














Praise for Reading Between the Signs and Anna Mindess


“The third edition of Reading Between the Signs adds a terrific new chapter about Deaf heart and the tradition of Deaf Interpreters, and includes the reflections of several Deaf interpreters on their experiences working with Deaf consumers in a variety of settings, detailing ways we utilize cultural adjustments for more effective communication. I hope this discussion will not only inspire interpreters but persuade ITP coordinators to include a track about Deaf and Hearing Teams in their courses.”


—Linda Bove, Certified Deaf Interpreter, Actress, Consultant


“Until Mindess’ book appeared (first edition 1999) an in-depth intercultural communication framework on interpreting between hearing and Deaf cultures was not readily available for interpreter educators or students … Reading Between the Signs, so rich with lucid research studies, is entertaining throughout. Pioneer interpreters, Deaf people, and interpreting students will enjoy and learn from it. Mindess’ book is a highly valuable resource.”


—Phyllis Perrin Wilcox, Professor, University of New Mexico, from book review in Sign Language Studies.


“A must read for any interpreter serious about facilitating meaningful communication. Using insights from the field of intercultural communication, which draws from anthropology and linguistics, Mindess and her Deaf collaborators go beyond the basics to get to the heart of why so many interpreted situations fall short of expectations on all sides … Mindess’ approach is a breath of fresh air—a solid framework for understanding cultural differences, grounded in practical techniques.”


—Kathy MacMillan, in The RID Views, Interpreter’s Resource Shelf


“A dazzling application of the tools of intercultural communication to illuminating Deaf and hearing cultures and their differences … This is a book for everyone interested in Deaf culture.”


—Harlan Lane, Author of When the Mind Hears and The Mask of Benevolence


“Anna Mindess has done it again. Her updates to Reading Between the Signs confront the challenges that cultural differences bring to interpreting between (Deaf) signers and (hearing) speakers, whether in face-to-face encounters or via video and computer. She proposes solutions, but don’t expect simple rules: she and her acknowledged Deaf resources demand that interpreters use context, exercise judgment, and continue learning … a highly readable volume that will stay with you.”


—Nancy Frishberg, Ph.D., Author of Interpreting: An Introduction


“Reading Between the Signs is the first text to identify, analyze, and give practitioners some clues for successful communication across world views and the challenge of interpreting ‘equivalent’ meaning across the chasm of differences out of which individual meaning is created. This is a must-read for every interpreter or other professional attempting to communicate between the visual reality of deaf individuals and the auditory reality of hearing individuals. Bravo! The book is outstanding—well written, informative, and desperately needed in our field!”


—Jan Humphrey, Ed.D., Certified Interpreter, Interpreter Educator, and Author of So You Want to Be an Interpreter?


“A must-read! An enlightening book, Reading Between the Signs is a defining document in the literature of Deaf culture.”


—Eileen Forestal, Professor, ASL Studies and Interpreting Training, Union County College


“Adds a necessary dimension to understanding what sign language interpretation really entails—not the exchange of words for signs and vice versa but the translation of one view of life and all its meanings into another equally valid yet different view.”


—William C. Stokoe, former Professor Emeritus, Gallaudet University
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Foreword



Our world is changing. Things are moving quickly and, in some cases, dramatically. The current situation reminds me of a playground ride I loved as a child: a large circular spinner with handles to cling to, which increased in speed as someone pushed it round and round. Similarly, our ride in mediating between cultures can be a wonderful one if we are ready to hang on. Without holding on to a strong sense of what we are doing and why we are doing it, however, we can fly off the spinning wheel, with dangerous consequences for ourselves and others. Yet if we can incorporate the cultural perspective provided by this fine book, we may have a greater chance of figuring out our place in this changing world and creating successful interpretations that better reflect the intended meaning of all participants.


Understanding the complexities of the different worldviews we encounter and recognizing our role and influence allows us to be a force for good. With successful cultural mediation, the interpretation renders the intended meaning of the source message more fully. By avoiding the pitfalls of cultural ignorance, a holistic approach has a greater likelihood of creating an effective communicative environment and an appropriate distribution of power for all involved.


Ms. Mindess has made a significant contribution to our field of interpretation in her thoughtful and responsible journey into the world of interpreters and the populations they serve. Reading Between the Signs provides an excellent resource for many groups. Working interpreters—both Deaf and hearing—interpreter training programs, and interpreter educators are the most obvious beneficiaries. Others include faculty, staff, and administrators in schools from K–12 to universities, especially those involved in the education of Deaf people. Support personnel, such as counselors and vocational rehabilitation workers, will also gain from reading this book, as will anyone else who works with interpreters in professional and personal situations.


In this courageous third edition, Anna Mindess presents readers with an excellent opportunity to examine and reexamine concepts such as respect, power, empowerment, reciprocity, Deaf heart, Deafhood, Deaf interpreting, and more. In an ever-changing world, this volume provides a critical framework for understanding culture, an outline of important elements in mainstream American and Deaf cultures, as well as suggestions for dealing with those elements in our work.


This user-friendly and timely book fills a significant void. With its wealth of practical information and the accessible writing style, this deeply thought out and honest volume should be welcomed with applause. That it was created out of integrity and deep intellectual curiosity makes it a resource without parallel. Ms. Mindess has fashioned an extremely respectful window into the world of interpreting and the populations we work with. At this critical juncture, we realize that this knowledge and cultural sensitivity can be the very factors that heighten or decrease our effectiveness. My advice is: read these pages well, take notes, and reflect upon the content.


I am personally and professionally very grateful for Anna Mindess’ hard, heartfelt work and clear, cogent thinking and for the contribution she has made to the field of sign language interpretation. We all need to continually strive to understand and internalize the cultural aspects that are so essential to our work. Within these pages is a fabulous resource.


—Sharon Neumann Solow
Interpreter, educator, consultant,
author of Sign Language Interpreting





Preface to Third Edition



“Those who expect moments of change to be comfortable and free of conflict have not learned their history.”


—JOAN WALLACH SCOTT, historian


At this moment, American Sign Language interpreters stand at a crossroads. At the center of this convergence of paths, we can imagine an imposing signpost, whose inscribed arms shoot off in several directions. One arrow points to a well-manicured street lined with impressive corporate structures labeled “Opportunity” and “Professionalism.” Another road is festooned with banners proclaiming “Deafhood,” “Deaf heart,” Deaf-friendly.” Behind us is a pathway, partly obscured by the brambles of time, but thanks to recent, heartfelt pruning, we can discern treasured old oaks whose deep roots have survived for generations. There’s also a shiny, digital superhighway—not yet completed—where all interpreting is handled virtually, via a digital device. Which way will we choose to go?


