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    Editor 

Honourable Chief Guest and Dignitaries; Worthy Delegates; 

V.C QAU; Dean of Social Sciences; Director, NIHCR; 

Colleagues and Scholars, Al-Salam-o-Alaikum! 

 

I am beholden to IAHA and more particularly to my friend Dr. 

Sajid Awan for inviting me to deliver the Key note address at 

this august conference. It is an honour that I ill deserve. 

However, I will cherish for the rest of my lifethe privilege 

ofhaving addressed an international galaxy of scholars who are 

devoted to rectifying the balance of perspective between the 

Asian and European cultural ethos. I would like to prefix the 

keynote on the Vernacular perspective of this conference with 

two personal comments and a statement of my own credentials 

and posture on the subject.  

In 1986 I heard of the concepts of Indigenization and 

Decolonization of knowledge for the first time. Despite its 

inherent appeal, the movement did not take root in the 

„mainstream‟ of Academia because of the colonial antecedents 

of our modern system of education. The parallel attempt of 

generating knowledge in the social sciences in the vernacular 

[local/Desi] languages of Pakistan has also not found an 

appreciative audience among the academic elite. 

Prominent among the few kindred spirits that I came across 

during my wanderings in the deserted portals of Indigenization 

in Pakistan is the current president of IAHA. Dr. Awan came to 

the TIAC seeking answers to the cause of xenocentric 

tendencies in the Pakistani elite and has been in search of the 

European Drama to contrast with Myrdal‟s Asian Drama. This 

conference is a befitting milestone in Dr. Awan‟s life-long 



 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                             

                                                                                                             Editor 

 

2 

quest to find the source of legitimacy of definition. A right 

which the west has arrogated to itself over the past five 

centuries. 

Also on a personal note, I have been conscious of the fact that 

„solutions‟ to social problems and plans for progress and 

development are gradually becoming less effective; and that 

they bring in their wake more  problems than they solve. I 

attribute this to the failure of epistemic teleologiesin integrating 

the forms of social interaction in a multi-cultural world. This is 

a classic case of theory lagging behind practice and the attempt 

to resolve paradoxes instead of reconciling to them. It is this 

very problem that the IAHA forum is best suited to deal with. I 

feel privileged to have been given a part in the proceedings of 

this great venture and am overwhelmed at the opportunity of 

delivering a keynote address. My friends will testify that I 

prefer a low profile away from the high seat and the limelight 

but I felt impelled to brave both for the privilege of talking here 

today.  

 

My talk will focus on three issues: first,what is the nature of 

vernacular content in historical data.Second, what is the utility 

of such content for nation building today! In this context I will 

dwell on the subject of bias and perspective only briefly to 

postulate what I mean by „rectifying the balance of perspective‟ 

before I pass on to the concept of how we can use local 

alternatives to avoid the derogatory implications of the term 

vernacular while reveling in the need to be vernacular. I will 

develop these themes to lead from one to the other such that 

papers focusing on the „Vernacular‟ component of the 

conference can be seen to contribute to the 

„Oriental‟perspective. I will also try to illustrate how neither 

term needs to be considered derogatory. 

1. What is the nature of ‘vernacular’ content in 

historical data. 

IN THE concept note circulated along with the call for papers, 

it has been mentioned that there was simplicity in pre-modern 
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oriental historiography.The simplicity referred to there was in 

fact the complexity of social understanding as a composite 

where history did not distinguish between its political, social, 

cultural and economic processes but treated them as dramatist 

personae who took centre stage according to their role in a 

historic event or process. The informal structure of our quest 

for identity in the vernacular was galling to the western mind. It 

consequently produced remarks like „in this source, an ounce of 

fact/data is buried under a ton of opinion‟. 

For our purpose, vernacular means colloquial. Not only in 

language but also in material remains and art forms, concept 

structures and worldview of the nationals of each state. Thus 

music, poetry, literature, architecture and other fine arts are all 

„vernacular‟ expressions of the history of peoples. The rest of 

my talk will be based on this premise. In fact some of the 

examples I will present belong neither to language nor material 

remains. Asia, being the most populous of continents has 

myriads of languages and art forms within each of its states. It 

is also the cradle of so many ancient and pre-modern 

civilizations that its vernacular wealth is phenomenal.  

