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The term “genocide” was first proposed by Raphael 
Lemkin in 1943 who combined the Greek word genos (race 
or tribe) with the Latin word cide (to kill). Lemkin sought to 
describe Nazi policies of systematic murder, including the 
destruction of the European Jews, and he defined genocide 
as “a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the 
destruction of essential foundations of the life of national 
groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves.”

On December 9, 1948, the United Nations approved the 
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 
of Genocide. This convention establishes “genocide” as an 
international crime, which signatory nations “undertake to 
prevent and punish.” It defines genocide as “acts committed 
with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, 
racial or religious group, as such:

(a)  Killing members of the group;

(b)  Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of 
the group;

(c)  Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life 
calculated to bring about its physical destruction in 
whole or in part;

(d)  Imposing measures intended to prevent births within 
the group;

(e)  Forcibly transferring children of the group to another 
group.”

The former secretary-general of Medecins Sans Frontieres, 
Alain Destexhe, says that “Genocide is distinguishable from all 
other crimes by the motivation behind it. Genocide is a crime 
on a different scale to all other crimes against humanity and 
implies an intention to completely exterminate the chosen 
group. Genocide is therefore both the gravest and greatest of 
the crimes against humanity.”

Genocide is the world’s most important human rights 
problem. It is possible to prevent new genocides in the future 
only if those committed in the past are recognized, and only 
if the rights of people subjected to genocide are respected 
and reinstalled. Recognition of the past crimes is necessary 
to build a political will that can prevent and stop genocide.

What is genocide?
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May 21:
 A day to remember

The Circassians are the native people of the Caucasus 
where they have lived since time immemorial. They speak a 
unique language that includes almost all sounds a human can 
pronounce. They have developed a fascinating culture that 
reflects the beauty, bravery and mystery of the Caucasian 
mountains. It is impossible to imagine the Caucasus without 
the Circassians, and the Circassians without the Caucasus.

The majority of the Circassians now live not in the Cau-
casus but in other countries. There are about 4-5 times more 
Circassians living in Turkey than in the Caucasus. Syria, Jor-
dan and Israel host a significant number of Circassian settle-
ments. There are Circassians living in the European countries, 
the USA, and other regions of the world. But why do not they 
now live in their homeland? 

Because the Circassians were expelled from their ho-
meland by the Tsarist Russia 150 years ago. Having failed to 
subdue the Circassians in a century-long warfare, the Russian 
Tsar decided to enforce their mass migration to other regi-
ons of the empire or to the Ottoman Empire. As a result of 
a systematic policy of clearing the Circassia of its indigenous 
peoples, most of the Circassians (about 90 percent of the po-
pulation at that time) were expelled, in 1864, from their ho-
meland in a short time period under horrendous conditions. 

This is one of the most tragic acts of genocide and depor-
tation in the history of humanity. But in spite of all oppressi-
on, dispersion and sufferings, the Circassians have survived 
and protected their identity. They have forgotten neither 21 
May nor their homeland. 

This booklet, published on the occasion of the 150th 
anniversary of the Circassian genocide and exile, presents a 

summary of historical facts on the Circassians’ tragedy.

3
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People have lived in the Caucasus since at least the 6th 
millennia thanks to its favorable climatic conditions, abundant 
natural resources and most fertile soils.  The epoch of early 
metal started in the Caucasus beginning with the 6th millennia 
B.C. practically simultaneously with Mesopotamia and 
Northern Iran.

The Maykop Culture, emerged and existed during the 
period of 3700 - 3000 B.C. and spread over the major part of the 
Northern Caucasus, represents one of the most outstanding 
cultures of the Bronze Age of Europe and of the entire Eurasian 
border territories. At the decline of the Bronze Age, at the end
of the 2nd millennia B.C., the Northern Caucasus became one 
of the largest centers of metal production. An original Kuban 
Culture, which made itself famous by an outstanding art of 
manufacturing bronze pieces, arose in the Northern Caucasus.

The names of North Caucasian tribes, such as the Meats, 
Sinds, Akhei, Zikhs, and others, who were the ancestors of the 
Circassian peoples, first became known in about 1000 B.C. In 

The Circassians and 
The Caucasus

Maykop Culture, 3700-3000 B.C.
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Contemporary Caucasus

Greek and Roman sources, they are referred to collectively as 
Meats, and they occupied the eastern coasts of the Black Sea 
and the Sea of Azov and the Kuban valley.

From the 6th century until the 8th century A.D., the
tribes in the North-western Caucasus had united around 
the Zikhs and they were consolidated into a single Adyghe 
people. The creation of the Abkhazian Kingdom in the 10th 
century brought together all the tribes (Apsilians, Abazgians, 
Sanigs, etc.) in Abkhazia and led to the formation of a unified 
Abkhazian people. Adyghe and Abkhaz peoples, together with 
their brethren people, the Ubykhs, are now known as the
“Circassians” in the diaspora countries. 

From ancient times until the 18th century, different states 
and invaders attempted to conquer the land of the Circassians. 
Against all these forces, the Circassians defended their country 
and freedom fiercely, and they often had to take refuge in the 
mountains of the Caucasus. The last and the longest aggression 
was launched in 1763 by the Tsarist Russia.
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The Russian-Caucasian Wars: 
1763-1864

The Tsardom of Russia, established in 1547, expanded 

rapidly towards the east (Siberia) and to the south (the 

Caucasus). The first full-scale military aggression in 

the North Caucasus came in 1604, but met with a stiff 

resistance and the Tsarist Russia did not return to the 

region for more than a century.

The Russian interest in the Caucasus intensified during 

the reign of Catherina the Great. Mozdok Fortress was 

established in 1763 in Kabardia as a springboard for the 

conquest of the Caucasus. The establishment of Mozdok is 

taken as the starting date for the Russian-Caucasian Wars. 

