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            Yeah-Nah!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Some people feel the rain. Others just get wet.

        Bob Marley

      

        

      

      Yeah and nah, the colloquial words for yes and no, together, form that distinctively Kiwi contradictory idiom, yeah-nah. On the face of it yeah-nah is a throw-away, nonchalant statement of indifference, indecisiveness and complacency – verbal shorthand when one doesn’t want to commit opinion – indeed, encapsulating our national psyche and the inherent lackadaisical nature of New Zealanders brought to our attention by author, social historian and raconteur Gordon McLauchlan in his portraits of a passionless people.

      Yet it is more than just not giving a shit or a lack of enthusiasm. It is a uniquely informal Kiwi expression and socially acceptable way to say no, used in conversation when one has half an understanding of what another is saying, or when one doesn’t fully agree – yet, you want to be included and want to know more. It expresses measures of trepidation and shyness: trepidation of feeling out of one’s depth and shyness about standing out – being found and being seen. The subtlety of the slow, drawn out emphases on the yeah or the nah, is indication of the measure of agreement or disagreement – and the measure of desire to be included. In this sense, even if introverted, it is a measure of sincerity.

      New Zealanders do enjoy an international reputation for being sincere, even if somewhat naïve. Too, we are renowned for being convivial, open and friendly with an informality and ease absent in Europe (while traditional Māori institutional protocols adhere to formal ritual, European colonists largely left theirs behind). We value traditional open-house hospitality that doesn’t stand on ceremony and our penchant for backyard barbecues takes its cue from an outdoor heritage. A predominate characteristic we like to live by is our love of the land. Our desire to be outdoors in our own backyard and in the wider natural environment is overarching, and quite distinct from other nationalities. Australians, by contrast, see the outdoors as a hazardous place. And wisely so. It is.

      Part-and-parcel of the value we place on an outdoor heritage is that we like to consider ourselves to be resourceful, independent – a DIY pragmatic people, forged, merged and morphed from the intrepidness of daring Polynesians and restless, enterprising British migrants. Indeed, we have enjoyed a reputation for being an adventurous, pragmatic figure-it-out-and-fix-it-up people whose ideas have been a prime export commodity, prompting Robert Muldoon, when Prime Minister and challenged about the increasing numbers of people leaving to work in Australia, to respond, it raised the IQ of both nations.

      It has to be said, though, the number-eight-wire mythology is wearing a little tiresome. Contrary to being uniquely Kiwi, the cherished self-portrait of the reliant, adaptable, country man of the backblocks was common to all pioneering societies. For sure it may have lasted longer in New Zealand, into the 1980s, with families maintaining ‘quarter-acre block’ homes and a thirty- to forty-year-old car fleet. But most people today have neither the time nor inclination to spend in that way. And the rugby-hardened peasant farmers of yore have largely morphed into digital savvy, corporate landowners and functionaries of commerce.

      As well, we like to think of ourselves as being, in the main, an honest people – an attribute lived, respected, and expected of others. With a live-and-let-live outlook and strong sense of fairness, we are equally wary of groups who think they are entitled to bully others, and groups who think they are entitled to special protection against criticism. Having a can-do attitude, we expect everyone to pull their weight and no recompense is expected beyond a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work – lending to our history as a non-tipping culture. A culture of honesty, fairness, doing for yourself and not expecting others to do for you, and non-gratuity, provide the foundations for New Zealand being credited as the top-most least corrupt nation in the world1 – a position we have shared jointly with Denmark in recent years. Too, the fact that we are such a small population, that in conversation with a stranger one can establish that you know someone who knows someone, who knows someone, the other person knows. Such intimacy, overlapping networks and commonality make it difficult to pursue underhand activities and keep below the radar.

      There was a time when such attitudes of fairness, intimacy and connectedness were a contributing factor to New Zealand’s reputation as a largely egalitarian community – a tradition for which, at one time, Kiwis were proud. It was an era when we recognised that it was our social and economic interdependence which made our personal independence possible. We invested in collective well-being which gave individuals the freedom and security to do what they wanted, to pursue fulfilling lives.

