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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The formidable challenges faced by urban refugees in the Global
South have received considerable attention, calling for new
approaches to support their resilience. Although critical interest in
resilience and the role of digital technology in enabling refugees
to navigate their new surroundings has been growing, little
attention has been paid to the inﬂuence of language and literacy
in processes of resilience-building and the use of such technology.
This is important due to the diverse linguistic resources which
refugees bring with them and the central role of language in
adapting to contexts of forced displacement. We develop a
conceptual framework for examining refugees’ transnational use of
smartphones and apply the framework to data collected from
participatory workshops with ﬁfty-four Rohingya refugees in
Malaysia. Results revealed varying degrees of digital literacy,
linguistic capital and literacy in three main languages: the
Rohingya language which refugees bring with them, Bahasa
Malaysia, the national language of Malaysia and English, which is
widely spoken in Malaysia. These variations signiﬁcantly shape
resilience-building strategies. Greater attention to the role of
language and literacy in refugees’ use of digital technology will
contribute to better understanding of the capacity for resilience
among these individuals and more eﬀective digital solutions.
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Introduction
Recent statistics have revealed that 60 per cent of the world’s refugees, that is, 15.24
million individuals, live in cities rather than camps (World Refugee Council Report
2018). The majority live in the Global South, often on a long-term, or ‘protracted’
basis (UNHCR 2020a). Many of the countries here are not signatories of the 1951
Geneva Convention which was created after World War II and provides an international
framework for responsibility-sharing and support for individuals ﬂeeing war and political persecution. The current study responds to the call by Cole (2020) to pay more attention to the experiences of forced migration in such countries and to consider alternative
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routes for supporting refugees. This is crucial because the shortcomings of the proposals
initiated by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) have increasingly become painfully apparent (Landau 2019; Hyndman and Giles 2019). The proposals include mechanisms for supporting refugees to return to the country of origin; local
integration in the host country; and resettlement in third countries. Refugees are understandably reluctant to return to their country of origin while they remain at high risk of
persecution. Host nations have also been slow to integrate them and resettlement options
are limited due to the reluctance of Western countries to accommodate them (Zetter and
Long 2012). Recognition of the inadequacy of these solutions have contributed to calls for
a paradigm shift from solutions that are compatible with global and national regulatory
frameworks towards those that are perceived necessary from refugees’ own perspectives
(Landau 2019). This approach is reﬂected in the Global Compact on Refugees which
emphasises the importance of enhancing the self-reliance and resilience of refugees
(UNHCR 2018a). While such policies have been criticised for shortcomings in promoting refugees’ own capacities (Krause and Schmidt 2019), as Udwan, Leurs, and Alencar
(2020) have observed, a resilience-focused approach provides opportunities for taking a
‘power-sensitive, agency-centric’ lens to these individuals’ lived experiences.
The shift in global humanitarian responses to refugees has coincided with two developments in the ﬁeld of migration studies. The ﬁrst is reﬂected in an increasing emphasis
in critically analysing resilience as a response to forced migration among both host
countries (Bourbeau 2015; Fingerle and Wink, 2020) and refugees themselves (Hutchinson and Dorset 2012; Udwan, Leurs, and Alencar 2020). The second development is
growing critical interest in the uses of mobile technology, including in enabling individuals to communicate with family and friends transnationally, access information and
sources of support and represent themselves (Dekker et al. 2018; Donà and Godin
2019). Such technology can also facilitate pathways to housing or employment
(Martin-Shields et al. 2019), privileging those with access to technology and giving rise
to concern that existing inequalities witihin refugee communities may be
exacerbated (Georgiou, 2019; Leung, 2018). Synthesising these two developments, an
emerging body of work is examining the role of digital technology in resilience-building,
for instance through enabling refugees to support each other (Udwan, Leurs, and Alencar
2020; Merisalo and Jauhiainen 2020). However, apart from a small number of studies
which have explored how refugees use smartphones to learn new languages (Gaved
and Peasgood 2017; Jones et al. 2017), hardly any research has examined the role of linguistic practices and literacies in either using these devices (Kaufmann 2018) or resilience-building, the focus of this study. This is surprising in the light of the central role
that language and literacy play in enhancing resilience-building through maintaining
connections with family and friends globally, as well as navigating their new environments, accessing services and ﬁnding employment (Campion 2018).
Further, most research into smartphone use have focused on displacement contexts in
the Global North, with little attention to such use in the Global South (Leurs and Smets
2018; Aléncar 2020), including Malaysia, the site of the empirical research of this study.
This has resulted in a lack of focused attention to multilinguistic social environments
which have been complicated by colonialism. Consequently, the challenges that refugees
face in attempting to navigate such environments, including through use of their smartphones, have yet to be explored, a signiﬁcant knowledge gap which this study addresses.
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The aim of the current study is to increase theoretical and empirical understanding of the
resilience-building strategies that refugees employ through smartphone use and the ways
in which language and literacy shape this process. We develop a conceptual framework
which synthesises scholarship on resilience in migration studies, Bourdieu’s theorising
on linguistic and other forms of capital and habitus, and Chiswick and Miller’s (2003)
inﬂuential model of conditions which enable migrant acquisition of dominant languages
in destination countries. We employ participatory action research methods involving
Rohingya refugees to explore how their use of smartphones shapes and is shaped by
language and literacy, and to propose ways forward for developing digital solutions.
Our study makes three distinct contributions to the literature on resilience-building
and digital migration. Firstly, it develops a conceptual framework which bridges theorising on the resilience of refugees in migration studies with theories on the role of language
and literacy, and the acquisition of dominant languages in displacement contexts. Secondly, it increases empirical knowledge of the ways in which language and literacy
shape the use of smartphones as a tool for resilience-building within an urban context
in the Global South. Thirdly, it explores the implications of our research for developing
solutions that enable refugees to increase their resilience within these contexts.
We begin by developing the theoretical framework of the study. We next discuss the
socio-political context of the empirical research, the methods used and the research
ﬁndings. We examine how Rohingya refugees in Malaysia use their smartphones and
the role of literacy in three languages: the Rohingya language, Bahasa Malaysia (BM),
the oﬃcial language of Malaysia, and English which is also widely spoken. Finally, we
discuss the theoretical, empirical and methodological contribution of the study and
explore the scope for developing digital solutions to support the resilience of refugees
in the Global South.

