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Decolonial practices of the No Sochi Circassian movement:
confronting colonial double backing through the Sochi Winter
Olympics
Salima Bhimani

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

ABSTRACT
When humanist global aspirations through mega events like the
Olympics meet with nation building, the affects and effects for
Indigenous peoples are paradoxically painful. This paper brings
forth the life history and experience of the Circassian people, the
Indigenous peoples of Sochi, who through the No Sochi activist
movement mounted a valiant campaign against the 2014 Sochi
Olympics in Russia. The Sochi Olympics were graphed on to the
very hill where the Circassian genocide had taken place a 150
years earlier by Russian powers. Their movement sought to bring
into global consciousness not only this history but also the exile
of millions of Circassians from their land, with their struggle for
right to return. As Russia fabricated a ‘Sochi’ for the world without
Circassians, normalized their dispossession and literally
recolonized over the death of their ancestors, the International
Olympic Committee ignored their calls to stop the ‘blood
Olympics.’ Circassian No Sochi activists therefore shifted the optics
and realities of the Olympics as a project of violent re-inscriptions
in concert with nation building as a scape of abjection. Their
activism storied diasporic Indigenous peoples of Sochi into the
global arena showing the stakes of colonial double backing when
forces of empire converge to reconstruct roving practices of exile
and antagonism.
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Introduction

On the edge of Indigenous land, the Krusenstern luxury ship sits in the port of Vancou-
ver in Canada at the 2010 winter Olympics. The Krusenstern welcomes Olympic partici-
pants and visitors to a Russian oasis of fine food and exotic culture. The vessel raises
the prestige of Russian history and the 2014 Olympic delegates. The ship provides an
optimal experience of Russia. Towering in the water, it is an impression of joy and cel-
ebration foreshadowing what is to come in the 2014 Olympics in Sochi. Silhouettes
break the pristine view of the ship on day two of these Olympics. Unlike the warm
lights peaking out of the ship windows, candled luminous flickers awaken the
brutal past of this replica. A Circassian activist stands in front of the ship, her body
heavy, voice reverberating ancestral pain, she projects a more brutal reality:
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The history of this ship is dark, the Circassian account grim and bleak. The Krusenstern is a
replica of the war ships that would fire canons on Circassian settlements on Sochi and all
along the black sea coast. In October 1863, Earlyyedevemov sent a letter to the ministry of
war stating, ‘now we have to clean the strip as part of our plan for the conquest of Circassia.’
Canons would set Circassian villagers a fire, while the army would kill the villagers who would
flee their homes. (No Sochi, 2014b, Day 2)

The woman activist’s body articulates loss, death and the ancestral memory of violence.
Her energy is palatable. Her body comes into direct contrast with the Krusenstern as she
recasts the nature of this ship, Russia and her own relation with it. She not only exposes
herself to violence through the ship’s very presence but also ‘socially constitutes’ (Butler,
2009) each of us, observing her, into this relation of violence, rather then pleasure. A
brave task indeed in Olympic spaces so invested in producing good feelings. What
this moment so powerfully reflects are the affects and effects of colonial double backing.

Little is known of such accounts when scanning mainstream information about the
Winter Sochi Olympics held in Russia in 2014 or in other oppositional discourses to
those Olympics, such as through Western LGBT activism against Russian anti-gay legis-
lation (Sykes, 2016). The manufacturing of Sochi through identity and history was part
and parcel of inviting the world into a Russia, deeply rooted in Russian values and built
in ethnic and cultural lineages approved by official Russian spectacles. In fact, Fatima
Tilsova reported that Sergei Markov, a member of the special presidential commission,
stated this about Sochi and Circassians:

‘Yes, the war was bloody,’ said Markov, adding, ‘However, it was only thanks to Russia that the
Adygs-Circassians received their own state. Those who left for the Middle Eastern countries are
in an incomparably worse situation today than those who remain in the Caucasus.’ Those
‘extremists’ who use the slogan, ‘No Olympic games on the land of genocide,’ are not
worried about the ‘historical truth,’ but rather are trying to call the whole world to boycott
the Sochi games (Tilsova, 2010, The Jamestown Foundation).

Russian versions of this history also figured Circassian activists as ‘Muslim terrorists.’
Circassians were positioned as having brought on their own displacement through
their ancestors who ‘left’ Russia of their own free will to go to Arab/Muslim countries.
Abjection gave room for the Russian government to expel their brutality against the
Circassian people from the consciousness of the world and write over a colonial
history. This re-writing buried the eviction of more then 1.5 million Circassians from
Russia and the mass genocide of over 1 million Circassians by Russian powers in
1864 (NoSochi2014.com, Shami, 1998). This writing over during the lead up to the
Olympics took place through presentations of ‘true’ Russian cultural motifs, pristine
Russian lands and obscured historical scripts. Krasnaya Polayana in Sochi, one the
main hubs so often portrayed in pictures of the Olympics prior to the games
became the quintessential signifier of the event – the hill of Krasnaya Polayana
would be where human potentiality would have its day – the ski hill beautifully man-
icured by the Russian government for the world, an exotic resort for the world to
enjoy. However, this is the very hill where human blood ran, where the bodies of
the genocide lay. Through the Olympics they were permanently built over and reco-
lonized. This necessary erasure and reinscribed exile of Circassian people, their ances-
tors and stories was the means through which Russia as an Olympic cosmopolis could
emerge and the aspirations of global unity could be hallowed.
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On the one hand, the biopsy of Circassian activists on the Russian Olympics in Sochi
was a necessary intervention against the Olympics as a project that reinscribed and
embodied violence through historical time, the ‘colonial present’ and into a futurity
imagined by the Russian State. Simultaneously, the No Sochi movement was a way
for the world to finally ‘know Sochi’ and ‘know Circassians’. They courageously con-
fronted Russia and the Olympics by bringing back to life the buried genocide and con-
tinued dispossession and oppression of the Circassian people. Further, the movement
was invested in saving the permanent loss of Circassian culture and life and raising
their right to return. Through this paper, I argue that the public No Sochi activism sim-
ultaneously made visible and confronted the work of colonial double backing through
mega events like the Olympics. The paper presents the affects and effects of colonial
double backing when global projects of empire like the Olympics give birth to and are
born from the violence of nation and globality, while decolonizing bodies, like the Cir-
cassian No Sochi activists, seek to make known and transform the genealogies and
regulating relations and spaces of injustice.

