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Abstract 

The influence of children’s literature on the lives of children is well documented and this 

important resource provides educators with a means to enrich students’ lives.  Literature can 

provide not only pleasurable experiences for students but contribute significantly to their 

cognitive, social, cultural, and emotional development.  The importance for teachers to be 

cognisant of the effects the literature they present to students is considerable, and because of 

Australia’s colonial past and the lingering effects of being a settler society the Indigenous 

representations in children’s literature are of particular significance.  This research project’s aim 

was to reveal the implications for education of Indigenous identities constructed in children’s 

literature.  Indigenous representations in children’s literature have been critically evaluated in 

previous work completed in this field.  However, this study’s had a different approach than in 

previous work as the implications of Indigenous identities for education was the focus and the 

other difference was the use of postcolonial literary criticism along with critical multimodal 

discourse analysis to examine picture books.  This enabled a critical evaluation of the three 

Indigenous picture books language and image choices to reveal the texts’ underlying ideological 

systems.   

The critical evaluation was underpinned by the themes revealed as significant from the 

literature review which included, a discourse of ‘othering’, monolithic Indigenous 

representations, the valuing of Indigenous cultures, and essentialised representations of 

Indigeneity, which were all found to be meaningful in the texts.  The study answered the question 

and revealed the implications for education are significant as teachers need to be critically aware 

of the representations of Indigeneity to ensure that teachers present Indigenous literature that 

develops students’ appreciation and awareness of Indigeneity in its multiplicity so they can 

contribute to the development of Australia.  The findings that are significant for the field include: 

essentialised, monolithic and ‘othered’ Indigenous representations that were revealed in the non-

Indigenous constructed texts; Langton’s (1993) Indigenous textual construction categories were 

confirmed by the research; the common practice of using a non-Indigenous focaliser by non-

Indigenous authors to navigate Indigenous cultures and the potential effects of this on Indigenous 

identities in children’s literature was a new idea for the field; and stereotypical depictions of 

Indigenous females common in non-Indigenous textual constructions that have been identified in 

other work was supported by the study.   

Keywords: Indigenous, children’s literature, postcolonial, critical multimodal discourse analysis, 

education  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Chapter Introduction 

This chapter will provide a background to the study.  I will introduce the purpose and the 

significance of the study in regards to ways in which Indigenous identities and cultures are 

constructed in contemporary Indigenous children’s literature and the Australian Curriculum’s 

Indigenous cross-curriculum priority as it is articulated in the English discipline. This will lead to 

the research question for the study.  The significance of this research question will be articulated 

in terms of its benefits to education and in particular how the results may inform teachers ways 

in which they can use literature to respectfully and critically discuss Indigenous issues in 

classroom contexts. Finally, sub-questions within the overarching research question will be 

devised and explained.  

Background 

Australia’s colonial past is contested.  The colonisation of Australia by the British created 

a changed world for Indigenous people.  Unlike the unusual animals that were discovered in the 

new land and made into national symbols of Australia, the Indigenous people were dispossessed 

as not being representative of Australia (White, 1981).  Edward Said (1978) claims the West 

creates an inferior ‘other’ out of the non-white and non-western culture via a range of discourses. 

The discourses that create the ‘other’ ensure the ‘other’ is not quite human, and the more we 

speak for the ‘other’ the more we perpetuate silence as we do not hear the other’s voice 

(Nodelman, 1992).   

O’Dowd (2011) contends the embodiment of national identity has shaped an imagined 

“Australianness” influences our ability to hear and accept the history of Indigenous colonisation.  

“When accepted uncritically perpetuates not simply a silence but an un-history, a not-telling, a 

non-acceptance of colonial history post-1788” (O’Dowd, 2011, p. 89).  Stanner recognised this 

as, “The Great Australian Silence” (1968), which O’Dowd argues continues nearly five decades 

later with damaging effects for both the Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.  Said (1978) 

explains Orientalism has applications to contest and caution against frameworks of thought like 

Orientalism, a dialogue of power, and fictional ideologies that are effortlessly constructed, used 

and protected to the detriment of the ‘other’.  Bradford (1996) asserts postcolonial theory 

provides concepts and strategies to examine dialogues of power as, “postcolonial readings 

deconstruct the representation of the ‘other’ in imperialist discourses… postcolonial literary 

theories seek to expose the politics of representation” (p. 93). 

Bradford (2001) clarifies the importance of children’s literature as it strives to advance 

sociocultural values which combine visions of the past, with questions of a moral and ethical 

nature vital to the present day, and a proposed future for when these juvenile readers become 

adults.  Bradford maintains that within Australia relations between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people are of importance to any expression of values, however, they are also denoted 

by ideological divisions.  These divisions may be present in children’s books in ways which can 

be imperceptible to the producers of these books, however, postcolonial readings provides a lens 

to critically evaluate ideologies present in children’s literature (Bradford, 2001).  
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The newly introduced Australian Curriculum [AC] (Australian Curriculum Assessment 

and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2014b) also places Indigenous histories and culture as a 

priority.  The AC has introduced three cross-curriculum priorities, to assist the curriculum’s 

relevance to students’ lives and address contemporary issues students may face.  These priorities 

are aimed at assisting students to make sense of their world and enable them to contribute to 

forming the social, intellectual and creative capital of the nation (ACARA, 2014b).  One of these 

priorities is the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander [ATSI] histories and cultures. 

This study is concerned with the ATSI histories and cultures cross-curriculum priority as 

articulated in the English discipline.  This cross-curriculum priority builds students’ 

understanding and appreciation of, and respect for ATSI People’s literature as well as to “be 

taught to develop respectful critical understandings of the social, historical and cultural contexts 

associated with different uses of language and textual features” (ACARA, 2014c, p.17).  “The 

language of children’s books performs and embodies ideologies of all kinds, since children’s 

texts purposefully intervene in children’s lives to propose ways of being in the world” (Bradford, 

2007, p. 6).  Studying children’s literature in ways which critically evaluate ideologies present in 

texts and to explore and critique the Indigenous identities that are constructed in children’s books 

is central to the English ATSI cross-curriculum priority.  Marcia Langton (1993), in her work on 

the politics of representation, noted the importance of questioning the representation of 

Indigenous people by examining texts featuring Indigenous identity as cultural artefacts, as most 

creators of Indigenous’ narratives do not plan to racially discriminate rather it is an aspect 

underlying interactions between Indigenous representation and the narrative creator.  

The term Indigenous will be used hereafter in this study when referring to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Island people, histories and cultures to alleviate any difficulties or confusion of 

whom is being referred to.  Although the terminology employed by ACARA in the AC’s ATSI 

histories and culture cross-curriculum priority is clear in this instance, the different terms used 

when referring to Indigenous people, histories or cultures may become confusing when referring 

to other academic work.  The use of an extensive range of terms to describe Indigenous people, 

identities, or cultures in the study may lead to an avoidable level of complexity that is not helpful 

for this study.    

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to critically investigate how Indigenous identities and cultures 

are constructed in contemporary children’s literature, how these representations affect education 

and can inform the inclusion of Indigenous themes and cultures in the classroom.  How 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors present Indigenous identity in text disclose much about 

the cultural discourses of the time (O’Connor, 2010).  The need to examine contemporary 

children’s literature with Indigenous representations is well argued by Bradford (2001), 

“Children’s books offer a rich resource for considering how generations of Australians have been 

positioned to understand Aboriginal culture, relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people, and relationships between Aboriginality and national identity” (p. 8-9). 

The AC’s English discipline requires teachers to select appropriate contemporary 

Indigenous children’s literature for students which have the capacity to enrich students’ lives and 
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extend the range of their experience (ACARA, 2014c).   This new education obligation places a 

significant focus on teachers’ selection of classroom literature as they have the potential to 

influence students as they function as, “agents of socialisation, inscribing ideologies concerning 

social and cultural norms” (Bradford, 1996, p. 92).  It is difficult to ascertain the impact of 

reading these texts upon children, however, Bradford (2001) indicates the books themselves 

through language usage position the reader to favour one character to another, to endorse one 

behaviour and not another, and in what is said or unsaid, reveal the ideologies which inform 

them.  

  Identity is predominantly shaped by what others recognise or more often by what they 

fail to recognise in others and consequently a person or group can undergo actual damage and 

misrepresentation if people or society reflect this picture of them that is limiting, belittling, or 

contemptible (Taylor, 1994). Consequently teachers need an appreciation of the power of 

children’s texts as they are not neutral artefacts that leave no impression on the reader (Johnston, 

2008).  However, there is not one form of Indigenous identity and Bradford (2001) cautions 

about searching for signs of sameness but rather seek to understand difference and how it is 

materialized in children’s literature.  For that reason the study is considering multiplicities of 

ways of being Indigenous and accordingly uses the term identities.  This study seeks to 

contribute to education theory and practice by exploring what constitutes contemporary 

Indigenous children’s literature that teachers could use in their classrooms to respectfully and 

critically depict and discuss Indigenous identities and cultures, and to develop in students an 

awareness and appreciation of contemporary Indigenous literature.   

Significance of Study  

The colonising of Australia has left us with, “representational and narrative habits and 

patterns of privileging Western over Indigenous perspectives” (Bradford, 2007, p. 119).  These 

representational and narrative habits have manipulated Indigenous identity to endorse the 

monolithic account of the Australian history (James, 2009).  “Non-recognition or misrecognition 

can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and 

reduced mode of being” (Taylor, 1994, p. 25).  The study considers, through the selected texts’ 

analysis, the degree of these mindsets and ideologies of colonial discourse that shape current 

Indigenous children’s literature.   

The significance of this study for education theory and practice emerges from the new 

AC’s cross-curriculum priority of Indigenous histories and cultures (ACARA, 2014a).  ACARA 

(2014b) asserts the curriculum will be enriched by adopting these elements in all areas of the 

national curriculum, expanding students’ knowledge of Australia through their engagement with 

the one of the world’s oldest continuous cultures, and their capacity to participate positively in 

the continuing development of Australia.  The study’s critical investigation of Indigenous 

identities constructed in children’s books by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors has the 

capacity to guide teachers in developing and expanding students’ awareness and appreciation of 

contemporary Indigenous literature whilst not perpetuating the past representation and narrative 

habits.   
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The study is significant for its contribution in promoting suitable Indigenous literature to 

provide an enriching experience rather than a token or damaging encounter. Langton’s (1993) 

thoughts illustrate this significance, Indigenous identity comes from a subjective experience of 

both the Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who communicate in an intercultural dialogue 

whether through an actual lived experience or by reading a text.  Accordingly a child reading an 

Indigenous text is within an intercultural dialogue which may reflect adversely on their own 

identity, or may very well be their only experience with Indigenous people, making these 

interactions significant for students and society.   

Research Question  

The research question provides an insight into the purpose and significance of the study 

and the data collection and analysis is intended to answer the question.  

This study is guided by the question: 

How are Indigenous identities constructed in children’s literature and what are the 

implications for education? 

Specific examples from the texts will be analysed to show the particular manner that 

Indigenous identities and cultures are constructed in the text’s language, images and the 

interrelation between modes using the following questions.    

Questions to be answered include: 

1. What does the text analysis say about the identified key themes and issues 

from the literature review? 

2. What deeper insights was a critical multimodal discourse analysis able to 

expose about Indigenous identities and cultures? 

3. What are the implications for education, for example what approaches should 

teachers be using in the classroom to respectfully and critically depict 

Indigenous identities and cultures or to select appropriate texts to show 

respectful and accurate depictions of Indigenous cultures?  

 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter provided a background to the study.  The research question was posed 

indicating the purpose and the significance of the study in regards to Indigenous identities 

constructed in contemporary Indigenous children’s literature and the AC’s Indigenous cross-

curriculum priority articulated in the English discipline.  This newly introduced education 

requirement of teachers to develop students’ appreciation and awareness of contemporary 

Indigenous literature in relation to the importance of having an awareness of the Indigenous 

identities constructed in texts was discussed.  The study’s purpose to and significance of 

critically investigating contemporary children’s literature construction of Indigenous identities 

and cultures to assist teachers to respectfully and critically depict and discuss Indigenous 

identities and cultures was proposed.  Finally, the study’s guiding question and additional 
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questions to analyse specific text examples were listed.  The next chapter will outline the key 

concepts essential to the study.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Chapter Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to outline the key concepts essential to the study.  Children’s 

literature is a growing field that is much loved by many because of fond childhood memories; 

however, it is a field of study that is scrutinised due to the potential embodied textual ideologies 

that impact the way children are in the world.  The concepts identified in this chapter will be 

central themes to the analysis of the data set and crucial to the formation of the study’s 

discussion chapter.  Evaluating the representations of Indigenous identities and cultures in 

children’s literature is significant because of the impact these representations have on children as 

they develop their way of being in the world.  The remnants of a disputed colonial history, which 

saw Indigenous people’s humanity diminished to that of primitive savage by British Imperialism, 

may be recycled in children’s literature creating a continuation of the harmful effects of 

colonisation.   

Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory historical context. Postcolonial theory is a study of the effects of 

colonialism.  European colonising powers, such as Britain, France and Germany, established 

colonies around the globe predominantly from the late seventeenth century to the mid-twentieth 

century.  Through a hegemonic process of control, hegemony is a process that sees one cultural 

group or state dominating another, the dominated people were colonised for the purposes of these 

European colonialists.  For the purposes of this study I am borrowing Klages (2006) simplistic 

definition of postcolonial theory applying to, “the time after official colonial rule”, which sees 

postcolonial theorists examining, “how Western cultures, the colonizers, created the colonial 

subject…through various discursive practices”, and also encompasses how the colonised subjects 

participated in or challenged colonisation (p. 152-153).  Postcolonialism covers a significant 

proportion of the global community as, “more than three quarters of the people living in the 

world today have had their lives shaped by the experience of colonialism” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, 

Tiffin, 2002, p. 1).  The effects of colonialism do not end when the colonising power relinquishes 

control, as such the term postcolonial encompasses all culture affected by colonisation.   

Postcolonial theory concepts. Postcolonial theory includes notions of history, ‘other’, 

representation, identity and discourse.  Colonisation created an ‘other’ of the colonised people, 

by generating inferior representations that devalued the identity of the Indigenous people by 

means of the coloniser’s dominant discourse.  Edward Said’s (1978) Orientalism theory focused 

on how the West had created the Orient out of the East for their own purposes, creating an ‘other’ 

by the hegemonic Western power through a, “web of racism, cultural stereotypes, political 

imperialism, dehumanizing ideology” (p. 27).  The practice of Imperialism is best described as 

one nation increasing its power through gaining control of other regions, nations or cultural 

group dominating their economic, political and cultural life.  A key element of Imperialism is the 

‘othering’ of the colonised, through the devaluing of the colonised ways of life as inferior and the 

introduction of the colonising language, culture, history and law as being naturally superior.  The 

‘other’ was subjugated to a Western dominant discourse creating the civilised Western self and 

the primitive colonised other, and a significant Imperialistic method for power was control over 
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language (Ashcroft et al., 2002).  Discourse can be explained as the language practices that have 

meaning and have an effect.  Foucault (1978) outlines how discourse transmits and produces 

power and is capable of being both an instrument and effect of power, as well as a barrier or an 

opposition to power.  Postcolonial theorists’ work to reveal and challenge colonial discourse 

remains across the countries and cultures that were subjected to Western colonisation.  

Questioning the hegemonic dominant discourse is not only central to deconstruct colonial power 

but is an essential undertaking for the colonised ‘other’ to recover their past and find their own 

voice.  

Postcolonial theory examines the discourses of power and how the oppression of the 

‘other’ is established.  Post-structuralism makes the point that, “the units within a structure tend 

to group in binary pairs or oppositions, consisting of two terms placed in some sort of relation to 

each other…structures based on binary pairs, one part of the pair is always given a higher 

cultural value than the other; one term is marked positive and the other as negative” (Klages, 

2006, p. 54).  ‘Othering’ is constructed in discourse through representations created by the 

hegemonic power, and not, “derived from empirical evidence or experience but from other 

books” (Kennedy, 2000, p. 17).  Klages (2006) outlines postcolonial theory as being, “centrally 

concerned with examining the mechanisms through which the colonizing powers persuaded the 

colonized people to accept foreign culture as ‘better’ than their own indigenous methods of 

government and social organization” (p. 153).  In creating the primitive ‘other’ there exists a 

superior ‘self’ that is dominating the discourse in ways that fulfill their colonising purpose.  This 

‘othering’ concept is pivotal to the postcolonial study of Indigenous identities and cultures in 

children’s literature to explore and dissect the constructed representations that are ‘othering’ 

Indigeneity.  

