was to foster the mental independence of individuals through candid 

conversation, or what he called "the fieedom of social communication" (Godwin, PJ 289) 

so that eventualiy they will be capable of morally guiding and constraining each other 



without the interference of positive institution. Godwin believed that "in proportion as 

weakness and ignorance shall diminish the basis of government will aiso decay. Thar will 

be its true euthanasia" (Brailsford 1 15). Positive institution. drhough a necessary e ~ i l  in 

Godwin's time and Our o w  darnages intellectual independence and thus slows social 

improvernent. Godwin claimed: 

where I make the \-oluntq. surrender of my understanding, and commit my 
conscicncc to anothcr r w - s  kccpÏngz the conscqucncc is clcar. 1 thcn bccornc thc 
most rniscbievous and pernïcious of animals. I annihilate my uidi\iduali@ as a man, and 
disposc of -- forcc as an a n d  to hirn arnong my ncighbours who shall happcn to 
excel in imposture and artifice, and to be least under restraint from the scrupfes of in ter ie  
and justice. I put an e n 4  as to my own share- to that happ'. colLision of understandings 
upon which the hopes of human improvement depend. (Godwin, PJ 243-4) 

Thus, he argued that positive institution ultimately rejects individual reasoning and 

understanding in favour of blind obedience. However, hopes of improvement depend upon 

the communication of ideas whereby, through the process of argument, knowledge / tmth 

ultimately spreads. 

Burke might have very well agreed with Godwin that government stresses 

cornpliance rather than independent thinking, but, for Burke, this is what works best. He 

argued that "that which in the first instance is prejudicial rnay be excellent in its remoter 

operation, and its excellence may arise even from the il1 effects it produces in the 

beginning" (Burke 69). Burke cautioned political theorists that the "science of 

government" (ibid.) is above dl else a practical endeavor. Certainly, a detached and 

systematic andysis of political systems may r e v d  "general prejudices" (Burke 99); still, 

one should "employ their sagacity to discover the latent wisdom which prevails" (ibid.) in 

them. Burke argued that we should cherish al1 our old prejudices because they have lasted, 

and because they have shown us what works. The new thinking, on the other hand, 

proposed ideas for the general improvement, aI1 of which lack the test of experience. For 

instance. the idea of simple g o v e m e n t  appears "infinitely captivating" (Burke 70) only if 

we "contemplate society in but one point of view." Expenence, however, tells us that "the 



nature of man is intncate" and "the objects of society are of the greatest possible 

cornplexity (ibzd)." Thus, for government, "it is better that the whoie should be 

imperfectly and anomalously answered than that, while some parts are provided for with 

great exactness, others rnight be totally neglected (ibiu.). 

Burke's stance on the "impractical nature" of Enlightenment thinking also applies 

to his lack of faith in the reasoning power of individuals. He stated: 

[w]e are a h i d  to put men to live and trade each on his onn private stock of reason, 
because s e  suspect that this stock in each man is srnall, and thaî the inditlduais would 
do better to amil thernselves of the general bank and capital of nations and ages. (Burke 
99) 

Burke, as opposed to Godwin, suggested that the individual and his understanding are 

relatively unimportant. He thought that expenence has not shown that people can improve 

society by thinking for themselves. Instead, it has shown that people can expect 

improvement by implicitly trusting the inherited experience, wisdom and authority of the 

state and its apparatus. 

Godwin's Political Justice, in direct opposition to Burke, encuuraged intellectual 

independence and subjected govemment to rational scrutiny. According to Burke's 

thinking, however, Godwin, in true Enlightenment fashion, reduced "things concrete to 

speculative abstractions" (Dowden 102). For instance, Godwin's conversational ideal 

chalienges popular conceptions of human communicative interaction. Consider his basic 

guidelines for constructive conversation: 

no one has a right to go against reason, no one has a right to coerce another's 
judgment, and every individual has a right-indeed, a duv-to cal1 to another's 
attention bis fadts and bis fdings. . . . [tlnith progresses through debate and 
discussion and fiorn each submitting his beliefs and reasoning to the scrutiny of 
oîhers. (Philp, Godwin 's Political Jztstice 128) 

Godwin's prescriptions might provide for a "highly democratic discourse" (ibid.), 

but is the theory practical? Does it make sense in light of experience, or, does Godwin 

arrive at his conclusions a priori? 



Burke, as a philosopher and "a practical statesman" (Dowden 102). argued that good 

theory always bridges the gap between speculation and practice. Godwin's Political 

Justice, by way of its radical conclusions linking communication and future society, 

represented the archetypai object of Burke's criticisrn. Yet at the sarne time. it was at least 

in part empirically grounded. For instance. the ideal Godwin promoted "is actually also a 

description of tiis own milieu in 1790's London" (Philp, Gdil i tz  's Polirical Justice 127): 

[olnce he had concluded his morning's work Godwin's day \vas frcc and he generally 
spent it in company-talking and debating \\-hile eating, drinkïng and socialising. His 
pers' behaviour \vas essentially similar; they lived in a round of debate and discussion, 
in clubs, associations, dcbating societies, saions, tavcrns. coffke houses, bookshops, 
publishing houses and in the street- And conversation rangeci through philosophy. 
mordit)., religion. literature and poetq, to the political events of the day. Mernbers of 
these circles were tied together in the ongoing practice of debate. (Philp, Godwin 's 
Political Jz~sticc 127-8) 

Godwin based his conversational theory on his own experience, Le., "on a view of society 

as a continual round of debate . . . where advances are made through a dialectic of 

individual reflection and group discussion" (Philp, Gudwzri 's Political Justice 128). 

However, is it reasonable to assert that people can adopt this f o m  of communication on a 

large scale? And if sol will it eventually lead to an open society governed by reason alone? 

These are questions that Godwin cannot answer in relation to his own expenence and thus, 

represent the type of speculation Burke condemns. At the sarne time, however, Burke's 

criterion of "good theory" by no means constitutes a universal standard. For instance, 

Coleridge, in 2Xe Friend, pointed out that "an erroneous system is best contùted, not by 

an abuse in theory in general, nor by an absurd opposition of theory to practice, but by a 

detection of the errors in the particular theory" @owden 100). Mackintosh, in a similar 

vein, suggested that "fiom a more elevated position" (Dowden 101) Burke might have 

seen that infenor systems "were as unphilosophical as they were impracticabte, and that 

'the error consisted not in their being metaphysicai, but in their being false"' (ibid.). 



In consistency with his own principles, Burke incorporated al1 of  his expenence into 

theory: he "brings his totai self to  bear upon the subject of  his enquiry" (Dowden 104). 

In Burke's case, his "nature, complete in dl its parts an9 passions of  manhood, was 

profoundly religious" (ibid.), and he held both nature and society "to be a divineIy 

instituted order" (Dowden 106). For Burke: 

there was an element of rnysten in the cohesion of men in societies, in political 
obcdicncc, in the sanctity of contract; in al1 that fkbnc of lan- and charter and obligation, 
whether w-ritten or unwitten which is the sheltering bulwark between ci\ilitation and 
barbarism. (lbid.) 

Ultimately, the foundation of Burke's own theory is metaphysicai / mystical. Thus, in a 

sense, like those he cnticized, Burke too reduced "things concrete to speculative 

abstractions." For instance. his defence of  the "sublime obscurity" &ilgour 47) of  

govenunent rendering it beyond the understanding of  "any person" (Burke 70) no matter 

how "sagacious and o b s e ~ n g  he may be" (ibid.), according to Enlightenrnent thinkers 

was merely an appeal to mysticism. The Age of  Reason was at hand, and people in the 

late Eighteenth-Century were more than ever "conscious of their political rights" 

@ickinson 3). They no longer bought into the cult of the expert o r  to poiitical mysticism. 

lnstead, they had developed cntical views of "the power and policies of the anstocratic 

elite" (Dickinson 1) and communicated their ideas though a "flourishing urban political 

culture and an active press" (Dickinson 3). The debate on theory had manifested itself into 

a political reaiity. Radical politicai associations had begun spruiging up in England in the 

early 1790's to initiate popular reform and the general political climate was bustling. 

Burke's conservative stance did not allow for the sort of radical changes that the 

movement proposed yet he was not opposed to  political associations in general. His 

Th0ught.s on the Causes of the Present Discontents ( 1  770) was partly devoted to the 

defence of the Rockinham Whigs, whom he had worked for. Godwin also did not support 

rapid change, or any forma1 political association, for that matter. However, he argued 

against the extreme masures govemment employed to  repress the movement. 



2. PracricaZ Philosophy: Gochin. the Rrform Aiovemetzi and Pitr 's Repressiotz 

By 1792 the political atmosphere in London had intensified. On January 25 the 

London Corresponding Society (L.C. S .) came into being with shoemaker Thomas Hardy 

as its secretary. The society consisted mostly of middle class tradesmen and craftsmen. It 

quickly gained influence in London and established connections with similar associations 

throughout England and Scotland. In the tradition of Paine's doctrine of the natural 

inalienable rights of man, the L.C.S. did not accept the Burkean notion that "power could 

only be entnisted to the propertied elite-' (Dickinson 26). They believed that social and 

economic abuses could most effectively be dealt with by reforming the present system. A 

more equal representation in parliament, for instance, would help secure the general 

interest, and not merely the interests of the few land owners who dominateci the system. 

The L.C.S. and other similar societies were extra-parliamentary bodies that relied on 

infiuencing public opinion to achieve their goals. As political discussion clubs, they 

atternpted to educate the people about their political rights and to gain their scpport for 

reform. They did so by publishing petitions and pamphlets, soliciting the press, holding 

regular meetings and arranging conventions, ail of which were considered acceptable 

means of gaining public support. However, by 1792 moderate opinion in England 

experienced a shift fiom its former support of the French Revolution. Burke's Reflections 

had been the initial catalyst, but it was the confinnation of Burke's objections by an 

increasingly bloody revolution that was well beyond its early stages that changed more 

[r]evolutionary principles became mdissolubly wnnected in the public mind with mob 
violence, and the combination onl>- required a name to constitute a fully-formed pol i t id  
stereotype. The narne r a s  provided by Jacobinism, in which was surnmd up 
eve~&i.ng that was feared and hated in revolution. (Cobban 19) 



The conservative ruling class in England had becorne increasingly fearfiil of the radical 

movement on their own side of the channel and launched a concerted effort to quiet the 

protest. Over the next decade, governent exercised a vigorous policy of repression to 

effectively silence the refonn movement. Its objective was also to convince the public in 

general, and any moderate parliarnentary refomers such as the Fnends of the People, that 

the British radical movement (ofien referred to as the British Jacobins). like the French 

revolutionaries. airned to tear d o m  the existing social / political order- 

On May 2 1, 1792 Pitt's governrnent began its reign of repression with the Royal 

Proclamation against seditious writings. ' Church and King clubs throughout England 

supported the proclamation at their meetings and through the newspapers. By lune, Paine 

was charged with sedition on account of his second volume of ? l e  Rights of Mar? 

and by December he was convicted in absenria and sentenced to death.18 Apparently his 

first volume was tolerated the previous year because of its higher price; the second 

volume, however. was considerably more affordable, and, thus, offered the potential for an 

increased circulation. Paine supported the efforts of the radical movement and argued that 

'"the constitutional method (of gaining reform) would be by a general convention elected 

for the purpose"' (Thomis & Holt 9). Indeed, the reform movement made fiil1 use of 

convention-style tactics short of drawing up theu own constitution as Paine and also 

Joseph Gerraid had suggested. The aim of the convention was to unite the radical 

societies into a general program of reform, since in uni9 their prescriptions would cany 

more weight in secunng public and goveminental support. In December 1792, delegates 

from eighty radical associations met in Edinburgh to discuss proposais for universal 

l7 "The Royal Raclamation against seditious writings . . . called on ail loyai subjecü to min atternpts to 
subvert reguiar governrnent and called on magistrates to make diligent enquiries to discover the authors, 
pnnters and disseminators of seditious writings- Contemporaries beliwed that the proclamation had been 
precipitated by, and was specincally directed against, the Association of the Friends of the People; at the 
same time îhe decision mas taken to prosecute Paine for seditious liii" (Philp, Political and Philosophical 
Writings of William Godwin 7 1 ) . 
l8 in 1792 Paine fled to France. 



suffrage and annual parliaments. However. Thomas Muir. one of the leading delegates, 

delivered an address from the United Inshrnen in Dublin that was arguably seditious. and, 

also, the convention's protocol was strikingly similar to  that of the French assemblies. 

Despite these events, the convention reiterated that its stance was strictly refom-oriented. 

But on Novernber 15, 1793 Muir and a delegate from the Friends of the People, Reverend 

Thomas Palmer. were transported to Botany Bay after having been cunvicted of sedition. 

Palmer was sentenced to seven years; Muir received fourteen years. 

When Godwin heard of the sentences handed down to Muir and Palmer he was 

indignant. He wrote to the Momzng ChroriicZe that "a punishment the purpose of which is 

to inflict on such men slavery, degradation of soul, a lingering decay and final 

imbecility-can do nothing but exasperate men's minds, and wind up their nerves to 

decisive action" (Marshall, WiIZim G&in 134). In his statement, Godwin pointed out 

that the punishment of Muir and Palmer, instead of s e ~ n g  the public3 advantage, can 

only serve to  fùrther aggravate the already unstable political atmosphere. A few weeks 

prior to Godwin's letter to the Chronzcle, the Anglo-Scottish convention had reassembled 

at Edinburgh (November 19, 1793). Key representatives fiom both the L.C. S. and the 

Society of Constitutional Information (S.C.I.) were present. Hardy sent Joseph Gerrdd 

and Maurice Margarot as the L.C. S. representatives; Charles Sinclair and Henry Yorke 

represented the S.C.I.. The convictions of Muir and Palmer were still fresh in everyone's 

minds and it was evident that more arrests might occur. Nevertheles, the convention 

stood united and resolute. The delegates protested the recent government repression, 

argued for universal sufEage, and proposed the need for a secret assembly if govemment 

tried to restrict meetings. On December 6, the convention was broken up by Scottish 

officiais and its secretary, William Skirving from Kirkcapoldy, dong with Gerrald, 

Margarot, and Sinclair were charged with sedition. SkiMng and Margarot later received 

fourteen years' transportation, Sinclair was discharged, and Gerrald managed to secure 

bail with trial pending. 

2 3 



One month afler the break-up of  the convention in Edinburgh. Godwin finished 

revising PolifzcalJ~rstice. The book was in shops by February 1793 (which was poor 

timing considering England had just declared war on France weeks earlier). The Pitt 

administration did not react harshly to Godwin's treatise mainly because of its price. 

Indeed, Pitt reportedly cornmented that "a three guinea book could not do much harm in 

the class which was dangerous. precisely for want of guineas" (Smith & Smith 5 1). By 

way of cornparison, Burke's Reflectiorzs had sold for about one tenth the cost of Political 

Justice and Paine' s Rights of M m  for even less. Also, Godwin wrote for a highly 

educated audience and so presumably his influence was limited to the intelligentsia. Yet. 

despite its hi& price and sophisticated / visionary content, Polirical Justice made its mark 

for Godwin almost instantaneously: "[wlithin a few weeks of the appearance of that work 

. . . . [h]e was not merely made known to the public, but was ranked at once among men 

of the highest genius and attainments" (Brown 43). William Hazlitt described Godwin's 

idluence by stating that "[nlo work in our time gave such a blow to the phiiosophical mind 

of the country as the cetebrated Enqz~iry Corzcerning Political Justice" (Smith & Smith 

5 1). Indeed, Godwin "blazed as a sun in the firmament of reputation; no one was more 

taked of, more looked up to, more sought after, and wherever liberty, truth, and justice 

was the therne, his name was not far off7 (Smith & Smith 53). Crabb Robinson, a young 

playwright at the tirne, wrote retrospectively that he entered "fully into the spirit" 

(Kramnick 1 2) of Polirical Justice and t hat he "was willing even to become a martyr for it" 

( i d )  At least 4000 copies of Godwin's book sold initially and rnany of the purchases 

were reportedly a group effort. Godwin enjoyed his sudden popularity and wrote in his 

diary that "1 was nowhere a stranger . . . 1 was everywhere received with curiosity and 

kindness" (Kramnick 1 1- 12). Gerrald, whose triai was set for March 1 794, had aiso read 

Political Justice and after he contacted Godwin in the summer of 1793 the two men 

became friends. Godwin helped Gerraid prepare his defence for the upcoming trial; 

however, it was of no use. Gerrald's argument for the constitutional nght to agitate public 
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opinion for refom and his appeal to "universal reason" was turned down by the notorious 

Judge Braxfield. Gemald became yet another example for the radical movement to dwell 

on. He was sentenced to fourteen years' transportation in Botany Bay where he died five 

months afier his amival. Moreover, Pitt's repression. instead of quieting agitation for 

refom, served once again only to fùrther strengthen the convictions of the radicals. 

The rationale of the established order and of the radical movernent were such that 

both sides fervently believed themselves in the right. The radicals "denied revolutionary 

intent and they eschewed revolutionary means, believing that what they sought could be 

achieved by an agitation of public opinion" (Thomis & Holt 1 1 )  and that in accordance to 

these tenets they were acting within their constitutional rights. On the other hand, the 

government believed that its own rationale for supporting repressive rneasures was 

cornpletely justified. One view is that the intense political atmosphere in these times 

"provoked Pitt's government into the mistaken assumption that ideas which were 

revolutionary in their implications rnust be supponed by organizations with revolutionary 

designs" (Thornis & Holt 13). Like the French revolutionaries, the English radicals argued 

for universal suffrage and natural rights. They also conducted their meetings in the style of 

the French assemblies. It is at least conceivable, therefore, that government truly believed 

a revolution was imminent. However, it is more likelq. that governent  operated from the 

rationale that the reform movement had r e v o l u t i o n ~  potential. hdeed, "open-air 

meetings demanding parliamentary refonn were both a threat to the established political 

order and the precursors of revolutionary mobs demanding blood" (Thomis & Holt 12). In 

any case, the Pitt administration was not content to sit and watch which way the tide was 

flowing; the stakes were simply too high. The government was anxious in these times and 

its policy was understandably pro-active. However. justi@ng a pro-active policy that was 

also extremely repressive meant convincing the public that the radicals had revolutionary 

intent. And so when Pitt introduced rneasures to suspend Habeas Corps, he also had 

Thomas Hardy, the secretary of the L.C.S., and several others arrested on charges of high 
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treason. l 9  The trials that followed became a "landmark in the history of English liberty" 

(Marken xvii). Godwin's Cursory Srricrures played a significant role in altenng public 

opinion on the charges, and. therefore, in the eventual outcorne. 

Cursory Snictwes 

M e r  Gerraid7s transponation on May 2, 1794, the L.C.S. once again attempted to 

consolidate. In early A p d  they organized a meeting at Chaik F m  to "protest against the 

sentences on Gerraid and the others; three hundred members of the Constitutional Society 

expressed similar views" (Locke, Don 77). Plans for another convention were discussed 

but it was not going to happen; Pin reacted on May 12 by suspending Habeas C o t p s  and 

arresting Hardy for high treason. Soon after, John Home Tooke, John Thelwail and eight 

others were also arrested. The rnajority of the prisoners were held at the Tower of 

London to await further proceedings; a charge had to be drawn up and presented to the 

Grand Jury to determine if the case would go to trial or not. The penalty for high treason 

was death. On October 2, 1794 the "Right Honourable Sir James Eyre, delivered a charge 

to this jury in which he provided them with an interpretation of the statute, 25 Edward iII, 

under whch such a charge could be brought. The Grand Jury agreed that the accused had 

a case to answer" (P hilp, Politicai and Philosophical Works of WiiIiam G&+n 6 5 ) .  

Godwin's good fnend Thomas Holcroft also turned himself in afier hearing that he had 

been added to the list of conspirators. 

Eyre's charge was published in various newspapers and was also issued as a 

pamphlet. He argued that the radicals had conspired "to bnng the people together in 

convention in imitation of those National Conventions which we have heard of in France in 

order to usurp the government of  the country" (Eyre 140). Godwin had been away in 

lQ Suspendhg Hobear Corps  "ailowed the governrnent to hold the prisoners uithout charge for an 
indefinite period" (Woodcoçk, William Godwin t OS). 



Wanvickshire visiting his fiend Dr. Parr when he learned of Holcrofi's arrest, but he 

immediately returned to London to be of service. M e r  closely studying Eyre's charge, he 

w o t e  the Cwsoty Strictrira, whch was published anonyrnously in the Momitg Chronicle 

on October 2 1. The work was then repnnted in other newspapers and released as a 

parnphiet. 

Godwin focused on Eyre's interpretation of the law of high treason found in act 

25 Edwôrd III. The law was defined as "levying war against the king within the realrn, and 

the compassing or imagining the deat h of t he king" (Godwin, Cursory Stric~zires 1 48). 

Furthermore, a conviction required that "such cornpassing and imagination be manifested 

by some act or acts (proved by two witnesses) to  have been done by the party accused" 

(Eyre 132). Godwin argued that Eyre's description of the supposed crime, "a conspiracy 

to subvert the monarchy" (Eyre 135), did not "come within the letter of 25 Edward UI" 

(Godwin, Czrrsory Strictures 15 1) nor did it "come within the remoter instances 'upon 

which there have been adjudged cases"' (ibid.). In his charge Eyre adniitted that "the 

statute of Edward III, by which we are governed, hath not/declared this (which in al1 just 

Theory of Treason is the greatest of al1 Treasons) to  be High Treason" (Eyre 13 5-6), nor 

has any "lawgiver . . . ever ventured to contemplate it in its whole extent" (Eyre 136). 

However, Eyre attempted to justifL his charge by arguing that it necessarily contained 

within it "the compassing and imagining the death of the king." In other words, if 

someone "conspires to subvert the monarchy" then it should be obvious that one rnust aiso 

"compass and imagine the death of the king." Godwin's point was that Eyre had simply 

created "a new and portentous treason" (Godwin, Cursory Strictures 15 5) which he 

referred to as "a conspiracy to subvert the monarchy." Godwin argued. via Judge 

Blackstone's Commentaries on the h s  of England, that the main objective of aa 25 



Edward III was by means of statutory definition to prevent former inconveniences found in 

"ancient common law" (Godwin. Cursory S~rzcrrrres 156), whereby there "was a geat 

latitude left in the breast ofjudges, to determine what was treason, or not so." In ancient 

tirnes, mlers had the occasion to produce an "abundance of constructive treasons; that is, 

to raise, by forced and arbitrary constructions. offences into the crime and punishrnent of 

treason, which were never expected to be such" ( ibid) .  Godwin effectively raised doubts 

as to whether Eyre's charge was acceptable under the statute of Edward III. 

