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Abstract: 

This essay examines the place created for non-Indigenous readers of Tara June Winch’s Wiradjuri 

novel The Yield (2019) as well as the ethics of engagement with Indigeneity it offers. The focus is 

on the epistle written by Reverend Ferdinand Greenleaf, a German-Lutheran missionary in 

nineteenth-century Australia. Winch’s decision to couch the Reverend’s story in epistolary form 

alongside two Wiradjuri accounts enables her to incorporate a European settler viewpoint alongside 

the Indigenous content. This produces a distinct space for readers of European descent within the 

Indigenous narrative and strengthens its political argument about European roles in Australia’s 

colonial history and the ethics of literal or textual encounters with Indigeneity. I contend that 

Reverend Greenleaf’s failure to deconstruct his own positionality in relation to the local Indigenous 

peoples—despite his benevolent intentions—shows his limited understanding of Indigeneity and 

offers pointers for a more ethical mode of European engagement with Indigeneity. Moreover, by 

portraying Greenleaf as a German immigrant within a dominant Anglo-Saxon society, Winch calls 

into question the even trajectories of European colonial pasts. Critiquing the popular portrayal of 

German immigrants in Australian settler society as altruistic toward Indigenous peoples, at least in 

contrast to British settler colonists, Winch dramatises how Greenleaf overlooks his active role in 

the oppression and suppression of Indigenous peoples until he is oppressed himself at the beginning 

of WWI. Ultimately, Winch, through her interweaving of the three stories, invites readers to 

reconsider the Reverend’s story within the broader Wiradjuri context. By portraying Greenleaf as 

entrenched in Eurocentric ideologies and only beginning to question them after facing 

discrimination due to his origins, Winch suggests that engaging with positionality involves 

challenging and dismantling dominant Eurocentric views, whether they pertain to a singular 

Australian nationhood or a restrictive Western literary canon. 
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Since her critically acclaimed debut novel, Tara June Winch has become a prominent figure in 

contemporary Indigenous Australian literature.1 The Yield (2019) is her most recent novel. In the 

novel, Winch uses three distinct voices to depict the past and present journeys of the Wiradjuri 

people. The contemporary storyline revolves around a young Indigenous woman, 

August Gondiwindi, who returns to her ancestral Country in Australia for the funeral of her 

grandfather after spending a decade in England. Her story is entwined with two other narratives: 

fragments from her grandfather Albert ‘Poppy’ Gondiwindi’s Wiradjuri language dictionary, 

                                                
1 Swallow the Air (2006) was Winch’s first book, followed by After the Carnage (2016). The Yield won the 

Miles Franklin Literary Award (‘Tara’).  
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which he compiled near his death, and a letter from Reverend Ferdinand Greenleaf, a nineteenth-

century German immigrant in Australia. Winch’s use of fragmented, multi-layered, and circular 

narratives allows her to challenge enduring colonial legacies in contemporary Australia and the 

claims of the settler-colonial nation-state, while also reclaiming her ancestral cultural heritage 

through the amplification of Indigenous voices and the assertion of Wiradjuri sovereignty.  

 

Within this context, this essay focuses on the narrative of Reverend Greenleaf to explore, on the 

one hand, European implications in Australia’s colonial violence and, on the other hand, an ethics 

of readerly engagements with Indigeneity today. Greenleaf’s narrative—which has received little 

critical attention in comparison to the two Wiradjuri narratives—is composed of a posthumously 

published letter addressed to the British Ethnographic Society, a clear symbol of a colonial 

institution. In the letter, Greenleaf chronicles his experiences as a missionary working with local 

Indigenous communities, while exposing instances of colonial violence and atrocities committed 

by settlers and colonial forces. At the same time, Greenleaf only begins to reflect on his active role 

in the oppression of the local population once he too faces oppression as a German immigrant in 

Australia during WWI. Unlike the first two stories, told from Wiradjuri perspectives, Greenleaf’s 

story provides a distinct place for non-Indigenous readers—like myself—within the Indigenous 

narrative. This essay explores that place and the ethics of engagement it may offer. 

 

Through Greenleaf’s perspective, Winch encourages European readers to question their own 

positionality in relation to Indigenous peoples more broadly and to consider an ethics of a 

transcultural textual or literal relationality with Indigeneity.2 Positionality refers to an individual’s 

social standing and perspective, which can affect how they respond to power imbalances across 

different contexts (see Lechuga-Pena et al., 32). Many scholars emphasise the importance of 

deconstructing one’s own positionality in order to engage in a meaningful dialogue with Indigenous 

peoples and be truly receptive to and learn from their onto-epistemologies (see Mataira and Silan, 

110-111; Bennett et al., 635-636). Mindy R. Carter, for example, states that “deconstructing one’s 

positionality is an essential first step for understanding antiracist solidarity processes that create 

belongingness, care and responsibility” (2). Similarly, positionality theory suggests that power 

dynamics can be transformed when privileged individuals in a society acknowledge the dominant 

socio-political frameworks that shape their identities and can reconstruct them in an equitable way 

for the benefit of the disadvantaged (see Lechuga-Pena et al., 32-33). Deconstructing positionality 

can allow the opacity of Indigenous cultural and linguistic elements to be valued and the right of 

Indigenous onto-epistemologies to exist independently of Eurocentric hegemonic frameworks. 

