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11. Point of View and Narrative Form
in Moll Flanders and the
Eighteenth-Century Secret History

In a recent essay on the origins of the eighteenth-century novel entitled
‘The Rise of I,” Philip Stewart argues that ‘what really revolutionized the
novel’s forms and fortunes everywhere was the realization of the advan-
tages of first-person narrative.”" A work like Moll Flanders, cited among
Stewart’s examples, owes not just its contemporary popularity, in fact,
but also its subsequent canonization, in part to the use of first-person
narration. For critics working in the immediate wake of lan Watt’s Rise
of the Novel, narrative voice was one of the main features used to defend
the status of Defoe’s novels — often written in haste and published out
of economic necessity —as ‘literature.” The ‘conscious artistry” of Defoe’s
Moll Flanders, according to critics like Robert R. Columbus, lay chiefly in
the consideration that its author never compromised ‘the point of view
of a limited mind.”

From a generic perspective and a disciplinary one, much still hinges
on the notion that Moll Flanders is written ‘in the first person.” Yet on
examining the novel, itisimmediately apparent that the text’s chief agent
is not actually its narrator. The novel’s preface, a first-person account by
an editor figure who has rendered ‘the original of this Story . . . into new
Words,’ reveals that there is, as Larry Langford observes, ‘a second voice
at work in the text, separate from that of Moll, yet so deeply intertwined

* Tam grateful to James Chandler, Nathan Wolff, R. P. Gallagher, and Mark Phillips for
their help with this paper.

1 Philip Stewart, ‘The Rise of I," Eighteenth-Century Fiction 13 (2001), 174.

2 Robert R. Columbus, ‘Conscious Artistry in Moll Flanders,’ Studies in English Literature
3 (1963): 415-32. For Watt’s account of Moll Flanders, see The Rise of the Novel: Studies

in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957),
93-134.
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with her own that the two are difficult to distinguish.” That preface
concludes, moreover, with the editor’s explanation that he has taken the
final portion of the narrative not from Moll’'s own memorandums, but
from ‘her Husband’s Life . . . written by a third Hand.”* Moll’s account
itself casts doubts on the consistency of the text’s narrative voice, as Moll
not only contradicts herself, but also frequently incorporates large por-
tions of narrative that have been relayed to her by other, often unknown
or unacknowledged, sources.” She includes several lengthy accounts of
conversations among the Colchester family, for example, for which
neither she nor the eldest son who is presumably reporting them to her
were present.® Likewise, she constructs much of the narrative of her own
early life from an undistinguished mixture of what she ‘can Recollect’
and what she “could ever learn of [her]self’ from reports.”

Apparently, then, the ‘conscious artistry’ of Moll Flanders lies less in
Defoe’s refusal to compromise a limited point of view than in his ability
to maintain the illusion of a consistent narrative voice. Part of what
makes that illusion successful, I wish to suggest here, is Defoe’s rhetori-
cal juxtaposition of the novel’s first-person memoir against an imagined
third-person account of Moll’s life —a strategy also prevalent in the early
modern secret history. In the pages that follow, I will attempt to sketch
some of the rhetorical similarities between the use of point of view in

3 Daniel Defoe, The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, ed. David
Blewett (London: Penguin, 1989), 37 [hereafter abbreviated MF]; Larry L. Langford,
‘Retelling Moll’s Story: The Editor’s Preface to Moll Flanders,” The Journal of Narrative
Technique 22 (1992): 164. Henry N. Rogers III also sees two voices in Moll: that of the
older Moll who writes the text, and that of the young Moll who acts in it. See Rogers,
‘The Two Faces of Moll,” The Journal of Narrative Technique 9 (1979), 117-25.

4 MF,47.

5 Almost every major study of the novel addresses the question of Moll’s reliability as
a narrator. Much of this critical discussion is framed as a debate over the novel’s
‘irony,” or ‘confusion of distance,” as Wayne Booth terms it, between implied author
and agent-narrator. See Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1983), 320-24. The best-known ironic readings of the text are Dorothy van
Ghent, ‘On Moll Flanders’ in Essays on the Eighteenth-Century Novel, ed. Robert Donald
Spector (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1965), 3-4; Alan Dugald McKillop,
Early Masters of English Fiction (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1956), 31-33;
and Maximillian E. Novak, ‘Defoe’s Use of Irony’ in Novak and Herbert]. Davis, [rony
in Defoe and Swift (Los Angeles: William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, 1966), 7-38.
The best-known unironic reading is lan Watt’s.

6 See, for example, MF, 88-89.
7 MEF, 45.
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Moll Flanders and the use of point of view in the secret history. Using
Defoe’s The Secret History of the White-Staff (1714-15) as my primary
example, I will demonstrate how both texts present themselves as pri-
vate-sourced correctives to a more public account of the past, using the
apparent disjunction between different points of view in order to estab-
lish their narrative authority.

