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Chafrter 7

How to Point in Zinacantan

John B, Haviland
Reed College/CIESAS-Suresie, Chiapas, Mexico

This chapter takes as its raw material pointing in the speech of two differeni
individuals from Zinacantan, a Tzotzil (Mayan)-speaking peasant conunu-
nity in Chiapas;, Mexico: a S-year-old girl namcd Mal immersed in learning
how to interact with other people, and her grandfather Petnl, a pardally
Blind octogenarian. Field material from Zinacantdn suggests the possibility
ofa “natural history of pointing” that cncomnpasses a range ol narralive and
nonoarrative discourses, different sorts of speakers and interactive comn-
texts, and both the emerging skills of language-learning infants und the
full-blown competence of adult speakers. As a preliminary Lo such a study,
in this chapter [ present several examples of apparent pointing, first to ar-
gue against the oft-assuwned simplicity of "pointing gestures.” Second, I'sug-
gest the essentially linguistic nature of pointing, as part of the system of de-
terminers and pronouns, using as evidence links between pointing and
spoken language, the form of pointing, and its use by young Tzotzil chil-
dren.

Consider first the alleged conceptual and funcrional simplicity of point-
ing gestures, evidenced by the status of poinling in proposed fypologies of
gesture. For example, in his influential classification, MeNeill (1994) pos-
ited a class of deictic gestures taken as definitionally unproblematic; “the fa-
miliar pointing” {p. 18) gestures are described with unabashed circutarity
as “pointing mavemments, which arce protowpically performed with the
pointing finger, although any extensible object or body part can bhe used”
{p. 80). Indeed, McNeill found what he calied “concrete pniming," which

139



140 HAVIIAND

*has the nbvious funciion of indicating objects and events in the concrete
world” (p. 18), relatively straightforward in contrast with “abstract point-
ing,” where “there is nothing objecrively present 10 point at” (p. 18},

' Hand in hand with the ¢vident formal and functionul simplicity of point-
Lng goes a purported conceptual and developmental link between pointing
gestures and referential devices in language generally. Again, McNeill
{1992) encapsulated the standard view: “Pointing . . . has been regarded as
a precursor of specch developments™ (p. $00). In his discussion of “pro-
togestures” (as opposcd to “true gestures”) he summarized fiterature on
carly acquisition as follows: “By 12 months of Age, or o, gesiure movements
with definite referential signillcance have emerged in the form of concrete
pointing. .. . A convincing demonstration of the referential signjficance of
this early pointing is when a child reaches out in the direcrion of a desired
object, and looks away from the object and to the adultwho is in a different direc-
tion” (McNeill, 1992, p. 300, ciring Bates, Bretherton, Shore, & McNew
[1983] and Lock [1978)]). Reseurchers scem to have little difficulty identify-
ing a child’s movements as instances of pointting, nor do they hesirate to as-
cribe reterentdal intent by linking the gestures to apparcnt concrete refer-
ents, "Thr later development of more complex referential devices in
language is assumed to build on these early pointing gestures.

When researchers on child language (or the caregivers on whom they
rely as interpreters and with whom ihey usnally share a language) operate
with their own native category of pointng they are free to applyrit as they
like. Malters are more complex in a different communicative (radition. Da-
vid Wilkins (chap. 8, this volume) insists on the use of native categories of
action in launching our descriplions. Accordingly, he hases his categoriza-
tton of cerdain Arrente gestires on Arrente descriptive terms and an accom-
panying native theory. Applying this perspective o speakers of Zinacantec
Tzotzil, however, yields unsatisfying results. It is not clear that Zinacantec
communicative metatheory will yield any category of “pointing,” or for that
matter of “gesture,” as a distinct and recognizable class of actions.

In English, to describe a pointing gesture we might use the verbs point at
{or to) or indicate with a specific direct object denoting the presumed rcfer-
ent. “She pointed at her mother.” “He indicaled where the b-aélfec'l. "In some con-
texts, we might prefer the verb show with appropriate complements. “He
showed me kis toy.” The syntax of these cxpressions seems to presame that
the corresponding actions are referential—that is, that they have referents de-
noted by their direct objects. '

In Zinacantee Tzotzil, I know of no equivalent expressions. The anly
verbs we might translate as point have specific anatomical connotations. For
example, the verb stein feck is “stick out {e.g.,alimb, a finger, the end of u
hose}, hand over, deliver.” Thus, ishech sk'ob mcans “she stuck oul her
hand,” with no necessary implication of pointing at something. There are

7. THOW T POINT IN ZINAGANTAN 141

many expressions that we might gloss as "show"—moasrty causative construe-
tions like ek’ iuk, lit.,, “make {another person) see (something)”—but nonc
is specific to gestiring, nor is a presumed “pointing™ moveinent a particu-
larly appropriate action to be so described.’

Furthermore, Zinacantec Tzotzil seems to provide neither a description
of the common “pointing Land,” nor even a distinctive name for the index
finger.” In local terminology, poiuting gestures seem to be accorded no spe-
cial recognition or status,’ Instead, in Zinacantdn, gestures that appear to
an outside observer to be instances of pointing are characierized like spoken
linguistic communicative acls. That is, they are glossed with the sainc sort of
metapragmatic frame used to gloss speech, typically with the form xi, “he/
she says."" We show examples in the spontaneous glosses affered [or little
Mal'’s gestures, to which I now turn.

