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Introduction 

 

The development of media throughout the last few decades has brought an increase in social 

networking sites that allow users to communicate and share content between both public and 

private spaces, depending on the platforms and the intended use (Miller et al., 2016). Online 

platforms such as Facebook and Twitter are recognised for enabling socialising in ways that 

transcend space and time. With the growth of internet access and the interest in generating 

and sharing content online More platforms were created which fell under the category of 

‘social media’ (Miller et al., 2016). Myspace, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, Tumblr, 

Whatsapp and 9gag are some of the networks that allow social activity online. Currently 

more than 2 billion people are estimated to be users of social media at this time (Statista, 

2018). Social media is unique from other media since its premise is based on the notion of the 

users being the generators of content, whereas traditional media forms content for users to 

consume. (Highfield, 2018). It is also unique in that users shape the platforms and change its 

use frequently and radically. This can be seen through the change that 9gag has undergone, 

from a network for people who shared content about games, to users sharing memes, and 

ultimately about various different categories that are constantly shifting and changing. Since 

the platforms are constantly changing and popularity fluctuates, it is the “content rather than 

the platform that is most significant when it comes to why social media matters” (Miller et 

al., 2016; 1).  

 Since social media has become more integrated into society, research and studies 

around its effects have become more common. Facebook has become the most popular 

platform among a variety of studies including Social Comparison theory that evaluates how 

people compare themselves to others online (Cramer, 2016), psychological well-being 

(Burke, 2016) and its link to negative body image (Fardouly, 2015). In the more recent years, 

studies have extended to include more platforms such as Instagram or Twitter. It has been 

shown that images of women’s bodies in particular, can have an impact on audiences’ body 

image and self-esteem (Meier, 2014). These studies have argued for similar theories on social 

media’s contribution to wellness and body image when it comes to images of women and 

how these idealised versions of reality have contributed to the wellness and body image of 

users. However, what is often omitted from these studies is the comment section. A comment 

section is a feature on a website that allows users to comment on a published post. Comments 

sections appear beneath posts, most commonly as lists followed by a blank text box for 
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further comments to be made. Most comment sections showcase a selection of recently added 

comments but others may require users to press a button which ‘opens’ the comment section. 

Whilst comment sections became crucial to news outlets in order for publishers to receive 

feedback on their content, comment sections are included in every other aspect of social 

media and is a large part of the content that makes up various social platforms. The impact 

that comment sections can have on wellbeing or body image in particular, has only been 

investigated on a superficial level. What has intrigued me the most and has been the impetus 

of this project, is how women are spoken of within comment sections that appear under 

images of women. Women’s bodies in particular seem to attract comments about their 

appearances, and these comments often focus on appraising or criticising women’s physical 

features. Men and women may face the same amount of commentary on social media and 

“share struggles against name calling, personal attacks and general ‘trollishness’1 in any 

online forum”, writes Jeff Sonderman. “But women too often face an additional layer of 

spite, insult and objectification” (Sonderman, 2011).  

Therefore, this project examines the social media commentary on women’s bodies, 

and highlights images and comments on social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook 

and 9gag. The concept of this project is to mirror the overwhelming sensation of insecurity 

and self-doubt that derives from browsing through social media and being bombarded with 

commentary on women’s bodies that result in the criticism of one’s own body.   

 

Context and literature review 

 

Since the late 2000s, social media has become a popular method of communicating and 

interacting with people on the internet. Recently, social media has become integrated into 

society, with as many as 1,870 million users on Facebook and 600 million users on Instagram 

(Chaffey, 2017). The nature of social media is constantly evolving and can be described as “a 

collection of online systems that allow for the production, storage and distribution of user-

generated content” (Chen, 2013; 71). Nowadays, social media carries more weight in 

advocating your professional and social life than simply sharing photos among friends. 

Actively using various platforms such as Instagram, Twitter and YouTube have become a 

                                                      
1 Troll: in Internet slang, a troll is a person who sows discord on the Internet by starting 
quarrels or upsetting people, by posting inflammatory, extraneous, or off-topic messages in 
an online community (Wikipedia) 
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livelihood for many people who have grown large followings2 and who use their profiles to 

advertise products and services. Indeed, “with so much money to be made from social media, 

and many of the methods to grow your following mapped out in widely-available books and 

online guides, nurturing your social media presence has a professional incentive that often 

fosters a professional approach” (Eror, 2017; 1).  

