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A 
X X C O M M O N L Y I N V O K E D d i f f e r e n t i a t o r b e t w e e n p o s t m o d e r ­

n i s m a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m is t h e i d e a o f res istance. S t e p h e n 

S l e m o n , f o r i n s t a n c e , views p o s t m o d e r n c r i t i c a l d i s c o u r s e as 

t y p i c a l l y unres is tant , d e v o i d o f p o l i t i c a l a g e n c y a n d energy. 

W h e r e a s p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m is i n f u s e d w i t h the e n e r g y o f res istance, 

p o s t m o d e r n i s m , h e m a i n t a i n s , is s a p p e d o f p o l i t i c a l efficacy by a 

pervasive negativity, the d e f e r r a l o f l i t e r a r y a n d s o c i a l q u e s t i o n s 

i n t o the p h i l o s o p h i c a l , a n d a n a s s i m i l a t i n g a n d u n i v e r s a l i z i n g 

tendency . T o o o f t e n , h e c o n t e n d s , " the very r e a l crisis o f post­

m o d e r n i s m is lost to a b l a n d l y self-reflexive m e t h o d o l o g y w h i c h 

forgets its o w n g e n e a l o g y a n d its c u l t u r a l a n d g e o g r a p h i c a l 

p l a c e " ( " M o d e r n i s m ' s " 9 ) . A n d because p o s t m o d e r n i s m p r i v i ­

leges the i n t e r r o g a t i v e i m p u l s e , i t has a f a i r l y l i m i t e d capac i ty f o r 

r e p l y a n d d i a l o g u e . P o s t c o l o n i a l i s m , o n the o t h e r h a n d , is n o t 

c o n f i n e d to i n t e r r o g a t i n g , q u e s t i o n i n g , a n d p r o b l e m a t i z i n g . It 

e n c o m p a s s e s a l a r g e r r e p e r t o i r e o f responses , i n c l u d i n g a f f i rma­

tive refusals, s n a p p y r e j o i n d e r s , p e r f o r m a n c e , v e r n a c u l a r l a n ­

guages, shameless ly p a r o d i e gestures, c o n f a b u l a t i o n s , b a d 

m o u t h i n g , i m p u r e r e m a r k s , a n d o t h e r f o r m s b o t h o f protes t a n d 

c u l t u r a l c o n s t r u c t i o n . S l e m o n locates p o s t c o l o n i a l i t y ( i n t e r m s o f 

spec i f ic s i g n i f y i n g o r s e m i o t i c pract ices) b e t w e e n "the m o m e n t 

that c o l o n i a l p o w e r i n s c r i b e s i tsel f o n t o t h e b o d y a n d space o f its 

O t h e r s " a n d a " s p e c i f i c a l l y a n t i - c o l o n i a l c o u n t e r - d i s c u r s i v e e n ­

ergy" that e m e r g e s f r o m a " c o n t i n u i n g yet s u b t e r r a n e a n t r a d i ­

t i o n o f re fusal towards the c o n c e p t u a l a n d c u l t u r a l apparatuses 

o f t h e E u r o p e a n i m p e r i u m " ( " M o d e r n i s m ' s " 3 ) . S u c h c o u n t e r -

d iscourses a n d r e c u p e r a t i v e w r i t i n g - b a c k c o n s t r u c t a n d r e i n -
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f o r c e w i t h i n the p o s t c o l o n i a l subject the agency a n d resistance 

l a c k i n g i n h i s o r h e r p o s t m o d e r n c o u s i n . 1 

D i a n a B r y d o n a n d I a n A d a m s i m i l a r l y see resistance as c e n t r a l 

to p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m . F o c u s s i n g o n t e r m i n o l o g y a n d o n l y i n a 

s u m m a r y way o n m e t h o d o l o g y , D i a n a B r y d o n charges that the 

" n a m e ' p o s t m o d e r n i s m ' suggests a n a e s t h e t i c i s i n g o f the p o l i t i ­

c a l w h i l e the n a m e ' p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m ' f o r e g r o u n d s the p o l i t i c a l as 

i n e v i t a b l y c o n t a m i n a t i n g the aesthet ic , b u t r e m a i n i n g d i s t i n ­

g u i s h a b l e f r o m i t . " F o r her , p o s t m o d e r n i s m c a n n o t a c c o u n t f o r 

" p o s t - c o l o n i a l res istance w r i t i n g , a n d s e l d o m at tempts t o " (192) . 

S h e argues f o r a p o s t c o l o n i a l aesthetics o f i m p u r i t y , " c o n t a m i n a ­

t i o n , " a n d g e t t i n g o n e ' s h a n d s dirty. I a n A d a m l o o k s to the 

l i n g u i s t i c w o r k o f C h a r l e s S a n d e r s P e i r c e f o r a n o n - S a u s s u r e a n , 

n o n - p o s t m o d e r n l i n g u i s t i c s c o n s o n a n t w i t h p o s t c o l o n i a l resis­

tance , w o r l d l i n e s s , a n d agency. F o r A d a m , P e i r c e ' s s igns are n o t 

d e v o i d o f r e f e r e n c e to the e x t e r n a l w o r l d as they are i n S a u -

s s u r e a n "arb i t rar iness" ; rather , h e e x p l a i n s , it is the "resistances" 

w i t h i n objects themselves w h i c h e x p o s e the i n s u f f i c i e n c y a n d 

c o n d i t i o n a l i t y o f s ign i f ieds ( 8 6 - 8 7 ) . 

I f we a c c e p t that a g r o u n d e d , c o n t a m i n a t e d , m a t e r i a l resis­

tance is a n i m p o r t a n t f a c t o r w h i c h d e m a r c a t e s the b o u n d a r i e s o f 

the p o s t c o l o n i a l a n d the p o s t m o d e r n , 2 a n d f u r t h e r m o r e i f the 

p o s t c o l o n i a l b e g i n s at the very m o m e n t w h e n c o l o n i a l p o w e r 

i n s c r i b e s i tsel f o n t o the b o d y a n d space o f its O t h e r s , t h e n we are 

c o m p e l l e d n o t o n l y to ana lyze l a n g u a g e s a n d d i s c o u r s e s as sites 

o f res istance b u t also to c o n s i d e r the i n s c r i b e d b o d i e s o f post-

c o l o n i a l subjects. A l t h o u g h the b o d y is s o c i a l l y a n d d i s c u r s i v e l y 

c o n s t r u c t e d , its m a t e r i a l i t y a l lows i t a lso to e l u d e i n s o m e meas­

u r e the t o t a l i z i n g effects o f s u c h c o n s t r u c t i o n s , w h i c h i n W e s t e r n 

c u l t u r e are a l m o s t b u t n o t q u i t e "always a l r e a d y " c o n s t i t u t e d by 

p h a l l o g o c e n t r i s m . A s m a t e r i a l substance , as that w h i c h resists the 

o p e r a t i o n s o f n a m i n g a n d c a t e g o r i z a t i o n , as n o n - n a m e a n d 

s e n s i b l e / s e n s u a l non-sense , the b o d y also resists a n d d isp laces 

the o f f i c i a l o r d e r w h i c h it a c q u i r e s a l o n g w i t h its n a t i v e t o n g u e . 

A s f l e s h , the b o d y is b o t h v u l n e r a b l e a n d resistant to languages , 

d iscourses , a n d s o c i a l f o r m a t i o n s . A n d i n both its v u l n e r a b i l i t y 

a n d its res is tance, the b o d y "writes b a c k . " T h a t is, the very p r o p e r ­

ties w h i c h m a k e i t s u s c e p t i b l e to i n s c r i p t i o n also preserve s o m e 
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m e a s u r e o f its resistant a g e n c y a n d s i g n i f y i n g p o t e n t i a l . T h e b o d y 

protests . T h e b o d y goes o n s tr ike . T h e b o d y has o t h e r agendas. 

T h i s is p e r h a p s m o s t s t r i k i n g l y e v i d e n t i n hyster ia . E v e n i n the 

c r i p p l i n g i l lness o f h y s t e r i a — t h o u g h t to b e a resistance to, even 

a d e f i a n c e of, the o v e r w h e l m i n g i m p o s i t i o n s o f p h a l l o g o c e n t r i c 

c o n s t r a i n t s , r e p r e s s i o n , a n d o v e r w r i t i n g — t h e b o d y reta ins its 

a b i l i t y to s i g n f o r itself, s o m e t i m e s i n cases i n w h i c h e v e n l i n g u i s ­

tic s i g n - m a k i n g b r e a k s d o w n . 3 I n hyster ia , the b o d y ' s s i g n i f y i n g 

resistance r e t u r n s w i t h a g r a p h i c i n s u r g e n c e . M o r e o v e r , hyster ia , 

l i k e m u c h p o s t c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g , d e p l o y s the v e r n a c u l a r . A s M o n i ­

q u e D a v i d - M é n a r d notes , "the v i s ib le features o f h y s t e r i c a l p a r a l ­

ysis . . . [are] n o t necessar i ly d e f i n e d by a p h y s i o l o g i c a l 

s u b s t r a t u m o r m e c h a n i s m . I n s t e a d , i n its c o n f i g u r a t i o n a n d i n 

the p r o b l e m s that affect it , a hyster ic 's b o d y c o n f o r m s to everyday 

l a n g u a g e " ( 2 ) . 4 

F o c u s s i n g o n i n t e r s e m i o t i c t r a n s l a t i o n 5 b e t w e e n the b o d y a n d 

w r i t i n g — s u c h as that m o d e l l e d b y h y s t e r i a — a l l o w s us to inter­

p o l a t e i n t o p o s t c o l o n i a l w o r k the b o d y as a resistant m a t e r i a l i t y 

w h i c h , l i k e o t h e r m a t e r i a l "objects," exposes the i n s u f f i c i e n c y 

a n d l i m i t e d c o n s t i t u e n c y o f s i g n i f i e d m e a n i n g s . T h e p o s t c o l o n i a l 

subject is n o t o n l y a subject i n a n d o f l a n g u a g e b u t a n e m b o d i e d 

subject as w e l l — a p o i n t that n e e d s to b e u n d e r s c o r e d . A s Fer­

n a n d o C o r o n i l suggests, w i t h r e g a r d to analysis o f p o s t c o l o n i a l 

a n d n e o c o l o n i a l societ ies " d e c o d i n g b o d i l y a n d s e x u a l i m a g e r y 

w o u l d i n v o l v e e x a m i n i n g it i n r e l a t i o n to spec i f i c f o r m s o f i m p e ­

r i a l d o m i n a t i o n , r e o r g a n i z a t i o n o f d o m e s t i c r e l a t i o n s , l a n g u a g e s 

o f sexuality, a n d i d i o m s o f p o w e r o f p a r t i c u l a r societ ies , i n c l u d ­

i n g m e t r o p o l i t a n o n e s " ( 9 5 ) . M o r e o v e r , as A r u n P. M u k h e r j e e 

c a u t i o n s i n " W h o s e P o s t - C o l o n i a l i s m a n d W h o s e P o s t m o d e r ­

n i s m ? " t h e a n a l y t i c a l ca tegory o f race m u s t also b e f a c t o r e d i n t o 

any p o s t c o l o n i a l d e l i n e a t i o n s o f the c o n c e p t o f resistance. 

