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In Ghana, many peolple consider pointing by the left hand to be a taboo. We
investigated consequences of this taboo on the Ghanaian gestural practice by
observing gestures produced during naturalistic situations of giving route
directions. First, there is a politeness convention to place the left hand on the
lower back, as if to hide it from the interlocutor. Second, as a consequence of
left-hand suppression, right-handed pointing may involve an anatomically
staining position when indicating a leftward direction across the body.
Third, pointing is sometimes performed with both hands together, which
does not violate the taboo. Despite the taboo, left-handed pointing is not
suppressed fully. Left-handed pointing gestures occur in association with the
verbalization of the concept LEFT, suggesting the embodied nature of the
concept. In addition, it is noteworthy that there is a class of left-handed
gestures, which are so reduced in form that Ghanaians do not consider them
as pointing for the purpose of the taboo.
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1.

Introduction

In Ghana, there is a general taboo on left-hand use. Giving, receiving, eating,
and drinking with the left hand are considered to be rude by virtually all
members of the community. A signiﬁcant portion of the people also considers
pointing by the left hand to be rude. Pointing, here, includes both gesture that
indicates a directed path and gesture that indicates a direction toward a
particular location. Consequently, they avoid pointing by the left hand in faceto-face interaction, especially with superiors and strangers.
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The following excerpt from a Ghanaian newspaper illustrates this taboo.
The excerpt appeared in a series of articles, in which a question from a reader is
answered by a columnist. In the following article titled “Why Not the Left hand”,
a foreigner who recently moved to Ghana raises a question about the left hand.
“Why Not the Left Hand” (Weekly Spectator, 5th-11th Feb. 2000 issue)
Dear Nana Abrewa, …I have however noticed that Ghanaians are very much
displeased with the use of the left hand. … — Monica XXX
Dear Monica, It is a fundamental part of our culture not to either shake hands,
give an item or point by the left hand…

