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Abstract

This study aimed to understand the lived experiences of young Iranian users of algorithmic surveillance and micropolitics of power on
Instagram through the theoretical lenses of control society, algorithmic capitalism, and schizoanalysis. This qualitative study employed
an interpretive phenomenological design. The study population comprised young Iranian Instagram users, and 25 participants were
considered according to criteria including an age range of 18-35 years, at least three years of continuous Instagram use, and meaningful
experience with the platform’s algorithmic mechanisms. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews addressing
perceived visibility, experiences of control, algorithm-oriented behavioral adaptation, digital identity management, and strategies for
engaging with the platform. The data were analyzed through coding, conceptual categorization, and thematic analysis, while the resulting
themes were interpreted within the frameworks of control society, algorithmic capitalism, and schizoanalysis. Credibility was strengthened
through participant review, repeated examination of the data, and peer review procedures. The analysis identified four overarching themes:
“algorithmic domination and digital control,” “production of the algorithmic subject,” “data capitalism,” and “tactics of resistance and
negotiation.” Seeking likes and uncertainty regarding content-display criteria were among the most recurrent experiences, indicating the
simultaneous operation of the attention economy and algorithmic opacity. Participants interpreted declining visibility and fluctuations in
engagement as manifestations of invisible algorithmic power and consequently modified posting times, content, hashtags, and modes of
self-presentation to improve visibility. These adaptations fostered self-surveillance, self-censorship, identity reconstruction, and the
internalization of algorithmic standards. Nevertheless, users were not passive recipients of algorithmic control; learning platform rules,
experimenting with posting strategies, and attempting to circumvent restrictions demonstrated continuing forms of digital agency and
negotiation with the platform. The relationship between young Iranian users and Instagram’s algorithms is best understood not as one-
way technological domination but as a dynamic process involving control, self-regulation, data-value production, adaptation, negotiation,
and resistance. By governing visibility and attention, algorithms participate in shaping digital behavior and identity, while users
simultaneously develop practical forms of algorithmic literacy and digital agency.

Keywords: Algorithmic Surveillance; Lived Experience; Instagram; Micropolitics; Control Society; Algorithmic Capitalism;
Schizoanalysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of algorithm-driven social media has transformed digital platforms from relatively simple
communication environments into complex socio-technical infrastructures that organize visibility, attention,
interaction, identity, and participation. Instagram represents a particularly important example of this
transformation because its content distribution systems rely extensively on personalization, ranking,
recommendation, and behavioral data. Consequently, users do not encounter a neutral stream of information;
rather, their digital experience is continuously shaped by computational mechanisms that determine which
content becomes visible, which accounts receive greater exposure, and which forms of interaction are
prioritized. Studies of personalized social media experiences suggest that user behavior and algorithmic
processes operate through a reciprocal relationship in which users generate behavioral signals for platforms
while algorithms simultaneously structure subsequent patterns of exposure and interaction (Eg et al., 2023).
Accordingly, understanding contemporary social media use requires attention not only to users' deliberate
choices but also to the less visible infrastructures that organize those choices.

This transformation has important implications for power and control. Algorithmic systems increasingly
exercise influence through continuous modulation rather than explicit commands or direct prohibition. On
Instagram, ranking mechanisms, recommendations, engagement metrics, and visibility thresholds may operate
as subtle forms of governance that shape what users produce, consume, and regard as socially valuable. From
Foucauldian and Deleuzian perspectives, such arrangements can be understood as forms of algorithmic
biopower and control in which subjects continuously adapt themselves to platform logics without necessarily
being directly compelled to do so (Ryan, 2026). Similarly, analyses of Instagram’'s power structure have
emphasized the asymmetric relationship among platforms, influencers, and ordinary users, particularly because
the rules governing visibility and circulation are largely controlled by the platform and remain only partially
transparent to users (Podsedkowska, 2023; Viinikka, 2025).

A central component of this condition is algorithmic uncertainty. Instagram users often cannot determine why
one post receives substantial exposure while another remains largely invisible, or why engagement changes
despite apparently similar behavior. Such uncertainty contributes to what has been described as algorithmic
precarity, whereby users attempt to infer hidden rules and modify their practices in response to fluctuations in
visibility (Register et al., 2023). Algorithmic invisibility may therefore operate without formal removal or
explicit censorship; reduced distribution alone may be sufficient to alter users' opportunities for participation
and recognition (Mavroudis, 2026). These processes are especially significant because visibility on social
media can function as social, symbolic, and economic capital.

