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Abstract. The Open Language Archives Community which recently
celebrated its first 10 years of activity, is a worldwide network dedicated
to collecting information on language resources and developing stan-
dard protocols for interoperability. In this context, Linked Open Data
paradigm is very promising, because it eases interoperability between
different systems by allowing the definition of data-driven models and
applications.

In this talk, we give an overview of present geolinguistics projects and an
approach which moves the focus from the systems handling the linguistic
data to the data themselves. As a concrete example, we present a geolin-
guistic application build upon a real linguistic dataset which provides
linguists with a system for investigating variations among closely related
languages.

1 Introduction

The research field of linguistics studies all aspects of human language, including
morphology (the formation and composition of words), syntax (the formation
and composition of phrases and sentences from these words) and phonology
(sound systems) [1]. Research in the variations in languages allows linguists
to understand the fundamental principles that underlie language differences,
language innovation and language variation in time and space.

Geolinguistics is an interdisciplinary field that incorporates language maps
depicting spatial patterns of language location or the results of processes that
lead to language change [2]. In this context, the linguistic atlas has proved to
be a vital tool and product of geolinguistics since the earliest stages of the field,
and it has provided a stage for the incorporation of modern GIS.

In the last two decades, several large-scale databases of linguistic material
of various types have been developed worldwide. The Open Language Archives
Community,1 which recently celebrated its first 10 years of activity, is a world-
wide network dedicated to collecting information on language resources (field

1 http://www.language-archives.org
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notes, grammars, audio/video recording, descriptive papers, and so on) and de-
veloping standard protocols for interoperability. GOLD2 was the first ontology
to be designed specifically for linguistic description on the Semantic Web [3]. It
proposes a solution to the lack of interoperability between linguistic projects and
projects designed specifically for NLP applications. It can act as a kind of lingua
franca for the linguistic data community, provided that data providers are will-
ing to map their data to GOLD or to some similar resource. In [4], the authors
present a framework for producing multi-layer annotated corpora: a pivot format
serving as “interlingua” between annotation tools, an ontology-based approach
for mapping between tag sets, and an information system that integrates the
various annotations and allows for querying the data either by posing simple
queries or by using the ontology.

Language resources that have been made publicly available can vary in the
richness of the information they contain: on the one hand, a corpus typically
contains at least a sequence of words, sounds or tags; on the other hand, a
corpus may contain a large amount of information about the syntactic structure,
morphology, prosody and semantic content of every sentence, plus annotations
of discourse relations or dialogue acts [5]. However, the quality of such corpora
may have been reduced by the intense, and often poorly controlled, usage of
automatic learning algorithms [6].

The heterogeneity of linguistic projects has been recognized as a key problem
limiting the reusability of linguistic tools and data collections [7]. The rate of
re-use for linguistic database technology together with related processing tools
and environments is still too low. For example, the Edisyn search engine – the
aim of which was to make different dialectal databases comparable – “in practice
has proven to be unfeaseable”.3 In order to find common ground where linguis-
tic material can be shared and re-used, the methodological and technological
boundaries existing in each research linguistic project needs to be overcome.

2 Linked Open Data for Geolinguistic Resources

The research direction we want to discuss in this talk is to move the focus from
the systems handling the linguistic data to the data themselves. For this pur-
pose the LOD paradigm [8] is very promising, because it eases interoperability
between different systems by allowing the definition of data-driven models and
applications. LOD is based on the definition of real-world objects, identified by
means of a dereferenceable URI4. Objects are related to one another by means
of typed links. Interoperability is achieved by a unifying data model (i.e. RDF5),
a standardized data access mechanism (i.e. HTTP), hyperlink-based data dis-
covery (i.e. URI), and self-descriptive data (based on shared open vocabularies
from different namespace) [8].

2 http://linguistics-ontology.org/
3 http://www.dialectsyntax.org/
4 http://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc3986
5 http://www.w3.org/RDF/
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In this context, a relevant initiative is ISOcat,6 a linguistic concept database
developed by ISO Technical Committee 37, Terminology and other language
and content resources, to provide reference semantics for annotation schemata.
The goal of the project is to create a universally available resource for language-
related metadata that can be used in a variety of applications and environments.
It also provides uniform naming and semantic principles to facilitate the inter-
operability of language resources across applications and approaches [9].

In this talk, we discuss the steps of a possible approach for exposing geolingis-
tic data into LOD [10–12] by presenting:

– the ASIt7 linguistic project which is based on micro-variations of Italo-
Romance dialects;

– a geolinguistic Web application that provides functionalities for accessing,
browsing, searching the linked open data by means of linguistic features, and
visualizing the data on dynamically generated maps.
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