O f c o u r s e , ideas s u c h as " p o s t c o l o n i a l , " "res istance," "race," 

a n d e v e n " b o d i e s " m u s t always b e r e a d w i t h i n s p e c i f i c contexts . 

O b v i o u s l y , "resistance " as t h e o r i z e d b y v a r i o u s w h i t e p o s t c o l o n i a l 

theorists is n o t the same "res is tance" as that c o m p r e h e n d e d by 

n o n - w h i t e theor is ts l i k e M u k h e r j e e o r C o r o n i l . 6 N o t i o n s o f resis­

tance l i t e r a t u r e a n d r e s i s t i n g b o d i e s m u s t also b e q u a l i f i e d ac­

c o r d i n g to w h e t h e r o r n o t t h e c o u n t r y i n q u e s t i o n p u n i s h e s the 
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r e a d i n g a n d possess ion o f b o o k s by i m p r i s o n m e n t o r t o r t u r e , f o r 

e x a m p l e . A p o e t i c s o f i n t e r s e m i o t i c t r a n s l a t i o n p r o v i d e s ways n o t 

o n l y o f r e p r e s e n t i n g the w o r d s b u t also o f w r i t i n g the very l i m b s 

a n d flesh o f the r e s i s t i n g p o s t c o l o n i a l subject i n t o l i t e r a t u r e , 

theory, a n d c r i t i c i s m . 

* 
We must also find, find anew, invent the words, the sentences that 

speak the most archaic and most contemporary relationship with the 
body of the mother, with our bodies, the sentences that translate the 
b o n d between her body, ours, and that of our daughters. We have to 
discover a language [langage] which does not replace the bodily 
encounter, as paternal language [langue] attempts to do, but which 
can go along with it, words which do not bar the corporeal , but which 
speak corporeal. (Irigaray 43) 

B e c a u s e D a p h n e M a r l a t t ' s i m m i g r a n t e x p e r i e n c e e m e r g e s f r o m 

a c o l o n i a l B r i t i s h b a c k g r o u n d , i t is easy f o r r e a d e r s to over­

l o o k the fact that she c o n s i d e r s h e r i m m i g r a t i o n to C a n a d a to 

have e x e r c i s e d a p r o f o u n d i n f l u e n c e u p o n h e r senses o f l a n ­

guage , w r i t i n g , a n d the body. I n h e r essay " E n t e r i n g I n : T h e 

I m m i g r a n t I m a g i n a t i o n , " M a r l a t t reflects: " L o o k i n g b a c k , i t h i n k 

that m o s t o f m y w r i t i n g has b e e n a v e h i c l e f o r e n t r y i n t o w h a t was 

f o r m e the n e w p l a c e , the n e w w o r l d " (219) . S h e talks a b o u t the 

c u l t u r a l a n d l i n g u i s t i c d i f f e r e n c e s she a n d h e r f a m i l y e n c o u n ­

t e r e d u p o n e m i g r a t i o n f r o m M a l a y s i a to C a n a d a : "We c a m e f r o m 

a c o l o n i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l s i t u a t i o n i n P e n a n g w h e r e five l a n g u a g e s 

were s p o k e n i n o u r h o u s e ( E n g l i s h , M a l a y , C a n t o n e s e , T a m i l , 

T h a i ) to a city [ V a n c o u v e r ] w h i c h was t h e n (1951) m u c h m o r e 

t h a n it is today, d e c i d e d l y W A S P , conservat ive , a n d s u s p i c i o u s o f 

n e w c o m e r s . W e s p o k e the same l a n g u a g e b u t n o t the same 

d i a l e c t . . ." ( 2 2 0 ) . 7 N o t o n l y w o r d s a n d accents b u t every q u o t i ­

d i a n d e t a i l — f o o d , c l o t h i n g , sports, p o p c u l t u r e , m u s i c , flora 

a n d f a u n a , the subjects o f n i g h t m a r e s , e t iquet te , s c h o o l subjects, 

a n d r e a d i n g m a t e r i a l — b e c a m e a m a r k e r o f d i f f e r e n c e . M a r l a t t 

e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y a d o p t e d the accent , s l a n g , habi ts , a n d pract ices 

assoc iated w i t h the n e w d i a l e c t to m a k e h e r s e l f i n t o a C a n a d i a n 

teenager. It was n o t u n t i l years l a t e r 8 that she b e g a n to fee l that 

" l i k e a p h a n t o m l i m b , p a r t o f m e , that P e n a n g past, n o t q u i t e c u t 

off, s t i l l t w i t c h e d a l ive a n d w a n t e d a c k n o w l e d g i n g " (221) . 
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W h i l e the y o u n g M a r l a t t w r o t e h e r way i n t o the w o r l d she 

w a n t e d to be p a r t of, m u l t i p l y i n g h e r s i g n i f y i n g c a p a b i l i t i e s i n the 

process , h e r m o t h e r , w h o s e r o l e , ident i ty , a n d status c h a n g e d 

w i t h i m m i g r a t i o n f r o m c o l o n i a l m e m s a h i b i n M a l a y s i a 9 to iso­

l a t e d C a n a d i a n h o u s e w i f e , b e c a m e i n c r e a s i n g l y nosta lg ic f o r 

t h i n g s E n g l i s h . I n t r y i n g to e n f o r c e E n g l i s h n e s s , M a r l a t t ' s 

m o t h e r c o n f i n e d a n d r e d u c e d h e r e n g a g e m e n t w i t h the p r e s e n t 

a n d w i t h the w o r l d o u t s i d e the d o m e s t i c s p h e r e . A s M a r l a t t 

writes: " M y m o t h e r w a n t e d to k e e p u p ' E n g l i s h ' i n o u r values as 

we s t r u g g l e d very h a r d to b e c o m e C a n a d i a n . T h i s l e d to a d e e p ­

e n i n g n e u r o s i s i c o u l d n e i t h e r u n d e r s t a n d n o r address" ( 2 2 2 ) . 

T h e m o t h e r , as a m o t h e r , m a d e d e s p e r a t e h y s t e r i c a l a t tempts o n 

h e r o w n b e h a l f a n d that o f h e r c h i l d r e n to salvage h e r c o l o n i a l 

B r i t i s h c u l t u r e a n d d ia lec t . H e r d a u g h t e r , o n the o t h e r h a n d , 

e m b r a c e d p o s t c o l o n i a l C a n a d i a n c u l t u r e , s w a m i n t o the f low o f 

d i f ferences w i t h i n a s ing le l a n g u a g e , a n d l e a r n e d t h e subüet ies 

o f i n t r a l i n g u a l t r a n s l a t i o n . T h e d a u g h t e r ' s sense o f l i n g u i s t i c 

e s t r a n g e m e n t l e d n o t to n e u r o s i s b u t "to a sense o f the re lat iv i ty 

o f b o t h l a n g u a g e a n d real i ty ." S h e a c q u a i n t e d h e r s e l f w i t h the 

i d i o s y n c r a c i e s o f l a n g u a g e , its d u p l i c i t y , a n d its figurative o r 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l powers . A s she says: 

W h e n you are told, for instance, that what you call earth is really dirt, 
or what you have always called the woods (with Engl ish streams) is i n 
fact bush (with its creeks), you experience the first split between 
name and thing, signifier a n d signified, and you take that first step 
into a linguistic world that lies adjacent to but is not the same as the 
wor ld of things, and indeed operates on its own linguistic laws. (222) 

A c c o r d i n g to M a r l a t t , this first-hand e x p e r i e n c e o f the spl i t 

b e t w e e n s i g n i f i e r a n d s i g n i f i e d e x t e n d s f o r the p o s t c o l o n i a l i m ­

m i g r a n t w r i t e r to a n awareness o f the d u p l i c i t o u s n e s s o f the 

s e c o n d - p e r s o n p r o n o u n a n d the t w i n i l l u s i o n o f the u n i t a r y self. 

T h e sense "that the y o u y o u were i n that p l a c e is n o t the same y o u 

• as the y o u y o u are i n this p l a c e , t h o u g h the two o v e r l a p , p r o d u c e s 

a d e s i r e to k n i t the two places , two (at least) selves, s o m e h o w " 

( 2 2 3 ) . 

T h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n b o d i l y m e m o r i e s a n d w r i t i n g i n the 

p o e m s e q u e n c e o f M a r l a t t ' s Touch to My Tongue is the focus o f the 

p r e s e n t paper . W h a t we s h a l l e x p l o r e is h o w this e r o t i c , l e s b i a n 
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f e m i n i s t text c o m p o s e s the b o d y a n d , conversely , h o w the b o d y 

i n s c r i b e s i tself i n t o the text. H o w d o e s the s p l i t b e t w e e n s i g n i f i e r 

a n d s i g n i f i e d f u n c t i o n i n the i n s c r i p t i o n o f b o d i e s g e n d e r e d as 

f e m i n i n e ? A s lesbian? H o w d o e s M a r l a t t ' s p o s t c o l o n i a l w r i t i n g o f 

the b o d y i n c o r p o r a t e the p h a n t o m l i m b o f the c o l o n i a l past? 

F i n a l l y , w h o s e l i m b s assume t h e n a t u r e o f p h a n t o m s ? 

I n Touch to My Tongue, the d e s i r e to e x p l o r e the r e l a t i o n be­

tween the m u l t i p l e selves c o n s t r u c t e d t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e a n d 

p l a c e , a n d b e t w e e n these selves a n d a n O t h e r , finds its m o s t 

o b v i o u s e x p r e s s i o n i n the m u l t i p l i c i t y o f f o r m s i n c l u d e d i n this 

s l i m v o l u m e . L i k e the five l a n g u a g e s s p o k e n i n M a r l a t t ' s P e n a n g 

h o m e , i n Touch to My Tongue the t r e a t e d p h o t o g r a p h s , the p r o s e 

p o e m s , the p o e t i c essay " m u s i n g w i t h m o t h e r t o n g u e , " a glossary 

to several o f the p o e m s , a n d a s t a t e m e n t by p h o t o g r a p h e r C h e r y l 

S o u r k e s a b o u t h e r p h o t o g r a p h s ( f r o m a series c a l l e d " M e m o r y 

R o o m " ) e x p l o r e d i f f e r e n t a p p r o a c h e s to s i g n i f i c a t i o n a n d r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i o n , a n d s i g n a l to the r e a d e r the n e e d to translate ( i n this 

case, i n t e r s e m i o t i c a l l y b e t w e e n d i f f e r e n t m e d i a ) . R e m a r k i n g 

u p o n the p a r a d o x i c a l r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n the d e s i r a b l e O t h e r n e s s 

o f the h i e r o g l y p h ' s o p a c i t y to p h o n o g r a p h i c m e a n i n g a n d its 

a p p a r e n d y t r a n s p a r e n t , v i s u a l r e a d a b i l i t y a n d referent ia l i ty , J a n ­

ice W i l l i a m s o n suggests that i n S o u r k e s ' s t r e a t e d p h o t o g r a p h s 

"the f e m a l e figure b e c o m e s a k i n d o f h i e r o g l y p h , o r p i c t o r i a l 

l a n g u a g e w h i c h b l u r s the d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n w o m a n a n d writ­

i n g " a n d that M a r l a t t ' s series o f p o e m s l i k e w i s e take u p "the 

h i e r o g l y p h ' s c o n t r a d i c t o r y i d e n t i t y as b o t h e n i g m a t i c o t h e r n e s s 

a n d p r o x i m i t y " ("It gives m e " 178) . 

