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Abstract 

 

This paper uses a decolonial lens to explore the development of a southern African Linguistics 

textbook. Working with Santos’s sociology of emergences, it argues that the project created a 
participatory space which enabled emerging academics to develop as scholars. It suggests that a 

key aspect of this growth can be attributed to the shift in register that writing for a first-year 

audience required, and that writing collaboratively allowed new and enriching collegial relations 

to emerge. It further traces how the experience of bringing the text to publication engendered a 

sense of confidence and ‘euphoria’, a pre-requisite for the development of voice and epistemic 

authority. Also drawing on Mignolo, this paper argues that changing the ‘terms’ of the 
disciplinary conversation is a pre-requisite to changing the ‘content’. In other words, 
decolonising the curriculum depends first on enabling local scholars to see themselves as 

producers, not just consumers, of knowledge. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In and of themselves, the cracks … denote little more than apertures or beginnings. While 

they may weaken and fracture the hegemonic whole, their effect is dependent upon 

what occurs within the fissures and crevices, on how the seeds planted, sprout, flourish, 

and grow, on how they extend ruptures and openings (Walsh, 2014, Pedagogical Notes 

from the Decolonial Cracks).  

 

The textbook project was never planned as a ‘decolonial’ project. The idea was sparked in 

2010 by a random conversation with a publisher from a local publishing house who asked 

me to review a proposal for an introductory text on Linguistics and to indicate whether our 

department (the Linguistics Department at the University of the Western Cape) would 

consider prescribing it for our huge first year classes. ‘Oh no’, I said, on looking at the 

outline, ‘this is far too boring, we do much more interesting things with our first years’. 
‘Well, send me a proposal for your course’, she said. And so ‘a seed was planted’ and the 

textbook project began to grow. 

 

The project took three years to come to fruition, and initiated a process of collaboration and 

curriculum renewal in our department which had a number of unexpected and positive 

outcomes. Because the entire teaching staff was involved, it had a profound effect on the 

department, both in terms of building a shared intellectual project and collective 

professional identity, and in terms of strengthening learning and teaching in our 

undergraduate programme. Following a pilot version in 2013, the first edition of Language, 

Society and Communication: An Introduction was published in 2014, and is currently being 
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used in our undergraduate programme, as well as in a number of universities throughout 

southern Africa and Europe.  A second edition was published in 2019. 

This paper uses a decolonial lens to reflect on the process of writing the textbook. In 

addition to considering the ways in which the textbook attempts to develop a local 

linguistics curriculum, the paper explores the complex and challenging process of co-

authoring a textbook with twenty-five authors, eleven of whom were doctoral students at 

the time and relatively inexperienced writers. Drawing on interviews and written 

correspondence with these authors, as well as my own notes and reflections as project co-

ordinator and co-editor, this paper explores how the collaborative writing process enabled a 

‘praxis of fissure’ (Walsh 2014) which opened up alternative modes of academic practice 

and had, I will argue, the effect of constructing ‘epistemic authority’ (Chandoke 2003) and of 

building local value and pride. 

 

In a sense, the context in which we teach is a ‘crack’, a relatively under-resourced 

historically black university in post-apartheid South Africa. This paper includes a description 

of this context (Section 3), and the ways in which the textbook was a response to, as well as 

constrained by, this setting. It then reflects on how the project served to shift, in Mignolo’s 
(2009: 4) words, both the ‘terms of the conversation’ (Section 4) as well as the ‘content’ 
(Section 5), by focussing on how the textbook attempted to re-centre local knowledge and 

voices in both its academic writing practices and its curriculum content. Adopting this 

perspective, I argue, helps us to understand and validate this authoring process as an 

alternative mode of practice: firstly, in the sense of including multiple authors, many of 

whom were novice writers; and secondly, in the sense of acknowledging how a text and 

project like this can build academic capacity and voice,1 even though it carries no 

‘institutional reward’ for its authors in terms of recognition by quality assurance regimes, 

such as the accredited publication lists. I conclude by reflecting on what this project 

demonstrates about ‘transforming academic curricula’ and argue that changing the ‘terms’ 
may be a pre-requisite for changing the ‘content’. I argue that the creation of ‘participatory 
spaces’ (Kerfoot 2011) in academia that encourage collaborative and mentoring relations, 

and build the confidence, pride and agency of (new) knowledge producers, may be a first 

step to shifting disciplinary paradigms.   

 

 

2. A decolonial lens 

 

Decoloniality has been a topic of scholarly concern and local activism since the historic 

Bandung conference of 1955 (Baker 2012). Much of the groundwork has been laid by 

scholars such as Walter Mignolo, Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Catherine Walsh and others. 

