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AzerbAIJAn, A relATIvely SMAll CounTry, IS HoMe 
To dozenS of PeoPleS And eTHnICITIeS, MoST of 
wHICH Are ConSIdered AuToCHTHonS of THe re-
gIon. AMong SuCH eTHnICITIeS THere IS A nuMber 
of THoSe Known AS THe PeoPleS of THe SHAHdAg 
grouP wHICH rePreSenT eTHnIC frAgMenTS of 
CAuCASIAn AlbAnIA. 

Khinalig –
a relic of Azerbaijan’s 

ethnic history

One of such ethnic groups 
lives in a highland village of 
Khinalig on the north-east-

ern slopes of the Greater Caucasus 
2,300 meters above sea level. The 
village is surrounded by Shahdag 
and Tufandag mountains. Khinalig 
represents a kind of an outdoor eth-
nographic museum created by his-
tory and nature because this part 
of the Caucasus is difficult to access 
and is quite isolated. Until recently, 
the village could only be reached in 
fine weather by taking narrow and 
unsafe mountain paths. As a result 
of that, the culture and lifestyle 

of the people of Khinalig have 
retained a number of archaic 
features. Until not very long ago, 
there were some patriarchal tra-
ditions and remnants of ancient 
beliefs in Khinalig.

There is not too much reliable in-
formation available about the origin 
and history of the Khinalig ethnicity. 
Until recently, the etymology of the 
Khinalig place name also remained 
unclear. The origin of the Khinalig 
ethnic group was established by 
studying the etymology of its self-
name “ketid”, which relates to the 
“ket”-“gat” ethnicon – the name of 

an ancient Alban tribe1. This con-
clusion has been reached by G. A. 
Geybullayev following a research 
of ancient sources. In fact, the Khi-
nalig ethnicity’s neighbors, the Kha-
putli, also representing the Shah-
dag group, call them “getdi”, which 
also means “keti” (geti). The people 
of Khinalig call their village “ketsh” 
(“Katish”), hence another self-name 
“katdidur”, which translates as “fel-
low villagers”. As for the name of 
Khinalig, it is referred to in com-
munication with the outside world2 
where village residents pronounce 
it as “Khenaleg”, almost the same 
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way as first encountered it 13th cen-
tury author Yagut Khemevi’s3 writ-
ten sources – “Kheneleg”.

The Khinalig place name con-
sists of the underlying word “khina” 
(“khene”) and the Turkic appurte-
nance affix of “lig” (“leg”). Research-
ers link the root “khene” to early me-
dieval Alban territory of Kheni4. sev-
eral authors maintain that Kheni 
was located on the left bank of 
the ganikh (Alazani) river and 
relates to the “genug” ethnicon, 
which ancient authors called “ge-
niokh”5. Centuries later, the name 
of the Alban tribe, which old Greek 
authors referred to as “geniokh” and 

7th century geographers as “khenuk”, 
laid the foundation for the Kheni 
place name in the Ganikh river ba-
sin. Hence the name of the Khinalig 
village on the slopes of Shahdag 
even though it stands quite apart 
from the mentioned places.

Linguistically, the Khinalig lan-
guage, unlike the Budug and Gryz 
languages which are similar to the 
Lezgin, holds a special place in the 
Caucasian family of languages6. 
Some specialists suggest that it is 
close to the Udi language7, yet an-
other relic of the Caucasian Albania. 
It is known that the Udi tribes, or 
the Uti, inhabited a large Uti region 

along the right bank of the Kura riv-
er – from the present-day Karabakh 
valley to Gazakh. According to early 
medieval sources (M. Kalankaytuk-
skiy, History of the Albanians), this 
region used to include the town of 
Sheki as well. Therefore, the Udis 
were close neighbors of Khinalig 
people’s ancestors who lived or 
at least spent winters in the Ala-
zani valley. This naturally led to 
the similarity and closeness of 
their culture and language.

