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Language dimensions of social cohesion: the significance of 
linguistic inequalities in the context of refugee settlement
Hanna Svensson 

School of Humanities, Media and Creative Communication, Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand

ABSTRACT  
Despite the commonly acknowledged role of language in the successful 
settlement of refugees, a more thorough understanding is required of 
how linguistic inequalities may impact on settlement, social inclusion 
and social cohesion. This article presents findings from a qualitative 
study on refugee settlement in New Zealand, a country with a strategic 
focus on improving social cohesion outcomes. The article takes a 
Bakhtinian dialogical approach and, informed by an ethical perspective 
of answerability, it conceptualises social cohesion as situated in the 
interactions that occur between the ‘speaking subject’ and the ‘other’. 
Viewing social cohesion as intersubjective and enacted in various 
(linguistic) encounters yet shaped by, and shaping, broader contexts, it 
argues that social cohesion is significantly impacted by a range of 
linguistic inequalities, especially in the case of resettled refugees. As 
dialogical interactions require language and a shared understanding 
between participants, limited resources in the dominant linguistic code 
combined with a lack of linguistic and communicative accommodation 
from the interlocutor impact on the subject’s ability to author 
themselves and to affect the outcomes of the interaction. This, in turn, 
has significant implications for settlement outcomes.
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Introduction

Migration generally, and refugee settlement particularly, often bring to the forefront questions of 
integration, social inclusion and social cohesion on public, political and policy levels (Boucher 
and Samad 2013). Although language is often seen as the common-sense key to integration and 
social inclusion (Li and Sah 2019; Rydell 2018; Warriner 2016), there is limited understanding of 
how various approaches to linguistic diversity impact on the settlement process and, more broadly, 
on social cohesion. While linguistic diversity is typically part of social cohesion discourses, it tends 
to be framed either as a celebrated marker of a multicultural and progressive nation, or as a deficit to 
be addressed (Piller 2016). In this article, linguistic diversity will instead be explored from an 
inequality perspective, which means conceptualising instances where linguistic diversity impacts 
on inclusion and access as linguistic inequalities rather than as linguistic deficiencies. To do this, 
I will focus on the intersubjective nature of social cohesion and conceptualise settlement as a dia
logical process between the newcomer and the nation of settlement and, more importantly, between 
the newcomer and a range of actors, individuals and agencies who represent the more abstract 
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concepts of ‘the government’ and ‘society’. I will argue that former refugees are often barred from 
dialogical interactions and processes through acts of delegitimisation and exclusion as well as 
through linguistic inequalities.

The empirical study that forms the basis for this article is a qualitative study carried out in a desig
nated refugee settlement area in New Zealand. As a country with a comparatively small, and con
trolled, refugee settlement and a deliberate social cohesion target (Ministry of Social Development  
2022), New Zealand is an interesting context for an investigation into how linguistic inequalities 
may impact on social cohesion. The article will address the following research questions: 

(1) How does language proficiency and use impact on social cohesion and social inclusion in the 
context of refugee settlement in New Zealand?

(2) How do processes of exclusion based on cultural and linguistic diversity impact on outcomes 
for refugees settled in New Zealand?

Literature review

Social cohesion and refugee settlement in New Zealand

New Zealand is generally regarded as an ethnically diverse but cohesive community (Peace et al.  
2005; Spoonley et al. 2020) that is also relatively welcoming, caring and humanitarian (Slade  
2019). The perception of New Zealanders as a cohesive and inclusive team has formed the basis 
for responses to crises, like the COVID-19 pandemic (McGuire et al. 2020; Spoonley et al. 2020), 
and the 2019 terror attack on a mosque in Christchurch (Peace and Spoonley 2019; Yogeeswaran 
et al. 2019). Attempts to measure cohesion and inclusion through surveys have largely confirmed 
the view of New Zealand as cohesive (Humpage and Greaves 2017; Statistics New Zealand 2011; 
Yogeeswaran et al. 2019), but also highlighted that there are ‘significant pockets of more exclusive 
notions of national identity’ (Humpage and Greaves 2017, 259). In practice, there are also ‘consist
ent and systematic disparities in health, education, justice and other wellbeing outcomes’ as well as 
negative societal attitudes towards certain groups (Webb 2020, 6).