Drawing on some of these theories of positionality, I show how Greenleaf’s narrative confronts 

                                                
2 The term ‘Indigenous peoples’ is used in this study to refer to autochthonous Australians. It is a widely 

accepted term of reference in many academic and international settings (see Jensen, 3). See the first footnote 

in Lars Jensen’s book Remotely Australian (2022) for more information on the appropriate use of 

terminology in connection to Indigenous Australians. Moreover, it is important to recognise that the term 

‘non-Indigenous’, while used here for analytical clarity, encompasses a diverse range of groups—including 

white settler descendants, immigrants, and international audiences—and should not be understood as a 

homogenous category. Acknowledging this diversity helps to avoid reductive dualisms that present all non-

Indigenous people as colonial agents and all Indigenous people as a singular, uniform group. This study 

therefore remains attentive to the varied positionalities and experiences within and across these broad 

categories. 
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European readers with the need to take responsibility for their socio-cultural and political position 

in society and its potential impact on their perception of the world. This political critique is 

reinforced through Winch’s use of epistolary writing. While her strategic use of the letter format 

allows her to incorporate a personal and reflective settler perspective alongside the Indigenous 

narratives, her relational weaving of the three narratives reveals how Greenleaf repeatedly fails to 

engage ethically with Indigeneity despite, or even because of, his ‘benevolent intentions.’ He is 

complicit in the attempted erasure of Indigeneity in favour of dominant Eurocentric norms and 

values. As a subset of a larger project of decolonisation, the Reverend’s story offers a platform for 

European readers to consider their own positionality.3 The essay uses this platform to consider my 

own positionality as a European reader of Winch’s Indigenous novel and to offer some suggestions 

pointing to more ethical modes of European engagement with Indigeneity. It concludes by looking 

at Winch’s description of her writing as ‘yarning’ and discussing how her Wiradjuri storytelling 

techniques challenge the Eurocentric vision of nationhood attributed to Greenleaf. 

 

Colonial Complexity: The Figure of Reverend Greenleaf  

Winch’s third story in The Yield reveals the complexities of colonial interactions between settlers 

and Indigenous peoples, challenging rigid binary oppositions through the character of Reverend 

Greenleaf, who is difficult to pin down on this binary. As a newly arrived settler on the Indigenous 

land, now known as Australia, young Greenleaf may be seen to embody the archetype of the 

colonial villain. However, his character gradually becomes more multidimensional and defies a 

simplistic dualistic categorisation as a purely good or bad (i.e., “white”) subject, leaving room for 

hesitation in this respect (Treadwell; Winch 2020, 42:31). 

 

In his extensive and anguished correspondence with the British Society for Ethnography, Greenleaf 

details the initial impressions he and his parents had upon fleeing religious persecution in Prussia 

for New South Wales in 1841. They perceived the unfamiliar land and its original inhabitants 

through a lens of deep-seated prejudice, burdened as they were by their cultural baggage and by 

Eurocentric worldviews and belief systems (see Winch 2021, 68-69). The bewildered settlers 

portray the land as “filled with the flora and fauna one would have classified only by imagination” 

and its climate as “searing-hot days, cool nights” (49). This exemplifies the settler-invader’s failure 

to acknowledge the ecological complexity and subtle variations of Indigenous land and their 

inability to cope with its demands, contrasting with the Wiradjuri’s strong connection to the land 

as stewards of Country. Their colonial, dominating attitudes toward nature align with their negative 

presumptions about Indigenous peoples as primitive and uncivilised. Greenleaf records these 

attitudes in his diary: 

 

My Father was to join the vinedressers with his abundant knowledge of tilling the earth 

and producing table wine. My mother, in the role of homemaker and with the backbone 

of an immigrant, another set of working hands. We rode on the bullock wagon on that 

                                                
3 In the article “Tara June Winch on Reclaiming Language and Writing Fiction,” Winch describes her novel 

as a decolonial endeavour, framing it as “my act of decolonising my mind, and my characters literally get 

to decolonise their minds within their family and on their homeland.” She extends this decolonial invitation 

to readers to “open to the possibilities outside the book — within their own schools and communities, and 

particularly their own minds, too.” 
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first journey through the inland to the south, my mother and father leading me toward 

our destiny. On that voyage I saw vividly—through young eyes perhaps—the Natives 

in a state of nature among the verdure and plenty of the land. (68) 

 

Greenleaf frames the Indigenous peoples as primitive due to having abundant land, but lacking the 

capacity to exploit it. In contrast, Greenleaf’s parents are portrayed as “laborious” migrants (68). 