In developing his approach to decoloniality, Mignolo (2009, 2013) writes about the need for 

‘epistemic disobedience’, which, he argues, entails delinking from the dominant Euro-

American derived epistemologies by changing both the content and the terms of the 

disciplinary conversation. In relation to higher education, changing the content can be 

understood as a call to critically interrogate those epistemologies which are valued and 

included in the curriculum. It means recognising that many knowledges - and languages - 

have been made invisible or ‘non-existent’ (Santos 2012) because they have been relegated 

                                                             
1 Here, ‘voice’ is understood as the capacity to be heard and make oneself understood (Blommaert, 2005) 
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to the status of the ‘local and particular’. Thus epistemic disobedience requires critically 

confronting the more powerful (Western) knowledge traditions and re-centring those 

languages, epistemologies and practices which have historically been marginalised or 

silenced. 

 

Mignolo (2009, 2013) further argues that the process of ‘delinking’ from the grand narrative 
of Western modernity entails changing the terms of the conversation. His argument rests on 

the premise that all knowledge is shaped by the context in which it is produced. However, 

this situatedness is often concealed by the fiction of the ‘detached observer’ whose 
assumed neutrality serves to hide the extent to which he or she ‘controls the disciplinary 
rules and puts himself or herself in a privileged position to evaluate and dictate’ the 

conversation (Mignolo 2009: 4).   Asking questions about who produces (or consumes) what 

knowledge, when, where, and why, argues Mignolo (2009), serves to shift attention from 

the ‘enunciated’ (or ‘the known’) to the ‘enunciator’ (or ‘knower’).  It is about opening up 

epistemic sites that have been negatively shaped by colonialism and modernity and making 

visible (or audible) the experiences, insights and perspectives of people who live and work in 

these spaces.  

 

For Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2012), decoloniality is about developing theories which are 

anchored in an understanding of the world as infinitely diverse. There is, he argues, an 

‘immensity of alternatives of life, conviviality and interaction with the world’ not recognised 

by northern theory (2012: 51). For him, the construction of southern epistemologies 

includes four core tenets: the sociology of absences, the sociology of emergences, the 

ecology of knowledges, and intercultural translation.  By a sociology of absences, he refers 

to ‘research that aims to show that what does not exist is actually actively produced as non-

existent’ when ‘monocultural rationality’ exercises five logics which produce the Other as 

‘ignorant, backward, inferior, local or particular, and unproductive or sterile’ (2012: 52). The 

sociology of emergences is a complex notion that includes a way of thinking about the 

future as a space of ‘plural and concrete possibilities, Utopian and realist at one time, and 

constructed in the present by means of activities of care’ (2012: 54). It requires 

‘speculativeness’ or a belief in the possible (2012: 54) and ‘an anticipatory consciousness’ 
built on an understanding of capacity and potentiality (2012: 55). By ecology of knowledges, 

Santos stresses that theory building should begin with the principle that all kinds of 

knowledge are by nature incomplete and it is therefore necessary to engage in 

‘epistemological dialogue and debate among them’ (2012: 58). Santos’s fourth and final 

core tenet is intercultural translation, which refers to the need to ‘translate’ between 

different schools of thought (e.g. European vs African philosophical traditions) in order to 

allow ‘mutual intelligibility among the experiences of the world’ (2012: 58). Such a 

procedure, he argues, ‘does not endow any set of experiences with the statute either of 

exclusive totality or homogenous part’ (2012: 58) but ‘stems from the idea that all cultures 
are incomplete and may, therefore, be enriched by engaging in dialogue with or confronting 

other cultures’ (2012: 60). 

 

In South Africa, recent student protests and calls to ‘transform’ tertiary education and 
‘decolonise the curriculum’ have ignited heated debates on how to re-imagine universities 

as inclusive spaces in which people (black students in particular) can feel ‘comfortable’ and a 

develop a sense of ownership. (e.g. Mbembe 2015, Morreira 2017, Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013). 
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It should be noted that many of these concerns are not new as local scholars have for 

decades been working on how to transform the inherited structures of power in academia 

so as to enable greater access, inclusion and participation (e.g. Angélil-Carter 1998, Thesen 

and Van Pletzen 2006).  However, it could also be argued that while many of these efforts 

were directed at giving students access to the existing (Eurocentric?) ‘powerful knowledge’ 
(Young 2009), recent calls for curricular transformation have called into question what 

constitutes that powerful knowledge. (See Sebidi and Morreira, 2017, for an example of a 

project which begins to question the inherited canon in a Sociology undergraduate course, 

and shows how reflexivity and contextualised teaching can assist students to engage with 

this this body of thought, thereby giving them access to the powerful knowledge that comes 

with a familiarity with this theory-dense canon.)   

 

Similarly, ways of understanding language and its role in education have also been a focus of 

local research for many years (Stroud and Kerfoot, 2013). The notion of Linguistic Citizenship 

(LC), as developed by Stroud (2001, 2009, 2015) and others (e.g. Stroud and Heugh 2004, 

Williams and Stroud 2015), has particular resonance with decolonial theory, as it challenges 

dominant notions of language as separate, bounded entities, and seeks to conceptualise it 

‘in ways that can promote a diversity of voice and contribute to a mutuality and reciprocity 

of engagement across difference’ (Stroud 2015: 20, italics in original). Based on an 

understanding of language as ‘constructed and contested’ (2015: 23), LC conceives of 

language as a semiotic resource which speakers use and reconfigure ‘through the creation 
of new meanings, the repurposing of genres and the transformation of repertoires’ (2015: 
25). By disrupting normative (often standard) language ideologies, LC (as a lens) draws 

attention to the diverse, creative and dynamic ways in which people use their linguistic 

resources to assert their agency and voice; in other words, to act and be heard as citizens. 

