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reaches out to the smallest units of the society. �e ruling force of central 
government could only control down to the level of county, while the basic 
political structure of rural area was totally di�erent (Gernet 2005; Yeh 2000). 
Intellectual gentry—the above-mentioned ‘shi’—was the social class to unite 
the upper class and the lower class with the civilising and edifying purpose 
of Confucianism. �is structure existed in ancient Chinese societies in more 
or less similar forms, and was well connected to central bureaucracy system 
through the roles of local elites, who were responsible for maintaining local 
education system, while ensuring that excellent scholars would enter the 
central bureaucracy through the imperial examination system. For achieving 
this aim, they had to have a shared understanding of Confucian morality, 
which was related to the legitimacy of ruling class. 

An in�uential early modern Chinese philosopher Liang Shuming  
(梁漱溟, 1893–1988) proposed that the ethic ground would be taken by 
the classical Chinese gentry. He also implicated that ‘gentry’ was a category, 
which had a wider dimension and �uidity (Liang 2005[1949]). It included 
people who preserved and transmitted Confucianism, both the ones who 
excelled in civil service examinations and served the function through 
government administration, education and writing; and the ones who had 
their own lands and the ability to hire tenants. �ese people consciously 
had their progenies in family standard education, and served their function 
through education and performative ceremonies, based on the morality of 
Confucianism. To a certain degree, the classical gentry class decentralised 
the imperial power in regard to the administration and protected the local 
bene
ts, and thereby maintained their own authority. 

�e second role of literati is to form an alternative response to the 
mainstream politics, which includes the maintenance of an independent or 
individualised sense of personhood, and the maintenance of critical thinking 
in the power relationships that dominate the public and private spheres of 
Chinese society. Writings generated from these thoughts form a renowned 
literary genre in Chinese classics. �is genre is generally referred to as 
‘retirement from the world’ (dun shi 遁世). 

Friedrich sketches the relationship between nature and man in his study 
on a poet of Tang dynasty (618–907 A.D.). He concludes that in the poet Du 
Fu’s (杜甫, 712–770 A.D.) view, ‘nature is animated, analogous to society, 
only meaningful as part of a dialogue, and itself responsive or at least 
symbolically or indexically related to culture’ (Friedrich 1996:51). Such an 
idea applies to classical Chinese literature in general. However, these speci
c 
features respond to di�erent social ideologies (religious and philosophical 
trends of thought) respectively in each historical period. ‘Otherworldly’ 
literature is especially connected to two branches of the poetic tradition. 
One belongs to the Chu culture best represented by the Songs of the South 
mostly attributed to Qu Yuan; the other is the fable of a utopia hidden from 
the knowledge of all central political institutions, best represented by poet 
Tao Qian’s (陶潜, 365–427 A.D.) Peach Blossom Spring Story (Taohuayuan Ji 
《桃花源记》, 421 A.D.). 

Recent scholarship recognises a distinct culture module of ancient China 
(11th–2nd century B.C.) indigenous to large areas of the current Central and 
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Southern China, namely the Chu culture (culture of the ancient Chu Guo 
楚国, lit. Chu State). And it is indicated that this cultural module includes 
apparently di�erent geographical, religious, literary (literature and legal), 
and burial ritual traditions according to the recent archaeological 
ndings 
and manuscript researches (Cook and Major 1999). �e representative 
literature of ancient Chu culture is the Songs of the South (Chu Ci《楚辞》), 
an anthology of lyrics combining myths and shamanism, which was usually 
attributed to Qu Yuan (屈原, 343–278 B.C., poet and politician in the State 
of Chu). Chu religion was identi
ed as complex with the main body of 
Taoism and a few branches of shamanism and Confucianism (Cook and 
Major 1999); it was very di�erent from the classical Han culture, which was 
mainly based on the imperial rituals and Confucian canons. 

Chu culture is a synthesis of the prevalent Han culture and the folk 
cultures in the Chu state. �e collective work Songs of the South includes Qu 
Yuan’s compilation and edition of ritual songs and lyrics of the Chu state, 
as well as other verses combining political opinions and emotions towards 
lives of ordinary people written by Qu Yuan and his contemporaries. �ese 
rhythmical songs and verses are supposed to be sung in Southern Chinese 
dialects, which were creolised with non-Han languages; later they were 
entextualised with written classical Chinese. Most of the lyrics are dedicated 
to the local water and mountain deities and sung and performed along 
with dances; therefore, the written texts were speci
cally rhymed with 
structural modal words (Hong 1983[1154]). �is literary style is distinct 
from other classical written text in or around the centre of Han culture and 
became an independent literary genre, which was used by lots of famous 
persons before the 4th century A.D. to express emotions similar to Qu Yuan 
towards corrupted political regimes and the woes of ordinary people. �is 
literary genre shows a sentient relationship between human and nature. 
�e goddesses in the songs are usually covered with plants with fragrant 
scents and feminine shapes, riding on strong and vigorous beasts. Water 
and mountain spirits are partly hidden and partly visible in the mist above 
water and stones, or disappearing in the winds. A great number of names 
and descriptions of plant and animal species appear in the songs decorating 
and making connections between the scenes of confrontation and love a�airs 
among the deities. �ese scenes are chanted and performed in the rituals 
spreading through Southwestern China until a very recent age, and were 
considered as demonstrations of natural and healthy relationships among 
the living.  

�is literary genre also features the utopian literature represented by Tao 
Qian’s Peach Blossom Spring Story. �e story tells how a 
sherman lost his 
way in the lower stream of the Yuan River and entered a land covered with 
�owering peach trees. Being received with hospitality, the 
sherman learns 
that the people living there descend from the refugees escaping wars that 
plagued the middle land during the time of Qin Dynasty (221–206 B.C.). 
�ey chose to stay in this place by the Peach Blossom Spring and lived a 
self-su�cient and peaceful life, and so did their descendants. When they 
inquire about the outside world, the 
sherman 
nds that they know nothing 
that happened in the history a	er Qin. When the 
sherman leaves, these 
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people tell him: ‘it is not worth mentioning to outsiders’ (不足为外人道也). 
�e 
sherman, however, reports this to the local o�cial and brings back 
people to 
nd the peach blossom spring. No one ever 
nds it, including 
one honourable scholar who dies in sorrow for not 
nding it. �is literary 
genre was employed by countless classical Chinese intellectuals to express 
their wishes for an ideal and self-su�cient society blocked from political 
upheavals and military chaos that recurred in every imperial dynasty. �e 
space-time con
guration in Peach Blossom Spring Story is ‘nowhere in 
fossilised time’. In Deleuze and Guattari’s sense, here literary language 
‘deterritorialize’, so as to take us out of a space and time framed by linear 
historical narratives.

�e literati is a social class that maintains the institutions of Chinese 
empires through spreading moralised education and knowledge. In every 
historical period, however, there were individuals from this learned class pass 
down independent observations of society and politics. �ey are expressed 
in various artistic forms such as writings, paintings, drama, music, religious 
rituals, etc. �ey form a depository of alternative reactions to mainstream 
political ideologies. Many depictions and comments in Soul Mountain recur 
these individuals’ artistic creations, not less frequent in his descriptions of 
Buddhist rituals. Above-mentioned Qu Yuan, Tao Qian, etc. are among the 
most famous scholars and artists of this type. Gao Xingjian also considered 
himself to be one before and a	er he moved out of China.

�e Painted Past—Textual Study I

In chapter 17 of Soul Mountain, there is a piece of art criticism regarding 
Gong Xian’s Landscape covered by Snow (Fig. 9).1

1 Gong Xian (cf. 1618–1689) was a painter, famous for his ink-using skills in 
landscape painting. 

Figure 9. Gong Xian’s 
Landscape covered by 
Snow (Freer Gallery of 
Art).
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�e author states:

面对龚贤的这幅雪景，还有什么可说的没有！那种宁静，听得见霸雪纷
纷落 下，似是有声又无声
Viewing Gong Xian’s landscape painting, what can you say? �e silence—snow 
is falling, seemingly audible and yet soundless.

And he continues:

河上架的木桥，临清流而独居的寒舍，你感觉到人世的踪迹，却又清寂
幽 深 这是一个凝聚的梦，梦的边缘那种不可捉摸的黑暗也依稀可辨——一
片湿墨，他用笔总这样浓重，意境却推得那么深远。他也讲究笔墨，笔墨 
情趣之中景象依然历历在目。他是一个真正的画家，不只是文人作画
Wooden bridge over the river, living alone in a thin house by water, you feel the 
traces of human world, but your world is deep and serene. �is is a condensed 
dream; the fringe of it, the unpredictable darkness, is remotely recognizable. 
A patch of wet ink, he always thickened the ink, but furthered the view. Yet he 
appreciated sketching; the scene stands vividly in the fun of sketching. He was a 
real painter, not some literati who painted.

�e author concludes:

你说的是故作清高，玩弄笔墨而丧失自然的性灵。笔墨趣味可学，性灵
则与生俱来，与山川草木同在。龚贤的山水精妙就在于他笔墨中焕发的
性灵，苍苍 然而忘其所以，是不可学的
What you meant was a very trying lo	iness, a play of sketching and a loss of 
natural spirituality. �e taste of sketching is acquirable, the spirit, however, is 
more with the mountains and �oras. Gong Xian’s paintings of mountains and 
water are particularly 
ne, because of the spirit embedded in his sketching, 
boundless and carried away, and in-acquirable. 

Next, the author critically assesses the work of another artist (Fig. 10). 

八大也不可学。他怒目睁睁的方眼怪鸟可学，他那荷花水鸭的苍茫寂寥
不可 以模仿
Bada (Bada Shanren’s art) is also inaccessible.2 His raging square-eyed esoteric 
birds are learnable; his lotus and ducks blanketed by loneliness are impossible 
to imitate. 

Next, I am showing another critical approach taken by the authors (Fig. 11).

�e author then states:

郑板桥就这样被世人糟蹋了，他的清高成了人不得意时的点缀。他是个
落魄才子，而八大是个疯子。先是装疯，而后才真疯了，他艺术上的成
就在于他真疯而非装疯。或者说他用一双奇怪的眼光来看这世界，才看
出这世界疯了。或者说这世界容忍不了理智的健全，理智便疯了，才落
得世界的健全。

2 Bada Shanren (1626–1705), born Zhu Da, widely recognized as the best painter in 
his period, famous for his ink-washing painting.
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Figure 10 . Zhu Da’ paintings. On the le�, Mynah bird on an Old Tree (Forbidden City, 
Beijing) and on the right, Lotus and Birds (Shanghai Museum).

Figure 11. Zhu Da’s 
Dry-pen Mountains 
and Water (Nanjing 
Museum).
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Zheng Banqiao (his art) is destroyed by people like that; his lo	iness has become 
decorations in their lives, not in moments.3 He is just a wit coming down in the 
world. But Bada is a real madman. At 
rst, he pretended to be mad, and later he 
truly became a madman. And all his achievements came from his real madness. 
Or, rather, say he watched the world with his esoteric eyes, so he could see that 
the world was crazy. Or just say that the world could not bear full sanity, and thus 
the sanity went mad, in order to let the world be sane.

Various questions could be raised from this interesting art criticism. For 
example, what is a real painter here? And what is the di�erence between 
a real painter and ‘some literati who painted’? Correspondingly, what is the 
di�erence between a person of wit and the real madman? Why has the best 
art come from madness? And interestingly, seen from the critic here, the arts 
of the wit are not bad in themselves, but just totally distorted by ‘people’ who 
misused them for their own hypocrisy (‘destroyed’).

Multi-layered indexes can be found in the texts from Soul Mountain 
quoted above. �e artistic conceptions are delivered through a classical 
Chinese rhetoric. �e fragments of conceptualising the spirituality in 
traditional Chinese painting are composed in a style closer to classic prose. 
And the critical comments are written in modern Mandarin. Readers would 
have to master the classical Chinese rhetoric in order to grasp the poetics 
here. Not to mention that to understand the critical comments one would 
need knowledge of what a literati and an artist are supposed to be like in 
the context of traditional Chinese academy. However, it is the idea in the 
critical comments that connects this text to others in the 
ction. Even if 
one does not know anything about Zhu Da, Zheng Banqiao or sketches and 
spirituality in classical Chinese painting, in reading this paragraph, one can 
still 
nd the binding elements: there is a basic idea criticising the literary 
institutions carried on by literati but evaded by hermits. In this manner, 
Soul Mountain can be read as an intellectual historiography, but more on the 
hermit’s perspective. 

A dialectical understanding of Gao Xingjian is illustrated here. �e 
literati carries on shaping the society and state, while the madman breaks 
through patterns and sets up exemplars of artistic spirituality, which would 
become representations of his time for the generations to come. And from 
these very di�erent characters we can always 
nd a re�ection of both Zhu Da 
and Zheng Banqiao, a devoting madman and a literati being restricted. One 
can clearly see the social institutions and insurmountable power relations 
that shape the society. 

�e chronotope embedded in Gao Xingjian’s writings commenting Gong 
Xian and Zhu Da’s arts points to a mythical time-space, which is eternal as 
contrast to the realistic history. Unlike Qu Yuan and Tao Qian who connected 
this time-space to the imagery of disappearing and lost, Gao Xingjian 
connects it with voluntary reclusion. Especially Zhu Da’s compositions create 

3 Zheng Banqiao (1693–1765), born Zheng Xie, a famous painter and calligrapher 
who resigned from his o�cial position because of his discontent with social 
inequality. 
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Figure 12 . Zheng Xie’s painting and Calligraphy works: (le�) Orchid, stone and bamboo (Forbidden City, 
Beijing); (right) Nan de hu tu (usually translated as ‘Where ignorance is bliss, it’s folly to be wise’, stone rub-
bing from tablet stored in Xi’an Beilin Museum).

an otherworld that features wired, lonely, and self-contented creatures. �is 
is an allegory of the uncertain fate when individualised aesthetical category 
and literary genres confront the realistic ‘outside’. �is seemingly fabled and 

ctive literary design, however, also incorporated the historical chronotopes 
to the modernised novel framework. 