B u t the c o r r e l a t i o n o f the h i e r o g l y p h w i t h the b o d y g e n d e r e d 

i n the f e m i n i n e is n o t o n l y a n a l l i a n c e o f e x o t i c O t h e r n e s s . T h e 

a p p a r e n t c o l l u s i o n o f the f e m i n i n e b o d y w i t h h i e r o g l y p h s a n d 

o t h e r v i s u a l s i g n i f y i n g systems is r e m i n i s c e n t o f F r e u d ' s t h e o r y o f 

" s o m a t i c c o m p l i a n c e , " w h e r e b y the h y s t e r i c a l b o d y is t h o u g h t to 

c o m p l y " w i t h the p s y c h i c a l d e m a n d s o f the i l lness b y p r o v i d i n g a 

space a n d a m a t e r i a l f o r the i n s c r i p t i o n o f its s i g n s " ( D o a n e 4 0 ) . 

F r e u d a n d F r e u d i a n s r e a d the h y s t e r i c a l s y m p t o m as a s i g n o r 

i n s c r i p t i o n o n t h e w o m a n ' s b o d y ; they b e l i e v e that the h y s t e r i c a l 

b o d y obeys the p s y c h i c i m p e r a t i v e to t r a n s f o r m itself i n t o t e x t u a l 

m a t e r i a l . I n d e e d , F r e u d ' s n o t i o n o f s o m a t i c c o m p l i a n c e is fig-



D A P H N E M A R L A T T ' S " T O U C H T O M Y T O N G U E " 13 

u r e d u p o n a p h a l l o g o c e n t r i c m o d e l o f w r i t i n g i n w h i c h m a t e r i a l 

substance ( p a p e r o r flesh) is i m a g i n e d as c o m p l i a n t w i t h o r 

s u b o r d i n a t e to p s y c h i c d e m a n d s . 

C a r t e s i a n d u a l i s m a n d the v a l o r i z a t i o n o f r e a s o n as a "univer­

sal l a n g u a g e " have c o n s p i r e d to r e d u c e the b o d y to a s y m p t o m o f 

the "se l f ' a n d to a l i g n that b o d y - s y m p t o m w i t h the s y m b o l i c o r 

s o c i a l o r d e r . A s A n d r e a N y e e x p l a i n s i n h e r r e a d i n g o f the h i s t o r y 

o f the i d e a l f o r m o f r e a s o n , l o g i c : 

Logic proclaims itself the unreadable language, the language which 
has detached itself f r o m confusion a n d passion, the language which 
has transcended natural language embedded i n sensual lives, muta­
bly i m p r i n t e d with social, economic, or personal concerns. T h e logi­
cian does not speak; he does not tell the truth; he exhibits it. A l l 
vestiges of his speaking voice are transcended, al l reference to his 
situation, to his sex, his place i n time or space. Logic is the perfect 
transparency of a language which does not need to be read. ( 4 ) 1 0 

T h o u g h h y s t e r i c a l s y m p t o m a t o l o g y , f o r e x a m p l e , has b e e n a n ­

a l y z e d intensive ly , the b o d y ' s s i g n i f y i n g p r o d u c t i o n i n g e n e r a l 

has r e m a i n e d re la t ive ly u n t h e o r i z e d , w i t h the r e s u l t that we l a c k 

a v o c a b u l a r y w i t h w h i c h to discuss the s i g n i f i c a t i o n s o f m a t e r i a l i t y 

a n d c o r p o r e a l i t y . 

A g a i n s t the a b s t r a c t i o n , s y m p t o m a t i z a t i o n , a n d e x i l e o f the 

b o d y f r o m s i g n i f i c a t i o n , however , the A u s t r a l i a n p h i l o s o p h e r 

E l i z a b e t h G r o s z t h e o r i z e s the b o d y as " i n t e x t u a t e d " ( h e r w o r d ) 

a n d resistant to, r a t h e r t h a n tota l ly c o m p l i a n t w i t h , s o c i a l i n s c r i p ­

t i o n s . 1 1 A s she states: 

T h e body can thus be seen not as a blank, passive page, a neutral 
g r o u n d of meaning, but as an active, productive, "whiteness" [sic] 
that constitutes the writ ing surface as resistant to the imposit ion of 
any or al l patterned arrangements. It has a texture, a tonus, a mate­
riality that is an active ingredient i n the messages produced. It is less 
l ike a blank, smooth, frictionless surface, a page, a n d more l ike a 
copper-plate to be etched. 

T h e b o d y is n o t n a t u r e o r w o m a n . N e i t h e r is i t w h i t e o r m e r e l y 

i m p r e s s i o n a b l e , c h i l d l i k e . It m u s t always a l r e a d y be t e x t u a l ; o t h ­

erwise, h y s t e r i c a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n / t r a n s l a t i o n , f o r i n s t a n c e , c o u l d 

n o t take p l a c e . A s R o b y n F e r r e l l asks i n h e r a r t i c l e " T h e P a s s i o n 

o f t h e S i g n i f i e r a n d t h e B o d y i n T h e o r y " : " W h a t else is hyster ia , 

b u t t h e e x h i b i t i n g o f the b o d y as a p l a c e o f s i g n i f i c a t i o n ? " (174) . 
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T h e hyster ica l o r w h a t I have c a l l e d the " p i c t o g r a m m i c " b o d y 

d o e s n o t w o r k f r o m any o f the i n t e r t w i n e d p r i n c i p l e s o f s o m a t i c 

c o m p l i a n c e , p h a l l o g o c e n t r i s m , C a r t e s i a n d u a l i s t m o d e l s o f 

m i n d a n d body, o r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 1 2 T h e b o d y is a l i fes ize p i c t o -

g r a m , m o b i l e , g e s t u r i n g , a n i m a t e d , a n d a u d i b l e . T h e b o d y is a 

pass ionate , m u l t i l i n g u a l s igni f ier . 

It m u s t be stressed, however , that G r o s z d o e s n o t set the b o d y 

u p as a c o u n t e r - u n i v e r s a l against " u n i v e r s a l r e a s o n . " F e m i n i s t 

p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d wri ters l i k e G r o s z a n d M a r l a t t d o n o t s i m p l y 

reverse the C a r t e s i a n m i n d - b o d y b i n a r y , as m a n y anti-essentialists 

c l a i m . It m a k e s n o m o r e sense to say that the b o d y is a " u n i v e r s a l " 

t h a n to say that r e a s o n is. H o w e v e r , by f a c t o r i n g the b o d y i n t o 

s i g n i f y i n g pract ices , i n s t e a d o f m e r e l y r e a d i n g i t t h r o u g h those 

s i g n i f y i n g pract ices always a l r e a d y c o m p r e h e n d e d by (because 

const i tut ive of) c o n s c i o u s n e s s — r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d m i m e s i s — 

the b o d y c a n be r e i n s c r i b e d so that n e w accents , n e w dia lects , c a n 

be h e a r d a n d n e w t e x t u a l pract ices , s u c h as those o f Touch to My 

Tongue, set i n t o m o t i o n . 

F o r i n s t a n c e , M a r l a t t ' s r e f e r e n c e to h e r b o d i l y m e m o r i e s o f 

h e r P e n a n g c h i l d h o o d as a p h a n t o m l i m b speaks o f a k i n d o f 

b o d i l y semiosis w h i c h is t y p i c a l l y o v e r l o o k e d o r i g n o r e d because 

s u b s u m e d to the type o f m e m o r y b e l i e v e d to have its seat i n the 

m i n d . I n " S o u n d i n g a D i f f e r e n c e , " she d e s c r i b e s this k i n d o f 

m e m o r y as "a m u r m u r i n the flesh": 

. . . the experience of being back there i n Penang so many years later 
and remembering, and yet not consciously remembering, having a 
memory that was i n the body somehow, but wasn't consciously access­
ible unt i l I got there. I couldn' t have said how to get f rom A to B, but 
at a certain point, r o u n d i n g a corner, I got an immediate flash of what 
I would see when I got around that corner, and I could not have 
foretold it unt i l I was i n that actual movement around that particular 
spot. A n d memory seems to operate l ike this, l ike a m u r m u r i n the 
flesh one suddenly hears years later. (Will iamson 49) 

A s i d e f r o m m e m o r i e s accessible to c o n s c i o u s n e s s , the b o d y ' s 

o w n m o t i l i t y l i n k s d i f f e r e n t t imes a n d p laces a n d d i f f e r e n t 

"selves." T h e m o v e m e n t s a n d gestures i n w h i c h m e m o r i e s are 

s t o r e d are the same o n e s i n w h i c h s u c h m e m o r i e s are re leased . 

T h e b o d y s ignif ies a n d co l lec ts r e m e m b r a n c e s i n m u s c l e s , heart­

beats, p h y s i c a l m o t i o n s , a n d sensual i m p r e s s i o n s . A s s i g n i f y i n g 
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m a t e r i a l , as flesh, the b o d y c o n n e c t s d i f f e r e n t topoi—for M a r l a t t , 

P e n a n g past a n d P e n a n g p r e s e n t . W a l k i n g a l o n g a street is a n 

i m m e r s i o n i n signs, s y m p t o m s , a n d r e m e m b r a n c e s ; p h a n t o m 

l i m b s , o d o u r s , a n d u n h e a r d m e l o d i e s a c c o m p a n y p r e s e n t s t im­

u l i a n d r e - m e m b e r the b o d y past. 

Touch to My Tongue b e g i n s w i t h the s p e a k e r r e a d i n g the o t h e r 

w o m a n ' s face: " i see y o u r face because i d o n ' t see m i n e e q u a l l y 

flush w i t h b e i n g . " T h i s f a c i a l flush n o m i n a t e s the s p e a k e r n o t as 

"sel f ' b u t as O t h e r . T h e flush o f w e l c o m e a n d e x c i t e m e n t o f b o t h 

t h e i r faces s ignif ies the two w o m e n as, so to speak, O t h e r i n g e a c h 

other , " e q u a l l y flush w i t h b e i n g . " A t this same i n i t i a l m e e t i n g , the 

s p e a k e r reads i n the O t h e r ' s face the traces o f e t h n i c i t y , that very 

spec i f ic , i f o f t e n a m b i g u o u s , sense o f O t h e r n e s s . W h a t she sees i n 

the lover ' s g l o w are "fjords i n t h e r e , " a S c a n d i n a v i a n her i tage . 

