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Questioning entrenched and popular political narratives can risk of 

misunderstanding and pushback from those who believe these narratives to be 

truths.  

 

In her latest book, L’oeuil du maître or The Eye of the Master, Quebec political 

theorist Dalie Giroux undertakes a rethinking, a troubling of ideas about Quebec 

nationalism that have dominated the political discourse over the past fifty years. 

 

And literary scholar Jennifer Henderson has translated this work, originally 

written in French, into English for an Anglophone Canadian audience—an 

equally risky endeavour because misunderstandings are also possible. 

 

However, I’m reminded of a line from poet and aviator Amelia Earhart’s poem, 

“Courage,” –that it takes courage to go against the grain, so such courageous 

questionings and translations can benefit societies by making space for different 

perspectives and re-evaluations of ideological truths. 

 

In this story cast for the Carleton Library Series, Dalie and Jennifer talk about 

the nature and goals of the translation process, Dalie’s reasons for reflecting on 

questions of Quebec nationhood and Quebec’s place in a colonial structure, as 

well as the reception of L’oeuil du maître in Quebec. 

 

I’m Martha Attridge Bufton, the Interdisciplinary Studies Librarian at the 

Carleton University Library and a member of the editorial Board for the 

Carleton Library Series. 

 

The Carleton Library Series edits, reprints, and disseminates documents 

important to the history of Canada and, over the past decade, the series has been 

broadened to include works important to the history of the social sciences in 

Canada. 

 

This conversation begins with Jennifer talking about how she and Dalie met, as 

academics often do, at a scholarly conference and how this initial meeting led to 

the opportunity to translate L’oeuil du maître, The Eye of the Master. 
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Jennifer Henderson (JH) 

I think my memory may be, um, the first one, uh, I heard Dalie speak at a 

symposium. It was called something clever, like the Monuments to the Victims 

of Liberty, and, uh, Dalie was just riveting on, on the subject of what she called 

the bubble of National Capital space. And really trenchant about the, the 

realities that this kind of cordons off. And so, I emailed her subsequently 

because I wanted to use her phrase in something that I was writing, and then I 

shared my piece with her and this was the beginning of an exchange that was 

really about, um, approaches to decolonization.  

Dalie Giroux (DG) 

Uh, yeah, I remember that, uh, that conference and uh, it was a gathering of 

artists and scholars, uh, discussing politics and ideology in, in like in public art 

and public spaces in the city of Ottawa.  

But I also remember that we met, uh, the first time for me was at this 

conference, organized, uh, in the Indigenous and Canadian Studies Department 

at Carleton University. I think it was in, in, in 2016 and I presented some, some 

of my work, uh, there with, uh, Amélie-Anne Mailhot.  And then I met, uh, 

Jennifer and, and some of her colleagues. We found out that there was quite a 

lot of affinities in what we were doing. 

JH 

You know, I think I came to be the translator because I was the first to ask. Um, 

I, I had read the book shortly after it was published, and I was just bowled over 

by it. Well, because I had been working on settler colonialism for over 20 years 

and I felt I'd never encountered a book quite like it in the English Language 

scholarship. 

I knew Dalie a bit by this point, so I wrote her and asked what she thought of, 

uh, the idea of me translating it, and she responded enthusiastically. So, we took 

it from there.  

I wanted to translate it because I think Dalie’s book has lessons for us about, 

um, how to talk about the colonial state and capitalism together. They're not 

always spoken about so beautifully together. 

She really talks about them as this machine that we're in. I think this is one of 

the things people find really exciting about her work is that she, she shows us 

how to talk about colonialism in the most mundane kind of kitschy everyday 
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materials and how to put ourselves into our work. So, she writes often in the 

first person. 

So, it was these lessons for English speaking readers that excited me. At the 

same time, I was aware that there's a certain risk in presenting this book to an 

Anglo-Canadian audience because Dalie really lays bare Quebec’s failure to 

take a path away from the colonial relation to Indigenous peoples. So, I knew 

that there, there's a danger of kind of feeding into this Anglo-Canadian sense of 

relative moral superiority, which I think is really unfounded. 