For Stroud (2009), citizenship discourses are the medium through which politics is enacted, 

including the potentiality ‘to bring about alternative worlds’ or and a sense of ‘utopian 
surplus’ (Stroud 2015: 23). Stroud illustrates his ideas with reference to a film on Afrikaaps, 

‘a local and racially stigmatised variety of Afrikaans’ (2015: 26). The film begins by tracing 

the emergence of Afrikaaps as a contact variety in the early settler colony of South Africa (a 

history invisibilized by the dominant narratives of white Afrikaans), and then records the 

responses of speakers of Afrikaaps to this film, showing how the legitimation of their 

language engenders pride and a new-found sense of ownership.  This linguistic reconnect of 

self and language through Afrikaaps, argues Stroud (2015), is represented ‘bodily’ by 
participants in the film through dance, gesture and facial expressions, as well as in their 

heightened emotion, described as ‘an ecstasy of liberation, dignity, autonomy, agency and 

inclusivity’ (Stroud, 2015: 32)  It is in moments such as these, suggests Stroud (2015: 34), 

that we see the ‘utopian dynamic’ of LC, where new kinds of knowing premised on the 

‘negotiation of difference’ (rather than the ‘imposition of commonality’, or inferiority) 

become possible. 

 

In a second case study of LC in action, Kerfoot (2011) records how a capacity building 

programme for adult educators in the Northern Cape in the late 1990s enabled these 

educators to create and run their own community workshops, in which they took 

participants through a problem posing cycle of identifying, analysing and developing ‘action 

plans’ to address social issues in their communities. She argues that these workshops 

created participatory spaces, which she defines, after Cornwall (2002), as neither neutral 
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nor separable from broader structures of power, but as offering on these occasions, the 

possibility of transformative practice.  She contends that it was the educators’ grasp of the 

‘discourses of participatory development’ (e.g. critical contextual analysis, drafting agendas, 
chairing meetings, negotiating, listening, resolving conflict) which they had acquired on the 

capacity building programme, that enabled them to create these participatory spaces. She 

further argues that a major factor in their success rested on their ability to shape these 

discourses to local conditions and to recontextualise them in different semiotic modes (e.g. 

speech, song, image, gesture, writing). It was, she continues, both the opportunity to select 

‘sign complexes which legitimized local language varieties, re-organized language 

hierarchies, and de-emphasized written text as the semiotics of power’ (Kerfoot 2011), as 

well as the chance to resemiotise these meanings in different moments of practice, which 

could be said to have succeeded in validating what Chandoke (2003: 186) calls the ‘linguistic 
and epistemic authority’ of subaltern actors, and in mobilising collective agency (Kerfoot 

2011).  In other words, this participatory space enabled a reconfiguring of meaning in local 

terms, thereby serving to build agency and voice – and promote and enact a form of LC.  

 

The concepts of LC, particularly its ‘utopic dynamic’ as well as the notion of a ‘participatory 
space’, offer a possible framework for understanding the textbook authoring process. They 

resonate, I would argue, with Santos’s sociology of emergences, or a way of thinking that 
enables a belief in capabilities, potentialities and future possibilities.  In this paper, I will 

argue that the textbook project created a participatory space which enabled authors to 

work together in ways which legitimated them as writers and knowledge producers.  While 

the most visible outcome of the project was a material artefact, a textbook, the process 

generated a number of unanticipated outcomes. Most significantly, it enabled participants 

to imagine themselves differently, as emerging writers and academics, thereby building 

confidence in their own agency and voice.  

 

 

3. Responding to a need 

 

Contemporary decolonial scholars pay tribute to the contribution of early thinkers like Paulo 

Freire (1970), whose work on participatory education inspired grassroots literacy 

movements across the world (Kerfoot 2009, Walsh 2014).  A core principle in his 

methodology was the need for pedagogic interventions to be situated in the everyday 

struggles of learners and responsive to their needs and aspirations. The textbook project 

was a response to a particular context and set of needs, as outlined below.  

 

The site for the development of the textbook is the University of the Western Cape (UWC), a 

relatively marginal tertiary institution given its geo-historical position. Not only is it in the 

geo-political south, but it has had to deal with the legacy of being an historically black 

university, and therefore perceived as ‘inferior’ when compared with many of the better 

resourced ‘formerly white’ universities in South Africa. UWC was established for ‘coloured 

students’ in 1960 as part of the apartheid grand plan of separate education for separate 

races.2 In the 1980s, under the leadership of a particularly visionary and progressive rector, 

                                                             
2 It should be noted that in South Africa, the term ‘coloured’ has a different meaning to the way it is used in 
the United States and elsewhere. Here, it refers to people of mixed heritage, many descendants of slaves from 

South East Asia brought here during the colonial times, or descendants of contact between the indigenous 
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the university defied government legislation and opened its doors to black (African) 

students for whom there was no designated institution of higher learning in the region. 