The desire for neatly compartmentalized and systematized 

realities is innate in the „analytical‟ and „logical‟ epistemology. 

It was this irresistible urge that forced the humanities into the 

mold of the „social sciences‟ rather than in the relatively 

ambivalent and amorphous form of the arts. Contrary to this, 

Oriental-Vernacular comprehension of realities is more holistic, 

intuitive, comprehensive and integrated. In general it eschews 

both theory and classification. When forced to classify, it will 

tend to organic classifications where even structural-functional 

forms are vaguely distinguishable from each other. Such a 

classification often applies across the board for level of depth 

rather than a spectrum of subject or system specific adjectives 

of equal magnitude; thus making it easier to give emotions, 

sensations, feelings, conditions of mind and body, experiential 

identities or intuitive comprehension a shape that allows for 

subjective communication which needs no deconstruction. 
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The international mainstream has learnt in the past century or 

less, the art of qualitative research as a result of the failure of 

logical positivism/empiricism to provide viable and effective 

solutions to many problems. Foucault and Derrida have 

contributed to an „orientification‟ or „orientalization‟ of the 

knowledge produced in the post-colonial world, which 

coincides more or less with the rise of post-modernism as an 

intellectual tool. This was the analytical-logical response to 

challenges arising from the resolution of paradoxes instead of 

reconciling to them. While the vernacular and oriental 

paradigms find it difficult to address empirical data and abstract 

speculation, they are quite at home in reconciling paradoxical 

realities. Challenged by logical positivism, scholars in Asian 

countries have tried to learn the art of empirical and 

quantitative data management. 

As a preface to the third section of my talk, let me focus here 

on the path through which Asian scholars have travelled to 

arrive at their current state in the social sciences. Following 

principles of anthropology and the sequencing mechanism of 

archaeology we see that traditions and norms of the ancestors 

ofmodern Asian nations were grounded in intuition but each of 

them followed a different scheme of thought in order to arrive 

at pre-modern civilizations. Successes achieved by them have 

been lost to the modern mainstream because the rationale 

within which they operated needs the adaptation of modern 

tools beyond the reach of postmodernism.As a consequence, 

our officially sponsored education has moved slowly between 

analytical tools evolved in the west and local demands for 

comprehensible social knowledge and indigenous social issues. 

Here I will enumerate some of the art forms which hold the key 

to understanding the south Asian vernacular.Persian literature 

invites the reader to empathize with the author‟s experience 

whether through a similar experience or a similar emotive 

response. The literature of Bharat, especially the poetry of the 

geet, invites the listener to enter the ethos or sama/kaifiat 

experienced by the poet. Starting from soma worship of the 

Vedic and Gandhara periods to the Qavvali of the Mughal 

times, through the haal or dhamal, the emphasis is on entering a 
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mood. Similar variations can be seen in most art forms from 

both sides of the Indus Enclave. Mediums like Qavvali 

provided the conduit for linguistic and ethnic integration of 

communities in the plural societies of late pre-modern times. 

The Ghazal and Nazam have evolved in a similar path. Drama 

and Film also exhibit the variation of perspectives. Khayal and 

Dhurpat are similarly two sides of the same South Asian coin. 

I am embarrassed by my inability to give examples from other 

Asian cultures; I find myself limited to South Asia and Muslim 

countries. The art forms of poetry and music listed below carry 

vital clues of the DNA of the cultures and culturemes that they 

represent. They are repositories of social thought patterns and 

their evolution highlights the genetic modification over time. 

Doha, kafi, geet, bhajan, dadra, thumri, naat, hamd, raagsof 

peelu, multani, bhairvi, malhar are some such forms.  

I mentioned earlier that European thought moved from 

humanities to social sciences rather than to the arts in the quest 

for quantifyability and accuracy. This has been a gradual 

movement punctuated by many biases and abandoned 

perspectives. In the process, the researcher was pushed back 

into subject specific methodologies and reinstated under the 

umbrella of theory, definition, school of thought and several 

standardized research tools. Nonetheless, after a few years we 

need to revisit the toolshed and create problem solving 

methodologies. The oriental mechanism was artistic.For our 

ancestors, refinement lay in the human element; the handling of 

tools and the honing of skills. Matter, like animate spirit had an 

observable behavior pattern. It is for this reason that the entire 

list of cultural data consists of arts. For the oriental mind, 

medicine and engineering are also arts. No where is this more 

manifest than in the Asiatic handling of civil engineering 

problems. 

