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World Atlas of Language 
Structures (WALS)

• 140 world-maps showing the distribution of 
linguistic features

• Information included about 2600 languages, 
though only a few hundred have a good 
coverage

• A total of 56,000 datapoints!



15°N

30°N

45°N

60°N

75°N

15°S

0°

30°S

45°S

0°15°W 90°E15°E 30°E 45°E 60°E 75°E 105°E 120°E 135°E 150°E 165°E

0°15°W 90°E15°E 30°E 45°E 60°E 75°E 105°E 120°E 135°E 150°E

60°S

75°S

uhi

lah

pan

khk

ykt

diy

abo

fgu

pal

zan

lin

kas

ukr

nym

hay

mny

psh

wat

bab
gdi

ren

ite

uzb

dyi

guu

saw

bys

miy

hat

gae

don

tgr

diz

ppi

tap

yaz

abn

lel

mok

djr

mlt

nyh
yel

arg

kgz

agw

tib

ylb

kam

shn

khl

chv

ork

mns

asy

bkr

lat

kmu

niv

nug

wrd

ket

nko

lep

hzb

yko

pit

wam

eve

nen

nbd

baw

kob

sml

yid

brh

sue

irq
una

dio

mrl

yim

bej

usa

ain

lad

hun

tab

kfe

snt

mrd
klv

mun

ing

kon

lav

bsq

dag

goo

kse

kho

ala

luv

orh

ame

bma

asm

kay

ngi

tur

cha

san

lez

may

prs

tuk

tha

grk

fin

geo
abk

brm

pai

zul

aeg

mrt

hmo

imo

lan

grb

tiw

mei

bag

kha

mal

myi

sup

dni

kew

juh

cnt

arp

lak

mau

knd

bur

arm

kis
yor

spa

amh

hin

tag

ewe

cic

tsz

ice

igb

god

bbw

ngg

mnd

tml

nca

kol

vie

heb

khm

def

fre

qaf

swa

mhi

arc

khs

ger

ind

hau

tid

eng

rus

knr

None  [144]

Two  [50]

Three  [26]

Four  [12]

Five or more  [24]

uhi

dyi

guu

hat

tap

djr

yel

nug

wrd

wam

kob

yid

sue

una yim usa

tab

snt

mrd

klv

dag

ala

ame
asm

kay

may

imo

tiw

myi

dni

kew

arp

mau

bbw

ngg

hzb

ing

lez

geo

abk

lak

arm

tsz

god

arc

New Guinea and northern AustraliaCaucasus

128

30 Number of Genders
GREVILLE G. CORBETT

TWAC030.qxd  11/11/04  7:01 pm  Page 128

129

45°W60°W90°W 75°W105°W120°W135°W150°W165°W180°165°E

45°W60°W90°W 75°W105°W120°W135°W150°W165°W180°150°E 165°E

15°N

30°N

45°N

60°N

75°N

15°S

0°

30°S

45°S

60°S

75°S

30°W

tho

pmc

ale

snc

tsh

pil

smt

iaa

e

tvl

srn

jaq

tol

mac

tot

chi

haw

err

zun

mok

cax

mos

pip

car

tun

ika

mss

urk

ypk

cah

psm

nht

awp

tsi

cyv

epe

hai

nez

coo

shk

cmn

yur

ndy

pau

av

yaq

apu

prh

krk

ram

aco

zqc

hix

koa

war

wra

fij

kut

gua

otm

ckr

grw

ond

mar

map

wic

mak

qim brs

cre

cle

mao

chk

oji

rap

mxc

ret

jaq

mac

cax

awp

cyv

epe

shk

ndy

pau

apu

prh

hix

war

qim
brs
ret

tol

tot

pip

nht

ram

zqc

otm

cle
mxc

northwestern South Americasouthern Mexico and Central America

TWAC030.qxd  11/11/04  7:01 pm  Page 129

Haspelmath, Martin & Dryer, Matthew & Gil, David & Comrie,  Bernard (eds.) 2005. 
The World Atlas of Language Structures. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

An example:



The basic idea

• Use the WALS data for ‘holistic’ typology

• Not look at the content of the features, but at 
their relative ubiquity 

• Are there languages/families/areas that have 
more rare features than other?



And the winners are:



In the category:

‘Most Unusual 
Individual Language’



Wari’



In the category:

‘Most Unusual
 Genealogical Group’



Northwest Caucasian



In the category:

‘Most Unusual
Geographical Area’



Northwest Continental Europe



Rarity Index   Ri
n = number of feature values
fi = frequency of feature value i
ftot = total number of languages included

€ 

Rfi = n ⋅ f i
f tot



Inverse Index

€ 

Ri =
f tot
n ⋅ fi

I used the inverse instead:

Because the mean of 
all Ri values is one:

€ 

(Ri ⋅ f i)
i=1

n

∑
f tot

=1
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Language Family Genus Features 
Coded Mean Rarity %

Wari’ Chapacura-
Wanhan

Chapacura-
Wanhan 115 2.36 99.9

Dinka Nilo-Saharan Nilotic 45 3.45 99.9

Tiipay (Jamul) Hokan Yuman 44 3.76 99.9

Nuer Nilo-Saharan Nilotic 28 3.42 99.9

Karó (Arára) Tupian Tupi-Guaranì 24 6.16 99.9

Winnebago Siouan Siouan 7 11.37 99.9

Highest Mean Rarity



Top 5% by Mean Rarity



All languages with more than 60 
features coded for

(red = rare, blue = common)



Rarity Index for a group
n = number of languages in a group
Li = number of features coded for language i
%Ri = Relative position of Rarity Index for 

language i (in percentage)

Weighted mean of %Ri by 
number of features coded:

€ 

log(Li)
i=1

n

∑ ⋅ (%R)i

log(Li)
i=1

n

∑



Genealogical groups

• Compute Group Indices for all Families and 
Genera as coded in the WALS

• Only groups with more than three members 
are shown, to be sure to get a group measure, 
and not an effect of an individual language



Top 5 Families

Family Languages % 

NorthwestCaucasian 7 87.8

Kartvelian 4 83.7

Caddoan 5 82.2

Wakashan 7 80.2

Iroquoian 8 76.3



Top 5 Families



Areal groups

• For each language, take the 30 geographically 
nearest languages

• Compute Group Indices for the surrounding 
area of each language

• Such a measure should be definition be areally 
consistent, but it can indicate geographical 
centers of ‘rarity’



Top 100



Top 200



Top 300



All languages
(red = rare, blue = common)



Northwest 
Europa

• Polar question are marked by word order only

• Some word order variability (object/verb and adjective/noun)

• Some unusual phonological characteristics (uvular 
continuants, front rounded vowels)

• ‘have’-perfect and tense suppletion

• The existence of relative pronouns

• No distance contrast in demonstrative pronouns



Northwest 
America

• Many unusual phonological characteristics: ejectives, lateral 
obstruents, uvular stop/continuants, absence of nasals

• Various forms of clitics and case prefixes

• VS order, but otherwise very flexible in word order

• Four way demonstrative contrast

• Complex verbal morphology



The future ?!

• These first results are nice, but ...

• The investigation of such large datasets in 
typology is still only in its infancy

• Many dependencies in the data

• No really applicable statistical tests exist



The End