So, I hope readers will take something quite different away, which is really 

about these sort of lessons, how to dis-identify from settler nationalisms, how to 

seize possibilities for, for solidarity.  

 

Dalie 

You might have been the, the first one to ask me to do the translation, but I just 

feel very lucky that it, that it is you who've done it. 

The, the book, the Eye of the Master, it is deeply anchored in, in Quebec 

history, politics, and, and literature. I'll have to say it was meant in the first 

place, if not exclusively, to, to reach a Quebec readership, so, Jennifer, who 

knows Quebec culture very, very, very well uh, she did a lot of research to give 

the non Quebecois readership, let's put it like that, all, all the pieces and uh, 

references uh, needed to properly understand the, the context and the argument 

made in the book.  

There is amazing footnotes in the English translation. Yeah. So, Jennifer did a 

very, uh, thorough work thinking, uh, the book for a different public with, uh, 

different sensibilities. 

MAB 

Having decided to go ahead with the translation, Jennifer found that she enjoyed 

the process. And for Dalie, it was an experience that encouraged her to rethink 

and explore her original work in a way that allowed her to make more 

transparent some of her central arguments. Translation proved to be a 

challenging but rewarding process that led to some magical moments for both.  

JH 

I found the translation process so much fun. Um, I, I got to sit with Dalie’s 

remarkable language. Um, one of, uh, I think one of your reviewers refers to 

your style as punk, right Dalie, in, in Quebecois context, one of the reviewers? I 
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think that's perfect. I got to figure out how to recreate the meanings and the 

effects in English, and, you know, translation's very creative and, and that 

creative part really appealed to me. 

I had done it before as an editor of a bilingual feminist journal in the 1990s 

called Tessera, but it had been some time. So yeah, I, I really enjoyed the 

process. Dalie and I had one long meeting where I came with a, a huge list of 

questions for her and then, uh, and then there was a fair bit of emailing back and 

forth. Dalie was very generous with her time.  

 

DG 

Jennifer consulted with me at every step, uh, which was super stimulating and 

comforting, but it was also challenging. And I think, um, the process, it pushed 

me to give the best version of what I wanted, uh, to convey in the book. 

Translation forces you to be very clear about what, what you mean to mean. 

There was a level of opacity of between-the-lines kind of thinking that was left 

in the book, that necessarily a translation will, you know, go into and reveal. So, 

we dealt with that. We dealt with so many details and choices to be made 

intellectually and, and in terms of, of language. And we clarified some 

instabilities in the, in, in the French version, and I think, in the end, obviously a 

translation creates meaning as well so the process was not just, you know, 

translation, it was, it was inventing something together as well. That's how it 

felt. And, and I'm very proud of the result.  

 

JH 

Yeah, yeah, me too and it, it was so much fun figuring out how to achieve the, 

the right notes in English. And we did have to go into what was sometimes, like 

you say, between the lines or just sort of understood, but not declared in order to 

carry that over into English.  

I think one of the challenges was how to translate the expression mauvais 

pauvres [Dalie: mm-hmm], which is used to describe white working-class 

Québécois, right? So, Dalie, you get this phrase from the, uh, mid 20th century 

poet Hector de Saint-Denys Garneau, from a short essay. He's talking about a 

complex of feelings that mauvais pauvres, for him, I think describes the 

condition of the Québécois people. And it's about feeling abject, feeling 

wretched. Those feelings mixed with envy and rancour and Dalie picks that 

expression up to talk about, really, what the title of her book is about, which is 

The Eye of the Master, the, the problem of identifying with the master and 

lacking a political imagination that would be about anything other than, you 
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know, wanting to become the master. And even when people have so little to 

lose that they prefer mastery over, you know, solidarity. So, my challenge was 

how to translate this phrase mauvais pauvres. 

