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Abstract 

Instead of posting random images of their daily lives on Instagram, many users have 

successfully gathered considerable numbers of followers on the platform by only posting 

specific types of images such as fashion, food, beauty, and cars. With the fame, some 

have even received sponsorships from investors who want to promote their products 

through Instagram. From ordinary people in their daily lives to Instafamous in the virtual 

world, these Instafamous’ fame on the platform is believed to influence their self-

perception. This qualitative case study interviews six Asian American male import car 

enthusiasts from the west coast of the U.S., in order to describe Asian American male 

import car enthusiasts’ change of self-perception during their consumption and use of car 

images on Instagram. Findings from this research suggest that the practice of constructing 

an online image is highly performative since it requires techniques of self-presentation 

and self-commodification. Psychological factors such as self-confirmation, the feelings of 

empowerment and being a microcelebrity that emerges from the process of self-

presentation and self-commodification on Instagram are found to contribute to the 

participants’ change of self-perception. In addition to social media studies, this study also 

sheds light on two other understudied topics in the U.S. society, which includes American 

import car culture and Asian American youth culture. 

Keywords: Instagram, self-perception, microcelebrity, Asian American, import 

car scene 
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Introduction 

Around a year ago I did a qualitative phenomenology about Instagram in my 

advanced qualitative research class. In this research, I interviewed a group of three import 

car enthusiasts from the San Francisco Bay Area, whom I called Instafamous--“a person 

who is famous on Instagram because they have thousands (or more) of followers” (Lao, 

2016), about their experience of promoting their Instagram accounts. All of the 

participants in the study became popular on the platform only by posting images of their 

import cars and car modifications. Unlike most of the quantitative studies about social 

networking sites (SNSs), which either emphasizes the positive or the negative effect of 

the platform on their users, I find that these two seemingly contradictory features co-

exist. While the practice of posting on Instagram provides a sense of self-confirmation to 

the participants, it also provokes negative comparisons with other users sometimes. 

However, the effect of the latter is minor. This finding clearly indicates that whether the 

effect is positive or negative, users’ understanding of themselves changes through the use 

of Instagram. 

Despite that my interest was not the import car scene but the unique phenomenon 

of the platform at the beginning, I was absolutely impressed by the participants’ passion 

about cars and car modifications during the research. It was because of this combined 

with my interest in SNSs, and the fact that Asian American identity development in 

social media is still largely absent in the academic scope that I decided to develop this 

topic into my thesis. In order to further delve into the issue, in this research, I focused on 

this group of Instafamous’ experience about how their fame on Instagram altered their 
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self-perception. In addition, I also noticed the limitation of using qualitative 

phenomenology to analyze the data from my previous study. Such methodology 

according to Creswell (2007) is aimed to describe the essence of the issue based on the 

participants’ shared experience, while not valuing the analysis from the researchers’ point 

of view. Therefore, I decided to switch to a qualitative case study in this research to 

provide a richer description and deeper understanding of the issue. 

The purpose of this case study is to describe Asian American male import car 

enthusiasts’ change of self-perception during their consumption and use of car images on 

Instagram. The ultimate goal of this thesis is to generalize the experience of this group of 

car enthusiasts to other Instagram users who share similar encounters or change of self-

perception along other dimensions and interests. The central research question is, “How 

do Asian American male Instafamous experience the change of self-perception in their 

consumption and use of car images through Instagram?” The beginning assumption I 

made on this research is that one’s fame on social media is likely to alter their self-

perception.  

Findings from this research suggest that the practice of constructing an online 

image is highly performative since it requires techniques of self-presentation and self-

commodification1. Psychological factors such as self-confirmation, the feelings of 

empowerment and being a microcelebrity2 which emerges from the process of self-

presentation and self-commodification on Instagram are found to contribute to the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Self-commodification refers to the technique of “commodifying” one’s social media 
2	  The term “microcelebrity” was introduced by Theresa Senft in 2013 to describe the 
phenomenon that ordinary people gain online status through social media.	  
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participants’ change of self-perception. In addition, although negotiating Asian 

stereotypes was the main purpose of the Asian American import car scene in 1990s, 

people in the scene mainly focus on self-presentation nowadays. Yet, it remains 

influential to Asian American car enthusiasts in the scene since it reinforces people’s 

belief about their social status. 

Although scholars have started turning attention to newer SNSs such as Instagram 

and Snapchat, social changes emerged from these new platforms still remain 

understudied compared to older SNSs such as Facebook and Twitter. Since its launch in 

2010, the mobile photo-sharing application Instagram has become one of the four leading 

social media platforms3 and one of the fastest growing SNSs worldwide. The platform’s 

active user base has reached 700 million as of April 2017, compared to only 90 million in 

January 2013 (Statista Inc., n.d., b). The platform has also beaten the social media giant 

Facebook4 and Twitter, and became the preferred SNS among teenagers in the United 

States (Statista Inc., n.d., a).  It is reported that more than half of the platform’s active 

users are mostly young adults between 18 to 29 years old in the U.S. (Duggan, Ellison & 

Lampe et al., 2015), and 41 percent of them are 24 years old or younger worldwide 

(Statista Inc., n.d., b).  

The above data verifies that the platform’s impact on society, especially to the 

young generation, is not one to be overlooked. Manovich (2016) even uses the term 

Instagramism as an analogy to modern art movements to describe the Instagram 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  The others being Facebook, Twitter and Snapchat (Alhabash & Ma, 2017). 

4	  Facebook purchased Instagram in 2012. 
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phenomenon in his book Instagram and Contemporary Image, in which he analyzes the 

visual aesthetics of the platform. On May 11, 2016, the company’s announcement of the 

change of logo noticeably marked its achievement over time. The old logo that was 

created before Facebook purchased the company, was an iconic brown and cream instant 

camera with a tiny rainbow on its upper left corner, which was inspired by the platform’s 

original logo (see figure 1). However, due to the short life of the real-polaroid-looking 

logo5, people largely identify the square instant camera icon as the platform’s original 

logo (Pachal, 2016). In order to get rid of the simple photographs application image and 

to reflect the “vibrant and diverse” community of its users (Instagram, 2016a), the 

company further simplified the previous logo by turning it into a white outline of a 

camera with a sunset color background. This act also declared Instagram’s shift of 

position from a casual place for people to share filtered photos to “a global community of 

interests” (Instagram, 2016a). 

 

 

            Original                                       Old                                      New 

Figure 1. Instagram logo evolution 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  The logo was abandoned by CEO Kevin Systrom because the logo “had nothing to do 
with Instagram,” according to him.	  
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Due to the platform’s visual nature and high user engagement rate, it has also 

become a powerful marketing tool. As of March 2016, Instagram usage among global 

auto brands was 100 percent, other brand categories such as fashion, beauty, watches and 

jewelry, travel and retail were all shown a rate of over 90 percent usage of the platform 

(Statista Inc., n.d., c). In fact, not only big corporations, other organizations such as news 

agencies and non-profit charities have also shown their presence on Instagram. Yet, what 

I find most fascinating about the Instagram phenomenon is not how big organizations use 

it to approach the young generation, but how people in this generation use it to express 

themselves and create their identities.  

It is important to point out that the Instagram phenomenon is exceptional, and in 

fact, no two social media platforms are completely alike.  Gibbs, Meese, and Arnold et al. 

(2015) claim that each social media platform has their own unique pattern of styles, 

grammars and logics, which are created by the ongoing interactions between platforms 

and their users. The authors termed this phenomenon as platform vernacular. This idea is 

similar to Manovich’s (2016) concept of Instagramism in which he claims Instagramism 

“offers its own vision of the world and its visual language.” Moreover, what sets apart 

old (such as Facebook and Twitter) and new (such as Instagram and Snapchat) SNSs, I 

believe, is that new SNSs worship visual images and mobile phone usage. Different from 

old SNSs, users of new SNSs do not have the option to publish “text only” posts since all 

posts on these platforms are required to include images. This setting, although sounding 

manipulative, actually starts the revolutionary photo culture and aesthetic visual 

communication in the virtual world (Manovich, 2016). It is often said that a picture is 
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worth a thousand words and in this case, complex ideas are better delivered with images 

through social media. Visual images are especially powerful in displaying users’ 

passionate works and worldviews by directly sharing evidence, results, and process with 

their followers in a lively fashion. In addition, new SNSs are largely created for 

smartphone usage in order to promote the idea of connecting to the world anywhere, 

anytime. This feature not only allows users to share every moment of their lives with 

their followers, it also encourages them to interact with their followers uninterruptedly. 

With the above elements, new SNSs have taken the experience of social media usage to a 

whole new level. In Instagram’s case, the platform’s built in features and algorithms 

further favor the power of “weak ties” connection (Granovetter, 1973), which is why the 

general public sees the opportunity to become famous on it.   

In order to retain their user base, different SNSs continually add in new features, 

even though they are obviously recycling ideas that have already been implemented by 

other platforms. For instance, people can now follow other users on Facebook without 

getting permission from them, though access to the content could be limited; Instagram 

and Facebook recently added in the “live stream” and “24-hour disappearing story” 

features that were original from Snapchat. In fact, except for live stream and 24-hour 

disappearing stories, Instagram has also added in a lot of other features since my last 

study. This is particularly impressive compared to most other SNSs. Instagram’s other 

major updates include the following:  

• a platform that now allows 3:4 and 4:3 size images instead of square 
images 

• improved image quality 
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• ability for users to post multiple images and videos (up to 10) in one single 
post 

• an increased video length from 30 seconds to one minute  

• a new addition to the direct message feature that allows users to share 
other people’s posts to friends without having to leave a comment on the 
original posts 

• a shoppable feature that displays an icon prompting users to purchase the 
marketed product which favors business (however not all businesses have 
access yet) 

These features create a visually stunning universe that immerses Instagram users into a 

consistent, stable connection to what they find attractive and interesting in the world. The	  

reality of the SNS saturates and confirms the user’s worldview or standpoint and 

becomes a companion of comfort, aspiration, and potential fame. 

However, Instagram certainly does not want to stop here. On March 15, 2016, the 

platform announced their most controversial update – the change in algorithm. The 

platform claims that people generally miss on average 70 percent of their feeds on 

Instagram, and the reason why they made the change was because they wanted to use the 

algorithm to show their users the feeds they truly care about before they see any other 

feeds (Instagram, 2016b). Tens of thousands of users questioned this act and expressed 

their dismay two weeks after the announcement, since they did not trust Instagram’s 

ability of showing the feeds that they “care about the most” (Hunt, 2016). Although 

Instagram declared that this change would be taken into effect a few months after the 

announcement, I only noticed the change on my feed about a year later. Instead of 

chronological ordering, users’ feeds are now organized by Instagram’s unique formula.  
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From my own experience, people’s concerns did not come from nowhere. Before 

the update, since the feed was organized by posts’ published time, I could potentially 

finish reading all of the new posts if I preferred to. What happens now is that, I can only 

see certain people’s feeds in a non-chronological order, and even if I keep swiping down 

my feed, I can never find some people’s updates. Of course there are ways to combat the 

algorithm. In order to let these people show up on your screen again, the most effective 

ways are enabling the “Turn On Post Notifications” feature on these accounts or 

increasing your interaction with them (e.g. like and comment on their accounts). Yet, if 

you did not notice someone has stopped showing up on your feed in the first place, s/he is 

likely to completely disappear on your Instagram.  

Though this change does not seem to be the general public’s favorite, marketers 

and social influencers can easily benefit from it. A blog post from Buffer6 (Lua, 2017) 

summarizes seven key factors that Instagram uses when deciding what to show on the 

users’ feeds, which includes engagement, relevancy, relationships, timeliness, profile 

searches, direct shares and time spent7. The author explains that the new algorithm 

encourages brands and individuals to only post the best content they have in order to 

surface their posts on more of their followers’ feeds. Which is to say, if one can generate 

engaging, relevant and timely content, s/he can potentially benefit from the algorithm.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Buffer is a software application designed for users to schedule posts on different social 
media platforms.	  

7 Explanation of the online marketing term by Buffer (Lua, 2017): engagement – how 
popular the post is, relevancy – the genres of content users have interacted with, 
relationships – the accounts users regularly interact with, timeliness – how recent the 
posts are, profile searches – the accounts you check out often, direct shares – whose posts 
users are sharing, time spent – the duration spent viewing a post 
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It was the unique features of Instagram and users’ passion about their hobbies or 

things they liked that generated the unique Instagram phenomenon I have observed. 

Instead of posting random images of their daily lives, many users have successfully 

gathered considerable numbers of followers on Instagram by posting specific types of 

images such as fashion, food, beauty and cars. With the fame, some have even received 

sponsorships from investors who want to promote their products via the platform. In 

reality, it is much easier for users to attract followers on the platform if there is a theme 

on their Instagram accounts. Moreover, it is usually not the type of images but their style, 

uniqueness, and sometimes image quality that matter the most. Manovich (2016) 

summarizes such phenomenon as one of the two strong rules one has to follow in order to 

attract followers on Instagram. According to him, the first rule is to develop “a particular 

style and always use it for all the photos in your feed” which is the theme that I 

mentioned earlier. The second rule is to “establish and follow a particular temporal 

pattern for your feed” which refers to the special editing style one should design for their 

pictures so as to keep the account’s layout consistent. Yet, by accounts with themes I do 

not mean these accounts only post one type of pictures. For example, participants from 

this research mainly post car images on their Instagram accounts, but they will also post 

other images occasionally (e.g. pictures of their daily lives), although such images 

usually get a lot less “likes” than car images.  

Finally, since participants of this research are all Asian American male car 

enthusiasts, I have also included other sources when designing the research including 

American car culture, Asian American import car culture, and Asian American youth 
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culture. To my best knowledge, there are no existing research studies that examine the 

relationship between Asian American import car culture and social media platforms. 

Therefore, aside from social media studies, this research also contributes to two other 

understudied topics in the U.S. society--American import car culture and Asian American 

youth culture.  
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Background of The Case 
	  
Evolution of American Car Culture  
	  

Definition of American car culture has long been attached to notions such as 

freedom, autonomy, status and masculinity. These values are largely related to the 

country’s social and economic development in the 20th century such as suburbanization 

and consumer culture that were imposed by advertisers (Featherstone, 2004; Gartman, 

2004). At that time, because of the extensive intertwinement between vehicles and the 

human life, cars are often perceived as something more than just vehicles. In their 

research about the relationship between cities and cars, Sheller and Urry (2000) contend 

that the car is “immensely flexible and wholly coercive.” They explain that it is flexible 

because it is a source of freedom. A car enables the owner to travel at speed, to anywhere, 

at anytime. In a sense, it strengthens the bond between people by bringing them together 

in a place – the car, and provides them a chance to communicate with each other, which 

is something that public transportation cannot fulfill. Yet, it is coercive since the 

flexibility is necessitated by the vehicle. Thus, those who are underage, physically limited 

from driving or cannot afford cars are doomed to be trapped in the system. The authors 

also use six interlocking components to define the term “automobility.” They argue that 

these components generate automobility’s  “specific character of domination” across 

most societies globally, they are: 

• the quintessential manufactured object produced by the leading industrial 
sectors and the iconic firms within twentieth century capitalism (Ford, 
GM, Rolls-Royce, Mercedes, Toyota, VW and so on); the industry from 
which Fordism and Post-Fordism have emerged  
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• the major item of individual consumption after housing which provides 
status to its owner/user through its sign-values (such as speed, home, 
safety, sexual desire, career success, freedom, family, masculinity, genetic 
breeding) 

• an extraordinarily powerful machinic complex constituted through its 
technical and social interlinkages with other industries, car parts and 
accessories; petrol refining and distribution; road-building and 
maintenance; hotels, roadside service areas and motels; car sales and 
repair workshops; suburban house building; retailing and leisure 
complexes; advertising and marketing; urban design and planning  

 
• the predominant global form of ‘quasi-private’ mobility that subordinates 

other ‘public’ mobilities of walking, cycling, travelling by rail and so on; 
and it reorganizes how people negotiate the opportunities for, and 
constraints upon, work, family life, leisure and pleasure  

 
• the dominant culture that sustains major discourses of what constitutes the 

good life, what is necessary for an appropriate citizenship of mobility and 
which provides potent literary and artistic images and symbols 

 
• the single most important cause of environmental resource-use resulting 

from the range and scale of material, space and power used in the 
manufacture of cars, roads and car-only environments, and in coping with 
the material, air quality, medical, social, ozone, visual, aural, spatial and 
temporal pollution of a more or less global automobility 

Although most of the explanation remains effective in U.S. society nowadays, 

some are no longer valid. For example, sign-values such as career success and sexual 

desire can only apply to luxury cars. Indeed, cars have become so invasive and accessible 

that it is no longer an individual item that one has to pursue after housing. All of the 

participants in this research reveal that they owned their first cars either in high school or 

college though the cars were not brand new. Besides, automobility is no longer the 

dominant culture of today’s society. Standards of good life do not necessarily involve car 

ownership. Considering the emergence of social media applications that are designed for 

the sharing economy such as Uber and Lyft, car ownership is no longer a must in order to 
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access freedom. Some people from the new generations even completely gave up the idea 

of owning a car. It seems to me that the dominant culture of the U.S. society has 

switched, perhaps to social media, which replaced the position of car culture and became 

the “easily anthropomorphized” subject in today’s society. Interestingly, I see many 

similarities between the way scholars understood car culture in the 20th century and the 

way they look at social media nowadays.  

Daniel Miller was among the first to connect the idea of car and humanity 

together.  In an article he wrote for the book Car Culture (2001), he proposes,  

The car’s humanity lies not just in what people are able to achieve through 
it, nor yet in its role as a tool of destruction, but in the degree to which it 
has become an integral part of the cultural environment within which we 
see ourselves as human. (p.2) 
 
 What the author suggests is that the influence brought by vehicles to human life 

is so significant that the meaning of human life will not be completed without putting 

vehicles into account, and it is through this machine that we can truly understand 

ourselves. The author also sees automobility as a means to resist alienation rather than a 

sign of alienation. Urry’s (2006) study agrees with this view, he contends that 

contemporary cities are largely defined by automobility as much as other technologies. 

The author sees car drivers as a hybrid assemblage that consists of autonomous humans 

as well as machines, roads, buildings, signs and entire cultures of mobility. Such notion is 

similar to Kien’s (2013) concept of human/machine hybrids in the digital era. Regarding 

the pervasion of electronic products in our lives, which unceasingly connects us to the 

Internet 24/7, he indicates that the cyberspace is already part of our daily lives. 
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Featherstone’s (2004) description of the term automobility also stresses the humanity 

aspect, he explains, 

The autonomy was not just through the motor, but the capacity for 
independent motorized self-steering movement freed from the confines of 
a rail track. The promise here is for self-steering autonomy and capacity to 
search out the open road or off-road, encapsulated in vehicles which afford 
not only speed and mobility, but act as comforting protected and enclosed 
private spaces, increasingly a platform for communications media, that 
can be enjoyed alone or in the company of significant others. (p.1-2) 

 
For the author, cars bear the ability to truly free car drivers from the preset rail 

tracks to explore wherever that is reachable by cars. In this sense, life seems to become 

an adventure rather than a set of routines. The experience of driving also offers car 

drivers some “me time” or moments of quality with people they care about by providing 

a private space in a busy city besides of their home. Unfortunately, this view is only half 

true in the digital age. While vehicles still work pretty well on providing private time to 

car owners, it is less of a platform for communications media since we are all so obsessed 

with our smartphones nowadays. Very often, when I am in a car with friends or family 

members, we are not communicating with each other but playing with our cellphones 

instead. 

