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Incidences of confrontation between hearing and Deaf people have long been a cause for grave mistakes, injustice and simple communication breakdown, with Deaf people’s signing leading to the incorrect conclusion that their communication is inherently lacking in politeness.  However, this is mainly a result of linguistic and cultural misunderstanding in cross-cultural miscommunication.  What happens when Deaf people communicate with each other?

Research into sign language users, the teaching of British Sign Language (BSL), and readings into pragmatics have revealed an obvious though little-investigated question: are there established and accepted politeness forms in BSL, and if so, what are they and how do they work?

Within the field of linguistic pragmatics, theorists construct the notion of politeness in a very particular way, making a distinction between ‘first-order’ and ‘second-order’ politeness.

‘We take first-order politeness to correspond to the various ways in which polite behaviour is perceived and talked about by members of socio-cultural groups. It encompasses, in other words, commonsense notions of politeness. Second-order politeness, on the other hand, is a theoretical construct, a term within a theory of social behaviour and language usage’ (Watts et al. 1992:3)

Politeness theory has been developed in relation to spoken languages over an extended period (Brown and Levinson 1978, Fraser 1988, Leech, 1977) and is thoroughly summarised by Thomas (1995).  However, these all focus upon spoken language, particularly English spoken language.  

There are papers about politeness forms in sign language; these have mostly, however, focused upon how to sign in a polite way, how to express thoughts and ideas politely in sign language conversation. In other words, they focus on first-order politeness. They have concentrated upon the practicalities of sign language production in terms of grammar, vocabulary and non-manual features such as posture, facial expression, etc., and how to use these.  

Second-order politeness forms part of the study of pragmatics. There have been relatively few investigations into the pragmatics of sign languages (but see Brennan 1992, Celo, 1996, Engberg-Pederson 1987).  Some only scrape the surface of sign languages – usually American Sign Language (ASL) – or focus upon the more obvious functions of manual aspects of vocabulary and meaning.  Some work has also been done to contrast politeness phenomena in BSL and English in the context of interpreting between these languages (e.g. Brennan & Brown 1997), but there has not been a great deal written about general sociolinguistic politeness in BSL, ASL and other recognised sign languages.

In this paper, the intention is to uncover the layers and to investigate the subtle, deeper levels of communication which underlie second-order politeness in sign language.  I aim to avoid the common pitfall of drawing comparisons between signed and spoken politeness; while there may be similarities, the way sign languages express politeness is very different from spoken language.   

The intention is to focus upon what Deaf people sign, why they sign and how they sign in order to try to get the desired result from other Deaf people without offence or confrontation.  There appears to be a traditional perception that British Sign Language is somehow ‘direct’ and to the point (Sutton-Spence and Woll 1998), and writers may have interpreted this as a lack of politeness and subtlety intrinsic to the language.  Roush (1999) countered this view regarding ASL, but his work is a rarity, and nothing similar exists concerning BSL.  Nevertheless, Deaf people do observe and use politeness principles and maxims, and BSL certainly does have the ability to express second-order politeness; this paper will identify and examine this in terms of pragmatics.

It is the aim of this paper to investigate the pragmatics of BSL with a view to extending existing limited perceptions, particularly with regard to politeness theory.  My hypothesis is that the pragmatic issues concerning second-order politeness in BSL are as complex and as subtle as in any spoken language, and I will provide evidence to support this with naturalistic conversations on videotape, featuring a range of BSL users and a variety of situations where politeness may or may not be observed in its different guises. 

