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The title of this book is enigmatic and enticing. What is the space that is ‘beyond white 

guilt’? What could be the ‘real’ challenge for black-white relations? I was intrigued to know 

what Sarah Maddison has to say about this. 

As I see it, the argument that Maddison puts forward is that the failure of non-

Indigenous Australians to acknowledge our collective guilt over the appalling treatment 

Aboriginal people have endured since first colonisation by Europeans leaves us caught in a 

deadlock that stifles any attempts at reconciliation, let alone allows us to redress the lack of 

basic human rights Indigenous people still struggle against (cf. the Northern Territory 

Intervention). 

Her argument is a very good one; however some of her premises, in my opinion, are 

flawed. For Maddison, our refusal to either acknowledge past abuses, whether deliberate or 

caused through ignorance, or our denial that they happened (just as for Holocaust deniers), 

leaves us in limbo, without a way forward. This she sees as the reason why so many past 

government policies on Indigenous issues have failed. However, this premise is based on the 

assumption that the general population has a full understanding of what the past abuses were, 

which I think, for the majority, is not the case. Despite the achievements of the reconciliation 

movement and Sorry Day bridge walks around the country, many Australians go about their 

daily lives never having met an Aboriginal person and, in large part due to past government 

policies of segregation, assimilation and silence, do not give Indigenous issues a second 

thought. The majority of my own Australian history students are shocked to learn of the 

history of Indigenous/non-Indigenous relations in this country. 

Indeed, most Australians rely on historians to inform them about our past, but how are 

they to do this when historians don’t even agree? Maddison is diplomatically non-committal 

when discussing what we know as ‘The History Wars’, but she nevertheless neglects to 

recognise that the general electorate must be confused when some historians (Reynolds, 

Manne, Boyce, Ryan et al) demonstrate that there was an orchestrated war by early settlers 

against Tasmanian Aboriginal people that is denied by other prominent historians 

(Windschuttle, Blainey, Brunton et al). Presumably Maddison would consider these latter 

historians deniers of the true facts and hence of the collective guilt, but this is not spelled out, 

perhaps again diplomatically, in the hope of achieving some sort of mediation. Even so, if 

historians who have the skills and resources to access the raw materials needed to shed light 

on ‘the truth’ can’t agree on what that is, then how can the public? 

All historians know that the past is highly interpretive. There are many valid versions 

of the past, so shouldn’t Windschuttle be entitled to his view? This is not to say that I agree 

with Windschuttle; quite the contrary. From the more than twenty years I have worked in the 

field of Indigenous studies, I am convinced we are guilty of nothing short of genocide, as 

defined by the United Nations, and as espoused by Maddison. I also believe the Holocaust 

took place, because there is too much oral historical evidence supporting it, however well the 

archival record was hidden, just as there is with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples, whose strong oral tradition is well documented. My point is that Maddison’s 

argument cannot be sustained through the premise that there is one historical truth that we 

must all agree on. 
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Perhaps Maddison would argue that the level of the violence inflicted is not the point 

and that we should all acknowledge harm. However, I don’t know how we can all accept our 

collective guilt if some of us believe, like Windschuttle, that Aboriginal people had no 

cultural sanctions against killing people outside their immediate clans and brought conflict on 

themselves (an extraordinary, generalised and racist assertion), while others believe (some of) 

our forebears engaged in wholesale slaughter.  

Maddison also attributes the emergence of a strident nationalism that she calls 

‘somewhat defensive’ and ‘downright hostile’ (30) to feelings of collective guilt. I agree that 

Australian patriotism has become aggressive (as demonstrated by the 2005 Cronulla riots), as 

opposed to celebratory, which is the American fashion. Likewise I agree that it is considered 

‘un-Australian’ to be critical of our history (43). However, this rationale is somewhat tenuous 

if one considers the history of cultural cringe Australian society has had over the last 200 

years, arising from our settlement as a penal colony, bearing the ‘convict stain’ and our 

perception (both here and there) as poor cousins of Britain. Australians are well aware of this 

heritage, as opposed to the legacy of Aboriginal history.  

While I have issues with the basis of the argument for this book, what is most 

frustrating about it is that there is no attempt to offer any discussion of how we ‘acknowledge 

our collective responsibility, change at a deep level, and develop a revitalised view of our 

national self’ (back cover).  

Like the Hon. Michael Kirby in the Foreword (xiii), I have not agreed with everything 

I have read in this text, and I agree with him that few Australians will, for a panoply of 

reasons. However, I admire Maddison for tackling what is in every respect a very thorny 

topic and for bringing it back into the discourse. After all, it was raised forty-six years ago, 

when Dr Martin Luther King Jr said that, ‘The white man needs the Negro to free him from 

his fears. The white man needs the Negro to free him from his guilt.’
1
 Like Maddison, I don’t 

have answers, but also like her, I believe that ‘repressing the facts of our history will never 

set us free’ (154) and acknowledging collective guilt is the only way forward. Acceptance 

and restitution are in our best interests (145). We can’t change the past, but perhaps we can 

reconcile it through exchanging pride for humility and adopting a generosity of spirit to free 

us from our fears and to free us from our guilt. 

 

Sue Anderson 
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 ‘Martin Luther King Jr.: Leader of Millions in Nonviolent Drive for Racial Justice,’ New York Times 15 April 

1968. Web. 13 October 2012.  www.nytimes.com/books/98/01/18/home/king-profile.html 


