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Parameters of discussion 

• Historical perspective — How it was done before

• In what language to write? — English or not? 

• What language to describe? — Known or unknown? 

• How to get the data? — Texts or elicitation? 

• Database — Quality or quantity? How big data? 

• How much to write? — Large or small? 

• How to proceed? — Forms or functions? 

• Order of presentation — Segments vs. constructions 

• Choosing the time level — Synchrony vs. diachrony

• Theory base — Do we need it? 

• Terminology — How to make it user-friendly?  

• Beyond language — The extra-linguistic context 
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The grammar school tradition 



When everyone was a grammarian



Grammar = basic education 

• Classical
• Latin

• Greek

• Hebrew

• National 
• Finnish

• Swedish

• Russian

• Modern
• German

• French



Choosing the metalanguage



Finnish field linguistics: 1st generation

1794-1855



The European model: Rasmus Rask

1817 Anglo-Saxon

1818 Old Norse 

1824 Spanish 

1825 Frisian 

1827 Italian 

1830 Danish 

1832 English 

1832 Sámi 

1821 Sinhalese

1826 Avestan

1787-1832



Finnish field linguistics: 2nd generation



Advertisement

Manuscripta Castreniana
published by
the Finno-Ugrian Society

- Linguistica

- Realia

- Personalia

+ online materials 



Finnish field linguistics: 5th generation



The neopositivist generations



Texts vs. words vs. forms 



Taking up grammar writing



Theory or not?   

Theory ➝ formalism / dogmatism ➝ irrelevance / oblivion 

• Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss) 

• Basic Linguistic Theory (Dixon)

• Framework-free Theory (Haspelmath) 

• Theory-free Framework (my recommendation) 

The recipe for a good grammar =  

Data + Terminology + Common Sense
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Form vs. function

• Function-oriented grammar

• Universalist approach There are no universals.

• What are the functions? Nobody knows.

• Are they verifiable? Normally not.

• Based on a model language?  Typically yes. 

• English as a model? Very often. 

• Form-oriented grammar

• Language-specific approach

• One form = one function

• Forms are verifiable

• Not based on a model language

• Not based on English 



Order of presentation

• Sounds to sentences? 

• Phonetics and phonology

• Morphophonology

• Derivational morphology

• Inflectional morphology

• Morphosyntax

• Phrasal syntax

• Clausal syntax

• Syntax of complex sentences

• Discourse analysis

• Sentences to sounds? 

• Syntax

• Morphology

• Phonology



Grammar is not only about syntax



How big is too big?

1779 pp. 1698 pp. 



How to choose terminology? 

E.g. Mongolic case form in -DU/r

□ allomorphs: -dur/-dür/-tur/-tür, -du/-dü/-tu/-tü

□ functions: dative, locative, benefactive,     
possessive, etc. = ‘in, on, at, by, to’, etc.

(a) Name by form  dur-form

(b) Name by index case no. X

(c) Name by function DAT-LOC 

(d) Name by term dative



Mongolic finite tense-aspect markers 

Poppe 1955 Janhunen 2003

Present tense range 

-*m.Ui PRS.IMPRF I Narrative 

*-n+A-m > -n’ PRS.IMPRF II Durative 

*-yU PRS.IMPRF III Deductive 

Past tense range

*ji.x.ai > -jai PRS.IMPRF Resultative

*luxA.i > -lAA PRS.PRF Confirmative 

*bA.i > -b PRT.PRF Terminative 



How many functions in a form? 

• Tense forms T

• Tense-aspect forms TA

• Tense-aspect-modal forms TAM

• Tense-aspect-modal-evidential forms TAME

• A good grammarian will start from the form, give it a simple 
name, and list the functions expressed by it 

• Many functions, including “evidentiality” and “mirativity”    
are secondary, vague, and can even be illusionary just 
because they have become fashionable topics 

• Not all functions have to be found in all languages



Term building by analogy 

•Conjunct 

•Conjunctive 

•Conjunction 

•…

•Converb Ramstedt 1903 

•Connegative Janhunen? 1977? 

•Corrogative Janhunen? 1990? 

•…



Parts of speech   

FORMS TO FUNCTIONS

1. Invariables 

- functional groups: particles, conjunctions, etc. 

2. Variables

- nouns > nominals 

- verbs > verbals

3. Ambivalent 

- nomina-verba

- functional groups: prowords, adjectives, etc. 



