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World Atlas of Language 
Structures (WALS)

• 142 world maps with structural linguistic 
information about hundreds of languages

• Phonology, Morphology, Syntax, Lexicon

• Somewhat simplistic and at times even 
redundant classifications

Haspelmath, Dryer, Gil, Comrie (eds.) 2005. The World Atlas of Language Structures. Oxford: OUP.



Maddieson, Ian (2005) ‘Syllable structure’ in: Martin Haspelmath, Matthew S. Dryer, David Gil, & 
Bernard Comrie (eds.) World Atlas of Language Structures. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 54-57.

Syllable Structure
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Complexity

• Many different possible definitions

• Here: a simple and easily applicable approach

• More oppositions and strict 
structure is interpreted as more complex









Average Complexity

• Average complexity is easily computed for 
each language in WALS

• However: WALS is notoriously incomplete

• An ad-hoc selection of languages is necessary
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280 language sample



Subsistence

• Is there any relation between the complexity 
of a language and cultural factors?

• Specifically here: is there a correlation with 
hunter-gatherer lifestyle?

• List of languages spoken by hunter-gatherer 
communities as prepared by Güldemann et 
al. (in press)

Güldemann, Tom, Patrick McConvell and Richard Rhodes (eds.). In press. Hunter-gatherers and 
Linguistic History: A Global Perspective. Cambridge University Press.
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Preferences of hunter-
gatherer languages

• No dominant constituent order

• No adpositions

• Subject clitics on variable hosts

• Initial interrogatives

Cysouw, Michael & Bernard Comrie. In press.  Some observations 
on typological features of hunter-gatherer languages.



Geography

• Is there any relation between the 
complexity of a language and geography?

• The study of geographical distribution of 
linguistic variation is still in its infancy

• The following notes are thus somewhat 
preliminary
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Smoothing Geographical 
Distributions

• Language variation is geographically rather 
haphazardly distributed

• To show general trends, take for each 
language the average of the closest languages

• here: average of the language itself and it’s 
two closest neighbours in the sample





What does this mean?

• Language with low complexity are found at 
the fringes of human settlement on the globe: 
this might be a sign on old language structure

• Languages with low complexity are the those 
farthest away from Europe: this indicates the 
eurocentricity of the feature selection in 
WALS (and in linguistics in general)