The world has changed dramatically since the first publication of this book in 1999. Technology that didn’t yet exist at its first printing is now commonplace and has transformed all of our lives in innumerable ways. In 2006, the second edition of Reading Between the Signs tackled the “brand new challenges” of interpreting via video. Yet, what was a novelty only a decade ago is now commonplace, as thousands of VRS interpreters across the country relay millions of minutes of video calls every month.


On the surface, Deaf and hearing Americans in the twenty-first century seem to have much more in common than ever before. Technological advances have leveled the communication playing field, as Deaf people use smartphones, texting, videophones, social media, and the Internet for unprecedented access to and ease of exchanging information.


At the same time, the tidal wave of social media has eroded mainstream (hearing) norms. While “privacy” was formerly a cherished value in American culture, pervasive information and photo sharing on social media sites has forever changed our definition of that word.


We need to remember, however, that even widespread new innovations, such as text messages and social media networks, are only artifacts of a surface culture. In this relatively short period of time, underlying cultural values have not radically shifted. I concur with my three Deaf colleagues, Tom, Priscilla, and Dan, that the overlay of similarity makes it even more essential to examine the cultural roots underlying our behaviors. Discounting the deeper reality of cultural differences can lead to misunderstanding and discord, if we assume that everyone shares identical values. As we will see, several of the fundamental distinctions noted here, such as individualism versus collectivism and future-oriented versus past-oriented cultures, can shed light on some current friction between the interpreting and Deaf communities.


There are presently several tensions tugging at the fabric of the interpreting community: interpreters with Deaf parents versus those who were exposed to sign language and Deaf culture later; graduates of interpreter preparation programs versus community-nurtured interpreters (sometimes referred to as “schooled” versus “evolved”). Other divides run along generational lines. Younger members of both the interpreting and Deaf communities who have grown up with an array of technological gadgets and the digital resources to make life faster, easier, and more connected, can be described as “digital natives,” while the older generation of interpreters might be considered “digital immigrants.” (I admit to being a “digital immigrant” with a heavy accent, although I am trying to master the intricacies of this new technological culture.)


Another change, which will slowly, but surely, transform our field, is the increase in trained Deaf interpreters who work alongside hearing ASL interpreters. This “new” approach actually traces long historical roots back to the residential schools where Deaf students have always served as explainers or interpreters, helping their fellow students understand what their (hearing) teachers were saying. The evolving shift to broaden and deepen our profession with increasing numbers of Deaf interpreters can be viewed either as a threat, or as a long-missing piece that completes the circle.


To return to the diverging roads in our opening image, we need to consider if these roads must inevitably lead off in entirely separate directions or whether it’s possible to construct a new path into the uncharted future, which combines seemingly discrete avenues into a harmonious thoroughfare upon which everyone can travel.
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PART ONE

Background






1
Introduction



… a Foreign Service Institute linguist … while watching the evening news, discovered that a Vietnamese interpreter had simply given up when trying to bridge the gap between a CBS reporter and a Vietnamese villager. The TV audience watched the reporter ask a question, heard it go back and forth between the interpreter and the villager, and then heard the answer back in English. What the interpreter had done was simply ask the villager to count to ten, which he did. Then the interpreter reported what the villager might have said had he been able to understand the abstract ideas in the original question.


—GLEN FISHER


International Negotiation


This incident from the Vietnam War era provides a striking example of the challenges interpreters confront daily. Why did the interpreter in this case abdicate responsibility for accurately conveying the message? Glen Fisher concludes that the interpreter “faced an impossible task. The life experiences of the reporter and the villager, and their languages as reflections of culture, presented too great a contrast” (Fisher 1980, 60–61).


As sign language interpreters, we can empathize with the interpreter described above, although it is hoped that we do not choose the same solution when faced with the challenge of large cultural differences. Cultural differences can be glaring enough to bring a meeting to a halt or so subtle that participants in a conversation do not even realize they are making erroneous judgments about each other. Why and how does culture affect our work, and what can we do when it seems to be at the core of communication difficulties? These are questions I hope to answer in this book.


How many of these situations have you encountered in your work as an interpreter?


[image: Image] The Deaf person makes a comment or asks a question that would be acceptable at a Deaf gathering but would seem rude to hearing people.


[image: Image] The hearing person, in an effort to soften a critical remark, speaks in an indirect manner that leaves the Deaf person unsure of the point being made.


[image: Image] The hearing person asks the Deaf person a question for which he or she anticipates a single-word answer (e.g., yes, no, a number). In response, the Deaf person commences a lengthy narrative, which to the hearing person does not seem to answer the original question.


Too often, we sign language interpreters work alone, running from one challenge to another, without the benefit of others with whom to share our ideas, frustrations, and triumphs. Even if we do have a partner and switch off to give our arms and brains a break, rarely do we take the time to debrief each other after the assignment, to discuss what worked and what didn’t. One reason may be a reluctance to share details with our colleagues, not only because our professional code of conduct requires us to preserve the confidentiality of the parties involved but also because we may be embarrassed to admit our uncertainties and errors. Yet without this mutual sharing, we may fail to recognize crucial patterns that would help us become better interpreters. Since many of us repeatedly interpret similar interactions between hearing and Deaf people, it is inevitable that we encounter similar cultural mismatches. We could greatly benefit, therefore, from sharing our firsthand knowledge as a step in helping us anticipate conflicts and brainstorm strategies to deal with them.


If we rarely share our experiences with other sign language interpreters, we almost never talk with professionals who work in the area of cross-cultural communication. A few of us may be so isolated that we do not even recognize that it is not only Deaf culture that has quirks and idiosyncrasies. Every culture in the world has ways in which it appears strange or wrong to others. By studying the characteristics of world cultures, therefore, we will see that Deaf culture shares many features of Japanese, Chinese, Israeli, French, and other cultures.


In order to successfully function as bicultural mediators, not only must we be familiar with the elements of Deaf culture, but also we must pay equal, if not greater, attention to the other half of the bilingual-bicultural seesaw, American hearing, or mainstream, culture. Perhaps we have taken a class or workshop in Deaf culture, but how many of us have made a study of our own American culture? One’s own cultural characteristics are hard to see because we are so accustomed to them; like our skin, they are a part of us.


