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ABSTRACT

Communication is the foundation of human interaction, shaping society, culture, and
interpersonal relationships. While verbal communication is often the most noticeable, non-verbal
communication plays a crucial yet frequently overlooked role. This study explores the
significance of non-verbal communication in Nepali society, examining how cultural norms
influence gestures, facial expressions, spatial behavior, and silent cues in daily life. Drawing on
Mehrabian’s Communication Model, Hall’s Proxemics Theory, Ekman’s Facial Expressions
Theory, and Goffman’s Dramaturgical Model, the research highlights the impact of non-verbal
cues in interpersonal interactions, hierarchical structures, and social rituals. Particular emphasis
is given to rural communities, where traditional gestures, eye contact, posture, and bodily
movements serve as primary means of communication in agricultural work, religious practices,
and social settings. The study also examines challenges in interpreting non-verbal cues in cross-
cultural interactions, where cultural differences may lead to misunderstandings. Ultimately, this
research underscores the vital role of non-verbal communication in preserving cultural heritage

and facilitating effective human interaction beyond spoken language.
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Introduction

A paramount aspect of contact between human beings, communication creates the very fabric of
society, national culture, and relationships among the individuals. Verbal communication is the
most noticeable way of doing that, but non-verbal ways are probably deeper and more often
disregarded. Nonverbal communications show strategies for commutating intentions, feelings,
and social signals, such as movement, facial appearance, gestures, and so on. A lot of these
people rely on non-verbal ways of self-expression since it becomes very difficult for them to
communicate their thoughts and feelings orally, either because of cultural norms or innate

personality traits.

Within the Nepali society, both orally and non-orally, non-verbal communication is imbibed in
everyday life, assuming greater cultural importance, especially in rural communities. Traditional
gestures and facial expressions come across as strongly influenced interaction, indifferent of the
stimulus managing to bridge a communication gap, amplifying societal norms, and preserving
cultural heritage. The available range could be as simple as a nod of affirmation to very involved
hand gestures which have individual explanations. They remain in this territory of interaction
along with social contacts. In modern schooling, students express themselves with each other
through non-verbal signs regarding their understanding of quite varied topics, or ask for pieces of

advice, or otherwise converse inconspicuously in class.

This study attempts to explore the role and importance of non-verbal communication in Nepali
society, how cultural practices influence them, and how these silent cues affect interpersonal
relationships. Through the study of how the silent cues prevail or impact, an attempt would be
made to highlight the importance of non-verbal communication in daily life in a much wider
context of communication as it's understood beyond spoken language. Through this study,
researcher try to put forth his claim that communication is not only sending words to others but

also understanding inner messages to relate with each other.
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Mehrabian’s Communication Model: The Importance of Non-Verbal Cues

By Mehrabian’s Communication Model, communication cannot be reduced merely to the roaring
of words; it is dominantly depending more on non-verbal means. According to him, body
language accounts for 55 percent, tone of voice for 38 percent, and words a mere 7 percent. In
the custom-driven Nepali society, non-verbal cues like posture, gestures, and facial expressions
form the basis of showing respect to elders, superiors, and community leaders. For instance, a
slight bow of the head while greeting someone or folding the hands together in the namaste
gesture shows politeness. Such use of non-verbal cues is very common in a family context,
wherein affectionate, authoritative, or submissive traits are expressed through subtle body
movements. In a more professional setting, non-verbal cues further assist in negotiating power
hierarchies: that of a cracking of back when a Nepali worker interacts with a superior, dodge eye
contact, and tones make assurances of assured distance to legitimize social power definitions.
Thus, comprehending Mehrabian's model indeed drives home the idea that most communication
in the Nepali context is indirect, thus relying very much on non-verbal cues than on spoken

words.
Hall’s Proxemics Theory: Spatial Behavior in Communication

Edward Hall's theory of proxemics uses the concept of personal space in the context of
communication. He identified four proxemic zones: intimate space, personal space, social space,
and public space, each of which has social implications depending on cultural orientation. The
use of these spatial zones is influenced by social hierarchy, age, and intimacy in Nepal This is to
imply that owing to the influence of collectivist values in Nepal, especially in those days, there
was a closer proximity in communication distance within family members, friends, and even
colleagues. An example would be the namaste greeting, which sees everyone standing close
together while greetings are exchanged such is the intimate style sort of communication a per

