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Özet
Renkler insan düşüncesinde ve algısında önemli bir yer tutar. Türk halklarının sözlü edebiyatında ve mitolojik birliklerinde renk konseptleri yalnızca estetik bir unsur değil, aynı zamanda toplumsal değerlerin, ahlaki normların ve dini inançların sembolik yansımalarıdır. Bu çalışmada, Türk dillerinde (özbek, kazak, Türkiye Türkçesi ve diğer lehçeler) halk sözlü yaratmaları ve mitolojik birlikler bağlamında renk konseptlerinin gerçekleşme biçimleri incelenmiştir. Oq (beyaz), qora (siyah), qızıl (kırmızı), kök (mavi), ala (alaca), sariq (sarı) gibi renklerin halk masalları, destanları ve inançlarındaki sembolik işlevleri örneklerle ortaya konmuştur. Bulgular, renk konseptlerinin hem dualistik dünya görüşü (iyi–kötü, ışık–karanlık, yaşam–ölüm) hem de sosyal-kültürel değerlerin aktarımında önemli rol oynadığını göstermektedir. Çalışma ayrıca renklerin kültürlerarası çeviri sorunlarını ve dilsel farklılıklarını tartışmakta, lingvokültürel yaklaşım temelinde değerlendirmeler sunmaktadır.
Abstract
Colors occupy a significant place in human thought and perception. In the oral literature and mythological units of Turkic peoples, color concepts function not only as aesthetic devices but also as symbolic reflections of social values, moral norms, and religious beliefs. This study examines the realization of color concepts in the oral folklore and mythological units of Turkic languages (Uzbek, Kazakh, Turkish, and others). Particular attention is given to colors such as oq (white), qora (black), qızıl (red), kök (blue), ala (piebald), and sariq (yellow), and their symbolic roles in folk tales, epics, and cultural beliefs. The findings demonstrate that color concepts play a crucial role in shaping the dualistic worldview (good–evil, light–darkness, life–death) and in transmitting socio-cultural values. The study also discusses translation problems and linguistic variations of color-based idiomatic units, offering an evaluation through the lens of linguo-cultural analysis.
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Introduction
Color has always been one of the most important symbolic categories in human culture. From the earliest mythological narratives to the oral traditions of contemporary societies, colors have served as powerful semiotic codes that express values, beliefs, emotions, and worldviews. In the case of Turkic peoples, the symbolism of colors is particularly rich and diverse, reflecting a long history of nomadic life, totemistic beliefs, and dualistic cosmological systems. The study of color concepts in oral folklore and mythological units of Turkic languages provides valuable insight into the cognitive and cultural patterns that have shaped the worldview of these communities for centuries (Berlin & Kay, 1969; Maslova, 2001).
The oral literature of Turkic peoples, including fairy tales, epics, proverbs, riddles, and rituals, abounds with examples of color-based imagery. For instance, in Uzbek folklore, the tale Oqbilakxonim highlights the role of the color white (oq) in denoting beauty, purity, and moral excellence. Similarly, in the tale Sichqonboy va bo‘zchi yigit, the white horse appears as a magical helper, reinforcing the motif of the “sacred animal” connected to divine protection. Epics such as Go‘ro‘g‘li or Alpamish frequently employ color symbols—oq, qora, qizil, ko‘k, ola—to denote contrasting values such as good versus evil, light versus darkness, and life versus death (Rahmatullayev et al., 2022).
The role of color is not limited to Uzbek folklore. In Kazakh oral tradition, the symbolism of the kok bori (blue wolf) embodies divine guidance and tribal unity. The wolf, in different colors (kok, aq, qyzyl), often appears as a totemic ancestor or a spiritual leader of the clan, a motif that goes back to ancient Turkic mythology and is recorded in Oguznama. Likewise, in Anatolian Turkish epics and folk songs, the imagery of colors reflects both universal and local values: ak yüzlü yar (beloved with a fair face) symbolizes beauty and innocence, while kara günler (black days) signifies hardship and sorrow (Golden, 1992).
