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Abstract

The article presents the author’s interpretation of the ontological aspect of gender relations
underlying traditional Circassian culture. The author draws on the Hegelian
conceptualisation of the national as a mode of liberation, understood in the widest possible
sense, from national liberation struggles to individual intentions that facilitate the attainment
of existential freedom.

According to the German classical philosopher, freedom is acquired through education and
disciplining knowledge. The Circassian code of etiquette, Adyghe Khabze, which is grounded
in free will, should be regarded as a disciplinary matrix. This principle is central to the
paradigm of gender relations among the Circassians. The author employs a
linguistic-etymological method to decode certain provisions and concepts that form the
basis of traditional gender relations. In an era of crisis, traditional cultures may be
considered alternative models with a genuine capacity to arrest the advancing process of
dehumanisation.
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The National as a Manifestation of Freedom

According to the conceptual framework of the German classical philosophers, the national
emerges as one of the fundamental ontological categories, intimately connected with
another universal and central one, freedom. In Hegel’s view, “history was not made by heroes
or great individuals; rulers did not alter the course of history arbitrarily. History obeyed an
objective law independent of individual will, one that could be apprehended rationally. In the
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history of peoples, this inner law was, for Hegel, the progress in the consciousness of
freedom” (italics mine — M.Kh.) (Hegel). Extending this line of thought, Hegel linked history to
God (or the Divine Spirit) who comes to know himself through it. In this connection, “the
study of the past acquired particular significance for humanity. The concept of Spirit
comprised three constituents, the universal, the singular, and the particular. The universal
was the Divine Spirit itself. The singular was understood as its embodiment in the individual
person; the particular denoted the spirit of a distinct people. It was precisely the people that
was regarded as the protagonist of world history. In different periods, Hegel held, one people
or another came to the fore, each bearing its own mission, revealed at a specific moment in
time” (Hegel 58).

This idea, refracted through artistic discourse, perpetually foregrounds the national as a
mode of liberation, liberation conceived across the widest possible range, from
national-liberation struggles to the individual intentions that contribute to the spiritual
evolution of the person and to the attainment of existential freedom.

Human actions, whether good or evil, are conditioned by the exercise of freedom. Yet
freedom is not simply given, as the French Enlightenment maintained. In Hegel's conception,
freedom is acquired through education and disciplining knowledge. In this sense, freedom is
not an obligation but a “disciplinary matrix” that presupposes a certain measure of
responsibility. This is yet another indirect testimony to Hegel’s faith in the triumph of good
and in the march of history as the self-development of the World Spirit.

The Dichotomy of Adyghe Khabze

As the disciplinary matrix that makes possible the various forms of freedom, the Circassian
code of etiquette, Adyghe Khabze, must be regarded as a system crystallised and shaped in
the course of the development of ancient Circassian culture.

Throughout all epochs it formed the foundation of relations between men and women,
attaining its most refined expression during the period of the culture’s greatest florescence.
Given that the Circassians, prior to the Russo-Circassian War, constituted the most
numerous and structurally dominant people of the Caucasus, the Caucasian gender
dimension was in large measure determined by the specific form of Circassian etiquette.

Circassian etiquette has been the subject of inquiry by numerous scholars, and has been the
focus of well-known monographic studies, including B.Kh. Bgazhnokov's Adyghe Etiquette
and S.Kh. Mafedzev’s The Adyghe: Customs and Traditions ("Adyghe Khabze”).

“Etiquette is the nucleus, the organising centre of the traditional everyday culture of
communication” (Bgazhnokov 10). Adyghe Khabze is, in this sense, a regulation of all forms
of social and interpersonal relations, yet it is grounded in free will. From this perspective,
Circassian etiquette constitutes a dichotomous phenomenon: a disciplinary matrix that is
simultaneously compatible with freedom of will. The celebrated Stoic thesis, widely
disseminated through Spinoza, “freedom is recognised necessity”, resolves this apparent
contradiction. In relations between men and women, freedom of will meant, above all, a



woman’s independent choice of her life's companion in accordance with her personal
preferences, and vice versa.