 Regarding the evolution of car culture, Gartman (2004) provides a clear outline 

by identifying three ages of the automobile in the 20th century. According to him the first 

age started from 1900 to 1925. Cars in this age are craft-built, luxury and expensive, 

which are parallel to art. Thus, they are recognized as status symbol for the upper class. 

While cars also contain meaning of freedom and leisure in this age, it is the kind of 

freedom and leisure that is exclusive to the rich. The second age or the era of mass 
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consumption started from 1925 to 1960, in this age, although cars have become more 

common, the emergence of mass-produced American cars clearly sets themselves apart 

from the grand luxury. However, freedom and leisure are no longer exclusive to the upper 

class. The third stage spans from 1960 to present, according to the author, the car is 

understood “as a part of a fragmented series of subcultures in which customizing, flexible 

specialization and production differentiation dominate to the extent that a whole range of 

new types of vehicles emerge.” What is more special about this age is that, each type of 

cars targets a specific niche market instead of a broad income group, which is based on 

“non-class characteristics” such as age, gender and family status. Judging from what I 

have observed from the car scene nowadays, it looks like we are still experiencing the 

third stage of automobile.  

Yet, witnessing the significant decline of car ownership and share of licensed 

among the young generation in the recent decade, the emergence of the sharing economy 

as well as the technology of self-driving cars, the popular press has started questioning 

the meaning of cars in this age. An article from New York magazine states that among 

people in their 20s, only one third believe the notion that the car represents freedom, and 

only six percent believe that the car is a reflection of who they are (Moor, 2016). Dr. 

Mimi Sheller, a sociology professor from Drexel University tells New York Times that, 

“the millennial do not value cars and car ownership, they value technology” (Rosenthal, 

2013). Fisher (2015) calls car culture “an old guy’s game,” while Samuelson (2016) 

considers car owners as “prisoners of the past” in their articles on Washington Post 

respectively. Here, the car is seen as a mere vehicle. In reality, most of the literature 
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about the American car culture was written in 2000s or before, which implies the position 

of car in the current age is no longer as important as they were in the last century.  

The Import Car Scene in the 1990s 

Different from the American car culture, history of the Asian American import 

car culture is much shorter. The Asian American import car culture is a youth subculture 

that was developed by a group of Asian American car enthusiasts from Southern 

California in the late 1980s through 1990s8. Though this group of people rarely made 

themselves to the popular press and scholarly writings, being the “highest-income, best-

educated and fastest-grow” racial group in the U.S. (Pew Research Center, 2012), Asian 

American is unquestionably a meaningful social category for analysis.  

The term import according to Kwon (2004), obtains its meaning from the 

categories of cars that participants fix up traditionally Japanese subcompact cars such as 

Honda Civics and CRXs, Mitsubishi Eclipses, and Acura Integras. Car modifications on 

the other hand, means a manufacturer’s stock model is modified with “aftermarket 

products”--car parts that do not come from the original factory such as body kits, special 

rims, and engine modifications to increase the speed of the car. Among the few books 

about Asian American, the book Asian American Youth that was published in 2004, I 

believe, is one of the best-documented ones written for this group of people. It is because 

the book brings up the awareness of the nearly neglected Asian American Youth culture. 

The book includes topics associated with the diverse cultural practices of Asian American 

youth as well as the development of a unique Asian American youth culture. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  People who started the scene are called the “originals” or the “OGs.”	  
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Additionally, it deals with Asian American ethnicity and identity issues. In the chapter 

that was written on the topic of import car racing in Southern California, Namkung 

(2004) insists that the practice is “made in America and is unquestionably Asian 

American” (p.174). According to her, the import scene9 started because of the cultural 

exclusion dominated by white male who drove American-made muscle cars. At that time, 

import cars were considered as “rice-rockets” as contract to the former, and were thus 

excluded from mainstream car races. The import racing, then, was a proactive response to 

this cultural exclusion.  

To Asian American car racers in the 90s, the car is a “symbol of masculinity, 

individuality, ethnic pride, and an instrument for empowerment” (Namkung, 2004). The 

import scene, though has no obvious political agenda, is believed to be parallel with the 

African American hip-hop culture to some extent. Yet, the import scene is also accused 

by scholars of reinforcing the pan–Asian ethnic identity (I will discuss this in more 

details later), which ignores the nuance between different styles of Asian Americans 

(Kwon, 2004). However, Namkung (2004) argues that the import scene actually 

transcends ethnicity, race, and gender, since anyone who fits into the culture, or just 

being “cool” is welcome to participate in the community. The author explains that one of 

the most distinctive feature of import racing that sets it apart from cruising of the 1950s, 

hot rodding of the 1960s, Chicano low riding and Anglo muscle car traditions, is that 

import racing it is much more than racing. In fact, modified import cars are not only 

reserved for racing but they are also used in the car owners’ everyday life. Therefore, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  The “import scene” and the “import car scene” carry the same meaning, I will use them 
interchangeably in this research.	  
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style and visual appeal that involve customization or modification are also immensely 

important. The author finds that while most youth modify their cars to look a certain way, 

only half of them may actually bring their cars to professional tracks. 

Kwon’s (2004) finding about the Asian American import car scene is similar to 

Namkung’s. She contends that, as an oppositional subculture, the import scene allows 

this group of people to actively negotiate and to produce alternative Asian American 

identities (“cool” and “tough”) that contest the model minority stereotypes that is 

imposed by the dominant (hard-working, nerdy and feminine). Besides, both of Kwon 

and Namkung assert that the import scene is not only about cars but also a lifestyle.  Such 

lifestyle comes from the practice that import racers drive their cars day-to-day, hang out 

with each other at places that are common to other urban and suburban youth (such as 

café, fast food restaurants and their parking lots), speak the same slang, listen to the same 

music (hip-pop at that time), and even share similar dressing and hair styles. However, 

the combination of above often urges outsiders to associate it with negative ideas such as 

rebellion and criminal that totally twisted the core values of the community. In order to 

argue this misconception, in their study regarding the Australian youth custom-car 

culture, Warren and Gibson (2011) contend that custom-car design is a form of creative 

activity. The authors elaborate that it is because custom-car designers usually possess 

unique skills, motivations, techniques and visions on car modifications. Such creativity 

can be seen from the process when custom-car designers build their cars. They 

distinguish that show cars are done by professional automotive shops, while hobby 

custom cars are completed by amateur owners through personal social networks that 
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involves lots of planning and studying. Participants in this research are all hobby custom 

car owners.   

Kwon (2004) especially points out the influence the import scene has on the 

domestic market. From “import scene” to “sport compact scene” (though it is still more 

commonly known as import scene), and the drop off of the term “import” in different car 

events by marketers, she stresses that the import scene has evolved from a “small Asian 

American subculture” to a “mainstream corporate market.” Such thought mirrors the 

central theme of Gary Okihiro’s (2014) book Margins and Mainstreams, in which the 

author contends that the core values and ideas of the U.S. nation derive not from the 

mainstream but from the margins. He summarizes, 

The result of the Asian American struggle for nonracialism in the 
workplace, equality in education, linguistic and cultural rights, 
decolonization, and women’s liberation are significant contribution toward 
securing the fundamental freedom of all Americans. (p.175) 
 

Although the book was primarily written for Asian American, the author constantly 

compares and discusses it with other marginalized groups so as to demonstrate that the 

theory is also applicable to any other oppressed groups. In fact, not only the import car 

scene, but also the entire Asian American youth culture or even Asian American culture 

in general are still understudied in the academic scope.  

 Predictably, the absence of Asian American in the academic scope is 

fundamentally caused by racial exclusion over time. In her book Unraveling the “Model 

Minority” Stereotype, Lee (1996) attempts to highlight the “insidious ways” in which the 

model minority stereotype influences Asian American students. She concludes three main 

reasons why Asian Americans are excluded from the mainstream discourse on race. 
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Firstly, the population of Asian American is relatively small compared to other minority 

groups in the U.S. society; secondly, Asian Americans are perceived to be “unassailable 

foreigners” as contrast to American minorities since they are often seen as immigrants; 

last, they are seen as model minorities--a “good race” that do not have any problems as 

opposed to the racist casting of African American as negative representation.  

Okihiro (2014) and Kibria (2000), then, point out the dilemma of being Asian 

American is that it is a race being caught in the middle of the racial hierarchy. Either 

being associated with black or white, they are rarely seen as a unique racial group in the 

American history. Okihiro (2014) further criticizes the way Asian Americans were 

repeatedly rebuffed and excluded by the American community in different time periods 

even within the promise of American democracy and ideals of quality and human dignity. 

It was not until the large scale Asian American Movement that happened in the 1960s 

through the 1970s that they finally started obtaining attention from other social groups. 

Lee and Zhou (2004), on the other hand, focus on issues of Asian American youth and 

contend that the reason why this group of people was neglected in the American youth 

culture is that they do not fit into any of the popular images typically related to youth 

cultures or subcultures such as hip-hop artists, rappers, hippies, and low riders, yet with 

the exception of gang members. As a result, they are considered as deviant from 

“normal” teenage Americans that does not worth to be mentioned. However, the authors 

argue that the “in-between and dual status” of Asian Americans may provide greater 

flexibility in their identity choices.  
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The above issues have led to other conditions that further affect the image of 

Asian American over time. And the most prominent one, in my opinion, is the pan-Asian 

ethnic identity. According to Kibria (2000), the pan-Asian community that was created 

during Asian American Movement in the 1960s only has limited meaning for Asian-

origin persons in the U.S. Therefore, when it comes to racial identity, lots of them tend to 

associate with their Asian origins instead of recognizing themselves as Asian American. 

The problem of this identity is that it ignores the cultural differences between different 

Asian countries, which creates the problem of “Asian sameness,” and eventually 

generates a “generic Asian identity” that none of the members of the community can 

relate. What is worse is that, this identity could easily be affected by one single deviant 

act of a community member. As a result, people often choose to distance themselves from 

the “problem group,” in order to get rid of the stereotypes (Kibria, 2000).  

In their study about the relationship between identity and consumption, Hunt, 

Moloney an Evans (2011) see drugs as one of the many commodities Asian American 

youth uses to construct their lifestyle. The authors believe that drug consumption in the 

rave scene is used as a tool among Asian Americans to negotiate their model minority 

image. Though the participants of this research claim that they are not trying to negotiate 

Asian stereotypes, import cars are no doubt one of the commodities this group of people 

uses to create their lifestyle. In order to unpack this case, the following analysis will start 

from the overview of the present import car scene.  
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The Case--The Instagram Import Car Scene 
	  
 According to the participants, the import car scene nowadays is much more 

diverse than it was in the 90s10. Five out of six of the participants agree that although 

there are still a lot of Asians in the import scene, it is no longer Asian dominated. The 

participants report that, in addition to Asian, other races such as Caucasian and Hispanic 

are also very active in the import scene nowadays. African Americans have also shown 

their presence in the scene though the number is relatively small. Only one of the 

participants insists that the import scene is still dominated by Asian. Interestingly, he is 

also the only one who comes from Southern California, where the import scene started. 

Other participants of this research are from the San Francisco Bay Area and Seattle 

(participants’ biographies are included in the methodology section).  The participants 

indicate that the import scene is now most popular on the West and East Coasts as well as 

some cities in the middle of the U.S.--places where Asians gather most. Although there is 

no official data about the geographic distribution of the import scene in the U.S., one can 

have a rough idea about it based on the route of the Wekfest tour.  

In accordance with the Wekfest, this is a showcase exhibition exclusively designed 

for individuals and business in the aftermarket automotive industry. The event first 

started in an underground garage in Japan Town, San Francisco in 2008. Participants of 

the event were all grassroots enthusiasts at that time. The Wekfest aims to celebrate 

refined automotive passion and to provide a platform for youth subcultures to blend with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 To my best knowledge, there is no existing literatures document the Asian American 
import car scene in the recent decade. Hence, the data I use in this study is solely 
provided by the participants based on their personal experience. 
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each other. From its establishment in 2008, the event keeps going bigger. It is also named 

as “the dopest car show in the nation” by Super Street (Wekfest, 2017) which is one of 

the biggest import automotive magazines in the U.S. All vehicles and vendors that 

participate in the event will be carefully screened and reviewed in order to ensure the 

quality of the show11. Wekfest 2017 took places in eight cities, seven states and one 

foreign country including Honolulu in Hawaii, Chicago in Illinois, Long Beach and San 

Jose in California, Seattle in Washington, Edison in New Jersey (combining New York 

and New Jersey), Houston in Texas, West Palm Beach in Florida, and Nagoya in Japan. 

Over 3,300 European, Japanese and Domestic aftermarket builds were shown on the 

yearlong tour. Although the event is not limited to import cars and the marketer did not 

include the term “import” in its name, participants of this research reveal that the event is 

known as the biggest import car-gathering nation wide.  

Indeed, it is not hard to find evidence of the original intention of the event. Key 

words such as “grassroots,” “youth subcultures” and “aftermarket builds,” plus the fact 

the event was started in Japan Town, San Francisco, are all suggesting that the event was 

developed from the one of most popular subcultures in the Bay Area – the import car 

scene. Since the San Francisco Bay Area is where the event started, every year, many 

import car enthusiasts from Southern California will drive their fixed up cars all the way 

to San Jose just to attend Wekfest San Jose, though the show is also held in Long Beach, 

California. Four out of six of the participants showed their well-built cars at the Wekfest 

San Jose last summer and I also attended the car show with them. From what I have 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  Essentially, anyone who owns a modified import car can register to show his/her car on 
import car shows, which suggests this is not a game only for the rich.	  
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observed, a majority of the cars there were imports. Though there were also other well-

built European and domestic cars being displayed at the event, they seemed to be 

overshadowed by the aggressive and diversified looking import cars.  This example 

supports Kwon (2004)’s assertion about the evolution of the import scene from a niche 

Asian American subculture to a mainstream corporate market.  

However, what is most fascinating about this event is that many “Instagram cars” 

were displayed there. Aside from hanging out with friends, the participants reveal that 

another reason why they wanted to attend the event was because they wanted to see the 

“Instagram cars” and their owners in person. It is because car images on Instagram are 

often professionally taken and sometimes heavily edited. They also emphasize that most 

of the well-built cars are on Instagram, and they have been following some of those that 

showed up on the event for a while, and finally met up with each other on the show. For 

the cars that were displayed at the show but they have not seen on Instagram before, the 

participants are confident they can find them through the platform’s hashtag and check-in 

features (usually within minutes). These features are frequently used by Instagram users, 

thanks to the one keyword of the digital culture--sharing. Although most people would 

not have trouble recognizing the practice of posting digital content on social media as 

“sharing,” given the diverse meaning of the term nowadays, people’s understanding 

about it may still vary. Therefore, it is essential to unpack the notion of sharing before 

jumping into the next section.  

As a means to document the evolution and to demonstrate modern metaphors of 

the term sharing from various spheres of the human life, Nicholas John published the 



	  
	  

	  

25 

 

book The Age of Sharing in 2016. Dating back no further than the 1930s, the author 

indicates that the shift of meaning of the term over time is greatly associated with 

capitalism. In the second chapter of the book How Sharing Became Caring, the author 

finds that the talk of sharing has increased drastically from the early 20th century, and 

especially after the 1970s. That was when the communicative sense “sharing feelings or 

emotions with others or sharing is caring,” was added into the term. Before that, sharing 

mainly referred to distribution, division and partaking, in which the practice was a zero 

sum game. According to John, it was not until the mid-2000s when the SNS scene started 

to hugely expand that the meaning of the term was expanded to include what we do 

online. Since then sharing has become the keyword of digital culture.  

In the fifth chapter Sharing Our Feelings, John indicates that social media 

platforms have become part of today’s “therapy culture” by providing an outlet for 

people to express their innermost emotions. He alleges, “…the word ‘sharing’ directs us 

to the role of social media in the presentations of authenticity that precisely help to define 

the self in the therapeutic era” (p. 120). Remarkably, all of the participants agree that 

Instagram is an ideal platform for them to present their personalities.   

Yet, though most users do not mind giving out free content to SNSs, owners of 

such platforms have long been condemned for exploiting users by converting small 

moments of their life into free labor. Lampinen (2015) criticizes that, “sharing serves the 

economic interests of big corporations…referring to activities as ‘sharing’ is political and 

value-laden.” In reality, besides digital content such as texts and photos, we are 

increasingly giving out more and more information about our private lives to big 
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corporations. From our favorite song playlists to darling brands to current location and 

even fitness endeavors or sleep patterns, the meaning of “sharing” continues to add up. 

To the author, such notion is deceptive because it is just a scheme that big corporations 

use to urge users to persistently generate content to feed up the system.  

Behind these activities, social media platforms also “algorithmically promote 

some over others” (Gillespie, 2015). As a result, it seems that those who want to get 

attention on such platforms are doomed to follow the “rules.”  From my observation, 

Instagram accounts that have more followers tend to grow faster than those that have 

fewer followers because of the Instagram algorithm (the platform tends to show popular 

posts to more users). In a more recent article that was also written by Gillespie (2017), he 

even questions the corporations’ use of the term “platform” to describe SNSs. He 

condemns that such metaphor only highlights one aspect of SNSs, which provides a 

seemingly equal opportunity for users to speak, socialize and participate. Yet, it fails to 

address the huge differences between the two. Essentially, as opposed to platforms such 

train stations, the services provided by social media platforms are not “flat” at all. 

However, given the pervasiveness of the metaphor in the digital age, this research will 

continue to use the term platform to describe SNSs. 

In my opinion, the biggest difference between the import car scene in the 90s and 

the scene nowadays is that the latter is heavily intertwined with the virtual world. By 

virtual world, I am focusing on social media, specifically Instagram. It is, of course, not 

to suggest that there was no connection between the import scene and the Internet before 

the time of social media. Indeed, the correlation between the two has become obvious 
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from the emergence of Internet forum--a crucial component of Web 1.0. The history of 

web based forum dates back to 1994 when WIT came out, the forum was used for Internet 

discussion at W3 Consortium. After that, many alternatives forums were created (Forum 

Software Review, n.d). From video games, books, music, body building to plastic 

surgery, and even sex and grieving, there were forums for every interest imaginable. The 

participants express that, forums was an important platform for them to connect with the 

car community and to get inspiration of car modification before the time of social media. 

There were numerous car forums on the Internet because every brand in different 

countries/ regions had their own forum. At its height, these forums were being used for 

various purposes such as discussing car modifications, calling out local car meets as well 

as buying and selling cars and car parts. In line with the participants, the decline of 

import car forums started because of the emergence of social media – a key component of 

Web 2.0. For example, before the rise of Instagram, Facebook has taken away a lot of 

traffic from the import car forums. Because of the built-in group and event creating 

feature as well as the Facebook marketplace, many car meets were called out on the 

platform and lots of car/car parts sales were also processed on it.  

