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Abstract

This autoethnographic study demonstrates that university lecturers of colonial-
language courses (Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic) imparted in other
colonial languages (English and Afrikaans) have at their disposal a spectrum
of multiple and varied decolonizing interventions with which they can change
the epistemic locus of enunciation from European to African languages. The
interventions that advance or execute this epistemic change may concern the
formal aspects of a language (i.e., its specific grammatical-lexical encoding)
and the content/meaning embedded in a language (i.e., the knowledge
encapsulated in it). The form/encoding-related interventions centre the usage
of African languages by resorting to either (classroom and curriculum)
multilingualism or translanguaging. The content/knowledge-related intervent-
ions centre African languages’ epistemes and employ them as the source of the
typological explanations of linguistic phenomena relevant for a course. The
various interventions should be implemented holistically — i.e., together
complementing one another and mitigating the other interventions’ short-
comings — and in proportions adjusted to the characteristics of a particular
course and student group.
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Introduction
In the two first decades of the 21% century, several scholars advocated for
adopting a decolonial paradigm in the classrooms of South African universities
(Ramose 2002; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2015; Haleta 2016; Henricks 2016; Le
Grange 2016; Mbembe 2016; Becker 2017; Kiguwa & Segalo 2018; Mheta,
Lungu & Govender 2018; Nyoni 2019; Oparinde & Vaneshree 2019; Cakata
2020; Martinez-Vargas 2020; Sibanda 2021). Although decolonization is not
yet a widely embraced principle in South Africa, the need for it has, in my
opinion, never been more evident than now at the beginning of 2022, nor has
the number of its proponents among university instructors ever been greater
(see Martinez-Vargas 2020: 112; Nell 2021; Sibanda 2021). This relevance of
decolonizing thinking is clearly recognizable through the growing body of
excellent theorizing studies that have exposed the pervasiveness of an epico-
lonial plague permeating South African tertiary-educational institutions and
demonstrated the urgent necessity of their decolonization (see, for instance,
Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2015; Ratele e al. 2018; and Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo
2020; and consult the studies referred to above, too). While decolonial
theorizations are relatively abundant and quite sophisticated, the illustrations
of how decolonization would, could, and should look in specific types of
courses and classrooms are fewer and, perhaps, less advanced. As a teacher of
two colonial ancient languages (i.e., Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic) at
a university where two other colonial languages are the primary mediums of
instruction (i.e., English and Afrikaans), I have desperately searched for
practical indications of how I could work towards decolonizing my courses.
The present study aims to contribute to the debate of decolonization at
South African tertiary-educational institutions. Given my professional back-
ground and the problem explained above, and because of my interest and
expertise in linguistics, particularly Semitic and African languages, I will not
address the issue of decolonization at large. Instead, I will focus on a specific
aspect of the decolonizing agenda — one which is the most relevant to me and
my work as a university lecturer: [ will analyse decolonizing practices that (a)
explore the epistemic dimension of decolonization (Kessi, Marks & Ramu-
gondo 2020), and (b) centre African languages as potential paths towards
decolonization (Henricks 2016; Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018) and have
been implemented in courses of colonial languages, which themselves have
traditionally been imparted in some other colonial languages. My goal is to
identify and examine interventions that allow university instructors of colonial-
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language courses to work towards decolonization by changing the epistemic
locus of enunciation in the classroom from European to African languages.
Specifically, is the set of such interventions robust? Are these interventions
varied? What are the advantages and limitations of the respective types of
interventions? The study is reflexive and, to an extent, autoethnographic in the
sense that it draws on my personal experience and critically reviews the
decolonizing practices which I have carried out in my own courses.

In order to achieve its objective, the article is structured in the follow-
ing manner: in the next section, I provide the background of my study, namely,
the framework guiding my analysis and the context of my course. After that, I
describe the specific decolonizing interventions implemented, explaining their
benefits and limitations. Subsequently, in light of the evidence presented, I
answer my research questions and propose possible theoretical implications of
my study. In the final section, I conclude the paper, suggesting future avenues
for research.

Background

Framework
As is typical of most notions in social sciences, decolonization is a complex
concept (for a South African context, consult Sibanda 2021). To be precise,
decolonization should be differentiated from decoloniality. Decolonization is
an empirical process rooted in decoloniality — it constitutes an action or activity
that is ‘confined to specific [temporal and] empirical dimensions’ (Maldonado-
Torres 2016:10; 2017:120). By contrast, decoloniality refers to a type of
(broadly understood philosophical) attitude or orientation that is ‘created by
the [...] process [...] of [...] decolonization’ and involves metaphysics, onto-
logy, and epistemics, as well as multiple matrices of power relationships and
theories of praxes’ (Maldonado-Torres 2016:10; Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo
2020). Decolonization and decoloniality thus coexist in an entanglement: deco-
lonization performs and applies decoloniality, while decoloniality guides and
results from decolonization. Within this approach, the verb ‘decolonize’ should
be viewed as aspectually imperfective: it encodes a continuing, perhaps
interminable process (‘decolonizing’) rather than a completive and resultative
nuance typical of accomplishments (‘decolonized’) (Kessi, Marks & Ramu-
gondo 2020:271).

