Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4), 73-102, Winter 2026

. ' Jafari, A., Faramarziani, S., & Rezagholizadeh, B. (2026). Meaning-making and discourse
2 ﬁ construction of ethnic identity in social media: A case study of Instagram. Journal of Iranian Cultural
= Research, 18(4), 73-102. doi: 10.22035/jicr.2026.3348.3615
d. " https://doi.org/10.22035/jicr.2026.3348.3615 URL: https://www.jicr.ir/article_556.html
2008-1847 / © The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper

Meaning-making and discourse construction of ethnic
identity in social media: A case study of Instagram

Ali Jafari', Saeed Faramarziani’*, Behnam Rezagholizadeh®
Received: Apr. 8,2025;  Accepted: Jul. 9, 2025

ABSTRACT

This study explores how Turkic ethnic identity-seeking is represented in cyberspace, with a
particular focus on the social media platform Instagram. The significance of this research
stems from the fact that modern social networks, especially Instagram, with their high
capacity for producing and disseminating content, have become important arenas for
promoting ethnonationalist discourses and can influence national cohesion. The research
adopts a qualitative methodology, drawing on Barthes’ and Peirce’s semiotics combined
with directed content analysis. The study population consisted of Instagram pages
belonging to Pan-Turkism supporters. From among dozens of available profiles, three
accounts with more than two thousand followers were purposively selected. Data were
collected through direct observation and semiotic analysis of the posts, and then examined
using qualitative coding and categorization. The findings revealed that the content of the
studied profiles consistently emphasized the reinforcement of ethnic identity and the
reproduction of ethnonationalist discourse. Through references to cultural and historical
elements, the images and texts sought to create in-group solidarity and strengthen a sense
of belonging to a unified ethnic community. The analysis further showed that a variety of
persuasive communication strategies were employed, including the arousal of emotions,
evocation of nostalgia, and the use of affective and emotional appeals to influence
audiences. The results indicate that Instagram functions as an effective platform for
reproducing resistance identities and ethnic discourses. This underscores the urgent need
for cultural policymaking, comparative studies across other social networks, and systematic
assessment of how such representations shape public opinion.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, social networks have become one of the most significant arenas for
the representation of collective and ethnic identities. They play a fundamental role in
shaping both individual and collective identities through the dissemination of
content and the creation of symbolic meanings. Among these platforms, Instagram
has gained a prominent position due to its visual-centered nature and its wide-
ranging capacity to produce, circulate, and amplify cultural and political discourses
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). In multi-ethnic societies such as Iran, the role of
cyberspace in reflecting and reproducing ethnic identity claims is of paramount
importance. The current study, entitled “Meaning-Making and Discourse
Construction of Ethnic Identity in Social Media: A Case Study of Instagram”, explores
the semiotic and discursive processes through which ethnic identity—specifically
Turkic identity—is represented and reproduced in Instagram.

The significance of this research stems from the fact that cyberspace functions not
only as a medium of communication but also as a contested site of identity politics,
where ethnic discourses can strengthen in-group solidarity while simultaneously
undermining national cohesion (Castells, 2010). Therefore, investigating these
dynamics provides valuable insights into the cultural and political implications of
social media in shaping collective identities.

PURPOSE

The primary aim of this research is to examine the characteristics, symbolic markers,
and representational strategies of ethnic identity within Instagram accounts affiliated
with Pan-Turkism supporters. The central question guiding this study concerns the
ways in which ethnonationalist elements are reproduced across these platforms and
the potential implications such processes hold for national cohesion.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research design, combining semiotic analysis—
drawing on Barthes’ concepts of denotation, connotation, and myth, alongside
Peirce’s triadic model of signs—with directed qualitative content analysis (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005).

The research population consisted of Instagram profiles explicitly promoting
Pan-Turkist narratives. From over fifty reviewed accounts, three high-profile pages
with more than 2,000 followers each were purposively selected. Within each profile,
visual content directly linked to ethnic identity discourses was examined.

Data collection involved direct observation of posts, captions, hashtags, and user
interactions. A coding scheme was developed to classify symbolic markers, persuasive



appeals, and identity strategies. The analysis emphasized explicit and implicit
meanings of signs, the interplay between textual and visual elements, and their
alignment with broader cultural and political narratives.

FINDINGS

The analysis showed that the examined profiles consistently emphasized ethnic
belonging and reinforced a sense of internal solidarity. Through repeated use of
cultural, historical, and mythological imagery, the accounts sought to establish a clear
sense of collective identity and the notion of a unified “we.” Prominent themes
included heroic figures, cultural myths, references to a shared homeland, and
linguistic commonalities. In addition to symbolic content, a range of persuasive
appeals were observed—emotional and nostalgic references to ancestral memories,
gendered or bodily representations designed to capture attention, and patriotic calls
stressing linguistic and territorial bonds. Psychological and rhetorical strategies such
as populist messaging, agitation, and agenda-setting were frequently deployed, both
to mobilize audiences and to sharpen distinctions between insiders and outsiders.
Coding further indicated that the intensity of these discourses often surpassed simple
ethnocentrism, moving into forms of ethnic nationalism and, at times, separatist
aspirations. The findings resonate with Castells’ notion of “resistance identity,” as
many of the posts functioned as counter-narratives opposing dominant national
discourses.

CONCLUSION

The research concludes that Instagram functions as an effective medium for the
perpetuation of ethnic discourses and the construction of resistance identities. These
representations foster a cohesive sense of belonging among Turkic-speaking groups
while simultaneously creating symbolic boundaries that challenge broader national
integration. This underlines the urgent need for cultural and media policies that
address the symbolic and emotional influence of such narratives in digital
environments. The study also reveals that persuasion in these spaces operates less
through rational argument and more through affective, symbolic, and collective
appeals, suggesting that strategies for enhancing national cohesion must account for
both structural and emotional dimensions.

NOVELTY

The originality of this work rests on several contributions. First, it diverges from
many previous studies that centered primarily on national identity or quantitative
surveys, by combining semiotics with qualitative content analysis to offer a deeper
understanding of ethnic identity representations on Instagram. Second, the research
highlights Pan-Turkism in Iran—an important but underexplored case in cyberspace
studies. Third, it not only identifies the signs and symbols used but also unpacks the
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communicative strategies, persuasive appeals, and psychological mechanisms
underpinning them. By situating the findings within established theoretical
perspectives (Castells, Smith, Barthes, Peirce), the study contributes both
theoretically and empirically. It also paves the way for future inquiries, including
cross-platform comparisons, audience reception studies, and exploration of the
intersection between online ethnic discourses and political mobilization.
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