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THE MEANJIN PAPER



Djaara: the essential ingredient


 


Rodney Carter


Rodney Carter is a proud Dja Dja Wurrung and Yorta Yorta man and CEO of the Dja Dja Wurrung Group.


This piece was edited by Nicola Dunnicliff-Wells, Communications Officer at DJAARA. Nicola has previously worked as a freelance writer and editor and also, briefly, for state government.


‘Meanjin Papers’ was our journal’s original name, and over the years came to denote our lead essay. Since Winter 2023, The Meanjin Paper is the piece by a First Nations Elder that opens each edition offering a story of place, so that we always begin by listening to Elders.


The Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation has a recipe for health and success. It’s a recipe perfected by the Dja Dja Wurrung Ancestors over millennia. But there’s something missing.


In any recipe, you need the right ingredients. If you’re baking a cake, you need your flour, eggs, sugar, butter… Leave one of those ingredients out and your cake isn’t quite so delicious. For human health, we need clean water, shelter, a healthy diet, enough sleep, exercise, social relationships, stimulating work, downtime. Take out one of those ingredients and our health suffers.


And it’s the same with Country. My homeland, Djandak or Dja Dja Wurrung Country, was once mostly covered in open forests and woodlands, providing Djaara (Dja Dja Wurrung People) with the plants and animals we used for food, medicine, shelter and customary practices.1


Djandak has seen enormous change in the past 200 years: mining, widespread clearing, agriculture, urban development and changed forest and fire regimes have caused its health to decline. Critically, an essential ingredient was forcibly removed from Country during this time: Djaara, the Indigenous People of Dja Dja Wurrung Country.


Djaara’s spiritual connection with Djandak and our cultural practices were intimately linked to Country’s health. We performed a critical ecological role—actively listening, observing and responding to Country’s needs so Country could fulfil our own. It was a symbiotic relationship.


With colonisation, Western culture became dominant. Dja Dja Wurrung People were prevented from practising our culture and fulfilling our critical ecological function in the ecosystem of Djandak, and Djandak has become sick.


But this is not unique to Dja Dja Wurrung Country. Around the world, colonisers have displaced Traditional Owners from their lands, preventing them from practising culture and caring for Country.
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Buwatj (kangaroo grass). Photograph courtesy of DJAARA.


Indigenous cultures have a very different worldview than colonisers. For Dja Dja Wurrung, People and Country are connected through spirit. We are one and the same. The Western colonial worldview, where people and Country are seen as separate, has given rise to unsustainable development and profit-driven land management. Country is seen as a resource to be managed and extracted, rather than a part of us that needs to be cared for.


All over the world, people are now grappling with declining ecosystem health: biodiversity loss, extinctions, threats to food security, water security, and so on. We are facing the sixth mass extinction event where species are disappearing at the fastest rate ever. The current period is also referred to as the Anthropocene: a period in Earth’s history beginning in the mid-twentieth century when human activity started to have a significant impact on the planet’s climate and ecosystems.


What’s interesting is that, around the world, people are realising that traditional ecological knowledge (or TEK) is a critical ingredient to address the global ecological crisis.


At the 2022 UN Biodiversity Conference (COP 15), governments from around the world came together to agree on a new set of goals to guide global action through 2030 to halt and reverse nature loss. COP 15 highlighted the interdependence and interlinkages between biological, cultural and linguistic diversity for human wellbeing and environmental sustainability. It recognised the need to promote natural and cultural heritage and diversity as enablers and drivers of the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development.


It’s not enough to just take traditional ecological knowledge and apply it in the absence of Traditional Owners. Having Traditional Owners on Country applying our knowledge and practising our culture are critical elements in sustaining our planet.


However, the Western conservation paradigm contains many barriers that prevent Traditional Owners from practising Culture to heal Country. So, a shift in thinking and, critically, in process is required.


The Western concept of a healthy ecosystem does not include people. A ‘healthy ecosystem’ tends to be equated with ‘wilderness’, which is generally understood to be unmodified by people.


