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ABSTRACT

People use gestures to communicate various messages. When a person is happy
or unhappy, one can tell from the gestures he/she makes. The aim of this paper is
to investigate social interpretation of gestures; to find out how they advance
human communication. This is accomplished by analyzing gestures as they are
found in our daily lives. The research employed social and qualitative methods
as well as participatory observation in data collection. Hence, the analysis was
made based on qualitative model.
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INTRODUCTION

Gesturesare objective. When used by aperson they mean something. According tothe
Oxford School Dictionary (1994) a“gesture isamovement or action that expresses
what a person feels’. It is a meaning attached to a sign that can be consciously or
unconsciousy made by aperson to mean something. Gestures could be human and non-
human signsthat can beinterpreted into meaningful expressions. Furuichi and Jonson
(2008) gatethat history tellsusthat communi cation research hasfocused on vocal moddlity,
usualy with theexclusion of other formsof communicationsignals. Prevalent theoriesof
language evolution emphasi zethe vocd trgjectory astheevolution of language. Recent
theoretica debatesabout the evol utionary history of language have opened up the possibility
that other communi cative behaviours conceivably evolved along with or perhapseven
earlier than spoken language. According to Liknapp and Hall (2006) gesturesare:

Movements made by the body or some part of it may involve movementsby the
hand, arm or head. They replace speech complement during adialogue and they can be
used when speechisnot used at all. They regulate theflow and rhythm of interaction,
maintain attention, add emphadi's, clarify speech and hel p characterizeand makememorable
the content of speech. Gestures act asaforecaster of forthcoming speech and help the
speaker access and formulate the speech. While some gesturesareuniversal, othersare
culture-specific. Pease (1992) maintainsthat gesturesarethe sameall over theworld.
Universd gestures, will, for example, include nodding of one’ shead. Inmany partsof the
world, it signalsthat you are affirming (yes) or agreeing with the next person.
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GESTURESDISPLAYED DURINGHUMAN INTERACTIONS

In this section the researcherswill divide gesturesinto four categories: those showing
direction, those that are displayed when a person is greeting someone, those that are
displayed when someoneisangry and others(that do not fall under these categories).

GESTURES DISPLAYED WHEN SHOWING DIRECTIONS

Folding fingerswith thumb waving to and fro: When ahitch-hiker ison the side of
road with dl fingersfolded, except for thethumb waving forward and backward, amotorist
who sees him/her would know he/sheishitching alift. The Respondent One saysthis
gestureisinterpreted as‘ may we go together to the samedirection’. Itisunderstood that
the personisasking for alift. Thedriver of the car may stop to give him/her alift.

Folding all fingersand theforefinger pointing to the sky: Whenoneis and seesa
pedestrian with al hisor her fingersfolded and the forefinger pointing to the sky, the
Respondent One saysthat thedriver will interpret the gestureto mean that the pedestrian
wantsalift going to thefarthest town. If he/sheispointinginasoutherndirection, itisnot
certain which town he/she may be referring to. It could be Polokwane, Pretoria or
Johannesburg. What iscertain isthat the personisnot going to anearby town.

Driving and stretching the hand to the right: When a person isdriving and seesa
driver pointing to theright with his/her right hand, the Respondent One says onewill
immediately know that thedriver wantsto turnto theright hand side. Thedriver would be
sgndingtoturntotheright thoughhedid notindicateto usetheindicators/sgnals of the
car. It will beinterpreted that heisgoing to turnto theright.

Sretching one sopen hand/finger and moving it toand fro: When aperson stretches
on€e' shand and pointstheforefinger to another person, the Respondent One saysthat the
second person will know that he/sheisbeing called by the person, making the gesture.
However, thisgestureiscons dered disrespectful in some cultures, including theV haven—
aculture. Itisbelieved that it underminestheother person. Theforefinger isalso believed
to be used for pointing towitches. Asaresult, theVhavendapeoplewill not wel come such
agesture.

Opening both armsand waving then inward and outward: If aperson opens/waves
his/her handsinwards and outwards, the Respondent One saysthat thisisan indication
that the person who seesthe gestureis summoned to theinitiator of the gesture.

GESTURESDISPLAYED IN ANGER

Holding both handson the head: When apersonissitting alonewith his’her handson
hishead, the Respondent Two saysthet itisasuggestion that the personisdeepinthought.
He or she could be having aproblem that isdifficult for him/her. If such personisnot
hel ped, he/shemay even commit suicide. Itisanindication that he or sheneedssomehelp
or solutionsto hisor her problems.