There were sporadic military aggressions by the Tsarist 

Russia in the late 18th century but they were met with 

a fierce resistance by the Caucasian peoples. Vladikavkaz 

was founded as a fortress to control the Daryal Gorge and 

the Georgian military road that connects the Northern 

Caucasus to Georgia. Russia granted Kuban and Terek 

lands to Cossacks to colonize the Northern Caucasus and 

let them establish a series of settlements only along the 

northern banks of the Kuban and Terek rivers. Krasnodar 

(then called Yekaterinodar, “Catherine’s Gift”) was 

established in 1794.

Russia gained a strategic toehold in the Caucasus with 

the recognition of Georgia as a Russian protectorate in 

1783 for protection against Ottoman and Persian attacks. 

Georgia was formally incorporated into the Russian Empire 

in 1801, receiving the status of guberniya. 



7

By securing a stronghold in Georgia, Russia intensified 

its military campaigns in the Northern Caucasus in the 

early 19th century. General Yermolov developed the new

strategy of gradual invasion by building a chain of forts 

along the border, and started to terrorize the Caucasian 

peoples by punitive raids. Yermolov’s name became a 

byword for brutality. He openly defended his policies by 

saying that “I desire that the terror of my name shall guard

our frontiers more potently than chains of fortresses.” 

Grozny (means “fearsome” in Russian) was established 

as a fortress in the lower reaches of the Sunzha River in 

1818, and the Russian army succeeded to control the 

northern plains of Chechnia and Kabardia in the early 

1820s as a result of Yermolov’s brutal policies. 

There were little military activity in the Caucasus in 

the late 1820s because the Russian army was occupied

with wars with Persia in 1826-28 and the Ottoman 

Empire in 1828-29. Strengthened by its successes in both 

wars, Russia resumed fighting in the Caucasus in the 

early 1830s and again met with a strong resistance. The 

The Mountaineers Leave the Aul

P. N. Gruzinsky, 1872 7



resistance in the Northeastern Caucasus was effectively 

organized by Imam Shamil in the 1830s and 1840s, while 

the independent Circassian tribes in the Northwestern 

Caucasus were successful in resisting the expansion of the 

Cossack/Russian settlements in the southern bank of the 

Laba river. During those years, the Tsarist army gradually 

fortified its position in the region between Laba and Kuban 

rivers, and intensified its efforts to control the Black Sea 

coastline by building fortresses at every point on the 

captured coastline (the so-called Black Sea Coastal Line). 

After a prolonged struggle against the Circassians, the 

Russian army and navy was able to encircle the Circassian 

lands from all sides in the early 1840s.

The Crimean War (1853-56) became a turning point for 

the peoples of the Caucasus. Most of the war took place 

for control of the Black Sea, and Russia was decisively 

defeated by the alliance of Britain, France, Sardinia, and 

the Ottoman Empire by the fall of Sevastopol in March 

1856. As a result of the Treaty of Paris, the Russian and 

Ottoman empires agreed not to establish any naval or 

military arsenal on the Black Sea coast.

The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus: 1763-1864

8
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After the Crimean War, Russia could no longer threaten 
directly the interests of the Western Powers in the Balkans, 
and turned her attention to the Caucasus. A 250,000-strong 
army, under General Baryatinsky, was deployed in the 
Northern Caucasus to crush the resistance of local peoples. 
The war in the eastern part of the North Caucasus ended in 
1859 when the Russians captured Shamil and exiled him to 
Russia. 

Following victory in Dagestan and Chechnya, the Russian 
forces in the eastern Caucasus moved westward to join up 
with other Russian troops confronting Circassian forces who 
had been waging a fairly successful guerilla war. 

After N.I. Yevdokimov was appointed in 1860 as the army 
commander of the Kuban region, the plan of the conquest 
of the West Caucasus was finalized and approved by Prince 
A.I. Baryatinsky. The Russian government decided to enforce 
their mass migration to other regions of the empire or to the 
Ottoman lands. Yevdokimov adopted the policy of terrorizing 
the civilian population so as to force the remaining Circassians 
out of the region into the Ottoman Empire. 

The Circassians fought a bitter war against the invading 
forces without any significant external support. The Tsarist 
Army systematically burned down the Circassian villages, 
and one after another, all Circassian tribes were dispersed 
or killed en masse. Those refused to submit to the Russian 
rule were sent down to the seashore for deportation to the 
Ottoman Empire. Many Circassians fled to the forest and 
mountains, but thousands of people perished there because 
of cold, hunger and disease. 

The last battle was fought in 1864 in Kbaada, but was 
lost by the Circassians. The Russian military held a parade in 
Krasnaya Polyana (the Red Glade) on May 21, 1864, and their 
commander declared it as the end of the “conquest of the 
Western Caucasus and the Caucasian War.” This is why May 
21 is accepted as the date that marks the Circassian genocide 
and exodus.
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The Circassians were deported en masse into foreign 

lands following the conquest of their homeland. About 

1.5 million people (90 percent of the population) were 

deported, and a third of them perished during the exodus 

from disease and starvation. Those who survived were 

dispersed into various countries.

This is one of the most tragic acts of genocide and 

deportation in the history of humanity.

The Circassians call this tragedy “genocide and exile”, 

and remember it on every May 21st. Most historians and 

political scientists around the world call it “genocide”. 

The Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization 

(UNPO) and its member, the World Circassian Association, 

called upon “the Russian Federation and the international 

community to acknowledge the genocide of the Circassian 

nation that took place in the 19th century and to grant the 

21 May 
Genocide and deportation

10
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Circassian people status of an exile nation.” The parliaments 

of the Kabardino Balkaria Republic (1992) and Adygea 

Republic (1996) called for its recognition as a genocide 

by the Russian Federation as a genocide. Even the first 

president of the Russian Federation, Boris Yeltsin, declared 

in his message to the peoples of the Caucasus on May 21, 

1994, that he shared the sufferings of “those who have 

fallen on the battlefield, lost his life on the atrocities of war, 

and those who are being forced to leave the Fatherland, 

died in exile, having experienced the bitterness of the loss 

of homeland”, and acknowledged that the Circassians’ 

resistance was about “not only to survive on their own land, 

but also for the preservation of their indigenous culture.”

Whatever the term one may use to describe the tragedy 

of the Circassians, it is a fact recognized by almost everybody 

that the Circassians were expelled from their own country 

in a short time period under horrendous conditions and 

the Circassia was cleared of its indigenous peoples. The 

following maps show the extent of ethnic cleansing in the 

Caucasus.

11
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It is difficult to be precise about the number of 

Circassians who were deported from their homeland. Official 

and unofficial estimates vary. The estimates are based on 

different time frames, and there are ambiguities regarding 

the ethnicity of the migrants. As Alan Fisher points out, it 

is difficult to make accurate estimates when the situation 

was so chaotic at the time. While the overall numbers vary, 

all observers and researchers agree that the scale of the 

deportation was massive.

The number of Circassians deported to the Ottoman 

Empire is not known, but the estimates vary from 500 

thousands to 2 million. The most reliable studies based on 

archival material indicate that the number of people deported 

is about 1.5 million, but a large number of them (about one 

third of the people) had lost their lives during the exodus and 

as a result of poor living conditions and disease in the new 

settlements.

The Ottoman population, after the retreat following the 

1877-78 war, was about 17.4 million in 1893. The share of 

Muslim population was about 70 percent (12.6 million), and 

the rest included Greeks (2.3 million), Armenians (1 million), 

and others. Thus, the approximately 1 million Circassians 

who survived accounted for almost 10 percent of the Muslim 

population of the Ottoman Empire in the late 19th century.

The number of Circassians living in their homeland would 

have been about 20 million if the Circassian genocide and 

exodus had not happened...

12

How many Circassians 
were deported?
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McCarthy estimates that 1 in 3 Circassians died at this time 

and about 600,000 had left for the Ottoman Empire by 1864, 

with more arriving after this date. (Justin McCarthy, “Factors 

in the Analysis of the Population of Anatolia”, in Population 

History of the Middle East and the Balkans, Analecta Isisiana 

LXII, Isis, Istanbul, 2002)

Stanislav Lak’oba has estimated that Circassian migration 

was around one million by the end of 1866. (Stanislav Lak’oba, 

“History: 18th Century-1917”, in Hewitt (ed), The Abkhazians: 

A Handbook, Curzon, London, 1999)

Shenfield estimates that probably over half of the original 

Circassian population has not been accounted for and that 

at least one million perished in the exodus. (Stephen D. 

Shenfield, 

“The Circassians: A Forgotten Genocide?”, in Leven & 

Penny (eds), The Massacre in History, Berghahn, New York, 

1999)

Kemal Karpat has estimated that up to 2 million 

Caucasians, most of whom were Circassians, emigrated 

between 1859 and 1879, with only about 1.5 million of those 

actually reaching their destination, and a further 500,000 

Circassians left for the Ottoman Empire between 1881 

and 1914. (Kemal Karpat, Ottoman Population 1850-1914, 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1985)

Alan Fisher explains that “An accurate count of refugees 

from the Crimea and the Caucasus... is not possible to 

obtain. Most of those leaving the Caucasus did it in a hurry, 

in a disorganised fashion, without passing any official border 

point where they might have been counted or officially 

noted.” (Alan Fisher, A Precarious Balance, Analecta Isiana XL, 

Isis, Istanbul, 1999)

13
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Located at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, the 

Caucasus was a key strategic location to the power struggle 

between four states in the 18th and 19th centuries: the 

emerging Russian Empire, the declining Ottoman Empire and 

the Persian state, and the surging British Empire. 

By the 17th century, European countries, including Great 

Britain, Imperial Russia, and France, had already started 

establishing colonial footholds in the region. Although 

Persians had a long presence  in the region, they lost control 

over the entire region in the Southern Caucasus in the late 

18th century, and almost completely withdrew from the 

region as a result of Gulistan (1813) and Turkmenchay (1828) 

treaties.

The Ottoman forces conquered the Crimean peninsula 

and the Crimean Khanate became a vassal state of the 

Ottoman Empire in 1475. The Ottoman-Circassian relations 

were established mostly through the Crimean Khanate, but 

the Ottomans never established any control over the Western 

Caucasus (the Circassia) in any period. The Ottomans’ 

presence in the Western Caucasus was limited to a few 

fortresses and settlements established along the coast (the 

most important ones were Anapa and Sujuk-Qale/Soğucak). 

The Circassians gradually adopted Islam under the influence 

of Crimean Tatars and Ottoman clerics in the 15th-19th 

centuries, but they lived as independent tribes throughout 

this period.

Russia, since the reign of Peter the Great, expressed its 

interest in competing with Britain for control over India, and 

started to expand further south through the Caucasus and 

Central Asia/Afghanistan. The weakening Ottoman Empire 

created a potential for Russia for rapid expansion along the 

14

The role of the 
“Great Powers”
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two sides of the Black Sea. After the conquest and annexation 

of the Crimean Khanate by Russia in 1783, the Ottomans 

started to pay more attention to the Caucasus. A number 

of military staff, including the famous Ferah Ali Pasha, were 

entrusted with the task of extending the Ottomans’ influence 

over the Circassians, and the fortresses along the coast were 

reinforced. 