In the tradition of Chinese literature before the Early Modern period, the 
chronotopes embodied in classical Chinese poetic and philosophical writing 
were closely related to changes in nature and seasons, and to the relationships 
between life process and nature. A substantial moral system corresponded 
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to these temporal changes in nature. Spatial representations also bear moral 
values, as they are linked with social activities such as meeting, parting, and 
worshipping. Each has a set of customs or regulations to specify tradition. 
�e above two sections discuss the chronotopes in Gao Xingjian’s novels with 
reference to classical literary archetypes and mythical/poetic institutions, 
which demonstrate the richness and complexity of chronotopes. In his most 
realistic literary creation, these chronotopes interact with realistic time–
space settings of the novel all through the book. 

In these texts extracted from Soul Mountain, the classical Chinese 
vocabulary and syntax are what Bakhtin termed heteroglossia (‘other-
languagedness’) (Bakhtin 1981:263). �e aesthetics inherent in the artistic 
comments constitute the concepts of retiring from power and desires in 
traditional scholar society. �ese discourses were composed with aesthetic 
perception to gain their ‘otherness’ in a realistic literary style. �rough 
heteroglossia, Gao Xingjian aligns the textual-chronotopes of artistic 
rhetorics with the main story line, and therefore implied an ‘interdiscursivity’ 
in Silverstein’s (2005) sense. He tried to resurrect the images, which were 
encircled with coherent and independent rules deriving from multiple 
traditions in Chinese history, which connected with the concept of hermitry 
of Daoism and Buddhism; and through these images the meaning of life 
and morality were felt by scholars who thought over and worried about the 
value of human existence. �is seemingly fabled and 
ctive literary design, 
however, also incorporated the historical chronotopes to the modernised 

ction framework. 

�e Linguistic Present—Textual Study II

In chapter 36, the authors says:

(…) 说经堂前庭院里有两株盛开的桂花树，一株金红一株月日那散发出
阵阵幽香，蒲团从经堂一直铺至庭院，僧人们盘坐在秋日和阳暖照之下
心地清净，静候老 和尚最后一次宣讲佛法。说他沐浴斋戒已七天七夜
不进饮食闭目盘坐在乌檀木雕的莲花法坛上，肩披 一件异常宽大缀满补
丁的袈裟，坛前立式楼空的铜香炉里燃着檀香木片，经堂 内清香弥漫，
他两位大弟子一左一右站立两旁，受他亲自剃度的十多位法师全 恭候在
坛下，他左手捻一串佛珠右手持一枚法铃，只见指缝间夹着一根钢签轻
  轻一碰，盈盈铃声便像一缕游丝悬游于堂上垂挂的经幡之间。  说众
僧人于是听见他甘柔的声音，佛陀告诉须菩提不可以以身相认如来，如
来 之所谓身相凡有所相皆为虚妄若所相非相乃非非相，吾传授的无非佛
祖所说而 佛所说皆不可取又不可不取也不可言传，这不可言传而不可取
又不可取此乃吾 授于汝等亦如来所传之大法，还有什么要问的吗？

(you) say that there were two �owering osmanthus trees, one reddish gold, one 
gleaming like the moon and the sun. �e air in the forecourt of scripture hall 
was saturated with �oating fragrance. Futons scattering along the way from the 
scripture hall to the courtyard, monks sat cross-legged under the warm autumn 
sun, cleared their mind and waited for the last preach of the old master. […] say 
that he had washed himself, fasted for seven days and nights, sat cross-legged on 
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the lotus altar carved by ebony, eyes closing; that sandal wood chips were burning 
in the standing fretwork bronze incense burner, scent permeated the scripture 
hall. Two of his most senior disciples stood at both sides, while all his other 
students waited respectfully in front of the altar. He held the Fo bead with his le	 
hand the sacred bell with right. A wave of faint sounds got caught by the Sutra 
streamers high above the scripture hall. […] say that the monks heard his sweet 
and so	 voice. ‘Buddha told Bodhisattva not to sense Tathagata through a form; 
the so-called Tathagata’s forms, whenever sensed, are false forms; whenever are 
non-forms, are double negation forms. What I taught was no more than what 
Buddha had said; what Buddha says cannot be taken, and cannot be not taken, 
and cannot be said. Tathagata’s fundamental preaches are what I taught you, and 
what cannot be said and cannot be taken and cannot be not taken. Do you still 
have questions?’

�is paragraph is about an event that the narrator comes across during his 
journey. It tells a story of one last ritual performed by a Buddhist master 
before he died. �e audience present at the ritual was curious, scared, and 
confused. �is master’s disciples wanted the position and at the same time 
feared the force in the master’s hand that led him to decide the moment of 
death. �e moment of ful
lment of his religious life and death arrived at the 
same time, when the master reached the status of ‘emptiness’—void of desires. 
It is also the place, where narrations are completely replaced by scriptures. 
�e readers may be as well confused as the disciples of the master. �e 
disciples were full of desire towards power, and so they considered the ritual 
to be a demonstration of power. �at is how they missed the meaning of the 
words. Metalinguistically, the readers’ confusion is due to the unfamiliarity 
of the meaning of the scripture itself. In this narration, Gao Xingjian uses 
only one personal pronoun in the beginning of the chapter, then uses the 
phase ‘say that’ to start each of the rest paragraphs. �e entire chapter is 
technically one long sentence; and the individual paragraphs starting with 
‘says that’ are bond together in a structure of sonnet. �is unusual structure 
in the Sinophone narratives is a sign of in�uences of European languages. 

In this paragraph, Gao Xingjian employs a language style of Buddhist 
scriptures translations. �e most popular Buddhist scriptures read by secular 
scholars were mostly translated from Sanskrit into Classical Chinese language 
between the 7th and the 11th centuries. �is language style represents an art 
to be mastered by hermit type literati. Here, it is decontextualized, and 
alienated by its audience. Gao Xingjian employs syntax and vocabulary that 
allude to this literary tradition, but also decontextualizes it at a metalinguistic 
level. In his writings, this language style is used by someone who was 
dying and doomed to be forever misunderstood and alienated. His spiritual 
enlightenment will be conquered by desires towards power. For those who 
do not understand the scripture, what this master said sounds chaotic and 
confusing, and most of all out of context. �e fact that his disciples and 
audience who expected power games were startled makes this scene appear 
like an absurd drama. 

�is independent chapter is one of the examples showing how Gao 
Xingjian align various language forms (Levine 2015) that are seen out of 
context where they otherwise make sense. �ese language forms or styles 
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are not meant to deliver meaning (for the purpose of narration), but to form 
an allegory of his situation as a literati inside and outside his community (in 
and out of China). �is idea is well-elaborated in one of Samuel Beckett’s 
comments on James Joyce’s works. Beckett says:

Here form is content, content is form. You complain that this stu� is not written 
in English. It is not written at all. It is not to be read—at least it is not only to be 
read. It is to be looked at and listened to. His writing is not about something; it is 
that something itself. (Beckett 1929)4

In another piece of Beckett’s writing on his own literary creations, Beckett 
says:

It is indeed becoming more and more di�cult, even senseless, for me to write 
an official English […] to bore one hole a	er another in [language], until what 
lurks behind it—be it something or nothing—begins to seep through; I cannot 
imagine a higher goal for a writer today. […] Is there any reason why the terrible 
materiality of the word should not be capable of being dissolved […] a literature 
of the unword. (Beckett 1983:171–172)

�e language crisis in Beckett, which is a crisis of faith in the English 
language, witnesses the charged language issue of his native country and the 
absurdity (‘senselessness’) which language ideology inevitably engineered, 
most especially the enervation of English in Irish public life. Similarly, Gao 
Xingjian experienced the end of liberalism in the 1980s in China. A	er 
that, he tried to discharge the language he used in writing from the formal 
regulations, for the structured language was no longer capable of describing 
the human conditions in his mind and in his experience. As himself once 
wrote:

[…] his �ow of language used for tracking psychological activities clearly cannot 
be achieved through conventional methods of narration, description, or rhetoric 
because they are too regulated, and it certainly cannot be achieved through 
old sayings and allusions. Capturing these perceptions requires avoiding old 
sayings and allusions, avoiding existing patterns of writing, and searching for 
fresh narrative methods and a more vibrant language. �is requires returning to 
the source of language—that is, when constructing a sentence, one must listen 
intently to the language of the inner mind, even if it is not spoken aloud, because 
this sound of the language is linked to the words and sentences and is the starting 
point of language. �e basic substance of language is sound. At this point, it 
is necessary to draw attention to the common misconception that the written 
language is the same as the spoken language (Gao 2012:30–31).

In his ethnographic documentation of a Cretan writer, Herzfeld compares 
the nationalist ideology of the bureaucratic system to village and kin-based 
idioms within Cretan socio-political identity, which discloses a history 
dependent on situational construction even under the same aim of 

4  https://bibliot3ca.com/dante-bruno-vico-joyce-by-samuel-beckett/
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nationalism (Herzfeld 1997:72, 254). Similarly, the linguistic aspect of the 
literary creation of Gao Xingjian connects with the �uidity of identity of 
the Chinese scholars. �is linguistic aspect is about the variation of each 
language in Gao Xingjian’s language matrix and the ways in which they can 
creatively interact. �e language ideologies in Gao Xingjian’s literature have 
demonstrated his incredibly diversi
ed literary discourse. In contrast to 
standardising linguistic regimes in his time that strip language of Classical 
Chinese regional and ethical variations in order to create a new nationalist 
ideology, his literary language deterritorializes modern Mandarin, embraces 
variations, and reterritorializes classical Chinese. �e transformative 
potential of his language ideologies constructs an (anti-)political agency that 
challenges the then prevalent nationalist ideology, biased towards revolution 
and replacement rather than towards reformation and integration.

In a time when radical political idealism points to replacing classical 
Chinese linguistic devices and aesthetics with relatively unilateral modern 
narratives, Gao Xingjian engages chronotopes that de-centre modern 
Mandarin writings. He goes further and de-centres also the narrator. 
It re�ects his sense of responsibility to bring in multi-layered language 
ideologies and complexity.

Conclusion

Anthropologists o	en claim that literary texts can deliver the re�exive 
relationships of di�erent linguistic ideologies, which further turn into 
a semiotic process with political motility (cf. Becker 1980; Daniel 1987; 
Geertz 1996). In a multi-cultural world, a world of multiple epistemologies, 
in all areas of knowledge in which text-building (written or oral) is a central 
activity: literature, history, law, music, politics, psychology, trade, even war 
and peace, ‘constraints’ are di�erent in di�erent languages and in di�erent 
cultures. �at is, the area of signi
cant variation is not the same in all 
languages, in all cultures, but this can be discovered by 
nding what the 
constraints on the text are (Becker 1980:138–139). Historical, ethnographic, 
and literary texts do no simply index the real social relationships, but also 
in�uence and are in�uenced by people’s perception of these relationships.

Gao Xingjian expressed his sense of responsibility as an out-of-place 
literati through an orchestration of chronotopic ‘heteroglossia’. �e language 
ideologies re�ect the integrated process of language use and the way it 
reacts with places and environment (Pennycook 2008:131–136). Just as Gao 
Xingjian ended the Soul Mountain with a declaration that the narrative ‘I’ 
knows nothing in the end, it is also di�cult for one to know how to read 
and place this intellectual history within the European context. Diaspora 
literature is a 
eld where language and cultural elements from di�erent text 
traditions collide, incorporating these mobile features into new ‘places’ as 
they unfold within the novel. In this manner, such an intellectual history 
can be both independent from the author’s self, while also signi
cant in 
establishing a new immigrant identity in the new ‘Republic of Letters’. 
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Icelanders’ Opinions on the Role of the 
State in Teaching Icelandic to Foreigners 

Introduction

Formation of immigration policies, including what to require of immigrants, 
is something relatively new to Iceland’s experience. Iceland became  
a sovereign nation in 1944 and seven years passed before the 
rst legislation 
concerning incomers was enacted. From the early 1950s until the early 2000s, 
there was no formal government position mandating foreigners acquire 
linguistic skills in Icelandic. Only in 2002, as the number of immigrants 
to Iceland increased dramatically (Hagstofa Íslands 2018) and garnered 
attention did the parliament (Alþingi) enact a requirement that people 
from outside the Schengen area and European Union seeking permanent 
residence must complete a speci
ed number of hours of language courses 
or pass a test (Alþingi 2002: Art. 15). In 2007, a linguistic component was 
added to the list of criteria necessary for citizenship, no matter the applicant’s 
national background (Alþingi 2007: Art. 5.c.3). It was only this recently 
that Iceland began to require that immigrants seeking special status in the 
nation demonstrate acquaintance with or ability in the national language. 
�is late date is a bit surprising, seeing as Icelandic language ideology has 
for some time held Icelandic identity to be iconic with speaking the language 
(Halldórsson 1979; Þórarinsdóttir 2011; Sigurðsson 1996). 

�e systems and policies of three other Scandinavian states, Denmark, 
Norway, and Sweden, are occasionally taken as points of reference when 
the Alþingi and ministries develop or modify policies and laws a�ecting 
immigrants (e.g., Alþingi 2001). Along with Finland, these three nations 
comprise the Scandinavian or Nordic welfare states (Greve 2007; Stephens 
1995). One hallmark of the Scandinavian states is a liberal system of social 
welfare, though the precise nature and extent of services and protections 
a�orded by each of these states di�er and have shown changes through time 
(Greve 2007; Stephens 1995). Iceland is not always included as a Nordic 
welfare state in scholarly and United Nations publications (cf. Greve 2007; 
Stephens 1995), yet it is o	en discussed by both Icelandic and non-Icelandic 
scholars as being among the more progressive states in regard to gender 
equality, child care, and economic strati
cation (Eydal and Rostgaard 2011; 
Ólafsson 1999; World Economic Forum 2016). Iceland’s liminal nature as  
a Scandinavian welfare state makes pertinent the question of whether and 
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how the welfare state model informs discourses about program areas directed 
at immigrants and other socially vulnerable populations within Iceland. 