The definition of ‘wilderness’ in the ‘Comprehensive, Adequate and Representative Reserve System for Forests in Australia’2 report is a case in point. The criteria for classifying land as ‘wilderness’ is:




Land that, together with its plant and animal communities, is in a state that has not been substantially modified by, and is remote from, the influences of European settlement or is capable of being restored to such a state; is of sufficient size to make its maintenance in such a state feasible; and is capable of providing opportunities for solitude and self-reliant recreation.3





This description, quoted from the National Forest Policy Statement (NFPS), which is still in use today,4 implies that so-called ‘natural’ landscapes are essentially untouched by humans. It also equates ‘wilderness’ with pre-European settlement, a tacit nod to the concept of terra nullius, which was overturned in 1992.


This understanding of wilderness fails to recognise the critical role Indigenous Peoples have played in shaping landscapes and caring for Country. It renders us invisible, making it easy to justify our continued exclusion from Country.


This understanding of wilderness also fails to recognise that excluding Djaara from practising Culture on Country for almost 200 years has degraded landscapes, and that this degradation continues while we remain excluded. I have previously proposed in other papers that ‘over 200 years ago experts managed the environment’; this point is to place our connection to Country as the principal means to its creation and to state we are the first conservationists.


Further, we have a duty of care for Country, and feel ashamed and sad that it is currently suffering. When Country suffers, we suffer.5


The Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation is now known as DJAARA.


As DJAARA’s Forest Gardening Strategy points out,6 the structure and function of the pre-colonial landscape was the result of Indigenous Peoples’ intimate, careful interactions with the environment, grounded in knowledge built over millennia. Cultural burning, harvesting and the distribution of seeds for predictable food and fibre sustenance shaped our cultural landscapes. The values that many enjoy today and seek to protect are present because of the care and custodianship of Indigenous Peoples.


Professor Michael-Shawn Fletcher argues7 that wilderness is an inappropriate and dehumanising construct.


‘Despite decades of critical engagement by Indigenous and non-Indigenous observers the notion of pristine, untouched wilderness continues to be upheld in conservation ideals and practices,’ Fletcher writes.




Dominant global conservation policy and public perceptions still fail to recognize that Indigenous and local peoples have long valued, used, and shaped ‘high-value’ biodiverse landscapes.


Moreover, the exclusion of people from many of these places under the guise of wilderness protection has degraded their ecological condition and is hastening the demise of a number of highly valued systems.8





Newcomers have taken on the role of guardians of the environment. These new guardians reinforce the NFPS definition of wilderness, and fiercely advocate that the return to wilderness will be achieved through excluding human interaction.


While colonist authorities control what happens on Country, Djaara are often prevented from having meaningful input regarding how Country is managed. This is not to dismiss the good work of non-Indigenous conservationists. But involving us in caring for Country would bring about better outcomes.


The exclusion of Djaara has, for much of the past 200 years, been explicit: policy and regulatory environments have legally prevented us from carrying out cultural practices to care for Country. Today, even with a somewhat enabling regulatory environment, barriers exist to the practical application of our legal rights to practise Culture.


In 2021, a Victorian parliamentary inquiry into ecosystem decline found that ‘Victoria’s ecosystem is facing major threats from noxious weeds and invasive species, climate change and habit loss and fragmentation’.9


What others have done without us and beside us is just not good enough.


Fletcher argues that ‘Indigenous and community conservation areas must be legally recognized and supported to enable socially just, empowering, and sustainable conservation across scale’.10


Reincorporating traditional ecological knowledge and cultural practice into the landscape


The Dja Dja Wurrung Group (comprising DJAARA and its enterprises) is working through our plan to reincorporate our traditional ecological knowledge and cultural practices into the landscape at Dja Dja Wurrung Country.


The Dja Dja Wurrung Country Plan, Dhelkunya Dja,11 which means ‘healing earth, healing Country’—even healing people—is a 20-year vision that we have been implementing since 2013.


An example of DJAARA using traditional ecological knowledge in a contemporary way is our kangaroo grass project Djandak Dja Kunditja, which means ‘Country healing its home’.
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Buwatj (kangaroo grass). Photograph by Stuart Walmsley.


The project is developing a systems approach to use an ancient food source, buwatj (kangaroo grass), as a commercial agricultural crop for both landscape regeneration and as a food product. This plant enjoys the seasonal wetness of floodplains, so its placement on Country suggests that we allow floodplains to be reestablished. This plant also provides habitat on Country and then positively contributes to the biodiversity health where it is present.


