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Abstract 

This lecture will look at the journeys of Irish Sign Language and 
British Sign Language around the world as a result of colonisation 
and conquest. Even though deaf communities around the world 
continue to struggle with equal access in society, it is of interest 
that sign languages have also become colonising languages. 
These languages have dislodged local indigenous sign languages 
with the arrival of missionaries, teachers, development workers or 
white settlers who travelled to different parts of the world and 
imported sign languages.  

In the case of British Sign Language in Australia, it has grown to 
become the predominant sign language (Johnston & Schembri, 
2007) even though there are indigenous Australian sign 
languages (Power, 2013) and it has also dislodged another 
imported sign language, Australian Irish Sign Language (Adam, 
2016) but in the case of Maritime Sign Language in Canada 
(Buchanan, 2021), American Sign Language has become the 
predominant sign language, and not BSL. ISL which was brought 
to Australia after BSL also has an interesting history. The 
trajectory of some ISL signs will be narrated, with examples from 
other sign languages, which also raises questions about sign 
language naming practices. 
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