The most recent social cohesion initiative in New Zealand was initiated in response to the 
Christchurch mosque attack on 15 March 2019, where a right-wing extremist opened fire on Mus
lim worshippers (Ministry of Social Development 2022; Office of the Associate Minister for Social 
Development and Employment 2021; The Royal Commission, 2020; Webb 2020). The policy 
framework that was developed was designed to acknowledge Te Tiriti o Waitangi (the Treaty 
between the Crown and the indigenous Māori) and New Zealand’s bicultural foundations and 
also take a strengths-based approach to diversity (The Royal Commission, 2020; Webb 2020). It 
is based on the social cohesion models of Jenson (1998) and earlier social cohesion initiatives in 
New Zealand (Peace et al. 2005), with a strong focus on social inclusion (Office of the Associate 
Minister for Social Development and Employment 2021; Webb 2020). While the inclusion element 
promotes a range of strategies to reduce inequalities, improve access and ensure all members of the 
community have a voice, it places very little focus on language. In fact, in Webb’s (2020) official 
review, ‘language’ is only mentioned six times, and in three of these cases, it is used to exemplify 
New Zealand diversity.

New Zealand has significant numbers of immigrant arrivals, both permanent and temporary, but 
refugees constitute only a small part, albeit often with significant settlement needs (Altinkaya and 
Omundsen 1999; Mortensen 2011). Refugees usually arrive through the UNHCR quota system, and 
the country aims to receive 1500 individuals yearly and also has a total of 600 family reunification 
places – numbers which have increased significantly in recent years (Immigration New Zealand  
2023a; 2023b; 2023c). New Zealand’s quota has been kept small partly to be able to incorporate cat
egories of refugees who may require additional support during settlement, such as women at risk, 
medical and disabled cases and cases requiring special protection or additional support (Beaglehole  
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2013; Marlowe 2018). At the same time, New Zealand has had a refugee resettlement strategy 
(MBIE 2017) which has placed significant emphasis on refugees rapidly decreasing their need for 
government support (Marlowe, Bartley, and Hibtit 2014). The strategy is composed of five ‘inte
gration outcomes’ which are measured against markers for success (Immigration New Zealand  
2020). A closer analysis of how success has been measured suggests a one-sided and limited view 
of social cohesion, with an emphasis on rapid economic self-sufficiency and service uptake, rather 
than on structural support and access to services. Additionally, there has been little explicit focus on 
language. While the ‘Education’ outcome has stipulated that refugees should ‘have English language 
skills that help them participate in education and daily life’, so far the only language-related measure 
of outcomes has related to children and young people (Immigration New Zealand 2020).

A Bakhtinian dialogical perspective

Intersubjective social cohesion
In contrast to one-sided views of integration, this article proposes a Bakhtinian dialogical approach 
to understanding social cohesion as intersubjective and enacted not only as large-scale processes but 
also in everyday relational encounters. From a dialogical perspective, intersubjective social cohesion 
will be conceptualised as a process (Jenson 1998) which can be dialogically understood since dialo
gism ‘epitomizes any process or development, born within a multitude of subject positions and 
values’ (Vitanova 2010, 253). Following a suggestion by Peace and Spoonley (2019, 116) to consider 
‘small mechanisms’ and the relationships ‘present in the everyday intercourse between groups and 
individuals’, it will also propose an approach to understanding social cohesion that focuses on 
everyday interactions, ‘the eventness of intersubjective encounters’ (Kostogriz and Doecke 2007, 
14). It is often in these micro-interactions between self and other, and in their narrated reproduc
tions, that contestations of belonging, recognition, legitimacy, inclusion and participation are 
enacted.

Language, identity, intersubjectivity and authorship
From a dialogical perspective, identity is intersubjective, that is, constructed in the multiple inter
actions between self and Other, as well as in the dialogical interactions within the self (Holquist  
1990; Kostogriz 2005; Sullivan 2012; Vitanova 2010). Identities are constructed through language 
– more specifically through utterances – and are an act of creativity where the subject authors 
their own storied self in relation to others around them (Vitanova 2010). The act of authoring 
not only means that we ‘create ourselves’ as we address and respond to others (Holquist 1990, 
28–29), but also that we author others and, in turn, are authored by others (Sullivan and McCarthy  
2004). In this way, all humans are authors and ‘position themselves, but they also become posi
tioned by the discourses of others’ (Vitanova 2013, 258). In the act of being authored, subjects 
may be authored as valued individuals, enriched and unique or as ‘impoverished’ or reduced to 
a type without individual uniqueness and value (Sullivan and McCarthy 2004, 298). The power 
of authoring self and other is often complicated by new linguistic environments, where the subject 
may struggle to author themselves in the dominant language (Vitanova 2005).