The manner in which users interact with social media has also changed since the 

beginning of social media. While sites like Facebook and Instagram were predominately used 

to keep in touch with people you knew, these platforms are commonly used today to gain 

access into the lives of strangers, often, celebrities. Social media sites have “evolved from 

being purely hedonic platforms for private use” and users often desire large followings on 

social media as a marker of popularity or to promote their brand or business (Krasnova et al., 

2017). 

Social media has various degrees of privacy and public visibility. Some social media 

sites are considered more private because the users can choose who sees their profiles or 

published posts, while other sites remain in the public for anyone with the access to see. It is 

common practice for these sites to allow for users to alter their privacy settings so that it 

remains the user choice whether they wish to have a public or private profile. Instagram and 

9gag, for example, exist predominately in the public, as most users do not choose to make 

their profiles private. Instagram accounts are automatically set to be visible to anyone 

whether they have and Instagram account themselves or not. Strangers are more accepted on 

Instagram since one of the anticipated outcomes are for users to generate large followings 

that bypass their friends and family (Miller et al, 2016; 8). Celebrities such as Selena Gomez, 

Taylor Swift and Cristiano Ronaldo have the most followers on Instagram, with Gomez in 

lead with 130 million followers (Instagram, 2017).  

With the heavy emphasis that Instagram has on photography, it has become 

customary for social media users to see images of celebrities and other social media 

influencers3.  

                                                      
2 Definition: In social media, a follow represents a user who chooses to see all of another 
user's posts in their content feed. (Big Commerce) 
3 Definition: A Social Media Influencer is a user on social media who has established 
credibility in a specific industry. A social media influencer has access to a large audience and 
can persuade others by virtue of their authenticity and reach. (Pixlee) 
 



 4 

In the last decade since the popularization of social media, “an increasing number of 

scholars have speculated on and researched the pros and cons of online social media”, and 

“whether using social networking sites (SNS) and social networking technologies (SNT) has 

positive or negative outcome”, wrote Harris Hyun-soo Kim (2016). Studies have shown that 

the use of social media can have an effect on mental health and the development of 

personality (O’Keefee, G. S. et al., 2011). In particular, a study was conducted by Flinders 

University in 2016 that shows evidence linking social media use to body image concerns, 

dieting, body surveillance, a drive for thinness and self-objectification in adolescents 

(Holland, 2016). 

Kim (2016) further noted that prior research has linked social media activity to mental 

health issues, low self-esteem, anxiety, depression and loneliness. While mass media had 

been the subject of many studies relating to mental health and self-esteem (for example, 

Thompson J.K. et al)4, the effects of social media on self-esteem, wellness and body image 

was still largely uninspected by 2010. By this time, “scores of experiments have 

demonstrated that exposure to thin-ideal media images increases women’s dissatisfaction 

with their bodies” (Perloff, 2014). Social Comparison theory had also argued that people 

“often rely on how they stand relative to other people” and would view themselves as inferior 

or superior than others when comparing their social standing or physical attributions (Suls et 

al., 2012). Authors that researched the effects of social media on body image often refer to 

Social Comparison theory to justify the impact that social media can have on body 

dissatisfaction, although research about the “appearance-related comparisons users make on 

Instagram” has not been conducted in the way it has been with Facebook (Hendrickse, 2017).  

 While there are studies related to social media’s effects on one’s wellbeing 

and body image (Best, 2014), there is very little academic research specifically concerned 

with comment sections on social media and how they can contribute to social comparison and 

body dissatisfaction. 

The majority of social media platforms such as Instagram, provide the option of 

leaving a comment on material that is posted and shared to the public. Certain platforms will 

provide the ability for images to be private or to remove the comment section, but for those 

images that are in the public domain, anyone can leave a comment or read the existing 

comments. It has been argued that the problem “presented by the public sphere is its tendency 

                                                      
4 Thompson et al., 1999. “Exacting beauty: Theory, assessment, and treatment of body image 
Disturbance”. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
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to be used without due regard to the scope of limitations of the concept” (Chen, 2013: 70). 