Decolonization and decoloniality are governed by two, certainly
interrelated, teleological principles and produce two types of effects. On the
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one hand, decolonization and decoloniality negate and undo unjust presup-
positions, dehumanizing practices, and brutal institutions inherited from or
imposed by the (epi)colonial forces as well as the various power hierarchies
that typify (epi)colonial reality (Grosfoguel 2011; Maldonado-Torres 2016:10;
2017:120; Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo 2020:271). On the other hand, by
drawing on forces that are local and transcend the (epi)colonial legacy and its
‘Capitalist/Patriarchal ~Western-centric/Christian-centric ~ Modern/Colonial
World-System” (Grosfoguel 2013:89), decoloniality and decolonization
imagine and create alternative presuppositions, practices, and institutions
(Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo 2020:271). They formulate and execute ‘counter-
discourses’ and ‘counter-knowledges’, and a variety of acts that ‘open up
multiple other forms of being in the world’ (Maldonado-Torres 2016:10).

The undoing and creative facets of decolonization and decoloniality
intrinsically involve questioning the inherited status quo (see Maldonado-
Torres 2016:24). Two clusters of questions are critical. First: Which institu-
tions, communities, knowledges, and bodies are represented or centred, and
which ones are excluded or marginalized? Second: How do determined
institutions, communities, knowledges, and bodies contribute to eliminating or,
inversely, perpetuating all types of inequalities (Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo
2020:272)? If, in the African context, the centred institutions, communities,
knowledges, and bodies are not ‘Black, African, and Afro-Diasporic’, and if
institutions, communities, knowledges, and bodies do not incorporate the ‘mu-
tuality and rigorous plurality’ of voices and thus fail to create opportunities for
the ‘radical autonomy and freedom’ of the Black, African, and Afro-Diasporic,
the work is not decolonial but instead perpetuates (epi)coloniality (ibid.).

As their names indicate, decolonization and decoloniality are inhe-
rently relational concepts. The privative prefix de- explicitly signals that deco-
lonization and decoloniality counter, reverse, and ultimately eliminate two
other phenomena, namely colonization (typically referred to as colonialism)
and coloniality (Maldonado Torres 2016; 2017; 2021). Again, although
entangled, colonialism should not be confused with coloniality, and the distinc-
tion between these two concepts parallels the distinction between decoloni-
zation and decoloniality explained above (ibid. 2016:10). That is, colonialism
is a process ‘locked in the past’ that, like decolonization, concerns specific
spatial-temporal coordinates (Maldonado-Torres 2016:10). In contrast,
coloniality refers to ‘the [...] colonial matrix of power, being, and knowledge
that became a central, if not a constitutive, dimension of [white] Western
modernity and its hegemonic civilization project’ (Maldonado-Torres 2017:

252



Decolonizing Colonial-language Courses through Language

111; see also Grosfoguel 2011). In addition to colonialism and coloniality,
scholars also refer to ‘epicoloniality’ — a term which I have already used in the
paragraphs above. Epicoloniality denotes ‘the features of coloniality that per-
vade and supersede systems and relations of power’ as well as ‘phenomena for
which the cause may or may not be directly traced to legacies or histories of
overt or observed colonial encounters, but in which power relations and out-
comes are recognizably colonial’ (Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo 2020:271). A
typical example of epicoloniality is the suppression or refusal of ‘communica-
tive reciprocity’ that manifests through ‘incomplete reading and listening,
failed theoretic engagement, and flawed citation practices’ (ibid. 274).

Decolonization and decoloniality may pertain to and be exercised in
four closely interconnected domains: personal, relational, structural, and
epistemic (Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo 2020). Out of all these domains, the
present study will only explore the epistemic one. This, however, does not
mean that one could fully untangle these domains; rather, as will be evident
from the evidence presented, the personal, relational, and structural compo-
nents of decolonization are always present and relevant. An epistemic dimen-
sion refers to ‘the redemption of worldviews and theories and ways of knowing
that are not rooted in, nor oriented around Euro-American theory’ (ibid. 274).
The critical tenet of decolonial epistemology is that knowledge is subjective
and situated rather than objective and universal. Its universality resides in the
collection of knowledges: to gain some degree of universality, we thus need a
series of knowledges rather than a single type of ‘a monologic, monotopic,
imperial, [and] global knowledge’ (Grosfoguel 2013:89). This alternative
universality is referred as ‘diversality’ or ‘pluriversity’ where ‘the many
defin[e] for the many [...] instead of one for the rest’ (ibid.).

Like decolonization and decoloniality in general, the epistemic domain
of decolonization and decoloniality is relational and counters, reverses, and
undoes epistemic colonialism and (epi)coloniality. Epistemic colonialism and
coloniality themselves manifest in that the different branches of science,
research agenda, and teaching programs have been created and designed to
‘humanize and glorify Euro[-American] ‘civilization’’ (Kessi, Marks &
Ramugondo 2020:272) and to ‘dehumaniz|[e] and eras[e] African civilizational
innovations, politics, and cultures’ (ibid. 274). This has consequently ensured
the universalization of Euro-American knowledge and the development of
knowledge hierarchies, with the Euro-American knowledge unrightfully occu-
pying the most elevated position (ibid.). This epistemological distortion was
imposed on Africa and its educational bodies, including universities, during
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the colonial period and, after the independence of many African states, has
allowed for the preservation of the domination of Euro-American knowledge
until now (ibid.). This is reflected in the typical division of work in academia
and research — similar to what typifies macroeconomy — where South or Africa
provides raw material, i.e., data, which North or Eri-America then uses to
generate novel theories (see Hountondji 1990:9; Shefer, Hearn & Ratele 2015).

