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Introduction 
The Circassians — who call themselves Adyghe — are the indigenous people of the 
Northwest Caucasus, one of the oldest attested communities in the region. Their language 
belongs to the Northwest Caucasian (Abkhazo-Adyghean) language family, which is notable 
for its highly unusual phonological structure: an extraordinary overabundance of consonants 
combined with a marked scarcity of vowels has long attracted considerable scholarly interest 
among linguists. Anthropologically, the Adyghe belong to the northwestern group of Pontic 
Europeans and have inhabited the Caucasian region continuously since prehistoric times. 

The name Circassian — and its variant Cherkess, derived from a Turkic designation — was 
adopted by neighbouring nations and eventually fixed in both European and Eastern 
literature as the common external designation for the people who refer to themselves as 
Adyghe. The two terms are used interchangeably throughout this article. 

Religion, Culture, and Social Organisation 
In the sixth century AD, under Georgian and Byzantine influence, many Circassians 
converted to Christianity, and a Zikh diocese under the direct authority of the Byzantine 
patriarch was established. However, following the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Christianity 
gradually declined. From the late sixteenth century onward, Sunni Islam of the Hanafi school 
was introduced through the efforts of Crimean Tatar khans and Ottoman missionaries, a 
process accompanied by Crimean military expansion. The Caucasian War of the nineteenth 
century, and the manner in which the Russian Empire prosecuted it, proved decisive in the 
final consolidation of Islam throughout the Northwest Caucasus. Even so, the process of 
Islamisation was neither swift nor uniform: Islam blended with surviving Christian elements 
and older pre-Christian folk beliefs and was only fully established across the region in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

As Paul Henze observed, neither Christianity nor Islam resulted in the creation of a 
distinctive clerical class capable of preserving written literature or encouraging widespread 
literacy (Henze, 1986: 247). Attempts to develop a written form of the Circassian language in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries likewise came to nothing; Circassian became a 
literary language only in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution. 

Circassians are generally characterised by a notably non-dogmatic approach to religious 
observance. Far more central to Circassian identity than formal religious practice is the 
Adyghe Xabze (also rendered Adyghe-Khabze), the elaborate customary law and code of 
etiquette that governs all aspects of social life. This code, sometimes referred to simply as 
Adat (customary law), has remained extraordinarily resilient and continues to function as a 
primary marker of Circassian ethnic identity alongside the language itself. 

Ancient and Medieval History 
Prehistoric and Proto-Historic Periods 



The Northwest Caucasus has been continuously inhabited since the earliest periods of 
human prehistory. By approximately 3000 BC, the Dolmen culture — named after the 
distinctive megalithic structures used as grave markers — had emerged and reached its 
apogee in this region; it persisted until the final quarter of the second millennium BC. The 
area in which the Caucasian dolmens are concentrated is regarded as the ancestral 
homeland of the Adyghe-Abkhaz tribal groupings. The Maykop culture of the Kuban valley 
developed alongside the Dolmen culture and is attested by large burial mounds (kurgans) 
containing finely crafted objects of precious metal. The first iron working appeared in the 
region during the second millennium BC, driving significant economic and social 
transformation from the late ninth century BC onward — a period historians designate as the 
Protomeotic. 

The Meots, Sinds, Akhei, Zikhs, and other North Caucasian tribes that played a formative 
role in the ethnogenesis of the Adyghe are first attested in sources around 1000 BC. In 
Greek and Roman accounts, these peoples are collectively referred to as Meots, occupying 
the eastern shores of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov as well as the Kuban valley. The 
fifth century BC saw the rise of urban craft and trading centres amongst the Meotic Sind 
tribes; by the close of that century, the polity of Sindika had developed into a fully formed 
kingdom with close political and economic ties to the Bosporan state. 

The Zikh Union and Byzantine Connections 
At the beginning of the Common Era, one of the coastal tribes, the Zikhs, emerged as a 
significant force in the regional unification process. By the sixth century AD, neighbouring 
tribes had consolidated around the Zikhs to form the Zikh Union, and eighth-century authors 
describe Zikhia as a substantial polity on the eastern Black Sea coast, representing the 
consolidation of several tribes into a recognisable Adyghe people. Two further confederacies 
— the Kasog in the Transkuban region and the Abazg in the south-east — formed in parallel. 