To this day, certain vestiges of a chivalric attitude towards women have survived: among the
Circassians, for instance, it was the woman who was expected to extend (or decline to
extend) her hand upon greeting, thereby determining, as she continues to do, the distance
between herself and a man that she finds desirable or acceptable.

The Principal Principles of Circassian Gender Etiquette

Restraint is the key universal principle pervading the whole of etiquette and every one of its
requirements, and has therefore always been its defining feature. It was in large measure a
consequence of other equally important principles: modesty, tolerance, and respect for one’s
elders (Bgazhnokov 27-28). At the same time, its development was shaped by the taboos
governing the communicative behaviour of the Circassians (Bgazhnokov 116-146).

The principle of restraint continues to manifest itself in relations between junior and senior,
man and woman, father and children, and to a lesser degree in those between mother and
children. Like every other fundamental precept, it has undergone a selection process
spanning many centuries. Restraint was perhaps the most significant marker of the
Circassian way of life, above all in matters of sex. This characteristic is connected, in all
likelihood, with the extended period of military democracy that had taken on a permanent
character, giving rise to the highly distinctive mode of life and culture of the Circassians, as
well as of many other Caucasian peoples. For survival in these conditions, strict hierarchy,
maximum rationalisation, and discipline were essential. Consequently, any demonstrative
display of feeling between a man and a woman was censured; such improper conduct on the
part of either party could become the object of ridicule and general contempt. A young man
seeking a bride was expected to find a certain “golden mean” that would preclude
harassment on the one hand, while demonstrating genuine personal interest on the other. He
was required to show unobtrusive constancy, chivalrous conduct, and profound respect for
the young woman, while simultaneously avoiding any manifestation of weakness, that is, he
must not lose command of his own person, of his own integrity. This amounted, in essence,
to the ability to preserve free will: not to become dependent upon a woman or upon his own
feeling for her. If the situation slipped from his control and became publicly apparent, it was
said: “n Hanap Taklaw”, “he has lost his own face.” A man who “lost his head” and could not
subordinate himself to his own will was not regarded as a serious suitor. Unable to govern
his own will, he was, by implication, equally unable to exercise influence over his betrothed,
his wife, his household, or indeed his wider circle, kinsmen, friends, companions, and society
at large.

What, then, constitutes the essence of the masculine position in the complex and
extraordinarily delicate relations between man and woman? It lies, evidently, in the capacity
to demonstrate profound feeling for a woman while simultaneously affirming one's
independence from it. The underlying assumption is that a man always remains faithful to
other priorities, his duty, his military obligations, and the like. In any situation, he must remain
free and radiate the spirit of freedom — first and foremost, existential freedom.



The best medium for the adequate expression of feeling was a playful tone, the stylistics of
the harmless jest. In order to signal a “healthy” distance from his personal emotions, a man
would endeavour never, in any company, to speak of them in earnest, particularly among his
companions.

The Protection of Women as the Foundational Principle of Circassian Gender
Etiquette

The particularities of gender communication are extraordinarily complex. Many scholars,
Soviet-era researchers in particular, up to and including the present day have been inclined
not merely to simplify and vulgarise them, but to substitute for them a single interpretive
framework: the struggle for equality. The Soviet episteme, without delving into “unnecessary”
subtleties, significantly reduced and homogenised traditional cultures. It was also quick to
declare certain aspects of gender behaviour within the framework of Circassian etiquette to
be “feudal survivals.” The Soviet episteme, superimposed upon the imperial episteme of the
Tsarist regime, thus produced a compound that created the conditions for the gradual
erosion of the national cultures of the Russian Federation.

In reality, the Circassian gender system at all times served a single overarching purpose: the
protection of women at every level, physical, social, moral, ethical, and existential, for it is
women who remain, to this day, the most vulnerable party in the system of gender relations.
The woman of the pre-Soviet era could rely, first and foremost, on the assistance and
protection of the men of her family and clan.