Despite being isolated, the peo-
ple of Khinalig maintained regular 
contact with other lowland villages 
of the Guba khanate, as well as the 

3.	 See.:	Z.M.Bunyadov.	Yakut	al-Khamavi.	Mudzham	al-Buldan	(information	about	Azerbaijan).	B.,	1983,	p.23
4.	 G.А.	Geybullayev,	mentioned	work,	p.	157
5.	 S.T.	Yeremyan,	Country	of	Makhelonia,	Kaabai	Zoroastrian	inscriptions	-	Ancient	History	Digest	1967,	No	4,	p.	49-50
6. A.N. Genko, Report on the results of a trip to Khinalug – Bulletin of the Caucasus History and Archeology Institute in 

Tbilisi, 1928, No. 1-3, p. 13
7. Ibid
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Sheki khanate and the Ilisu sultan-
ate. The contacts had a major im-
pact on the economic life, culture 
and lifestyle of the Khinalig people.

It is worth indicating that demo-
graphic reports of the 19-20th cen-
turies suggest that the population 
of Khinalig steadily decreased even 
though natural increase in the vil-
lage was quite normal. For instance, 
whereas cameral descriptions of 
1859 point to the presence of 338 
families and 2,315 people8, a 1886 
census in the Khinalig community, 
which also covered the Azerbaijani-
populated village of Galeyi-Khudat, 
registered 359 families and a total 
of 2,200 residents9. The agricultural 
census of 1921 registered 367 house-

holds and 1,800 people10 in Khinalig. 
The union-wide population census 
of 1926 registered a total of 1400 
residents of Khinalig, of whom only 
105 registered as being Khinalig, 
while the rest said they were Turks 
speaking the Khinalig language11. 
The steady decline in the number is 
due to their resettlement to lowland 
Azerbaijani districts where they had 
to adapt to the circumstances.

The demographic situation in 
the Khinalig village started chang-
ing even faster in the wake of World 
War Two, when scores of Khinalig 
residents moved to Vladimirovka, 
Alekseyevka, Narimanovka and Ha-
jigaib villages of Guba district. In 
1960, the people of Khinalig were 

offered to move to the lowland 
parts of guba district, but they 
refused by saying that their na-
tive village is a paradise. Accord-
ing to the lists of the Khinalig vil-
lage council, it had a population of 
2,500 people12 in 1976. Quite a few 
Khinalig people currently live in the 
villages of Vandam, Agyazi, Gara-
maryam, etc., as well as Baku, Guba, 
Khachmaz, Agsu, Shirvan. 

Due to its isolation and inac-
cessibility, Khinalig had a village 
community, Jamaat, until the 18th 
century. Khinalig formed a single 
mahal with the neighboring Gryz 
settlements and the Galeyi-Khudat 
village within the Shemakha and, 
from the latter half of the 18th cen-

8. P.V. Kotlarevskiy. Economic lifestyle of state peasants in the north of the Guba district of Baku province, vol. 2, Tbilisi, 
1886, p. 299

9. Collection of statistical data from family lists of the Caucasus, 1886, Tbilisi, 1893.
10. Agricultural census in Azerbaijan of 1921, B., 1922, vol. 2, p. 162
11. Union-wide population census of 1926, vol. 14, M., 1929
12. N.G. Volkova, Khinalig – Ethnographic digest of the Caucasus, 7th edition, M., 1980, p. 37
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tury, the Guba khanate. In the late 
19th and early 20th century, the cen-
tral body of governance for the local 
community was a meeting of family 
heads, which superseded the coun-
cil of elders. The council would elect 
the village elder (kovkha) and two 
assistants, called trustees. Disputes, 
crimes and other public issues were 
considered by the village elder 
on the basis of common law and 
Shari’ah norms, while marriages and 
divorces were approved by Muslim 
clergy (akhoond, mullah). Most vil-
lage residents were members of the 
community. In the 19th century, Rus-
sian authorities made them state 
farmers.

