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Making a eacle out of oneself seemed a ecifically feminine danger.
e danger was of an exposure. Men, I learned somewhat later in
life, “exposed themselves,” but that operation was quite deliberate and
circumscribed. For a woman, making a eacle out of herself had more
to do with a kind of inadvertency and loss of boundaries.
Mary Russo, e Female Grotesque
“O come (a voice seraphic seems to say)
Fly that pale form—come siﬆers! come away.
Come, from those livid limbs withdraw your gaze,
ose limbs which Virtue views in mute amaze;
Nor deem, that Genius lends a veil, to hide
e dire apoﬆate, the fell suicide.”
Richard Polwhele, e Unsex’d Females

Godwin’s Memoirs of Wollstonecraft
roughout his  anti-feminist satire, e Unsex’d Females, Richard
Polwhele constructs a clear dichotomy between a female authorial subject
whose literary activities do not compromise the operation of a femininity
“to NATURE true” () and the “unsex’d” female author whose literary pursuits render her monstrous, deviant, and, above all, “unnatural.” Although
Polwhele attacks (and simultaneously constructs) the generic category of
ESC .– (June/September ): –
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the “unsex’d” female author throughout his poem, he reserves his most
virulent satire for Mary Wollstonecraft, author of the radical  text, A
Vindication of the Rights of Men, and its feminist counterpart of two years
later, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Presenting her as the “intrepid
champion of her sex” () and as leader of her band of “unsex’d” female
followers, Polwhele represents Wollstonecraft as a pathological aberration,
a vision of bodily disease and moral sickness that threatens the “healthy”
state of femininity best embodied by the “seraphic” Hannah More (). My
second epigraph stages the climax of this confrontation, as More, a vision
of grace and happiness, recalls her “unsex’d” “sisters” from the “pale form”
and “lived limbs” of a morally and physically “sick” Wollstonecraft ().
While Polwhele’s poem serves as a significant document pathologizing
the “unnatural” authorial body of Wollstonecraft, it takes perhaps its most
compelling form as an intertext to another  publication also invested
in constructing a public face for the recently deceased author. William
Godwin published his Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman in an attempt to “give to the public some account of the
life of a person of eminent merit deceased,” an attempt meant to counter
and defuse the “thoughtless calumny” and “malignant misrepresentation”
that had dogged his wife in the final years of her life (). On one level,
the intention of the Memoirs is clear: in constructing Wollstonecraft as a
heroine of sensibility, a woman of acute feeling who is both sensitive to the
inequalities of gender and class and determined to address them through
reasoned argument, Godwin attempts to recuperate Wollstonecraft’s personal reputation and preserve, for posterity, her authorial persona. It is in
this sense that Mitzi Myers reads the text as an “idealized labour of love”
()—a sympathetic narrative of an early feminist icon structured around
the literary conventions of the eighteenth-century novel of sensibility.
As Myers recognizes, however, such a narrative is anything but objective, and, for Myers, the text is so infused with Godwin’s personal introspection that it becomes his own “autobiography” of “intellectual” and
“emotional” development (). Despite the balance suggested by this
parallel narrative structure, there are significant moments in the Memoirs
where the text elides its own biographical subject in favour of what Mary
Jacobus sees as its true narrative—that of Godwin’s “conversion into a man
of feeling” (). What remains to be explored, however, is the extent to
which this construction of himself as a “man of feeling” furthers Godwin’s
more general articulation of his own authorial identity within the public
space of a proliferating and shifting print culture. As I will argue, Godwin’s
adoption of the narrative of sensibility is predicated upon late-eighteenth-
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century discourses of gender that simultaneously allow for and threaten
the authorial identity Godwin cultivates in/through the text. In this sense,
the Memoirs are a climactic symptom of the paradox produced by various assumptions structuring eighteenth-century conceptions of male and
female authorship and their respective relationships to both the private
sphere of the domestic and the public space of print culture. Moreover, as
a site for various interactions of gender, authorial, and sexual subjectivities,
the Memoirs enacts the “crisis” of masculine authorship amidst the larger
“crises” of literary and cultural exchanges in the s.

I. “Unsex’d” Wo/Men

Recent critical studies of Romantic print culture have investigated the ways
in which notions of authorial subjectivity are both deployed and produced
within the public space of the press, often marking contemporaneous
conceptions of “literature” as a site of conflict on precisely these grounds.
Paul Keen, for example, has identified an increasingly politicized understanding of literature in the s that “went far beyond the subjective and
therefore private task of facilitating a process of self-interpretation” ().
