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THE LANGUAGE OF GREETING GESTURES IN TRADITIONAL
KAZAKH CULTURE THROUGH THE LENS
OF CONTEMPORARY VISUAL ANTHROPOLOGY

This study is based on the premise that the language of traditional gestures possesses a distinct speci-
ficity — both as an attribute of its semiosphere and as a bodily modality of “constituted behavior”, that is,
a socially embedded program of corporeality. In this case, the focus is on traditional Kazakh society and
its worldview. The research aims to examine the language of traditional Kazakh greeting gestures through
the framework of visual anthropology. Gestures, as a form of embodied communication, are analyzed as
a particular bodily modality within the holistic and contemplative worldview of a nomadic society. En-
gaging with traditional cultural practices — specifically, descriptions of Kazakh greeting gestures — does
not preclude drawing on “indigenous knowledge”, which, within the Kazakh epistemological tradition,
is referred to as “steppe knowledge”. Traditional gestures carry axiological significance, rooted in sacral-
ity and linked to ritual practices as well as conceptions of the unified cosmos and the human body. The
semiotic structure of greeting gestures is anchored in the sacred (magical) meanings ascribed to elements
of the human body, understood as an emanation of the nomadic cosmos. The gendered dimension of
traditional Kazakh greeting gestures functions as a regulatory code, structuring the system of social in-
teraction. A key finding of this study, within the perspective of visual anthropology, is the recognition
that analyzing gesture as a sign must also account for an equally fundamental, structural component of
gesture language — corporeality as a mode of embodied cognition and image-based thought. The con-
clusions drawn from this research highlight the broader potential for studying gesture language as an
object of cultural anthropology, semiotics, and communication studies, particularly within cross-cultural
research on the sociology of the body.

Key words: traditional greeting gestures, gesture semiotics, visual anthropology, nomadic society,
corporeality.
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Kasipri kepHeki aHTPONMOAOIMs TYpPFbICbIHAH
ASCTYPAI Ka3akK MOAEHUETIHAETI COAEMAECY TiAi

MakaAaHbIH, 3epTTey rmnoTesacbl ASCTYPAI biM-MLIApa TiAi ©3iHiH cemMmnocdepacbiHbiH, aTpUOyThl
PETIHAE A€, «KYPbIAFaH MiHE3-KYABIK» AEHECIHIH PEXXMMI PETIHAE A€, AFHM BEATIAI 6ip KOFaMHbIH TOHAIK
GarAapAamManapbl PETIHAE ©3iHAIK epeKkLIeAiri, Bi3AiH XaFAanAa — ASCTYPAI Kasak, KOFambl XKOHE OHbIH,
AYHMETaHbIMbl 6ap eKEeHiH TYCIHYre HerisAeAreH. 3epTrey KasakTbliH ASCTYPAI COAEMAECY TIAIH KOPHEKI
AHTPOMOAOIMSI KOHTEKCTIHAE 3epTTeyre 6arbiTTaaraH. KUMbIAAQD AEHE TIiAI peTiHAe opekeT eTeAi
>KOHE KOLLMeAi KOFam dAeMiHIH 6ipTyTac onaay 6eiHeci acnekTici AeHeHiH 6eAriAi 6ip MOAYCbI peTiHAe
KapacTbIpblAaAbl. ASCTYPAI MOAEHU SAET-FYpbINTApre >KYriHy — Kas3akTblH ASCTYPAI bIM-MULLAPACHIH
cunaTTay — Kasak FTHOCEOAOTUSICbIHAQ aTaAaTbIH «KePriAiKTi TaHbIM», IFHM «AdAQ TaHbIMbIHA» >KYTiHYAI
JKOKKa LblFapManabl. ASCTYPAI biM-MiLapa 6acka HepceAepMeH KaTap OipTyTac fapbill KEHICTiri
MEH aAaM AEHECi TypaAbl CaAT >KOpaAap MEH MAEsSAap TypaAbl KacueTTi TaburartneH 6GariAaHbICTbI
AKCUMOAOTUSIABIK, MaHre ne. CoaemMAeCy CeMro3bl KeLUMNeAiAep FapblllbIHbIH, 3MaHaUMsCbl peTiHAeri
asaM AEHeCiHIH 3AeMeHTTepiHiH KacueTTi (CUMKbIPAbI) MaFblHacbiHa TipeAeai. KasakTblH ASCTYpAI
COAEMAECY bIM-MLLIAPACHI TIAIHIH FreHAEPAIK CTaTyCbl 8AEYMETTIK KaTblHAC XXYMECiH YIAbIMAACTbIPATbIH
KOA KbI3METIH aTkapaAbl. Ka3akTbiH ASCTYPAI COAEMAECY KMMBbIABIHBIH, TiAIH KOPHEKi aHTPOMOAOrums