Specifically, his father “worked the land of the rocks, cut the trees, and dug up the stumps until the 

ground was flat and workable” (68). The author exposes the gulf of understanding separating these 

Indigenous and Eurocentric conceptions of land as kin and commodity respectively, both in the 

past and the present. Greenleaf and his parents, who were “assigned fifty acres” of a “new 

homeland” (68), clearly fail to acknowledge Indigenous peoples as the original inhabitants of the 

land and live on territory unjustly seized from them. This well-worn settler narrative draws 

legitimation from John Locke’s belief that private property originates from individual labour (see 

Heinz, 94), stressing how colonial rules mainly favoured settler-invaders and universalised their 

conceptions of industry and labour, as well as the white fantasy of terra nullius.  

 

Reverend Greenleaf’s views of Indigenous peoples become more multidimensional as he grows 

older, since his Lutheran mission brings him into closer contact with “the Blacks of Massacre 

Plains,” whom he finds “in a condition most shocking to behold” (Winch 2021, 69). Describing 

himself as “a confused man of the cloth, and of the Empire” (47), the Reverend comes to recognise 

the harm caused by colonialism and develops compassion for the distressing events experienced 

by the Wiradjuri people. He establishes a mission in the community of Massacre Plains, known as 

Prosperous House, to “ameliorate the condition of the Native tribes” (49). His writings testify to 

his ability to recognise institutional indifference, rationalisation, and the concealment of colonial 

atrocities, revealing his sense that Indigenous peoples are dispossessed, enslaved, and annihilated 

under the guise of “peaceful acquisition” (72).  

 

The Reverend presents graphic descriptions of the heinous crimes committed during the colonial 

era, which include the kidnapping of Indigenous women by the settlers “for immoral purposes” 

(97) and the brutal treatment of Indigenous men through acts such as “capture, chains, long 

marches, whipping, death on the roadside, or, if surviving all these—the far more terrible fate—

being sold like brutes of the field as unpaid labour to the highest bidder” (72). He uncovers the 

implementation of assimilationist and totalitarian governmental social regimes during the colonial 

period, encompassing the Stolen Generation policy, Aborigines Protection Act, and Masters and 

Servants Acts, among others (see 23; 67; Horáková, 92-93).  

 

Furthermore, Reverend Greenleaf resists the colonial belief that Indigenous extinction is inevitable 

and declines to send Indigenous human measurements to Occidental institutions: “I refused to bring 

the measurements of my residents to the New South Wales exhibit, refused to catalog the minutiae 

of my brothers’ lives for all to see there against the ebb of Lake Michigan” (Winch 2021, 47).4 He 

objects morally to the dehumanisation and objectification of the Wiradjuri people, as it has led to 

their mistreatment and suffering at the hands of colonial authorities. As a result, the Reverend 

                                                
4 The colonial belief in Indigenous extinction was rooted in the misconception that Indigenous peoples 

would inevitably disappear as Western settler-invaders colonised their lands (see Tuck and Yang, 12-17). 
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ultimately views himself as a deterrent against colonial aggression in the contact zone of the 

frontier and positions himself as benevolent in relation to Indigenous peoples. For him, his duty is 

clear: to help and save the Wiradjuri people. 

 

Greenleaf’s Ambivalent Position  

Winch highlights that Reverend Greenleaf’s own positioning as “the white saviour” of Indigenous 

peoples echoes the ambivalent historical role of many German-Lutheran missionaries in colonial 

Australia (see Winch 2020, 41:48), who viewed themselves as “altruistic” and “idealistic” (41:44) 

despite their own role in Indigenous peoples’ oppression and suppression (see Barrett et al., 1). 

Although Winch’s primary source of inspiration for the fictional character stems from a real-life 

English historical figure, Reverend John Brown Gribble (see Winch 2021, 338), she reimagines 

Gribble as a German-Lutheran missionary.5 This choice enables her to situate the question of 

accountability toward Indigenous peoples in a wider European framework.  

 

It also allows Winch to call into question the commemoration of German and Australian colonial 

pasts, in which German immigrants in Australian settler society, in contrast to British settler-

colonists, were often portrayed historically and in literature as benevolent toward Indigenous 

peoples and cultures (see Barrett et al., 1). For example, the actions of Winch’s German character 

also parallel the practices of many historical German-Lutherans, who, unlike British missionaries, 

documented and translated local languages and gathered knowledge of local cultures as part of 

their missionary efforts (see Monteath and Fitzpatrick, 203). Yet Greenleaf helps us see how this 

remains problematic because of the inherent power imbalance and paternalism that marked the 

interactions between German-Lutheran missionaries and Indigenous peoples. Similarly, 

Greenleaf’s ostensibly benevolent intentions and interactions with the Wiradjuri are highly 

questionable owing to their underlying motives reminiscent of colonial domination and control, 

resulting in a detrimental outcome for Indigenous peoples, as this section explores more. 

