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Abstract: This study explores the influence of 21st-century pop culture and social media on gender
representation in Africa, examining how these platforms challenge or reinforce traditional gender
roles. The study aims to investigate how digital platforms contribute to the reframing of gender
identities, with particular focus on their potential to empower marginalized communities and
influence societal perceptions of gender. Drawing on Stuart Hall’s Representation Theory, the study
analyses how gendered meanings are constructed, contested, and negotiated in African contexts.
The research employed a qualitative methodology, using secondary data from textbooks, journals,
and media outlets, analysed through content analysis. Results show that while pop culture and
social media platforms provide space for resistance against patriarchal gender norms, they
simultaneously reproduce harmful stereotypes through algorithmic biases and global trends.
Digital media influencers and grassroots movements are found to play a pivotal role in reshaping
gender representation by amplifying alternative narratives, yet their influence remains constrained
by structural challenges, including the digital divide and backlash against non-normative gender
expressions. The findings underline the ambivalence of social media as both a site of empowerment
and reinforcement of traditional stereotypes. The study concludes that while digital media has
transformative potential for advancing gender equality in Africa, its impact is hindered by
technological and socio-cultural barriers. The study recommends promoting digital literacy to foster
critical media engagement and supporting intersectional gender justice movements through policy,
funding, and advocacy to enhance their influence in digital spaces.
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1. Introduction

In the twenty-first century, popular culture and social media have become significant
cultural machinery that redefine the construction and expression of identity and gender at
an international level. The corpus of popular culture is the body of shared expressive
artifacts - music, film, television and digital content - that circulate in canvases through
both electronic and conventional media to the extent that they mirror and form societal
mores, values and expectations. Within the African contexts, this cultural ecosystem is
accelerating at an unprecedented rate through platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Facebook
and X. These platforms provide a space for both mass consumption as well as individual
self-expression. Social media especially is participatory space where users interact with,
re-interpret and remix cultural material. These platforms flatten the line between
producers and audiences and create new models of identity negotiation that cross with
well-established cultural narratives about gender roles and power relations.
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Accordingly, popular culture and social media are not only a form of entertainment
or a means of communication, but deeply involved in the discursive construction and
negotiation of gendered identities in Africa, which often diverge from traditional norms
and open the way towards more fluid and dynamic representations. Recent academic
panels and research initiatives have emphasized the interactions between gendered
depictions within these digital spaces and cultural expectations, thereby, highlighting the
complex ways in which digital content can affect societal notions of gender and identity in
African societies [1].

Against this backdrop, gender representation in media is a critical site of scholarly
inquiry, especially in regards to social media's ability to both perpetuate and disrupt the
stereotypes of the world. Studies located in the African digital spaces show that
representations of gender are ambivalent in nature: while some digital content reinforces
the established roles of men and women - placing women in the domestic or objectified
roles and men in authoritative roles - other digital expressions challenge these norms by
placing women in the leadership roles or fighting for gender equality. These dynamics
highlight social media's dual function of mirroring existing cultural biases and potentially
driving sociocultural change. In the context of West Africa, recent studies have analyzed
the complex ways in which social media use, popular cultural practices, and gendered
cultural norms intersect, providing a reflection and influence of the dominant cultural
narratives [2].

Furthermore, systematic reviews of African media landscapes highlight the
importance of gender mainstreaming (an approach that focuses on embedding gender
equality into media content and policy) as a strategy for responding to historical
imbalances in representation, although scholarship on this topic is still emergent and
evolving. Consequently, examining how digital pop culture and social media are
implicated in the restructuring of gender identities offers insight into both the continued
inequalities and emerging opportunities for representation and empowerment.

Understanding these intertwined phenomena requires placing African gender
representation in the broader contours of cultural transformation in the digital age. Across
the continent, social media platforms have become places of negotiation, challenge and
occasionally reinforcement of traditional gender norms via quotidian practices of content
creation, sharing and reception. These platforms enable African users - especially youth -
to create new narratives to confront dominant patriarchal discourses, and therefore new
types of visibility for women, queer and other marginalised identities.

At the same time, the algorithmic logic that governs these platforms can reinforce
stereotypical content that is consistent with dominant cultural expectations - making it
harder to change perceptions in a substantive way. Thus, research in this arena not only
shows the distribution of gender representation but also questions the impact of gender
representations on societal attitudes towards gender roles and performance of gender
identity within Africa. Investigating these dynamics provides a more subtle understanding
of how digital pop culture converges with local traditions, economic structures and
political movements, situating gender representation as both a product of cultural currents
and an active site of social change.