The Ottomans lost all three wars they fought against 

Russia after the fall of Crimea (1787–92, 1806–12, and 

1828-29). By the Treaty of Adrianople (Edirne), signed on 14 

September 1829, the entire Caucasian coast of the Black Sea 

from the mouth of the Kuban River to the northern border 

of Adzharia was ceded to the Tsarist Russia by the Ottoman 

Empire although the Ottomans had neither de jure nor de 

facto rule in the region. The Treaty of Adrianople was a great 

victory for the Russian Empire, and it provided the legal 

justification for the annexation of the Western Caucasus.

The British Empire became increasingly concerned over 

Russia’s expansion towards India. In Central Asia, the British 

Empire attempted to control Afghanistan against Russia’s 

expansion, whereas in the Caucasus, they established some 

contacts with the Circassians. However, in spite of Russia’s 

continuous aggression, no significant support was provided 

to the Circassians’ resistance. 

The Britain supported the Ottomans during the Crimean 

War (1853-56) against the Russian Empire. Although Russia 

lost the war, and accepted not to establish any naval or 

military arsenal on the Black Sea coast by signing the Treaty of 

Paris, it recovered its losses quickly and occupied the whole 

Northern Caucasus in 1864.

Competition between the Great Powers for influence 

over the Caucasus had a devastating impact on the 

Circassians. The British and the Ottomans were concerned 

over nothing but a prolonged war between Russia and 
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the Circassians that would weaken the Russian army and 

detain its expansion further south, and they considered the 

Circassians simply as a “barrier” against Russia. They acted 

as if they would support the Circassians, but they never 

provided a large scale support, and left the Circassians alone 

and helpless against the tremendous military power of the 

Russian Empire.

Lord Palmerston, the Minister for War, summarized the 

British position during his address to the British Parliament 

in 1856: “It is true that we left the Circassians alone with 

their terrible misfortune. Yet we needed help from them 

and we used them.” 

The Russian Empire’s first objective was to control the 

Caucasus to secure its interests in the region against the

Ottomans, Persians, and the British Empire, and to move 

forward towards India. The expulsion of the Circassians was

also necessary to colonize the Caucasus and to provide land 

for the massive numbers of Russian peasantry emancipated

by the 1861 reform. The Ottomans also encouraged the 

expulsion of the Circassians from their homeland because

they considered the Circassians as a (Muslim) source of 

recruitment for the army, peasants to populate unused

lands, and settlers in areas of the Empire where the 

populations were difficult to control, especially the nomadic

tribes attacking urban and rural settlements in the Central 

Anatolia and the Levant, and the Christian populations

struggling for independence in the Balkans.
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Testimonies
Grand Duke Michael: “We wouldn’t leave our duties thinking that Mountaineers 

are not surrendering. To wipe out the half, the other half needed to be destroyed.”
Caucasus Armies General Staff Head Milyutin: “We should send the Mountaineers 

by force to the places we want. If we need, we should deport them to Don region. Our 
main goal is to settle Russians in the regions on the skirts of Caucasian Mountains. But 
we shouldn’t let the Mountaineers know about this.”

General Yevdokimov: “Now we have to clean the coastal strip as part of our plan
for the conquest of West Caucasia.”

Lev Tolstoy: “To enter the villages in the darkness became our usual thing. Russian 
soldiers were entering the houses one by one under the darkness of the night. This and 
following scenes were such horror scenes that none of the reporters were courageous 
enough to report them.”

Grand Duke Michael: “His response to the Circassian Elders who said that they 
were defeated, and demanded to be allowed to live in their lands accepting Russian 
administration. “I give you a month. In one month, you either go to the land that will 
be shown to you beyond Kuban, or you go to the land of the Ottoman Empire. The 
villagers and mountaineers who are not leaving for the coastal region in one month 
will be treated as prisoners of war.”

St. Petersburg Newspaper: “They started escaping through the coasts which were 
immortalized by their resistance and defence. There is no more Circassia. Our soldiers 
will clean out the remainders in the mountains very soon and the war will be over in 
a short time.”

A. P. Berge: “I will never forget the 17,000 people I saw at the Novorossisk Bay. I 
am sure those who saw their situation couldn’t bear it and would definitely collapse
no matter what religion they belonged to, Christians, Muslims, or atheists. In the cold 
winter, in the snow, without a house, without food, and without any proper clothing, 
these people were in the hands of typhoid, typhus and chicken pox diseases. The 
babies were searching for milk in their mother’s dead body. This terrible black page 
in the Russian history caused great harm to the Adygean history. The exile caused an 
interruption in the history of social, economic and cultural developments and in the 
process of becoming one political union/confederation.”

The Times (9 May 1864): “It is calculated that no less than 300,000 will, within
the next two or three months, seek shelter in this country, and half that number are 
now seeking the means of transporting themselves to the Turkish coast of the Black
Sea. Unfortunately, it is found most difficult to obtain transports for this purpose. The 
Turkish Government has offered every pecuniary inducement for obtaining it, without 
avail. It is now their intention to disarm some of their men-of-war, and employ them 
for this service; but even this resource will not be sufficient to meet the difficulty. … 
Negotiations [by the Porte] are in progress with the Russian Government to induce 
them to open their ports in the Black Sea, so as to give a regular and systematic course 
to the movement, instead of driving the unfortunate emigrants to the unprotected 
beach in search of small coasting vessels, which are crowded to excess.” 

