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Left Handers in the Right-biased World: An Ethnographic Exploration of 
Everyday Left-Hander Inconvenience 

Introduction 
According to Chun, a 40 year-old swimming 
coach in Hong Kong, left-handed baseball 
gloves are hard to come by. During an 
interview, he told me that he had looked for 
baseball gloves from Japan, where despite 
baseball being a popular sport, left hander’s 
gloves are limited in supply. 
Gloves usually come in different models and 
colors, he explained, yet they 
overwhelmingly are designed to fit right-
handers. Chun had thought about switching 
handedness in baseball in order to have 
more glove options, but he abandoned this 
idea because it would have undermined all 
the previous effort he had invested in 
training his left hand to play. Not wanting to 
start from zero and unable to find a suitable 
baseball glove is for Chun an example of 
how left-handers experience embodied 
inconveniences in everyday life. Although  

he does not perceive his daily life to be 
significantly different from that of the 
majority of right-handers, he admits that 
the scarcity of left-handed gloves gives him 
a real sense of inconvenience. 
 The right-handed baseball glove is 
only one of the many examples that reveals 
the predominance of right-handedness 
globally, which also appears in language and 
cosmological belief  (Hertz (1960 [1909]). At 
the same time, social theorists have long 
recognized the central role of hands in the 
formation of society and cultural life (e.g. 
Marx, 1954 [1867]: 173). Engels (1940 [1876]) 
famously argued that that the hand is not 
only the most important part of the body in 
relation to human productivity, but it has 
also given rise to the concomitant forms of 
social relations. Moreover, there are a 
multitude of daily tasks that involve the use 
of hands, yet how and when left- and right- 
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hands are variously used is often a socially 
engrained, unconscious behavior. In other 
words, hands contribute to the production 
of social life, while the ways in which hands 
are used is also an outcome of cultural and 
historical processes (Bourdieu 1977; Mauss 
1973 [1935]).  
 Anthropologist M.K. Holder (2002) 
argues that in a globalized, high-tech 
society most devices are designed for the 
right-handed. Indeed, examples of right-
hand design bias abound, with can-openers 
and scissors as two such examples (Hardyck 
and Petrinovich 1977). Holder (2002) uses the 
term ‘right-biased world’ to capture the 
majority-minority relations between right-
handers and left-handers in society. Yet 
despite such a clear majority-minority 
distinction, the existing ethnographic 
literature on left-handedness remains 
limited.(1) In this article, I explore how left-
handers in Hong Kong encounter mundane 
inconveniences through their embodied 
experiences of left-handedness.  

Left-handedness as Embodied in Everyday 
Life 
In his essay “Approaches to What?,” Georges 
Perec argues for an increased attention 
toward the trivia in everyday life. He 
contends that “what we need to question is 
bricks, concrete, glass, our table manners, 
our utensils, our tools, the way we spend 
our time, our rhythms. To question that 
which seems to have ceased forever to 
astonish us […] it matters a lot to me that 
they should seem trivial and 
futile” (2002:178). To study the “trivia” in 
everyday life is to understand social 
inequality as that which is “intolerable 
twenty-four hours out of twenty four, three 
hundred and sixty five days a year” (Perec 
2002: 177). The trivia of everyday life 
therefore constitutes a potent site of inquiry 
for understanding how right-hand bias is 
entrenched in the social world. Although 
these everyday experiences of left-
handedness might seem “natural” or trivial 
even to left-handers themselves, they 
warrant analytical attention because 
processes of socialization also operate at 
these unpronounced levels. Left-
handedness is not trivial in nature, but is 