Statement of the Problem

African societies have for a long time been dominated by deeply embedded cultural
norms and gendered expectations that govern the way men and women are perceived,
valued and represented in public life. Despite the progress made in education, work
opportunities and rights advocacy, the traditional media and cultural productions in many
parts of Africa have persisted in reinforcing restrictive gender stereotypes that
underestimate women's contribution outside the domestic domain and favour masculine
authority and leadership [3]. This systemic underrepresentation filters down to popular
culture industries - film, advertising and music - in which women are more commonly
portrayed in secondary roles, stereotypical jobs or as the subject of visual objectification
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rather than as an agent of influence or leadership. These depictions are part of the social
construction of gender roles that define the identity and aspirations of citizens from an
early age, perpetuating unequal power structures and limiting opportunities for equitable
gender representation in both public and private spheres.

Although there are now global movements towards gender equality including the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG5), abolishing stereotypes and promoting gender
parity, the prevalence of biased portrayals in African media is a testament to remittent
structural and cultural constraints that continue to affect the gender narrative in ways that
disadvantage women and all other under-represented groups. Consequently, an
understanding of the specific socio - cultural mechanisms supporting these representations
are critical to the question of addressing the causes of inequality embedded in visual and
digital narratives across the continent.

In the twenty-first century, the proliferation of digital technologies and social media
platforms has significantly changed the way in which cultural content is created,
consumed, and disseminated in Africa. Platforms like TikTok, Instagram and YouTube
have democratised content creation, allowing previously marginalised voices to reach
transnational audiences and challenge mainstream media narratives [4]. While digital
spaces have definitely opened new avenues for self-expression, activism, and community
building that have challenged the traditional gender roles, they have also reproduced and
amplified harmful stereotypes through algorithmic curation, viral trends, and popularity
as measured by likes and follows that privilege sensationalism or normative content. Thus
the nature of social media as dual presents a complex terrain in which the representation
of gender is constantly negotiated and reframed.

On one hand, grassroots organizations, feminist creatives, and youth influencers
have been using these channels to challenge the patriarchal norms and push for more
inclusive and diverse representations of gender identities. On the other hand, algorithmic
biases and the monetisation of online attention tend to reinforce existing hierarchies and
marginalise voices that deviate from dominant cultural expectations, limiting the
transformative potential of digital media. Given this paradoxical environment,
fundamental questions arise: Can social media truly subvert established gender norms in
the African context, or does it reflect the existing biases in society? Is popular culture's
celebration of diversity substantive or is it masking superficial change with commodified
representations? These tensions point to the importance of a great deal of inquiry into the
mechanisms whereby digital and popular cultural content shape public perceptions of
gender roles in a variety of African societies.

The continued disparity in gender representation both in traditional and digital
media has far-reaching implications on identity formation, power relations, and social
inclusion in Africa. Research suggests that, in many African media contexts, women are
still under-represented in leadership roles, are frequently restricted to stereotyped roles
and face resistance when challenging normative gender expectations [3]. This extended
disparities not only undermine attempts to effect gender justice but also influence how
young people in Africa imagine their social possibilities, educational pathways and
professional goals.

Moreover, when media representations do not reflect the real diversity of African
experiences (including that of persons with sexual orientation, non-binary individuals and
gender minorities), they bring about exclusion and silence the voices of marginalised
populations. As the reach and influence of popular culture and social media grow, the
need to examine the role of these cultural forces in shaping contemporary gender identities
becomes increasingly pressing. Against this backdrop of a persistent gendered bias,
contested digital terrains and changing cultural expressions, it has been argued that this
study was carried out in order to investigate "Reframing Identities: The Influence of
Twenty- First Century Popular Culture and Social Media on Gender Representation in
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Africa. Based on the problem statement provided, three research questions were stated to
guide the study:
1. How do 21st-century pop culture and social media platforms challenge or
reinforce traditional gender roles in African societies?
2. What role do digital media influencers and grassroots movements play in
reshaping gender representation in Africa, and to what extent do they contribute
to gender equality?

2. Materials and Methods

Reframing Identities

The scholarly discussion about the "reframing of identities" has expanded in various
academic areas as communities tackle the complex task of reinterpreting self and group
positions within changing cultural landscapes. At its core, reframing identities refers to a
conscious process of altering or redefining one's sense of self/collective identity in response
to new social milieus, narratives, or external factors. Bauer and Walton operationalise this
process in identity-reframing interventions by foregrounding the strengths of individuals
as an alternative to stigmatising narratives that would enable marginalised groups to view
their identities as centres of agency and resilience rather than deficiency-which
simultaneously revises self-perception and social positioning [5]. Such a way of doing
things is consistent with the general theoretical view of identity as a fluid construct
continually shaped by constant social interaction and exchange of narratives, rather than
a static construct. Hnit's studies on narrative identity further shows that identity is
influenced and re-influenced through storytelling and social interactions, which implies
that reframing serves as a narrative transformation that re-establishes people's relation to
evolving social meanings [6].