Answerability and monologue: the dialogical other and the excluded other
Dialogism has a strong ethical dimension through the concept of answerability. Dialogical answer
ability entails, on the one hand, our opportunity to give our response to the voices and value pos
itions of others, and on the other hand, our moral duty to acknowledge and respond to the 
dialogical Other (Holquist 1990; Vitanova 2005). Answerability is thus more than responding to 
an utterance – it is an ethical construct that entails responsibility towards those ‘who share the situ
ation of existence with us’ (Kostogriz and Doecke 2007, 11–12). A dialogical ethics of answerability 
also involves recognising the uniqueness of Others in ‘intersubjective encounters where difference is 
not reduced to sameness’ (Kostogriz and Doecke 2007, 14). Avoiding answerability and failing to 
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recognise the Other in their uniqueness conflicts with dialogical ethics (Holquist 1990; Kostogriz 
and Doecke 2007; Vitanova 2010), yet through monological conventions and delegitimisation of 
subjects, answerability can be evaded or unrecognised. Actors will determine who is a legitimate 
Other and therefore included in dialogue (Vitanova 2010), and can also choose to ‘[snuff] out 
the “I” of other subjects’ (Holquist 1990, 34) through monologue. This often occurs in the project 
of nation-building, where cultures are homogenised and monolingualism is valued (Kostogriz  
2005), leaving the culturally and linguistically other excluded and viewed as a lesser subject – 
one that is authored by the dominant subject, one-dimensional, stereotyped and without unique
ness (Kostogriz 2005).

A monological act of authoring is often seen in the construction of the language-learning nar
rative, which is constructed in a way that precludes any recognition of structural constraints or 
economic inequalities and, instead, attributes success or failure solely to the effort and motivation 
of the self-actualising individual (Warriner 2016). This reductive view of the language learner fails 
to recognise how formal language learning is impacted by unique individual circumstances includ
ing age (Morrice et al. 2021), physical or emotional health (Field and Kearney 2021) gender (Blake, 
Kneebone, and McLeod 2017; Cheung and Phillimore 2017; Morrice et al. 2021; Sharifian et al.  
2021) and earlier educational disadvantage (Field and Kearney 2021; Morrice et al. 2021; Sharifian 
et al. 2021). It also fails to take into consideration the less than favourable sociocultural conditions 
for informal language learning that refugees encounter. Engagement in transactional situations in 
society is often ‘in unequal encounters with bureaucrats’ (Cooke 2006, 61) and do not generally 
benefit language learning (Piller 2016).

The project of nation-building is not only monological, but is also dominated by a monolingual 
ideology, where national communities are imagined as monolingual homogenous communities 
(Anderson [(1983) 1991]; Kostogriz and Doecke 2007; Piller 2016). In an increasingly diverse lin
guistic context, a monolingual bias increases the power of the dominant group to further ‘constrain 
the subject positions available to be occupied by less powerful others’ (Aveling and Gillespie 2008, 
203) and the othering of the linguistically diverse, in order to maintain the monolingual order (Kos
togriz and Doecke 2007). On the level of interactions, when speakers of the dominant language see 
monolingualism as normative, they may not take their ‘discursive responsibility’ to facilitate mean
ing (Vitanova 2010, 97) and acknowledge their answerability as a ‘sense of orientation to the needs 
of another’ (Vitanova 2010, 98), whereas beginner users may feel it is their duty to the interlocutor 
to make sure they are understood.

Contestation
Even when situated within monological contexts, a dialogical subject is not made completely 
powerless but may be able to exercise agency and to engage in contestations of meanings and dis
courses and, in that way, ‘transcend their subject positions’ (Vitanova 2005, 166). Their agency may 
be actualised through linguistic acts, such as expropriating language, ‘forcing it to submit to ones’ 
own intentions’ (Bakhtin and Holquist 1981, 294), by struggling over meaning (Holquist 1990, 39), 
contesting discourses, expressing resistance (Vitanova 2005) and creating space for one’s own voice 
(Hall, Vitanova, and Marchenkova 2005, 2). This means subjects are not completely predetermined 
by power structures but are ‘actively engaged in appropriating systems of governance’ (Sullivan  
2012, 41). Agency is thus enacted, through language, in ‘the messiness of lived experience’ and 
through ‘the possibilities inherent in concrete moments’ (Sullivan and McCarthy 2004, 304). Rather 
than situating agency within the individual, as an innate quality, from a dialogical perspective 
‘agency is a border’ (Vitanova 2010, 136) and thus exists within dialogical interactions. The inter
subjective nature of agency and contestation also make them language dependent. Level of profi
ciency in the dominant code often ‘determines the subjects’ positions in the second language 
society’ (Vitanova 2010, 61), creating unequal power relationships that non-native speakers need 
to contest (Vitanova 2005, 153). However, for linguistic reasons, they may also struggle to ‘contest 
others’ voices and … resist them in a voice of [their] own’ (Vitanova 2005, 153). The non-native- 
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speaking subject then has the double challenge of being positioned as powerless and, at the same 
time, being unable to challenge this unequal relationship.