Furthemore, beyond the acceptability of the interpretive charge, Chief Justice Eyre 

also had to establish that there actually was a conspiracy. Eyre argued that a political 

association is subject to the law of high treason when "other purposes, besides those of 

Parliamentary Reform, and of the most traitorous nature, are hidden under this veii" 

(ibid.). Godwin stated: 

[tlhe purposes he may be supposed to mean, are those of his new-fàngled treason, of 
"conspiring to subvert the Monarchy." Thus, in the first place, we have an innocent 
purpose constituting the professeci object of this supposed association; and behind that 
the Grand Ju? are to discover, if the? can. a secret purpose, tota&. unlikc that which 
the associators professj and îhis purpose Chief Justice Eyre declares to be treason, 
con-, as he avowdiy confesses. to all la\-- precedent, and adjudicated cases. 
(Godwui, Cursory Stricrures 1 5 6-7) 

Godwin further declared that the "Chief Justice knows, for no man is ignorant, that there is 

not the shadow of evidence of such a conspiracy" (Godwin, Czrrsoty Stricfures 158) and 

that the "authors of the present prosecution probabiy hope, that the mere names of Jacobin 

and Republican will answer their purposes" (zbid.). 

The Cursory Stricfures provided an argument that attempted to demonstrate the 

constructive nature of Eyre's charge of high treason. In Godwin's view, the charge "was 

made up of ' hypothesis, presumption, prejudication, and conjecture"' (Marshall, Willam 

Godwin 136). Indeed, the public was swayed by Godwin's arguments, and "hstead of the 

guilt of the accused, little was heard of but the flagrancy of the charge', (ibid.). Although 



Godwin himself did not belong to any political association and argued in Po~itzcalJlrsrice 

that they are counter-productive to the advance of truth, he realized that the Treason 

Trials were less a debate about popuIar refonn than about individual fieedom. For 

instance: 

jilf the ne\v d o c t ~ e  of constructive treason were accepteci for the convenience of 
Governrncnt, it \vould bc thc end of judicial indcpcndencc and no man u-ould bc safc 
fiom h>pothetical crimes. It \vas not the prisoners who were on trial, but a sustem of 
govcmment. (Gclis 20) 

On October 25 a reply to the Cursory .%zctures was published in nie Times, most likely 

by Sir Francis Buller, in an attempt to regain public support for the Crown. The pamphlet 

in general restated Eyre's position and labeled the author of the Cursory Wctures as an 

"'officious and unprincipled scribler' who dared to raise objections, and finally cdled for 

his prosecution" (Marshall, WzIIzam Gcdwin 13 7). hterestingly enough, Godwin restated 

his arguments in a reply to Buller's article (released only as a pamphlet) and also wrote to 

Chief Justice Eyre apologizing for the "intemperate tone of some remarks in the Cursoty 

Strictures" (Locke, Don 83). In steadfast adherence to the tenets of Political Justice 

Godwin explained that his remarks "would have been more moderate . . . had he had more 

time for reflection for '1 cannot believe that tmth wiil ever be injured by a sober and 

benevolent style"' (Locke, Don 83-4). He in no way withdrew his arguments in the Ietter 

to Eyre, but admitted that his terminology was at times excessive, and, thus, not weil 

appointed. Godwin realized that he was fortunate to escape sedition charges for PoZztical 

Justice and he knew there was risk in writing the Cursory Strictures. However, he 

bdieved that in cornparison to the good that might result, the nsks were minimal. Godwin 

said before Gerrald's tria1 that it was an opportunity "'of converting thousands, and, 

progressively, millions, to the cause of reason and public justice'" (Marshall, William 

Gudvzn 2 34); the Treason Trials were another opportunity for doùig the same. 

The Trials began on October 28, 1794. Thomas Erskine, who previously defended 

Paine, represented the accused. The proceedings, although drawn out, ran smoothly, and 



by November 5 the first decision was handed d o m  by the jury. The L.C.S. founder and 

secretary, Hardy, was found not guilty. The possibility for a successfiil conviction after 

this point was unlikely since the prosecution's evidence was marginal in each case. On 

Novernber 22 the jury deliberated for under ten minutes in rendering a verdict of not euilty 

for the founder of the Constitutional Society, John Home Tooke. Holcroft, to his 

disappointment, rnissed the opportunity to deliver a victory speech in court when he was 

discharged without trial on December 1. Findly, Thelwall, the last of the accused made to 

stand trial, was discharged on December 5. Needless to say, there was much celebration 

among the reformers in their victory. The crown had misjudged the strength of its 

evidence in the attempt to secure convictions under the charge of high treason. 

Nonetheless, the shifi in momentum on the side of the reforrners was short-lived. The 

Constitutionai Society broke up shortly after the Treason Trials and the Friends of the 

People disbanded roughly a year Later. The most persistent association was the L.C. S., 

which remained intact and continued to forge ahead with its open-air meetings. ThelwalI, 

in place of Gerrald, was now the most able practical theonst and driving force of popular 

reform. On October 26, 1795 record crowds gathered to hear the speeches of both 

Thelwall and Bims in Copenhagen Fields. The L.C.S. took full advantage of King 

George's growing unpopularity due to food shortages and an unwanted recruiting policy 

and as many as 150,000 people amassed to join the protest. On the way to parliament a 

few days later, the King's coach was intercepted by a throng of protesters chanting 

'"[d]own with Pitt!' 'No War!' 'No King! "' (Marshall, WiIZiam Godwin I4 1). '4 window 

of the coach was broken by a Stone, which George III at first thought was gunfire. 

Merwards the empty vehicle was "destroyed by a mob calling for peace and bread 

(Philp. PoZitical and Philosophical Works of WzUzam Gocfwin 123). The goverment 

responded irnrnediately with the notonous Gagging Acts which were designed "to crush al1 

dangerous manifestations of dissent" (Dickinson 40) once and for all. Pitt introduced the 

Seditious Meetings Act and Grenville the Treasonable and Seditious Practices Act that 
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together "abrogated the freedom of speech, of assernbly. and of the press. Habeas Caps 

was suspended for the next eight years" (Marshall, William G b h z  14 1 ) .  

Cor zsiderations 

Godwin wrote the Comideratiorzs ott Lord Grernpille 's and M. Pirr 's Bill S. 

cottcenting Treasotzable m7d SeJitious Practices. mui Unlaufiil Assernblies between 

November 16-19 in an attempt to ward off the government's repressive measures and also 

to censure the activities of the L.C.S. The pamphlet was published on November 2 1, 1795 

and was signed by 'A Lover of Order.' Godwin focused on Grenville's bill which enacted 

"new treasons, or definitions of treason" (Godwin. Corniderations 2 18) and provided 

"against seditious practices under the denomination of misdemeanours" (ibid.). He 

wamed the public that "there is no case to which this bill may not be stretched; there is no 

offence. present or future, definite or indefinite, real or fictitious, that it rnay not be made 

to include" (Godwin, Comiderarzom 223). For instance, a seditious writing was now one 

that had a tendency "'to incite or stir up the people to hatred or dislike"' (Godwin, 

Consideraiions 220). Godwin declared that the word 'dislike' is a "sweeping term, that 

may mean anything or every thing that the prosecutor shall be pleased to understand by it!" 

i d ) .  He asserted that "the words of the bili are expressly calculateci to afFord the widest 

field for sophistry, and the most convenient recipe for quieting the awakened conscience of 

a delinquent jury or judge" (Godwin, Considerations 222). 

Godwin aiso criticized the L.C. S. for their method of reform. He argued that "[ilt 

is not, for the most part, in crowded audiences, that truth is successively investigated 

(Godwin, Comiderafiom 21 1). First of ail, lecturers do not exercise intellectual 

independence. Godwin argued that "though they rnay begin with the intention of 

communicating to their auditors the tone of their own minds, they finish with the reality of 

bartenng this tone for the tone of the auditors" (Godwin, Considerations 213). Second, 

he argued that the loud and passionate atmospheres of assemblies are not conducive to 
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reason. Presenting and examining arguments requires a more sober atmosphere in which 

one is able to maintain an active and Iaborious attention. Theiwall, the foremost lecturer of 

the L.C.S., was surprised and angered by Godwin's public criticism. The two were fnends 

and durine the previous year Godwin's Cursop Srrictures had helped to secure Thelwall's 

acquittal. This was not the first time that Thelwall had heard Godwin's arguments: "'he 

has fi-equently endeavoured to dissuade me from continuing my lectures. by arguments 

strong and convincing 1 suppose to him, though to me they appeared visionary and fbtile'" 

(Locke, Don 102). However. Thehdl  should not have been surprised at the 

CorzsÏderatÏom, for Godwin was being consistent with his principles. In Political Jusrice 

he argued that individuals, fiends or not, ought to be sincere in their criticism, and he also 

argued against political associations; "true to his teaching, Godwin was obiiged to censor 

his neighbour, to show his shortcomings, and thus to contribute to the formation of a more 

virtuous character" (Kramnick 47). Godwin argued that the public mind cannot be 

edightened in a swarmjng assernbly led by an "impatient and headlong reformer" (Godwin, 

Considerations 21 1). Instead, reform "must be carried on by slow, almost insensible steps, 

and by just degees" (ibzd.). Perpetual communication via discussion, reading and enquiry 

were Godwin's favourite methods. However, Thelwall was an intense activist who 

believed that moderation was simply "[a] compromise between right and wrong" 

(Kramnick 42) and "that effective reform cannot be achieved by writing quarto volumes 

and conversing with a few speculative philosophers" (Marshall, WiZZiam Godwin 142). 

Despite their opposing views Godwin and TheIwaiI became fnends again the 

following year (1 796). Godwin's practical involvement in politics had for al1 intents and 

purposes ended with the Considerations and, unlike the Cursory Strictures, it fâiled to 

generate any significant public response. The Gagging Acts went into effect by December 

1795 and the radical movement in England went into its final deciine. The L. C. S. 

continued on sporadically in 1796 but the infiltration of governent spies and the constant 

threat of prosecution greatly impeded its activity. Godwinian philosophy, despite its acute 
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separation fiom the ideas of the popuiar movement. was by and large associated ulth it 

and, in proportion to the conservatives' gainin9 of control, Godwin more and more 

"became a creature of abhorrence" (Marken n-iii-xix). 

3. G&in 's FaU from Popz~larity 

Godwin's general adherence to his own principles as the tide of opinion shifted 

encouraged his critics to new heights. The second edition of PoiiticalJustzce came out in 

1796, and, despite some modifications, he clairned that "the spirit and great outlines of the 

work . . . remain untouched" (Godwin, PJ 72). Burke's incensed reaction to the work was 

not surpnsing. He labeled Political Jz~stice as "'[plure defecated Atheism, the brood of 

that putnd carcase [sic] of the French Revolution"' (Smith & Smith 53). Indeed among 

conservatives Godwin "stood condemned as the pre-erninent English philosophical disciple 

of Rousseau and Helvetius who were by now accepted as" the ideological instigators of 

"the terror" (Kramnick 1 3). In Paine's absence, Godwin became the target of conservative 

"counter-revolutionary propaganda" (Dickinson 30). Anti-Jacobin newspapers and 

magazines, in order to discredit the radical movement, unjustly linked reform objectives to 

Godwin's visionary schemes (Kramnick 13). Of course, in Political Justice, Godwin had 

argued against revolution and against political associations. 7he Anfi-Jacobzn Re* also 

scurrilously attacked Godwin's open relationship with Mary Wollstonecraft by satirizing 

"'the promiscuous intercourse of the sexes, as one of the highest improvements to result 

fiom PolitzcaZ Justice "' (Krarnnick 14). The "tiberated couple" (Krarnnick 1 3). to the 

further deiight of critics, eventually succumbed to convention when Wollstone& becarne 

pregnant and rnarried Godwin. However, pointing out his failure to link theory with 

practice on the marriage issue was valid criticism and not merely a cheap shot. Godwin 

was rarely inconsistent with his doctrine and so this deviation is well noted. 



In a letter to Thomas Wedgwood, he atternpted to justifL the contradiction by explaining: 

[t 1 he doctrine of m)- 'Political Justice' is- that an anachment in some degree permanent, 
bctu-ccn two pcrsons of thc oppositc sexes is right, but that rnamagc, as practised in 
European countries, is ~ ~ o n g .  1 still adhere to that opinion. Nothing but a regard for 
thc happincss of the indi\i;idual, w-hich 1 had no right to injure. could have induced me to 
submit to an institution which 1 wish to see abolished and \%hich 1 would recummend 
to my fellow--men, never to practise. but nith the greatest caution. (Quoted by Wade 
287) 

Godwin re-af£irrned his explanation in the Mernoirs of Mary Woiistonecrafl when he said 

that it was for Mary's sake that he subMtted to the institution as she was "'unwilling, and 

perhaps with reason, to incur that exclusion from the society of many valuable and 

excellent individuals, which custom awards in cases of this sort"' (Wardle 286). 

Unfominately, the maniage was short-lived, for Wollstonecraft died From complications 

shortly after giving birîh to their daughter, ~ a r y ~ O  The Memoirs m e  out the following 

year in 1798 and was immediately derided by the Anti-Jacobins "as a 'convenient Manual 

of speculative debauchery"' (Marsha& Amrchist Writii~gs 20). Godwin, for the most 

part, ignored the blatant jabs of his conservative critics. However, it is difficult to imagine 

that he was not genuinely affected by the defection of fnends. 

Godwin' s Thmghts Occasioned By nie PemsaZ of Dr. P m  's Spiral Sermon 

(1 80 1) is a reply to Reverend Thomas Malthus's E s q  on the Principle ofPoplation 

( 1 798), Mackintosh's n e  L4W of Norure and Nations (1 799) and Dr. Parr 's Spiral 

Sermon (1800). Al1 three argued against Political Justice, but according to Godwin 

Malthus was the only one interested in the investigation of tnith, and, thus, the process of 

argument. 

20 Mary Godwin, in the tradition of her parents, grew up to be a powemil witer herself. In 1814 she 
eloped with the young Godwinian poet, Perq Bysshe Shelley. Shelley had written to Wiliiam Godwin in 
1812 wiih hopes of meeting the long lost author of Politicnl Justice. As their relationship developed, 
Shelley also became interested in Godwin's daughter. Mary Godwin eventuallj* marri& Shelley in 18 16 
and at age 2 1 published het fïrst novel, FrcmXrenstein. 



Mackintosh's EhJicae GafIÏcae had been one of the more thoughtful replies to 

Burke's Reflectimrri, but before Burke died in 1797 Mackintosh personally retracted his 

former arguments. M e r  his reconciliation to Burke he reportedly said that "never again 

could he think of revolution without a shudder" (Locke, Don 16 1). In February 1799, 

Mackintosh began a series of lectures entitled 7he Lnw of Nazirre mtd NatÏ01z.s in which he 

leveled an insincere and abusive attack on his fnend Godwin. To begin, he did not name 

Godwin in his attacks yet "everyone knew how closely the 1799 lectures of which the first 

'Discourse' ody was ever published, applied to Godwin" (Pollin xx). Godwin stated that 

"Mr. Mackintosh's plan, it seems, did not admit of his naming specifically any individual 

political &ter of the present day" (Godwin, fiaughts 306). Since Godwinian "sincerity" 

stresses the importance of honest communication, he thought Mackintosh should have 

been sincere in bringing the charges forward. Also, Godwin asserted that Mackintosh's 

attack was couched in abusive generalities that referred to "men who, in the pursuit of a 

transient popularity. have exerted their art to disguise the most miserable common-places 

in the shape of paradox" (Godwin, Zhoughts 302) or to  "the promulgators of absurd and 

monstrous systems" or of ccshailow metaphysicians--sophists swelled with insolent 

conceit" (ibid.). In replying tu Mackintosh, Godwin asked for basic argumentative 

consideration: 

I should r d ?  be happy to met  you as a 1item-j- antagonist: for 1 should rejoice to have 
the rnistakes into which I may have faIlen corrected, and 1 know no man so cumpetent 
to the task as yourself. But, if you condescend to refiite my errors, T should very 
eamestiy wish that you would console me. by the Liberdie and generosity of your m e r ,  
for the philosophical patience which the task of seeing his systerns demoliçhed would 
require fiorn an). human being. It would be a consolation, not to my personai feelings 
merely, but upon general principles . (Godwin, Thoughts 3 O3 4) 

Godwin was hurt and surprised by the unphilosophical and persona1 nature of 

Mackintosh's attack. The author of P'I~rdicae GafIicae had become "the prince of the 



apostates" (Locke, Don 162) and he was well-rewarded with "a government appointment 

in India and a consequent knighthood" (ibid). Ir is interesting to note that "Mackintosh's 

memoirs of 1835 confessed that his 1799 lectures had 'approached immorality"' (Pollin 

a). 

Before the end of 1799 another anti-Godwinian emerged. by the name of Reverend 

Robert Hall. whose sermon entitled Modem I@delity Comidered attacked "at Ieast by 

implication . . . the Godless morality of Godwin and Hume" (Locke, Don 1 63).21 Most 

surprising, however, was Parr's attack. In January of 1800 Godwin had sent a copy of his 

recentiy published SZ. Leon: A Tule of the Sirteenth Ceniury to Parr, and with it a letter 

speaking of Mackintosh's apostasy. In the Si. Leon preface Godwin incorporated the 

"domestic aEctions"--a person's attachrnents to family and friends, or other acquaintances 

he cares about--into what Parr called Godwin's system of "universal philanthropy" 

(Godwin, Thoughis 3 12) and what Godwin referred to as utility or justice (the greatest 

general good). 

In Po[itica~Justice Godwin recornmended "the impartial treatment of every man in 

matters that relate to his happiness7' (Marshall, Amchisr Writings 67), and, furthemore, 

that because we are not comected with one or two beings but %th a society, a nation, 

and in some sense the with the whole family of mankind" (Marshall, Anarchist Writings 

68) our duty binds us to do everything in our power to promote the general weil being 

short of weakening ourselves in the task itself. Parr agreed with Godwin's basic principle 

of justice / utiIity. However, the danger of Godwin's system, Parr argued, is that it 

requires that we put ourselves "in the place of an impartial spectator" (Godwin, 771ought.s 

361) in which we are fkee "and uninfluenced by Our prejudices" (ibid.). 

21 At age 44 Godwin gave up Atheism in fav~w of a vague theism inspireci through corrversations with 
his fiend Coleridge. Godwin's theism "wnsists in a reverent and soothing contemplation of ail îhat is 
beautifid, grand, or mystexious in the system of the universe, and in a certain conscious intercourse and 
conwpondence with the principles of these attributes, without aîtempting the idle task of developing and 
defining it" (Smith & Smith 57). 



For instance, if the opportunis, arose to help a large group of strangers in need at the 

expense of neglecting an individual famiiy member, then the principle ofjustice says one 

ought to help the strangers. Parr criticized "universal philanthropy" (Cod* Thoirghts 

3 1 3) as a threat to the moral order. 

Godwin admitted in the preface to S. Leon that Political Justice had treated the 

domestic affections or the ordinary and "most practicable. motives of vinue" (Godwin, 

ntozrghts 320) "with no degree of indulgence or favour" (Godwin, l3otight.s 3 14) and that 

upon fùrther examination he realized that "they are not incompatible with a profound and 

active sense ofjustice in the mind of him that cherishes them" (ibid). He pointed to his 

Memoirs of the Author of a ~Nidicatio~z of the fights of Wommi ( 1798) for funher 

clarification. He stated: 

[a] sound morality requires that nothing human should be regarded by us as 
indifkrcnt; but it is ïrnpossiblc we should not fcel the strongest interest for thosc persons 
whom we h o w  most intimately. and whose welfâre and s'rnpathies are united to our 
own. Tme wisdom \vil1 recommend to us individual attachments; for with them our 
mincis are more thoroughly maintaineci in activit). and life than they can be under the 
privation of them, and it is better that man should be a Living king, than a stock or a 
Stone. True virtue wïll sanction this recomrnendation: since it is the object of kirtue to 
produce happiness; and since the man who tives in the mi& of domestic relations, id 
have many opportwiities of conferring pleasue, minute in detail, set not tri\-iaI in amount, 
without interfering with the purposes of general benevolence. NI, by kïndling his 
sensibilic, and harmoniang his soul, t h 9  may be expected, if he is endowed with a 
liberal and manly spirit, to render him more prompt in the seMce of strangers and the 
public. (Godwin, iririoughts 3 14-5) 

Thus Godwin recognized the daim of the domestic affections and argued that their 

acceptance does not alter the principle ofjustice / utility but is beneficial to its practice. Of 

course, he qualified the extent of influence that the domestic affections should have and 

warned that they "are liable to excess. Each must be kept within its bounds, and have 

rigorous lirnits assigned it. 1 must take care not to love, or so to obey my love to my 

parent or child, as to intrench upon an important and paramount public good (Godwin, 

Thoughts 321). Parr retumed the copy of Si. Leon to Godwin and in a note mentioned 

that he had not bothered to read it. 



Godwin had been aware of Parr's criticism that a sound norality must recognize 

the domestic affections. In Poli~zcal Jlcstice he had dowplayed them and so thought that 

Parr would approve of and support the revisions in St. Leon. However, he was mistaken. 

Parr's reply came about in public before the Lord Mayor of London on April 15, 1800, 

when, in his Spitd Semon, he attacked Godwin on his ideas of "universai philanthropy." 

Once again, Godwin was attacked by a former fiend. Parr had not criticized Political 

Justice during its four year stretcli of popularity and celebration. Rather, it seems that only 

after the barrage of criticism had begun was Parr able to join the ranks, or. as Godwin said. 

"he has condescended to join a cry, after it had already become loud and numerous" 

(Godwin, 17lm1gh~~ 3 1 1). 

