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Media, Women’s illuminate this dynamic tension. The research employs a
Representation, Symbolic  qualitative design integrating critical discourse analysis, visual
Power semiotics, and intersectional feminist theory to examine selected

films, digital media content, and popular narratives. The findings
reveal that representation and resistance coexist dialectically:
while media texts continue to reproduce hegemonic gender
norms, they also embed counter-hegemonic discourses that
reposition women as narrative subjects rather than passive
objects. Intersectional factors such as class, caste, race, religion,
and profession significantly mediate both vulnerability and
resistance. The study concludes that popular media is not merely
a mirror of inequality but a contested cultural field where
symbolic domination and female agency continuously interact.

INTRODUCTION

Popular media encompassing film, television, advertising, literature,
photography, and social media has long functioned as a powerful arena for the production
and circulation of gendered meanings. Within the framework of the humanities, media is
never neutral; it operates as a site of symbolic power where representations shape social
norms, cultural hierarchies, and collective perceptions. Women’s bodies and identities,
in particular, are frequently constructed through visual and narrative regimes that reflect
broader ideological structures. At the same time, contemporary media landscapes also
provide spaces in which women negotiate, contest, and rearticulate these dominant
representations. This tension between symbolic domination and cultural resistance
renders popular media a critical field for examining contemporary gender narratives.
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Historically, visual representation has served as an instrument of symbolic
authority. Ilma and Andoni (2024), in their study of colonial photography of
Minangkabau women, demonstrate that visual imagery functioned not merely as
documentation but as a mechanism of ideological framing. Colonial photography
constructed women as markers of modernity, morality, and social hierarchy, filtered
through colonial and elite indigenous perspectives. Such representations reveal how
visual culture embeds gender norms within systems of power—knowledge. Women’s
bodies were positioned within narratives that naturalized specific roles and moral
expectations, thereby reinforcing gender hierarchies through aesthetic and symbolic
means.

These patterns of symbolic control persist in contemporary media forms,
particularly within advertising and social media environments. Women’s bodies are
frequently commodified through the glorification of narrow beauty standards, including
fair skin, slender physiques, and compliant femininity aligned with the logic of the male
gaze. Saputri and Pinem (2022) show how digital platforms can reproduce objectification
by exposing women’s bodies without consent, reinforcing patriarchal surveillance under
the guise of aesthetic appreciation. Similarly, Ifa et al. (2025) and Hidayat et al. (2025)
highlight how digital beauty standards intensify colorism and marginalize women who
do not conform to dominant global ideals. Cahya' et al. (2025) argue that popular
narratives often position women as both aesthetic objects and moral symbols, expected
to embody social virtue while simultaneously fulfilling market-driven expectations. In
this sense, popular media operates as a symbolic apparatus that disciplines women’s
bodies according to intertwined patriarchal and capitalist logics.

Nevertheless, representation in popular fiction and Islamic literature reveals a
more ambivalent terrain. On one hand, women are frequently depicted as pious, domestic,
and submissive figures who conform to traditional family structures. On the other hand,
these narratives may contain implicit or explicit critiques of patriarchal inequality and
rigid constructions of the “ideal woman” (Prasojo & Susanto, 2025; Cahya' et al., 2025).
This duality indicates that popular narratives are not monolithic vehicles of domination;
rather, they function as contested spaces where traditional values and emancipatory
aspirations intersect. Such ambivalence challenges simplistic readings of media as either
oppressive or liberatory.

Social media platforms have further intensified this dynamic by expanding
opportunities for symbolic resistance. TikTok and Instagram, for example, have become
arenas where women with darker skin tones challenge colorist hierarchies through
counter-hashtags and self-affirming campaigns (Ifa et al., 2025). Public debates
surrounding accounts such as @ugm.cantik reveal resistance against the exploitation and
unauthorized circulation of women’s images, foregrounding issues of consent and digital
privacy (Saputri & Pinem, 2022). These cases illustrate that women are not merely
passive subjects of representation; they actively contest and reshape the narratives
imposed upon them.