Linguistic inequalities

With a dialogical and intersubjective understanding of language learning and use, language-related 
breakdowns and barriers to access can be conceptualised as linguistic inequalities, instead of as 
language deficiencies. In this view, as Blommaert, Collins, and Slembrouck (2005, 197) argue, ‘mul
tilingualism is not what individuals have and don’t have, but what the environment, as structured 
determinations and interactional emergence, enables and disables’. As in other forms of exclusion 
and inequality – such as those tied to gender and ethnicity – the privileged are usually oblivious to 
the disadvantages faced by those subordinated (Piller 2016). However, unlike other inequalities, lin
guistic ones often remain unchallenged as they are ostensibly justified through the discourses of 
individual responsibility (Piller 2020).

The perpetuation of linguistic inequalities through the settlement process of refugees has been 
investigated in various contexts. Studies in the UK and Australia suggest that linguistic inequalities 
impact on wellbeing and access to health services (Cheung and Phillimore 2017; Tip et al. 2019) as 
well as housing, employment and social contexts (Blake, Kneebone, and McLeod 2017) and that 
English language provision disadvantages already vulnerable groups with the expectation of 
rapid entry into employment further curtailing opportunities for learning (Cooke 2006; Morrice 
et al. 2021). While there are fewer studies in the New Zealand context, studies have documented 
language-related disadvantages for refugees in the health care system (Mortensen 2011; Shrestha- 
Ranjit et al. 2020).

Methodology

To investigate linguistic inequalities for refugees resettled in New Zealand, data was collected 
through qualitative, semi-structured interviews. Interviews were conducted in English, with the 
use of language support persons (chosen by the interviewee) or professional interpreters (provided 
by the researcher) as required or requested by participants. Data was transcribed by the researcher, 
focusing on lexical and syntactic features, and translated transcripts of important passages were also 
arranged with interpreters after the interview. Relevant ethnic communities were consulted in plan
ning the focus of the research and a full ethics application was submitted prior to data collection and 
was approved by the Massey University Human Ethics committee (SOB 20/51). In addition, ethics 
approval was sought and obtained from the Migration Research Working Group at Red Cross, who 
are responsible for settlement support in New Zealand. All participants provided written and oral 
consent to their data being used.

Data are based on interviews with a total of 48 participants who were approached through edu
cational institutions, ethnic communities and agencies and primarily recruited through infor
mation sessions or through a third party. Participants included former refugees (N = 27), 
language teachers and tutors (N = 8) and individuals working in roles supporting refugee settlement 
(N = 13). Those working in support roles (referred to as simply ‘support workers’ to preserve anon
ymity) worked in a range of areas, including education, health, settlement support agencies and 
community organisations. Refugee background participants were invited to participate if part of 
the Afghan, Rohingya and Palestinian refugee communities. Afghan and Rohingya were selected 
as two of the primary groups designated for settlement in the area, and Palestinians were included 
as they had been settled as part of a short-term response to the Syrian crisis and therefore would 
provide insight into a rather different experience. Educational backgrounds ranged from no formal 
education to degrees, with the majority having had limited schooling. Participants’ reported profi
ciency at the time of the interviews ranged from pre-A1 to C2 on the Common European Frame
work of Reference (CEFR), with seventy percent beginner learners (CEFR A2 or lower). 
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Participants’ time in New Zealand ranged from one to seven years. Any names used are pseudo
nyms and ethnic and gender identifiers have been used only where relevant to understanding 
the data.

Dialogical data analysis

While there is a range of dialogical approaches to analysing data, in this article, I will draw on analy
sis that is both semantic and structural. Semantically, I take the view proposed by Vitanova (2010, 
253) who suggests that ‘in its larger connotation, dialogue epitomizes any process or development, 
born within a multitude of subject positions and values’. To capture this, I have chosen to adopt a 
method that looks for the dialogical processes and developments expressed in interview data, as well 
as the generalised or larger scale dialogical interactions taking place outside the interview context. 
Using the NVivo software, semantic analysis was undertaken through a coding methodology that is 
based on the Grounded Theory Method (Bryant and Charmaz 2007; Charmaz 2006) but deviates 
from this in that it adopts a dialogical perspective as a guiding framework for analysis. The semantic 
analysis was supplemented by dialogical narrative inquiry which focused on how participants 
responded to the positions and utterances of others, both present (e.g. the interviewer) and absent 
(Bakhtin, Holquist, and Emerson 1986; Holquist 1990; Steinby and Klapuri 2013; Vitanova 2013) 
and included a range of voices and perspectives through the use of polyphony. The analysis of poly
phony enables the researcher to discover speaker agency and resistance to a dominant voice 
expressed through participants discursively repositioning themselves in the narrative (Vitanova  
2013) and through parodic discourse where the author appropriates the words (or presumed 
words) of the Other and ridicules them ‘by changing the intention and intonation of another’s dis
course to suit its own ends’ (Sullivan 2012, 50).

