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eTnologia _ ETHNOLOGY

Roland Topchishvili

On the Ethnic and Cultural Diversity of the Caucasus

According to today’s defi nition, the area of the Caucasus on the border between Europe 
and Asia is 467.964 square kilometers, in fact _ more. If we add to this the area of real 
geographical Caucasus within the boundaries of modern Turkey and Iran (the North-
Eastern provinces of Turkey and the extreme north regions of two provinces in North-
Western Iran), its area exceeds 580,000 square kilometers.1 Throughout history the 
Caucasus was and still is ethnically and culturally motley; it was an area of meeting, 
and coexistence of different cultures and ethnicities.

About 50 ethnic groups live in the Caucasus. Often, even within one ethnos there 
existed a signifi cantly different folk culture. What was the reason for the multi-ethnicity 
and cultural diversity of the Caucasus? The reason for the abundance of territorial units 
/ historical-ethnographic regions within one ethnos?

It is a well-known fact, that the reason for the diversity of anthropological type, 
languages, and cultures of the peoples on the earth was determined by completely 
different landscapes, natural-geographical, and climatic conditions. Groups of people 
follow the form of agriculture, dictated by the natural-geographical environment and 
climate. The same factor conditioned and continues to determine material culture 
(residential buildings, labor tools, clothing). 

Physical geography is also closely related to history; geographical factor was 
the cause of many confl icts and wars that took place in the world, which led to the 
mixing of groups of people/ethnicities and the emergence of new peoples. For instance, 
frequent movement of nomads in the steppe space of Eurasia. Geographical factor also 
contributed to the survival of peoples, since for this reason they never got mixed with 
others. Mountainous landscape protected ethnicities from outer invasions. 

Large geographical regions were characterized by virtually the same natural-
geographical and climatic conditions. This is why people residing in such geographical 

1 Topchishvili, What territory does the Caucasus encompass.
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areas had similar cultures. But there also are large geographic regions, with varied 
landscapes and climates. The Caucasus is an example of the latter.

Marxist-Leninist science literally ignored the role of the geographic environment 
in the development of human society _ everything was inserted into certain schemes. 
European historical science paid special attention to the role of natural-geographic 
environment. In this respect we may recall the representatives of the French School of 
Annales. It is emphasized that the surrounding nature and climate infl uenced not only 
the behavior, the psyche of individuals but also groups of people.1 Peoples and ethnic 
groups always tried to be in harmony with nature _ one of the purposes of ethnological 
science is to fi nd out how much peoples were in harmony with nature and environmental 
factors, from economic and material standpoints. 

The Caucasus is located between the Black and Azov Seas, and the Caspian 
Sea. The Northern border of the Caucasus is considered to be the Kuma-Manych 
Depression and the lower reaches of the Don River; its Southern border is the border 
of the former Soviet state (now that of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan) with Iran and 
Turkey.  The Southern and Northern borders of the Caucasus are defi ned relatively. The 
Lesser Caucasus is an integral part of the South Caucasus, a signifi cant part of which is 
outside the borders of today’s Georgia and Armenia. An integral part of the Caucasus 
region is the gorge/basin of the Chorokhi River, the gorge/basin of the Arax and the 
headwaters and upper reaches of the Kura River. Thus the border of today’s Caucasus 
is defi ned by natural landscape factors in the North and political factors in the South.  

The North Caucasus is part of Russian Federation, while the South Caucasus 
comprises three states _ Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. According to the textbook 
of A. Leister and G. Chursin “Geography of the Caucasus” southern border of the 
Caucasus directly coincided with the borders of the Soviet state. In tsarist times, the 
Southern border of the Caucasus was confi ned differently, but still followed the border 
of the Russian Empire. At that time, the territories of historical Georgia and Western 
Armenia were part of the Russian Empire and were perceived as the Caucasus (Artvin 
district, Kars region by the then-administrative division). During the Soviet era, these 
territories were not considered the Caucasus as they were part of Turkey. This is the 
southern part of the geographical unit known as the Lesser Caucasus. It is rightly noted, 
that the Lesser Caucasus (and the entire anti-Caucasus) continues to extend westward 
into Turkey (in the form of the ridges of Pontus and Taurus of northern Armenia) and 
to the east _ in Iran (Karadağ , which connects the Lesser Caucasus with the Talysh-
Bogrovdagh _ Elbrus Mountains).2

1 Fossier, People of the Middle Ages.
2 Maruashvili, Physical Geography. 
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In terms of nature and geography, the Caucasus is not homogeneous; its one 
natural-geographical zone markedly differs from other, often adjacent, zones. The 
Caucasus is also heterogeneous linguistically, ethnically and culturally. Moreover: 
the Caucasus is not a geographical unit of a single civilization. According to natural-
geographical parameters, the Caucasus was divided into two main parts: the North and 
South Caucasus. The northern part of the main watershed of the Caucasus is in the 
North Caucasus, the southern part _ in the South Caucasus. 

