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HISTORY AND CULTURE OF THE
UDI MINORITY IN GEORGIA

The Udis are Christians, and form one of the oldest indigenous ethnic groups
in the South Caucasus. Established in the fourth century, they are linked to
the Caucasian Kingdom of Albania. In the eleventh century, Georgia extended
its territory to include the Udi territory. Udis managed to preserve their culture
throughout the centuries and the invasions of the region. The main settling of
Udis in Georgia took place in 1922, when Udis arrived from the Azerbaijani
village of Vartashen, settling in Zinobiani — a village built with help provided
by the Soviet authorities in the Kvareli district. The reason why the Udis fled
to Georgia was their closeness to the Georgian Orthodox Church and fear of
persecution in Muslim Azerbaijani territories. In the 1950s, many Udis starting
to self-identify as Georgians, and ‘georganised’ their names by adding the
suffix ‘-shvili’. In the 1960s and 1970s, many Udis from Kvareli migrated to the
cities, which accelerated their assimilation into Georgian society. According to
estimates provided by community leaders, this leaves only around 500 Udis in
Georgia at present. In addition, Udis living in Tbilisi are not taken into account,
maybe due to wide-scale assimilation, or maybe because they so many have
fled. Udis are engaged in viniculture, agriculture and cattle breeding.

In general, Udis still maintain their language at home and within the commu-

nity, but also by visiting the Udi communities in Azerbaijan, which is where
they originate from. Although speaking the same language, Georgian Udis
use the Georgian alphabet, instead of the Latin one. Despite the fact that
some initiatives have taken place in order to promote the preservation of the
Udi language and Udi culture, assimilation is underway, with fears that the Udi
language could become extinct.
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