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GK: Congratulations on being awarded the Infosys prize 2013 for excellence and contribution in 

the field of theoretical linguistics. How do you think this recognition boosts the status of 

linguistics, especially theoretical linguistics in the country? 

 

AK: I think it’s a great recognition for our discipline, because I think our area of inquiry is 

perhaps the most difficult to research. This is because what you perceive is a social phenomenon, 

but what generates it is an individual, intentional, internal structure of the mind/brain. Therefore, 

recognition of theoretical linguistics is recognition of the difficulty of this problem. This is 

particularly gratifying, as it lauds efforts in the generative enterprise to separate the (scientifically) 

epiphenomenal from the real in the abundance of linguistic phenomena around us, and to derive 

the external phenomena from an internal architecture of being human. Politically speaking as well, 

the world is full of the performance of difference and specificity, exclusion and inclusion, and of 

individuals and communities’ stakes in that performance. So, honoring a theoretical linguist 

involves honoring something that is much more deep seated, that is universal, that is equal, and 

which is nevertheless puzzling because we all have these ‘deep structures’ that make us similar 

and equal. 

  

GK: The Infosys Science Foundation places linguistics in the category of Humanities, while they 

have five other categories, viz. Engineering and Computer Science, Life Sciences, Mathematical 

Sciences, Physical Sciences and Social Sciences. What is your opinion on the position of 

linguistics in academic divisions? So, what do you think about the divide between Humanities and 

Social Sciences and also, is it apt to situate linguistics in humanities? 

 

AK: I actually think it is a good thing to place linguistics in humanities, because humanities is 

about being human and, what better defines humans but language -- their ability to produce text, 

their ability to appreciate and create artistic objects, in short to make full use of the basic 

endowments of being human. In my understanding, the core difference between humanities and 

social sciences is that the social sciences seek to employ a variety of methodologies to understand 

something which is external to the organism, which is not fashioned from within the organism. 

But language comes from internal to the organism, and is amenable to my control.  For example, 

while I might not like the government or the economic system, I cannot probably influence it as an 

individual; but I can certainly influence my use of sexist language, as what I have control of is 

internal to me. 

  

Another point of difference between humanities and social sciences is that, given that we are 

rational beings, we can look at the object before us and fashion a rational object out of it, even if it 

is external to me — society, for example. Rational analysis allows us to say that the object we are 

studying is composed of these atoms, these are the relations that link it and these are the outputs. 

Such a method allows us to form a hypothesis, conduct experiments, and therefore, any object you 

apply this method to, will give you a rational output. This is common to linguistics, social sciences 

and natural sciences. But to do linguistics and natural sciences, there is an extra claim involved — 

the object itself is inherently structured by these principles.   

 

GK: Extending the same thread of discussion, how much of a role does methodology play in 

situating a discipline in a certain category? To elaborate, what do you think of the Chomskyan 
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understanding of linguistics where theoretical expectation functions as a directive force, like in 

natural sciences? Does adopting this scientific methodology where observations are theory-laden, 

allow linguistics to qualify as a subject of natural sciences? 

 

AK: For a long time the natural sciences were a part of philosophy. So these nomenclature and 

classification war have a value, but they do not really reveal what the subject is.  

 

Any introduction to linguistics will tell you how difficult it is to separate the social 

phenomena from the grammatical phenomena. This is true of all the natural sciences as well; that 

abstraction is the essence of reality. But linguistic abstraction requires you to admit that you do not 

know where the boundaries are.  

 

Let me illustrate with an example to explain what I mean. In LISSIM, the linguistics summer 

school that Tanmoy Bhattacharya and I organize every year, we were taught by Dr. Charles Yang 

in 2013, who showed us that it is optimistic to assume that the parameters of Universal Grammar 

can cover the entire space of a child’s linguistic knowledge. He showed us that other cognitive 

processes — sometime triggered by social phenomena — must be postulated as inbuilt in the 

organism to account for the whole of the child’s linguistic knowledge.  

 

In the natural sciences, a considerable degree of effort historically has gone into 

distinguishing nature and nurture, but for a young discipline like ours, it is not clear where these 

lines are to be drawn. The history of generative grammar itself is instructive. Moving from 

construction types evaluated at multiple levels of grammar, we now work with minimalism and its 

theory of interfaces. However, the fact is that we do not know much about the interfaces and 

therefore, we need to model both the performance systems as well as the design of the Faculty of 

Language.   

 

There are a number of competing models for this, and it is not immediately clear which of the 

models should be in and which should be out. Take for example, the properties of topic and focus. 