As part of the shemakha khan-
ate, the people of Khinalig were 
free from all taxes and liabilities 
except for military service. They 
formed a unit of cavalrymen if the 
khan was at war.

As was the case with other 
mountain peoples of the Caucasus 
with a free community structure, 
land ownership in Khinalig was of 
patriarchal pre-feudal nature. Pas-
tures were considered community 
property. Meadows and areas un-
der crop gradually became private 
property. The community divided 
summer pastures among village 
neighborhoods, while winter pas-
tures were leased and used jointly 
by several farms.

Kinship relationships played the 
central role in Khinalig. Therefore, old 
institutions such as “mehle” (neigh-
borhood), “gabale” (clan), “kele”, 
“kansil” survived to recent times. 
Along with generic divisions, the 
Khinalig community gave rise to 
the gradually strengthening so-
cial stratification – wealthy people 
owned huge herds of sheep, used 
hired labor and traded in cattle in 
neighboring towns. Poorer mem-

bers of the community had to es-
tablish shepherd councils and elect 
the Sarkar, or the elder shepherd. 
Some community members were 
deprived of their cattle and had to 
eke out a living by working as shep-
herds for well-to-do fellow villagers.

The Khinalig village is divided 
in five “mehle” (neighborhoods) 
on the basis of kinship. Each of the 
neighborhoods used to have its 
own shrine (“pir”) and a cemetery. 
As the number of families in “mehle” 
increased over time, the so-called 
“gabale” got detached. In the 19th 
century, “gabale” as economic and 
spiritual communities started be-
ing squeezed out by large families, 
“kele”, which brought people to-
gether on the basis of kinship. It is 
worth noting that there was a tradi-
tion of blood feud in Khinalig.

The key occupation in Khi-
nalig has traditionally been cat-
tle-breeding, in particular sheep-
breeding. This is explained by the 
presence of vast pastures around 
the village. In the late middle ages, 
winter pastures of Khinalig were 
mainly in the Mushkur valley, but 
starting from the 1830s, due to the 

growing madder plantations, pas-
tures began shrinking. Therefore, in 
the 1850s Khinalig cattle-breeders 
started driving their livestock to 
the leased winter pastures in Javad 
district. Additionally, they had small 
grazing fields in Gilazi valley in the 
south of the Guba district, which 
they used as spring and autumn 
pastures when moving to the winter 
pastures in Javad district and back. 
In mid-June, Khinalig shepherds 
returned the cattle to the pastures 
around their native village13.

Of course, the central place in 
the Khinalig diet is held by prod-
ucts of animal origin – meat, milk, 
butter, cheese. sheep-breeding 
also provides wool and hides. 
Wool is used in weaving shawls, 
rugs, knitting socks, kneading felt, 
stuffing mattresses and blankets. 
Playing the central part in the lives 
of Khinalig people, livestock breed-
ing provides raw material for plait-
ing, knitting, spinning, kneading, hat 
and fur-coat making, etc.

Diversity is typical not only of 
economic activities of Khinalig peo-
ple but also of their material culture 
as a whole. It combines culture 
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e lements of Azerbaijanis and sev-
eral mountain peoples14. Over the 
last hundred years, the Khinalig ma-
terial culture has been extensively 
enriched with European urban cul-
ture elements through Azerbaijan. 
This process evolved as Khinalig 
people’s contacts with urban and 
rural settlements of the rest of Azer-
baijan intensified. In fact, this enrich-

ment manifested itself not only in 
material culture, but also in vocabu-
lary. At the same time, the Khinalig 
people have preserved their eth-
nic identity quite well due to the 
remoteness of the village.

