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Introduction: Svan 
dialects

• Traditionally, four Svan dialects are distinguished: 
Upper Bal, Lower Bal, Lent'exi, and Lashx. 

• Ak'ak'i Shanidze (1925) proposed three 
morphophonological parameters for classifying Svan 
dialects:

Dialect Vowel length Umlaut Reduction

Upper Bal + + +

Lower Bal - + +

Lent’ex - + -

Lashx + - +

Source: Shanidze (1925/1981, as cited in Tuite 2023, modified)



Introduction: Svan 
dialects

• Some specialists suggest the existence of 
a fifth Svan dialect, Cholur, spoken in 
the villages of Choluri in Lower Svaneti 
(see Lip’art’eliani 1994; also refer to 
Chant’ladze 2018). 

• However, Varlam T’op’uria (2008: 14) 
views the dialectal varieties of Choluri as 
a sub-dialect of Lashx.



Fieldwork and Micro-
database 

• 20 April – 21 June 2022: 
dialectometric surveys in Mest’ia
and Ushguli, Upper Svaneti

• 21 November 2022 – 27 January
2023: dialectometric surveys in 
29 villages in Upper and Lower
Svaneti

Upper Svaneti

Lower Svaneti



Fieldwork and Micro-
database 

• We collected dialectometric 
data from 15 localities in 
Upper Svaneti and 20 localities 
in Lower Svaneti.

Regions Villages and settlements

Upper Svaneti: 15 

localities

უშგული [USHG], კალა [KALA], იფარი
[IPAR], წვირმი [CVRM], მესტია
[MESTIA], ლატალი [LATAL];

უშხვანარი [BECHO.U], ცხეკვანი
[BECHO.C], ცხუმარი [CXMR], ეცერი
[ECER], ფარი [PARI], ნოდაში [NDSH], 

ნაკრა [NAKR], ჭუბერი [CHBR], ხაიში
[XAISH];

Lower Svaneti: 20 

localities

ღობი [GHOB], მელე [MELE], ჩიხარეში
[CHXRSH], ლემზაგორი [LMZGR], 

ჟახუნდერი [ZHXDR], სასაში [SASA];

ჭველფი [CHVLP], ფანაგა [PANAG], 

ლეუშერი [LSHR], თეკალი [TEKL], 

ჭველიერი [CHLR], საყდარი [SAQDR];

ბაბილი [BABIL], ყარიში [QARSH], 

წანაში [CANASH], ხელედი [XELED], 

გვიმბრალა [GVIMB], ყვედრეში
[QVEDR], რცხმელური [RCXML]



Fieldwork and 
Micro-database

• The dialectometric data collected can be divided 
into two groups:

• Phonological Database:

Total items: 57

Localities covered: 35

Total instances: 1840

• Morphological Database:

Inflected forms/paradigms: 30

Verbs studied, among which:

• ახტა ̈უ̂ი (paints)

• ხა ̈ირა (is written)

• ხალა ̈ტ (loves)
Localities covered: 19

Total instances: 549



A sample of the (phonological) database
(further converted into Unicode Text File, for data processing)



A glimpse at a distance matrix: phonology



Levenshtein 
Distance and 
Gabmap

• Levenshtein's algorithm computes linguistic 
distance between two strings on the basis of 
three operations: addition, deletion, and 
substitution (Brun-Trigaud et Le Dû, 2016: 
135) 

• Here, item ‘herd’



Levenshtein Distance 
and Gabmap

• Gabmap
(https://gabmap.let.rug.nl/) is 
an online application that 
offers multiple functions for 
processing and visualizing 
dialectometric data.

John Nerbonne, Rinke Colen, Charlotte Gooskens, Peter 
Kleiweg, and Therese Leinonen (2011)



Phonological results

• Despite some asymmetry, the data 
distribution is close to a Gaussian curve. 
Cronbach's alpha index is also 
encouraging (> 0.7).

