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Abstract

This study examines the figure of the baks: as a living reflection of ancient Turkic belief
systems in contemporary Kazakh culture. The baksi, whose earliest attestations in Old Uy-
ghur Turkic derive from the Chinese po-shih (“scholar, teacher”), historically denoted a
wide range of roles, including religious guide, scholar, scribe, healer, bard, and shaman.
Employing an interdisciplinary methodology that integrates philological, lexicographic,
folkloric, and ethnographic perspectives, the research traces the semantic development of
the term across Turkic and Mongolic traditions, its uses in historical texts, and its repre-
sentations in Kazakh oral literature such as proverbs, idioms, epics, and fairy tales. The
findings show that while the baks: has been idealised as a healer, sage, and spiritual me-
diator, it has also been depicted with suspicion as a deceiver or figure associated with jinn,
particularly in the post-Islamic period. Ethnographic insights further reveal that becom-
ing a baks: involves a sacred calling, initiation rituals, and distinctive clothing and perfor-
mance practices, situating the figure at the intersection of religion, medicine, and art. The
study concludes that the baks: is not only a historical heritage but also a dynamic cultural
institution, mediating between past and present, nature and society, and continuing to
shape Kazakh identity today.

Keywords: Baksi tradition; semantic change; ancient Turkic beliefs; Kazakh culture

1. Introduction

Belief systems have played a central role in shaping the cultural memory, worldview,
and social order of Turkish peoples since ancient times. In the nomadic societies of Central
Asia, religion and cosmology were not limited to ritual practices; they also had a profound
impact on art, language, medicine, and governance. In this respect, belief systems func-
tioned not only as spiritual structures but also as the founding elements of social harmony
and cultural transmission. Thanks to oral traditions, many of these elements have sur-
vived to the present day, providing an opportunity to observe both their historical conti-
nuity and their transformations (Eliade, 1964; Hultkrantz, 1993/2007; Pentikdinen, 1996).
Within this broad framework, one of the most prominent figures embodying the traces of
ancient Turkic belief systems in contemporary Kazakh culture is the baksi—a shaman,
healer, bard, and intermediary between worlds.

The concept of baks: has gained richness of meaning throughout history. In its earliest
uses in Old Uyghur Turkish, it was derived from the Chinese word po-shih (11, “scholar,
teacher”) and expressed functions such as teacher, scholar, and religious guide (Clauson,
1972; Wilkens, 2021). Over time, its meaning expanded to encompass roles such as
shaman, bard, musician, physician, soothsayer, and fortune teller. This development can
be traced in both Turkish and Mongolian traditions: in Chagatai texts, it evolved from the
meaning “scribe” to “folk healer, bard, and shaman” in later periods (Doerfer, 1963-1975;
Résédnen, 1969; Kopriilii, 1999). Therefore, baks: is more than just a single word; it is a
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symbol of historical continuity and cultural transformation. Understanding how this
multi-layered structure evolved is important not only from a philological perspective but
also from a cultural history perspective.

In Kazakh oral culture, baks: is remembered and reinterpreted through proverbs, id-
ioms, epics, and folk tales. In these narratives, baks: appears as a healer who cures illnesses,
predicts the future, and communicates with spirits; however, especially after the spread
of Islam, he is also depicted as a suspicious figure who deceives people or instills fear
(Alpisbayeva et al., 2010; Giirsu, 2009). This duality reflects the religious transformations
in the steppe. Furthermore, being a baks: is not just a profession but a sacred identity.
Ethnographic studies show that the process begins with supernatural signs —dreams, ill-
nesses, or visions of ancestral spirits —and continues with initiation rituals, spiritual puri-
fication, and social acceptance (Alimbay, 2011; Cobanoglu, 2018). Resisting this call usu-
ally leads to suffering, while accepting it results in metaphysical and social empowerment.
In the ritual context, the baks: further emphasises his sanctity through healing ceremonies
accompanied by the kobiz, distinctive clothing, and trance states.

Despite being the subject of considerable academic interest, most studies have ap-
proached baks: from a single perspective—either philological, folkloric, or ethnographic.
However, few studies systematically combine these approaches to evaluate baks: as both
a linguistic phenomenon and a cultural institution. Classical anthropological studies (Eli-
ade, 1964; Hultkrantz, 1993/2007; Pentikdinen, 1996; DeWeese, 2014; Znamenski, 2007) em-
phasise the importance of the ecstatic experience, interworldly mediation, and adaptation
under religious change. However, comprehensive studies linking this anthropological
framework to philological and lexicographical evidence, specifically in the context of Ka-
zakh cultural identity, are still lacking. This study aims to fill this gap.

In this regard, the article has four objectives:

1. To trace the etymological and semantic development of baks: throughout Turkic
and Mongolian traditions;

2. To examine its lexical definitions and layers of meaning in Kazakh;

3. To analyze its reflections and functions in proverbs, idioms, epics, and fairy tales;

4. To contextualise its ethnographic and anthropological dimensions, particularly the
sacredness of the process of becoming a baks: and the duality in its social perception.

Through this interdisciplinary framework, the study argues that the baks: is not
merely a relic of pre-Islamic shamanism but a dynamic cultural institution that has
adapted across centuries while retaining its central role in Kazakh identity. By mediating
between past and present, humans and spirits, and society and nature, the baks: exempli-
fies both continuity and transformation in the survival of ancient Turkic belief systems.

2. Methodology

This study adopts an interdisciplinary methodology that integrates philological, his-
torical, and ethnographic approaches in order to investigate the semantic, cultural, and
functional dimensions of the concept of baks:. First, philological and historical-compara-
tive analyses of Old Uyghur, Kipchak, and Chagatai texts were conducted, supported by
standard etymological dictionaries and recent lexicographic research. These analyses trace
semantic shifts, phonological developments, and potential borrowings from Chinese and
other languages. The outcomes of this method are primarily presented in Section 4 (His-
torical Development of the Word) and Section 5 (Usage of the Word in Historical Turkic
Dialects). Second, a lexicographic and semantic examination of Kazakh dictionaries has
made it possible to identify distinct historical layers of meaning, including “teacher”,
“scholar”, “scribe”, “shaman”, “bard”, and “healer”. The results of this analysis are dis-
cussed in Section 3 (Lexicological Definition of the Word in Kazakh). Third, a folklore-

based cultural analysis was applied to Kazakh oral literature —including proverbs,
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idioms, epics, and folktales —demonstrating how the figure of the baks: has been remem- 93
bered and represented within collective memory. These findings are elaborated in Section 94
6 (The Place of the Word in Kazakh Folk Discourse). Fourth, ethnographic and anthropo- 95
logical sources provide contextual information on initiation rituals, lineage, symbolic 96
clothing, healing practices, and the incorporation of Islamic elements, thereby situating 97
the baks: within broader processes of cultural and religious transformation. These aspects 98
are addressed in Section 8 (The Place and Importance of the Concept of "Baks1" in Kazakh 99
Society). In addition, Section 7 (Baks1 and the Shamanic Worldview: An Anthropological 100
Perspective) also incorporates anthropological perspectives on shamanism, drawing par- 101
ticularly on Eliade, Hultkrantz, Pentikdinen, DeWeese, and Znamenski, in order to high- 102
light the cosmological, ritual, and social dimensions of the baks: tradition. Finally, a com- 103
parative perspective has been employed to highlight the continuities and differences of 104
the baks: tradition among Turkic and Mongolic communities. While this comparative 105
framework shapes the study as a whole, it is particularly emphasised in the Conclusion 106
(Section 9). 107
By synthesising these methodological approaches, the study not only documents the 108
historical and semantic evolution of the term baks: but also interprets its cultural functions 109
in contemporary Kazakh society, framing it as both a historical phenomenon and a living 110
tradition. In doing so, it fills a significant gap in existing scholarship: whereas earlier stud- 111
ies often treated the term baks: either as a folkloric figure, a shamanic healer, or a historical =~ 112
word, very few have systematically integrated philological, lexicographic, and ethno- 113
graphic perspectives. Therefore, this study contributes to the field by offering a compre- 114
hensive, multi-layered analysis that bridges textual history with living cultural practices. 115
Ultimately, it enables us to understand the term baks: not only as a linguistic and historical 116
construct but also as a dynamic cultural institution that continues to shape Kazakh iden- 117
tity. 118