Admittedly, it is an oversimplification to speak of the dichotomy between “American Deaf Culture” and “mainstream American Culture.” The “bilingual-bicultural” model does not do justice to the complex society we live in. We are well aware that there are many cultural and linguistic groups with their own sets of values and behaviors who need to be recognized and respected. In chapter 6, we will examine in depth some of these perspectives. Any generalizations are employed for the sake of practicality, with no intent of exclusion or disrespect.


You may feel that you are already sensitive to the distinctions between Deaf and hearing cultures because you have been fascinated with them for many years. Those sign language interpreters who learned American Sign Language (ASL) as a first language in Deaf families have been dealing with their dual identity all their lives. Those of us who were not born into Deaf families and learned ASL later, by choice, probably did so because at some level we were aware that, as Edward T. Hall says in The Silent Language, “One of the most effective ways to learn about oneself is by taking seriously the cultures of others. It forces you to pay attention to those details of life which differentiate them from you” (Hall 1959, 32).


My Story


We all have our own stories of what drew us to the intersection of the Deaf and hearing worlds. I found sign language through theater. I was in my early twenties and trying to make it as an actress in the then-burgeoning experimental theater movement in Los Angeles. One night during the intermission of a mime show, I saw a couple of audience members signing and was intrigued. Later, after I went to a performance of NTD (the National Theater of the Deaf) and witnessed the expressiveness of sign language, I decided to study it to enlarge my acting repertoire. I was directed to CSUN (California State University, Northridge), where I was lucky to have as my first teacher Lou Fant, the undisputed master of our craft and one of the founders of our profession, who also shared my theatrical ambitions.


The moment I really got hooked, however, was on a hot, sticky night in a packed high school auditorium. I was still a novice signer. Another of my early sign language teachers, Joyce Linden, had heard that I occasionally performed mime pieces and had invited me to participate in a “Talent Show,” where most of the performers and audience members would be Deaf. I had accepted, not realizing what august company I would be in. (One of the other performers that night was Dorothy Miles, the gifted poet and actress and former member of NTD.) When it was my turn to appear onstage, I began to perform my mime piece about a witch who changes herself into different forms. Almost immediately, I felt bathed in a wave of warm, appreciative energy coming from the audience. What struck me most was their responsiveness. It was as if they noticed every tiny movement, even the scrunching of my eyebrows!


After that I began to meet Deaf actors, like Julianna Fjeld, who were fighting for opportunities for Deaf performers in Hollywood. Opportunities to act in movies and TV were a lot less available in the 1970s than they are today. Although my signing skills were hardly fluent, I felt welcomed by the Deaf actors I met through our mutual love for theater. I acted in a few Deaf plays, then decided that since I wasn’t making a living in theater and was becoming fascinated by sign language, I would try to become an interpreter.


After several years interpreting in colleges and universities in the Los Angeles area, I moved to the San Francisco Bay area and became a freelance interpreter, enjoying the variety of assignments plus the exciting, yet anxiety-provoking, element of the unknown, which freelance interpreters encounter daily. Years later, I successfully completed the six-week legal training program back at CSUN and now include legal interpreting in my freelance mix of medical, business, video relay, and occasional performing arts settings.


I have always been interested in different cultures. As far back as I can remember, I would gravitate to a voice with a foreign accent in order to gain some perspective on my world by looking through other eyes. I discovered intercultural communication while working on my master’s degree at San Francisco State University. Prior to my first class in that subject, I had always assumed (as I believe some sign language interpreters still do) that our profession is so unique that no one else can empathize with the challenges we face. When I started studying the contrasts between world cultures, however, bells rang and lights flashed in my head. “Why, those are just the kinds of misunderstandings sign language interpreters deal with every day!” I concluded with excitement.


After graduating, I pursued additional training in intercultural communication and read everything I could find on the subject. I began to write articles and conduct workshops for other sign language interpreters to share my discoveries and my perspective. Then I was fortunate enough to live in France for a while, where I met some French Deaf people and began learning LSF (Langue des Signes Française). I also observed my own process of culture shock and acculturation.


Over the years, in interactions with my Deaf friends, I have continued to rediscover that we have different ways of approaching certain things. Although it is fun to be able to discuss the aspects of “your way” compared to “my way,” awareness itself does not inoculate us against emotional reactions. Even if I have a good intellectual understanding of the ways our cultures differ, I may still wince or feel taken aback by a direct personal comment, for example. When I jump to an emotional conclusion, my head has to explain to my gut what just happened, as I am sure my Deaf friends do with my behavior. Such is the power of cultural differences.


Audience


This book is aimed at a specific audience: sign language interpreters and those students who hope to become interpreters. It presupposes certain areas of awareness on the part of the reader: a fluent knowledge of ASL and a basic familiarity with the types of settings in which interpreters commonly work. It is assumed that the reader does not need to be convinced that ASL is a “real language” or that Deaf people are a linguistic/cultural minority. I also heartily welcome readers from the growing community of Deaf Interpreters and address topics specifically related to this vital aspect of our profession in the new last chapter.


Students who are still learning ASL may benefit from the general discussions of world cultures and the specific sections on American mainstream culture, American Deaf culture, and discussions of other cultural groups. They may also gain an understanding of how these differences are played out through the specific interpreting situations I describe.


Although readers from related fields such as intercultural studies or foreign language interpreting may find much of interest here, they may need to avail themselves of a more basic introduction to Deaf culture, which can be found in books such as For Hearing People Only by Matthew S. Moore and Linda Levitan (2003), Introduction to American Deaf Culture by Thomas K. Holcomb (2013), The Mask of Benevolence by Harlan Lane (1992), Inside Deaf Culture (2005) and Deaf in America (1988) by Carol Padden and Tom Humphries, and A Journey into the Deaf-World by Harlan Lane, Robert Hoffmeister, and Ben Bahan (1996).


Focus


The focus of this book will be primarily on the cultural aspects, rather than the linguistic challenges, of our work as sign language interpreters. Although it is never possible to disconnect language and culture, I will discuss neither the complexities of dealing with the passive voice in English nor the best way to translate classifier signs found in ASL. This book concerns itself with the differing worldviews and values found in Deaf and mainstream American cultures and how these affect interpreted situations.


Every interpreting situation is unique, consisting of specific people coming together in a specific setting for a specific purpose. There are general patterns, however, that one encounters repeatedly. When we study the cultural themes underlying certain behaviors, we begin to understand why this is so. Are these cultural differences relatively minor variations that only flavor the message with an alternate spice? Decidedly not. Research has shown that even subtle differences in communicative style between speakers from two different cultural backgrounds can radically affect the participants’ perceptions of each other.


