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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 "¿La ütz awäch?" the instructor asked me. "Ütz, matyöx. ¿La ütz awäch rät?" I 

replied to resounding applause (the two-handed twist type of applause that became the 

norm in Zoom classrooms). My first Kaqchikel phrase! Little did I know that on that 

Thursday afternoon in Spring 2021, Zooming into my first Kaqchikel Language Table 

lunch hour session from my parent's house in Chicago during the COVID-19 pandemic, I 

was at the start of a new journey. During that first session, I had no idea what anyone was 

saying, and I was sure that I was not pronouncing sounds of the language correctly. But I 

was determined to learn. And learn I did; over that hour, I got the basic greetings down 

and figured out how to say ja and manäq (yes and no). There was something else, too. As 

I stared at my computer screen, my eye caught something intriguing during that session. 

The Kaqchikel instructors, all first-language speakers, gestured as they spoke. My 

background as a dancer, a member of an Italian-American family, and a student of 

American Sign Language pursuing a Bachelor of Science in kinesiology had imbued me 

with a sensitivity to expressive movement. 

 After I attended four monthly Zoom sessions, I began my immersive Kaqchikel 

experience in the Summer of 2021 at Oxlajuj Aj (Mayan Language Institute). The two 

Kaqchikel instructors per class freely gestured as they facilitated an engaging and 

productive learning environment. As a result, as my Kaqchikel vocabulary grew, so did 
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my gesture vocabulary. So, when it came time to determine the target of my master's 

thesis, I had a good idea of what I wanted to investigate. 

 Kaqchikel is a less commonly taught language that is under-represented in 

literature and linguistics research. Gesture, too, is an under-researched field within 

linguistics.  

When I learned that no prior research had gathered data on gestures of Kaqchikel 

communities, I decided I would be the first to do so. Therefore, this study aimed to 

develop knowledge and expand the understanding of gesture in Kaqchikel Maya 

communities.  

The purpose of this study was to collect data on gestures used by Kaqchikel 

speakers so as to undertake not only the first study of gestures in Kaqchikel communities, 

but also the first study investigating, systematizing, measuring, and describing gestures 

used by first-language Kaqchikel speakers. To these ends, I developed and pursued two 

research questions: 

 

1. How do first-language, fluent Kaqchikel speakers use gestures? 

2. How are the gestures of the Kaqchikel language similar and different among intra-

community and inter-community Kaqchikel speakers?  

 

I recruited the study participants while in Guatemala for my second year of school 

at Oxlajuj Aj. The study participants were six fluent Kaqchikel Maya speakers 

representing four different communities in Ixim Ulew (Guatemala): Iximche' (Tecpán 

Guatemala), Chi Xot (San Juan Comalapa), Pa K'im (Santiago Sacatepéquez), and Jun 
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Ajpu (Santa Maria de Jesus). I interviewed and audio-visually recorded each participant 

in one-on-one conversations in Kaqchikel Maya and Spanish. I employed a prewritten 

interview guide to prompt the participants to use gestures and talk about gestures of 

Kaqchikel Maya communities. Afterward, I analyzed each gesture using a system I 

developed to determine the salient features of the gestures. Then, I cross-analyzed the full 

dataset of gestures to look for patterns of use, similarities, and divergences. 

To situate my research, in Chapter 2, I review literature that provides a backdrop 

of foundational features of semiotics, semantics, pragmatics, paralinguistics, and gesture, 

as well as pertinent information about Mayan languages and history, and the Kaqchikel 

language, culture, and people. Chapter 3 is the methodology I followed for this study 

about gestures used by first-language Kaqchikel speakers. Chapter 4 is an overview of the 

cross-analysis results concerning the form and structure of the gestures in the data. In 

Chapter 5, I respond to the research questions by presenting my findings. Finally, I 

conclude in Chapter 6 with future directions for expanding our understanding of gestures 

of the Kaqchikel Maya language.  
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However, not every sign of a semiotic sign system has to be arbitrary; some signs 

are non-arbitrary. For example, when a sign's form shares some features with its real-

world referent, this non-arbitrary sign is iconic. The form of a highly iconic sign can be a 

near-replica of the referent (Dawson & Phelan, 2016, p. 22). For example, a photo of 

your face is an iconic sign of your face; a life-like and life-size sculpture of a tortoise is 

iconic.  

In language, most linguistic signs are arbitrary. This is the case with English. 

However, not all linguistic signs of English are wholly arbitrary. A spoken word or 

vocalization is iconic when its sound is similar to the sound to which it refers. For 

example, onomatopoeic words are non-arbitrary iconic linguistic signs (Dawson & 

Phelan, 2016, p. 23). The sound produced when vocalizing the linguistic sign "vroom" 

corresponds to the sound of the referent, an engine. The English utterance "cock-a-

doodle-doo" and the Spanish utterance "quiquiriquí," though different, are non-arbitrary 

and iconic because they mimic the sound of a rooster's crow.  

 Iconic, symbolic, indexical 

According to Peirce, a sign's form may have one of three relationship types to the 

referent: iconic, symbolic, or indexical (Peirce, 2014, p. 101). An iconic relationship is 

one type of relationship between a sign and a referent. An iconic relationship is non-

arbitrary; some features of the sign's form are meaningful because they mimic or 

resemble its real-world referent, e.g., a photograph, sound effect, or onomatopoeic word. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, symbolic relationships are entirely arbitrary. 

Symbolic signs mean what they mean solely because of convention, and they must be 

learned. Examples of signs with symbolic relationships between form and meaning 



8 

 

include many words of spoken languages, traffic signals, and writing systems like 

alphabets and numbers (Chandler, 2017, p. 41). Peirce's third category of a form-to-

meaning relationship is indexical. An indexical form does not mimic its referent or have 

any significant resemblance to its object, yet is not wholly arbitrary (Peirce, 2014, p. 

103). Some indices are "naturally" paired or intrinsically connected, such as cause-and-

effect or inseparable elements of the natural world. Smoke indexes fire; thunder indexes a 

storm; the smell of flowers indexes, well, flowers. Yet, some indexical relationships must 

be learned, such as how a thermometer tells the temperature, a clock tells time, and a 

ringing phone signals that someone is calling you. Whatever the case, an indexical 

relationship has a non-imitative nor iconic, yet direct "real" connection between a form 

and its meaning (Chandler, 2017, p. 41; Peirce, 2014, p. 103).  

An icon resembles its referent, a symbol is arbitrary and must be learned as 

symbolizing its referent, and an index is directly connected in some tangible way to its 

referent. In Chandler's table of extremely simplified relationships, iconic = similarity, 

symbolic = convention, and indexical = connection (Chandler, 2017, p. 44). Importantly, 

all relationship types are between a sign's form and meaning. Of the elements in the 

relationship, I have explored and explained sign and form, but I have yet to delve into 

meaning. So now, the delving thereinto will be done. 

Meaning 

What is "meaning?" Meaning is derived via mental processes and various 

contributors, e.g., culture, personal experience, or a language community's worldview. 

Meaning relates to understanding and implication (Coppock & Champollion, 2021, p. 

13). Yet, defining the concept of meaning is a challenging task. In his acknowledgment 





10 

 

truth conditions under which a sign, word, sentence, or utterance has its literal meaning. 

According to the formal semanticists Coppock and Champollion, knowing the semantic 

meaning of a sign requires understanding the conditions by which the sign is true (2021, 

p. 43). Applied to communication between two people, be it language or gesture or 

something else, the interlocutors must exchange signs that convey literal meaning to each 

other for successful communication. In language, signs can be words, sentences, and 

utterances. Example inquiries in semantics include: (a) are two different signs related in 

meaning? (b) how does the word "X" relate to the word "Y"? and (c) does utterance "A" 

mean the same thing as utterance "B"? Investigating the literal, non-contextual 

relationships between and among semiotic signs helps to reveal the semantic meaning of 

linguistic and paralinguistic signs, gestures, and utterances. Yet, in a real-world setting, 

semiotic signs with literal meaning exist in context, so for a fuller understanding of 

meaning, one must consider the contextual meaning alongside the literal meaning.  

 

Pragmatics 

"Pragmatics is the study of the ways people use language in actual conversations," 

including context considerations and how context contributes to meaning (Dawson & 

Phelan, 2016, p. 274). When a person speaks or signs a sentence in context, the sentence 

is an utterance (Dawson & Phelan, 2016, p. 275). Real-life use of language in context 

means that every utterance is unique: no two people will utter the same sentence at the 

exact same time and place. For utterances in context, Austin (1962) posited that "no one-

to-one relationship between linguistic form and meaning" exists (as cited in Grainger, 

2013, p. 31). Contextual meaning is unlike the well-defined definitions of words in a 
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dictionary. An utterance's meaning is affected by the circumstances in which it is uttered. 

When any facet of the situation changes, so too will its pragmatic meaning. Contextual 

factors that affect an utterance's pragmatic meaning include its producer, the intended 

perceiver, and the setting's location and time. 

Language specificity and relativity 

Other contextual factors that affect the pragmatic meaning of human 

communication are language and culture. The belief that language affects speakers' 

perceptions is called linguistic relativity, and it is widely referred to as the Sapir-Whorf 

Hypothesis (SWH). 1 An interpretation of SWH, the weak version, 2 posits that language 

affects one's worldview, and the languages spoken by an individual play a role in their 

way of thinking and their experience of reality. The individual's worldview, reality, and 

way of thinking would be different in some ways if they instead spoke some other 

languages and were part of a different culture. For example, suppose your first and only 

language is English, and you have only lived in the United States. How much does your 

language and culture influence your worldview? What if, instead, your first language was 

Kaqchikel, Nicaraguan Sign Language, or Swahili? What if, instead, you lived in 

Guatemala, Nicaragua, or Kenya? While these questions are near impossible to answer, 

the debate rages on as to what extent the contexts of language and culture prescribe, limit, 

 
1 Some scholars argue that the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (SWH) is not a hypothesis at all. To me, a more 
appropriate term than hypothesis is theory. The SWH is a theory about language. Whatever the case, the 
SWH is named after the anthropologists Sapir and Whorf. Whorf was Sapir's student at Yale. However, the 
two did not collaborate on or co-write this hypothesis. Furthermore, the two were not the first to propose 
that language, culture, and worldview are interrelated. For more information about the history of the SWH, 
see Berthoff (1988) and Koerner (1992).  
 
2 "Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis" is occasionally interchangeable with the term "linguistic relativity." Yet, when 
it is divided into its strong and weak versions, the weak version is called linguistic relativity, while the 
strong version is linguistic determinism (Dawson & Phelan, 2016, p. 469). 
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determine, or condition the thoughts and worldview of an individual. The theories, 

concepts, and layers of semantic and pragmatic meaning apply not only to linguistic signs 

but also to paralinguistic signs. 

 

Paralinguistics 

In language, most semiotic signs are linguistic signs, such as the words of spoken 

language and signs of sign language. Like all semiotic signs, linguistic signs have 

meaning. The relationship between a linguistic sign and its referent is often symbolic, 

though in some cases, it is iconic or indexical. However, linguistic signs are not the only 

signs humans use to communicate. In real life, reality establishes context, and in context, 

no sign system is isolable. In his summary of research that concerns real-life, face-to-face 

communicative interactions between adults fluent in and speaking a mutually intelligible 

language, Michal Ephratt concluded that linguistic components made up only 35% of the 

total communicative act, and the remaining 65% was collectively composed of non-

linguistic elements (Ephratt, 2011, p. 2286).3 Based on Ephratt's summary, non-linguistic 

signs must also play a role in communication; communication is not solely composed of 

linguistic signs. These significant, non-linguistic, language-adjacent, and 

communicatively supportive elements are paralinguistic signs. 

Humans use other communication systems, called paralinguistics, alongside 

language. Appropriately enough, paralinguistics means "alongside linguistics" (Schuller 

et al., 2013, p. 5). A paralinguistic sign is not linguistic because it does not fulfill the 

 
3 Ephratt uses the terms verbal and non-verbal, whereas I use linguistic and non-linguistic, because his 
definition of verbal is "lexicons and grammars of languages," which aligns with my use of the term 
linguistic (2011, p. 2286).  
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required characteristics of language. To clarify, in its theoretically and semantically most 

basic form, a language could exist as entirely composed of linguistic signs. Accordingly, 

this view of language would hold that paralinguistic signs alone cannot create a language. 

Yet, look at Ephratt's numbers! If his numbers are relatively accurate, then a significant 

percentage of real-world communicative interactions are non-linguistic. In other words, 

paralinguistic elements make a considerable communicative contribution to language. 

Beyond being "alongside linguistics," paralinguistics is, as Lyons asserted, 

"particularly troublesome" to define (Lyons, 1972, p. 53). In his chapter "Human 

Language," Lyons presented several considerations for the scope of paralinguistics, 

including the views of David Crystal and David Abercrombie. Crystal (1969) contended 

that only non-linguistic, non-grammatical vocalizations are paralinguistic, while 

Abercrombie (1968) argued that gestures, eye movements, facial expressions, and other 

"supporting role" elements are paralinguistic.4 In the end, Lyons embraced an "all of the 

above" view. I agree with Lyons that paralinguistics encompasses "all of the above" 

because it includes many non-linguistic facets of language, all of which contribute to the 

meaning of linguistic information in human-to-human communication.5 As a type of 

paralinguistic sign, gestures communicate and contribute supportive semantic meaning to 

the linguistic signs of language. 

