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Preface

This project began in 1987 with the goal of assembling a basic
reference source that provides accurate, clear, and concise de-
scriptions of the cultures of the world. We wanted to be as
comprehensive and authoritative as possible: comprehensive,
by providing descriptions of all the cultures of each region of
the world or by describing a representative sample of cultures
for regions where full coverage is impossible, and authori-
tative by providing accurate descriptions of the cultures for
both the past and the present.

The publication of the Encyclopedia of World Cultures in
the last decade of the twentieth century is especially timely.
The political, economic, and social changes of the past fifty
years have produced a world more complex and fluid than at
any time in human history. Three sweeping transformations
of the worldwide cultural landscape are especially significant.

First is what some social scientists are calling the “New
Diaspora”—the dispersal of cultural groups to new locations
across the world. This dispersal affects all nations and takes a
wide variety of forms: in East African nations, the formation
of new towns inhabited by people from dozens of different
ethnic groups; in Micronesia and Polynesia, the movement of
islanders to cities in New Zealand and the United States; in
North America, the replacement by Asians and Latin Ameri-
cans of Europeans as the most numerous immigrants; in Eu-
rope, the increased reliance on workers from the Middle East
and North Africa; and so on.

Second, and related to this dispersal, is the internal division
of what were once single, unified cultural groups into two or
more relatively distinct groups. This pattern of internal division
is most dramatic among indigenous or third or fourth world cul-
tures whose traditional ways of life have been altered by contact
with the outside world. Underlying this division are both the
population dispersion mentioned above and sustained contact
with the economically developed world. The result is that groups
who at one time saw themselves and were seen by others as sin-
gle cultural groups have been transformed into two or more dis-
tinct groups. Thus, in many cultural groups, we find deep and
probably permanent divisions between those who live in the
country and those who live in cities, those who follow the tradi-
tional religion and those who have converted to Christianity,
those who live inland and those who live on the seacoast, and
those who live by means of a subsistence economy and those
now enmeshed in a cash economy.

The third important transformation of the worldwide
cultural landscape is the revival of ethnic nationalism, with

many peoples claiming and fighting for political freedom and
territorial integrity on the basis of ethnic solidarity and
ethnic-based claims to their traditional homeland. Although
most attention has focused recently on ethnic nationalism in
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the trend is
nonetheless a worldwide phenomenon involving, for exam-
ple, American Indian cultures in North and South America,
the Basques in Spain and France, the Tamil and Sinhalese in
Sri Lanka, and the Tutsi and Hutu in Burundi, among others.

To be informed citizens of our rapidly changing multicul-
tural world we must understand the ways of life of people
from cultures different from our own. “We” is used here in the
broadest sense, to include not just scholars who study the cul-
tures of the world and businesspeople and government offi-
cials who work in the world community but also the average
citizen who reads or hears about multicultural events in the
news every day and young people who are growing up in this
complex cultural world. For all of these people—which
means all of us—there is a pressing need for information on
the cultures of the world. This encyclopedia provides this in-
formation in two ways. First, its descriptions of the traditional
ways of life of the world’s cultures can serve as a baseline
against which cultural change can be measured and under-
stood. Second, it acquaints the reader with the contemporary
ways of life throughout the world.

We are able to provide this information largely through
the efforts of the volume editors and the nearly one thousand
contributors who wrote the cultural summaries that are the
heart of the book. The contributors are social scientists (an-
thropologists, sociologists, historians, and geographers) as
well as educators, government officials, and missionaries who
usually have firsthand research-based knowledge of the cul-
tures they write about. In many cases they are the major ex-
pert or one of the leading experts on the culture, and some are
themselves members of the cultures. As experts, they are able
to provide accurate, up-to-date information. This is crucial
for many parts of the world where indigenous cultures may be
overlooked by official information seekers such as govern-
ment census takers. These experts have often lived among the
people they write about, conducting participant-observations
with them and speaking their language. Thus they are able to
provide integrated, holistic descriptions of the cultures, not
just a list of facts. Their portraits of the cultures leave the
reader with a real sense of what it means to be a “Taos” or a
“Rom” or a “Sicilian.”

Those summaries not written by an expert on the culture
have usually been written by a researcher at the Human Rela-
tions Area Files, Inc., working from primary source materials.
The Human Relations Area Files, an international educa-
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tional and research institute, is recognized by professionals in
the social and behavioral sciences, humanities, and medical
sciences as a major source of information on the cultures of
the world.

Uses of the Encyclopedia

This encyclopedia is meant to be used by a variety of people
for a variety of purposes. It can be used both to gain a general
understanding of a culture and to find a specific piece of in-
formation by looking it up under the relevant subheading in a
summary. It can also be used to learn about a particular re-
gion or subregion of the world and the social, economic, and
political forces that have shaped the cultures in that region.
The encyclopedia is also a resource guide that leads readers
who want a deeper understanding of particular cultures to ad-
ditional sources of information. Resource guides in the ency-
clopedia include ethnonyms listed in each summary, which
can be used as entry points into the social science literature
where the culture may sometimes be identified by a different
name; a bibliography at the end of each summary, which lists
books and articles about the culture; and a filmography at the
end of each volume, which lists films and videos on many of
the cultures.

Beyond being a basic reference resource, the encyclope-
dia also serves readers with more focused needs. For research-
ers interested in comparing cultures, the encyclopedia serves
as the most complete and up-to-date sampling frame from
which to select cultures for further study. For those interested
in international studies, the encyclopedia leads one quickly
into the relevant social science literature as well as providing
a state-of-the-art assessment of our knowledge of the cultures
of a particular region. For curriculum developers and teachers
seeking to internationalize their curriculum, the encyclopedia
is itself a basic reference and educational resource as well as a
directory to other materials. For government officials, it is a
repository of information not likely to be available in any
other single publication or, in some cases, not available at all.
For students, from high school through graduate school, it
provides background and bibliographic information for term
papets and class projects. And for travelers, it provides an in-
troduction into the ways of life of the indigenous peoples in
the area of the world they will be visiting.

Format of the Encyclopedia

The encyclopedia comprises ten volumes, ordered by geo-
graphical regions of the world. The order of publication is not
meant to represent any sort of priority. Volumes 1 through 9
contain a total of about fifteen hundred summaries along
‘with maps, glossaries, and indexes of alternate names for the
cultural groups. The tenth and final volume contains cumula-
tive lists of the cultures of the world, their alternate names,
and a bibliography of selected publications pertaining to
those groups.

North America covers the cultures of Canada, Greenland, and
the United States of America.

Oceania covers the cultures of Australia, New Zealand, Mela-
nesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia.

South Asia covers the cultures of Bangladesh, India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka and other South Asian islands and the Himalayan
states.

Europe covers the cultures of Europe.

East and Southeast Asia covers the cultures of Japan, Korea,
mainland and insular Southeast Asia, and Taiwan.

Russia and Eurasia / China covers the cultures of Mongolia,
the People’s Republic of China, and the former Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics.

South America covers the cultures of South America.
Middle America and the Caribbean covers the cultures of Cen-
tral America, Mexico, and the Caribbean islands.

Africa and the Middle East covers the cultures of Madagascar
and sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa, the Middle East, and
south-central Asia.

Format of the Volumes

Each volume contains this preface, an introductory essay by
the volume editor, the cultural summaries ranging from a few
lines to several pages each, maps pinpointing the location of
the cultures, a filmography, an ethnonym index of alternate
names for the cultures, and a glossary of scientific and techni-
cal terms. All entries are listed in alphabetical order and are
extensively cross-referenced.

Cultures Covered

A central issue in selecting cultures for coverage in the ency-
clopedia has been how to define what we mean by a cultural
group. The questions of what a culture is and what criteria
can be used to classify a particular social group (such as a reli-
gious group, ethnic group, nationality, or territorial group) as
a cultural group have long perplexed social scientists and
have yet to be answered to everyone’s satisfaction. Two reali-
ties account for why the questions cannot be answered defini-
tively. First, a wide variety of different types of cultures exist
around the world. Among common types are national cul-
tures, regional cultures, ethnic groups, indigenous societies,
religious groups, and unassimilated immigrant groups. No
single criterion or marker of cultural uniqueness can consis-
tently distinguish among the hundreds of cultures that fit
into these general types. Second, as noted above, single cul-
tures or what were at one time identified as single cultures can
and do vary internally over time and place. Thus a marker
that may identify a specific group as a culture in one location
or at one time may not work for that culture in another place
or at another time. For example, use of the Yiddish language
would have been a marker of Jewish cultural identity in East-
ern Europe in the nineteenth century, but it would not serve
as a marker for Jews in the twentieth-century United States,
where most speak English. Similarly, residence on one of the
Cook Islands in Polynesia would have been a marker of Cook
Islander identity in the eighteenth century, but not in the
twentieth century when two-thirds of Cook Islanders live in
New Zealand and elsewhere.

Given these considerations, no attempt has been made
to develop and use a single definition of a cultural unit or to
develop and use a fixed list of criteria for identifying cultural
units. Instead, the task of selecting cultures was left to the
volume editors, and the criteria and procedures they used are
discussed in their introductory essays. In general, however, six
criteria were used, sometimes alone and sometimes in combi-
nation to classify social groups as cultural groups: (1) geo-
graphical localization, (2) identification in the social science
literature as a distinct group, (3) distinct language, (4)
shared traditions, religion, folklore, or values, (5) mainte-



nance of group identity in the face of strong assimilative pres-
sures, and (6) previous listing in an inventory of the world’s
cultures such as Ethnographic Atlas (Murdock 1967) or the
Outline of World Cultures (Murdock 1983).

In general, we have been “lumpers” rather than “split-
ters” in writing the summaries. That is, if there is some ques-
tion about whether a particular group is really one culture or
two related cultures, we have more often than not treated it as
a single culture, with internal differences noted in the sum-
mary. Similarly, we have sometimes chosen to describe a
number of very similar cultures in a single summary rather
than in a series of summaries that would be mostly redun-
dant. There is, however, some variation from one region to
another in this approach, and the rationale for each region is
discussed in the volume editor’s essay.

Two categories of cultures are usually not covered in the
encyclopedia. First, extinct cultures, especially those that
have not existed as distinct cultural units for some time, are
usually not described. Cultural extinction is often, though
certainly not always, indicated by the disappearance of the
culture’s language. So, for example, the Aztec are not cov-
ered, although living descendants of the Aztec, the Nahuatl-
speakers of central Mexico, are described.

Second, the ways of life of immigrant groups are usually
not described in much detail, unless there is a long history of
resistance to assimilation and the group has maintained its
distinct identity, as have the Amish in North America. These
cultures are, however, described in the location where they
traditionally lived and, for the most part, continue to live, and
migration patterns are noted. For example, the Hmong in
Laos are described in the Southeast Asia volume, but the ref-
ugee communities in the United States and Canada are cov-
ered only in the general summaries on Southeast Asians in
those two countries in the North America volume. Although
it would be ideal to provide descriptions of all the immigrant
cultures or communities of the world, that is an undertaking
well beyond the scope of this encyclopedia, for there are prob-
ably more than five thousand such communities in the world.

Finally, it should be noted that not all nationalities are
covered, only those that are also distinct cultures as well as
political entities. For example, the Vietnamese and Burmese
are included but Indians (citizens of the Republic of India)
are not, because the latter is a political entity made up of a
great mix of cultural groups. In the case of nations whose
populations include a number of different, relatively unassim-
ilated groups or cultural regions, each of the groups is de-
scribed separately. For example, there is no summary for Ital-
ians as such in the Europe volume, but there are summaries
for the regional cultures of Italy, such as the Tuscans, Sicil-
ians, and Tirolians, and other cultures such as the Sinti
Piemontese.

Cultural Summaries

The heart of this encyclopedia is the descriptive summaries of
the cultures, which range from a few lines to five or six pages
in length. They provide a mix of demographic, historical, so-
cial, economic, political, and religious information on the
cultures. Their emphasis or flavor is cultural; that is, they
focus on the ways of life of the people—both past and
present—and the factors that have caused the culture to
change over time and place.
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A key issue has been how to decide which cultures
should be described by longer summaries and which by
shorter ones. This decision was made by the volume editors,
who had to balance a number of intellectual and practical
considerations. Again, the rationale for these decisions is dis-
cussed in their essays. But among the factors that were con-
sidered by all the editors were the total number of cultures in
their region, the availability of experts to write summaries, the
availability of information on the cultures, the degree of simi-
larity between cultures, and the importance of a culture in a
scientific or political sense.

The summary authors followed a standardized outline so
that each summary provides information on a core list of top-
ics. The authors, however, had some leeway in deciding how
much attention was to be given each topic and whether addi-
tional information should be included. Summaries usually
provide information on the following topics:

CULTURE NAME: The name used most often in the social
science literature to refer to the culture or the name the group
uses for itself.

ETHNONYMS: Alternate names for the culture including
names used by outsiders, the self-name, and alternate spell-
ings, within reasonable limits.

ORIENTATION

Identification. Location of the culture and the derivation of
its name and ethnonyms.

Location. Where the culture is located and a description of
the physical environment,.

Demography. Population history and the most recent reli-
able population figures or estimates.

Linguistic Affiliation. The name of the language spoken
and/or written by the culture, its place in an international
language classification system, and internal variation in lan-
guage use.

HISTORY AND CULTURAL RELATIONS: A tracing
of the origins and history of the culture and the past and cur-
rent nature of relationships with other groups.

SETTLEMENTS: The location of settlements, types of set-
tlements, types of structures, housing design and materials.

ECONOMY

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The primary meth-
ods of obtaining, consuming, and distributing money, food,
and other necessities.

Industrial Arts. Implements and objects produced by the
culture either for its own use or for sale or trade.

Trade. Products traded and patterns of trade with other
groups.

Division of Labor. How basic economic tasks are assigned by
age, sex, ability, occupational specialization, or status.
Land Tenure. Rules and practices concerning the allocation
of land and land-use rights to members of the culture and to
outsiders.

KINSHIP

Kin Groups and Descent. Rules and practices concerning
kin-based features of social organization such as lineages and
clans and alliances between these groups.

Kinship Terminology. Classification of the kinship termi-
nological system on the basis of either cousin terms or genera-
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tion, and information about any unique aspects of kinship
terminology.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Marriage. Rules and practices concerning reasons for mar-
riage, types of marriage, economic aspects of marriage,
postmarital residence, divorce, and remarriage.

Domestic Unit. Description of the basic household unit in-
cluding type, size, and composition.

Inheritance. Rules and practices concerning the inheritance
of property.

Socialization. Rules and practices concerning child rearing
including caretakers, values inculcated, child-rearing meth-
ods, initiation rites, and education.

SOCIOPOLITICAL ORGANIZATION

Social Organization. Rules and practices concerning the in-
ternal organization of the culture, including social status, pri-
mary and secondary groups, and social stratification.
Political Organization. Rules and practices concerning lead-
ership, politics, governmental organizations, and decision
making.

Social Control. The sources of conflict within the culture
and informal and formal social control mechanisms.
Conflict. The sources of conflict with other groups and infor-
mal and formal means of resolving conflicts.

RELIGION AND EXPRESSIVE CULTURE

Religious Beliefs. The nature of religious beliefs including
beliefs in supernatural entities, traditional beliefs, and the ef-
fects of major religions.

Religious Practitioners. The types, sources of power, and ac-
tivities of religious specialists such as shamans and priests.
Ceremonies. The nature, type, and frequency of religious
and other ceremonies and rites.

Arts. The nature, types, and characteristics of artistic activi-
ties including literature, music, dance, carving, and so on.
Medicine. The nature of traditional medical beliefs and prac-
tices and the influence of scientific medicine.

Death and Afterlife. The nature of beliefs and practices con-
cerning death, the deceased, funerals, and the afterlife.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: A selected list of publications about the
culture. The list usually includes publications that describe
both the traditional and the contemporary culture.

AUTHOR'’S NAME: The name of the summary author.

Maps

Each regional volume contains maps pinpointing the current
location of the cultures described in that volume. The first
map in each volume is usually an overview, showing the coun-
tries in that region. The other maps provide more detail by
marking the locations of the cultures in four or five
subregions.

Filmography

Each volume contains a list of films and videos about cultures
covered in that volume. This list is provided as a service and
in no way indicates an endorsement by the editor, the volume
editor, or the summary authors. Addresses of distributors are
provided so that information about availability and prices can

be readily obtained.

Ethnonym Index

Each volume contains an ethnonym index for the cultures
covered in that volume. As mentioned above, ethnonyms are
alternative names for the culture—that is, names different
from those used here as the summary headings. Ethnonyms
may be alternative spellings of the culture name, a totally dif-
ferent name used by outsiders, a name used in the past but no
longer used, or the name in another language. It is not un-
usual that some ¢thnonyms are considered degrading and in-
sulting by the people to whom they refer. These names may
nevertheless be included here because they do identify the
group and may help some users locate the summary or addi-
tional information on the culture in other sources. Eth-
nonyms are cross-referenced to the culture name in the index.

Glossary

Each volume contains a glossary of technical and scientific
terms found in the summaries. Both general social science
terms and region-specific terms are included.

Special Considerations

In a project of this magnitude, decisions had to be made
about the handling of some information that cannot easily be
standardized for all areas of the world. The two most trouble-
some matters concerned population figures and units of
measure.

Population Figures

We have tried to be as up-to-date and as accurate as possible
in reporting population figures. This is no easy task, as some
groups are not counted in official government censuses, some
groups are very likely undercounted, and in some cases the
definition of a cultural group used by the census takers differs
from the definition we have used. In general, we have relied
on population figures supplied by the summary authors.
When other population data sources have been used in a vol-
ume, they are so noted by the volume editor. If the reported
figure is from an earlier date—say, the 1970s—it is usually
because it is the most accurate figure that could be found.

Units of Measure

In an international encyclopedia, editors encounter the prob-
lem of how to report distances, units of space, and tempera-
ture. In much of the world, the metric system is used, but sci-
entists prefer the International System of Units (similar to
the metric system), and in Great Britain and North America
the English system is usually used. We decided to use English
measures in the North America volume and metric measures
in the other volumes. Each volume contains a conversion
table.
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Introduction to
Russia and Eurasia

The territory of Northern Eurasia {(roughly Macro-Russia, the
Commonwealth of Independent States JCIS}, or the former
USSR) covers more than one-sixth of the earth’s land sur-
face. Much of it is blanketed by seemingly endless forest. It is
inhabited by people speaking over one hundred languages
and constitutes the third most populous geopolitical entity in
the world. It extends from the Arctic Sea to the deserts of
Turkestan and includes maximum and minimum degrees of
temperature, elevation, precipitation, wind, land and mineral
resources, and ecological, cultural, and linguistic variation.

The cultures of this huge area may be divided roughly
into four parts that overlap—for example, the Jews and Gyp-
sies, each with significant subcultural variation, range from
the Baltic Sea to the Pacific Ocean. The four major culture
areas are: European Russia, with its Slavic, particularly Great
Russian, majority and many Tatar and Uralic minorities;
Central Asia, with its predominantly Turkic, Muslim peoples,
notably the Kazakhs and the Uzbeks, spread over vast steppes
and desert ranges; Siberia, with its many small indigenous
groups such as the northernmost Nganasan and a huge Rus-
sian (Siberiaki) majority mainly in the cities from the Urals to
Vladivostok; and the Caucasus, where the density and multi-
plicity of cultures (e.g., Daghestan is known as “the Moun-
tain of Languages”) coexists with many shared patterns and
traits.

In terms of more analytical dimensions, northern Eurasia
includes at least three kinds of cultural entities (if by “cul-
ture” we mean a broad constellation of ecological, economic,
social, and religious factors): ancient and self-conscious peo-
ples with a complex class structure, a literary tradition, and a
developed economy, of which Georgia, Armenia, Kazakh-
stan, Ukraine, Tajikistan, and Russia proper are good exam-
ples; relatively large ethnic groups with much historical iden-
tity that have or have had considerable political standing
such as in the Baltic states, the Udmurt and other Finno-
Ugric groups near the Volga, the Tuvans, and Yakut (Sakha);
and relatively small groups—such as the Even, Gagauz, and
the peoples of Daghestan—often tribally organized, in some
cases shamanic in religion, that in recent times have been po-
litically subjugated to a degree; some, like the Kalmyks, have
been pushed toward oblivion, and others, like the Yukagir,
into it.

(1) Ewropean Russia, occupied mainly by Slavs, runs
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from the Baltic Sea and the Polish border east to the Ural
Mountains and from the White Sea south to the Black Sea,
the southern Russian steppe, and the Caucasus. It is basically
a vast plain interrupted by rivers, lakes, and ranges of hills and
ravines. The three main subdivisions of the East Slavs—the
Russians proper, the Ukrainians, and the Belarussians—
although differing significantly from each other, also share
many basic cultural patterns such as reliance on grains in the
diet, the importance of the somewhat extended nuclear fam-
ily, the steam-bath complex, long and elaborate weddings, a
village commune (mir) tradition, and certain annual holidays
that have carried over from earlier times, notably Easter and
Christmas.

Over half the East Slavs live in villages, but about two-
thirds of the 150 million Russians proper or “Great Russians”
are urban. This urban population shares certain patterns. The
majority now live in large, crowded, dilapidated apartment
houses and work in foundering, inefficient factories or service
trades while being imperfectly assisted by public health and
social security amid an unending sequence of shortages, infla-
tion, and breakdowns of transportation, heating, and food
delivery. Nonetheless, some aspects of urban culture preserve
earlier (even czarist) levels of quality, notably education in
mathematics and certain arts (ballet and poetry). Urban life
is made more feasible by dense personal networks (often by
phone), by patterns of informal exchange (often by barter),
and by traditions shared with the village such as the local
steambath. There is a remarkable similarity, incidentally, be-
tween urban apartments and the interiors of rural dwellings.
There are, moreover, long-standing, strong, and continuing
traditions of peasants working in the cities, of wealthier city
folk having country cottages and cabins, and of all social
classes maintaining familial and other personal ties with the
countryside. Additional processes of ruralization today are re-
sulting in the migration of city dwellers (especially Russians
from non-Russian states) to villages and a large increase in
truck farming (family plots) near cities.

The Russian area is conveniently and realistically subdi-
vided into three parts: the southern “black earth” zone, with
large villages and the raising of many kinds of grains in fairly
open country; the central “industrial” zone of rolling fields,
low hills, and groves, with its mix of diversified agriculture
(e.g., dairy and truck farming), local arts and crafts, and many
heavily industrialized cities and their huge sectors of skilled
and semiskilled workers, intellectuals, and bureaucrats; and
the large northern and northeastern zone, with many lakes,
streams, and rivers, extensive forests (mainly of birches and
conifers), and small villages, typically with large home-
steads—in the northeast there is also much lumbering, min-
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ing, and some heavy industry. Well over half the Great Rus-
sian population is nominally Russian Orthodox and probably
a larger proportion believe in spirits of various kinds (e.g.,
house spirits, forest spirits, river nymphs, etc.) in a system of
partly pagan beliefs that is strongly supported by folklore
(e.g., proverbs, sayings). Kinship networks, village communal
organization, and a bureaucracy (although the latter is ineffi-
cient) help to maintain a semblance of social order.

There are two other major East Slavic groups. Ukraine
has a population of 51 million, of which 37 million are actu-
ally Ukrainian. It is the breadbasket of the Slavic area and
produces wheat, maize, and other cereals in prodigious quan-
tities; half the Ukrainian population, concomitantly, still
consists of peasants who live in villages of 1000 to 5000 in
population that are laid out in cluster, chain, ribbon, or grid
patterns. The great cultural center of Kiev, with its many leg-
endary bells, rivals the northern capitals of Moscow and St.
Petersburg. Many western Ukrainians belong to the Uniate
church. The black-soil plains and steppes, as in Russia, are
crosscut by large rivers, notably the Volga, the Dnieper, and
the Bug, all critical for transportation. Farther to the west the
much smaller Belarussian population of about 8 million,
much of it heavily Russified, lives in an industrialized, urban
environment, in cities such as Minsk, or in a countryside that
is often marshy and low-lying. Here are Belarussian peasants
in their small villages of 5 to 100 households, each typically
consisting, as among the other Slavs, of a dwelling, a granary,
a feed barn, a livestock barn, and a cold cellar. Fishing is im-
portant in the north, as it is among the northern Great
Russians.

Elements of chauvinism notwithstanding, the culture of
the East Slavs is highly syncretistic, involving native Slavic,
Finno-Ugric, Turko-Tatar, Mongol, Greek (e.g., Byzantine),
western European, and, most recently, American com-
ponents.

In cultural terms the East Slavic mass includes all its
outliers and diaspora in neighboring states and regions, where
they often form large minorities (e.g., one-third the popula-
tion of Estonia and a large fraction of that of northern
Kazakhstan). The Siberian Russians (and Ukrainians) are
scattered across a continent to the east although centered in
western Siberia, notably in Kurgan and near the coal mines of
Novosibirsk. Despite their distinctiveness—their character as
“Siberiaki”—they are more Russian (or Ukrainian) than any-
thing else in language and customs. To the south and south-
east are several groups of Cossacks such as the Don Cossacks
of the Don River area, who, while retaining associations with
cavalry and choruses, are today grain farmers, miners, and
members of the intelligentsia.