Despite the dismantling of the apartheid laws post-1994, the composition of the student 

body has remained predominantly ‘coloured’ and ‘black’, with a growing number of 

postgraduate students from African countries to the north. Given the inherited apartheid 

structures of race and class, students have traditionally come from working class or less 

economically privileged homes, often having had limited access to the better resourced 

schools in the formerly white residential areas, although this demographic is shifting in the 

post-apartheid era as the middle class is increasingly de-racialized. While the medium of 

education at UWC is English, the students are typically multilingual: the majority of coloured 

students speak English and Afrikaans (and local varieties of these languages), and black 

students generally speak one or more African languages, plus English and sometimes 

Afrikaans. Given this student population, access to tertiary study has always been 

constrained by a combination of factors, most significantly, the high financial costs and the 

relative under-preparedness of students for academic study through English in a higher 

education sector that is still largely shaped by Western academic norms. 

 

Our teaching programme has historically made use of texts written in the global north (e.g. 

Fromkin and Rodman 1983, Yule 1996). For students in southern Africa, the languages and 

contexts that these books profile are often remote and disconnected from their lived 

experiences. Thus the textbook project was initially a response to the need for theoretically 

‘up-to-date’, contextually relevant materials which spoke to our undergraduate students’ 
multilingual and southern African experiences. 

 

Secondly, many of the students found (and continue to find) the average academic textbook 

(imported from the global north) unaffordable. This, combined with the lack of contextual 

relevance, has given rise at UWC to a tradition of ‘workbooks’, whereby the lecturers 

compile course readers with selected prescribed readings and study questions (with the 

university carrying the copyright costs). The textbook was thus an attempt to provide first 

year students with a published text (as opposed to photocopied workbooks), thereby 

exposing them to an affordable, yet professionally edited, academic text in English.  

 

Thirdly, given our high student enrolment and a history of underfunding of our institution, 

we have over the years had to rely on a large contingent of contract lecturers (mostly 

doctoral students) and postgraduate student tutors to staff our programme. This has 

resulted in a high turnover of staff, whose primary focus was the completion of their own 

degrees, and who had limited investment in revising and upgrading modules and 

workbooks.  

 

Thus the development of our own textbook served to address these concerns by providing a 

quality teaching resource which offered locally relevant content and ensured consistency 

from year to year in a context of changing staff and constrained resources. The cost, while 

still a challenge for many students, is lower than the imported texts we had relied on 

previously. In terms of improving the quality of teaching and learning, the lecturers are able 

to follow the textbook closely and this serves as a critical support to the students, as 

                                                             

inhabitants of southern Africa and colonial settlers who began arriving nearly 400 years ago. Under Apartheid, 

all South Africans were classified either ‘coloured’, ‘black’, ‘white’ or ‘Indian’.   
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indicated in this email written to a lecturer on the first-year module near the beginning of 

the year:   

 

Date: Thu, Feb 14, 2013 at 12:34 AM 

Hi Mam, 

I apologise for sending this e-mail this time of the morning. I bought the LCS book 

yesterday and I have been trying to study the book, getting more information on 

the work we did in lecture. I now have no reason for coming to see you because I 

finally understand fully what is going on. What I'm trying to say is that I would like 

to cancel my appointment with you because I am settled now. This book is being 

useful, now I am on 

track. 

Thank you, 

Regards, 

RXXX 

 

 

4. Changing the terms 

 

For Mignolo (2009, 2013), changing the terms of the disciplinary conversation entails 

focussing on the ‘knower’ (as opposed to the ‘known’) and recognising that the former is 

inherently subjective and always implicated within a ‘geo- and bio-graphic politics of 

knowledge’ (2009: 4). This focus throws into relief the issue of audibility: who gets to define 

the curriculum, whose voices are deemed legitimate for knowledge creation, and whose are 

silenced. For Munroe et al (2013), decolonial education means turning students into 

knowledge producers and curriculum makers by actively involving them in the processes of 

knowledge production. Thus changing the terms of the conversation, I would argue, includes 

critically interrogating who gets to participate as curriculum makers, whose perspectives 

and linguistic varieties are heard as credible, and how people (students, lecturers and 

disciplinary experts) relate as producers of knowledge.  

 

The textbook project deliberately set out to be multi-vocal and inclusive, and this, I would 

argue, is the most significant way in which it served to shift the terms. It was planned as a 

collaborative departmental exercise with more senior staff forming an editorial collective 

and taking on roles as mentors and co-authors. In this way, I would argue, it served to model 

an alternative mode of academic practice, namely one in which the focus was the 

development of a collective product, rather than a research project or paper for individual 

advancement. In line with this intention, we agreed that all author royalties should be paid 

into a departmental account earmarked for research and development. 