Rather than serving as an expression of a private subjectivity bestowed
upon a selected number of public readers, literature, in Keen’s articulation,
is understood as an interconnected web of texts and authorial/readerly
exchanges that are always already generated out of the public sphere and
which, perhaps most importantly, take their momentum as “vehicles” or
“engines” for social change (–). It is this understanding of literature
as a potential tool to be exercised in the service of certain political and
social interests that underscores Keen’s characterization of the s as
the “moment of greatest crisis” in the exchanges between the literary and
public realms ().¹
But, as Keen details, the s’ vision of a “republic of letters” was only
the culmination, or “crisis,” of larger eighteenth-century expansions in
the British literary marketplace, where an increase in the production and
 ere are numerous critical studies which give a helpful overview of the various

social and literary shifts informing eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
British culture, including Marilyn Butler, Romantics, Rebels, and Reactionaries:
English Literature and Its Background, - (Oxford: Oxford , );
Kevin Gilmartin, Print Politics: e Press and Radical Opposition in Early
Nineteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge , ); Paul Keen,
e Crisis of Literature in the s: Print Culture and the Public Sphere (Cambridge: Cambridge , ); Jon P. Klancher, e Making of English Reading
Audiences, – (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, ); Clifford
Siskin, e Work of Writing: Literature and Social Change in Britain, –
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins , ); and Marcus Wood, Radical Satire and
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consumption of texts resulted in the proliferation of writers and readers
that, according to Brean S. Hammond, made literature, from the midseventeenth century on, a “widely consumed commodity” contingent on
both a professionalization of the writer and an expansion in the various
mediums of print culture available to him or her (). Bound up with the
apprehensive reactions to the proliferations of print culture were related
anxieties regarding class and gender difference. As Jon P. Klancher has
pointed out, the “cultural machinery” that facilitated the growth of eighteenth-century literary life—the periodicals, circulating libraries, and
coffeehouses—was also marked by the “increasingly heterogeneous play
of sociolects—the discourses of emerging professions, conflicting social
spheres, men and women, the cultivated middle-class audience, and less
sophisticated readerships” (–). For an eighteenth-century literary tradition embodied by the neoclassical elitism of figures like Dryden, Pope,
and Swift, the perceived excesses of print culture and commodification
of literature spawned the monstrous figure of the “hack,” who symbolized the corruping influence of print culture on the “purity” of a literary
tradition rooted in aristocratic patronage and not commercial demand.
Represented as a symptom of the sickly state of a press culture corrupted
by an excessive growth that disrupted the traditional class barriers governing participation in the literary sphere, the hack provides much of the
associative richness behind Dryden’s conflation of authorial and sexual
threat in Mac Flecknoe, where a new literary empire of hacks and dunces
erects itself on the foundations of the cultural abject—a brothel breeding
social illegitimacy, pestilence, and general disorder.
By the s, however, the increased participation of female authors
in the public spaces of print culture would render this discourse especially
poignant. While the hack had been cast as a symbolic “prostitute” through
Print Culture: – (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ). As the titles of many
of these studies illustrate, the s seem to mark a pivotal moment as both the
culmination of the rapidly proliferating print culture of the eighteenth century
and the beginnings of what Keen calls a “redefinition of the republic of letters
in terms of its relations to its wider social context” (). Keen’s focus is on the
development, during the s, of a distinct sense of literature as a “republic of
letters” that allowed certain “subaltern groups” agitating for social change, such
as women writers and the working classes, to lay claim to knowledge, reason,
and cultural influence. Like Keen, Gilmartin and Wood focus on the culture of
radical authors who exploited the potential of the press in various rhetorical
and generic ways. Siskin, like Keen, traces the shifting definition of “literature”
in the period, demonstrating how this shifting sense of literature was directly
influenced by the developing culture of print and the professionalization of
writing that it engendered.
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the indiscriminate and illegiminate exercise of his authorial position, the
female author of the s courted a similar rhetoric by virtue of her
transgressions against an eighteenth-century conception of a normative femininity described by Gary Kelly as a “middle-class construction
of ‘domestic woman’ naturally restricted to the domestic sphere for her
own good, the good of her family, and the good of society and the nation”
(). As Kelly argues, venturing into the “masculine” space of public discourse—especially in the areas of philosophy and political analysis, those
genres specifically deemed the “literary and cultural territory” of men
()—compromised the private and “domestic” status of a female author
whose chastity was seen as inextricably bound up with her exclusion from
the public sphere ().
As author of the polemically feminist Vindication, which challenged so
many of the assumptions encoded within the discursive image of “domestic
woman,” and as a social critic participating in the larger political debates
of the nation, Wollstonecraft was irreconcilable with the sort of “chastity”
only granted to the socially sanctioned feminine authorship symbolized,
in e Unsex’d Females, by More. Moreover, as Amy Rambow details,
Wollstonecraft’s well-known support for the social and political ideals
underpinning the revolutionary events in France rendered her especially
vulnerable to the charges of licentiousness and disorderly sexuality (–).
And, with the publication of the Memoirs in , readers were finally
privy to all the details of a scandalous personal history replete with such
indiscretions as pre-marital sex and the birth of an illegitimate child.
In its conflation of public and private, in its embrace of the public
space of the press as an appropriate site of revelation for the private and
the domestic, Godwin’s Memoirs, perhaps more than any other force,
 Many feminist studies in recent years explore the ways in which female authors

in this period reconciled the demands of contemporary gender ideology with
their own desire to critique such ideology. In her introduction to Unsex’d Revolutionaries: Five Women Novelists of the s, Eleanor Ty discusses how a number of female authors usually perceived as more conformist in their subscription to the conservative, patriarchal ideals informing the ideology of “domestic
woman” in fact engaged in more implicit strategies of subversion and challenge.
Drawing on the texts of Maria Edgeworth, Elizabeth Hamilton, Amelia Opie,
Ann Radcliffe, and Mary Darby Robinson, Ty demonstrates how certain female
novelists rejected “polemics and confrontation,” choosing, instead, “more indirect means of examining the legitimacy of masculine authority, the prescribed
ideal of the docile female, or the proper kind of education for women” ().
Similarly, Harriet Guest recognizes the many women writers whose subscription to a limiting ideology of middle-class domesticity “conceals, and thus
perhaps make[s] it possible to articulate, significantly divergent definitions or
notions of domesticity, and the femininity appropriate to them” (–).
