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A Cultural Reclamation: Subversion of Imperialist Ideologies in Follow the Rabbit-Proof 

Fence by Doris Pilkington/ Nugi Garimara 

Colonization gained currency through its negative portrayal of the communities it sought 

to dominate, thereby perpetuating imperialist prejudices. Postcolonial authors thus try to offer the 

true representation of their culture, while at the same time try to subvert imperialist discourses 

that denied them recognition in the first place, so as to produce a decolonizing effect. According 

to Nelson, just as the European texts functioned as instruments of cultural destruction for the 

blacks, the Aboriginal texts now serve as a means of cultural regeneration (31). In such a 

scenario, Doris Pilkington/Nugi Garimara’s act of narrating the trauma caused to her mother’s 

family, in Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence, becomes a deliberate act of cultural reclamation. 

Pilkington/Garimara aims to create a cultural text that resists imperialist ideologies that viewed 

colonization not “as exploitation but as a form of kindness” (Pilkington 19). These “civilizing” 

ideologies surface in the novel in the form of (1) the colonizer’s self-assumed authority over 

Indigenous people’s cultural autonomy, (2) possession of their land, and (3) hypocritical notions 

of education. Thus, through this biographical counter-discourse, Pilkington/Garimara rationally 

subverts and resists long-established negative views surrounding Aboriginal cultures to uplift her 

community’s historical and cultural status.  

Pilkington/Garimara, in the novel, emphasizes how the white settlers refuse to accept 

Aboriginal practices because they are seen as unsophisticated. Early in the text, she indicates that 

the entire Aboriginal population “grew to realize what the arrival of European settlers meant for 

them: it was the destruction of their traditional society and the dispossession of their land” (13). 

She also notes that the colonizers “took advantage of Aboriginal cultural beliefs to further their 

own gains” (16). Thus, the colonizers conveniently portrayed the Aboriginal cultures as the 
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antonymous embodiment of the word “civilization” so as to further their imperialist agenda. 

Pilkington/Garimara illustrates a facet of this phenomenon while saying how the Aborigines 

were “introduced to ‘civilization’ as they...wore [white man’s] hot, uncomfortable clothes” (31). 

By putting the word “civilization” in quotation marks, she seems to hint towards the irony of the 

term. Here Pilkington/Garimara appears to be in dialogue with Thomas Hobbes’ infamous 

assertion that “in a state of nature life would be ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’” (qtd. in 

Nichols 47). This statement portrayed the Aborigines’ choice to remain nude as being “savage.” 

Pilkington/ Garimara, however, explains the reason that the Aborigines don’t wear clothes is that 

they are “hot [and] uncomfortable” (31). This statement subverts Hobbes’ prejudiced notion as 

the Aboriginals people’s beliefs are illuminated as logical rather than “brutish.” Furthermore, an 

Aborigine notes that the “[white settlers] don’t like to see naked fulla” and, as a result, the 

Aborigines are coerced to cover themselves (31). The statement explains the “civilization” of the 

Aborigines as a matter of personal preference of the colonizers. Thus, Pilkington/Garimara 

presents imperialist rationale as potentially baseless and prejudiced. 

Another way in which Pilkington/ Garimara invites us to ponder the imposition of 

colonial authority is by focusing on Constable Riggs who acts in the role of Protector of the 

Aborigines. The word “protector” seems of particular interest because an ideal “Protector of the 

Aborigines” would be someone who is accepting of Aboriginal practices and interested in their 

preservation. However, by separating Molly, Daisy, and Gracie from their homes to be trained as 

domestic laborers, Constable Riggs does the opposite of what a “protector” would. Thus, 

Pilkington/Garimara perhaps employs the term “protector” not only as an allusion to Riggs’ 

official title but also in an ironical sense. Furthermore, when Constable Riggs tells the Aboriginal 

community at Jigalong with a voice “full of authority and purpose” (44) that he is to take the 
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half-caste girls to the school, the rest of the family simply reacts dejectedly. Here, 

Pilkington/Garimara asserts how the colonizers simply assume governance over the Aborigines. 

The native settlers can’t possibly resist such impositions because they know “the white settlers 

[are] a protected species; they [are] safe with their own laws and [have] police and soldiers to 

enforce these laws” (15). However, no such “protection” is extended to the Aborigines. All they 

can do is “[grieve] for their abducted children” (45). By employing the word “abducted” here, 

Pilkington/Garimara calls out the colonizer’s “civilizing” mission for what it is—coercion. As 

Nichols notes, the Aborigines, “being uncivilized by definition, were outside the sanctions of 

both morality and law” (56). Thus, Pilkington/Garimara questions the unjust power dynamics 

where the Aborigines are forcefully placed under colonial jurisdiction while simultaneously 

denied any rights as colonial subjects.  

Pilkington/Garimara further questions imperialist ideologies by contemplating the issue 

of land. Describing the advent of colonization, Pilkington/Garimara states that “the government 

introduced a policy allowing large areas of the country to be claimed by Europeans 

farmers...without any provision being made for traditional owners, the Mardujara people” (18). 

