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PART1
Introduction 



Shaun Tan’s The Rabbits (1998), a piece of children’s literature, is an allegory 

of the invasion of Australia by the British Empire. The text seeks to make a 

powerful statement about Australia’s colonization through anthropomorphic 

representation of Aboriginals and the British invaders. The book encompasses 

spectacularly illustrated sequences coupled with minimal but contextual writing, 

to guide the reader through story. Tan engages the reader through the visual 

depiction of an alternative account of the ‘founding’ of Australia, one filled with 

death, corruption and invasion, rather than discovery and liberation often found in 

most representation of Australia’s history. This report seeks to use the text as a 

catalyst for discussion of broader social, philosophical and ethical considerations 

that are prevalent within Australia’s current “ethnoscape”. 

Namely, the issues of representation of race and multiculturalism within the 

medium of children’s literature. This report will seek to discuss children literature’s 

capacity to enable complex discussion about race and multiculturalism. 

Additionally, the report will discuss the influence of the ‘author’ in representation; 

impact of nomadic consciousness in empowering reimagining’s of history through 

the revaluation of hegemonic views of Australia’s colonization. Furthermore the 

report will discuss the use of children’s literature as a source of historical 

representation in the future. 



PART2
Body



The Rabbits 1998

In 1998, The Rabbits, written by John Marsden and illustrated by Shaun Tan 

won the Picture Book of the Year award; the book as been regarded as controversial, 

due to its confronting themes, and has been described as ‘politically correct 

propaganda’ by right wing conservatives (Tan, S 2016). The book is partly an 

allegorical fable depicting the colonization of Australia, but told from the 

perspective of the colonized. The tale follows the arrival of the ‘Rabbits’, whom 

at first encounter was seen by the curious natives as friendly (Appendix 1.1). 

The visitors’ presence darkens as it becomes apparent that they are actually 

invaders. This is followed by a period of environmental devastation and urbanization 

of the habitat of the native numbat-like creatures (Appendix 1.2). The text continues 

to note the changes the invaders brought with their culture, “they brought new food 

and they brought other animals” (Tan & Marsden 1998, p. 14). Next is a period of loss, 

“They chopped down our trees and scared away our friends, and stole our children” 

(Tan & Marsden 1998, p. 18 ; Appendix 1.3).  Which is inadvertently followed by a 

period of war between the invaders and natives (Appendix 1.4), the war is lost and 

the rabbits continue to pollute and industrialize the natural environment of the 

natives (Appendix 1.5 & 1.6).  On the final page, Marsden leaves the audience with 

an eerie question: ‘who will save us from the Rabbits? Linking the text to reality, and 

the fate of contemporary indigenous people, whom are seen to be in a “state of 

continuing and presumable permanent helplessness and lack of agency”(Bradford 

2011, p. 118).  



Representation of Alternatives

The Rabbits reflect a broader critical trend in contemporary children’s and young 

adult literature, which is to disrupt restrictive identity practices, through uncovering 

means of challenging the meaning of culture. Here picture books have the ability to 

challenge dominant ‘master’ narratives, and have the potential to highlight 

historically peripheral subjects. This has been made possible due to the weakening 

of post-Enlightenment grand narratives, which has enabled all those who were 

traditionally pushed to the margins and silenced (women, colonized, minority 

groups) to rewrite history (Bhabha 1994, p.4). 

As well as encouraging readers to radically re-imagine and critically reevaluate 

hegemonic views of the past. Another feature of contemporary picture books is 

the resistance to hegemonic views; here they foster what Braidotti calls ‘alternative 

subjective figurations’ (1994, p.110), a form of active resistance to hegemonic rule 

and an adherence to ethical representations of history (Stephens 2008, p.90). 

Authors like Marsden poses a critical consciousness that resists settling into socially 

coded modes of thought and behavior (Goldstone 2001, p.364). The Rabbits offers 

an alternative perspective on the historical events of Australia’s colonization in an 

attempt to challenge the ‘authorized’ version of history, 

When considering the representation of history by those other than the hegemonic 

or ‘authorized’ parties, we start moving toward the conception of the ‘nomad’, and 

‘nomadic consciousness’. Braidotti defines the nomad as a “heterogeneous minority 

subject position that rests not on fixity but on mobility and contingency, and as such, 

is able to free the activity of critical thinking from the hold of dogmatism” (1994, 

p.32). Here nomadic consciousness accelerates the empowerment of the ‘alternate 

histories’, the reality of the minorities and peripheral subjects who resist socially 

coded modes of thinking. Enabling a sense of ‘intersubjectivity’ (Coats 2008, p.77), 

which would allow a recognition of differences without exclusion, and combat’s 

ethnocentrism, nationalism, regionalism and localism that plague many 

contemporary cultures (Braidotti 1994, p.12). 

The author and authorship play important roles in rewriting and addressing these 

‘authoritative’ historical representations in order to encourage anti- hegemonic 

thinking. However does the author require a connection to the represented parties 

in order to write their history? Can a non Indigenous Australia effectively and 

ethically represent the Indigenous people’s suffering? Questions which we will 

explore in the following section.



Discourses of colonialism in children’s literature like John Marden’s The Rabbits 

manifest in much more coded and disguised forms, due to the fact that harsh 

realities cannot be openly canvassed in children’s text, so they have to be disguised 

through symbolism or an implied narrative (Bradford 2001, p.81). In the Rabbits this 

is done through the employment of symbolic and anthromosphic representation 

of the British invaders and native Indigenous people, as well as a seamless blend 

of historical imagery and fantasy elements. While the rabbits are not openly said to 

be based on the British Empire in the text, through analysis readers will recognize 

the similarities between the rabbits and the depiction of Captain Cook’s landing at

 Botany Bay and inadvertently make the connection (Appendix 1.7). 

