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It has been suggested that the gestural accuracy used by speakers of Aus-
tralian Aboriginal languages like Guugu Yimidhirr and Arrernte to indicate
directions and represent topographic features is a consequence of absolute
frame of reference being dominant in these languages; and that the lack-
adaisical points produced by North American English speakers is an out-
come of relative frame being dominant in English. We test this claim by
comparing locational pointing in contexts of place reference in conversa-
tions conducted in two Australian Aboriginal languages, Murrinhpatha and
Gija, and in Australian English spoken by non-Aboriginal residents of a
small town in north Western Australia. Pointing behaviour is remarkably
similar across the three groups and all participants display a capacity to
point accurately regardless of linguistic frame of reference options. We sug-
gest that these speakers’ intimate knowledge of the surrounding countryside
better explains their capacity to accurately point to distant locations.
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Introduction

This study investigates locational pointing in contexts of place reference amongst
Australian Aboriginal speakers of Murrinhpatha and Gija, and non-Aboriginal
speakers of Australian English residing in Halls Creek, Western Australia. The
two Aboriginal languages and Australian English are spoken within a reasonably
circumscribed area of north Western Australia and the Northern Territory. Our
innovative methodology combines the microanalytic tools of conversation analy-
sis (CA) with geospatial information derived from satellite technology. Data from

https://doi.org/ .  /gest. .dea  Published online:  September
Gesture @ ( ),pp. - .ISSN - E ISSN
Available under the CCBY-NC . license. © John Benjamins Publishing Company


https://doi.org/10.1075/gest.20035.dea
/exist/apps/journals.benjamins.com/gest/list/issue/gest.20.3
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/



/#CIT0031
/#CIT0070
/#CIT0075
/#CIT0039
/#CIT0041
/#CIT0024
/#CIT0039
/#CIT0026
/#CIT0060
/#CIT0004
/#CIT0020
/#CIT0038
/#CIT0043
/#CIT0048
/#CIT0074
/#CIT0074
/#CIT0024
/#CIT0039
/#CIT0074
/#CIT0048
/#CIT0073
/#CIT0046
/#CIT0048
/#CIT0061
/#CIT0045

Locational pointing in Murrinhpatha, Gija, and English conversations

419

has contributed to understandings of linguistic variation in the expression of
space and has (with some modifications) established a strong theoretical basis
for cross-linguistic research on language and cognition (Levinson & Wilkins,
2006; Majid, et al., 2004; Pederson et al., 1998).> Relative FoR (Levinson, 1996,
PpP-369-371, 2003, pp. 43-47) conveys a ternary spatial relation, where the viewer’s
perspective is central to expressing the spatial relationship between the figure and
ground (e.g., to the le of [i.e., on the viewer’s left side of] the tree). Intrinsic
FoR (Levinson, 1996, pp.366-368, 2003, pp.41-43) involves an object-centred
binary relation, where the search domain is communicated in terms of the inher-
ent asymmetrical features of the ground object (e.g., behind the car). Absolute
FoR (Levinson, 1996, pp.371-373, 2003, pp- 47-50) describes a binary relation (cf.
Palmer, 2015), where the spatial relationship is expressed using geographical cues.
Absolute systems hinge on fixed bearings that are external to the scene, which
may be abstract notions, in the case of cardinal directions, or oriented according
to natural axes provided by topographic features such as drainage lines or pre-
vailing winds. In either case, a search domain is projected according to a con-
ceptual ‘slope’ provided by static external coordinates (e.g., south of/downstream
from Kununurra).

Research on gesture and narrative within Australian Aboriginal languages
has revealed that Aboriginal people accurately represent landscape features and
directions both lexically and gesturally, even when those targets are very far away
(Blythe et al., 2016; Green, 2014; Haviland, 1993; Wilkins, 2003). Many Australian
languages make prolific use of absolute FoRs, particularly cardinal directions in
both vast and small localised spaces, which has led to them being regarded as pro-
totypical ‘absolute’ languages. The dominance of cardinals has been invoked as
evidencing the potential for humans to conceptualise space in completely abstract
terms. Performance of speakers of Australian languages in non-linguistic rota-
tion tasks is provided as evidence for language shaping spatial cognition and ulti-
mately influencing non-linguistic behaviours (Levinson, 1997, 2003; Majid et al.,
2004; Pederson et al., 1998). Levinson (1997) argues that the presence of abstract
cardinal directions in Guugu Yimidhirr and accurate locational pointing shows
that “gesture is deeply integrated into the system of directional reference [...]
[which] demonstrates clearly that it is not simply a linguistic system but a broader
communicative one” (p.103). Consequently, within crosslinguistic research on
pointing, there has been a tendency to classify people as ‘absolute/geocentric

2. More recent research has elaborated on Levinson’s original system (e.g., Bohnemeyer, 2011;
Bohnemeyer & O’Meara, 2012; Danziger, 2010; Le Guen, 2011; Lum, 2018).
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between points and parts of speech, to better establish whether and how points
coincide with the FoR terminologies available in these languages. Finally, we dis-
cuss the theoretical implications of our findings.

