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abstract. The paper aims to create a set of indicators which could best explain 
the varying intensity of ethnopolitical mobilisation in the Caucasian region. Se-
lected data on social indicators of individual Caucasian territorial units are ex-
amined with help of correlation and regression analysis. The analysis results also 
show relations among individual social indicators which can help understand so-
cial and ethnic processes within the units.
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1. introduction

The Caucasus has always occupied and still occupies 
a special position within the political geographical 

research of former USSR. Political situation as well 
as security matters across the region has remained 
tense since the end of 1980s. This applies to the 
Northern Caucasus, where Russian forces are con-
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stantly confronted with local nationalists and rad-
ical Islamic groups as well as to southern part of 
the region, where long lasting conflicts (Abkhazia, 
South Ossetia or Nagorno-Karabakh) remain unre-
solved. Even here, however, regions exist with more 
or less peaceful history, often little known to the 
outside world, for example Adygea in the North or 
Nakhchivan in the South. In other words, political 
situation in the Caucasus on one hand differs region 
by region, on the other hand, however, certain com-
mon features exist which makes the area especially 
attractive to political geographers. 

Over a long period of time a unique area has 
arisen, which is often called ‘Caucasian political-ge-
ographical complex’ (Cornell, 2001). This region has 
a tremendous environmental and social diversity, a 
firm ground on which regularities of regional devel-
opment and relations can be studied. However, the 
geopolitical matrix had been unified until the end of 
1980s – the Caucasus as a whole was ruled by tsar-
ist Russia and later by Soviet Communist dictator-
ship. The firm Communist control over the region 
had become weaker with the introduction of Gor-
bachev’s reforms in the second half of 1980s when 
national revival occurred across the region and So-
viet Union finally disintegrated. The Caucasus, to-
gether with the Baltic States, was in that time the 
main focus of nationalist tensions. Nevertheless, the 
impacts of ethnopolitical mobilisation were uneven 
in different Caucasian regions (Beissinger, 2002). 
These differences were conditioned by social and 
geographical inequalities and also by varied posi-
tions which individual nations occupied within the 
Communist system; different experiences with the 
Soviet rule and with neighbouring nations played 
a crucial role (Bremmer, Taras, 1993; Baar, 2005). 

Thus, when examining the roots of national-
ism and ethnopolitical mobilisation of the Cauca-
sian nations, it should be treated as a process with 
common geopolitical background, but with diverse 
social conditions and consequently also of varying 
intensity. This fact has been already confirmed by 
a number of works dealing with historical reasons 
of conflicts in the Caucasus and their geopolitical 
and economical consequences (Goldenberg, 1994; 
Tishkov, 1996; Cornell, 2001; etc.). A number of re-
searchers have also carried out spatial analyses of 
ethnopolitical processes in different post-Soviet re-
gions using data from Soviet censuses (e.g. Dostál, 

Knippenberg, 1979; Dostál, 1993; Kaiser, 1994; 
Beissinger, 2002) or from field research (Holland, 
O’Loughlin, 2010). These works, however, dealt ei-
ther with the whole Soviet Union which inevitably 
led towards certain simplifications of regional dis-
tinctions, or studied a specific theme with respect 
to inter-ethnic relations (for example russification 
or Islamism).

This article uses the outcomes of previous quan-
titative and qualitative researches. It is based on re-
gional spatial analysis of accessible socio-economic 
and demographic data coming from Soviet census-
es of 1970 and 1989. These censuses have been cho-
sen intentionally as the period corresponds to major 
changes within society that finally led towards im-
portant political events. Selected data on social in-
dicators of individual Caucasian territorial units (1) 
are examined with help of correlation and regres-
sion analysis. The aim is to create a set of indicators 
which could best explain the varying intensity of 
ethnopolitical mobilisation in the Caucasian region 
in the late 1980’s and 1990’s. The analysis results 
also show relations among individual social indica-
tors which can help understand social and ethnic 
processes within the units.

Three general premises can be applied when na-
tionalism and ethnopolitical mobilisation in the 
Caucasian context are studied. The first one is based 
on the political and geographical situation in the 
region and stipulates that nationalism is strong in 
such areas where political and ethnical boundaries 
are not identical (Gellner, 2002). The second one 
claims that strong nationalism and high probabili-
ty of conflicts magnifies national traumas which lat-
er become part of ‘national history’. These traumas 
are often misused by politicians when it comes to 
territorial conflicts with a competing nation (Tishk-
ov, 1996). The third premise is inspired by so called 
modernist theories and anticipates that nationalism 
is preceded by an intensive social modernisation, 
which is understood as economic, social, and de-
mographic changes (Deutsch, 1969; Dostál, 1999).

2. Geographical and historical overview

Though the nations of the Caucasus mostly inhabit 
their historical regions, much of the current states 



Libor Jelen / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series 25 (2014): 115–128 117

and administrative units show multi-ethnical pat-
terns. This is due to ethnic policy under Soviet Un-
ion when traditional geographical patterns were 
disturbed by administrative provisions (merging or 
splitting of nations into artificial political units) or 
by controlled migrations (large-scale deportations, 
immigration of Slavic peoples) (Simon, 1991; Pipes, 
1997). With respect to the original population two 
basic types of ‘problematic’ regions can be outlined: 
(a) several competing nations (titular or not) inhab-
it the same area, or (b) one nation populates two or 
more states (administrative regions). The first exam-
ple usually gives rise to separatist movements and 
it caused conflicts, among other, between Georgians 
and Abkhazians or between Chechens and Russians 
respectively. It also influences, for example, relations 
between the Karachays and Cherkesses or between 
Kabardins and Balkars respectively and is part of 
the national psyche of some peoples in Dagestan 
(Kumyks, Nogais). The latter type induces irredent-
ism which was, as an example, at the root of con-
flicts in Nagorno-Karabakh (between Armenians 
and Azerbaijanis) or North Ossetia (Ossetians vs. 
Ingush); within Azerbaijan, Lezgians form a poten-
tial threat to state integrity.