This is a largely unrecognized type of communicative problem and most people, therefore, interpret the other person’s way of speaking according to their own conventions. This means that a person may draw totally incorrect inferences about someone else. For example, s/he may conclude that someone is being rude, irrelevant, boring, or not talking sense at all. Or often hearers become lost in a maze of words or ideas that do not seem to cohere. (Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz 1982, 18)


To what can these types of misreadings of the other person’s motives, personality, and intelligence lead?


It is no exaggeration to say that continuous misperception, misinterpretation and misunderstanding in face-to-face linguistic encounters can develop into stereotypes that are reinforced over time. (Young 1982, 84)


As bilingual/bicultural interpreters we presumably have an understanding of both our Deaf and hearing clients’ cultural presuppositions, worldviews, and the ways in which they structure their discourse in order to achieve their goals. This confers upon us a serious responsibility for seeing to it that mere cultural variations in communicative style do not escalate to the point of unfounded stereotypes. In a positive light, our role also accords us a wonderful opportunity to use our knowledge and skills subtly yet effectively to ensure that our clients’ messages get through to each other, unhampered by erroneous judgments based on cultural differences.


To reemphasize, each interpreting situation is unique, and cultural factors are complex and multilayered; therefore, no book can offer all the possible solutions to our daily load of puzzles. What a work like this can do is stimulate thought and discussion and outline certain areas of special concern, where it would be wise to anticipate cultural differences. I also hope to convey the intercultural perspective, an open-minded flexibility that can help us to better adjust to any situation involving persons of cultural backgrounds different from our own.


Legal Interpreting


In the course of this book, we will examine several common interpreting situations that take place in medical, business, and educational settings. The principles discussed should then be applicable to other interpreting situations. A cautionary note is necessary, however: for the most part, I am intentionally not including legal interpreting situations. This is not to say that cultural factors are not important in the courtroom. On the contrary, it is in legal situations that culture most needs to be taken into consideration. While many of the same principles will apply (e.g., being sensitive to presuppositions on both sides, focusing on intent of the speakers), a multitude of complicating factors are also present: complex and specialized legal language, great power differences between the participants, assumptions about previous knowledge, the often unspoken, yet serious, implications of the proceedings and strategies for negotiating optimal interpreting conditions within the limitations of courtroom protocol. In short, the subject of how to handle conflicting cultural influences in the courtroom should be pursued in a separate book. My message is this: do not try to apply the ideas in this book to legal situations without specific training in interpreting in such settings and many years of experience as an interpreter. The consequences of one mis-judgment can be too grave.


Scope of the Book


This book will proceed from the general to the specific, which is typical of hearing American discourse style, as we shall discover later. Part 1 will give you necessary background material. We will begin with the topic of culture. Then we will narrow our focus to the field of intercultural communication and look briefly at its history. Some of the many areas that fall under this domain will be examined. Chapter 3 will focus on four major topics in the field of intercultural communication: collectivism versus individualism, high-context versus low-context cultures, time orientations, and variations in rhetorical style. Not only are these some of the basic ways of categorizing world cultures, but also they constitute the major differences between the American Deaf and mainstream cultures. (At the end of this 3rd edition, are three exercises to practice the intercultural perspective and other key concepts.)


In chapters 4 and 5 our attention will be drawn to specific features of American mainstream culture and American Deaf culture. Perhaps you resist the idea that many of your beliefs and actions are culturally influenced. We will examine this common American sentiment. Most people never take a class in their own culture because they learn it naturally. There are several reasons, however, why it is imperative that sign language interpreters explicitly study hearing American culture. First, we must be well versed in the assumptions and conventions of both groups we deal with in order to effectively identify when they are at odds with each other. Sometimes we may even be called upon to articulate to one participant or another why certain ways of doing things in Deaf culture clash with ways of doing things in hearing culture and vice versa.


Second, and perhaps even more important, is the ability to identify cultural influences in ourselves. That they go largely unnoticed makes them all the more powerful. Interpreters are supposed to be unbiased facilitators of communication, but we are not blank slates. We come with our own preconceived ideas, many of which were culturally formed. Without a thorough understanding of our own cultural assumptions, we cannot effectively perform our job as interpreters.


The subject of Deaf culture is clearly an indispensable one for sign language interpreters. Some of the topics in the chapter on Deaf culture will probably be familiar to readers who are Deaf themselves or have spent years interacting with Deaf people. I believe, however, that the range of topics compiled here has not been presented in one place before. Chapter 5 was co-written with distinguished Deaf educator Thomas K. Holcomb and benefits greatly from his many insights into his native culture. Dr. Holcomb also acted as a consultant in checking the accuracy of the rest of the book. In the Afterword, he speaks directly to interpreters.


Chapter 6 summarizes some of the work of the National Multicultural Interpreting Project and presents an examination of Asian American, African American/Black, Latino/Hispanic, and American Indian cultures. Recent innovations in technology and their effect on Deaf culture are the focus of chapter 7.


In Part 2 we will finally look at how all of these aforementioned cultural factors get played out in common interpreting situations. By examining in chapter 8 both parties’ cultural presuppositions, we will be in a better position to predict where differences might lead to misjudgments between the parties. Chapter 9 will again borrow from the work of the NMIP and present multicultural interpreting scenarios. In chapter 10 we will examine how Deaf people view our role and contrast that to the way we as interpreters perceive our role (e.g., does “professional” connote coldness or competency?).


On the subject of role, we will consider the roles of professional mediators and spoken language interpreters in order to see if the commonalities between our tasks outweigh the differences and if we can benefit by modeling ourselves after these professions. We will then examine in depth what our role should be. Where does our responsibility begin and end? How do we differentiate the cultural factors we can adjust somewhat from other factors, which, although they affect communication, may be out of our control?


Specific suggestions of techniques with which to make cultural adjustments will be given in chapter 11 as well as a list of situations in which cultural adjustments would not be appropriate or necessary.


Chapter 12 offers an introductory exploration into the land of video interpreting. Special focus will be given to the cultural challenges that accompany our odyssey into the world of two dimensions. While technology has brought us amazing gadgets and astounding communication access, the necessity of understanding the influence of culture has not been eradicated. In fact, the accelerated rate of our contact with people from all over the world has made cultural sensitivity all the more indispensable.


In the last two chapters, we broaden our scope to consider our relationships with Deaf people outside of our working hours. First, in Chapter 13, we touch on several issues that demonstrate the way social relationships are also dependent on cultural sensitivity. Chapter 14 attempts to make up for lost time and enlarge our perspective regarding the roots of interpreting plus hopefully shed some cultural illumination on emerging topics such as Deafhood and Deaf heart. We end the book with a brief examination of the wave of the future, which owes much to the past: Deaf Interpreters.