 

 

 

 
4  For another narrow definition of paralinguistics, see Schuller et al. (2013). 
 
5 However, features that are paralinguistic in one language may be linguistic in another language. 
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Second, according to Eric Hoenes del Pinal, gestures are not bodily responses or 

reactions to biological needs, such as sneezing or scratching an itch (2011, p. 600). 

Hoenes del Pinal also clarified that any movements that do not communicate are not 

gestures, because gestures are meaningful. Abner et al. cite Lyons (1977) to add that the 

difference between biologically-rooted movement and paralinguistic gesture is the 

semantic difference between "inform" and "communicate" (Abner et al., 2015, p. 438; 

Lyons, 1977; MacKay, 1972). A biologically-rooted movement informs; a gesture 

communicates. An example of a biological movement is a person reaching out and 

grasping a glass of water, lifting it to their mouth, and drinking the water. This signal 

"informs" the interlocutor and the rest of the world that the person is thirsty. On the other 

hand, when a person forms a cylinder-like handshape to suggest a vessel for water and 

then lifts the empty hand toward their mouth, this "communicates the idea of taking a 

drink" [italics in the original] (Abner et al., 2015, p. 438).  

Lastly, gestures do not require the intention or awareness of the communicator 

because some gestures are made unconsciously. A person can gesture with intention and 

an awareness of the gestural act, but their intention and awareness are not required 

(Hoenes del Pinal, 2011, p. 600).  

To summarize, gestures are not (a) pantomime, (b) the same thing as sign 

language signs, (c) biological body actions and responses, (d) non-communicative body 

movements, and (e) solely informative. Furthermore, gestures can be, but are not required 

to be (f) intentional and (g) made consciously. 

Now that some parameters are set for what gestures are not, I will investigate 

what gestures are. So, what is a gesture, and how do the experts define gesture? Adam 
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Kendon provided several definitions of gesture in his highly informative and oft-cited 

book, Gesture: Action as Visible Utterance (2004). His most quoted definition is his 

book's subtitle, "action as visible utterance," which is too broad, ambiguous, and 

potentially misleading. However, Kendon later clarified that gesture is a component of an 

utterance alongside the spoken material (2004, p. 158). He also pointed out that gestures 

occur in conjunction and alternation with speech (2004, p. 3). So according to Kendon, 

gestures are communicative components of utterances that may occur in conjunction or 

alternation with language. 

Abner et al. offered some examples of body movements that are gestures, 

including "points, shrugs, and nods; illustrations of the size, shape, and location of 

objects; demonstrations of how to perform actions; depictions of abstract ideas and 

relationships; and many other everyday communicative actions of the body" (2015, p. 

437). So, according to Abner et al., gestures can involve different articulators, such as the 

head, shoulders, and hands, and they can reference concrete and abstract referents.  

Hoenes del Pinal established that gestures must serve a communicative purpose 

for someone, even if the "someone" is the person producing the gestures. A classic 

example in which a person produces gestures that serve as only a reflexive, self-

informing communication can occur during a phone conversation. When two 

interlocutors communicate on the phone using only the auditory-vocal modality, they 

cannot see each other. However, occasionally, a person still gestures using the visual-

gestural modality. In this case, the person's gestures cannot transmit visual information to 

the other interlocutor, but they still serve some communicative role for their producer. 

Hoenes del Pinal explained that in all types of circumstances, including this phone 
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The variety of gesture definitions pushed me to establish a definition that 

considers them all. Therefore, within the present study, I consider gesture to be (a) the 

sum of visible and tactile components of paralinguistic communication, (b) capable of 

referencing concrete and abstract referents, and (c) cognitively intertwined with 

language; gestures are expressed: (d) in body movement and forms that mean something 

to someone, (e) in conjunction or alternation with linguistic utterances, (f) alongside all 

types of linguistic units, (g) intentionally or unintentionally, and (h) consciously or 

unconsciously. 

What makes a gesture? 

To accurately define gesture, it is fundamental to understand its blueprint. First, 

gesture production requires an articulator. The articulator of a gesture is the body part 

that serves as the vehicle7 for communicating the gesture. Gesture articulators are the 

hand, head, shoulders, upper body, face, or any other body part serving in this capacity. 

According to Abner et al., the hand is the most common of all articulators because it can 

form the most complex gestures (2015, p. 438). Although hands are the most common 

articulator, non-manual articulators can independently produce meaningful gestures. No 

matter the articulator or articulators, a person must activate at least one to form and 

produce a gesture, i.e., perform the act of gesturing. An act of gesturing is divisible into 

distinct parts that collectively establish the gesture's meaning. Plus, the articulator forms 

the gesture. A gesture's form is composed of a combination of features.8 The act of 

 
7 Calbris used the word "vehicle," not "articulator," for the body part that makes the gesture (1990, p. xiii). 
 
8 In my research, I argue for a more refined system for gesture form analysis. 
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Though the different gesture types are categorized as independent items, gestures 

in the real world may embody a combination of types. For example, a familiar emblem is 

also deictic. The conventionalized gesture for "crazy," wherein a hand's finger points 

toward the head while drawing circles, is simultaneously emblematic and deictic. This 

gesture is an emblem because it is conventional, and it is deictic because the finger is 

pointing (Abner et al., 2015, p. 439).13 

An alternative perspective to categorizing gestures by typology is to emphasize 

their dimensionality, which aligns more directly with Peirce's semiotic sign relationship 

types: iconic, indexical, and symbolic (Lascarides & Stone, 2009, p. 397). As with 

categorizing gestures by type, categorizing gestures by dimension can result in blended 

category gestures. 

Gesture form 

Most gesture research categorizes gestures by gesture type, which involves 

sorting gestures by their method of reference to the referent. This type of investigation 

has the potential to incorporate a researcher's subjectivity. When a researcher interprets 

how something means, they can unintentionally project their subjectivity. On the other 

hand, observing and describing something's form is more reliable, accurate, and 

objective. Therefore, although little of the research on gesture involves collecting and 

describing a gesture's form, this approach is a better foundation for developing a 

systematized observatory analysis. However, I located almost no literature concerning the 

form of a gesture, let alone the gestural features that collectively form gestures. As a 

result, my literature review only covers some of the categories that I include in my 

 
13 Other gesture types may also occur in combination and express meaning in multiple ways. For example, 
some deictic gestures are iconic or metaphoric, depending on what and how they indicate. 
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The handshape configuration in an iconic gesture depends on which features of 

the real-world referent it highlights. In a metaphoric gesture, the handshape abstractly 

illustrates the referent and transforms the abstract concept into a tangible, visible 

representation. In deictic gestures, the handshape is usually within a limited set of 

configurations involving pointing. Like the other types, emblematic gestures also involve 

handshapes. A handshape example of an emblematic gesture of the United States is the 

culturally-acceptable emblem of affirmation, the "thumbs-up." This emblem requires a 

specific handshape for successful communication: a fist with an extended thumb. A 

gesture is not this emblem without the "thumbs-up" handshape. As this example shows, a 

gesture's handshape plays an essential role in expressing meaning.  

The "thumbs-up" gesture example illustrates that societies, cultures, or language 

communities may dictate and prescribe rules or customs about handshapes and their 

referential relationships to meaning. These customs about handshapes may be systematic 

regarding distinct cultural categories, concepts, and views of contexts. To explain, I will 

provide some examples using different gesture types. For example, to express the 

concrete, real-world concept of "roundness," the handshape of an iconic gesture will 

likely be rounded, curved, or in some way include a culturally accepted representation of 

"roundness." Likewise, for the real-world concept of "flatness," a handshape's form will 

plausibly include a flat element. Regarding metaphoric gestures, different communities 

may systematize how gestural handshapes symbolize abstractions of non-visible, non-

tangible concepts such as thoughts, feelings, ideas, and music. In her study of French 

gesture, Geneviève Calbris examined a wide assortment of metaphoric gestures with 
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abstract referents like "point-of-view" and "time," as well as the feelings of judgment, 

aggressiveness, certainty, and agreeability (1990, p. 84).  

Finally, for deictics, because their purpose is to identify or indicate, their 

handshapes usually include at least one extended, pointing digit. However, which and 

how many extended fingers are in a deictic gesture may change with context, setting, and 

culture. A society or culture may dictate and systematize the specifications within a 

deictic gesture's handshape. For instance, a culture's social rules about civility might 

dictate the appropriateness of pointing with the thumb, the forefinger, a group of fingers, 

or all fingers in different contexts. Violations of cultural guidelines, whether 

unintentional or willful, can occur because personal choice also affects handshapes. For 

example, by cultural precedent in the United States, the handshape of a fist with an 

extended middle finger is generally considered an inappropriate way to point to 

something, let alone to gesture without pointing. A gesture with a handshape containing 

only a prominently extended middle finger is emblematic and culturally considered 

unseemly and brash. Regarding deictic gestures, Kendon observed that "it is as if the 

form of pointing adopted provides information about how the speaker wishes the object 

being indicated to be regarded" (2004, p. 201). Thus, handshape is fundamental to the 

form of a gesture and the transmission of its meaning, while influences on handshapes 

may be contextual, cultural, and personal. 

Orientation 

Orientation is another significant factor of a gesture's form. The orientation aspect 

involves the hand's position and, depending on the handshape, parts of the hand in three-

dimensional space. However, in terms of literature to review, aside from a few articles 
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John B. Haviland wrote about how deictic gestures work in gestural space and 

argued that gesture locations might reveal patterns of a culture or language community 

(2000, p. 24). On the one hand, a deictic, pointing gesture can reference an item in the 

immediate surroundings. If, for instance, the referent is visible, then the gesturer can 

directly point at it or employ the gesture's movement toward the visible referent. On the 

other hand, if the referent is not in the immediate surroundings, the gesturer can 

"creatively" and, arguably, arbitrarily locate a non-present referent in the gestural space 

(Haviland, 2000, p. 22). Once a referent is virtually set in the gestural space by a gesture, 

then subsequent references to the same non-present referent can be gestured toward the 

virtually set referent; the gesturer may refer back to a referent by "inflecting"19 the 

gesture in relation to its established location in the gestural space (Haviland, 2000, p. 22; 

Kendon, 2004, p. 311).  

Haviland also considered a variety of uses of gestural space as a means to relate 

between or among referents. For example, two or more referents may be established in 

the gestural space in relation to their visible, real-world locations or, possibly, to their 

geographical locations. Alternatively, Haviland posited that two or more referents may be 

compared by setting them in gestural space as having a vertical relationship, a horizontal 

relationship, or any number of other location-based relationships in the gestural space 

because "there may be no need for a single consistent solution" (2000, p. 22). Yet, the use 

of gestural space is unlikely completely arbitrary because some parameters for gestural 

space might be established by the interlocutors or by learned traditions and practices of a 

linguistic community (Haviland, 2000, p. 23).  

 
19 Kendon used the term "inflect" as the action of gesturing toward an item set virtually in the gestural 
space (2004, p. 311). 
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Not just deictic gestures occupy gestural space; all gestures do. Iconic, 

metaphoric, and emblematic gestures occur in gestural space. When creating an image, 

whether as an iconic reference to a real-world feature or a metaphoric abstract reference, 

the image is set in space via what McNeill called "a process of image-language synthesis" 

(1992, p. 271).20 Wherever the gesture is located, it occupies gestural space, and the 

gesture's location in the gestural space intersects with the physical space in which the 

interlocutors exist.  

Handedness, tensity, movement, involved articulators 

In my analysis for the present study, I investigated handshape, tensity, movement, 

and non-manual articulators. However, I did not find information in the literature about 

these features aside from an occasional mention that they exist. 

 

Classifiers 

A gesture usually has meaning because language explains its meaning, or the 

gesture's features collaborate to form meaning. Yet, another level of meaning can also 

occur. When a group of gestures refers to a category of referents, and all the gestures in 

the group share a specific combination of features, this combination may be a classifier. 

For example, suppose a group of gestures all have the same handshape and orientation, 

and they all refer to animals. In that case, the combination of handshape and orientation is 

a likely candidate for an "animal" classifier. 

 
20  McNeill observed tendencies for locations in gestural space based on gesture type: iconics were central, 
metaphorics were lower central, deictics were near peripheral, and beats were more varied and, he 
surmised, based on the individual's choice (1992, p. 88). 
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distinguishing features, such as orientation, location, or movement. Therefore, a classifier 

indicates specific, salient characteristics of the referent.  

A sign language's classifiers can offer insights into how the particular language 

divides and categorizes the nouns of the world. In other words, classifiers help reveal 

components of a language's associated worldview (Zwitserlood, 2012, p. 160). Potential 

classifiers include plant, animal, person, or machine. For a gesture example, if a gesture 

refers to "tree," and the gesture system includes a classifier for "plant" (CL:PLANT), then 

the "tree" gesture might incorporate CL:PLANT in its form.21 In fact, the data suggests 

that CL:PLANT is a classifier of the gestural system used by the Kaqchikel participants. 

In my discussion about the findings of the present study (Chapter 5), I argue that gesture 

classifiers are a part of the Kaqchikel gestural system.  

 

Gesture and Culture  

Whatever the case regarding the terms for gesture patterns or "classifiers," it is the 

case that shape, orientation, location, and movement collectively form gestures that 

symbolize and communicate something meaningful. According to Kendon, gestures have 

meaning through their cultural and historical value (1997, p. 117). All gestures are 

symbols because some people agree that they mean something (Stokoe, 2000, p. 389). 

The symbolic meaning of a gesture is established, accepted, and perpetuated by a 

community, culture, or society.  