During political campaigns population is often 
mobilised through use of the so called national trau-
mas. Typically, these ‘mobilisations’ are supported 
by academics who supply theoretical and empirical 
‘proofs’ that acknowledge claims on certain territo-
ries (Tesař, 2007). ‘Trauma’ can be a historical or 
more recent conflict, usually an unresolved one; in 
the Caucasian context these are usually 20th centu-
ry conflicts. Some national traumas have been pur-
posely backed by the ruling Soviet power which was 
based on the principle ‘divide and conquer’ (Gold-
enberg, 1994). Among examples is delimitation of 
political boundaries which created numerous mi-
norities or even bi-titular units or introduction of 
multi-tier federal administration (with the hierar-
chy Soviet Republic – Autonomous Republic – Au-
tonomous Region).

Position of each nation (ethnic group) within the 
system played the key role. Only thirteen of Cau-
casian ethnic groups had their own political unit 
and thus were labeled as ‘titular nations’ (2). The 
status of respective units was equally important as 
there was a varying degree of autonomy. The lat-
ter was defined through cultural aspects (certain 

ethnic groups had the right to use their own lan-
guages; on the republic level official languages were 
defined; preferred languages were widely used in 
media, books, etc.) but had a crucial importance for 
economic and political development of the titular 
nations. Through autonomy selected ethnic groups 
were assured higher economic and social status; on 
the other hand, minorities appeared in subordinate 
position and often were suppressed (Kaiser, 1994; 
Suny, 1994; Tishkov, 1996; Cornell, 2001).

Though ethnic issues have always been ap-
proached on the base of Marxist principles (includ-
ing ‘societal development stages’), ethnic policies 
varied considerably during the seventy years of So-
viet rule (Kaiser, 1994). Basically, two approaches 
– at first sight largely antagonistic – were adopted. 
The goal was clear, though to produce Soviet citi-
zens who would be loyal to the Communist system 
but with no distinct ethnicity (Simon, 1991). First-
ly, local elite was encouraged to create a new So-
viet generation without nationalistic background. 
This policy, known as ‘korenizatsiya’ or ‘indigen-
isation’, preferred the titular nation to the immi-
grants and minority groups with no official status. 
It aimed to replace traditional social structures 
(often tribal ones) and also to minimise social 
and economic inequalities among ethnic groups 
(Kaiser, 1994).

The second approach was based on the policy 
of economic and social modernisation and on im-
plementing Soviet principles in ethnic peripheries. 
This policy aimed to erode traditional ethnic struc-
tures through social and economic progress, to cre-
ate a homogeneous (Russian-dominated) culture 
and to integrate various indigenous ethnic groups 
under the Soviet influence. Large scale industrial-
isation was seen as a crucial tool as it was intend-
ed – in line with Marxist principles – to produce 
masses of ‘international working class’ (Tishkov, 
1996). To achieve this, government poured mon-
ey into cities and industrial areas and also encour-
aged controlled migrations. The in-migrants were 
largely educated Slavic people and they were due 
to ensure more intensive interethnic contacts, so 
called ‘sblizhenye’ (drawing together). Ultimately, 
traditional ethnic structures were to be disrupted 
and citizens should have identified themselves with 
new Soviet culture (‘sliyaniye’, or merging). Russian 
served as lingua franca and consequently the whole 
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process led to massive use of Russian language in 
everyday life. Russification of individual regions was 
the final goal, in other words, non-Russian nation-
alities were pushed to identify themselves with the 
Russian language and Russian culture which were 
seen as more developed and more civilized (Dostál, 
Knippenberg, 1979; Suny, 1994; Tishkov, 1996).

Thus, the above described Soviet policies pro-
duced a sort of ethnic laboratory where competition 
among various ethnic groups becomes widespread. 
Such a competition can easily break out into eth-
nopolitical mobilisation, that means into organised 
action taken by one ethnic group against anoth-
er one (Deutsch, 1969). Interethnic relations may 
be unequal which happens when one ethnic group 
politically and economically discriminates against 
another group and cultural assimilation is on the 
agenda – such a process is called internal colonisa-
tion (Hechter, 1975). Abkhazians, or Chechens are 
among examples; these ethnic groups became mobi-
lised in order to protect economic sources and their 
own culture. 

Some other ethnic groups, though not direct-
ly suppressed, experienced a fear that their current 
status may be challenged in the future. This was 
the case of titular nations in Soviet republics with-
in the Caucasian region (Armenians, Azerbaijanis, 
and Georgians). In the Soviet context their living 
levels were at least average and in some aspects (ed-
ucation) these nations ranked even higher (Kaiser, 
1994). In this very case nationalism is understood 
as an ideology that should ensure future standards 
to an ethnic group under circumstances of intereth-
nic competition (Nielsen, 1985).

It should be underlined that in an unstable en-
vironment, for instance in times of political trans-
formations, ethnopolitical mobilisation usually rises 
(Simon, 1991; Beissinger, 2002). Various national 
interests, often long neglected, are discussed again, 
as are national traumas, and solutions are demand-
ed. The more national traumas and extreme past 
experiences exist, the more radical approaches are 
likely to be adopted. This may include demands for 
boundary changes, higher autonomy, or full po-
litical independence. Traumatic experiences from 
the past often lead to intensive mobilisation (Tesař, 
2007). On the other hand, ethnopolitical mobilisa-
tion can also be softened through governmental op-
pression or when the respective ethnic group does 

not necessarily share the ambitions of its political 
representatives (Deutsch, 1969). 

