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1. INTRODUCTION
Arab Vernacularism (4u_al 23lsdll) challenges long-standing notions about the role of vernacular languages and culture in
the Arab world. In this work¢ vernacularism is presented not just as a linguistic phenomenon but as a cultural ¢ creative« and
ideological force that shapes local identities and resists global homogenization. However¢< the book also confronts
significant academic and political obstacles that have hindered the study of vernaculars« particularly in the context of Arab
Nationalism. The restriction or even outright prohibition of studying local dialects has been presented as a threat to Arab

unity¢ with fears that emphasizing local dialects over Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) could lead to fragmentation and
division within the Arab world.

2. CULTURAL HEGEMONY AND SYMBOLIC VIOLENCE AGAINST VERNACULARS IN THE
ARAB WORLD

The study of vernaculars in the Arab world has been hindered by a confluence of ideological and political factors that can
be traced back to the historical dominance of the Quraysh tribe. During the Umayyad period¢ the Quraysh dialect was
elevated as the most eloquent and prestigious vernacular due to its association with the tribe’s political dominance and its
use in major Islamic texts¢ particularly the Quran. This elevation led to the suppression of other !l <ial (Arab
vernaculars) and regional dialects¢ consolidating Quraysh’s linguistic authority over the Arab world. The term 4n s
(Shu'ubiyya) was weaponized during this time to suppress minorities« other sects¢ and local cultures« framing their linguistic
and cultural expressions as threats to the pan-Arab vision. This legacy persisted into the 20th century with the rise of Arab
Nationalism¢« which sought to unite the Arab world through a shared language« history¢ and identity. This ideological
movement prioritized Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) as the singular medium of communication and cultural expression«
marginalizing local dialects or 4xl2ll. Nationalists feared that embracing regional vernaculars could fragment Arab unity
and weaken collective identity.

In schools and universities¢ Arab Nationalists used symbolic violence to reinforce this linguistic hierarchy. Educational
systems discouraged engagement with vernaculars« labeling their study as divisive and even disloyal. Scholars and students
who pursued research on vernacular languages or cultural expressions were often accused of 4w =& (Shu'ubiyya) - a term
historically used to denounce efforts that elevated local or non-Arab traditions over the pan-Arab vision. This stigma
effectively silenced intellectual inquiry into the rich diversity of local dialects< music¢ poetry« and architecture« perpetuating
a monolithic cultural narrative dominated by MSA.

Edward Said's critique of orientalism further complicated the academic landscape by highlighting how Western scholars
often exoticized and decontextualized Arab cultures. This critique led to heightened skepticism toward research
methodologies perceived as colonial¢ which¢ in turn¢ discouraged many Arab scholars from engaging with vernacular
studies¢ fearing they might be seen as complicit in orientalist agendas. In his seminal work Orientalism« Said exposed how
Western scholars depicted the Arab world as an exotic¢ inferior "Other<" serving colonial interests. While his critique was
revolutionary: it also inadvertently discouraged engagement with Western academic frameworks. Many in the Arab world
began to view research into local vernaculars as complicit in colonial projects¢ further stigmatizing an already marginalized
field.



Hajjaj « Mesopotamian journal of Arabic language studies V0l.2024 ¢ 1-5

Despite these challenges« Arab Vernacularism argues that vernaculars are vital to understanding the multifaceted identities
of Arab communities. Rather than dividing Arab society« they reflect its cultural richness and diversity. This argument
seamlessly bridges the discussion on historical hegemonies to the broader contemporary challenges of interdisciplinary and
regional inclusion. By revisiting the legacy of nationalism¢ Shu'ubiyya¢ and Said’s critique¢ the book advocates for a
balanced approach that values vernaculars as essential elements of Arab identity and creativity« while inspiring a framework
for cultural resilience.

3. THE CHALLENGES OF RESEARCH IN "NO MAN'S LAND"

As a scholar working in the "No Man’s Land" of Arabic humanities research¢ the author of Arab Vernacularism navigates
a complex and often hostile academic terrain. Pressures to conform to nationalist ideals and suspicion toward Western
academic traditions create significant barriers. A notable challenge is the rigid disciplinary boundaries in Arab world
universities: scholars and graduate students in sociology are often hesitant to engage with linguistics« while counterparts in
Arabic language studies are reluctant to delve into sociological perspectives. This disciplinary divide limits
interdisciplinary research« relegating vernacular studies to the margins« where they are often dismissed as too localized or
informal. By embracing Vernacularism (4isll) as a legitimate field of study« this book challenges these preconceptions
and calls for a more inclusive understanding of Arab identity - one that transcends the false dichotomy between MSA and
local dialects.

Three Definitions of Vernacularism:

In Arab Vernacularism« the concept of vernacularism is explored through three distinct but interconnected definitions:

1. Vernacularism as a Creative Tendency

Vernacularism as a creative tendency emphasizes the use of vernacular elements such as local dialects« idioms« and cultural
expressions in creative works. An example of this is the poetry of Iraqi poet Mudhafar Al-Nawab¢« whose work incorporates
Iraq Vernacular language and cultural references to resonate deeply with local audiences. By rejecting the elitist view that
only MSA holds cultural value¢ vernacularism encourages the flourishing of poetry« literature« and the arts enriched by
these authentic¢ localized forms.