40 © 2025 Al-Farabi Kazakh National University


https://doi.org/10.26577/jpcp20259224
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4604-6835
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-8698-4659
mailto:naurzbaeva_a@mail.ru
mailto:naurzbaeva_a@mail.ru

A. Naurzbayeva, U. Kazybekova

3epTTeYAiH HOTMXKECIH KMMbIA TaH6aCh! peTiHAEr i KOH(MIypaLMSICbiH FaHa eMeC, COHbIMEH KaTap OHbIH
JKyMe Kypaylibl SAEMEHTi — TOHAIK KACMETIH «AEHe OMAaybl», Oit-OerHe peTiHAEe KapacTblpy KaXKeTTiri
TYpPaAbl KOPbITbIHABIHBI AQ KQpaCTbIpFaH >K6H. 3epTTeyAiH KOPbITbIHAbIAAPbI MEH epeXKeAepi KMMbIA
TiIAIH MBAEHM aHTPOMOAOIMSIHbIH, CEMMOTMKAHbIH, KOMMYHMKALIMS 3epTTeyAepiHiH 06bekTiCi peTiHae,
MOAEHMETAPAAbIK, 3ePTTEYAEPAE AEHE COLMOAOTUSICbl TEOPUSIChI acmeKkTICIHAE 3epTTey nepcrnekTMBa-
CbIH aLLAAbI.

Ty#HiH ce3aep: ABCTYPAI COAEMAECY bIM-MLLIAPACHI, KUMbIA CEMUOTMKAChI, BU3yaAAbl QHTPOMOAO-
rms, KewrneAi KoFam, AYHUeAIK.
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SI3bIK XKecToB npuBETCTBUSA TpaAMLl,MOHHOI:i Ka3axcKom KYAbTYPbI
B (hoKyCce COBpeMEHHOI BU3YaAbHOMU aHTPOIMOAOIMM

