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Abstract

The present study is an attempt to analyze the visual discourse and the semiotic mechanisms of the "non-
subject” in Ahmad Morshedloo's paintings by relying on the discursive semiotics approach, in which meaning
is constructed through examining signs in relation to each other and other discourse elements. The manner
of this communication and interaction creates various discourse systems, which include actional system,
tension system, and sensible system. Relying on the visual discourse of Morshedloo's paintings and its unique
visual expression, using the semiotic analysis method, the article aims to show how the concept of "non-
subject” is formed in the visual discourse of the works and the process of production and how it has affected
the reception of meaning. "non subject” defines a human subject who has lost the ability to evaluate and
judge and cannot take voluntary action. The Research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology and five
works of Ahmad Morshedloo's paintings are analyzed. The main purpose of the present study is to answer
the following questions: 1. what are the main semio-discursive components of “non-subject” in visual
discourse? 2. What are the major semio-discursive functions of “non-subject” in the visual discursive system?
The findings indicate that formation of discursive “non-subject” results from the negation of the action
components of the subject, and by creating a negative process through disrupting the order and creating
chaos in modality verbs and through visual measures such as norm avoidance, repetition, and automaticity,
faceless in subject, marginalization and threat of the subject by everyday objects are manifested in the works
of Motshedloo. Also by using the semio discursive components of "non-subject”, the tense and emotional
atmosphere in the visual discourse of the paintings have peaked, and an emotional and modal subject has
been formed with the characteristics of doubt and anxiety .
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Introduction

In the 1990s, following political and social transformations and the reopening of cultural borders in Iran,
young artists began creating works with a critical approach toward social and cultural issues. Among them,
Ahmad Morshedloo emerged as a leading figure in social realism. His paintings predominantly feature
melancholic and weary human subjects who often conceal their gaze, representing individuals emptied of
vitality and trapped in a state of social inaction. These figures embody a condition of “social non-subjectivity”
in which the subject loses the ability for judgment and voluntary agency, becoming an inert presence within
a discursive field.

In Morshedloo’s works, the human body and surrounding objects function as discursive mediators between
the individual and the external social world, revealing contemporary anxieties of alienation and passivity. A
discursive semiotic analysis of these paintings shows that the disruption of the subject’s semantic system
transforms the process of meaning production and reception. Although the notion of “social non-
subjectivity” has not yet been studied in Iranian painting, this research introduces a new analytical perspective
that uncovers deeper layers of visual discourse in Morshedloo’s art and contributes to the critical
understanding of contemporary Iranian painting.

Materials and Methods

The research adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical approach based on discursive semiotics. Five of
Morshedloo’s major realist paintings from the 2000s were selected as the corpus due to their clear
representation of social subjects and emotional tension. The analysis follows Paris school’s semiotic model
consisting of: Actional System: concerned with voluntary action and value acquisition. Tensional System:
describing emotional and sensory intensity through visual compression or expansion. Sensible or Modal
System: involving the subject’s relation to the world through perception and feeling.

Accordingly, in the discursive-semiotic analysis of visual discourse, in order to reveal how meaning is
constructed within the image, the study first identifies the characteristics of the discourse in relation to the
components of non-actionality, and then, by examining the relationships between the expressive and content
levels of the image and applying a processual semiotic method, analyzes the key visual elements and their
discursive functions in shaping the “non-actional subject”. Textual interpretation was supported by
theoretical concepts from Greimas, Fontanille, Foucault, and Merleau-Ponty, linking poststructuralist notions
of subjectivity with visual semiotics.

Results

In Ahmad Morshedloo’s paintings, the human subject is portrayed as a passive figure, stripped of
desireability, belief, and knowledge. This collapse of will, identity, and corporeality reflects the condition of
the contemporary Iranian individual, who, under social, ideological, and political pressures, is deprived of
agency and dialogue, living in a state of passivity, anxiety, and powetlessness. The subject is distanced from
societal norms and marginalized, with semi-nude bodies and bowed heads serving as metaphors for the
erosion of agency and communicative interaction, symbolizing individuals who are physically present yet
socially erased. Enclosed, dark, and oppressive spaces, along with closed eyes and the absence of awareness,
reinforce a sense of existential suspension, where the subject is unable to act externally or achieve inner
resolution. In many works, faceless, eyeless, and depersonalized figures represent human ignorance and
victimhood, caught in cycles of repetition and automatism, unconsciously reproducing structures of power.
Female figures often appear objectified, as seen in young women clutching dolls, embodying supptession,
loss of individuality, and patriarchal or ideological domination, where the body becomes a site of both
resistance and suffering. Even in non-figurative compositions, everyday objects such as spoons and forks
stand in for the absent subject, symbolizing paralyzed social interactions and fragmented human relations.
Collectively, Morshedloo depicts the contemporary Iranian subject as passive, alienated, and under constant
affective tension, with compromised agency, identity, bodily integrity, gaze, social relations, and dialogue,
producing a profound sense of existential anxiety, suspension, and inner turmoil

