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Abstract 

This article explores how Kate Grenville’s historical novels The Secret 

River and The Lieutenant portray cultural transformation resulting from the colonial 

encounter between British settlers and Indigenous Australians. Through a 

postcolonial lens, the analysis examines the ways in which Grenville’s fiction 

destabilizes binary oppositions of settler and native, highlighting the complexities of 

identity, memory and hybridity that emerge from violent displacement and 

contested land ownership. The study focuses on narrative strategies that foreground 

both the settlers’ adaptations and the Indigenous response, tracing moments of 

conflict, negotiation, and the quest for reconciliation. Emphasizing Grenville’s role 

in the national conversation about Australia’s traumatic past, the article contends 

that the novels offer an examination of communication, miscommunication, and 

empathy - marking storytelling as a vital process in redefining collective identities 

and advancing reconciliation. By comparing both works, the article elucidates the 

multidimensional ways cultural transformation shapes individual and societal 

narratives in contemporary Australian literature. 
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Introduction 

Kate Grenville’s The Secret River and The Lieutenant are part of a trilogy 

set during the early years of British colonization in Australia. The texts reexamine 

the foundational history of Australia marked by a period of dramatic cultural 

contact, conflict, and transformation. Grenville uses narrative technique that delves 

into the human psychological cost of colonization.  The Secret River, published in 

2005, illustrates the journey of William Thornhill, a convict transported from 

London to the unfamiliar Australian island. In the new land, he encounters the 

Dharung people whose presence and customs intimidate Thornhill’s way of life. 
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The Lieutenant, was published in the year 2008, it centers around Daniel Rooke, a 

marine and astronomer in the colonial fleet. His encounter with the Indigenous 

Australians leads to profound personal revelations about language, communication 

and the dilemmas of the colonial period. By using fictionalized accounts inspired by 

historical records and Grenville's own family history, she provides an intimate and 

character driven perspective on a defining period of Australian history. 

The two works, while distinct, function as a diptych. As the fiction 

reexamines national identity and history through the perspective of colonial 

encounters, Grenville’s narrative style foregrounds the mutual incomprehension, 

negotiation, and violence that result from the clash for land, belongings, and justice. 

These highlight the process of cultural transformation as how individuals and 

communities changed through the pressure of adaptation, resistance, and quest for 

mutual understanding. This article argues that through these two characters parallel 

journey. Grenville portrays how the act of colonization forces an entanglement of 

identities leading to a profound cultural transformation for both the colonizer and 

the colonized.  

Historical and Literary Context 

During the period of European colonization, the Indigenous Australians 

whose lives were based on spirituality and community had a clash with the British 

whose main idea was to own, divide and farm the land. Besides that, cultural 

misunderstanding was exacerbated by language barriers and opposing value 

systems. While settlers were taking land just as one more product to sell, Aboriginal 

peoples saw it as a source of their identity and spiritual continuity. The range of 

Western norms (legal, linguistic, social) not only weakened the Aboriginal 

connections but also made them raise resistance, suffer trauma, and struggle for 

recognition. Grenville’s storytelling, which is a mixture of historical archives and 

oral tradition, represents this complexity and, through imaginative reconstruction, 

they also claim to contribute to gaps in the official historical record. 

The Secret River: The Transformation of William Thornhill 

William Thornhill’s journey is a poignant illustration of how cultural 

context helps shape the identity of an individual. Born into the rigid class system of 

18th-century London, his identity is defined by his low social status. His life as a 

waterman is one of poverty and struggle, and he is perpetually haunted by the fear 

of destitution. His transportation to New South Wales is presented not just as a 

punishment, but as an opportunity for social mobility, a chance to shed his old, 

despised identity and forge a new one.  

In Australia, Thornhill embraces the settler identity, which is built on the 

European concept of land ownership. The land is seen as a commodity, something 
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to be fenced, "improved," and owned with a legal document. This stands in direct 

opposition to the Indigenous understanding of land as a living, spiritual entity to 

which they are caretakers, not owners. Thornhill's transformation is a slow, 

psychological process. His initial encounters with the Aboriginal people are marked 

by a sense of unease and a desire for distance. However, as he settles on the 

Hawkesbury River, his identity becomes inextricably entangled with the land and its 

people. The “silence” of the land and the Indigenous presence challenge his 

European worldview. His final, brutal act—the massacre of the Aboriginal family—

is the culmination of this entanglement. To secure his new identity as a prosperous 

landowner, he must annihilate the very people whose presence invalidates his claim. 

