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Abstract

This paper acknowledges the significant role of Internet in the development of individuals, understanding 
that much of our daily actions are mediated by virtual elements. From this reality, the objective is set to explore 
the possibility that today’s youth perceive their social media not merely as technological tools, valued for their 
utility and user experience, but as spaces that can be inhabited. To achieve this, a hermeneutical analysis of 
various texts by key authors on Youth, Inhabiting Spaces, and Social Networks was conducted. It can thus be 
argued that inhabiting is an act that involves shaping a space through affection and symbols, as those who inhabit 
the space also shape and define their identity. One of the main characteristics of youth is the trial and exploration 
of identity expressions, which makes inhabiting particularly significant during this stage of life. This idea makes 
the notion of social media as inhabitable spaces especially remarkable, positioning young people as the first 
inhabitants of these virtual environments. The conclusion of this study suggests that it is plausible to consider 
young people as inhabitants of virtual spaces rather than just users, which encourages further research and 
development in this area. Future investigations could explore this concept further, examining how young people 
shape their identities in these virtual spaces.
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Resumen

Este trabajo reconoce la importancia que han tenido los fenómenos de internet en el desarrollo 
de los sujetos, entendiendo que gran parte de las acciones cotidianas se ven mediadas por elementos 
virtuales. Es desde esta realidad que se establece como objetivo explorar la posibilidad de que 
los jóvenes actuales enfrenten a sus redes sociales como espacios que pueden ser habitados y no 
como herramientas tecnológicas, valoradas por la utilidad y la experiencia de usuario. Para esto se 
realizó el análisis hermenéutico de diversos textos de autores referenciales en temas de juventud, 
habitar espacios y redes sociales. De esta manera, se puede indicar que habitar es un acto que 
implica moldear el espacio por medio del afecto y los símbolos, en la medida que los sujetos que 
habitan moldean y dan forma a su identidad. Una de las características principales de la juventud 
es el ensayo de manifestaciones identitarias, por lo que habitar es algo de mucha importancia en 
esta etapa de la vida, volviendo sugerente la idea de que las redes sociales pudieran ser espacios 
habitables, estableciendo a los jóvenes como sus primeros habitantes. La conclusión de este estudio 
muestra que es plausible suponer a los jóvenes como habitantes de los espacios virtuales y no solo 
como usuarios, lo que invita al desarrollo de futuras investigaciones en esta área.
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Introduction

One of the defining features of our time is the growing impact of the 
internet and its platforms on every aspect of life. It is becoming increa-
singly difficult for individuals to stay away from apps such as Facebook, 
Instagram, and TikTok, which means that part of everyday life now takes 
place in the virtual world. This permanent exposure to the internet has 
prompted the academic world to explore the impacts of these techno-
logies on the development of individuals, concluding that young people 
have been most strongly influenced by this phenomenon (Feixa, 2014; 
Morduchowicz, 2018). 

Hence, this article aims to address the following question: how do 
young people today relate to their social networks? A possible answer 
may begin with the hypothesis that young people’s relationship with their 
social networks is radically different from that experienced by previous 
generations. Assuming a relationship mediated exclusively by use hides 
the other aspects of the youth phenomenon, as the relationship seems to 
have depths that have not yet been fully explored. Thus, it can be theo-
rized about the difference in the nature of the experience, thinking of it 
more as a spatial experience, with a virtual nature, and less as an expe-
rience of use, such as communication and information technology (ICT). 

There are new possibilities for reflection by changing the focus and 
conceptualizing social networks not only as technological tools but also 
as virtual spaces. This is how the concept of “inhabiting” appears sugges-



247

Sophia 39: 2025.
© Universidad Politécnica Salesiana del Ecuador

Print ISSN:1390-3861 / Electronic ISSN: 1390-8626, pp. 245-267.

José Rolando Alegría-Morán

tive, understood by authors such as Marc Augé (2008) Martin Heidegger 
(2003), and Michelle  De Certeau (2000) as the action through which 
subjects construct themselves while creating and shaping space through 
symbolic and emotional elements, turning it into a place. The act of in-
habiting is key to understanding how young people use social networks 
to rehearse and consolidate expressions of identity, while appropriating 
these spaces, shaping them and charging them with their own symbols 
and emotions.

