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1
Narrative Order

Narrative
The full title of Wordsworth’s poem ‘Simon Lee’, published in Lyrical
Ballads in 1798, is ‘Simon Lee, the Old Huntsman, with an incident in
which he was concerned’. That reference to an ‘incident’ may lead us to
expect something which, after a lengthy description of the Old
Huntsman’s previously active life and present decrepit condition,
Wordsworth tells us he is not going to provide:
My gentle reader, I perceive
How patiently you’ve waited,
And I’m afraid that you expect
Some tale will be related.
O reader! Had you in your mind
Such stores as silent thought can bring,
O gentle reader! You would find
A tale in everything.
What more I have to say is short,
I hope you’ll kindly take it;
It is no tale; but should you think,
Perhaps a tale you’ll make it.1
(lines 69–80)
The poet then tells us how on one occasion he came to the aid of Simon
Lee as the old man was vainly attempting to cut through a rotten
3

4
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tree-stump. This is indeed a kind of ‘incident’ but one that develops
into a thought rather than a ‘tale’:
– I’ve heard of hearts unkind, kind deeds
With coldness still returning.
Alas! The gratitude of men
Has oftener left me mourning.
(lines 101–4)
This conclusion is not at all self-explanatory. What Wordsworth has
described is, as so often in Lyrical Ballads, ‘an incident whose meaning
can be supposed only after active deciphering in the mind of an alerted
reader’.2 Whether Wordsworth thinks that this process of decipherment
ought to lead us, as he believes it may well lead us, to our ‘making a
tale’ out of the raw materials he has supplied is not clear. It seems more
likely that the poet is nudging us in the direction of a different kind of
mental activity altogether: the kind exemplified by Tom Paine’s
proposal for old-age pensions in Part Two of Rights of Man (1792) or by
William Godwin’s critique of gratitude in An Enquiry Concerning Political
Justice (1793). Paine had proposed a tax to support the aged which would
be ‘not of the nature of a charity, but a right’. Godwin had questioned
the response which charity required. ‘Gratitude’, he wrote,
if by gratitude we understand a sentiment of preference which we
entertain towards another, upon the ground of my having been the
subject of his benefits, is no part either of justice or virtue.3
We can in any case tell, from Wordsworth’s address to his ‘gentle reader’,
that his doubts about storytelling are social and political as well as moral
ones. In the context which Wordsworth has established, ‘gentle’ must
be ironic, exposing a gap between two meanings of the word which its use
would normally encourage people to confuse. The word refers to the likely
social rank of the reader but also to the virtue of kindness ideally associated
with that rank: hence the poem’s reference in its final stanza to ‘hearts
unkind, kind deeds’. The point here is that while the poet’s contemporary
readers very likely are gentlemen or gentlewomen, Simon Lee is not.
The desire for a story, Wordsworth suggests, stands between the reading
classes and the undramatic suffering of an old poor man like Simon Lee.
‘Simon Lee’ is only one, especially explicit, example of a widespread
scepticism about narrative which appeared in British writing from 1789.
Even those writers who were committed to the aesthetic and ethical
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value of narrative betray a sense that the narrative ordering of experience
is either superficial, or dangerous, or impossible; while even those who
were most hostile to narrative recognized, like the author of ‘Simon
Lee’, its seductive power.
‘Simon Lee’ is also a good example of two things which were
frequently linked to scepticism about narrative. The first is the important
part which the semantic complexity of certain everyday individual
words often played in the texts of narrative scepticism. Wordsworth makes
his case, in ‘Simon Lee’, partly by the deft way in which he plays with the
word ‘gentle’, separating the semantic elements it normally combined.
Wordsworth here displays an awareness of the political significance of
semantic complexity which was widespread in the poetry and polemic
of the period, most programmatically in Charles Pigott’s satirical Political
Dictionary of 1795.4
However, the writers were not always so alert to the complexity of the
complex words they deployed as Wordsworth was with ‘gentle’ in
‘Simon Lee’. Variant meanings of such words could often take an argument in a direction that its author could not wholly control, or allow a
writer to follow a line of argument with the left hand of which the right
hand was not wholly aware. Godwin’s use of ‘character’ and ‘family’,
Scott’s of ‘figure’ are slippery in this way, as is Wordsworth’s own use of
‘accident’. It is a slipperiness which arises in many cases from the fact
that while the semantic complexity of some words (such as ‘gentle’) was
of long standing, other words (such as ‘character’ and ‘family’) were
undergoing semantic transformation in this period. There is always
semantic change and instability; but in an age of revolution the
meaning of many key words (including, it has been argued, ‘revolution’
itself) may have been particularly unstable.5
Wordsworth’s ‘Simon Lee’ also demonstrates the link, pervasive in
this period, between scepticism about narrative and scepticism about
the making of promises and contracts. If the poem’s subtitle, with its
mention of an ‘incident’, seems to promise a story, the poem itself
deliberately breaks the promise, or does not keep it in the way the
reader has been led to expect. This procedure is turned into a principle
of Lyrical Ballads as a whole by the 1800 Preface:
It is supposed, that by the act of writing in verse an Author makes a
formal engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of association, that he not only thus apprises the Reader that certain classes
of ideas and expressions will be found in his book, but that others
will be carefully excluded.