Interviews were conceived of as dialogical interactions between interviewer and interviewee(s), 
embedded in the broader sociocultural context (Tanggaard 2009). As in all qualitative interview 
research, the analysis relies on data that is produced in the interview moment, co-constructed by 
the participant(s) and the researcher (and, in some cases, the interpreter), and therefore cannot 
be taken as unmediated accounts of real-life events, or the day-to-day ‘intersubjective encounters’ 
(Kostogriz and Doecke 2007, 14) participants engage in. However, the focus in the study was not to 
ascertain the word-by-word accuracy of reported events and conflicts, but the individual’s lived 
experiences and the meaning they deducted from these experiences and reproduced in encounters 
with others (Tanggaard 2009). In the act of authoring themselves and constructing meaning in an 
interview context, individuals carefully select and present recounts of interactions in order to con
test their subject positions and illustrate broader social processes part of their lived experience 
(Frank 2005; Tanggaard 2009; Vitanova 2013). By combining a thematic analysis that identified 
the struggles and processes that impact on resettled refugees with a structural analysis, focusing 
on aspects like polyphony and contestation as expressed in participant narratives, the study gained 
insight not only into the lived experiences of participants, but also into how participants engaged 
with these to construct and reproduce meaning and to contest social conditions and processes.

Findings

The dialogical Other and the excluded other

The narratives in the interviews indicated that practices of inclusion and recognition were often 
missing in interactions between former refugees and institutions, providers and agencies, with for
mer refugees reporting exclusion, devaluing and othering. It appeared that the host population – 
including policy makers and agencies – made distinctions between the dialogical Other, towards 
whom they had answerability in the dialogical sense, and the excluded other who was not con
sidered part of the everyday dialogical reality, and was delegitimised as a speaking subject.
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While New Zealand is officially recognised as bicultural and has acknowledged Māori and New 
Zealand Sign Language as official languages, the dominant group has long been comparatively hom
ogenous and monolingual (Spoonley and Peace 2012), and data indicated that there may be a reluc
tance to include those who are culturally and linguistically different as dialogical Others: 

Kiwis [New Zealanders] hate to be in an uncomfortable situation. I think it’s part of our personality, people 
just want to avoid interactions with people who they feel might make it an uncomfortable situation for them. 
(Language teacher)

The discomfort with the culturally different other was also evidenced in widely held stereotypes and 
assumptions, particularly about refugees and Muslims, as evidenced in some discourse from 
language teachers: 

And so we were looking at human rights in other countries and we were looking at the clothes that maybe 
Muslims might wear. (Language teacher)

The linking between ‘human rights’ and ‘clothes that Muslims might wear’ implies things about 
these garments in terms of presumed human rights abuses, and serves to differentiate hijabis and 
others choosing to wear religiously marked clothing. Seeing ‘integration’ as a process of erasing 
otherness also clearly defines the boundaries between the collective self and the other, as in this 
example where a young Muslim woman was described as peeling off her otherness down to a 
point where she was just like a ‘kiwi [New Zealand] girl’: 

We witnessed the whole change from wearing hijabs and skirts all the way down to taking it off, wearing yoga 
pants, everything that a kiwi [New Zealand] girl would get up to. And just we saw that through the progression 
of her study while she was here so that was really interesting to watch that with her. (Language teacher)

Practically, being other could lead to a perceptible difference in treatment during interactions with 
businesses and government agencies. Examples included staff not using the client’s name, not mak
ing eye contact, giving inadequate information or acting as if the customer may be a threat.

The discomfort experienced by frontline staff, agencies and community organisations meant that 
they often appointed a proxy – a person who they felt comfortable communicating with and who 
they perceived to be a legitimate speaker. For example, landlords preferred to deal with the settle
ment agency rather than directly with the tenants, appointing the case worker as a kind of proxy to 
avoid what may be seen as the ‘hard work’ of talking to someone who is linguistically and culturally 
different. While this may have facilitated practical communication, it was also a way of denying 
refugee tenants a voice in interactions of significant importance to them.