Yet, Facebook never succeed to completely replace Internet forums, and I believe, 

it is because the platform is not “community-friendly” enough. Heffernan clearly 

distinguishes the difference between Internet forums and early SNSs in an article she 

published on New York Times in 2011,  

By contrast, the Web 2.0 juggernauts like Facebook and YouTube are 
driven by metrics and supported by ads and data mining. They’re 
networks, and super-fast — but not communities, which are inefficient, 
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emotive and comfortable. Facebook — with its clean lines and social 
expressways — is Robert Moses par excellence. 
 

It is obvious that the different goals of Internet forums and early SNSs set them apart. 

Based on the author’s assertion, Internet forums aim to provide a platform for the 

formation of intimate communities, while early SNSs value personal network extension. 

Although Facebook also provides different features for communities to grow, the culture 

of the platform does not support this area.  

When defining SNSs, Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe (2007) assert that SNSs 

support both of the maintenance of offline relationship and the formation of new 

connections. Their findings indicate that Facebook usage helps to intensify social capital, 

especially from newly access “weak ties” that reinforces external relationship. Dijck 

(2013)’s work that was written in Facebook’s golden period meets this idea, in which it 

suggests “online connections no longer automatically paralleled offline contacts, but 

favored weak and latent ties.” Regarding this question, Murthy (2012) provides a clearer 

definition by distinguishing the difference between social network and social media. In 

line with his analysis, users of social network such as Facebook and LinkedIn often 

interact with people they have already known; while users of social media (those do not 

require bi-directional friending) such as Twitter and Instagram often consume 

information produced by people they find interesting, which eventually leads to 

interactions with strangers. Although Facebook is an open platform, many users do not 

like publishing their profiles for strangers to view, one usually needs approval from the 

account owner before they can view his or her profile. Likewise, Facebook is understood 

as a highly personal platform by the participants since they all use real identities on it. 



	  
	  

	  

29 

 

 This trend seems to extend to many groups on Facebook as well. Facebook groups 

were launch in 2010, there are three types of groups depending on their privacy settings, 

and they are: 

• open group--anyone can view the group, its members and posts  

• closed group--anyone can view the group and its members but only members can 
access group posts 

• secret group--only members can see the group and its information 

From my observation, a lot of groups on Facebook are closed, perhaps wanting to better 

control the quality of their members and to keep trolls away. However, such privacy 

setting also keeps potential members away since people cannot preview the content 

before they join the group. Thus, their desire of becoming members is drastically 

decreased. According to the participants, most of the import car groups on Facebook they 

have seen are closed, and their intention of joining these groups is mainly to buy and sell 

car parts but not to connect with the community. They explain that it is because whatever 

they can find on Facebook, they have already had it on forums years ago.  

Struggling among different SNSs, Facebook admits that only connecting people 

online is not enough. Hence, in 2016, the company overhauled its mission from “to give 

people the power to share and make the world more open and connected” to “give people 

the power to build community and bring the world closer together” (Kelly, 2017). In 

order to achieve this mission, the company decided to give more efforts on promoting 

Facebook groups by launching analytics tools to help group administrators to track their 

usage. Though older SNSs try hard to keep up with the newer ones, it seems that they still 

cannot escape the fate from being abandoned by the young generation. Participants of this 
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research express that the reason why they migrated to Instagram is because Facebook is 

no longer exciting to them. Though still keeping their accounts on Facebook, they do not 

post as often as before. The result is also caused by the fact that it is more difficult to get 

people’s attention on Facebook than on Instagram, they emphasize. 

It was not until the rise of Instagram that import car forums were noticeably 

abandoned by most car enthusiasts, according to the participants. The unique layout, 

features and algorithm of Instagram created an exceptionally welcoming environment for 

people to find others with same interests, for communities to thrive, and eventually bring 

people together at an international scale. What is magical about Instagram is that, even 

though there are no actual groups on it, the platform still provides the participants a sense 

of belonging with its simple features. All of the participants claim that they have met a lot 

of other car enthusiasts through the platform that they would not otherwise have met. 

Some of them even said that all of the well-built import cars are on Instagram. For this 

group of people, Facebook groups and forums are just platforms for them to sell and buy 

car parts (lots of sales are also done on Instagram nowadays), while Instagram is the main 

stage for them to show off their builds, to gather social capital, to interact with the 

community and to get inspirations from.  

What makes Instagram exciting is its photo culture and aesthetic visual 

communication (Manovich, 2016) that I have mentioned earlier. Undoubtedly, pictures 

have become more like spoken words nowadays. All of the participants indicate that 

Instagram is simple to use (a picture explains everything), very straight forward 

(follow/unfollow, like/unlike), easy to catch people’s attention (we are all visual 
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animals), and most importantly, provides a platform for them to present themselves to the 

world. Moreover, the “exhibition” feature12 (Hogan, 2010) that Instagram employs not 

only enables the participants’ galleries to be viewed by others without limit of time and 

space, it also helps them to strengthen the theme and atmosphere of their accounts. As a 

result, every time someone scrolls through one of these profiles, it is as if they were 

visiting a personal exhibit or reading a unique story. This combination gives the 

participants unlimited ideas to present themselves in any possible ways. In reality, the 

participants’ fan base on Instagram is dramatically bigger than what they have on 

Facebook.  

Alhabash and Ma (2017) recently publish their study about college students’ 

motivations and uses of the four leading social media platforms that includes Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram and Snapchat. In their analysis, Facebook and Twitter are 

distinguished as “old” social media platforms while Instagram and Snapchat are 

characterized as “new” social media platforms in terms of their age. They also find that 

though Facebook remains popular among young adults, it is being abandoned by teens 

moving to Instagram and Snapchat. The reason behind this phenomenon, they propose: 

… as social media platforms age, the motivations—and to a certain extent, 
the gratifications sought and obtained from them—become harmonious, 
whereas newer platforms have room for a more diverse set of motivations 
and gratifications sought and obtained. In a different light, Instagram and 
Snapchat are perceived as more specialized media than Facebook and 
Twitter, which could potentially influence the diversity of motivations 
sought and obtained from their use. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 	  Hogan (2010) splits self-presentation into performance, which take place in 
synchronous ‘situations’, and artifacts, which take place in asynchronous ‘exhibitions’.	  
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In addition to visual images and mobile usage, another important element Instagram uses 

to distinguish themselves from older SNSs is that, they provide users with higher-level of 

control of their profiles. Platform users are not allowed to post materials to other users’ 

profile besides giving “likes” and commenting on published images. Although Facebook 

also offers the option for users to restrict others from posting on their profiles, the 

procedure is completely manual and rather complicated. Therefore, image management 

on Instagram has become a much easier job than on Facebook or older SNSs in general. 

Moreover, the newly added-in 24-hour disappearing story that was original from 

Snapchat is also believed to contribute to image management by avoiding redundancy on 

users’ profiles. From my own observation, users, especially those who have large number 

of followers, have been posting a lot of other contents in their stories that they might not 

otherwise post on their profiles. It is because these stories are less likely to affect their 

images on the platform.  

Favoring external connection, new SNSs have also led to the resurgence of 

celebrity culture. Because of the emergence of social media platforms, the possibility of 

becoming famous is largely increased. In the digital era, everyone wants to be famous 

because they can be. In his book Digital Culture, Gere (2009) reconfirms Andy Warhol’s 

well-known prediction of the upcoming celebrity culture that everyone can be famous for 

15 minutes with the help of social media. This cannot be any truer nowadays. With the 

support of social media, it seems like many people have successfully made a life from 

what they are passionate about, the great amount of living examples on the platforms 

have also made the deal sound even attractive to those who “want to make dreams come 
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true.” Four of the participants also point out that they can see the opportunity to become 

successful with social media. Yet, in their study about top-ranked fashion bloggers on 

Instagram, Duffy and Hund (2015), criticize the “socially mediated version of self-

enterprise” created by this group of people. The authors assert that it is actually obscuring 

the labor, discipline and capital required to build up such a career. In their analysis, they 

briefly mention about how the notion of passionate work was renewed by the fashion 

bloggers,  

Passion is no longer just a driver or a byproduct of new media work, but 
also a means of rationalizing individualized success. Implicit in this 
narrativization, however, is the notion that one need only to look inward 
and fuel oneself with passion to find success.  
 
While we could possibly turn our passion into our career when other criteria was 

fulfilled, there is no guarantee the “successes” we obtain from social media can get us 

anything substantial. Yet sharing our passion to others does not hurt in any circumstance. 

In fact, lots of people who have gathered a good amount of followers on Instagram are 

not trying to make profit from their fame (this is at least true in the import scene). Rather, 

it is the psychological fulfillment that keeps them going. Though some of the participants 

try to use their fame on Instagram to gain profit, all of them agree that they truly enjoy 

the feeling of being confirmed by others, especially when these people do not actually 

know them in person. Ibrahim (2015) and Dijck (2008) though focusing on different 

SNSs, also assert that posting photos on SNSs help to extend one’s identity and social 

capital through self-confirmation, which explains users’ motivation of posting on SNSs. 

Yet, people’s purposes of using SNSs vary. In this case, uses and gratifications theory, an 
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approach aims at understanding why and how people actively seek out specific media to 

satisfy their specific needs (Pearce, 2009), seems to best explain this phenomenon.  

Coincidentally, scholars’ findings on this topic from the recent decade basically 

agree with each other. Shao (2009) summarizes three interdependent purposes about 

individuals make use of user-generated media through studying older SNSs, which 

includes fulfilling information, entertainment, and mood management; interacting with 

the content and other human beings; as well as self-expression and self-actualization. 

Without focusing on specific social media platforms, Whiting and Williams (2013), use 

qualitative research method to study the same issue and provide a more detail list, they 

conclude ten uses and gratifications for using SNSs which includes: social interaction 

information seeking, pass time, entertainment, relaxation, communicatory utility, 

convenience utility, expression of opinion, information sharing and 

surveillance/knowledge about others. Lee, Lee and Moon et al. (2015) narrow down their 

study scope and concentrate on the photo-based platform Instagram, their comprehensive 

survey demonstrates five primary social and psychological motives of Instagram users 

which includes social interaction, archiving, self-expression, escapism, and peeking. 

Quinn (2016) also identifies nine uses and gratifications of social media users in his 

study, which sheds light on the privacy issue of SNSs. Alhabash and Ma (2017), as 

mentioned earlier, emphasize that newer SNSs have room for a more various set of 

motivations and gratifications sought and obtained than older SNSs. Their list contains 

self-documentation, social interaction, entertainment, passing time, self-expression, 

medium appeal and convenience.  
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Users’ purpose of using social media, I believe, often determines their attitude 

toward the practice of sharing on SNSs, which might also contribute to their 

understanding of themselves. For example, if one’s goal of using Instagram was only for 

information seeking and pass time, their reaction to the increase or decrease of followers 

might be less strong than those who actually wanted to accumulate social capital on it.  

Participants of this research fall into the later. Findings show that the participants mostly 

use the platform for information sharing, self-expression and sometimes, professional 

use. Medium appeal and convenience are also two key reasons why they prefer Instagram 

than other platforms.  

It must be emphasized that, if one were to create a personal brand, s/he would 

only be allowed to have one single identity on the platform. Regarding this issue, Dijck 

(2013) finds that, in order to collect users’ habitual behavioral data and personal 

information, platform owners favor the idea of people having one transparent identity, 

which they named as the uniform public self. Marwick’s (2015) study about luxury selfies 

on Instagram, though takes a different perspective on a similar issue, echoes this idea. 

She claims that people’s desire to construct a personal brand across a platform often 

“conflicts with the desire for pure self-expression and intimate connections with others.” 

This unspoken rule has also been evident in my previous study. All of the participants 

indicate that, they cannot post too much about their daily lives on their profiles because 

followers are there to see their cars but not their personal lives.  Moreover, followers tend 

to “unfollow” if they see too much “unrelated” content from their feeds. This is why 24-

hour disappearing stories have become so frequently used by the participants.  
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Even though the benefit of SNSs usage has been found to arise from extended 

social capital and social identity, it has also been associated with negative effect on 

people’s well being, such as arousing social comparison and the feeling of envy (Appel, 

Crusius & Gerlach, 2015; Kariou, Antoniou & Bebetsos et al., 2016; Kühne & Vries, 

2015; Lup, Trub & Rosenthal, 2015; Lee, 2014). All of the participants point out that 

they have received negative comments on Instagram before (sometimes on multiple 

platforms), though it does not happen often. For a lot of time, these bad comments are 

related to people’s stereotypes to Asian. Some do not agree with the participants’ builds 

or styles, some assume the participants are financially supported by their parents, others 

are pure trolls. Bad comments are also caused by the fact that Instagram only shows part, 

and mostly the best part of the reality. As a result, the audience does not usually know 

what is happening behind the scene (unless they know each other personally), and tend to 

assume they have a good life. The participants call those who leave bad comments out of 

animosity “haters” and “keyboard warriors,” because even if they say something online, 

they are not likely to take action in real life.  Yet, participants claim that they are not 

usually affected by negative comments. 

In terms of content, as I have mentioned earlier, the participants mainly post 

images of their cars and progress of their modifications. For most of the time, car owners 

will not be included in these pictures, though one of the participants discloses that the 

picture would get more “likes” if he showed up in it. The reason why the participants do 

not usually show up in the pictures, according to them, is mainly because they do not 

want others to connect them with the idea of narcissism. One of them relates it to privacy 
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issue as his fan base became bigger. As a result, their followers usually recognize the cars 

instead of the owners. Although the selfie is traditionally recognized as a self-portrait that 

always involves human faces, I found the idea of it exceptionally relevant to these car 

images since the car is recognized as the representation of self by all of the participants. 

In this case, the car seem to act as an avatar of self in the virtual world--an online 

identity/character created by the user that does not necessary involves his or her real 

world identity, for this group of people to express their thoughts without restraints. Thus 

car images can also be seen as a type of selfies. 

By bringing together the works of scholars from diverse locations and 

perspectives on the selfie phenomenon, Senft and Baym (2015) summarize the definition 

of the selfie. They assert that, the selfie is “a photographic object that initiates the 

transmission of human feeling in the form of a relationship,” and “a gesture that can send 

different messages to different individuals, communities and audience.” The act of 

posting selfies on social media is now a trend worldwide, especially for the new 

generations. An article from Teenvogue (Papisova, 2016) reveals that the average 

millennial spends around an hour a week to take selfies. In the first analysis of Instagram 

photo content and user type Hu, Manikonda and Kambhampati (2014) distinguish eight 

different types of photo categories and five different types of users on Instagram. In the 

two groups, “selfie” and “selfie lovers” are categorized as a type that stands by its own. 

While the selfie is not exclusive to Instagram, it provides a perfect platform for these 

images to develop and mutate.  
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While the selfie is often associated with narcissism (Konrath, Ho & Zarins, 2016; 

Halpern, Valenzuela & Katz, 2016; Sorokowski & Sorokowska et al., 2015; Weiser, 

2015; Barry, Doucette & Loflin et al., 2015), to date, however, no scientific evidences 

have been found that the act of taking selfie is caused by narcissism. Senft and Baym 

(2015) argue that it is more accusation than diagnosis for most of the time. Thus, instead 

of asserting the act of taking a selfie and narcissism are interrelated, scholars have started 

stressing its value on self-presentation and empowerment for platform users.   

Hess (2015) asserts that the selfie works as a “reminder of our contradictory 

existence in hybridity.” This means that since our real world and online identities have 

become part of each other in the digital era, the selfie should be considered as part of our 

“true” selves that we prefer to present to others. Frosh’s explanation (2015) of the 

reflexive nature of the selfie mirrors this thought. The author claims that the term “self” 

in “selfie” is instable as it fluctuates between “the self as an image and as a body, as a 

constructed effect of representation and as an object and agent of representation.” He 

further asserts that the selfie is a “performance of a communicative action” rather than 

just an object, as it actively tells the audience what the user wants to show.  Other 

scholars also share similar thoughts when studying the selfie in different contexts. Deller 

and Tilton (2015) consider the selfie as a charitable meme in their study about the No 

Make-up Campaign in 2014. The campaign started in the United Kingdom and later 

spread worldwide through social media and ended up generating $2.5 million for the 

Cancer Research UK (CRUK) in just 48 hours. The authors claim that presenting oneself 

in front of a camera is a “highly performative act.” They explain that the images 
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generated from the campaign explicitly negotiated women’s image since participants of 

the campaign were largely women. Besides, showing oneself takes part in charitable 

campaigns on social media can help to build up positive image for participants both 

online and offline, thus they are “acting as much for personal gain as for altruistic 

motives” (Deller & Tilton, 2015).   

One the other hand, though selfies posted by bloggers are often accused of being 

inauthentic and vain, Abidin (2016), when studying the successes of Singaporean 

influencers using selfies to make a life on Instagram contends that vanity selfies do not 

devalue the practice of selfie-taking. The author elaborates that, it is because the goal of 

this type of selfie is to persuade the audience to purchase certain products or services, 

hence, they are in turn “admired for their aesthetic ideals and commercial value” by the 

audience. Another powerful selfie type is the “brelfie”--breastfeeding selfie. According to 

Locatelli (2017), this type of selfie not only broadens the definition of selfies as it 

involves more than one subject in which the taker is hardly seen, it also offers excellent 

self-representational function for mothers who desire to represent themselves as 

breastfeeders. Moreover, the hashtag feature on Instagram directly helps to generate 

public discourses on the issue of breastfeeding for this group of people. Likewise, car 

images that are posted by car enthusiasts are often purposefully designed so as to present 

ideal identities or to achieve certain goals. Therefore, they are believed to possess similar 

agency when it comes to self-presentation and empowerment.  

Although the experience of posting car images on Instagram is very different from 

displaying their cars in a car show, some participants indicate that they have been going 
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less to car shows because of Instagram. With the platform, they no longer have to rely on 

car events to show off their cars to the public. Besides, they criticize that competitions in 

most car shows have already been finalized or decided even before the shows begin. In 

this case, Instagram seems to provide a less biased platform for them to display their cars. 

Increasingly, the car show becomes an occasion for them to hang out with other car 

enthusiasts rather than an event to announce their works. This situation is similar to the 

effect the funeral selfie have on the rituals of mourning.  

Unlike other types of selfies in which the focus of the image is usually the person, 

funeral selfies emphasize the context of the image instead. Though these kinds of images 

are largely criticized by the general public for its informality, superficiality and profane 

to the deceased, Gibbs, Meese and Arnold et al. (2015) argue that most of the funeral 

selfies on Instagram, in fact, do not capture the body of the deceased. Rather, the central 

goal of sharing these images on social media is to “signify and communicate presence, 

and thus share an important event and affective experience to a wider social network.”  

