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This book series takes its name from the research, teaching, learning and public engagement carried out by Language Acts and Worldmaking (www.languageacts.org). By worldmaking we mean the power of language, as a material and historical force, to shape the ways we construct our personal, local and transnational identities and therefore how we live and make our worlds. Furthermore, language learning is key to understanding how societies are structured and governed and to empowering culturally aware and self-reflective citizens. Put simply, Language Acts and Worldmaking explores how the languages we use affect the way we think and feel about ourselves, about other people and about the world around us.

The series expands this work at national and international levels by inviting the contributions of researchers, teachers, learners and users of diverse languages across the world. The aim is twofold: to challenge widely held views about language learning as a neutral instrument of globalization and to innovate and transform language research, teaching and learning, together with Modern Languages as an academic discipline, by foregrounding its unique form of cognition and critical engagement.

The aims of the Language Acts and Worldmaking book series are to:


	•  propose new ways of bridging the gaps between those who teach and research languages and those who learn and use them in everyday contexts from the professional to the personal;

	•  put research into the hands of wider audiences (teachers, students of all ages, communities, those generally interested in language and culture);

	•  share a philosophy, policy and practice of language teaching and learning which turns research into action;

	•  provide the research, experience and data to enable informed debates on current issues and attitudes in language learning, teaching and research;

	•  share knowledge across and within all levels and experiences of language learning and teaching;

	•  showcase exciting new work that derives from different types of community activity and is of practical relevance to its audiences;

	•  disseminate new research in languages that engages with diverse communities of language practitioners.



The main focus of each volume differs. Some deal with current issues in language research, teaching and learning. Others primarily engage with practical aspects of language teaching, learning and research at varied educational levels or in contexts outside formal structures of institutions. Some focus on research and the academic discipline of Modern Languages and those disciplines most closely allied to it, for example Linguistics, Cultural Studies, History, and so on. All volumes are underpinned by research while maintaining a balance with experiences of the application of research findings.
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Foreword

Juan Luis Suárez


I got acquainted with the Open World Research Initiative’s Language Acts and Worldmaking research project five years ago in a small office of an old university (by North American standards) in a small city of Canada.

Since the time I was introduced to the project’s title and goals the world has changed dramatically. I still live in that small Canadian city, and I work at that old university, but how I live and work in these spaces has changed dramatically. Since I first began to actively think about the Language Acts and Worldmaking project, the COVID-19 pandemic has radically altered the world, and, as a result, the questions I first began to ponder about this project have been brought into sharper focus. The Language Acts and Worldmaking project asks us to collectively think about and ask: What does worldmaking mean? Do we, human beings, make worlds? Or, do we make worlds with words, through language acts? Does language help us cope with the world there is? I think these central and fundamental questions that guide this project will become even more relevant, and more important, as we begin the complex process of accounting for what has been lost through this pandemic, and what world, or worlds, we collectively hope to envision, and create, in reaction to these losses, changes and lapses in the worlds we once lived.

From the very beginning of the pandemic, a great number of the issues humankind has faced through the many different languages we speak on planet Earth have emerged from our misunderstanding of the link that connects us to the world via our languages. Whether we think that languages make worlds or that languages support us in coping with the world, it is this link between language and reality, a link almost sacred in a profane world, that the project, and this volume in particular, has been working on.

There is nothing more impactful than our words. Even when we retreat into silence or we contend that our actions speak louder than our words, it is only after we have reconciled our human condition with our language that we act on the world. This is why this link to reality that human language re-creates every single time we speak is so important. And this always happens, as Donald Davidson would say, through our intersubjectivity, by language and interpretation of one another and the world we triangulate with.

And if this is the case, if we become humans as we interact with others and the world through language, then we must ask: How do we create the fabric (social, professional, educational, research-based) of a society in which different forms of intersubjectivity can emerge through the practice of our languages? What type of languages do we need to practise as we embark on triangulating with the world the pandemic has shattered?

The Language Acts and Worldmaking research project has deployed effective tools to answer these questions. It built a diverse and multidisciplinary team, it embraced activism, it engaged a wide community of practitioners and researchers, it worked on the analogue and the digital realms, and it developed communities of practice around the many dimensions of language acting: teaching, translating, community making, heritage, geopolitics and research. All of this has been done purposefully in order to bring languages and their generative and intersubjective powers to the centre of the academic research agenda.

As I look back on my first contact with the project, I keep thinking about its timeliness and also about how different things would have been since March 2020 had we cultivated, in our societies and polities, the understanding, practice and reverence of worldmaking that the use of language entails. The project is now transitioning and morphing into a different phase, one in which knowledge mobilization and application of its results will be crucial to achieve a long-lasting impact in our school systems, our university teaching and research missions, and our societal relationship with truth and trust. This volume is just one of the main actions directed towards that impact the project has sought from inception.