This forced acquisition alludes to imperialist discourses perpetuated by philosophers like John 

Locke. According to Locke, “mankind's need for preservation creates a property right—even in 

the land of another. This reverses the notion of theft; making forced acquisition of land 

justifiable when it can be established first that one person is more wasteful than another” 

(Nichols 48).  Throughout the text, Pilkington/Garimara subverts this notion by illustrating how 

the white settlers, who are not well-acquainted with the land, simply exploit its resources. This 

phenomenon is highlighted during the journey to Moore River Native Settlement, when she 

describes the experience of Molly, Gracie, and Daisy, saying: “there were too many cars and 



	 Chadha 4 

trucks...it was too mad for the girls. They knew they could easily get lost in this manmade 

environment with so few trees and only small patches of bush” (58). The statement suggests that 

what the white settlers deem as “civilization” is actually exploitation of natural resources. 

Pilkington/Garimara may be suggesting the environmental impacts of colonization and 

subsequent industrialization which, in turn, question Locke’s theory of whether the white settlers 

are indeed effectively using the land.   

Furthermore, while narrating Molly, Daisy and Gracie’s escape from the school, 

Pilkington/Garimara subtly showcases Aboriginal kinship with their land. Molly is shown as 

being resourceful during the escape “because the wilderness [is] her kin.” Here, Pilkington/ 

Garimara illuminates Aboriginal cultural beliefs where they trust the land to “always provide[s] 

shelter, food, and sustenance” (82). Lovrod elaborates on this instance saying “Molly...can read 

the land in ways that the colonists have long since forgotten, or perhaps never knew” (74). 

Therefore, we witness a stark contrast in the white settler’s treatment of land and the native 

settler’s treatment of the same. The white colonizers view land in terms of its lucrativeness, 

feasibility, and ownership. Whereas the Aborigines forge a kinship with their land—they know 

that the land will provide them sustenance. Aboriginal understanding of land thus seems far 

superior. As Grant, et al. note, Aborigines are “accomplished conservationists, effectively 

managing both scarce natural and genetic resources,” (392). Thus, Pilkington/Garimara 

represents Aboriginal kinship to the land and the colonial destruction of the same, which in turn, 

challenges Locke’s imperialist ideologies.  

Similarly, the rabbit-proof fence presents itself “as a typical response by the white people 

to a problem of their own making” (109). The rabbits who were imported by the white settlers to 

Australia “multiplied at an alarming rate” (32) and thus necessitated the construction of the fence 
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which lends its name to the title of the novel. The fence is not only a symbol of the ecological 

disturbances created through the colonizers’ interference but also a symbol of “futile attempt[s] 

by the government of the day” (109). The statement potentially gives new significance to the title 

as Pilkington/Garimara depicts Molly and her sisters’ journey home using the colonizer’s 

landmark. Lovrod takes note of this saying, “one unintended consequence is that the rabbit-proof 

fence provides young Molly... with a hidden-in-plain-sight map home” (78). Thus, the title 

Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence itself hints towards how Pilkington/Garimara uses the colonizer’s 

ideologies and symbols to reclaim her own culture.  

Perhaps one of the most crucial ways in which Pilkington/Garimara resists imperialist 

ideologies is by dismantling the idea of education in the novel. In the early 1900s, the white 

settlers attempted to anglicize the Aborigines, rounding up half-caste children to educate and 

prepare them for service and integration into ‘civilized’ world (Grant, et al. 392). 

Pilkington/Garimara notes the rationale behind this by saying how “the common belief at the 

time was that Part-Aboriginal children were more intelligent than their darker relations and 

should be trained to be domestic servants and laborers” (40). While Pilkington/Garimara herself 

doesn’t comment on it, the imperialist hypocrisy is evident—the colonizers don’t intend to 

educate or “civilize” the Aborigines in order to elevate their lifestyles. They consider the black 

Aborigines inferior, however, deem the half-castes slightly more redeemable because of their 

lighter skin. Hence, they are willing to cast them into the lowest strata of white society by 

training them as domestic labor for ‘[they] can never afford to pay English servants the high 

wages they expect” (16). In this sense, what white “civilizing” mission means for the Aborigines 

is to be integrated into an exploitative society. An ideal education would be one that allows them 

access to the same resources as white children. However, the colonizers have established a 
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system informed by racial prejudices, where they “train” rather than “educate” the half-caste 

Aborigines for limited roles in white society. 

We witness another flaw in the idea of education when Molly, Daisy, and Gracie are at 

Moore River Native Settlement. The girls are confined to deplorable conditions in a school 

which is “like a concentration camp” (72). Moreover, the girls are asked to use “buckets” as a 

“lavatory,” symbolizing how “civilization” is actually a guise for further marginalization. 