T h e i r respect ive sets o f ancestors h a v i n g e m i g r a t e d f r o m Scan­

d i n a v i a a n d I n d i a , b e i n g t o g e t h e r i n present-day V a n c o u v e r is a 

l i t e r a l " c o - i n c i d e n c e . " T h e y m e e t b o t h i n the p r e s e n t tense a n d 

" i n these far p laces we find i n e a c h o t h e r . " T h e i r c o - i n c i d e n c e i n 

the t i m e a n d space o f V a n c o u v e r partakes o f t h e i r s h a r e d sense 

o f b e i n g f r o m o t h e r p laces a n d t i m e s as w e l l , n o t m y t h i c t i m e , o f 

c o u r s e , b u t f a m i l y h is tor ies , c u l t u r a l m e m o r i e s (the B r i t i s h c l a i m ­

i n g B o m b a y ) , a n d texts r e a d ( S a p p h o o n the r a d i o ) . T h e i r 

s e l e c t i o n o f m e e t i n g p l a c e , " n o n o t the D a n i s h T e a r o o m — t h e 

I n d o n e s i a n o r I n d i a n , " ref lects b o t h o f t h e i r ancestra l a n d e t h n i c 

b a c k g r o u n d s — S c a n d i n a v i a n a n d c o l o n i a l B r i t i s h i n I n d i a . 

L a t e r , s e p a r a t e d by d i s t a n c e f r o m h e r lover, the s p e a k e r rea l izes 

p a i n f u l l y a n d fear fu l ly that " i c a n o n l y be, n o vessel b u t a move­

m e n t r u n n i n g , o u t i n the o p e n , o u t i n the d a r k a n d r i s i n g t ide , i n 

r isk, k n o w i n g w h o i a m w i t h y o u " ( 2 0 ) . 

M a r l a t t uses l a n g u a g e i n Touch to My Tongue to access n o t o n l y 

c o g n i t i v e r e c o l l e c t i o n b u t the b o d y ' s m e m o r i e s as w e l l . T o q u e l l 

the l o n e l i n e s s a n d p a i n o f the p h y s i c a l d i s t a n c e f r o m h e r p a r t n e r , 

the s p e a k e r calls the l o v e r u p , e i t h e r o n the p h o n e o r i n m e m o r y . 

T h e r e n e w a l o f the c o n n e c t i o n — t h e tones a n d t i m b r e s o f t h e i r 

s p e a k i n g voices a n d t h e i r b o d i l y m e m o r i e s o f e a c h o t h e r — 

sustains t h e m over the g e o g r a p h i c a l d i s t a n c e . S e p a r a t e d by dis­

tance , the lovers are " t u r n e d o u t , " p r e s u m a b l y o f t h e i r p a r a d i s e , 

b u t they rea l i ze that i n t h e i r l o v e m a k i n g they are " t u r n e d i n s i d e 
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o u t , bes ide [ them]se lves . " W h i l e the speaker ' s c o n s c i o u s m i n d 

i m a g i n e s the poss ib le d i s s o l u t i o n o f t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p , h e r b o d y 

r e m e m b e r s t h e m t o g e t h e r as "creatures o f ecstasy," w h i c h h e l p s 

to b r i d g e the d i s t a n c e a n d the a b s e n c e . D r a w i n g o n this b o d y 

k n o w l e d g e , o n these m e m o r i e s o f r i s i n g " d r e n c h e d f r o m o u r 

o w n wet grasses, reeds , sea," they re-af f i rm t h e i r c o m m i t m e n t 

b o t h to o n e a n o t h e r a n d to the necessary r e c l a m a t i o n o f l a n ­

guage , g e o g r a p h y , a n d the s o c i a l w o r l d . 

I f w r i t i n g p r o v i d e s access to the body, so t o o the b o d y i n f o r m s 

w r i t i n g a n d s o c i a l pract ices . W h e t h e r she draws u p o n the l o g i c o f 

s y m b o l s , m y t h o l o g i e o r e t y m o l o g i c , M a r l a t t a t tempts i n the act o f 

w r i t i n g to c o n n e c t m e m o r y w i t h b o t h p r e s e n t a n d f u t u r e possi­

bi l i ty . T h a t is, she uses w r i t i n g to r e c o v e r lost m e m o r i e s . T h e s e 

r e c o v e r e d m e m o r i e s c a n i n t u r n create n e w w r i t i n g a n d s o c i a l 

pract ices . A s she says, " [ i ] n a sense, it 's a l m o s t l i k e a r a c i a l 

m e m o r y , v e r i f i e d i n the r e c o r d i n g o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f w o r d s 

to v a r i o u s c i v i l i z a t i o n s . T h e r e is also a c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n m e m ­

o r y a n d possibi l i ty . T h e i n v e n t i o n o f p o s s i b i l i t y w h i c h is U t o p i a n 

al lows f o r a n e w p r a c t i c e " ( 2 7 ) . A s a p o s t c o l o n i a l wri ter , M a r l a t t 

refuses the t r a d i t i o n a l n o t i o n o f m y t h o l o g y as t r a n s c e n d e n t a l , 

t r a n s h i s t o r i c a l , a n d t r a n s p e r s o n a l , i n t e r p r e t i n g i t i n s t e a d as c o n ­

t e m p o r a r y , p e r s o n a l , l o c a l , e v e n g e o g r a p h i c a l . I n a 1976 i n t e r ­

view, ' T h e r e ' s th is a n d this c o n n e x i o n , " she e x p l i c i t l y c o n n e c t s 

m y t h o l o g y w i t h the r e c l a m a t i o n o f g e o g r a p h y , t e r r a i n , habi tat , 

a n d a sense o f p l a c e . Q u e s t i o n e d as to t h e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n 

h e r interest i n r e c o r d i n g l o c a l rea l i ty i n a n a u t h e n t i c a n d a c c u ­

rate way a n d h e r interest i n m y t h i c rea l i ty a n d i n w r i t i n g o u t o f 

w h a t the i n t e r v i e w e r d e s c r i b e s as " a n a l m o s t r e l i g i o u s sense," 

M a r l a t t r e s p o n d s as fo l lows: 

Well , brother, what can I say to that that might be useful? . . . I am 
interested i n mythic thought. Because it seems to me that m y t h s — 
well myths are a language i n themselves but they do tell us how the 
early or first inhabitants of a terrain saw themselves i n terms of their 
terrain, they tell us about inhabit ing a place, and they tell us about 
the powers of the earth we inhabit which we've lost the sense of. 

(Cooley et al. 32) 

M a r l a t t ' s p o s t c o l o n i a l usage o f m y t h o l o g y is as a n o t h e r l a n g u a g e 

i n w h i c h to access the r e a l a n d the l o c a l , a n o t h e r l a n g u a g e f o r 
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t r a n s l a t i o n . Insofar as it is l o c a l , m y t h o l o g y is n o t a n a r r a t i v e o f 

the i m a g i n a r y o r U t o p i a n b u t a m a p o f the e a r t h a n d its p r e v i o u s 

i n h a b i t a n t s . It is n o t the d e f e r r a l b u t the a c t u a l i z a t i o n o f the r e a l 

i n l a n g u a g e , t i m e , a n d space. F o r her , m y t h o l o g y is s o m e o n e 

else's m o t h e r t o n g u e . A t r a n s l a t i o n effect, m y t h o l o g y is n o t a 

r e l i g i o n b u t a l a n g u a g e w h i c h c o n n e c t s the h u n g r y ghosts o f the 

ancestors w i t h the d e s i r i n g b o d i e s o f the l i v i n g i n h a b i t a n t s o f a 

g i v e n l o c a l e . 

M a r l a t t ' s f e m i n i s t a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l p o e t i c s coalesces a r o u n d 

h e r translat ive use o f e t y m o l o g y a n d m y t h o l o g y . I n the p o e m 

"yes" (21) , f o r i n s t a n c e , she e x p l o r e s b o t h c o n t e m p o r a r y a n d 

past assoc iat ions o f the w o r d ' j a d e . " S h e b e g i n s f r o m the w o r d ' s 

d i c t i o n a r y m e a n i n g s o f ' " w o r t h l e s s w o m a n , w i l f u l g i r l . ' " ' J A D E a 

s i g n o n the r o a d a n n o u n c e s , " b u t she translates it as a n advertise­

m e n t f o r "stone o f the flank," r e c a l l i n g t h e possessive w e i g h t o f 

h e r e x - h u s b a n d ' s h a n d u p o n that p a r t o f h e r b o d y d u r i n g s leep. 

S h e associates the w o r d w i t h h e r o w n e x h a u s t i o n a n d spirit less-

ness, h e r j a d e d n e s s , d u r i n g that p e r i o d o f h e r l i f e . S h e also 

r e m e m b e r s that the j a d e s tone has t r a d i t i o n a l l y b e e n t h o u g h t to 

be a c u r e f o r k i d n e y disease. S h e contrasts h e t e r o s e x u a l 

m a r r i a g e — c e r e m o n i a l l y m a r k e d by the m y t h o l o g i c a l figure o f 

H y m e n a n d by the b r e a k i n g o f the b r i d e ' s h y m e n — w i t h the 

e x p e r i e n c e o f h e r l e s b i a n love r e l a t i o n a n d the f e e l i n g o f b e i n g 

" b r o k e n o p e n by y o u r t o u c h , " w i t h o u t loss, a b a n d o n i n g the 

" n e e d f o r l i m i t s " a n d "the u r g e to s t a n d a p a r t . " T h e i m a g e o f the 

w e d d i n g r i n g a n d the "white b a n d the s k i n o f years h i d d e n u n d e r 

its r e m i n d e r to mysel f o f the self i was m a r r y i n g " is r e p l a c e d by the 

r i n g o f " o u r m o u t h s ' h o t estuary, t i d a l yes we are , l e a k i n g love 

a n d say ing it d e e p w i t h i n . " F o r M a r l a t t , the w e d d i n g b a n d sym­

b o l i z e s b o t h h e t e r o s e x u a l m a r r i a g e a n d "this s m a l l o p e n space 

that was m i n e " p r i o r to h e r m a r r i a g e . " T h i s s m a l l o p e n space that 

was m i n e " refers b o t h to p s y c h i c space, a sense o f self, a n d to the 

body. T h u s , f o r her, h e r f o r m e r w e d d i n g r i n g s y m b o l i z e s a n 

a t t e m p t e d s o m a t i c c o m p l i a n c e b e t w e e n p s y c h e a n d body. 

B y contrast , w i t h h e r l e s b i a n lover, l o v e m a k i n g is b o t h love and 

its u t t e r a n c e . T h i s o t h e r "yes," " r e d e f i n e d , it s ignals us b e y o n d 

l i m i t s i n a n e w t o n g u e o u r c o n n e c t i o n r u n s a l o n g " (21) , is 

p r o n o u n c e d "yu" ( 2 3 ) . "Yu," the notes i n the glossary to Touch to 
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My Tongue i n f o r m us, is "the I n d o - E u r o p e a n r o o t o f ' y o u , ' s e c o n d 

p e r s o n p r o n o u n ; also a n o u t c r y as i n L a t i n jubilare, ' to raise a 

s h o u t o f j o y ' (as the in i t ia tes at E l e u s i s m i g h t have d o n e o n s e e i n g 

the l u m i n o u s f o r m o f the r i s e n K o r e ) " ( 3 6 ) . It is n o t a p r o m i s s o r y 

"yes," as i n a w e d d i n g c e r e m o n y w h e r e the w o r d s "I d o " o r "I w i l l , " 

s u p p l e m e n t e d by a w e d d i n g r i n g , p r o m i s e to love a n d h o n o u r . 

