
Elite and Egalitarian Political Traditions in the Western and Central 
Caucasus. Relations between the Feudal Domains of Circassia and the 
Democratic Polities of the Western Caucasus 

Aslanbek Sultanovich Mirzoyev, Doctor of Historical Sciences, Leading Research Fellow, 
Department of Ethnology, D.I. Gulia Institute for Humanitarian Research, Academy of 
Sciences of Abkhazia, Sukhum, Abkhazia, marzeibach@mail.ru 

Abstract. This article examines the coexistence of egalitarian and hierarchical models of 
social organisation within a single ethnic group and a single ethnic culture in the Western 
Caucasus, a phenomenon attested in the past not only among the Circassians but also 
among other peoples (in Dagestan, Chechnya, and South-East Asia). It considers the 
relationship between the feudal domains of Circassia and the democratic polities of the 
Western Caucasus, together with the principal factors and consequences of the democratic 
transformation of the socio-political order of the Western Caucasian Circassian societies 
from the first half of the seventeenth century to the 1860s. The democratic societies of the 
Western Caucasus, like the “free societies of Dagestan”, bore a typological resemblance to 
the communities of the Circumpontic region in the classical period. Communities of this 
type were self-governing micro-political formations that incorporated their military, legal, 
and political functions in their entirety, along with their social classes, including the 
communal nobility and, in some cases, the feudal estates, into a single communal organism 
with civic self-government. 
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In the seventeenth century, a number of Western Caucasian societies began a process of 
transition from a hierarchical (feudal) form of socio-political order to a non-hierarchical 
(democratic) one, a process that received in Soviet and Russian historiography the name of 
the “democratic revolution” (демократический переворот, literally “democratic overturn”). 
The social order of the democratic Circassian societies of the Western Caucasus, and the 
transformation of their political system, have been treated in the pre-revolutionary (L.Ya. 
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Lulye,1 N.I. Karlgof,2 G.V. Novitsky,3 A.N. Dyachkov-Tarasov,4 Khan-Girey,5 N.L. Kamenev,6 and 
others), Soviet (V.K. Gardanov,7 M.A. Aglarov8), and Russian (V.Kh. Kazharov,9 G.M. 
Derluguian,10 S.Kh. Khotko11) historical-ethnographic literature. Among foreign authors, 

11 Khotko, S.Kh. “Grazhdanskaya zhizn’ zapadnokavkazskikh gortsev: Opyt tipologii”. 
Antropologii / Anthropologies, 2023, no. 2, pp. 26–58. 

10 Derluguian, G.M. Kak ustroen etot mir. Nabroski na makrosotsiologicheskie temy. Moscow: 
Izd-vo Instituta Gaidara, 2013, 384 pp. 

9 Kazharov, V.Kh. “Adygskaya khasa. Iz istorii soslovno-predstavitel’nykh uchrezhdenii 
feodal’noi Cherkesii” [The Adyghe Xase: From the History of the Estate-Representative 
Institutions of Feudal Circassia]. In Kazharov, V.Kh., Izbrannye trudy po istorii i etnografii 
adygov. Nalchik: OOO “Pechatnyi dvor”, 2014, 899 pp. 

8 Aglarov, M.A. Sel’skaya obshchina v Nagornom Dagestane v XVII – nachale XIX v. 
(issledovanie vzaimootnosheniya form khozyaistva, sotsial’nykh struktur i etnosa). 
Makhachkala: Nauka-Dagestan, 2014, 290 pp. 

7 Gardanov, V.K. Obshchestvennyi stroi adygskikh narodov (XVIII – pervaya polovina XIX v.). 
Moscow: Nauka, 1967, 331 pp. 

6 Kamenev, N.L. “Basseyn Psekupsa (1867 god)” [The Psekups Basin (1867)]. In Karmov, 
Ruslan, BLIKI. Vypusk 8. Al’ternativnye izyskaniya po abazo-adygskoi istorii. St Petersburg: 
Piter, 2019, pp. 96–158. 

5 Khan-Girey. “Zapiski o Cherkesii” [Notes on Circassia]. In Sultan Khan-Girey. Izbrannye 
trudy i dokumenty. Maykop: OAO “Poligraf-Yug”, 2009, pp. 33–318. 

4 Dyachkov-Tarasov, A.N. “Abadzekhi. (Istoriko-etnograficheskii ocherk)” [The Abadzekhs: A 
Historical-Ethnographic Essay]. In Landshaft, etnograficheskie i istoricheskie protsessy na 
Severnom Kavkaze v XIX – nachale XX veka. Nalchik: El-Fa, 2004, pp. 593–640. 

3 Novitsky, G.V. “Geografichesko-statisticheskoe obozrenie zemli, naselennoi narodom 
Adekhe” [A Geographical-Statistical Survey of the Land Inhabited by the Adyghe People]. 
Tiflisskie vedomosti, 1829, no. 24. 

2 Karlgof, N.I. “O politicheskom ustroistve cherkesskikh plemen, naselyayushchikh 
severo-vostochnyi bereg Chernogo morya” [On the Political Organisation of the Circassian 
Tribes Inhabiting the North-Eastern Shore of the Black Sea]. In Landshaft, etnograficheskie i 
istoricheskie protsessy na Severnom Kavkaze v XIX – nachale XX veka. Nalchik: El-Fa, 2004, 
pp. 101–135. 

1 Lulye, L.Ya. “O natukhazhtsakh, shapsugakh i abadzekhakh” [On the Natukhais, Shapsugs 
and Abadzekhs]. In Landshaft, etnograficheskie i istoricheskie protsessy na Severnom 
Kavkaze v XIX – nachale XX veka. Nalchik: El-Fa, 2004, pp. 63–70. 
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particular mention should be made of J. Bell,12 J. Longworth,13 and T. Lapinski,14 who were 
direct eyewitnesses of, and participants in, the processes connected with the struggle for 
independence of the peoples of the Western Caucasus and the socio-political 
transformations these peoples carried out in the course of the Caucasian War. This process 
reached its culmination at the end of the eighteenth century, but it continued until the close 
of the Caucasian War. 

As a result of the “democratic revolution”, the historical and political map came to include, 
alongside the feudal domains of Circassia (Kabarda, Besleney, Temirgoy, Bzhedugia, and 
others), such polities15 as Shapsugia, Abadzekhia, and Natukhai, which possessed a popular 
form of government. 

The coexistence of egalitarian and hierarchical models of social organisation within a single 
ethnic group and a single ethnic culture has occurred in the past among many peoples in 
different parts of the world.16 The North Caucasus, and the various peoples inhabiting it, are 
no exception. Thus in mountainous Dagestan, during the Middle Ages and the early modern 
period, feudal domains (the Shamkhalate of Tarki, the Utsmiate of Kaitag, the Nutsalate of 
Avaria, the Maisumate of Tabasaran, the Kumukh (Lak) Khanate, the Kürin (Lezgin) 
Khanate, and the Emirate of Derbent) coexisted with “free societies”, whose number, in the 
estimation of B.G. Aliev, reached as many as eighty.17 In the medieval period (in the 
fourteenth century), at the height of its power, the Kazikumukh Shamkhalate pursued a 
policy of imposing the feudal order upon Andalal and other neighbouring societies, with the 
aim of establishing there the authority of the beks and chanki (the Dagestani hereditary 
noble and sub-noble strata). This stratum, however, proved unable to retain the rights of 
supreme lords and disposers of all the land, which passed into the hands of the uzdeni (free 

17 Aliev, B.G. “Soyuzy obshchin Dagestana: istoriya formirovaniya, etnicheskii sostav, 
samoupravlenie”. Istoriya, arkheologiya i etnografiya Kavkaza, 2024, vol. 20, no. 3, p. 546. 

