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CAUCASUS PARADIGMS
REVISITED

Florian Miihlfried

Introduction: reading the Caucasus - conflict, closure and diversity

In 2007, Bruce Grant and Lale Yalcin-Heckmann undertook to identify ‘Caucasus
paradigms’, the domunant tropes for the understanding of this region. Three paradigms stood
out in their analysis: conflict, closure and diversity. The conflict paradigm reflects the fact
that the vast majority of academic literature on the Caucasus has been dedicated o conflicts
(e.g. Cheterian 2009; Commell 2005; Souleimanov 2013; Ziircher 2007). And indeed, there
are many: the secessionist conflicts involving Chechnya, Nagorny Karabakh, Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, a civil war in Georgia, violent regime changes and Islamist msurgencies.
These conflicts have found interest among political scientists, social analysts and psycholo-
gists. The books they have written perpetuate an image of the Caucasus as being ‘somehow
emblematic of “natural belligerence (Grant and Yalcn-Heckmann 2007: 12). As the flip
side of the prevailing conflict paradigm, some authors have advocated the need to build
‘bridges’ or ‘corridors’ and to acknowledge and engage with peaceful patterns of cohabit-
ation (e.g. Kakabadze 2012).

The ‘closure’ paradigm refers to the image of societies in the Caucasus as ‘tradidonal’ and
‘closed’, rather than ‘open’. Throughout history, the Caucasus has been invaded by varous
superpowers, among them Arabs, Mongols, Ottomans, Persians and Russians (see Chapter 6).
They defeated the Caucasus militarily, so one often reads, but the Caucasians were capable of
preserving their culture and societal particularities. Armenia is a case in point. Although the
country ceased to exist as a sovereign unit for centuries, its inhabitants nevertheless preserved
Fheir language and faith. Similar stories are told about the Muslim inhabitants of the North

Caucasus. The image of closure in respect to the Caucasus conveys a timeless picture of cultures
inithe Caucasus and conceals the large extent of cultural assimilation (for example, in the Thilisi
of the nineteenth century) and widespread patterns of mobility (for example, in trade).

A The depiction of the Caucasus as a region of often bewildering diversity refers to the
:_lmgﬂi'sﬁt‘ and ethnic complexity of the region (see Chapter 3). The first testimonies to this
I“"m from early travellers who mentioned the high number of translators needed to do
j‘]"'_'_‘_"”“lfll!&s in the Caucasus (Pliny the Elder) or the challenges to communication in this
t“nﬂumain of tongues’ (Al-Mas‘udi). To the present day, the striking linguistic diversity of
PBSStn is a treasure trove for linguists. The dominant academic representation of the
'ﬂﬁd languages of the Caucasus is that of a complex assemblage of stable and sharply

elineaty . . .
ted ethno—hngulsnc units that thus become essentialised.
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Post-Soviet space

A second manifestation of the deficiency paradigm is the identification of the Caucasus as
part of post-Soviet space. This has raised concerns among South Caucasian academics, who
claim that attaching the ‘post-" label to Soviet successor states such as Armenia, Azerbaijan
and Georgia reifies their connection to Russia, and consequently to a space often perceived
a5 defined by difference — and deficiency — relative to the West. But there is nevertheless
wide agreement that the ‘Soviet heritage’ still shapes the political, social and cultural
landscapes of the Caucasus.

What is this heritage? A widespread argument, at least among Western scholars, is that it
derives from experience of a totalitarian regime. According to Petr Macek and Ivana
Markova (2004: 173), for example, an ‘unquestioned consequence’ of this experience is ‘the
profound demoralization of citizens, learned helplessness, undemocratic thinking, and distrust
of institutions’. As these ‘mental states of imprinted totalitarianism have not disappeared’

(Ibid.), the transformation of post-Soviet societies into democracies has so far been

unsuccessful. The crucial task is thus to overcome the ‘Soviet heritage’ by instilling trust,

democratic thinking and civil engagement. And this is precisely the purpose of most

Western funds spent in the Caucasus by the larger donors. The post-Soviet space, within

which the Caucasus finds itself, is thus a particular kind of Global South, It is deficient, but

for a special reason: its former belonging to the Soviet Union (itself a failed alternative mod-
emity in the eyes of many). It is this constellation that explains why certain funding schemes
or conference designs bring Central Asia and the Caucasus under one umbrella. Both areas
ate conceived as the former ‘Soviet Orient’ — a perception that, maybe ironically so, repro-
duces a Soviet narrative in the present time.