Within, among, and adjoining the East Slavs, there are
many minorities. The Tatars include the now partly repatri-
ated Crimean Tatars and the Volga Tatars with their great
cultural heritage and intense national consciousness (which
includes a reformist Islamic revival). Several Finno-Ugric
groups are dispersed in the central Volga area, often not far
from the river itself. The Udmurt, the Mordvinians, and,
more to the northeast, the Komi, although heavily Russified,
are tending more and more to revitalize and restore their in-
digenous cultures. Between Ukraine and Romania are found
the Romanian-speaking Moldovans, and, within Moldova, al-
most a quarter million (Orthodox Christian) Gagauz Turks.
Despite problems of classification, cross-reference, and mar-

ginality, the area we are calling European Russia, including its
minorities, is integrated in many critical ways by culture, poli-
tics, economy, and a shared history, and it is demarcated by
bodies of water, the Urals and the boundaries of neighboring
states. The Baltic groups constitute the exception: the Esto-
nians, Karelians, Latvians, and Lithuanians, although influ-
enced by Russia’s traditions and political economy, are pri-
marily associated with western Europe and are relatively
marginal to the area in question in terms of culture and politi-
cal attitudes (e.g., the Lithuanijans are Roman Catholic, the
Latvians Lutheran).

The mosaic and synthesis of cultures today reflects a
long and tragic history—from primeval beginnings of dis-
persed hunters and fishermen intermingling with Finnic peo-
ples, to the gradual emergence of Slavic polities, to conquest
by the Varangians (Vikings) in the ninth century, to conver-
sion to Christianity under Vladimir (988) with subsequent
Byzantine influence, to the emergence of the mainly southern
principalities of today’s Ukraine, to the often genocidal con-
quest by the Mongols (thirteenth century), to the rise in the
Middle Ages of the Muscovite State in the north (notably
under Ivan 1] and Ivan the Terrible), to the rapid imperial ex-
pansion and explosive economic growth during the eight-
eenth century, to the high culture and world-power status of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, to the First World
War and the Russian Revolution, and then the Soviet period,
the Second World War, and finally the chaos and regenera-
tion of perestroika. Throughout these years the boundaries
often shifted but the basic process was imperial expansion at
the cost of Turk, Pole, Tatar, and Siberian native; the colo-
nial exploitation of subject peoples such as the Volga area
Finno-Ugric groups; and the creation of culturally and politi-
cally defined national entities, particularly of Russia and,
later, of Ukraine and Belarus.

(2) The Caucasus, occupying the south-central portion
of the area, runs from the southern Russian steppe to the bor-
ders of Iran and from the Black to the Caspian seas. Apart
from some tropical coastal areas in the west and parching des-
erts in the northeast and flatlands here and there, this is
largely a region of mountains (including some of the highest
in the world) and of lush, fruit-tree-filled valleys.

The Caucasus may be discussed in terms of five cultural
classifications: Georgia, in the west, with at least seven Geor-
gian subdivisions, all of them Georgian Orthodox in faith
(except the partly Islamic Ajarians and the non-Georgian
Abkhazians), an ancient, high cultural tradition, a complex
and diverse economy, and a strong national polity over a
thousand years old; Armenia, in the south-central Caucasus,
with Eastern and Western subdivisions, also with an ancient
high culture, a national (Monophysite) church, a sense of
identity as a nation-state, and large numbers in diaspora;
Azerbaijan, in the east, Turkic-speaking and mostly Shiite
Muslim, with a complex economy in which the oil industry
predominates; the Northern Caucasus, roughly north of the
Caucasus mountain range, ranging from the Circassians,
some of them near the Black Sea, to the Chechen and Ingush
in the center, to the Avars near the Caspian Sea; and the
Daghestan area that contains over fifty distinct groups, some
of them small, occupying a single valley, others, notably the
Avars, numbering in the tens or hundreds of thousands and
having a strong sense of history, a high rate of literacy, and a
complex social structure.
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In terms of history and prehistory, by the end of the
Stone Age the three main indigenous groups may well have
been in place: the Northwest Caucasian or Abkhaz-Adyghe
peoples occupying an area from the Black Sea to the Sea of
Azov and inland to the Kuban River; the Northeast or Nakh-
Daghestanian peoples living in an area extending from some-
where north of the Terek River south along the Caspian Sea
into what is now Azerbaijan; and the South Caucasian or
Kartvelian peoples in what is now Georgia and some adjoin-
ing areas, particularly Turkey. Some or all of these regions
were successively subjugated or at least influenced by the
Greeks under Alexander (fourth century 8.c) and, later, by
Byzantine Greece (c. sixth century aAp.); the Persians (e.g.,
the Sassanids [third to seventh centuries]); the Arabs and
the Muslim expansion (mainly in the seventh and eighth cen-
turies); the Mongols (thirteenth century); then Tamerlane
(fourteenth and fifteenth centuries); the Ottoman Turks;
and, finally, the Russians (starting mainly in the eighteenth
century). At present the Caucasus is being drawn in conflict-
ing directions toward the Russians to the north, Europe to
the west, and the Turkic and Muslim worlds to the south.

Linguistically, the North Caucasian languages are usu-
ally divided into the Northwest, the North Central, and the
Northeast (e.g., the Chechen-Ingush); according to some
views, they are related to each other, but, according to other
views, even the Northeastern group may not constitute a fam-
ily; according to yet other theories, the North Caucasian lan-
guages as a set may have been related to Proto-Indo-
European. Indo-European-language speakers on the scene
today include the Armenians, who, by one hypothesis, oc-
cupy the original Indo-European homeland area, and the
Iranian Ossetes in the northern mountains. There are some
half-dozen Turkic languages such as Kumyk in the northeast
comer of the area and Azerbaijani, the language spoken by
the largest Turkic group in the Caucasus; some form of Tur-
kic (or “Tatar”) serves as a lingua franca in much of the area,
particularly Daghestan. The dominant or characteristic lin-
guistic fact is the great diversity, ranging from Georgia, where
eight or more dialects of Georgian are spoken, to Daghestan,
which, although about the size of Illinois, contains groups
speaking over thirty distinct languages and a vastly greater
number of dialects. The Caucasus displays far more linguistic
diversity than all of western Europe.

Despite the overt fact of cultural and, in particular, lin-
guistic heterogeneity, various large subsets of the cultures of
the Caucasus share a number of patterns, some of them
worth itemizing here: a large porch as the locus for many fam-
ily activities; centering the home on a cooking pot suspended
on a chain over the central hearth, and/or the pattern of a
decorated pole in the center of the main room; national foods
made of grains and milk or meat (for example, khinkal—
spiced meat in a dough pouch); men’s fur caps, several typical
jackets and coats, daggers, and women's complex jewelry and
many-storied headgear; marked segregation and division of
labor between the sexes; variously compacted villages (e.g.,
the “beehive model”); patrilocal and patriarchal family organ-
jization combined with strict taboos for the in-marrying
woman; extraordinarily developed patterns of ritual kinship
and of hospitality; kissing or at least touching the breast of an
unrelated woman in order to be accepted into her clan as an
honorary member (resorted to in some communities to end a
feud); clan (tukhum) endogamy in Daghestan but exogamy

elsewhere. Although there are large modern cities such as
Makhachkala, Baku, Erevan, and Thilisi, most people live in
regional centers and mountain hamlets.

In terms of religion the Caucasus includes a remarkably
vital substratum of indigenous (pagan) practices including,
variously, animal sacrifice, shamanism, and rainmaking cere-
monies. Islam brought with it Sharia (the code of Islamic
law), which now complements the traditional adat (custom-
ary norms) of the northern Caucasus and Daghestan, various
elements from Christianity, and, of course, the secular laws.

(3) Central Asia occupies the vast expanses that extend
from the southern Russian steppe and the Caspian Sea east-
ward to and into the Altai Mountains and the Pamirs and
from southern Siberia south to the borders of Iran, Afghani-
stan, and China. There are hilly or low mountainous areas in
the core, as in Kazakhstan, and true mountains on the eastern
peripheries; most of Tajikistan consists of mountains and
narrow valleys. But much of this is a flatland consisting of
treeless steppes and deserts that are marked by frequent dust-
and sandstorms and continental extremes of cold and heat
(up to 50° C in the Kara Kum) and of aridity and drought—
the latter reaching ecologically disastrous proportions as in
the partial dessication of the Aral Sea. In such an environ-
ment, the great rivers of the Amu Darya, Syr Darya, and Ili,
serving as linear oases, have played a crucial role (e.g., in the
Ferghana Valley).

The population of what used to be Russian Central Asia
now exceeds 50 million. In some of the former republics, such
as Kazakhstan, the eponymous Turkic peoples actually con-
stitute less than half of the population, but these groups have
been growing explosively in recent decades, often creating se-
vere social problems of unemployment, ethnic conflict, and
the like. The entire region can be subdivided into six parts:
Turkmenistan in the southwest corner around the Kara Kum
Desert (population about 3 million, almost all Turkmens);
Uzbekistan, with 200,000 Uigur in its south-central zone,
400,000 Karakalpaks around the Red and Black deserts, and
some 14 million Uzbeks in a polity of 19 million—the Uzbeks
are thus the most numerous Turkic group in Northern Eura-
sia; Kazakhstan, spread all across the north and center (about
5 million Kazakhs within a population of 15 million);
Kyrgyzstan in the southeastern corner (almost 2 million
Kyrgyz within a population of 4 million); also in the south-
east, the non-Turkic Tajiks, who are Iranian (about 3 mil-
lion); yet farther east, the likewise Iranian Pamir peoples on
the “Rooftop of the World”; the Pamir Mountains are also
home to the Ichkilik (or Pamir-Kyrgyz) Turks, and there are
other minorities in Russian Central Asia as a whole (e.g., the
Shiite Ironis descended from Iranian slaves). There are many
millions of Russians and tens of thousands of other minori-
ties (e.g., Germans, Siberian Estonians)—who have been
rapidly leaving Central Asia for their own titular regions since
about 1985.

All the major eponymous groups are Sunni Muslims of
the Hanafi rite, observing such major holidays as Ramadan
and the Korban (the great sacrifice of Abraham) and often
visiting Muslim holy places or belonging to Sufi brotherhoods
(tariga) or localized semi-Muslim burial shrines. The princi-
pal exceptions are the Pamir peoples, most of whom are
Ismailis of the Nizarot rite (followers of the Aga Khan), the
Bukharan Jews, and the Russians and Ukrainians. A strong
attachment to traditional Islamic values is exemplified vari-
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ously: by the early marriages of girls, by respect for elders, and
by the importance of the Quran. Today the rapid breakdown
of Muslim values in some quarters is competing with the rise
of Islamic fundamentalism, which seeks to revitalize or even
exaggerate these same values: many consider themselves
members of the Islamic community, the umma, without being
either fundamentalist or particularly observant. Speaking
more generally, Central Asian religions still bear the mark of
pre-Islamic practices contributed by ancient Iranian and
Mesopotamian religions, such as Zoroastrianism, Mani-
chaeism, Gnosticism, and Nestorian Christianity, not to
mention the shamanism indigenous to Siberia and Central
Asia. In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan Islam grew to promi-
nence only in the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, roughly
corresponding to Muslim missionizing promoted by the Rus-
sians via the Tatars.

Russian Central Asia is dominated symbolically by
speakers of Turkic dialects: those entering into the (relatively
artificial) divisions of Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and Karakalpak; the
Turkmen dialects (close to Azeri); and the Uzbek and Uigur
languages; the three belonging, respectively, to the Kipchak,
Oguz, and Chagatay branches of the Ural-Altaic Language
Family. Almost all (96 percent to 99 percent) of these Turkic
peoples classified their languages as primary (as against Rus-
sian). The writing systems, after a switch from the Arabic
script to the Latin (in the 1920s) and to the Cyrillic (in the
1930s), today are reassuming Latin forms (although some
people are advocating the Arabic script). The languages are
the vehicles for a renowned oral (mainly epic) literature as
well as, in the case of Uigur, a sophisticated written tradition
going back to the Middle Ages. In addition to verbal arts, the
Turkic peoples of Central Asia, in particular the Uzbeks,
have highly developed dance, theater, classical music, and,
especially among the Turkmen, a tradition of nearly peerless
carpet weaving.

The long history of this area may be summed up briefly as
an early period of indigenous and shamanic Tengri and
Zoroastrian cultures, followed by the Islamic conquests, then
the Mongol invasions led by Chinggis (Genghis) Khan and
his successors (thirteenth century), the empire of Tamerlane
(fourteenth century, centered in Samarkand), then annexa-
tion by Russia during the eighteenth and nineteenth centur-
ies, and, finally, the period of Soviet domination beginning in
1919-1921. In the course of these phases, local polities were
overlaid with imperial power, followed by combinations of
fairly autonomous tribes with various khanates (e.g., of
Bukhara and Samarkand)—which were conquered by the
Russians and replaced by administration through regions and
districts—often to the extreme economic disadvantage of the
colonized populations (a situation that is changing rapidly
today).

Central Asia as a whole was for a long time a region of
mixed (semi-) pastoralism characterized by transhumant pat-
terns of (mobile) tent dwelling combined with sedentary agri-
cultural villages of orchards and extended families living in
clay or stucco houses built around courtyards and surrounded
by orchards. In the late 1920s and early 1930s the pastoral
side of society was assimilated to or converted into state-run
villages with catastrophic consequences (e.g., the death of
millions of Kazakhs through famine). Both types of society
were ordered into larger clans or tribes in terms of the
patrilineal principle (typically reckoned as far as seven or

more generations). Sometimes, on an informal as well on an
administrative level, women took on a relatively greater role
in family decision making, especially in pastoral zones. For
the most part, however, particularly later in Central Asian
history, Islamic values involving sex roles eclipsed more egali-
tarian aspects of society.

The cultures of the region are known for a heavy reliance
on mutton, grain, and dairy products and a rigid sexual divi-
sion of labor and spatial segregation. In addition to intense
and productive agriculture, notably in the Ferghana Valley,
cotton is raised on a massive scale using “modern methods”
such as chemical fertilizers with results that, depending on
the area, range toward outright ecological disaster. Against
the backdrop of former pastoralism, contemporary village col-
lectives, and mechanized agriculture, there stand the many-
storied cities with their complex economies and sophisticated
urban ways: Bukhara, Tashkent, and Samarkand, as well as
relatively modern centers such as Dushanbe. The gold mines
of Uzbekistan rank among the richest in the world.

(4) Siberia, occupying about 7.5 million square kilome-
ters, from the Ural Mountains to the Pacific Ocean and from
the Arctic Sea to the borders of China and Mongolia, con-
tains a population of approximately 35 million divided into
forty or more ethnic groups (depending on one’s criteria for
counting them) speaking dozens of distinct Uralic, Turko-
Tatar, and Paleosiberian languages and many more
dialects—usually, today, with Russian as a lingua franca of
sorts. The age-old pattern of intermarriage and genetic inter-
mingling between these groups and other immigrants, partic-
ularly Russians, is continuing today. Large populations,
mainly Slavic, are concentrated today in and around cities
such as Omsk, Yakutsk, and Vladivostok and in industrial
and/or mining areas such as Krasnoyarsk, in more or less
urban (and often ecologically catastrophic) conditions. But
the basic and initial demographic profile of Siberia is of small
groups living in relatively simple conditions, thinly scattered
and often migrating over great spaces (most extremely, the
Evenki with about 17,000 individuals scattered over an area
larger than western Europe).

Geographically, Siberia consists of four main zones:
treeless tundra along and in from the Arctic coast; south of
that a broad strip of taiga (mainly coniferous forests mixed
with birch, larch, and aspen); a more complex landscape of
steppe and hill country (e.g., the steppes of northern
Turkestan); and the regions of mountains sometimes rising
to over 1.6 kilometers in elevation (where the Tofalar of the
Sayan Mountains, the Altai of the Altai Mountains, and the
Tuvans of the Tuvan mountain range live). Siberia is inter-
sected by many great rivers, which, unlike most of those of
European Russia, run northward: the Ob, the Irtysh, the
Yenisei, the Lena, and others have always been vital for travel
and transport (east to west transport being served today in
more southern areas by the Trans-Siberian railroad). Most of
Siberia is subject to extreme cold—from -20° C in winter-
time in many areas to world-record lows of ~-90° C or more in
the north-—necessitating extraordinary adaptive measures in
clothing and housing, notably many-layered fur garments,
tents of hides, insulated log cabins, and semisubterranean
dwellings (which housed up to 100 persons among the
Itelmen of yore). Yet many parts of southern Siberia are tem-
perate enough to allow for prosperous agriculture, not only
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truck gardens near the city, but, particularly in the southwest,
extensive dairy and wheat farming.

Until the sixteenth century the population of Siberia
consisted mainly of scores of indigenous groups ranging in
size from a few hundred to several tens of thousands, which
lived in relative economic, political, and cultural indepen-
dence, traded ubiquitously, often mixed socially, and some-
times warred with each other. Some regions were governed by
local khanates or similar polities. Between about 1500 and
1598 Siberia was gradually conquered (mainly by Cossacks),
secured by lines of forts, and gradually colonized and ex-
ploited by Russian commercial and governmental forces that
exacted a tribute (iasak), usually in furs (often taking over ex-
isting tribute systems). During the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries southern Siberia witnessed explosive industrial de-
velopment, particularly of mines. Russian Siberia evolved a
distinctive character, which enabled a few larger groups such
as the Yakut and the Tatars to maintain some degree of eco-
nomic and cultural viability. Siberia was the scene of bitter
and brutal civil war after the 1917 Revolution; it was first con-
trolled by the Whites (notably the Cossacks) and then taken
by the Reds. From the 1920s to the 1970s Siberian history
combined sensational economic buildup (e.g., in industry,
mining and “virgin land” agriculture) with religious persecu-
tion, cultural destruction, and ecological ruination. Since the
middle 1980s the area as a whole has been gripped by a new
cultural and political consciousness, exemplified by every-
thing from refurbishing local government to inviting Japanese
and German capitalization of extractive industries to the ex-
porting of (brilliant) Yakut theater to Chicago.

Siberia today falls into roughly four ecocultural areas:
western Siberia, a lowland agricultural area where live the rel-
atively Russified Nenets, Komi, Mansi, and Khanty; south-
western Siberia, with its huge mining and industrial com-
plexes (e.g., around the Kuznetsk Basin), which attract some
indigenous people, including women; east-central Siberia,
dominated by the Buriats and Yakut but including many
groups that are particularly interesting and important in
terms of comparative ethnography, such as the Nganasan, the
nothernmost people of Eurasia; and the Far East, with peo-
ples such as the Eskimos, Chuckchee, and Nivkh, living on or
near the Pacific Ocean or major rivers such as the Amur along
the Chinese border. They typically devote much time to fish-
ing and sea-mammal hunting. The Far East (Chukhotka,
Kamchatka, and the Amur region), although included in
much of the above discussion as part of Siberia, is thought of
as a separate entity in many contexts; similarly, the Kazakhs
and other peoples of northern and eastern Kazakhstan, al-
though included in the discussion of Central Asia, are in
many ways part of southwestern Siberia and are so classified
in Russian-area anthropology.

For centuries, but especially in the Stolypin era (1906~
1911) and during and after World War I, there has been
migration, resettlement, and deportation into Siberia. Immi-
grant minorities include the numerous Siberian Germans,
centered in Omsk, the well-organized and prosperous
Dungans (from China), and the Koreans. Generally, indige-
nous peoples throughout Siberia still focus their livelihood
on hunting, fishing, trapping, reindeer breeding, cattle rais-
ing, and the production of clothing. A few have low-status
jobs in the cities or industrial settlements; some individuals of

indigenous origin, however, are today leaders in politics, busi-
ness, and the arts and sciences.

Despite its diversity and enormous spaces, the people of
Siberia, or at least large blocks of them, including the Russian
Siberiaki, share some values and characteristics such as physi-
cal and psychological adaptation to cold, small or relatively
small extended families organized into large kinship net-
works, patrilineal organization (usually with clan exogamy),
and, notably among the immigrant Slavs, an open or frontier-
town mentality. Stereotypical of all Siberia was shamanism
(the word “shaman” comes, according to some scholars, from
the Tungus via Russian), shamans serving to protect group
members from hostile forces, make predictions, and mediate
between the human and superatural worlds (e.g., as guides
of the souls of the dead). Although devastated by Soviet
antireligious campaigns, shamanism has survived in many
places and today is experiencing a mixed revival—even a dif-
fusion to the Russians in northern and eastern Siberia. Hav-
ing reviewed the cultures, let us turn to a general, current
problem.

“Nation”?

The fuzzy edges and potential chaos of Russia/Northern Eur-
asia emerge in perhaps the theoretically most interesting way
in the permuting contrasts of the idea of “nation” as it is used
by the “natives” today and might reasonably be used by schol-
ars. At one extreme we find the Gypsies scattered from
Vladivostok to the Baltic referring to themselves and referred
to as a nation, and, as if this weren’t enough, each of their
constituent subdivisions is also considered a nation. Scarcely
less problematical are diaspora groups—for example, the
Tatars, who are trying to realize their ancient claims to lost
homelands in the Crimea. Further along are many indigenous
groups with a territory, usually traditional, in the Caucasus,
Siberia, or European Russia who, although small and weak,
have distinct cultures, a long-standing polity, and a strong
sense of national and cultural identity: the Gagauz in
Moldova, for instance; the Khanty and Eskimos of Siberia;
dozens of other Siberian and Caucasian entities; and the leg-
endary Terek Cossacks on the Terek River, numbering
250,000 and claiming separate nationhood. A considerable
number of ethnicities have an organized government, a com-
plex political economy, and sometimes aggressive territorial
claims: the Azerbaijani Turks in the southeast Caucasus, the
Chechens of the northern Caucasus (the center of the local
Islamic movement), the numerous and powerful Buriats, and
the Tuvans, Kazakhs, and Georgians, who respectively domi-
nate, try to dominate, or are seen to dominate central Siberia,
Turkestan, and the western Caucasus and are, on various
counts by which nations rank themselves, superior to their
Russian “big brother.” Finally, there are the huge nation-
states of Russia and Ukraine.

The most immediate variables in the spectrum of what it
means to be a nation are the degree of governmental organi-
zation, of ethnic consciousness, of linguistic and cultural dis-
tinctiveness, of de facto independence, and of political, eco-
nomic, and military size and power. Perhaps insight into the
idea of nation might be gleaned from contemplating the
groups that are not so designated: the Old Siberian Russians
(Siberiaki); many of the smaller Caucasus groups such as the
Kubachi and the Jews; and many immigrant groups such as
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the Koreans and the Siberian Germans. The question of
nationhood is today more volatile in the former Soviet Union
than in western Europe or East Asia. Perhaps the main cul-
tural and political lesson to be learned from the varieties of
nation in Russia/North Eurasia is that, rather than get
bogged down in what may be terminological or purely taxo-
nomic questions, one should construct a large and open semi-
system of continuous, fuzzy variables from some synthesis of
social science and, even more, the meanings and actual prac-
tices of the population in question.

Cultures Covered

This volume provides descriptions of all major cultural groups
of the former Soviet Union, including nationalities such as
the Russians and Kazakhs, indigenous peoples such as the
Chukchee, religious groups such as the Kurds and various
Jewish groups, the peoples and tribes of the Caucasus, and
others such as the Don Cossacks and Gypsies. In all, 111
groups are described. In order to provide as much informa-
tion as possible about these groups, I sought contributions
from scholars in the former Soviet Union, some of whom are
writing for the first time for a Western audience. Thus, 42 of
the articles were written in Russian and were translated and
edited for inclusion in this volume.

The emphases of some articles reflect the traditional in-
terests of ethnography in the Soviet Union. Thus, there is
often much detail about material culture (clothing, food,
housing, tools, and weapons), language, and literature, and in
this volume ‘we have added subheadings as needed for these
topics. At the same time, because they were relatively ignored
by Soviet ethnographers, descriptions of the kinship system
and sociopolitical organization of some groups described here
are less complete than for cultures in other parts of the world.

I have also attempted to be as up-to-date as possible in
the information provided, reflecting the wholesale changes in
the Soviet Union that occurred as this volume was being writ-
ten and edited. We have tried to use the most current name
for groups (for example, Belarussians instead of Byelorus-
sians), nations, regions, cities, bodies of water, etc., although
some names are likely to have fallen into disuse by the time
this volume appears in print as change continues in the for-
mer Soviet Union. For historical information, we have gener-
ally used traditional spellings and names.

Reference Resources

The vastness of the literature on the former Soviet Union re-
flects the physical expanse of the region, the variety of peo-
ples living there, and the central role of Russia in world affairs
for the last two centuries (and the Soviet Union in recent
decades). The opening of the former Soviet Union to the
West means that many of the standard works on the history,
politics, and economy of the Soviet Union and the now-
independent constituent nations will be revised and updated.
Similarly, atlases are being continually revised to reflect polit-
ical and name changes in the region.