The objective of this work is to present a theoretical proposal to 
base scientific research on the experience of inhabiting virtual spaces. Its 
importance lies in the fact that it presents a perspective on the world of 
young people that has long remained hidden. This would allow to take a 
new approach to different aspects of youth, both in terms of formative 
development and in the areas of education, parenting, and the creation 
and implementation of public policies focused on social development or 
access to technology. It is reasonable to assume that redefining the rela-
tionship between youth and social media should have an impact on the 
development of all aspects of youth studies. 

The methodology used to write this article was the hermeneutic 
analysis of academic texts, which consists of carefully reading the texts 
and then establishing the most relevant ideas, reflections, and statements 
that contribute to achieving the research objectives (Quintana & Hermi-
da, 2019). This stage consists mainly of the selection, analysis, interpreta-
tion, and understanding of the texts reviewed. Subsequently, a narrative 
that aims to answer the research question, presenting the results of the 
analysis and understanding of the texts studied. For the selection of texts, 
an exhaustive review of articles from high-impact journals and diverse 
specialized literature was carried out. Then, a discussion was developed 
between the theories presented by the authors in the fields of philosophy, 
sociology, and anthropology, to finally present a conclusion. 

This article is structured in four parts. The first part explores the 
concept of inhabiting; the second part presents the various elements that 
make up the idea of youth; the third part offers various elements for a 
better understanding of the nuances of the idea of virtual space; and the 
final part presents various proposals that refer to the relationship bet-
ween youth and virtual space, focusing on studies that reflect the Chilean 
experience of the phenomenon. The study concludes with points that 
address the issues raised in this introduction, proposing guidelines and 
projections for future research.
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The act of inhabiting

Inhabiting involves a constant process of constructing intimate and 
personal space. As Heidegger (2003) states, “we inhabit not because we 
have built, but because we build and have built insofar as we inhabit, i.e., 
insofar as we are inhabitants” (p. 203). By inhabiting, subjects shape the 
surrounding space, while at the same time shaping themselves, which is 
why subjects need to inhabit spaces. In contrast, space does not need to be 
inhabited; it simply is there, without the need for inhabitants. This pheno-
menon makes the act of inhabiting something particularly human.

The world is constructed by the subjects who inhabit it, shape it, 
name it, and appropriate it, while defending and determining its intima-
cy and, above all, its identity. According to Delgadillo (2022), the rela-
tionship that subjects develop with their surroundings is conditioned by 
everyday experience. An example of this can be found in the experien-
ce of the neighborhood, which sustains the subjects’ sense of belonging 
while being charged with affections and symbols that give it a particular 
identity. Along the same lines, Giglia (2012) establishes that the world 
allows itself to be discovered and named, providing individuals with the 
necessary foundations to create order and meaning in a space that is ta-
king shape, while the relationship between individuals and space beco-
mes deeper.

As will be seen, and considering the observations of Delgadillo 
(2022) and Giglia (2012), the act of inhabiting for young people is parti-
cularly significant, since the consolidation of their identities is generated 
as they appropriate their environments, humanizing and symbolically do-
mesticating them. Through this process, these spaces become intimate pla-
ces charged with emotion. Margulis (2005), in researching the behavior of 
young people in Buenos Aires at night, asserts that by occupying the space 
around them, they imbue it with elements that have a meaning exclusive 
to the world of youth, marking a clear distinction with those who do not 
belong to that youth, exiling them to the margins and expelling the rest 
of society from those spaces that are not their own. In this way, the act of 
inhabiting allows individuals to construct the contexts in which they will 
live (Suazo & Cárdenas, 2021). Individuals define the scenarios in which 
they will defend their present and project their future, these being a reflec-
tion and consolidation of an identity that is constantly evolving.

For Núñez and Benwell (2019), one of the main motivations for 
making a space a lived-in place lies in the consolidation of the emotional 
intimacy of individuals and in those immaterial and intangible processes 
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that make these spaces unique and non-transferable. The construction 
process reflects motivations and intentions inherent to intimacy, evoking 
tastes and interests at the moment of shaping, making each space bear the 
specific stamp of its inhabitant. An example of this can be found in the 
moment when a house goes from being just any space to a lived-in space. 
Those who have had this experience will be able to point out that the spa-
ce becomes their own at the moment of decorating and arranging furni-
ture, and then giving way to the construction of memories and emotions 
that are inseparable from the space. Augé (2008) argues that affections 
and emotions are consolidated when inhabiting a space, which conse-
quently functions as a source and sustenance of identity characteristics, 
as an emotional refuge, etc. Margarit et al. (2022) add that these spaces 
can also function as a context for the development of relationships with 
other subjects, and can therefore promote shared affections.