trivialized hand-normativity in a right-
biased world. 
 Building on Goffman’s (1963) notion 
of stigma, McManus (2002) argues that left-
handers, at least in the past, were often 
stigmatized because left-handedness was 
regarded as a negative deviation from the 
social norm. He demonstrates the existence 
of such stigma by pointing to the use of the 
phrase “Oh, you are left handed!” by non-
left handed people. This simple act indicates 
a deviation from the presumed social norm, 
where right-handedness is believed to be 
the “correct majority” (McManus 2002: 271). 
Left-handedness, as a kind of “deviant 
habit,” also plays out in a variety of ways in 
the everyday life of left-handers. Michel de 
Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) 
enriches the perspectives of previous social 
theories (including Foucault’s “discipline” 
and Bourdieu’s “habitus”) by pointing out the 
significant anti-discipline that occurs within 
everyday life. Although people inhabit a 
world that is largely structured according to 
the interests of dominant social groups, 
individuals evade, alter and even subvert 
such social reality through everyday 
practices of creative resistance, or what de 
Certeau calls “tactics.” De Certeau’s theory 
emphasizes agency and creativity rather 
than the over-determination of structural 
power. By integrating de Certeau’s ideas into 
the discussion that follows, I attend to how 
left-handers creatively adapt to or, at times, 
even remake the right-biased environment. 
 This perspective also points to how 
structural/anti-structural dynamics also 
occur at the level of the body. Csordas (1990, 
1994) argues that culture is grounded in the 
human body. The body, in this sense, is not 
an object but the subject of culture. He 
draws a parallel between Roland 
Barthes’ (1986, 57-58) ‘work’ and ‘text,’ and 
‘body’ and ‘embodiment.’ He argues that the 
“body” is a biological, material entity that 
exists within the physical world, while 
“embodiment” can be understood as an 
“indeterminate methodological field defined 
by perceptual experience and mode of 
presence and engagement in the 
world” (Csordas 1994:12). Therefore, by 
recognizing the body as the subject of 
culture, Csordas complicates the tradition 
of Cartesian dualism that informs mind-
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body and structure-agency dichotomies. 
Rather than see bodies as exclusively 
objects of structural influence or as subjects 
of feelings and agency, the notion of 
embodiment foregrounds the dynamic 
interplay and coexistence of both at the 
level of the body (Csordas 1994).  
 Bringing these perspectives together, 
I approach left-handedness as an embodied 
experience of everyday life in a right-biased 
world. Only through informant’s lived 
experiences can we understand what they 
perceive as ‘inconvenient.’ On the other 
hand, the body is the location where the 
dualities of subjective/objective, structure/
agency converge. According to Csordas 
(1994), such meeting of dualities can imply 
either continuous tension or the collapse of 
both. In many cases, such as the ones 
discuss below, we often see the collapse of 
both structural influence and agency 
through different means, such as 
unconscious adaptation.  

Research Methodology 
 This research was conducted 
between the fall of 2013 and the spring of 
2014. Seven informants, all of whom identify 
as Hong Kong Chinese, participated in this 
research. Six of them are either university 
students or recent graduates, while the 
remaining participant works as a swimming 
coach. All participants self-identify as left-
handers, although the extent of their left-
handedness varies. All interviews were 
conducted in Cantonese, the main language 
for daily conversation in Hong Kong; all the 
following quotes were translated by the 
author. 
 In Hong Kong, there is no active 
association or social community related to 
left-handedness, and left-handers are 
rather dispersed throughout the city. 
Indeed, there are subtle yet potent social 
relations and disciplinary measures that 
discourage left-handedness among children, 
ranging from informal family relations to 
formal institutions such as schools. 
Throughout my research, I commonly 
encountered the perception of right-
handedness as “standard” if not preferable. 
For example, one middle-aged mother with 
who I discussed my research commented 
that “some children remain left-handed 

because their parents did not provide 
enough guidance; if the parents are careful 
enough, such habit can definitely be 
corrected.” (emphasis added) Moreover, 
some participants who I interviewed also 
told me that when they were young their 
parents believed that it was more socially 
appropriate to be right-handed. This might 
also lead to a relatively small number of left-
handers in Hong Kong. I therefore employed 
snowball sampling to recruit left-handers 
into my study. I interviewed individuals who 
I know to be left-handers and asked them to 
introduce me to other left-handed friends. 
This approach allowed me to develop a 
strong rapport with new informants. 
However, as a result, this study relies on a 
rather small subset of participants.  
 I arranged two focus groups among 
interviewees who originally know each 
other. The focus groups were intended to 
facilitate the exchange of ideas and 
experiences among interviewees. Often 
when one participant shared a personal 
story related to his or her left-handedness, 
the others either recalled similar 
experiences or offered a different version of 
the story that illustrated the wide diversity 
of experiences. Importantly, participants 
noted that they use their left hand for 
different activities to varying degrees; the 
most notable tasks are captured in Figure 1. 
Finally, I am a  “partial insider” in this 
research.(2) While I sometimes drew on my 
own experience to stimulate discussion, I 
first encouraged participants to recall their 
own experiences of inconvenience as it 
relates to their left-handedness. I present 
my findings through a discussion of three 
thematic examples, namely school life, 
social interactions and manufactured 
products. Together they illustrate the 
complex dynamics of participant’s embodied 
experiences of inconvenience.(3) 