Postcolonial Theory and Australia  

Australia’s historical context. Australia’s history is a contested area that remains a 

source of tension within the community.  This began with William Dampier’s voyage to Australia 

in the late stages of the seventeenth century when he described the Indigenous people of 

Australia as poor creatures that were little more than Brutes, this image, “was to set the pattern of 

European responses to the Aborigines for many years to come” (White, 1981, p. 3).  The 

colonisation of Australia as a penal colony by the British Empire greatly affected the Indigenous 

people as they were cast as the primitive ‘other’ against the European civilised ‘self’.  

These limiting Imperialist views of Indigenous people dispossessed them of their culture 

and land, and as the European settlers came to view themselves as more Australian than the 

Indigenous people they were no longer viewed as being representative of Australia.  Indigenous 

people were considered by the Europeans to be, “the last link in the great chain of existence 

which unites man with the monkey”, this representation provided justification for colonisers who 

were progressively destroying Indigenous society for the sake of their supposed civilisation and 

their expanding sheep runs (White, 1981, p. 8).    

 British colonisation’s creation of the binary primitive ‘other’ of the Indigenous people 

and civilised ‘self’ British was based on the British Imperialistic opinion that certain people were 

naturally inferior and incapable of adapting to British civilisation.  As such there was no 
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requirement to find a method to assimilate with the natives or recognise their culture as being 

worthwhile, the British were justified in saving the Indigenous people from a primitive life that 

was seen as futile (Jones, 2011).  Frantz Fanon (1986) initiated a focus, for postcolonial studies, 

of critical analysis of the subjugating experience of being ‘othered’ by the dominant group.  

Fanon (cited in Barry, 2002), “argued that the first step for ‘colonialised’ people in finding a 

voice and an identity is to reclaim their own past” (p. 193).  The ‘othering’ of the original people 

of colonised nations and their subsequent reclaiming of their voice and identity are at the heart of 

postcolonial theory and will be a critical focus for the examination of the study’s data set.    

 In spite of colonisation and its ongoing effects is deceptive to portray Indigenous 

identities as victims and without agency.  Bradford (2007) explains:  

It is misleading to construct Indigenous peoples as victim populations, suffering the 

effects of colonisation without agency or capacity for opposition…From the beginnings 

of colonisation the Indigenous peoples…experienced a variety of encounters with non-

Indigenous people and cultures, and despite the imbalance of power that marked 

colonialism, they engaged in strategies of resistance and negotiation. (p. 9)  

This is of importance when considering the Indigenous representations in children’s literature, as 

it should not be considered that representations of Indigeneity as victim cultures are to be 

expected or accepted as the only form of Indigeneity.  Indigenous people are able to put forward 

their account of the past through telling their own stories instead of relying on the stories from 

the colonisers.  

Significant themes in postcolonial literary criticism. A premise of importance to the 

study’s use of postcolonial literary criticism is how textual discourse is a leading feature of 

colonisation.  Colonised people, both black and white, had been exposed to a history and culture 

that only began with the European arrival (Barry, 2002).  A new world was created by the 

Imperialistic dominant discourse that began with colonisation and all Indigenous history and 

culture was considered primitive and not as worthy as a civilised European culture.  The notion 

that textual discourse is a significant Imperial power is supported by Tiffin’s (1987) notion that, 

“texts construct worlds” (p. 22), and Ghandi’s (1998) acknowledgement of the significance of 

texts in sustaining the process of colonisation.  This provides a motivating force for the study’s 

examination of Indigenous literature as constructs of world that continue the dominating 

discourse of colonisation.   Just because a text is postcolonial it cannot be presumed that it does 

not contain recycled colonial attitudes and values that represent Indigenous culture as primitive, 

unchanged and remote.   

Another essential concept to the study’s critical evaluation of the Indigenous identities 

and cultures represented in literature involves the notion of Indigeneity as diverse and 

multidimensional.  Langton (1993) explains that Indigenous, “cultures are extremely diverse and 

pluralistic. There is no one kind of Aboriginal person or community” (p. 11).   Postcolonial 

theory seeks to deconstruct the ‘other’ as a single identity, which is not just about knowing the 

‘other’ but to stop the dominant group’s ‘othering’ and advance the minority group to represent 

themselves as they are in their particular forms of difference rather than as the single identity 

‘other’ (Young, 2012).  Shoemaker (2004) outlines how Indigenous literature predominately 
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deals with identity, which embodies multifaceted attitudes, beliefs and customs.  Therefore the 

construction of a monolithic Indigeneity in children’s literature is inappropriate; significant areas 

for postcolonial literary criticism are the need to examine how cultures are expressed and valued 

in Indigenous literature.  In particular for this study to evaluate which cultures are valued, and to 

deconstruct these singular biased stereotypes to recover Indigenous identities and cultures as 

living, diverse and pluralistic. 

  Postcolonial literary criticism examines the ideologies of power and the themes that 

continue the colonising process.  Writers of Indigenous literature constructing an Indigeneity that 

is based in history or as one universal way of being Indigenous are themes that are limiting not 

only Indigenous people but to Australia’s progress.  Bradford (2007) cautions about issues of 

‘authenticity’ in non-Indigenous writers accounts of Indigeneity as it creates a prejudice that 

centres on Indigenous people being, “of ‘authenticity’ with ‘pure’ or ‘full-blood’…and, in regard 

to culture production, with ‘traditional’ forms and practices” (p. 85).  These creations of 

Indigeneity result in a binary tension which sees any progression of contemporary Indigenous 

cultures as non-authentic and not sufficiently Indigenous whilst traditional Indigeneity is 

authentic, however, it still remains as primitive and inferior.  

Indigenous identities constructed as a more ‘realer than real’ representation are identified 

as being a significant theme for postcolonial literary criticism. Essentialised Indigenous 

representations in children’s literature that coalesce Indigeneity with, “a universal truth, 

spirituality and generosity” (Bradford, 2001, p. 228), express an artificial version of Indigeneity 

for child readers.  These identities can be created to counter the non-Indigenous advantage, by an 

author without Indigenous lived experience or collaboration, or to challenge colonial discourse.  

Paradies (2006) argues, these essentialised representations of Indigeneity can also be created 

with, “specific fantasies of exclusivity, cultural alterity, marginality, physicality and morality” (p. 

358).  Dodson (2003) argues that Indigenous subjectivities, aspirations, views and languages 

have been excluded by the dominating colonising culture and there are only certain roles 

available for Indigenous people to play.  Essentialised representations build on the colonial 

discourse which ‘othered’ Indigenous people by providing them a part to play, such as Dodson’s 

role of ancient noble spirit, which is difficult  for actual Indigenous people to be the ‘realer than 

real’ version of Indigeneity.  These essentialised representations may also be an attempt to 

counter the ‘othering’ of Indigenous people by exaggerating the stereotypical traits of 

Indigeneity.  This exaggeration can include the Dreaming a religious concept, which moves 

beyond what is commonly thought of as dreams.  The Dreaming term can be used to describe the 

creation period when ancestral spirits created the human society, landforms, animals and plants 

(Pascoe, 2012).  This is a significant aspect of Indigenous spirituality and it may be used by 

Indigenous individuals for their own Dreaming or their community’s Dreaming that passes on 

significant cultural teachings.  This exaggeration is problematic for those reading Indigenous 

literature, as Indigenous readers would not identify with this overstated depiction as authentic 

and perhaps doubt their own validity as an Indigenous person, and non-Indigenous readers may 

come to believe this is a realistic image of Indigenous people, which stops essentialised 

Indigenous representations begin seen as the diverse living cultures that they are in reality.  

The use of stereotypes is a focus for the study, as they can perpetuate an aspect of 

cultures that is not entirely accurate and lead to a misrepresentation that is damaging.  Adiche 
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(2009) explains, there is a danger in only having a single story as the singles story establishes 

stereotypes, and these stereotypes whilst not being completely untrue they are incomplete.  This 

is why stereotypes are a significant theme in postcolonial theory and for this study.  Adiche 

(2009) argues: 

Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign, 

but stories can be used to empower and to humanize. Stories can break the dignity of a 

people, but stories can also repair that broken dignity. (17:13-17.55) 

The power of stories to make a difference to individuals and cultures points to the significance of 

examining the Indigenous representations in literature, and especially those in children’s 

literature because of its influence on its readers and the cultures in which it was produced.  There 

needs to be many stories available as stereotypes can limit the story that is available for a society, 

which points to the importance of recognising and challenging these depictions as well as the 

subsequent effects because of the potential damage to people and their cultures.   

The application of postcolonial literary criticism can be very unsettling for some 

Australians as they consider the past wrongs that were perpetrated against Indigenous people.  

However, preserving Indigenous people as a historical race who lived in a nomadic primitive 

culture that was not able to use the land for any worthwhile purpose ensures the concept of terra 

nullius, meaning land belonging to no one, is continued and issues such as stolen land, stolen 

generations, and constitutional recognition are avoided.  Imperialistic views are still apparent in 

contemporary Australia, which can be used to sustain colonial ideologies and whilst these views 

remain it cannot be thought that decolonisation has been successfully processed and completed 

as of Australia’s Federation in 1901or by the miraculous postcolonial theory lens.  

The Literary Cannon  

Historical context of children’s literature. Literature has historically held an eminent 

place in the classroom.  Children’s literature has had direct and indirect influence socially, 

culturally and historically and is considered to be obviously important both educationally and 

commercially with consequences across the culture from language to politics (Hunt, 2005).  The 

literature included in the colonial classroom was that of the British Empire’s literary canon, the 

Imperialistic literature that was central to promoting the view of Western superiority and the 

inferior Indigeneity as the primitive ‘other’.  

British Imperialism - The literary canon. The British Imperialistic view of the colonies 

Indigenous was that of the inferior primitive ‘other’ were perpetuated in the colonial discourses 

that were predominately written by British authors.  “The historical moment which saw the 

emergence of ‘English’ as an academic discipline also produced the nineteenth-century colonial 

form of imperialism” (Ashcroft et al., 2002, p. 2).  Ashcroft et al. describes how this stemmed 

from the one ideology that binds the development of language to Imperialism, thus naturalising 

created values of humanity and opposing the primitive ‘other’, and makes literature pivotal to the 

British Empire’s cultural endeavours.  English became the privileged norm and the non-English 

were deemed as uncanonised and without value (Ashcroft et al., 2002).  Charlotte Bronte’s 

canonical work Jane Eyre’s silencing of Rochester’s first wife a Caribbean woman of mixed race 
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was an example of the absence of the non-western voice in Imperialistic literature (Bradford, 

2007).  The literary canon is an essential understanding for the study as it was and remains a 

significant force in the formation of culture, especially within the educational and literature 

institutions.  

Imperialistic literature utilised language to advance the British Empire as the reality and 

truth, oppressing the colonised as inferior and primitive.  Colonial discourse maintained these 

were real and truthful accounts of colonisation and of the Indigenous people under colonial rule, 

in Australia this was predominantly a discourse of savagery (Bradford, 2001).  An example of the 

Imperial literary canon’s inferior ideology of the primitive savage is Daniel Defoe’s Robinson 

Crusoe, as Crusoe assumed all that he saw belonged to him, including the people, because of his 

Western superiority (Bradford, 2007).  Hulme (1986) describes this discourse of savagery as 

being part of a framework that is triangular with a connection between the European, the native 

and the land that also included the discourse of ‘Oriental civilisation’.  Bradford (2001) considers 

that this second discourse was present in colonial discourse in an altered form that sees 

Indigenous people unable to speak for themselves and represented Indigeneity “as having a pure 

and authentic quality untouched by historical and cultural change” (p. 15).  British Imperialistic 

colonial discourse maintained the premise that the Indigenous people were inferior and 

unaffected by changes in history and required colonisation by the superior British to survive their 

primitive state.    

Representations of Indigeneity in Australian children’s literature. The nineteenth 

century Australian children’s books were not so much written and published in the settler society, 

rather the majority of these texts were published in Britain by British writers who had no 

firsthand experience of the colony.  Adventure writers “like W. H. G. Kingston and George 

Manville Renn form part of a body of imperial texts produced by British writers with no real 

experience of the colonies” (Bradford, 2001, p. 35).  Bradford (2001) outlines how these writers 

created their narratives from the descriptions of Australian flora and fauna, and the accounts of 

travellers to infuse a local flavour.  The Indigenous representations in these adventure novels 

were often as first contact remote savages or from semi-savages to tame blacks that had some 

identifying colonisation marks that signified Indigeneity “as unnatural and perverse” (Bradford, 

2001, p. 37).  These colonial discourses were used in the ‘othering’ of the Indigenous ensuring 

they were identified as being different from the Europeans. 

Children’s books embodied the colony’s cultural ideologies and therefore had a 

responsibility to foster the cultural norms and values to Australian children.  One such example is 

the Mary Grant Bruce’s 1910 first Billabong book, a series based on the white Linton family’s 

life, A Little Bush Maid published in England.  Bradford (2001) describes how Black Billy is the 

main Indigenous identity who is described as a, “lazy young nigger” who worshipped the Linton 

children (p. 41).  Bradford (2001) explains how Billy is cast as the subservient ‘other’ who was 

likened to a dog, however, the text suggests he could revert to, “cheerful savagery”, in a binary 

opposition to the civilised Linton children (p. 45).  Indigeneity is represented as inferior, 

voiceless, uncivilised and primitive maintaining the superiority of the west as truth to children 

through children’s books.  

Representations of Indigenous females that marginalise can create a double ‘othering’ of 
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race and gender in children’s literature.  Bradford (2001) explains that female representations of 

Indigeneity can be stereotyped as being in pain, suffering and disadvantaged, and only worthy of 

pitying.  This female stereotyping in children’s books has been found to be significant, as the 

stereotypical depiction, “of female characters contributes negatively to children’s 

development…and even influences their personality characteristics” (Hamilton, Anderson, 

Broaddus & Young, 2006, p. 757).  The gender bias that potentially creates another layer of 

subjugation for Indigenous women in children’s books is in need of being questioned with a 

critical evaluation of the author’s language and image choices to establish the underlying values 

that are being transmitted to the child readers.  

Postcolonial Studies of Children’s Literature 

Postcolonial studies of Australian children’s literature. The application of postcolonial 

literary criticism to study Australian children’s literature has been a slower practice compared to 

postcolonial studies of adult literature.  Clare Bradford’s seminal work, Reading race-

Aboriginality in Australian children’s literature (2001), questions the ideologies embodied in 

children’s texts which is of importance because of the influence they have on children.  Bradford 

(2007) notes, “a crucial consideration in representations of Indigeneity in children’s literature 

relates to how point of view and focalisation encode subjectivities and position readers” (p. 72).   

Bradford’s work is considered a valuable resource to educators engaging with Indigenous 

literature (Russell, 2003).  Postcolonial literary criticism studies of children’s literature 

deconstruct the representation of the ‘other’ revealing the politics of representations including 

those that are critical of colonisation or complicit in colonisation, which is a significant element 

underpinning the study’s examination of children’s literature.  

Postcolonial studies of Australian picture books. Australian children’s literature cannot 

be thought of as being neutral and without bias.  Bradford (1996) describes how texts may not 

contain explicit Indigenous representations, however, using the practice of postcolonial literary 

criticism reveals implied ideologies that are embodied in the text.  Point of view and focalisation 

are two literary devices that are noted as having the potential to influence readers to surrender to 

the author’s viewpoint by being consumed by the narrative and aligning themselves with the self 

of the text’s represented self-hood (Stephens, 1992).  As such Bradford (2007) contends that 

point of view and focalisation are crucial foci when interrogating representations of Indigeneity 

in children’s literature.  These literary strategies will be considered when critically evaluating the 

data set of this study. 