Buwatj is a culturally significant species for Dja Dja Wurrung. The deep-rooted perennial tussock grass is high in protein and lives very long—so we plan to ‘eat Country to good health’.


It’s an example of how traditional ecological knowledge can be used to diversify our food sources and increase our resilience to the impacts of climate change, combining traditional knowledge and culture with contemporary agricultural practices.
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Photograph by Press1 Photography.


Dja Dja Wurrung Strategies—roadmaps for reincorporating cultural practice


Along with numerous projects, DJAARA and its enterprises have in recent years developed a series of strategies that expand on the Country Plan.


The strategies provide a Dja Dja Wurrung vision for Country. They detail our philosophy and our plan of action to heal Country and to protect and strengthen our Culture and People. They show what is needed in terms of the regulatory environment, and what is needed from partners to achieve the aims outlined in the strategies. They also detail the tools that Dja Dja Wurrung is using to care for Country.


The strategies are road maps for Dja Dja Wurrung People and, importantly, for our non-Aboriginal partners and allies: these strategies are for everyone. As the First People of Djandak, we invite all who share responsibility for caring for Djandak to walk with us, not only as our Ancestors did, but through applying traditional ecological knowledge through a contemporary lens.


Our strategies are deliberately written as empowering and enabling documents. As well as speaking to Dja Dja Wurrung practitioners, they serve to introduce non-Indigenous land managers to a different and more holistic way of thinking.


The strategies (available at https://djadjawurrung.com.au/resources, along with the Dhelkunya Dja Country Plan) are:


• Galk-galk Dhelkunya (Forest Gardening) Strategy 2022–2034


• Nyauwi Mutjeka (Renewable Energy) Strategy (2022)


• Turning ‘wrong way’ climate ‘right way’ Climate Change Strategy 2023–2034


• Dhelkunyangu Gatjin—Djaara Gatjin (Water) Strategy (2023)


• Djandak Wi (Country) Fire 10-year Strategy 2024–2034 (soon to be published)


To read our strategies and immerse yourself in them is to understand more about how Dja Dja Wurrung philosophy and practices are being used to heal Country.


A key ingredient in a First Nations approach is the link between people, Country and Culture. This holistic and interconnected view permeates our strategies.


In our Climate Change Strategy, for example, the central philosophy is that Dja Dja Wurrung People are intimately connected to Djandak through spirit, fire, water, sky country, trees and our climate. We give Bap Djandak (Mother Earth) a voice through our words, to achieve better outcomes for Country.


The Climate Change Strategy addresses climate change through six interconnected areas around Dja Dja Wurrung cultural practice. Critically, one of these is people.


With the advantages humans have brought ourselves through technology, society has lost sight of the need for humans to be part of the ecosystem.


But Dja Dja Wurrung People belong in the landscape—we are needed to make Country well again. As Traditional Owners, we have been listening to and caring for Country for millennia. We are highly attuned to the health of Country and of climate, and our biocultural knowledge makes us best placed to know what is most likely to be successful in terms of reducing and adapting to climate change.


Recognition and Settlement Agreement—a critical enabler


A key factor that is enabling the Dja Dja Wurrung Group to develop and implement our strategies is the 2013 Recognition and Settlement Agreement (RSA) between the Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation and the state of Victoria.


The RSA ‘binds the state of Victoria and the Dja Dja Wurrung People to a meaningful partnership founded on mutual respect. It is a means by which Dja Dja Wurrung culture and traditional practices and the unique relationship of Dja Dja Wurrung People to their traditional country are recognised, strengthened, protected and promoted, for the benefit of all Victorians, now and into the future.’12


The RSA legally recognises the Dja Dja Wurrung Clans as the Traditional Owners of Dja Dja Wurrung Country in Central Victoria. It is the key legal document that lays out Dja Dja Wurrung Peoples’ rights and our obligations for healing Country.


It provides us with legal rights to practise Culture, access and use our land and resources (which are the gifts from caring for Country), and to have a say in what happens on our Country. The RSA gives us the right to actively manage Country.


To give an example of how the RSA enables us to practise culture to heal Country, consider DJAARA’s Forest Gardening Strategy, Galk-galk Dhelkunya.