3. Lexicological Definition of the Word in Kazakh 119

Mythological meaning: According to ancient beliefs, a person who can communicate 120
with the mysterious/spiritual world; a person with extraordinary abilities such as healing, 121
fortune-telling, divination, foretelling, and witchcraft. In the sense of folk medicine: A folk 122
physician who treats the sick with various methods (pulse, blowing, performing rituals, 123
etc.); a healer (Vili et al., 2013, p. 179); In the past, a fortune teller who travelled from 124
village to village, saying that he cured diseases thanks to his "jinns" and making a living 125
by deceiving ignorant people (Kenesbayev et al. I, 1959, p. 85); baksi, kam, bard, shaman 126
(Kog et al., 2003, p. 75); fortune teller, healer, shaman (Bektayev, 2007, p. 85); healer who 127

treats patients with various methods (pulse, blowing, etc.) (Kuraluli, 1997, p. 293). 128

In Kazakh dialects: baks: kuss: "shaman, healer, seer" — Abay Province! - Subartav 129
district? (Kaliyev et al., 2005, p. 121). 130
4. Historical Development of the Word 131

Wilkens gives the usage of the word in Old Uyghur as bahs: ~ pahsi ~ pahst with a 132
Chinese record (< Chin. < % ‘bo shi’). The word is used in Old Uighur texts in the sense 133
of "teacher, instructor, master, adept; Guru, Siddha": bahs: acari "Lehrer || teacher, tutor, 134
master"; bahst arzi "Lehrer-Seher || teacher-priest”; bahst ulug "Lehrer und Vorgesetzter, 135
Guru || teacher and master, Guru"; bahs: yaratigr “Guruyoga (Ritualwerk im Tantra) || 136
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Guruyoga (ritual work in Tantrism)"; bahsil: tetseli "Lehrer und Schiiler, teacher and stu- 137
dent" (Wilkens, 2021, p. 138). 138

Clauson suggests that the word was borrowed from Chinese (cf. po-shih ‘pak-dz'i’). 139
The word appeared as biksi in old Chinese Buddhist texts, was borrowed into Mongolian 140
as a loan word with the meaning of "religious teacher" in the early period, and survives 141
as bagsi in two h-P’ags-pa inscriptions dated to 1352 AD, but the meaning of the word has 142
changed considerably. Clauson also says that the pronunciation bags: is the most probable 143
vocalisation at the time of borrowing and that this usage is probably also valid in Uighur. 144
This is because the word is common in Uighur. However, since the phonetic compound - 145
&s- is not possible in pure Turkish words, this structure probably soon became bahs: in 146
Turkish texts. There is no trace of this word between Uyghur and the Kipchak (Kuman) 147
period. The word reappeared in the Chagatai sources of the XVth century, probably asa 148
re-borrowing of the word from Mongolian. In Chagatai texts of this period, the word now 149
means "scribe”, and more specifically "a scribe who can write in the Uyghur script (or more 150
precisely in the Mongolian official script)". The word is still used today with the meanings 151
of "strolling minstrel, magician, shaman, quack doctor" (Clauson, 1972, p. 321a). 152

Karahan, in the article baks: of the Koken Bilgisi Sozliigii conducted by the Tiirk Dil 153
Kurumu, states that the word is accepted to have passed into Old Turkic from Chinese 154
(pak-si > modern Chinese bo-si / po-sih) with the meanings of "Buddhist priest, teacher, 155
religious teacher, etc." The study also cites Tekin (cf. Tekin, 2013, p. 227) and states that 156
the word is first attested in the 10th-century Old Uighur texts, that it is widely used in Old 157
Uighur in the sense of "teacher," and that it has undergone a change of meaning by being 158
used together with the Turkish word ota¢c: meaning "physician" (Karahan, 2024+). 159

In his study, Sen similarly states that the word is borrowed from the Chinese po-shih 160
(pak-dz’i) "scholar." During the Tang dynasty in China, the word was also used in mean- 161
ings such as "male teacher; outpost manager, district or outpost guardian." Sen also states 162
that the word bahsi, which is given in Old Uighur texts as "scholar, teacher," lost its old 163
meaning after the Turks converted to Islam and began to mean "a scribe who knew Uighur 164
hafis and literary Turkic and Mogol languages." However, there are also historical Turkish 165
texts from the post-Islamic period in which the word is used in the sense of "physician, 166
surgeon” (Sen, 2007, p. 180). 167

Doerfer discusses the historical and cultural development of the word bahsi or baks: 168
in Turkic languages, especially Chagatai and other Turkic dialects. The word originated 169
in Old Chinese; it was borrowed from the Chinese t#X (now pronounced bési, formerly 170
baksi) and originally meant "scholar.” This word, which entered Turkish under the influ- 171
ence of Buddhist texts in the early period, was first used in the sense of a kind of clergy- 172
man, especially a Buddhist monk or sage who performed miracles. In time, this meaning 173
expanded and spread to both administrative and military fields; people who knew how 174
to write, especially those who could write with the Uyghur alphabet or Mongolian official =~ 175
script, i.e., secretaries or clerks, were also called bahsi. The word acquired new meanings 176
among the people in later periods. Travelling singers, minstrels, magicians, shamans, and 177
even folk physicians, popularly known as exorcists, were given this name. This polysemy 178
is also evident in different historical dictionaries and documents. Doerfer states that in the 179
texts cited by researchers such as Malov, Radloff, and Berezin, the word bahs: can, on the 180
one hand, refer to Buddhist monks or sages who know the law, and on the other hand, to 181
an official who distributes salaries, a surgeon, or an advisor serving in war. There are var- 182
iants of the word in different geographies, such as Kyrgyz, Uyghur, Turkmen, Sart and 183
Khiva Turkic, and these variants were used in the meanings of "scribe, musician, surgeon, 184
teacher, or fortune teller" (Doerfer II, 1965, pp. 271-277). 185