      Sadly, those are long bygone days. Our egalitarian and coherent community is long a thing of the past. The impact of thirty-five years of neoliberal monetarist orthodoxy on New Zealand’s egalitarian society has been profoundly adverse. Neoliberalism is characterised by market fundamentalism – a shift away from social provision to individualised responsibility, deregulated labour, deregulated trade and unfettered financial markets – which monetarism greatly assists. Monetarism is characterised by independent central banks having free license to manage the economy through control of interest rates and the money supply, abetted by hands off government. And restrictions on banks to lend for productive purposes alone were lifted, enabling them to speculate on the open market for their own profit-making. Emphasis has been placed on short-term profit over long-term prudence. It has resulted in New Zealand being ranked today amongst the most unequal of countries in the developed world, living with high rates of social dysfunction, less trust and social mobility between people – cancerous problems that have been let to persist with loss of societal coherence.

      The pursuit of an economic philosophy promoting individual selfishness and group self-interestedness has chipped away at shared community, our sense of identity and shared destiny. Disparities of income and security have created the prevailing disparities between have-yachts and have-nots. Ironically, the have-yachts and the have-nots have one thing in common – a self-righteous sense of entitlement. The have-yachts believe their wealth to be justly earned and deserved, and expect their privileges to be protected to the disadvantage of others. The have-nots, whose plight is largely unjust and not of their making, expect their disadvantage to be unquestioningly compensated by the State, and feel justified to scam when the offerings are meagre and not served up as morning tea in bed.

      I am of a family of first generation white New Zealanders. My parents and two older brothers, post-World War II immigrants born of an economically exhausted and war-weary Britain. My father was ex-Royal Navy and fell in love with New Zealand in the mid-1930s before the war, when stationed at Devonport Naval Base, Auckland, for two years. He left New Zealand promising to return.

      To the fraternity of Pākehā Kiwis, my parents were pommy immigrants. Notwithstanding the fact my father was Welsh, no one could pin the 1960s–70s derogatory label of whinging pom to him. He sometimes reminisced with fellow British Islanders, but never bemoaned life in New Zealand. On the contrary, father would spread butter thickly on his bread, bite into it, savour the bite and, looking satisfyingly at the slice in his hand, would say, I like to see my teeth marks in the butter. Literally living off the fat of the land, he loved it.

      Should my father return from the grave and I were to ask him if New Zealand was still the epitome of the utopian state he had found and relished, and if he were to respond in the lingua franca of the day, I have no doubt his response would be a drawn out, demurring, yeah-nah, with long but equal emphasis on each word. Gone is the honest and decent nation my immigrant father found and relished. Gone is the sense of well-being, shared destiny, camaraderie and trust.

      I strongly identify with New Zealand landscape and with being Pākehā and cannot live for an indefinite period of time in another country without refreshing my New Zealand identity. Each time I fill in an immigration entry card I love to write my nationality as shown on passport to be ‘New Zealander’. And love to write ‘New Zealand’ in response to the question what country were you born in? I feel blessed, and know I am blessed. But, I do not take pride in what New Zealand has become. The thirty-year-plus-blinkered-pursuit of neoliberalism has encouraged the turning of blind eyes to pervasive societal and environmental dysfunctions. Inadvertently, the Covid-19 pandemic has turned up the lighting on many of these matters, no longer able to be ignored by those who have preferred to do so – shortcomings in provision for health, education, housing, infrastructure, security of income, environmental standards.

      I have long hankered for the day when the general consensus will again agree there are bigger equations involved in how we manage our economic affairs, other than our current simple and single-minded focus on micro-operational profit and loss. The slow response to the contrary, I believe, is due to the fact that neoliberalism is no longer neo. Men and women in their forties and prime of life have known no other way by which the world can be managed. Yet, all is not lost – nor beyond repair. Our sense of Kiwi-fairness, and our love of the land and outdoor heritage, may belatedly be gathering a momentum of discomfort with the normalising of social and economic dysfunctions, and anxiety about chronic and corrosive damage to the natural environment. Concern that New Zealand has run adrift and been floundering has given rise to a belated recognition of the need for greater ambition in the political realm to face inconvenient truths – an acknowledgement we live in a depleted and despondent country and that hands-on governance and management is required to do something about it.