T h i s o t h e r "yes" ("yu") d o e s n o t p r o m i s e to love f r o m this day 

f o r t h . It d o e s n o t e n a c t o r exact a p r o m i s e ; it enacts love. "Yu" 

d o e s n o t p r o m i s e to love; it loves. It raises a s h o u t o f j o y i n the 

O t h e r . I n t h e i r l e s b i a n r e l a t i o n , l o v e m a k i n g a n d the j u b i l a n t cry 

o f "yu" l i t e r a l i z e the b o d y o f the O t h e r a n d / a s love . L o v e is at 

o n c e s y m b o l i z e d a n d d e s y m b o l i z e d . L o v e is d e s y m b o l i z e d inso­

far as the l e s b i a n lovers r e p r e s e n t this d e s i r e w i t h o u t loss o r 

finitude, n o t as a s i n g l e g o l d b a n d b u t as a l i m i d e s s p r o c e s s i o n o f 

r i n g s ( o f d e s i r e , o f f u l f i l l m e n t ) . N e v e r t h e l e s s , love is s y m b o l i z e d 

because i f to say "yes" is to p r o m i s e , t h e n the lovers p r o m i s e w i t h 

t h e i r b o d i e s : ' T i d a l yes we are , l e a k i n g love a n d saying it d e e p 

w i t h i n " (21) . 

S i m i l a r l y , i n the p o e m e n t i d e d " k o r e " ( 2 3 ) , the l e s b i a n love 

r e l a t i o n b o t h a c c u m u l a t e s e l e m e n t s o f the m o t h e r - d a u g h t e r re­

l a t i o n a n d d e c o n s t r u c t s t h e m at t h e same t i m e . E v e n as the 

m y t h o l o g i c a l p a r a l l e l is d r a w n , i t is r e d u c e d , p l a y e d d o w n , a n d 

p r o b l e m a t i z e d w i t h i n the c o n t e x t o f the p o e m . F o r e x a m p l e , 

w i t h i n the p o e m it is u n d e t e r m i n e d w h i c h l o v e r plays the r o l e o f 

D e m e t e r a n d w h i c h P e r s e p h o n e . T h e t i t le , " k o r e , " m i g h t suggest 

that n o t the p o e t b u t h e r l o v e r is K o r e . Yet the lover ' s eyelashes, 

" a m b e r o v e r b l u e , " r e c a l l "(amba, a m o r o u s D e m e t e r , y o u w i t h the 

fire i n y o u r h a n d , i a m c o m i n g to y o u ) , " w h i c h i m p l i e s that the 

l o v e r is D e m e t e r i n s t e a d . I n a n i n t e r v i e w w i t h J a n i c e W i l l i a m s o n , 

M a r l a t t has d i s c u s s e d the m o t h e r - d a u g h t e r e l e m e n t s o f h e r re la­

t i o n s h i p . S h e says: " W e l l , we e a c h get to p lay the d a u g h t e r a n d we 

e a c h get to p lay the m o t h e r . . . . T h a t ' s w h y t h e r e is so m u c h 

m o t h e r / d a u g h t e r i m a g e r y r u n n i n g t h r o u g h Touch, a n d the c o n ­

f u s i o n b e t w e e n P e r s e p h o n e a n d D e m e t e r is a d e l i b e r a t e c o n f u ­

s i o n " ( " S p e a k i n g I n " 2 6 ) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a l o n g w i t h this n a m i n g / u n n a m i n g , t h e r e is the 

c o m p l i c a t i o n o f the s e c o n d - p e r s o n p r o n o u n . T h e p o e m c h a n t s 

" n o o n e wears y e l l o w l i k e y o u , " " n o o n e s h i n e s l i k e y o u , " " n o o n e 
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m y t o n g u e b u r r o w s i n . " T h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f l o v e m a k i n g leads to 

the s tatement , i n p a r e n t h e s i s , " ( h e r e i a m y o u ) . " A s the p o e m 

w o r k s t o w a r d o r g a s m , as " l i p s w o r k towards u n d o i n g , " the m y t h ­

o l o g i c a l c o n n o t a t i o n s o f D e m e t e r a n d K o r e are s t r i p p e d d o w n to 

the e t y m o l o g i c a l l eve l , to the I n d o - E u r o p e a n r o o t o f the w o r d 

" female , " w h i c h o r i g i n a l l y m e a n t "to s u c k l e " b u t has d i v e r s i f i e d 

i n t o "fetus" (that w h i c h s u c k s ) , " f e l l a t i o " ( s u c k i n g ) , a n d " f e l i x " 

( f r u i t f u l , h a p p y ) ( 3 6 ) . I n o t h e r w o r d s , M a r l a t t uses the ety­

m o l o g i c a l e v o l u t i o n o f the t e r m " f e m a l e " to r a d i c a l l y c o m p l i c a t e 

the p r o n o u n " y o u " a n d the s t a n d a r d p o s i t i o n a l i t y o f self a n d 

O t h e r . T h e s e c o n d - p e r s o n p r o n o u n , by v i r t u e o f M a r l a t t ' s trans-

l a t i o n a l a c c r e t i o n to it o f its L a t i n r o o t jubilare, "to raise a s h o u t o f 

joy," s u p p l e m e n t s O t h e r n e s s w i t h the cry, j u b i l a t i o n , a n d excess. 

T o say " y o u " i n this t r a n s l a t i o n is n o t o n l y to d e s i g n a t e o r n a m e 

that w h i c h is n o t the self. It is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y to enact O t h e r n e s s , 

a n d o n e ' s p l e a s u r e i n the O t h e r . S a y i n g " y o u " is the e x a l t a t i o n 

e x p e r i e n c e d at the e n t e r i n g i n to o n e s e l f o f the O t h e r . T h u s it is 

n o t ( o r n o t o n l y ) that the self is d i s c o v e r e d t h r o u g h intersubjec­

tive d i s c o u r s e o r t h r o u g h i n t e r c o u r s e . T h e O t h e r is n o t s i m p l y a 

m e a n s to the s o l i d i f i c a t i o n o f the u n i t a r y self. S e x is n o t a d e t o u r 

t h r o u g h the O t h e r towards a r e f r e s h m e n t a n d c o n s o l i d a t i o n o f 

e g o b o u n d a r i e s . " E x t e n d e d w i t h d e s i r e f o r y o u a n d y o u i n m e it 

i sn ' t u s " ( 2 4 ) , as M a r l a t t wri tes i n the p o e m f o l l o w i n g , r e f u s i n g 

the r e d u c t i o n o f two to o n e i m p l i c i t i n the t r a d i t i o n a l m a t h e m a ­

tics o f love i n the W e s t e r n w o r l d . " Y o u " (yu) p l u s " m e " d o e s n o t 

e q u a l "us." 

T h r o u g h s u c h t r a n s l a t i o n s a n d d e c o n s t r u c t i o n s , M a r l a t t c o l ­

lapses d i a l e c t i c s a n d b r i n g s d i f f e r e n t d ia lec ts a n d d i f f e r e n t 

b o d i e s i n t o play. B o d i e s a n d l o v e m a k i n g a l ter l a n g u a g e . W i t h the 

r e v i s i o n o f e s t a b l i s h e d m e a n i n g s , the b o d y surges a h e a d o f l a n ­

guage , its m a t e r i a l i t y a n d its m o t i l i t y e x c e e d i n g c a t e g o r i c a l 

t h o u g h t . F o r M a r l a t t , l a n g u a g e d o e s n o t r e p r e s e n t a n y t h i n g else: 

"it d o e s n o t r e p l a c e the b o d i e s a r o u n d u s " ( 4 5 ) . L i k e t h e p h a n ­

t o m h i s t o r i e s we carry w i t h us e n c o d e d i n o u r tissues, l a n g u a g e "is 

b o t h p l a c e (where we are s i tuated) a n d b o d y (that c o n t a i n s u s ) , 

that b o d y o f l a n g u a g e we speak, o u r m o t h e r t o n g u e . " I f o n e 

brackets the ideas o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d c o m p l e t i o n , t h e n o n e 

c a n find b o t h "a l ternate n a m e s " a n d "that t o n g u e o u r b o d i e s 
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utter, w o m a n t o n g u e , s p e a k i n g i n a n d o f a n d f o r e a c h o t h e r " 

( 2 7 ) . 

T h a t t o n g u e o u r b o d i e s u t t e r is the f o c a l p o i n t o f the p o e m " i n 

the d a r k o f the coast ." I n this p o e m , the l o v e r converses w i t h a 

s m a l l b i r d s i n g i n g i n the u n d e r b r u s h i n a way a n a l o g o u s to h o w 

h e r body, h e r s k i n , answers to the t o u c h o f the O t h e r . T h e lovers , 

r e u n i t e d after the l o n g p e r i o d o f s e p a r a t i o n , d i s c o v e r n e w t h i n g s 

a b o u t e a c h other . M a r l a t t writes: " i d i d n ' t k n o w y o u r h a i r , i d i d n ' t 

k n o w y o u r s k i n w h e n y o u b e c k o n e d to m e i n that last p l a c e , b u t i 

k n e w y o u r eyes, b l u e , as s o o n as y o u c a m e a r o u n d the s m a l l h i l l , 

k n e w y o u r t o n g u e " ( 3 0 ) . T h e t o n g u e she k n e w is b o t h the l i t e r a l 

o r g a n o f the t o n g u e a n d p e r h a p s a s h a r e d lovers ' l a n g u a g e n o t 

u n l i k e "the h i d d e n N o r s e we f o u n d . " P a r a d o x i c a l l y , d i s t a n c e , 

p a r t i n g , absence , a n d m o u r n i n g are very p r o m i n e n t i n this p o e m 

a b o u t r e u n i o n a n d e r o t i c f u s i o n . T h e e m p h a s i s o f the p o e m is 

n o t u p o n the m e r g i n g o f i d e n t i t i e s i n o n e a n o t h e r , as i n c o n v e n ­

t i o n a l love poetry , b u t u p o n h o w " y o u r n a k e d , d e a r l y k n o w n 

s k i n — i t s s m e l l , its a n s w e r i n g t o u c h to m y t o n g u e " creates a 

"separate s k i n we m a k e f o r e a c h o t h e r t h r o u g h . " T h e h i e r o ­

g l y p h s o f e m b r a c e s p e l l a n e w a l p h a b e t , a n e w s k i n , f o r t h e i r 

b e i n g together . 

