How to maintain and develop the
use of the Circassian language
in Jordan?

The following steps can be taken (or are recommended by the International
Centre for Circassian Studies in co-ordination and co-operation with the
Circassian Charity Association in Jordan) to upgrade the status of
Circassian in Jordan in the short- and medium-term and enhance its
prestige, in addition to boosting and extending the gamut of Circassian
language usage. Some of these measures are immediately implementable
with minimal effort and cost. Others are more involved and medium-term,
but still they can be done if the will to action is obtained and the requisite
resources are made available. Systematic and sober implementation of these
measures should give a considerable boost to the status and prestige of
Circassian and promote its use amongst both the old and young.
The Circassian Charity Association (CCA) can play a leading role in
effecting a linguistic and cultural revival since it runs the Prince Hamza
School, which has a core centre of children who enjoy some knowledge of
the Circassian language and where already there are mechanisms on the
ground for teaching the Circassian language. Concerted efforts by
concerned parties would upgrade the status of Circassian in the School and
improve the levels of competence that could be attained by the students. Dr.
Ülle Rannut’s work on the Circassian language situation in the School and
how to boost the status of the language, Minority Language Policy in the
Middle East: Circassian Language Maintenance in Jordan, should be
designated and assigned as the blueprint for effecting these
transformations.1
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Dr. Ülle Rannut is a well-known international language policy researcher and
authority on the promotion of minority languages at the Institute of Estonian
Language and Culture, Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia. She conducted
research in Jordan on the status of Circassian and produced a report entitled
Minority Language Policy in the Middle East: Circassian Language Maintenance
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It is fortunate that there are no restriction whatsoever on the use of the
Circassian language by the Circassians in the cultural and literary spheres
in Jordan. therefore, the only challenges facing the Circassian community
in this regard is the will to action and the technical know-how to effect the
required measures and bring into action viable mechanisms for language
maintenance and development.

1. Promote the use of the Circassian language:
a. Use (attractive) signs and plates (for doors and gateways) in
Circassian (besides other languages) at all Circassian
institutions in Jordan. This ‘symbolic’ step could be
supported and sponsored by the Circassian Charity
Association (CCA) in co-ordination and co-operation of the
other Circassian institutions (Prince Hamza School, Al-Ahli
Club, Al-Jeel Club, Circassian kitchen, etc.). Symbolism is
very essential and powerful in such an endeavour. The
implementation of this measure could be construed as the
inauguration of a new phase of concern and consideration for
the mother tongue.
b. Establish a language centre that both prepares materials in
Circassian on the Circassian language and provides
instruction in the language on a wide scale for both children
and adults. Initially, instructors could be employed from the
Circassian language staff at Prince Hamza School. Later, the
graduates of universities in the Caucasus (sent on
scholarships) could gradually take over these tasks.
c. Provide the students at Prince Hamza School with
adequate, even handsomely produced text-books and
in Jordan, and published an article ‘Circassian Language Maintenance in Jordan’
in an international journal.
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language materials. This entails the selection, printing and
distribution of these books. Support from the Ministry of
Education in Jordan could be solicited in this regard.
d. Perhaps thought should be given to establish bilingual
media outlets in Circassian and other languages as a longterm goal. A bilingual newspaper and radio station are
possible with enough resources. Bilingual publication of the
Nart Magazine is however possible as an immediate
measure.
e. Set up a traditional Circassian guest-house (hesch’sch;
хьэщIэщ) at the Circassian Charity Association (CCA),
whereby ‘traditional minstrels’ (джэгуакIуэ; jegwak’we) can
display their wares (proverbs and sayings, toasts, stories,
songs, the tenets of Circassian customs and traditions, etc.).
Each night a theme is broached and people are encouraged to
attend and take part. Talented people could be persuaded to
act as minstrels.
f. Spread awareness about the importance of learning and
teaching Circassian amongst parents and students using
multiple methods (flyers, lectures, electronically, at school,
etc.). The time to start to teach children Circassian is upon
birth. A child could easily learn more than one language
(three are possible) as a mother tongue. The limitation in this
regard is purely on the part of parents, not the children.
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2. Make it pay to know Circassian:
a. Make it a policy to hire people in Circassian institutions that
speak and write Circassian. For example, the CCA could
employ a person proficient in Circassian to make Circassian
copies of CCA correspondences, make a Circassian version of
the CCA website, translate some articles in Nart Magazine
into Circassian so that the magazine could eventually turn
into a bilingual publication, etc. In addition, the menu of the
Circassian kitchen –Samovar – could also be provided in
Circassian, etc.
b. Establish 2-3 scholarships a year for students (competent
graduates of Prince Hamza School) to study Circassian
language and literature at universities in the Caucasus
(Nalchik and Maikop). The graduates would be guaranteed
good work at the CCA or School. They could be provided
posts as school lecturers and cultural workers. This group of
specialists in the Circassian language and literature could
Potentially effect a transformation in the fortune of the
Circassian language in Jordan.
c. Make Circassian a principal and compulsory subject in
Prince Hamza School. This might need co-ordination with
the Ministry of Education in Jordan. Also, provide
instruction in selected subjects in Circassian, i.e. teach the
topics in Circassian. Don’t leave Circassian as just another
subject to be learnt.
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3. The Caucasian connection:
a. Strong and productive Connections should be fostered
with educational and cultural institutions in the Caucasus
(ministries of education, ministries of culture, universities and
colleges, cultural institutions, etc.). Books published in the
Caucasus could be marketed in Jordan to upgrade the status
of Circassian and boost literacy in Circassian. Working visits
by linguists and culturalists from the Caucasus should be
encouraged to provide consultations on how to develop and
disseminate the language and to give lectures on the
Circassian language. This would send out a strong signal to
the Circassian community in Jordan of the importance of
Circassian.
b. The Circassian republics have considerable linguistic and
cultural resources (books, text-books, media materials, etc.)
that could utilized. If the people in the Caucasus feel the
diaspora’s interest in the Circassian language and culture, this
would feed positively into increased general interest in them
in the homeland. Ultimately, the corrosion of language and
culture in the homeland, should it happen, would be much
more serious than their loss in the diaspora, this being said
without detracting from the gravity of the situation in the
diaspora.
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4. The political dimension:
Although some people might want to keep away from any issue that might
have political connotations, language survival is ultimately a political
matter. There is only so much that the Circassian community can do on its
own to stem the tide of assimilation and loss of language and culture.
Official institutional support is most crucial in this regard, and it has to be
solicited without causing undue consternation. Shying away from this task
is not an option.
a. Although the Circassians are not considered a minority in
Jordan, but are full members of society with equal rights and
responsibilities as other citizens of Jordan, special
consideration should be given by the government to
Circassian issues that are connected with language and
culture. A case could be developed to petition the Jordanian
government to provide support and sponsorship for the
Circassian language and culture. The Circassian language
should be viewed as one of the important cultural
manifestations in Jordan that warrant conservation. The
cultural heritage of the Circassians should be promoted as an
integral part of Jordanian culture. Diversity and variety enrich
the cultural texture in Jordan.
b. The figureheads of the Circassian community (current and
ex-ministers, members of parliament, senators, high-ranking
officials, ambassadors, industrialists, etc.) should be made
aware of this effort and kept up-to-date of its
developments. Their suggestions and support are
indispensable to the success of this endeavour. The
championing of Circassian causes associated with language
and culture at the official level should not be viewed with
trepidation. This should send out a signal that the Circassians
respect and appreciate their heritage, and are not ashamed of
it.