Galk-galk Dhelkunya, which means ‘to care for, to heal trees and forests’, is a philosophy and methodology for landscape management, based on traditional ecological knowledge. ‘Forest gardening’ implies careful tending of the landscape. The word gardening implies we are on Country as practitioners.


The strategy is written in the context of Dja Dja Wurrung’s tending of Country for tens of thousands of generations through intimate, careful interactions with Country. It includes a toolkit of cultural practices, also incorporating Western science and contemporary tools where appropriate.


Practices include cultural burning, revegetation and rehabilitation; cultural thinning to restore culturally recognisable structure and diversity to our forests; regenerative practice; and restoration of waterways.


Without our RSA, it would be an offence for Dja Dja Wurrung to engage in these activities on Crown land, despite our cultural obligations to care for Country. The strategy provides clear guidance to land managers across all tenures about the priorities and expectations of Djaara, consistent with our rights and responsibilities to care for Country.


To achieve the goals and aspirations of the strategy, we must work in partnership with government agencies, community organisations, the private sector and the community, and be resourced and empowered.


Putting it into practice—through partnership


Working with First Nations communities to heal Country is a task facing many governments and agencies across Australia. Together, we must embrace the philosophy of ngaldurrong yana (walking together), and we need to think centuries beyond our present.


DJAARA, having evolved into a sophisticated corporate entity, is in an excellent position to partner successfully to achieve better outcomes for Country and community. We’re more relevant, more useful and more participatory than we’ve ever been, and that’s a result of the respectful and strategic way we have approached partnerships.


Our Country Plan and related strategies show the way towards greater achievements through partnerships. Through the RSA, we are increasingly leading work to heal Country in partnership with the state of Victoria and its agencies, as well as other entities.


We give creative contributions to our partnerships, including by bringing Ancestral Knowledge forward to be practically applied to challenges we all face. All of our strategies communicate our philosophy. However, the emotional framing is not easily accepted—in fact, it is rarely understood at all.


As an example, last year, we released the Djaara Gatjin (water) Strategy, Dhelkunyangu Gatjin (which means ‘Working together to heal water’), providing a pathway for water agencies to improve water management and heal Country.


The aim of the strategy is to heal water; to give spirit to water. The strategy now gives a sensible structure to our hearts and minds as Dja Dja Wurrung People and where we want to be. It’s a structure we would like to be practically adopted by others.
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‘It can be challenging for non-Indigenous people to think of water as a person—as an identity with a spirit or a soul’ — Rodney Carter. Photograph by Press1 Photography.


We place importance on water as something we as humans need as a form of sustenance and survival—but it’s greater than just that. We take the holistic view that we need to ensure our Country is a safe and survivable place for all plants and animals. We have obligations to ensure that water leaving Djandak is good water, healthy water, that can sustain the Nations to our north.


It can be challenging for non-Indigenous people to think of water as a person—as an identity with a spirit or a soul. It can be hard for people to understand the emotion we are trying to bring into the strategic management of water. The same goes for fire, trees and forests. What might our caring for Country look like if we saw Country as part of us, part of our family?


What we do with our water strategy is share our emotion, the spirit of us as people, while unpacking some of the complexities across the water sector. So for us, the regulatory area is one of the most difficult and technically challenging areas of work. Water is managed as separate. Separate from self. Separate from Country. Separate from People. Owned and managed in the marketplace.


A glimpse to the future


Djaara have been straddling two worldviews since colonisation. That challenge is now a learning process for our partners as well. To bring about great outcomes, we need our partners to bring patience and a spirit of curiosity as they walk with us, so we can work in true collaboration.


Coliban Water managing director Damian Wells is one collaborator who is embracing the challenge. Damian and I first discussed the partnership between Dja Dja Wurrung and Coliban Water in a webinar on First Nations engagement in the energy and water sectors in late 2023.13


‘From the utility perspective, the difficulty of working with Ancestral Knowledge in Western frameworks is not a challenge to shy from, it’s actually a sign that progress is being made,’ Damian said.




We need to lean into the institutional discomfort that occurs when we are challenged in order to make change happen. We need to be aware that resistance is an indication that we’re probably in the right place.


Resistance should not be a signal to retreat and to give up. It should actually be a signal that we’re pushing the envelope, which can be uncomfortable at times. It’s a constant evolution as we bring everyone along on the journey of deeper understanding.