A question for us in this study is the extent to which our non-Aboriginal par-
ticipants who live in a very different environment to Schegloft’s North American
English pointers, behave like the people Schegloff described. Levinson has sug-
gested that an outcome of having an absolute FoR as dominant is that speakers
are required to pay attention to location at all times in order to produce gram-
matical utterances in the language. We propose a nuanced perspective on the con-
nections between speech and visible bodily behaviour that encompasses speakers’
interactional experience and the environment within which they have gained this,
over and above the traditionally acknowledged effects of the lexico-grammatical
resources for spatial location encoded in language. The deep cultural connection
to country experienced by Aboriginal speakers underpins a culturally transmitted
knowledge of place that is revealed through language use in many ways, besides
FoR. Likewise, these outback English speakers’ longstanding engagement with the
environment has instilled in them a profound knowledge that enables them to
match their Aboriginal counterparts in terms of lexical and gestural accuracy, all
of which accords well with a sociotopographic account of language and gesture
usage (Palmer et al., 2017).

Methods, data, and the languages

We adopt a multimodal approach to conversation analysis (CA) in this study. This
approach insists on analysing naturally occurring social interactions embedded in
their social and cultural setting. Within this tradition questions about how actions
are accomplished across sequences of talk are addressed by examining practices
used to formulate actions (such as place reference) in terms of well-established
organisational structures, namely turn-taking, sequence organisation, action for-
mation and conversational repair. Interactions are transcribed in detail following
Jefferson (2004) and Hepburn and Bolden (2017). Murrinhpatha conversational-
ists have been anonymised (with pseudonyms), whereas the names of the Gija and
English participants have been retained, as per the wishes expressed on their con-
sent forms. All conversations took place outdoors and were recorded using two
video cameras.” The alignment of the cameras and the locations of the record-
ings were logged using a handheld Global Positioning System (GPS). Participants
were not told where to sit nor what to talk about. Once the equipment was set up

5. Except for a few recorded before 2012, which were recorded using a single camera only.
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4 Lily =[kanyethuwa mamwurran kanyire (.) top end. ]
kanyi=gathu mam =wurran
PROX =hither 3sG.S.8say/do.NFUT=3SG.S.6g0.NFUT
kanyi-re  top end
PROX -PERL top end
This side, they all do it {like that} this way {all over}
the top end.

1i1 [fig.2 ((waves arm behind in an arc btw SE & NE))]

Figure 2. Lily waves her arm in an arc from south-east to north-east and back again

The ‘top end’ is a colloquial English term for the northern half of Australia’s
Northern Territory. This is precisely the region covered by the span of Lily’s
sweeping point, as shown in the series of stills in Figure 2 and as represented by
the orange arc, overlayed onto the satellite image. This extract illustrates both the
vast distances referenced by speakers in these communities, and their accurate
locational gesturing over these distances.

In the next Extract (2) we see a directionally accurate head point (i.e., a shift
in orientation led by the head) and a ‘flutter point’ Flutter points, like this one,
are not yet attested within the Gija or English collections. Extract (2) is part of an
extended storytelling. Mary and Lily are co-telling the story of a boating mishap
in the 1940s, when the women were children. As the tide receded, the boat became
stuck in a channel north-north-east of Da Ngarne, where the conversation was
recorded. Figure 3 shows the places referred to in the extract. The solid lines rep-
resent the projected vectors of the two points (1 and 2), while the barred lines are
the calculated vectors linking the recording location (at Da Ngarne, origo) to the
target locations (Ku Palla for point 1, in orange, and Yirlwurndi for point 2, in
red).
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At line 1, Lily initially locates the place where the boat “got stuck” with a fairly
accurate northerly head point (i.e., a shift in orientation in which she lifts her
head and eyes, Figure 3, point 1) to Ku Palla, a totemic site for false trumpet shells
(Syrinx aruanus). At line 3 Mary then specifies the exact location by producing an
elevated flat hand point (Figure 3, point 2), with her whole arm extended, to the
north. This action is accompanied by a fluttering movement of the fingers. These
sagittally-oriented flutter points (or single flap points) often occur in the vicinity
of the motion/orientation clitic =gathu (“hither”), which suggests that they index
both direction and motion.® In this case, the action indicates that the target is to
be found on the speaker’s side of the stated landmark, Ku Palla.’ Perhaps unaware
of the location of this landmark, at line 5, Rita enquires which way it was to where
the boat became stuck. When Mary initiates repair (Aa?, “Huh”) at line 6, Rita
then proffers Yirlwurndi as a candidate location. Yirlwurndi is the channel where
the boat ran aground, which is between Ku Palla and Da Ngarne (Figure 3). This
location is confirmed by Mary at line 9.