Meese, Gibbs and Carter et al. (2015), share the same view on this Instagram 

phenomenon. In their work, they build on top of the former research and delve deeper 

into the issue by recognizing the funeral selfie as a form of cultural practice. They explain 

that the funeral selfie is a cultural practice because it is “directly embedded in wider 

rituals of mourning and memorialization.” Although it seems like there is no direct 

connection between funeral images and car images on Instagram, the creative usage of 

the funeral selfie repositions the rituals of mourning on the platform is similar to the way 

that the import car scene was repositioned by car images as a cultural practice.  
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Under the influence of Instagramism, the import car scene has become more 

“visual” than ever. So far, four out of six of the participants have gathered more than 

20,000 followers on Instagram only by posting car images. The most popular account 

among them has already gathered more than 51,000 followers. While Kwon (2004) 

mentions that around half of the people will race their cars on professional tracks, only 

two of the participants have done that before, and only one of them is still bringing his 

car to the track. Others mainly modify their cars for the look in order to present their 

personalities and to construct different lifestyles. The participants agree that most of the 

car people on Instagram do the same thing in order to attract followers, though the cars 

might not look as exquisite as they are shown on pictures. Besides, the notion of 

“lifestyle” nowadays is also different from what it was in the 90s. The participants 

understand the term as the self-identity that is presented by the car, at the same time, it 

also refers to how certain style of car modifications changes their lives. For example, in 

the “low car lifestyle” nowadays, car owners like to set the suspension of their cars to the 

lowest or tilting the wheels of the cars by adding negative camber, which are called 

“slamming” and “stance” respectively. With this lifestyle, there are some places the car 

owners will avoid going, or they will have to figure out how to get there ahead of time in 

order not to scratch the car or ruin the modifications. However, many car owners will not 

use their modified imports as daily-driven cars nowadays, which often depends on how 

far they have gone on the modifications.  

During my interview with the participants, terms such as “lifestyle,” “style,” 

“personality” and “unique” are repeated many times. They are the key words the 
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participants used to explain their intentions and goals of modifying cars as well as using 

Instagram. Though the participants are aware of their potential influence on the import 

car community, they claim that the practice of modifying import cars and posting car 

images are not acts to negotiate Asian stereotypes but forms of self-presentation.  
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Methodology 
	  

As I have explained at the beginning, in order to give a deeper understanding on 

the issue about how Instagram affects one’s self-perception, a qualitative case study is 

adopted as the methodology for this essay. Given the historical and cultural background 

of the issue, I used phenomenological and narrative interviewing techniques as well as 

ethnographic reporting to compose this research. Regarding the procedures, I followed 

John Creswell’s advices about how to conduct a good qualitative research paper. 

According to Creswell (2007), case study research involves “the study of an issue 

explored through one or more cases within a bounded system,” via detailed, in-depth data 

collection including multiple sources of information such as observations, interviews, 

audiovisual material, documents and reports. After that, the researcher should report a 

“case description” and “case-based themes.” In line with the author, types of qualitative 

case studies can be distinguished by the size of the bounded case (one individual, several 

individuals, a group, an entire program or an activity) or the intent of the analysis (the 

single instrumental case study, the collective or multiple case study, or the intrinsic case 

study), which depends on how the researcher wants to conduct their study. The author 

also emphasizes that, deciding the bounded system is the most challenging work in case 

study research. Here, the researcher must clearly identify his or her case before 

conducting the study.  

Since this research involves six individuals who have a shared experience on one 

single issue, it falls into the single case study. In order to identity the bounded system for 

this research, I would like to revisit the central question first, which is, “How do Asian 
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American male Instafamous experience the change of self-perception in their 

consumption and use of car images through Instagram?” Simply put, individuals who 

possess the following features are considered as ideal objects of this research: Asian 

American male car enthusiast who modify import cars, has an active and popular 

Instagram account that has accumulated no less than 3,000 followers. I also narrowed 

down the boundary of the case by focusing only on those who aged 20 to 30 years old 

and live in the west coast of the U.S. However, it must be notified that “Asian American” 

is just a term I use to describe Asian descents in the U.S., it does not mean the 

participants recognize themselves as Asian Americans. In fact, only two of the 

participants identify themselves as “half Asian American” (they recognize their Asian 

origins as the other half), others relate their ethnicity solely to their Asian origins. 

Regarding the pan-Asian ethnic identity I discussed earlier, I realize the perfect scenario 

of the setting would be focusing on one single Asian-origin ethnic group. Yet, it is rather 

challenging to fulfill this condition because of the limitation created by my own social 

network as well as the demographics of the import scene itself. 

In fact, the same situation happened when I tried to confine the geographic scope 

of the research. My original intention was to only include the experience of those who 

lives in the San Francisco Bay Area. However, because of the above reasons, I had to 

extend the study scope to other areas in the U.S. and I was finally able to narrow it down 

to the west coast. Unexpectedly, I found the benefit of extending the geographic scope 

later on. According to some of the participants, regardless of its Southern California 

origin, there are no major differences between import scenes in different parts of America 
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nowadays. They propose that import car modification styles in different areas are largely 

similar mainly because of the existence of social media, especially Instagram. I should 

also clarify that, though gender imbalance obviously exists in the import car scene or the 

car scene in general, it is not the focus of this research.  

As opposed to Namkung’s (2004) claim that participants typically leave the 

import scene after graduating from college when they begin their first full-time, career-

oriented job, some of the participants of this research actually started building their cars 

after they began their first full-time job. It is because the cost of modifying cars is high. 

Even though my previous research concentrates on people’s experience of promoting 

their Instagram accounts, it is not the focus of this study. From the causal chat I had with 

people in the community recently, I figured that although aggressive and strategic self-

promotion are helpful on attracting followers, it does not mean people who are popular 

on Instagram have all experienced it. However, this does not affect the current research 

because of the change of focus.  

 Creswell (2007) concludes that data collection in case study is usually extensive, 

drawing on multiple sources of information. In this research, data collection consists of 

in-depth interviews and multiple informal interviews with participants, real world and 

online observations, casual chat with some of the participants on Wechat, at local meet 

ups13, during cruising, and at car shows. The length of the in-depth interview was around 

one and half to two hours, interviews were conducted by both face-to-face and Internet 

based interviews through FaceTime. The participants were asked ten to thirteen open-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  Also known as “car meets.”	  
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ended questions and were interviewed separately. Locations of the face-to-face interview 

include interviewees’ places and two local cafes. I also attended two local import car 

shows with the participants. One of them was Hot Import Night 2017, which is one the 

original import car events started in the Los Angeles area in 1990s. The other one was the 

nationwide car event Wekfest 2017 that I mentioned in the last section. 

Regarding the research objects, since the phenomenon was first observed from the 

people I know, half of the participants are my friends whom I have interviewed in my last 

study. Since I have known them for a few years and will meet up with them in a regular 

basis, I believe the information they provided is greatly reliable. The other three 

participants are introduced by the former to me. For those whom I have interviewed 

before, I notice that they have become more conscious about their attitude and behaviors 

on social media. Moreover, since this is a human subject research that involves reveal of 

personal information, informed consent forms were prepared and distributed to the 

participants before the interviews took place. Though all of the in-depth interviews were 

audiotaped during the research, they were permanently deleted at the moment I finished 

writing this research.   

It is also important to point out the potential impact of my position in this 

research. Regarding the gender imbalance in the import scene, the biggest disadvantage 

here is that I am a female who does not modify cars and does not know much about car 

modifications. Thus it was almost impossible for me to blend in the community during 

the research. Basically, my position in the community could only be someone’s female 

friend. The concern here is that community members may filter out some of the 
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information during our conversations. Another concern is the sensitive topics this study 

involves such as people’s experience of social discrimination and social comparison. 

Although most of the participants are rather open to these topics, one of them actually 

avoided answering questions that are related to social discrimination. Yet, the 

information he provided is still included in this research due to his popularity on 

Instagram and his potential influence in the import car scene.  

Through the data collection, a detailed description of the case has emerged and 

was included in the last section. In the following, I will focus on discussing a few key 

issues in order to understand the complexity of the case. The meaning of the case will be 

reported in the final interpretive phase of the research. Before jumping into the next 

section, I would like to provide an overview of the participants’ background first. Again, 

participants of this research include a group six Asian American car enthusiasts that 

consist of a mix of Chinese and Pilipino. They are aged from 22 to 30 and live in the west 

coast of the U.S. Only one of them was born in the U.S., others were all born in Asia and 

migrated to the U.S. later on. The names of the participants in the following are all 

pseudonyms. 

Participants’ Bios 
	  
Participant 1 Daniel, from San Francisco Bay Area  

This research actually starts from Daniel since the Instagram phenomenon I have 

been discussing all this time was first observed from him. He is one of the participants 

from my last research. Daniel was born in China and migrated to the U.S. with his family 

when he was ten years old. However, his parents did not stay with him and his two 
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siblings after that because they had their own business in China. As a result, he had to 

stay with his aunt’s family, which he never liked, until he went to college. Indeed, I have 

known him all my life. We met each other in kindergarten and became classmates for 

almost eight years before he moved to the U.S. However, we were never close. The only 

thing I remembered about him when he was little was that he was a shy kid who was 

really good at sports. It was not until the emergence of social media around ten years ago 

that we got to talk to each other again, and became close friends ever since I moved to the 

U.S. three year ago.  

Daniel is now a data analyst who has a fixed working schedule from Monday to 

Friday, eight hours a day. He is a hard-core car enthusiast. Every time we go out and see 

a nice car on the street, he will take out his phone and take pictures of it immediately, so 

that he can share the pictures with his friends. Though Daniel has always been passionate 

about cars, due to the cost of car modifications, he did not start modifying cars until he 

graduated from college and got his first full-time job. The reason why he likes to modify 

import cars is because he thinks import cars are affordable, have great potential on 

modifications, their community is big, as well as being influenced by his friends. Yet, 

compare to other participants, his investment on the car is relatively small, which is also 

why his followers on Instagram is significantly less than others. Daniel registered his 

Instagram account in 2014, and currently has more than 3,000 followers. His purpose of 

building up the account is to let more people see his car and to share his passion about 

cars.  
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Participant 2 Jackson, from San Francisco Bay Area   

Jackson is also one of the participants from my last research. He and Daniel are 

close friends since middle school. Daniel said that he was first inspired by Jackson’s 

modification style, since Jackson had already modified seven other import cars even 

before he started.  

Jackson never finished college and has been working as an automobile technician 

in different companies for ten years. He migrated to the U.S. with his dad when he was 

17 years old. After that, they lived with his aunt’s family until last year, when he was 

finally able to afford a house in Brentwood and moved out with his dad and wife. In 

exchange, he had to give up his well-modified import car that had helped him to gain 

over 10,000 followers on Instagram. He was never able to mask his sorrow every time 

someone mentioned that car. However, he believed that he gave up the car for a good 

reason.  

Judging from the number of the import cars that Jackson owned before, he is no 

doubt a huge fan of import cars. Same as Daniel, the reason why he loves modifying 

import cars so much is because of its reasonable price, community size, potential on 

modifications, and influence from friends. In fact, Jackson is not as obsessed with social 

media as other participants are. He registered his Instagram account in 2014 and was 

most active during 2016 to 2017 when he decided to promote his account. His goal of 

promoting the account was to use the social capital he had on it to do other business with 

his friends. Yet, he gave up this idea later on because he realized that it was not as easy as 

he had imagined. Though Jackson has gotten sponsorships from different automobile 
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vendors, he is not a fan of it. It is because accepting sponsorships means one he to fulfill 

potential requirements the sponsors might have on him and his car. 

Participant 3 Art, from San Francisco Bay Area  

 Art is another participant from my last research. He is a Vietnamese born Chinese 

who moved to the U.S with his family when he was 13 years old. Besides English, he 

also understands Vietnamese, but Chinese is his mother tongue. Art, Jackson and Daniel 

are close friends of each other. I met Art at one of their gatherings together with a few 

other friends three years ago. He was an automobile technician and a wedding 

photographer back then, and the purpose of the gathering was to photograph their cars. At 

that time, Art just started promoting his Instagram account that he registered in 2012. I 

remember he only had around 8,000 followers when we first met, and the number of his 

followers is reaching 31,000 now. Among his group of friends, he is the most active one 

on social media, who is also the first one to start promoting his Instagram account.  

Art is now a full-time design drafter and a professional wedding photographer, 

who spends a great amount of time at work. However, he will still go out for a photo 

shoot with his friends when he has time. Indeed, his passion about photography is no less 

than his passion about cars, which is also the reason why Art likes Instagram.  As a 

photographer, he is proficient in different editing software and applications as well. All of 

the pictures he posted on Instagram share the same color tone and style in order to create 

a sense of consistency. The car images he posted on Instagram are often ‘shout out’ 

(Internet slang that is equivalent to ‘repost’) by other big automobile accounts (such as 

@superstreet and @stancenation) because of the car’s aggressive appearance and the 
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quality of the images. Basically, he does not mind being sponsored as long as the 

products go well with his car. 

Art’s goal of promoting his Instagram account is to use his social capital on the 

platform to do other business.  He is now slowly introducing other elements he likes (and 

he thinks most car people will like) into his account so as to attract followers from a 

different demographic. Yet, the theme of his account remains unchanged. 

Participant 4 Matt, from San Francisco Bay Area  

Matt was born in the Philippines, grew up in Chicago and moved to the San 

Francisco Bay Area when he was a teenager. He went to a high school in Chicago, where 

there were only four Asians including him and his sister, and he thinks the Bay Area is 

much more diverse. He usually goes back to the east coast to visit his family every few 

months. Matt has been working as a nurse since he finished college. His profession is 

also something that he will make fun of occasionally because people do not usually relate 

his profession with car modifications.  

Under his friends’ influence, Matt started modifying the import car that he got 

from his dad when he was 18 years old. Ever since then, he has been modifying the same 

car for ten years. Because of its outstanding appearance, his car was already well known 

in the Bay Area even before the time of Instagram. With the help of social media, the car 

was featured on a Thai and a Russian magazine. Now, Matt’s goal is to be featured on a 

U.S. big name magazine, such as the Super Street Magazine that I have mentioned 

earlier. He explains that it is because this is one of the ultimate goals for every car people. 
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According to Art and Daniel, lots of car people see Matt’s car as a goal for their 

modifications. In fact, Art and Daniel are also influenced by Matt on car modifications.  

Matt registered his Instagram account in 2014 and currently has more than 51,000 

followers. Yet, he has never tried to promote his account on purpose. It was mainly 

because of other big accounts’ “shout out” that he started getting more and more 

attention. Though he also likes to post high quality images, most of the images he posted 

on Instagram were taken by his cellphone without editing. He indicates that it is because 

he wants to keep the content as authentic as possible. Even though he gets sponsorship 

offers often, same as Jackson, he is not a fan of it as well. For unknown reasons, he 

avoided answering any questions that are related to social discrimination during the 

interview. 

Participant 5 Edward, from Seattle  

 Edward is the youngest participant of this research. His family came from Hong 

Kong and he was born in Seattle. He is currently planning to move to Southern California 

for his career. He jokes that he will not have problem living in Hong Kong if he has a car 

there. Though he is an American born Chinese14 whose first language is English, he 

speaks excellent Cantonese and Mandarin. Therefore, a lot of his Chinese friends thought 

he was a Chinese international student at the first time they met him. This is 

exceptionally impressive since a lot of Chinese families in the U.S. do not actually pay 

attention to the education of their own language to their kids. Which is why the language 

and culture often get lost in the second or third generation.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  Also known as “ABC.”	  



	  
	  

	  

53 

 

 In terms of career, Edward has multiple jobs. He recently started his car detailing 

business and is in the works of starting a clothing brand. He is also a used car salesman at 

his friend’s dealership and a contributing photographer to Super Street. Moreover, he is 

trying to build up a YouTube channel to show people his understanding and passion 

about cars. Indeed, his goal is to use his fame on Instagram to build a bigger YouTube 

channel in order to make profit.  

 Edward currently has two accounts on Instagram, one is for his own car, and the 

other is for other car images he takes. The former is his main account that he registered in 

2013. The account has around 22,000 followers so far. Same as Matt, he claims that he 

did not promote his account on purpose, and his fame mainly came from other big pages’ 

reposts. Edward is the only one among all of the participants who will still bring his car 

to the track. He complains that it is very hard for him to find people who will do the same 

thing as he does nowadays. His goal on car modifications is to make his car to both look 

good and be functional. For him, a car show is just an occasion for people to show off 

their cars but it does not necessary mean cars displayed at the show are nice. Thus, he 

refuses to display his car at car shows. 

Participant 6 Cole, from Southern California  

Cole was born and raised in the Philippines. He migrated to the U.S. around seven 

years ago. He is a nurse, and has a four years old daughter who is currently staying with 

her grandparents in the Philippines. The kid’s grandparents will bring her back to visit 

her parents every half a year. Cole expresses that staying away from his kid is hard, yet 

they do not have a choice at the moment because he has to work full-time, and his wife is 
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still studying at school. However, they are planning to bring their daughter back to the 

U.S. after his wife graduates from school. 

Matt introduced Cole to me at Wekfest San Jose 2017. That was his first time 

bringing his import car there though he had wanted to do that for a while. The reason why 

he drove his well-modified import car all the way from Los Angeles to San Jose was 

because he had heard a lot of positive comments about the show. Cole also attended 

Wekfest Long Beach 2017, which is around a month before the San Jose event. 

Comparing to the one in Long Beach, which was hosted in an extremely hot outdoor 

venue during summer, he was impressed by Wekfest San Jose since the show was held at 

San Jose Convention Center and the traffic of the show was incredible.  

The show displayed more than 400 aftermarket builds, most of them are import 

cars. Cole’s car was one of the few that won an award at the end of the show. The car is 

also one of the “Instagram cars” that Art and Daniel mentioned about. Cole registered his 

Instagram account in 2014, a majority of the images he posted on it were taken by him 

with his professional camera. He currently has around 37,000 followers on Instagram. 

Cole is particularly passionate about import cars because he wants to support the 

Asian car industry and culture. A few years ago, he brought his import car to a well-

known Southern California import car team, and eventually became a member of them. 

The team was established by a group of “originals” (Pilipino American) from Northern 

California in 2007. Normally, team members will share their knowledge about cars and 

help each other to get progress on car modifications. Yet, Cole reveals that they actually 

hang out more often without cars, so their relationship is like a family.  
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Themes 

Not just a means of transportation  
	  

The participants’ passion about cars all started when they were young. For this 

group of import car enthusiasts, the car is definitely not just a means of transportation. It 

stands for a lifestyle, a passion, a hobby and most importantly the real self. These hobby 

custom cars are all created by their car owners, usually with the help from their friends, 

which requires a lot of time, money, studying and painstaking efforts. Thus, the practice 

of car modification is undoubtedly a creative activity. When it comes to the meaning of 

cars and car modifications, all of the participants have similar answers.  

Daniel’s interview happened at his place in San Leandro on a weekday after work. 

We were sitting on the floor in his room as if we were having a causal chat. Though he is 

also proficient in English, he chose to do the interview in Chinese so as to better deliver 

the ideas. His eyes shine every time when he talks about cars, he expresses, 

I was already interested in cars since I was young, and my interest got 
stronger when I was in high school after I met this group of friends…who 
all modified their cars…I really wanted to be them, cause you know, not a 
lot of people had cars at that time…I didn’t have money back then, so I 
spent a lot of my free time at part-time jobs just to make money for my car 
modifications haha! But it wasn’t until I got my first full job that I finally 
had enough money for that. 
 