Theoretical orientations

In conversation with postcolonial and decolonizing theoretical insights, I examine the
No Sochi activist work taking into account the multiple effects of being in social prac-
tices of resistance and transformation. To some extent their decolonizing practices of
the mind, spirit, body and land allowed for ‘tracing the histories, legacies and continu-
ities of colonialism and imperialism as well as anticolonial resistance within the present’
(Coloma, Means, & Kim, 2009, p. 19). As the No Sochi activists struggled against the
Olympics and Russia as the Indigenous people of Sochi, the North Caucuses and as Cir-
cassian, they engaged in what Walter Mignolo calls a ‘decolonial process.’ He argues,

coloniality describes the hidden process of erasure, devaluation, and disavowing of certain
human beings, ways of thinking, ways of living, and of doing in the world – that is, coloniality
as a process of inventing identifications – then for identification to be decolonial it needs to be
articulated as ‘des-identification’ and ‘re-identification,’ which means it is a process of delink-
ing. (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2014, p. 198)

I use the notion of decolonial practices as a way to show how the Sochi activists
engaged in the revival of geo-politics, body politics, cultural politics and spacial politics
for the purposes of re-identification. The logic and enactments of coloniality experi-
enced by No Sochi activists through the abetting of the Olympics, Russia and other
nations was a reminder that Circassians must ‘always be disappearing’ (Smith,
2006). The No Sochi movement excavates the vanishing of the Circassian genocide
and makes visible the attempts to make Circassians vanish from the current realities
of dispossession and from the purview of the world.

In this paper, I also introduce and utilize the concept of colonial double backing,
both as an outcome of encounters between transnational forces of power and Indi-
genous people and an analytic tool. I define colonial double backing as practices of
abetting in time and space between global forces of empire, such as transnational
mega events and nation states, which produce recursive forms of exile and antagon-
ism for Indigenous peoples. Colonial double backing makes visible the way the
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Olympics and nation states, situated on host nations with their own colonial realities,
reproduce cyclical relations of violence, through which Circassians are constantly in
decolonial processes of ‘des-identification,’ to use Mignolo’s term. I therefore bring
into conversation decolonial practices as both an effect of and response to colonial
double backing. These relations contrast the symbolic and material significance of
life and living through global Olympic ideals with Russian nation building and the con-
stant work by the activists against the vanishing of Indigenous Circassians. In this
dynamic, Circassian activists are working against converging tri-imperial apparatus:
borders, laws, and colonial enactments of the Russian nation-state transplanted to
Olympics sites, supra-national laws and practices of the Olympicism through the
Olympics, and host nation securities and laws and national Olympic aspirations.

Methodological note

As we know now, the 2014 Sochi Olympics went ahead. However, I go back in time as a
way to bring forward this anti-colonial movement whose reverberations live on today.
This is a gesture of support and an act of ‘epistemic disobedience’ (Mignolo, 2011) to
what has come to be normalized through the violence of nation states like Russia and
global activities like the Olympics. The No Sochi movement called on the world to join
them in their struggle. Hearing this call, I see my work as a feminist researcher of color
in allyship with Circassians in informing global consciousness about Circassians who
continue to work through and against coloniality.

I conducted discourse and visual analysis of videos of No Sochi activism at Olympic
sites in London and Canada. Following Ahmed’s (2000) conception of encounter as
method, I looked at the videos of the No Sochi movement, seeing what bodily, discur-
sive and spacial relations and dynamics of power emerge as the Olympics, Russian
nationhood and Circassian struggles converge. In this way, I used the videos as a deco-
lonial archive and intervention animating prior histories of colonial relations, alongwith
new practices of power, visible in the specificity of the No Sochi movement at Olympic
sites. I then looked at how the outcomes of these convergences reflect and conceive
colonial double backing, along with producing decolonial practices.

These videos were made available through the No Sochi website (no longer acces-
sible) and the No Sochi YouTube channel. The videos were organized by days of acti-
vism at the 2012 London Olympics in the UK, and the 2010 Vancouver Winter
Olympics in Canada. I examined 11 videos in total documenting Circassian activist par-
ticipation in broad anti-Olympic activism, along with their specific interventions at
Russian and Sochi Olympic Pavilions.