It is not only the government that is intent on having certain incomers 
learn Icelandic, as the Icelandic public and media also are promoters of 
this stance. �e language is commonly framed as a key to joining in public 
life and learning about one’s responsibilities and rights, similar to issues 
arising from language ownership and responsibility in revitalization contexts 
(Kaartinen, this volume; Yamasaki, this volume). A concern for this paper 
is how members of the Icelandic 
rst-language speaking public think an 
immigrant is expected to access and begin to utilize the language to reach 
the projected goals of engaging in public life and becoming a member of 
society. �is concern links to broader issues a�ecting the Icelandic state and 
its inhabitants, and has led to the formation of two questions to be addressed 
here. First, what responsibility does the Icelandic state have to play in this? 
And, how do the ways that native speakers frame the state’s responsibilities 
as according with or di�ering from the Scandinavian welfare state structure? 
In considering responsibility, attention is paid to the obligations, duties, and 
accountability that speakers attribute to the several actors in the Icelandic 
language learning project: immigrants, non-governmental entities, and 
governmental bodies. Evidence from focus group conversations and 
individual interviews will be examined for answers to these queries.

�eoretical perspective

An interest in determining what is actually meant when people and policies 
speak of ‘integration’ has informed the work of Castles (1995), Castles et 
al. (2002), Joppke (2007), Borevi (2010), Jensen (2014), and others. Central 
to most de
nitions is the topic of which populations are subject to change 
as a result of language learning and other integrative measures. Castles 
(1995) 
nds that three models tend to dominate the ways that integrative 
experiences are represented: a di�erentialist model, an assimilationist 
model, and a multiculturalist model. In the di�erentialist model, immigrants 
and their families are denied access to naturalizing processes and are kept 
at a distance, no matter how long they remain in the host country. �e 
assimilationist model requires that immigrants adopt the social and cultural 
practices of the receiving country while host communities resist adopting or 
valuing immigrants’ practices. In the multiculturalist model, accommodation 
�ows in both directions and the receiving country recognizes the ethnic, 
linguistic and cultural identities of the immigrants as important components 
in facilitating integration. Castles et al. (2002) demonstrate that service 
providers and policy makers in Britain continue to work from these models 
in the early 2000s.

Later research shows that while there is tremendous symbolic import in 
the direction of accommodation and acceptance, Castles’ (1995) models are 
perhaps too general to be helpful when analysing integrative policies. Carrera 
(2006) examines the policies and programs in eight EU states for their 
main tendencies and common elements. �e general trend is to implement 
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mandatory integration schemes and that integration has become ‘a juridical, 
policy-oriented and institutional tool of control’ (Carrera 2006:19). In an 
examination of the integration policies of the Netherlands, France and 
Germany, Joppke (2007) 
nds their policies are converging as Carrera (2006) 
had concluded. Joppke analyses how adoption of these mandatory, juridical 
tools of control by countries including those among the Nordic welfare states 
enforce a ‘repressive liberalism’ by using illiberal means (i.e., requirements) 
to achieve the liberal ends of integration and/or naturalization. �ese 
studies move beyond the tripartite model and demonstrate that states utilize 
elements from two or all three of Castle’s models.

More recent studies continue to re
ne our understanding of the 
ways that interpretations of the nation state inform the construction and 
implementation of integrative policies. Borevi (2010) uses an improved 
version of Koopmans and Statham’s (2000) model to compare Swedish 
integrative practices with those of Denmark, Norway, and the Netherlands. 
She demonstrates that of these four countries, Swedish policies are the earliest 
to focus on immigrants’ practices and achievements individually, rather than 
collectively. �is kind of shi	 seems to have paved the way for imposing 
obligations on individuals from an early period and yet, Sweden remains an 
exception as it has not yet mandated integration requirements for incomers 
as have the other three states. Borevi (2010:23) argues that the complexities 
of this case demonstrate the need to focus on two realms: how actively 
the state recognizes ethnic subgroups; and ‘conceptions of the common 
national identity’ that may range between ‘a “civic” (not ethnic) community 
of citizens’ (demos) and an illiberal, ethnically uni
ed community of citizens 
(ethnos)’. Borevi’s critical examination of Swedish policies along these two 
axes makes apparent how development of illiberal policies can occur within 
a system commonly identi
ed as a classic Scandinavian welfare state.

Jensen (2014) attends to politicians’ depictions of national identity 
during parliamentary debates in Denmark and Norway, coding them for 
the amount of freedom individuals are represented to have in managing their 
national identities and the amount of choice the national collective has to  
(re-)construct and frame itself. Like Borevi’s (2010) approach, Jensen’s o�ers 
a method for analyzing the weight and role of factors that di�er from nation 
to nation, even among those considered similar. Attention to where Danish 
and Norwegian politicians position individual immigrants and the national 
collective along these axes when discussing policy areas and expected 
outcomes allows him to explain how two Scandinavian welfare states have 
developed such di�erent responses to immigration. Norwegian debates show 
politicians present individuals as having a di�cult time altering their national 
identity and so require institutional support and a lengthy period of time to 
manage this. �ey also portray the Norwegian collective as being open 
to self-examination and change, positioning the state as accepting of new 
communities. In Danish debate, however, politicians 
nd both individual 
and collective identity are resistant to change, a position explaining support 
for policies requiring immigrants demonstrate knowledge of and adherence 
to Danish cultural practices and upholding a sense of strict boundaries 
between Danes and outsiders.
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Analysis of focus group responses from members of the Icelandic 
general public contributes to the discussion about what national identity 
and integration actually mean and how representations of the state as  
a potential actor in�uence expectations for immigrants. First, adding an 
Icelandic case to those o�ered by Jensen (2014) and Borevi (2010) helps to 
discern how strongly adherence to the Scandinavian welfare state model 
a�ects integrative measures. While determining an exact de
nition of the 
Scandinavian welfare state is di�cult, Abrahamson’s (1999:36) formulation 
corresponds with how many people imagine it, as ‘a society where the public 
sector assumes responsibility for 
nancing and providing social care services 
for all citizens at a high level both quantitatively and qualitatively’. Iceland is 
identi
ed as a Scandinavian welfare state at times and yet its welfare system 
has shi	ed toward a more liberal or liberal-labour position from the 1990s 
(Jonsson 2001; Ólafsson 2005:234). Ólafsson (1993; 1999; 2005) has shown 
that Iceland’s approach to social welfare, including employment, health, 
and childcare bene
ts, has never been as universal or state-driven as in 
other Scandinavian countries, despite Iceland’s position at the top of the 
World Economic Forum (2016) for gender equality. Analysis of focus group 
comments shows that elements of the Scandinavian welfare state ideal cause 
concern for Icelandic citizens as they consider the processes that immigrants 
face, o�ering further information for those examining the relation between 
state system forms and integration policy development and e�ects.

In accord with other chapters in this volume that present material 
from publics directly a�ected by integration measures but whose voices 
are not always heard (e.g., Accoroni, this volume; Esposito, this volume), 
opinions and observations from life-long citizens of the receiving state 
add to language policy and integration literature. Each of the studies 
discussed earlier concerned themselves primarily with policy documents 
and politicians’ discourses (Borevi 2010, Carrera 2006; Jensen 2014; Joppke 
2007) or those providing services to immigrant communities (Castles et 
al. 2002). While both politicians’ and service providers’ perceptions of the 
nation’s responsibility to its public are important, their views may or may 
not be shared by those who have everyday interactions with immigrants 
that are not primarily service-oriented or policy-driven. Comments in focus 
group materials can be examined for how satis
ed members of the public 
are with current policies and precisely how they would address perceived 
shortcomings. As these data show, the citizenry’s lived experiences and 
opinions are not entirely supportive of the policies that politicians have 
devised and their manner of implementation. Becoming aware of these 
di�erences through this kind of public feedback can help to alleviate tensions 
and promote development of practices and expectations that garner a greater 
amount of support. �ese data also demonstrate how members of the public 
assign responsibilities to di�erent actors involved in the process of teaching 
and learning Icelandic.

�e language school personnel whose commentary and perspectives 
appear in this paper di�er from the professional service providers whose 
opinions were examined in Castles et al. (2002). Icelandic language teachers 
are paid by the course and almost none of them work full-time as language 
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instructors. �e vast majority of teachers also have had little to no training 
in adult education strategies, though some have pursued education in 
this area. Administrators, despite having full-time employment within 
their schools, are responsible for overseeing a variety of courses, with the 
largest segment of the student population being Icelanders, not immigrants. 
Except for a few cases, the schools o�ering Iceland language instruction are 
centres for continuing education, primarily focused on providing courses 
to adult Icelanders. �e administrators attend to the needs and educational 
development of a number of audiences, with immigrant learners making up 
but one of these. For these reasons, it is appropriate to include the input from 
school personnel as commentary from the general public, though a public 
that is well informed about the content of language education policy in the 
case of the administrators.

Data Collection and Methodology 

Transcribed materials from focus groups and interviews conducted in 
Iceland provide the data within which to examine how participants construct 
the roles and responsibilities of several actors involved in the language-
learning process. Interviews with language school personnel were conducted 
between 2012 and 2014 as part of research examining the language teaching 
process for adult learners of Icelandic. Eight focus groups with residents 
of Iceland whose families had lived in the country for several generations 
(‘natives’) were run from 2016 to 2018 in order to evaluate 
rst language 
Icelandic speakers’ impressions of and knowledge about language education 
institutions and policies. Participants in both the interviews and focus 
groups were guaranteed anonymity in published materials; all names used 
are pseudonyms. In total, the responses and opinions of 45 Icelanders are 
considered in this research.

Language teachers and school administrators were asked to talk about 
their opinions of and experiences with the language teaching system that 
has developed in Iceland. Contact was made initially with administrators 
during visits to schools and emailing individuals listed on school websites. 
All administrators whose views appear in this paper oversaw their school’s 
courses in Icelandic for foreigners. Teachers were contacted as a result of 
using snowball technique, initiated by asking administrators for names 
of instructors who may share an interest in the project and then asking 
participating teachers for names of colleagues.

All of these interviews with school personnel were conducted in English. 
No interviewees expressed concern about speaking in English, despite 
the fact that it is not their 
rst language. �e interviews with teachers 
examined their knowledge of the government policies surrounding their 
work, their opinions of available teaching materials, their understandings 
of student needs and desires, and suggestions for improving the system. 
School administrators were asked to discuss the ways that they have found 
policy to a�ect their schools and pedagogies, how their schools are assisting 
learners, and ideas to improve the schools or the policies that a�ect them. 
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�e author also conducted participant observation in the schools so as to 
gain experiential knowledge of the courses and interactive conduct practiced 
by students, teachers, and administrators. 

Focus groups were held with Icelanders to gather their views on the 
need to teach Icelandic to foreigners, means through which this should be 
conducted, their opinion about how successful this is, and whether they 
believe ordinary citizens should play any role in this process. All focus 
groups were conducted in Icelandic. Very little code switching occurred in 
these events; in the example containing switching that is examined later, 
we see that any switches were o	en charged with meaning. Individuals 
were asked to participate in focus groups as a result of using a snowball 
approach. �e author asked friends and acquaintances in Reykjavík for 
names of people they thought would have an interest in the research topic. 
Phone calls or emails were sent, asking the individuals to participate in the 
group conversations. �ose responding to the author’s invitation, whether 
positively or negatively, were asked for recommendations of others to 
contact. �is process was followed until at least 
ve people had agreed to 
meet for each discussion. 

�ree focus groups were held in Reykjavík, the largest urban metropolis, 
and 
ve in rural communities outside of Reykjavík. Twenty-six people 
participated in the group conversations. �ose who had some experiences 
of communicating with learners were asked to discuss these interactions 
and then extrapolate about the state of a�airs of Icelandic language teaching. 
�ose without direct experience with learners were asked to talk about 
the general impressions they have of the language teaching process and 
its results. Individuals also were asked to discuss the role of the media in 
shaping their impressions and views of foreigners’ commitment to the 
language learning process. 

Analytic Methods

�e author recorded and transcribed the interviews with school personnel. 
Icelandic research assistants who had been present for 
ve of the discussions 
transcribed these focus group recordings. �e author transcribed recordings 
from three focus groups that had been held without an assistant. �e author 
is responsible for all translations of the Icelandic excerpts from the recorded 
materials. 

Analysis of the transcripts began by utilizing aspects of Grounded 
�eory (Corbin and Strauss 2008). Transcripts were coded for themes, 
which were then examined for 
t within larger, overarching categories. 
�is was accomplished using Atlas.ti so	ware to manage the notes and 
coded materials. For the purposes of this paper, content coded under the 
themes of recommending government action, policy evaluation-positive, 
policy evaluation-negative, policy evaluation-neutral, school supportive, 
learner supportive, and non-governmental body referenced were examined 
to determine how the Icelandic public envisions the role and duties of the 
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state and other entities in language education. Results of these analyses are 
presented in the next sections.

Methods taken from Critical Discourse Analysis were used to examine 
the transcript excerpts, with the aim of determining which party or parties 
speakers believe are responsible for language education and skill acquisition. 
�e close reading and analysis of texts required in Critical Discourse Analysis 
provides analysts with evidence of a number of important details. �e 
ideological positions taken by the speaker become evident through the �ow 
of logic within the argument, what points are taken for granted, and what 
information is elaborated or over-quali
ed (Fairclough 2001; Machin and 
Mayr 2012). �e speaker’s positioning of various parties involved in teaching 
Icelandic to adult learners can be discerned by which are foregrounded and 
which backgrounded, as well as where they are constructed as agentive or 
passive (Fairclough 2001; Machin and Mayr 2012). 