My Consultants


This book was not written alone. In the Acknowledgments section I have already listed the names of many fellow sign language interpreters and Deaf people who shared their thoughts, experiences, and opinions with me. At this point I would like to give special thanks to Daniel Langholtz and Priscilla Moyers, two Deaf friends and colleagues who acted as my consultants during the writing of this book. Along with Tom Holcomb, they read my drafts, made notes, and patiently answered my questions. Our discussions were not only enlightening but also thoroughly enjoyable, as we compared our cultures and our feelings about them. Since both Daniel and Priscilla are superb Deaf interpreters themselves,* I felt they had a deep understanding of the process and challenges of interpreting. In chapter 13, their thoughts and opinions regarding interpreters’ relationship to the Deaf community will be expressed.


Conventions


Deaf/deaf


Following current convention I use capitalized Deaf to refer to features of Deaf culture and those individuals who identify themselves with the culture. The lowercase deaf is used to refer to the audiological condition of deafness. Since the focus of this book is about cultural differences between hearing Americans and Deaf Americans, the natural subject of this book will be the culturally Deaf. “Deaf people see themselves not as little ‘d’ deaf, a usage associated with the medical pathology, but as big ‘D’ Deaf, as members of a cultural group who have created their own language and who actively shape their lives and identity” (Rexroat 1997, 19).



Capital Letters for Gloss of SIGN



As a three-dimensional, multichannel language of movement, ASL is not easily captured on the printed page. For this reason, I try to avoid long passages of transcribed ASL. When necessary, however, I use the convention of capitalization to represent the common gloss for a sign. I am only attempting to portray a rough sketch of which signs might be chosen. Since I make no effort to include non-manual markers (eye gaze; mouth shape; movements of the eyebrows, head, body, etc.), this is in no way to be seen as a complete transcription of ASL.


Point of Reference


Let me stress again that this book is addressed to all sign language interpreters, those who learned ASL as a first language because their parents were Deaf (often referred to as “CODAs,” children of Deaf adults) those who learned it later by choice, and Deaf Interpreters. Currently, the majority of sign language interpreters (including myself) grew up in American mainstream culture. Coming from that perspective, therefore, I often use we to mean hearing Americans as opposed to Deaf Americans. Those interpreters who are Deaf themselves or grew up in Deaf families may, therefore, have to make some adjustments to the statements about “our” culture and “their” culture, depending on their particular circumstances (e.g., presence or lack of hearing siblings or extended family or the extent of the family’s involvement in the Deaf community). Both Deaf Interpreters and those with Deaf parents may find themselves with a mixture of values and perspectives from the two groups.


Similarly, I do not mean to discount interpreters who grew up in other than a white American environment. Interpreters of color or those who grew up in other cultures will have their own cultural influences to take into consideration. Chapters 6 and 9 include a wider array of perspectives. My basic message is that we all have to know where we are coming from so we can figuratively “check our cultural baggage at the door” while we are interpreting.


Our “Professional Organization”


It is a rare profession that can pinpoint its origins, but ours can: the meeting at Ball State Teachers College in 1964, where the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) was founded. As chronicled by Lou Fant in Silver-Threads, the era preceding the establishment of the first professional organization of sign language interpreters was quite a contrast from today’s situation. (More details provide a broader view in Chapter 14.)


No one worked full-time as an interpreter and to say that anyone worked part-time is misleading … [We] volunteered our services as our schedules permitted. If we received any compensation it was freely given and happily accepted but not expected … We earned our living as school people, rehabilitation counselors, religious workers, or were primarily housewives. We perceived our work as interpreters as just another way of helping deaf family members, friends, coworkers, or complete strangers. It was a way of contributing to the general welfare of deaf people, not a way to make money, much less earn a living. We did not expect to be paid, we did not ask to be paid, because we did not do it for the money. We felt it was our obligation, our duty to do it, and if we did not do it, the deaf person would suffer and we would feel responsible. (Fant 1990, 9–10) (italics added)


Because of a shortage of competent interpreters, the deaf and hearing people present at the Ball State meeting formed an organization whose purpose was to recruit new members, promote training, assess competency, and compile a list of qualified interpreters for consumers to use. In the 1960s, ASL had not yet been widely recognized as a language, and although practitioners recognized that Deaf people had different ways of doing things than the hearing majority, the concept of “a Deaf culture” had not yet been widely disseminated.


A little more than fifty years later, RID counts over sixteen thousand members, most of whom consider themselves professional sign language interpreters and earn some, if not all, of their living from their work. The organization has numerous local chapters, holds biennial national conventions, manages a testing system that awards various types of certification, requires its members to pursue continuing education, and is involved with lobbying and public awareness activities.


It is not surprising that a field as young as ours has not come to a consensus about exactly what our role entails. Fant explains that the first interpreters “grew up in an atmosphere suffused with patronization … So as adults we saw ourselves as helpers, available any time, day or night, to assist deaf people out of their difficulties” (Fant 12). Subsequently, the profession has used various labels to help interpreters grasp where the borders of their responsibility lie. In reaction to the “helper” model came the “machine” or “conduit” model, which greatly limited our responsibility for either party’s understanding of the other’s message. Like a tape recorder, we were only to transmit what we had received without altering its contents in any way. When a machine was judged to fall short of what was required in a complicated human interaction, we moved on to “communication facilitator” and “bicultural mediator.” The latter acknowledged the fact that cultural influences on the messages we deliver must be taken into account. There has been much discussion recently about adopting a new model, “the ally,” which interestingly seems to take us back in a circular path to include some of the features of the helper model. Although the term ally has not yet been thoroughly defined or debated, it seems to address Deaf people’s desire that we be supportive without being patronizing. As our profession matures, we may redefine and refine our role many times.


As previously stated, our field has acknowledged that the image of the bilingual-bicultural relationship between Deaf and hearing cultures in America is an oversimplification. Deaf culture, as now perceived, is a complex mixture of all the elements present in American society at large. One way to increase cultural sensitivity is by encouraging the recruitment and training of more interpreters of color. Another avenue, which I believe would increase the cultural competence of the entire interpreting profession, is the study of intercultural communication. This field focuses on the ways individuals from various cultural backgrounds perceive events and express themselves differently. Just as we cannot assume that the hearing doctor will be a white middle-class male from the Midwest, so we must be prepared for Deaf clients coming from various cultural and ethnic backgrounds as well. Demographic studies predict that the multicultural influences within Deaf and hearing cultures will steadily increase in coming years.


