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n recent years, anthropologists have become increasingly interested in 3 understanding the impact of individual and group mobility upon identity 
(Gupta and Ferguson, zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA1992; Malkki, 1992). The scale of mobility in the contem- 
porary world may be a characteristic of modernity, but group displacement is a 
longstanding historical phenomenon. This paper explores the implications of 
displacement for identity formation zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAas a historical process. The case of the 
Circassians displaced from the Caucasus during the late nineteenth century, and 
resettled in various parts of the Ottoman Empire, illustrates how core cultural 
self-images that are central to the perpetuation of group identity are historically 
formed and informed by the process of displacement. The focus is on the 
Circassians in Jordan as one example of the shaping of Circassian identity in the 
diaspora outside the Caucasus, and of how this identity is partly perpetuated 
through changing interpretations of the past. 

Currently the Circassians in Jordan form a largely middle-class urban com- 
munity of about 25,000' holding positions mainly in the government bureauc- 
racy and military and endowed with substantial representation in parliamentary 
and executive branches of government. In addition to the specific local context 
of the settlement experience, the turbulent geopolitical changes of the early 
part of the century and the decades following establishment of the Jordanian 
state in 1921 (first as an Emirate under the British Mandate and later as the 
independent Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan), have seen complex political, 
economic, and social transformations that wrought corresponding changes in 
the Circassian community (see Shami, 1982). However, the historical memory of 
displacement and resettlement continues to provide central symbols of Circas- 
sian identity and informs their contemporary relations with the Jordanian state 
and society. 

Displacement in and Prom the Caucasus 

The Circassians are one of the indigenous peoples of the northwest Caucasus. 
The Caucasus was inhabited from Paleolithic times and subjected to many 
migrations and invasions. Therefore Caucasian ethnic groupings were con tinu- 
ally formed and reformed through complex processes of fission and fusion 
(Luzbetak, 1951). The mountainous nature of the terrain also perpetuated the 
'National censuses in Jordan do not distinguish individuals by ethnic origin and therefore this fi 
is sim ly an educated guess, partially based upon a survey conducted in 1980 on a sampf% 
housegolds. The bulk of my fieldwork on the Circassians in Jordan was conducted in 1979-1981 
and funded by grants from the National Science Foundation and the WennerGren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research. The dissertation writing eriod was funded by pwo grants from the 
MEAwards Program administered by the Population &uncil Regional Ofice in Cairo. I have also 
constantly updated my initial fieldwork. 
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great ethnic and linguistic diirersity of the Caucasus. The Circassians call them- 
selves zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAAdyge (Men), a name that appears in historical sources zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAas early as the fifth 
century A.D. (Sarkisyanz, 1961). Early descriptions, from the sixteenth century, 
describe a people speaking one language but split into various dialect-groups, 
each inhabiting distinct, though contiguous, regions. Within the dialect groups 
were further splits into clans, phratries, and in some areas into highly-stratified 
princedoms (Allen, 1970). The name Adyge designated the widest unit of 
self-identifkation of these groups zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA- a unit, however, that was noncorporate. 

The term Circassian and its variants zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA(e.g., Sharkass, zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBATcherkRFs, CerkQ, Jarkm) , 
were used by outsiders (Arab, Turk, Russian, and European), whether travellers 
or conquerors. In general, the term designated the Adyge but was sometimes 
used in a more inclusive sense to group, with the Adyge, other related groups of 
the Northwest Caucasus, such as the Abkhuz and the Ubykh. The origin of the 
word itself is unclear and may have developed out of earlier selfdesignations of 
the peoples of the region (Sarkisyanz, 1961). In the communities outside the 
Caucasus today, the two words, A d y p  and Circassian (Sharkass in Arabic, ( 2 r k  
in Turkish), are used interchangeably; however it was not always so. James Bell, 
an English merchant-traveller-Imperial agent, writes that as late as 1839, the 
term Tcherkesswas “never used by the natives, and even not understood by many 
of them 

The North Caucasus lay in the path of a two-pronged expansion of Tsarist 
Russia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: one towards the warm waters 
of the Black Sea and the other towards the trade routes of Central Asia. The first 
expansion was achieved through the establishment of a series of coastal forts, 
and the latter through settlercolonialism in the central plains.3 The gradual, 
though violent, incorporation of the region into the Russian Empire meant that 
the population (Adyge and others) underwent a series of displacements, migra- 
tions, and armed clashes. They were eventually either subdued through direct 
rule as in the central-north Caucasus, or drawn into the supply and trade 
networks of the forts as in the northwest. Those who resisted or were superfluous 
to imperial aims were gradually displaced. 

