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This Watery Barbara
I have a colleague, named Janine MacLeod. Janine and I, and our other water colleagues, spend a lot of time thinking with water, exploring what water might teach us about our beings and becomings upon this planet of vastly diverse interimbricated bodies of water. Recently, Janine gave a guest lecture on Water and Memory in one of the courses I teach at McMaster. That week we were talking about the way in which water, as a superior conduit, remembers everything, even when we humans choose to forget. Water glides over the fossils of now extinct animals that litter the beds of rivers, bringing pieces of them to places they could never have visited while alive. Water remembers all of our first-world cautions and sorrows, as we pass on traces of our excreted birth-control pills and anti-depressants to unsuspecting fish and freshwater bivalves. Water remembers that while we, here, pump ourselves full of selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, others to our North, to our East, to our South, are ingesting mercury poisoned fish or bathing in their own excrement. But despite this heavy burden of memory, water still knows how to have a good time. Water is a social element, inviting us to have conversations with one another, connecting up the most distant bodies across the most expansive times. Water, as Janine so delightfully put it in her talk, is the host of the planetary dinner party. 

As Janine was speaking, I was thinking about Barbara, who supervised my own dissertation called Bodies of Water. While thinking with Barbara has certainly taught me something about thinking with water, in preparing this reflection I came to understand that thinking with water has also taught me something about thinking with Barbara. In listening to Janine speak a few weeks ago, I was thinking back to an evening, over five years ago, when seated at the table, a film student, an English student, an artist, a scholar of visual culture, and a couple of philosophers were passing around grapes and aged Gruyere and talking about Difference and Repetition. What had begun as someone’s directed reading course on Deleuze had turned into a robust seminar, meeting once a week through the steamy days of a Toronto summer, in a dining room on Major St.. And, Barbara, as always, was the host of this interdisciplinary dinner party. Perhaps Keith was the freshwater mussel, perhaps Christine was the particulate fossil matter caught in the current, perhaps I was the overmedicated excrement of affect – although such comparisons are not important. The point is that it was Barbara who was bringing us into conversation with one another. 
While the conversation was good and the food was stellar, this anecdote is of course far more than a comment on Barbara’s hostessing panache, or her sociable personality. More than a way a being, Barbara has cultivated innovative processes of astonishing academic fecundity across disciplines, across fields of interest, across objects of thematization, across methods of research. These dinner parties are a way of doing scholarship, a rigorous way of doing scholarship, a good way of doing scholarship. 
I don’t know what has happened to all of the guests at those Deleuzian dinner parties, but I know about a few: Alex has just published a book on Deleuze and law, Keith is doing a post-doc on architecture and political metaphor, Christine is an urban activist-artist-scholar-teacher hosting dinner parties of her own, Nadine is doing a PhD in film at Cambridge, while I continue to forge ahead with my own strange brand of Deleuzian phenomenological feminist social and environmental justice-based activist-teaching.  Any rational outsider would probably be somewhat stymied, wondering how all of these diverse and seemingly tenuously-connected fruits fell from a common Barbarian tree, but that is my whole point – Barbara cultivated for us the opportunity to gather round a common dinner table, and engage in cross-fertilizing exchanges of the kind that should not be an added bonus to scholarship, but which seems to me its condition of possibility. 

Now, do let me back up a sentence or two. I’m sure some of you caught it – “Barbarian tree.” I didn’t know another way of turning Barbara into an adjective. But as is usually the case, excavating this etymology reveals something quite insightful: 
The word "barbarian," I discovered comes into English from Medieval Latin barbarinus, from Latin barbaria, from Latin barbarus, from the ancient Greek word βάρβαρος (bárbaros). Indeed, the word is onomatopeic, the bar-bar apparently meant to refer to the random muted cacophony produced by hearing a spoken language that one cannot understand, similar to blah blah blah, babble babble or rhubarb in modern English. Or, like speaking underwater, I think, where the fluvial currents carry your words beyond you before you are even finished speaking. Sound becomes diffuse, the edges of the said are blurred. Where does one stop, and the other begin? The bar-bar fills in the watery fissures, floods the space in-between. 

This word “barbarian” is also related to the Sanskrit word barbara- meaning "stammering" or "curly-haired." Now, every Deleuzian worth their rhizomatic socks knows that stammering is only ever a good thing. It is a sign of minor language, like that cultivated by Kafka, the Czechoslavkan Jew, submitting the German language to “creative treatment”: this requires: “...constructing a continuum of variation, negotiating all of the variables both to constrict the constants and to expand the variables: make language stammer,” write Deleuze and Guattari, “or make it ‘wail,’ stretch tensors through all of language, even written language, and draw from it cries, shouts, pitches, durations, timbers, accents, intensities. [...] From both sides we see a rejection of reference points, a dissolution of constant form in favour of differences in dynamic. The closer a language gets to this state, the closer it comes not only to a system of musical notation, but also to music itself” (A Thousand Plateaus 14). Barbara is certainly living up to her name. 

But of course, there is another integral quality of water that I have not yet unfolded. Even as it is the host of this fantastic planetary dinner party, water is also gestational. Its flows, from body to body, but always in a singular flow, between this body and that body, carrying nutrients, nourishment, history, warnings, lessons learned, and love. And as a Deleuzian intensive, it transforms both bodies in the process. Of course Barbara herself has written about such processes of moving in-between, moving back and forth, like a diligent hostess in her little black dress, as a Deleuzian translation – a “productive transformation by expansion rather than as instrumental communication.” It is a middle term. It (again, quoting Barbara) “produces change in the place of meaning, ‘creating’ rather than ‘discussing.’” This is what Barbara comes to call “transcreation.” A material process in the middle, moving between, facilitating, cultivating, allowing another, something new, to be. Be you a student of law, a scholar of visual culture, an installation artist, a feminist philosopher, a film theorist, or even a pioneer in the field of translation studies, you can sit around a table and learn from each other something about the transformative potential of relational ethics, carried out by and through material bodies in material conversation with one another. That is, if you have a good hostess. 

So here I pay homage to a fluvial, viscous Barbara, always overflowing. In an academic context so plagued by sluices, floodgates and Hoover-sized dams, trying to keep us out of conversation with one another, Barbara has insisted on digging stealth canals, and where necessary, tunnelling through subterranean aquifers to map the connections from below. Programs like Social and Political Thought, I believe, could not exist without dinner party hostesses like Barbara. Interdisciplinarity, or more likely – transdisciplinarity—is not, and should not, only be about creating a bricolage or a mosaic of different standpoints or practices. Transdisciplinarity should also be about transformation, about being transformed by those others with whom you come in contact, transformed by the interstitial spaces in which you momentarily dwell. (I mean, under what other circumstances would it make sense for someone whose bio tells us her expertise is in literary theory, Canadian and Quebec writers, and translation studies to supervise a neo-materialist dissertation that weaves together phenomenology, evolutionary biology and environmental justice?) One of the things I have been able to cultivate unabashedly under Barbara’s guidance is an erotic penchant for strange theoretical or intellectual couplings.  Transcreation in the in-between. Barbara has modelled this like no other I know. 
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