lAlthongh the expression is rmuch more generat, [aughlin (1975) does ginss ak’ibd Ly of-
fering a series of exemplary gestares whase specific band-shape morphology is culturally and
communicationally salient: to “show /by poiniing, by holding palm ctown o shaw height of ob-
ject, cornfield, or animal, with forefinger raised 1o show height of rhild /" Zinacantecs thns
abserve a widely cited conventional use of different handshapes to signal size. Compare the
classic descriplion' of such conventions in Foster (1948, p. 237), whose original ciration wis
brought ta my attention by David Wilkins.
2There are a few descriptive expressions for other band shapes, for example, much' £'eb or
mch” k'ob, “make a fist (Lt squecze one’s hand V.7 ok'mvet b ob, “with fingers widespread.™ A nuin-
bet of verbs in Laughlin's (1975) dictonary of Zinacanter Tzotzil suggest canventional ges-
tures or uses of the hands: vely, “motion (to someone} with circular motion of the hand”; yom,
“hald in bath hands™; vutz " be, “push down on shoulders with hands™; ixin, “sheil corn with the
hand”™; ak' Kb, “shake hands”; nugk ol “how (1o meet with oire’s Torehead the extended haad
af are oleler person b greting) ™ fon, "hold (o Ty o kb, “elap”; pax kernes, "hioled Tand in
sign of cross”; mick| “squeeze in fist ar hands”; aet’, "press (with side of hand)™, anp’ kb, “foll
hands (in prayer)”; ke, “hald or seoop in hand”; jep, “cnp in both hands™; 2%, “clean with sec-
ond joint of forefinger /inside of gourd or bowl/™; xek, “pick up ar carry by holding between
thumb and forefinger™; and so on. Similarly, a oumber of conventional rmeasurcs involve spe-
cilic hand conliguratons: for example, cA'rx, “handspan™; kele, “span between thunh and
knuckle of forefinger.”
3This sitwation contrasts with what we can infer for atlter native American languages, For
example, Rigsby (1965) wrote about the Nez Perce numeral titska:s, “seven.” “ Sevenis adescrip-
tive formation which may be segmeuted intn Auisk-/ powit (witk a finger) and Z-ais/, 2 cormman
suffix for body parts which mighr e considered a fassilized” allomorph of the first person sin-
gular proncminal clitic. Seven, then, may be transtared literally as pointer-my. Starting with ¢i-
ther hand, the sevenih finger is always the firsc tinger of the spposite hand. 1Inlike seeme Amei-
ican Indians of the Plains who ‘point at objccts by protruding the lips, the Salimptins poined
with their first or inclex fingers, as do Eurcamesicans. In fuct, the index finger is calied f1us-
kdwas/ poine for the prrpase of in the Novthwest anil Colombia River dialects” (Rigshy, 1965, p.
1173, [ am indebied to Conrtney Handman for bringing this passage to my atlention.
TThe word is derived from the defective imfransitive stem -chi, “say”; sce Haviland { 19984},
Lucy (1943} gives an extenderd srearment ef the cognare expression b Yucaler Mayan. In
wther contexts, the same word functions as a demonsrrarive meaning “thus” and also i a con-
struciion where it suggests “all of a sudden, just.”
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MAL AT 18 MONTHS

Consider the following examples of what a barely verbal Zinacantec child
can comrnunicaie using word and gesture. Mal (shown as M on the tran-
scripts) is a Zinacantec infant wha in this sequence is 18 manths old, barely
into the “one-word” stage in her spoken Tzotzil.* She is strapped to the back
ol her 18-yearwold cousin (shown as L on the transcripts), one of her princi-
pal caregivers. The cousin and T, an aunt who is an occasional visitor in the
household, are engaged in conversation about where Mal's mother has
goune. There {ollows a complex interaction, from which I have extracted sev-
eral eviden( pointing gestures,

(1) VI607:44:27 me “mother”

5 T; much’u tzna ibat taj sme‘e?
Whaose house did her mather go la?
i I; an, 1zna me'el Alyax
Why, to the house of old lady Avias.

70T aaw?
Ok?
& 1 jmum.

NMm fumm,

As the womnen talk, Mal has heen feeding chicks, and L is cleaning corn
dough off her hand,. Mal has also evidently heen following the conversa-
tion, and she now siares intently at 1. After a short pause, she simulta-
neously reaches out in a “pointing” gesture and intones a word (sce Fig.

7.1).8

((Mal gazes at T as tortilla dough is being brushed off her vight hand}
((Mai extends her left hand wath index finger extendad, out to her left side))
[

9 AM; e’
Mother

SLourdes de Ledn studied Mal fram birth; [ am indebted to her for sharing her videutapes,
which have allowed us (o ace the genesis of Mal's gestures {see de Tedn, 1998). Suppait for
our research was provided by National Scicnce Foundation granl SBRAOZ22504,

®In the iranscripts, descriptions of gestures, sometimes individually Libeled with lewers or
attributed o particular interactants for clarity, appear above and linked with an open square
bracket | to the corresponding rranscribed simultaneous specch.
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F1G. 7.1, Mal points, “Mother.”

Roth women understand the combination of Mal's word and gesiure o be 4
cowntribution 1o the conversation about the chilel's absent mother, as cvi-
denced by their spontaneous “glosses” of wliat she has said,

10 I; bat lame'?

Ihd your mother go?
11 T; batlame'?

Did your mother go?

Mal apparently replics to T's question, although T misunlderslar}ii:.s her.
Mal's word at line 19 sounds like the adult ' “ves,” which is how T inter-
prets it. L, a frequent interpreter of Mab's utterances, corz'f:ctsi(rllis rr-.adi"ng,
glossing Mal's word instead as sa', a bare verb stem’ tneaning .l‘nok f.(ln:_. " Al
linc 17, T now understands Mal’s childish pronunciauon xi as st five-
wood,” as evidenced by the comments that follow.

T5ee de Lean (1999) an the remarkable abidity of Zinacantec chilldren we iselare reats from
the adult siream of speech, which erdinarily clothes therm i inflectionat and des wational mor-

phology.
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12 M; ja
Yes (But: sa” = fwent to] look)
13 T, jay
Fes?

14 1, basa xi

“She went fu look,” she says.

15 M; xi'
Firewood

i6 L: st
“Firewood™
[

17 1, basa'si' ({faughs)),
“She went te lock for firewoad ”
18 ek xa ka' xlok’ vu'un.
1 see that ske pronaunces well new.
19 I; basa' si xi
“She went to look for firewood,” she says.

This little interaction iflustrates several complexities thal belie the pre-
sumed simplicity of pointing. First, it is unclear toward what Mal is pointing.
Mal’s mother—one possible “referent” of her gesture—is abscnt, although
she has left the house compound hy the path that lies in the direction Mal
indicates. This direction itself illustrates the limited spatial knowledge Mal
possesses; she herself rarely leaves the house compound, but she knows that
itis by this path that people depart, Finally, Mal's interlocutors apparently
have glossed the pointing gesture as a proto-predicate: “go that way.”

Mal wanis to try to feed the baby chicks, to which she refers repeatedly as
nene’ “baby.” Her aunt, T, engages the little girl in “conversation,” noting
that the chicks have moved to anether part of the yard.

(2} V9607:45:27 taj “over there”

42 T; bu lanene‘e
Where is your baby?
43 by
Where?

L, who frequently prompts Mat with suggestions about what to say, tells her
to look for the chicks, guiding her with a gaze. Mal looks around, raises her
darm in another clear pointing gesture in the direction of the chicks (see
Fig. 7.2), and repeats L’s deictic taj “there [distal ]"—the only deictic in
Mal's verbal repertoire at this point.

7.
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FIG. 7.2, tef "Ower theve.”