Certainly, I couldn't do it literally, not “bad poor.” But I thought of all kinds of 

candidates, “lumpen proletariat,” “white trash”…. Finally, I settled on “the 

paupers of settler colonialism.” But we did have lots of exchanges about that, 

and it was a matter of, like, hitting the right note for an English-speaking 

audience. The expression is about feelings; the translation has to conjure the 

right feelings for English speakers. And so, it's about being poor in a way that's 

thought to be shameful. And in English, the word that has that history is 

“pauper.” But it took a while to arrive at that.  

DG 

Yeah, that's a good example that was quite a process. And there's a level of, 

again, opacity to the notion so, so, you know, we did some miles on, you know, 

trying to figure out what, what it means. And I, I think the translation adds to 

the philosophical conversation around Hector de Saint-Denys Garneau. 

JH 

Yes, it does, doesn't it? Because we put settler colonialism in there, the paupers 

of settler colonialism.  

DG 

Exactly, yeah. Because it was not in, in the original version of it. 

JH 

Another translation challenge, um, for me was just stylistically how to keep 

some of the jolting quality of Dalie’s writing. One of the ways I tried to do this 

was by breaking – I thought--I'll try breaking some of the rules for 

capitalization, capitalization of proper names in English. So I was, I was 

initially going to keep lowercase for “British” and “French throughout.” I 

thought this would be a way also of kind of carrying over something, some of 

what Dalie does with a critique of property.  

But in the end, keeping the lower cases for those words raised all kinds of 

questions and quandaries: if I don't capitalize that, then why would I capitalize 

that? So, in the end, I just, uh, boiled it down to keeping the expression “british-

canadian” in lowercase. So, the English at least contains that occasional small 

jolt here and there.  
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DG 

It was, uh, yeah, politics of colonial language that we had to elaborate together.  

JH 

Yes, yes. If you don't capitalize British and French, are you going to keep 

Indigenous, lowercase, you know? So that was one of the reasons why I 

abandoned it and just kept “british-canadian” in lowercase. 

One of the really magical moments was finding the Chagall image for the cover. 

The image is based on the Jean de Lafontaine fable, L’Oeuil du maître, or The 

Eye of the Master, from which Dalie draws the title for her book. And I came 

across the Chagall totally accidentally in, uh, web research. I was looking at 

different translations online of the Lafontaine fable and the Chagall image 

popped up. The one that that popped up was a colored gouache, so it wasn't the 

black and white etching that we wound up using. Anyway, I was so excited, I 

immediately emailed Dalie to tell her about the image and she was thrilled, I 

think. I think you said something like, What an unexpected gift! And it turns out 

we both love Chagall, right? 

DG 

Yes. I was very happy. You know, discovery and this choice because the book 

is about political imagination, it's limitation and, and its rigidities, gaps, spaces 

for interpretation, and for destabilizing and, and subverting meaning. So, the 

fable of The Eye of the Master, whether in its, Greek Latin, French, or 

Québécois expression for that matter is a, is a fable about power and hierarchies 

and, and political mythology. 

The original French version of the book, uh, it was published with a work by 

contemporary Haïti-born artist, Manuel Mathieu, on the cover. It was chosen by 

my editor, Rodney Saint-Éloi. So, I think having art in conversation with the 

argument, uh, including the original French version and now the translation, I 

think the art adds a sense of cohesion between form content and it feeds, uh, 

into this labour of troubling political imagination. 

So, I think it's, it's a, it's a beautiful addition and it, and it intellectually 

meaningful to me to have art on the cover.  

JH 

Those eyes on the cover of the original French edition are fantastic, the way 

they speak to the eye of the master. And, um, the Chagall etching really kind of 
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distills the positions in that fable, right, you know, the stag trying to hide among 

the domesticated cattle away from the sort of predatory master's eye.  

DG 

Oh yeah. The lines there, they convey something of the, of this destabilization 

I'm looking for.  

