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In my paper, | would like to clarify the origin and development of the Indian sign languages in
North America and touch on Australian Aborigines’ sign languages or those of other
indigenous cultures. Professional literature affirms profusely that the indigenous languages
are alternative languages (in contrast to primary deaf sign languages), which is not, however,
an apposite perspective as users of the indigenous sign languages comprised the Deaf, too. It
is also educative to realize that modern deaf sing languages are, to a certain extent, affected
by spoken languages (contact varieties between a spoken and a sign language, methodical
signs at schools for the Deaf, finger alphabet, initialization, using facial expressions etc.).
Unlike the primary deaf sign languages, the alternative Indian sign languages fulfilled, at their
time, their function of a lingua franca among individual Indian tribes (i.e. highly formalized
requirements for international communication), and in certain Indian tribes the sign
language also served for special communication among the tribe members (hunting, dance
and storytelling).

The paper shall attempt to summarize previous research on the Indian sign languages by the
major figures who participated in the research (Mallery, Kroeber, West, Stokoe). | strive to
interconnect the knowledge of the Indian sign languages with the knowledge of the deaf sign
languages. In this respect, | would like to point out especially the universal validity of
selected principles within the sign languages and their potential use for the hearing
community (Deaf/Sign Gain), thus marginally following in the thinker J. A. Comenius’
footsteps, who searched for a universal language for mankind. The paper also aims to outline
what potential this field poses for further research, which may bring interesting results not
only for the research of the deaf sign languages but also for description of the spoken
languages by linguistic disciplines such as philosophy of language, cognitive linguistics,
theory of signs, the relation between the lingual and non-lingual (verbal and non-verbal,
gestures / facial expressions and signs).
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