 
21 Some participants in the present study gestured che' (tree or woody-stemmed plant) as a member of the 
class che' / ichaj (tree or woody-stemmed plant / non-woody-stemmed plant). As a result of this 
consistency in the data, I argue that this is a plant classifier, CL:PLANT. 
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Recall that emblematic gestures are only emblems because of their 

conventionalized meaning across communities. But emblems are not the only type of 

gesture for which a cultural connection is required. For example, iconic and metaphoric 

gestures have meaning because communities historically assigned and continue to 

acknowledge their representational significance.  

Some researchers seek out culture-specific gestures to better understand a culture. 

Anna Bishop and Erica A. Cartmill mentioned that some real-world ethnographic and 

linguistic studies gained insight into a community's cultural ideology because they 

investigated the community's gestures (2021, p. 270). The culture under investigation 

does not have to be unfamiliar; it may be one's own. For example, Calbris did in-depth 

intracultural gesture studies about her own French culture (1990, p. 1). In all cultures, 

gestures give shape to ideas and recreate forms that have significance to a people and 

their cultural ideologies.  

Habitus and hexis 

How do society and culture interact with the individual to form cultural concepts 

and social constructs? To address this question, I turn to Pierre Bourdieu, a highly 

influential social theorist who investigated social dynamics and power structures. His 

theories continue to play a significant role in sociology, anthropology, and linguistics 

(Throop & Murphy, 2002, p. 185). Bourdieu's two theoretical concepts, habitus and 

hexis, are about the socio-cultural individual and how an individual embodies culture, 

respectively. Both habitus and hexis are of particular relevance to the present study. 

Bourdieu's concept of habitus considers how people interact with, contribute, and 

react to society and the world around them (Throop & Murphy, 2002, p. 186). In his book 
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In the present study, I examine a specific language community and culture's 

intracultural body hexis, their "gestures and postures." I interviewed speakers of 

Kaqchikel Maya who are active members of different Kaqchikel Maya communities in 

Ixim Ulew (Guatemala). Therefore, I now shift from an overview of linguistics, 

paralinguistics, gesture, and social theory to provide background on Maya and Kaqchikel 

Maya history, culture, language, and linguistics. 

 

Maya and Guatemala 

Kaqchikel Maya communities, culture, and language, like all living Mayan 

communities, cultures, and languages, have persisted in the face of over five hundred 

years of oppression, violence, and genocidal attempts at eradication. On this topic, K'iche' 

author and activist Rigoberta Menchú said during her acceptance speech for the 1992 

Nobel Peace Prize that beginning with the arrival of the conquistadores, the Mayan 

people have been "subjected to an ethnocide that affected nearly fifty million people in 

the course of five hundred years" (2011, p. 511). Even so, Menchú affirmed that Maya 

culture continues to thrive; she declared, "our history is a living history" (2011, p. 512). 

Throughout history, and especially in the last half of the twentieth century during the 

Guatemalan civil war, the perseverance of active Mayan communities, languages, and 

cultural practices has been a form of resistance.  

Unfortunately, complications and adversity for the Kaqchikel and other Mayan 

communities did not end with Guatemala's Peace Accords of 1996. A more recent 

external force has directly challenged the survival of the Kaqchikel and all Mayan 

languages: globalization. Nora C. England calculated that over the last forty years, the 
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languages spoken in Guatemala (Maxwell, 2017, p. 116). More recently, ALMG and 

Mayan community members developed a shared, standard orthography for use by all 

twenty-two Mayan languages of Guatemala (Bennett et al., 2016, p. 8). Another 

important and far-reaching organization was Oxlajuuj Keej Maya Ajtz'iib' (OKMA), 

which formed in 1990. They have created and continue to produce linguistic materials 

and grammars for all Mayan language communities (England, 2003, p. 735).  

Some other significant language-related events included those of Guatemalan 

national importance, including the end of the 36-year civil war in 1996, which had been a 

genocidal war against the Indigenous people of Guatemala (Maxwell, 2017, p. 109). 

Moreover, the Peace Accords of the same year borrowed a lot from earlier writing from 

Kaqchikel author and intellectual, as well as a significant voice and leader of the Pan-

Maya Movement, Cojtí Cuxil (England, 2003, p. 734). Then, in 2003, the Guatemalan 

Congress adopted the "Law of National Languages," which officially recognized the 

Indigenous languages of Guatemala as essential to national identity, even though at the 

same time, this law also established Spanish as Guatemala's only official national 

language (England, 2003, p. 734). Then, in 2010, the Guatemalan Ministry of Education 

instituted a policy that all public and private schools in Guatemala must offer instruction 

in an Indigenous language alongside Spanish (Maxwell, 2017, p. 126).  

In Guatemala, even the rhetoric in the public sphere about Mayan languages has 

changed. In the past, Spanish terms were used to denigrate Mayan languages as non-

languages; instead of an idioma (language) like Spanish, Mayan languages had been 

disparaged as dialecto or lengua (dialect or tongue). However, Judith Maxwell reported 

that now, public references to Mayan languages more often acknowledge them as 



39 

 

languages by using the word idioma (Maxwell, 2017, p. 127). Furthermore, many schools 

throughout Guatemala have adopted the national Ministry of Education policy, including 

courses in Indigenous languages.  

 

Kaqchikel Maya 

Kaqchikel is a living and robust Mayan language spoken in Guatemala and 

diaspora communities worldwide. In the Americas (predominantly Guatemala, Mexico, 

Belize, and the United States of America), about thirty different Mayan languages boast 

active speaker populations (Bennett et al., 2016, p. 7; Brown et al., 2010, p. 1). 

From a historical point of view, all Mayan languages are related. Like Indo-

European languages that arose from a many-millennia-distant common Proto language 

(called Proto-Indo-European), Mayan languages stem from a common Proto-Maya 

ancestor from about four thousand years ago (Brown et al., 2010, p. 1). However, like 

living Indo-European languages that descend from the Proto language ancestor, say 

Hindi, Ukrainian, and English, many modern Mayan languages are not mutually 

intelligible. 

Historical interrelationships among languages can be visualized as a family tree in 

the same manner by which evolutionary biological relationships among species are 

explained. In the Mayan language family tree, all member languages stem from the 

Proto-Mayan root (see Appendix B). Five large trunks grew from the root: Huastecan, 

Yucatecan, Ch'olan-Tzeltalan, Q'anjobalan, and Eastern Mayan (or Proto-Eastern Mayan) 

(Bennett et al., 2016, p. 3; Campbell, 2013, p. 180). Furthermore, Eastern Mayan split 
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Figure 2.1: Maize signs in Mesoamerica (Fox Tree, 2009, p. 356). 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2.2: Mayan Language Family Tree (Fox Tree, 2009, p. 325). 
 

Whether the gestural systems of some Indigenous communities in Guatemala, 

including Kaqchikel, relate to Mayan or other Indigenous sign languages will require 

more documentation of such systems across the different languages, as well as analysis of 
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their structures. It is a fascinating idea, and it would be great if modern-day gestures and 

signs in Mayan communities trace back thousands of years. However, unlike Fox Tree's 

theoretical, diachronic proposal that considered ancient visual representations of people, 

the research in the present study was conducted synchronically with living Mayan 

community members who shared not only gestures, but commented about and explained 

their gestures. 

Aside from Fox Tree's work, only a few investigations have looked into the 

gestural systems of any Mayan language communities. Even so, the research that has 

been done was fruitful and intriguing.  

One such study was Olivier Le Guen's (2012) exploration into spoken Yucatec 

Maya gestures and Yucatec Maya Sign Language signs for time. Though his project was 

fascinating, its topical scope for gestures and signs was very narrow, looking at only the 

aspect of temporality. The study aimed to capture gestures and signs produced in 

conversations to extract, examine, and categorize, by conversation type and gesture type, 

those that expressly indicated references to time (See Table 2.1). 

 

Table 2.1: Gesture types occurring with time adverbs and time reference (Le 
Guen, 2012, p. 222). 
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A more recent Mayan gesture study also investigated temporal gestures. Lydia 

Rodríguez (2019) collected data on Chol Mayan to investigate the pragmatics of their 

time gestures. She tracked which types of gestures were used in Chol and how they 

seemed to support the Chol Mayan understanding of time as non-linear. Wonderful 

research, but still with a narrow scope of solely time-related gestures and categorization 

by gesture type. 

Another investigation into Mayan gestures was Hoenes del Pinal's (2011) study of 

Q'eqchi' gestures. This study focused on how gestures interact with and influence 

Q'eqchi' communities with different Christian faiths and belief systems. His research 

emphasized quantitative data that examined differences in G-units per sermon during the 

services of contrasting Christian ideologies (See Hoenes del Pinal's table, Table 2.2). I 

enjoyed Hoenes del Pinal's perspective and analysis; however, this study was also limited 

in scope to report only gestural occurrences, with little information about the gestures 

themselves. 

 
 

Table 2.2: Differences in Gesture Units for Mainstream and Charismatic Sermons 
(Hoenes del Pinal, 2011, p. 609). 
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Other than the studies by Le Guen, Rodríguez, and Hoenes del Pinal, I did not 

find research investigating gestures of any Mayan language. These researchers conducted 

their research well, but none of their studies concerned the Kaqchikel language or applied 

an objective structural analysis of gesture. Therefore, the present study is the first 

research to investigate gestures of the Kaqchikel Maya language and the first to develop a 

system for objective analysis, refine the compositional structure, and analyze the 

descriptive features of gestures.  

For the present study, I aimed to collect data on gestures used by first-language, 

fluent Kaqchikel speakers and community members. With the collected data, I then 

focused on observable and replicable features of the gestural form that I categorized as 

handedness, handshape, orientation, tensity, location, movement, and the involved 

articulators. Next, I developed a system to disambiguate and analyze the gestures, their 

forms, and their features. Finally, with the results of the systematized analysis in hand, I 

sifted through the data to identify patterns of similarity and dissimilarity to pinpoint 

potential reasons for their structural, featural, paradigmatic, and semantic differences. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

1. Introduction  

This study aimed to develop a system for objective analysis, refine the 

compositional structure, and analyze the descriptive features of gestures in Kaqchikel 

Maya. The purpose of this study was to collect data on the gestures of Kaqchikel Maya as 

used by first-language, fluent Kaqchikel speakers. The research questions were (1) how 

are gestures used by first-language, fluent Kaqchikel speakers? and (2) how are the 

gestures of Kaqchikel Maya similar and different among intra-community and inter-

community Kaqchikel speakers?  

The study participants were six fluent Kaqchikel Maya speakers representing four 

different communities in Ixim Ulew (Guatemala): (1) Iximche' (Tecpán Guatemala), (2) 

Chi Xot (San Juan Comalapa), (3) Pa K'im (Santiago Sacatepéquez), and (4) Jun Ajpu 

(Santa María de Jesús). I interviewed and audio-visually recorded each participant in one-

on-one conversations in Kaqchikel Maya and Spanish. I employed a prewritten interview 

guide to prompt the participants to use gestures and talk about gestures in Kaqchikel 

Maya (Appendices C and D).  

I developed a systematized method for data analysis of gesture data. I analyzed 

the gesture data to study how gestures are used by first-language, fluent Kaqchikel 

speakers, as well as how the participants' gestures were similar and different. I recreated 
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some of the gestures in still photographs to share with the participants for their feedback 

about the accuracy, precision, and validity of the gestures in the images. 

2. Research Design 

The research design is basic, primary, exploratory, and inductive. I collected data 

via one-on-one interviews in order to elucidate new knowledge and explore an under-

researched component of an under-studied language. Via my analysis, I intricately and 

systematically explored the recorded data toward generating new, general theories about 

paralinguistic data in the Kaqchikel Maya language.  

3. Data Type 

I conducted primary source interviews with first-language Kaqchikel Maya 

speakers to collect qualitative data about gesture in Kaqchikel. The collected qualitative 

data includes audio-visual recordings where the visual recordings were of the 

participants' movements, and the audio recordings were of their vocabulary, descriptions, 

explanations, and categorizations. 

4. Collection Tools and Materials 

I collected and audio-visually recorded interviews using a laptop computer and its 

built-in audio and video recording capabilities. I translated the visual data into 

systematized, written data for further analysis, comparison, and exploration using 

software provided by Tulane University from Microsoft Office 365: Microsoft Word and 

Microsoft Excel. For the recording of the interviews, I used the virtual meeting and 

recording application Zoom, which was also provided by Tulane University. All data, 

documents, and files were stored safely and securely on Tulane University's cloud storage 

provided by Microsoft OneDrive. 
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I developed (1) a recruitment script, which I read and provided to potential 

participants, (2) an informed consent document that explained the purpose, methods, 

expectations, and intended outcomes of this research project, and (3) an interview guide 

that I followed during each interview to prompt and encourage the consenting 

participants to talk about and demonstrate gestures in Kaqchikel (The interview guide in 

Kaqchikel and English are Appendices C and D, respectively). 

5. Sampling 

The participants were six fluent first-language Kaqchikel speakers from 

Guatemala. They represented four Kaqchikel communities:  

1. Iximche' (Tecpán Guatemala) 

2. Chi Xot (San Juan Comalapa)  

3. Pa K'im (Santiago Sacatepéquez) 

4. Jun Ajpu (Santa María de Jesús) 

 

I conducted the interviews at one site: Oxlajuj Aj (Mayan Language Institute) in 

Ojer Tinamït (San Miguel Escobar, Ciudad Vieja), Guatemala. I recruited the participants 

in person in Guatemala using the recruitment script, which was available in Kaqchikel, 

Spanish, and English. I chose these participants because they are educated in Standard 

Kaqchikel, and they are educators themselves. The study outcomes can contribute to 

these individuals and their personal lives, families, communities, and professions. 

