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Introduction 

Georgia is a part of the Caucasus region, located at the intersection of Eastern 
Europe and Western Asia. It is bounded to the west by the Black Sea, to the north 
and east by Russia, to the south by Turkey and Armenia, and to the southeast by 
Azerbaijan. Georgia covers a territory of 69,700 square kilometers (26,911 sq 
mi), and its approximate population is about 3.716 million.  

Georgia is a motherland of Iberian or Kartvelian languages: Georgian, Svan, 
Megrelian and Laz. This is a language family indigenous to the South Caucasus 
and spoken primarily in Georgia. In addition, the Georgian sign language is a 
natural language of Deaf and Hard of Hearing people in Georgia. The language 
disintegration scheme below shows this process: 

      Proto-Kartvelian 

 
            

  
           

          Proto-Karto-Zan 

        
         

  
        

       Zan       
  

  

      
       

       
      

Svan  Mingrelian  Laz  Georgian   

 

The Kartvelian Studies has a pretty long history covering all fields of 
humanitarian sciences – linguistics, history, religion and culture. This volume 
offers the works of the best scholars of Kartvelian studies of the recent period. 
This is a fairly diverse collection, which is mostly devoted to a wide range of 
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linguistic works, such as descriptive studies of the Kartvelian languages and the 
Georgian sign language along with some theoretical contribution, dialectology, 
lexicography, psycholinguistics and computational linguistics, as well as history, 
ethnography, religion and educational issues. These articles are not only the 
best studies of Kartvelology, but they also clearly show the contribution of 
Kartvelology to world science.  

This is the first volume of its kind in English, and I hope that the reader will 
learn a lot about Kartvelian studies and enjoy this book.   

 

Editor 
Professor Tamar Makharoblidze 

School of Arts and Sciences 
Ilia State University 
Tbilisi. Georgia. 
tamar.makharoblidze@iliauni.edu.ge  
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Chapter 1  

Hints at Georgian Dialect History: 

A Study in Miniature 

Jean Leo Leonard 

Paul Valéry University Montpellier 3, France 

Abstract 

This study proposes a set of hypotheses on the formation of the Georgian 
Dialect Network (GDN) from the standpoint of Language Dynamics and 
Complex Systems Theory, through a model articulated on ten fundamental 
notions from General Dialectology: (L1: L standing for Layer) The Dialect Split 
Layer (DSL), (L2) The Buffer Zone Effect (BZE);  (L3) Variable Bleeding (VB), i.e., 
Relative Chronology (Scalar Change); (L4) The Feature Pool Effect; (L5) Emerging 
Isolates (EI) or singleton or dendrographic outliers; (L6) The Center-Periphery 
Effect (CPE), i.e., the Bartolian centre/periphery intercourse; (L7) Phonolexical 
Endemic Patterns (PLEP); (L8) Word Geography (WG), i.e., lexical diffusion; (L9) 
Local Semantic Shifts (LSS); (L10) External Factors (EF). A database of 243 
cognates compiled from classical sources referenced in Georgian dialectology 
allowed quantitative tests for dialect clustering using Gabmap (i.e., Levenshtein 
algorithm), with particular attention to Hierarchical Clustering, Difference Maps, 
Multiscalar Dimension Plots, and Weighed Average + Group Average Probability 
clouds). It results from this first endeavour in Dialect Dynamics applied to the 
GDN a certain number of orientations for future research in Georgian dialectology 
and sociophonetics, in particular on the properties of type L1-4 and L5-6 of this 
diasystemic topology, which highlight some deep patterns of organization. 
These prospects could turn out to be heuristic, and could help to lay the 
groundwork for a dialectometry applied to the GDN, in partnership with 
current projects, such as the Georgian Dialect Corpus. Further research should 
focus, e.g., on L7-10, in order to explore more superficial levels of diffusional 
trends. 

Keywords: Language Dynamics, Levenshtein algorithm, computational 
Dialectology, Dialectology, Georgia, Georgian, Dialects, Caucasus 

***  
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1.1. Introduction 

Anyone familiar with the historiography of dialectology will have noticed the 
title of this chapter is a tribute to Sarah Gudschinsky’s seminal paper (1958) on 
the history of a Mesoamerican language –Mazatec. Moreover, I also have a debt 
with another impressive piece of scholarship on a similar topic, yet applied in 
this case to the Caucasus and a region located in north-eastern Georgia: 
Johanna Nichols’ article (2004) on « The Origin of the Chechen and Ingush: A 
Study in Alpine Linguistic and Ethnic Geography ». These contributions made 
a decisive step forward in their respective fields: on the one hand, designing an 
elegant model for the description of geolinguistic dynamics from both internal 
and external factors, on the other hand, applying Victor Murra’s concept of the 
Vertical Archipelago (Murra, 1956, 1985) to the Caucasus, which makes it 
possible to embrace a vast number of phenomena of population dynamics, 
settlements and interactions in space and time within a unified ecological 
framework. A third source of inspiration also triggered the tentative approach I 
will present here on Georgian dialect history and dynamics: Alexei Kassian’s 
endeavor (2015) to test algorithmic complexity on Lezgian languages (North 
Caucasus). Kassian tests a wide array of quantitative methods (distance-based, 
as StralingNJ, NJ, UPGMA versus character-based, as Bayesian MCMC, 
UPM) to match the available “standard classification” or “received taxonomy” of 
Lezgian languages, obtained through qualitative analysis of cognates (in 
other terms: through isoglosses, i.e., types and trivial characters). Kassian’s 
approach reminds of the Popperian falsificationist methodology, which entails 
that scientific knowledge makes steps ahead, through the plausibility of 
hypothesis or results to be confirmed or denied by further evidence or 
alternative methods (Popper, 1934, 1963). Results of any scientific inquiry are not 
given once and for all: they should be designed so as to yield fruitful response to 
validity testing, and to falsificatory procedures (here, in sections 3.1-3, confronting 
the output of Figure 1.1 in section 2).  

I will refer to Gudschinsky’s Model of Dialect Dynamics1 as GMDD, whose 
premises are sketched in (1). In terms of general systemics, L1-3 (L stands for 
Layer) are ascending variables, i.e., competing to enhance the dialect network 
inner diversity, and giving its external shape (emergence). L4 and L7 entail flows 
of information and models (structural patterns, paradigms). L5 is typically a 
generative parameter, either local or regional. L6 can be defined as a strongly 
dynamic parameter of self-organization (autopoesis), which modifies the 
spatial structure and the thread of the dialect network – as an anamorphosis 
distorting physical space, to give shape to the topology of the network. L8 

                                                 
1 Dialect Dynamics is a component of Language Dynamics, intended here as in Heinsalu 
et al. (2020).  
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