
Interpreting With a Deaf Heart 
(Where Anxiety Meets Oppression) 

 
 Currently the sign language 
profession is asking itself what does 
it mean to have a “Deaf Heart”. This 
question is complicated and 
nuanced. This article attempts to 
look at one small aspect of the 
question. How interpreters through 
their own anxieties can oppress Deaf 
people. 
 
Discrimination vs. Oppression 
 
 Discrimination is defined as: the 
unjust or prejudicial treatment of 
different categories of people or 
things. While oppression is defined 
as: prolonged cruel or unjust 
treatment or control. One key word in 
the definition of oppression is 
“control” due to the fact that 
interpreters are often attempting to 
control communication while 
interpreting.  
 Most people would differentiate 
between discrimination and 
oppression by degree and intent. 
The connotative meaning most 
people believe, is that discrimination 
has a more purposeful and 
deliberate intent with greater severity 
in degree, while oppression is 
usually viewed as being less 
deliberate and severe. In reality both 
discrimination and oppression have 
varying degrees of intent and 
severity. 
 Most interpreters view 
themselves as not oppressing Deaf 
people because of a lack of intent to 
oppress.  However all people have 
behaviors that adhere to their 

culture’s inculcated norms without 
being aware of the oppressive nature 
of those behaviors. 
 When an interpreter follows the 
norms of the majority culture while 
interpreting without incorporating 
cultural mediation techniques then 
he / she may oppresses the Deaf 
participant(s). 
 An example of oppression via 
lack of mediation becomes obvious 
when analyzing communicative 
norms. The majority hearing 
community has established registers 
in English that are applied to specific 
situations. If a person is giving a 
lecture from a stage (high register) 
the hearing norm, for the audience, 
is to NEVER question, comment, 
interject, or discuss amongst 
themselves, during the presentation. 
Deaf communication norms are very 
different. Although the degree of 
question, comment, interjection, and 
discussion vary with register in ASL 
all of these behaviors are more 
prevalent in each register of ASL 
than in English.  
 One might ask why are hearing 
and Deaf communication norms 
different. 
It is human nature to give greater 
value to anything that is scarce or in 
short supply, gold and diamonds for 
example. For hearing people clear, 
effective, and readily available 
communication is in abundance. For 
Deaf people clear, effective, and 
readily available communication is a 
more rare event. It makes perfect 
sense sociologically that Deaf people 
would cherish clear, effective, and 
readily available communication 
more than hearing people do. This 



attitude of cherishing every occasion 
for communication has lead Deaf 
people to employ a more 
collaborative communicative style 
and to use it in more settings than 
hearing people do.  
 Deaf communicative norm is 
collaborative where hearing peoples 
communicative norm is deferential. 
(Norm meaning what is employed 
most frequently but does not mean 
that other communicative norms are 
never employed) Hearing people will 
employ a collaborative 
communicative form on occasion, 
however it tends to be used in more 
intimate situation (aka, lower register 
utterances) and often accompanied 
by jokes to ensure that the speaker 
is aware there is no intent to insult or 
degrade him / her. In contrast, Deaf 
people will employ a variety of 
collaborative communicative 
techniques in a broad range of 
registers. 
 When observing Deaf people 
communicating with each other in 
groups an observer will notice that 
the “audience” will correct an error 
the “speaker” makes. Deaf audience 
members will interject related 
material or ask for clarification.  This 
is a collaborative approach to 
communication. People who are not 
fully versed in Deaf cultural norms 
might label the observed behaviors 
as being blunt and disruptive 
(connotatively implying a lack of 
sophistication and / or rudeness). For 
example: Two Deaf people were 
asked to tell stories to a group of 
interpreting students. One Deaf 
person was telling her story while the 
other was watching. The storyteller 