The Secret History and Problems of Narrative Voice

Like the formal history and the memoir, the early-eighteenth-century
secret history had a Classical progenitor.® Procopius’s Anekdota, first
translated in 1674 as The Secret History of the Court of the Emperor Justinian,
was written largely as a corrective to Procopius’s own earlier works, the
state-sanctioned History in Eight Books and Edifices. As a Greek historian
writing during dangerous Byzantine times, Procopius produced the
propagandistic History and Edifices as a means of insinuating himself into
Justinian’s good graces. The tactic had been successful: despite his secret
loathing for the emperor and his court, Procopius was made a senator.
After Justinian’s death, however, Procopius composed the Anekdota (the
original Attic title means ‘unpublishable’), a ruthless, scandal-stuffed
exposé devoted to revealing all the details of court life that the official
texts had been obliged to suppress. The work was unabashedly partisan,
featuring chapters detailing ‘how Theodora, most depraved of all cour-

8 The most recent discussion of the secret history form can be found in Michael McKeon,
The Secret History of Domesticity: Public, Private, and the Division of Knowledge
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 469-73. While I have retained
much of the language of “public’ and ‘private’ contained in my original presentation
of this paper in October of 2004, readers will find a far more extensive account of the
secret history as it relates to the emerging split between public and private in this new
book. For other accounts of the form, see Lionel Gossman, ‘Anecdote and History,’
History and Theory 42 (2003), 151-55; John J. Richetti, Popular Fiction Before Richardson:
Narrative Patterns 1700-1739 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1969), 119-67; Robert Mayer, History
and the Early English Novel: Matters of Fact from Bacon to Defoe (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), 94-112; Annabel Patterson, ‘Marvell and Secret History’ in
Marvell and Liberty, ed. Warren Chernaik and Martin Dzelzeinis (Houndmills:
MacMillan Press, 1999), 27-29; and Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 54-55. For more general
discussions of the use of Classical models in early modern historical practice, see
Philip Hicks, Neoclassical History and English Culture from Clarendon to Hume
(Houndmills: MacMillan, 1996); Joseph Levine, The Battle of the Books: History and
Literature in the Augustan Age (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991).
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tesans, won Justinian’s love,” and ‘proving that Justinian and Theodora
were actually fiends in human form.” Based on Procopius’s own experi-
ences, combined with information from other ‘inside’ sources, The Secret
History was both personal memoir and unauthorized biography, a form
of historical narrative in which the teller was not always the primary
agent in the events, but often the primary witness of them. The 1674
English translation was composed as a first-person narrative.

Secret histories became immensely popular, both in England and in
France, in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. (Procopius’s
text appeared in French translation in 1669, and the form caught on there
before it did in England). Like the more general term ‘history,” the label
‘secret history” was applied to narratives of widely varying lengths and
styles, from polemical pamphlets (John Oldmixon’s Secret History of
Europe [1712]) to anthologies (Sir Walter Scott’s Secret History of the Court
of James the First [1811]) to the scandal chronicles that have been likened
by present-day literary critics to early-eighteenth-century novels (Eliza-
beth Delariviere Manley’s Secret History of Queen Zarah [1705]). What
many of these narratives had in common was an avowed intention of
exposing the ‘secret’ truth behind misrepresented, or unrepresented,
public persons and events. Like Procopius’s Anekdota, these texts at-
tempted to undermine a prevailing view of the past — typically the
recent past — by presenting opposing testimony from one or more
traitorous insiders.” By emphasizing agents typically excluded from
authorized accounts of historical change (women, servants, lesser public
officials) and actions typically concealed from public view (intrigues,
seductions, conspiracies), secret histories could issue implicit challenges
to established social, political, and intellectual values, replacing a ra-
tional, causal narrative of the past with a haphazard, contingent series
of episodes. Such works also could endanger their writer: since secret
histories often revealed information that only could have been obtained
by an insider, they frequently implicated the historian as the text’s
traitorous narrator.'’ That authorial presence was sometimes indicated,
on a formal level, by the use of first-person narration."