School Lives 

Most of the study participants were 
studying at the time of interview, campus 
was therefore the place where they 
frequented; they also commonly remarked 
that they experienced inconvenience as a 
result of being left-handed in relation to 
campus facilities and academic activities. 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2  !44

Exam answer sheets, a seemingly 
unproblematic printed tool used by most 
students is a common source of embodied 
inconvenience for left-handers. Christy, Jack 
and Ling all cited answer sheets as a salient 
inconvenience to them. As they explained to 
me, the typical answer sheets for listening 
tests are designed so that the question-
answer area is on the left side of the sheet, 
while the blank space for note-taking is on 
the right side. When taking notes, their left 
hand covers the questions and they 
therefore cannot read the questions and 
take notes simultaneously. They observed 
that such seemingly unproblematic design 
caused them unnecessary inconveniences 
and panic during exams, with one 
participant exclaiming “Darn it! I cannot 
keep up with the questions!” They also 
pointed out that this is a disadvantage to 
them compared to other right-handed 
candidates.  
 Another significant inconvenience 
that participants reported is smudging. For 
Jack and Christy, the trouble of smudging is 
particularly connected to schoolwork; 
namely, all of the experiences they recalled 
happened during exam. Given that both of 
them studied history and literature since 
high school, essay writing constitutes a 
significant portion of their training, and 
they were required to write quickly. But why 
did they only recall the inconveniences of 
left-handed writing during exams? As with 
the exam answer sheet, smudging becomes 
a problematic experience only when it is 
connected with the already stressful 
situation of sitting for an exam; smudging 
may not matter a lot in daily life, but during 
an exam it carries a special experiential 
burden. Interestingly, neither of them 
mentioned in what ways they tried to cope 
with the problem when it arose. As 
Blommaert (2005) argues, space is never 
neutral. Instead it is produced by various 
socioeconomic and political forces; space in 
other words, “legitimizes some forms of 
behavior while disqualifying or constraining 
other forms” (Blommaert 2005:203). In other 
words, we can expect that certain spaces 
always favor certain groups of people. This 
has no exception for left-handers, as they 
often find themselves situated in space 

(even space on paper) that subtly favor 
right-handers. 
 Tablet armchairs in lecture halls are 
another powerful materialization of a right-
biased social structure. Right-handed chairs 
are always predominant, while left-handed 
ones are often very few in number, if they 
are available at all. I was expecting left-
handers to encounter difficulties in using 
this type of seat because most tablets are at 
the opposite side of their writing hand. 
However, while all participants 
acknowledged the issue, they did not 
experience tablet armchairs as 
inconvenient.  One of the main reasons for 
this is that they often devised their own way 
to use it comfortably through tactics such 
as using the tablet of unoccupied adjacent 
seats. Yet they reported not being too eager 
to adopt this alternative, nor to specifically 
look for left-handed chairs.   
 Ling, for example, did not 
deliberately choose left-handed chairs, 
partly because they are not always available, 
but mostly because she did not feel too 
hindered when using the right-handed 
ones. In fact informants had somehow taken 
this situation as granted and did not see it 
as a big hindrance. Brian’s comment serves 
as a good illustration for this point: 

 After all, the chairs have to be designed to 
 serve the majority. We cannot always  
 expect to have several left-handed chair 
 installed among the right-handed ones. 
 Also it does not really slow down my  
 writing significantly. Indeed there is  
 inconvenience, but not as serious that I 
 have to call it a disadvantage. It is okay 
 for me to cope, because the tablet is always 
 at the right side anyway.  