Developing resilience among refugees through smartphones
While the ‘resilience’ of refugees has been variously deﬁned, most analysts concur in
understanding the phenomenon as the capacity to adapt to shocks – either individually
or collectively (Adger et al. 2002) – or ‘bounce back’ after experiencing major stressors
(Lewis and Rödlach 2019). Such stressors may include coping with a sense of loss,
diﬃculties in job-seeking or adapting to a new socio-cultural context (Lewis and
Rödlach 2019; Sleijpena et al. 2016).
Individuals employ resilience strategies, that is, ‘choices, behaviours and resources’ to
promote resilience (Sleijpena et al. 2017, 352). It is important to recognise that such strategies are enacted in power-laden structural contexts, where choices to access support and
exercise their rights are heavily constrained (Udwan, Leurs, and Alencar 2020; Merisalo
and Jauhiainen 2020). Consequently, while resilience strategies can enable refugees to
regain physical and psychological stability or even positively transform living conditions
(Fingerle and Wink 2020), the capacity of individuals to adapt to their new context is
severely limited (Bourbeau 2015). Further, such strategies are culturally and politically
embedded (Liebenberg and Pelley 2020), involving interactions between migrants,
their families and other social environments (Siriwardhana et al. 2014) and institutions
of the state (Udwan, Leurs, and Alencar 2020). Previous research has identiﬁed the use of
digital resilience strategies for self-support, health, identity management and building
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bridging capital. Our focus is the role of language in the strategies that refugees employ
using smartphones in forced migration contexts, an important area which has previously
been overlooked. Having outlined our approach to conceptualising resilience and resilience strategies among refugees in contexts of forced displacement, we next highlight the
role of smartphones in this process, particularly with respect to the use and acquisition of
language and literacies.

