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Culture Wars vs Common Ground
Aotearoa should focus on active listening, over free speech, in its pursuit of successful
democracy.

Democracy is often portrayed as something raging, a flame that must be kept burning. As a
young person, | might be expected to perceive this view as inspiring, and | do find it so — but
only to a certain extent. Instead, | argue that the real power of democracy lies in the passive: the
guiet times given for the smaller voices to be heard; the sound of thinking, truly thinking, before
one speaks; the pause that only comes with active listening. For a flame to ignite, to fully find
life, it needs oxygen. It needs to breathe.

Recent events in Aotearoa New Zealand, and their immediate absorption by election year
discourse, have revealed that affective polarisation is not an issue limited to larger foreign
nations, nor one that stopped when Covid disappeared from the news cycle. Cyclone Gabrielle
left behind catastrophic physical damage, but also heated political debate over Auckland Mayor
Wayne Brown's response time and whether climate adaptation or action should be our greater
priority. The counter-protest that met the arrival of anti-transgender rights activist Posy Parker
provided a topic for incendiary think pieces and everyday conversations where the anti-mandate
protest in Wellington had filled similar subject lines a year prior. Major events in the news cycle
have long been invoked by politicians and activists alike as opportunities to engage voters and
support, but the productivity of this participation is limited by its polarising quality.

The 'Culture Wars' were popularised as a phenomenon in the 1990s by American sociologist
James Davison Hunter to describe any form of political conflict arising from disputes between
fundamental values, often sparked by topical moments in time. As the 21st century has begun
to run its course, the mounting ubiquity of echo chambers and declining trust in institutions has
seen discourse surrounding the culture wars reach a fever pitch, and concern regarding
affective polarisation has grown in unison. The debate paints a bleak picture of a barren political
no man's land some have likened to an overexploited ecosystem in which disruptive natural
selection has forced human interaction into a perpetual two party conflict where diverse
collaboration once stood.? In its assessment of the issue, however, this discourse has revealed
one of the core elements of a successful democracy: that its strength lies in the robustness of
common ground between opposing groups. We need diversity in thought, yes, but the only way
this can be recognised is if we are close enough to hear each other; there comes a point where
yelling past each other simply does not work.

The culture war concept may have been popularised only in the past fifty years, but it has
existed for far longer. Following Posy Parker's arrival in Aotearoa, Bryce Edwards penned a
piece for the New Zealand Herald calling for political debate in advance of this year's election to
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be protected from the 'tribal opportunism' witnessed at the rally.® His is one of many calls to
limit, where possible, the polarising hold that culture wars have over New Zealand politics. The
recommendation holds merit, with a study led by the University of Auckland demonstrating that
'Affective polarisation was higher among people who rated their political beliefs as being more
important to their sense of self'.* When the personal becomes political, the art of compromise,
upon which a healthy democracy is founded, becomes impossible to practise. However, as
Hunter argues, to simply ignore the culture wars is not an option either. Global conflicts have
always been fought over differences in values, religious or otherwise, so expectations for
modern society stuck in an unprecedented swell of ‘cancel culture' to suddenly acquire an
omniscient level of objectivity are futile. | recognise that, as part of the opinionated, energetic
youthful generation, | am a coveted prize of either side of the current culture war. As | sit
watching Chlée Swarbrick's campaign launch livestream contemplating where | could find a
vintage Green Party sweatshirt, my peers repost ACT memes disparaging every move the
government makes. This is our introduction to politics. Incendiary, spiteful and estranged. But
it's ok right? Because at least we're engaged.

In a world where everybody's talking, how can we ever hear what others are saying? This is the
guestion we must answer to prevent polarisation from freezing the productivity of our
democracy. To answer it, we must recognise that the most important elements of a successful
democracy are those that promote productive conversation over polarisation by creating space
for voices to be heard.

As with many drivers of social cohesion, an effort to promote understanding between different
groups begins with an evaluation of how the equity, as opposed to equality, of our society can
be improved. Democracy itself must govern on the basis of equality,® but in order for this aim to
be achieved, independent parties must find ways to promote equity within its framework. It is all
very well to give people an equal opportunity to speak — to participate and to vote — but if they
do not have a means by which to fulfil this opportunity, others will continue to speak over them.
A place to be heard is not the same as a listening ear. Members of Parliament play a major role
in providing this, with their responsibility being to meet the people where they are. This degree
of accessibility may be easier to promise than to provide, but it is vital to a functioning
democracy. For the most part, the ingenuity and work of MPs mean that this job is done well —
Chloe Swarbrick's K' Road office symbolising success in this area — but there is always more
that can be done. Responding to letters and receiving phone calls is good, but braving
classrooms and events is even better. In a similar vein, successful democracy must also
consider how its structure can best engage all voices, as opposed to only those who know how
to work the systems. Aotearoa has begun on the backfoot in this area; our government's
colonial origins must be recognised and counteracted if we are to hear the voices of all. Dame
Anne Salmond presents a starting point for this process through her observation that European
hierarchical worldviews have morphed New Zealand's founding document into something
different to what it could have been. She argues that whakapapa — instrumental to a worldview
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that emphasises the importance of connection between all living things — should instead guide
interpretation of the Treaty of Waitangi.® In this way, inspiration could be drawn from
collaborative Maori and Pasifika power structures to create space for the voices of these groups
in our democratic landscape. As with all aspects of democracy though, the efficacy of change
rests with the determination of the people. No matter the framework, we constitute the systems,
so their success depends on our capacity to listen.

The health of participatory democracies has generally been measured by the number of people
having their say, but | argue that another factor should be considered with equal weight: the
number of people listening. Understanding and moderation are the key elements of a successful
democracy because they provide the antidote to affective polarisation: social cohesion. The
strength of these elements depends on our ability to think critically and remain tolerant of others'
views. In turn, this ability rests on our capacity to avoid 'The Certainty Trap' which lllinois
University Professor llana Redstone has labelled 'That sense of self-righteousness that comes
with having brutally judged, then condemned and dismissed, someone with whom we
disagree.” Many experts maintain that cultivating this strength begins with critical thinking and
open-mindedness?, leading me to believe that as well as being supported to find our voice, we
as young people should be taught the art of toleration, and what better way than by example?
Opportunities for its practice should be provided to people of all ages. The online algorithmic
controls currently under investigation by the Christchurch Call® and other organisations will be
vital tools we can use to burn some of the barriers standing between us. Deliberate creation of
places online and in person where people can actively seek out a mixed bag of opinions, an
amalgamation of voices, could also spark positive change by providing an echo chamber
alternative. Listening is a deceptively simple skill, and it is time for us to admit that a
concentrated effort is needed.

COVID provides the perfect case example of a culture war prevailing. We saw two extremes
within a two year period, and the outcomes of each. From a country blinded by panic to all but
the common ground between us, to a nation sharply divided; but there is no reason for history to
repeat itself. By seriously considering how equity, understanding and moderation can be better
fostered as elements of a successful democracy, we will hear the call of a future where the
culture wars have fallen — to common ground.
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