This statement clearly implies the 
informant’s flexibility in coping. On the one 
hand, informants generally understand that 
right-handers are the majority, and that 
social environments usually reflect this 
situation. On the other hand, this does not 
necessarily mean that they feel 
marginalized; instead, they are aware of the 
possibility to remake space or simply adapt 
to it.  
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 The discussion of adapting over time 
is further illustrated in another example; 
namely turnstiles in subway stations or 
other entrances. Jack commuted by subway 
everyday and he told me that initially he was 
not conscious of his habit of putting the 
card in the left pocket and using his left 
hand to tap the card sensor on turnstiles, 
until one of his friends asked whether he felt 
bothered by it. The fact that sensors are 
installed at the right hand side of all 
turnstiles would appear to favor the right-
handers.(4) Yet Jack took this as an example 
to illustrate his experience of unconscious 
coping; even though it may look rather 
unnatural to observers, his posture when 
swiping the sensor with his left hand has 
become a bodily habit developed through 
sustained daily repetition.  
 The apparent contradictions 
between physical environment and effective 
bodily action are resolved in the examples of 
tablet chair and turnstile. In other words, 
we might say that the duality of structural 
influence and individual reaction converge 
and collapse at the level of the body. In both 
cases, adaptation did not entail conforming 
to the right-biased structure; namely, 
informants did not change their habit of 
using their left hand, thus producing a new 
‘left-handers’ practice.’ What is especially 
significant in Jack’s case is that adaptation 
took place at the unconscious level; he 
adapted and overcame the barrier without 
even being aware of it, and did not perceive 
the turnstile as a disruptive “obstacle.”  
 Given the relative ease of adaptation 
displayed in the cases of tablet chairs and 
turnstiles, what makes informants so 
particularly concerned about exam answer 
sheets, especially considering that all three 
examples would seem equally right-biased 
in their design? I suggest that to answer this 
fundamental question we should turn to the 
individual experiences of my informants. 
Namely, it is understandable that exams 
engender high levels of stress, which makes 
informants more sensitive and susceptible 
to the hindrances encountered during the 
process. The common use of the word 
“panic” to describe their feelings towards 
the inconvenience generated by exam 
sheets is particularly revelatory in this 
sense. I suggest that the significant 

discrepancies in the level of concern 
engendered by exam sheets on the one 
hand, and turnstiles and tablet chairs on the 
other, correlate with the respondents’ 
internal moods, attitudes and context (i.e. 
space and event) on top of the right-handed 
designs. 

Social Interactions 

Participants also reported embodied 
experiences of inconvenience in relation to 
everyday social interaction. One of my 
informants, Chun, had a remarkable 
experience related to handshaking in his 
early youth. He distinctly recalled that when 
having to shake hands for the first time he 
spontaneously offered his preferred—left—
hand, while his interlocutor stretched out 
his right hand. Chun still remembers the 
awkwardness of the subsequent pause, and 
his own hasty switch to his right hand. He 
teased himself as ‘so young and ignorant’ 
and told me that after this early experience 
he never again used his left hand for a 
handshake. Handshakes are illustrative of 
how right-handed normativity plays a 
fundamental role even in the smallest 
details of our bodily practice in everyday life
—handshake is less materially based but 
more a body gesture that is socialized for 
communication. As is the case for other 
unconscious cultural norms, we often do 
not recognize their existence until we have 
breached them.  
 Chun’s embodied experiences of left-
handedness is an example of Csordas’s 
(1990, 1994) contention that the “body is the 
existential ground of culture,” or in other 
words, our bodily dispositions often reflect 
cultural shaping. Right-handers do not 
hesitate to extend their right hand for this 
social ritual, as right-handedness is an 
established standard protocol. In this 
context, left-handers are expected to follow 
this right-biased protocol by modifying 
their bodily disposition. Chun’s self-
awareness on this issue was particularly 
interesting, as it was deeply rooted in that 
specific moment of his youth. In the blink of 
an eye the distinctions between left and 
right handedness, between standard and 
non-standard, as well as to who had to 
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concede were made apparent. This resulted 
in an almost immediate, swift and automatic 
bodily adjustment, as Chun switched from 
his left to his right hand. Although the 
awkward situation eventually came to a 
solution, the deliberate adjustment was far 
from the coping we mentioned above, 
because after all Chun had to conform to 
the protocol by switching to right hand. 
 Recall that baseball gloves are for 
Chun another source of inconvenience. In 
this case, there are limited options for 
coping through body flexibility because it is 
nearly impossible to use a wrong-handed 
glove. In such cases the individual is under 
more pressure to comply to the right-
handed structure, and his sense of 
inconvenience is inevitably stronger. As a 
result, even though Chun considered that 
issues related to his left-handedness are “no 
big deal,” handshaking and baseball gloves 
remain two remarkable examples of 
experiences that he explicitly considered to 
be “inconvenient.”  