I will take up that matter again in the third section of my talk. 

2. What is the utility of such content for nation 

building today. 

When the west was at the receiving end of seminal ideas and 

cutting-edge technologies from the east, it had to deconstruct 
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the holistic and organic forms of thought. In so doing it often 

ended up by inverting the Oriental construct. The map of the 

world is a typical example. Arab geography depicted a world 

with the south at the top of the map; Europe has placed the 

north there. A similar condition can be seen in the methodology 

of identifying literature. Persian and Arabic literature generally 

placed the name of the author at the end and verses were placed 

in the sequence of the last syllable of the couplet. Europe 

placed the name of the author at the beginning of the text and 

maintained ascending or descending order by the first syllable. 

It is often difficult to ascertain which ideas the west has derived 

from the east because of this change of form. The fact that the 

west is quite miserly in acknowledging intellectual debt only 

makes this task more difficult.  

I AM NOT ADVOCATING THAT WE BEGIN A HUNT 

FOR DEBTS OWED TO THE ORIENT. Let us be 

magnanimous and refrain from claiming petty property rights 

for the wheel and the concept of governance. More to the point 

is where we go from here to integrate our national polityby 

bridging gaps between the officially sponsored academic vision 

and the locally generated knowledge. While I propose to deal 

with this aspect in the last section of my talk, I will explain the 

concept of „balance of perspective‟ and the relationship 

between bias and perspective here. 

A physicist could well allege that the biologist is biased 

towards chemistry and the physician may claim that the 

surgeon is more inclined to physical conditions rather than 

bringing chemistry to the aid of medicine. The perspective of 

the mathematician, though closely related to the physicist is at 

variance with the scientific code because it is almost entirely 

tautological in its construct. As such it is not bound by natural 

limitations that force the other disciplines to make 

compromises with their own postulates. Un-natural elements 

have been constructed to fill the „natural‟ gaps in the periodic 

table. Quantum theory has to be called to the aid of relativity to 

answer for „irregularities‟ in the performance of physical 

particles. All this turns to bias when the analyst fails to 
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understand that these perspectives are to facilitate 

comprehension not to reject other forms of knowledge. 

The „balance of perspective‟ is a concept that I am presenting 

before this august assembly to bring into focus the fact that by 

promoting indigenization, decolonization and vernacular 

history or any form of subaltern study, the paradigm of 

analytical-logical history need not be sidelined. However, since 

the long period of studies under the modernist international 

mainstream has occluded these perspectives, a balanced and 

judicious mixture of both paradigms is needed. It is this aspect 

that is likely to be most relevant to the agenda of the host 

institution‟s [IAHA‟s] objectives. 

The essential component of humanities and social sciences is 

the human or social perspective that they are committed to. 

Consequently it is inevitable that a non-scientific element is 

injected in our search for knowledge. This is the region 

governed exclusively by perspective. While such pockets are 

also to be found in sciences as illustrated above the justification 

and inevitability of this element in social knowledge is 

overwhelming. The need of balancing the perspective in 

decolonized areas of the world is that the disconnect between 

modernists and traditionalists in our societies can be bridged 

and an integrated polity can emerge even when its fault-lines 

are active. 

I have tried to weave into my talk the idea thatsubjective 

perspective and objective reality can be merged in an 

ontological comprehension. Personally I cannot conceive of a 

purely objective study of history or any other discipline related 

to the human mind. Elliott and Dawson were quite candid in 

admitting that their object was to illustrate how much better 

their subjects were under British rule compared to their 

previous experience with governance. The mantra of the „free 

world‟ and the slogan of capitalism changed from „in god we 

trust‟ to secularism when the Soviets collapsed and the jihadis 

became terrorists. The same jihadis had been the bastion 

against the dehria of the Communist world. This is the 

objective reality of all social knowledge, it must be in context 
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with the group aspirations of nation, tribe, family or union of 

states. A polity divided against itself must disintegrate; it is this 

truism that has led to covert support of insurgencies as a tool of 

statecraft. The same tool is needed to reverse the process and 

integrate polities. The vernacular must be put to use for social 

knowledge in conjunction with the international mainstream for 

Asian states. 

