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How can we know this is language 
policy? 

•  Can be identified through
– Explicit statements
–  Implicit statements
– Dominant ideologies
– Personal preferences

– Spolsky (2004) 
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Irish Government 
policy on ISL

•  Programme for Government – March 2011
–  “We will examine different mechanisms to promote the recognition of 

Irish Sign  Language” (page 24)

•  National Disability Strategy Implementation Plan 2013-2015
–  Only two references to ‘sign language’ and four to ‘deaf’ in this 36-

page long report
–  No reference to ‘different mechanisms’

•  ”The existing legislation in Ireland gives a level of recognition 
and practical measures equal to, or above that, in countries 
which have formally recognised sign language” 

•  (Department of Justice official – Irish Times 25/9/13)
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ISL Bill 
22 January 2014 - this Bill 
was rejected by three 
votes in Senand Eireann 
(the upper house)

Widespread 
disappointment among 
Deaf people

Sparked more interest in 
ISL recognition campaign



Government Minister 
Kathleen Lynch’s comments 

22 January 2014

•  “….We do not want to see scarce resources, 
particularly at this time of extremely scarce resources, 
used without the service being put in place. We need to 
put the service in place before we put the legislation in 
place. That is what we have done in other areas and 
that is what we would like to do in this regard.



Education Act 1998
•  First legislation to deal 

with primary and post 
primary education for 
many decades

•  The only one legislation 
mentions the term ‘Irish 
sign language or other 
sign languages’

•  But....
–  this term is described as 

one of support services 
therefore signed languages 
are seen as equivalent to 
psychological and 
therapeutic services
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Census 2011
•  Question 15 relates to the 

usage of languages ‘spoken’ 
at home

•  Yet, usage of ISL was 
reported in the Bill of Health 
(Profile 8) instead of  Migration 
and Diversity (Profile 6)

•  Yet the majority of ISL users 
recorded here are not 
‘disabled’

•  Evidence of ‘dominant 
ideology’ influences? 
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What we have to do next?

•  Once received legal advice; it is clear to us 
that a political campaign is absolutely 
required rather than pursuit of legal 
redress and we have to up the ante! 
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Concluding remarks

•  Having identified specific language policies that 
regard ISL as a compensatory tool rather than a 
language in its right

•  Academic issues arising from this campaign
•  Political theories of recognition (Taylor, Honneth)
•  Importance of cultural issues (Ladd, Deafhood)
•  Public recognition vs individual autonomy (Patton)
•  Recognition -  redistribution dilemma (Fraser) 
•  Academics' roles in political activism (Young)
•  Political and societal attitudes to signed 

languages
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