There are of course ethical issues in looking at such spaces and events without any
direct contact with the activists. My own readings of their activism are therefore only
partial. The hope of this paper is not to reinscribe the notion of ‘damaged’ Circassians
but rather, as Eve Tuck (2009) has framed, to present such work as ‘desire-based
research.’ This is research that,

Defies the lure to serve as ‘advertisements of power’ by documenting not only the painful
elements of social realities but also the wisdom and hope. Such axiology is intent on depatho-
logizing the experiences of dispossession and disenfranchised communities so that people are
seen as more than broken and conquered, they are so much more then that . . . (p.416)
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No Sochi activists

Circassian activists in the No Sochi movement reside in various parts of the Arab
Region, Europe and North America. Their great grandparents would have been the
recipients of Russian state atrocities in 1864 and onwards. Through eviction, Circas-
sians ultimately found themselves in Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Israel, USA and
parts of Europe. Five million Circassians now live in host nations (Gorod, 2010). The
remaining, less than one million Circassians in the Northern Caucasus continue to
exist on difficult terrain as described here:

The majority of them live in three republics in the North Caucasus separated by artificial
boundaries and officially identified as Kabardins, Cherkess, Adygs, Shapsugs – that is, not
by their ethnic names but by their geographical locations. By cutting Circassia’s territory
into separate pieces and giving them different names, Russia effectively achieves the aim
of eradicating the national identity of Circassians, as well as visually erasing Circassia from
the geopolitical map of the region. (Fatima Tilsova, The Jamestown Foundation)

The identities of the diasporic Circassian activists in this moment and time is layered,
as many also identify, for instance, as Turkish-Circassian or American-Circassian.
Turkish Circassians in particular had a very strong presence in the No Sochi movement
in the Arab region, while other activists from North America and Europe also played
key roles at different sites of protest. Most of the activists in the movement had
never been to Sochi, given that they have no right to return. The Circassian activists
therefore speak from the space of exile that is ongoing, even as they have made
some kind of home in the host countries in which they live. Although the Russian gov-
ernment is legally obligated to accept their return under the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, article 12(4), repatriation has been denied (Wiley, 2015).
Such denial has direct implications for vulnerable diasporic Circassian populations.
In an interview with Zack Barsik (Zirin, 2014), founder of the Circassian Culture Institute
in New Jersey, he describes this challenge for Circassians in Syria:

We have 200,000 Circassians in Syria, the only European minority in Syria, and they want to
return. My relatives are getting killed there and Russia won’t let them in. The Russians in
Syria were invited back and offered asylum [as war in Syria continued], but they never took
back the Circassians.

From the videos and website it seems that young men and women, along with some
older Circassians, made up the No Sochi movement, with some prominent voices
taking the lead. Outside of the Olympic cities, protests on the ground were also held
in cities around the world such as New York, Munich, Istanbul, Ankara and Amman.

The work of the No Sochi movement began long before the 2014 winter Olympics.
No Sochi activists used the Olympics leading up to the Sochi 2014 games as a catalyst
to bring their history and lived experience to the global world alongside pointing out
the brutalities of creating the Olympics in Sochi (Sh’haltough, 2010). This included
deforestation, pollution of waterways and the displacement of local populations.
The movement even sent information packages to be shared with Olympians
through the IOC but these were not given out for fear of boycott (Zirin, 2014).

Not all Circassians were in support of the No Sochi campaign against the Olympics
in the same way. Some felt that the campaign did not necessarily speak to the range of
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Circassian voices in the diaspora and in the Northern Caucasus (Winter of Discontent).
The collective narrative of the movement, however, was to present a ‘Circassian
Nation’ and yet from their activism and the varied diasporic voices it is clear that
there is no consensus around what Circassia as a nationspace and identity means.
However, mounting a singular voice was necessary in getting the message to the
world that Circassians have long suffered at the hands of Russia and that Sochi is
the land of this suffering, the ‘land of genocide’, now built as the ‘blood Olympics’
(NoSochi2014.com). As the No Sochi activists often chanted in their protests at
Olympic sites, ‘All are standing united. Solidarity! One nation. One people!’ (No
Sochi, 2014b, Day 1).

Online spaces through the No Sochi website, videos, social forums such as Face-
book, all became fields and archives of resistance. The website was where diasporic
Circassians came together and spoke as a collective voice while representing their dis-
tinct articulations of opposition. Seteney Shami (1998) argues that diasporic Circas-
sians have emerged through distinctive politics and identifications within the
countries to which they were exiled. For instance in laying out some of the Turkish
context she says,

the large number of Circassians means that they are found in every walk of life, in urban as well
as rural areas, leading to complex permutations of identity. Turkey is a country which has wit-
nessed, and continues to develop, an extremely powerful nationalism. This nationalism is
based on a Turkish ethnicity, representing itself as secular but including a not-so-subtle imbri-
cation of Islam, and is reproduced forcefully through education and the media. For Circassians
and others who conceive of themselves as non-Turkish, assimilation into a Turkish identity is a
clear option and one which, over the generations, vast number of Circassians, especially in the
cities, have taken. Some simply retain a memory of a Circassian origin with a rather hazy con-
ception of what that ‘means’ or where Circassians are ‘from’ and whether they have a
‘language’ or a ‘culture’. (1998, p. 625)

What this suggests is that the ‘Circassian Nation’ as presented through the No Sochi
movement is imagined and foregrounded within a matrix of Circassianess.