Within media and cultural studies, reframing identities is also used to describe the
active reinterpretation of representational images and narratives, where previously
marginalised or stereotypical images and narratives are challenged and reconfigured to
reflect greater diversity and complexity. While many scholars are still preoccupied with
the "effects" of representation, reframing emphasizes that individuals and collectives have
the agency to challenge and remake dominant representations rather than passively
swallow them.

However, existing definitions of reframing do contain conceptual lacunae requiring
additional conceptual refinement. For instance, the focus on psychological reframing by
Bauer and Walton (2024) is not supplemented by an integration of how exactly digital
media environments enable identity reframing through the participatory pop culture and
social media engagement. Likewise, the narrative lens exemplified by Hnit (2025) focuses
on storytelling and fails to address structural determinants, such as power relations and
technological mediation, that contribute to identity negotiation. Beyond the psychological
and narrative approaches, a more unifying cultural perspective places reframing identities
in the context of a discursive renegotiation of cultural meanings and hierarchies of power.
Media studies scholars suggest that reframing involves not only unidirectional personal
reinterpretation but also collective challenges to symbolic norms contained in cultural
texts. This wider framing emphasizes that reframing identities is never separate from
socio-political conditions that dictate whose identities are visible, validated or repressed.
The mosaic of psychological resiliency, narrative transformation, and cultural contestation
points towards an ever-evolving need for integrative theorisation that bridges the
individual, the narrative, and the structural in an ever more fluid media ecology.

Pop Culture

To start, the idea of pop culture should be placed in the context of its
multidisciplinary interpretations that each of them define the way in which the practices,
expressions and artifacts are shared and how they function to reflect and shape the daily
life of the societies. Academically, pop culture is usually defined as the collection of
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cultural goods, practices, and beliefs which have mass appeal and are widely accepted by
large sections of the population [7]. This definition focuses on the aspects of scale and
accessibility, establishing pop culture as a mirror as well as a construction of common
tastes and behaviours [7]. From the stance of sociology, Oxford Reference further defines
popular culture as a particular aesthetic or way of life practices that take place in specific
historical moments and are popular amongst those outside hierarchies of elite or "high"
culture. Therefore, pop culture becomes more than mere entertainment, it is an embedded,
everyday lived experience that is shared with others. The mainstream, prevalent
scholarship about pop culture conceptualizes pop culture in terms of mass media, as the
repertoire of representations consumed by large audiences and produced in large part
through processes of mass production and distribution [8].

In the domain of cultural studies, pop culture is also thought in terms of the
circulation of currents and eddies of meaning to the society's institutions and norms.
Scholars claim that pop culture is dynamic, constantly changing, and closely connected
with media ecologies and technologic mobilities (Wikipedia Contributors, 2021).
Accordingly, these divergent definitions foreground that pop culture operates as a social
reservoir of meaning - comprising symbols, artefacts and practices which reflect and
mould a society's shared consciousness.

Nonetheless, despite the considerable academic efforts to define pop culture, there
are still gaps in understanding the capture of agency, digital participation and the
negotiated nature of the contemporary audience production. Traditional definitions
emphasizing mass production and wide appeal may overlook the active participation of
audiences in their active engagement with, reinterpretation and remixing of cultural
materials, especially in digital environments where lines between production and
consumption are blurring more. Some scholars advocate for a reconceptualisation of pop
culture that recognizes it not only as mass-produced artefacts, but as communicative
practices that are co-created and re-interpreted through activities of everyday life, through
which individuals make sense of the world and of their identities (Popular Culture Studies
Lab, 2017). This perspective moves away from passive reception and toward interactive
meaning-making, putting pop culture's role in identity formation, community building,
and participatory expression on the front burner.

Further, the work of sociology and cultural studies highlights the political and
ideological aspects of pop culture: cultural forms can mirror relations of power, resistance,
and identity negotiation in larger social structures. Such views fit very well with theorists
such as Stuart Hall, who are not referred to here, who sees culture as a place of negotiation
between dominant and subordinate meanings. Consequently, modern scholarship still
makes the case for integrative frameworks that include the factors of production,
consumption, interpretation, and participation in both offline and digital spaces, which
enhance our understanding of pop culture in an increasingly changing international media
environment.

In this study, pop culture is defined as a collection of cultural practices, expressions
and media artifacts widely accepted and widely used by a society, at a point in time, which
reflects, and actively shapes everyday experiences, identities and social meanings, through
collective participation, interpretation and participation, across traditional and digital
platforms.