Developing digital literacy and other literacies
In many contexts, including in the Global South, reading and writing or what is commonly referred to as literacy, is now developed along with, or facilitated by, digital literacy (Pegrum 2016). For our purposes, we brieﬂy deﬁne the latter as the ability to use
digital tools and resources. Literacies are viewed as ﬂuid, being shaped by political, historical, and socio-economic factors, and ‘varying according to time and space, but also
contested in relations of power’ (Street 2003, 77). These contestations are related to
the symbolic power of language, as both a source and a medium which privileges
some groups and excludes others (Bourdieu 1991). The symbolic power of dominant
languages in migratory contexts is evidenced through the capacity of migrants who
have acquired them to earn economic capital in the form of higher wages (Dustmann
and Fabbri 2003) and social capital through wider social networks (Morosanu 2016;
Thusen 2017).
Linguistic capital, was identiﬁed by Bourdieu (1991) as a form of cultural capital which
has been deﬁned as ‘knowledge, skills and other cultural acquisitions, as exempliﬁed by
educational or technical qualiﬁcations’ (1991, 14). Among refugees, linguistic capital
includes both the language which individuals associate with their cultural and ethnic
identity as well as ﬂuency in the dominant or oﬃcial language/s of the host country.
The former (in this case, the Rohingya language) is important for creating identity
and sense of belonging (Bloch and Hirsch 2017), while the latter (in this case, Bahasa
Malaysia (BM) and English) are necessary for access to education and other key services,
training and employment and social cohesion (Campion 2018). Closely related to
language use, literacies have also been viewed as a form of cultural capital (Wan and
Warriner 2012), which, like language, takes on diﬀerent values within diﬀerent contexts
or, in Bourdesian terms, ‘markets.’
Our understanding of how refugees use smartphones to navigate their way in cities of
the Global South is deepened by Bourdieu’s concept of habitus – that is, as a set of dispositions, which enable individuals to act and respond in speciﬁc ways in their daily lives.
For the purposes of our study, we draw on habitus to explain older refugees’ attachment
to the Rohingya language as well as their complicity, along with other refugees and the
local population, in viewing both BM and English as high-status languages. While BM is
the oﬃcial language of Malaysia, English is widely spoken as part of the legacy of British
colonialism and enjoys a high status as the common language across ethnic groups
(Canagarajah 2006).
Along with Guarnizo (1997) we also employ the concept of transnational habitus
which recognises that refugees maintain certain dispositions within and across national
contexts. These dispositions include literacies in the languages which they bring with
them and maintain through family practices as well as those they acquire in their new
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contexts through socialisation and other processes. Applying a transnational lens to literacy enables us to consider the role of literacy in a variety of languages, as well as digital
literacy, for accessing information and communicating with family members and others
in their new context, homeland and other parts of the world (Duran 2017). Since no two
situations of protracted displacement are the same (Long 2011), understanding the linguistic market of displacement contexts is crucial to understanding why some languages
are privileged over others, and the opportunities available to individuals for gaining linguistic capital (through the acquisition of languages which are valued in speciﬁc contexts)
and cultural capital (in the form of literacies in those languages, as well as digital literacy)
(Campion 2018).
Finally, to further deepen understanding of the links between linguistic capital, literacies and resilience strategies, our theoretical framework is informed by Chiswick and
Miller’s 2001) inﬂuential model which was ﬁrst tested on 1991 Census data on adult
male immigrants in Canada. The model assumes that language skills are a form of
asset that immigrants who are not already proﬁcient in the dominant language(s)
heavily invest in. It identiﬁed three groups of factors which are conducive to destination
country language acquisition, namely, exposure, eﬃciency and incentives. Exposure is
associated with participation in language classes, consumption of host country media
and interaction with others in the language. Eﬃciency is related to level of education,
with highly educated learners likely to become more proﬁcient in the dominant language.
Incentives for language acquisition, such as the potential for increased earnings, are
associated with higher levels of proﬁciency.
Having outlined our theoretical framework, we now outline our key research questions: How are the resilience strategies refugees employ shaped through smartphone
use within contexts of forced displacement in the Global South? How is smartphone
use mediated by literacies and language use in these situations? How can digital solutions
which support refugee resilience be more responsive to language use and literacy?