This article portrays the issue of the left-hand taboo to be a typical question by
a foreigner. As the phrase, “a fundamental part of our culture”, in the answer
indicates the left-hand taboo is a part of Ghanaian cultural identity.
Another article in the Ghanaian mass media also underlines the
signiﬁcance of the pointing taboo in Ghanaian cultural identity. A Ghanaian
weekly publication, The Sun (18th-24th November, 1996), published a letter
from a well-known Ghanaian actress in the section, “A letter to Maame”. She
describes a cross-cultural clash between a Ghanaian ﬁlm director and an
English director of photography during the shooting of a movie in London.
The story in the ﬁlm was set in Ghana with Ghanaian characters. The ﬁlm was
shown in Ghana when it was completed. Among the crews, the director was the
only Ghanaian. The problem arose in the shooting of a scene in which “the
little girl Ama sees Sister Mabel on a horse back in the bush, Sister Mabel
points at an object further oﬀ with her right hand” (Sister Mabel was played by
the actress). The director of the photography, an English man, was not happy
because the action did not conform to the established ﬁlm language. He
claimed that, considering the positioning of the actors, Sister Mabel should
point with the left hand. The Ghanaian director and the actress had to give a
lesson on Ghanaian culture to the crew to resolve this conﬂict. After the
description of this experience, the letter continues, “in Ghana, making gestures
or pointing at objects with the left hand is considered highly provocative and
culturally disrespectful. Foreign oriented Ghanaians use the left hand with no
ill intentions. But then, care must be taken when one is in the midst of
culturally oriented Ghanaians or Africans. Such a person sooner ﬁnds his/her
actions unacceptable, especially when seen on our screens”. The letter indicates
that there may be some individual variations as to the gesture taboo. Such
variations may be the cause for the tragedy in the following incident, which is
also reported in a local newspaper.
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The following incident, which was reported in a Ghanaian newspaper, The
Ghanaian Chronicle (October 12th, 1998), illustrates how serious the consequence of violating the taboo can be. An airforce oﬃcer was driving behind a
cab, and started to overtake the cab. The cab driver gestured with the left hand
to the oﬃcer. According to what the cab driver told the newspaper, which the
oﬃcer denied, he and his friend were physically abused because of the oﬀensive
left-hand gesture. According to him, the oﬃcer questioned him as to why he
used his left hand to give him a signal. Then the oﬃcer called in his junior
oﬃcers, who took the driver and his friends to the airforce base, shaved them
with broken bottles, beat them up, and locked them up in a room till the
following day without food or water. The newspaper article does not make it
clear exactly what kinds of gestures were performed with the left hand except to
say that the gesture was performed “to signal to the oﬃcer of the impending
danger his over-taking could pose to other vehicles and himself.” One could
imagine some pointing gestures were involved in doing so.
This alleged violent reaction by the oﬃcer is obviously extreme (extreme
enough to be newsworthy). However, it illustrates very well how strongly some
of the people feel about the gesture taboo. This situation in Ghana raises a
couple of questions. How does a taboo on a particular type of gesture shape the
gestural practice of the community? In what context do people nevertheless
produce taboo defying gestures? We will address these questions on the basis
of a corpus of gestures that are produced during route directions. Thus, the
goal of this paper is two-fold. First, we aim to document the eﬀect of the lefthand taboo on the Ghanaian gestural practice in the context of route direction.
It will be shown that the gesture taboo has consequences beyond the general
suppression of left hand pointing. This discussion leads to, among other
things, the question of how body movements are deﬁned as a gesture for the
purpose of the taboo. It was found that direction indication by the left hand
does not violate the taboo if it is carried out in a particular manner. Second, we
will discuss a certain linguistic context in which people tend to produce a
taboo-defying left-hand gesture. This examination will lead us to the discussion of the embodied nature of the concept, LEFT, and possible speakerinternal functions of gestures.
2. Naturalistic route direction corpus
We collected naturalistic examples of people giving route directions in the town
center of Keta, an Ewe speaking town in south-eastern Ghana. People were
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stopped on the street by a research assistant, and asked to participate in a
survey. First, they were asked for directions to two diﬀerent locations near the
town center (both a few hundred meters away). After they had given these
directions, the survey proper began, in which the research assistant interviewed
people about their belief and knowledge about the left-hand taboo. The
interaction was video-taped from a distance, and the audio was radio-transmitted to the video camera. Then, the consultants were debriefed about the
purpose of the study, and permission to use the recording for research was
obtained. Following this procedure, we have obtained route directions from 28
people. 26 of these gave clear and rich enough responses to our questions to
allow us to learn their views on the left-hand taboo.

Pointing left in Ghana

measure out adequate punishment to disrespectful subjects either physically or
mystically… .”(1974, p. 65). Thus while some of the people we talked with were
prepared to overlook the inadvertent use of the left hand for peers and people
who were younger, none of them accepted that it could be used for an older
person. In short, if one uses the left hand especially when interacting with an
older person, it is thought that the person did not consider or give due regard
to the social status of this person and it is seen as a sign of disrespect. It is also
customary to pay respect to strangers, whose social status is unknown, such as
the research assistant who asked for directions in this study.

4. The inﬂuence of the left-hand pointing taboo
on the Ghanaian gestural practice
3. The perception of the left-hand taboo among the people
we interviewed

4.1 The likelihood of left hand use for pointing

Let us turn to the results from the interviews with the 26 people who oﬀered
comments with suﬃcient details about the taboo to permit some analysis. All of
the 26 people acknowledged a general left-hand taboo for giving, receiving,
eating, etc. 16 of them, furthermore, acknowledged that left-hand pointing
would be inappropriate. The other 10 people did not consider pointing with the
left hand to be part of the taboo.
The people we talked with explained the reason for the inappropriateness
of left-hand pointing (and other activities) in various ways. Among the explanations given were “it is part of the custom”, “it is a taboo”, “you’re in the wrong”,
and “you’ve insulted the person”. The underlying theme of these various
reasons is that the use of the left hand is a violation either of the lore of the
community or of the interlocutor. One expression that was recurrent in almost
everybody’s explanation, in one form or the other, was bu (respect, regard,
consider, think about (someone)). Among the uses of the expression were mèbu
amea o ‘you’ve not respected the person’, mède bubu amea ]u o ‘you’ve not
accorded the person respect’ or meﬁa bubu o ‘it does not show respect’.
These ways of characterizing the inappropriateness of the left-hand use can
be seen in the context of Sarpong’s (1974) discussion of the place of respect in
the Ghanaian society: “respect for authority, old age, the mysterious, and the
spiritual, all of which can be classiﬁed under the sacred, as opposed to the
profane”. He continues that there is the “expectation that something evil will
result from its negation. People in authority, old men, etc., are expected to