16 Scott, J. Iskusstvo byt’ nepodvlastnym. Anarkhicheskaya istoriya vysokogorii 
Yugo-Vostochnoi Azii [The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland 
Southeast Asia]. Moscow: Novoe izdatel’stvo, 2017, p. 405. 

15 Politiya (from the Greek πολιτεία, “state”) is a term used to denote a political unit of any 
level (the political organisation of a given society); it serves as a generic category for such 
concepts as “commune”, “chiefdom”, “tribe”, “state”, and others. 

14 Lapinski, T. (Teffik-bey). Gortsy Kavkaza i ikh osvoboditel’naya bor’ba protiv russkikh. 
Nalchik: El-Fa, 1995, 463 pp. 

13 Longworth, J.A. “God sredi cherkesov” [A Year among the Circassians]. In Adygi, balkartsy 
i karachaevtsy v izvestiyakh evropeiskikh avtorov XIII–XIX vv. (ABKIEA), comp. and ed. V.K. 
Gardanov. Nalchik: Elbrus, 1974, pp. 531–584. 

12 Bell, J. Dnevnik prebyvaniya v Cherkesii v techenie 1837–1839 godov [Journal of a 
Residence in Circassia during the Years 1837, 1838 and 1839], 2 vols, trans. K.A. Malbakhov. 
Nalchik: El-Fa, 2007; vol. 1, 408 pp.; vol. 2, 328 pp. 
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commoners). In some societies the beks and chanki were exterminated by the uzdeni; in 
others they lost their privileges. In certain societies, for example, in Teletl, the inhabitants, 
according to tradition, slaughtered all the chanki, one of whom escaped by a miracle and 
continued his line in another village.18 

Among the Chechens, a people with strong egalitarian traditions, there was no feudal 
nobility of local origin in the form of princes and gentry. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, part of the lowland Chechen societies, amid the unceasing internecine struggles 
of neighbouring feudal lords and the constant threat of foreign invasion, placed themselves, 
for their own security, under the protection of the more powerful feudal lords of Kabarda 
and Dagestan, undertaking to pay an appropriate tribute, the yasak. Even so, they enjoyed 
the right of self-government under the leadership of their elders and the Muslim clergy. 
Such was the position of the Ingush of the Tar valley and the shores of the Kumbuleevka, 
the Karabulaks, the Gekhi, the Kachkalyk, the Aykhi, and others who settled on lands 
regarded as the property of the Kabardian and Kumyk princes. In the district of the lower 
Argun, however, the nominal ownership of this land by princes of foreign tribe was 
combined, by the middle of the eighteenth century, with a fairly long-standing tradition 
whereby the newly emerging Chechen rural communes were directly governed by 
Kabardian, Avar, and Kumyk princely families living among them (the Aydemirov, Turlov, 
Kazbulatov, and Cherkassky families, and others). Yet the power of these lords was 
precarious; and as the Chechen population of the plains increased from the second half of 
the eighteenth century onward, the Chechens began to free themselves even from this 
nominal dependence.19 The bulk of the Chechens who lived in the mountains were free; 
there, egalitarianism was sustained by established popular mechanisms that prevented the 
formation of social elites capable of usurping a political power that might then be 
transmitted by inheritance. Society set itself against the formation of feudal elites and of 
special feudal privileges. 

Processes similar to those of mountainous Dagestan took place in Western Circassia in the 
seventeenth and the first half of the nineteenth centuries. As a result, the feudal nobility of 
three Circassian sub-ethnic groups (the Shapsugs, the Natukhais, and the Abadzekhs), 
having been levelled in rights with the numerous estate of personally free peasants (the 
tfokotly, free peasant commoners), lost its monopoly on political and administrative power. 
That power was transferred to the popular assemblies, the xase, to which representatives of 
the tfokotly and of the noble estate were elected on equal terms, drawn from territorial 
(psukho, river-valley territorial districts) and kinship-based (zetkheryuoghu, kinship 
alliances) associations according to personal qualities and standing. These latter, the 
so-called Adyghe “sworn brotherhoods”, were only partly based on kinship: they admitted 
outsiders after the swearing of an oath and the establishment of artificial kinship ties. 
Before the “democratic revolution”, the principal political and administrative unit had been 
the feudal patrimony, headed by lords drawn from the princes and gentry. In sources 

19 Istoriya narodov Severnogo Kavkaza s drevneishikh vremen do kontsa XVIII v. Moscow: 
Nauka, 1988, pp. 400–401. 

18 Aglarov, pp. 164–166. 
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predating the seventeenth century there is no mention whatsoever of such democratic, 
self-governing polities as Shapsugia, Abadzekhia, and Natukhai. In the earliest ethnographic 
description of the Circassians in medieval literature, that of G. Interiano, from the end of the 
fifteenth century, “the land of the Zikhs, called Circassians” appears as a series of 
independent feudal domains, with society divided into princes, gentry, peasants, and slaves. 
The first two estates constituted, in essence, a distinct warrior class, for which any 
occupation other than the military and the administrative was unacceptable. These were 
exclusively mounted warriors, equipped with costly offensive and defensive arms. The 
peasants were restricted in the right to bear arms and in access to the military sphere, and 
were excluded altogether from the political and administrative one.20 

According to the sources, the social overturn that stripped the Abadzekh, Shapsug, and 
Natukhai gentry of many of their advantages, and that brought about the replacement, 
among these tribes, of the existing “aristocratic” mode of governance by a “democratic” one, 
was long in the making. Thus L.Ya. Lulye, who took a particular interest in the history of the 
decline of the gentry’s power among the Shapsugs, Natukhais, and Abadzekhs, and who 
studied in detail the popular traditions that recount it, observes that “the overturn… was 
accomplished gradually”.21 

S. Khotko has characterised the institutional transformation of the Circassian societies of 
the Western Caucasus as a “polis revolution”.22 These Western Caucasian republics bore a 
typological resemblance to the ancient Greek poleis in several respects. These societies 
were governed through the institutions of the popular assembly and the jury court, into 
which representatives of the free commoners (the tfokotly) and of the nobility entered 
through democratic elections.23 These polities, like the Greek poleis, were self-governing 
republics in which every personally free man “who owned land, whether an aristocrat or a 
peasant born on his territory, possessed freedom and citizenship”.24 The foremost 
obligation of a citizen of the Greek polis was to arm himself at his own expense, to be an 
armed defender, a hoplite. Whereas participation in the traditional raiding parties (zekʼue) 
was, among the Circassians, a voluntary matter, in cases of aggression against the highland 
“republic” participation in the general mobilisation was obligatory and was regarded as a 
point of honour for every free citizen.25 In the same way, in the Dagestani free societies all 

25 Lulye, p. 69. 

24 Mann, M. Istochniki sotsial’noi vlasti: v 4 t. T. 1. Istoriya vlasti ot istokov do 1760 goda n. e., 
trans. and ed. D.Yu. Karasev. Moscow: “Delo”, RANKhiGS, 2018, p. 299. 