The tenth century saw the Adyghe constitute a single nation, with settlements ranging across 
the northwestern Caucasian foothills, the lower Kuban plains, and the eastern Black Sea 
coast from the mouth of the Don to Abkhazia. In 944, following the defeat of the Khazar 
Khanate by the Kievan prince Svyatoslav, the city of Tamatarkha passed into Kievan Rus as 
Tmutarakan, a principality whose population included Slavs, Adyghe, Greeks, and Alans. 
The Russian Lavrentev Chronicle first records the Adyghe — under the name Kasogs — in 
the tenth century, noting their role in the retinue of the Tmutarakan princes. With the 
weakening of the Kievan state, Tmutarakan was eventually lost to the Kipchaks (Polovtsy) at 
the close of the eleventh century. 

Genoese Influence and the Silk Route 
From the second half of the thirteenth century until nearly the end of the fifteenth, the 
Genoese exercised a decisive cultural and commercial influence over the Adyghe, operating 
colonies at Matrega, Kopa, and Mapa in Adyghe territories. The celebrated Silk Route 
passed through historical Cherkessia, as evidenced by archaeological finds at the 
Moshchevaya Balka burial ground (seventh to ninth centuries) on the Bolshaya Laba River 
and the Belorechensk kurgans (thirteenth to fifteenth centuries). The Mongol invasion of 
1238–1239, which brought all pre-Caucasian plains under Mongol control and led to the 
formation of the Golden Horde, prompted a significant eastward migration of one Adyghe 
group — the Kabardians — towards the central pre-Caucasian plain, ultimately producing 
the dialectal divergence between western (Adyghean) and eastern (Kabardian) branches of 
the Adyghe language. 

The Circassian Mamluks 
One of the most remarkable episodes in Adyghe history was the rise of the Circassian 
Mamluk dynasty in Egypt. A substantial trade in Adyghe slaves had flourished in the slave 



markets of the Middle East from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with Egyptian sultans 
acquiring them as élite soldiers for the Mamluk guard. This influx enabled one Adyghe, 
Al-Malik-az-Zakhir Barkuk al-Cherkesi, to seize power in Egypt and found the Circassian 
Mamluk dynasty, which ruled Egypt and Syria from 1382 to 1517. During this period, 
Circassian rulers repelled Crusader incursions, halted the advance of Tamerlane, and 
significantly extended the territorial boundaries of the Mamluk state. Architecture flourished, 
irrigation systems were developed, and poets, musicians, philosophers, and historians 
enjoyed notable patronage. The Mamluks finally disappeared from the Middle Eastern 
political arena in 1811, leaving a lasting cultural and architectural imprint on Egypt, Syria, 
and the broader region. 

Russian Expansion and the Caucasian War (1763–1864) 
Russian imperial expansion into the North Caucasus had complex antecedents. In the 
sixteenth century, Moscow established cooperative relations with certain Kabardian princes 
who welcomed Russian traders and military assistance against rivals. In 1561, Tsar Ivan IV 
married Goshenai (baptised Maria), daughter of the Kabardian prince Temryuk — a union 
that came to symbolise the more conciliatory dimension of early Russo-Adyghe relations. 
Russian expansion invariably carried a missionary dimension — the promotion of Russian 
Orthodoxy — though religion was ultimately secondary to imperial strategic interests. 
Kabarda, with its clearly stratified aristocratic society, exemplified a successful Russian 
approach of co-opting local élites: Kabardian princes and their descendants were absorbed 
into the Russian nobility. This strategy proved considerably less effective with more 
egalitarian peoples such as the Chechens, the Ingush, and many other Circassian tribes, as 
well as the peoples of Dagestan. 

By the eighteenth century, the Adyghe occupied an extensive territory stretching from the 
mouth of the Kuban along the Black Sea coast to the Psou River, and from the northern 
slopes of the Caucasus range to Ossetia. In the first half of the nineteenth century, according 
to data compiled by the Russian officer Novitsky, the Adyghe population stood at 
approximately 1,082,000 (1830), divided among numerous tribal subdivisions including the 
Shapsugh, Abadzekh, Natukhay, Temirgoy, Bzhedugh, Hatukay, Besleney, Egerukay, 
Makhosh, and Kabardey. As Russian forces advanced southward, the Adyghe-inhabited 
territory contracted sharply, shrinking to approximately 180,000 square kilometres by the 
1830s. 

The Russo-Caucasian War — waged with mounting intensity from the 1760s through to its 
conclusion in 1864 — ended in the complete military defeat of the Adyghe. The aftermath 
was catastrophic: in what constitutes one of the largest forced displacements in modern 
history, an estimated one and a half million Circassians were expelled from or compelled to 
abandon their ancestral homeland in an exodus to the Ottoman Empire. As Henze described 
it, this was "one of the greatest mass movements of population in modern history" (Henze, 
1986). The Russian census of 1897 recorded only approximately 150,000 Circassians 
remaining in their homeland — fewer than one tenth of the pre-war population. By the 1860s, 
a mere 5 per cent of the Adyghe remained in their historical territories. 