Comment sections are available for all site users to contribute to and is available for anyone 

to read through whether they have an account or not. However, there are no limitations to 

what can be said on these forums. Comment sections may have an option to report certain 

remarks that are against the site’s policy, but there are no monitors that dictate what can be 

said before it is released into the public on most platforms.  The type of “fluid discussion 

reduces the ability of technology and service providers to control the nature of public 

discourse” (Chen, 2013). It may also take hours or days for comments to be removed if they 

get removed at all. Platforms with “resources devoted to comment moderation may not seem 

as overrun with vulgarity, but the act of sorting through obscenity can take a heavy toll on 

moderators, especially when image sharing is enabled” (Lemieux, 2016).  

While all platforms have comments sections incorporated into them, social media 

platforms such as Instagram or 9gag only consist of images with comment sections which 

allow for comments on images to be the only form of communication and they are 

predominately in the public domain. This places a higher emphasis on the comment sections 

and drives users towards them more since there exists few other options of directly speaking 

to other users, bar the possibility of a direct messenger feature. Users may take to the 

comment sections to gather more information on an image, compare or contrast their own 

thoughts of the image with others, or may simply scroll through them for entertainment.  

While comment sections are part of the territory of social media, they become an 

issue when people can hide behind anonymity and have the safety of being able to say things 

that would be more abrasive and unacceptable in person. While many people do use their real 

names and photos on themselves on social media, it is also possible for people to create false 

identities or to obscure their identity. Instagram has a mixed number of authentic names and 

pseudonyms, while 9gag most often shows users choosing pseudonyms and using profile 

photos of films, television series, etc. Moreover, when “people are allowed to post without 

disclosing their identity (as in many forums and websites), their comments debase noticeably 

(Aleksandra, 2016).  

In a New York Times article, the author asserted that “comment sections seem to be 

little more than a microphone for the Internet’s most despicable, cowardly and hateful 

personalities” (Lemieux, 2016). The author wrote “it is in comment sections that trolls get a 

static space with a built-in audience, at which they can hurl the kind of shocking vitriol and 

bigotry most wouldn't dare express offline”. 
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While it is common knowledge that you fill find comments that are negative or 

‘trollish’ on most sites, “if you want almost guaranteed hate, be a woman”, said the writer of 

The Guardian in regard to comment sections (The Guardian, 2014). Women’s bodies in 

particular seem to attract comments about their appearances, and these comments often focus 

on appraising or criticising women’s physical features. Such comments revolve around body-

shaming, comparisons with other women and appraisals of their bodies in such a way that 

recipients and viewers are affected by them, as I observed through preliminary research. 

Certain celebrity women such as Demi Lovato, Bella Thorne, Julia Roberts, Amy Poehler, 

etc. have spoken about comments on social media and how, as a consequence, many of them 

avoid social media (Todd, 2016).  

Crystal Karges says that “trends of publicly shaming celebrities’ bodies has become 

the cultural norm”, and that “[w]ith celebrities often being in the spotlight for events, 

entertainment, etc. our society has learned to hyperfocus on perceived body flaws rather than 

the value these celebrities contribute with their talents and artistic abilities” (Karges, 2017). 

Many women such as Taylor Swift, Kim Kardashian and Kendall Jenner have disabled their 

comment sections at times when there was particular media of scrutiny and attention focussed 

on them (Elizabeth, 2017).  With the help of social media, celebrity body-shaming has 

become unanimous “with people immediately taking their thoughts about others’ bodies to 

Twitter, Facebook, etc.” (Karges, 2017). Psychologist and body image expert Sari Shepphird 

says that: “[w]ithin our culture, it’s a fair game now to comment on a women’s weight, 

regardless of age” (Krages, 2017). Krages further theorised on Sheppird’s claim that this 

public display of comments “has negatively reinforced body negativity” (Karges, 2017). 

After years of personal observation, I noticed that images of women’s bodies on 

social media received mostly (see Appendix A) comments that criticised or appraised the 

women in the photographs. It made me curious as to what flaws commenters may have 

possibly pointed out when I saw an image of a woman’s body. After noticing these comments 

a few years back, I was driven to read the comments out of this curiosity, because it became 

apparent to me that commenters will critique every aspect of a women’s body, regardless of 

what her body looked it.  

Discussions within comment sections depend heavily on the material posted but there 

is noticeably more discussion of women’s bodies when the images posted are of women. 