According to Soto (2016), the act of inhabiting would be to give 
affective meaning to an occupied and appropriated space, where “utili-
tarian variables and functional reasons are suspended to give way to the 
instantaneity of the feeling of pleasure originating in a set of aesthetic 
attributes” (p. 18). Although initial access to spaces will always be con-
ditioned by practicality, the act of inhabiting will render the practicality 
of the space irrelevant, framing the mediation with subjects in a more 
emotional than practical light.

De Certeau (2000) argues that subjects take the construction of 
spaces beyond the walls of their homes, shaping the world and themsel-
ves, traveling along paths, creating memories and emotions. Along the 
same lines, Le Breton (2022), highlighting the act of walking, establis-
hes that the constant journey through the heart of spaces literally sha-
pes paths where there were none before, paths that intertwine with each 
other, allowing subtle grooves to appear in the earth, establishing a parti-
cular and unique identity for the space, while they take shape as subjects, 
constructing themselves at the same time as they construct the paths. For 
De Certeau (2000), estructures emerge during the journey through the 
act of walking. It may be a building that was previously unknown and 
now becomes familiar, eventually becoming a point of reference, adding 
a characteristic that was not its own, modifying it and, in turn, appro-
priating it for the emotional creation of that city. In this exercise, a voice 
develops around the space being inhabited, allowing it to be structured 
through stories that refer to it.
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Symbolic construction of places 

Marc Augé (2008) argues that places are sources of meaning for those 
who inhabit them, considering their identifying, relational, and historical 
characteristics as distinctive features. It can be said that a space becomes 
a place when individuals imbue it with and condition it through various 
symbolic and emotional elements, consolidating the individual’s identifi-
cation with the place. This space, now understood as a place, becomes the 
framework for the flourishing of interpersonal relationships with varying 
degrees of importance, and serves as a foundation for the construction of 
a personal and intimate memory, in which the process of constructing the 
multiple manifestations of identity is conducted. 

For De Certeau (2000), places are “fragmented and folded in his-
tories [...]embedded in the pain or pleasure of the body” (p. 121). This 
definition highlights the intimate and emotional nature of the configu-
ration of a place, as it refers to the personal and collective stories and 
experiences of the subjects who inhabit and shape that space transformed 
into a place. What characterizes places is not their original usefulness, 
but the affective elements that make them up. An example of this can be 
found in the place where one lives, what is known as home will always 
bring together a series of practical elements, such as protection from the 
environment or inclement weather. However, it is the emotional aspect, 
those fragmented and hidden stories, that make it a home, making prac-
ticality secondary and giving way to feelings and symbols. The first thing 
a person refers to when talking about their home is not necessarily the 
fact that it protects them from the weather, but that it is a place that holds 
memories and where they feel good.

It should not be forgotten that a place never ceases to be a space; it 
always refers to being there, as it will always behave as a context. However, 
a space will not always be a place, as there are spaces whose meaning is 
based exclusively on the utility they provide (Augé, 2008). Augé (2008) 
calls these spaces non-places, understanding them as spaces determined 
by their utility. Examples of non-places include a train station, a bus ter-
minal, etc. Although for Giglia (2012), these could become places if inha-
bited by people, i.e., shaped by affections, emotions, and symbols.

According to Giglia (2012), places become inherent and insepa-
rable from individuals, since those who inhabit them will always shape 
them, taking them wherever they go. An example of this is when someone 
moves house, taking with them furniture, appliances, and personal items, 
such as decorative objects or photographs. The subject imbues these ob-
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jects with a series of elements of identity and personality, distributing 
and arranging them according to their will, shaping this new space accor-
ding to their motivations and interests. Inhabiting a place implies taking 
it everywhere, to a new home, to a new office, etc.

This aspect is particularly relevant when talking about young 
people, as their consolidation as autonomous individuals goes hand in 
hand with the establishment, appropriation, and construction of pla-
ces. According to Feixa (2018), this can be observed, for example, in the 
construction of their intimate spaces, such as their bedrooms, where 
individuals express their multiple manifestations of identity. For Mar-
gulis (2005), this is established in the creation of leisure spaces, such as 
neighborhoods dedicated to partying and celebration with an exclusively 
youthful character. Along the same lines, Navarro (2019) observes this 
characteristic in the occupation of commercial spaces, such as shopping 
malls or department stores, which are re-signified and charged with sym-
bolism by the young people who inhabit them, turning them into places 
with a marked youth significance. The construction of places strongly 
manifests the “I am” of the subjects, so for those who are fighting their 
identity, building and defending a place can be decisive.