At the same time, foreign-born support workers and leaders of communities and organisations 
were not necessarily seen as legitimate brokers. In one case, dealing with complex matters at a bank, 
two foreign-born Muslim New Zealanders, both proficient speakers of English, struggled to get the 
assistance required until they brought a Pākehā (white New Zealand) woman with them (referred to 
by the pseudonym ‘Jane’ below): 

[the bank manager] didn’t even smile, she didn’t look at us, she never called our names … That’s what Jane 
realised. That she would be “OK, Jane” but to us she would be like “OK [curtly]”. You know, she’d avoid eye 
contact with us, um she avoid lots of things around us. So when she talked, she directly talked to Jane because 
now she feels comfortable with Jane because they’re like the same Pākehā [white New Zealanders]. It was just 
really interesting. (Support worker)

The unique other

Another way of devaluing those perceived as culturally and linguistically different was to ‘diminish 
the Other’s uniqueness’ (Kostogriz and Doecke 2007, 14) by failing to recognise real, existing differ
ences and failing to provide sufficient and appropriate services.

Data confirmed that there were often high needs in the areas of physical and mental health (see 
also Mortensen 2011) and in the areas of financial support and accommodation. Participants in the 
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study agreed that the time provided for practical and targeted settlement support (one year) was 
inadequate in most cases, and seriously inadequate for higher needs groups like single mothers. 
Mainstream services were fragmented and often did not meet the core needs of the client, due to 
their lack of holistic support and cultural and linguistic understanding.

There was also little understanding of the diversity existing within the group defined as ‘refu
gees’, which, in the settlement area in question, encompassed professionals and academics as 
well as those with limited schooling. The latter group often required additional support, which 
was seldom recognised: 

So the main hard thing is for the Rohingya community the main thing is education and system of New 
Zealand.

When they really … struggle … they try to go [to the social welfare office] and ask help and that time they not 
get properly help. And some of [the social welfare] officers they don’t understand the refugee. The [Rohingya] 
refugee is really low education so they need lot of support from people how to understand. (Community 
leader)

The monological authoring of the refugee other appeared to have produced a generic subject type, 
with little individual variation, leading to a failure to recognise the needs of specific individuals or 
groups.

The language dimension

Understanding the unique needs of the dialogical Other requires the provision of adequate language 
support for those not yet proficient in the dominant language. While significant work has been 
undertaken in New Zealand at policy level to ensure better language support (MBIE 2016) the 
study found that, in practice, language support was often inadequate, tightly gatekept and not 
always suitable for the client.

While government agencies and health providers had ready and immediate access to phone 
interpreters, those services were not always used when required. Frontline staff in government 
agencies and medical services balanced the needs of the client with other considerations, such as 
time constraints, convenience and the cost of longer appointments, and also made judgements 
on a client’s proficiency level, determining whether they required an interpreter or not: 

if you can’t speak any English I think it’s more easy to get the interpreter. But for the one that she’s still learn
ing she’s got some words, she’s got some expressions, but is just not very good on it, the GP [general medical 
practitioner] will say ah you speak English, then you can use English and we can talk in English, but actually 
she don’t understand. (Support worker)

Clients could also be denied interpreting services if they were accompanied by an English-speaking 
support person, regardless of whether the support person was able to communicate in the client’s 
language: 

sometimes we go with them and then they will say ah you can speak but I’m not her! / … / some of them also 
make the excuse oh it’s only paper work I can do it here and no need to explain it to the client and  …   some
times they will just [whispers:] Get the job done. (Support worker)

‘Getting the job done’ without providing interpreting services deprives the client of their voice 
and their standing as a legitimate speaking subject in the interactions. In the following example, a 
single mother brought her young son to the emergency department, accompanied by a support per
son. The mother wanted to be fully informed about the procedures and the support worker advo
cated for this: 

[I said] um can we have an interpreter here? And he [doctor] is like can I just do my job? Because it’s already 
midnight and the lab is going to close and yadiyada he really make it like it’s really difficult. And it’s like no she 
has to understand what you’re saying. And he’s like but you understand and I’m like yes but I’m not his 
mother … I don’t speak her language. (Support worker)
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In the interaction, the doctor attempts to appoint the support person as a kind of proxy mother, 
despite having the ability to access fully funded phone interpreting.