Malthus's E s q  on Poplafion was more well-received by Godwin than either 

Mackintosh's or Parr's criticisms since it was not engendered by any personal disiike or 

political b i s ;  rather. it was onered in the spirit of sincere communication: 

1 approach . . . the author of the E s s q  on Population with a sentiment of unfeigned 
approbation and respect. The general strain of his argument does the highcst honour to 
the lîberality of his mind. He has neither laboured to excite htrd nor contempt against 
me or my tenets: he has argued the questions between us' just as if they had never b e n  
made a therne for political party and the intrigues of faction: he has argua just as if he 
had no end in view, but the investigation of evidence, and the development of truth. 
(Godui4 771oughts 345) 

Malthus advanced the view, based on an empiricd study, that population naturally 

advances more rapidly than the means of its subsistence. What keeps population in check 

is inequality and the "vice and misery" (Godwin, 271oughts 349) which necessarily 

accompanies it. In other words, the only sufficient check to a state of severe 

over-population, and thus mass suffering, is a certain smdler but necessary degree of 

suffering. Godwin's perfectibility and "every attempt . . . to improve the condition of 

mankind is" (Godwin, Z'hmghts 350) thus "to be viewed with an eye of jealousy" for its 

tendency to "drive al1 vice and misery fiom the face of the earth, would, if it could be 

realised, prove to be one of the most intolerable calamities with which the human species 



can be afflicted (ibid). Godwin accepted Malthus's "ratios of population and 

subsistence" (Godwin, 73ozrghrs 3 6 8 )  and was encouraged by the "valuable acquisition to 

the science of political econorny" that they bring. However, he disagreed mith Malthus's 

conclusions "that vice and misery are the only sufficient checks upon increasing 

population" and that therefore "there is an obstacle of such a nature in the way to any 

edraordinary improvement in society, as we can never entertain the hope to overcome" 

(ibzd. ). 

Godwin argued that prudence will increasingly act as a significant check to 

overpopulation. For instance, consider a future society "in which a great degree of 

equality and an ardent spirit of benevolence are assumed to prevail" (Godwin, n>oz~ghzs 

365). At this stage of development, citizens "understand the interests of the community" 

(Godwin, 7harghls 366) and "conceive of the whole society as one extensive household" 

(Godwin, 77>mghts 367). With a full realization of the dangers of overpopulation, these 

citizens will moderate their sexual activities in order that reproduction rates are heaithy for 

the public at large. Or, they will have devised other acceptable means of cuntrolling 

procreation. Godwin stated: 

[ijf 1 look to the fùture, 1 cannot so despair of the virtues of man to submit to the most 
obvious rules of p~~dmce,  or of the facdties of man to strikc out remedics as yet 
unknown, as to conceive me that we ought to sit dom for ever contented with ail the 
oppression, abuses and inequali~, whch we now find htened on the neclis, and 
withering karts, of so great a portion of our species. (Godwin, Thoughrs 3 68-9) 

Godwin's belief in the "progressive nature of man, in knowledge, in virtuous propensities, 

and in social institutions" (Godwin, Thoughts 3 36) did not allow him to wnceive that the 

principle of population was enough to render improvement impossible. tndeed, "Malthus 

ultimately adopted Godwin's check of prudence as counterbalance of the 'vice and misery' 

that his first edition of the E q  on the Principle of Population proposed as inevitable" 

(Pollin xxi). 



Malthus' second edition incorporated "moral restraint" as a plausible preventative 

measure. He said: 

[hlowever poiverful ma? be the impulses of passion the? are generally in some degree 
modifiai by reason. And it does not seem entirelu vision- to suppose that, if the true 
and permanent auses of pove-- were cleari>- eqdauied and forcibly brought home to 
each man's bosom it would have some and perhaps not an inconsiderable influence on 
his canduct. (quoted in Locke, Don 288) 

Yet despite the concession to Godwin's argument, Malthus was not ready to give up his 

original thesis; plus, his E s q  was increasingly gaining popularity. The ruling class "found 

in Malthus's phase of the 'dismal science' an excuse for ruthlessly discountenancing dl 

improvement in the condition of the working classes" (Pollin xxi). Moreover, Godwin, 

who had not "exhausted the subject which the author of the E s s q  on PopZatzon" 

(Godwin, Thoughts 367) had led him to  consider, later devoted considerable t h e  writing 

Of PopIation. which appeared in 1820. In this work he questioned the vdidity of 

Malthus's ratios without using his earlier argument about prudence. The work never 

gained any real momentum and was largely passed over 

Perhaps the rnost relevant points in Godwin's fioughts, at teast in relation to this 

thesis, which focuses on Godwin's perfectibility and communication theory, are his 

concluding remarks. He said: 

[i]n these s h w ,  arnong other topics, I have thought proper to develop the personalities 
which have been directed against me, and the treatrnent I have endured. But I am fiilly 
aware that there is nothing singular in rny case. It is part of a great plan. It  is on this 
account the more fitting in me to have called the public attention to it. (Gdwin, 
l710ught.s 369) 

Godwin was refeming to the nature of  the attacks fiom both Mackintosh and Parr, and 

consistent with his principles, seized the opportunity for improvement by offering a brief 

but poignant critique of theû comunication. He criticized Parr and Mackintosh for 

"placing a barrier against discussion" and thus, for being "adversaries of the progressive 

nature of  man (ibid.)." 



Indeed: 

[tlhe maxims, upon the d i s c o v e ~  and establishment of which our Fathers of the Iast 
ccntuc- pridcd thcmsclvcs, arc rcvcrsd. Discussion is no Longcr rcgardd as onc of the 
great sources of benefit to man. The principles and practices of toleration among us 
hang by a vcry slcndcr thread. Ail dcclamation, and ai1 liccnscd argument. m u s  be on 
one side. The questions no\- proposai to a reasoner, are not, Do you argue \\-el13 Are 
the principles on which your theon rests sound? Do Four premises sufficient1~- sustain 
and make o u r  conclusions? But, are your arguments cast in the mould of AristotIe, 
Bacon and Hooker, of Grotius. PuffendorfF and Vattel. (Ibzd. ) 

Godwin stresseci that "poor communication" impedes the advancernent of intellect and 

declarnation removes the opportunity for a baianced interchange of ideas. Al=. instead of 

analyzing doctrines in order to offer sincere criticism, the practice had been to lwnp 

arguments into a comrnon rnold and to either approve or disprove of them according to the 

creed of which they belong. Parr, and especiaiiy Mackintosh, according to Godwin, 

showed themselves in their separate essays to be practitioners of this sort of "poor 

communication." Without a good understanding of his arguments and with little or no 

reference to them, Godwin was pigeonholed and depicted as "a wretch, who only wanted 

the power, in order to prove himself as infernal as Robespierre" (Godwin, ï?zmghts 308). 

However, as stated earlier, Political Jmice did not easily admit of classification, especiaily 

in reference to the categories established by Burke and Paine. Godwin was merely guilty 

by associationt he had falIen "in one common grave with the cause and the love of liberty" 

(Godwin, ïhoughts 284). The ideas of the Frenchphilosophes, which had influenced both 

the American Declaration of Independence and the French Revolution, were now looked 

upon with disdain. PoliticalJzstice, which was heavily uitluenced by the writings of Swift 

and the philosophes, was experiencing the same piight. Philosophical "theories and 

innovation" (Godwin, ï?zoughts 298) relating to the irnprovement of institutions and 

society had becorne a feared and increasingly b a n d  topic. 



However, despite his unpopulanty Godwin maintained his belief in the perfectibility of 

man. He stated in the final rernarks of 7hozghrs: 

[fior myself 1 firmiy believe that days of greater \%tue and more ample justice ni11 
dcsccnd upon the carth: and in thc mcan tirnc. 1 mil1 not hold it for rn>- consolation and 
Iusuc. fond>- to imagine the throne of ignorance and vice is placed on so fim a basis 
that it can ncwr bc rcmovcd. ( G d w h  Thoughrs 3 74) 

1 have attempted in this first chapter to situate Godwin historicdly so that we 

might gain some insight into his proposals for change and improvement. We have seen 

that his position within the debate on France was unique for he did not support revolution, 

nor did he believe that govemment could lead the way toward social improvement. 

Rather, he thought that sincere and rational communication among small groups of people 

offered the best hope for improving individuais so that institutions in turn could advance in 

accordance to the level of public understanding. 1 now wish to proceed to a more 

philosophical enquiry in Chapter Two. and focus specifically on Godwin's theoretical 

foundations for perfectibility 



The main task of Godwin's Enquiry Cuncenzing Pokical.hstice is to find the best 

means of improving society. Godwin asks, "[hlow may the individuals of the human 

species be made to contribute most substantiaiiy to the general improvement and 

happiness?" (Godwin, PJ 79). According to Godwin, there are two ways of affecting 

change in society: either by reason or by coercion. He argues against the latter, which 

refers to change enforced by the state through a system of Iaw (positive institution). or to 

change forced by the people through revolution, and in favour of the former, which reIates 

to his belief in the perfeaibility of man, that is, in our ability to continually improve the 

human understanding and thus, Our general condition. The following is a gioss of 

Godwin's overall position / arguments on coercion vs. reason (which are presented in 

Chapter III in detail), dong with a brief explanation of his understanding of human 

perfectibility which leads us into the specific aspects of the theory. 

Positive I~tstitution 

Godwin argues against change enforced by positive institutions for they "do not 

content themselves with requiring rny assent to  certain propositions" (Godwin, PJ 203). 

Rather, it is "in the very nature of these institutions that there is inctuded a sanction, a 

motive either of punishment or reward, to induce me to obedience" (ibid.). In other 

words, "[gJovemment is nothing but regulated force" (Godwin, PJ242), and "force is its 

appropriate claim upon your attentiony7 (ibid.). Thus, the state determines what is best for 

society and enfiorces its nile. The result, Godwin argues, is a system that damages the 

mord independence of individuals since they are cont indy "exposed to the perpetual 

interference of decrees, instead of arguments" (Godwin, PJ 205). And so acting in 
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accordance with government teaches people ultimately to neglect the dictates of their own 

understanding and to obey commands based on the threat of punishment or the desire for 

reward. 

Re volution 

Godwin argues against change forced by violent revolution for although it "is 

engendered by an indignation against tyranny, [it] is itself ever more pregnant with 

tyranny" (Godwin, PJ 269). He claims that revolution is self-contradictory since it 

prescribes precisely what it condemns. i-e., the use of force as opposed to reason, or 

simply the imposition of will upon one Party by another. Godwin believes revolutisn not 

only discourages hope for social improvement but idames the "mutual animosity and 

variance" ( G o d w i ~  PJ 272) already existing between the opposing parties. He argues 

that there are few conditions as ill-suited to the "cultivation ofjustice and the diffusion of 

benevolence" (ibid.) as violent revolution. 

Reuson - Open Communication 

Godwin believes that the alternative to coercive change depends on the cultivation 

of reason. He argues that improwig the human understanding offers us the best hope of 

improving Our general condition. Thus, his account relies on the process of human 

pexfêctibility. The main idea is that irnproved reasoning will foster the moral development 

of individuals by better equipping them with an understanding of what is truly good I 

desirabIe. Godwin argues that his conversational theory of social communication is the 

best vehicle upon which the improvement of reason, and thus morality, depends. The 

theory asserts, in opposition to communication in mass assemblies, that sincere 

conversation arnong small group s of people (open communication) encourages reasoning 

and independent thought; e s t ,  because open communication promotes contemplation, 

impartial criticism and personai judgment; and second, because sincere conversers can 
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more accurately assess each other's opinions when every man is told "the truth regardless 

of the dictates of worldly prudence and custom" (Godwin, PJ 3 1 2). 

Indeed, Godwin envisions a society of individuals who through the practice of open 

communication learn to morally guide and constrain each other. The continuai 

improvement of morality among individuals noted in their "more fully autonomous, 

rational and benevolent" (Philp, Gadwin 's PoliticalJtrstice 1) behaviour will ultimately 

lead to a society managed according to the dictates of reason and the best argument. At 

such time there will no longer be a need for coercive institutions. 

Godwin's ideas appear to embody the prototype of Enlightenment philosophy 

which held that '"reason could achieve al1 knowledge, supplant organized religion and 

ensure progress towards happiness and perfection"' (Saul40). It is Godwin's faith in the 

power of reason and in the perfectibiiiiy of man that l ads  him to speculate that beyond the 

cessation of government, we will eventually live in Utopia: 

[tlhere will be no war, no crimes, no administration of justice, as it is called, and no 
government. Beside this, there mil1 be neither disease, anguish, melancholy, nor 
resentment. Every man wiii seek, with ineffible ardour, the g d  of dl. Mind will be 
active and eager, yet never disappointed. Men Ri11 see the progressive advancernent of 
virtue and good, and feel that, if things occasionally happen cuntrary to thei. hopes, the 
m i s e a g e  itseff vas a necessq part of that progress. (Godwin, PJ 777) 

It is important to note that Godwin's depiction of Utopia, found near the end ofPoliticaI 

Jusrice, is "given only as a matter of probable conjecture" (ibid.) and exists apart from the 

main arguments of the work. However, his Utopian notions provide the opportunity to 

clarify the meaning of perfectibîlity in his philoscphy. The influence Swift had on Godwin 

in relation to perfectibility is apparent, for Godwin's vision of humanity's distant future 

closely resembles Swift's Utopian society in the Fourth Voyage of GulZzber 's Tmels .  



In this work, "Lemuel GuIliver . . . on tiis final journey of discovery, had found himself in 

the land of the Houyhnhnms, a race of intelligent horses living the life of reason" (Locke, 

Don 8). Resembling Godwinian individuals, they too beiieve that '"our institutions of 

governrnent and law were plainly owing to our grave defects in reason, and by 

consequence in virtue; because reason done is sufficient to govern a rational creature"' 

( d )  Wedel's interpretation of Swift's tale is that Gulliver occupies a position 

somewhere between the Houyhnhn~~ a perfectly rationai creature, and the Yahoo, a 

creature anatomically similar to human beings but characterized as predorninantiy irrational 

and as driven by the basest of appetites. In other words, hurnanity is characterized by its 

dud  nature in Swift's portrayal; we are complex creatures of both reason and appetite. 

We are "rafionis c ~ "  (Wedei 9 1). 

The reason for digressing into interpretations of Swift is to bring out an important 

distinction between his and Godwin's conception of perfectibility. While it is true that the 

Houyhnhnms provide a striking resemblance to the enlightened Godwinian individual, 

there is one key difference between the two. Humans, according to Godwin, are not 

perfect creatures. Rather, they are perfectible, "or in other words susceptible of perpetuai 

improvement"(Marshail, Anarchisi WHtfizgs 6 1). In contrast, Houyhnhnms by their very 

nature are perfectly rationd beuigs. We are even told that the etymoiogy of the word 

Houyhnhnm means the perfection of nature (Swift 255): 

[a]s these noble Houyhnhnms are endowed by nature with a general disposition to ail 
virtues, and have no conceptions or ideas of what is eM1 in a rationd crcaime, so their 
grand - is to cultivate reason, and to be wholly govemed by it. Neither is reason 
among thern a point problematical as with us, whcre men can argue uith plausibility on 
bath sides of the question; but strikes you with hunediate conviction; as Ï t  must needs 
do where it is not mingied, obscure4 or discoloured by passion and interest. (Swift 288) 

Hence, both Houyhnhnms and Godwinian individuals share the "grand maxim" of 

cuhivating reason. The Houyhnhnms, however, exhibit no improvement toward becoming 

rational and thus moral, for they are created passionless; they already are perfectly rational. 

Don Locke believes that Godwin's conclusions suggest "[p]olitical justice is not just 



imaginable, it is inescapable. Men may be Yahoos now. but one day they will--indeed 

must--becorne Houyhnhnms" (Locke, Don 99). Locke's strict equation of the 

Houyhnhnms with Goduinian individuais suggests that humans themselves are perfectible 

in the sense that we are "capable of beino brought to perfection" (Marshall, Atmchist 

Writings 61). However, perfectibility for Godwin rneans that we are capable of being 

"continually made better and receiving perpetual improvement; . . . . If we could arrive at 

perfection, there would be an end to Our improvement" (Marshall, Amrchist Wrztings 

61-2). Thus, Godwinian individuals share reason as a grand maxirn with Swift's 

Houyhnhnms not because humanity wili eventually evolve into a completely rational nature 

devoid of the passions, but bvcause in time and through the cultivation of our rational 

individuality we will become aware of what is truly good / desirable. 1 now present 

Godwin's theory of human perfectibility in greater detail. 

Basis of Pejectzbility 

Godwin's belief in the perfectibility of man provides an ideal view of the future. 

Because we are able to improve, we will eventually create a more just world, a world, 

according to Godwin, where individuals are motivated by a concern for the general good. 

His belief in human perfectibility is supporteci by three theoretical principles: 

I. n e  characters of merl origirrate in thezr extenml circltmstmzces. 

II. n e  actions of men are neces- [the doctrhe of necessityJ 

III. n e  volmtcny actions of men ongimte in their opinio~zs~ 

Before analyzing each of these principles, 1 will first consider them in a broader context or 

within the "big picture" of perfectibility . 



The first principle suggests that our moral character is determineci by extemai 

circumstances. or, in other terms, our character is a product of what we leam through 

experience. Godwin daims "that there are no innate pnnciples. that we are at binh neither 

virtuous nor vicious" (Locke, Don 54). Second, the doctrine of necessity states that our 

actions could not have happened in any other ways than those in which they did; necessity 

"moves out of the area of caprice and accident (fiee will), into the ara of sure causation" 

(Smith & Smith 29). The doctrine of necessity cornplements Godwin's first theoreticai 

premise, for it supports that a given set of extemal cucumstances must necessarily cause 

the formation of a specific character. Therefore, "necessity l a d s  us to the greatest efforts 

to influence for good the formation of men's characters" ( ibid)  Ma the provision of the 

appropriate eaernal circumstances. Third, in accordance with principles 1 and 2, if we 

provide extemal circumstances that are conducive to the necessary generation of a good 

character, then it follows that the opinions of that character must dso be good. Godwin's 

third principle states that the voluntary actions of men originate in their opinions; 

therefore, if their opinions are good then so too must be their c o n d u ~ t . ~ ~  1 now discuss 

each principle in more depth. 

I. n e  Characters of Men Orzginate in their Exlemal C i m m m c e s  

Before discussing the opening principle it is of benefit first to look at Godwin's 

definition of mind. Godwin borrows his conception of rnind fiom the tradition of British 

Empiricism, chiefly fiom Locke and Hume. Briefly, Godwin refers to mùid as a series of 

thoughts "linked together so as to produce the complex notion of unity or personal 

identity" (Godwin, PJ 97). Whether or not thought exists within any particular substratum 

remains questionable for "[wle know nothing of the substance or substratum of matter, or 

*' It seerns inmnsisîent to hold that the actions of men are ngessary and that they are voluntary. 1 hope 
to take some of the strangeness out of this claim later by differentiating Godwin's neçessity h m  what he 
caUs Hartley's "material automatism." 



of that which is the recipient of thought and perception'' (ibid. )- However, if there is one 

thing that "we know more certainiy than another, it is the existence of our own thoughts, 

ideas, perceptions or sensations (by whatever term we may choose to express them)" 

(ibid.)- 

Like Hume, Godwin is a skeptic; we are familiar with Our thoughts but the exact 

nature of what causes them is unknown. Godwin states that "[wle are indeed wholly 

uncertain whether the causes of our sensations, bat, colour, hardness and extension . . . be 

in any respect similar to the ideas they produce" (ibid.). Like Locke, Godwin beIieves that 

the "mind" pnor to experience is a "blank date" or tabula rara. The theory asserts :hat 

al1 ideas corne fiom experience: "[olur understanding receives ideas in the Mme way that a 

blackboard receives chalk marks imprinted upon it" (Sahakian 154). 

Godwin's first theoretical pnnciple, based on Locke's tabula rasa, is that the 

development of mord character originates in extemal circumstance as opposed to 

developing fiom ideas that exist prior to experience. He argues "that there are no innate 

principles" (Locke, Don 54) and thus "we are at birth neither virtuous nor vicious" (zbzd.). 

Godwin states: 

the actions and dispositions of men are not the o f f s p ~ g  of any ori@ bias that they 
bring into the world in fkvour of onc sentiment or character rathcr than another, but 
flou. entirely fiom the operaiion of circumstances and events acting upon a fàculty 
of receiving sensible impressions. ( G o d k i n ,  PJ 98) 

Godwin's aim in saying that Our moral character is not formed prior to experience is to 

establish a key point in support of perfêctibility. His claim is that a change in a person's 

external circurnstance should also produce a change in his or her character. Furthemore, a 

change in the external circumstances for the better should produce a change in his or her 

character for the better. Thus, the seeds of human improvement are sown. 

In dealing with objections to the tabula rasa prernise, Godwin's focus is on the 

following two alternatives: innate pnnciples of judgment and original differences in animal 

structure. Each alternative contends with perfixtibility in its own way. First, if innate 



principles exist. then possibly the moral character of individuais, and thus their actions, are 

the result of an original bias that they bring into the world with them. Godwin's 

perfectibility relies on the belief that individual moral character is not fixed but malleable. 

Second, the idea that there are original differences in Our structure presents difficulty for 

Godwin because perfectibility depends upon the development of reason in everyone. If 

only certain individuals are bom vigorous and intelligent due to the original difrences of 

Our structure, then the potentiaf for al1 to develop reason, and, therefore, wtue, is limited. 