A comparative examination shows that Turkic oral traditions conceptualize colors in ways that are both unique to their cultural-historical context and comparable across languages. The color white (oq/ak) is consistently associated with purity, justice, and divine blessing, while black (qora/kara) embodies misfortune, evil, or the underworld. Red (qizil/kızıl) symbolizes energy, passion, and sometimes danger or blood. Blue (ko‘k/kök) occupies a special position, linked with the sky, spirituality, and heavenly power. The color “ala” (piebald, mixed) reflects disharmony, ambiguity, or duplicity, though it may also symbolize unity in diversity in some contexts. Such symbolic associations are deeply embedded in the social values and religious rituals of Turkic peoples, and their persistence across centuries demonstrates the continuity of cultural memory (Biggam, 2012).
The importance of studying color concepts in Turkic folklore lies not only in their literary or aesthetic functions but also in their anthropological and linguistic significance. As cultural codes, colors serve to convey moral lessons, to mark social identity, and to reflect cosmological beliefs. For example, sacrificial rituals often distinguished between white and black animals: in Altai traditions, a white sheep was offered to the heavenly deity Ulgan, while a black sheep was sacrificed to Erlik, the lord of the underworld (Urazmetova, 2010). In ritual songs and prayers, the opposition of white and black symbolized the eternal struggle between good and evil, order and chaos. These traditions are mirrored in proverbs and idiomatic expressions across Turkic languages, such as Uzbek oq yo‘l (good luck, safe journey), Turkish kara gün dostu (a true friend in hard times), and Kazakh qyzyl til (sharp tongue).
From a linguocultural perspective, colors in phraseological units go beyond their literal meanings and acquire metaphorical or metonymic extensions. Thus, the Uzbek expression ko‘zining oq-u qorasi (“the white and black of the eye”) denotes one’s most precious beloved, while the Turkish idiom al kanlara boyanmak (“to be covered in red blood”) refers to sacrifice or martyrdom. These figurative uses illustrate how languages embed cultural models into everyday speech, perpetuating mythological motifs within living communication. The comparative approach allows us to trace both shared Turkic heritage and culture-specific developments (Kapnina, 2018).
The present study aims to analyze the realization of color concepts in the oral folklore and mythological units of Turkic languages, with special focus on Uzbek, Kazakh, and Turkish examples. Using a linguocultural methodology, the paper explores how colors function as symbolic markers in tales, epics, and rituals, and how they embody the dualistic worldview of Turkic peoples. The study also discusses the translation problems posed by color-based phraseological units, which often lack direct equivalents in other languages.
By integrating examples from multiple Turkic traditions, this article contributes to a deeper understanding of the cultural semantics of color. It highlights the importance of colors as semiotic resources that bridge mythology, oral literature, and linguistic creativity. Furthermore, it situates the Turkic worldview within the broader field of cultural semiotics, offering insights into how symbolic meanings are transmitted and transformed across time and space.
Methods
The study of color symbolism in Turkic folklore and mythological units requires a multidisciplinary approach that combines linguistics, folklore studies, anthropology, and cultural semiotics. Since color concepts are not only lexical items but also carriers of cultural meaning, the methodology applied in this research integrates both textual and contextual analysis. The analysis is grounded in a linguocultural framework, which views language as a reflection of cultural models and collective memory (Maslova, 2001).
1. Corpus and Sources
The primary corpus for this study consists of selected examples from Uzbek, Kazakh, and Turkish oral folklore. These include:
Uzbek folklore: fairy tales such as Oqbilakxonim, Sichqonboy va bo‘zchi yigit, Tanasiz kallayu, kallasiz tana; epics such as Go‘ro‘g‘li and Alpomish; proverbs and idiomatic expressions recorded in Rahmatullayev et al. (2022) and Mirzayev, Musoqulov, & Sarimsoqov (2005).