Male functions were clearly regulated: they encompassed protection, the procurement and
production of material goods, whilst women bore and reared children. This was a clear and
equitable division of roles, no different in kind from that of any other society. There was no
question whatsoever of a secondary, still less a subordinate, position. Were one to ask a
Circassian woman of the past whether she occupied a subordinate position, she would
simply not have understood the question. She could only have said whether she was or was
not in her rightful place. Around this very concept, whether a given person occupied their
rightful place, social conflicts and local wars might ignite. That place was not explained but
determined by the inviolable social hierarchy (including the familial) and the unwritten laws
of Adyghe Khabze.

Proper conduct on the part of a woman excluded superfluous verbal communication, which
might disorient her male interlocutor and be falsely interpreted as an invitation to irregular
forms of association. A wrong or unnecessary word, even an ill-timed glance, could give rise
to serious misunderstanding and complications, at which point the woman’s brothers and
close male relatives, who were obliged to defend her honour, would be drawn into the
conflict. It was precisely for this reason that the correct model of female behaviour, one that
could not be construed ambiguously, was the paramount condition of a woman'’s safety,
including the preservation of her prospects for a successful or suitable marriage.

Proper gender conduct entailed minimal risks to a woman’s reputation, which is why it was
strictly regulated, giving rise, in turn, to a highly structured gender culture. Circassian women



were permitted relatively free manners, bounded nonetheless by firm limits. In the event of
“danger,” a woman would simply withdraw from the compromising situation, resorting to
humour or defusing the tension or ambiguity with some positive and unrelated topic of
conversation.

The Ontological Aspect of the Culture of Love

In order to define the particular character of any national culture, it is necessary to turn to
fundamental, universal human phenomena, among which the culture of love is perhaps the
most significant.

Within the framework of Circassian culture, this is a particularly difficult subject to address,
for this phenomenon has always been a “thing-in-itself” and was never discussed publicly.
Even in personal communication between a man and a woman, it was not the subject of
extended declarations. Love was more likely to manifest itself, but only implicitly, and only
when it was appropriate to do so.

Nevertheless, the feeling of love was experienced with the same intensity and dramatic force
as among all other peoples for whom it was cultivated and stood at the centre of every form
of artistic expression. A great number of laments (ghybze, robi633) devoted to tragic love
have been preserved in Circassian folklore. This genre, however, was the prerogative of
women authors. For a man to give expression to his feelings, or even to his attitude towards
them, was considered an unforgivable weakness.

It is characteristic that hierarchy, as the universal governing principle of Circassian life,
formed the basis even for the feeling of love. The more ancient, sacral foundations, however,
are to be sought in the etymology of the key concepts and terms associated with Circassian
gender culture.

What, then, does the decoding of these key concepts reveal, for instance, the formula that in
all languages takes the form “I love you"? It is characteristic that in the Circassian language
there is no analogous semantic concept as such. The Circassian equivalent of the Russian
declaration of love (s Teba nwo6nto, “I love you”) — ca ya ¢lblys y3onvarby — translates
literally as “I see you well.” This is the very antithesis of the familiar Russian proverb “love is
blind.” The Circassian equivalent of the Russian word 1106085 (love) or the English love is the
Circassian snibarbyHbirea (laghounyge), which translates literally as the process of seeing, or
more precisely, seeing in process. It replicates the semantics of ¢a ya ¢lbiys y3onvarny, and
its root contains the shared element sbarsy (laghy) — “to see.” In Circassian, therefore, to fall
in love means “to see clearly.” It is noteworthy that in Russian poetry we encounter
something analogous, albeit more as a semantic reminiscence — “vision” or “apparition” (as
in Pushkin's “a fleeting apparition, the genius of pure beauty,” from the poem | Remember a
Wonderful Moment).

Another important word: “bridegroom” in Kabardian is ncanwbixvy (pselhykhu), which
translates as “one seeking a soul” or “a seeker of souls.”



Finally, “spouse” in Circassian is wxbarbyca (shkhegyse), meaning “a like-minded person” —
literally, “a companion of the head.” Characteristically, this lexeme carries no gender
differentiation; it is equally applicable to husband and wife. This constitutes a distinctive
principle of verbal marking, since in most widely spoken languages of the world the
concepts of “husband” and “wife” are as clearly distinguished as they are in Russian. In the
English-speaking world: husband and wife; in German: Mann and Frau; in French: mari and
femme; in Spanish: marido and esposa.