The year 1763 is often considered as the beginning of the Circassian-Russian 
wars and the year 1864 as their end (Berkok, 1958). During this long period of 
intermittent ongoing war, the relationship between the various Adyge groups 
and between the Adyge and other groups underwent a series of complicated 
alliances and conflicts. As the region increasingly came under Russian control, 
displaced groups and families would leave their territories and seek haven in 
the territories of other groups. From the central regions, the Adyge were driven 
towards the west, and from the coastal regions towards the east. The mountains 
2In the Caucasus, selfdesignations have been further complicated by the division of the area into 
three autonomous regions, now republics in the Russian Federation: Kabardino-Balkaria, 
Cherkessk-Karachay, and Adygei. The use of these names has created a different use of the terms 
Adyge and Tcherluss than operates in the communities outside the Caucasus. 

*he incorporation of Trans-Caucasia (Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbeyjan) into the Russian Empire 
has quite a different history. 

(1840, Vol. II:53) .2 
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ranges and high plateaus provided refuge where the various zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAAdjge groups came 
into closer interaction. This led to clashes over resources between them, as well zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
as cooperation in defence against the Russian armies and settlers. Also, as the 
agropastoral economy became undermined, these mountain groups increas- 
ingly resorted to raiding, especially of the coastal forts. Intermarriage as well as 
dialect shifts and amalgamations also took place. Finally, social ranking systems 
were undermined and noble families lost their hold on both political and 
economic resources (see Baddeley, 1908; Berkok, 1958). 

An account of these complex and important events is beyond the scope of 
this paper, however some points concerning the nature of relations between 
groups are important to note. At first, cooperation in defence took the form of 
princely alliances. Gradually, however, more unified leaderships appeared. In 
1785, a Sheikh Mansur, called for a Holy War and united the northwest groups 
until his capture by the Russians in 1791 (Baddeley, 1908). In 1834, the 
northwest groups established a "Great Free Congress," designed a flag, divided 
the region into twelve administrative districts and sent embassies to Turkey, 
France, and Britain to plead their case (Berkok, 1958). Another important 
influence at the time, was that of Imam Shamil who had united the West 
Caucasian region of Daghestan in a fierce mountain war against the Russians 
(Baddeley, 1908; Blanch 1960). Although Shamil never managed to fully rally 
the northwest Caucasian groups behind him, he had many consultations with 
them (Baddeley, 1908) and, for a period of time, his delegate Mohammad Amin 
was an influential leader in the Western Caucasus (Allen, 1925). Shamil and 
Amin attempted to realize many changes, such as the establishment of a regular 
armed force, the abolition of customary law, and the implementation of taxation 
(Sarkisyanz, 1961). These political processes were not only in reaction to policies 
of the Russian Empire, but also with aid, prompting, and the assistance of 
provocateurs from the Ottoman Empire and (especially in the later decades) 
from Britain and France (see Bell, 1840; Longworth, 1840). The military con- 
frontation with the Russians, however, was hopelessly unequal. The final battles 
were fought in May 1864, after which a full-scale forced migration to the 
Ottoman Empire began. 

Resettlement In the Ottoman Empire and the Formation of 
Circassian Identity 

In addition to the push factor of the Tsarist Russian expansion, the Circassian 
displacement can be seen as part of the Ottoman policy at that time, of 
encouraging immigration into Ottoman domains. This policy aimed both to 
overcome the shortage of manpower in the Empire and also to increase the 
Moslem population in turbulent regions (Karpat, 1972). As Tekeli (this volume) 
points out, surgiin or group resettlement was a longstanding Ottoman practice 
as a policy of pacification. 

