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How many of you  have ever looked at a young child or grandchild and wondered if he, or she, might be right- or left-handed?  We did when our children were very young, even though there were, to our knowledge, no left-handed relatives in either family.  As it turned out, the relationship between right/left handedness and the direction of rotation of a person's hair whorl was brought to my attention many years later.

This topic was somewhat related to one of my interests in that many molecules exist in right-hand and left-hand forms.  Professor Henri Brunner, a visiting scientist from Germany claimed that there was a directional correlation between these two phenomena: the hair whorls of right-handed people swirl in a clockwise direction, and those of left-handed persons swirl in a counterclockwise direction.  I wondered about this because hair whorls must go in one direction or the other.  Handedness, however, is more of a gradation from completely right-handed to predominantly right-handed, to ambidextrous, to predominantly left-handed, and to completely left handed.  So it seemed implausible that the relationship between handedness and hair-whorl rotation could be as simple as Prof. Brunner suggested.

Several years ago I came across an article in the American Scientist, Vol. 92, pp. 27-28 (2003) written by Dr. Amar Klar, who heads the Developmental Genetics Group at the National Cancer Institute in Frederick, MD.  It contained the following information:
(1.) The biological factors (a single gene with two alleles, one that is dominant and the other recessive) that govern handedness can also affect hair-whorl direction.  

(2.) The dominant allele dictates right-handedness (RH) and a clockwise (CW) hair spiral.  Having even a single copy of this allele yields a right-handed person, as is the case for most people.

(3.) The recessive allele, however, dictates neither handedness preference nor hair- whorl direction.  When both copies of the allele are recessive, there is a 50:50 chance of a person being both (i) right- or left-handed and (ii) having a clockwise or counterclockwise hair whorl.


Stated another way, if a child or grandchild has a counterclockwise-rotating hair whorl, that person has 2 copies of the recessive allele but only a 50% chance of being left-handed.  Similarly, only half of the lefties, who again carry 2 recessive genes, will have counterclockwise hair whorls.

If we look at the population as a whole, we see the following patterns:

(1.) People who have 1 or both dominant alleles are right-handed (RH), have clockwise-rotating (CW) hair whorls, and comprise ca. 84% of the population. 
(2.) People who have 2 recessive alleles (and thus no dominant allele that would produce case #1 above) exhibit the following characteristics and comprise 16% of the population:


(a.) Half will be right-handed (RH, 8%)



(i) Half of them will have clockwise-rotating hair whorls (RH/CW:  4%)



(ii) Half will have counterclockwise-rotating whorls (RH/CCW:  4%)


(b.) Half will be left-handed (LH, 8%)



(i) Half of them will have clockwise-rotating hair whorls (LH/CW:  4%)



(ii) Half will have counterclockwise-rotating whorls (LH/CCW:  4%)

(3.) The hair whorls of ca. 92% of the population [all of the right-handed people (~84%) and half of the left-handed people (~8%) ~ 92%] rotate in a clockwise direction, and the hair whorls of only ca. 8% of the population [the other half of the left-handed people (~8%) rotate in a counterclockwise direction.

So statistically  speaking, if you see a clockwise-rotating hair whorl, the person has an 88% chance (84%+4%) of being right-handed.  However, if his/her hair whorl rotates in a counterclockwise direction, the person has a 50:50 chance of being left-handed.   I've spent over a decade looking at the heads of kids and people on the Metro, and counterclockwise hair whorls are rare.  However, when I've seen one on a child, one of the child's parents or grandparents are/were invariably left-handed.  Moreover, most of the children were either confirmed left-handers or seemed to be leaning in that direction.  Many of the children were so young that they didn't appear to have a preference yet.  In those cases, I told the parents that if the kids did, indeed, turn out to be left-handed, they heard it here first.