Taking up such a campaign did not occur without personal risk for the activists. For
instance, the Russian secret service harassed and attempted the murder and intimida-
tion of activists in Turkey. Many activists within the Northern Caucasus were arrested
and detained, tortured and permanently silenced (NoSochi2014.com). The No Sochi
website itself became a clear target. Often the website was brought down, with
surfers having no access for days. So determined were the Russians to stop any Circas-
sian opposition to the Sochi Olympics that their security apparatus fabricated and
positioned the motives and identities of activists with ‘Chechen terrorists,’ taking
advantage of tribal relations established between Circassian and Chechen groups in
Jordan (Shami, 1998). By constructing the Circassian activists as ‘Muslim’ terrorists,
Russia was able to mobilize their Islamophobic politics and bring the world into their
fold of fighting global terrorism. These moves to discredit, eliminate and incarcerate
Sochi activists was very much within the reach of the Russian government, without
the concern of maintaining the sovereignty of Circassians who were also citizens of
countries like Turkey. In this way, many activists concluded that their home countries
had failed to protect their own citizenry (NoSochi2014.com). In fact, prior to the Sochi
Olympics, during a major protest in Turkey by 3000 activists in front of the Russian
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Embassy in Ankara on 21 May 2013, the anniversary of the Circassian genocide, the
embassy made the following statement:

This kind of hospitality toward those who openly support terrorist activities in Russian terri-
tories is casting a shadow on the positive climate of the Russian–Turkish relationship, and is
not befitting the level of partnership that our countries have reached. (NoSochi2014.com)

Olympic sites and the double backing of coloniality

As the 2010 Vancouver Olympic Games approaches and as preparations for the universal cel-
ebration of sport and the human spirit come to an end, there continues to grow a sense of
disappointment and anger due to blatant human rights violations and the lack of international
standards of decency by host nations towards indigenous communities and the sheer ignor-
ance of this by the IOC, its sponsors and supporters. The Russian Federation refuses to
acknowledge the Circassian Genocide in Sochi inflicted on our forefathers along with
current and unending crimes against humanity toward the Circassians of the North Caucasus.
This has ignited a global effort, direct opposition and has united the Circassian diaspora like
never before from the emotional, intellectual and sociopolitical perspectives. (Press release,
The Circassian Cultural Institute, NoSochi2014.com)

Every four years, the winter Olympics, as a transnational event, moves across the globe
in order to find a home in a particular nation. Once a space is designated, a scene
begins to emerge. The scene builds like a 3D print, programmed in narratives of
hope, aspiration, dreams and human possibility – graphed onto the nationscape –
landscaping a gathering of nations. In the ambition to be the chosen nation, there
is no room for voices or people that disrupt the highest ideals of the Olympics. This
is a necessary move in making global activity possible because a global consciousness
and enactment of the highest human activity cannot be sullied or limited by unplea-
sant realities. In this sense, the No Sochi activist movement against the Sochi Olympics
was both a challenge to both national and global imaginaries, and practices of ideal
human aspiration that roved through many nations even before 2014. Their efforts
brought forth how nations collude symbolically, directly and laterally against those
that fight to deconstruct the dream of the Olympics. It was therefore even more press-
ing that Olympic sites themselves were used as a trampoline to raise awareness and to
trouble the presence of Russia at these Olympics. This was a central strategy of the
protests against Sochi by the No Sochi activists.

The No Sochi movement also made many appeals to the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) to move the Olympics away from Sochi, raising the many moral,
ethical, and material incongruities:

While trying to understand the rationale behind the IOC’s decision to select Sochi, further-
more, we could not help asking what if one of the candidates to host the Olympic Games
had been Auschwitz. Would it be of conscience and acceptable to select Auschwitz, where
1.5 million people were systematically starved, tortured and murdered, as the Olympic
host? (NoSochi2014.com/declaration)

The No Sochi movement was illuminating the very contradictions of the Olympics and
its apparent charter claims that evoke the honoring of human life as the epitome of
such mega events. The charter states, ‘The goal of Olympicism is to place sport at
the service of the harmonious development of humankind, with a view to promoting
a peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human dignity’ (Olympic
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Charter, 2014, p. 11). Up against a major power that obscured their human dignity and
with the realization that the world and the IOC were not hearing their call, the activists
still persisted.

Olympic sites housing the pavilions of nations were integral in reflecting how colo-
nial states like Canada and London crafted colonial spaces for other colonial states, like
Russia. I refer to colonial spaces here as they reflect the disavowal of Indigenous
bodies, life, culture and histories of violence. In examining the YouTube videos of
the No Sochi activists in London and Canada, the pavilions were not simply cultural
productions but actually became nationscapes, ready with borders and national dis-
courses. Such spaces could not be crossed by just anyone, and were surely not to
be crossed by those who would threaten the constructed social scenes and narratives
of Russian life. Russia as a nationscape closed to Circassians was very much trans-
planted to London.

In the lead up to the 2014 Olympics, Russia was socializing the world into who
Russia is. This was very much in line with Olympic expectations of host nations to
invite the world into their values and culture. This show of bravado allowed for a
rebranding of Russia into the future. By going to the Olympics and the Olympic
sites one enters a Russia that is becoming – a Russia that is modern, cosmopolitan,
and culturally rich. Suppression of Circassians and Circassian history through the Olym-
pics was therefore part of the Russian project of the future. The special presidential
commission was set up for this very task. In the efforts to erase Circassians, the official
2014 Sochi video, entitled ‘Gateway into the Future,’ gave way to the vision of Russian
futurity with statements such as:

the Olympic games will brand Russia behind one idea and will become a symbol of new Russia
around the world. The Olympic games will inspire all Russians and change the way they choose
to live. The Games will be a turning point for New Russia – (Sochi, 2014, Gateway to the future).