Before marriage, a young man and a young woman 3orca/iba (zopsale) — they communicate
with one another — yet there is no concept of “courtship” in the sense of “going out together.”
The defining action is to communicate, to speak with one another; in the absence of this,
there are no secondary or subordinate actions, nothing further. It is not difficult to observe
that the word 3oncanba shares a common root with ncanbbixby (bridegroom) — nca (pse,
“soul”) and ncanba (psale, “conversation,” “word”), which translates literally as “vessel of the
soul.” At this stage of seeking “one’s own soul” young people engaged in exercises in
eloquence; these verbal contests were more often public in character, though they might
also take the form of a jesting or half-jesting dialogue in which each party sought to surpass
the other in wit and brilliance of thought. Young men often gathered at the bedside of the
sick or wounded (shchyepshch, weanwy), at which point the impromptu sallies of the
quick-witted were most welcome, and verbal contests would frequently unfold. The authority

of eloquent persons was held in the highest esteem (Mafedzev 245-257).

Thus one may observe that all concepts pertaining to Circassian “love” are subordinated
solely to its highest manifestation, spiritual (or soul-directed) love. This principle expressed
itself consistently across different levels and stages of personal life: the seeker of souls, the
bridegroom, finds his soul through a process of particular and personal seeing (that is to say,
of discernment, of differentiation); having perceived his soul (his spirit) in the process of
communication (through the word, the vessel of the soul), he becomes, after marriage, her
equal companion and partner. The mature stage of love, marriage, is etymologically
connected with the image of the head, which in the conjugal union signifies the primacy of
reason, thought, consciousness, spirit, and word, an immeasurably broad range of meanings,
all connected with the mental and the spiritual.

As noted above, the clear priority of the spiritual within the highly emotional sphere of love
must also have been grounded in the principle of hierarchy, which served as the universal,
unspoken regulator of all social, ethical, and aesthetic systems within Circassian culture. In
the Kabardian language, the “lower” manifestations of love, its bodily forms of expression,
for instance, are scarcely articulated at all.

Yet these found ample expression in the carnivalesque and comic culture of the Circassians.
The typical bearer of this mode during the jegu (urpuwa, feast and games) was the azhigafe
(Axarada / (axarbaa), the he-goat, symbolising in large measure the sexual principle and
representing, in playful form, traces and reminiscences of phallic cults. He would deliver a
great many jokes of a frivolous and ribald character.

The attitude towards the physical dimension of love in everyday life was entirely implicit.
This may be observed in the ancient custom whereby a newlywed husband would “enter” his



young wife not through the door but through the window, on condition that no one saw him.
This custom may well have far more ancient roots, reaching back to prehistoric times, when
competition for a woman was of a more primitive and visible character, threatening a man
with injury or even death. The need to conceal intimate relations extended to the wife as
well. “After dinner the prince invited me to visit his family. While | was there, Noghai’'s wife
slipped away through the window so as not to be seen by her husband,” wrote Tebou de
Marigny (Marigny 314).

It is worth noting the profoundly considered Circassian approach to the “dark” side of human
nature, above all of masculine nature, which testifies to a sound empirical and realistic
knowledge of human psychology and of the particularities of the unconscious. Certain
actions acquired the character of taboo, they were not explained, but their rules were to be
observed without exception. For instance, it was forbidden to touch a woman. It was for this
reason, in part, that long sleeve-guards were devised, though an alternative interpretation
holds that these were an imitation of armour, a survival reaching us from the era of
Circassian Amazons. It is entirely plausible that a given cultural phenomenon, including an
element of traditional dress, acquired different, and sometimes contrary, connotations at
different periods, particularly with the emergence of a new socio-economic formation, such
as the transition from matriarchy to patriarchy. Be that as it may, we have here testimony to a
high level of empirical knowledge regarding the vital energies of men and women, and to the
respectful attitude taken towards them.