An idea of youth

As mentioned above, through the act of inhabiting, individuals transform 
and construct spaces into places, charging them with emotions and sym-
bols. This allows the intervened space to become a reflection of the inti-
mate and profound “I am,” making it fundamental to the development of 
personal identities. This idea takes on great relevance when the focus is 
on youth, since it is in the act of inhabiting that all those elements of iden-
tity and belonging are played out, defended, manifested, and established, 
turning young people into subjects who are owners of a future but, above 
all, belong to a present with rights and dignity.

According to Margulis and Urresti (2008), youth is characterized 
as a category that is articulated in terms of age, constituted in a latency of 
responsibilities and associated with social classes that allow the privilege 
of suspending the actions of adulthood. Therefore, it is assumed to be a 
study group belonging to a specific age range, characterized by the idea 
of a “social moratorium,” in which individuals do not yet assume the roles 
and responsibilities of the adult world, which means, and taking into ac-
count what Reguillo (2013) indicates, that their perspective of the “now” 
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is conditioned by what “will be” and not by what “really is.” For Benavides 
(2021), this idea of moratorium implies pausing the productive and social 
responsibilities of individuals, with the intention of taking advantage of 
this time to acquire the tools that will allow them to better face adult life.

Authors such as Piaget (2018) and Reguillo (2013) argue that 
another characteristic of youth is the state of construction and testing of 
identity, since, as will be discussed in more detail below, this stage sees the 
development and consolidation of various manifestations of identity that 
will have consequences on both the present and future of individuals. Ca-
nales et al. (2015) affirm that it is necessary to understand young people 
as possessors of a fragile, recently acquired autonomy that is constantly 
challenged and strained by the rule of an adult and hegemonic world 
(Oliveira, 2025).

It may seem that youth brings with it a number of advantages for 
facing the conditions of adult life, since this moratorium presents an op-
portunity for individuals’ skills to mature and become more effective. 
However, contemporary reality suggests something different. According 
to Feixa (2020), this period in which individuals are not yet considered 
adults by the community places them in a situation of exposure and vul-
nerability. The suspension of responsibilities, coupled with an identity 
that is not yet consolidated and fragile autonomy, makes them invisible in 
a world that can be complex and hostile.

Construction of youth identity 

For Quiroga et al. (2021), youth serves as a stage in the development of 
individuals in which they consolidate and explore various manifestations 
of identity, forming the basis of those elements that will be decisive du-
ring adulthood. This projection into the future is fundamental to unders-
tanding the phenomenon. However, the idea is not fall into the trap of 
reducing young people to a promise of future adults, but rather recognize 
and value their present. For Reguillo (2013), being young involves the 
exercise of various identity practices corresponding to a current reali-
ty loaded with cultural, aesthetic, and emotional characteristics that are 
unique to them.

According to Muñoz et al. (2020), the characteristics of youth are 
consolidated through interaction with other individuals, especially other 
young people. Reguillo (2013) indicates that in this relationship, diverse 
forms of being young are constructed, rather than a single youth, since, in 
the tension and conflict generated in interactions, individuals can take di-
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fferent approaches to facing the reality of being young. This reality means 
that youth identities are constructed in relation to other individuals, a 
relationship that is mainly conditioned by opposition. For some resear-
chers, the most relevant opposition is that generated with the adult world 
(Oliveira, 2025; Serrano, 2022; Krauskopf, 2004; Reguillo, 2013), which 
means that different young people share this common factor, making 
them part of a generational experience (Feixa, 2014).

According to Le Breton (2012), relationships with peers are fun-
damental in the construction of identity, but they also expose individuals 
to the possibility of being judged by the rest of the community. This ex-
perience of being judged by others is heightened in the age of hypercon-
nectivity, where a kind of omnipresent panopticon represented by social 
media prevails (González, 2017). This means that individuals develop 
their identity, taking into account the permanent exposure of informa-
tion offered by the network and the constant judgments of the individuals 
who make up virtual communities, which, according to Han (2019), ge-
nerates an “uncontrolled avalanche of passions that does not constitute 
any public sphere” (p. 119). An opinion or comment on a behavior can 
be addressed or assimilated, and eventually discussed, but when there are 
thousands of them, they become a swarm that is difficult to bear, let alone 
contain. For Han (2018), the multitude of opinions behaves like a noisy 
experience, making it almost impossible to rescue any degree of informa-
tion, thus hindering the establishment of identity practices.