3. How we can use local alternatives for bridging the gap of 

perspectives: 

In order to bridge the gap between perspectives, a 

rapprochement between formal academic circles and 

indigenous expressions of life is needed. One of my favorite 

examples is a commercial paradox in the Pakistani bazars. I 

have tried to find an adequate economic explanation for why 

Pakistani shopkeepers promote their competitors. I have often 

tried the experiment of asking a shopkeeper for an item that is 

obviously out of stock and received the response: please go to 

this shop and get a discount be using my reference. The answer 

needs to be found but must be approached from a vernacular 

perspective; in fact from a vernacular mindset of mutual favour. 

Now this tradition goes back all the way to the Harappan and 

Vedic eras and the rural barter of services in the saipi system. 

This kind of conundrum illustrates why I have defined 

vernacular not merely as a linguistic class but also as a class of 

art forms and even thought processes. 

As members of the so called main-stream of global academia, 

we are fairly well versed in that paradigm of analytical 

epistemology supported by logic and empiricism. As members 

of our own a-modern social communities, we are entirely at 

home in our native intellectual and conceptual traditions. As 

participants of the IAHA forum, we are not alien to the 

varieties of non-western society and not unsympathetic to any 

cultural comprehensions of the world around us that do not 

originate from the analysis-synthesis form of a Humpty 

Dumpty explanation of the world around us. However we 

suffer from two potential disadvantages 
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a) Limitations of finding common ground through the 

alien medium of a European language and its 

epistemic/research paradigm 

b) An alienation from our traditional education system 

which may in some form even today be the source of 

knowledge and understanding of the mainstream of our 

own society. Due to our interface with the 

“International mainstream”, we are often unaware of 

intellectual and conceptual responses to the challenges 

of modernism.These responses are being led by the 

traditional academic cohort of our society. 

The title of the present conference highlights the disadvantage 

of the first category, but focusses on the potential of removing 

or reducing the second. While the terms „oriental‟ and 

„vernacular‟ tend to indicate traditions “left behind” by 

modernism, the fact that they are in focus for scholars 

assembled here indicates that the possible gap with our 

traditional paradigms is being bridged.A negative commonality 

also links the IAHA cohort which comprises of several 

epistemic forms all of which are non-analytical. The obverse of 

this is the positive association with some intuitive 

comprehension of our environment which involves a non-

empirical sensory perception. 

The advantage in approaching hard core history from a cultural 

perspective is that local paradigms become easier to 

understand. Among the problems of the mainstream analytical 

epistemology is that every study has to be prefixed or grounded 

in a theoretical or conceptual posture. Thus the „modern 

researcher‟ is constrained to prepare a conceptual model when 

using „vernacular and oriental‟ data. If this model is constructed 

from traditional western data sources of hard-core history, the 

study tends to become stilted and awkward. The smooth 

comprehension of standard research and the applicability of 

model or theory is not achieved in such conditions. 

Naturally, historiographic assessment of form, content, 

authorship, occupation of the historian, purpose of text and 

reliability of witness are standard means which can be applied 
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to almost all historical material with varying advantage. 

However, sources of other data of a historical nature are more 

valuable when we move away from the mainstream subject. 

Literature is the most reliable source of cultural data while 

language is the most valuable source of social knowledge, 

especially when an ethno-genesis leads to a lingua-genesis. The 

medium of expression for high culture [sculpture, painting, 

architecture, poetry, drama, music and dance] also indicate vital 

traits of cultural evolution.In the latest stage of Third World 

research theory and postulates have also found a place in 

traditional arts but the base retains its emic character. 

 

Referring back to the list of art forms I mentioned earlier, rags 

like Multani, Peelu and Pahari were more in tune with the Indus 

polity whereas Bhairvin was more popular in the Doab. The 

Geet was used more in Bharat and the Ghazal came with court 

life under the Muslims but the Sufi tradition relied more on the 

kafi. A study of the history of such art forms can help in the 

formulation of a set of postulates regarding the interpretation of 

vernacular sources of history. 

While it will need a great deal of time to illustrate how the 

cultural DNA can be derived from such sources, architecture 

and civil engineering provide an easy to explain mechanism. 