The unambiguously preferential regard for the higher, spiritual forms of love was inevitably
reflected in the relations between men and women, and in Circassian ethics as a whole. Even
the slightest “lowering” of the requisite level of gallant treatment towards a girl or woman
was painfully felt by her, for it might signify the embodiment of the “base” physical interest of
the man towards her, a devaluation of her as an object of love of the highest spiritual order.
This circumstance very likely exerted considerable influence on the etiquette of relations
with women in traditional Circassian society.

Closely connected with this is the absolute requirement to preserve chastity in unmarried
women and conjugal fidelity in wives, indisputable feminine virtues that have been held in
the highest esteem at all times.

The verbal and behavioural affirmation of spiritual love as its highest form, set against the
silence maintained with regard to its “lower” bodily manifestations, was among the
Circassians combined with the cult of physical perfection, a combination that altogether
excludes any notion of asceticism, whether in love or in any other domain of life. The high
standard of feminine beauty and of gender aesthetics in general presupposed a harmonious
apprehension of love in all its manifestations and in its wholeness.

This ancient model of gender relations has, to a considerable degree, endured to the present
day; it is possible that its code has been inscribed at the epigenetic level, which is why it
remains so difficult for Circassian girls and women to accept any form of courtship other
than the indigenous one. In men of other nationalities, they value most highly those qualities
that are familiar from their own culture, for it is precisely these qualities that unfailingly
reveal genuine masculinity in the broadest sense of the word.



The System of Prohibitions from the Perspective of Contemporary
Understanding

From ancient times until the Russo-Circassian War, every member of traditional Circassian
society knew the genealogy of both the maternal and paternal lineage to the seventh
generation. This was a purely pragmatic requirement, for a strict prohibition existed against
contracting marriages within seven generations. Those who violated the taboo were expelled
from the community and became outcasts. This prohibition on consanguineous marriage
had existed from time immemorial, furnishing yet another ground for remarking upon the
depth of empirical popular knowledge in the domain of physiology and medicine, knowledge
that, at the earliest historical stages, had already recognised the inadmissibility of incest.
This fact may in part account for the fine physical constitution of the Circassians, which was
noted by numerous travellers, who were particularly struck by the beauty of Circassian
women.

It was only relatively recently that the phenomenon of inbreeding was evaluated by science
as profoundly destructive from a genetic standpoint, producing a wide spectrum of disorders
ranging from minor to severe inbreeding depression.

From the standpoint of contemporary understanding, the custom of avoidance is equally
pragmatic in character. (A daughter-in-law was permitted to communicate with her
mother-in-law only after a year had passed, and with her father-in-law only much later, or not
at all. An analogous situation applied to the son-in-law; in certain cases he would have no
communication with his mother-in-law for the remainder of his life.) As a rule, Circassian
society practised early marriage, which was justified on many grounds, economic, biological,
and in view of the relatively short life expectancy, among others. As a result, the parents of
the young couple might themselves still be relatively young (between thirty and forty years of
age). “For married couples, for instance, any display of intimate or broadly affiliative feelings
towards one another in the presence of others was considered improper; they were not even
permitted to be seen together in the same household... To this day, men of the older
generation live without having exchanged a single word with their daughters-in-law. For
example, seventy-four-year-old Blyagoz from the village of Neshukay (Adyghe Autonomous
Region) maintains that he avoids encounters and conversations with his three
daughters-in-law, respectively twenty-five, sixteen, and nine years of age, and does not intend
to break this custom for the remainder of his life. The same situation is observed between a
daughter-in-law and the elder brothers of her husband,” writes B.Kh. Bgazhnokov
(Bgazhnokov 140). The custom of avoidance between spouses was recorded by Tebou de
Marigny (see above). In all probability, the custom of avoidance served to forestall possible
libidinal cathexis and sexual relations, for instance, between a young woman and her
father-in-law, between a young husband and his mother-in-law, and the like, relations that
could have destroyed any marriage and led to grave and unpredictable consequences.
Having formed in the prehistoric period, such a prohibition eventually hardened into a strict
tradition and became a reliable regulator of marital and intra-clan relations.