Such a future was then built through conditioning statements for all viewers of the
video:

‘where world leading innovation merges with rich cultural heritage’ ‘where intellect blends
with raw pure emotion’,

and of Sochi,

‘where snow meets the black sea’ ‘symbolizing the diversity of all of Russia and its people’

Sochimust be the bearer of everything that Russia naturalizes as its identity. In this sense,
the tensions of temporality coming through the No Sochi movement spoke to a larger
issue of where Circassians are trying ‘to be’ in the space of history and everyday life in
the narrative of Sochi but they are up against a nation state that continually diverts life
from another spectrum of reality, where Circassians are perpetually vanishing, while
Russia emerges in a futurity. Russia, in the throes of coloniality, was in the project of ‘dis-
avowal and erasure’, as Mignolo (2011) would argue, for the purpose of constructing a
cleansed, restored nation. For instance, prior to the Olympics, Putin in a dramatic
media interview sat with a Persian snow leopard draped over his lap (BBC, 2014). The
Persian leopard became extinct in the 1970s. In this interview, Putin heroically
commits to bringing back the Persian leopard population as a project of restoring
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native inhabitants to Sochi. Ironically, unlike Circassians, the snow leopard was given the
right to return – an act of compassionate diplomacy, no doubt.

2012 London: Sochi Park and Russia Park

The No Sochi protests in London appeared to have at least four major interventions and
strategies. A vocal, directed presence in front of ‘Sochi Park’ and ‘Russia Park.’ Thesewere
the pavilions set up by the Russians. Another strategy was to use embodied cultural
symbols and activities to dismantle the Russian version of cultural Sochi. Navigating
and becoming known in the larger space of protest at the London Olympics was also
a significant move in attempts to raise awareness, find allyship and create links
between their own struggle and other activism. Finally, using these spaces to bring
their story and movement to the worldwide media was significant. The activists were
finding spaces where they enacted discursive, embodied and cultural resistance,
rooted in a politics of unsettling and deconstructing Russia and the Olympics, while
also reinscribing and reclaiming their very selves.

Sochi Park

The YouTube videos posted by the No Sochi movement provide a critical view into
what it is that the No Sochi activists were trying to accomplish through their
protest but also what they were working against. From the videos in London, it
becomes clear that Circassian women activists were often in the foreground.

Their protest outside of Sochi Park begins with a woman on a loudspeaker,
directing her words to Sochi Park, but also to the visitors and the security apparatus,
which included the Russian secret service, London police and other Olympic security
(No Sochi, day 1, 2014a, Sochi Park). They began their embodied resistance with the
following:

150 commemorative year of the Circassian genocide. Choosing Sochi as the cite of the winter
Olympics in such an auspicious year for the Russians, represents perpetual celebration of
imperial Russia’s oppression and systematic murder of Circassian people. Building the
Olympic village over mass graves of the victims symbolizes the virtual erasing of this atrocity.
The Circassian genocide, still unrecognized by Russia and hidden from the civilized world was
the intentional attempt to erase the indigenous Circassian people. We are the indigenous Cir-
cassian people living in diaspora today. (No Sochi, day 1, 2014a, Sochi Park)

Drawing people to them, each activist spoke and handed out information to visitors.
Very aware that they were being watched through the gaze of Russian surveillance,
their efforts intensified. Another key woman activist spoke on loudspeaker, ‘You
shouldn’t even go into Sochi park. Everything in there is lies, lies, lies.’ While
another said, ‘The world needs to start listening to us. They need to protect us.’ It
becomes clear that ‘Sochi Park’ and its visitors need to be moved away from the acti-
vists who are gaining attention. The entry into Sochi Park is diverted so that its visitors
don’t encounter the activists, or see or hear them. The ‘diversion’ becomes even more
salient, as No Sochi activists point out the historical erasures and fabrications at a cul-
tural panel exhibit displaying the history and people of Sochi outside the park. One of
the activists speaking at the exhibit says, ‘Do you see these pretty costumes on those
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people? Lies,’ referencing the fact that the ethnic groups presented were in fact not
indigenous to the land and that cultural falsification is integral to the Russian presen-
tation of Sochi (No Sochi, day 1, 2014a, Sochi Park).

In response to the panel exhibit, one of the activists explains to a media reporter
that, adding to the already lost Circassians and their lost land, they now also face
the loss of their culture and language as key aspects of their identity. Assimilating
into their host countries is a concern for these activists. With no right to return they
feel farther and farther from their origins. She continues, ‘we are building our identity
on our tragedy, our history’ (No Sochi, day 1, 2014a, Sochi Park)

Russia Park

Based on the video footage, the activists’ efforts in front of ‘Russia Park’ brought about
even more intense forms of ‘protecting’ Russian Olympic nationscapes. As part of their
cultural revival, reclamation and interruption to Russian fabrications of ‘Sochi’ culture,
the activists came to the protests dressed in traditional garb, as well as holding pla-
cards and flags of the Circassian nation. Making themselves physically distinct while
embodying their Circassian heritage, the activists engaged in cultural unsettling.

As one of the activists tried to enter Russia Park with a purchased ticket, she was
told by security that she could not. Soon London police arrived and surrounded the
lone female activist. She asked, ‘Why won’t security let us go inside?’ London police
responded, ‘That’s their decision not ours.’ They speak to a ‘Legal Observer’ for the
Olympics who in an unsympathetic and mocking voice says, ‘It’s up to the discretion
of the owner about entry and they’ll probably say no to be honest’ (No Sochi, 2014a,
day 2, Russia Park).