In terms of natural-geographical principle, the North Caucasus is also divided 
according to vertical-specifi city: 1. Mountainous Caucasus; 2. Foothill lowland; 3. 
Steppe Precaucasus. There are also mountainous, foothill and lowland sub-regions 
in the South Caucasus. If in the North Caucasus mountain system is only on the 
central watershed, in the South Caucasus in addition to the watershed ridge, there is 
another mountain system _ known as Anti Caucasus (the Lesser Caucasus and Talysh 
mountains). The Lesser Caucasus is directly connected to the mountain system of the 
watershed ridge by a low mountain chain known as the Surami (Likhi) Range.   

South Caucasus includes the Black Sea strip of the Russian Federation with 
the cities of Sochi, Tuapse, Gelendzhik, and Novorossiysk. Nor do the territories of 
Georgia and Azerbaijan include only the South Caucasus. Local-territorial units of 
Georgia Tusheti, Khevi and Pirikiti Khevsureti are to the North of the main watershed 
ridge of the Caucasus. A signifi cant part of Azerbaijan is beyond the main ridge of the 
Caucasus.

The Caucasus is distinguished by its natural-geographical diversity. Here, along 
with highlands, there are vast steppes and semi-deserts, temperate and subtropical 
climate. T h e r e  a r e  2 1  c o m p l e t e l y  d i f f e r e n t  p h y s i c a l - g e o g r a p h i c a l 
r e g i o n s  a n d  1 1  c l i m a t i c  d i s t r i c t s  i n  t h e  C a u c a s u s .  A c c o r d i n g l y , 
d i v e r s e  a r e  i t s  f l o r a  a n d  f a u n a .

In the Caucasus ethnic composition of the population, multiplicity of languages, 
diversity of material culture and economic life, diversity of social development, 
difference in spiritual cultures, are largely conditioned by the natural-geographical 
and climatic conditions.  Even Strabo noted, that here lowlanders were farmers and 
highlanders _ herdsmen. The peoples of the Caucasus created the developed forms of 
agriculture in the lowlands as well as in the foothills and mountains, which, in turn, 
were conditioned by artifi cial irrigation and the arrangement of terraces. The ethnic 
groups living in different natural-geographical and climatic conditions were not closed 
(although isolated ethnic groups lived in Daghestan). Circumstances forced them to 
have close agro-economic ties with each other and, therefore, to share many of each 
other’s cultural achievements. The peoples of the Caucasus seldom had the opportunity 
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for peaceful development. Throughout history in addition to empires, nomadic tribes 
also showed interest in it. Ethnic map of the Caucasus changed especially after the 
Russian Empire gained foothold here. Russian Empire made the Caucasus more 
ethnically diverse, and some ethnic groups even lost their ethnic niche. 

In the Caucasus there are surfaces of different origins and shapes: plains, 
lowlands, hillsides, mountain ridges, volcanic peaks; its different parts boast different 
climates _ polar climate of the highland Caucasus, subtropical humid climate of 
Western Caucasus lowlands, dry subtropical climate of the steppes of the Eastern South 
Caucasus. Diverse is the fl ora of the Caucasus. 

A. Leister and G. Chursin noted that geographical features of the Caucasus 
distinguished it from other regions, which does not allow for regarding it as one 
whole: “Diversity of geographic features of the Caucasus, which makes it an object 
of completely exceptional interest and sharply distinguishes it from nearby countries, 
does not allow for considering it a homogeneous whole and prompts to divide it into 
separate parts, each of which is something more or less homogeneous in nature, but 
sharply differs from the other parts of the Caucasus”.1  

In the Caucasus, there are three parts with very different nature: 
1 .  P r e c a u c a s u s  ( t h e  N o r t h  C a u c a s u s ) .  2 .  M a i n  r i d g e  o f 

t h e  C a u c a s u s .  3 .  T h e  S o u t h  C a u c a s u s .  The fi rst is a vast plain, which 
occupies the entire northern part of the Caucasian isthmus. It bears more resemblance to 
the neighboring Northern Lowlands and East European Lowlands than to the Caucasus 
Range in its south. The second stretches diagonally from the Black to the Caspian Sea. 
This is 28% of the entire Caucasus. The third is located south of the main Caucasus 
ridge. To the northwest, it consists of the Rioni and other river Gorges that fl ow into the 
Black Sea and of the Kura and Arax river basins. The surface of the South Caucasus is 
represented mainly by mountain ranges, hills, lowlands and plains. The plateaus of the 
South Caucasus are distinguished in their height (average altitude 1500 meters above 
sea level) and closure, which is manifested in the fact that they are bordered by high 
mountain ridges on all sides. 

