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How to Point in Zinacantan 

John B. Haviland 
Reed Cnllege/CIESAS-Sureste, ChiapaJ, lt4exico 

This chapter takes as its raw m,Herral poinling ill tht; speech of (wo different 
individuals from Zinacantan, a Tzotzil (Mayan)-speaking peasant COIlUlHl· 

nity in Chiapas; Mexico: a 3-year-old girl named Mal immersed in learning 
how to interact with other people, and 11(::r grandfather Pelu!, a partially 
hlind octogenarian. Field Ill,-unial frolll Zill"calllall .sllggCSls the possihilifr 
of a "n.u ural history of IHlinlillg" lllar. l'nCOIrlp;ISSCS il I",-lilge of llalTal ivc: ,Hul 
nonnan-alive disc:ourses, ditfereJll sorL<; of speakers and interactive COIl­

text.s, and both the emerging skills of language-learning infants and th~ 
full-hi own competence of adult speakers. As a preliminary Lo snch a sw<iy, 
in this chapter I present several examples of apparent pointing, first to ar­
gue against the oft-assumed simplicity of "pointing gestures." Second, [sug­
gest the essentiallr linguistic nature of pointing, as part of the system of de­
termiilers and pronouns, llsing as evidence links hetween pointing and 
spoke.n langllage, the form of pointing, and its use h,. young TzotziI chil­
dren. 

Consider first the aIleged conceptual and fUlluionaJ simplicity of poilll­

ing gestures, e\~denced by the ~tatus of poinl.ing in proposed typologies of 

gestllre. For example. in his influential ci:JssifiGHioll, lYkNeiH (I"N~) po;.;­
ited a class of dcictic gestures taken as dcfinitionally unproblematic; "lIle Lt­
IIliliar pointing" (po 18) gesturt!s are described with unabashed ciruliarilY 
as "pointing Illovcrrlents, which an.' prototypically performed with the 
pointing finger, although any extensihle o~je("t or hody part Gill he Ilsf'd" 
(p. 80). Indeed, Mc.Neitl found what he caJled "concrete pointing," whkh 
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110 FJJWII.AND 

"has Ihe obvious [unction of indicating oqjects and ('vents in the concrete 
world" (p_ 18), relaLively straightfor'ward in contrast with "allstract point­
ing," \·vhcre "there is nothing objcnivcly present 10 point ::n" (p. IS). 

Hand in hand with tbe evident formal and functional simplicity of point­
~Jlg goes a purported conceptual and developmental link he tween poinling 
gestures and referential devices in language generally. Again, McNeill 
(1992) encapsulated the standard view: "PointiIlg ... has been regarded as 
a pre.cursor of speech devc!opments" (p. 3(0). In his discussion of "pro­
togestmes" (as opposed to "true. gestures") he summarized literature on 

early acquisition as follows: "By 12 months of agc, or S0, go:''!sture mOVements 
with definite referential signiIlcance have emerged in the form of concrete 
pointing .... A convincing demoIlstration of lhe referential significance of 
this early pointing is \VhCll a child reaches out in the direcrion of a de:!ired 
object, and looks away/rom the object and (0 the adult who is in a different direc­
tion" (McNeill, 1992, p. 300, eirin~ Bates, llretherron, Shore, & Me:-.Tcw 
[1983] and Lock [1978]). Researchers seem to have little diflieult), identity­
ing a child's movement<; as instances of pointing, nor do they hesitate to as­
cribe referential intent by linking the gestures to apparent concrete re[er~ 
cnts, ifte later development of more complex referential devices in 
language is a.<;sumed to build on these early pointing gestures. 

\Vhen researchers on child language (or the caregivers on whom they 
rely as interpreters and with whom they usually share a language) operate 
·with their own native categolY of pointing they are free to apply it as they 
like.l\1atters are more complex in a clifferent communicative tradition. Da~ 
vid \Vilkins (chap. 8, this volume) insists on the usc of native categmies of 
aClion in Jallllcliing ollr descriplions. Accordingly, lw hases his caleg()rizil~ 
tion (If certain Arrcme gestures on Arrente descriptive terms awl au accom­
panying native theory, Applying this peI'spective to speakers of Zinacantec 
Tzotzil, however, yields unsatisfying results. It is not clear that Zinacantec 
communicative meta theory \\0;11 }~eld 1m'), category of "pointing," or [or that 
matter of "gesture," as a distinct and recognizable class of actions. 

In English, to describe a pointing gesture we might use the verbs jJOint at 
(or to) or indicate with a specific direct olJ.ject denotjng the presnmed refer­
ent. "She pointed at her mother. " "He indicaled where the baU JeU." In SOUle con­
texts, we might prefer the verh sho'w with appropriate c.omplements. ''He 
showed m.e his toy." The syntax of these expressions seems (0 presume that 
the corresponding actions are riferential~tha( is, fhat they have rf!/erentJ de­
noted by their direct oh,jeets. 

III Zinacantcc Tzotzil, r knuw of no equivalent expressions. The only 
verbs we might translate as point have specific anatomical COIl notations. For 
example, the verb stem bech is "stick out (f:.g., a Iimh, a finger, the end ofa 
hose), hand over, deliver." Thus, isberh sk'ob means "she s(uck oul her 
hand," with no necessary implication of pointing at something. There arc 
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many expressions that we might gloss as "show"-rnosrly causa live (onstruc­
tions like ak'iluk,lir., "make (another person) see (.somcthing),,-but nOlle 
is specific to gesturing, nor is a prcs\UlIt~d "poillting" rnO\'elllcnt a parlicu~ 

lady appropriate action to IJe so described. I 
Furthennore, Zinacantcc Tzotzil seems to provide neither a description 

of the common "pointing hand,': nor even a distinnivc name for the index 
finger.21n local terminology, poill(ing gestures seem to be accorded no spe­
cial recognition or status. 3 Instead, in Zinacantan, gestures that appear to 
an outside observer to be ills ran ces of pointing are cJlarac[erized like JjJOken 
lingu.istic f'Ommllnicative (lcts. That is. they are gl.ossed ~ith the samc ~~:l 0; 
metap~agmatic frarnc used to gloss speech, typically wIlh Lhe form Xl, ~j(':1 
she says."~ \Ve show examples in (he spontaneous glosses offered for lIttle 
Mal's gestures, to which I now turn. 

lAhhOllgh the f"'xpression is murh more general. r .aughlin (1975) does gloss a~' iluk hy of­

fering a series of exemplal)' gesmrn whosf' specific hand~slwpe mOl pholog)' is clllt~lrdlly anrl 
commnnj • ..a(ion<llly salit>l1l: to "show /Ily poinling. by holdwg palm duwn [0 show hClght of (1)­

ject, rornfielrl, or animal, with forefinger raiserllli show Iwight of d.lild/.".Zina:antecs thm 
()hst'n.'e a widely citrrl convcnlionaJ USt" ofdifffrent handstl<l]Jc~ to Signal size. (,ompare tIle 
classic descriplion' of.~uch conventions in Fmfer (1!J48. p. ~:17), whose or-igillal ciration was 

brought LO my allenrioll hy J),lI'id \Vilkins. . . 
2Thclt: are a f(~w descriptive expre5.<;ions for other h,lJld shapes, fOr' examplP, mudl k ob or 

nllch' k'ob, "makf' ,I fist nil.. squeeze olle's hand)," dt lllci k'ob, "with Hngers widt>spread. ft A lHlIll­

uer ofvl:fbs in Laughlill's (J~J75) dictionary of Zina{'atHeC T:mtl.il sugge.,r cOIlventional ges­

tures or llSt'S of the bands: velu, ~mO(i()n (to ~OHleQtl['.) with c:,rcular motion of rhe hand"; yom. 