This interpretation is confirmed by B.Kh. Bgazhnokov: “Many scholars hold that they [the
prohibitions — M.Kh.] arose as a consequence of the prohibition of sexual contact between



members of the kinship group (daughter-in-law and father-in-law, son-in-law and
mother-in-law)” (Bgazhnokov 141). Among Soviet scholars, this view was shared by A.F.
Anisimov: “If one looks closely at the general thrust of these onerous prohibitions, one can
readily see that they are all oriented in the same direction: to eliminate the possibility of
sexual relations between these persons” (Anisimov 132).

The general disorientation and demoralisation, the profound crisis of Adyghe Khabze
following the Russo-Circassian War, and the numerous subsequent waves of so-called
“sexual revolutions” that reached such regions as Kabarda, all of these, for all their dramatic
force, nonetheless produced no great changes, at least not at the level of genuine axiological
values. Yet the Circassians could not avoid serious influences, including in the domain of
gender relations; but ethical priorities ultimately inclined towards traditional values, which
even in the age of postmodernism or post-postmodernism continue collectively to function
as the unspoken standard expected of every well-brought-up young woman and man.

Yet are these requirements truly beyond question? Are they truly unambiguous?
Contemporary young women, naturally, cannot but ask themselves these things.

Let us consider certain contemporary findings in the fields of physiology and sexology. It
transpires that in cases of promiscuous sexual activity, such as that of professional
“pleasure-workers”, the likelihood of conceiving a child is very low. In both men and women
who pursue such a lifestyle, libido drops sharply and the level of sex hormones declines
markedly. The risks of sexually transmitted infections remain high, as does the real threat of
HIV and other infections. Beyond the general reduction in fertility, one must also note the
more distant consequences of fatherlessness, associated with severe economic,
psycho-social, and moral-ethical challenges of adaptation for mother and child alike.

In the prehistoric period, when the foundations of morality and ethical conduct were being
formed, the mortal risks faced by women practising indiscriminate sexual relations were
considerably greater: in a fit of jealousy, one of the partners might kill the woman herself
and/or her rival. In the absence of courts of law and jurisprudence, at a later historical stage
under patriarchy, execution for adultery was informally codified. (Recall, for example, the still
relatively recent Jewish and Arab traditions of stoning unfaithful wives.)

Morality is not an abstract ethical or aesthetic demand, but first and foremost a system of
behaviour by which danger may be avoided, in other words, morality is safe conduct. Over
time, the sacral and empirical motivations underlying it fade; causal relationships become
obscured; yet the safe behavioural model becomes entrenched as a requirement, and is
transformed into customary tradition and moral law, the origins of which we are no longer
able to explain.

Through countless examples drawn from world literature, the dramatic psychological
condition of a woman with two lovers has been compellingly demonstrated, in Stendhal’s
The Red and the Black, Flaubert's Madame Bovary, and others. At the end of Jack London’s
novel The Little Lady of the Big House, the heroine perishes, because a great feeling is
incompatible with the sensation of being divided. The very etymology of the word “chastity”
(uenomyppue, tselomudrie) implies the indivisible wholeness of a mutual feeling that



excludes the presence of a third party. Meanwhile, the elemental nature of sexuality does not
preclude deep feeling for another (as in London’s novel), but in such cases a dramatic or
tragic outcome becomes considerably more probable. These observations concern less the
physical than the psychological dimension.

Thus, chastity proves to be an entirely contemporary and pertinent requirement. And
amorous relations are, in a certain sense, an infallible test that reveals the presence of spirit,
the strength of will of both man and woman.