23 Khotko, p. 32. 

22 Khotko, p. 26. 

21 Lulye, p. 67. 

20 Interiano, G. “Byt i strana zikhov, imenuemykh cherkesami. Dostoprimechatel’noe 
povestvovanie”. In Adygi, balkartsy i karachaevtsy v izvestiyakh evropeiskikh avtorov XIII–XIX 
vv., comp. and ed. V.K. Gardanov. Nalchik: Elbrus, 1974, pp. 47, 49. 
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free commoners (uzdeni) possessed an equal right of participation and of voice in the 
popular assembly; they could be elected as rulers, and, upon reaching the age of forty to 
fifty, provided their conduct and their moral and intellectual reputation gave no cause for 
reproach, they could be put forward for the council of elders. At the same time, the uzdeni 
were obliged to arm themselves at their own expense and, as warriors, to take the field on 
campaigns to distant lands, or in defence of their own lands, by decision of the popular 
assembly.26 K.F. Stahl held that “the organisation of popular assemblies” among the 
Circassians was “similar to that of the ancient Hellenes”.27 

Although the institutional transformation among the Circassians of the Western Caucasus 
was not achieved without war and bloodshed, it was not accompanied by the complete 
expulsion or wholesale destruction of the feudal nobility that occurred in a large part of the 
Dagestani “free societies”. Among the Abadzekhs and Natukhais, the noble families were 
compelled to accept a certain lowering of their estate status and a simplification of the 
social practices associated with it. This concerned, above all, a significant reduction in the 
“blood price” of the gentry, now equalised with the “blood price” of the tfokotly within the 
system of compositions, as well as the right of patronage, which had formerly been the 
exclusive prerogative of the gentry but was now acquired by the Adyghe “sworn 
brotherhoods”. The “sworn brotherhoods” were organisations created by the tfokotly on the 
basis of artificial kinship. Any person, regardless of social or ethnic origin, on entering this 
organisation obtained the rights of citizenship and its protection. The “sworn 
brotherhoods” became the fighting organs of the peasants’ self-defence and of their 
struggle against the feudal aristocracy.28 Khan-Girey remarked on this: “This customary 
statute of the sworn brotherhood was the grave of the upper class’s power throughout all of 
Trans-Kuban Circassia. The people subject to the princes and gentry in the neighbouring 
domains, serfs or free husbandmen, at the slightest offence or threat on the part of their 
masters, and even without such cause, began to go over to them, where they were received 
and given a place; which, gradually multiplying the strength and the populousness of the 
one, weakened and diminished the others. Through such an effort the common class, that is, 
the free husbandmen, among the three aforementioned tribes at last attained the means to 
destroy even the power of the gentry…”.29 

It was the Abadzekhs who initiated the democratic revolution; only later did it occur among 
the Natukhais and the Shapsugs. To judge from indirect written sources and from popular 
traditions, these events took place in the seventeenth century.30 J. Bell, during his stay in 

30 Gardanov, pp. 247–248. 

29 Khan-Girey. Zapiski o Cherkesii, p. 179. 

28 Gardanov, p. 253. 

27 Stahl, K.F. “Etnograficheskii ocherk cherkesskogo naroda” [An Ethnographic Essay on the 
Circassian People]. In Russkie avtory XIX veka o narodakh Tsentral’nogo i Severo-Zapadnogo 
Kavkaza, vol. 1. Nalchik: El-Fa, 2001, p. 265. 

26 Aglarov, p. 168. 
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Circassia in 1837–1839, heard from an old Circassian named Subash that “two centuries 
ago” a fierce struggle had taken place between the free people (the tfokotly) and the 
nobility, as a result of which the power of the feudal aristocracy was substantially shaken.31 
Thirty years after Bell, N.L. Kamenev, who was collecting Circassian traditions in 1857, was 
told by Adyghe elders that “236 years ago”, that is, in 1631, the Abadzekhs had begun their 
revolt against the Bzhedug princes who held sway over them. “The Abadzekhs, who lived in 
the neighbourhood of the Bzhedugs, had been laid under tribute by the Bzhedug princes 
and subjected by them to pillage. But then they took up arms and entered into a struggle 
with the Bzhedug Khamyshei,32 forcing them to quit Khamyshki and withdraw to the 
Psekups.”33 There followed the expulsion of the Bzhedugs from the basins of the rivers 
Psekups and Khamyshki towards the Kuban. The Circassian aristocracy was powerless to 
drive the Abadzekhs out of the broken terrain, where they lived not in large villages but in 
scattered homesteads. “The constant raids upon the scattered homesteads, while yielding 
booty, at the same time wounded the pride of the princes and gentry, who were obliged to 
cross weapons with peasants.”34 Runaway serfs from the domains of the Bzhedug, Temirgoy, 
Makhosh, and other Adyghe princes began to join the Abadzekhs. The Temirgoy and 
Bzhedug aristocracy, with the help of the Kabardian princes, attempted to subjugate the 
Abadzekhs and to restore the feudal order among them. The old Adyghe “Song of the Battle 
of Oshchneu”, and the traditions associated with it, tell of a Kabardian campaign against the 
Abadzekhs aimed at their subjugation. The traditions accompanying the song explained the 
cause of this campaign by the fact that the Abadzekhs had no princes. The popular 
character of their social governance was not to the liking of the Temirgoy and Bzhedug 
princes, since the tribes under their own authority often took the Abadzekhs and Shapsugs 
as an example and, when discontented with their princes, would flee to the latter.35 The 
Bzhedug and Temirgoy princes could not reconcile themselves to such a state of affairs, and 
resolved, with the help of the Kabardian princes, to subjugate the Abadzekhs. A Kabardian 
detachment under the leadership of the noble Tambiev marched against the Abadzekhs. 
The battle took place in a dense forest called “Oshchneu”, where the Abadzekhs destroyed 
the Kabardian noble mailed cavalry.36 For their part, the democratic Circassian societies 
rendered every kind of support to the peasants of the feudal domains in their struggle to 
establish democratic orders and to overthrow the political power of the feudal estates. N.L. 
Kamenev wrote: “Having occupied the Psekups, the Abadzekhs, an essentially democratic 