"hold in bOlh handsry; llulz' ba, "push dmYll on shoulders with hands"; ixin, "shell corn ",itb Ihe 
hand"; Ilk' k'ob. ··,~hak{' h<lIlCb"; fltlt, k ·oh. "11(lW {IO 111('[;1 willI olle's for(,head the-: cKtcnderlll;1l1d 
(,I' art older pe r ~()II ill g r/~(~t i 111») "; 11'111. "!rol d {i II 11,111( I}"; (IJX" ·fJI>. "ria l'~; //iI IlT'Ilf, "twld h<ll1d ill 

sign of CfO,IS"; mich', "squee2c in lis! or h,mds"; lIel'. "press (\vith siJe at hand)"; nul"~ k'ob, "fold 
hands (in prayer)"; h'et, "hold or SCO()p in hand";]op, "flIp in both hands"; 1Z.·'t. ~d:<ln with M~(· 
oncl joint of forefinger /illSidc: or gourri ur bowl,!"; xe,~, '·pICk up or carry by holdl~g between 
thumb and forefinger"; and so on. Similarly, a flumbf'.r of conventlOnall11easurcs m\'olve .~pe~ 
('ilk hand wllfigur .. uions: for example, ch h:. "harHhpanft; fiRjlej. ~span between ,hllllln ,1I1ci 

knurkle of forefinger." 
3This situation C.ontra,<;U witb Wll.lt we can infer tor other native Amerirall languages. For 

example, Rigsby (1965) "TOle abOUI the Nez Perce llumeral.ili.Jk(I:S: "sc:ven .... " SetJe~ is ad esnil'~ 
live formation which may IJt~ segmeuled inln /tlISk·j tomt (,I'all a JlIIgrr) and /-3:S/, a (()rtllll()11 

sutlix fur body parts whi~h mighr he considered a 'fossilizcd' allomorph ufthe firsl.perS~ll sil~­
gular pronominal cliLiL". .'IeI'm, [hell, may he transialt'"n 1iter'd!iy a,s pvwler·my. ~tanlllg \\1th (,I· 
ther h;lIrd. lhe seve!l.h finger· is alw<I),5 tbe fir~t finger [If the OPpO!;1[C haud. Unhke s.oml" 1:IIlf;t­

ifdn Indiall~ of the ['Iains wlLo 'poilll' ,I[ ol~icl.l!s by protilldilig {ILe lips, the S<lII;I!HmS pOII:(ed 

"\\ith their first or index fingels. as do Euroaillelicans. In fact'. (he index finger IS (alLcd .: til',· 
kawa.~/ ,floim/or the pwt}(JIC orin the Not Ihwes{ anti Cololl1bia Rivel· dialerts" (Rigsby,. J 965. p, 

117) I am indebted to COllrtllev Handman for bringin).!; this passage to m}' atlentJon. 
.1The word is derived from (h~ defecti\'!' inlral1sifi\~ stelll ./.hi. "S;l}'''; sec lfaviJand .: 1 99,i3a ). 

I.llq' (19ViJ) gives an cxtcilclerl Ire;llI11('llt of the (ogll',He !':xprf':~sioll ill ~1J[·;IIt"C M."pll. [II 

other contexts, tlte same \,'ord funoions a~ a delllOIlSrr;lIive mealling "lllus and <11s0 III J ((lP­

.,Irunion where it suggests ',<dl of a sudden. jus!." 
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MAL AT 18 MONTHS 

Consider lhe f,dlowing examples of what a barely verba! Zinacantec child 
can communicate using ·word and gesture. 1.fai (shown as M on the tran­
"script~) is a Zinacantec infant who in this sequence is 18 months old, barely 
inlO the "one.-'iYord" stage in her spoken TzotziU She is strapped to the back 
of her IS-year-old cousin (shown as L un the transcripts), one of her princi­
pal caregivers. The cousin and T, an aunt who is an occasional "is-itor in the 
household, an:' engaged in conversation about where 1\'1a1'8 mother has 
gone. There follows a complex inLCra(~tiori, from which I have extracled sev­
eral evident pointing gestures. 

(I) V9607:44:27 me' "mothe<" 

5 T; 

~ l.j 

7 T; 

~ I., 

much'u tzna ihat taj sme'c? 

117w.\e hOllse did her mother go to? 

aJl, lzna mt!'e] A1rax 

lith-v. to (lie house of old lady A)"i()~. 

<faa? 

Ok? 

jrnm. 

.Mm hint/!. 

As the women [<llk, Mal has been (eeding ('hicks, and L is de;ming corn 
dough off her hand. r..Lil has also evidenlly been following Ille conversa­
tion, alld she nol',' slar~s intently at T. After a short pause, she simulta­
neonslr readIes out. in a "pointing" gesture and intones a word (see Fig. 
7.1) .' 

((Mal gau..s at T UI tortilla dough H being bnl.fhed off her right hand) 

((Alal extend.s her left hand wzth index finger extenMd, out to hn-left .~jdc)) 

I) M; Ill('"' 

Mothff 

5Loun.les de Leon ~{lJdied Mal from birth; I am indebted to her for ~haring her virieDtapc-s, 

which have' ;:rIJowed us to (race the gene.~is of Mal's !-fCSt\lres (see de I.eon, 1998). Supp~r r for 
Ollr re.~ear-ch WJS provided b~' Narional Science Fnllnd3rion gr;lnt SBI{-U222~94. 

(jln (he Iranscripr.s, descriptions ofgcstlrrcs, sometimes individually Libelnl with letters (,r 
attributed rn particular inter';jctanl,~ for darity, appear ahove and linked v.-ith an open sqlJare 
bracket I. to Ihe cone~ponding rr<l.nscrilJed simult~neoll.~ speech 

7. HO\V TO POINT IN ZINACANL.\N 143 

FIG '1.1. M<'l! prAms, "~1othrT." 

Both women undersland 'he cOlllhinaliOlI of;\·1al's word and ges[lIre to he a 
COlllr'ihuLioH [0 the COIlVCl":salioll abOll1 du: t"lrild's <lh.sc~lIt IHo[licr, (IS evi­

n.enced by their spontaneous "glosses" of what she has said. 

10 L; bJ.t lame'? 

Did your mother go? 

11 T; bat Jarnr-'? 

Did )'our moth~r go r 

Mal apparently replies to T's queS[iOIl, although T rn~sun.d('fstar.l~~ her. 
Mal's word at line In sounds like the adult](l'''yes,'' which IS how I IIltet­
prets it. L, a frc{ltlcnt interprcler of Mal's utterances, cnrn,:c.:ts this readillg, 

glossing Mal's vmrd instead as sn.', a bare v.erb stem71Il~a~ling ".I,nok f~l:< Al 
line 17, T now lInders[ands Mal's childish prOJll1l1CIaUOn Xl as 51 {tIC­

wond," as evidenced hy lhe COl{lJnenlS that follow. 

--7~ee de J.(·tm (]999) nn the Icmarkable ,tiri!ity ofZill,tc<uHec dlildren 10 isolatc ruots hom 

the adulr .'irr·earn of spee{"h. wiwlt oldinarily dorhcs rherrl III inflectional and der lvationallllor­

phology. 
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12 M; ja' 

YfJ (B1Jt: ~a' '"' (wenl lo] iook) 

13 T; ja'r 

Yes? 

14 I.; b~ Sil' xi 

"She went tv lllQk. '" .~he 5(1]5. 

15 r..-f; xi' 

l~'rew{)od 

16 L: 51 

''Fi'el.liood'' 

17 T' ha sa' si' ((laughJ)), 

18 
"Sh" went to wok Jor fimuoGd. " 

lek xa ka' xlok' ytl 'un. 

1 see that she pronounces well now. 

19 L; ua sa' si' xi. 

-.. "She went to look jor /irf:(ooori, " she says. 

IIAVTlAND 

This little interaction illustrates several complexities that belie the pre­
sumed simplicity ofpoilHing. First, it is unclear towa.rd what Mal is pointing. 
Mal's mother-olle possible "referent" of her gesture-is auscnt, although 
she has left the house compound hy Ihe path that lies in the direction Mal 
indicates. This rlirection itself illustrates tfle limited spaliallmowledge Mal 
possesses; she herself rarely leaves the house compound, but she knows that 
it is by this path thal people depart. FinaHy, M<:II's iIJlcrioclltrH"!:i apparClllly 
have glossed the pointing gesture as a proto-predic.atc: "go thal way." 

Mal wants to try to feed the baby chicks, to which she refers repeatedly as 
nene' "baby." Her aunt, T, engages the little gid in "conversation," noting 
that the chicks havc I1l0verl to another part of the yard. 

(2) V9607:45:27 taj "over there" 

42 T; bu ianene'e 

lvnere iJ your baby? 
43 btly 

rl'here? 

L, who frequelltlr prompts l\-fal with suggestions about what to say, tells her 
to look for the chicks, guiding her with a gaze. Mal looks around, raises her 
ann in another c1t~ar pointing gesture in the direction of the chicks (see 
Fig, 7.2), and repeaLs L's deictic laj "there [distalJ"-lhe only dcicric in 
Mal's verbal rerertoin~ at (his point. 