 

Reverend Greenleaf’s story reveals the underlying prejudices that lie beneath the compassionate 

façade of many German-Lutheran missionaries in Australia. While Greenleaf attempts to 

comprehend Indigeneity more broadly through his observations and documentation of the 

Wiradjuri people and their culture as well as in his interactions with them, the roots of his 

endeavours, like those of most historical German-Lutherans, are firmly grounded in his theological 

philosophy and intentions of converting the Indigenous to Christianity. Greenleaf records 

Wiradjuri socio-cultural traits in his diary with a list of “115 words of theirs” (Winch 2021, 149), 

and communicates with the Wiradjuri people using words or expressions from their native language 

in an effort to tailor his evangelical preaching and to impose his religion upon them (see Monteath 

and Fitzpatrick, 198-204). Being “flexible with words” and “open to translation,” Greenleaf 

explains that “Baumann [his Pastor friend] suggested that I learn some of the Blacks of Massacre 

Plains language. That I should integrate them into sermons if I were to truly have them converted 

to the Bible. Over the years I have tried” (98). 

                                                
5 For more information on Reverend Gribble, see the Australian Dictionary of Biography. Some of Gribble’s 

notable works include A Plea for the Aborigines of New South Wales (1879), Black but Comely, or Glimpses 

of Aboriginal Life in Australia (1884), and Dark Deeds in a Sunny Land or Black and Whites in North West 

Australia (1886). 
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Greenleaf also appropriates Wiradjuri spiritual concepts to draw parallels between the two cultures 

with the aim of developing his missionary practice. Specifically, he uses the term Baymee to refer 

to the Christian God (see 149) without acknowledging Baymee’s distinct existence or the breadth 

and depth of the Wiradjuri people’s spiritual belief systems or cultural onto-epistemological values. 

This testifies to a form of ethnocentrism that white-washes Indigenous peoples’ ancestral legacy 

and leads to the loss of valuable cultural knowledge and customs. In short, Greenleaf positions 

himself as superior, central, and dominant in relation to the Wiradjuri and feels able to grasp their 

perspectives and customs without regarding them as having equal value and entitlement as his own.  

 

Greenleaf’s desire to understand Indigenous cultures can be interpreted, in the words of Canadian 

settler scholar Mindy R. Carter, as an effect of “the unfamiliar space of not knowing—that is so 

hard to tolerate for the coloniser, whose benevolent imperialism assumes both herself or himself 

as the centre of knowing and that everything can be known” (1). Despite witnessing Wiradjuri 

civilisation, Greenleaf still belittles their perspectives and customs by reducing them to his 

Eurocentric framework without fully acknowledging or valuing their “opacity” or his inability to 

see into them fully (see Glissant, 194). This indicates Greenleaf’s hegemonic wish—rather than 

his multilingual or intercultural constructive engagement with Wiradjuri people—to culturally 

marginalise the Wiradjuri for the sake of his religious agenda, in the process undermining 

Indigenous peoples’ agency, self-determination, and sovereignty. 

 

Reverend Greenleaf’s mission is also emblematic of the complex relationship that many 

Indigenous Australian communities have had with religion and Euro-Christian missionaries. Winch 

asserts that “Christianity has been both a horror and a healer” for most Indigenous peoples, 

emphasising how the coloniser’s belief has caused enormous suffering as an instrument of 

oppression and suppression, while also serving as a means of healing from the horrific experiences 

of colonialism (see Winch 2020, 45:00). As a result of the violent colonial encounters and of 

cultural subjugation, Indigenous spiritual belief systems have come to coexist, contentiously and 

peacefully, with components of the coloniser’s religion, creating a unique form of hybrid 

spirituality (see Schwarz and Dussart, 4-5; Magowan, 276). Greenleaf describes how some 

Wiradjuri refused to accompany him on his mission (see Winch 2021, 97; 147), while others 

followed him for protection (see 117; 147) and eventually embraced Christianity, infusing 

Christian elements into their own spiritual values and practices (see 148-150). Indigenous peoples’ 

tenacity in retaining their own spiritual values by combining two belief systems may be viewed as 

a form of resistance to the colonisers’ attempts at cultural eradication, or as active participation in 

the rebuilding of their spirituality rather than co-option (see Schwarz and Dussart, 4-5).  