From noun to verb to noun   

FORMAL TRANSFORMATIONS

1. N → V = Verbalization 

2. V → N = Nominalization 

FUNCTIONAL TRANSFORMATIONS

1. Noun as predicate = nominal predication

2. Nominalized verb as predicate = finitization



Nominalization  

The problems come from the ambiguity of the English term ‘noun’ 

• Noun : nominal : nominalization 

• V to N = nominalization, produces deverbal nominals  

• Some deverbal nominals retain verbality

→ “verbal nouns” = nomina verbalia

= “participles” = nominalized verbs that can occur in 
adnominal position

= “infinitives” = nominalized verbs in the role of 
independent head nouns

Conclusion: “participles” and “infinitives” are functional categories



Verbalization  

The problems come from confusing verbality with finiteness 

• Verb : verbal : verbalization 

• N to V = verbalization, produces denominal verbals

• Denominal verbals are full verbs and do not retain 
nominal characteristics 

• Nominal predication is not verbalization

• Nominalized forms as finite predicates are not 
“verbalized”, but finitized

Conclusion: “finiteness” is a functional category 



Varying functional range   

•Monofunctional verbal forms 
• the Mongolian tense forms = only finite

• the Mongolian converbs = only non-finite 

•Polyfunctional verbal forms 
• Mongolian -x = infinitive, participle, finite  

• One form – three functions

• We call this form a “participle”

• English -ing = infinitive, participle, converb
• How should we call this form? 

• An option is “gerund” 



Finite TAM in Siberian Ewenki

DX DX AOR PPLE NX VX PX COP

INDEF -RA- +

-Rii- + +

PRS IMPRF -JA- -RA- +

HAB -bkii- + +

FUT IMPRF -JA- +

INCH -JA- -l.i- -RA- +

FUT -JA- -ngAA- + + +

PAST PRF -cAA- + + +

IMPRF -JA- -cAA- + + +

ITER -ngkii- +

RES -nA- + +

MOD COND -m- -cAA- + + +

DEB -mAci.n- + + +

PROB -rkA- + + +

OPT -ngAAt.i- +

NEC -BkAA- +



Summarizing verbal forms/functions  

HV HN ADN ADV

•Finitives + − − −

• Infinitives + + − − 

•Participles + + + −

•Converbs − − − +

•Quasiconverbs − − − + 

HV = headverb, HN = headnoun, ADN = adnominal, ADV = adverbal



The power of tradition (Finnish)    

QUASICONVERBS

tul.e-ma-lla come-NMLZ-ADESS = modal quasiconverb

tul.e-ma-tta come-NMLZ-ABESS = privative quasiconverb

QUASICONVERBS > CONVERBS 

tul-le-n come-NMLZ-INSTR “modaalinen lauseenvastike” 

tul-tu-’a come-PASS.PPLE.PRF-PART “temporaalinen lauseenvastike” 

PARTICIPLE AS HEADWORD OF OBJECT CLAUSE 

nä’-i-n hän.e-n tul.e-va-n

see-PRT-1SG 3SG-CONN come-NMLZ-CONN

“referatiivinen lauseenvastike” = accusativus cum infinitivo



Vague terms – vague concepts 

•Complement 
•Complementizer
•Adjunct 
•Argument 
•Valence 
•Embedded clause 
• Indirect object 
• Insubordination 

•Transitivity
•Passive  



Framework makes a grammar   



Whose grammar? 

Language 
as immaterial property 

Kielenopas : -oppaat
Informant/s 
Consultant/s 
Teacher/s?  
Owners? 

Corpus work 

Other background work 

Samuel E. Martin
Based on the speech of Peter Onon



Grammar in context = “Rich grammar” 

•The speakers and their total environment

•Spatial setting: geography, ecology, climate 

•Social setting: demography, ethnology 

•Chronological setting: history, prehistory

•Taxonomic setting: linguistic connections 

•Areal setting: language contacts, bilingualism 

•Typological setting: complete structural profile 



The ideal grammar 

• Historical perspective — learn from the past

• In what language to write? — not only in English 

• What language to describe? — a new one (1 : 5000) 

• How to get the data? — be not afraid of elicitation 

• Database — your data is your corpus   

• How much to write? — quality before quantity 

• How to proceed? — forms to functions 

• Order of presentation — segments to constructions 

• Choosing the time level — pan-chronic approach 

• Theory base — minimize it  

• Terminology — make it user-friendly 

• Beyond language — do not neglect the context   