A postcolonial examination of the iconic postcolonial Possum Magic (Fox, 1983) by 

Bradford (1996) acclaims Australia as a colony by the character Hush’s invisibility for his safe 

keeping in the dangerous Australian bush, even though Hush is an Indigenous animal to 

Australia, and only becomes visible by eating foods associated with colonisation that removes 

the Indigenous from sight.  Another of Bradford’s (1996) postcolonial studies is that of the 

colonial work of Desmond Digby’s Waltzing Matilda (1970), which poses an oppositional 

postcolonialism with the conflicting relationship between the imperialist representation of the 

squatter and the appropriated Indigeneity of the swagman’s association with the mythic survival 

of the natural world.  Bradford’s (1996) work provides a potential focus for a future study that 
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includes a postcolonial critical evaluation and comparison of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

children’s picture books that have both implicit and explicit representations of Indigeneity.  

Postcolonial studies of Australian Indigenous picture books. Australian Indigenous 

picture books offer an invitation to explore the spaces of Indigenous cultures, however, these are 

created by adults as they perceive them or as how they consider children should know them to be 

real.  Indigenous narratives are being combined with Western publishing conventions to create a 

space for a cultural interchange (Lunt, 2005).  A significant approach that non-Indigenous 

authors are taking when constructing Indigenous texts is using a non-Indigenous focaliser to 

navigate the cultural interchange (Bradford, 2007).  This typically uses the non-Indigenous 

child’s Western eyes to focalise Indigenous narratives and the effect of this on the cultural 

convergence, Indigenous identities and the child readers is worthy of attention for the study.  The 

oral and symbolic representational traditions of Indigenous storytelling are being conveyed by 

the contemporary publishing practices that, “opens windows of opportunity onto a diversity of 

cultural paradigms that defers assimilation and invites multiple readings of cultural 

spatialisations” (Lunt, 2005, p. 66).  These cultural spatialisations are outlined by Lunt as spaces 

and objects being in the world, it is the sphere of action and the relationship, the vehicle and the 

journey, that encompasses cultural exchange and the postcolonial insights into Indigenous picture 

books negotiates a childhood that exists in a world that includes cultural diversity.  This provides 

an opportunity for Indigenous children’s literature, “to engage with multiple cultural positions 

that acknowledge colonisation and reappropriate Aboriginal space(s)” (Lunt, 2005, p. 66).  

Lunt’s work points to the significance of Australian children’s place in the cultural exchange 

through the reappropriation of spaces created in Indigenous picture books to establish a way of 

being that includes an awareness and appreciation of the cultural differences and similarities.  

These ideas are at the heart of this study to develop a cultural exchange through Indigenous 

children’s literature that is significant in developing a cultural awareness and appreciation.  

Identified Key Themes and Issues 

The review of literature has revealed key themes and issues that will underpin the study 

of representations of Indigeneity in children’s picture books.  These themes, issues and 

knowledge will be essential to distinguish the themes for exploration when critically evaluating 

representations of Indigenous identities and cultures in the data set.   

• Postcolonial literary criticism examines the effects of colonialism, including those 

that still may be happening and the mechanisms through which the colonising 

powers forced or persuaded the colonised people to accept a foreign culture as 

superior to their own Indigenous culture 

• British Imperialism used the English language and a discourse of savagery to 

‘other’ with the triangular framework with a connection between the European, 

the native and the land that devalues Indigeneity for European capitalistic 

purposes. Oppression of the colonised through a discourse of ‘othering’, creating 

a binary self/other or civilised/primitive. 

• Indigenous cultures are diverse and pluralistic, they should not be thought of as 

only authentic if lived in a historically traditional manner. Monolithic 

representations of Indigeneity as remote, unchanging and historical are destructive 
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and not an authentic representation. 

• Children’s books embody the colony’s cultural ideologies and therefore have a 

responsibility to foster the cultural norms and values to Australian children. A 

critical evaluation of the cultures valued in children’s literature reveals much of 

what is valued by the culture, and at the same time fosters in children those 

cultural values.  

• Indigenous people can be essentialised as more ‘realer than real’, with “a universal 

truth, spirituality and generosity” (Bradford, 2001, p. 228). Paradies (2006) argues 

an essentialised Indigeneity is created with, “specific fantasies of exclusivity, 

cultural alterity, marginality, physicality and morality” (p. 358), and this can be a 

product of an author without a lived Indigenous experience or collaboration, to 

counter non-Indigenous advantage, or to combat colonial discourse.   

Gaps in the Literature 

           The review of literature has revealed two gaps in the field of postcolonial studies of 

children’s literature, which this study aims to address.  

Postcolonial studies with a critical multimodal discourse analysis. The review of 

literature did not draw out any postcolonial studies of children’s picture books that incorporated 

a critical multimodal discourse analysis.  The use of postcolonial literary criticism to examine 

children’s picture books is not a new research approach.  However, informing postcolonial 

analysis with a more detailed multimodal semiotics examination is a potential space for new 

research. In this study the themes from the literature will be addressed and informed by critical 

multimodal discourse analysis. 

Langton’s (1993) three categories of textual construction of Indigeneity. A second 

area in the field that has been identified as offering a space for reflection on the findings of the 

research has informed the selection of the data set. Langton identified three forms of Indigenous 

literature: Indigenous literature – no Indigenous input, collaboration Indigenous and non-

Indigenous, and solely Indigenous (1993).  Comparing and contrasting the three forms of 

Indigenous children’s books may provide new insights into the representations of Indigeneity 

present in children’s literature, and specifically in picture books.  

Langton (1993) outlines three broad categories of textual construction of Indigeneity that 

comes from the endless assortment of intercultural experiences.  The first category is the 

experience of the Indigenous person interacting with other Indigenous people in communal 

situations within Indigenous culture; the second is the textual construction of things 

‘Indigenous’, “stereotyping, iconizing and mythologising” of Indigenous people by white people 

who have had no significant direct contact with Indigenous people; the final category are the 

constructions that are created by Indigenous people engaged with non-Indigenous people 

(Langton, 1993, p. 34).  Langton argues that identifying what informs the mythologies and 

symbols in the text lies in the way they are focalised. That is, through whose eyes is the reader 

viewing such mythologies, and what impact does that have on the implied reader. This question 

underpins the way a reader’s gaze is constructed to engage dialectically with, or opposed and 

distanced from the characters and events within a narrative. Little research to date has considered 
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how focalisation in children’s picture books works to construct Indigeneity, and as such this will 

be a tool used to reflect on the findings of the analysis. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter has outlined the essential concepts to the study.  The historical context of 

postcolonial theory and Australia’s colonial past was presented.  Postcolonial literary criticism 

was presented in regards to Imperialistic literature and Australian children’s literature as well as 

the key themes and issues that will underpin the study were explained.  These include: 

- Discourse of ‘othering’ 

- Monolithic Indigenous representations 

- Indigenous cultures valued 

- Essentialised representations of Indigeneity  

Finally, two specific gaps in the field as applied to children’s picture books were 

identified, which were:  

- Postcolonial studies with a critical multimodal discourse analysis 

- Langton’s (1993) three categories of textual construction of Indigeneity 

This study aims to address its research questions by analysing the data according to the 

themes identified in the literature, through using critical multimodal discourse analysis which 

will be outlined in chapter three. Furthermore the analysis will reflect on the particular gaps 

identified in the literature review.  The next chapter will provide the design of the research 

project and how it intends to answer the research question. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

 

Chapter Introduction  

This chapter will outline the design of the study and how it is purposed to answer the 

research question.  It will begin with the methodological framework explaining the tools for 

analysis that will be used to critically examine the selected texts, including postcolonial literary 

theory and Critical Multimodal Discourse Analysis with a focus on the interpersonal evaluative 

resource of appraisal.  Following this the text selection process will be explained and justified, 

and the chapter will conclude with an identification of the study’s limitations.  

Methodological Framework 

The methodological framework is underpinned by qualitative research within the social 

constructionism paradigm in its examination of the ways in which Indigenous identities and 

culture are constructed in contemporary children’s literature.  As O’Leary (2010) argued, “The 

world is constructed by human beings as they interact and engage in interpretation” (p. 6).  This 

study questions the ways in which Indigenous identities and cultures are constructed in 

children’s books and the implications of this for education.  The qualitative tradition is 

appropriate for this study as it values depth and rich descriptions of data over quantity, and it acts 

to probe social complexities to genuinely explore and understand the communications, practices, 

experiences, and belief systems that are an element of the individual’s daily experiences, 

organisations, societies, and cultural groups (O’Leary, 2010).   

The study’s literature review of current scholarly work about Indigenous identities and 

cultures will be undertaken to draw out the key themes for the focus of the research as 

appropriate for education practice.  This knowledge will be essential to distinguish the themes for 

exploration when critically evaluating Indigenous identities and cultures in the data set.  A focus 

will be to compare and contrast the texts’ representation of these themes.  This will be significant 

for education as it will provide teachers with information about the kinds of representations of 

indigeneity that they should be looking for when selecting appropriate texts to show respectful 

and accurate depictions of Indigenous cultures and identities. This is imperative to enable critical 

discussions of themes with students.  Texts will be analysed using a framework that is 

underpinned by postcolonial literary criticism using tools from Critical Multimodal Discourse 

Analysis.  

Postcolonial literary criticism. Postcolonial literary criticism provides a lens to examine 

the study’s data set. The term postcolonial, as Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989) explain is 

used, “to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonisation 

to the present day.  This is because there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the 

historical process initiated by European imperial aggression” (p. 2).  Control over language is 

one of the main features of imperial oppression as the colonisers install their version of language 

as the standard with any other alternatives as impure (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, 1989).  The 

theory moves away from the concept of literature in terms of compliance with the traditional 
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forms and practices of European culture to also consider Indigenous forms and traditions that 

came before colonisation to the postcolonial discursive practices (Bradford, 1996).  Bradford 

(2007) argues:  

Postcolonial theory affords a set of reading strategies capable of scrutinizing the varied 

and often conflicting discourses of the settler cultures in which contemporary texts are 

produced, and in which colonial and assimilationist ideologies are liable to jostle against 

anti-racist and anti-colonial agendas. (p. 3)   

Critically evaluating how the study’s data set may represent colonial oppression, post-colonial 

identity, if there is an “other” present and if so how they are described and treated, if the themes 

are pro-colonialist or anti-colonialist, or whether the text fortify or weaken colonial ideology 

(Tyson, 2006).  This critical examination will be dependent on the text as to what is appropriate 

with the goals including: to appreciate the culturally diverse world we live in; and to comprehend 

that culture is not a static collection of traditions and artefacts that remain the same but a manner 

of relating to the world socially and cognitively that alter the course of intercultural meetings 

whether in person or in text (Tyson, 2006).  Tyson explains these considerations may not be 

explicitly stated but rather present “in the colonizer’s control of language, communication, and 

knowledge in colonized countries” (Tyson, 2006, p. 431).  

   Bradford (2007) describes the reading strategies she implements “to read texts in relation 

to the cultures in which they are produced, resisting the literary universality of Eurocentrism and 

the Orientalist tendency to homogenize colonized peoples” (p. 16).  When reading Indigenous 

texts Bradford (2007) speaks of observing, “readerly tact”, respecting the constructed boundaries 

put in place to prompt those from outside the culture that they should not attempt to understand 

everything there is to know about the worlds of these texts (p. 16).  These reading strategies will 

be essential to dissect the texts as, “just as there are many ways of ‘being Aboriginal’, so there 

are many ways of ‘writing Aboriginality’,…for this reason, it is important to consider the 

conditions in which Indigenous texts are produced and received, and especially the interplay 

between traditional narrative practices and the processes of publishing” (Bradford, 2001, p. 160).  

This will be a significant consideration for the selection of the data set, described further below. 

Critical multimodal discourse analysis. Critical multimodal discourse analysis will 

provide a specific analytical tool to support the postcolonial theoretical lens explained previously 

to provide a framework to critically evaluate the language, images and their interrelationship that 

convey Indigenous identities and cultures..  As explained by Machin and Mayr, “Critical 

discourse analysts sought to develop methods and theory that could better capture this 

interrelationship and especially to draw out and describe the practices and conventions in and 

behind texts that reveal political and ideological investment” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 4).  

Critical discourse analysts emphasise that there is not a single uniform class of critical discourse 

analysis rather there is a range of critical approaches which are classified as critical discourse 

analysis (Machin & Mayr, 2012).  However, they all share the “view of language as a means of 

social construction: language both shapes and is shaped by society” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 

4).  Fairclough and Wodak outline that critical discourse analysis is overtly dedicated to, 

“political intervention and social change” making it suitable for this study of Indigenous identity 

constructed in children’s literature and the implications of this for education (1997, p. 258).  
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O’Leary (2010) outlines discourse analysis as exploring, “language as it constitutes and 

embodies a socio-historic context tied to power and knowledge… involving data exploration that 

is ‘critical’; in other words, it challenges the dominant ideology. Taken up in studies where ‘text’ 

is assumed to have a political power and has influence on social consciousness” (p. 270).  

             Specific examples from texts will be illustrated using critical multimodal discourse 

analysis to evaluate the language and images present and their corresponding relationship.  

critical multimodal discourse analysis is concerned with the semiotic choices located in talk, 

texts and images, asking what options have been used, why they have been used and what the 

consequences of the choices are (Machin & Mayr, 2012).  In terms of power relations and 

communication choices, “how do the choices we find serve the interests of authorities, ruling 

groups, institutions or even individuals in face-to-face situations” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 29).  

The study will focus on an analysis of the interpersonal meanings in the text, and this will be 

explained below. 

   Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistic theory identified three modes of meaning that 

operate simultaneously in all utterances, the textual, the ideational and the interpersonal 

(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004).  The interpersonal appraisal evaluative resource has three 

interrelating domains of attitude, engagement and graduation as shown in Figure 3.1 (Martin & 

White, 2005, p. 35). 

 

Figure 1: An overview of appraisal resources (Martin & White, 2005, p. 35) 

 

Attitude is concerned with feelings and includes the three categories, as shown in Figure 

1, affect which deals with emotional reactions; judgment making assessments of behaviour; 

appreciation is concerned with the evaluation of natural or man-made phenomena (Martin & 

White, 2005).  Table 1 presents a framework for analysing the three categories of attitude that 

will be utilised in the study to critically evaluate the Indigenous identities constructed in the 

study’s texts (Humphrey, Droga & Feez, 2012, p. 102).   
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Table 1: A framework for analysing attitude categories (Humphrey, Droga & Feez, 2012, p. 102) 

Type of attitude Examples of explicit values 

Affect (probe questions) Positive +ve (feel good) Negative –ve (feel bad) 

Am I happy/unhappy? 

Am I secure/insecure? 

Am I satisfied/dissatisfied? 

happy, laugh, love, hug sadly, misery, dislike  

reassure, trusting, together frighten, terrible, fearful 

engaged, attentive, impressed to bore, empty, to enrage, 

embarrassed 

Judgement (probe questions) Positive +ve (admire) Negative –ve (criticised) 

Social esteem: Is she/he capable 

and socially competent? 

special: lucky, fashionable, 

normal 

unfortunate, odd, weird 

capable: powerful, intelligent, 

skilled 

weak, insane, stupid 

tenacious: brave, tireless rash, cowardly 

Social sanction: Is she/he 

morally and/or legally sound (a 

good person)? 

truthful, genuine, frank, good, 

just, kind, noble 

dishonest, manipulative, bad, 

corrupt, cruel, evil 

Appreciation (probe 

questions) 

Positive +ve Negative –ve 

Reaction: Did I like it? good, lovely, enjoyable, funny, 

entertaining, beautiful 

dull, boring, smelly, weird, ugly 

Composition: Was it well 

constructed? 

well-written, well-drawn, 

imaginative, effective, 

manicured, clean 

simplistic, hard to follow, too 

detailed, untidy 

Valuation: Was it worthwhile? 