While some platforms tend to differ from others in terms of how commentators speak about 

women, there is a tendency for commentators to give their approval of criticism of the 
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women’s body in the image. The commentary on women’s bodies found in the comment 

sections of social media sites has gone mostly untouched by social research studies.  

Authors that have written about the nature and impact of comment sections are 

published by news outlets such as The Guardian (Moosa, 2014), and not as part of social 

science research studies. Some authors agree that comment sections can impact your 

emotional state (Lemieux, 2016), but there are no publications that write about how women 

are spoken of and how those words can have an impact on the recipients of the comments as 

well as other users on social media that scroll past them or use them to make their own 

comments. Authors and celebrity women who have spoken about comment sections, usually 

make the suggestion that people should simply stop reading the comments, as singer Kesha 

once stated (Baldwin, 2017) 

In fact, “don’t read the comments” has become a common phrase seen on social 

media, especially when someone voices how the comment sections can impact them. Yet, it 

is not as simple for social media users to merely avoid reading the comments. Not only are 

comment sections on most sites, but they make up a large part of the use of social media. 

Moreover, a Google search for the phrase “don’t read the comments” produces more than 1.5 

million results, including the 2013 article in Scientific American about how the desire to read 

and respond to comments relates to anthropology and that “[c]omments help us understand 

where we fall in the range of perspectives about a particular view” (D’Costa, 2013). The 

acknowledgement that reading comments should be avoided seems to support the notion that 

comment sections can be damaging.  

The exact reason why people continue to read them cannot be narrowed down to one 

or two reasons (D’Costa, 2013). While there have been countless warnings issued for social 

media users to stop reading them, from celebrities such as Kesha (Baldwin, 2017), and a 

Twitter page with the handle ‘@AvoidComments’5 that constantly reminds other not to read 

comments, the comments continue to exist, and avoiding eye contact with them does not stop 

them from being problematic. Thus, the focus of this project is not solely based on looking at 

how comment sections following images of women function, but also how the recipients and 

viewers of these comments are affected by them. In particular, because I observed that 

women’s bodies receive many comments about their appearances that are often degrading or 

sexualised, the project will also focus on the comments around women’s bodies and how 

other women may experience these comments.  

                                                      
5 @AvoidComments on Twitter: https://twitter.com/avoidcomments?lang=en   

https://twitter.com/avoidcomments?lang=en
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 The effects of social media platforms that are mostly visual (i.e. consisting of images 

or video) when studying social media and body image in early adolescent girls, has been 

researched before by Blair Burnette et al. They found that visual networks were more popular 

due to the easy nature of image consumption and the visual stimulation that the participants 

wanted from social media (Burnette, 2017). Since 9gag and Instagram are the two platforms 

that solely consist of images and comment sections, I looked at these sites specifically for this 

project. The visual aspects of these platforms came to play an important role in the 

construction of the project and my decision to create illustrations.  

While the women’s body does play an important part of the function of negative 

comments on social media, the purpose of this project was not to show which bodies are 

praised and which are critiqued, but rather to demonstrate that anyone’s body regardless of 

shape, size, colour, etc. are praised and critiqued within these comment sections.  

Therefor it was important to illustrate a large variety of bodies to further emphasise 

that every woman’s body is up for judgement on social media. I wanted to use the idea of 

illustrations and text to remain appropriate to the subject matter, but also as a way of 

subverting what can be seen on social media. By replicating the images and comments and 

then subverting them, I can create a window into the world by interpreting and displaying 

these images in a certain way in order to represent this concept (Rose, 2016: 2). 

 

 

Project Aims 

 

In 2014, there was an “increase in the prevalence of eating disorders, body image 

dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and unhealthy weight control behaviors” among adolescents 

in South Africa alone (Gitau, 2014). With a concurrent rise of social media, many links have 

been made between body image and social media use. The most recent research studies such 

as “Social Media on Body Image Concerns” (Fardouly, 2016) and “Influences Social media 

has on body image, anxiety and self-esteem in young adults” (Meshioye, 2016) have placed 

emphasis on images on social media that portray bodies. While it has been argued that 

images on social media have a direct impact on body image dissatisfaction (Statistic Brain, 

2017), the impact of commentary on women’s bodies has been neglected. While images of 

women’s body do often represent an ideal beauty standard, specifically when used for 

marketing products or services; it has been my experience that the commentary that women 

face about their appearances is more damaging to self-worth than the image itself. Without 
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social media, these opinions are hardly voiced and made public. Comment sections allows for 

individuals online to provide their opinion on what is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ about a women’s 

body, which can lead to further confusion about what an ideal body is considered to look like 

or reinforce unattainable ideals for individuals. Images seldom ever explicitly state that the 

woman in the image is attractive or not, but the comment sections do. While researching the 

comments on Instagram images, I found that most images of women can have as many as 36 

out of 50 comments that directly appraise or criticize the woman’s body.   