The left-hand taboo has various eﬀects on the gestural practice among the people
who gave us route directions. First, we examine the likelihood of left-handed
pointing gestures during route direction in two groups of these people: the group
that acknowledges the taboo on pointing by the left hand, and the group that
does not acknowledge this gesture taboo. We counted the number of gestures in
which extended ﬁngers (often just the index ﬁnger) and the arm movement
together signify a vector or a directed path in the discourse context. They
typically accompany a statement about a relative location (e.g., “it is on your
left”, “it’s next to the mission”) or a path (e.g., “you turn left”, “you go straight”).
Among the 16 people who acknowledged the pointing taboo, 5 people did
not use any left-handed pointing gestures, but 11 people used such a gesture at
least once during route direction. Among the 10 people who did not acknowledge the pointing taboo, only 1 person did not use any left-handed pointing
gestures, and the other 9 used such a gesture at least once. In other words, the
group who acknowledges the gesture taboo was less likely to produce lefthanded pointing gestures. Note, however, that the majority of the people who
acknowledged the gesture taboo still produced left-hand pointing.
This is partly because not all left-handed pointing gestures defy the taboo.
There are inconspicuous gestures that do not count as a gesture as far as the
taboo is concerned (this judgment is given by the second author, who is from
Keta). Let us call these gestures “semi-pointing”. Semi-pointing gestures are
reduced in size and performed in the lower periphery (lower than the hip), as
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we will discuss in details in the next section. It is interesting to note that of the
11 people who acknowledged the left hand taboo and yet used a left hand
pointing gesture, 3 people used only semi-pointing gestures with the left hand.
Thus, these 3 people did not in fact violate the left-hand taboo. Nevertheless,
it is striking that of the 16 people who acknowledged the taboo, 8 of them
made use of taboo-defying left-handed pointing. We will return to this
observation below.
4.2 Semi-pointing
In this section, we examine semi-pointing in more detail. Semi-pointing is
performed only with the left hand, and has the following formal characteristics.
Semi-pointing is performed below the waist, usually with a fully-stretched arm.
In some cases all ﬁngers are extended, and in other cases only the index ﬁnger
is extended. It makes a small movement to the left or to the left-front to indicate
a direction away from the body. The right hand is also simultaneously but
separately pointing to the left, and it is either in its preparation phase or in its
hold phase. The gestures in Figures 1, 2, and 3 illustrate semi-pointing.

pointing onset

pointing offset (apex)

Figure 1.Semi-pointing by the left hand (also gesture 1 in Example 1).

In Figure 1, the woman had pointed to the left with her right hand to
indicate the street that goes to her left. As she held the right-hand gesture at her
chest, she ﬂicked her extended left arm to the left below the hip, indicating the
left side on the street. This left-handed gesture was far more inconspicuous than
other right-handed gestures by her. She produced ﬁve right-handed pointing
gestures during route direction (three of them point across the body to the left,

pointing onset

pointing offset (apex)

Figure 2.Semi-pointing by the left hand.

and two of them point to the right or to the front). All of them were performed
at her chest height or higher.
It is possible that the semi-pointing was not visible to the interviewer (the
man pointing with a rolled paper) as the speaker’s body could have blocked his
view of it. At any rate, the research assistant did not mention it during the
interview. Furthermore, the speaker stated that she had not used the left hand.
The research assistant started out the interview with the question, “why didn’t
you use the left hand to point it out to me?” She answered ﬁrst with a rhetorical
question, “Was I expected to use the left hand?”, then continued, “it is the right
hand that is used to point out things, that is why I couldn’t use the left hand.”
The semi-pointing illustrated in Figure 2 was very similar in shape to the
one in Figure 1. The woman had been asked where Rose Pavilion is, one of the
two places the research assistant asked the route for. She had replied, ele aﬁi “it’s
here”, as she pointed to her left-frontal direction with her right hand across her
body. The research assistant asked, “where”, again to get further information.
She replied again, aﬁi “here” (this lexical item is necessarily accompanied by a
pointing gesture), and she pointed again with the right hand, as shown in the
left panel of Figure 2, as she rotated her body slightly to the target direction.
After the word “here” had been uttered and her right hand had reached the
apex of pointing, the left hand with the extended index ﬁnger swung out at the
lower periphery without any accompanying speech. This is shown in the right
panel of Figure 2. This gesture is much less conspicuous than her 17 righthanded pointing gestures, each of which reached above her shoulder at its
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pointing offset (apex)

