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 This paper critically analyses how identity is formed on social media through Jean 
Baudrillard’s theories of simulation and simulacra, framing digital selfhood within 
the context of consumer society. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Facebook 
are viewed as hyperreal environments where users curate selective lifestyles and 
consumption practices. In these spaces, users embedded their self-presentations 
within symbolic systems shaped by commercial influences and algorithmic logic. 
From a Baudrillardian perspective, identity is not an authentic expression, but rather a 
simulation, an assemblage of signs increasingly detached from lived experience. 
However, this study also acknowledges counterarguments that challenge 
Baudrillard’s deterministic view. Drawing on Stuart Hall's Reception Theory, it 
highlights users’ agency in negotiating meaning, strategically performing 
authenticity, and incorporating local cultural values into digital practices. This 
suggests that while social media may intensify simulation, it also serves as a 
contested space where representation is actively shaped and reinterpreted. By 
integrating Baudrillard's critique with reception-oriented perspectives, this narrative 
review contributes to media and visual communication scholarship by addressing the 
intersection of hyperreality and user agency in digital cultures. 
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1.​ INTRODUCTION 

The rapid growth of social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook has fundamentally changed how people 
construct, represent, and interpret their identities in today's digital culture (Baym, 2015; Boyd, 2014; Turkle, 2011; Yau et 
al., 2019). Initially created as tools for communication and social interaction, these platforms have now developed into 
complex symbolic environments where users actively curate and perform their identities through both visual and textual 
representations (Gunduz, 2017). In these environments, identity is no longer solely based on lived experiences. It is 
increasingly shaped by mediated signs, aesthetic choices, and algorithmically determined visibility. 

 

1*
Corresponding author. E-mail address : nizar11@uitm.edu.my 

https://doi.org/10.24191/ijad.v10i1.5ntfxz18​ UiTM Press, Universiti Teknologi MARA 



388​ Mohd Nizar et al. / International Journal of Art and Design (2026) Vol. 10, No. 1 
 

This transformation is closely tied to the rise of consumer society, as described by Baudrillard (1970), where meaning, 
status, and identity are constructed through systems of consumption rather than production. In digital contexts, this idea 
extends beyond physical goods and encompasses the consumption and circulation of images, lifestyles, and symbolic 
representations. Social media platforms serve as spaces where individuals engage in the production and exchange of 
sign-values, embedding their identities within broader cultural narratives that are influenced by branding, visual aesthetics, 
and platform economies (Wilska et al., 2023). Practices such as self-branding, influencer culture, and curated lifestyles 
demonstrate how identity becomes increasingly commodified and aligned with consumerist logic (Khamis et al., 2017; 
Kim & McDonald-Liu, 2023). 

 
 

2.​ LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
From a theoretical perspective, Baudrillard's (1981; 1994) concepts of simulation and simulacra offer a critical lens for 
understanding changes in contemporary society. He argues that today's society is characterized by an abundance of signs 
that no longer represent reality. Instead, they create a state of hyperreality where the distinction between what is real and 
what is simulated collapses. Within this framework, identity is not a genuine expression of the self but rather a constructed 
collection of signs that are continuously reproduced through systems of representation detached from any original 
reference. Social media exemplifies this condition as users selectively create idealised versions of themselves through 
filters, narratives, and algorithm-driven trends. This often results in identities that align more with symbolic expectations 
than with lived realities (Moris, 2021; Scott, 2023). 

While Baudrillard’s perspective offers a compelling critique of simulation and consumer culture, it has faced 
significant challenges due to its deterministic approach, which often downplays human agency. In contrast, Stuart Hall 
(1973; 1997) emphasises that meaning is not passively consumed but is actively constructed through the process of 
encoding and decoding. His reception theory suggests that audiences can negotiate, resist, or reinterpret dominant 
meanings in light of their social and cultural contexts. In digital environments, this means that users are not merely 
subjects of simulation; rather, they are active participants who strategically perform authenticity, remix cultural codes, and 
incorporate localised meanings into their digital practices (Abidin, 2023; Jenkins, 2006). 

 
Empirical studies support the idea that digital identity is not merely a byproduct of simulation but rather a complex 

aspect of negotiation, shaped by cultural specificities and relational dynamics. For example, research conducted in 
Malaysia reveals that social media influencers’ perceived authenticity is linked to factors such as credibility, relatability, 
and transparency, rather than being completely overshadowed by simulation (Abdul Hamid et al., 2022; Norazman et al., 
2023). Furthermore, trust, credibility, and reputation significantly impact how Malaysian youth perceive and engage with 
influencer-driven identities (Abdul Rahman et al., 2025; Ahmad et al., 2024; Che Wan Mohd Khair, 2023; Taher et al., 
2022). These findings indicate that while social media amplifies the dynamics of simulation, it also creates opportunities 
for agency, resistance, and cultural expression, thereby challenging Baudrillard’s theoretical assumptions. 

 
Despite the extensive literature on social media, identity formation, and digital consumption, there remains a 

significant gap in integrating the ontological perspective on simulation with reception-oriented understandings of user 
agency. Existing studies tend to focus either on the psychological and sociological aspects of identity or on the structural 
influences of media systems. They often overlook how identity functions as both a simulated construct and a negotiated 
cultural practice. This gap is particularly evident in the limited exploration of how hyperreality and agency coexist within 
everyday digital interactions. 