44 L; taje vi
Quer there, [vok.
{{Ma! looks, points uwath her left hand to her lefl))
((hm'.rling the pornting gesture as she speuks))
|
15 M; taj
Cuer there
46 T, a:ja’le’,
O, there?
47 ja' danenc’ le'e.
That’s your baby there?
48 M; {{nods))

T con finues the virtual dialoguc at lings 46-47, imerpreting Malb's utterance
for her and eliciting a nodding assent in line 48, .

In Sequence 3, Mal and her interlocutors engage in a “tTl(lf romtinized
game. The child is now clearly the center of interactional attention, and she
is aping for her aunt, closing her cyes as if asleep, and pounding on l]c.r own
head. Suddenly she pretends to pluck a louse from her head and pop itinta
her mouth (o bite it—the normal way to kili lice).

(3) V9607:46:39 oy nan uk “(I) have (lice), too”

76 L; oylayuch'
She says she has fiee.
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FIG. 7.3,  fzakbo “Grah her {louse)!”

L glosses the routine just as she would gloss speech; She uses the “quotative”
particle la, which marks reported speech® “she says she las lice,” Mal now
takes another “louse” from L's head and “eats” it (sce Fig. 7.3). T takes up
the commentary.

M ((reaches for L's head and “picks a lowse"))
77 T; oy la yuch' noxtok
She(L.) has lice, too, she (Mal) says.
78 an tzakbo che'e
Why, go akead and grab them.

Now Mal reaches out in T's direction, extending a pointing hand (see Fig.
7.4), in an obvious request to continues the game. s reaction (spoken at
line 80) makes it clear that she interprets the gesture as having both refer-
ential and imperative significance: She offers her own head for Mal 1o ex-
amine.

M: {(points at T})
79 T, aaii
80 oy nan uk a'a
Why, perhaps (T) have (lice), 1o

—

B%ee Haviland (1987, 1989).
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FIG. 7.4, 2 nan uk "1 have {Jice), twol”

Immediately aflerward, Mal informed me thae she wished to pick “lice”
trom my head, too, using a poiut aimed at my head, and repeated insis-
tently with a grabbing hand (see Fig, 7.5).

The last of Mal’s apparent pointing gestures comes as L carries the child
toward the house to put her down fora nap. The sound ofa baby crying ina
ncighhoring courtyard elicits an utterance from Mal, which her aunt inter-
prets {at linc 148). Mal then amplifies her “commentary” at linc 149, sup-
plementing it with a further pointing gesture in the direction of the sound.

————

?52
flLs\%- %‘{f)
S
§ 9 o %
N\ A
et

FIC. 7.5, Reaching insistently for lice.
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(4) V9607:49:44

147 M, nene'
Baby
‘148 T yu'vn la chve’ nene’
(She says that) the baby wants to eat.
149 M: g’
Newt
M, (points eut to left with hand keld low.))
L, (L repeats Mal’s point as she amplifies her meaning))
|
M. ((Mal raises her pointing hand )}
]
150 I; sk’an la i’ taj nene' ch'ok’e

(She says that) that buby wants meat, (that's why} it's crying.

At linewlf)[i, L integrates into a single complex gloss the three parts of Mal's
communication (the two spoken words and the gesture), simultancously
echoing Mal's point with her own, perhaps to accompany the spuke;l
deicuc faj “that one.” Mal’s “pointing gesture™ has a trajeciory: It moves

from low to high, suggesting to observers a relatively distant “referent” (sce
Fig. 7.6).

MAL'’S GRANDFATHER PETUL

To get an idea of the adult pointing that provides Mal with her targets, let
us turn briefly to Petul, Mal's grandfather now in bis late eighties. Petul’s
pointing gestures are notable for their formal and concepuual complexity,
and for their interactive delicacy.

FIG. 7.6, &z’ *{It wauts) mear.”
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In Example {5), Petul is talking with anotier man whaois stacking hoards
he has just carried up to the path from his woodlands. Petul has adjacct
property, and he is asking ahout other large trees in the area that might also
Le used for timber. 1le accompanics his questions with changes of gaze and
hand gestures that bath “poinl to” the areas he is asking about and illustrate
iconically aspects of Lhe terrain and the configuration of the objects there.

(5) v9611:1:7

A: (tleft hand aut South, back})

B2 p; much’u ma yu'un ali %1 @ olen

Whaose @s that down beloie .. ?
B: (( fingers pointing and wiggling)) _ _
83 olon sha li mlantik

doun, above the cak trees.

R4 mol tulantik
hig oak irees . ..
85 ali tojuk oy to
There’s still pine there,
86 bu alok'es o are”

where you gﬂt YL wood fmm
Cr ((owtstreiched fingers il tnunerd, hand difs down, held))___
[
847 amnl i0] vo'ne
that big old pine tiee of yowrs lonyg ago?
B8 1 . ja' pu'un i kitz'intake
That belongs to iy younger brothers.

Perul first extends his arm {A} in the direction of the particular stand of
pine trees he has in mind. He then shows by the trajectory of his backhand
sweep (B) that the pines lie in a specific direction "above” a different group
aof oak rees. Finally, he identifies a specilic “large pine” by shawing with his
hand where it stands in relation 10 the reference potnt just established (C)
(see Fip. 7.7) . Perul’s pointing hand thus indicates borh location via i series
of directional vectors, and also relative position (and perhaps contour of
the terrain}, by changes in shape and finger motion. His gestures add con-
siderable locational specificity 1o the very general spatial terins he speaks:
alon “below” and sha “on top of.™

%See de Ledn (19953 and Brown aud Levinson (1993) an the use of words denoting upan:d
denm for geocentric location.
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FIG. 7.7, The pinc uees below, above (he oaks.

Later in the same conversation, the two men discuss several small pine
trees wantonly chopped down by thieves. M, the owner, complains angrily
of the destruction, directing an extended index {inger in the direction
(south-southeast from where the men stand) of the affected tract of land
(see the leftside of Fig. 7.8). Petul shortly thercafter offers a possible expla-
nation: that the gute in the fence around that tract had heen lelt wide open,

(6) VO611: 1:54

((points and syohis along index finger, South-southeast))
126 M; animal ep kaj vixralan ya'ele
They just messed with LOTS(of tree)s.

(farm sweeps out night, points North-northeast)
131 P; ja‘' nan ilevel to'ox . li ti' be
Perhapis because befure the gate was gaping open

Petul points north-northeast as he speaks of the gare (see the right 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 tfransposed his perspective to
the field where the baby trees were destroyed. Calculating from that position,
the gate lies in the direction Petul indicates.!® For such transposed direc-
tional gestures to work, the interlecutors must share knowledge of both the
geography referred to and the principles of direction as applied to gestures.