 

The project involved twenty-five authors who represented a range of voices, both in terms 

of their pan-African diversity as well as levels of expertise. It included the entire teaching 

staff, as well as a number of people associated with the department as past staff members, 

extraordinary professors and research fellows. Given our reliance on contract staff, eleven 

of the authors were doctoral students at the time, representing six different African 

countries: South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, Angola, and Namibia.  To accommodate 

this diversity, we developed a ‘polyphonic’ book structure: the final manuscript consisted of 
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nineteen chapters and ten case studies, many of the latter profiling the research of the 

doctoral authors. For most of the latter, their chapter or case study was their first 

publication, their experience having been limited to writing thesis chapters for their 

academic supervisors. A major outcome of the project was therefore the professional 

development of these authors, as detailed below.  

 

The manuscript for the pilot edition took two years to develop, with the first edition 

published a year later. The writing process included a series of workshops and editorial 

feedback meetings, initially to plan the content and develop a common chapter structure 

and style, and then to give feedback on individual chapters. All the chapters were peer 

reviewed, and the final text and study questions were also critically interrogated from a 

teaching and learning perspective by an experienced external reviewer.  In addition, we 

elicited student and tutor feedback (on the pilot text) using group discussions and written 

questionnaires. 

 

From my perspective as project co-ordinator, the collaborative authoring was the most 

interesting as well as the most difficult aspect of the process, and the remainder of this 

section reflects on challenges of this process.  It is based on notes and records I kept 

throughout, as well as two focus group interviews I conducted with six of the doctoral 

authors at the end of the writing process. The interviews took place in October 2013, once 

the revisions on the pilot edition were complete. The open-ended format included 

questions such as: What challenges did you experience as an author? What do you see as 

some of the achievements? What factors made writing your chapter easier or more 

difficult?   

 

Four ‘challenges’ emerged as common, namely: (1) the difficulty of meeting deadlines given 

the very real time constraints writers experienced as a result of juggling their multiple roles 

as PhD candidates, contract lecturers, and textbook authors; (2) the challenge and 

unfamiliarity of writing in a ‘simplified’ style for a first year student audience; (3) the extent 

to which they had ‘underestimated the writing process’; and, (4) the demands of writing 

collaboratively. However, all interviewees also claimed that being part of the project had 

been instrumental in improving their own academic writing. On reflection, they attributed 

this growth to the very same factors they had identified as ‘challenges’.   
 

While all interviewees admitted that time constraints had often affected the quality of their 

drafts, they also acknowledged that it was the deadlines (and reminders) which spurred 

them into action. As K explained: ‘Personally, I think if you had not been knocking on our 
doors and sending emails and so on that textbook was not going to be there today’. 
 

They identified the imperative to recast their academic knowledge in a more pedagogic style 

suitable for a first year audience as the most difficult challenge. As S commented:  

 

so how do you move away from academic writing to writing something you know, 

in a way that would also make them you know, whoever is reading the chapter to 

understand the concepts academically but we are not using academic writing. 
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At the same time, this process of recasting for a different audience enabled interviewees to 

become more critical of their own writing. In the words of D, another author: ‘It taught me 

to be more critical of my own work and place myself more as a student’. Others spoke about 

how the need to be ‘more accommodating’ in their style had forced them to become much 

more aware of the writing process and had therefore improved their own academic writing.  

In decolonial terms, one could argue that this was a process of ‘translation’, from a complex 
academic register, to a more accessible, everyday one. In fact, one could take this further 

and argue that challenging the unnecessarily dense register that characterises some 

academic writing is part of dismantling these dominant knowledge hierarchies which often 

serve to exclude those still on the ‘outside’ and maintain an ‘elite’ of experts (Morreira, 
personal communication). Perhaps, like the participants in Kerfoot’s (2011) study, it was the 

shifting across registers which enabled them to grow as writers. The textbook interview data 

certainly suggest that it was the act of shifting registers that catalysed the interviewees’ 
development as writers. 

 

The interviewees also acknowledged that they were unprepared for the rigours of taking a 

text from first draft to publication. As S put it: ‘I underestimated the writing process’.  
However, they also all said that the process of feedback and drafting had had a positive 

impact on their own academic writing. Receiving feedback at various points from the 

editorial committee and external reviewers, as well the intensive feedback from the editors, 

who also, at times, had to reorganise and overwrite sections of their chapters, pushed them 

to rework their writing in a way they had not previously experienced. So while they found 

some of the feedback from reviewers discouraging, and were sometimes very frustrated by 

the ‘red marks’ of the editor’s track changes, they ultimately appreciated this as a necessary 

part of producing a text of quality. As S explained: 

 

For me I think the most important lesson that came out of that is that it is not 

your idea you know that matters the most, it’s the language that makes the idea 

live. So writing, you can have a million beautiful ideas but if your writing doesn’t 
capture those ideas those ideas are as good as no idea at all …You know for me 
that was the biggest thing that you know, you have it in your head you can see it 

but then you know ... The road towards the idea that is the most important thing. 

