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20 Methodological Aphorisms to Break Down Borders & Barriers 
 
1. Is an academic paper comprised solely of aphorisms, musings, and poetic echolocations 
possible? Since it must be, after all, I am delivering one, is it possible for such a paper to avoid 
the drab clichés that often accompany such undertakings? Who would this paper even be for? 
I’m guessing, given the setting, academics. For what does aphoristic language say beyond the 
person speaking and thinking through it? Or perhaps, it is for no one? As Walter Benjamin 
says in The Task of the Translator, “No poem is intended for the reader, no picture is for the 
beholder, no symphony for the listener.” More valuable than certainty or clarity here is the 
thinking in modes, and the searching for a modus operandi that thinks with, through, and 
beyond the incommensurable—that which is absent. 
 
2. It seems apt that over sixty years ago the Massey Report, in a section titled, “The Plight of 
the Humanities,” outlined the divisive politics that humanities often face when confronted with 
the supposed antithetical social and natural sciences: “Universities have been trying, but not 
with complete success, to meet what is felt to be a dangerous and artificial division between 
the humanities and the social sciences […] The problem, it would seem, is to break down 
these barriers and to bring back the days when the term ‘university’ accurately described the 
institution.” While I hardly think that the social sciences and humanities have the same exact 
objectives or methodologies, I believe that there needs to be more interdisciplinary 
collaboration, not only between the social sciences and the humanities, but within the often 
cloistered fields of inquiry within our own discipline of English and Theatre Studies. Henceforth, 
these aphorisms, pedagogical methods, or simply thoughts, are starting points for larger critical 
discussions about what we all do in the humanities and the university at large: most 
intrinsically, craft meaning of the research we make, which is also making us. 
 
3. All texts are multimodal: they make their meanings in different modes. As you listen to me 
speak, you listen to the words, but you also listen to the different meanings signaled by the 
intonation of my voice, the stresses on the words I speak, and in the intermedia soundings I 
respond to and manipulate in the present moment. Everything we do aspires towards a 
diversity of multiple constructed meanings. 
 
4. These contingent meanings, or meanderings, which I’ve strung together, create and enact 
my own academic rhapsody, aspiring as most things do, to the level of narrative, however 
loosely constructed. The music that you hear, which has been mixed, cut, mashed, and 
recontextualized from fragments of different pieces of music, function like the Poundian maxim 
to “make it new.” I attempt to draw the listener into what Adrian Piper calls the indexical 
present, she says: “I use the notion of the ‘indexical present’ to describe the way in which I 
attempt to draw the viewer into a direct relationship with the work, to draw the viewer into a 
kind of self critical standpoint which encourages reflection on one’s own responses to the 
work.” 
 
5. My self-reflexive maxims become intersecting lines, like wiry veins connecting into to the 
massive circuitry of all media, media which completely work us over. Although approaching 
cliché today, there was prescient truth in Marshall McLuhan’s aphorism “the medium is the 
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massage,” particularly the notion that today’s virtual media can be an adequate substitute for 
actuality. In both “embodied” and “digital” spaces there are always connections to be made—
we can never get away from embodied experience, and now, we can never get away from 
digital experience, which is also embodied. As McLuhan says, “Our time is a time for crossing 
barriers, for erasing old categories-for probing around. When two seemingly disparate 
elements are imaginatively poised, put in apposition in new and unique ways, startling 
discoveries often result.” Thus, it is about the process of doing, of discovery, which connects 
the scientist to the musician, the scholar to the artist, the past to the present—all venturing out 
onto that unknowable edge. 
 
6. For me, music—whether in performance or in listening—is a malleable activity about making 
sense of the world, and not a “fixed” product. I agree with Christopher Small’s assertion, in 
Musicking, that “There is no such thing as music. Music is not a thing at all but an activity, 
something that people do.” I think music, as well as literature, is always a metaphor and an 
open signifier. For me, music and scholarly praxis function in the “make do” of everyday life (a 
la de Certeau), as critical revaluations of the past which help animate and make sense of the 
present moment. Futher, sample based DJ practices offer a non-linear, and often 
improvisatory, pathway into blurring the lines between scholarly practice and everyday 
engaged citizenship—however, we might choose to define the citizen. 
 
7. My methodology itself is closest to the practice of DJing, which provides a flexible guide to 
my murky topology: DJs mix multiple records by using various constituent elements of rhythm, 
timbre, texture, and overall sonic experience. In essence, I ask what happens when you put a 
mixer and cross-fader between multiple diverse musics, or cultural, or interdisciplinary 
realities? While it might seem that interdisciplinary studies are a current move away from the 
poetic; in actuality, interdisciplinary by its very definition requires an analysis or methodology 
that aligns with poetic praxis. This is because the interdisciplinary requires an inherent 
understanding of the canonical as well as the modes of interrogating it. Interdisciplinary 
approaches require the double mastery that Stathis Gourgouris explicates as a gesturing 
towards poesies. He says that, “As transformation, [interdisciplinary] work is quintessentially 
poetic. It is a gesture of poiein, by which I mean not merely the art of making but the art of 
forming (thereby, in the domain of history, transforming)” (225). 
 