Manufacturing Handedness 

Other than campus life and social 
interactions, in everyday life participants 
also come across with various manufactured 
products that are ostensibly right-handed. 
In other part of the interview Chun 
discussed his experience with guitars. Based 
on my aforementioned preliminary research 
on the availability of left-handed guitars, I 
was curious as to whether he used a right-
handed one, and if he did, whether he felt 
uncomfortable in doing so. He reported 
using mostly a right-handed guitar, and that 
he had no problem learning with it. The 
reason he gave me was, rather 
unexpectedly, that he finds it more 
convenient and even advantageous to use 
the relatively powerful fingers on his left 
hand to press the fret. This is another case 
that interestingly exemplifies the capacity of 
the body to incorporate both structure and 
agency, thus redefining individual 
outcomes. Although Chun considered the 
scarcity of left-hander’s baseball gloves an 
inconvenience, he found no difficulty in 
learning with a right-handed guitar. In fact, I 
have also seen Thomas playing with his 

right-handed guitar, and he does not seem 
bothered by its design. 
 On the other hand, scissors also 
carry a central role in illustrating the 
‘unbridgeable' difference between right-
handedness and left-handedness. In his 
comprehensive work about dexterity 
McManus devotes a lot of effort in 
discussing this specific issue, which he 
relates to the influence of mass production, 
“the manufacturer had modified the cheap 
part of the process, producing some special 
left-handed molded plastic handles, but had 
not undertaken the more expensive 
modification, retooling to produce properly 
left-handed blades” (2002: 280).(5) 
 Inspired by McManus’s argument 
about the “superficial” adjustment in the so-
called “left-handed scissor,” I initially 
expected most left-handers to have trouble 
using ordinary scissors, because they are 
manufactured in a way that gives more 
convenience to right-handers. They can 
easily see the cutting edge of the blade; 
which turns to the opposite side when it is 
used with a left-hand. As a result it should 
be harder to cut precisely when using any 
scissor with a left hand. Yet, my informants 
did not seem to be troubled by the design; 
even more surprisingly, some of them 
considered scissors to be “handedness-
neutral.” 
 Since Ling, Christy, and Jack use 
scissors with their right hand, I did not ask 
them anything related to the tool.(6) The 
issue of scissors was discussed in details 
with Brian, Thomas and Fai. Brian recalled 
that when he was in junior school he found 
it difficult to finish art assignment, as he 
could not cut properly with the scissor and 
the cutting did not follow the guiding line. 
At that time he did not fully realize that this 
problem was related to the use of unsuitable 
scissors, so he simply kept using them. Now 
he is mostly not bothered by it, partly 
because he has gotten used to using 
scissors throughout the years. He added 
that perhaps it may be more convenient for 
him to use scissors with his right hand, but 
he had never tried using them this way. On 
the other hand, Thomas was fully aware of 
the differences in the handle design, but not 
of the more crucial difference in the 
position of the cutting side of the blade;  
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he had been using right-handed scissor 
without noticing any problem at all. Finally, I 
found Fai’s case to be the most intriguing. 
Compared to my other two informants he 
knew more about left-handed scissors, and 
was fully aware that the key difference 
between right-handed and left-handed 
scissors lies in the blade. But despite this 
awareness he continued to use right-
handed scissors with his left hand because 
he felt that there is no significant difference 
between those two designs.  
 Each of my respondents showed 
different levels of understanding and 
attitudes towards to the use of “wrong-
handed scissors,” but none of them 
experienced any kind of remarkable 
inconvenience with using their left hand. In 
other words, the apparent contradiction 
between left-handed users and right-
handed designs does not necessarily exist at 
the level of embodiment. Perhaps we can 
further our understanding by focusing on 
informants’ lived experiences; since many 
left-handers—at least in the context of my 
research—grew up in an environment in 
which left-handed scissors—or any other 
left-handed tools—are not readily accessible, 
they might not notice that the scissors they 
use are in fact right-biased; they therefore 
developed a view of scissors as 
“handedness-neutral.” Although they all 
acknowledged that they were initially not 
too comfortable with using right-handed 
scissors, they assumed that this 
inconvenience was not caused specifically 
by “hand incompatibility,” but that it was 
rather part of the “natural” process required 
to fully master the use of any tool. The later 
realization that the tool indeed does have a 
biased design had limited impact on my 
informants’ habits; each of them had already 
developed their own way of coping with the 
problem and work smoothly with the 
scissors. Seeing scissors as an intrinsically 
inconvenient tool finds limited confirmation 
in the informants’ lived experiences.   
 These findings serve to enrich our 
understanding of how left handers cope 
with right-hand bias. As was the case with 
the design of exam papers, sometimes 
right-biased items are perceived as 
“handedness-neutral,” and only a limited 
number of people were fully aware of the 