The deportation of people from the Caucasus had already begun in 1856, 
and in 1860 the Russians had negotiated a treaty with the Ottomans whereby 
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the latter agreed to accept 40,000 to 50,000 Circassian immigrants (Karpat, 
1972). Besides expulsion to the Ottoman Empire, the Russian state also dis 
persed and resettled about 150,000 Circassians in Russian domains outside the 
Caucasus (Traho, 1956). In all, about 1.5 million set out from the Caucasus for 
Turkey (Traho, 1956), but of these only 1.1. million eventually arrived and 
settled in Ottoman lands (Karpat, 1972). The Circassian dispossessed nobility 
played an important role in encouraging this mass migration. Some who had 
gone earlier to Turkey and had become influential in the court were acting on 
the wishes and payroll of the Ottomans to gain warriors who could be formed 
into units of the Ottoman army. This, of course, zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAwas only another stage in a 
longstanding relationship between the Ottoman state and the Caucasus which 
had been (as had Crimea and other regions) a continuing source of men for 
the armp and women for the harems and slave markets (Toledano, 1982; 1993). 

In 1864, about 175,000 Caucasians were settled by the Ottomans in the 
Balkans. After the 1877 RusseTurkish war, these areas were lost to the Ottomans 
and in that year alone 50,000 Circassians left the area and were all sent to the 
Syrian province (Eren, 1966). Therefore, the Ottoman Empire at that time was 
subjected to immigration from two directions - from the Caucasus starting in 
1860, and from the Balkans, starting in 1877. In 1860, the government estab- 
lished the Immigration Bureau, with a large staff and budget (Eren, 1966). The 
Bureau was charged with organizing favorable conditions to receive the immi- 
grants. Buildings were rented in Istanbul and barracks were built to house the 
newcomers. Officials in the various provinces designated to receive the immi- 
grants were given instructions to allocate them free land, building materials, 
and to exempt them from most forms of taxation (Eren, 1966). Soon, however, 
the the facilities of the Immigration Bureau were overwhelmed by the number 
of immigrants, as well as the capacity of the provinces to absorb them. One 
disgruntled official in the Southern Turkish port of Antalya reported that 9,100 
Caucasian immigrants had arrived even though he had earlier informed the 
Bureau that the province could only absorb 1,500.5 

Most Ottoman officials could not distinguish one Caucasian group from 
another. The influx of immigrants both from the Caucasus and the Balkans was zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
so rapid that families became separated from one another and officials could 
not document from where each group was coming. With the increasing rate of 
immigration, conditions began to deteriorate. Scores of people died at the ports 
of the Caucasus and Turkey from epidemics and exposure; some ships caught 
fire at sea and sank. As the provinces became increasingly unable to handle the 
settlement process, more and more immigrants tended to drift towards the 
cities, where they remained idle in coffee houses.6 The provincial officials were 
instructed to forbid this movement into the cities, and told that new villages 
would have to be built, complete with mosque and school, wherever arable and 

4Bagbakanlik Archives, Istanbul, Cevdet Dahiliye I #SO97 (1215 H/ 1790 zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAAD) and Cevdet Dahiliyc 
I1#9935 (1243H/ 1818AD). 

5Bagbakanlik Archives, Irade 93990 1308 H/ 1883 AD. 
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empty lands could be found (Eren, 1966). The instructions also included not 
settling the same groups in contiguous areas, and that the villages should be set 
at some distance from one another. 

It appears plausible that it was during the migration period, and in the 
Ottoman domains, that the first sustained contact took place for the majority of 
the Circassians with Islamic orthodoxy. Oral history has it that the immigrants 
did not know the proper forms and ritual of prayer and that some of them had 
carried salted pork with them, unaware that its consumption was prohibited in 
Islam. In the Caucasus, by and large, a very syncretic Islam had been practiced 
and, in the Eastern Caucasus, Sufi movements were widespread. Thus the 
Circassians who settled in Yugoslavia are described as being “half pagan, half 
Moslem, and a little bit Christian also” (Popovic, 1974: 169). The author goes 
on to say that the Ottomans tried hard to Islamicize the Circassians. Thus: 