 While some comment sections on social media may simply consists of comments 

such as “beautiful”, “gorgeous”, “perfect” or “goals”, some comments may go as far to say, 

“damn she’s huge”, “you are too skinny”, “disgusting” or “I would rape her” (from Instagram 

and 9gag). Without having done the necessary research at this point that is needed to 

demonstrate how women experience negative comments on social media, it is my hypothesis 

that reading these comments can cause a dissatisfaction with a person’s own body if they 

constantly read how certain aspects of women’s bodies are valued or assessed. While it is 

uncertain whether these comments can create body dissatisfaction or lead to eating disorders, 

it is in the realm of possibility that these comments can harm those with existing body image 

dissatisfaction and concerns of self-esteem.  

While real-life bullying can often be escaped in private places, cyberbullying can 

become inescapable in a society where over 3 billion people use social media (Williams, 

2017). While it may not seem logical for victims of cyberbullying to continue to use social 

media, there are certain societal obligations expected from people, and refraining from being 

online can often impact a person’s social standing. Moreover, while victims may find it easier 

to stop using social media once they have been targeted, other users are still exposed to these 

comments and can unknowingly become impacted by them personally even if they are 

directed at someone else.  

The negative effects of social media can also extend beyond bullying. David Baker, a 

trainee clinical psychologist at Lancaster University, “analyzed 30 studies about the 

relationship between Facebook and mental health” (The Guardian, 2017). It was revealed that 

“people who compared themselves with others online were more likely to feel depressed, as 

were people who ruminated on what they’d seen” and with the nature of social media 

showing the more renowned parts of our lives, comparison becomes a great deal part of 

social media. “If you spend a lot of time thinking about what you’ve seen while you’re 

online, that might be more likely to lead to depression”, said Baker. Social media can thus 

become inescapable and overwhelming.  
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 The aim of this project is to create an overwhelming platform that highlights the more 

harmful comments that cannot be escaped from if one is on social media, that will mirror the 

sensations experienced by someone with body image dissatisfaction and low self-esteem. The 

illustrations and text that have been created or selected for the project, consists of real images 

and comments that have been collected from Instagram and 9gag over the course of a year 

that have subjectively been selected as harmful appraisals or disapprovals. The images, as 

well as the scrolling text and infographics, represent the comment sections of image-based 

social media platforms and the comments that are specifically posted with regards to 

women’s bodies.  

 

Process 

 

I began this project by looking at the images of women that were being posted on Instagram 

and 9gag. Both platforms are popular networks, with Instagram having between 600-800 

million active users per month (Statista, 2017) and 9gag having between 150-200 million 

visits a month (SimilarWeb, 2018) and both contain mostly images and comment sections.  

I began looking at the images that had the most likes and comments in order to 

establish the most popular images and noted the patterns between the images, such as the 

amount of likes and comments that each image received. I used the images that I found 

relevant then to create illustrations that show women’s bodies. I thought it be would the most 

appropriate for me to demonstrate my findings and concepts through illustrations as “early 

adolescents are more likely to engage with photo-based, rather than text-based, platforms 

(Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2015)” (Burnette, 2017: 155).  

The illustrations began as replicas of the images and were then reduced to line 

drawings. The idea behind the project thus became based on anecdotal evidence and 

preliminary quantitative research that was informally collected and used to represent the 

phenomenon. The illustrations began with simple line drawings of the women in white with 

warm, feminine colours. This style was chosen as it simplified and objectified the women’s 

bodies to the point that their names and reputations would become unclear and they would 

simply resemble any women’s body. The choice to do so came from wanting to take away 

any aspect of the women’s personalities or reputations so that the criticism and appraisal 

against them would seem more focused on their bodies than what the public may think of 

them in general. It was also a choice that was taken in order to dehumanize these women and 
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make them appear as objects designed for visual consumption, which is often how these 

women are regarded as on social media.  