Identity development in the construction of places

By appropriating spaces, occupying them, and shaping them through 
symbols and affections, subjects transform them into inhabited places 
(Augé, 2008; Giglia, 2012). For several authors, the source of this impulse 
lies in the need of young subjects to shape and rehearse various mani-
festations of identity (Morduchowicz, 2018; Feixa, 2018; Reguillo, 2013). 
Youth becomes that moment in the lives of individuals when they expe-
rience all the characteristics that will define them in the future, but with 
an impact and relevance in the present.

According to Soto (2016), spaces reflect these identity-related 
circumstances, transforming them into places of belonging for young 
people and making them exclusive (Bayón & Saraví, 2022). This exclu-
sivity is the starting point for tension with the environment (Bayón & 
Saraví, 2022; Margulis, 2005; Feixa, 2018). Although spaces are initially 
neutral, they are also contested, since, according to Días and De Almeida 
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(2017), individuals establish their power and autonomy in them. When a 
young person appropriates a space, they are occupying a place that was 
previously occupied, which, according to Bayón and Saraví (2022), can 
lead to mutual agreement on the occupation of the space or, conversely, 
to conflict and tension. The second option tends to be the most common 
and the main break with the adult world (Oliveira, 2025; Serrano, 2022).

As for Feixa (2018) and Reguillo (2017), young people need these 
spaces to exercise their various expressions of identity. Identity has no 
value if it cannot be converted into an aesthetic expression or a form of 
mastery; it has no meaning if it is not shared with others, which is why oc-
cupying spaces is not an option but an imperative. For Serrano (2022), in-
dividuals need a place to be, “to find references that lead them to be aware 
of their existence” (p. 10). The place they inhabit and construct offers them 
a starting point from which they can contextualize themselves, bearing in 
mind that the meanings and symbolism were placed there by themselves. 
Hence, young people are constantly looking for spaces, personal or pu-
blic, to live the identity they have been developing. They will be willing 
to fight for this opportunity to inhabit and will spend much of their time 
finding and building a place that allows them to recognize themselves as 
part of something and help them find themselves as subjects with identity 
and belonging (Serrano, 2022).

There are many examples of this, some very general, but particu-
larly interesting are the different experiences of social protest in which 
young people played a leading role. Three well-documented cases of 
meaning-making through an aesthetic that transformed space, turning 
it into places of resistance, but ultimately into places for young people. 
According to Reguillo (2017), this could be observed in the context of 
the mobilizations in New York and Spain during 2011, and in the context 
of the mobilization of occupied squares. Aguilera (2016) makes the same 
observation in Chile during the student mobilizations of 2006, a pheno-
menon popularly known as the “penguin revolution” (in Chile, school 
students are called “penguins” because of their uniforms). In the first two 
cases, public spaces were occupied, while in the third, schools were forci-
bly occupied. In all cases, not only political and social issues were at stake, 
but also the identities of those who participated in these protests. It is 
common to hear comments such as “I was there,” followed by recognition 
of having participated in a milestone event that shaped one’s identity.

In these cases, it is possible to say that the act of occupying and 
belonging becomes almost more important than the original reason for 
the mobilization. Darren Webb (2022) says: 



255

Sophia 39: 2025.
© Universidad Politécnica Salesiana del Ecuador

Print ISSN:1390-3861 / Electronic ISSN: 1390-8626, pp. 245-267.

José Rolando Alegría-Morán

No! They occupied a space, they stayed, and they refused to make de-
mands or account for themselves. Many believed that the transformed 
social relations of a new community, of a different way of doing things, 
would emerge in and through the process of rejection and the pure re-
clamation of a space (p. 298).

The spatial occupation in the Occupy Wall Street phenomenon 
became more relevant than the initial motivation. The subjects identi-
fied with the space as they constructed it as a place, giving meaning to 
the interactions that were generated within it. The determination of that 
space on Wall Street developed a sense of personal identity for those who 
became inhabitants of the place, which caused the original motivation to 
begin to fade. A similar situation is presented by Aguilera (2016) when 
he collects stories from young Chilean students who participated in a 
school takeover during the 2006 protests. The occupation of space be-
comes more important to the subjects than their original motivation. In 
this instance, roles, affections, and symbols are formed according to the 
relationship that the group has in the occupied space. The young people 
even state that the experience makes them reconfigure their relationship 
with their environment, as spaces appear that were not previously cate-
gorized by them, such as the school kitchen or a tunnel that served as a 
refuge during the dictatorship and was used at that time to hide materials 
for the protests (Aguilera, 2016, p. 214). This experience becomes more 
meaningful for young people than their initial motivation, causing the 
mobilization to lose momentum over time. 