The epistemic decolonization and decoloniality described above —
referred to as a ‘decolonial epistemic turn’ (Maldonado-Torres 2016) — identify
the ‘damné’ and their context as the primary locus of enunciation (ibid.). For
my study, work, and life, this implies Black, African, and Afro-Diasporic and
thus broadly understood Afrocentricity (Asante 2009). That is, reversing the
colonial relationship of centre versus periphery or margins, Africa and its
epistemes are ‘centred and central’ and Africans assume the role of ‘agents,
actors, and participants rather than [that of] marginals on the periphery of
political or economic experience’ (ibid.).

Context

As I mentioned in the introductory section of my article, the present study is
autoethnographic and draws on my own pedagogical experience. My evidence
comprises activities that I have implemented in the courses of two colonial
ancient languages — Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic — in the Department
of Ancient Studies at Stellenbosch University for the last six years, i.e., since
2016. The courses in these two languages are offered to undergraduate stu-
dents: first-, second-, and third-year students in the case of Biblical Hebrew,
and third-year students in the case of Biblical Aramaic. The linguistic back-
grounds of the students tend to be highly varied. The majority of the students
speak Afrikaans as their home and/or first language (L1). A smaller group
speaks an African language as their home language and/or L1, mainly isi-
Xhosa, although seSotho, seTswana, and Oshiwambo have also featured in
these classes. Additionally, there are several English home language and/or L1
speakers and speakers of other languages, e.g., Japanese, Korean, Romanian,
and German.

It should be noted that, at a micro-institutional level, i.e., in the
Department of Ancient Studies, there is very little concern regarding the
presence or promotion of African languages. The main medium of instruction
is English often employed interchangeably with Afrikaans — the historically
dominant language — and the proposals to include African languages in teach-
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ing, supervision, or research are not only met with indifference but also face
hostile reactions. The following facts illustrate this clearly. In 2021, the
management of the department refused to host a European Research Council
project that was dedicated to historical multilingualism in South Africa and
centred isiXhosa and Khoisan languages, stating that this project would ‘dilute
the academic integrity and international standing’ of the department. As a
result, the project was transferred to two other departments at Stellenbosch
University, which kindly agreed to host it. The same year, the departmental
management refused to sign a lecturer’s grant application for a project dedi-
cated to the comparative study of six Western African languages — some of
which are either critically endangered or heavily unresearched — because the
planned research was apparently ‘not [...] beneficial to the department’. The
project was supported by the Dean of the faculty and the application was
eventually successful. Additionally, on its website, the department describes
itself in the following terms: ‘We teach students how [...] to take a critical
distance from their own context and use antiquity as a lens through which to
think about modern issues and problems’?. Highlighting a detachment from the
local African context and emphasizing the flow of the epistemic relationship
from Graeco-Roman, Judeo-Christian, and West Asian to African —rather than
in the opposite direction that would centre local epistemes — are clear
manifestations of epicoloniality. Lastly, for openly discussing the content of
the present article at a decolonial seminar at the University of Warsaw in
January 2022 (Matutu & Andrason 2022), [ was reported by the Department of
Ancient Studies to the Human Resources of Stellenbosch University?.

Unsurprisingly, such negative attitudes towards the use of African
languages and the knowledges embedded in them have had a negative impact
on how students themselves perceive the languages of Africa. In the evaluation
of one of my second-year courses in Biblical Hebrew, out of the 20 students
registered, 19 stated that they did not want to learn anything about African
languages and that the inclusion of these languages in the course was not
important.

2 http://www.sun.ac.za/english/faculty/arts/ancient-studies/

3 It is important to understand that the deep problems with transformation and
decolonization faced by the Department of Ancient Studies are not anecdotal,
nor do they constitute my subjective interpretations. They were explicitly
recognized in a report released by the Transformation Office of Stellenbosch
University in May 2022.
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Interventions

Having set the scene of my study, I will now describe the decolonizing acti-
vities that have aimed to shift the epistemic locus of enunciation from Euro-
pean languages to African languages in the several editions of my undergrad-
duate courses in Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic. This epistemic shift
itself has involved or pertained to two main spheres, which reflect two facets
of language in general: the form, i.e., the actual linguistic encoding, and the
content, i.e., the meaning or knowledge embedded in a language.

Form or Actual Linguistic Encoding

The most evident manner with which I have centred African languages in my
courses concerns the incorporation of forms offered by these languages into
the verbal landscape of the course — that is, the use in speech or writing of a
given African language itself. This shift in the linguistic encoding employed in
my courses from Europe-centred to Africa-centred has been implemented
through two types of approaches: multilingualism and translanguaging.

Multilingualism

A multilingual approach in my classroom signified the creation of oppor-
tunities whereby one or more African languages are used in addition to English
and Afrikaans, without the requirement that each such African language con-
stitute a shared medium of communication or instruction. That is, instead of
being employed by all students, any given African language is only used by a
group of learners or even a single class member. This corresponds to the con-
cept of societal multilingualism, which is defined as the co-existence of more
than one linguistic variety within a determined area irrespective of whether
such varieties are spoken by all or some groups of speakers (Edwards 2007;
Cenoz 2013: 5; Romain 2013). My multilingual approach itself can manifest
through two clusters of activities: a multilingual classroom and a multilingual
curriculum.