�ese methods were utilized to determine how speakers frame the 
language learning process in ways that do or do not align with a Scandinavian 
welfare system model. In this, attention was paid to actors identi
ed as 
having agency and duties in the teaching and learning project, what kinds of 
regulations should be imposed on immigrants, and what obligations various 
actors are expected to bear in order to facilitate the process. Examination of 
the freedoms, regulations, duties, and burdens expressed in their discourses 
demonstrates how both those intimately connected to the language teaching 
programs and members of the general public envision the responsibilities of 
the state, individual learners, and school personnel. �ese representations 
reveal ideological disparities across the various respondents, suggesting that 
research into satisfaction with immigration policy implementation should 
be sensitive to a number of public audiences. 

�e State Responsibility for Language Education

Within the transcripts, it becomes clear that a number of actors, primarily 
the state, but also employers and workers’ unions, are thought responsible for 
providing Icelandic classes for foreigners. Implicitly, both school personnel 
and members of the public hold the Icelandic government accountable 
for making language classes available to immigrants, particularly when 
discussing course tuition and geographic availability of courses. Employers 
and unions are expected to encourage and inform workers about the 
importance of Icelandic in nurturing strong communal relations, and 
employers are urged to provide space and time for language learning within 
the workplace. Discussions about responsibility for the oversight of content 
and structure of curricular o�erings elicited a great deal of criticism levied at 
both the Icelandic government and schools. Despite Iceland’s deviance from 
the pure Scandinavian welfare state model, those members of the general 
public taking part in focus groups and the school personnel whose interviews 
appear here construe the state as having a set of obligations toward immigrant 
language learners meant to promote their well being and connection with 
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the Icelandic populace. �ese concerns align with the classic construction 
of the Scandinavian welfare state system, where the public sector has a duty 
to provide high quality social services to all citizens (Abrahamson 1999:36), 
suggesting that at least some Icelanders would prefer the state adhere more 
closely to the model in its rules and methods for linguistic integration of 
incomers.

�e position of the state as a body accountable for language education 
varies across the focus group and interview transcripts. �ose active in the 
educational system raised the issue of policy development and programmatic 
governance as an area in which the state is an e�ective, responsible agent. 
A statement by Vigdís, an administrator at a school in a rural area, is 
representative of the ways school personnel are a�ected by governmental 
processes: 

We had our program but then the ministry developed a curriculum guide. It 
meant we reviewed all that we had, changed things here and there. �ey didn’t 
force us, no, but we all thought it was good to follow a general model. It was 
supposed to make it easier for our students, if they le	 us and went someplace 
else [in Iceland] for classes. (Interview, July 23, 2013)

�is perspective was shared by Elín, a teacher working independently. She 
noted that,

I really tailor the instruction to my students’ needs and what they want. We work 
together on that. Some want to know more about how to have daily conversations 
with people, others want to read the sagas. It varies. But, if someone is going to 
take the language exam [for citizenship], then we mostly follow the curriculum 
that the ministry has published. �at’s what they’ll be tested on, so we work 
mostly from that. (Interview May 19, 2012)

Across the board, school personnel spoke of the e�ects of government 
policies in this way, noting teachers’ and administrators’ acceptance of an 
apparently standardized program without coercion. Administrators and 
teachers shared a sense that changes advocated by the government would 
lead to improvement or that following the content guidelines would best 
serve their students, though always with the recognition that the range 
and form of changes to each school’s and teacher’s curriculum will be self-
determined (Innes 2015; Innes and Skaptadóttir 2016). 

Members of the public were unaware of speci
c policies a�ecting schools, 
though every participant recognized that a language test is required of those 
seeking Icelandic citizenship. When someone mentioned the test in the 
three focus groups where this topic arose, participants were unanimous in 
thinking that imposing a test was a good move by the government as it put 
some pressure on those wishing citizenship to acquire some level of linguistic 
skill. And yet, participants were unable to identify any examples of the 
linguistic skills or knowledge that learners might be asked to display in the 
examination and failed to describe how test performance leads to integration 
or social inclusion. Nor did they portray imposition of the test as an impetus 
for learners to achieve any particular level of pro
ciency in Icelandic. All 
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participants expressed ambivalence about the utility of the examination, but 
applauded the symbolic value of the test as an indication that the Icelandic 
state recognizes language as an important component of Icelandic identity 
and citizenship.

Is the government doing enough?
When school personnel and members of the public were asked to respond 
to the question ‘Gera Alþingið, ráðuneytin, stjórnsýslurnar og stéttarfélögin 
nóg til að hvetja inn�ytjendur til að læra íslensku?  Eru þau að gera nóg til að 
inn�ytjendur geti lært hana?’ [Are the parliament, ministries, local councils, 
or trade unions doing enough to encourage immigrants to learn Icelandic? 
Are they doing enough so that immigrants can learn it?] Answers were, 
across the board, negative, with all respondents replying that they did not 
think these bodies do enough to facilitate language learning. One example of 
this kind of response is found in the following exchange from a focus group 
held in a community east of Reykjavík:

Margrét: Nei, nei, engan veginn.
[No, no, no way.]

PI: Ömm, hvað 
nnst ykkur þeir eiga að gera? Þeir skulu gera?
[Um, what do you (pl.) feel they have to do? �ey should do?]

Guðrún: Þeir ættu að hafa íslenskunámskeið ókeypis .. og aðgengileg fyrir fólk 
sem er að vinna með því að hafa þau um helgar eða á kvöldin .. ekki þvinga fólk 
úr vinnu á námskeið, heldur bjóða upp á það á mismunandi tímum, og það þarf 
ekki að borga fyrir það.
[�ey ought to have free Icelandic courses .. and accessible ones for people who 
are working because having them on weekends or in the evenings .. not force 
people to go directly from work to class, I think they should o�er them up at 
di�erent times, and they don’t need to pay for it.] (Focus group, February 20, 
2017)]

Here, Margrét opens with a negative response, making very clear that she 
does not 
nd the state o�ces and unions do enough to promote and facilitate 
language learning for immigrants. Guðrún takes the same position but goes 
on to o�er concrete examples of acts that the government o�ces and unions 
should do to perform better on this measure. Paying entirely for the courses 
appears twice in her statement and she stresses this highly in her opening 
line. She notes that they also should conduct classes at times convenient for 
those who are employed and have other responsibilities that limit their free 
time and energy. In this, she encourages these bodies to do more than they 
are required, as neither government o�ces nor unions are directly involved 
in o�ering classes; decisions about class times and locations are made by 
schools, without government oversight. It is bene
cial for schools to o�er 
classes at times convenient for foreign workers as this increases enrolments 
and tuition income, but these choices are not directed or mandated by 
any government o�ces. Guðrún’s wish for fully funded language courses 
available at a range of times promotes an expanded role for governing bodies 
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and workers’ unions, opting for a structure in which the state has a role 
in creating a system that more easily and thoroughly meets the needs of 
immigrant learners. Hers was not the only reply to position the state and 
unions in this way as other focus group participants voiced the same ideas 
both within and outside of Reykjavík.

Financial responsibility
�e next question in the focus group list, and one that also was asked of 
language teachers, is ‘Finnst ykkur að íslenskukennsla fyrir útlendinga ætti 
að vera ókeypis, eins og á öðrum Norðurlöndum?’ [Do you think Icelandic 
lessons for immigrants should be free, like in other Nordic countries?] All 
but one respondent, who participated in a focus group in a community 
north of Reykjavík, answered in the a�rmative. All other participants, 
44 of 45, gave verbal agreement to this question and most described how 
this kind of 
nancial support would bene
t learners. Within every focus 
group, one or more individuals also stated that making courses free would 
bene
t Icelandic society and communities. Elín, Jóna, and Ása, participants 
at a focus group in Reykjavík, ran through a list of positive outcomes they 
could foresee, including a symbolic welcoming of immigrants, lessening 
tensions within society as learners become better able to both converse 
with Icelanders and learn about their rights, and making learners aware of 
Icelandic social norms (Focus group, March 27, 2017). �ey also thought 
that Icelandic society would be strengthened as foreigners gain the ability 
to discuss their practices and perspectives more fully with Icelanders. �ey 

nd that this would cause Icelandic society to develop more opportunities 
for inhabitants, promote �exibility and options for coping with changes in 
the global system, and promote social cohesion.

One person, Sturla, spoke against making classes entirely free to learners. 
Interestingly, Sturla made only minimal, non-committal comments when 
the rest of the participants were addressing the question directly. As the 
group’s discussion about this topic began to slow down, Sturla asked whether 
he might answer two questions at the same time, this one about holding free 
courses and the one asking whether the Alþingi and other entities are doing 
enough. In this excerpt from his response, Sturla argues that learners should 
pay some course fees in order to increase their commitment to learning.

Ég segi, þ‘veist, þú átt samt, sko, mér 
nnst aðeins að þú, þú veist, það, það er, 
það er líka að vera value, þett‘má ekki líka bara vera ókeypis, ef það hrúgast allir 
á námskeið, og af því að þú ert ekki að borga neitt fyrir það, þá, þ-þ-þ‘veist. Ég 
veit bara að þegar ég borga fyrir eitthvað, þá vil ég fá eitthvað út úr því, skoh! .. 
Því ég er búinn að eyða peningönum mínum í‘ða, það þarf að vera eitthvert value 
í‘ðí. Ég hef ekki neina, þú veist, hef ekki séð eitthverja rannsókn sem að, þú veist, 
leiðir okkur .. í sannleikann um það hvort að þetta virkar eða ekki, þessi, þetta 
hugarfar sko, en, en, ég allavegana held að þur
 að borga eitthvað fyrir það, bara 
líka, aðeins til að vera meira committed, til að mæta, til að sinna‘essu, til að sýna, 
bera virðingu fyrir samnemendum og kennurum og öðrum slíkum.
I would say, you know, you still had, so, I believe only that you, you know, it, 
it is, it is also to be of value, that may not like just be free, if it piles everyone 
in class, and because you are not paying anything for it, then, y-y-you know. 
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I know just that when I pay for something, then I want to get something from 
it, so! .. Because I have paid my money into it, it needs to be of some value in it. 
I have nothing, you know, have not seen any research that, you know, guide us 
.. in truth about that, whether that works or not, this, that outlook so, but, but, 
I always believe that if one has paid something for it, just like, only to be more 
committed, to show up, to attend to this, to show, just respect for one’s student 
peers and the teachers and other such things. (English words used in the original 
are underlined.) (Focus group, February 6, 2017)

�ere are several interesting features in Sturla’s comment that suggest he is 
aware that his view is not shared by others in the group, including second 
person singular constructions, the hesitations, admission that he is unaware 
of research supporting his position, and his use of English terms for some 
concepts.

From the outset, Sturla represents his perspective as deriving from  
a shared set of understandings through his continual use of the second 
person singular (2S) pronoun ‘you’. Immediately a	er opening his comment 
with a 
rst person (1S) subject, ‘I would say’, he inserts two constructions 
that reference a 2S subject, ‘you know’, and ‘you still had’. He continues with 
a switch to a 1S form in which he includes a quali
er, ‘I believe only’, but 
then refers to a 2S subject who knows what he means when he says that 
paying for something creates a commitment in the buyer’s mind. Second 
person pronouns appear eight times in the early portion of his narrative as 
he sets the stage for his position. At the end, a	er a brief hesitation marked 
by repetition of ‘but’, he marks his belief as his own ‘I always believe’ and then 
uses a verb marked for third person singular (3S) to refer to the individual 
paying for the course. In this, he 
nally commits to his position, drops the 2S 
forms that denote others acknowledge the foundation for his view, and relies 
upon an unspeci
ed 3S subject to demonstrate commitment based upon 
having paid for the course. His co-participants, however, do not indicate 
support that his construction is shared or understood as there are neither 
backchannel cues nor verbalized agreements during his discourse.

�e repetitions and pauses in his narrative signal uncertainty about how 
his idea is being taken. Both types of dis�uency allow Sturla some time to 
formulate his thoughts in such a way that they are likely to be accepted by 
his audience. For instance, when Sturla states, ‘it, it is, it is also to be of value’, 
the hesitancy of ‘it, it is’ buys him time to settle on value as the key concept 
he feels is lost when courses are free. �is concept is emphasized by saying 
the term in English rather than using the Icelandic term virði. It is possible 
that Sturla was searching for the English term while working up to the full 
statement. He also admits that he is not aware of research supporting his 
view, following this admission with a lengthy pause. His acknowledgement 
and the pause would allow any of his colleagues who have knowledge 
refuting his position to speak and, when no one else takes the �oor, he 
nally 
states his position in a direct and forceful manner. 

Turning back to answers given by those in favour of making the courses 
free of charge, it is necessary to determine who these speakers think is 
responsible for picking up the tab. �e question does not specify that the 
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national government provide the funding to make courses free to learners, 
though reference to ‘other Nordic countries’ would key this reference. 
Icelanders are aware of the wide variety of social services that Norway and 
Sweden make available to their citizenry and also are aware that Denmark 
does not provide this amount of social support. �us, in all focus groups 
and teacher interviews, reference to free courses and Nordic countries 
eliminated the Danish structure from the Icelanders’ consideration, leaving 
them to think only of the Norwegian and Swedish models, with which most 
are familiar. Teachers directly named the Icelandic state government as the 
source of funding for course coverage. Responses from members of the 
public show that they also put the responsibility on the national government, 
though it was o	en some time before it was clear that this was the level of 
government accountable for payment. 

Imposing additional regulations for language learning 
on immigrants
Regulations that the Icelandic state already has in place and whether the 
state should impose additional language learning requirements came up in 
several of the focus groups and teacher interviews. �ese topics were not 
contained within questions posed to respondents in either group but arose 
spontaneously, most o	en a	er people began responding to a question asking 
whether immigrants do enough to become integrated. In four of eight focus 
groups, someone spoke about the fact that some learners take courses only 
to comply with the residence permit requirements and all language school 
personnel were aware of this fact (i.e., that non-EU or Schengen citizens 
complete 150 hours of coursework in the three years prior to applying for the 
permit). A	er raising this issue, speakers went on to discuss whether further 
regulations might increase the numbers of immigrants learning the language. 
Additionally, the subject of imposing rules on immigrant learners came up 
in two focus groups where the topic of permanent residence requirements 
did not surface, demonstrating that people are aware of the state’s ability to 
a�ect the language learning process in this manner.