McecaepoBaTeAbckas runoTesa CTaTbM CTPOMTCS HA MOHMMAHWKM TOTO, YTO $I3blIK TPAAMLIMOHHbBIX
KECTOB MMEET CBOIO CrieumndmKy 1 Kak atpnbyT ee cemmocepbl, M Kak MOAYC TeAa «KOHCTUTYMPOBaH-
HOrO MOBeAEHMsI», T.e. MPOrpaMMbl TEAECHOCTM AQHHOTO colMyMa. B Hallem cayyae — TPaAMLMOHHOTO
Ka3axcKoro o6LecTsa 1 ero KapTuHbl MUpa. MIcCAeAOBaHME CAEAYET LIEAUM PACCMOTPETb S3blK Ka3ax-
CKMX TPAAMLIMOHHbBIX YKECTOB MPUBETCTBMS B KAIOUE BM3YaAbHOWM aHTPOMOAOrUM. >KeCTbl BbICTyMaloT
Kak $13blK TeAQ M PaCCMaTPMBAIOTCS KaK OMpPeAEeAeHHbI MOAYC TeAa B acrekTe LLleAOCTHO-CO3epLiaTeAb-
HOWM KapTuHbI MMpa KoueBoro obuectsa. O6PaLLEHHOCTb K TPAAMLIMOHHBIM KYAbTYPHbIM MpaKTHUKam
— OMUCaHMSIM TPAAMLMOHHDBIX YKECTOB Ka3aXOB — He UCKAIOYAET areAAMPOBaHUS K Tak Ha3blBAEMOMY,
<UHAMFEHHOMY 3HAHMIO», UTO B Ka3axCKOM 3MMCTEMOAOIMM Ha3BaHO «CTerHbIM 3HaHUeM». TpaAULMOH-
Hble YKeCTbl HAAEAEHbl aKCMOAOTMUYECKOM 3HAUMMOCTbIO, CBSI3aHHOM C MPUPOAOM CaKPAAbHOIO, BOCXO-
ASILLEro K pUTyaAy v NpeACTaBAEHUSIM O MPOCTPAHCTBE EAMHOMO KOCMOCA M YeAOBEUYECKOrO TeAa B TOM
uncae. CeMMo3M1C >KecTa NMPUBETCTBUS MOKOUTCSI HA CaKpPaAbHOM (MarMyeckom) 3HaYeHM IAEMEHTOB
YeAOBEeYECKOro TeAa Kak 3MaHaums KOUYeBOro KocMoca. [eHAepPHO BbIpaXKEHHbIM CTaTyC si3blka TPaAW-
LIMOHHBIX YKECTOB MPMBETCTBMSI Ka3ax0B BbICTYMNaeT Kak KOA, YNOPSAOUMBAIOLLMIA CUCTEMY COLIMAAbHOM
KOMMYHMKaUMK. Pe3yAbTaToM MccaeAOBaHUS si3blka TPAAMLIMOHHBIX Ka3axCKMX XKeCTOB MPUBETCTBUS B
aCMeKTe B13yaAbHOM aHTPOMOAOTUMN CAEAYET CUMTATb TaK>Ke BbIBOA O HEOOXOAMMOCTM PAcCMaTPUBaThb
He TOAbKO KOH(MIypaumio ecta Kak 3HaKa, HO U He MeHee BaXkKHbI CMCTEMOOOPA3YLUMIA SIAEMEHT
93blKa XKECTa — TEAECHOCTb KakK «MbILLIAEHUE TeAa», MbICAEOOPa3s. BbIBOAbBI M MOAOXKEHMS MCCAEAOBAHUS
OTKPbIBAET NEPCreKTUBY MU3yUeHMs g3blka )KECTOB KaK 0ObeKTa KYAbTYPHOI aHTPOMOAOIUM, CEMUOTH-
K1, KOMMYHUKAaTUBUCTUKA, B KPOCC-KYAbTYPHBIX MCCAEAOBAHUSIX B aCMeKTe TEOPUU COLLUOAOTMM TeAQ.

KAroueBble cAoBa: TPAAMLMOHHBIE XKECTbl MPUBETCTBUS, CEMMOTUKA XKECTa, BU3yaAbHash aHTPOMo-
AOTUSI, KOUueBoe 06LLEeCTBO, TEAECHOCTb.

Introduction

Contemporary cultural anthropology has in-
creasingly emphasized the study of gesture as a fun-
damental form of nonverbal communication. Since
the time of Charles Darwin, gestures have drawn
the interest of anthropologists both as aspects of
human corporeality and as elements of the nonver-
bal language of culture, forming the foundation of
the discipline known as kinesics. Modern scholarly
discourse, structured around a linguistic paradigm
for understanding human and cultural phenomena,
has placed a strong focus on the communicative
function of gestures. Additionally, contemporary

anthropological studies, drawing on the evolution-
ary theory of language, seek to explore whether
nonverbal forms of communication preceded spo-
ken language and how they manifest across differ-
ent cultures. Cross-cultural research on nonverbal
communication, such as Body Language Differ-
ence in Meaning in Cross-cultural Communica-
tion, highlights the significance of these inquiries
(Dandan and Jun, 2023:35).

At the same time, as Sotaro (2009:145) observe,
while speech and gesture constitute tightly inter-
connected systems, gesture remains an understud-
ied phenomenon compared to spoken language.
The multimodal nature of human communication
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underscores the need for a deeper understanding of
cultural variations in gestures, as well as differenc-
es in linguistic structure and cognitive processing.

Relevance of the topic of articles, goals and
objectives

This study examines gesture as an element of
the visual culture of the Kazakh people, with its
distinctive ethno-specific features, within the onto-
logical framework of its traditional nomadic socio-
cultural system. This perspective aligns with ges-
ture theory within cultural anthropology.

