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My review of volume one of the Letters of William Godwin (ante, 

27 (2011), pp.186-87) commented very favourably on how important 

and interesting Godwin’s letters were and how excellently well 

Pamela Clemit had edited them. The high praise lavished on that 

volume can also be paid to this second volume, also edited by 

Professor Clemit. This volume prints 242 dated letters written by 

Godwin, plus two undated letters in an appendix. Professor Clemit 

has again produced a highly informative introduction, a very useful 

index, some attractive illustrations, interesting details on Godwin’s 

receipts for book sales and his promissory notes, and a huge number 

of very helpful notes added after each letter. Godwin took great care 

in composing these letters and it is important that this edition allows 

us to see the major revisions, which he often made in order to express 

himself to the greatest effect. The labour invested by Professor 

Clemit in this volume has been prodigious.  Her editorial work, 

moreover, is of the very highest standard and she has set the bar very 

high for those scholars who will edit the succeeding volumes in this 

extremely important series.   

As in the first volume, the private letters of Godwin frequently 

reinforce the opinions he expressed in his published writings. 

Godwin was nothing if not frank and fearless in upholding in private 

the political and moral views which made him so many enemies 

when they were made public. Even while trying to persuade Harriet 

Lee to accept his repeated and pressing proposals of marriage, he 

could not forbear writing in these terms: I ‘consider myself as a 

member of the great family of mankind. Where all being fellow 

labourers, each is bound to contribute in proportion to his ability to 

the common good. In acts of utility, which, by producing the 

happiness of individuals, add to the general stock, a wise & just man 

will place his pleasure and his pride’ (p.34). While recognizing that 

Miss Lee disapproved of his religious views, especially about life 

after death, he could not refrain from informing her: ‘I believe, … 

that the man who is moral, merely from a conception of rewards & 

punishments, is not a virtuous man at all. … A virtuous man pursues 

a certain system of action, because his heart demands it, because he 
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rejoices in the happiness & good of his fellow-men, & not because 

he expects a reward for doing right, or fears a punishment for doing 

wrong.’   

Running through many of Godwin’s letters are his fears that the 

views he expressed so bravely in his political writings were 

preventing critics and the general public from giving due credit to 

any of his other writings. In responding to James Mackintosh’s 

criticisms of his own views on the opinions of Thomas Malthus, 

Godwin protested: ‘No man, who after having meditated upon 

philosophical subjects, gives the results of his reflections to the 

world, believes that, for having done so, he deserves to be treated 

like a highwayman or an assassin’ (p.68). Aghast that he was accused 

in print of favouring infanticide, Godwin, who clearly loved 

children, wrote to an unknown addressee, in 1801, ‘I see, that there 

is a settled and systematical plan in certain persons, to render me an 

object of aversion & horror to my fellow-men; they think, that, when 

they have done this, they will have sufficiently overthrown my 

arguments’ (p.228). He was, however, alarmed that Thomas Clio 

Rickman might believe that the political views that he had expressed 

in public prints might suggest that he favoured violent revolution. He 

wrote, in 1801, to disabuse Rickman of such an opinion: ‘I am not 

free from an apprehension that you have mistaken my character. I 

am a mere speculator; anxious to contribute my mite to the general 

improvement; but not less anxious that I may not contribute for the 

sake of any uncertain conjectures of mine, to disturb the peace of 

mankind. I seek only such reforms as may be effected by humane & 

gentle means’ (p.223). In 1805, he wrote to Robert Southey 

denouncing the harsh public attacks he had made on him, in 1803, 

that were very different from the praise he had once lavished on 

Godwin’s Political justice (pp.350-52). Given the difficulties 

Godwin’s other writings were having in finding a good reception 

because, he strongly believed, of the hostile public responses given 

to his political views, it is not surprising to find that he frequently 
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pressed publishers and theatre managers to hide the fact that he was 

the author of some of his plays and novels and histories.  

This volume includes important letters to such important 

recipients as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Horne Tooke, Thomas 

Malthus, Samuel Parr, Capel Lofft, John Philip Curran, and Sir 

Francis Burdett. Of greater significance are the following major 

themes, which run through Godwin’s correspondence. There are his 

very revealing letters to Harriet Lee and Maria Reveley, whom he 

tried in vain to make his second wife, and those to and about Mary 

Jane Clairmont, who did marry him. Godwin clearly had a strong sex 

drive and was anxious to have close and rewarding physical relations 

with the opposite sex, but his courtship tactics do not impress and 

his relations with his second wife were not always cordial. There are 

Godwin’s begging letters to several correspondents, but principally 

to Thomas Wedgwood, seeking loans to get him out of very difficult 

financial predicaments. There are the pestering letters, difficult for 

Godwin to write then and almost painful to read now, to the 

playwright, Richard Sheridan, and the actor-theatre-manager, John 

Philip Kemble, about his protracted and disastrous efforts to write 

successful and profitable dramas for the London stage. Besides 

these, there are letters to publishers suggesting a range of novels, 

biographies, and histories that Godwin was contemplating writing. 

Although he regularly promised more than he eventually 

accomplished, he was extremely industrious and was ever ready to 

protest when his publishers dared to alter his prose or refused to 

produce his works in the format he thought best. Finally, there are 

the many letters that Godwin wrote to Thomas Holcroft, showing 

how close they sometimes were and how manfully Godwin strove 

on several occasions to mend fences with him when their relations 

turned very sour.   

H T Dickinson 

 University of Edinburgh 

 


