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Assignment 6: 
Typology 

 
Due 21 March 

 
In the past week or so we’ve talked a lot about morphological and syntactic 
typology of languages—i.e., some of the major ways languages can differ from 
each other, and how languages are classified. We’ve discussed how languages 
organize their basic word order (SOV, SVO, etc.) and morphological structure 
(analytic, fusional, agglutinative, polysynthetic); the different shapes morphemes 
can take and ways they can combine with other morphemes (as affixes, 
reduplication, stem mutation, etc.); and some of the different functions that 
languages use morphology for (e.g., verb tense, noun case, number, subject-verb 
agreement, evidentiality, etc.). Earlier in the semester we talked a bit about 
phonetic and phonological typology as well—the variety in different phonetic 
features used in different languages, different possible syllable structures, etc. 
 
One of the best resources for language typology is the online World Atlas of 
Language Structures, located at http://wals.info. It provides maps showing the 
prevalence and distribution of dozens of typological features across the world’s 
languages—from phonological features such as whether languages allow word-
initial /ŋ/, to syntactic features such as whether languages have a passive voice, 
to lexical features such as how many words for different colors a language has. 
Some of the features it maps are more complicated than anything we’ve talked 
about in this course, but many of them are quite simple and easy to understand 
in terms of Ling 1 material.  
 
Browse through the table of contents of WALS and choose one or two typological 
features that you find interesting; look at the discussion and maps that WALS 
provides for that feature. In a short essay of, as usual, about 500 words:  
 

• clearly explain the nature of the feature or features you’re looking at, and 
what the different possibilities are that different languages exhibit 

• discuss the frequency and geographical distribution of the different 
possibilities—is one type of language much less common than the others? 
are language of one type or another concentrated in particular 
geographical regions? etc. 

• speculate on why this might be the case: why do you think one type of 
language might be more common than another? why might languages 
with a certain features be concentrated in one region? etc. 

 
(By the way, WALS doesn’t consider the four-way typology of analytic, fusional, agglutinative, 
and polysynthetic as a single basic feature; it breaks this classification down into several distinct 
typological features, discussed in part in chapters 20 and 21. Also, note that some WALS maps 
show a variety of distinct features—e.g., chapter 9 is about a variety of “uncommon consonants”.) 