proximity in everyday exchanges. However, when talking with elders, it is common to allow
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some space between the two parties to show respect and honor the social hierarchy, hence, even
in connection with strangers, the distance is much greater when interacting with another person.
Also confined by collective norms, examples of spatial behavior may be seen in areas like
temples and community gatherings. The Proxemics Theory by Hall illustrates how spatial
arrangements in rituals or social events, like seating or during worship distance, highlight

individual relationships and social roles within the community.
Ekman’s Theory of Facial Expressions: Emotional Expressions Across Cultural Settings

Paul Ekman's theory of facial expressions proposes that each emotion is expressed universally in
the face and can be recognized across cultures. Happiness, sadness, anger, surprise, fear, and
disgust are among the emotions with universal expressions, but cultural background can provide
different interpretations or intensity to those expressions. In Nepali culture, facial expressions are
usually toned down because of societal values of humility and restraint especially in formal or
public occasions. In this culture, a smile is considered a form of politeness and respect rather
than true emotional expression. However, emotional expression is far more visible in informal
gatherings or family settings whereby they have developed a closer emotional context. Quite a
few expressions in each of these areas cannot be expressed vocally, facial gesture will represent
displeasure or pleasure after just a slight change in the facial expression. So, understanding
Ekman's theory in the context of Nepal asserts that while certain expressions may be recognized
universally, it is their meaning and context interpretation that changes according to the cultural

atmosphere and relationship of the communicators.
Goffman’s Dramaturgical Model: Social Role Performance in Nepal

Erving Goffman's Dramaturgical Model compares social interaction to a stage play in which
players lead or act their roles depending upon the specific context of the society or audience one
is in. According to Goffman, individuals perform their social roles through the presentation of
self, managing impressions, and using "front stage™ and "backstage" behaviors.

In a context like Nepali society, people keep on performing some roles according to their social
identity based on certain criteria: age, sex, and caste. For instance, the elder person in the Nepali
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household mostly performs the role of a wise figure who gives advice or guidance, while
younger people can perform the role of obedient listeners according to certain verbal and non-
verbal cues. In public, men and women may try to play more formal roles in front of authority
figures and hence are very measured in posture and tend to talk politely.
The idea of “front stage” and “back stage” behavior is also, in this context, particularly useful in
Nepal. People in family gatherings or religious rituals typically keep up their formal roles, all the
while manipulating the individual consciousness in a serious way within the decorum of the
ritual. But in informal settings, such as with the family in intimate relations, more relaxed roles
may be adopted, and the individual's persona is revealed without the bondage of social
constraints.
Goffman's Dramaturgical Model helps to understand how the Nepali people navigate complex
social environments through public performances and private expressions of self. It also
highlights the context of the discussion and the way in which the individual presents him or

herself to those at family gatherings and in formal public arenas.

Role of Non-Verbal Communication in Rural Communities

The family unit constructing all day shares why opportunities for intercommunication vary from
verbal talk to anything less than this within oral traditions still deeply embedded in the social
fabric of most villages and towns in Nepal. Villagers combine the different aspects of non-verbal
communication to incorporate them into the vernacular primarily in speech. In agriculture-based
villages, while working in the fields, they already utilize non-verbal communication techniques.
A wave of the hand, nodding of the head, is usually enough to direct workers to change direction
or take a break. When the women are involved in cooking with other chores in the household,
eye movement or slight hand gestures direct what they have to do, especially in a communal
setting where many work together. Villagers will often express deeply felt emotions through
facial expressions and body language during various cultural and social gatherings. Simple
actions, such as raising one's eyebrows, might express surprise or intrigue, and a smile might be
conceived as a silent form of welcoming. Dancers in cultural performances, like folk dances, use

immensely exaggerated hand movements and facial expressions to narrate their stories and
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portray their feelings.
In some traditional households in the villages, young people show respect for elders through
silence and certain postures. Ways of showing deference without speech include sitting cross-
legged, with hands folded and avoiding any direct eye-to-eye contact while speaking to elders, or
bowing slightly when passing someone of a higher status. On the contrary, open verbal
disagreement with elders is often quite disrespectful and is replaced with non-verbal means of

dissent to a greater extent.