7. HOW TO POINT IN ZINAC,,\KTAN 

FIC 7.'2. la) "Ovr:r there." 

44 L; t~ie vi 

Over there, look. 

({M~! looks, points '/(Iith her kIt hand to IleT !eft)) 

((holding the painlinK geJ{we a.l· she JJ1f'Alks)j 

45 M; taj 

Over there 

16 T; a:ja' Ie', 

Oil, there! 

17 ja' 'HH~IH':· Ie' t~. 

That:1 ynuT baby tlw e? 

48 M; ((nod,j) 

145 

T continues Ihe virtual dialogue at lines 1D-47, inlerprf'ting Mal's u((erallce 

for her and eliciting a nodding assent ill line 48. . . , 
In Sequence 3. Mal and her interlocutors eugage ill a lIttl~ roulllllzcd 

game. The child is now clearly the cen ter of interactional a{t(~n t.ion, and she 
is aping for her aunt, dosing her eyes as ifasleep, and poundlllg on be.r ?Wll 
head. Suddenly she pretends to pluck a lonse from her head and pop It mln 
her mouth (to bite it-the normal way to kill lice). 

(3) V9607:46:39 oy ,.at! uk "(I) h .. 'e (lice), too" 

76 L; oy la rueh'. 

She .tays she has lice. 
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fiG. 7.3. izakbo "Gr;.Jt. her (louse)!" 

L glosses th~ routine just as she would gloss speech: She uses the "qllotative" 
panicle la, \· ... hich marks reponed speechH

: "she sm's she has lice," Maillow 
lakes another "louse" from L's bean and "eals" it "(see Fig. 7.3). T takes up 
the commentary. 

M· ((reaches lor L:s head and ''pirk.f a lom!:")) 

77 T; oy la yueh' nox'ok 

Slle(!.) has lice, too, she (Mal) says. 

78 an tl.akbo che'e 

Why, go ahead and grab them. 

J\'ow Mal reaches out in T's direction, extending a pointing hand (see Fig. 
7.4), in an obviolls request to continues the game_ T's reaction (spoken at 
line 80) makes it clear that she interprets the gcstllre as having both refer­
ential and imperative significance: She offers her own head for Mal to eK­
amine. 

M; Ilpo;,,', at Tj) 
79 T; aaii 

80 oy nan uk a'a 

lthy, perhaps (I) have (/i(-e). too. 

8See Ha\,i!;md (l9R7, 1989). 

7. UO\V TO POINT IN ZIN!\C.A.N-rAN 1<17 

FIG. 7.4. 'I) 1lall 11k h' have (Hce), IUo." 

Immediately aften'1ard, Mal informed me that she wislled to pick "lice" 
from my he<:ld, too, usillg a point aimed at my head, and repeated insis­
lentll' with a grabbing hand (see Fig. 7.:J). 

The last of Mal's apparent pointing gestures comes as LGln"ies the child 
toward the house to put her dovm for a nap. TIlt-' sound ufa baby crying in a 
neighboring cOllrtyard elicits an utterance from ~tal, which her aunt inter­
pretS (at line] 18). Mal then amplifies her "commentary" at line 149, sup­
plementing it with a further po in ti ng gCS( lire ill the direction of the sound. 

-
~ 

FIC 7.5. Re,l(hing insistently for h[e. 



148 

(4) V9607:49:44 

1-17 /1.1; Ilell( 

l~d'-'y 

• UR '1'; YU'lHl]a clIve' nrne' 

(She sa)'5 that) the bahy wants tu eat. 

1,19 ;'d: li[i' 

Meat 

1\1; ((point~ (lut 10 left wzth h.and held iun'.)) 

L; ((L rejJ(It1(s Mal\' point as she amplifi(?J IWT meaning)) 

I 
M; ((Mal raises her pointing hand)) 

150 L; sk';m la [iii' t'!i Ilene' ch'ok'e 

(Shl'. ~ays that) thal bab), wants meat, (that's why} it's crying. 

'IAVrTAND 

At line 150, L integrates into a single complex gloss the three part~ of Mal's 
comffil;nicatioll (the two spoken words and the gesluTc), simult:mcously 
echoing Mal's point with her own, perhaps to accompany the spoken 
deictic taj "thal one_" Mal's "pointing gesture" has a tr,,!jeclory: It moyes 
from low to high, suggesting to observers a relatively distant "retCrent" (see 
Fig. 7.6). 

MAL'S GRANDFATHER PETUL 

To get an idea of the adult pointing that provides Mal with her targets, let 
us tum briefly to Perul, Mal's grandfather now in his late eighties. Petul's 
pointing gestures arc notable for their formal and conceptual complexity, 
and for their interactive delicacy. 

FI(;. 7.6. tIll' "(It wants) meat:' 

7. HOW TO POI.'J I IN ZINACl\NT:\N 

In Example (5), Petul is talking \vith another man who is stacking bn;nds 
he has just carried up to the path from his woodlands. Petlll has mljaCCtLL 

properly, and he is asking "bollt olher large tre.es ill tlie area that might also 
ue used for timber. lIe accompanies his questions with changes of gaze <HId 
hand gestures that both "poiul to" the areas he is asking about and iHuslr(ltc 
iconically aspects ofLhe terrain and the configuration ot the objecls there. 

(5) v9611 :1:7 

A.: ((If'jt hand (Jut South, back/) 

82 p; much'u Ill;] yu'un ali Xl ra 01011 

ll'JlOse i.~ thal down belo,;) . 

83 

R4 

86 

87 

B: {(fingers pointing and wiKf~ling)J 

01011 sha Ii wlalllik 

down, ahove the oak frrfS. 

mol tulantik 

big (Nlk trees . , 

ali tojtik 0)' to 

There's 5titi jJille there 

bu alok'es () alt':' 

where )'lH/ got your wvod fmm 

r:: ((ull.tstJ·etclwd jlllWTS wd illwanl, hand di/)s down, hdd))~ __ 

alllnl loj Vo'lI(" 

that big old pill!' lype (1' YOHr.l- lO1Jg ago? 

88 m; .ja' 'i-'U'UIl i kitz'intakr 

That belOllP 10 my YOll11ger hrothm 

Petul first extend~ his ann (;\) in the direction of lhe particular sland of 
pine trees he has in mind. He then shows by the trajectory of his hackhand 
sweep' (8) that the pines !ie in a specific directioll "abO\'e" a different grotlp 
of oak Lrees, Finally, he identifies a specific "large pine" b)' showing with his 
hand where it stands in relation to the reference pointjusl established (C) 
(set" Fig. 7.7) _ Pctu('s poillting hand 1ims indicates both location Vi,l a series 
of directional vectors, alld also relative position. (and perhnps contour (If 
the terr<lin), by challges in shapt> and finger motion. I-li5 geslllH!S add COll­

siderable loeational speCIficity [0 the very general spatial tenns he speaks: 
own "below" dnd sba "on top of."9 

gst-'t' tie Leon (199')) and Bu)wll ;llIri Levinson ([ !oN::!) on dIe lJ~(" nf\~'lIrds denoting u/l;lrI:! 

rlm,lJl for geocf'lltric location. 
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c 

FIG. 7.7. The pin/' [lees below, abow: the oaks. 

Later in the sallle conversation, rhe avo men discuss several smaU pine 
trees wantonly chopped down by thieves. M, the o\',TIer, complains ang,-ily 
of thli.. d~stnlrtion, directing an extended index fInger in the direction 
(south-southeast from where the men stand) of the affected trar:l of land 
(see the left sine of Fig. 7.8). Peml shortly thereafter offers a possible expla­
nation: that the gate in the fence around that tract harf been left wide open. 

(6) V96Jl: 1:54 

({flilints (WiL ,~ight.f aloHK indf?X jitlgcr, Srmth-.H!utlu'IHt)) 

126 M; allimal ep laj yixralan Y-d.'eJc 

They just mes~-ed with LOTS(o/"t1ce)s. 

((arm sweeps out right, /Juints North-n(Jrtheast) 

131 P; .la' nan i level to'ox . Ii ti' bt! 

Perhaps because be/ore the gate was gaping open 

PelU] points north-northeast as he speaks of the gate (sec the light side of 
Fig, 7.8). Because the gate in question actually lies to the southeast of where 
the men are standing. it appears that Petul has transposed his perspective to 
the fIeld where the baby trees were ciestroyed. Calculating from that position, 
the gate lies in the direction Petul indicates. to For such transposed direc­
tional gestures to work, the interlOc.Ulors must share knowledge of both the 
geography referred to and the ptinciples of direction as applied to gestures. 