8. In various ways, my work operates under what poet Wayde Compton describes as 
“schizophonophilia,” which is, the “love of audio interplay, the pleasure of critical disruptions to 
natural audition, the counter-hegemonic affirmation that can be achieved through acoustic 
intervention” (199). I like the notion of acoustic intervention, the notion of disrupting the 
pretense of naturalism, as a reminder that democracy (as embodied in sound) is itself most 
effective when it is its most discordantly free. Sampling really is just a new way of doing 
something that been with us for a long time, creating meaning with found objects. As DJ 
Spooky describes, “The mix breaks free from the old associations. New contexts form from old. 
The script gets flipped. The languages evolve and learn to speak in new forms, new thoughts. 
The sound of thought becomes legible again at the edge of the new meanings.” Basically, 
creativity, resonant to a degree in all artistic forms, rests in how you recontextualize the 
previous expression of others. 
 
9. I occasionally perform under my DJ alias, DJ Techné. Currently, I am working on an ongoing 
project entitled Dedications, where various phonogrooves (from jazz, hip-hop, and spoken 
word, to unusual recontextualized samples) are mélanged and collaged together to create 
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polyvalent dedications to a host of musicians and poets. Techné translates as craftsmanship, 
craft, or art. As an activity, techné is concrete, variable, and context-dependent. In ancient 
Greece, techné signified all the mechanic arts, including medicine and music. The English 
aphorism, “gentlemen don’t work with their hands,” is said to have originated in ancient Greece 
in relation to their cynical view on the arts. Due to this view, it was only fitted for the lower class 
while the upper class practiced the liberal arts of ‘free’ men (Dorter 1973). Well, I think that art 
is about getting your hands dirty. Perhaps indisciplinarity and the breaking down of borders 
requires a dance with the muck, the grit, the crackle, the stained and written in book, and the 
unknown. 
 
10. Rather than look at the material we draw from as scholars as archive, perhaps we should 
think of it as “living repertoire” (a concept I borrow form theorist Diana Taylor), and a source of 
“embodied memory” where various multimodal texts are collaged together to create a sonic 
mix that draws the reader/listener and writer/artist into direct relation with the work. For me, my 
DJ and scholarly praxis is not so much about a repetition of the Same, but is concerned with 
what Gilles Deleuze describes as operating in the “heterogeneity of an ‘a-presentation.’” For 
even repetition with difference might be more difference than repetition, more living repertoire 
than closed representation: “difference will, indeed, be different in each of its incarnations.” Do 
texts listen to one another? 
 
11. One can find intersections in everything if they listen close enough. Literature is a dance 
with the mutability of material. 
 
Listen to: 
Thelonious Monk’s Underground, 
flip the script  
hear Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, 
then read Ellison who was reading Dostoevsky 
  who was probably reading Dante 
 and then read Dionne Brand’s Ossuaries 
 and hear Brand’s Yasmine listening to Monk in an underground space 
             they all sing bass. 
 
12. Is there a post for the post-postmodern or for the post-Postcolonial or post-post structural? 
All these posts seem to put up fences in the ground and construct garrisons around our 
different fields of inquiry. I very much like Umberto Eco’s definition of postmodernism for it 
removes it from the grip of chronologists, he says: “Postmodernism is not a trend to be 
chronologically defined, but, rather, an ideal category—or better still, a kunstwollen, a way of 
operating.” What we do in settings like this one here, is take down posts and let the grass of 
our ideas grow beyond the borders they’re accustomed to—we highlight our resarch as 
operation, as living. Is there anything more liberating than believing that our literary endeavors, 
however structured, are ineluctably interwoven into a vegetative field of constant mutability? 
 
13. We can draw up all the maps and borders we want, or draft legislation to control the 
masses, but there will always be people willing to traverse geographical and metaphorical 
borders, and break laws. Can theory be applied to the lived reality of how people navigate and 
work against their own-bordered realities? Sometimes it seems that what we do, write, and say 
in academia comes a little too late. What can the Occupy Movement and The Idle No More 
movement teach us about our own pedagogy? Certainly they can teach us to work against 
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notions of authenticity, while articulating the idea that borders, especially ones which construct 
garrisons, often do not work. As Leslie Marmon Silko argues in her essay, “The Border Patrol 
State”: “It is no use; borders haven’t worked, and they won’t work, not now, as the indigenous 
people of the Americas reassert their kinship and solidarity with one another. A mass migration 
is already under way” (115). While Silko’s focus is on indigenous transnationalism, we are 
reminded of the centrifugal forces of modernity, which have dispersed not only North American 
First Nations people, but everyone, since such bordering often disconnects people from their 
shared fraternity. More than ever, we need cross-cultural work in academia and citizens who 
are free to participate in a form of democracy that values and acknowledges discordance. As 
innovative trumpeter Don Cherry once said: "When people believe in boundaries, they become 
part of them."  
 