JH 

Yeah, that kind of gentle surrealism of Chagall’s work is so perfect for what 

you're doing with the political imagination. [Dalie: uh-huh]. Well, none of us 

knew that Chagall had done a series of etchings and gouache paintings based on 

some of Lafontaine's fables. But that, that accident of me finding it started this 

long process of trying to locate the, the coloured gouache, which I never found, 

but eventually it turned out that the National Gallery of Canada owns the black 

and white etching. 

So it was, it was right here all the time. I was about to give up completely when 

I found out that it, it was right here in Ottawa. [Dalie: ah]. And then came the 

long process of working with this Canadian copyright agency to get permission 

from the Chagall estate to use the image, and they said yes, but they want a 

copy of the book when it's printed. 

So, I hope they read it [Dalie: ha ha ha].  

MAB 

Dalie writes from the first-person perspective. This methodological stylistic 

choice is deliberate and reflects her intellectual as well as political commitment 

to recognizing her own positionality and her relationship with others. In so 

doing, she believes that she’s able to write with empathy and to explore political 

currents in Quebec, currents that have arisen from a particular form of 

nationalism over the past few decades.  

 

And although some reviewers have pushed back against her arguments, 

generally she has found that academics and the general public alike have 

responded positively to this new perspective on Quebec politics. 

 

DG 

Since the focus is, as I said, political imagination, I, I tend to want to write in a 

position of immersion in culture. To be in a, in this investigative place where I 

can explore affects and those landscapes of habituation, everyday life, and bring 

this experiential material in, into the fold of the reflection. 
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And I think that when one brings about a political critique of culture as I do, uh, 

they can make a much stronger argument when they implicate themselves. I, I 

try to avoid operating from a distant, exceptional exterior or superior place, and 

to practice a positionality, uh, if you like, in an, in an engaging and, and more 

vulnerable manner I guess.  

I think empathy is, is very important and I try to avoid accusatory forms of 

critique. And secondly, trying to learn from my Indigenous colleagues and 

mentors of the past couple of decades. I strongly support a, a practice of social 

sciences that is, that is grounded in concrete, actual space and time. 

And in our case, it's being scholars in a colonial, post-colonial society. So, so 

the personal tone is maybe an element of method that helps me to attain this.  

So, it's written in the context of the rise, development of right-wing nationalism 

in the past couple of decades in Quebec. And I wanted to offer elements for a 

genealogy, uh, of the famous Quebec Quiet Revolution slogan “maîtres chez 

nous,” “masters in our own house”. So, what has it meant and, and for whom 

and, and to what purpose was it mobilized in, in which sets of power relations 

and what is it bearing in Quebec political imaginary today? “Maîtres chez 

nous,” it incarnates a, a true Quebec political consensus from the early 1960s 

until today. And this, regardless of party allegiance, the notion encompasses, 

um, idea of self-determination of autonomy, democracy, social progress, and it 

is strongly, strongly associated with, with the nationalization of hydro power 

and the economic development of the Québécois as a people.  

So, throughout the book, which reads as a series of essays, I question and 

problematize the, the elaboration of the Québécois modern political subject as a 

master, and with it, I question the narrative according to which Québécois are a 

so-called colonized people. 

So, I give a lot of attention in the book to the fact that mastery in, in brackets, 

uh, has been achieved massively through the exploitation of resources on 

Indigenous territories, uh, be it through the, the bargaining of treaties or, for the 

most part, using the Canadian constitutional frame to economically appropriate 

unceded lands, uh, which means nothing but that Quebec economy rests upon, 

uh, systemic racism that is the active concerted marginalization of Indigenous 

communities. 

So, mainly through the question of Indigenous politics, uh, The Eye of the 

Master is an effort to, uh, re-place Quebec in its imperial geography and to 
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assess its coloniality as something effective and contemporary. And the 

question left by the book, it, it becomes, how can we own the predicament of a 

colonial culture and how can we trouble the aspiration to mastery, uh, in the 

light of a, um, of a more, uh, robust concept of social justice, a concept that has 

to be re, re-elaborated in a, in a more choral or post-colonial effort. 