1{'Systematic l,ses of 5Uch dirccrillnat transplisitions in gesture are describf':rl in Havil',md 
(EI93, 19~H)h). 

7. HOW'J 0 POINT IN L1NACANTt\N 

'­
~.;I. 

M pOints SSE 

FIC.7.8. 

P points NNE 

The galt was open h",fnre. 
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One can also llSC prec.isely oricnteo rcferf'Jltial gestures in a hypothetical 
or imagined space, incorporating as appropriate props from the local sur­
rounel (Haviland, 1998a, 2000). Petul, for example, once described to me 
how to make a cane press, known in TzOlLil as k'av-te'''split wood," The COJl­

traption uses ru'o logs mounted 011 supporting posts; n .... isting (he logs 
squeezed the juice out of cane stalks inserted between them. To illustrate 
OT](! of the sHrpOrliTl~ posts, Petlll used a real house post conH~niently 10-' 
catec! to lite right ofwiJen: he "',-tS ~iltillg. The olher slIpporling post 1](: fTC­

alec! with gestures in an imaginary space to his left To show how the cross 
bars were inserted into the posts he pointed to his right with his index lin­
gers, using the real bouse post as a prop, first with a single iudex finger to 
show where holes were drilled (see Fig. 7.9A), and then with hvo fingers 
(Fig_ 7.9B) to represent the bars themselves. The transition between A and 
Il was rapid: first pointing to the house post (standing for imagine::d CaIlt> 

press post) with an outstretched index finger, then actually touching the 
post as he said xi "thus," then swiftly extending the second finger as he said 
xchibal "both (hars)." 

(7) K'av-te' 

A: ((ind~x fiNger exlmdr.d ou/, /uuching limBe pu~tJ) 

3 P', xch'0.i0jhc sal xi lo vi 

Ow; Imt h("de5 in it this way, .'I'd 
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FTC. 7.9. kill/-te' ~Cane press"--"hole(s), two sticks," 

R .. ((two fingers extended, still touching PUJt)J 

6 p: te matz'a] xchibal Ii te' xi In vi 

noth of them s~uck in this WIl}'. sec? 

HAVl!.A:\ID 

To refer later to the two bars, Pettll again llsed his index fingc;s, Urst il­
lustrating how the crossbars connected [0 an imagined post to his left (e, in 
Fig. /.}O), tlleH extending both index fingers in parallel bilek to his right 
(0) to shmv how the bars "·,,ere supported between the two posts. 

-, 
C': ((iw/f'x jinj!,l?ts ,!/ b(llh Itmul5 mHlillK hI uP]). 

12 ocheltl xchibal xi L'l.jolc 

And the two entered 111m, on the side. 

I, 

Ftc. 7.1 n. h'ar-Lle' "Come pres:;,"-"twn bars." 

7. £-fO'V TO POINT 11\ ZJNACANT.-\N 

D: ((h()/h index jingt.'1:5 exlmd.cd IlOititillg tv tighti) 

13 (lchelll xchibal xi 10 ta .jotc 

The two rmlered (hUl, (HI the :l.IIle. 
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Petul ends !tis illustration of the machine by bringing hoth index fi tlgers 
together ill the gesture space in front of his body (Fig. 7.11) to illustrate 
how the two bars worked together to CTIlsh the sugarcane. 

As a final example, consirle.r h(,w Pelul uses what r call sociocentncpoinl­
ing as part ofa complex genealogical discussion. Petul is teHing me about 
lhe relat.ives of a recently deceased man, Jose. To locate Jose's father, 
whom I catl Mol Sebastian, in gel1ealogical space for me he glances up 10 

the east and raises a pointing hand (see Fig. 7.12). This gesture (also 
showIl as A in Fig-. 7.13) points toward where one of Jose's surviving rela­
tives, Maria, now lives. Maria is my comadre or "co-mother," a fictive kins­
woman related to me through sharerl. ritual obligations, and Pe.tu' thus 
uses my kinship relations 10 anchor his descriptions of the referents. The 
woman Maria anrl the recently deceased Jose were both children of the 
same father. Mol Sebastian. Next, to be SIne I know ahout whom he's talk­
ing, Petul fun-her identifies Mol Sebastian as the grandfather of III)' (Otll­

/J(ldreor "co-father,"Juan, and Maria as his mol her. Petul now points back 
over his righl shoulder (at Fig. 7.133) toward where Juan lives with his fa­
ther-in-law, Domingo. 

He i.11. "Togeillcr" 



HG. 7.12. SUCior:f:lltrir poilliing: "your com padre." 

B 

FIG. 7.13. ''Your cumpadre." 
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7. flO\\! TO PO(~T IN L'.JNACANT,-\N 

(8) Chon 

i1 ((11ft hand POitltl lIP ('{ut)) 

1.3 1'; ja' stol ti y~llil ti akllilipa r ... lallve!e 

That u:as the father of the wife of yDtiT compad,·e Manuel. 

14 smuk'Lolik i xun 

the grandfather oj Juan 

B: ((left hand pomtJ hack northwest, behind») 

15 akllmpa xun te sni' Ii romine 

yO/IT wmfJadrc 1uan, the SlJn-in-law a( J)omin!;(1 
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Another son of Mol Sebastian Petu! identifies as the "brorher-in-Iaw of 
Domingo," but this man had a different motlier, l\..fol Sebastian's first wife. 
In speaking about this ot.her woman he points (at Fig. 7.14C) somewhat 
vaguely to his right, 50mh, perhaps toward the hOllse of her son, "Do­
mingo's brother-in-law," whom Pewl has jUH mentioned. However, the 
original deceased man .Jose and my previollsly mentioned romadre !\.·faria 
shared th~ sal~le mother, as he tells fiW (at Fig. '7.110), once again pointing 
in the direction of Maria's house. 

Sf) ,~hol Ii romillc 

7'hl'. bmth.ercill-1aw of /)Mllmgo 

FIG. 7.1 ,1. ~His 1r!l)tiJer.·· 
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37 

45 

Mol Sebastian = first wife 

Domingo's 
bro~jn-Iaw 

= second wife 

M 
Jose: the 
deceased 

Maria: 
my 
comadre 

mycompadre 
Manuel 

mycompadre 
Juan 

FIG.7.l5. Thr: deceasedjc>se's (pani3\} genealogical tree. 

C: ((index jinger exf-mded nght, !erIe!, palm uPJ) 

pen) .. iun 0 ~me' 

"~had a di[fnent mother 

f): ((index finf.!!T up, pointing east}J 

.la' xa snw'ik Laje 

Bu~ thl~t wa_1 their mother 

i-IAVlI.ANl) 

The genealogical relaLiolls mentioned arc diagTarmllcd ill Fig. 7.J!), \vhere 
lite (~gllals sign (=) ~}'Tllholizes a Illarriage. 

Petu! constructed a genealogical chain built around people he knew me 
to be i:lblc to identify, indeed, using my O\',.'n fictive kinship links with them 
as a basis for his characterizations. His gestures in turn indexed the social 
geography of the village where we sat (see Fig. 7.16), and t1\(y functioned 
much !ike spoken anaphors to refer to, distinguish, and locate indiviciuals. 
However, the precise directions of his pointjng gestures, as well as his com­
uinations of iocational index 'With characterizing words, required inrlircu 
;'sociocentric" inferences to establish links to specific individuals, a matter 
to which T return later. 

COMPLEXI'lY IN POINTING 

Mal's gestures and those of her grandfather illustrate the complexity of 
pointing and iLS dose integratjoTl with spoken language. Although pointiIlg 
may 1:icem a primeval referential device, it is far from simple; It is complex 

7. IIOW H) POINT IN 'IINACAN[";\N 

oCompadra Juan 

[J DomIngo 

c 

Pan-American Highway 

o 

N 

-+ 
I 

Village center 

com.dr. Maria D 
Domlngo'a 

[J brother-In-law 
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(a) conceptually, (b) morphologically, (c) linguistically, and (d.) socio­
culturally as a device for COJllIllllllicalion. 