The doctrine of  h a t e  principles suggests that the mind somehow contains certain 

concepts or general truths prior to expenence. For instance, moral principles such as the 

Golden Rule or general tmths in the fom of logic such as the p ~ c i p l e  of identity, 

"[w]hatsoever is, i f  (Locke, John !O), or contradiction, "[ilt is impossible for the same 

thirg to be and not to be" (zbzd.) are held by some to be innate. Godwin argues that the 

deficiency in this sort of speculation is that "[ilt tums entirely upon an appeal to our 

ignorance" (Godwin, PJ 98). and, therefore, is a matter of poor reasoning: 

there cannot be a sounder muim of reasoning than that which points out to us the 
error of admitting into our h3potheses unnecessary principles, or refening the 
phenornena that occur to remote and extraorriin;w sources, when they may with quai 
fâcility be referred to sources uhich obviously exist, and the rcsults of which we dady 
observe. (Godwin, PJ 99) 

Godwin's argument attempts to show that the doctrine of h a t e  principles is 

overly speculative and that the most sound explanation lies within the "infinitely various 

causes by which the human rnind is perceptibly modiied" (ibid.). Godwin asks us to 

consider the different principles of "argument, imitation, inclination, early prejudice and 

imaginary interest" (ibzd.) by which opinion is generated. He argues that we may more 



reasonably attribute the moral characters of men to causes and principles we can observe 

than to assert the existence of innate principles through an appeai to ignorance. 

The second argument against the doctrine of imate principles is the "pnnciples are 

aiso propositions" argument: 

[elver). p ~ c i p l e  is a proposition: either it &mis. or it denies. Every proposition 
consists in the conneaion of at leas t\vo distinct ideas, which are affirmed to agree or 
disagree ~siîh each other. It is impossible ihat the proposition can be innate. unless 
the ideas to which it relates bc also innate. A connechon uhcre therc is nothing to be 
connected, a proposition where there is neither subject nor conclusion, is the most 
incoherent of ail suppositions. (Gochin. PJ 100) 

To help explain the argument, Godwin proiides an example. He says, ''[Ilet the innate 

principle be that 'virtue is a rule to which we are obliged to confom"' (ibid.). In this 

example there are three main ideas that are represented by the words 'virtue,' 'rule,' and 

'obliged.' if one of the main ideas is shown not to be imate then it follows that the 

principle itself cannot be h a t e  for "[a] c o ~ e c t i o n  where there is nothing to be comected, 

a proposition where there is neither subject nor conclusion, is the most incoherent of ail 

suppositions" (ibid.). Godwin asserts that the term 'Mmie' cannot possibly be innate, 

since the "most impartial and laborious enquiers are not yet agreed respecting" (ibid.) its 

meaning. If 'virtue' were innate then there should be agreement on the precise meaning of 

the term. Once again, Godwin uses Lockean thought in support of the claim that the 

moral characters of men are not innate. Locke too had argued that "moral pnnciples 

require reasoning and discourse, and some exercise of the min& to discover the certainty 

of their tmth" (Locke. John 25-6). If' moral principles were imate then they would be 

known and agreed upon universally for "[t]o say a notion is impnnted on the mind, and 

yet at the same time to say that the mind is ignorant of it, and never yet took notice of it, is 

to make this impression nothing" (Locke, John 1 1). 



Dlf/rences in Allimai Stnictlrre 

It is well-known that at birth there are many physicai differences between children, 

e.g.. their size. weight. and general condition of health. These factors are unique for each 

individual and will remain so throughout his or her life. The question is: do these original 

differences in our stmcture have bearing on our moral character? According to Godwin, 

the development of moral character depends first on the cultivation of reason. LIke 

Socrates, Godwin links virtue with knowIedge and vice with error. In order to become 

virtuous, therefore, we rnust increase Our knowledge. However, if only some people are 

physicaily equipped to develop their reason and attain virtue then Godwin's perfectibiiity is 

problematic. 

He argues that the differences in animal structure at birth, although real, are not 

significant enough to keep individuals fiom cultivating reason and virtue, on the ground 

that "it is impression that makes the man, and, compared with the empire of impression, 

the mere diEerences in animal structure are inexpressibly unimportant and powerless" 

(Godwin, PJ 107). Godwin realizes that there wiil be infants who are less robust than 

others and that they will require more attention and a r e .  However, with the proper 

externd circumstances there is no reason that they should not become wise and viirtuous 

beings. 

The principle of charity should be extended to Godwin in his discussion of infants 

and the original differences in their structure. He does not rnean to compare the mentalIy 

retarded child with the child with normal brain development. The relatively healthy child 

has a far greater chance of developing reason than the chiId who is mentally handicapped. 

Godwin's cornparison is among "normal" infants, give or take the cornrnon differences in 

strength, size, weight, appetite, and degree of health. His belief is that these diEerences 

alone do not largely affect the outcorne of the individual. Rather, the unique set of 

extemal circumstances that each individual encounters is the main factor. 



Godwin States: 

[tlhere is for the rnost part no essential difference h v e e n  the child of the lord and of 
the porter. Provideci k do not corne k to  thé ~vorld infectad uith any minous 
distemper. the chiid of the Lord if changed in the cradle, would scarceb find an?. greatcr 
difficul-. than thc othsr in tcarning the tradc of his sofier father, and becoming a carrier 
of burthens. (Gabin PJ 105) 

Thus, according to Godwin the exercise of our faculties produces results. The children of 

the lord and of the porter for ail intents and purposes share equal potential for 

development. If we exercise our muscles then they will increase in strength; if we exercise 

our rninds through education and argument, then so too will the intellectuai faculty 

prosper. 

In this section 1 have shown some of Godwin's key rasons for asserting that the 

characters of men originate in their external circumstances. As 1 mentioned, Godwin 

argues this position in hopes of showing that moral character is not fixed but malleable. 

First, he argues that there are no imate principles which detennine mord character; and 

second, he argues that original differences in vigour and intelligence are not significant 

enough to keep al1 h m  developing reason. However, if either of these assumptions is 

wrong then Godwin's perfêctibility must answer. 

It should be noted that since Godwin's time there have been significant advances in 

science, specifically in the field of genetics. Godwin's belief that the mind prior to 

experience is a blank date has been shown to be fdse. However, it is not false in the sense 

that the mind possesses innate principles at birth; rather, there are aspects of our character 

that are genetically determineci. Research in the fields of "rnolecular biology and 

neuroscience shows that rnany core personality traits are inherited at birth" (Hamer & 

Copeland 6). This "inbom dimension of personality" (Hamer & Copeiand 7) is what 

psychologists refer to as temperament. Temperament is revealed very early in life and is 

obsenied in a person's level of activity, i. e., excitability or tranquillity; response, i. e., 

reactions to various situations; and general fiame of mind. z.e., being happy, upset or even- 



tempered most of the time. These are ail factors which are to an extent deterrnined 

geneticaily. Equally important, however. is that "temperarnent does not corn- fully formed 

with a new baby. Instead, the baby is born with the potential to acquire a temperament in 

response to the environment" (Hamer % Copeland 14). Thus, parents can provide stimuli 

which can help control certain aspects of  temperament. 

Most imponantly, at least in relation to Godwin's account, is the other aspect of 

personality known as character. Character is considered the more flexible dimension of the 

hurnan personality because of its relation to the cerebral cortex: 

[tlhe memones that form chaqcter are mediated by the cerebral cortex, which 
remembers people, places, and things and allows us to calculate. compare, judge, and 
plan. The reason that character is the most distinctly hurnan aspect of personality is that 
the cerebral cortex undenvent a dramatic burst in size and cornplesity in rccent 
evolutionq history and is much larger and more advand than in primates and lower 
ancestors. The cortex is the manager for the rest of the brain, anaiyzing the world and 
deciding how to respond. (Hamer & Copeland 16) 

The "wonderfil t b g  about character?' is its "ability to modifjr temperament" so that 

people can "take advantage of the useful pans of temperament and downplay the less 

desirable biological tendencies" (ibid.). Thus, 

[a]lthough the initial responses to s t imul i  are detennined b y the large1 y inherited 
temperament, the way people interpret and act on those responses depends on the 
aquired character. (Hamer & Copeland 17) 

Godwin's belief that the moral character of individuals is not fixed but malleable appears to 

hold up in Light of modem genetics. W7e may not be born as a blank slate or tabula rasa, 

but neither are we geneticaily endowed with innate principles of vixtue. At most, it may be 

said that a person's basic temperament is inherited, although it is not fuUy developed at 

birth and is susceptible to outside iduence. Moreover, a person's temperament can be 

modified by his character, so that certain tendencies he has can be controlled and dso 

changed. In surn, basic temperament cannot be said to define moral character. Being 

naturally hyper or shy does not suggesr in any way that a person is more likely to become a 

murderer or that he is inclined to help the genera! good. 



Aiso, the issue of inherited intelligence does not seem to pose a threat to Godwin's 

perfectibility . There is evidence that aspects of intelligence are genetically determined and 

so there are differences between individuals. For instance. "some genes determine how 

quickly the brain can process information. Others rnay control particular circuits, such as 

those for mathematicai calculation or perfect pitch (Hamer & Copeland 2 2). However, 

being genetically predisposed ?O certain inteilectual activities does not preclude the 

possibility of becoming adept at any one activity, ag., a person without perfect pitch can 

still become an exceptional musician. The difference is merely that certain activities may 

require more effort from certain individuals than others. Nonetheless, in relation to 

Godwin's message, the point remains the same. If we exercise Our minds through 

education and argument, then so too wiil the intellectual faailty prosper. 

11. 7he Actions of Men are Necessary 

The doctrine of necessity, according to Godwin, places rnorality on the sure 

footing of a science by removing it fiorn the reairn of fiee wiil and mere accident and 

locating it within the necessary mode of a type of causal determir~isrn.~~ Indeed: 

[tlhis view of things presents us with an idea of the universe, as of a body of events in 
systematical arrangement, nothing in the barndless progress of things interrupting this 
-stem, or breakmg in upon the e'rperienced succession of antecedents and 
consequents. In the life of every hurnan k ing  there is a chah of events, gcnerated 
in the lapse of ages which preceded his birth, and going on in regular procession through 
the whole period of his existence, in consapence of whch it uas impossible for him to act 
in any instance otherwise than he has acted. (Guduin, PJ 3 5 1) 

Godwin's view of necessity suggests that al1 events in the universe are part of an endtess 

chah of antecedents and consequents. The universe is a closed system in the sense that 

every event is determined by an antecedent set of events, and each of those events by yet 

23 Godwin adopts his theory of necessity h m  thinkers such as J. Priestiy's Doctrine ofPhilosophica1 
Necesri@ Illustrated, being an appndix to the disquisitions relating to Matter and Spirit (London. 1777); 
D. Hadey's Observafions on man, hisfiame, his du@ and expectations (London, 1749); A. Coiiins' A 
Philosophical Inquiry Concerning Human Liberty (London, 17 17); and fiom Jonathan Edward's Enquiy 
into the Freedorn of the Will(1754). 



another antecedent set of events and so on. Godwin claims that it is impossible that 

anything break in upon this chah of events. Therefore, al1 events are detemined, for they 

have occurred in the only way that was possible for thern to occur. Godwin draws two 

essential inferences fiom the doctrine of necessity in relation to human action. First, 

because al1 events in the universe are necessary, then human action must also be necessary. 

It is therefore impossible that upon any given instance we could have acted in any other 

way than we did. 

Second, because the actions of men are necessary, we have the potential to predict 

these actions with as much certainty as we predict the occurrence of other events in the 

material universe. Godwin argues that rnoraiity? iike the material universe. is govemed by 

laws based on "an observed sirnilarity in the succession of events" (Godwin, PJ 337) which 

in tum provides us with "a ground for future expectation" (ibid.). For instance, each day 

the sun cornes up and provides us with daylight. This event has happened consistently 

throughout our lives, and thus we expect with the greatest confidence that the Sun will rise 

again tornorrow. Indeed: 

[tlhe nature of the human mind is such as to oblige us, after having seen two events 
perpetualiy conjoined, to pas ,  as smn as one of them occurs, to the rccollection of the 
other: and, in cases where this transition never rnisleads us, but the ideal succession is 
always found to be an exact copy of the fùture event, it is impossible that this species 
of foresight should not be converted into a general foundaîion of inference and 
reasoning. (Godwin., PJ 3 39) 

Simply put, the observation of repeated events allows us to make predictions about future 

events, e.g., "[t]iU we have been led to consider the rising of the sun tomorrow as an 

incident of the same species as its nsing today, we canriot deduce fiom it similar 

msequences" (Godwin, PJ 3 39-40).~~ 

24 Like Hume, Godwin argues that P i e  nevet see any principle or k irn ie  by which one event is umjoined 
to. or made antecedent of another" (Godwin PJ 337) as there is nothing which we can observe that will 
show any principle of causation. However, "this observation does not in the slightest degree, invaiidate 
our inference fiom one evenr to anothei' (Gudmin, P .  338). Our prediction of hture events is based on 
the obsenration of p s t  events. The business of science is to study the uniformity of events that occur in the 
universe and to reduce thcm "to a d l  n d r  of original principles" (Godwin, PJ 340). 



In addition, Godlln attempts to connect morality with science by arguing that Our 

reasoning about the material universe also applies to Our reasoning about the human mind. 

In both cases we make predictions based on a uniformity of events. For instance, through 

observation we l e m  about the movement of materid objects and also about human 

conduct, for "rnind, as well as matter, exhibits a constant conjunction of events" (Godwin, 

PJ 340). Just as there is order within the material universe there is also an order frorn 

"mord antecedents to their consequents" (ibid.). We rnay therefore predict with sorne 

degree of  certainty the actions of meri in a way that is similar to the prediction of, say, 

movement in matter. For example: 

[wlhen a baii upon a billiard-board is stmck by the mace, and aftenvards impinges 
upon a second ball, the bal1 which was first in motion is said to act upon the second, 
though the results are in the strictest conformity to the impression received, and the 
motion it cornmunicatcs is prccisely cietennuicd by the circumstanccs of the case. 
( G o d w i g  PJ 3 5 1 -2) 

in the same way, the actions of the human being (conduct) are also said to be predictable. 

Consider the idea of moral discipline: 

[ilf 1 carefhiiy persuade, e.xhort, and exhibit motives to another, it is because 1 believe 
that motives have a tendency to inauence his conduct. if 1 remrd or punish h m ,  either 
with a view to his own improvement. or as an example to others, it is because 1 have 
been l a i  to believe thaî reuarûs and punishments are calculated to the 
dispositions and practices of rnankind. (Godwin, PJ 342) 

Thus, our expecting the billiard bal1 to rnove when struck is sirnilar to our expectation that 

there is an "essential conjunction between motives and actions" (Godwin, PJ 34 1) in 

human ~ o n d u c t . ~ ~  Godwin here explains that people act in ways that show they believe 

we are governed by universal Iaws, even if they are not aware of this fact. Consider 

ai l  the schemes of policy in consequene of which men propose to themselves, by a 
certain plan of conduct, to prevail upon others to b m e  the tools and instruments of 
their purposes. All the arts of courtship and ibttery-, of playhg upon men's hopes and 

25 Motive is the hope or fear of a future event which in <um determines action. 



fears, proceed upon the supposition, thai mind is subject to certain laus, and that, 
prokided n.e t>e skilfùl and assiduous enough in appl'ing the motive, the action %il1 
envitably follo~-. (Zbid.) 

Not only is Godwin arguing that actions follow necessarily fiom motives, but, even 

further. that if we are skillful enough in applyins the motive then we c m  predict, with a 

reasonable degree of certainty. the action to necessarily follow. Thus, the doctrine of 

necessity fiords us the potential to predict the actions of men as accurately as we predict 

events in the material universe. Making accurate predictions requires only that a person be 

experienced in that particular field of knowledge. For instance, when a billiard bal1 is 

struck and does not move in the intended direction it is because of a miscalculation on the 

part of the player. Perhaps his mistake exists in a poor understanding of angles and thus a 

lack of knowledge keeps him from making accurate shots. However, with more 

experience the player becornes better acquainted with angles, and, henceforth, his accuracy 

improves. Players Learn that if a ball is struck at a certain point it will of necessity travel in 

a certain direction. Now consider Godwin's example whereby someone attempts to 

convince his neighbour through argument and persuasion to adopt some new species of 

conduct. Godwin argues that if he fails to persuade his neigfibour's opinion, it is because 

he is somehow misshg relevant knowledge. For instance: 

[a] phdosophical experiment which has succeeded a hundred times may altogether fàil 
in the nex? trial. But what does the philosopher conclude fiom this? Not that there is a 
liberty of choice in his retort and his materials; by ~ h i c h  they baffle the best-formed 
expectations. Not that the established order of antecedents and consequents is 
hperfect, and that part of the consequent bappens uithout an antecedent. But that 
there was some other antecedent concerned to u;hich a~ the tirne he failed to advert, 
but wbich a fiesh investigation wiil probably lay open to hirn. (Godwin, PJ 342) 

Godwin argues that where "1 see a part only of the premises," I "therefore can pronounce 

oniy with uncertainty upon the conclusion" (ibid.). However, upon going back over the 

argument and reflecting upon its grounds, it is possible that a premise was overlooked. 

Just as the billiard player's flaw in accuracy was due to a lack of knowledge, so too does 

the arguer fail in his goal to persuade his neighbour because of a lack of knowledge. 



Godwin's daim is contentious for it denies the idea of Fiee will, which is the 

obvious objection to the doctrine of necessity. Given that f i e  will exists. our neighbour 

cm choose to accept arguments whether they are tme or not. There may indeed still be a 

link between motives and action. Hou-ever. the link does not have to be necessary. in 

which case "the rnind stiU retains an inherent activity, by which it c m  at pleasure supersede 

and dissolve it" (ibid.). Godwin has two main arguments against fiee wiii. As already 

discussed, the "argument fiom experience," suggests that everything in the universe 

operates according to necessity. That is, it is observable that there is a "uniformity of 

conjunction of antecedents and consequents" (Godwin, PJ 345) in both the operation of 

mind and matter. The more we study the events in the universe, the more we suspect that 

aii things are governed by necessity. 

Godwin's second argument against fiee wiil is the L'voIuntary action" argument. 

Consider two types of action, voluntary and involuntary. The former "'is where the event 

is foreseen, previously to its occurrence. and the hope or fear of that event, foms  the 

excitement [motive], prompting our effort to fonvard or retard it"' (ibid.). For instance, if 

thirsty, a person might decide to drink cold water as opposed to miik. The decision is 

based upon foreseeing the consequences of the action. In this case, water is foreseen as a 

bener thirst quencher than mi115 so he chooses water. Involuntary action "takes place in 

us without foresight on our part, or contrary to the full bent of our inclinations" (Godwin, 

PJ 1 19). If a child, for example, "burn into tears though his pnde or any other principle 

make him exert every effort to restrain them, this action is involuntary" (ibid.). 

Godwin argues that advocates of free wiii must attribute the "irnperfixt 

conjunction of antecedents and consequents" (Godwin, PJ 34 5) t O either involuntary or 

voluntary actions. He thinks the idea of attnbuting intellectual Liberty to involuntary action 

is contradictory for it makes little sense to suppose that we can fieely choose to do 

something involuntary. Also, he says, "[mlan would not be in any degree more an agent or 



an accountable being. though it could be proved that d l  his involuntary motions spning up 

in a fortuitous and capricious manner" (ibid-). 

The crux of Godwin's argument opposes the idea that our voluntary actions are 

based on fieedom. Consider extenid actions, that is, actions observable by others. For 

extemal actions to be free they must be controlled by a self-detemined intellect. For 

intemal acts or volitions to be fkee "'the rnind in adopting them' must be 'self-determined"' 

(Godwin, PJ 346) and "nothing can be more eWdent than that in which the mind exercises 

its freedom must be an act of the mind." Based on this hypothesis, the idea of liberty 

asserts "that every choice we make has been chosen by us, and every act of the mind been 

preceded and produced by an act of the rnind (ibid). Godwin concludes that the concept 

of liberty as so defined is contradictory. He States: 

[t]he ultimate act resulted completely eorn the detennination that \vas its precursor. It 
u.as itself necessary; and, ifwc would look for ficedom, it must be to that preccdùig act. 
But, in that proceedùig act also, if the rnind were fiee, it was selfdetermllied., that ist this 
volition was chosen by a proceeding volition, an4 by the same reasoning, this also bu 
another antedent to itself. Al1 the acts, except the first, were necessq,  and followed 
each other as inevitably as the Iinks of a chah do when the first Iink is àrawn forward. 
But then neither was this first act f i e ,  unlas the mind in adopting it were self- 
deterntined, that is, unless this act were chosen by a preceding act. Trace back the 
chain as fkr as you please, every act at whch you arrive is necessary. That ad, which 
gïves the character of fieedom to the whole, can never be discovered; and, if it coulci in 
its own nature includes a contradiction. (Goduin' PJ 346-7) 

If Godwin's argument holds and advocates of fiee will find it difficult to show that 

there is an imperfect conjunction between antecedents and consequents, they may still 

assert that there is choice in moving fiom antecedent to consequent, or, in other words 

"that the mind is not necessarily inclined this way or that, by the motives which are 

presented to it7' (Godwin, PJ 347) and that "by its inherent activity, it is equdly capable of 

proceeding either way, and passes to its determination fiom a previous state of absolute 

inciifference" (ibid. ). 



Godwin attempts to refùte the "fiee choice" daim by asserting that motives must 

have a fixed and certain relation to their consequences or none at ail. He argues for the 

necessary comection between motive and action, rneaning t hat rnind cannot choose 

between opposite motives by converting the motive '"which is weak and insufficient in 

cornparison into the strongest"' (ibzd.). Rather. the stronger motive always compels 

volition. Godwin States that the reason for any event is due to the circumstances "which 

precede that event" (Godwin, PJ 348): "[tlhere is a motive on one side and a motive on 

the other: and between these Lie the true ground and r e a n  of preference" (zbrd.). He 

likens the process of weighing motives to that of a scale or balance with weights on either 

side. The stronger motive, iike the heavier weight, will of necessity tip the scale; there is 

no choice in the matter. Godwin's account, that the stronger motive dways cornpels 

volition, at first glance appears cornpletely mechanistic; however, his emphasis on reason 

counteracts this assumption. 