Colonel Teophil Lapinsky: “The situation of the exiled people was turning into 
a catastrophe. Hunger and epidemics were at their peak. The group who came to 
Trabzon decreased from 100,000 to 70,000 people. 70,000 people arrived at Samsun. 
The dead toll per day was about 500 people. This number was about 400 in Trabzon. 
300 people in Gerede Camp, the daily death toll in Akcakale and Saridere is about 
120- 150 people. “

17
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Our most humble Petition to Her Magnificent Majesty the Queen and 
Emperor of England is to the effect that-

It is now more than eighty years since the Russian Government is unlawfully 
striving to subdue and annex to its dominions Circassia, which since the creation 
of the world has been our home and our country. It slaughters like sheep the 
children, helpless women, and old men that fall into its hands. It rolls about 
their heads with the bayonet like melons, and there is no act of oppression or 
cruelty which is beyond the pale of civilization and humanity, and which defies 
description, that it has not committed. We have not, from father to son, at the 
cost of our lives and properties, refrained from opposing the tyrannical acts of 
that Government in defence of our country, which is dearer to us than our lives. 
But during the last year or two it has taken advantage of a famine caused by a 
drought with which the Almighty visited us, as well as by its own ravages, and 
it has occasioned us great distress by its severe attacks by sea and land. Many 
are the lives which have been lost in battle, from hunger in the mountains, from 
destitution on the sea-cost, and from want of skill at sea.

We therefore invoke the mediation and precious assistance of the British 
Government and people –the guardian of humanity and centre of justice– in order 
to repel the brutal attacks of the Russian Government on our country, and save 
our country and our nation together.

But if it is not possible to afford this help for the preservation of our country 
and race, then we pray to be afforded facilities for removing to a place of safety 
our helpless and miserable children and women that are perishing by the brutal 
attacks of the enemy as well as by the effects of famine; and if neither of these 
two requests are taken into consideration, and if our helpless condition we are 
utterly annihilated notwithstanding our appeals to the mercy and grace of the 
Governments, then we shall not cease to invoke our right in the presence of the 
Lord of the Universe, of Him who has confided to your Majesty sovereignty, 
strength, and power for the purpose of protecting the weak.

We beg your Excellency to be medium of making known to the great British 
Government and to the glorious British nation our condition of helplessness and 
misery, and we have therefore ventured to present to your excellency tout most 
humble petition. A copy of it has been submitted to the Sultan’s Government and 
to the Embassies of other Powers.

 (Signed by the people of Circassia)

29 Sheval 1280 (April 9, 1864)  

A Petition by the 
Circassian People
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“Did the Russian conquest and deportation of the Circassians 
constitute the deliberate genocide of a people, or was it ‘only’ 
a case of ethnic cleansing carried out with brutal disregard to 
human suffering? ... Do these hostile stereotypes constitute a 
warrant for genocide? Reading some authors, it is hard to avoid 
answering yes.” (Stephen D. Shenfield, “The Circassians: A 
Forgotten Genocide?”, in Mark Levene and Penny Roberts (eds.), 
The Massacre in History, Oxford and New York: Berghahn Books, 
1999, pp. 149–62)

“In a series of sweeping military campaigns lasting from 1860 
to 1864 ... the northwest Caucasus and the Black Sea coast were 
virtually emptied of Muslim villagers. Columns of the displaced 
were marched either to the Kuban [River] plains or toward the 
coast for transport to the Ottoman Empire ... One after another, 
entire Circassian tribal groups were dispersed, resettled, or killed 
en masse.” (Charles King, The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the 
Caucasus. Oxford University Press, 2008)

“Circassia was a small independent nation on the northeastern 
shore of the Black Sea. For no reason other than ethnic hatred, over 
the course of hundreds of raids the Russians drove the Circassians 
from their homeland and deported them to the Ottoman Empire. 
At least 600,000 people lost their lives to massacre, starvation, 
and the elements while hundreds of thousands more were forced 
to leave their homeland. By 1864, three-fourths of the population 
was annihilated, and the Circassians had become one of the first 
stateless peoples in modern history.” (Walter Richmond, The 
Circassian Genocide, Rutgers University Press, 2013)

“It was quite clear to Russian officials in the Caucasus that the 
Circassians would not leave their homeland voluntarily, but only 
when threatened with extermination. The task of the Caucasian 
military therefore was to make the Circassians understand that, in 
the words of one contemporary, ‘for them there remains only one 
[way of] salvation—to leave for Turkey.’  Instruments employed 
to achieve this were outright military terror and the systematic 
destruction of the Circassians’ economic means of existence. ... 
On May 21, 1864 the Caucasian administration proudly declared 
that the ‘final subjugation’ of Western Caucasus had been 

Comments by Researchers
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accomplished and that no single recalcitrant tribe was left in the 
Caucasus. In fact, the Transkuban area had been depopulated 
almost completely. In 1864, except for the smaller portion re-
settled north of the river Kuban, the Circassian population in 
the Caucasus, estimated between 500,000 and two million, was 
gone.” (Irma Kreiten, “A Colonial Experiment in Cleansing: The 
Russian Conquest of Western Caucasus, 1856–65”, Journal of 
Genocide Research, vol: 11, 2009, pp. 213-241)

“When analyzed in terms of the process and its consequences, 
the Russian-Caucasian War was cruel, and inhuman. The process 
itself and its consequences are against Human Rights, and can 
be defined as genocide in terms of contemporary values.” (Cahit 
Aslan, “The Name of A Genocide: The Great of Exodus of the 
Circassians in 1864” [in Turkish], Uluslararası Suçlar ve Tarih, 
2006, No 1, pp. 103-153)

“The genocide committed against the Circassian nation 
by Czarist Russia in the 1800s was the biggest genocide of the 
nineteenth century. Yet it has been almost entirely forgotten by 
later history, while everyone knows the later Jewish Holocaust 
and many have heard about the Armenian genocide.” (Antero 
Leitzinger, “The Circassian Genocide”, The Eurasian Politician, 
No 2, 2000)