Rohingya refugees in Malaysia
We now proceed to discuss the socio-economic and political context of our empirical
research into the situation of Rohingya refugees in Malaysia. The UN (2017) has
described Rohingya refugees as the most persecuted minority in the world. As a
Muslim minority originating from the north-western state of Rakhine in Myanmar,
their human rights have been, and continue to be violated in their country of origin,
including through mass killings, rape, arbitrary detentions and burning of villages.
The denial of their right to citizenship has resulted in making them stateless. Their
forced migration from Myanmar to neighbouring countries can be traced to the
Second World War, with the large outbreak of violence in 2017 indicating the prolonged
nature of both the conﬂict and their displacement (Huennekes 2018).
Malaysia presents an important context for investigating the role that language plays
in the use of smartphones by refugees living in conditions of protracted displacement.
Like most South East Asian countries (except the Philippines and Cambodia), the
country is not a signatory to the 1951 Geneva Convention. Despite this, it is the ﬁfth
top country for resettlement globally: of the 3285 refugees submitted, 2631 were resettled
(UNHCR 2018b: 36). It has hosted increasing numbers of these individuals, with the
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number registered at the end of December 2019 being 178,580 (UNHCR 2018b). The
number unregistered is unknown. About 68% of the refugees are men, 32% women
and approximately 26% children. Of the total, 99,290 (55.6%) are Rohingya. In terms
of geographical distribution throughout Malaysia, Pulau Pinang features among the
top three locations (after Kuala Lumpur and Selangor) with the highest number of
‘people of concern (POC)’ (refugees and asylum seekers) in Malaysia (UNHCR
2020a). About 12% of the POCs are in Pulau Pinang. There are no refugee camps in
Malaysia and most refugees reside in urban areas (UNHCR 2018a).
Domestic legislation which recognises the legal status of asylum seekers, refugees and
stateless persons has not been enacted. However, the country has permitted the UNHCR
to register, determine and assist refugees. Despite this, UNHCR registration does not
confer legal immigration status. Consequently, most asylum seekers and refugees are,
like irregular migrants, often subjected to an aggressive, punitive ‘crackdown’ (Nah
2010). The government is not currently involved in any systematic interventions in
refugee issues although historically, it had provided asylum in the form of camps or temporary residency permits to refugees from Vietnam, the Philippines, Cambodia, Indonesia and Bosnia (Munir-Asen 2018). The Rohingya refugees have not been granted any
form of residency permit. The federal government has, in the past used its discretion
under section 55(1) of the Immigration Act 1959/63 (Act 155) to give temporary work
permits to refugees on humanitarian grounds and some Rohingya refugees have
beneﬁted from this (Ketchell 2019; Lego 2012). However, such permits have not been
extended, and there is no formal right to paid employment, leaving refugees to work
in the informal sector where they are vulnerable to exploitation. The jobs they undertake
include manual labour (for example, in construction or agriculture), sale of food in small
businesses, and work for non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and international fast
food and retail chains.
Local governments have little jurisdiction in dealing with refugees (Wake 2016).
Several NGOs have been established speciﬁcally to respond to refugee issues, while
others have included them in their work with other marginalised groups. These NGOs
assist refugees with education, healthcare, training and capacity-building, livelihood,
child protection, sexual and gender-based violence, and community empowerment.
Faith-based organisations have also played a role in supporting refugees through providing education, ﬁnancial assistance and religious support. Refugees in Malaysia do not
have a right to access mainstream education in government schools. To ﬁll this gap,
an informal system of education has developed around community-based learning
centres. These centres are unevenly spread, with the majority providing only primary
level education. Of the 23,823 refugees of school-going age, less than a third (30%) are
enrolled in these centres (UNHCR 2020b). Low and unreliable income, vulnerability
to exploitation at work, extortion by law enforcement oﬃcers, the high cost of rent
and health services mean that poverty is widespread (Nah 2010).
Literacy rates within the Rohingya community are reported to be low (Tay et al. 2018).
This may be attributed to multiple factors, including lack of access to education in many
parts of Myanmar and the nature of the Rohingya language, which is primarily oral.
Accordingly, various scripts have been employed to capture the language in written
form, including Arabic, Urdu and Rohingyalish, which uses Latin letters to communicate
a Rohingya script (Tay et al. 2018), further complicating the process of gaining literacy.
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Plans have been made to include the language into the Unicode Standard, a global coding
system that converts written script to digital characters and numbers (Guardian 2017).
This would allow the Rohingya people to write in their own language on social media.
Further, Malaysia poses additional challenges due to its ethnically diverse population
comprising Malays (69.1%), Chinese (23.0%), Indians (4.9%) and others (1%) (Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2018). Malay, which is the language of the Malay ethnic
group was designated the oﬃcial language of the country following the granting of independence from British rule in 1957. The primacy of Malay is now entrenched in the
Federal Constitution and is commonly referred to as Bahasa Malaysia (language of
Malaysia). It is commonly abbreviated as BM – the acronym adopted in this article –
and was chosen to symbolise the end of empire and to promote patriotism and cohesion
across ethnic groups. However, as in many post-colonial contexts, English remains
widely spoken as a common and international language (Canagarajah 2006). We now
turn to the approach and methods we adopted in our research.

Methods
The research team was multi-disciplinary and included specialists in migration, sociolinguistics and human computer interaction. The team adopted a participatory approach,
working closely with a Pulau Pinang-based refugee NGO throughout the research
process, including in determining the research focus; structure and design of workshop
activities; participant selection; and planning of a dissemination event to amplify refugee
voices. Refugee volunteers assisted with organising the workshops and workshop activities including facilitating opportunities for participants to propose solutions for the way
forwards through discussion and drawing. Prior to the workshops, the lead author met
with groups of participants in a kampong (Malay word for village or group of traditionally built houses clustered together) and other areas of residence to build rapport and
obtain informed consent.
Anonymised demographic information relating to age, gender, place of origin, length
of residency in Malaysia and languages spoken, read and written was collected. A total of
54 refugees participated in the workshop activities, with a gender balance of 27 females
and 27 males. Ages ranged from 13 to 45. The majority had migrated from Myanmar, two
from Thailand while eight were born in Malaysia. Their length of residence in Malaysia
ranged from 1 to 16 years, underscoring the protracted nature of the displacement for
many.
A total of four workshops were organised on the NGO premises. The ﬁrst three followed an identical protocol: each was facilitated by a minimum of two researchers
who each worked with a group of ten Rohingya refugees. They were supported by bilingual community workers who acted as interpreters. The main language spoken by the
participants was Rohingya while the researchers spoke either BM or English. The
small size of the groups helped with engaging all participants in the discussion and workshop activities. To accommodate Rohingya cultural norms relating to gender segregation,
two of the three workshops were single sex. Female researchers and females from the
Rohingya community co-facilitated the women only and mixed sex workshops. Transport was organised to and from the venues and lunch provided. Participants were paid
RM50 for attending. The workshops elicited information on migration background,
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experiences of living in Malaysia, languages used and access and engagement with smartphones, including for what purpose and how this was facilitated by language and literacy.
Participants were also invited to design new applications and tools which could help
them and other refugees. This was undertaken by asking them to draw their ideas on
paper and share them with each other. Data analysis of the discussions was driven by
identifying patterns of routine behaviour relating to participants’ use of various
languages, literacies and their smartphones, paying attention to how this was informed
by the socio-political and cultural context of protracted displacement.
The fourth and ﬁnal workshop was carried out a month after the ﬁrst three. The initial
research ﬁndings were presented to a selection of participants who had attended the
earlier workshops to validate and reﬁne the ﬁndings and further explore proposals for
moving forwards. All the workshops were recorded; utterances in English were directly
transcribed while utterances in BM and the Rohingyan language were transcribed and
translated into English. The research was also informed and developed through a twoday dissemination event comprising refugee community organisations across Malaysia,
individual refugees, government representatives, UNHCR, academics and representatives from key humanitarian organisations in Thailand and Indonesia.
To support and illustrate the ﬁndings, we use quotes from transcriptions of the workshops. Most of these were communicated to us through interpreters, who used the ﬁrst
person (for example, ‘I’) to reﬂect the participant’s own words. However, in a few cases,
participants spoke directly to us in English or interpreters lapsed into using the third
person pronoun (for example, ‘she’). In all cases, the quotes used have not been
changed in any way.