The domestic architecture of the Deohri and Sehn in contrast 

with the Ahata with outhouses on one side and the attached 

bath style of the modern house indicate the socializing 

priorities of various cultures. The downtown concept of 

planning cities or the „wrong side of the track‟ of social 

hierarchy depict the evolution of the west while the muhalla 

and haveliare South Asian forms. The dome, squinch and 

muqarna as distinct from the gothic structure and flying 

buttresses are equally valid examples each of which is worked 

out on different principles of epistemology. The oriental forms 

are based on a geometric art in the use of the arch whereas the 

occidental ones rely on algebraic principles. This practical 

difference pervades the entire spectrum of social history from 

Hindu/Aryan, through Turk or Arab Muslim to 

British/Christian colonial management. Any expectation that 
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characters of Vedic history would respond to administrative 

challenges the same way that the Arabs, Turks or British did is 

as meaningless as the expectation that the British would be able 

to manage a caste or Biradri system of society or an economy 

based on verbal trust. 

The concepts of ethno-genesis and lingua-genesis are essential 

for the cultural-contextualization of what has been termed as 

vernacular research. The essence of language is manifest in an 

implicit anthropological negative nuance associated with 

vernacular as a term of reference. When the British used the 

term for „colloquial‟, verbal or regional languages within their 

empire, they gave it an essentially parochial persona. We can 

use this to advantage while analyzing oriental data especially 

for the complex ethnic construct of a multi-tiered ethno-genesis 

which has spawned local and central variations of its lingua-

genesis. 

The term of ethno-genesis was coined by Russian authors to 

describe the formation of ethnicities through crossbreeding of 

plural racial/tribal/ethnic communities. The term lingua-genesis 

is my corollary to it. It is postulated that all ethno-genesis is 

accompanied with a parallel lingua-genesis because the 

integration of society depends on common linguistic markers. 

Thus the „host‟ and the „guest‟ communities which are 

integrated through ethno-genesis in a region need common 

terms for communication. Urdu and English are the major 

success stories known to have emerged as a result of linguistic 

cross fertilization but Punjabi, Pushto, Sindhi and Baluchi also 

exhibit similar trends. In fact, Punjabi with its deeper affinity to 

Urdu could even hold important clues to evolution of Urdu. If 

we approach oriental history as a process of ethno-genesis 

Language is the key or prism which can help us decode the 

colours of a society‟s communal and ethnic construct. Without 

such an exercise of decoding readers are not only likely to miss 

important realities mentioned in sources but may deduce 

something entirely different from that which was meant by the 

author. 

This is the process of deciphering a lingua-genesis which is 

formed by the cultural accommodation, adjustment or tolerance 
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of various ethnicities involved in ethno-genesis. This IAHA 

conference portends to exactly this form of study by integrating 

Asian History and culture but goes the extra mile by addressing 

issues of environment. In a remarkably intuitive flash of 

ontological reasoning, the conference has identified the vital 

environmental difference between the orient and the west. 

European ecologies, habitats and biomes are essentially 

different from Asiatic ones even in the colder parts of Asia. 

This is the reason why the Americans, as inheritors of the 

European mindset treat desert life also in a manner which is 

very different from Asia‟s desert dwellers. 

The fact that the conference has included in its scope the work 

of civil society, media and industry is very useful for socially 

grounded and intuitively powered work beyond the analytical 

spectrum. Approaching an oriental and vernacular paradigm 

will become much easier with the inclusion of these 

communities in a multi-occupation team for comprehending 

our respective societies. This is particularly true of media and 

the civil-society in Pakistan today because ofthe flowering of 

these communities in the past three decades.The path to 

decolonization and indigenization of knowledge could not be 

found even after a brilliant start more than three decades ago. It 

is highly encouraging that the historicity of IAHA research has 

focused on these aspects for its current conference. 

In the end I would like to propose that while we can retain the 

term vernacular as a commonly agreed translation of words that 

connote the same in our national and parochial languages, we 

may agree on some standard translations which could be viable 

on a regional basis. Over the years I have noticed that in many 

Muslim countries, the term „normal‟ has been adopted in local 

languages to denote, ordinary, average, medium and even sub-

standard depending on the context. Vernacular could be granted 

that status as well but in south Asia the term Desi\ is perhaps an 

already established substitute. Similar terms may be found and 

instituted in other regions or language groups. 