“Who remembers the Circassians? Theirs was a name that 
was readily recognizable to much of the world a century and a 
half ago but sadly that is no longer true. So it is doubly important 
on May 21 to remember the hundreds of thousands of Circassians 
who were deported from their homeland and killed by the 
Russian imperial government in 1864 and subsequent years. The 
guilt of Russia is shared by many others. My own country, Great 
Britain, gave the Circassians unrealistic promises and then forgot 
about them—and it has many acts of colonial mass murder on 
its conscience too. What happened to the Circassians is far too 
little known by the wider world. I would like to see monuments 
to those who suffered placed along the Black Sea coast and for 
Russia’s leaders to give orders for this missing page to be put into 
Russia’s history books. Collective remembering can help soothe 
this big historical wound.”
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The war between the Circassians and the Tsarist Russia 
lasted over a hundred years, and it ended with the defeat of 
the Circassians in the Kbaada Valley (now Krasnaya Polyana) 
on 21st of May, 1864. Thousands of Circassians, including 
women and children, had died during these wars, more 
than 90% of the remaining population were deported from 
their homeland in a short time period under horrendous 
conditions, a third of them perished during the exodus from 
disease and starvation, and the survivors were settled all 
around the Ottoman lands, from the Danube river in the 
Balkans all the way down to Amman, as a part of the Ottoman 
Empire’s settlement policy. 

The Circassians are now facing the threat of extinction. 
Ubykh, the language once spoken by the Ubykh people, is 
now an extinct language. Its last native speaker, Tevfik Esenç, 
died in Turkey in 1992. The remaining Circassian languages, 
the Adyghe and the Abkhaz, are officially declared as 
“vulnerable” by UNESCO.

The Circassian genocide and exile, symbolized by May 21, 
is the first and foremost important root cause for the current 
ethnic and cultural problems of the Circassians. It caused a 
tremendous human loss (the current Circassian population 
worldwide would have been approximately 20 million if the 
Circassian genocide and exodus had never happened), and 
halted the process of their ethnic consolidation.

Most of the Circassians were deported from their 
homeland and were scattered across the Ottoman Empire. 
The exile from the Caucasus and dispersion over foreign lands 
have broken their community ties, and made it very difficult 
for the Circassians to protect and to reproduce their culture 
and way of life under new conditions. This is the second major 
factor behind the rapid loss of their culture and identity.

Consequences



The basic rights for the Circassians, alongside their 
tragedy, have been denied for a long time. The oppression 
they face after the tragedy of the genocide and exile made 
it almost impossible for them to protect and develop their 
culture. This is the third major obstacle for the survival of the 
Circassian people.

Three concepts summarizing the three factors are of 
crucial importance from the standpoint of the survival of 
the Circassian people are: genocide, exile, and assimilation. 
The Circassians have to address all these issues if they want 
to survive: First, they have to guarantee and protect their 
basic human rights wherever they live. Second, they have 
to secure the right of return to the homeland, and increase 
the population density in the homeland up to the minimum 
necessary level. And finally, they have to undo the historical 
injustice of genocide and exile. 

This is why Kaffed, since the very first day of its 
establishment in 1993 (as Kafder), has continuously and 
systematically emphasized the fact that the Circassian people 
have been the victim of a genocide committed in the 19th 
century. 

The first remembrance day in Turkey was held in Ankara in 
1989, and it has been the beginning of a cultural and political 
renaissance among the Circassian diaspora. It was attended 
by the representatives from the homeland and all diaspora 
communities. The representatives agreed to act together 
on common problems, and their meeting provided a strong 
impetus for the organizational activities in Turkey as well as 
at international level. Kafder/Kaffed and the International 
Circassian Associaton were established during this process.

22
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Kaffed’s activities regarding the Circassian genocide and 
exile have been organized along three lines. First, research 
and learning: Since the tragedy of the Circassians has been 
denied for a long time, Kaffed has conducted an information 
campaign to reveal the historical facts. For example, the 
first book on the Circassian exile in Turkey was published 
by Kafder in 1993, and it was followed, in 1995, by the first 
book in Turkish on the Circassian genocide, a translation 
of the book written by Kasumov and Kasumov. Kaffed and 
Kafdav, its sister organization, published a large number of 
papers, books and documents, and organized seminars and 
conferences to get the truth known. One can say that almost 
all publications in Turkey on the Circassian genocide and exile 
have been published either by Kaffed or Kafdav.

Second, Kaffed, mainly as part of the International 
Circassian Association, has worked for the recognition of 
the Circassian genocide and exile. Partly as a result of these 
activities, the parliaments of the republics of Abkhazia, 
Adygea and Kabardino-Balkaria adopted resolutions calling 
for the recognition of the Circassian genocide, and UNPO, 
the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization, 
recognized that “the Circassian nation faced genocide for a 
long period” and called upon “the Russian Federation and 
the international community to acknowledge the genocide of 
the Circassian nation that took place in the 19th century and 
to grant the Circassian people status of an exile nation.” The 
President of the Russian Federation, Yeltsin, recognized the 
tragedy and the injustice committed against the peoples of 
the Caucasus in his address on May 18, 1994. 

And finally, Kaffed emphasized the importance of 
remembering the Circassian genocide and exile, and asked all 
its member organizations to hold commemoration activities 
on each May 21. Thanks to Kaffed’s persistent activities, 
the 21 May remembrance day ceremonies are now being 
attended in Turkey by thousands of people each year.

Kaffed and the 
Circassian Genocide
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Recognizing the Genocide

2003 | Kaffed
The Principles of the Federation of the Caucasian 

Associations (Kaffed)

Kaffed supports the right of peoples all around the world 

to maintain their historical cultures. Kaffed deems genocide 

as a crime against humanity.