The Dja Dja Wurrung Group is working with Coliban Water, and other water businesses, on water security, restoring upper catchment functions and restoring landscape: the hands that collect the water from Sky Country. This is true long-term vision.


Discussing the importance of partnering with Dja Dja Wurrung on the strategy, Damian acknowledged that, prior to the formation of the state of Victoria, First Peoples’ communities were here practising their own law and cultural authority.
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Newstead, 5 April 2023—Djandak Wi ‘Country fire’ is a key cultural practice. Photograph courtesy of DJAARA.


‘We often forget this most basic first principle—there was a pre-existing community here, and others have come in and imposed a new way of law,’ Damian said.


‘When we start talking about the role of a water corporation in terms of supporting Aboriginal goals, it’s actually quite clear that we should be taking a very proactive approach.’


We see Coliban Water’s policies framed by respect for rights leading to outcomes that are achieved by incorporating Dja Dja Wurrung knowledge into corporate activities.


Experiencing our partners’ deep desire to make past injustices right helps Djaara feel safe, and comfortable to share our knowledge. It enables us, together, to build an environment of mutual trust, in which we can work positively and constructively, aligning policies through our strategies.


The words our partners use can help build that trust: we appreciate sometimes hearing others use terms like ‘invasion’, ‘occupation’, ‘intrusion’ and ‘assimilation’. These terms describe our history more accurately than gentler and too-often-used words like ‘settler’; however, we know that when we use them, people are more likely to draw away from us.


Recognising Traditional Owner rights and exploring those rough edges in conversations helps create safer places where we can move together with partners towards a true collaboration: co-creating solutions from our shared experiences and knowledge.


DJAARA’s vision is a sustainable, resilient and equitable future, where past injustices of colonialism are addressed by empowering and resourcing Dja Dja Wurrung People to implement our strategies.


We will continue to lead in partnership with others—and we will need to work with many partners. Our collaborators should remember that when engaging with Aboriginal communities, partnerships and relationships are a journey, not a destination. There will be challenges along the way—not least of which is thinking outside the Western conservation paradigm that has been ingrained in government land managers for so long.


After almost 200 years of denying Djaara access to practise culture on Country, the Victorian Government and its agencies are now legally required to include DJAARA in the management of Country through the Recognition and Settlement Agreement. Again, having Traditional Owners on Country applying our knowledge and practising our culture is a critical element in sustaining our planet.
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Rodney Carter—Tanderrum, Melbourne 2016. Photograph by Chelsea Dennison.


The ways of being that are expressed in our Ancestral Knowledge aren’t easily applied, but there are opportunities in doing this. We won’t all immediately have the solutions, but we can keep moving forward. This journey is going to take us centuries to complete.


Calmness and patience are critical. We all move at different speeds—for example, there are still Aboriginal groups across the continent that don’t have representative organisations—but we need to ensure we are all moving along together.


To quote Damian Wells again: for organisations to be good allies, prioritising education and understanding is a crucial step to ensuring genuine partnerships.


‘We need to make sure we educate ourselves,’ Damian said. ‘With the help of DJAARA, the Coliban Water board has completed cultural competency courses that look at the impacts of colonisation on Aboriginal people across Australia.’


‘I certainly don’t profess to understand all the ways that Aboriginal people have experienced and continue to feel the impacts of colonisation. However, through seeking to understand, our decisions get better.’14


Together with our government partners, we are charting new territory as we work through the changes that are required to support Djaara to lead on Country.


Djaara—Dja Dja Wurrung People—are the essential ingredient that is needed in the landscape of Dja Dja Wurrung Country today. We’re here for the long game, to work through our strategies for the benefit of all.


When Djaara are supported and resourced to collaboratively implement our strategies to heal Djandak, we—and all who live here—will be back on the path to health and success.


And when it comes to baking the best of cakes, we may well bring that special ingredient to share—that one that is never written down, but only handed through the generations in story.


Dhelkup Murrupuk, we give good spirit.


…


Rodney Carter is a proud Dja Dja Wurrung and Yorta Yorta man and CEO of the Dja Dja Wurrung Group, comprising the Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation (trading as DJAARA) and its enterprises DJANDAK, DUMAWUL and DJAKITJ.