Discussion

The discursive construction of the non-subject in Morshedloo’s paintings is not a mere aesthetic device; it
functions as a semiotic articulation of social critique. The visual discourse deconstructs the ideological notion
of the autonomous subject by showing how individuals are subsumed under systems of power, habit, and
everyday banality.

Drawing from Foucault’s theory of discipline and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body, the study
argues that Morshedloo’s figures represent subjects whose physical and perceptual relations with the world
have been disrupted. The gaze—symbol of awareness and intersubjectivity—is often absent, redirected, or
suppressed, indicating a breakdown in human consciousness.

Furthermore, the tensional discourse identified in these works intensifies emotional presence while
simultaneously negating action. According to Fontanille, tension arises when emotional and cognitive worlds
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collid (Fontanille, 1998, p. 108). Morshedloo visualizes this through compressed compositions and
monochromatic tonalities, producing a rhythm of suffocation and stillness.

The semiotic function of these images lies in their ability to turn social inertia into a visual language. By
negating action and distorting corporeal forms, Morshedloo exposes the hidden violence of normalization.

Conclusion

This research concludes that Ahmad Morshedloo’s paintings construct a discursive “non-subject” through
visual mechanisms that negate human agency, rationality, and emotional coherence. His works reveal how
everyday life—mediated by ideology, repetition, and social control—transforms individuals into passive
entities.

From a semiotic perspective, this occurs through the negation of actional modalities, the emergence of tense
and affective discourse where anxiety and doubt replace certainty and action, and the use of visual metaphors
such as facelessness, isolation, bodily distortion, and object intrusion, materializing psychological and social
paralysis.

Ultimately, Morshedloo’s art functions as a critical discourse on the contemporary Iranian human condition,
where boundaries between subject and object, awareness and automatism, are blurred. His “non-subjects”
embody collective emotional states shaped by power, alienation, and the exhaustion of modern life. This
study demonstrates the potential of discursive semiotics to analyze visual art, showing how form and content
interact to produce complex meanings about subjectivity and society.
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Figurel: Ahmad Morshedlo, from the Untitled Series,2018(Morshedloo, 2021)
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Figure 2: Ahmad Morshedlo, The Eye of the Head,2008(URL1, 2021)
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Figure 3: Ahmad Morshedlo, The Eye of the Head,2016(URL1, 2021)
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Figure 4: Ahmad Morshedlo,Untitled,2016(URL1, 2021)