 
This study aims to critically review existing literature to investigate how consumer society and simulation influence 

identity formation on social media. It will also consider the role of the user agency in negotiating meaning and 
authenticity. Specifically, this paper seeks to: (i) explore how consumerist logics embedded in social media impact identity 
construction, (ii) analyse how simulation and simulacra operate within digital self-representation, and (iii) examine how 
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users negotiate, reinterpret, and perform their identities within hyperreal environments. By integrating Baudrillard’s 
theoretical framework with reception-oriented perspectives, this study contributes to media and visual communication 
scholarship, offering a more nuanced understanding of digital identity as both a product of simulation and a site of cultural 
negotiation.  
 
 
3.​ METHODOLOGY 
 
This study employs a narrative literature review designed to critically examine and synthesise existing theoretical and 
empirical research on identity formation within digital consumer societies. Unlike a systematic literature review, which 
focuses on comprehensive quantitative aggregation, a narrative review was chosen for its flexibility in integrating complex 
sociological theories with contemporary empirical findings. This approach provides a comprehensive overview of the 
phenomenon.  
 

To ensure a thorough synthesis, a targeted literature search was conducted using prominent academic databases, 
including Scopus, Web of Science (WoS), and Google Scholar. The search strategy utilised specific keywords and their 
combinations, such as “hyperreality,” “simulacra,” “social media identity,” “consumer society,” “algorithmic curation,” 
and “influencer authenticity.” 

 
Specific inclusion criteria guided the selection of literature. First foundational theoretical texts, particularly the 

classical work of Baudrillard (on simulation and hyperreality) and Stuart Hall (on reception theory), were included to 
establish the primary analytical framework. These were supplemented by secondary concepts, such as Erving Goffman's 
dramaturgical performance, to provide context for online self-presentation. Second, contemporary empirical studies 
published in peer-reviewed journals, with a strong emphasis on digital youth culture, micro-celebrities, and influencer 
dynamics, were selected to ground the theoretical discourse in current realities. Attention was given to recent studies 
conducted in Southeast Asia and Malaysia to highlight local cultural nuances and the active negotiation of digital 
authenticity. Non-academic sources and literature entirely unrelated to digital or media identity were excluded from the 
analysis. 

 
The collected literature underwent thematic synthesis. The selected articles and texts were critically analysed, 

compared, and categorised according to recurring patterns and conceptual intersections related to digital selfhood. This 
process led to the identification of four primary themes that form the Results section of this paper: (1) consumer society in 
digital media, (2) identity formation as simulacrum, (3) commodification of selfhood, and (4) algorithmic mediation of 
identity in platform environments. By mapping these themes, the study connects the deterministic media theories with the 
lived experiences of user agency in digital environments. 

 
 

4.​ RESULTS 
 
This section presents the findings from a narrative literature review that thematically synthesises existing research on 
digital identity in social media environments. The analysis reveals that identity construction in today's digital culture is 
influenced by a combination of interconnected structural and symbolic processes. Together, these processes reflect the 
transformation of selfhood within the framework of consumer society and mediated communication. 
 

Based on the theoretical framework established by Baudrillard (1970; 1981/1994), the literature analysed indicates 
that sign-value, simulation, and symbolic exchange are increasingly influential in shaping identity practices. Social media 
platforms function not just as communication spaces but also as complex systems in which identities are constructed, 
shared, and assessed through visual representation, cultural codes, and algorithmic visibility. In these environments, 
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identity becomes intertwined with processes of consumption, performance, and reproduction, reflecting broader changes in 
how meaning and selfhood are formed in digital contexts. 

The thematic analysis identifies four key dimensions that characterise the formation of digital identity. First, the logic 
of consumer society provides the structural foundation for identity construction through symbolic consumption and 
mediated representation. Second, identity emerges as a simulacrum, in which selfhood is produced through systems of 
signs detached from any stable reference point. Third, the commodification of selfhood emphasises how individuals 
transform their identities into marketable entities within platform economies. Finally, algorithmic mediation introduces a 
structural layer that regulates visibility, influencing which forms of identity are amplified and sustained. 

 
It is important to understand that these themes are not separate or isolated processes; they are interconnected aspects 

of a larger system for constructing digital identity. Consumerist logics influence how symbolic identities are created, 
simulation determines how representation is shaped, commodification affects the perceived value of identity, and 
algorithms govern how identities circulate. Together, these processes create a recursive and dynamic system in which 
identity is continuously produced, reproduced, and reconfigured. 

 
The literature suggests that these structural dynamics do not function in a completely deterministic way. While 

identity is influenced by systems of simulation, commodification, and algorithmic control, users actively engage with and 
reinterpret these structures through their daily practices of self-presentation and content creation. This indicates that digital 
identity emerges from the interaction between structural forces and user practices, a tension that will be further explored in 
the following discussion section. 

 
4.1​ Consumer Society in Digital Media 
  

The rise of social media has amplified the characteristics of consumer society, reshaping digital platforms into arenas 
where identities are created, shared, and accessed through symbolic consumption. Drawing on the work of Baudrillard 
(1970), we understand consumer society as one where sign-value prevails. In this context, goods, images, and 
representations serve not only practical purposes but also carry symbolic meanings that help shape social identities. In 
today's digital landscape, this concept extends beyond just the consumption of physical products to include the adoption of 
lifestyles, aesthetics, and mediated experiences. 