In terms of my own research agenda, the Language Acts and Worldmaking research project leaves me with a resounding reminder of the signs we need to pay attention to to understand the world we are making as we, hopefully, get out of the pandemic. Those signs we must interrogate are the linguistic signs that our politicians, leaders, institutions and communities have been using to establish our relationship with the world when this relationship was more fragile than ever. For me the message is clear: if you want to understand the world we live in, just listen to the words we use. Because it is in those words and the language acts that they entail that our sacred link to reality is destroyed or forged. Highlighting the need to enhance that sacred link is the ultimate legacy of this research project.





Introduction: The poetics of a project

Catherine Boyle


HAMM: What’s happening?

CLOV: Something is taking its course. [Pause.]

HAMM: Clov!

CLOV: [Impatiently] What is it?

HAMM: We’re not beginning to mean something?

Samuel Beckett, Endgame

This story of Language Acts and Worldmaking begins with two objects: a notebook and a logo. In preparing this introduction, I sat for a good while with the first notebook I used when we were preparing our bid to the Open World Research Initiative, funded by the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). The notebook is pretty battered and has a yellow stickie on the front cover that was put there by one of our postdoctoral researchers who was interested in the development of our thinking about worldmaking and it says: ‘The original Lg Acts notebook – have a [image: ]’ The notebook has become an archive of the making of Language Acts and Worldmaking, made up of to-do lists, spidergrams of our meetings and of my own thinking, notes on readings, possible partners (every so often it says ‘the role of Bob’ – it took a while to work that out), AHRC guidance, snippets of suggestion. It is a marvellous, tactile, creative, messy, colourful reminder of how we came together as the Language Acts and Worldmaking team. It is a reminder that research projects usually start off as leaps of faith, as the translation of fantasy into something we can do or make, something that our expertise can make work. This then becomes the translation of that conviction into language that is legible to funders and, crucially, to the people we want to engage in our ambition. The amazing thing about reading through this notebook-archive is witnessing how the ideas, goals, objectives, ambitions and desires we formulated then have sustained us throughout these years. The notebook-archive covers from March 2015 to July 2016. Phrases emerge from it that speak of our collective thinking in that past, phrases that have become integral to the poetics of the project since then. Poetics may seem a strange word to use to describe the writing of a research project – it certainly does not figure in proposal-writing training – but it most aptly describes Language Acts and Worldmaking as a structure for turning our ideas into action: it speaks of the trails and traces of our research, of the concepts we discussed and returned to and came to understand from our multiple perspectives. It is an invitation into our discourse, our ways of thinking, our desire to move with and through languages and ideas. We share our worldmaking through this poetics.

Every project needs a logo. Every website needs a design. What is a project without business cards, bookmarks, pencils, tote bags? Reluctantly, we were pulled into the need for a ‘brand’ (not so reluctantly I was drawn into the need for good stationery). More enthusiastically, we wanted to create an image that spoke for us as a way into who we are. We met the company commissioned to do our logo, described the project to them, and a beautifully prepared book of possibilities came back. For us, the logo was about how we narrated the story of our research, about how we presented to the world a project we believed in profoundly. And we are academics: we had to be sure of what it signified beyond our immersion in the project. The most controversial logo was one with random diacritics on the letters. It provoked some consternation. A first reaction was that we are linguists and cannot present to the world an image that suggests that we do not know how to distinguish one accent from another, potentially laying bare our credentials as serious Modern Languages scholars. One extreme reaction from a non-academic passionate linguist was that they would not let their children be taught by anyone capable of choosing that logo.

Our logo considerations were, in fact, discussions about linguistics, language history, translation, teaching. I think back now and see that the discussions emerged, inevitably, from the interests across the research strands of the project, and as we discussed its use across a range of digital media, its readability for our partners and co-researchers and students, we were thinking about the community of co-researchers and partners we had already started to build around our work. We tried to read it – I have a lovely recording of Chris Pountain, the research lead of our Loaded Meanings strand, reading it phonetically – and the joy (maybe also frustration) in playing with the words brought us closer to what this sign said to us. Or rather, what we had asked the designers to return to us in their understanding of our work. The random-diacritic logo is on our webpage, where the accents dance with page changes.

This is not purely anecdotal. Our logo speaks to what Language Acts and Worldmaking is all about. That is, that language is not abstract; it is material, ever-changing, historically informed and constructed. Our logo represents some of our key aims for language learning: that it should be playful; that mistake-making is integral, necessary, creative and instructive; that the languages we learn are never static; that language is often unrecognizable, just out of our grasp, and that unattainability forces us to reach for meaning and understanding. As we learn languages, we are surrounded by constant prompts for our imagination, asking us to move with open minds across different realities and experiences.