36 Ibid., pp. 77–79. 

35 Autleva, S.Sh. Adygskie istoriko-geroicheskie pesni [Adyghe Historical-Heroic Songs]. 
Nalchik: Elbrus, 1973, p. 77. 

34 Ibid., p. 110. 

33 Kamenev, p. 109. 

32 The Bzhedugs had two branches — the Khamyshei and the Cherchenei — governed by 
princes. 

31 Bell, J. Dnevnik…, vol. 2, p. 163. 
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people, did not remain indifferent to their neighbours, the Shapsugs, Bzhedugs, and 
Natukhais, from whom there arose the cry of the middle estate, oppressed by the princes 
and gentry. The Abadzekhs deliberately maintained friendly relations with this estate, 
entered into ties of kinship with it, and fanned its hatred of the higher estate, whose lust for 
power, in favourable circumstances, might have become dangerous to them. To alter the 
internal order among their neighbours was the dominant aspiration of the Abadzekhs; to 
destroy the arbitrary rule of the princes and gentry was the dominant aspiration of the 
middle estate. With minds in such a temper, revolution became inevitable; and in the 
closing years of the last century it broke out among the Shapsug tribe. The Psekups 
Abadzekhs did not let slip the chance to take part in the rising of the middle estate against 
the privileged estates, and, despite the terrible loss they suffered in the Bziyuk battle, so 
glorious for the princes and gentry, they sustained the flagging spirit of the Shapsugs and 
helped them to establish a popular government founded on the elective principle.”37 

At the end of the eighteenth century, a conflict arose in Shapsugia between the Shapsug 
gentry, the Sheretlokovs, and the tfokotly, provoked by Ali Sultan Sheretlokov, who had 
robbed merchants under the protection of one of the “sworn brotherhoods”, in the course of 
which two members of that brotherhood were killed. In retaliation, the tfokotly ravaged 
and burned the estate of Ali Sultan Sheretlokov. Having resettled among the Bzhedugs, the 
Sheretlokovs appealed for help to the Bzhedug prince Batcheriy Khadzhimokov. The 
culmination of this confrontation was the celebrated Bziyuk battle of 1796. Although the 
noble Bzhedug and Shapsug cavalry defeated the popular Shapsug and Abadzekh militia at 
the Battle of Bziyuk, the feudal coalition was unable to reinstate the Sheretlokovs in 
Shapsugia by force or to restore their privileged position. At the height of the bitterness, 
immediately after 1796, the “sworn brethren” declared a boycott of the gentry: “the houses 
of the commoners were closed to the nobles”; “this last measure was preserved in the 
memory of the people under the name haram (a social boycott); it remained in full force 
until the ferment of minds had subsided”.38 The Bzhedug princes advised the Sheretlokovs 
to find a means of reconciliation with their people. The negotiations ended in an agreement 
under which the Shapsug gentry, with the exception of Ali Sultan Sheretlokov, were 
permitted to return to their homeland on condition that they renounce most of their 
political privileges. In 1803, at the popular assembly of the Shapsugs (Pechetnyko zefes), 
the principal provisions were drawn up that regulated the relations between feudal lords 
and peasants and brought their legal statuses closer together. A small group of Shapsug 
gentry, headed by Sultan-Ali Sheretluko, resettled within Russian borders in 1799,39 while 
the main body remained in the homeland. L.Ya. Lulye noted in this connection that “the 
greater part of them resolved to remain in their homeland, in the hope of their former 

39 Chemso, A.K. Grivenno-Cherkesskaya stanitsa. Krasnodar: Krasnodarskie izvestiya, 2002, 
pp. 17–19. 

38 Lulye, p. 67. 

37 Kamenev, pp. 113–114. 
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influence and of their adherents (clientèle); but they enjoy no other advantages than those 
conferred by intelligence, eloquence, or bravery”.40 

For the majority of mountain peoples with egalitarian political traditions, resistance is 
characteristic not only to absorption from without by feudal states, but also to the creation 
of a hierarchical political order within their own territories. An integral part of this 
resistance is the determination to prevent the formation of supra-communal, supra-tribal 
state institutions of power, and the struggle against the emergence of aristocratic elites 
from within. The struggle of the peasantry against the feudal aristocracy, and against state 
regimes, is a phenomenon widespread both in the Caucasus and beyond it, in various 
historical periods. Where the peasants could not resist the state, where they were defeated 
in the struggle against it, they fled from it. The formation of the Cossacks on the periphery 
of the Russian Empire is a striking example of peasant flight from the state and of resistance 
to the establishment of hierarchical political structures. Where the peasants prevailed, 
democratic orders were established that prevented the emergence of aristocratic elites and 
of any political power not subject to the control of the rural commune. 

In the Dagestani free societies, the jamaʿats (village communes) waged a struggle against 
“feudalisation”, or against a kind of tyrannisation of society: when elected rulers attempted 
to usurp power, they were simply killed.41 

Similar histories can be found among a great many egalitarian mountain peoples of the 
world, in particular among the peoples of South-East Asia. The American anthropologist J. 
Scott writes of one such people: “There is, however, one ‘tradition’ that all the Lisu uphold 
with pride, the tradition of killing village headmen who have become too autocratic… the 
Lisu detest pushy and authoritarian headmen and tell countless tales of their killing. Such 
tales served, one way or another, as a kind of egalitarian-structural prophylactic warning of 
the possible consequences of any attempt by autocratic headmen to secure perpetual 
power for their lineage.”42 

In central Avaria, the feudal estate (the beks and chanki) finally lost its position through its 
removal, its physical extermination, or the secularisation of its lands in favour of the 
jamaʿat during the period of Muridism and the establishment of the power of the Imamate 
of Shamil.43 It should be noted that in Dagestan, even before Imam Shamil, the beks and 
chanki had been placed outside the law in a number of free societies. As M. Aglarov 
observes, the extermination of the chanki during the Muridist movement took place on 
thoroughly prepared ground, as is attested by the adat statutes of the free societies: “If an 
inhabitant of the Andalal auls, during a sortie called out on the alarm, kills a bek, then the 
whole district shall pay to the killer ten sheep and a hundred measures of grain each year.” 