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contributed to this image of a “public,” “exposed,” or “common” Wollstonecraft tainted by the associative discourse of prostitution. Jacobus has
characterized the Memoirs as “a case of published indiscretion” (), and
“indiscreet,” is, perhaps, the most insistent adjective used—in both contemporary and later critical evaluations—to characterize the text and its
author. In , e Monthly Review expressed its shock over the narration
of events that “we should have advised the author to bury in oblivion” (),
and every subsequent critic has felt compelled to foreground what Pamela
Clemit and Gina Luria Walker call the “unprecedented biographical frankness” of Godwin’s text (). Nicola Trott points to the “double exposure”
of Wollstonecraft, where the indiscretion of Godwin’s biographical
“exposure” provides the opportunity for a wave of contemporary satirical
representations of her as a debauched and disorderly threat to the chastity
of a bourgeois feminine subjectivity cultivated for, and by, middle-class
women (). Indeed, in the index to its inaugural issue in , e AntiJacobin Review and Magazine would unequivocally mark Wollstonecraft
in these terms, cross-referencing her name with a superfluous notation
for “Prostitution” in a gesture suggestive of Dryden’s similar treatment of
the hack in Mac Flecknoe.
Significantly, Godwin’s “exposure” of Wollstonecraft—with its unintended facilitation of the satirical discourse that would discredit her feminist arguments and marginalize her authorial contributions throughout
the nineteenth century—signaled the beginnings of his own fall into a
literary obscurity ironically tinged with infamy. After enjoying literary
success and a certain amount of social celebrity with the publications of
Political Justice () and Caleb Williams (), Godwin became known,
after , as the scandalous biographer who, according to Robert Southey,
“stripp[ed] his dead wife naked” (quoted in Luria and Walker ). As the
criticism of e Monthly Review suggests, and as Southey’s characterization of the biographical project makes quite clear, Godwin, in choosing
to narrate these sexual indiscretions and thus showing a lack of modesty
on such delicate matters, is complicit in the immoralities of his wife. e
same Monthly Review that advised Godwin “to bury in oblivion” ()
the details of his wife’s indiscretions would go on to address this lack
of modesty in terms directly recapitulating Polwhele’s similar censure
of Wollstonecraft: while Polwhele zealously attends to the “crimsoning
 For a general overview of the shifting assessment of Wollstonecraft throughout

the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries, see Amy Rambow, “‘Come Kick
Me’: Godwin’s Memoirs and the Posthumous Infamy of Mary Wollstonecraft,”
–.
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blush of modesty” as one of the prime signifiers attached to an idealized
vision of “domestic woman” (), declaring Wollstonecraft to be a “sworn
enemy” to such blushes (), e Monthly Review reproaches Godwin
with the same image, arguing that “blushes would suffuse the cheeks of
most husbands, if they were forced to relate those anecdotes of their wives
which Mr Godwin voluntarily proclaims to the world” (). is image
of the blush is critical, as it is one of the prime signifiers marking either,
through its presence, the private decorum or, by virtue of its absence, the
public exposure of the female subject. In lamenting Godwin’s immodesty,
however, e Monthly Review makes use of this typically feminine signifier
in a rhetorical move that marks both a moral failure on his part and, more
significantly, a disordered sense of gender identity.
In making such a suggestion, e Monthly Review was picking up on
associations already present in the public discourses surrounding Godwin.
With the publication of Political Justice in , Godwin had achieved an
instant celebrity that won him the admiration of many leading intellectuals
of the period, including the impressionable William Wordsworth. With its
indictment of contemporary social prejudice and inequality, as well as its
reification of reason as the only way to expose such cultural prejudice and
effect social change, Godwin’s philosophy of extreme rationalism proved,
at least initially, both popular and useful to the radical cause in Britain. By
the middle of the decade, however, the ongoing war between Britain and
France, as well as images of violent excess associated with the revolutionary turmoil in France, had made the sort of radical philosophy espoused by
Godwin unpopular and left its adherents open to direct personal attacks
by anti-Jacobins like Polwhele and omas James Mathias.
As I noted above, Wollstonecraft’s sympathies for revolutionary France
and its philosophical ideals made her especially susceptible to specific
charges of sexual profligacy and a more general association with prostitution. is was largely the result, as Rambow argues, of a simultaneous
“sexualization of nationality” and a nationalizing of philosophy, both of
which led to a damning conflation of radical politics with sexual licence
and various transgressions of sex/gender codes (, –). Nationalizing
philosophy as French, and constructing the French in terms of an excessive
and deviant sexuality, anti-Jacobin discourse yoked the Revolution with
sex in such a resonant way that, by , Mathias could easily deploy, in
metaphoric terms, the threat of the “lawless lustihood” of French radicals
who, in their “orgies of blood and lust,” “neigh after the constitutions of
their neighbours” and “deflower the purity of the struggling or half-consenting victims” ().
Effeminized Masculinity | 
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Wollstonecraft’s
sympathies for
revolutionary
France and its
philosophical
ideals made her
especially susceptible to
specific charges
of sexual
profligacy …

Such images of voracious sexuality are rehearsed in the various common cultural presentations of radical female authors governed by excessive
sexuality that breaches the borders of discretion and control. Indeed, one
of the structuring narratives of e Unsex’d Females is the depiction of
Wollstonecraft as a “love-sick maid” () driven by uncontrollable lust for
her lovers. For the male authorial subject tainted by associations of Jacobinism, however, such a hypersexualization is more problematic. Aligned
with the licentious French, the male author is, at first glance, afforded
the sexual power stereotypically assigned to the ideal masculine subject,
albeit in such a hyperbolic sense that it makes one more monstrous than
powerful. Yet, as Mathias’s metaphor suggests, if France is a sexual predator stalking its prey, the support of radicals at home sympathetic to the
revolutionary cause leaves Britain a feminized victim vulnerable to such
sexual aggression. To a certain extent, the passivity of this image recuperates the position of the radical feminist author, in that she is recapitulated
back into a discourse that emphasizes her role as passive sexual object. For
her male counterpart, however, such passivity only serves to emasculate
him through an effeminizing discourse that denies him the sexual and
social power usually afforded to the male subject.