Figure 3.Semi-pointing by the left hand (also gesture 1 in Example 3).

highest point. Once again, because of the way the speaker’s body was positioned, it is possible that the gesture was not visible to the interlocutor. The
interviewer again did not mention this semi-pointing in the interview, and the
woman stated, “the left hand is not used to show a place to people.”
Figure 3 illustrates a diﬀerent type of semi-pointing. In this case, the semipointing by the left hand preceded right-handed pointing to the left-frontal
direction. Being asked to explain how to get to Rose Pavilion, the man replied,
“Well, that [Rose Pavilion] too, you go on the left, when you get to the lagoon
side like this”. As he uttered, “Well, that too”, the left hand moved to the left in
the lower periphery, as shown in Figure 3. Two or three video frames (1 frame
= 40msec) after the onset of the semi-pointing by the left hand, the right hand
left the resting position to the right, which would not be the ﬁnal direction of
the right-hand pointing. After the left hand had reached its apex, the right hand
started to move towards left-front direction, as in Figure 4, and the left hand
retracted back to the resting position. It is as if the left-ward vector is transferred from the left hand to the right hand. This right-handed gesture was
performed as the man said, “you (will) go again”, and it was interrupted in the
middle of the preparation phase. As we will discuss in more detail later, the man
produced another semi-pointing with the left hand immediately after the
interruption of the right hand gesture. This semi-pointing was, in turn,
followed by a full right-handed pointing gesture to the left-frontal direction and
the phrase “to the left”.

preparation onset

mid preparation

preparation offset

Figure 4.Preparation for a right-handed pointing following the semi-pointing in Figure
3 (also gesture 2 in Example 3).

The semi-pointing in Figure 3 is again much more reduced in form than
the man’s 15 right-handed pointing during route direction, each of which
reached as high as the shoulder level. The semi-pointing was not discussed in
the interview, and he stated, “they say that in order to talk to someone, you
have to use the right hand to talk”.
It has been pointed out in the literature that people sometimes obscure
gesture. For example, subtle eye movement (de Jorio 1832/2000, pp. 70–71) or
lip pointing (Wilkins, to appear) can be used to indicate an object or a person
so that the indicating act can be seen only by the intended recipient but not by
others. Other types of conventionalized gesture can also be performed in
disguise (de Jorio 1832/2000, pp. 197–198) so that only the intended recipient
can decode the movement. Ekman (1985) points out that some obscured
gestures may not even have any intended recipient: some potentially oﬀensive
gestures can be performed in the periphery so as to look like non-gestural acts.
In such a case, the gesture has no intended recipient, although it is targeted
toward a particular person whom one wishes to secretly curse. Semi-pointing is
a new species in this class of obscured gestures. It has no intended recipient.1
Furthermore, unlike deceptive oﬀensive gestures, it is not targeted to anybody.
A question arises as to how semi-gesture arises without an intended
recipient nor a targeted person. It may arise from the aﬀordance (in the sense
of Gibson, 1986) of surrounding space in the interactional context. There may
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be a natural tendency for people to reach out with the closest arm toward the
direction which they wish to communicate about. In other words, a communicatively intended direction invites unwitting reaching. The gesture taboo does
not completely override this invitation. The people who acknowledge and
observe the gesture taboo have internalized a routine to reduce the form of
reaching when it is performed by the left hand.
It is not clear whether the speaker and the interlocutor were aware of the
semi-gesture. However, it is clear that semi-pointing is treated as “non-gesture”
as far as the gesture taboo is concerned. According to the gesture taboo, “using
the left hand to show things to somebody” is not acceptable. Semi-pointing
does not fall into this category because Ghanaians do not consider that the
person performing semi-pointing intends to “show”. In other words, semipointing does not oﬃcially “give” a direction, but merely “gives oﬀ” a direction,
in the sense of Goﬀman (1963). Observers, who are not engaged in culturally
grounded participation, can still read the direction “given-oﬀ” in semi-pointing. This is because the body movement is recognized as arising from the
intention to communicate something, and its direction can be given a consistent interpretation in both the discursive and the physical contexts. The above
analysis of semi-pointing can be seen as a ﬁrst step in the research program
Kendon (1981) proposes, namely, a systematic investigation of observable
features that make participants in interaction in a given culture classify a certain
behavior as the one that “gives” rather than “gives oﬀ” information.

