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Cultural Identity and the People of the North Caucasus 

 

 

 

 

Brandon Alan Pressley, M.A. 
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Supervisor:  Thomas J. Garza 

 
During Soviet Russia, there was an active policy of forced assimilation of 

minorities into one cultural identity: Russian.  This loss of cultural identity came in 
many forms of resettlement, deportation, discriminatory language policies and 
economic practices.    All of these policies and actions led to large groups of 
people from the North Caucasus giving up their unique cultural identity and 
adopting the Russian cultural identity.  Many of the policies and actions of the 
Soviet Union reflected the actions of the United States during the forced 
assimilation process of the Native Americans.  Throughout this process of losing 
their cultural identity, the people of the North Caucasus could have maintained 
their unique cultural identity at home or in the local school system, but chose not 
to for various reasons.  This choice to shed their own cultural identity and adopt 
the Russian identity has had detrimental effect s on the region and some cultures 
are on the brink of extinction.  Not all the people of the North Caucasus willingly 
assimilated and accepted the Russian way of life; the Chechens have fought the 
Russians since their first excursion into the North Caucasus and continue to fight 
to this day for independence and freedom.  
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Introduction 

The geographic area of the North Caucasus is the area north and including the 

Greater Caucasian Mountains and it is bordered by Georgia to the south, the 

Black Sea to the west, the Caspian Sea to the east and it is the southernmost 

portion of the Russian Federation and covers approximately thirty two thousand 

square miles.  The region encompasses the Russian republics of Dagestan, 

Chechnya, Ingushetia, North Ossetia, and Kabardino-Balkaria and is inhabited by 

approximately five million people.  Between the North and South runs the 

mythical Greater Caucasian mountain range which includes Europe‟s highest 

mountain, Mount Elbrus.  To the east, the Caucasus region is bordered by the 

natural resource rich Caspian Sea and to the west the strategically important 

Black Sea with its connection to the Aegean Sea and beyond.  With Stalin acting 

as Lenin‟s Commissar of Nationalities, they began dismantling the structure of 

the North Caucasus and when they were finished, the North Caucasus was 

divided into seven ethnic republics, regions, and districts.  Each area was 

nominally autonomous and no one nationality dominated any of the areas.  

(Karny, XVIII) 
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Figure 1: The Caucasus Region. Map. The United States Department of State. 

University of Texas Libraries. 1994 
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Figure 2: Chechnya. Map. University of Texas Library. 1995. 

 

 The area of the North Caucasus has been populated for thousands of 

years and because of the rugged terrain associated with the Greater Caucasian 

mountain range, the diversity of the people in this area is great.  This large 

number of people in one area has led to some intermingling of cultures, but until 
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1784 when the Russians began their advance into the North Caucasus, the 

cultural identities of the people remained distinct.  (Karny, 2000)  After 1784 

people of the North Caucasus began intermingling with their new Russian 

occupiers and the demographics of the Caucasus began to change to a more 

mixed society of native people and Russians.  (Karny, 2000)  After the fall of 

Imperial Russia and the rise of the Soviet Union, the cultural identities of the 

people of the North Caucasus began to decline.   

 During Soviet times, ethnicities of all kinds were discriminated 

against, but the people of the North Caucasus bore the brunt of the ethnic 

policies of the Soviet Union.  The Soviet Union many different forced methods on 

the peoples of the North Caucasus to force assimilation onto them: forced 

resettlement, deportation, economic and social discrimination and loss of native 

language.  (Suny & Martin, 2001)  These attempts at forced assimilation worked 

for many of the people of the North Caucasus; those that chose to assimilate to 

Russian culture and lose their unique cultural identity.  Those that chose not to 

assimilate were further discriminated against and forced to change their name, or 

refused admittance into the Communist Party.  Many of the techniques used by 

the Soviet Union parallel methods used by the United States in the forced 

assimilation of the Native Americans.  All of these methods were very effective in 

forcing assimilation onto the people of the North Caucasus, but the fact remains 

they still had a choice.  To fully assimilate and completely lose their cultural 

identity, or partially assimilate and maintain contact with their native culture at 

home through spoken language, instruction and locally trained teachers; these 

were the choices given to the people of the North Caucasus and they chose to 
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assimilate to the Russian culture and willfully gave up their unique cultural 

identity.  Not all cultures willfully gave up their identity.  The Chechens continue 

to fight for their independence and culture to this day.  What makes the 

Chechens so special?  Why do they continue the fight in the face of ethnic 

cleansing?  Through this paper I will show how the people of the North Caucasus 

gave up their cultural identity for personal betterment and how the techniques 

used by the Soviet Union mirror those used in the United States to remove and 

assimilate the Native Americans.  Finally I will discuss the Chechen case and 

why they continue to fight for their freedom. 
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Chapter 1:  Ethnicity 

In ethnography and the study of people, the designations attributed to 

groups of people have been narrowing over time.  In the early 20th century 

anthropological discourse, people were divided by race; Caucasoid, Negroid 

Mongoloid and Austroloid.  This division of people cast such a wide net and was 

wrongly identifying people that it was eventually scrapped and scientists began 

identifying people by their ethnicity.  Ethnicity is still in use today and it is 

successfully being used to identify people around the world and it provides a 

much more detailed categorization of the world.   

Anthony Smith outlined six components of what he calls ethnie: a 
collective name, a common myth of descent, a shared history, a distinctive 
shared culture, and association with a specific territory, a sense of 
solidarity. (Smith, 1971)   
 

Smith continues on and identifies four conditions that are necessary for ethnic 

consolidation: “territory, struggle with enemies, religion, and sense of 

chosenness.    

Another item that is seen as key for Smith is the central role of religious 

traditions and distinctive priesthoods and rites in maintaining ethnic identity, 

including the role of sacred languages and scripts.” (Smith, 1971)  This definition 

of ethnicity fits well with the topic I would like to discuss as an identifier of people, 

specifically the peoples of the North Caucasus, but ethnicity is not something that 

can be changed.  A Chechen person can change his name, move to a Moscow, 

speak only Russian, and act as a native Muscovite.  This Chechen has changed 
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many cultural traits that would define him as ethnically Chechen, but it is 

impossible to change them all and in turn it is impossible to change a person‟s 

ethnic identity.  What I propose is this Chechen did not change his ethnicity, but 

his cultural identity.  A person‟s cultural identity can be forced upon a people by a 

conquering nation or as I will show in the following pages, it, can be changed by 

a rational decision of that person or people for numerous reasons.   

Another way a person loses their cultural identity is through hybridization.  

Cultural hybridity is simply the mixing of cultures into a new hybrid form.  It takes 

bits and pieces of each or many cultures and creates a new cultural identity for 

the individual, or in the case of the North Caucasus, the mixing of many nations 

into a new type of Russian culture.  Hybridization of the local cultures often 

includes loss of connection with their territorial lands as well as regional 

traditions.  Youth, especially of the people of the North Caucasus, assimilated 

into Russian life causing a hybridization of their culture.  The speed at which this 

change happened formed a rift in the culture that spans only one generation.  

(Burke, 2009)  It is not uncommon for the parents to speak their native language 

and the children of these parents to only speak Russian.  This loss of language, 

which is pointed out by Anthony Smith as a key identifier in culture and ethnicity, 

was only lost in one generation.  This loss of language does not have to be 

permanent.  Simple solutions such as learning and maintaining the mother 

tongue at home, text books paid for by the community to be used in school and 
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city and local governments using only their native language in advertisement and 

intra-city notifications. 

Of the five million people located in the North Caucasus region, there are 

a wide variety of cultural identities.  In Dagestan, the most populous and largest 

region, there are more than 30 languages spoken in a country with approximately 

half of the population of the whole North Caucasus.  (Wood, 16)  There were 

many political policies that aided in the vast amounts of cultural identity in the 

North Caucasus, but another major factor is the terrain.  More accurately, the 

wide variety of languages and cultures can be attributed to the harsh terrain that 

separates the people.  One nation could live on one side of a mountain, speak 

one language and have one culture, and on the other side of the mountain is a 

distinct nation with its own distinct language and culture and they cannot even 

communicate with each other.  (Karny, 2000)  This is a result of the severity of 

the terrain.  The high, steep mountains and wide valleys kept the nations apart, 

but also allowed each tribe to develop independent of each other.  The 

impassable terrain also allowed each nation to survive military incursions over 

the centuries by not only the Russians but Persians, Turks, the Uzbeks under 

Tamerlane.  (Wood, 12)  The people simply evacuated the plains and took 

shelter in the mountains and began a waiting game.  This waiting game lasted 

until the mid nineteenth century when Russian military technology finally caught 

up to the tactics and they were able to force the highlanders out of the mountains 

and into assimilation or death.     
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 The history of the region, the length of time man has inhabited the region, 

and the rugged terrain have developed over time a wide variety of cultural 

identities and ethnicities in one small area, roughly the size of South Carolina.  