Both the Global South and post-Soviet space are politically charged concepts that contain

a derogatory agenda. Is it possible to think about the Caucasus without these concepts?

What is the Caucasus, after all? To understand why the Caucasus has become associated

with these normatively connoted conceptualisations of space, it is necessary to examine the

‘origins and dynamics through which the region emerged as a category of analysis. In the
 following section, 1 outline how heterogeneous spaces of the Caucasus became a unified
object of academic study and why historical preconditions continue to shape the study of
the Caucasus to this day. I argue that Caucasus studies has its origins in the needs and tastes
:_Qf colonial rule, shaped by a fixation with a classificatory philology — giving rise to termino-
30glcal and analytical essentialism. For Caucasus studies to develop into a critical area studies
field, it needs to tackle and overcome this heritage.

The colonial origins of ‘Caucasology’

utionalised and organised Caucasus studies, dubbed ‘Caucasology’ at that time, origin-
#a political endeavour in seventeenth-century Russia. With the extension of the tsarist
e to the south, the Caucasus entered a Russian sphere of interest. More needed to be
e 3]3.01.1[ this area to facilitate its conquest and subsequent administration. For this pur-
_a:.mulr.imdc of experts was sent to the Caucasus by the Russian Academy of Sciences.
ﬁst was Johann Anton Giildenstidt, a Baltic German in the service of Catherine the
.w‘}_l‘-‘ travelled the Caucasus in 1770-73 and published his influential travelogue in
s Ian‘_létycun]:t‘;idt 1834 [1787]). He was followed, among others, by Peter Simon Pallas
g us Klaproth (1812, 1814).
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With the final Russian defeat of the Persian army in 1826-28 i, the empire’s south,
nterest in the Caucasus grew and statistical and ethnographic data about the Caucasus was
in great demand (Reisner 2012: 184). This demand was met by the carly pioneers of Cauca-
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|
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conflicts, for example between Ingush and Ossetians or Kabardians and Balkars. Or consider
this headline from an Azerbaijani media platform: ‘The Armenians are not autochthonous to
the Caucasus” (1905.az. 2019). In order to fully grasp the complexity of the present-day
region without reifying nationalist agendas, the study of the Caucasus needs to deconstruct
this classificatory schema and to let go of notions such as ‘autochthony’ or ‘indigenousness’,
which produce essentialist understandings of ethnic identity and hierarchies of belonging.

Terminological essentialism

Caucasus studies is still dominated by an academic terminology developed in the Soviet Union.
Although there is much talk about the “Soviet heritage’ as a dominant feature of the Caucasus as
a region, there is litde discussion regarding the impact of Soviet sciences on current ways of
understanding the Caucasus (for an attempt to tackle this issue, see Miihlfried and Sokolovskiy
2012). Maybe paradoxically, this Soviet heritage to Caucasus studies has morphed into explicitly
nationalist historiographies and cartographies. And maybe even more paradoxically, it has pene-
trated the discourse of nationalism’s fervent opponents in the Caucasus.

The respective terminology has again to do with ethnicity and once more reifies hierarch-
ical classifications of groups. This time, however, the classificatory difference does not ascribe
‘qualitics’ of belonging, but asserts that ethnicity comes in doses. The full dose is ethnicity
proper, which qualifies its bearers as being a nation; lesser doses of ethnicity are manifest in
sub-ethnic, ethno-territorial or ethnographic identities (see Bromlei 1973, Bruk 1973-1982
and Bol’shoi Entsiklopedicheskii Slovar’ 2000 for details). These latter categories are assigned to
groups said to form part of a larger ethnos (e.g. the Georgians), but which feature distinctive
Jinguistic, regional and/or cultural traits. Smaller units thus defined, in conjunction with
others, form the larger ethnic collectivity defined as a nation.