Pointing Is Conceptually Complex 

Elucidating a central Peirccan trirhotomy of signs that distinglli."IH'~s icons, 
indexes. and symbols, Silverstein (1976) in a classit: paper underscored the 
dual n;ature of all indexical signs, inclllding pointing ge~tlJrcs: They call 
have both a creativ~ (or "entailing") relationship and a dependcll! (or pre­
supposing) relationship with the "context" [hey index. \\Then refill poinfs 

111 the direction of my compaorc's house ill orner to help me identify lhe 
pankular womaH-this cornpadre's wif~-to whom he rcf(~.-s, he exploits a 
particular preexisting geographic and social space in the vitbg-e. and our 
shared knowledge of who lives whcrc within il. To he Sllcr(~ssfi.d as a rcfcr­
I'ing device-to allow me to identify Ihe woman he has ill mind-his ges-
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lure prem/Jp05C5 a set of spatial relationships and my knowledge of them. 
The sparial conte-XL thus (omes first, and the. pointing gesture hOlh depends 
lIpon and exploits it. COlllrast Pelul's rrr:atrueIlS(' of tllc huuse po.st and the 
space in front of him to desuihe the cane press; h is gestures do not rely 011 

,a previously exisling space of potential referents but instead Populflte the 
space, establishing their referents by placing them into the interactive 
arena. The house post becomes a support, and Petu!'s pointiug fingers cre­
atc the "holes" into which imagined cross bars "fit." Indexical signs, in 
Silverstein's parlance, "pr~ject" their contex[.') (SilVF.fstcin, 1993); They 
both draw OIl preslIpposable aspects of, and help to create and stmcturc, 
the contextual ~urround, 

The dichotomy be-hveen relatively presupposing indexical sif,rns and rela­
tively entailing or creative ones is actually a continuum, and like other such 
signs pointing gestures typically have both creative and presupposing as­
perfS. Even liule Mal, pointing in roughly the same direction in three sepa­
rate utterances, indexes presumed referents of quite different char<-lcters: 
once the chickens that are within her view (Fig. 7j~), once a neighbor child 
out of sight but whose cries can be heard (Fig. 7.6), and once her mother, 
nowf)cre to be seen but departed in the indicated direction (Fig. 7.1). 

That intcraclaflts rely ou mutual knowledge or common ground (which 
i~ precisely what is presupposed or creatively altered by indexical signs) is 
nowhere more apparent than in the "meaning" of direction in pointing ges­
tures. III olher ",,·ork (especially Haviland, 1993, 1996a) ] have argued that 
pointing makes cllxial use of highly ~tructllred conceptual spaces {hat ill­
cillde points, vectors, and areas, all ofwhic.h may be variollsly presupposed 
{)r created by the UlrTcspondillg ge~ture.<i. ,",Vhell Pettll n:m;lI·ks to Inc, 
"That was the father oftbe wife of your c.umpadre" (see again Fig. 7.13A) by 
the time he says the TZOlzil woni for his w~rc his pointing finger ha~ already 
located my cornpadre g-eographically from where we sit. The direction of 
his gesture (roughly toward the house of the compadre in question) helps 
fix his referent for both of us, although in slightly different ways. His ges­
ture is not toward a named individual hut rat.her (as I must infer) to a hOllse 
compound. lIe knows to which person he is referring, and he reckons that 
person's place ofrcsidencc to be a salient idenl.itying feature for me. r must 
narrow clown the r.omadre in question-one of many-taking a hint from 
whe.re Pctul has placed her husband (IllY compadre) on the landscape. 

Moreover, pointing lransposes and laminates these conceptual spaces in 
characteristically complicated ways. In the second frame of Fig. 7.8, Petul 
points to the north while referring 10 a "gaLe." The gate in queslion actually 
lies south of where he stands, but the tv.'O interlocutors have relocated 
themselves discursively in a field still farther to the sOlllh, Petlll can point 
north and be IIllderstood Lhus to index the perspccli\'c of a man in Lhe field 
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,-___ --",1-' ____ ~ -------, 

$ile or 1he real COIMtl"lllllm 

t 
N 

...... ChOp".' , .. " 

FIC.7.17. TranspOSe'll perspective in puinting. 

where the destroyeo trees lay, looking nortb from aUT/: to the gale both Inen 
can idenlify (sec Fig. 7.17). That is, Petul allli his interlocutor musl imagiue 
themselves to be standing not on the palh to the village \ .... hcre [hey aClll~~lly 
are, but rather in t.he field where the fallen trees arc. At the same lime, they 
must holo constant the directional orientation ofPetul's gesture, transpos­
ing only its origo, to locate the gate conceptually. Such transpositions, .~ig­
naled and al once exploited by pointing, are perhaps lhe (:learcst expres· 
sion of lhe conceptual complexity nnderlying such indexical r(·ferellf(.'. 
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Pointing Is Morphologically Complex 

II! the exhihits, [vIal alld Petul point with outstretched index [iuger's usir'g a 
familiar "pointing ham!." Nonetheless, in Zinarantan in addition to the "in­
,dex" finger val'iolls body part.s (as well as other objects-hoe handles and 
machetes, for example) are used to "point out" things, and there are multi­
ple ac.companying bodily attitudes. Gaze alone can do the dual job of call­
ing one's interlocutors' atteIllion to something and indicating a direction, 
and one can use not only the eyes but also the chin, the shoulders, or even 
the lips. Jl Refore his first pointing gesture in Fig. 7.14, Pewt first looked up 
with a brief eyebrow flash. in the dircccion he was auout to indicate, antici­
pating his reference to my com padre who lived over that way. Moreover, al­
though Mal points with a loose fist and outstretched index finger (a hand 
shape she hegan to master at about 11 months of age), her grandfather's 
gestures show at least one further standardized Zinacantec handshape for 
"pointing": the flat hand illustrated in Fig. 7.6. 

PetuJ uses the flat hand (with the palm held vertically. thumb side up, 
fingers grouped and extcnded outwards) to indicate vectors or directions, 
in (OnU'ast with the extended index finger, which seems to denote individ­
ual.refcrents located in particular directions. A distinction akin to that be­
tween linguistically marked genders or no lIn classes appears to be conven­
tionalized here in ,~ymbolic hand shapes l2 that distiUhruish reference to 
individuals from reference to pure direction.l~ The flat hand apparently in­
dicates "that aVl-ay" as opposed to lhe index finger's "that one." 

As we have seen, Tzo[zii speakers can also indicate direction by gazc 
alone (siRhting a "point" above the horizoTl, {"OJ' example, 10 illdic:nc a lillie 
of day), or by a combination of components: Petul sights along his out­
stretched hand in Fig. 7.7A, and his interlocutor does something similar in 
Fig. 7.8, Both actions suggest that there is. indeed, something to "see" in the 
direction of their gaze. All in all, the mOTphological complexity of "indicat­
ing direction" reminds us of further conceptual indeterminacies with the 
notion of "direction" itself. In which space are the directions to be calcu­
lated? Are they attachcrl to individual loci, to pure vec:tors, r.o orientations 
(e.g., "nmning north-south," specifying, as it were, the shaft of an arrow bm 
umitting the arrowhead), or to areas? At what level of resolution are entities 
specified? \'\That sorts of perceptual access are available (if any, since one 
can point to imaginaly entities in virtual spaces)? And so f()rth. 

"See Sherzer (1972). 

I~Sec footnote 1 fOl- ;mother /"xamplt' of such gestlJrill gender m~rking, symbilliled in 
handshape combined ",,-jth orientation. 

13A simiLar distinction can be obsel\ied in rhe gesrurill acrmnpanirnent> 10 the uhiquiloU5 
ClIugu \~ rnithirr dircl-1ionaj (elIllS descl ihed in I Iaviiand (1 !)!J~). especially-in gestur{'~ that al. 
company or appear In replace the "side terms" that de.llute Slirh TIDliuns as "on the eastern 
side," See also H;wilaud (1979, J9YSh). 