Method: String Edit Distance — Tokenized
Local incoherence: 0.47
Cronbach's alpha: 0.91

Linked/associated networks Kernel networks



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 2 clusters

• Let's begin by examining the Ward’s Method 
algorithm, which frequently yields results that align 
with the isoglottic approach.

• Instead of a simple dichotomy Upper 
Svaneti/Lower Svaneti when looking at the 2-
cluster configuration, we observe an asymmetrical 
bipartition of the Svan dialect network. A minor 
southeastern area (comprising the Lashx and 
Cholur varieties) stands in contrast to the 
remainder of Svan dialect network. 



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 3 clusters

• In a 3-cluster configuration, the 
Lent’exi varieties in the SW 
differentiate themselves from the 
major area in the North. 

Meanwhile, the network of Upper 
Svaneti varieties stands as a cohesive 
group.



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 4 clusters

• At four-cluster level, we observe the well-
known fourfold dialect pattern, consistent 
with the traditional taxonomy of Svan 
dialects.

• Upper Svaneti is divided into two areas and a 
four-modality model emerges:
• NW - Lower Bal

• NE - Upper Bal

• SW - Lent’exi

• SE - Lashxeti + Choluri

(modalities, or modalidades, according to Don 
Ricardo’s model, cf. Carballo Calero 1976, 
Dubert-García 2021)



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 5 clusters

• At five-cluster level, the area corresponding 
to the Cholur varieties splits from the SE.

• The clustering results suggest that the 
Choluri and Lashx varieties form two sub-
dialects within the SE. This observation 
aligns, to some extent, with the views of 
Varlam T’op’uria (2008), who doesn’t 
consider Choluri as a main dialect but 
associates it with Lashx as a sub-dialect.



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 10 clusters

• The 10-cluster configuration further reveals 
intricate sets of sub-dialects within each 
modality. 

• In the NE, Mest’ia looks like a feature pool 
in the central zone of the Upper Bal. This 
central zone stands in contrast as compared 
to two peripheral sub-dialects: Lat’al and 
Ushgul.



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 10 clusters

• The NW dialect network is more complex. Three 
sub-dialects can be distinguished:

• 1) The varieties spoken in central villages, 
such as Eceri and Pari, and the varieties 
spoken in Ch'uberi and Xaishi in the west, 
villages established in the 19th century, 
constitute the central sub-dialect of Lower 
Bal.

• 2) The varieties spoken in the former 
peripheral areas around the center of Lower 
Bal, such as Laxamula, Nak'ra and Cxumari, 
constitute a distinct sub-dialect.

• 3) The varieties spoken in Becho, in the 
buffer zone between NE and NW, also 
constitute an independent sub-dialect, as a 
singleton/outlier.



Phonological results
Ward’s Method, 10 clusters

• In SE, the Cholur varieties are subdivided 
into two groups: Upper Cholur and Lower 
Cholur, in line with Ak'ak'i Shanidze's
findings (Shanidze 1925/1981: 321, as cited 
in Tuite 2023).

• SW presents as a relatively homogeneous 
network, with no discernible sub-dialects at 
the 10-cluster level.



Phonological results
Complete Link, 2 clusters

• Complete Link, which is a more reductionist 
(‘lumping’) algorithm compared to Ward’s 
Method (more ‘splitting’), offers heuristic 
insights into the depth structures of the dialect 
network. 

• When applied to the Svan dialect network, the 
results from Complete Link diverge notably 
from those yielded by Ward's Method, especially 
concerning major divisions.



Phonological results
Complete Link, 2 clusters

• In a two-cluster configuration, a clear west/east 
dichotomy emerges. This major level of division 
involves vowel quantity. All western varieties 
have lost their long vowels, while eastern 
varieties have  retained the long vowels 
originating from Proto-Svan.