A multilingual classroom that embraces African languages is achieved through
five types of interventions. First, students are encouraged to use their respect-
tive African languages in the so-called exploratory talks. Exploratory talks are
peer discussions that emerge in small-group tasks and assignments carried out
during a lecture (Blommaert 2008; Pennycook 2010; Canagarajah 2011).
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Second, students are allowed to use African languages when presenting their
final translations to their classmates and the lecturer, which constitutes one of
the main results of small-group tasks®. Third, students can use African
languages in their personal interactions with the lecturer not only while
working on their small-group tasks but also at any moment during the lecture,
as well as in all types of communication, written or oral, after the lecture.
Fourth, students may write their semester tests and final exams in African
languages. Fifth, a tutorial program — referred to as the Grammar Immersion
Method and imparted by teaching assistants under my supervision — is
conducted not only in English and Afrikaans, but also in African languages.

The benefits of a multilingual-classroom approach observed in my courses
closely match the benefits widely reported in scholarship. Being able to use
their home and/or L1 African-language, students participate more actively in
classroom activities: they express their ideas more freely in small-group dis-
cussions and more often seek help from the lecturer, asking supplementary
questions. This, in turn, improves the comprehension of difficult topics and the
quality of assignments — both facts are reflected in the high marks obtained by
the students. Overall, the students experience the classroom as a safer space
than if the African language(s) they speak were excluded, and as a result feel
more confident (cf. Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018:4). These outcomes
corroborate the view that ‘the African university of the future [should] be
multilingual’ (Mbembe 2016:17) and that ‘multilingualism is [...] the way
forward’ (ibid. 4).

However, this type of multilingual approach to teaching is not free
from deficiencies. Small-group tasks conducted in African languages are only
feasible if students share the same language. In my courses, exclusively
isiXhosa, seSotho, and seTswana students were able to form such peer groups
and use an African language during discussions. Similarly, three other
activities of a multilingual classroom depend heavily on the linguistic skills of
the lecturer: the use of African languages when presenting translations of
Biblical verses during a lecture, when contacting the lecturer, and in tests and
exams is possible if the lecturer shares the students’ language(s). In my course,
I was able to accommodate isiXhosa students as well as, to a minor extent,
students of seSotho, seTswana, and Oshiwambo. Potentially, [ may extend this

* However, in this case, they also offer another translation in English to
accommodate the other learners.
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to learners whose languages I know actively or passively, such as Swahili,
Lingala, or Kikongo. Nevertheless, speakers of many other African languages
will not be able to benefit from a multilingual classroom. Despite my passion
for African languages and my constant willingness to acquire even the
rudiments of my students’ languages, my capacities are limited. This means
that students whose linguistic accommodation is not feasible are compelled to
choose a peer group in which another language constitutes the medium of
communication. They must likewise use a language different from their own
in their interactions with classmates and in communication with the lecturer.
This other language is typically English. Even more importantly, a multi-
lingual-classroom approach reinforces the linguistic (and social) fragmenta-
tions of the classroom, which from the beginning constitute a very pervasive
element in my courses, especially in first-year Biblical Hebrew. Given how
language is racialized in South Africa, this prevents students of different
linguistic (and social) backgrounds from collaborating, interacting, and
ultimately developing any type of more profound relationships.

The other cluster of multilingual activities effected in my courses
concerns the curriculum. By curriculum, I mean any type of learning material
developed for a course, whether oral/audio or written/visual. To begin with, all
handouts and PowerPoints as well as several explanatory audio recordings are
prepared not only in English and, when necessary, Afrikaans — as explained,
the main languages of instruction at Stellenbosch University — but also in the
African language that is the most common at my institution and in the province
of the Western Cape, namely isiXhosa. Additional learning materials are
developed for all African languages used in the classroom, irrespective of the
size of the student group that speaks them. In my courses, such materials —
which comprise vocabulary lists, examples of correspondences between
Semitic grammar and the grammar of a particular African language, summaries
of topics discussed in a lecture, and translations of the pertinent Biblical verses
— have been developed for seSotho, seTswana, and Oshiwambo.

A multilingual-curriculum approach allows me to eschew several
problems that typify a multilingual classroom, which I discussed above.
Thanks to this approach, students whose languages are poorly represented in
the classroom, including the varieties that are used by single students, can be
accommodated. Similarly, one can accommodate students whose languages lie
beyond the range of the linguistic abilities of the lecturer. This is possible
because it suffices that the lecturer has the very basic knowledge of a particular
variety in order to incorporate it into the curriculum. The development of
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several types of learning materials does not necessitate reaching the threshold
of (more or less fluent) communication and during the work on such materials,
the lecturer can be assisted by students for whom the respective varieties are
the home languages and/or L1s. This means that students may actively
participate in or even partly take responsibility for developing the various
components of the curriculum. This creates an opportunity to engage them as
assistants in shaping teaching and learning activities, which ultimately
enhances their own university experience and, in many cases, prepares them
for further studies at a postgraduate level. No less important is the fact that the
additional materials developed for a few particular students can be reused in
future if new students of such less-represented languages participate in the
subsequent editions of the course. All of this renders a multilingual-curriculum
approach more sustainable than the approach of a multilingual classroom.