Further, a monolingual bias may not only mean that languages (other than the majority 
language) are considered to be of lower value but may also assume that other languages are neatly 
defined and internally homogenous, without recognising non-standard varieties (Maryns 2005). In 
the context of the study, this could mean that those who were most in need of interpreters, through 
earlier educational disadvantage, were less likely to receive appropriate language support. For 
example, all Afghan participants spoke Dari, generally considered a dialect of Iranian Farsi and 
viewed as mutually intelligible. However, this mutual intelligibility applies to the standard version 
of Dari, spoken by urban populations and those who are educated. Many of the participants spoke 
non-standard varieties, such as Hazaragi (the language of the Hazara people) and Pakistani Dari (a 
version mixed with Urdu). For them, Farsi interpreters often became unintelligible: 

they provide interpreter through the phone, which is not Dari speaker, Irani speaker. They say I can speak 
Dari but they cannot. It’s – we cannot understand what they are talking about / … / and at first, a few 
times, I had interpreter over the phone, then after that I just continued with my bad English. (Afghan Hazara 
woman)

Unsuitable provision of interpreting services had real-life consequences for former refugees. In the 
following example, a Burmese-speaking Rohingya woman failed her licence theory test when she 
was matched with a speaker of a different dialect: 

A guy from the Karen ethnic group … came with me so that he can translate or help me understand. But he 
wasn’t allowed to sit next to me … . He had to sit with his back to my side … . So also his Karen accent I 
couldn’t understand much. So all I can see is English and his accent. So I couldn’t. So I failed.

In health settings, clients who were not given language support employed strategies such as circum
locution, relying on shared understanding of the context and previously given information (such as 
medical notes already on the system) as they attempted to communicate without external support: 

I try to communicate with the English that I have and they also have my record in their computer. They check 
it and give me the medicine based on their record.

However, in this kind of scenario, there is no certainty that the client understands how to take the 
medication, and there is no way for the health worker to know their day-to-day medication regime. 
This was highlighted by one of the home tutors with a pre-literate learner: 

one day she brought out this box with all these different tablets she was taking and started telling me what they 
were / … / But what also turned out was that she had some bottles that were small and some bottles that were 
large. But they were the same medication. And she hadn’t realised that they were. So she was taking two or 
sometimes I think three times the dose she was meant to be taking because she had these different shaped 
bottles which the pharmacist had given her … and they’re exactly the same medication.

Exclusions

In addition to the gatekeeping practices that exclude participation when language support is denied 
a client, gatekeeping was used to exclude the linguistically and culturally other from housing and 
financial support, leading to a sense of devaluation.

Access to the rental market could be limited by a process that required considerable language 
and digital literacy skills, as well as a result of prejudices on the part of landlords. In a tight rental 
market, forms needed to be completed online, quickly, which could be difficult for those with lower 
levels of language, literacy or computer skills. With many applicants for each house, landlords could 
choose to exclude those considered culturally other: 

You know you go to the see houses you want to rent: three person to thirty person [on] the list [of applicants]. 
She [landlord] see we are black colour, we have the children so much.
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While financial support is available to those settled under the UNHCR quota system, in practice, it 
could be difficult to access adequate support from the social welfare agency. This was partly due to 
the complexity of their application process, and partly due to their power and monological practice. 
If forms were not completed on time or completed incorrectly, or if information was missing, 
benefits could be suspended as a punitive measure. The time involved in restarting financial support 
could mean significant delays in payments.

The monological practices also meant that there was poor understanding of diverse needs. The 
measures used to determine eligibility, particularly for additional supports and grants, were also 
perceived as dehumanising and devaluing, and had the effect of othering refugee background appli
cants. In the following example, a refugee background client required additional support for new 
glasses: 

and they say “Why you not work?” And I say I have my medical problem … And they say “What you do with 
your benefit?” / … / “why you not work part time?” and I say I am on operation, I am on medical problem, 
how I can work? And I like to work.

The interaction above demonstrates a monological interaction where only the social welfare agent 
has the power to address, and the power of the client to respond is limited to responses that fit 
within a monological framework. The intense questioning also led to clients feeling delegitimised: 

We not feel like we are New Zealander and we are properly citizen of New Zealand. Because they not treat us 
from [the social welfare agency] like we are New Zealander we can get help … from government and we can 
pay back to them. They treat us like beggar.

Contesting

While participants were able to outline a range of inequalities in access, often linguistically and cul
turally determined, there were also challenges in contesting these as the ability to contest is often 
language dependent. The importance of language was evident in cases where there were conflicting 
accounts between native and non-native speakers. In these cases, the narrative of the native speaker 
was generally deemed the more credible. Data contained several examples of traffic incidents where 
the non-native speaker was deemed at fault, even when the accident was caused by a traffic rule 
violation by the other party: 

And we make a police report. And in the end, on insurance, we try to repair the car, still the insurance people 
and police report say that guy wasn’t wrong. We wrong … I can’t understand and we are really hard to explain 
to them. (emphasis mine)

But data also contained incidents where decisions or rights violations were successfully contested. 
However, this required significant language skills, as seen in the following excerpt. Here, an Afghan 
single mother in social housing attempted to access sufficient heating for several years – 
unsuccessfully: 

When I came here, my room was very cold … And I asked my volunteer to ask [the social housing agency] for 
heat pump or anything. And they said ‘we cannot offer heat pump for two bedroom house.’