Useful bibliographies to works relevant to the cultures of
the former Soviet Union include those of Jakobson (1957)
on the indigenous peoples of northeastern Siberia, Horak
(1982) on the non-Russian peoples of the Soviet Union,
Mann (1981), which lists nearly 200 bibliographies on the

peoples of the former Soviet Union, and the Bibliography of
Soviet Ethnological Publications, 1977-1982.

Surveys of the peoples of the Soviet Union include those
of Wixman (1984), which provides brief descriptions of the
groups and helps sort out the various ethnonyms; Katz
(1975), which covers the major national groups; Levin and
Potapov (1964), which is the English-language translation of
the 1956 Russian-language survey with much information on
the traditional culture of Siberian peoples; and the Soviet
government survey, Peoples of the Soviet Union. The Muslim
peoples are perhaps better covered in ethnographic surveys,
including those by Akiner (1986) and Bennigsen and
Wimbush (1986) and the entries in Weekes (1984). The
Joumnal of Soviet Nationalities, which began publication in
1990, publishes scholarly research relevant to former Soviet
peoples. The languages of the Soviet Union are listed, classi-
fied, and described in Comrie (1981).

In recent years numerous ethnographic publications on
(former) Soviet peoples have been published in Russian,
Ukrainian, Georgian, Kazakh, and other languages. Many of
these are cited in the relevant articles in this volume, al-
though most have not been translated and are available only
at a few major research libraries.
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Introduction to China

This section covers the cultures of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC). Nomenclature and spelling follow the stan-
dard forms used in the PRC. Materials on Overseas Chinese
appear in other volumes when applicable, and the mountain
peoples of Taiwan are covered in the East and Southeast Asia
volume. Both the East and Southeast Asia volume and the
Russia and Eurasia section of this volume cover ethnic groups
also found in China.

In 1990, the population of China was 1,133,682,501
persons, of whom 1,042,482,187 belonged to the Han na-
tionality, the people generally referred to as Chinese. The re-
mainder were divided among some fifty-five “minority nation-
alities” that are recognized officially by the state, at least
749,341 persons claiming membership in ethnic groups not
yet accorded official recognition, and 3,421 naturalized for-
eigners. The recognized minorities range in size from the
15,489,630 Zhuang to the 2,312 Lhoba; at least eighteen
groups have populations over 1,000,000.

Geographical Regions of China

China’s total area covers nearly 10 million square kilometers.
Two-thirds of the country is high plateaus and mountains
with populations living at altitudes from 1,000 to 4,000 me-
ters above sea level and high mountain areas reaching 7,000
to 8,000 meters. Climate varies from subarctic to subtropical.
The Han majority is densely settled in the eastern half of the
country—also called “inner China”—along the coastal areas,
on the great plains, in the river valleys, and in the foothills.
Most Han live in temperate zones, at elevations well below
1,000 meters. The minorities are more sparsely distributed
over the remaining 55 percent of the country lying to the
north, southwest, and west of the main areas of Han settle-
ment. In the mountainous provinces of Yunnan and
Guizhou, where Han and other ethnic groups have coexisted
for several centuries, they are separated by elevation, with the
minorities living at higher altitudes.

Inner China is suited to intensive, settled agriculture
with an emphasis on grain crops supplemented by vegetables
and fruits. Irrigation systems have long been used to lessen
the dependence on rainfall and the damage from floods and
drought. These problems have been further reduced in recent
decades. Since 1949, the government has completed numer-
ous hydraulic projects along the lower Huang He (Yellow
River) and the Huai and Hai rivers. Major projects are
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planned for the Yangzi (Chang Jiang) in coming decades. Ad-
ditionally, introduction of chemical fertilizers and insecti-
cides has increased productivity even as drainage projects and
hillside terracing have opened up additional land. Con-
versely, some agricultural land has been lost because of salini-
zation and erosion.

There are eight major geographical regions, which over-
lap somewhat with cultural or subcultural (regional culture)
areas.

(1) The Northeast. This area, formerly called Manchuria
and now known as Dongbei, is composed of the three prov-
inces of Jilin, Liaoning, and Heilongjiang, as well as eastern
Inner Mongolia. In the north, there are vast areas of conifer-
ous forest or mixed coniferous/broad-leaved forest, a rich
source of timber. To the south there is large-scale mechanized
farming on the plains and on reclaimed lands. Most of Chi-
na’s state farms are located here. Dongbei has long, cold win-
ters and heavy rainfall during the short, hot summers. Ample
supply of water supports summer crops of wheat, maize, pota-
toes, sugar beets, soybeans, and gaoliang (sorghum). Some ar-
eas are warm enough to raise rice and cotton. Dongbei’s
major source of wealth is industrial. Since 1949, Dongbei has
rapidly developed as a key industrial area, providing oil and
petrochemical products, coal, iron and steel, motor vehicles,
and a variety of consumer products. Rapid population growth
is mainly the result of heavy Han immigration from north
China, beginning in the nineteenth century and accelerating
after 1949. Indigenous national minorities include Manchu,
Koreans, Ewenki, Orogen, Mongols, and Hui. They now con-
stitute less than 8 percent of the population.

(2) North China Plain. This region of inner China in-
cludes the provinces of Henan, Hebei, Shandong, and the
northern parts of Jiangsu and Anhui. Moving north to south,
the area has from 190 to 250 frost-free days, light snowfall,
and hot (30° C), rainy summers. Rich deposits from the
Huang He and its tributaries have enriched and built up the
soils in many areas. Flooding and drought continue to be
problems because of erratic rainfall. Agriculture is intensive:
forests and grasslands have long since given way to the plow
and some 40 percent of the total area is under cultivation.
About 30 percent of the Chinese population live here, most
engaged in agriculture. Average population density is 400
persons per square kilometer, mainly concentrated in nucle-
ated villages of fifty to several hundred households, sur-
rounded by the fields. The main staple crops are spring wheat,
comn, millet, and sweet potatoes harvested in the late summer
and autumn. Tobacco and cotton are important cash crops.
Some of the surplus rural labor has been absorbed into the
industrial and commercial growth of major cities—such as
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Beijing, Jinan, Loyang, Shijiazhuang, and Tianjin—or indus-
trial centers such as Shandong’s Shengli oil fields and the
coastal development zones.

(3) Loess Plateau. Northwest of the plain is loess land
and the steppe region, covering the provinces of Shanxi,
Shaanxi, and heavily industrialized eastern Gansu. One of
the important centers of Chinese civilization in the past, the
Loess Plateau remains overwhelmingly Han in ethnic compo-
sition. The heavy deposits of windblown loess soils are fertile
but fragile, prone to erosion, gullying, and landslides. Much
of the land is not arable. Rainfall is unpredictable. Winter
temperatures fall below freezing and the summers are hot. Ag-
riculture is most successful along the Huang He and the Wei
and Fen rivers. Wheat, millet, and maize are the main crops
and some double cropping is possible. The rural areas support
a lighter population density than the North China Plain, and
the general standard of living is markedly lower except in the
southeast sector. In the northwest and beyond the Great
Wall, the desert begins. This region was formerly a part of the
Silk Road leading to Central Asia. Since 1949 mining and in-
dustry have become of key importance.

(4) Northwest. Geographically and culturally part of
Central Asia, this region includes western Gansu, Xinjiang,
Ningxia, and part of Inner Mongolia. The topography is
highly varied and includes large stretches of arid desert and
wasteland, fertile oases, grassy plateaus, and high mountain
ranges. The Altai range rises to more than 4,000 meters above
sea level and the Tianshan to 7,435. The climate is generally
dry, averaging only 10 centimeters of rain yearly in some ar-
eas. Population is sparse in the grassland and in mountain
pastureland; in many places it is less than one person per
square kilometer. The region is China’s main source of sheep,
cattle, horses, and camels. Some areas are suited to grain and
cotton production. There are relatively few cities: the largest
are Urumqi, and Kashgar, which were stages on the old Silk
Road. A large percentage of the population belong to minor-
ity nationalities: Uigurs, Hui, Kazak, Kirgiz, Mongols, Tajiks,
and others. In Xinjiang, over half the population belongs to
Turkic-speaking minority groups, and almost one-third of
Ningxia's population are Hui. Because of heavy Han immi-
gration, Mongols are now no more than 15 percent of the
population of the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region.

(5) Lower Yangzi/South Central China. Dominated today
by Wuhan and Shanghai, major industrial and commercial
cities, this area had important urban centers as well as an af-
fluent and productive agricultural sector even before the
nineteenth-century rise of the treaty ports. It includes subur-
ban Shanghai Municipality, the provinces of Jiangsu, Hubei,
Hunan, Jiangxi, and parts of Anhui and Zhejiang provinces.
With its lakes and numerous navigable waterways, it is one of
the richest and most densely populated areas of inner China.
The climate is mild, with 240 frost-free days, and rainfall is
ample. Double cropping is common, with alternation of win-
ter wheat and summer rice. Cotton, silk, pigs and poultry,
vegetable farming, ocean and freshwater fisheries, and rural
industries have for generations supplemented peasant in-
come. In recent years the expansion of towns and cities,
exploitation of rich natural resources, and a thriving free-
market system have made this the leading area in industrial
and agricultural output.

(6) Maritime South. This large region includes southern
Zhejiang, Fujian, Guangdong, Hainan, and Guangxi prov-

inces, and it probably should be extended to cover Hong
Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. It is linguistically very diverse, and
in some sections there are large minority populations—
particularly in Guangxi, where minority peoples account for
almost 40 percent of the total. Some scholars would divide
the region into a northern tea-and-rice area and a southern
double-cropping rice area. However, cropping, population
density, urbanization, and communications depend on alti-
tude: much of the region is mountainous, and temperatures
and soil quality vary. Around the Pearl River Delta, near
Guangzhou, which enjoys one of the highest living standards
in China, population density reaches 2,000 persons per
square kilometer, whereas in the uplands it is closer to 200
persons per square kilometer. Yao, She, Li, and Zhuang gen-
erally live in uplands areas unsuitable for Han methods of
farming. It is regarded as one of China’s richest regions today:
along the coast Special Economic Zones and overseas invest-
ments have revitalized the modern sector of the economy and
led to dramatic changes in living standards and life-styles.

(7) Southwest. The provinces of Sichuan, Yunnan, and
Guizhou together with western Hunan are ethnically diverse,
although Han Chinese are clearly in the majority. In Yunnan
and Guizhou the minority populations are 32 percent and 26
percent, respectively, though they are under 4 percent in
Sichuan. At least twenty-six different minority groups can be
found in Yunnan. Among the largest are the Miao, Yi, Dong,
Tujia, Hani, Dai, Tibetans, and Lisu. Much of the area was
formerly part of the Nanzhao Kingdom. Until recent times,
several important urban centers were predominantly popu-
lated by non-Han peoples—for example, Dali and Lijiang in
Yunnan. The climate generally ranges from cool temperate to
tropical, depending on elevation and latitude. Much of the
area is rugged mountains and plateaus, which rise westward
toward Tibet. It is mainly minority groups who inhabit the
mountains and high plateaus above 1,200 meters. Han popu-
lations are concentrated on the plains and at lower altitudes
near sources of water for irrigation. However, irrigation farm-
ing and wet-rice agriculture are also found among some of the
minorities, particularly the Dai, Bai, and Naxi. In recent
years, cash crops have been encouraged by the state, particu-
larly tobacco, rubber, sugar, tea, coffee, and tropical fruits in
the most southern areas. Until the 1950s, slash-and-burn ag-
riculture was practiced in the uplands, where the population
depended on oats, buckwheat, potatoes, maize, and other
“rough” grains supplemented by hunting and forest gather-
ing. Northern Yunnan has become a major forestry area. Di-
minishing tracts of mountain pasture in northern Yunnan
and eastern Sichuan are still utilized by Yi and Miao pastoral-
ists. Despite the existence of rich natural resources, road and
rail transportation and telecommunications remain underde-
veloped over most of this region. Only the Sichuan Basin,
highly industrialized, rich in energy sources and mineral re-
sources, and linked by rail and river to the Yangzi, matches
inner China’s productivity and wealth. There is a wide gap in
living standards between Sichuan and the rest of the region
and between the Han and the other nationalities within the
region.

(8) Tibetan Plateaus. Tibet, Qinghai, and western
Sichuan lie mostly above 3,000 meters. Barley, buckwheat,
and some wheat are grown in the southeastern valleys, while
pastoralism (raising yaks, sheep, goats, and horses) is wide-
spread in Qinghai and western Tibet. Traditional trade routes
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from Tibet to Nepal and India, closed in 1949, have only re-
cently been reopened. Rich mineral deposits are only begin-
ning to be discovered and exploited. Poor communication
routes to inner China have helped to make this the poorest
region in the country. Population density is low, there are few
urban centers, and most of the population is non-Han. Be-
sides the large Tibetan population, the minorities include

Hui, Lhoba, Moinba, Qiang, Sala (Salar), and Tu.

The Languages of China

The official language of modern China is putonghua, which is
a standardized language based on the Beijing dialect. It is also
known as Mandarin. It is now taught in most schools and is
the language of the media. In everyday usage, people tend to
speak regional dialects. China is linguistically diverse. Most
people speak languages and dialects belonging to the Chinese
branch of the Sino-Tibetan Family. The Chinese languages
are all tonal.

The northern varieties of Chinese, also called Mandarin,
are spoken as a first language by over three-fourths of the
population, in a large area extending east and west across
north China from the coastal regions of Shandong to
Sichuan in the interior, southward toward the Yangzi River
and northward into Dongbei. They are for the most part mu-
tually intelligible, given minor adjustment for tones, pronun-
ciation, idioms, and vocabulary. Most linguists divide Man-
darin into four subgroups: Northern Mandarin, which is
spoken in the northeast, the Shandong Peninsula, and a wide
area around Beijing; the Northwestern Mandarin of the loess
plateaus; the Southwestern Mandarin of Sichuan and neigh-
boring regions; and Eastern or Lower Yangzi Mandarin, typi-
fied by the dialects around Nanjing. South of the Yangzi, the
Chinese languages are more diverse and are not mutually in-
telligible with each other or with regional forms of Mandarin.
The latter include the Wu dialects, spoken in the areas
around Shanghai; the Gan dialects of Jiangxi; the Xiang dia-
lects of Hunan; the Yue dialects of Guangdong and Guangxi;
the Min dialects of Fujian and south coastal China; and
Hakka, which has a discontinuous distribution from south-
east China to Sichuan (Ramsey 1987, 87ff).

Although their spoken tongues differ, literate persons
share the same writing system. Chinese ideographs convey
meaning rather than fixed pronunciation. Each of the many
thousands of standardized ideographs is composed of one or
more configurations known as radicals. There are 214 radi-
cals; most ideographs use two or three in combination, which
in most cases signal sound, meaning, or a combination of
both to the reader. Min and Yue writings included some
unique ideographs unknown elsewhere. Since the 1950s, the
most frequently used ideographs have been simplified. The
new forms are in common use in newspapers and other publi-
cations, including school texts. As a result, younger people
have difficulty reading materials published before the 1950s.
A standardized romanization system, known as pinyin, was
also introduced in the 1950s. It is based on putonghua pro-
nunciation and seems to be less well known and rarely used
except on street signs and shop fronts, along with the ideo-
graphs, or in dictionaries and language texts designed for
those learning Mandarin.

Except for the Hui and She nationalities, the first lan-
guages of the minority peoples belong to language families

other than Chinese. In daily life they may also speak the Chi-
nese dialect of their region and have some familiarity with the
language of neighboring minorities. In the northern areas of
China, almost all the minority languages belong to the Altaic
Family, which includes Mongolian, Turkic, and Tungus.
Through migration and historical contacts the languages of
some of these groups have become rich in loanwords from
Chinese and Tibetan as well as from Persian, Indic, Semitic,
and Slavic languages.

Most of China’s 5,314,000 Mongolian speakers are
found in the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region. Other
groups live further to the northeast, or in Qinghai and Gansu
and even Yunnan. In addition to Mongolian proper (Khalkha
dialect), there are at least five other languages within the
Mongolian Branch of Altaic. These are associated with small
minority groups: Daur (Dagur), Dongxiang (Santa), Bonan
(Bao’an), Monguor, and Yugur. The last group is culturally
related to the Turkic-speaking Uigur minority. The Mongo-
lian script, which is still in use today, was borrowed from the
Uligurs in the twelfth century. It has twenty-four basic alpha-
betic symbols, which take variant forms that are dependent
on the symbols’ positions in words. Despite some problems
with it, the script is better suited to a polysyllabic and inflect-
ing language than are the Chinese ideographs. Mongolian is
very different from Chinese, despite some borrowing of vo-
cabulary: it does not have tones, and its grammatical struc-
tures resemble those of Korean or Japanese rather than those
of the Chinese languages.

The majority of the speakers of Turkic languages, the
Western Branch of Altaic, are located in the Xinjiang Uigur
Autonomous Region and in the western republics of the for-
mer Soviet Union. They include Kazaks, Uigurs, Kirgiz,
Uzbeks, and Tatars. During the Republican period (1911-
1949) ali Turkic speakers within China were referred to as
“Tatars,” but in actuality there are less than 5,000 Chinese
Tatars; they live in Xinjiang, near the Soviet border. There are
well over a million Kazak speakers within China, along the
Mongolian and former Soviet borders, speaking a language
closely related to Tatar. Kirgiz, found in western Xinjiang, has
142,000 speakers and is closely related to Tatar and Kazak.
China also holds a small population of 14,000 Uzbek speak-
ers, but the vast majority of speakers of this Turkic language
live in Uzbekistan. The Uigur, who number over 7 million,
are the predominant group of Turkic speakers within China.
Their language is relatively unified because of complex com-
mercial relations throughout the region and a long history of
alphabetic writing systems. A rich literature of poetry and
writings on Buddhist and Nestorian teachings exists in the
old Uigur script, which was probably Semitic in origin. An
Arabic script replaced it in the thirteenth century when the
Uigur converted to Islam.

The Eastern branch of Altaic are the Tungus languages.
The largest of these groups is Manchu. The majority of the 9
million Manchu are highly Sinicized, and most are unilingual
in Chinese or use Chinese as their first language. Yet in re-
cent years there has been an upsurge of Manchu ethnicity and
a revival of the language in both spoken and written forms.
There is a large literature in Manchu, which uses a modified
version of Mongolian script; much of it is translations of Chi-
nese writings. A few small groups (Ewenki, Oroquen,
Hezhen) are also Tungus speakers.

The minority languages of the south and southwest were
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formerly grouped with Chinese in the Sino-Tibetan Language
Family. Linguists are no longer in agreement that this is cor-
rect. Many of the spoken languages of the region derive from
proto-Tai, and these are now placed separately in their own
family. In the People’s Republic of China, this family is
known as Zhuang-Dong, which is divided into three
branches. All are tone languages.

The largest branch is Zhuang-Dai. Zhuang is spoken in
the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, which covers the
western two-thirds of Guangxi Province, and by related popu-
lations in adjacent areas of Guizhou and Yunnan. Potentially,
it has over 15.5 million speakers. However, as was the case
with the Manchu, the Zhuang have assimilated to Chinese
culture over the centuries. Almost all can speak the local Chi-
nese dialect of their region, and many ethnic Zhuang could
speak only that until recently. Since the early 1950s, Zhuang
ethnicity has strengthened, with encouragement from the
state. The language has been revived and is in more common
usage in daily life, a process facilitated by the introduction of
a standardized pinyin writing system for the main dialect of
northern Zhuang, and use of the language in publications,
radio broadcasts, and the dubbing of films. It is recognized as
one of China's major official languages. The neighboring
Bouyei, who are even more Sinicized than the Zhuang, are
similarly encouraged to use what the state recognizes as their
own language, though some linguists feel it should be classed
as a dialect variant of northern Zhuang (Ramsey 1987, 243).

Dai is the language of the Dai of southwestern Yunnan.
They are culturally and linguistically similar to the Thai of
northern Thailand, though divided by dialect variation inter-
nally and across national borders. Their writing system uses
variants of Thai script, and until recently literacy was limited
to males, all of whom were expected to spend some years
studying at the local Buddhist monasteries. There are at least
a million speakers of Dai.

The second branch, called Kam-Sui, is less well known
and is the most northern and eastern extension of the Tai
languages, found in the area where Hunan, Guizhou, and
Guangxi intersect. Kam (also called Dong, in Chinese) has
about 2.5 million speakers. It is distinguished in having the
most elaborated tone system of any language in China, with
fifteen tones: other Tai languages and some of the southern
Chinese languages, such as Hokkien and Cantonese, have
eight, whereas Mandarin has only four. The Sui languages are
associated with smaller groups in the area, such as Mulam
and Maonan, and most of these peoples are bilingual in Chi-
nese or Zhuang. The third branch is Li, spoken by groups in
Hainan. Although treated as one language by the state, it is
actually a grouping of at least five different Tai languages, di-
vergent by reason of long separation.

Another large segment of China’s south and southwest-
ern minorities are speakers of languages belonging to the
Miao-Yao Family. These too were formerly classed with Chi-
nese, perhaps because they are tone languages and show both
ancient and modern word borrowings from Chinese, but lin-
guists now view them as more typically Southeast Asian,
closer to the Tai languages. Yao, used as an ethnic category,
includes some speakers of Miao or even Kam. It is estimated
that no more than 44 percent of China's 2 million ethnic Yao
speak Mien, as the indigenous language is called in China
and Southeast Asia. Mien shares features with Miao and both
Cantonese and Hakka. The Miao languages are found among

the 7 million Miao in China, as well as among the Hmong of
Southeast Asia. Miao languages are classed into three major
groupings, each containing many “dialects” that coincide
roughly with marked cultural differences and geographical
distribution across Guizhou and Yunnan and northward into
Sichuan. Across and within the three major groups they are
not usually mutually intelligible. In syntax, Miao too is more
similar to Tai than to Chinese but contains many ancient and
recent borrowings of words from Chinese and loan transla-
tions of Chinese idioms.

Mon-Khmer languages, another separate family, are
found along the southwestern border of Yunnan among such
peoples as the Benglong, Blang, and the Wa (Va), who are a
segment of a much larger population in Myanmar (Burma).
These languages are far less influenced by Chinese.

The remainder of the languages of southwest China are
classed as Tibeto-Burman. The majority are tone languages.
The PRC recognizes sixteen languages within this family,
divided among four branches. The best-known to foreign
scholars is the Tibetan Branch (also known as Bodish),
which includes Moinba and the Jiarong speakers of the Qiang
minority nationality as well as some 4.5 million ethnic Tibet-
ans. The largest branch, overall, is the Yi Branch (also known
as Loloish), which shows more affinities with Burmese than
with Tibetan. It includes a number of dialects or languages
spoken by the 6.5 million ethnic Yi, who are distributed
through the mountain areas of Sichuan, northern Yunnan,
and western Guizhou. Additionally, it includes the closely re-
lated languages of several other minority nationalities. These
are Lisu, Lahu, Jino, Hani, and Naxi, all of them located in
Yunnan. Lisu, Lahu, and Hani (Akha) are also found in
Thailand, Myanmar, and Laos. With the exception of the
Naxi, they are hill and mountain peoples. Both Tibetan
propet and the Yi Branch produced indigenous writing sys-
tems that are still in use. The Tibetan script, based on Indic
models, emerged some time in the seventh century. The Yi
syllabary script, which may be a thousand years old, was
closely associated with religion and divination, but it was flex-
ible enough to be used for other writings. The Naxi devised a
pictographic script, quite different from Chinese ideographs,
as well as a syllabic script influenced by Tibetan and Yi writ-
ing. However, literacy was limited to a relatively small group.

Within Chinese territory, there are two smaller branches
of Tibeto-Burman. The Jingpo Branch is more commonly
found in Myanmar, among the people known as Kachin, and
is of interest to linguists because of its ties to Burmese, Ti-
betan, and Loloish. Dulong (Drung) is included in this
branch. Finally, there is Qiang, a category holding two “dia-
lects” that are not mutually intelligible.

Some of the spoken languages within China have yet to
be definitively classified: Gelao, which seems to be distantly
related to Tai; Tujia, Nu and Achang, which are sometimes
placed in Tibeto-Burman; and Bai, which remains proble-
matic. Chinese linguists group it with Loloish, while some

others argue that it is an ancient branch of Sinitic (Ramsey
1987, 288-291).

History

In this brief sketch of the origins, growth, and spread of Chi-
nese civilization, the expansions and contractions of Chinese
political control over bordering states and regions, and the
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periodic conquests and rule by foreign dynasties, I wish to
stress that the development of Chinese civilization was not a
unilineal course of development carried forth by a single
growing population. Over the centuries diverse linguistic and
cultural populations merged into that larger whole that we
identify as Han Chinese in later historical time. Unfortu-
nately, many Chinese historical accounts, whether written by
the Chinese themselves or by Western scholars, are Sino-
centric, written as if the Han had always existed and all other
peoples were marginal.