1°Systemnatic uses of such dircctiunal transpasitions in gesture are described in Haviland
(1993, 19960},

7. HOW 1O POINT IN ZINACANTAN 151

M points SSE P points NNE

FIG. 7.8. 'The gale was open hefore.

One can also use precisely oriented referential gesrures in 4 hypothetical
or imagined space, incorporating as appropriate props from the local sur-
round (Haviland, 1998a, 2000}). Petul, for example, once described to me
how to make a cane press, known in Tzowil as 'av-22"“split wood.” The con-
traption uses two logs mounted on supporiing posts; twisting the logs
squeezed the juice out of cane statks inserted between them. To jflustrate
one of the supporting posts, Petul used a real house post conveniently lo-
cated to the right of where hie was sitting. "The other supporting post be cre-
ated 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 fin-
gers, using the real house post as a prop, first with a single index finger to
show where holes were drilled (see Fig. 7.9A), and then with two fingers
(Fig. 7.9B) 1o represent the bars themselves, ‘The transition berween A and
I} was rapid: first pointing to the house post (standing for imagined cance-
press post) with an outstreiched index finger, then actually touching the
post as he said x7 “thus,” then swifily extending the second finger as he said
xchibal "both (bars).”

(7) Kav-te’

A: {(index finger extended out, touching hovie past))
3 p. xch’ojojbe sat xi o v

they put holes tn it this way, see?
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FIG. 7.9, kavie' “Cane press"—“hole(s), twa sticks.”

B: ((two fingers extended, still touching post))
6 p: te matz'al xchibal li te' xi to vi
Both of them stuck in this way, see?

To refer later o the two bars, Petul again used his index fingers, Grst il-
lustrating how the crossbars connected to an imagined post to hisleft (C, in
Fig. 7.10), then extending both index fingers in parallel back to his right
(D) 1o show how the bars were supported between the two posts.

s - . ‘ )
o ((imdex fingers of both hands crossing to irfif).
12 ochem xchibal xi ta joLe

And the two entered thus, on the side.

FIG. 710 klawete® “Cane press™—"twa bars.”
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1 ((both indes fingers extended pointing to vght})
13 ochem xchibal xi to e jote

The two entered thus, on the side

Petul ends his illustration of the machine by bringing hoth index fingers
together in the gesture space in front of his body (Fig. 7.11) to illustrate
how the rwo bars worked together (o crush the sugarcane.

As a finat example, consider how Petud uses what I call soctocentric point-
ing as part of a complex genealogical discussion, Petul is telling me about
the rclatives of a recently deceased man, José. To locate José's Father,
whom I call Mol Sehastian, in gencalogical space for mc he glances up (o
the east and raises a pointing hand (see Fig. 7.12). This gesture (also
shown as A in Fig. 7.13) points toward where one of José's surviving rela-
tives, Maria, now lives. Maria is my comadre or “co-mother,” a fictive kins-
woman related to me through shared ritval ebligations, and Petal thus
uses my kinship relations to anchor his descriptions of the referents. The
woman Maria and the recently deccased José were both children of the
same father, Mol Sebastian. Next, 1o be sure I know about whom he’s atk-
ing, Petul further identifies Mol Sebastian as the grandfather of my com-
padre or “co-father,” Juan, and Maria as his mother. Petul now points back
over his right shoulder (at Fig. 7.13B) toward where Juan lives with his fa-
ther-in-law, Nomingo.

G, 708 “Together™”
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FIG. 712, Suctorentric poinling: “your compadre.”

FIG. 713, "Your compadre.”
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(8) Chon

A {{left hand points up easthy
13 P; ja’ stot o yajoil U akumpa Manvele
That was the father of the wife of your compadie Maniel,
14 stmuk’lotik i xun
the grandfather of fuan
B: ({lzft hand points back northwest, behind})
15 akumpa xun te sni’ i romine

your compadre Juan, the sun-in-law of Dominge

Another son of Mol Sebastian Petul identifies as the “brother-in-law of
Domingo,” but this man had a different mother, Mol Sebastian's first wife.
In speaking about this other woman he points (at Fig, 7.14C) somewhat
vaguely to his right, sonth, perhaps toward the house of her son, *Do-
mwingo’s brother-in-law,” whom Petul has just mentioned. However, (he
original deccased man José and my previously mentioned comadre Maria
shared the same maother, as he tells me (at Fig. 7.141)), once again pointing
in the direction of Maria's house.

A6 shol {i romiue

The brotherdn-law of Domingo

FIG. 7.14. "His inother.”
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Mol Sebastian = first wite
= second wife

: Domihgo's

bro-in-law
José:the Mara: = mycompadre
deceased THY : Manuel
comadre
I
mj{ compadre
uan

FIG 7.15. The deceased José's (partiald genealogical tree.

o ({index finger extended night, lrvel, palm up))
37 pere . jun o sme’

“had a different mother

D: ({index finger up, pointing east))
45 Ja' xa sme'ik mje

But that was thetr mother

The gencalogical relalions mentioned ure diagrammed in Fig. 7.16, where
the equals sign (=) symbolizes a marriage.

Peiud consiructed a genealogical chain built around people he knew me
to be able to identify, indecd, using my own 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 thgy functioned
much like spoken anaphors to refer to, distinguish, and locate individuals.
However, the precise directions of his pointing gestures, as well as his com-
binations of locational index with characterizing words, requife.d indirect
“sociocentric” inferences to establish links to specific individuals, a matter
to which T return later.

COMPLEXITY IN POINTING

Mal’s gestures and those of her grandfather illustrate the complexity of
pointing and its close integration with spoken language. Although pointing
may scem a primeval referental device, it is far from simple: It is complex
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Pan-American Highway

compadra Juan

[0 pominge

— >z

Vilage center

camadre Maria

Demingo’s
D brotherIn-law

FIG. 70460 Map ol the village, showing Petal's gestures.