signed “YOU KNOW, WEST AREA, 
THREE FACE MOUNTAIN. I 
TOUCH FINISH”.  The observing 
Deaf person interjected “FOUR 
PRESIDENT FACE MOUNTAIN, MT. 
R-U-S-H-M-O-R-E”. In this example 
of collaborative communication the 
storyteller did not request help, 
however it was given. The storyteller 
felt no disrespect or rudeness from 
the interjection.  
 When a group of Deaf people 
are viewing a lecture, sermon, etc. 
(high register) brief conversations will 
happen between two or more 
audience members for the purposes 
of; clarification, explanation, or 
adding supportive detail. If hearing 
audience members engaged in 
similar actions they would be viewed 
as rude and disrespectful.  
 Interpreters are trained in 
register norms for hearing people 
and sometimes to a lesser extent the 
register norms for Deaf people, and 
to an even lesser extent that the two 
norms are not the same. Where the 
education of interpreters tends to be 
severely lacking is in the factors that 
influence interpreter’s choice of 
which norms to follow or how to 
mediate the differences, and crucially 
how their choice can be oppressive 
to Deaf people. 
  
 The communicative norm 
differences between Deaf and 
hearing people coupled with the lack 
of interpreter training; with the 
addition of anxiety on the part of the 
interpreters create a fertile breeding 
ground for oppression. I remind the 
reader this is not a treatise on 
conscious, deliberate oppression but 



one how a confluence of 
circumstances can lead to 
oppression and what interpreters can 
do to prevent themselves from 
engaging in oppressive behaviors.  
 
 There are many factors that 
contribute to interpreter anxiety; 
stress, lacking in skill(s), 
interpretation errors, being 
confronted by disparate norms, and 
others not included in this article. 
How an interpreter copes with his / 
her anxiety will directly affect choices 
made. Without conscious training to 
make appropriate decisions under 
duress interpreters will default to 
what is most comfortable for them, 
which tends to be to follow the 
hearing majority cultural norms 
thereby oppressing the Deaf people 
being served. 
 
Anxiety from stress. 
 
 The interpreting profession is 
inherently stressful. From the 
commuting to multiple sites during a 
day, meeting new people at each 
assignment, to being blindsided by 
requirements not told to the 
interpreter in advance. Interpreters 
may not view their job as inherently 
stressful because they receive 
enjoyment and a sense of 
satisfaction from their chosen 
profession. However stress is a state 
of mental or emotional strain or 
tension resulting from adverse of 
demanding circumstances. All 
interpreters will agree that 
interpreting happens in adverse and 
demanding circumstances. Driving in 
any city’s traffic is stressful, meeting 

people you don’t know is stressful, 
and having demands made on you is 
stressful.  
 Researchers Wallace & 
Truelove* trying to determine stress’ 
influence on performance did an 
experiment on school children taking 
a test. The students were divided 
into two groups. One group sat 
quietly for 10 minutes prior to taking 
a test while the other group was 
given paper and pen and asked to 
write about their feelings for 10 
minutes before taking the test.  The 
students who wrote about their 
feelings were able to relieve some of 
their stress (in the form of test 
anxiety) and consequently received 
an average of 10 points higher on 
their test results. This brain research 
found that the region of the brain that 
deals with stress, anxiety, and strong 
emotions is located below and 
adjacent to the region of the brain 
tasked with higher cognitive 
functions (the part interpreters need 
to interpret). Stress robs the brain of 
energy to do higher cognitive tasks.  
 It is natural for interpreters to 
experience anxiety in their everyday 
work environment. How interpreters 
deal with this stress can be a major 
source of Deaf oppression. The 
chain of events can go like this: 
stressful commute, no mitigating 
activity to relieve stress, less 
cognitive energy to interpret, more 
errors, more reliance by interpreter 
on ingrained tendencies, less cultural 
mediation, oppression of the Deaf.  
 Interpreters can break that 
example chain of events in several 
places. One way is to find some 
means of relieving stress like the 



researchers of test anxiety gave the 
students time to write about their 
feelings. Another is to actively seek 
training and activities that purge 
oneself of ingrained tendencies that 
could be oppressive. Yet another can 
be to actively seek training on 
cultural mediation techniques so that 
they become inculcated in your 
subconscious thereby becoming a 
default activity not one requiring a lot 
of cognitive energy to do. 
 
Anxiety from errors: 
 “Those who dare to fail 
miserably can achieve greatly” John 
F Kennedy. 
 