They were effectively all circumcised before 1878; their ancient names 
were replaced by Turkish names; they built them mosques and 
schools, where they learnt Turkish and the basics of Moslem religion, 
and it was probably there that the Hojas and Imams were in- 
structed. (Popovic, 1974: 169; my translation) 

In the Syrian Province, the Circassians were settled primarily in the Golan 
Heights of Syria, in the Balqa region of Jordan, and in the Tiberias region of 
Palestine. Although the policy was clear, the actual process of settlement was 
often disorganized. The only branch of the Immigration Bureau, in Aleppo, was 
overwhelmed by the number of immigrants. At best, the Bureau provided 
transportation, located the immigrants on state zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA(miri) lands, allocated them 
some money, and then left them to fend for themselves. Some immigrants 
waited years until settlement and many tried to go back to Anatolia.7 

While the long process of displacement and resettlement scattered families, 
kingroups, and covillagers, it also firmed the definition of the identity of the 
Circassians as the immigrant mountain people of the North Caucasus. Thrown 
together by the experience and conditions of migration, bonds were created 
between groups and individuals that had been divided by language, dialect and 
region, as well as by social rank. Circassian oral history emphasizes that new 
leadership emerged zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAas people clustered around individuals with access to 
resources, links with the Ottoman bureaucracy, or knowledge of Turkish, espe- 
cially during the long waits at ports and other gathering points. At the same 
time, the memory of previous differentiations continues to have relevance and 
to inform behavior and marriage patterns. Arguments over which groups and 
families are to be included as “really” Circassian continue to be debated with 
vigor within the various communities. The term zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA“ Adyge,” with its implied 
contrast with other northwest groups, is still used within the group. However, to 
the outsider, people identify themselves as Circassian and not as Adyge, and it is 
clear who is included in this designation. 
6Bavbakanlik Archives, Ayniyat Defteri, #1139, 1290H / 1873 zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAAD. 

‘Syrian Ottoman Archives, Ayniyat: Suriye-Beyrut 906. 1290-1294. 
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Historical Memory zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAand Identity 

While the boundaries of Circassian group identity were formed by processes of 
displacement, its content was also informed by the process of settlement and 
defined in opposition to the indigenous groups. It is therefore likely that the 
symbols of identity and exclusivity would be constructed differently in the 
different settlement locations: the Balkans, Anatolia, and the Syrian province. 
The nature of Ottoman rule in the area and prevailing economic conditions 
conditioned the relations that the Circassians established with the groups 
inhabiting the settlement areas. The following discussion focuses mainly on the 
Syrian province zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA(viluyet) and specifically on the Balqa region within present-day 
Jordan, as one example of the shaping of Circassian identity. 

Among the key self-images articulated by Circassians in Jordan is that of 
themselves as displaced, as settlers, and as Muslims. Most frequently, the memory 
of the displacement from the Caucasus is invoked at speeches during events 
which bring the Circassian community together, such as social gatherings at the 
various ethnic associations and clubs. In addition, plays, songs and dances are 
often performed around the theme of the emigration and draw emotional 
responses from the audience. Such performances started in the 1950s with the 
establishment of the first Circassian youth club and in the past ten years have 
increased in number and vigor. The majority of these performances are staged 
at the ethnic associations to Circassian audiences. However, it is interesting to 
note that they are also increasingly being performed to mixed Circassian/Arab 
audiences in national public arenas such as the annual Jerash Festival of the 
Arts, and in public theaters. Together with the memory of the expulsion by the 
Russians from their homeland, these performances commemorate the settle- 
ment in Jordan. Usually glossing over conflicts with local groups, the focus is 
rather on the difficulties of the journey, of building the first houses, and the first 
harvest. The image portrayed is that of brave, long-suffering, and hardy men 
and women. 

The circumstances of the Circassian presence in Jordan may make it obvious 
why displacement should figure largely in their concepts of group identity. Yet 
it is important to emphasize that the self-image of the Circassians as a displaced 
people cannot be separated from their image as settlers. Furthermore, the 
image depicted is of the settler over that of the peasant, a nuance that is 
important though perhaps not self-evident. 