T h e final p o e m o f the s e q u e n c e , " h e a l i n g , " shows i n r e t r o s p e c t 

that the lover ' s b o d y has t r a n s l a t e d i tself i n t o the text n o t o n l y i n 

the e r o t i c c o n t e n t b u t i n a n u m b e r o f o t h e r semes as w e l l . A s she 

tends to h e r lover ' s n e e d s f o l l o w i n g g a l l b l a d d e r surgery, M a r l a t t 

is l e d to c o n s u l t the d i c t i o n a r y f o r the e t y m o l o g y o f the w o r d 

" g a l l . " Its e t y m o l o g i c a l h i s t o r y i n c l u d e s w o r d s m e a n i n g to s h i n e , 

w o r d s f o r c o l o u r s ( y e l l o w ) , b r i g h t m a t e r i a l s , b i l e o r m e l a n c h o l y , 

g l a d , glass, g laze, a n d g lee . T h e s e d e r i v a t i o n s o f " g a l l " r u n 

t h r o u g h o u t the e n t i r e series o f p o e m s , b u t p e r h a p s the best 

e x a m p l e is the o p e n i n g o f the p o e m " k o r e " : " n o o n e wears y e l l o w 

l i k e y o u excessive a n d r a d i a n t s t o r e h o u s e o f s u n , s k i n s m o o t h as 

f r u i t b u t t h i n , l e a k i n g l i g h t . . . . n o o n e s h i n e s l i k e y o u " ( 2 3 ) . 

S i m i l a r l y , i n the p o e m " w h e r e we w e n t , " b r i g h t n e s s , glass, a n d 

g laze a p p e a r : "we w e n t to w h a t h o u s e s stars at the sea's edge , 

b r i l l i a n t day, w h e r e a m e t a l c r a b je ts w a t e r c a t c h i n g l i g h t , h e a v e n 

a n d e a r t h i n a t r o p i c e m b r a c e j o i n e d u p r i g h t , o u t s i d e glass d o o r s 

p e o p l e a n d cars a n d w a t e r g l a z e " ( 2 8 ) . J u s t as C h e r y l S o u r k e s ' s 
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p h o t o c o l l a g e s i n t e r m i n g l e w i t h M a r l a t t ' s p o e m s a n d p o e t i c essay, 

so the lover ' s b o d y inserts i tse l f s y m p t o m a t i c a l l y a n d e r o t i c a l l y 

i n t o the text. J u s t as the lover ' s s k i n p r o d u c e s a n " a n s w e r i n g 

t o u c h to m y t o n g u e " ( 3 0 ) , so h e r b o d i l y s y m p t o m s translate 

themselves i n t e r s e m i o t i c a l l y i n t o h e r p a r t n e r ' s p o e t i c s e q u e n c e . 

T h e l o v e d b o d y transgresses the b o u n d s o f t e x t u a l d e c o r u m 

a n d has its "say" w i t h i n the text t o o . In hys ter ia , t h e e r o t o g e n i c 

b o d y bypasses the d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n the r e a l a n d the r e p r e ­

s e n t e d to translate i tself d i r e c d y i n t o m o t o r a n d s p e e c h "symp­

t o m s . " T h u s , i f the b o d y c a n translate i tse l f i n t o m o t i l i t y a n d 

s p e e c h , i t w o u l d s e e m p o s s i b l e that i t c a n translate i tself i n t o the 

tissue o f w r i t t e n text. O r , j u s t as t h e b o d y carr ies m e m o r i e s i n its 

tissues a n d l i m b s w h i c h c a n b e t r a n s l a t e d i n t o s p e e c h i n the 

" t a l k i n g c u r e " o f psychoanalys is , so t o o c o r p o r e a l i n f o r m a t i o n 

c a n be t r a n s l a t e d i n t o w r i t i n g . T h e m a t e r i a l substance o f the 

b o d y translates i tse l f i n t e r s e m i o t i c a l l y i n t o the m a t e r i a l sub­

stance o f l a n g u a g e , s i g n i f i e r to s igni f ier . 

I n a r e c e n t essay o n t r a n s l a t i o n , M a r l a t t wri tes that " [transla­
t i o n has always s t o o d i n a n i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p to w r i t i n g f o r 

m e , n o t t h e same b u t s i m i l a r to , a n d it is this s h a d e o f d i f f e r e n c e 

. . . that is exact ly the a r e a . . . that the p r o c e s s o f t r a n s l a t i o n 

w o r k s . . . . F o r m e t r a n s l a t i o n is a b o u t s l i p p a g e a n d d i f f e r e n c e , 

n o t the m i m e s i s o f s o m e t h i n g s o l i d a n d o b j e c t i f i e d o u t t h e r e " 

( ' T r a n s l a t i n g MAUVE" 2 7 ) . T r a n s l a t i o n w o r k s ( in) the a r e a o f 

différance. I n b o t h w r i t i n g a n d t r a n s l a t i o n , "what o n e e n d s u p 

say ing is n e v e r s i m p l y o n e w i t h , b u t s l i p p i n g i n a fine d isp lace­

m e n t of, i n t e n t i o n " ( 2 8 ) . 

T h e n o t i o n o f différance d e c o n s t r u c t s the c o n v e n t i o n s o f m i m ­

esis a n d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , w h i c h t y p i c a l l y e m p l o y the b o d y o f the 

O t h e r , u s u a l l y w o m a n , as a s u p p l e m e n t . A s S h e r r y S i m o n says, 

" [ b ] o t h w o m e n a n d trans lators are the 'weak ' t e r m s i n t h e i r 

respect ive h i e r a r c h i e s , s e x u a l a n d l i t e r a r y " ( H ö m e l a n d S i m o n 

5 2 ) . T h u s t h e d r i f t a n d s l i p p a g e i n h e r e n t i n t r a n s l a t i o n are 

i m p o r t a n t to M a r l a t t as a f e m i n i s t wri ter . T h e d o u b l i n g i n v o l v e d 

i n t r a n s l a t i o n — " t h e r e are two m i n d s ( e a c h w i t h its c o n s c i o u s 

a n d u n c o n s c i o u s ) , two world-v iews, two ways o f m o v i n g t h r o u g h 

two d i f f e r e n t l a n g u a g e s " — i s c o m p o u n d e d w h e n , as i n t h e case 

o f M a r l a t t t r a n s l a t i n g N i c o l e B r o s s a r d ' s MAUVE, the two wr i ters 
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i n v o l v e d are "aware o f the d i s p l a c e m e n t that o c c u r s b e t w e e n 

t h e i r o w n e x p e r i e n c e as w o m e n a n d the d r i f t that is p a t r i a r c h a l l y 

l o a d e d i n t h e i r l a n g u a g e . " T h e n , M a r l a t t says, y o u have b o t h d r i f t 

a n d resistance, i m m e r s i o n a n d s u b v e r s i o n , w o r k i n g together . 

M o r e o v e r , h e r t r a n s l a t i o n o f MAUVE involves the i n t e r l i n g u a l 

t r a n s l a t i o n o f a text w h i c h is c o m p o s e d , i n par t , as a n i n t r a l i n g u a l 

t r a n s l a t i o n : " M e a n i n g operates s t r a n g e l y i n [MAUVE], s e e p i n g 

f r o m o n e p h r a s e to o t h e r s a r o u n d it, l e a k i n g b a c k a n d f o r t h 

b e t w e e n f r a g m e n t s , d e f i n i t e l y n o t p r o g r e s s i n g i n l i n e a r f a s h i o n " 

( " T r a n s l a t i n g MAUVE" 2 8 ) . T h i s is t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f o n e inter-

l a n g u a g e i n t o a n o t h e r . 

T h e p r o m i s e o f t r a n s l a t i o n f o r M a r l a t t is m u l t i f a c e t e d . F o r 

f e m i n i s t wri ters , the n o t i o n o f fidelity—the fidelity o f l a n g u a g e 

to event i n the p r o m i s e , i n m a r r i a g e , a n d i n t r a n s l a t i o n — i s 

p r o b l e m a t i c . A g a i n s t fidelity, M a r l a t t posits d i f f e r e n c e , in f ide l i ty , 

excess, s l i p p a g e , dr i f t , l eakage , s ta in , b r u i s e , c u r v e , a n d so o n , the 

w o r d s themselves r e f l e c t i n g the " i n t e r f e r e n c e " o f the b o d y o r 

b o d i e s i n the act o f t r a n s l a t i o n . F o r her , t r a n s l a t i o n takes p l a c e 

n o t o n l y b e t w e e n two l a n g u a g e s b u t b e t w e e n two t o n g u e s , two 

m o u t h s . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f o n e m o u t h to a n o t h e r (those o f the 

self a n d the O t h e r , the t r a n s l a t o r a n d the o t h e r w r i t e r ) d o u b l e s 

that b e t w e e n "the l i v i n g b o d y a n d its m e n t a l i m p r e s s " ( 2 9 ) , that 

d i v e r g e n c e o f the b o d y f r o m its v i r t u a l i m a g e , e s p e c i a l l y the b o d y 

g e n d e r e d i n the f e m i n i n e , because i t has b e e n " m u c h i m a g e d . " 

U n f a i t h f u l t r a n s l a t i o n , t r a n s l a t i o n u n f a i t h f u l to the t r a d i t i o n a l 

t r a n s l a t i o n c o n t r a c t , p r o v i d e s a m e t h o d f o r d e c o n s t r u c t i n g the 

C a r t e s i a n " u n i v e r s a l r e a s o n " w h i c h has o p e r a t e d to erase h e r 

b o d y ' s d i f f e r e n c e s , to a l i e n a t e its dr ives a n d s i g n i f i c a t i o n s , a n d to 

subject h e r ( r e n d e r h e r f a i t h f u l to) the L a w o f the Father . T h e 

l i q u i d h y d r a u l i c s o f t r a n s l a t i o n ( leekage, seepage) s u p p l a n t the 

m e c h a n i c s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d m i m e s i s . U n l i k e representa­

t i o n , t r a n s l a t i o n involves h e r i n a n i n t i m a t e , d i a l o g i c r e l a t i o n 

w i t h a n O t h e r . I n the w o r d s o f S u s a n n e d e L o t b i n i è r e - H a r w o o d 

a n d N i c o l e B r o s s a r d , "I a m a l r e a d y a t r a n s l a t i o n by b e i n g bilingue, 

I a m a l r e a d y a t r a n s l a t i o n by b e i n g l e s b i a n f e m i n i s t , I a m a l r e a d y 

a t r a n s l a t i o n by b e i n g a w o m a n " ( q t d . i n M e z e i 4 9 ) . 

A l t h o u g h the p a r a l l e l is i n s t r u c t i v e i n t e r m s o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

the n a t u r e a n d e x t e n t o f t h e i r p r o j e c t , f e m i n i s t wri ters s u c h as 
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M a r l a t t are not r e p e a t i n g R e n é Descartes 's gesture o f w r i t i n g i n 

the v e r n a c u l a r . T h e y d o n o t wr i te i n s o m e " u n i v e r s a l " f e m i n i n e o r 

m a t e r n a l l a n g u a g e , n o r d o they seek to i n v e n t o n e . F u r t h e r m o r e , 

they d o n o t w r i t e in the ( m ) o t h e r t o n g u e e i ther , s ince that 

l a n g u a g e d o e s n o t exist as a l a n g u a g e i n d e p e n d e n t u n t o itself; it 

is i n s t e a d a n i n t e r l a n g u a g e . T h e y wr i te t o w a r d a n O t h e r l a n ­

guage , the l a n g u a g e , that is, b o t h o f a n o t h e r b o d y t h a n the o n e 

W e s t e r n c u l t u r e s have i n h e r i t e d f r o m Descartes a n d the l a n ­

guage o f a n O t h e r ' s body. T h e i r i n s p i r a t i o n is i n the inter-

p e n e t r a t i o n a n d p e r m e a b i l i t y b e t w e e n the p a r t i c u l a r s o f the 

i n t e x t u a t e d b o d y a n d the l i v e d w o r l d ( w h i c h is n o t necessar i ly 

the so-cal led " r e a l " w o r l d , o r the w o r l d o f " r e a l " m e n ) . N e i t h e r 

text n o r b o d y is the site o f o r i g i n s . T h e site o f o r i g i n s is endless ly 

d i s p l a c e d , t h o u g h t r a n s l a t i o n c o n t i n u e s to take p l a c e . S i n c e 

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l s igni f iers , l i k e p r o p e r n a m e s , w i l l n o t translate , 

the p h a l l u s , f o r o n e , translates i tself o u t i n f e m i n i s t t r a n s l a t i o n 

poet ics . T h a t is, i t n o l o n g e r stands as the s i g n i f i e r w h i c h g o v e r n s 

a l l o t h e r s igni f iers , o r g a n i z i n g b o d i e s , m a s c u l i n e a n d f e m i n i n e 

b o d i e s , a c c o r d i n g to its dr ives a n d phantas ies . 

