Wandering: Straying from the Disciplinary path

Meaning is never produced in isolation or through isolating processes but rather through intricate webs of connectedness.
Irit Rogoff,, Academy as Potentiality 

In this presentation I am proposing to draw on my interest in the practice of wandering as a point of departure from which to explore selected ideas in relation to interdisciplinarity and interdisciplinary approaches to research. It is not intended as a coherent ‘map’ of this area of practice, rather something more like a meander through the terrain: a selective and partial dérive or itinerary in which certain ideas and propositions will be investigated; others bypassed, traversed or condemned (for the moment) to ‘inertia or disappearance’.
 Referring to other theorists and writers, the practice of wandering and the geographical, spatial or navigational readings it conjures, may allow me to speculate upon the potentiality, but also the problematic of interdisciplinarity. I also hope that the motif or metaphor of wandering might bring to mind a range of issues against which to think about interdisciplinarity, which may be expanded upon later (perhaps in the discussion or in other papers). These issues might include the process of defamiliarisation, disorientation and uncertainty, or issues of translation and tourism; border and threshold knowledge; permission and trespass; belonging and homelessness; reclamation and regeneration; invasion and control, even the migration or ‘diaspora’ of ideas and practices. 

As with any wander, some ideas or references may pass by briefly more like ‘scenes’ only to be partially read or grasped, to give a ‘sense’ of the wider conceptual landscape; others might be lingered over later, returned to or explored in more depth. However before I begin to reflect on the gesture of wandering, perhaps I need to sketch out something of the terrain in which we are to venture, some of the ideas that make up the shifting theoretical sands of interdisciplinarity. Like the word collaboration, interdisciplinarity has slipped with ease into the vocabulary of research practice and into the criteria of funding schemes. Yet in spite of its ready use, it remains a rather vague and abstract term, an ambiguous and uncertain concept that does not seem to have any single fixed definition, but rather many meanings for the many contexts in which it is put to use, different values according to both its advocates and adversaries. According to W.J.T Mitchell,  “Everything depends, then, on what sort of interdisciplinarity we are talking about – how it mediates public and professional discourses, whether it aims at reproducing itself in a new disciplinary form or is content to remain an ad hoc or transitional moment”.
 

In order to think about the ‘interdisciplinary’ - that which is between disciplines - it is perhaps necessary to begin to identify what we might mean by disciplinary. In some contexts the notion of disciplinarity is critical to the development of expertise and particular kinds of ‘knowing’, where it is part of the process of specialisation creating ‘experts’ who develop and refine theories, methods, and technologies thus extending the boundaries of knowledge within that field. It is a gesture of ‘beating the bounds’ of an intellectual terrain: an act of distancing.
 United by a ‘shared epistemology’ within a discipline there is usually some agreement about what constitutes knowledge in that field and what are the acceptable ways of generating or accumulating such knowledge. Product of the institutionalisation of knowledge, disciplines develop as rigorously contested zones of intellectual activity and research, intent on differentiating themselves from other fields, perpetually re-inscribing the line of difference between one set of ideas or practices and another. Whilst disciplinary research undeniably advances the knowledge within a particular discipline, some reject or resist its model, seeing it as an artificial community of ideas that fails to engage more meaningfully with the various ‘knowledges’ located beyond its realm. Disciplines are constructs neither describing nor defining knowledge as such, only how it might be organised: they offer a classificatory logic that cautions against disorder and confusion by keeping things in their place. 

In Mapping Interdisciplinarity, Thomas F. Reese describes a discipline as “a particular class of legitimizing institution that produces communities of competency”
 which “once established … functions as a quasi-corporate voice to deflect criticism from outside of its borders.
 Whilst in Warrant to Trespass, Permission to Peer, Ellen Handler Spitz warns that, “Every discipline… develops over time a distinctive language and methodology, a system of conventions and rituals… its cherishes a history and a territory, and has a need to protect the ground it has tilled and cultivated lest invaders come and plunder and destroy. Thus, the peripatetic scholar wanders perilously.”
 The dictionary definition of ‘disciplinary’ emphasises this sense of control and order, the enforcing of rules and the punishment or exile of those who break them. Knowledge thus becomes mapped out and territorialized. Insurgent ideas are somehow suppressed or displaced; assimilated or exiled. Spatially then a discipline might be conceived as a closed system: a gated citadel. 