7, HOW TO l'OINT IN ZINACANTAN 161 

Although a pointing gesture indexft,\, in the Peirce an sense, the din':~ti{)11 
it is meant (Q signify~lhe direclion "meant" is recovered from directional 
aspects ofLhe physical production offlle geslure itself, although perhaps in 
complex or transposed ways~other aspects of the signifkance of the ges' 
ture may be iconicall)' encoded. A clear example is Mal's "grabhillg" gesture 
in Fig. 7.5, where the. form of her open, graspjng hand iconically "pr~jccts" 
its "referent"-presumably an imagined louse-as being something grasp­
able. (Contrast, for example, an outstretched open hand with palm fa(t~ 
up-a familiar begging gesture that combines a conventional, symbolic ac· 
tion with an iconically suggestive handshape-"projecting" a desired object 
that can bc laid in slll~h atl open hand.) 

rvloreover, in addition to the familiar sweeping rise of the Iland or punc­
tual extension of an olltstretched limb, other sorts of formatives, inciudiIlg 
motion, accompany apparellt pointing gestures. In example 5 retnl moves 
his outstretched flat hand evidently to indicate both the direc,tion of the 
place he has in mind, the lay of the I~nd there, and the location of onc large 
pine in relation to a stand of oak trees, He traces details of a haject()~ th,at 
corresponds to the path leading to the place he speaks about, mal.)plI~¥ In 

the air relative locaLioJlS and directions. Using a different convenuon, he 
appears to il~dicaLe the relative dislance of referents by alteIing the height of 
his index-finger point. For example in Fig. 7.14 (A and D), he suggests that 
the compadrc he refers to with a raised pointipg gesture is relatively dislant, 
by comparison with the other compaore he mcn~jons, .toward whose house 
he gestures with a relatively lower backward pomt (Fig, 7.14B) .. , 

Different aspects of the form of pointing gesmres thus relate to dlfierel1l 
"!-;cll1(1lltic domains": 1101 illS! dirc('lioli. 1,111 also as.peets. orslHlpc (ol'manip­

ulability), and proximity: The list does not stop here, howc~'cr, as pOitni.llg 

gestures also .seem to enc.ode intormation about individuatIOn 01' ~,uantlty. 

Petul's description of the cane press provides a clear example. In f 19. 7.1 0, 
he uses one oUBtretched finger to illustrate the hole drilled in the support 
posts for the cane press. He adds a second pointing digit when he m~l1tjons 
the second crossbar, and he continues to model the double bars with h",O 

tingers (from one hand or both) as he "points" to show~he~e the bars arc 
attached. In each case, his double fingers move into actton Just as he pro· 
nounces the corresponding word xchibal "both." 

In talking about his interlocutor's pine tree, in example S, I~et111 als~) ap-­
pears to use gesture to individll<ile. He has located a sta,l~d of IH~(~S with ;--J 

sweeping pointing gesture; ,,,-'hen he menlioIlS a spcnhc ~ITc~mno~ tOI 
"your big pine tree'" ~his hand, slill exlelldF.d in the appropnatc (itrcCIJotl, 

appears to dip, suggesLing that he now refeI~ to a single knowll tree. 

14The <lssociation of heigh I of PPilltillg gest1lrc with di~l;ulce uf referent 1Il<l1' be a widely 

shared convention; 5ce Calbri~ (J 9lJO) , 
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SlighLly different is Pt.'tul's gr:sture in Fig. 7.14C. He has been enumerat­
ing different relarivcs of lhe deceased man, relating them to fictive kin of 
mine. Two of the illdi\Tidltals he ha~ localed clearly itl social space, [Joinling 
with an oUL<;lretchcd finger in the direction of Lheir hOllses at A and B. As he 
mentions a third rclati~le, who had a differem mother from his previous ref­
erent, he says jun 0 sme', literally "one other [hisl IIlother/' simultaneously 
turning the hand palm upv . .rard and extending anoLher olltstretched index 
finger. The change in palm unentarion seems to conespond 10 PewI's con­
trast bet\fCCn the m-o groups of people, corresponding to the lwo Mves alld 
families of Mol Sebastian. The eXLended finger appears precisely as Petul, in 
word and gesture, individuates his new referent-the old mart's long de­
ceased first ~'ife-placing her in a spot in the interactional space in front of 
him. He thus gcsturally distinbruishes her from the sec.ond ,,~fe, to whom he 
returns at D, alld who has a specific ifindirecllocus in space defined by the 
house compounrl of her living daughter. 

The complex morphology of pointing gestures means that they are typ­
ically not "simple referring devices" hut rather complex semantic port­
manteaux. Indeed, pointing gestures seem much like spoken deictics, 
lin king ir{" a single morphological guise many of the same semantic. do­
mains-quantity, shape (or "gende.r·'), and proximity-that characterize 
spoken denlonscrarives. 

~:loreovcr, the link he tween a "natural" gestural expression of a notioll 
like one (a :single raised digit, for example) and referential pain ling sug­
Rests the possihility [or gesture of a process akin to "grammaticalization." In 
p<u'1icular, it recalls Iwo paradigm cases of historical developments in spo­
ken languages: the movemenl from delllonstrative 10 dcJiuitc article 
{Greenberg, 1978a), and from the numeral "one" to an indefinite marker 
(Civon, 1981; Hopper & Closs Tr.augott, 1993),1~ Some ofPetul's pointing 
suggests that his "pointing hand" is at once a conventionalized individuat­
ing gestured numeral "one" merged "nth a pure directional vecror "there/ 
thac" The directional significanc.e of the deictic element (the facllhat the 
finger poinr.s a certain way) may be hlear.hed away, leaving only the gestural 
equivalent of "detiniteness" ("this" as opposed to "another'), and the icon-

le'The wr-ll-knnwII u~e ofpointjng ge~lures <'.s filll pronouns in ASL (Belillgi & KIin1a, 1982) 

~uggesrs a similar cor,dll.~ion. Consider Ihe followingjust-so story, adduced to explain tIlt' de­

yelopment of GermanIC OInicies from cognate denlO11.~lratives: ·'Tlff'" natural way or giving lin­

guistic ('"xpr('s~ion to the desire 10 or;!w allention to tlJe definite or familiar is to qualify the 
noun ill question with a dcmollstr;nive prono11ll, i.e. ",.,-jth a ",.·ord ~e;lJling 'thi!" or 'that' .),. 
botb. Hut in lhis new function. thf'. demonstrative furce of dlf~ \~lJrd auto]ll(ltically diminishes, 

eventually disappearing altogether; whcn this [lappC'lls the article: is bOn]" (Lockwood, 19GB, 
p. B6), quoted in Heine, Claudi, & HI-lrltlemeyer, 1991). Suggestive, [00, is Ihe link br-lwren 
demonstmtiws a1l(1 relmive clausc lllarkers (set: Brine et aI., 199\, r 1 R:lff) , in light of 
McNeill'& 511ggcstion~ aiJollt tne metanarralive' functiolls of deictics and the gestllrcs he call.., 

"\'e.lt5" (U1'J2, p. IS8fi). 
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icaHy signaled "oneness" may he convenlionally reduced (0 Ihe assertion of 
individuation alld existence ("[He had] another wife'·). 

Pointing gestures S(TV~ dCll' (lIlaphoric cnds, even in the short exem· 
plary fragments of Mal and Petut's discourse. For t..-1al, pointing gestures 
substitute [or argumt~nts, and for Pctul tliey act as virtual resulllptivc pro­

nouns. Moreover, they are integrated into discourse in an especially 1:'1Il­
guagelike "\lay, a topic to which J now tnrn. 

Pointing Is Linguistically Complex 

Standard wisdom links pointing to speech directly. Here is a particulady 
clear ar.count that divines a pointing event inlo subcomponents: 

Suppose George point.s at a honk for Helen and s"'ys "ThaI is mine." His act 01 
pointing is the index (index is Latill for "fol"e1iIlger") and the book is the ob­
ject. His intention is to get Helen to rccog'llize that he is nsillg the index to lo­
cate the book for her. Tn that end, he must point while she is altending. lIe 
must locate the book for her hy the direninn of hi~ fore1ingcr-a physical 
conneclion. And he rnml get her 10 .~('e tbat he: is pointing at the object qua 
"book" and not qua "exanJple of hlllC," "piece of junk," or whatever. (O .. rk, 
1996, p, 165) 