 Sign Language interpreting is a 
performance profession. This means 
that there is no one right way to 
create an interpretation. Unlike 
making a watch from standardized 
parts in a pre-established order 
interpreting is highly subjective. 
Being a performance profession also 
means it is done in the presence of 
other people. Combining the 
subjective nature and the public 
nature of interpreting adds to the 
stress interpreter’s experience. 
Interpreters may not think they are 
experiencing stress however it is 
normal to have increased stress 
when one’s life’s work can not be 
empirically determined to be correct 
but is subjectively analyzed to be 
acceptable and one is being judged 
in a public arena. There for a 
performance profession is inherently 
stressful and inherently stressful 
activities cause people to make 
mistakes as show by the research of 
Wallace & Truelove. 

 All interpreters will make errors. 
How interpreters respond to the 
errors and corrections given to them 
have a great impact on the 
interpretation and as described 
before can lead to oppression.  
 The kind of attitude an 
interpreter has when involved in the 
art of interpretation will influence the 
outcome. 
 Entering into any interpreting 
event with and adversarial attitude 
among any of the participants (Deaf, 
hearing, team interpreter, setting) will 
increase anxiety, decrease 
effectiveness by increase errors, and 
most importantly increase the 
likelihood of oppression to the Deaf 
participants. 
 Misunderstanding of the 
collaborative communicated norm of 
Deaf people and their intentions 
behind corrections will cause a 
domino effect of increased anxiety in 
the interpreter which leads to more 
errors and decreased self-confidence 
culminating in a downward spiral and 
a negative feedback loop resulting in 
a less than ideal interpretation. 
Entering into an interpreting event 
with an attitude that collaboration 
among all participants is the norm 
will encourage others who may have 
an adversarial attitude to change, will 
show participants the interpreter has 
respect for all members present, and 
willingness to make the interpreting 
event as successful as possible. 
 
Anxiety from level of skill: 
 RID / NAD code of professional 
conduct tenet 2 “Interpreters possess 
the professional skills and 
knowledge required for the specific 



interpreting situation” 
 
 Whenever interpreters gather 
there will always be stories shared of 
“interpreters” who accept 
assignments that they should not 
have due to not having the 
necessary skills required to 
adequately interpret the event. This 
article is not a discussion of unethical 
behaviors of non-certified 
interpreters or of certified interpreters 
who behave unethically. This section 
is focused on a qualified interpreter 
who in good faith accepted an 
assignment and is qualified to do the 
assignment, however something is 
added to the assignment that the 
interpreter’s current skills are not 
adequate to meet the challenge.  
 When an interpreter finds 
themselves in a situation where they 
do not have adequate skills to do the 
job there are several normal human 
responses; Self-deprivation, blaming 
of others, defensiveness and 
attempts to cover up or smooth over 
the resulting errors.  
 There can be a fine line 
between accepting appropriate 
responsibility and self-deprecation. 
Apologies for errors ones commits 
are common courtesy but should be 
kept to a minimum and applied only 
to errors one has control over. Some 
people emphatically apologize for 
things beyond their control and 
repeatedly apologize. Self-
deprecation is in actuality not an 
attempt to apologize but an attempt 
by the self-deprecating person to 
manipulate others into not assigning 
blame to himself / herself. (If I beat 
myself up enough you won’t have the 

heart to say anything bad about me.) 
Behaving in a self-deprecating way 
can rob the Deaf person of his / her 
legitimate right to give feedback. 
Although it is understandable for an 
interpreter to not want his / her errors 
scrutinized in public, attempting to 
quash the Deaf person’s feedback 
can be oppressive.  
 In this age of great access to 
information it is disconcerting that 
due of the structure of how 
interpreters are assigned to provide 
services, vital information the 
interpreter needs to know in order to 
effectively interpret is often not 
provided them. Interpreters placed in 
a situation where they cannot 
provide adequate services will feel 
guilty, even though it is not their fault 
and they would have declined the 
assignment had they been properly 
informed.  How the interpreter deals 
with his / her feelings of guilt and 
inadequacy can either lead to a 
successful outcome or oppression of 
the Deaf person. In this situation 
which would a Deaf person prefer to 
have? An interpreter wasting 
precious time berating an agency or 
hiring entity or an interpreter ready 
and willing to be a colleague working 
with them to advocate for appropriate 
services?   
 When I was a teenager my 
family moved to a new state. On the 
occasion of my first visit to the local 
Deaf club I was asked by a woman “ 
WANT PLAY ?-?-?-?-?”. (? 
represents fingerspelled letters) She 
had severe arthritis and I didn’t 
understand her fingerspelling. After 
two attempts at trying to understand I 
gave up and shook my head yes. 