Control and order; agreement and accumulation; legislation and consensus: is this really how knowledge is developed? Can knowledge only expand disciplinary frontiers or are there other forms that slip through the gaps; spaces in-between or that exist beyond and before these disciplinary demarcations? What happens when we stray from this disciplinary path; when boundaries were breached or transgressed; when a disciplinary ‘home’ is abandoned in favour of a more nomadic or itinerant practice? What forms of knowledge exist along the borders and in the no-man’s lands?
 What is the value of these other knowledges? Can we think of knowledge then as less the pursuit of new disciplinary frontiers, as much as an investigation and reflection upon the interstitial spaces and experiences which make up so much of art practice: questions for example about being in the world; reflections on how things are and how they might be; speculations and observations about the experience of being human and the fragile environments in which we exist. 

The notion of the disciplinary becomes particular interesting when we begin to think about research in a creative context, for art and culture have always perhaps been interdisciplinary or hybrid, have ultimately always resisted attempts to contain them. In the essay Unfolding Perspectives Maaretta Jaukkuri declares that, “All cultures are also always already hybrids. They contain various influences from various times which have in a sense become laminated into a national culture as layers … These influences are already coded so deeply and widely in our pictorial tradition that their origins have been forgotten”.
 Perhaps then, what is required is, as Simon O’Sullivan argues in his essay Cultural Studies as Rhizome – Rhizomes in Cultural studies, the ‘Re-invention of ... a project that does not rely on disciplinary notions of knowledge; instead an “affirmation and strategic mapping of the possibilities for life” and the potentialities of culture.
 Perhaps the borrowed methodologies and languages from other fields fail to allow for these ‘possibilities’ and ‘potentialities’: the nuances, grey areas and 'indecidables' of living. Perhaps only an interdisciplinary approach can be used to address issues of the interdisciplinary or interstitial. Even the term interdisciplinary becomes itself problematic since it only reinforces the persisting presence of disciplinary boundaries that one can only step between.

If the territory of ‘disciplinarity’ has its borders firmly drawn, the space of the interdisciplinary is rather more a zone of Terra Infirma, for whilst there is some agreement that it is a “good thing” there is little true consensus about how it contributes to the production of knowledge, or even what kinds of knowledge are subsequently produced. The notion of interdisciplinarity is also but one approach that works across disciplinary boundaries, and it is perhaps also necessary to distinguish the notion of the interdisciplinary from that of the Intradisciplinary (work within a single discipline that might demand collaboration between its subdisciplines); the Crossdisciplinary (the practice of viewing one discipline from the perspective of another); the Multidisciplinary (an additive knowledge that draws on the expertise of several disciplines but leaves each intact without integration); or even the Transdisciplinary (that which attempts goes beyond the disciplinary, to transgress or transcend disciplinary boundaries). At times these terms are used interchangeably and perhaps indiscriminately, however it is worth reflecting upon the special status of ‘inter’ which signals a position of inbetweenness -of both being within and without- of maybe playing the game but perhaps with different rules.

For some, interdisciplinarity is conceived as a “remedy for the alleged narrow-mindedness and conservatism of (disciplinarity), or… as a weapon against the disciplin(ary)”
 Thomas F. Reese argues that it  “…emerges in direct response to the restrictive covenants of disciplinarity” where it is framed at times as “transgressive”, at others as a permitted form of “natural excursion”
 Remedy or weapon? Transgression or excursion? Certainly many of the social, political and intellectual shifts taking place from the 1960s onwards have challenged the narrow and exclusive paradigm of disciplinary practices by “opening the gates” to include other historical subjects and new forms of subjectivity”.
 The agreed and accepted canon of ideas within certain disciplines have thus been subjected to new modes of enquiry which have brought hitherto unheard voices into the conversation, or have shifted some attention to those forms of knowledge developing in the margins and peripheries alongside those of the more established centres. Coupled with the influx of analysis informed or derived from literary criticism; the influence of writing by a set of predominantly French Post-Structuralists and social models of history, the ‘old’ orders of the disciplinary enclave had been shaken (though by no means collapsed).However this “opening of the gates” has not been without its detractors. 