From where the women are seated (in a thinly wooded dry scleraphyll forest),
the discrepancy between their two points and the vectors for the two landmarks
(Ku Palla and Yirlwurndi) is only 30 degrees. Mary’s elevated arm conveys that the
landmark Ku Palla is some distance away (22km) from Da Ngarne. By contrast,
the flutter point (plus =gathu, ‘hither’) indicates that the target location (Yirl-
wurndi) is in the same direction but is closer to where they are sitting (18 km) than
the named landmark. In this way Mary’s pointing gesture is carefully calibrated
both in terms of distance and direction.

In the third Murrinhpatha extract from the same conversation, Lily recounts
the unexpected appearance of a sailing boat in the 1940s that landed at Tjindi, the
beach located west of where the women are seated at Da Ngarne. Lily, who was
a schoolgirl at the time, alleges that the crew of the boat were from India. As she
tells the story she points six times with her head in two distinct directions.

(3) The boat from India (20091121JBvid03, 00:16:58.498-00:17:05.450)

1 Lily [da murndak ka:nyi:; (8.7) (daka pume- (.) puberturturtpardi.)]
da nurndak kanyi
NC:PL/T old PROX
da -ka  pume pube -rturt-urt=pardi
NC:P1/T-TOP STRI  3pL.S.14(bash).piup-float-ROP=3pL.S.4be.PIMP
Here, a long time ago (0.7) (they were landing).

1i1 [ fig.4 ((Lily gazes W)) ]
2 (1.0)

8. See Haviland (2000, p.15) for a discussion of gestures that convey motion and orientation
and Kendon (1988, pp.46—47) for a description of ‘trembling’ actions in Warlpiri sign language.
9. The distal demonstrative plus =gathu might be freely translated as ‘towards us from there’
Murrinhpatha speakers also perform ‘flick’ points that coincide with the opposed motion/ori-
entation clitic =wangu (thither), ‘away’.
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Figure 5. The trajectory of Lily’s four north-westerly points ultimately reach India (left),
by way of Indonesia (right)

Locational pointing in Gija conversations

In the first Gija Extract (4) we will see an extremely accurate head point to a dis-
tant location. Just prior to this extract, Mabel has been speaking about an art com-
petition in Broome. Eileen then asks Mabel who it was that won the competition.

(4) Bidyadanga (20160607JB01, 00:10:23-00:10:35)

1 (1.2)
2 Eileen °mm° (8.3) yangoorra win woomberrayidbe (.) mam:.
yangoorra win woomberra-yid-be mam

who.ns win 3NS.S_MID-become_PAST-3NS.S  mum
mm, who won it mum?
3 0.7)
4 Mabel tha:rran brom (.) ola “waje[neyim;~ ( 0.7 ) ]
tharran brom ola wajeneyim
that from 3pL  what’s_‘is name
That mob from all the what’s it called (0.7)
mab [fig.6 ((head points WbS))]
5  Mabel gaboobirri berrem.
gaboo-birri berrem
what -3NS.10  PROX
What’s it {called}.

6 2.2)

7 Eileen bidyadanga:; H
bidyadanga
place_name
Bidyadanga?

8 )

9  Mabel Mm.

Mm.

10 (0.3)

Mabel attempts to answer the question by referring to the community that the
painters came from but has difficulty recalling its name. At the beginning of line 4
Mabel is gazing downwards while scratching her head. However, as she pro-
duces the Kriol word search term wajeneyim (‘what’s its name’), she lifts her head
momentarily and glances west-by-south (Figure 6) before moving her body back
to its original position; at which point she produces a Gija word search formu-
lation gaboobirri berrem (“What is it called?; line 5). Then in response at line 7,
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4 Mabel  ai: bin regin "poo:d [gidj] m]ab.

ai bin regin pood gidj mab

I psT think place_name mob

I thought it was the Port Keats mob.
>))]

5 Eileen [mtk ]
mtk
6 (0.2)
7 Eileen  Mmg
Mm¢,
8 (8.5)

Wadeye

Mirrilingki - Recording Location

B
)

s

o

-
Phyllis

Figure 7. Mabel points north-north-east, towards Kununurra and Wadeye

As indicated in Figure 7, Mabel's point has two possible locational targets:
Kununurra, where a number of Murrinhpatha speakers are known to reside, and
Wadeye, formerly known as Port Keats, where Murrinhpatha is the local language
(de Dear, 2019, pp.50-51). Both locations are positioned to the north-north-east of
the participants, so this point is very accurate, regardless of the referential ambi-
guity. Interpretation of Mabel’s pointing gesture relies on shared knowledge of
the places that referred-to persons inhabit, which is a regular practice in other
small-scale communities of speakers and signers (e.g., de Dear et al., 2019; de Vos,
2012; Green & Wilkins, 2014, p.249; Haviland, 2000, p.19; Le Guen, 2011, p.279;
Levinson, 2007; Sicoli, 2016).

Our final extract from Gija (6) illustrates how number features of target refer-
ents (i.e., dual or plural), which are expressed verbally through Gija morphology,
are echoed within pointing gestures. In Extract (6) Mabel is talking about a pair
of wild dogs living in the bush that she thinks are the mother and father of her
own dog, living in her camp. She points to where the two dogs live.
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