And the next winter I went to [the settlement agency] and I asked [social worker] ‘Can you please call [the 
social housing agency] and ask for a heat pump or heat system?’ and she said ‘No they cannot offer anything 
for two bedroom house, that’s all they can offer. I can’t do anything.’

And later on, for the fourth winter, I got a bit English and the vocab to use and I called them. ‘I need a heat 
pump, my house is very cold, I cannot continue like this.’ And they said ‘we cannot offer heat pump for two 
bedroom house’.

I said ‘My room, the ceiling is very high. There is no any better heater. I cannot stay like this’. And she said, on 
the phone, the lady on the phone said ‘Ok, I will let your case manager know’ and later on the manager came to 
my house and I said: ‘See what is the point here. I’m in freezing, like in a fridge, how can I live like this?’ And 
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she said OK, and she offered me a heat pump, maybe the year before last year or last year, just two years I have 
been a bit warm.

The excerpt illustrates how the woman goes from voiceless to a person with a voice. In her narra
tion, she used a parodic inflection every time she quoted the verdict (‘we/they cannot offer … ’) thus 
contesting the response narratively. The first two times this happened, she was rendered voiceless. 
She was outside the interaction, which had taken place by proxy, first through a settlement volun
teer and then through a social worker. In both cases, she was denied the right of reply – she was 
addressed through a mediator but did not have the right of a speaking subject to respond. With 
her advocates failing to give her a voice in the interactions, it was not until she had established her
self as a speaking subject in English that she was able to respond when addressed. The act of 
responding gave her the right to contest within the interaction itself and eventually led to the 
desired outcome.

Discussion and conclusion

The multiple accounts from the interview data indicate that for refugees living in New Zealand, 
social cohesion as well as settlement success are hampered by processes of exclusion and that 
these processes are inextricably connected with language. By not recognising the unique needs of 
resettled refugees and not providing appropriate language support, individuals are not given full 
access to services or informed choices. The lack of language support complicates access to health, 
financial support and adequate housing and, in some cases, creates costly and dangerous situations 
for former refugees. Importantly, those who are most disadvantaged, through a lack of previous 
education or gender-based discrimination in the past, are those who are most affected by the 
lack of appropriate language support. Further, limited language support and limited proficiency 
impacts on the individual’s ability to contest exclusion and discrimination, whether based on 
language, culture, ethnicity or other factors. While support persons can act as brokers and advocates 
to facilitate access, in practice, this often means that the individual is excluded from the dialogue, 
and therefore loses their rights to be addressed and to answer effectively.

These findings provide rich insights into precisely how linguistic diversity impacts on access to 
such areas as health, housing and wellbeing, thus extending studies from New Zealand and else
where (Altinkaya and Omundsen 1999; Blake, Kneebone, and McLeod 2017; Cheung and Philli
more 2017; Mortensen 2011; Shrestha-Ranjit et al. 2020; Tip et al. 2019). They also illustrate 
how and why these impacts should be viewed from the perspective of linguistic inequalities or injus
tices (Piller 2016; 2020) and as the result of structural and ideological factors (Blommaert, Collins, 
and Slembrouck 2005). The findings also suggest that policies to promote social cohesion, social 
inclusion (Webb 2020) and successful refugee settlement in New Zealand must address linguistic 
inequalities if they are to be effective.

The study also offers a broader significance in suggesting that the dialogical perspective provides 
a way of investigating linguistic inequalities as well as social cohesion. A dialogical, intersubjective 
understanding of social cohesion situates social cohesion in the various interactions between the 
individual and a range of actors, including other individuals but also, importantly, institutions 
and policy makers. Bringing language to the forefront, it highlights how linguistic inequalities nega
tively impact on social cohesion. Further, through a dialogical framework, we can understand lin
guistic inequalities and injustices from an ideological as well as an interactional perspective. 
Ideologically, inequalities are justified by denying the linguistically and culturally diverse the status 
of dialogical Other, a fully unique, and participating subject and, instead, through our authoring, 
reducing them to a differentiated other with no agency or uniqueness (Sullivan and McCarthy  
2004). Interactionally, by not viewing the culturally and linguistically diverse as full partners in 
interaction, institutions and individuals fail to provide the linguistic facilitation needed for refugees 
to add their voice and express their value positions, thus depriving them of agency (Hall, Vitanova, 
and Marchenkova 2005; Vitanova 2005; 2010). A dialogical interpretation of social cohesion thus 
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suggests that dialogical inclusivity, where the culturally and linguistically other is treated as a dia
logical Other and thereby given a voice, is a crucial step towards enhancing social cohesion.
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