Résédnen, borrowed from the Chinese word po-shih and meaning "scholar, high-rank- 186
ing teacher" in its classical sense, the word has been translated as baks: "teacher, Buddhist 187
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scholar" in Uyghur; baksi "folk physician" in Sart dialect; baks: "minstrel, musician" in the 188
Chovdur dialect of Turkmen; baksi, "scribe" in Kumuk; baks: "shaman" in Kazakh; bahsi 189
"teacher” in Chagatai, Ottoman and Taranci dialects; bagsi "teacher, master" in Mongolian; 190
and paksi "teacher" in Tuvan (Résénen, 1969, p. 59). The word has acquired a wide variety = 191
of meanings such as "teacher, sage, shaman, bard, scribe, Buddhist scholar" in different 192
geographies and historical periods of Central Asia. This diversity reflects both cultural 193
interactions and local functional transformations. However, the main core meaning has 194
remained centred on the axis of "knowledge transmitter (teacher/shaman).” 195
Under the heading of "Bahs1," Kopriilii conducts a meticulous philological and his- 196
torical analysis that aims to analyse the structure of belief, bureaucracy, literature, and 197
folk tradition of Turkish and Mongolian societies through the multi-layered historical and 198
cultural adventure of the word. According to Kopriilii, until recently the word was con- 199
sidered to have been borrowed from the Sanskrit word bhiksu (beggar and wandering 200
Buddhist monk); however, scholars such as Ramstedt, Schmidt, and Pelliot believe that 201
the word was not borrowed from Sanskrit but from Chinese into Mongolian. Ramstedt 202
argued that it was taken from Chinese fa-se (religious master, spiritual), and Schmidt ar- 203
gued that it came from po-se (scholar, learned). According to Radloff, the word came from 204
the Turkish bak- root. Kopriilii says that all these explanations of the word are still hypo- 205
thetical and that the opinion that the word was borrowed from Sanskrit has lost its cer- 206
tainty. In the historical development of Turkish, the word was first used in the sense of 207
"priest” among the Buddhist Uighurs, and it gained the meaning of "scribe" when Bud- 208
dhist priests carried out the state's scribal affairs as well as religious authority. The bahs:, 209
who played important roles in the Mongolian palaces in the XIIIth-XIVth centuries, ap- 210
pear as educated scribes who knew the Uyghur alphabet in the Ilkhanid and Timurid pe- 211
riods. During the Mughal period in India, the word bahs: was institutionalised in the 212
meanings of army clerk and administrative officer and became an important position with 213
the title of "mir bahs1," while its use in the sense of "clerk" in general came to the fore with 214
the influence of Persian in this period. On the other hand, among the Turkmens of the 215
Trans-Caspian region, bags: became widespread in the sense of a folk minstrel who recites 216
poetry accompanied by saz (a traditional Turkish long-necked lute); among the Kyrgyz 217
and Kazakhs, as a continuation of the pre-Islamic shaman tradition, it has survived to the 218
present day by preserving the meanings of magician, exorcist, and folk physician. In the = 219
Anatolian and Azerbaijani areas, the word bahs: did not become widespread due to the 220
strong influence of Islamic culture, and instead of it, the concept of "ozan" and, especially 221
from the XVIth century onwards, the concept of "asik" was adopted in the sense of folk 222
poet. Thus, bahgt has left its mark in different layers of Turkish cultural history by under- 223
going a multifaceted evolution from religious leadership to clerk and from medicine to 224
folk literature (Kopriilii, 1999, pp. 145-156). 225
In the light of all these data, it is seen that the word baks: has undergone a wide range 226

of transformations from its etymological origin to its historical development, from 227
changes in meaning to geographical variants. In this context, the word has not only signi- 228
fied a profession or social role but also transformed into a multifunctional concept shaped 229
by the interaction of different cultures, throughout history. The word baks: is a multi- 230
layered word that originated from Old Chinese po-shih (pak-si) and entered Old Uyghur 231
with the meanings of "teacher, scholar, religious guide." This multifaceted development 232
makes it possible to consider the word not only as a linguistic element but also as a his- 233
torical indicator reflecting the interactions between belief systems, scriptural cultures and 234
social structures in Central Asia. 235
236

237
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5. Usage of the Word in Historical Turkic Dialects 238

The findings on how the word, which has been used since the Old Uighur Turkic 239
period, has been used throughout the historical development process of the Turkish lan- 240
guage have been revealed through the testimonies in religious, legal, literary, and admin- 241
istrative texts from various periods. In this context, the main works of the period in which 242
traces of the word in question are found and the contextual uses of the word in these 243
works are as follows: 244

Uyg.: Man III bahsi: (216) — [ xos]ti singa baxsisinga "Lehrer, seinem geistlichen Fithrer 245
// teacher, spiritual leader" (Le Coq, 1922, p. 21); USp baks: "ugitel' (<sanskr. bhiksu) // 246
teacher (<Sanskritce bhiksu)" (26u) — bilgd nomluk baksilardin inca esittimiz” (Radloff, 1928, 247
pp- 38, 266); U Il bahsi (461) — tngri baxsi drklig ol .. nitig taplasar "... der gottliche Lehler = 248
ist Herr (dariiber). Wie es ihm belieben mag // The Divine Teacher is sovereign in this 249
matter. As it suits him (so it is)" (Miiller III, 1922, p. 46), U 1V bahsi (284) — dSidgil tiiz-iin 250
bayxsi-a bu ddgiiliig qutluy tinly "[Hore], edler Meister! Ist dieses vortreffliche, gesegnete 251
Wesen // [Listen], noble master! This perfect, blessed being..." (Miiller IV, 1931, pp. 28, 29); 252
TT VIII (As, Ci9, D1o) — pahsi, (Fs) — pahsi, (Hs) — bhahsi "Meister, gelehrter // Master, 253
scholar" (Gabain, 1954, p. 95); IsrapilTulufan baks: (129) — gangim(1)z buga baqsi olmanmis 254
tig, (210) — Sisilmiz d(a)rm-a Otgiirii bags: tig (Israpil, 2014, pp. 46, 50); Suv. bahst (672) — 255
torma birgii yann bod: d(a)rma bahst yaratmgsig, (721) —  kuvragig :: burkan bahgi sravaklarig 256
tiiz (Kaya, 2021, pp. 104, 106); Matyr. baks: "master, teacher" (73/ 9) — togup Orteniir yalar ~ 257
biz .. bakst, (108/ 1) — ... malark(a 6)giig kangig baks(ig) (Tekin, 1976, pp. 136, 178); Ugitig. 258
bahst "teacher, master” (98b/ 7) — otgurak bilmek tiptiser bar bir bahst soz-1(e)r bilii tiiketmis 259
(Ozender, 1998, p. 31); Abitaki bahgt "master, instructor” (41) — ddgii 6gli bahst ulug 260
oskiimiiztd yiitiz y[iigdrii bol] (Karaayak, 2021, p. 62); AYS VI bahs: "master, teacher" (0288) 261
— ¢t dizd yolgt yerci ulug bahsi (Ayazl, 2012, p. 86); AYS X bahgt "teacher, master” (58) — 262
[t(@)nrinin]g altin yal(a)noknun yal(a)nuz bahsist nom[¢isi] (Gulcali, 2021, p. 148); AYS IV. 263
bahgsi "teacher" (2397) — 6giig kamg bahsilarig uluglarig (Tokytirek, 2018, p. 483). 264

Kip.: CC baks: "scribe" (25b/ 26) — bitikgi ~ b[aks1] (Argunsah & Giiner, 2022, p. 203 265
— also cf. Kuun, 1880, p. 299; Gronbech, 1942, p. 49); Bitig. bahst "scribe” (K. VIL. 53) — 266
bahsint dahi yola kinderdik anun keliirine dahi bu haller eyiidiir eyle bilesiz (Ozyetkin, 1996, p. 267
125). 268