While the aboriginals in Marden’s text are depicted through the anthromosphic 

representation of a Numbat, which is symbolic, because the numbat was 

traditionally hunted by the Aboriginals, but has been made almost extinct due to 

the British introduction of cats and foxes (Australian Wildlife 2016). Academics hone 

in on two different aspects regarding Marden’s representation of Aboriginality; 

firstly while most academic (Bradford 2001) applaud Marsden for his alternative 

representation and controversial ‘invasion perspective’ of the colonization of 

Australia. Bradford, argues that the text still follows traditional, hegemonic imaging’s 

of aboriginals, namely the representation of ‘white men’ or the imperial enterprise as 

masculine and aboriginals as hostile savages in need of liberation (2001, p.35). 

The British empire are shown as “business like besuited rabbits and aboriginals 

as rounded feminized forms of a native animal” (Bradford 2001, p.114). Thus Marden’s 

text, like most others, construct aboriginality in the most benign of terms, 

“inscribing the aborigines as primitive victims incapable of assuming agency in their 

own interests, unable to adjust or adapt to new and troubling times”( Bradford 2001, 

p.221). Mostly white authors are responsible for the representation of Aboriginal 

culture in media, and often promote imagings of Aboriginality people from a 

western perspective. Thereby viewing the aboriginal culture as the ‘other’, the 

orient, leading to a ‘disregard and denuding of their humanity and culture (Said 1977, 

p. 112). 

Impact of Authorship



The question here is regarding authorship and representation, who has the right to 

represent the aboriginal culture and suffering? Bradford believes that 

representation of Aboriginal culture in the media should not be mediated by a lone 

white author or ‘expert’ who seeks to media aboriginality to non aboriginal 

audiences; as they only portray exemplary understandings of indigenous suffering 

and lack the capacity to successfully mediate suffering on their behalf (2001, p. 119). 

While the number of children’s book produced by indigenous authors and 

illustrators has increased since the 1980’s, most text addressing ‘aboriginality’ 

are still produced by non-indigenous authors and illustrators in mainstream 

publishing houses (Bradford 2001, p.305). Thus academics encourage and plead 

for indigenous people to voice their truths, and stop being spoken for, by 

western mediators. 

Alternatively academics such as McCall offer the opportunity for Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous citizens to work together in order to create ‘First Person Plural 

narratives’ (2014, p.157), where by the story of Indigenous people are told by 

non-Indigenous writers, in collaboration and supervision of Indigenous citizens. 

Texts like ‘Stories for Simon’ by Lisa Miranda Sarzin; ‘Jandamarra’ by Mark 

Greenwood and Terry Denton have all been created through the use of ‘First 

Person Plural narratives’ and has seen huge success and exclaim, and represent 

a possible future of representation for the subject of Aboriginality. 



The Future of Representation

Storytelling has always been part of the Indigenous culture; their love of 

translating their knowledge through stories and art has been a defining aspect 

of their society. In the 21st century, while traditional storytelling and art are still 

prevalent in indigenous communities, these practices are making their way into 

non-Indigenous communities. Here children’s literature has the ability to bridge 

the gap between the western and Indigenous communities, the format allowing 

Indigenous people to communicate their history and stories to society. 

The exposure of the Indigenous culture to non-Indigenous students, can foster 

a greater sense of enlightenment and a broader sense of cultural understanding 

(Shipp 2013, p.26). Given that literacy rates are up to 18% lower for indigenous 

students compared to non-indigenous students, this format (children’s literature) 

according to Shipp could also assist Indigenous students just as much as their 

western counterparts (2013, p.27).  

A recent experiment in Western Australia found that Indigenous and 

non-indigenous student’s cross-cultural awareness increased by 50% due to the 

incorporation of other perspectives into classroom learning resources, namely 

the use of children’s literature which addressed aboriginality from an “authentic 

source”, an author from indigenous decent (Shipp 2013, p.25). The experiment has 

garnered further support for introducing more cultural texts into academic learning 

environments and has further legitimized the value of children’s literature to 

act as a source for historical representation. 



PART3
Conclusion



It can be fair to finish by saying that 

the representation of cultures and 

perspective of those other than ‘the 

white man’ is predominantly from a 

western perspective. While it may be 

more difficult and unrealistic to aim 

to change this saturation, looking into 

the possibility of collaborative 

authorship may hold the key for the 

future of representation for 

peripheral subjects and authors. 

The importance of integrating 

alternative perspectives and 

voices into the Australian mediascape 

is crucial to Australia’s moves towards 

multiculturalism and a sense of cross 

cultural awareness.  

 This report gave a brief overview of 

the plot of Marsden’s The Rabbits, 

after which it discussed the of 

capacity children’s literature to 

enable alternative histories to be 

represented and give a voice to 

peripheral subjects. Here we explored 

how embracing nomadic 

consciousness can enable readers 

to revaluate hegemonic and 

‘authoritative’ representations of 

history and foster a greater sense of 

cross cultural awareness. 

Additionally we explored the notion 

of authorship, discussing how 

aboriginality is currently being 

represented in the media. 

Commenting on the saturation of 

western authors being the voice/

speaking for Indigenous Australians. 

We briefly examined the ethics of 

white voices, in regards to their 

imaginings and portrayal of the 

subject of aboriginality, and looked 

into the possibility of embracing ‘First 

Person Plural Narratives’ as a means 

to authenticate these representations 

of aboriginality. Lastly we examined 

the influence text, which address 

aboriginality has in fostering a more 

culturally diverse and empathetic 

classroom in the future. 

CONCLUSION 
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