Results
The most popular use of phones by refugees was for social networking, with music, radio
listening, video watching, messaging, communication and navigation apps following
closely. While this ﬁnding aligns closely with ﬁndings from other similar studies involving refugees (UNHCR 2016) which show communication and entertainment to be
high on the list, our results also show that smartphone use was strongly mediated by,
and shaped, literacies in three languages – the Rohingya language, BM and English.
Below we discuss our ﬁndings relating to smartphone use and resilience strategies in
each of these languages, the constraints faced by refugees and the digital solutions proposed by them.
Smartphone use, the Rohingya language and resilience
Age, gender, and levels of education intersect with digital literacy and use of the Rohingya
language to signiﬁcantly inﬂuence digital activity. Smartphones enabled older women,
who had experienced little formal education to make international phone calls in the
Rohingyan language, reducing their social isolation in the transnational habitus (Guarnizo 1997) which they occupied. The use of the language in such devices also enabled
others to access information about political developments relating to the situation of
Rohingya people and enabled them to check on family members and friends in their
homeland and other parts of the world. In support of the value of these devices for
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these purposes, in the words of one participant, mobile phones, combined with the use of
the Rohingya language, enabled individuals ‘to contact each other no matter how far is
the state.’ Similarly, within the urban context of Malaysia, these devices enabled them
to monitor each other’s safety while moving around often hostile local areas, where
they could be vulnerable to detention or arrest. Consequently, through enabling communication with, and positive surveillance of loved ones transnationally, the use of the
Rohingya language in mobile technology played an important role in supporting the
wellbeing and emotional resilience of individuals whose familial ties had been ruptured
through forced migration. Emphasising the symbolic power of the language (Bourdieu
1991) in aﬃrming their ethnic and cultural identity and generating a sense of belonging
and solidarity in their transnational habitus, one participant had this to say:
I learnt because it is important, right, we are Rohingyan. We should learn Rohingyan
language so we can understand, talk with people and can know their problems. (female
Rohingya participant)

However, while the use of ‘voice notes’ enabled some individuals to communicate with
others, access to information through search engines such as Google was severely constrained. Illustrating individual capacity to devise resilience strategies to overcome this
constraint, some participants used social media applications such as WhatsApp to
obtain information and support from others who had higher levels of proﬁciency in
BM or English, revealing the usefulness of such devices even among individuals with
low levels of literacy (Lalji and Good 2008) and the importance of intergenerational solidarity. In an isolated example, which illustrates the use of smartphones to build ﬁnancial
resilience, a female adult used hers to communicate in the Rohingya language with customers of a small enterprise selling Burmese products.
Smartphone use, BM and resilience
Reﬂecting the complicity of dominated groups in the high status accorded to the main
languages and their symbolic power (Bourdieu 1991), BM was viewed as useful for
routine communication. The following quote by one participant is typical:
Bahasa Malaysia is everyday language, easy to talk with friends.