It is important not to confuse Godwin's necessity with what he caiis Hartley's 

"matend automatism," whereby people are "iike machines in which physiological 

mechanisms are sufficient to explain dl action--thought plays no part in the processy7 

(Philp, G&in 's Political Jusrice 90). Rather, Godwin encourages the development of 

independent thought and believes that it fully accords with necessity, for "[wlhile every 

action is determineci by a motive, reason enables us to choose what motive to act upon" 

(Marshall, Demandzng the Impossible 202). The choice we make still accords to 

necessary laws, that is, we d l  always choose the stronger motive. What is perceived as 

the strongest motive, however, depends on reason. Even though the mind c m  never 

escape the endless chah of causal relations it k d s  itseif within, it still has an effect on 

circumstances. Godwin maintains that the mind '"is in no case a first cause"' (Philp, 

Godwin 's Political Justice 92); in fact, it is "'a reai and efficient cause"' and a "'medium 

through which operations are produceci"' (zbid.). As reasoning improves via the provision 

of the appropriate extemal circumstances, e-g., education, debate and so on, then it 
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becomes possible to change opinions anci, ultimately, the behaviour of people, for the 

better. Godwin is assuming that improved reasoning and knowledge bring us closer to 

truth, and thus. to virtue and happiness. It is the task of the next section, therefore, to 

explore the comection between reason and truth. 

[Zr. 7he kbhntary Actiom of Men Origina~e in thezr OpMons 

Godwin's third theoreticai principle in support of perfectibility claims that the 

voluntary actions of men originate in their opinions. He argues that '"[v]oluntary action is 

accompanied with foresight"'(Godwh, PJ 1 19) and '"the hope or fear of a certain event is 

its motive"' (ibid.). Thus, voluntary action includes a consideration of consequences, 

which irnplies that "there is cornparison and judgment" (Godwin, PJ 120). In making a 

judgrnent, the mind decides that one motive is more desirable than another. Therefore, the 

judgment leads to action. 

Crucial to Godwin's account is the means of determining that one motive is more 

desirable than another. He claims that reason, "though it cannot excite us to action, is 

calculated to regulate our conduct, according to the comparative worth it ascribes to 

different excitements" (Godwin, PJ 77). Godwin bebeves that if he cm show reasori to be 

the gauge of opinion, and, therefore, action, then it only remains for us to irnprove reason 

in order to improve conduct. 

There is, however, contention over reason being the proper and sufficient 

instrument for regulating human conduct. One view (at the time) suggests that human 

conduct is determined not only by reason, but by "imrnediate and irresistible impression" 

(Godwin, PJ 116). Supporters of this theory assert that reason and sensation exist as two 

distinct principles within us. The idea is that there will be constant opposition between the 

two powers. At times reason will "subdue dl the allurernents of sense" (Godwin, PJ 1 17), 

at other times, "the headlong impulses of çense" (ibid.) will determine action. 



In response to this objectio~ Godwin attempts to prove that "in al1 cases of 

volition we acr, not from impulse, but opinion'' (Godwin, PJ 128). He introduces a third 

type of action in order to support his argument. He has already defined involuntary action 

as that action "which takes place in us either without foresight on Our part, or contrary to 

the full bent of our inclinations" (Godwin, PJ 119). He has also defined voluntary action 

as that "where the event is foreseen previously to its occurrence, and the hope or fear of 

that event forrns the excitement" (ibid.), or motive. The third type of action is what 

Godwin calls "imperfectly voluntary." It "belongs to neither" (Godwin, PJ 124) of the 

first two types of action "yet partakes of the nature of bo th  (ibid.). 

To illustrate irnperfectly voluntary action, Godwin cites a mrnmon event, in this 

case, of a man proceeding to church: 

@le has been accustomed, suppose, to a certain routine of this h d  fiom his 
childhood. Most undoubtedly then, in perfonning this fùnction today, his motive 
does not singly cunsist of inducements present to his understandmg. His feelings 
are not the same nature as those of a man who shouId be persuaded by a train of 
reasoning to perform that firnction for the first time in his life. His case is partly 
simiiar to that of a scholar who has gone through a course of geametry, and who 
now believes the tmth of the propositions upon the testimooy of his memoq-, though 
the proof% are by no means present to his understanding. (Godwiq PJ 126) 

Godwin wants to show here the role that habit plays in our actions. He daims that the 

man going to church acts fiom motives both directly apprehended by the mind and fiom 

motives not present to his understanding. The latter refers to "reasons which once 

appeared sufficient to his understanding" for going to church but "are now forgotten, or at 

least not continually recoiiected." For instance, as a boy his parents brought hirn to 

church, and later he went for the c'sake of decorum, character, and to secure the good wili 

of his neighbours" (ibid.). However, once these reasons are recognized by the 

understanding there is little need for the understanding to recollect them time and tirne 

again. Habitually, the man continues to go to church. 

Godwin argues that when the mind "cornes to perceive a considerable similarity 

between situation and situation" (Godwin, PJ 125) that it "feels inclined to abridge the 



process of deiiberation, and to act today confomably to the determinations of yesterday" 

I I ) .  Thus, in going to church the man acts on both directly apprehended motives that 

represent the specific reasons present to his understanding, for going to church that day 

(perfectly voluntary action). and on habit. or "reasons which once appeared sufficient to 

his understanding, and the effects of which remain" (imperfèctly voluntary action) 

(Godwin, PJ 126). 

It is Godwin's argument that habit, or irnperfectly voluntary action, "retains 

something of the nature of voluntarùiess" (Godwin, PJ 127). and, thus, still originates in 

opinion beçause it involves a judgment (apprehended motives), despite the fact that the 

reasons for that judgrnent may now be Mssed, because the action was originaily perfectly 

voluntary. And so, with the introduction of imperfectly voluntary action Godwin argues 

that "in ail cases of volition we act, not fiom impulse, but opinion" (Godwin PJ 128 j. 

Aside from the argument that attributes human conduct to inmediate impression or 

impulse, there is yet another argument against Godwin's position. It suggests that even if 

it is true that our voluntary actions originate in opinion, there is nothing to prove that the 

"pemirbations of sense" (Godwin, PJ 129) will not "frequently seduce the judgment, and 

that the ideas and temporary notions they produce are too strong for any force that can be 

brought against them" (ibid.). If the understanding is continuaiiy ïnfluenced by base 

appetite as opposed to the higher pleanires of reason and virtue, then improvement in the 

sense that Godwin suggests is problematic. Godwin argues in response that the "pleasures 

of sense" (Godwin, PJ 130) do not necessarily poscess as much power over Our conduct 

as we Mght imagine. He attempts to illustrate the power that a simple proposition can 

have in cornparison to the appetite: 

let us suppose a man to be engaged in the progressive voluptuousness of the 
m m  sensual scene. Here, if ever, we rnay expect sensation to be triumphant. 
Passion is in this case in its £ûli career. . . . Alas in this situation, nothing is so 
easy as  to extinguish his sensuality! Tell him at this moment his fâther is deaù, that 
he has lost or gaineci a considerable sum of money, or even that his fàvourite 
horse is stolen from the meadow, and his whole passion shall be instantly 



annihilated: So vast is the power \\hich a mere proposition possesses over the 
mind of man. (Goduin, PJ 1 3 0-3 1 ) 

The above example intends to show that the rnost sensud of situations can be ovemdden 

by a mere idea. Godwin wants to stress the sheer power that propositions have over the 

rnind. He argues further, that in situations of "sensual allurement, which must be carefully 

kept alive, and which the slightest accident overthrows" (Godwin, PJ 13 1 )  that "the most 

irresistible considerations of justice, interest and happiness" (ibîd.) will provide the 

preferred motive. In other words. if it is true that appetite can be ovemdden by the 

comprehension of a proposition, then it is probable that the most important ideas which 

relate to our own interest and happiness will have superior infiuence. providing that our 

underst anding grasps these concept S. 

Perhaps what Godwin says is true, and it is the case that various ideas can intrude 

and influence the enjoyment of the appetite. However, this in itself does not necessarily 

mean that the "pieasures of external sense" (Godwin, PJ 132) are not "more genuine than 

any other pleasure" (zbid). Consider that ifwe reverse Godwin's previous example 

involving the interruption of a sensuous moment by the introduction of a proposition, and 

replace it with the interruption of a proposition with a sensuous influence, we may still get 

the sarne results. For instance, a person could be in the midst of reading the most sublime 

of poems, or, perhaps engaged in the vimious a a  of helping another. But if at precisely 

this moment we place a select piece of  hot iron against the skin of this person, then in al1 

probability the intellectual or virtuous moment would also suffer a severe interruption. 

Godwin adrnits that "pain is probably more formidable in its attacks on us" (Godwin, PJ 

135); yet, he is not prepared to grant its superior influence. He argues: 

aii history aEords us examples uhere pain bas been contemned and defied by the 
energies of intellectuai resolution. Do we not read of Mutius Scaevoia who suffered 
his hand to be destroyed by fire without betraying any symptom of exnotion, and 
archbishop Cranmer who endureci the sarne trial two hundred years ago in our country? 
is it not recordeci of Anaxarchus that, while d e r i n g  the most excruciating tortures, he 
exclaimed, ' k t  on, T w t !  Thou mayest destroy the sheil of Anavarchus, but thou 
canst not touch Anaxarchus hllnself? (Ibid.) 



Of course these examples are rare, and so al1 that can be conchded fiom Godwin's 

previous argument is that propositions can and do have a powerfùl influence over the 

mind, but perhaps no more than certain sensory influences might have. 

Godwin's argument now must incorporate some funher proof that the pleasure of 

virtue and intellect outweigh those of the appetite. He approaches the appetite W. senses 

objection in much the same way as philosophers before and after him have done. Like 

Plato, Aristotle, and Mill, he argues that dong with the development of the understanding 

comes the realkation that moral and inteliectual pleasures outrank the simple pleasures of 

the body. As Mill says "[i]t is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied" 

@&II 12 1). The idea is that through increased experience and the broadening of 

understanding we become better acquainted with moral and inteilectual pleasures. so that 

in tum we are able to see their supenority in comparison to dl other types of pleasure. 

lndeed : 

[nlo man ever perfomed an act of e d t e d  benevolence \cithout haWig 
sufficient reason to know, at least so long as  the sensation vas present 
to his mind, that ail the gratifications of appetite were contemptible in 
the comparison. That which gives the last zest to our enjoqments is the 
approbation of our own rninds, the consciousness that the exertion we 
have made \vas such as was caüed for by impartiai justice and reason; 
and this consciousness d l  be clear and satisfying in proportion as our 
decision in that respect is Unnu~ed with error. Our perceptions can never 
be so luminous and accurate in the belief of Msehood as of truth. (Gaifiin, 
PJ 133) 

Like Aristotle and Mill, Godwin believes in a hierarchical system of pleasures, and, iike 

Plato, he believes that we can discover moral and inteuectual pleasure only in the presence 

of understanding. Godwin supports the notion that "[elvery sensation is, by its very 

nature, accompanied with the idea of pleasure or pain in a vigorous or feeble degree" 

(Godwin, PJ 132) and that, at least  initial^^,^^ the only object of desire is pleasure 

26 1 will explain in Chapter IV why this qualincation is needed. 
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(Godwin, PJ, 379). People who perform acts of "exalted generosity"(Godwin PJ 395). 

according to Godwin, become aware "that there is no sensation of wrporeal or intellectual 

taste to be cornpareci." They ascend "to the highest of human pleasures. the pleanires of 

disinterestedness" wherein seeing that others are benefited becomes its own reward (ibid.). 

However, Godwin must show why the pleasures of benevolence are superior to other 

intellectual or appetitive pleasures if he wants to make a solid case. It is not enough to 

simply say they are the highest for we are complex creatures that desire "agreeable 

sensation" (Godwin, PJ 132) and "agreeable sensation" cornes in many forms. 

Godwin asserts that we can ody discover the vdue of the moral and inteilectual 

pleanires (benevolence) in the presence of understanding. Like Plato, he argues that if 

"ideas of Wtue, benevolence and justice, or whatever it is that ought to restrain me fiom 

an irnproper leaning to the pleasures of sense, be now less definite and precise, they may be 

gradudy and unlirnitedly irnproved" (Godwin, PJ 134). Thus, if ideas produced via 

sensation appear more vivid to some, it is because they lack knowledge. However, error is 

not a permanent condition and c m  be corrected for truths are capable of being 

cornmunicated and recognized. Hence, the continual improvement of our condition hinges 

on the "proper subject of education and persuasion" (Godwin, PJ 135). Godwin sums up 

the theoretical basis for perfectibility with five propositions: 

[slound reasoning and tnith, when adequately comrnuai~ted, must ahays be 
victorious over error: [slound reasoning and truth are capable of king so communicated: 
[tlruth is omnipotent: [tlhe vices and moral w h e s s  of man are not invincible: [rnlan is 
perfectible, or in other words susceptible of perpetual improvement. (Godwin, PJ 140) 

The above propositions "will be found in part synonymous with each other" (zbid.) and 

largely are meant to encapsulate Godwin's third theoretical principle that the voluntary 

actions of men originate in their opinions. Also, they serve as a brief introduction to 

Godwin's communication theory which 1 present in Chapter III. 1 now present each 

proposition in more detail. 



1. Smrttd reasorzi~zg rmd ~rirrh, when aJeqttare[~? commtrrzicated, must ahqys be victorious 

over error. 

In the first proposition Godwin asserts that sound argument, given that it is 

adequately communicated, 4 1  always be victorious over sophistry. Godwin clairns that it 

is "one of the prerogatives of truth to follow [sophistry] in its mazes and strip it of its 

disguise" (ibid).  ïhe  idea is that given the proper time and examination, what is fdse can 

never stand in contention with what is true. Funher, tmth when adequately communicated 

is also "distinctly apprehended" (ibid.) by the receiver, or in other words is "brought home 

to the conviction of the understanding" (Godwin, PJ 135). Error, on the other hand, is the 

result of poor communication or of accepting judgments at face value without a true 

understanding. Subsequently, Godwin stresses the importance of mental independence 

(private judgment) as a son of truth-finder. Developing mental independence accustoms 

people to make judgments based on evidence and to accept liale on the basis of what they 

are merely told is true. Like Descartes, Godwin believes that what cannot be adequately 

demonstrated, also cannot be adequately understood, and, therefore, should not be 

accepted as fact (Locke, Don 94-5). 

2. Sound reaonzng md m t h  me capable of being so communicated. 

Godwin claims that if sorneone has a truth then, it is possible for it to be 

comunicated fiom person to person by restating the arguments that support it. He does 

not suggest that the process is immediate. Rather, it is ofien "of long duration or repeated 

recurrence" (Godwin, PJ 141), for "[wle do not always know how to communicate aii the 

evidence we are capable of comrnanding in a single conversation, and much less in a single 

instant" (ibid.). However, if the communicator is knowledgeable about his subject, and is 

desirous of achievùig his goal, then with careful attention and patience the knowledge wiil 

be transferred. 



Godwin also suggests that the communication of truth requires an oppomtnity for 

the interchange or transmission of ideas. In his era, as we saw in Chapter 1, 

communication was in the midst of its own revolution. The emergence of altmistic social 

criticism in France, for example, was seen at the Palais Royal where its gardens and cafes 

had tumed into an open air club, and thousands of people circulated each day "to exchange 

news, to discuss the pamphfets of the hour7' (Kropotkin 61) and to beîter "know and . . . 

understand one another" (ibid.). In England, and in the tradition of the French clubs and 

associations, a sirnilar network also took root. However, the g o v e m e n t 7 s  fear of public 

protest and social criticism grew strong in England due to the French Revolution. As a 

result, Pitt's government introduced measures that would hinder the communication of 

ideas, and thus, allow government to more effectively control public opinion. The 

opportunity for free discussion was reduced through repressive laws such as the Gagging 

Acts (1 795), "which abrogated the fi-eedom of speech, assembly, and of the press" 

(Marshall, Anarchzst Writings 18). However, in Chapter ILI we will see that Godwin's 

communicative ided (open communication) is more likely to avoid government restrictions 

than mass communication forms such as political associations. The reason is that open 

communication, because of its intimate and contemplative nature, avoids the passionate 

atmospheres generated by associations. Thus, by calmly and gradually informing the 

public as opposed to exciting it, open communication is more apt to keep the lines of 

communication open. 

Another criterion for the successfùl communication of truth, one Godwin does not 

explicitly state, is that the receiver of knowledge must be willing to listen, otherwise, t here 

is no possibility of tramferring truth. At the outset of Plato's Repblic,  Polemarchus 

addresses Socrates: 

Polemarchus said, Socrates, you appear to have turned your fàces towaward and to be 
going to lave us. 
Not a bad guess, said 1. 
But you see how many we are? he said. 



Surely. 
You must either then prove yourselves the ktter men or stay here. 
Wh!., is there not left, said 1, the aitemative of our persuading you that o u  ought to let 
us go? 
But could you persuade us, said he, if we refiised to listen? 
Nohou-. said Glaucon. 
Well, we won't listen, and you might as well rnake up your min& to it. (PIato 327c) 

in this bit of dialogue, Socrates' wish is to continue on toward Athens by persuading 

Polemarchus to let them go. However, Poiemarchus simply rehses to Iisten and reduces 

the conflict to the dictates of brute power (Couture 2). Thus, not only must the 

communicator have ample opportunity to deliver his message but he also requires a willing 

listener; otheniise, there is no chance of communicating tmth. Godwin's account relies on 

the fact that human beings are communicative by nature.27 It is tme that there will be 

those who refiise to listen but there will be just as many who will: 

[elvery new convert that is made to its cause [truth], if he be taught its exceilence as 
well as its realitv, is a fkesh apostle to extend its iliuminations through a wider sphere. In 
this respect it resembles the motion of a fâilïng M y ,  which increases its rapidity in 
proportion to the squares of the distances. Add to which that u;hen a convert to tnitb 
has been adequately informed it is barely possible that he should ever fàil in its 
adhcrence; whereas error contains in it the principle of its oun m o d t y .  nius the 
advwates of M s e h d  and mistake must continually diminish, and the weii infonned 
adherents of tmth incessantly multiply. (Godwin, PJ 142) 

Godwin speaks here of disseminating knowledge through networks of communicators 

who are genuinely interested in attaining truths. (1 will discuss his communication ideal in 

more depth in Chapter III.) He is concerned about communication because he beiieves 

that certain foms are more conducive to the generation of tmth than others. For instance, 

he asserts that it is common, for questions even under the heaviest examination, to be 

answered falsely. Godwin attributes the victory of error in these instances, not to the 

ùifirmity of tnith, but, rather, to the communication itself: 

[i]t has sometimes b e n  affirmed thai, whenever a question is ably brought fonvard for 
examination, the decisions of the human species must ultirnately be on the right side. 

27 M i n  ''mains as a centrai mmponent of his philosophy the kiew that man Lives naturally- in society 
and that natuml society is essentially discursive" (Philp, Godwin 's Political Justice 128). 



But this proposition is to be understd wïth allowances. Chil polit>., rnagnificent 
ernoluments and srnister motives may upon many occasions, by distracthg the 
attention. cause the worse reason to pass as if it were the be~sr .  (Godwin, PJ 142-3) 

Indeed, Godwin sugyests that there are many occasions when falsehood is victorious over 

tmth. However, his first and second propositions do not deny this fact. They merely state 

that when tmth is adequately cornrnunicated, it will be victonous over error, and that given 

the proper communicative atmosphere, it can and wili be communicated. 

3. Tmth is Omnipo~ertt. 

Godwin cautions us that his third proposition "must be understood with limitations" 

(Godwin, PJ 143). Ln order that tmth have meaning, he claims, it must be accompanied by 

the evidence which supports it. Thus, if the evidence is poorly or partially stated then tmth 

will not attend it. Also, Godwin does not rule out the possibility that there are truths 

expressed in propositions which we do not yet grasp, and will not grasp, until we have 

sufficient evidence to back up these propositions; "they are not truths to us," he arnends, 

though they rnight be "true in themselves" (zbid.). 

Godwin derives his conception of tmth fiom a Lockean epistemology. Tmth 

"refers to an accurate perception of States of affairs" (Ph*, Godwin 's Political Justice 

208) or  to "those propositions . . . which describe the real relations of things" (Godwin, PJ 

1 17): "'[t]he [klnowledge of truth', writes Godwin in words which are almost those of 

John Locke, 'lies in the perceived agreement or disagreement of the terms of a 

proposition"' (Locke, Don 94). Consequently, as hurnan beings Our animal structure limits 

what we are capable of knowing. Godwin says that ' k e  cannot penetrate into the essences 

of things, or rather we have no sound and satisfactory knowledge of things extemal to 

ourselves, but merely of our own sensations" (Philp, Godwin '.s PoliticaI Justice 1 5 5) .  

Thus his epistemology, in line here with Humean empiricism, suggests that there are limits 

to what we can know, and a h ,  that what we do know is based on greater or lesser 



probability. Hence, tmth must be accompanied by the evidence which supports it, is 

understood strictly in relation to this evidence, and is based on probability. 

Godwin's third propositio~ truth is omnipotent, should flow logically from the first 

two propositions. A quick review, then: (1) sound reasoning and truth if adequately 

cominunicated must always be victonous over error: (2) sound reasoning and tmth are 

capable of being so communicated; thus, when adequately comrnunicated, (3) truth is 

omnipotent, or "x, far as [it] relates to the conviction of the understanding [is] irresistible" 

(Godwin, PJ 143). As Godwin's "contemporary Blake held . . . '[tlruth can never be told 

so as to be understood, and not believed"' (Locke, Don 94). 

The above proposition, deduced fkom the first two propositions, besides being an 

obvious move, is not quite complete. Godwin's key move is to take this conclusion one 

step fùnher by saying that "[elvery principle which can be brought home to the conviction 

of the mind will infàilibly produce a correspondent effect upon the conduct" (Godwin, PJ 

145). The idea is that if we are convinced of the truth ofa proposition, e-g., that it is 

always Our duty to give to those less fortunate than ourselves, then the proposition upon 

being brought home to the conviction of the understanding necessarily produces a change 

in Our voluntary action. Thus, the rneaning of the omnipotence of tmth is found in its 

"undisputed empire over the conduct" (Godwin, PJ 144) which is the CU of Godwin's 

third theoretical principle in support of perfectibility, that "the voluntary actions of men 

originate in their opinions" (Godwin, PJ 1 16). 

4. î l e  vices and moral weakness of man are no1 imincible. 

This proposition, according to Godwin, varies jus? slightly fiom the third 

proposition, that tmth is omnipotent. If our voluntaty actions originate in opinion and vice 

is "founded upon ignorance and error" (Godwin, PJ 144), then it is inevitable that tmth, 

when adequately cornmuliicated, "has the faculty of expeling weakness and vice, and 



placing nobler and more beneficent principles in their stead (ibid.). Therefore, man is 

perfectible. or. in other words, susceptible of perpetuai improvement. 