 

While Greenleaf challenges the segregationist policies of the colonial state through his purportedly 

humanitarian efforts, and though he works on an interracial scale with the “full-bloods and the half-

castes [who] saw no division in each other” (Winch 2021, 194), his ostensibly altruistic actions are 

paradoxically linked to and contribute to colonialism, in keeping with the Eurocentric vision of 

colonial epistemic dominance over Indigenous peoples. Greenleaf’s actions demonstrate that 

colonial injustices cannot be justified or excused, even if they were committed with benevolent 

intentions or positive sentiments. For instance, Greenleaf uses Wiradjuri individuals as slaves to 

further his missionary agenda, despite his assertions to the contrary: “I was able to oblige a local 
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settler to loan me two Blackfellows he had in his possession to assist me. Quite freely they got to 

work building, fencing, gardening, clearing, and assisting me with the new crop” (99). He displaces 

the Wiradjuri people from their ancestral homelands through his missionary work and separates 

families, despite the suffering involved, on the pretext of preventing them from being exposed to 

the frontier violence: “I decided it was best to send Daisy, whom I guessed to be about fifteen, out 

for service and so she was placed with what I believed to be a good Christian family in the north” 

(119-120).  

 

Knowing that a new, brutal rule would soon be established at the mission, the Reverend endeavours 

to prepare the Wiradjuri, compelling them to acquire a Western education, often for the purposes 

of entering service in colonial households. He establishes an Anglo-Saxon school within his 

mission and imposes “the Queen’s English” (42) and English customs upon the Indigenous peoples, 

thus also increasing colonial control. Greenleaf claims that Indigenous children and young people 

at the mission are educated in “Godly ways, formal education” (165) and can recite “William 

Hickson’s version of ‘God Save the Queen’” (148). Although he refrains from sending Indigenous 

human measurements for scientific study, as already noted, Reverend Greenleaf contributes to 

cultural erasure by providing ethnological artefacts to Occidental institutions, including the 

Wowhely family’s meticulously crafted Indigenous “fishing spear,” which they had entrusted to 

him (189) and other Indigenous “crafts and weaponry” (192) which get a display at “the World’s 

Fair, a celebration of Columbus and his great social achievement for humanity” (191). Greenleaf’s 

motivation is ambiguous. He seems to be motivated by the fear that the local settlers may destroy 

the artefacts and his desire to increase his mission by the proceeds of their sale (191).6  

 

The Reverend’s narrative reveals that the scientific efforts undertaken by the Enlightenment project 

to collect and study cultural objects by “exhibiting the Aborigine” and presenting “evidence of the 

progress of Darwin” (192) really served to promote white racial superiority and to enhance the 

inhumane treatment of Indigenous peoples. Such pursuits also hastened the demise of Indigenous 

cultural heritage—including ancestral knowledge and practices—causing disruption to 

intergenerational transmission. Despite witnessing the Wiradjuri people actively demanding their 

freedom on several occasions, Greenleaf remains blinded by his missionary pursuits and 

Eurocentric ideologies: “Natives like to gather during blanket distribution, each May, to persuade 

each other to demand autonomy” (96). As a result, Greenleaf—despite his seemingly benevolent 

intentions—consciously and unconsciously perpetuates colonial dynamics and denies Indigenous 

peoples their rights to their own culture, spirituality, language, and Country. 

 

Unmasking Greenleaf: The Failure to Deconstruct Positionality  
Reverend Greenleaf’s status as a German immigrant in a dominant Anglo-Saxon culture in 

Australia, and as an ambiguous colonial agent with religious authority over a land forcibly taken 

from its original inhabitants, makes him an outsider-insider-inbetweener. His compassion for the 

local Indigenous people and his desire to protect them from colonial atrocities also seems to stem 

from his own experience as an outsider subjected to British colonial rule. Initially, the local settler-

                                                
6 This testifies to the violent role of museums in colonial history, in which imperial agents destroyed or 

forcefully removed Indigenous ancestral artefacts and cultural possessions or handed them over to European 

institutions (see Sauvage, 106-107). 
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invaders and colonial forces welcomed the Greenleafs as German immigrants to Australia because 

of their race, social status, and potential for assimilation into Anglo-Saxon society. Upon 

immigrating to Australia, the Grünblatt family anglicised their name to Greenleaf, “pledg[ing] 

beneath Britain’s flag and with full hearts, the laws under Queen Victoria” (Winch 2021, 69). They 

adopted the English language and “only on special occasions … did we employ the language of 

my homeland,” as Greenleaf recounts (69).  