This act seals his transformation, replacing his humanity with a hardened, guilt-

ridden, and ultimately hollow self. The “secret river of blood” becomes a river of 

silence, a part of his new identity he can never speak of, yet it defines him 

completely. 

The Lieutenant: The Transformative Power of Empathy 

The Lieutenant offers a counter-narrative to The Secret River, exploring a 

different kind of cultural entanglement. Daniel Rooke, an astronomer with a gentle 

nature, is an outsider in the military world. His primary identity is as a man of 

science, driven by curiosity and a desire to understand. This very curiosity leads 

him to learn the language of the local Indigenous people, the Gadigal. Rooke’s 

decision to learn the Gadigal language is a fundamentally transformative act. 

Language is more than a tool for communication; it is a gateway to a different way 

of seeing the world. As he learns the Gadigal tongue, he begins to understand their 

relationship with the land, their social structures, and their spiritual beliefs. This 

intellectual and linguistic entanglement challenges his own identity as a British 

officer and a man of the enlightenment. He starts to question the very purpose of the 

colony and his role in it.  

The central relationship in the novel is between Rooke and a young 

Aboriginal girl named Tagaran. Their bond, built on mutual respect and shared 

language, becomes a symbol of a different kind of cultural contact—one based on 

empathy and genuine curiosity rather than domination. This personal connection 

leads to a moral crisis for Rooke. When he is ordered to participate in a retaliatory 

attack on the Indigenous people, he faces a choice between his duty to the Crown 

and his loyalty to his human connections. His final refusal to follow orders, though 

it costs him his military career, represents a complete rejection of the colonial 

identity and a triumph of his transformed, empathetic self. 
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Conclusion: A Legacy of Transformation 

In The Secret River and The Lieutenant, Kate Grenville compellingly argues 

that colonization created a new kind of identity for all involved. The encounter with 

the “other” was a transformative force that revealed the best and worst of humanity. 

William Thornhill’s journey is a cautionary tale about the moral compromises 

required to "succeed" in a colonial system, while Daniel Rooke’s story offers a 

slender thread of hope for reconciliation through empathy and understanding. 

The identities forged in this is crucible be they defined by land ownership, 

military duty, or cultural understanding are all entangled in the legacy of the initial 

violent encounter. Grenville's work forces readers to confront the complex origins 

of Australian identity, suggesting that the path to a whole nation requires 

acknowledging the "secret river" and the profound transformations it brought about. 

The novels are not just history; they are a mirror reflecting the ongoing struggle to 

reconcile with a past that continues to shape the present.  

Kate Grenville’s novels resist both nostalgia and simplistic indictment, 

instead presenting settler-Indigenous relations as a dense web of violence, kinship, 

loss, and transformation. By foregrounding the entanglement of identities and 

cultures, Grenville’s fiction provides a space for reckoning with the complexities of 

shared history and for envisioning a more honest, empathetic national narrative. 

Such literary interventions remain vital as Australia’s political and cultural 

landscape evolves, challenging future generations to engage with the ongoing 

reality of entangled identities. 

 

Work Cited: 

Grenville, Kate. The Secret River. Canongate Books, 2011. 

The Lieutenant | Kate Grenville. kategrenville.com.au/books/the-lieutenant. 

Kossew, Sue. “Voicing the “Great Australian Silence„: Kate Grenville’s Narrative 

of Settlement in the Secret River.” The Journal of Commonwealth 

Literature, vol. 42, no. 2, May 2007, pp. 7–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0021989407078574. 

Lang, Anouk. “Going Against the Flow: The Secret River and Colonialism’s 

Structuring Oppositions.” Postcolonial Text, vol. 9, no. 1, July 2014, pp.1–

16. 

www.pure.ed.ac.uk/ws/files/21836731/Lang_2014_Going_against_the_flo

w.pdf. 

“The Lieutenant by Kate Grenville.” Lisa’s Study Guides,  

www.vcestudyguides.com/blog/the-lieutenant. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0021989407078574
https://www.pure.ed.ac.uk/ws/files/21836731/Lang_2014_Going_against_the_flow.pdf
https://www.pure.ed.ac.uk/ws/files/21836731/Lang_2014_Going_against_the_flow.pdf
https://www.vcestudyguides.com/blog/the-lieutenant