Another Deaf woman who was at the 
table with us exuberantly educated 
me that it is wrong to just shake your 
head and agree when you don’t 
understand. As a kid it was my norm 
to try to hide or cover up my lack of 
skill. Interpreters raised in American 
hearing majority culture have the 
same gut response.  
 Deaf cultural and 
communicative norms are not based 
on saving face but are based on the 
preciousness of all communication. 
When interpreters follow hearing 
norms and try to save face or cover 
up they are in danger of oppressing 
Deaf people. 
 Viewing a situation where skills 
are lacking as a failure versus as an 
opportunity to learn and grow can 
also have oppressive effects. It is 
easy to feel failure and it is a natural 
response to become introspective 
however there is an appropriate time 
for introspection and a time for 
action. Deaf people’s right to improve 
their lot in life via feedback is 
important to respect. When an 
assignment goes awry and a Deaf 
person has feedback to help you 
improve your skills it may be hard to 
take at that moment but remember 
the collaborative nature of the Deaf 
community and take the feedback as 
a positive attempt to help even if the 
Deaf person is angry while giving it. 
(Don’t shoot the messenger just 
heed the message) We all have the 
right to feel frustration. After this kind 
of event interpreters need to find a 
way to release their anger and 
frustration in a non detrimental or 
destructive way, as well as taking 
time to make sure the feedback 

given is analyzed and incorporated 
into the interpreters set of skills. 
Dismissing feedback because of the 
manner in which it was given or 
because of the state of mind of the 
interpreter when it was given is 
oppressive to the Deaf community. 
 
Anxiety of breaking social norms: 
 
 Hearing interpreters will be very 
aware of the norms expected in 
settings where hearing people are 
the “speaker”. If an interpreter fears 
the social repercussions of breaking 
the hearing norm for the situation 
then he / she will subjugate the Deaf 
person(s) norms thus oppressing the 
Deaf.  
 A classroom is a good example 
of established norms that differ 
between hearing and Deaf. In a 
classroom with a Deaf teacher and 
all Deaf students there is much more 
a give and take, discussion, and 
collaboration. In a classroom with a 
hearing traditionalist educator the 
students are expected to sit quietly 
while the instructor imparts his / her 
wisdom. What happens when a 
traditionalist teacher has Deaf 
student(s) and an interpreter in the 
classroom? The interpreter knows 
there is a difference in expected 
norms. What does the interpreter 
do? If the interpreter simply follows 
the teachers norms because he / she 
does not want to challenge the 
authority of the teacher or change 
the status quo isn’t he / she 
oppressing the Deaf student by 
siding with the teacher? In this 
scenario an interpreter can actively 
focus on cultural mediation in BOTH 



directions. Allowing both parties to 
follow their own norms and mediating 
between them via expansion, 
explanation, turn taking, etc.  
 
 In conclusion, here is a 
question to ponder. Can Sign 
Language interpreters, inculcated in 
hearing peoples communicative 
norms, while under duress, 
encumbered by his / her own guilt 
from making errors during a 
communication event, hope to defy 
the odds and render a non-
oppressive experience for Deaf 
people? I would love to answer this 
question with an unequivocal yes but 
I can’t. Interpreters can however 
continually self-evaluate their skills, 
errors, stress levels, inculcated 
norms and continue to learn about 
Deaf culture, norms, and 
communicative styles. Ever striving 
to divest themselves of oppressive 
tendencies.  
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