Additionally, their collaboration may benefit their thriving Kaqchikel Maya communities 

by further elucidating some components of their language and culture. Tabulated results 
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and images will be made available to these participants and other Kaqchikel educators to 

use in their classes. 

6. Procedure 

All one-on-one interviews were conducted at the Kaqchikel Maya language 

school, Oxlajuj Aj (Mayan Language Institute), in Ojer Tinamït (San Miguel Escobar, 

Ciudad Vieja, Guatemala). Oxlajuj Aj is affiliated with Tulane University's Roger Thayer 

Stone Center for Latin American Studies. 

1. Recruitment 

a. Potential participants were invited to take part in this research study. I read 

the Recruitment Script in Kaqchikel to each participant. I provided printed 

copies of the Recruitment Script to participants upon request; it was 

available in Kaqchikel, Spanish, and English.  

2. Informed Consent 

a. Interested participants were provided the Informed Consent document in 

Spanish to take with them and read over before deciding about 

participation. After I received a participant's signed Informed Consent 

document, we scheduled a one-on-one interview. 

3. Interview 

a. Each interview began by establishing the participant's consent by reading 

the Informed Consent document; participants confirmed their consent to 

being audio-visually recorded for the interview. 
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b. I recorded the interviews using my laptop computer's built-in audio-visual 

recording hardware. I stored the files safely and securely on Tulane 

University's Microsoft OneDrive cloud storage. 

c. After initiating the recording, I again requested the participant's spoken 

consent for audio-visual documentation. 

d. I read from the Interview Guide in Kaqchikel to prompt participants to 

gesture, think and talk about gestures, and explain gestural features of the 

Kaqchikel Maya language and culture.  

e. I wrapped up the interviews by asking participants to continue to think 

about gestures in anticipation of follow-up discussions. Then, I ended the 

conversation with each participant by thanking them for their participation 

and assistance in this research project. 

4. Post-interview 

a. I developed a systematized method for data analysis of gesture data.  

b. I entered written data of the descriptions of gestures and participants' 

comments from the recorded interviews into the data analysis system I 

developed in Microsoft Word. I stored the resulting anonymized Word 

files on Tulane University's Microsoft OneDrive cloud storage. 

c. After completing the systematized analysis of the gestures from each 

interview recording, I transferred the Microsoft Word tables into 

Microsoft Excel to analyze the entire dataset from all six interviews. 

Utilizing Microsoft Excel, I cross-analyzed the similarities, differences, 
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and patterns among participants' use of gestures and the features of their 

gestures.  

d. I wrote my findings and initial conclusions in separate Microsoft Word 

documents.  

e. I took still images of myself recreating gesture handshapes. I recreated the 

handshapes based on the descriptions I had analyzed from the data. I 

formed the handshapes using the orientations recorded in the data. I 

imported the photos into my computer, and then I edited and organized 

them into a Microsoft Word document titled "Gesture Handshapes of 

Kaqchikel Maya." 

f. I took still images of myself recreating some exemplary gestures from the 

data. I formed the gestures in orientations positioned with my upper body 

in locations present in the data. I imported the photos into my computer 

and edited and organized them into a Microsoft Word document titled 

"Exemplary Gestures of Kaqchikel Maya." 

5. Feedback and Preference 

a. I emailed the photographs of my handshapes and gestures to each of the 

six participants and requested their feedback. I sought their first-language 

speaker intuitions about the accuracy, precision, and validity of the images 

I had made based on my findings. 

b. I emailed every participant to ask them about their preferences concerning 

anonymity.  

c. I incorporated the feedback I received from the participants. 
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d. I updated the thesis regarding each participant's anonymity preference. 

7. Data Analysis Method 

I thematically analyzed the data using a system of codes that I developed to 

disambiguate the gestures, compare gestures, and identify patterns in the gesture data. I 

separated and arranged each gesture's components. The components I considered: 

1. Participant's number 

2. Ordinal gesture number 

3. Vocabulary word 

4. Timestamp when the gesture occurred 

5. Any comments from participants 

6. Description of the gesture 

 

I divided each description into nine elements: 

1. Complexity 

2. Similarity to other gestures  

3. Handedness 

4. Handshape 

5. Orientation 

6. Tensity 

7. Location 

8. Movement 

9. Any extra information, including non-manual gestures 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 

Overview 

I conducted one-on-one interviews, one each with six participants, for a total of 

six interviews. I obtained signed, informed consent from each participant before the  

interviews, and then I reaffirmed their spoken consent at the beginning of each interview. 

I employed the Interview Guide to establish consistency among all the interviews, and to 

encourage the participants to produce and discuss gestures of Kaqchikel communities 

during the interviews (Appendices C and D). After completing an interview, I reviewed 

the recording and noted every gesture and its referent, as well as any comments from the 

participant. I assembled the full, collective set of all participants' gestures for cross-

analysis. For the present study, I cross-analyzed a total of 658 gestures23. The number of 

gestures per participant and the total number of gestures are presented in Table 4.1.  

  

 
23 I excluded a small number of gestures from this study. Reasons for elimination included poor quality 
recording or an incomplete capture of the gesture. I kept the information about the excluded gestures for 
future research considerations. 
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Participant 1 117 

Participant 2 103 

Participant 3 85 

Participant 4 142 

Participant 5 120 

Participant 6 91 

TOTAL 658 

Table 4.1: Number of Gestures Per Participant and Total 

 

System of Analysis: Gesture Analysis Table 

For this study, I designed a system in Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel for an 

objective, thorough, efficient, and accurate analysis of the gestures. The resulting 

"Gesture Analysis Table" supports detailed descriptions and facilitates cohesive and 

comprehensive cross-analysis (Table 4.2). 

 

INF# # WORD DESCRIPTION of  
GESTURE 

COMMENTS  TIME 
MARK   

   Complex: 
Similar :  
Handed: 

HS: 
Orientation : 

T or R: 
Location: 

Move: 
Extra info : 

  

 Table 4.2: Gesture Analysis Table (template). 
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The six columns of the Gesture Analysis Table specified (1) the informant 

number (INF#) I assigned to the participants for their anonymity, (2) the gesture number 

(#), (3) the Kaqchikel referent, the vocabulary word, phrase, or concept (WORD), (4) the 

description of the gesture (DESCRIPTION of GESTURE), (5) the participant's comments 

about the gesture (COMMENTS), and (6) the time mark in the recording at which the 

gesture occurred (TIMEMARK).  

Each row in the Gesture Analysis Table was for a gesture. Within each row, the 

information about each gesture was filled in according to the column titles. 

For the columns in the Gesture Analysis Table titled INF#, #, WORD, 

COMMENTS, and TIMEMARK, no further explanation is necessary. Their titles and the 

descriptions I already provided suffice to explain the type of data information I entered 

within these columns. However, the column titled DESCRIPTION of GESTURE 

included significantly more information than the other columns, so it warrants more 

detail.  

In the column titled DESCRIPTION of GESTURE, I entered information from 

the data about each gesture relating to nine gestural aspects. The nine aspects of the 

gesture that I described are (1) complexity or non-complexity (Complex), (2) similarity, 

if present, to any other gestures from the participant (Similar), (3) handedness (Handed), 

(4) handshape of manual gestures (HS), (5) orientation of the handshape (Orientation), 

(6) tensity of the hand (T or R), (7) location of the handshape within the gestural space 

relative to the body (Location), (8) movement or stasis (Move), and (9) additional 

information (Extra Info) including, if present, information about non-manual articulators 

or distinct movement speed (I include a sample from the gesture analysis table with one 
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gesture from each participant in Appendix E). The information from the data relating to 

the nine aspects of gesture description also warrants further explanation. Therefore, I now 

describe each of the nine gestural aspects. 

 

Gestural Aspects of Gesture Description 

1. Complexity 

I noted the dimension of complexity with a "yes" or "no." Simple gestures with 

one nucleus in its G-unit either had no movement (static) or simple movement with one 

easily describable motion. Simple gestures were not marked for complexity. Gestures 

with more intertwined and intricate handshapes, orientations, movements, or locations 

usually had multiple nuclei and were noted as "COMPLEX" on the line for complexity. 

Also, utterances that included references to multiple referents, each with its own G-

phrase, were also complex gestures and marked as "COMPLEX."  

When possible, I considered each nucleus of a complex G-unit with individual 

analysis for refined consideration and greater accessibility in cross-referencing. I ensured 

that the data reflected the individual nuclei as part of a complex G-unit. Of the total 658 

gestures, fifty-two were complex, and 606 were non-complex gestures (See Table 4.3). 

 

Complex gestures 52 

Non-complex gestures 606 

Table 4.3: Complexity aspect of gestures by number of occurrences. 
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2. Similarity 

For the aspect of similarity, I noted when a gesture was similar to another gesture 

from the same participant. When this was the case, I wrote "SEE:" plus the gesture 

number. When the gesture compositions were the exact same, I wrote "same." When they 

were similar, but not the same, I wrote "except" and then explained the differences. I 

provide an example from each of the six participants in Table 4.4. 

 

Participant 1 "SEE:1, except add MVMT"  

Participant 2 "SEE:8, except add THUMB & begin closer together"   

Participant 3 "SEE:109, except HS"  

Participant 4 "SEE:62, except orientation & location"  

Participant 5 "SEE:25, same"  

Participant 6 "SEE:1, SEE:16, except location" 

Table 4.4: Gesture Similarity Examples from Each Participant  

 

The dimension of Similarity was useful for identifying patterns within each 

participant's data. At times, the similarities within one participant's gesture data related to 

similarities in the gesture data of another participant. When this was the case, I took note 

of the shared patterns and considered them as potential classifiers.24 

3. Handedness 

For the gestural aspect of handedness, I reported the number of hands employed 

to form a gesture. The three options for handedness were (1) one hand, (2) both hands, 

and (3) no hands.  

 
24 I discuss the potential classifiers that I identified in the data in Chapter 5. 



59 

 

In the data, a small number of complex gestures had a combination of one and 

both hands. When this was the case, a gesture's G-unit contained at least two nuclei 

whose gestures had a different number of hands, e.g., when a one-handed nucleus 

transitioned to a two-handed nucleus or vice versa.  

A slim majority of the gestures in the data were one-handed. Then, slightly less 

than half of the gestures used both hands. Of the remainder, less than 5% of the total 

gestures involved no hands and were thus entirely non-manual. Of the options for 

handedness, the least frequent occurrence in the data was gestures with a combination of 

one and both hands (see Table 4.5). 

 

Gestures with one hand 345 

Gestures with both hands 300 

Gestures with both one and both hands 15 

Gestures with no hands 28 

TOTAL number of manual gestures 630 

TOTAL number of non-manual gestures 28 

Table 4.5: Gesture Handedness by Number of Occurrences 
 
 

4. Handshape 

Because all but twenty-eight gestures in the dataset were manual, every gesture 

involved the dimension of handshape aside from the twenty-eight non-manual gestures. 

Non-manual gestures do not have handshapes.  

Simple gestures were one or two-handed, where each hand had one handshape. In 

simple one-handed gestures, the one hand had one handshape. For simple two-handed 
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gestures, either both hands formed identical mirrored handshapes, or each hand had a 

different handshape. In the case of some two-handed gestures, both hands collaborated to 

form a singular handshape. Many of the complex gestures, whether one or two-handed, 

involved multiple handshapes.  

In total, fifty-two distinct handshapes were represented in the dataset. The 

majority of the handshapes were gestured multiple times and by multiple participants. A 

small number of handshapes occurred only once. I list all handshapes from the dataset 

with paired still photographs of the handshapes in Appendix F. 

I divided the handshapes based on their finger arrangements, except for those that 

involved both hands or those in which the arms formed the prominent shape. The 

categories of handshapes and the number of gestures per category are presented in Table 

4.6. 

 

Fingers together 15  

Fingers apart 5 

Fist 12 

Fist, Bent Thumb, and One Finger 4 

Fist, Bent Thumb, and Two Fingers 3 

Two-handed 6 

One-armed 2 

Two-armed 5 

TOTAL  52 

Table 4.6: Gesture Handshape by Number of Occurrences  
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5. Orientation 

Orientation refers to the three-dimensional directionality of the hand relative to 

the body. I observed and described every orientation of handshape presented in the data. I 

did not describe orientation for non-manual gestures because they did not have 

handshapes. Orientation specifies the arrangement and directionality of the handshape in 

gestural space relative to the planes of the gesturer's body. Note that the orientation of a 

handshape does not include measurements or precise locations, because these are 

components of location. Descriptions of orientation identified the positions of parts of the 

hand (See Table 4.7).  

 

Palm 

Fingers 

Knuckles 

Thumb 

Fingertips 

 Table 4.7: Gesture Orientation, Parts of the Hand 
 

 

Orientation descriptions required informative, concise, relevant, and unambiguous 

illustration.25 I described palm and fingers for the orientation of most manual gestures. 

For many gestures, the palm and fingers orientations were sufficient for a precise and 

accurate description, whereby I could recreate the hand's arrangement correctly. 

However, some gestures required more detail for positioning, so I included orientations 

 
25 Throughout the gesture descriptions, I employed the "cooperation principle," or "Grice's Maxims" of 
quantity, quality, relation, and manner (Grice, 1975, p. 47). 
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of the knuckles, thumbs, or fingertips. Handshapes that warranted extra positioning for 

knuckles, thumbs, or fingertips included those with a fist or an arrangement with complex 

roundness and finger positions. For the terms by which orientation was described, see 

Table 4.8. 