Rodney sits on the Federation of Victorian Traditional Owner Corporations Board, and was Chair from 2018 to 2022. He has chaired project control groups for the Victorian Traditional Owner Cultural Burning Strategy 2019, Victorian Traditional Owner Game Management Strategy 2020, Victorian Native Foods and Botanicals Strategy 2021. He was a member of the CEO’s and Secretary’s group for the Victorian Environments Forum as part of the Victorian Biodiversity Strategy 2037, and a member of the implementation group for the Water for Victoria Plan 2016.


He is currently the Secretary’s nominee for the Dhelkunya Dja Land Management Board for implementation of the Dja Dja Wurrung Joint Management Plan for the six Aboriginal Titled Lands in the care of his people. In 2023, Rodney was elected to the Victorian First Peoples Assembly for Treaty, and has been appointed Co-Chair of its Elders Voice.
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EDITORIAL



 


 


Esther Anatolitis


Σταθία ॅνατख़λίτη


Recovering language. Diagnosing democracy. Repairing with great care.


This season Meanjin writers challenge us to activate—as readers and critical thinkers, as tourists and explorers, as vigilantes and citizens. Pack us into your bag and let’s go.


Put the big clothes on. Explore your neighbourhood. Own your public space. Ask how it came to be this way. Meet the architect. See through the pixelated abstraction. Read the comments. Unbutton the trench coat. Stop and play. Sort the pebbles on the shore.


Understand war as failure. Carry your children, your parents, their clothes and their cats on your back. Dissociate. Feed the algorithm. Leave everything in the dishwasher. Crack your knuckles and fire up your keyboard. John Wayne stance. Speculate. Shoot through time. Take a line on a walk.


Follow the parallels. They will never meet. They will always meet. Read empty billboards on desolate roadsides. Ask for directions. Leap into action. Define, defer, determine.


Because we can only make meaning with one another—because the words we utter on one side of the world speak to the liberation or consign the oppression of people on the other—we must make every word count. There is no other way.


Polish your lightning rod. Wake what has become dormant. Draw your own diagrams.


Structure, sign and play.


With this edition we welcome Eli McLean as Production Editor. A voracious reader with a deep knowledge of Australian literature, Eli comes to us from Australian Book Review and Melbourne University Publishing. His eye is sharp and his politics are his compass. With this edition we also farewell Tess Smurthwaite in her other role as Fiction Editor, and express our warmest thanks. Enjoy her final selections—savour every word.


…





STATE OF THE NATION
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Illustration by Lee Lai



Renewing democracy with collaborative reasoning


 


 


Michelle Sowey


Michelle Sowey is the founding director of The Philosophy Club, and is passionate about developing young people’s capacity for dialogical argument. Michelle lives and works on the sovereign lands of the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung people of the Kulin Nation.


Some years ago, I met with the principal of an elite private school to pitch the benefits of a program of philosophical inquiry for students. When I inquired whether the school would be interested, he gestured towards a state-of-the-art learning centre, recently constructed at a cost of more than $30 million, and mused: ‘Well, we’ve just spent all this money on a new building, so I guess now we’d better figure out what we’re going to use it for.’


I was speechless. Here was a classic case of image mattering more than substance. When institutions are motivated by perverse incentives like acquisitiveness and status-seeking, their actions become toxic to our collective interests. But an antidote is within reach: the practice of collaborative reasoning.


Central to good reasoning is the dialectical process, in which conflicting arguments are pitted against each other and then integrated in a way that acknowledges their respective strengths and limitations. Thinking together with others helps us move through this dialectical process, something we often find difficult to achieve on our own. As philosopher Jack Russell Weinstein puts it: ‘Thinking for oneself is a group activity.’1 When we undertake reasoning as a collaborative endeavour, it can help us frame problems constructively, clarify our commitments, spot flawed arguments, overcome dogmatic beliefs and align our decisions with our values.