I look into my notebook-archive and wonder when the concept of ‘worldmaking’ became so important to us. I look through the many mindmaps and remember sitting through an early-summer night bringing together a first draft of the whole project that bore the title ‘Language Acts and Worldmaking’. I recall a sense of academic apprehension at using such loaded terms, without, at that point, proper reference to a theoretical framework. I had been introduced to Nelson Goodman’s concept of worldmaking by the brilliant Digital Humanities scholar Willard McCarthy at a workshop for PhD students. Like all rewarding research trails, this one was immediately evocative, and led to ideas, phrases and suggestions that sparked intuitive connections with the work of languages. Goodman, writing in 1978, invites reflection on the move from a ‘unique truth and a world fixed and found to a diversity of right and even conflicting versions of the world in the making’ (1978: x). ‘Worlds,’ he says, are made ‘from other worlds’, from congruences of systems, and his interest was in ‘the processes involved in building a world out of others’ (Goodman, 1978: 6–7). These are ideas that invite wonderful creative speculation and are in dialogue with our conception of the work languages do in the world. The flip side of the idea of worlds from other worlds is an unwieldy relativism, of which he is aware and against which he warns us: ‘while readiness to recognize new alternative worlds may be liberating, and suggestive of new avenues of exploration, a willingness to welcome all worlds builds none […]. A broad mind is no substitute for hard work’ (Goodman, 1978: 21). Our challenge has always been that of building from the suggestion of worldmaking into the complex practicalities that our project has at its heart.

We understand worldmaking in relation to the ways that languages work in the world; there is a concreteness to our approach that leads us beyond Goodman and prompts us constantly to work to reconfigure how we ‘report’ and ‘remake’ our research and teaching, to use Goodman’s formulations; how we frame and articulate the research and events we carry out in a way that stretches our discipline, reshapes it and informs its transformation. I turn to our mission statement, written as we developed the project:

Through six interlinking research strands we examine language as a material and historical force which acts as the means by which individuals construct their personal, local, transnational and spiritual identities. This we call ‘worldmaking’ […]. Learning a language means understanding the historicity of concepts, beliefs and social practices – how they operate in the past and present. Our research and partnerships demonstrate the indispensable value of language learning for understanding how societies are structured and governed and for empowering culturally aware and self-reflective citizens.

The book you have before you is the result of our work so far. Each of our research strands shares and explores the ways in which we have developed our endeavour from our core principles, in areas of teaching and pedagogy, literary and cultural history, linguistics, Digital Humanities, translation. As we move across time and place through the myriad languages we study and bring into contact with each other, we also move across research, theory and practice. We share our practice and look to the future. We seek to be activists in the call for sustained attention to language learning in its broadest sense. ‘Language Teachers as Researchers and Worldmakers’, by our Diasporic Identities and the Politics of Language Teaching strand, explores how languages teachers’ professional identities are shaped by their experience of diaspora. Carlos Montoro, also of our Diasporic Identities strand, connects the concept of worldmaking with activity theory and proposes ways of reshaping Modern Languages. In ‘Translation Acts: the multiple possibilities of the imagination’, Translation Acts strand researchers demonstrate how performance and translation are creative ways of engaging learners. ‘Language and hospitality in worldmaking’, by our Language Transitions strand, reflects on how the notion ‘hospitality’ works in the world, taking, for example, some of the many community-based projects funded as part of our project. The Travelling Concepts strand’s chapter ‘Worlding Iberian Studies and language literature’ returns to the central goals of the project and reflects on the regeneration and transformation of language learning in terms of a curriculum to re-energize the discipline. ‘How old words become new (and then old again), by the Loaded Meanings strand, shares research into ‘cultured borrowings’, and the chapter focuses on how these loanwords enter a language, some numbering in the most common words in the language. In ‘Digital mediations and advanced critical literacies in Modern Languages and Cultures’, our Digital Mediations strand surveys frameworks for critical digital pedagogies and explores principles for designing teaching programmes that incorporate Applied- and Modern Languages-driven responses to digital mediation.

The book takes the reader through the ways in which our six research strands have worked to achieve the goal of reconceptualizing our approaches to the discipline. We have done so in communication with each other, aware of each other’s thinking, present at events, workshops, seminars, enjoying the constant learning process and using the experience of travelling into disciplinary contact zones that spark both recognition and discovery. I make one last foray into our pre-funding days: to our pitch to the AHRC in December 2015. We talked of our aim to build an environment that will broaden the definition of research to embrace the human potential to think creatively and critically, to produce young people with the capacity to engage fully with an open world. We said that we wanted to redefine our understanding of research itself, not as the exclusive domain of professional academics but, in its broadest and most fundamental sense, as critical thinking and the production of new ideas across a spectrum of possibilities. The community of co-researchers we have gathered around us, and who have been instrumental in shaping our thinking, attest to the power of democratizing approaches to and processes of research. You will find in this book the voices and work of our partners and our co-researchers -- schoolchildren, artists, translators, community workers – all of whom have shaped our thinking. Our goal for the future remains the same: to build on what we have done and to work to ensure that what is taught in schools and universities in the discipline of Modern Languages embodies the messy, playful, plurilingual and multilingual reality that surrounds us and through which we shape our worlds, and our worlds shape us. ‘Something is taking its course.’
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