In traditional Kazakh society, gestures function
as components of a socio-cultural language sys-
tem. As is well established, both in traditional and
modern cultures, gestures serve a variety of con-
ventionalized functions, including greetings, fare-
wells, negation, pointing, summoning, and taboos,
among others. Importantly, as traditional gestures
undergo semantic shifts or loss of meaning, they
persist in contemporary social practices as behav-
ioral stereotypes within the framework of ethno-
cultural identity. Moreover, the inherited meanings
of gestures, originating from traditional practices,
continue to function as carriers of nonverbal social
communication codes, serving as a distinct instru-
ment for structuring social relations.

Visual anthropology is expanding its method-
ological scope by broadening the range of objects
under study, leveraging its epistemological poten-
tial, particularly its core anthropological focus.
When considering gestures as nonverbal semiotic
signs, it is essential to recognize that they convey a
specific kind of “corporeal information”. As T. E.
Tsvetus-Salkhova (2010:13) asserts in her distinc-
tion between the concepts of “body” and “corpo-
reality” in cultural studies, corporeality represents
the enactment of a specific cultural and semiotic
schema (concept), ultimately constituting a bodily
modality.

In this study, traditional Kazakh gestures are
analyzed as both a research object and a subject of
visual anthropological inquiry. They are examined
as elements of nonverbal communication, rich in
symbolic meaning, as well as a socio-cultural phe-
nomenon — bodily “actions/signs” with their own
distinct semantics.

The objective of this research is to analyze,
through the lens of visual anthropology, the lan-
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guage of traditional Kazakh gestures as a cultural
code of socio-cultural identity within the semio-
sphere of the holistic and contemplative worldview
of the nomadic tradition.

Methods and methodology

A comprehensive perspective on the subject
of inquiry — the language of traditional Kazakh
greeting gestures as a sociocultural phenomenon is
grounded in contemporary theoretical frameworks,
primarily within the field of visual anthropology.
As a subdiscipline of cultural anthropology, visual
anthropology possesses a complex epistemological
structure that informs the study of gestures. This
paradigm underscores the active engagement of
modern scholarship in exploring the genesis, so-
ciocultural conditioning, and broader implications
of this phenomenon. The present study draws
upon a review of key hypotheses and contempo-
rary theories of gesture, while the methodological
framework is shaped by an analysis of existing ap-
proaches to studying this subject and their subse-
quent interpretation.

Contemporary research places significant em-
phasis on gesture’s role in the evolution of human
communication, particularly within the broader
discourse on language genesis. Arbib’s hypoth-
esis (2005:108) posits that the brain’s ability to
control bodily movements underlies the develop-
ment of sign language, which, in turn, influenced
the emergence of spoken language. This theory has
been further elaborated in subsequent studies. No-
tably, Goldin-Meadow’s work, Learning through
gesture (2011:599), attributes a pivotal role to sign
language in the evolution of human intelligence
and communicative systems. A more recent pub-
lication, Gesture is an intrinsic part of modern-day
human communication and may always have been
so (Goldin-Meadow, 2024:759), explores the ori-
gins of gestures and their connection to linguistic
development. Drawing upon research in psycho-
linguistics and neurobiology, the author advances
a theory supporting the claims of both Arbib and
Goldin-Meadow — namely, that gestures play a
fundamental role in the emergence of intelligence
and speech by carrying information and facilitating
social communication. The study underscores the
significance of examining gesture-speech interplay
across diverse social and cultural contexts, as this
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line of inquiry holds promise for identifying new
theoretical and empirical challenges.

Literature review

In recent years, scholarly works have increas-
ingly examined the variation of gestures across
cultures, their relationship to cultural practices,
and their role in social communication as markers
of identity and cultural codes. For instance, “Ges-
ture and Speech in Interaction” investigates how
gestures, in combination with speech, generate
new meanings within different cultural contexts
(Wagner et al., 2014:213).

The study of traditional Kazakh gestures has
been approached from various interdisciplinary
perspectives, with particular attention given to
scientific ethnography. In this regard, the research
of Sh. Zh. Tokhtabaeva (2017a; 2017b) is particu-
larly noteworthy. Tokhtabaeva’s work analyzes
the semantics of diverse traditional kinesic expres-
sions, in which gestures function as key elements
of folk etiquette alongside other expressive means.
Central to her argument is the symbolic nature of
both verbal constructs and visual materials, their
semiotic properties necessitating an understanding
of etiquette as a “semiotic object”. Given that ges-
tures inherently possess sign-like attributes, they
may function autonomously as semiotic entities,
textual constructs, and communicative utterances.