Linguistically, a local legend attempts to explain where there are so many 

languages in one area.  “An Arab legend ascribed it all to the narrowness of 

mountain passages: God‟s mule, which was carrying a pouch of languages to be 

distributed worldwide, stumbled on one of those treacherous paths, the sack 

opened wide, and the languages were scattered all over and remained there for 

posterity.” (Karny, XVI) 
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Figure 3: Ethno linguistic map of the Caucasus.  Showing the variety as well as 
density of languages in the area  (Ethno linguistic Map of the Caucasus. Map. 
University of Texas Library. 1995) 
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The area of the North Caucasus has been populated for thousands of 

years.  There is archeological data that places man in the region as far back as 

100,000 BC with ancient cave dwellings and some scientists will even claim the 

Caucus region is the cradle of civilization, not the Middle East.  The history of the 

region is written in the memories of its inhabitants, and the people of the North 

Caucasus are all amateur historians. The memory of the people of the north 

Caucasus is both a blessing and a curse for them.  Their memory is not framed 

by decades or by recent events, their memories are developed over the course of 

hundreds of years and many generations.  Their memory keeps the culture alive 

and the current generation aware of their history, but their memory is a curse as 

well because the people of the North Caucasus never forget a slight or an 

invader from centuries ago and are often incapable of forgiveness.  The people 

of the North Caucasus have a talent for holding grudges for hundreds of years 

and not being able to forgive without blood being spilled.  Blood feuds are a 

peculiarity of the North Caucasus that requires a family member to enact revenge 

on a member of another family or tribe because there was a perceived slight or 

dishonorable action against them or their family.  (Karny, XXII)  The revenge can 

take the shape of many actions, but more often than not, they end in bloodshed.   

Joseph Stalin was Georgian and it is said that “he was in the habit of 

killing not only his opponents, but also their offspring, because he assumed they 

would one day seek revenge.” (Karny, XXII)  In more recent times these blood 

feuds have been used by Jihadist groups to create women suicide bombers 
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called “Shahidki,” or “Black Widows.”  These Shahidki are widows of Chechen 

men killed in the war with Russia and trained as assassins and suicide bombers 

with the idea that they are fulfilling their mandatory blood feud and enacting 

revenge upon the people that took their husbands.  The Shahidkи first made their 

deadly appearance in limited numbers in 2000, but rose to worldwide recognition 

in October of 2002 during the Moscow theater hostage crisis.  More recently, 

Shahidkas have claimed responsibility for the Moscow subway bombings in 

March of 2010. 

There have been several attempts at defining everybody in the Caucasus, 

but all have failed due to individual characteristics that cannot be brought to the 

universal basis.  During the Soviet Union, the names that we associate with the 

people of the north Caucasus, for example: Circassians, Lezgins and Tatars 

were applied liberally and improperly to groups of the North Caucasus, but 

because the policies were directed from the government, they remain today.  

(Karny, XVII)  During the first Chechen war, there was a movement to label all 

people of Ingushetia, Dagestan and Chechnya as Vaihakh, which simply means 

people of Nakh.  (Tishkov, 198)  The people of Nakh also encompassed the 

Georgians, but this is another example of selective memory by the people of the 

North Caucasus.  During the 1990‟s there was a movement to rename all the 

people of the mountains, Circassian.  This was a movement not based on 

ethnicity, but on terrain.  According to the leaders of this movement, a person‟s 

individual cultural identity was not as important as being a mountaineer, or simply 
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a person of the mountains.  Yo‟av Karny describes it best in his book, 

Highlanders, A Journey to the Caucasus: 

Theirs was the notion that even if people share few genes, they may still 
share a destiny; that perceptions need not be dictated by hereditary 
factors or cultural predisposition but could be affected by the temperature 
outside, or the thinness of the air one breathes, or the height of trees or 
their absence.  Theirs was the notion that altitude shapes attitude. (Karny, 
XII) 
 
The Soviets were obsessed with nationality and cultural identity.  It was 

law that every person officially registers their nationality and once registered, it 

was impossible to change.  Certain nationalities received better treatment than 

others, and some were just outright persecuted.  During my travels through the 

former Soviet Union from 2008-2009,  I found this obsession with nationality has 

not changed, and in the case of the North Caucasus, it has intensified as 

everyone is asserting their ethnic identity and in some cases using it to attempt to 

assert control over another ethnicity.  Under the Soviet ethnic system, it was 

supposed to be a system of “multiethnic Soviet system” where there are not any 

individual cultural identities, only Soviet citizens.  

The Circassians are just one of the many cultural identities in the North 

Caucasus that lost their identity and I will now outline how they came to be under 

Russian rule.  The Circassians were some of the most renowned warriors of the 

Caucasus and for centuries have fought gallantly.  The label Circassian is a 

nation name comprising multiple peoples; most notably, the Shapshug, Ubykh 

and Kabardins.  (Karny, XVII)  Even when most of their neighbors in the 
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Caucasus were being shipped to Central Asia for their purported assistance of 

the Nazi‟s, Joseph Stalin himself saved the Kabardins from deportation by 

removing them from the deportation order that deported the Ingush, Chechens 

and Karachi.  Joseph Stalin is reported to have respected the Circassian fighting 

spirit so much that he refused to have them deported.  (Karny, 21)  The 

Kabardins are the most numerous of all the people and the only tribe of the 

Circassians that holds a population majority in the autonomous republic of 

Kabardino-Balkaria.  During the Georgian civil war, many nationalities of the 

North Caucasus joined the Abkhaz in their fight against the Georgians.   No other 

nationality came in larger numbers than the Circassians.  The Circassians are 

distant blood relatives of the Abkhaz and the war gave them a reason to 

reinvigorate their warrior spirit.  (Mirsky, 72)  But war or no war, the Circassians 

are half the warriors they once were due to the passive role they took during the 

course of 130 years of Russian rule, their nation does not have the fighting spirit 

that it once had.  During their time under Russian rule, the Circassian culture 

remained, but due to intermarriage, the desire for upward mobility and 

assimilation, their warrior spirit, which is the heart of their culture, is gone and will 

not soon return.  Since the Kabardins enjoy a majority position in the Circassian 

culture, approximately half a million, they bear the brunt of the responsibility for 

the downfall of the Circassian nation.  During Russian expansion, Kabardins 

refused to fight for their land and submitted to the Russians and have become 

both willing participants and passive observers of the expansion of Russia 
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through the Caucasus.  In return, they have been rewarded with land, their own 

autonomous republic and at one point even provided Ivan the Terrible with a 

wife, Altynjan.  (Karny, 19)  In 1957 Kabardins celebrated their 400th anniversary 

of a voluntary union of the Russian empire. 

The case of the Circassians was repeated throughout the North Caucasus 

and the loss of cultural identity is still ongoing in many places.  Due to the small 

area and large number of differing cultural identities in the North Caucasus, the 

emergence of a cultural hybrid is the best a dying culture can hope for now.  The 

high level of economic dependence on Russia ensures the coming generations 

will have to speak Russian and assimilate at least a little bit in order to operate in 

the Russian environment.  This minimal assimilation into the Russian culture 

does not mean that a person needs to completely throw off their native culture, 

but until there is enough social will to save their dying cultures, a cultural hybrid is 

the next best thing. 
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Chapter 2:  Ethnic Policies of the Soviet Union 

Ethnic polices in the Caucasus were not solely developed during the 

Soviet Union; Imperial Russia had long sought to bring the Caucasus under 

imperial control and it began during the reign of Ivan the Terrible in 1554 when 

freed serfs began moving in the Caucasus and took the Turkish word for “free 

man” as their name; the Cossacks. (Wood, p19)  Russian interest in the area 

again peaked during the reign of Catherine the Great when in 1784 the Russian 

incursion into the region was temporarily halted by the Chechen folk hero, Sheikh 

Mansur.  (Wood, 2007) Again, in the early 1800s, Russia embarked on a war to 

pacify the Caucasus.  The Caucasian War was waged off and on again from 

1816-1859 when the Russians finally brought the mountain people under the 

control of the Tsar.   