These imply that if the discursive context must be that which is responsible for topic and focus, 

then the performance systems must take into account more than just one sentence; but exactly how 

is that to be modeled? Another example: as K.A. Jayaseelan has argued, Malayalam has both cleft 

questions and movement to a preverbal focus position. It has cleft questions in embedded clauses 

and the preverbal focus position in matrix clauses; yet Malayalam speakers use the cleft strategy 

outside the embedded contexts. So, their matrix questions are also a cleft question, despite having 

the structural means to do otherwise. What account can explain these facts? Is this a linguistic 

choice imposed by the bare output conditions, or is this a phenomenon of the performance system? 

   

GK: You have contributed immensely to the field of theoretical linguistics with your wide range 

of work on various topics including scrambling, case, clitics, Wh among many others in a variety 

of South Asian languages. Referring back to your 2000 work titled ‘XP Adjunction in Universal 

Grammar’, how do you think the analysis of scrambling in a South Asian Language, Hindi-Urdu 

contributed to a theoretical understanding of this widely available phenomenon of free word 

order? 

 

AK: Any research is always based on interlocutors, and barring a handful of persons, I don't think 

it is meaningful to talk about the contribution of an individual. And even for those whose work is 

truly individual, Chomsky included, it is the persistence of questions rather than their novelty.  
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If you look at the history of scrambling, and you look at the work of Ross, for example, you find 

that scrambling is just a PF rule; because at that state of knowledge, only those things could be in 

the narrow syntax for which structural constraints based on movement could be found. To be 

generated by a PF rule entailed a non-effect on interpretation; but as the work of Ira Pandit and of 

Madhu Gurtu in the late 1980s showed, scrambling DID have interpretive consequences — it 

appeared to alter binding relations. For example, if you scrambled a quantified direct object, you 

could get a bound variable reading. For example, hər ləRke-ko uskii behen-ne dekha versus uskii 

behen-ne hər ləRke-ko dekha. The meaning in the former case is that each boy is such that his 

sister saw him, while in the latter case; there is no bound variable reading. It means that there is 

one person who is X’s sister and she saw the set of all persons contained in the set Y, except X. 

Logically, she could also have seen X, but the sentence does not give us that meaning.  

 

If scrambling must take place somewhere in the grammar where it can have interpretive 

consequences, then it must be in the narrow syntax. Anoop Mahajan’s (1990) work uses Case as a 

motivation for the meaning-altering aspect of movement, in line with the then influential trend of 

describing movement in terms of case and agreement. What my work showed was that case 

triggered movement could not explain scrambling, because movement for case is obligatory, but 

scrambling is not. Also, since the interpretive effects that such movement had were purely 

discursive, in that the moved element had to be presupposed, and some other element became 

focused in the linear order. So what I implemented was an account whereby scrambling was 

derived adjunction, which ‘activated’ a preverbal focus position. While the exact technical details 

of the proposal may not be relevant any longer, the idea I feel is still relevant — a similar claim 

has been made by Miyagawa for Japanese.  

 

The ‘80s and ‘90s debate about scrambling showed us that the diagnostics to tell you what 

kind of position an element moved to were not reliable. With respect to the big debate of whether 

scrambling means movement to an A or A’ position, my work showed that the diagnostic of 

binding does not tell you if an element has moved to an A or A’ position. If you change the 

binding theory (based on evidence from a wide range of languages), you get rid of weak crossover 

effects, and then you do not have the same analysis anymore.  

 

The way that debate has resolved itself is by giving up on weak crossover as a reliable 

diagnostic. What has survived is the distinction between long and short scrambling, as that is in 

keeping with the ways in which our ideas of movement have also changed — the trigger for 

movement is now not the features of individual lexical items, but the EPP. This has resulted in one 

of those happy stories now that everybody in the ‘80s- and ‘90s have turned out to be right — 

when you move through an EPP position through the vP phase,the element is predicted to have 

both the properties of both A and A’ movement. If you move through an EPP position in the CP 

phase, you have A’ properties.   

 

GK: So, you and Miyagawa among others analyzed scrambling as a discourse-related 

phenomenon, such that scrambling has discursive (topic and focus related) interpretive effects. 

Now, discursive effects are not obligatory in the grammar. Whether or not one wants to focus or 

topicalize an element in the sentence is optional, and governed by requirements that are extra-

Narrow Syntactic in some sense.  Could you comment on optional movement in narrow syntax, 

which still remains an unresolved issue in grammar? 