Was it significant? 

challenging, profound, 

meaningful, worthwhile, unique, 

relevant 

shallow, insignificant, 

irrelevant, worthless 

Note: Although some words and expression are common to more than one type of attitude (eg good), 

others are quite specific to particular fields and purpose. The term well-written, for example, would 

only be used to assess written text. The probe questions can be used to find the kinds of evaluations 

being made.  
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Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) believed that the same principles of Halliday’s Systemic 

Functional Linguistic theory that underpins critical discourse analysis could be equally applied to 

a set of tools to analyse the choices in visual features.  Analysis of the texts’ visual resources that 

express interpersonal meanings will be conducted to explore how Indigenous identities and 

cultures are constructed in the texts in order to answer the research question.  Table 3 highlights 

the expressions of interpersonal meanings in visual texts that will be critically evaluated 

(Humphrey, Droga & Feez, 2012, p. 121).  These tools will enable an evaluation of the visual 

resources meanings and the interaction between creator and viewer (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2006).  Critical multimodal discourse analysis will allow the identification of the visual semiotic 

choices and what meaning potential is evident (Machin & Mayr, 2012). 
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Table 2: Expression of interpersonal meanings in visual texts (Humphrey, Droga & Feez, 2012, p. 121) 

Feature Options Interpersonal effect 

Position/gaze direct demanding interaction with the 

viewer 

indirect offering the viewer the role of 

observer 

Shot close-up intimate relationship with 

viewer 

medium 

long shot more distant relationship with 

viewer 

Angle of vision high viewer has more power or status 

eye-level equal power  

low viewer has less power or status 

Proximity and involvement (of 

people with each other in 

image) 

close/angled towards each other Intimate 

widely spaced/angled away 

from each other 

distant 

Style minimalist reveals restricted emotional 

range ie distances viewer 

generic reveals generalised emotional 

range ie emotional types 

realistic reveals greater emotional range 

–engages viewer 

Colour – saturation type and 

familiarity  

vibrant, warm, full ‘realistic’ 

range 

amplified emotion – excitement, 

energy, emotionally engaged 

muted, cool, restricted range quieter low key feelings, 

detached, emotionally 

withdrawn 

no colour no emotional ‘atmosphere’ 

requires reader to respond to 

ideas 
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The specific examples from the texts will be analysed to show the particular manner that 

Indigenous identities and cultures are constructed in the text’s language, images and the 

interrelation between modes using these questions.    

 Questions to be answered include: 

1. What does the text analysis say about the identified key themes and issues 

from the literature review? 

2. What deeper insights was a critical multimodal discourse analysis able to 

expose about Indigenous identities and cultures? 

3. What are the implications for education, for example what approaches should 

teachers be using in the classroom to respectfully and critically depict 

Indigenous identities and cultures or to select appropriate texts to show 

respectful and accurate depictions of Indigenous cultures?  

 

Data Collection 

An indirect data collection incorporating existing texts to critically evaluate Indigenous 

identities and cultures representations is in order to answer the research question.  Evidence of 

where society has been and what it has done exists in abundance and should be considered before 

producing new data (O’Leary, 2010).  O’Leary explains these experiences are recorded in many 

ways, such as investigating it, reporting it, filming it, writing about it, blogging about it, 

photographing it, speaking about it, and there are many more records of our experiences.  The 

steps in secondary analysis are: locating data to ensure access, evaluating the relevance of the 

data considering its original purpose and when it was written, assessing the credibility of the data 

whether these are good examples of contemporary children’s literature, and finally the analysis 

which has been discussed previously (O’Leary, 2010).  The selection of contemporary children’s 

literature that includes the representations of Indigenous identities and cultures from both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors will now be explained and justified.  

Selection of contemporary Indigenous children’s literature. Contemporary children’s 

literature can be regarded as current works that are specifically aimed at the young, those that 

have been appropriated by young readers and those that used to be read by the young, however, 

they are currently nearly exclusively read by scholars (Reynolds, 2011).  Children’s literature is 

an essential component of the AC’s English discipline and the embedded Indigenous cross-

curriculum priority which makes the selection of children’s literature with Indigenous identities 

and cultures essential to answer the study’s research question.  The 1967 Referendum, a national 

vote that saw over 90% of Australian votes record a yes vote to alter the Australian constitution 

to include Indigenous people in the national census and to be subject to Commonwealth laws, 

began an exciting time in children’s books as predominantly Indigenous people changed 

representations of Indigenous Australia in texts (Wells, 2013).  Before 1967 texts were 

predominately by non-Indigenous authors were inclined to see Indigenous Australians as a past 

people, Indigenous child readers were excluded from many children’s books that also tended to 

create a dichotomy of opposing themes of black/white skin, traditional/modern and 

Indigenous/non-Indigenous (Wells, 2013).  These observed historical differences ensure the 
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relevance and significance of the study’s examination of contemporary texts by Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous authors, as it allows a comparison to be made of the texts’ similarities or 

differences in the construction of Indigenous identities and cultures.   

 The Children’s Book Council of Australia [CBCA] (2014) is an organisation established 

in 1945 whose aim is to engage the community with literature for young people.  The CBCA 

annual awards, Children’s Book of the Year Awards, are the leading children’s literature awards 

for Australian books of literary worth.  The CBCA annual award’s shortlisted books are valued 

by schools as outstanding examples of Australian children’s literature, these texts are highly 

sought after and often purchased by schools to use in an educational context.  The Primary 

English Teachers Association (2014) promotes the CBCA shortlisted books for classroom use 

with their teacher guides to the shortlisted books guiding educators to explore these texts with 

their students.   

Three texts, from the CBCA shortlisted picture book category, by different authors will be 

selected from the past twenty years for the data set, one by Indigenous authors and two by non-

Indigenous authors with different Indigenous collaborative levels.  Texts chosen from different 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors corroborates the authenticity of each source. 

Additionally sourcing Indigenous picture books provides texts suitable for use from foundation 

to year six students ensuring the data’s relevance to education, whilst providing sufficient data of 

both visual and written  constructions of Indigeneity to address the study’s research question and 

the scope of the study (O’Leary, 2010).  This ensures the data set is relevant to the study, is 

readily accessible and gathered from a credible source of children’s literature 

Limitations 

I come to this study as an outsider to the Indigenous people of Australia as such my 

ideologies do not come directly from that culture.  The understandings I bring to Indigenous 

identities and cultures are from my research into this culture and not from within it.  Langton 

explains that a culture is felt from the interior as the norm and not abnormal (1993).  As such my 

own non-Indigenous biases and perspectives that I am unaware of will be present in my work.  

Nodelman explains observations from those on the outside are inherently biased in terms of 

themselves and all of our fundamental assumptions are present even though objectivity is 

claimed (1992).   In attempting to counter this limitation I will work reflexively; discerning my 

response to the selected texts or context at hand whilst working throughout the study.  However, 

more importantly to addressing this limitation is my intention to consult throughout this study 

with an Education Officer - Indigenous Education to seek advice about my work.  

Due to the constraints of an Honours research study three Australian picture books which 

have representations of Indigenous identities and cultures will be selected; one from an 

Indigenous author, one from a non-Indigenous author who has an Indigenous collaborator and 

one from a non-Indigenous author with no significant Indigenous collaboration.  Children’s 

picture books from the past fifteen years will be selected from the CBCA annual shortlisted 

books.  Whilst it is proposed these books are representative of children’s literature found in an 

education context, results of the study will not be generalisable, given the broadening range of 

Australian children’s literature.  
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The restrictions in size of the study also limits the number of texts that can be selected for 

analysis and the analysis itself is confined to the interpersonal evaluative resources of appraisal.  

To encompass a larger range of children’s literature that includes historical through to 

contemporary examples of texts with Indigenous identity representations and to apply further 

Critical Multimodal Discourse Analysis tools to the texts would require further research in an 

extended study.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter began with an explanation of the study’s methodological approach of 

qualitative research within the social construction paradigm.  This outlined the use of a 

postcolonial theory lens and the analytical framework of critical multimodal discourse analysis in 

particular the interpersonal evaluative resource of appraisal to critically examine the ways in 

which Indigenous identities and cultures are constructed in contemporary children’s literature.  

The text selection process was explained and justified.  Finally, limitations of the study were 

explained and addressed.  In the next chapter a critical evaluation of the three selected picture 

books using the themes from chapter two will be presented.  
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Chapter 4 Results 

Chapter Introduction  

 This chapter presents a critical evaluation of the three selected picture books.  The 

identified themes from the literature review will be used to critically evaluate the representations 

of Indigeneity in the data set.  The themes include a discourse of ‘othering’, monolithic 

Indigenous representations, the valuing of Indigenous cultures, and essentialised representations 

of Indigeneity.     

You and me: Our place (Norrington & Huxley, 2008) 

 You and me: Our place is set in a Northern Australian city and details the experiences of 

two boys at the beach with Uncle Tobias.  Titles of Uncle or Aunty, even if not related, are used 

as marks of respect for Indigenous Elders who are significant cultural leaders.  The boys, who 

are not named, narrate the text and provide the reader with an account of their experiences with 

Uncle Tobias, Old Isaac and Auntie Ruby.  One of the boys is Indigenous and the other is non-

Indigenous.  There are mostly Indigenous people throughout the text with non-Indigenous people 

included on the final pages, however, to Uncle Tobias they go unnoticed and he remains in his 

own sphere ignoring the contemporary world. 

Discourse of ‘othering’. A discourse of ‘othering’ sets apart a person or cultural group as 

being different, to the dominant cultural group, by devaluing them and their way of life.  You and 

me: Our place has some examples of ‘othering’ of Indigenous characters, whereby the reader is 

positioned to implicitly judge Auntie Ruby in negative ways.  One example of this is, “Auntie 

Ruby pulls a hospital towel around her because her dress is torn” (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 

17).  In this sentence, the word “torn” is an example of her inferiority (attitude: appreciation: -ve 

composition), suggesting her unkemptness. Auntie Ruby uses a “hospital towel”, and because 

they are not in a hospital, this suggests that it was taken from the hospital without permission or 

given because of her lack of possessions.  This strengthens the suggested unkemptness by 

implying another layer of personal deficit (attitude: judgement: -ve social esteem).  The torn 

dress infers a foolishness or recklessness, and the hospital towel a deficiency that is not typical of 

adults.  This indicates to the reader a diminishing view of Auntie Ruby as an Indigenous adult.  

The diminishment of Auntie Ruby is strengthened by the contrast with the other two Indigenous 

characters, Uncle Tobias and Old Isaac, who are portrayed as talented, knowledgeable and adept.  

The ‘othering’ of Auntie Ruby sets her apart from the group and makes her less worthy of the 

respect that is afforded to the male Indigenous Elders, and in particular Uncle Tobias.  

Indigenous female representations in texts can be subject to a double ‘othering’ of their race and 

gender.  Gender ideologies which carve out the female position as passive and suffering to the 

male patriarchal position sets the female as inferior to the reader.  

Monolithic Indigenous representations. The construct of a singular monolithic 

traditional Indigenous representation as authentic is a paradigm that can lessen modern 

Indigeneity.  Potentially leading to a view that modern Indigenous cultures are regarded as not 

being genuinely Indigenous and only Indigenous people living in traditional ways are truly 

representative of Indigenous identities.  This paradigm is not related to non-Indigenous cultures 
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modern day representations as these are generally valued culturally as positive progressive 

achievements in society. 

You and me: Our place has constructed Uncle Tobias as an Indigenous person who 

appears to only value the traditional ways and rejects the modern world.  “Uncle Tobias tells us 

stories of the olden days when all his family came to fish this place”, and “From his world Uncle 

Tobias can’t see them” (Norrington, 2008, p. 23:28).  Uncle Tobias, “tells us”, reveals him as an 

esteemed Indigenous Elder because of his position as story teller (attitude: judgement: +ve social 

sanction).  As Uncle Tobias, “can’t see them”, he is refusing to see or acknowledge the modern-

day, which implies a valuing of historically traditional Indigenous cultures and a rejection of 

modern Indigenous cultures (attitude: appreciation: -ve reaction).  These interpersonal text 

meanings are supported by the image of Uncle Tobias at the centre of the group with everyone’s 

gaze firmly fixed on him and a space left for the reader to be a part of the group.  The positioning 

of Uncle Tobias on an equal angle ensures the viewer is an equal in the interaction, the indirect 

gaze of Uncle Tobias offers the viewer to be a part of the group as an observer to his stories and 

the involvement of the characters with Uncle Tobias suggests he is valued by them and therefore 

should be valued by the reader.  The positioning of the non-Indigenous child, who his leaning 

forward with hands on his knees, implies an appreciation of the Indigenous olden days stories.  

The author is positioning the reader to align themselves with Uncle Tobias, his values and the 

knowledge he is passing on to the Indigenous and non-Indigenous characters.   

 

 

Figure 2: Monolithic Indigenous representations – You and me: Our place (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 23-24) 

Indigenous cultures valued. Australia’s past is complex and the present is contested as 

Indigenous people work to recover their past and to counter the ongoing colonial disadvantages.  

The importance of identifying the values present in children’s books is especially pertinent when 

considering the role children’s literature has in their lives. You and me: Our place presents 
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Indigenous cultures that are valued through the interpersonal meanings revealed in their language 

choices and images.  Whilst Uncle Tobias’ historically traditional cultural identity appears to be 

the principally valued representation of Indigeneity the other characters are not positioned 

exclusively with Uncle Tobias’ way of life.  Rather they see and participate in the modern world 

that now comes to the beach, “But we can” (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 29) (attitude: 

appreciation: +ve reaction).  The two boys’ declaration is acknowledging their modern-day beach 

lifestyle, however, making this statement implies that despite their respect for Uncle Tobias they 

also appreciate the contemporary cultures.  This suggests to the reader that Uncle Tobias as the 

Indigenous Elder should be respected and therefore his view of the value of Indigenous 

traditional cultures may be assumed over that of the young boys.  

Essentialised Indigeneity. Indigenous literature, has been a means to reclaim cultural 

identities for Indigenous Australians. Indigenous identities in literature, whether produced by 

Indigenous or non-Indigenous authors, can form essentialised representations that associate 

Indigenous people with a universal truth, spirituality and generosity. One method used to 

construct this pan-Indigenous Identity, which is an instance when an all-encompassing identity is 

put forward to represent all Indigenous people with no consideration of diversity, is through 

symbols that invoke a more ‘realer than real’ Indigeneity.  Dreaming symbols representing 

Indigenous spirituality are present in the images of You and me: Our place.  The Dreaming 

images present are applied to position the reader to identify Uncle Tobias, the Indigenous Elder 

in the text, as a spiritual being that transcends his modern context.   

 

Figure 3: Essentialised Indigeneity - You and me: Our place (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 27-28) 

The symbolism of Dreaming on this double page spread is represented by the sea 

creatures and Indigenous figures in the sky.  The Indigenous hunting figures and sea creatures 

have a dream like quality because of their unfamiliar position and the way they are illustrated.  

The cool and vibrant blue of the sky creates an enveloping darker ambience for the positive 
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splashes of the sea creatures’ warm and vibrant yellow.  These splashes of warm colour creates a 

positive mood around the Dreaming representations, which aligns the viewer to consider these 

Indigenous representations in an affirming manner.  The positioning of Uncle Tobias in the 

distant background looking to the sky, facing away from the reader and the two boys, detaches 

him from the boy’s narrative.  Uncle Tobias has no involvement with the reader or the two boys, 

he is only involved with the Dreaming scene in the sky.  Uncle Tobias is able to shut out the 

everyday world to be elevated to a spiritual state that transcends his environment, the other 

characters, and the reader.  Whereas the boys seem oblivious to what is happening in the sky as 

they happily play together.  This suggests the boys do not have the spiritual qualities to identify 

what is happening or are choosing to ignore the spiritual world around them.  This results in an 

increasing of Uncle Tobias’ spirituality through his detachment and the boys’ lack of spiritual 

awareness.  