Associated through both Wollstonecraft and his own philosophical
writing with the Jacobin cause, Godwin suffered a number of attacks that
questioned his masculinity, and by  he was easily lampooned as “sansculottes” and “melancholy, / For Mary verily would wear the breeches— /
God help poor silly men from such usurping b-----s" ("Vision of Liberty"
). In e Unsex’d Females, Polwhele had anxiously marked the influence
of French fashion, which, he argues, currently takes its “source among
prostitutes—among women of the most abandoned character” (–), as
an avenue for the possible importation of revolutionary sentiment and
disorderly sexuality. If fashion, however, can spread the contagion of
revolution and licentiousness within Britain, it can also mark a subject as
already “tainted” by radicalism and sexual disorder: attired in a revolutionary garb constructed as “lack” in opposition to the British “breeches” of
virile authority, Godwin is emasculated in his inability to wield the phallus
of masculine power.
is conflation of Godwin with what Nicola Trott calls an “ambiguously
feminized spirit of Jacobinism” is significant, for it dovetails with related
anxieties regarding the feminization of print culture in general and, more
specifically, the place of the male author within such a gendered literary
space (). Marilyn May has reconstructed Godwin’s later career in terms
of the anxious dissatisfaction he felt in writing prose fiction for an early
 | Butler
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nineteenth-century reading audience largely comprised of middle-class
women. In May’s formulation of the literary marketplace at this time,
“female consumption, or feminine desire, intrudes and unsettles the male
writer’s self-satisfaction by violating his text, his property, his person” ().
Moreover, by pandering to his female audience the male author is always
precariously close to the situation of the prostitute attempting to peddle
his wares to a female readership that emasculates him in its demands for
sentimental fiction. In direct opposition, then, to the compelling Romantic myth of the virile and decontextualized masculine genius, the early
nineteenth century witnessed a literary marketplace in which a voracious
female reading audience consumes the subjectivity and works of the male
author, forcing him to metaphorically “prostitute” his talents and, more
significantly, compelling him to adopt a position of effeminate dependency
on a (feminine) material and commercial culture (May –).
Such a critical view of the eighteenth-century novel as a genre disruptive of traditional models of gender and authorship must, of course, be
tempered by a necessary awareness of the genre’s potential to reaffirm
both conservative social values and traditional gendered conceptions
of social and literary space. Indeed, while the conservative novelist Jane
West, through the authorial voice closing her  novel, A Tale of the
Times, laments the increased participation of women in print culture and
positions the genre as an “offensive weapon, directed against our religion,
our morals, or our government” (), she nevertheless concedes that,
through carefully crafted works of didactic fiction, one can “repel the
enemy’s insidious attacks with similar weapons” (). For anti-Jacobins
like West, the novel is ideologically useful in reinscribing the traditional
boundaries of private and public life, as well as their corollary associations
with appropriately gendered behaviour, but this conservative approval of
the novel is troubled by the conventions of a genre that inherently collapses
the boundaries between private experience and public discourse.
As Paul Hunter argues, the novel is inextricably bound up with the
pleasures of disclosure, of making available for public consumption narratives of “forbidden, repressed, or secret arenas of human activity, as
well as those private recesses of the human mind, will, and appetite that
produce them” (). As a genre that, in Hunter’s terms, “promise[s] to tell
secrets and open up hidden rooms” (), the novel transgresses against
the sanctity of the clearly delineated public/private divide, consequently
compromising the representations of gender and genre so integral to the
ideology of separate spheres. If a female author sacrificed her private
domesticity through the public exposure of print culture, and risked
Effeminized Masculinity | 
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becoming “unsex’d” through her inappropriate engagement with the
intellectual terrain of men-philosophy, politics, and theology, the male
novelist, by virtue of his own participation in a genre so closely associated
with the feminine and entrenched in the narration of the domestic, would
seem to compromise his own masculine authority.
Given this literary and cultural context, one can see how e Monthly
Review’s invocation of the absent “blush” in relation to Godwin’s narrative indiscretion works to marginalize him on two levels. As a signifier of
modesty, Godwin’s lack of a blush in relating his wife’s personal history
transgresses a societal code of decorum and casts an aura of scandal over
both Wollstonecraft and himself. On a more significant level, however,
associating Godwin with the blush, which, as Polwhele insists, characterizes ideal femininity, serves to feminize him even further within a literary
culture that has already cast him in an effeminate position. us, the
transgression ascribed to Wollstonecraft—an immodesty evocative of
prostitution—becomes Godwin’s, as well, and this conflation of the male
biographer with his female biographical subject underscores the dilemma
of the male author in the early nineteenth century, where the power associated with exercising his authorial position can simultaneously emasculate
him within a feminized print culture.

Caleb Williams
was as much
Gothic novel as
it was social
critique.

II. e “Female Werter” and a “Man of Feeling”

Despite the role that prose fiction played in this process of authorial emasculation, the novel proved for Godwin one of his most productive genres in
terms of both literary recognition and artistic expression. In , Godwin
followed up on the success of Political Justice with ings as ey Are; or,
e Adventures of Caleb Williams, a novel which, as the title suggests, put
into narrative form the rationalist arguments of Political Justice regarding
the systemic corruption of contemporary class and social structures, or
“things as they are.” A huge success, the novel solidified Godwin’s celebrity
in Britain, where, as Hazlitt tells us, he “blazed as a sun in the firmament of reputation; no one was more talked of, more looked up to, more
sought after” (). With its thematic treatment of secret histories and their
exposure, as well as its chase narrative and murder plot, Caleb Williams
was as much Gothic novel as it was social critique, a fact that no doubt
contributed to its success, as Godwin adeptly heightens the suspense of
the narrative through a torturous pursuit sequence that postpones the
final confrontation between the protagonist and his oppressor and thus
allows readers to witness the slow psychological and physical deterioration of Caleb. In Political Justice, Godwin had conceived of literature as
 | Butler
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an “engine” for social reform (), and, in marrying the conventions of
the Gothic novel to larger arguments for social and institutional change,
Godwin demonstrates how particularly attuned he was to contemporary
debates regarding the social influence of the novel.
