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Abstract
This undergraduate thesis explores the role of photographers in shaping the cultural and social narratives of Dubai, United Arab Emirates. As a city undergoing rapid modernization while preserving its heritage, Dubai presents a unique context for photographic practice. This study investigates how photographers in Dubai contribute to documenting urban transformation, cultural identity, and societal diversity. Through case studies and analysis of photographic works by local artists, the thesis highlights the significance of photography as both an art form and a tool for social commentary within the UAE.
Introduction
Dubai, United Arab Emirates (UAE), is a city defined by its juxtaposition of traditional Emirati culture and futuristic architecture. As a global hub for commerce, tourism, and innovation, Dubai has become a focal point for artists and photographers seeking to capture its dynamic identity. This undergraduate thesis focuses on the role of photographers in documenting and interpreting this evolving landscape. By examining the work of local photographers, this study aims to understand how visual narratives contribute to shaping perceptions of Dubai’s cultural heritage and contemporary society.
Contextual Background: Dubai as a Photographic Landscape
Dubai’s rapid urbanization, from its historical roots as a trading port to its status as one of the world's most iconic cities, provides a rich tapestry for photographic exploration. Landmarks such as the Burj Khalifa, Palm Jumeirah, and Al Fahidi Historic District serve as both symbols of progress and reminders of heritage. Photographers in Dubai often navigate this duality, capturing scenes that reflect the city’s identity through contrasts in architecture, lifestyle, and cultural practices.
The UAE government has actively promoted photography as a medium for storytelling through initiatives like the Dubai Photo Festival and exhibitions at institutions such as the Arab World Institute of Photography. These platforms underscore the importance of photography in preserving cultural narratives while fostering creative expression.
Literature Review: Photographers and Cultural Documentation
Photography has long been recognized as a vital tool for documenting social change and cultural identity. Scholars such as Roland Barthes and John Berger have emphasized the power of photographs to evoke emotion, memory, and meaning. In the context of Dubai, this thesis aligns with research on urban photography by authors like Hassan Hajjaj, whose work explores the interplay between tradition and modernity in Arab societies.
Studies on photographers in the Gulf region highlight how local artists use their craft to address themes such as migration, gender roles, and environmental challenges. This thesis builds upon these discussions by focusing specifically on Dubai’s unique socio-cultural dynamics, offering insights into how photographers contribute to the city’s evolving narrative.
Methodology
This undergraduate thesis employs a qualitative research approach, combining case studies of photographers based in Dubai with analysis of their works. The methodology includes:
· Case Studies: Examination of the careers and portfolios of established photographers such as Hassan Hajjaj, Farah Al Qasimi, and Mohamed Bin Thani.
· Interviews: Semi-structured interviews with local photographers to explore their creative processes and inspirations.
· Visual Analysis: Close reading of photographs from exhibitions at venues like the Museum of the Future and Alserkal Avenue in Dubai.
Data collected through these methods is analyzed to identify recurring themes related to cultural representation, urban transformation, and artistic innovation in Dubai.
Findings: The Photographic Voice of Dubai
The case studies reveal that photographers in Dubai often focus on three key themes:
1. Cultural Hybridity: Images capturing the coexistence of traditional Emirati attire and Western fashion, as seen in Farah Al Qasimi’s works.
1. Urban Transformation: Photographs documenting Dubai’s skyline evolution, such as those by Mohamed Bin Thani, which contrast historical and futuristic architecture.
1. Social Narratives: Portraits of migrant workers and Emirati communities, highlighting issues of labor rights and identity.
These findings underscore how photographers in Dubai serve as both witnesses to change and creators of meaning, using their craft to engage with the city’s complexities.
Discussion: Implications for Photography in the UAE
This thesis argues that photographers in Dubai play a critical role in shaping how both local and global audiences perceive the United Arab Emirates. By documenting cultural shifts and social issues, they contribute to a more nuanced understanding of Dubai’s identity. Furthermore, the support from institutions like the Dubai Culture & Arts Authority demonstrates the UAE’s commitment to fostering artistic expression.
However, challenges persist for photographers in Dubai, including navigating censorship and balancing commercial demands with artistic integrity. Future research could explore how these dynamics influence photographic practice in other Gulf cities.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this undergraduate thesis highlights the significance of photographers in documenting and interpreting the cultural narratives of Dubai, United Arab Emirates. Through their work, photographers not only capture the city’s visual splendor but also engage with its social and historical layers. As Dubai continues to evolve, photography remains a vital medium for storytelling, ensuring that its rich heritage and dynamic future are preserved for generations to come.
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