For Irving Lavin this shift marks the collapse in disciplinary boundaries and anticipates a “subsequent flood of interpretative ‘strategies’ – structuralism, deconstruction, semiotics, symbolic anthropology, patronage, rhetoric, collective social history, microhistory, new historicism, cultural studies, critical theory, reception theory, feminism, queer studies, multiculturalism.”
 Some argue that there “nothing intrinsically innovative or subversive in an interdisciplinary approach to knowledge”
, and that unchecked it can function at times only as a default form of ‘comparative’ analysis which renders everything according to a kind of equivalence, according to the logic of a levelling post-modern pluralism. W.J.T Mitchell cautions against these default ‘comparative’ forms of Interdisciplinarity, as a form of safe and familiar (even fashionable) academic practice where “interdisciplinarity, in short, is a way of seeming to be just a little bit adventurous and even transgressive, but not too much”
 For him this could be seen as a ‘top down’ comparative structural formation that aims to know the overarching or conceptual system within which all disciplines are related, which aims to restore wholeness to an intellectual landscape that is perceived as fractured. 

He contrasts this with a ‘bottom up’ form of compulsive interdisciplinarity arising in response to a particular problem or question. This is a form of research that cuts across several disciplinary areas or fields of study, when the process of answering a question, solving a problem or addressing a topic is perceived as being too complex or wide ranging to be dealt with by the knowledge and methodology of a single discipline. In a sense then, as Paul Bowman suggests, to be interdisciplinary might mean to be disciplinary first, conceiving it as “an eminently pure academic activity, consisting, it would seem, of a redoubling of academic effort, in order to master more that one discipline, to be hyper-academic, to be more and do more that the ‘single’ disciplines themselves”.
 However he goes on to say, “on the other hand, the ‘interdiscipline’ will be less, or at least other than, improper in terms of, each discipline it travels between’.
 Interdisciplinary practice “promises to add a new dimension in its overall aim of omniscience; yet it threatens to rattle the order of things, to reorder and potentially disorder; it is both promise and threat”.
 

Here it is possible to identify Mitchell’s third model within his taxonomy of interdisciplinarity: an ‘inside out’, indisciplined or anarchist moment, which he describes as the possibility of “turbulence or incoherence at the inner and outer boundaries of disciplines. If a discipline is a way of insuring the continuity of a set of collective practices (technical, social, professional, etc), “indiscipline” is a moment of breakage or rupture, when the continuity is broken and practice comes into question”.
 Indeed, “‘Inter-’ is one of many possible notions signifying ‘inbetweenness’’” suggests Stefan Herbrechter, “These fuzzy, deconstructive conceptual areas carry the potential for change (for better or worse), affirmation, consolidation, but also destruction, dissolution, dissemination, etc.; but ‘inbetweenness’ cannot be prescribed, captured, declared. It ‘happens’”
 The knowledge produced in such exchanges is thus performed and transactional; it emerges as a form of event residue. It involves the transformation of all those involved.

Homelessness, Wandering and Itinerant Knowledge

This third interpretation of interdisciplinarity then is less about “surrounding a chosen object with numerous modes of …enquiry” as the “bottom up” model might suggest, but rather as Irit Rogoff argues, “the constitution of a new object of knowledge”.
 She goes on to say that it is “Not an accumulative, an additive project in which bits of newly discovered perspectives are pasted onto an existing structure, seemingly augmenting and enriching it, seemingly making it acceptable to the pressures of the times … otherwise one is simply adding information rather than rethinking a structure”.
 However a new structure of thinking is not without implications that need to be questioned. Sarat Maharaj asks, “What does it mean to dismantle and unscrew the epistemic filter, to forge a counter-epistemology? Is it possible to grapple with difference on its own terms?”
 