Shaking of the head: Shaking the head from sideto sideindicatesano or negation. Itis
universal and may well beagesturethat islearned ininfancy. The Respondent Two says
that when achild wantsthe parent to discontinuefeeding him or her, he/shewill makethe
samegesturetomean ‘no’.
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Stretching both legs sideways and both hands while holding the waist : When a
person stretches higher legs sidewayswith both hands on his’her waist, onewill know that
the personissurprised at something, although the gesture could beinterpreted differently
depending on the culture. The Respondent Two saysthat the usual interpretation isthat
oneisdisappointed by what one sees.

Pointing at a person with theforefinger moving up and down: When aperson’s
forefinger ispointing at aperson and moving up and down, the Respondent Two saysthat
the person pointed at should know that theinitiator of thegestureisangry with hinvher.

Stretching one' shand with all fingers moving to and fro: If aperson stretches his/
her hand with dl fingersmoving to and fro, asif waving, the Respondent Two saysthat the
person seeing that gesture should know that he/she should move away from the speaker.
Thisisanindication that the person being shown the gestureisnot welcome. Theinitiator
of thegestureissaying ‘go back’ or ‘ do not comenear tome'.

Crossing handson on€e'schest: When apersonissitting with his’her arms crossed on
one's chest, the Respondent Two saysthat it isagesture that he/she does not want to
involvehimsdf/herself inwhat isgoing on. Thisgesturemeansthat onedoesnot want to be
part of what ishappening.

Showing afist to a person: If oneshowsafist to another, the Respondent Two saysthat
it meansthat the person making the gesturewill fix hinvher. Thisisnot afriendly gesture.
It could meanonecan be punished or beaten up at any time.

Frowning: Sater, (ed) (1992:198) saysthat ‘ when you frown, you creaseyour forehead
because you areangry, worried, puzzled or thoughtful’

When theforefaceis shrieked withwrinklesit symbolizesanger. The Respondent Two
saysthat he/she believesthat thisgesture showsthat the person isnot happy.

Rolling of eyes: When eyesmovein thedirection of another person, itisanindication
that the person making the gestureisangry. The Respondent Two saysthat it will bemade
mostly inthe presence of visitorsand whenitisimpossibleto verbalizethe gesture; for
exampletowardsachild whoisbeing mischievous. Thiswill immediately send amessage
tothe child that he or she should stop hisor her behaviour.

Pointing of afinger: A finger may be pointed at someone during aheated argument. It
ismostly accompanied by words, to show that apersonisvery angry. Respondent Two
saysthat usually, people usetheforefingersto point at oneanother, tosay “1 will show you
my truecolours, or “I will fix you.” Thisgesturewill beinterpreted to mean that the person
isangry.

Holding the hipswith both hands: Thisisagesture that shows aggressiveness. The
Respondent Two saysthat the gesture makestheinitiator appear to betaller and more
threstening.

Moving the fourth finger across the neck: Respondent One says people use the
gesturein communication to say to the next person that they would kill them. Thehand
movesacrosstheneck, likeaknifedashing.
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Spitting to the next person: The Respondent Two says, often, when people hear of a
recent death, they spit ontheground. In someinstances, they will spit onthe other person
tosay ‘youareadog’ ...or what you didisunacceptable. Some peoplewould spit onthe
next persontosay ‘| amdonewithyou*. For example, if youtell asecret to aperson and
he passesit onto others, it would be interpreted as saying that onewill never tell that
person asecret again.

GESTURES DISPLAYED DURING GREETINGS

Shaking hands: Shaking handsisaway of greeting. It can beused either with afriend,
arelativeor family member and even astranger. Peoplemay shakehandseveninformal
meetings. Respondent One says some people, especially the young, may also rub the
pam of ahand asalove signad whileshaking hands, especialy maesrubbingfemaes. This
isagesture used by lovers. The person whose palmisbeing rubbed will know that the
doer isdeeply inlove.

Raising the hand and waving them sideways: When a person raises his’her hands
with open palmsand waving them sideways, Respondent One saysthat it isagesture of
goodbye. Theresponsewill beto wave back to say goodbyeto you too.

Hugging: Thismay bedisplayed when friendsare greeting each other or by peoplewho
areinaloverdationship or just ordinary family members, depending onthe culture of the
specific group. Respondent One saysthispracticewasrarely displayed inrural South
Africabut itisbecoming common practice nowadays. Hugging isinterpreted asreveading
that two peopleareintimate friendswho warmly accept each other.

Kissing: Osculating someonein apublic placeismostly interpreted asaway of greeting
acloserelative in some cultures. Thismay be afamily member, alover or afriend.
GroupslikeVhavendadtill view kissingin publicasbeingimmoral, especidly if peopleare
lovers. Blackswholivecloseto urban areas, especialy thosewho livewith whites, might
be more comfortablewith thegesturethan rural ones. Respondent One saysthat depending
on therelationship with the person, akissmay differ from personto person. A kissmight
be onthe cheek or onthelips. When kissing involveslipsand thetongue or what some
cal awet kiss, itismostly restricted to peoplein sexual relationships. Thisissupported by
Respondent Two who saysthat peoplemay a so kissthe hand when greeting. Thistype of
kissngisinterpreted to mean different things, depending on the nature of therelationship.