He adds, 
 
To me, the car is not just a tool of transportation, it truly represents me, 
it’s actually very common on Instagram…you know, they all say 
that…you can see one’s character in their car modifications. Nowadays, 
lots of people modify their cars only for the look, and that’s me too. I like 
to keep it simple…this is my lifestyle. Every time when I walk on the 
street and see people turn their head to look at my car, I feel cool hahaha! 
We call this “neck breaker,” it’s like the more you break people’s necks, 
the cooler you are, hahaha! 
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He also explains the lifestyle he likes,  
 

The lifestyle I pursue is “clean” (import slang), simply clean, haha! Not 
literally clean but the look of the car is very simple and minimal.  
 

He even uses Art’s car as an example to explain the idea, 
 
Let’s say Art, his car is very aggressive, he modified everything, so the car 
looks super cool in pictures. However, he won’t want to drive it all the 
time cause it’s too outstanding. Well, mine is outstanding too but (he 
frowned)…it’s still a daily driven-car, it’s not a show car.  
 
It was a hot and sunny Saturday afternoon when I went to Jackson’s place in 

Brentwood with Art, Daniel, and some other friends in order to interview him. He used to 

live very close to all of us, so it was very convenient for us to meet up with each other. 

Yet, after he moved to Brentwood, it is either he comes out to find us or we drive there to 

meet him. The interview took place at one of the guest rooms of his house. Since he just 

moved in the house not long ago, the room only had a bed, a bedside table and a chair. 

The mattress on the bed was still in its original packaging. The interview was done in 

Chinese as well. Jackson states, 

Car and car modifications…hm I see them as a hobby. It’s all started from 
high school, I really didn’t know anything about it before, but then I met 
these seniors at school who just got their drivers licenses and their first 
cars, and started modifying them, so I got to learn something from 
them…I really like those sounds you know haha! And then after I got my 
first car…it’s a stick as well, so I learnt it (car modifications) slowly by 
myself. You know guys like to have fun, they like toys…so the car is like 
a toy to us. Me for example, I don’t really like to be outstanding in my 
daily live, but for some reason, I want my car to be outstanding…maybe 
deep down I’m like that…I don’t know…  

 
He used to go to racing tracks very often, but he stopped doing that because of the 

potential risk and cost it might involve. He elaborates, 
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I actually wanted to bring this car to the track when I bought it. So, for the 
modifications, I didn’t really touch the outer part but the functional part, 
cause I loved going to the track. But then, after I had more experience 
about this thing, I realized racing is actually something very complicated 
(he frowns), it’s not like the more you go, the better you will become, it 
doesn’t work that way…I wouldn’t say I gave up on that, it’s just a change 
of focus…cause it involves risk and money too…at some extent. Let’s say 
I bring it to the track and something happens, I’ll have to pay for 
everything cause it’s not included in the insurance (he shakes his head). 
Well, it’s fine before, cause the cars I had were cheaper, but this one was 
not cheap for me…so it’d have to treat it better… 

Art’s interview happened in the garage of his place, since his dog would not stop 

barking inside of the house when we tried to get in. He was packing for his Asia trip 

when I arrived. He usually goes back to Asia once a year to visit his father and friends. 

The garage door was opened, and his “Instagram car” was parked outside of it. Art has 

three cars and they are all import cars. He uses one of them as daily, two of them as 

weekend cars, but he will only post one of them on Instagram. Same as Daniel, he is also 

proficient in English, yet he preferred to do the interview in Chinese. His interest in car 

modifications started very early, he reveals, 

Well, I even modified bikes when I was little hahaha! But it wasn’t me 
who modified it, I asked my uncle for help, I just bought stuffs and had 
him put it on haha! There’re actually a lot you can do you know, changing 
brakes, adding lights, changing the screws…things like that. Then I got 
my first car when I was older, it’s already been modified when I got it, and 
I just kept modifying it, it’s just my hobby I guess…then…here we are 
hahaha (he laughs and pretends to sigh)! 
 

Regarding his meaning of cars, he explains, 

I think the car shows lifestyle…it depends, maybe I just like cars, I’ll pay 
attention on details, and it feels really good when you drive it out. I mean 
if you like the car, and you fix it up yourself, you’ll feel…(he 
pauses)…it’s like an achievement. When you want it to be certain way and 
you finally get it done, plus others’ confirmation (on Instagram), oh it 
feels good. 
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He emphasizes that it is very important for a car person to show uniqueness in their 

modifications, 

Car modification is to turn your car to a unique one. You build the car 
yourself, it’s your decision to fix it up, you want it to be different from 
others, you’ll feel happy when you see it…it’s just different when you do 
it yourself, that’s what I like about car modifications. It’s just like a 
project of your own, though I have spent so much money and time on it, 
it’s all worth it, it feels great, it’s a hobby…it’s a lifestyle that you don’t 
have to care about what others say, you do whatever makes you happy. 

 
Matt’s interview took place at a café in Milpitas in a weekday afternoon. He is a 

nurse so he does not have a fixed working schedule. There were just a few people setting 

there when we arrived. People were coming in and out to order food to go. The café 

located in a plaza that has a few Asian restaurants with a large parking lot, where he 

hosted a car meet two weeks after the interview. In additions to his “Instagram car,” he 

also has another car that he drives daily. He indicates, 

I had it since I was 18, back in 2006. Um…I don’t know, it really just 
happened cause I mean like most of my friends drive like modified cars, 
so that’s how it happened like influence with friends I guess. You know, 
and I’ve been in the cars too for quite a while so…I mean there’s like 
2000 people like one that would go to point A and B, where a car people 
they wanna go point A and B and (he stresses) style pretty much…(he 
pauses)… and it kinda represents who I am, that reflects at the car. 
So…like the way you see my car like character wise, it reflects to me, 
yeah… 
 

He explains the reason why he invests so much in the car,  

It makes me happy I guess…I don’t know, it’s just like a satisfaction of 
something you build on your own, instead of buying it built already. 
So…I’d rather like modify it myself than buying a modified car done by 
someone else you know…I like it done by me, so I could put my own style 
and pretty much my own flavor into it I guess. 
 

Though he has been modifying the car for so long, he is not planning to stop, 
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Um…that car…I don’t know, there’s a lot of memories in that car like…I 
(he pauses)…wanted to sell it for a long long time but…I don’t know, I 
just put way too much money, time and effort into it already I just can’t let 
it go, so…it’s hard…People just get bored, for me when get bored, I just 
changed up the car like “I’m gonna buy more parts.” 

Matt claims that being unique has helped him gaining many followers on Instagram, 
  

I just like the type of um…that’s like you can’t buy off the shelf. I like 
custom stuff, cause that means if you could buy it everybody will be doing 
it, so if I do it custom, people would like, “Oh how do you do that?” 
That’s how I gain a lot of my followers, they asked me like, “How did you 
get this part to fit your car?” Cause it’s not meant for the car. So custom 
for me is the way to go, like modifying car is not all about brand name 
parts, like you could buy the most expensive car part, but if you can’t put 
it together right, it’s not gonna matter, that’s how I see it you know. 
 
Edward’s interview was done through FaceTime since he lives in Seattle. It was 

around midnight, and he was at his friend’s place. He smoked occasionally during the 

interview. Edward sees cars as something valuable in his life. He provides a detail 

description about the connection between him and cars, he recalls, 

Ever since I was little, car’s been a big part of my life. Hmm…my dad 
would watch, you know, racing videos…hm…you’d have a lot of car 
magazines and stuff, and so…ever since I was (he stresses) really little, 
I’ve already had a lot of radiation with cars. And every time my dad saw 
like a nice car or something, he’d tell me…hm…you know, what kind of 
car it was, how much horse power…you know, that kinda stuff. And 
uh…he also…like back when he was in Hong Kong, he was really into 
cars too, so…he would tell me about his experiences…You know, what he 
used to do with his friends, and how the car modification scene used to be 
in Hong Kong…you know, growing up I heard those all the time. 

He continues, 

And so, as I grow older, as I could start driving and stuff, I wanted 
to…you know…experience that stuff too. And like I said before, ever 
since I was little, I’d always have like a toy car with me, and I always 
remembered…em…you know it (he stumbles and laughs) changed, I’d 
have a few favorite cars at a certain time…like uh whenever my dad got 
me new toys hahaha! So that’s kinda why cars are important to me 
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hahaha! I don’t know why it’s so…like why I can’t get over, like I can’t 
do anything without cars, like I’d be really bored. If I didn’t have a car, I 
wouldn’t be able to take it, uh…life would be too boring for me hahaha! 

Cars are the biggest reason for Edward’s photography as well, he points out, 

Uh…I’ll do like dark photos, you know engagement photos, you know I’ll 
do that all other stuff, but my main passion and the biggest reason for my 
photography is because of cars. And I guess uh…break it down that, it’ll 
be like…(he pauses)…Since I was in high school, I didn’t really 
have…you know, wasn’t working, I didn’t have money, and you know, 
my parents aren’t rich, so they didn’t buy me a car or whatever…so I 
didn’t have a car to modify, uh…and I wanted to see nice cars and stuff…I 
didn’t know those people (people who are well-known in the car scene) at 
that time, so I’d go to car meetings, then I’d take photos, and I started 
getting kinda famous from my photos and that’s when people started 
coming up to me uh…they’d ask could you take photos of my car or 
whatever, and then I’d go and ask people too, at that time. 

He then, explains what car modifications means to him, 

Uh…and then car modifications, for me is…you know, like some of the 
stuff like suspension, and brakes, you know, stuff that people can see, 
that’s really just for myself. Uh…I mean any in all car modifications that I 
do is just for me (he smiles), uh…because I don’t really care…you 
know…what other people think. Uh…but at the same time, like when you 
mod your car, you can show off like your own personal style, like what 
you like, that’s like how my car is red and black, uh…you know that’s just 
kinda shows off my style cause red and black are my favorite colors. 

Cole’s interview happened after he went back to Los Angeles from Wekfest San 

Jose 2017, which was also done through FaceTime. He was at home, and his wife was 

sitting right next to him when he answered the first few questions. Cole stumbled a lot 

during the interview, perhaps because English is not his first language. He and his wife 

have four cars, two of them are daily-driven cars. He explains, 

Umm…there’s…you know there’s a daily for daily use and a…like a car 
to modify for…like a stress reliever. Well, the thing is like…I don’t drive 
the modified car…if I start modifying a car I don’t drive it daily, because I 
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wanna keep it like, as fresh as it can be…so yea I use that once in a while, 
I’m trying to save up miles, mileage. 

 
He sees car modification as a passion as well, and his way of standing out from the crowd 

is not to follow the mainstream, 

Ok, well it’s always a passion, so it’s basically you own a car, you modify 
your car, but sometimes for me, the way I modify the car it’s on my own 
liking. I don’t care what people say, I don’t care, well I get some input, but 
I don’t always execute it…So I’m not actually like…it just depends on 
trends. Some people do like, when there’s a trend, they’re gonna copy it. 
They’re just gonna do what the trend is, but for me, no. Because at the end 
of the day it’s my car, you know.  

 
The reason why Cole does not drive his modified car often is also because highway 

patrols in Southern California are very strict (It seems like the situation in the Bay Area is 

much better. Art claimed that he was pulled over by the highway patrol for a few times, 

only to be asked to share his experience of car modifications). Cole illuminates,   

Yeah, they can pull you over, especially the car looks like…looks like a 
race car. It happens often, (he stresses) very often. Here, here in So-Cal, 
yes. So every time I drive the modified car, I’m scared hahaha! I always… 
(he stumbles)…to get in the freeway I’m not gonna go straight on the 
easiest way, I always go to like a safe way, where in cops don’t stay on 
those places.  Yea, it’s very hassle to have such a…racecar-looking car.   

Anti-alienation  
	  

With the support of Instagram, the import car scene has become a means to resist 

alienation by bringing people with the same interest together. As I mentioned earlier, all 

of the participants indicate that they have met a lot of other car enthusiasts that they 

might not otherwise be able to meet through the platform. Daniel especially points out 

how Instagram amplifies the popularization of the import scene, he explains, 

It’s actually rare…cause not a lot of people are into cars in real life. I 
mean you have so many cars on the street, it’s actually not that easy to 
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find a well-modified import car on it, and even if you found one, it might 
not be the same brand as yours…So Instagram actually enlarged our 
community…when all you follow are car accounts, it makes it look like 
everyone around you is into imports…so then the community feels even 
bigger there. 
 
Art got to know Matt through Instagram and they eventually became friends with 

each other. He also introduced Matt to Daniel and his other friends who are also crazy 

about car modifications. Art reveals that Matt and him will not become friends without 

Instagram though they are both in the import scene. It is because people from different 

Asian countries usually have their own communities. Art recalls, 

I got to know a lot of people in the Bay Area because of this car…before 
that (the time of Instagram) it’s really hard, even if I had the car. But 
during the process of modifying the car and sharing it on Instagram, I got 
to know a lot of different car people…it’s like the community is now 
opened up and let me to join (he smiles). I mean those car people are 
actually kinda hard to approach cause they all have their own 
communities, just like Matt…And I also got a lot of Caucasian and 
Hispanic people chatted with me and asked me stuff too…it actually helps 
people from different cultural backgrounds to get together.  
 
On the day we attended Hot Import Night 2017, I met Art’s other “Instagram 

friend” Terrance, it was the first time Art saw him in person as well. Terrance came from 

Seattle to San Francisco for work, and decided to meet up with Art at the car show since 

he is also a big fan of cars and photography. That was also how Art, Daniel and me got 

connected to Edward, who is Terrance’s close friend. A few months later, Art, Daniel, me 

and some of our other friends even travelled to Seattle together to meet up with them. 

This is especially amazing since all of us eventually became real world friends due to 

Instagram. Edward is amazed by how easy it has become to find people that share the 

same interest nowadays, 
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Uh…Instagram, for me, helps me a lot. Because…it’s easier to find 
people, like, say I saw someone’s car on the street, uh…it wouldn’t be too 
hard for me to find the owner of that car, because I can ask around, I can 
you know, just search Instagram hashtags, you know, it’ll pop up. Like 
Seattle, with the help of social media, I feel like the car community is 
gotten a lot smaller, it’s easier to find people. 

The import scene on Instagram has connected him to many people that he might not 

otherwise be able to meet, he describes, 

…It’s nice in a way where I can network with people, like meeting more 
people is really good…like someone who’s gonna put you in your life, 
someone like… when you hang out with them, you’ll be inspired by them 
or whatever. Uh…so it’s like, you know, I can meet a lot of business 
owners or whatever, like I’ll meet lawyers, doctors, I’ll meet a lot of 
professional people, because we all share our passion of cars right, but we 
don’t really talk about our background or what we do at job, but then 
when you start talking about it, you’ll be like, “Oh I have a lawyer for 
everything now,” like car accidents or whatever car tickets, uh…you 
know, you must know a lot of people. 

Cole on the other hand, reveals that his relationship with followers has built up 

during the process of interacting with each other on Instagram, 

Well…a lot of…actually there’s a lot of message going on like they send a 
lot of message to me, couple questions, and you know by uh…by replying, 
answering them giving them some, little advice, then…you, they will like 
always ask you. That’s how that kind of relationship is building up. That 
you know “ok this guy really wants to learn about this and that,” so of 
course, I would love to share. 

Instagram as a main platform to present passionate work 
	  

Throughout the years, Instagram has also developed into a key source for the 

young generation to get inspirations for whatever they are passionate about. From 

fashion, personal care, cars, food and travelling to photography, art, sports and even 

memes and pranks, this is a platform of all kinds. All of the participants suggest that they 

will use Instagram to collect ideas for car modifications as well as their other interests. 
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Daniel especially points out that the inspirations he got from Instagram actually 

influenced him the most in his car modifications. He says, 

What influenced me the most…I think it’s when I got my Instagram 
account, cause I got to see how other people modify their cars…(he 
grins)…then it gave me (he stresses) more ideas to modify this car. My car 
actually went through a lot of stages, I mean it (the appearance) changed 
many times during the process, cause other people’s work have given me 
many thoughts about it…I mean I consume those pictures on Instagram 
every day and this model (his car) is so popular haha! 
 
In addition to consumption, this group of Instafamous also generates a lot of 

content for others to consume. It seems like Instagram has become a main platform for 

them to show off their works. Compare to traditional car shows, Instagram provides a 

stage for any car enthusiast to host their own show without time and space limit. Daniel 

advises how people’s car modification styles become increasingly similar because of the 

rise of Instagram. He illuminates, 

One of the reasons why the import car scene is not Asian dominated 
anymore is because of the rise of Instagram. I mean even if these cars 
were first modified by Asian people, Instagram has provided a platform 
for all car enthusiasts to share their experience and to learn from each 
other, and that’s why a Mexican people can easily surpass you nowadays. 
But then this person might also be surpassed by another person later on, so 
it’s like we’re influencing each other and mixing our styles altogether. 
People’s styles are really similar nowadays, because of Instagram, and 
when I look at the pictures (on Instagram) they are either this or that. 
Before the time of Instagram, if one wants to talk to certain car owner 
about their modifications, they might really have to go to a car show in 
order to meet them, but now you can just talk to them on Instagram 
anywhere, anytime. 
 
Cole proposes that the Instagram phenomenon has a lot of influence on the import 

scene. Those who are original in the scene are also influenced by the young generation 

nowadays. He explains, 
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So Instagram has a lot of influence on it. Because I don’t know a car guy 
that doesn’t know Instagram. Technology wise, everyone you know, 
everyone is actually on phone doing Instagram, posting picture of their 
cars. I don’t know a well build or a nice car that doesn’t have an 
Instagram. Everyone that goes to show, everyone is on Instagram. Yeah, 
especially here in SoCal, everyone that I see in the show is actually on 
Instagram…Technology wise, young people influence old people with 
these technologies. The OGs are on there too, but not all, maybe like 40% 
or 50%. Old peoples like 40 years old, 50 years old, they still use 
Instagram. 
 
Art asserts that the difference between posting on Instagram and displaying his 

car on a car show is that Instagram is for daily use, while car shows are mainly for fun. 

He complains about the politics behind car shows, 

I mean if you post pictures on Instagram, a lot of people will know the car, 
but they might not get to see it in real life. So if they know that you’re 
going to this car show, they will go there just to see your car…it’s actually 
not bad, it feels really good hahahaha! But for car shows…ai (he sighs), I 
guess I’ll go less to those, cause there’s always politics in it! You’re more 
likely to win if you get more sponsorships, everything is set up, so you 
shouldn’t take the awards seriously, people usually do it for fun. 
 

Art also explains how social media makes it a lot easier for people to follow things they 

are interested, 

Social media actually helps a lot, it gives you proof for a lot of things 
you’ve been following…I mean people rarely just go search something 
online if they don’t have social media, and social media makes this task 
super easy, you’re able to access a lot of different information without 
doing research. All you have to do is to click a button, type in a hashtag 
then you’ll know what’s happening there. 
 
Jackson thinks car shows are just occasions for socializing, 

 
Car shows are really for people to socialize with others, people will come 
say hi if they recognize your car, and maybe discuss something about cars 
with you, but I don’t really like that…I only want to display the 
car…because everyone has a different understanding about cars you know. 
Sometimes when you don’t agree with the person, you’ll feel like…ai, I 
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don’t know what to say…I don’t actually like socializing, I think that’s 
just my personality. 