Beyond reactive resistance, women increasingly utilize digital platforms to
construct empowered self-representations through grassroots feminism and gender-
sensitive journalism (Sulistiani, 2024). Literary works, films, and popular narratives
portray female protagonists who confront symbolic violence and unequal power
relations, including the portrayal of divorce as an act of defiance against patriarchal
domination (Prasojo & Susanto, 2025; Cahya' et al., 2025). These narratives expand the
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repertoire of female agency in popular culture, presenting women not only as victims of
symbolic power but also as agents of narrative transformation.

Despite these developments, interpreting contemporary gender narratives
presents significant methodological and theoretical challenges for the humanities. First,
the multimodal nature of digital media requires analytical approaches that integrate
discourse analysis, semiotics, and theories of power—knowledge to examine how
language and visual imagery reproduce or destabilize gender hierarchies (Ilma & Andoni,
2024; Saputri & Pinem, 2022; Hidayat et al., 2025; Azmy et al., 2024). Media texts are
embedded within economic and technological structures, necessitating a comprehensive
interpretative framework that extends beyond surface-level textual analysis.

Second, the complexity of postfeminism complicates the binary between
objectification and empowerment. Contemporary media often depict women who
“choose” to conform to beauty standards or domestic roles, framing these choices as
expressions of autonomy. However, as Prasojo and Susanto (2025) and Cahya' et al.
(2025) suggest, such representations may still operate within patriarchal and market-
driven structures. The humanities must therefore critically interrogate whether apparent
empowerment constitutes genuine autonomy or a rearticulation of existing power
relations.

Third, an intersectional framework is essential for avoiding reductive
generalizations. Women’s experiences in media are shaped by intersecting dimensions
of class, ethnicity, religion, and skin color. Ifa et al. (2025) and Sulistiani (2024)
underscore how colorism and religious stereotyping differentially affect women’s
representation. Khasri (2021) and Azmy et al. (2024) emphasize that without
intersectionality, gender analysis risks homogenizing diverse female experiences.
Consequently, a nuanced humanities approach must account for multiple axes of identity
and power.

Based on these observations, a significant research gap emerges. Existing studies
often focus either on the objectification of women in media or on digital feminist
resistance, rarely integrating both dimensions within a unified analytical framework.
Furthermore, much scholarship treats popular media either as a mechanism of patriarchal
reproduction or as a site of empowerment, without sufficiently examining the dialectical
interplay between domination and resistance. There remains a need for a comprehensive
humanities-based analysis that situates women’s representation and resistance within
interconnected structures of symbolic power.

The novelty of this study lies in its integrative approach, combining
representation analysis and resistance practices within a single humanities framework
grounded in power—knowledge theory, visual semiotics, and intersectionality. Rather
than isolating women as passive objects or heroic agents, this research conceptualizes
popular media as a dynamic field in which symbolic domination and resistance coexist
and interact. By examining both historical and contemporary narratives, the study offers
a more nuanced understanding of gender representation in popular media.

Accordingly, the objective of this research is to critically analyze how popular
media functions simultaneously as an arena of symbolic power over women’s bodies and
as a space for negotiation and resistance, and to formulate a humanities framework
capable of interpreting these dynamics comprehensively and intersectionally. Through
this approach, the study seeks to contribute theoretically to gender and humanities
scholarship and to deepen understanding of how women are represented, contested, and
redefined within contemporary popular media landscapes.
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METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative humanities approach grounded in critical
cultural analysis to examine how popular media operates simultaneously as an arena of
symbolic power and as a space for women’s negotiation and resistance. The research
design integrated critical discourse analysis (CDA), visual semiotics, and intersectional
feminist analysis. The primary data consisted of selected popular media texts, including
digital advertisements, social media content (Instagram and TikTok posts), literary works,
and film narratives published between 2020 and 2025 that explicitly portray women’s
bodies, roles, and identity constructions. Data collection was conducted through
purposive sampling, selecting media artifacts that generated public debate, demonstrated
patterns of gender representation, or reflected digital feminist resistance. In addition,
scholarly articles and secondary documents related to gender representation, digital
feminism, and symbolic power were collected to contextualize the empirical findings
within existing academic discourse.