43 Aglarov, p. 162. 

42 Scott, pp. 404–405. 

41 Aglarov, pp. 217–218, 229. 

40 Lulye, pp. 67–68. 
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One could not enter into marriage with the beks: “If anyone gives a kinswoman in marriage 
to a bek, or marries one of them, a fine of three hundred rams is levied upon him.” One 
could not alienate or sell immovable property to persons of bek origin: “If one of us conveys 
to a bek, by sale or other transaction, a house or other immovable property, a fine of three 
hundred rams is levied upon him, and the property passes into the disposal of the society.” 
One could not accept from the beks any payment for services, nor, correspondingly, render 
services to them: “If one of us receives from the beks a horse or weapons for services, the 
value of what he has received is confiscated for the common benefit.” One could not lend 
support to the beks during the investigation of a killing: “If one of us kills one of the beks, 
and the relatives of the slain man seek information from one of us or from the inhabitants 
of our aul, and if the inhabitants of our aul, or one of them, give that information to the 
relatives of the slain, a fine of three oxen is levied upon the inhabitants of the aul, and of one 
ox upon an individual.” One could not give the beks any information whatsoever, on any 
matter: “Whoever informs to the beks, a hundred rams are levied.” And, finally, the beks 
were refused that which is most sacred to the mountaineers of the Caucasus — food: “If one 
of us gives him food or lends him anything, one ox is levied upon him.” Food was not 
refused even to those who had been subjected to ostracism — yet the chanki were deprived 
even of this right! Such enactments existed not only within individual political formations; 
agreements of a kind that might be called “international” were concluded on this matter. 
Thus the Tsudakhar “free society” (Dargins — A.M.) concluded a treaty with the Andalal 
“free society” (the village of Chokh, Avars — A.M.), one of whose clauses ran: “If an 
inhabitant of either village kills a bek, both villages shall pay him twenty rams.”44 In this 
respect, a ruling adopted by the Bzhedug tfokotly at one of their assemblies (xase) is of 
interest: “They resolved no longer to obey the nobility, nor even to render to individual 
members of it any friendly services whatsoever; and, finally, they decreed that any 
commoner (tfokotl) who killed a prince or a noble would lose only his powder-charge: the 
people would answer for him with their common strength, and would even pay the 
blood-price (tleuas) on his behalf, should payment become necessary.”45 The culmination of 
the Bzhedug tfokotly’s struggle against the feudal lords, which had proceeded with varying 
fortunes from the 1830s, was the armed clash of 1856, which entered history as the 
“pshy-work zao” (the war against the princes and gentry). 

Any hierarchy, by the very fact of its existence, generates social inequality, at the basis of 
which lie such criteria as wealth, privilege, and honours.46 While the Circassian feudal 
nobility was fairly indifferent to wealth, it was jealous of the latter two. Circassian feudal 
societies were distinguished by elaborately devised systems of hierarchy and of 
status-codified conduct.47 Particularly punctilious and exacting in this respect were the 
Kabardian princes. The Kabardians had a custom whereby, if a prince was travelling along a 

47 Ibid., p. 230. 

46 Scott, p. 432. 

45 Khan-Girey. “Knyaz’ Psh’skoy Akhodyagoko” [Prince Pshskoy Akhodyagoko], pp. 534–535. 

44 Ibid., pp. 164–165. 
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road, anyone who met him was obliged to turn about and accompany him until the prince 
released him. This rule, it is true, had to be observed towards every person of greater age; 
but towards princes it was observed regardless of age. The Tokhtamyshev princes, indeed, 
in their arrogance and vanity, went so far as to make the heavily laden ox-carts of peasants 
turn about and follow them for several versts.48 The Abadzekhs had no princes of their own, 
but they did have gentry, some of whom, notwithstanding the “democratic revolution” that 
had taken place among them, sought to demand special treatment and the observance of 
their estate privileges. The Abadzekhs, whom some Russian officers during the Caucasian 
War called the “Chechens” of the Western Caucasus, shared with the latter an extreme 
aversion to social hierarchies and a denial of status privileges. A story told by the Abadzekh 
elder Zachari Brantov,49 which took place in 1848, is telling in this regard: 

“One day the uzden Yelmirz Yenamukov set out somewhere with a single rider, 
and on the way they met Islam Dzybov and his companion, who were returning 
home. Islam’s companion said to him: ‘The man we have just passed is an 
Abadzekh uzden,50 and the fact that we did not turn back and ride along with him 
will cost us dearly.’ Islam asked: ‘And what is going to happen to us because we did 
not turn back and ride with him?’ 

His companion answered thus: ‘Why, he will either steal our child and sell him, or 
seize our cattle for himself. Once, Khachak Autlev did not turn back when he met 
him and did not ride off in the opposite direction with him. Later, on his orders, 
Khachak’s child was stolen and sold into Ubykhia.’ 

‘Well, if that is how matters stand, then we too shall turn and ride along with him, 
or else we may lose a child or our cattle,’ said Islam; and he turned his horse about 
and at a brisk gallop overtook Yenamukov. 

The latter asked: ‘Why have you changed your mind and turned back, Islam?’ 

‘Because my companion maintains that whoever merely rides past, instead of 
turning back and riding along with you, comes to grave harm, and that it bodes us 
no good. And when I asked him what might befall us, he answered that you could 
sell my child or seize my cattle. Once Khachak Autlev rode past you and did not 
turn back to continue the road with you, and then you stole his son and sold him 
into Ubykhia. That is why I turned back and rode along with you.’ 

50 Among the Circassians, uzden denotes a nobleman — unlike among the Dagestanis and 
Chechens, where it denotes a personally free man. The term was used by the Russian 
administration with reference to the Circassian nobility; the Circassians themselves used 
the term work (уэркъ) for them. 

49 The author of the Abdzekhekhabar (“The Abadzekh Tale”), Zacheriy Brantov, was born in 
Abadzekhia, in the upper reaches of the river Psheha, in the area of the present-day town of 
Goryachy Klyuch in Krasnodar Krai, in 1839. Until 1864 his family lived in Abadzekhia. He 
died in 1934 at the age of 95. 

48 Kumykov, T.Kh. Arkhivy. Materialy Tersko-Kubanskoi soslovnoi komissii D.S. Kodzokova. 
Nalchik: OOO “Pechatnyi dvor”, 2017, p. 41. 
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‘And did you really not know of this until you were told?’ asked Yelmirz. 

‘Truly, I did not know,’ Islam confessed candidly. 

With these words Islam jerked his horse aside, sprang away from Yenamukov, 
then drew up before him, in a flash tore the cover from his rifle and levelled it at 
the uzden’s chest. ‘Turn back, Yenamukov, to the place where I turned about and 
began to overtake you. I swear by the place of prayer at Tkhacheg,51 which is in 
Tuba,52 that I will not let you disobey me. Either I shall kill you, or you shall kill 
me, but while I live I will not let you go a step further,’ Islam threatened. 
Yenamukov decided that he would not kill this madman himself, and that he 
would not be allowed to kill him either; and so he turned back and rode to the 
place where Islam had been obliged to turn in order to follow him. 

Then Islam, addressing Yenamukov, said: 

‘Yenamukov, from the man who does not turn back and ride along with you, you 
take his child or his cattle. And here I give you my oath, by the place of prayer at 
Tkhacheg, which is in Tuba, that if from now on anyone turns back on the road 
and rides with you, I shall take from him both his child and his cattle.’ 

After this instructive incident, no one any longer turned back on meeting 
Yenamukov on the road, and they ceased to honour him, Yenamukov, as before. 
Yenamukov and Dzybov were both of the true Abadzekhs.”53 

The gentry of Shapsugia, Abadzekhia, and Natukhai, despite the loss of their monopoly on 
political power, continued to adhere to their estate rules and did not seek to merge with the 
people. Unlike the tfokotly, they considered it reprehensible to engage in physical labour or 
trade, or to enter into marriages with members of the peasant estates. The Adyghe tfokotly, 
like the Dagestani and Chechen uzdeni, were not only landholders but also tillers of the soil: 
they took part in agricultural work, ploughed, sowed, mowed hay, and tended orchards. No 
one regarded agricultural or pastoral labour as demeaning, provided it was not “women’s 
work”, that is, provided it accorded with the division of labour by sex and age. Here was 
reflected the difference between the Western and Eastern Caucasian rural commune and 
the Oriental one: in the latter, the practice of agriculture was held to be dishonourable, 
specialised, peasant work. As M. Aglarov observed, “the type of community that took shape 
in the Circumpontic region, including Asia Minor and the classical world, knew no such 
prejudice against the practice of agriculture; on the contrary, it was held in honour. In 
classical antiquity agriculture was held in high esteem; in the European Middle Ages, the 
reverse. The ancient Greeks and Romans honoured agriculture as the only occupation 

53 Brantov, Zacheriy-Hadji. Abadkhekhskii skaz [The Abadzekh Tale]. Maykop: OAO 
“Poligraf-YuG”, 2014, pp. 72–73. 

52 Tuba — an old settlement, the ancestral homeland of the principal Abadzekh families; a 
locality on the border with Ubykhia and Shapsugia. 