 

AK: I think we are much closer to understanding what this phenomenon is now, than when I was a 

PhD student. We had a view of the grammar, in which movement was dictated by the need of the 

moving element — e.g., case, Wh-. The problem with topic and focus is that there is no way to 
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predict this need by just inspecting the item that is interpreted as either topic or focus — this role 

is given to it by the speaker, based on complex factors, like her evaluation of the common ground, 

the direction in which she wants to steer the discourse. There is no way for me to predict when this 

feature (topic/focus) is going to appear on a lexical item from just a consideration of the lexicon.  

 

However, since we are looking at a system of features which is driven by the intentionality of 

the speaker, is it not possible to conceive of features as two kinds — those that come from a 

lexicon and, are assembled into the lexical items themselves, and those that are introduced into the 

computation because of discursive reasons (whatever they may be)? After all, human beings do 

not only speak in argument structure, they also structure the information they give to interlocutors. 

In fact, this is a basic property of both the performance and structure of language — even if 

language evolved just to ‘speak’ to ourselves, the fact that all languages have minimally a 2
nd

 

person suggests that the system we have inherited is engineered for performance at the 

interlocutor. And if the 2
nd

 person could penetrate deep enough into the featural system of a 

language, then it is not unreasonable to assume that the assignment/existence of topic and focus 

features — designed as they are to steer language with the other —  as legible to the interfaces, 

and hence part of the narrow syntax.  

 

The descriptive reality is that these features are not as heavily grammaticalized, in that they 

are not inherent to lexical items per se; and this makes sense, because the human ability is one that 

generates an infinite number of discourses and perspectives on them. Let us then take it that topic 

and focus are features, but these are added on to the lexical item based on the intentionality of the 

speaker. So, what a syntactic theory can answer is not why did X focus this constituent but how 

did she focus it, what syntactic mechanisms must be postulated, etc.  

 

One question that particularly interests me is when should topic/focus features be added into 

the computation? Should this feature start off from the numeration, so that means that there is a 

very deep penetration of a bare output condition, following from the strong minimalist thesis? In 

work that I did in the late 90s, very shortly after my thesis, I examined the possibility that the 

focus feature was not added very early; that it was after spell-out so that it made no difference to 

the syntactic computation. Currently, I think that focus should be added just at TRANSFER/Spell-

out, so that it will have an effect on PF and LF outputs.  

 

GK: In your article titled ‘The Cartography of Phases’, you have discussed the mapping between 

cartographic heads and phase heads in the Chomskyan model. For example, you have argued that 

in Meiteilon, the phasal head C maps on to MoodIrrealis, and not to Fin or Force heads. How does an 

understanding of the clausal structure of Meiteilon, a tenseless language, contribute to the 

understanding of finiteness and the C-T connection (in the sense of Chomsky, 2008) cross 

linguistically? 

 

AK: I think I want to begin with a disclaimer: I think cartographies are a good way to do field 

linguistics research, but I do not think that cartographies have any reality. Because having fifty 

heads versus one head with fifty features are two completely distinct things methodologically.  

What cartographies enable us to do is to see which features go with what. So, in that sense, it is 

just an aid to the blind; and we are sort of feeling our way around the elephant. Generally, I think 

cartographies are a very expensive system.  

 

On another note, when you do field linguistics research and make a cartography, there is no 

reason to believe that the cartography is ontologically prior. On the contrary, it could be the case 

that the things that you see in the world’s systems might be the result of theory internal linguistic 
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operations that have yielded that cartography. It is like saying that French is SVO. Sure it is. But 

French is SVO because of V raising to T. So, SVO is not of much interest to a generative 

syntactician because it does not tell you anything of significance. Similarly, for example, Cinque’s 

cartography shows that Tense always intervenes to split the class of moods; but actually what it 

does not tell you is of more importance — whether the Tense head started off as it appears on the 

surface structure, or was it split off from C at a deeper level of derivation? The work that I did in 

Meiteilon addressed this question and suggested that the surface cartographies are a result of the 

split between C and T, so some features are transferred to T, in keeping with Chomsky’s 

suggestion. I also argued that the mechanisms of transfer/inheritance are not any different if the 

language lacks T altogether, as some other head is the head that inherits C’s features.  

 

With respect to the question of finiteness, it is difficult for many of us, speakers of tensed 

languages, to think of a world where you can have finiteness without Tense. But actually such 

languages may be more abundant than we think. For example, Mark Baker and Lisa Travis have 

argued that mood is a verbal definiteness marker. On the face of it, Santali is also a similar 

language, as all finite sentences end with a definiteness marker. But Santali also has tense, and has 

different aspectual auxiliaries whose distribution can only be explained with reference to Tense. 

The two systems may not be as mutually exclusive as they seem. Could this be another kind of 

language, in which there is a Tense head, but to which Transfer/Inheritance does not apply in full 

as in a regular tensed language. Are some features retained at C, triggering the verbal definiteness 

marker? 