      Providence has dealt a moment of reflection – Covid-19’s impact a time to take pause – to take stock of the pathway we are on. Government has been given licence to spend large in effort to mitigate the debilitating impact of the pandemic – to keep people solvent and stimulate the economy. It is an embrace of the interventionist doctrines of Keynesian macroeconomic practice that pulled nations through the Great Depression, World War II and the post-war 1945–73 economic expansion when governments chose policies that gave way to our most equal times and the great prosperity of the 1960s–70s. Unfortunately, the prompt for our embrace of Keynesian practice has come too late and caught us on the back foot out of balance, as opposed to deliberated forward steps to fund asserted transformative change. Nevertheless, we have been gifted a once in a lifetime opportunity to reimagine a new Aotearoa/New Zealand. The strong mandate delivered by the 2020 electoral outcome has empowered government agency to break from the status quo – opportunity to assert progressive transformative change – to reconfigure for a resilient, futuristic economy.

      The ensuing dissertation likens neoliberalism and its hand-in-glove monetarist economic orthodoxy to the surrealism of Alice in Wonderland. It argues in favour of a 21st-century political realignment with our historical social–democratic predispositions. Prior to regaling you on the mechanics and effects of modern-day neoliberalism, I first overview what it is that makes us Kiwi. It is a sweep over New Zealand’s natural, social and economic history from Gondwana to recent-year current affairs. I reflect on our uniqueness and quirkiness, sitting as we do on our few little rocks sticking out of the South Pacific Ocean. I reflect on our identity and values, doubts about our history, tentativeness about our future.

      We are geologically young yet host to the most ancient forests on the planet supporting a unique and distinctive bird and insect fauna. Not only is Aotearoa/New Zealand a young country in its geology but also its history of human settlement. It was the last substantial landmass on Earth to be colonised by people and is the newest economy in the world. Yet we are one of the world’s oldest and most stable democracies. We, the peoples of the newest economy and most stable of democracies, have forged a well-educated, well-ordered, multi-racial, democratic country, free of religious restrictions and indoctrinations. We have developed a technologically advanced nation with effective civil institutions and physical infrastructure, and the most efficient agricultural production in the world. We are recognised and acknowledged internationally for a history of being innovators of social change, acting collaboratively and constructively on the world stage, as well as being global achievers in activities ranging from sport and agriculture to science.

      It rains a lot in New Zealand – perhaps opportune to splash in the puddles and feel the rain on our faces, to connect with our heartfelt selves, laugh and share with others. Unrestricted by history and tradition, we are a young, flexible, adaptable nation. We are perceived to be a kind people from a good country. It is beholden on us each to reconnect with our ‘foundational native selves’ and reshape a society about which we can boast when gathered around the barbecue, modestly, of course. And be thankful to be alive in a country as fortunate as ours.
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        We are a diverse and divided little country, uncertain of our future, doubtful about our past.

        Ian Cross

      

        

      

      New Boy Demeanour

      About 250 million years ago, the piece of the Earth’s crust that is recognised today as New Zealand was sedimentary material lying subsurface on the edge of the vast giant supercontinent of Gondwana. Tectonic earth movements began to move the materials, and about 80 million years ago a marginal chunk separated to form ancestral Zealandia. A mini-continent half the size of Australia, Zealandia extends as far north as New Caledonia and south to Campbell and Auckland Islands. Gondwana was to further fragment with the spawning of Antarctica and Australia.

      Zealandia the continent has bobbed up-and-down in our remote corner of the South Pacific Ocean, a reshaping archipelago of islands never fully submerged, as if ducking to hide but keeping an eye on the passage of time. Only 7 percent of ancestral Zealandia sits above sea level today, and still peeking are the emergent islands we have come to know as Aotearoa/New Zealand, the sunken remnant of Zealandia existing as our continental shelf.

      Out of the cracks of the vastness of geological time, about 150,000 years ago, a naked ape, standing on two legs, walked out of Africa. Akin to a plague of insects, Homo sapiens sprawled over continental Europe and Asia, sidled into Canada, and spread down the Americas. When doing so they superseded and overwhelmed other human species and exterminated and devastated existing wildlife – literally butchering their way, leaving in their wake ecosystems transformed beyond recognition. Homo sapiens arrived in Australia about 45,000 years ago. Perhaps observing from a distance, wary and a little shy, New Zealand endeavoured to keep out of the fray of all the goings-on. And successfully keep out of the fray it did, for it was only about 800 years ago when the inevitable happened and humans beached themselves on its shores.