According to philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas, the very institution of democracy depends on a thriving public sphere. This is an inclusive, non-coercive space for rational deliberation in which ideas are accepted through force of argument, and in which citizens can test the legitimacy of decisions made by their institutions. To participate effectively in the public sphere, we need to cultivate certain attitudes that are easy to describe but difficult to embody. We need to be critically receptive to alternative possibilities, inclined to consider them fairly, and intent on following arguments where they lead. We need to be open to criticism and willing to continually reassess the balance of evidence. We need to be skeptical and discerning, prepared to examine and test arguments, and vigilant about biases that might distort our thinking.


The touchstone of a flourishing public sphere is a widespread practice of collaborative reasoning.2 As philosopher Michael P. Lynch argues, ‘Democracies aren’t simply organizing a struggle for power between competing interests; democratic politics isn’t war by other means. Democracies are, or should be, spaces of reasons.’3 In the absence of a culture of collaborative reasoning, our public sphere has been debased in all manner of familiar ways. Too often, public officials are hustled, influenced or outright captured by mighty industries. Policy articulation is reduced to spin, slogans and soundbites. Parliamentary discourse is combative and volatile. Journalists outcompete each other with ‘gotcha’ questions and an obsession with minor gaffes. Online conversations are degraded by polarisation, tribalism and misinformation. In social media ‘pile-ons’, individuals are silenced and ostracised for perceived transgressions. These threats to the public sphere are insidious: hairline cracks that point to the fragility of our democracy, like stress fractures in concrete signalling an underlying cancer.


We need new and stronger foundations.


For more than a decade, I’ve been fostering deliberative education among young people through collaborative reasoning in schools, a practice that education researcher Keith Topping refers to as ‘countercultural… actually quite revolutionary in the context of education as we know it’.4 Social scientist Brian Martin similarly observes: ‘Deliberation rather than debate—that is radical indeed.’5 I’ve created, in microcosm, inclusive civic forums that refine students’ thinking while fostering equitable participation. Student feedback reflects what for many has been a transformative experience: ‘[It] changed my perspective and made me think deeper’; ‘It was enlightening and thought provoking—I learned that even if you don’t have the same opinion, you can still talk about it without getting into an [adversarial] argument’; ‘I like the power it gives us [to] talk about meaningful things as a group… connected to our world and everyday life.’


Receptivity to new information often leads to a change of view. In one of my workshops, a true story6 about a series of uncanny coincidences provoked animated discussion about the existence of luck, destiny and miracles. Afterwards, I shared some details7 that rendered the story less extraordinary than it had first appeared. Could the coincidences be explained without recourse to luck? ‘I found that the first part of the story was pretty unbelievable,’ said one student. ‘I thought it was impossible that this could happen. But when I heard the second part, it started sounding like this can happen… it’s pretty unlikely… but still possible.’ Had anyone changed their minds about the existence of luck? ‘I’ve sort of changed my mind,’ another student acknowledged. ‘I’ve kind of narrowed the circumstances where I use luck as an explanation. But I still think there is actual luck in some cases. It depends what you define as luck.’ A third student demurred: ‘“Luck” is just a placeholder for “we don’t know the real cause”.’


My workshops extend an invitation for students to value and pursue collaborative reasoning with their peers. Rather than avoiding controversial issues as a matter of politeness, or skirting gingerly around differences of opinion, students practise communicating across ideological divides with care, empathy and intellectual humility. Like everyone else, they need space for intentional dialogue through which to negotiate and attempt to reconcile their differences. They need to forge relationships based on trust, authenticity, agency and selfdetermination, all necessary foundations for strong communities that are resilient to fracturing along the faultlines of ideological difference.


As populism around the world accelerates, writer Michael Ondaatje observes that ‘political debate… seems no longer to be a contest between who’s right and who’s wrong, but… between who’s good and who’s evil. And if your opponent is evil, you don’t have to compromise, you don’t have to reach across the aisle; you have to destroy him or her.’8 Closer to home, in a victory speech on election night in May 2022, Prime Minister-elect Anthony Albanese chose a different narrative. He spoke of seeking ‘common purpose’ and promoting ‘unity and optimism, rather than fear and division’.9 Securing a unified purpose depends on first establishing shared understanding, a lynchpin of healthy dialogue.


How do we open a space for shared understanding? I recall a class of children tasked with inventing their own communication system, equipped only with clay tablets and styluses. Faced with the challenge of denoting a fish, one child observed: ‘We don’t have to make it look like a fish, we just have to all agree that what we draw means fish.’ Shared understanding begins with agreeing on certain conventions, including what we mean by particular words and norms of discourse.