 
 Edward thinks car shows do not necessary display the best builds, and he 

contends that passionate work is an essential factor for one to gather fame on Instagram, 

Mm…I feel like it’s not really different (cars shows and Instagram). To 
see it in person obviously, but there’s a lot of times where…like when you 
go to car show, you’ll see people who take pride in their car, and they 
think it’s very cool, it’s very show worthy and stuff, but then, they don’t 
know…they’re over confident…I don’t put my car to car shows, but then 
a lot of people tell me to put it, but I was like I	  don’t	  like car show, I don’t 
care for awards, you know, I don’t think my car’s show worthy, uh…but 
even people’s car that’s worse than mine will bring it there or whatever. 
Uh…there’s a lot of people who think their car’s cool, uh…but they don’t 
really get any likes, they don’t really get any followers just because they 
don’t know what they’re doing, uh…they just wanna be Instagram 
famous. Like they’re not doing it because they love cars. There’re a lot of 
people like that, some people build their car because they want to win 
rewards and get Instagram famous, but their car is not nice. There’s no 
character in their car, so there’s no personal style. 

Cole thinks the experience he got from car shows is more unique, but posting 

pictures on Instagram is easier, 

Instagram is just a daily use you know, car show is every once in a while. 
And after summer that’s it, before winter you know. But Instagram you 
can post (he stresses) any picture, (he stresses again) how many picture a 
day, anything you want. There’s no challenge, basically. It’s easy, it’s easy 
to post you know, it’s easy, you can post whatever you want. But car 
shows, events, you have to prepare. Like two days three days you have to 
prepare your car little by little. But Instagram you just have to post 
whatever. Even though the car is dirty, you don’t have to clean it up, just 
take a picture, post it on Instagram and you’ll hit a lot of likes. 

 
While well-edited pictures could be more visually satisfying, Matt insists to post 

authentic contents on his Instagram account, 

A lot of people has really nice cars that looks good on pictures, but if you 
see it in a car show, it’s totally different, it’s not what you expect. So I 
guess the reality of it, like that it looks really good on pictures, but if you 



	  
	  

	  

67 

 

see it in person, there’re a lot of imperfections on it. So like ‘oh there’s a 
crack on a lip, but you can’t see that on a picture cause it look’s really 
good and they’ll filter it out. For me when I post, I rarely filter pictures. 
How I took it, it’s whatever I’m posting, I want people to see the reality. 
Like I don’t want hiding…like…I don’t wanna hide a stretch. If you go to 
my Instagram, a lot of people wouldn’t post like say…if you curbed your 
wheels…and then um…you blame like, oh this happened. But in reality, 
you did it yourself, when you were parking you curbed your wheels, 
people don’t wanna admit that. 

Self-presentation and self-commodification 
	  

Another reason Instagram is so popular is because it provides a stage for people to 

create an ideal identity to present to their audience. All of the participants suggest that 

Instagram is a terrific platform for people to present themselves to the world. As a 

photographer, Art believes that photography is the easiest and most effective way for one 

to present their personality, 

I mean you can capture something that others can’t, through your own 
eyes, that’s how photography can help me to present my personality. 
Instagram then, it can put me out there, to let people know…to present me 
to the world. 

 
Jackson expresses the character he presents on Instagram is actually the one he wants 

others to see, 

Maybe I just don’t know how to express myself or the car in real life, so 
the identity I created on Instagram might be the person that I actually want 
others to see…subconsciously. 

  
The reason Edward enjoys sharing pictures on Instagram is that he believes 

pictures are meant for display, and Instagram provides a great platform for it. He sees the 

“professional self” he created on Instagram as a character that he is constructing, 

A lot of time what it helps with is…kinda like finding…yourself, finding 
your personal image for yourself, how you wanna portray yourself to the 
world or other people on the Internet. Mm…so…it’s kinda weird, like 
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people think I’m cool, but obviously that’s what you want people to think 
right, on Instagram. But then (he laughs) like a lot of times, once you 
meet, or once you know me, you’ll know that I’m not really very serious, 
uh…and that I’m an asshole basically, hahaha! So uh…it helps you to be 
more professional kinda, depends…cause I feel like my Instagram is a 
character I’m creating, not actually me. I feel it’s not completely me, 
there’s something that I won’t put out there, that’s, you know, really some 
personal stuff. 

At the same time, Edward also tries to create a positive image on Instagram because of 

the potential influence he thinks it might have on his followers, 

Oh…There’s been a lot of times when people tell me that they bought the 
same car of mine, uh…I feel that’s pretty cool, uh but then at the same 
time, it comes to the thing where it’s like, that’s why I wanna create a 
character and kind of move my personal stuff away, because I know the 
stuff I’m doing influence others. And I kinda don’t wanna bring people on 
a bad direction, so I don’t post stuff I do. Uh…especially kids (he laughs), 
there’s a lot of kids using Instagram right now and when they see you 
doing haha like bad stuff, and they’re gonna be like “oh that’s cool, other 
people do it too,” so they’re gonna think it’s okay to do that. 

He continues to explain how influential his behaviors on Instagram can be,  

Say like smoking, I used to post my smoking stuff a lot hahaha, but now I 
try not to post as much anymore, like I just don’t want kids to see that 
stuff, I don’t want them to be smoking even though I do, you know, 
hahaha. And…there’re just a lot of influences. And then, to continue 
there’s a lot of other stuff too, like the clothes I wear, the shoes I wear… 
they’ll like things I like too. Uh…that’s kinda how social media is, like 
you have a lot of followers or you follow other people, you’ll see what 
other people do, and then sometimes, you’ll see stuff, and you’ll be like, 
“Oh I really like what they’re wearing,” “I really like what they’re doing,” 
“I really like the modification they did to their car,” and then you’ll want 
to do that too. 

Cole also tries to keep his Instagram account as positive as possible, simply 

because he believes that it is what most people like to see, 

Well, sometimes on your post, on your caption, you put something like… 
let’s say I’m having a bad day. I always put like good vibes, or good kind 
of captions, you know. Well, it’s just kind of just sometimes, it feels good. 
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When other people are on the same boat, or like they love the captions and 
stuff like that. Like good vibes, like good captions…I don’t usually always 
brag something on Instagram. 
 

Jackson asserts that, in order to gain followers, one has to manage his or her account 

based on the audience’s preference, 

I mean you can post random stuffs but you have to have your own style as 
well…um…sometimes, if you want to be famous and successful you have 
to take pictures that can please the audience. I mean if there are things you 
think others might not interested, then just post less of those and try to 
post what others will like. 

 
Edward’s experience tells him that people tend to filter posts that do not interest 
them, 
 

I’ve learn through the years, like people follow you for certain things, like 
they follow your account, like especially you’re a girl, they follow you for 
your selfie because you’re cute, and then if you’re a guy, they usually 
follow you for your cars or like, you know, whatever cooler stuff you 
have. So if you see that I post a picture of food on my Instagram, that 
would naturally get less likes, that will not even go over a thousand likes, 
unless my car’s in it (he clears his throat and smiles)…it’s something that 
happens naturally…so I can’t blame people for that. 

 
The participants indicate that as their fan base on Instagram grows, the pressure of 

having to fulfill the audience’s needs or expectation increases. Very often, this group of 

Instafamous is posting for their followers instead of themselves. Obviously, there are 

some “rules” they have to follow so as to retain or to grow their fan base. These rules 

includes maintaining a uniform identity, posting based on the audience’s preference (as 

mentioned above) and always be reachable. In order to maintain his image on Instagram, 

Edward has to force himself to respond to everyone’s massages even if he does not want 

to do that sometimes, 

Sometimes I try to have a conversation with them even though I really 
don’t wanna talk to them, but I force myself to talk to them because I 
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don’t wanna have them calling me like, “Edward is an asshole” or 
whatever, you know, I’d rather get more friends than enemies. 

 
Daniel feels the pressure to share details about his car modifications to other 

people even though he does not always want to share with them, 

Cause on Instagram, you won’t post a list about what you have done on 
your car, or people will be able to copy your stuff, so you’ll only respond 
to those who ask, through direct message. Sometimes when people 
comment and ask me what size of rims I use, I won’t reply them 
publicly…but if they DM me then I’ll respond. In the car community, the 
spec of your wheels is very important if you’re trying to get certain kinda 
fitment. I mean there’re so many brands out there and they all come with 
different sizes, it’s actually not easy to get them fit perfectly. But ai…(he 
sighs) it’s almost impossible not to reply them or they will unfollow you, I 
mean if you’re super famous then maybe you can do that. 
 
Art clarifies that if one wants to build up an Instagram account, s/he can only 

choose one identity,   

It’s about being official or personal, personal is harder to get famous 
unless you have a very strong personality, and some sort of unique talent I 
guess? Or you’re already a celebrity. For us normal people who wants to 
be Instagram famous, we need to pick certain thing that is unique and can 
stand out among others. Because no one cares about our daily activity at 
the beginning. 

 
Edward is at the point of creating his third Instagram account, since the two accounts he 

has are both public, 

Uh…I’m kinda on a point where I’m thinking about making my 3rd 
Instagram account where’s gonna be private, and it’s actually gonna be 
like my (he stresses) personal account, so that I can post whatever I want 
(he smiles). Eh…yea, cause right now I’m kinda on a point where’s like, 
“Do I wanna be more professional on that account?” Just because I’ll see 
other people, like big companies look at it or people who gonna sponsor 
me looking at it, and I don’t want them to know that, “Oh I’m 
unprofessional” and “I don’t want this person represent my brand” or 
whatever. 
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Extend social capital and self-confirmation  
	  

Though all of the participants agree that their cars represent their personalities, 

during the interviews, I was corrected by them that their fame on Instagram came from 

their cars but not themselves. The feelings of self-confirmation and empowerment hence, 

come from their car modification ideas being approved by others, which do not 

necessarily link to substantial gain but psychological fulfillment.  

Edward elaborates, 

Uh…well I think my Instagram is really for my car, so when people say 
I’m Instafamous, I feel like it’s more like the fame that my car has and not 
me. When I have a lot of likes on my photos, you know, you know it 
makes me feel good that a lot of people like my car…it’s just nice to know 
that people appreciate what you’ve done to your car, you know what you 
do. 

 
The reason Daniel posts images of his car on Instagram is mainly because he wants to be 

confirmed by others, 

 Well it’s mainly because I think my car is pretty cool…so I wanna share 
the pictures on it and let others approve it, I wanna know if there’s anyone 
who thinks my car is very clean too…When I see people comment things 
like “that’s very clean” or “that’s a beautiful shot” then, I’ll be really 
happy. I mean the platform is very simple, you either like or not like, 
follow or not follow, a picture represents everything…like the way you 
post the images and the way you modify your car represent you. 

 
Jackson indicates that people tend to be more honest about their opinions on social 

media, and that is why it feels good to gain supports on it,  

People like you (your pictures) means they like your car, they think it’s 
cool. Actually, they are all strangers, but I do feel like being supported by 
them, because it’s very hard to gain others’ support, especially from 
strangers. Lots of my followers on Instagram come from other states or 
countries…It’s the hardest to gain strangers’ supports, because they don’t 
actually know you, what they support is what I do, not who I am. (He 
stressed) the feeling is truer. Because in reality, lots of people may say 
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nice things to you but they may not really mean it, but in places like this 
where no one knows each other, they will tell the truth. 

 
Cole suggests the car images he posts on Instagram are parallel to other people’s 

selfies, since his car represents him, 

Well, yeah…Asians love to take pictures of themselves. Like, selfie, Asian 
people are good with this one you know hahahha! So um, me posting a lot 
of cars on Instagram is basically yea…it’s the influence is kinda like…it’s 
actually the same. Well, the car represents me. I love taking picture of the 
car and posting the picture of the car. People represent themselves, they 
take picture of themselves. 

 
Cole reveals what he enjoys the most about his fame on Instagram is that people 

appreciate his work,  

Hmm…well…The thing that I like the most is, you know, getting known, 
getting free stuff…getting a lot of friends also you know, like they hit you 
up, that’s the best, going to a place that people know you…people that 
follows you from Instagram that actually talks to you, appreciate your 
work, getting some ideas, recognize to each other…“Oh you’re the guy 
that has this and that.” Because I know them also you know, I know the 
car also. Not the person itself, its just the car. Because people nowadays 
are just keep on posting cars and stuff like that. 

In reality, some of the participants’ fame on Instagram has already been 

transferred into social capital in real life. Art describes his fame on Instagram as a 

“backup,”  

It’s a really good backup, let’s say if I wanna get sponsorships, I can just 
use my Instagram…it’s like a proof to show how popular you are, and 
how much you can get for the company. 
 

Cole points out that many companies will purposely ask for his social media 

accounts when he is applying for sponsorships, 

Those big companies, you have to apply, you have to send your proposal, 
you have to tell them lightly about your car and what is your goal…And 
they will ask like, specifically ask for like social media, how many 
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followers, like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook, they ask for those. They 
ask your uh…your name, and how many followers. And also, that is for 
the Macguires (car accessories brand), the Toyo Tires…they will send a 
program that links your Instagram, everything, to see if you’re compliant 
with their standards. 

 
Cole has also been using his fame on Instagram to sell car parts, 

I usually sell stuff, sell parts through Instagram and the good thing about it 
is since the car is popular. I usually sell like parts, a little more expensive 
but they will still buy it. And then some friends will offer you once they 
sell their stuff. They keep on offering me about ARC (a Japanese 
aftermarket car part brand). Because they know I have a lot of ARC parts. 
So they offer it for cheap, so I grab it and sell it, hahahha! 

 
Matt has gotten a lot of sponsorship offers because of his fame on Instagram, 

I’ve gotten a couple of parts from them, and they would like, “Oh can you 
give us a shoutout?” Meaning like post it on Instagram tagging them, just 
to get people to like, like my followers would like, “Oh, Matt is running 
this, maybe it’s a good product.” 

However, he is very careful on selecting products to represent since the products may 

affect his image as well, 

But I’m not gonna be promoting a product that I didn’t like it though, like 
I have to see it in hand and then test it out and then promote it. I’m not 
gonna be like, “Matt, here post this for me,” no, not like that. 

Art’s fame on Instagram has helped him to get into some elite groups in the 

import scene. He sighs, 

…You can use your fame on Instagram to get into certain groups…I think 
this is very important. If you don’t have a popular account, me for 
example, I won’t be able to interact with those big tuning shops no matter 
how crazy my modifications are. Sometimes you will need Instagram as a 
back up, I mean some people are really sniffy, they won’t even look at you 
if you don’t have the fame… 
 

Similar with Art, due to his fame on Instagram, Edward feels he is on the same level with 

other Instafamous now. He asserts, 
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Because like I said those people with really cool cars, I used to hit it for 
photo shoots, uh…I used to be like one of those fans, you know, I was 
down here, and then they were up here, you’ll never think you’ll meet 
them, you’ll never think you’ll be hanging out with them. But you know, 
because of Instagram, uh…and then because of the car community, I got 
to meet these people. Like I’ve never thought I’d be friends with these 
people, I thought they were on a different level, they are up here, and 
they’re just like…god haha or whatever hahaha! And then, I’ve never 
thought that one day I’d meet them and be friends with them, and…you 
know, hanging out just casually. Because like now, I met a lot of people 
who’re Instagram famous or stuff, but then it doesn’t feel like they’re god 
or whatever, they’re just people too. 

Edward admits that he does not want to lose any followers because he sees the account as 

a business stand point, 

I mean I’m kinda already here, so I feel like this…the more followers I get 
is obviously gonna be more useful for whenever I get to push a product of 
my own, uh…so that I just wanna keep building this follower account, 
even though I’d say it doesn’t really mean too much to me, but it’s like a 
business stand point, I can use it to make money. 

 
In the digital age, what you post on social media might directly affect others’ 

understanding about you. For this group of Instafamous, being able to master the 

technique of self-presentation is essential since most of their follower do not actually 

know them in person. Regarding this issue, Matt emphasizes the importance of protecting 

one’s reputation on social media platforms. He warns, 

A lot of car guys’ reputation gets ruined cause of social media, cause if 
they do some what dirty, like if they sell like a broken part that said they 
worked, then that’s it, you’re done! And it’s (he stresses) hard to get that 
back, cause that’s how they see you like, “Oh, that’s the guys that sold me 
the broken part that said it was working perfectly fine,” so that’s it. 
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Microcelebrity  
	  

Even though all of the participants are ordinary people in their daily life, their 

fame on Instagram has somehow turned them into microcelebrities in the Instagram 

import scene. During the research, I have witnessed people recognized the participants’ 

cars on streets, or their followers sent them pictures of their cars and told them that they 

saw the cars somewhere, as well as their followers who tried to approach them at car 

shows just like little fans. All of the participants agree that they enjoy these situations. 

Yet, Edward complains that it is rather embarrassing when his close friends make 

fun of him and call him Wanghong in Chinese, since they have known each other for a 

long time. The term equals to the English term “social influencer,” but it is used in a 

sarcastic manner in the above context. Regardless, his experience on Instagram made him 

realize the pressure that most celebrities’ have to face, 

…What I learn from this is kinda like uh…how celebrities feel. Like 
you’ll see stuff that celebrities are like uh…they don’t want to talk to the 
paparazzi, they just kinda wanna get away, they hide their face or 
whatever. And then people are like “oh, they’re asshole, they don’t talk to 
people” and all kinda stuff. But then it’s like I kinda understand, you 
know, if I’m tired today, if it’s been a long day at work, or something bad 
happened to me or whatever, they’ll make me unhappy, because I’m 
human too (he sighs). But then, like if I don’t want to talk to people, and 
people come and talk to me, I can’t not talk to them, because if I don’t talk 
to them, they’ll think that “oh Edward is an asshole” or whatever, and then 
it just kind makes your reputation kinda bad…so when I see these news 
about a celebrity being an asshole, I kinda don’t blame them (he sighs), 
uh…because I kinda know how it feels, you know. It just gets annoying, it 
just gets annoying sometimes. 

Being the most popular one among all of the participants, Matt’s car is many car 

people’s dream, 



	  
	  

	  

76 

 

I get a lot of direct messages just on Instagram, there’s people say that, 
“Oh bro, your car is my goal!” Like “what do you do to afford all these?!” 
I get that a lot like um…yea, “What’s your profession to afford all these?” 
or like, “You really inspire me to build my car!” Like, “How I build 
yours?” I mean that kinda stuff, it feels good. 
 

He likes to keep the audience’s hopes up, 
 

Like I would post saying “oh I’m gonna install this next week,” like 
people are waiting for that update like, “Oh dude did you install it yet? Let 
me see!” So that’s how it works, like I bought parts and I’ll post it one by 
one. I just did it, put it, all in one basket you know, so I did it like one by 
one so people have something to look forward to like “oh Matt doing this, 
I gotta wait for him to post,” and then they would tag their friends like 
“oh, he installed it already” and that’s how they follow. It’s pretty cool 
like if you go through like comments of car like “oh dude you turn out 
great!” “I didn’t know it will work,” you know that kinda stuff, yea. 