6

Narrative Order, 1789–1819: Part I

But Wordsworth then cautions his readers:
I will not take upon me to determine the exact import of the promise
which by the act of writing in verse an Author in the present day
makes to his Reader; but I am certain it will appear to many persons
that I have not fulfilled the terms of an engagement thus voluntarily
contracted.
(pp. 243–4)
Wordsworth is of course talking here not specifically about the promise
of a narrative but, more broadly, about the expectation that may be
raised by ‘the act of writing in verse’. And indeed writers of all kinds
(philosophers and pamphleteers as much as novelists, historians or
ballad makers) can raise expectations which they then either live up to
or disappoint. Nevertheless, it is more appropriate to talk about the
‘formal engagement’ to tell a story than, for instance, to expound a
philosophical argument. A story is – for reasons I shall explain – particularly like a promise that is kept, and a story that turns out not to be
one is particularly like a broken promise.

Order
The word ‘order’ in my title requires to be understood in two senses: as
regular and stable arrangement (the opposite of disorder), and as sequence.
Sometimes these meanings come together, as in Lady Macbeth’s injunction to her noble guests to ‘stand not upon the order of your going, but
go!’ Hierarchy is often expressed as sequence. Nevertheless, it is
important – particularly in a discussion of narrative sequence in an age
of Revolution – to be aware that this identification between orderliness
and finite sequence is not a necessary one.
Indeed, Narrative Order aims to draw attention to changes in people’s
conception of the relationship between these two meanings. My argument
is that British enlightenment writers, despite their very real differences,
shared an assumption that there was indeed a very close relationship
between the two meanings. These writers shared what Alasdair MacIntyre
has called ‘a narrative idea of life’. On this view, we see our lives as they
really are by standing back from them so as to get them into perspective. In particular, we see our own individual lives properly when we see
them in essentially the same way as we more easily see the lives of
others, as narratives in the third person. Since we can witness and
record the birth and death of another person but not of ourselves, the
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life of another is more obviously like a narrative than our own life.
Biography is not just a different form of narrative from autobiography,
but a more narrative form. The narrative view of life assumed that, as
MacIntyre puts it, ‘I am what I may justifiably be taken by others to be
in the course of living out a story that runs from my birth to my
death.’6
This was a view of the world – embodied in normal pre-nineteenthcentury usage of terms such as ‘character’, ‘story’ and ‘history’ – which
strongly identified order in the sense of systematic arrangement,
including social order, with what Samuel Johnson called ‘the order of
Time’. In fact the phrase ‘the order of Time’ itself, as Johnson uses it,
identifies systematic arrangement and discipline with the kind of finite
sequence characteristic of biography. It is not surprising then that the
narrative idea of life found its most explicit eighteenth-century expression,
so far as the understanding of individual lives was concerned, in
Johnson’s privileging of biography as a genre. For that reason, the
present introductory chapter of Narrative Order is followed by a detailed
reading of Johnson’s own most powerful biography, the Life of Richard
Savage (1744).
While no single text can, of course, suggest the range and the
conflicting tendencies of a cultural period, the Life of Savage does effectively demonstrate certain important features of pre-1789 British
enlightenment writing. It demonstrates, for instance, that what was
specific to it was not a commitment to order as such but to a particular
version of order: one that linked stable arrangement to finite sequence
(a sequence with a beginning and end). The Life of Savage also demonstrates that the belief in narrative order should not be thought of as
necessarily a confident, let alone a complacent commitment, immune
from the sense of contrariety and internal division more obviously
present in writing from the age of revolution. Johnson’s relentless
commitment to narrative order – to the bond, that is to say, between
finite sequence and systematic arrangement – is a response to his strong
sense of what threatens that order. Furthermore, the natural facts and
social practices upon which, I shall suggest, any narrative ordering of
life depends – in particular, the natural facts of mortality and the social
practice of making promises and contracts – are demonstrably as central
to the Life of Savage as they are to the later texts.
In other words, the Life of Savage provides an instructive contrast to
the later texts because its difference from them stands out against a
background of considerable similarity. This is particularly the case for
its relationship to the first text from the age of revolution to be
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discussed here in detail, Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in
France (1790). Indeed, the most specific reason for offering a detailed
