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ABSTRACT 

With the advent of social media, gender identity has been renegotiated through 

interactions and the creation of personas on platforms such as Instagram, X (Twitter), 

Facebook, YouTube, and TikTok. Unlike mainstream media channels, social media is a 

user-driven medium that allows people to generate representations rather than be 

dictated to or shaped by mainstream media corporations. In this manner, social media 

offers people from all walks of life, especially women and the LGBTQ+ communities, 

the means to engage in discourse and representation through their digital selves. 

Social media can both empower people to challenge traditional gender 

representations and be used to perpetuate inequalities within society. The present 

study investigates the link between digital gender identity and the politics of 

representation in today’s social media environment. By applying theories from 

feminist thought, queer theory, and cultural studies, the study analyses the 

performative aspects of digital gender representation and negotiation on social 

media. Specifically, the paper argues that social media is a space where both 

empowerment and regulation occur. 
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FULL RESEARCH PAPER 

Introduction 

The evolution of digital technology has completely transformed the ways we 

communicate, interact with others, and construct personal identity. The twenty-first 

century has witnessed the emergence of a significant cultural space: social media 

platforms that influence daily life regardless of geographical, social, or political 

borders. Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and X are no longer just platforms for 

communication but are considered essential tools for self-expression, identity 

construction and civic participation. One of the pressing issues in this sphere of social 

life is gender. Traditionally, gender identity has been perceived through social, 

cultural, and institutional perspectives that establish roles and norms of conduct for 

both men and women. Nowadays, scholars question the biological nature of gender 

and its immutability. They consider gender identity to be dynamic and socially 

constructed and believe that it can be defined in terms of language, culture and 

performance. Social media platforms have contributed significantly to these 

discussions.  

Digital platforms enable individuals to represent themselves through photos, 

videos, text, stories, and many other forms of content. Such forms of self-

representation lead to the development of a digital identity that reflects how people 

see themselves against the backdrop of existing traditions of gender construction. 

Digital platforms provide opportunities for the construction of identity that 

mainstream representations of gender have ignored. However, the interaction 

between gender and social media is complicated. On the one hand, digital 

technologies create new opportunities for empowerment and participation; on the 

other hand, digital experience includes gender discrimination, gender-based 

cyberbullying, body shaming, and discrimination based on the usage of algorithms. 

Thus, social media platforms are characterised by the prioritisation of certain ways of 

self-representation and the neglect of others. The issue of visibility, authenticity, 

power, and representation becomes important in this case.  

Representation holds a pivotal place in cultural studies. It is not simply a matter 

of presenting something; rather, it involves constructing something, which means 

actively participating in the production of meaning of certain people and groups in 

society. Through media representations, societies learn how to identify people and 

groups, what is normal, and what constitutes otherness. In the digital age, 

representation assumes greater importance as people actively produce and share it. 
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The present paper aims to explore how digital genders get constructed and 

represented in social media culture. It focuses on the possibilities and problems of 

online self-representation, as well as political dimensions of visibility and identity in 

the digital age. The analysis draws on theories of feminism and queering. 

The topic of self-branding has become an integral part of studies on digital 

culture. Users have a constant need to look good and professional, which may shape 

how gender identity manifests in the online environment. Women, in particular, 

frequently face contradictory expectations regarding their appearance, behaviour and 

professionalism on social media. This illustrates how freedom and restrictions coexist 

in social media. Scholars have extensively studied the role of social media in 

promoting activism. The #MeToo, #TimesUp, and other movements have made digital 

media an instrument for changing hegemonic narratives and for collective activism. 

With the help of hashtags and personal experiences, people can counter traditional 

stereotypes and push forward for social change. 

Another recent trend in research is that of the intersectionality of digital 

identity. In particular, one cannot consider gender without race, class, sexuality, 

nationality and even disability. Each social location impacts how visibility, 

representation and discrimination manifest in the online space. Therefore, researchers 

tend to approach social media from an intersectional perspective. Despite extensive 

scholarly work on the interplay between gender and media, important issues 

concerning representation politics in today's digital era still need to be discussed. The 

rapid development of social networking sites has transformed the processes of 

identity formation and public discourse. This study seeks to contribute to existing 

knowledge in this field by investigating the negotiation of digital gender identities 

within a rapidly changing cultural landscape.  