Kaffed considers the diversity of languages and cultures as 

a richness of humanity. Kaffed is against political assimilation 

that aims at eliminating such a diversity. Kaffed defends the 

idea that each individual has a right to live in her culture, 

to practice her religion, and to use her language without 

any interference and discrimination. Kaffed works for the 

recognition and further development of all human rights as 

defined by international conventions.

Kaffed considers 21 May as the symbol of the genocide 

and exile committed against the Circassian people, and calls 

upon the recognition of the historical truth.

Kaffed defends the right to return of all peoples deported 

from their homeland.

Kaffed supports all initiatives aimed at the recognition of 

the right to return to the homeland of all Circassians, and at 

elimination of all legal and practical problems hindering their 

repatriation 

[Source: www.kaffed.org]
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2000 | Republic of Adygea
A Call on Compatriots

Dzharim Aslan A., President of the Republic of Adygea

The most important event of the 19th century is the 
great tragedy we Circassians suffered during the Caucasus 
Wars. Although we had a large population before the war, 
the war has left the Adygeans on the brink of extinction 
because of the genocide committed by the Tsar on our 
people. The tragedy of our people did not end after 
the war, but it has intensified, and the vast majority of 
our people has been forced to live in exile. Losses have 
continued in exile.

Those forced to live outside of the Motherland, their 
sons and daughters, have always lived facing towards the 
Caucasus. A few generations have passed away without 
realizing their hope to see the Motherland only once. 
Because of historical and political obstacles, only a very 
few were able to visit their Motherland. …

These facts are stated and confirmed one more time 
in the declaration on the support and protection of the 
rights of the Russian diaspora, adopted by the Russian 
State Duma on 8 December 1995. This declaration is 
the main reference point and the political basis of our 
efforts to help our compatriots living in other countries. 
Recognizing our responsibilities for the future of our 
compatriots forced to live outside of the Motherland, we, 
the Republic of Adygea, introduced a number of laws and 
regulations regarding the protection of the rights of the 
Adygean diaspora and their return to the Motherland. 

[Source: Laws of the Republic of Adygea: Constitution and 
Regulations on Return to Homeland, Citizenship and Investment 
[in Turkish], Translated by Fahri Huvaj, Adıgey Publications, 
Ankara, 2000]
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1997 | UNPO
Resolution of the Fifth General Assembly of the 

Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO)

FIFTH GENERAL ASSEMBLY
Fifth Session
Otepää, 15-19 July 1997
General Assembly Resolution 1

RESOLUTION ON THE SITUATION OF THE CIRCASSIAN 
NATION

The General Assembly,

HAVING HEARD the report of the International Circassian 
Association representative on the state of the Circassian 
nation that

• The Circassians have been partly exterminated during 
the Russian-Caucassian war and 90 percent of those 
remaining have been forcefully deported abroad to 
Turkey, Jordan and Syria;

• The nation faced genocide for a long period;

• The Circassian people living abroad have difficulty 
preserving their language, culture and identity;

THEREFORE,

• CALLS UPON the Russian Federation and the 
international community to acknowledge the genocide 
of the Circassian nation that took place in the 19th 
century and to grant the Circassian people status of an 
exile nation.

• CALLS UPON the Russian Federation to grant the 
Circassian people dual citizenship, both that of Russia 
and of their respective countries.

• CALLS UPON the Russian Federation to ensure the 
Circassian people of the possibility to return to their 
historical land.

[Source: www.unpo.org]
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1997 | Republic of Abkhazia 
Resolution of the Parliament of the Republic of Abkhazia

On the basis of historical, political and legal assessment 
of the events in the 19th century that led diseaster for the 
Abkhazians (Abaza) people, the People’s Assembly of the 
Republic of Abkhazia resolves :

1. Recognize mass extermination and expulsion of 
Abkhazians (Abaza) in the XIX century to the Ottoman 
Empire as genocide - the gravest crime against 
humanity. 

2.  Recognize under the Convention UN General Assembly 
on July 28, 1951, the deported Abkhazians (Abaza) in 
the XIX century as refugees.

3.  Recognize inviolable right to voluntary and 
unhindered return of descendants of the Abkhazians 
(Abaza) deportees in the XIX century to their historic 
homeland.

4.  Call upon the UN, OSCE , CIS and other international 
organizations, and the Russian Federation as a legal 
successor of the Russian Empire and the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics, to provide the necessary 
political, financial and humanitarian assistance to 
the process of voluntary repatriation and smooth 
integration of descendants of the Abkhazian (Abaza) 
deportees in the XIX century.

Sukhum, October 15, 1997

[Source: Республика Абхазия, No 109 , 5-6 November 1997]
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1996 | Adygea Republic
Appeal of the President of the Republic of Adygea and 

Chairman of the State Council - Hase

To the State Duma of the Federal Assembly of the Russian 
Federation,

May 21, 1994 marks the 130th anniversary of the Caucasian 
War - the most tragic pages in the history of the Adyghe 
(Circassian) people. In connection with this date, Russian 
President Boris Yeltsin made an appeal, on May 18, 1994, to 
the peoples of the Caucasus, which recognized the justice 
of their struggle for freedom and independence. However, 
the tragic events of the XIX century have not received, in our 
opinion, proper assessment arising from the nature of actions 
of the tsarist autocracy, which was characterized by a single 
term - genocide, extermination of specific groups based on 
race, national (in this case) or religious grounds, being one of 
the worst crimes against humanity.

Tragedy of the people is not restricted to the horrors of 
war. Following the end of hostilities, the deportation of 90% 
of the Adyghe (Circassian) people was one of the forms and 
continuation of genocide denial as a natural part of people’s 
habitat, migration to the Ottoman Empire and the living 
conditions in its territory turned into numerous casualties 
among the Exiles. . . .

We express our hope that the above questions 
concerning the restoration of historical justice in relation 
to the long-suffering of the Adyghe (Circassian) people will 
find understanding on the part of the State Duma, through 
appropriate legislation.