We see this conviction in the material function of literature at work
in the opening passages of the Memoirs, where Godwin stresses that his
primary motivation in writing the text was his belief that a balanced and
affective portrayal of Wollstonecraft’s “picture and story” would do much
to combat the “pernicious sentiments” spread in the “malignant misrepresentation” of her (). Godwin attempts to counter such misrepresentation through a sympathetic narration of Wollstonecraft’s history, but his
resulting portrayal of the feminist author is vexed and often contradictory. Although he casts himself as a “survivor” who will “pay a debt due”
to Wollstonecraft’s posthumous image (), at points in the text Godwin
seems to offer Polwhele both the content and rhetorical trope for his later
attack on Wollstonecraft’s “unsex’d” nature. For example, in discussing
the style and argument of the Vindication, Godwin feels obliged to foreground the “rather masculine description” of her “sentiments” and the
“stern and rugged feature” of “occasional passages,” admitting to a “rigid”
and “somewhat amazonian temper” marking the text (). Moreover, while
insisting that Wollstonecraft was “lovely in her person” and “feminine in
her manners,” ironically, it is his disavowal of her as a “sturdy, muscular,
raw-boned virago” that proves to be the more evocative image ().
Yet despite such apparent contradictions in Godwin’s representation of
Wollstonecraft, critics of the text have long identified only one dominant
image surfacing throughout the narrative—that of the woman of sensibility whose feeling nature and imaginative inclinations supplemented the
image of "domestic woman."⁴ Godwin’s artistic aim in the Memoirs thus
runs counter to Polwhele’s in e Unsex’d Females: while Polwhele cre For a discussion of sensibility as a concept informing eighteenth-century literary

and social discourse, see Jerome McGann, e Poetics of Sensibility: A Revolution
in Literary Style (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ); John Mullan, Sentiment and
Sociability: e Language of Feeling in the Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ); Janet Todd, Sensibility: An Introduction (London: Methuen,
); and Ann Jessie Van Sant, Eighteenth-Century Sensibility and the Novel
(Cambridge: Cambridge , ). For a more contemporaneous understanding of sensibility which reflects the intense fascination with, as well as anxiety
about, this new language of the feeling subject, see the following periodical
pieces: “On the Affectation of Sentiment and Sensibility” (Universal Magazine
 []: –); “Question: Ought Sensibility to be Cherished or Repressed?”
(Monthly Magazine  []: –); and “On Unaffected Sensibility” (Universal Magazine  []: –).
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ates an image of Wollstonecraft as an “unsex’d” deviation from a idealized
vision of “domestic woman” embodied by such figures as the “seraphic”
Hannah More, Godwin seeks to construct Wollstonecraft as a “female
Werter” dominated by a “most exquisite and delicious sensibility” (),
and thereby recuperates her back into a normative discourse of femininity
which highlighted the imaginative “fancy” and domestic sympathy thought
to be inherent in “natural” women (Kelly –, –).
e specifics of Godwin’s presentation of Wollstonecraft as a heroine of
sensibility have been documented in a number of examinations of the text,
so I will not rehearse them here. What is often not emphasized enough,
however, is the extent to which contemporary readers of the Memoirs
were responsive to Godwin’s reconfiguration of Wollstonecraft’s life into
an affective narrative of sensibility. Most reviews, while censuring the text
for its scandalous indiscretions, are unanimous in their affirmation of the
affective power of the narrative over its readers. e Monthly Review, for
example, while advising Godwin to “bury in oblivion” his indiscreet narrative of his wife’s personal history (), nevertheless foregrounds the
“pity and concern” one feels upon reading the Memoirs (), asserting,
“Mr G.’s feelings on the occasion do him credit, and it is impossible not
to feel with him” (). e Analytical Review similarly proclaims, “we
have no fellowship with him, who can read them without a tear” (quoted
in Clemit and Luria Walker ). e affective pull of the text, in turn,
enabled contemporary reviewers to embrace the narrative’s protagonist
as a tragic heroine of excessive feeling. As e Monthly Review eulogizes,
“Peace to her manes! She was the child of genius, but of suffering: of talents,
but of error!” ().
is positive reception of the Memoirs is critical, for it attests to the
central role that the narrative of sensibility played in the success of the
text on a literary level rather than on an objectively biographical one.
Indeed, the narrative motifs used in depicting Wollstonecraft as a heroine of sensibility strike the reader as highly formulaic, Godwin relying on
familiar narrative structures and conventions, their potential for success
already affirmed. e Memoirs, after all, was not the site of Godwin’s first
participation in the language of sensibility. As a tormented heroine of
acute feeling, Wollstonecraft takes as her precedent the embattled and
tortured figure of Caleb Williams, another figure of sensibility besieged
by the prejudice inherent in an unjust society. Indeed, as Godwin’s first
fictional hero, Caleb is sketched in terms strikingly similar to Godwin’s
later depiction of Wollstonecraft with her “wounded and sick heart” ().