Chinese Neolithic cultures, which began to develop
around 5000 s.c, were in part indigenous and in part related
to earlier developments in the Middle East and Southeast
Asia. Wheat, barley, sheep, and cattle appear to have entered
the northern Neolithic cultures via contact with southwest
Asia, whereas rice, pigs, water buffalo, and eventually yams
and taro seem to have come to the southern Neolithic cul-
tures from Vietnam and Thailand. The rice-growing village
sites of southeastern China and the Yangzi Delta reflect link-
ages both north and south. In the later Neolithic, some ele-
ments from the southern complexes had spread up the coast
to Shandong and Liaoning. It is now thought that the Shang
state, the first true state formation in Chinese history, had its
beginnings in the late Lungshan culture of that region.

The Shang dynasty (c. 1480-1050 8.c)) controlled the
North China Plain and parts of Shanxi, Shaanxi, and Shan-
dong through military force and dynastic alliances with pro-
tostates on its borders. At its core was a hereditary royal
house—attended by ritual specialists, secular administrators,
soldiers, craftsmen, and a variety of retainers—that ruled over
a surrounding peasantry. [t was finally displaced by the West-
ern Zhou dynasty, led by a seminomadic group from the
northwest edge of the empire. The Western Zhou established
capitals near present-day Xian and Loyang and organized a
feudal monarchy with its center on the North China Plain. In
771 s.c. they were in turn overthrown by the Eastern Zhou dy-
nasty, which was an unstable confederation of contending
feudal states with weak allegiance to the center. During the
political confusion of this era, the forces struggling for power
discussed and canonized what were to become the key politi-
cal and social ideas of later Chinese civilization. It was the age
of Confucius and Mencius, of the writing of historical annals
in order to gain guidance from the past, of Daoist mysticism
and Legalist practicality. As Zhou power waned, war broke
out between the constituent feudatory domains in what came
to be called the Warring States Period (403-221 s.c). Be-
tween 230 and 221 B.C. one of the contentious states suc-
ceeded in overrunning and annexing the other six, and its
ruler renamed himself “Qin Shi Huangdi,” or “the First Em-
peror of Qin.” China’s present name derives from this ini-
tially small western kingdom of Qin, which included part of
present-day Sichuan. As the first unifying dynasty, it set the
model for future imperial statecraft: centralized control
through appointed bureaucrats who were subject to recall;
creation of a free peasantry subject to the central state for tax-
ation, labor service, and conscription; standardized weights
and measures; reform of the writing system; a severe legal
code; and control over the intelligentsia. The boundaries of
this first imperial dynasty were ambitiously large, stretching
from Sichuan to the coast and from the plains and loess lands
to the lower Yangzi hinterland. Nevertheless, it was unsuc-

cessful in its attempts to bring the south and southwest into
the orbit of empire.

The Qin was short-lived, falling in 202 B.C; a combina-
tion of popular rebellions and civil wars brought it down. The
threat of invasion by the northern nomads (the Xiongnu) was
also a weakening factor, despite the construction of a unified
Great Wall to mark and defend the northern boundary of em-
pire. The Han dynasty (202 8.c. to aD. 220) succeeded the
Qin. Although also threatened by the Xiongnu confederation
to the north, it was able to extend its military lines to the west
and establish trade and diplomatic relations with the no-
madic and oasis peoples in what is now Xinjiang. It had in-
creasing contacts with Korea and Vietnam. It sent diplomats,
troops, and settlers southward, but it never gained effective
control over the independent Min-Yue state (modern-day
Fujian), the Dian Kingdom (Yunnan), or the Nan-Yue Em-
pire, which controlled the southern coasts. Han China’s ef-
fective rule and settlements stretched from the northern plain
to Hunan, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang, assimilating some segments
of the non-Chinese peoples in these regions; however, native
peoples the Chinese referred to as “Man,” meaning “barbari-
ans,” still held most of the area. Meanwhile, the northern and
northwestern borders were still insecure, despite the forced
settlement of hundreds of thousands of Chinese settlers, and
closer to home a series of widespread rebellions racked the
dynasty.

From the fall of the Han dynasty in 220 until the reestab-
lishment of a unified dynastic rule under the Sui in 589,
China continued to be plagued by civil disorder, attempts to
restore earlier feudal systems, and rivalries between separatist
states. The state of Wu in the central and lower Yangzi valley
remained largely un-Sinicized, as did the southern Yue states.
Shu, in Sichuan, seems also to have been ethnically heteroge-
neous, whereas the northwest was under strong pressure from
the proto-Tibetan Qiang peoples. The Western Chin dynasty
(AD. 265-316), which attempted to establish itself as the suc-
cessor to the Han dynasty, was probably doomed from the
start: it controlled only about one-third of the area that had
been the Han Empire. On the northern borders the non-Han
peoples rose in rebellion, in alliance with the Xiongnu. After
304, much of north China came under the rule of non-
Chinese peoples, such as the Qiang, and branches of the
Xianbei, such as Toba and Mujiang. Yet historical records in-
dicate that the Toba rulers of inner China (Northern Wei
dynasty, Ap. 387-534) became increasingly Sinicized, even
outlawing Toba language and customs and adopting many of
the reforms and ideas initiated during the Qin dynasty. Con-
versely, the ruling house of the short-lived Sui was closely in-
termarried with Turkic and Mongol elites.

The Tang dynasty that followed (a.D. 618-907) was led,
at least initially, by northwestern aristocratic families of
mixed ethnic origins. Although it is generally written about as
a Han Chinese dynasty, it was consciously cosmopolitan. Its
armed forces included contingents of Turkic peoples, Khitan,
Tangut, and other non-Chinese, and its cities opened to set-
tlement by traders, doctors, and other specialists from Persia,
Central Asia, and the Middle East. Central Asian tastes in-
fluenced poetry, music, dance, dress, ceramics, painting, and
even cuisine. In the eighth and ninth centuries, coastal trade
cities like Guangzhou and Yangzhou had foreign populations
of close to 100,000. The thrusts of imperial expansion went
south, colonizing Hunan and then Jiangxi and Fujian. The
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people of Guangdong Province today refer to themselves as
“people of Tang” rather than “people of Han,” and until the
tenth century the Chinese still viewed Guangdong and
Guangxi as the wild frontier. Tang armies pressed deep into
southern China and the Indochina Peninsula, battling in
successive campaigns against Tai, Miao, and Yue (Viet)
states or tribal confederations in the provinces of the south-
ern tier and Annam. The Nanzhao Kingdom and its succes-
sor, the Dali Kingdom (claimed today by Dai, Bai, and Yi
peoples), controlled Yunnan, much of Guizhou and Sichuan,
as well as parts of what is now Vietham and Myanmar. The
Tang also pressed into Central Asia and established protec-
torates as far as present-day Afghanistan. At times, princes
from the outlying tributary states were educated at the Tang
court in hopes that they would bring Chinese culture home
with them.

In the years of disorder that followed the fall of the Tang,
non-Chinese contenders for control of the empire pressed
their claims. The Tanguts (Tangxiang), a confederation of
Tibetan tribes, founded the Xixia Empire, which controlled
Ningxia and Gansu until defeat by the Mongols in the thir-
teenth century. The Tangut rulers allied through marriage
with the Khitans, who were Altaic-speaking proto-
Mongolians from Inner Mongolia and western Manchuria.
The Khitan northern empire (Liao dynasty, 907-1125) alter-
natively used tribal law or the Tang legal codes and system of
government to rule over the nomads of their home areas and
the Chinese of the northern plains. The Khitan developed
their own writing system and encouraged an economy based
on a mix of agriculture and pastoralism. Except for adherence
to Buddhism, they resisted Sinicization. When their empire
finally fell in 1125, some of the survivors fled to Central Asia
and formed a new state in exile (Kara-Khitay), which perhaps
is the origin of the term “Cathay.”

The Chinese-led Song dynasty that eventually wrested
control of north China from the Liao divides into two peri-
ods. The Northern Song (960 to 1126) ruled from Kaifeng
but only briefly reunified inner China, which soon fell to the
northern nomads. Ruzhen (Jin) and Mongols (Yuan) ruled
the northern tier and North China Plain, whereas the South-
ern Song (1127-1179) reestablished a capital at Hangzhou
and tried to consolidate rule of the south. By then, techno-
logical advances in agriculture, the growth of commerce, and
the past sequence of military colonization had opened the
south to Han settlement. By the Northern Song period, most
of the rapidly growing Chinese population already lived south
of the Huai River, having pushed out or absorbed the remain-
ing indigenous peoples of the area. In addition to expansion
of agricultural land, there was a rapid growth of towns and cit-
ies, some of them reaching one million, and many of them
over 100,000 in population.

There was an uneasy peace. The Mongol rulers of the
Yuan dynasty (1276-1368) soon controlled most of China.
Indeed, the united tribes of the steppes and grasslands con-
trolled most of the Eurasian landmass at that time, with their
territories stretching across Central Asia into Russia and
eastern Europe. They established firmer control over Tibet
and defeated the Dali Kingdom in Yunnan. Their armies went
deep into south-central China, staking out the boundaries of
new prefectures and counties to which future dynasties would
lay claim. Mongols and their allies (Uigurs and other Turkic
peoples) and a small number of ethnic Chinese filled govern-

ment posts. Mongol rule followed the Chinese model of local
government and the law code reflected the influence of earlier
Chinese law codes, but it was clearly not a Chinese state. The
rulers awarded some territory to Mongol princelings or mili-
tary leaders as fiefs, and both law and administrative regula-
tions distinguished Mongols (and their close allies) from
“Han-ren” (north Chinese) and “Nan-ren” (southerners).
Buddhist monastery land was exempt from taxation, and
clergy everywhere were under the jurisdiction of a special cen-
tral government bureau usually headed by a Tibetan lama. In
this period, Lamaistic Buddhism became the state religion
and the lamas had influence at court. Other developments
during the Yuan were the flourishing of vernacular tales, nov-
els, and dramas and a rapid growth in science and technology
(astronomy, hydraulic engineering, medicine, cartography)
sparked in part by contact with the world outside of China
through caravan trade into Central Asia and sea routes to
Southeast Asia and India.

Widespread popular uprisings and military expulsion of
the Yuan from inner China led to the restoration of a Chi-
nese dynasty, the Ming (1368-1644). Despite this victory, the
struggles against the Mongols continued. The Ming rein-
forced the Great Wall and built garrison posts along it, and
there were many conflicts as Chinese traders and farmers at-
tempted to settle the bordering steppe area. At the same time,
pacification and control of the southern frontiers continued
through government support for establishment of Han Chi-
nese military and civilian colonies (tuntian). The indigenous
peoples resisted this further colonization and were sometimes
joined by descendants of earlier waves of settlers; the Ming
histories record 218 “tribal” uprisings in Guangxi alone, 91 in
Guizhou (which included portions of Yunnan), and 52 in
Guangdong. The peoples of that area (ancestral to the pres-
ent-day Yao, Miao, Zhuang, Gelao, and a number of smaller
groups) were either assimilated, decimated, or forced to re-
treat to higher elevations or westward; some populations
began the migration to present-day Vietnam and Thailand.
The Han-settled areas were organized into the same adminis-
trative units as prevailed elsewhere in China, governed by ap-
pointed bureaucrats. The surviving non-Han peoples were
uneasily brought into that structure or, in areas where they
still outnumbered the Han, were controlled by indirect rule
under hereditary landed officials (tumu or tusi) initially
drawn from the indigenous elites. As long as the rulers of
these quasi-fiefdoms kept the peace and paid taxes and trib-
ute to the state, they had a free hand in administering local
law and exacting rents and labor service for their own
advancement.

In 1644, the Manchu descendants of the Ruzhen won
control of the imperial throne and established the Qing dy-
nasty (1644-1911). Qing expanded central-government con-
trol to Taiwan relatively easily, but Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet,
and the northwest continued to be problematic. In the south-
west, there were wide-scale “Miao Rebellions,” a generic term
for all indigenous uprisings in the area. There were major re-
bellions in the 1670s, the 1680s, and again in the late 1730s.
Qing records list some 350 uprisings in Guizhou between
1796 and 1911, and this number may be an undercount. No
sooner had the state established firmer control over the mi-
nority peoples of the southwest then they faced the armed up-
risings of Muslim ethnic and religious movements in Shaanxi
and Gansu (1862-1875), and the “Panthay” Muslim Rebel-
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lion in Yunnan (1856-1873), which had set up its capital in
Dali. Even after the status of Xinjiang was changed from a
military colony to a province in 1884, Muslim resistance con-
tinued until the end of the dynasty. In late Qing, the Han too
were in rebellion: the Taiping Rebellion, which began among
the Hakka in Guangxi and Guangdong, held most of south-
east China during the 1850s and 1860s and extended its in-
fluence into Guizhou and Sichuan. The Nien Rebellion in
the same period dominated in the area north of the Huai
River.

What seems to have kept the Qing in power throughout
was a firm alliance of interest with the Han literati—elites
who filled the bureaucratic posts of empire. In time, the Qing
emperors out-Confucianized the Chinese themselves, adopt-
ing and encouraging traditional Chinese political and social
thought based on the Confucian canon and assimilating to
Chinese cultural styles. One might even say that they identi-
fied with the Han in viewing all other ethnic groups as
“barbarians.”

The collapse of the Qing and the ascendancy of the Re-
public of China starting in 1911 initially led to disintegration
and local breakaway governments. Local warlords seized po-
litical power in large areas of the country, a problem not re-
solved until 1927. The Japanese held control over Taiwan
and Manchuria until the end of World War II. The Russian
Revolution had led to the establishment of an independent
Mongolia and validation of Soviet claims to contested terri-
tory in China’s far north and northwest. Tibet rejected Chi-
na’s claims of sovereignty, and many areas in Guangxi,
Guizhou, Yunnan, and the northwest continued to hold large
numbers of diverse peoples who did not follow the
Guomindang’s call to assimilate and be absorbed into the
Chinese cultural and political world. Still, a new nationalism
emerged and spread during this period in response to the late
Qing and twentieth-century imperialist economic and politi-
cal intrusions by the European powers (treaty ports, foreign
concessions, unequal treaties, and extraterritorial privileges
for foreigners). The new nationalism was intensified by the
Japanese invasion of inner China in 1937 and the long years
of war that followed. The government of the republic and its
armies retreated to the southwest, while the Communist
party and its armies built up a strong independent base in
Shaanxi, Ningxia, and Gansu. Guerrilla forces organized re-
sistance within occupied China. Within a short time follow-
ing the end of World War 11, China plunged into a civil war
between the Communist and Republican forces, culminating
in the victory of the Communists and the withdrawal of the
defeated Guomindang government to Taiwan. During that
civil war, both sides raised slogans appealing to national pride
and calling for unity in the interests of China as a nation, as
they had done during the war against Japan. Members of the
minority nationalities also joined in the civil war, perhaps
more strongly on the Communist side because of its promises
of greater tolerance of cultural diversity and greater autonomy
for the minority areas.

Religion and Ideology

Prior to 1949, the peoples of China practiced a diversity of re-
ligions, which had their regional, class, and ethnic variants.
The government tolerated and in some instances encouraged
religions, except for those seen as heterodox cults with politi-

cal aims. The preference of the Han Chinese elites was for the
canon of Confucian teachings. These teachings did not com-
prise a theology as such: Confucianism is a secular set of ethi-
cal teachings focused on individual behavior, human rela-
tionships, and the relationship between the rulers and the
ruled. Popular Confucianism is expressed in ancestral com-
memoration, recognition of age and gender hierarchy within
the family, and care and respect for the senior generation.
Household ancestral altars and family grave sites receive care-
ful attention. Ancestral spirits are invited to join in major
family feasts during the year, and their birth and death anni-
versaries are observed with special food offerings. Wealthier
patrilineages kept genealogies and established ancestral tem-
ples in which they stored and periodically venerated the name
tablets of successive generations. Proper practice of ancestral
commemoration is a key marker for distinguishing between
the Chinese and the “barbarians.” After 1949, the state
strongly discouraged the focus on ancestral rites. Govern-
ment authorities criticized Confucius and his followers as
feudal and reactionary until the early 1980s. Since then, elab-
orate ceremonies honoring the birthday of Confucius have
resumed at the Confucius Temple complex in Qufu,
Shandong (his birthplace), and in some places families have
restored ancestral temples and family altars.

Among the Han Chinese, concern with the spirits of the
dead extends to a concern with ghosts. These ghosts are
thought to be lonely spirits, uncared for by any of their de-
scendants. They will cause harm to the living unless they are
fed and propitiated. The government continues to strongly
discourage belief in ghosts.

Among many of the minority peoples, expression of con-
cern with ancestors and ghosts takes different forms and is
often overshadowed in importance by animistic belief systems
concerned with honoring or appeasing the spiritual forces in
all natural phenomena. Shamans and diviners are respected
and sometimes feared members of the community. Their ser-
vices are crucial for dealing with illness, death, and family cri-
ses as well as at times of community festivals. A similar
shamanistic tradition continues among the Han Chinese, as
well as divination, pilgrimages to sacred mountains, myths of
the “Dragon King” who controls the seas and rivers, beliefs in
witchcraft, and other elements of folk belief. However, the
Chinese educated elites have long regarded these beliefs as
superstitions. At the popular level, the Chinese shifted to
temple-centered worship of Buddhist and Daoist gods who
are represented in human form. Some can be identified as his-
torical or literary personages, now transformed into deities.

Between the third and first centuries B.c., monks from
India brought Buddhism to China. For this reason, some
Chinese scholars today regard it as a “foreign religion.” The
State formally recognized it at the start of the first millen-
nium, and it spread rapidly through preaching and scriptures.
In some periods—for instance, in the Tang and Yuan—the
ruling dynasty actively supported it. Formal, monastic Bud-
dhism divides into several branches: the most widespread is
Mahayana Buddhism, whose texts are written in Chinese.
Lamaist Buddhism developed in Tibet and spread among the
Mongols and some southwestern minorities. A branch of
Theravada Buddhism, using Pali texts, is found among the
Dai and neighboring minorities. Monastic Buddhism is re-
nunciatory of the world and celibate. The number of monks
and nuns declined greatly after 1949; the government forcibly
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closed monasteries and assigned the clergy to ordinary labor.
In the post-Mao period, some temples and monasteries have
reopened for worship and the training of young monks and
nuns has resumed. These establishments receive some aid
from the government for restoration of their buildings, but for
the most part it is expected that they will be self-supporting
and that the able-bodied monks and nuns will engage in pro-
ductive labor.

Folk Buddhism, often mixed with elements from Daoism
and localized cults, traditionally was widespread among peas-
ants and the less-educated urban populations. The concepts
of punishment of sin, an afterlife or rebirth, and a variety of
gods referred to as Buddhas were popular among the Chinese
as well as some of the minorities. Even the Confucianized
elites turned to Buddhist monks to perform the needed ritu-
als surrounding death and burial.

Daoism, like Confucianism, is of Chinese origin and is
rooted in a philosophical school, in this case a mystical one
stressing harmony with all things. In its religious forms, which
took shape in the Han dynasty, it bears resemblances to Bud-
dhism, and most people do not distinguish clearly between
the two. It has its own monastic traditions as well as lay
priests who can marry and live within the wider community.
At the popular level of worship, temples in villages, market
towns, and cities often mix Buddhist and Daoist gods and
spirits together and invite clergy of both religions to perform
rituals on behalf of the local community. It is impossible to
estimate how many people within China still follow Bud-
dhism or Daoism, and figures on reinstituted or new clergy
are inconsistent. After 1949, many Buddhist and Daoist tem-
ples were taken over for other purposes, with only a small per-
centage retained as museums or tourist attractions. In recent
years, some have resumed their religious functions.

Islam is the dominant religion among at least ten of Chi-
na’s ethnic minorities, and there are thriving communities of
Hui (Muslim Chinese) in all regions of China. It was intro-
duced in various forms between the seventh and fourteenth
centuries, entering China from Central Asia along the Silk
Road and being carried by Arab traders via sea routes to
southeastern China. Estimates of the number of practicing
Muslims today range from 12 million to 30 million or more.
They are mainly Sunni, divided into a number of sects. Sufi
otders entered through northwest China during the Qing and
were proscribed by the government in late Qing because of
their tie to the Muslim rebellions in the area. Because of its
identification with some of China’s largest minority groups,
Islam appears to have been less restricted than other major re-
ligions after the 1949 Revolution, but even so the authorities
closed a number of mosques and schools and restricted the
training of clergy. Since the post-Mao reforms, the govern-
ment has allowed mosques to reopen and the number of ac-
tive followers has been growing. Conversion by Han Chinese
comes mainly through intermarriage, since the state views
Islam as a religion of the shaoshu minzu (minority nationali-
ties) rather than a universalist creed.

Since the start of Western contacts with China, a small
number of Han and minorities have converted to Catholi-
cism. As with the other religions noted above, the govern-
ment closed places of worship and banned religious activity
from the early 1950s until the 1980s, though there is strong
evidence that many congregations continued to meet in se-
cret and grew during the decades after 1949. Accurate figures

are impossible to obtain. The figure of 3.3 million Catholics,
commonly repeated in the Chinese media, is identical with
the 1949 figure. The Catholic church in China is required to
be independent of the Vatican in all regards. Thus, China
may be the only place in the world where one hears the Mass
and other liturgies in Latin.

Protestant church activities began in the nineteenth cen-
tury. There are at least 5 million Protestants in churches and
meeting places recognized and supervised by the Chinese
Christian Three-Self Patriotic Movement and the China
Christian Council. A number of small seminaries have
opened in recent years to train new recruits or to upgrade lay
pastors and priests. Authorities discourage denominational
differences. Wider estimates of Protestant adherents, which
include the estimated number outside of the Three-Self
churches, vary from 10 million to 25 million or higher.

All of the major religions are under the supervision of
the Bureau of Religious Affairs of the central government
and its provincial and lower-level departments. This organi-
zation is a secular state bureau that has regulatory control
over the Chinese Buddhist Association, the Chinese Daoist
Association, the China Islamic Association, the Chinese
Catholic Patriotic Association, the Chinese Christian
Three-Self Patriotic Movement, and the China Christian
Council. Representatives from these groups have seats re-
served for them in the National Peoples Congress. Despite
this official linkage and the legal guarantee of the right to
believe or not believe, religion—in the sense of concerns
with God or gods, spirits, theological teachings, belief in an
afterlife, and so on—is discouraged by the state. Religious
belief disbars one from membership in the Communist party
or its Youth League affiliate and is viewed as unscientific.
The state-approved ideology is Marxism-Leninism-Mao
Zedong Thought. In a number of different campaigns over
the decades, the government has held up various persons as
secular models of moral and ethical behavior appropriate to
a socialist society. In recent years Party ideologists have at-
tempted to set the guidelines for a “socialist spiritual civili-
zation” and similarly, a secular body of teachings focusing
on individual behavior, human relationships, and the rela-
tionship between the rulers and the ruled.

Recent Developments

Under the present socialist system, land, natural resources,
and most industrial enterprises belong to the state. Between
1949 and the late 1970s, the government encouraged or spec-
ified various forms of cooperative or collective management
and organization of agriculture, industry, and services. Land
reform was completed in the Han areas by 1952, and some-
what later among the minorities. During land reform, house-
hold landholdings, draft animals, and tools were essentially
equalized. Between 1952 and 1954, households were encour-
aged to pool their labor and production tools into mutual aid
teams of four or five households. These organizations were
voluntary, as were the initial agricultural cooperatives (some-
times referred to as lower-level agricultural producers cooper-
atives) that began to form in 1954. Payment to member
households was based on a combination of labor input and
ownership of productive resources. However, by 1956
villagewide collectives (higher-level agricultural producers co-
operatives) became obligatory and compensation shifted to
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labor input alone. After 1958, villages (renamed “brigades”)
were incorporated into units averaging twenty villages, known
as People’s Communes. Each brigade and its component
teams organized daily work tasks and had some autonomy in
developing sideline industries and determining pay rates, but
most major decisions were made by the commune or higher
levels of govenment. The commune center was usually lo-
cated in a market town; after 1966, the local free markets
were abolished and did not resume until the late 1970s. The
commune center usually included a middle school, a small
hospital and outpatient clinic, a few small factories and repair
services geared to serving agriculture, postal and banking ser-
vices, and state-owned shops serving local needs. Commune
cadres (officials and technicians) were usually assigned from
elsewhere and were salaried by the state. During the years of
the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) bri-
gades were restricted in their economic activities and the gen-
eral conditions in the countryside failed to improve.

During these years of experiment with various forms of
collective work in agriculture, there was some growth of the
urban centers. The rural population fell from close to 90 per-
cent in 1949 to 80 percent in 1961. But in the late 1950s, the
government began to strictly supervise movement from the
rural areas into the cities. State control over urban job assign-
ments, housing, ration cards, and residence permits limited
rural migration into the cities. At the same time, millions of
urban youth volunteered or were assigned to work in the
countryside in order to ease urban population pressures.