In the case of the Georgian ethnos, examples of such groups are Tushetians, Kakhetians,
Rachvelians, Gurians, Imeretians, Khevsurs or Pshavs, who speak a certain dialect of Georgian,
traditionally reside in a discrete area of Georgia and have localised traditions of historical know-
ledge and cultural practice. In accordance with Soviet academic parlance, they are also assigned
4 distinct mentality or worldview and are interchangeably referred to as ethno-territorial or
ethnographic groups (e.g. Chitaia 1997-2001, Makalatia 1983 [1933]). This terminology has
been adopted by Western scholars such as Olson (1994: 240ff.) and Wixman who labelled the

Tushetians, for example, as a “Kartvelian [Georgian] ethnographic group’ (1984: 200).

These categories are not only inconsistent with prevailing perceptions of ethnicity in con-
mpomry Western academia. Within the dominant constructivist paradigm developed already
i the 1960s by the social anthropologist Fredrik Barth (1969), the features assigned to sub-
ﬂhmc, ethno-territorial or ethnographic groups could also apply to an ethnic group — given that

Q‘_m_}i_ﬁcd as a sub-ethnic group of the Georgians (e.g. Topchishvili 2017) despite the fact that
.._I_Cldmou to possessing all the other features of sub-ethnicity mentioned above, they speak
ct language (cf. Broers 2012 for the Megrelians), this is not least a result of concerns over
1 As ethnic groups with their own languages, some fear, they may well claim sover-

jversity Jena, In Germanys!
e, and to a certain e.\'l:eﬂt
¢ language. This puts th
omers to a region AlXCAAE
not a ‘Caucasian’ Pi"_?l;’l‘

. : jrcall
istrumentalised 10 poli

dl;:lfic of the confines of the Georgian state, and this claim would be difficult to dismiss

_;mmh)miou;lds. Thc' background of these concemns is separatisms that have led to the de

. o libkhazm a.nd South Ossetia. These concerns have motivated some Georgian
QU:IE:IC that Megrelians speak a dialect of Georgjan, not a language (e.g. Gogebashvili
U2]). although the vast majority of linguists worldwide disagree (e.g. Harris 1991).
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Essentialist categories such as ‘ethnic’, ‘ethno-territorial’, ‘ethnographic’ and ‘sub-ethnic’
thus not only ascribe a fixed collective identity, but also a polidcal fate. Some of these
groups may claim or strive for national sovereignty, others may not. Once again, the politi-
cised past of Caucasus studies takes its toll. Only reconsidering its vocabulary in respect to
defining collective identity, such as ethnicity, would help to overcome this ghostly past. [t is
not only this past, however, that keeps Caucasus studies enchanted, but also prevailing
stereotypes concemning the region. Taking the discursive exoticisation and primitivisation of
the Caucasus into account, is it time to deconstruct this area and dismiss the concept of the

Caucasus as a unitary regions

Deconstructing deficiency: towards an interactive paradigm

Since the late 1980s many observers, mainly geographers, have come to question the viabil-
ity of the area studies concept (e.g. O’Loughlin 1988; Paasi 1986; Pudup 1988; Thnft
1994). Besides stressing that area studies originated in an endeavour utilising knowledge
about certain world regions to facilitate their political domination, the area studies approach
was criticised for essentialising regions as seemingly congruent and separate entities. By
doing so, area studies epistemologically separates, and ‘others’, these regions from those ‘we’
inhabit (Hollington et al., 2015: 6). Based on this criticism, attempts were made to transcend
areal boundaries by engaging in global history or migration studies, to compare regional
dynamics (‘comparative area studies’) and to work across ostensibly discrete areas by introdu-
cing larger units of research (‘cross area studies’).

Caucasus studies has so far remained largely untouched by these debates. Yet, there are
ample grounds to question whether the notion of the Caucasus captures a reality on the
ground. The level of regional integration in the field of economy is rather low, especially in
the South Caucasus, let alone between the North and the South Caucasus. Calls for more
regional cooperation are frequent (e.g. Kakachia 2015), but remain mostly unheard. Political
alliances are inconsistent; some Caucasian governments lean towards the Russian Federation,
others towards the European Union or the United States. Shared cultural values are increas-
ingly challenged by young generations that become more and more vocal, for example on
the streets and in the nightclubs of the Georgian capital, Tbilisi. And after all, the Caucasus
is politically split between a North that belongs to the Russian Federation and a South that
consists of three sovereign nation states, plus units with diffuse belongings such as Abkhazia,
South Ossetia and Nagomy Karabakh.