Visual images “are made mobile through many different kinds of exchanges,” argued 

Anthropologist Poole (Rose, 2016: 11). Thus, images are given different meanings and can 

have different effects “as they move through different places.” (Rose, 2016: 11) While my 

illustrations are similar to the original photographs and bear the same visual and textual 

messages as the posts on Instagram, the context of the image is being subverted to rather 

show the harm of these social exchanges.  

After creating the line drawings, I started to add in one main comment that I would 

find on the image such as “Rate her”, “Slut” or “Perfect girl” to highlight some of the words 

that were most often used to describe the image in the comment section. Subsequently, I 

started creating several images with more than one word or phrase as I wanted to further 

complicate the image and bring more of the comments into the images. I also wanted to 

create a sensation of the images and feel of the website becoming more intensified. More 

comments were introduced into an image in order to represent the feeling of being 

bombarded by comments and of comments being inescapable. The line drawings of the 

women also became less detailed and more faded into the background as the effect of more 

comments continued.  

The end result of the thread of images was ultimately images that only consisted of 

comments found from various sites and the women’s bodies begun to disappear in relation to 

the onslaught of comments. The context of the comments also intensified and the comments 

towards the end became more critical, more invasive and included some comments that spoke 

of sexual harassment and assault. The purpose behind this was to mirror the idea that 

comments become gradually more harmful and impactful for users on social media as they 

continue to use it and become exposed to more content.  

 Some of the comments that were left on the images being studied, often spoke directly 

to the nature of comments and their effects and those comments became part of the 

illustrations in order to show that there are in fact people who are impacted by them and 

people who are aware of the nature of these comments. It was most suitable to then create a 

website for these images to be displayed on as these images and comments are consumed on 

websites. After some deliberation, it was decided to add comment sections onto these images 

on the website with the text “Add your comment about her body”. The inspiration came from 

wanting to make the website resemble the timeline of Instagram. The website started to 

evolve into a meta social media site that could seem like that of Instagram and 9gag alike 
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since their timelines are similar to one another. On further consideration, I also decided to 

add a star-rating feature under each image in order to supplement the idea of women’s bodies 

being solely under critique on social media. The images were place in a descending order 

from the first, simpler images to the heavy-textual images.  

 I designed the navigation bar of the website to bear resemblance to Instagram’s 

‘stories’ which consist of circular images of users with a gradient circle around the image. 

The navigation bar thus consisted of four icons with illustrated images of women, for the 

‘Home’, ‘Posts’, “About’ and ‘Info’ sections. The illustrations were placed under the ‘Posts’ 

section in order to create an appearance similar to an Instagram profile. The headline was 

then decided to resemble the Instagram headline, but with a different font. The headline, 

which was decided to be ‘Don’t read the comments’ was then placed above the navigational 

icons.  

 The first page of the website mirrored the traditional comment sections online, with 

only text arranged beneath each other. Upon scrolling through comment sections, I got 

inspired to make the text on the ‘Home’ page scroll automatically at a speed slow enough to 

ensure readability, but fast enough for the audience to feel that the comments are ongoing and 

never ending. In order to achieve this, real comments were sampled from Instagram and 9gag 

that ranged from name-calling to more explicit criticism. The comments were selected 

without the username of the commenter to ensure their anonymity. To further replicate the 

Instagram website and the concept of comments, I included the Instagram ‘likes, comments 

and followers’ bar that appears at the bottom of the screen when an Instagram user receives 

any likes, comments, or followers.  

 The “About’ page of the website includes context of the project and a description of 

the project, with a link to this report and a comment section that will allow the audience to 

give their own testimony of how comment sections have affected them. Lastly, the ‘Info’ 

page was decided on in order to showcase the research that fueled the project. From doing 

both quantitative and qualitative research on comment sections, I was able to accumulate data 

that conveyed how many comments on an image of a women, appraised or criticized her 

appearance. Using the quantitative data from this research, graphs were made to inform the 

audiences of this research. The graphs were also illustrated using similar design aesthetics to 

the illustrations and were influenced by data designer Giorgia Lupi’s book, Dear Data 

(2016), that demonstrates Lupi’s year-long, analog data drawing project.  
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Reflection 

 

During the process of this project, it became increasingly apparent to me that this subject 

speaks to more than how women are policed and surveilled in every-day life. The internet 

and social media constructs the nature of these comments rather than the beliefs and 

ideologies of the people behind them. Social media provides a platform that asks for people’s 

opinions. Without the input of people’s comments, there would be very little user-generated 

content on social media. The comment sections do not solely exist for people to give 

feedback but can be used for any reason that the user wishes.  