Although, as mentioned above, Circassians were recruited to bolster the 
Ottoman army and some remained in the capital cities or in army outposts, the 
vast majority of Circassians were settled as agricultural peasant communities. 
The Ottoman settlement policy brings to light the overriding concern of the 
state with intensifying and extending agricultural production in the latter part 
of the nineteenth century. This concern was exacerbated due to the loss of the 
Balkans, the main agricultural region of the Empire (Karpat, 1972) and was one 
of the reasons for sending the Circassians to the grain producing areas of Syria. 
Therefore, a main feature of the new Circassian communities were their peasant 
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nature; the provisions and procedures of the Immigration Bureau aimed at 
maximizing their agricultural role. 

However, Circassian settlements were also part of the attempts of the Ottoman 
to consolidate and centralize the Empire (Rogan 1991), and it is this role which 
highlights the image of the settler over that of the peasant. Land reform in order 
to promote agriculture in the Syrian province was part and parcel of other 
administrative changes known zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAas the Tanzimat, such as the establishment of 
commercial routes and railways controlled by the state rather than the local 
population, and attempts to curtail the power of local officials (Baer, 1969; 
Ma’oz, 1968; Rogan, 1991). Also included were the building of schools and 
mosques, the appointment of Syrian advisers to the Sultan, an.d the espousal of 
a Pan-Islamic ideology (Swedenburg, 1980). These policies arose not only from 
the importance of the Holy Lands for pilgrimage and the weakening of Ottoman 
power in Europe (Ma’oz, 1968), but also as a reaction to the increased penetra- 
tion of European capitalist interests in the area (Rogan, 1991; Swedenburg, 
1980). 

The area East of the Jordan river was part of the Syrian province, with 
Ottoman officials located in the town of Salt. However, the region was also the 
stronghold of large nomadic and seminomadic Bedouin tribes which had a 
variety of relationships, in conflict and in concord, with the peasantry, the 
townspeople, and the trade caravans (Ma’oz, 1968; Rogan, 1991). In the period 
of Circassian settlement, the Ottomans were trying to sedentarize the nomadic 
Bedouins, to use one tribe against the other, and to forbid trade with them 
(Ma’oz, 1968). In other parts of the Syrian province, the Ottomans were up 
against corporately organized mountain villagers zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA- Druze, Maronites and 
Alawites - upon whom they unsuccessfully attempted to impose their demands 
through treaties and force. Finally the Ottomans created a buffer against both 
these dissident sectors of the population by settling Circassians, Kurds, Armeni- 
ans, and Assyrians on the fringes of the Syrian desert (Swedenburg, 1980; Lewis, 
1987; Ma’oz, 1968). 

Thus, the Circassians, as other resettled peoples, formed peasant communi- 
ties, but in a very different relationship with pastoral tribes, with urban centers 
and with the state than that which had prevailed in the region. In some areas, 
also, the settlers were in opposition to and in competition with local peasantry. 
In the area that was to become Jordan, the Circassians settled in the environs of 
Amman. Although this area had been inhabited throughout history, in the 
period of the Circassian in-migration it was not permanently settled but consti- 
tuted the summer watering grounds of the surrounding Bedouin tribes (Hacker, 
1960). Between 1876-1906, the six settlements in Jordan were formed.8 Since 
what the Ottoman government considered state land, the Bedouins considered 
tribal land, clashes were bound to happen between the two groups, conflict 
8Estimating the number of immigrants who settled in the Balqa is difficult. It appears that around 
World War I, the Circassian population was around five to six thousand people (Hacker, 1960; 
Haghanduqa, 1982). 
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arising mostly over water and pasturage land. Furthermore, the Circassian 
settlers refused to enter into the indigenous peasant/Bedouin relationship of 
paying protection money. Due to this, most fights occurred around harvest time. 

Discord between Bedouin and peasantry was increasing generally at this time 
(Lewis, 1987). Besides being denied grazing land by Circassian and other 
settlements, the Bedouin had also lost access to the central plains of Palestine. 
At the same time, the peasantry were being heavily taxed and could no longer 
afford to withdraw into the mountains to escape Bedouin encroachment 
(Swedenburg, 1980). The changes wrought by the 1858 Ottoman Land Code 
also tied the peasantry more firmly to the land (see Baer, 1969; Owen, 1981; 
Shami, 1987). For the Circassians, however, their special relationship, as settlers, 
with the Ottoman government meant that: 

Whereas the zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAfillahin fear to attract attention by successful crops of 
fruit or grain, lest they be called upon to feed the Bedu and the 
Tax-gatherer, the Circassians fear no one, and at present pay no taxes 
(Freer, in Hacker, 1960). 

