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Abstract
1. Introduction: The Inversion of Reality and Representation

The philosophical debate regarding the relationship between reality and its rep-
resentation—traceable from Plato’s Allegory of the Cave to Walter Benjamin’s
analysis of mechanical reproduction—has entered a complex new phase in the
digital sphere. We are witnessing a fundamental inversion where the image
no longer merely reproduces a pre-existing reality but actively shapes material
reality itself. This paradigm shift is driven by a logic this paper terms “Algorith-
mic Aesthetics,” an invisible force embedded in the codes of visual-centric plat-
forms like Instagram. Within this context, a distinct architectural typology has
emerged: “Instagrammable Architecture.” This architecture is conceived not
based on spatial logic, functional needs, or the lived experience of inhabitants,
but primarily on its capacity to generate a compelling, shareable, and algorith-
mically optimized “potential image.” Space is designed as a backdrop, its value
determined by its performance within the constrained frame of a smartphone
screen. This research posits that this phenomenon is not a fleeting trend but
a profound transformation, signaling a critical shift from a site of Heideggerian
“dwelling” (Dwelling) to a locus of “visual consumption,” and from a phenome-
nological “place” to an algorithmic “non-place” (non-place).

2. Theoretical Framework: A Multi-Pronged Critical Lens

To comprehensively deconstruct Instagrammable Architecture, this study em-
ploys an integrated, six-pronged theoretical framework that uses key concepts
from critical social theory as analytical tools. This framework acts as a prism
through which the layers of this architectural discourse are disassembled.

Guy Debord’s “Society of the Spectacle”: Central to analyzing how space trans-
forms into an “image-commodity.” In the attention economy, the exchange
value of a space (its potential for virality) decisively outweighs its use value
(its capacity to shelter). Architecture becomes a stage set for the performance

1. Art and Architecture Faculty, University of Bonab.
Email: mahdisoltani@ubonab.ac.ir ®0009—0004»5495—7091



Rahpooye Memari-o Shahrsazi
(Quarterly Journal of Architecture and Urbanism)
Vol. 4, No. 14, Summer 2025

(performance) of lifestyle.

Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Hyperreality”: Employed to dissect the onto-
logical status of these spaces. Instagrammable architecture operates within the
“hyperreal,” creating “simulacra” (simulacrum)—copies without originals—of-
ten perceived as more authentic than reality itself. This leads to the “murder
of the real,” where the image obliterates the authentic complexity of a space.

Michel Foucault’s “Disciplinary Power”: Foucault’s Panopticism is adapted to
understand the “algorithmic gaze” as disciplinary power. This gaze dictates aes-
thetic norms (flatness, color) that designers must adhere to for visibility, while
disciplining users to experience and capture space in a predetermined, homog-
enous manner.

Shoshana Zuboff’s “Surveillance Capitalism”: Situates the phenomenon within
its dominant economic logic. These visually optimized spaces are highly effi-
cient environments for data extraction. Geotagged (Geotagged data) posts and
behavioral patterns become raw material for “prediction products,” making ar-
chitecture an active instrument in the surveillance economy.

Byung-Chul Han’s “The Smooth” Explains the aesthetic qualities of these spac-
es. Their polished, frictionless surfaces—“the smooth” (the smooth)—elimi-
nate negativity, ambiguity, and depth, rendering them perfect for frictionless
consumption and immediate “liking” (liking).

Marc Augé’s “Non-Place” Articulates the phenomenological consequences. By
systematically erasing historical context and multi-sensory depth, these spac-
es become “non-places” —transient, generic environments that foster passage
and consumption rather than meaningful, embodied inhabitation.

3. Methodology: A Critical-Interpretive Approach

Given the interdisciplinary nature of the topic, this research adopts a Qualita-
tive Paradigm with a Critical-Interpretive approach. The goal is “analytical gen-
eralization” (Analytical Generalization) through the in-depth deconstruction of
mechanisms shaping contemporary architectural form.

The operational strategy is twofold:

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA): Adopting Norman Fairclough’s model, archi-
tecture is analyzed as a “text” and “social practice.” This allows for a dialecti-
cal examination connecting micro-structures of architectural form (color, light)
with macro-structures of surveillance capitalism and consumer culture.

Hermeneutic-Phenomenological Analysis: To understand the shift in spatial
experience, a phenomenological lens interprets the qualitative change from
multi-sensory, embodied engagement (as championed by Juhani Pallasmaa) to
a detached, mono-sensory experience mediated by the screen.

The research corpus was compiled using Purposive Sampling (Purposive Sam-
pling) with a “typical case” (Typical Case) strategy. Selection criteria for spac-
es (2015-2024) included: 1) a high Virality Metric (>10,000 posts); 2) explicit
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designation as “Instagrammable” in professional media; and 3) presence of
physical features of Algorithmic Aesthetics (pastel palettes, axial symmetry, flat
lighting). The analysis unfolds in three layers: Descriptive Analysis, Interpretive
Analysis, and Critical Explanation.

4. Analysis and Findings: The Grammar of Algorithmic Aesthetics

The analysis reveals that “Instagrammable Architecture” is governed by a pre-
scriptive aesthetic grammar, dictated not by humanistic principles but by plat-
form logic.