Pointing left in Ghana

Third, right-handed pointing can be “hyper-contra-lateral” when the target
direction is to the left, in the sense that the arm crosses in front of the face or
around the neck (see Figures 6, 7, 8). These strained postures for gesture are
caused by the avoidance of the left-hand use and the interactional demand to
face the interlocutor.

Figure 5.Conventional “respect
position” for the left hand.

Figure 6.Hyper-contra-lateral pointing by the right hand.

4.3 Other consequences of the taboo on direction-indicating gesture
by the left hand
The taboo on left-handed pointing shapes Ghanaian gestural practice in other
ways as well. In addition to semi-gesture and the relative low frequency of
taboo-defying left-handed pointing, the people who acknowledged the gesture
taboo exhibited the following four features in their gesture practice.
First, taboo-defying gestures by the left hand tend to be less conspicuous
(though not reduced enough to become a semi-gesture) than the right hand
counterparts. The ones by the left hand tend to be smaller and lower. We will
later illustrate this phenomenon in Example 2 in section 5.
Second, there is a conventional “respect position” for the left hand. It is
considered to be very polite to hide the left hand behind one’s back (with the
back of the hand on the buttock) (see Figure 5).

Figure 7.Hyper-contra-lateral pointing by the right hand.

Fourth, pointing gestures are sometimes performed bi-manually. When
accompanied by the right hand, a conspicuous left-hand movement for
pointing is no longer rude. This is an instance of a more general principle of
taboo neutralization, in which the left hand’s movement is not rude if the right
hand is in contact with the left hand. For example, when one has to use the left
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Figure 8.Hyper-contra-lateral pointing by the right hand, around the neck.
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gesture or by a semi-pointing gesture. 7 of these people used the Ewe word, mia
‘left’, in their route directions. These people provide us the opportunity to
examine the embodied nature of the concept underlying the word “left”.
In 6 of these cases, there was some indication that a direction-indicating
gesture by the left hand might have activated the concept LEFT, which led to the
choice of the word “left”. Namely, four of them gestured predominantly with
the right hand, and their only left hand gestures were the direction-indicating
gestures that immediately preceded the word “left” and, in some cases, one or
two subsequent gestures (see Examples 1 and 2). The other two people gestured
equally frequently with the right hand and the left hand, but the sequence of the
right hand gestures was broken by a direction-indicating gesture by the left
hand that immediately preceded the word “left”.
The following examples provide evidence for the embodied nature of the
underlying conceptual representation for the word “left”. In Example 1, the ﬁrst
left-hand pointing in her route direction (gesture 2) by the speaker is a semipointing, and it accompanied the phrase “to my left”, which includes her ﬁrst
mention of the word “left”. In Example 2, the ﬁrst left-hand pointing in her
route direction (gesture 3) is a taboo-defying gesture (the speaker acknowledged the gesture taboo in the interview). This gesture accompanied the phrase
“on your left side”, which again includes her ﬁrst mention of the word “left”.