• *Based on our ethnographic survey conducted in 
2023, the affinity between Lower Bal and Lent'exi
might have been strengthened due to migratory 
movements during Svaneti’s feudal era. For instance, 
Svans from Lower Bal settled in the Xeledi valley, 
which is located in the western part of Lent'exi. 
Additionally, patrilineal connections between Upper 
Bal and Lashxeti have been identified through an 
analysis of the distribution of Svan surnames. These 
extralinguistic factors have probably had an impact 
on the Svan dialect network.



Phonological results
Complete Link, Group Average, 4 clusters

• In the four-cluster configuration, the 
two reductionist algorithms, 
Complete Link and Group Average, 
produce similar divisions to Ward's 
Method. The fourfold division of the 
Svan dialect network turns out to be 
robust.

Complete Link 

Group Average



Morphological results

• The distribution of the data is less close to a Gaussian curve 
than that of the phonological data, mainly because of the 
verbal stems. However, Cronbach's alpha index remains 
reassuring (> 0.7).

Method: String Edit Distance —
Tokenized
Local incoherence: 0.46
Cronbach's alpha: 0.94

Linked/associated networks Kernel networks



Morphological results
Ward’s Method, 2 clusters
• Interestingly, the morphological results also distinguish two 

asymmetrical areas, but this time it's the NW (Lent'ex) that 
is opposed to the rest of the Svan dialect network.

• The process of atonic syncope undoubtedly plays an 
important role at this major level of division. Verbal forms 
of varieties of Lent'exi are much less affected by atonic 
syncope than those of other varieties.

• For example,

PS *xw-a-xaṭáw-i > NE/NW xw-a-xṭäw-i ; SE xw-a-xṭaw-i ; SW xw-a-xatäw-i ‘I paint’ 
PS *m-e-laṭ-í > NE.NW m-e-lṭ-I ; SE m-e-lṭ-ī ; SW m-e-laṭ-i ‘I will love’ 
PS *ad=a-xáṭaw-e > NE/NW/SE ad=xaṭwe ; SW ad=a-xaṭwe ‘he painted’ 
PS *ád=x-a-xaṭaw-e > NE/NW at=xaṭäw ; SE at=xaṭaw ; SW at=a-xaṭaw(=xes) ‘you painted’

In this case, morphophonological phenomena are (again) the determining factor in the clustering 
process.



Morphological results
Ward’s Method, 4 clusters

• In a 4-cluster configuration, the divisions 
among the main dialects once again align with 
our four-modality model. 

• However, a noteworthy distinction this time is 
the positioning of the Becho variety. Instead of 
being closer to the NW (Lower Bal) as before, it 
now aligns more closely with the NE (Upper 
Bal), standing as a singleton within the NE. This 
confirms Becho as a buffer zone.



Morphological results
Complete Link, 2 clusters

• In terms of major divisions, the Complete Link 
algorithm distinctly contrasts the NW from the 
remainder of the Svan dialect network. With this 
reductionist algorithm, morpho-lexical factors were 
finally brought to the fore. 

• The verbal paradigms of the NW varieties set 
themselves apart from other Svan dialects, 
specifically in the usage of conditional and imperfect 
markers, 

• E.g., NW -iw vs NE/SE -ōl and SW -ol

• Tuite (2023) notes that the western varieties of Lower Bal 
are distinguished by conservative lexical or morphological 
features. Consequently, he posits that a northwestern Svan 
group separated from the remaining Svan communities at 
an early period. Thus, the major divisions, as suggested by 
Complete Link which underscores depth structures, aligns 
well with Tuite’s (2023) hypothesis.



Morphological results
Complete Link, 3 et 4 clusters

• Let's consider three- and four-cluster 
configurations. According to verb 
inflectional morphology data, NW and 
NE  are grouped into a singular eastern 
block, with the variety of Becho as the 
singleton of this block. 

• This reflects that, historically, 
innovations originating from the 
center of NW, i.e., Mest'ia-Lenjeri-
Mulaxi, affected not just the buffer 
zone of Lower Bal, which includes 
Becho, but also extended their 
influence on the adjacent lowland 
areas of Lashxeti and Choluri.