Data analysis was conducted in three stages. First, textual and visual elements
were coded thematically to identify recurring patterns of representation, including
objectification, domestication, moral framing, empowerment narratives, and counter-
hegemonic expressions. Second, critical discourse analysis was applied to examine how
language, imagery, and narrative structures reproduce or challenge patriarchal
hierarchies, drawing upon power—knowledge theory to interpret symbolic mechanisms
embedded in media texts. Third, an intersectional analytical lens was employed to assess
how gender representation intersects with class, ethnicity, religion, and skin color,
thereby revealing differential positioning within media narratives. Through this multi-
layered analytical process, the study developed a comprehensive humanities framework
capable of interpreting the dialectical relationship between domination and resistance in
contemporary gender narratives.

Study Focus

Popular Media
Symbolic Power & Women's Resistance

i, ; ; Intersectional Analysis
Analysis — g ey

e P : (Class, Ethaicity, andw)_
(Larnguage & Power) J T et i

Gender Representation Analysis
Dormination & Resistance

Figure 1. Diagram Conceptual Research

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The findings of this study were generated through critical discourse analysis, visual
semiotics, and intersectional analysis of selected popular media texts, including
advertisements, social media content, and contemporary literary narratives. The analysis
identified recurring patterns of symbolic domination as well as forms of negotiation and
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resistance articulated by female subjects. The synthesized findings are presented in Table
1 below.
Table 1. Patterns of Representation and Resistance in Popular Media

Analytical Dominant Forms of Intersectional
Dimension Representation Negotiation and Implications
(Symbolic Power) Resistance
Body Commodification Counter-hashtags Skin color, class,
Representation of women’s bodies; promoting self- and digital access
glorification of fair acceptance; influence visibility
skin and slim body rejection of and acceptance
ideals; colorism;  public
reinforcement  of critique of
male gaze unauthorized image
circulation
Gender Roles Emphasis on Female characters Religious and
domesticity, resisting symbolic cultural
obedience, and violence; divorce or background shape
moralized autonomy framed narrative framing
femininity in as agency

popular narratives
Media Narratives Women positioned Grassroots digital Ethnicity and social

as aesthetic objects feminism; gender- status affect
and moral symbols  sensitive narrative
journalism;  self- legitimacy

representation  in
social media

Power— Visual and textual Critical Multiple 1identities

Knowledge framing naturalizes reinterpretation of (class, ethnicity,

Structures patriarchal norms stereotypes; religion) mediate
dialogic resistance capacity
engagement n

online discourse

Table 1 demonstrates that popular media functions as a dual arena in which symbolic
domination and resistance coexist. On one level, dominant representations continue to
commodify women’s bodies and normalize patriarchal gender roles through visual and
narrative strategies. These representations are sustained by market logic, aesthetic
hierarchies, and moral framing that regulate women’s identities. On another level, women
actively negotiate and challenge these constructions through digital activism, counter-
narratives, and self-representation practices. Resistance manifests not only through
explicit feminist discourse but also through subtle narrative shifts that redefine agency
and autonomy. Importantly, intersectional factors such as skin color, religion, ethnicity,
and class significantly influence both vulnerability to symbolic domination and access to
resistance platforms. Thus, the findings confirm that popular media is not a unidirectional
instrument of oppression but a contested cultural field where power and agency interact
dynamically.

Discussion
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This study aims to demonstrate that gender narratives in popular media
simultaneously construct and challenge structures of power over women, and that the
humanities provide a critical lens to interpret the dynamic tension between representation
and resistance. Based on the findings presented in Table 1 and the methodological
framework integrating critical discourse analysis, visual semiotics, and intersectional
feminist theory, the discussion reveals that popular media operates as a contested
symbolic field. Within this field, hegemonic gender norms are reproduced, negotiated,
and sometimes disrupted through complex narrative strategies.