As the scene progressed, the London police continued to gather and tell the two
women activists that they can’t go in because they are not dressed ‘normally.’ The
two of them ask why other activists dressed ‘normally’ can’t go in, pointing them
out to the police. Another female protestor in the background yelled out, ‘this is dis-
crimination.’ A new police officer comes over and tells them they will not be entering
‘Russia Park’ today and to take it up with the ‘owner’ if they’ve got issues with that.
Finally activists are moved farther back from the entrance of Russia Park. One of the
activists responds to being denied entry:

Typical Russian policy towards Circassian people. We actually have tickets and they won’t let us
inside. If we can’t go in to see their culture, lets show our culture out here. People are leaving
Russia Park to come out here and watch us dance. (No Sochi, 2014a, day 2, Russia Park)

It is clear that the sovereignty of Russian state borders is given full protection under
London’s law enforcement and the Olympic law and surveillance system. In this
sense, the ‘owners’ of the pavilion – the Russian State – reinscribe the politics of
entry into national spaces, in what are suppose to be public spheres of the Olympics.

Two of the activists began to do a Circassian folk dance. Now the legal observer and
police stand between the dancers and Russia House. They are then warned by security
to stop dancing and leave. They chant, ‘We are Circassians, Where is our nation?’ Secur-
ity intensifies as they continue to dance. Using loudspeaker, one of the activists asks the
dancers,
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You look a lot like the Cossacks. Did you copy this from Cossacks?
No they copied us.
Was that after they killed you?
Yeah.’
That’s a part of history people don’t really talk about. We are the Circassian nation. We just
want people to know what happened to our people. We’re peaceful. We’re non-violent. We
believe in co-existence. We want to live with you. Just like you have a nation. We want a
nation. All we want to do is return. Return back to Circassia. Return back to the Caucasus.
We just want to go home. This is a non-violent demonstration. There are lots of human
rights abuses in the Caucasus. People are disappearing. Murders are happening. Ethnic ten-
sions that were never there have been created. We don’t know where they come from . . .
Sochi Olympics, blood Olympics. (No Sochi, 2014a, day 2, Russia Park)

This exchange is significant as ethnic Cossacks were deployed to kill Circassians in the
genocide of 1864 and are now presented as one of the authentic ethnic groups of
Sochi (NoSochi2014.com). The Circassian dance produces anxiety in the security
apparatus of Russia Park. The necessity to curtail all forms of Circassian movement
is reinforced by the attempt to contain the activists’ voice and bodies. The same acti-
vist continued to speak as the dancers move and flow on the London Olympic ground
in front of the pseudo Russian state, while the media from Russia Park come and inter-
view them. As one of the activist stated, ‘Russians are not the enemy. They have to
apologize for the genocide. It’s been 150 years and we’re still around and we will
be around. The nation is born from the ashes.’ Trying to explain to the media and
others the way Russia has positioned Circassians and their eviction from the Northern
Caucuses she recalls,

They call us ‘mujahedeen’ – leaving for religion. Which is ridiculous. Who would leave their
homeland, 90% (of Circassians) you know? If we keep this up the world is going to know
and it will be an embarrassment for Russia.

The activists name the Islamophobia of the Russian claims in order to show their
absurdity (No Sochi, 2014a, Day 2, Russia Park).

During the Olympic pre-parade and actual parade, the activists introduced them-
selves to other counter-Olympic protestors and worldwide media in order to gain ally-
ship and raise awareness that Sochi is not ‘native’ Russian land. As the organizers of
the counter-Olympics introduced the Sochi activists to other protest movements,
they stood with their flags while the counter-Olympic torch was passed on to them.
They urgently called to the crowd:

Join us. Join us tomorrow. Protest in front of Sochi Park. Your support is what we need. We
need you there. Free Circassia now! Recognize the genocide. Take your games and go
away. Genocide is not ok. (No Sochi, 2014a, Day 2, Russia Park)

Cameras clicked and recorded the No Sochi activists, even though ultimately little of
their struggle would reach the global world and despite their invitation to other acti-
vists to join them, it is clear, at least from the videos that the No Sochi movement in
London was a lone affair, with few by their side.

The nationspace of London allowed the reproduction of the sovereign Russian state
through the London Olympics in housing, participating and reproducing the Russian
nation’s exclusionary and violent boundaries and borders – physical, discursive and
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symbolic. Dispossession for the Circassian activists was transplanted to London. The
Olympics also became a space of irony. On the one hand it provided a platform to
raise the Circassian cause into global consciousness whilst being embedded and
invested in colonial relations. Cultural revival was a central strategy for the activists
to mourn and surface the eradication of Circassian culture from official Russian con-
structions of Sochi. Their dances, traditional garb, language, songs all become
counter-culture. Their counter-movements created anxieties for the London police
and Russian security. To dance in front of Russia Park was a movement of resistance
and disruption. Their bodies, music and song recreated Sochi, as Sochi was created
through Russia. What then does this say about how the Olympics and its sites are pol-
itical entities that perpetually invest in the vanishing of Indigenous people? Through
the Olympics, coloniality is able to double back through the Russian nation state and
the United Kingdom because relations of dispossession are normalized. Dispossession
is reinscribed through positioning Circassians in criminality and an otherness of non-
belonging – as those that disturb the peace of mega events. Contrary to the Olympic
vision, the event becomes more significant then human life. Here, colonial double
backing illuminates the chords and enactments of dehumanization that host
Olympic nations and future host nations are embedded in. No Sochi activists were
therefore in decolonial practices that penetrated and encountered layered forces of
global and national power.