Complete Link, 3 clusters

Complete Link, 4 clusters



Multidimensional Scaling (MDS)

• MDS is a statistical technique that unfolds the 
dialectal granting us a holistic perspective of the 
dialectal network. 

• In the two MDS maps displayed on the right, we 
have marked 

• modalities (M), 

• transition zones (T) and 

• singletons/outliers (S).

(cf. Don Ricardo's model, Carballo Calero 1976, Dubert-García 
2021)

Phonology

Inflectional morphology

M ቐ
+ℎ𝑜𝑚𝑜𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑜𝑢𝑠

+𝑟𝑜𝑏𝑢𝑠𝑡
+𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑣𝑒

T ቐ
−ℎ𝑜𝑚𝑜𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑜𝑢𝑠

−𝑟𝑜𝑏𝑢𝑠𝑡
−𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑣𝑒

S ቐ
+ℎ𝑜𝑚𝑜𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑜𝑢𝑠

+𝑟𝑜𝑏𝑢𝑠𝑡
−𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑣𝑒



Multidimensional Scaling (MDS)

• Four modalities with clear-cut boundaries 
(geographical factors; historical socio-political 
divisions; depopulation in former buffer zones)

• *In the SE, the Lower Cholur varieties have notably integrated specific 
morphophonological features from the SW, yet they maintain a 
significant linguistic distance from SW varieties. Consequently, Lower 
Cholur stands as a singleton within the SE, while Upper Cholur acts as a 
transition zone bridging Lower Cholur and Lashx.

Phonology*

Inflectional morphology

NW → M ቊ
+𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒𝑥

+𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑓𝑢𝑔𝑎𝑙 NE → M ቐ

+𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒𝑥
−𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑓𝑢𝑔𝑎𝑙
−𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑝ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙

SE → M/S ቐ

−𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒𝑥
−𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑓𝑢𝑔𝑎𝑙
+𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑝ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙

SW → M ቐ

−𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒𝑥
−𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑓𝑢𝑔𝑎𝑙
−𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑝ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙



Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 77 localities 

Local incoherence: 3.29
Linked/associated networks Kernel networks

Database: A list of Svan surnames 
extracted from the archives of the 
Georgian Electoral Commission (2002) 
and digitized by Georgian historian 
Rezo Xucišvili. 
(http://www.geogen.ge/ge/surnames_
families/surnames_svaneti/)

http://www.geogen.ge/ge/surnames_families/surnames_svaneti/


Ward’s Method, 2 clusters

Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 77 localities 



Ward’s Method, 4 clusters
Interference from small settlements
→pseudo-endemism

Except for Ušxvanari (a village linked to Bečo), which has nine 
separate clans, and Dizi (near Laxamula) with three clans, all 
other localities of this cluster are home to just one or two clans.

Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 77 localities 



MDS maps
Interference from small settlements
→kaleidoscopic endemism

Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 77 localities 

r = 0.75
2nd dimension: r = 0.29
2 dimensions: r = 0.71

2 dimensions: stress = 0.76



36 localities – Local incoherence: 1.10
(vs 77 localities – Local incoherence: 3.29)

Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 36 localities 



Ward’s Method, 2 clusters

Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 36 localities 



MDS maps

Excursus: Svan surname distribution – 36 localities 

r = 0.78



Multidimensional Scaling (MDS): 
Dialect networks vs clan distribution

• The maps presented in the previous slides are classic 
three-dimensional MDS maps. Let's also consider 
phonological MDS maps that represent a single 
dimension at a time.

1st dimension: r = 0.83
1 dimension: stress = 0.58

2nd dimension: r = 0.44
2 dimensions: r = 0.93
2 dimensions: stress = 0.37

3rd dimension: r = 0.22
3 dimensions: r = 0.98
3 dimensions: stress = 0.19

MDS map of Svan surname distribution



Stochastic clustering MDS 

Noise: 0.2

Limit: 60 %

Exponent: 1.5

Method: Group Average + Weighted Average

• A salient and robust four-modality model (all 
indices rise to 100).