Non-verbal cues also come very handy at rural markets. Farmers and sellers often negotiate the
price through head shakes or raised hands, rather than through any speech. A nod can signal
acceptance of the price, while a firm head shake would hint at a rejection. Such no-speech
bargaining reduces inefficiencies brought about when a verbal form of bargaining could be

somewhat noisy.

In Nepal, non-verbal communication is highly interpenetrated in religious practices. For instance,
in a Hindu temple, devotees very often press their palms together without a word spoken to
represent prayer or respect. During the performance of rituals, the priests do hand movements
which are called mudras, indicating a spiritual meaning, and with these hand movements those
who are seeing will respond back with a nod of their head or a bow, showing submission or

agreement.

In the countryside, it's often through non-verbal means that one warns the other of dangers.
There are such things as a glance at a wild animal approaching, holding up of the palm in order
to stop someone from going further in a direction that is seen dangerous, or from a very far
distance, whistling by villagers in a fashion that would be intended for warning one another of

some strange presence.
Challenges and Misinterpretation

In the Nepali context, various forms of nonverbal communication like gestures, body language,
and facial expressions fail to realize their narrower or wider meanings in actual, cross-cultural

interactions and are, therefore, a source of misunderstanding. For instance, the gesture known as
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namaste is known to them throughout Nepal as a very respectful way to greet someone. In other
cultures, though, a somewhat similar gesture may appear overly formal or, worse, insincere. In
parallel, Nepali men, with their naivete, tend to avoid direct eye contact with elders or authority
figures. In more egalitarian cultures, however, people from such countries might interpret a lack
of eye contact as being evasive or lacking confidence. Because of the difference in reading
certain nonverbal cues, there happens to be a potential communicative barrier. On the one hand,
it might breed unintentional misunderstandings, yet on the other, it may develop into
relationships that slowly start to enter the queue for tension. Also, some gestures, like shaking
one's head or giving a little shrug, are understood as a sign of disagreement or hesitation in
Nepali society, while they may mean indifference or unclear reasoning in other cultures.
Modernization and globalization have had a variety of effects on the traditional ways of
communicating nonverbally in Nepal. The younger generation, still much inspired by the
Western media and technology, is adopting a more globalized way of communicating, which
emphasizes a more casual and spread body language, facial expressions, and a more frequent use
of handshakes, to mention but a few. This generates tensions between the younger and older
generations, who regard the former much more fresh takes of nonverbal communication, whereas
the latter have a very great commitment to traditional modes of communication that praise
respect, formality, and subtlety very much. For all practical purposes, the stories of greeting and
bowing towards elders may not exist as sacred traditions anymore, transcended instead by the
informal greeting of a handshake or even further separation in the course of dealing with each
other. In turn, with these settings, fatal confusion will slow down generations that once fulfilled,

in their expressions, social codes that stressed respect.
Conclusion and Recommendation

In conclusion it indicates that non-verbal communication in the Nepali society primarily serves
in articulating cultural identity, instilling respect, and sustaining social equilibrium. This study
puts emphasis on non-verbal cues enshrined into the tradition of Nepal and are basic for
emotional expression and interpersonal relations across various contexts from rural village
through educational or family contexts. Under the forces of globalization, these imbalances can

slip through very easily between integrating modern communicative practices while maintaining
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traditional, non-verbal based norms. It epitomizes that with modernization, non-verbal
communication remains a pivotal means of cultural practice with its importance in promoting
social bonding. The second subtle but effective cues are really important to know for making
communication effective in context to Nepal, especially in intercultural and intergenerational
communication. Further research on non-verbal communication in Nepal related to the changes
is suggested, especially comparing rural and urban places for modernization impacts on
traditions. Another topic for further research could be how non-verbal communication gets
transmitted from one generation to the other, mainly within families and communities.
Additionally, due to incredible advancements in technologies nowadays, the study should
revolve around conditions in which such non-verbal portions are taught, developed, and

metamorphosed into the digital age.
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