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Deconstruction and the Contemporary 
Arts of Iran: 

Reversal of the Hierarchy1

ABBAS DANESHVARI

I do not know of any other way of associating with great tasks than play: 
as a sign of greatness this is an essential presupposition.

Friedrich Nietzsche2

I cannot think of a more exciting moment in the arts of twentieth-
century Iran than today. The Nietzschean concept of play3 
or open-ended meditation is a central facet of contemporary 

Iranian art and carries these works beyond the horizon of art’s 
historical platitudes and conventions. This state in contemporary 
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Iranian art is surprisingly complex, labyrinthine, and often filled 
with allusion to multiple conjoined concepts. Moreover, the 
new arts – even when related to other styles, whether Iranian or 
foreign – are not, as in the mid twentieth century, desiring aesthetic 
acculturation or affirming national identity.4 In contrast, they are 
thoughtful or subliminal reinterpretations and transformations of 
various ontological and philosophical perspectives in which deeper 
intellectual structures are hardly transparent. Indeed, upon scrutiny, 
they are often seen to reach beyond what is politically and socially 
associated with contemporary Iran.

To embark on this path of extraordinary poetics, one needs to 
consider a surprising and unexpected feature of contemporary Iranian 
art – namely, deconstruction.5 Deconstructive features are often not 
consciously designed and seem to arise from an intersubjective core. 
Let me start with the most salient feature of deconstruction in 
these works – namely, reversal of the hierarchy, or more specifically, 
metaphysical – physical reversal.

What is reversal of hierarchy, and what does it aim to achieve? 
It is one tactic or strategy, among the many others, within the 
philosophical strategies of deconstruction. Given that, within 
any philosophical opposition (for example, man/woman, man/
animal, art/junk, original/derivative, creator/created), one term 
dominates the other and is thus assigned a higher value. A reversal 
of the hierarchy undermines the notion of the mastery of one term 
over another and thereby shows what the dominating argument 
is concealing in order to maintain its ascendant position.6 The 
reversal shows that within the very folds of any truth-statement 
lies the key to its collapse. Perhaps in more traditional wording, as 
William Ray put it, the reversal of hierarchy is a paradox in which 
the received opinion supports its own antithesis.7 Reversal, by un-
concealing what the privileged position has dissembled in order to 
assume its powerful status, undermines the logic of the privileged 
reading. Although reversing the hierarchy often readily shows that 
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one’s truth is no more than a perspective or a bias, the reversal also 
makes for play that widens the field of vision, understanding, and 
interpretation. Above all, it allows the reader to leave the narrow 
procrustean bed of conventional interpretation and view various 
previously not considered options.

Reversal of hierarchy as a play to disrupt and 
deconstruct metaphysics

In short, metaphysics is that reflection upon the world that leads to 
absolute truth and knowledge. The claim of absolute knowledge leads 
to the claim of ever-present, originary, pure and genuine concepts. 
Derrida in Limited Inc describes it fittingly for our present task:

[Metaphysics is] the enterprise of returning ‘strategically’, 
ideally, to an origin or to a ‘priority’ held to be simple, intact, 
normal, pure, standard, self-identical, in order then to think 
in terms of derivation, complication, deterioration, accident, 
etc. All metaphysicians from Plato to Rousseau, Descartes to 
Husserl, have proceeded in this way, conceiving good to be 
before evil, the positive before the negative, the pure before 
the impure, the simple before the complex, the essential 
before the accidental, the imitated before the imitation, 
etc. And this is not just one metaphysical gesture among 
others, it is the metaphysical exigency, that which has been 
the most constant, most profound and most potent.8

For example, the belief that the pure, the positive, and the essential 
precede the impure and the negative led to the Socratic requirement 
that arriving at absolute knowledge requires one to clear the mind 
of knowing anything at all, from which would then spring forth true 
knowledge. Plato believed that access to the first principle would 
lead to truth.9 In fact, one identifying sign of metaphysics is that 
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it fails to relate knowledge of the world to the knower, and views 
knowledge as pure reflection of the world itself. This concept of a 
pure, essential, permanent, ever-present and immutable truth led 
Nietzsche to view metaphysics as mummification and stagnation 
and, above all, as the rejection of flux in time and space. Nietzsche, 
though often called the last metaphysician,10 in such works as Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, On the Genealogy of Morals, Beyond Good and Evil, 
The Twilight of Idols and Ecce Homo, among others,11 continually 
undermined metaphysics. One succinct phrase of his, ‘Only ideas 
won by walking have any value’,12 acknowledges the physical earth 
as the source of great thoughts, and devalues ideas that arise from 
abstractions rather than experience in the world of flux and change.13 
For Derrida, all metaphysics is the ‘metaphysics of presence’, and in 
fact, as William Ray pointed out, ‘His goal is nothing less than to 
deconstruct the entire tradition of western metaphysics…’14

It is fascinating that so much of contemporary Iranian art 
constitutes a path to undermining metaphysics and its frozen ideals. 
More often than not, the arts represent a force disrupting the notion 
of the stability of signs. And, like the Nietzschean concept of the 
affirmation of becoming,15 they are an acknowledgement of flux 
and of the sign’s metamorphosis and changing values – especially 
as disseminated in varying contexts and within the individual’s 
ontological praxis and applications.