Theoretical framework 

The investigation is based on the concepts of feminist theory, queer theory, 

and cultural studies that offer important tools for analysing digital gender identities 

and representations. Feminist theory explores the mechanisms by which gender 

inequalities are generated and reproduced within social institutions and systems of 

cultural practices and representation. According to the feminist approach, media 

representations contribute to either reinforcement or undermining of dominant ideas 

about gender roles and relations. In the context of social networking culture, feminist 

theory has been used to explore the strategies women employ in digital media to gain 

visibility and struggle against gender discrimination. 



GLOBAL HUMANITIES REVIEW          ISSN 3108-1983 

Peer-Reviewed, International e-Journal 

Page | 35  

 

VOL. 1 NO. 5, JULY 2026 

 

Queer Theory presents yet another approach that is highly relevant in this case. 

Being a critical reaction to normativity in relation to gender and sexuality, queer theory 

opposes binary logic and promotes diversity and multiplicity of gender identities. In 

particular, the notion of gender performativity introduced by Judith Butler becomes 

especially pertinent for the field of digital culture. Thanks to social media users, who 

can constantly perform their identities through posts, images, and communication.  

Cultural Studies has been applied to the context under discussion because it 

focuses on the relationship between representation and power. As cultural scholars 

suggest, “representation is more than just reflection of reality, as it constructs social 

meanings” (Hall 15-20). Thus, images, stories and symbols can affect how identities 

are constructed. This is why social media should be considered cultural sites. 

Research methodology 

In this research study, the approach is a qualitative, analytical methodology for 

examining the relationship between digital representations of gender identities and 

the politics of representation in contemporary social media culture. Textual and 

discourse analyses are chosen as the main approaches for interpreting the data. The 

posts, images, hashtags, digital campaigns, and social interaction on the platforms are 

viewed as parts of a large system of cultural texts that reproduce social, political, and 

ideological structures. In particular, the study seeks to explore the processes by which 

users construct their gender identities and how the platform's social structures 

influence these identities. Interpretive methodology is used in this research. The goal 

of the study is not to draw any generalised conclusions but to understand the 

contradictory nature of digital self-representation. Such an approach will help 

understand the nature of formation, questioning, and negotiation of gender identities 

in the constantly changing world of social media culture. 

Analysis and Discussion: Social Media as an Arena for the Construction of 

Identities 

Perhaps the main characteristic of social media is its function of identity 

construction. Unlike traditional media, where people were mostly passive consumers 

of content, social media enables active participation. People create their profiles, share 

experiences, post pictures and videos, and join communities. In this way, people create 

virtual selves and transmit certain aspects of their identities. The digital context offers 

opportunities for experimentation and flexibility (Turkle 180). The realm proved 

especially significant for individuals whose identities transgress normative gender 
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frameworks. Many individuals use social media as a platform to express identities that 

would otherwise remain hidden or marginalised in everyday settings.  

It is worth noting that identity construction on social media is not completely 

unencumbered. Audience reactions and approval of social media users play an 

important role in the identity formation process. Visibility tends to drive individuals to 

create an ideal image of themselves. Even though these representations might be 

genuine, they are still affected by cultural standards and platform specifics. Identity 

construction thus becomes the product of personal and social interaction 

(Papacharissi 78).  

Gender Performativity in the Digital World 

The theory of gender performativity provides a great framework for 

understanding digital identities. Every avatar, caption, video, and interaction serves to 

perform identity. People present their understandings of masculinity, femininity, and 

other gender expressions in visual and text forms. Such performances are always 

shaped by cultural standards that define appropriate behaviour for certain genders.  

The possibilities for performing gender that social media opens up for many people 

include opportunities for men to display their emotions without inhibition, for women 

to criticise beauty ideals, and for non-binary individuals to present themselves beyond 

binary categories. In all these cases, performativity contributes to public discussion of 

gender issues. As Judith Butler also writes in their work Undoing Gender, “Social media 

makes gender performances highly visible” (42). At the same time, performativity 

imposes certain demands and expectations. Social recognition is usually gained when 

one adheres to the dominant gender norms and criticised when one transgresses 

them. Thus, gender performances through social media cannot but remain tightly 

interwoven with power dynamics. 