 Under Soviet law, the Bolshevik “scientific” method for determining the 

status of a nationality had several criteria and if all the criteria were met, then 

they were considered a nation, but if even one of the criteria was not met, then 

that nationality was not considered a fully fledged nation and not eligible for self-

determination.  The method was developed by Joseph Stalin as the Commissar 

of Nationalities and stated “a nation is a historically evolved community of 

language, territory, economic life, and psychological makeup manifested in a 

community of culture.”  (Karny, 55) 

The Soviet system of categorizing ethnicities became known as 

“ethnogenesis.”  This policy of ethnogenesis is completely responsible for the 



 17 

creation of the independent country of Moldova in June of 1940.  The Soviets 

declared that the Moldovans were ethnically different than their neighboring 

Romanians, and established a small part of Ukraine as Moldova.  According to 

the Romanians, the creation of Moldova was concocted in order to spur a 

Communist uprising in Romania, but the Soviets declared that they are simply 

protecting their Soviet citizens where ever they may be geographically located.  

(Suny and Martin, 2001) 

In addition to the use of the concept of ethnogenesis, the Soviets applied 

a system of determining if an ethnicity actually existed and what land or political 

claims they have called “the inception of nations.”  This theory required that all 

ethnicities prove their existence to the state through historical and linguistic proof.  

Without this hard evidence, people could not obtain historical claim of land, nor 

political representation.  (Karny, 137)  This requirement to prove a nation‟s 

ancestry led to some of the most egregious misrepresentations of history, or just 

plain making history up to fit a certain need.  During Soviet times, historians often 

rewrote the history of the area to show a longer Russian presence in the area 

and downplay any nationalistic ideas and stressed the “fact” that the region 

voluntarily joined the Russian empire.   

Eric Hobsbawm and Jacob Talmon, two of the greatest historians of 
European nationalism, have shown how the intellectual elites of small 
nations often conspired not merely to embellish the past but actually to 
invent it from whole cloth, resorting not only to manipulation and half-truths 
but to outright forgery. (Karny, 81)   
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This fabrication of history was used to further placate the masses and 

even ethnic historians of the region would revise history to match the “official 

version.”  I contest that these ethnic historians did just as much to damage the 

culture as the Soviet government because these were the versions that were 

taught in the schools and they were in direct conflict with the historical versions 

being told at home.  This confusion of history led to an unclear picture of what 

was the true history; therefore causing confusion amongst the young and a lack 

of desire to find out the truth led to simply shunning their culture and history and 

assimilation occurred.  

During the 1920s, ethnicity was used by Stalin in the great De-

Kulakization campaign to rid the countryside of “rich peasants” that were 

repressing the working peasants and standing in the way of collectivization.  

(Suny, 240)  In the North Caucasus the Terek Cossacks were hit extremely hard 

by the de-kulakization campaign because during the times of Imperial Russia, the 

Cossacks served as a personal army of the Tsar and were used to maintain 

peace within the borders of Russia and also to expand the borders of Russia all 

the way to the Pacific Ocean.  The Terek Cossacks were the main fighting force 

against the Chechens and the mountain people during Russian expansion into 

the region and a majority of the Terek Cossacks are ethnic Ossetians.  The 

exploits of the Terek Cossacks were made famous in Leo Tolstoy‟s novel 

Cossacks.  No other group strikes as much fear into a Russian as a Cossack.  

During the Tsarist times, land was awarded to the Cossacks for their faithful 
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service to the crown and the Terek Cossacks were no different and they were 

wealthy land owners.  (Karny, 33)  During the civil war after the Bolshevik 

revolution, the Cossacks remained loyal to the Tsar and fought with the Whites 

and many Cossack nations became White strong points or holdouts and Stalin 

never forgot how the Cossacks fought on the side of the Whites.  (Thompson, 

161)  During the de-kulakization campaign, the Cossacks were targeted because 

of their wealth and because of their economic allegiance to the Tsar during the 

revolution.  Not only were the rich Cossacks killed or removed from the land, the 

poor Cossacks that maintained their fighting spirit and resisted collectivization 

were also targeted and killed or deported.  According to local records, during the 

de-kulakizaiton and collectivization process, it is estimated that thirty seven 

thousand Cossacks were slaughtered and over one third of the Terek Cossack 

population was either killed or deported.  (Karny, 39)  As a final insult, all of the 

Terek Cossack lands were given to the Chechens, their enemies from Russian 

Expansion.  In 1920, leaflets were distributed to Red Army soldiers in Ukraine 

urging the wholesale liquidation of Cossacks by “fire and sword.” (Karny, 41)  

Even the great Cossacks eventually gave up their identity to the Russians.  They 

were eventually disarmed, forced to live on non-native land and continuously 

persecuted during the Soviet times for their ethnicity and history of support for 

the Tsar of Russia.  Today, the Cossacks are reasserting themselves and are 

attempting to form another all Cossack army.  The great Cossack army that once 
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struck fear into all Russian‟s hearts is now another nation attempting to reassert 

its once great military prowess. (Karny, 120) 

Land has continuously been used as a weapon against the mountain 

people.  Under Tsarist Russia, land was given as a prize for bringing people 

under the control of the Tsar.  In the Caucasus, the Cossacks were awarded land 

for their contributions for bringing Kabardins under the control of the Tsar.  

During WWII, especially 1943-1944, Stalin forcefully deported four Caucasian 

nations from their lands.  Most notably was the Chechen deportation in 1944.  

Between the Chechen and Inguish deportation, it is estimated that between 1.4 

and 1.7 million people were deported from the North Caucasus to Central Asia. 

(Cohen and Deng, 233) During the deportation, the numbers were approximately 

450,000 deportees, but during Khrushchev‟s de-Stalinization policies in 1956, the 

real number of deportees began to be known and the numbers rose dramatically 

to current day accepted levels.  (Cohen and Deng, 241) 

Even today, land disputes between nations continue to divide the people.  

During Stalinist Russia, taking a nation‟s land and giving it to another was 

another method of control.  The changing of environment led to large changes in 

lifestyles for these nations and many just could not adapt to their new lifestyles 

and they died off.  This constant changing of lands is at the heart of many inter-

ethnic struggles in the North Caucasus and continues as a point of contention 

between nations as they attempt to assert control of their “native lands.”  But 

asserting control over a nation‟s “native lands” is proving difficult as often times 
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the nation attempting to assert control is the minority in the region and even 

though they may have historical ties to the land, they have not legal ties or 

majority status that gives them the right to control the land.  For example, the 

Shapsug in the Lazarovskoe region is attempting to turn that region into a semi-

autonomous Shapsug national district where the ruling elite would be Shapsug.  

The problem with this rational is that in the Lazarovskoe region, the Shapsug 

constitute less than one seventh of the population.  (Karny, 11)  How can a 

nation of only one seventh the population of the region believe they can be the 

ruling class?  That is the mindset of the people of the North Caucasus.  Their 

memory is not rooted so much in today‟s history as it is in yesterday‟s.  

Ethnic policies of the Soviet Union often pitted one nation against another 

for control of land.  In the case of the Kumyks and the Laks of Daghestan, this 

ethnic problem was solely the result of the ethnic policies of the Soviet Union and 

this conflict eventually spilled over and involved the Chechens as well.  The 

Soviet Union began moving tribes out of the mountains and building villages for 

them in the valleys and in areas more accessible for the Soviet forces.  This 

mass movement from the mountains brought cohabitation of tribes that had 

never lived together.  Schools were built, families intermarried and eventually the 

Kumyk language was forgotten and Russian was the only language available.  