Nevertheless, even this approach has some important limitations.
Handouts become very long and may be quite difficult to navigate; speakers of
African languages have more material to read and process; and, more
significantly, students belonging to different language groups continue to have
different learning experiences.

To conclude, a multilingual approach, both of the classroom and curri-
culum subtypes, bestows the speakers of African languages, whether robust or
minority languages, with relatively equal opportunities to those granted to
speakers of the two colonial languages used as the mediums of instruction at
Stellenbosch University. Although to a varying extent, African-language stu-
dents are both taught and examined in African languages and can express them-
selves in their home languages and/or L1s. All this improves the learning
conditions of the speakers of African languages and leads to superior
performance than when the same courses are entirely presented in the colonial
languages®.

Translanguaging

The other decolonizing approach pertaining to linguistic encoding or the actual
language form that I have explored in my courses, is translanguaging. Like
multilingualism, translanguaging refers to the ability of multilingual speakers

> This higher rate of success is visible in two facts: better marks and a higher
number of students that continue to enroll in more advanced levels of these
language courses.
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to draw on and intermingle different linguistic varieties. However, while a
multilingual approach fragments the repertoire of a speaker — or the repertoires
of many speakers — into separate communication events, disengaged linguistic
systems, and/or disjointed linguistic skills, and gives prominence to the
external so-called named languages,® translanguaging ‘treat[s] the diverse
languages that form the [...] repertoire[s of multilinguals] as an integrated
system’ (Canagarajah 2011:401) and sees multilingual abilities of the
individual as autonomous and coherent blends, qualitatively distinct from the
external named languages (Garcia 2009; Garcia & Li 2014; Li 2018;
Mazzaferro 2018; Sabino 2018; Andrason 2020; 2021). To put it simply, a
multilingualism-driven approach typically centres the monolingual norms
established for named languages and their ideal monolingual speakers. In
contrast, a translanguaging-driven approach centres the holistic repertoires of
multilingual speakers (Cenoz 2013; Mazzaferro 2018:3; Sabino 2018:48;
Andrason 2020:235-236).

Drawing on the idea of translanguaging, the students and I have
worked towards developing a course-specific translanguaged variety — ‘an
integrated orchestration of the multilingual resources’ (Andrason 2020:236)
brought to the classroom by each and every student and myself. Even though
complex, heterogenous and, to an extent, fluid, the grammar of this variety is
aimed to be patterned and cohesive. These patterns and cohesiveness are
achieved by adhering to two overarching principles: deliberateness and
ideological orientation (cf. Andrason 2021:128 - 129). First, the construction
of the classroom translanguaged variety is deliberate as it results from a
negotiated manipulation of the linguistic resources available to the students
and the lecturer. Second, the translanguaged variety aims to shape the ideology
of the class characterized by two critical elements: resistance/destruction and
freedom/creation (cf. Andrason 2020:236; 2021:129). On the one hand, the
students and I problematize received groups’ wisdoms. We centre the
resistance of an individual to oppressive standard language norms, elitist and
puritan language academies, and the understanding of multilingualism as an
additive and selective collection of discrete monolingual skills (cf. Garcia &

® A named language is a variety constructed by and/or emerging from
prescriptive grammars and dictionaries, and the recommendations of language
academies. It is a pan-idiolectal and external language, often abstract (in the
sense that no single person actually speaks it) and/or ideal (Mazzaferro 2018;
Sabino 2018; 2020).
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Li 2014:42-43; Mazzaferro 2018:3-6). On the other hand, we promote the
individual’s freedom and emphasize their linguistic agency unrestricted by
external factors but only constrained by one’s own creative limits (cf. Garcia
& Li2014:42; Andrason 2020:236; 2021:129).

What do all these principles and elements mean for my classroom in
praxis? As a basic rule, the students may use their resources freely: they
themselves decide what elements should enter into communication and
ultimately form the translanguaged variety of our classroom. They are thus
encouraged to blend, merge, imitate, deconstruct, and recombine the
grammatical and lexical material available to them and their peers. For
example, they can introduce larger chunks produced in their variety, import
specific features typical of their repertoires and, by analogy to their languages,
construct forms in another language that they use as the backbone of their
speech. These three tactics partially correspond to the mechanisms of
alternational code switching (Muysken 2000:4-8, 31; Matras 2009:105-106;
Stam 2017), insertional code switching/matter borrowing (Muysken 2000:4,
66-67; Myers-Scotton 2002; Sakel 2007:15; Matras 2009:131-134), and
pattern borrowing (Sakel 2007:15; Matras 2009:236), respectively. However,
this freedom is exercised consciously and carefully. Whenever it is necessary,
the students help each other. They translate the difficult parts of the
communication and/or discuss the elements they have contributed to the class’
translanguaged variety by identifying the particular linguistic tactics and/or
mechanisms. In other words, everyone may freely draw on their own
grammatical and lexical resources as long as they take into consideration the
linguistic skills and limitations of their fellow students.