Accordingly, agricultural regions of the Caucasus coincide with its main 
climatic, pedogenic and botanical districts. This or that farming culture determines the 
physiognomy of the area. The Caucasus is diverse in agricultural crops. Therefore, 
distinguished here are many agricultural districts and regions within them, 10 districts 
and 21 regions altogether. Looking at the physical and geographical regions of the 
Caucasus, we will fi nd that from natural-geographic standpoint South Caucasus is more 
diverse than the North Caucasus.

1 Leister, Chursin, Geography of the Caucasus, p. 4.
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What is the role of the geographic environment in the formation, settlement and 
defense of ethnic groups in the Caucasus? In which natural-geographic regions and 
climatic zones of the Caucasus did ethnic groups alternate and survive more?

Why was Georgian ethnos more cohesive despite the ethnographic diversity? 
Why did more than 12 Adyghe territorial units in the North-West Caucasus fail to 
form an ethnic unity, create a single social system, like the Georgians and Armenians, 
and form a state? The reason should be sought for in natural-geographic environment. 
Different landscapes, climate, and soil of the ethnographic regions of Georgia forced 
the Georgians living there to have close economic relations with each other, as each of 
them was meticulously adapted to the natural-geographic environment and, therefore, 
developed the branches of agriculture as demanded by the environment. Therefore, the 
Georgians of different ethnographic groups could not exist without each other.1

In 1918 it was noted: “This natural completion of Georgia’s borders at the 
geographical boundary _ predetermines the country’s economic integrity”. The area 
within these topographic boundaries is one country, one natural, organically whole 
agro-economic province. Each part of the country has close economic relations with the 
other parts, at the same time, it is separated from the neighboring countries by natural 
borders, so no part of Georgia can exist without the whole of Georgia. Cutting off any 
part of Georgia, which due to geographical conditions, is connected to the whole with 
all arteries _ would be mutilation of a single organic economic body. And the historical 
unifi cation of Georgia as one collective within the afore-mentioned natural borders 
is not accidental in itself: “H i s t o r y  h e r e  w a s  s h a p e d  b y  t h e  l o g i c  o f 
g e o g r a p h y ;  H i s t o r y  h a d  a  g e n e t i c  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  G e o r g i a ’ s 
o r g a n i c  e c o n o m i c  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e g r i t y ” . “The name Caucasus-
Transcaucasus” is a fi gment; the so-called Caucasus is actually four different cultural 
and historical collectives, four countries: Georgia, Armenia, Aderbejan and Caucasian 
Highlands, and “Caucasus” is merely a mechanical connection of various organic 
units“.2

As for the ethnic units of Adyghe origin, they lived in a more or less homogeneous 
natural-geographic environment. The form of farming that they had, met their needs 
and they did not practically have economic ties with each other. So, they pursued a 
closed-loop life. Living near the sea and the steppes harmed the Adyghe in this respect. 
They did not lead a sedentary lifestyle, like the South Caucasians, and, unlike them, did 
not pursue extensive and intensive farming _ being semi-nomadic and semi-sedentary 
they practiced primitive farming. What was the reason for this? Frankly speaking, 

1 Topchishvili, Historical-ethnographic Parts of Georgia, pp. 454-484.
2 Ingoroqva, About the Borders, p. 4.
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the natural and geographic environment. They lived near the steppes, where nomads 
moved, and the proximity to the nomads also did not allow them to follow sedentary 
lifestyle _ one or another Adyghe tribe was localized in one gorge in one century and in 
another gorge in another century. Due to primitive farming, the villages also frequently 
changed location. Here is what was written about Abadzekhs _ one of the local Western 
Adyghe groups: “The Abadzekhs, like other groups of Adyghe, were distinguished in 
signifi cant mobility. After collecting harvest, they would leave their dwellings along 
the Belaya and Kurdzhyps and go for the winter high into the mountain forests, from 
where in the spring they would again go to more open places”.1 “Similarly destructive 
for Kabarda were constant campaigns of the Crimeans, Nogays and Kalmyks, which in 
many ways changed the picture of the Kabardian resettlement”.2 Due to this, viticulture 
as well as gardening were foreign to them. 

The Adyghs could not switch to a perfect form of agriculture and therefore 
retained the form of relation with nature inherited from their ancestor, because the 
sea provided them with a basic means of subsistence.  However, it was not marine 
fi shing but rather foreigners from the sea who bought captives from them, providing 
an incentive for the intensifi cation of forays; thus giving them an incentive to expand 
their raids. That is why their so-called upper echelons consisted of marauder leaders, 
who had accumulated some property not thanks to private property on the land, but as a 
result of the looting of neighbors and other ethnic groups. Thus, the main obstacle and 
impediment to the ethnic development of the Adyghes was the biosphere in which they 
lived, and which surrounded them.