This book serves as an introduction to the field of intercultural communication and examines some of the most common cultural challenges faced by sign language interpreters. It is not the final word on the subject. We can look forward to continuing research that will further describe interrelations between the multicolored threads that weave the cultural web in which we all live and work.



Why the Big Fuss about Culture?


Some of those in our field question the value of paying so much attention to culture. As one longtime interpreter told me, “Deaf people and hearing people aren’t that different; we all want the same thing—nice friendly service, just like you get at McDonald’s.” Others feel that Deaf people are lucky to be living in the enlightened twenty-first century, where the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) guarantees them the right to have an interpreter who will translate English into sign and vice versa. Doesn’t providing an interpreter solve the communication problem?


Theresa B. Smith, one of the most respected and skilled interpreters in the country, describes in her dissertation the struggle to convey not only the information contained in, but also the implications behind, Deaf discourse:


As an interpreter I have noticed that simply translating the language (i.e., that which is explicitly stated) is insufficient. Not only do the listeners have difficulty understanding what is being said if discourse is unaccommodated, their perceptions of the speaker are often inaccurate. I found myself wanting to give the “real interpretation” to not only rephrase but restructure the argument just made to a more English-like discourse so the listeners would understand not only what had been said, but why. (1996, 221)


Smith concludes that


hiring interpreters is certainly not enough to make most meetings or encounters “accessible.” If nothing else is changed (e.g., timing, discourse style, underlying presuppositions, beliefs and values), providing interpretation is often form without content. (180)


Culture is the context in which the content may be truly understood. Interpreting without a thorough grounding and appreciation of the cultural implications is like trying to hang pictures in a house with no walls. Without building a cultural framework that holds the house together, the pictures—words and signs—will crash to the floor.





2
The Study of Culture



If we can accept the paradox that the real humanity of people is understood through cultural differences rather than cultural similarities, then we can make profound sense of our differences. It is possible that there is not one truth, but many; not one real experience, but many realities; not one history, but many different and valid ways of looking at events.


—JAMAKE HIGHWATER


The Primal Mind


Jamake Highwater’s proposal represents a challenge to the popular, well-intentioned sentiment that down deep all people are basically the same. Actually it depends on how deep is “deep.” Certainly we are all made of flesh and bones, we all need to eat and sleep, and we seek shelter and safety. After those similarities have been established, however, most of the rest of our beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors are at least to some degree culturally determined.


To ignore the reality of varying cultural perspectives is to discount the infinite variety of our humanness. To insist that we all share the same goals and desires is to refuse to humbly admit that our way is not the only way. Highwater, himself a Blackfoot Indian, gives an example of a Navajo family, who, when entering their newly built government house for the first time, may rip out the toilet. “[Anglo] people come away from the Navajo Reservation expressing their sorrow in finding that ‘the poor Indians do not have indoor plumbing and live in terrible, primitive conditions unfit for human beings.’” From the traditional Navajo point of view, however, it is we Anglos who should be pitied for having bathrooms inside our houses; Navajos believe “it is disgusting to put a toilet under the roof of their living quarters rather than at a distance from the dwelling place” (Highwater 1981, 8).


Once we realize that there are vast differences between some of our beliefs and those of people from other cultures, we may feel a bit like the floor has dropped out from under us. If virtually all of our perceptions are mediated by culture, then what is really true and valid? Principles that we accept as universal truths because they are not questioned in our society, such as marrying for love and making decisions about our future based on our own individual desires, are nothing more than the particular thinking of our culture. Delving into cultural exploration may shake us out of our mental ruts. The insights we gain about what it means to be human, however, are well worth the momentary disequilibrium.


What Is Culture?


Since this book will focus on the influence of culture on our perceptions, thoughts, and behaviors, it would seem that the logical starting place would be a succinct, generally accepted definition of culture. Unfortunately, that is no simple task. Over a hundred definitions of culture have been offered. One way to begin may be, therefore, to eliminate what we do not mean by culture. Culture, in the context of this inquiry, is not something one acquires by attending the ballet, listening to classical music, or critiquing modern art. In fact, we don’t have to make any special effort to attain it at all; we have already acquired it by virtue of being raised in human society.


Perhaps the earliest definition of culture, and one that is still serviceable, was proposed in 1871 by Edward B. Tylor, known as the father of cultural anthropology, in Primitive Culture. “Culture … is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor 1958, 1). Tylor’s phrase, “a complex whole,” points out that culture is not a haphazard, arbitrary collection of behaviors but rather consists of parts that together make up an integrated system.


That culture is “acquired” differentiates it from the purely biological. The fact that we lose our baby teeth is not an element of culture, it is the beliefs and rituals we apply to the event that make it part of our cultural repertoire. As infants we begin to acquire our culture from those around us—our parents, siblings, relatives, friends, and teachers—who in turn learned it from their parents, siblings, relatives, friends, and teachers. Thus the wisdom of the group is passed down from generation to generation. Not only is culture learned, but also it is shared with a very large group. The quirks of our personality (our fear of snakes and our love of ham sandwiches) mark us as individuals and do not define our culture, although they exist within a cultural context. (In other cultural contexts, of course, the worship of snakes or a repugnance for eating ham might be more defining.)


As an integrated system, each culture is an apt set of adaptations that helps its members face the challenges of their environment. “Culture facilitates living by providing ready-made solutions to problems, by establishing patterns of relations and ways for preserving group cohesion and consensus” (Harris and Moran 1982, 65). Examples of such cultural adaptations are igloos, well suited for living in the arctic; afternoon siestas in tropical climates; and sign language as the natural mode of communication for those who cannot hear spoken language. Thus, culture is a means of “sharing successful results of choices made by others in the past” (Bohannan 1992, 13).


Most of our own culture is out of our conscious awareness. Like water to the fish or air to the bird, it surrounds us so completely that we may never notice it, and it may stay unnoticed until, like a fish plucked out of the water, we find ourselves in a new environment and begin to flounder. Or until we encounter a visitor from a different place who acts “strangely,” as if the fish saw a bird drop into the ocean and wondered, “What kind of odd creature is this who moves his fins about so much and doesn’t seem to know how things are done down here?”


Since culture is so omnipresent, it may help us to examine it indirectly through a few metaphors. Images that have been proposed to illuminate the impact of culture include computer software that regulates our actions, a tool kit that provides us with what we need to manage our physical environment, and a rainbow that we can only appreciate fully once we are standing out from under it.