Note: The question of whether these events constitute genocide is a matter of ongoing scholarly and 
political debate. As of 2026, several national parliaments have officially recognised the Circassian 
expulsion and mass killing of 1864 as genocide. 
Following the end of the Caucasian War, the Northwest Caucasus remained under Russian 
military occupation until 1867. On 21 March 1888, Tsar Alexander III approved a new 
administrative statute establishing the Kuban and Tersk regions and Chernomorskaya 
Province, which abolished existing civil institutions and imposed a Cossack 
military-administrative structure, explicitly excluding the indigenous mountain peoples from 
governance. 



The Soviet Period and the Question of Language 
Prior to the Russian Revolution, the Circassians had existed as a broadly undifferentiated 
people, albeit with only a nascent sense of consolidated national identity. Soviet nationality 
policy fundamentally reorganised this situation by dividing the Adyghe into separate 
administrative-territorial units under distinct ethnic designations. Three autonomous 
republics were created for Circassian titular nations: 

Republic Circassian Designation Circassian 
share (2021 
census) 

Republic of Adygea Adyghe c. 23% 

Republic of Kabardino-Balkaria Kabardian (Kabardins) c. 57% 

Republic of Karachay-Cherkessia Cherkess  / Abazin c. 12%  / c.  8.1% 

​
Source: Russian Census, 2021. The total Circassian population in the Russian Federation across all 
four officially recognised Adyghe groups (Adyghe, Kabardians, Cherkess, and Shapsugs) stood at 
751,487 according to the 2021 census.​
 
Soviet language policy in this period followed a populist approach to standardisation, 
producing two separate literary languages: western Circassian (Adyghe) for the western 
tribes, and eastern Circassian (Kabardian) for the Kabardians and Cherkess, with distinct 
alphabets devised for each. In the first two decades of Soviet rule, considerable progress 
was achieved in language planning and the promotion of mother-tongue education. 
However, from the late 1930s onward, Soviet policy shifted decisively in favour of Russian. 
In 1938, Russian was decreed a compulsory subject in all Soviet schools. During the final 
decades of the Soviet Union, the promotion of Russian as the language of a new 
supra-ethnic sovetsky narod (Soviet People) became the paramount objective of language 
policy, and Circassian — in both its varieties — was progressively phased out of schools as 
a medium of instruction (Kreindler, 1982, 1989, 1995). 

A Shapsugh autonomous area had been briefly established in the 1920s but was abolished 
in 1941. In recent decades, the approximately 10,000 Shapsugh Circassians of the Black 
Sea coast have campaigned actively for the restoration of this autonomy. 

The Republic of Adygea: Statehood and Contemporary 
Governance 
The revival of the Adyghe people as a recognised political community began with the 
formation of the Circassian (Adyghean) Autonomous Region on 21 July 1922. In 1936, by 
order of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee, the capital of Adygea was relocated 
from Krasnodar to Maykop. On 5 October 1991, the Republic of Adygea was formally 
proclaimed as a constituent republic of the Russian Federation. Its new status was legalised 
by the RSFSR Supreme Soviet's passage of Law No. 1535-1 of 3 July 1991, transforming 
the Adyghean Autonomous Region into the Soviet Socialist Republic of Adygea. Elections to 
the first Supreme Soviet of the Republic were held in December 1991. Aslan Alievich 
Dzharimov was elected as the Republic's first president in January 1992, and Adam 
Khuseinovich Tleuzh became the first chairman of the Supreme Soviet in March 1992. The 
Constitution of the Republic of Adygea was approved by the Legislative Assembly (Khase) 
on 10 March 1995. 



Despite nominal statehood, the position of Circassians within their own titular republic 
remains demographically precarious. According to the 2021 Russian census, ethnic 
Russians constitute the majority of Adygea's population (approximately 57.9 per cent), whilst 
Adyghe comprise approximately 23 per cent. Circassians hold titular-nation status but wield 
limited real autonomy, with political authority substantially concentrated in Moscow. 

