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1

Risk as Productive: Working with 
Dilemmas in the Writing of 
Research

Lucia Thesen

Writing in the Contact Zone

The written product – thesis or journal article – has been central to the 
communication of research since the birth of the early modern university 
in the 18th century. As fleeting ideas and false starts slowly evolve into 
settled forms that give material expression to the outcomes of research 
processes, writing requires us to commit to this path, for now, and to leave 
other paths behind. Given the pressure to produce work that will pass 
through and travel safely on beyond academic gatekeepers, many student 
and novice researchers experience a sense of loss at the compromises 
made when developing a written account of their research. In the process 
of writing, various experiences and modes of expression are revised or 
erased along the way. In the contemporary higher education landscape, 
which is characterised by an unprecedented movement of people, texts and 
capital, this problem of erasures and silences is a deeply political issue. 
What forms and knowledges are being erased? Why? Who benefits, and 
who remains silent? The need to understand the dynamics and conse-
quences of deletions and silencings, as well as to explore what is set aside 
as postgraduate researchers negotiate an unpredictable readership, is what 
brought the authors of this book together. The contributors approach these 
issues by means of a new reading of the idea of risk, one that emphasises 
risk taking as productive and by exploring what this means for the process 
and product of research writing.



The research project from which this book has grown began as a collabo-
ration in Cape Town, South Africa, and then, as we saw that the writing-
related challenges encountered by South African research students are not 
solely a local concern (albeit that they are amplified here by the legacy of 
apartheid), the circle widened to include colleagues in the United Kingdom, 
Australia, the United States and Canada. Clearly, the challenges involved in 
postgraduate writing are not a specifically ‘African’ or ‘southern’ concern; 
they are an expression of global phenomena related to changes taking place 
in higher education. The changes in question turn on policies and discourses 
of increasing participation and widening access to higher education, but are 
simultaneously constrained by a major shift in the nature of knowledge pro-
duction in the direction of the ‘knowledge economy’, which, to quote Usher 
(2002: 144), ‘replaces an epistemological with an economic definition of 
knowledge’. One of the effects of these changes is the significant increase in 
mobility for both ‘international’ students crossing national borders, and 
‘adult’ students, entering university from the workplace (see Boud & Lee, 
2009; Enders, 2004).

Mobility has complex effects. One is that the writing competencies stu-
dents develop as graduates or professionals in countries on the margins of the 
world system may not translate successfully to new settings in which they 
may find themselves writing about their research. The pull of the centre also 
means that greater numbers of new researchers are writing in English, which 
is frequently neither their ‘home’ language nor their primary language of 
learning (Lillis & Curry, 2010). Research writing practices are not only 
skewed towards English – by no means a neutral language – but also realised 
in what Cadman (2003) calls ‘divine discourse’. That is, the constraints on 
what counts as a relevant area of study, the criteria by which a thesis is 
assessed, and the fact that the styles that are conventional in the ‘global 
university’ are embedded in an intellectual worldview that ‘does not re- 
cognise, and therefore cannot know, the limitations of its own taken for 
granted, almost sacred, understandings of what constitutes “knowledge” and 
its expression in the English language’ (Cadman, 2003: 1).

There is a growing concern that this ‘internationalisation’ is reinforcing 
the historical dominance of ‘northern’ Anglophone knowledge production, 
rather than opening out new conversations and perspectives in a meaningful 
way (Connell, 2007; Keim, 2008). One expression of this dominance is the 
recycling of theory from the metropole. Theory, argues Connell, is typically 
‘made’ in the global north, and applied or generalised to the south (2007), 
capturing the south as an ethnographic other.

As an alternative to starkly drawn north/south or centre–periphery geo-
graphical and conceptual divides, the metaphor of a contact zone permeates 
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this study. For Mary Louise Pratt, who first coined the term, the contact zone 
refers to ‘social spaces in which cultures meet, clash and grapple with each 
other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as 
colonialism, slavery and their aftermaths’ (Pratt, 1999: 2). Pratt also uses the 
term as an imaginary – an ‘attempt to invoke the spatial and temporal co-
presence of subjects previously separated by geographic and historical disjunc-
ture, and whose trajectories now intersect’ (Pratt, 1992: 7). The contact zone 
offers a way of reading power as relational rather than binary. In our project, 
the concept offered a productive canvas for our exploration of the geographies 
of writing. The social spaces of the contact zone range from the writers’ cir-
cles described later in this book to wider circles of geopolitical contact, includ-
ing the relationships that have shaped the making of this book. It is no longer 
possible to imagine spaces in which the contact zone is an option, a matter of 
choice: rather, the contact zone is inevitable. This is felt particularly strongly 
among those writing and researching in the global south. The contact zone is 
the crucible in which we produce knowledge through writing. In contested 
spaces we need to understand the agency that informs the decisions that writ-
ers and gatekeepers make about what will go into texts, and what styles and 
languages are chosen. We can no longer ignore the many silences, stammers, 
whispers, deletions, or the bland pro-forma templates that offer the possibil-
ity of prefabricated meaning. Thus, in these contested spaces, risk is also not 
an optional, but rather an inevitable part of the condition of knowledge 
making, as writers and gatekeepers weigh up what can or cannot be said.

The remainder of this chapter has two sections. In the first, different 
approaches to writing pedagogy are briefly outlined, contrasting generic 
‘how to’ guides with critical approaches to research writing. The concept of 
‘voice’ is chosen as a way of tracking writer agency across spaces. The notion 
of voice also draws attention to the silences and erasures that occur if writers 
fail to make sense to their intended audiences. The section ends with the idea 
of writing one’s way through what we call the ‘postgraduate condition’ – a 
sustained predicament over time – and the ways in which it leads writers to 
grapple with ‘risky’ decisions about both content and form. Having identi-
fied risk as an important element in the writing of research, a path is traced 
in the second section through the influential literature on risk in mainstream 
social theory. This scholarship tends to generalise across global spaces and 
feeds into a climate of ‘risk management’. Arguing for an alternative and a 
more productive approach to risk and risk taking, our notion of risk is located 
in selected postcolonial writing that tends to foreground paradox rather than 
superficial coherence. The chapter ends with a return to risk and writing, and 
then introduces the chapters that follow, all of which are concerned with risk 
‘from below’.
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