The Laks were resettled in the Kumyk traditional lands and the Kumyks were 

forced to make room for them, but not all the Laks were able to conform to their 

new lowland lifestyle and up to one-quarter of the population died during the 
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resettlement process.  (Karny, 95)  The resettlement policy of the former Soviet 

Union is a direct reflection of the ethnic policies of the time and was completely 

controlled by the government.  (Cohen and Deng, 243)  Unfortunately for the Lak 

people, the forced resettlement put them on a collision course not only with the 

Kumyk people, but the Chechens as well.  After the deportation of the Chechen 

population to Central Asia, the Laks were resettled into their recently vacated 

land.  In 1991 the deported Chechens were allowed to return to their homeland 

and by government authority allowed to displace the people currently living on 

their traditional lands, including the Laks.  Uprisings began in Novia Lakia and 

eventually two generations of Lak people were forced once again from their 

homeland.  This put the Kumyk people on edge and they expected to lose more 

territory to the Laks.  (Karny, 95)  Even after the fall of the Soviet Union, their 

ethnic policies continue to cause unrest. 

In the North Caucasus, there are a multitude of different languages 

spoken, but only one common language.  According to Anthony Smith, 

maintaining a sacred language is a key aspect to maintain one‟s cultural identity.  

(Smith, 1971)  The loss of language was a major factor in the loss of cultural 

identity for many of the people of the North Caucasus.  Russian was the linga 

franca of the Soviet Union and it was the only language taught in school.  If a 

non-ethnic Russian wanted to speak his native language, he had to learn it at 

home, or in their native villages.  This linga franca was troublesome for non-

ethnic Russians because the only way you could get a job, work in the 
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Communist Party, or advance in society was to speak Russian and assimilate.  

(Karny, 2000) So, for the dream of social advancement, or due to lack of interest, 

native languages died as a result of the language policies of the Soviet Union.  

For example, the Ubykh people, relatives of the Shapsug were once a great 

warring nation against the Russians, but it only took ninety years to completely 

eradicate their identity as well as their language.  As of forty years ago, only 

sixteen known people in Turkey still speak Ubykh and the number is dropping.  

(Karny, 64)  Another factor in the loss of language was the proximity of peoples 

to each other after Stalin‟s resettlement campaign.  Laks and Kumyks lived in 

close proximity and often intermarried, same with the Dargins and Lezgins for 

example.  Once these people intermarried, the families chose to speak Russian 

amongst themselves as well as with their children instead of raising bilingual 

children and maintaining the cultural identity of their heritage. Therefore the 

children of mixed marriages spoke exclusively Russian and the school system in 

the areas did not have the money, or the time to teach multiple languages to 

children who were only interested in studying Russian.    

After the fall of the Soviet Union, native languages were allowed to be 

taught in Russian schools, but only on a voluntary basis and there was no 

government money given for textbooks or training of teachers.  These materials 

had to come from the community.  In most cases the community opted not to pay 

for the textbooks and training, and in some cases, there was nobody able to 

speak the language left in order to teach it.  These are incidents that could have 
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been avoided if there was enough social will in the community.  The community 

could have raised the money to pay for the textbooks, but the desire was not 

there.  It was simply easier to learn Russian and live like a Russian.  The lack of 

social will and funding is another instance where teaching the language and 

culture at home would have been a much cheaper and easier method of 

continuing the ethnicity, but the collective people decided not to.  According to 

the Shapsug people, over 40 percent of their children cannot speak Shapsug.  

(Karny, 70) 

A person‟s ethnicity during the Soviet Union was nearly as important as a 

person‟s political affiliation.  As I will demonstrate, the political system of the 

Soviet Union was designed around ethnic identity.  The entire system of 

establishing states, okrug or republics was based on one simple rule, divide and 

rule.  They were established to maintain just enough ethnic tension so that there 

would be peace, and on the surface look like a multicultural society.  There were 

fifteen Union-republics, twenty autonomous republics or national okrugi or 

autonomous okrugi.  This system was not based on geographic lines, historical 

divisions, or even economic lines, it was simply to provide an ethnic hierarchy 

and maintain control.  As Georgiy Mirsky describes the system: 

 At the bottom of the ladder, more than fifty ethnic groups had no official 
statehood at all.  Those were the smallest groups that could easily be 
ignored; their very existence was, although in a minor way, a source of 
satisfaction to the others, those standing just a notch higher and having 
the lowest degree of statehood-a constant reminder that there was 
somebody even lower than you.  At the top, there was a “super-ethos”-the 
Russians, the big brother, the leading nation. (Mirsky, 6) 
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As Georgiy Mirsky describes in his book On Ruins of Empire, even the 

leadership hierarchy of the political system was designed to maintain the 

appearance of ethnic balance.  The leader of the republic was called the First 

Secretary, and his second in charge was the Second Secretary.  The title Third 

Secretary was rarely used and the person was often called the Secretary of the 

Central or oblast or town committee.  The First Secretary of the republic was 

without a doubt the leader of the republic and he was almost always from the 

titular group in the republic.  The appointment of local ethnic leaders painted a 

rosy picture of the Soviet Union as being a place that nationality doesn‟t matter; a 

place where everybody is a Soviet citizen.  The ethnic hierarchy also had a much 

more practical use, control over the local ethnic population.  It was easier to 

maintain control of the population if the people saw a familiar face issuing the 

edicts and running the local government.  If the local government composed of all 

ethnic Russians, then it would appear to be an occupation, or forced military 

control of the republic.  The First Secretary of the republics in most cases 

continued to on be become the President of the newly formed independent 

countries after the fall of the Soviet Union, for example: Nazerbaev in 

Kazakhstan, Shevernadze in Georgia, and Islam Karimov in Uzbekistan.  These 

First Secretaries that eventually went on to be the President of their independent 

countries had great success because they were all homegrown products of the 

political system that stressed the unity of ethnicities.  The First Secretary was 
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given great latitude in the operations of their republics and this freedom of self 

determination within the Soviet spectrum allowed the First Secretaries to become 

extremely popular and carry their power over into the post Soviet era.     

While the First Secretary held all the power in the republics and was an 

ethnic native of that republic, the Second Secretary was always an ethnic 

Russian appointed by Moscow.  This was a practical matter for Moscow as they 

needed “eyes and ears” on the ground and the Second Secretary was that 

person.  The Second Secretary did not hold much authority within the Republic, 

but he served as the local voice for Moscow and ensured that the party line was 

kept within the republic.  Their duties often included agriculture or industry and 

ideology.  (Mirsky, 6)  And to give the republic a truly Soviet citizen look, the 

Third Secretary position was often filled by women.  This was done to mostly as 

a propaganda technique to show the outside world that all people are equal 

under the Soviet system of nationalities.  This system of governance only 

provided short term stability through intimidation and violent repression of 

nationalistic feelings and movements, for example, Tbilisi, Vilnius, and Nagorno 

Karabakh.  Also, politically, the people of the Caucasus would be considered 

equal provided they throw out their cultural identity, change their name, adopt 

Russian culture and fully assimilate into Russian life.  Theoretically, any person 

from the North Caucasus could have become a prime minister or even General 

Secretary of the Communist Party of the USSR if, and only if, all of the above 

conditions were met.   
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There were ethnic activists who lobbied for better treatment, but they 

quickly submitted to the will of the Communist Party.  Ethnic activists during the 

Soviet Union were arrested, intimidated and denied various essentials and 

privileges, such as better apartments, building materials, denied promotions and 

admittance into the Communist party.  Without membership into the Communist 

party, a person was denied any government job, military service and attendance 

at University.  (Suny, 493)  These are just a few ways people that failed to 

conform to the Soviet mentality were excluded and also persuaded to conform. 

  Despite the ethnic policies that were designed to put minorities at a 

disadvantage, there are some people who are fighting for their dying culture and 

not only trying to preserve what little culture that remains, but expand it back to 

their people.  For example, as Yo‟av Karny writes in his book Highlanders, Ali 

Aliyev is a Lak who acts as a champion for the Lak people.  He is one of the last 

people to speak the Lak language and he is fighting for the publication of a Lak-

Lak dictionary as well as a grammar workbook to teach his own people the Lak 

language.   In addition to the language books Aliyev hopes to publish, he has 

also compiled a book of fifty traditional Lak games so parents can teach their 

young children the games of their ancestors.  These children‟s games and stories 

often have historical meanings as well as cultural teaching points.  As for Aliyev, 

he cannot find a publisher for his books, nor does he have the money to self 

publish his Lak books.  There are plenty of wealthy Laks that have the personal 

finances to publish these books, but because there is no economic benefit to the 
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donors, they refuse to donate the money.  This is because they long ago 

assimilated to Russian culture for economic reasons and refuse to look back.  
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Chapter 3:  American Indians, a Parallel Fate? 