However, users are not entirely passive within these systems. They develop practical strategies for interpreting,
negotiating, and sometimes circumventing algorithmic constraints. Research has shown that digitally
marginalized users may construct tactical responses to surveillance and algorithmic discrimination in order to
preserve narrative agency and online presence (Hasan et al., 2025). Young users likewise develop context-
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specific forms of media literacy through which they access, assess, and engage with content in algorithmically
structured environments (Swart, 2023). At the same time, social media has become an important site for
collective and individual identity construction among younger generations, meaning that algorithmic
conditions may become intertwined with self-presentation and the production of a digital self (Stahl & Literat,
2023).

These dynamics are also embedded within algorithmic capitalism. User attention, interaction, content
production, behavioral traces, and personal data may all become resources for value extraction. In such an
economic system, users simultaneously function as consumers of platform services, producers of content, and
generators of data that can be analyzed, categorized, and monetized (Yazdizadeh, 2025). Surveillance
capitalism further raises questions concerning autonomy because behavioral data can be used not only to
describe users but also to predict and influence future conduct (Campbell, 2025). Consequently, competition
for likes, views, followers, and engagement is not simply a matter of interpersonal approval but is structurally
integrated into an attention economy in which visibility carries economic and symbolic value.

The effects of social media are also closely connected with lived psychological and social experience. Previous
research has associated social media use with multiple dimensions of well-being and mental health (Ulvi et
al., 2022), while parasocial relationships and digitally mediated social connections may influence belonging
and psychological experience (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Qualitative research with young people further
suggests that social media is deeply implicated in self-expression, interpersonal relationships, identity, and
personal agency (Cooper et al., 2024). Interpretative phenomenological investigations similarly demonstrate
that adolescents may experience social media as a context in which their understanding of themselves, their
relationships, and their psychological states changes over time (Keles-Gordesli et al., 2025).

The Iranian context makes these questions particularly important. Instagram has become a major environment
for communication, identity presentation, cultural participation, entertainment, education, and economic
activity among Iranian users. lranian studies have demonstrated relationships between social media
participation and identity construction (Tavani et al., 2022), perceived opportunities and threats associated
with Instagram use (Mohammadi, 2022), changes in family values and social norms (Ashayeri et al., 2024),
and experiences related to body image and self-perception among adolescent users (Shafiei & Atrian, 2022).
Research on Iranian female micro-celebrities has also shown that Instagram is associated with processes of
self-monitoring, self-presentation, identity regulation, and psychopolitical pressure (Alimohammadi et al.,
2024). These findings indicate that Instagram is not merely a communication technology in Iranian society
but an environment in which identity, power, culture, and everyday experience intersect.

A phenomenological approach is particularly appropriate for examining these processes because algorithmic
power is not experienced solely through objectively measurable technical operations. What users believe the
algorithm is doing, how they interpret fluctuations in visibility, and how these interpretations influence their
behavior constitute socially meaningful realities in themselves. Contemporary phenomenological scholarship
emphasizes the importance of investigating lived experience as a means of understanding how individuals
encounter and make sense of complex phenomena (Fusar-Poli et al., 2023; Fusar-Poli et al., 2022). In digital
environments, big data and algorithmic technologies increasingly become components of the contemporary
lifeworld rather than merely external technical tools (Kravchenko et al., 2026). Phenomenological research
on digital social environments likewise demonstrates the value of examining users' meanings, perceived
opportunities, constraints, and adaptation strategies (Khalili et al., 2023). Therefore, the present study aimed
to explore the lived experiences of young Iranian Instagram users regarding algorithmic surveillance and
micropolitics through the theoretical perspectives of control society, algorithmic capitalism, and
schizoanalysis.

Methods and Materials
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This study employed a qualitative interpretative phenomenological approach to investigate how young Iranian
Instagram users experience and interpret algorithmic surveillance, visibility regulation, digital control, and
everyday micropolitics. The study considered 25 young Iranian participants who were active Instagram users.
Participants were selected purposively to provide variation in gender, educational background, occupation,
patterns of platform use, and degree of engagement with content production and consumption. Eligibility
criteria included being between 18 and 35 years of age, having used Instagram continuously for at least three
years, having meaningful experience with different platform functions, and being willing to describe personal
experiences related to algorithmic mechanisms.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interview questions addressed participants'
perceptions of how Instagram selects and displays content, experiences of increasing or decreasing visibility,
perceived algorithmic control, behavioral modifications made to improve engagement, management of digital
identity, pursuit of social attention, and strategies used to understand or negotiate platform rules. Interviews
were transcribed and subjected to systematic qualitative analysis. Meaningful segments were initially coded,
related codes were grouped into broader conceptual categories, and organizing themes were progressively
developed. Open, axial, and higher-order thematic organization were used to identify recurring patterns in
participants' accounts. The final themes were interpreted through the conceptual frameworks of control society,
algorithmic capitalism, and schizoanalysis. Credibility and analytic rigor were supported through repeated
examination of the data, participant-oriented verification procedures, systematic documentation of analytic
decisions, and review of emerging interpretations.