 The symbolism in the image is complemented by the interpersonal meanings present in 

the language choices, which strengthen Uncle Tobias’ universal spirituality to the reader.  A 

superior spiritual quality is the judgement made of Uncle Tobias as he does not see the people 

who now overcrowd the beach.   “Now everyone comes to the beach to walk and talk, or run, or 

ride. From his world. Uncle Tobias can’t see them. But we can” (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 

25-29).  Declaring Uncle Tobias, “can’t see them”, implies he has his own world and 

distinguishes him from the other characters, accentuating his superior spirituality to the reader as 

not being of our world (attitude: judgement: +ve social esteem).  There are two other inferred 

examples that reinforce his commanding mystical presence, “His basket smells of salt and 

darkness”, and “Uncle Tobias sends the silver lure far out to sea to call the fish in” (Norrington & 

Huxley, 2008, p. 3:6).  These references to Uncle Tobias’ fishing basket and his ability to call the 

fish in with his silver lure infers a mystical quality to his fishing (attitude: judgement: +ve social 

esteem).  The essentialised Indigenous representation of Uncle Tobias positions the reader to 

consider Indigenous identity in terms of a one unchanging true spiritual being, which may not be 

so much a recovery of past but rather a production of identity by the retelling by the author.  

 You and me: Our place present the two boys narrating their experience at the beach that is 

principally focussed on Uncle Tobias’ essentialised Indigeneity that values the olden days of the 

past more than the present day.  The critical evaluation of the text has revealed an alignment with 

a more ‘realer than real’ Indigeneity that subsequently devalues modern Indigeneity.  

A is for Aunty (Russell, 2000) 

 Russell’s (2000) A is for Aunty is an alphabet book that provides details of her childhood 

living on the Murrin Bridge Mission in Northern New South Wales, with each letter of the 

alphabet providing a memory for her childhood experience.  This includes daily Mission life and 

descriptions of the environment and fauna.  The text’s illustrations are brightly coloured and 

child-like, which is Russell’s chosen visual art style, which make them accessible to children.  

Russell includes an account of her life on the back cover, which is not a part of the narrative, that 

includes fears her mother held that she would be taken from the family due to the Government of 

the time’s policy to remove fair-skinned Indigenous children from their families.   
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Discourse of ‘othering’. The text and images in A is for Aunty reveal a discourse of 

‘othering’ through interpersonal meanings that differentiate characters rather than make them 

inferior.  There are examples of difference being generated with language choices and images.  

One instance of difference being created in the text relates to the manager’s wife. The image 

depicting the manager’s wife coming to visit on inspection day places her in the centre of the 

image away from the other characters with no involvement with the residents of the mission, her 

stark and cool white dress is contrasted against the warm, vibrant and familiar brown roadway 

generating a further detachment through the coolness of her image.  These both work to 

strengthen her disconnection with the people of the mission.  The language choices, “visited” and 

“amazed”, suggest a positive experience with the manager’s wife, “The manager’s wife visited 

each house on the mission to make sure our homes were clean and tidy – which they were!...The 

manager’s wife was amazed that a stone could clean the floors so white!” (Russell, 2000, p. 10).  

However, a visit to “make sure” homes were clean and tidy is more of an intrusion on the 

families considering them incapable of keeping their homes in a satisfactory state (attitude: 

judgement: -ve social sanction).  Additionally, the manager’s wife being “amazed” by the clean 

floors may be considered condescending as if she was amazed as she did not regard them capable 

of cleaning the floor so competently (attitude: appreciation: -ve reaction).   

Russell’s (2000) text is not confronting the reader with an explicit criticism of the 

manager’s wife, however, “which they were!”, infers that the visit was an unnecessary 

intervention (attitude: appreciation: -ve reaction).  Life on the mission was a regulated and 

restrictive experience for Indigenous people, with the manager having control over their lives, 

the lack of freedom experienced by Russell is conveyed to the reader by her language choices 

and images in a non-confrontational manner.  The reader is not estranged by overtly negative 

verbiage and images, rather Russell’s language choices and images recall her childhood on the 

mission in an unchallenging manner, which expresses to the reader her impressions of that time.  

 

Figure 4: Discourse of 'othering' - A is for Aunty (Russell, 2000, p. 10) 
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This example is not so much an ‘othering’ by devaluing rather it creates difference 

between the manager’s wife and the other characters in the text.  Russell’s (2000) image and 

verbiage portrayal of the manager’s wife implies the dominating and intrusive nature of her visits 

to the reader and the lack of freedom that was a part of mission life.   

Monolithic Indigenous representations. A view that maintains only historically 

traditional Indigeneity as authentic is a rejection of modern Indigenous cultures.  The 

continuation of monolithic Indigenous representations hinders the view of contemporary 

Indigeneity in all of its forms.  Russell’s (2000) text is set in the 1940-1950s and shows a range 

of mission experiences that are representative of an Australian non-Indigenous or Indigenous 

childhood at that time.  However, the text does not reveal monolithic Indigenous representations 

that could only be considered as historically traditional, rather there are positive interpersonal 

meanings attached to traditional and non-traditional, and Indigenous and the shared non-

Indigenous cultural expressions within the context of 1940-1950s.   “My Aunty Goldie liked 

watching us race our billycarts”, and “If we got tired of those games, we’d play hopscotch – for 

hours and hours” (Russell, 2000, p. 1:7).  Aunty Goldie’s explicit reaction of, “liked” (attitude: 

appreciation: +ve reaction) and Russell’s implicit expression of enjoyment of hopscotch, “for 

hours and hours” (attitude: appreciation: +ve reaction), reveal these as positive experiences that 

are not characteristic of a perspective that only values monolithic Indigenous representations.  

Rather they are representative of the childhood games shared by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

children of the time.   

Indigenous cultures valued. The importance of cultural valuing revealed in children’s 

books is relevant due to the sociocultural role they play in assisting children to make meaning of 

their world.  Indigenous cultures are valued through the language choices and images in A is for 

Aunty.  However, this also applies to non-Indigenous cultures, with non-Indigenous characters 

included in the text with mainly positive representations.  “We Aboriginal people would say this 

is the animals’ Meeting Place, where they can rest and get together”, and “My father, Clem, 

would take us into the bush and show us how to find witchetty grubs in the stems and trunks of 

certain kinds of wattle tress. The grubs are good for you (full of calcium and iron) but I didn’t 

like them. The other kids did though” (Russell, 2000, p. 1:26).  Indigenous cultural knowledge, 

“Meeting Place”, implicitly conveys an affirming message of the cultural term that encompasses 

a soothing and nurturing environment for the animals, “where they can rest and get together”, 

(attitude: appreciation: +ve composition), which aligns the reader to value Indigenous cultures 

(Russell, 2000, p. 13).  Searching for witchetty grubs is a traditional Indigenous practice that is 

represented positively by Russell, “grubs are good for you” (attitude: judgement: +ve social 

sanction), and “the other kids did though” (attitude: appreciation: +ve reaction).  Moreover, 

Russell’s father Clem is revealed as a valued expert, “showed us how to find witchetty grubs” 

(attitude: judgement: +ve social esteem).  The reader is aligned to value Indigenous cultures by 

the language choices that infer an affirmation of the text’s Indigenous cultural representations.  

Another instance is, “When I first went to live at the mission, a few of our oldies still 

lived in humpies (a humpy is made out of old tin, or bark, or even tree branches that lean 

together in the centre).  Our oldies believed that the new houses had evil spirits, so they had to 

smoke the spirits out of the houses before they could live in them” (Russell, 2000, p. 9).  Firstly, 

the phrase, “still lived in humpies”, in the sentence creates a point of difference to the 



Reading Indigeneity in children’s literature 

 31 

government built houses on the mission for the Indigenous people to live in and the resistance of 

the ‘oldies’ to conform to colonising practices.  This suggests a resistance to European style 

housing as the ‘oldies’ hold on to traditional Indigenous ways of living that is promoted 

positively in the text (attitude: judgement: +ve social sanction).  Secondly, the oldies belief, “that 

the new houses had evil spirits”, reinforces their resistance to colonisation as they perceive the 

houses unfavourably compared to their traditional dwellings (attitude: judgment: -ve social 

sanction).  Thirdly, the ‘oldies’ application of the traditional custom of using smoke to cleanse 

the building so it is suitable for them to live in proposes an affirmative view of Indigenous 

practices for readers to focus on, “so they had to smoke the spirits out of the houses before they 

could live in them” (attitude: judgement: +ve social sanction).  These points of differences align 

the reader to value the traditional forms of Indigenous cultures and the ‘oldies’ resistance to 

colonisation.  Conveying to readers the tension which exist for Indigenous people because of 

colonisation and in the process refuting the view of a homogenous Indigeneity that assumes that 

all Indigenous people have the same beliefs and practices, or conformed to the colonising 

practices of the time.    

 

Figure 5: Indigenous cultures valued - A is for Aunty (Russell, 2000, p. 9) 

A is for Aunty does not exclude non-Indigenous characters or cultural representations, nor 

does it create an opposing binary to the Indigeneity through her language choices or images.  The 

image depicting canoe building, canoeing and ducks includes Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

characters involved with each other in the same activities suggesting a mutuality in their 

engagement (Russell, 2000, p. 3-4).  The viewer is at the equal angle with the image indicating 

an equal relationship with the reader, however, the reader is an observer and not involved in the 

scene.  Cool, yet vibrant and familiar blues and greens of the river and grass are highlighted with 

splashes of warm and vibrant read and yellow of the characters’ clothing, which creates an 
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emotionally positive ambience for the reader to associate with the Indigenous and non-

Indigenous characters and experiences.  These examples are repeated with Russell’s images 

throughout the text, which increase the positive valuing of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

cultures to the reader.  

 

Figure 6: Indigenous cultures valued - A is for Aunty (Russell, 2000, p. 3-4) 

Essentialised Indigeneity. An essentialised Indigeneity that represents Indigenous 

people as being associated with universal truth, spirituality or generosity is often evoked by 

authors when recollecting the past.  Russell (2000) forsakes an essentialised Indigeneity and 

presents Indigenous characters as humans with flaws as well as capabilities.  An example from 

the text is her father revealed as a man that experiences anger and is reactive to this emotion.  

Russell (2000) describes the occasion when her father, “used to get mad at people taking a 

shortcut through our back yard, so one day he took us with into the bush and cut down long, thin 

tree trunks. He dug a deep trench, put posts into the ground, pounded the earth unit it was hard, 

then twisted wire around the posts until it was all nice and tight” (p. 6).  A negative affect is 

expressed to the reader through Russell’s father, “getting mad” about the people taking shortcuts 

through their back yard (attitude: -ve affect), this contradicts a universal generosity and 

spirituality of a pan-Indigeneity.  The effort and force the father goes to erect the fence to ensure 

people do not take shortcuts through their yard, “hard…nice and tight” (attitude: -ve affect) 

implicitly reflects a strengthening of the negative affect with the explicitly expressed anger.  

 Russell’s (2000) account of her childhood, on the mission in northern New South Wales, 

through the alphabet framework is not embellished with Indigenous symbolism, exaggerations of 

Indigeneity or overtly traditionally historical representations.  There is an absence of totality in 

her Indigenous representations, as there are differences in her constructions of Indigenous 

identities the text does not perpetuate an essentialised Indigeneity that suggests all Indigenous 

people are the same.  Rather, it is an account of childhood daily routines, experiences and 

incidents expressed with everyday language and simplistic painted images.  A is for Aunty 
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expresses a recovery of Russell’s past through her child eyes rather than a constructed retelling 

of a past.  

Collecting colour (Dunstan, 2008) 

 Collecting colour, the 2009 CBCA picture book of the year, centres on a non-Indigenous 

girl, Rose, and her Indigenous friend Olive’s collecting and weaving of pandanus into bags, 

baskets, and mats in Arnhem Land.  Dunstan, a non-Indigenous author, received an Australian 

Society of Authors mentorship with author and illustrator Sally Rippin to create Colleting colour 

in 2004.  Dunstan’s text is inspired by her year working at the Injalak Arts Centre in Western 

Arnhem Land.  The Northern Australian account sees Rose and Olive guided through Indigenous 

cultural experiences by Olive’s mother Karrang and her Aunty. 

Discourse of ‘othering’. The premise of the text establishes the book is about Rose who 

has an Indigenous friend Olive.  However, as the text is set within Olive, her family and their 

home as well as their Indigenous cultural practices it may be pertinent to consider why the text 

was not created around Olive instead of her non-Indigenous friend Rose. The first page 

announces, “This is Rose” (Dunstan, 2008, p. 1), the solitary text is complemented by the image 

of Rose, on a rope swing, with a warm, familiar and vibrant red dress and yellow hair on a warm 

and vibrant brown background that creates a positive ambience.  Rose is at an equal angle with 

the viewer suggesting they are her equal, and her gaze is set to the side inviting the viewer to be 

an observer to her exploration of Olive’s Indigenous world.  This affirms Rose positively and 

conveys to the reader her importance.  “Rose has a best friend. Her name is Olive. Their families 

live in the Top End of the Northern Territory of Australia” (Dunstan, 2008, p. 2).  A consideration 

of why when both the families reside in the same region the text would not be about Olive and 

her family with Olive’s friend Rose visiting is of significance.  Rose is pictured more than any 

other character, with her experiences and feelings expressed more than Olive’s or her those of 

her family.  A significant example of this is the image that has only Rose facing the reader which 

invites the reader to be a part of her experience rather than that of the Indigenous characters 

(Dunstan, 2008, p. 23-24).  By placing Rose the non-Indigenous character as the focaliser in a 

position of prominence, assigns her power with the potential to diminish the value of Olive, her 

family and the Indigenous cultural practices by potentially ‘othering’ them to the reader.  
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Figure 7: Discourse of 'othering'- Collecting colour  (Dunstan, 2008, p. 1) 

 

Figure 8: Discourse of 'othering' Collecting colour (Dunstan, 2008, p. 23-24) 

The discourse of ‘othering’ critical evaluation has enabled a comparison of the female 

Indigenous representations around the campfire in all three texts.  This has revealed a difference 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous constructed texts’ portrayal of the Indigenous female 
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tending to a campfire.  The non-Indigenous constructed texts have the Indigenous woman facing 

away from the viewer and bending over the fire, whereas the Indigenous constructed text has the 

Indigenous woman facing towards the reader and bending towards the fire.  The Indigenous 

constructed text A is for Aunty’s female is at an equal angle and open to the reader inviting the 

reader to be a part of the scene.  The other two non-Indigenous constructed texts position the 

female at an equal angle, however, they are not open to the reader or inviting them to be a part of 

the scene.  The Indigenous constructed female Indigeneity is a more respectful depiction that 

would position the reader to value the character, yet the non-Indigenous construction may 

position the reader to regard the female Indigenous character as undignified or unaware of those 

around her.   

Table 3: Comparative table of Indigenous female representations from data set 

 

TEXT TEXT TEXT 

You and me: Our place 

(Norrington & Huxley, 2008) 

A is for Aunty (Russell, 

2000) 

Collecting colour (Dunstan, 

2008) 

(Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 

23-24) 

 

(Russell, 2000, p. 9) 

(Dunstan, 2008, p. 20-21). 

 

  Authors are working within their own ideologies, which can play out in their work 

consciously or not.  For this reason the concept of ‘othering’ is a worthwhile paradigm to 

consider, through a critical evaluation, of the author’s choices of language and image to reveal 

possible ideologies of power that perpetuate a discourse of ‘othering’.  

  Monolithic Indigenous representations. Dunstan’s (2008) chosen setting of Arnhem 

Land in Northern Australia lends itself to revealing a historically traditional Indigeneity because 

of the Indigenous cultural practices that remain a part of the Northern Australian communities.  

In regards to this theme, a focus of this text is perhaps best served by also examining the 

representations of non-historically traditional cultural practices, whether Indigenous or non-

Indigenous.  As negative representations that devalue any contemporary representations of these 

may suggest a view that only a historically traditional Indigeneity is authentic.   
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There are aspects of historically traditional Indigenous representations in the text with the 

cultural activity and the symbolism present in the weaving products (Dunstan, 2008, p. 4-5) and 

the fish illustration (Dunstan, 2008, p. 22). However, the traditional cultural experiences are 

presented alongside modern Indigenous experiences with neither characterised as more 

significant than the other.  This includes the dusty white car that they travel in on their hunt for 

colour to dye the pandanus, “They all pile in the dusty white car, eyes scanning the land for little 

hot pink berries” (Dunstan, 2008, p. 15).  The language choices, “pile in the dusty white car”, 

imply the usefulness of the car in the search for colour to use in the traditional pandanus weaving 

practices (attitude: appreciation: +ve valuation).  The images on this page complement the text to 

strengthen the positive value of the car and the Indigenous cultural experience.   The beige 

background creates a calm and neutral ambience for the displays of red and yellow colour that 

the characters are wearing, in particular Rose and Karrang, and the hot pink berries.  This alerts 

the reader to the positive feelings of the characters, their enthusiasm for the task and the value of 

the activity.  The historically traditional practices shared with Rose are portrayed positively as 

are the modern aspects of the text suggesting there is not a rejection of the contemporary 

Indigenous representations.   