If we think of the disciplinary and interdisciplinary in spatial terms, then this model of interdisciplinarity is not simply the travelling or multi-lingual jettisoning between distinctly separate cultural zones, rather that borders are made permeable or collapsed; disciplinary identities are abandoned; and new hybrid vernaculars developed. It might involve the shift from permanent ‘disciplinary’ occupation to one perpetual travel, a move towards the position of being homeless or always one the move. Rogoff claims that “To ‘unbelong’ and to ‘not be at home’ is the very condition of critical theoretical activity”:
 This ‘unbelonging’ might equate to her concept of being “without” which she discusses with Peggy Phelan, arguing that the condition of being “without” “ isn’t about turning your back on, or denying what you had at your disposal previously. It assumes you had a model to begin with. You lived it out, so you got as much out of it as may have been interesting …and now you’ve found yourself in a position where you’re actively doing without the certitudes, without as yet having produced a hard-and-fast subject or methodology to replace them…it intimates process rather than method.”
 This notion of being “without” she argues “is not one of being at a loss, of inhabiting a lack, of not having anything, but rather an active, daily disassociation in the attempt to clear the ground for something else to emerge”.
 Phelan responds saying that “To imagine life ‘without” the category of the nation-state (here I am transposing the idea of discipline, EC) opens up those more intimate borders, … it is to posit travel rather than stasis as the experience of domicile.”
 Knowledge is thus perceived as the itinerary and not the map; it is a performed or itinerant knowledge, a form of interdisciplinary encounter that is “content to remain an ad hoc or transitional moment”.
 Interdisciplinarity can thus be conceived as a model of wandering, a deliberate rejection of the disciplinary citadel not in favour of a brief “theoretical excursion,”
 but one which travels in search of a new form of pragmatic or performative knowledge and meaning making, a new mode of encountering the world.

On one level the specificity of the newly occupied intellectual landscape becomes a focus of contrast and comparison with the familiarity of one’s habitual surroundings. Being in a different place serves to distance the familiar and the known, such that a fresh and perhaps more critical vantage point may be developed through this geographically displaced perspective. The act of wandering as a form of ‘practice’ can be plotted as a genealogy of drifting, endless or irresolvable journeys, that abandon or challenge deterministic or teleological motives, in favour of more uncertain, irrational or illogical outcomes. Here, the digressive or tangential operation of wandering proposes an alternative, heuristic register for experiencing the world that values the subjective experience of place; and questions the validity or authority of more established, accepted methods of knowledge inscription. 

Performed according to a forever temporal, unfolding logic; wandering is a method of research whose findings emerge through constant (r)evolution where observations remain in transitional flux or interminable disarray. In the act of wandering the method of a conventional research methodology might indeed be adopted, but the notion of its telos or goal is often rejected or sabotaged in favour of a redeemed and strategic form of anti-climax or deferral, where the indeterminate, latent potential of being ‘not yet there’ is privileged above the finality of closure, where the possibility of irresolution and contingency; subjectivity and transitivity are redeemed alongside more empiricist methods of exploration. This might suggest a wilful counter imperative to dominant rationalist models of knowledge construction, for wandering privileges the journey above the destination; the performative process before any resultant outcome. It is a framework for encountering and understanding the world and our place within it that retains rather than eradicates the potential for uncertainty and disorientation. The motif of wandering might thus enable reflection on the potential role of the positional and subjective, or the partial and provisional within interdisciplinary research practice, re-inscribing them a value within the process of meaning making and the construction of knowledge. 