Chag.: Seng. (119v/ 26) — bahst (Clauson, 1960, p. 44); Sec. Terakime bahs: "scribes of 269
the khans of Turkestan, scribe who knows no Persian" (105b-14) — Tiirkmennin tarih bile 270
turgan yahsilari ve bahgilart aytip tururlar (Olmez, 2020, p. 213); PavC. bahs: "writer; one who 271
does not know Persian; scribe" (Courteille, 1870, p. 156); LCT bahst "sazende, muganni, 272
asik-mesreb, kosukc1": sartga gerci yubarur bahsilar, tiirk ile hem yahst barur bahsilar (Durgut, 273
1995, pp. 159, 160 — also cf. Kanos, 1902, p. 20); FHL bahs: "bard, khan; doctor, physician; 274
overseer, bailiff; one who organises, presides over a hunt" (23a/11) — elif ve kesre-yi ra-yi 275
mohmele ve sokiin-i ya-yi hutti kedim bahs: be-fethe-yi ba ve sokiin-i ha (Oztiirk, 2020, p. 130); 276
TEH bahs: "clerk, scribe; an official in charge of financial affairs whose main duty is to 277
write and record" (T793a9) — nice nevisende nige bahst nige pervaneci canlariga yitip yiiz hile 278
bile kutulurlar (Abik, 1993, p. 355); Nezrali bahs: "The scribes of the Khans of Turkestan 279
who did not know any Persian" (260) — Sart’ka ger-ci bu barur yahsilar, Tiirk ile hem yahst 280
barur bahgilar (Rahimi, 2022, p. 172). 281

In Nevdi'nin Sézleri ve Cagatayca Taniklar, the word bahsi is witnessed as follows: bahst 282
[< Cin. bo shi] Tiirkistan sahlar[1Jnun katiblerine dérler, ki hé¢ Farisi bilmeyeler. Hayretiil- 283
Ebrar 'da on ikinci makalede geliir. Sartka gerci bu barur yahsilar, Tiirk ile hem yahst barur 284
bahsilar [= Even if those who left are Sart, the bards get along well with the Turks]. Bu barur 285
bahsilar dediigi katib-i <’ Acem> ‘Acemdiir; zira Sart ‘Acem'iin sehrliisine dérler, ki Tiirki 286
bilmeye. <Bu barur bahsilar dediigi katib-i “Acemdyiir.> Ve yine Miinse’at'da [otuz] besinci 287
mektiibda geliir, ki [Netr] [Bu ‘arza-dast bitilgen tarihdin yégirmi kiindin burunrakdin] béri 288
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sabahdm kus vaktice pésin aksamgaca olturup anga is kilurlar kim néce divan néce navisende 289
[nége] bahst nége pervaneci canlariga yitip yiiz hile bile kutulurlar [= Since twenty days before 290
the date this petition was written, they have been working from morning until mid-morn- 291
ing and from noon until evening, with such intensity that many divan officials (archivists 292
and registrars), many scribes, many calligraphers, and many record-keepers become ut- 293
terly exhausted and manage to escape only through countless tricks] (Kagalin, 2022, pp. 294
318, 319). 295

In Radloff's Opit Slovarya Tyurkskih Naregiy, the word bahsi, which means "witch doc- 296

"on

tor," "minstrel," or "hunter," is explained in three items. The word describes three im- 297
portant folk figures in the Taranchi dialect and Chagatai written language. These are a 298
traditional type of shaman who is both a sorcerer and a healer, a person who is believed = 299
to tell the truth by prophesying and in this respect is an important representative of Turko- 300
Mongolian shamanism; a travelling bard or folk poet, i.e., an artist who is the carrier of 301
oral culture and informs the society with poems or songs; and finally, the figure of the 302

classical hunter (Radloff IV, 1911, p. 1464). 303

6. The Place of the Word in Kazakh Folk Discourse 304

The word, which has acquired a wide variety of meanings such as "teacher, sage, 305
shaman, minstrel, scribe, Buddhist scholar" in different societies of Asia, is widely used in 306
Kazakh, especially in folk literature products. In the work titled Kazak Edebi Tilinin Sozdigi ~ 307
(Dictionary of Kazakh Literary Language), the word is defined as "a person who, accord- 308
ing to ancient beliefs, can communicate with the mysterious world, can prophesy, and has 309
special abilities such as "witchcraft" and "Healer, a healer who heals the sick with different 310
methods (pulsation, blowing, playing)." In the work, there are also word groups in which 311
the word baks: appears. One of these words is the idiom "baksimiy jininday.” This idiomis 312
used metaphorically in Kazakh to describe "violent, uncontrolled, uncontrollable, outra- 313
geous anger." Traditionally, baks: are seen as people who communicate with jinn, and their 314
jinn is imagined as a spiritual being who comes in moments of anger or madness. There- 315
fore, in figurative usage, the word means "violent anger, uncontrolled behaviour." The 316
expression "baksi oynadi” in Kazakh gives the meaning of "healing, treatment" and "tur- 317
moil, uproar, confusion.” In other words, the expression refers to the literal meaning of 318
the ritual organisation of a baks: performing a healing ceremony and figuratively means 319
"confusion." The idiom "baksis1 ustadi" also means "to get angry" in Kazakh. In Kazakh, 320
since baks: are imagined as people who call the spirit and who come to ecstasy, this ex- 321
pression is used to describe the spiritual outburst experienced at the moment of anger. 322
The expression "baksi sarini” means a special melody, a melody that baks: makes with 323
kopuz or mouth during healing practices. The person who performs the "baksi sarmi”isa 324
minstrel, dancer, and composer. In Kazakh culture, this melody is a melodic, poetic prayer 325
or ballad-like supplication sung by baks1 during treatment or ritual. It has a ritual function 326
as well as an aesthetic aspect (Kaliyev et al. II, 2011, p. 631). 327

In the work Babalar Sozi-Kazak Makal-Metelderi (Babalar Sozii-Kazak Proverbs and Id- 328
ioms), which is one of the most comprehensive and important corpus of Kazakh folk lit- 329
erature and a giant anthology of the oral cultural heritage of the Kazakh people, the prov- 330
erbs and meanings of the word are given as follows: Jaksimen birge jiirsen, jaks: bolarsi; 331
Jamanmen birge jiirsen, baks: bolarsin "If you walk with the good, you will be good. If you 332
walk with the bad ones, you will become a baksi (shaman)"; Bas: avir§an baksiga baradi, 333
Davli kisi jaksiga barad: "The one with a headache goes to the baksi (shaman), the one in 334
trouble goes to the wise person” (Alpisbayeva et al. LXV, 2010, pp. 72, 272). In the first 335
sentence where the word baks: is used, the negative connotation of the word draws atten- 336
tion. Here, in the expression 'If you act together with the wicked, you will become a baks: 337
(shaman)," baks: (shamanism) is associated with negative situations such as being outside 338
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the society, being distanced from reality, or being subjected to negative psychic influences 339
(such as 'demon possession'). This situation suggests that within the instructive structure 340
of proverbs, being a baks: is perceived as a situation that should be avoided or at least has 341
anegative consequence. In particular, with the spread of Islam in Kazakh society, the baks: 342
became figures that contradicted the Islamic understanding, which caused them to turn 343
into a negative symbol over time. In other words, the tradition of baksi, which gained a 344
respectable place as an important spiritual figure of the pre-Islamic period, could some- 345
times take on a negative meaning in the post-Islamic period, especially in didactic prov- 346
erbs. In the second idiom, the word baks: is used in its literal and traditional meaning. Baks: 347
here is a folk healer, a person who treats diseases and helps with traditional medical or 348
spiritual methods. In this idiom, the word has a functional meaning, not a negative one. 349
This diversity of the word between the two idioms well reflects the cultural layers of the 350
Kazakh folk oral tradition and the processes of religious transformation. The fact that the 351
same word conveys both a critical social message and neutral cultural information isa 352
good example of the multi-layered structure of Kazakh proverbs. 353