Since the late 1970s there have been a number of impor-
tant changes, starting with the reopening of the free markets
for foodstuffs and small homemade goods in the rural and
urban areas. The government allowed some of the sent-down
youth to return to the towns and cities. In the early 1980s, the
state encouraged the dismantling of the collective system in
the countryside, leaving the timing and procedures to local
decision. Households can now contract for land and other
productive resources, retaining most of the profit for them-
selves. The authorities encourage peasants to develop new
enterprises, either on a household basis or in cooperation
with others. Average income has risen rapidly. A parallel de-
velopment in the cities is the emergence of free-market entre-
preneurs who provide a wide variety of goods and services.
Travel and transport restrictions have eased. There is also
permanent population movement: by the mid-1980s less
than 70 percent of the population could still be counted as
rural, because of the growth of established cities and new
towns. By 1986, there were at least forty cities with popula-
tions over one million, not including suburban counties
under city administration. Other urban growth comes from
the organization of five Special Economic Zones and a num-
ber of Development Zones, where the state welcomes foreign
investment and joint ventures. Wages, living conditions, and
the general quality of life are much higher in these new zones.

Since 1980, the standard of living has been rising rapidly
in inner China. However, in the areas inhabited by the vari-
ous national minorities the rise has been much slower. In
terms of per capita income, Tibet, Ningxia, Xinjiang, Gansu,
Yunnan, and Guizhou rank lowest in income and consump-
tion of goods. This situation has only recently begun to
change, with the development of trade across national bor-
ders with the countries of the former Soviet Union or with
mainland Southeast Asia and the Middle East.

In recent decades, China’s economic development was
slowed by population growth. This problem led to recent
measures that attempt to limit urban families to one child
and rural families to two. There is some flexibility in the pol-
icy: for example, a rural couple that has two daughters will
usually be allowed to try again in hopes of having a son. Pen-
alties for having additional children vary locally; they include
fines, docking of wages, withdrawal of free medical care,
and/or refusal of admission to state-run nurseries and kinder-
gartens. For successful peasant families or free-market entre-
preneurs these economic penalties are no hardship. Most of
the national minorities are still exempted from the restric-
tions on family size but are being encouraged to practice birth
control. The birthrate nationwide dropped to around 20 or
21 births per 1,000 people in the late 1980s.

Increased foreign contacts through trade, tourism, and
scholarly exchanges have had a visible impact on people’s
lives, particularly in the cities and their immediate environs.
Western styles of clothing and house furnishings have be-
come popular, along with modern conveniences like color
televisions, stereo tape recorders, compact-disc players, refrig-
erators, and washing machines. Popular music has been af-
fected by rock music and Western classical music; modern
dance now finds an audience in the cities, the graphic arts
show a strong European influence, and some of the popular
writers of fiction or drama have been influenced by contem-
porary European-American literary traditions. Even foreign
foods such as bread and dairy products find a market, and res-
taurants serving foreign foods are increasingly popular. West-
ern political and economic ideas, other than those of the
Marxist school of thought, are also finding support among
the intelligentsia. There has been some liberalization of the
political system since the late 1970s, with elections for dele-
gates to the National Peoples Congress and local representa-
tive bodies. However, the control of the society by the Com-
munist party remains strong, and political dissent continues
to be viewed as a threat to national security.

Minority Policies

In compiling this section, we have followed the ethnic classi-
fications currently in use in the People’s Republic of China.
There are fifty-six recognized minzu, meaning “nation,” “na-
tionality,” “ethnic group,” or “people.” All but the Han are re-
ferred to as “shaoshu minzu.” The criteria for identifying
these groups are unevenly applied and guided in part by polit-
ical considerations. Officially, the Chinese government de-
fines a minzu as a population sharing common territory, lan-
guage, economy, sentiments, and psychology. This definition
derives from Stalin’s writings on the national question, and it
is difficult to apply to the situation in China because of popu-
lation movements and other events of recent history. The
term implies legal equality together with subordination to the
higher state authority that governs Han and minorities alike.
It is worth noting that the term minzuxue, often translated as
“ethnology,” refers only to the study of China’s minority
peoples.

Since 1949, a number of areas have been designated as
autonomous regions wherein the minorities are guaranteed,
within limits, the rights to express and develop their local cul-
tures and representation in the political arena. There are five
large autonomous regions (Tibet, Inner Mongolia, Guangxi
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Zhuang, Ningxia Hui, Xinjiang Uigur), each named after the
predominant minority group. These regions contain multiple
nationalities, the Han now being the largest group in all but
Tibet. In addition, by 1985 there were thirty autonomous pre-
fectures and seventy-two autonomous counties, or “banners,”
often of mixed ethnicity and sometimes listing two or three
minority groups in their official name. Under continuing
pressure to grant minorities greater autonomy and represen-
tation, the government organized minzuxiang (minority town-
ships) in the 1980s for areas of mixed settlement outside of
the larger autonomous units. These townships incorporate
Han and minority villages under one administration at the
lowest level of government. Minority representatives are thus
guaranteed seats at various administrative levels from the
township up through the county and prefecture, and there are
reserved seats for minority representatives in the provincial
and national peoples’ congresses. The State Nationalities
Affairs Commission, directly under the State Council, also
includes minority representatives, as do provincial and pre-
fectural branches.

Within the autonomous units the state sets some poli-
cies. For example, the government has prohibited landlord-
ism, slavery, child marriages, forced marriages, elaborate festi-
vals, and what the state regards as harmful facets of religion
and traditional medicine everywhere in China since the early
days of the Revolution. The state also controls population
transfers: minority people cannot opt to resettle in the auton-
omous region of ethnic choice, and the authorities even dis-
courage travel across county boundaries. Most minorities are
not yet affected by the one-child policy of recent years, al-
though the government encourages them to practice family
planning. Also, for registration purposes, most minority peo-
ple must select a Chinese name for their children and follow
the Chinese model of the paternal surname. Aside from these
constraints, the minorities are free to use their own lan-
guages, follow culturally valued styles of housing, dress, and
diet, practice customs that are not in direct violation of na-
tional laws, develop and perform their traditional arts, and
practice their own religions. During the ten years of the Cul-
tural Revolution, however, holders of or contenders for local
power violated these rights, attacking or virtually prohibiting
expressions of local culture such as language, dress, food pref-
erences and economic techniques, traditional arts, and reli-
gious ritual.

The present listing of the various nationalities follows an
intensive period of survey research by ethnologists, histori-
ans, linguists, folklorists, and government cadres during the
1950s. There are recognized problems with the categories
that emerged. Initially, only 11 nationalities received official
recognition, although over 400 separate groups had applied
(Fei 1981, 60-61). Over time, additional groups were added
to the list and some populations reclassified. Jino, for exam-
ple, were originally classified as Dai, and Daur were identified
as Mongols. Some requests for recognition were unsuccessful.
For instance, in Guizhou some 200,000 people referred to as
the Chuanging were denied minority status and classified as
Han. The basis for the decision is that their genealogies trace
back to Ming occupation troops and conscripted laborers left
behind to cultivate the land and open the frontier in the
twelfth century (Fei 1981, 65-69). The men married women
from neighboring ethnic groups, and their communities de-
veloped a distinct local culture over eight centuries. Even so,

the evidence of forefathers of Han ancestry negates their
claims to a separate ethnicity. Since the end of the Cultural
Revolution, there has been a new wave of applications for rec-
ognition. In Guizhou alone, some eighty groups (close to one
million people) petitioned for recognition or reclassification
(Heberer 1989, 37-38). Most of the remaining contested
groups are small (20,000 or less) and, given the difficulty of
finding information on them outside of neibu documents
(government classified materials), they will not be discussed
in this volume.

As suggested earlier, the state applies Stalin’s guidelines
on ethnicity unevenly. The majority category of “Han" glosses
over regional differences in language, economy, and local cul-
tures. One reason is that the various Chinese languages, no
matter how divergent, are historically related and share a
common writing system. Thus, they are officially seen as “dia-
lects” and all native speakers within the Chinese branch of
Sino-Tibetan are classed as Han. The main exception to this
rule are the Hui, who are Muslim and believed to be descen-
dants of Arabs, Persians, or Central Asians. Among some
other Sinicized ethnic groups, such as the Manchu or the
Zhuang, there are large numbers whose first and only lan-
guage is Chinese, but there is historical evidence of a non-
Chinese language in wider currency several generations ago.
Linguistic unity is not a criterion for identifying the minori-
ties: some groups include speakers of two or more different
languages, and almost all contain speakers of mutually unin-
telligible dialects, as our entries indicate.

There have been similar problems in drawing boundaries
in terms of common territory, economy, sentiment, and psy-
chology (i.e., culture). The Han areas of inner China are rela-
tively homogeneous if we also leave aside regional economic
and cultural variations that stem from ecology and history.
But areas with sizable concentrations of the national minori-
ties today are ethnically mixed. In many of these areas it is
only at the village level that we can talk about shared terri-
tory, economy, and culture. The villages of two or more differ-
ent ethnic groups (including Han) are interspersed and are
linked locally through economic exchanges within the mar-
keting area and by a variety of social and political contacts.
Festivals particular to one local ethnic group may be attended
by others in the area. Over time, there has been borrowing of
language, dress, foods, technology, songs and stories, and
even customs. Moreover, geographically separated segments
of a given minority group sometimes show marked differences
in economic activities and in cultural practices, as well as lan-
guage. Some intermarriages occur. Under current policy, chil-
dren of such marriages declare their ethnic preference when
they reach the age of 18. China's ethnologists recognize that
language, tertitory, economy, and culture are not always clear
criteria for distinguishing one group from another or identify-
ing a particular individual.

To some extent, the current classification of nationali-
ties follows categories and terms in use in the literature during
the Republican period or earlier. In some cases, the written
form of the name has been changed to a neutral one; for-
merly, the names of many groups were written with a “dog”
radical or a character that carried a derogatory meaning while
representing the pronunciation of the name. In other in-
stances, the group’s own choice of ethnonym has been substi-
tuted for the former Chinese term of reference. By the early
1980s, the National Minorities Commission had revised and
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standardized the names. They were assisted in this by local
cadres and by ethnologists from the minority institutes, uni-
versities, and academies of social science. This volume at-
tempts to stay within those guidelines. However, we recognize
that the number of ethnic groups may be higher, that the
boundary lines may be drawn differently in the future, and
that the names are still subject to change.

Unity and Diversity in China Today

One could argue that since 1949 some of the eatlier differ-
ences between local cultures or nationalities have weakened
or disappeared. This occurrence is a result of a number of fac-
tors: the spread of Mandarin as the language of the schools
and media; the uniform political and social ideology pro-
moted via the Communist party, the Youth League, the
Women'’s Federation, the Peasants Association, and the Peo-
ples Liberation Army; nationwide participation in a series of
political campaigns; state control of the news and entertain-
ment media; and the uniformity of socioeconomic organiza-
tion between 1950 and the early 1980s. Furthermore, the
suppression of some local religious practices and the develop-
ment of secularized, state-revised festivals and state guide-
lines for betrothals, weddings, and funerals have all contrib-
uted to the blurring of the differences between regional Han
cultures, and they have also had their effect on the practices
of the minorities.

Over recent decades, population movements have also
played a part. Han families from diverse regions have been re-
settled in large numbers in newly developing areas such as the
northeastern provinces, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia,
whereas some minority communities have been relocated
closer to Han areas of settlement. During the Cultural Revo-
lution years this process was accelerated by the transfer of at
least 12 million young Han urbanites to rural villages and
state farms, some of these in areas primarily inhabited by the
ethnic minorities. Many of these transfers have become per-
manent. Since the 1980s there has been population move-
ment from the countryside into established urban areas, both
by assignment and voluntarily, heavy immigration into the
new Special Economic Zones and Development Zones, and a
flow into underpopulated areas that hold promise of eco-
nomic opportunity.

Despite these unifying trends, there are also signs of in-
tensification of ethnic awareness and sentiment among the
minorities. Some of the official classifications have taken on
new meaning. This development is clearly evident in the 1990
census, which reports a large jump in the number of individu-
als or communities claiming minority status. Some groups
have had a dramatic rise in population since the 1982 census,
most markedly the Manchu, Tujia, She, Gelao, Xibe, Hezhen,
Mulam, and those claiming Russian nationality. There is in-
creased demand for school texts and other publications in
minority languages (including tongues formerly classed as
“dialects”), with recognized standardized romanizations or re-
formed versions of earlier traditional writing systems. With
these come demands for separate schools at the primary level,
and the recognition of additional autonomous counties or
townships in areas with large minority populations. Among
many groups there is revival, elaboration, or even invention of
local dress and other visible markers of ethnic difference.
There is also increased production of local craft items (or

items with a minority “feel” to them) for a wider market, as
well as a revitalization of local festivals. Some of these
changes relate to the growing international and internal tour-
ist market, as at the Dai Water-Splashing Festival in
Xishuangbanna, the Miao Dragon Boat Festival in eastern
Guizhou, or the tourist souvenirs and entertainment pro-
vided by the Sani (Yi) at the Stone Forest near Kunming.
Among the Hui and other Islamic groups, religion has been
revitalized and is tolerated by the state because of its desire to
maintain and increase good foreign relations with Islamic
countries. Buddhism among the Dai and Christianity among
the Miao, Yi, Lisu, Lahu—and, of course, the Han
themselves—are tolerated for similar reasons.

The state allows and in some ways even encourages the
upsurge of ethnic expression, as long as it does not move to-
ward separatism. China takes pride in describing itself as a
multinational country. Minority themes figure strongly in
contemporary Chinese painting and graphics, and television
frequently airs travelogues and commentaries about the mi-
norities and performances by song-and-dance ensembles
whose material is drawn in large part from the minority cul-
tures. Books about the strange customs of the shaoshu minzu
find a wide market; occasionally, they also spark protests by
the minorities.

The attention to ethnic diversity works in part to
strengthen the unity of the Han. Even if Cantonese differ in
many ways from Shandong people and mutually joke about
the other’s strange language and life-style, they see them-
selves as far more similar to each other than to Tibetans,
Mongols, Miao, or Dai. In the researches of the 1950s investi-
gative teams, the one group that was not studied was the Han.
Part of what defines the Han is the mirror of “otherness” pro-
vided by the shaoshu minzu. Minority life-styles, to Han eyes,
are often exotic and sometimes appear backward and im-
moral. What also defines Han is the official interpretation of
minority diversity as leftovers from earlier historical forms.
State and scholars alike regard the minorities as representa-
tive of earlier stages of society as outlined by Lewis Henry
Morgan and Engels: the primitive commune, slavery, feudal-
ism, and early capitalism. In contrast, the Han represent the
next stage of the progressive advance of history, having estab-
lished the foundations of socialism. In addition, the Han see
themselves as the carriers of science, rational thinking, and
modern technology, standing in the position of teachers and
protectors of the minorities.

Reference Resources

The Western-language literature on the society and culture of
China is voluminous. Most of it deals with inner China and
the Han Chinese. A few of China’s minorities, such as Tibet-
ans and Mongols, also have been intensively studied by West-
ern scholars, but Western writings on most of the other
minorities remain limited. We are therefore including some of
the best of the Chinese sources. Below we list and discuss
some basic references that will lead the reader to the larger
body of literature.

China: General Works and Bibliographies

Three recent encyclopedic volumes provide an overview of
Chinese history and culture: the Cultural Atlas of China
(Blunden and Elvin 1983), which includes an annotated
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starting bibliography as well as numerous maps and a series of
comprehensive essays on social and cultural history; The
Cambridge Handbook of Contemporary China (Mackerras and
Yorke 1991), with an annotated bibliography and a range of
current statistical tables; and The Cambridge Encyclopedia of
China (Hook 1982), with essay contributions by many out-
standing contemporary scholars covering history and various
facets of social and cultural life.

Although now slightly outdated, the best bibliographic
compilations are the series published by Stanford: Modern
Chinese Society: An Analytical Bibliography, covering
Western-language, Chinese, and Japanese sources (Skinner
1973, Skinner and Hsieh 1973, and Skinner and Shigeaki
1973). More recent citations can be found in the annual is-
sues of the Bibliography of Asian Studies (Association for
Asian Studies). Readers of Chinese who are interested in
China’s minorities should look at Minzu Yanjiu (Ethnology
Research), a monthly journal from the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences. In addition to the articles in each issue and
statistical updates, the journal provides comprehensive topi-
cal bibliographies of recent publications several times each
year.

For an overview of China’s languages and peoples see
The Languages of China (Ramsey 1987), which provides eth-
nographic information as well as examples and discussion of
dialect and language differences and samples of the various
writing systems.

Several journals in the China field carry articles of inter-
est to anthropologists, particularly Bulletin of Concerned
Asian Scholars, China Quarterly, Journal of Asian Studies, and
Modern China. Social Sciences in China is an English-
language publication from the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences in Beijing, offering translations of recent articles by
leading Chinese scholars. See also Chinese Sociology and An-
thropology, which carries translated articles from Chinese
journals and publishes several times a year.

Numerous references deal with China’s social history,
ranging from general works to specialized monographs.
Among the most useful for anthropologists are Chinese Civi-
lization and Society: A Sourcebook (Ebrey 1981), which brings
together a number of representative documents from pre-
Han to modern times; The Pattern of the Chinese Past (Elvin
1973), an economic and social history covering imperial
China; and Family, Field, and Ancestors (Eastman 1988), a
social and economic history from 1550 to 1949 that includes
a useful bibliography. For a general introduction to contem-
porary China see China: People and Places in the Land of One
Billion (Smith 1991) and The Chinese: Adapting the Past, Fac-
ing the Future (Dernberger et al. 1991).

Studies of the Han Chinese

For political reasons, most of the Western-language research
on Chinese ethnology from 1949 until 1979 was undertaken
in Taiwan and Hong Kong and the New Territories or based
on interviews with Chinese refugees to Hong Kong. The An-
thropology of Taiwanese Society (Ahern and Gates 1981) is a
collection of articles reevaluating and summing up the Tai-
wan studies done by scholars since the early 1950s: the
lengthy bibliography incorporates the Hong Kong researches
as well. A series of collections of conference papers published
by Stanford will also lead the reader to the Taiwan, Hong

Kong, and both pre-Revolution and post-Revolution Main-
land China ethnographic sources. These include Family and
Kinship in Chinese Society (Freedman 1970), Economic Orga-
nization in Chinese Society (Willmott 1972), The Chinese City
Between Two Worlds (Elvin and Skinner 1974), Religion and
Ritual in Chinese Society (Wolf 1974), Women in Chinese So-
ciety (Wolf and Witke 1975), and The City in Late Imperial
China (Skinner 1977). See also Women in China (Young
1973) for references and annotated bibliography.

Minority Peoples of Mainland China

In addition to the references noted above, there are some spe-
cialized bibliographies or encyclopedic volumes on China’s
minority peoples, although the English language literature is
limited. Ethnic Groups of Mainland Southeast Asia (LeBar et.
al. 1964), notwithstanding its title, is a rich source of refer-
ences on many of China’s southerly ethnic groups. Minorities
of Southwest China (Dessaint 1980) is a bibliography which
focuses on the Yi and related southwestern minorities, and
provides both Western-language and Chinese sources. Other
useful general books with bibliographies include China and
Its National Minorities (Heberer 1989), China’s Forty Millions
{Dreyer 1976), and The Minorities of Northern China: A Sur-
vey (Schwarz 1984). A collection of recent papers by Chinese
and Western scholars provides material and references on
some of the minority nationalities (Chiao and Tapp 1989).
Two recent English-language publications from China also
may be of use, though they contain no bibliographic refer-
ences. These are China’s Minority Nationalities (Ma 1989)
and Questions and Answers About China’s Minority Nationali-
ties (National Minorities Questions Editorial Board 1985).
Ma Yin’s volume is a condensed and edited version of a larger
encyclopedic volume in Chinese, Zhongguo Shaoshu Minzu
(National Minorities Commission 1981).

Readers of Chinese are also referred to the journals is-
sued by the Central Minorities Institute and provincial or re-
gional minorities institutes, and provincial academies of so-
cial science, particularly the Xinan Minzu Xueyuan Xuebao,
Yunnan Minzu Xueyuan Xuebao, Zhongnan Minzu Xueyuan
Xuebao, Zhongyang Minzu Xueyuan Xuebao, Guizhou Minzu
Yanjiu, Guizhou Shehui Kexue, and Yunnan Shehui Kexue.
The China Ethnological Research Society periodically pub-
lishes a journal, Minzuxue Yanjiu. Articles collated from a
wide range of scholarly and government publications are re-
published monthly and available under one cover in the mi-
norities studies volumes, available through Peoples Univer-
sity in Beijing (Zhongguo Renmin Daxue Fuyin Baoli Ziliao
series). All of these can be found in major Asian library col-
lections in the United States.
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Abkhazians

ETHNONYMS: Apswa (self-designation); Abkhazy and—for
those north of the Caucasian ridge—Abazintsy (Russian)

Orientation

Location. Since February 1931, the Abkhazia region has
had the status of an autonomous republic within the Re-
public of Georgia. It is bounded on the northwest by the
Russian Federation (specifically the Krasnodar region), on
the northeast by the Karachay-Cherkess region, on the east
by Svanetia, and on the southeast by Mingrelia. The lin-
guistically related Abazians live in fifteen villages in the
Karachay-Cherkess region, north of the Caucasus Moun-
tains at the sources of the Kuban and Zelenchuk rivers.
There are also some Abkhazian settlements in the Ajarian
Autonomous Republic in southwestern Georgia, and many
live in Turkey and other parts of the Near East (the result
of nineteenth-century migrations). Physically the Ab-
khazian region is bounded by the Black Sea along the
southwest, the Psu River in the north, the Inguri River in
the south, and, along the northeast, the main chain of the
Caucasus Mountains. The capital, Sukhumi (in Ab-
khazian, Aq*’'a), lies on the Black Sea, roughly in the cen-
ter of the region. Of Abkhazia’s 22,360 square kilometers,
three-quarters consists of mountains and foothills. In a
strip along the coast, the climate is humid and subtropical;
moving inland, temperatures decrease as elevation in-
creases (moderate cold at about 2,000 meters, cold at
3,300). The highest peaks are always covered with snow.
The average temperature in Abkhazia is 14.5° C, but in
the coastal resort of Gagra the average during the summer
is 27.5° C. Average rainfall varies between 130 centimeters
{e.g., in Sukhumi) and 240 centimeters.

Demography. The majority of Abkhazians live in their
own republic, but within it they constitute a minority. Ac-
cording to the 1989 census, there are 102,938 Abkhazians.
Besides Abkhazians, the 1979 census had counted 239,872
Kartvelians (mainly Mingrelians, with some Georgians and
Svans); 76,541 Armenians; 74,913 Russians; about 14,000
Greeks; 11,000 Ukrainians; and about a thousand or so
each Jews, Ossetes, and Tartars. Demographic changes in
the area have been drastic: the population of Abkhazians
fell from about 140,000 in the 1860s down to 58,000 in
1886, but then it gradually rose to the present number. In
1886 Russians and Kartvelians numbered only 972 and

4,000, respectively—less than 2 percent of the present
population. By 1979 about a third of the Abkhazians were
urban, constituting about 13 percent of the total urban
population of the Abkhazian area. The most densely
Abkhazian areas of Abkhazia today, however, remain rural,
in upland regions away from the coast and north of the
Kodor River. Most urban-dwelling Abkhazians maintain
ties with relatives in villages, and people frequently go back
and forth. (One typical pattern is to send children to
spend summer vacations with their grandparents in the
country. Another is for young Abkhazians to stay with
their city relatives while they attend university or work for
a while.) Abkhazians are famous for living to great ages: in
1970, 40 percent of those over 60 years of age were also
over 90. Abkhazians today tend to marry late and, at the
present time, to have only one or two children.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Abkhaz language, consisting
of Abkhaz proper and Abaza, belongs to the Northwest
Caucasian Family, whose other members are Circassian
(e.g., Kabardian) and Ubykh (spoken only in Turkey since
1864, and now virtually extinct). There is probably a re-
mote genetic relation between the Northwest Caucasian
Family, the North-Central Caucasian (Nakh) languages
(Chechen-Ingush and Bats), and the Northeast Caucasian
languages of Daghestan, but any connection with South
Caucasian, also called Kartvelian, is unlikely. There are two
main Abkhaz dialects: northern (Bzop) and southern
(Abzhawa), the latter being the basis of a literary language.
The more northern, Abaza group has three dialects:
Ashkharowa, Samurzaq’an and T'ap’anta (the latter being
the basis of a second literary language). Abkhaz, like the
Northwest Caucasian languages in general, is characterized
by a huge inventoty of consonants and a correspondingly
minimal vowel system. There are many categories of person
in the verbal system. There are many relatively assimilated
items from Arabic and Turkish, whereas the Russian bor-
rowings, pertaining mainly to technology and government,
are relatively unassimilated. The first attempt to provide an
alphabet for the Abkhaz language was made by the Russian
soldier-linguist Peter von Uslar in 1862-1863. After a
number of refinements, another alphabet of fifty-five let-
ters, devised by A. Ch'och’ua, was used from 1909 to
1926, when N. Marr's “analytical alphabet” of seventy-five
letters replaced it. This script gave way in turn to the uni-
fied Abkhaz alphabet of 1928 (as part of the USSR’s
Latinization drive). In 1938, at a time when the USSR was
changing its so-called Young Written Languages to Cyrillic-
based scripts, linguists created a Georgian-based script for
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Abkhaz, and between 1944 and 1954 the Georgian lan-
guage replaced Abkhaz entirely for use in the public do-
main, as part of a general attempt to Georgianize the
Abkhazians. The Georgian-based script, in turn, was re-
placed in 1954 by the present Cyrillic-based alphabet. As
of 1989, 97 percent of Abkhazians claimed Abkhaz as
their native tongue and 78.2 percent claimed fluency in
Russian; many southern Abkhazians also speak some vari-
ant of Kartvelian (Mingrelian or, less commonly, Geor-
gian), whereas many speakers of the northern Abaza also
speak Kabardian. In Abkhaz-language schools, Abkhaz is
the language of tuition through the fifth grade, after which
Russian is used. Finally, there is some talk now of a return

to a Latin-based alphabet.