51 Tkhacheg — a sacred grove in the forests of Abadzekhia. 
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befitting a free man. One may recall Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus,54 whom his country 
summoned from the plough to the highest office of state, and who, having done his duty and 
saved his homeland, returned to his patch of land. Manius Curius Dentatus,55 the 
vanquisher of one of the most gifted commanders of Hellenistic Greece, Pyrrhus, king of 
Epirus, after the victory that gave Italy into the hands of Rome for ever, continued to work 
his tiny field, ploughing it with his own hands, sowing it and gathering its harvest; visitors 
would find him in his humble house, sitting before the hearth and boiling a dish of turnips, 
content with coarse earthenware. The analogies adduced eloquently characterise the 
relationship of landholders to the land in the community of antiquity.”56 

In another of Zachari Brantov’s tales, the civic ideal of the Abadzekhs found expression in 
the reply of a peasant girl who rejected the proposal made to her by a Temirgoy prince. In 
1855, three famous girls lived in Abadzekhia. One of them, “the celebrated beauty Khasas 
Chetaova, lived in Khidizhi. Aslancheriy, the son of Aytech Bolotokov, announced that he 
intended to marry the famous Abadzekh girl, and rode to Khidizhi to Khasas. He offered her 
his hand and heart. She refused him. The prince asked her why she did not wish to become 
his wife. The girl answered that he was a Chemguy [Temirgoy] prince and must marry a 
worthy woman, whereas she would not be such, for she did not know how a princess ought 
to conduct herself, nor how to wait upon a prince-husband. ‘I shall marry a man who knows 
how to wield both his hoe and his rifle, who goes to weed his portion of land carrying hoe 
and rifle together; and one who, hearing that a battle has begun, will lay his hoe aside and 
fight alongside the others, and return home with his lips blue from gunpowder,’ she 
answered him.”57 

The single privilege that the tfokotly agreed to leave to the gentry was that of being first in 
battle and of commanding their military detachments. During the Caucasian War in the 
Western Caucasus, the core of the military forces of the democratic polities came to be 
formed by the free commoners, the tfokotly, who constituted the majority of the population. 
Yet here too the gentry, by virtue of their narrow professionalism and their superiority in 
the military sphere, were granted command authority for the duration of the war and were 
entrusted with the direction of military enterprises.58 The example of the Shapsug noble 
Kizilbech Sheretlokov, one of the most renowned military leaders of the Caucasian War 

58 Mirzoev, A.S. Genezis i evolyutsiya traditsionnoi voennoi kul’tury cherkesov. Srednevekov’e – 
Novoe vremya. Nalchik: Izdatel’stvo M. i V. Kotlyarovykh, 2021, p. 179. 

57 Brantov, pp. 67–68. 

56 Aglarov, pp. 168–169. 

55 Manius Curius Dentatus (c. 321–270 BC) — an ancient Roman statesman and military 
commander, four times consul. 

54 Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus (c. 519–439 BC), a legendary Roman patrician, dictator, and 
military commander of the fifth century BC, who became a model of civic virtue, modesty, 
and disinterested service to Rome. A farmer, he was twice appointed dictator to save the 
state, swiftly defeated his enemies, and at once relinquished power, returning to the plough. 
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period, is instructive in this regard. The military dispatches of the tsarist command, 
preserved in the Russian archives, inform us of the extraordinary military activity of 
Kizilbech Sheretlokov from the end of the eighteenth century right up to his death on 28 
February 1840, which followed a wound received in one of his raids on the cordon line. 
Given his exceptional popularity and his good fortune in the military field, it cost Kizilbech 
Sheretlokov no effort to gather beneath his banners numerous parties, the bulk of which 
consisted of tfokotly. At the same time, the sources report that Kizilbech Sheretlokov took 
almost no part in the social and political life of the Shapsugs, rarely attending the popular 
assemblies. After the so-called “democratic revolution”, a part of the Shapsug gentry, the 
Sheretlokovs among them, who could not reconcile themselves to the loss of their political 
privileges and to the new order established in their homeland, resettled beyond the Kuban 
and entered the tsar’s service. Repeatedly they sent letters to their celebrated kinsman, 
proposing that he go over to the service of the Russian tsar, who would give his social status 
its due and pay generously for his service. To this Kizilbech would jestingly excuse himself, 
saying that by gathering tfokotly in their thousands beneath his banners and leading them 
on raids against the cordon line, where they perished in their hundreds, he was thereby 
“avenging” the Shapsug gentry’s outraged honour upon the rabble.59 In reality, like many 
members of his lineage who remained living in Shapsugia, he placed the interests of the 
nation as a whole above his own estate privileges. 

The mass migration of peasants from the princely domains into the democratic societies 
led, in time, to the disappearance of some feudal domains (the Vepsny, Khegaki, and 
Zhaney) and to the weakening of others (the Temirgoy, Bzhedug, Khatukai, Mamkheg, 
Makhosh, and others). “As a consequence of this sworn brotherhood,” Khan-Girey noted, “in 
the Abadzekh, Shapsug, and Natukhai tribes the distinct identity of the Vepsny, Khegaki, 
and Zhaney domains was destroyed to its very foundations… The common class of these 
domains, and even the greater part of the peasants belonging to the gentry and the princes, 
by joining the tribes that possessed the sworn brotherhood, became members of the 
lineages that made up those tribes; while their lords were scattered throughout all 
Circassia, and all the princely domains were reduced to a state of impotence.”60 The flight of 
serf-peasants from Bzhedugia, Temirgoy, and other feudal domains led to a sharp reduction 
in their populations and to their weakening. “This flight of peasants assumed such a scale,” 
V.K. Gardanov noted, “that the formerly insignificant tribes of the Shapsugs, Natukhais, and 
Abadzekhs were transformed into the largest ethnic subdivisions of the Adyghe. In parallel 
with the growth in the population of the ‘democratic’ tribes, there occurred an increase in 
the territories they occupied. Both the one and the other took place at the expense of the 
‘aristocratic’ tribes, which greatly weakened them.”61 In V.K. Gardanov’s view, the Shapsugs, 
Natukhais, and Abadzekhs constituted, in the first half of the nineteenth century, roughly 