This relationship between young people and space will be parti-
cularly relevant at a time when the virtual world is gaining momentum, 
as individuals turn to these virtual spaces in search of opportunities to 
make their expressions of identity and freedom visible, to develop and 
experience them, making these spaces meaningful.

Social media and the normalization of the virtual experience

According to Navarrete et al. (2017), social media is a concept used to 
“describe internet-based platforms for interacting with people who share 
interests, common goals, or similar contexts with users, or who are simply 
known” (p. 256). For Fernández et al. (2014), these platforms allow indi-
viduals to “build a public or semi-public profile within a limited system, 
articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and 
view and exploit their list of connections and those made by other users 
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within the system” (p. 12). In these definitions, and considering Lupano 
and Castro (2019), social networks are characterized as virtual platforms 
that allow interaction between individuals through profiles created with 
the idea of displaying only what they wish to present to the other indivi-
duals with whom they interact. 

Van Dijck (2016) indicates that social networks are characteristic 
of Web 2.0 and, although they are offered as environments where users 
have control over the application, Morduchowicz (2018) and Pariser 
(2018) argue that they respond to particular interests, which means that 
they are not as neutral as they appear. Pariser (2018) asserts that social 
media is a business with owners and shareholders, and is sustained by the 
use and processing of information shared by users. In this way, they can 
create advertising tailored to each individual, thereby generating profits 
and creating efficient and personalized marketing campaigns. For exam-
ple, Meta (2025), in its terms and conditions, explains its business model, 
acknowledging that all information provided by the user will be used to 
deliver everything that may be interesting. Probably the main appeal of 
social media lies in its ability to generate a sense of personalized belon-
ging, as users have the freedom to shape the profiles and spaces offered 
by the platform, and in turn, the application rewards them with data that 
it assumes may be interesting to them, being appealing the experience of 
the immersion achieved through interaction with the virtual world.

Social media and contemporary youth

Tools such as the National Youth Survey conducted by INJUV (2022), the 
Digital X-Ray Report by CRITERIA (2023), and the study conducted by 
Tarullo (2020) on the motivations of young people to be on social media 
have established that most actions carried out by young people on the in-
ternet involve access to a social network, which, according to Morduchowi-
cz (2018), leads them to consider social media as equivalent to the internet. 

Young people see social media as spaces that allow interactions 
without the same community commitments required by relationships in 
the analog world. For Bauman and Leoncini (2018), social media allows 
individuals to present themselves with very few limitations, building pro-
files in which, according to Navarro (2019), they display all the characte-
ristics they consider noteworthy and want others to know about. 

Morduchowicz (2018) considers that social media initially beha-
ve as a private space, without adults, where they can fully exercise their 
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autonomy and freedom, experiencing a power that allows them to shape 
their surroundings without opposition from others. This view is shared 
by Bauman and Leoncini (2018), who believe that young people can ex-
plore different applications and platforms, looking for those that best suit 
their needs, installing and uninstalling them without any commitment. 
They can also experiment with different identities, assuming virtually any 
characteristic as their own. Muñoz et al. (2020) argue that, in interactions 
on social media, young people can try out different standards of intimacy, 
something that is unlikely in interactions in the analog world. They can 
engage in actions protected by anonymity, without having to experience 
the tension of facing others face to face.

Morduchowicz (2018) and Pariser (2018) express the same con-
cern about the experience with virtual space. The virtual world appears 
to be a free and autonomous space, attractive to young people seeking 
opportunities for development where they can break free from the cons-
traints of the adult world. However, the reality is very different, as they 
are confronted with a virtual experience saturated with advertising and 
biased or false information. It cannot be ignored that social networks are 
private entities that thrive on advertising sales; there is no innocence on 
the internet, everything is mediated according to particular interests (Van 
Dijck, 2016; Pariser, 2018; Johnson, 2013). Pariser (2018) and Meta itself 
(2025) claim that these networks operate through algorithms that feed 
on the behavior of individuals on the web, processing information and 
proposing topics, news, and products that may be attractive to the user.