The growing population of the South Caucasian highlands moved to live in the 
foothills and lowlands, but the North Caucasian highlanders could not do this, because 
the geographical environment of the North Caucasus is different from that of the South 
Caucasus. In the former, the mountains were directly connected to the lowlands, and 
these lowlands were steppes. Traditionally the steppes were the area of nomadic life 
for sometimes Iranian and sometimes Turkish nomadic tribes. Everyone had occupied 
their own ethnosphere. The multiplied ethnic groups needed to survive. The way out 
was found _ the North Caucasians started raiding each other. To Xaverio Glavani’s 
question: “Why do you arrange raids?” The Circassians answered: “There is no money 
or markets in our country; Where can we earn money to buy clothes for young people? 
We do not produce any fabric, but after the raids, traders loaded with goods come 
here. They supply us with all the necessary items. Those from whom we annually 
kidnap three children, do not become poor at all. They give birth to children every year 

1 Anchabadze, Volkova, Ethnic History, p. 24.
2 Anchabadze, Volkova, Ethnic History, pp. 17-37.
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and thereby compensate for the loss. The raids allow our youth to dress well. If we 
kidnap children from our people, they will kidnap elsewhere. This is a simple exchange 
between different areas. This way we develop fi ghting spirit among young people”. 
After the collapse of the unifi ed state of Georgia, the raids of the North Caucasians 
moved to the south _ to Georgia. And these were not just the Lezghin raids. They took 
place along the entire northern perimeter of Georgia and the change of population in 
Abkhazia _ replacement of old Abkhazians with new Abkhazians _ was the result of 
the Circassian and Ubykh raids. The raids brought such income to the Avars that most 
of them literally gave up farming in the late Middle Ages.

What was the reason for the raids? _ natural-geographic environment. Limited 
poor farming conditions in the mountainous areas pushed the North Caucasian 
highlanders to raid. The unstable ethnic situation at the foothills of the North Caucasus 
did not allow them to maintain normal interethnic relations.

The Georgian way of life in valleys, the presence of mountains, foothills and 
plains, completely different landscapes of Western, Eastern and Southern provinces, 
different climatic zones were main reasons not only for the unifi cation of Georgian 
people, but also for their survival. Why could not Eastern neighbors of Georgians’_ 
the Albanians survive, the Albanians who converted to Christianity at the same time 
as Georgians and who had written language from the 5th century? The reason for this 
largely is the monotonous landscape on the territory of modern Azerbaijan. Albanian 
ethnos, living in steppe conditions, in a monotonous landscape, could not defend itself 
against the nomadic and semi-nomadic Turkic-speaking invaders. 

Turkish semi-nomadic tribes were more interested and attracted by the landscape 
of Albania (modern Azerbaijan) than the forested gorges of the South Caucasus. Thus, 
monotonous landscape facilitated the replacement of one ethnic group with another, 
and the newcomer swallowed up the culturally and economically more advanced local 
ethnos. 

Similarly, one can compare the landscape of Georgia with that of Armenia located 
in the Caucasus. It is known that the Armenians were widely scattered throughout the 
world, what was the reason for such migration? The inclination of the Armenians to 
migrate was conditioned by the landscape in which they lived. The Armenian plateau is 
mainly plains, located at an altitude of 1700-2000 meters, where there is no vegetation 
such as forest. The invader who came to the Caucasus, fi rst of all, went to Armenia. An 
Armenian actually had nowhere to hide, and in such a situation he fl ed with his wife 
and children and found refuge in other countries. 

This was why most of Eastern Armenia was deserted, and at the end of the 19th 
century there were more Turkic-speaking people living than Armenians in Yerevan district 
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(in 1886, 52 thousand and 36 thousand, respectively). The fl eeing Armenian population 
was replaced by Turkish population. The Turks had no problems adapting to the natural 
and geographical conditions in the new place. The Armenian plateau was the best suited 
for semi-nomads. The abundance of pastures allowed them to expand their traditional _ 
cattle breeding. Turkish tribes also had no problems adapting to the new landscape either.

Thus, geographical environment was main reason which distinguished the North 
Caucasians from the social development of the South Caucasians. Lev Gumilyov 
emphasized that political systems of peoples were closely connected with their systems 
of economy.1 Economic systems, in turn, were conditioned by natural-geographic and 
climatic factors. The peoples of the Caucasus differed from each other in this respect 
too (in political systems as well). Here, too, everything is explained by the natural-
geographic environment. To the north, the North Caucasus is bordered by Eurasian 
nomadic area. From the 9th century B. C. nomadic tribes alternated in this nomadic area. 
This circumstance did not contribute to the creation of a sustainable ethnic situation or 
a sustainable political situation here. Even in the foothills of the North Caucasus there 
is a steppe environment and this landscape and climate only made the nomadic ethnos 
who came here semi-nomadic. A stable ethnic and political situation was not created 
due to the newly arrived nomads. As for the mountain, it was very conservative. Its 
landscape did not allow for social differentiation here. Naturally there was no Social 
differentiation either. Everything was subordinated to the community. The land was 
divided equally among all. However, there was a kind of top layer, but this top layer 
had emerged not as a result of private ownership on the land, but they were the leaders 
of the raids, the leaders who had acquired property through banditry. This situation 
existed centuries before the introduction of Russian Empire into the Caucasus.