One of the most important aspects of gender relations was respect for women. It is not
difficult to trace a certain hypothetical chain of cause and effect: a woman accustomed to
living in an atmosphere of disrespect grows up with a sense of her own inadequacy. She
may possess great potential that remains entirely unrealised, insecurity, a lack of confidence
in her own abilities, blocks all further development. Deprived of love and respect, a woman
experiences fear and, in return, disrespect; in some cases, an antipathy towards men that
may not manifest itself openly but will emerge latently or express itself at any convenient
opportunity. The son of a woman raised without respect will inherit his mother’s insecurity
and lack of confidence in herself and her capacities. This engenders an entire complex of
negative traits: an inability to show respect, envy, malice, intractability, vindictiveness, cruelty,
and the like. In this way, an entire system of improper and corrupted upbringing is “activated,’
perpetuating itself through time, passing from mother to son, from son to his children, and
so on. (In Tsarist Russia and throughout the countries of Europe, particular elite educational
institutions existed and continue to exist with the purpose of educating and cultivating
young women: only proper upbringing will transform them in time into fully capable mothers
who can raise worthy sons, truly mature men, and form a sound nucleus for the nation.)

In ordinary perception, it might seem that various models of upbringing can produce good
results. In practice, however, only one model proves effective: one whose foundation is
respect for women, beginning from the moment of their birth. An atmosphere of
unconditional respect for a small girl, for a young woman, for a woman, constitutes the
ground upon which a free personality will later form; in due course, her son will have every
reason to become a harmonious human being. The absence of respect a priori destroys his
future personhood. To this day, elderly Circassian women rise upon seeing a small boy,
thereby rendering an unconditional tribute of respect to him and to his future.

For the same reason, elderly Circassian men rise, and continue to rise, upon seeing a little
girl, because she has always embodied the living future of their own descendants, above all,
their sons.

This model of relations with women is, incidentally, highlighted in classical world literature.
Recall Shaw's Pygmalion: the young flower-seller Eliza Doolittle was transformed into a
genuine lady only after she began to be treated as one.

Circassian etiquette presupposes sharply defined role models of behaviour according to
gender, that is, the behavioural presentation of pronounced masculinity and femininity.



The phenotype of men and women is, as is well known, highly variable, ranging from strongly
marked psychosomatic gender characteristics to heterogeneous, androgynous types, in
which both man and woman possess, to varying degrees, the psychological characteristics
of both sexes (we leave aside deviant cases, concerning ourselves only with variants of the
norm). At present, the following proportions are cited: the feminine (oestrogenic) type
among women, approximately ten per cent; the masculine (androgenic) type among men,
approximately ten per cent; the androgynous (mixed) type among both men and women,
approximately eighty per cent.

Yet the social requirements of Circassian etiquette even now confine “assertive” women to
the boundaries of strictly feminine role behaviour. We shall not dwell upon the
characteristics of these roles, given their self-evidence, but shall merely enumerate the
traditional traits: gentleness, an absence of conflict, compassion, tenderness in all its
manifestations, a propensity for nurture, pronounced intuitiveness, and so forth, that is, all
that maximally assists the genesis and successful development of new and fragile life. It is
clear that an enumeration of several traits does not exhaust the concept of “femininity,”
which encompasses an inexpressibly broad range of qualities, including those
conventionally regarded as “masculine” — such as courage, strength, resolve, and even
assertiveness. The latter, however, might best be described as situational. Yet these traits
are in demand for contemporary women, since masculinity among men as a phenomenon is
objectively in decline. At present one may observe a vicious cycle that has been
spontaneously set in motion: world civilisation has had a suppressive effect on the
masculine principle; over time this has manifested in the loss of genes on the male Y
chromosome (of the original 1,500 or so genes, approximately seventy-eight remain). The
gradual erosion of masculinity has given rise to the compensatory emergence of “universal”
women, capable of being not only women, but, when necessary, functional “men.” This
unhappy necessity arises with increasing frequency, and we have already witnessed the
emergence of a genuine class of self-sufficient and assertive women.

This process, like any other, cannot be appraised in simple terms. For the individual
adaptation of the woman who is compelled to manage without the most essential elements
of male support, principally psychological, it is a positive development. Yet the growing
independence of women further suppresses an already beleaguered masculine principle
(which, as is well known, manifests at the physiological level in a decline in testosterone
levels). Men, in this context, increasingly feel their own inadequacy, and so on, a tendency
that leads certain futurologists to forecast the bleak prospect of the levelling out of men as a
class or as a species.