 
Users of social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook actively create and share content that 

showcases aspirational lifestyles and curated identities. These platforms serve as symbolic marketplaces where images, 
stories, and visual codes are exchanged as forms of cultural capital, a process deeply rooted in the concept of symbolic 
exchange (Baudrillard, 1976/2017). Previous studies have highlighted that individuals increasingly shape their identities 
through the selective display of their consumption practices, embedding personal meaning within the broader systems of 
branding and representation (Wilska et al., 2023). This trend indicates a shift from identity based on ownership to identity 
based on representation, emphasising that visibility and perception are vital to self-definition. 

 
The rise of influencer culture highlights how consumerist ideas are woven into the formation of digital identities. 

Influencers and micro-celebrities serve as cultural intermediaries, shaping norms related to desirability, authenticity, and 
belonging through their curated content and strategic self-presentation (Khamis et al., 2017). Their self-branding practices 
illustrate how identity has become commodified, turning individuals into marketable entities that thrive within platform 
economies. Additionally, Kim and McDonald-Liu (2023) emphasised that micro-celebrities use visual storytelling and 
aesthetic consistency to engage their audiences, reinforcing the notion that identity functions within a system of symbolic 
exchange. These carefully curated self-presentations significantly impact audience purchasing intentions, demonstrating 
how identity performance can translate into economic value in digital consumer societies (Leong et al., 2024; Renganathan 
& Teh, 2023). 
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This phenomenon is not limited to influencers; it has become normalised among everyday users as well. Social media 
platforms encourage individuals to engage in practices of curation, performance, and aesthetic optimisation, aligning their 
self-presentations with dominant cultural trends and the expectation of algorithms. As a result, identity formation is 
integrated into a broader system of consumption, where individuals simultaneously act as both consumers and producers 
of symbolic content. This aligns with Baudrillard’s (1970) assertion that, in a consumer society, individuals are embedded 
within systems of signs that shape their desires, behaviours, and social relationships. 

 
Platform features like hashtags, filters, and engagement metrics enhance the symbolic nature of consumption in digital 

environments. These tools help circulate and validate specific identity forms. As a result, users can project a sense of 
authenticity while also conforming to mainstream aesthetic standards. This creates a paradox where individuality is 
conveyed through standardised representations. Consequently, identity becomes less about genuine self-expression and 
more about strategically aligning with culturally and algorithmically valued symbols. 

 
The literature clearly shows that consumerist logic significantly influences the formation of digital identity. However, 

this process is not completely deterministic. Users actively engage with and reinterpret these symbolic systems, 
negotiating their identities within the limitations set by platform structures. This suggests that consumer society in digital 
media should be viewed not only as a system of commodification but also as a dynamic space where meaning is 
continually constructed, contested, and reconfigured. 

 
4.2​ Identity Formation as Simulation 
 

A central theme in the literature is the conceptualisation of identity on social media as a form of simulacrum. This 
means that identity is no longer rooted in an authentic reference but exists as a constructed system of signs. Drawing on 
the work of Baudrillard (1981/1994), simulacra are representations that have become detached from reality, functioning 
within a self-referential system where meaning is generated through the circulation of signs rather than through any 
connection to lived experience (Barroso, 2020; Damayanti & Hidayat, 2019). Recent conceptualisations extend this idea of 
hyperreality to modern visual formats and to emerging spaces such as the metaverse (Durani & Eckhardt, 2024; Mohamed 
& Bukhari, 2023). Within this framework, identity in digital environments is not merely represented but is actively 
produced as a simulation. 

 
Social media platforms exemplify a modern condition in which users create highly curated, idealised versions of 

themselves through visuals and textual content. Features such as filters, staged images, aesthetic composition, and 
algorithmically curated feeds contribute to the development of identities that prioritise appearance, coherence, and 
desirability over authenticity. A significant aspect of this phenomenon is the emergence of virtual influencers, fully 
simulated digital entities that foster real audience engagement, blurring the line between authentic human likeness and 
complete simulation (Ju et al., 2024). Research has shown that users actively engage in impression management strategies, 
crafting representations that conform to platform aesthetics and audience expectations (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013; 
Lang, 2019). These practices illustrate how identity becomes a performative construct, continuously shaped and reshaped 
through acts and representation. 

 
The concept of “curated self” emphasises the idea that identity functions as a simulacrum. Instead of representing a 

stable, inner self, identity is shaped through selective sharing, visual styling, and narrative construction. Papacharissi 
(2010) argues that social media encourages a kind of self-presentation where identity is determined by visibility and 
appearance, often becoming more important than the actual reality beneath it. In this scenario, the perceived self holds 
more power than the lived self, aligning with Baudrillard’s claim that in hyperreality, simulations can develop and 
influence reality itself. 

 
Empirical research supports the idea that digital identities are often formed through imitation, repetition, and 

adaptation of existing cultural codes. For example, studies on Instagram and TikTok show that users tend to replicate 
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popular aesthetic trends, lifestyle narratives, and visual formats that are widely shared across these platforms (Christanti et 
al., 2021; Firmansyah et al., 2024). These practices suggest that identity is not created in isolation. Rather, it emerges 
through interactions with pre-existing symbolic systems. This reinforces the notion that identity operates within a network 
of signs instead of being a purely original expression. 