2. Vernacularism as a Research Methodology

This approach prioritizes vernacular forms of knowledge and demands that literary critics possess subject matter expertise
(SME) in vernaculars. It also emphasizes the use of complementary methodologies such as the retrospective method:«
fieldwork¢ and anthropology to deeply engage with local traditions and communities. These tools enable a richer
understanding of culture and language within their native contexts by uncovering the intricate relationships between
vernacular expressions¢ themes¢ and elements and their social settings. Fieldwork allows researchers to observe and
document how vernaculars are used in daily life (outside dictionaries and other documents)« while anthropology situates
these expressions within broader cultural and historical frameworks. This approach contrasts sharply with abstract or
universal methodologies« providing a more nuanced and authentic perspective on vernaculars.

3. Vernacularism as a Philosophy and Ideology

As an ideology¢ vernacularism upholds the value of local dialects and cultural practices¢ asserting that they are vital to
preserving the richness of Arab identity. It challenges the dominance of standardized forms of expression¢ promoting a
more inclusive cultural framework. Moreover¢ vernacularism stands as a resistance against globalization¢ which often
imposes cultural hegemony by erasing local identities in favor of homogenized global norms. By opposing symbolic
violence« such as the marginalization of vernaculars in favor of dominant cultural paradigms¢ vernacularism advocates for
the recognition and empowerment of diverse cultural expressions as essential components of a society’s identity and
resilience.

4. THE IMPACT OF VERNACULARISM BEYOND LANGUAGE

Vernacularism (4da<ll) extends beyond language to encompass musice food« architecture« and other cultural practices
integral to local identities. These elements often resist the homogenizing forces of global culture« providing communities
with tools to define themselves on their own terms. Whether it is through Basra’s Khashabah music style or Iraq’s
Shanasheel architecture¢ vernacularism highlights the importance of preserving cultural diversity.

Importantly« the theory of vernacularism applies to other culturally diverse nations« such as the UK« African countries¢< and
Latin American societies. In these regions¢ local traditions and expressions often face similar challenges from dominant
cultural or linguistic paradigms. Arab Vernacularism argues for the recognition of these local identities as essential to the
broader social fabrice advocating for global relevance of vernacular studies.

5. CASE STUDY: ASHURAA ACROSS THE ARAB WORLD

A key theme explored in Arab Vernacularism is the celebration of Ashuraa« a day marked by sorrow and joy across Arab
regions. In Iraq¢ Ashuraa is solemnly observed as a commemoration of Imam Hussein’s martyrdom. In Egypt and Sudan«
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it becomes a festive occasion centered on the preparation of homemade sweets¢< while in Morocco« Baba Ashour takes on
the role of a Santa Claus-like figure« symbolizing joy and celebration. This diversity underscores how vernacular practices
shape regional identities even within shared cultural frameworks¢ highlighting their crucial role in resisting cultural
homogenization and preserving unique local identities. Furthermore« this exploration builds on the author’s earlier work«
Sl il Ay bl SLS ,a Badr Shakir al-Sayyab: huwiyat al-shi‘r al-‘Iraqi (2012)¢ where Sayyab’s poetry was
analyzed as a case study for Iraqi vernacularism¢ showcasing how vernacular elements can profoundly influence modern
poetic expression.

Additionally« the book investigates several vernacular elements such as idioms« proverbs¢ and vernacular songs in Modern
Arabic Poetry. These themes are exemplified through poetic texts from Iraq¢ Yemen« the Levant« and North African Arab
countries. By incorporating these elements¢ the book demonstrates how vernacular expressions enrich contemporary
poetry« offering new dimensions of creativity and cultural resonance. This work expands the research radius established in
the author's earlier book« Badr Shakir al-Sayyab: huwtyat al-shi‘r al-‘Iraqt (2012)« which focused on Iraqi vernacularisms«
to include a broader spectrum of Arab vernaculars and their contributions to modern poetry.

6. CONCLUSION

Arab Vernacularism is a transformative work that rethinks the role of local dialects and cultural expressions in the Arab
world. By emphasizing 4l as a vital element of identity and creativity« it challenges nationalist and colonial ideologies
that have historically suppressed local cultures. It calls for a more inclusive approach to Arabic humanities research - one
that celebrates the richness and diversity of vernacular practices across the Arab world and beyond. Furthermore« the book
paves the way for the establishment of a new educational model for contemporary standard spoken Arabic (Arabi). This
model harmonizes local vernaculars with modern linguistic standards¢ fostering cultural integration while preserving
regional identities. By doing so« it calls educators¢ policymakers¢ and researchers to action¢ urging them to embrace
vernacular studies as a critical tool for enhancing linguistic inclusivity and cultural sustainability in the Arab world and
beyond.
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