Wandering is an approach to research borne of “a restless curiosity … a commitment to strangeness, to unhomedness”.
 This ‘curious eye’ asserts Rogoff: “implies a certain unsettling, a notion of things outside the realm of the known, of things not yet quite understood, or articulates the pleasures of the forbidden or the hidden and unthought, the optimism of finding out something one had not known or been able to conceive of before.”
 The notion of a wandering research practice has the capacity to create what Rogoff calls “An open fluid space in which numerous forms of experimental conjunctions between ideas, politics, images and effects might take place …. Depending on the problematic one was investigating or thinking through one would bring into the discussion anything that seemed important or illuminating without having to align it with the histories of the disciplines it might have been culled from” 

Michel de Certeau explores the connection between wandering as a pedestrian and textual activity in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984),
 where he describes both walking and reading according to a model of enunciation or ‘speech act’; a performative operation through which the individual might appropriate, reuse or even misuse the vocabulary of authoritative ‘texts’ in the construction of highly subjective ‘readings’ or detours.
 This enunciation is thus a gesture that is always borrowed, always temporal, interactional and performed.
 This kind of journey or performative writing and research is a space of contingency, “composed with the world’s debris ... where things extra and other (details and excesses coming from elsewhere) insert themselves into the accepted framework, the imposed order …The surface of this order is everywhere punched and torn open by ellipses, drifts, and leaks of meaning: it is a sieve-order.”
 It is akin to a form of bricolage or ‘making do’ that pulls things in at will, in order to construct a ‘makeshift’ order emerging at the interstice between fictional, factual and autobiographical perspectives. The journey between A and B is revealed as one of many detours. Wandering creates a form of knowledge as it is shaped by temporal and relational operations (or as it is performed), which refutes “something that lasts, [in favour of] something that happens: a limited experience hemmed in by temporal limits”.

Certainly then, the ‘experimental conjunctions’ Rogoff speaks of may be drawn from theory,
  however if we are to be operating in the field of art practice, then might we not develop a practice driven theory where art practices themselves offer their own clues, grant their own permissions. Rogoff describes how, “certain encounters with conceptual works which are taking up the same issues would provide a bridge to the next step for thought: an actual cultural making, not an analysis, of a condition that I perceived theoretically … Art, then, is my interlocutor rather than the object of my study, it is the entity that chases me round and forces my to think things differently, at another register and through the permissions provided by another angle”
 The permissions offered by practice are different she argues to those of theory. Practice grants, “Permission to not cover all the bases all the time, permission to start in the middle, permission to mix fact and fiction, permission to invent languages, permission to not support every claim by the proof of some prior knowledge, permission to privilege subjectivity as a mode of engaging in the world and its woes, permission to be obscure and permission to chart a completely different path of how we got here, at this very moment”.
 Creative research values art practice not just as the object of its academic study, but as contributing to a culture of interdisciplinary research, as its interlocutor and through the reciprocal exchange of ideas and values. 

Some of my own recent research has emerged in response to the resurgence of interest in the act of wandering within contemporary art, and I am curious what we might learn from these practices, what kinds of permissions they might offer. For example, the performative notion of wandering is central to the practice of Heather and Ivan Morison. In 2003, they proposed to undertake a year long period of research, which would take the form of an irredeemably impossible ‘global survey’ across the Baltic States, Russia, Western Siberia, Mongolia, China and New Zealand, where akin to “a pioneering exploration there (was) no end destination, only points to navigate by”.
 Opportunity and chance encounter were adopted as the critical decision making processes; whilst random meetings and conversational exchanges plotted the route taken or determined the motivation for each episode of the adventure. The actual motivation for the journeys themselves often remained undeclared or arbitrary, nonsensical or absurd, poetic or purposeless; or else function as the ruse or foil through which to undertake an alternative trajectory of enquiry. 