 
Furthermore, the logic of simulacra is further emphasised by the recursive nature of digital media, where 

representations are continuously reproduced, shared, and reinterpreted. Content is not only consumed; it is also re-encoded 
into new forms, contributing to an ongoing cycle of simulation. As noted by Morris (2021) and Scott (2023), social media 
environments create a culture in which representations gain legitimacy and authority through circulation rather than 
authenticity. This recursive process leads to identities that are increasingly detached from real-life experiences, existing 
instead as hyperreal constructs sustained by visibility and engagement. 

 
The literature closely aligns with Baudrillard’s concept of identity as simulacrum, but it also suggests that this process 

is not entirely devoid of meaning. Even within systems of simulation, users attribute personal, social, and cultural 
significance to their representations. This implies that identity as simulacrum should not be viewed as a complete loss of 
reality. Rather, it represents a transformation in how reality is constructed and experienced. Thus, identity operates within 
a complex interplay of representation, perception, and cultural interpretation, where simulation becomes the primary mode 
through which the self is expressed in digital environments. 

 
4.3 ​Commodification of Selfhood  
 

A prominent theme in the literature is the growing commodification of self-identity within digital consumer culture, 
where personal identity is transformed into something marketable and exchangeable. According to Baudrillard (1970), 
consumer society is characterised by the circulation of sign-values. In this context, individuals derive meaning and social 
standing not from their intrinsic qualities, but from their engagement in symbolic systems of consumption. In social media 
environments, this logic applies to personal identity as well, where selfhood becomes intertwined with processes of 
branding, visibility, and value creation. 

 
Social media platforms encourage users to create and present themselves as curated identities that align with specific 

aesthetic, cultural, and commercial expectations. This is evident in the widespread adoption of self-branding practices, 
where individuals strategically design their online personas through visual consistency, lifestyle narratives, and symbolic 
associations. As highlighted in existing studies, the rise of micro-celebrities and influencers signifies a shift in which 
identity is not merely expressed but deliberately produced as a form of cultural and economic capital (Khamis et al., 2017). 
In this context, identity operates similarly to a brand, requiring continuous maintenance, optimisation, and audience 
engagement. 

 
The commodification of selfhood is reinforced by the features of social media platforms, which influence user 

behaviour through metrics like likes, shares, comments, and follower counts. These metrics serve as forms of symbolic 
validation, turning visibility into a measurable currency within the digital economy. As a result, users are encouraged to 
construct identities that maximise engagement, often aligning their self-presentations with popular trends and content 
favoured by algorithms. This scenario reflects Baudrillard’s (1970) assertion that, in a consumer society, value is 
increasingly determined by meaning rather than substance. 

 
Empirical research supports the idea that individuals adopt marketing-oriented strategies when presenting themselves. 

For example, Bull (2022) illustrates how micro-influencers shape their identities in ways that resemble commercial 
branding practices, which blur the line between personal expression and economic activity. Similarly, studies on influencer 
culture show that what is perceived as curated authenticity is often strategically performed to build trust, reliability, and 
connections with audiences, rather than occurring as a purely spontaneous or genuine expression (Abidin, 2023). This 
indicates that authenticity itself becomes commodified, functioning as a performative resource within digital economies. 
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Moreover, the commodification of identity extends beyond individual users to encompass broader cultural practices. 
Lifestyles, values and experiences are packaged and shared as consumable content. Social media feeds are filled with 
representations of wellness, travel, fashion, and luxury. These representations are not only displayed but also imitated by 
others in a cycle of aspiration. This ongoing process leads to a standardisation of identity, as users adopt similar visual 
styles and narrative structures to remain visible and relevant within the platform ecosystems. 

 
While the literature strongly emphasises the commodifying tendencies of digital culture, it also suggests that this 

process is not entirely homogenising. Users maintain a degree of agency in how they construct and negotiate their 
identities, selectively engaging with consumerist logics while incorporating personal and cultural meanings into their 
representations. This indicates that the commodification of selfhood should not be viewed as a totalizing condition, but 
rather as a dynamic process shaped by the interaction of platform structures, cultural expectations, and individual 
practices. 

 
4.4​ Algorithmic Mediation of Identity in Platform Environments 

A prominent theme in the literature is the influence of algorithmic systems on identity construction within social 
media environments. Unlike traditional forms of identity formation that rely on interpersonal interaction or lived 
experiences, digital identity is increasingly shaped by platform architectures that control visibility, engagement, and 
circulation. These algorithmic systems act not just as technical tools, but as cultural mechanisms that determine how 
identities are created, recognised, and valued. 

 
Drawing on the theoretical insights of Baudrillard’s (1968/2020), the concept of the “code” is particularly significant 

for understanding digital identity. Baudrillard defines the code as a system of rules and signs that shapes meaning and 
social relationships. In today's social media context, algorithms act as an extension of this code, organising content based 
on engagement metrics and predictive modelling. As a result, identity formation becomes embedded in a coded 
environment, where visibility depends more on conformity to platform logic than on individual expression. 

 
The influence of algorithms is clearly seen in how content is prioritised and shared on platforms like Instagram, 

TikTok and Facebook. These systems selectively highlight certain identities while marginalising others, based on factors 
such as user interactions, popular formats, and audience engagement. Scholars argue that algorithms shape user behaviour 
by encouraging the creation of content that matches dominant aesthetic and narrative trends (Bucher, 2018; Gillespie, 
2014). As a result, individuals adjust their self-presentation strategies to meet algorithmic expectations, crafting identities 
that are optimised for visibility and circulation. 

