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Sample analytical response: The Lieutenant
‘The choices made by characters in The Lieutenant suggest  
that duty is more important than conscience.’  
To what extent do you agree? 

The struggle between duty and conscience is dramatically played out 
by the characters in Kate Grenville’s novel The Lieutenant. Having 
taken an oath to ‘serve and obey’, many soldiers unquestioningly 
follow orders, despite their moral scruples, considering duty to be of 
the highest importance. Others are ambitious and obey the rules to 
gain advancement. Some suppress their moral scruples because the 
consequences of disobedience are horrendous. Yet there are times 
when the demands of an unconscionable duty will so disturb an ethical 
individual that the authority of the lawmaker must be challenged. 
To complicate the moral issues, Grenville also places her characters 
in an unfamiliar and dangerous landscape where adherence to 
orders might be necessary for survival. She thus positions readers to 
recognise the great difficulty of deciding between conscience and duty, 
and to endorse the stance of those who find the courage to behave 
with honour. 

Duty often requires individuals to ignore their personal moral standards, 
and thus the Royal Marines are trained to obey without question. This 
expectation is brutally reinforced when the entire company is forced to 
witness the punishment of fellow officers who had ‘only talked about’ 
mutiny. Like all those who witness the ringleader’s hanging, Rooke 
will ‘never forget what happened to those who did not serve and 
obey’. The horrific spectacle of the convict being flogged for stealing 
potatoes conveys the same message through the violent imagery of 
the ‘shocking wet slap of the cat’, the ‘red pulp’ of the prisoner’s back, 
and the flogger’s constant need to ‘clear the flesh’ from the whip. In 
the light of the desperate shortage of food in the colony, it is a grim 
warning about the duty of compliance when survival of the group is 
under threat. Witnessing this brutal spectacle, Rooke’s urgent need 
to imagine himself as ‘a stone, a piece of wood, a replica of a man’ 
indicates the anguish of his self-enforced complicity. Also threatening 
the survival of the colony is the ever-present danger of attack by 
natives. This induces Rooke to obey orders and withhold information 
from Tagaran about the ‘power’ and ‘limitations’ of guns, so that her 
people will not learn how guns ‘might be countered by men with spears 
and wooden shields’. Only later does Rooke’s ‘unease’, over betraying 
Tagaran’s trust, cause him to regret doing his duty to ‘His Majesty’. 

As a consequence of moral compromises made in the line of duty, 
Rooke seeks to ease his troubled conscience. After Gardiner’s 
involvement in the distressing capture of natives, he reassures Gardiner: 
‘You did your duty, that was all’, but Rooke knows how ‘feeble’ a 
justification it is for the inhumane treatment of the terrified natives. 
Gardiner, however, rejects the view that natives can be mistreated 
because they are ‘savages’, asserting that ‘their feelings are no different 
from ours’. Although Gardiner’s covert challenge to authority is kept 
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secret by Rooke, his subsequent posting to Norfolk Island ‘felt like exile’, 
as if his regret is somehow visible, and treacherous. Rooke’s uneasiness 
about how he might have acted ‘in the same place’ indicates his 
growing resistance to blindly obeying inhumane orders. Yet when his 
moral resolve is tested by Lieutenant Silk, Rooke allows himself to be 
‘propelled by circumstance’. Silk is a ‘pragmatist’ whose ‘unassailable 
logic’ can make wrong seem right, and whose principles are easily 
eclipsed by his ambition. Silk persuades Rooke to join the expedition, 
arguing that, because it will fail, there’s no reason to refuse it. Despite 
Rooke’s capitulation, the contrast between his mental anguish and 
Silk’s glib assurances positions readers to endorse Rooke’s values and 
condemn Silk’s, implicitly endorsing the moral integrity of conscience 
over the obligations of duty.

Silk’s devious notion of the expedition as a ‘theatrical performance’ 
provides Rooke with an uneasy balance between duty and conscience. 
His attempt to ensure the expedition’s failure by warning Tagaran 
shows his doubts about Silk’s trustworthiness, but it denies Rooke 
the hoped-for ‘satisfaction’ of atonement for the previous betrayal of 
Tagaran’s people. Rooke is clearly not without moral failings, yet the 
sympathetic construction of his character distinguishes him from the 
moral cowards for whom self-interest is paramount. As the gifted child 
of a humble clerk who is persecuted at the Portsmouth Naval Academy 
because of his lower-class status and his superior intelligence, Rooke 
needs ‘a place, somewhere in the world, for the person he was’. In 
finding this place he must ‘take the grain of his life in his bare hands 
and twist it to another shape’. Ultimately, it is the discovery of the 
hatchet and the canvas bags in Silk’s pack that compels Rooke to take 
control of his life. His sudden realisation that the expedition’s purpose is 
to present the natives’ severed heads as trophies to the Governor, and 
also that Silk has lied, reveals to Rooke that he is ‘exactly as guilty as 
the Governor and as Silk’. This shameful awareness compels Rook to 
confront the Governor, informing him that he ‘would not for any reason 
ever again obey a similar order’. The triumph of conscience over duty 
resounds in Rooke’s expectation that ‘the death of the body or the 
death of the future’ awaits him.

Daniel Rooke’s struggle to find the right balance between duty and 
conscience highlights the difficulties for the ethical individual. It is also 
the case that, when moral boundaries are blurred, duty is not always 
unmistakably ‘wicked’, and authorities are not always ruthlessly self-
interested. Nevertheless, as Rooke’s decision suggests, there are 
occasions when an individual’s conscience does outweigh duty, and 
must supersede self-interest and even self-preservation. Moreover, to 
persistently ignore conscience when one’s duty involves ‘wicked’ acts 
is to reduce civilised human beings to savages.
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