 

 

Figure 9: Monolithic Indigenous representations - Collecting colour (Dunstan, 2008, p. 15) 

Indigenous cultures valued. Representations of cultures in children’s literature have the 

potential to affirm or diminish a child’s own cultures or unfamiliar cultures.  In some instances 

the only contact with Indigenous cultures for non-Indigenous people can be through literature.  

As such the significance of these literary Indigenous representations is immense.  Positive 

expressions are made explicitly and implicitly throughout the text that indicate a valuing of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous culture.  Dunstan’s (2008) choices in language and images 

ensure there is no ambiguity in expressing to the reader her positive appreciation of Indigenous 

cultures.  For example, the images consistently throughout the text repeat the colours and 

medium.  The involvement of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous characters with each other, and 

the viewer in many of the double page spreads, is complemented by the positive ambience that is 
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created through the splashes of warm, vibrant and familiar of character clothes and weaving 

products on recurring backgrounds that do not change as the narrative progresses, this leads to 

neither a contrast negatively nor positively on Indigenous or non-Indigenous cultures.  However, 

the focalising of Rose creates for her a more prominent position for the reader to appreciate, and 

whilst both cultural representations are valued the focalisation of the single non-Indigenous 

character ensures she is the significant representation as the cultural experiences are through her 

eyes.   

  

Figure 10: Indigenous cultures valued - Collecting colour (Dunstan, 2008, p. 6-7) 

 

Figure 11: Indigenous cultures valued - Collecting colour (Dunstan, 2008, p. 4-5) 
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The Indigenous cultural practice of pandanus collecting and weaving is valued in the text.  

These implied values are evident through the image and verbiage that converge to express the 

importance of the Indigenous cultural practice.  The images that express this have a warm and 

positive ambience with either red and yellow splashes or background, as well as equal angled 

characters who are facing the reader, which aligns the reader to consider positively the value of 

this Indigenous cultural practices (Dunstan, 2008, p. 4-7).  The language choices that tells of the 

group collecting pandanus leaves strengthen this valuing, “Karrang has collected enough 

pandanus to fill her sack they rest in the deep cool shade” (Dunstan, 2008, p. 12).  The group 

deserve a rest in the, “deep cool shade”, after filling the sack with pandanus, this indicates to the 

reader that collecting pandanus is hard work and afterwards participants are worthy of a rest 

(attitude: judgement: +ve social esteem).  This also implies the harshness of the environment that 

they are working in, which is reinforced explicitly by, “Picking pandanus is very hot work” 

(attitude: appreciation: +ve valuation) (Dunstan, 2008, p. 12).  The participants are further 

inferred positively, “yet”, as being hard workers who are committed to their task as, “Their day is 

not finished yet” (attitude: judgement: +ve social esteem).  This aligns the reader to consider the 

work they are doing and the characters positively.  Rose is also judged positively as a valuable 

and contributing participant in the Indigenous cultural practices through the implicit 

interpersonal meanings expressed as, “’Maybe this is one, Karrang,’ Rose shouts to her”, because 

Rose “shouts” suggests that she is in her own space and does not need help or to be with the rest 

of the group to find the colour (attitude: judgement: +ve social esteem) (Dunstan, 2008, p. 12).  

Karrang has to squint to see that yes maybe she has found some colour revealing the success of 

Rose as a member of the group, even though she is not a part of their Indigenous cultural group.  

This implicit positive attitude of Rose as valuable suggests an endorsement of the non-

Indigenous focaliser, and aligns the reader to value Rose and her venture into Olive’s Indigenous 

world.  The valuing of the Indigenous cultural practices and people is evident in the text, 

however, it is still Rose who is primarily expressing her experiences and feelings which places 

her in a position of prominence.   

Essentialised Indigeneity. Identity is a complex notion, as it is a social construct with 

historical influences.  Australia’s colonial history has effected damage to Indigenous identities.  

This can lead to a construction of an essentialised Indigeneity in texts to counterbalance the 

effects of colonisation when Indigenous identity was shaped by an Imperialistic discourse of 

‘othering’.  Sensitivity to the effects of a colonising discourse generates an avoidance of 

presenting any negative representations of Indigeneity in literature, which can create overtly 

positive Indigenous identities.  However, Dunstan (2008) presents no great contrasts between 

Indigenous representations and non-Indigenous representations. The Indigenous people are 

associated with being knowledgeable of their cultural practices, however, there is little difference 

in the interpersonal meanings in language or image of the Indigenous or non-Indigenous 

characters.  The focalisation of Rose is the only difference evident in the portrayal of non-

Indigenous and Indigenous characters.  There is no exaggeration to the characters ability or 

knowledge, and they are not overtly spiritual.  Karrang and Aunty are inferred as worthwhile for 

their knowledge of collecting pandanus, as hard workers, for their care of Rose and Olive, 

however, this does not suggest the universal generosity that may be ascribed to an essentialised 

Indigenous representations (attitude: judgement: +ve social sanction).  The narrator expresses 

Rose’s positive feeling explicitly, “Rose loves to whizz her line around in the air and feel it fly 
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out into the river when she lets go” (Dunstan, 2008, p. 17).  This also implicitly suggests Rose is 

skilful at fishing building up Rose as a talented and worthwhile character to the reader along with 

the Indigenous characters (attitude: +ve affect).  A significant contrast is not created with the 

Indigenous characters, which does not create a superior Indigenous representation that is all 

truthful, spiritual and generous.  However, the use of the non-Indigenous Rose as the focaliser 

and the eyes through which Olive’s story and cultural practice is seen is an aspect of Indigenous 

literature that is worthy of further consideration.  The consistent positive interpersonal meanings 

in both language and image throughout the text present the Indigenous characters in an affirming 

manner, which aligns the reader to associate these representations optimistically without any 

overstated essentialised Indigeneity.   

Chapter Summary 

Indigenous identities constructed in children’s books have the capacity to influence our 

society, in particular children and their ways of making meaning of the world.  The literature 

review themes used in the chapter have proven to be significant in critically evaluating 

Indigenous representations in children’s picture books.  The data set chosen from the CBCA 

shortlisted Annual Book of the Year Awards have been evaluated using a critical multimodal 

discourse analysis with a focus on the interpersonal meanings in verbiage and images in 

addressing the themes from the literature review.   

The language used to express attitude provides a means to make positive and negative 

evaluations about a variety of phenomena.  This includes to criticise, approve, build empathy, 

make moral judgements, evaluate the quality of artefacts, nature, man-made creations, and 

cultural practices.  The author uses evaluative language to influence the reader to take a position 

on the meanings they take from the text. The interpersonal meanings in texts reveal the 

judgements made by writers and illustrators of the people, cultures and experiences represented 

in their books and how they would like to influence the reader.   

Consequently, the themes from the literature review, discourse of ‘othering’, the valuing of 

Indigenous cultures, monolithic Indigenous representations, and essentialised Indigeneity, 

through the study’s critical evaluation of the three texts Indigenous representations have been 

found to be significant.  In some instances the critical evaluation of themes uncovered 

Indigenous representations that were essentialised, ‘othered’ or monolithic.  Whereas other 

examples did not reveal such representations, rather they provided positive reflections of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures and presented Indigenous identities in its various forms.  

The exploration of an authors’ ideologies and how they would like to position the reader to relate 

to their text can inform the potential implications of a children’s book on its reader  The next 

chapter discusses the results using the themes from the literature review to compare and contrast 

the data set’s critical evaluation. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

Chapter Introduction  

 This chapter outlines the study’s critical evaluation of the data set using the themes from 

the literature review.  The themes include: a discourse of ‘othering’; monolithic Indigenous 

representations; the valuing of Indigenous cultures; and an essentialised Indigeneity.  The critical 

evaluation of the texts’ interpersonal meanings in the previous chapter revealed how the language 

choices and images position the reader to align with characters, cultures or cultural practices, the 

points of view of the creator, and the potential influence of this on the implied reader.  In this 

chapter each theme from the literature review will be used to compare and contrast the three 

selected CBCA shortlisted texts to establish how the findings support prior thinking or if there 

are any new ideas that have not previously been discussed in other work in this field.   

Discourse of ‘Othering’  

The colonisation of Australia is associated with a discourse of ‘othering’ that created 

binaries, which safeguarded Imperialistic power and control of the colonised by devaluing the 

Indigenous people and their cultures (Bradford, 2001).  The colonising nation used language and 

literature to shape their identities as civilised and formed the colonised Indigenous identities as 

primitive.  The CBCA texts selected for this study were all shortlisted from the past 15 years, 

which would suggest that they would not perpetuate a discourse of ‘othering’ from colonial 

times.  Bradford (2001) argues that, contemporary Australian children’s literature that contain 

Indigenous representations, even if they receive CBCA recognition, should be evaluated as to 

how they represent Indigeneity and how this positions the reader.  The authors’ choices in 

language and image, whether consciously or not, position the reader to react to these characters 

and cultural practices according to the author’s ideology.  Bradford (2007) affirms, “a crucial 

consideration in representations of Indigeneity in children’s literature relates to how point of 

view and focalisation encode subjectivities and position readers” (p. 72).   An important 

consideration for this study is how readers bring their own subjectivities to their reading and can 

accept or reject the author’s point of view, however, children’s literature purposefully presents 

ways of being in the world to children through its socialising influence on them (Winch, 

Johnston, March, Ljungdahl, & Holliday, 2010).  Children’s books help them to make meaning 

of their world and present ways for them to be in the world, and as such children are susceptible 

to assume a text’s underlying ideologies as normal.    

Characters ‘othered’ through difference created with language and image, rather than an 

explicit binary of Indigenous and non-Indigenous or civilised and primitive, were revealed from 

the critical evaluation of the texts’ implicit expressions of attitude.  For example, A is for Aunty’s 

depiction of the manager’s wife aligns the reader with the author’s point of view about the 

intrusive nature of her visits and patronising attitude towards her Indigenous family.  Whereas, in 

You and me: Our place the ‘othering’ of Auntie Ruby to the Indigenous males was expressed 

through a common female Indigenous stereotype that emphasised Uncle Tobias’ superior male 

Indigeneity.  Stephens (1992) explains the powerful influence an author’s point of view can have 

on a reader: 
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Point of view is the aspect of narration in which implicit authorial control of audience 

reading strategies is probably most powerful…the impulse of readers to surrender 

themselves to shaping discourse renders them susceptible to the power in point of view to 

impose a subject position from which readers will read. (p. 26-27) 

The authors’ choices in language and image suggests to the reader how they should react to the 

manager’s wife and Auntie Ruby.  The imposition of this discourse may alter the reader’s own 

beliefs and way of thinking about Indigeneity, which is not a new finding as the continuing 

influence of Indigenous representations in children’s literature has been documented in previous 

work in this field (Khorana, 1998; Webb, 2000; Bradford, 2001, 2007; Lunt, 2005; O’Connor, 

2010). 

The ‘othering’ of Auntie Ruby, in You and me: Our place, was realised through an 

implicit expression of attitude.  These implied interpersonal meanings of negative attitude 

contrasted her unfavourably against the male Indigenous characters, which created a gender 

distinction between the male Indigenous characters and Auntie Ruby.  A common female 

Indigenous representation which creates a gender bias is an, “essentialist version of Native 

woman described by bell hooks: ‘The black female voice that was deemed “authentic” was the 

voice of pain’” (Bradford, 2001, p. 32).  This ‘othering’ creates a gender bias and positions the 

reader to associate hardship and suffering with Auntie Ruby and endorses this view of pitying 

female Indigeneity (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 17).  bell hook’s version of Native woman is 

identifiable with Auntie Ruby’s characterisation as she is shown as a disadvantaged and 

struggling individual when compared to the capable male Indigenous characters.   

A comparison of the data set’s depiction of Indigenous females at the campfire draws 

attention to the difference in the placement of them around the fire.  The positioning of the 

Indigenous women within the two non-Indigenous constructed texts creates a model of the 

female that has a marked difference than that of the Indigenous constructed text.  The non-

Indigenous authored texts positioned the Indigenous female facing away from the viewer 

bending over the fire, which appears undignified and is not an open or inviting scene for the 

reader to interact with (Norrington & Huxley, 2008, p. 23-24; Dunstan, 2008, p. 20-21).  

Whereas the Indigenous author has positioned the female ‘oldie’ bending over, however, she is 

facing the viewer.  This portrayal expressed a view of an adult Indigenous female that enabled 

her to be respected by the reader, through being open and inviting the reader to interact she is not 

in a position to be observed and pitied for her subjugated position (Russell, 2000, p. 9).   The 

double ‘othering’ that Indigenous females experience because of race and gender is not a new 

finding and is confirmed in other studies in the field.  Mallan (2009) notes that black women are 

usually constructed as marginalised characters, he maintains how these stereotypes fail to voice 

the differences that exist within these generalised representations.  The gender ‘othering’ of the 

Indigenous female as inferior or suffering produces a stereotypical depiction, which in this study 

has been found to be specific to the non-Indigenous authors.    Despite the gender stereotypes in 

texts by non-Indigenous authors in this study it cannot be assumed that every non-Indigenous 

author’s female Indigenous representations would be stereotypical.  Additionally, nor can it be 

anticipated that an Indigenous author would not create stereotypical female Indigenous 

representations.    
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The use of stereotypical characters is a lingering effect of colonisation and perpetuates 

colonial discourses of ‘othering’ by deeming them as authentic interpretations of Indigeneity.  

Consequently, this makes significant Stephens’ (1992) argument that readers are susceptible to 

the power of the implicit expression of attitude which aligns them with the author’s point of 

view.  The study therefore raises the point that readers may take this view of female Indigeneity 

as an acceptable version and not question ideologies behind such representations.  Adiche’s 

(2009) argument that the one story can become the only story speaks of the need to be conscious 

of such stereotypes that can ‘other’ individuals, races or genders.   A text can be both skillfully 

written and biased, and because of this teachers need to develop in students the capacity to 

appreciate the writing, whilst also being both aware and critical of its underlying ideologies.   

A is for Aunty presented a clear difference with the depiction of the non-Indigenous 

manager’s wife, which implied an ‘othering’ of her to the text’s other characters.  This retelling 

of Russell’s (2000) childhood memory of inspection day reveal her impression of this time to 

readers.  Stephens (1992) thoughts on how an author’s point of view leaves the child reader 

prone to the influence of their beliefs and memories is once again important for the study.  The 

tensions that were typical of this contested time were implied through A is for Aunty’s language 

and image as the manager’s wife was positioned as detached, intrusive and patronising (Russell, 

2000, p. 10).  The representation of the manager’s wife writes back to Australia’s past which 

placed Indigenous people in the care of the government because of their perceived need to be 

cared for as they were thought incapable of caring for themselves, their families or their houses.  

Bradford (2007), describes how Indigenous authors recreate the past by using self-representation 

which puts forward an Indigenous account of their own experience.  As noted by this study and 

Bradford (2007), this practice has been found to be an important endeavour in the decolonisation 

of settler societies.  The ‘othering’ of the manager’s wife enables the Indigenous voice to reclaim 

their Indigenous point of view with another version of events which challenges the dominant 

non-Indigenous discourse of the 1950s.  This is significant for education to ensure viewpoints 

from a range of cultures and times are presented so not one cultural voice is heard to account for 

the past, present or future.  