My favorite metaphor for culture is an iceberg, only one-tenth of which is visible above the water. The tip of the cultural iceberg that one can see corresponds to those elements that visitors to a foreign country might readily notice: the different clothing, music, food, and architecture. What visitors might fail to perceive, however, is that a culture’s notions of beauty, modesty, friendship, courtship, child raising, insanity, justice, and leadership may be vastly different from their own.


Ignorance of the unrecognized differences between cultures, like the unseen part of an iceberg, can have equally destructive consequences. The study of cultural variations, however, may provide us with maps to navigate these treacherous, yet fascinating, seas.



Culture and Communication


As sign language interpreters, we most often find ourselves untangling those aspects of culture that are related to communication.


Culture and communication are inseparable because culture not only dictates who talks to whom, about what, and how the communication proceeds, but it also helps determine how people encode messages, the meanings they have for messages, and the conditions and circumstances under which various messages may or may not be sent, noticed, or interpreted. (Samovar and Porter 1982, 32)


The process of communication is often diagrammed as a sender encoding a message, which is then relayed to a receiver who must decode the message in order to understand the meaning the sender has intended. We engage in this complex process thousands of times a day, with relatively few glitches (e.g., “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite get your point.” “That’s not what I meant!” “Huh?”). The introduction of a difference in cultures between the sender and receiver, however, greatly increases the likelihood that the original intent of the sender will not get through to the receiver.


Our entire repertory of communicative behaviors is dependent largely on the culture in which we have been raised. Culture, consequently, is the foundation of communication. And when cultures vary, communication practices also vary. (32)


To take only one example, the author of Culture and the Clinical Encounter endeavors to sensitize health providers not to assume that communication strategies are universal. She points out that


Silence and the word yes lead to numerous misunderstandings. Neither necessarily signifies agreement. Silence can mean “I do not agree with what you are saying, but I am too polite to say so.” Yes can mean “I am listening but not promising or agreeing” [or] “I do not understand what you are saying, but I acknowledge you are trying to tell me something, and I am grateful for that …” (Gropper 1996, 2)


Until a few hundred years ago, only a very small percentage of the world’s inhabitants had to contend with the challenges of communicating with representatives of another culture. Most people lived their entire lives in the same place where they grew up. Apart from a foray of marauding neighbors, a visit from a group of tourists, or a few missionaries dropping by, the bulk of communication took place between people who shared a common culture. Thanks to air travel, vast social and political changes, and the explosion of technology, those days of relative isolation are now gone forever.


In the world of tomorrow we can expect to live—not merely vacation—in societies which seek different values and abide by different codes. There we will be surrounded by foreigners for long periods of time, working with others in the closest possible relationships. If people currently show little tolerance or talent for encounters with alien cultures, how can they learn to deal with constant and inescapable coexistence? (Barnlund 1989, 5)


The answer to this question may lie in a relatively young field, not much older than the profession of sign language interpreting, called intercultural communication. Let us examine its roots and the topics it considers, and see how the perspective it offers may provide a key to understanding not only the imminent global village but, closer to home, the challenges we face as sign language interpreters.


The Field of Intercultural Communication


When we think of studying cultures, the first discipline that comes to mind is anthropology. Intercultural communication is indeed an offshoot of anthropology and differs from it in certain significant ways. Traditional anthropologists focus on one culture at a time. During their fieldwork, they immerse themselves for several years in the culture of a group of people who often inhabit a remote, hitherto unexplored, region. There they learn the language of the group and observe their way of life, paying special attention to systems such as kinship, economy, and religion. Rarely, if ever, do they describe interactions between the group they are studying and members of other groups.


It is precisely these interactions, however, that most interest the inter-culturalists. The field of intercultural communication grew from a practical need that made itself felt in five different areas at about the same time. The time period was post–World War II, beginning in the early 1950s. The first area to demonstrate this need was our government, specifically the need to adequately train diplomats to be sent abroad.


The traditional approach to such training until that time had consisted of having diplomats attend language classes, then bringing in university professors from a variety of disciplines to lecture on their respective fields of study. This might include presentations on the history, geography, climate, and political structure of the area in question. Once overseas, however, the diplomats trained in what is now called “the university model” reported with dismay that they were unable to function effectively. As a result, the director of the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) hired a group of linguists and anthropologists to improve upon the previous training methods, among whom was a young anthropologist, Edward T. Hall, who had experience working with the Navajo and Hopi.


Hall concluded that the missing element in the diplomats’ preparations was an examination of the daily interactions they could anticipate having in the host country. Hall recommended, therefore, that the emphasis in training shift from a cultural overview to the details of everyday life, which he termed “micro-cultural analysis.” His first publication on the subject, an article entitled “The Anthropology of Manners,” appeared in Scientific American in 1955. In it he stated:


The role of the anthropologist in preparing people for service overseas is to open their eyes and sensitize them to the subtle qualities of behavior—tone of voice, gestures, space and time relationships—that so often build up feelings of frustration and hostility in people with a different culture. (89)


Hall broke new ground with the publication of his first book on the subject of intercultural interaction, the first edition of The Silent Language (1959), which laid the foundation for the establishment of this new field. He later became the head of FSI and earned himself the sobriquet of Founding Father of Intercultural Communication.


The other four threads that, together with Hall’s work at FSI, led to the emergence of this fledgling field were the large numbers of business executives who were flung with their families onto distant shores, the influx of foreign students descending upon our college campuses, the establishment of the Peace Corps, and the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s.


In the decades following World War II, large American companies fore-saw the potential benefits of establishing contacts, offices, and factories in Europe and Asia in order to take advantage of untapped markets. In their rush to achieve a competitive edge, however, they did not routinely provide their executives with even as much preparation for their interactions abroad as the early diplomats had received. Often completely forgotten were the adjustment needs of the executives’ family members, who were plopped down in a foreign country with virtually no preparation and expected to carry on their lives for the next two or three years without complaint. The inability of his family to adjust to the new culture was often the impetus for the executive to abandon his post earlier than expected. Just as often, however, the frustrations stemmed from the executive himself as his expectations of progress and achievement seemed to be thwarted almost daily.


Although this high failure rate resulted in the loss of great sums of money invested in moving families abroad, these companies, rather than noticing a pattern and investigating its source, at first tended to ignore the problem, even going so far as to purposely not record these “failures” in their employees’ files. After a while, however, this denial was deemed counterproductive. Attention, therefore, began to be paid to those business executives who were successful in their foreign ventures. What qualities did they possess that helped them meet the challenges of living in a different culture?