 

And K and T elaborate:  

 

K:  it was a learning process, it was so enriching that some of our writing styles 

have been – have changed slightly (laughter) due to er people like you and == 

T:     == we have learnt how to write == 

K:     == WE’VE LEARNT HOW TO WRITE 

 

The interviewees also indicated that they now wrote more carefully and checked technical 

details more thoroughly (e.g. references, quotations) as a result of having to respond to all 

the author queries in the final stages of production.   

 

We (the editorial team) also underestimated the extent of revisioning that would be 

necessary. Although we organised workshops throughout the writing process, these 

focussed on content rather than process (see Section 5 for a discussion of the content).  The 
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single workshop we organised towards the end on how to strengthen the teaching and 

learning aspects of the textbook (e.g. drafting effective study questions) proved very 

popular. In retrospect, we should have had more workshops on the writing process (not just 

on chapter content) as well as regular meetings with the whole team to reflect on progress.   

 

It was not only the doctoral students who developed as writers – all staff members 

experienced a learning curve, especially where we worked collectively. Six of the chapters 

were co-authored by two, three, and in one case, four people. The process of co-authoring 

proved hugely challenging: some chapters were co-authored from the beginning; others 

became co-authored when new people were brought in to provide a particular kind of 

expertise or to assist a less experienced author.  Not only were the logistics of this testing 

(due to time or geographical constraints), but the difficulties of finding a common vision and 

style for these chapters also proved daunting. In addition, the ethics of co-authorship were 

challenging and required us to work through questions such as: Who is an author? Who can 

overwrite whom? Who takes responsibility for ‘blending’ the different contributions into a 
coherent text? How are differences resolved?  

 

However, despite many frustrations along the way, the interviewees evaluated the process 

overall as enriching, as indicated by the following extracts:  

 

F: it’s very difficult to sit independently and write and then you send it to 
someone else and then they edit and they sometimes mess up, sometimes they 

make marvellous contributions … so I think the process it made us think it made 

me think realistically about my work, the work that I’ve produced you know 
everything I write no matter how good the ideas are, sometimes good ideas just 

have to be left out for somebody else. 

 

D: So in my case I think another challenge was actually seeing you sit there and 

you write you spend so much time writing something and then when you give to 

your colleague they just chop it … then you wonder what happened there, then 

you see your ideas now scattered but actually I mean if you look carefully you find 

that your ideas have become more solid even though they’ve been chopped in 
different places. 

 

In this way, the project created a participatory space in which new roles and ways of relating 

could be established (Kerfoot 2011). The fact that each co-authoring team included at least 

one experienced academic created opportunities for mentoring that enabled new ways of 

relating. In the words of K (in written correspondence):   

 

The idea to blend emerging authors with senior ones (which is rarely practised on 

projects of that magnitude) was a brilliant one. It implicitly provided us an 

opportunity to learn a number of things from them. 

 

And F comments that one of the things she appreciated was the chance to form 

‘different kind of relationships with colleagues’ where  
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we would give insights on different things or L would ask me something about her 

chapter and I would ask her something about my chapter and in this way we learnt 

a lot more. 

 

In the end, for the co-authored chapters, we had to agree on a first author who would take 

responsibility for pulling the entire chapter together and work with the editor through the 

process of final drafting, checking and proofing.  To guide us through this process, we 

developed a co-authorship policy to assist with issues such as the crediting of different 

contributions. While our policy was based on that of the globally recognised International 

Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE), it is more generous given our commitment 

to inclusivity. For example, we defined an author as ‘someone who has made an 

intellectual contribution to the text, either by writing substantial parts of it OR by providing 

critical/creative input as to contents, structure and/or argument’ (the ICMJE requires BOTH 

criteria). In a context where some authors have insider access to languages and 

communities which are the focus of research, these considerations become significant. We 

further agreed that even if an author’s contribution was almost entirely overwritten by a 
subsequent co-author, he or she would be retained as one of the authors on the chapter.  

Similar concerns are explored by Devisch and Njamnjoh (2011) who contest the idea of the 

expertise as located within the ‘individual expert’ (along with academic publishing quality 
assurance mechanisms, promotion criteria, and so on) and argue instead for what they call 

mutually enriching ‘co-implication’, namely that all knowledge (in their case, 
anthropological), is co-produced between informant and researcher, or in this case, 

between co-authors. 

 

The co-authoring was the most difficult aspect of the entire project, and, in retrospect, it 

would have been wise to workshop this issue carefully at the beginning. However, even 

then, all the difficulties and sensitivities may not have been avoided. Issues would still have 

needed consideration on a case by case basis and the various merits of each person’s 
contribution would still have needed discussion with all relevant parties.  

