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Survival Center Reflection

Phil has long stringy red hair.  Not the tomato-ish red hair which my mind automatically imagines when I hear the term redhead, but a subtler shade of red.  One that inevitably captures your eye, but in doing so perplexes your brain as you consider whether it’s his unusual shade or the polychrome ties that separate his low hanging ponytails that draws your focus. 

I saw Phil from across the room the first time I ate at the Survival Center.  His character was buoyant, a quality that I have seen manifest itself mentally, in his diffuse diatribes, and physically, when he uses the overhead bars of PVTA Bus 32 to do pull-ups or hops around Raos coffee on the tips of his toes.  

Phil and I speak the same language and live in the same community.  Phil and I speak entirely different languages and the community of which he is a part is not my own.  In my interactions with Phil I have paradoxically found both of these statements to be true.    

The first time I ate lunch with Phil, what transpired between us could not be characterized as a conversation.  It started off with typical conversational elements: I told him my name and he reciprocated, we shook hands.  And it continued, momentarily, along that trajectory as I asked him the seemingly benign question of whether he had seen the Super Bowl.  From there, the normal elements of our discussion unraveled.  Phil looked back at me as if I had asked him if he had recently witnessed a murder.  The intensity of his angry passion was legible along the scowling lines of his ruddy face. The extreme reaction that my simple question solicited made me wonder if the English words that Phil and I both knew translated in disparate ways.  

Phil’s answer could not be contained within our time frame.  The simple answers “yes and no” that my closed question warranted were not even components of his monolithic rant.  It spanned the duration of our time at the Survival Center that day and, though it began with and kept returning to football, spanned every topic from domestic politics to Haitian water problems while covering every location and theme in between.  

His answer had moments of extreme, almost shocking, clarity and brilliance.  But woven through those comments was an incomprehensible mélange of assertions that I struggled to follow.  What had Phil experienced in his life that gave him these views?  Why were some so different from while others were so similar to my own?  Where did he learn about the Glass-Steagal Act, about Homer, about Vietnam?  

It occurred to me that perhaps our communication challenges were not about the native language that we shared, but that we lacked the language of a community, of shared understanding and experiences that would make his diction clear to me.  

Other moments of linguistic disconnect confronted me as I spent time in the Survival Center community.  A few weeks ago I sat sandwiched between two large women who wore bright shades of red, yellow, and hot pink that beautifully contrasted their coffee-like skin.  I tried to introduce myself to these women as I had to Phil, but, when I spoke to them, the only communication that was understood was our smiles.  I found out from a young man sitting with us that the two women spoke a mix of Portuguese and Creole.  As the women spoke to each other I felt uncomfortable and isolated.  Without a common vocabulary we had no verbal means of communicating with each other.  But at the same time I gained a newfound and unspoken understanding of their experience and life inside the non-English speaking community.  I felt a current of sympathy run between the women and me.  Now we had all experienced the challenges that accompany an inability to speak the language of your surrounding peers.    Although our linguistic traditions differed, we shared the unspoken language of empathy.  

I was struck in this moment by the relationship between our project for the Survival Center and my experience of language within its bounds.  Our project is about translation, the conversion of words from one language into another.  At the Survival Center, however, I found that language could not be expressed through or categorized by the distinctions of English and Portuguese.  

Spending time at the center has raised a lot of questions for me about what it means to fit into a community and what spaces can be considered communal.  Within Amherst College, my role as a student makes me automatically part of the community.  Terms that I utter unthinkingly such as “val,” “the hill,” and “going out” have no meaning to people outside of the college.  Expression and understanding of these terms indicate a clear sense of belonging on campus.  

In contrast to the connection I feel to the Amherst College community, my relationship with the Survival Center has been far more tenuous.  Neither a volunteer nor an Amherst resident in need of its services, what exactly is my position there?  Am I automatically a member of the Survival Center community by virtue of eating there?  Or does my lack of shared language—the language of homelessness, of hunger, of mental disorders, of army veterans—with its community members prohibit me from being a full participant in the community there?  

And then when I see members of the center around Amherst town, what is our relationship?  Taken outside of the unique spaces of Amherst College and the Survival Center, how do we navigate the shared town grounds?  Do we acknowledge each other in English, or do we let our shared but unspoken language of knowledge and experience guide our interactions?  