History and Cultural Relations

Abkhazians are probably aboriginal to the area. The land-
scape is rich in archaeological sites dating back to the Pa-
leolithic period, notably the thousands of dolmens (burial
structures built of stone slabs, often weighing many tons)
dating from the end of the third millennium p.c. Abkhazia
later formed part of the Colchis Kingdom, famous in an-
cient Greek literature as “the Land of the Golden Fleece.”
This kingdom, which reached its peak between about 900
and 800 B.c, was apparently a leader in developing bronze-
and ironworking technology. The Greeks colonized Ab-
khazia in the 6th and 5th centuries B.c., founding Sukhum
(now Sukhumi) and establishing themselves as traders.
(Using Greek and Near Eastern sources, historians have
traced Abkhazian political and social history back to this
time; later—in the first and second centuries A.D.—they are
referred to in the works of Pliny the Elder and Arrian, re-
spectively.) The country was subordinate first to the
Roman and then to the Byzantine empires and converted
to Christianity about 543-546 (in the reign of Justinian I);
however, neither empire exercised consistent, strong control
in Abkhazia, and there were several uprisings (e.g., in the
550s). Between the third and sixth centuries, Abkhazia de-
veloped a feudal system similar to that of Europe, although
all free men and women bore arms and the gap between
princes and commoners was modest. Abkhazians escaped
the worst of the Arab invasions (seventh-eighth centuries),
and with the waning of Byzantine influence in the Cau-
casus in the late eighth century, they emerged as a regional
military power, notably from the eighth to the tenth cen-
turies in the so-called Abkhazian Kingdom. In 1008, the
Armenian-connected line of the House of Bagration united
the Abkhazian and Georgian thrones, although war and in-
trigue continued among the region’s princely families. The
two kingdoms were legally coordinate, but the Georgian
language came to replace Greek in the liturgy. In general,
Abkhazia as a separate political and cultural entity was
eclipsed during the following several hundred years by an
ascendant Georgian Empire. With the Ottoman invasion
in the fifteenth century (about 1451), this empire again
splintered into small kingdoms and principalities in shift-
ing alliances. Islam was now gradually adopted by some
Abkhazians, who first formed part of an unstable West
Georgian state (sixteenth century) and then became basi-
cally independent (seventeenth century). Many times dur-
ing the eighteenth century the Abkhazians assisted the

Georgian efforts to throw out the Turks even while the
Russian presence was growing. The competing influence of
Russians and Turks ended in 1810, when the dukes of
Abkhazia yielded Sukhum, and Abkhazia itself became a
Russian protectorate; in 1864 it became directly subject to
Russian rule. By 1870 the Russian government had eman-
cipated Abkhazian serfs and slaves; however, most of these
peasants already believed they owned their land, and they
resented having to pay indemnities. This resentment led to
several rebellions and continuing social and economic in-
stability until 1912, when all such debts were canceled. In
the meantime, though, the majority of Abkhazians (like
many other northwestern Caucasians) had accepted
Turkey’s offer of sanctuary in a fellow Islamic country and
had emigrated, despite the fact that most of them were
only nominally Muslim. In Turkey they were given poor
land or none at all, they felt homesick and deceived, and
they died in large numbers. During and after the Russian
Revolution there was fierce fighting in Abkhazia, often in-
volving close Abkhazian cooperation with Georgian Com-
munists and class conflict within Abkhazia itself. Georgian
Mensheviks destroyed a short-lived commune in 1918.
Nevertheless, Bolsheviks reestablished their power and the
Abkhazian SSR became allied with the Georgian SSR.
Both entered the Transcaucasian Federation in 1922; by
1931, however, Abkhazia had become an autonomous re-
public within the larger Georgian entity. A policy of Geor-
gianization, initiated under the Mensheviks, was later
pursued by Joseph Stalin and the Bolshevik leaders in
Georgia: L. Beria (1931-1938), Chark’viani (1938-1952),
and A. Mgeladze (1952-1953). The government never car-
ried out its plans to transport the Abkhazians to Central
Asia in the late 1940s, despite pseudoscholarly articles that
claimed that the Abkhazians had only resided in their
homeland since the seventeenth century. Large-scale,
sometimes forced migrations of other groups into Abkhazia
reduced the native percentage of the population, and the
closure of Abkhaz-language schools and a prohibition
against publishing in Abkhaz temporarily weakened the
status of the language.

Settlements

Traditionally, upland homesteads tended to be isolated and
hidden in wooded gorges, with gardens and fruit trees adja-
cent. Villages developed as sons married and established
houses near their fathers; thus villages, or groupings within
villages, would consist of a cluster of houses around a com-
mon lawn with the inhabitants all sharing a single sur-
name. Individual houses might contain nuclear or ex-
tended families, however, depending on space and personal
inclinations. Such houses were traditionally one-story
wattle-and-daub structures, but today brick and concrete
blocks ate popular and many houses have two stories.
Houses usually have verandas and balconies with curved
wooden railings, where people spend a lot of time in good
weather. The kitchen on the ground floor traditionally was
dominated by a large pot, hung by a chain over the hearth,
in which the family cooked the staple food, millet por-
ridge. Also, there would be a long wooden table, on which
slices of porridge were laid directly. Abkhazians considered
it rude to close the kitchen door because that implied that
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the family was not willing to offer hospitality to any pass-
ing guests. Today the kitchen is still the main locus of fam-
ily life, along with a downstairs parlor (now equipped with
a television set). At least one upstairs room is usually set
aside for entertaining and for displaying gifts. Instead of
replacing an older house with a newer one, a family may
choose to keep houses of different sizes and eras side by
side; the newest is reserved for guests, whereas the oldest—
the grandparents’ house—is still called “the big house.”
Even in large villages today, patrilineally related people live
in neighboring houses, cooperate economically, and recog-
nize family shrines (often trees or mountains). They have
their own holy days, on which they are forbidden to do
certain kinds of work, and their own burial grounds. In the
past these lineages and their councils of elders formed the
main political entities of Abkhazia, and they continue to
meet regularly, make communal plans, and settle disputes.
With the exception of Gudauta and the mining town of

"q'varchal, all larger towns are on the coast and are in-
habited by people of many ethnic groups, with the
Abkhazians in the minority. In 1980 Sukhumi, the capital,
had a population of 117,000.

Economy

Classical authors describe an economy divided between an-
imal husbandry and household craftwork. Maize, millet,
and tobacco were the important crops until the Revolu-
tion, after which tea and citrus plantations were greatly ex-
panded; today tobacco is the leading crop, but fowl
breeding, fish farming, beekeeping, and viticulture and
wine making are also all significant. Only about 6 percent
of the land is available for agriculture—60 percent of the
country is wooded and about 13 percent is used for pas-
ture. Cattle breeding is important, but animal husbandry
does not suffice to supply local demands. (Meat is not an
essential part of the daily diet in any case.) The staple
foods are bread and maize meal or millet mush, often with
cheese cooked into them; these foods are accompanied by
yogurt, more cheese, and special spice blends, especially a
very hot blend called ajok’a. Fruits and vegetables (but not
potatoes) are cultivated locally and consumed in consider-
able quantities, as are nuts and honey.

Collectivization of the land in the 1920s proceeded
relatively smoothly in Abkhazia, in part because existing
family-based organizations of labor resembled it. By 1980
there were eighty-nine collective farms and fifty-four state
farms. The law allows each household the use of 0.5 hect-
are, although in practice this allotment is often exceeded.
Rural Abkhazians still raise many of their own fruits, vege-
tables, and chickens on these plots and make their own
jams, pickles, condiments, and wine—the last with particu-
lar pride. Pre-Revolution hunters’ and herders’ guilds sur-
vive within collectives as professional unions, traditionally
excluding women. Women, however, are the main tobacco
pickers and processors, though this work has become more
mechanized. (The home was the traditional locus of wom-
en’s activities, but today many work outside it in the gen-
eral economy.) Major changes since the Revolution include
the improvement of roads and railways and an increase in
the mining of coal and barite in T’q’varchal. Other impor-
tant industries are canning and lumber processing; the

mighty Inguri hydroelectric power plant is on Abkhazia’s
southern border. Local crafts still practiced today include
ceramics, leatherwork, wood carving, and repoussé metal-
work, especially on daggers and drinking horns. Tourism is
crucial economically, especially in the famous resort towns
of Gagra, Pitsunda, and Sukhumi, where many sanatori-
ums are located. Local crafts, a good selection of agricul-
tural products, and many other kinds of goods are traded
in open-air peasant bazaars; uninspired state shops stock
staples, with some items in erratic or short supply. Much
trade is still in the hands of Greeks and Armenians, or
now Russians and other non-Abkhazian residents.

Kinship

Abkhazian culture, as is typical of the Caucasus, is cen-
tered on the family and family relations. Specifically, there
is a pattern of patrilocal residence, patrilineal descent (and
descent groups), and a strong patriarchal authority, partic-
ularly public male dominance. Within the home, older
women also command respect from their daughters and
daughters-in-law, and mothers may be the family anchor,
depending on personality. All carriers of the same patri-
lineally inherited name are regarded automatically as rela-
tives and may be loosely styled “brother” and “sister.”
These people together ate an azhavala, a group which is
then divided into abipara (“descendants of one father”)
who usually all know each other, though they may be scat-
tered over the country. Abkhazians consider all the people
who eat from the same pot to be an extended family,
though they may live in separate structures. It is consid-
ered unfortunate when such extended families have to
break up, but this practice is becoming increasingly
common.

A bride, on marriage, moves into her husband’s fa-
ther’s home, or into a new house nearby. She becomes part
of that network of relatives, but she also maintains strong
ties to her own parents’ siblings and relatives by descent,
ties that her children later maintain. She is still part of her
descent group of birth and remains under the protection of
its members. These extended, nonlocalized ties have be-
come, if anything, stronger today in light of the character-
istically small size of the nuclear family (two children). A
man is particularly close to older men in his mother’s pa-
trilineal groups, that is, to men who are classified as his
“mother’s brothers.” (The kinship term that literally means
“mother blood” may be applied to any man descended
from the mother’s brother.)

Apart from adoption, which is still widespread today,
two forms of ritual kinship also existed prior to the Revo-
lution and the abolishment of blood feuds in the area.
First, a child often was brought up by another family—
typically a noble child by a nonaristocratic family—with
the aim of establishing kin ties between the two. Second,
the ritual tie of milk brotherhood would be established be-
tween adults to cement a friendship: the mother of one
would make a symbolic offer of her nipple and the man
being inducted into the family would make a correspond-
ing gesture of sucking it. Such kinship was felt to be even
stronger or more inviolable than natural kinship. Ties of
blood and marriage are labeled with terms that have clearly
recognizable constituents: a “granddaughter,” for example,
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is called “the-son-his-daughter” (a-pa-y-pha) or “the-
daughter-her-daughter” (a-pha-l-pha), even primary terms
such as the one for “sons” may be broken down into such
constituents. An element indicating reciprocal status (ay-)
is obligatory for some kinship terms unless a definite pos-
sessor is indicated; thus ay-asha, “brother” (with the recip-
rocal marker), contrasts with s-asha, “my brother.” The
interconnectedness between terms-—achieved through the
workings of reciprocity and through deriving one term from
others—creates a special lexical web of kinship among the

Abkhazians.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Women usually get married in their early
twenties, but men may wait until their thirties or even for-
ties. Marriage is forbidden with all possible relatives; peo-
ple do not marry those with the same surname as any of
their grandparents, ritual kin, close affines, or, usually, co-
villagers. In the past, marriages were arranged, but now the
bride and groom choose each other. A young man and his
friends may occasionally still steal a bride when she has
agreed and her parents have not. In any case, the groom
brings his bride to his house, where his whole family
mounts a large feast. The bride’s family, however, does not
attend, and the bride herself must stand secluded through-
out the feast, not smiling or speaking. The feast itself is
the wedding ceremony. Afterward, the bride and groom tra-
ditionally spent a few nights in a special hut. The husband
would remove his wife's leather corset, but his friends
would try to prevent the couple from consummating the
marriage on the first night. Mixed marriages, particularly
with Mingrelians in those areas where the two peoples live
in a single community (that is, in southern Abkhazia) are
quite usual; the common language in such cases tends to
be Mingrelian or Russian. Divorce is rare. Widows and wid-
Owers may remarry.

Domestic Unit. Women and younger people occupy
clearly subordinate positions within the household: they
serve food while others eat first, keep quiet, and do as they
are told. More generally, people like to spend time with
others of the same gender and generation, and there is a
strong, assumed distance between such groups, which is
often simply respectful. Guests, regardless of age and gen-
der, are treated with the sacred deference shown to older
men and are seated with them at table. As across the
Caucasus, the coming of guests—and in fact any holiday,
special occasion, or even ordinary get-together—is cele-
brated with a ritualistic supper party. Over wine, hosts and
guests go through rounds of toasts, honoring each other
and getting better acquainted. Providing hospitality in this
way—the food, the wine, and the words—is a matter of
family pride, pleasure, and solidarity.

On first entering the family by marriage, brides are
relative strangers and are treated with a different, but re-
lated, kind of formality—sometimes even hostility. A bride
may not speak to her father-in-law until he decides that
sufficient time has elapsed; a shorter period of silence is
enjoined with the mother-in-law. A bride also avoids using
the first names of her husband’s siblings (especially older
ones); she gives them nicknames, which then tend to per-
sist for that bride. Husband and wife are also restrained in

showing their affection for each other in public. A year is
supposed to elapse before any children are born to a
couple.

From all people a certain stoicism and self-reliance is
sometimes demanded. Wounded people try not to cry;
women hide that they are pregnant and, formerly, gave
birth on their own; children obey their elders even when
what is asked of them is difficult. Children are swaddled,
and expected behavior is instilled by censure and praise
(though corporal punishment is not excluded). Parents
(especially fathers) are not supposed to show much con-
cern or affection for their own children in public. Instead,
the members of the extended family care for each other’s
children, building a wide, thick network of relations. The
extended family, particularly the joint fraternal one, retains
its conceptual and organizational importance even if in the
towns brothers can no longer build their homes around a
family plot. Because of the clustering of brothers’ families,
division of land was traditionally not a problem; even today
the parents’ house passes to the youngest son.

Sociopolitical Organization

Until the Revolution, Abkhazia had a strongly developed
class system dominated by a hereditary nobility; the people
still remember formerly aristocratic surnames and afford
their bearers special esteem. Yet the aristocrats were closely
linked to the peasants in many ways (such as child adop-
tion) and in spirit the society had and still has an orienta-
tion that is decidedly egalitarian. Kinship or ritual kinship
was the basis of most political relations, and village or re-
gional allegiances were often more strongly felt than larger
ones; this pattern retains some strength. Abkhazians func-
tion today at all levels of society, although their political
empowerment is limited in specific ways; for one thing,
they tend to be farmers rather than merchants; for another
thing, the preservation of a certain number of administra-
tive posts for Abkhazians (more than would be expected
for 17 percent of the population) loses much of its signifi-
cance when one recalls that most important decisions are
made at higher levels anyway. Formally, there are five ad-
ministrative districts plus the area controlled by the Gagra
city council; these regions exercise their control through
the village councils and the collectives. Informally, however,
these typical Soviet organs are significantly influenced by
the local groups of elders and by the unofficial Abkhazian
Council of Elders. Up until the last century, however, these
leaders had little interest in influencing local affairs. On a
more local level, Abkhazians, like other Caucasians, used
to engage in constant small-scale feuding and raiding,
among themselves and with other ethnic groups. Boys were
trained in the arts of fighting. Many young men were
killed. This kind of conflict is both glorified and lamented
in Abkhazian folklore and poetry. Partly because of their
strategic position between east and west, north and south,
the Abkhazians have been repeatedly conquered or at least
invaded (e.g., by Byzantium, Turkey, Georgia, Russia) and
have almost as repeatedly fought back or rebelled.

Conflict. A dispute with Georgia that has been festering
certainly since Beria and possibly since the Mensheviks ex-

ploded in violence on 15-16 July 1989. In 1978 leading
Abkhazians had requested the right to secede from Geor-



Abkhazians 9

gia and join the Russian Federation. Then, taking advan-
tage of glasnost, Abkhazians made requests (1988, 1989)
for a return to the status enjoyed by Abkhazia from 1921
to 1931. A series of provocations followed, instigated by
informal leaders in connection with the opening of a
branch of Thilisi State University in Sukhumi. Few Mingre-
lian residents in Abkhazia supported their fellow Kartve-
lians in the actual 1989 fighting. Many Georgians seek the
abolition of Abkhaz autonomy and inclusion of this ethnic
group within an independent Georgia, whereas now (1991)
the Abkhazians are demanding restoration of their republi-
can status of 1921-1931 or an association with other
northern Caucasian peoples within a revamped USSR.
Their position is understandable because, despite its status
as an Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR),
Abkhazia was allowed no real autonomy after the deaths of
Stalin and Beria. The declaration of 23 July 1992 that re-
instated Abkhazia’s 1925 constitution, which granted the
area republican status (albeit with special treaty ties to
Georgia), led to the Georgian invasion of 14 August.
Fighting continues, with no secure resolution in prospect,
as of 1 October 1992,

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Abkhazians subscribe to one of
two world religions: about half are Orthodox Christians
and about half are Sunni Muslims of the Hanafi rite. Mus-
lims are mostly distinguished by not eating pork. In fact,
these religions are a surface layer for the old paganisms,
which vary between regions and families. In the Abkhazian
conception, God is one, but he is of infinitely numerous
parts. Each manifestation of nature and each clan, family,
or individual has its own part of God. The word for “God”
in Abkhazian is Ants*a, which has been etymologized as
the plural of “mother.” The main local spirits who receive
respect from adherents of all religions are Afa, who rules
the thunder and other aspects of the weather; Shasta, pro-
tector of blacksmiths and all artisans; Azhveipshaa, the
spirit of the forest, wild animals, and hunting; and Aitar,
the protector of domestic animals.

Certain trees, groves, and mountains are sacred to
clans and villages and are centers of religious gatherings.
They embody the strength of a patrilineal line, its connec-
tion to a certain place and to God above. Other obser-
vances center more on the home and the role of the
mother; many holidays feature special loaves of bread or
cheeses, which are cut and distributed. Folk medicine is
widely practiced, most often by older women, given the in-
adequacies of Soviet health care. Traditionally Abkhazians
believed that the rainbow god was responsible for illnesses.
Cures typically involved taking the patient to the riverside
and offering prayers and food. Animal sacrifices may be
performed to ensure the recovery of a family member who
is ill or as part of rain-making ceremonies. Stones with
naturally worn holes are suspended outside the home to
ward off the evil eye. In general, certain days of the week
are regarded as propitious or ill-omened for certain activi-
ties. Irrespective of orthodox adherence, the most impor-
tant holiday is the New Year. Many Abkhazians, especially
the younger ones, are essentially atheistic.

Arts. Abkhazians share with other northern Caucasian
peoples the cycle of epic-sagas about the legendary figures
known as the Narts. The Narts were giants, ninety-nine
brothers (in one version) who lived together with their re-
vered mother, decrepit father, and beloved sister. The
poems tell of their military exploits, of their conflicts with
their mother’s illegitimate son, Sasraq*’a, and of the won-
derful arms made for them by Ainar, the blacksmith.
Abkhazians also have a body of tales about Abrsk”il, a
Prometheus-like figure with analogues across the Caucasus.
Unlike the case in Circassia, in Abkhazia Abrsk”il is the
people’s special benefactor and protector, but he refuses to
bow his head before God, and God finally has him impris-
oned. In various stories, Abkhazians meet him in the
mountains and he asks them how the country has been
since his captivity; the answer is always a sad one. In gen-
eral, Abkhazians have a rich tradition of folklore, kept alive
by groups who sing, dance, and play traditional instru-
ments, such as the two-stringed, bowed apkh’artsa. There is
a tradition of using music for comfort and healing and to
pacify spirits of the dead. The writings of Fazil Iskander,
who is considered one of the leading modern-day writers in
Russian, are replete with Abkhazian life and culture.

Death and Afterlife. Many elaborate rites are associated
with the cult of the dead. The corpse lies in state for at
least a week at home, constantly attended by a group of
wailing females dressed in black. A line of male relatives
waits to receive all who come to pay condolences, and
neighbors help to sit with the corpse and to prepare food
for the visitors. Further respects have to be paid on the day
of the funeral, when guests gather throughout the day for
the funeral in late afternoon. After this a feast is held. Fur-
ther ceremonies at the grave and feasts are held at forty
days and at twelve months after death. Depending on their
closeness to the deceased relative, mourners (especially fe-
males) will wear black until the fortieth day, the first anni-
versary, or even longer; men will perhaps not shave for
forty days. A set of the deceased’s clothing is laid at home
for a year, and graves are becoming even more ornate. It is
very important that a person be buried in his or her family
graveyard and that the relatives care for the grave. The soul
is believed to remain with the body at death. In northern
Abkhazia corpses are buried within two or three days of
death and with less ceremony that in the south, where
there has been much Mingrelian influence; a child under
one year of age will be buried on the day of its death.
There is classical evidence for the suspension of male
corpses in trees, and this custom was noted among the
Abkhazians as late as the seventeenth century.
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B. GEORGE HEWITT AND ELISA WATSON

Aghuls

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation

The Aghuls are one of the indigenous peoples of Daghe-
stan, culturally and linguistically akin to the Lezgins and
Tabasarans. Traditionally the Aghuls identified themselves
only by their village name (Khutkhul, Khorej, etc.).

The Aghuls inhabit twenty-one settlements in four
valleys in the southern highlands of Daghestan. Sixteen of
the settlements—including Tpig, the largest—are situated
in Aghuldere (“the valley of the Aghuls”), which is be-
lieved to be the original homeland of this ethnic group.
Until recently the Aghul villages were reachable only by
narrow mountain pathways, frequently rendered impassable
by landslides and snowfall. (The situation improved in the
1930s with the opening of an automobile road between
Tpig and the Lezgin village of Kasumkent). The immediate
neighbors of the Aghuls are the Lezgins to the south, the

Rutuls to the west, the Dargins and Kaitaks to the north,
and the Tabasarans to the east. After the annexation of
Daghestan by the Soviet Union, the Aghul territories,
along with those of the Lezgins, were incorporated in the
Kurakh Raion (district) of the Daghestan Autonomous
Republic within the Russian Federated Republic.

The earliest enumeration of the Aghuls, in 1886, gave
their population as 6,522. The 1979 census counted
12,078 Aghuls, a sharp rise from the 1970 figure of 8,831.
About 95 percent of the Aghuls live in the Daghestan Re-
public, and over 99 percent claim Aghul as their native
language.

The Aghul language belongs to the Lezghians (Samu-
rian) Subgroup of the Daghestanian Group of the North-
east Caucasian Family. It is most closely related to
Tabasaran. Aghul has never been used as a written lan-
guage; writing is done in Russian or, for local purposes,
Lezgin. Knowledge of Lezgin, Russian, and sometimes
other local languages (Lak, Dargin, Tabasaran) is wide-
spread among the men. In earlier times Aghul women were
largely monolingual, a situation that has changed with the
introduction of universal education.

In the eighteenth century the Aghuls of the Aghuldere
were under the hegemony of the Kazikumukh khans. The
other Aghul valleys were under the control of other feudal
rulers—for example, the gadis (Islamic judges) of Taba-
saran. With the conquest of Daghestan by the Russian
Empire in the early nineteenth century the Aghul valleys,
along with part of the Lezgin territory, became part of the
Kyurin Okrug (region).

Settlements

The typical Aghul mountain village was set along the
mountain slope at the head of a river valley, with the
buildings ranged more or less in rows going up the slope,
giving the impression of a large amphitheater. The individ-
ual houses often shared walls and roofs with their neigh-
bors. This sort of village was the easiest to defend from
enémies; under the relatively more peaceful conditions of
the past century the Aghuls have established settlements
in the more accessible downriver regions of their valleys.

