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Kyrgyz elders are referred 
to by the young as choŋ 
atalar jana choŋ eneler.  The 
Kyrgyz elder men, like that 
of the Kazakhs, are called 
aq saqaldar.  From a 
translated poem by Erkin 
Vahidov, we learn that the 
aq saqaldar were  respected 
and sought for by the young 
for their advice and inner 
strength.⁵  (AR)

In Turkmenistan, the aq 
saqaldar are so regarded for 
their wisdom that they form 
a special governing body 
that convenes at least once a 
year for the sole purpose of 
advising the president.  
(AR) 

Wisdom Words of the Fathers 
by Azamat Sadykov*

Since ancient times, the Central and Inner Asian Turkic peoples have looked to 
their elders for knowledge and wisdom.  For the younger generations of the Central 
and Inner Asian Turks, the words of the elders that have been handed down verba-
tim from generation to generation, ata-baba sözdörü (Kyrgyz) are still used to teach 
people to be well-mannered and just.¹   Because of this, we Kyrgyz, Kazakhs, Uzbeks 
and other Turkic peoples respect our seniors, and in this way we are able to learn 
how to be virtuous members of society.  As Turks we are taught from a very young 
age to value their wise words as precious and, therefore, are obligated to follow and 
protect them.   Their words of wisdom teach young people good manners, advise and 
guide the living, and help preserve the language and the spirits of our ancestors.

 
Ata-baba sözdörü are invaluable for they reflect the life journey and wisdom of our 

elders.  Our grandparents have gained much from their experiences and discoveries, 
and through their words, they act as connecting channels to the forefathers before 
them.  Accordingly, the words of our forefathers have for countless generations 
protected our peoples by teaching the living young how to live virtuously and how 
to behave well-mannered.  We Kyrgyz, for example, as also with other Asian Turkic 
peoples, have a tradition when first meeting other peoples.  We should always greet 
one another with good wishes and peace even though we may be enemies.  Our choŋ 
atalar (elders and forefathers) say, “Baba sözü—jashoonun köpürösü  (the words of the 
forefathers are the bridges of life).”²  In this way, the greetings and responses we 
speak connect us to one another by being shared from the same past and acting as 
well-wishes given to one another.  Closely following these words of our forefathers 
will lead us on the right path, connecting this life on earth to the next one in heaven.  

In addition to teaching us good manners, ata-baba sözdörü also serve as advice for 
protecting and guiding the living.  Our grandmothers always advise our daughters, 
“Ay my daughter, listen to me.  Where lives a woman, there should be no dust”.³   
Not only do these words provide instruction, but also point towards a belief that 
where dust is, evil spirits reside.  By heeding the advice of our grandmothers, daugh-
ters can maintain a happy home, free of danger.  Our grandparents’ advice, in the 
form of these words of wisdom, is also given before travelling long distances.  Care-
ful attention to them keeps us safe from harm while away and helps us achieve 
success.  If we are separated from our elders by distance or death, whose words can 
we rely upon?  Their words have stood the test of time and have survived countless 
generations, having been passed down from our ancestors; thus making these words 
both wise and sacred.    

By remembering and following the words of our forefathers, today’s people are 
able to preserve the language and memory of our ancestors.  Ata-baba sözdörü (the 
words of the forefathers) are also regarded as ïyïk sözdör or sacred words because 
they are composed of the sacred language of the past.   We young people, in listening 
to the sacred teachings of our grandparents, are obligated to follow the given advice, 
thereby requiring us to know the language of our nomadic ancestors.  Unfortunately, 
as Melis Abakirov (1940 - ), author of Kököykesti, warns, the Kyrgyz of today have lost 
a large part of the language of our forefathers due to the infiltration of loan words 
from Russian, English and other languages.  Words and phrases like kozu jürüshü and 
koy jürüshü—literally meaning the lamb’s walk and the sheep’s walk, respectively,     
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Pictured above: The 
author’s mother.  Elderly 
Kyrgyz women have 
traditionally worn such 
attire as that pictured 
above.  The traditional 
headwear, elechek, consists 
of rolled white cloth, gepin, 
measuring thirty meters in 
length.  As a headpiece, the 
cloth was kept close by the 
women so that in the case of 
passing away during long 
journeys their entire bodies 
could be wrapped.  The 
chepken, or embroidered 
robe, is also worn. (AR)

(continued from previous page)
referring to walking distance—are terms once used by our nomadic ancestors, for 
example, but forgotten by today’s living.

This has made the survival of many of our oral traditions very challenging.⁴   This 
difficulty in recalling the words of our fathers, in turn, makes it more so to honor and 
respect our ancestors.  Abakirov recalls the connection between the ancestors and 
ata-baba sözdörü with a solemn phrase that was passed down to him, “Bayïrkïdan 
kalgan söz, babalardan kalgan söz  (the word that remains since antiquity, is the surviv-
ing word of the forefathers)”.⁶  Chingiz Aitmatov (1928 – 2008) also alludes to the 
same idea in Ak Keme (The White Ship).  He reminds us readers, most notably Kazakhs 
and Kyrgyz, to honor our ancestors by remembering their inviolable verses.  We do 
this by connecting these sacred words to them with referential phrases like, “Dep 
karïyalardïn sözü oshondon kalgan. . . (quotes the words of the elders that have 
remained [behind] from them)”.⁷   Without remembering and preserving the memory 
and words of our ancestors or seven forefathers, as Aitmatov cautions, we, the living, 
become disconnected from our past—and as a result become broken.⁸  

Notes: 

  1. Ata-baba sözdörü are referred to by several terms.  It is most used interchange-
ably with baba sözdörü (the words of the fathers).  They are also used as uluu söz and 
nakïl söz. See Guliya Tajieva and Aysuluu Kurmanbekova, Kïrgïz makal, lakap, jana 
uchkul söz türmöktörü, (Bishkek: Biyiktik, 2004), 3.  From Jusup Balasagyn, we learn 
also of the term, akïl-nasaat söz.  See Jusup Balasagyn, Kuttuu Bilim. Dastan, Transl. by 
T. Kozubekov (Bishkek: 2011), 31. 

 2. Guliya Tajieva and Aysuluu Kurmanbekova, Kyrgyz makal, lakap, jana uchkul söz 
türmöktörü, (Bishkek: Biyiktik, 2004), 28.

 3. Bübügali Akunova (author’s grandmother) in discussion with author, January 
2014. 

 4. Melis Abakirov, in discussion with author, February 2014. 
 5. Erkin Vahidov and William Dirks, “Aksakal (The Elder),” World Literature Today, 

70 no. 3 (Summer 1996): 639.
 6. Ibid.
 7. Chingiz Aitmatov, Ak Keme (Bishkek:  Zeen, 2011), 54-55. 
 8. Ibid., 87. 
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