(a) conceptually, (b) morphologically, (<) linguistically, and {d) socio-
culturally as a device for communication,

Pointing Is Conceptually Complex

Elucidating a central Peircean trichotomy of signs that distinguishes icons,
indexes, and symbols, Stlverstein (1976) in a classic paper underscored the
dual nature of all indexical signs, including pointing gestures: They can
have both a creative (or "entailing”) relationship and a dependent (or pre-
supposing) relationship with the “context” they index, When Petul puints
in the direction of my compadre’s ouse i order o help me identify the
particular woman—this cormpadre’s wife—to whorm he refers, he exploits a
particular preexisling geographic and social space in the village, and our
shared knowledge of who lives where within it. To be successtul as a refer-
ring device—to allow me o identify the woman he has in mind—his ges-.
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wure presufiposes a set of spadal relatonships and my knowledge of them,
"The spatial context thus comes [irst, and the pointi ug gesture both depends
upon and exploits it. Contrast Petul’s creative use of the house post and the
space in front of him to describe the cane press; his gesturcs do not rely on
.a previously existing space of potential referents but instead popuine the
space, establishing their refcrents by placing them into the interactive
arena. The house post becomes a support, and Pequl’s pointing fingers cre-
ate the "holes” into which imagined cross bars “fit.” Indexical signs, in
Silverstein's parlance, “project” their contexrs (Silverstein, 1993): They
hoth draw an presuppusable aspecis of, and help to create and structure,
the comtexrual surreundl,

The dichotomy between relalively presupposing indexical signs and rela-
tively entailing or creative ones is actually 4 continuum, and like other such
signs pointing gestures lypically have both creative and presupposing as-
pects. Even little Mal, pointing in roughly the same direction in three sepa-
rate utterances, indexes presumed referents of quite different characters:
once the chickens that are within her view (Fig. 7.2), once a neighhor chiild
out of sight but whose cries can he heard (kig. 7.6}, and once her mother,
nowlicre to be seen but deparied in the indicated direction (Fig. 7.1},

That intcracianis rely on mutnal knowledge or common ground (which
ts precisely what is presupposed or creatively aliered by indexical signs) is
nowhere more apparent than in the “meaning” of direction in pointing ges-
tures, In other work {especially Haviland, 1993, 1996a3 1 have argued thag
pointing makes crucial use of highly structured conceplual spaces that in-
clude points, vectors, and areas, all of which may be variously presupposed
or created by the corresponding pestures. When Petul remarks (o me,
“That was the father of the wife of your compadre” (sce again Fig. 7.134) Ly
the time he says the Tzotail word for Ass wife his pointing finger has already
located my compadre geographically from where we sit. The direction of
his gesture (rougbly 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 but rather (as ¥ must infer) wa house
compound. tle knows to which person he is referring, and he reckons that
person’s place of residence to be a salient identifying feature for me. T must,
narrow down the romadr in question—one of many—taking a hint from
where Petul has placed her husband (my compadre) on the landscape.

Moreover, pointing transposes and laminates these conceprual spaces in
characteristically complicated ways. In the second frame of Fig. 7.8, Petul
points to the north while referring 1 a “gate.” The gate in queslion actually
lies south of where he stands, but the two interlocutors have relocated
themselves discursively in a field still farther to the sonth, Petul can poim
north and be understood thus to index the perspective of a man in the field
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_ iy ——

Chopped Irées

FIGC. 7.17. Transposed perspective in pointing.

where the destroyed trees lay, looking north from there to the gate bg[h men
can identify {sec Fig. 7.17). That is, Petul and lis intcrlocutor must imagine
themselves to be standing not on the path to the village where they actially
are, but rather in the field where the fallen trees are. At the same time, ey
must hold constant the directional orientation of Petul’s gesture, transpaos-
ing anly its origo, to locate the gate conceptually. Such transpositions, sig-
naled and at once exploited by pointing, are perhaps the clearest expres-
ston of the conceptual complexity underlying such indexical refereice.
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Pointing Is Morphologically Complex

Iy ti;.’l(: exhibits, Mal and Penul point with outstrerched index fingers using a
familiar “pointing hand.” Nonetheless, in Zinacantin in additon to the “in-
dex” finger various body parts (as well as other objects—hoe handies and
machetes, for example) are used to “point out” things, and there are multi-
P]e accompanying bodily attitudes. Gaze alone can do the dual job of call-
ing one's interlocutors’ attention to something and indicating a direction
and one can use not only the eyes but also the chin, the shoulders. or !i\-'f.‘[':
the lips.'! Before his first pointing gesture in Fig. 7.14, Petul first lc;okcd up
with a brief evebrow flash in the dirccrion he was about (o indicate, antic{-
pating his reference to my compadre who lived over that way. Moreover, al-
though Mal points with a loose fist and outstretched index finger (a ha’md
shape she began 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,

Petul uses the tlat hand (with the palm held vertically, thumb side up
tingers grouped and extended outwards) to indicate vectors or direcu’ons'
in contrast with the extended index finger, which seems to denote individj
ual referents located in particular directions. A. distinction akin to that be-
tween linguistically marked genders or noun classes appears to be conven-
tionalized here in symbolic hand shapes®? that distinguish reference to
individuals from reference to pure direction.!? The flat hand apparenty in-
dicates "that away” as opposed to the index finger’s “that one.”

As we have seen, Tzolzil speakers can also indicate direction by gazc
alone {sighting a “point” above the horizon, for example, o indicate a 1ime
of day}, or by a combination of companents: Petul sights along his oul-
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
fiireciion of their gaze. All in all, the morphological complexity of “indicat-
Ing direction” reminds us of further conceptual indeterminacies with the
notion of “direction” itsclf. In which space are the directions to be calcu-
lated? Are they attached to individual loci, to pure vectors, to orientations
{e.g., “running north-south,” specifying, as it were, the shaft of an arrow bt
omirting the arrowhead), or to arcas? At what level of resolution are entities
speciﬁf?d? What sorts of perceptual access are available (if any, since one
CAn pomit to imaginary entities in virtual spaces)? And so lorth.

Migee Sherzer (1979).

1¥8ce faotnote 1 for anather sxample of such gestural gender marking, symbnlized in
handshape combined with arientation. ‘
7 '*A similar distinction can lie ebserved in the gestural ascompaniments to the uhiguitous
Guugu Yimithirr divectional tenms deseribed in Haviland {1993), especiallyin gestures Lhat ac-
company or appear fo replace the "side terms” that denote such notiuns as “on the sastern
side.” See also MHavilaud (1979, 1998h),
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Although a pointing gesture indexes, in the Peircean sense, the direction
it is meant to signify—ihe direction “meant” is recovered from dircctional
aspects of the physical production of the gesture iisclf, although perhaps in
complex or transposed ways—other aspects of the significance of the ges-
ture may be iconically encoded. A clear example is Mal’s “grabbing” gesture
in Fig. 7.5, where the form of her open, grasping hand iconically “projects”
its “referent”—presumably an imagined louse—as being something grasp-
able. (Contrast, for cxample, an owtstretched open hand with palm face
up—a familiar begging gesnure that combines a conventtonal, symbolic ac-
tion with an iconically suggestive handshape—"projecting” a desired object
that can be laid in such au open hand.)