Literacy and proﬁciency in BM appeared to be strongly mediated by gender, age, access to
educational opportunities, participation in the informal economy and ﬁnancial
resources. Younger participants who had beneﬁted from participation in community
learning centres were able to read and write, communicate with teachers and classmates
and carry out homework in the language, supporting Chiswick and Miller’s (2001) model
in reinforcing the important role that education plays in acquiring a language in the host
country. They also used Google to translate from English to Malay and vice versa in both
spoken and written forms as revealed in the extracts below, highlighting its use for
language-learning:
They say something that we know in Malay but don’t know in English. That is when we use
Google Translate.
I was in hospital and wanted to talk something I know in English and I need to talk in Malay,
and that is when I use it to translate from English to Malay.
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These ﬁndings provide valuable insight into the ways digital literacy can combine with
literacy in a dominant language to enable some individuals to continually increase their
literacy – not only in that language but in other dominant languages too. They also reveal
the use of resilience strategies in adapting to unfamiliar linguistic situations through
employing online services to facilitate oﬄine social processes. This opportunity should
not be under-estimated within a context where demand for education far outstrips
supply.
In contrast, among those who had not beneﬁted from formal education in either
Myanmar or Malaysia, low levels of literacy hindered acquisition of BM, for instance,
through reading. These participants primarily gained proﬁciency in the language
through exposure (Chiswick and Miller, 2001) in the form of contact with locals, carrying
out daily activities and accessing mass media:
Whenever we go to a shop, we try to speaking in Malay then also whenever we go to our
work and then we speak and listen in Malay. Sometime we can understand, sometime we
cannot understand.
Last time when I worked, my colleagues are Malay. Our employer, employer’s spouse, children and in-laws are Malay. Now my workplace in canteen is also ﬁlled with Malay.

However, opportunities to gain the language by exposure were sometimes curtailed
through everyday acts of ‘bordering’ (Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, and Cassidy 2017) which
revealed stark constraints in resilience-building through language-learning:
Sometimes this happens to our children, if they are going somewhere or play somewhere,
the Malay boys … say ‘this is not your place, just go back to your place.’
They will say that ‘this is not your country, this is our country. I have right to say to you …
you are like a beggar here, so you don’t deserve to stay here.

Further, reﬂecting gendered and age-related diﬀerences in opportunities to interact
with others, particularly among women who were more housebound, not all participants
had acquired proﬁciency in BM, despite staying in Malaysia for some considerable time.
For example, one female participant who had lived in the country for ten years reported
with some regret, that she was still unable to speak the language. The use of smartphones
among Individuals who had not beneﬁted from formal education and had limited proﬁciency in BM was severely restricted.
Smartphone use, English and resilience
English was identiﬁed as the most important language to learn due to the employment
opportunities that it opened:
English is important because if you want to work, they also always speaking.

The higher value accorded to the language despite the status of BM as the oﬃcial
language in post-colonial Malaysia is signiﬁcant, attesting to its persistent symbolic
power. Feelings of pride were associated with proﬁciency in English as well as regret
that opportunities to acquire the language were limited:
My children like to learn English. And they are all grown up and speak ﬂuent English and I
love it. When my children spoke to others, I am happy to hear them talk. I’ve been staying in
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Malaysia for ﬁfteen years and can speak Malay well. English I still couldn’t understand
much.
We can speak a couple of language but I cannot speak English so I feel bad. So if I can learn
English then I would feel very good.

Participants were keenly aware of the relative convertibility of linguistic capital in both
BM and English into social and economic capital, locally as well as globally. As in other
post-colonial communities, English has become the contact language among the colonised (Canagarajah 2006), with the quote below demonstrating awareness of its usefulness in communicating with non-Malays, thus widening livelihood and other
opportunities:
Yes, I want to learn. Because Chinese could speak English, Indian also speaks English. Everybody is good in English.

Further, English was particularly valued as an international language, clearly signalling
dissatisfaction with the lack of opportunity and discrimination experienced in Malaysia,
and aspirations for further onward migration:
Malay language is only used in Malaysia; English is used all over the world. It would be easy
for us to communicate with people if we can speak English. Everything will be easy for us.
Whenever we know we can speak English, it is easy for us to talk, to communicate with
people and then it is very easy if we can learn English to do movements and talk to people.

These views also underscore the important role played by language-learning as a resilience strategy for increasing opportunities for resettlement abroad.
Reﬂecting its dominant presence in web-based applications, participants with high
levels of English literacy were able to use a wide range of applications for multiple purposes, including obtaining information, ride-hailing, playing games, sending text messages and communicating with funders who had supported group activities. Such
activities played an important role in supporting individuals socially and psychologically.
As a stark reminder of the limited rights of refugees in Malaysia, ride-hailing was seen as
particularly important since they are not entitled to obtain a driving licence due to lack of
legal status. Conversely, a low level of proﬁciency in English was a major barrier which
restricted phone use even further than limited proﬁciency in BM:
Basically, we use for phone calls. For the functions we need to read in English.

As with BM, participants also used their phones to actively learn English (Kaufmann
2018) by clarifying and rehearsing previous linguistic utterances through social
interaction:
Sending SMS by friends like “Hi” and then when somebody send to me “Hi” then I can
remember that things and when somebody say “Ok” I can remember when somebody
send “Thank you”, I can remember that.

Yet others, particularly educated young people, revealed creative digital literacy practices
in communicating with family members in Myanmar which were facilitated through
translation apps. For instance, one participant described the use of ‘Myenglish’ for
such communication:
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It’s like Burmese and English, we can write a spelling in English but the word is in Burmese
… so she message like that to her sister.