From the dimension of representation, popular media continues to reproduce
stereotypical and subordinated portrayals of women. As Lestari and Elfattah (2025)
argue, women are frequently depicted as emotional, passive, and domestically oriented,
reinforcing traditional gender binaries that position men as rational and authoritative
while women are associated with care, dependence, and vulnerability. Perkasa et al.
(2024) further note that women’s bodies are routinely commodified, functioning as
aesthetic objects that sustain market logic and visual consumption. Tanjung and
Abdurahman (2025) highlight that news narratives and televised content often frame
women as victims of violence rather than as political or social actors with agency. These
recurring representations reflect what Stuart Hall conceptualizes as the politics of
representation, wherein meaning is constructed and circulated through dominant
ideological codes.

The reproduction of patriarchy in media extends beyond gender into intersecting
hierarchies of caste, class, race, and religion. Jalwal (2025) demonstrates how Dalit and
Adivasi women in Indian media are frequently portrayed as hypersexualized victims or
passive sufferers, reinforcing caste-based marginalization. Such representations do not
merely reflect social inequality but actively normalize it through symbolic framing.
Similarly, Trisnawati et al. (2025) reveal that women working in male-dominated
professional environments are often depicted as dependent or emotionally unstable,
subtly reaffirming masculine authority within institutional spaces. Prasetyo et al. (2025)
identify another paradox within horror narratives, where female bodies oscillate between
victimhood and monstrosity. Women are simultaneously constructed as vulnerable
victims and threatening “others,” suggesting ambivalent anxieties surrounding female
power. These findings confirm that popular media remains a powerful apparatus for
naturalizing gendered hierarchies.

However, interpreting media solely as an instrument of domination risks overlooking
the spaces of negotiation embedded within narrative forms. The data reveal that popular
media increasingly incorporates characters and storylines that complicate traditional
gender scripts. Prastiwi and Adni (2025) analyze Queen Charlotte as a narrative that
foregrounds female political intelligence and emotional complexity, challenging
simplistic stereotypes. Fauziah et al. (2025) and Yuliwar and Harahap (2025) similarly
observe that contemporary Indonesian and Korean narratives, such as Gadis Kretek and
Kill Boksoon, portray women as professionals navigating patriarchal systems while
asserting autonomy. In these cases, women are not merely objects of visual pleasure but
subjects who negotiate power relations within their socio-cultural contexts.

Perkasa et al. (2024) argue that these portrayals reflect shifting cultural expectations
regarding female agency. Rather than rejecting femininity outright, contemporary
narratives often depict women who strategically use emotional intelligence, professional
competence, or even embodied strength to challenge structural inequalities. This indicates
a transition from overt subordination to more nuanced forms of negotiation. Nonetheless,
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such portrayals must be read critically. As Bakiner (2025) cautions, empowerment
narratives can coexist with market commodification, producing what may appear as
feminist progress while still operating within capitalist frameworks.

Digital activism further illustrates media’s potential as a space of resistance. Jalwal
(2025) documents how hashtags such as #DalitLivesMatter and #MeTooDalit amplify
marginalized voices, reframing narratives of victimhood into narratives of collective
agency. Kong (2025) examines the cultural debate surrounding the “unmarried aunt” in
China, demonstrating how online discourse challenges normative expectations of
marriage and domesticity. Demirdis (2025) analyzes visual protest movements in
Akbelen, showing how female bodies in protest imagery become symbols of
environmental and gender justice simultaneously. These examples illustrate that media
platforms function not only as sites of representation but also as arenas for discursive
contestation.

Popular cultural texts such as Herstory and Barbie further exemplify paradoxical or
postfeminist strategies. Liao (2025) argues that Herstory employs humor and melodrama
to critique patriarchal institutions while maintaining commercial appeal. Li (2025)
similarly contends that Barbie operates as both entertainment and feminist commentary,
repositioning women from aesthetic objects to narrative subjects. Pratama and Pitaloka
(2025) suggest that such texts utilize paradox as a strategic device: they participate in
consumer culture while simultaneously interrogating its gendered assumptions. These
works demonstrate how resistance is often embedded within mainstream narratives rather
than existing outside them.