Visibility, Recognition, and Empowerment  

In the modern digital age, visibility plays an important role. Visibility implies 

recognition, acceptance, and inclusion into public discourse. This serves as an 

empowering mechanism for historically marginalised communities. Social media has 

ensured that women, the LGBTQ+ community, and gender-diverse individuals have 

become increasingly visible. The platform allows them to subvert stereotypes and 

redefine how identity is represented by sharing personal stories or engaging in 

activism within community networks. Furthermore, online communities have 

contributed towards this process. Isolated individuals can find people who share their 



GLOBAL HUMANITIES REVIEW          ISSN 3108-1983 

Peer-Reviewed, International e-Journal 

Page | 37  

 

VOL. 1 NO. 5, JULY 2026 

 

experience by connecting in online forums. Online communities provide people with 

emotional, informational, and organising opportunities (Jenkins 246). 

Hashtag movements reveal the power of political actions in relation to digital 

visibility. Movements like #MeToo offered safe spaces to those who felt discriminated 

against or harassed to share their experiences. Personal experiences were turned into 

collective discussions, and long-lasting silences were broken. As Warner also writes, 

“LGBTQ+ activists have used social media to promote awareness about the problems 

faced, confront prejudices, and fight for equal rights” (82). Although visibility is not 

always empowering. More visibility could invite surveillance, criticism, and abuse. 

Therefore, the politics of visibility is extremely complicated. While being visible can 

create opportunities for recognition, it also increases vulnerability.  

Self-Branding and Identity Performance in the Culture of Influencers  

The development of the influencer culture has dramatically changed the way 

of digital self-presentation. Influencers build an audience by sharing parts of their 

lives, interests, and identities. In many instances, a person's identity is seen as a 

marketable commodity. Self-Branding as a strategy is related to a person's need to be 

attractive and commercially valuable. Gender has a major part in this process. The 

influencers tend to use cultural gender performativity in order to attract their 

audience. As Marwick writes, “Many influencers construct highly curated versions of 

themselves” (89). 

For females, being an influencer is often linked to career opportunities and 

professional success. Many female influencers have built their own careers through 

content creation. On the other hand, many influencers have to meet certain standards 

of beauty, lifestyle and femininity. The commercial aspect of self-presentation raises 

several issues concerning authenticity. Many users have difficulty distinguishing the 

real person from the performative one. The desire to stay relevant and maintain a high 

level of popularity may necessitate presenting a highly curated self.  

Algorithms, Digital Power, and the Regulation of Identity  

Although many social media platforms may portray themselves as open and 

democratic spaces, they are heavily influenced by technological frameworks that 

dictate what users see. One of the key technological frameworks in social media is the 

algorithm. The algorithms determine which content will be shown to the users and 

which posts will get more attention and recognition. Despite being presented as tools 

to improve user experience, algorithms have a critical impact on the construction of 

digital identity.  
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Algorithms make the content visible depending on its popularity (Van Dijck 

34). Content with higher amounts of likes, comments, and shares gets more attention 

and promotion. This process makes users feel compelled to create content that aligns 

with popular expectations, thereby shaping their digital identities. For instance, some 

versions of femininity and masculinity enjoy more visibility because they adhere to the 

dominant cultural ideals. Material that represents conventional beauty standards or 

attractiveness will be favoured by the algorithms. On the other hand, identities that 

challenge social norms may have limited visibility and face some opposition. 

Therefore, technological systems contribute to the creation of cultural meaning rather 

than merely mirroring individual user choices. 

The workings of algorithms prove that representation is not entirely up to 

individual decisions. The interaction among users, the audience, and the platform 

architecture shapes identities. Thus, the study of social media culture involves more 

than just personal identity. Moreover, algorithm choices can be opaque. The user may 

not know the exact reasons for which some material is popular while others are not. 

Opaqueness raises questions about power and responsibility in the digital realm. 

Representation is thus not only about individual actions but also about technology 

itself. 