Findings

The analysis revealed four overarching themes: algorithmic domination and digital control, production of the
algorithmic subject, data capitalism and the attention economy, and tactics of resistance and negotiation. The
first theme indicated that participants experienced Instagram's algorithm as an invisible yet consequential
source of power. Sudden decreases in views, uncertainty about content-display criteria, changes in interaction
rates, and unexplained differences in exposure created a persistent sense of algorithmic uncertainty. Among
the recurring codes, lack of knowledge regarding content-display criteria appeared 21 times, sudden decreases
in views appeared 18 times, and concern about not being seen appeared 19 times. These experiences suggested
that users perceived visibility as partially determined by mechanisms beyond their direct control.

The second theme concerned digital self-surveillance and the production of an algorithmic subject. Participants
reported adjusting posting schedules, modifying visual presentation, changing content, monitoring account
statistics, and withholding material that they expected to perform poorly. Continuous checking of page
statistics appeared 20 times, while changes in posting time and content adaptation were also recurrent. These
practices demonstrated that users did not merely respond to direct platform interventions; instead, they
increasingly internalized assumptions about algorithmic preferences and disciplined their own behavior
accordingly. Digital identity therefore became partially reconstructed around anticipated platform responses
and measurable indicators of engagement.

The third theme reflected data capitalism and the attention economy. Attempts to obtain likes constituted the
most frequently recurring code, appearing 22 times. Participants described attention as a scarce resource for
which users competed and recognized that content production, engagement, and time spent on the platform
contributed to Instagram's broader economic system. This dynamic was particularly salient among participants
who relied on Instagram for professional activity, personal branding, marketing, or income. For these users,
algorithmic changes were experienced not only as social disruptions but also as potential economic threats.
The fourth theme demonstrated that users nevertheless retained forms of agency. Participants attempted to
learn platform rules, experiment with posting times, use hashtags strategically, imitate successful accounts,
redesign content, and circumvent perceived restrictions. These practices were conceptualized as tactics of
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resistance and negotiation. Rather than revealing either complete domination or complete autonomy, the
findings indicated a dynamic relationship in which users simultaneously experienced control, adapted to
platform expectations, attempted to manipulate the system, and reconstructed their practices in response to
changing algorithmic conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that algorithmic surveillance on Instagram is experienced as a dispersed and largely
invisible form of power rather than as direct observation or explicit restriction. Participants inferred algorithmic
intervention through its consequences, particularly fluctuations in visibility, engagement, and reach. The
uncertainty surrounding these mechanisms appears to be central to their power: because users cannot fully
know the conditions governing distribution, they continuously interpret signals and adjust their conduct in
anticipation of possible algorithmic responses.

A particularly important result was the movement from external regulation toward self-regulation. Participants
increasingly evaluated their own content, timing, appearance, and presentation through imagined algorithmic
criteria. This suggests that platform control becomes effective not simply when the system suppresses or
promotes content but when users themselves begin to anticipate these possibilities and modify behavior before
any explicit intervention occurs. In this sense, algorithmic surveillance contributes to the formation of a digital
subject who monitors, compares, edits, and disciplines the self according to visibility metrics and expected
platform preferences.

The findings also demonstrate that this process is inseparable from the economic organization of social media.
Likes, views, attention, interactions, behavioral traces, and content are simultaneously social indicators and
economically valuable resources. Users participate in generating the data and attention through which platform
value is produced, while some users also become economically dependent on the same algorithmic
infrastructure whose rules they cannot fully observe or control. Algorithmic power therefore operates across
social, psychological, and economic dimensions.

Nevertheless, the study does not support a deterministic interpretation in which users are entirely controlled
by technology. Participants demonstrated meaningful agency through experimentation, learning, adaptation,
strategic content production, and attempts to circumvent perceived constraints. Their agency, however,
remained structurally limited because the platform retained control over the underlying rules and could modify
them without meaningful user participation. The relationship between users and Instagram can therefore be
described as an asymmetrical negotiation rather than either complete domination or complete freedom.
Overall, the study suggests that the lived experience of Instagram among young Iranian users is organized
around a continuous tension between control and resistance, visibility and invisibility, self-expression and self-
discipline, and participation and extraction. Instagram's algorithmic infrastructure does not merely organize
information; it participates in organizing identities, attention, economic opportunities, and everyday behavioral
practices. At the same time, users actively interpret and negotiate this infrastructure and develop practical
forms of digital agency. Understanding this reciprocal but unequal relationship is essential for contemporary
analyses of platform society and highlights the importance of algorithmic literacy, greater transparency,
protection of user autonomy, and critical attention to the social consequences of increasingly data-driven digital
environments.
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