 
  

Up Down  

In Out / FWD (Forward) 

MEDL (Medial) LATL (Lateral) 

PRPN (Perpendicular) PRLL (Parallel) 

Upper (relationship between hands) Lower (relationship between hands) 

Toward b/w (Between) 

~#deg (around # degrees) Facing; Facing Each Other 

Table 4.8: Gesture Orientation, Terms of Description 
 
 

The terms for orientation included terms for the paired poles of each of the three 

dimensions in the gestural space: "up" and "down,"  "MEDL" and "LATL," and "FWD" 

or "out" and "in." The first pair were relative to the ground, the second pair were relative 

to the body's sagittal plane at the sternum, and the third pair were relative to the frontal 

plane of the body. Additionally, orientation was affected by handedness because two-

handed gestures required a description of the relationship between the two hands.  

For orientations at angles, I considered them as acute angles with 90 degrees 

between two planes. For example, when a part of the hand (palm, finger, knuckle, thumb) 

was angled halfway between two planes, I wrote "~45deg b/w up and FWD." For angles 

greater or less than halfway between two planes, I positioned the angle between the two 
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planes, e.g., "b/w up and FWD, ~30deg." Angles started at 0 degrees on the first plane 

and reached 90 degrees on the second plane. Gestures oriented at acute angles at times 

required specifying the angle of the palm, fingers, knuckles, thumb, and/or fingertips. 

This system of describing orientation facilitated cross-referencing gestures as well 

as independently forming the handshapes in isolation and without the context of location 

or referent. Here, I provide details about orientation in relation to handedness and 

handshape. 

a. No Hands 

Non-manual gestures did not need orientation. 

b. One Hand 

Simple one-handed gestures demanded only palm and fingers orientations. Simple 

one-handed handshapes with simple descriptions of orientation include two frequently 

used gestures, (1) HS:CUP with "palm down, fingers MEDL," and (2) HS:FLAT-B with 

"palm MEDL, fingers FWD." 

More complex finger arrangements in one-handed handshapes required additional 

orientation descriptions. For example, one iteration of an orientation for HS:BEAK was 

"palm MEDL, knuckles up, finger & thumb MEDL. Thumb on bottom." In this case, I 

included additional specifics about orientation for accurate precision and replicable 

positioning. 

Some one-handed handshapes with a fist did not benefit from descriptions of 

finger orientation because the fingers in a fist are curled within the palm. In these cases, I 

included knuckle or thumb positions. For example, in an iteration of the handshape 
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HS:FIST-A, the orientation was "Palm up, knuckles FWD, thumb LATL." The extra 

details established a more precise positioning. 

c. Both Hands, palms horizontal 

When both hands of a two-handed gesture had identical handshapes mirroring 

each other horizontally across the sagittal plane, I described an orientation that applied to 

both individually and collectively. An example in the data of a two-handed, mirrored 

handshape orientation was "palms MEDL, facing each other, Fingers FWD." In this case, 

all the necessary information was provided: the palms of both the left and right hand 

oriented medially, both palms were facing each other across the sagittal plane, and all 

fingers were pointed forward.  

When the hands that mirrored across the sagittal plane were level horizontally but 

their palms were not facing each other and were oriented at an angle, I described the 

angle. An iteration of a two-handed angled gesture with both hands in the HS:MIT 

handshape was "palm up & in toward self ~30deg. Fingers ~30deg b/w FWD & up."  

d. Both Hands, palms vertical (upper & lower)  

Some two-handed gestures oriented vertically. I described the relationship 

between the upper and lower hand. Many two-handed gestures had the same handshape 

in both hands and their palms were facing. When this was the case, they followed similar 

orientation descriptions to those with horizontally aligned palms. On occasion, the 

handshapes differed. When this was the case, I described each hand as well as their 

interrelationship. For consistency, I listed the upper hand first as "1st hand, upper," and 

described the orientation of its palm, fingers, and other parts of the hand, as necessary. 
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Then, I described the lower hand as "2nd hand, lower," and the orientation of its hand 

parts. 

e. Two-Handed handshape 

A small number of two-handed gestures involved an intricate interaction that I 

perceived as one handshape: a two-handed handshape. A two-handed handshape 

orientation is similar in description to a one-handed handshape, e.g., "palms MEDL, 

fingers up."  

f. One-Armed 

The two gestures that were one-armed handshapes received orientation 

descriptions similar to those of one-handed handshapes.  

g. Two-Armed 

Two-armed gestures were described with orientations like those of simple two-

handed handshapes. One example orientation was "palms b/w MEDL & in; fingers b/w 

FWD & MEDL." This description accurately situated the orientations of both arms and 

hands. 

6. Location 

The aspect of location for gesture descriptions considers the gesture in the three 

dimensions of the gestural space and in the context of distances and measurements 

relative to the environment and the body. All the parts of the body used to describe 

location are listed in Table 4.9. 
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Hand Chest Head Face Arm 

Finger Heart Neck Nose Armpit 

Palm Sternum Throat Eye Upper Arm 

Thumb Solar Plexus Forehead Eyelid Forearm 

Wrist Belly Chin Mouth Elbow 

Knuckles Collarbone Temple Cheek Leg 

Fingertips Shoulder  Ear Thigh 

 Table 4.9: Gesture Location, Parts of the Body 
 
 

For the descriptions of location for gestures, I considered gestural space in 

context. Each gesture in the data differed in which locative components were necessary to 

include in its description to accurately illustrate its whereabouts. Location descriptions 

included relative distances and measurements regarding (a) width, the horizontal plane 

parallel to the front of the body and relative to its median, the sagittal plane, at the 

sternum, (b) height, the vertical plane relative to the ground and the body, and (c) depth, 

the frontal plane relative to the front of the body. Additionally, gestures situated in less 

frequently used locations demanded extra information relative to proximal parts of the 

body. All the terms for relationships and measurements of location are listed in Table 

4.10.   
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IFO (In Front Of) Behind 

In Out / FWD (Forward) 

MEDL (Medial) LATL (Lateral) 

PRPN (Perpendicular) PRLL (Parallel) 

Upper (relationship between hands) Lower (relationship between hands) 

HOZT (Horizontal) VERT (Vertical) 

On Near 

Across Against 

Its Side OPPO (Opposite side) 

b/w (Between) Toward 

In-Line With MIRR (Mirrored; Reflected) 

Above (Height) Below (Height) 

At (Height)  

~#" (# of Inches, Distance) ~#' (# of Feet; Distance) 

 Table 4.10: Gesture Location, Terms of Relationships and Measurements 
 

Some gesture locations also demanded assistive descriptive terminology for 

manner or method concerning their locations. I employed some adjectives and verbs as 

assistive descriptive terms for clarifying location. All location terms for manner and 

method of relationships are listed in Table 4.11. 

 

Bend / Bent Face / Facing Rounded 

Point / Pointed Angle / Angled Pinch 

Touch / Touching Extend / Extended Rotated 

  Table 4.11: Gesture Location, Terms for Manner and Method of Relationships 
 



68 

 

 
Even with the abundance of possible locations in the context of gestural space, a 

handful of locations were overwhelmingly represented in the data, while others were 

rarely used. Most gesture locations included "IFO," which located the gesture "in front 

of" a place on the front of the body, but it also inherently indicated that the gesture was in 

front of, rather than behind or alongside, the body. Of the IFO options, the three most 

frequently occupied spaces were "IFO chest," "IFO shoulder," and "IFO collarbone." 

Other IFO spaces included "IFO face," "IFO mouth," and "IFO neck."  

The location description for many two-handed gestures included the distance 

between them. I identified the distance between hands as "b/w," and then estimated the 

distance "between" the hands in inches or feet. A few examples in the data of "b/w" are 

"~1' b/w hands," "~10" b/w fingertips," and "~6" b/w palms." 

Some gestures that occurred in less frequently used locations demanded that I 

noted their height. I described a gesture's height when this measure was a prominent 

feature of the gesture's location as well as when the gesture was not located in front of the 

body. Most measures of height referenced a body feature, such as "at," in relation to the 

shoulder, chin, nose, eye, or forehead. Most height references were described as "at," but 

a few were described as "below" or "above." Some examples of descriptions of location 

that included height are "IFO face, palm at nose height" and "IFO face, back of hand & 

forefinger below nose, touching nose."  

The least frequently necessary measure of location was the relative distance 

between the hands and the body, or depth. However, on occasion, the inclusion of this 

measure more accurately situated the hand's location. Measures of depth in front of the 

body paired with the IFO designation, such as "~1' IFO OPPO shoulder" and "IFO its 



69 

 

side cheek, ~1' from face." The rare gesture alongside the body required more location 

information to correctly situate it in the gestural space. An example of a two-handed 

gesture that was not located IFO the body was "above shoulders, each hand LATL of 

head ~4", palms at ear height."  

7. Tensity 

I described the tensity level of the hands and fingers during their acts of gesturing. 

The tensity of a gesture may play a salient role in both the gesturer's intended meaning 

and in how the interlocutor perceives the gesture's meaning; I included the aspect of 

tensity in my descriptions because of this possibility. I ascertained in my analysis that the 

gestures in the data had the three levels of tensity listed in Table 4.12. 

 

Tense 

Semi-T (Semi-Tense) 

Relaxed 

Table 4.12: Gesture Tensity Levels 

 

Of the three levels of tensity, the highest level, tense, was most frequent. The 

majority of manual gestures in the dataset were tense. Of the non-tense gestures, more 

were semi-tense than relaxed. Only six complex gestures involved more than one tensity 

level because two or more handshapes within the G-unit had different levels of tenseness. 

The number of occurrences in the data for the different levels of tensity are listed in Table 

4.13.  
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Tense 346 

Semi-T (semi-tense) 177 

Relaxed 113 

Combination of Tensity 6 

Table 4.13: Gesture Tensity, Number of Occurrences  
 

8. Movement 

All gestures, manual and non-manual, had a measure of movement. To analyze 

movement, I first divided gestures according to whether they had or did not have 

movement. I marked those with movement (i.e., dynamic gestures) as "MVMT" 

(movement), while those without movement (i.e., static gestures) I marked as "STC' 

(static). Within the whole set of manual and non-manual gestures, the vast majority were 

dynamic. The number totals of dynamic and static gestures in the data are listed in Table 

4.14. 

 

MVMT (Movement; Dynamic gestures) 520 

STC (Static; Static gestures) 166 

Complex gestures with MVMT and STC 28 

Table 4.14: Gesture Movement, Number of Occurrences  

 

Static gestures did not require further explanation of gesture movement beyond 

their identification as STC. However, after identifying a dynamic gesture with MVMT, it 

required a detailed description of its movement. To illustrate movement, I included 

directional and relational terms. I list the directional and relational terms of movement in 

Table 4.15. 
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MVMT (Movement) SIMUL 
(Simultaneously) 

VERT (Vertically) 

PRPN (Perpendicular) ALTER (Alternating) HOZT 
(Horizontally) 

PRLL (Parallel) MEDL (Medially) Same 

MIRR (Mirrored; 
Reflected) 

LATL (Laterally) Closer 

OPPO (Opposite) b/w (Between) Toward 

Up Down STC (Static) 

Table 4.15: Gesture Movement, Directional and Relational Terms 

 

I identified a diverse variety of gesture movements in the dataset. Therefore, my 

descriptions of the gestural aspect of movement required a wealth of terminology for 

movement types. I list the movement types in Table 4.16. 

 

Circle Lift  Glide Lower Bounce 

Arc Drop Sweep Raise Tap 

Rotate Draw Stretch Straighten Walk 

Twist Separate Wave Cross Fall 

Flip Push Scrub Return Windshield Wiper 

Extend Press Squeeze Swing Come Together 

Retract Split Snap Pinch Fan-Like 

Clamp Open Punch Knock Screw-Like 

Point Close Curl Shake Zig-Zag 

Touch Wipe Shift Rub Stop 

Table 4.16: Gesture Movement Types 
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In addition to the gesture movement types listed in Table 4.16, the types of 

movement for some gestures involving non-manual articulators were unique and specific 

to their articulator. I list the movement types for non-manual gestures in Table 4.17. 

 

Cue Lean Bare Teeth Nod 

Bend Side-to-Side Smile Scrunch 

Bow Stick Out Tongue Frown Furrow 

Table 4.17: Gesture Movement Types for Non-Manual Articulators
 
  

Additionally, a small number of gestures moved at a more pronounced or 

deliberate speed. For a few gestures, the participants stated plainly that the gesture 

required a specific relative rate of movement. When speed was a salient or noticeable 

feature of the gesture's movement, I included this information. The descriptive terms for 

the relative speeds of gesture movement from the data are listed in Table 4.18. 

 

Slow / Slowly / Slower Fast / Faster Semi-Slow 

Quick / Quickly / Quicker Rapid General  

Table 4.18: Gesture Movement, Terms for Relative Speed 

 

 

9. Additional Information 

The final line per row under the column titled "Description of Gesture" was 

"EXTRA INFO." This line offered space for writing any other information that was either 
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not included in the eight gestural aspects, emphasized some feature of the gestural 

aspects, or in some way helped to further explain the gesture.  