Similarly, S. S. Tatubaev (1979:109) devel-
oped a methodological framework for actor train-
ing, focusing on key visual expressive techniques.
Tatubaev examined gestures within the pragmatic
and syntagmatic dimensions of the Kazakh socio-
cultural communication system. His meticulous
descriptions of specific gestures, capturing their
dynamics and nuances, allow for their visual re-
construction and elucidate their semantic-symbolic
significance. The practical relevance of this re-
search lies in the fact that traditional gestures are
gradually losing their original meaning and are dis-
appearing from social and interpersonal communi-
cation. More often than not, traditional gestures
and their symbolic content undergo transforma-
tion, with verbal language becoming the dominant
mode of expression over time. Consequently, in
contemporary performance arts, there is a growing
need to reinterpret and reconstruct these gestures in
their traditional visual significance.

In the article “Features of the Nonverbal
Communication Model of the Kazakh People”
(Berdaliyeva, 2021:44), the author argues that
there is no “international” sign language; nonver-
bal language is always national, just like spoken
language. This idea is supported by the descrip-
tion of “nonverbal components that, first, are in-
herent only to the Kazakh language” and, second,
have meaning only within this culture, making
them nationally significant. Undoubtedly, each
culture and its languages are directly linked to the
process of ethnogenesis.

Our research hypothesis is based on the under-
standing that the language of traditional gestures,
as an element of ethnic culture, has its own speci-
ficity both as an attribute of its semiosphere and as
a mode of “constituted bodily behavior,” meaning
a socially constructed program of physical expres-
sion. In our case, this pertains to traditional Kazakh
society and its worldview. The focus on traditional
cultural practices — namely, descriptions of tradi-
tional Kazakh gestures — does not exclude refer-
ences to so-called “indigenous knowledge,” which
in Kazakh epistemology is termed “steppe knowl-
edge.” This concept is explored in works such as
A. Kodar’s “Steppe Knowledge: Essays on Cul-
tural Studies” (2002:208) and S. M. Altybayeva’s
“Steppe Knowledge as a Historical-Cultural and
Aesthetic Phenomenon” (2023:411). The author
of this article believes that the foundation of this
knowledge lies in tradition — an ongoing, uninter-
rupted process of inheritance and transmission of
meaningful, philosophical, historical-cultural, and
other types of information essential for under-
standing the national worldview, the distinctive
syncretic perception of reality, and the worldview
of the nomads of the Great Steppe.

Results and discussion

Today, the definition of gesture is no longer
limited to the concept of “body language”. Instead,
it is associated with the culturally significant
concept of “embodiment”, which serves as
a projection of a people’s worldview. This
refinement opens new perspectives for studying
gestures as structural elements of an entire cultural
system. If a gesture is viewed solely as a form of
human body language, its study is confined to the
actions of a physical, biological entity. However,
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when examined through the lens of embodiment,
a different subject emerges — the language of the
historical human. As T.E. Tsvetus-Salkhova
rightly notes in “Distinction Of the Concepts
of ‘Body’ and “Corporeality” in Culturological
Research” (2010:13), embodiment is meant to
express the cultural, individual-psychological, and
semantic dimensions of human existence.

Thus, embodiment as a sociocultural concept
determines the direction of our study of gestures in
relation to our hypothesis that traditional gestures
function as a visual language within the semio-
sphere of Kazakh ethnic culture, fulfilling specific
sociocultural roles. Gestures, as signs of visual or-
der, are expressed through bodily movements, yet
their symbolic semantics are directly shaped by the
worldview in which they gain meaning as a socio-
cultural concept of embodiment.

The worldview of traditional (primarily pre-
Islamic) Kazakh society was built upon its no-
madic way of life, while its transcendental model
was embodied in the Tengrian tripartite symbolic
vertical, known as the “Upper—Middle-Lower”
worlds. This model of traditional society, with its
worldview based on the principle of the interrela-
tion between parts and the whole, where a part pos-
sesses the properties of the whole, is projected and
transmitted through both visual and verbal signs,
shaping different forms of cultural language. This
process can be seen as the formation of a semio-
sphere, representing a natural practice of semiosis
within the human “lifeworld”.