Pilkington/Garimara illustrates what the colonizers propose as education is actually a way to 

accomplish complete erasure of Aboriginal culture.  The girls are told they can’t “talk blackfulla 

language” (72) at the school. They disbelievingly echo how unfair this imposition is by saying 

how they “can’t talk [their] old wangka” (73). By informing us that the “blackfulla language” is 

actually called wangka, Pilkington/Garimara endows recognition on her native tongue which is 

condemned as “blackfulla language.” An act of naming here poses social repercussions. Just as 

crudely dismissing all Aboriginal languages as “blackfulla” serves to demean a rich history, by 

acknowledging the language as “wangka,” she seems to resist such demeaning imperialist 

impositions on her native language, and thus reclaim her culture. Pilkington/Garimara subverts 

imperialist logic, subtly unveiling its hypocrisy, by showing how “education” under the colonial 

regime meant the dissolution of Aboriginal culture. Furthermore, when Molly and her sisters 

escape the settlement, we witness that Molly has “learned and developed bushcraft skills and 

survival techniques from an expert, her stepfather, a former nomad of the desert” (82). As Grant, 

et al. note, before the white settlers came, the Aboriginal people, while seemingly primitive, 

“were sophisticated in knowledge of their world and in their methods of transmitting that 

knowledge across generations” (392). Molly’s resourcefulness suggests that the Aboriginal 

community is, in reality, self-sufficient and knowledgeable but the colonizers project them as 
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“illiterate” (75) to dominate them. Thus Pilkington/ Garimara exposes colonial education as a 

way to save the Aboriginals “for [white] civilization by ‘rescuing’ them from [Aboriginal] 

civilization” (Nichols 55). 

Another idea of education and language that is implicitly present in Follow the Rabbit-

Proof Fence is Pilkington/Garimara’s conscious decision to write the novel in English. 

Pilkington/Garimara, “who was herself incarcerated at Moore River as a child, uses the process 

of writing to rebuild her access to a world view and way of being that she was denied by [the 

colonizers]” (Lovrod 75). She perhaps offers her most resilient act against imperialism by not 

allowing colonial education systems to erase her heritage. Rather she employs the same colonial 

language to represent her culture on a global platform. Here, Nelson notes: “the cultural 

representatives of contemporary black Australia, its writers and artists, no longer have to rely 

only on oral forms of cultural expression to counter the European textual onslaught; they can 

now appropriate and press into service the very tools from their enemy’s arsenal: written texts 

and the English language itself” (31). In this way, she uses the colonizer’s language to illuminate 

her culture’s history which had suffered erasure partly due to the English language, thereby 

wielding the colonizer’s “civilizing” weapon against them. 

Through the act of writing Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence, Doris Pilkington/Nugi 

Garimara creates a text of cultural significance. She not only preserves and uplifts Aboriginal 

history but also offers a counter-discourse that challenges imperialist notions that condemned the 

Aborigines as “uncivilized.” The story of her mother’s family “indeed offer[s] us a glimpse of 

larger patterns of social, economic, and political forces that shape history” (Nelson 32). By 

reclaiming her cultural practices, the Indigenous use of land, and generations’ worth of 

knowledge, she exposes how colonization erased the Aboriginal culture that was once 
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prosperous and self-sufficient. According to Nelson, the novel’s “documentary nature and 

ethnographic realism enable[s] it to serve as a version of oppositional history...[biographies] are 

not only recorded recollections but also modes of interrogating history” (32). Thus, 

Pilkington/Garimara rationally and successfully reclaims her rich Aboriginal culture while 

subverting imperialist ideologies that gained currency through imposition, manipulation, and 

misrepresentation of the Indigenous cultures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 Chadha 9 

 

Works Cited 

Grant, Randy R., et al. “Should Australian Aborigines Succumb to Capitalism?” Journal of  

Economic Issues, vol. 39, no. 2, 2005, pp. 391-400,	www.jstor.org/stable/4228151. 

Accessed 4 Feb. 2019. 

Lovrod, Marie. “Narrow Escapes: Gendered Adolescent Resistance to Intergenerational  

Neo/Colonial Violence across Time and Space.” Rocky Mountain Review, vol. 69, no. 1,  

2015, pp. 68-86, www.jstor.org/stable/24372864. Accessed 4 Feb. 2019. 

Nelson, Emmanuel, S. “Literature against History: An Approach to Australian Aboriginal  

Writing.” World Literature Today, vol. 64, no. 1, 1990, pp. 30-34, 

www.jstor.org/stable/40145789. Accessed 23 Feb. 2019. 

Nichols, Robert Lee. “Realizing the Social Contract: The Case of Colonialism and Indigenous  

Peoples.” Contemporary Political Theory, vol. 4, no.1, 2005, pp. 42–62,  

Proquest, doi:10.1057/palgrave.cpt.9300153. Accessed 23 Feb. 2019. 

Pilkington/Garimara, Doris/Nugi. Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence. University of Queensland  

Press, 1996. 

 

 

	
	

 

 

  