Ecological diversity of the Caucasus led to the emergence of completely 
different types of economy and culture here. Consequently, the North and the South 
Caucasus walked different paths of socio-economic and cultural development. Only 
the inhabitants of the adjacent highland territories of the South and North Caucasus had 
similar realia of economy and material culture. 

Complex landscape conditioned ethnolinguistic diversity of the Caucasus, as due 
to the complex and diverse landscape different speech codes never actually mixed here. 

Not only ethnically diverse is the Caucasus, most of the ethnic groups living here 
are divided into local-territorial units, which we often refer to as historical-ethnographic 
districts. Despite the existence of a common literary language these ethnographic 
groups, did and still do speak dialects and sub-dialects. For example, the largest ethnic 
unit in Dagestan _ the Avars, comprises many local-territorial units. Accordingly, 

1 Gumilyov, Ethnogenesis and Biosphere of the Earth, p. 179.
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there are many dialects of the Avar language. Moreover, almost every village has its 
own speech. Often the speech of neighboring villages is also very different. Georgian 
language used to have many dialects and speeches. What led to the emergence of groups 
with ethnographic peculiarities in such relatively small ethnic groups and small areas? 
It is a natural _ geographic factor. Formation of local-territorial units was conditioned 
by the life of representatives of one ethnic group in different relief and landscape. In 
Daghestan this was compounded by endogamous marriages _ they never sought for 
marriage partners outside the village; only siblings never married each other.

It is fair to note that despite such, at fi rst glance, differentiation, both the 
Armenians and Georgians showed amazing unity at a critical moment. Such attraction 
of ethnographic groups to Georgia was determined by internal agro-economic unity.1 
Therefore, diverse ethnic culture of the Caucasians was conditioned by geographical 
heterogeneity. Lev Gumilyov generally discussed this in his research: “Undoubtful is 
the connection between ethnic culture and geography”.2 

We should also touch upon the reasons for the survival of Georgian people. The 
landscape of Georgia saved Georgian people from disappearing. Enemies rarely raided 
Western Georgia due to the complexity of the terrain and forest gorges, it was the 
opposite in Eastern Georgia. In the latter, the population was often annihilated, the 
villages were deserted, and the deserted villages were often fi lled by the increased 
population of Western Georgia.

From this standpoint, the role of highlands is also invaluable. The aforementioned 
form of economy and connections determined creation of the state of Georgia and 
formation of a strong Georgian ethnos, its turning into one nation. Such economic 
existence was dictated by the natural-geographic conditions of the country.

The scientifi c literature on various developments in the geographical  region of the 
Caucasus, its Southern and Northern parts, emphasizes and states: “The presence in the 
center of the Caucasus of the main mountain range of the Caucasus _ one of the largest 
watersheds in the world _ led to the alienation, rather than rapprochement of the South 
Caucasus with the North Caucasus, as well as with the countries of the Middle East and 
Central Eurasia located beyond their limit [...] Pliny the Elder noted that the gate of the 
Caucasus divided the world into two parts. In two parts of the world, they usually implied 
Ecumene, the lad of ‘intelligent people’ and Terra Incognita _ ‘the land of the barbarians’ ”.3

Practically no states were created in the lowlands of the North Caucasus (not to 
mention the mountains). These used to be destroyed soon after creation (the Khazars, 

1 Arutyunov, Silhouettes of Ethnicity, p. 87.
2 Gumilyov, Ethnogenesis and Biosphere of the Earth, p. 35.
3 Kavtaradze, Georgia, Caucasus and Geopolitics, p. 41.
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the Alans, the Kipchaks). Here the ethnic groups also frequently alternated. Thus, we 
constantly had an unstable ethnic situation. The so-called ethnic chaos was caused 
by certain reasons. In this case we do not mean highlands again and again. However, 
mountainous regions could not escape the change of ethnic situation either. We refer to 
the mountainous and foothill regions of the North-West and Central Caucasus, where 
local ethnic units were later replaced by Iranian and Turkish ethnic groups (Alan-
Ossetians, Karachay-Balkars). 