The Circassians were able to hold their own against Bedouin attacks, and also 
sometimes received help from the small Ottoman gendarmerie at Salt (Hacker, 
1960). A mutual respect for each other’s prowess grew out of these clashes and 
soon a pact of friendship was operating between the largest and most powerful 
tribe of Bani Sakhr, and the Amman Circassians (Mufti, 1962). 

Therefore, the Circassian settlements in the Balqa region were an important 
part of the extension of Ottoman administration to the south of the Syrian 
province (Rogan, 1991). They played a role as an intermittent militia that could 
be mobilized against local insurrections while integrating into the local econ- 
omy through agriculture, transporting barley, building and guarding the Hejaz 
railway, and attaining positions in the local administration (Shami, 1982; 1992; 
see zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAabo Abujaber, 1989; Lewis, 1987; Rogan, 1991). 

If agricultural production had been the only reason for the location of 
settlement, then perhaps current Circassian images of the past would have 
emphasized their skill as peasants, as have indeed some Western scholars 
(Hacker, 1960; Lewis, 1987). This emphasis is not absent from Circassian 
narratives of their role in the recent history and development of the region. 
They stress, for example, that they reintroduced wheeled carts into the area and 
that they practiced new agricultural techniques. However, what is more the point 
of emphasis is their role in settling the area, rather than the peasant nature of 
the subsequent community. Circassian authors stress that with the cessation of 
Bedouin attacks, Amman began to grow quickly as an urban center and to attract 
merchants from Damascus and elsewhere (Haghanduqa, 1982; Mufti, 1962). 
Thus, their role in politics is highlighted over their role in production and 
economy. 

The third key image of Circassian identity, that of the Muslim, is somewhat 
different from the preceding two and is particularly illustrative of continuous 
questioning of historical memory in the construction of identity. The Islamic 
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identity of the Circassians is less often mentioned at the ceremonial occasions 
that bring the community together, where the events of displacement and 
settlement constitute the main historical references. This is partly because it is 
seen as self-evident, and also because it is used rather in stressing integration 
into the Jordanian society rather than ethnic distinctiveness. However, the issue 
of religion, in many ways integral to the first two images of the Circassians as 
displaced peoples and settlers, often becomes a hotly debated issue. These 
debates mainly take the form of trying to decide what were the “real” reasons 
behind the displacement from the Caucasus. 

At the present, most Circassians in Jordan, when asked what was the reason 
for their emigration from the Caucasus, will reply for religion.” They stress that 
this is what they heard from their fathers and grandfathers. A much recounted 
story among the Circassians (who tell it with differing degrees of approval) is 
that when the immigrants first entered Syria, they removed their shoes and 
walked barefoot because they were now in the Holy Land. This interpretation 
of the main cause of emigration implies the following: first, that Circassians did 
not wish to live under Russian domination because the Russians would impose 
Christianity upon them; second, that the Ottoman Empire provided a haven for 
them; third, that the local groups accepted them as co-religionists. It also implies 
that there was some voluntarism in the emigration from the Caucasus rather 
than pure forced migration. 

Other Circassians, and sometimes the same people but in different contexts, 
will express doubt that the Circassians left their homeland because of religion. 
They focus more on the complicity of the Ottomans who wanted to use them as 
settlers and warriors. They thus see themselves as having been duped into 
leaving their homeland. Younger, educated Circassians are especially interested 
in this issue, and refer to historical texts and research to try and determine the 
answer “scientifically.”9 Whatever emotive force Islamic faith may have had in 
encouraging emigration from the Caucasus, what is interesting here is the 
insistence of Circassians in trying to discover the reason, the main reason and 
the one reason, behind their emigration from their homeland. It is important 
to note that depending on their interpretation of this crucial juncture of their 
history, individuals put forward different interpretations of their future. 

