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Abstract

The constructivist perspective actively challenges the so-called natural and self-
evident realities that are often assumed to exist independently of human interpretation
and perception, aiming to reveal their underlying constructed nature. The assumed
neutrality and transparency of photographic representation are among these taken-for-
granted realities. Photography has often been perceived as a direct and objective mirror
of the world, a medium capable of presenting things “as they are.” However,
constructivist theory disputes this notion, asserting that photographic images are not
mere reflections of reality but rather constructed interpretations shaped by various
social, cultural, and individual factors. Because of this, the objectivity and authenticity
associated with photographic representation can—and should—be called into
question. Within constructivist thought, theorists such as Berger and Luckmann, John
Searle, and Vivien Burr have consistently emphasized the constructive role of
language and, more broadly, symbolic systems. Photography, as a symbolic system,
thus also plays a constructive role in forming other social constructs. This makes
discussions on the constructiveness of photographic representation particularly
significant. Since approximately the 1960s, photography theorists have approached
photographic representations from a constructivist perspective, and artists have
gradually revealed the constructed nature of photographic representation through a
self-critical approach and various methods. This study focuses not on photography’s
role in constructing other realities but rather on the constructed nature of photographic
representations themselves.
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In Iranian photography, the lack of transparency and neutrality in photographic
representations has also been discussed since the early 2000s (1380s in the Persian
calendar), and some works have been created to expose this constructed nature. Yet,
despite two decades of discourse, there is still no solid framework for categorizing and
analyzing photo-based works that challenge the constructed nature of photographic
representation. Therefore, this research initially aims to develop such a framework.
Social constructivists, particularly Judith Butler, a prominent feminist and
constructivist theorist, identify two general methods for critiquing constructiveness:
(1) the repetition of dominant discourse constructions in a way that facilitates critique,
and (2) the presentation of alternative constructions that challenge the self-evidence of
the dominant discourse’s constructs. In photography, too, certain techniques have
emerged in response to constructionist thought, involving distancing techniques that
either make the audience aware of the photographic nature of the image or the
subjective, rather than objective, perspective of the photographer.

Thus, by adding these two methods to the previously mentioned approaches, the ways
to critique the constructed nature of photographic representation in photo-based works
can be divided into four general categories: (1) repeating dominant discourse
constructions in a way that reveals their constructed nature, (2) presenting alternative
constructions to the assumed conventions, (3) making the audience aware of the
photographic nature of the image, and (4) highlighting the photographer’s role,
indicating that the photographic perspective is subjective rather than objective.

This study then uses this framework to address the core research question: How did
artists in the 2010s (1390s in the Persian calendar) challenge the constructed nature of
photographic representation? This is a decade in which one can expect both
quantitative and qualitative growth, building on the previous decade, when
constructivist thought in photography first emerged. For the first method, it is crucial
to note that repeating assumed constructions often reinforces them, and only a specific
type of repetition enables critique of construction. In the case of photography, the
dominant discourse seeks to establish the transparency and neutrality of photographic
representation as self-evident; thus, repeating these constructions must maintain
verisimilitude while revealing gaps and ruptures to the viewer or providing clues that
the works are constructed. Andy Grundberg describes this process as "masking and
unmasking,” and in the realm of art photography, such repetition is commonly
associated with this term. The concept of "constructed photography” was also
discussed in this phase. According to Coleman’s definition, which has undergone
recent revisions, constructed photography involves the photographer’s intervention
and contrasts with representational transparency. However, if used in a way that these
interventions remain concealed and the artist strives for verisimilitude, the repetition
of dominant discourse constructions can best reveal their constructed nature. In
summary, this method involves constructed photography that seeks realism while
leaving certain gaps and ruptures for unmasking. Thus, one finding from this part of
the research is that constructed photography does not always critique the constructed
nature of photographic representation, and only a specific form of it can serve this
purpose.

In works from the 2010s, verisimilitude in constructed photography (in forms such as
staging and photomontage) has mostly aimed to challenge the subject of the photo, not
photographic representation itself. Only two cases, where the titles play a crucial role
in guiding the audience to detect the rupture in verisimilitude, manage to address the



constructed nature of photographic representation. The presentation of alternative
constructions to the assumed conventions of dominant photography discourse required
first identifying these conventions, including issues like the imposed perspective of the
camera, image coherence, and the two-dimensional nature of photography. In this
decade, artists have used this method by questioning Renaissance perspective, singular
viewpoints, and image coherence, employing techniques such as three-aperture
pinhole photography or capturing a scene from different perspectives and combining
them into a mosaic image. However, based on the subjects of these works and their
statements and titles, it can be inferred that the primary intention was not necessarily
to critique photographic representation. Additionally, it should be noted that using a
particular technique or tool does not always lead to a critique of constructed
photographic representation. For example, pinhole photography may sometimes be
used to disrupt the camera's imposed perspective and create distortion, while in other
cases, it merely offers a different view of a scene.

Furthermore, to illustrate that alternative representations to the presented photo always
exist, an artist in this decade sometimes presented two photos of the same scene taken
by different individuals, one of whom might even be blind, thereby placing the work
in the category of highlighting the photographer's role. In the method of emphasizing
the photographer's role, artists employed various approaches, such as intentionally
obscuring parts of the image. For example, some chose a frame that conceals certain
sections, or the photographer captured the image through two fingers, and in one
instance, the photographer fully concealed what was intended to be seen in the photo.
To emphasize the photographer’s role in deciding what is covered and what is
revealed, sections of the image were sometimes covered after shooting, during the
presentation. This emphasis on the photographer’s choice of what is shown in the
photo was also seen in staged scenes using props like background curtains or frames,
showing the inside and outside of these boundaries. In these cases, titles played a vital
role in audience interpretation, directing attention to representation. Finally, making
the viewer aware that what they are observing is indeed a photograph was achieved by
printing the negative perforations in the final image.

Observing and analyzing works that fell into each of the four above-mentioned
categories provided insights into the techniques employed in each method and the
extent of artists’ use of each method and technique in this decade. The findings
revealed that the variety of techniques was greater in methods of presenting alternative
constructions and emphasizing the photographer’s role, whereas making the audience
aware of the photographic nature had become limited to a single technique.
Considering that a visible hand of the photographer obscuring parts of the image is
more explicit than a realistic photomontage that hints at being constructed through its
title, it can be said that the repetition of dominant discourse constructions implicitly
reveals being constructed, while emphasizing the photographer’s role does so more
explicitly. Since the method most commonly used by artists in this decade was
emphasizing the photographer’s role,-the study concludes that artists of this period
predominantly employed direct and explicit methods to expose the constructed nature
of photographic representation, and seemingly they perceive the photographer's
subjective view as the primary reason behind the Constructed nature of photographic
representation.

Keywords: Constructionism, Constructed Reality, Constructed Photography, Iran’s
photography, Photographic Representation, Photography of 1390s
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