Social Media

The study of social media starts with the understanding that social media is not a set
of tools but rather a digital socio-technical ecosystem that enables people to create, share
and exchange content and one another. Social media broadly conceptualised in
communication scholarship, as Internet based applications that build upon Web 2.0
infrastructures allowing for user generated content and a focus on technology combined
with active user participation in the shaping of messages and the flow of communications
ScienceDirect, 2025 This framing stresses the fact that social media is inherently interactive,
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and users have the ability to co-produce and co-modify content, rather than just consume
it. Complementing this view McCay- Peet and Quan Haase (2016) describe social media as
web-based services that enable individuals, communities and organisations to connect,
collaborate, interact, share and build community through accessible user generated
content that foregrounds community formation and collaboration as central components
of social media [9].

Similarly, Elkatmis (2024) summarises that social media refers to the Internet users
creating, sharing and interacting with content on various platforms which helps in
facilitating communication, exchanging information and social interaction on a global
scale [10]. These scholarly constructions hit on fundamental characteristics - connectivity,
user generated content, interaction, and community - that set social media as both a
communications infrastructure and a social practice that affects identity, relationships, and
cultural norms.

Despite all these elaborations, there are gaps in terms of representations of
participation depth, autonomy, and socio-cultural impact embedded in the social media
platforms, which must be captured by definitions. For example, more technical definitions
(e.g., Web 2.0-based) emphasize structures and mechanisms of creation, but may overlook
the importance of social norms, identity formation, and cultural negotiation in the course
of everyday use of social media. A more general conceptualization provided by sources
such as Britannica New World Encyclopedia suggests that social media is a set of forms of
mass media communications on the Internet, in which users create and share information,
ideas, personal messages, and multimedia content and thus connect social media with
communication and building on a societal scale [11].

Likewise, definitions from the psychological and health research discuss social
media as digital communication technologies that enable users to build online
communities for sharing information and ideas, which emphasizes the psychosocial
aspects of these technologies (APA, 2025). Collectively, these definitions convey the sense
that social media is no longer a set of platforms but a dynamic socio- techical space in
which communication, identity, social interaction and collective meaning-making are
taking place. A need remains to arrive at integrative conceptualizations that incorporate
the role of platform governance, the role of algorithms in mediating these platforms, and
the role of cultural contexts, particularly in non-Western contexts, to define social media
for scholarly study.

Gender Representation

Gender representation is a key concept in media studies, cultural theory and social
sciences, and denotes the representation, portrayal and/or symbolisation of gender
identities and roles in cultural texts, institutions and social practices. At its most basic,
gender representation refers to the symbolic representation of masculinity, femininity, and
other gender identities in ways that both reflect and affect social norms and expectations.
Santoniccolo et al. (2023) describe gender representation in media as the repetitive
depiction of gendered roles, stereotypes, and visual norms that shape cultural perceptions
of what it means to be a man, woman, or other gender identity. This framing helps to
emphasize that representations do more than represent-they yield and reproduce power
relations inscribed in societal structures, usually perpetuating gender hierarchies and
biases [12].

Similarly, Sachar (2024) emphasises that gender representation in film and media
must be understood through theoretical lenses such as feminist and queer theory, which
examine the ways in which narratives, character roles and visual codes reflect, reinforce,
or resist dominant gender norms [13]. Gender representation is not only about the visual
media but also deals with language, imagery and narratives in textbooks, advertising and
digital cultures which in turn influences the cognitive map in which audiences interpret
gendered social life. Empirical research in diverse contexts shows that gender inclusion
frequently privileges some identities (i.e. heterosexual, binary norms) and marginalises
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other identities, thus reflecting structural inequalities in cultural and communication
systems. As such, gender representation is a discursive and material practice which reflects
and constructs the gendered order of society.

Despite its widespread use, the representation of gender is still contested and
evolutionary with significant theoretical and methodological gaps. Traditional definitions
focus mainly on visibility, frequency, and stereotyping, but may be less than adequately
capturing the ways in which power, intersectionality, and agency relate in the process of
representation. For example, research has indicated that in inclusive gender
representation, attention must be given not only to the quantity of representational
wherein women have been under-represented, but also the nature and complexity of their
portrayals such as non-binary, trans, and intersectional identities that have been
historically overlooked or misrepresented [14]. Additionally, scholars argue that gender
representation in digital platforms work differently from traditional media due to
participatory content creation as well as algorithmic mediation and, therefore, demand
tools that integrate the structural and interactive dynamics of representation. Danso (2025)
points out that gender representation is a critical indicator of equality and power relations
emphasising that the representation of who and how represents socio-cultural inclusion or
exclusion [15]. This more expansive view situates the representation of gender not only as
the expression of societal norms but also as a place of potential cultural change where
contested identities are negotiated and redefined. Accordingly, calls have grown in
contemporary scholarship for integrative frameworks that go beyond descriptive accounts
to examine the ideological, political, and cultural forces affecting the ways in which
genders are portrayed in the social world.