In this chapter 1 have presented the theoretical components of Godwin's idea of 

perfectibility. His account stresses that the improvement of reason in individuals is 

necessary for the improvement of conduct. There is hope for such improvement. 

according to Godwin because people are sufficientiy equipped to leam and comrnunicate 

tmths. With the improvement of intellect cornes the perception of, and the desire for. the 

higher pleasures (benevolence). 1 nea  present in Chapter III Godwin's practicai proposal 

for the communication of truth and the generai improvement. In Chapter IV, l deal with 

some key objections to Godwin's "perfectibiIity" in order to further chri@ and 

dernonstrate that his account is coherent and plausible. 



- 
Social Comrntirricatzorr 

In the last chapter, I laid out Godwin's theoretical foundations in support of the 

perfectibility of man. If these ideas support the notion that we are capable of perpetual 

improvement, then we o d y  need find the best practical means of ensuring a steady 

progress. In this chapter, 1 present Godwin's theory that social communication, as he 

defines it, is the best instrument of social change compared to other means such as 

"positive institiitios" revolution and reform through political associations. Godwin 

believes social change is necessary, but he argues against government taking the lead, and 

also against violent revolution as a means of effkcting it. He thinks the solution lies in 

social communication, but not just any form of social communication. He opposes interest 

groups, such as political parties, what he cdls "political associations," as vehicles of social 

change. Instead, he thinks that unrestricted, open and frank discussion in s m d  groups of 

citizens is the best way to bring about social change. 

Positive Institution 

Godwin argues against the coercive forms of social change found in both positive 

institution and in violent revolution. He claim. that positive institution darnages the mental 

independence of individuals by modifjkg their character through the use of extemal 

motivation, i e . ,  the offer of reward or the threat of  punishrnent for their actions. As a 

result, conduct is no longer based solely on the intrinsic merits of a particular case but is 

modified in accordance with govenunent sanction. Furîhermore, individuals lose the 

abiiity to evaluate cntically what is genuinely in their best interest, since decisions about 

their conduct are ultimately made by others. 

Godwin asserts that it is the tendency o f  government to "inform the understanding 

as to what actions are right and what actions are wrong" (Godwin, PJ201). It is the very 
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nature of governrnent to teach its subjects obedience and cornpliance with its decrees but 

not examination of the vaiidity of such decrees. indeed: 

[plositive institutions do not content themselva nith requiring rnv assmt to certain 
propositions. in consideration of the tesùmony by which th- are enforczd. . . . But in 
the v e n  nature of these institutions there is included a sanction, a motive either of 
punishrnent or rewarci to induce me to obcdience. (Godwin, PJ 203) 

Thus, although the state is useful in protecting individuals h m  ham, it "always involves 

one group imposing their controversiai moral conclusions on another group of a different 

opinion" (Couture 4). We comply with the rule of government by acting in response to 

external motivation, meaning that governrnent firnishes individuais with "an additional 

motive to the practice of vime or right" (Godwin, PJ 201) by sanctioning their behaviour. 

In tum, Our reasoning process is modified, and, along with it, Our character. For instance: 

1 have an oppoRunity of essentidy contribubig to the advantage of  twenty individuals; 
they wiil be bencfited, and no other persons ui11 sustain a materiai inju-. 1 ought to 
embrace this opportunity. Here let us suppose positive institution to intexfère, and to 
amex some great personal reward to the discharge of my du@- This ùnmediately changes 
the nature of the action. Before, 1 preferred it for its intrinsic excellence. Now, so Eu as 
the positive institution operates, 1 prefer it because some person bas arbitrady annexed 
to it a great weight of self-interest. (Godwin, PJ 20 1-2) 

Godwin argues that in attaching an external motive to the a a  of helping other people, 

positive institution alters the intention in performing the act. In the present example, the 

Wtuous act loses its vimious character when it is performed merely out of self-interest. 

For Godwin, virtue depends on more than just consequences but also "upon the 

disposition with which the action is accompanied" (Godwin, PJ 202). Other utiiitarians of 

the tirne, such as Bentham, beiieved that intention was not a necessary component of virtue 

and that the "sole critenon is the action's consequences" (Boss 268). 1 do not wish to 

enter a debate between types of utilitarianism at this juncture. Rather, the point 1 wish to 

stress, in accordance with Godwin's argument, is that government's tendency to attach 

additional motives (reward and punishrnent) to conduct accustoms people to ignore the 

intrînsic ments of any one case in favour of imrnediate self-interest. Consequently, 



governrnent-directed change effectively reduces individuais to a cornmon standard 

characterïzed by "pusillanimity of temper, and a Gigid indifference to ~ g h t  and wrong" 

(Godwin, PJ 206). Positive institution is "inirnical to the irnprovement of mind" (Godwin, 

PJ 20 1) for it eschews the practice of cntical evaluation amongst citizens and applauds 

blind obedience. It damages moral independence since it "constitutes other men the 

arbitrators of my actions, and the ultimate disposers of my destiny" (Godwin, PJ 238). 

What is in the best interest of the public remains a question for the specialized mling class. 

In summary, positive institution relies more on coercion or manipulation than on 

mord rasons for affecting change, and, consequently, damages the mental independence 

of individuals, and creates an environment that is adverse to the improvement of mùid. 

Re V O ~ U ~ Z O ~ I  

Godwin opposes violent revolution as an effective means of social improvement 

because it is self-contradictory, involves rapid change, and is unpredictable in outcorne. 

First, revolution is self-contradictory for it is "engendered by an indignation against 

tyranny, yet is itself even more pregnant with tyranny" (Godwin, PJ 269). It opposes 

force with force itself. Like govemment-directed change, revolution always ccinvolves one 

group irnposing their controversial moral conclusions on another group of a different 

opinion" (Couture 4). Thus, revolution attempts to force its tenets upon the established 

order through violence and violence becornes the sole reason why the overthrown are 

"obliged to change their creed, precisely at the time at which 1 see reason to alter mine" 

(Godwin, PJ 269). 

Second, revolution is self-contradictory because it creates a communicative 

atmosphere similar to the one it fights against. For instance, those who speak out with 

arguments against revolution suffer dl regard in such passionate times. Godwin states that 

"[aln attempt to scrutinize men's thoughts, and punish their opinions, is of aII kinds of 



despotism the most odious; yet this attempt is peculiarly charactenstic of a period of 

revolution" (Godwin, PJ 270). 

Lastly, even if successful, revolution is self-contradictory because a violent 

revolution does not alter the resentment that the opposing parties have for each other. 

Godwin asks, "[wlhat [is] more unavoidable than that men should entertain some 

discontent at being violently stripped of their wealth and their privileges" (Godwk PJ 

269) and of the attachrnent "to the sentiments in which they were educated" (ibid-)? The 

point here is that violence may change someone's behaviour temporarily but it is not likely 

to change his or her sentiments. Rather, it may only increase his onginal conviction. 

Changing ideas is better accomplished through reason and argument than force. 

In surnmary, revolution is self-contradictory because it uses force to suppon its 

claims, threatens open communication and enquiry, and creates a political climate filled 

with "mutual anirnosity and variance" (Godwin, PJ 272). 

Godwin also opposes revolution because it proposes to rapidly force society into 

extreme change. According to Godwin, society is ill-prepared for such change. He claims 

that revolution intermpts the gradual advancement and communication of political 

knowledge by relying on force instead of argument. Consequently, the impetuous nature of 

revolution turns the most important subject of human inquiry, the advancement of the 

general condition of human beings, into a game of chance. 

Let us examine the risks involved in revolution with a few plausible consequences. 

One risk of initiating rapid and violent change is that many will be unaware of the rasons 

and consequences of such action. Godwin argues that the advancement of scientific 

knowledge is a gradual process and that political science is still in its infancy. The chance 

of a majority being fully acquainted with political truth is unlikely. Rather, "it is to be 

feared that the greater part of this majority are ofien mere parrots who have been taught a 



lesson of the subject of which they understand little or nothing" (Godwiq PJ 260). Thus, if 

the majority do not "truly understand the object of their professed wishes"(Godwin, PJ 

26 1 ), then it is doubtful "whether they be ripe for its reception, and competent to its 

assertion" (ibid- ). 

Another consequence applies to the revolution that has the true support of the 

majority; that is, the majority of people support the cause and are fùlly acquainted with the 

reasons and consequences for such action. In this scenario the political vanguard is not 

forcing supporters into a position for which they are unprepared. Thus. it appears that the 

only force required at this stage is what is needed to rernove the existing power structure. 

However, Godwin argues that the ovenvhelming strength of public opinion alone will be 

sufficient to complete the social transformation without any need for violence: 

[i]n a w r d ,  either the people are unenlightened and unprepared for a n a t e  of fieedom, 
and then the stniggle and the consequences of the struggle u-ill be tmly perilous; or the 
progress of political knowledge among thern is decisive, and then everyone wiI1  see how 
iitile and short-lived uill be the attempt to hold them in subjection, . . . . The party 
attached to liberty is, upon h t  supposition, the numerous one; they are the persons of 
true energy, and who have an object worthy of their zeal. Their oppressors, few in 
number, and degraded to the rank of lifeless machines, wander with no certain destination 
or prospect over the vast surfice, and are objects of pity d e r  than serious alann. E v e ~  
hour diminishes their number and their resources; while, on the other hand, every 
moment's delay gives new strength to the cause, and fortitude to the champions, of 
liberty. (Godw-iq PJ 259) 

Godwin argues in support of the power of public opinion to affect change. With true 

majority support, he believes, a successful social transformation is possible, because "the 

improvement of our institutions" (Godwin, PJ 273) now "advances in a just proportion to 

the illumination of the public understanding" (ibid.) as opposed to every other scenario we 

have hit herto exarnined. 

Godwin does aiiow for revolutionary action as an absolutely Iast course of action. 

This exceptioq however, has only the remotest chance for use. For instance, if an 

overwhelrning public opinion fails to alter the power structure, then that power structure 

rnust be a dictatorship, for any other system would yield to pressure. However, an 



enlightened nation is. out of necessity, already in possession of a fiee and extensive 

communication network, and this type of development could probably never exist under a 

dictatorship in the first place. Thus, the exception that would allow for the case of 

revolution seerns remote at best. 

We now know the key reasons for Godwin's rejection of social change caused by 

the coercive tendencies of the state and its legai system, and by violence and revolution. 

We also know that Godwin believes public opinion to be the proper source of change 

within society. Thus, for Godwin, the best way to change and improve Our condition is to 

create a sound public opinion. Politicai associations in his time were effective 

communication vehicles whereby large bodies of people could be quickly and eEectiveIy 

influenced. Yet Godwin argues against political associations in favor of an open 

communication network based on sincere discussion. 1 now examine these two modes of 

communication designed to influence public understanding through reason as alternatives 

to coercion: political associations and open communication. 

Political Associatzorts 

As a means of mass communication, political associations attempt to assess and 

generate public opinion. They draw large numbers of people to their meetings and appear 

to be "'the most useful means for generating a sound public opinion"' (Godwin, PJ 282) 

and for cc'difising, in the most rapid and effectuai manner, political information"' (ibid.) 

for the purpose of reform. Yet. Godwin rejects political associations. He claims that they 

tend to replace reason and argument with the "Shibboleth of a party" (Godwin, PJ 284). 

"harangue and declarnation" (Godwin, PJ 285), and "disorder and turnult" (Godwin, PJ 

288). 

Godwin also argues that political science, and the discovery of truths within this 

field, require patient and "laborious enquiry" (Godwin, PJ 283), whereby "we must niffer 

nothing but arguments to bear sway in the discussion" (Godwin, PJ284). Furthemore, he 
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claims that Our chances of discovering truths increase as each man learns to "enquire and 

think for himself' (ibid.). Thus, in accordance with the Enlightenment, Godwin places an 

extrerne emphasis on the ability of reason to lead us fiom error. The more that people 

Ieam to think, argue. and reason for themselves, the more our chances increase for gaining 

knowledge. 

However, Godwin claims that the nature of political associations discourages 

individuality, since members expenence comrnoriaiity through sharing the same political 

views. He says: 

in political associations, the object of each man is to identi- his creed with tha~ of his 
neighbour. We l e m  the Shibboleth of a Party. We dare not lave our rninds at large in 
the field of enq*. lest we should arrive at some tenet disrelished by our p*. We 
have no temptation to enquire. Party has a more powerful tendency than perhaps any 
other circwnstance in human affairs to render the mind quiescent and stationzq-. Instead 
of malang each man an individual, which the interest of the w-hole requires, it resolves 
al understandings into one comrnon mas,  and subtracts fiom each the varieîies that 
could alone distinguish him h m  a brute machine. (Godwin, PJ 284-85) 

Godwin argues that learning the "Shibboleth of a party" damages individuality by neatly 

packaging people's views into a common mold. The urge to inquire is stifled by the 

identification with other party members. Cowequently, people determine their opinions by 

"compulsion or sympathy7' (Godwin, PJ 284) instead of basing thern on the "conclusions 

suggested by the reason of the thing" (zbid.). The result of identmng with the creed of a 

party is not only that itç members tend to overlook its errors but a h  that "we have no 

longer any employment for those faculties which might lead us to detect its errors" 

(Godwin, PJ 285). 

A second problem attendant on political associations is their tendency toward 

"harangues and declamation." Godwin contends that just as ident-g with the creed of 

one's party can take the emphasis away fiom arguments, "harangues and declamation'' 

create a communicative atmosphere based on passion, not reason. Consequently, the 

"memory of the hearer is crowded with pompous nothings, with images and not 

arguments." Godwin explains that orators comrnunicate to the crowds in such a way as to 
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avoid detail, rush what is said, and build the hearers' exciternent to the point of applause. 

Communicating in such passionate atmospheres does not permit the hearer to be "sober 

enough to weigh things with an unshaken hand" ( ibid) .  Godwin argues that the 

communication of tmth is more likely to occur in a calmer atmosphere where arguments 

cm be fully explored aïid considered. 

Also, in environrnents where orators compete for the support of partisans, there is 

apt to be a certain conformity to popularity. Godwin States: 

[i]n the propositions they bring f o n d  in the subjects they discuss. in the side the? 
espouse of these subjects, they wi11 inevitably be biassed by the consideration of what 
uill be most acceptable to their partisans, and popular nith their hearers. (Godwin, PJ 
286) 

Godwin's point is that concessions are made in reasoning merely for the gain of support 

and the interests of political tmth are clouded by the personal interests of the speakers. 

Finally, Godwin rejects political associations for their tendency to "disorder and 

tumult." He daims that the passionate atmosphere of associations often engenders mobs 

and riots. As excitement builds, "the sympathy of opinion catches fiom man to man" and 

is fueiied by "a bitter and personai detestation of their oppressors" (ibid.) until at last the 

proceedings degenerate into riot. Consequently, such bold and violent atmospheres do 

little more than confound the process of debate and "increase public impatience for 

action" (Couture 5) without good reason. Godwin rejects political associations as an 

effective communication form because their tendency is to excite, and confuse the process 

of investigating politics through the "Shibboleth of party," "harangue and dedamation," 

and "disorder and tumult." The result is that associations are capable of rapidly generating 

unsound political information which in tum fosters an unsound public opinion and stymies 

the process of political refom. 



Open Cornmu~zication 

Godwin argues that his communicative ideal increases the intellectud independence 

of individuals by encouraging contemplation, impartial criticism, and personal judgment, 

and, thus, f iords  the best chance of generating a sound public opinion. The practice of 

open communication involves sincere and fiiendly discussion in small groups for the 

purpose of social criticism, as opposed to the large scale mass meetings of political 

associations. Open communication, as a vehicle of social change, leaves "positive 

institution" intact and promotes peaceful and gradual change in accordance to the level of 

public understanding. 

Open communication avoids the problerns associated with the passionate 

atmospheres of noisy assemblies. There is no occasion for "harangues and dedamation," 

nor for "disorder and tumult," to Uitmde upon contemplation and the advancement of 

truth. Godwin States: 

[tlruth dwells with contemplation. We can seldom rnake much progress in the business 
of disentangling error and delusion but in sequestered pri~acy, or in the tranquil 
interchange of sentiments thaî takes place h v e e n  hvo persons. (Godwin, PJ 286) 

Godwin's claim is straightforward. Open communication supports contemplative practice 

for calm atmospheres, which in turn allow participants to weigh and consider arguments in 

a sober fashion. Thus, Godwin's ideal well suits the cultivation of truth. 

Furthemore, Godwin argues that open communication increases the chances of 

achieving irnpartiality, for there is no incentive to adopt the "Shibboleth of a party." 

Instead, a person will acquaint himself with a broad range of ideas and opinions, since 

[h]e will mi?c at large among his species; he wili converse with men of ail orders and 
parties; he will fear to atîach himself in his intercourse to any particular set of men, lest 
his thoughts should becorne insensibly warped, and he should make to himself a world 
of petty dimensions, instead of that liberal and various scene in which nature has 
peffnitted him to eqatiate. (Godwin, PJ 285) 

As previously mentioned, one of Godwin's major reservations about political associations 

is that their rnembers, in ident-g with the creed of a party, are often influenced by 



"compulsion o r  sympathy" instead of  the "concIusions suggested by the reasoning of  the 

thing." However, individuals who practice open communication have no p a r t y  to  which 

they might attach their sentiments. They are, therefore, more likely to exercise their 

mental independence, and, as a result. are more likely to engage in impartial criticism, 

whereby they examine conclusions based on the merits ofthe arguments alone. 

Godwin also argues that discussion strengthens personal judgment, for it helps to 

develop a person's own sentiments (Godwin, PJ 289). He compares conversation to a 

mirror in which participants see their mental reflection in the reaction of other participants. 

Ritter describes the process: 

[i]us-t as a rnirror helps me know my physical identity, so conversation helps me know 
my mental self. Through his reactions to my staternents, an interiocutor reflects them, 
so that 1 understand thm better than 1 couid alone. My h e r  grasp of my expresseci 
opinions helps me to criticize thern, so as to increase the independence of my thought. 
(Ritter 42-3) 

The rnirror analogy suggests that individual development requires more than just isolated 

contemplation. Godwin claims that conversation is necessary because it helps to clarie 

and strengthen a person's own thoughts. It rnay seem contradictory to believe that his or 

her mental independence depends on the thought o f  others, but in support of Godwin, 

Ritter argues that "[olne finds individuality by sharing with others the capacity of the 

human species for independent thought" (Ritter 4 1). According to  Godwin, when 

conversing, a person does not implicitly conforni himself to the estimate of others, but 

compares their opinions with each other and with his own (Godwin, Enquirer 343): 

[klnowledge, such as we are able to acquire depends in a majority of instances, 
not upon the single efforts of the individuaï, but upon the consent of other 
human understandings sanctionhg the judgment of our own. (Godwin, PJ 3 13) 

Conversation strengthens a person's sentiments through the positive criticism of others. In 

other words, a person builds his inteilectual independence by taking criticism into 

consideration and then evaluating his own point of view. Thus, communication for 



Godwin, fosters individuaiity and is necessary "in a majority of instances" for acquiring 

knowledge. 

Godwin's account of open communication stresses contemplation, impaniality, and 

persona1 judgment. However, in his view, these factors, in order to be tnily effective, 

require honest communication. Indeed, Godwin believes that sincerity is "the most 

powertùl engine of human irnprovement" (Godwin, PJ 320). 

Godwinian sincerïty proposes that we tell "every man the truth regardless of the 

dictates of worldly prudence and custorn" (Godwin, PJ 3 12). He argues that sincerity 

fosters self-development, for it enables conversers to more accurately assess each other's 

opinions, and, thus, to strengthen their sentiments. Furthemore, sincerity breeds trust 

among individuals, which enhances communication and the opportunity for improvement. 

In order to fÙIiy appreciate the benefits of sincere conversation, Godwin cnticizes 

the "cold reserve" (Godwin, PJ 288) that permeates much of society' s communicative 

space. He States: 

[tjhere is at present in the world a cold reserve that keeps man at a distance fiorn man. 
There is an art in the practice of whkh indi\lduals communicate for ever, without anyone 
t e h g  his neighbour what estimate he f o m  of his attainments and character, how 
they ought to be employed, and how to be improved. There is a sort of domestic tactics, 
the object of which is to elude curiosity, and keep the tenour of conversation, without 
the disclosure either of our feelings or opinions. The fnend of justice ~vï l i  have no object 
more deeply at heart than the annihilation of this duplicity. The man whose ka r t  
overfiows with kiodness for his species w3.i habituate himself to consider, in each 
successive occasion of social intercourse, hou- that occasion may be most beneficially 
improved. (fiid.) 

Godwin's central objection to communication marked by a "cold reserve" is that it keeps 

"up the tenour of conversation, without the disclosure either of our feelings or opinions." 

One consequence of a person hiding his tme sentiments is that he shaU likely "neither add 

to, nor correct them" (Godwin, PJ 3 14). Godwin suggests that by avoiding discussion or 



nithholding his ideas, he cuts off any chance of feedback on their behaif However, if he is 

candid and unreserved in conversation, then his expressed opinions, with the help of an 

interlocutor' s feedback, are made better. 

In the case of deceit, wherein conversers not oniy withhold their sentiments, but 

just plain lie, there are again negative consequences, because an interlocutor cannot help 

me evaluate my own thought with dishonesty as well as he might with genuine cnticism 

(Ritter 44). The interests of improvement, therefore, suggest the need for unreserved 

communication and generai ''muhial awareness" (Riner 34). However, Godwin's critique 

of the "cold reserve" within society shows the opposite effect. Withholding Our true 

sentiments in silence, lies or equivocation tends to breed "general distr~st'~ (Godwin, PJ 

328) which in turn stifles communication by keeping "man at a distance fiom man." 