      Geographically challenged Americans might think that you get to New Zealand by driving over the Sydney harbour bridge. While Australia and New Zealand do have closely related British colonial histories, our respective natural and social histories are like chalk and cheese – which lend to different temperaments of our peoples, and different cultural, societal and political values.

      Australia, an eroded and scalped fragment of Gondwana, is as ancient as any landmass on Earth. New Zealand, originating of sedimentary materials, is a geological newborn baby. Australian natural heritage has been tempered and tested by fire. New Zealand’s has been moulded and blessed by water. Australia’s expansive desert environs starkly contrast that of New Zealand’s, at one time, clad chest to shin in dense, temperate, wet forests. Biological survival in the harshness of Australian climate and conditions evolved forms of plant and animal life, nearly all of which are designed to get you in some way or another. New Zealand was bereft of large terrestrial mammals, and the wet, lush temperate forests nurtured fleshy flora, and a fauna population of shy ground-dwelling birds.

      Fire and water today are our respective land management issues. These earthly elements indicative of the temperaments of our national psyches – Australia, a land of ornery, get-out-of-my-face wheelers and dealers; we, an island of consensual living, laissez-faire pleasure seekers, always looking to go to the local creek or the beach to fish or swim. I think it insightful that New Zealanders characterise themselves as Kiwis. Australian birdlife is in your face – prolific, raucous, colourful and brash. The ground-dwelling nocturnal kiwi is dowdy coloured, shy and retiring, albeit endearing with its awkward and humorous running style.

      Australia’s landscape is home to the oldest living human culture on Earth. New Zealand is host to the youngest human culture on Earth. Established as a prison colony, Australian colonials were embittered convicts torn from their homelands, forced to get on with being Australian. New Zealand’s colonials chose, for whatever reasons, to be here, albeit reminiscing for a culture left behind. While Australian Aboriginal and European cultures remain distinctly separate, Māori and Pākehā cultures are, not so unperceptively, morphing into a distinctive New Zealand identity. Compared with nations worldwide that share colonial histories, and their socio-political relationships with their first-nation-peoples, New Zealand is very much at the forefront of establishing political, and dare I say, congenial and familial bicultural relations with every cause for optimism.

      New Zealand is new in the fullest sense – geologically, biologically and socially. Being the last landmass on Earth to be discovered and settled by people, it is by every account, the new boy on the street of nations. There has been tentativeness in the history of our new boy demeanour, a predisposition to not believe we were any good at anything unless people overseas told us we were so. We have not been a nation of people that have sought to create symbols of our distinctiveness. Māori didn’t give the country a name – Aotearoa was concocted, with strong European input, in the latter part of the 19th century. The Dutch name Nieuw Zeeland was given by Joan Blaeu, a cartographer for the Dutch East India Company, sitting at his workstation in Amsterdam. Our Head of State is a woman called Windsor, living in the world’s oldest inhabited castle in London. Our flag is barely distinguishable from that of our closest neighbour.

      But we do seem to have an innate consciousness of a modest identity different from that of others even if we have difficulty articulating it. A hundred and twenty years ago we had the insightfulness to realise we were different from our cousins across the water. When it was first mooted in 1890 to federate with them, our response was an equivocal yeah-nah. In 1901, the emphasis was an unequivocal long drawn out nah and we formalised our choice not to become Australia’s seventh state.

      Unusual as it is, our history of gaining sovereignty has parallel to no other nation. Our constitutional status and independence from Britain evolved incrementally and at times, on our part, reluctantly. The advent of independence remains the subject of academic debate and we have no day on which it is commemorated. Admittedly, this circumstance was driven as much as anything by an attitude we were more British than the British and the notion of not being directly united with Empire, and constitutionally attached to the British Crown, was incomprehensible.

      The 1931 Statute of Westminster enabled us to become as independent as we wished yet it was fully fifty-five years later, when the Lange Labour Government passed the Constitution Act 1986, before New Zealand chose to take on full legal independence. To be sure, the Statute of Westminster was adopted sixteen years later in 1947, at which time New Zealand citizenship came into existence. But legally and emotionally we remained ambivalent. Indeed, we maintained two national anthems into the 1970s, God Save the Queen being of primary importance and God Defend New Zealand of secondary importance. Any baby-boomer will tell you they were ignorant of the lyrics to God Defend New Zealand, yet when at the movies, stood for the national anthem of God Save the Queen before the film began. And in 2021 the British Monarch still graces all our coinage and $20 notes.