As in other mountain villages, 
homes in Khinalig stand very close 
to each other on the mountain 
slope. Due to a lack of flatland, the 

houses are mostly two-storey. Tradi-
tionally, local homes were made of 
block stone, while moistened clay 
was used as cementing solution. 
Houses had a flat roof and earth-
en floors. Light would enter the 
homes through small openings in 
the walls and through the chimney. 
The ceiling would be supported by 
a thick bar. The first floor was used 
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as a barn, while the second as living 
quarters. Also upstairs there was a 
guest-room. In the latter half of the 
19th century, wealthy people started 
making balconies. The living rooms 
had furniture and storages for grain 
and flour. As was the case in other 
mountain villages of Azerbaijan, 
homes in Khinalig were heated with 
tendirs and fireplaces in which food 
was also cooked. Iron furnaces were 
introduced in the mid-20th century15. 

The traditional Khinalig attire 
did not differ a lot from the rest 
of Azerbaijan’s. This applied more 
to men who, unlike women rarely 
leaving their homes, did keep in 
touch with the outside world. The 
traditional men’s dress consisted of 
trousers and a shirt made of coarse 
calico or sateen, a sateen caftan, 
woolen cloth shawls, bloomers, a 
fur-coat, a sheepskin hat, woolen 
colored socks, puttees and shoes. 
Women’s attire, despite being con-
servative, was also affected by out-
side influence. 

Traditional women’s clothing in-
cluded broad pants “jugar”, under-
shirt “peyrem”, laced overpants and a 
short caftan “valchag”. A large wool-
en shawl and a fur-coat would be 
worn in winter. Headgear consisted 
of three headscarves “kelagayi”, “ket-
va” and a kerchief. In the mid-20th 
century, traditional attire started 
being superseded by european 
dress, while by the elderly contin-
ued to wear customary clothes.

The Khinalig cuisine slightly dif-
fers from Azerbaijani for the preva-
lence of meat and dairy dishes, 
which is explained by the role of 
livestock. Dairy products include 
butter, cow and sheep cheese, katyk 
(“mast”). Sheep cheese “akhtarma”, 

made at the end of the milking sea-
son, was very popular. It was often 
sent as a gift to the most respected 
elders of the mahal.

Meat dishes were mainly made 
of lamb and, dressed with wild 
herbs, served on holidays and spe-
cial occasions. A large number of 
meat dishes such as kebab, dolma, 
dushbara (dumplings) and different 
pilafs come from Azerbaijani cui-
sine16.

In order to save wheat flour 
when baking bread, the people of 
Khinalig mixed it with barley flour. 
The traditional saj served as a porta-
ble bread baking instrument. It was 
used throughout the year to bake 
thin pita “yukha pisha”, while bread 
“bzo pisha” was baked in the tendir.

Barley has always played a 
role in the Khinalig diet because 
it is the only grain crop to grow 
around the village. Porridge made 
of barley ground in a hand-mill was 
one of the main dishes in winter.

Quite important are dried aro-
matic herbs, which serve as dress-
ing for different dishes. The people 
of Khinalig gathered wild herbs on 

the slopes of Babadag and made 
tea called “Baba chayi”17 from them. 
However, herb tea is gradually being 
squeezed out by black tea which, as 
elsewhere in Azerbaijan, is infused 
in the samovar. Other traditional 
beverages in Khinalig include ayran 
and honey sherbet. The Khinalig 
people’s diet changed profoundly 
in Soviet times, as potatoes, onions, 
egg-plants, tomatoes, cabbage, etc. 
entered the local cuisine.

Today, the unique Khinalig cul-
ture is gradually being consigned to 
history. scientific research of this 
culture represents great interest 
from the standpoint of study-
ing the development of a small 
ethnicity surrounded by a large 
nation. The Khinalig culture com-
bines elements of most different 
ethnic origins. They have reached 
these remote and isolated places at 
different periods in history as a re-
sult of trade, economic and cultural 
contacts. To some extent, the Khi-
nalig culture can also be viewed as 
a scaled-down model of Azerbaijani 
culture which has emerged high in 
the mountains. 

16. Ibid, p. 52; P.V. Kotlarevskiy, mentioned work, p. 379
17. G.J. Javadov, Azerbaijan’s small peoples and ethnic minorities, B., 2000, p. 201