Caleb, of course, begins his narrative with an affirmation of his own suf | Butler
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fering: “My life has for several years been a theatre of calamity. I have been
a mark for the vigilance of tyranny, and I could not escape. My fairest
prospects have been blasted … I have not deserved this treatment” ().
Just as Godwin casts Wollstonecraft’s personal history as a narrative of
suffering and pain characterized by familial abuse and ingratitude and
complemented by unrequited and betrayed love, his depiction of Caleb is
firmly grounded, from the very outset, in the motif of the long-suffering
protagonist who endures injustice at the hands of those inferior to him
in both intellectual aptitude and the “gaiety and lightness of heart” that
attended his compassionate, feeling nature ().
Even in the minutiae of childhood development, Godwin reproduces
in his depiction of Wollstonecraft’s earliest years many of the same thematic elements first used in his representation of Caleb. us, in Caleb
Williams, he initiates a narrative model in which he charts the flourishing
intellectual and physical development of his protagonist within an environment that would normally preclude such growth. ough “born of humble
parents in a remote county of England” and given only an elementary education in literacy and numeracy (), Caleb, through a naturally “inquisitive
mind” (), improvises an education for himself that fosters the development of reason and logic, turning him into a “sort of natural philosopher”
(). Furthermore, Caleb’s unusual intellectual prowess is accompanied by
a superior physicality that gives him a tall height, “supple” joints, and a
healthy constitution ().
is dual emphasis on intellectual and physical superiority is strikingly duplicated in the opening paragraphs of the Memoirs, where Godwin
sketches the childhood of his sentimental heroine in terms evocative of
Caleb’s triumph over humble origins. Proclaiming that “Mary was distinguished in early youth, by some portion of that exquisite sensibility,
soundness of understanding, and decision of character, which were the
leading features of her mind through the whole course of her life” (),
Godwin celebrates the “superiority” of a mind that “surmounted every
obstacle” of a “despotic” and “rustic” childhood (–). ese “rustic”
origins, in turn, give rise to salutary benefits not unlike those enjoyed by
Caleb, with Godwin emphasizing the “stamina of [a] constitution” that
allowed Wollstonecraft to enjoy the outside space of nature and participate
in the athletic games of her brothers ().
rough these parallel narratives of childhood development, Godwin
sets the stage for his later construction of both protagonists as acutely
feeling subjects whose excessive sensibility exacerbates the torments
experienced by an unjust and corrupt society. us, Caleb describes the
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preceding few years of his life as a “theatre of calamity” () and Wollstonecraft, likewise, is “tossed and agitated by the waves of misfortune”
before she finds solace in the domestic space (). By virtue, therefore, of
an acute awareness of social injustice, coupled with a feeling nature that
encourages an individualistic rebellion against such injustice, both Caleb
and Wollstonecraft become, in Godwin’s formulation of them, memorable
figures of suffering similarly relegated to the margins of society.

III. A “Nervous” Narrator

e narrative construction of the hero/ine of sensibility thus proves to
be highly generative for Godwin as a fictional model that yields a certain
amount of literary success. Indeed, Hazlitt attested to the power of such
a model, declaring, “no one ever began Caleb Williams that did not read
it through” (). However, if a turn to the conventions of sensibility provided Godwin with a winning formula for literary success, such a turn
was not without its risks. e novel, as Kelly points out, was a “feminine”
genre in its associations with women as both authors and readers (–),
and May has detailed the implications, for Godwin, of participation in
what was seen as a “degradingly effeminate literary marketplace” ().
By pandering to what May calls the “‘effeminate’ tastes” of a readership
clamouring after the “distinctly ‘female’” genres of the Gothic and sentimental novel (), Godwin courts the contagion of effeminacy himself.
Just as Godwin risks emasculation through his association with a Jacobin
radicalism unmanned in its inability to reassert male authority over the
“usurping b-----s” transgressing the codes of normative femininity, his
appropriation of the novel, and the conventions of sensibility so often
bound up with the popular and feminized genre, similarly positions him
within various discourses that threaten his masculine authorial persona
as the hyper-rational man of reason.
Significantly, Godwin encapsulates his own authorial dilemma through
his fictional creation of Caleb. I have suggested that Godwin sketches Caleb through a narrative of sensibility that he then later deploys in his
construction of Wollstonecraft in the Memoirs. His transposition of this
narrative from male hero to female heroine, however, is critical, as it
departs from most eighteenth-century conceptions of the figure of sensibility as female. As Jerome McGann has argued, various eighteenth-century
discourses, from the poetic to the philosophical, conceptualized women
as “creatures who ‘think’ through their feelings,” a notion which informed
subsequent binaries relegating women to the realm of bodily sensation
and banishing them from the masculine domain of the rational mind ().
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Moreover, as Jessie Van Sant has shown in her study of the physiological
analogies attached to eighteenth-century conceptions of the sentimental
or “feeling” subject, excessive sensibility, perceived as both originating and
concluding in the body, could potentially render one sickly and diseased:
an “organic sensitivity” of the brain, nerves, or heart makes one especially
susceptible to the affective pull of the emotions (), a susceptibility which,
in turn, manifests itself in an “impaired or diseased [physical] state” ().