The American Indians and the people of the North Caucasus were both 

victims of western expansionism.  The American Indians endured American 

manifest destiny as well as the people of the North Caucasus endured Russian 

manifest destiny set into motion by Ivan the Terrible, but truly motivated by 

Catherine the Great.  The fate of the people of the North Caucasus has 

paralleled the fate of the American Indians.  Their loss of cultural identity was 

caused by a combination of governmental administrative policies, desire for 

upward mobility, and lack of genuine interest in maintaining their cultural identity.  

The United States is the richest country in the world and we cannot even protect 

our most at risk languages or cultures.  The government has built cultural centers 

and designated reservations to better protect the culture of the American Indians, 

but it comes down to the will of the people and their desire to maintain their 

cultural identity in the home and in existence.  The people of a minority must do 

what they can to ensure the survival of their culture especially if they are faced 

with forced assimilation.  This includes speaking on his native languages at 

home, providing grass root funding for teachers and text books, and turning 

minority towns into cultural bastions.  As the United States has become a more 

multicultural society, the American Indians are reasserting their position in the 

world, but the loss of language and cultural identity from early American history 

will never be regained.  “In the United States, fewer than one-tenth of the 

Amerindian languages that predated Columbus are still spoken by mothers to 
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their children, and one-sixth are spoken by fewer than ten tribal elders.” (Karny, 

124) 

In their struggle to maintain their land and culture, the American Indians 

started out and remained outside the United States governmental system.  This 

is not the case for the people of the North Caucasus.  With the exception of the 

Chechens, who have been at war with Russia since their initial move into the 

Caucasus, the people of the North Caucasus were and have been an 

irreplaceable part of the development of Russia for centuries.   

 The failure of the United States in preserving our American Indian culture 

does not bode well for the poor North Caucasus.  They cannot afford to reprint 

school books, retrain teachers, nor introduce several languages at school, but 

swift action at home and nationalist movements such as those in Daghestan and 

Chechnya can motivate the youth to reconnect with their lost culture and begin 

learning their native tongue.  Nationalist movements in the North Caucasus are 

often short lived, or simply gain zero traction, but they can serve a cultural benefit 

by reawakening cultural awareness and help bring nations back from the edge of 

extinction.  (Mirsky, 61)  In conjunction with a cultural awakening from revived 

nationalist movements, there also needs to be an expansion of economic 

opportunities in the regions.  The lack of economic opportunities afforded on the 

Native American reservations severely limited the ability of individuals to better 

their life without assimilating to the surrounding culture.  Just as in Russia, the 

United States used economic incentives to force assimilation on the Native 
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American Indians.  Without speaking English or even dressing like an American, 

there was no way for an Indian to maintain an economic standard of living for his 

family.  Remaining on the reservation, or on their tribal lands only guaranteed 

them more hostile encounters with settlers, or more encounters with a 

government that wants their land. 

 The American Indians and the people of the North Caucasus were 

targeted because of their land.  Their fighting abilities made them perfect targets 

for the wrath of the Imperial Russian Army, or the US Army.  In some cases, they 

were fighting for their colonizer, but in most, they fought against their occupiers, 

and the Chechens are still fighting today.  In 1840, during the Great Caucasian 

War, George Leighton Ditson, US traveler and author of Circassia, or a Tour to 

the Caucasus,  was travelling through the Caucasus and reported a conversation 

he had with a Russian prince who told him: “the Circassians are just like your 

American Indians-as untamable and uncivilized-and……owing to their natural 

energy and character, extermination only would keep them quiet, or …….if they 

came under Russian rule, the only safe policy would be to employ their wild and 

warlike tastes against others.” (Karny, 63)  The United States did exactly that and 

enlisted Native Americans as guides and enlisted into the Army for combat 

against other tribes to bring them under control, or eradicate them. 

 The US pursued an aggressive policy of assimilation, or as it was called 

civilization, and the best way to assimilate the American Indian tribes was 

through education and religion.  When a Native American child was old enough 
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to go to school, the US government sent them to boarding school, often great 

distances away from their tribal lands.  (Ziolkowski, 113)  This policy ensured that 

the children would have minimal contact with their native culture and the 

civilization process could be done without the interference of tribal elders.  The 

result was a Christianized and assimilated Indian youth with minimal or no ties to 

their native culture.  Education is the constant in the assimilation process of the 

peoples of the North Caucasus and the Native American Indian tribes.  The 

public education system was adapted to cleanse them of their cultural identity 

and replace it with another.  (Ziolkowski, 118) 

In Russia, the schools only taught Russian language and culture and the 

local villages did not have the money to pay for new training for the teachers as 

well as new textbooks.  (Karny, 161)  In the United States, education on the 

reservations was managed by the federal government and designed to replace 

the cultural identity of a Native American and replace it with that of a western, 

Christian American.  Education prior to western expansion was done at home, 

with the parents and elders of a tribe, and the tribes also did not have the means 

to re-education their children in the native ways. 

 Like the Russians, the Americans used the military as one of the 

instruments of bringing the Indians under control.   The tactic of placing military 

outposts or frontier outposts on the edge or in the center of the disputed territory 

is a well known Russian tactic for continuing the movement westward.  In the 

Caucasus, General Yermolov was especially brutal in his campaign to bring the 
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Chechens under control.  He established military outposts all along the disputed 

area and even founded modern day Grozny.  General Yermolov was appointed 

the Russian commander of the Caucasus in 1816 and used especially brutal 

tactics in an attempt to bring the Chechens under Russian control.  As Tony 

Wood describes in his book, Chechnya, The Case for Independence,  Yermolov 

used murder and genocide as the number one tactic, but he also used a more 

long term tactic of cutting down the lowland forest that were used by the 

Chechens during the wintertime and occupying that area with Russian troops.  

This tactic left the only habitable area for the Chechens in the mountains.   

The United States used a similar tactic in subduing the Navajo Indians in 

the New Mexico area in the mid 1800s.  In 1851, the United States military 

established Fort Defiance in the heart of Navajo country and used this fort as a 

base for raids on the Navajo Indians.  Once the Civil War started, the US 

abandoned Fort Defiance and left the New Mexico settlers to fend for 

themselves, and during these years the Indians and settlers fought each other 

almost daily.  (Frink, 63)  In order to bring the area back under US control, 

Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson was brought in to lead the civilizing of the 

Navajo people.  (Frink, 80)  Using tactics straight from General Yermolov, COL 

Carson lead his troops on a massive campaign aimed at the livelihood of the 

Indians.  His troops destroyed crops, cattle and dwellings and eventually 

managed to starve the Indians in to submission.  (Ziolkowski, 148)  What was to 

be an early form of the reservation and foreshadowing of the massive 
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deportations to come under Stalinist Russia, the defeated Navajo Indians were 

marched to a prison camp at Bosque Redondo where due to poor sanitation 

standards, many Indians died.  This successful campaign to subdue a tribe of 

American Indians would be repeated across the entire country.   