All in all, it seems to make sense to abandon the Caucasus as a unified (and unifying)
concept. Many in fact do. Instead of ‘the Caucasus’, one nowadays often reads of the ‘South
Caucasus’ as a region — a region which, for some, is easily identifiable. Jeremy Smith
(2015: 1), for example, has no doubt: ‘Look at any map, and it is clear that, geographically,
the South Caucasus constitutes a distinct and clearly defined region’. In addition to this,
political realities clearly separate the North from the South Caucasus. This argument Is par-
ticularly important for those who want to exclude the South Caucasus from the ‘Russian
World® (in Russian: Russkii Mir), and hence the sphere of influence of the Kremlin.!

Or then again, maybe it does not make sense. First of all, abandoning the notion of the
Caucasus clearly follows a political agenda, namely to disentangle the South from the North
Caucasus. Reproducing this agenda in the field of academia would mean to introduce
borders and boundaries in a spatial setting that was, and is, dynamic, and to disentangle
places that have been and remain connected. It is easy to deconstruct the notion of the Cau=

casus as an artificial and utilitarian concept serving political interests. But such
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» deconstruction may itself be equally deconstructed, as it is also driven by political agendas.
Science does not need to be complicit in the making of new ideological borders. Secondly,
it would mean to abandon a concept that still inhabits the imaginations of many of those
living there, and creates sentiments of belonging. Thirdly, it would include a return to the
old-fashioned understanding of an area as a bounded spatial container and ignore new
Pempcctives on areas as dynamic.

Even worse, getting rid of the concept of the Caucasus would leave an empty space that
would be filled by nationalist approaches towards the region’s histories and societies,
especially in the South Caucasus. This tendency to nationalise historical and contemporary
Processes is not limited to Armenian, Azerbaijani or Georgian scholarly cireles, however,
but also reverberates in the comparatively high number of books written on Armenian,
Azerbaijani and Georgian history (e.g. Altstade 1992; Fihnrich 2010; Hovannisian 2004
Lang 1980, 2001; Suny 1994; Van der Leeuw 2000), vis-a-vis very scarce books dedicated
to the history of the Caucasus as a whole (for exceptions, see Forsyth 2013; King 2008).

The shortcomings of the deficiency paradigm may instead be better addressed through the
pursuit of an alternative interactive paradigm. In a schema developed with my colleague Tsypylma
Darieva, this paradigm defines the Caucasus as a border area, a contact area and a cultural arca.

The Caucasus as border area®

When looking at the Caucasus from above (a view that is reproduced on geographic maps),
the most striking sight is the eponymous mountain range. In its stricter sense, the geograph-
ical topos ‘Caucasus’ is limited to this range. The larger region, which includes the lowland
areas of Kabardia, Chechnya or Dagestan in the north, for example, as well as the wider
plateau associated with Armenia and the sprawling areas of southern Azerbaijan on the
Iranian border, is also known as Caucasia. In Anglo-Saxon parlance, however, the notion of
the Caucasus usually encompasses the greater region. It is in this broad sense that the desig-
nator ‘Caucasus’ is used here.

As 2 mountain range, the Caucasus is a geophysical border area, with its watershed separ-
ating the North from the South Caucasus. Not in all cases, however, is the watershed iden-
tical with the political border. The high mountain region of Tusheti, for example, politically
belongs to the South Caucasus republic of Georgia, although it is situated north of the main
mdge and its waters flow northwards. The western and eastern contours of the Caucasus
area are defined by the Black and Caspian Seas. The northern and southern borders are less
ielearly demarcated geophysically. Usually, the Kuma-Manych depression is considered the
‘tiorthern border of the Caucasus, at the same time dividing Europe from Asia. Administra-
_ly, the western part of the North Caucasus (including the Republic of Adygea) belongs
{the Southern Federal District of the Russian Federation with its capital at Rostov-on-
A4l The remaining seven republics in the north are part of the North Caucasus Federal
< net, with its c%lpital at Pyatigorsk, and which was separated in 2010 from Russia’s