Our analysis focuses on gestures within tradi-
tional culture, with special attention given to greet-
ing gestures, which are part of “ritualized” ceremo-
nial, canonical, and cultic forms. In this context,
the study of gesture language raises questions
about the genesis of linguistic and speech systems,
as well as the system of stable visual symbols. Sta-
bility, in this sense, refers to the authentic cultur-
al-historical semantics of a gesture, which retains
the long-term configuration of its form — its bodily
signs. This quality is inherent in gestures of ritual
origin. They form an archetypal foundation within
the overall structure of gesture language, tradition-
al etiquette, and even everyday behavior in a given
ethnic community.

In traditional societies, including Kazakh cul-
ture during the early stages of its active cultural
development, ritual and everyday gestures were
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not rigidly separated. According to F.N. Petrov
(2006:192), in traditional beliefs, “the sacred and
the profane were not strictly differentiated”, and
“the world was perceived as both living and sacred,
where the small and the great reflected and embod-
ied one another”.

However, an absolute claim about the indis-
tinguishability of everyday and ritual gestures in
traditional society would be unproductive in a dia-
chronic perspective. As a unique cultural entity, a
traditional society has its own historical-typologi-
cal characteristics and socio-cultural dynamics. In
this process, transformations and shifts in the se-
mantics of sign systems are natural, often leading
to the loss of their magical significance and their
functional transition into the system of etiquette.
Numerous examples of such transformations exist,
primarily driven by changes in social structures,
shifts in worldview and cultural values — processes
collectively referred to as desanctification.

Viewed synchronically, the traditional Kazakh
society represents a construct of inherited stable
attributes from the nomadic traditions of Eurasia.
Traditional gestures carry a degree of axiological
significance tied to the concept of the sacred. This
notion is grounded in the idea of a unified cosmic
space and its projection onto the surrounding world,
human beings, and their bodies. As a result, specif-
ic parts of the human body acquire sacred proper-
ties by analogy with the original cosmic model. In
the broader framework of the symbolic language of
gesture, they function as meaning-forming struc-
tures. The semiotics of gesture is rooted in the sa-
cred (magical) significance of bodily elements as
an emanation of the nomadic cosmos.

Following Y. Lotman’s idea (2000:704) that
“the semiotic world is amorphous, in which core
structures are immersed”, we can assert that the
formation of gesture as a semiotic subsystem
within the ritual system is primarily shaped by the
symbolically encoded structure of the human body.
The language of the body, as a system of symbols,
functions similarly to proto-writing, serving as the
primordial matrix of visual signs within the socio-
cultural system. Gesture, as kinetic speech, em-
ploys the symbolic language of the body, whose
units are bodily signs that are inherently figurative.

As an example, let us consider traditional Ka-
zakh greeting gestures. Their structural analysis
reveals the symbolic language of the body and
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bodily signs whose origins trace back to arche-
typal bodily language. S. Tatubaev (1979:109), in
his description of greeting gestures in traditional
Kazakh society, highlighted their gender distinc-
tions. The greeting gesture performed by young
women when addressing elders involved a slight
bow of the head and placing the palm of the right
hand on the solar plexus area, while the left hand
remained passive — either lowered or slightly
drawn back. Notably, this gesture emphasizes
a bodily sign — the solar plexus area. In Eastern
cultures, this region is regarded as sacred, often
associated with the element of fire and the sun
(chakras). In traditional Kazakh culture, this part
of a young woman’s body was adorned with jew-
elry, while her clothing was frequently decorated
with solar motifs, reinforcing the sacred signifi-
cance of this bodily region.

Meanwhile, the question of whether this bodily
gesture is truly authentic to the ritual traditions of
the nomadic Kazakh people remains open. It is
worth noting that in the Kazakh language, the con-
cept of the “solar plexus” exists only as an anatomi-
cal term, without a sacred connotation. Instead, the
word “qursaq” is used, referring to the abdomen,
which includes the solar plexus region. Depending
on context, “qursaq” can signify the “peritoneum”
or “the place of the child”. However, another Ka-
zakh term, “kok qap” (literally “blue sack™), sym-
bolically represents the center of life energy, the
core of spiritual and physical harmony. This sym-
bolism is tied to the word “kok”, which traces back
to the sacred Kok Tengri (Blue Sky God). In Ka-
zakh, the affectionate address “koke” conveys a
sense of reverence toward someone perceived as
possessing special spiritual and life-giving quali-
ties.