Winter Olympics, Vancouver Canada 2010

The Winter Olympics held in Vancouver Canada a few years earlier seems to have had
quite a different energy. The No Sochi protest had other interventions and challenges.
Making linkages with and building allyship between the No Sochi movement and
other activist movements also seemed more pronounced. Their fight also took
them to key sites and moments in Vancouver highlighting their struggle not only
against the constructed Russian Sochi in Vancouver, but also against anti-Circassian
sentiment present at the Olympics.

The videos begin with No Sochi protestors holding up flags, signs and placards
amongst hundreds of other protestors and demonstrations. The feeling is alive and
they appear to be part of something larger, strikingly different from what they end
up experiencing in London. Responding to the media, one activist, holding up a Circas-
sian flag explains that he is enacting solidarity with a 72-year-old Circassian man
arrested in Sochi by Russian authorities for protesting against the Olympics. ‘They
have no freedom to speak there. So we are holding this sign in a free country . . . we
don’t want the world to forget. They want us to forget. There are mass graves in
Sochi’ (No Sochi 2014b, Day 1).

With clear, decisive force, a woman No Sochi activist speaks to crowds of hundreds
of other protestors:

We are going through the same thing that Indigenous people here are going through. We are
the indigenous people of Sochi, the Circassians. And on that land 1.5 million of us were mur-
dered. 90% of our people were then exiled out of there. 90% of people live out side of Sochi
and the Caucasus and they are not giving us the respect and honor that we deserve. (No Sochi
2014b, Day 1)
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All the protestors call out, ‘Take your games and go away, genocide is not ok.’ ‘No
Olympic genocide.’ ‘No Olympics on stolen native land.’ Speaking with another acti-
vist, the videographer of the No Sochi movement asks, ‘What are you feeling?’ He
replies, ‘Keep on marching and keep on yelling and hopefully somebody will listen’
(No Sochi 2014b, Day 1)

Other No Sochi activists chant and profess to the larger crowd:

We’re here in Vancouver to let the world know that genocide happened on the land of Sochi.
We’re here to spread awareness on the genocide. We’d like all your support in trying to spread
this awareness . . . We’re sick of not having our indigenous rights. We’re sick of not being able
to repatriate. We’re sick of not being able to say this is our land. And now they want to hold
Olympics on this land. They want to ski on mass graves. And they want to keep it hidden from
all of you. You see the Russian government has done everything for the last 150 years to keep
this hidden. Well guess what, it’s not going to stay hidden if people like us start talking, if
people like us start spreading the message of solidarity. We have four years to stop these
Olympics and believe me people we can stop it if we do it together. (No Sochi 2014b, Day 1)

During the Vancouver Olympics, the activists actually entered Sochi House without
notice and documented the fabricated Russian narrative of Sochi. Life size cut-outs
of Cossacks welcomed the activists as they entered ‘Sochi House.’ As ‘tourists’ intro-
duced to a model of Sochi, they ask questions of a Russian Olympic guide about
the region’s history and people, who state that Sochi is very ‘multicultural,’ with no
mention of Circassians. The activists gaze at the model responding with ‘how beautiful’
knowing that their only access to their homeland is through such contrived moments
(No Sochi, 2014b, Day 2). At Sochi House, erasure and concealment are pedagogies
for Russian life and the continued death of Circassians. Sochi is presented as a space
of human pleasure and potentiality through the Olympics, while it represents the
death of Circassian loss. In order, then, for Russia to enact the epitome of living
through the Olympics, death in Sochi and the continued cultural death of Circassians
must not only be silenced and erased but also reenacted in that very silencing and
erasure. Mbembe argues that ‘death worlds’ are, ‘new and unique forms of social exist-
ence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them
the status of living dead’ (2003, p. 40). We might argue here that the Russians construc-
tion of Sochi is the living death of Circassians and in this case a death they are witness to.

Outside Sochi House

The activists were asked by security to move back from Sochi House, keeping the
pathway to it clear. Women protestors are defiant and say no. Their whole point is
to be located in front of Sochi House and to inform visitors about their cause. One acti-
vist tries to give security information about Sochi but he refuses it. Security becomes
increasingly concerned as the protestors chant, ‘Sochi land of genocide’ ‘Shame on
Russia’ ‘Shame on the IOC.’ (No Sochi, 2014b, Day 3)

Unlike the protests in London, the No Sochi movement in Vancouver receives
support from other anti-Olympic movements. First Nations activists stand with
them, as do environmentalist, anti-poverty and women’s rights groups. They continue
to point out the irony of the Olympics, ‘Everyone is invited to the Olympics except the
Indigenous people. It is immoral to hold an Olympics that promotes peace and
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international cooperation through sports in a hypocritical country like Russia’ (No
Sochi, 2014b, Day 3).

