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The study of the Lezgian language, a prominent member of the Samur branch of the Nakh-Daghestanian (East 

Caucasian) language family, represents a cornerstone in modern linguistic typology. Primarily documented and 

analyzed in the seminal work by Martin Haspelmath, A Grammar of Lezgian(1993), this language offers a wealth

of data for scholars interested in ergativity, complex case systems, and the absence of person agreement in verbal

morphology. Spoken by approximately 400,000 people across southern Daghestan (Russia) and northern

Azerbaijan, Lezgian serves as a vital link for understanding the historical development and structural diversity of the

Eastern Caucasus.

The Theoretical Framework of Haspelmath’s Descriptive Approach

Haspelmath’s documentation of Lezgian is not merely a descriptive list of features but is grounded in a functional-

typological framework. This methodology prioritizes the relationship between form and function, ensuring that the

grammar is accessible to both specialists in Caucasian languages and general typologists. The Mouton Grammar

Library 9 edition provides a rigorous structural analysis that avoids the imposition of Eurocentric categories on a

language that deviates significantly from Indo-European norms.

Key pillars of the theoretical framework include:

•  Structural Independence: Treating the language as a self-contained system with unique phonological and 

morphological constraints.

•  Cross-Linguistic Comparability: Defining categories like 'Ergative' and 'Converb' in ways that allow for direct 

comparison with other global languages.

•  Emphasis on Diachronic Trends: Understanding how current morphological markers evolved from earlier 

spatial or demonstrative roots.

Phonological Systems and Consonantal Inventories

Lezgian phonology is characterized by a sophisticated consonant system that includes a four-way distinction in 

stop consonants, which is typical of the Caucasus but rare globally. This system includes voiced, voiceless 

aspirated, voiceless unaspirated, and ejective (glottalized) consonants.

Consonant Classification

The consonantal inventory is expansive, featuring several points of articulation ranging from bilabial to glottal. A

defining feature is the presence of labialized consonants and the distinction between palatalized and non-

palatalized variants in some dialects, though the standard language focuses on the four-way phonational contrast.



Phoneme Class Bilabial Dental/Alveolar Velar Uvular

Voiced b d g -

Voiceless Aspirated p+� t+� k+� q+�

Voiceless 
Unaspirated

p t k q

Ejective p' t' k' q'

The vowel system is relatively simpler, consisting of five core vowels (a, e, i, u, o) and the high front rounded vowel /

ü/. However, the interaction between vowels and consonants, specifically regarding stress and vowel reduction,

creates significant complexity in spoken discourse. Stress in Lezgian is typically fixed on the second syllable,

leading to the reduction of unstressed vowels in pre-tonic and post-tonic positions.

The Nominal System: Case Agglutination and Spatial Relations

Lezgian is renowned for its highly developed case system. Unlike many languages that utilize prepositions or 

postpositions for spatial relations, Lezgian employs a system of local casesbuilt upon a series of primary cases

(Absolutive, Ergative, Genitive, Dative). This creates a two-tiered morphological structure: the core cases and the

spatial cases.

The Core Case Hierarchy

The Absolutive Case is the unmarked form used for the subject of intransitive verbs and the direct object of 

transitive verbs. The Ergative Caseis the marked form, serving as the subject of transitive verbs. It is important to

note that in Lezgian, the Ergative case suffix often serves as the base for all other oblique cases.

Spatial Case Construction Matrix

Lezgian spatial cases are formed by combining a locative marker (indicating 'where') with a directional marker

(indicating 'motion towards, from, or through'). This creates a matrix of meanings often referred to as the 'Essive-

Lative-Elative' system.



Spatial Series Locative (Essive) Directional (Lative) Ablative (Elative)

In (inside) -a / -e -iz -ay / -ey

Sub (under) -k -kkaz -kay

Ad (at/near) -w -wdi -way

Super (on) -l -ldi -lay

Post (behind) -qh -qhdi -qhay

This systematicity allows for high precision in geographic and spatial orientation, reducing ambiguity in descriptive

narratives. For example, the difference between "from the top of the house" and "from inside the house" is handled

entirely within the nominal suffix chain.

Verbal Morphology: The Absence of Agreement

A striking feature of Lezgian, especially compared to other Nakh-Daghestanian languages like Avar or Lak, is the 

complete absence of person and number agreement. The verb does not change its form based on whether the

subject is "I," "you," or "they." This makes Lezgian morphologically unique in the region.