reading of the Life of Savage is that its preoccupations and values are
particularly close to those of the Reflections, the text which first seriously challenged the narrative idea of life. Both texts are preoccupied
with the problematic relationship between ends and beginnings, death
and birth, because both are haunted by the possibility that the past can
be relived and old battles refought. In the Life of Savage these are, on the
face of it, purely personal and figurative battles; while the Reflections, as
a political text, is more obviously concerned with literal ones. But the
personal and political are in fact strongly linked in both texts.
Johnson and Burke were both haunted by the possibility that the
political past might be relived, and that old – seventeenth century – battles
might be refought to a different conclusion, whether under the banner
of jacobitism or of regicide ‘enthusiasm’. Johnson wrote the Life of
Savage in 1744, when the temptation presented by the Stuart cause was
still real for many British tories, a temptation effectively destroyed by
the military defeat of the jacobite forces at Culloden in 1746 and the
subsequent incorporation of the highland clans into a commercially
and juridically unified British state.7
The social and religious conflicts of the seventeenth century
remained closer to the surface in Ireland than in Britain, and the French
revolution of 1789 was so dangerous for the Anglo-Irish Edmund Burke
partly because it immediately threatened to revive (and to revive in
himself) those seventeenth-century conflicts. It threatened to revive
them in a quite new way however, a way which caused Burke to see
finite narrative sequence as the enemy rather than – as it had been for
Johnson – the ally of social order.
I have selected the Life of Savage to represent the earlier period, then,
not because it is wholly different from the later texts but because it is in
important ways very similar to them. It is against a background of
extensive similarity that difference most vividly reveals itself and allows
us to claim that a seismic change really did take place between the two
periods, a change of the sort required to constitute them as different
periods.
It will be evident from what I have said about ‘Simon Lee’ and about
Burke’s Reflections that narrative scepticism could take various forms
and have a very wide range of ethical and political implications,
depending on the aspect of narrative which is at issue. It is important to
stress this because, if Burke were left out of the picture, it would be
possible (though it would still be misleading) to argue that just as
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support for the existing social order went with support for narrative
order in Johnson, so criticism of the status quo was linked to scepticism
about narrative following the revolution. A number of texts examined
in Narrative Order could be cited in support of such an argument.
Watkin Tench’s account of forced labour and near-starvation in the
new convict colony of New South Wales would be the clearest case. In
the middle of his narrative Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson
(1793) Tench suddenly turns away from ‘the cold track of narrative’ in
favour of the original journal notes – written in the heat of the moment
and full of rebellious ‘ardour’ – on which his narrative has up to that
point been based. It is an almost Blakian moment, in which Tench
recoils simultaneously from narrative and from his own participation
in the attempt to reconstitute British social order on the other side of
the world.
The fact is however that the narrative idea of life, with its assumption
of a strong link between the different meanings of ‘order’, was first
systematically and influentially challenged not by Blake, or by Wordsworth in his more radical years, but by Edmund Burke; in recoil from
the possibility of radical change, not in support of it.8 Burke did retain a
commitment, as we shall see, to certain aspects of narrative sequence,
but he systematically detached social and moral order from a key
feature of narrative, its commitment to beginnings and endings.
Burke’s response to the revolution in France was to identify beginnings
and endings with enlightenment. The model of enlightenment against
which Burke reacted was not, however, the dominant British one,
which has been described as ‘conservative’.9 This British model was
based, it has been argued, on an acceptance of the self-consciously
‘moderate’ order in Church and State established by the 1688 Settlement.
This was an order to which Burke too was committed but which he
came to see as threatened by enlightenment because, following the
revolution in France, he identified enlightenment with its more
frequently oppositional and rationalist continental forms. The
French revolutionaries, Burke argued, were committed to ‘beginning
[the state’s] inauguration by its destruction’,10 destroying existing
society so as to found a completely new one. Recoiling from this
convergence of endings and beginnings – of death and birth – Burke
asserted middles, mediations. These mediations were the temporal
mechanisms of anticipation, retrospection and anticipated retrospection embodied most concretely, Burke believed, in a characteristically
English contractual arrangement, the form of property inheritance
known as ‘entail’.