On Clark's aCCOlllIl, George wants to r~fer 1.0 th~ book, and he must locate 
his referent in space and lime for his interloclilOL He accomplishes this 
dually, in this example, ur pointin~ and simultaneously talking. More­
over, ill this hypollH'tic;ll ("a.'w tile poilliing ~c.<irur·(· is evidently lillked In (l 

sped/ic spokf'"f1 elemenl, lll~ deillonstrative that. Clark argued that "fiJIl 
langnage use, indicating is usually cmnbin{~n with describing or detllllll­
strating" (1996, p. 1(8), citingas the par<tdigm example the lise of demon­
strative pronouns, linguistic ekments somet.imes analyzed as virtually re­
quiring gesUlral specific<ttion (Lcvelt, Richardson, & La Ht:"ij, ]985). Of 
course, there i:s no necessity that. the locating b(~ done both by gesftlre. and 
the accompanying "characterizing" speech,16 although [his is perhaps (I 

t}'l}ical case. 
In the naturally occurring examples from Zinacalltan one (an thus ask 

how pointing gestures are synchronized with the accomp.;.mying talk. 11\ 
Pewl's cOilversauoll in the forest, some of his directional pointin g follows 

Clark's general nesc:ription of "composite signals" (1996, p. 17fi). In Exam­
ple 5 at lillt'" 82, jllst as he says the demonstrative xi "this way," his h;lIld 
sweeps ont in lhe direction of the field he is speaking abou!.. He fllrther 

--'---
t61ndeed. lhe di"ision c,,: lahrir herv.T('1l pointinK ge~nlfe and aC[('lIlpanying l<llk il1dr he 

(juite riiiTel·cnt. <IS wllell l'et1~ .,-hfllactcrilr-~ the t\"(1 hypotht'tical crossh;lrs of !lie- (Jill' press 

both III won'!s and wilh dOllhlc t:xlt"nded Jingers. 
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specifics tl1f: direction in words: ta olO1l "below," referring to the lay of the 
land. lIere dCrJlOllstrative, descriptor, and pointjng gest.ure all ('oincioe 
temporally awl ctJltlplclllCJlt (Jlle another referentially. 

However, when {he two men talk abuut the destrnction of small {rees, 
tile pointing gestlues bear a more problematic relation In the talk. In exalll­
pie 6, both men point, hm neither issues an explicit spoken ciemonstr&ti\'€. 
'Vhen Petu1 refers ill speech to the "open gate," one might associate his ges­
ture with the (transposed) local ion of his referent. In th~ same exchange, 
Petul's interlocutor',., sights along his pointing finger exaC[ly when be says 
ep "lots," referring to the baby trees fdled by [he thieves. Both geslUres are 
simultaneous 1,A,lth descriptive predicates, and in neither case is there a clear 
spoken referent-demonstrative or othenvise-w associate wit.h the ges­
tUfe. Petu}'s description of the cane press at example 7 uses spoken demon­
stratives (xi to "this way"), but now his pointing gestures are produced well 
before [he demonstratives arc pronounced. Similarly, in example 8, Petlll 
makes a pointing gesture precisely when he he.gins to utter the 'loun phrase 
associated with each new referent (relatives of the dead man), bur the "lo­
cating" relation that may typically obtain betv.'een referent and index is no­
, ..... here cxp~·essed in wonts. (Only in linc 45 is Ihere a verbal demonstrative, 
t~j"that one yonder," hUl the gesture has been in pbce since the beginniIlg 
of the breath group.) 

One may conclude that althongh pointing gestures may frequcntly, per­
haps eW'!1l canonically, be a!:isociated Loth refcrcnti<llly and synchronously 
,dth spoken demonstratives, such a link is not always present. Spoken 
demonsfratives, of course, OCCllr ill n()ndelllonstr~Hive uses (e.g., as rebti\'e 
pronouns), which expect no gcstEnal COtllplclllCIIiS. And pOillljll~ geslLJJ"Cs 

can occur emancipated from any specifically indexical t:::xprf:ssions, per­
haps even "drb no associated verbalized referents. 

This hll1c.tional complementarity (or autonomy) heh ... ·een gesture and 
speech is e\'cn dearer in the utterances afyoung children. Mal's poillting 
gestnre in the opening example (Fig. 7.1) appears together wirh orjust af­
ter her spoken me"'mother." Later in the sequence, having heen instructed 
to look (It some baby chicks t~j"oycr there," Mal first looks, thell points, and 
while holding the point repeats tal (Fig. 7.2). In the lice-picking game, Mal 
makes her pointing and reaching gestures \\~thOllt \.,,-orrls (although she lit­
ters a little demanding syllable, aa', when she insists on picking my lice at 
Fig. 7.5). Tn each of tbese cases, there is no clear synchronization between 
,,·,:ord and point: If there ~s a "lexical affiliate" in any of these cases, it is taj 
"over tbere"-a dcictic Ihat, as we have seen, frequently receives gestural 
supplementation in adult speech. Here the gesture (omes well bcl()re Lilt: 
echoed vcrhali73LioIl, 

In the other cases, either the gestllre is illdependent of spt:ech, Of it 
seems to act as a kind of prolo-syntactic frame for which lhe single word 11t-
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lcrance is more like an argultleill. Indeed, ill example I lile adult gloss fIJI' 

Mal's hIde performance is exactly "r-,Iother wenl." The caregivers appp.31 to 
treat the cmnbin(llio1! of word and gestllre:1s a \,irLuai (proto-sYillacric) COJl­

structioIl, with the spoken me' "motber" providillg the "slll~je(t'· <-lud Ih(~ 

pointing gesture supplying the predicate (something like "f go] thataway"). 
In Fragment 4, the: rei-alive timing bctwecH Mal's \·mrds and her gesture 

is lIlore complex. A baby is heard crying in a neig-hhoring yard. Mal begins 
the. sequence lv-ith a spoken word, ner/e' "baby." Her caregiver provides J 

fuller gloss-"(Shc says that) thc baby wams to cat"-after which Ollef: 
again r\!lal speaks a word, titi', a baby-talk word for "meal." Only now docs 
her gesture appear: She [Joints in the direction of the baby's cry. Once 
again, the caregivC"r offers a "gloss" that encompasses the whole sequence, 
Mal's tWO words and her pointing gesture: "(She says that) that baby wants 
meat, (that's why) it's clJling." This 11Oiophrastic gloss also appears to lre_at 
gesmrc as a prow-predicate (or at [east some kind of virtual frarne) 10 

which the spoken arguments arc attac.hed. l7 

Although TZOlzil provides no satisrying l11f:l.aiingnistic lahel fot' "pointing 
gesture," tlle fact that raregivers gloss chiluren's discrefe. gestures as virtual 
equivalents to speech suggests that the mOVCmenL'i are both scgmenlahle 
~lIld recognizable iII the stream of communkative behavior. They arf' 
treated milch the way spoken {kiClics are treated, illlcgrated into meta­
lingllistic glossesjllst as spoken couIHc'parts might be,ln the examples., -we 
sec two str<llegies for glossing the child's intended communicatiuns. Olle 
uses the explicit verb of speaking xi"fshe] say~," as illustrated in Examplc 1. 
The other attaches the "hearsay" partide fa tu a putative interpretation, 
marking it as illoclltionarily allribulabte to the gestllrcr. Yet alrhough they 
;\1\.: In:;;led n\(;lalillglli.~lic;"fy ;IS "nttel ;11J( ('S," III(' gestures an_: sYH('hrolli­
cally 3ulOnomous, or at least arc potenlially dec()upled from allY explicit 
verbalizations. 

The inl1uential typology of gcstures known as "Kendoll's continuum" 
(McNeill, 1992;p, 37; Kendoll, 1988) orders different sorts of gestural phe­
nomena according to their "langllagelike properti~s" and lheir relation­
ship to specch. It puts "gesticula[ion"-which McNeill characterizes as "id-

17Longirlldillal Zinacantec data, in tin' rt'~t'arch 01 Lourdc.~ de !."()II, suggest the early in(e· 

gration uf pointing alld verbaliEali!l1l d\lring acqllisilinll, :'Ilid likely links TO a kind 01 P~()W­
symax-inrlildill!; such hallmark rlia],nlt'ristics as ("omposirionalily, ~l:'l1ul:'nclt1g, and argu­

Illelll structnre-thal plt"n:'lit' \'erbaliz<llion, ! h~ 3necdOlal eX;llllplcs shown pr()~i(!t" onl},:l 

glimpse of (he combina(ori,ll Jl()~~ibihlies. \,:ho.'i(~ full t'xJl()~iuon i~ Impossihle lien:, Sp~rc l!ln,1 
Laliulls also prevent me from dt"~{"rihlng the gCIlf'sis (01 poilltlllg in M,,!'s emeq{lng IllIg1lls{lc 

ahiLitk.,-P:Ul of the onginal ((mferencl:' presenlalioll un 1\·hicll Ihis Ch,lplt"r lS baSf'rI. I'PIf111llg 