The Grammar: Key aesthetic elements are direct responses to the algorithm.
Flatness & Graphic Quality (Flatness & Graphic Quality) reduce three-dimen-
sional complexity into clean, two-dimensional compositions for small screens.
Specific color palettes, such as saturated pastels (“Millennial Pink”) and neons,
are favored for capturing attention. Optimized, shadowless lighting that mimics
studio conditions eliminates ambiguity, producing a flawless, easily consum-
able image. These are not arbitrary choices but the “dictates of the code upon
the form.”

Case Study Manifestations:

The Museum of Ice Cream (New York, et al.): Represents the Pure Simulacrum.
It is a “museum” without historical artifacts, functioning solely as a series of
thematic selfie backdrops. It embodies Debord’s Spectacle and Augé’s Non-
Place, a synthetic environment engineered for image-value. Its pastel pinks and
flat lighting are a materialization of algorithmic demands.

La Muralla Roja (Spain): Exemplifies the “hijacking” of architecture. Ricardo Bo-
fill's 1973 housing project, originally a poetic reference to Arab kasbahs, has
been stripped of its complexity by the algorithmic gaze. Instagram reduced it
to a flat, graphic backdrop, captured repeatedly from identical angles. This il-
lustrates Baudrillard’s “murder of the real,” where the simplified digital “copy”
becomes more desirable than the complex “original.”

Sketch Gallery (London): Designed by India Mahdavi, this interior exemplifies
totalizing seduction. The space functions as a branded environment where ev-
ery element creates a “more real than real” stage set. It is a total work of art
designed for the performance of luxury, blurring lines between space, brand,
and advertisement.

These cases demonstrate that Algorithmic Aesthetics is a global phenomenon
linked to surveillance capitalism. It produces dehistoricized “non-places” that
exist primarily to be captured and circulated.

5. Conclusion and Implications: Towards a Critical Spatial Literacy

This research concludes that “Instagrammable Architecture” creates a profound
ontological crisis, marking a transition from architecture as the art of dwelling
to architecture as staging for visual consumption. It traces a trajectory from the
phenomenological “place” to the algorithmic “non-place,” and from embodied
experience to the absolute hegemony of the “gaze.” This trend poses a severe
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warning: if architecture forgets its mission to create meaningful places for life,
it risks being reduced to a tool for powerful economic and technological forces.

However, critique should not lead to pessimism. Following Foucault’s assertion
that “where there is power, there is resistance,” this study proposes two paths:

Critical Pedagogy in Architectural Education: Education must evolve beyond
producing seductive renderings. It is imperative to equip students with tools
from critical theory and media studies. The goal is to cultivate “spatial thinkers”
capable of navigating the tension between spatial logic and algorithmic logic,
rather than producing “content creators” subservient to market demands.

Developing Public “Critical Visual-Spatial Literacy”: Resistance requires empow-
ering users to read their environments critically. Promoting this literacy would
enable citizens to identify hidden mechanisms in attractive spaces and ask: How
is my gaze being engineered? What is absent from this picture? Such awareness
can create demand for authentic, multi-sensory, human-centric architecture.

This study acknowledges its qualitative limitations. Future research could em-
ploy quantitative methods to measure the psychological impacts of inhabiting
hyperreal environments. Ultimately, without widespread critical spatial literacy,
architecture remains at risk of becoming a technology for data production—a
challenge that requires a fundamental redefinition of the designer’s ontological
responsibility.

Keywords: Instagrammable Architecture, Algorithmic Aesthetics, Society of the
Spectacle, Surveillance Capitalism, Non-Place, Phenomenology of Space
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1. Code 17. prediction products
2. platform 18. the beautiful

3. Instagrammable architecture 19. the smooth

4. Potential image 20. liking

5. engagement value 21. super modernity

6. Dwelling 22. Norman Fairclough
7. performance 23. Teun A. van Dijk

8. non-place 24. Social Practice

9. surveillance capitalism 25. Discourse

10. attention economy 26. Qualitative Paradigm
11. Transformation 27. Critical-Interpretive
12. Teleological 28. Deconstruction

13. Geotagged data 29. Analytical Generalization
14. simulacrum 30. Purposive Sampling
15. hyperreality 31. Typical Case

16. seduction 32. Virality Metric
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33. Hotspots 49. Millennial Pink
34. Corpus 50. Branded Self
35. Descriptive Analysis 51. Millennial Pink
36. Interpretive Analysis 52. Sprinkles
37. Critical Explanation 53. Background-as-a-Service
38. Trustworthiness 54. Virality
39. Rigor 55. The Pink Room
40. Theoretical Triangulation 56. Total Environment
41. Thick Description 57. retinal
42. Reflexivity 58. Performative Subjectivation
43, (Descriptive Analysis 59. Authenticity
44, Critical Explanation 60. Hyper authenticity
45, Visual Corpus 61. The Smooth
46. Flatness & Graphic Quality 62. Liking
47. Interface 63. Physical Interface
48. Visual Metadata
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