 
This process adds a structural element to how identities are formed, where individuals negotiate their agency within 

the limitations set by platform design. Users do not have complete freedom to express themselves. Instead, they function 
within a system that rewards certain types of representation. For example, content that is visually appealing, emotionally 
engaging, and aligned with current trends is more likely to be promoted. This leads to the replication of similar identity 
expressions among users. As a result, digital identities often become standardised, with individuality expressed through 
pre-designed templates that adhere to specific aesthetic and performative norms. 

 
The literature emphasises that algorithmic mediation does not lead to total determinism. Users actively engage with 

and sometimes resist these structures through practices like remixing, parody, and hashtag manipulation. Papacharissi 
(2010) notes that digital environments facilitate forms of network self-expression, allowing users to reinterpret dominant 
narratives and create alternative meanings. Similarly, Jenkins (2006) discusses participatory culture, which suggests that 
users are not merely passive subjects of algorithmic systems. Rather, they are active contributors who influence the 
circulation of content through their interaction and creative practices. 
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The relationship between algorithms and identity is closely tied to the principles of platform capitalism, in which 
visibility and engagement are directly tied to economic value. As identities gain prominence through algorithmic 
amplification, they become integrated into systems of monetisation, sponsorship, and branding. This process reinforces the 
commodification of identity while simultaneously increasing the pressure to adhere to algorithmic standards. In this way, 
algorithmic systems not only shape identity but also convert it into a measurable and tradable asset within digital 
economies. 

 
Overall, the existing literature indicates that algorithmic mediation is crucial in shaping digital identity. It functions as 

a modern form of symbolic code that influences visibility, meaning, and value. While these systems impose certain 
limitations and encourage conformity, they also create opportunities for negotiation, creativity, and reinterpretation. As a 
result, identity in digital spaces is formed through the dynamic interaction between algorithmic structures and user 
practices, reflecting both the influence of platform systems and individuals' agency within these environments. 

 
 

5.​ DISCUSSION 

This section provides a critical interpretation of the findings presented in the earlier results by placing them within 
broader theoretical discussions about digital identity, simulation, and user agency. The thematic analysis shows that 
identity formation on social media is profoundly influenced by consumerism, simulation, commodification, and 
algorithmic mediation. However, these structural dynamics alone do not fully capture the complexity of digital selfhood. A 
more nuanced understanding emerges when we consider how users actively interpret, negotiate, and reshape these 
symbolic systems. 

 
Drawing on the theoretical framework of Baudrillard (1970; 1981/1994), the findings suggest that digital identity 

functions within a hyperreal system of signs. In this system, meaning is separated from lived experience and is constructed 
through representation, circulation, and symbolic exchange. However, this structural perspective is complicated by 
alternative theoretical approaches, particularly Stuart Hall's (1973; 1997) work, which emphasises the interpretive and 
negotiated nature of meaning-making. This introduces a critical tension between simulation and agency, challenging 
deterministic accounts of digital culture and allowing for a more integrative analysis. 

 
In this context, the discussion argues that digital identity should not be viewed as a simple binary between structural 

control and individual freedom. Instead, identity is seen as a dynamic and ongoing process influenced by interaction 
between symbolic systems and user practices. The relationship between simulation, reception, and participatory 
engagement indicates that individuals work within structured environments while also exercising their agency in 
interpreting and recreating meaning. 

 
This argument is developed through three interconnected dimensions. First, it explores the tension between simulation 

and agency, examining how both structural constraints and individual interpretive practices influence digital identity. 
Second, it addresses the concept of authenticity, redefining it as a relational and performative construct that emerges from 
processes of reception and audience engagement. Third, it analyses the idea of negotiated digital identity, emphasising 
how individuals actively navigate and reshape symbolic systems within hyperreal environments. 

 
This integrated analysis aims to transcend simplistic views of simulation by showing that systems of representation do 

not just impose digital identity. Instead, it is continuously shaped through negotiation, interpretation, and cultural context. 
This perspective offers a more nuanced understanding of digital identity, viewing it as both a result of structural forces and 
a space for ongoing meaning-making in contemporary media culture. 

 
5.1 Simulation versus Agency in Digital Identity Construction 
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The findings of this review highlight a key theoretical tension in our understanding of digital identity: the relationship 
between simulation and agency. On the one hand, the literature strongly supports Baudrillard’s (1981;1994) argument that 
contemporary digital environments operate within a regime of simulation, in which identity is constructed through systems 
of signs detached from any stable reference point. On the other side, alternative perspectives emphasised the role of users 
as active agents who interpret, negotiate, and reshape these symbolic systems. This section critically examines this tension, 
arguing that digital identity should not be understood as purely simulated or entirely agentic, but rather as a dynamic 
interplay between structural constraints and interpretive practices. 

 
From a Baudrillardian perspective, social media creates a hyperreal environment in which identity is no longer 

grounded in lived experience but is shaped by the circulation of images, representations, and aesthetic codes. As discussed 
earlier, identities on platforms like Instagram and TikTok are constructed through curated content, self-branding practices, 
and algorithmically driven visibility. These processes align with Baudrillard’s concept of simulacra, which suggests that 
representations do not mirror reality but rather form a self-referential system of meaning. Within this framework, identity 
becomes a simulation, an assemblage of signs optimised for circulation, engagement, and symbolic value. 