Mareovet, in addition (o the familiar sweeping rise of the hand or punc-
tual extension of an outstretched limb, other sorts of formatives, including
motion, accompany apparent pointing gestures, In cxample b Petul moves
his outstretched flat band evidently to indicate both the direction of the
place he has in mind, the [ay of the land there, and the location of ane lurge
pine in relation to a stand of oak trees. Tle traces details of a tiajectory that
corresponds to the path leading to the place he speaks about; mapping in
the air relative locations and directions. Using a differenr convention,” he
appears to indicate the relative distance of referents by altering the height of
his index-finger point. For example in Fig. 7.14 (A and D}, he suggests that
the compadre he refers to with a raised pointing gesture is relatively distant,
by comparison with the other compadre he mentions, toward whose house
he gestures with a rcladively lower backward point (Fig. 7.14B).

Differentaspects of the form of pointing geseures thus relate to different
“semnantic domains™ not just direction, batalso aspects of shape (ormanip-
ulability}, and proximity. The list does not stop here, however, as pointing
gestures also seem to encode informadon about individuation or quantity.
Petul’s description of the cane press provides a clear example. In Fig. 7.10,
he uses one outstretched finger to iflustrate the hole drilled in the support
posts for the cane press. He adds a second poining digit when he mentions

the second crossbar, and he continues o model the double bars with two
fingers {{from one hand or both) as he “points” to show where the hars are
auached. In each case, his double fingers move into action just as he pro-
nounces the corresponding word xchibal “hoth.”

In talking about his interlocutor's pine tree, in example 5, Petul also ap-
pears to use gesture to individuate, He has located a stand of tees with a
sweeping pointing gesiure; when he mentions a specitic free—amal o
“your big pine tree”—Nis hand, still extended in the appropriatc direction,
appears to dip, suggesting that he now refers 1o a single known tree.

M The association of height of pointing gestire with distance of referent may be 4 widely

shared convention; see Calbiris (1990},



162 HAVILAND

Slightly different is Pewl’s gesture in Fig. 7.14C. He has been enumerat-
ing different relatives of the deceased man, relating themn to fictive kin of
mine. Two of the individuals he has located clearly tn social space, pointing
with an outstretched finger in the direction of their houses at A and B. As he
mentions a third relative, who had a different mother from his previous ref-
erent, he says jun o sme’, literally "one other [his] mother,” simultaneously
turning the hand palm upward and extending another outstretched index
finger. The chiange in palm orientation scems to correspond to Petul’s con-
trast hetween the two groups of people, corresponding to the two wives and
families of Mol Sebasdan. The exiended finger appears precisely as Petul, in
word and gesture, individuates his new referent—the old man's long de-
ceased first wife—placing her in a spot in the interactional space in front of
him. He thus gesturally disinguishes her from the second wife, 10 whom he
returns at D, and who has a specific if indirect locus in space defined by the
house compounid ol her living daughter.

The complex morphology of peinting gestures means that they are typ-
ically nat “simple referring devices” but rather complex semantic port-
manteaux. Indeed, pointing gestures seem much like spoken deictics,
lin l:iné in"a single morphological guise many of the same semantic do-
mains—quantity, shape (or “gender”), and proximity—that charactcrize
spoken demaonstratives.

Moreover, the link between a “natural” geswural expression of a notion
like one (a singlc raised digit, for example) and referental poinling sug-
gests the possibility for gesture of a process akin to “gramnmatcalization.” In
particular, it recalls two paradigm cases of historical developments in spo-
ken languages: the movement from demansteative (o delinite article
{Greenberg, 1478a), and from the numeral “one” to an indelinite marker
{Givon, 1981; Hopper & Closs Traugott, 1993)." Some of Petul's poiniing
suggesls Lhat his “pointing hand” is at once a conventionalized individuat-
ing gestured numeral “one” merged with a pure directional vecior "there/
that.” The directional significance af the deictic element (the fact that the
finger points a certain way) may be bleached away, leaving only the gestural
equivalent of “definiteness” (“this” as opposed to “another’), and the icon-

U3 The welikaown use of pointing gestures as full pronouns in ASL (Bellugi & Klinta, 1982)
suggests a similar conclusion. Consider the follawing just-sa story, udduced o explain the de-
velopment of Germanic articles from cognate demonsiratives: "The natural way of giving lin-
guistic expression to the desire to draw atention 1o the definite or familiar is 10 qualify the
noun in question with a demounstrative pronoun, ie. with a4 word meaning ‘this” or ‘that” or
both. Bui in Lthis new funcdoin, the demonstradve force of the word autnmatcally diminishes,
eventually disappeartng allogether; when this happens the article is bom” (Lockwood, 1968,
p. 861, quoted in Heine, Claudi, & Hinnemeyer, [991). Suggestive, oo, is the link between
demanstralives ane relative clause markers (see Heine er al, 1991, p. 183M), in light of
MeNeill's suggestions 2bout the metanarrative functions of deictics and the gestures he calls
“beas” (1992, p. 188M).
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ically signaled “oneness” may he conventionally reduced (o the assertion of
individuation and existence (“[He had] another wife™),

Pointing gestures serve clear anaphoric ends, even in the short excme
plary fragments of Mal and Petul’s discourse. For Mal, pointing gestures
substitute for arguments, and for Petul drey ace as virtual resumptive pro-
nouns. Moreover, they are integrated into discourse in an especially lan-
guagelike way, a topic to which T now arn,

Pointing Is Linguistically Complex

Standard wisdom links pointing to speech directly, Here is a particulaly
clear accaunt that divides a pointing event into subcomponents:

Suppose George points at 4 honk for Helen and says “That is mine." His act of
pointing is the index {index is Latin for “forelinger”} and the book is the ob-
ject. His intention is to get Helen to recognize that he is using the index to lo-
cate the book for her. To that end, he must point while she is atending. [1e
must locate the book for her by the direction of his forefinger—a physical
connection. And he mnst get her to see that he is pointing at the obhject gua
“book” and not que “example of blue” “picce of junk,” or whatever, {Clark,
14996, p. 165)

On Clark’s account, George wants to reter (o the book, and he must locate
his referent in space and ume for his interlocawor. He accomplishes this
dually, in this example, by pointing and simultaneously ralking. More-
over, in this hypothetcal ease the pointing restare is evidently inked (o
specitic spoken element, the demonsirative thed. Clark argued that *{i]n
language use, indicating is usually combined with describing or demon-
strating” (1996, p. L68), citing as the paradigm example the use of demaon-
strative pronouns, linguistic elements sometimes analyzed as virmally re-
quiring gestural specification (Levelt, Richardson, & La Heij, 1985). Of
course, there is no necessity that the locating be done both by gesture and
the accompanying “characterizing” speech,'® although this is perhaps a
typical case,

