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Enactment in signed interactions

In interactions, signers often use enactments, i.e. they combine “bodily movements, postures
and eye gaze to ‘construct’ actions and dialogue in order to ‘show’ characters, events and points
of view” (Hodge & Ferrara, 2014, p. 373). These enactments are usually not a reproduction of
real-world actions or dialogues. Rather, the interlocutor constructs their version of these actions
or dialogues, or of hypothetical events, and presents them through an enactment of characters
(Tannen, 1989). Therefore, enactment is well-suited to be used in stance expressions, in which
a‘subject’ evaluates a stance object through overt communicative means, aligning with other
subjects (Du Bois, 2007). An interlocutor may use enactment to present the stance of the
character they enact or their own stance. Moreover, enactment allows signers to stack multiple
stances (Dancygier, 2012, p. 89): They convey their stance as a narrator in the present moment
and can layer it upon the stances of characters they enact. In this contribution, | focus on cases
of self-enactment where signers enact themselves at a moment when they became aware of a
certain event or certain information, such as 9/11, the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami in
2004, or the death of Princess Diana. The aim of this research is to gain insight into how signers
use self-enactments to tie together different epistemic and affective stances they took at
different moments in time. Furthermore, I map out what polyphonic strategies signers use to
express multiple stances from multiple viewpoints simultaneously.

Data and methods

For this contribution, the dataset consists of five hours of dyadic conversations in Flemish Sign
Language (VGT) consisting of both free and guided conversations taken from the Corpus VGT
(Van Herreweghe et al., 2015). I annotated and analyzed 427 cases of self-enactments in ELAN
(Wittenburg et al., 2006) and analyzed 129 of these self-enactments in more detail, as they
combined an enacted epistemic stance expression with a stance expression from a narrator’s
viewpoint. A multimodal and sequential in-depth analysis of 20 cases provided more
comprehensive insights into the use of self-enactments.

Results

The results show that signers often use sequences of multiple enactments to create contrast
showing the signer’s change in epistemic status in the past, consisting of multiple components,
of which a recurrent pattern is the following: 1) enactment of the past self, showing how they
were unaware of an event, followed by 2) enactment of the past self, becoming aware of an
event, including a layering of the epistemic and affective stance of the enacted character towards
that event. This latter enactment is usually directly linked to an expression of stance in the here
and now from the narrator’s viewpoint. Signers may use a plethora of devices to create this
polyphony. They can express stances from multiple viewpoints either simultaneously with the
enactment of the character, using eye gaze shifts to the interlocutor, head nods, facial
expressions like a frown or a mouth shrug, or sequentially, through the framing or the enactment
or by elaborating on the enactment, lexically or gesturally. On a broader level, the enactments
incorporate information on the barriers these signers faced in accessing information during
topical events, addressing issues of communicative accessibility deaf signers may experience.

In sum, this study illuminates how signers use self-enactments to weave together diverse stances
across time while also highlighting the challenges of communicative accessibility for deaf
signers.
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