 
The integration of consumerist logic with algorithmic systems reinforces the current state of society. As Baudrillard 

(1970) explains, consumer culture is driven more by sign-value than by use-value. This principle is clearly seen in digital 
environments, where personal identity is shaped by factors such as visibility, desirability, and aesthetic conformity. 
Algorithmic structures enhance this effect by favouring certain forms of representation, which encourage users to replicate 
dominant visual and narrative codes (Bucher, 2018; Gillespie, 2014). Consequently, identity increasingly seems to be 
determined by external systems, suggesting that digital culture prioritises simulation over authentic self-expression. 

 
The deterministic interpretation has been widely criticised for underestimating the role of human agency. Drawing on 

Stuart Hall's work (1973; 1997), we can view identity as a space for meaning making in which individuals actively engage 
with and interpret symbolic systems. Hall's encoding/decoding model suggests that media messages are not passively 
absorbed; rather, they are interpreted through dominant, negotiated, or oppositional readings. When applied to digital 
environments, this means that users are not just passive recipients of simulation but active participants who can reinterpret, 
resist and reconfigure the meanings embedded in social media content. 

 
Empirical studies support the idea that users engage in strategic self-presentation and perform authenticity, reflecting 

both personal intention and cultural context. For instance, Abidin (2023) illustrates how influencers navigate the tensions 
between commercial demands and genuine self-expression, suggesting that external structures do not solely shape digital 
identity but are actively negotiated by individuals. Similarly, Jenkins' (2006) concept of participatory culture emphasises 
the role of users as prosumers who both consume and produce content. This dynamic contributes to the circulation and 
transformation of meaning. These practices demonstrate that, even within simulated environments, individuals still have 
the capacity to shape their identities in meaningful ways. 

 
The coexistence of simulation and agency indicates that digital identity should not be understood through a binary 

framework. Instead of seeing users as either completely controlled by simulation or entirely free agents, we should view 
identity as emerging from a recursive process. In this process, individuals engage with existing symbolic systems while 
also reproducing and modifying them. Interpretation often serves as a precursor to production: users internalise aesthetic 
codes, narrative structures, and symbolic meanings from the content they consume, and later re-encode these elements into 
their own self-presentations. This recursive dynamic mirrors the broader transformation in media culture, where the lines 
between audience and producer have become increasingly blurred. 

 
This perspective underscores the importance of cultural specificity in shaping digital identity. Baudrillard’s theory 

presents a compelling critique of simulation. However, it is grounded in a Western late-capitalist context and may not 
adequately address the diversity of digital practices in different regions. Research conducted in Southeast Asia, 
specifically Malaysia, shows that concepts of authenticity, credibility, and identity are significantly influenced by local 
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cultural values, social norms, and relational dynamics (Abdul Hamid et al., 2022; Norazman et al., 2023). This indicates 
that simulation is not a universal phenomenon; rather, it is shaped by cultural contexts that influence how identities are 
constructed and understood. 

 
The relationship between simulation and agency in constructing digital identity is best understood as a dynamic 

tension rather than a static state. Social media platforms provide the structural and symbolic frameworks that facilitate 
simulation, while users actively navigate, negotiate, and reinterpret these frameworks as they form their identities. This 
duality reflects a broader shift in contemporary media culture, where identity is shaped by systems of commodification and 
sustained through practices of meaning-making. By integrating Baudrillard’s critique of simulation with Hall’s emphasis 
on agency, this study presents a more nuanced understanding of digital identity as both a product of hyperreal systems and 
a site of ongoing cultural negotiation. 

 
5.2 Authenticity and Reception in Digital Identity Construction 

The question of authenticity is a central and contested issue in the study of digital identity, especially in environments 
characterised by simulation and symbolic exchange. From a Baudrillardian perspective, authenticity becomes 
fundamentally destabilised in hyperreal conditions where signs no longer refer to any original reality but instead circulate 
within self-referential systems of meaning. As Baudrillard (1981/1994) argues, the distinction between the real and the 
simulated collapses in contemporary media environments, making the pursuit of authenticity increasingly problematic. 
Within his framework, identity on social media is not an expression of inner truth but a constructed performance shaped by 
aesthetic codes, platform logics, and consumerist values. This discussion echoes foundational philosophical debates on the 
ethics of authenticity (Taylor, 1991), which now extend into digital domains. 

 
The literature indicates that authenticity does not vanish in digital environments; rather, it is reconfigured as a 

performative and relational concept. Unlike the deterministic views of simulation, Stuart Hall (1973; 1997) provides a 
framework that emphasises the active role of audiences in meaning-making. Hall's encoding/decoding model suggests that 
media messages are polysemic, meaning they can be interpreted in various ways. Audiences can adopt dominant, 
negotiated, or oppositional readings based on their socio-cultural contexts. When applied to social media, this perspective 
demonstrates that authenticity is not inherent to the content itself but is created through processes of reception, 
interpretation, and social interaction. 