 

However, Greenleaf’s missionary attempts are increasingly rejected and thwarted by the colonial 

society due to his sympathy for Indigenous peoples. Similarly, most immigrant goldminers in the 

novel, categorised by the colonial state as “the silvertails and the hoi-polloi,” are depicted as united 

in their bias against the local Indigenous people (166). This can be interpreted as showing that the 

misrepresentation and mistreatment of Indigenous peoples clearly extended beyond those of 

Anglo-Saxon ethnicity. By the beginning of WWI, Greenleaf’s relationship with the British 

authorities had been significantly affected by the escalation of the tensions between mainstream 

Anglo-Saxon society and the German minority in Australia (215). As Greenleaf puts it:  

 

After these incidents a great agony settled in the Mission and in my heart. I feared we 

were all breaking apart when I received the first of the news on August 26, 1914, that 

there was trouble for my fellow countrymen: the descendants and immigrants from the 

Prussians and Germans of Broken were being harassed. Their houses razed, their 

German-language books burned. The newspaper brandished all the news we’d needed 

to understand: BRITAIN DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY. (216) 

 

The result was that anti-German sentiment grew in a context of intense street propaganda in 

Australia (see Winch interview)—“INTERN THE LOT,” “DO YOUR BIT KILL A GERMAN” 

(261) —leading to the suspension of Greenleaf’s missionary work, the removal of Aboriginal 

children by the Aborigines Protection Board, and his dispossession and eventual death in an 

Australian internment camp (see 215; 217). Greenleaf’s ironic fall from grace is reminiscent of the 

viewpoint presented by Eve Tuck, an Unangax̂ scholar, and K. Wayne Yang, an American 

“settler/trespasser/scholar” (3), about the colonial processes of immigration and migration creating 

situations in which “the refugee/immigrant/migrant is invited to be a settler in some scenarios, 

given the appropriate investments in whiteness, or is made an illegal, criminal presence in other 

scenarios” (17). This hegemonic strategy highlights how Greenleaf and his family were able to 

attain normative or near-normative status according to the standards of the coloniser, only to 

become an outsider in times of conflict. However, in the colonial fantasy, “some labour becomes 

settlers,” but Indigenous peoples are never considered more than “excess labour”—and are treated 

as objects to be exploited, enslaved, and murdered (Tuck and Yang, 18).  

 

It is only after experiencing discrimination, harassment, and dispossession at the hands of the 

dominant Anglo-Saxon society and colonial administration because of his place of birth, local 

culture, and mother tongue that Greenleaf realises with regret that his past actions as part of the 

colonial project did the same thing to Indigenous peoples (see Winch 2020, 43:30; 44:23): “The 

words! What have we done by taking the words for our God and turning them on their heads for 

our own purposes? And I am of that number… What right had I to erasure?” he laments (Winch 

2021, 262). In this scene, Greenleaf is compelled to re-evaluate his ideological affiliations, 
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particularly his belief in Christianity and the notion of the nation-state, though this only happens 

after he experiences persecution and dispossession: “I felt I was questioning all that I had knelt 

before. God above all? The law and the Church? Church above all men? The White man over the 

Black man? And all men above beasts? What have I done?” he confesses (262).  

 

He condemns Martin Luther’s “misguided beliefs,” namely his anti-Semitic inclinations (263), and 

feels “such guilt in replacing Baymee with the Lord” (262). He admits: “At first, I thought that 

Baymee was their word for God, but deep down I think I knew it wasn’t. I think I always knew we 

were praising their own God in the absence of mine” (152). In this, Greenleaf eventually recognises 

the cultural value of Indigenous spirituality and repents of his earlier propensity for repressing and 

suppressing Indigenous peoples and their customs. He also criticises “Australian nationalism … 

under a common identity, founded on the pioneers, the geography, the flora and fauna” (216), i.e. 

a national identity predicated on the exclusion of the original inhabitants of the land and of non-

Anglo-Saxon immigrants (see Heinz, 90). He thus concludes by opposing the construction of a 

dominant, monolithic, and segregated Anglo-Saxon Australia and regrets his involvement in a 

system that marginalises and dehumanises non-British communities.  

 

Nevertheless, Greenleaf still fails to acknowledge his position of complicity in the invasion of 

Country and seeks to absolve himself of guilt or blame, while refusing to relinquish unlawfully 

seized territory or his title to it, which could be understood as one among other “settler moves to 

innocence” (Tuck and Yang, 10). Before his imminent detention and in a final attempt to make 

amends for his misdeeds, he sends his letter—the letter we read in the novel—to Dr George Cross, 

head of the British Society of Ethnography, hoping to have it published and to expose colonial 

horrors through his writings: “I beg for reason and for you to insert this letter–or its sentiment–in 

a rightful place” (Winch 2021, 263). Through his symbolic name, Dr George Cross is associated 

with power and authority, representing St George’s Cross, Christianity, and the British Empire. 

The name suggests a cosmopolitan fantasy predicated on imperial supremacy, as well as the 

imposition of Enlightenment ideals on Indigenous communities. In seeking repentance from a 

highly colonial institution—which led to the misrepresentation, appropriation, and exploitation of 

local communities in the first place—rather than from the Indigenous peoples he has harmed, 

Greenleaf again perpetuates power imbalances and undermines Indigenous autonomy.  