Caucasian ethnic groups meet most of the cri-
teria for high political mobilisation: (a) the Sovi-
et system was politically and economically highly 
centralised for decades and all signs of ethnopo-
litical mobilisation have been brutally suppressed. 
The end of 1980s, however, brought attempts to re-
form the society which encouraged mobilisation of 
various ethnic groups; (b) in many regions political 
borders do not meet ethnic boundaries (Nagorno-
Karabakh, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and the North-
ern Caucasus); (c) many traumatic events occurred 
throughout the Caucasian region during the 20th 
century and these had negative impact on intereth-
nic relations (conflicts 1918–1920, border delimi-
tation, deportations, etc.); (d) Caucasian society 
has been exposed to intensive modernisation dur-
ing the Soviet era; urbanisation process intensified 
and education level rose. Cities and towns became 
ethnically mixed, interethnic contacts grew and eth-
nic groups competed for economic resources (Kai-
ser, 1994); (e) the whole region has experienced a 
population boom since 1960s; some nations (most-
ly Muslims and Turkic peoples), however, grew fast-
er than others due high birth rates and in-migration 
(Lewis, Rowland, 1979); (f) selected ethnic groups 
and their languages became dominant because of 
historical development and new political-adminis-
trative divisions. Universally, this was the case of 
Russian language; in the South Caucasus the Geor-
gian, Armenian and Azerbaijani languages were im-
portant, too (Tishkov, 1996).

3. research methods

Spatial analysis aims to evaluate the influence of 
ethno-cultural, social-economic, and historic fac-
tors on the ethnopolitical mobilisation across the 
Caucasus, using various methods. It aspires to de-
tect and consequently evaluate mutual correlations 
among selected social indicators. First, selection and 
qualitative evaluation of census data will be carried 
out. Emphasis is put on the definition of dependent 
variable which should reflect the intensity of ethno-
political mobilisation. Second, correlation analysis 
(Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient) is used to 
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find dependences among selected social-economic, 
demographic, and historic characteristics. The re-
sults of correlation test (selected variables are shown 
in charts) and its qualitative evaluation may con-
firm logical contexts of social events and social de-
velopment. Next, linear regression analysis (stepwise 
method) is used to analyse mutual influence of nu-
merous factors on the intensity of ethnopolitical 
mobilisation. This should increase the explanatory 
importance of individual variables and their mutu-
al causality (Hendl, 2006).

There were some limitations that had to be re-
solved before the analysis. The used statistical data 
come from Soviet censuses of 1970 and 1989 and 
refer to ethnic composition, urbanisation rate, edu-
cation, and ability to speak languages (Itogi vseso-
juznoj perepisi naselenia 1970 g., 1974; Goskomstat, 
1992). Some census datasets refer only to the former 
Soviet republics or autonomous republics (birth 
rate, fertility, housing, migration, etc.). As this anal-
ysis, however, deals also with autonomous regions 
(South Ossetia, Adygea, Karachay-Cherkessia, and 
Nagorno-Karabakh), a selection of topics had to be 
made. Furthermore, the 1989 census data should 
be interpreted with special care as this was already 
the time of ethnic clashes, namely in Armenia, Az-
erbaijan, Nakhchivan, and Nagorno-Karabakh. The 
census in Armenia was moreover disrupted by the 
devastating earthquake which hit northwestern Ar-
menia just one month before the census. Census 
data from the above regions thus probably tend to 
be less accurate.

Selection and evaluation of independent (explana-
tory) variables. With respect to data availability and 
to theoretical background and aims of this work, 
four categories of variables have been defined. These 
variables characterise:  (a) historical development, 
(b) ethnic composition, (c) ability to speak languag-
es, and (d) socio-economic structure in each terri-
torial unit.

Historical factors. This data set aims to quanti-
fy historical events which became bases for ethnic 
traumas (see Table 1). First, ethnic conflicts which 
took place during the turbulent period after the col-
lapse of tzarism (1917–1922;  the list excludes exter-
nal conflicts, for instance with Turkey, and Russian 
Civil War) and ethnic deportations during World 
War II are taken into consideration (3). Figures 
refer to the number of ethnic conflicts which oc-

curred in respective regions. Of course, it is argua-
ble whether to include some other conflicts or not 
– this is the case, for instance, of Armenian Gen-
ocide or Russian Civil War. The former happened 
outside the region studied; inclusion of the latter, 
though it affected the whole Caucasus, should not 
create any big statistical difference.

table 1. Quantification of ethnic traumas

territorial unit a B

Armenia 2 1
Azerbaijan 1 1
Nakhchivan 1 0
Nagorno-Karabakh 1 1
Georgia 2 1
Abkhazia 0 1
Adjara 0 0
South Ossetia 1 0
Adygea 0 0
Karachay-Cherkessia 1 0
Kabardino-Balkaria 1 0
North Ossetia 1 1
Chechnya-Ingushetia 2 1
Dagestan 0 0

Explanation: A - number of conflicts; B - number of politi-
cal and territorial changes

Source: Author

Second type of ethnic trauma is based on expe-
riences related to political and territorial changes 
which may have included loss of sovereignty, degrad-
ing of autonomous status, or partial territorial loss-
es. Examples are numerous: Georgia, Armenia, and 
Azerbaijan had been independent units in between 
1918 and 1921, but later were ‘integrated’ into So-
viet Union; Nagorno-Karabakh had majority of Ar-
menian population but became administrative part 
of Azerbaijan (not Armenia); due to administrative 
border changes between Ingushetia and North Os-
setia, the latter received a sizeable Ingush minority 
after their returning from the Stalin’s ethnic deporta-
tions; and last but not least Chechnya-Ingushetia ex-
isted until 1934 as two separate regional units.