From this perspective, the gesture of a young
woman placing her hand over her solar plexus can
be interpreted as an invocation of life energy from
Tengri, which, in turn, acquires the later connota-
tion of respect and deference. Yet, this gesture also
carries a significant symbolic nuance. Anatomi-
cally, the solar plexus lies at the boundary between
the chest and the abdomen. By covering this area
with her hand — while maintaining the fundamental
symbolic meaning of the gesture — a woman simul-
taneously conceals from view the sacralized, ta-
booed aspects of her body. The female breast holds
sacred significance due to its maternal function,

but it is also considered an intimate area, subject to
cultural taboos against exposure or overt gestural
emphasis. In contrast, young men, when greeting
elders, would place their hands over their chests.
Here, the distinction in bodily symbolism between
genders is particularly pronounced.

S. Tatubaev (1979:109) describes the gesture
of “salem etu” — the bow performed by a bride
when greeting her husband’s relatives; where the
first “salem etu” (or “salem salu”) occurs during
the betashar ritual, the unveiling of the bride’s
face. As each relative of the groom is introduced
by name and status, the bride responds with a silent
bow, acknowledging their presence. In the context
of betashar, a ritual still practiced in contemporary
wedding ceremonies, the bride’s bow signifies her
acceptance of her new role within the groom’s
family. Positioned at the threshold between sym-
bolic “death” in her natal family and her “rebirth”
into a new household, the bride uses this gesture
to signal her readiness to enter the metaphysical
realm of her new life and status.

The greeting of a woman to her husband’s el-
der relatives follows a different gestural structure.
As described by Tatubaev, the woman kneels on
her left knee while placing her hands, palms fac-
ing inward, atop one another on her right knee
(1979:68). The act of kneeling carries a universal
significance — expressing respect, humility, and
deference across various cultures. In the gesture of
a Kazakh woman’s greeting, kneeling serves as a
sign of reverence. The practice of lowering oneself
onto the left knee holds particular etiquette-based
importance: the left knee symbolizes feminine en-
ergy, and its bending before senior members of the
husband’s family represents a demonstration of
submission and respect.

The gesture of placing one palm over the other
and resting them on the right knee carries prag-
matic and symbolically encoded meaning. The act
of kneeling creates a temporary instability of the
body, and balance can be maintained by using the
hands as support on the right knee. The visual sym-
bolism of hands folded on the right knee represents
closure, containment, and protection of a young
woman’s reproductive area. This gesture of greet-
ing by a daughter-in-law toward her husband’s se-
nior relatives likely originates from the traditional
custom of bridal avoidance, a transformation of ar-
chaic incest taboos.
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Thus, it can be argued that the phenomenon of
female corporeality in traditional Kazakh culture
was shaped by the pragmatics of a gendered so-
cial status and influenced the specificity of gestural
language as a structured communication system.
The concept of “female corporeality” is conceptu-
alized from the anthropological perspective of the
female body as a whole, where the “requirement
of chastity is one of its aspects” (Chesnov, 2007).
Viewing a woman’s body as a mediator between
culture and nature, Chesnov highlights that the es-
sence of the visual concept of the body lies in its
image, meaning corporeality is a dynamic mental
construct whose symbolism changes depending on
its spatial and temporal context. This dynamism of
corporeality is likely linked to changes in gesture
culture and, consequently, the traditional sacrality
of the female body.

Traditionally, a man’s greeting was visually
expressed in various ways: in some cases, through
a nod that mimicked a bow, accompanied by plac-
ing the right hand on the chest over the heart; in
others, it was supplemented with a verbal greeting.
The form of greeting depended on social status and
age. When greeting socially significant individu-
als, young men were required to dismount from
their horses, kneel, place a hand on their chest, and
bow their heads while awaiting a response.