      No doubt, our growing-up pains have been compounded by the fact that we have been sparsely and lowly populated and lacked the confidence to go it alone. In the whole of recorded history, there have only been about 15 million New Zealanders. Mistakes have been made and continue to be made by that tiny number but New Zealand is doing as well as any flummoxed first-time parent.

      Geological History with a Twist

      It was the joint effort of the Antarctic, Indian and Pacific tectonic plates, 80–60 million years ago, that led to the fragmentation of Gondwana and the current positional placement of New Zealand, sitting as it does, precariously on the outer south-western edge of the Indian plate where it is at loggerheads with the Pacific Plate.

      The North Island rides the Indian Plate (the Pacific Plate sub-ducting) and the South Island rides the Pacific Plate (the Indian Plate sub-ducting). Caught in the middle and straddling this splitting, scissor-opening contortion, New Zealand is being twisted and torn apart. The eastern side of the country is shearing southwards relative to the west, splitting the country in two, sliding hundreds of kilometres south, giving rise to the mountain chains buckling upwards along the Alpine Fault. These awesome forces vex us, as in the wake of the 2011 Christchurch and 2016 Kaikoura earthquake events, we grapple with the rather quaint notion of retrofitting old buildings and constructing the new to withstand them.

      In contrast to the south being speared by subterranean rock formations, the face of the north is being pock-marked by sulphurous extrusions. The volcanic activity is the result of a double whammy. Not only is there the typical occurrence of sub-ducted (Pacific) crustal materials melting and squirting back up to the surface through the faults of the overlying (Indian) crust, but a clockwise rotation of the North Island twisting about its centre has been tearing, stretching and thinning the North Island crust, creating the volcanic rift we witness today. About 20 million years ago East Cape probably lay alongside Northland; sliding southwards it left behind a migrating belt of volcanic activity in its wake – 15 million years ago Great Barrier was in eruption, 10 million years ago Coromandel peninsula, and the current day volcanic zone in which volcanoes started to rise, about 2 million years ago. The stretching and thinning of the Earth’s crust that has formed the North Island volcanic zone has torn the geological equivalent of an open, festering wound. Within its 240km by 50km boundaries have occurred some of the most violent volcanic eruptions the world has known.

      The Pacific Plate in the south thrusting up, the Pacific Plate in the north diving down, the spinal column twisting, body parts stretching: the fish of Maui threshing and writhing on the water’s surface and the waka from which it has been caught rising on its wake. How did archaic Māori know that Hawke’s Bay looks like a fish hook? No GPS to be had! How did they know the North Island looks like a threshing fish plunging into the water’s surface? How did they know the South Island looked like a waka, rising as it is on a wave of energy manifest as rock?

      Māori mythology informs us Maui was no ordinary person. A somewhat mischievous demigod, he applied his courage and daring to do a few good deeds. His fishing up of the North Island was to pique his older brothers and prove his worthiness to go out fishing with them. It’s his brothers we have to thank for the rugged topography of New Zealand landscape. While Maui set out to rally the troops to help deal with the monstrous fish he had brought to the surface, his brothers tired of his absence, and began to randomly carve up the catch for themselves. Their greedy, frenetic chopping mutilated the body of the fish forming the mountains, gullies and the rugged topography over and around which, today, New Zealanders have to manoeuvre.

      Lending to somewhat dangerous New Zealand driving traits. Historically populated by widely dispersed small rural communities and individual families in remote, isolated locations, New Zealanders learnt to drive on narrow roads carrying little traffic, and I believe, have become genetically programmed to on-farm driving. Most are very reluctant users of indicators, can’t they see which way I am turning?, and habitually cut corners – mindless habits ingrained by not having need to see beyond one’s nose, mind you some of us have very big noses. And I have yet to determine which is more stupid – driving over the centre line on a blind corner, or directly in front of observed on-coming traffic. Providing grist for those who argue a need to have road median barriers installed nationwide to protect ourselves from ourselves. And as for round-a-bouts! For some reason, the circle in
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