Ethnic composition. Ethnic composition of a ter-
ritory (state) is generally regarded as an important 
indicator which may give rise to nationalism and 
ethnic tensions. This is especially true when political 
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and ethnic units are not identical (Gellner, 2002). So 
called titular nation territorial homogeneity is used 
as a general indicator of ethnic structure – it shows 
the percentage of population which identifies itself 
with the titular nation. In this analysis the share of 
three major ethnic groups in each territorial unit 
(1970, 1989) is examined. This includes titular na-
tionality (even when it does not form a majority – 
see Abkhazia, Adygea), second major ethnic group 
(excluding Russians), second titular nationality (in 
case it does not form the second biggest group – 
see Karachay-Cherkessia, Kabardino-Balkaria). The 
share of Russians is put separately. Relative index-
es of change (RIC) (4) between 1970 and 1989 were 
calculated for the above mentioned groups. These 
indexes show uneven population changes within the 
territorial units.

Use of languages. Identification of native language 
as well as passive knowledge of other languages is 
among the important indicators of interethnic rela-
tions. It possibly shows the degree of assimilation 
or at least a sort of affinity with the dominant cul-
tural group. The ability to make oneself understood 
with neighbors also means the ability to understand 
their problems and it generally reduces the risk of 
interethnic conflicts (Lake, Rothchild, 1998). The 
share of population which considers a certain Cau-
casian language native or which is able to speak that 
language fluently is examined; people of the same 
ethnicity and language are not taken into account 
(for example population of Nagorno-Karabakh de-
claring Armenian as native or second language 
minus population of Armenian ethnicity). In the 
Soviet case Russian was naturally encouraged to 
become lingua franca; Russian was intended to be 
used as a communication tool among different eth-
nic and language groups living next to each other as 
well as across the whole Soviet Union. The degree of 
russification (assimilation) is examined separately; it 
equals the share of non-Russian population that de-
clares Russian as native language (Dostál, Knippen-
berg, 1979; Dostál, 1993; Tishkov, 1996).

Social characteristics. Ethnopolitical mobilisa-
tion is assumed to result from social and economic 
processes, especially from urbanisation and educa-
tion (Deutsch, 1969). Therefore two data sets will 
be examined in detail. (a) Data showing the process 
of urbanisation in territorial units, i.e. general lev-
el of urbanisation, urbanisation of individual eth-

nic groups, and ethnic structure in cities and towns. 
Changes between 1970 and 1989 were studied as 
well. (b) Data on education in territorial units (pop-
ulation 10+ in 1970, 15+ in 1989) were grouped into 
four categories: primary, general secondary, techni-
cal secondary, and university education.

Definition of dependent variable. Definition of de-
pendent variable which should characterize the in-
tensity of ethnopolitical mobilisation in individual 
territorial units is not an easy task. Demograph-
ic, social, and economic differences among the re-
gions as well as different historic traumas resulted 
in diverse development and political patterns in the 
1990s. Thus, four different levels of ethnopolitical 
mobilisation were created on the basis of two factors: 
(a) main goal of nationalist movements at the begin-
ning of the mobilisation process in the late 1980’s, 
and (b) peaceful or confronting way to achieve the 
given targets during the 1990’s (see Table 2).

The first level includes territorial units where po-
litical movements aimed at higher level of auton-
omy within existing boundaries. Armed conflicts 
with the central power or other ethnic groups were 
absent. It can be concluded that such nations were 
not motivated enough to achieve higher goals or 
more intensive political mobilisation (intensive na-
tional identity, strong political elite or threats to na-
tional (regional) identity do not exist).

Multiethnic territorial units where titular nations 
claimed higher level of autonomy through separa-
tism. To achieve this goal, however, confrontation 
policies were not adopted. Causes may have been 
similar as in the previous case. Some ethnic groups 
may have had realistic expectations and may have 
understood that confrontation policies could lead to 
losses rather than to profits (Cornell, 2001). 

Nations in these autonomous regions aspired to 
higher level of autonomy or to irredentism and these 
aspirations resulted in armed conflicts (Nagorno-
Karabakh, South Ossetia, Abkhazia, North Ossetia). 
Strong nationalist feelings which led to political, 
economic, and cultural competition between two 
nations were dominant.

Strong nationalism of titular nations is typical. 
These nations aspired to achieve a full independence 
from Soviet Union (Russia) and also adopted a chau-
vinistic approach towards ethnic minorities. Armed 
conflict was seen as necessary to gain independence; 
however, fighting broke out in order to conserve ter-
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ritorial integrity (Georgia, Azerbaijan) or to support 
irredentist claims of fellow countrymen elsewhere 
(Armenia). In the case of Chechnya-Ingushetia a 
reverse process occurred: Chechen people fought 
against Russians for independence but also allowed 
the Ingush to separate in a peaceful way.

Given the complicated structure of Caucasian 
societies, political development was much more 
complex than the above mentioned four categories 
can show. However, for the sake of statistical analy-
sis the classification used should be sufficient as the 
dependent variable.

table 2. Classification of Territorial Units by Ethnopolitical Mobilisation Intensity 

territorial unit Goal of mobilisation at the beginning 
of the ethnopolitical process

ethnic conflict 
in the 1990s

intensity 
of mobilisation

Armenia Independence yes 4
Azerbaijan Independence yes 4
Nakhchivan higher level of autonomy no 1
Nagorno-Karabakh higher level of autonomy plus boundary changes yes 3
Georgia Independence yes 4
Abkhazia higher level of autonomy plus boundary changes yes 3
Adjara higher level of autonomy no 1
South Ossetia higher level of autonomy plus boundary changes yes 3
Adygea higher level of autonomy no 1
Karachay-Cherkessia higher level of autonomy plus boundary changes no 2
Kabardino-Balkaria higher level of autonomy plus boundary changes no 2
North Ossetia higher level of autonomy, retaining integrity yes 3
Chechnya-Ingushetia Independence yes 4
Dagestan higher level of autonomy plus boundary changes no 2