Theoretical Underpinning

The endeavour of the present study to analyse how pop culture and social media
affect the representation of gender in Africa is anchored in Stuart Hall's Representation
Theory, which is a foundational text of cultural and media studies that explicates the
process of meaning production, circulation, and struggle in mediated cultural texts. Hall,
who is a seminal figure of the Birmingham School of Cultural Studies, foregrounded
representation as a symbolic process through which media and cultural practices construct
meanings about the world and identities rather than merely reflecting reality (Hall,
1997/2025). His theory is based on the idea that representation is fundamentally connected
to power: social groups with stronger cultural and ideological influences determine
dominant narrative stories that seem "natural" and self-evident to the audience (Hall,
1997/2025).

Hall further categorised representation through three interpretive approaches;
reflective, intentional and constructivist with the latter favoured on the premise that
meanings are negotiated (within cultural contexts) and they are not passively received
(Hall, 1997/2025). This framework is personable for the analysis of gender in digital and
pop cultural spaces where media texts embed gendered messages that are consumed,
opposed or reframed by varied African audiences. In other words, Hall's theory brings to
the fore the active role of both producers and audiences of media in meaning formation
processes of gender identities in contemporary cultural ecology.

Hall's Representation Theory has a number of assumptions that are directly relevant
to this study. First, representation is not a transparent window to reality but a mediated
process whereby media texts organise and produce meanings through sign systems that
are shaped by cultural norms and ideologies and power relations (Hall, 1997/2025).
Second, meanings encoded in media are fluid; audiences interpret meanings from different
social positions and thereby generate negotiated or oppositional readings of these
meanings that resist dominant gender stereotypes (Hall, 1997/2025). Third, media
representations contribute to the production of social identities, such as gender, by
influencing how groups define themselves and others within hierarchies of cultural
differences (Hall, 1997/2025). These fundamental assumptions allow researchers to go
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beyond descriptive content analysis to engage in critical inquiry into the process of
gendered meaning making, dissemination, and challenge in 21st century pop culture and
social media. Given the contested and changing nature of gender norms in African
societies, Hall's theory provides a strong means of analysing not only what gender
representations seem to be, but how they are constructed and interpreted within particular
socio-cultural contexts. By emphasizing the dynamic interaction between encoded media
messages and audience decoding, the theory locates the representation of gender as a site
of cultural negotiation, rather than that of passive reproduction.

The relevance of Representation Theory to this study is in its ability to explain the
complex relationship between media messages, cultural power and identity construction
in African pop culture and social media contexts. In contrast to simplistic models of media
as a mirror to society, Hall's framework places a particular emphasis on the mediated
construction of meaning which makes it ideal for the analysis of how global forms of pop
culture and digital platforms produce, circulate and contest gendered narratives [16]. For
instance, social media influencers and digital subcultures may represent alternative gender
meanings that resist hegemony, and mainstream platforms may reproduce dominant
stereotypes through dominant coding practices.

Hall's focus on decoding by the audience also enables this study to reflect on
processes of negotiation, reinterpretation or resistance to gender representations that are
embedded in the digital text, a process that is important in understanding identity
reframing in hybrid cultural spheres influenced by both local traditions and global flows
of media. Ultimately, by grounding the research in Hall's Representation Theory, a critical
analysis of the power structures, ideological formations and cultural negotiations that
drive the influence that 21st century pop culture and social media have on gender
representations across the African continent.

Method and Materials

The paper uses qualitative research design, which allows for the in-depth exploration
of the representation of gender in different media and on different social platforms. Data
collection was taken from secondary materials such as textbooks, scholarly journal articles,
newspapers, government publications, and international news sources to understand the
importance of these cultural and informational texts in the construction of gender
identities. Content analysis of these materials enables the identification of underlying
patterns and changes in gender representation, especially in the specific context of pop
culture and social media in Africa.

3. Results and Discussion

How do 21st-century pop culture and social media platforms challenge or reinforce
traditional gender roles in African societies?

In African societies, traditional gender roles have been deeply ingrained in the
cultural, familial, and institutional framework for generations, influencing expectations of
masculinity and femininity. These gender values often view men as leaders, as those with
authority and economic responsibility, while women are traditionally expected to have a
primary concern for the domestic sphere, to be subservient and to occupy a support role
in the private sphere [17]. Such roles are reinforced through socialisation processes based
on family, religion and customary practices which continuously transmit normative
expectations outlining male and female behaviour from infancy into adulthood.

