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FINDING DESCRIPTIVE GRAMMARS 

 
              
 
 
WHAT (NOT) TO LOOK FOR 

 
‘Grammars’ which are written as instructional materials for language learners are usually 
difficult to use for linguistic description. These typically present only a small fraction of the 
grammar at a time, and so are difficult to extract, say, the full range of possible subject 
agreement markers from. 
 
Journal articles can be useful sources of basic morphological data, but aren’t always. Many 
articles will have a particular analytic goal restricting their focus to only a subset of a particular 
kind of morphology (e.g. a subclass of diminutives expressed by reduplication, leaving out the 
much more common diminutive suffix). The most common exception to this is the case of 
underdocumented languages, where a journal article may be one of only a few reference sources 
and so may focus more closely on basic description. 
 

Some journals (like IJAL) are exceptions, focusing primarily on basic description. These 
often focus on languages in a particular group, or from a particular region. Journals housed 
near grammars for particular groups of languages (e.g. Oceanic Linguistics, in PL5001) are 
especially likely to be useful in this way. 

 
Various other issues can make grammars (books or articles) tough to use: 

 
• No table of contents 
• Written in Russian (if you don’t speak Russian), etc. 
• Contains only long lists of sentences or texts 
• Everything is described in impenetrable theoretical terms (like chomeur) 
• Many generalizations, but not enough examples to support them 
• No (useful/readable) morpheme-by-morpheme glosses, or translations 
 

Some good grammars are available on the internet. However, there is also a lot of weird crap on 
the internet. As always, whenever you use online sources, make sure they are reliable. 
 

In particular, DO NOT TRUST WIKIPEDIA. Even when the articles say only true things, 
they can be strangely focused and problematically noncomprehensive, leading you to believe 
falsehoods. It can be a useful starting point, but don’t trust it as a definitive source. 
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WHERE TO LOOK 
 
The Stanford library has a vast collection of grammars of familiar and obscure languages.  

 
Grammars for most languages are found in the P-PM sections of the library. This section is 
organized by language family; a nice breakdown of what’s where can be found here: 
http://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/classification/lcco/lcco_p.pdf 
 
The section for each language contains both descriptions of and literature in the language. 
Some of the easiest sections to browse, looking for a good, usable grammar, are those in 
which there is very little literature, like:  
 

PK 1501-2899  Modern Indo-Aryan languages 
PL 5001-7101  Austronesian, Papuan, and Australian languages 
PL 8000-8844  African languages 
PM  101-2711  Native North American languages 
PM 3001-7356 Languages of Mexico, Central/South America 

(very often in Spanish) 
 

Grammars of ASL and other signed languages are housed in a different part of the library, 
around HV2400. (This is part of the “People with disabilities” section, within the 
unfortunately-named “Social pathology” section.) 

 
A few reliably decent grammar series: 
 

• The book The World’s Major Languages (edited by Bernard Comrie) contains short 
grammars for 40 widely-spoken languages.  

 
• The publisher Routledge has a nice series of consistently good linguistic grammars, 

mostly of commonly spoken languages. 
 

• Cambridge University Press has a good series of grammars of language groups (Indo-
Aryan, Celtic, Romance, Australian, Amazonian, Native North America). 

 
• Pacific Linguistics publishes a series of grammars of Australian and Pacific Islander 

languages, most of which are quite good. Many of these are housed together at PL4326. 
 

• The Summer Institute of Linguistics (a missionary group) publishes a great many 
descriptive grammars. These vary in their focus and theoretical orientation, but many are 
quite nice basic overviews. Most of these are housed together at P25 .S25. 

 
• There are lots of other good grammars, too, scattered all over the place. 