Source: Author

4. results

Relations among dependent and selected independ-
ent variables. Relations between the dependent var-
iable (intensity of ethnopolitical mobilisation) and 
individual explanatory factors is first tested using 
the pair correlation analysis (Spearman’s rank cor-
relation coefficient). The results only seldom show 

values of correlation coefficients higher than 0.5 on 
reliability level 0.01 (see Table 3). Ethnic traumas 
have the strongest influence on ethnopolitical mo-
bilisation, both by the territorial changes with corre-
lation coefficients and by past ethnic conflicts. This 
conforms to popular beliefs which consider the cur-
rent Caucasian nationalism and interethnic conflicts 
to be greatly influenced by the results of post-World 
War I events and ethnic deportations in 1940s. 

table 3. Examples of the strongest correlations among dependent variable and selected independent variables

territorial 
changes conflicts

General 
urbanisation 

level 
(1970)

urbanisation 
level 

of titular nation 
(1970)

proportion 
of second 

nation 
(1970)

change 
of russification 

degree 
1970-89

proportion 
of 

the russians 
(1970)

IEPM 0.84** 0.71** 0.58* 0.59* 0.47 -0.44 -0.30

Explanation: **Correlation is significant at the 0,01 level (2-tailed), *Correlation is significant at the 0,01 level (2-tailed), 
IEPM – Intensity of ethnopolitical mobilisation

Source: Author
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Regarding the other variables, the significance of 
general urbanisation level in 1970 and urbanisation 
level of the titular nation in 1970 can be accept-
ed. This partially confirms the influence of mod-
ernisation on political mobilisation in ethnically 
mixed environment when contacts and competition 
among individual ethnic groups tends to be more 
intensive in urban areas (Deutsch, 1969).

Regarding the significance of the second most 
populous ethnic group or second titular nation, 
the value achieved is lower than that which had 
been expected – the interests of non-Russian eth-
nic groups challenged the titular nationalism most. 
Thus, the influence of ethnic polarization on ethno-
political mobilisation is partially confirmed.

Interethnic tensions can also be successfully re-
duced by a third party, i.e. by the Russians. This fact 
is somehow reflected by the factor of russification 
change between the censuses. The Russian presence 
itself seems to have any important influence on eth-
nopolitical mobilisation. This fact reflects ambiva-
lent attitudes of Caucasian nations towards Russians 
and Soviet (Russian) policies. In some regions the 
Russian presence is seen as a source of political sta-
bility and economic prosperity (Abkhazia, Arme-
nia, Dagestan). However, there are also territories 
where the Russians are perceived as alien colonial-
ists (Georgia, Chechnya) and in many regions the 
attitude towards the Russians is mixed. 

Relations among selected independent variables. 
The pair correlation among selected independent 
variables reveals a number of relations among de-
mographic and social phenomena in the Cauca-
sian region. It allows assessing interethnic relations 
through historical changes of the ethnic structure 
with a special emphasis on the Russian nationali-
ty. Relations between urbanisation level and ethnic 
structure is also tested, especially the expected cor-
relation between the Russian minority and level of 
urbanisation, as well as the influence of Russians on 
urbanisation of other nations.

Relations among urbanisation levels, share of Rus-
sians and other groups. The Russians form the most 
urbanised group in the whole Caucasus; Russian 
immigration and presence boosted the processes 
of urbanisation and social modernisation (Kaiser, 
1994). This is, for instance, demonstrated by pos-
itive correlation between population change of the 
Russians and urbanisation level change in respec-

tive territories. The proportion of the Russians has 
greatly influenced changes of urban ethnic struc-
ture, i.e. the increase of titular group in urban areas. 
Also the statistical relation between relative chang-
es of the Russian population and urbanisation level 
of the titular group within the intercensal period is 
highly significant (see Table 4).

table 4. Pair correlation among urbanisation levels, share of 
Russians and other groups

  ru70 riru cul cultn rctnu

RU70 1.00 0.27 -0.06 0.42 0.91**
RIRU  1.00 0.60* 0.75** 0.17
CUL   1.00 0.72** -0.02
CULTN    1.00 0.45
RCTNU     1.00

Explanation: *Correlation is significant at the 0.01 lev-
el (2-tailed), **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 lev-
el (2-tailed); RU70 – proportion of the Russians on the 
unit 1970; RIRU – index of relative growth of the Russians 
1970-1989; CUL – change of urbanisation level 1970-1989; 
CULTN - change of urbanisation level of titular nation 
1970-1989; RCTNU – index of relative change of the titu-
lar nation 1970-1989

Source: Author

Relations among urbanisation, the Russians, and 
other ethnic groups as described above, should be 
examined from a broader perspective. Caucasian 
societies have always been predominantly rural, 
with a few exceptions only (Armenians; Tbilisi and 
Baki) and urban areas started to grow and became 
modernised only as result of the Soviet policies and 
centrally planned economy. Controlled urbanisation 
was motivated by economic reasons (industrialisa-
tion) as well as by political and ideological purposes 
(increase of working class). Modernisation had been 
driven by mass Russian in-migration especially dur-
ing the initial phase. Indigenous nations began to 
pour into cities and towns only later as a result of 
general economic progress and gradually joined 
(partially also replaced) Russian workers and white 
collars (Kaiser, 1994). This process was partially in 
line with the official policy; however, contacts be-
tween ethnic groups became more intensive as did 
the interethnic competition for power and sourc-
es. Local (tribal) patriotism and nepotism grew as 
well. Urban immigration of local people was fur-
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ther stimulated and, on the contrary, out-migration 
of alien groups started (Goldenberg, 1994). 

Interethnic competition was also reflected in de-
mographic patterns. Urbanisation process and high 
birth rates eventually resulted in dominance of tit-
ular nation within the urban areas which in turn 
pushed the Russian out-migration (O’Loughlin at 
al., 2007; Jelen, 2009). However, in many urban ar-
eas, especially across the Northern Caucasus, titu-
lar groups formed minorities until the end of 1980s. 
Therefore, ethnical homogenisation of urban areas 
in favor of titular groups is still an ongoing process. 