Several benefits generally associated with translanguaging in the
literature are supported by my classroom experience. To begin with, while a
multilingual approach centres the named standard languages — as explained
above, the languages used are kept separate and activated in strictly designated
contexts and spaces — and students fragment into different language groups,
translanguaging allows for a more solidary, cohesive, and collective
participation (cf. Garcia 2009; Garcia & Li 2014; Mazzaferro 2018; Sabino
2018; Andrason 2020; 2021). Furthermore, as the linguistic repertoires of my
students are not hidden, separated, relegated to peripheries, nor controlled by
the lecturer, linguistic power imbalances between the lecturer and the students
and between the different student groups can be reduced much more effectively
(cf. Canagarajah 2011; Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018). That is, all languages
matter and everyone can actively contribute to the repertoires of the classroom
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— each and every student becomes a powerful actor in their own linguistic
ecosystem and plays a critical role in the formation of a translanguaged variety.
Relating to the above, translanguaging centres the creativity of students as it
allows and encourages them to ‘us[e...] higher order thinking and intercultural
negotiation’ (Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018 citing Henricks 2016:20). All
of this enhances the students’ confidence and motivation (cf. Creese &
Blackledge 2010; Lin 2013; Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018), which is clearly
communicated in course evaluations. Last but not least, translanguaging
enriches the linguistic repertoires of the students and the lecturer (cf. Mheta,
Lungu & Govender 2018) as the participants teach each other determined
features characterizing the varieties they use. Overall, translanguaging, to a
significantly greater extent than multilingualism, maximizes learning
(Hornberger 2005) and minimizes the risk of African students being alienated
(Creese & Blackledge 2010; Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018).

While the advantages of translanguaging are multiple, this type of
approach that allows for the shift of locus of enunciation of the linguistic form
from the colonial European languages to African languages is not free of
limitations either. To be successful, translanguaging requires reflection,
negotiation, and both active and creative involvement of the students. It thus
becomes an additional activity in the classroom and its principles must overtly
be explained at the beginning of the course. At times, it can be challenging
because students may opt for using the ‘simpler’ way of communication, i.e.,
English or Afrikaans. Overall, as a classroom intervention, translanguaging is
more intellectually demanding than multilingualism — both for the students and
the lecturer.

Meaning or the Knowledge Embedded in Language
The other way of decolonizing my courses through African languages pertains
to the meaning embedded in these languages rather than specific linguistic
forms. This approach makes indigenous knowledges encapsulated in African
languages — or their linguistic epistemes — the focus of the epistemological
system constructed and exploited in the classroom. To be clear, I do not
exclude the epistemes captured in European languages; I rather position the
epistemes nested in African languages as ‘the centre in relation to other
knowledge traditions’ (Mheta, Lungu & Govender 2018:4; see also Cakata
2020).

The centering of linguistic epistemes embedded in African languages
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is primarily achieved in my courses by analysing the grammar and lexicon of
Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic through the lens of African languages
and their language structure instead of Indo-European languages, as has
typically been done for decades if not centuries. This shift in the explanation
of the languages of the Hebrew Bible is motivated not only by a decolonial
imperative; it is also justified by purely formal-linguistic consideration. That
is, several African languages, in particular the members of the Nguni branch
including isiXhosa, lend themselves very well to the study of Semitic
languages. First, the abovementioned African languages contain a larger and
more diversified set of grammatical categories than Afrikaans and English.
Second, the categories present in these African languages are typologically
closer to their equivalents in Semitic languages than the categories offered by
the two colonial Indo-European languages. The above inversely means that
Afrikaans and English either lack categories that are found in Biblical Hebrew
and Biblical Aramaic, or the linguistic categories that are available do not
match the categories present in Semitic languages. The areas of grammar for
which teaching from the perspective of isiXhosa and Nguni languages has been
especially beneficial include the verbal system (e.g., the semantic potential of
several tenses, person-number-gender/class inflections, the category of aspect,
and serial verb constructions), nominal system (e.g., the interplay of gram-
matical gender and semantic gender and the agreement in adjectives and
participles), and syntax-driven discourse pragmatics (e.g., word order fluc-
tuations, fronting, focus, and topicalization).

An exemplary case illustrating the usefulness and suitability of
resorting to the structure of African languages, in particular isiXhosa, in
teaching Semitic languages involves the so-called gatal and wayyigtol forms
in Biblical Hebrew. While from the perspective of English and Afrikaans, the
semantic potential of these constructions and their systematic relationship are
difficult to comprehend, they are mirrored relatively closely by the semantic
potential and interplay of the ILE and A/Consecutive forms in isiXhosa. On
the one hand, the ILE form is similar to gata/ in that it is mainly used to express
the ideas of a present perfect, perfective past and recent past in discourse, and
a general or momentary present when derived from stative roots/stems. In
contrast, similar to wayyigtol, the A form and the form referred to as the
Consecutive are used to express consecutive (often remote) past events in
narrative.

The principal benefit of drawing on the knowledges embedded in
African languages is the ease with which the apparently complex and atypical
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structure of Semitic languages and the various linguistic concepts can be
explained to and ultimately assimilated by the students for whom an African
language is a home language and/or L1, as well as to all students who have
some, even a basic, understanding of African languages. While employing
English and Afrikaans as typological comparisons used to result in obscuring
the Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic language systems, resorting to
isiXhosa has significantly improved the understanding of several features of
these two Biblical languages. IsiXhosa speakers easily exploit parallels
between the African and Biblical languages and, on average, acquire the
grammatical and lexical concepts much quicker than before. Furthermore, the
approach presented in this section gives the students an opportunity — unique
in my department — to reflect on the structure of their home language and/or
L1 and, in many cases, to understand how their own linguistic systems work.
Students not only learn Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic through, for
instance, isiXhosa, but inversely learn the rules and principles governing
isiXhosa and the terminology necessary to describe it, through the study of the
Semitic languages. This has, in turn, had a positive effect on the students who
speak African languages. A number of them finish my courses being fascinated
not only by Semitic languages but also by their own languages. This is reflected
in their postgraduate studies, where they choose to focus on Biblical languages
as well as isiXhosa, seSotho, or seTswana.