Godwin declares: 

[a]t presenc men meet together \ith the temper less of fiends than enemies. Every 
man eyes his neighbour, as ifhe expected to receive fiom him a secret wound. Every 
member of a polished and civilized comrnuniq goes armed. (~~~~ PJ 3 1 6) 

The lack of sincenty, or "plain dealing" (Godwin, PJ 3 14). in society creates uncenainty 

about how individuals view each other. For instance, criticisrn is seldom an open affair, 

but is much more likely to circutate in secret, if at dl .  The insincere communicator thus 

criticizes others "with the sentiments of a criminal, conscious that what he is saying he 

wouId be unwilling to utter before the individual concerned (Godwin, PJ 3 16). As a 

result, the individual facing criticisrn is at a disadvantage. First, assume that his conduct, in 

this instance, is flawed. If left alone in the matter, he will either be unaware of his fault, or 

he wili have some notion of it, great or small. In the first case, without any notion of his 

fault, there is little chance of correction; in the latter instance, where he must resolve the 

problem fiom the confines of his own judgment, his analysis wili lack the scope that it 

othenvise might S o r d  in conjunction with the sincere feedback of his fellows. 

Furthetmore, Godwin argues that "[i]t is the uncertainty of which every man is conscious 



as to his solitary judgment that produces . . . a zeal for proselytisrn, and impatience of 

contradiction" (Godwin, PJ 3 13). 

Second, assume that the specific conduct of the individuai under cnticisrn is not 

flawed. The insincere comrnunicator simply lies to another about the matter. In this case 

the intent is malicious, the criticism is unwarranted. and, without open and unreserved 

communicatioa the falsehood persists. Godwin asserts that a consequence of insincerity is 

the increased opportunity for the "basest hypocrite to pass through life with applause" 

while the "purest character is loaded with unrnented aspersions7' (zbid.). Insincenty breeds 

distrust, dismay, and il1 will among individuals for they are unaware and uncertain of the 

tme estimate each has for the other. 

On the other hand, Godwin claims that sincerity, by making conversers more aware 

of each others' sentiments, shall enhance communication and foster a general trust. He 

says, "1 should not conceive alarm from my neighbour, because I should be conscious that 

I knew his genuine sentiments" (Godwin, PJ 3 17). Thus, in ridding ourselves of duplicity, 

conversers "acquire a clear, ingenuous and unembarrassed air" (Godwin, PJ 3 12). A 

person no longer feels the need to express his concerns and criticisms furtively for fear of 

incurring "the imputation of a calurnniator" (Godwin, PJ 3 16). Rather, he expresses his 

concems readily, with the full knowledge that what he brhgs to the table is a matter of 

open debate. For instance, if his interest is in discussing the faults of another, then his 

intent is not to spread malicious gossip, for he reveals his sentiments with the 

foreknowledge that the person concerned, present or not, will know his rnind. Also, if a 

person wishes to discuss his own defects, then he does so knowing that the feedback he 

receives is genuine, and that he will not suffer ridicule. Consequently, sincere conversers 

are fie fiom the suspicion and fear that breeds animosity among men who converse under 

the auspice of a "cold reserve." Instead, open communication breeds mutuai awareness 

and trust that in turn allows individuals to improve and deveiop. 
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In this chapter we have seen that Godwin's arguments place a supreme value on 

mental independence, and thus, on systems (open communication) that employ reason as a 

means of change. Systems that reiy primarily on coercion (revotution, positive institution), 

or that rely on communication that inhibits reason (poIitical associations), threaten 

individuality. 

Pan one of Chapter IV attempts to funher clarie Godwin's theory of perfectibility 

and to show that it is a plausible thesis. In part two of Chapter IV, we will subject 

Godwin's communicative ideal to his own criterion to detennine if "trusting to reason 

alone" (Godwin, PJ 277) does not itself rely upon the rneans of manipulation and/or 

coercion. We will alu, attempt to determine whether or not a system of open 

communication can work; in other words, is it achievable and is it effective 
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Objections and Replies: G d i n  's Pe~ecribiiiry ami Social Comrnunicc7zion 

In this chapter 1 ded with some of the main objections to Godwin's account of 

human perfectibility and social communication. I do not intend to examine Chapters II and 

III by way of proceeding from principle to principle. First, I have already done this to 

some extent by reconstructing Godwin's arguments in a way that included replies to 

objections. More importantly, 1 think that examining his central ideas better enables us to 

evaluate the coherence and plausibility of his account. Ifthere are insurmountable 

problems in these ideas, then a micro-analysis of each and every component is unnecessary, 

at least for the purposes of this thesis. 

Part One - Perjiectibility 

A main cnticism of Enlightenrnent philosophy is that it overestimates the power of 

human reason to improve society. In Chapters II and III, we saw that Godwin's belief in 

human perfectibility depends on the gradua1 enlightenrnent of individuals through reason. 

Therefore, ifwe are to consider Godwin's thesis, fie must show against various objections 

that he does not overstate the role of reason in irnprovement. 

Perhaps the most cornmori objection to Godwin is that we are creatures of both 

reason and passion, and thus, to suppose that the former has more power over someone's 

conduct than the latter simply ignores facts about human nature. In The Spirit of the Age, 

Hazlitt claims that Godwin fails to acknowledge the selfïsh tendencies of man: 

[h]e conceiveci too nobly of his fellows (the most unpardonable crime against them, for 
there is nothing that annoys Our self-love so much as king cornplimented on imaginary 
achievements, to which we are whoily un@)-he raised the standard of morality 
above the reach of humanity, and by directing virtue to the most airy and romantic 
heights, made her path dangerous, s o L i ~ ,  and impracticabie. The author of îhe 
Political Justice took abstract reason for the d e  of conduct, and abstract good for its 



end. . . . Mr. Godwin gives no quarter to the amiable \veaknesscs of our nature, nor does 
he stoop to avail himself of the supplementaq- aids of an imperfat virtue. (Hazily 184- 
8 5 )  

To say that Godwin "gives no quarter to the amiable weaknesses of our nature" is too 

strong. It is true that Godwin is an optimist about human nature. but his belief in human 

perfectibility does not suggest that reason can or wiil conquer passion or even that it is 

opposed to it. lnstead, perfectibility implies that the passions can and "ought to be 

purified" (Godwin, PJ 137), which means that we are capable of desiring, and, indeed, 

ought to desire cenain things more than others. Thus, the function of reason, according to 

Godwin, is not to temper desire; rather, reason is "calculated to regulate Our conduct, 

according to the comparative worth it ascribes to different excitements" (Godwin, PJ 77). 

The right question to ask, then, is Rot merety whether reason c m  overcome passion but 

whether it cm show us what is tmly des i r ab~e .~~  In order to answer this question, 

however, Godwin must first show what motivates our desires. 

Psychological Egoism 

Godwin asserts that we are creatures whose sensations / ideas are accompanied 

with an awareness of pleasure (good) or pain (evil), and that it is our nature to desire the 

former and disapprove the latter (Godwin, PJ 1 8 3 ) . ~ ~  Thus, he States that "al1 Our 

volitions are attended with camplacence or aversion" (Godwin, PJ 136); or, in other 

words, that "it is impossible that the hand can be stretched out to obtain anything except 

so far as it is cunsidered as desirable; and to be desirable is the same thing as to have a 

tendency to communicate pleasure" (Godwin, PJ 2 3 2).  Passion, then, in the sense that our 

voluntary actions demonstrate that we must desire one alternative to another, cannot be 

28Godwin Iists in his "Summary of Principles" that "reason is not an independent principle, and has no 
tendenq to excite us to action; in a practid Mew, it is rnerely a cornparison and baiancing of different 
feelings" (Godwin, PJ 77). 
29 "Goai is a general name, inîluding pleasure, and the means by which p l e m  is prOcuredOcured Evil is a 
general name, inciuding pain, and the means by which pain is produad" (Godwin, PJ 390). 



eradicated. Moreover, what one person finds to be pleasurable / desirable / good, in 

Godwin's view. can be punfied by bnnging one passion into contention with another. 

Godwin argues that reason is the key factor in punfying the passions. He shows 

how reason can "ascribe worth to different excitements" in two senses; first, reason 

provides evidence by uncovenng facts to help us gain knowIedge / tnith: and second, 

reason helps us to confim our choices. 

1 begin by discussing the role of reason in the first sense. For example, if a person 

has option (a) spending seventy-five dollars for a night out on the town or (b) directing 

the same fùnds to a charity for starving children, how does reason idluence the decision? 

Consider the possibility that he or she might choose option (a) even though admitting that 

in light of the rasons option (b) is reaiiy the better alternative. Does not such a scenario, 

which seems plausible. suggest that Godwin's concept of reason, and, more specifically, 

his idea of the "omnipotence of t m t h  is insufficient to regulate conduct? By asserting that 

"truth is omnipotent," Godwin means that "every principle which can be brought home to 

the conviction of the muid will infallibly produce a correspondent effect upon the condua'' 

(Godwin, PJ 145). Therefore, ifit is true that a person's voluntary actions differ f?om his 

or her convictions, then Godwin is wrong about the "omnipotence of t ru th  and the power 

of reason. Ritter thinks that "[ilt is more credible to believe . . . persons when they report 

failing to follow their convictions than to charge them with misunderstanding what their 

convictions say" (Ritter 93). 

Godwin can reply that conviction about option @) is in reality less than a full 

conviction, since al1 voluntary action is taken as confirmation of opinion. By choosing 

option (a) a person necessarily shows that he perceives (a) as more pleasurable / desirable / 

good than option @). So how is it, in Godwin's view, that r m o n  can affect Our choice? 

Godwin would say that if a person finds option (a) more desirable than option @) it is 

because he does not know the relevant facts concerning option @). For instance, in 

choosing option (a) a person can enjoy an evening filled with music, food, wine, and 
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Company (an event in which al1 the particulan are known) as opposed to option (b) where 

he gives seventy-five dollars to an unfamiliar person, who then transfers the money to an 

agency and then somewhere in the future food is distributai to staMng children (an event 

in which al1 the particulars are unknowm). However, suppose the relevant facts about 

option @) are known. In this case. a number of the starving children are brought before 

the person so that he might observe their condition. The reality of starvation is now very 

vivid as opposed to when it was merely an abstract concept. He is now in  oss session of 

more facts than he was previously, and thus, is able to better understand the evils of 

starvation. Consequently. he expenences the appropnate feeling (sympathy) in the full 

light of the facts and his desire to help the children ousts his desire to go out on the town. 

In Godwin's words, we have "conquered one passion . . . by the introduction of another" 

(Godwin, PJ 137). Note, however, that the sympathy the person expenences in this 

instance, according to Godwin's explanation of what motivates our desires, is based on 

self-interest, i e . ,  on the "sympathetic enjoyment of the weli-being of another" (Brandt 69) 

possibly mixed with the pleasurable feelings of a satisfied conscience, or of glon@ng his 

own actions as morally superior. 

Godwin's account suggests that the fùnction of reason (in the first sense) is to 

increase knowledge, which can change our opinions and feelings. Thus, one of the main 

goals of perfecting the human character for Godwin ccconsists in approaching as nearly as 

possible to the perfectly voluntary state" (Godwin, PJ 127) so that we are as much as 

possible aware of the reasons for our actions. He States: 

[w]e should be cautious of tbinking it a d c i e n t  reason for an action that we are 
accustomed to perform it, and that we once thought it right. . . . We should accustom 
ourselves not to forget the reascms thai produced our determination, but be ready u p n  
all occasions clearly to annouace and Wly to mumerate them. (Godwin, PJ 128) 

Godwin stresses that we exercise reason (to approach as near as possible the perfectly 

voluntary state) because he believes that reason "is calculated to regulate our conduct 

according to the comparative worth it ascribes to dserent excitements." In other words, 



some passions arise when we know some of the facts and other passions arise when know 

al1 of the facts (Monro 18 1). However, his explanation of the role of reason in relation to 

passion leaves gaps in the question of motivation. He equates what is desirable with what 

a person finds the most pleasurable and what he or she finds the most pleasurable 

necessarily varies according to the understanding. But Godwin is not a psychological or 

an ethical egoist; instead, he believes that peaple can and ought to  be "intluenced by 

disinterested considerations" ( G o d w i ~  PJ 377). Thus, reason, in the sense that it merely 

uncovers facts, is insufficient so far as it regulates the passions. Godwin's account also 

requires his view of reason in the second sense, i e . ,  that it "confirms our choices." 

Benevolent Disi,tferest @sycholc@cal alrr~iJm) 

Godwin is faced with the problem of showing that people can be infiuenced by 

"disinterested considerations" while at the same tirne he adrnits that "[tlhe things first 

desired by every thinking being will be agreeable sensation, and the means of agreeable 

sensation" (Godwin, PJ 379). In other words, he must provide a sensible account of the 

shift from egoism to a l t ~ s m .  His account involves two main ideas: one is that a shifl of 

motive from means to ends is a natural progression for all the passions; the other is that 

reason "wnfirms Our choice" about the passion of disinterested benevolence in a way that 

is distinct fiom other passions. 

Godwin argues that "it is the nature of the passions speedily to convert what at fïrst 

was means into ends" (Godwin, PJ 3 80) so that the pleasure p h a r i l y  becomes loved "for 

its own sake." He attributes the shift fiom means to ends to the fùnction cf  habit. It is 

true, he says, that "ail indulgence of the senses is originaily chosen for the sake of pleasure 

that accrues;" however, it is also true that "the quantity of accruing pleasure or pain is 

continually changing." Moreover, he argues that the changes in the levels of pleasure are 

seldom taken into account, and when they are, the power of habit is usuaily too strong to 

be overcome. The drunkard, for example, loses touch with the original motive (the 
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pleasure of drinking) and continues in his habit even after he admits that the pains 

outweigh the pleasures. Thus, he drinks not for the means of pleasure but for the sake of 

drinking itselE or, as Godwin says. until the point that he '"will rather die, than pan with 

it "' (ibid.). 

Godwin thinks that the shift of motive fiom means to ends is consistent in al1 the 

passions. whether it be for the love of wealth, the love of drink, or the love of helping 

others. Thus, in the case of beneficence, it holds that promoting the happiness of "our 

child, our farnily, our country or Our species7' (Godwin, PJ 3 8 1) is originally pursued for 

the means of agreeable sensation. However, like the previous example, it is the nature of 

habit to conven means to ends so that "afler having habituated ourselves to promote the 

happiness of Our child, Our family, Our country or our species, we are at length brought to 

approve and desire their happiness without retrospect to ourselves" (ibid.). Godwin 

argues that the motive of agreeable sensation (the original motive) becomes the indirect 

motive, meaning that it itseifis not "present to the mind of the agent at the time of his 

determination" (Godwk PJ 3 84). Its influence, however, stiU perceptibly mixes "itself 

with such of our beneficent actions as are of a sensible duration." Thus, Our own pleasure 

is not forgotten but remains a secondary consideration. He maintains that the 

"disinterested and direct motive . . . seems to occupy the principal place. This is at least 

the first, often the only, thing in the Mew of the niind, at the time the action is chosen" 

(ibid). 

Godwin's other key move is to assert that even though the passions share a 

"parallel nature" (Godwin, PJ 381) in relation to the shifi of motivation fiom means to 

ends, there is a significant difference also. He states that "once we have entered into so 

auspicious a path as that of disinterestedness, reflection confirms our choice, in a sense in 

which it never can confirm any of the factitious passions we have named (zbid.). Thus, 

according to Godwin. only by experiencing the state of "disinteredness" is one able to 

reflect on the position and see its worth. He states: 
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[wle find by observation îhat ne  are surrounded by beings of the same nature with 
ounelves- Tb- havc the same scnscs, arc susceptible of the same pleasurcs and p&s, 
capable of king raised to the same excellence, and employai in the same usefùlness. 
WC arc ablc in imagination to go out of ourxlvest and becomc impartial spectators of 
the system of which we are a part. We can then make an estirnate of their intrinsic and 
absolute value; and detect the imposition of that self-regard, ahich ivould r e p r m t   OU^ 

o m  interest, as of as much value as that of ail the world beside. (Ibid) 

Godwin suggests that the state of "benevolent disinterest" is a necessary precondition for 

deduchg the principle of impartiality, and, therefore of justice / utility. in the state of 

self-interest, being an "impmiai spectator" was not possible and thus, reasoning itself was 

not objective. However, in "disinteredness" a person achieves impartiality and is capable 

of accurately assessing the value of others and hirn or herself Thus, with "the delusion . . . 

sapped," that is, of the "self-regard which would represent our own interest, as of as much 

value as that of al1 the world besidey' (ibid-), one can deduce the proper end of Wtue itself: 

[tlhe end of virtue is to add to the s u .  of pleasurable sensation. The beacon and 
regulator of virtue is impartiality, that we shail not give the esertion to procure the 
pleasure of an individual which might have k e n  employed in procuruig the pleasure of 
many individuals. (Goduin, PJ 752) 

Godwin's hypothesis of "benevolent disinterest" avoids the problem Bentham had in 

t@g to deduce the principle of impartiality fiom egoistic hedonism. Bentham's cccevery 

one to count as one, and no one for more than one"' (Monro 15) advocates benevolence 

"because it is in Our interest . . . and though this may give us some reason to promote the 

happiness of others, it wili do so only as long as their happiness does not contlict with Our 

own" (Locke, Don 176). Godwin's account argues that we are only able to understand 

and act according to the principle of irnpartiality when we have becorne impartial 

ourselves. Thus, when someone acts to help others, he does so fiom kind and sympathetic 

intentions and not direcîly fiom a view to his own pleasure. For Godwin, a moral ac: is 

guided by benevolent intentions and contributes to the general happiness. His account may 

avoid some of the problems that fellow utilitarians such us Bentham mn into; however, in 

escaping these problems Godwin encounters other objections. 



First. his emphasis on the role of habit in the conversion of means to ends appears, 

in a sense, to contradict his emphasis on reason or of "approaching as nearly as possible to 

the penectly voluntary state." His account seems to depend on not always being aware of 

the facts. For instance, ifthe dmnkard had scrutinized the amount of pleasure he received 

on each successive drinking occasion he would have noticed a decrease in pleasure, and, 

consequently, with his motive of agreeable sensation reduced, he would then pursue other 

means of pleasure. In other words, by constantly scrutinizing his motives, which he does 

in the perfectly voluntary state, the conversion of means to ends could not take place, and 

so rnaximizing agreeable sensation would remain the sole motivator of conduct. Godwin 

can answer this objection by qudifjmg "voluntary action." He States that the goal in 

perfecting the character involves approaching "as nearly as possible the perfectly voluntary 

state," which means revising the facts that constitute Our opinions as much as possible. 

However, Godwin reaiizes that the mind needs "resting places7' whereby it makes choices 

based on "habit, or custom" (Godwin, PJ 125), since otheMOse we would be etemaily 

calculating our every move. So in a sense his means / ends account relies on prejudice. 

However, it is a prejudice that is biologically unavoidable, and thus, comes intact with 

human nature. 

Godwin's reply here enables hirn to make the shift &om egoism to altruism. In 

doing so, however, there is perhaps a more telling objection that surfaces. The oniy way 

that sorneone cm arrive at the conclusion that the general happiness is desirable is to have 

been first convinced on egoist grounds. In other words, before he comes to desire the 

happiness of others from a disinterested perspective, he must first diectly associate it with 

his own happiness. According to Monro: 

[i]f we corne to desire the generd happinas because of associations with our own 
happiness, and the two are not necessarily çonnecteù, then our desire is fùndamentally 
irrational. hdeed this kind of association would seem to be what is meant by prejudice, 
and it would seem to be the fundion of reason to destroy such associations. (Monro 
195) 



Monro contends that Godwin overstates the role of reason in the pursuit of virtue because 

one of the functions of reason is to destroy false associations. I think it cm be s h o w  in 

line with Godwin's account of "benevolent disinterest." that reason does destroy the 

erroneous association Monro brings to light. 

R e d  Godwin's account of the nature of the passions. He says "the first things 

desired by every thinking being will be agreeable sensation, and the means of agreeable 

sensation." Thus. we initially desire the happiness of others fiom an egoist standpoint. 

However, by acquinng further knowledge through expenence, reason enables us to 

destroy this wsociation.30 As Godwin has said, it is the nature of the passions to convert 

means to ends, and in relation to disinterestedness "reflection confirms Our choice" unlike 

any other passion. The idea is that a person must experience "disinterestedness" before he 

is able to properly reflect and evaluate the passion.31 At this point, it may be said that 

reason nullifies the former association, and we desire the happiness of others without 

direct consideration to our own pleasure. 

In light of Monro's objection and a fbrther look into Godwin's account, we see 

that Godwin reiies on reason mtd experience. His account is not incoherent according to 

the reasons Monro suggests. However, the coherence of Godwin's account does not 

mean that what he says is true. For instance, it is arguable that his reliance on the shift of 

means to ends (for al1 passions) is not backed sufficiently. Godwin provides a few 

examples in order to support the claim; however, I do not thùik that he has show that the 

nature of ai.! passions is to convert means to ends. There are counter-examples which 

would negate his clairn. For example, it is hard to imagine that some of the base passions 

30 Godwin ernphasizes that knowledge is not ody gained through argument and reading, but also by "our 
own obsenation of men and things. . . . [for] [w]e cannot understand books till we have seen the subjects 
of which they treatn (Godwin, PJ 4 14). 

A peson cannot grasp premises that require an intunate acquaintmce %th the nature of man" 
(Godwin, PJ 299) before he has this acquaintance. Indeed, "fh]e that knows the mind of man must have 
observed it for himçelf; he that hows  it most intimately must have observed it in its greatest variety of 
situations" (Godwin. PJ 4 14). He "must himself have been an actor in the scene," (ibid.) and "have had 
his own passions bmught into plaf (Gods* PJ 414-5). 



Godwin mentions, like sema1 passion quickly convert fiom means to ends so that they are 

cherished universdly for their own sake and not as a direct means to a person's own 

pleasure. Granted, a person's own pleasure is not aiways the direct motive in sexual 

passion. The direct motive may often be to procreate or to please this person's partner. 

Nonetheless, 1 think it is more plausible to believe that direct and indirect motives are able 

to switch back and forth depending on the particular circumstances. This objection does 

not disprove Godwin's hypothesis of disinterestedness. Rather. it impiies that people can 

and do act in certain instances prùnarily with a view to their own pleasure, while at other 

times their own pleasure is an indirect motive. In order to perceive the value of benevolent 

disinterest a person has to be able to e'cpenence it, and this objection does not preclude 

this possibility. 