Images of Distinctiveness, Images of Integration 

While stereotypical representations (in the performing arts and in response to 
pointed questions) repeatedly present the unified images discussed above, these 
do not exhaust the multiple images that are used by Circassians as self-identifi- 
cation. In addition to the image of the displaced, the settler, and the Muslim, 
are images of Circassians as soldiers and as beautiful women. Although my focus 

q h e  question of the “real” reason for emigration was one that I was constantly asked about by 
Circassians as I conducted iny field and archival research. 
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in this paper has been limited to those images invoked by the specific historical 
memory of displacement from the Caucasus and resettlement in Jordan, a brief 
discussion of these other images of self-identification will emphasize how they 
help perpetuate group identity, with its dual notion of exclusion and inclusion. 
Both the images of Circassians zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAas soldiers and of the beauty of the women are 
also informed by longstanding relations with Ottoman armies and harems and 
even by reference to the more distant past of the Circassian Mamluk dynasty in 
Egypt,"J as well as to the more recent memory of settlement in Jordan. 

In keeping with their self-image as settlers facing harsh frontier conditions, 
Circassians describe themselves as warlike, disciplined, and loyal.11 The image 
of the soldier is usually opposed to that of the merchant and is reinforced by 
the role that the Circassians came to play in the Jordanian army. While informed 
by their role as settlers in opposition to the Bedouins, the soldier image is one 
that also brings Circassians closer to the Bedouins, who also share a warrior past 
and also constitute a main element in the Jordanian army. The rejection of the 
image of the merchant is one that asserts Circassian distinctiveness, both from 
the Damascenes, the main commercial notables of Amman from the early years 
of the century, and from the merchant families of Salt, the primary urban center 
in Ottoman Jordan. 

Circassians as beautiful women is an image substantiated through reference, 
(with a mixture of pride and chagrin) to the Ottoman harems (cf. Toledano, 
1993). It is also reinforced by the high degree of out-marriage of Circassian 
women to Arab men. Although quantitative data is lacking, life histories make 
it clear that such out-marriage (of women but not of men) served as an 
important integrative strategy for the community as a whole, as well as for 
specific families. In the early years of the settlement, such marriages cemented 
alliances with shaikhly families of Arab tribes. Starting with the 1930's and 
1940's, however, it took the form of hypergamy, with poorer Circassian families 
marrying their daughters to wealthy merchant families of Palestinian or Dam- 
ascene origin. The central image that emerges is the desirability of Circassian 
wives for their beauty, their faithfulness, and their domestic dedication. This 
image thus integrates Circassians with the same groups from which they are 
disassociated by other images.lZ zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
'OI will not elaborate here on perceptions of the Circassian Mamluk dynasty in Egypt during the 
1616th century. In the literary Arabic tradition, this has left a portrait of the Circassians as a ruling 
military elite. This portrait has mixed relevance to self-images of the Circassian communities in the 
Middle East today, and may be invoked by the more educated Arabs and Circassians, the latter to 
show how ethnic identity may be "lost over time." The more relevant history, however, is that of the 
more recent mass migration and settlement 

"For the implications of this key image for gender relations, secShami 1993. 

'qhis paper focuses only on how Circassians perceive their early history and settlement in Jordan. 
It should be mentioned here, though left for further analysis elsewhere, that these images also inform 
the contemporary relationship of the Circassians with the displaced Palestinians who become a 
crucial segment of the Jordanian population after 1948. 
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Conclusions 

This account has focused primarily on how Circassians represent their cultural 
identity and their recent history to themselves. Elements of these images are of 
course presented to the outsider zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBAas well, although debates over “historical 
veracity” are usually muted in such situations. The main feature that emerges 
from all these core images is that they, simultaneously, stress the distinctiveness 
of the Circassians as a group, their being outsiders to the local groups, as well 
as their integration into the region and their links to the groups within it. It is 
important to emphasize that all aspects of Circassian identity are a matter of 
debate and revision in different settings and among different sectors, age groups 
and men and women of the community. Furthermore (cf. Shami, 1982), they 
are historical images invoked in stressing particular relationships with the 
contemporary state and society of Jordan rather than simply narrations of the 
past. 
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