Each village had a central square, with a mosque and
a place for village council meetings, community festivals,
and the like. The villages were divided into three or four
quarters, corresponding to clan (tukhum) groupings. Each
Aghul village also had one or more defense towers.

The traditional Aghul dwelling was of the typical Da-
ghestanian type. The hearth was placed at the center of
the main room, and external light was admitted through
small rectangular openings that could be boarded up from
within if necessary for defense. One noteworthy feature of
Aghul domestic layout is the division of the interior space
into two halves, not for the two sexes (as is the case else-
where in the Caucasus) but for family and guests. Upon
arrival visitors traditionally went directly to their quarters,
removed their traveling clothes and weapons, relaxed for a
while, and only then came out to be greeted by their hosts.
The Aghuls do not pronounce toasts at table, an omission
almost unheard of in other Caucasian communities.
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Economy

Because the harshness of the mountain winters, stock
breeding (primarily sheep and cattle) was of greater impor-
tance than agriculture in the traditional Aghul economy.
As was the case with other Daghestanian mountaineers,
the Aghuls grazed their sheep in high mountain pastures
during the summer and, if possible, drove them to lowland
pastures for the winter. Unfortunately for poorer Aghuls,
these winter pastures were outside of Aghul territory and
had to be rented from Lezgins, Tabasarans, or Azeris.
Those peasants who could not afford to rent pastures had
to stable their animals in the village, where the risk of run-
ning out of winter food stocks was always present. Agricul-
ture, to the extent the Aghuls practiced it, was extremely
labor-intensive, limited to the hardiest of grains (rye, bar-
ley, wheat), and imperiled by frequent hailstorms and frost.
The yield was seldom sufficient for the needs of the Aghul
communities, and they had to obtain additional grain
through trade. The introduction of contemporary farming
methods during the Soviet period has increased the yields
and the variety of crops grown in Aghul territory.

In the past many Aghul men left their villages during
the winter to seek work in the lowlands, principally in the
urban centers of the region (Derbent, Baku, Kuba). In
many Aghul villages only women, children, and the elderly
remained throughout the year.

Because of the rugged topography of the Aghul terri-
tory, contact with neighboring ethnic groups was more re-
stricted than would have been the case at lower elevations.
The Aghuls were most frequently in contact with the
Lezgins, apparently a long-standing relationship. In partic-
ular, the Aghuls made use of the bazaars in the large
Lezgin village of Kasumkent. The Aghuls brought cheese,
butter, wool, and woolen products, which they exchanged
for grain and manufactured goods.

The apportioning of tasks according to gender is
roughly the same as in other Daghestanian mountain com-
munities. One distinctive feature is that men perform all
tasks associated with sheepherding, not only pasturing and
shearing but also milking and the preparation of dairy
products from sheep’s milk. Women are responsible for the
care of the cattle, which remain in the vicinity of the vil-
lage throughout the year.

Kinship, Marriage, and Family

As elsewhere in Daghestan, the Aghuls were divided into
tukhums (clans), comprising twenty to forty households.
Each tukhum had its own cemetery, pastures, and hay
fields, and the members were bound by obligations of mu-
tual support and defense. The Aghuls tended to practice
endogamy within the tukhum-—marriages with outsiders
were very rare. In the past the Aghuls lived in extended
family households, though not especially large ones (fif-
teen to twenty members, on the average). A senior male,
father or eldest brother, functioned as chief, with fairly
broad authority over the affairs of the household and its
members. Should the extended family split up, sisters—
even those who had already married and left the house-
hold—received a portion of the land as well as the

movable property. They were each apportioned one-half of
the land share given to each of their brothers, a practice
that was unusually generous by Daghestanian standards.

Sociopolitical Organization

Each Aghul village had a village council, on which each of
the three or four tukhums were represented. The council
was headed by an elder. The village mullah and qadi also
played an important role in local affairs. In some cases the
wealthier tukhums exerted a disproportionate strong influ-
ence on village government.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Like their neighbors the Kaitaks, the Aghuls were con-
verted to Sunni Islam at a fairly early date, subsequent to
the Arab conquest of the eighth century.
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Ainu

The Ainu are an indigenous people of northern Japan who
also resided on the southern half of Sakhalin Island and
the Kurile Islands in the former Soviet Union. Early in the
twentieth century they numbered several thousand in the
territories of the former Soviet Union. They were subse-
quently displaced and their culture was transformed by al-
ternating periods of Russian and Japanese rule. In recent
times, the Soviet government did not recognize the Ainu
as a distinct ethnic group. There is therefore no reliable in-
formation about the number of Ainu still in the former
Soviet Union nor about their culture.
See Ainu in Volume 5, East and Southeast Asia
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Ajarians

ETHNONYMS: Ach’areli (self-designation)

Orientation

Identification. The Ajarians, a historical-ethnographic
group within the Georgian nationality, are the major in-
habitants of Ajaria (in Georgian, Ach’ara), one of the old-
est provinces of Georgia. As is true of the other regions of
Georgia—Kartli, Kakheti, Pshavi, Khevsureti, Rach’a,
Imereti, Guria, Samtskhe, etc.—which throughout history
have found themselves in a variety of socioeconomic and
political conditions, Ajaria has managed to preserve the
Georgian language and other characteristic elements of
Georgian national culture.

Location. Ajaria (until recently the Ajarian Autono-
mous Soviet Socialist Republic, or ASSR) is a province of
2,900 square kilometers, located along the Black Sea coast
in the southwestern part of Georgia. To the north Ajaria
borders the province of Guria (Ozurgeti and Chokhat'auri
regions); to the east is Samtskhe (Adigeni region). Both of
these areas are significant ethnographic regions of south-
west Georgia. The southern border of Ajaria follows the
international frontier between Turkey and Georgia. Within
the borders of Turkey is a part of the historical territory of
Georgia, which it lost at the time of the expansion of the
Near Eastern powers. Until then the population inhabiting
the basins of the Kizl-Irmak, Ch’orokh, Araxes, Kura
(Mt'k’vari) and upper Euphrates rivers consisted primarily
of ethnic groups of Georgian origin. Among them were the
Laz, a West Georgian tribe that had split off from the Col-
chians and who preserved features in their material and
social-domestic culture stemming from their deep internal
relation with ancient Georgian civilization. The evidence
for this includes the numerous architectural monuments
found on Turkish territory, including pre-Christian and
Christian shrines (sanctuaries, churches, monasteries);
ruins of castles, fortresses, and bridges; and specimens of
Georgian epigraphy. The topography of Ajaria is character-
ized by a predominantly mountainous terrain. In the low-
land parts of Ajaria the climate is damp and subtropical,
and in the higher elevations subalpine or alpine. A variety
of soil types, fauna, and flora are found in Ajaria, generally
varying according to elevation.

Demography. According to the most recent figures
(1989), the population of Ajaria numbers 392,432 persons,
out of a total of 5,484,000 for Georgia as a whole. Along-
side 324,813 Georgians live representatives of at least
eighteen nationalities: Russians (30,042); Armenians
(15,849); Greeks (7,396); Ukrainians (5,943); Abkhazians
(1,636); Azerbaijanis (1077); Jews (655); and others. Most
of these minority groups live in the largest city, Batumi,
but some—for example, Abkhazians and Greeks-—engage
in the cultivation of subtropical crops in the area sur-
rounding Batumi (Khelvachaur and Kobuleti regions).

Linguistic Affiliation. The Ajarians speak a Georgian
dialect of the Southwestern Group. It resembles the

Gurian dialect of Georgian, but it also shares many fea-
tures with the Zan language (Mingrelian and Laz).

History and Cultural Relations

By the late Neolithic period, the basins of the Ch’orokh,
Q'orolis-ts’q'ali, and Cholok rivers, in what is now Ajaria,
were already inhabited by humans. In Kobuleti region (at
Ispaani), excavations in peat strata uncovered a settlement
dating to the third millennium Bc. The basin of the
Ch'orokh, which has played a significant role in the his-
tory of Georgian culture, politics, and socioeconomic life,
was an ancient center of mining and metallurgy (copper,
bronze, and iron). During the second millennium Bc. a
metallurgical industry developed, exploiting local sources of
ore, and in the first quarter of the first millennium B.c. the
ancient Colchian iron industry (centered in the basins of
the Ch’orokh and Cholok-Ochkhamur rivers) played a sig-
nificant role in the development of the socioeconomic life
of the region. At the time of the flourishing of Colchian
civilization, this region became the primary Colchian cen-
ter for the production of iron. The tradition of mining and
metallurgy continued through succeeding periods in the
history of the region and has been partially maintained up
to the present.

The tribes inhabiting the territory of Ajaria during the
seventh to fifth centuries B.Cc. achieved a high level of cul-
tural development. Clear evidence is provided by the exca-
vation of a Colchian grave at Pich'varni (Ch’orokhi Basin,
near Kobuleti). The archaeological materials found at the
Pich'varni site provide a valuable source for studying the
trade, economic, and cultural relations between the Col-
chian civilization and the antique world during the classi-
cal period. West Georgian (Zan) tribes inhabiting the
territory of Ajaria, Guria, and Samegrelo (Mingrelia),
along with other ethnic groups that lived along the eastern
coast of the Black Sea in ancient times, united to form the
Colchian Empire. As Byzantine Greek and Georgian man-
uscripts attest, this empire long maintained close trade and
economic relations with the peoples of Asia Minor and the
Mediterranean. Old Georgian historical documents men-
tion Ajaria only sporadically. The first written attestation
is the Ashkharatsuyts (Geography), composed by an anony-
mous Armenian author of the seventh century, in which
the historical-ethnographic regions of Georgia are enumer-
ated: K'larjeti, Art’aani, Shavsheti, Javakheti, Samtskhe,
and so on, including Ajaria. According to the eleventh-
century Georgian chronicler Leonti Mroveli, during the
fourth to third centuries B.c. Georgia was subdivided into
military-administrative districts (in Georgian: saeristaoni,
“duchies”), one of which was Ajaria. (Written tradition as-
cribes the division of the country into saeristaoni to King
Parnavaz.)

In the year 65 B.c. the Roman Empire expanded its in-
fluence into the territory of the confederated West Geor-
gian tribes but was rebuffed by Colchian and Iberian (East
Georgian) tribes. In the fourth century A, because of the
hegemony exercised by the Lazes (one of the Colchian
tribes), the Laz Empire (also known as Egrisi) was estab-
lished. Its southern part included the territory of Ajaria,
with its major settlements—Kobuleti, Tsikhisdziri, Batumi,
and Gonio. During this period Christians propagated their
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faith in Ajaria. Georgian written sources attribute the ini-
tiative for this process to the apostle Andrew the First-
Called. In the early feudal period Persia and Byzantium
became rivals in the struggle for the possession of western
Georgia. At about that same time the fortified city of Petra
(Justinianopolis) was erected in Lazica by the order of Jus-
tinian. The city of Petra (contemporary Tsikhisdziri) had
an advantageous strategic and geographical location on the
Black Sea coast and played a crucial role in the political
and cultural-economic life of western Georgia at that time.
It was the seat of a bishopric of Byzantine orientation: in
the tenth century the episcopal see located there formed
part of the Laz eparchy, which was subordinate to the
patriarchate of Constantinople.

In the seventh century the Arabs conquered eastern
Georgia (Iberia). Many people, seeking to save themselves
from the enemy, resettled in western Georgia, which had
not fallen into the invaders’ hands. The process of the
Iberization of the Colchian tribes was already under way
before the time of Christ, but in this region the formation
of new ethnic groups (Ajarians, Gurians) was not com-
pleted until the early feudal period, during which the Ara-
bic conquest served as a catalyst for the melding of
western Colchian autochthons with immigrants from east-
ern Georgia. With the formation of the Ajarian and
Gurian ethnographic groups, the Black Sea coastal lands
belonging to the Colchians (Mingrelians and Lazes) were
divided into four territories: Samegrelo, Guria, Ajaria, and
Lazeti. The inhabitants of Samegrelo and Lazeti spoke, and
still speak, a language related to Georgian called Zan,
which has two dialects (Mingrelian and Laz), whereas the
population of Guria and Ajaria spoke Georgian dialects.

Several feudal principalities gradually formed in south-
western Georgia: Guria, Ajaria, Sp'eri, Samtskhe, Java-
kheti, and others, which subsequently were integrated into
a more powerful feudal domain called T’ao-K'larjeti. In the
ninth to tenth centuries T’ao-K'larjeti became one of the
major feudal centers of Georgia, and within T’ao-K'larjeti
Ajaria played a not insignificant role, making a substantial
contribution to the development of the centralized polity
and culture of Georgia. In the tenth century Ajaria re-
ceived the status of a saeristao and formed a part of united
Georgia. In the Middle Ages power in Ajaria was in the
hands of the Abuserisdze clan, who were eristavebi (equiva-
lent to dukes) named by the king of united Georgia. A
particularly noteworthy representative of this family was
Tbel Abuserisdze, a well-known scholar and author of sev-
eral original works on astronomy and philosophy.

After repulsing the invading Seljuk Turks in the
twelfth to thirteenth centuries, Georgia became one of the
major powers of the Near East. At this time in Ajaria a
distinctive Christian culture came to fruition, and various
secular and religious edifices—arched bridges, monasteries,
and churches, mostly of the basilica type—were erected.
The brief existence of the centralized Georgian state ended
with the destructive Mongol invasions of the thirteenth to
fourteenth centuries, followed by the division of the coun-
try into small feudal principalities. In 1453 Byzantium fell
before the attacks of the Ottoman Empire, and thus Geor-
gia was deprived of its primary Christian ally. In the six-
teenth century the Ottomans began systematic raids upon
the southern borders of Georgia, and step by step con-

quered T'ao-K'larjeti, Lazeti, etc. In the seventeenth cen-
tury the Ottomans seized the territory of Samtskhe-
Javakheti (Meskheti) and undertook a lengthy struggle for
Ajaria, culminating in its total incorporation into the Ot-
toman Empire.

With Russia’s breaking of the Georgyevsk Treaty,
signed by Russia and Georgia—in 1783, Georgia—in the
form of two provinces, Thilisi and Kutaisi—was forcibly in-
corporated into the Russian Empire. Following the Russo-
Turkish War of 1877-1878, on 25 August 1878, Russia
returned the territory of Ajaria to Georgia. Under the sys-
tem of czarist colonial administration, Ajaria was renamed
the Batumi District (okrug). In 1918, after the Russian
Revolution, Georgia proclaimed its independence and, as
the Georgian Democratic Republic, was recognized by
many foreign governments. The agreement concerning
Georgian independence, signed by Soviet Russia and dem-
ocratic Georgia in 1920, was violated shortly afterward: in
1921 Red Army divisions occupied Georgia and estab-
lished the Georgian Socialist Republic. Following consulta-
tions with Kemalist Turkey, the Moscow government
handed over a large part of the territory of southwestern
Georgia to Turkey in 1921, and in Ajaria the government
artificially created an autonomous republic (Ajarian
ASSR) within the borders of the Georgian SSR. After the
establishment of Soviet power, the historical territory of
Georgia was significantly reduced as the Soviet government
gave large parts of the republic’s territory to Turkey and
Russia. In all, Georgia lost about 20,000 square kilometers;
the present-day Georgian Republic consists of 69,500
square kilometers, of which Ajaria occupies 2,900 square
kilometers.

Settlements

Ajarian homes and agricultural buildings are notable for
their original design. The oldest types of dwellings are the
patskha (a type of wicker hut) and the jarguali (a wooden
structure). The most developed and widespread forms of
traditional homes in use today consist of two or three sto-
ries. This building style is dictated by the needs of animal
husbandry and agriculture. The first floor is generally uti-
lized as a manger, the second story contains the kitchen
and the common room where the family gathers, and the
third floor is used for sleeping and receiving guests. Ajaria
has two basic types of settlement, not counting intermedi-
ate and mixed forms: in one type, the houses are arranged
in a row; in the other type, the houses run along the crest
of a ridge. Agricultural, geographic, and social factors have
contributed to the development of these types of
settlements.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. In agriculture
a leading role is played by subtropical farming. The various
climatic conditions and soil types have encouraged the de-
velopment of a variegated agricultural industry. In the
Ajarian highlands, with their rich alpine pastures, the cul-
tivation of cattle and some agriculture has developed,
whereas in lowland Ajaria sheep breeding and agriculture
predominate. These two branches of rural economy (ani-
mal husbandry and agriculture) have symbolic meaning in
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both highland and lowland Ajaria. The Ajarians have de-
veloped specialized agricultural implements (for example,
the arvana and jilgha, two types of small plow especially
designed for use in highland soil). The people have prac-
ticed viticulture in Georgia, including Ajaria, since ancient
times. Ajaria has advantageous conditions for the cultiva-
tion of orchards and vineyards. Traditionally Ajarians culti-
vated at least seventy varieties of grapevine, as indicated by
terminology, toponyms, archaeological materials, and other
forms of material and intellectual culture. During Ottoman
rule these branches of agriculture (in particular the pro-
duction of wine) fell into neglect in conjunction with the
Islamicization of the region.

Traditional Ajarian cuisine is notable for its variety.
Meat and dairy products are widely used, along with grains
and legumes, vegetables, wild plants, etc., which reflect the
agriculture and culture of the region. Ajarian dishes in-
clude lobio (beans flavored with spices), pkhali (a salad of
minced vegetables), satsivi (turkey or chicken with walnut
sauce), bazhe (roasted chicken with walnut sauce), mch’adi
(flat maize bread), and khach’ap’uri (bread with cheese in-
side). Ajarian khach’ap’uri is baked with the cheese filling
partially exposed, onto which an egg is added partway
through the baking process. Foods peculiar to Ajaria in-
clude the dairy product q’aymaghi (very thick sour cream
mixed with grated cheese) and borano (cheese fried in but-
ter). A characteristic feature of Ajarian cuisine, and of
Georgian cuisine in general, is the frequent use of sharp-
tasting flavorings, spices, and aromatic herbs.

Marriage and Family

Domestic Unit. Georgian national characteristics are es-
pecially well retained in those social institutions connected
with family life, marital relations, kinship systems, and the
forms of governance within the village community. Up to
the 1930s the basis of social structure in the mountainous
parts of Ajaria was the extended family, characterized by
common ownership of property, collective forms of produc-
tion and consumption, division of labor according to age
and gender, patriarchal structure of governance, etc. Ex-
tended and nuclear families in Ajaria, as forms of social
organization, served to preserve the distinctness of the eth-
nic group. The socionormative culture associated with do-
mestic relationships represented, at different stages of its
evolution, a single system of political, legal, moral, and re-
ligious categories, by means of which Ajarians regulated
norms of behavior in traditional society. The elements of
culture associated with domestic life were the basis of the
social and psychological environment within the traditional
community. At especially difficult stages of historical evo-
lution they enabled the people to resist alien social and
political systems. Despite the three centuries of Turkish
rule, the population of Ajaria preserved and developed the
typically Georgian forms of life-style and culture, as well as
the primary components of national values: the Georgian
language, traditional way of life, ethnic self-awareness, and
psychology, which still today represent the essential condi-
tions for the normal functioning of the Georgian
ethnosocial organism.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Islamicization of Christian Ajaria
was a painful process. For a long time the campaign
against the Georgian Orthodox church failed to achieve
the desired result. As a result of coercive Islamicization an
unprecedented demographic crisis occurred in Ajaria. A
significant part of the Christian population perished in the
struggle against their Muslim conquerors; another segment
was compelled to emigrate to the neighboring Christian
provinces of Georgia, whereas those that remained were
cruelly oppressed by the local feudal lords or became vic-
tims of Turkish tyranny. All of these events led to the
Islamicization of the province. The Ajarians, although they
adopted the principal norms of Islam (circumcision, forms
of matrimony, name day, the celebration of Qurban-
Bayram, etc.), preserved at the same time many remnants
of Christian religious practice in their communal and do-
mestic rituals, even though they were unaware of the
Christian origin of such practices. For example, the ritual
tracing of the cross on flat maize-meal cakes, the use of
traditional Georgian symbols (e.g., the cross with a grape-
vine wound around it) as ornamentation in the mosques,
the careful tending of old Christian graves with stone
crosses, and the ruins of churches and monasteries are all
instances of the preservation and endurance of Christian
symbolism. Of particular interest for the understanding of
the dualistic nature of the Ajarian worldview is the inter-
diction of visits to churches, which, according to supersti-
tion, might bring on a psychic disintegration. All of these
factors indicate that Islam displaced the Christian world-
view from Ajarian self-awareness, but Ajarians somehow
preserved it at a subconscious level. In Ajaria up to the
end of the nineteenth century there were still families who
secretly maintained the Christian faith and performed
Christian rituals. After the Sovietization of Georgia, espe-
cially in the 1930s and 1940s, the Communist party car-
ried out a bitter antireligious campaign, directed especially
against Christianity throughout Georgia but also against
Islam in Ajaria. All mosques save one were closed, and a
number of clergymen were suppressed. As a result, religious
indifferentism, if not full-blown atheism, became wide-
spread in Ajaria. At the present time a rather widespread
process of voluntary reconversion to Christianity is taking
place in Ajaria. As a result, Islamic beliefs and the taking
of Islamic names are best preserved among the oldest gen-
erations. In the middle-aged generation religious indiffer-
entism is widely represented, along with names of a
pan-Georgian or pan-Soviet type. A fairly high percentage
of young people have been baptized, and traditional Geor-
gian, especially Christian, names predominate.
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NUGZAR MGELADZE
(Translated by Kevin Tuite)

Aleuts

ETHNONYM: Unangan

Orientation

Identification. Until the end of the eighteenth century
the Aleuts inhabited the western tip of the Alaska Penin-
sula and the islands of the Aleutian Archipelago, a chain
of volcanic treeless islands that extends in an arc from the
Alaska Peninsula westward and separates the Bering Sea
from the Pacific Ocean. At the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, when Russians penetrated their homeland, Aleuts set-
tled the Pribylov (Pribilof) Islands in the Bering Sea and,
between 1812 and 1829, the Commander Islands. The lat-
ter, now within the political boundaries of Russia, form a
continuation of the arc of the Aleutian Archipelago. The
island of Attu, the westernmost island of the Aleutian
chain, is about 480 kilometers east of the Commander Is-
lands and about 800 kilometers off Kamchatka Peninsula
in Northeast Asia. Today, in the United States, the west-
ernmost village is that of Atka (formerly Nikolskoe) on the
island of Atka in the Central (Andreanov) Islands.

As an ethnonym, the term “Aleut” applies in modern
literature to the inhabitants of the Aleutian Archipelago
and their descendants elsewhere. In addition, the term is
used for the inhabitants of the Aleutian Archipelago and
their descendants and the inhabitants of the Commander
Islands in Russia and their descendants by several socially,
politically, and linguistically distinct populations: Kodiak
Islanders, groups of Alutiig-language speakers of Prince
William Sound and the Alaska Peninsula, and several
groups of Central Yupik speakers of the Alaska Peninsula
(Bristol Bay area).

Location.  The waters surrounding the islands are among
the most dangerous in the world. The Pacific shores are
rugged, cliffy, and inhospitable. For this reason, in precon-
tact times, Aleut habitations were located, with very few
exceptions, on the shores of the Bering Sea. The interior is

mountainous, not suitable for human habitation. Much of
it remains unexplored to this day. There are no fewer than
forty-six active volcanoes from the Alaska Peninsula to the
Rat Islands in the west. Volcanic eruptions, earthquakes,
and tsunamis are frequent. The climate may be character-
ized as maritime. Although the average temperatures are
mild (ranging from —4° C to 13° C, depending on the lo-
cation along the chain), the constant winds and sea mois-
ture make it feel much colder. The Aleutian Islands are
known for their fog, rains, and frequent storms. Precipita-
tion ranges from 73.2 to 84.9 centimeters annually. Sunny
days are rare. In winter snowfall is moderate, but on occa-
sion snowstorms may bring a snowfall of 2 meters or more
with even deeper drifts. At higher elevations, the snows do
not melt.

Terrestrial animals are few, and several species, among
them polar foxes, ground squirrels, and reindeer, were im-
ported into the archipelago within historic times. In the
eighteenth century, when the Russians entered the area,
only some species of mice and lemmings were present on
most islands, though at the eastern end of the chain there
were several subspecies of fox, and, on Unimak Island,
bears, caribou, wolves, land otters, and porcupines.

Demography. Under the Alaska Native Claims Settle-
ment Act of 1972, 3,249 persons were enrolled as share-
holders in the Aleut Corporation. According to the latest
data supplied by the Aleut Corporation, approximately 39
percent of shareholders reside in the Aleut region, another
20 percent within the state of Alaska, and 41 percent else-
where in the United States, the majority in the Pacific
Northwest. In Russia, according to the census data of
1979, there were 546 Aleuts in the Commander Islands,
residing in Nikolskoe, a semiurban center on Bering Island.