 

The process of co-writing with such a diverse group of authors can be seen, I would argue, 

as a form of delinking from the dominant modes of academic textbook production: what 

Walsh refers to as a ‘praxis of fissure’ or a ‘pedagogy from the cracks’.  This alternate and 

inclusive mode enabled the creation of a new community of knowledge producers and was 

a significant factor in building confidence, epistemic authority and pride (See Section 6 for 

more detail). Further, changing the terms in this way is, I would argue, a precursor to 

changing the content. The extent to which we were able to do the latter is detailed in the 

following section. 

 

 

5. Changing the content 

 

A key aim of decolonial pedagogy is the call to change the content by critiquing the 

dominant (Euro-American) epistemologies that shape the discipline, and by re-centring local 

and/or marginalised languages and knowledge. The textbook project began to shift the 

content in at least three ways: Firstly, it is the first southern African introduction to 

Linguistics, language and communication which takes as its primary frame of reference the 
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region’s immensely rich and complex linguistic heritage.  It introduces students to 
established theoretical concepts and frameworks in Linguistics but illustrates these with 

local, southern African content, much of it drawn from the authors’ own research projects 
(see examples below). Secondly, it seeks to promote a ‘Linguistics from the South’, not only 
in terms of contextualising knowledge in southern African terms, but also in the sense that it 

is premised on the understanding that ‘multilingualism is the norm’.  Various chapters draw 
attention to the constructed nature of language, and how the colonial powers and European 

missionaries used the creation of separate, codified African languages and orthographies as 

part of their project of containment and control. Lastly, it pushes the boundaries of more 

traditional curricula by introducing students to a range of innovative fields in Linguistics, 

including social media communication, branding, graffiti and linguistic landscapes.  

 

Given that a textbook typically aims to give students access to what Young (2009) refers to 

as ‘powerful knowledge’ within the discipline, it covers a number of topics which are the 

mainstay of Linguistics textbooks internationally. However, it tries, where possible, to 

situate these concepts in contexts that could be familiar to southern African students. For 

example, ‘core’ topics, such as language typologies and standardisation, which are usually 

(in Western produced textbooks) exemplified with reference to the Indo-European language 

family and the history of English, are illustrated in this textbook with reference to the Niger-

Congo and Khoisan language families, and the standardisation histories of the southern 

African languages of Tshivenda, Sesotho and Afrikaans, amongst others.   Case studies which 

draw on students’ own research illustrate concepts such as language loss among speakers of 
Nama, or explore the role of the missionaries in the standardisation of African languages.  It 

is also the first time that a textbook has attempted to introduce the fundamentals of 

language description from both a Bantu as well as an Indo-European (English, Afrikaans) 

perspective and to provide illustrative examples in a range of southern Africa languages.  

 

In this way, the textbook seeks to introduce students to what is traditionally considered 

canonical disciplinary knowledge, at the same time that it centres southern Africa’s rich 
linguistic heritage. By ‘making visible’ languages such as isiXhosa, Xitsonga, Nama and 
ciBemba, it seeks to legitimise their place in the ecology of languages and affirm their value 

as worthy of academic study. Using examples from familiar languages also assists with 

learning, as evidenced by the following comment from a tutor in 2014: ‘The textbook 
provided examples with African languages, which made it easier to explain to the students, 

because we understand it.’ 
 

While it could be argued that the content does not go far enough in terms of 

reconceptualising Linguistics from a southern (African) perspective, it had to balance this 

imperative with the need to equip students with knowledge which is sufficiently ‘global’ to 
enable them to ‘compete’ on a larger stage (Sebidi and Morreira 2017; Young 2012). It could 

also be argued that it reinforces the hegemony of English given that this is the language of 

publication. But once again, given the national (and global) demand for English, which in 

South Africa is associated with economic opportunity and social mobility, the language 

policy of UWC and the constraints on publishing multilingual texts, the adoption of a 

different medium was not possible. As Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013) argues, transforming the 

curriculum in South African higher education requires finding creative ways to blend Euro-

American and African epistemologies, whilst recognising the need to decolonise the 
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curricula, pedagogies and institutional cultures.  In other words, the process of decolonising 

the curriculum involves a dialogue (and, one could add, ‘trade off’) between different kinds 
of knowledge, processes and practices. 

 

 

6. Building epistemic authority and local pride 

 

Santos (2012: 54-55) describes the ‘sociology of emergences’ as a way of thinking that 

enables ‘speculativeness’, or a belief in future possibilities, as well as ‘anticipatory 
consciousness’ which is built on an understanding of capacity and potentiality.  It is, he 

argues, about replacing the ‘axiology of progress’ with the ‘axiology of care’ (2012: 56).  In 

other words, it is about believing in our agency and ability to act on the world from an 

ethical position of agency and custodianship. As Kerfoot (2009: 36) argues, citizenship 

agency is integrally related to consciousness, and to act as a citizen requires first a sense of 

agency and the belief that one can act.  In this paper, I have argued that the value of the 

textbook project lies as much in the process as in the final product, and that this process 

had unexpected and positive outcomes. In addition to affirming local languages and 

knowledge, it gave the authors a belief in their own potentiality as academics and 

knowledge producers, and enhanced their status as role models in the eyes of their 

students. In a context like South Africa, the significance (for students) of seeing young black 

and coloured lecturers in the role of experts cannot be under estimated, as illustrated by 

the following interview data: 

 

F: the students have made comments such as oh Miss F … wrote the chapter and you 
could see that they were very excited about seeing the authors and working with texts 

that you’ve created, so for me that was a very big achievement. 