Tense, Aspect, and Mood (TAM)

The verbal system is organized around aspectual stems (Imperfective and Perfective). From these stems, various

tenses and moods are derived. The primary categories include:

•  Aorist: Used for completed actions in the past.

•  Imperfect: Used for ongoing or habitual actions in the past.

•  Future: Indicates potential or intended actions.

•  Optative/Imperative: Expresses wishes or commands.

The reliance on converbsis another hallmark. Converbs are non-finite verb forms that function like adverbs or

subordinating conjunctions in English, allowing for the chaining of multiple actions within a single complex sentence

without the use of coordinate conjunctions like "and."

Syntactic Alignment and Clausal Structure

Lezgian is a strictly Ergative-Absolutivelanguage. This alignment dictates that the 'Agent' of a transitive sentence

is marked differently from the 'Patient.' For example:

•  Gada-di (Ergative) ktab (Absolutive) k'el-na. (The boy read the book.)

•  Gada (Absolutive) ata-na. (The boy came.)

In the first sentence, the 'boy' is the agent and takes the ergative suffix -di. In the second sentence, the 'boy' is the

subject of an intransitive verb and takes the unmarked absolutive form.

Word Order and Information Flow

The default word order is SOV (Subject-Object-Verb). However, due to the rich case marking, the word order can

be relatively flexible for pragmatic purposes (focus or topic). Subordinate clauses typically precede the main clause,

and the language is predominantly head-final, meaning modifiers precede the nouns they modify, and verbs



conclude the sentence.

Comparative Analysis: Lezgian vs. Neighboring Languages

To understand the technical uniqueness of Lezgian, it is useful to compare it with other North Caucasian

languages. This matrix highlights the divergence in agreement and case complexity.



Feature Lezgian Avar Chechen

Person Agreement None None None

Gender/Class Agreement None Present (4 classes) Present (6 classes)

Ergative Alignment Yes Yes Yes

Noun Cases 18+ 20+ 8-15

Phonemic Ejectives Yes Yes Yes

Lezgian's lack of noun classes (gender) is a significant departure from the Daghestanian norm, suggesting a path

of morphological simplification in that specific domain while maintaining extreme complexity in the spatial case

system.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Researchers

When analyzing Lezgian texts or conducting fieldwork, researchers should follow a systematic workflow to

accurately identify morphological boundaries. Because Lezgian is agglutinative, the "one-form-one-meaning"

principle generally holds, but vowel harmony and reduction can obscure suffixes.

Step-by-Step Morphological Parsing

1.  Identify the Absolutive Base: Locate the root of the noun.

2.  Determine the Ergative Stem: All oblique cases (Genitive, Dative, Locatives) are built on the ergative form. If 

the ergative suffix is -re, the dative will likely be -re-z.

3.  Isolate TAM Markers: Look at the end of the verb. Isolate the aorist (-na) or imperfective (-zwa) markers.

4.  Check for Converbs: If the sentence is complex, identify non-finite endings like -na (Perfective Converb) or -iz 

(Infinitive/Purposive).

Troubleshooting Common Errors

Researchers often confuse the Genitive I and Genitive II cases. In Lezgian, the choice depends on the noun's 

function within the phrase. Additionally, the distinction between 'In-Essive' and 'In-Lative' can be subtle in rapid 

speech due to the neutralization of final vowels. Careful phonetic transcription is required to distinguish -a from -az.

The Legacy of Haspelmath’s Work

The publication of A Grammar of Lezgian by De Gruyter Mouton marked a turning point for Caucasian studies. It 

moved the discourse from obscure Soviet-era descriptions to the forefront of international linguistics. By providing a 

clear, accessible, and technically rigorous description, Haspelmath enabled the inclusion of Lezgian data in global 

studies of language universals and typological constraints.

Today, this grammar is used as a model for documenting endangered and under-described languages. It

demonstrates that a grammar can be both a reference for specialists and a textbook for students of linguistic

structure. The technical depth of the Lezgian case system continues to challenge theories of syntax and

morphology, proving that the languages of the Caucasus are essential to our understanding of the human capacity

for language.

As we look forward, the digital preservation of Lezgian dialects and the continued application of Haspelmath’s



framework to modern sociolinguistic contexts remain a priority. The structural integrity of Lezgian, with its unique

blend of simplification (no gender) and specialization (spatial cases), offers a window into the evolutionary

pressures that shape languages in isolated, mountainous environments. For the technical writer and the linguist

alike, Lezgian remains one of the most rewarding subjects of study in the world of philology.
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