Such practices reinforce the value of adopting a transnational lens to literacy (Duran
2017) in examining smartphone use. Illustrating the beneﬁts to be derived from digital
literacy as well as literacy in both BM and English, younger participants were able to
use multiple modalities (sound, image and video) for recreational and creative purposes,
including dancing, singing, miming or acting:
To make video … dance, funny video … , singing, also follow the lips … like acting … just
do anything. Do with hands, do with mouth.

Table 1 summarises the multiple resilience strategies enabled through smartphone use in
Rohingya, BM and English. It clearly reveals the enhanced range of activities enabled
through literacy in the latter two languages, with literacy in English clearly enabling
the widest range of digital activities.
Constraints in using smartphones
Supporting the critical role played by infrastructure in inﬂuencing opportunities for resilience-building through smartphone use (Gillespie, Osseiran, and Cheesman 2018), a signiﬁcant constraint that refugees encountered was diﬃculty in purchasing SIM cards. In
Malaysia, purchase of these cards requires presentation of a national identiﬁcation (ID)
card which refugees cannot obtain. Individuals could therefore only obtain a SIM with
the assistance of Malaysian friends or supporters. Other barriers that individuals faced
were the lack of aﬀordability of such cards, power outages and loss of internet access.
For instance, an internet shutdown in Myanmar during ﬁeldwork evoked considerable
concern as it eﬀectively resulted in a breakdown in communication with friends and relatives there. Such ﬁndings vividly reveal the vulnerability and precarity of individuals’
reliance on smartphone use for resilience-building.
Digital solutions
Reinforcing the urgent need for digital solutions which pay greater attention to diﬀerent
levels of language proﬁciency in enabling individuals to navigate their urban environments, participants suggested that providing tools or applications which enable individuals with low literacy skills to access vital information through videos in Rohingya and
other languages was vital. Similarly, applications to help individuals translate from the
Rohingya language into BM and English and to access key information about sources
of potential help, such as key services provided by NGOs and mosques were also identiﬁed as areas for further development.

Discussion
This research makes signiﬁcant theoretical and empirical contributions to understanding
the role of language and literacy in resilience-building among refugees through digital
technology in a transnational habitus. Firstly, it has developed a theoretical and conceptual framework which synthesises theories of resilience in refugee studies with Bourdieu’s
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(1991) work on linguistic capital, linguistic markets, symbolic power and the habitus, and
Chiswick and Miller’s (2001) model of dominant language acquisition in host countries.
The framework has enabled us to oﬀer four distinctive contributions. Firstly, it has
advanced understandings of resilience by highlighting the central role of language and
literacy among refugees displaced in the Global South, an area which has received
little research attention. Secondly, by extending Bourdieu’s work on cultural capital to
digital literacy (Wan and Warriner 2012) and adopting a transnational lens to literacy
(Duran 2017), the framework has enabled us to explore the complex relationships
between digital literacy and other literacies, as well the ways in which literacies in one
language interact with those in another language. Thirdly, it has allowed us to demonstrate that processes of language learning through mobile technology are highly diﬀerentiated by symbolic power and their relative presence on the internet, as illustrated
through the use of three languages: the Rohingya language associated with cultural
and ethnic identity and ‘there’ (homeland), BM associated with ‘here’ (new land) and
English associated with the status of being a former imperial and current international
language and with ‘looking forward’ (Duran 2017) to possibilities for resettlement.
Fourthly, the study extends Chiswick and Miller (2001)’s inﬂuential model by demonstrating the important role of access to and use of digital resources for learning the dominant languages of host country, in addition to exposure, education and incentives. We
believe that our theoretical model can be fruitfully deployed in other multilingual contexts of protracted displacement in the Global North, as well as the South.
Empirically, the research has responded in ﬁve signiﬁcant ways to Cole’s (2020) call
for more attention to the need for alternative solutions for supporting refugees in
countries which are not signatories of the 1951 Geneva Convention. Firstly, it has
revealed considerable scope for supporting the multiple resilience-building strategies
facilitated by smartphone use which have been summarised in Table 1, through more
sensitivity to linguistic diversity and literacy. Secondly, it has illuminated processes of
language-learning, illustrating how digital literacy supports the acquisition of literacy
in one or more languages and the potential for online activities to support oﬄine
process of social interaction while acquiring dominant languages. Thirdly, it has demonstrated that the use of mobile technology as well as the resilience-building strategies that
individuals engage in are profoundly inﬂuenced by literacy. At one end of the spectrum,
smartphone use enables individuals with even very limited digital literacy to stay in touch
with family members transnationally thus supporting the psychological and social
Table 1. Resilience strategies enabled through smartphone use in Rohingya, BM and English.
Keeping in contact with family members
Engaging in leisure activities
Communicating with locals
Learning BM and English
Setting up small businesses
Communicating with funders
Keeping informed of current events
Ride-hailing and other local services
Increasing employment opportunities
Increasing educational opportunities
Increasing resettlement opportunities