Shibboleths

• Shibboleth detecting algorithm (Prokic, 
Çöltekin & Nerbonne 2012) can identify 
the most characteristic features of a group, 
namely shibboleths. 

• Based on Levenshtein’s (1966, as cited in 
Prokić, Çöltekin, and Nerbonne 2012) 
distance algorithm, the shibboleth score 
reveals the degree of representativeness 
and distinctiveness of the examined feature 
within the group. 

• A positive score means that the feature 
examined is indeed characteristic of the 
group in question. The higher the score, 
the more characteristic the feature is of the 
group. On the other hand, a negative score 
suggests that the feature examined is 
characteristic of another group.

NW (Lower Bal) NE (Upper Bal) SW (Lent’ex) SE (Cholur + 

Lashx)

2.045456  ḳaḳ

(nut)

2.152290  ca ̄̈š

(Thursday)

2.457249  klätxi

(high)

2.248548  žay

(avalanche)

1.537222  šdim

(ear)

2.060368

ča ̄̈ž (horse)

2.077807  ṭebedi

(warm)

2.152290  cāš

(Thursday)

1.535777  

(w)oxušd (five)

1.613334

ǯwēdias (far)

2.032199  liqwešne

(cough)
2.074546  čāž

(horse)

1.532068  čäž

(horse)

1.521000

bäsq̣

(strawberry)

1.994996  ɣulä

(knee)

2.027904  bad

(net)

1.387598  mere

(cloud)

1.395053  žäh

(avalanche)

1.983360  

luḳwäreme

(frozen)

2.003558  qan

(ox)



Shibboleths

• As we have observed the robustness of the 
four-modality model of the Svan dialect 
network, the shibboleth analysis is based 
on Ward's Method clustering with four 
clusters.

• The five most characteristic lexemes of the 
four modalities are shown in the table at 
top right.

• The four maps at bottom right illustrate the 
distribution of the most characteristic 
lexeme for each of the four modalities. As 
we can see, the distribution of these four 
selected shibboleths coincides exactly with 
the classification of the four main dialects 
of the Svan domain.

NW (Lower Bal) NE (Upper Bal) SW (Lent’ex) SE (Cholur + 

Lashx)

2.045456  ḳaḳ

(nut)

2.152290  ca ̄̈š

(Thursday)

2.457249  klätxi

(high)

2.248548  žay

(avalanche)

1.537222  šdim

(ear)

2.060368

ča ̄̈ž (horse)

2.077807  ṭebedi

(warm)

2.152290  cāš

(Thursday)

1.535777  

(w)oxušd (five)

1.613334

ǯwēdias (far)

2.032199  liqwešne

(cough)
2.074546  čāž

(horse)

1.532068  čäž

(horse)

1.521000

bäsq̣

(strawberry)

1.994996  ɣulä

(knee)

2.027904  bad

(net)

1.387598  mere

(cloud)

1.395053  žäh

(avalanche)

1.983360  

luḳwäreme

(frozen)

2.003558  qan

(ox)



Shibboleths

• As some linguists tend to regard the 
varieties spoken in Choluri - namely, 
Cholur - as a different main dialect 
from Lashx, we are also interested in 
the shibboleths of Cholur and those 
of Lashx.

• As shown in the comparative table 
on the right, while the shibboleths of 
Lashx can distinguish Lashx from 
cholur (at least from the Lower 
Cholur varieties), none of the 
shibboleths of Cholur can distinguish 
Cholur from the Lashx varieties. This 
further supports the view that, rather 
than being classified as main 
dialects, Cholur is rather a sub-
dialect of SE.



Conclusion: convergences with traditional taxonomy

• Robustness of the Svan Dialect Network's Quadripartition: All of our 
dialectometric analyses have corroborated the quadripartition of the dialect network. 
This observation aligns with the perspective held by most Svan language specialists.