 
Empirical studies support the idea that authenticity is primarily shaped by how it is received, highlighting distinct 

generation differences, particularly between Gen Z and Millennials, in their perceptions and negotiations of curated 
authenticity (Singer & Friedline, 2023). Research on influencer culture shows that authenticity is often performed 
strategically rather than expressed naturally. Abidin (2023) refers to this as a “metric of authenticity,” in which influencers 
manage the tension between commercial interests and audience expectations by skillfully curating aspects such as 
relatability, transparency, and emotional engagement. This indicates that authenticity functions as a communicative 
strategy influenced by both platform dynamics and audience reception. Similarly, studies conducted in Malaysia reveal 
that perceptions of authenticity are closely linked to credibility, trustworthiness, and relatability, rather than to any fixed 
concept of the “real self” (Abdul Hamid et al., 2022; Norazman et al., 2023). 

 
The relational nature of authenticity is evident in how audiences validate and negotiate identity performances through 

their interactions. Metrics like likes, comments, and shares serve as forms of social feedback that reinforce certain 
interpretations of authenticity. In this way, authenticity is not solely created by the content creator; rather, it is 
co-constructed through audience engagement. This idea aligns with Hall’s (1997) broader argument that meaning is 
generated through cultural practices and representational systems, rather than being inherent in the text itself. 

 
The performative nature of authenticity does not diminish its social significance. Drawing on Goffman's (1959) 

dramaturgical perspective, we can see that self-presentation, however constructed, holds meaning within specific social 
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contexts. Digital expressions of authenticity can be understood as practices shaped by broader cultural values, relational 
dynamics, and communicative intentions. Papacharissi (2010) builds on this idea by arguing that online self-presentation 
functions within networks of emotional connection and intimacy, where authenticity is experienced as a feeling of 
connection rather than as an objective truth. 

 
The concept of authenticity must be understood within specific cultural contexts. While Baudrillard’s critique suggests 

a universal decline in authenticity, empirical evidence shows that cultural values continue to influence how authenticity is 
defined and perceived. In Southeast Asia, for example, authenticity is often linked to moral conduct, humility, and sincere 
relationships. This complicates the idea that digital identity is entirely influenced by simulation (Abidin, 2023). Therefore, 
it is important to move beyond universal theories of hyperreality and acknowledge the role of local cultural frameworks in 
shaping digital practices. 

 
The literature indicates that authenticity in digital environments should not be seen as a fixed quality or as an illusion 

completely removed by simulation. Instead, authenticity is a negotiated, relational construct that arises from interactions 
among content creators, audiences, and platform systems. While simulation establishes the structural conditions in which 
identity is expressed, the ways audiences receive and interpret content shape how authenticity is understood, validated, and 
maintained. This relationship between simulation and reception highlights the complexity of digital identity, presenting 
authenticity not as a lost reality but as a dynamic and culturally mediated practice. 

 
5.3 Negotiated Digital Identity in Hyperreal Environments 

The construction of digital identity in today's social media environments is best understood as an ongoing negotiation 
rather than a fixed or singular process. The interaction between structural forces and individual agency shapes this 
negotiation. It goes beyond personal aesthetics and influences broader social interactions, including the hyperreality of 
identity politics in network societies (Castells, 2009; Hariyanto et al., 2024; Rosana & Fauzi, 2024). While the analysis 
highlights the prevalence of simulation, commodification, and algorithmic mediation, the literature consistently shows that 
users do not passively accept these structures. Instead, identity evolves through a dynamic process of negotiation, in which 
individuals actively interpret, adapt, and reconfigure the symbolic systems in which they are embedded. 

 
From a structural perspective, Baudrillard (1981/1994) argues that contemporary identity operates within a hyperreal 

system of signs, in which meaning is created through simulation rather than by referencing any authentic reality. In this 
context, identity is shaped by existing codes, aesthetic conventions, and consumer-driven logics that determine what is 
visible, desirable, and socially valued. Social media platforms reinforce this situation by promoting specific forms of 
self-presentation through algorithmic filtering, engagement metrics, and platform-specific visual cultures (Bucher, 2018; 
Gillespie, 2014). Consequently, users find themselves in a structured environment that seems to restrict the possibilities for 
authentic self-expression. 

 
This concept of structural determinism becomes more complex when considering the active role of users in 

interpreting meaning. Drawing on Stuart Hall's work (1973; 1997), we can understand identity as a process of encoding 
and decoding. Individuals interpret media content based on their own cultural backgrounds and personal experiences. 
Hall’s model indicates that meaning is not simply imposed; rather, it is negotiated, allowing for three types of readings: 
dominant, negotiated and oppositional. In the context of social media, this means that users do not merely replicate 
dominant identity forms. Instead, they selectively adopt, modify, or resist these forms based on their personal values, 
social contexts, and communication goals. 

 
This negotiation is especially clear in the everyday practices of digital self-presentation. Users often rely on widely 

recognised aesthetic codes, such as lifestyle imagery, fashion trends, and influencer styles, while simultaneously 
incorporating personal narratives and contextual meanings into their content. For example, individuals might use popular 
visual formats to gain visibility but reinterpret them to reflect local cultural values, humour, or social commentary. This 
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illustrates that identity is not solely shaped by simulation; rather, it is actively formed through processes of reinterpretation 
and adaptation. 

 
The concept of the prosumer emphasises a negotiated understanding of identity. As Jenkins (2006) points out, digital 

culture is characterised by participatory practices where individuals both consume and produce content simultaneously. 
This blurring of lines between audience and producer allows users to engage in ongoing processes of meaning-making, 
where interpretation serves as a precursor to production. Users absorb symbolic elements from the content they consume, 
such as aesthetic styles, narrative structures, and emotional tones, and then re-encode them into their own identity 
expressions. This dynamic illustrates how identity is constantly negotiated through cycles of consumption and production. 