Other proverbs in Kazakh that include the word baks: are as follows: Baks: kirinse dert 354
kozady; usta kérinse taga tozad: "When the baks1 appears, illness goes away; when the master 355
appears, the horseshoe wears out"; Jamansiz jaks: bolmayds, jinsiz baks: bolmayd: "Thereisno 356
good without evil, there is no baksi without genie"; Bas: awirgan, baksi balgerge toymaydi 357
"One with a headache never gets enough of the baksi and the fortune-teller"; Baydin 358
tamagn jaks: jeydi, awruwdin tamagin baks: jeydi "A rich person's food is eaten by a good 359
person, a sick person's food is eaten by a baks1"; Baks: baksini kére almaydi, Jaks: jaksini kére 360
almayd: "Pressure cannot see baksy;, good cannot see good" etc. (Giirsu, 2009, pp. 90, 91, 361
270, 799). All these proverbs, as mentioned above, show the place of the baks: figure in the 362
Kazakh folk consciousness in a multi-layered way. The person who is baks: is affirmed as 363
a healer, and saviour. However, their closeness with jinns gives him naturalness on the 364
one hand and eeriness on the other. Again, with his social aspect, it is reminded that he 365
lives with the people's troubles. People's turning to traditional treatment methods in des- 366
peration is satirised. In all these proverbs, baks: is shown to be both a spiritual leader, a 367
healer and a figure criticised by the society, and baks: is recorded as both a sacred and 368
criticised profession with its healing aspect. 369

The word "baks1" is also found in Kazakh epics with the meaning of "minstrel, 370
healer." In the folk epic Sora Batir, Jini tiisken baksiday, Kobizsiz Esim sarnad "Like a baks: 371
possessed by a genie (in a trance, out of control, behaving as if in a spiritual state), Esim 372
(proper name) moaned without a kopuz (traditional Kazakh stringed instrument) (in the 373
sense that he sang a heartfelt song, sang a heartfelt lament, or sang a spiritual plea)." From 374
this sentence, it can be seen that the person named Esim is in such a deep state of mind 375
that, as if in a trance like a shaman, they sing a heartfelt lament or moans without playing 376
the kopuz (i.e., without a musical instrument). This expresses a state of intense inspiration 377
and ecstasy. In this expression, the baks: is seen as a minstrel who distributes healing by 378
means of the jinns he believes to be present in him and accompanied by kopuz (Kallimci, 379
2010, p. 111). In one of the most famous classical love epics of Kazakh literature, Bayan 380
Sulu men Kost Kérpes, which has been told for centuries in oral tradition among the people, 381
the concept of baksi is also seen. As given in the epic, Karabay, onin Katini him tuvsqandart 382
baksininy aytkanina nanip, Kudahqtan ayrilmakka oylagan edi. Jalgiz-ak kart Ajibay baksinin ay- 383
tkanina nanbay, Karabayga «videden kaytpa» dedi. "Karabay, his wife, and their relatives, be- 384
lieving in what the baks1 had said, had considered breaking off the promised kinship (the 385
arranged marriage agreement). Only the elder Ajibay did not believe the baksi's words 386
and told Karabay, Do not go back on your word." (Sadirbayuli II, 2020, p. 90) in the sen- 387
tences, baks1 is a figure whose word is trusted without question by a large part of the soci- 388
ety, regardless of whether it is true or false, believing that he has news from the future. 389
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The concept of baks: is also found in Kazakh fairy tales. It is possible to find sample 390
sentences about the use of the word in the Kazak Kahramanlik Masallar: (Kazakh Heroic 391
Tales). In the fairy tale named Deldas Batir, "The khan fell ill one day. The baks: who saw 392
the khan's illness said, Sir, the meat of the deer will cure your illness. If you bring it, cook 393

non

it, and eat it, you will be fine." "-While you were lying sick, when the baks: said that deer 394
meat would cure your illness, three of us went hunting with your two mirza sons-in-law 395
upon your order" and in the fairy tale named Mamay Batirin Hayali, "The white axe was 39
shining on the top of the hut. I took it with me, and riding on my horse, I came back tomy 397
house. As soon as I arrived, I called the baks: who had told me not to go and said, Here, 398
this is the hand of Jeztirnak, this is his axe. You were telling me not to go. I went and took 399
revenge on my enemy who had killed my fathers. Then the baks: stopped and said, This 400
koktirnak was cutting people into pieces, and there were two of them, husband and wife. 401
It is true that you killed them. But you should not have taken the axe. This one has a 402
husband. He said, Wherever this axe is lying, he will seek it out and destroy it along with 403
the village. You took the axe in vain; if not in three months, then in three years he will find 404
it wherever it is. You must wait at the threshold without sleeping until he finds it. If you 405
don't realise he is coming, he will kill your village from head to toe. And nothing but his 406
own axe can cut off his head. Thus, I was afraid of baks:’s words, and I stayed awake at 407
night and waited at the threshold with my white axe in my hand." In these sentences, baks: 408
is both a healer and a person whose words and warnings are feared and whose adviceis 409
consulted (Yildirim, 2017, pp. 210, 217, 450). 410

7. Baks1 and the Shamanic Worldview: An Anthropological Perspective 411

The role of the baks1 in Kazakh culture can only be fully understood when framed 412
within broader anthropological insights on shamanism. Scholars from different traditions 413
have emphasized the cosmological, ritual, ecological, and historical dimensions of the 414
shamanic figure, providing essential context for understanding how the baksi embodies 415
continuity and transformation. Mircea Eliade established ecstasy as the defining trait of 416
the shaman: “the Yakut shaman's power and prestige derive exclusively from his capacity = 417
for ecstasy. He has taken the place of the priest in sacrifices offered to the Supreme Being; 418
but just as in the case of the Altaic shamans, the substitution has brought about a change 419
in the very structure of the rite: the offering has been transformed into a psychophoria, 420
that is, into a dramatic ceremony based on an ecstatic experience” (Eliade, 1964, p. 236). 421
For Eliade, myths themselves preserve the archetype of this role: “they tell of a First 422
Shaman, sent to earth by the Supreme Being or his surrogate (the demiurge or the 423
solarized god) to defend human beings against diseases and evil spirits” (Eliade, 1964, p. 424
506). These archetypes resonate strongly with the baksi’s image in Kazakh oral tradition 425
as a healer and protector. Eliade also emphasized the vertical cosmology of ascents and 426
descents: “the symbolism of ascent plays an essential part in the shamanic ideology and 427
techniques... the celestial ascent of the shaman... is regarded, and regards himself, asa 428
privileged being” (Eliade, 1964, pp. 505, 506). The baks1’s ability to traverse these realms 429
directly echoes this archaic religious schema. 430