In a move that is comparable to Stalin‟s massive campaign of deportation, 

the United States has their own forced deportation that some historians classify 

as genocide, the Trail of Tears.  There were five “Civilized Tribes:” the 

Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, Seminole and Cherokee.  They were designated 

the “Civilized Tribes” because of their desire to peacefully negotiate their 

resettlement and their attempt at assimilation into American society, including 

adopting the Christian religion.  (Sturgis, 1971) 

The one thousand mile march from the deep south of the United States to 

western Oklahoma was made by the Indians from the Five Civilized Nations and 

other smaller tribes in the South.  Due to bad weather, illness and exhaustion, 

thousands of people died along the way.  The Cherokee Indians were hit the 

hardest.  Of the 15,000 Indians who began the march, approximately 4,000 died 

along the way.  The Cherokee nation began their march in the winter of 1838 and 

often without sufficient shoes or blankets.  The government issued blankets to 

the Indians, but they were from a hospital where an epidemic of smallpox had 

broken out, and the infection was quickly passed to the Indians. (Sturgis, 1971) 

Routes of the Trail of Tears 
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Figure 4: Trail of Tears Map. Map. National Park Service. University of Texas 
Libraries.  2011. 
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Reservations as of today: 

 

Figure 5: Native American Indian Reservations Today. Map. Howling Wolf. Web. 
23 February 2011 
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Population density as of 2000

 

Figure 6: United States Tribes. Map. CensusScope. Census 2000. Web. 23 
February 2011.  
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American Indian tribes pre-colonization in the Eastern US:

 

Figure 7: Early Indian Tribes, Culture Areas, and Linguistic Stocks. Map. The 
National Atlas of the United States of America. Washington, DC: US Dept. of the 
Interior, Geological Survey, 1970. 
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American Indian Tribes pre-colonization, Western US: 

 

Figure 8: Early Indian Tribes, Culture Areas, and Linguistic Stocks-Western US. 
Map. The National Atlas of the United States of America. Washington, D.C.: US 
Dept. of the Interior, Geological Survey, 1970. 
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In the United States, the removal and assimilation of the Indians was not 

only achieved through military conquest, it was legislative also.  In the American 

South, the state of Georgia passed several laws restricting the right of Indians to 

own land.  According to Georgia Law, the Creeks and Cherokee Indians were not 

a sovereign nation living in Georgia; they were Indian settlers living on state land.  

The Cherokee Indians wrote their own constitution declaring themselves a 

sovereign nation and as a sovereign nation, according to US law, they have the 

right of land ownership and self determination.  (Sturgis, 37)  Their declaration 

was based on an 1823 Supreme Court decision that the Indians had a right to 

occupy land, but not hold title to the land because their right of occupancy did not 

outweigh the US‟s right of discovery.  As a sovereign nation though, the 

Cherokees could hold title to the land and they took the Georgian government to 

the Supreme Court and the Cherokees were ruled against.  In 1831, the 

Cherokees took Georgia back to the Supreme Court to uphold a law that Georgia 

passed stating no white man is allowed to live on Indian Territory.  This law was 

enacted as a means to keep missionaries who were helping the Indians resist 

assimilation, and this time the Cherokees won.  (Sturgis, 38)  In this case, the 

lawlessness of the South won out, and the Georgia refused to recognize the 

ruling and the President of the United States at the time, Andrew Jackson, was 

anti-Indian and refused to enforce the law.   

The Native American Indians also endured legislative resettling at the 

hands of President Andrew Jackson.  In 1830 he pushed a bill through the House 
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and the Senate, called the “Indian Removal Act.”  (Sturgis, 98)  Under the Indian 

Removal Act, the President had the authority to negotiate removal treaties with 

any Indian tribe east of the Mississippi river and offer them land and resettlement 

to the west of the Mississippi river.  According to the law, any tribes who 

remained in the east would become citizens of their respective states, any tribes 

that left, could govern themselves.  The negotiations did not go well with the 

tribes in the South and eventually they were forced out through military 

intervention.  But just like the in the North Caucasus, if you resettle one nation, 

chances are it will be to another nation‟s land.  The Chickasaw nation in Florida 

agreed to resettle to lands in the west provided that the US War Department 

adequately protects them along the way.  The promise of protection was only one 

of the War Department‟s promises that they could not keep.  Upon hearing that 

the Indians were leaving their lands, aggressive settlers and squatters began 

forcing the Chickasaw people off their land before they were ready.  With the War 

Department unable to protect them, the entire nation fled and eventually had to 

pay the Choctaw nation for the right to live on a portion of their land.  (Sturgis, 5) 

Under the reservation system, entire tribes of Native Americans were 

resettled.  The resettlement proved to be a death blow to the cultural identity of 

the tribes as they lost their connection with their homeland.  When people tie 

their way of life so closely to their homeland, the loss of that homeland equals a 

loss of their way of life.  Therefore a loss of their way of life leads to a loss of 

identity and even further a loss of their cultural identity.  By 1886, the policy of 
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resettlement had been nearly completed and the Indian resistance to white 

settlement had been defeated.  The end of active combat with the Native 

Americans opened up a new time of assimilation for the Native Americans.  Once 

peace was established, more boarding schools were opened and Native 

Americans could earn a western education and then adopt Christianity.  This 

opportunity for a western education was forced upon the tribes and the teaching 

methods used at these boarding schools were strict and unforgiving.  Native 

traditions and languages were forbidden, and the education was considered a 

“cleansing process, not an additive one.” (Ziolkowski, 115) 

With few variations, the experiences of the Native Americans and the 

people of the North Caucasus are similar.  The main difference that ensures the 

Native Americans will never fully regain their cultural identity is their loss of native 

lands.  For the people of the North Caucasus, they still have a connection with 

their native lands, albeit loosely.  This loss of land and subsequent reservation 

system was a cultural death blow to the Native Americans. 
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Chapter 4:  The Case of Chechnya:  Preserving Culture in the 
Face of Ethnic Cleansing 

Since their first encounter in 1785, the Russians and Chechens have had 

a warring relationship.  The Chechen people have never given up their struggle 

against an invading Russia and the Russians have never given up trying to bring 

the wild hearted Chechen people under their complete control.  Chechnya is a 

small republic in the southernmost region of the Caucasus.  It has a population of 

1.2 million people and is slightly larger than the US state of Connecticut, but it 

contains some of the fiercest warriors in the world.  From full military 

engagements, to guerilla warfare tactics, to modern day terrorist acts, the 

Chechens have continued to fight against the occupying Russian power when 

others in the North Caucasus like the Ingush and Kabardins have and accepted 

Russian rule.    

 

In 1949, a statue of General Yermolov was erected in Grozny by the 

Russians at the height of the Russian oppression of the Chechens.  General 

Yermolov was the Commander-in-Chief of the Caucasus from 1816 to 1826 and 

is the most hated Russian in the Caucasus.  (Lieven, 307)  On the statue was the 

one of many quotes attributed to General Yermolov about the Chechens.  “There 

is no people under the sun more vile and deceitful than this one.”   This is an 

interesting quotation to have placed in the center of the ethnic Chechen 

population.  These actions and remarks demonstrate the level on inequality felt 
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by the Russians towards the Chechens when everyone in the Soviet Union was 

supposed to be a “citizen of the Soviet.”  Another famous quote of Yermolov‟s is 

“The only good Chechen is a dead Chechen.”  These quotes more accurately 

sum up the Russian‟s attitudes towards the Chechens. (Ziolkowski, 30) 

The name “Chechen” is a Russian term that they were labeled with by the 

first Russian invaders in 1783.  “The Chechens refer to themselves as, “Nokhchii” 

and claim to be mythically descended, “like sparks from steel”, from the hero 

Turpalo-Nockcho.” Together with the Ingush, Kists and Bats of Georgia, they 

comprise an ethnic group called the “Vainakh.”  (Wood, 12) There is historical 

and archeological evidence that places the Vainakh people in the North 

Caucasus as far back as 10,000 years ago.  The length of history the Chechen 

people have in their homeland and the subsequent connection to their homeland 

is another major factor why the Chechens are willing to fight for their land.  Unlike 

the Native Americans, who eventually lost their land, the Chechens have not 

given up their native lands because if a group of people lose their connection to 

their homeland, they risk losing their identity, and a loss of personal identity leads 

to a loss of cultural identity.  Even after the deportation to Central Asia during 

Stalinist Russia, the Chechens returned to resettle their native lands.  The desire 

to return to their homeland and connection that was forged over the thousands of 

years of living there remained strong even in the face of ethnic cleansing.  

For the mountain people, “traditions put a high premium on family honor, 

respect for elders, loyalty to the local community, military prowess, honesty, and 
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hospitality.” (Mirsky, 82).  These traditions are held by all the people of the 

mountain, but all of them, except the Chechens, have given up their military 

prowess.  While other nations have given up the fighting spirit and settled into a 

comfortable lifestyle under Russian rule, the Chechens have modernized their 

military prowess and continue to use it to fight the Russians.  The Chechens 

have a lifestyle of fighting and their tenacity to fight to the death is well known 

through Russia.  Even amongst the highlanders, the Chechen‟s military spirit is 

well known and respected.  (Mirsky, 82)  The Chechen fighting spirit comes from 

their love of freedom and desire for self rule.  Even in the Chechen language “the 

most common greeting translates as „enter in freedom‟.”  (Wood, 13)  According 

to a story the Kabardins tell about the Chechens, “Suppose there are two 

Kabardins in Central Asia, or Siberia and they are surrounded by twenty hostile 

Russians.  They will surrender.  But if the two were Chechens, they would fight.” 

