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Abstract

As a critical conduit of soft power within foreign policy, cultural diplomacy serves a pivotal function in
strengthening international relations and modulating global perceptions. Within this framework,
ethnographic photography—owing to its profound capacity for documenting and framing diverse cultural
landscapes—emerges as a highly effective apparatus for diplomatic engagement. This study interrogates the
role of photography within the sphere of Iranian cultural diplomacy, specifically examining the medium's
potential to project Iranian cultural identity onto the global arena. The research is guided by two central
inquiries: first, the extent to which Iranian photography facilitates the international communication of the
nation's cultural attributes; and second, the specific mechanisms through which the photographic oeuvre of
Nasrallah Kasraian operates as a tool for cultural diplomacy. Grounded in Joseph Nye’s Soft Power Theory,
this analysis positions Kasraian’s ethnographic works as strategic instruments that calibrate international
perceptions of Iran by representing its traditions, rituals, and social fabric. Utilizing a synthesis of archival
and field data, and employing a purposive selection of five images based on their ethnic diversity and
international viability, the study elucidates the symbiotic relationship between visual storytelling and the
operational mechanisms of soft power.
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1. Introduction

Cultural diplomacy has transitioned from a practice of
simple cultural exchange to a strategic instrument of
national branding and soft power. According to Joseph
Nye, soft power is the ability to elicit preferred
outcomes through attraction rather than coercion—a
process in which culture functions as the primary
catalyst. Within the discourse of international relations,
visual media, particularly photography, are recognized
as powerful vectors for the transmission of cultural
values. Ethnographic photography, distinguished by
prolonged immersion and an ethical reciprocity with
the subject, transcends mere documentation to operate
as a site for the production of meaning and the curation
of collective memory. Whereas conventional
documentary photography is often preoccupied with
the ephemeral, ethnographic photography interrogates
the structural and enduring dimensions of a society.
Scholarly consensus suggests that when photography
bypasses ideological propaganda in favor of authentic
human experience, it attains the legitimacy required to
cultivate genuine cross-cultural empathy. This study
extends these theoretical foundations by applying
Nye's framework to the particularity of Iranian
ethnographic photography, analyzing how the
photographer’s 'internalized gaze' authenticates the
cultural narrative and bolsters its global credibility.

2. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative descriptive-analytical
methodology. The empirical data were derived from a
systematic review of archival and documentary sources,
including scholarly monographs, peer-reviewed
literature, and visual corpora pertaining to cultural
diplomacy, ethnographic and documentary
photography, and the theoretical foundations of Joseph
Nye's soft power. The research framework synthesizes
these theoretical constructs with a visual-analytical
approach to interrogate the diplomatic efficacy of
ethnographic photography. A purposive sample of five
photographs by Nasrollah Kasraian was selected,
grounded in two fundamental criteria: first, the capacity
of each image to embody pivotal dimensions of Iran’s
ethnic and cultural heterogeneity—ranging from
ancestral lifestyles and rituals to vernacular
architecture and social dynamics; second, the
international visibility of these works through global
publications and exhibitions, which validates their
operationality within the sphere of cultural diplomacy.
The analysis was conducted through a multi-
dimensional lens, examining subject matter,
compositional dynamics, the construction of cultural
identity, documentary authenticity, and the articulation
of indigenous knowledge, all calibrated against the
principal components of soft power theory. Moving
beyond a mere aesthetic evaluation, the analysis
focused on the semiotic and communicative potential of
each image to catalyze cultural attraction, stimulate
intercultural dialogue, and mitigate stereotypical
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perceptions. Ultimately, these individual analyses were
synthesized to extrapolate the systemic role of
ethnographic photography in enhancing Iran’s cultural
diplomacy.

3. Result

The findings indicate that Iranian cultural documentary
photography, particularly the oeuvre of Nasrallah
Kasraian, possesses a significant capacity for
diplomatic engagement. The analysis reveals that
Kasraian’s ethnographic approach operates through
three primary mechanisms of soft power:
First, Cultural Attraction through Authenticity: By
capturing the authentic diversity of Iran’s ethnic
groups, rituals, and handicrafts, his work presents
Iranian culture as a dynamic, living knowledge rather
than a static relic. This authenticity serves as a catalyst
for international audiences, fostering genuine curiosity
and admiration. Second, Legitimacy via the
'Internalized Gaze': In contrast to colonial or outsider
perspectives that often distort Eastern cultures,
Kasraian’s position as an ‘insider-ethnographer’
ensures a high degree of narrative integrity. This
mitigates the 'clash of perceptions' and enhances the
credibility of the imagery—a fundamental prerequisite
for the effective exercise of soft power. Third, Meaning
Production through Human Universality: The results
demonstrate that by centering on universal human
themes—such as labor, migration, and communal
rituals—Kasraian’s images bypass political barriers
and resonate with shared human experiences. This
facilitates cross-cultural empathy, allowing Iranian
identity to be perceived through the lens of shared
humanity rather than political conflict. Consequently,
these photographs transcend their role as consumable
images, evolving into enduring cultural documents that
offer a polyphonic and dynamic representation of
Iranian society.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that
ethnographic photography transcends the boundaries
of documentary recording to function as a potent
instrument of cultural diplomacy. By leveraging the
authentic visual representation of Iran's multifaceted
cultural heritage, the oeuvre of Nasrollah Kasraian
generates soft power through the cultivation of cultural
attraction and the systematic mitigation of stereotypes,
thereby projecting a more balanced and nuanced
international image of the nation. The synthesis of
documentary integrity and a human-centric lens aligns
seamlessly with Joseph Nye’s paradigm of soft power,
wherein attraction is operationalized as the principal
source of global influence. These results suggest a
paradigm shift in the perception of photography,
repositioning it from a purely aesthetic practice to a
strategic cultural resource essential for national
diplomatic engagement. The global circulation of these
photographs enables a mode of visual communication
that bypasses geopolitical frictions and linguistic
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constraints, permitting international audiences to
encounter Iranian identity through an unmediated,
observational lens rather than through constructed
political discourses. Thus, documentary photography
emerges as a critical nexus between the preservation of
cultural memory and the promotion of intercultural
dialogue. Furthermore, this study highlights the
imperative of embedding visual culture within
comprehensive diplomatic strategies. There is a clear
strategic advantage for cultural institutions and public
diplomacy agencies to integrate ethnographic
photography into international exhibitions, digital
archives, and educational collaborations. To further
refine this theoretical intersection, future inquiries
should expand this analytical framework to include a
broader spectrum of Iranian documentary artists or
employ comparative methodologies across diverse
cultural landscapes, thereby deepening the scholarly
understanding of the synergy between visual
representation, soft power, and diplomatic efficacy.
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