61 Gardanov, p. 49. 

60 Khan-Girey. Zapiski o Cherkesii, p. 179. 

59 Khan-Girey. “Besl’niy Abat”, p. 504. 
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two-thirds of the total number of the Adyghe.62 The democratic order that existed among 
the Shapsugs, Natukhais, and Abadzekhs also attracted to them migrants from non-Adyghe 
feudal domains, Abazins and Nogais.63 The ethnic composition of the most egalitarian 
society of the Western Caucasus, that of the Khakuchi, was marked by considerable 
diversity; even by comparison with the democratic societies of the Shapsugs, Natukhais, 
and Abadzekhs, it resembled the Zaporozhian Sich.64 Among the Khakuchi, besides 
migrants from the Shapsugs, Abadzekhs, and other Adyghe societies, one might encounter 
runaway Russian soldiers and Cossacks. Just as in Russia there was the expression “to go off 
to the Cossacks”, so among the Circassians there was the formula “to go off to the 
Shapsugs”.65 N.L. Kamenev noted that the Abadzekhs were from the very beginning formed 
out of a “highland Cossackry”, that is, out of runaway peasants of various Adyghe and 
Abazin tribes.66 

The Caucasian War further complicated the position of the feudal domains bordering on the 
Shapsugs and Abadzekhs, Temirgoy and Bzhedugia. On the one hand, they were subjected 
to attacks from their own kinsmen; on the other, they were often ravaged by Russian troops. 
For every raid by the Abadzekhs and Shapsugs, the Temirgoy and Bzhedug princes carried 
out a reprisal. Thus the Temirgoy people, invited by the Turkish government to take part in 
the defence of the fortress of Anapa in 1807, after its capture by Russian troops, on their 
way back, “passing through the lands of the Abadzekhs, who during their absence had 
committed depredations, … made an attack upon them, drove them back into the depths of 
the mountains, and seized much property and lands along the river Pshish. A fierce struggle 
broke out between the Abadzekhs and the Temirgoy people, which placed the latter, 
ravaged at the same time by the Russians, in an extremely difficult position.”67 The 
mountainous, wooded terrain gave the Abadzekhs and Shapsugs the advantage in defence, 
whereas the Temirgoy and Bzhedug peoples, dwelling in the foothills and on the plains, 
were in a more vulnerable position. War on two fronts brought them to exhaustion and to 
the decline of their economic well-being. 

The Caucasian War, and the awareness of the threat of losing independence, set in motion 
processes of integration both within the Circassian societies and among them. From the 
1820s onward, all-national congresses of the Shapsugs, Abadzekhs, Natukhais, and Ubykhs 

67 Ibid., p. 148. 

66 Kamenev, pp. 103, 109, 132. 

65 Derluguian, G.M. “Kavkazskaya demokratiya vyrosla iz kukuruzy i ruzhei” [Caucasian 
Democracy Grew out of Maize and Rifles], 3 January 2017. PONARS Eurasia [online]. 
Available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/8828/ (accessed 15 May 2025). 

64 Olshevsky, M.Ya. Kavkaz s 1841 po 1866 god. Vospominaniya uchastnikov Kavkazskoi voiny 
XIX veka. St Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo zhurnala “Zvezda”, 2003, p. 552. 

63 Ibid., p. 48. 

62 Ibid., p. 44. 
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were periodically convened, to which representatives of the aristocratic domains were also 
invited, in order to work out the terms of political and military consolidation in the struggle 
against Russian colonial expansion. In the 1820s, as a result of negotiations in the Abadzekh 
aul of Dzhanketkhabl (on the river Pshish), the Temirgoy people and the Abadzekhs “swore 
an oath of eternal peace” upon the Koran. One of the influential Temirgoy princes, 
Dzhambulat Bolotokov, with six auls subject to him, resettled from the river Laba to the 
river Belaya, closer to the Abadzekh lands, whence for ten years he carried out his raids on 
the Russian cordon line, leading detachments of Abadzekhs, Temirgoy people, Ubykhs, and 
runaway Kabardians.68 After the final conquest of Kabarda by Lieutenant-General A.P. 
Yermolov in 1822, a considerable part of the Kabardian princes and gentry departed 
beyond the Kuban, settling compactly in auls alongside the Besleneys and Abazins. 
Designated by the Russian authorities as runaway Kabardians and abreks, the Trans-Kuban 
Kabardians came subsequently to be called, in official documents, “hadjrets”. The runaway 
Kabardian princes and gentry, being implacable enemies of Russian power, were the 
organisers and inspirers of the numerous raids of the Trans-Kuban Circassians on the 
Caucasian cordon line, on the Cossack stanitsas and Russian villages. When, however, the 
lands of the eastern Trans-Kuban came under the control of the Russian administration, the 
“aristocratic” Kabardians found refuge among the “democratic” Abadzekhs. Living among 
the Abadzekhs, it is true, they preserved their political autonomy, electing a senior prince 
(vali) and a court (makhkeme, a judicial-administrative council). 

The Islamic factor played a substantial role in the further transformation of the political 
system of the Circassian societies of the Western Caucasus that had been set in motion by 
the democratic revolution. Its activation was prompted by the fact that, to withstand the 
threat of conquest by the Russian Empire, it was necessary to overcome political 
fragmentation and to create all-national organs of government on the scale of Circassia. In 
the Western Caucasus, the spread of the political ideas of Islam was begun by Sheikh 
Mansur at the end of the eighteenth century. In the 1820s, a significant role in the 
dissemination of Islam among the Circassians of the Western Caucasus was played by the 
commandant of the fortress of Anapa, the Turkish pasha Hadji-Hassan-Chechen-ogly 
(Hasan Pasha). Hasan Pasha’s activity in strengthening the position of Islam among the 
Circassians found celebration in the works of Khan-Girey, who wrote of him: “This 
renowned… Turkish grandee, during his brief sojourn at Anapa, accomplished an 
astonishing revolution throughout all of Trans-Kuban Circassia: he brought a considerable 
part of the natives to swear allegiance to his sovereign, and, uprooting the mode of judicial 
procedure founded upon ancient customs and confirmed over centuries, he subordinated 
everything to the sharia… Acting in this manner by the force of religion, he gave… a swift 
turn to the minds of the Circassian people towards a pernicious equality.”69 The ideas of the 
equality of Muslims were swiftly taken up by the Bzhedug peasants and led to an 
aggravation of their relations with their own feudal aristocracy: “Hasan Pasha, who acted so 
successfully upon the minds of the Circassian people, had a baneful influence upon the 
rights and power of the upper class among that people; but he especially disordered the 

69 Khan-Girey. Zapiski o Cherkesii, p. 124. 

68 Ibid., pp. 148–149. 
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internal governance of the Cherchenay and Khamyshei domains, where the free 
husbandmen, inclined to revolt, like all wilful rabble, rose up against the power of the class 
that had ruled from of old, leaning, so to speak, upon the force of the Mohammedan laws 
preached to them by a clergy that neither knew nor wished to know that, for the common 
good, respect and obedience are necessary towards the authorities established in this land 
over centuries.”70 The conflict between the tfokotly and the gentry, the constant clashes 
with the Abadzekhs, and the mass flight and resettlement of peasants greatly weakened the 
Bzhedug feudal principalities. The ruling prince of the Khamyshei branch of the Bzhedugs, 
Alkas Khadzhimukov, took the decision to apply to the command of the Black Sea Host for 
permission to resettle on the other bank of the Kuban, “to another place, more remote from 
the mountains and the mountain tribes, in order to restore in full force the ancient rights 
and power of the nobility”.71 