Notational conventions
In the examples, the following conventions are used. In the speech transcript,
the words in square brackets are uttered by the interlocutor. The abbreviations
in the gloss stand for the following grammatical notions:
Figure 9.Bi-manual pointing.

hand to receive or give (e.g., when the right hand is covered with food during a
meal), one can still observe the taboo by accompanying the right hand at the left
hand’s wrist. Figure 9 illustrates a pointing gesture with two hands, in which the
palms touch each other.2

5. The word “left” and direction indication by the left hand
As we have already noted, of the 16 people who acknowledged the gesture
taboo, 11 indicated direction with the left hand either by a taboo-defying

all
hab
loc
prosp
rep

allative
habitual
locative
prospective
repetitive

1sg
2sg
3sg
top
tp

1st person singular
2nd person singular
3rd person singular
topic
textual particle

The lines immediately above the speech transcript indicate the timing of
gestures with respect to speech. (The synchronization between speech and
gesture was determined by a frame by frame analysis on the basis of digitized
video, using an annotation software MediaTagger (Brugman & Kita, 1995).)
The line headed by “RH” shows right hand gestures, and the line headed by
“LH” shows left hand gesture. A gestural movement can be segmented into
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qualitatively diﬀerent phases, such as preparation, stroke, hold, and retraction
(see Kendon, 1972; McNeill, 1992; Kita et al., 1998 for the deﬁnition of these
phases). The stroke phase is indicated by a sequence of “*”, and the hold phase
is indicated by a sequence of “_”. Gestures are numbered as G1, G2, G3, and so
on. Thus, “*G1******___” indicates the stroke phase and then the hold phase
of gesture 1. The stretch of these symbols is aligned to the synchronous portion
of speech (note that the length of the stretch does not metrically represent the
duration of the phase). When the gesture phase continues to the next transcript
line, “>” is added at the end, as in “*G1******___>”.
(Example 1)
RH _____G1_______________________________________________
Ne
è-zf
[ee] ne è-to
street ya dzi tee
ko-a
When 2sg-move [yes] when 2sg-pass street this top straight just-tp
‘When you walk straight ahead on this street,’
Gesture 1: Right hand, pointing to the left, is held at the shoulder height
(see the right hand in Figure 1).
RH ________________________________
LH
*G2**************
[ee] e-le
nye mia gome
[yes] 3sg-be_located 1sg left direction
‘it is on my left side.’
Gesture 2: Left hand, semi-gesture (see Figure 1). The gesture stroke
starts before the beginning of the phrase, and continues through the
word “left”. Right hand keeps holding in the position of the previous
gesture.
(Example 2)
RH *G1**************___
è-to
ge
teeee [ee]
2sg-pass prosp straight [yes]
‘You will go straight.’
Gesture 1: Right hand with the extended index ﬁnger moves forward
from the vicinity of the left shoulder, indicating a path.
RH
*G2******
ale be ne è-ga-yi
thus that when 2sg-rep-go
‘and as you go,’
Gesture 2: Right hand pointing (see Figure 10).
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LH

*G3************
curve a2e ga-le
aﬁma le wò mia kpadzi [ee]
curve certain rep-be_located there loc 2sg left side [yes]
‘there is another curve over there on your left side.’
Gesture 3: Left hand, an upward arc movement indicating a turn direction to the left (see Figure 11).

LH *G4**********
na-ga-tu-i
[ee]
2sg-rep-pass-3sg [yes]
‘you take that [route] too.’
Gesture 4: Left hand, a straight movement, indicating a path to the left
(see Figure 12).
LH
RH

*G6**___
*G5***
ko ne è-yi-na
teee
ko-a [ee]
then when 2sg-go-hab straight just-tp [yes]
‘then as you go straight,’
Gesture 5: Left hand, a very short movement to the left, which seems to
be interrupted prematurely.
Gesture 6: Right hand, indicating a path (see Figure 13). Note that it
seems as if the right hand takes over the left-handed gesture 5 to indicate
the left-ward direction.