 

D: you see the chapter is there now and the students are saying yoh you know when you 

standing there teaching the students give you a kind of different respect when they see 

that what you teaching is something you created, you were part of that creation. Ja well 

I think its ja I feel good, I feel proud. 

 

Other interviewees report on how proud they felt when, on their return to their home 

universities after graduation, their colleagues and students were ‘so excited’ to see in print 

not only their own languages, but also ‘one of their own appear between pages’. In this way, 

the process helped to build the ‘epistemic authority’ of local knowledge producers. 
 

Associated with their status as role models, I would argue that the textbook project gave 

both the authors and their students a sense of ‘euphoria’ (Stroud 2015: 34), a feeling that 

they (and their language repertoires and ideas) could be ‘otherwise’ (2015: 35). This 

emotion is variously referred to in the interview data as a sense of ‘achievement’, ‘reward’, 
‘enrichment’ and ‘pride’: 

 

L: the chapter … that was a big achievement … and it’s really my first publication. 

F: the process was sometimes very tough but then in the end the product … was very    

    rewarding. 

K: it was a learning process, it was so enriching. 
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D: I mean you feel proud that … ja it’s something of yours is there, some hard work. 
 

One very encouraging and unexpected outcome was the impact it had on the career 

development of one of the authors from a neighbouring country, who sent me the following 

email:  

 

Let me announce that the efforts we put in the book were recently acknowledged 

by my university through a rise in rank from lecturer 2 to 1. This rise also means a 

rise in my salary... I am smiling!! I never thought this work could reward me in this 

wonderful way.  

 

At least in this context, his chapter was not devalued by quality assurance processes which 

reject textbooks as accreditable research outputs, even when they include a wealth of 

original material and engage with the epistemic foundations of the discipline itself. A 

decolonial approach in higher education should surely re-evaluate the current rather narrow 

criteria for acknowledging and rewarding excellence in research. 

 

This paper has explored the multiple ways in which this project ‘was’ and ‘is’ – in terms of 

voice, perspective and process – a polyphonic project. However, it is not only the authors 

who have experienced this audibility. By demonstrating how local knowledge and practices 

can be incorporated into university curricula, the textbook also opened the way for students 

to re-appraise their own linguistic and cultural inheritances and experience a sense of ‘re-

connect’ (Stroud, 2015) with these resources. Many first-year students have commented on 

their pleasure and pride in finding their own sociolinguistic realities represented in a 

published set text. As one first year student so succinctly expressed in a written course 

evaluation:  

 

The course has taught me about the importance of my culture, language and my identity 

as an individual, to make my own choices and believe in myself. 

 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

This paper has used a decolonial lens to explore the authoring process of a departmental 

textbook. Working with Santos’s sociology of emergences, it argues that the project created 

a participatory space which enabled emerging academics to develop as writers and 

knowledge producers. It suggests that a key aspect of this growth can be attributed to the 

shift in register that writing for a first-year audience required, and that writing 

collaboratively allowed new and enriching collegial relations to emerge. It further traces 

how the experience of bringing the text to publication engendered a sense of confidence 

and pride (or in Stroud’s terms, ‘euphoria’), a pre-requisite for the development of voice 

and epistemic authority. For this reason, this paper has argued that decolonising academic 

curricula depends on first changing the terms of ‘who produces what knowledge for whom, 

how, when and why’.  
 

To return to the metaphor of the crack: the textbook is only a beginning, a seed which has 

sprouted and continues to grow. While it may not extend the cracks as deeply as some 
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would like, ‘it does open and enable an envisioning and engendering of different paths 

and/as cracks, that may—or may not—lead toward decolonial horizons’ (Walsh 2014).   

 

The decolonial comes not from above but below, from the margins and borders, 

from the people, communities, movements, collectives who challenge, interrupt, 

and transgress the matrices of colonial power in their practices of being, action, 

existence, creation, and thought. The decolonial, in this sense, is not a fixed state, 

status, or condition; nor does it denote a point of arrival. It is a dynamic process 

always in the making and re-making given the permanence and capacity of 

reconfiguration of the coloniality of power. It is a process of struggle not just 

against, but also more importantly for—for the possibility of an otherwise. A 

process that begets movement, invites alliance, connectivity, articulation, and 

interrelation, and strives for invention, creation, and intervention, for radically 

distinct sentiments, meanings, and horizons (Walsh 2014). 
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