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A Panel Presentation for the “Inspiring Collaborations” Symposium

For this special occasion, I have decided to engage with some of Barbara’s ideas developed in her writing. After all, “Barbara Godard” is also a body of texts, and we are very lucky indeed to have them finally gathered in a book that will be launched here tonight. The writing of my dissertation happened in dialogue with Barbara’s texts, literally so, since I have seven of her articles referenced in my bibliography. These essays have been theoretically and methodologically significant to me, and they have also impacted the thematic choices in my writing, even looking beyond the dissertation (for example, in later pieces exploring the politics of anthologizing multicultural literature or the institutional constraints of teaching a big Intro course in Women’s Studies). My disciplinary background in English, Women’s Studies, and Translation Studies mirrors the alliance between writing, feminism, and translation that has been theorized by Barbara and that resonates in my own work on immigrant women’s autobiographical narratives viewed as a project in translation. Barbara’s words, that “Every text has a theory of language implicit if not explicit,” might serve as a motto illustrating my approach to reading these migrant texts as translations, in a double sense of performance and theory.

Speaking to our panel, I try to reinterpret the meaning of Barbara’s influence, thinking through translation and drawing constant inspiration from her own “illicit pleasures” in translation, to which she admits in her early 1985 essay “The Translator as She” and other subsequent essays on translation (such as “Theorizing Feminist Discourse/Translation” (1989), “Culture as Translation” (1997), “Deleuze and Translation” (2000), and “The Moving Intimacy of Language,” an introduction to her 2004 translation of Nicole Brossard’s Intimate Journal). I paraphrase and borrow these “illicit pleasures” as:

1. the pleasure of intellectual challenge and research

2. the pleasure of self-discovery (involving a deeper understanding of self and language through an approach to the other; also linked to the idea of “leaving home” expressed in Mademoiselle Barbara)

3. the bliss of working with language, experiencing its richness, creativity, inventiveness, its power of association and endless generativity.

4. and finally, the pleasure of perfecting one’s “craft” (taking a delight in one’s own sense of professionalism and skill)

There is a certain deconstructive beauty in her labeling as “illicit pleasures” what by all counts could stand as an expression of a rigorous work ethic. It clearly suggests that for Barbra work and pleasure become synonymous.

Turning to Barbara’s various definitions of translation, I have gleaned several reading and interpretive strategies that she models for me and that I have learned or at least try to apply in my own practice.

I list here five of them in the form of notes to myself, as a sort of permanent “to do” list:

1. Starting with translation as “a practice and an intellectual paradigm of border writing” (Collaborations), it reminds me to open myself to multiple crossings, trans-, multi-, and interdisciplinary, to embrace the fluidity of thought, to think in clustered terms rather than customary binary terms, and to look for new metaphors of flows, contacts, intersections; productive convergences, and ruptures.

2. From her view of translation as a material, institutionally embedded practice, I take the imperative to attend to the “materiality” of knowledge production (including reflexivity on my own location); institutions, practices, texts, and discourses—are all material; it is necessary to recognize the proximity of poetics and politics, of rhetoric and ethic; of power dynamics and ideology working through texts; this materiality extends from social, political, and institutional underpinnings of any meaning-making activity, to language, discourse, textuality, and the complex mediations involved in-between.

3. Barbara’s classic and pioneering definition of “translation as re-writing in the feminine,” involving subjectivities and bodies at work, as primary sites through which discourses operate, interpellates me to make the subject visible; this call is consistent with the call to flaunt the presence of the translator figure —and also with the previously mentioned need to attend to complex mediations, and to pay attention to silences and erasures of difference.

4. Translation as “interdiscursive production of meaning,” transcoding and transformance (as in dialogical rewriting and transformation) serves as a reminder that meaning making occurs in a network of  texts and social discourses, that working with language, we are working with “ready-mades,” engaging in a politics of assemblage, that no one has exclusive property rights to language. It urges me to engage in translative practices: acting upon a suspicion of monologism (of dominant thought and homogenizing discourse); hence, a desire to look for evidence of heterogeneity, heteroglossia, and multilingualism, to take a bold, active, interpretive stance; cutting through, inserting a wedge into what wants to pass for seamless surfaces.

5. Finally, from her understanding of translation as research, I take the commandments to provide “thick descriptions” and do thorough background research, which are linked to the imperative of life-long reading and learning, and expectations of erudition as passion.

Both feminist collaboration and translation are practices implicating invisibility and trace (of subjectivity). They entail passing through texts and people (students, colleagues), leaving a trace, leaving a mark. The work of translating and mentoring is invisible work, inscribed in the economy of the gift: giving away of self, of time, friendship, and inspiration, ultimately giving away of authorship. In my personal archive, I have amassed several such moments of collaboration, most notably the following ones: 

- Graduate student workshops organized in Barbara’s living room over the years when I was in graduate school in the late 1990s and early 2000s, which encouraged transfers of knowledge and experience between generations of her students. Barbara’s devotion to us, her students, is also evident in the fact that she continued working with me even when for personal reasons I had to withdraw from the program. And she knew the names of my two kids and never failed to ask about them.

- The second moment is the 1998 Gerstein seminar in advanced research in translation studies, video-conferenced between Glendon and the University of Ottawa; it pulled together from across Canada a group of people involved in the practice and study of translation in a collaborative attempt to form “a Canadian translation school.” I hope this part of Barbara’s work will soon become visible.

- And most recently, the Big Divide panel Barbara co-organized for the 2005 meeting of the Canadian Women’s Studies Association, focusing on the role of the humanities and social sciences in WS.

Barbara’s interventions into the debates in WS speak to the future that our generations will inherit. These interventions include: interrogating and advocating the place of the humanities in Canadian WS that has been largely dominated by social sciences scholars; addressing the incompleteness of the interdisciplinary project in institutional WS; questioning the dangers of the theory/activism split, and facing the challenges of historical forgetfulness and anti-intellectualism.

The panel like ours, reflecting “on the transmission of knowledge across academic generations” (The Big Divide), inevitably produces “the fiction of the subject” (who appears as an effect of our fragmented discourses, but also as a collective projection of our singularized affects). I don’t think we can do full justice to this subject who emerges through our accounts as a mosaic of traces. But I want to end with a quotation from Barbara’s “Big Divide” essay: 

“Despite the difficulty in any act of cultural translation for another generation, it is important to undertake such practices both to take a stand ‘against historical forgetting’…and to engage in ‘ongoing social thinking’’’ (“Culture at the Crossroads” 15-16)
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