RH *G7*********************
Rose Pavilion a e-le
ale gome
Rose Pavilion top 3sg-be_located thus direction
‘Rose Pavilion is in this direction.’
Gesture 7: Right hand, indicating direction away from the body

Note that taboo-defying gestures 3 and 4 in Example 2 are performed at a lower
position than any of the right-handed pointing gestures in her route direction,
which all reached higher than the shoulder level. In addition, she interrupts lefthanded gesture 5 and switched hands to the right in gesture 6, which further
supports the idea that she was indeed aware of the gesture taboo.
It is worth stressing again that the left hand became gesturally active at a very
interesting place in the discourse in the above two examples. In Example 1, the
woman had used ﬁve right-handed pointing gestures during the route direction
(three of them point across the body to the left, and two of them point to the
right or to the front) before her ﬁrst left-handed semi-gesture. Interestingly, the
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Figure 10.Gesture 2 in Example 2.
stroke onset

mid stroke

stroke offset

Figure 12.Gesture 4 in Example 2.

stroke onset

mid stroke

stroke offset

Figure 11.Gesture 3 in Example 2.

semi-gesture, which indicated left, accompanied the phrase that contained her
ﬁrst (and only) mention of the word “left” in her route direction. Example 2 is
even more striking. In this example, the woman had used 15 right-handed
pointing gestures in a row (9 of them pointing to the right, 6 of them pointing
to the left) before her ﬁrst left-handed gesture, gesture 3, which indicated left in
a movement that violated the taboo. Again, the stroke of this taboo defying lefthanded gesture was synchronized with her ﬁrst (and only) mention of the word
“left”. These observations support the idea the concept LEFT, which underlies
the word “left”, is an embodied concept. Furthermore, the taboo defying
gesture 3 in Example 2 raises an interesting question. We have to remember

stroke onset

mid stroke

stroke offset

Figure 13.Gesture 6 in Example 2.

that a taboo-defying gesture could cause major social damage (cf. newspaper
article on the alleged violence of the air force oﬃcer, mentioned earlier). Were
there other motivations that outweighed the potential danger and urged her to
use the left-hand in gesture 3?
This leads to the possibility that the speaker may sometimes take advantage
of the embodied nature of the underlying conceptual representation. In other
words, is it possible that, when faced with a choice between LEFT and RIGHT,
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where there could be some confusion, the speaker evokes a left-handed direction indication to facilitate the planning of an utterance? (See Kita, to appear,
for another line of evidence for this idea). In Example 2, there was no overt
indication that the speaker was having diﬃculty with choosing the concept
LEFT. However, one could argue that the choice between LEFT and RIGHT is
always a challenge for the speaker to a certain degree.
The following Example is a case with a clear speech dysﬂuencies before the
word “left”. At the end of the ﬁrst line, the speech dysﬂuencies occurred. A
right-hand had been moving up forward and slightly to the left, which apparently was about to become a pointing gesture to the left, but it was interrupted
prematurely during its preparation phase. As the speaker resumed speaking
after a short pause, the left hand performed a semi-pointing (gesture 3). This
semi-gesture was immediately followed by a right-handed pointing gesture to
the left (gesture 4) as well as the phrase “to the left”. This sequence of events is
consistent with the idea that the speaker sometimes uses left-handed gesture to
zero in on the embodied concept LEFT when the word “left” is desirable in the
discourse.
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pointing onset

pointing offset (apex)

Figure 14.Gesture 3 (left hand, semi-pointing) in Example 3.

(Example 3)
LH
*G1*********
RH
*G2*********************>
Aha, ke è-ga
ye-ha [short silence] (80–120 msec)
Well, then 2sg-rep 3sg-too
‘Well, then you will that [Rose Pavilion] too,’
LH
*G3**
RH *___**G4*****************____>
è-ga-to
ge
2e mia me
2sg-rep-pass prosp all left in
‘you will go again to the left,’
(This utterance has a clear intonational break from the previous utterance)
Gesture 1: Left hand, semi-pointing (see Figure 3), and retracts towards
the resting position.
Gesture 2: Right hand, a pointing gesture to the left-front, interrupted
and held (see Figure 4).
Gesture 3: Left hand, semi-pointing. The left hand moves forward on the
left side (see Figure 14).
Gesture 4: Right hand, rises up to the face-height and points to the frontleft direction (see Figure 15).

stroke onset

mid stroke

stroke offset (apex)

Figure 15.Gesture 4 (right hand) in Example 3.