Discussions about imposing rules related to language learning took three 
paths. In three focus groups, there was at least one proponent of requiring 
that immigrants demonstrate a minimum level of competence in Icelandic, 
placing responsibility for language learning squarely on the immigrant. 
No school personnel advocated a change of this sort. �e second course, 
endorsed by a many more speakers, involved the government requiring 
employers, unions, schools, and social service organizations to provide 
language instruction for employees and those seeking services, thereby 
making these bodies responsible for language learning opportunities. Nearly 
half of the school personnel (seven of 
	een) also advocated increased 
government pressure for this kind of policy development. �e third route 
taken when discussing government regulations turned on the idea of 
removing or relaxing language learning obligations on immigrants, relieving 
immigrants, governmental, and non-governmental bodies of responsibility. 
Comments by the remaining eight school personnel aligned with this 
perspective.
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In every case, those proposing an increase in regulations connected 
these with employment. For an example of how this employment-language 
regulation relation was presented, we turn again to the focus group held in  
a community east of Reykjavík. In this example, comments were made by 
both Guðrún and Ólafur to indicate agreement with Margrét’s statements. 
Ólafur and Guðrún’s positive interjections have been removed from this 
excerpt in order to save space.

Margrét: [Þó] svo að það sé að afgreiða, hvort sem það eru þjónar, eða 
afgreiðslufólk í verslunum eða eitthvað annað, mér 
nnst lágmarkskrafa að fólk 
tali einhverja íslensku og skilji það sem er sagt við það. Svo ég talaði ekki um 
fólkið inn á sko eldiheimilum og sjúkráhúsinu talar ekki stakt orð í íslensku, og. 
Spaugstofan gerði mikið grín af .. að gamlingarnir væru bara farnir að tælensku 
eða pólsku .. þú veist. 
Despite the fact it would be serving, whether they are waiters or service people in 
stores or something else, I believe the minimum obligation would be that people 
speak some Icelandic and would understand what is said to them. So I am not 
speaking about people [working] in homes for the elderly or hospitals who do not 
speak a single word of Icelandic, and .. As a joke it would be very entertaining .. 
that the very old would just begin [speaking] �ai or Polish .. you know.

Guðrún: Já, ég er mikið búin að velta þessu fyrir mér, af hverju er ekki, sem sagt,  
Yes, I have considered this a lot, why it is not, as you say,

Margrét: Gerð þessi krafa ..  
made this requirement...

Guðrún: gerð þessi krafa, af því þetta virðist vera alls staðar í kringum okkur, sko.  
made this requirement, as it seems to be in all locations around us, so. (Focus 
group, February 20, 2017)

In this selection, Margrét introduces the commonly voiced opinion that 
people working in shops and other service industries should at least 
understand some Icelandic, though neither she nor Guðrún nor Ólafur 
suggest that laws should be enacted to enforce this minimum. However, 
when she introduces other types of employment in which immigrants 
are o	en found, like caring for the elderly and nursing, she speci
es that  
a minimum standard is not good enough, ‘So I am not speaking about people 
[working] in homes for the elderly or hospitals’. In this, she and Guðrún start 
to speak of imposing stricter requirements, similar to those in surrounding 
states. Given that Margrét had been describing her experiences in Denmark 
immediately before making these comments, it is reasonable to think that 
this country’s laws are those informing her statement and Guðrún’s reference 
to ‘all locations around us’. �e stringent rules that Denmark imposes on 
immigrants to attend courses and pass a test about their knowledge of 
Danish language and culture are noted by both women, as well as Ólafur 
and participants in other focus groups. Notice that Denmark’s laws place 
responsibility for learning Danish directly on the shoulders of immigrants 
as they are obliged to take steps in order to comply with the rules. Speakers 
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advocating the adoption of more stringent language learning requirements 
o	en either mentioned Denmark’s requirements just before or immediately 
following comments like these o�ered by Margrét. Interestingly, nobody 
ever mentioned mandating courses on Icelandic culture, so clearly were not 
entirely in favor of following Danish legislation in its entirety.

A second position taken by members of focus groups and several teachers 
would have the Icelandic government pressure bodies that have direct contact 
with immigrants, like employers, unions and social service o�ces, to hold 
language classes. Under this construction, both the national government 
and these other entities are cast as having responsibility toward immigrant 
learns of Icelandic. One example of this kind of commentary comes from  
a focus group held in a town east of Reykjavík, in which Sylvía and Laufey 
co-constructed a list of institutions they believe should provide courses for 
their workers and service recipients.

Sylvía: Já:, inn�ytjendur sem eru til dæmis afgreiðslumenn, kennarar, þjónar, 
og, og hjúkrafræðingar, þeir þurfa að tala og skilja íslensku. Það er lágmarkið. 
Ye:s, immigrants who are for example service personnel, teachers, waiters, and, 
and nurses, they need to speak and understand Icelandic. �at is the minimum.

Laufey: Sammála. Og ferðaþjónustan, fólk sem vinnur í þjónustu, þau verða 
að kalla á lækni eða að segja, ‘hjálp’! En, sko, .. ég held að atvinnurekendur og 
stéttarfélögin skulu að halda íslenskunámskeiðin. Ókeypis. 
I agree. And the tourism service, people who work in service, they have to call for 
a doctor or say, ‘help’! But, so, .. I think that employers and labor unions should 
hold the Icelandic classes. Free.

Sylvía: Einmitt, einmitt, en þau hafa ekki skylduna að gera það. .. Við þurfum 
reglur eða þau ætla ekki að gera það hérna. Þau ætla ekki. 
Truly, truly, but they do not have an obligation to do that .. We need rules or they 
will not do that here. �ey will not. (Focus group, April 26, 2017)

A	er having identi
ed a range of jobs in which they think workers need  
a minimum of skill in Icelandic, Laufey states that it is employers and unions 
that should (skulu) provide the courses. Sylvía notes, however, that these 
groups are not required to perform this activity. Here, she turns to the 
idea of forcing them to do this through the imposition of rules (reglur). In 
choosing this word, Sylvía is not recommending that laws (lög) be passed or 
that policy (stefna) be enacted, but she is de
nitely pointing to some entity 
above the employers and unions to enact rules governing this practice. �is 
entity is located at the level of national government, as there are no o�ces 
at the municipal level that wield this kind of control over this diverse group.

Recommendations that institutions associated with immigrant groups be 
obliged to o�er coursework arose in interviews with school personnel as well. 
Ásgeir, a teacher at a school in Reykjavík, made the following suggestions.

�ere are a lot of people who want to learn it [Icelandic], there really are. But 
many are working long hours, or they can’t pay the fees. It is sad, really. So  
I think sometimes that the places where they work, the churches they go to, the 
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sports clubs where they play football, these are places where they could learn 
language. I mean it could actually be taught there, have classes. Politicians could 
do something about this, make it happen with laws or policies. O�er incentives 
to these places to do this or something like that. (Interview, June 12, 2012)

His list of groups and locations where classes could be o�ered is longer and 
accounts for a broader range of collective spaces than did Laufey and Sylvía’s. 
Notable is that he uses the form ‘could’ here, rather than the more forceful 
‘should’ or ‘must’. �is connotes that he perceives these organizations are 
able to o�er classes but does not impose responsibility upon them. However, 
he immediately raises the idea that ‘politicians could do something about 
this’ and changes to a directive voice in that the politicians’ actions can 
‘make it happen’. In the last line, however, he backs o� from positioning 
the government’s actions as compulsory by so	ening the approach to one 
involving persuasive measures in the form of incentives. Either way, he and 
the other interviewees are advocating greater government engagement in 
overseeing provision of language services than is currently done.

�e third view was that there be no language learning requirements made 
of immigrants. �is perspective was o�ered by only one participant in a focus 
group held in Reykjavík but was commonly stated by school personnel. Ásdís 
interjected in a conversation in which the state was implicitly encouraged to 
obligate immigrants to learn Icelandic by two other participants:

Við getum ekki bara sagt: „Þú verður að læra!“ En svo eru bara engin úrræði 
eða þú kannski hefur ekki efni á því, að fara því það er svo dýrt eða .. þannig að. 
We cannot just say: ‘You have to learn’! As though there is no other solution or 
maybe you do not have the means to go to them [classes], to go because it is so 
expensive or ... like that. (Focus group, January 23, 2017)

Her comments follow a discussion in which the other participants had agreed 
that those applying for residence permits and citizenship should be required 
to demonstrate they had at least attended language classes. In her statements, 
Ásdís clearly indicates that she does not 
nd legislated requirements to be 
the answer. Her ‘we’ in this portion refers to the entire population of Iceland, 
including the national government. She leaves open the possibility that some 
other response may be developed, but she argues that legislation and policy 
directed at making people learn is not the answer.

Eight teachers of Icelandic for foreigners were against adding 
responsibilities and three of these stated that they were against the current 
regulations governing language learning. �e eight teachers expressed similar 
views: that the current rules are ine�ectual and lead to few actual language 
gains among learners who attend courses only to comply with the permanent 
residence visa requirements. Five of the eight gave examples of students 
who repeated the same level of course several times, simply to receive credit 
for attending classes, which is the only measure that the Directorate of 
Immigration (Útlendingastofnun) checks. Learners get certi
cates showing 
they have completed courses equalling150 hours and attended at least 85% 
of the time; those applying for permanent residence visas must provide these 
certi
cates in their applications (Útlendingastofnun 2018).
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�e teachers who stated that the hour requirement does nothing to 
ensure that course attendees actually develop any skills in Icelandic 
nd 
the obligation to be meaningless. One teacher noted with some irony that, 
while the rule maintains a recurrent student base for the language schools, 
it does nothing to populate courses with people willing to learn about the 
language or use it in any meaningful way (Interview, January 19, 2012). 
Karolína, another teacher who is an administrator as well, identi
ed this 
kind of regulation as an obstacle to e�ciently sorting students into classes. 
Learners in Reykjavík have a choice of schools to attend and each school 
relies on retaining students; as a result, she feels it is risky to directly address 
the fact that any particular attendee is simply marking time because it risks 
their social face (Go�man 1955) and an angry or embarrassed learner may 
switch schools (cf. Innes 2015).

Karolína 
nds that this a�ects the quality of courses at her school. Each 
learner’s competence in Icelandic is informally assessed through a short 
conversation and brief writing exercise conducted by a sta� member. A	er 
their competence is evaluated, learners are then placed into one of 
ve 
class levels. �ose who demonstrate low skill levels may 
nd themselves in 
classes where up to one quarter of the other learners are attending simply 
to acquire course hours. She and other teachers at her school have noticed 
that the lack of motivation among those simply attending for hour credits 
can have a deleterious e�ect on newer learners’ drive to achieve. Interviews 
with immigrant learners from this teacher’s and other schools show that 
some students are, indeed, a�ected negatively by this mixing of low- and 
high-achievers (Innes 2015; Skaptadóttir and Innes 2017). Instructors and 
administrators like her with this kind of experience voiced great scepticism 
that new or more stringent requirements would do anything to increase 
language competence among those immigrants only focused on complying 
with the rules and lacking the drive to actually learn Icelandic. Some suggested 
that adding regulations would actually decrease language acquisition among 
immigrant learners by inciting resistant attitudes to an autocratic state.

�ree other teachers cited examples very similar to Karolína’s and 
concluded that levying any language-learning regulations on immigrants 
was counter-productive. One of them, Davíð, stated that removing the 
obligation would mean only those immigrants intent on learning Icelandic 
would seek out instruction. He forecast that this would lead to improved 
conduct in his classes, particularly in terms of completion of assignments 
and less use of other languages in the classroom. He also said that having  
a class of committed students would encourage all to work through linguistic 
and interactional di�culties, creating a community of learners intending to 
master these points. He feels that under the current system, course attendees 
apathetic to learning, complacent with producing incorrect forms and 
unconcerned with improving their skills set a poor example for those who 
wish to excel. Making class enrolment and attendance entirely voluntary, he 
and two others think, will promote greater achievements among those who 
decide to take language courses.



191

Icelanders’ Opinions on the Role of the State in Teaching Icelandic to Foreigners 

Discussion and Conclusion

Consideration of focus group members’ and teachers’ comments shows that 
the majority is comfortable with ‘repressive liberalism’ (Joppke 2007), 
nding 
it reasonable to require that immigrants desiring permanent residency or 
citizenship attend courses or take a language test. �e views presented here 
suggest these Icelanders are for the most part comfortable that Iceland is 
following in the footsteps of the eight countries analysed by Carrera (2006). 
Many who participated in the interviews and focus groups had lived for a 
period of several months to some years in another Scandinavian country and 
others had lived for extended periods in EU countries or the United States. 
Frequently, these participants referred to their experiences as temporary 
immigrants when they began their responses to questions about the rationale 
of requiring incomers undergo some language instruction. �ey had found 
similar regulations facilitated their understanding of and acceptance by 
the communities into which they had moved. �eir memories of positive 
feedback from their host communities shaped their views on the legitimacy 
of a regulatory framework that places some responsibility for learning the 
national language on the shoulders of the immigrant individual.

Despite the majority (42 of 45) of interviewees 
nding it acceptable to 
require immigrants attend courses or pass a test, none expressed satisfaction 
with the way this is being done. When asked whether courses should be 
free to learners, everyone but Sturla answered with an unequivocal yes. �e 
discourse in the focus groups and interviews places this responsibility for 

nancing courses on the national government. Some speakers, however, 
think that the national government should require employers and trade 
unions to o�er courses, thereby making these bodies responsible for aspects 
of Icelandic language teaching. It was unclear in responses like Sylvía and 
Laufey’s precisely whether the Icelandic state would provide funding to 
employers and unions in order to 
nance the courses. When it came to 
answers to the question asking whether government entities, employers and 
unions are doing enough to encourage immigrants to learn, the answer was 
always ‘no’ and the Alþingi and ministries were singled out at times as the 
main bodies that should be providing more 
nancial aid.