Ake Hultkrantz provided a functional definition of shamanism: “I consider trance, 431
direct contact with spiritual beings and guardian spirits, together with the mediating role 432
played by the shaman in a ritual setting, to constitute the minimum requirement for a case 433
of shamanism” (Hultkrantz, 1993/2007, p. 12). He further described the practical and social =~ 434
roles: “the shaman is also a psychopomp, and a guide to the other world for people 435
ignorant in eschatological matters. He is, furthermore, a diviner, and the middleman 436
between man and the powers, the one responsible for bringing on hunting luck” 437
(Hultkrantz, 1993/2007, p. 10). In the Kazakh steppe, the baks: likewise acts as mediator, 438
healer, and guarantor of balance between human society and the invisible world. 439
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Juha Pentikdinen introduced ecological and cosmographic dimensions into the 440
analysis. He observed: “The Saami drum is particularly complex in its structure, 441
representing in its microcosm the seasonal variation of universe as a macrocosm. 442
Containing much mythical information, it is a kind of a cognitive map for the trip of the 443
shaman's ego-soul between the three levels of the universe” (Pentikdinen, 1996, p. 9 — 444
also cf. Pentikdinen, 1987). Such descriptions illuminate the baks1’s use of the kobyz (or 445
kopuz), which functions not only as a musical instrument but as a cosmological tool, 446
resonating with the rhythms of the universe. As Pentikdinen suggested, the drum and its =~ 447
equivalents are “a star chart including such astral phenomena as the twelve star 448
constellation of the Zodiac and the Milky Way” (Pentikdinen, 1996, p. 10 — also cf. 449
Sommarstrom, 1991). 450

Historical transformations in Central Asia complicate the picture of the baksi. Devin 451
DeWeese has shown how Sufi practices became absorbed into shamanic forms: “A 452
significant body of Muslim religious rites, with roots in Sufi devotional practice, continued 453
to be conducted in Central Asia well into the Soviet era... Reflecting communal 454
adaptations of the Sufi dhikr, or ‘remembrance’ of God, as part of healing or funerary 455
ceremonies, these rites were reclassified, in Soviet ethnographic literature, as vestiges of 456
‘shamanism’” (DeWeese, 2014, p. 326). This fusion demonstrates how the baks1 was never 457
displaced by Islam but rather adapted, with Islamic invocations coexisting with older 458
techniques of ecstasy and healing. 459

In modern times, Andrea Znamenski emphasized how shamanism was recast by the 460
Western imagination: “people became convinced of the redemptive power of primal 461
peoples, who were expected to offer curative remedies for modern civilization. Nature 462
spiritual practices that earlier had been stamped as superstition were recast into super- 463
perception, and shamans were viewed as tribal analogues of Western psychiatrists” 464
(Znamenski, 2007, p. 169). He further highlighted Eliade’s phenomenological stance: “his 465
goal was not to ground shamanism in a particular culture, history, or place but to capture 466
its universal nature, ‘le c6té spiritual, the symbolism and inner coherence of [it as a] 467
(Znamenski, 2007, p. 171). Such revaluations not 468
only reflect Western projections but also reinforce the enduring relevance of the baksi as 469

122

religious ethnological phenomenon

a figure whose significance transcends cultural and temporal boundaries. 470

In this context, evaluating the baks: figure not only within linguistic and historical 471
contexts but also in light of shamanic worldviews and anthropological perspectives 472
reinforces the integrity of the study. Eliade's emphasis on ecstatic experience and cosmic 473
verticality, Hultkrantz's functional definition and observations on social roles, 474
Pentikdinen's ecological and cosmographic interpretations, DeWeese's studies on Islamic- 475
Sufi influences, and Znamenski's analyses of modern Western imaginations, the multi- 476
layered identity of the baksi becomes more clearly apparent. This synthesis shows that 477
baksi is not merely a healer or folk poet in Kazakh culture, but also a figure representing 478
historical continuity and transformation, mediating between humans and nature, society 479
and the spirit world. Thus, the reflections of ancient Turkic belief systems in the present 480
day, emphasized at the beginning of the article, are supported by anthropological and 481
ethnographic discussions; the place of the baks: tradition within cultural identity, social 482

order, and collective memory is clarified in a more comprehensive manner. 483
8. The Place and Importance of the Concept of "Baks1" in 484
Kazakh Society 485

Baksi, which has an important place in the ancient belief system and social structure 486
of the Kazakh people, has a deep meaning in Kazakh society not only as a healing method 487
but also as spiritual guidance and cultural heritage. In this context, in the work titled 488
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Kazagtiii Etnografiyaliq Kategoriyalar, Ugimdar Men Atawlarimifi Distiirli Jijyesi (Traditional 489
System of Ethnographic Categories, Concepts, and Names of the Kazakh People), the 490
word is used in the ancient ethno-cultural understanding of "levitation" (the arrival of 491
spiritual inspiration), which brings the human world together with the world of spirits 492
and jinn. It is also defined as a term used in relation to a person who undertakes the task 493
of "playing" (organising rituals), making prophecies, and healing the sick by playing 494
kopuz (a Kazakh stringed instrument). Baks: healed the confused and mentally ill, snake 495
bites, and women with difficult childbirth. In the same work, it is stated that the arrival of 496
the divine power to the baks: takes place against the will of the person. This divine power 497
sometimes comes early to one person and late to another. Sometimes it can also come to 498
someone temporarily or coincidentally. The occurrence of the divine power in a personis 499
known by the term Baksilikti) Konuvi (The Bestowal of Baksilik)3. The ancestors of people 500
with baks: ability who lived in the past entered their dreams, and as a result of the divine 501
warning they received from their ancestors, these people turned towards the path of be- 502
coming a baks:. The belief that a person turns towards baks: in this way is widespread in 503
Kazakh society. Although it is not known exactly when baks: was formed, baks: did not 504
remain unaffected after the introduction of Islam into Kazakh society. People began to 505
believe that the healing of a person or the fulfilment of prophecies was possible with the 506
spiritual support of God, then saints and prophets and ancestors (Alimbay I, 2011, p. 366). 507

In order for a person to become a baks, it is also very important that he/she is related 508
to the baks: who lived before and that he/she passes through certain ranks. Cobanoglu says 509
that in the process of becoming a baks:, first and foremost, lineage is a very important 510
factor. The fact that the person's mother’s or father's side has baks: who lived in the past, 511
in some cases in both directions, is effective in receiving the "first call" that starts the pro- 512
cess of becoming a baks:. The spirits and spiritual powers of the deceased ancestors appear 513
in the life of the person, sometimes from a young age of 13-15 or even 7, during various 514
severe illnesses or "returning from death" states and moments. They force the person to 515
become a baks:. Since those who refuse to become baks: will die as a result of the relentless 516
illness and similar conditions they face, many people in this situation accept the call made 517
to them through dreams and become ready for the task by completing their physical and 518
spiritual purification, such as visiting certain places of visitation, sacrificing sacrifices, and 519
spending a night there, according to the way and method notified through dreams. Again, 520
according to the information given by Cobanoglu, after the person is purified with the 521
help of ancestor spirits and becomes ready for duty, he usually enters a forty-day "cille" 522
process under the guidance of a mullah or a knowledgeable person. In this process, the 523
Qur'an is read to him, prayers are offered, the way and method are taught, and he is ma- 524
tured under the supervision of an “ustaz.” At the end of the training, the ustaz, who is the = 525
most competent person in the community -this person is usually a well-known baks: or 526
emgi- "bata vermek" that is, by being blessed and approved, receives permission to work 527
as an emgi or baksi and is now considered to have reached the competence to serve the 528
community (Cobanoglu, 2018, pp. 3, 4). 529