Pointing out that women were seen as more vulnerable to the excesses of
sensibility than men, Van Sant contends that the unhealthy, sensible body
is, by extension, understood as a feminized one (–).
us, feminized sensibility manifests itself in what Peter Melville Logan
calls the “nervous body,” and Logan reads the narrative of Caleb Williams
as symptomatic of a nervous body that, as a result of its affliction, is compulsively drawn towards a narrative account of its own sickness (–). For
Logan, excessive sensibility and a gradual effeminization informs the nervous body of Caleb and gives rise to the “nervous” narrative that structures
the novel (–), but he points to the “paradox” of this nervous body
as both a representation of debilitating sickness and a force for literary
productivity: “In Caleb Williams, the problem is not just that the speaker
has become effeminized and needs to be restored to a non-nervous condition but that the narrative depends on this effeminization as the basic
condition of its production” (). Logan, moreover, reads the paradox of
the effeminized nervous narrator as fundamental to the novel as a genre,
in that it allows for the very possibility of a narrative by “transform[ing]
the narrator into a speaking subject” ().
Significantly, both Caleb and Godwin occupy this position of paradox.
In order to assume the power and recognition normally ascribed to the
speaking subject, Caleb must, by definition, accept a marginalized position as the feminized figure of sensibility whose nervousness manifests
itself in both a sickly body and a “sickly” narrative. Similarly, Godwin is
compelled to accept the precarious position of novelist in a late-eighteenth-century culture which devalued the genre as symptomatic of a
feminized print culture posing the inevitable threat of emasculating the
male authors who participated in it. However, Godwin’s reliance on the
novel—on narrative—for the creation of a recognizable authorial identity
dictates that he must mediate such threats of emasculation. In order to
assume the “authority” of authorship, therefore, Caleb and Godwin must
accept an emasculation that will potentially discredit both them and their
respective narratives.
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In Caleb Williams, Godwin thus dramatizes the authorial power
afforded the nervous body of sensibility, in that Caleb is given the capacity for authorship over his own narrative only by virtue of his excessive
feeling which gives rise to both his “sickly” body and “sickly” narrative. In
the Memoirs, Godwin seems to perform the more conventional move of
shifting his language of sensibility onto a female, rather than an effeminized male, body. is move is complicated, however, by the fact that
Godwin, in recasting the figure of sensibility as female, subsequently robs
his protagonist of the power of direct enunciation. Despite his position as
a potentially unreliable, “nervous” narrator, Caleb is, nevertheless, given
the power of first-person narrative control over the telling of his own story.
In contrast, Wollstonecraft’s personal history is always already mediated
through a third-person narrative carefully managed by Godwin’s artistic
hand. In this sense, the narrative power which Logan locates in the sensible body is seemingly lacking in the Memoirs, for it is Godwin, and not
Wollstonecraft, who is given narrative agency in the text.
is apparent contradiction underscores Godwin’s own position within
the Memoirs. e text is most often read in terms of Godwin’s reconfiguration of Wollstonecraft into a conventional heroine of sensibility, but a
number of critics have pointed to the parallel narrative of what Jacobus
calls Godwin’s “conversion into a man of feeling” (). Myers reads the
Memoirs as a vital chapter in Godwin’s intellectual development, in that
the narration of Wollstonecraft’s biography facilitated the autobiographical reappraisal of his own philosophical theories of extreme rationalism
and allowed for the development of a “new-found faith” in the roles that
feeling, imagination, and domestic affections play in the evolution of the
moral subject (–). If Godwin charts Wollstonecraft’s personal history
in terms of her influence on his own development into such a sensible
subject—a development that allowed him to carve out a space for feeling within his rigid philosophy of extreme reason—then such a charting
also allows him to assume the narrative power ascribed to the “nervous”
narrators whose feeling natures compel them to recount the stories of
their sensibility. In this sense, Caleb, as a tragic figure of sensibility and
a potential precedent for Wollstonecraft as a “female Werter,” is a more
compelling anticipation of Godwin’s own role in the Memoirs, where the
power of narrative enunciation resides in the feminized body of the melancholic hero bitterly lamenting the tragedy of lost love.
Indeed, Godwin opens the Memoirs with a self-referential gesture that
seems to betray an awareness of the constructed nature of his own image
in the text. Slipping into the third-person, he constructs an odd distance
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between the man who recounts (in the first person) the personal history
of his deceased wife and the man who is driven to such a recounting by
his own curious tendencies: “e writer of this narrative, when he has
met with persons, that in any degree created to themselves an interest
and attachment in his mind, has always felt a curiosity to be acquainted
with the scenes through which they had passed, and the incidents that had
contributed to form their understandings and character” (). Characterized by an inquisitiveness strikingly similar to the sort of curiosity that
destroys Caleb, Godwin’s desire for knowledge allows for the creation of
the Memoirs: “Impelled” by curiosity regarding her personal and intellectual development, “he repeatedly led the conversation of Mary to topics
of this sort; and, once or twice, he made notes in her presence, of a few
dates calculated to arrange the circumstances in his mind” (). As Logan
details, a primary cause, as well as symptom, of both the nervous body
and the nervous narrator was an “excessive impressionability” (), which
allowed for a deluge of “retained impressions” to take root in an “overly
inscribable body, one that is too easily written upon by the stimulus of its
day-to-day experience” (). Godwin, in this self-reflexive construction of
himself as the narrative force behind the Memoirs, constructs himself on
precisely these terms—as an innately inquisitive creature whose curiosity, aroused “in any degree,” leads him on a seemingly endless quest for
more knowledge that will, ultimately, result in an almost obsessive need
to narrate and order all he knows.