 

Ultimately, Greenleaf fails to deconstruct his positionality toward Indigenous peoples and 

contributes to the dominant colonial discourse. He falls short of critically examining, at least of his 

own free will, the ways in which his original position of power and privilege, as well as his 

Eurocentric cultural norms and values, contribute to colonialism and negatively impact Indigenous 

peoples. His lack of self-reflection on his social position and power dynamics prevents him from 

dismantling the colonial structures imposed upon Indigenous peoples and from building an 

equitable relationship with them that valued their cultures and perspectives in themselves. 

Greenleaf’s eventual remorse is indeed inauthentic, as it is driven by external circumstances, most 

notably at a time when he is facing discrimination and prejudice from the dominant culture and 

colonial state. 
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Ethics of Reading Indigenous Narratives 
The story of Reverend Greenleaf, which emphasises the importance of deconstructing one’s own 

positionality in relation to Indigenous peoples, can be interpreted as an invitation to non-Indigenous 

readers 1) to consider the ethics of reading Indigenous literature; 2) to reflect on their own 

positionality in the face of an Indigenous production; and 3) to recognise the ethical consequences 

of their perspectives and actions in a transcultural textual or literal interaction with Indigeneity. 

Winch’s use of the narrative encourages non-Indigenous readers—like me—to ask questions like 

the following: How do we engage with Indigenous novels written for a broader audience? How are 

non-Indigenous readers invited to position themselves towards Indigenous writings? How do the 

values and perspectives they hold contribute to or challenge power dynamics? What distant forms 

and ethics of reading should non-Indigenous readers apply to Indigenous texts? What can non-

Indigenous readers learn from reading Indigenous literatures?  

 

These questions emerge from my reading of the Reverend’s story. By incorporating the German-

Lutheran Reverend’s settler perspective into her Wiradjuri narrative, Winch situates the issue of 

accountability to Indigenous peoples within a broader European context. As a settler character, the 

Reverend’s failure to ethically engage with the local Indigenous people prompts other non-

Indigenous readers to reflect on broader questions about a literal or textual encounter with 

Indigeneity and the ethics of reading Indigenous narratives. The Reverend’s shortcomings revealed 

in his story highlight profound issues of representation, power dynamics, and colonial authority. 

His account reflects historical injustices and enduring colonial legacies that have resulted in the 

marginalisation and erasure of Indigenous peoples. As European readers, we are encouraged to 

acknowledge Indigenous perspectives and ways of being and to critically examine our roles and 

responsibilities as part of our socio-cultural position in society. Thus, the failure of Greenleaf to 

ethically engage with Indigenous peoples in The Yield—despite his best intentions—may become 

a pivotal point for questioning and refining our ethical frameworks as European readers.  

 

Many scholars emphasise the importance of deconstructing one’s own positionality to engage in a 

meaningful dialogue with Indigenous peoples (see Mataira and Silan, 110-111; see Bennett et al., 

635-636). Settler Canadian scholar Mindy Carter, for example, states that “deconstructing one’s 

positionality is an essential first step for understanding antiracist solidarity processes that create 

belongingness, care and responsibility” (2). Similarly, positionality theory suggests that power 

dynamics can be transformed when privileged individuals in a society acknowledge the dominant 

socio-political frameworks that shape their identities (see Lechuga-Peña et al., 32-33).  

 

This awareness may serve as an important first step in confronting privilege and prejudice and 

acknowledging the past and present effects of colonisation on Indigenous peoples, which continue 

to prevent equity (see Bennett et al., 635-636; see Mataira and Silan, 110-111). It also can stimulate 

recognising Indigenous peoples’ sovereignty as the Traditional Owners and ongoing custodians of 

their Country, cultures, and customs (see Mataira and Silan, 113), whose cultural expressions might 

remain incommensurable to the settler mainstream. As Tuck and Yang observe, “the opportunities 

for solidarity lie in what is incommensurable rather than what is common across these efforts” (28). 
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The Yield, through its distinct form and content, reflects Winch’s Wiradjuri heritage with its 

relational onto-epistemologies. The author prompts the Western reader to reflect on Wiradjuri 

philosophies and circular ways of being and knowing when reading her Wiradjuri work. 

Consequently, engaging with an Indigenous Australian novel, such as Winch’s The Yield, on its 

own terms may require considering its textual features as vehicles for political critique, which 

invites the reader into recognising a relational and plural way of knowing.  

 

It is for this reason that my reading of Greenleaf’s narrative must go beyond the Reverend’s settler 

narrative to the two other Wiradjuri narratives and examine the ways in which Winch weaves or 

‘yarns’ them in her work. By exploring the function and purpose of Wiradjuri aesthetics across the 

three interwoven narratives in The Yield, one can gain deeper insights into the political messages 

conveyed within these specific contexts. 