However, as the 21st century continues to unfold, popular culture and social media
have become powerful influences that have entered the everyday lives of people across the
continent. They introduce audiences to other stories, international cultural flows and
multiple understandings of gender identities. These platforms are redefining the places
where gendered meanings are manufactured and consumed, providing arenas where
young people and cultural players negotiate, challenge or reinforce longstanding norms
[18]. The explosion of digital content with atypical or progressive depictions of gender
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challenges the frameworks inherited by Africa by introducing multiple, and often
competing, visions of what men and women can be. Moreover, the incorporation of global
pop cultural elements, such as music, film, fashion, and celebrity personas, into African
social imaginaries has produced opened discursive fields within which traditional binaries
are subject to questioning and new forms of gender expression are validated.

Reinforcement of gender roles At the same time, pop culture as experienced through
platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube can reinforce gender roles when it does
so through the reproduction of stereotypes and normative expectations in the name of
entertainment. Content that portrays women mostly as icons of beauty, homemakers, and
romantic objects mirror the historical representations found in media that place women in
supportive and aesthetic roles, thereby reinforcing rather than challenging traditional
gender hierarchies [19]. Such representation is in line with wider patterns in the media that
portray men as dominant, authoritative, and rational, while portraying women in
subordinate, emotional, or care-oriented roles, thus reaffirming the status quo [19]. The
algorithmic logic of social media can augment these patterns by giving priority to content
that confirms audience expectations and generates engagement, inadvertently reinforcing
cultural stereotypes instead of challenging them. In settings where gender-equity
movements are emerging, these popular cultural reverberations can confuse audiences to
normalise unequal roles, especially where critical literacy about media and gender is weak.

Furthermore, globally mediated cultural flows through social media can
inadvertently reinforce the privilege of Western gender narratives that are dissonant with
local values and provoke backlash from locals attempting to maintain tradition.
Consequently, whilst there is a certain tendency for pop cultural content to challenge
norms, much of it reaffirms and normalises traditional gender roles through the repeated
and uncritical visibility of stereotypical portrayals through music videos, influencer
content, and digital storytelling.

Contesting and transforming traditional gender roles: Despite this, social media
platforms have become powerful spaces for the contestation and transformation of
traditional gender roles, especially through grassroots activism, feminist engagements and
shared experiences of users. Research performed in West Africa has shown that gender
stereotypes are actively questioned and disrupted on social media with users using the
platforms to break down traditional binaries and empower alternative identities (Journal
of Gender Studies, 2025). Activists and feminist organisations use digital spaces to
campaign for women's rights, equality, and empowerment often by using hashtags, viral
posts, and online debates to shape public opinion and policy discourse [20]. This digital
activism represents a shift away from passive reception of cultural norms towards
participatory engagement, in which average citizens become producers of counter-
narratives that argue for extended gender roles outside of traditional boundaries.

In this way, social media plays a role in changing our views of masculinity and
femininity by presenting lived experiences that work against cultural orthodoxy as it
presents women in leadership roles, queer identities, and fluid gender expression in ways
that historically would have marginalised in the mainstream media. This contestatory
aspect of digital engagement suggests its potential as a transformative cultural force,
allowing communities to redefine gender norms in ways that foster inclusivity and equity.
Additionally, the participatory nature of social platforms enables users to critique and re-
interpret pop cultural texts, pushing audiences to not just consume, but co-create meanings
that challenge normative roles.

A site of resistance: Most importantly, pop culture can serve as a site of resistance,
where music, film and fashion can enact progressive visions of gender roles that depart
from traditional norms. In different fields of African music such as hip and afrobeat, female
artists are asserting agency, autonomy and economic independence through lyrics,
imagery and public personas, which in turn, challenge traditional notions of femininity
while provoking public conversations on gender expectations [21]. Similarly, storytelling

Central Asian Journal of Arts and Design 2026, 7(2), 1-14. https://cajad.casjournal.org/index.php/CAJAD



10

in modern African cinema and web series often has complex male and female protagonists
negotiating identities beyond fixed stereotypes, which inspire audience reflection on
changing social roles. These cultural texts do not merely reproduce global trends, but
adapt, blend and negotiate local and global influences, creating hybrid forms that
represent contemporary experiences of gender in African societies. By giving visible
alternatives to traditional portrayals of gender roles, pop culture can enable young people
to redefine identities that are less restricted by orthodoxy. Yet, given this potential, there
are variations across contexts and demographic groups as the basis of access to platforms,
digital literacy and socio-economic conditions influences how pop culture content is
generated, transmitted and interpreted.