Kneeling down and lying on the side: A Muven woman may do alittle bending of the
legswhen passing the elderswhich can beinterpreted asasign of respect and greeting at
thesametime. Inmany cases, they will belooking down, asif they areshy. Inother cases,
especidly if itisthechief being greeted, Vhavendawomen will also lieon thesidewith
their handstouching closeto the head. Respondent Two saysthat V haven—awoman can
also greet inthisway when thereareimportant visitorslikein-laws. Girlsmay usethis
gesturewhen greeting parentsand older women. Thisgestureisinterpreted to mean or to
show respect to those peoplewho arein close affinity.
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Removingthe hat from one'shead: Male personsentering ahomestead will sometimes
removetheir hat from the head when there are el derly peoplearound. Respondent Two
saysthat they removetheir hatsfrom their headsasaway of greeting and showing respect.
Verba greetings may sometimes accompany the gesture: “ Ndaa or Ndau ya nduna” .

Waving ahand: When aperson wavesahand, thiscan beinterpreted asagestureto
say “hdlo!” Thisisaninformal kind of greeting that can dso bemeadetofriends. Respondent
Two saysthat universaly, peoplewave handswith open pamsasaway of saying goodbye.

Thereareother gesturesthat are not displayed when showing direction, during
greetingsor anger. Such gesturesincludethefollowing:

Two thumbsfacing down: We seethiskind of gesture during wrestling or other sports
matches. Respondent Two saysthat the gestureisdisplayed by the spectatorsto tell the
playersthat they are bored with them or they are not happy with their performance.
Throwingin atowel during boxing: Thisgestureisdisplayed when peoplearefighting.
Respondent Two saysthat thetowe will bethrownin, inthemiddleof thering asasign of
defeat. Thetowel isthrown by thefighter’strainer or coach. Respondent Two saysthat
thisisdonewhenthe painisno longer bearable.

Shaking thehead sideways:. The head is shaken sidewaysasaway tosay ‘no’, or ‘I
donatlikeit’. Respondent Two saysitisasign that aperson refusesto succumb to what
he/sheisbeing ordered to do. Itisamazing that even small children may also be seen
making thisgesture.

Re-inforced Arm-Cross:. A full arm-crossgesture, when aperson has clenched thefist,
indicatesahostileand defensive attitude. Thiscluster isoften combined with clenched
teeth and ared face. Respondent One saysaverbal or physica attack may beimminent
inthiscase. A submissive pams-up approach needsahostile gestureif thereasonisnot
aready apparent. Theperson using thisgesture cluster hasan attacking attitude.

Armgripping gesture: Itischaracterized by the handstightly gripping the upper aamsto
reinforce the position and to stop any attempt to unfold the arms and expose the body.
Thearmsmay often be gripped so tight that the fingers and knucklesturn white asthe
blood circulationiscut off. Respondent One saysthat thisarmfol d styleiscommon among
peoplesittingindoctors and dentists waiting rooms, or first timeair travelerswaiting for
the planeto take off. It showsanegativerestrained attitude (Pease, 1992). Statuscan
influencearmfolding gestures. A person can aso place higher handswhen speaking with
another.

Raising one's hands during a fight: In afight, when one feels that he/she has had
enough, one may opt to quit. To show that oneis surrendering, one may raise his’her
hands. Respondent One saysthat when the opponent seesthat, hewill automatically
know that the opponenthasaccepted defest. If thefighter continueshitting the personwith
his/her hand raised, onewill be sanctioned.

Putting theforefinger acrossthelips: When two people aretalking to each other and
oneisseen putting theforefinger acrossthelips, the Respondent Onesaysitisagestureto
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say oneistoo loud or keep quiet. Onewill automatically know that one should talk softly.
It could also mean that one should keep someinformation heard asecret.

CONCLUSION

The abovediscussion has shown that the use of gesturesand non-verbal languagesisas
oldashumanlanguageitsdf. Understanding gesturesenablespeopletointerpretinformation
evenwhentheverba messageisnot provided. During human communicationspeoplerey
mostly on information given by the other person. When the communicatorsarefaceto
face with one another, they can also notice these non-verbal behavioursand in doing so,
they can observetrendsasinformation unfolds, to view if verba informationisinlinewith
thenon-verbd information. It hasbeen established that gestures could help to strengthen
verba information during communications. It wasshown that gesturesmay bedividedinto
three categories, namely, gesturesthat aredisplayed to show direction, gesturesdisplayed
during greetingsand other gesturesthat do not fall under these categories.
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