<lppe<lrs in I'dal's Tf'P.f'lr(ljre by about 8 monThs nf age. although it clc~el()r.' arillltl.ke rnol phnl 
ohn; ()])I~' alII mOllills. It is illlcgl'atuj will! htT first \·('rbalil~li(lll_'i. an,] it (o!lli.llll('~ In jl·a\,;1 

([>:11/;11 role in her comrnulliC;JlioIlS. \"il~l or wlllHlul ;LC(OnJPillfl-'ing- (.tlk. well !I!((J hn [hil,l 

YCill. ;)I't' Il:avdand (I flIJR;I) 
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los}'IlCratic spontaneous llIow:mcnt5 of the hands and arIllS accompanying 
;pee(~h" (1992, p. 37) and which he takes to include deictic. gestures such as 
:)Oillting-al tile least 1311gllagelike end of the SpCnfUlTI. Such gestllre$ are 
JPposed, for example, to conventionalized "emblems," which must meet 
anguagelike standards of wcll-formedness and which, unlike gesticulation, 
'have as. their characteristic usc production in the absence of speech" 
(McNeill, 1992, p. 38), There is thus an apparent pnradox. Deic.tic: gestures 
Ire included among the least Ianguagclike geHiculations in terms of their 
:ormation and their characteristic appearance together with verhalization­
)n some accounts, necessary accom panimcnts to such words as demon­
itratives. Yet in terms of their segmentability. glossability, and potential 

emporal autonomy from speech (not to mention the apparent c:onven­
jons of well-formed ness rhat may sometimes apply to them), pointing ges­
. ures arc much more emblematic in character than, for example, iconic 
~estures.l~ Indeed, the considerations in this section suggesllhat pointing is 
iimply part a/language. albeit an unspoken part: like emblems, alltonomous 
~rom speech while serving speechlikc ends, and also unlike emblems tightly 
inked pragmaticall y to such parts of SpOkt'"ll lan~rl1age as deictic shifters.l~ 

?ointing Is Socioculturally Complex 

-,ct me conclude my excursion into the wilds of poinring'Zo by returning lO 
he ethnographic interests that prompterl it in the first place. Spoken Jan­
~lIage involves elahorate rlescr-iptors, kxical hyperlrophy, ill1d a variety of 
lcviccs to emancipate interlocutors frolll the confInes of the immediate 
H:'JC and now. In some cases-the "essential indexicals" (Peny. 1979)­
inks to this J-here-now are necessarily built into language. However, in 
nan)' other cascs-the shifty inspecificity of demonstratives, for example­
~xplicit definite descriptions might do the job better, on at least some phi­
osophers' semantico-referential accounts of lan.ljuage. \Vhy say that when 
me could avoid confusion by intoning the blue booh balanced on the corner oj 

lilt\S we have seen. poinling disobeys rhe apparenl tight synchrony between irOlJic gestures 
.nd their '-lexical affiliatrs~ (Rendon, 1980a; SclH'gloff, 1 98'tj , in which iconic gesmrrsjusl 
)!'eccde or coincide with tll(' as!>l)ciall:'d words. 

19Little wonder. if Ihis is Hue. lhal in signed lallg\lag~~ deictic shiflns Ilrf poirHiug 
:c5t11rcs. 

~lJr IL lhe cunference to which the- original presentation of Ihis cklptf'r WilS a cOlllribll1ioll, 
In", section was devoted to the study of "po ill ling 111 the \~ild," A.s a specimen collc(inr, I recog­
liL-e tlut Ill}' reflectlOlls 011 the parlirnl<ll itelll~ pinned hy't~eir wings to m:, r:!hnogTaphic wall 
lave been collectively informer!. h)' the Cf)mments alld ni(Jcislm at other panicipams in til!" 

o[lference. I ",'ish particularly to thani La\lra I'etitto. Susan Goldin-Meadow, Adam Kendoll, 
1f'1 b Clark, and especially Chuck Cooriwill 'dInl fhmny Povinelli fur their msights on this rna­
<'Jial, inSights that I have not always 1l1311<1ged to as.';imllate jIllo my own IlIlderslanding. 
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the desk in Room 114? And why, of all things, poi'lt, WhCll tile rcsllllillg refer­
ential indclenninacy is potentially even worse?il 

COHlIJIon arguments about the efficiency ofiingllistir: p.xprcssions (Bar­
wise & Perry, 1983) go a long war toward answering such de1iberatd,' na­
ive questions. Petul's conversation with his interlocHtor in the: for~~t illus­

trates how pointing and lhe judicioHs usc of spoken demonstratives call 

replace whole reams of difficult explanation. Indeed, the two men largely 
work out in the process of descriplionjust what it is they are describing­
among other things, which stand of trees in which field. However, other 
communicative virtucs of pointing-some linked firmly to interactive 
sociocultural practice--cmergc [rom exhibits like those I have adduced 
[rom ,Zinacantan. 

For une thing. pointing call accomplish otherwise impossiblc reference . 
~-1a1 at the "onc-word stage" has a highly limited repertoire of referring ex­
pressions, the majority of which arc verhs.":l~ \Vhen she points to indicate a 
referent, no words are spoken, largely because she has no words to speak. 
\Vhen there are no obviolls available descriptors (e.g., wheIl one call't think 
of lhe appropriate "· ... ords) adults have recourse to the same dcvice. 

More interesting is the expressiveness of the unspoken. The well-·known 
Australian prohibition on speaking the names ofthe dead is a single exam­
ple of more general cnllllrally driven reinclance 10 speak certain words Of 

names, prohibitions that can he neatly observed and circumvented hy 
pointing. A large part of PCllll 's gesturally rich genealogical discourse ill ex­
ample 8 is motivated hy strained relations with some of the individuals he 
m11S( mention, whose usual names and exact killlelations he is umvilling to 
state I'xpli(:ill)l. AI the time he was in an active fe\ld with hoth mycompadrcs 
Domingo and Jlli.ln (I)Olllillgo's ::-,oll-in-Iaw), ,uld [IiIIS he (:ho.'Sl: hOllt ,HI 

alterocentric descriptive phrase-based 011 my relationship wilh them 
rather than his own much doser genealogicallie~anrl a distancing gestllrc 
to insert thclll into the cOIlversation. That is, although there were many 
referentially clearer alternative ways f()[ Pew] to identify the people in ques­
tion, the indirection of his chosen means of rcfcning-poinling (some­
times fleetingly and almost covertly, as in Fig. 7.l3B) in the general direc­
tion of houses of relatives of the rcferents--invitcd me to infer abour whom 
he was talking vvilhout having simply to come out and say their names 
plainlr. Thc Cuna "pointed lip gesture" (Sherzer, 1972) sometimes associ­
ates derogatory, if not downright vulgar, connotations with its rcfen:nt, and 
thus has the yirtue of silence. Signaling a pick in basketball or a desin~d St'l 

in volleyball, with a pointing finger discretely hidden from ceflail! otheJ.';' 
eyes, is a related phenomenol!. 

'ZISee Wittgenstein (llJ58, se'l·IO[l H~) and Quint· (JUliO) 

22~ee de Leon (l~J<J!J). 
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The intcrauivc potency of pointing can go further still. Zinacalltec chil­
dren are nowriously shy aroulld non-family members, and in some circum­
stances they simply will no[ talk to strangers. \Vhcn she will sometimes not 
sa) ,,,,hat she wants, Mal is nonetheless often willing to j)oint, as if the words 
are more d.ifficult (ur more dangerous) than the gesture, or as if the ges­
ture is less compromising [han the words. 

\fOSl striking to the anthropologist, perhaps. is the inferential and inter­
active potency of pointing. Jndexicals are, in general, pOlcn(ially amlive; 

they effect changes on the "spaces" they implicate, populating t.hem, trans­
forming them, and rendering these changes exploitable in subsequent in­
tcracrion, To have .'illch an effect, however, they draw intedocutors into ac.­
live participation. Petul, 'when a younger man not yet deaf and blind, was 
renowned in Zinacanlan as a master speaker. His graphic description ofthe 
cane press, in which he virtually reconstructs the contraption berore my 
vcry eyes. is a mild example of the techniques he employs to involve his in­
tcrloCULOl"S in his narratives_ A central de,,;ce for invoking the visihle and 
the invisible, the present and the ah~ent, in Pend's discourse is pointing. 
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