In the naturally eccurring examples from Zinacantin one can thus ask
how pointing gestures are synchronized with the accompanying talk. In
Petul's couversaton in the forest, some of his directional pointing follows
Clark's general description of “composite signals” (1996, p. 176). In Exam-
ple 5 ar line 82, just as he says the demonstrative xi “this way,” his hand
sweeps aut in the direction of the ficld he is speaking about, He further

8ndeed, the division oy Jabor between pointing gesture and acceanpanying alk inay he
quite different, as when ]‘euﬁ rharacterizes the two hypotheticat crossbas of the cane press
1 hd! 1
both 1n words and with double extended lingers.
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specifies the direciion in words: fa olon "below,” referring o the lay of the
land. Here demonstrative, deseriptor, and pointing gesture all coincide
temporally and complement one another referentially.,

However, when the two men talk about the destruction of small irecs,
the pointing gestiues bear a more problematic refation 1o the talk. In exam-
ple &, both men point, but neither issues an explicit spoken demonstrative.
When Petul refers in speech to the “open gate,” one might associate his ges-
ture with the (transposed) location of his referent. In the same exchange,
Petul's interlocutor's sights along his pointing finger exactly when he says
ep “lots,” referring ro the haby trees felled by the thicves. Both gesiures are
simultaneous with descriptive predicates, and in neither case is there a clear
spoken referent—demaonstrative or otherwise—to associare with the ges-
ture. Petul’s description of the cane press at exampie 7 uses spoken demon-
stratives {xi 1o “this way”), but now his pointing gestures are produced well
before the demonstratives are pronounced. Similarly, in example 8, Petul
makes a painting gesture preciscly when he begins to utter the noun phrase
associated with cach new reterenr (relatives of the dead man), bur the “lo-
cating” relation that may rypically obtain between referent and index is no-
where txpressed in words. {Only in line 45 is there a verbal demonstrative,
taj “that one yonder,” but the gesture has been in place since the heginning
of the breath group.)

One may conclude that although pointing gestures may frequently, per-
haps even canonically, be associated both referentially and syuchronously
with spoken demonstratives, such a link is not always present. Spoken
demonstratives, of course, vecur in nondemonstrative uses {e.g., as relative
pronouns), which expect no gesweral complements. And pointing gesiures
can occur emancipated from any specifically indexical expressions, per-
haps even wirth no assoctated verbalized referents.

This functional complementarity (or autonomy) hetween gesture and
speech is even clearer in the utrerances of young children, Mal's pointing
gesture in the apening example (Fig. 7.1) appears together with or just af-
ter her spoken me “mother.” Later in the sequence, having been instructed
to look at same baby chicks tay "over there,” Mal first fooks, then points, and
whiie holding the point repeats taj (Fig. 7.2). In the lice-picking game, Mal
makes her pointing and reaching gestures without words {althongh she nt-
ters a livte demanding syllable, aa’ when she insists on picking my lice at
Fig. 7.5). In cach of these cases, there is no clear synchronization between
word and peint: If there is a “lexical affiliate” in any of these cases, it is fay
“over there"—a deictic thar, as we have seen, frequently receives gestural
supplementation i adult speech. Here the gesture comes well before the
echoed verhalization.

In the other cases, either the gesture is independent of specch, or it
seemns to act as a kind of proto-syntactic frame for which the single word ut-
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terance is more like an argurnent. Indeed, in example | the adult gloss tor
Mal's little performance is exactly "Mother went,” The caregivers appear w
treat the combination of word anc gesiure as a virlual (proto-syttacic) con-
struction, with the spoken we “mnther” providing the “subject” and the
pointing gesture supplying the predicate (something like *[go] thataway”),

In Fragment 4, the relative tming between Mal's words and her gesture
is more complex. A haby is heard crying in a neighboring yard, Mal begins
the sequence with a spoken word, nene’ “aby.” Her caregiver provides 2
fuller gloss—“(She says that) the baby wanrs to cat”—afier which onee
again Mal speaks a word, 4, a baby-talk word for “meat.” Only now docs
lLer gesture appear: She points in the direction of the baby's cry. Once
again, the caregiver offers a “gloss” thar encompasses the whole sequence,
Mal's two words and her pointing gesture: “{She says that} that baby wants
meat, (that's why) it’s crying.” This holophrastic gloss also appears to ureat
gesiure as a proto-predicate {or at least some kind of virtal frame) 1w
which the spoken arguments are attached

Although Tzotil provides no satisfying metalinguistic label for "pointing
gesture,” the fact that caregivers gloss children’s discrete gestures as virtual
equivalents to speech suggests that the movements are both segmentable
and recognizable in the stream of communicative behavior. They are
treatcd much the way spoken deictics are treated, integrated intg meta-
linguistic glosses just as spoken counterparts might be. In the examples, we
see two strategies for glossing the child’s intended communications. One
uses the explicit verb ol speaking xi “[she] says,” as illustrated in EKxample 1.
The other auaches the “hearsay” particle fa 1o a putative interpretatiorn,
marking it as ilocutionarily attribntabte to the gesturer. Yet although they
are treated metdinguistically as “nterances,” the gestres are synchironi
cally autonomous, or at least are potentiaily decoupled from any explicit
verbalizations.

The influential typology of gestures known as “Kendon’s continuum”
(McNeill, 1992, p. 37; Kendon, 1988) orders different sorts of gestural phe-
nemena according to their “languagelike properties™ and their relation-
ship (o speech. [t puts "gesticulation”-—which McNeill characterizes as “id-