right-biased design. Yet, unlike exam 
papers, informants like Thomas and Brian 
overcame the apparently incompatible 
design of some right-handed items before 
they even came to consciously recognize it 
as an inconvenience. Scissors therefore 
share more similarities with the case of the 
turnstile, where the apparent opposition 
between standardized production and 
bodily disposition is resolved through 
unconscious learning and coping.  

Concluding Discussion 
In this article I have presented seven right-
biased examples that are common in 
informants’ everyday life, and tried to study 
how these examples are being perceived in 
their lived experiences. I found a common 
pattern in their accounts; namely, the level 
of perceived inconvenience is closely linked 
to whether the body (in terms of 
physiological makeup) has the capacity to 
cope, and whether the coping is done 
consciously or unconsciously. In the latter 
case (exemplified by scissors and turnstiles) 
informants do not perceive any kind of 
particular inconvenience despite the 
apparent inevitable design contradictions. 
On the other hand, when coping is made 
impossible even with full awareness (such as 
in the case of baseball glove), informants 
perceived these inconveniences to be the 
most significant of their experiences. Mood 
and the context of the event are also 
involved in the process of coping. As 
exemplified by exam papers and 
handshakes, we can see how the memory of 
negative feelings plays a central role in the 
perceived experiences of my informants; 
namely, both stress and embarrassment 
heighten the perception of inconvenience in 
these situations.  
 Csordas’ (1990, 1994) idea of 
embodiment has been frequently applied to 
analyze informants’ accounts. Bodily 
movement and perception of the specific 
space/convention/item constitute the 
informants’ embodied experiences. The 
body is therefore the ground on which 
structure and agency converge and 
negotiate, with bodily flexibility and the 
process of training playing a fundamental 
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part in this negotiation. Through my 
informants’ accounts I was able to see how 
the right-biased world intersects with the 
informants’ experiences through discrete 
events in their everyday life. Although these 
events may seem trivial when taken 
separately, they together they contribute to 
constitute and cultivate individuals’ 
perception and identity of being a left-
hander.  
 Furthermore, I was particularly 
surprised to find that my ethnographic data 
was not fully consistent with my preliminary 
research and my own expectations. On the 
one hand, some recognized right-biased 
examples were nonetheless felt as relatively 
irrelevant, on the other, some informants 
recalled examples of inconvenience that 
they originally simply considered as 
handedness “neutral.” Such inconsistence 
leads us to reflect on how left-handers are 
being represented as a minority—do they 
always “suffer” in a right-biased world? Does 
an outsider’s perspective really reveal what 
left-handers see as “significant” and 
“inconvenient” in their everyday life? Is it 
necessarily difficult for them to negotiate 
these inconveniences through bodily 
means? While most of the literature I 
encountered in my preliminary research 
seems to suggest that the response to this 
question is invariably affirmative, my own 
interviews revealed a reality that is much 
more nuanced, and often less problematic 
than I was led to expect.  
 This is not to say that the 
representations of left-handers conveyed by 
the literature are necessarily flawed. Surely, 
people’s experiences vary and there must be 
some left-handers who are really distressed 
by these situations. I would suggest that the 
inconsistencies between my preliminary 
research and my interview data can be 
mainly explained as a result of difference in 
purpose. The original objective of the 
representation that depict left-handers as 
“distressed” may be to raise public 
awareness, and emphatic generalizations 
often help in the creation of shock and 
outrage (i.e. “that tool is right-biased, 
therefore all left-handers suffer when they 
use it.”). As a result, these accounts 
construct inconveniences as “something 
that is out there” and as the stumbling 