 
Cole is thrilled that his car has become many of his followers’ goals, since he was 

in their position before, 

Well usually, most of them are like, giving me, “I love your car, I really 
like the design you put on the car.” You know they always appreciate 
things that’re on the car before they ask questions. And they always say 
that oh I don’t know if it’s real, but they always say like… “it’s my 
wallpaper,” “it’s my cellphone wallpaper,” “it’s my computer’s 
wallpaper,” “its one of the best Evo (his car model).” You know, 
sometimes they just give you some good comments or stuff like that but 
you don’t really know if it’s true or not. But it just feels good when people 
say that, because before I was like that too, you know…And now it’s just, 
kinda like, I’m happy that my car is actually the ones that’s you know, 
they look up. 

 
In fact, the participants’ followers not only appreciate their works, they will 

actually follow the way the participants modify their cars. Daniel shares his experience 

on this, 

So I had a pair of white rims before, and ever since I had those, lots of 
people started asking me questions about them. Well, they mainly asked 
me about the spec, and that’s when my followers started growing as well. 
Then a while later, I found that some of those who asked questions 
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actually changed their rims to white color too, and their car is blue as well 
(Daniel’s car is blue)…haha! I feel like I did influence them, I don’t mind 
sharing, it’s their decision to buy it or not, but it feels pretty good when 
people follow your style. 

 
Jackson has similar encounter as well, he describes, 

Did you notice Art’s car? There’re something stick out near the tires right, 
well, no one had those before, and I was pretty much the first person who 
installed it. I made some videos and posted some photos of the car after I 
installed them, I mean if you were to do this, you’d have to cut through the 
car, so there’s no going back after you’ve done that, it’s something 
permanent. Then during that period, I got a lot of people followed me (on 
Instagram), and then I figured lots of them actually did the same thing to 
their cars later on. Well I won’t say I am the only person who influenced 
them on this…(he pauses)…but I think I did inspire them to do that… 

 
Art’s followers are crazy about his car too, 

This car has inspired (he stresses) many people, a lot of them…see it as a 
goal, I mean they fix their cars based on this one…some of them 
even…(he laughs)…went to the place where I modified my car and 
showed them the pictures (of his car) and told the shop about how they 
wanted their cars to look like…it feels good, cause it means they actually 
approved your idea. It’s just like this one, (he showed me a picture on his 
phone) he copied me on these two parts, but he made the size of them 
smaller hahahaha (he would not stop laughing)! Haha, he even copied my 
lights, they’re the same color of mine! 

 
Art does not mind being imitated by other people since he thinks lots of them might not 

be able to catch up with him, 

I mean a lot of people will copy me so I just let them…(he stresses) I 
mean to follow someone’s style and being able to catch up with them are 
two different things, yea, cause not everyone has the source to customize 
parts, and different shops have different design…I haven’t seen a very 
outstanding car so far… 

 
Yet, Art reveals that one of his followers has gathered a lot of fame after he bought an 

unwanted car part from Art. The styles of their accounts are also very similar. Art 

portrays, 
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There’s one that’s very popular, he bought my old exhaust pipe…this is a 
Caucasian guy (he shows me the person’s Instagram account)…lots of my 
followers are white, haha…well there’re Chinese too, and Taiwanese, 
Singaporean, they’ll message me. Then for some of those, I just don’t 
understand their languages, and then some of them will write in Chinese, 
it’s really funny. So this guy actually started up a team, they actually sent 
me something and asked Matt and me to join their team, hahaha! He lives 
in Chicago. It’s right after I sold him the exhaust pipe, and ‘boom!’ he 
became famous immediately! Um…(he keeps scrolling on his phone and 
shows me pictures) he’ll post my picture and say I’m his inspiration. Well 
we actually talk to each other personally. Sometimes, he’ll ask my 
opinions when he wants to fix up his car…then (he reads the person’s 
captions on Instagram)…like “biggest inspiration, for my build” 
something like that. 
 
Because of his achievement on social media, Edward is confident about his future 

career since people on Instagram have shown him that things are possible if he tries hard 

enough, 

Um…and then there’s another thing unique about Instagram is that 
Instagram shows lot of people that all they have to do is to work hard, 
think more ideas…(he pauses)…Well, not really work hard, you know, 
work hard or smart. Um…and then you can afford all those things that 
you’ll see on Instagram, like you can afford the shoes, you can afford the 
house and stuff… 

He uses himself as an example, 

It’s kinda like me meeting all these cool car people, like Instagram famous 
people, um…you know all the OGs of the games and stuff. It’s like I 
thought that I’d never meet them but it (he stresses) happened. I never 
thought that I’d have this car, then that happened, um…so it’s just, I kinda 
have a feeling like nothing is gonna stop me. If I put my mind to it and do 
it, I feel like I can do it. Because I see other doing it, they show that it’s 
not just a dream, it’s something you can do, it’s reality. 

However, Edward indicates that his followers tend to put themselves in the lower level, 

which makes the atmosphere in their meet ups a little awkward, and he is still not used to 

it. He explains, 
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If fans come and talk to me and they introduce themselves, like, “Hey, 
Edward, I’m blablabla,” uh…you know, “Nice to meet you, I follow you 
on Instagram” or whatever, “I drive this,” you know, I’ll feel more 
inclined talking to those people as…you know, friends, like someone on 
the same level that you can have a conversation with. 

He continues, 

But a lot of times, people nowadays, they don’t know how to introduce 
themselves, it’s just like…like I don’t need you to be professional but at 
least, you know, who you are. I don’t wanna know that you’re just some 
person, like one number on my Instagram account that you follow me. 
Uh…but that’s what a lot of people do. They just come to…they put 
themselves on the lower level…they’re just,  “Oh my god! I love you car! 
I follow you on Instagram!” But then it’s like, “I don’t know who you 
are?!” So…you know, what am I supposed to do? Haha! (he laughs with a 
concerned face) 

Edward also rants that many people ask him unnecessary questions on Instagram,  

Because people ask me they’re like, “Oh is your body kit powerhouse 
amuse?” Eh…and then it’s like…there’s big a sticker on my windshield 
that said powerhouse amuse, uh…so it’s like do you not read (he laughs 
with a questioning face)? It’s like you can spend time to write off a 
comment but you can’t like look at the photo and read a couple letters? 
 

He does not usually reply to those questions since he believes the answer can be easily 

found on the Internet,  

I don’t respond to those people. Uh…it’s kinda like a waste of time. You 
didn’t spend any time looking it up and then you just wanna ask me 
question. Uh…(he sighs) it’s like there’s Google, so you can google and 
look it up ‘oh is that the same?’. Like I don’t like to ask people question 
that I can find on the Internet. Like I look it up all on the Internet and I 
couldn’t find it, then I’ll ask that person. 

Matt complains about the same issue as well, he reveals that he does not reply to 

everyone’s question, 

I tried to reply as much as possible, but sometimes it’s just too much…it 
really depends on their comments too, like if they just like, “Matt, what’s 
your wheel size?” I don’t like that, like, “Why don’t you do your research?” 
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You know, I did (he stresses) my research…it’s like put some effort into it, 
if I just give you whatever you need, then there’s no fun in building it you 
know. 
 

He will not give out information about his modification easily as well, 
 

Cause building a car is like a…trial and error, you have to try, if it doesn’t 
work then try again (he raises his voice), you know, if I just give you my 
specs, then you pretty much just perfected…like I’ve been modifying my 
car for ten years, and I’m just gonna give it to you in one day? You know, 
it took me all that time so why would I give it right away? You know, 
that’s how it works…I (he stresses) help them, I put them to the right 
direction, I just don’t ignore them like, “Oh, I’m not gonna give it to you.” 
I’m not like that, I just direct them to the right direction like this is what 
did I, it’s up to you to finish it. 

 
Being the most popular one among all of the participants, Matt claims that he will 

never let this fame get into his head. “Stay humble” is the first line of his bio on 

Instagram, 

I mean like I said there’s two types of people about Instagram, some 
people they take their fame way too seriously and people that just like you 
know it’s whatever with it, and I’m one of those whatever with it. Cause 
when you get that fame get into your head (he smiles sarcastically), like 
your decision making…your attitude changes, you know like, “Oh I’m 
famous this and that.” Yea and people probably like “oh this guy is hella 
cocky” you know, “he has a lot of followers” and all that stuff. But (he 
stresses) if they know me personally, they don’t think that. 

Cole also advises one has to watch his or her ego when their account becomes popular,  
 

You’re trying to protect your reputation. And plus reputation you don’t 
want to think people that you think too high, like…like umm…you have, 
you are popular, and yet you have a bad attitude, bad characteristics… 
 

He explains that his fame on Instagram was overwhelming at the beginning, 
 

It’s overwhelming at first because I wasn’t expecting. I wasn’t expecting 
these likes. There’s a point that the likes went up to 8000, 9000 in one 
picture. I was like, “Oh wow this is crazy, where are these likes coming 
from?” You know. There’s a point I posted a video and then it went like 
100k views and stuff like that. You know like, “What’s special on the thing 
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that I post? I just post this and that,” you know. You’re gonna think that, 
“Oh I’m so known or something like that.” But if you’re gonna think like 
that, I bet you’re gonna puff (he smirks)…change in a month hahaha! It’s 
good to be…appreciated, it’s good to be happy, it’s good to grow 
followers.  But it’s not good if Instagram is actually changing you. 

Social comparison  
	  

Whenever there is “like,” there will be “hate” as well. Trolling is definitely not 

something new in the virtual world. Just like any other online platforms, though 

Instagram does not encourage this emotion, its occurrence is inevitable. Indeed, 

Instafamous’ self-curated realities that are usually construed by professionally taken or 

edited images, might arouse people’s negative feelings more easily since everything is 

visual.  While there are many people like the participants’ cars, there are people who do 

not like their cars as well. Yet, the participants tend to ignore haters and their negative 

comments, because they understand that trolling is totally meaningless. 

Cole suggest that social comparison actually happens often on social media,  

There’s a lot of hate also. It’s not likes. There’re a lot of hates also going 
on… anywhere, they’ll look for imperfections instead of appreciating the 
car. You know, they’re just jealous of your work, they’re just jealous of 
what you have. They just spend their time talking shit about others…I 
always say its my money, it’s my time, it’s my car, I can do whatever I 
want, I don’t care (he smirks). 

	  
Matt points out that keyboard warriors will use negative comments to try to put a 

car down, just because they enjoy doing that, 

…People who hides behind that they call it “keyboard warriors,” like 
when they look at Instagram and they see a car, even though the car looks 
really good, they’ll find the way to put the car down, just to give the 
owner like “oh you didn’t do it right,” you know what I’m saying? It’s like 
they like to talk smack, just to like…if you read all the comments like 
“nice car, nice car, nice car…” But there’s just (he stresses) one person 
that will say a negative thing just to get in the owner’s skin, but if that 
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negative comment gets into you, then that’s your downfall right there, but 
if you ignore it and move on, you’ll be alright, on Instagram at least. 

Edward reveals that many people thought his car and car modifications were 

funded by his parents mostly because he is Chinese, 

A lot of people that don’t like my car they just don’t say anything, 
uh…but then there’s like a few accounts for…there’s one white guy that 
hates one of my other friends in Vancouver, and what he really was, it was 
really harassment, he doesn’t like my car, and he’s just “oh, uh you’re just 
a rich kid” you know or that kinda stuff. Like “you don’t have to do that 
yourself,” “you just hire someone to do it,” like that kinda 
stuff…um…that was like the most memorable case for me, because I 
didn’t do anything, I don’t even know who he was, um…and he just came 
out of nowhere to attack me…and mostly because I’m Chinese and he 
thinks that my parents are rich (he shrugs). People see me with my car and 
they (he stresses) automatically think that I’m Fuerdai 15, they think I’m 
rich because of my parents. But then at the same time it’s like, it’s a 
Honda (he sighs) haha…it’s a Honda! 
 
Jackson also thinks haters leave negative comments on his and other car guys’ 

profiles only because they are Asians, he especially points out the “white haters” on 

Instagram, 

I know white haters are always there, I mean they’ll go to your page and 
talk bad when they know you’re Asian and have nice cars. I got some of 
those too, but I just ignored them. They’d say like “I don’t think you can 
drive this car, it’s too low,” but I was like, “There’s none of your business 
it’s my car okay, it’s not like you’ve driven it before” (he defies). And 
when I look at their profile, um…it’s white people again! Haha, so I don’t 
know what to tell you. I think there’re some people who think white 
people are superior than others, I won’t say this is jealousy, it’s more like 
they don’t want to admit that other races can be better than them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15	  A Chinese term that is used to describe the second generation of the rich. 	  
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Social discrimination  
	  

In reality, all of the participants have either witnessed or experienced social 

discrimination that targets Asian Americans throughout the years, except Matt who 

avoided answering any questions that are related to social discrimination during his 

interview.    

Daniel actually thought racism was something common when he was younger, 

since he was one of those who got bullied at school. Even though he eventually managed 

to fight back, he obviously did not want to recall this experience during the interview,  

Um…(he stammers) it was in middle school, people would bully those 
who didn’t speak English, like immigrants. And you know…we were all 
naive when we were young, people didn’t know what they were doing…I 
thought racism was something very common (he looks down)…So there’s 
this white guy, he was pretty nice at first, so I thought he wanted to be 
friends. But then he would also ask me to do stuff for him as if I was his 
slave…but I didn’t realize at first cause I saw him as my first white friend. 
But as time went by, I started to pick up English, and that’s when I 
realized that he just wanted someone to mess with, cause he’d make fun of 
me all the time, you know, he’d talk bad about Chinese. I mean the reason 
why he approached me was because he thought I was easy to control cause 
I didn’t speak English and I wouldn’t resist or stuff. 
 

It was not until he grew older and joined an American born Chinese group that he became 

tougher,  

Then I got my own friends later on, when I was in high school…I became 
friends of some American born Chinese, they have their own group…the 
group was big, so I felt very safe in it, I mean they’d protect me and stuff. 
And then there’s one day, I met this white guy at school again, he came to 
me and pushed me out of nowhere…but we actually didn’t contact each 
other for a long time, and even if we saw each other, we wouldn’t say hi. 
But then he did this while I was with my friends…I was so angry that I 
punched him in the face immediately, hahaha! It was the first time I fought 
back, he was so shocked that he apologized right away like, “Oh, just 
kidding!” And then he never harassed me again after that haha! 
 

Edward has also encountered social discrimination when he was little, only because he 

was “different” from others. Yet it has become something he is proud of after he grew up, 
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Like back when I was in elementary school, I wouldn’t bring food from 
home, because other kids was like, “What is that?” Or you know, made 
fun of you for it or whatever, that’s why a lot of ABCs chose not to speak 
Chinese, they’ll make fun of FOBs, they hang out with white people, they 
think they will fit in more or whatever. Um…and I understand how they 
feel, but through high school, I kinda was like you know, I’m Chinese, I’ll 
speak Chinese, I don’t care what you say, like if you wanna talk shit about 
it I can speak English too! Like what you want, you can’t do anything 
about it, and I speak better English than you do (he says it proudly), so… 

Although lots of his followers might not understand Chinese, he uses Chinese 

captions on his Instagram posts very often. He illuminates,   

I did that because I wanna show people that I’m Chinese, I do speak 
Chinese, but at the same time, I also speak English. Um…and then just 
like when I made one of the vlogs, when I was in Vancouver that I spoke 
English, um…Mandarin and Cantonese, and people would like, “Oh are 
you from Hong Kong or whatever?” “How do you speak Mandarin so 
fluently?” And then I was kinda like “I learned,” um…because even if 
Vancouver where there’s a lot of ABCs that speak English and Chinese, 
it’s a lot of times where, it’s either one language better than the other, 
uh…like significantly better than other, they’re not like fluently in both. 
 
Art used to think racism would not happen in the Bay Area regarding its diversity, 

yet he changed his mind after it actually happened to him a while ago. He shares his 

recent encounter, 

It (social discrimination) actually happens all the time isn’t it? So there’s a 
time I went to the bank with my friend to get cash and we double parked 
cause we thought it’s gonna be quick, and then a white lady passed by and 
asked why would we park like that. Well, my friend was in the car while I 
was getting cash at the ATM…then she just wouldn’t stop talking and 
finally said “thanks god for Trump”, well, those Trump supporters and 
stuff. She even said something like “go back to your country” and a lot 
other stuff. She’s just really racist, damn! I never thought we’d have this 
kinda people here, cause I mean California is already pretty diverse right, 
it’s just crazy! I just can’t believe that there are still so many racist people 
out there, they only speak out after Trump became the president…I mean I 
know Asians do have their problems, but there’s no way you can change it, 
that’s just our lifestyle hahaha! 

Jackson reveals that he actually recognized himself as Asian American before the time of 

Donald Trump. However, this is no longer true, 
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I think I’m Asian now, I used to think I’m Asian American, but after 
Donald Trump became the president, I think the white people around us 
are not as nice to…well, I won’t say all of them are like that but I feel like 
a lot of them are like that, so I think I’m Asian now, I’m different from 
them (he emphasizes). Um…the young generation is fine cause they 
actually grow up with us. It’s just the older generation, you know, the way 
they see immigrants…I mean they didn’t have this thing before (other 
races), and all the sudden we are here. Well, it’s also because of the mass 
media too, they’re never objective when it comes to news that are related 
to China and Chinese…so it kinda reinforces people’s negative feelings 
about Chinese… 

Since Cole spent most of his life in Asia, he is indeed very proud of his ethnicity. 

He insists that people usually see the good in them, 

Well, usually I hear a lot of good things about Asians, anywhere I go. Car 
industry, work, any, brain of course, Hahhaa! Everything is good about 
Asians. I don’t…but some other races, those are the like Hispanic, those 
are the things that I’ve seen a lot of discrimination in…umm anywhere, 
social media, whatever.” 
 

Yet, Edward points out “the good” other races see in Asians is actually a stereotype 

others have on them. He argues, 

You know how there’s white privilege right, and then Asian privilege is 
like, you have a good job, you make more money than most people, you get 
to be great in school and all that stuff, and then this is the Asian privilege. 
And then…this doesn’t make any sense! Asian makes more money because 
they’re hard working, they go to school and then they’re more hard-
working, it’s like a chain, because their parents are successful, their kids 
are gonna be successful. It’s just how you teach your children. 
 
Even though Edward is essentially a Chinese, who also recognizes himself as 

Chinese, he distinguish himself from those who come from Mainland China, particularly 

the “rich kids” that many people thought he was. Edward explains, 

Uh…once I get deeper in it, it’s kinda…so I feel like the culture…if you’re 
from Taiwanese, from Hong Kong or from Macau or something, it’s 
different from Mainland China. So mainland China, there’s a lot of kids 
who…their parents are just like, they just make money but they’re not at 
home to teach their kids or whatever and just want to give their kids 
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that…you know everything they can afford. Uh…where else like Hong 
Kong and Taiwan and Macau, they don’t let people do that, they don’t let 
kids do that…you know, they kinda wanna keep their kids on low profile 
level, because they’re just kinda like, you know there’s money you can 
earn, uh…you know obviously you’re at school, you don’t have a car for 
you to drive that you’re not gonna drive anything nice like that. 
 