Thus, geographical factors contributed to the diversity of social and cultural 
development in the Caucasus, including ethnic diversity. For the same reason, in one 
of its parts indigenous ethnic groups were preserved, and ethnic units were replaced 
in another part. No less important were the surrounding ethnic contact areas. If for the 
North Caucasus such was the nomadic world of Eurasia, for the South Caucasus these 
were the centers of the Middle East and Greco-Byzantine civilization. 

It is known that the Ottoman Empire deliberately spread Islam in occupied 
Southern Georgia. The spread of Islam was followed by the gradual replacement of the 
Georgian language with the Turkish language. The Turkish language was disseminated 
in the places which the Turks invaded more easily due to the terrain. In the unscalable 
mountain gorges, the local Georgian population retained its mother tongue (Achara, 
part of Shavshetian Imerkhevi, Klarjeti, Parkhali gorge of Tao).

Thus, the North Caucasus to the North of the main Caucasian range and the 
South Caucasus to its South boasted not only geographical but also ethnographical 
differences. Indigenous ethnic groups in the North Caucasus as well as in the South 
Caucasus underwent various development stages, in terms of both social development 
and economic life. Ethnic and cultural mosaicism was conditioned by different natural-
geographic (terrain, landscape) and climatic conditions of the Caucasus region.  Quite 
rightly, Sergei Arutyunov attributes the peoples of the Caucasus to different civilizations 
and he refers to the so-called Caucasian civilization as a phantom: “In any case, it 
is clear that today the peoples and nations of the Caucasus are divided into several 
different civilizations, and not only the phrase ‘persons of Caucasian nationality’, but 
even the expression ‘representatives of the Caucasian civilization’ should most likely be 
considered a phantom, although they partly refl ect some  basic features of the mentality, 
which can be conditionally called the ‘Circassian mentality’ ”.1

Thus, in the geographical region of the Caucasus, multiethnicity, cultural 
diversity and, in large ethnicities the abundance of local-territorial units / historical-
ethnographic regions are conditioned by the geographical factor. 

1 Arutyunov, Silhouettes of Ethnicity, p. 42.
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Roland Topchishvili

On the Ethnic and Cultural Diversity of the Caucasus

Summary

Situated at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, the Caucasus is an ethnically and 
culturally diverse geographic region. About 50 ethnic groups live here with a rich 
tapestry of varying cultures. This diversity extends beyond the indigenous Caucasian 
population, encompassing speakers of both Indo-European and Turkic languages. 

What was  the reason for the ethnic and cultural diversity of the Caucasus?
The natural and geographical milieu has become its cause. Here are high 

mountains, vast steppes, semi-deserts and a temperate to subtropical climate. The 
region is demarcated by 21 distinctive physical-geographical zones and 11 climatic 
districts, each marked by its unique characteristics.

It should also be taken into account that the ancient Caucasus was located 
between two cultural worlds. To the south, it interfaced with the civilized societies 
of the Middle East, while to the north, it neighboured the nomadic societies. This 
dichotomy has historically aligned the peoples of the South Caucasus with the Middle 
Eastern civilization and the northern inhabitants with nomadism. The proximity of the 
North Caucasus to the nomadic world of Eurasia catalyzed migratory movements from 
here to the South Caucasus (Lek, Ossetians, Adyghe-Abkhazian ethnic groups). In the 
late Middle Ages, the activation of piracy and forays of the highlanders of the North 
Caucasus was largely due to geographical factors. Unable to migrate to the plains, the 
multiplied population found raids on their immediate neighbours and in Georgia as one 
of the means of subsistence.

The semi-nomadic way of life of the Circassian tribes living in the Northwestern 
Caucasus was also determined by geographical factors. Frequent migrations across 
Eurasia prohibited these tribes from settling in one locale permanently.

Why did the Albanians who had lived to the east of Georgia vanish and how 
did the Georgians preserve their identity? A striking contrast in geographical terrains 
between Azerbaijan and Georgia emerges, with the territory of Azerbaijan to the east of 
historical Hereti (Saingilo) predominantly consisting of plains devoid of mountainous 
terrain. All historical-ethnographic regions of Georgia have different natural geographic 
environments. During the early Middle Ages, the plains residence of the Albanians led 
to their decline, while the Georgians’ survival was buttressed by their mountainous 
landscapes and wooded valleys. This divergence in Georgia’s geographical features 
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nurtured distinct folk cultures, catalyzing economic relations among its varied regions. 
These connections facilitated early-stage integration, heralding the formation of 
a cohesive Georgian nation. In the words of Pavle Ingoroqva in 1918, “Georgia’s 
historical unifi cation within these borders is no accident but rather the product of 
geographic logic, a genetic intertwining of history, economics, and territorial unity”. 