Overall, the approach that centres the epistemes brought by African
languages allows me to combat the plague of selective multilingualism, where
colonial northern languages are viewed as academically and socially advanta-
geous while southern languages are regarded as irrelevant or even disadvanta-
geous from an academic and social perspective. [ have successfully challenged
the view that the knowledge encapsulated in an African language has little, if
any, currency in learning colonial languages, particularly Biblical He-brew and
Biblical Aramaic. In my lectures, I have oftentimes demonstrated that knowing
the grammar and lexicon of an African language constitutes a significant
advantage in the classroom. As a result, students can appreciate the academic
and social value of the African languages they speak and realize that epistemes
derived from African languages have a rightful place in science and contribute
to scientific progress. This, in turn, demolishes the epicolonial narrative: even
from the perspective of epicolonial registers and logics subjugated to capitalist
goals, African languages are relevant and economically ‘profitable’.

Despite the important advantages, a few limitations — in my view,
arguably tautological — are unavoidable. First, students who do not have any
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knowledge of African languages obviously cannot benefit from the use of these
languages as a typological comparison or the donor of a linguistic meta-
language. I have regularly mitigated this by introducing such students to the
rudiments of isiXhosa and the structure of the Bantu and related linguistic
families. Second, the reference to the knowledges encapsulated in African
languages certainly adds to the complexity of the curriculum since, instead of
only teaching Biblical Hebrew or Biblical Aramaic, the course also deals with
at least some aspects of other phylogenetically unrelated languages. In my
opinion, however, this latter fact should not be viewed as a genuine problem.
Rather, I understand it as a valuable opportunity to expand the skills of my
students — a distinctive feature characterizing all my courses. At the end,
students know more, their linguistic vocabulary is richer, and their post-
graduate options are broader.

Discussion

In the previous section, I analysed the activities with which I had been mate-
rializing the linguistically-driven epistemic decolonization of my colonial-
language courses. In light of the evidence presented, there can be no doubt that
the decolonizing program is both quantitatively robust and qualitatively varied.
Two main domains of epistemic language-driven decolonization — related to
the two inherent facets of language in general — have been distinguished and
described: decolonization through the form of a language or its specific
grammatical-lexical encodings, and decolonization through the content/
meaning embedded in a language or the knowledge encapsulated in it. The
form/encoding-related decolonization centres the usage of African languages
by resorting to either multilingualism — itself manifested through a multilingual
classroom and a multilingual curriculum — or translanguaging. The content/
knowledge-related decolonization centres African languages’ epistemes and
employs them as the source of the typological explanations of linguistic
phenomena relevant for a given course. Crucially, each one of the methods and
strategies identified is achieved through a number of specific interventions that
exhibit both advantages and limitations.

All of this demonstrates that university instructors of colonial-
language courses have at their disposal a wide range of resources with which
they can work towards decolonization by changing the epistemic locus of
enunciation in the classroom from European to African languages. The
epistemic decolonial turn advocated by Maldonado-Torres (2016; 2017), the
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prevention of epistemicides (Grosfoguel 2013), and the elimination (or
reduction) of epistemic violence and oppression (Spivak 1988; Dotson 2011;
2014) on those whom we teach are both possible, feasible, and achievable in a
multiplicity of manners. The academy inclusive of the Westernized university
in Africa — which, by virtue of promoting the upward mobility of those who
learn within it, arguably holds the possibility to transform the life worlds of
both those who teach and learn within its structures — need not be a source of
great alienation to Africans. My study shows that this sense of alienation —
which in large part derives from the Euro-American tendency to universalize
particularly its atemporal, ahistorical, and morally obtuse tendencies (Ratele
2019; Matutu 2020) — can be countered.

Given the objective of this study, my analysis focused on the decon-
struction of decolonizing practices into distinct strategies and interventions.
However, these elemental components identified throughout this article should
not be thought of as entirely discrete and separate, but rather as overlapping
and complementary. In practice, my approach to decolonization has been
holistic and it is the synthesis of the various strategies and interventions that
provides the strongest opportunity for a decolonizing classroom. It is so
because each strategy or intervention exhibits distinct advantages: it combats
different (epi)colonial elements and allows for the mitigation of some of the
other strategies and interventions’ shortcomings. Furthermore, the synthesis of
strategies and interventions should not be understood as a mixture of the
activities discussed in the present study that is universal (i.e., invariant for all
teaching contexts) and equal (each activity contributes in the same proportion).
On the contrary, each course determines its own optimal mixture, depending
on the number of students for whom an African language is a home language
and/or L1, the linguistic background of the African-language students
participating, the specific topics taught in the course, and the general interests
of all the students enrolled. As all courses are distinct — they differ, at least, in
the structure and characteristics of the learner population — holistic deco-
lonizing approaches implemented in them must necessarily be different.
Indeed, the presence and contribution of the various strategies and
interventions has never been identical in any two of my courses.