Iceland, in the view of these Icelanders, is behaving in a way that accords 
with their understandings of the other Scandinavian welfare states. �ose 
who had lived abroad were subject to assumptions that they would learn 
Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish and so 
nd it reasonable that this is 
expected of immigrants to Iceland. �ey frame a requirement of this sort 
to be a means for creating social connections with immigrants and as a way 
of ensuring that immigrants become aware of the privileges, rights, and 
responsibilities they have as a result of living in Iceland. �e regulations 
are framed as a form of state care for its citizens in this way and so 
t 
nicely within the Scandinavian welfare model. In order to work successfully, 
however, the immigrant learner also must bear responsibility for entering 
the learning environment with a willingness to acquire and use the language.

�e calls to have the state 
nance language instruction entirely, however, 
demonstrate that Icelanders do not view the current arrangement 
ts entirely 
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within the Nordic welfare model. All but one person considers the burden 
on immigrant learners to be too high under the current structure, so there 
is a call for the national government to cover all expenses for learners.  
A move in this direction would shi	 Iceland’s position to resemble that of 
Norway and Sweden, which provide language courses to immigrant learners 
free of charge. Making this move would require substantial changes to the 
organizational and 
scal management of the language programs, so it is 
doubtful that this alteration will occur soon. Knowing that members of the 
general public voice strong support for such a move in a country whose 
welfare system is on the liberal-labour end of the welfare system spectrum 
suggests that the Icelandic system may be subject to change over time. 
�is adds nuance to studies investigating policy directions taken by states 
with similar systems (e.g., Borevi 2010 and Jensen 2014) by adding the 
voting public’s perspective on the structure and fairness of politicians’ policy 
decisions and by illustrating where they place responsibility for various 
aspects of the language learning process.

Notes on transcription

… noticeable pause or break in rhythm 
underline emphatic stress
: lengthened vowel sound
? rising intonation
. sentence-
nal falling intonation
, phrase-
nal intonation
[ ] comments not in the original text
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Responsibility, Language Movement,  
and Social Transformation: the Shifting 
Value of te reo for non-Māori in Aotearoa  
New Zealand 

Introduction

‘I just feel that, as, as a citizen of this country that it’s really important to 
acknowledge the 
rst people that were here and—and the importance of 
their language,’ said ‘Robyn,’ a New Zealander of European descent, to me 
during an interview. Robyn strongly felt a duty to demonstrate respect 
for Māori culture and language, and hence was learning te reo at evening 
beginners’ classes.1 �is motivation, along with similar ones expressed by 
other non-Māori participants during my doctoral 
eldwork, prompted me 
to consider the role and responsibility of non-heritage speakers in language 
revitalisation e�orts. �e New Zealand Government has recently assumed 
some responsibility in partnership with iwi (tribes) for facilitating the 
linguistic infrastructure necessary to revitalise te reo.2 Here, I query the 
role of non-Māori New Zealanders in strengthening the vitality of te reo 
as I ask, In what ways might members of this majority group be making 
contributions to these language revival e�orts?

In this chapter, I discuss a cultural shi	 occurring in the Eastern Bay 
of Plenty region of Aotearoa New Zealand amongst some majority group 
non-Māori people, due to an increasing engagement with te ao Māori (the 
Māori world) and valorisation of te reo Māori (the Māori language). �e 
discussion in this paper is based on observations of social changes occurring 
as a result of transformation at the national level, such as visible state support 
for te reo and increased agency for Māori resulting from Treaty of Waitangi 
settlements. One result of these changes has to date been a largely invisible 

1 While it is common practice to italicise words from a foreign language within an 
English text, te reo Māori is an o�cial language of Aotearoa New Zealand and, 
consequently, it is not ordinarily italicised. For that reason, and also because I do 
not wish to mark the language as ‘other,’ I have not italicised te reo words or phrases 
throughout this chapter. Also, while the language’s o�cial name is ‘te reo Māori,’ it 
is commonly referred to in Aotearoa, and throughout this chapter, as ‘te reo’ and 
‘Māori’.

2 �e 2016 Te Ture mō Te Reo Māori Language Act recognises that both Māori 
and the Crown have important and interrelated roles in te reo revitalisation (New 
Zealand Government 2016).
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phenomenon: many non-Māori are enrolling in te reo classes to gain at least 
a novice pro
ciency in the language. In interviews, students reported o	en 
having initial broader aims of improving employment prospects, enhancing 
social relationships, and ful
lling an internal drive to demonstrate a sense of 
responsibility towards the achievement of a bicultural nation. Once settled in 
class, many non-Māori discern further value in learning about tikanga Māori 
(Māori cultural protocol). As their values change, the way they relate to and 
engage with te reo also changes. �ese changes result in language movement 
as te reo reaches a wider population. �ey also lead to social transformation 
due to changing ideas of how the New Zealand identity is constituted.

For many non-Māori tauira (students) learning te reo, learning the 
language raises to their awareness the current and historical relationships 
between Māori and non-Māori. Additionally, the engagement with te 
ao Māori via learning te reo and elements of tikanga Māori can unsettle 
preconceptions and challenge perceptions that many non-Māori tauira may 
have about Māori people, language, and culture. As I show in this chapter, 
the concomitant changing relationship between a non-Māori tauira and 
herself as the language course progresses parallels her changing relationship 
with the social and natural environments. It is through learning a ‘foreign’ 
language and aspects of Māori language and culture that the non-Māori 
tauira is paradoxically drawn closer to herself, and to the imagined nation 
(Anderson 2016).

Methods, methodology, and participants

During 2017, I conducted ethnographic 
eldwork in Whakatāne, a town in 
the Eastern Bay of Plenty region of Aotearoa New Zealand. �e region has 
the third-highest population of Māori (27.5%) in the country (Statistics New 
Zealand Tatauranga Aotearoa 2013a). �e Whakatāne district is inhabited 
by approximately 32,700 people, approximately 40% of whom are Māori 
(Statistics New Zealand Tatauranga Aotearoa 2013b).3,4

�e 
eldwork primarily consisted of participating in evening te reo 
classes at the Whakatāne branch of Te Wānanga o Aotearoa, a national 
indigenous tertiary education institution. All courses were o�ered to adults 
free of charge and were pitched at foundation level. Due to demand, the 
same language class (Te Ara Reo, Level 2) was o�ered on both Tuesday and 
Wednesday nights. I attended both. Later in the year, I also attended the 
next-level class (Te Ara Reo, Level 4) for six weeks. �is main activity was 
supplemented by my participation in two home-based courses provided by 
the same institution. One course was titled Papa Reo, and focused on te reo 

3 As at the 2013 Census, 32,691 people were living in the Whakatāne District 
(Statistics New Zealand Tatauranga Aotearoa 2013b).

4 �e 2013 Census shows that there were 13,032 people of Māori ethnicity living in 
the Whakatāne District (Statistics New Zealand Tatauranga Aotearoa 2013b).
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Māori for beginners. �e other, He Papa Tikanga, focused on tikanga Māori, 
Māori cultural protocol.5,6

�e Te Ara Reo Māori language classes were attended by people living 
in Whakatāne and neighbouring towns. Most tauira (students) had worked  
a full day prior to attending class, which ran from 6pm until 9pm, with a half 
hour tea break. Student ages ranged from 23 to 79 and gender was mixed. 
Just as varied were students’ occupations, educational backgrounds, and 
ethnic backgrounds. On average, classes comprised 44% Māori and 56% 
non-Māori. Besides Pākehā (New Zealanders of European descent), the non-
Māori students identi
ed as American, Canadian, Chinese, Dutch, English, 
Italian, Japanese, Taiwanese, and Zimbabwean.

�e teaching sta� in the Te Ara Reo Māori language classes comprised 
a kaiako (teacher) and a kaiāwhina (teaching assistant). �e tauira support 
advisor for the wānanga would also o	en join the class, either to teach some 
speci
c cultural elements or to conduct a lesson if the kaiako was absent. 
Besides o�ering te reo at beginners and advanced levels, other modules 
o�ered at this branch of Te Wānanga o Aotearoa included raranga (�ax 
weaving), applied sports leadership, money management, and computing.7

�roughout this period, I undertook participant observation in class, 
around town, and around the Bay of Plenty region. I also conducted 
interviews with 36 people, predominantly with non-Māori tauira, but also 
with a couple of Māori tauira who wanted to be involved, as well as the 
receptionist, and current and former Māori teaching sta�. �e student 
support advisor served as my cultural mentor. I learned that while class 
enrolments for beginners’ te reo had always been high, these language classes 
had not always been available to non-Māori. �e expectation that numbers 
of interested non-Māori would diminish over time had not come to fruition 
and the demand by non-Māori to learn te reo remained consistently high, 
with enrolments continually meeting or exceeding class capacity. Also, in 
the view of some sta�, non-Māori tauira largely exhibited a more studious 
attitude than Māori tauira.

During participant observation and in interviews I asked tauira for their 
thoughts about learning te reo, including the highlights and challenges, as 
well as their use of te reo and engagement with te ao Māori outside of class.  
I also enquired about speci
c elements of class, such as students’ experiences 

5 While doing the distance learning, I was supported by a kaitiaki (tutor), who 
regularly visited me at home to answer any questions, provide any course-related 
guidance, and assess my learning.

6 In addition to o�ering distance learning, the institution has 80 locations throughout 
the country (Te Whare Wānanga o Aotearoa 2018).

7 A wānanga is a tertiary education institution founded on Māori tradition and 
philosophy, and ‘regarded as the peers of universities, polytechnics, and colleges 
of education’ (New Zealand Quali
cations Authority Mana Tohu Matauranga o 
Aotearoa, n.d.). Historically, a whare wānanga (house of learning) was a ‘university, 
place of higher learning–traditionally, places where tohunga [experts, priests] 
taught the sons of rangatira [chiefs] their people’s knowledge of history, genealogy 
and religious practices’ (Moor
eld 2003–2017). In those days, the wānanga only 
operated at a speci
c time of the year (Royal 2003:77–79).
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of singing waiata (songs), reciting karakia (prayers), and learning how 
to compose and perform a pepeha (personal introduction). I discuss the 
pepeha further below. Other lines of enquiry centred on class activities such 
as role playing and visiting a local marae (community meeting place), as 
well as perceptions of individual and social attitudes of non-Māori towards 
te ao Māori.

Working across the two main cultural groups in New Zealand (Māori 
and non-Māori), I employed a methodology which was a combination 
of elements of traditional ethnography and kaupapa Māori research 
methodology. �e latter foregrounds the Māori voice and embraces Māori 
principles such as aroha (respect) and whakawhanaungatanga (relationship 
building and nurturing). A collaborative, respectful, and reciprocal approach 
was important to me when doing this research, especially since these are 
important aspects of Māori culture. �us, many interviews became enriched 
by becoming guided conversations rather than formal interviews and 
friendships were established with some participants.

Researcher positionality

As a Pākehā woman born in the Bay of Plenty region and presently residing 
in Australia, I am an insider-outsider in the Whakatāne community. I have 
an in-depth knowledge of the Bay of Plenty, a	er living there for some  
20 years. I am in regular contact with family and friends who live in the area. 
Further, I attended school in the region, including in Tauranga as well as in 
Rotorua, another Bay of Plenty city which has a high population of Māori 
people. While at secondary school in Rotorua, I joined my school’s Māori 
Club and learnt waiata (songs) and dances, along with some elementary te 
reo. I also had friends who a�liated strongly with their Māori background. 
However, despite having been born and schooled in the region, I have now 
lived outside it longer than inside it. My current overseas residency and 
acquired Australian accent initially led some tauira to query my nationality 
and allegiances, but a	er some time this no longer appeared to pose any 
problem and I was accepted as a locally-grown, if not permanently locally-
living, Kiwi (New Zealander). My status as an immigrant in Australia even 
seemed to work in my favour with those tauira who had emigrated to 
Aotearoa because, like them, I had had the experience of adjusting to new 
social and physical environments.

Māoridom moves to and from the margins

In this section, I provide an outline of the greater socio-historical context in 
which this research is nested. As extensively recorded elsewhere (e.g. Durie 
1997; Harlow 2003; May 2005; Te Puni Kōkiri 2019), the marginalisation, 
discrimination, and dispossession of land and language experienced by Māori 
since colonisation has had measurable e�ects on te reo. Despite both Māori 
and the British Crown in 1840 having signed Te Tiriti o Waitangi, the Treaty 
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of Waitangi, a ‘binding constitutional document’ (Jackson, 2018:98) which, 
amongst other things, promised protection of Māori rights—including Māori 
language—by the British colonial government (Orange, 2011), te reo Māori 
was long stigmatised (Waitangi Tribunal 2011:262), and, as with the Sakha 
language (as outlined by Ferguson, this volume), being pro
cient in Māori 
was not always viewed as advantageous. Accordingly, the status and health 
of te reo declined rapidly over three generations (Reedy 2000). Before World 
War Two, Māori were largely a rural population and although increasingly 
a�ected by ‘a resolutely assimilationist approach to [their] education’ (May 
2005:366), a 1930 survey of children attending Native schools showed that, 
at home, an estimated 96.6% spoke solely in te reo. �e decline of te reo 
was especially notable a	er World War Two, a period characterised by the 
increasing urbanisation of Māori. Previously, the majority of Māori had lived 
on rural marae (villages). As good English skills were integral to education 
and employment during that era, and as the social structure of te ao Māori 
changed and became atomised, inter-generational language transmission was 
no longer e�ective as a method of ensuring the vitality of te reo (Harlow 
2003:33). �irty years later, however, that 
gure had dropped to 26%, and by 
1979, te reo was considered moribund (May 2005:366–367).