 

This latter approach would require us to locate finiteness as a distinct category from Tense, 

and this is a matter of rigorous debate in the literature. That such a distinction is required seems 

necessary, as can be seen by the fact that there are many kinds of nonfinite clauses — the gerund, 

the participle, the infinitival. Perhaps the term ‘finiteness’ is bad; because we are trying to get at 

something which seems to be based on tense or mood, but it is actually something even more 

abstract, as evidenced by Nordlinger’s arguments argues for a nominal tense. 

 

GK: Does a mapping between phasal and cartographic heads help in reconciling the differences 

between Cartography and Minimalism? If so, how? Could you comment on this question in light 

of the understanding that cartographic structures are a homogeneous hierarchy of projections, 

devoid of delimiting domains (in the sense of Cinque 2002; Rizzi 2004 etc.), contra the minimalist 

structures where phase heads (C and v) play key role in determining the computation (à la 

Chomsky 2001)? 

 

AK: As I said earlier, cartographies allow us to plot out all the features that are relevant, and in 

doing so recognize the elephant. That’s their validity — their ability to allow for typologies. It is 

to be noted that these cartographies are very empirical and not theoretical. When I ask which of 

these features are more relevant for the computation, they cease to be mere devices for 

understanding what features are at play, because then I am asking questions about locality and 

intervention.   

 

Employing cartographies is different from employing a cartographic approach — I do not 

subscribe to the latter. The latter refers to a theoretical ascription to a criterial account that every 

feature is licensed if only there is a checking relation of some sort with that feature. So then, one 

would have to say that all cartographic heads in the phrase have some kind of uninterpretable phi-

set. That is not something I would subscribe to, because then you have a rich, ugly system, and 

you are really back to from where you started.   
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GK: Continuing our discussion of the methodology/approach to doing theoretical linguistics, I 

would like to know if there is a possibility of combining the theory centered, abstract approach of 

the current minimalist program with generative typology, which according to Baker (2010), 

“focuses on superficial features of languages—features that can easily be described in the 

relatively atheoretical terms of traditional descriptive linguistic practice”? So, is there a room for 

generative typology in the kind of minimalist framework (since Chomsky 1995) that we subscribe 

to now? 

 

AK: I think it is a fatal mistake to ever stop doing something because it is not fashionable. (One 

should not do things because they are fashionable either.) So, just like cartography, the question is 

about what it means to do typology. Certainly, the kind of generative typology that Baker rightly 

criticizes, which takes categories to be pre-theoretically defined, is not generative at all; it focuses 

only on the surface. This does not mean however, that there can be no generative typology at all. 

 

There are many ways in which you can pursue generative typology. So, there are typologies 

of pronouns, which involve looking deeply into the pronouns that languages have and determining 

the features that they have, and then seeing how if a pronoun underspecifies X feature, what are its 

implications for syntax. Doing such a study involves a variety of languages; such a study would be 

deep and would involve doing generative typology. What should be kept in mind is that it is not 

always very easy to know how deep to go. In minimalism, the surface is not to be despised 

because the surface is the result of the bare output conditions. It tells you something about what 

the structure is.  

 

When you do typology, a fundamental assumption is that you have parameters of difference; 

if you are stuck in the 1980s and 1990s, then you may be predisposed to look for parameters that 

typologize the whole of languages, but that would be an error. Minimalism’s claim is that 

parameters are obtained from individual lexical items, and that the operations of FL themselves 

are never parameterized. In principle then, English LIs can have many of the same parameters as 

Hindi ones; so in a sense, there are no parameters out there.  

 

A nice example is the parameter that Hindi is a very strongly postpositional language. 

Nevertheless, there are Ps which are not the same kind of postpositional items like the Case 

particles, that come to us from Persian and Arabic. Elements like bəgair ‘without’, bina ‘without’ 

can be used in both constructions- ram ke bina ‘without Ram’ and also bina ram ke ‘without 

Ram’. An explanation which says that such a behavior is caused due to the fact that these lexical 

elements come from Persian or Arabic, which is an SVO language, is not an interesting 

explanation. Another explanation which says that these lexical elements can move, but also asks if 

they are really postpositions or are elements of a nominal nature, is better. So, notice the 

postpositions of Hindi, the complex ones. They all have some locational element with a genitive, 

indicating that the postpositional structure in Hindi is a nominal structure. But still the elements- 

bəgair and bina have something special, which is missing in postpositions like upər ‘above’, nice 

‘below’ , əndər ‘inside’ among others. So, əndər kəmre ke ‘inside the room’ would only be 

licensed in very specific discourse contexts, but ram ke bina ‘without Ram’ and also bina ram ke 
‘without Ram’ do not seem as heavily context-dependent. So, I cannot really say that Hindi has a 

parameter which says that all adpositions have to be postpositional (i.e. following the noun), but 

then I would not be able to account for the presence of bina ram ke.   

