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Research Culture in Theoretical Linguistics in India  
K P Mohanan 

 
I am giving below an email that I received from a PhD student in linguistics in India, 
whom I will refer to by the gender neutral name Alex. This email was in the context of a 
conversation we had on the difference between two kinds of cultures in theoretical work, 
namely, research culture and textbook culture. In the textbook culture, the writer 
presents the propositions of a theory as THE truth (totally certain, infallible), and 
presents data as examples as illustrations to help the learner understand the theory. In 
the research culture, in contrast, the researcher presents the knowledge claims that 
(s)he wants the research community to accept as true. Data, then becomes evidence on 
the basis of which the researcher presents arguments in support of the claim. In 
theoretical linguistics, the examples of sentences or words that are presented in most 
textbooks function as illustrations of the truth, while those that are presented in good 
quality research in linguistics, examples are evidence on the basis of which one presents 
arguments.  

The day after our conversation, Alex sent me the email given below. If you are a student 
or faculty member in linguistics (or in some other subject, for that matter), it would be 
great to hear your take on what  (s)he says. .  

 
From: Alex 
Date: Fri, Dec 24, 2021 at 12:18 PM 
Subject: Research in India  
 
 
If one asks a linguistics researcher in India whether they have a  research 
question and a knowledge claim in their thesis, they will say 'Of course I do'. If 
you asked them whether they have 'arguments' in favour of their knowledge 
claim, they will again insist that they do. All this is not to say that they are 
being dishonest in answering these questions— it is merely the case that they 
have an entirely different conception of arguments in research from what one 
would otherwise associate with rigorous scientific research. I keep using 'they' 
here as if I don't belong to this community- truth is, I too belong to this very 
community and am only in the process of exiting the attitudes and assumptions 
that are characteristic of this community. What follows is my understanding of 
what these attitudes and assumptions are in Indian Academia (at least 
Linguistics Academia) and why they need to be overhauled in order to cultivate a 
healthier and far more rigorous research culture: 
 
The intellectual process of a hard working, sincere and honest researcher 
working on theoretical linguistics in India would be as follows: 
 
Research question--> Question: What is the topic that interests me? 
Answer: Linguistic variable X (i.e; Adjectives, gender agreement, numerals, 
passive constructions, contrastive focus etc) in Language A (i.e; Marathi, 
Malayalam, Assamese, Khasi etc). 
 
Data --> Examples of certain behavioral patterns of linguistic variable X in 
language A.  
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E.g: Contrastive focus in Marathi 
 
Hypothesis --> This behavior can be explained by an already established 
mechanism within the theoretical framework M (e.g: inversion/ copy theory of 
movement/ feature passing etc.)  
 
Conclusion --> Thus, this thesis points out the interesting behavior of X in 
language A and proves it to be a valid instantiation of inversion/ copy movement/ 
feature passing mechanism within the theory M. 
 
 Once the researcher submits this body of work as a completed paper or a thesis, 
the questions/comments that are mostly fielded at any conference/ viva voce are 
generally of the following kind: 
 
(I) 
-This is an interesting phenomena. Does this happen in all dialects of language 
A? 
 
-I speak language A. This example of yours is not grammatical for me. How 
would you explain that? 
 
-Do you know if this generalization holds for other related languages of language 
A? 
 
-Which version of theory M did you use to explain your data? In other words, 
which proponents of theory M are best suited to explain this dataset? Did you 
know ____ has also worked on the same thing in the same language? Have you 
looked at their work? 
 
You will notice what is missing in the above process are questions like the 
following: 
 
(II) 
-Is all phenomena related to X in Lg. A entirely accountable in Theory M ?  
 
- Is there another theory N which is equally capable of handling the above data?  
 
-If theory M and theory N can equally account for the phenomena in question, 
how do we decide which is better suited for language A? 
 
-If theory M and theory N can equally account for the phenomena in question, 
how do we decide which theory is better suited as a more general model of 
universal grammar? 
 
-If one of them is more general as a theory of universal grammar, can the other 
be subsumed within the general theory as a special case?  
 
The reason the questions of type-II are missing in a researcher's body of work or 
go unattended in their analysis is because these are not questions one 
necessarily anticipates at any thesis committee or viva voce, at least anymore. 
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When questions of type- II end up being entirely absent in the scholarly 
discourse of a research community, they eventually disappear/ never occur in the 
aspiring scholar's intellectual process. The tragic consequence of this is that 
every researcher's work amounts to being merely a case of theory application (of 
someone else's theory) at best and blind faith assertions(that can't be rationally 
unpacked) at worst, thus completely devoid of arguments. Neither case spawns 
original theory construction such that they become the proponents of neither 
theory M nor theory N but a new theory O. 
 
This almost-total dissonance between what one would call rigorous research and 
what the research community in India calls research is I think the main reason 
for what could be perceived as an utterly uninteresting and unstimulating 
research culture in Indian Linguistics. Here, by unstimulating, what is meant is 
a culture that does not encourage (and sometimes even actively discourages) 
work that sharply and systematically critiques other related previous work, 
resulting in modification or dismantling of the previous work, at the same time 
also empirically backing up such a critique with evidence from the language in 
question. This way, the audience of this research walks away with learning 
something interesting about (i) the language in question AND (ii) the strength or 
weakness of existing linguistic theories. Sadly though, this is no longer a state of 
affairs particular to India and is largely becoming the norm in Linguistics 
Academia everywhere and perhaps academia in general all over. 
 
It takes a single individual scholar a great deal of reflection and fielding several 
sustained challenges over years from those who ask questions of type II, to be 
able to even identify and describe this dissonance. If that's what it takes for an 
individual to even see the problem, then getting the whole community to see this 
dissonance is a far cry, let alone resolve it. Such a resolution, if at all possible, 
shall be in the form of renewal of a research culture where questions of type-II 
are of infinitely more value than those of type-I. 
 
 

 
 


