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Nationalism vs. VatanDusti: Two competing paradigms for defining social
identity

Sherwin Vakili

Ph.D. in Sociology- Allameh Tabatabai University

This article is a critique of popular presumption of synonymy between modern
nationalism and Iranian national identity, and a survey to deconstruct its
theoretical bedrocks. Evolutionary pathways of nationalistic ideas in Europe, and
its parallel Iranian counterparts are compared in their different historical context,
and their prerequisites are analyzed via complex systems theory. Populist
approaches like racism, tribal prejudice, and ethnocentrism are looked upon as
diversions and dysfunctions in nationalistic theory. Then translation of nation to
Mellat/Vatan during constitutional revolution era in 19" century Iran will be

criticized.
This article concludes the necessity to reformalize VatanDusti/MelliGarai idea,
which is historically ancient, theoretically rich and tolerant, and survey it as a
lively and generative cultural heritage of ancient civilizations, including Iran.
Main distinctions between nationalism and VatanDusti is revolutionary, abrupt
and state-bound creation of the first, and gradual, pre (or para)-state, and
amalgamated essence of the latter, due to its emergence throughout ethnic
win/win interactions and their unification —without decline- in a higher level of
conclusive national identity. That is why national identity as Vatan in Iran is
historically independent from political organizations, which were in many cases
non-Iranian and even sometimes anti-Iranian. On the other hand, modern
nationalism is always intermingled with formal power currents inside state

apparatus, and declines in absence of political back up. From a systemic point of
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view, Vatan is configured in cultural narratives like literature, arts and myths
rooted in ethical and philosophical ideas, which are interwoven in a historical
context. In contrary, modern nationalism is rooted in social layer, and its
narratives and symbols are produced and reduced in an institution-based milieu.
So, evolution of nation in an Iranian Vatan sense of the word is pluralistic and
inclusive, rather than exclusive and normalizing, which is the case in modern
nationalism. Cultural heritage of ethnic groups in Vatan paradigm are accepted
as subsystems of a higher, pervasive identity, and by this regard their local
differences and regional adaptations are used to enrich the global common
identity. By contrast, nationalism as a modern industrialized machine of cultural
mass production, interprets the local systems as competitors and deals with them
through uprooting or transforming them into a neutral synonym of their politically

normalized counterparts in the system.

Keywords: Nationalism, VatanDusti, Nationality, Social identity, Iranian

civilization
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