S5l 059w g (S ypam0 .00

5 29l g Cud 0 (B o polic Laugs ojgu (928 9 (slmo il Lol 015 5 0wl 539053k 22,51 (8 JS3)
29 (3 ool 03,9] S92 & 530658 T gmam of (Blig b g PHmed) s (S S 1 ite oS (S yos) ¥ oliics
Calo y Whaile ool g o duy g0 jla 4y g Sl yaas (gl (aSSL 13 &S pais o (o2yd 5 090l (glo JKix o b 506
sz Sl o g A (S5 3,587 g )53 (sl 5 5500 g (6,500 ]y o o8 sl elain] os 9,5 i o el
ks ol )3 055 (gl M 903 e 1y Cusige g Cluwlio (1S o el g 8l Jbj plas b &S Koo sy JUS e
s o 5350555 o> o _Snn o csln i 4l 3505 ] elezs] g (clofguskis ol elazsl ko o3l ol )
9 59 &8 58 cuildy o 5l Mg o (5975 4 g D> (390 o b (slusd &5 lie oA sleil glad bl 5 odlizual pae ;|
o ) 4 i Codjd 5y s 3l 5,505 b adgye Sl )3 bl Ul pac db o)Ll g sl 03,65 wi ol e Jolbes
Shy o 4 (eloial Wi (135 ea | SIS Sl > el pie g By 9 S Sl ggzio b g 08 Eloial @b 4L L oS
ol jl (slenl o (A 193 (ot ConnnS (pl D G g (sloiz (2STly Sy g IV gl (sl 5 (S b cladgeiil
4 i ol Jelge oSo )3 g el lanl )3 elusl S o o ol 311y 059w (oS jguis g el baluno (] 0 )25 &Sl 365 90l
ol g (i g €l Jlgy b (eloiz] slodlds sl (o ol 393 bl o o529 )3 5B b 392 s &b g it el Ly, >
5 digly (ol d I8 5 claz p bals dng] 435 Cigme g ol (SaSS cplil €095 b 55 Lo lgt b e b 008
g 4y (6105 i g 03y 3y U] by (Sg el S5ty g Si5aely> o S kratnyd ] i) 13 b go yobs oIS g5
ol 9o ot 45 o gl o 9 030 oo 2Ty 9 Sl kel oyl 3 5 o s (o 5 005 (Lt o] coglladl Cmsg
g i (o 5 03,5 | o (LS ey 0] o |y g e o g ol st on 005 pgane (sla ISz 5 n 336 3 )
g oo )3 3 o Iy i g iy 5o Sl (S e 48T o ofgu 1y it ol ja el w85 IS 5 281
9 oM (25 (B ) )3 el @Bly > S oo Calin (qus = Sl am ]y 5l g 035" (i pllai g 0w 9 S 3 SV 1
Sl g yol bl 353 b Jolas 3)lg ) of sl oo o8 Canl S50 (6505 (et il 53 05 Cuoglie g 6,5 ST 5l (lojleiad
9 By 2 903555 bl sty o dy90 BB (60 (oS 3 (Cunglio g (5,5 SE) L5 pl Coles 2 A8 355 b 2,90
b oo Jon 4By )3 § fSe (5iy0 bolas g (5 S (S dlauly &

5 S g pis 45 2ol o (lolid ol (35 &l o] Siblad 90 o 93] 9 S o g Sy L polis (Silon

s3> 0955 o & o3l o 00 dbom] dlold g syl amd o JE (LB9d Cumdg ) ol g 0db Ui ojgw p ) o] lx
5 Sl bl 315 pis o S0 (elunl bl sl 35 Cusbgo b 03w ()b J (glojluiad (cig e sbix b S ST
S 4 88 WIS o g kadl g o g Iyl 40 e (S 0l 9 A5 0 o B0 ]y 255 255 4 88 ] (Glofgus o (Sl
Gl (glofgus (59> SV 8IS Chuiogs aSl (49,0 (slab 395 0 03 b Sz 9 o 336 )3 &' Somudgay 5 (255 ¢ S9w038
5 UL clon s iy s b iyl o oSl o slotsl Lalyy o5 45,5 5 kit o K5 ol 3 oS
Sl (s cleb Jols 5 (95 (ondg o |y Slower (5l () il (Bertrand, 2009, p. 7) €50 (o () o5

WL VEY Jgl oyl ot Jlo oDl elio (glayin


http://jih-tabriziau.ir/article-1-215-en.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.61186/jic.8.1.215

[ DOI: 10.61186/jic.8.1.215 ]

Downloaded from jih-tabriziau.ir at 9:57 +0330 on Saturday July 11th 2026

Gl 3 gt ploi o8 (5,5 ogsh o 4y g 5 S 0 (L g 3]y 2357 9 (el ¢ DgelS &8 el o K s (S
USSP PRI v L g It

(URLL, 2021) WAB (fsic (i shicyo da) 20 JSod
Figure 5: Ahmad Morshedlo,Untitled,2006(URL1, 2021)

@ S s ) ofgw youe g (et S SE (6,5 JSS  0fgw ypan gl 550y o p (SigSe 4 job v (V o)
A3 o i o el B 3 1y el Wigud g i slapllss (6,8 S (SieSe g (S e SlosiS pllis

SlesiS S ST (65 IS5 55 g yga ,g5le (5, ob p (SoeSe 1) Jgua

Tablel: The Disruption of the Mechanism of Subject Presence in Constitution of Discursive Inaction
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