Despite these developments, the humanities face significant challenges in
interpreting contemporary gender narratives. One central challenge lies in capturing
ambivalence. Women in popular media are often portrayed as empowered yet constrained
by algorithmic visibility, audience expectations, and commercial imperatives. Liao
(2025) and Li (2025) note that postfeminist representations frequently celebrate
individual choice while obscuring structural inequalities. Lestari and Elfattah (2025)
similarly argue that empowerment narratives can mask persistent gendered exploitation.
Bakiner (2025) emphasizes that empowerment must be examined within the broader
context of neoliberal market dynamics. Thus, the humanities must avoid binary
interpretations and instead foreground the coexistence of empowerment and
commodification.

Another challenge concerns intersectionality. Gender representation intersects with
caste, race, religion, and class in complex ways. Jalwal (2025) and Bobaru (2025)
demonstrate that marginalized women experience layered forms of symbolic exclusion.
Kong (2025) reveals how cultural stigma around single women intersects with economic
and generational pressures. Perkasa et al. (2024) highlight class-based distinctions in the
portrayal of professional women. These findings underscore the necessity of
intersectional analysis to avoid homogenizing women’s experiences. Without such an
approach, scholarship risks reproducing the very exclusions it seeks to critique.

A further dimension involves structural critique of the media industry itself. Bobaru
(2025) argues that editorial bias and ownership structures influence which narratives gain
prominence. Li (2025) contends that algorithmic recommendation systems privilege
certain representations while marginalizing others. This structural perspective aligns with
critical discourse analysis, which situates media texts within broader economic and
institutional contexts. Resistance, therefore, cannot be fully understood without
examining the conditions of production and circulation that shape narrative visibility.
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In addressing the research objective, this discussion demonstrates that gender
narratives in popular media simultaneously reproduce and contest symbolic power.
Representation and resistance are not mutually exclusive phenomena but interdependent
processes unfolding within the same cultural field. Women’s bodies and identities are
framed through hegemonic codes, yet these codes are continually renegotiated through
narrative innovation, digital activism, and audience reinterpretation. The humanities
provide the analytical tools necessary to unpack this dynamic interplay by integrating
theories of representation, intersectionality, postfeminism, and multimodal analysis.

Ultimately, the findings affirm that popular media functions as a dialectical arena
where domination and agency coexist. Stereotypical portrayals persist, but they are
increasingly challenged by counter-narratives that expand the boundaries of female
subjectivity. Rather than depicting women solely as victims or as fully emancipated
subjects, contemporary gender narratives reveal ambivalent negotiations shaped by
cultural, economic, and technological forces. By employing humanities methodologies,
scholars can critically illuminate how these tensions operate and how symbolic power
over women is both sustained and contested within popular culture.

Through this integrative framework, the study contributes to gender and humanities
scholarship by demonstrating that analyzing media narratives requires attention to
representation, resistance, intersectionality, and structural power simultaneously. In
doing so, it reaffirms that popular media is not merely a mirror of social reality but an
active site of cultural struggle where meanings of womanhood are continuously
constructed, challenged, and reimagined.

CONCLUSION

Based on the findings and discussion, this study concludes that gender narratives in
popular media simultaneously reproduce and challenge structures of symbolic power
over women. Popular media continues to circulate stereotypical and subordinating
representations positioning women as emotional, domesticated, hypersexualized, or
victimized subjects thereby reinforcing patriarchal, class-based, racial, and religious
hierarchies. At the same time, the same media landscape provides discursive and visual
spaces in which women negotiate, reinterpret, and resist these dominant codes through
narrative agency, digital activism, and paradoxical postfeminist strategies.
Representation and resistance thus operate dialectically rather than oppositely,
unfolding within the same symbolic field shaped by market logic, algorithmic
structures, and institutional power. By employing humanities approaches—critical
discourse analysis, visual semiotics, and intersectional feminist theory—this research
demonstrates that understanding contemporary gender narratives requires attention to
ambivalence, structural conditions of media production, and intersecting identities.
Ultimately, popular media is not merely a mirror of gender inequality but a dynamic
arena of cultural struggle where meanings of womanhood are continuously
constructed, contested, and redefined..
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