The clothing of the baks:, who are ready for duty by going through this difficult pro- 530
cess mentioned above, is also different from normal people, and their treatment methods 531
and duties also vary. In the work titled Edebiyettanuv Terimderinin Sozdigi (Dictionary of 532
Literary Science Terms), these issues are explained as follows: Baks:'s clothing is also quite 533
different*. In some people, the clothes of baks: evoke the figure of a deer; in others, the 534
shape of a bird. As soon as the baks: put on the auspicious outfit called "alabajak,” which 535
was embroidered with various irons and embroideries, he changed his nature and 536
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assumed the identity of "jinn" or "jinn exorcist." While performing his duty, baks: would 537
perform various magical melodies accompanied by musical instruments such as kilkopuz 538
(kopuz), dombra, and asa-degneks. Sometimes he produced the melodies and lyrics himself; 539
sometimes he made extensive use of folk poetry and music. One of the most basic duties 540
of the baks: was to heal the sick. During the treatment, the baks: also acted as an interme- 541
diary between evil spirits and people, expelling and curing the harmful spirits that 542
haunted the sick person. While treating the patient, baks: would also show that he could 543
do things that an ordinary person could not do, such as stepping barefoot on the ember 544
fire, making the tongs red-hot in the fire and licking them, climbing the pillars of the 545
house, singing like a bird, disguising himself as an animal, etc. In the work, itis also stated 546
that baks: were also clairvoyants who could foresee the future (Ahmetov & Sanbayev, 547
1996, pp. 60, 61). 548

Baksi has been encountered in various rituals in Kazakh customs and traditions, and 549
in the past, in the Kazakh society, in the practice of til kestiruv (tongue cutting), baks: have 550
undertaken the duty of healer and physician. In the Kazak Salt Distiirleri (Kazakh Tradi- 551
tions and Customs), the following information is given about these practices: "In the past, 552
the types of diseases were very few in Kazakhs. The beauties and braves of the steppe, 553
who constantly soared like ducks in wide plateaus, vast lakes, and green meadows, did 554
not easily catch simple diseases. What they ate, drank, and even the air they breathed 555
would be a cure for life. If it weren't for centuries of wars and great disasters, these Kazakh 556
people would have been a nation that filled the earth. In the past, diseases such as cancer, 557
high blood pressure, and drowning were not known as they are today. Nevertheless, 558
when someone got sick, certain prohibitions and rules were applied. For example, Ka- 559
zakhs were advised to ask how the patient was before dusk. It was frowned upon to visit 560
the sick after the footsteps of animals had ceased (at night). Secondly, if the disease was 561
severe, the patient's house was not allowed to receive many visitors, saying that "one's 562
feet are heavy" (i.e., with the idea that the visitor might carry bad luck). In some cases, 563
baksi, or folk physicians, would treat the patient secretly. In such cases, those who came to 564
see the patient were not allowed inside. Even guests were not allowed in the house until 565
the treatment process was completed. This practice was called til kestiruv (Tavuli, 2017, p. 566
324). 567

In conclusion, baksi is not only a healing practice in the belief world of the Kazakh 568
people but also a multi-layered structure with its social, cultural, and spiritual dimen- 569
sions. Baksi, which has been shaped by the influence of both ancient Turkic belief systems 570
and Islam in the historical process, is located at the intersection of the individual's rela- 571
tions with fate, nature, spiritual beings, and social traditions. The divine power that the 572
baks1 receives through "being put into the air" shows that he was chosen for this role 573
against his will and gained a different, sacred status in the eyes of the society. In this re- 574
spect, baks: is a figure that emerged as a result of a spiritual assignment rather than an 575
individual choice. Baks: has assumed a central role not only in the fight against diseases 576
but also in moments of social crisis, ritual practices, and interpretation of the future. Draw- 577
ing a profile that is far from ordinary in every aspect, from his clothing to his musical 578
instruments to his physical performance in rituals, the baks: has been a figure both feared 579
and respected in the society. The symbolic clothes, mystical melodies, and behaviours as- 580
sociated with supernatural powers have kept the connection of the baks: with the "other 581
world" alive and enabled him to respond to the spiritual needs of the society. In addition, 582
the example of fil kestiruv, which reveals the place of baks: in traditional practices, is re- 583
markable in terms of showing the sensitive ritual understanding of Kazakh society shaped 584
around sick individuals and the hidden but effective role of baks: in this process. Rituals 585




Genealogy 2025, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 17

such as silence, limited visits, and staying away at night are not only related to health but 586
also practices aimed at maintaining spiritual balance. This shows that the culture of baks: 587
is not only focused on the healing of the individual but is also a part of social order, spir- 588
itual purity, and the general peace of society. When all these elements come together, baks: 589
is both a bridge between the past and the future in Kazakh culture and a representative of =~ 590
a spiritual mission that transcends the boundaries between nature and man. Therefore, 591
baks: is considered not only a historical tradition but also a living cultural structure that = 592
shapes the identity of the Kazakh people and the way they perceive the world. 593

The tradition of baksi, which has existed in Kazakh culture since ancient times and is 594
a multifaceted institution that carries out religious, medical, and artistic functions to- 595
gether, has not been perceived positively by some segments of society; especially with the 596
modernisation process, bakst: have also been criticised as figures that affect the people with 597
magic and create fear and obscurity. In the Kazak Halik Edebiyeti (Kazakh Folk Literature), 598
it is said that in ancient times, the baks: among the people saw themselves as people who 599
provided and organised communication between the creator and man. In the work, itis 600
stated that the baks: dressed in colourful clothes in order to look scary and mysterious to 601
the eyes of the people, walked around the sick person and played the kopuz, recited po- 602
etry in a terrible voice, and started chanting by changing their facial expressions, and with 603
these behaviours, they aroused anxiety in the house. The work also includes the testimo- 604
nies of people who have encountered the rituals of baks:. Adolf Januszkiewicz, who came 605
to the Middle Jiiz region on a private trip from Russia in the forties of the last century, 606
describes his impression when he came face to face with a baks: among the people as fol- 607
lows: "The baks: had a kopuz in his hand, sang poetry in a rough voice, quickly, invoked 608
the names of the saints, summoned jinn-demons, struck his body with a red-hot knife, and 609
walked around the felt tent. That night I couldn't sleep; it was as if the music of a demon 610
in a red cap with a wild voice was playing in front of my eyes." Similarly, the famous 611
Russian traveller A. E. Alektorov, who collected Kazakh folklore, met a baks:t named 612
Suyimenbay in 1899 in Karatorgay district of Torgay region. Alektorov also describes in 613
detail a ritual performed by Suyimenbay, which he witnessed. Siiyimenbay performed a 614
ritual to cure a young woman who fell ill because the young man she loved had died. 615
However, at the end of the ritual, the young girl died a week later. Based on all these 616
events in the work, it is determined that baks: deceive ordinary people, deceive them with 617
magic, spread empty beliefs, spread fear with their rude behaviour, and make people un- 618
happy (Sadirbayuli I, 2020, pp. 6, 7, 8). 619