 

Winch’s Yarning 
The structural distinctiveness and non-linear narration of Winch’s novel challenge political 

scientist and historian Benedict Anderson’s poignant argument that the novel is a crucial tool in 

the construction of a homogeneous national narrative. In Imagined Communities (1983), Anderson 

describes the traditional Western novel of the nineteenth century as creating a sense of imagined 

community among its readers, united by a common monolithic national language, culture, and 

identity (25).  

 

In contrast to the nineteenth-century novel’s ideological function in imagining modern nation-

states, Winch employs this textual form strategically with the intention of conveying the 

incommensurable histories that make up the settler state. She incorporates a settler viewpoint 

alongside her Wiradjuri protagonists, creating a juxtaposition for the reader between Indigenous 

and Eurocentric ways of being and knowing, thus creating a fragmented, multi-layered, and circular 

narrative framework. Alongside Greenleaf’s story—conveyed as a letter—are interwoven two 

Wiradjuri narratives from the Gondiwindi family. Albert’s dictionary features an oral storytelling 

voice, employing an embodied, affective, and relational narration. Albert’s circular storytelling 

represents temporal multiplicity in a holistic, circular, relational manner. His story in the form of a 

dictionary exposes a selection of land-based Wiradjuri terms, revealing stories that reflect 

Wiradjuri ways of relational existing. The other is narrated by Albert’s granddaughter 

August Gondiwindi and takes place in contemporary Australia. It portrays her growing 

reconnection to her ancestral culture and Country, ultimately coming full circle to link all three 

stories. In contrast, Greenleaf features a sober voice with a sense of detachment, providing an 

outsider’s perspective and revealing how a colonial figure perceives Indigenous peoples and their 

customs. As European researcher Elizabeth Fraser has observed, the Reverend’s frequent 

interruptions of the Wiradjuri narratives in the novel as a European settler-invader, along with his 

dominant presence throughout the text, reflect Eurocentric hegemonic attitudes (see Treadwell). 

By contrast to Albert’s narrative, which employs first-person plural pronouns, and August’s 

narrative, which adopts a third-person perspective with a traditional linear structure, the Reverend’s 

narrative uses first-person singular. His colonial narrative presents settler singular, linear, and 

homogeneous temporality. 
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Winch’s interwoven narrative thus highlights the importance of recognising a wider range of 

alternative voices and perspectives, including diverse oral and literary traditions beyond the classic 

Western canon. As a form of resistance to Western hegemony, challenging dominant narratives, 

and reclaiming cultural heritage, it may be more productive to consider The Yield on its own terms 

as a ‘yarn.’ As a deep and multifaceted concept within the context of Indigenous Australian 

cultures, yarns represent ancestral storytelling traditions, including past and present oral stories, 

more contemporary narratives, and other cultural practices, which transmit cultural knowledge and 

customs across generations and shape Indigenous being and becoming (see Barlo et al., 40-42; 

Kovach, 235; Bessarab and Ng’andu, 38). Australian settler scholar Melissa Stoneham and her 

non-Indigenous colleagues suggest that “[y]arning is a traditional communication tool that involves 

the sharing of stories and knowledge in a manner that is culturally prescribed, cooperative, and 

respectful” (268).  

 

The process of yarning emerges from relational Indigenous onto-epistemological and axiological 

paradigms around ancestors, community, and the natural world, inviting the reader to enter an 

intercultural space that ot only deconstructs positionality, but also fosters accountability and ethical 

engagement (see Barlo et al., 40-42; Yunkaporta, 130). This stands in sharp contrast to the 

concept’s use in settler-colonial contexts, where yarning has typically referred to Indigenous oral 

storytelling, often characterised as informal narratives lacking the deeper cultural and relational 

significance intrinsic to its Indigenous meaning (Walker et al., 210; Fredericks et al., 7).Winch’s 

yarn in The Yield emerges from the author’s mirroring of Wiradjuri onto-epistemologies, 

transforming the oral into written form (see Winch 2020, 27:11-28:00). Consequently, Winch 

transforms the traditional understanding of a novel strategically through incorporating Wiradjuri 

elements. Winch’s novel not only engages in truth telling in foregrounding an Indigenous 

Australian history, but also expands the literary form of the novel to make room for narrative 

traditions.  

 

Relying on a rich ancestral legacy and incorporating Indigenous elements into her work, Winch 

strategically uses the settler voice in Greenleaf’s letter to prompt reflection on positionality. 

Furthermore, integrating this voice into a broader Wiradjuri context suggests that understanding 

Winch’s political critique requires an exploration of how the author interweaves it with the other 

two Wiradjuri voices. As a result, the distinctive aesthetics of The Yield reinforce the author’s 

political critique, illustrating Greenleaf’s initial assimilationist, Eurocentric vision of monolithic 

nationhood.  
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