'-Tl‘-]_lcrn Federal District. The southern border of the Caucasus runs along the former polit-
b’Qrder between the Russian Empire, the Ottoman Empire and Persia, established some
uﬂ:lf.rcd years ago (see Chapter 7).
hva’*lmg self-perceptions do not always coincide with political boundaries, however. The
:.::1 ;;PICSentau'on' of Ammenia, for example, is primarily related to the cultures of the

e ghlands, which stretch from Diyarbakir in southeast Anatolia via Lake Van to Lake

- This self-perception thus has more to do with Asia Minor and the Middle East than with
H#1Casus or the Black Sea region.
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The Caucasys as contact areqg
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Caucasus paradigms revisited

The interactive paradigm offers possibilities to study processes across political borders.
Caucasus studies could be an area study and a cross-area study at the same time. It could bring
to the fore regional dynamics, and it could compare these dynamics across macro-political
affiliations. Caucasus studies could be at the forefront of critical areas studies, when so far it has
been in the back row. It could also merge into a trans-area study by connecting the Caucasus
to neighbouring (and sometimes overlapping) areas such as Europe, Eurasia, or the Near East.
Nested within the interactive paradigm lies a third paradigmatic approach which assumes
increasing relevance as Caucasology matures into a post-colonial and self-reflexive discipline,
and which posits the possibility of reversing time, direction and perspective.

The reversal paradigm

Although profoundly criticised for its teleological implications and dismissed as a viable ana-
Iytical category by many (e.g. Humphrey 2002; Ledeneva 2013; Nazpary 2001), the model
of ‘transition’, and the associated schools of transitology, still feature prominently in the dis-
courses of political scientists and NGO activists. According to this model that had its heyday
in the 1990s, post-Soviet societies like those in the Caucasus are on their way to a market-
driven democracy of the kind found in the Euro-Atlantic space. The political and societal
transformation is thus a unidirectional process from ‘A’ to ‘B’, making it a linear transit.

When chaos unfolded in the immediate years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, this
came as a promise: the chaos at point ‘A’ could end soon, if only people and politics would
seriously strive towards ‘B’. But almost everywhere in the post-Soviet world, this promise
did not hold. This is why new promises in the form of authoritarian stability or religious
fundamentalism, whether Muslim or Christian, are on the rse. For those in the West,
however, the model of transition is still comforting, as it feeds the belief that one lives in
2 ‘normal’ country that could teach countries still in transit a lesson. But what if this belief is
based on an illusion?

The idea of a reversal paradigm is rooted in the appearance of plentiful indications that
Western countries are becoming more like post-Soviet countries rather than the other way
around. This would mean that transition is in fact taking place, but in reverse: ‘old” democ-
racies are increasingly penetrated by practices and ideologies tested and forged in ‘transitional
societies” like those of the Caucasus or other areas in the Global South. This is because the
litter became a playing field for unregulated neoliberalism. The results of this process of
feversal are visible in daily life, and I illustrate this with my own experiences.

In the 1990s, 1 shared the belief that Caucasian countries like Georgia were in
atmansitional process, developing into something more akin to Western democracy. Thus,
ien [ saw people in Georgia picking up empty bottles from parks or other public venues
) se]l them on for small change, I assumed that this practice would soon cease to exist, as
ple would soon cease to depend on such forms of income. Just like women selling plastic
[em:m‘;ri:;s street markets for an extremely small profit margin (and without paying taxes
» the bottle collectors would soon be able to find more profitable and less precar-
i Ways of maintaining their livelihoods with the consolidation of the nascent post-Soviet
dccording to the logic of transition. As long as this was still a future promise, I left my
glass or plastic bottles where they could easily be seen for people to pick them up.
! retume’d to Germany after one year of fieldwork in Georgia in 2003, 1 noticed that
S J;L?n?fzi a t:lifferent turn, however: quite a few People ir'1 my home country were
. LWhCar ed returnable bottles to c:fsh in their dePOSlt value. It already started
' ? en I embarked on a local train from the airport, an elderly person was
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roaming the compartments looking for empty deposit bottles — a practice that was illegal
but, as I later learned, widespread. Once my attention was attracted, I noticed more and
more people in parks, trains or airports in search of bottles. Germany was becoming more
like Georgia, not the other way around.