Relations among russification, ability to use Rus-
sian, and proportion of ethnic groups. Previous re-
search (Dostál, Knippenberg, 1979; Dostál, 1993) 
confirmed positive correlation between the propor-
tion of Russian nationality and degree of russifica-
tion (acceptance of Russian as a native language) 
and our investigations indicate similar patterns. The 
higher is the proportion of Russian population in a 
territorial unit, the higher assimilation with Russian 
culture exists. On the contrary, the high proportion 
of a titular nation (especially in urban areas) usual-
ly implies the low degree of russification. The above 
correlations are valid also for changes over time: in-
creasing presence of a titular nation led to weaker 
russification. Russification has also been positively 
influenced by urbanization, increasing urbanisation 
in general was accompanied by increasing russifica-

tion. Though the official policy stipulated that ‘na-
tional cultures and languages should be encouraged’ 
(some languages developed a written form as late as 
in 1930s), in reality the Russian language has been 
given priority since the dawn of Soviet era – par-
tially as Russian was meant to serve as lingua fran-
ca (Kaiser, 1994).

Also important is the spread of individual lan-
guages within other groups (non-native speakers). 
The ability to speak and use Russian as a second 
language among non-Russian nations, in other 
words the use of Russian as lingua franca, seems to 
be statistically significant, too. In this case positive 
correlation is found with the second titular (or sec-
ond most populous) nation, respectively, with its in-
tercensal change (see Table 5). 

The more non-titular population rose, the high-
er demand for Russian was. On the other hand the 
correlation between knowledge of Russian and the 
proportion of titular nation (its urbanised part) is a 
negative one. This seems to prove the hypothesis that 
different indigenous groups which lived in an eth-
nically mixed environment tended to communicate 
with each other using Russian rather than other lan-
guages (Tishkov, 1996). There is no doubt that practi-
cal reasons were important, for instance, the language 
of the ‘other’ indigenous group was not taught at 
schools, Russian was widely used in offices, at work, 
and also in private contacts with non-Russians.

table 5. Pair correlation among Russification, Ability to Use Russian, and Proportion of Ethnic Groups

  tn89 ru89 ritn riSn cul ptnu89 lru89 ruS89 cruS

TN89 1.00 -0.78** -0.20 -0.65** -0.17 0.94** -0.79** -0.65** -0.09
RU89  1.00 0.33 0.51* -0.01 -0.89** 0.85** 0.82** 0.20
RITN   1.00 0.12 -0.45 -0.30 0.10 0.10 -0.57*
RISN    1.00 -0.02 -0.55* 0.79** 0.55* -0.23
CUL      1.00 -0.04 0.16 -0.05 0.68**
PTNU89      1.00 -0.76** -0.73** -0.14
LRU89       1.00 0.71** 0.18
RUS89        1.00 0.10
CRUS         1.00

Explanation: **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); *Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); 
TN89 – proportion of titular nation 1989; SN89 – proportion of second titular nation or second most populous nation, 
the Russians excepted 1989; RU89 – proportion of the Russians 1989; RITN – index of relative growth of titular nation 
1970-1989; RISN - index of relative growth of second titular nation or second most populous nation, the Russians except-
ed 1970-1989; CUL – change of urbanization level 1970-1989; PTNU89 – proportion of titular nation on the urban pop-
ulation 1989; LRU89 – proportion of population able to speak Russian (native or second language), the Russians excepted 
1989; RUS89 – degree of russification 1989; CRUS – change of russification degree 1970-89

Source: Author
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Relations between ethnicity and education. Con-
trary to the expectations that the presence of the 
Russians as a modernisation factor should be re-
lated to better education, our research shows the 
complete opposite. There is a significantly positive 
correlation between the proportion of population 
with primary education and the proportion of Rus-
sian nationality, as well as relatively strong is also the 
correlation between the same group and secondary 
technical education. On the contrary there is a neg-
ative dependence between primary education and 
titular nations. Secondary general education corre-
lates strongly positively with the proportion of tit-
ular population, but negatively with the proportion 
of the Russians. Positive correlation between univer-

sity education and titular population has also been 
found (see Table 6). 

It can be summarised that the Russians, though 
they formed a highly urbanised ethnic group in the 
Caucasus, had on average technical or lower edu-
cation (training) compared to the urbanised folk of 
titular nations – undoubtedly a surprising fact. Pos-
sible explanation is the quota system introduced at 
secondary schools and universities: general second-
ary and higher education was primarily reserved for 
indigenous people and members of titular nations. 
That new national elite was gradually replacing the 
Russians in the tertiary sector and also became the 
driving element of ethnopolitical mobilisation in 
times of social and economic changes (Kaiser, 1994).

table 6. Pair correlation among ethnicity and education

  tn89 ru89 phSe89 pSGe89 pSte89 ppe89

TN89 1.00 -0.78** 0.66** 0.81** -0.48 -0.66**
RU89  1.00 -0.58* -0.77** 0.60* 0.58*
PHSE89   1.00 0.76** -0.01 -1.00**
PSGE89       1.00 -0.53* -0.76**
PSTE89         1.00 0.11
PPE89           1.00

Explanation: *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed), **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); 
TN89 – proportion of titular nation on the unit1989; RU89 – proportion of the Russians on the unit 1989; PTNU89 – pro-
portion of titular nation on the urban population 1989; PHSE89 – proportion of population with higher and secondary 
education 1989; PSGE89 – proportion of population with general secondary education 1989, PSTE89 - proportion of pop-
ulation with technical secondary education 1989, Proportion of population with primary education 1989

Source: Author

Regression analyses of dependent and explanato-
ry variables. The pair correlation analysis revealed 
some correlations among independent explanatory 
variables and their relations to the dependent var-
iable, i.e. to the intensity of ethnopolitical mobili-
sation. However, evaluation of mutual correlations 
and the impact of individual factors on the depend-
ent variable should be seen only as an introductory 
analysis. First, possible false correlations should be 
taken into account plus the causal relationships con-
nected with ethnopolitical mobilisation (ethnic con-
flicts) are much more structured. In spite of that the 
results of correlation analyses are important as they 
indicate possible significant variables. The under-
standing of mutual relations helps to select variables 
for the regression equation and to explain statistical 
results with regard to societal contexts.

