Part 5: Tomorrow’s Manukau: biculturalism, multiculturalism & religious pluralism

One of the challenges for our city, our region and our nation is how in
symbolic and practical ways we can continue to build a multicultural
society on a bicultural base, with more respect for the dignity of
difference, more tolerable harmonies, more social cohesion and an
enriched sense of a more inclusive common good.

Respect for and a sense of whanaungatanga with mana whenua,
tangata whenua and Maori communities provide a special moral
relationship and a secure base for the movement out from near to more
distant neighbours. Manukau is a city of immigrants. It is marked by
increasing ethnic diversity, a multiplicity of cultures and a cross-cutting
religious pluralism.

Manukau is also a city and has an increasingly urban fabric and urban
challenges. Lewis Mumford in his classic The City in History (1961)
wrote of the need for cities to be more than containers guaranteeing
the coherence and continuity of urban culture over time. He warned

of the danger of having a too stabilised community and argued that
urban experience is also about mobility and mixture, encounters and
challenges. Cultural intermixture is what makes the city a civilised place
to live. Cities are also places for strangers and outsiders (Sandercock,
2003, p. 109).

Mumford also acknowledged the darker side of the city: antagonism,
aversion and fear. Encounters with strangers are not simply stimulating
but also engender suspicion and anxiety. The failure to acknowledge
the importance of real and imaginary fears, in social policies aimed

at building a more open and diverse society is a rock on which these
initiatives often founder.
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Leonie Sandercock also discusses James Donald’s, /magining the
Modern City (1999) and notes his criticism of the new urbanism with its
ideal of community firmly rooted in the past and the cosmopolitanism of
Richard Rogers, one of Tony Blair’s advisers. Donald maintains that what
is missing from the latter’s analysis is ‘any real sense of the city not only
as a space of community or pleasurable encounters or self-creation but
also as the site of aggression, violence and paranoia’ (Donald, 1999, p.
145 in Sandercock, 2003, p. 88).

The question put by Donald is an interesting one. Is it possible to
imagine change that acknowledges difference without falling into
phobic utopianism, communitarian nostalgia, or the disavowal of
urban paranoia?

Four of the fears that are often present in immigrant societies are fear
of the unknown, fear of difference, fear of threats to hearth and home,
and fear of threats to jobs. Whether these fears are justified or not their
effects on attitudes, expectations and behaviour are real. A similar
ecology of fear is also present among immigrants themselves. It is
exacerbated when there are significant differences in language, cultures
and religious practices, where there are barriers to communication and
hostile receptions and reactions are experienced.

In responding to these fears, reasoning and the offering of grounds for
allaying them seldom provide a real antidote. Fears, anxieties, loves
and hates, hopes are all habits of the heart. They are not susceptible to
purely rational persuasion, but require experience, the broadening of
experience and the cultivation of the imagination.
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This requires more powerful partners moderating their influence
and using consensus as one way of achieving that. The quality of
partnerships is an important key to the quality of outcomes.

Because partners come from different sectors of community,
market and state, the wise recommendations of Michael Edwards
are relevant. He writes:

. ‘be clear and transparent about why you are promoting
certain patterns of associational life, and take responsibility
for the results

. focus on the conditions in which associations can shape
themselves and their relationships, not a predetermined
view of which forms you think are more important

J think of associational life as an ecosystem and look for
components that are weak or disconnected

. provide resources for as broad a range as possible of
groups to come together and articulate their own visions of
the future

. promote indigenous roots and accountability as the key

to effective resource generation, independence and
effectiveness’ (Edwards, 2004, p. 109).

What are the best ways of communicating with the city and its
communities on this ‘learning-by-working-together’ approach?

In Part 5 we outlined some of the bones of a communication
strategy based on stories and involving a variety of media. We
shall not traverse these issues again. Here, instead, we shall

simply reinforce the need for communication strategies and plans,

and their critical role, if community development approaches
to key strategic issues and to building strong communities are
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to be effective. They are also essential for building a majority
constituency in political terms over time.

How will these broad strategies contribute to the well-being of
the city and its communities, produce benefits for the Manukau
City Council as a public and political institution, and have
positive spin-offs for elected representatives?

This final question is carefully worded. It puts in place a clearly
ordered hierarchy that if the strategies developed actually

serve the well-being of the city and its parts and enough people
understand that this is happening, this will be reflected in the
esteem in which the council is held. It will increase its legitimacy
as a public and political institution, and people will think and feel
that it is doing a good job.

Increased support for the council, and its reflection in increased
involvement in the public arena and also in the proportions of
those voting, will also have spin-offs for elected representatives,
who will get some of the credit.

From the standpoint of a politician, the order of proceeding is
sometimes to put short-term political advantage at the top rather
than the long-term well-being of the city and its communities,
followed by benefits to the council as an institution.

This may work as a populist strategy, but the losers in the end will
be our youth and future generations. The alternative is to build a
political constituency around flourishing communities, the good
society and a robust public realm.
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