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Postcolonial studies has been critiqued by many Indige-
nous studies and critical race and whiteness studies schol-
ars for its inadequate theorisations of race and Indigenous
sovereignty. Building on many of these critiques, Alison
Ravenscroft’s The Postcolonial Eye: White Australian Desire
and the Visual Field of Race is an important contribution
to understandings of race and postcoloniality in Australia.
Using the theme of the ‘visual field of race’, Ravenscroft
examines historical writing and literature about and by
Indigenous people, to argue that there are cultural di-
vides between settlers and Indigenous people that remain
perpetually unbridgeable, and out of the white subject’s
field of vision. According to Ravenscroft, ‘modern Indige-
nous cultures remain in significant ways profoundly, even
bewilderingly, strange and unknowable within the terms
of settlers’ epistemologies’ (p. 1). Examining the white
Australian subject’s sense of out-of-placeness, Ravenscroft
asks: are there alternative ‘ways of seeing’ that might make
it possible for a white subject to ‘approach Indigenous
cultural practices as a stranger or foreigner might’? Is
there a way for the white subject to see the Indigenous
subject without trespassing or colonising, but instead
by ‘acknowledging radical difference’ and Indigenous
sovereignty?

Ravenscroft approaches these theoretical questions by
drawing upon the colonial archive and Australian litera-
ture. For the most part, theories of race and vision are
condensed in the book’s first three chapters. While these
theories could have been further developed throughout
the book, Ravenscroft is more concerned with illuminat-
ing particular passages and descriptions of Indigenous
people and their culture, to expose the limits of white set-
tler discourse and interpretations of the Australian land-
scape. Ravenscroft employs a method of critique through-
out her book that aims to interrogate the often heav-
ily loaded genre of white settler writing, as exemplified
in her study of Ken Gelder and Jane Jacobs ground-
breaking book, Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity
in a Postcolonial Nation (1998). According to Ravenscroft,

Gelder and Jacobs install a white settler sensibility and
sense of belonging by reading an ‘Aboriginal settlement’
as a ‘homestead’ instead of as a place of Indigenous dispos-
session and colonisation. Ravenscroft argues that Gelder
and Jacobs frame Aboriginal belonging through the lens
of the white settler through which Aboriginal people ap-
pear to be only at home in ‘the white man’s home instead
of their own?’ (p. 85). This notion of the blurred white
settler vision is developed throughout the book.

To expose the limits of white settler literary criticism,
Ravenscroft examines Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise
(1997) and Carpentaria (2006). White scholars, as Raven-
scroft notes, have failed to acknowledge the ‘unimagin-
able, invisible . . . gaps and holes’ and the ‘particular
places where a white reader might remain blind before’
Wright’s work (p. 45). Although this particular section of
Ravenscroft’s book would probably only appeal to liter-
ary theorists, her theorisation of ‘white reading practices’
will have a wider appeal to critical race studies scholars
by showing that whiteness is embodied in how white set-
tlers read Indigenous-signed texts. As Ravenscroft asserts,
even though many Australian literary critics acknowledge
that Indigenous texts cannot be completely understood
by white readers, ‘still the idea persists that white subjects
can know the meaning of Indigenous-signed texts and
the intentions of their authors, if only we are careful and
canny enough’ (p. 47). According to Ravenscroft, white
settler literary critics should not seek to ‘know’ the Indige-
nous subject through literature, but rather acknowledge
the imperfections and partiality of white settler vision.
This perhaps is the most unsettling aspect of writing by
Indigenous people that Ravenscroft suggests might pro-
ductively enable white settler scholars to account for their
own whiteness.

While the notion of blurred White vision is developed
persuasively throughout the book, it is surprising that
Ravenscroft does not devote as much attention to pho-
tographs as she does to literature. For this reason, the book
will perhaps belong on a literary studies shelf, although
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historians and anthropologists may find crucial insight
in her close-readings of W.E.H. Stanner’s anthropological
writings and Rita Huggins’ personal correspondence with
the Superintendent at Cherbourg, William Porteus Sem-
ple, in the 1940s. Nevertheless, Ravenscroft’s deftness at
moving between contemporary Australian literature, lit-
erary criticism and the colonial archive is one of the book’s
strengths. Yet, for a book that deploys the ‘visual field of
race’ as its central theme, it is disappointing that only
one chapter — Chapter 8: ‘Matron always carried a small
whip’ — explores photographs of Indigenous people. In
this chapter, Ravenscroft examines the work of amateur
white photographer, Agnes Semple, who took a keen in-
terest in photographing Indigenous people at Cherbourg
mission in the 1920s and 1930s. Ravenscroft’s argument
that Semple’s highly staged photographs offer whites a
scene of ‘their own narcissism’ (p. 128), most clearly en-
capsulate the book’s argument, which would have been
most useful at the beginning of the book, rather than to-
wards the end.

For those interested in exploring questions of how
white settler subjects can engage with writing about and
by Indigenous people, this book is certainly worth read-
ing. The theoretical questions that Ravenscroft raises will
enable this book to have a wide appeal to many scholars,
especially those with an interest in postcolonial studies,
critical race and whiteness studies, and of course, literary
studies. The case studies in the book and Ravenscroft’s
focus on close-readings rather than on theory, makes this
book easy to read and accessible to many readers.
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At the outset I wish to welcome this book. It is a timely
intervention in the Indigenous policy debate. Admittedly
there is very little in the book about education, never-
theless it does provide us with the means for a critical
engagement with policy, which is badly needed in this the
post-ATSIC and Native title era.

The key question that Sullivan sets out to address is:
‘How can we move towards a public policy philosophy in
which Aboriginal and settler interests converge, without
either perpetuating second-class separate development in
the name of self-determination or effacing Aboriginal dif-
ferences?’ (pp. 1–2).

What is crucial for me here is the framing of Aboriginal
and settler. It is a welcome reminder to all non-Indigenous
Australians that we are indeed settlers and that there is a
particular dynamic to the ways in which settlers tend to
recognise and therefore behave towards the Indigenous
populations that they conquer and dispossess. Central to
that dynamic I would argue is the tendency to see the dis-
possessed as the Despised or Pitiful/Childlike or Comical
or Resented or Exotic Other.

Sullivan outlines three main policy approaches — as-
similation, self-determination and what he terms ‘norma-

lisation’, which tends to swerve towards assimilation. The
arguments around self-determination currently receive a
good deal of attention. This has led to a ‘disenchantment’
among the public with regard to Indigenous policy. It
would be naı̈ve here to believe that powerful interests have
not played a role in creating that same disenchantment.
Nevertheless, the continuation of Indigenous disadvan-
tage constitutes a powerful argument for policy change.

I would like to add that the process of disenchant-
ment, especially in the field of education, generally takes
the form of the narrative ‘we have tried everything and
nothing works’. I have always found this a strange posi-
tion because, as Hattie’s research shows, almost everything
works in education. Generally, however, it is fairly easy to
get to the ideological basis of the narrative by asking ‘Well,
what exactly have you tried?’ and then refusing to take
‘everything’ as an answer.

There are several mentions of Sutton’s (2009) The Pol-
itics of Suffering as there might well be, given its public
prominence. Sullivan, in my opinion, is overly kind to Sut-
ton’s book. To my mind, Sutton’s work is marred above all
by a total absence of any attempt to answer what should
be done. The advocacy of culture as a resource raises the
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