Young people are constantly seeking autonomy. For Bauman and 
Leoncini (2018), this search is transferred to the virtual world to shape 
a world more in line with their ideas and tastes. In this context, Mordu-
chowicz (2018) believes that it is possible for individuals to find all the 
information they need to support their positions, regardless of its ori-
gin and veracity, making their point of view the only valid one, without 
the need to question or defend what they believe in. A social network 
that constantly provides information according to criteria determined by 
algorithms, according to Ponce (2016) and Vallejos et al. (2020), causes 
interactions on social networks to become a political and cultural ghetto, 
leaving aside one of the original objectives of the internet: the mainstrea-
ming of democracy and intellectual discussion.

The permanent and immersive experience of social media means 
that, in the end, there is not an outside, as there is no contradiction in 
the statements made on the internet. On the contrary, according to Han 
(2019), it is in contradiction that we find the construction of the new, 
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and according to Johnson (2013), diversity generates the growth of in-
dividuals. Thus, Morduchowicz (2018) considers that for young people 
who are forming themselves as social subjects, who belong to a com-
munity and who are defining their autonomy and identity, this can be 
extremely complex.

Social networks and young people in Chile

The first thing that appears in a search for research on the relationship 
between young people and social networks in Chile are studies that have 
directly questioned the relationship between youth, the internet, social 
networks, and ICTs, understanding that young people have a more na-
turalized relationship with these technologies than previous generations, 
even experiencing a continuous transition between the analog and the 
virtual. For example, Zarzuri (2014) develops the topic by assuming the 
use of social media as a means of communication, Palenzuela (2018) ap-
proaches the relationship as a technological means of organization, Cabe-
llo et al. (2017) question the practical use of technology, and Llorens et al. 
(2021) study the use of technology in schools. In all these works, social 
media is interpreted from its original conception as ICT, which in prin-
ciple is not a problem, but which does not take into account the way in 
which today’s young people develop their relationship with social media.

A specific example of this appears in the research by Salazar et al. 
(2021), which aims to explore the idea of social media addiction among 
Chilean high school students, taking into account different socioecono-
mic levels. The researchers used an instrument designed in 2014, which 
understands addiction as a situation that occurs during the practical use 
of virtual media. The results of the exercise indicated that young people 
do not show worrying levels of addiction, although connection times are 
high, which is one of the main factors indicating the presence of an addic-
tion. The researchers indicate that they are unclear as to the reason for 
this situation.

Another contradiction can be observed in a study conducted by 
the University of Colima (Cuevas, 2020). This study addressed the cons-
truction of relationships around the use of virtual technologies and re-
vealed contradictions such as young people considering that social media 
kept them away from others, but at the same time stating that they used 
it to interact.

In the application of the instruments in both studies, the questions 
focused on the utilitarian meaning that the subjects gave to their relation-
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ship with social media, leaving aside questions that referred to experien-
ces, emotions, or feelings that could explain their behavior. This also ap-
pears in the research by Martínez et al. (2022), where social media is only 
understood as a means of exchanging information between followers of 
an artist, or in the research led by De los Reyes et al. (2021), where social 
media is understood as a tool through which violence and control can be 
exercised over a partner. In these cases, measurements are taken without 
questioning how the subjects experience the virtual experience.

A second strand of research on youth and social media delves into 
how young people engage in political protest and student mobilizations, 
presenting social media as the main means of organization used by young 
people during the student mobilizations that took place in Chile in 2006, 
2011, and 2015. This line of research includes the work of Cabalin (2014), 
Ponce (2016), Pleyers (2018), and Aguilera (2016). In all of this research, 
social media is recognized as a relevant factor in the rise of student pro-
tests, reaching a consensus that social media is a technology used mainly 
by young people and that it played a primarily organizational and disse-
mination role. In these studies, they are understood as fundamental and 
foundational tools for youth organization, as they allow for interaction 
and information exchange with less mediation than traditional channels, 
in addition to being a medium that, at the time, was used almost exclusi-
vely by students.

In recent years, even before the pandemic, various studies have ap-
peared that recognize that social media can be more than just ICT. For 
example, studies such as those by Gómez and Jiménez (2022) and Armijo 
(2024) understand the virtual as a context that can have consequences 
on the way youth identities are constructed, as it can influence and con-
dition interactions between individuals. Social media is beginning to be 
seen as more than just a technological medium, and spatial categories are 
beginning to be attributed to it, which makes the way it is understood 
more complex. Another example of this is the research carried out by Del 
Prete and Rendon (2020) and Vallejos et al. (2020), where social media is 
understood as a spatial context in which interactions can be constructed, 
leaving behind the traditional idea that social media serves to facilitate 
communication and organization, and beginning to fulfill the role of a 
space in which citizenship can be exercised. The difference with previous 
research is that it understood social networks only as a means of commu-
nication or as a technology that facilitates interaction, disregarding the 
possibility of also influencing the construction of discourses and narrati-
ves of citizen identity.
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The other novel way in which current research has understood so-
cial media focuses on characterizing them as a spatial context in which 
skills and knowledge can be developed. This is the focus of research by 
Valdivia (2021), who argues that Instagram behaves as a space where 
young people are encouraged, through interaction with others, to learn 
how to create content to be displayed in that virtual space. In this case, the 
social network is presented as a context for sharing through the creation 
of audiovisual content. 