6

References
Abdel-Jawad, H. R., ‘Why do minority languages persist?: The Case of
Circassian in Jordan’, in International Journal of Bilingual
Education and Bilingualism, vol. 9, no. 1, 2006, pp 51-74.
Al-Wer, E., ‘Language and Identity: The Chechens and the Circassians in
Jordan’, Essex research reports in linguistics, University of Essex,
17 December 1997.
— id., in Dirasat (Proceedings of F.I.C.A.E.C.C.S., Special Issue), August
1999, pp 253-67.
Arutiunov, S., ‘Linguistic Minorities in the Caucasus’, Chapter 5 in C. B.
Paulston and D. Peckham (eds), Linguistic Minorities in Central and
Eastern Europe, Multilingual Matters, 1998, pp 98-115. [Solid data
and succinct analysis. ‘The position of Kabardian (in KabardinoBalkari and Karachai-Cherkessia) is gradually strengthening owing
to growing connections with the diaspora in Turkey, Syria, Jordan
and Israel.’ Preview available on Google Books]
Baies Al-Majali, A. M., Language Maintenance and Language Shift among
Circassians in Jordan, MA Thesis, University of Jordan, 1988.
Dweik, B. S., ‘The Language Situation among the Circassians of Jordan’, in
Al-Basaaer Journal, vol. 3, no. 2, 1999, pp 9-28.
— ‘Linguistic and Cultural Maintenance among the Chechens of Jordan’,
in Language Culture and Curriculum, vol. 13, no. 2, 2000, pp 18495.
Online.
Available
HTTP:
<http://www.multilingualmatters.net/lcc/013/0184/lcc0130184.pdf> (accessed 8 October
2008).
Ganich, A. A., ‘Circassian Diaspora in Jordan: Self-identification, Ideas
about Historical Homeland and Impact on North Caucasian
Developments’, in Central Asia and the Caucasus, 2003. Online.
Available
HTTP:
<http://www.ca-c.org/cgibin/search/show.pl?url=http://www.cac.org/online/2003/journal_eng/cac01/03.ganeng.shtml&words=balkarian> (accessed 8 October 2008).
— Cherkesi v Iordanii: Osobennosti istoricheskogo i ètnokulturnogo
razvitiya [The Circassians in Jordan: Features of Historical and
Ethno-Cultural Development], Moscow: Institute of Asian and
African Countries, Moscow State University, 2007.