 
Empirical research on influencer culture supports this perspective. Abidin (2023) shows that influencers actively 

navigate the tensions between commercial expectations and personal authenticity, creating identities that strike a balance 
between relatability and aspiration. Similarly, studies in the Malaysian context emphasise that users appreciate 
authenticity, credibility, and cultural relevance. This indicates that identity is shaped not only by global platform trends but 
also by local socio-cultural norms (Abdul Hamid et al., 2022; Norazman et al., 2023). These findings suggest that digital 
identity is constructed through multiple layers of negotiation, including platform structures, audience expectations, and 
cultural values. 

 
The negotiation of identity takes place within the framework of simulation rather than outside of it. Users operate in a 

hyperreal environment where larger systems of representation shape the available signs, symbols, and narratives. However, 
even within these constraints, individuals have the ability to exercise agency by selecting, recombining, and reinterpreting 
these elements to create meaningful and relevant identities. This suggests that simulation and agency are not mutually 
exclusive; rather, they are intertwined in constructing identity. 

 
Negotiated digital identity can be understood as a dynamic and ongoing process where individuals balance conformity 

and creativity, structure and agency, as well as simulation and meaning. Instead of representing a complete loss of 
authenticity or total freedom of expression, digital identity reflects a continuous negotiation influenced by the interaction 
between symbolic systems and human interpretation. This viewpoint goes beyond simplistic explanations of hyperreality, 
providing a more nuanced understanding of how identity is constructed, experienced, and maintained within contemporary 
digital culture. 

 
 

6.​ CONCLUSION 
 
This study has critically examined how digital identity is constructed within contemporary social media environments, 
using the theoretical frameworks of consumer society, simulation, and user agency. Drawing on the work of Baudrillard 
(1970; 1981/1994), the findings revealed that digital identity is increasingly shaped by systems of signification, in which 
meaning is generated through the circulation of images, symbols, and representations rather than through lived 
experiences. Social media platforms operate as hyperreal environments in which identity is constructed, performed, and 
validated through aesthetic codes, algorithmic visibility, and symbolic consumption. 
 

The thematic analysis highlights four key dimensions of this process. First, consumer society serves as the structural 
foundation in which identity is embedded within systems of symbolic exchange and commodification. Second, identity 
functions as a simulacrum, meaning that self-representation is constructed through curated and idealised signs that are 
detached from any stable reference point. Third, the commodification of selfhood shows how individuals transform their 
identities into marketable entities, aligning with the logic of visibility engagement, and cultural capital. Finally, 
algorithmic mediation reinforces these dynamics by shaping visibility and influencing the forms of identity amplified in 
digital environments. 
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This study shows that digital identity cannot be fully understood through a purely deterministic framework of 
simulation. By incorporating Stuart Hall's (1973; 1997) perspective, the findings indicate that identity is actively 
negotiated through processes of interpretation, reception, and cultural contextualization. Users are not merely passive 
subjects of hyperreality; rather, they are active participants who interpret, adapt and reconfigure symbolic systems in ways 
that reflect their social positions, cultural values, and communicative intentions. 

 
The relationship between structure and agency indicates that digital identity functions within a system that is both 

recursive and negotiated. Simulation creates the structural conditions in which identity is formed, while user practices, 
such as selective self-presentation, content creation, and strategic authenticity, allow for the reinterpretation and 
transformation of these structures. Thus, identity is neither completely simulated nor entirely authentic; it emerges as a 
dynamic process influenced by the ongoing interaction between representation, perception, and cultural meaning-making. 

 
This study theoretically contributes to the field of media and visual communication by linking Baudrillard’s concept 

of simulation with reception-oriented perspectives. It provides a more nuanced understanding of digital identity, viewing it 
as both a product of hyperreal systems and a space for agency. By introducing the idea of identity as a negotiated 
simulation within recursive media environments, this research addresses a critical gap in the existing literature, which 
often presents simulation and agency as opposing concepts rather than interconnected processes. 

 
From a socio-cultural perspective, the findings emphasise the importance of understanding digital identity as a 

practice influenced by cultural contexts. While the global platform dynamics shape patterns of representation, local values, 
norms, and relationships continue to affect how concepts of authenticity, credibility, and selfhood are constructed and 
understood. This underscores the need for future research to delve deeper into cultural specificity, especially in 
non-Western contexts like Southeast Asia, where digital practices reflect unique social and cultural configurations. 

This study, while valuable, has limitations due to its reliance on a narrative literature review approach. This method 
synthesises existing scholarship rather than generating new empirical data. Future research could enhance this framework 
by integrating qualitative or mixed method approaches such as interviews, visual analysis, or digital ethnography. These 
methods could provide deeper insights into how individuals experience and navigate their identities within hyperreal 
environments. 

 
In conclusion, this study argues that digital identity in today's social media culture should be understood as a 

negotiated and evolving construct. The interaction between simulation, commodification, algorithmic mediation, and user 
agency shapes it. Instead of signalling the decline of authenticity, hyperreality changes how authenticity is produced, 
interpreted, and experienced. Understanding this complexity is crucial for critically engaging with the evolving nature of 
identity in the digital age, where the boundaries between the real and the simulated are not simply erased, but are 
continuously constructed through cultural practices. 
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