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One of the most salient manifestations of culture in any society is art. In
Iran, art has functioned as a comprehensive mirror reflecting societal
developments across multiple levels. Among the visual arts, painting occupies
a distinctive position in delineating the social landscape of Iranian society. The
1970s represent a period particularly replete with social and pictorial
transformations in the history of contemporary Iranian painting. This decade
encompasses, on the one hand, the consolidation of modernist art, and on the
other, the emergence of the art of the Islamic Revolution, subsequently
followed by the painting of the Iran—Iraq War in the 1980s. This
convergence—wherein modernist art intersected within a single decade with
popular and socially engaged art, and subsequently with epic and nationalistic
art tied to war ideology—necessitates this research. In this regard, Pierre
Bourdieu's theory of the field offers a productive framework for elucidating
the reflections of power and social conditions upon artistic developments. The
present study employs Bourdieu's theoretical framework concerning the
field—a concept used in analyzing social structure and identifying bases of
classification and social stratification. This research aims to investigate how
the artistic field—that is, the overarching social policies of the period—
influenced Iranian painting during the 1970s. Accordingly, it addresses the
following research question: How can the transformations of the artistic field
in contemporary Iranian painting (1970s) be explained through Bourdieu's
theory of the field? This qualitative research employs a descriptive-analytical
method. Data collection was conducted through library-based research,
utilizing note-taking and computer-assisted search tools. The research
population comprises all paintings produced in Iran during the 1970s, from
which six works were selected through purposive sampling. The findings
indicate that the artistic field in contemporary Iranian painting during the
1970s was characterized by an imbalance of power and a lack of uniform
valuation throughout the decade.
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Introduction

Every society and nation reflects its beliefs and ideologies through visual arts, most notably in
painting. Artistic works possess the profound capacity to communicate complex messages and
concepts to society on a broad scale. By examining the history of painting within any given territory,
significant insights can be gleaned regarding its customs, socio-political perspectives, and underlying
philosophies. Consequently, numerous sociological, literary, and artistic theories have emerged, each
employing specific theoretical frameworks to explore and intuit the meanings embedded within
societal artworks. The findings of such research are essential for understanding the past, interpreting
the present, and facilitating strategic planning for the future. By analyzing historical trends and
correlating them with contemporary shifts, one can identify the causal factors behind artistic
transformations and apply these insights to navigate complex modern phenomena.

Contemporary Iranian painting underwent radical transformations during the 1970s. The early part
of the decade was characterized by the consolidation of modernism, inheriting the momentum of the
preceding three decades. During this period, Iranian modern art experienced a significant flourishing.
The art scene was marked by a pluralistic landscape, dominated by modernism but increasingly
incorporating various contemporary approaches. This era witnessed a substantial surge in the number
of artists and art groups, shifting away from monolithic movements toward diverse modernist styles
largely influenced by contemporary movements in Europe and North America. However, the mid-
decade occurrence of the Islamic Revolution triggered a fundamental shift in social conditions,
restructuring the painting landscape and displacing the prevailing rules of the early decade. This was
immediately followed by the Iran-Iraq War, which shifted the focus of revolutionary art toward
documenting and expressing the experiences of the war.

This study utilizes Pierre Bourdieu’s Field Theory as its theoretical framework. Bourdieu employs
the concept of the “field” to analyze social structures and the mechanisms of social classification. He
conceptualizes social fields as akin to magnetic fields, where various forces of attraction and repulsion
interact. Bourdieu’s integrative approach seeks to transcend traditional dichotomies through
fundamental concepts, most notably the “field” (Pinto, 1996). He views society as a collection of
various fields where agents (individuals and groups) compete for power, capital, and position. Thus,
fields are historical entities that evolve, transform, and occasionally dissipate over time (Stones,
2000). This article aims to examine the transformations in contemporary Iranian painting during the
1970s, evaluating how the shifting social field was reflected visually in the paintings of this pivotal
decade.

Discussion

It can be argued that the field formed in any given society serves simultaneously as the source of
artistic production and the locus of valuation for works of art. The concept of field is employed by
Bourdieu to analyze social structure and to identify the underlying bases of classification and social
stratification. According to Bourdieu, "the field is akin to a competitive market in which various
forms of capital—economic, cultural, social, and symbolic—are deployed and invested" (Ritzer,
1995: 724). In effect, by speaking of field rather than of groups, individuals, organizations, or
institutions, Bourdieu seeks to delineate the hidden patterns of relationships and conflicts that give
shape to these empirical configurations (Swartz, 1997: 120).

The consolidation of modernist currents from preceding decades (1940s—1960s) in contemporary
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Iranian painting continued into the 1970s, bolstered by comprehensive state support. However, in the
final years of this decade, with the emergence of political and revolutionary movements that ran
counter to both micro- and macro-level state policies, the modernist trajectory came to an abrupt halt.