Rohingya

BM

English

✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
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components of resilience-building. At the other end, individuals with more advanced
levels of digital literacy and literacies in BM and English are able to engage in a wider
range of resilience strategies, enabling them to better navigate their new physical as
well as virtual contexts and increase their education, employment and future migration
opportunities. Fourthly, our research reveals that opportunities for acquiring proﬁciency
in the dominant languages are deeply unequal, with age and gender intersecting with
exposure and level of education. The ﬁndings thus extend other research which has indicated that digital divides within refugee communities may sharpen other disparities and
contribute to diﬀerences in social mobility (Aléncar 2020; Leung, 2018) by highlighting
the key role played by language and literacy in such processes. Fifthly, the study has
revealed that constraints associated with lack of access to infrastructure, such as aﬀordability and SIMs, interact with refugees’ lack of legal status and access to mainstream education, denial of the right to employment, and freedom of movement to severely limit
their possibilities for human development through smartphone use. Along with previous
research which has revealed the use of digital technologies by state actors as well as
humanitarian actors for surveillance and control (Leurs and Smets 2018), these restrictions indicate the importance of guarding against the trap of falling into the trap of
techno-optimism and the need for continuing eﬀorts to strengthen refugee rights.
Methodologically, the participatory approach adopted in the study has enabled us to
advance understanding of the scope for resilience-building through the design,
implementation and dissemination of the research study. While various aspects of refugees’ precarity associated with their lack of legal status undermine processes of resiliencebuilding, the approach we adopted reveals that there are spaces where refugees are
actively creating their own solutions and can be supported by others, including
through the funding and design of digital solutions. Elements of this approach included:
close work with our NGO partner in determining the focus of the study; allocation of
ﬁnancial resources for community workers to engage with the research; workshop
design; participant selection; pre-workshop meetings to build trust and rapport; the
co-facilitation of workshops with trusted community workers; gender and linguistic sensitivity throughout the research process; inclusion of an opportunity for refugees to validate the research ﬁndings and ways forward; and participation in the planning of
dissemination activities. These collaborative processes not only contributed to resilience-building strategies within the community through opportunities to widen their
social capital and networks but also enabled us to build up trust and rapport with key
individuals within the refugee community.
Along with the knowledge gained from the research, these relational aspects of the
research process enabled us to urgently assist Rohingya refugees through the development of an application soon after the Covid-19 pandemic broke out. Led by the
computer science members of the research team in collaboration with our refugee
NGO partner and the UNHCR, this application enabled Rohingya refugees to
obtain reliable information on symptoms, government guidance and sources of
medical and ﬁnancial assistance in Rohingya, BM and English. The approach used
in this study can be readily adopted not only in collaboration with Rohingya refugees living in other parts of the world, but also with other groups of refugees in
diverse contexts.
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The study has implications for a wide range of stakeholders in Malaysia as well as
other situations of protracted displacement. Building on studies which have revealed
that opportunities for building resilience through smartphone use by refugees in
such areas are highly context-dependent (Gillespie, Osseiran, and Cheesman 2018;
Udwan, Leurs, and Alencar 2020), this study has highlighted the particular signiﬁcance of linguistic diversity. For refugees, community and global humanitarian organisations such as the UNHCR, it provides evidence of the immense potential for
purposefully designed tools to play an important role in enabling refugees – including
those with limited literacy and digital skills – to access vital information and services.
For developers of digital solutions, the research provides valuable insights into the literacy, linguistic, ﬁnancial and safety needs of this group and the context in which they
reside so that they can better design tools to assist with resilience-building. The
ﬁndings highlight the need for digital solutions which can both accommodate
varying levels of proﬁciency and literacy in the dominant languages as well as those
which support the maintenance of the languages which refugees bring with them,
including those groups whose languages have a strong oral tradition. Practical solutions include the translation of information into appropriate languages, and the
use of as many pictures as possible and audio as well as written formats. Crucially,
the digital divide (Aléncar 2020) within refugee communities requires developers
and others to work closely with community organisations and engage with the
social practices of the group over a sustained time. Solutions identiﬁed must be developed and embedded within an overall strategy for advancing refugees’ rights through
collaboration with them, as well as a wide range of organisations. For governments,
the study strongly indicates the need to create and implement policies that reduce barriers to digital inclusion, including those associated with ID requirements. Collective
models of public access to online services which are inclusive of refugees, for example
through community centres, can help counter barriers related to aﬀordability.
The study supports our initial premise that far more attention needs to be paid
to the complex ways in which digital literacy interacts with other literacies in order
to expand the opportunities for resilience-building among refugees within urban
contexts in the Global South. It also underscores the importance for policymakers and humanitarian organisations to pay greater heed to the central role
that language and literacy play in navigating both physical and virtual environments when designing interventions to support refugees. Finally, the protracted
nature of the displacement faced by urban refugees in the Global South calls for
urgent study into how human development, access to key services and initiatives
to advance their human rights can be better supported by linguistically sensitive
mobile technology.
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