Maykop, 29 Nisan 1996

President of the Republic of Adygea, A. Dzharimov

Chairman of the State Council - Hase Republic of Adygea, 
E. Salov

[Source: Portal of the Adygea Republi 

        http:///adygea.news-city.info/docs/sistemst/dok_oerbki.htm]
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1994 | Russian Federation
Message from the President of the Russian Federation Boris Yeltsin 

to the peoples of the Caucasus

Dear compatriots!

The events of more than a century ago brings us to the distant 
years, when the struggle for the Caucasus clash of interests of the 
Russian Empire, Great Britain, France, Iran and Turkey. All these states 
have their share of responsibility for the suffering the fate of mountain 
peoples.

Echoes of the Caucasian War, which had been brought great human 
and material losses are still a pain in the hearts of many Russians. May 
God rest in peace to those who have fallen on the battlefield, lost his 
life on the atrocities of war, and those who are being forced to leave the 
Fatherland, died in exile, having experienced the bitterness of the loss 
of homeland. Let the memory of those long tragic events stored in the 
hearts of children, and serves as a warning to us all of the new tragedies.

At different periods of history, depending on the political situation, 
the Caucasian War 20-60s of the XIX century and the coverage was 
assessed in different ways. At the present time when Russia is building 
the rule of law and recognizes the priority of human values, there is the 
possibility of objective interpretation of events as the Caucasian War 
of the courageous struggle of the peoples of the Caucasus, not only to 
survive on their own land, but also for the preservation of indigenous 
culture, the best features of the national character.

The problems we have inherited from the Caucasian War, and, in 
particular, the return of the descendants of Caucasian settlers to their 
historic homeland, should be addressed at the international level 
through negotiations involving all parties concerned.

Dear compatriots!

In our minds, Russia and the Caucasus are closely-related concepts, 
one can not be imagined without the other. In Nalchik, the capital of 
Kabardino-Balkaria, a monument to Mary Temryukovne on which are 
engraved the words: “Forever with Russia.” These words aresacred and 
dear to every Russian.

I am sure that the cohesion in building a democratic state, public, 
and interethnic accord, civic peace would be a true guarantee that the 
dream of the best representatives of Russia and the Caucasus for the 
welfare and prosperity of the peoples of our country will become a 
reality.

Boris Yeltsin 
         May 18, 1994

[Source: Distributed by Press Service of the President of the Russian Federation 
May 18, 1994. Голос КАБАРДЫ, No 5, May 2011]
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1992 | Kabardino-Balkaria Republic

Resolution of the Parliament of the Republic of 
Kabardino-Balkaria

Given the historical, political and legal assessment of the 
Russian-Caucasian War, the Supreme Council of Kabardino-
Balkaria Soviet Socialist Republic decides:

1. Recognize the mass extermination Adygeans 
(Circassians) during the Russian -Caucasian War and 
their forcible eviction from their historical homeland 
to the Ottoman Empire as genocide, the gravest 
crime against humanity.

2. Call upon the Supreme Soviet of the Russian 
Federation to consider recognizing the genocide of 
Adygeans (Circassians ) during the Russian -Caucasian 
War and granting their descendants dual citizenship.

3. Instruct the Supreme Council of the Kabardino-Balkar 
SSR and the Council of Ministers of the Kabardino-
Balkar SSR to develop a program of measures for 
the rehabilitation and repatriation of Adygeans 
(Circassians).

4. Call upon the Supreme Soviet of the Russian 
Federation and relevant international organizations 
to grant Adygeans (Circassians) the status of exiled 
people.

5. Declare May 21 as the Memorial Day Adygeans 
(Circassians) - Victims of the Russian -Caucasian war, 
and a day off.

H. Karmokov, Chairman of the Supreme Council, 
Kabardino- Balkar SSR

Nalchik, 7 February 1992

[Source: Голос КАБАРДЫ, No 5, May 2011]
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There is a consensus among all Circassians that genocide, 
exile and assimilation are the main factors behind their 
current problems. They now ask for their cultural and 
linguistic rights against assimilation, the right of return to 
the homeland against exile, and recognition and undoing the 
historical injustice against genocide. These are the  tasks for 
each and every May 21st, and the Circassians organize their 
activities towards the 150th year of genocide and exile within 
this perspective. 

• The Circassians scattered all around the world are now in 
danger of total assimilation as a result of ethnic cleansing by 
the Tsarist Russia. They call upon the Russian Federation and 
the international community to acknowledge the genocide 
of the Circassian nation and demand an apology from the 
Russian Federation.

• The Circassians ask for restorative justice to prevent new 
genocides and tragedies in the future. They call upon the 

successors of the empires involved in the Great Tragedy of 

The Circassians’ demands
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the Circassian people, particularly the Russian Federation 

and Turkey, to end the historical injustice and pave the way 

for Circassians to embrace their homeland by granting them 

dual citizenship, and support their right to return to the 

homeland.

• The Circassians demand respect for all those who lost their 

lives during genocide and exile, and commemorate their 

losses in peace.

• The Circassians call upon all nations and international 

organizations to protect cultural and linguistic diversity, to 

support their struggle to maintain the Circassian language, 

culture and identity, and not let other Caucasian languages 

disappear like the Ubykh language.

• All those who ignore the Circassians’ just demands and 

deny the historical tragedy will share the blame of the gravest 

and greatest of the crimes against humanity.

• The Circassians want an honorable future for all humanity, 

without forgetting the past. 

The Circassians demand justice for all victims of crimes 

against humanity.
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We want our songs and dreams and 

our beautiful countries back.

We want our future, without forgetting 

the past…



remember, respect, recognize

1864 
CIRCASSIANS GENOCIDE AND EXILE


