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Abstract

LAJaR (Language Atlas of Japanese and
Ryukyuan) is a linguistic typology database
focusing on micro-variation of the Japonic lan-
guages. This paper aims to report the design
and progress of this ongoing database project.
Finally, we also show a case study utilizing its
database on zero copulas among the Japonic
languages.

1 Introduction

Linguistic typology databases have been created for
describing and comparing languages of the world
(e.g. World Atlas of Language Structure Online:
Dryer and Haspelmath 2013; Grambank: Skirgård
et al. 2023) and have been a useful research re-
source for linguistic typologists. However, due to
the large scale of these studies covering the world’s
languages, they have not been able to capture the
fine-grained variations within a single language
family.

The Japonic language family is a language
family comprising the indigenous languages of
the Japanese archipelago (excluding Ainu), i.e.
Japanese and Ryukyuan languages, many varieties
of which are endangered (Moseley, 2010). Signifi-
cant differences exist between the Japanese and the
Ryukyuan languages and within Japanese dialects.
These differences make mutual intelligibility shal-
low (cf. Shimoji, 2022).

Despite Japan’s linguistic diversity, WALS
mainly features Tokyo-Japanese, Shuri-Okinawan,
and Ainu, largely ignoring other dialects. This over-
look suggests a partial portrayal of the diversity
of Japanese languages. Although these languages
have been studied for decades, such studies remain
unincorporated, highlighting a significant gap in
the field due to the lack of a comprehensive dataset.
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In response to this lacuna, the current research
proposes the development of the web platform LA-
JaR: Language Atlas of Japanese and Ryukyuan.
This project aims to contribute to linguistic typol-
ogy by employing tools such as leaflet.js to visu-
alize Japonic and Ryukyuan grammatical features
within a geographic context. We targeted languages
from a specific region, in this case, the Japonic lan-
guage family.

2 Method

In the LAJaR project, we assemble a dataset from
grammatical descriptions and fieldwork, adopting
the WALS model to chart global languages’ traits,
like phonemic inventories, geographically. This
facilitates empirical research into linguistic diver-
sity’s distribution and supports comparative anal-
ysis of linguistic features, revealing potential cor-
relations. This methodology aligns with linguistic
typology’s goals to identify universal language at-
tributes via detailed distribution analysis.

While LAJaR is based on WALS, this project
does not intend to add data to WALS, but to cre-
ate a bespoke dataset. This is to add features that
are not in WALS and that are subject to question
in the study of Japonic languages (e.g., the pres-
ence of dual forms of pronouns). It could also
be based on Grambank, but the difference is that
WALS treats grammatical features as categorical,
whereas Grambank treats almost all features as bi-
nary values. Because of this difference, we decided
that adapting to Grambank’s method was not most
appropriate for depicting grammatical features.

Building on the foundation of the WALS model,
the proposed LAJaR platform intends to incor-
porate the methodologies and tools of the Cross-
Linguistic Linked Data (CLLD) framework. CLLD
is a platform designed to enable the aggregation,
comparison, and visualization of linguistic data
across different languages. It leverages the Cross-
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Linguistic Data Formats (CLDF, Forkel et al.,
2018) to standardize data representation, making it
more accessible and interoperable.

Incorporating CLLD into LAJaR will offer sev-
eral advantages. Firstly, it will allow LAJaR to
benefit from CLLD’s established infrastructure, in-
cluding its robust data formats and visualization
tools. Secondly, by adopting CLLD’s standardized
data formats, LAJaR can ensure consistency in data
representation, facilitating easier comparison and
integration with other linguistic databases. More-
over, CLLD supports the inclusion of a diverse
range of linguistic data, from phonetics to syntax.
This flexibility aligns well with the aim of LA-
JaR to cover a wide array of grammatical features
across the Japonic and Ryukyuan languages.

3 Case study: Zero Copula

We discuss the following as a case study of how
LAJaR can promote linguistic research. We anno-
tated whether a language allows zero copula for
predicate nominals (120A). We examined 25 lan-
guages from 25 sources.

The result shows that some languages of western
Japan and Ryukyuans do not have copula for non-
past declaratives (1a), whereas other languages do
(1b).

(1) a. wan=ja
I=TOP

sinsii
teacher

‘I am a teacher.’(Amami, Kato 2022,
p.38)

b. an
that

hita
person.TOP

sensee=zjad=do
teacher=COP=SFP

‘That person is a teacher.’ (Kagoshima-
Japanese, Hiratsuka 2018, p.115)

WALS simply states that Japanese does not al-
low zero copula, but LAJaR indicates that there is
actually variation within the Japonic language fam-
ily. The result suggests the effectiveness of LAJaR
with more finely grained data extraction.

Since WALS speculate that the non-existence of
copula correlates with the existence of case mark-
ers, we also wanted to examine case markers; how-
ever, we encountered some difficulties. First, differ-
ent sources adopted into LAJaR refer to the region
in various granularities. It is necessary to normal-
ize the level of granularity. Second, case mark-
ers in many languages of Japan are optional. In
such a case, linguists tend to describe only overt

case markers and tend not to mention the possibil-
ity or impossibility of case marker drops, which
makes it challenging to annotate. Third, different
sources contradict each other. This might be due
to language change or individual differences. It
is necessary to decide which source to choose or
to invent a way to represent contradicting results.
The reliability of the descriptions also varies from
one literature to another and must be examined to
determine whether they are worthy of adoption.

While we are “digging deeper” into the Japanese
data, we are essentially taking the same approach
as WALS and are facing the same problems en-
countered by the WALS authors. On this matter,
we are exploring ways to more accurately reflect
the variation within languages while referencing
the approach of WALS. For instance, we are consid-
ering approaches such as allowing multiple values
for a specific feature.

4 Conclusion

This paper presented an overview of our ongoing
project on the linguistic typology database LAJaR.
We have developed a database from existing liter-
ature on Japonic languages, which until now has
largely been overlooked. Additionally, through our
case study, we demonstrated how this database can
facilitate new research in linguistic typology.

The LAJaR project marks a significant advance
in depicting the Japonic language family’s diversity
more fully and accurately. Using sources written in
Japanese includes a broader array of linguistic data,
often overlooked in current databases. Furthermore,
the dataset helps members of the endangered lan-
guage communities know the grammatical diversity
of Japonic languages, aiding in understanding their
own languages’ grammatical features.

Future work will focus on further expanding and
refining the database, particularly on endangered
Japanese dialects and Ryukyuan languages that
have received minimal attention. This expansion
will enhance our understanding of the structural
complexity and variation within the Japonic lan-
guages. Additionally, we aim to utilize the LAJaR
database as a platform for international collabo-
ration and exchange among researchers, further
advancing the field of linguistic typology. Through
this endeavor, we hope to significantly contribute to
the field of language typology and raise awareness
about the importance of preserving and studying
Japonic languages.
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