9. Conclusion 620

The concept of baks: is a concrete reflection of a multi-layered cultural, religious, and 621
linguistic transformation that extends from ancient Turkish belief systems to today's Ka- 622
zakh society. This study has revealed the traces of this transformation in both etymologi- 623
cal and socio-cultural aspects and analysed in detail the meaning changes of the word 624
baks: throughout history, its reflections in folk memory, and its functions in contemporary 625
Kazakh culture. 626

Although the word baks: is etymologically based on Old Chinese po-shih (&I 627

"scholar, master"), it gained widespread usage in Turkic dialects from Uyghur Turkish 628

non

with meanings such as "teacher, " "sage, " and "religious guide"; over time, this set of 629
meanings expanded and evolved to cover different social roles such as "shaman," "bard," 630
"physician," "scribe," and "seer." The word continued to exist in various forms in Chagatai; 631
it was also used as a title denoting scribes, Buddhist monks, and scholars, especially those 632

who knew the Uyghur alphabet. 633
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Notes

In modern Kazakh, the baks: is defined as a mystical figure associated with spiritual
powers who performs rituals accompanied by the kopuz, treats the sick, and predicts the
future. In Kazakh oral literature -in fairy tales, epics, proverbs, and idioms- baks: are char-
acters who are both respected and treated with suspicion and fear. This dual perception
reflects a hybrid structure of consciousness that combines religious values formed under
the influence of Islam and traces of the ancient Turkish belief system. Especially in the
post-Islamic period, the fact that the baks: figure is "associated with jinns," "deceiving peo-
ple" or "instilling fear" also comes to the fore, showing a cultural reinterpretation process.

Another important point identified in the study is that being a baks: is not an individ-
ual choice but a status that emerges as a result of a metaphysical call. This process, which
starts with supernatural signs such as dreams, illnesses, and the guidance of ancestors, is
completed with a social and spiritual transformation of the individual. From this point of
view, baks1 is not only a profession; it also functions as a sacred duty, a symbolic structure
representing the spiritual aspect of the social order.

The figure of baks: in Kazakh proverbs and idioms is identified with wisdom, intui-
tion, and healing on the one hand; on the other hand, he is satirised as a deceiving, magi-
cal, unstable, or dangerous figure. This contrast clearly reflects the different approaches
to baks: in the Kazakh folk mind. The fact that the same word appears in both affirmative
and critical contexts shows the multi-layered structure of Kazakh oral culture and that it
is an area where cultural meanings are constantly negotiated.

In conclusion, the concept of baks: is not only a historical heritage in Kazakh culture
but also a dynamic cultural practice and identity marker that continues to have an impact
today. Baks: functions as a bridge that crosses the boundaries between the individual and
nature, humans and spirits, and past and future. This multidimensional structure consti-
tutes one of the cornerstones of the Kazakh people's worldview, belief system, and social
organisation; despite the modernisation process, it continues to exist in the collective con-
sciousness.

Furthermore, as emphasized in Chapter 7, an anthropological perspective deepens
this understanding. Eliade's focus on ascension through ecstasy, Hultkrantz's definition
of the shaman as a mediator and spirit guide, Pentikdinen's cosmographic interpretations
of ritual tools, DeWeese's insights into Islamic-Sufi integrations, and Znamenski's modern
reinterpretations demonstrate that the baks: is not merely a healer or poet but also a cos-
mological actor. This synthesis reinforces that the baks: embodies continuity and transfor-
mation; it brings people together with spirits, society with nature, and past traditions with
today's realities, thus preserving its vitality as one of the cornerstones of Kazakh cultural
identity.

Abbreviations

Uyg.: Old Uyghur Turkic
Kip.:  Kipchak Turkic
Chag.: Chagatai Turkic

! It is an administrative region in the east of Kazakhstan with the capital city of Semey.

2 Subartav is a district in the East Kazakhstan Region, specifically in Abay oblast.

3 In her work, Ashirkhanova says that in some selected people the sacredness of baks: is manifested as a child. For this reason, in

different regions of the Kazakh lands there lived many baks1 who were known as "bala baks1". In the same work, it is also stated that

in most cases the sacredness of baksi is manifested in a person at the age of 30 to 45. Usually, the person who is under the influence

of the sacredness of baks: suffers from ailments. Symptoms such as seeing surreal beings, frequent dizziness, spasms of the limbs,
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mental and physical pain, irritability, isolation from people, avoiding crowded places, and a constantly thoughtful attitude are the
behavioural patterns observed in baksi candidates. As for the manifestation of the sacredness of baksi according to age, in the world
ethnographic literature it is claimed that it takes place between the ages of 6 and 50, sometimes at an earlier age (Ashirkhanova, 2021,
pp. 112, 113, 114).

4Tt is possible to find detailed information on the clothing of baks: in the work entitled Kazagtiii Etnografiyaliq Kategoriyalar, Ugimdar
Men Atawlarimiii Diéstiirli Jiiyesi. In the work, the baks: costume is defined as "a ceremonial outfit specially made from whole skins of
animals and birds". Baks: regarded his clothes and belongings as both living and sacred creatures in a symbolic sense. Especially
wearing a headdress made of swan skin and making their kopuz similar to a swan had a symbolic meaning. Baks: wore mottled
(yellowish) clothes, rode yellow horses and carried mottled whips. They usually wore a short caftan with short sleeves and a plain
long caftan over it. The appearance of Kazakh baks: in later periods was not much different from the people. The work also informs
that baks: wore short white striped shirts, some baks: wore ordinary long shirts, while others wore completely shabby, tattered and
torn clothes. Many ornaments made of bone, stone and various metals were called asay-miisey (staff and tools). Baks: used to carry a
staff decorated with owl feathers. There is also information that some Kazakh baks: temporarily wore women's clothes when they
were first haunted by a jinn and got used to this work by "playing" (trance state) (Alimbay I, 2011, p. 370).

5 In the work titled Kazak Edebi Tilinin Sozdigi (Dictionary of Kazakh Literary Language), during the rituals performed by the baks:,
the melody /melody performed by adding the sounds of instruments such as kopuz etc. is expressed as baks: sarini. The person who
performs baks: sarini (Baksi melody) becomes both a minstrel, a dancer and a composer. Baks: sarini is structured in the metre of 7-
8 syllable kosuk (lyrical poem in old Turkic oral tradition) or 11 syllable kosma (asik-style folk poem in Turkish oral literature) specific
to folk poetry and performed in a special musical makam (Kaliyev et al. II, 2011, p. 631). In the Kazakh Fol klortanuv Gilimi (Kazakh
Folklore Research Science), it is stated that when singing the baks: melody, the baks: sings by calling his own jinn (helper spirit) and
each baks: has a unique "poetry jinn" (jir jin1). However, it is also stated that the words in the baks: melody are dominant and exag-
gerated in terms of emphasis, the inner meaning of the words, the stanzas are not in harmony with each other and are not closely

connected (Jiisinov, 2007, p. 326) — For an example of Baks: Sarini also cf. Sadirbayuli I, 2020, p. 66).
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