In Chinese Arboretum they followed the guidance and compulsions of tree fanatics as they searched for rare trees., at times travelling thousands of miles across China to record a single specimen. Resulting in over one hundred images of trees, the titling of each locates the geographical position, but also makes reference to the highly personal dramas and daily events of individuals living nearby. The object of the search functions akin to a Macguffin - something that starts or drives the action of the plot but later turns out to be unimportant – the research question becomes a tactic for creating points of arbitrary focus from which to then explore the resultant peripheries, or tangential narrative.
 Heather and Ivan Morison can be seen to abandon responsibility or control for their individual direction and action, in favour of random and arbitrary rules, the capriciousness of chance and fortune or the instructions or will of another, or through a strange immersion in the passions and fascinations of various traditions and individuals which functions akin to a form of partial mimesis or inhabitation. 

In the projects Detour and Guided Tour: Riga, artist Lucy Harrison presented “a deliberate misunderstanding of the instructions in the old [Communist] guidebook which leads [the artist] on walks which never find what is presented in the book”.
 Detour documented a series of walks taken in Tallinn, Estonia, using two Soviet era guidebooks, one from 1971 (in Russian) and one from 1980 (in English). Following their tours to the landmarks and tourist sites of the city, the monuments were then photographed as closely as possible to the images in the books. Where the original had disappeared, or where the locations could not be found from the descriptions in the guidebooks, the most suitable positions in the vicinity were chosen. Guided Tour; Riga extended this practice and involved a series of walks in Riga, Latvia as outlined in a Soviet era guidebook to the city. In these works, the map or guidebook are revealed as markers of a specific moment of history, which soon become redundant. The work attempts to discover something “more meaningful about a place by the act of using a different set of rules to what may have been expected”.
 Echoing the Situationists’ use of maps of other cities to find their way around Paris, Harrison allows for “a (perhaps slightly romantic) belief in chance and how it can present the ‘right’ direction, and the true sense of a place, in the most unexpected ways.”
  Alternatively her Canvey Guides project included the formation of the Rendezvous Club, a walking group who participate in a peripatetic form of discussion. Exploring the notion such as Private Property, Rumours and Nostalgia the journey itself becomes a collaborative space for meaning making and the production of collective knowledge, where the interruption of myth and legend exists alongside factual observations and actual occurrences

Artist Simon Pope has developed the term Ambulant Science to express two key concepts. “The first, literally of ambulation, relates to walking in our urban environment. Walking may provide us with ways of generating and disseminating new or different forms of knowledge than are usual to academic and scientific research practices; through this, it might contribute to a deeper understanding of our cities, for example. Secondly, an ambulant science is one that is revocable. That is, it is speculative, does not presume to be the only way of understanding the world and can be re-written or revised at any time”

In each practice, knowledge or meaning is negotiated and contested through an ‘enunciative’ or performative experience; an encounter; an interactional meeting, a coming to terms with a place. Knowledge emerges at the site of an event: it is performed and not simply cited. This itinerant knowledge could not have been anticipated, since it emerges pragmatically or resourcefully, responding to the evolving situations encountered; in the interchange and exchange when an intellectual place is inhabited, if only momentarily, and the individual is put to the test of negotiating or navigating this new terrain. This sense of itinerant inhabitation and encounter differs from a form of research that can be described as intellectual tourism, or “theoretical excursion,” where the researcher may approach a new intellectual place but only from the position of the detached observer, remaining distanced and unchanged.

Potentially then, there is a risk that a wandering research practice may lapse into a form of tourism, where ideas are only cited and never fully inhabited; where the sound of a disciplinary dialect is mimicked but its meaning never fully understood. Andrew Carlin argues that interdisciplinary work should “avoid the creation of “category mistakes”, which result from analysts making moves between incompatible “language games’. The translation of concepts within and between disciplines should not undermine their logical coherence. Thus, appreciating the … ‘rules’ of disciplines is crucial to the realisation of any meaningful programme of interdisciplinarity”.
 Ellen Handler Spitz states “…To gauge, in other words the magnitude of a theoretical debate within a given discipline and to appraise its status requires an ear that listens not only for the uproar but also for the softer, less strident voices”.
 

