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THE WORLD ATLAS OF LANGUAGE STRUCTURES
an interactive cross-linguistic database for typological research

M. Haspelmath, M. S. Dryer, D. Gil, and B. Comrie – The Interactive Reference Tool: Hans-Jörg Bibiko

The World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS)
is a book and CD combination displaying the structural properties of the world’s 

languages. 142 world maps and numerous regional maps - all in color - display 

the geographical distribution of features of pronunciation and grammar, such as 

number of vowels, tone systems, gender, plurals, tense, word order, and body part 

terminology. Each world map shows an average of 400 languages and is 

accompanied by a fully referenced description of the structural feature in 

question. Altogether 2,650 languages are shown on the maps, and more than 

58,000 dots give information on features in particular languages.

The book and the CD together provide an indispensable source of information for 

linguists and others seeking to understand human languages.

Main features of the 
Interactive Reference Tool
• standalone version for Mac OSX, 

Mac OS9.2; Windows 98, 2000, XP

with integrated SQL server

• all maps are scalable vector graphics

• interactive maps can be zoomed, 

panned, symbols can be customized

• different display options can be 

switched on and off (rivers, 

boundaries, country names, 

topographical data, etc.)

• mouse over effect for showing the 

corresponded language name

• search for language names, 

alternative names, countries, 

families, genera, Ethnologue and 

ISO 639-3 codes, and 6,700 

bibliographical references linked to 

languages

• hierarchical overview of genealogy

• language profile with geographical, 

genealogical information, alternative 

names, references,  and typological 

features’ overview

• 141 predefined customizable feature 

maps (symbols - color and shape -, 

merge and/or hide feature values)

• 141 short feature map descriptions

• each language-feature pair with data 

sources

• generation of compound features of 

typological, genealogical, 

geographical data manually or 

combinatorially (two-feature 

combination)

• language filter function

• import/export functions

• tool for generating user defined maps

based on own data

• maps can be saved, printed and 

copied into the clipboard

www.wals.info

Mapping technologies based on WALS data

WALS Online
Using a web interface a server generates based on a

query dynamic HTML pages and KML/GML data 

which are displayed by using standard web APIs. 

The entire WALS data are stored on a SQL server. 

Geographic Information System (GIS)
Web Map Service/Web Feature Service

By using a standard OpenGIS server it is possible to 

provide the entire WALS data interactively for any other 

mapping systems.
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R – language and environment for
statistical computing and graphics
R provides several mechanisms to generate Vector 

PDF maps based on complex calculations in different

projections and zoom levels

Using scriptable standard database applications
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THE APPROACH

The resulting map 

can be displayed by 

a web browser, or

inside of a database 

application as an 

interactive HTML

pane if supported.

Internal/external scripts 

generate HTML <canvas>,

SVG, or Vector PDF data 

based on a given data set. 

These data are shown on 

top of the stored map data.
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WALS News

by robert - May 03, 2008
To keep track of the usage of the site, we set up a - rather
crude - web server log file analysis to be run once a week.
You ...

by robert - Apr 29, 2008
Over the last week we rolled out some new functionality
requested by our early users: Genealogical browsing pages
now show ...

by robert - Apr 24, 2008
Although only officially released for a couple of days, there's
already been quite a bit of feedback. Thank you! While after
...

by fschulz - Apr 21, 2008
Through a joint effort of the Max Planck Digital Library and
the Department of Linguistics of the Max Planck Institute for
...

The World Atlas of Language Structures Online

Home  Features  Languages  References  Authors  Newsblog  Contact  Help

credits  legal

Welcome to WALS Online

The data and the texts from The World Atlas of Language Structures, published as a book
with CD-ROM in 2005 by Oxford University Press, are now freely available online.

WALS Online is a joint project of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology
and the Max Planck Digital Library . It is a separate publication, edited by Martin
Haspelmath, Matthew S. Dryer, David Gil and Bernard Comrie (Munich: Max Planck Digital
Library, 2008).

What is WALS?

WALS is a large database of structural (phonological, grammatical, lexical) properties of
languages gathered from descriptive materials (such as reference grammars) by a team of
more than 40 authors (many of them the leading authorities on the subject).

WALS consists of 141 maps with accompanying texts on diverse features (such as vowel
inventory size, noun-genitive order, passive constructions, and "hand"/"arm" polysemy), each
of which is the responsibility of a single author (or team of authors). Each map shows
between 120 and 1110 languages, each language being represented by a symbol, and
different symbols showing different values of the feature. Altogether 2,650 languages are
shown on the maps, and more than 58,000 datapoints give information on features in
particular languages.

WALS thus makes information on the structural diversity of the world's languages available to
a large audience, including interested nonlinguists as well as linguists who would not
normally read grammars of exotic languages or specialized works by comparative linguists.
Although endangered languages are not particularly emphasized, they are automatically
foregrounded because of the large sample of languages represented on each map, where each language (independently of its number of speakers) is shown by a
single symbol.

Web Server Log Analysis

New Functionality

Thank you for the nice reception!

WALS Online: Official Release

www.wals.info



Die Sprachen mit den meisten Eigenarten



Eigenartige Sprachgebiete



Relativpronomina gibt es nur in Europa



Spezielle Wortstellung in ja-nein Fragen



Ich habe gegessen - Ich habe ein Buch 



Wer sind “wir” ?



a   ä   e   i   o   ö   u   ü

i:   ɪ   e   ɛ   ɛ:   a   ɑ:   y:   ø   ø:   œ   u:   ʊ   o:   ɔ   ə   

Die deutschen Vokale ?



Vokalweltmeister
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i" /bi"t/ Wir bieten Ihnen nur das Beste.  

 /bt/ Wir bitten sie um Hilfe.  

e" /be"t/ Pfarrer beten jeden Tag.

εε /bεt/ Die Betten sind gemacht.  

/bε"t/ Falls die Vorwürfe stimmen, bäten wir Sie dringend um eine Stellungnahme.   

/bɑ"t/ Gestern baten sie uns um Hilfe.

/by"t/ Eine kleine Bude ist ein Büdchen.

/bøt/ Beim Karneval gibt es Büttenreden.  

/bø"t/ Falls die Schuhe nicht passen, böten sich diese hier als Ersatz an.

/b$t/ Wir sind durch das Böttental in  der Schwäbischen Alp gewandert.  

/bat/ Die Batterie ist leer.  

/bu"t/ Die Zuschauer buhten ihn aus.

/bυt/ Die Butter ist noch ganz hart.

/bo"t/ Die Boten des Unheils kommen  hoffentlich nicht so schnell.

/bɔt/ Ein Bottich ist ein großes, offenes hölzernes Gefäß.

/bət/ Der Beton ist schon hart. 

Hören Sie die 16 deutschen Vokale!
Drücken Sie die Knöpfe.

Die Karte zeigt eine Auswahl von 563 Sprachen.

Die Punkte geben an, wieviele gesprochene Vokale die Sprachen besitzen:

 2-6 Vokale 5-6 Vokale 7 und mehr Vokale 

Mit seiner Vokalvielfalt ist die deutsche Sprache unter den Sprachen der Welt nahezu ein Exot. 

Obwohl in der Schriftsprache nur zwischen a e i  o u ä ö ü  unterschieden wird, 
finden wir im gesprochenen Deutschen 16 Vokale! 

Das ist tatsächlich weltmeisterverdächtig.