The dilemma Edward has here is that he actually discriminates these Chinese rich 

kids as well. It is because of the overall bad image they have created for the Chinese 

people who live in the U.S. In fact, all of the Chinese participants in this research share 

this dilemma, which proves Kibria’s claim (2000) about people’s tendency to distance 

themselves from the “problem group” in order to get rid of the stereotypes. Edward 

describes,  

You know like, there’s a lot of international students come in from China 
right? Their parents have money and they don’t know how to drive. But 
then they’re gonna afford a nice car. And…most of time, they’ll mess up 
that car, they’ll crash it, they’ll scratch it, they’ll curb the wheels or 
whatever. Uh…especially in community colleges, and just universities, 
you’ll see people…you know, you’ll see the rich kids with cars like that. 
And then…they kinda make a bad image for Asian Americans because a 
lot of Asian Americans, they come from like a middle class family or 
whatever, uh…and then instead of being discriminated of having rich 
parents, uh…you get discriminated for being…(he sighs) ah, an Asian with 
rich parents. 

Margin to mainstream 
	  

In response to their encounters above, some of the participants admit that Asians 

are still a minority when it comes to population. Yet, they also argue that Asians are no 

longer minority in terms of social status. It is because of people’s higher acceptance of 

different races as well as Asians’ influence on the society overtime, notably the import 

scene. 
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Regarding this issue, Jackson suggests that it depends on which part of the 

country one is looking into, 

Um…I think we’re not minority in California, but we’re still a minority in 
general. I actually read this news about the population of Asian in the U.S. 
before, and I think it’s like 5% or something. And then I have this old 
classmate from Guangzhou who came to the U.S to study, and he’s now in 
this state called Arkansas. He told me that there’s a time he stopped by a 
random store on his way to somewhere, and he got some Caucasian people 
telling him that they had never met any Asians before and asked if they 
could take a picture with him, haha! But I mean not all of them are this 
nice…it’s actually a lot better here (the Bay Area). 

 
Art’s thought mirrors Jackson’s. He additionally points out that Caucasian people tend to 

stay away from other races in real life,  

I mean we feel like there’re a lot of Asians because we live here, but the 
country is so big, and there’re actually a lot more Caucasian people in 
others states. And then Caucasian people usually try to stay away from 
Asian, the more diverse here the more likely they’re going to run, don’t 
you think so? They tend to go to those places where it’s less 
crowded…(he pauses)…I think maybe they don’t really like Asian’s 
lifestyle, I mean there’re places that used to have a lot of Caucasian 
people…but they just moved away once the place was dominated by 
Asians.  

However, this situation does not happen in the virtual world, he adds, 
 

You don’t have this issue in social media, there’re no conflicts there, I 
mean we all do our own things, it’s not like I’ll bother you or stuff, cause 
you don’t actually have to interact with people on social media.  

 
Edward, on the other hand, asserts that Asian is no longer minority because of the 

higher social acceptance and the influence they have brought to the car scene, 

Um…Asian American has always been a minority, um…well it depends. 
There’s actually a lot of Asian American in the United States here, in 
Seattle, and many other places. I really don’t feel like I’m a minority 
anymore because there’s more and more acceptance of the Asian culture 
over here. Um…and…especially in the car scene, we’re definitely not a 
minority. Because in the car scene, you’ll see a lot Asian Americans, a lot 
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of Asians just being in the car scene and modifying cars. And some of the 
leading people, like managing like SuperStreet, managing any of…like 
media companies, anyone with the cool car, anyone working with those 
big tire brands or car brands, there’s a lot of Asian people in the car 
community. So we’re not minority anymore. 

Cole states firmly that Asian is not minority anymore, especially in the import scene, 

No, no more. Asian American, they’re everywhere. They’re everywhere 
(he stresses). In car scene, majorities are Asian. In car scene, majorities of 
well-built cars, good-looking cars, nice, clean cars are Asian. We always 
bet you know when we go to shows, I bet this one is Hispanic, this one is 
pure Asian, maybe this one is a Pilipino hahaha! We usually joke, we 
usually play jokes like that. 

	  
Daniel indicates the Instagram import scene proofs to him that Asian is no longer 

minority. He compares the import scene in the 90s and present,  

I think Instagram made me feel like we’re not minority anymore. Back in 
the 90s, Asians depended on the car scene heavily in order to show their 
pride or masculinity, it feels like your car has to be really well-modified if 
you are trying to do that. But Instagram…it’s more suitable for young 
people…(he pauses)…it provides a platform for them to show their pride 
(he stresses) and lifestyle at the same time. I’d say car modifications is 
something in Asian’s blood, and Instagram has further boosted this 
advantage of us…and makes this group even influential. 

The participants do not considered trolling as a form of social discrimination. 

According to the participants, since the import scene is very diverse, social discrimination 

does not usually happened there, both online and offline. Edward explains that it is 

because people in the scene all share the same passion, 

Like socially, there isn’t much discrimination other than that. 
Um…because when people share passion for cars, they don’t really care 
what color you are, what kinda ethnicity…what they care about is you 
having a cool car and you know what you’re talking about, that’s the most 
important thing. 
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Art proposes that car people might judge others on their builds but definitely not their 

ethnicity, 

Like I said there’re a lot of different lifestyles in the scene, some of them 
like their car to be low, just like Daniel, some of them like it to be 
functional, it’s normal for them to talk bad of each other. Like those who 
believe in functional will think the “low lifestyle” is stupid since people 
only do it for the look. There’re conflicts between different lifestyles. It’s 
not something that targets Asian, I mean everyone has their own style, and 
they all think their way of doing things is the best…they won’t judge you 
on your ethnicity but how you modify your car. 

Not to negotiate stereotype 
	  

Even though negotiating Asian stereotypes was a fundamental purpose of the 

import car scene in the 90s, this is not a concern of those who participate in the scene 

nowadays. Some of the participants agree that the content they created on social media 

might have helped to negotiate Asian stereotypes at some extent, yet they did not do it 

purposely. According to the participants, their Instagram accounts are mainly about 

personal style and self-presentation. In reality, some of them even think that their 

accounts further reinforce Asian stereotypes.  

Art claims that though his account might be able to change some people’s thought 

about Asian, it is actually very hard to negotiate Asian stereotypes, 

Stereotypes are set…but you can…I think you can change a few of them, 
but you can’t change everyone’s thought about that. But people do agree 
that some Asians aren’t like what they’re described in the stereotypes…I 
believe what we do will have certain influence on it, but…the stereotype is 
just rooted too deep, I don’t think it can simply be changed by the car 
scene. 

 
Though he is not trying to negotiate Asian stereotypes, as a Chinese, he is proud of being 

followed by people from different countries,  
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Actually, being a Chinese, I do feel proud of having them follow me on 
Instagram, I think, in the Bay Area, not a lot of those who modify the same 
car will invest as much in their cars as I did…um I haven’t seen any on 
social media…I mean for those who modify their cars and also focus on 
promoting them on Instagram. It’s not that my modification is especially 
outstanding, I mean a lot of other car guys are good at that too, but not a lot 
of them will use their cars to gain exposure on Instagram like me. 

 
Art believes that his fame on Instagram has made him a representative of the Chinese 

people in the import car community, though he never meant to do that, 

I feel like I do represent Chinese in the scene hahaha…as in Chinese also 
have good taste when it comes to car modifications…but I’ll still post 
what I do in my life, like what a Chinese will do in their daily life. 

 
Jackson believes his account helps to negotiate Asian stereotypes as well, 
 

I think I did, for a little bit...but it’s to the young generation because my 
followers are all young people, and they’re usually more open to ethnic 
diversity than the older generation. So…I think it might be beneficial to 
the future generation…but that’s just what I thought. 

 
Same as Art, Jackson also thinks his account might help to change people’s thought about 

Chinese, 

I think uh…people might think Chinese could be pretty good at car 
modifications as well, cause generally, they will think Japanese are good 
at that, or maybe Filipino too, but Chinese…may be they’ll see we have 
more people who know about car modifications now, because car 
modifications is not something common in China. And then…people in 
our generation have started to study and get to know this thing, so maybe 
we can change people’s impression about Chinese don’t know how to 
modify cars. 

 
Yet, Edward does not think he is making a voice for the Asian people since there 

is not much discrimination in the import scene to begin with, 

Um…like I said there’s not many cultural discrimination in the car scene, 
like people actually into cars, um…it’s just an understanding of another 
person, it’s not that I’m a Chinese person with a car like that or whatever. 
Like in a way that I feel like I’m making a statement, is that I’m trying to 
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bring…kinda like the more Japanese car scene over, like in the way that I 
modify my car…um…it’s more like custom stuff, it’s more stuff that’s 
went off, it’s more stuff that meant for the race track. 

 
He suggests that the car images he posts on Instagram may further reinforce people’s 

stereotypes to Asian American, because Instagram only shows part of one’s life, 

I feel like it only adds to the stereotype, um…because people don’t see 
what’s going on behind the scene, all they see is that I’m young, I’m 
Chinese, and I have quote unquote a nice car, that’s all they see. They 
don’t see like whenever I’m at work or they don’t see what I do to make 
money, um…they don’t see the struggle I’m going through. And that’s the 
bad thing about social media because it only shows one part, maybe like 
5% of someone’s life, it doesn’t show everything. And that’s how it is for 
a lot for people. A lot of people are famous or Instagram famous, they 
have a lot of cool cars, they have a lot of super cars and stuff. But then 
they don’t see that there’s people who’s working in their off time, they’re 
working hard, they don’t see how busy their life is. 

Daniel also considers what he does on social media is actually supporting the stereotype, 

I think it further connects the ideas of car modifications and Asian 
Americans together, this is already a stereotype, Asian Americans and 
modified cars. I mean it could be either good or bad, the good part is…it 
can show off our lifestyle and taste, but the bad part is…from those who 
don’t know how to modify their cars, they’re likely to be discriminated by 
others in the scene, cause people will see it as a “rice rocket,” that’s how 
people call them cause they usually look very aggressive…in a negative 
way. 

 
By explaining how the import scene is different from the old days, he emphasizes that the 

import scene is more about self-presentation nowadays, 

The difference is that we have more people presenting themselves through 
the scene nowadays, to present their lifestyle, their taste but not to show 
the so-called masculinity, Asian pride or stuff. It’s something (he stresses) 
very simple, it’s just car modification. And then you have more teenagers 
and other races in the scene nowadays…so it has become more universal. 
Like the new generation is even better on car modifications, so it’s about 
the new generation, the new lifestyle, and the new trend of car 
modifications now. Again there’s not only Asian, it’s about everyone, it’s 
a style from the new generation, a post-90s style. 
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Discussion 

In order to manage an online image, the practice of posting on social media can be 

a carefully constructed performance that brings out the “performative” nature of our 

social life (Lampinen, 2015), and eventually alters the way we understand ourselves. This 

is exceptionally accurate for people who actually give effort to maintain their social 

media accounts, just like the participants of this research. Indeed, Erving Goffman has 

carefully examined a similar notion in his most influential book The Presentation of Self 

in Every Day Life back in the 1950s. In this book, Goffman (1959) uses 

drama/dramaturgy as an analogy to describe human social interactions, which has 

become a very important work in the development of symbolic interactionism.  

According to Crable (2009), symbolic interactionism asserts, “selves and 

communities are created, reimaged, and created by and through communicative 

processes.” Such process involves “indication”--the meaningful gesture performed by an 

actor, and “interpretation”--how another actor understands the gesture. Once the former 

sends out an indication, the latter should come up with a response that is also his or her 

indication, and send it back to the former. Throughout this process of indication and 

interpretation, a continual process of “role-taking” is required between the actors since 

they can only understand each other by looking at the issue from the other person’s 

perspective (Crable, 2009). In this sense, the interaction cannot be completed without a 

response. Symbolic interactionists also identity two forms of human selfhood that 

includes the “self-as-process” and “self-as-object” (Crable, 2009), or in Goffman’s 

(1959) words the “self-as-performer” and the “self-as-character.” Simply put, the former 
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is the actor’s outer self that consistently performs different roles in his or her daily life, 

and the latter is the inner, true self that s/he tends to hide from other actors during the 

process.  

Goffman (1959) contends that human life is similar to a theatre, which consists of 

a front region where the carefully crafted self is performed, and a back region where one 

can set aside or prepare for his or her roles.  In this theatre, everyone is an actor who is 

being watched by an audience, yet s/he is also an audience of his/her viewers’ play. 

Frequently, actors work together as “teams” for the performance they are commonly 

involved in. Actors will also change to different roles based on the setting of the play. 

Though Goffman’s book is initially designed for face-to-face interaction, considering 

how the participants use car images (a form of selfies) to create their identities on 

Instagram, I found that the theory is especially applicable to this research. 

Indeed, the way people utilize Instagram to connect with others, keep up with 

their interests, and generate various communities both online and offline, has proven that 

mediated communication is nowhere inferior than face-to-face communication nowadays. 

Regarding the ways mediated communication have reshaped media themselves, Baym 

(2015) argues that mediated interaction should be understood as “a new and eclectic 

mixed modality that combines elements of face-to-face communication with elements of 

writing, and that increasingly use images.” By developing its unique photo culture and 

continually adding in new features based on the users’ needs, Instagram has created ever-

richer means for people to communicate.  
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For the participants, Instagram is a virtual theatre that provides another stage for 

them to perform their scripted dramas. Different from the real world theatre that an actor 

usually carries multiple roles, in this theatre, an actor only has two roles – the performer 

of their own drama and the audience of other people’s dramas (only for those they 

follow). Moreover, actors in the virtual world do not necessarily work together to achieve 

certain performances since other actors are not directly involved in the participants’ plays 

(e.g. what the participants do on their profiles do not affect their followers’ images), and 

they are essentially free to enter or leave any play at any time.  

It seems to me, the characters that the participants curated on Instagram are 

something in between the outer self and the inner self that I discussed earlier, since they 

possess the elements of both sides. On the one hand, these characters speak out for the 

participants’ inner selves, on the other, they are also professional selves that are carefully 

crafted by the participants. The front region here is their accounts/profiles where they 

create their ideal identities; the back region then, is the offline world where they can set 

aside and prepare for their microcelebrity identities. Though some of the participants’ 

followers will recognize them in real life (this usually happens when they are with their 

cars), from the information they provided, and my own observation, they will not try to or 

will not try as hard to maintain their images as they are on the platform. This is perhaps 

because they do not really relate their fame on Instagram in real life. Which is why some 

of the participants tend to deny the meaning of their fame to themselves. 

What is different between the real world stage and the Instagram stage is that the 

latter is highly controllable, since people do not necessarily use real identities or have real 
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world contact with other actors. In addition, they can potentially block out any unwanted 

information or followers. Very often, if one’s goal is to create a certain identity, s/he will 

not give out much information besides that area, mainly because “un-relatable” content is 

likely to lead to loss of followers. Technically, if the audience does not know the 

participants in person, the audience can only interpret them through whatever they post 

online. Yet, with the setting of Web 2.0, the audience is also actively shaping these 

dramas through responses such as like, comment, follow/unfollow and repost. By 

responding to the audience’s opinions, the participants adjust their habits and behaviors 

in the virtual world, and in turn, understanding themselves through the audience’s 

perspective. This is how meanings arise through the processes of social interaction. 

Similar to any other real world roles, the participants’ online characters are vigorously 

affecting their way of understanding themselves. 

The participants’ perceptions of themselves are also altered by the feelings of self-

confirmation and empowerment that are enabled by the platform. Although these car 

enthusiasts will also receive compliments and support from the offline world, the chance 

and scale are much smaller since it is largely limited to space (where they live), and time 

(most of the participants only use their modified cars as weekend cars and not all of them 

go to car shows regularly). The Instagram import scene overcomes these issues and 

provides opportunities for the participants to present their works to the world. 

Subsequently, the participants’ passion for cars and car modifications are being seen and 

approved by people who share the same interest. This kind of encouragement is precious 

because it does not involve any benefits in between – a majority of the participants’ 
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followers do not know them personally, and the reason why they follow the participants 

is because they share the same passion or like certain things about their Instagram 

accounts. Besides, the platform uses concrete numbers to present one’s social capital such 

as number of followers and likes, which is believed to further boost one’s self-

confidence.  

The platform also pushes the participants’ influence to another level. With the 

exposure these import cars have gained on the platform, they are seen as goals or 

inspirations to many people who live in different parts of the world. For example, some 

of them will use the participants’ car images as their wallpaper on different electronic 

devices, some of them will follow their car modification styles, some of them will buy 

the same cars that the participants own, some of them will even follow the participants’ 

way of dressing or like things they like. This suggests that whatever these Instafamous 

post on Instagram has potential influence to their followers. This is also why some of 

them see the need to adjust the content they post online. Moreover, the participants will 

act as their followers’ “mentors” occasionally since their followers will ask them for car 

modification advices and tips. Usually, the participants will share their experience or (use 

their own words) try to “guide” and “lead” them to the “correct direction.”  

The feeling of empowerment comes from people’s capability of making a 

statement for themselves and their interest as well. When everyone else is talking about 

the futuristic self-driving cars and even starting to give up car ownership, this group of 

people decided to invest even more in their import cars only because this is something 

they are passionate about. For the participants, a car is not just a vehicle but also a 
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reflection of themselves. Though people often recognize car modification as an immature 

and sometimes illegal practice, it is described as a lifestyle, a hobby and a passion by the 

car enthusiasts. Through sharing their stories and journeys of car modifications on 

Instagram, the participants have clearly presented this message in their profiles. 

Comparing to their rather ordinary real world selves, the characters that this group of 

people created on Instagram are indeed much more distinctive and aggressive – the 

unique, “my style” selves. Even though some of them are satisfied with the fact that their 

fame on Instagram has somehow made them representatives of certain cultural groups in 

the import scene, they insist that they are not trying to speak for any cultural groups but 

themselves. Either recognizing themselves as negotiating or reinforcing the Asian 

stereotypes, the participants acknowledge their potential influence on the image of their 

people as a whole.  

Although the norm of the import car scene has changed, it is still very influential 

to Asian American car enthusiasts in the scene because it strengthens people’s belief 

about their social status. Though social discrimination is an ongoing problem in society, 

it is not something common in the import scene. According to the participants it is 

because when people share the same interest, what they care about is the person’s talent 

in the field rather than their ethnicity, race or gender. Since Asians are still considered as 

a minority on occasions in U.S. society, the import scene is still functioning as one of 

those places where people can find comfort and feel proud of their ethnicity, just like it 

was in the 90s. Given the fact that the import scene has become increasingly diverse, this 

theory might also be applicable to other cultural groups who are in the scene. 
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Furthermore, along with the help of large-scale import car shows and Instagram, the 

Asian American import car culture has officially developed into a mainstream culture, 

which continually influences and bonds people from different cultural backgrounds.   

In sum, themes such as self-presentation, self-confirmation, and microcelebrity 

have visibly showed the participants’ change of self-perception during the use of 

Instagram. Due to the emergence of social media, everyone in the import car scene is able 

to present their creative works to the world and unceasingly altering the meaning of the 

scene. As a result, the American import car scene has become more significant than ever, 

not only because it provides meaning to more cultural groups in the U.S., but also 

because it is actively influencing the rest of the world through social media. Judging from 

the above evidence, it should be safe to say that the Instagram import car scene has 

become another culmination of the import car history in North America after 1990s.  
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