7

Jaimoukha (Zhemix’we), A. M., ‘The Circassians in Jordan’, in Silver
Lining,
1998.
Online.
Available
HTTP:
<http://www.geocities.com/jaimoukha/circinjor.html> (accessed 26
November 2008).
— The Circassians: A Handbook, London: RoutledgeCurzon (Taylor &
Francis); New York: Palgrave and Routledge, 2001.
— ‘The Circassians’, in Carl Skutsch (ed.), The Encyclopedia of the
World’s Minorities, New York: Routledge, 2004.
— ‘The Kabardians’, in Carl Skutsch (ed.), The Encyclopedia of the
World’s Minorities, New York: Routledge, 2004.
— ‘Jordan’, in Carl Skutsch (ed.), The Encyclopedia of the World’s
Minorities, New York: Routledge, 2004.
— Circassian Culture and Folklore: Hospitality Traditions, Cuisine,
Festivals & Music (Kabardian, Cherkess, Adigean, Shapsugh &
Diaspora), London and New York: Bennett and Bloom,
2009.Mackey, B. D., The Circassians in Jordan, Master’s Thesis,
Monterey, California: Naval Postgraduate School, June 1979.
Ma’oz, M., Middle Eastern Minorities: Between Integration and Conflict,
Washington Institute for Near East Policy Papers No. 50,
Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 2001. [Interesting
information about the Circassians in Jordan]
Neely,
Kari,
‘Constructing
Disaporic
Circassian
Identities:
A Jordanian-born Kabardian Remaps 19th Century History’,
‘Middle Eastern Minorities’ Colloquium Series, Center for Middle
Eastern and North African Studies, University of Michigan
International Institute, 9 March 2007.
Quandour, M. I., Kavkas: A Historical Saga of the Caucasus, Moscow:
Lada M Publishing, 1994.
— Children of the Diaspora, WingSpan Press, 2007.
Rannut, Ü., Minority Language Policy in the Middle East: Circassian
Language Maintenance in Jordan, Amman: The American Center of
Oriental Research, 2007. [Includes DVD of the documentary. Very
important work on the status of Circassian in Jordan and how to
promote it. Dr. Rannut is at the Institute of Estonian Language and
Culture, Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia]
— ‘Circassian Language Maintenance in Jordan’, in Journal of
Multilingual and Multicultural Development, vol. 30, 18 March
2009. [Abstract: The central goal of this research is to explore the

8

language policy aspects in Jordan by focusing on the Circassian
language maintenance issues and to provide measures for language
revitalisation in the current demographic, linguistic and political
situation. Research is based on multiple sources of information, but
primarily on the empirical data collected through 14 videotaped
interviews conducted with prominent researchers and professors and
teachers of Circassian, through observations and a survey covering
485 respondents, including 323 pupils from the age of 10 up to 16,
and 162 parents. The Circassian language status and maintenance are
analysed as a continuum of language functions and domains in a
society. Classification is based on the traditional distribution of
language policy dimensions, where language status, corpus and
acquisition aspects, as well as UNESCO’s nine language vitality
factors and linguistic rights are considered. Different factors
influencing language maintenance are useful for characterising a
language's overall sociolinguistic situation. So far there has been
neither expert evaluation of the Circassian language situation based
on international legal documents, nor has there been research which
would provide basis for requesting governmental support and plan
further steps for language revitalisation.]
Shami, S., Ethnicity and Leadership: The Circassians in Jordan,
unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Berkeley, 1982.
—
‘Nineteenth-century Circassian Settlements in Jordan’, in The
History and Archæology of Jordan, vol. 4, 1992, pp 417-21.
—
‘Displacement, Historical Memory and Identity: The Circassians in
Jordan’, in Population Displacement and Resettlement, pp 189-201,
1994.
— ‘The Circassians in Transjordan, 1878-1950’, in E. Rogan and T. Tell
(eds), Village, Steppe and State: The Social Origins of Modern
Jordan, I. B. Tauris, 1995.
— ‘The Circassians of Amman: Historical Narratives, Urban Dwelling
and the Construction of Identity’, in J. Hannoyer and S. Shami (eds),
Amman: The City and Its Society, Beirut: CERMOC (Centre
d’Études et de Recherches sur le Moyen-Orient Contemporain)
Publications, 1996, pp 305-22.
— ‘Circassian Encounters: The Self as Other and the Production of the
Homeland in the North Caucasus’, in Development and Change, vol.
29, issue 4, 1998, pp 617-46.

9

—

‘Prehistories of Globalization: Circassian Identity in Motion’, in
Public Culture, vol. 12, issue 1, 2000, pp 177-204.
Suleiman, Y., ‘The Language Ecology of the Middle East: Jordan as a
Case Study’, in A. Creese, P. Martin, and N. H. Hornberger,
Encyclopedia of Language and Education, vol. 9: Ecology of
Language, Springer US, 2008, pp 3014-28.
Watts, D., ‘A Circassian Quarter in Jerash, Jordan’, in Urbanism Past &
Present, vol. 9, issue 1, no. 17, 1984, pp 21-30.

10