The Circassian Diaspora: Scale and Distribution 
Ethnographers characterise the modern Adyghe as a dispersed nation. The overwhelming 
majority of persons of Circassian descent live outside the historical homeland; estimates of 
the global Circassian diaspora range from approximately five to seven million, though 
precise figures are difficult to establish due to high rates of assimilation, particularly in 
Türkiye, and the absence of ethnic registration in Muslim-majority communities. The table 
below summarises current estimates for the principal diaspora communities: 

Country / Territory Estimated Population 

Türkiye 1.5–3 million (see note) 

Jordan 100,000–170,000 

Syria 40,000–100,000 
(pre-Civil War est. 
~100,000; significantly 
reduced) 

Russia (all republics) 751,487 (2021 census) 

Germany c. 40,000 

United States c. 25,000 

Saudi Arabia c. 23,000 

Iraq c. 34,000 

Egypt c. 50,000 

Libya c. 35,000 

Israel 4,000–5,000 

Iran 5,000–50,000 

Netherlands c. 2,000 

United Kingdom c. 1,000 

Note on Türkiye: Estimates vary enormously, from approximately 1.5 million to over 6 million, owing to 
high rates of assimilation and the absence of ethnic registration. Some estimates, when inclusive of 
related Abkhazian and Abazin communities, reach 6–7 million. The figure of 1.5–3 million ethnic-core 
Circassians with maintained cultural identity is most commonly cited in academic literature. Sources: 
Russian Census 2021; Wikipedia (Circassians, Circassian diaspora); BESA Center, 2024; 
21mayis.org. 
The largest diaspora communities were settled in Ottoman territories following the 
expulsions of 1864 and subsequent decades. In Türkiye, an estimated 600 Circassian 
villages survive in central and western Anatolia. The Jordanian community, though smaller in 
absolute terms, occupies a uniquely privileged position: three seats in the Jordanian 
parliament are constitutionally reserved for Circassians, reflecting their historical role as a 
loyal imperial garrison community. Some 17 per cent of Jordanian Circassians are reported 



to still speak Adyghe, representing one of the stronger rates of language retention outside 
the Russian republics. 

The Syrian Civil War (from 2011) significantly disrupted the Syrian Circassian community, 
which had numbered approximately 100,000 before the conflict. Many emigrated to Türkiye 
and European countries. Attempts by the authorities of Kabardino-Balkaria and Adygea to 
organise repatriation of Syrian Circassians to the North Caucasus were suppressed by 
central Russian authorities. 

In Israel, approximately 4,000–5,000 Circassians reside principally in the villages of Kfar 
Kama in the Galilee and Rehaniya, many of whom are of Shapsugh origin. New diaspora 
communities have emerged in Western Europe — notably Germany — and in the United 
States (concentrated in New Jersey and California), primarily through secondary migration 
from Türkiye and the Middle East since the late 1960s. 

Post-Soviet Revival and Contemporary Identity Politics 
The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 produced a significant intensification of Circassian 
national consciousness, both within Russia and across the global diaspora. Circassian 
communities worldwide have forged new links and organisational networks; the International 
Association of Circassian Peoples has convened world congresses in which diaspora 
delegations — including from Israel — have played an active role. Key issues on the 
contemporary Circassian agenda include the revitalisation of the Adyghe and Kabardian 
languages in both Russia and the diaspora; the desirability of developing a common 
supradialectal literary standard; and the question of a return to the Latin alphabet, which 
many regard as both more phonetically suited to the language and less politically loaded 
than the Cyrillic script imposed in the Soviet period. 

The question of the Circassian genocide — the mass expulsion and killing of 1864 — has 
emerged as an increasingly prominent issue in international politics, particularly in the 
context of Russia's hosting of the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, which stands on the site of 
the last major battle of the Caucasian War. A growing number of national legislatures have 
recognised the events of 1864 as genocide, and Circassian civil society organisations 
continue to advocate for broader international recognition. 

Within Russia, Circassian political demands remain constrained by federal authority. The 
aspiration to unite the three Adyghe-inhabited republics into a single administrative entity — 
encompassing Adygea, Kabardino-Balkaria, and the Cherkess and Abazin districts of 
Karachay-Cherkessia — is discussed in Circassian civil society but has gained no traction at 
the official level. The 2021 Russian census recorded an increase in self-declarations as 
Circassian (as distinct from the sub-group designations of Adyghe, Kabardian, or Cherkess), 
interpreted by scholars as evidence of a growing pan-Circassian ethnic consciousness, 
albeit one operating under significant political constraints. 

Conclusion 
The Circassians represent one of the most dramatic cases of forced demographic dispersal 
in the modern era. A people with a continuous history in the Northwest Caucasus stretching 
back to at least the third millennium BC — and with a cultural tradition of extraordinary 
resilience, expressed above all through the Adyghe Xabze and the Circassian languages — 
were reduced by Russian imperial conquest to a remnant population in their homeland, 
whilst millions were scattered across the Ottoman Empire and beyond. The contemporary 
Circassian story is one of diaspora communities striving to maintain language and cultural 
identity across generations and continents, of small republics navigating an asymmetrical 
relationship with the Russian federal centre, and of a transnational people increasingly 
connected by shared historical memory and the digital networks of the twenty-first century. 
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