9 On the importance of recentness to early modern narrative, see J. Paul Hunter, Before
Novels: The Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth-Century English Fiction (New York: Norton,
1990), 167-94; Daniel Woolf, The Social Circulation of the Past: English Historical Culture
1500-1730 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). Secret histories responding to
accounts of the distant past tended to challenge the conventional narrative
interpretations found in formal histories, while those responding to more recent
events often critiqued a general opinion derived from periodical publications.
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The Secret History of the White-Staff, one of Daniel Defoe’s better-known
treatments of the form, maintains the focus on private subject matter and
private perspectives that was characteristic of the secret history in early
modern prac’cice.12 Written as a defense of Defoe’s sometime patron, the
Lord Treasurer Robert Harley, this three-part narrative attempts to
reverse the prevailing public contempt for Harley (referred to me-
tonymically as the ‘White-Staff’) by recasting him as a political scape-
goat. The text’s narrator begins, however, with a more general critique
of the notion of individual historical agency, arguing that all public
leaders are forced to ‘bear the Guilt of other Men’s Crimes,” because they
cannot ‘act without the Agency and Councils of such Seconds, who, as
they ought to share in the Glory . .. cannot be clear of the Blame.”” Citing
as his historical precedents ‘Cardinal Richlieu [sic] supplanting his Bene-
factress” and Thomas Becket’s betrayal of ‘the King that advanc’d him,’
Defoe’s narrator recasts the accepted account of Harley’s crimes and
dismissal as a series of elaborate conspiracies, insisting that the White-
Staff himself had ‘no secret Designs to betray the Constitution,” but that
‘this Negative introduced a War between him and those who, to outward
Appearance, were in the same Interest with him.”*

Throughout his account of the White-Staff’s time in office, Defoe’s
narrator contrasts the negative public opinion of Harley’s ministry with
the hidden truth of the Lord Treasurer’s honourable designs, construct-
ing a laudatory corrective biography of Harley on the basis of the latter’s

10 The sense of writer-as-traitor is nicely invoked by the many secret histories of clubs
and secret societies that appeared during the period, typically billed as being penned
‘by a Member.” See, for example, Defoe’s Secret History of the October Club (1711).

11 Some secret histories used first-person narration throughout; others, particularly
those that dealt with the distant past or tackled a broader historical topic, used
first-person narration for embedded commentary or in the extra-textual material. See,
for example, John Oldmixon’s Secret History of Europe (London, 1712), a work
‘collected from Authentick Memoirs’ but replete with first-person commentary.

12 While all of Defoe’s bibliographers include secret histories in his list of works, the
precise number of such narratives attributed to him remains open to debate. See John
Robert Moore, A Checklist of the Writings of Daniel Defoe (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1960); P. N. Furbank and W. R. Owens, A Critical Bibliography of
Daniel Defoe (London: Pickering & Chatto, 1998) for a liberal and a conservative
bibliography, respectively.

13 Daniel Defoe, The Secret History of the White-Staff, Being an Account of Affairs Under the
Conduct of Some Late Ministers, and of What Might Have Happened if Her Majesty Had Not
Died (London: J. Baker, 1714), 1.3-4 [hereafter abbreviated WS).

14 WS, 1.5.
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unspoken intentions and unseen acts. The text effects its vindication both
by praising the Staff’s own private conduct, and by blackening that of
his heretofore-concealed enemies. It casts Harley as the victim of treach-
erous advisors, discounting the treasurer’s own responsibility for his
ministry’s errors by foregrounding ‘the Agency of those Instruments
.. . acting with different Views from those under whose Conduct, and
by whose Authority, they were introduc’d.”” The lower public profile of
these villainous conspirators (the group includes a ‘cunning’ noble-
woman and several lower-class informers employing the ‘Female Buz’
of gossip, as well as lesser-known male figures) enables them to conceal
their machinations, while Harley, the figure most often before the public
eye, unjustly takes the blame:'® “The White-Staff being supposed to be at
the Head of all Affairs, the Odium of every false Step was sure to be laid
there, the popular Hatred was certain to center there, and he was like to
be charg’d with the very Mistakes, which he had openly and avowedly
opposed.””” Harley’s enemies succeed, the narrator asserts, because the
‘artificial Calumny, which some [of them] industriously [strive] to make
popular,” eventually does gain widespread acceptance as the truth.®
Unlike the plain-spoken treasurer, the conspirators are able to manipu-
late the public point of view.

However innocent the opening strains of The Secret History might
make the White-Staff appear, the evidence surrounding Harley’s public
conduct cannot always be explained in such a way as to present the
minister himself as wholly free of blame. Indeed, part of what makes this
secret history, among Defoe’s various writings in the form, a particularly
interesting comparative with Moll Flanders, is its deployment of the
rhetoric of eyewitness experience for defensive, rather than offensive,
purposes.” Accordingly, Defoe’s narrator is sometimes openly critical
of Harley for his duplicity, and sometimes excuses him on the grounds
that those who were duped by his machinations deserved to be deceived.

15 Ibid.

16 WS, 1.42. Defoe’s recognition that a ‘secret’ history reveals hidden agents as well as
private events is nicely suggested by the narrator’s comments on Lady Masham: ‘the
secret Part of this History is, that there is a Woman in the Bottom of all this Matter’
(WS, 2.29).

17 WS, 1.39.
18 WS, 2.23.

19 See]. A. Downie, Robert Harley and the Press: Propaganda and Public Opinion in the Age
of Swift and Defoe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 186.




