Kazakh folklore: Koblandy batyr and Alpamys epics, myths of Kok bori, proverbs and sayings collected in Urazmetova (2010).
Turkish folklore: Anatolian epics and tales, including Dede Korkut Kitabı, idiomatic expressions and folk songs as compiled by Çobanoğlu (2015).
These sources provide a representative range of genres where color symbolism plays a significant role. Secondary literature from linguistics and anthropology (Berlin & Kay, 1969; Biggam, 2012; Golden, 1992) is used to contextualize the findings within broader cross-cultural studies.
2. Analytical Approach
The study employs a qualitative, interpretive analysis. Each occurrence of a color term (oq/ak, qora/kara, qizil/kızıl, ko‘k/kök, ala, sariq/sarı) in the corpus is analyzed in terms of:
Lexical meaning: the literal sense of the color word.
Contextual meaning: the figurative or symbolic sense in the given text.
Cultural function: the role of the color concept in conveying values, beliefs, or social norms.
The analysis pays attention to dualistic structures (white vs. black, red vs. blue, etc.) that are prominent in Turkic worldviews. For example, the opposition of oq (light, purity) and qora (darkness, evil) reflects a cosmological dualism that is widespread across Turkic traditions.
3. Comparative Perspective
The research applies a comparative method to identify similarities and differences across Turkic languages. For instance, the Kazakh myth of the kok bori (blue wolf) is compared with Uzbek references to the oq bo‘ri and Anatolian Turkish expressions involving wolves. Similarly, the idiom oq yo‘l in Uzbek is paralleled with Turkish hayırlı yol and Kazakh aq jol, all expressing blessings for a journey. This comparative approach reveals both shared heritage and regional variations.
4. Linguocultural Interpretation
The methodology emphasizes linguocultural interpretation, which seeks to uncover the cultural models underlying linguistic expressions. This involves:
Historical reconstruction: tracing the origins of color symbolism in ancient Turkic mythology, such as the worship of the kok tengri (blue sky god) and the totemic role of wolves and horses (Golden, 1992).
Cultural semiotics: analyzing how colors function as signs within ritual practices (e.g., white vs. black sacrificial animals) and in narrative structures (e.g., the “white-bearded old man” motif).
Psychological dimensions: considering how colors evoke emotional responses (e.g., red for passion or danger, black for sorrow or fear).
5. Translation Considerations
Since the study also addresses issues of translation, special attention is paid to the challenges of rendering color-based idioms into other languages. For this, contrastive analysis is applied, comparing Turkic idioms with English equivalents (or lack thereof). For example, the Uzbek phrase ko‘zining oq-u qorasi cannot be translated literally as “the white and black of the eye,” but corresponds semantically to the English idiom the apple of one’s eye. Such cases highlight the necessity of cultural adaptation in translation (Kapnina, 2018).
6. Limitations
The study is primarily qualitative and interpretive, which means that it does not attempt to provide statistical frequency counts of color terms. Instead, the focus is on semantic depth and cultural resonance. Another limitation is the reliance on published sources; while these provide authoritative examples, they may not fully capture the living oral tradition as performed in contemporary settings. Future research could complement this analysis with fieldwork and ethnographic data collection.
7. Ethical Considerations
The materials analyzed are drawn from publicly available folklore collections and academic publications. Care has been taken to respect the cultural significance of the traditions discussed and to avoid reductionist interpretations. The study aims to present Turkic folklore on its own terms, recognizing the worldview and values embedded in the symbolic use of color.
Summary of Methods
In sum, this research uses a linguocultural and comparative framework to analyze color symbolism in Turkic oral literature and mythological units. It draws on a corpus of Uzbek, Kazakh, and Turkish examples, supported by secondary scholarship, and employs qualitative interpretation to uncover cultural meanings. By integrating linguistic analysis with cultural anthropology, the study provides a holistic account of how colors function as symbolic codes in Turkic traditions.