Most gestures did not require any information beyond the first eight aspects of the 

gesture description, so the field for extra information remained blank in most rows in the 

dataset. However, for some other gestures, having an extra space to highlight the 

particulars of the gesture was valuable. Examples of what I described as extra 

information about gestures included when (a) the gesture involved non-manual 

articulators, (b) the gesture included sound, (c) the gesture was a piece of a larger 

utterance, (d) I suspected that the gesture was an example of a classifier,26 (e) a complex 

gesture's description benefited from additional specificity about its movement, orientation 

or location, and (f) it was the case that the gesture was produced unprompted, and as a 

natural component of the discourse. Of these, gestures involving non-manual articulators 

occurred the most often. Therefore, I will now include details about non-manual 

articulators in the data. 

a. Non-manual articulators 

The aim of this study was to collect gestures from Kaqchikel speakers. My 

intended focus was on manual gestures, so I designed the Gesture Analysis Table 

accordingly and did not include a specific space to identify and describe non-manual 

articulators. However, every participant produced some gestures that involved non-

manual articulators during their interviews. When this was the case, and a gesture 

involved non-manual articulators, information about the articulators went in two 

locations. First, as I mentioned in the movement section, I included the non-manual 

 
26 I address the topic of classifiers in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

  

 In this section, I present and discuss some of the patterns in the data of the 

gestures from the Kaqchikel participants. To help illustrate the gestures and features, I 

include some images and refer to others from two appendices. Appendix F illustrates all 

fifty -two handshapes from the data. The purpose of this appendix is to depict the wealth 

of handshapes that participants used in their gesture vocabulary. However, the handshape 

and group names are arbitrary; other names and arrangements would not affect the 

outcomes.27 The next appendix (Appendix G) contains a sampling of complete gestures 

grouped by the Kaqchikel terms and categories associated with the participants' 

utterances and representations.28 

I present and discuss the findings and relate them to my research questions. In 

response to my first research question, I address how Kaqchikel speakers use gestures on 

micro and macro levels. In the previous chapter, I analyzed the data to establish and 

define the micro-level gestural components that collaborate to form the gestures. In this 

section, I offer supporting evidence for the saliency of a few micro-level gestural features 

 
27 The handshape names in Appendix 6 draw from different inspirations, including (1) participants' 
comments (e.g., "90," "BEAK+TWO"), (2) specific features of the handshape's digits (e.g., "+TWO," 
"+THUMB," and "-TWO+THUMB"), (3) my personal visual correlations (e.g., "SCOOP" and 
"SOCKPUPPET"), (4) naming conventions in gesture research (e.g., "BUNCH"), (5) similarity to shapes of 
American Sign Language (e.g., "FLAT-B," "STD-B," and "THREE"), or (6) the collective arrangement and 
interaction of the involved articulators (e.g., "2-HAND-O[finger-weave]," "1-ARM-O[large]," and "2-
ARM-O[overlap-VERT]").  
 
28 Appendix 7 is only a small sampling; the complete gesture dataset contains 658 gesture units. 
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by using minimal pairs.29 Then, to address how Kaqchikel speakers use gestures on a 

macro level, I present some ways the participants used different gesture types and 

examples from the data of deictic, iconic, metaphoric, and emblematic gestures.  

In the second section of this chapter, I respond to my second research question. I 

present the similarities and differences of some gestures within the dataset that may 

reveal potential intra-community and inter-community trends. For similarities, I include 

what I identified as possible classifiers. Then, I discuss sociocultural factors that may 

affect the participants' gesture vocabularies and potentially clarify some of the 

divergences present in the data. 

 

1.  How Kaqchikel Speakers Use Gestures 

 

Micro -level, gestural aspects 

In the previous chapter, I presented the results from my data analysis about the 

micro-level features of gestures in Kaqchikel. Here, I will present supporting evidence for 

some of the gestural aspects that suggest that Kaqchikel speakers employ them to specify 

the saliency of a gesture's reference to its referent. I present examples of minimal pairs 

based on participants' feedback during the interviews. Their comments about gestures 

provided evidence that these gestural aspects affect the meaning of gestures, and they 

help illustrate, on a micro-level, how Kaqchikel speakers use gestures.30 

 
29 In minimal pairs, two items share everything except for the feature under investigation. Minimal pairs 
highlight how the feature under investigation affects the relationship between the two items.  
30 In some cases, the participants' comments led to additions to the lists of descriptives for the gestural 
aspects. For instance, when a participant gave me specific instructions to change the shape of my hand as I 
attempted to reproduce the gesture, this led to me adding a new handshape to my list of handshapes. 



77 

 

During the interviews, participants commented about the gestures they shared. At 

times, their comments explicitly identified featural differences that changed the meaning 

of a gesture, thus revealing that the aspects I analyzed in the previous section can affect 

the saliency of a gesture. Here, I offer some examples from participants' comments 

regarding similarity, handedness, handshape, orientation, location, and movement. To 

visualize the differences, I include photographs from the appendices where I recreated the 

gestures. 

Similarity 

Regarding similarity, I present evidence from comments made by Participants 2 

and 4. Participant 2 pointed out that the gesture for two different referents was junam (the 

same). The gesture's referents were xnakät (onion) and saqmolo' (egg). The participant 

demonstrated that the gesture for both referents did not change. The gesture referencing 

xnakät and saqmolo', demonstrated back-to-back by Participant 2, revealed that they 

share the same features of handedness, handshape, orientation, location, and movement. 

The gesture was one-handed, in the HS:FREEZE handshape, oriented palm up with 

fingers up and knuckles forward, located in front of its shoulder, and was static. 

Participant 2's shared gesture for xnakät and saqmolo' is recreated and presented in 

Figure 5.1.  

 

 
 Figure 5.1: Gesture for Xnakät and Saqmolo' 
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 A second example of similarity came from Participant 4, who pointed out two 

referents that shared the same gesture. The referents were chanin, chanin, and k'iy, k'iy 

("quickly" and "a lot," respectively). Participant 4 repeated the gesture after the first 

referent to indicate the second referent. For both referents, the gesture's handedness was 

one-handed, its handshape was HS:MIT, and its orientation began with the palm angled 

between medial and inward with the fingers pointed medially and its knuckles pointed 

forward. It was located in front of the body and laterally of the chin, and at chin height. I 

described the gesture's movement as "hand whips side-to-side at the wrist, rotates down 

and laterally, fast, 2x+. With Sound: wrist and fingers 'snap.'" The illustration of the 

gesture for chanin, chanin, and k'iy, k'iy is presented in Figure 5.2 as two still images 

with an arrow between them to suggest movement. 

 

             
Figure 5.2: Gesture for Chanin, Chanin and K'iy, k'iy 

 

 

Handedness 

For the aspect of handedness, I present evidence from a comment made by 

Participant 3. Participant 3 demonstrated a co-speech gesture with the utterance "nïm ri 

äq" ("the large pig"). At first, Participant 3 contributed the one-handed gesture 
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represented as Gesture A. in Figure 5.3. Moments later, the participant realized a mistake 

with Gesture A. and corrected it with an explicit explanation that the one-handed Gesture 

A. in Figure 5.3 was an incorrect signifier for nïm ri äq. Instead, the correct gesture, 

Gesture B. in Figure 5.3, required both hands. In both the one-handed and two-handed 

gestures, the dominant hand maintained its handshape, orientation, and location. Aside 

from adding the non-dominant hand below the dominant hand, this gesture was 

unchanged. Participant 3 gave a straightforward instruction that only a two-handed 

gesture accurately represented nïm ri äq. Therefore, this example supports that the aspect 

of handedness is a salient feature of some gestures from the Kaqchikel participants. 

 

A.    B.  

Figure 5.3: For Nïm ri Äq: Incorrect Gesture (Gesture A.; left) and Correct 
Gesture (Gesture B.; right)31  

 
 
 
 Handshape 

Evidence for the saliency of the gestural aspect of handshape comes from an 

example from Participant 4. In this case, the referent was xax (thin). After the participant 

made the gesture, I repeated the gesture back to Participant 4 to see if I had understood 

 
31 The image for Gesture B in Figure 5.3 has a slightly different location for the dominant hand. This is 
only the case in the image I created and was not the case in the data as demonstrated by Participant 3. 
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the gesture correctly. I had not, and Participant 4 explicitly corrected my handshape. I 

made my incorrect demonstration of the gesture with the handshape HS:BEAK with only 

the forefinger and thumb extended. However, Participant 4 instructed me to correct the 

gesture to HS:BEAK+TWO, which involves the extension of two fingers and the thumb. 

Once I adjusted to HS:BEAK+TWO but left all other aspects unchanged, Participant 4 

confirmed that my gesture was now a valid signifier for xax. In Figure 5.4, I include the 

incorrect handshape for xax, HS:BEAK, as Gesture A. (A.1 and A.2) in the top two 

images. The correct gesture for xax, HS:BEAK+TWO, is represented as Gesture B. (B.1 

and B.2) in the bottom two images.32 

  

 
32 Note that the photos for HS:BEAK and HS:BEAK+TWO have slight adjustments in orientation and 
location. These adjustments are only to demonstrate the handshapes' subtle differences more clearly. 
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A.1 A.2  

B.1   B.2  
Figure 5.4: Handshapes HS:BEAK (Gestures A.1 and A.2; top) and 
HS:BEAK+TWO (B.1 and B.2; bottom) 
 

 

Orientation 

Supporting evidence for the saliency of orientation came from Participant 1. At 

the time, Participant 1 was pointing out the differences between gestures that reference 

jun winäq (a person) and those that reference jun chiköp (an animal).33 The handshape 

and all other aspects aside from orientation were the same for both referents. The only 

difference was that the gesture for jun winäq was oriented with its palm down, while the 

gesture for jun chiköp was oriented palm in toward the body. The gestures for jun winäq 

and jun chiköp, displaying the change in orientation alone as significant, are shown in 

Figure 5.5. 

  

 
33 I explore the gestural categories for chikopi' (animals) and winaqi' (people) in depth later in this chapter 
when I discuss potential gesture classifiers. 
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Figure 5.5: Participant 1's Gestures for Jun Winäq (right) and Jun chiköp (left) 
 
 
Location 

For location, Participant 2 demonstrated two gestures with different referents. The 

gestures' handedness, handshape, orientation, movement, and all other features were the 

same, except for their locations. The two gestures referred to nuk'u'x (my heart) and 

wanima (my soul). Both gestures were identical aside from their locations: nuk'u'x was at 

the center of the chest and over the heart, while wanima was centered on the chest but 

over the solar plexus. The gestures for nuk'u'x (Gesture A.) and wanima (Gesture B.) are 

shown in Figure 5.6. 

 

 

A.  B.  
Figure 5.6: Gestures for Nuk'u'x (right) and Wanima (left) 

 

Movement 

Evidence for the saliency of movement came from Participant 3. Two of 

Participant 3's gestures were the same in all aspects except movement. Participant 3's first 



83 

 

gesture was for eqal, eqal (slowly). In this gesture, the hands slowly pushed outward and 

away from the chest two times. For Participant 3's second gesture, manäq (no), the hands 

moved along the same path and similarly pushed outward, except that the movement was 

very rapid and performed multiple times. Therefore, movement was the distinction 

between one gesture meaning eqal, eqal and the other meaning manäq. Figure 5.7 

includes two images with an arrow between them to suggest the movement of pushing 

outward. For eqal, eqal, this movement was slow. For manäq, this movement was fast.  

 

            
Figure 5.7: Gesture for both Eqal, Eqal and Manäq (movement outward) 
 

 

Macro-level gesture types 

 Kaqchikel speakers use gestures to convey meaning using a variety of 

representation methods. I will highlight examples of deictic, iconic, metaphoric, and 

emblematic gesture types present in the gesture data from the Kaqchikel speakers. 

 Deictic gestures 

 Deictic gestures point to, indicate, or move in the direction of a referent, whether 

the referent exists in the real-world setting or if it is placed within the speaker's gestural 

space. The participants in this study all employed a handful of very consistent deictic 

gestures. The gestures I highlight are illustrated in Appendix G, and I will refer to them 

here by their group letter. 
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 All participants demonstrated a deictic gesture for indicating wawe' (here) (Group 

U). Most often, wawe' received the handshape HS:POINT-90 with the extended index 

finger pointed down (U.1). In this case, the deictic gesture is pointing directly at the 

referent: the location "here." One participant used a different handshape, HS:CUP (U.2), 

for wawe', but the gesture movement and deixis were the same. The fingertips of the hand 

were pointing down directly at the referent: "here." The other example for wawe' is a 

two-handed gesture that does not point directly to the location (U.3). However, this 

gesture uses movement toward the referent, "here," by pushing downward. 

 The next two groups, chi rij  (behind) (Group V) and ke la' (over there) (Group W) 

are deictics in the same way as wawe' (here). To gesture chi rij , the participants used 

either the index finger in the handshapes HS:POINT or HS:POINT-90, or the thumb in 

HS:THUMBS-UP,  to point over the shoulder in the direction "behind" them. With ke la', 

the participant uses both the index finger of the handshape HS:POINT and movement to 

indicate and point toward "over there." Some participants used several more specific 

gestures to signal a more specific than general distance, but they all functioned in the 

same way and as deictic gestures.  

 The last example of a deictic gesture is for iwïr (yesterday) (Group X). Some 

participants used the same gesture for chi rij  as for iwïr, pointing behind the shoulder. 

However, their referents are another type of referent. For all previous deictic examples, 

the referents were locations in physical space: "here," "behind me," and "over there." Iwïr 

is different; it indicates time. Time is abstract, but the participants who shared these 

gestures for iwïr pointed behind them, thus placing "time" in the gestural space. In 
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addition to the two shared chi rij gestures, one participant used both hands, each in 

HS:POINT, together over the same shoulder, pointing behind.  