Despite these transformative potentials, the role of pop culture and social media with
respect to the concept of gender roles in Africa is ambivalent and contested. While there is
evidence that digital and cultural platforms allow for more fluid and egalitarian
constructions of gender, these forces do not break down existing constructs in a
constructive and uniform way; in many cases they hybridise, negotiate, or even reinforce
existing gender biases [14]. Social media campaigns for gender equality exist alongside
viral content that trivialises or mocks non-normative identities, reflecting wider conflict
within society around gender change.

Moreover, digital spaces can amplify harassment, backlash and polarisation that
undermines gender justice movements and reinforce traditional roles through the ridicule
and social sanction against those that deviate from what is expected. Thus, while 21st-
century pop culture and social media can be powerful catalysts for rethinking and
expanding gender roles, its effects are not simple and uniform. Instead, they produce
intricate cultural dialogues where African societies are constantly negotiating the
meanings, possibilities and limits of gender identities in a rapidly changing world.

What role do digital media influencers and grassroots movements play in reshaping
gender representation in Africa, and to what extent do they contribute to gender equality?

In recent years, both digital media influencers and grassroots movements have
become key players in the battle to subvert gender representation in Africa by confronting
established norms, giving a voice to marginalised groups, and reclaiming public discourse
from traditional gatekeepers. Influencers - defined here as individuals or collectives with
large online followings, who are able to shape opinions and behaviours - use platforms
such as Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube to spread narratives for an expanded
understanding of gender away from patriarchal stereotypes. Although there is still much
research on influencer activism that is global in nature, African contexts do prove that
digital personalities will often act as cultural intermediaries whose content normalises
non-traditional gender roles and highlights issues such as women's leadership, the
visibility of the queer population and gender-based violence (#SeeNext). These digital
interactions aid in creating what social movement scholars call connective activism: a form
of engagement in which individual stories, hashtags and shared experiences form
networks of solidarity that transcend geography and class. Importantly, such digital
cultures do not exist in a vacuum and they reflect wider socio-cultural negotiations, where
the influencers often occupy a complex position between local cultural expectations and
global discourses on gender equity. Through strategically targeted engagement,
influencers have the potential to help raise the profile of gender equality, spark the self-
reflection towards discriminatory practices and inspire the individual and collective action
of diverse audiences across Africa.

Complementing the work of influencers, grassroots movements across Africa have
used digital platforms to mobilise communities, document abuses and demand policy
reform in the areas of gender equality. The emergence of online feminist campaigns - the
#BringBackOurGirls in Nigeria or the #MyDressMyChoice in Kenya - shows how grass
situated activism uses social media to broaden horizons for gender-based issues and
redefines public understandings of women's rights [20]. Such movements often come from
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living experiences of gender injustice and through digital amplification, break the
monolithic or stereotypical representation of gender by presenting real voices and
testimonies. This form of grassroots digital activism has a dual impact in that it
democratises participation in gender discourse by lowering barriers to entry for advocacy,
and it expands the narrative terrain in which gender equality is discussed in public forcing
institutional actors to respond.

Research in West Africa indicates that social media is fostering conversations on
gender equality, raising awareness on gender-based violence and role models and
enabling marginalised communities to share experiences that counter dominant cultural
scripts (Gender Stereotypes and Social Media in West Africa, 2025). While the online
mobilisation does not translate necessarily into changes in legislation, it opens a public
sphere of contestation where gendered power relations are openly criticised and
reimagined.

Despite these transformative possibilities, the magnitude of the contribution to
gender equality by influencers and grassroots movements is uneven and argued. Whilst
many digital campaigns have helped to increase awareness and foster supporting
communities, they also face considerable structural challenges that limit their wider
impact. For example, online activism is met with backlash including harassment, trolling
and cultural resistance, which may discourage long-term engagement, especially among
women and those in the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGB) community, and
may reinforce traditional gender norms instead of challenging them [20]; Gender
Stereotypes and Social Media in West Africa, 2025).

Additionally, the digital divide (marked by inequalities in access to the internet,
digital literacy and digital platforms participation, along socioeconomic and regional lines)
also means that the voices and perspectives that dominate online gender discourse could
not be representative of the diversity of African experiences. Thus, while influencers and
grassroots movements serve important roles in generating visibility and catalysing
conversations about gender equality, they are not panaceas; deeply rooted socio-cultural
constraints are often still present offline and the translation of digital activism into
structural reform is an ongoing process.

Moreover, the very nature of the content of digital media and the dynamics of
platforms themselves affect the degree to which gender equality agendas catch on.
Algorithms that favour engagement over substance can reinforce sensationalist,
stereotypical, or superficial portrayals of gender despite efforts to highlight the narratives
of equality (Gender Stereotypes and Social Media in West Africa, 2025). Influencers, for
their part, have to navigate complex pressures: to stay in sight and keep growing their
audience while at the same time acting in favour of social change.