RH __________*G5**************________________
[emia me] ee ne è-yi 2e tfkf gome
aleka ko-a, ne
[left in] yes when 2sg-go all lagoon direction thus just-TP when
‘when you go in the lagoon direction like this,’
Gesture 5: Right hand, rises even higher and points to the same direction, and holds
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6. Summary and discussions
The taboo on using the left hand to point with when giving directions (acknowledged by the majority of the people interviewed in this study) leads to
some characteristic features of the Ghanaian pointing practice. (1) Pointing
with the left hand is less likely. (2) When the left hand indicates a direction, the
gesture is often reduced in size and performed in the periphery. Some gestures
are made in such an inconspicuous way (i.e., “semi-pointing”) that they no
longer count as gestures for the purpose of taboo. (3) There is a conventional
respect position for the left hand in face-to-face interaction. (4) Pointing by the
right hand can be “hyper-contra-lateral” when the target is to the left or leftback. (5) There are conventionalized bi-manual pointing gestures.
Semi-pointing highlights the existence of folk deﬁnition of gesture for the
purpose of the left-hand taboo, and the folk deﬁnition is not necessarily the
same as the deﬁnition by researchers or by members of other cultures. Clear
meta-awareness of what counts as gesture has also been reported elsewhere. For
example, Wilkins (to appear) reports that people in the Arrernte speaking
community, an Australian Aboriginal community, have a clear sense of the
distinction between two types of pointing gestures: the ones that belong to
gesture, and others that belong to the local sign language, which is routinely
used by hearing members of the community (see Kendon, 1988, for detailed
description of such sign languages in other Aboriginal communities). Folk
deﬁnitions of gestures in diﬀerent cultures would be an interesting area for
further investigation, as Kendon (1981) has pointed out.
Despite all the above mentioned inﬂuences on Ghanaian gestures, the taboo
does not lead to the total inhibition of direction indication by the left hand.
This situation allows us to investigate the embodied nature of the underlying
concept for the word, “left”. For the taboo-acknowledging consultants who
used the word “left” in their route directions, left-handed direction indication
is strongly associated with uttering of the word, “left”. More speciﬁcally, slightly
before the word “left”, the left hand becomes gesturally active. This supports the
idea that the underlying concept for the word, “left”, has an embodied representation, and a body movement can activate this concept. We have also
discussed an example in which a long sequence of right-handed pointing
gestures was broken by a taboo-defying left-handed pointing gesture, which
happened to synchronize with the ﬁrst and only mention of the word “left” in
the route direction. Furthermore, we discussed an example, in which a speech
dysﬂuency seems to have triggered a semi-pointing gesture by the left hand,
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which in turn is followed by an utterance containing the word “left”. Though
these observations cannot be conclusive in any way, they open up the possibility
that the speaker can use body movement to facilitate the planning for speech
production (see Kita, to appear, for another line of evidence from similar route
direction data, and see Kita, 2000a, 2000b, for a survey of related views concerning self-oriented functions of gestures). If this idea holds, then we are seeing a
subtle equilibrium achieved by the Ghanaian gesture practice, in which the
cognitive urge to move the left hand penetrates through the cultural norm, but
only to the extent that the reduced gestural morphology minimizes the potentially damaging social eﬀect.

Notes
* We beneﬁted greatly from the comments by Adam Kendon and Cornelia Müller. We
would also like to acknowledge feedback from the members of Gesture Project at MaxPlanck Institute for Psycholinguistics in earlier stages of the project. We have also greatly
beneﬁted from discussions with Felix Ameka. All the remaining shortcomings are, of course,
ours. We would like to thank Prosper, who helped us collect the data, and the people from
Keta, who participated in our study and shared their insights about the left-hand taboo with
us. We would also like to thank Joscelyn Essegbey, who drew our attention to the newspaper
articles that we cited in this paper.
1. It is possible that in some cases the intended recipient is the gesturer him/herself. Later in
Section 5, we discuss the possibility that people may sometimes use gesture to facilitate the
access to an embodied concept, as part of their conceptual planning for speaking.
2. Bi-manual direction-indicating gestures are commonly used among ﬁsherman in order
to direct the boat from the shore. In our corpus, only two consultans performed bi-manual
direction-indicating gestures. A further study is necessary to document how wide spread they
are in non-ﬁshing situations.
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