The next stage of the socio-political transformations on an Islamic basis among the 
Shapsugs, Natukhais, and Abadzekhs is connected with the activity of Shamil’s naib 
Muhammad-Amin (1848–1859), sent by him to the Western Caucasus at the request of the 
Abadzekh elders. Muhammad-Amin sought to unite the societies of Trans-Kuban Circassia 
after the model of the centralised theocratic state, the Imamate of Shamil in the Eastern 
Caucasus. The means of centralisation was the creation of organs of administration and 
justice resting upon the norms of the sharia, the makhkeme. Among the local democratic 
traditions that Muhammad-Amin took into account was the fact that the council of the 
makhkeme was elected from each “tribe” (lʼakue) and territorial community (psukho) into 
which the Abadzekhs were divided. They sat in court, levied taxes, and oversaw the defence 
of the country.72 But the heads of the makhkeme, and of the standing gendarmerie (the 
murtazaki) — which was created so that the decisions of the makhkeme should be carried 
into effect, and which was paid for at the population’s expense, were appointed by 
Muhammad-Amin himself. This came into conflict with the democratic traditions of the 
Circassians and turned the institution into a mechanical conjunction of alien elements. 
Moreover, the makhkeme was set above the councils (tharko-xase)73 of the river-valley 
district (psukho).74 It also stood outside the control of the popular assemblies on the 
national scale, whose resolutions had the force of law for the Adyghe. For this reason they 

74 Psukho — the territorial division of the rural neighbour-communes into districts. All the 
villages situated in the valley of a single river or gorge constituted a district (psukho). 
Among the Shapsugs, Abadzekhs, and Natukhais, political administration and justice were 
conducted on an elective basis, according to the territorial principle, through the institution 
of sworn judges (тхьэрыIуэ хасэ). 

73 Tharko-xase — the jury court (тхьэрыIуэ хасэ), an elective administrative organ which, 
each in its own district, decided judicial cases, imposed fines, and conducted the 
mobilisation of the population in the event of a military threat. 

72 Lapinski, pp. 77–78. 

71 Khan-Girey. “Knyaz’ Psh’skoy Akhodyagoko”, pp. 541–542. 

70 Ibid., p. 159. 
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could not long submit to a permanent, still less a despotic, authority, however high the 
religious sanction by which it was hallowed. The makhkeme did not attain that degree of 
legitimacy which was required for their successful functioning.75 Despite the threat of 
losing their independence, the Circassians proved unable to sacrifice their liberties for the 
sake of strengthening political unity, or to submit unconditionally to Muhammad-Amin’s 
innovations by establishing a theocracy on the model of the Imamate of Shamil.76 In the end, 
only the Abadzekhs submitted to Muhammad-Amin. In the lands of the Shapsugs, 
Natukhais, and Ubykhs, the democratic form of political order continued to function. The 
lands of these sub-ethnic groups were divided into districts, at the head of which stood 
councils of sworn judges elected for life, irrespective of estate origin (whether tfokotly or 
gentry). The jury court (tharko-xase) was an administrative organ which, each in its own 
district, decided judicial cases, imposed fines, and conducted the mobilisation of the 
population in the event of a military threat.77 For the decision of questions concerning the 
whole people, according to the information of J. Longworth, popular assemblies were 
convened, which elected a Great Council, or mejlis (a council/parliament).78 As the external 
threat mounted, its powers were enhanced and its legislative and executive functions 
strengthened; yet it did not become a permanently functioning supra-national organ of 
power, right up until the Circassians entered the final stage of the Caucasian War.79 In 1859, 
Shamil was taken captive in the high-mountain Avar village of Gunib, and the conquest of 
the Eastern Caucasus was completed. On learning of this, Muhammad-Amin, considering 
further struggle hopeless, concluded, on behalf of the Abadzekhs, a separate armistice with 
the Russian military command and quit the Western Caucasus. In 1860, the Natukhais 
ceased their resistance. 

In June 1861, the representatives of the Shapsugs, Abadzekhs, and Ubykhs, gathering in 
council, unanimously resolved to establish an extraordinary union for the defence of the 
country, the “Great Free Assembly”, the Circassian Mejlis. To govern the union, a mejlis 
(government) of fifteen ulema was instituted. The mejlis divided the whole region into 
twelve districts, in each of which a mufti, a qadi, and a mukhtar were appointed. The 
building of the mejlis was erected in the valley of the river Psakhe, not far from Sochi. 
Military conscription was introduced (five armed horsemen from every hundred 
households), together with a system of taxation, primarily for the purpose of creating a 
fund for defence.80 The Ubykh leader Hadji Berzek Kerantukh was elected head of the 

80 Felitsyn, E.D. Knyaz’ Seferbey-Zan, politicheskii deyatel’ i pobornik nezavisimosti 
cherkesskogo naroda. Nalchik: GP KBR “Respublikanskii poligrafkombinat im. Revolyutsii 
1905 g.”, 2010, p. 167. 

79 Kazharov, p. 163. 

78 Longworth, p. 547. 

77 Novitsky, p. 1. 

76 Ibid., p. 176. 

75 Kazharov, p. 175. 
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mejlis. The mejlis became a permanently functioning organ of power, combining legislative, 
executive, and administrative functions. The emergence of a supra-national organ of power 
was the outcome of the political reforms in Western Circassia.81 Of the two models of 
political order (the Islamic and the democratic), by the end of the Caucasian War it was 
Circassian democracy that prevailed, in the form of the “Great Assembly”, or Circassian 
Mejlis, created in 1861. 

The military and political defeat of the Circassians in the Caucasian War, which had, in the 
main, stimulated their socio-political transformations, left them no time to complete those 
transformations by creating all the state institutions necessary for centralisation. The 
traditional social and legal practices of the mountaineers of the Western Caucasus, in the 
form of the adats, fostered the preservation of the region’s political fragmentation and 
counteracted the introduction into the life of society of universal Islamic socio-political 
practices in the form of the sharia, and the creation of an Islamic model of the state on the 
example of the Imamate of Shamil. The struggle and competition between these two models 
of political and socio-legal order continued throughout the whole course of the Caucasian 
War; the attempt at their synthesis ended in failure; and ultimately, of the two models of 
political order (the Islamic and the democratic), it was Circassian democracy that prevailed, 
which found expression in the creation, in 1861, of the “Great Assembly”, or Circassian 
Mejlis. Defeat in the Caucasian War and the expulsion of the Circassians of the Western 
Caucasus into the bounds of the Ottoman Empire cut short the course of their historical 
evolution and erased the very country of Circassia from the historical map, precluding the 
possibility of completing the socio-political transformation that had taken place from the 
seventeenth century to the 1860s. 
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