The most remarkable artistic development following the Revolution was the production of a
particular type of popular art. In its revolutionary interpretation, the term "popular art" denoted a
realist—and at times expressionist—mode of painting, primarily engaged with political and
revolutionary subject matter, wherein the lower classes and ordinary people assumed central
protagonism. This term was later extended to encompass forms of Islamic art as well. The
foundational premise of popular art rested on the conviction that art constitutes an instrument for the
propagation and dissemination of ideas (Keshmeshkan, 2015: 210).

At the beginning of the 1970s, the artistic field of contemporary Iranian painting was characterized
by the predominance of modernism and, gradually, by the emergence of contemporary art approaches.
The early years of this decade witnessed the proliferation of diverse modernist tendencies and
practices, largely influenced by contemporaneous artistic movements in Europe and the United States.
Consequently, the Iranian art field rapidly aligned itself with the Western art field, keeping pace with
the most current developments on the international art scene. Thus, the influence of contemporary
Western movements—such as Minimalism, Conceptual art, and even traces of postmodernist
forms—can be discerned in Iranian painting during the early 1970s. In this period, the artistic field
may be defined through a predominantly abstract and conceptual mode of painting.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, and in direct response to the research question, the following
results can be articulated. The artistic field of contemporary Iranian painting during the 1970s (Solar
Hijri 1350s) is characterized by a notable plurality in its central authority—that is, the field does not
operate under a single, unified voice or expressive paradigm. Consequently, this decentralization
engenders the emergence of heterogeneous pictorial structures. From this standpoint, the artistic field
in the early, middle, and late 1970s does not follow a determinate or linear trajectory.

At the beginning of the decade, the dominant tendency is one of retrospective engagement with
preceding decades (1940s—1960s), aimed at consolidating the aesthetic achievements of earlier
modernist movements. By the mid-1970s, however, a fundamental shift occurs: precipitated by
transformations in the broader social field, the artistic field discards its prior values and accumulated
capital, reorienting itself around a new center—namely, committed (engagé) art. Within this
paradigm, abstract art with conceptual inclinations is effectively marginalized, and the field
reorganizes itself around a populist (mardomi) artistic ethos, dedicating all symbolic and material
capital to this end.

The pictorial transformations characteristic of this period—which continued to hold legitimacy
well into the late 1980s—exhibit a heterogeneous amalgam of tendencies. These configurations are
unique in that they were neither employed in preceding decades nor reprised in subsequent years, in
marked contrast to pre-1970s currents, which have been repeatedly referenced in later periods.

In this context, early-1970s painting maintained a predominantly abstract formal structure,
oriented toward consolidating the modernist project initiated in the 1960s, in close alignment with
contemporaneous Western developments. By the mid-1970s, however, the emergent field engendered
a turn toward figurative painting infused with religious iconography, marking a definitive rupture
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from the Western modernist canon and giving rise instead to social realism imbued with romanticist
sensibilities and symbolic expressivism—in service of anti-imperialist struggle. During this phase,
the Iranian field exhibits greater affinity with the artistic movements of Mexico, Japan, and Chile.
The late 1970s give rise to yet another distinct pictorial mode, wherein painting is valorized
through a synthesis of figurative and religious approaches—one indebted to pre-1970s achievements.
By the decade's end, social realism, articulated through Iranian—Islamic religious and ritualistic
perspectives, produces a visual domain markedly distinct—formally, thematically, and
iconographically—from both other nations and Iran's own prior pictorial history.
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Table 1. Comparison of Contexts, Dominant Currents, and Emphasized Elements in Contemporary Iranian Painting

(1960s, 1970s, and 1980s),Source: Authors (2025).
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Figure 1. Sirak Melkonian, Untitled, 1974, oil on canvas, 122 x 122 cm. Source: Christie's Auction Catalogue, Dubai,
October 2009.
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https://artchart.net/fa/artists/iran-darroudi/artworks/GJE3r

Figure 2. Iran Darroudi, Surrealist Composition, 1974, oil on canvas, 60 x 73 cm. Source:
https://artchart.net/fa/artists/iran.
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Figure 3. Hannibal Alkhas, Revolution, 1978, oil on canvas, 140 x 140 cm. Collection of the Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art. Source: Keshmireshkan, 2015: 200.
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Figure 5. Iraj Eskandari, Martyr (Moonlight), 1980, oil on canvas, 10 x 150 cm. Collection of the Visual Arts Center of
the Artistic Bureau (Howzeh-ye Honari).
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Figure 6. Mostafa Goodarzi, Boraq, 1981, oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm. Collection of the Visual Arts Center of the
Artistic Bureau (Howzeh-ye Honari). Source: Goodarzi, 2009: 136.
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Table 2. Analysis of Bourdieu's Artistic Field in Contemporary Iranian Painting (1970s),Source: Authors (2025).
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