• At the Sub-dialect Level in the NE, the structuring of the dialects aligns with 
classical taxonomy, showcasing Mest'ia as a feature pool (cf. Léonard 2022, 
Gudschinsky 1958) and contrasting it with the peripheries, represented by the two 
sub-dialects: lat'al and ushgul.



Conclusion: convergences with traditional taxonomy

• Regarding the SE dialect network and the question surrounding the status of Cholur, 
our dialectometric findings offer valuable insights that help bridge the perspectives of 
Shanidze (1925) and T’op’uria (2008).

• Shanidze's view positions Choluri as a transitional area between Lent'exi and 
Lashxeti, asserting that Lower Cholur varieties are closer to Lent'ex, while Upper 
Cholur varieties are more akin to Lashx. Conversely, T’op’uria contends that all 
Choluri varieties bear a closer resemblance to Lashx.

• Our analysis of the MDS maps shows that Lower Cholur does share some of the 
morphophonological features with lent'ex, yet this has made it a singleton of SE. And 
Cholur varieties and Lashxet varieties constitute two SE sub-dialects.



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

In contrast to the Upper Svaneti/Lower Svaneti dichotomy according to 
certain specialists, our dialectometric analyses suggest different major 
divisions:

• While the term Upper Svan (ზემოსვანური) remains relevant, as in the phonological 
results, NW and NE are combined in the same macro-area, the term Lower Svan
(ქვემოსვანური) turns out to be less linguistic than geographical, since the two 
modalities SW and SE present a very significant linguistic distance.



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

• One of the main discrepancies between traditional taxonomy and our dialectometric 
results lies in the structuring of the NW dialect network.

• Traditionally, four sub-dialects are distinguished within NW (Lower Bal): 

1) The so-called central variety, spoken in central villages such as Eceri and Pari, as well 
as in the Nak’ra and Ch’uberi valleys in the west ; 

2) To the west of Eceri, the variety of Laxamula, used in Laxamula and Xaishi ; 

3) To the east of Eceri, the variety of Cxumari;

4) In the area bordering NE, the Becho variety.

• However, our dialectometric analyses reveal three sub-dialects:

1) The varieties of the western villages Nak’ra and Ch’uberi, established in the 19th 
century, are associated with the varieties of Eceri and Pari, i.e., the central variety of the 
Lower Bal;

2) The varieties spoken in Laxamula, Cxumari and Nak'ra, i.e., the former peripheral 
areas of Lower Bal, constitute a single dialect.

3) In the east, the Becho variety retains its status as an independent sub-dialect and as a 
singleton.



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

The main differences between these two taxonomies of the NW dialect network can 
be summarized in two points:

1) the relationship between the variety of Laxamula and that of Cxumari ;

2) the classification of the variety of Xaishi and that of Nak’ra.

Svan surname distribution, Ward’s Method, 9 clusters



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

The main differences between these two taxonomies of the NW dialect network can 
be summarized in two points:

1) the relationship between the variety of Laxamula and that of Cxumari ;

2) the classification of the variety of Xaishi and that of Nak’ra.

Phonology, Ward’s Method, 10 clusters

• Eceri and Pari: central varieties
• Cxumari, Laxamula and Nak’ra: peripheral

varieties
• Ch’uberi and Xaishi – settlements established in 

the second half of the 19th century (cf. Gelovani
2003): new varieties strongly influenced by central 
varieties



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

• In our dialectometric results, the linguistic differences of the SW varieties have 
undergone a process of levelling. 

• Traditionally, Svan linguists have classified Lent'ex into four distinct sub-dialects: 

1) the central sub-dialect is spoken in Lent'exi town and adjacent villages; 

2) the Xeled sub-dialect is used in the Xeledi valley, to the west of Lent'exi
town; 

3) the Xopur sub-dialect is spoken south of Lent’exi town. 

4) the Rcxmelur sub-dialect is spoken in the area bordering Lechxumi.