This more synthetic understanding of the multiple decolonizing
strategies and interventions not only emerges at a theoretical level of analysis
— it also forms part of decolonization itself. That is, the students and I detect
and discuss the forces and mechanisms permeating all the metamorphoses of
decolonization and decoloniality that have been implemented in my courses.
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On the one hand, we identify both the un-doing and the creative forces that
condition the outcomes of decolonization and decoloniality. We ascertain
which interventions undo unjust and dehumanizing presuppositions, practices,
and hierarchies inherited from the (epi)colonial past (Kessi, Marks &
Ramugondo 2020) and which interventions create alternative, more just and
humane practices and hierarchies that transcend (epi)colonial legacy and allow
for ‘other forms of being in the world’ (Maldonado-Torres 2016:10). On the
other hand, we identify institutions, communities, knowledges, and bodies that
have been centred or marginalized and those that have contributed to such
centring or marginalizing undertakings, and thus to a (partial) elimination or a
perpetuation of inequalities, respectively. In such discussions, the students and
I determine the extent to which the activities implemented are Afrocentric and
respond to the principle of ‘mutuality and rigorous plurality’ and ‘radical
autonomy and freedom’ (Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo 2020:272). Such critical
assessments conducted with the students — both during the courses and at their
end as part of course evaluation — bestow the learners with an opportunity to
understand the reasons and significance of decolonial interventions and to
shape the decolonizing process more actively. These assessments also allow
me to determine successful activities as well as errors, and ultimately design
more appropriate decolonizing strategies for the courses imparted in following
years. Thus, in a way, questioning of the inherited status quo characterizes both
the starting and end points of the decolonization process implemented in each
course every year.

I hope that my study will convince my fellow lecturers that the
decolonization of the classroom in a Westernized university in Africa is
possible. Indeed, even in the realm of epistemic and linguistically-driven types
of decolonialization, a lecturer has a considerable range of techniques at their
disposal. The main problems and obstacles for decolonization are not the lack
of strategies and opportunities. It is not feasibility and economic cost — com-
monly mentioned in our hypercapitalist contexts. My own experience demon-
strates that decolonizing interventions need not be correlated with substantial
additional costs. In fact, the opposite is true: year after year, decolonization-
driven activities have resulted in clear economic gains, producing articles
written with students and leading to successful grant proposals. Decolonization
can certainly be financially profitable although I am strongly against equating
the success of decolonizing practices with profitability. (I only refer to the
profitable results of my interventions because they still matter in our
hypercapitalistic reality.) If it is not tools nor money, what then hampers
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decolonization? In my view, the main hindrance for decolonization are people
who have the power and means to make the change but refuse to do so —
lecturers who do not centre African languages and their epistemes because they
believe that they can continue approaching their discipline in a “universal’ way.
I believe that the turning point will be to encourage and incentivize university
lecturers to learn (some) African languages and understand the cultures that
these languages embed. Only then will academics be able to examine their own
disciplines from an African-language perspective and move towards
decolonization. As long as knowing an African language is not mandatory at
South African universities and speaking only European languages is not
viewed as a sign of a handicap, decolonization will not happen or, if it does, it
will only be superficial.

Above, I have suggested encouragement and incentivization. In this
enough? As eloquently stated by Ratele (2016; in Malherbe, Helman, and
Cornell 2016:97) and echoed by Matutu (2020:127), ‘decolonisation is a
seriously violent act that must go beyond just tinkering with the system’. We
should therefore stop asking — if not begging — lecturers who are complicit of
epicoloniality to decolonize their courses. We should compel them to do so.
Learn an African language and implement it in your course — or perish!

Conclusion

This autoethnographic study demonstrates that university lecturers of colonial-
language courses (Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic) imparted in other
colonial languages (English and Afrikaans) have at their disposal a spectrum
of multiple and varied decolonizing interventions with which they can change
the epistemic locus of enunciation from European to African languages. The
interventions that advance or execute this epistemic change may concern the
formal aspects of a language (i.e., its specific grammatical-lexical encoding)
and the content/meaning embedded in a language (i.e., the knowledge encapsu-
lated in it). The form/encoding-related interventions centre the usage of Afri-
can languages by resorting to either (classroom and curriculum) multi-lingua-
lism or translanguaging. The content/knowledge-related interventions centre
African languages’ epistemes and employ them as the source of the typological
explanations of linguistic phenomena relevant for a course. The various inter-
ventions should be implemented holistically — i.e., together complementing
one another and mitigating the other interventions’ shortcomings — and in pro-
portions adjusted to the characteristics of a particular course and student group.
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While my study has provided the answers to the research questions
posed at the beginning, and has both identified and examined the relevant deco-
lonizing interventions, it has not solved all problems associated with decolo-
nization in colonial-language courses taught in epicolonial environments. In
particular, I have not discussed the personal, relational, and structural domains
of decolonization (Kessi, Marks & Ramugondo 2020) nor has the complexity
of the epistemic domain, which constituted the focus of the present research,
been fully exhausted since I was only concerned with its language-related
properties. It is evident that a similar analysis considering the other domains
and the entirety of the epistemic domain, as well as the synergies between all
such domains, is necessary to design a more holistic decolonizing program for
colonial-language courses at tertiary educational institutions in South Africa.
The imperative of developing such an analysis will guide my own research
agenda in the near future.
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