
Spoken languages Sign languages British Sign 
Language

Connective A single word ‘if’ A word like ‘if’ 
(manual sign) 
preferred
A non-manual ‘if’ also 
available

Non-manual ‘if’ 
heavily preferred

Clause order ‘if’ part first
Reverse order also 
acceptable

‘if’ part first only ‘if’ part first 
preferred

Semantic 
types

Limited variation 
between semantic 
types, does not affect 
‘if’

Some ‘if’ are different
e.g., counterfactuals 
Israeli SL (different 
non-manuals)
Russian SL (different 
manuals)

Not yet 
investigated

E.g., If you do this, then you’ll be in trouble!

[raised brow, wide eye, mouth shape]
YOU DO THIS

‘If you do this…’

• 1st study into conditionals in BSL with focus on non-manuals
• 1st to extend innovative techniques developed at SignHub Amsterdam to BSL
• Test semantic theories on conditionals
• Typological comparisons cross-linguistically (wrt. other sign languages) and cross-

modally (wrt. spoken languages)
• Collect qualitative data useful to CASE partner, national charity RNID, for the benefit of 

Deaf community

Beyond the lexicon: 
Conditionals in British Sign Language Victoria-Elliot Bush 

v.l.a.bush@qmul.ac.uk

Research Background

BSL conditionals stand out 
even among other sign 
languages

An area rich for new insights 
into semantic theories of 
conditionals

Methods

Corpus Data
• Collect narratives on aspect of Deaf life
• Naturalistic production
• Variation and frequency of forms
• Form theories on conditionals in BSL

Experimental Data
• Test theories formed from corpus data
• Target specific constructions
• Native BSL acceptability judgements

Research Preparation

To Date
• Sign language research literature 

review
• Semantic theories of conditionals 

literature review
• Build relationship with CASE partner 

through monthly meetings
• Language training – intensive 1:1 BSL 

lessons (Level 1 complete)

Next steps
• Complete BSL training (Level 2)
• Shadow research panels (CASE 

partner)
• Placement at SignLab Amsterdam 

(February 2026)
• Research design
• Recruitment drive e.g., local Deaf 

club, Deaf Day London, presentations 
at sign language research groups and 
CASE partner

Project Aims

SignBSL dictionary ‘if you do 
these things’ 
[https://www.signbsl.com/si
gn/if-you-do-these-things]
Scan QR code to see video 
entry

These are non-manuals
Produced at the same time 
as manual signs (hands)
Essential to getting that ‘if’ 
meaning
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