The crux of the survival of the Georgian nation fi nds grounding in narrow valleys 
embraced by mountains and forests. Within the Ottoman Empire’s dominion Georgians 
preserved their ethnicity and mother tongue in those areas. Conversely, regions devoid 
of such landscapes, like Kola, Artaani, and Tao, witnessed the extinction of Georgian 
presence.

Due to geographical factors, an unstable ethnic situation has developed in the 
foothill and steppe zone of the North Caucasus. This situation was created by the 
periodic movement of nomads from the east to the steppes of Eurasia. It was because 
of this that the surplus population of North Caucasians living in the mountains could 
not move to the plains. Historical epochs saw a succession of migratory communities 
like Cimmerians, Scythians, Sarmatians, Alans, Huns, Avars, Khazars, Kivchaks, and 
Mongols traversing these plains.

The scarcity of interactions between the mountain inhabitants hampered 
ethnic integration, resulting in distinct ethnic units rather than a cohesive group. This 
phenomenon led the Vainakh tribe to splinter into Chechens and Ingush instead of 
coalescing.

Dagestan’s multi-ethnic composition further owes itself to the interplay of 
geographical and social factors. Endogamous marriages, specifi cally the practice of 
marrying within the same village, facilitated the preservation of distinct speech codes 
and thereby contributed to the region’s multifarious ethnic landscape.
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ro land Tof CiS vi li

kav ka si is eT ni ku ri da kul tu ru li

mra val fe rov ne bis Se sa xeb

re zi u me

ev ro pi sa da azi is mij na ze mde ba re kav ka sia eT ni ku ri da kul tu ru li 

Tval saz ri siT mra val fe ro va ni ge og ra fi u li re gi o nia. aq 50-mde eT no-

si mkvid robs. isi ni gan sxva ve bu li kul tu ris ma ta reb le bi ari an. ama ve 

dros kav ka si a Si mkvid ro ben ara mxo lod Zir Zve li kav ka si e le bi, ara med 

in do ev ro pul da Tur qul eneb ze mo la pa ra ke nic.

ra iyo kav ka si is mra val fe rov ne bis mi ze zi?

bu neb riv-ge og ra fi u li ga re mo iyo kav ka si a Si ar se bu li eT ni ku ri 

siW re lis da gan sxva ve bu li xal xu ri kul tu ris mi ze zi. aq ma Ral mTi a-

neT Tan er Tad aris vrce li ste pe bi da na xev ra du dab no e bic, zo mi e ri da 

sub tro pi ku li ha vac. kav ka si a Si er Tma ne Ti sa gan sru li ad gan sxva ve bu-

li 21 fi zi kur-ge og ra fi u li ra i o ni da 11 kli ma tu ri ol qi ga mo i yo fa.

ga saT va lis wi ne be lia is faq tic, rom kav ka sia Zvel pe ri od Si mde-

ba re ob da or kul tu rul sam ya ros So ris; esaa sam xre TiT ax lo aR mo-

sav le Tis ci vi li ze bu li da Crdi lo e TiT no ma du ri sa zo ga do e be bi. sam-

xreT kav ka si is xal xe bi is to ri u lad ax lo aR mo sav leT Tan iy vnen da kav-

Si re bu li, Crdi lo e TiT mo sax le ni ki _ no ma deb Tan. Crdi lo eT kav ka si is 

ev ra zi is no ma dur sam ya ros Tan si ax lo ve ga na pi ro beb da ag reT ve aqe dan 

ad gi lob ri vi mo sax le o bis sam xreT kav ka si a Si jgu fur mig ra ci as (le ke-

bi, ose bi, adi Re ur-af xa zu ri eT ni ku ri er To be bi). gvi an Sua sa u ke ne eb Si 

Crdi lo eT kav ka si el mTi el Ta me kob re o bi sa da Ta re Se bis ga aq ti u re ba 

did wi lad ase ve ge og ra fi u li faq to re biT iyo gan pi ro be bu li. ver 

axer xeb dnen ra dab lob Si ga da sax le bas, gam rav le bu leb ma Ta vis rCe nis 

erT-erT sa S ua le bad ro gorc iq ve me zob leb ze, ase ve sa qar Tve lo Si Ta-

re Se bi  ga mo na xes.