In this section 1 have shown how Godwin can respond to the charge that he has 

overstated the role of reason in relation to: its influencing a person's conduct (selfish 

tendencies, omnipotence of truth); confirming their choices (seeing the value of 

disinterest); and to its dependency on false associations (first associating a person's own 

happiness with the generai happiness). 1 have also tried to show through responses to 

objections, that the nature of human habit does not contradict the role of reason in 

u n c o v e ~ g  facts, and that Godwin's means / ends claim does not thwart the hypothesis for 

benevolent disinterest. 

Our task now is to see whether or not a system that tnists "to reason aione" can 

work. In order for it to work it cannot damage mental independence, and it must be 

practicable and effective. 



Part Tiso - Social Communication (Opert ~omrnlrr?icatxon) 

In Chapter III, we saw that Godwin's communicative ideal, above d l ,  respeds and 

encourages mental independence. His arguments stress that mental independence is 

necessary for the gradua1 improvement of reason in individuals. Systems of change that 

rely on coercion or on distorting rational communication, damage individuality and thus, 

irnpede progress as he sees it. In this section 1 attempt to answer objections which claim 

that Godwin's system is subject to the same charges he tevels against other methods of 

change. For instance, open cornmunication requires the influence of intellectual guides and 

the practice of public censure. Both of these factors potentiaiiy expose Godwin's ideal to 

charges of manipulation and coercion, and thus, to damaging mental independence. In 

addition to these objections, someone might argue that Godwinian "sincerity" is not 

practicable and further, that if it were, it would block effective communication. 

Censure 

The purpose of open communication is to spread truth / knowledge to as many 

individuals as possible. Godwin States: 

[tlruth, and above dl political truth, is not hard to acquisition, but h m  the 
superciliousness of its professors. It  has been slow and tedious of improvement, because 
the study of it has ken relegated to doctors and civilians. It has produced littie effect 
upon the practice of mankind, b u s e  it has not bcen allowed a plain and direct appeal 
to their understandqs. Remove these obstacles, render it the common propee, br in .  
it into d d y  use, and we rnay reasonably promise ourselves consequences of 
inestimable value. (Godwin, PJ 290) 

Godwin believes that if his "communicative ideal is spread throughout the public, then 

knowiedge becomes accessible to all" (Couture 3). However, someone rnight charge hirn 

with "elitist manipulation" (Ritter 96) because "the freedom of social communication" 

(Godwin, PJ 289) relies initially on an educated elite who serve as guides. It is tme that 



Godwin relies on enlightened individuais to  engage in open communication because he 

thinks doing so will, in effect, tngger the difision of knowledge. He says: 

[Ilet us figure to ourselves a number of indi\iduals who. ha~ing store. their muids nith 
reading and reflection- are accustomd in candid and unreserveù conversarion, to compare 
their ideas, suggest their doubts. esamine their mutual difficulties and cultivate a 
perspicuous and animated mamer of delivering their sentiments. Let us suppose that 
their intercourse is not confined to the society of each other. but that the? are desirous 
extensively to cornmunicate the mths uith which they are acquainted. (Ibrd.) 

Ritter argues that the charge of elitism "makes Godwin sound like a contemptuous 

manipulator of the masses" (Ritter 95-6) and "misrepresents his view of  their inteliectual 

capacities and of how their ailegiance shouid be won" (Ritter 96). Remernber, Godwin 

argues : 

the most sacred of al1 pivileges is that by which each man has a certain sphere, relative 
to the governrnent of his oun actions, and the exercise of his discretion . . . . To ciragoon 
men into the adoption of u-hat we think is right is an intolerable t j m y .  (Godwin, PJ 
262) 

Thus, as I have said previously, Godwin believes that "there is no effectuai way of 

improving the institutions of any people, but by eniightening their understandings" 

(Godwin, PJ 53 5 ) .  His interest, therefore, lies not in the manipulation o f  the masses but 

hinges on strengthening their mental independence. The role of the educated, then., is not 

to force their views on anyone, but to  opedy cornrnunicate the truths they know. 

Godwin may avoid charges of "eiitist manipulation" by showing that the educated 

/ enlightened are merely catalysts of  independent development; however, there are two 

other criticisms 1 want to mention involving manipulation / coercion that potentially 

threaten his supreme value of mental independence. As we have seen, Godwin's doctrine 

o f  perfèctibility stresses that coercion cannot aid in the development of individuais and that 

reason is the proper means. He says: 

[c]oercion cannot convince, canna conciliate, but on the contrary alienates the mind of 
him against whom it is employed. Coercion has nothing in common with nason, and 
therefore can have no proper tendency to the cultivation of virtue. It is hnie that reason 
is nothing more than a collation and a cornparison of various emotions and feetuigs; but 



the>- must be the feelings orighally appropriate to the question. not those whidi an 
arbitrary will, stimulated by the possession of power ma! ames to it. (G0du-k~ PJ 6.44) 

Godwin believes that the "most efficacious instrument 1 cm possess for changing a man's 

habits is to change his judgments" (Godwin, PJ 559). However, the way in which one 

goes about changing the judgments of others cannot be coercive in the sense mentioned 

above or Godwin contradicts himself 

The first method of censure I discuss is that which "imposes sanctions ranging 

Born mild stigma to complete ostracism" (Ritter 14). This method, although a k t  

precaution for Godwin, is desiped to protect members of the community fkom being 

hamied by certain other dangerous mernbers. For exarnple, Godwin speaks of the 

"removal or reformation of an offender whose present habits [are] injurious" (Godwin, PJ 

545) to the community. He also says that "the general consent of sober judgrnent . . . 

would surround him. . . . It would cany despair to his rnind, or, which is better, it would 

carry  conviction^' (zbid).  Nthough Godwin's focus is on the idea of reformation, that is, 

the process through which censure "would cary conviction," he also emphasizes the threat 

of removal, and of having despair brought to the mind. AU three of these tat ics  are 

designed for the safety of the comrnunity. Nevertheless, the last two use fear, which 

inhibits the process of rational deliberation and the means of achieving mental 

independence. 

Ritter has developed an interesthg response to the charge of anarchist coercion. 

He suggests that Godwin (and later anarchists Wce Bakunin and Kropotkin) "need not 

show that censure leaves Liberty [which includes fieedom to determine one's own conduct] 

uncurtailed, but o d y  that it curtails liberty less than other aitematives do" (Ritter 1 7). 

More specifically, "they argue that censure d a e r s  from Iegal government in ways which 

make it less coercive on the whole" (Ritter 18). Ritter directs us to three points, ail of 

which are mentioned by Godwin in PoliricalJustice. First, public censure is more intimate 

than Iegal govermnent, and, therefore, is more able to protect individuality. Ln other 



words. govemment representatives "beino few in number, . . - lack the information about 

the attitudes and circumstances of their numerous subjectç that is needed to control them 

as indi\iduals, and hence must control them as an undifferentiated group." Second, 

government must control this "undifferentiated group" with general laws and general laws 

"require a whoie class of persons to behave the wune ways in a wide range of cases" while 

censure prescribes "'not according to certain maxims previousiy written, but accordhg to 

the circumstances of each particular cause"' (ibid.). Each person's individuality is taken 

into account in order that their liberty is better protected. Third, public censure is more 

flexible / mutable in its operation than govemment which has "'a tendency to crystallize 

what should be modified and developed day by &y"' (Ritter 19). Thus, censurers can 

more easily modfi their directives in order "that they do not become more restrictive as 

conditions change" (ibid. ). 

Ritter suggests that the above reasons at ieast point toward the conclusion that 

public censure is less coercive than govemment. However, more importantly, he reminds 

us that "anarchist censure . . . does not rely on sanctions alone to secure cornpliance with 

directives; it aiso uses . . . reasoned argument" ( M e r  2 1). Thus, Godwin could argue that 

because open communication focuses maùily on controlling conduct through reason alone, 

and relies secondarily on coercive sanctions, as in the case of an irnmediate threat to public 

security, public censure is less wercive than govemment, and, therefore, a method of 

control that is more respectfùl of mental independence. 

The second method of censure 1 discuss results kom peer pressure or fiom 

overwhelming opposition. Godwin is most interested in controlling behaviour '%th 

reasoned arguments, through which a censurer tries to convince his neighbours that they 

should rnend their ways" (Ritter 13). Although there is not an obvious sense of coercion 

involveci in reasoning with sorneone in order to change their behaviour, one rnight d 

obj- that reasoned argument, as a form peer pressure, rnight hinder "deliberation, choice 

and wnduct" (ibid.), and, therefore, damage mental independence. For exarnple, if five 
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people, argue against one penon, with the express intent of showing him the error of his 

ways, it is possible that he will be intimidated simply by the ovenvhelming opposition. In 

other words he may feel obliged to agree with them not because of their rasons, but 

simply because he is outnumbered by people who perceive his conduct as improper. 

Godwin can reply to this charge in three ways. First. he can say that the influence 

from peer pressure is controlled by the fact that "every man has a certain sphere of 

discretion which he has a nght to expect shall not be infringed by his neighbours" 

(Godwin. PJ 198). Godwin explains: 

[n]o man must encroach upon my province, nor I upon his. He advise me, 
moderatelu and without pertaciousness, but he must not espect to dictate to me. He 
may censure me k l y  and nithout reserve, but he should remember that 1 am to act by 
my deliberation and not his. (fiid.) 

Therefore, even ifthe group's advice was based on an "infallible criterion," they must 

refrain fiorn Knposing this advice so that the individual might yield pnor to any conviction 

produced "in his understanding" (zbid.). ûthenvise, their imposition damages his 

intellecnial independence and does no seMce in the advance of tmth. Open 

communicators respect individual discretion, and, therefore, are carefiil to make sure that 

arguments are understood and not merely accepted. 

Second, Godwin emphasùes that a change in a person's convictions is seldom very 

sudden. Rather, the process is better described as a ''gradua1 revolution" (Godwin, PJ 

5 59). Therefore, an individual is not Sikely to feel pressured into accepting or refùting the 

group's arguments irnrnediateiy. Rather, he is able to withdraw into solitude / pnvacy for 

further reflection that is unimpeded by the immediate pressure of his peers. Indeed, 

Godwin argues that besides debate, "sequestered privacy" (Godwin, PJ 287) is also 

required to disentangle "error and delusion" (zbid.). Thus, it is unlikely that a system of 

open communication, due to its contemplative nature, and its respect for individual 

discretion, would cause participants to feel intimidated, and to conform, apart fiom the 

influence of reason alone. 



Someone rnight argue that while Godwin's system has built in safeguards to 

control the unintentional e5ects of peer pressure, this will not prevent arguers fiom 

intentionally builying or badgering an individual. For exarnple, five people may attempt to 

bully one person into agreement by not letting him go off and reflect upon the arguments. 

This criticism misses the ~ b t k t y  of Godwin's account of the use of reasoned argument. 

As I have said, open communicators respect individual discretion, and are aware, or c m  be 

made aware, that bullying / forcing others into agreement is counterproductive to the 

advance of truth. Thus, in response to the group's bullying, the person can reasonably 

charge them with blocking contemplative practice and the interests of truth. Either they 

are interested in attaining knowledge and will therefore respect contemplative practice, or 

not. If they are not interested in open communication there wil1 be no attempt to force 

them into its practice. Instead, they must be convinced through argument that it is in his / 

their interest, and the interests of others to trust "to reason alone." Moreover, in 

Godwin's view, fading to convince them of this argument is not discouraging since tmth is 

"comprehended ody by slow degrees, [and] by its most assiduous votaries." 

Last, as was discussed in Chapter III, Godwin argues that public censure, in the 

f o m  of open communication, does not damage individuality but is a necessary part of 

individual developrnent . He argues: 

[k]nawledge, such as we are able to acquk it, depends in a majority of instances, not 
upon the single efforts of the individual, but upon the cunsent of other human 
understandings sanctioning the judgment of our own. (Godwin, PJ 3 13) 

Conversation / debate helps to build and cl&@ thought so that a person gains a better 

understanding of "his virtues, his good deeds, his meanness and his follies." Indeed, 

Godwin argues that ' k e  never have a strong feeling of these in our own case, except so far 

as they are confirmeci to us by the s u e a g e  of our neighbours" (zbid.). Thus, the sincere 

feedback of others, including positive criticism, is necessai). for developing individuality 

(Ritter 3 1-2). 



Sincerzîy 

The function of sincerity, which was explained in Chapter III. is twofold. First, it 

helps individuals to mess each other's opinions more accurately, and, thus, to strengthen 

their own sentiments. Second, the trust that it breeds arnong individuals enhances the 

opportunity for communication. Godwin must be able to show that sincerity is both 

achievable and effective in order to support the above claims. 

Sincerity recornmends that we YeU every man the tmth regardless of the dictates of 

worldly prudence and custom" (Godwin, PJ 3 12). IfGodwin means that we should 

always teli the tmth no matter what the circumstances, then there are serious objections to 

both the practicability and effectiveness of sincerity. First, "the self-watching it requires is 

self-defeating" (Ritter 45) Sinceriîy requires a constant self-analysis that would result in a 

"kind of posturing" or "cerebral invention." Thus, in trying to be sincere one must assume 

a "disingenuous" (ibid. ) role. Second, achieving sincerity is doubtful because the constant 

self-analysis or ccpostunng" it requires is too demanding. It is unredistic to assume that 

anyone could maintain this type of single-rnindedness for long. Moreover, even if it were 

possible, it is doubtful that anyone would want to practice sincerity because it would mean 

sacrificing spontaneity. Third, let us assume that sinceriîy is achievable and that people are 

willing to practice it. In this case, comments to the interlocutor that are too candid or too 

personal might offend him or her, blocking effective argumentative discussions of issues. 

This is an argument against spontaneous communication of whatever thoughts or feelings 

one might be havuig about the interlocutor. 

Godwin can escape these three charges by clairning that sincerity does not demand 

complete candour. What it does require, though, is a "disclosure of opinions and beliefs so 

far as they result fiom rational deliberation" (Ritter 45). Thus, sincerity's "Limited . . . 

scope" (ibid.) relieves the type of constant, single-mindeci, self-analysis that would require 

posing, or that would make its practice impossible. 
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The third objection can be answered in the sarne way as the first two; however. 1 

will be more specific to explain sincerity more fully. We have said that sincenty requires 

that a person is candid with rationally held opinions and beliefs. Therefore. not everything 

that cornes into a person's mind needs to be said. For exarnple, sincerity does not require 

that everything that was said about someone in their absence be repeated in their presence. 

Godwin explains: 

there are so many things said £iom the mere wmtonness of the moment, or fkom a 
desire to cornply with the tom of company; so many fiom the impulse of passion, or 
the desire to be brillianî, so many exaggerations whïch the heart, in a moment of sobrim 
xvould disavow; that fiequcntiy the pcrson concenicd would learn any thing smner 
than the opinion entertaïned of him, and toment k e l £  as injuries of the deepest dye, 
nith things, injudicious perhaps and censurabie, but which were the mere sallies of 
thoughtless levity. (Godwin, Enquirer 344-5) 

Thus, he means that participants in open communication should exercise tact. A 

thoughtfùl converser may withhold any unnecessary I spontaneous comments that might 

block the effective discussion of issues. Indeed: 

[tlhe man who thinks oniy how to preserve his since*, is a glaringly imperfect 
character. He feels not for the suffering, and sympathies not in the deliverance of others, 
but is actuated solely by a selfish and cold-hearted pride. He cares not whom he insults, 
nor whom he injures. (Godwî~~, Enquirer 349) 

By Iimiting sincerity to the disclosure of rational opinion / belief, Godwin avoids the 

problems a s ~ c i a t e d  with complete w d o r  such as the obligation to reveal spontaneous 

thoughts. However, sincerity's specific application alone cannot sufficiently deal with the 

problern of "face." For exarnple, let's assume that someone has worked out, to a fair 

degree, his thoughts and concems about the opinions of another individual and then 

engages in conversation with that person. Godwin believes, in this instance, that sincere 

communication is necessary because it wiU increase the chance of acquiring knowledge 

and improvement. He says: 

1 cannot have intercourse with a human king who may not be the better for that 
intercourse. if he be a l r d y  just and virtuous, these quahties are improved by 
communication. ifhe be imperfèct and erroneous, there must always be, some 



prejudice 1 may contribute to destroy, some motive to delineate, some error to remove. 
If 1 be prejudiced and ïrnperFect myself. it cannot howver happen that my prejudices 
and imperfections shail be m a d y  coincident with his. 1 rnw therefore inform him of 
the tmths that 1 hou-. and, even by the collision of prejudices. truth is elicited. It is 
irnpossible~ that 1 should strenuously appIy myself to his ïmprovemcnt with sinare 
motives of benevolence. nithout some good k i n g  the result . (Ciahvin. PJ 3 0 1) 

Godwin appears convinced that if we are commined to honest and rational 

communication, improvernent is assured. He seems to think there is no problem of "face," 

what might be defined as one's sense of one's worth in others' eyes, in person-to-person 

exchanges. Communication theorists today consider deaiing with "face" a major factor in 

effective communication. Certainly the nature of open communication is both personal 

and critical. It therefore must deal with "face" in some manner if its eEectiveness is to be 

considered. 

in reply to this objection it can be shown that Godwin did consider the problems 

associated with "face." Certainly, he is aware of the faa  that many people are not overly 

receptive to criticism about their conduct or their ideas. He says: 

[tlhere are feu- men at present \\-ho can endure to have their errors detailed to them 
in a plain and unvamished manner. Yet it is my duty, so far as opportunity serves, to 
acqua.int them with their errors. (Godwin, Enquirer 346) 

Godwin's interest, or any sincere cornmunicator's interest, in acquainting someone with 

their errors, is not to boost the critic's own ego while simultaneously deflating othen. 

Rather, "sincerity is only a means, and is valuable so far as it answers the purposes of 

benevolence" (Godwin, Enqnirer 341). He thinks that through its practice people will 

gradudy become less concemed with issues of "face" and will eventudy "acquire a clear, 

ingenuous and unembarrassed air" (Godwin, PJ 3 12). However, even well-intended 

criticism, to be effective, must first be "palatable" (Godwin, Enquirer 346). Thus, Godwin 

stresses that "advice . . . should be administered with simplicity, disinterestedness, 

kindness, and moderation (Godwin, PJ 195). He recognizes that the way in which we 

deliver Our sentiments is key to the measure of its receptivity. Godwin is not suggesting 



that we put on a facade in order to persuade others. Rather, we should communicate in a 

kizd and polite fashion because we care about the happiness of others. Indeed: 

[i]f 1 spoke to a man . . . of the erron he had himself cornminai. 1 should carefùlly 
avoid those inconsiderate expressions which might convert what was in itsel f 
beneficent into offcnce; and rny thoughts would be full of that hdness. and generous 
ccncern for his welfare, which such a talk necessarïly brings dong with it. (Godwin, PJ 
3 12) 

Tnus, we can see that in both method and intent how open communication d d s  with the 

problem of "face." First. cornrnents are less likely to be offensive when they are delivered 

in a kind and polite fashion, and second; they are even iess likely to offend when that 

kindness and politeness is backed by a genuine "interest of him who is corrected, [and] not 

the triumph of the corrector" (Godwiq PJ 32 1). The problem of "face" ail too often is 

caused by communication tainted by the "mixture of disdain and superiority" (Godwin, PJ 

32 1). Whereas, sincerity '%Il be intended with that equaiity which is the o d y  sure 

foundation of love" (ibid.) and wiii be perceived as such. 

In this section, 1 have s h o w  how Godwin Gan respond to charges that claim open 

communication is unworkable. We have seen that open cumrnunication relies on reasoned 

arguments to influence conduct (except in cases where individuals pose an immediate 

danger to others) and as a result, enwurages mental independence more than government. 

We have dso seen that Godwin's system controls the effects of peer pressure with built-in 

safeguards nich as the "sphere of discreticn" and an awareness that understanding requires 

a "gradual revolution." In relation to "practicability" we have seen that sincerity's "Limited 

scope" deals with the problems associated with complete candor, such as "poshiring" and 

"spontaneous wmmunication;" and, in relation to "effèctiveness" we have seen that open 

communication considers the problem of "face" by both the method and intent of its 

participant S. 



In this thesis, 1 have introduced William Godwin in the social / historical context of 

1790's England in an attempt to provide a revealing account of his ideas conceming social 

improvernent. Also, 1 have endeavored to reconstruct Godwin's theory of human 

perfectibility and social communication in hopes of showing that his account is both 

coherent and plausible. This has involved a presentation of the theoretical principies 

involved in perfectibility, including an explication of each principle, arguments in wpport 

of them and an explmation as to how they form a coherent theory. Godwin's practicd 

proposai for improvement, which 1 caii "open cornmunication," was presented in 

cornparison with other modes of social change nich as those directed by govemment, 

revolution, and extra-parlimentary bodies such as political associations. 

The aim of this thesis has been to explore Godwin's version of the question of 

human perfectibility by asking whether people are constituted in such a way that allows for 

moral irnprovement, and whether reason is capable of ensuring progress. 1 have 

considerd ideas on the prospect of adopting a set of communicative practices based on 

sincere and rational discussion as the best means of ensuring moral improvement. 

Also, 1 have responded to relevant objections against the role of reason in 

perfectibility, and against the claim open communication is unworkable, in hopes of 

showing that Godwin's account is worthy of consideration. 1 realize that there are other 

objections against perfectibiiity and social (open) communication that I have not dealt with 

in this thesis. For instance, an objection to perfectibility fiom a Manllst point of view is 

that societal change is not so rnuch tied to public sentiment as it is to economic conditions, 

or, fiom a Libertarian perspective, someone might argue that open communication requires 

that individuals be so acutely aware of each other's ideas and actions that it poses a threat 



to basic privacy. I am aware of these objections and the possibility for others as well. 

However, given the nature of this thesis, much work has gone into reconstnicting 

Godwin's theones and presenting them within a historical context. I have attempted to 

deal with relevant objections in the sense that they have chailenged some of Godwin's 

centrai ideas. and at the same time have helped to reveal and dari@ his thought. Certainly 

the possibility of moral improvement and how to ensure its progress is one of the most 

important practicd and philosophical questions and there is room for more work in this 

area. 
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