 Iconic gestures 

Gestures of concrete, real-world referents that somehow represent the referent or a 

feature of the referent are iconic gestures. The majority of the total 658 gestures in the 

dataset were iconic gestures. Many of the gestures related to real-world referents or 

highlighted features of real-world referents. From the data, a great example of an iconic 

gesture directly representing its referent is for setesïk (round), such as in gestures A.8, 

A.15, and D.3. These three examples all form a circle and indicate the quality of 

"roundness." A second example of an iconic gesture was Gesture D.1, for b'aq (skinny). 

When forming this gesture, the participant elongated their face to make it appear 

narrower. Then, they indicated a narrower, thinner body dimension by raising the 

shoulders and squeezing their fully extended arms toward the sagittal line in front of their 

chest. 

Many iconic gestures represent a feature of a real-world referent. Some examples 

are about b'ojo'y (cooking pot), such as gestures A.16, B.6, B.9, C.3, and D.3. Each of 

these gestures represents the rounded feature of the b'ojo'y. Even though gestures A.16, 

B.6, and B.9 suggest spherical rounded sides, while C.3 and D.3 emphasize the roundness 

of the top of a b'ojo'y, they all refer to the rounded feature of a b'ojo'y. Also, each of these 

gestures represents different sizes of b'ojo'y, some nïm ("large"), others ko'öl ("small"), 

but they all represent a feature of b'ojo'y. 
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Metaphoric gestures 

Gestural representations of the abstract are called metaphoric gestures. In the 

terminology of semiotics, these gestures are "symbolic signs" because they have an 

arbitrary relationship to their referents. However, gestures that serve this purpose and 

represent abstract concepts are metaphoric gestures. They are considered metaphoric 

because their representations have actual, physical forms. Therefore, they shape a 

metaphor for an unseeable thing and make the invisible visible. 

An example of an abstract, unseeable concept is "time." We regularly engage with 

time and apply it to our daily lives, but time is invisible. Therefore, the set of gestures in 

Group X for iwïr are metaphoric. The gestures in this group are also deictics, and I 

presented them in my earlier discussion of deictic gestures. However, because time is 

abstract, gestures about time, including iwïr, are metaphoric gestures. Another gesture 

example for abstract time is Participant 4's wakamïn (now). Participant 4 used the same 

gesture for wawe' (here) and wakamïn, Gesture U.1, HS:POINT-90, with the index finger 

pointing downward. While wawe' is a physical, tangible place, wakamïn is an abstract 

concept. So, these two examples of gestures for "time" from the dataset are metaphoric 

gestures concerning the abstract idea of time because they place "time" in the gestural 

space. Because they point and give shape to something abstract, these time gestures are 

both deictic and metaphoric. A handful of other metaphoric gestures are illustrated in 

Appendix G, including manäq (no) and ¿achike? (what?). "No" and "what?" are 

intangible and invisible. The gestures whose referents are manäq and ¿achike? in 

Kaqchikel are metaphoric because they give shape to abstract concepts. However, these 

two gestures also fit into another category of gesture type: emblematic gestures. 
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Emblematic gestures 

 Emblematic gestures are those that are used widely across cultures and language 

communities. Many emblems are also metaphoric since they have an arbitrary 

relationship to their referents or represent abstract things. The emblematic gestures from 

the data that I present are manäq (L.1) and ¿achike? (Group P) in Appendix G. 

 Gesture L.1 for Manäq is commonly used in many cultures to express "no," 

"nothing" or some other form of negation. For this study, all participants contributed 

some variation of this gesture to the dataset. The appendix image illustrates the most 

common orientation. Some participants also expressed this gesture with the palm down 

and index finger pointing outward, while one participant gestured manäq with the palm 

faced medially with its knuckles and finger pointed upward. No matter the orientation for 

the hand, its handshape was always HS:POINT and it moved by twisting bank-and-forth 

at the wrist (I named this motion "windshield wiper"). Even though this gesture has 

meaning across numerous global communities and is thus an emblem, its meaning is 

arbitrary, so it is also metaphoric. Significant populations of people accept and perpetuate 

the concept, no matter the language, that this gesture means "no." In Kaqchikel, it means 

"manäq." 

Similarly, the gestures for ¿achike? (Group P) are emblematic throughout much 

of the world as signifiers for the interrogative, "what?"34 For this study, all but one 

participant contributed a version of this gesture to the dataset. In every instance, the 

participants ended the gesture with their palms facing up. Some participants began this 

gesture with their palms facing down, and others started with their palms in toward their 

 
34 Outside of the dataset, some cultures can indicate "what?" with just the palms up orientation and do not 
require the particular rotation movement indicated in P.1 and P.2.  
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bodies. Either way, in all cases, the participant's hands simultaneously flipped over to end 

palm up. Participant 6 shared multiple ¿achike? questions, and each time the gesture 

involved lateral rotation at the elbow to cause the hand to conclude with the palm face up. 

Why this gesture means what it means is arbitrary; this is a metaphoric gesture. However, 

because it is a familiar gesture with a shared meaning in many countries around the 

world, the ¿achike? gesture is also an emblem. 

  In this section, I responded to my first research question concerning how 

Kaqchikel speakers use gestures. First, I showed how on a micro-level, participants used 

gestural aspect changes to specify the meaning of gestures. Next, I presented evidence 

that handedness, handshape, orientation, location, and movement may each affect how 

gestures mean what they mean. Then, on a macro level, I presented examples of gesture 

types whose manners of representation differed. The different gesture examples 

evidenced that gesture vocabularies of Kaqchikel community members include deictic, 

iconic, metaphoric, and emblematic gestures. 

 In the next section of this chapter, I will respond to my second research question: 

How are gestures of the Kaqchikel language similar and different among intra-

community and inter-community Kaqchikel speakers? 

 

2. Consistencies and inconsistencies 

 

In this discussion section, I respond to my second research question. I will present 

similarities and differences among some gestures from the participants within the dataset 

that suggest intra-community and inter-community trends. For examples of similarities, I 
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referent with nïm and ko'öl ("small") versions. For example, Participant 4 first responded 

to the nimalen question by demonstrating a general "nïm" with gesture A.16. The 

gestures that followed were variations of nïm; some were dynamic, including gesture A.7 

for "nïm nïm" ("very large"), while others were static. Then, after six variations of nïm 

gestures, Participant 4 uttered "ko'öl" while demonstrating gesture B.6. 

When participants' gestures indicated nimalen about more specific referents, the 

gestures tended to be iconic and related to the size and shape of the referent. For example, 

five of the participants demonstrated gestures for b'ojo'y (cooking pot), wherein the 

gesture highlighted the roundness of a pot. Some were oversized and others small, but all 

gestures for b'ojo'y were iconically round. In Appendix G, gestures made about b'ojo'y 

include gestures for nïm (A.10 and A.17), ko'öl (B.5, B.7, and B.15), and pïm (C.12). 

However, when participants demonstrated size references to some other categories of 

things, the gestures were not as transparently iconic as those for b'ojo'y. Some of these 

categories are what I propose to be gesture classifiers. 

Gesture classifiers used by Kaqchikel speakers 

A few categories of referents received consistent representations from the 

participants that are less transparently iconic than other gestures. For these categories, 

their representations are gesture classifiers. The consistent classes receiving gesture 

classifiers in Kaqchikel are (1) animals, (2) birds, and (3) plants.36 Following convention, 

I named these concepts using words in my language. I discuss the classifiers in order of 

consistency in the data starting with a category with only one general handshape and 

orientation before discussing those receiving multiple handshapes and orientations. 

 
36 Other categories appeared to be gesture classifiers, too, but the data from the six Kaqchikel participants 
was not consistent enough to argue for their existence. Further research with more participants is needed. 
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large elephant"), the hand's fingers rotated from pointing forward to pointing up as the 

hand rose above the head to signify the elephant's height. 

For Participants 1, 2, and 4, smaller animals, like mes (cat), included the addition 

of the second, non-dominant hand below the upper, dominant hand. Participant 4 

explained that with the distance between the hands, "puedes calcular la altura," ("you 

can calculate the height" of the referent). 

Yet, some Participants differed on whether particular animals received 

CL:ANIMAL. For example, while Participants 1, 2, and 4 gestured the two-handed 

variation of CL:ANIMAL for mes (cat), Participant 6 gestured a general non-specific nïm 

for mes, with the same handshape, but with the palm oriented downward. Another animal 

that did not consistently receive CL:ANIMAL was masat (deer). Participants 1 and 4 did 

gesture that masat (deer) received CL:ANIMAL, but Participant 5 disagreed. For 

Participant 5, no gesture accompanies the spoken "masat." 

All participants gestured CL:ANIMAL for the general category of animals, 

chikopi', as well as the specific animals tz'i', wakx, and kej. Therefore, the data suggests 

that CL:ANIMAL is a classifier for a specific category of animals. Yet, as evidenced by 

the variations in the data, not everyone agrees on which animals fall into this category 

and receive CL:ANIMAL. I will present possible reasons for these and other differences 

after I present two more potential classifiers.  

Bird classifier 

Another potential classifier relates to birds (Appendix G, Section BB). All but one 

participant demonstrated a gesture as CL:BIRD, and the only participant who did not 

gesture CL:BIRD, Participant 1, did not include any bird referents in their interview. For 
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the others who did gesture it, CL:BIRD involved a downward-facing palm with curved 

fingers on the dominant hand. Handshapes varied slightly, including HS:CUP, HS:MIT, 

HS:SCOOP, and HS:FREEZE. For all Participants other than Participant 6, CL:BIRD 

was a two-handed gesture wherein the lower hand had curved fingers and was oriented 

palm up and facing the dominant upper hand. For Participants 3, 4, and 5, the bottom 

hand was the same handshape as the upper hand, while Participant 2's upper handshape 

was HS:FREEZE and lower handshape was HS:CUP. The examples provided by the 

participants for CL:BIRD included tz'ikin (birds other than raptors), äk' (hen),  mama' äk 

(rooster), patx (duck), and pipi'y (turkey).  

Plant Classifier 

For the category of plants, four participants gestured what I refer to as 

CL:PLANT for their references to plant referents (Appendix G, Section CC). Participants 

1, 2, 4, and 5 consistently gestured CL:PLANT when referring to members of the plant 

kingdom. Participant 2 explained when to use this gesture: "xaxe ri ke re', xaxe chike 

che', jalajoj ruwäch taq che', jalajoj ruwäch taq tiko'n" ("only [use this gesture for] 

woody-stemmed plants, all the foodstuffs of woody-stemmed plants, and all the 

foodstuffs of farmed plants").  

 The gesture has some refined features that may or may not be required, including 

particular angles or interrelationships among the fingers in the handshape. For this 

reason, I designated a specific handshape, HS:CUP-POUR, for instances of CL:PLANT 

in the data. The major components of this classifier are: (a) the palm must be face up, (b) 

the hand from the wrist must be oriented relatively horizontally (and potentially slightly 

angled), and (c) the handshape must be HS:CUP-POUR or some variation thereof with all 
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fingers extended, touching, and clustered together. Also, CL:PLANT was gestured with 

either one hand or with two hands, as illustrated in CC.1 and CC.2, respectively. 

The reason why CL:PLANT occurred as a one-handed or two-handed gesture 

appeared to hinge on either the specific plant type or the referent's height. Small plants 

received both hands, with the lower palm up and facing the back of the upper hand. For 

tall plants, only the dominant hand formed the gesture CL:PLANT, and it was typically 

located above the elbow. In most cases, CL:PLANT was static. On the occasion it 

included movement, the upper hand moved. It raised and lowered relative to either the 

lower hand or the ground, suggesting the object's growth. 

Another application for CL:PLANT was demonstrated by Participants 2 and 3. 

Participants 2 and 3 employed CL:PLANT when describing the sizes or lengths of 

vegetables and other plant foodstuffs, including q'anaxe' (carrot). For both participants, 

q'anaxe' was a two-handed gesture in which the dominant hand was above the non-

dominant hand. The upper hand kept its handshape as HS:CUP-POUR, while the lower 

hand was either HS:CUP-POUR or HS:CUP. Similar to the gesture for shorter plants, 

gestures for plant foodstuffs involved both hands to represent the length or height of the 

referent as the distance between them. However, with q'anaxe', the hands were both 

angled slightly across the chest, as shown in Gesture CC.3.  

However, there were slight discrepancies even among the small set of four 

participants who used CL:PLANT. For example, Participant 5 used CL:PLANT for awän 

(corn; milpa) and awex (young corn plant) but used a distinctly different gesture for che' 

(tree). Participant 5's gesture for che' used the handshape HS:POINT pointing upward 
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and located in front of the opposite shoulder and included movement in an arc up and 

over the head.  

While I considered other gestures to be potential classifiers, the inconsistencies 

outweighed the consistencies in this dataset. Therefore, in the next section, I will discuss 

possible reasons for the discrepancies from the proposed gesture classifiers used by the 

Kaqchikel speakers as well as differences between the participants' individual gesture 

vocabularies. 