Crdi lo-da sav leT kav ka si a Si mcxov re bi Cer qe zu li to me bis na xev-

rad mom Ta ba ru li cxov re bis we sic ge og ra fi u li faq to riT iyo gan pi-

ro be bu li. ev ra zi is siv rce Si no ma de bis xSi ri moZ ra o ba maT mud mi vad 

erT ad gil ze cxov re bis sa Su a le bas ar aZ lev da.

ra tom gaq rnen sa qar Tve los aR mo sav le TiT mcxov re bi al ba ne le-

bi da ro gor Se i nar Cu nes Ta vis Ta va do ba qar Tve leb ma? Tu Se va da rebT 

er Tma neTs sa qar Tve lo si da azer ba i ja nis ge og ra fi ul re gi o nebs, maT 

So ris did sxva o bas da vi na xavT; azer ba i ja nis te ri to ria is to ri u li 
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he re Tis (sa in gi los) aR mo sav le TiT mxo lod dab lo bia, aq ar aris mTa-

go ra ke bi a ni re li e fi. sa qar Tve lo Si ki yve la is to ri ul-eT nog ra fi ul 

mxa res er Tma ne Ti sa gan gan sxva ve bu li bu neb riv-ge og ra fi u li ga re mo 

aqvs. ad re Sua sa u ku ne eb Si sam xreT kav ka si a Si mcxov re bi al ba ne le bis 

gaq ro ba dab lob Si cxov re bam, xo lo qar Tve le bis ga dar Ce na mTam da 

tyi an ma xe o beb ma ga na pi ro ba. sa qar Tve los re li e fis am mra val fe rov-

ne bam ki xe li Se uw yo met nak le bad er Tma ne Ti sa gan gan sxva ve bu li xal-

xu ri kul tu ris Seq mnas. sa qar Tve los is to ri ul-eT nog ra fi ul mxa re-

Ta gan sxva ve bul ma lan dSaf tma ga na pi ro ba aq mcxov reb Ta mWid ro sa-

me ur neo-eko no mi ku ri kav Si ri, ra mac, Ta vis mxriv, xe li Se uw yo is to-

ri is ad re ul etap ze qar Tvel Ta in teg ra ci as, eris Ca mo ya li be bas; maT 

er Tma ne Tis ga re Se ar se bo ba ar Se eZ loT. jer ki dev 1918 wels pav le 

in go roy va aR niS nav da, rom „Ta vis Ta vad Sem Txve vi Ti ro dia is to ri u li 

ga er Ti a ne ba sa qar Tve lo si erT ko leq ti vad ze mox se ne bul saz Rvreb Si: 

is to ri as aq hqmni da ge og ra fi is lo Ri ka; is to ri as ge ne ti u ri kav Si ri 

hqon da sa qar Tve los eko no mi u r sa da te ri to ri ul mTli a no bas Tan“.

qar Tve li eris ga dar Ce nis mi ze zi sa qar Tve los mTa-go ri a ni da 

tyiT da fa ru li viw ro xe o be bi iyo. os ma le Tis im pe ri a Si Se ma val sa qar-

Tve los swo red aseT mxa re eb Si Se i nar Cu nes qar Tve leb ma eT ni ku ro ba 

da de da ena, xo lo iq, sa dac ase Ti lan dSaf ti ar iyo, qar Tve le bi sa-

er Tod gaq rnen (ko la, ar ta a ni, tao). 

ge og ra fi u li faq to ris Se de gi iyo Crdi lo eT kav ka si i is mTis wi na 

dab lob da ste pur zol Si aram dgra di eT ni ku ri vi Ta re ba. am vi Ta re-

bas ev ra zi is ste peb Si aR mo sav le Ti dan dro dad ro no ma de bis moZ ra o ba 

qmni da. amis ga mo iyo, rom mTeb Si mcxov re bi Crdi lo kav ka si e le bis na-

ma ti mo sax le o ba dab lob Si ver ga da di o da sac xov reb lad; Se sa ba mi sad 

isi ni uf ro sam xreT kav ka si a Si gad mo di od nen. bar Si ki is to ri u lad aq 

er Tma neTs enac vle bod nen ki meri e le bi, skvi Te bi, sar ma te bi, ala ne bi, 

hu ne bi, ava re bi, xa za re bi, yiv Ca Re bi, mon Ro le bi.

mTeb Si mcxov re bi xal xe bis Sez Ru du li kon taq te bi eT ni kur in-

teg ra ci as ab rko leb da, ar xde bo da am eT ni kur er To ba Ta did eT no-

se bad for mi re ba. swo red aman ga na pi ro ba er Ti mod gmis va i na xe bis or 

sxva das xva xal xad _ CeC ne bad da in gu Se bad Ca mo i ya li be ba. in teg ra ci is 

nac vlad mox da de zin teg ra cia.

da Res tan Si mul ti eT ni ku ro bas, ge og ra fi ul faq tor Tan er Tad, 

am xal xe bi saT vis da ma xa si a Te be li so ci a lu ri vi Ta re bac uw yob da xels, 

ker Zod, en do ga mi u ri qor wi ne ba. aq na Te sa ve bis er Tma neT ze da qor wi ne-

bis tra di cia ar se bob da. er Ti sof lis mkvid rni me o re sof lis mkvid-

reb ze aras dros qor win de bod nen. Se sa ba mi sad ar xde bo da sa met yve lo 

ko de bis Se re va.