Facebook comment sections mostly consist of users ‘tagging’ other users in the 

comments in order to direct them to the image or video that has been posted. Instagram 

comment sections are mostly used for users to speak to the publisher of the content, to ask 

them questions or give them appraisal or to tell the publisher what they dislike about the 

image or person. On 9gag the woman in the image is not present most of the time as images 

from other platforms are often reposted by 9gag users, and the subject of the image is seldom 

the publisher of the image. The use of the comment section plays a large role in how women 

are spoken of. For example, without the woman in the image being present on the platform as 

the publisher of the image, the comments are much more critical and explicit such as on 

9gag, which results in the comments on Instagram generally being more positive and 

appraising.  

 I find it relevant that these encounters exist on an online platform because the ability 

to hide your identity, the quick speed of the internet and the transcendence of time and space, 

as well as the depersonalized aspect of talking to someone over the internet, all contribute to 

why and how people speak differently about women in comment sections. It is for these 

reasons that it was most appropriate for my project to be exhibited and published on a 

website. Not only does a website relate more than any other medium to my topic, but the 

topic also directly talks to social media and internet users and thus has to be in a format that 

will be more accessible for social media users.  

A website can be shared to social media profiles and shared through friends and 

followers and be able to reach the market or target audience more sufficiently than another 

medium. The website further becomes beneficial in that it can be made to function and 
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resemble other platforms and thus allows me to create an exaggerated effect of how social 

media impacts people who have body image dissatisfaction.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This project stemmed from a lack of discussion surrounding the impact of commentary on 

women’s bodies on social media. It is undeniable that social media can have effects on body 

image satisfaction and self-esteem, but thus far the research studies have looked more at the 

visual imagery than the comments. While visual imagery makes up a large part of social 

media timelines, they are inherently harmful in themselves. A woman’s body without the 

connotation of beauty standards, is just that, a woman’s body.  

Existing in a digital world that bombards users with opinions from various individuals 

around the world can make it impossible for people to simply see an image and produce their 

own opinion about it. The entitlement for users to give their opinions on every image of a 

woman’s body, creates a paranoia for other users about what those individuals may think of 

their bodies. Since it seems unavoidable for people to judge and evaluate women’s bodies 

online, it can affect the audiences of these comments into believing they would receive the 

same judgment over their own bodies.  

The comment sections become a harmful, but inescapable place for many people who 

wish to be on social media, and simply avoiding them is a lot harder than it sounds. While the 

existence of monitors that allow or disallow comments to be posted would infringe on the 

freedom of speech of many users and the concept of user-generated content, it cannot be said 

that self-censorship cannot be beneficial when it comes to voicing individual opinions on 

social media comment sections. It is with the hope of bringing light to this social issue and 

the effects of comment sections on body image, body dysmorphic disorder and eating 

disorders, that this project was created. 

 For many users, social media is a place to see the daily lives of their friends and 

family or to catch up on news and share humorous image. For many others that suffer from 

body image dissatisfaction and low self-esteem, social media becomes a place that exposes 

you constantly to images and comments that cause you to criticize yourself. The practical 

project thus mirrors the manner in which social media can feel when it is harmful to you or 

your self-esteem.  
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APPENDIX: 

 

A (preliminary quantitative research on the comment sections on Instagram, 9gag and 

Facebook) 

 

*Appraisals* have been categorized as complimentary or approving assessments. On certain 

documents, ‘appraisals’ have been represented by a ‘plus’ (+) symbol or a smiling emoticon 

(). 

*Criticisms* have been categorized as disapproving comments or disapproving judgements 

made through analyzing and inspecting. On certain documents, ‘criticisms’ have been 

represented by a ‘minus’ (-) symbol or a frowning emoticon (). 
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B (selection of sampled images and comments)  
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