One reason in this particular case is the downscaling of the welfare state in Western
countries and the negligible social security in most post-Soviet states. Another reason is
increasing de-regulation in the Global North that sometimes builds on experiences gained in
the informal markets of the former Soviet Union. One example of this reversed process of
knowledge transfer is the transport system. With the advent of private entrepreneurship,
a new means of transportation appeared on the roads of almost every post-Soviet city in the
1990s: the so-called marshmutka. Marshrutkas were privately run minibuses that were mostly
faster and/or more accessible than buses, tramways or the metro. At least in its initial state,
the marshrutka business was barely regulated by the state. For the passengers, the missing
safety regulations put their physical wellbeing at risk. For the drivers, the missing labour
regulations meant that they were left without any social security. For the (formal or infor-
mal) owners, the absence of safety and labour regulations increased their profits.

The marshnitka system still prevails in many post-Soviet cities, but has become more
regulated. At the same time, more unregulated forms of public transport represented by
companies such as Uber are on the rise in Western cities. Hence, we observe the following:
“What Uber now experiments with in the Global North — running mobility networks
predominantly beyond the regulatory oversight — has been at the cornerstone of [the]
marshrutka mobility phenomenon since the 1990s’ (Rekhviashvili and Sgibnev 2018:
14-15). Similar processes can be observed in the fields of accommodation (Airbnb) or ser-
vice (TaskRabbit). In all these cases, practices that are covered in the ‘economy of sharing’
are detached from the post-Soviet context and implemented in the Global North. The
assumptions of transitology are reversed.

This process of knowledge transfer that runs counter to the predominant understanding
of global development is largely understudied. Taking charge of this process would not only

expand the scope .of Caucasus studies, it would also de-provincialise its agenda and syn-
chronise it with global studies.

Conclusion: transitology reversed?

Most of the citizens of the Caucasus have long and profound experience of policies of
de-regulation and the absence of social security. They are experts at living with insecur-
ity. Usually, this expertise is neither acknowledged nor researched by social scientists.
Often, it takes the form of mistrust or disengagement — phenomena long disregarded by
social sciences due to the discipline’s obsession with relations, engagement and integration
(Miihlfried 2018: 9). Because of this narrow perspective, practices of preserving distance
from neighbours, colleagues or state-political institutions remain neglected in academic
study. If noticed at all, these attempts are usually ascribed to false consciousness and con-
textualised as obstacles to conviviality. Ideally, people should trust and engage, not mis-
trust and disengage.

Given that social and ontological insecurity is also on the rise in the Global North,
experiences of living with insecurity from the Global South through practices of detachment
may be worth taking into consideration, however. In times of reversed transitology, it
makes sense to reverse the perspective. Instead of stigmatising mistrust elsewhere and
lamenting rising mistrust in the Global North, instead of criticising citizens of the Caucasus
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for acts of disengagement and insisting on civil engagement as a civic duty, it is time to tak
a step back arrd try to understand what people actually do when they mjstrust and how tliee
manage to disengage. This knowledge may prove essential in the face of cont i
unrestrained and aggressive neoliberalism. Ry
This revaluation of values would produce insights that transcend the narrow scope of
regional studies and that are of relevance for both Global North and South alike Fo]lop\ i
this agen_da would build on the insight that Western sciences contribute a great dea\lrlr;‘j
constructing the societies of the Global South as substantially deficient and forever catchin
up (Chakrabarty 2009). A reversible and reflexive perspective would synchronise Cauca .
studies with postcolonial studies, and it would have a chance, finally, to quit the gameszsf

othering.

Notes

1 For practical purposes, however, the notion ‘South Caucasus’ offers significant benefits. Inter alia, i
allows suspcndlrig the always-contested question of national belonging with respect to c.itize s . lfa'hlt
de f'flcto republics of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Nagorny Karabakh. The British Cheveni111i :) ht lc
arship programme, for example, allows students from Abkhazia to enrol as citizens of chig Sco otl'—l
Caucasus. If they were given the chance to register as citizens of the Republic of Abkhazia t]h"
would l?e contesterl by the government of Georgia. And if they were to register as. citl o ,f h15
Repubhc of Georgia, this would cause an outery in Abkhazia. ¢ izens of e

2 This section {with a few changes) has prcvinuslyf been published in i i iihlfii
(2016). Many thanks go to Tsypylma Darieva for allowfng me to mai:iﬁzllzzhli)sa;‘;:;ﬁi?d Miilied
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