Results
1. The Concept of White (Oq/Ak) in Turkic Oral Tradition
Among Turkic peoples, the color white (oq/ak) has been one of the most significant symbolic markers, consistently associated with purity, light, goodness, and divine blessing. In Uzbek fairy tales, the heroine Oqbilakxonim is explicitly named after her “white wrist,” a bodily feature that denotes both her external beauty and her inner moral purity. Here, whiteness functions not merely as a physical description but as a cultural code indicating noble character and idealized femininity. This semantic extension of white into the moral domain is widely attested across Turkic folklore (Rahmatullayev et al., 2022).
Similarly, in the tale Sichqonboy va bo‘zchi yigit, the protagonist receives aid from a white horse, which he uses to create incense (tutatqi) from its mane. The white horse acts as a magical helper, a motif deeply rooted in Central Asian mythology. Horses, especially those of white color, are often portrayed as mediators between the human and supernatural realms. This is paralleled in Kazakh epics such as Koblandy batyr, where a white steed guides and protects the hero in his struggles. Anatolian Turkish epics also preserve similar motifs, where “ak at” (white horse) symbolizes divine guidance and heroism (Çobanoğlu, 2015).
In epics such as Tanasiz kallayu, kallasiz tana, Sirli gilamcha, and Bahodir va ajdaho, the figure of the “white-bearded old man” (oppoq soqolli chol) appears repeatedly. This character, often dressed in simple garments yet radiating wisdom, embodies the archetype of the sage or spiritual guide. The whiteness of the beard is not merely an indicator of old age but a cultural signifier of sacred knowledge and divine authority. Comparable figures appear in Turkish Dede Korkut Kitabı, where “Aksakallı koca” (the white-bearded elder) serves as a wise counselor to heroes. In Kazakh folklore as well, “Aksakaldar” are elders who guide the community, their whiteness symbolizing both age and spiritual purity (Urazmetova, 2010).
The sacrificial and ritual uses of white further reinforce its sacred status. In Altai Turkic traditions, a white sheep was sacrificed to Ulgan, the heavenly deity, while a black sheep was offered to Erlik, the ruler of the underworld. This ritual dichotomy of white versus black encodes the cosmological opposition between heaven and the underworld, good and evil (Golden, 1992). Similarly, in Uzbek rituals, white clothing, white bread, and white fabrics are associated with auspicious events such as weddings and childbirth. For example, in beshik-to‘y ceremonies, guests are welcomed with flour (white powder) sprinkled on their faces, symbolizing a wish for the newborn to grow with a pure, radiant face (Mirzayev, Musoqulov, & Sarimsoqov, 2005).
Proverbs and idioms also reflect the cultural weight of whiteness. Uzbek expressions such as oq yo‘l (“may your path be white”) are blessings wishing success and safety. Oq yuz (“white face”) connotes honor and dignity, often in contrast to qora yuz (“black face”), which means shame. Turkish parallels include yüzü ak çıkmak (“to emerge with a white face”), meaning to maintain honor. Kazakh has aq jol, literally “white road,” which likewise signifies good fortune and auspicious beginnings. These idioms confirm that whiteness across Turkic languages has strong associations with moral and social ideals.
At the same time, white can carry ambivalent or negative meanings. In the proverb “Mullaning sallasi oq bo‘lsa ham, ko‘ngli qora,” whiteness functions ironically: the external sign of piety (a white turban) conceals an impure heart. This shows that in Turkic phraseology, colors are not univocal but context-dependent, capable of expressing irony and social critique. Similarly, in Turkish folklore, white clothing can sometimes symbolize death or mourning, echoing Central Asian and Islamic funerary customs.