(Karny, 57)   

Most highlanders of the North Caucasus have resigned their fate to living 

under Russian control and sought ways to make that deal better for them, except 

for the Chechens.  What makes them so special?  During the initial phase of the 

first Chechen war, General Dudayev‟s attempts to join Ingushetia and Dagestan 

into one independent province, failed because the people of Ingushetia and 

Dagestan have better relations with Russia and were not willing to give up their 

lot in life for a suicide war.  The Ingush regarded the Yeltsin‟s government as an 

ally in the return of their homelands and Yeltsin promised that Ingushetia will be 
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returned to its borders of 1944.  (Lieven, 70)  But the Chechens were ready to 

fight.  The Chechens have fought against every invading force and with rare 

exceptions, won.  Even during the second Chechen war when Chechnya invaded 

Dagestan in order to draw them into the war, they still would not fight against 

Russia.  They have made peace with their decision to live under Russian control 

and Dagestan is going to stay that way, under the protection of Russia.  (Wood, 

92) 

The Chechens began their struggle against Russian occupation in 1785 

when the Sheikh Mansur fought against approaching Russian forces.  Sheikh 

Mansur was a nationalist whose support base was the strongest from the poor.  

He led the Chechens against the Russians in the Russo-Turkish war from 1787-

91 and at times fought alongside their Turkish brethren.  (Ziolkowski, 15)  Sheikh 

Mansur and his followers dealt the Russians many losses, but in the end due to 

superior Russian technology and numbers, Sheikh Mansur was captured and 

defeated in 1791.  He later died in a St. Petersburg prison in 1794.  In 1817, 

Russian General Yermolov moved into what is now modern day Chechnya and 

established the city of Grozny and began his extermination process of the 

Chechens.  General Yermolov believed the only way to deal with the Chechens 

was to kill enough of them to bring them under control.  (Ziolkowski, 15)  The 

reign of terror that Yermolov brought upon the Caucasus would be considered 

genocide by today‟s standards.  The next major battle in the North Caucasus was 

the Great Caucasian war led by Imam Shamil.  Imam Shamil was a more of a 
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religious fighter than the nationalistic minded Sheikh Mansur and he established 

an Imamate in Daghestan and Chechnya joined it in 1840.  Imam Shamil was an 

Avar who not only fought against the Russians, but also against his own people.  

He was a freedom crusader, but he also fought for the purity of Islam.  His 

crusade through the Caucasus included a fight against his own people who were 

not practicing Islam according to the Quran and against the invading Russian 

forces.  (Karny, 215)  In local villages, Islam had been merged with local 

traditions and religions to form a hybrid religion, but also local traditions such as 

drinking alcohol were being tolerated.  Imam Shamil sought to rid the people of 

these local traditions and religions and bring a pure form of Islam to the region. 

Even the highly respected Imam Shamil gave up his fight against the Russians.  

Imam Shamil fought from 1834 to 1859 and was very successful in his crusade, 

but in the end he, like eventually all the people of the North Caucasus (except the 

Chechens) ceded to Russian authority.  In 1859, Imam Shamil surrendered to 

Russian forces and instead of being killed as a traitor; he negotiated a settlement 

with Russians to live in exile for the rest of his life.  He was allowed to retire in the 

Russian city of Kaluga where he lived on a Russian pension, and maintained a 

small court. (Karny, 180) 

In 1864, Chechnya was finally conquered and occupied by the Russians.  

After each of these wars and uprisings, the Russians carried out large scale 

deportations of Chechens and other highlanders that fought against them.  These 

deportations were only a small taste of what is to befall the Chechen nation 



 48 

during the reign of the Soviet time.  (Mirsky, 81)  From 1864 till World War I, the 

Chechens remained under Russian rule but fought against further Turkish 

encroachment.  Not so much for Russia, but for themselves.  During the 

Revolution, the Chechens fought against the Reds and the Whites as a means of 

reestablishing their own territory, but to no avail.  (Karny, 180) 

Soon after Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union, the North Caucasus 

were over taken by the Nazis and occupied until the Soviet forces could oust 

them in 1944.  Shortly after Soviet forces reclaimed the North Caucasus, on 

February 23, 1944, the entire Chechen population was deported to Kazakhstan 

by order of Stalin for their perceived collaboration with the invading Nazi forces.  

(Tishkov, 25)  The deportation of an entire people only took 48 hours.  After the 

Chechens were deported, all of their land was redistributed to new Russian 

settlers and the new settlers tried to erase any memory of the Chechen people in 

their new land.  Under Khrushchev, the Chechens were allowed to return to their 

land, but were not allowed to take it back from Russian settlers.  (Mirsky, 82)  

They had to scrape a living out of the land that was left.   

The deportation of the Chechens during Stalinist Russia actually worked 

against the Russians in the long run due to the fact that the deportation itself was 

a major unifying factor for the Chechen people.  The Chechens that survived and 

those that returned had a sense of common suffering that they could tap into and 

the deportation only served to solidify the hatred the Chechens have for the 
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Russians.   The Russians are seen as the oppressors, and they will always be 

the ones that tried to erase the Chechen culture off the map. 

There are other reasons that the Chechens continue to fight the Russians, first is 

the long tradition of self rule established by the Chechens and secondly their 

fiercely independent nature.  Chechens do not so much dislike Russians as they 

dislike their type of rule.  Under Russian rule, the Chechens have suffered much 

and were nearly eradicated.  Other economic factors also propel the Chechens 

into war.  High levels of unemployment, low levels of industry and a general 

tendency towards illegal business activities also drive the Chechens towards 

greater independence from Russia.  (Mirsky, 85)  Another factor may be just their 

good fortune for the location of their native lands.  Their lands are rich with fossil 

fuels and also strategically located as a transit route for much of Russia‟s oil and 

gas coming from Central Asia and the Caspian Sea region.  Russia also believes 

in the domino effect.  The domino effect was given as a reason by Yeltsin in the 

first Chechen war, and also by Putin in the second Chechen war.  The domino 

effect states that if one region is granted their independence, then all the other 

regions of Russia will follow until Russia has been piecemealed away and it no 

longer exists.  (Wood, 60)  These important strategic reasons provide Russia 

with economic ammunition for a war against Chechnya.  (Wood, 28) 

During the lawlessness of the years after the fall of the Soviet Union, 

Chechnya proved to be a hotbed of illegal business activity.  These Chechen 

illegal or mafia businesses spread throughout the former Soviet Union and was 
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making the small autonomous region very rich.  (Mirsky, 84)  In Moscow, 

protection and racketeering were there major sources of income, but also sale of 

and import of stolen goods.  Within Chechnya, counterfeiting was the business 

and it is estimated that over 30% of the criminals charged with counterfeiting was 

Chechen.  This new found wealth, accompanied with at least a 20% 

unemployment rate in Chechnya provided a new outlet for the young men and a 

way to provide for a family and it is estimated that 42% of all the people in 

Chechnya were involved in some sort of illegal business.  (Mirsky, 85)  The 

economic windfall that was happening in Chechnya provided the government 

with billions of dollars of untraceable money to buy weapons and fund an Army.  

Initially these armies were created at the tribal level and only used to protect the 

tribe‟s business practices or enforce the decisions of the tribal leaders, but as 

pressure from Moscow grew and threatened the flow of money from the illegal 

businesses, tribes began to band together and General Dudayev created a 

“national army” for the independence of Chechnya from Russia.  (Tishkov, 60)  At 

this point, Chechnya had not become a total criminal state, but if Dudayev had 

won independence from Russia, and maintained his control over the country, 

Chechnya would have become a crime state run by the mafia and criminals. 