The handshake, a widely practiced greeting
gesture among many cultures, is believed to have
originated from military etiquette but was not cus-
tomary among nomads in pre-Islamic times. This
is largely due to the functional symbolism of the
male rider’s or warrior’s body. Additionally, the
handshake was not a part of nomadic etiquette be-
cause of the implicit mechanisms of corporeality
as a symbolic model of vital space. Tactile con-
tact had a designated sphere of legitimacy, and a
handshake was only used within a strictly ritualis-
tic context as a sacred sign of unity and agreement.

This principle is reflected in the greeting ges-
ture known as “tos kagystyru” — an embrace where
two individuals touch chests. According to S.S.
Tatubaev’s description, this gesture consists of an
embrace with one arm over the other’s shoulder
and the other arm around the waist. The second
phase of the embrace mirrors the first (Tatubaev,
1979:78). Physical contact between men in this
gesture is legitimized exclusively as a ritual ele-
ment. In some cases, it signifies reconciliation
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between conflicting parties or the expression of
brotherly bonds; in others, it represents mutual rec-
ognition between the fathers of a bride and groom
as matchmakers, acknowledging their newfound
kinship (Aristov, 1897:393).

This form of kinship, known as “kudalyk”, is
highly valued and respected in Kazakh traditional
society, often expressed through the saying: “ku-
dalyk — myn zhyldyk” (“matchmaking bonds last
a thousand years” in Kazakh). The importance of
such alliances lies in their pragmatic function, en-
suring inter-clan distance in marriage by prohibit-
ing unions within seven generations. Additionally,
these marriages establish inter-clan, inter-tribal,
and familial alliances that strengthen the positions
of both families. Kinship alliances were equated
with blood-related kin groups, “even though they
included members of different clans, families, and
even groups of outsiders”.

The verbal meaning of this greeting gesture
points to a part of the body that serves as its sym-
bolic core. From the perspective of Kazakh tra-
ditional semiotics of embodiment, a man’s chest
symbolizes the harmony of physical and spiritual
strength. The bodily topos in symbolic representa-
tion aligns with the worldview and demonstrates
the conceptual and visual connections of tradition-
al thinking. Thus, the chest embodies the anthro-
pological structure of the ribcage as a protector of
vital organs and as a center of spiritual and vital en-
ergy. The multitude of meanings attributed to this
part of the body as a structural element of embodi-
ment manifests in greeting gestures used in match-
making rituals, reconciliation, and the “Korisu”
ritual (to meet, to reunite in Kazakh), which marks
the prosperous arrival of spring.

The examined material does not encompass
all greeting gestures, focusing instead on the most
common ones found in contemporary practice.
Thus, the traditional Kazakh greeting gestures, as
elements of ritual cultural practices, serve as their
semantic core.

Conclusion

The study of the Kazakh traditional gesture
language as a cultural code of social identity with-
in the semiotic sphere of the nomadic worldview
aims to highlight the aesthetically integral nature
of the contemplative understanding of the nomadic
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cosmos. The analysis of traditional Kazakh greet-
ing gestures from the perspective of visual anthro-
pology has demonstrated, first, the effectiveness
of the embodiment methodology in studying the
semiotics of the body as a social and cultural phe-
nomenon. Second, the analysis of greeting gestures
as an element of ritual cultural practices has shown
that the symbolic structure of the body is a mean-
ing-forming component of the gesture. The ritual
basis of the traditional Kazakh greeting gesture
retains the sacred meaning of embodiment within
its spatial cosmos — the visual topos of traditional
thinking. The visual nature of the contemplative
understanding of the surrounding space in Kazakh
traditional knowledge has concentrated, recorded,
and presented the worldview as a unified cosmos
through the symbolic language of iconic signs. The
language of gestures is one of the most important

ways of maintaining harmony within this cosmos.

The results and conclusions of this study hold
the potential for further conceptual development
through the methodology of visual studies, par-
ticularly visual anthropology. Given the semiotic
essentialism of the Kazakh traditional cultural lan-
guage, embedded in its nonverbal sphere, a com-
prehensive study of the spatial representation of
the nomadic world in terms of embodiment is nec-
essary.

The article was prepared within the frame-
work of the project of the Science Committee of the
Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the
Republic of Kazakhstan IRN AP23488164 “Tradi-
tional and contemporary art of Kazakhstan in the
focus of visual research: iconography, semiotics
and discourse”.
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