T r a n s l a t i o n p o e t i c s r e i n s c r i b e s the b o d y d i f f e r e n t l y f r o m its 

i n s c r i p t i o n t h r o u g h r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , m i m e s i s , a n d " u n i v e r s a l rea­

s o n . " I n the r e t r o s p e c t i v e r e a d i n g c o m p e l l e d by the e n d i n g o f 

Touch to My Tongue, the lover ' s d iseased g a l l b l a d d e r b e c o m e s a 

k i n d o f p h a n t o m o r g a n w h i c h p e r m e a t e s the e n t i r e text. J u s t as 

the b o d y carr ies m e m o r i e s i n its tissues, so t o o the tissue-text is 

i m p r i n t e d n o t o n l y w i t h the lover ' s e r o t i c b o d y b u t h e r symp­

t o m a t i c b o d y as w e l l . T h e p h r a s e " g a l l , a l l that is bitter, m e l a n ­

c h o l y " (32) refers to a n h i s t o r i c a l o r g a n i z a t i o n o f the b o d y 

a r o u n d f o u r " h u m o u r s " i n s t e a d o f a c c o r d i n g to the d u a l i s t m i n d -

b o d y spl i t . T h r o u g h t e c h n i q u e s s u c h as these, M a r l a t t translates 

i n t r a l i n g u a l l y , f r o m E n g l i s h to E n g l i s h . S h e also translates inter-

l i n g u a l l y f r o m the d e a d l a n g u a g e s o f L a t i n , G r e e k , O l d E n g l i s h , 

O l d N o r s e , a n d o t h e r s i n t o c o n t e m p o r a r y C a n a d i a n E n g l i s h . 

T h e o l d r o o t s a n d p h a n t o m r e s i d u e s o f these l a n g u a g e s serve as a 

s o u r c e l a n g u a g e f r o m w h i c h to i n s c r i b e a n e w target l a n g u a g e . 

A n d she translates i n t e r s e m i o t i c a l l y b e t w e e n the b o d y a n d the 

text. 
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It is poss ib le at this p o i n t to r e v i e w a n d r e c o n t e x t u a l i z e the 

m o t h e r - d a u g h t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p d e s c r i b e d by M a r l a t t i n h e r essay 

o n i m m i g r a t i o n a n d r e c a p i t u l a t e d w i t h d i f f e r e n c e s i n the re la­

t i o n b e t w e e n the lovers i n Touch to My Tongue. A s M a r l a t t d e p i c t s it 

now, d u r i n g h e r teenage years the m o t h e r - d a u g h t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

r e v o l v e d a r o u n d a contest b e t w e e n c o l o n i a l a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l 

uses o f l a n g u a g e . I n " D i f f e r e n c e ( e m ) b r a c i n g , " a n essay p u b ­

l i s h e d i n the 1990 c o l l e c t i o n Language in Her Eye: Writing and 

Gender, she re f ines h e r e a r l i e r r e m a r k s a b o u t the effects o f h e r 

f a m i l y ' s i m m i g r a t i o n to C a n a d a ( q u o t e d above, page 19) by 

n u a n c i n g m o r e f u l l y the class, g e n d e r , a n d f a m i l y p o l i t i c s i n ­

v o l v e d . S h e descr ibes the t e n s i o n s b e t w e e n h e r m o t h e r a n d h e r 

C a n a d i a n i z e d d a u g h t e r s over the d i f ferences b e t w e e n the 

m o t h e r ' s m o t h e r t o n g u e o f " E n g l i s h E n g l i s h " a n d w h a t the 

m o t h e r r e f e r r e d to as t h e i r " A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h " a n d the batt ìes 

over t r a n s l a t i o n w h i c h e n s u e d : " A n d so i e n g a g e d i n l o n g battles 

w i t h m y m o t h e r , e a c h o f us t r y i n g to c o r r e c t the o t h e r , she 

c o r r e c t i n g f o r p u r i t y o f o r i g i n , w h i l e i c o r r e c t e d f o r c o m m o n 

u s a g e — e a c h o f us w i t h d i f f e r e n t v e r s i o n s o f ' t h e r e a l t h i n g ' " 

( 1 9 ° ) -
It is c r u c i a l to r e m e m b e r that M a r l a t t ' s m o t h e r h a d b e e n a 

m e m s a h i b i n t h e i r P e n a n g h o u s e h o l d a n d , m o r e o v e r , that the 

t e r m " m e m s a h i b " is, as B r e n d a C a r r re i terates , a d e r i v a t i v e o f 

" s a h i b , " the w h i t e c o l o n i a l m a l e m a s t e r o f the h o u s e h o l d , a n d 

thus ref lects the " m e m ' s " s u b o r d i n a t e status. W h i l e h e r m o t h e r 

f u n c t i o n e d i n m a n y ways w i t h i n h e r p u r v i e w as a n a c c o m p l i c e to 

the c o l o n i a l p r o j e c t , she was also i n e q u a l l y m a n y ways its v i c t i m . 

T h o u g h e d u c a t e d to the c o l o n i z i n g task w i t h a n E n g l i s h b o a r d ­

i n g s c h o o l t r a i n i n g , she was h e r s e l f b o r n i n I n d i a i n t o a n A n g l o -

I n d i a n f a m i l y o f two g e n e r a t i o n s . A s M a r l a t t confesses: 

Words were always taken seriously i n my house because they were the 
weapons of that struggle [with her mother over reality]. But a 
woman's sense of herself i n the language she speaks can only be 
denied so long before it transforms into a darker (side of the m o o n ) , 
a more insistent ir-reality, not wwreal because its effects are felt so 
devastatingly i n its subject and those a ro und her. H e r words, her very 
style of speaking derided by her own chi ldren, her colonial manners 
and Engl ish boarding-school mores dismissed as inappropriate by 
Canadianized daughters who denied any vestige of them in their own 
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behaviour and speech, she withdrew into chronic depression and 
hypochondria. 'Unbalanced. ' 'Loony. ' But to deny: to completely say 
no to. A powerful mechanism. A form of colonial ism at work within 
the family. (190-91) 

T h r o u g h o u t this passage, M a r l a t t is o s t e n s i b l y t a l k i n g a b o u t h e r 

m o t h e r ' s e n f o r c e m e n t o f c o l o n i a l a n d t r a d i t i o n a l h e t e r o s e x u a l 

f a m i l y r e l a t i o n s , b u t the l a c k o f p e r s o n a l n o u n s o r p r o n o u n s i n 

the final few phrases o f the passage creates a n a m b i g u o u s n e s s 

w h i c h r e m i n d s us that repress ive p o w e r r e l a t i o n s c a n n o t be 

a t t r i b u t e d e x c l u s i v e l y to the c o l o n i a l s ide. J u s t as M a r l a t t ' s 

m o t h e r t r i e d to e n f o r c e c o l o n i a l i t y w i t h i n the f a m i l y , so t o o h e r 

d a u g h t e r s , d e n y i n g t h e i r m o t h e r ' s s p e e c h a n d its a c c o m p a n y i n g 

reality, p r a c t i c e d a k i n d o f p o s t c o l o n i a l c o u n t e r - e n f o r c e m e n t 

u p o n her. C o n t r a r y to S a r a h H a r a s y m ' s a r g u m e n t that M a r l a t t 

erases the rea l i ty o f the a m a h as a T h i r d W o r l d w o m a n i n " I n the 

M o n t h o f H u n g r y G h o s t s " because she is p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h ques­

t ions o f h e r o w n i d e n t i t y a n d w i t h the w o r k i n g s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

( H a r a s y m 121-25), M a r l a t t ' s p o e t i c s are n o i b a s e d o n representa­

t i o n b u t r a t h e r o n t r a n s l a t i o n , a p r a c t i c e w h i c h , I w o u l d suggest, 

d e r i v e s l a r g e l y f r o m the l a n g u a g e p r a c t i c e s she l e a r n e d b a t t l i n g 

h e r m o t h e r o n C a n a d i a n g r o u n d (s) a n d f r o m h e r m o r e posi t ive 

c h i l d h o o d i n t e r a c t i o n s w i t h h e r a m a h s i n P e n a n g . 1 3 P u z z l i n g 

over the p r o b l e m o f s p e a k i n g a b o u t d i f f e r e n c e s a n d s p e a k i n g to 

O t h e r s , M a r l a t t recal ls : 

It wasn't sharing but difference i n a multipl icity of ways i felt first as a 
c h i l d i n Malaya where i was taught the King 's (it was then) Engl ish, to 
m i n d my P's & Q's, to behave and speak "properly," when all the while 
i was surrounded by other languages that were not proper at all for a 
white colonial ch i ld , but which nevertheless i longed to understand, 
filled as they were with laughter, jokes, calls, exclamations, comfort, 
h u m m i n g . Sometimes rocked to sleep, sometimes teased or scolded, 
sometimes ignored by the sounds of Cantonese, Malay, T h a i , i stood 
o n the fringe and longed to know what the stories were that produced 
such laughter, such shakings of the head. ("Difference (em)brac­
i n g " 189-90) 

T h e five l a n g u a g e s o f h e r P e n a n g h o m e a n d the c o - h a b i t a t i o n 

w i t h i n Touch to My Tongue o f m u l t i p l e s i g n i f y i n g g e n r e s a n d f o r m s 

are a l i k e b a s e d o n t r a n s l a t i o n . 
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Touch to My Tongue ce lebrates b o t h the l e s b i a n love r e l a t i o n , 

w h i c h s i m u l t a n e o u s l y s u p p o r t s a n d u n d e t e r m i n e s the m o t h e r -

d a u g h t e r r e l a t i o n , a n d a p o s t c o l o n i a l d e l i g h t i n t r a n s l a t i o n . 1 4 