Another important function of white in Turkic mythology is its role in transformation. In Go‘ro‘g‘lining tug‘ilishi, magical feathers are given to the hero: if the white feather is applied, he becomes an old man; if the black feather is used, he turns into a young man with a black beard. This illustrates the belief in the transformative and liminal power of white, marking transitions between life stages or states of being. In Xushkeldi, a similar motif occurs when Go‘ro‘g‘li disguises himself as an old man by rubbing a white feather on his face. Here whiteness is associated with disguise and concealment, reflecting the ambivalent potential of colors in magic.
White animals also play prominent roles. The “white camel” (oq tuya) appears in Uzbek epics as both a harbinger of death and a bringer of blessings. In one tale, the “oq tuya yo‘li” (path of the white camel) opens the way to water sources, symbolizing life and prosperity. In another narrative, the white camel sits in a place that later becomes a cemetery, linking whiteness with the boundary between life and death (Andreyev, 1958). This duality highlights how white can signify both beginnings and endings, purity and mortality.
In sum, the concept of white in Turkic folklore encompasses a broad spectrum of meanings: purity, honor, blessing, wisdom, but also disguise, irony, and death. Its symbolic power is reinforced through narrative motifs, ritual practices, and phraseological expressions. The consistency of these associations across Uzbek, Kazakh, and Turkish traditions points to a shared cultural heritage, while local variations reflect the adaptation of the color symbol to specific contexts.
	The Concept of Black (Qora/Kara) in Turkic Oral Tradition
The color black (qora/kara) occupies a central yet ambivalent position in the symbolic system of Turkic folklore. On the one hand, it frequently represents darkness, evil, suffering, and misfortune; on the other hand, in certain contexts it denotes strength, endurance, fertility, and even sacredness. This dual nature makes black one of the most culturally resonant colors across Turkic oral literature.In Uzbek fairy tales and epics, black often symbolizes evil or misfortune. Expressions such as qora yurak (“black heart”), ko‘ngli qora (“black-souled”), and qora mushuk o‘tmoq (“a black cat has crossed one’s path”) emphasize the negative connotations of the color. These idioms are used to describe treachery, malice, or bad luck. Similarly, in folk narratives, qora bo‘lish means “to acquire a bad name,” while qora yel refers to sudden disaster or illness (Rahmatullayev et al., 2022). Such examples demonstrate how black, as a cultural metaphor, marks social deviance and existential threat.In many proverbs, black appears as the opposite of white, embodying the dualistic worldview of good versus evil. For instance, Uzbek proverbs state: Oq qo‘yni ham o‘z oyog‘idan osarlar, qora qo‘yni ham—emphasizing equality of fate regardless of moral or physical appearance. Another saying, Oqni oq, qorani qora de, insists on telling the truth and distinguishing between good and bad. In Turkish, the idiom ak koyunu kara koyundan ayırmak carries the same meaning: “to separate the white sheep from the black sheep,” i.e., to discern truth from falsehood. Kazakh equivalents such as aq pen qara ayrilu reinforce the moral duty to distinguish between right and wrong (Urazmetova, 2010).At the same time, black is not limited to negative connotations. In agrarian contexts, qora yer (“black soil”) is a symbol of fertility, productivity, and livelihood. Uzbek proverbs such as Qora yerga urug‘ eksang, oq non unar portray black as the nourishing earth that produces white bread, the ultimate symbol of sustenance. Here black is not a marker of evil but of life-giving fertility. Similarly, in Kazakh tradition, the term kara halyk (“the black people”) historically referred to the common folk, not as an insult but as a recognition of their role as the foundation of society (Golden, 1992).
Ritual practices also illustrate the ambivalence of black. In Altai shamanistic traditions, a black sheep was sacrificed to Erlik, the god of the underworld, while a white sheep was offered to Ulgan, the deity of the sky. This division reflects the cosmological mapping of colors: black as the realm of the underworld, darkness, and death; white as the sphere of light and life. Yet, these sacrifices were not inherently negative—the offering of a black sheep was a necessary ritual act to appease underworld forces and maintain cosmic balance (Maslova, 2001).