By contrast, one group of professionals who did share their frustrations with their colleagues was foreign student advisers on college campuses around the United States. With the influx of foreign students in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, who came to the United States to study at the undergraduate and graduate levels, these advisers were struck by the cultural adjustment problems they perceived the students to be struggling with, both in regard to the American educational system and to society at large. They were responsive when a loose organization for exchanging ideas, the Intercultural Communication Network, was formed, with its center at the University of Pittsburgh. The Network sponsored exploratory intercultural communication workshops (ICWs) with foreign and American students that tackled cultural issues and became a model for many other programs around the country. It also led to the publication of a national newsletter, Communiqué (Dahlen 1997, 35–38).


Another important event that led to the development of the field of inter-cultural communication was the establishment of the Peace Corps in the early 1960s by President Kennedy. Much like the frustrations experienced by the ill-prepared diplomats, early Peace Corps volunteers registered complaints that their “university model” training was insufficient to prepare them for the realities of life in a different culture. Trainers soon realized that the missing piece was an orientation to the experiential aspects of crossing cultures. It was found, for example, that feelings of frustration and disorientation (now termed culture shock) can be anticipated and prepared for by giving volunteers a taste of these feelings before they ever leave home.


Peace Corps trainers tried different types of experiential training techniques, which mirrored the interest in experiential learning during the 1960s in general. Instead of relying solely on didactic lectures about the country to which volunteers would be sent, trainers adapted role-plays, simulation games, and other exercises borrowed from the newly popular “sensitivity training” movement. They stressed the importance of being sensitive to differences in cultural values and pointed out that people from other cultures may interpret our behavior in ways we did not intend. Creative thinking and problem-solving exercises, trainers and administrators believed, could help prospective volunteers learn to adapt to unfamiliar situations better than rote learning. So a combined method was adopted, one that included lectures, discussion, and experiential learning activities (Dahlen 33–34).


Also during the 1960s, the myth of the “melting pot” boiled over as the Civil Rights movement demanded social justice and equal opportunity for all Americans regardless of race or ethnic background. Rejecting the majority’s belief that people could be boiled down into a generic American, activists marched peacefully or fought violently to garner respect for their own American identity. These social upheavals rocked the country and brought about needed change. Designations such as African American, Latino American, and Asian American began to gain acceptance, and colleges began to offer courses in ethnic studies. The new awareness of multiple cultural identities within the United States led to the demise of the “melting pot” and the birth of more pluralistic national images such as a “salad bowl” or a “mosaic,” where the distinctive flavors or colors of each element combine to produce a rich and varied whole.


Despite some setbacks, there is growing acceptance that pluralism is the wave of the future. This has led the intercultural field to split its orientation into two divergent, yet complementary, directions. The international focus looks outward to our dealings with members of the global community, while the domestic focus is on multiculturalism outside of work and diversity within the workplace.


Today the field of intercultural communication includes “diversity training, cross-cultural counseling, intercultural negotiation, intercultural communications training, [and] cross-cultural sensitivity training” (Dahlen 9), and it has spawned books, videos, conferences, and national and international organizations as well as doctoral programs. It is finally widely recognized that the issue of cultural variation will not disappear and will only become more relevant to our daily interactions as the world becomes smaller through access to communications technology and our increasing ability to reach out and touch someone with a different worldview.*


Domains of Intercultural Communication


The field of intercultural communication includes proxemics (the study of social and personal space); paralinguistics (the study of the way something is said, including intonation, speech rate, and the use of silence); and kinesics (the study of body motions such as gestures, eye gaze, and facial expression). A basic tenet is that all these channels carry messages, whether intended or unintended. Underlying the study of the specific manifestations of any culture is the recognition that each culture has its own set of values that color its perceptions and behaviors. Our values pertain to everything from our connection to family and friends, our ideas about nature, our beliefs about the roles of the sexes, and our relationship to authority to our views on the meaning of life.


Proxemics


Just as animals aggressively defend their territory against perceived intruders, so do we bristle and hiss when we feel our personal space is being violated. Tailgaters make us agitated and lead some to display bumper stickers declaring, “If you can read this you’re too close!” We feel strangely homeless when someone takes “our seat” in a class we have been attending. On a crowded elevator we try to hold ourselves in and become extremely uncomfortable if a stranger touches us. We feel incensed when our seat-mate on an airline flight takes possession of “our” armrest. And these invasions are perpetrated by people with whom we share a common culture!


Suppose you find yourself the only passenger on a bus. After riding for a while, you notice a new rider getting on board. What could be more unnerving than seeing him pick, of all the possible seats, the one right next to you? Yet this behavior would seem perfectly appropriate to most Arabs. In contrast to American patterns of personal space, where we try to maintain a bubble of space around us, Arabs prefer to position themselves close to others. “For Arabs the space which is comfortable for ordinary social conversation is approximately the same as that which Westerners reserve for intimate conversation” (Nydell 1996, 51). Part of the Arab preference for standing close to conversational partners stems from their desire to be able to smell each other’s breath. To the Arab, “To smell one’s friend is not only nice but desirable, for to deny him your breath is to act ashamed” (Hall 1966, 160).


One of the favorite areas of study in proxemics is the examination of the preferred conversational distance between people in different situations. An often-quoted example describes the “dance” that may take place when people from different cultures try to maintain their preferred conversational distance. An American may be slowly chased around the room and into a corner by an Arab or South American who keeps trying to lessen the feeling of coldness and distance between them. The American, meanwhile, backs away, resisting what feels like aggression or inappropriate intimacy communicated by the foreigner’s coming ever closer.


Conversational distance in Deaf culture presents a fascinating contrast, yet one that, to my knowledge, has not been formally researched. A visual language has entirely different constraints on the distance between its interlocutors than a spoken one. Hall’s distinctions of “shouting distance” and “whispering distance” (Hall, 114) would obviously not apply to ASL. Signed conversations can take place comfortably at much greater distances than spoken ones. Signers may converse on opposite sides of a subway platform or busy street, through the windows while they are driving in different cars, or even from the edge of a theater balcony to its orchestra pit with only slight adjustment to signing style (making the signs a little bigger). On the intimate end of the spectrum, signing while closer than arm’s length is hard on the eyes. Deaf skits and plays have poked fun at the necessity of interrupting an amorous embrace by having the lovers jump back several feet in order to tell each other “I love you,” then springing back together. When Deaf lovers are entwined in an embrace, they find creative ways to communicate short remarks, some of which depend more on touch than on sight.
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