As there are great many variables and the se-
lected method of regression analysis (multiple lin-
ear with method enter) requires lower number of 
variables, a number of experiments has been car-
ried out (Hendl, 2006). The variables selection for 
the analysis was driven by logical aspects, i. e. at 
least one predictor from each category of variables 
is present and the variables must not have a mutu-
al correlation. This method aims to find an ‘ideal’ 
group of factors explaining the intensity of ethnop-
olitical mobilisation and to confirm previous results 
of the pair correlation analysis, i.e. the significance 
of individual entry factors. Important are above all: 
(1) coefficients of determination (R²) and the de-
gree of significance that rate the suitability of mod-
els used (selection of variables) for the explanation 
of dependent variable, i.e. of ethnopolitical mobili-
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sation; (2) standardised β coefficients which rate the 
explanatory significance of each independent varia-
ble used in the respective models.

The final model (see Table 7) includes such var-
iables which showed the highest correlation coeffi-

cients in the initial correlation analysis: number of 
conflicts, political/administrative changes, propor-
tional change of Russian population between 1970–
1989 (5), proportion of the second most populous 
ethnic group in 1970, and urbanisation level of 1970.

table 7. Selected Results of Regression Analysis

model r r Square adjusted r 
Square

Std. error of 
the estimate

change Statistics

r Square 
change f change df1 df2 Sig. f 

change

1 0.955a 0.912 0.856 0.436 0.912 16.497 5 8 0.000
Explanation: a. Predictors: (Constant), Number of political/territorial changes within a given territory (boundary or au-
tonomy changes), Proportion of second titular nation or most populous nation (Russians excepted), %, 1970, Index of rel-
ative growth of the Russians, 1970-1989, Number of ethnic conflicts and other ethnic traumas during the 20th century, 
Urbanization level, %, 1970

model
unstandardised coefficients Standardised coefficients

t Sig.
B Std. error Beta

CONF 0.854 0.213 0.542 4.004 0.004
UL70 0.026 0.016 0.236 1.637 0.140
SN70 0.042 0.014 0.397 3.057 0.016
RIRU -0.957 0.748 -0.150 -1.280 0.236
PTC 0.647 0.402 0.292 1.610 0.146
Explanation: Dependent Variable: Intensity of ethnopolitical mobilization; CONF - Number of ethnic conflicts and other 
ethnic traumas during the 20th century; UL70 - Urbanization level, %, 1970; SN70 - Proportion of second titular nation 
or most populous nation (Russians excepted), %, 1970; RIRU - Index of relative growth of the Russians, 1970-1989; PTC 
- Number of political/territorial changes within a given territory (boundary or autonomy changes)

Source: Author

Statistical results show that the model as a whole 
has both a strong explanation value (coefficients of 
determination 90 %) and significance. The number of 
ethnic conflicts and traumas has the highest relevance 
of all and proves the fact that historical reminiscences 
are on the top of the political agenda across the Cau-
casus. The proportion of ‘second’ nation in 1970 has a 
high relevance, too; it reflects how polarised relations 
between two indigenous nations are. The higher pro-
portion of the ‘second’ nation is, the more intensive in-
terethnic contacts exist and the more likely a conflict 
can be expected. The importance of historical factors 
is underlined by the variable showing boundary (sta-
tus) changes in the past which accentuates the terri-
torial aspect of nationalism.

Urbanisation level as a sign of ‘modernity’ 
seems to be much weaker factor within this group 
of predictors, but it still confirms that ethnopo-
litical mobilization requires an urban environ-
ment. Proportional changes of Russian population 
should reflect the influence of Russians on the ad-
vance of nationalism. The centralised Soviet pol-
icy aimed to keep nationalism under firm grip 
through controlled migrations. The existence of 
Russian communities in the Caucasus on one hand 
could reduce tensions among alien indigenous eth-
nic groups, on the other hand could also encour-
age the anti-Russian nationalism. That is why the 
presence of the Russians has lower explanatory 
coefficient.
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5. conclusions

The above analyses allow creating an imaginary 
Caucasian territorial unit with favourable condi-
tions for ethnopolitical mobilization which could 
eventually develop into an armed conflict: (a) such 
a unit has experienced political and spatial changes 
(boundary, status changes) in the past. These chang-
es were forcibly ordered; (b) the ethnic structure 
consisted of one dominant titular nation and one 
sizeable indigenous minority (share on population 
at least 10 %). Past mutual relations between the 
two include a historic trauma; (c) the urbanisation 
level was around 50 %. Most of the urban popula-
tion belongs to the titular nation which has a well 
educated folk; (d) Russian ethnic group is present. 
However, the proportion of Russian population de-
creases as does the Russian influence on interethnic 
relations and modernisation.

In the Caucasian context, Azerbaijan and Geor-
gia stand closest to the above described mod-
el. Other territorial units differ in some aspects: 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Chechnya-Ingushetia and Ab-
khazia have lower urbanisation levels of the titular 
nation; in South Ossetia the proportion of the Rus-
sians has increased; in North Ossetia and Armenia 
the ‘second’ nation did not form a sizeable minority.