10
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It must, however, be stressed that the connection between Burke’s
political thinking and the question of narrative is not a connection
Burke himself makes or would have recognized. Unlike most of the
other writers discussed in this book, who knew that they were interested
in the ethics and politics of narrative, Burke was probably not aware
that the Reflections was raising issues of this sort. Other writers – notably
the Wordsworth of ‘Tintern Abbey’ and the Prelude, the Scott of the
Waverley Novels – certainly drew practical lessons about storytelling as
well as about politics from the Reflections. Burke helped them to develop
less narrative forms of narrative, forms of lyricized and temporalized
narrative less committed to beginnings and endings. But they did not
think of their debt to Burke in this way. It is twentieth-century thinking
about narrative which has allowed us to more clearly recognize and
conceptualize Burke’s epoch-making challenge to narrative order.
Relevant aspects of this modern thinking will be detailed below, but
the essential point is this: the temporal mechanisms of ‘entailed inheritance’ as Burke conceived them are also the temporal mechanisms of
narrative as modern narrative theorists have described them. Peter
Brooks, for instance, has argued that ‘the essence of narrative plot is the
anticipation of retrospection’.11
Recoiling from the revolutionary bringing together of beginnings and
endings, Burke foregrounded these narrative mechanisms of anticipation and retrospection so as to obscure and postpone what they are
normally designed to bring into being: narratives, with their beginnings
and endings.

An age of revolution
The reference to ‘1789’ and to an ‘age of revolution’ in the title of this
book will have indicated from the start my allegiance to that tradition of
analysis which credits the revolution in France with an epoch-making
(or period-making) role in British literary culture. However, it is possible
to overestimate or misconstrue this impact. The events which took
place in France between 1789 and 1794 did not single-handedly
transform British culture.
For one thing, as Marilyn Butler has argued, Britain had already
experienced ‘a period of rapid change or expectation of change’ since
about 1760, ‘and its restiveness is conveyed in literature’.12 As for the
period after 1789, there has been a tendency to overestimate the impact
of the revolution itself and underestimate the importance of the
counter-revolutionary and Napoleonic wars which the revolution
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precipitated.13 This tendency reflects a group of connected facts about
British life. During the two centuries between the Battle of Culloden
(1746) and the Battle of Britain (1940), none of Britain’s numerous
military actions took place in Britain itself. What is more, in the period
of the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars themselves, the writers now
thought of as significant were not military people, and did not directly
participate in the death and destruction in which their country was so
heavily involved.
As for the French revolution itself, ‘too much attention has been
devoted to [its] spectacular impact . . . at the expense of the peculiarly
English conditions which met that impact’.14 Indigenous features of the
relationship between social classes and between men and women put
both formal contractual arrangements and narrative ordering under
intense strain in ways that were largely independent of events overseas
but which help to explain the nature of the impact which those overseas events did have. Furthermore, it is not only peculiarly English
conditions we need to consider, but British, Irish and colonial conditions.
This is obviously true in the case of Walter Scott. It is equally true of
Edmund Burke: the Reflections do not mention Ireland but Ireland is as
real a presence in that book as Britain and France. It is also true of the
important but – in Britain – little-known figure of Watkin Tench.
Indeed, it is in the context of these provisos – this recognition of the
various ways in which the French revolution did not single-handedly
transform British culture – that the work of Watkin Tench acquires its
particular importance here. Well known in Australia, Tench and his
writing need an introduction to readers elsewhere. A Captain of
Marines on the fleet of convict ships that reached Botany Bay in 1788,
Tench was also the author of two books which together constitute the
most astute and lively narrative account of the founding of New South
Wales as a British colony, A Narrative of the Expedition to Botany Bay
(1789) and An Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson (1793).
Tench had previously fought in the American War of Independence
and spent time in the West Indies. After his return from New South
Wales in 1792 he saw service against the new French Republic in the
Channel and Atlantic fleets. His third and final book, an account of six
months as a prisoner of war in Brittany (following a sea battle off Brest),
was published in 1796 as Letters Written in France to a Friend in London
between the Month of November 1794 and the Month of May 1795.
Tench is important here in two principal respects. First, he is probably
the most-talented British writer to represent the military and political
conflicts of the period as a participant in the fighting. He is indeed

