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12 March 2004

Article for Publication

Sometimes it’s an embarrassment to be a Pakeha.      It’s hardly believable that so many members of this diverse ethnic group to which I belong would respond so positively and with such passion to the claim that Maori are somehow privileged.    And in education of all areas!

I can see neither a single statistic nor a solitary situation reported which would even raise an eyebrow in this direction.

Have I missed something?    I don’t think so.   It’s just the easy racism of myth and perception.   The lazy racism of the uninformed.

It often rears its head when politicians need an issue to excite the electorate.   Australian Prime Minister John Howard was spectacularly successful in achieving this in Australia and won an election on the basis of a few anecdotes – they turned out to be lies – about illegal immigrants throwing children overboard.   His anecdotes resonated with the deep vein of racism which is legendary throughout “white Australia”.  

Surely New Zealanders can do better than this.   

One of the Brash anecdotes which resonated with many Pakeha was of a student flat in Dunedin where a Maori student was attending university on a scholarship while the other Pakeha flatmates had to borrow large sums for their education.    It was unclear just what the circumstances of the scholarship were but why would such a story stir so much excited umbrage in any case?

Isn’t this just a story which tells of an exception while missing the rule completely?   

Why didn’t Brash tell an anecdote of a far more common situation which illustrates the rule and highlights the real chasm that now divides our community?

At the beginning of last year I had a bright, intelligent, engaging young woman of Maori/Cook Island decent in my 7th form class.   She was aiming for university and was on track to get there.   She’s the eldest of 5 children – the youngest will be just a year old now.    One of her subjects was classical studies and during a form period one day she explained to me the significance of various icons and metaphors in some classical European paintings.    I have no background in this area - being myself a humble teacher of physics - but I found it fascinating as this young Polynesian student explained to me some aspects of my own cultural background where I simply didn’t have a clue.   Her passion for the subject was impressive.

But the modern equivalent of the great clobbering machine went to work.   That young student left school at the end of Term 1 in tears because her family circumstances changed so that she was now required to become a breadwinner to support her family.   For the past year she has been serving in a shop selling cheap imported clothes. 

This anecdote illustrates the huge gulf which has opened up over the past 20 years as the free market policies of the Labour Party and Don Brash have corroded the once iconic “fair go” for all New Zealanders.   Unlike the Maori flatmate in Dunedin the outcome for her represents the rule rather than the exception.

So is this a racial divide?    Not particularly.   There are many Pakeha, Pacific and Asian families growing up in similar circumstances.   At the same time there is a small but significant group of Maori who are wealthy members of the ruling elite and who have nothing in common with Maori growing up in our poorest communities except perhaps the colour of their skin.

With this in mind it would be wonderful to believe Brash’s claim that a government under his leadership would provide funding based on need.

This is the stuff of dreams.   It would leave the Labour government for dead.

Imagine school funding based on the actual needs of children to have an equal opportunity in education.   Imagine quality housing for every family and an end to the crippling effects of transience (children frequently changing schools).  Imagine the end of over-employment (when a person works several low paid, part-time jobs to try and make ends meet) and much greater family stability in low income communities.   Imagine fully funded tertiary education which would give every child, rich or poor, the same opportunity to access high quality education.   Yes indeed!

Imagine a country where a poor family can take pride in sending their eldest child to university rather than sending her to work a low paid job to put food on the table.   

However I suspect – without a hint of cynicism – that it is not the needs of ordinary New Zealanders which Brash is thinking of but the needs of the ruling elite who run our capitalist economy.

More likely policies are tax cuts favouring the wealthy; education vouchers to help the rich pay private school fees for their children and reduced funding for schools in low income communities (They’re “awash with cash” according to Brash’s education spokesperson Bill English).

These policies are not the stuff of dreams but of nightmares.

It is too much to expect anything more from Brash but it would be a huge step forward to think that a lot more Pakeha might show just a small amount of passion for another culture as did a young Polynesian student in my form class.
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