 

GK: Moving on, according to Chomsky’s view of human nature, humans have a certain genetic 

endowment that is crucially implicated in our attitudes, beliefs, and intellectual achievements and 

so on. To put it differently, in Chomsky’s opinion, humans are capable of all sorts of things and 
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that it depends on the society that they are bought up in that represses certain aspects and promotes 

others. As an active voice against sexual harassment of women and as a faculty representative in 

Gender Sensitization Committee against Sexual Harassment (GSCASH), JNU, how do you think 

Chomsky’s innatist view of human nature is/isn’t able to account for the rising number of cases of 

harassment and rapes in India? If there exists an innate sense of vice and virtue in all humans, then 

how are some men motivated to commit gruesome acts of violence (the Nirbhaya case of 

December 16, 2012 for instance) against members of the opposite gender? 

 

AK: My own activism is completely based, derived from, and is in a symbiotic relationship with 

my linguistics. The innatist view is not one that you are a clean slate —some structures are 

inscribed upon you but those structures are very minimal. So, while a grammar might tell you how 

to say things, it does not tell you what to say. While innate endowment might give you an 

opposition between the thumb and the finger, it does not tell you that you have to pick up a plate. 

In short, there are not always biological arguments or innatist explanations for what we do. Also, 

as a linguist, I know that social structures of power, and how nature is nurtured in which kind of 

society, actually governs your social behaviour. It does not speak ill of the endowment because the 

same endowment could be used for great good. This knowledge tells me that we can only explain 

a bit of linguistic behavior in formal linguistics, the rest is social. 

  

The same holds true for the equality of women. We have an initial endowment that makes us 

all equal, but we live in a social reality in which social structures promote inequity and 

disadvantages for women in particular. The endowment of equality is always being undone, and 

that is what we have to fight against. I do not subscribe to the cynical view that human beings are 

doing survival of the fittest. They are not. Human beings are marked also equally innately by 

feelings of altruism and solidarity. So, if I speak and you nod your head, you are doing solidarity. 

The nature of language tells us that the other is always in my head.  

 

Now why do people behave in the way they do, is the question that you asked. One needs to 

interrogate the structure of the family, the role of the state, our own relations to education and the 

notions of power that play in every structure. When none of that has changed, why should we 

expect that women should become safer after one case? 

 

Post the Nirbhaya case, there have been another 40000 reported rapes. We need to understand 

that much of the public outcry around the incident was simply moral, patriarchal horror, and that is 

by definition, callous of caste and class. Compare the rape and murder of Jyoti Singh (the woman 

named Nirbhaya) with the case of two girls found hanging in Badaun. While in the first case, so 

much protection is being given to Jyoti Singh’s name and identity; in the second case, because 

they were Dalits, the entire world saw the photographs of the two girls hanging from the tree. 

Even in the space that has opened up, we can ask the question: Is our reaction just? Is our reaction 

to rape not already inflected by the structures of power? So, it is only through such questioning 

that we can succeed. Because really, the survival of any discipline of enquiry — linguistics, 

sociology, even fate of scrambling — rests on it. It is an imperative, because human life is what 

makes human knowledge possible. And if caste and religious hatred are going to disenfranchise 

minds from knowledge, then as an academic, it is your duty to seek answers; otherwise you won’t 

have a classroom.  

 

GK:  In conclusion, I would like to thank you for the great amount of insight that you have given 

us about one, the innatist explanation of language (and human nature) and two, generative 

linguistics research. Is there any special piece of advice that you have for the students pursuing 

linguistics in India? 
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AK: The great thing about being a linguist is that your data is everywhere! What makes the 

discipline of linguistics is therefore not data, but the theories you use to understand and explain it -

- so theoretical orientation of one’s work is very important. This orientation should lead students 

to not only question everything, to not only attack old ideas, but also build something in its place.  

 

The advantage of studying in India is that there are so many languages that one can further 

linguistic theories with, as the data from these yield theoretical questions that have not been asked 

as yet. And note that concern for theory never overrides concerns for the humans that speak those 

languages, it only increases them. 

 

NOTES 

 
i. AYESHA KIDWAI is a professor, Centre for Llinguistics, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. 

ii. GURMEET KAUR, is Research Scholar, IIT Delhi. 
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