T h e m u l t i p l e aspects o f the m o t h e r figure t o u c h u p o n M a r l a t t ' s 

m o t h e r , g r a n d m o t h e r , a n d the e l e m e n t s o f the m o t h e r / 

d a u g h t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p w h i c h are r e h e a r s e d i n the r e l a t i o n be­

tween h e r s e l f a n d h e r f e m a l e lover. T h e d y n a m i c s b e t w e e n a n d 

a m o n g m o t h e r s a n d O t h e r s b e c o m e r a d i c a l l y c o m p l e x . T h e 

p h a n t o m l i m b w h i c h b e c k o n s M a r l a t t to re-visit P e n a n g o n e year 

after h e r m o t h e r ' s d e a t h also takes h e r to the l a n d o f h e r a m a h s , 

those w o m e n w h o s p o k e C a n t o n e s e , M a l a y , T h a i , w h o were b i l i n ­

g u a l o r m u l t i l i n g u a l . H a v i n g " c o m p l e t e l y [said] n o t o " h e r 

m o t h e r , she c o m p l e t e l y says y e s / y u to h e r l e s b i a n lover. L i k e h e r 

a m a h s i n P e n a n g , the lovers translate . I n o t h e r w o r d s , they 

p r a c t i c e what B h a r a t i M u k h e r j e e cal ls "the ' s t e p - m o t h e r t o n g u e ' 

i n w h i c h p o s t - c o l o n i a l wri ters w r i t e , ' i m p l y i n g as i t does the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , a f f e c t i o n , a c c i d e n t , loss, a n d secret ive roots-quest 

i n a d o p t i v e f a m i l y s i t u a t i o n s " ( q t d . i n H u t c h e o n 81) . T h e " p h a n ­

t o m l i m b " is n o t o n l y the c o n t a i n e d , i f r e d o l e n t , c o l o n i a l past 

t h e n ; n o r is it o n l y a m e t a p h o r . T h e p h a n t o m l i m b o f M a r l a t t ' s 

P e n a n g past e m b r a c e s b o t h h e r c o l o n i a l a n d h e r p o s t c o l o n i a l 

m o t h e r s ' b o d i e s . 1 5 

T h e r e f o r e , w h i l e the l e s b i a n O t h e r is a d i f f e r e n t O t h e r t h a n 

the m o t h e r as O t h e r , o r the T h i r d W o r l d w o m a n as e i t h e r m o t h e r 

o r O t h e r , 1 6 saying "yes" to h e r l o v e r is also a way o f say ing a 

b e l a t e d "yes" to these h e r several m o t h e r s . A s L u c e Ir igaray states 

e m p h a t i c a l l y i n h e r ar t ic le " T h e B o d i l y E n c o u n t e r w i t h the 

M o t h e r , " "It is a lso necessary, i f we are n o t to be a c c o m p l i c e s i n 

the m u r d e r o f the m o t h e r , f o r us to assert that t h e r e is a g e n e a l ­

ogy o f w o m e n " ( 4 4 ) . A r g u i n g against the O e d i p a l basis o f psy­

c h o a n a l y s i s , i n that ar t ic le Ir igaray 's m o d e l f o r a g e n e a l o g y o f 

w o m e n is p r i m a r i l y b a s e d o n the n u c l e a r fami ly . B u t a g e n e a l o g y 

o f w o m e n , a h i s t o r y o f e n c o u n t e r s w i t h m o t h e r s ' b o d i e s , c a n a n d 

m u s t i n c l u d e m o t h e r s a n d d a u g h t e r s f r o m o u t s i d e the n a r r o w l y -

d e f i n e d p a t r i a r c h a l a n d c o l o n i a l f a m i l y u n i t . It m u s t i n c l u d e , f o r 

e x a m p l e , M a r l a t t ' s r e l a t i o n s w i t h the a m a h s w h o c a r e d f o r h e r as 

a c h i l d . M o r e o v e r , a g e n e a l o g y o f w o m e n i n e v i t a b l y r e q u i r e s the 
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i n v e n t i o n a n d m u l t i p l i c a t i o n o f k i n s h i p t e r m s s u p p l e m e n t a r y to 

those o f the p h a l l i c m o t h e r a n d d a u g h t e r . 

A t the c o n c l u s i o n o f the p o e m s e q u e n c e o f Touch to My Tongue, 

M a r l a t t seizes o n the w o r d " g l i s t e n , " o n e o f the der ivat ives o f 

" g a l l , " a n d puts the le t ter " g " i n p a r e n t h e s e s so that the w o r d 

t r a n s l a t e d i n this f a s h i o n d o u b l e s as a v i s u a l (g l is ten) a n d a n 

a u r a l ( l isten) t e r m . T h e lovers, t a k i n g t u r n s p l a y i n g m o t h e r a n d 

d a u g h t e r , r e t u r n to t h e i r b e d , e n t w i n e t h e i r w a r m l i m b s , a n d 

( g ) l i s t e n to a n e w ( m ) o t h e r t o n g u e . 

N O T E S 

1 Although Slemon rightly refuses to define the postcolonial as the moment inaugu­
rated with the commencement o f a post-independence historical period in former 
colonies, he by no means discounts the historical. Rather, as a postcolonial critic 
and theorist he "resists" the colonial practice of containing subversive movements 
by consigning them to the narrative of colonial history or relegating them to the 
past. H e rejects any notion of the postcolonial as an historical "before a n d after" 
phenomenon. 

See also Slemon, "Unsettling the Empire: Resistance Theory for the Second 
World." For an analysis of two exuberantly backtalking postcolonial poets' experi­
mentations with the lyric, see Banting,"Tremendous Forgeries." 

2 In her essay "Ludic Feminism, the Body, Performance, a n d Labor: Bringing 
Materialism Back into Feminist Cultural Studies," Teresa L. Ebert divides post­
modernism into two camps—"ludic postmodernism" a n d "resistance 
postmodernism"—and attempts to reclaim resistance for postmodernism. Such 
valorizing of resistance by postmodernists a n d postcolonialists alike ought to make 
readers cautious about all such staked claims. 

3 See Breuer a n d Freud. 

4 For expansion of these comments o n the signifying resources of the hysterical 
body, see David-Ménard. 

5 R o m a n Jakobsen divides translation into three categories: interlingual, intra­
lingual, a n d intersemiotic. My work extendsJakobsen's definition of intersemiotic 
translation as a form of intermedia translation (between painting and text, for 
example) by positing a form of intersemiotic translation between bodies and 
writing. For expansion of this concept, see Banting, "The Body as Pictogram." 

6 O n e also recalls writer Lee Maracle's objection to the application of the term 
"postcolonial" to Canadian literature a n d culture. She observes that indigenous 
peoples in Canada "have not had a change in our condition." "Postcolonialism 
presumes we have resolved the colonial condition, at least in the field of literature. 
Even here we are still a classical colony. O u r words, our sense a n d use of language 
are not j u d g e d by the standards set by the poetry a n d stories we create. They are 
judged by the standards set by others" (13). 

7 It is important to note that four of the five languages spoken in Marlatt's chi ldhood 
home were those spoken by the servants. I will return to this crucial point later. 

» T h e death of her mother precipitated Marlatt's journey back to Penang in July 
1976 (Thesen 2). 

a Brenda Cam's essay "The Western Woman a n d 'the Colonial E m p i r e of the M i n d ' : 
(Re)Constructing the Memsahib as (M)other in Daphne Marlatt's 'In the M o n t h 
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of Hungry Ghosts' " can be read as a kind o f companion essay to the present one. 
(I want to thank Brenda Carr for reading an earlier draft o f my paper a n d making 
provocative suggestions for revision.) 

10 Nye's description of logic and the logician sounds uncannily like descriptions of 
the "logic" and bodies o f hysterics. 

it Many theorists influenced by Michel Foucault have discussed the inscription of 
the body by discourses. However, m u c h remains to be done with regard to the 
problem of the reciprocal inscription of discourses a n d texts by the body. Grosz 
and her postcolonial Australian colleagues M o i r a Gatens a n d Vicki Kirby have 
made significant beginnings in this area. See also Jane Gallop. 

12 For arguments counter to the dualist version o f the body, see Grosz and David-
Ménard. 

13 In her reply to Harasym, Carr suggests that the "limits of feminist discourses cut 
both ways: in privileging the amah, we may lose sight o f the conditions o f the 
sexed body for the memsahib. I would suggest that a more productive model 
might be one in which neither memsahib nor amah are read out as fully em­
powered or victimized. . . . In this way, while accounting for the obvious uneven-
ness of their subject positionings in imperialism, the amah may be read for 
contradictory instances o f her agency, while the memsahib may be read for 
contradictory instances of her disempowerment. . . . " 

14 In the second poem of Touch to My Tongue, Marlatt explores together the Other­
ness of the lover and of the mother figure. In the absence of her lover, the figure 
of the great mother in the first poem becomes for the speaker that of the terrible 
mother, she who "takes back what she gives, as you might, or i might," in the 
second (20). T h e allusion at this point to the double figure of the great mother/ 
terrible mother does not reflect a nostalgia for a Utopian or prelapsarian order. 
Rather the figure of the maternal conjures up Marlatt's own personal, familial 
background. 

15 African American writer T o n i Morrison's new novel Jazz contains a passage which 
configures an absent father as a kind of phantom limb. T h e passage extends over 
three paragraphs. I quote a mere portion: 

O n l y now, he thought, now that I know I have a father, do I feel his absence: the 
place where he should have been a n d was not. Before, I thought everybody was 
one-armed, like me. Now I feel the surgery. T h e crunch of bone when it is 
sundered, the sliced flesh a n d the tubes of blood cut through, shocking the 
bloodrun a n d disturbing the nerves. They dangle a n d writhe. Singing p a i n . . . . 

A n d no, I am not angry. I don 't need the arm. But I d o need to know what it 
could have been like to have had it. It's a phantom I have to behold and be held 
by, in whatever crevices it lies, under whatever branch. O r maybe it stalks 
treeless and open places, lit with an oily sun. This part o f me that does not know 
me, has never touched me or l ingered at my side. T h i s gone-away h a n d that 
never helped me over the stile, or guided me past the dragons, pulled me up 
from the ditch into which I stumbled. . . . W h e n I find it, will it wave to me? 
Gesture, beckon to me to come along? O r will it even know who or what I am? It 
doesn't matter. I will locate it so the severed part can remember the snatch, the 
slice o f its disfigurement. Perhaps then the arm will n o longer be a phantom, 
but will take its own shape, grow its own muscle a n d bone, a n d its blood will 
p u m p from the loud singing that has found the purpose of its serenade. 
A m e n . (158-59) 

16 Wittig argues that the dialectical use of the term "Other" preserves the economy 
of the Same a n d deprives the said O t h e r of subjecthood even before having 
gained it. Despite the multiplication of different categories o f Otherness, she says, 
"[b]oth the figureheads of the dominators a n d of the dominated have adopted 
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this point o f view" a n d Otherness remains an essentialist position, defined solely 
in relation to the Same or the O n e . 

In this regard, my retention o f the term "Other" would seem to weaken 
somewhat my argument at this point. However, it would be premature in a 
discussion of the intersemiotic translation between bodies and texts, an area only 
just beginning to be analyzed, to attempt to jettison all familiar language. More­
over, I have marked, where appropriate, the compromised nature of both the 
"Other" a n d the related concept of "the self," notions which continue to deter­
mine how we conceive of bodies. 
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