In seeking similarity and listening for familiar words the tourist researcher may fail to notice the subtleties of difference; return only with snapshot ideas. Or else the stolen trinkets and pillaged corals grasped from the exotic landscapes of other disciplines may be seized at ‘disciplinary’ customs. ‘Foreign’ tastes and pleasures might not seem so enchanting when taken back and tested out on ‘home turf’. Alternatively, the presence of the invading ‘other’ may force those indigenous to a disciplinary area to abandon their own vernacular, lose their distinctiveness and begin to respond in a mirrored voice. Here interdisciplinarity carries the threat of a kind of conceptual or intellectual globalisation; where dominant theoretical models run the risk of reducing the ‘local’ specificities of a disciplinary area to the “logic of sameness”, eradicating difference.

These clumsy translations and ‘logic of equivalence’ need cautioning against in the context of interdisciplinary research. In the essay Dislocutions, Sarat Maharaj, describes this kind of translation as being  “conceived of as ‘transfer and transport’, carrying over’ semantic stuff from one side of the cultural fence to the other, The transaction is seem as over-the-counter buying and selling, a business of swapping equivalents, bartering matching articles… But meaning is hardly a portable readymade that can be ‘shipped over’ the cultural divide.” 
 Maharaj goes on to say that “The translators loyalties are this split between being faithful to the source language and its logic and being true to the logic of the language of translation. A truer-than-true unfaithfulness prevails – a ‘monstrous veracity’ as Duchamp put it. What is quarried from the source and what is fashioned in the translation rarely square? We are confronted with constructions at odds with each other, with this dislocution. Between them something is leftover that eludes the translation process, the lack of fit between them brings us up short against a remainder – the untranslatable. […] for alongside translation of discursive units of meaning, a penumbra of untranslatables has to be accounted for and voiced.” 
 As Maaretta Jaukkuri asserts,  “The concept of translation …always involves interpretation. Translation is about a word, name, or thing being interpreted using its semantic equivalent, which transposes the original meanings into another language … Something is always left untranslated”. There is always a ‘surplus’ or’ deficit’ 

The danger emerges when this surplus and deficit is disguised, buried or undeclared, and where according to Maharaj, “To bridge it, translation resorts to every ruse to mimic the source, to evoke its effects by other means, to come up with decoys, stool pigeons, look alike lingo.”
 A potential alternative to this like-for-like translation, Jaukkuri suggests is “transposition” from one culture to another, “in which two meanings meet, and this encounter gives rise to a new meaning that is not a translation from either, but a transposition from one place to another situation, in which the features of both are able to have a reciprocal effect. This, Homi K.Bhabha’s “third space” and Sarat Maharaj’s “scene of translations”, is perhaps closer to the way in which visual art assimilates structures, grammars and features from other cultures”.
 The notion of contingency and reciprocal effect is discussed by Stefan Herbrechter who remarks how “Translation is an ongoing, unfinished and inconclusive dialogue which is bound to remain such. The meeting of two contingencies is itself a contingency, and no effort will ever stop it from being such. The act of translation is not a one-off event which will put paid to the need of further translating effort. The meeting ground, the frontier land, of cultures [and disciplines, SH] is the territory in which boundaries are constantly obsessively drawn only to be continually violated and re-drawn again and again – not the least for the fact that both partners emerge changed from every successive attempt at translation […] No act of translation leaves either of the partners intact.

It is perhaps the surplus and deficit within translation, the “ellipses, drifts, and leaks of meaning” that in fact become the negotiated site of intellectual questioning within an itinerant or interdisciplinary practice; for this is a practice which requires the confidence to be “open to the possibility of diversion, mutation, contamination and transformation which we cannot guess beforehand – an unpredictable generating of divergence and difference”.
 Interdisciplinary practice required the scholar to take a risk - to risk the possibility of being changed in the process of research – or as Ellen Handler Spitz puts it, interdisciplinary practice means to ‘forsake a familiar methodology – and hold tight and ride the crest of a centrifugal wind”.

Emma Cocker 2008
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