Next, we need a new set of values. We have to care, collectively, about things like accuracy, coherence, significance and relevance.10 Once, my students were deliberating about gene technology–assisted ‘de-extinction’. Some were strongly in favour, mounting arguments about its potential to address the biodiversity crisis, regenerate forests and control climate change. Others objected, arguing: ‘This is just an inflated version of the problem of introducing species like the cane toad’; ‘Long extinct species might not be able to adapt to today’s environmental conditions’; ‘De-extinction might make us stop paying attention to endangered species because we’ll think: “We can always de-extinct them later”’; and ‘What’s to stop the species going extinct all over again?’ Eventually, a student cautioned: ‘We shouldn’t just be looking at things from our [anthropocentric] perspective.’ Another suggested: ‘We need to look at it from the widest possible perspective.’ ‘Not necessarily the widest perspective,’ responded the first student, ‘but the perspective that’s most relevant to the problem.’ This is what I mean by valuing relevance, among other values of inquiry.


We need to prize not only speaking freely, but also attending to a wide range of voices, acknowledging common ground, and interpreting other views as charitably as we can. We need to de-escalate disagreement, express criticism respectfully, and be ready to make concessions or even change our positions. These are the dynamics that can restore our trust in each other as well-intentioned and reasonable counterparts, rather than as malevolent ‘others’ who are out of touch with reality, or unworthy of engagement. Until we shift our values, collaborative reasoning will remain an endangered species of public discourse.


The quest for shared understanding is particularly urgent in this posttruth age when corporate agendas, persuasive technologies and an unmet need for meaning have unmoored entire populations from consensus reality, nudging them instead towards radical ideologies rooted in conspiracy thinking, fundamentalism or nihilism.11 These ideologies spread faster the more efficiently social media platforms commodify users’ attention and entice them down internet rabbit holes. I’ve witnessed the effects of the alt-right pipeline in classrooms, with a recent and troubling rise in teenagers voicing racist and transphobic views influenced by the likes of Andrew Tate (widely regarded as ‘the king of toxic masculinity’). While schools grapple with misogyny and homophobia, some educators worry that talking directly about influencers such as Tate will promote them, but I share the view that in avoiding reasoned discussion ‘we are leaving young people vulnerable to these vile, insidious ideas, unable to recognise them as being extreme’.12


Online radicalisation is one clear symptom of malaise. Another is the triumph of public relations over substantive exchange. In 2013, political journalist Michelle Grattan remarked, ‘Australia’s democratic system is like a healthy individual with a bout of the flu. It’s not seriously ill, but somewhat off colour.’13 Since then, the situation has only worsened. For each of the past five years, the global civil society alliance CIVICUS has rated Australia’s civic space as ‘narrowed’ (downgraded from ‘open’ in previous years).14 Perhaps too few of us noticed this as we rode the waves of COVID, extreme weather events, unstable employment and insecure housing, with our attention further diverted by Netflix, Instagram and a quicksilver pop cultural zeitgeist. Perhaps we weren’t paying enough attention as the government, hand in glove with tech corporations, permitted the rise of a surveillance economy that is now squeezing our democratic freedoms, discouraging dissent and criminalising protest. A climate of intimidation, as oppressive as equatorial humidity, has burgeoned. Nonviolent activists intent on defending environmental and social justice have been imprisoned under draconian laws.15 Adversarial speech, sloganeering and shallow inquiry have revealed their inadequacy. It’s evident we need more nuanced forms of political engagement to overcome the deadlock of our current system.


Interest is growing in citizens’ assemblies among other models of deliberative democracy. These models invite grassroots participation, restore trust in political institutions and release government from the disproportionate influence of privileged elites. In citizens’ assemblies, individuals collaborate to make careful, evaluative judgements, taking into account swaths of complex information and varying degrees of uncertainty. These forums restore civility and argumentative complexity to often rhetoric-laden discussions of wicked problems.16


If we were more accustomed to using collaborative reasoning to explore our tensions and to self-correct, we’d be less susceptible to demagoguery, less in thrall to powerful institutions, and more inclined to trust one another. We need to practise. Democratic renewal is waiting in the wings.


…
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