Focalisation is another influential literary strategy, which can be explained as the view 

through which the narrative is told.  A focaliser was used in Collecting colour, which as Bradford 

(2007) explains immerses the reader in the representation of the focus character, which makes it 

difficult to disassociate from the narrative to examine the text’s ideologies.  Collecting colour 

utilised a non-Indigenous child, Rose, as the focal character which potentially creates an ‘other’ 

of the text’s Indigenous characters and cultures, by establishing Indigenous cultures are only 

seen through non-Indigenous eyes.  Rose is featured as the primary character and joins her 

Indigenous best friend and family on a series of Indigenous cultural practices.  Rose is pictured 

more than any other character throughout the text and the narrative focuses on Rose’s 

experiences and feelings, placing her as the significant character.  This has been shown to be a 

typical strategy of non-Indigenous authors as they use a non-Indigenous focaliser as a guide to 

Indigenous cultures.  This practice allows the non-Indigenous author to represent Indigenous 

cultures from the outside, rather than positioning themselves as a cultural insider to a culture that 

they do not belong to (Bradford, 2007).  The identification by this study of the common practice 

of the non-Indigenous writer using a focalisation of a non-Indigenous character is something that 

is similar to other studies of Indigeneity representations in children’s literature.  A new idea 
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which has been revealed by this research project is the position of power that this focalisation 

imparts to the non-Indigenous child and cultures, which suggests an ‘othering’ of the non-focal 

Indigenous characters and cultures because of their corresponding subordinate position.  A new 

binary in Collecting colour of the focal character Rose and the non-focal characters Olive and 

her family suggests an ‘othering’.  Due to the reader not hearing from within Indigenous cultures 

a distinction may be unavoidable as the narrative is positioned from the perspective of the 

dominant cultures.  Bradford (2007) notes, “non-Indigenous authors are more likely to construct 

non-Indigenous than Indigenous focalisers, since in this way they are able to represent 

Indigenous cultures from the outside and from the perspective of the majority cultures” (p. 73).  

The positioning of characters as primary and secondary may be inevitable when using a 

focalisation of non-Indigenous characters, as the subsequent view that is from the perspective of 

the principal culture stems from the constraint to write from within their own perspective and 

from outside of the Indigenous cultures.  However, this practice is worthy of further research to 

determine the effects this has on Indigenous identities.  A further critical evaluation of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous representations in children’s texts by non-Indigenous authors, 

which use Westernised eyes to see Indigenous cultures could provide further insight into this 

idea.   

A discourse of ‘othering’ was revealed in the literature review as being worthwhile to 

consider when critically evaluating the data set.   Bradford (2007) argues, “that indeed there is no 

escape from the colonial past, that the past enters the present in the form of…modes of 

representation…This is not to say that settler societies are condemned to perpetuate the cultural 

imbalances produced by colonial encounters” (p. 4).  As presented in chapter two, postcolonial 

literary criticism provides processes to critically evaluate representations of Indigeneity to attend 

to the vestiges of colonialism (Bradford, 2001).  However, it is also important to note when 

considering the effects of colonisation that Indigenous people should not be thought of as only 

victims as there is evidence of resistance and negotiation by the Indigenous people throughout 

colonisation (Bradford, 2007).  The critical evaluation of the CBCA shortlisted texts supports 

this view as a form of ‘othering’ was discerned in the texts.   The constructed difference in 

characters in some instances worked to align the reader empathetically with another character 

such as Uncle Tobias to the pitying of Auntie Ruby, and in other instances the reader is 

positioned to form negative attitude about the character and assume the author’s point of view, 

such as the manager’s wife in A is for Aunty.  Finally, the study revealed the potential for the 

focalisation of the non-Indigenous character by the non-Indigenous author to ‘other’ Indigeneity 

by only seeing Indigenous identities through Westernised eyes, which suggests further evaluation 

would be worthwhile.  

Monolithic Indigenous Representations 

 Children’s literature can socialise children about the ways of the world.  A concern when 

considering the representations of Indigeneity in children’s literature is whether children are 

presented with a monolithic view of Indigeneity that is, “represented as fixed within a scheme of 

stark oppositions oblivious to historical and cultural change” (Bradford, 2001, p. 208).  

Indigenous cultures are diverse and pluralistic, and they should not be thought of as a single 

identity that is primitive, unchanged and remote, or only authentic if lived in a historically 

traditional manner.  Bradford (2007) claims that issues of ‘authenticity’ in non-Indigenous 
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writing of Indigeneity creates a prejudice that centres on Indigenous people being viewed as 

authentic if they are represented “in regard to culture production, with ‘traditional’ forms and 

practices” (p. 85).     Representations of Indigeneity as remote, unchanging and historical are 

destructive and not an authentic representation of Indigenous cultures, which “falls back onto 

colonial views of the undifferentiated Other” (Bradford, 2001, p. 11).  Consequently a teacher 

who focuses on historical Indigenous cultures, or on those Indigenous cultures that live a more 

traditional existence, is providing students a view that may be detrimental to their developing 

concept of Indigenous cultures.   

You and me: Our place, a text by a non-Indigenous author, presents a view that values a 

monolithic Indigeneity.  Uncle Tobias is an Indigenous Elder, who has a position of significance, 

is presented as preferring to block out the modern world and remain in the past.  This monolithic 

Indigenous representation is common among non-Indigenous authors as noted by Bradford 

(2007) and Langton (1993), and is not a new idea in the area of Indigenous literature by non-

Indigenous writers.  Langton (1993) explains, that this is especially the case when there is no 

significant collaboration with Indigenous people in the construction of the text.  Norrington 

(2008) has re-told the stories of the long grass people who sleep out on the foreshore parks on the 

edges of Darwin, Northern Territory.  Notes provided by the publisher for educational purposes 

suggest that the Indigenous people’s dissatisfaction with how their own stories were disregarded, 

and their Indigenous stories were told through a non-Indigenous viewpoint (McLean, 2012).  

Alcoff (1991) argues, when the non-Indigenous speak for the Indigenous it can make it difficult 

to, “distinguish speaking about from speaking for all cases” (p. 9).  To speak from the outside of 

cultures the represented others are being spoken for and a generalising of those being spoken 

about forms an immovable view of Indigeneity.  For this reason, a range of Indigenous texts by 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors should be included in educational practice to ensure both 

voices are heard in classrooms and Indigeneity is presented in its multiplicity.  

Monolithic representations of Indigenous cultures cannot be identified as only a product 

of non-Indigenous people.  Indigenous people may have been affected by colonial systems of 

power that exposed them to a socialisation that promotes white superiority, as such texts by 

Indigenous writers are not inevitably free of stereotypes and colonial mythologies (Bradford, 

2007).   Bradford (2007) argues that, “since representation does not work as a simple operation 

whereby an author delivers the truth of others, but incorporates advocacy and judgements and 

acts of valuing as well as information” (p. 71).  The one speaking for the other requires an 

awareness of the others they are speaking for and also the implications of their subsequent 

representations (Bradford, 2007).  As such, a regard for how the monolithic representation of 

Indigeneity in children’s literature is limiting and destructive to Indigenous cultures, and 

provides misinformation for non-Indigenous readers is significant for all writers and educators.   

 The valued monolithic Indigenous representation in You and me: Our place is different to 

the Indigenous representations in the other two texts in the data set.  Both A is for Aunty and 

Collecting colour have a range of Indigenous representations that do not promote to the reader a 

view that Indigeneity is an unchanging cultural phenomenon.  The contrasting Indigenous 

representations in the three children’s picture books suggests Langton’s (1993) categories of 

Indigenous literature are appropriate for this sample of texts.  Firstly, Collecting colour written 

by the non-Indigenous Dunstan (2008) was inspired and approved by the Injalak artists, fibre 

artists and committee and the text’s Indigenous representations to not suggest a monolithic 
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Indigeneity.  Secondly, A is for Aunty details the Indigenous Russell’s (2000) childhood living on 

the Murrin Bridge Mission in Northern New South Wales, which also implies non-monolithic 

Indigenous representations.  This places only You and me: Our place with suggested monolithic 

representations, and interestingly this is also the text that was constructed by non-Indigenous 

writer and illustrator with little input by Indigenous people.  The study’s findings in regards to 

monolithic Indigenous representations are similar to the ideas already presented in the literature 

noted in chapter two.  Further critical evaluation of these three categories of Indigenous literature 

constructions and their representations of Indigeneity may be beneficial to reveal if this is 

replicated in other samples of Indigenous children’s literature. 

Indigenous Cultures Valued 

 The importance of examining Indigenous cultures in post-colonial children’s literature 

comes from Australia’s past and the colonial discourse that presented Indigenous cultures as 

inferior and therefore in need of being saved by the colonisers.  Pascoe (2012) explains, how 

Indigenous cultures have been affected by the invading cultures, “Our traditions have been 

assaulted by the cultures of the waves of people who have come to our country” (p. 39).  The 

representations of Indigenous cultures in children’s literature reflect the ideologies of the authors 

and illustrators, and also the cultures they were produced in.  Khorana argues that children’s 

literature has two divergent paths, “developing an overarching national identity that embraces all 

segments of the population and celebrating the cultural uniqueness of the individual regions” 

(1998, p. 10).  The language and images in texts position both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

readers to observe these cultural representations as accepted versions of Indigenous cultures.  

The hope that children’s literature can develop a harmonious national identity that celebrates 

cultural uniqueness conveys the necessity to provide representations of cultures as authentic that 

reveal to the reader an appreciation and respect.   

  You and me: Our place revealed a valuing of an Indigenous cultural past that excludes 

the modern world.  Shoemaker (2004) notes, that Indigenous Australians were often 

characterised by destructive and inferior stereotypes in popular literature, however, in contrast 

anthropologists promoted traditional Indigenous cultures as worthwhile.  This concept from 

Shoemaker’s work is reflected in You and me: Our place, which presents Indigeneity as being 

chiefly of value when represented as a traditional Indigenous culture from the past.  Although the 

two boys are presented as being a part of the modern Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures, 

Uncle Tobias is positioned as the superior character whose values are presented as being of worth 

to the reader.  A significant impact of valuing of traditional Indigenous cultural representations in 

non-Indigenous constructions on education is that contemporary Indigenous cultures may be 

devalued (Langton, 1993).  The Indigenous culture become the non-Indigenous account, the 

object, and the readers may consider this object as authentic and “be entirely unaware that they 

are observing an account” (Langton, 1993, p. 40).  These cultural representations may be the 

only interaction that non-Indigenous people have with Indigenous people, and the importance of 

these cultural meetings between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people is reflected in Australia’s 

ongoing reconciliation process.  The continuing challenges from colonial times are still present 

in Australian communities and the significance of developing children’s cultural awareness 

through children’s books that value the Indigenous cultures portrayed in them is a worthwhile 
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practice for the community as evidenced by the Australian Curriculum’s cross-curriculum 

Indigenous Priority (ACARA, 2014a).    

An example of the valuing of Indigenous cultures in A is for Aunty is through the 

representation of the ‘oldies’.  The ‘oldies’ were presented positively as an Indigenous group 

with a different set of beliefs who rejected the colonising forces that were prevailing upon them.  

This presented a view that refuted a homogenous Indigeneity that assumes that all Indigenous 

people have the same beliefs, which is a view that Bradford (2001) argues is an important factor 

when considering representations of Indigeneity.  Langton (1993) explains, Indigenous “cultures 

are extremely diverse and pluralistic. There is no one kind of Aboriginal person or community” 

(p. 11).  Although this valuing is based on a traditional aspect of Indigenous cultures, the valuing 

of other aspects of Indigenous cultures in the text disconnects the link to monolithic Indigenous 

representations.  This valuing of difference in Indigenous cultures is an affirming view of diverse 

Indigenous cultures that has been recognised by other work in the field as being significant for 

children’s literature (Bradford, 2001, 2007).  

 The texts A is for Aunty and Collecting colour from the data set revealed interpersonal 

meanings that positioned the reader to value both Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures as 

well as modern and traditional cultures.  These texts were a non-Indigenous and Indigenous 

collaborative construction, and an Indigenous construction, which once again appears to confirm 

Langton’s (1993) work in this field as the type of constructions that usually do not replicate 

mythology.  However, it cannot be assumed that this would be the case in all Indigenous 

children’s texts.  Bradford (2007) argues: 

It is not the case that texts by Indigenous writers always produce ‘better’ representations 

of Indigenous peoples and cultures than those by non-Indigenous writers….Indigenous 

people have frequently internalised colonial ideologies as they have been subjected to 

socialising practices that promote white superiority, so that texts by Indigenous people 

are not necessarily free of stereotypes and colonial mythologies. (p. 11)  

These texts therefore support Langton’s (1993) thoughts on textual constructions created by 

Indigenous authors, and non-Indigenous authors who have collaborated with Indigenous, which 

create Indigenous representations that are less likely to create an Indigeneity based on 

stereotypes.  Once again further study around the three categories of Indigenous text construction 

would provide further insight into this area.   

Essentialised Indigeneity 

A colonial discourse that presented Indigenous people as the noble savage, the dying 

race, or the primitive other was used to suppress the Indigenous population for colonial purposes.  

An essentialised Indigeneity may be maintained, consciously or not, by those wishing to offset 

the advantaged non-Indigenous position, or by an Indigenous need to resist colonial legacies by 

“creating a distinct, coherent and thus relatively homogenous pan-Indigenous social and political 

community” (Paradies, 2006, p. 357).  It should not be assumed that texts are free of 

essentialised Indigenous representations that coalesce Indigeneity with, “a universal truth, 

spirituality and generosity” (Bradford, 2001, p. 228), which is independent of place and time.  To 

produce an essentialised Indigeneity in children’s literature endorses an absolute and theoretical 
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Indigeneity, which “allows little room for invention, cultural change, or dialogue between 

Aboriginal and Western traditions” (Bradford, 2007, p. 85).  This practice proposes one story and 

as Adiche (2009) outlines, stories matter and many stories matter, there is a need for many stories 

to be available to children to develop an understanding of cultural diversity.  The creation of an 

essentialised Indigeneity proposes stereotypes that limits Indigenous cultural diversity and calls 

into question those Indigenous people who do not present with the prerequisite features.   

 Indigenous children’s literature may be the only contact non-Indigenous children have 

with Indigenous people and this makes the representations of Indigeneity in children’s books 

significant.  The texts from the data set would present to children divergent Indigenous 

representations for children to develop their understandings of Indigenous cultures.  As a result, 

Langton’s (1993) belief of the importance of testing imagined models by asking what is 

informing the mythologies and symbols and where the participant is situated in the dominant 

discourse is an important question for educators to ask.  The essentialised Indigeneity presented 

as the worthiest form of Indigeneity in You and me: Our place is achieved through the 

mythology of Indigenous spirituality and the images of Dreaming symbolism.  You and me: Our 

place’s essentialised Indigeneity does not render the difference as comprehensible and normal in 

this instance, as the reader is aligned to admire but not to understand.  The subject is advocated 

as the desired Indigenous state, and the reader is excluded from his Indigeneity as an observer to 

the more ‘realer than real’ Indigenous Elder.   

You and me: Our place presents an essentialised Indigenous representation, Uncle Tobias, 

which is not present in the data set’s other two CBCA shortlisted texts.  Essentialised Indigenous 

identities in literature, whether produced by Indigenous or non-Indigenous authors, can form 

more ‘realer than real’ representation that associate Indigenous people with a universal truth, 

spirituality and generosity (Bradford, 2001).  Langton (1993) contends these stereotypes are 

common when non-Indigenous people create Indigenous representations, although she does 

maintain this is possible for Indigenous constructed texts to produce these stereotypes as well.   

Dodson (2003) explains that:  

Our [Aboriginality] subjectivities, our aspirations, our ways of seeing and our languages 

have largely been excluded from the equation, as the colonising culture plays with itself. 

It is as if we have been ushered on to a stage to play in a drama where the parts have 

already been written. Choose from the part of the ancient noble spirit, the lost soul 

estranged from her true nature, or the aggressive drunkard, alternatively sucking and 

living of the system. No other parts are available for ‘real’ Aborigines. (p. 37) 

Bradford (2007) contends, that Dodson’s ideas on the parts already written for Indigenous people 

to play in literature, “are borne out by an examination of children’s texts by non-Indigenous 

authors” (p. 72).  This has also be found to be the case in this study’s critical evaluation of 

children’s literature.  The parts that are available for the Indigenous characters in You and me: 

Our place are the ancient noble spirit, and the lost soul who is sucking and living off the system.  