Today most of the Aleut population is located in semi-
urban centers such as the city of Unalaska on Unalaska Is-
land, and participates in the modern cash economy. Under
the terms of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of
1972, the Aleuts formed thirteen village corporations in
addition to the regional Aleut Corporation. The Aleut
Corporation received entitlement to 26,400 hectares of
surface lands in their ancestral region and 628,800 hec-
tares of subsurface estate. Most of the Aleut Corporation
land selections are located along the Aleutian chain from
Port Moller on the Alaska Peninsula to the island of Atka,
in the Shumagin Archipelago on the Pacific side of the
Alaska Peninsula, in the Pribylov Islands, on the site of
the former village of Attu in the west, and at several his-
torical and cemetery sites westward from Atka. The village
corporations are Akutan; Atka; Belkofskii Corporation at
King Cove, Alaska Peninsula; Chalika at Nikolskii on
Umnak Island; Issanotskii Corporation at False Pass,
Unimak Island; King Cove Corporation at King Cove,
Nelson Lagoon; Sanak Corporation, Unga Corporation,
and Shumagin Corporation, all at Sand Point, Popov Is-
land (Shumagin Archipelago); and St. George Tanaq Cor-
poration on St. George Island and Tnagusix Corporation
on St. Paul Island, the two main islands of the Pribylov is-
land group. (The villages of Sanak on Sanak Island and
Unga in the Shumagin Archipelago are now abandoned,
although their populations have resettled; only three per-
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sons remain in the village of Belkofski, the majority having
moved to King Cove.)

Linguistic Affiliation. The Aleut speak a language of
the Eskimo-Aleut (Eskaleut) Phylum. Today two dialects,
the Eastern (or Fox Island) Aleut and the Atkan (or Cen-
tral), survive in the United States. On Bering Island,
Atkan is spoken by the descendants of the settlers from
the Central (Andreanov) Islands, and a dialect derived
from Attuan (or Western, of which only three speakers
survive in the United States) is spoken by the descendants
of the Aleut settlers on Mednoi (Copper) Island. In pre-
contact times, the Qakhun, (inhabitants of the Rat is-
lands) spoke a dialect of their own, of which nothing is
known. It is hypothesized that the inhabitants of the Four
Mountain Islands spoke Atkan or another, unknown
dialect.

History and Cultural Relations

" Archaeological evidence from Anagula Island in Nikolsk
Bay, Unimak, eastern Aleutians, indicates that this area
was inhabited perhaps as early as 8,000-9,000 years ago.
Some researchers assert that there is a cultural continuity
between these finds and other later finds in the area but
this has not been satisfactorily demonstrated and is ques-
tioned by other specialists. It is generally accepted, how-
ever, that populations culturally ancestral to the Aleuts
inhabited the eastern Aleutians for the last 4,000 years
and the western end of the chain, the Near Islands, for
about 2,000 to possibly 3,000 years, with a gradient of the
currently accepted dates of occupation running from west
to east across the central (Andreanov) and Rat Islands.
Several archaeologists (e.g.,, McCartney 1984, 121, and
Turner 1974) have noted, on examining the results of
midden-site excavations, that there appears to be a techno-
logical, if not cultural, continuity for the last 4,000 years
over much of the archipelago, whereas physical remains
show a marked dichotomy. There are, however, stylistic var-
iations in space, and art objects especially show marked re-
gional differences, so that at present at least four artistic
styles can be defined. It is possible that cultural uniformity
inferred from a limited archaeological record is rather illu-
sory. In particular, regional differences in bone carving are
marked (McCartney 1984, 128). At contact, in the eigh-
teenth century, Aleut themselves recognized several politi-
cal subdivisions, and to this day informants maintain that
there were corresponding cultural differences.

According both to Aleut traditions and to observa-
tions by the early Russian seafarers in the second half of
the eighteenth century, interregional warfare and raiding
were endemic. In the Near Islands the traditional accounts
hold that shortly before the arrival of the Russians in the
middle of the eighteenth century, there were devastating
raids from the east in which the Near Islands became vir-
tually depopulated.

There appear to have been maritime contacts with
Asian, most probably Japanese, seafarers. It is not to be ex-
cluded from consideration that some European (possibly
Dutch or Portuguese) shipping touched upon the Aleutian
shores prior to the middle eighteenth century, though di-
rect evidence for this is lacking. In any case, iron was
known to the Aleuts in precontact times and is docu-

mented both archaeologically and historically. In fact, one
historical source mentions that the Aleuts preferred Japa-
nese shipwrecks because Japanese nails were longer and
broader than those of Russian manufacture. Iron, obtained
from shipwrecks or in trade, was then cold-hammered. The
most frequently manufactured items were apparently iron
fighting knives (daggers). These were reported for the
Shumagin Archipelago at first recorded European contact,
by the Russians, in 1741.

Aleuts had elaborate armaments, including rod and
slat armor, shields, a sinew-backed compound bow, and a
war lance. At sea, darts cast by means of an atlatl (also
used extensively in marine hunting) were used.

Following the first Russian naval expedition to
Alaska’s Pacific shore in 1741, under the overall command
of Vitus Bering, the Russians claimed Alaska. Beginning
about 1745 Russian entrepreneurs penetrated the Near Is-
lands and, using these and the Commander Islands (where
Bering’s crew wintered in 1741) as a base, advanced stead-
ily eastward. By 1758, but possibly a decade earlier, they
had arrived at the eastern Aleutians and by 1761, the
Alaska Peninsula and Shumagin Archipelago.

In general, Russian penetration resulted in major
changes in Aleut culture within a span of two to three gen-
erations. The object was trade for furs, primarily those of
sea otters, but already in the 1750s polar foxes were
brought from the Commander Islands to the Near Islands,
and by 1761 to 1763 Aleuts were introduced to the use of
the Siberian type of fox trap and began to trap for barter
with the Russians. Use of salt and salt making also found
their way into the Aleut cultural inventory very early, as
did the wet-steam bath.

Early Aleut-Russian contact was characterized by a
steadily growing fur trade, which seriously affected the in-
digenous economic system, and by sporadic outbreaks of
violence and confrontation. The best-known and most ex-
tensively documented conflict occurred in the winter of
1763, encompassing the political unit of the Qawalangin
(Imnak and Unalaska islands) and extending farther east-
ward to Unimak. Four Russian trading vessels were de-
stroyed, and of their crews only twelve men (eight Kam-
chadals and four Russians) survived. This incident pro-
voked a retaliation, after the survivors were picked up by
other vessels, and justified a series of preventive strikes in
1766, in which one Russian skipper destroyed Aleut tech-
nological equipment. The Qawalangin then accepted de-
feat, although sporadic outbreaks of fighting continued for
another two decades in other areas. Thus, the Four Moun-
tain Island group population was attacked sometime after
1770, most probably in 1772, and resistance in the
Krenitsyn Islands and the Unimak/Sanak area is docu-
mented through the decade of the 1770s. By this time,
however, Aleut leaders were also forming alliances with par-
ticular Russian skippers, aiding them in their own inter-
company trade conflicts over hunting territories. Toward
the end of the eighteenth century, Aleuts sailed eastward
with Russian skippers, participating in conflicts with the
neighboring Kodiak Islanders and the Chugach on Prince
William Sound and eventually supplying the Russians with
cheap labor as well as armed manpower. It was at this time
(1786-1787) that the first Aleut contingent accompanied
Russian crews to the Pribylov Islands, where fur-seal rook-
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eries were found in 1786. In 1799 Emperor Paul 1 granted
a fur-trade monopoly to a single merchant company, thus
eliminating competition. Consequently, the Aleut leader-
ship lost any room for maneuver and the opportunity to
exploit intercompany competition to their advantage. In
the eastern Aleutians, impressment of able-bodied men be-
came the rule. The old, the young, and the women remain-
ing in the villages suffered privation. The Russian govern-
ment’s attempts to protect Aleut rights were ineffectual at
this time. Because of circumstances outside of the control
of the Russian American Company, its grip slackened in
some areas. In particular, the western Aleutians, the Rat
Islands, and the central Aleutians reverted to a subsistence
economy. Small Russian American Company outposts were
maintained on Atka and Attu, administered from Ok-
hotsk. Contact with the outside world became minimal. A
drastic drop in population apparently occurred throughout
the archipelago, in all probability because of the new dis-
eases and social and economic disruption, as well as relo-
cation of relatively large groups to the Pribylov Islands, the
Kodiak Archipelago, and the Alaska mainland.

In 1818 the conduct of the Russian American Com-
pany officials came under government scrutiny, and the
Aleut population received some protection from abuses.
Their status was equated to that of the free peasants in
Russia, but they were freed from taxation. The Aleut set-
tlements were obliged, however, to provide a number of
young men for service to the company in lieu of the mili-
tary obligation to which the Russian peasantry was subject.

This service, however, was limited in time, subject to
the same regulations as those in metropolitan Russia gov-
erning military conscription, and the Aleuts were paid for
their labor and catch according to an officially approved
schedule of prices. In some areas, such as in the Central
Aleutians, Aleuts did not enter company service but sold
all their sea-otter catch to the company. Fox trapping be-
came an industry. Throughout the nineteenth century Rus-
sians kept introducing a variety of valuable fox species to
the Andreanov and Rat islands, where the foxes were regu-
larly “harvested” by the Aleuts. The cash economy became
an accepted fact of life, although traditional sea-otter
hunting methods were employed throughout the Russian
period. Aleuts permanently settled in the Pribylov and
Commander Islands began to hunt fur seals. This enter-
prise was managed in the Pribylovs for several decades by a
man of Aleut origin, Kassian Shaiashnikov. Beginning in
1805, the Commander Islands were exploited for the Rus-
sian American Company by a Russian crew, who were
abandoned there until 1812. In that year they elected to
stay on, and sometime between 1812 and 1824 they were
joined by a group of Attuan Aleuts. In 1828-1829 the fur
sealing enterprise there was reorganized and the islands
were put under the jurisdiction of the Alaskan office of the
company. At this time Attuans concentrated on Mednoi or
Copper Island, whereas the crew for Bering Island was pro-
vided by volunteers from Amila/Atka and Rat islands. In
1866 a number of large families moved from the Com-
mander Islands to the Pribylovs. Later on, after the sale of
Alaska to the United States, the Commander Island
Aleuts were joined by a group of Kodiak Islanders, who
earlier had been living on Urup Island in the Kuriles. Also
in the 1870s a group of Atkans and Attuans moved to the

Commander Islands from the territory newly acquired by
the United States.

Orthodox Christianity was introduced to the Aleuts
by laymen at the earliest contact and spread with great ra-
pidity. Today being Orthodox is an identity marker for
most of the Alaskan populations who call themselves
Aleut. With Orthodox Christianity came literacy. Some
Russian traders took their godsons to Siberia and sent
them to schools there. When in 1824 the first resident
parish priest, loann Veniaminov, was appointed to the
Aleutians (soon followed, in 1828, by the first Orthodox
priest of Aleut descent, lakov Netsvetov, in his mother’s
native Central Aleutians), literacy in the Aleut language
was created. Veniaminov and Netsvetov translated into two
Aleut dialects scriptures and church services and wrote
compositions of moral content in Aleut. By the end of the
Russian period, most Aleut men were literate in their own
language and many also in Russian. During the Russian
period, local affairs were managed by the Aleut leadership.
By the end of the period, the Aleuts—along with that stra-
tum of the population that could claim mixed descent, the
Creoles—provided the backbone for the Russian activities
in Alaska.

When Russia sold Alaska to the United States in
1867, American ventures, primarily the Alaska Commer-
cial Company, continued to employ Aleuts as sea-otter
hunters and introduced the use of rifles in the hunt. At
Akutan and Kodiak, where commercial whaling stations
were established, Aleuts were hired to man the whaling sta-
tions and hunt whales. This employment continued until
the eve of World War 11. Fox trapping also continued. For
a short while, some of the Aleuts experienced an economic
boom. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, the
population of sea otters was depleted (their hunting was
prohibited in 1911 by an international convention), and
the market for fox fur collapsed not too long before the
outbreak of World War II. The only economic opportuni-
ties were provided by the fur-seal harvest in the Pribylov Is-
lands, now a U.S.-government enterprise. The situation in
the Pribylovs became very difficult, however. Aleut rights
were not recognized, and the resident Aleuts were treated
as indentured laborers. Local agents interfered in commu-
nity affairs, in private affairs of individuals, and in the con-
duct of the church and the local church school (main-
tained by the Aleuts themselves). Only in the last several
decades have the Pribylov Aleuts gained their citizenship
rights.

During World War II, Aleuts were evacuated from
their homeland to Alaska’s southeast, where they were
quartered in abandoned mining camps and canneries. The
young were taken to boarding schools. The Aleuts lost
nearly one-third of their population, mostly the old and
the very young, to epidemic diseases. The cultural disrup-
tion thus created is felt to this day. In 1982 the Commis-
sion on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians
recommended that survivors be paid compensation, which
was finally paid to a few survivors in 1989-1990.

Settlements

Aleut permanent winter settlements were usually located
on spits in sheltered bays where skin boats could land; the
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location provided alternative escape routes by sea if the
settlement were attacked. A freshwater stream and a refuge
rock nearby, salmon streams and beaches where driftwood
was cast ashore, and access to technologically important
stones and minerals were essential. In the east a simple
settlement could consist of one to four semisubterranean
longhouses (with roof entrances) that could shelter up to
about 400 people. A group of settlements formed a loosely
coordinated political unit. In the west settlements were
considerably smaller, averaging about 60-80 persons; the
dwellings were small, and centered on the kazhim, where
the headman resided. Within two postcontact generations,
the house styles and settlement pattern changed to small
individual semisubterranean or wooden houses with win-
dows, doors, and entry halls.

Economy

Human populations in precontact times depended exclu-
sively on marine resources: seals, sea lions, and fish. Wal-
rus were available in the extreme east and occasionally in
the westernmost islands of the chain, the Near Islands. Fur
seals were seasonally available in the straits of the eastern
Aleutians during the spring and fall migrations. Fur-seal
rookeries (breeding grounds) were in the Pribylov and
Commander islands. Sea otters were numerous throughout
the area. Ocean fish, primarily cod and halibut, were ex-
ploited, but the staple foods were the abundant salmon
(red, silver, humpback, chum, and, in some localities,
king). A variety of bird species provided subsidiary sources
of food and material for male clothing. (Women's clothing
and bedding were made of sea-mammal furs, primarily
those of the sea otter and, where available, fur seal.) Tech-
nological materials were local stones and minerals, sea-
mammal tissues, seaweed (kelp), and shore grasses, primar-
ily wild rye. Wood was very important, but the only source
of it was driftwood. Birch bark was also used, apparently
obtained in trade from the Alaskan mainland, as were cari-
bou hair and sometimes skins.

Today village corporations and the Aleut Corporation
try to estabiish a solid economic base for the Aleut people
as well as to create a mechanism to ensure a cultural revi-
val. Several local corporations, notably Akutan, Ouna-
lashka (Unalaska), and the two corporations in the
Pribylov Islands (where the fur-seal harvest was stopped by
the U.S. Congress several years ago), seem well on the way
to establishing solid economic bases for their communities,
based primarily on deep-sea fishing.

Kinship and Sociopolitical Organization

Prior to contact, Aleut society was based on shallow patri-
lineages linked by sister-exchange marriages and a local
endogamous residential unit. Postmarital residence (usually
following the birth of the first child) was patrilocal. Under
this system, mother’s brother was a man’s potential father-
in-law. A young man, apparently, was obliged to pay bride-
price or perform bride-service. The marriages were
polygynous, though polygyny coexisted with polyandry.

It is not known if ranking existed among the western
Aleuts, but in the east ranking was well articulated, with
classes of high notables, nobles, commoners, and slaves
(mostly war captives). Judicial functions, war leadership,

and trading roles were clearly defined. In the east social di-
alects (polite, everyday, and rude) existed and were used
until relatively recent times. Today only the everyday lan-
guage is in use, though older Aleuts are very well aware of
the social dialects: the polite form ought to be used only
by a socially inferior person addressing a socially superior
person.

Today Aleuts recognize the nuclear family as the basic
unit and reside in individual-family dwellings, though
members of the older generation (grandparents, great-aunts
and great-uncles) are often coresident. Sibling bonds re-
main strong. Adoption, frequent in precontact times, is
also practiced frequently today. Ranking has been aban-
doned, and democratic principles are adhered to in the
conduct of village affairs. Age, traditionally respected, is a
factor in exercise of authority, although young, often
college-educated men and women are assuming leadership
within corporation and village-council structures.

Social control is exercised informally by public opinion
and through the Orthodox church, but recourse to the for-
mal judicial mechanisms of the larger society is frequently
sought. In fact, the overarching institutions assume an
ever-greater role in this area.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs and Practices. Aleuts, with very few
exceptions, are members of the Russian Orthodox church.
Services are conducted in Aleut, Chukchee, Slavonic, and
English. The resident clergy are, for the most part, Aleut.
In communities where there is no resident priest, services
are conducted by lay readers, all Aleut. The greatest
church festival is Easter, closely followed by Christmas
(celebrated according to the Orthodox calendar on 7 Janu-
ary) and Orthodox New Year. At Christmas, young men
representing their families bring Christmas stars into the
church to be blessed before the families visit individual
houses with their stars. “Starring,” also called in Alaska
slavig or selavig, adopted from the Russians, is a widespread
custom, transcending the social and religious boundaries.
Between the Orthodox Christmas and New Year, masking
takes place. Masking, sometimes associated with a dance or
a ball, is usually followed by ritual cleansing in a steam
bath before going to church and communion. As of old,
commencement of any new enterprise (such as the build-
ing of a modern harbor on the island of St. George, to cite
but one example) requires formal blessing by the bishop.
New houses are blessed either by the priest or by the
church reader.

The use of the Aleut language today is largely con-
fined to church services, except in more remote or larger
communities, such as St. Paul and St. George villages in
the Pribylovs, where the language is still maintained by a
segment of the population in everyday life.

Arts. Aleut men traditionally excelled in ivory-, bone-,
and wood-carving arts, whereas the women worked in bas-
ketry and created exquisite garments of fur and bird skin
adorned with gut-on-gut appliqué work and hair embroi-
dery. Of these crafts, only the basketry, justly world-
famous, survives. Aleut interest in the traditional arts
persists, and several young artists are engaging in carving
in various media. Their efforts are supported by the Aleut



Altaians 19

Corporation: the offices display their work as well as exam-
ples of traditional Aleut arts, which the corporation ac-
quires. An Aleut Foundation has been established which,
in the words of its president and chairman of the board of
the corporation, Alice Petrivelli, “will continue to grow and
become a significant part of the effort to teach and inform
our young people, and instill pride in our Aleut heritage.”
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Altaians

ETHNONYMS: Alta, Altai, Altai Turks, Altays, Kizhi

Orientation

Identification, Altaian is the general name for a group of
Turkic peoples living in the region of the Altai Mountains
of southern Siberia in the Altai Republic. These peoples in-
clude the Chelkan, Kumandin, Telengit, Teles, Teleut, and
Tubalar The name “Altai Kizhi” is applied both to a specific
unit among them and to this group of peoples as a whole; it
is a descriptive designation, not an official one. “Altai” des-
ignates the region; “kizhi” means “man” or “person” and is
generally used to denote a nation, folk, or people. Histori-
cally, there is no specific name for these peoples. They may
identify themselves by the name of the locality in which
they live, such as a river or a forest zone; for example, one
group of Altaians living in the Mayma River region refers to
itself as the “Mayma Kizhi” or the “Maymalar” (i.e., the
Maymas). The Tubalar occupy a forest zone and sometimes
refer to themselves as the “Yish Kizhi”"—the “Forest [lit.,
Wooded Mountain] People.”

It is also the custom among peoples of the Altai to
refer to themselves as the members of a line of common
descent. In the past they were designated “Kalmyks,”
“Mountain Kalmyks,” etc., but this is an error, because the
Kalmyks speak a language classified in the Mongolian Lan-
guage Family and have only a distant connection, if any, to
the Turks. The frequent occurrence of the term “Tele”
among the names of these peoples (Telengit, Teles, Teleut)
goes back to the name of an ancient Turkic people, the
Tele. A variant of this name is set down in Chinese rec-
ords of the sixth to eighth centuries.

The Altaians are defined as Turkic not only by their
language but also by their customs and history. It was once
believed that the Altai Mountains, where they live, were
the original homeland of all the members of the Altaic
Linguistic Group, but there is no historical evidence of
this. Nevertheless, the Altaians are near the center of dis-
tribution of the Turkic-speaking peoples, having neighbors
within this language group to the north, east, south, and
west.

Location. The Altaians constitute a group of related
mountain peoples living beside the streams of the Altai
complex of mountain ranges. This complex consists of the
chief water-divide ranges, the South Altai, the Inner Altai,
and the East Altai; the Mongolian Altai is connected to
this mountain complex, rising to the southeast of the Si-
berian Altai region. The Altai system is located in the cen-
tral part of southern Siberia, with Mongolia to the east
and Kazakhstan to the south; it lies between 48° and 54°
N and between 83° and 90° E. The mountains are of mod-
erate elevation, with several reaching 4,500 meters; those
higher than 3,000 meters are snowcapped throughout the
year. The Altaians live in the broad plateaus, steppes, and
valleys of the ranges. The climate is continental, with con-
siderable temperature swings, but is modified by the effect
of the mountains, which cause a winter temperature inver-
sion. In effect, the Altai forms an island of higher temper-
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atures in winter than those found in the Siberian taiga to
the north or in the Central Asian and Mongolian steppes
to the south and east. The mean January temperature of
the Chuya steppe, in the southeast of the region, is -31°
C; winter temperatures fall as low as -48° C. The moun-
tains form a nodal point for the gathering of precipitation.
The main rainfall occurs in July and August, with a secon-
dary and smaller period of rain in the late autumn. The
western Altai has a mean annual rainfall of over 50 centi-
meters; the east is drier, receiving about 40 centimeters per
year, or even less, and forms a transition to the more arid
Mongolian steppe, farther east.

The Altai is rich in lakes and streams. The chief lakes
of the region are Marka Kul in the south and Teletsk in
the central part of the Altai region. In nearby parts of Si-
beria, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan there are much larger
lakes: Zaysan Nur, Kara Usu, Ubsu Nur, and Kulunda. The
Siberian rivers Ob, Irtysh, and Yenisei have headwaters in
the Altai Mountains. The most important rivers within the
Altai are the Biya, Katun, Bukhtarma, Kondoma, Ursul,
Charysh, Kan, Sema, and Mayma.

Of the groups of Altaians mentioned, the Kumandin
live chiefly along the right, or north bank of the Biya
River, in the northern part of the region; the Telengit live
mainly along the river systems of the Chuya and Argut, in
the southern Altai; the Tele occupy the valley of the
Chulyshman River in the east-central district; the Teleut
live beside the Charga River; and the Tubalar live in the
valleys of the Greater and Lesser Isha and neighboring
streams.

Their territory lies entirely within the former Soviet
Union (specifically within Russia, there they form a unit
for administrative and census purposes). The Altaians
presently live compactly within the Gorno-Altai Autono-
mous Oblast (GAO) (founded 1 June 1922), a region of
the Altai Krai in the southern part of west-central Siberia.
The center of the autonomous oblast (92,600 square ki-
lometers in area) is Gorno-Altaisk (until 1932 it was
called Udala, from then until 1948 OQirot-Tura). The terri-
tory of the oblast is divided into eight administrative dis-
tricts connected to the center by roads and air transport.
In all districts the Altaians live mixed with other peoples,
among whom Russians represent a large percentage; in the
Komagach District of the GAQ, the Altaians live among
Kazakhs.

Stretches of farmland, pasture, and steppeland are
found in the region; the steppes are drier than the farm-
land, the latter being located chiefly in the north, the
steppeland in the south and east. The principal steppes are
the Uimon, the Kurai, and the Chuia. The soils of eco-
nomic importance to the Altaians are the rich chernozems,
the steppe and mountain meadow soils, and the gray forest
soils. The chernozems are most useful for farming, the oth-
ers less so.

The natural vegetation in the area is variable, ranging
from steppe grasses, shrubs, and bushes to a light forest of
birch, fir, aspen, ash, cherry, spruce, and pine, with numer-
ous clearings and spacings between the trees; this forest
merges in the north with a modified Siberian taiga, with
thinning vegetation. The wild fauna include hare, moun-
tain sheep, several species of deer, bobacs, East European
woodchucks, and moles; predators among them include the

lynx, polecat, and snow leopard; bird species include the
pheasant, ptarmigan, goose, partridge, snipe, and jay; fish
in the lakes and streams include the trout, grayling, and sig
(the latter is mistaken by the local Russian population for
the herring).

Demography. With the exception of the postwar (1959)
census of 45,270, the population remained near its present
level of 59,130 between 1926 and 1989.

Linguistic Affiliation. Altai, a member of the Turkic
Language Family, has two major dialect groups, Northern
Altai and Southern Altai. The former includes those
groups known as the Kumandin, Chelkan, and Tubalar,
whereas the latter consists of the Altai-Kizhi, Telengit, and
Teleut. The Northern Altai dialects reflect features typical
of the Northeast Turkic languages and therefore are similar
to the Turkic languages of southern Siberia, including
Khakass, Shor, and Tuvan; the Southern Altai dialects
share much in c