�e subsequent and especially current revival and engagement with the 
Māori world by many parts of New Zealand society is remarkable since past 
e�orts in te reo revitalisation were primarily focused on Māori people. �e 
revival is even more striking when it is considered that less than 200 years 
ago signi
cant e�ort was made to eliminate Māori language and culture. 
From the time that Pākehā outnumbered Māori, the health and status of te 
reo began to decline. Pākehā emphasised English as being more important, 
particularly as a vehicle for prosperity and success. Having previously used 
te reo in everyday life, including in trade relations with Pākehā, Māori 
were discouraged from speaking in their language in the community, 
and especially at school. Many Māori reported being physically punished 
for speaking or using te reo, including as a 
rst name (Jackson 2018:97; 
Selby 1999). Consequently, many changed their name to a Pākehā one and 
encouraged their children to learn English, not speaking to them in te reo 
at home for fear that they too would su�er by having skills in the ‘wrong’ 
language. Some of the Māori participants in this research talked about this 
phenomenon as being experienced by their parents and they expressed 
some anger and resentment that they themselves had consequently not been 
taught te reo at home.

Created in 1975 ‘as a permanent commission of inquiry’ (Orange 
2011:230), the Waitangi Tribunal was established to hear and address claims 
brought by Māori relating to alleged breaches of promises made in the 
treaty by the Crown (New Zealand Government Ministry of Justice 2017; 
Orange 2011:14-15, 230–231). Around the same time, a number of Māori 
movements arose which aimed to improve and strengthen the position of 
Māoridom (Māori society) (Harlow 2003:33). �e Kōhanga Reo (language 
nest) movement was established by Māori in the early 1980s in response to 
the rapidly declining numbers of �uent te reo speakers (May 2005:368; Reedy 
2000). �e intention was to foster te reo Māori by immersing pre-school 
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children in a Māori cultural framework, in which Māori elders and adults 
would speak to the children in te reo only (Reedy 2000).8 �e model has 
proven to be so successful that it has been adopted elsewhere—for example, 
in Hawai’i (‘Aha Pūnana Leo), and also in Finland (kielâpiervâl, the Inari 
Sámi language bath) (‘Aha Pūnana Leo, Undated; Nikula 2006). Following 
on from the Kōhanga Reo, the 
rst Kura Kaupapa school was established in 
1985 (Harlow 2003:33; Reedy 2000). Originally funded by Māori themselves, 
following the 1989 Education Act in which treaty principles were recognised, 
the New Zealand government adopted that 
nancial responsibility. �is 
total immersion schooling remains on o�er in some parts of the country, 
including around Whakatāne, today.

During this dawning of te reo revitalisation amongst Māori people, 
the early stages of what is now New Zealand’s second largest provider of 
tertiary education (Paranihi 2018), Te Wānanga o Aotearoa, were under 
way. Government support for the Māori language began in earnest around 
the same time, a	er a claim was made to the Waitangi Tribunal that the 
language was a taonga (treasure) of te ao Māori, and therefore, as required 
by the treaty, the government was legally obliged to protect and nurture it 
(Harris 2004). �is came into e�ect by the passing of the Māori Language Act 
1987, making te reo an o�cial language of New Zealand, and by establishing 
organisations to support it.9 In 2016 a new law was passed which replaced 
this Act. Via Te Ture mō te Reo Māori 2016, �e Māori Language Act 2016, 
and subsequent establishment of the Te Mātāwai organisation (Te Mātāwai 
2018), the government moved to share responsibility for promotion and 
protection of te reo with Māori people. It remains to be seen what impact, 
if any, this shi	 of power may have on non-Māori engagement with te reo.

�is era of movement towards reconciliation by the treaty partners 
has seen recognition of te reo as an o�cial language of New Zealand and 
witnessed the distribution of settlement monies from Waitangi Tribunal 
claims. �e period is also characterised by iwi (tribes) exercising increased 
economic autonomy (Wells 2017). As the Māori economy grows, numerous 
organisations both within and without the country are seeking to engage 
in trade with Māori. �e investment of settlement monies is accompanied 
by a circulation of tikanga Māori (Māori values), such as kaitiakitanga 
(stewardship, for example, in relation to the environment), because, in 
addition to having 
nancial aims, iwi o	en have social and sustainability 
aims too (Wells 2017).

Te reo and responsibility

As mentioned above, the primary focus and responsibility for revitalisation 
of te reo Māori has traditionally largely been placed with Māori, rather 
than on the population as a whole. However, the government appears to 

8 �e children are permitted to speak in the majority language, English, if they wish.
9 Te Taura Whiri i te Reo Māori (the Māori Language Commission) and Te Puni 

Kōkiri (the Ministry of Māori Development).
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now be supporting a di�erent approach. Te Puni Kōkiri, the public service 
Ministry of Māori Development, states in its Strategy for Māori Language 
Revitalisation 2019–2023 that two of its three ‘audacious goals’ are:

Audacious Goal 1: By 2040,10 85 per cent of New Zealanders (or more) will value 
te reo Māori as a key element of national identity

Audacious Goal 2: By 2040, one million New Zealanders (or more) will have the 
ability and con
dence to talk about at least basic things in te reo Māori
(Te Puni Kōkiri 2019:11–13)

�e wording of these ‘audacious goals’ appears to include non-Māori people 
as well as Māori. Implicit in each goal is an indication of moral responsibility. 
Responsibility, whose Latin origins (respondeo) indicate both accountability 
‘and a capacity to re�ect on this accountability’ (Hage & Eckersley 2012:1–2), 
is linked to belonging and, therefore, to community (Herzog, 2014).

�e prior lack of attention to the non-Māori role in te reo revitalisation 
has also been noted by Julia de Bres (de Bres 2008a, 2008b 2011:373), who 
states that there is ‘ample evidence of the “problem of tolerability” in relation 
to the Māori language among majority language speakers in New Zealand’ 
(2011:374). In other words, te reo is sometimes a target of many majority 
language speakers’ ‘negative attitudes and behaviours’ (de Bres 2008a:466). 
However, as noted by Albury (2016), non-Māori o	en go beyond ‘tolerating’ 
te reo by appropriating it as a signi
cant element of the national identity. 
In that way, the value of te reo is reminiscent of that of the Yucatec Maya 
language (Yamasaki, this volume), since it is o	en seen as culturally valuable, 
while foreign languages such as Mandarin are viewed as economically more 
valuable (Albury 2016:295). As I show in this chapter, my research indicates 
that attitudes amongst the general population around the nation certainly 
appear to be changing, both in relation to the Māori language as well as 
towards Māori culture. �is appears to be particularly so in the Eastern Bay 
of Plenty region.

Recent years have thus seen an uptake in responsibility for promoting 
and normalising te reo by government, business, and non-Māori. �ere are 
numerous illustrations around the country of this cultural and linguistic 
rejuvenation today. The capital city, Wellington, is working towards 
becoming ‘a te reo city’ by 2040 (Devlin 2018; Wellington City Council 
2018:5), has renamed its Civic Square ‘Te Ngākau’ (the heart) (Devlin 
2018), and has discontinued the 22-year-old public Guy Fawkes 
reworks 
display held in November each year.11 Instead, it will celebrate the Māori 
New Year, Matariki, by holding a 
reworks display in the middle of the year 
(Macandrew 2018). Meanwhile, in the country’s largest city, in June 2018, 
Auckland Transport began making some announcements on its trains in te 

10  �e year 2040 will mark 200 years since the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi.
11  �e annual Guy Fawkes event commemorates the attempt in 1605 to blow up the 

British Parliament by Guy Fawkes and his companions. New Zealanders typically 
celebrate the occasion on 5 November with friends and family, o	en over a shared 
meal and by creating a bon
re and watching 
reworks displays.
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reo (Auckland Council Te Kaunihera o Tāmaki Makaurau 2018). Further, 
in that same year Prime Minister Jacinda Adern, a non-Māori, gave her 
rst 
child a Māori middle name (Te Aroha), and announced she was intending for 
her daughter to be bilingual (Green
eld 2018; Māori Television 2018). Some 
mainstream television newsreaders and presenters on Radio New Zealand 
now regularly greet listeners or end their news stories in te reo (Te Puni 
Kōkiri 2019:5). More speci
cally, actor Jennifer Ward-Lealand and journalist 
Guyon Espiner, both �uent non-Māori te reo speakers, have been vocal in 
sharing their experiences in learning the language and encouraging others to 
do the same (Espiner 2018; Reo Māori 2017). In 2017, the nationally popular 
New Zealand musician Dave Dobbyn enlisted Māori assistance to translate 
the lyrics of one of his songs, Welcome Home, into te reo, and himself had 
pronunciation lessons so that he could perform the quasi-national anthem 
in Māori (Dobbyn & Mason 2017; McConnell 2017). Contemporary New 
Zealand currency features both Māori design and te reo, automatic teller 
machines o�er the user te reo as a language option, and New Zealand Post 
packaging features Māori designs. Just over an hour’s drive away from 
Whakatāne, the city of Rotorua has begun installing bilingual signage and, 
like Wellington, is working towards being known as an o�cially bilingual 
city (Rotorua Lakes Council 2018).12

Non-Māori in Whakatāne �nd value in te reo

All throughout Aotearoa, Māori language has a prominent position in 
everyday life as te reo lexical items circulate in New Zealand English 
(Deverson 1991), including street and place names. Elements of Māori 
culture and key concepts are also known and embraced by almost all New 
Zealanders. Examples from material culture include whare (house) and 
waka (canoe), and from social culture include the haka (war dance), and 
concepts such as tapu (sacred), aroha (love), mana (respect), and whānau 
(extended family) (Macalister 2007). Even the word predominantly used to 
refer to non-Māori of European descent is a Māori word: Pākeha. However, 
not all Pākehā accept the word due to a (misguided) perception that it has  
a derogatory meaning (Deverson 1991:19).

In Whakatāne, a town with strong historical ties for Māori and a high 
proportion of inhabitants who identify as Māori, one cannot miss evidence 
of Māori culture: signi
cant landmarks have Māori names, there are Māori 
street names throughout the town, and, as can be seen in Figures 13 and 14 
below, bilingual signs in the local Pak’nSave supermarket and public murals 
representing scenes from Māori legends.13 Furthermore, Māori designs 
feature on shop signs, business vehicles, clothing, and local government 
publications.

12  �e city has adopted the nickname ‘Reorua’ (literally, two languages).
13  Examples of signi
cant local landmarks known by their Māori names include 

Muriwai’s Cave, Wairere Falls, the Kaputerangi pā (forti
ed village) site which 
overlooks the town, and the town itself.
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�e fact that Māori language and culture are increasingly ubiquitous, both 
on a national scale and especially locally throughout the Bay of Plenty, is not 
simply indicative of the country’s or the region’s history—a	er all, according 
to Māori genealogical records and oral history, four of the 
rst waka 
(canoes) to arrive from the Māori ancestral land of Hawaiki landed in the 
Bay of Plenty (Taonui 2007).14 However, rather than the increasingly broader 
reach of te reo being noted as an historical waypoint, it could be viewed as 
a marker that the perception of te reo as being inferior and impractical in 
daily life is shi	ing.

14 �e waka were named Tainui, Tākitimu, Te Arawa, and Mataatua.

Figure 13. Bilingual signs inside the Pak’NSave supermarket, Whakatāne. Photograph 
taken in August 2017. Credit: the author.

Figure 14. Mural showing scenes from Māori legends in a public car park, Whakatāne. 
Photograph taken in November 2017. Credit: the author.



204

Michelle O’Toole

�ere are a number of sources of institutional support for the everyday 
use of te reo in the region. For example, the Bay of Plenty Regional Council 
Toi Moana, a local government body, demonstrates its aim to respect Māori 
values and uphold Treaty of Waitangi principles by issuing policy on same and 
consulting with Māori on relevant issues. In recognition of its signi
cance 
to Māori, the Regional Council also �ies the Māori �ag on signi
cant public 
occasions, such as Waitangi Day (Bay of Plenty Regional Council Toi Moana 
2019).15 In addition, many of the Whakatāne kindergartens and schools—
both primary and secondary—teach te reo and have signage in te reo as 
well as in English. Strong support for language and cultural revitalisation 
also comes from Ngāi Tūhoe, a prominent local iwi (tribe), some of whose 
members teach at Te Wānanga o Aotearoa Whakatāne, and others who 
engage in activist works.16

Evidence of this shi	 in perspective towards an increasing value of te reo 
Māori can be seen at Te Wānanga o Aotearoa Whakatāne, where non-Māori 
students in beginners’ te reo classes o	en outnumber Māori. As there are no 
course fees, class attendance is voluntary, in the full sense of the word. It is 
not especially common practice for adult New Zealanders to learn a second 
language—historically this was most o	en due to reasons of geographical 
distance from speakers of other languages. Given the above, it is evident that 
there is a real e�ort being expended by some non-Māori adults in learning 
te reo and, perhaps unintentionally but nonetheless signi
cantly, elements 
of Māori culture.

During this study, non-Māori participants reported some moral 
and instrumental motivations for enrolling in these language classes, 
including improving employment or career prospects and enhancing social 
relationships. �e following exemplar arose during an interview with ‘Jane’:

[W]hen I went for my job interview, this one that I had, I said to the lady, ‘And
you will notice that I’m actually studying at the moment doing that Level 2 Te
Reo Māori with the wānanga,’ and she said to me, she says, I respect you so much 
for doing that. She says, and I’ll tell you why. She says, I—my husband—I’m from 
Ōpotiki, my husband is Māori—she’s not—she said. And, and we—we don’t
know how to teach our children Māori because he doesn’t speak it—not, doesn’t
speak it, he never learnt the culture, he never learnt to speak good Māori to pass
on to his children—and she said her father speaks Māori but she doesn’t. She said, 
So I actually respect you for doing that. I said, ‘Well, you know, if I see somebody 
coming in or I walk past somebody they feel so good if I just look at them and say, 
Kia ora! [Hello] Mōrena! [Good morning!]’ It means, I’ve learnt their language,
you know. And even if they ask how I am I can answer and—and it shows respect, 
you know, and I think that’s amazing. And—I— for me, I feel that if more Kiwis
learnt to speak Māori, that [divide] that’s been there for too long—…you know,
it—it would just be wonderful, for the country itself—for the people.
(Interview recorded 17 August 2017)

15 Waitangi Day, 6 February, is a public holiday in New Zealand, a day when the 
nation commemorates the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi.