What do you think, Jennifer? Is it … ? 

JH 

Yes, you absolutely, uh, capture it in that summary. You know, I was thinking, 

as you were talking, that in many ways you're talking about a specifically 

Québécois genealogy, but there's, there's equivalent work to be done in the rest 

of Canada, for sure.  

DG 

Mm-hmm. Yes, although I have concentrated this work on, on Quebec 

idiosyncrasies, if you will, any colonial society can apply to itself that type of 

analysis, that type of debunking the grammars of power that, that takes specific 

culturally specific forms.    

Generally, I have to say that it has been a, it has been positively received in 

academic and cultural circles, uh, and, and gathered some nominations and, and 

literary prizes if it's an indication of anything. 

But the book has also eventually reached a more general public, especially 

through, um, college curricula, and it has, it has been reviewed in all sorts of the 

news or independent press and, and mainstream media. Uh, but the book has 

also received some, sometimes vehement coverage in, in militant, uh, nationalist 

and conservative arenas. 

The fact that I offer a critique of Quebec politics from the inside, I think that's 

one thing. And that critique troubled the myth of Québécois as a colonized 

people, uh, in the history of the British Empire and the fact that I place myself 

in contravention with the paradigmatic, generalist sovereigntist framework is 

deemed to be, to some commentators, um, how can I put it? Maybe 

epistemologically, unpatriotic.  

But I think the book tries to tell another story about Quebec politics that needs 

to be told. And that's what I hear a lot. I, I've been told, “That's what I was 

thinking, but I didn't know how to put it in words.” Right? The book tried to  
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make space for other voices and, and, invite to explore different political images 

and ideas in order, again, to renew with a sense of justice that is more attuned to 

the imperial geography Quebec is a part of. And, and there's a need for that, and 

there's a public for that. And I'm not, I'm not the only one trying to do this.  

Uh, I think this book is just a small piece in this rewriting endeavor that is 

called for by a shared, although differentiated condition. There is a current of, 

uh, scholarship, uh, doing just so in Quebec with the work of Pierrot-Ross 

Tremblay or, uh, Délice Mugabo, Rose Pires, Laila Benhadjoudja, Francis 

Dupuis-Déri, Philippe Néméh-Nombré, and many others. I think there's, there's 

a critical current existing, and it's taking some speed and space now, and, and I 

think the book is part of this. 

And I see how the argument made in the book has to be more explicitly 

articulated to the critique of Islamophobia, anti-black racism, racism, and, and, 

and homophobia. And so, so that's brewing. It's there. 

MAB 

So, The Eye of the Master can be thought of as both a political critique and a 

contribution to rethinking and rewriting one aspect of settler-colonial relations 

in the Canadian state. It can also be considered a challenge to one way of 

perceiving the lived experience of Quebec nationalism since the Quiet 

Revolution.  

And translation is clearly not a linear process in which ideas are translated, one 

word at a time, from one language to another. Instead, it’s a creative, iterative 

experience in which writer and translator work collaboratively to capture ideas 

linguistically in ways that honour the original work and illuminate it for those 

from another cultural context. 

Magical, transformative, critical, and challenging, The Eye of the Master 

encourages both Anglophone and Francophone readers to understand and 

engage with Quebec politics thoughtfully, and perhaps with some necessary 

discomfort. It also extends Dalie’s arguments in ways that could help to 

challenge other political narratives, such as systemic racism.  

This story cast has been produced for the Carleton Library Series. Original 

music by Diego Guzman, technical support by Hasi Eldib, and post-production 

by Martha Attridge Bufton. 
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Learn more about the Carleton Library Series by visiting the series web page at 

carleton [dot] ca [slash] cls. 
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