blocks that every left-hander inevitably trips 
over. And while these representations might 
give us some superficial idea of what being 
left-handed means, they do not provide us 
with a deeper understanding of the lived 
experiences of left-handers. Thanks to an 
anthropological inquiry focusing on the 
embodied experiences of left-handers, we 
are able to find answers that are deeper and 
more complex; the answer to the three 
questions discussed above thus becomes a 
more nuanced “yes…and no.” This finding is 
not unique to this research; we find similar 
ambiguities whenever we try to understand 
embodied experiences. This reflects what 
Csordas refers to as the “richness and 
indeterminacy” in human perceptual 
experiences (1990:9). 
 As I mentioned above, the current 
anthropological literature on left-
handedness is rather thin (one of the most 
preeminent works on this topic is Robert 
Hertz’s The Pre-eminence of the Right Hand, 
which was written more than a hundred 
years ago). To paraphrase Coren’s (1992) 
remark, left-handers may be one of the last 
minorities in our society that has not been 
thoroughly studied.  Left-handedness thus 
represents a largely unexplored field for 
anthropological inquiry, which could prove 
especially fertile for the stream of socio-
cultural anthropology. Even though today 
left-handers might no longer be socially 
excluded or discriminated like other 
minorities (i.e. ethnic, religious, gender, 
etc.), Hertz’s comparative study hinted that 
the bias toward right-handedness is very 
likely a cross-cultural phenomenon. This 
paper therefore also calls for a continual 
effort in studying the everyday life of left-
handers in different social contexts. 
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Notes  
1. Notably, there is substantial research on 
“handedness” in the fields of psychology and 
neurology, likely because there is a close 
relationship between handedness and brain 
function. Yet most of this research strictly 
focuses on biological aspects. It does not tell 
the reader much about the social situation 
of left-handers.    
2. As a child, I displayed a tendency to use 
my left hand. While I was later taught to 
write with my right hand, I use my left hand 
for tasks such as eating, holding tools, and 
brushing my teeth.   
3. All names are pseudonyms. 
4. From my observation, all turnstiles in 
Hong Kong are designed in the right-
handed way. 
5. The blades of left-handed scissors mirror 
the right-handed ones, and this is the key 
distinction between the two types of 
scissors.  
6. Readers may also be interested in why 
some of my informants use scissors with 
their right hand. I have asked them about 
this. Ling explained that she generally feels 
more comfortable using her right hand with 
tools that require strength, while she 
considers her left hand to be more nimble. 
Besides eating and writing, Jack he uses his 
right hand for many other tasks (e.g. sports), 
yet he still considers himself to be a left-
hander. As I have argued above, these 
examples reveal the fluidity in handedness; 
they challenge our common understanding 
of “right-hander” and “left-hander.”  
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Appendix: 
Figure 1: Informants’ Handedness for 
Different Task 

Name Writing Eating Using Scissors

Thomas Left Left Left

Ling Left Left Right

Jack Left Left Right

Christy Left Left Right

Brian Left Left Left

Fai Right Left Left

Chun Right Left Left