Furthermore, the results of statistical analyses, of 
course, cannot be understood as the only possible 
ground for an evaluation of ethnopolitical mobilisa-
tion and ethnic conflicts. The results can also serve 
as a useful base for further qualitative analysis of re-
gional specificities as they provide a detailed insight 
into social processes and their conditions. The re-
search brought the following results which confirm a 
validity of the above mentioned theoretical assump-
tions: (a) ethnopolitical mobilisation naturally ap-
pears when a totalitarian (autocratic) regime enters 
a transformation phase. The environment should 
be ethnically mixed with a certain degree of social 
and economic level; (b) the intensity of ethnopoliti-
cal mobilisation depends much on historic relations 
among the ethnic groups and on the character of 
past ethnic traumas. In case of unresolved historical 
disputes between competing ethnic groups, further 
political excesses should be expected; (c) ethnop-
olitical mobilisation mostly occurs in urban envi-
ronment which serves as a ‘melting pot’ of various 

ethnic groups. More intensive mobilisation is likely 
when one ethnic group holds political and econom-
ic privileges; (d) in case there is a third ethnic group 
(the Russians) with strong cultural and economic 
position, it may on one hand contribute to ethnop-
olitical mobilisation of an indigenous group; on the 
other hand it may help to accommodate competing 
indigenous ethnic groups. Departure of the Russians 
may consequently boost political turmoil; (e) for the 
sake of future peaceful relations between the com-
peting ethnic groups the mutual relations should be 
based on democratic and decentralized principles 
(federation or great autonomy) since the very be-
ginning of ethnopolitical mobilisation. If this is not 
the case, separatist and irredentist movements usu-
ally arise and can result in armed conflicts.

The Caucasian region will remain a highly un-
stable territory. First, unresolved ethnic conflicts 
are present there and these recently became new 
national traumas. None of the competing groups 
claiming the disputed territories is prepared to com-
promise; given the strongly primordial character of 
local nationalism the ethnopolitical mobilisation is 
likely to go on.

Second, modernisation processes will probably 
continue and these will stabilise and consolidate 
Caucasian nations which are still much fragmented 
into tribal and clan structures (Souleimanov, 2006; 
Jelen, 2009). Especially the population of Muslim 
nations is likely to grow; this growth will produce 
a higher pressure on limited economic sources and 
also contribute to a more intensive interethnic com-
petition. The role of Islam is growing in the Cau-
casus; religion has already become the base of 
national identity and may also boost the mobilisa-
tion of Caucasian societies against the Russian pol-
icy (Holland, O’Loughlin, 2010).

Third, the ‘revived’ Russian nationalism and 
Russian geopolitical interests, traditionally based 
on centralism, are important in the Caucasus. It 
is highly interesting that the Russian approach to-
wards the Caucasus does not show any changes over 
the centuries (Pipes, 1997; Souleimanov, 2006). Rus-
sians have repeatedly adopted the imperial policy 
of divide et impera (divide and rule). The most re-
cent lesson can be taken from Chechnya, another 
example is the effort to reduce the powers of local 
ethnic groups through administrative reforms (so-
called Caucasian federal territory with a president’s 
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envoy as a head supreme to local authorities has 
been created recently). Russia, however, did not give 
up the Southern Caucasus either. Russians have cur-
rently adopted a very active policy towards Georgia 
and Georgian separatist territories and have placed 
itself into an arbitrary position in the Nagorno-Ka-
rabakh conflict – all those can be seen as a return 
of former superpower (Baar, 2005). On the other 
hand, weaker Russia in the future would inevita-
bly encourage the emancipation of Caucasian na-
tions and new hostilities against each other and also 
against Russia may occur – something to be taken 
into consideration by Russian politicians and also 
by the international community in order to prevent 
future ethnic conflicts.

notes

(1) Altogether 14 Caucasian territorial units, un-
til 1989 constituent parts of Soviet Union, have 
been examined: Soviet republics Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia; autonomous repub-
lics Nakhchivan, Adjara, Abkhazia, Kabardino-
Balkaria, North Ossetia, Chechnya-Ingushetia, 
and Dagestan; autonomous regions Nagorno-
Karabakh, South Ossetia, Adygea, and Kara-
chay-Cherkessia.

(2) ‘Titular nation’ labels an indigenous ethnic 
group which gave name to the respective ter-
ritorial unit. This term, used exclusively on the 
former Soviet territory, has been introduced as 
part of new the political-administrative orga-
nization. Ethnic groups which qualified them-
selves to receive an autonomy (population and 
territorial concentration were the crucial crite-
ria) formed the cultural and linguistic base of 
Soviet republics and autonomous republics (re-
gions). Sometimes two or more titular nations 
coexisted within a single territorial unit (Kara-
chays and Cherkesses; Dagestan). It also happe-
ned that titular nation formed just a minority 
within its territorial unit (Dostál, 1993; Kaiser, 
1994; Pipes, 1997).

(3) Includes conflicts between Armenians and 
Georgians (1918), Armenians and Azerbaijanis 
(1918–1920), Georgians and Ossetians (1918– 
–1920), uprising in Chechnya (1940–1944) and 

deportations of Chechens, Ingush, Karachays 
and Balkars (1944).

(4) Relative index of change RIC = (N2 x C1) / (N1 
x C2). It shows whether the population of one 
ethnic group increases faster than the popula-
tion of the other group and relates the increase 
to the population changes within the whole 
territory. N = population of respective group; 
C = total population of given territorial unit; 1, 
2 = census years (1 – 1970, 2 - 1989).

(5) Change of russification rate which reached 
a  higher correlation coefficient in the pair 
correlation was replaced by the proportion-
al change of Russians as the russification rate 
and its change was very low in most Caucasian 
regions. Proportional change of Russian pop-
ulation is closely related to russification rate 
change, its regional distribution is more varied 
and serves better for explanations.
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