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Abstract

The function of language systems that convey a message through signs is to
stabilize reality and naturalize it, which is not devoid of ideology and layers of
meaning, and the people of a society learn signs in the form of cultural
conventions in order to receive the message. Image representation through the
visual language system throughout history created ideas and beliefs about all
matters, such as gender and identity, and society learned them. Postmodern
artists, who are always looking for deconstruction and defamiliarization,
criticized the naturalized beliefs in the society through unconventional and
unconventional representations. In this research, the self-portraits of
postmodern photographers who challenged the predetermined conventions of
identity and gender through visual signs were taken into consideration and
analyzed by Umberto Eco's point of view in order to understand the layers of
meaning and the commonality of the works and also importance of challenging
Identity and gender should be explained in the present era; Because reading a
photo is more mental than physical and the quality of reading depends on the
reader, and understanding texts requires decoding and denaturalization. The
works in question are the self-portraits of three postmodern female
photographers, Cindy Sherman, Claude Cahun and Gillian Waring. After
decoding the signs used in the representation, this research comes to the
conclusion that the discussed works are not only self-referential but they use
codes that emphasize the gender discrimination of the way signs are used in the
representation of women.
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Extended Abstract

1- Introduction

Representation does not represent reality, but
creates reality, and the conventions naturalized by
codes are considered truth after repeated
repetitions. For this reason, some postmodern
artists by deconstructing and disrupting the codes
of the past criticize the concepts and
defamiliarization of naturalized beliefs that the
correct understanding and reading of such works of
art requires analysis with a semiotic approach to
the importance and influence of symbolic systems
and the way of representation to understand the
formation of the intellectual approach of society
towards the most fundamental concepts.
Photographs are very influential despite our lack of
attention to their impact in life. Basically, ideology
is transmitted through methods such as
representation. Identity and gender are naturalized
by a set of codes, and we learn them in the context
of culture and society more than experience. The
importance of postmodern artists discussed in this
study has challenged the codes of identity and
gender, and therefore their works may appear to be
breaking norms, which shows the importance and
power of symbolic systems; Because our reading of
identity and the world is influenced by
sociocultural conventions. The desired works of the
research are self-portraits in which the artist is both
the author and the subject, he is present both
behind the scene and in the frame, and it seems that
he is looking at himself in a mirror, which leads to
thinking about identity. The artists in question are
three  women postmodernists, Claude Cahun,
Gillian Waring and Cindy Sherman, who always
questioned the concepts of gender and identity in
their works. Based on this, by focusing on the
theories of Umberto Eco, the semiotic analysis of
representation in postmodern photography and
specifically self-portraits that have a critical nature
was discussed. The purpose of this research is
semiotic analysis of the denaturalization of the
representation of identity and femininity by artists
with an approach to Eco theories, which explained
the importance of defamiliarizing the concepts
naturalized by signs rather than the artificiality and
convention of some of the most basic and obvious
concepts of society.

2- Methods

The current fundamental research is descriptive and
analytical with a semiotic approach. In the analysis
of case examples and visual codes, the approach is
based on the theories of Umberto Eco, a
contemporary structuralist and Peircean
semiotician, regarding the representation of gender
in the self-portraits of three artists; Because the
photo actually consists of symbolic signs and to
read them, one should rely on theories based on the
analysis of semaotics. In the three discussed works,

the aesthetics of the media regarding the beauty of
women has been questioned, and intertextuality has
also been noticed in them, which emphasizes the
importance of correct and principled reading of art.
The three artists in question are also progressive
and disruptive artists who always see the issue of
identity, women and gender in their works, and by
diving into different roles, they question the
conventional identity.

3- Findings

In the representation systems, there are contractual
modes that are expressed by the face and body and
by repetition in the media, they evoke certain
emotions and expectations in the audience. In the
mentioned works, the subjects refer both to
themselves and to the plurality of their identities,
and there is no sign of the fragility and elegance
attributed to women. Appearance also implies
social identity and gender to a great extent, and the
subjects, by choosing advertising anti-aesthetic
makeup, became familiar with and criticized the
truth, because culture and media want and make
women look beautiful. Also wearing a mask and
playing the role of artists can indicate the absence
of a unified self because the postmodern identity is
plural, fluid and constantly changing. Some codes
are based on gender segregation and define
different limits for men and women. These cultural
codes that shape each person's point of view
eventually lead to the formation of a person's
identity. In fact, gender is cultural, not natural.
Cahun in the form of a man who avoids love,
Wearing by changing his identity and putting on a
Cahun mask that mimics gender as a fluid thing,
and Sherman by reproducing the story of Judith,
with a dress and appearance that focuses on female
power, with an effect contrary to what he saw The
society, which is considered feminine, appeared
and mocked patriarchal conventions and symbols
in the representation of women. Throughout
history, even the strongest women have been
represented as beautiful and attractive, as if
femininity and beauty are one and the same. The
way we see and the meaning of what we see is
influenced by our knowledge and beliefs.
According to the viewpoints and conventions that
have not been overcome, men have always been the
embodiment of power and women have been the
embodiment of maintaining men. Men evaluate
women, and women themselves, who were always
evaluated, eventually consider this to be normal
and constantly evaluate themselves. In this way, the
woman becomes an object. Like European oil
paintings that judge women as spectacular subjects.
In these works, artists freed women from being
beautiful and objects and broke cultural
conventions.
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4- Discussion & Conclusion

The semiotic analysis of the works in question with
an approach to the visual codes of Eco showed that
the decoding of postmodern works that have
multiple essences is difficult and one can never
consider a definite meaning for them, but only the
horizon of meanings can be understood to a certain
extent; Because not only the texts are not closed,
but they are also related to other texts. The symbols
used in the representation of gender and identity in
society are cultural and conventional rather than
natural, which shape the perspective and ultimately
the identity of each person. The discussed self-
portraits are deconstructive about the representation
of identity, beauty and gender, reflecting the
plurality of identity in the postmodern paradigm
and criticizing the limited and conventional
definitions of modernism of various things. The
only reference to a self and the representation of an
independent identity is outdated in the postmodern
perspective because the self, in this approach,
includes the absence of a central core and unity. In
fact, each of the discussed artists express the
plurality of identities in their works by playing a
role and appearing in a different form. Also,
identity and gender are largely subject to social
conventions that are naturalized and truth is fake.
In fact, one of the other semantic layers of the fact
that artists play a different role in each work is the
fact that individual identity is constantly changing
and instead of being satisfied with what we learned
through signs, we should experience it. Also, the
deconstruction in the way femininity is represented

shows the inauthenticity of the frameworks created
by the patriarchal society in defining women and
femininity. Also, one of the characteristics of the
works of this period, including the three works in
question, is intertextuality; Although everything
that existed has been said before, but in new art, it
is expressed with a new approach, revision,
defamiliarization and sometimes analysis. In this
way, Cahun by expressing the contradiction and
fluidity of identity, Wearing by using
intertextuality and referring to the plurality of
identity, and Sherman by referring to a
mythological story, this time with a grotesque
expression and emphasizing violence instead of
female seduction, took advantage. The signs used
in the representation of women in the self-portraits
in question are contrary to the custom of society
and art history, which criticizes the aesthetics of
advertising and emphasizes the power of women
and the plurality of identity.
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