Cyber Harassment and Gender-based Violence  

Although social media offers possibilities of empowerment for people, it is still 

a place where gendered violence and harassment happen quite often. Many women, 

people of the LGBTQ+ community, and gender-nonconforming people suffer from 

different forms of harassment, which have as a goal to silence, threaten, or even 

exclude people from participating publicly. As Michel Foucault writes, “Harassment 

often functions as a mechanism of social control” (92-93). Cyber harassment can 

include various activities, such as verbal harassment, threats, body shaming, misogyny, 

cyber stalking, and coordinated attacks. It becomes clear that the digital space reflects 

the social structures and inequalities that already exist in reality. The internet is an 

integral part of the world, but it does not exist independently from existing power 

relations.  

Women voicing their opinions on different topics related to politics, society, 

and culture are often subjected to aggressive online activities. As Rosalind Gill also 

writes, “Women are disproportionately targeted by digital abuse” (116-18). Journalists, 

activists, researchers, and creators are often victims of cyber harassment more than 

men. Transgender and non-binary people also suffer discrimination and harassment 
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in cyberspace. Despite the positive opportunities social media offers for visibility and 

community building, it can also be a source of discrimination and hatred. The 

existence of such discrimination is another manifestation of the ongoing fight for 

recognition and equality in the digital world. 

Intersectionality and Digital Gender Identities  

The issue of gender identity needs to be considered within the context of other 

social identities because people experience the digital world in very different ways 

based on issues of race, class, ethnicity, nationality, sexual preferences, religious 

beliefs, and disabilities. This is why the concept of intersectionality is important in 

understanding all those nuances. The theory of intersectionality suggests that “all 

systems of inequality are interdependent” (Crenshaw 1244-45). In many cases, people 

suffer from discrimination not because of one of their social identities but because of 

several of them simultaneously. For instance, the experience of a woman who uses 

social media can be defined both by her gender and by her race, economic 

background, or sexual preference.  

In the digital world, the concept of intersectionality helps reveal important 

discrepancies in the visibility and representation of certain identities. Some of them 

are more accepted and popular than others. For example, women who come from 

minority groups face both sexism and racism. Likewise, people in the LGBTQ+ 

community who hail from economically deprived backgrounds encounter obstacles 

which are different from those of others in a more privileged position. This shows that 

digital experiences have much to do with society at large. The idea of intersectionality 

also reveals the complexity of digital identity. As Sara Ahmed, in her work Living a 

Feminist Life, writes, “there is no one experience of womanhood, queerness, and social 

media” (67). Everyone engages with digital platforms in their own way because of how 

they relate socially and culturally. The acknowledgement of this complexity ensures 

that simplistic interpretations of digital identity do not occur. 

Conclusion 

Social media has brought fundamental shifts in how gender identities are 

performed, represented, and perceived in the current world. Through digital 

platforms, people have had the opportunity to express themselves in many ways and 

to take part in ongoing cultural conversations. By using various types of media 

content, such as images, stories, videos, and interactions, users can create their own 

digital identity. It serves as both an instrument of empowerment and of regulation. 

On the one hand, these digital platforms offer people a unique opportunity to voice 
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their concerns, build networks, and criticise hegemonic discourses, especially for 

marginalised groups such as women and LGBTQ+. On the other hand, social media is 

subject to certain power dynamics and structures. The politics of representation plays 

a pivotal role in understanding digital culture. Representation is more than being 

presented online. It means having certain power, recognition, and legitimacy. Social 

media allows users to participate in the processes of representation, but algorithms, 

audiences, commercial interests, and many other factors shape their involvement. 

It has been found that gender identities in digital environments are not fixed 

but are constantly negotiable. On the one hand, social media offers opportunities for 

self-definition and for experimenting with different identities. On the other hand, the 

issues of visibility, authenticity, and conformity play significant roles in the process of 

constructing identity. What is more, the intersectional approach highlights the diverse 

experiences of social media users regarding representation and involvement. Indeed, 

gender intersects with such dimensions as race, class, sexuality, nationality, and others. 

Thus, any discussion of digital gender identities should take into account the 

intersections of these factors and their influence on the process under consideration. 
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