This finding from the critical evaluation of the text, supports the prior thinking around 

essentialised Indigenous representations, and in particular as having the potential to be 

stereotyped by non-Indigenous writers (Bradford, 2007; Dodson, 2003; Langton, 1993).  The 

essentialised representations of Indigeneity revealed in You and me: Our place, have implications 

for education as they constrain the scope of non-Indigenous people’s understanding of 
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Indigenous people, and call into question Indigenous people’s own value of their non-

essentialised Indigeneity.   

 A is for Aunty’s Indigenous representations are diverse and incorporate Indigenous people 

with human flaws along with having generosity, spirituality and expertise.  This presents to non-

Indigenous and Indigenous readers an Indigeneity that potentially has differences to their own 

cultures and enables them to realise their own cultural nuances are culturally engendered as are 

the Indigeneity they are comprehending.  Once again this reflects the notion that Indigenous 

authors will present an autobiographical view that inscribes their version of their lived 

experience, which counters the colonial discourse that can still resonate in settler societies 

(Bradford, 2007).  In comparison Collecting colour presents an Indigeneity that is not as diverse 

as A is for Aunty’s, however, through its language and image choices it has not revealed an 

essentialised Indigeneity.  The lack of diversity in Indigenous representations can be assigned to 

the non-Indigenous author and her telling of Indigenous cultures from the outside without 

having, the insights and permission, but also the capacity because of her non-Indigeneity to 

disclose Indigenous cultures from the inside.  As a result of this study it cannot be assumed that a 

non-Indigenous writer will necessarily use stereotypes or base their characters on Dodson’s 

(2003) proposed cast of Indigenous characters.  

  Indigenous representations that are constructed in children’s literature are a critical 

feature in developing children’s understanding of Indigenous cultures as robust, abundant and 

diverse.  The AC recognises that Indigenous identities are central to the cross-curriculum priority, 

which gives students opportunities to enrich, “their knowledge of Australia by engaging with the 

world’s oldest continuous living cultures” (ACARA, 2014a, p. 17).  The cross-curriculum 

Priority is purposed to developing students’ knowledge and understanding of Indigeneity so they 

can contribute to Australia’s continuing development.  Essentialised representations of 

Indigeneity, like those in You and me: Our place, need to be examined for the ideologies that are 

underpinning them.  Developing critical understandings of Indigenous representations may assist 

students to identify and understand representations of essentialised Indigeneity that are present in 

literature and who is creating these representations.  However, it cannot be assumed that the 

underlying ideologies are intentionally meant to damage as Bradford (2007) argues, “symbolic 

systems are informed by naturalised assumptions and expectations, which exist in most cases 

below the level of conscious thought” (p. 72).  The development of these critical understandings 

is significant for educators to be aware of the Indigenous representations that are created in 

children’s books as they may also be re-creating an Indigenous and non-Indigenous binary.  

Conversely, the other two texts, do not use a mythology or symbolism to reinforce their 

representations of Indigeneity, as their characters are not elevated to the same superior level of 

Indigeneity as Uncle Tobias in You and me: Our place.  Therefore, like other work in the field 

this study confirms it cannot be assumed that because a text is written by a non-Indigenous 

author the book will contain essentialised Indigeneity.  This presents to educators the reason to 

critically evaluate the texts they present to develop in students a critical understanding of 

consciously aware, diverse, and well-informed representations of Indigeneity as a way to ensure 

they have an opportunity to develop understandings of Indigenous people and cultures as diverse 

and pluralistic.   
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Chapter Summary 

 This chapter has outlined the study’s critical evaluation of the data set using the themes 

from chapter two.  The themes included a discourse of ‘othering’, monolithic Indigenous 

representations, the valuing of Indigenous cultures, and an essentialised Indigeneity.  The critical 

evaluation of the texts’ interpersonal meanings in chapter three revealed how the language 

choices and images positioned the reader to align with characters, cultures or cultural practices, 

the points of view of the creator, and the potential influence of this on the implied reader.  In this 

chapter each theme from the literature review was used to compare and contrast the three 

selected CBCA shortlisted texts to ascertain how the findings supported prior thinking in the 

field and provided new considerations which have not previously been discussed in other studies 

or identified as being of benefit from further examination which would be of interest and 

significance to the field.  These new considerations included: focalising a non-Indigenous 

character by the non-Indigenous author; Langton’s (1993) Indigenous textual construction 

categories; and the stereotypical Indigenous female representations in non-Indigenous textual 

constructions.  The next chapter will address the aims of the research project by answering the 

research questions, as well as review the central findings from the study, and the implications for 

education will be discussed.  The new contributions to the field that emerged from this study will 

be discussed, along with the limitations of the study, and areas for further research will be 

suggested.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

Chapter Introduction  

 This chapter addresses the aims of the research project by answering the research 

question.  The study critically evaluated how Indigenous identities and cultures were constructed 

in contemporary children’s literature, with themes revealed as relevant to the project in chapter 

two used in the analysis of the data set.  This critical evaluation provided insights into how these 

representations affect education and can inform the inclusion of Indigenous themes and cultures 

in the classroom.  A review of the central findings from the study and how they addressed the 

research questions will be outlined and the implications for education will be discussed.  New 

contributions to the field emerging from this study will be presented, the limitations of the study 

will be acknowledged and finally areas for further research will be suggested.   

Findings 

 The aim of the study was to critically investigate how Indigenous identities are 

constructed in contemporary Indigenous children’s literature, and how these representations 

affect education and can inform the inclusion of Indigenous themes and cultures in the 

classroom.  This critical investigation was underpinned by the four themes that were identified as 

being significant to critically evaluate the Indigenous representations in children’s literature.  

These themes included a discourse of ‘othering’, monolithic Indigenous representations, the 

valuing of Indigenous cultures, and representations of essentialised Indigeneity.  The study 

revealed four significant ideas when considering the effect of Indigeneity in children’s literature.  

Firstly, the Indigenous representations in children’s literature cannot be accepted as neutral or 

innocent as the themes used to critically evaluate the texts were found to be meaningful for the 

study’s data set Indigenous representations.  As such, all Indigenous children’s books cannot be 

accepted as being worthy of developing students’ critical understandings and appreciation of 

Indigenous cultures.  Secondly, these representations have implications for educators who are 

required to include Indigenous literature in their practice, and this is particularly because of the 

enculturating nature of children’s literature for their students.  Accordingly, a teacher needs to be 

attentive to the Indigenous representations that are contained in the texts they present to students 

to ensure they value the cultures presented and are not exclusively monolithic, essentialised, or 

present a discourse of ‘othering’ individuals, cultural groups or practices.  Thirdly, the three texts 

produced differing Indigenous representations according to whether the author was Indigenous, 

non-Indigenous with Indigenous collaboration, or a non-Indigenous with no significant 

Indigenous collaboration.  Educators should be aware of Indigenous textual constructions and in 

particular the cultural value of Indigenous people telling their own stories and how this can aid 

Indigenous cultures to reclaim their voice and intercede the dominant discourse by telling their 

stories.    

Knowledge of these Langton’s (1993) constructions for teachers would provide them 

with an appreciation of the Indigenous representations that may be present in the children’s 

literature they use in their practice.  A particular finding of significance was that the double 

‘othering’ of female Indigenous characters was found to be specific to the two non-Indigenous 

constructed texts, whereas the Indigenous text’s female representations of Indigeneity were not 
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found to be expressing an ‘othering’ according to gender.  Consequently, the text by a non-

Indigenous author with minimal Indigenous collaboration presented Indigenous representations 

that were suggestive of being stereotypical, essentialised, or ‘othered’.  Although, given the 

limitations of the study, it cannot be guaranteed that a text by an Indigenous author will produce 

better representations of Indigeneity than non-Indigenous authors.   

The first three findings noted above supported existing ideas on children’s literature that 

were reviewed in the study.  This noted the importance of Indigenous identities in picture books 

for education is owing to the significance of these texts in children’s lives, and the importance of 

evaluating the Indigenous representations in children’s books is because of the lingering 

influences of being a settler society that can be found in these texts.  The Indigenous textual 

constructions that Langton (1993) suggested were confirmed by the study, along with the 

propensity for non-Indigenous authors to used stereotypical depictions and in particular those of 

Indigenous females.   

A significant contribution that emerged from the research project was related to how the 

focalisation through the non-Indigenous character’s gaze potentially creates a marginalising 

binary with the Indigenous character. Focalisation places the non-Indigenous as primary and the 

Indigenous as secondary in the narrative and suggests a restriction to seeing Indigenous identities 

only through white Australian eyes. The focalisation of Indigenous stories through the Western 

child’s eyes is an area that would be worthy of further examination to uncover the effects of this 

practice on Indigenous representations in children’s literature.  This is not a suggestion that non-

Indigenous authors should exclude Indigenous representations in their textual constructions, 

rather it is proposed a study of the effects of this practice may provide a better understanding of 

the practice and be of significance to the field.  

A second contribution of the study was the use of critical multimodal discourse analysis 

in conjunction with postcolonial literary criticism was found to be significant as an effective 

approach to critically evaluating Indigenous representations in children’s literature.  This 

discourse analysis provided a specific analytical tool to identify how the reader was aligned to 

characters, cultures and cultural practices by examining language and images used to represent 

Indigeneity that supported postcolonial literary criticism.  A close analysis of the ways words and 

images worked to focalise some of the narratives through a white Australian gaze offers a way of 

critically understanding the nuanced ways in which an ‘othering’ of indigeneity may occur.  A 

limitation of the study, however, is that the semiotic tools of analysis are tools developed in 

Western culture. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) for example do explain that their visual analysis 

tools are predominantly aligned to a Western understanding of aesthetics. Further study of how 

such tools might account for Indigenous aesthetics is needed. 

 The question that guided the study remained a critical focus for the study and directed the 

research to provide an answer: How are Indigenous identities constructed in children’s literature 

and what are the implications for education?  The implications of the Indigenous representations 

for education are significant and the principal reason found by the study for this was Australia’s 

colonial past and the ongoing legacies of this past.  The destructive effects of colonisation are 

still evident in aspects of Indigenous cultures that, “include high rates of youth suicide, levels of 

incarceration out of all proportion to Indigenous populations, higher infant mortality statistics 
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than those for the general population” (Bradford, 2007, p. 9).  Whilst the consequences of 

colonialising power are significant, it is a mistake to assume that all Indigenous people are 

victims as there is evidence of intercession and resistance to colonisation and examples of 

Indigenous people’s successes and accomplishments throughout Australia’s history.  However, 

the evidence of the damaging legacies can be present in children’s literature and educators need 

an understanding of these lasting colonising vestiges to foster students’ appreciation and respect 

for Indigeneity.  The AC’s ATSI cross-curriculum priority requires teachers to develop students’ 

awareness, appreciation of and respect of Indigenous literature, as well as an understanding that 

Indigenous communities, “are strong, resilient, rich and diverse” (ACARA, 2014a, p. 17).  A 

significant finding for education is the potential for Indigenous literature to assist in the 

decolonisation of Australia by attending to the enduring colonial Indigenous disadvantage, which 

has been noted in other’s work.  Indigenous representations that are stereotypical, essentialised, 

monolithic, create an ‘other’, or express a devaluing of Indigenous cultures are unhelpful in 

developing students’ critical understanding of Indigenous identities.  As the manner in which 

children’s literature both produces and is a product of the culture in which it was created assigns 

this potential to develop a cultural appreciation of diversity.  This potential to develop cultural 

understanding is because of the influence children’s books have in forming students as members 

of society.  It is for this reason educators should have a critical awareness of the Indigenous 

representations in children’s literature that they use in their practice, and the picture books 

potential impact on students and on cultural development.     

Contribution to the Field  

The study has provided new considerations to the field of Indigenous children’s 

literature.  Firstly, insights about the effectiveness of using critical multimodal discourse analysis 

and postcolonial literary criticism to reveal how Indigenous representations in children’s 

literature are expressed and how this potentially positions the reader to view Indigeneity.  By 

critically evaluating the language and image choices, the explicit and implicit meanings can be 

defined and used to consider the ideologies present in the text.  This is a notable approach to 

evaluate the Indigenous representations in children’s literature that was not revealed previously.  

This approach was found to be significant for education as a text can be promoted by 

organisations such as the CBCA as having literary merit and still have questionable Indigenous 

representations.  Educators should be aware of the need to develop in students the capacity to 

appreciate the text’s writing as meaningful textual examples, and to also identify and challenge 

the underlying ideologies.  The new ideas of significance to the field include, the notion of the 

focalisation of non-Indigenous characters and the effect this has on revealing Indigenous stories 

through non-Indigenous eyes and the potential binary it creates between non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous representations.   

 The limitations of the study include: the constraining time and word count aspects of an 

Honours research project which has not allowed for a larger data set, further themes to evaluate, 

or to include participants to investigate how the Indigenous representations align actual readers 

to consider Indigeneity.  The use of the Western analytical tools to critically evaluate the 

Indigenous picture books and there is limited knowledge available on how such tools might 

account for Indigenous aesthetics.  Additionally, I come to Indigenous cultures as an outsider and 
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with a view of Indigeneity from the outside, as such I may have unintentionally inserted my non-

Indigenous biases which may have limited the scope of my work. 1   

Future Research  

 The study has answered the research question and presented new ideas which would be 

worthwhile for further research, as well as other findings that would benefit from a more 

comprehensive study.  Firstly, a future study that includes the non-Indigenous focalisation in 

Indigenous texts to reveal how this positions the Indigenous people and cultures present in 

children’s books and the subsequent implications of this practice for education.  Another finding 

which is significant for an additional research is that of Langton’s (1993) three categories of 

Indigenous textual construction to reveal if further Indigenous texts confirm her ideas and this 

study’s findings.  A more expansive study which incorporates a larger data set, additional 

significant themes and participants would provide a more substantial comparison of texts and 

evaluation of the relevant Indigenous themes in contemporary Indigenous children’s literature, 

and examine the effects of these on actual readers and their developing critical awareness and 

understanding of Indigeneity.  Additionally, this larger research project would indicate the 

reliability of this study’s findings.  A future study could also benefit from the inclusion of novels 

and films in the data set, which may reveal if these texts replicate the findings the same as this 

research project’s picture books and the implications of these literary texts for education.  

Further critical evaluation of the Indigenous gender representations would be of interest in a 

larger study to reveal if the findings of this study can be substantiated.   

Conclusion 

 The study’s question has been answered by the research project.  How are Indigenous 

identities constructed in children’s literature and what are the implications for education?    

Indigenous identities constructed as monolithic, essentialised, as diverse, as lived experience, as 

valued, as ‘othered’, as marginalised because of gender, through Western eyes, as well as 

traditional and contemporary examples were revealed.  The implications of these representations 

for education were found to be significant because they are part of intercultural dialogues for 

students.  The study indicated a crucial importance for educators to be cognisant of the 

Indigenous representations in the texts they present to students, the different Indigenous textual 

constructions, the influence they can have on students’ developing critical understanding and 

appreciation of Indigenous cultures, the need to provide students with the knowledge and skills 

to appreciate as well as critically evaluate texts and to expose the impact these cultural 

expressions have on the cultures that they embody.  Most notably the study revealed the 

importance of representing Indigeneity as diverse and valued, as telling many stories is crucial in 

the development of students’ awareness and appreciation of the Australia’s Indigenous cultures.   

This cultural awareness also enables students to see their own cultures characteristics against the 

diverse Indigenous cultures to realise their own cultural nuances are products of their culture and 

                                                 

1 I acknowledge I come to Indigenous cultures as an outsider. In my work I have sincerely endeavoured to be 

respectful, and to work reflexively by continually considering my position as an outsider to this culture. If I have 

caused offence through my work I would like to apologise.  
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not as the only way of being in the world.  Finally, there is a need for children’s literature to 

express Indigeneity in its richness and multiplicity to alleviate the destructive effects of 

colonisation, and respond to the enduring disadvantages Indigenous people face in contemporary 

Australian society.    
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