Let me begin to set the stage for this discussion with the works 
of Mohammad Ghazali (b. 1980). His photographs of ‘Where the 
Heads of the Renowned Rest’ (Plates 14–15) reverse the hierarchy 
of the viewer and the viewed, the sentient and nonsentient. Now 
those who look at civic monuments and idolise them are themselves 
viewed by the civic monuments.16 It is, first and foremost, imperative 
to note that, were it not for the title, these works would have remained 
quotidian views of Iranian urban spaces. The fact that language is the 
key to the reading of these images privileges hearing over seeing. 
This fact alone sets up the metaphysical condition par excellence in 
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these works, for as Emmanuel Levinas has put it, ‘the movement of 
metaphysics is … the transcendence of hearing in relation to seeing’.17 
The heads of the renowned, the nonsentient sculptures, are codes or 
signs through which the notion of a culture’s desired essence and its 
doxa are communicated. As we look up at them, we are clearly to be 
moved and elevated by the Apollonian and ideal structures of the 
presented signs. Clearly, our views of the civic monuments represent 
our majestic and heroic imagination, the enchanted landscape of a 
higher plateau of life and being. Their poetry, though ambiguous, 
is of dreams that are often codified in epic narratives. And yet, as 
Ghazali illustrates, the view from the heads of the renowned is the 
most prosaic and quotidian of perspectives possible. The heads of the 
renowned offer from their high perch of idealism a view of mundane 
daily life. They offer from their metaphysical-heroic, cultural and 
mythic visions the banality of real life. The way in which we see Abu 
Sa‘id Abul Khayr, Sheikh Farid ad-din ‘Attar, and Sa‘adi is radically 
different from how they see us. The contrast from the perspective of 
metaphysics is pitifully mundane, even hopeless. Ghazali has shown 
how we, through these ideals, have so brutally placed ourselves 
outside the real. These works also reveal that the real unrelentingly 
persists behind the masks of our dreams.

But there is another element, one of profound significance in these 
works – namely, that our view of the heads of the renowned, our 
metaphysical perspectives, our notions of the so-called ever-present 
Truth (the metaphysics of presence), are always regressive, and are 
dredged up from the memory of a culture and opportunistically 
reconfigured by cultural and political forces. But the view from 
the cold and objective angle of the nonsentient monuments is of 
the contemporaneous life. While the metaphysical visions remain 
static and immutable, physical reality is in a state of flux and change. 
Clearly, as Nietzsche asserted, the constancy of metaphysics is made 
possible by means of the mummification of ideas, or as a reification 
of ideas in the nonsentient state – in fact, here as sculptural form. The 
physical world and its ever-changing face make the metaphysical 
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appear as a deluding narrative construct – and yet, we must admit, 
an indispensable one.

Now, we who have created the nonsentient idols to rise above 
ourselves are forced through this reversal of hierarchy to recognise 
the limits of our world as defined only by the physical. Ghazali’s 
works have shown that within the very folds of the ideal lies the key 
to its subversion and theoretical collapse. The view from the heads 
of the renowned undermines the surface logic of the ideal symbol 
for the sake of the mundane sign, the metaphor of truth for the sake 
of the shifting metonym. Here, the distance between the ideal and 
real, the origin and derivative, the past and present, the truth and 
flux is reduced to such a degree that the first term in the binary – 
namely, the primary condition – is, through praxis, reinscribed as 
nonessential, or functions as pure decoration.

Parastou Forouhar (b. 1962) lays bare in Trauerfeier (‘Funeral 
Service’, Plate 16)’18 the structure and the mechanics of metaphysical 
claims and operations – in this case religious truth and the so-called 
promise of the afterlife. In this work, as in many others, she tears 
at the serene and often beatified cultural veils instituted by Iran’s 
religious hierarchy, and reveals the physical reality of blood and gore 
that is (and has been) concealed beneath the mask of metaphysical 
truth.19 The Trauerfeier and Countdown (Plate 17) exhibit covered 
office chairs and bean bags wrapped with funerary Shiite religious 
banners used in the Shiite rite of ‘Ashura, in commemoration of 
the death of Hossein ibn Ali in 680.20 The effect of these works is 
dialectical,21 and reveals the inherent contradictions of any religion’s 
claims to transcendence and higher truths. Trauerfeier shows that 
the power of any religion is exercised from office chairs, rather than 
in a holy, heavenly, transcendental vision. She brings home the fact 
that the seat of otherworldliness resides in the earthly and physical, 
and is governed by the self-fulfilling human interests carried out by 
bureaucrats on modern office chairs and bean bags. The heavenly 
does not extend beyond the chairs used in their offices as seats of 
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of Emmanuel Levinas’s remark in Totality and Infinity that ‘the 
movement of metaphysics is the transcendence of hearing in relation 
to seeing’.60
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