
Listening is a Martial Art: 
New Strategies for Transformation in the 
Face of Structural Injustice



Tungia te ururua, kia tupu whakaritorito te tupu o te harakeke

Set fire to the scrub that the flax plants may shoot forth young 
evergreen shoots



Importance of listening

“There's really no such thing as the 'voiceless'. 
There are only the deliberately silenced, or the 
preferably unheard.”

– Arundhati Roy



The role of listening in structural injustice

Structural injustice: “rather than the result of a few people’s choices or policies, 
its causes are embedded in unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols, in the 
assumptions underlying institutional rules and the collective consequences of 
following those rules” - Iris Marion Young, Responsibility for Justice

“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” 
– Edmund Burke

“I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great 
stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler
or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, …who prefers a negative peace 

which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of 
justice” – Martin Luther King Jr.  





Waharoa: ‘Gather 
your people’

• Western philosophical 
tradition of 
unmarkedness as 
ontology and ideal

• History of settler-
colonial dominance



‘Epistemic vices’ of privilege

• Epistemic arrogance (presuming we’re 
smarter/right)

• Epistemic laziness (uncurious about other 
perspectives)

• Close-mindedness (resistant to learning)

(José Medina, Epistemologies of Resistance)



Waharoa: ‘Gather 
your people’

• Western philosophical 
tradition of 
unmarkedness as 
ontology and ideal

• History of settler-
colonial dominance

• Collective amnesia of 
this history



Living “without history”

“People who imagine that history flatters them (as it 
does, indeed, since they wrote it) are impaled on 
their history like a butterfly on a pin and become 
incapable of seeing or changing themselves, or the 
world. This is the place in which it seems to me, 
most white Americans find themselves. Impaled. 
They are dimly, or vividly, aware that the history they 
have fed themselves is mainly a lie, but they do not 
know how to release themselves from it, and they 
suffer enormously from the personal incoherence.” 

- James Baldwin, “The White Man’s Guilt”



Obstacles to listening by advantaged 
groups

Social advantage comes with:

• Numbness (difficulties seeing)

• Epistemic vices (difficulties learning)

• Oversensitivity (difficulties reacting)



Structures of feeling

• “inexact but powerful constellations of affective account and evaluation 
running through the mill of everyday practice…shorthand for orientation to 
the world” (Ash Amin and Nigel Thrift, Arts of the Political)

• “our experience of habitual perceptions is so attenuated as to skip the stage 
of conscious interpretation and intent. Indeed, interpretation is the wrong 
word here: we are simply perceiving” (Linda Alcoff, “Epistemologies of 
Ignorance: Three Types”)

• “strategies of responses to ‘disequilibrium’ are not based on conscious 
intentionality but rather stem from unconscious dispositions towards 
practice, and depend on the power position the agent occupies in the social 
structure” (DiAngelo, “White Fragility”)  





“recognition of responsibility can be shattering” 

(José Medina, Epistemologies of Resistance)



Oversensitivity

“fragility and privilege result in responses that function to 
restore equilibrium and return the resources ‘lost’ via the 
challenge - resistance towards the trigger, shutting down and/or 
tuning out, indulgence in emotional incapacitation such as guilt 
or ‘hurt feelings’, exiting, or a combination of these responses”

(Robin DiAngelo, “White Fragility”)



Disruptive politics

“Their aim is less to convince those who are systematically advantaged 
by structural injustice that they ought to ‘do the right thing’ than to 
make it all but impossible for the privileged to not hear the voices of, to 
not know the political claims of, the oppressed.” 

– Clarrisa Hayward, “Responsibility and Ignorance” 



A ‘poetics of transformation’

(1) Refusal to seek immediate change
• Absence of predetermined outcome
• Absence of clear message
• Do not perform expertise
• Prioritise relationship over agenda

(2) Slow
(3) Oblique

“once we get that human connection, things just seem to internally 
shift…we’re more open to hear [others] when we ourselves are 

heard.” – Deb Hipperson, Transformative mediator 
“I’m listening to them so they can listen to themselves.”   – Bev 

Hosking, Psychodramatist 



Listening is a martial art
“we never shut anything down, ever.  It doesn’t matter what it is.  Māori eating the 
Morioris…having slaves, flinging the moa…not only do you accept it…you can actually 
use it powerfully in a way to…highlight something else… But also because…on a 
spiritual level, that question has come about for a reason. And so shutting it down is 
actually shutting down the energy that it has brought for the purposes of 
transformation.”   

– Veronica Tawhai, Tiriti educator

“[it’s like] that martial art Jiu Jitsu…where they use [another’s] energy against them” 

– John James Carberry, Tiriti educator

if you’re going to build a show talking about social conscience, you have to allow for 
counter points.  And you have to anticipate them and you have to have responses 
because you have to maintain control of the room…In the moment, it’s like martial 
arts.  You take what they throw at you, you absorb it and you reflect it back to them...” 

– James Nokise, comedian







Listening for ‘what lies behind’ 
“I just never see anyone sitting in front of us as an individual. I don’t mean
in terms of the living, I mean in terms of the dead. When they walk in,
whatever racist thing comes out of their mouth I’m thinking,… ‘I can see
you and your parents and their parents’ parents,’ and to come back you
know with this long line of everything that has happened in their lives and
everything that’s happened in society currently in your life for you to be
saying that comment right at this moment. It doesn’t mean I’m not
annoyed at it, but it does mean that I can see it more powerfully in terms
of the context that it arises out of…”

– Veronica Tawhai (Te Ata Kura Tiriti educator)













“If it is not led by people of color and immigrants, if it doesn’t have 
fighting racism and xenophobia at its core, and if it is not mobilizing 
white people to lead other whites to choose multiracial solidarity over 
fear and hate—then it’s not a revolution.” 

― Becky Bond, Rules for Revolutionaries: How Big Organizing Can 
Change Everything