As a “nervous” narrator, therefore, Godwin is able to recast himself as
a hero of sensibility with a story to tell, but he seems conscious that this
power of authorial enunciation is only available to him via his acceptance
of a subjectivity that is as potentially emasculating as it is empowering, in
that it is predicated on various medical and cultural discourses that conflate sensibility and “nervousness” with the feminine subject who is then
invested with unique narrative potential. Drawing on omas Trotter’s
 treatment of nervous disorders, A View of the Nervous Temperament, Logan details how, within this discursive framework, compulsive
narration and the nervous body are so insistently gendered feminine that
they seemingly deny any narrative potential to the “non-nervous male
body” (). As Logan argues, “the non-nervous male body, certainly, has
a history, but it is not pressed into its material structure, waiting to come
forth at a moment of crisis. e nervous female body, however, possesses
a constitutive relationship to narrative. It has a story to tell, whereas the
healthy male body has none” (). In other words, the power of narration—the ability to serve as the author of one’s own story and, on a larger
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scale, to exercise one’s own authorial position within the public space of
print culture—is predicated on a necessary and inevitable feminization of
the male author, who is only able to tell his story by embracing a model of
nervous narration that will align him with a feminine discourse of excessive sensibility.
Furthermore, Godwin’s narrative power in the text is largely dependent
on the simultaneous destruction of Wollstonecraft as a speaking subject in
her own right. Nancy Roberts has commented on the tendency of sentimental fiction to organize its narratives around a "‘drained’ and feminized
spectacle” (), a female protagonist who is, ironically, an empty space
which serves as a conduit for the various needs and desires of the author
and/or reader, one of the most important being the inculcation of sympathetic feeling. For Roberts, the importance of such a “drained” female
character lies not in herself but in her transformative influence on others,
serving “as a kind of magnetic void in her novel, a figure passive and empty
in herself, but large and active in her effects” (). Roberts’s focus is largely
on the complexity of the reader’s response to this “feminized spectacle,” but
she does gesture towards the effect such a spectacle has on the development and solidification of masculine identities within the text (). It is in
this sense that her model is most productive for considering the function
that a “drained” Wollstonecraft might serve in the construction of Godwin
as both a narrating subject within the Memoirs and an authorial figure
outside the text. Wollstonecraft may play the role of sentimental heroine in
the novel, but she is always a silent one, a silence which allows Godwin the
space to chart the more significant narrative of his own development into
a man of feeling who, as a consequence of such feeling, is able to exercise
an authorial position both inside and outside the text. us, it would seem
that Godwin’s motives in the Memoirs are not necessarily unlike those of
Polwhele’s in e Unsex’d Females. Polwhele portrays Wollstonecraft as a
“pale form” () who must ultimately be killed in order to reinscribe a normative vision of a “domestic” femininity and thereby renders her a “pale”
or empty space in which he can trace the contours of his own ideological
desires. Similarly, Wollstonecraft becomes, for Godwin, a silent heroine
simplified through convention, a vehicle through which he achieves his
own narrative voice and authorial persona.
In the Memoirs, therefore, we see a dramatization of the various
contradictions informing Godwin’s authorial position in the late s.
As a narrative in which Godwin can deploy the popular conventions of
sentimental fiction, the text serves as a productive site for a self-fashioning and promotion of his own authorship. Moreover, by casting himself
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in the role of the sentimental hero who suffers the tragedy of lost love,
Godwin can appropriate the narrative power granted to those nervous
narrators whose excessive sensibility gives rise to both the compulsion to
narrate and the ability to do so. In this sense, the Memoirs is immensely
generative for Godwin’s (un)conscious articulation and deployment of his
own authorial identity. Couched within the text, however, are the various
contradictions threatening the very identity Godwin attempts to construct,
for the very discourses which prove so generative are also those which
threaten to discredit him. Godwin’s assumption of sensibility gives him
a licence for narration, but such sensibility dangerously aligns him with
various effeminizing discourses associated with both female subjectivity
and a feminine material print culture.
Such a dilemma foregrounds the uncertain grounds on which Godwin
attempts to erect his own authorship and literary reputation. My first
epigraph taken from Mary Russo’s e Female Grotesque highlights the
notion of spectacle in relation to cultural perceptions of feminine subjectivity, where the dangers of public exposure, disempowerment, and a
disruption of identity coalesce around the figure of the female subject who
is at risk of both inadvertently exposing herself and of being exposed by
others. To many, Godwin’s Memoirs has “exposed” its biographical subject in precisely these terms, positioning Wollstonecraft as a sensational
spectacle put on display for public consumption. If Mary Russo constructs
feminine subjectivity as inherently fraught with the risk of exposure, she
assumes a much more stable and secure subjectivity for the male subject.
Indeed, in Russo’s terms, the male subject is not a subject at all but, rather,
is a “deliberate and circumscribed” identity whose individuality is carefully
managed and controlled. Men, after all, will choose “when” and “if ” they
expose themselves.
e case of Godwin, however, would suggest otherwise, for, as we have
seen, Godwin is, indeed, a literary “subject”—a figure made “subject” to
the various cultural tensions and anxieties surrounding authorship and
gender at the end of the eighteenth century. As a spectacle of sensibility
himself, Godwin must court the sort of public exposure and effeminization
which threatens to emasculate him and rob him of authorial credibility in
the eyes of a more conservative literary tradition that rejects a feminized
print culture and the excess and disorder associated with it. By extension,
Godwin’s predicament in the Memoirs speaks to the vexed and precarious position of male authorship in general at the end of the eighteenth
century, where “masculine” authorial subjectivity is infused with gendered
contradictions that threaten to destroy the subjectivity it simultaneously
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produces. In Logan’s model of the nervous subject, in order to narrate at
all—in order to have any story to tell and the means to tell it—the author
must be, by definition, a nervously feminized one. In this sense, male
authorship necessitates a transgression of the conventional gender roles
inscribed in the normative vision of “domestic woman” and deployed in
texts like e Unsex’d Females. By the beginning of the nineteenth century,
therefore, uncompromised masculinity would seem to be incompatible
with authorship, as the legacy of the “hack” returns to threaten the Romantic “new man of feeling.”
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