The universalisation of women’s functions, the strengthening of female intellect and
character, which were by no means weak even in former times, or, in other words, the
dissolution of the classical “yin,” deprives the polar classical “yang” of its reason for being.
The harmony that was the “alpha and omega” of human life, its very foundation, is
disintegrating.

From a retrospective standpoint, one may appreciate the paramount significance of the
strictly regulated role behaviour prescribed for men and women by the etiquette of



traditional Circassian society: for pronounced femininity potentiates and reinforces the
masculine principle, while pronounced masculinity in turn promotes the flourishing of
femininity.

It is evident that the ancient Circassians were well acquainted with the ambivalent nature of
every feeling, and in particular with the culmination of any feeling: passion. Circassian
philosophy and popular ethics affrmed a high regard for powerful feeling. Yet the
Circassians directed its force in what they judged to be the right direction, they channelled it.
In so doing, they could become masters of their own inner elements, and this was the source
of an enormous reservoir of latent energy.

Today, however, this complex process of channelling feeling is known by the term
sublimation, in Freud’s terminology and according to his definition, a process grounded in the
transformation of erotic energy into creative energy. In this respect, the example of the
transformation of amorous feeling is the most instructive: it is entirely clear that the force of
the emotions extends across all spheres of feeling, and that the force of any feeling may be
transformed into creative energy. It is precisely this process that implicitly underlies Adyghe
Khabze. Of course, what is meant here is not only the energy of creativity, but any other
productive sphere directed towards creation and construction.

The mechanism of sublimation cannot be conveyed in verbal terms. In Circassian etiquette it
is achieved through a particular form of taboo, an entire complex of restrictions that
gradually teaches the child to subordinate the enormous mass of diverse feelings to his own
rational and benevolent will, reclaiming them from the dominion of blind, elemental forces.

“Shakespearean” passions are well understood by the Circassians, but not accepted as a
model for real life. This is explained, evidently, first and foremost by what the Circassians
perceive as the absence of an inner culture of self-command.

The established models of behaviour within Adyghe Khabze are not the product of chance,
they were selected and consolidated by the millennial experience of the people.

We shall never prevail in argument with that experience; but it is within our power to interpret
it from the standpoint of the contemporary person.

Freedom of will and freedom of choice, in their contemporary interpretation, are perceived by
modern society as key democratic values. If one refract the category of freedom through
contemporary relevant philosophical currents, such as existentialism, phenomenology,
personalism, Jungian psychology, and many others, it is precisely these principles that are
found at the centre, principles that the Circassians recognised from a remote antiquity.

The Circassians are a people of the borderland, a people who grew up not on one frontier,
but on many. The contemporary Circassian diaspora, constituting ninety per cent of the total
number, lives according to some official estimates in fifty-six countries, and by unofficial
accounts in virtually every country in the world. This means that all Circassians are
incorporated into the world cultures of the West, the East, Asia, Europe, America, Africa,
Australia. In Russia, for instance, traditional Circassian culture has assimilated the Russian



classical, Soviet, and world cultures. Yet wherever members of the Circassian people may
find themselves, in each of them Adyghe Khabze lives on with quiet intensity, unmixed, in its
contemporary mode of being. This most significant objective reality of the contemporary
Circassians, rooted in a tragic historical background, sharpens the receptivity of the
Circassian world-view, for it affords the possibility of evaluating it not only from within, but
from without. It is this reality, too, that dictates new spiritual and ideological strategies.

Returning to Hegel’s idea of the historico-theological mission of a given people at a specific
moment in history, one may speak of the inevitability of a contemporary mission of global
influence, given the dispersal of the Circassians across the entire world. This mission is
realised first and foremost through the dissemination of the moral Circassian imperative,
embodied in Circassian etiquette, in the Circassian way of life, thought, and consciousness.

In an age of total crisis across all spheres of life, including the gender sphere, which is
among the most foundational, the decoding of traditional cultures, such as the Circassian,
becomes a saving resource. At the present time, it is precisely traditional cultures that may
be regarded as alternative models, possessing a genuine capacity to arrest the advancing
process of dehumanisation.
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