This new approach to understanding the virtual world is also 
found in research that questions discrimination. An example is Del Prete 
and Rendon (2022), who present social networks not as tools for sending 
offensive messages, but as a context in which such actions can occur, be-
having in a similar way to public spaces. In this way, social media beco-
mes one of the conditioning factors in the act of violence, as a space that 
lacks the innocence of the instrument. This situation is being measured 
year after year by government and private organizations, which equate 
violence that occurs in virtual contexts with violence that occurs in the 
analog world, placing them on an equal footing in terms of their impor-
tance and impact on the development of society (Criteria, 2023).

It is relevant that these studies consider social media as a space 
and context, leaving aside the traditional idea of information and com-
munication technology. This allows to have a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of social phenomena, with an emphasis on young people, 
as they can be considered the first original inhabitants of virtual spaces. 
Despite this, the idea that social media are tools continues to be present in 
much research, and work is still being carried out on this premise, where 
the research question continues to focus on how technology is used. This 
can be seen in research such as that of Bello and López (2022) and Co-
luccio and Muñoz (2021), where social networks are understood as tools 
that enable the development of leadership, or research such as that of 
Rodríguez et al. (2021) and Ibáñez (2024), which seek to understand the 
activities that subjects engage in when using social media, reducing the 
experience to sharing their own or third-party content.

It is understandable that the first studies to address the relations-
hip between young people and social media understood that they were 
dealing with ICT, since that was the original purpose of social media and 
everything related to the internet. This is not a problem in itself, especially 
in older studies, but it becomes problematic when it is presented as the 
only valid approach to questioning this phenomenon. Today, it must be 
considered how young people experience social media, without reducing 
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the question to the functional and utilitarian, since these new generations 
are developing part of their personal and social experiences in virtual 
spaces. It is possible that different research approaches on this topic can 
coexist in academia, and the way in which Chilean academia has addres-
sed the phenomenon is a good example of this.

Conclusions

Considering the initial question of this study (how do young people relate 
to their social networks today?), it is possible to argue that the relations-
hip between young people and their social networks is characterized by 
the distinction between ICT and virtual space. It is possible to argue that 
the relationship between young people and their social networks is cha-
racterized by the distinction between ICT and virtual space. While ICT is 
a tool with a practical, measurable meaning and whose value is conside-
red in terms of its usefulness, a space is not reduced to its use. Although 
spaces may have a specific function, they can also be inhabited, which 
suspends their purely practical nature.

Inhabiting a space implies that individuals not only relate to it, sha-
ping it, but also construct themselves while transforming that space. This 
distinction is therefore fundamental to understanding the world of young 
people, as it offers a perspective that has remained hidden in recent times. 
By shaping the spaces they occupy, young people also shape their expres-
sions of identity, shaping their virtues, beliefs, and senses. 

Considering the objective of this study, which is to present a theo-
retical proposal on which to base scientific research on the experience of 
inhabiting virtual spaces and its importance for understanding the world 
of young people, we propose a different view from the way academia has 
approached the relationship between young people and the internet and 
its platforms. It can be argued that this relationship is not reduced to a 
mere user experience, but is shaped by emotions and symbols. There-
fore, the next step is to open to the possibility of using other research 
methodologies that allow for empirical verification of the ideas presented 
here. Exploring this relationship as a spatial relationship, opening to the 
possibility of understanding it from the concept of “inhabiting.”

This paradigm shift could have significant consequences in various 
areas of the humanity and in initiatives aimed at young people. Consi-
dering social media as virtual spaces, with all their implications, should 
prompt a reconfiguration of strategies in the field of education and digital 
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literacy. This is in line with the proposals of Gozálvez and Cortijo (2023) 
and Simbaña et al. (2025): to develop training opportunities that take into 
account that the use of a tool is not the same as accompanying young 
people in an experience that, although mediated by ICT, is still loaded 
with emotional and symbolic elements.
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