 

Inconsistencies 

The Kaqchikel participants shared part of their rich gestural vocabularies for this 

study. Previously in this chapter, I have discussed consistencies and patterns through both 

a micro and macro lens related to the gestures in the data. I proposed that some broader 

patterns evidenced potential gesture classifiers, such as CL:ANIMAL, CL:BIRD, and 

CL:PLANT. Beyond the three that I presented, I have evidence supporting that other 

potential classifiers were present in the data, but participants' gestural representations 

were too inconsistent to support my claiming them as valid classifiers based solely on the 

data from this study. Even with CL:ANIMAL, CL:BIRD, and CL:PLANT, participants' 

responses disagreed about which referents belonged to these categories. Therefore, I will 

now discuss potential reasons for inconsistencies and divergences in the data and include 

some patterns that suggest consistencies for the discrepancies. I will explore possible 

sociocultural factors, including location, age, sex, and profession, that may have affected 

the participants' gesture vocabularies. 
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affects a Kaqchikel speaker's gesture vocabulary, and it may have affected the data for 

this study.  

Other factors that may have affected the gesture data are the sex and gender of the 

participants. Of the six participants, two were women, and four were men. In some 

cultures, social practices of the work that women do versus the work that men do differ. 

With any kind of work and specialist knowledge, one can also learn related gestures. 

Socially, some gestures may be more acceptable when enacted by women than men, and 

vice versa. Some expressions may be taboo for men to gesture, others for women. In the 

interviews, I asked participants if they knew of any gestures that were sex or gender 

specific, and no one offered any concrete replies. However, in the data that I collected, I 

noticed that the female participants' gesture vocabularies included more references to 

cooking items and more robust gestures about cookware features. For example, for the 

word b'ojo'y (cooking pot), the two female participants provided more specific iconic 

gestures related to features of different types and sizes of cooking pots. Meanwhile, I did 

not notice any particular gesture trends among the four male participants. Nevertheless, 

an individual's sex and/or gender may affect their gesture vocabulary. 

Another sociocultural factor affecting a participant's gesture vocabulary is their 

profession. With all professions, a worker learns special skills for the job. Specialist 

terminology accompanies specialist skills and knowledge. Likewise, one can learn 

specialist gestures and express their knowledge by communicating with unique gestures. 

The data suggests this was the case with some participants in this study. For example, 

two participants contributed a wealth of gestures about ri awän (the milpa; cornfield) and 

chi rij tiko'n (about farming). Coincidentally, these two participants both own plots of 
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land, and they farm the land they own. So, it makes sense that these two individuals both 

had a lot to say, as well as gesture, about farming. Another example of how one's 

profession may influence their gesture vocabulary comes from one of the participants, 

who is a weaver. Among all participants, only one participant contributed any gestures 

about ri kem (weaving). Not surprisingly, the participant who shared a handful of 

gestures about weaving and how to take measurements for making clothing was the 

weaver. As these examples suggest, a participant's profession and specialist knowledge 

may contribute to having specialist gestures in their vocabulary. 

As these examples show, sociocultural factors may have affected the data because 

of their effect on the participants' gesture vocabularies. Location, age, sex, gender, and 

profession are not the only possible reasons for the differences in the data. Other factors 

such as culture, economics, education, language, and citizenship status can affect a 

person's knowledge, experience, and understanding of the world. These or other factors 

may have influenced the participants' gesture vocabularies, too, which in turn may have 

affected the data for this study. Additionally, the six participants in this study were 

unique individuals, each with their own unique personality and communication style. In 

any case, sociocultural and individual factors may explain some of the intra-community 

and inter-community differences in the gesture data for this study. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

 Kaqchikel is an under-researched and under-represented language in linguistics 

literature, while gesture is an under-researched field within linguistics. No previous 

research has examined gestures used by Kaqchikel speakers or in Kaqchikel 

communities. Therefore, this is the first study to investigate, systematize, measure, and 

describe gestures used by first-language Kaqchikel speakers. This project enriches the 

understanding of the Kaqchikel language and its gestural systems. Furthermore, this 

research offers insights into Kaqchikel's cultural categories and worldview. 

 The purpose of this study was to collect data on gestures used by Kaqchikel 

speakers. The research questions were (1) how are gestures used by first-language, fluent 

Kaqchikel speakers? and (2) how are the gestures of Kaqchikel Maya similar and 

different among intra-community and inter-community Kaqchikel speakers?  

 After I developed a system for data analysis, I investigated how Kaqchikel 

speakers form gestures, the types of gestures they use, the similarities that suggest 

language-specific gestural classifiers, and sociocultural factors that may explain some of 

the differences in the gesture data.  

Based on the data for this study, I argued that gestural systems can have gesture 

classifiers, much like sign languages have sign classifiers. I gave examples from the data 
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that suggest that Kaqchikel speakers use systems of gesture classifiers when they 

communicate with gestures.  

I then investigated sociocultural factors from the participant population. I gave 

examples that suggest that age, sex and/or gender, occupation, and home community 

potentially affected the data and could explain some of the differences in the outcomes. 

I meticulously analyzed the internal structure of each gesture for quality assurance 

and quality control (QAQC). To help visualize the gestures from the data, I created 

appendices of photographs I took of myself recreating the fifty-two handshapes and a 

sampling of the 658 gestures that participants demonstrated during the interviews, 

forming the foundation for this research. I welcomed participant feedback about the 

images of handshapes and gestures, and I modified and updated them accordingly to 

include accurate and valid representations. This project is not the end of my Kaqchikel 

studies and research into gestures; instead, this is only the beginning. 

 

Future Directions 

 The present study was illustrative, not exhaustive. After all, only six participants 

were involved in this pilot study. Therefore, future research into gestures in Kaqchikel 

communities would continue to elucidate how the gestural systems work and how 

Kaqchikel speakers use gestures. Further studies and a larger data pool would expand 

understanding of this under-researched feature of the less commonly taught language, 

Kaqchikel. Future research should also study the gestural systems of other Mayan and 

Indigenous Mesoamerican languages for a deeper understanding of paralinguistics and 

the interaction between language and gesture. Furthermore, more research is needed 
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concerning Mesoamerican sign languages, including Kaqchikel Sign Language. Non-

hegemonic sign languages, in general, are less researched, learned, taught, and 

understood. Therefore, I encourage research into visual-gestural modality communication 

systems not only in Guatemala and Mesoamerica but throughout the world, especially 

when the studies are supported or led by people whose languages are under investigation. 

I would not have pursued this project without the explicit support and interest of the 

participants, and I very much look forward to continuing to collaborate with them to 

create supplemental teaching materials about gestures and their other research interests. 

 As I enveloped myself within this project, I thought of and encountered a wealth 

of potential future directions related to the present study. I will start with the ideas that 

relate to only gestures of Kaqchikel communities and expand outward. Future studies 

concerning gestures in Kaqchikel communities could include (1) creating supplemental 

teaching materials about the gestures for Kaqchikel speakers and for people learning 

Kaqchikel, (2) gathering additional data on gestures from a larger population of 

participants who represent more Kaqchikel communities in Guatemala, (3) investigating 

the different aspects of the form and meaning of gestures, such as handedness, 

handshape, orientation, and location, (5) investigating the types of movement involved in 

gestures, related to how Calbris (1990) studied French gestures, (6) gathering data on 

tensity of gestures used by Kaqchikel speakers using a glove that measures muscle 

tension to investigate its effect, (7) investigating to what degree markedness in spoken 

Kaqchikel aligns with markedness in gestures, (8) investigating how still images of 

isolated handshapes and gestures out-of-context signify meaning to Kaqchikel speakers, 

(9) investigating non-manual articulators used in gestures, (10) gathering data on gestures 
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that specifically relate to abstract referents, (11) investigating the temporal aspect in 

gestures used by Kaqchikel speakers, similar to how Rodríguez (2019) investigated Chol 

Maya gestures, (12) gathering data on passive, listener-produced gestures by Kaqchikel 

community members, (13) investigating "mismatched" gestures to utterances in 

Kaqchikel to better understand the interrelationship between spoken language and 

gestures, similar to McNeill (1992, p. 5), (14) investigating town-specific, hyper-local 

gestures in Kaqchikel communities, (15) investigating plurality expressed in gestures by 

Kaqchikel speakers related to gestural space and deictic gestures, (16) gathering gestures 

in context with real-world conversations in different domains of use, (17) investigating  

sociocultural factors and how much of an effect they have on Kaqchikel speakers' 

gestural vocabularies, (18) investigating how Kaqchikel speakers gesture in response to 

word prompts or specific utterances, (19) investigating Kaqchikel word associations 

based on images of gestures, (20) comparing gestures used by Kaqchikel speakers in 

Guatemala to those used by Kaqchikel speakers in diaspora communities, (21) comparing 

gestures used in Kaqchikel communities to gestural systems of other closely related 

Mayan language communities, such as Tz'utujil and K'iche', (22) comparing gestures 

used in Kaqchikel communities to gestural systems of more distantly related Mayan 

languages, like Mam and Ch'orti', (23) investigating the historical relationship of the 

gestures that Kaqchikel community members use today compared to ancient 

representations of Mayan gestures or signs, such as those suggested by Fox Tree (2009) 

and Bishop and Cartmill (2021), (24) comparing Kaqchikel community gestures to 

Kaqchikel Sign Language, (25) comparing Kaqchikel community gestures to other 

Mayan Sign Languages and indigenous sign languages of Mesoamerica, (26) comparing 
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gestures used in Kaqchikel communities to Lengua de Señas de Guatemala, or 

"Lensegua," the standard Sign Language of Guatemala, (27) comparing gestures of 

Kaqchikel community members to those of non-Kaqchikel community members that live 

in the vicinity of Kaqchikel communities, and (28) pursuing Kaqchikel speaker-led 

investigations into their community gestures.   

This list of potential future research topics is not exhaustive; Kaqchikel, Mayan 

languages, and gestures all are under-represented in research and literature. Community-

approved research and documentation of Kaqchikel and other Mayan gestures and Sign 

Languages can add to an understanding of these systems internally as well as expand the 

wider fields of Mayan studies, Latin American studies, gesture studies, sign language 

studies, and visual-gestural and tactile communication.  
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APPENDIX A: GESTURE UNIT HIERARCHY (G-UNIT) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure A.1: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Basic  Figure A.2: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Basic 
  (No Post-stroke Hold)     (With Post Stroke Hold) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure A.3: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Basic  Figure A.4: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Basic 
 (No Post-stroke Hold)     (With Post Stroke Hold) 
 Including Nucleus     Including Nucleus 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure A.5: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Basic  Figure A.6: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Basic 
 (No Post-stroke Hold)           (With Post Stroke Hold) 
 Including Nucleus and Gesture Phrase      Including Nucleus and Gesture Phrase 
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Figure A.7: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Complex (No Post-Stroke Hold) 
Including Nucleus and Gesture Phrase 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure A.8: Gesture Unit Hierarchy, Complex (With Post-Stroke Hold) 
Including Nucleus and Gesture Phrase 
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APPENDIX B: HISTORICAL MAYAN FAMILY TREE 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure B.1: Mayan Language Family Tree (Bennett et al., 2016, p. 4) 
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Figure B.2.: Mayan Language Family Tree (Campbell, 2013, p. 180) 
 
 
 

 
Figure B.3.: Mayan Language Family Tree (Fox Tree, 2009, p. 325) 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW GUIDE (ENGLISH) 

 
 

Tulane University Human Research Protection Office 
Social/Behavioral IRB 

Interview Guide 
Gesture in the Kaqchikel Maya Language 

 

The purpose of this study is to collect data on gesture in Kaqchikel Maya. Therefore, the 

interview is centered on gathering video recordings of gestures and audio of your words 

describing the uses of particular gestures. 

 

1. What gestures do you know for describing size? 

2. What gestures do you know know for measurements? 

3. What gestures do you know for length or distance? 

4. What gestures do you know for texture? 

5. What gestures do you know for feelings? 

6. Do you know any gestures that are specific to your town? 

7. Do you know any gestures that are specific to other Kaqchikel towns? 

8. Can using certain gestures while speaking change the meaning of a statement? 

9. What other gestures do you know? What do they describe?  

10. Do you have anything else about gestures in Kaqchikel that you want to share? 

 

Please think about and try to be attentive to gestures in Kaqchikel. I look forward to 

hearing more about gestures from you in our next interview. Thank you very much 

for sharing your time and knowledge. 
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APPENDIX E: GESTURE ANALYSIS TABLE (Sample from the Data) 

INF#1 13 Nïm ri 
chikopi 

Complex:  

CL:ANIMAL  5:12 

Similar : SEE:14, except one Hand 
Handed: one hand 
HS: HS:FLAT-B 
Orientation : Palm MEDL, fingers 
FWD. Elbow LATL 
T or R: tense 
Location: IFO collarbone 
Move: STC 

Extra info :  CL:ANIMAL  

INF#2 30 che' 

Complex:  

CL:PLANT 11:50 

Similar :   
Handed: both hands 
HS: HS:CUP-POUR 
Orientation : Palm up, fingers FWD 
T or R: Tense 
Location: 1st hand above 2nd hand 
to indicate height. Hands' fingers are 
PRPN 
Move: MVMT: upper hand moves 
up or down to indicate height as 
distance from lower hand 
Extra info : CL:PLANT 

INF#3 13 
Ko'öl 
rupam 
ri che' 

Complex:  

  6:00 

Similar :  SEE:12, similar location 
Handed: both hands 
HS: HS:HALF-C 
Orientation : palms MEDL, knuckles 
FWD. 'C' on top, forefinger & thumb 
pointing MEDL 
T or R: tense 
Location: SEE:12, similar. Hands 
IFO chest, ~8" b/w fingertips.  
Move: MVMT: SIMUL hands move 
closer together, toward each other 
MEDL. END ~4" b/w fingertips.  

Extra info : fingers & thumbs create 
a circle on HOZT plane.  


























































