• However, our dialectometric results suggest that the SW varieties have undergone 
a levelling of linguistic difference. We found an intermingling of varieties with 
relatively smaller linguistic distances. So, at the level of dialectal subdivisions, no 
sub-dialects were identified within the SW dialect network.



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy
• Since the 1980s, Svaneti has witnessed  

significant eco-migration, mainly 
due to natural disasters (e.g., 
avalanches in 1987, cf. Trier & Turashvili
2007: 9-10). However, with the 
stabilization of the socio-political 
landscape following the Rose 
Revolution in 2003, Upper Svaneti has 
experienced substantial growth in its 
tourism industry.

• While villages in Upper Svaneti have 
been revitalized thanks to the 
tourism industry (see Mosedale & Voll
2015; Applis 2019), the tourism sector 
remains relatively underdeveloped 
in Lower Svaneti. And villages in the 
peripheral areas of Lower Svanetia
continue to lose their permanent 
inhabitants due to underdeveloped 
infrastructure. The population of Lower 
Svaneti fell from 11,227 in 1,989* to 3,800 
in 2023**.

District Région 

historique

Commune 

(daba / temi)

Recensement 

2002

Recensement 

2014 

Basse 

Svanétie

(District de 

Lenṭexi)

(Région de 

Lenṭexi)

Lenṭexi 889 (rural) + 

1736 (urbain)
1523↓

Rcxmeluri 811 443↓

Xeledi 1 281 511↓

Xopuri 513 280↓

Total 5 300 2 761↓

(Région de 

Čoluri)

Čoluri
1 096 406↓

Total 1 096 406↓

(Région de 

Lašxeti)

Žaxunderi 1 384 686↓

Čixareši 1 190 532↓

Cana 88 0↓

Total 2 662 1 218↓

Total 8 988 4 386↓

(Sources: Georgian government population censuses of 2002 and 2014) 

* [https://www.geostat.ge/media/44559/I-tomi.pdf] **[https://www.geostat.ge/ka/modules/categories/41/mosakhleoba] (accessed may 17, 2023).

https://www.geostat.ge/ka/modules/categories/41/mosakhleoba


Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

• This drastic depopulation 
undoubtedly has an impact on the 
diversity of the dialect network in 
Lower Svaneti, particularly in the 
SW, where Lent'exi town plays a 
central role. 

• It is very likely that the levelling out 
of linguistic differences in the area 
can be largely attributed to 
sociolinguistic attrition and 
the centre-periphery 
imbalance caused and aggravated 
by demographic decline. 
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Lašxeti)

Žaxunderi 1 384 686↓

Čixareši 1 190 532↓

Cana 88 0↓

Total 2 662 1 218↓

Total 8 988 4 386↓

(Sources: Georgian government population censuses of 2002 and 2014) 



Conclusion: divergences from traditional taxonomy

• Firstly, almost every village in the SW 
experienced a staggering 50% 
reduction in population in the 
first two decades of the 21st 
century. 

• Secondly, in addition to the emigrants 
who left Svaneti, many Svans from 
the SW have chosen to settle or 
seek employment in the town of 
Lent'exi. 

• As a result, the socio-economic 
disparity between the center and 
the periphery has deepened, 
intensifying the dependency of 
these peripheral areas on the 
center. This collective dynamic has 
triggered a reduction in diversity 
within the SW dialect network.
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(Région de 

Lašxeti)

Žaxunderi 1 384 686↓
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Cana 88 0↓

Total 2 662 1 218↓

Total 8 988 4 386↓

(Sources: Georgian government population censuses of 2002 and 2014) 



Conclusion

• A study based on the first-hand data from our recent 
fieldwork.

• A quantitative study of the Svan dialect network, 
encompassing phonological and morphological data, 
which proposes an alternative taxonomy of Svan 
dialects. 



დიდი მადლობა! 
იუ̂ასუ̂ ხა̈რი!
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