14. Like a boomerang, or a chorus, I return to the notion of the citizen. What does it mean to 
be both a citizen and a poet, or a scholar and a citizen? Surely, these are not mutually 
exclusive categories of belonging. As Angelia Davis said when she spoke in Guelph last year, 
“We have to start thinking about planetary citizenship. Not just national” (Guelph, Feb 2nd). 
Davis’s sentiment echoes free-jazz artist Sun Ra’s valourizing of outer space as a more just 
place. In “Destinations Out,” Ajay Heble argues that “outer space functions for Ra as a 
metaphor for possibility (or perhaps for performing the impossible), for alternatives to dominant 
systems of knowledge production, and that this was particularly important for aggrieved 
populations sounding off against systems of oppression and racist constraint.” There is a lot we 
can learn from the music of Sun Ra, or the radical politics of Angela Davis about pedagogy, 
discordant democracy, and more importantly, how to be human in an often inhuman world? 
 
15. We need to relearn perhaps our most basic human endowment: listening. We are 
inundated with walls of sound, which we either ignore, participate in, or fall into the fold of. 
Michael Ondaatje’s Coming Through Slaughter suggests, there are no simple hermeneutic 
answers to polyphonous performance: “No one knows how a dolphin makes both whistles and 
echolocation clicks simultaneously” (6). A reminder that deep listening—for Ondaatje the 
dolphin’s performance symbolizes the performance of the jazz artist, specifically Buddy 
Bolden—is about responding to the multiplicity of echolocations we encounter daily in our lives. 
 
16. Everything resonates. All aspects of life can be reflected in music and literature and 
refracted back in a cylinder of cyclical reverberations. Different wholes can occupy the same 
space, allowing for new connections to be forged. As Alfonso Lingis says in The Community of 
Those Who Have Nothing in Common: 

 It is the rumble and rasping of the inert things that provokes the vocalization of the 
 animals; fish hum with the streams and birds chatter in the crackling of the windy forest. 
 To live is to echo the vibrancy of things. To be, for material things, is to resonate. (96)  

Meaning is about how something resonates with something else. Jan Zwicky, in her aphoristic 
philosophical text, Wisdom and Metaphor, says: 

            Metaphor is one way of showing how patterns of meaning in the world intersect and 
 echo one another. (L 6) 
 
Consequently, music and silence sound together to create metaphor and poetry. 
 
17. [Silence]. 
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18. In fact, there is not really such a thing as silence, in the purest sense, as evidenced in John 
Cage’s experimental piece, “4:33,” which although not a single note of “music” was played, the 
audience and Cage still heard the throbbing, ringings, and squeakings from the movements of 
their muscles and glands all rippling and rumbling within the open-ended movements of the 
acoustic atmosphere. Consequently, music and silence sound together to create metaphor and 
poetry. Sound is all around us; we have no earlids, and cannot shut it out. As Cage said, 
“everything we do is music,” and theatre and “art takes place all the time.” 
 
19. I have a confession to make, which given the crowd and profession I’ve chosen, should be 
adequate. Sometimes words feel inadequate. Writing can leave you rushing from one word to 
the next without really knowing where you’re going; in this way, writing is like painting or jazz. 
As St. Augustine confesses: “For a sentence is not complete unless each word, once its 
syllables have been pronounced, gives way to make room for the next...They are set up on the 
course of their existence, and the faster they climb towards its zenith, the more they hasten 
towards the point where they exist no more.” Do we ever stop and focus on the mastery of our 
own limitations. Sometimes, once we’ve learned the basics, we need to get lost in the beauty 
of the act itself and just write or play. As Charlie Parker said, “Master your instrument. Master 
the music. And then forget all that bullshit and just play.” 
 
20. All is flux, and how we approach literature, intercultural, and interdisciplinary research must 
account for this. Herakleitos reminds us, “All things think and are linked together by thinking;” 
Similarly, poetry often says, all things sound and are linked together by sound. Perhaps we set 
up walls and borders because we are all too aware of our inability to really control the world. 
We need to relearn how to improvise; ironic, since, shouldn’t improvisation be the antithesis to 
composition? As theorists we just need to surprise our selves more and take risks—something 
people are doing here today, and something I see all the time at Guelph. As Greil Marcus 
offers:   

 

The job of the critic would be to maintain the ability to be surprised at how the 
conversation goes, and to communicate that sense of surprise to other people, 
because a life infused with surprise is better than a life that is not. 

Could it be that interesting research and cross-disciplinary practice is as simple as that. If we 
are not writing to surprise ourselves along with others, then what are we really doing? 
 