General Dudayev was a major factor in the resurgence of Chechen 

independence.  General Dudayev was a Soviet Air Force General and 

Afghanistan veteran and after the collapse of the Soviet Union, he returned to 

Chechnya determined to make his homeland free.  Many critics of Dudayev point 
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to the fact that he never lived in Chechnya, did not speak Chechen, but was just 

an opportunistic General who could not give up command.  (Tishkov, 81)  These 

facts may be true, but those facts notwithstanding, his fierce drive for 

independence drove Chechnya to war with Russia twice 

 Another possible reason for the continued aggression towards Russia is 

religion.  Chechnya accepted Islam between the sixteenth and nineteenth 

century and the country is mostly Sunni Muslims.  But as all things in the 

highlands, it is not always a pure form of Islam.  Islam in the North Caucasus 

comes in varying degrees of purity from pure Sunni Islam, Whabbism, Sufism, 

and finally a hybrid form of Islam that blends paganism and Islam together to 

create a truly original form of Islam only found in the highlands.  (Wood, 2007)  

Sufism also brought with it a resistance to control and only aided and empowered 

the Chechens even more in their independent ways.  Chechnya is no different, 

but the overarching problem for Russia is Islam and furthermore the Whabbist 

influence in Chechnya.  (Wood, 131)  Since the rise of Imam Shamil in the 

nineteenth century, Russia has fought the spread of radical Islam within its 

borders.  Imam Shamil preached a very strict version of Islam and did not 

tolerate any other form of Islam to be practiced.  His crusade against Russia was 

a crusade for religious freedom and independence.  Russia has long sought to 

bring the Islamic region under their control and try to control the type of Islam 

practiced in Chechnya.  Russia believes that if they can control the type of Islam 

practiced in Chechnya, as they do in Tartarstan, they can produce a non-
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radicalized form of Islam and control the message that they receive.  After the 

first Chechen war, the amount of Whabbist influence in Chechnya rose and the 

militants became more radicalized toward jihad.  Fortunately for Chechnya, the 

call to jihad has been mostly from the foreign fighters within Chechnya and not 

from the Chechen nationalists.  Actual Chechen militants do not support 

worldwide jihad, their interests are more local and nationalistic.  (Wood, 134)   

Unlike the Native Americans discussed in Chapter 3, the Chechens are a 

part of a greater Islamic culture that has helped them maintain their cultural 

identity, but also allowed them to call on other nations for military and economic 

assistance.  The Native Americans did not.  When their language and culture 

were assimilated into American culture, there was no other Native American 

culture left that they could tap into in order to “replant” the cultural seed and 

revive their way of life.  The Chechens have a Diaspora in many countries: Iraq, 

Syria, Turkey, and throughout Central Asia and they still maintain a very 

cohesive culture.  (Karny, 2000)  Every mountain man, no matter where he lives, 

dreams of returning to the Caucasus.  The vast area that the Chechen culture is 

spread amongst allows for the continued practice of their language and traditions 

and keeps the culture alive.   

One way the Diasporas of the Chechens maintain their contact with their 

culture is through the religious dance called the zikr.  The zikr is a religious dance 

that blends the mysticism of the animism that was practiced prior to the adoption 

of Islam and the prayers of Islam.  The zikr can be a loud seemingly violent 
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parade of men, as it is practiced in the Caucasus, or it can be a silent group 

prayer like it is practiced in Syria.  The way the zikr is performed may be different 

based on different regions, but the beginnings of the zikr can be tied back to the 

North Caucasus.  This commonality that spans countries binds the Chechens 

and provides the Diasporas with a touchstone of their cultural heritage.  The zikr 

is practiced in various forms in Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Dagestan, and 

Chechnya. (Karny, 2000) 

The sense of community and hardship that is shared by the entire 

Chechen population is a unifying factor in their drive for independence.  The 

Chechen people have suffered the most at the hands of the Russians, but yet, 

they continue to fight for their independence, even in the face of total extinction.  

There are many factors that keep them together, but none more binding as their 

shared hardships of forced deportation and a collective Islamic identity that ties 

them to a greater, worldwide community.  This sense of hardship coupled with 

their warring traditions that the Chechens refuse to give up, make their struggle 

for independence a resolve of wills and the Chechens have already proved that 

their will is strong.  How much longer will the Russian‟s patience last? 
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Conclusion 

As I have explored in the first chapter, the loss of cultural identity does not equal 

the loss of ethnicity.  Ethnicity is not something that can be lost; it can be 

suppressed, but not lost.  Cultural identity, on the other hand, can be lost, either 

forcibly, or willfully.  In the case of the people of the North Caucasus, they gave 

up their cultural identity willfully to the Russians in order to secure a better lot in 

life under Russian rule.   

 Since the earliest Russian incursion into the Caucus region, the Russians 

have been making deals, or conquering people in order to bring them under their 

control.  Certain nations of people resisted the incursion, but others welcomed 

the Russians.  Whether it was voluntary or not, the loss of cultural identity of the 

people of the North Caucasus was voluntary, and not forced upon them by their 

occupiers.  The people could have maintained their cultural identity in the home 

and in the schools to better ensure the survival of their culture, but they chose to 

adopt a new identity, Russian.   

 During the Soviet Union there were many discriminatory policies enacted 

towards minorities but the people could have maintained their cultural identity at 

home and through education programs that were already available to them.  The 

Russian language was the spoken language of Imperial Russia and the Soviet 

Union, but this fact does not mean that native languages could not be spoken at 

home and in the villages.  Additionally, during the Soviet Union, native languages 

were allowed to be taught in school alongside Russian, but the villages chose not 
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to pay for the additional cost of printing textbooks or providing skilled teachers in 

their native language.  This coupled with the desire to achieve prosperity in life, 

drove people to willingly assimilate into Russian culture and give up their own 

cultural identity.  The Kabardins willingly gave up their identity to have their own 

semi-autonomous state within Russia.  People changed their culturally 

identifiable last names to a Russian name in order to join the Communist Party 

and continue to move up in the political system.  The Cossacks gave up their 

identity to become the personal mercenaries of Imperial Russia and then later 

laid down those arms against the Soviets.  These are all examples of how 

various cultural identities gave up their own identity and adopted Russian to 

improve or save themselves.  Even though there was significant government 

pressure, their cultural identities could have been maintained in their homes and 

within the villages.  

 While there are many similarities to the oppression endured by the Native 

Americans and the people of the North Caucasus, mass deportation, 

extermination, resettlement and administrative discrimination, the major 

difference is the loss of land.  When a people lose their land, they lose their 

identity.  The reservation system utilized by the United States was the single 

most contributing factor to the loss of cultural identity for the Native Americans.  

The Chechens lost their land under Stalin, but over time have been able to claim 

it back, and even fight for their land.  The resettlement policies of the Soviet 

Union have caused great tension amongst the people of the North Caucasus, but 
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these policies also brought about the hastening of the loss of cultural identity by 

promoting ethnic tension and on the other hand, promoting intermarriage within 

the cultures to create a cultural hybrid where the only common culture is 

Russian.   

 With all these policies and direct actions against the people of the North 

Caucasus the Chechens have been able to maintain their cultural identity 

because they never gave it up in the first place.  Since the initial move of Russia 

into the Caucasus, the Chechens have been fighting for their homeland and their 

way of life.  When a nation fights for its land, it maintains a connection that can 

never be broken.  Stalin attempted to exterminate the Chechens by deporting the 

entire population to Central Asia, but the Chechens returned as soon as they 

were able.  Even those Chechens that live in diasporas around the world still 

make pilgrimages to Chechnya to maintain a connection with their cultural 

homeland.   

 Even through all of this, there is a cultural revival going on in the North 

Caucasus.  People are attempting to pull their culture back from the brink of 

extinction by forming councils, speaking only in their native languages, and 

teaching their children their cultural heritage, but for some it is too late.  

Unfortunately, this cultural revival is also spawning a new round of nationalism in 

the North Caucasus.  Every cultural identity who has a tenuous claim to an area 

or region is calling for their own independent nation to be created.  The problem 

with that is because of the assimilation that occurred in the North Caucasus, 
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outside of Chechnya, there is not a majority cultural identity.  While I do not 

believe this renewed sense of nationalism will create any new countries, I do 

believe it is bringing a lot of attention on the North Caucasus that will ultimately 

help to save the cultural identity of the people.   
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