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Outline of  this talk: 

 Why build a wiki of  all human language? 

  How will the wiki work? 

  A working prototype 

  Questions and the future 
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Why build a wiki of  all 
human language? 
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Top Ten languages by Native 
Speakers (Millions) 

Data:  The Ethnologue (2005) available at www.ethnologue.com! LW 



“Long Tail” of  Languages 

Half the world population speaks one of 10 languages (>1%)!

Most everyone else speaks one of 300 languages (4%)!

5% of the world speaks one of 6,500 languages (95%)  !

1 Billion 

100 Million 

10 Thousand 
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Ethnologue 
  6900 language 

descriptions 

  41k language names 

  ISO 639-3 codes 

  statistical summaries 

  ethnologue.com 

SB 



Open Language Archives 
Community 

  digital / 
non-digital 

  federated search 

  page per language 

  language-
archives.org 
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World Atlas of  Language 
Structures 

  2650 languages 

  140 features 
(e.g. word order) 

  40 authors 

  6,100 references 
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Rosetta Project 

  ~ 2,500 languages 

  100,000+ text pages 

  Audio and video 
recordings 
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Large Scale Language 
Preservation Efforts 

  Papua New Guinea 

  >800 languages 

  100 voice recorders 

  record, transcribe 
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Proposal:  All-Language Wiki 

SB 

An aggregation and discovery portal for 
information and resources on all 6,900 

human languages. 

For use by: 

•  language speakers 

• educators 

•  researchers 

• general public 



Wiki Content 
One page per language: 

• structured information 
from dozens of  
external sources 

• Further curated by: 

o  user-contributed 
material 

o  expert commentary 

Linked index pages providing 
taxonomic navigation 
through 3,900 language 
families and subgroups 

SB 

This will be the most 
comprehensive, accurate and 

accountable information 
available for any human 
language, available in a 

single location. 



How will it work? 

Why can’t we just use the current Wikipedia? 
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Current Wikipedia Article Structures 
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Current Wikipedia Article Structures 
Free Form Text 
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Current Wikipedia Article Structures 
Display Structures 
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Current Wikipedia Article Structures 
Structured Schemas (Templates/Infoboxes) 
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These structures are insufficient for researchers, who: 

•  Need access to data en masse. 

•  Need strong citation structures. 

KB 

(also relevant to WikiSpecies) 



Example: Language Dialects 

Problem:  Structures are display oriented, not 
semantic, and are used inconsistently 
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e.g.:  Diffs of  Chinese Language 

Problem: Historical diffs cannot be organized or 
searched by structure 
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Problem:  Contributors tend to not name their sources. 
Example:  Where did the contributor get the fact that there are 

31 million Gan speakers? 
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Problem:  Wikipedia article structure promotes 
consensus rather than supporting simultaneous 

differing viewpoints when none is dominant 
Example:  Taxonomic organization 
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A working prototype 

Our example of  a possible solution using 
distributed sources  
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Rosetta Project  
All-language Wiki Prototype 
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Internet Archive  
Rosetta Project Special Collection 
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All Language Metadata Now in Freebase 

• Rosetta Base:  over 
10,000 languages and 
linguistic entities linked 
by language family 
relationship 

• All data is linked to other 
kinds of  data in Freebase 

• We have rectified ~1500 
Wikipedia pages about 
human languages to our 
data set 
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Rosetta Alpha Wiki 
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Please help! 
• We plan to build The Language Commons Wiki – an aggregation and 

discovery portal for information and resources on all 6,900 human 
languages – and we need your help! 

•  Here are just some of  the questions we have: 

o Does this satisfy the needs of  researchers, native speakers of  rare 
languages, and students? 

o What should the relationship between the existing Wikipedia and the 
Language Commons be?  (e.g. can it just be a source too?) 

o How do we introduce this new way of  editing a wiki article to editors? 

o Who do we need to talk to?  Who should we got involved? 
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Thank you! 

Questions / Comments / Ideas: 

Laura Welcher 
laura@longnow.org 