As they continue to remonstrate, a huge line of people wait to enter Sochi House.
The scene builds with a feeling of tension and angst. Again, like London, legal obser-
vers huddle around the No Sochi demonstrators. A male activist calls out:

Everyone in line, if you are even thinking about going to the Sochi Olympics ask yourself if
you’d feel comfortable going to an Olympics held in Srebrenica, Darfur or Auschwitz? There
is no difference. This is the land of genocide. This is a disgrace, a shame for any decent
human being to celebrate sport at such a site. It’s a disgrace . . . read your archives. These
are not lies. Read your archives. These are not lies. (No Sochi, 2014b, Day 3)

As the videographer for the demonstration scans the crowds, many of the visitors
express dismay, some even disgust at the protestors. One man points his middle
finger at the camera. Others shake their heads. It is clear that the crowd does not
warm to their presence. There is heckling and a pushing back from some of those
in the queue. A female activist continues to speak despite this:

Circassian cause has awakened and we will not be shut down. Because we have proof in our
archives, proof in our memories. Six million people still remember what happened. We are not
going to be told to stop . . . To this day we live in assimilation. We are losing our language,
we’re losing our culture, we are losing everything, so that these people can ski in our land.
Shame on the IOC for not doing due diligence in research . . . shame on all of us for accepting
this. For those still standing in this line, not one exhibit talks about the Circassians, not one
exhibit talks about the genocide . . . We must stand in solidarity. (No Sochi, 2014b, Day 3)

A Russian supporter, holding a Russian Olympic flag, says, ‘Don’t mix Olympics and
politics.’ A woman in the line responds, ‘The Olympics are always political buddy.’
The same No Sochi woman activist speaks back to the unruly visitors in the line:

There has been a lot of comment our there, especially by anti-Circassians, saying that this is a
very harsh political movement, maybe radical at times. I don’t think it’s radical for wanting
people to recognize what happened to you and recognize your history. We’re very peaceful
people and we’ve been this way for 150 years. We do come from warrior blood, so I do
have some passionate spirit in me but this is a very peaceful protest. (No Sochi, 2014b, Day 3)

Asking an Olympic legal observer what he thinks, he says, ‘I can’t really comment,
while wearing this T-Shirt. But I will say this is the first time I have heard of it and
that says a lot’ (No Sochi, 2014b, Day 3).

The Vancouver Olympics became the site for discursive and representational con-
frontation. It is clear that the push back from visitors waiting to enter Sochi House,
speaks to the way the No Sochi movement disturbs the position of these visitors
from tourists to political bodies, complicit in Russian and Olympic power. Their
bodies, signs, and words discomfort what seems like a mundane act of visiting an
Olympic pavilion. The push back also brings to the surface protectors of Russian
nationalism and Olympic purity. These encounters in ‘multicultural,’ nation spaces
are precisely antagonistic because they are built through an asymmetry of power
(Ahmed, 2000). In this way, the Canadian multicultural nationscape validates the
Russian imaginary of Sochi by inviting their national symbols on to its land and on
its waters. If we go back to the scene in front of the Krusenstern that began this
essay, we know that the Canadian state also reinscribes Russian imperialist fantasy
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by allowing the vessel of violence to be another ‘gateway’ into Russia for public con-
sumption. This is made possible as Canada attempts to hide its own colonial violence
against the Indigenous peoples of Canada at the Olympics (Sykes, 2016). In this way
colonial double backing between the Canadian state and the Russian state marks
the intersection of Indigenous disavowal. The Circassian movement at the Vancouver
Olympics highlights the difficult work of being heard and seen as the ideals of nation
and Olympics converge and build in conjunction with each other. The enactment of
decolonial practices in Vancouver illuminates the recursive affective and bodily sup-
pression the No Sochi activists must struggle against in order animate their ‘des-identi-
fication.’ Their decolonizing efforts struggle through scaffolds of discursive and spatial
renunciation, through which the activists speak back to their material and cultural
exile and erasure as the Indigenous people of Sochi.

Conclusion

The Olympics, Russia, along with Canada and the United Kingdom abetted in re-pro-
ducing the exile of and antagonism towards Circassian peoples already in the throes of
dispossession – geographic and cultural. In this way, Circassian struggle was mapped
in colonial relations roving through the Olympics, city to city, nation to nation, people
to people. Olympic sites as nationscapes became literal borders and national scripts
holding up the objective ideals and the sport rights of human beings against the
real denial of Indigenous Circassian life, history and land. Russian nation building
through the Olympics disciplined and disavowed their very movement, bodies and
culture through Olympic pavilions, the Olympic and national security apparatus and
the public as benefactors and protectors of nationscapes. In this vein, colonial
double backing guarded the violent global humanism in which Russian nation build-
ing was so invested.

It is within these dynamics that the No Sochi movement engaged in decolonial
practices. Such efforts re-identified Indigenous Circassians to the world and de-
linked Sochi as Russia’s native land, through reclaiming their bodies, culture, histories,
Sochi itself and their affective voice. The No Sochi movement scripted the genocide of
Circassians, their loss of culture and language, along with their denied right to return
to Circassia, into global consciousness, bringing to life Circassians’ political and per-
sonal work against their continued vanishing and exile, marking their ongoing
struggle. Whether or not they intended it, No Sochi activists shifted the optics of
the Olympics as a project of violent re-inscriptions in concert with nation building
as a scape of abjection. Their decolonial movement illuminates the courage of Indi-
genous peoples to encounter and step into the pain of old and new forms of dispos-
session and erasure in order to tenaciously struggle against continued coloniality.
Unfortunately, this is a struggle they continue to live, but hope that the world will
join them as allies. (KnowSochi; Sykes, 2016; Wiley, 2015)
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