In some cases influencer content might inadvertently reinforce gendered beauty
standards or celebrity culture that detracts from substantive equality issues. Similarly,
grass-root movements that make much use of digital mobilisation might find it difficult to
sustain momentum once people's attention on the Internet begins to diminish or when the
translation of online demands into offline action is slow. This tension highlights that the
digital reconfiguration of gender representation is subject to both the enabling conditions
of technology and the persistence of social norms, that is, digital activism is a necessary
but insufficient condition for the achievement of gender equality at a systemic level.

Nevertheless, taken collectively, digital media influencers and grassroots
movements in Africa comprise an evolving form of cultural and political engagement that
plays a significant role in changing the representation of gender and contributing to the
advancement of discourses on equality. By creating platforms for formerly silenced voices,
challenging stereotyping, and mobilising across broad constituencies of genders and other
groups around issues of gender equality, these actors expand the reach of gender equality
agendas beyond activist circles and mainstream media. Their contributions highlight how
gender representation is no longer fixed by the cultural elites or institutions but is being
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co-created through digital participation which reflects different gender experiences. While
challenges exist, including backlash, inequitable access, and algorithmic biases, the
consistent and strategic use of social media by influencers and grassroots movements
remain to push boundaries, open public spaces for dialogue, and slowly reconfigure power
relations of gender norms throughout the continent.

4. Conclusion

This research, which used Stuart Hall's Representation Theory as the foundational
basis, examined the deep penetration of the 21st century pop culture and social media on
gender representation in Africa, the extent to which it has transformed as well as its
shortcomings. Hall's theory which states that representation is a symbolic process molded
by power and cultural norms gave a strong framework for understanding how gendered
identities are erected and challenged in African media. The findings suggest that while
pop culture and social media have both challenged and reinforced traditional gender roles,
there are significant variations in how they have affected different platforms and
demographic groups.

On one hand, social media has made the visibility of alternative gender expressions
and resistance to patriarchal norms possible, especially through grassroots activism and
the work of digital influencers. This has led to a reframing of gender identities through a
focus on the agency of women, the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender plus
community and other marginalised groups, and the creation of new spaces for dialogue
and activism [20]. However, the study also showed that these platforms tend to replicate
stereotypical representations, with algorithmic biases and global trends reinforcing, rather
than dismantling, existing gender hierarchies (Gender Stereotypes and Social Media in
West Africa, 2025).

Furthermore, the study revealed that the digital media influencers and grassroots
movements have been instrumental in challenging traditional gender roles but that their
influence is typically limited by structural challenges, including digital divides, backlash
and the commercialisation of online content. While these actors have strengthened the
gender equality narratives and spurred collective action, their capacity to transform the
system remains restricted by the sociocultural biases that persistently shape the digital and
offline environments. The ambivalence of social media as an environment of
empowerment and as a space of re-enforcement of traditional stereotypes highlights the
complexity of the usage of digital platforms for progressive change in gender
representation. Despite these challenges, the study emphasized the participatory nature of
digital media, which provides new opportunities for resistance and cultural narrative
reconfiguration, which represent a shift towards more inclusive and diverse gender
portrayals.

In conclusion, this research strengthened the case for the important role played by
pop culture and social media in shifting gender representation in Africa, though it also
highlighted the complexities in the process of making digital activism translate into
broader societal change. Hall's Representation Theory was effective in representing the
dynamics at work, and it provides insights into how cultural texts are contested and
reinforced in ways that shape public perceptions of gender roles in African contexts.
Recommendations

a. Promote Digital Literacy and Critical Media Engagement: In order to further the
positive impact of digital media in the representation of gender, African
governments and NGOs should invest in digital literacy programmes. These
initiatives should focus on the education of youth, particularly women and
marginalised communities, on critically engaging with online content,
challenging stereotypes and producing counter-narratives. Such efforts would
equip individuals to resist harmful representations and actively engage in the
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production of inclusive, diverse portrayals of gender to create a more equitable
digital landscape.

b. Support Intersectional Gender Justice Movements: Grassroots movements and
digital influencers should be supported through funding, mentorship, and
advocacy for policy changes to amplify their work to challenge traditional gender
roles. Governments and international organisations should focus on policies that
support gender equality in the digital space, to ensure that these movements can
reach a broader audience. Through intersectional activism on these platforms, not
only mental stereotypes of gender can be broken, but also inequalities of other
systems such as race, class, and sexual orientation to create a more inclusive
society.
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