€

"Longiradinal Zinacantec data, in the research of Lourdes de Ledn, suggest the garlyinte-
gration of pointing and verbalization during acquisition, and likely links 1o a kind of proto-
syniax—including such halloark characteristics as compositionalily, sequencing, and argu-
renl structure—thar precede verbalization. The anecdotal examptes shown provide on [y
glimpse of the combinatorial possibilities, whose full exposicon is impossible here. hpace lirrd
lations alse prevent me from «leseribing the genesis of poindng in Mal's emerging linguistic
abiiitics—part of the original conference presemation on which this chapleris based. Pointing
appears in Mal's repertuire by ahont 8 maonths of age, although it develops adultl.ke mophal
opy only at 1l months. It is integrated with her first verhalizations, and it continmes to pav a
central tole in her communications, with or withoul accompanying bk, well into he thind
vear. See ITaviland {1908a).
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0syneratic spontaneous wovemeitts of the hands and arms accompanying
ipeech” (1992, p. 37) and which he takes to include deictic gestures such as
sointing—at the least languagelike end of the specirum. Such gestures are
apposed, for cxample, to conventionalized “emblems,” which must meel
anguagelike standards of well-formedness and which, unlike gesticulation,
‘have as their characteristic use production in the absence of speech”
(McNeill, 1992, p. 38). There is thus an apparent paradox. Deictic gesturcs
rre included among the least languagelike gesticnlations in terins of their
‘ormation and their characteristic appearance fogether with verbalization—
oD SOME ACCOUNts, Becessary accormpaniments to such words as demon-
stratives. Yet in terms of their segmentabiliy, glossability, and potential
emporal anwonomy from speech {not to mention the apparent conven-
1ons of well-formedness that may somctimes apply to them), pointing ges-
.ures are much more emblematic in character than, for examnple, iconic
jestures.” Indeed, the considerations in this section suggest that pointing is
imply past of language, albeit an unspoken part like emblems, autonomous
rom speech while serving speechlike ends, and also unlike emblems tightly
inked pragmatically to such parts of spoken language as deictic shifters.”

Pointing Is Socioculturally Complex

et me conclude my excursion into the wilds of pointing™ hy returning to
the ethnographic interests that prompted it in the first place. Spoken Jan-
suage involves claborate descriptors, lexical hypertrophy, and a variery of
levices to emuancipate interlocutors [rom the confines of the immediate
wre and now, In some cases—the “essential indexicals” (Perry, 1979)—
inks 1o this I-here-now are necessarily built into language. However, in
nany other cases—the shifty inspeciticity of demonstratives, for example—
:xplicit definite descriptions might do the job better, on at least some phi-
osophers’ semanticoreferential accounts of language. Why say that when
ne could avoid confusion by intoning the bive book balanced vn the corner of

R as we have seen, pointing disnbeys the appareni tight synchrony berween icanic gestures
nd their “lexical affiliates™ (Kendon, 1980a; Schegloff, 1984), in which iconic gestures just
wecede or coincide with the assocated words.

PLittle wonder, if this is wue, that in signed languages deictic shifters are poitting
CErTES.

®Iu the conference to which the original presentation of this chapter was a contribution,
me section was deveted 1o the study of “pointing in the wild.” As a specimen collecior, 1 recog-
vize that my reflections on the particular iterms pinned by“[ﬁeir wings te my ethnographic wall
1ave been collectively informed by the comments and ciiticisms of other participants in the
onference. I wish particularly to rhank Laura 'edtto, Susan Goldm-Meadow, Adam Kendon,
ferty Clark, and especially Chuck Goodwin and Tranny Povinell for their msights on this ma-
erial, insights (hat T have not always managed to assimilate into my own uriderstanding.
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the desk in Room f14? And why, of all things, poing, when the resulting refer-
ential indeterminacy is potentially cven worse?®!

Common arguments about the efficiency of linguistic expressions (Bar-
wise & Perry, 1883} go a long way toward answering such deliberatcely na-
ive questions. Petul’s conversation with his interlocutor in the forest illus-
trates how pointing and the judicious use of spoken demonstratives can
replace whole rcams of difficult cxplanation. Indeed, the two men largely
work ent in the process of description just what it is they are describing—
among other things, which stand of trees in which field. However, other
comununicative virtues of pointing-—some linked firmly to interactive
sociocultural practice—cemerge from exhibits like those I have adduced
from Zinacantan,

For one thing, pointing can accomplish otherwise impossible reference.
Mal ac the “one-word stage” has a highly limited repertoire of referring ex-
pressions, the majority of which are verbs.” When she points to indicate a
rcferent, no words are spoken, largely because she has no words to speak.
When there are no obvious available descriptors (e.g., when oue can’t think
of the appropriate words) adults have recourse to the same device.

More interesting is the expressiveness of the unspoken. The well-known
Australian probibition on speaking the names of the dead is a single exam-
pte of more general cultarally driven refuciance to speak certain words or
names, prohibitions that can be neatly observed and circumventied by
pointing. A large part of Pewdl's gesturally rich genealogical discourse in ex-
ample § is motivated by sirained relations with some of the individuals he
must mention, whose usual names and exact kin relations he is unwilling to
state explicitly. At the time he was inan active leud with both my compacdres
Domingo and fuuan (Domingo’s son-indaw), and 1thus he chose both an
alterocentric descriptive phrase—Dbased on my relationship with them
rather than his own much closer genealogical tie—and a distancing gesture
to insert them into the conversation. That is, although there were many
referentially clearer alternartive ways for Petul to identify the people in ques-
tion, the indirection of his chosen means of referring—pointing (sonie-
times fleetingly and almost covertly, as in Fig, 7.13B) in the general direc-
tion of houses of relatives of the referents—invited me to infer abour whom
he was talking without having simply to come oul and say their names
plainly. The Cuna “pointed lip gesture” (Sherzer, 1972} sometimes associ-
ates derogatory, if not downright vulgar, connotations with its relerent, and
thus has the virtue of silence. Signaling a pick in basketball or a desired set
in volleyball, with a pointing finger discretely hidden from certain others’
eyes, is a related phenomenaon.

Ugee Wingensiein (1958, section B5) and Quine (1460).
¥25ee de Ledn (1999).
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The interactive potency of pointing can go further stilt. Zinacantec chil-
dren are notoriously shy around non-family members, and in some circum-
srances they simply will not talk to strangers. When she will sometimes not
say what she wants, Mal is nonetheless ofien willing o point, as it the words
are more difficult (or more dangerous) than the gesture, or as i the ges-
ture is less compromising than the words.

Most striking to the anthropologist, perhaps, is the inferential and inter-
active potency of pointing. Indexicals are, in general, polwcndally creative;
they effect changes on the “spaces” they implicate, populating then, trans-
forming them, and rendering these changes exploitable in subsequent in-
teracrion, To have such an effect, however, they draw interlocutors into ac-
tive participation. Petul, when a younger man not yet deaf and blind, was
renowned in Zinacantan as a master speaker. His graphic description of the
cane press, in which he virtually reconstructs the conwaption before my
very eyes, is a mild example of the techniques lie employs to involve his in-
terlocutors in his narradves. A central device for invoking the visible and
the invisible, the presentand the ahsent, in Perwl’s discourse is pointing.

L4
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