Black also appears prominently in mythological creatures and supernatural beings. In Uzbek epic poetry, the motif of qora dev (“black giant”) is recurrent. The black giant symbolizes chaos, destruction, and evil that the hero must overcome. Similarly, in Anatolian Turkish tales, kara cadı (black witch) is a stock character representing malice and sorcery. Kazakh myths mention kara jylan (black snake), often associated with danger and the underworld (Kapnina, 2018). These images reinforce the cultural coding of black as the domain of threatening supernatural forces.
Proverbs and idioms emphasize the metaphorical richness of black. Uzbek sayings such as Qora kunlar kelmaguncha, qora jilg‘adan kechma express resilience: “Do not abandon the black stream until the black days arrive,” meaning one should not leave a resource until absolutely necessary. Another idiom, qora non bilan qornim to‘q, highlights the humble acceptance of poverty—black bread representing modest sustenance. In Turkish, kara gün dostu (“a friend of black days”) refers to a true friend who stands by in hard times.
This shows that black, though associated with hardship, also symbolizes endurance and loyalty.The ambivalence of black is also visible in epic transformations. In Go‘ro‘g‘lining tug‘ilishi, the use of a black feather allows the hero to appear as a young man with a black beard, symbolizing vigor and vitality. Here, black is associated not with evil but with youth and masculine power. Similarly, the idiom ko‘z qorachig‘i (“the black of the eye”) refers to someone very precious, often a beloved child. Thus, in certain contexts, black shifts from negative to positive symbolism, reflecting the complexity of cultural semantics (Rahmatullayev et al., 2022).
In summary, the concept of black in Turkic oral tradition reflects a dynamic interplay between negative and positive associations. While it often symbolizes evil, sorrow, and death, it also represents fertility, strength, resilience, and the common people. This ambivalence highlights the cultural depth of color symbolism: black is not simply a sign of darkness but a multifaceted symbol embedded in cosmology, social structure, and everyday language.
Conclusion
The analysis of color symbolism in Turkic oral folklore and mythological units demonstrates that colors function as more than descriptive elements; they are profound cultural codes that encapsulate values, beliefs, and worldviews. The study of Uzbek, Kazakh, and Turkish traditions reveals a complex system in which colors such as white, black, red, blue, and piebald (ala) express both universal and culture-specific meanings.
White (oq/ak) consistently symbolizes purity, goodness, blessing, and wisdom, yet in certain contexts it may also carry ironic or negative connotations, such as hypocrisy or death. Black (qora/kara) predominantly conveys misfortune, evil, and hardship, but it also signifies fertility (qora yer), resilience, and the loyalty of true friendship (kara gün dostu). The coexistence of positive and negative associations demonstrates the polysemous nature of color concepts in Turkic cultural memory.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Across Turkic oral literature, colors embody the dualistic worldview that has shaped the cosmology of nomadic peoples: light versus darkness, good versus evil, life versus death. At the same time, color terms in proverbs and idioms function as vehicles for moral instruction and social commentary, reinforcing cultural norms and transmitting collective wisdom. Mythological motifs, such as the white-bearded sage, the blue wolf, or the magical white horse, illustrate the continuity of ancient beliefs within oral traditions.
From a linguocultural perspective, the semantic extensions of colors highlight the inseparability of language and culture. Colors in phraseological units acquire metaphorical meanings that cannot be understood without reference to cultural context. Translation of such units thus poses significant challenges, requiring not literal equivalence but cultural adaptation to preserve symbolic resonance.
In conclusion, the realization of color concepts in Turkic folklore demonstrates their central role in encoding cosmological, moral, and social values. The shared symbolic structures across Uzbek, Kazakh, and Turkish traditions point to a common Turkic heritage, while variations reveal the adaptability of these symbols to local environments and historical experiences. Studying colors in oral literature and myth not only enriches our understanding of Turkic linguoculture but also contributes to broader research in semiotics, anthropology, and translation studies.
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