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In the same way that translations need to be renewed, translation theory too calls for fresh 

formulations that respond to our time. In this paper I propose that contemporary French 

philosopher Catherine Malabou’s theorization of plasticity moves us away from several outdated 

misconceptions about translation, as well as effectively substituting Jacques Derrida’s prior 

description of translation in terms of a graphic trace. This change in translation theory is all the 

more essential at a time when many apparently fixed points have been recognized to, in fact, be 

in a motion of ongoing becoming that plasticity better reflects. After describing plasticity as 

elaborated in Malabou’s philosophy, I shall contrast it to earlier translation models, and then lay 

out my conception of translation as a paradigmatically plastic art.  

This presentation will draw on different moments in my own engagement with Malabou’s 

philosophy as the translator of four of her books. Translating Malabou invites a special 

reflexivity in that her work informs the process and speaks to it even as it is reformulated in 

English. I shall explain why plasticity functions as an effective idiom for translation now by 

describing four reconceptions of translation in a plastic frame. These four moments correspond 

to my Translators’ Forewords and stand as a series of statements that seek to rethink the nature 

of translation as a plastic art, as a changed difference, as predicated upon accident, and, after the 

most recent translation, Before Tomorrow: Epigenesis and Rationality (2016), as an epigenesis 

of the text. My proposal then is that parsing plasticity in these different ways will enable us to 

better grasp our translational era and that drawing the biological into our understanding of the 

life of translation is also an appropriate and illuminating idiom. 