16 For example, the artist, Tame Iti.
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As can be seen in the above interview excerpt, perhaps largely unconscious 
motivations reveal that there may be more than simply a desire to enhance 
one’s social or employment prospects. �e idea of learning the indigenous 
language to demonstrate respect indicates there exists also a sense of 
responsibility as a citizen to do one’s part for social cohesion, as well as 
perhaps for the national identity. Jane, as with others, felt that learning 
te reo was more than an individual endeavour: it was also a social one. 
Additionally, the expression of respect by Jane’s potential employer for Jane’s 
e�orts to learn te reo may indicate a moral change in the value ascribed to te 
reo. ‘Laura,’ an Italian immigrant, put it succinctly when she said:

[Since I’ve been living in New Zealand] I have become aware of the Treaty of 
Waitangi, become aware of the indigenous rights, and become aware of Māori 
or indigenous voice. I feel kind of, an ob—not an obligation, but a moral duty 
to speak Māori.
(Interview recorded 6 August 2017)

While these two women may not have attended te reo classes speci
cally to 
contribute to the language’s revitalisation, their attitudes towards te reo and 
Māori culture may help to lay the groundwork for other non-Māori to do 
similar and thus their language learning may unintentionally contribute to 
the vitality of te reo and to meeting the goals of Te Puni Kõkiri for the year 
2040.

Contemporary non-Māori identity calls upon te reo and 
te ao Māori

�e majority of participants, both immigrants and locals, talked about 
the contribution of Māori culture, including te reo Māori, to the national 
identity. While it is primarily te reo Māori which distinguishes New Zealand 
English (Deverson 1991), other aspects of te ao Māori are increasingly 
viewed as integral to the New Zealand identity. �e traditional Māori war 
dance, the Ka Mate haka, performed by the All Blacks rugby union team 
before test matches, is one well-known example. Others clearly in the public 
space include whakairo (carvings), such as the tomokanga (gateway) in the 
Arrivals area of the International terminal at Auckland airport (Auckland 
International Airport Ltd 2008), the murals and carvings displayed at 
Palmerston North (domestic) airport (Rankin 2017), and moko, tattoos 
increasingly worn by non-Māori which feature Māori designs.

For many non-Māori in the Bay of Plenty region, and indeed, in New 
Zealand, aspects of Māori culture are not only gaining social legitimacy and 
currency, but they are also contributing to a sense of national identity and, 
just as some dialectical features of Sakha index ideas of home, place, and 
belonging (Ferguson, this volume), te reo Māori serves similarly for some 
non-Māori, particularly when travelling abroad. One participant, when asked 
about use of te reo outside the classroom, said that he had had an unexpected 
opportunity to use it—albeit in a super
cial way—when holidaying in Bali 
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and �ailand, as, upon learning his nationality, shopkeepers o	en greeted 
him with, ‘Kia ora, bro’. Another highlighted the importance of te reo words 
at home in New Zealand society when she said, ‘�ere are certain—certain 
words I think that are becoming embedded in our—in our culture, like 
“whānau,”17 it’s a very easy way of describing someone who’s related to you 
in some way [laughs]. It’s a great word, you know’ (Interview recorded 
1 September 2017). Other participants illustrated exercising a degree of 
responsibility for the way in which other non-Māori engaged with te reo. For 
example, some revealed that they corrected other people’s pronunciation and 
practised the language with their family and friends by texting them in te reo.

Many non-Māori participants in this study explained that class attendance 
was driven by a desire to expand their knowledge and understanding, 
in order to ful
l a responsibility to contribute to the ideal of a bicultural 
national identity. In other words, responsibility to uphold the principles of 
the Treaty of Waitangi was seen as a ‘shared action’ (Siragusa, this volume). 
‘John’ said:

I think, um, I think we’re very lucky in New Zealand and I have a vision, that—
that New Zealand will be truly bicultural and that’s why I’ve gone to Māori 
language classes. �at’s what I think I can do to, to achieve that vision… I 
rmly 
believe it. I think it’s wonderful.
(Interview recorded 9 August 2017)

However, while not raised as an issue by Māori students or teachers in 
these classes, it is understandable that some indigenous people could have 
concerns about contemporary forms of colonisation occurring via indigenous 
language acquisition (Albury 2015b:316). In this case, though, the kaiako 
and the Māori tauira I spoke with were proud and excited to share their 
reo and tikanga with others. As ‘Joe,’ a Māori participant, said when talking 
about tauira of other ethnicities participating in te reo classes and learning 
to write and perform their pepeha (personal introduction), ‘It’s humbling to 
hear those Zimbabweans and those Japanese and the Canadians getting up 
and having a go’ (Interview recorded 2 August 2017). Joe also talked about 
his admiration for television news presenter Simon Dallow, a Pākehā man 
who had ‘stepped out of his comfort zone’ to learn te reo. ‘It’s about being 
able to make that cultural di�erence and to say, “Okay, well, open up your 
heart,” so that’s what I admire about people like him’ (Interview recorded  
2 August 2017).

�e pepeha, land, and identity

While te reo may be a wellspring of ‘national pride and identity’ (Albury 
2015a), I suggest that there are other sources, which are increasingly including 
other aspects of Māori culture. For example, ‘Alex,’ a non-Māori man, talked 

17 Translation: extended family, though can o	en include close friends or co-workers.
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about the value of the pepeha, a prescribed personal introduction learnt 
in the Te Ara Reo class which situates the speaker in physical, social, and 
spiritual realms (Derby & Moon 2018; van Meijl 2019:156–157). Alex talked 
about the important role he found the pepeha serves in establishing working 
relationships:

�e 
rst time last week actually when I was doing a proposal for a Māori Trust,18 
I did my pepeha and that’s the 
rst time I’ve done it in a business… Oh, [my 
pepeha] just rolled o�. I wasn’t planning to do it; it was just the, uh, opportunity 
came up where it just fell out [of my mouth] because the people I was talking to—
which was at a table; it was a formal meeting—had a connection with Rangitaiki 
[river]... so I had a connection there, so that’s why I said it, ‘cause Pūtauaki was 
their mountain so they were from the same area, that—that iwi [were] from 
that same area that I was, so that’s why I said it, and then of course I had a good 
connection with them. So that was quite cool. So that’s probably one of the other 
reasons I do the—not the main reason or anything, but through work, uh, I get 
quite a few Māori Trusts, yeah, for various things, so it helps, I guess. Well, it will 
do going forward. �e more I know the more helpful it’ll be.
(Interview recorded 8 November 2017)

�e pepeha is a formulaic, ritualistic way of presenting oneself to others. 
When reciting a pepeha, the speaker stands and details her relationships—
and therefore responsibilities—to the land, the water, to material expressions 
of social structures (such as buildings), as well as to ancestors and social 
groupings (Derby & Moon 2018; van Meijl 2019:156–157). It is ordinarily 
performed on formal rather than informal occasions. I present a short 
version of my pepeha below as an example of a non-Māori person’s pepeha:

Ko Mauao te maunga  Mount Maunganui is the mountain
Ko te Moananui-a-Kiwa te moana  �e Paci
c is the ocean
Ko te Pākehā te iwi �e Pākehā are my people (tribe)
Ko Beaumont rāua ko O’Toole ōku hapū Beaumont and O’Toole are my 

sub-tribes
Nō Tauranga Moana  I am from Tauranga
Ko Michelle O’Toole ahau My name is Michelle O’Toole

Note that a Māori person would o	en present a lengthier, more complex, 
pepeha, providing greater information about other connections to socio-
cultural elements, such as the names of eminent ancestors, meeting houses, 
and dining halls. A signi
cant element missing from my pepeha above is 
the name of my waka, or canoe. If I was Māori, the waka I would name is 
that (or those) on which my ancestors arrived from Hawaiki, the ancient 
homeland of many Māori and the one to which many iwi (tribes) believe 
the soul returns a	er death. �is is an especially important part of a Māori 
person’s pepeha, because it identi
es one’s ancestral links and ties to land as, 

18 A Māori Trust is a legal instrument ‘formed to manage Māori land or assets on 
behalf of owners’ (Te Tumu Paeroa, n.d.).
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generally, where the original waka landed is where the population settled 
(or nearby).19

At Te Wānanga o Aotearoa Whakatāne, many non-Māori reported that 
through learning how to construct and perform their pepeha, they increased 
their con
dence about speaking in front of other people but, moreover, 
developed a connection to the land and to other people that they had not 
felt before. �is connection is o	en brought into e�ect by making verbally 
explicit the geographical landmarks and bodies of water with which one 
a�liates. Taking the time to consider one’s origins and to where one feels 
a strong sense of connectedness o	en opens new cognitive pathways for 
tauira. Announcing those relationships aloud, in front of other people, one 
experiences a performed, embodied sense of belonging. In this study, there 
were only two participants (one male, one female) out of the 36 interviewed 
who declared that they did not feel any di�erently toward the land a	er 
learning their pepeha. �e more commonly reported experience was similar 
to the following example, in which ‘Cathy,’ a Pākehā woman, noted changes 
to her identity as a result of learning te reo. Cathy stated that, upon starting 
the course, she did not feel a connection to the land, yet a	er composing 
and performing her pepeha, she then felt that, like many Māori, she could 
identify with a speci
c mountain and a particular river. �is new skill and 
realisation produced a strong emotional response in her. She felt pride and 
a sense of belonging. Establishing these personal and social links by using 
the national indigenous language had a profound e�ect on many non-Māori 
tauira. In comparison, while many of the German migrants or descendants of 
German migrants living in Helsinki, Finland interviewed by Dorothea Breier 
(this volume) talked about their use of language to mediate and maintain 
established social, emotional, and o	en familial and historical connections 
with the extramural homeland (Germany), in my doctoral research project, 
I found that language learning facilitated new connections for descendants 
of settlers or more recent migrants within the country.

Conclusion

Just as the initiative to enforce the legal protections of culture and 
language promised in �e Treaty of Waitangi intensi
ed over time for 
Māori, the cultural value of aspects of te ao Māori, including te reo, have 
changed and become evident for many non-Māori New Zealanders. While  
‘[i]mperialism frames the indigenous experience’ (Smith 1999:20), the non-
indigenous experience in Aotearoa is imprinted with te ao Māori. Unlike 
in neighbouring Australia, where the indigenous population and culture is 
marked by a manufactured ‘absence,’ in Aotearoa New Zealand elements 
of Māori culture, including te reo, cannot be missed or even ignored. Non-

19  Many of the Māori tauira in the Te Ara Reo beginners’ classes identi
ed with local 
iwi, such as Ngāi Tūhoe or Ngāti Awa, though some were from Ngāti Porou in 
nearby Rotorua and Ngā Puhi in Northland. (Ngā Puhi have socio-historical links 
with Ngāi Tūhoe.)
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Māori political leaders, media personalities, and popular cultural 
gures are 
increasingly embracing te reo. Change is also occurring at the grassroots level, 
as some non-Māori tauira are experiencing and forging new connections 
with their own identities, as well as with the land and the nation, via te reo 
and Māori concepts of relationality and responsibility, such as the pepeha. 
In this cross-cultural way, non-Māori are simultaneously connecting with 
elements of both their own and Māori culture in order to transform and co-
create both individual and national identities, and they are also contributing 
to the revitalisation of te reo Māori.

As more non-Māori engage with te reo in ways meaningful to them, the 
value and place of Māori culture in New Zealand society shi	s. Whereas 
following colonisation, te reo Māori was stigmatised, contemporary attitudes 
appear to be changing. Consequently, altering relationships with te reo are 
producing language movement and social change, especially amongst non-
Māori in some regions. In the Bay of Plenty, economic and sociocultural 
changes are contributing to an increasing sense of responsibility towards 
and valuing of te reo Māori amongst non-Māori people. Whether intentional 
or not, the te reo Māori language classes at Te Wānanga o Aotearoa in 
Whakatāne are serving as a vehicle not only for teaching te reo to non-
Māori, but also for sharing aspects of Māori culture and raising non-Māori 
awareness of, and critical thinking about, New Zealand colonial history. 
Furthermore, for many non-Māori tauira, learning te reo and tikanga Māori 
has the paradoxical e�ect of reifying the nation as a bicultural one. For these 
non-heritage speakers of te reo, this minority language consequently comes 
to be perceived on personal and social levels as playing a vital part in the 
New Zealand identity, as well as making important contributions to social 
harmony.
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Abstract

Responsibility and Language Practices in Place

Edited by Laura Siragusa and Jenanne K. Ferguson

�is v olume i ncludes c hapters b y j unior a nd s enior s cholars h ailing 
from Europe, Asia, North America, and Oceania, all of whom sought to 
understand the social and cultural implications surrounding how people 
take responsibility for the ways they speak or write in relation to a place—
whether it is one they have long resided in, recently moved to, or le	 a long 
time ago. 

�e contributors to the volume investigate ‘responsibility’ in and through 
language practices as inspired by the roots of the (English) word itself: the 
ability to respond, or mount a response to a situation at hand. It is thus  
a ‘responsive’ kind of responsibility, one that focuses not only on 
demonstrating responsibility for language, but highlighting the various ways 
we respond to situations discursively and metalinguistically. �is s ort o f 
responsibility is both part of individual and collectively negotiated concerns 
that shi	 as people contend with processes related to globalization. 
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