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Executive Summary 
 
This dissertation examines gay/queer individuals’ use of Grindr in Johannesburg, South Africa, as a set 
of practices geared towards self-representation and identity formation on the platform. 
 
The research is concerned with understanding whether these constructed virtual identities conform to, 
or depart from, the platform’s transnational gay identity, which foregrounds eroticism, self-
commodification, (hyper)masculinity and visibility. For the African continent generally, and South Africa 
in particular, this remains an understudied area of research.  
 
Study into this space is particularly important given the growing reach of internet technologies.  Grindr 
was selected as a site of study on virtual gay/queer culture, given its pervasive reach and its capacity to 
suggest trends within the community – holding significant consequence for online self-presentation.  
 
The research applies semiotic analysis to user profiles located within the City of Johannesburg, a major 
metropolitan city in South Africa. Added onto the analysis is user observations drawn from interviews 
of past and present users of the platform; this was with a view of gaining additional insight into the 
profile construction process from a user perspective. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Contextualisation 
 
South African legislators, following the country’s democratisation, repealed laws which, amongst other 
concerns, discriminated against its queer community.0F

1 Though legal norms shifted, social attitudes 
towards the queer community remain less progressive. For the queer community in South Africa, the 
social regulation of sexual identity manifests itself in threats of or extreme acts of violence and 
discrimination (Beetar, 2017). In this context, the proliferation of mobile connectivity through 
smartphones has provided people on the African continent, including South Africans, with increased 
access to social networking opportunities (Bosch and Mutsvairo, 2017), and in line with global trends, 
new ways for understanding themselves and constructing social relations (Enguix and Gómez-Narváez, 
2018). This increased online connectivity has also afforded African queer persons a means of 
connecting with and identify potential sexual partners outside of offline social settings defined by 
physical proximity and potential visitation of violence (Bryan, 2019).  
 
While queer-orientated research focusing on South Africa has largely directed its efforts towards 
scrutinising gay print publications’ impact on the socialisation of gay men and the construction of gay 
identity (Benzie, 2000), the representation of gay masculinity (Sonnekus and van Eeden, 2009) and the 
ubiquity of whiteness and homonormativity in these publications (Carolin, 2019), digitally mediated 
spaces occupied by queer South Africa, at the time of writing, appear to be under-researched. Given 
this, this research looks at how South African queer men in Johannesburg use Grindr as a way of 
connecting and interacting with each other through constructed online profiles. 
 
As contended by several scholars (Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott, 2015; Miles, 2017; Miller, 2018, 
2019; Aunspach, 2020), Grindr and other geolocative mobile applications form a substantial part of the 
socialisation around male-to-male encounters, with Grindr, offering a service to over 10 million users 
across 192 countries worldwide (Miles, 2017).3F

i The application’s central value proposition is a 
mechanism for sorting potential matches by proximity and facilitating localised and physical encounters 
(Miles, 2017; Enguix and Gómez-Narváez, 2018; Bryan, 2019; Aunspach, 2020). 
 
Following Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott (2015) Grindr is selected as a site of study on virtual 
gay/queer identity formulation because of pervasive popularity and its influence on gay culture. Due to 
its influence, Grindr is a significant player in the construction of self-presentation strategies deployed 
by those within the specified group, both virtually and online. In the third instance, its familiarity allows 
one to draw from lived experiences in analysing the online environment and data. 
 
 
 

 
1 The decriminalisation of sexual conduct between consenting male partners in National Coalition of Gay and 
Lesbian Equality v Minister of Justice and the recognition of same-sex partnerships in Minister of Home Affairs v 
Fourie: Lesbian and Gay Equality Project v Minister of Home Affairs, culminating in the Civil Unions Act of 2006. 
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1.2 Research Question 
 
Given this, the thrust of this dissertation is the following: How do gay/queer individuals using Grindr in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, engage with self-representation and identity on the platform? From this 
research question, this dissertation aims to begin the process of understanding whether these 
constructed virtual identities conform to, or depart from, the transnational gay identity by 
foregrounding (hyper)masculinity, gender coherence, visibility and markers of class identity within their 
application profiles? 
 
In light of South Africa’s plurality with respect to historical experiences, race, culture and sexuality; 
understanding how this diversity is or is not performed within spaces such as Grindr is crucial to 
understanding the evolving place of queer identities within an increasingly digitised world. Building on 
Kellner’s work (1995), this research examines the manner in which the virtual platform, Grindr, may 
determine the blueprint for queer identities as one’s offline subjective experience of queerness 
encounters virtually mediated notions of gender and sexual identity. In this way, this dissertation takes 
tentative steps towards analysing this specific aspect of social interaction within the South African 
queer community. 
 
The City of Johannesburg, a major metropolitan city in South Africa, is selected as a sampling site due 
to its significance to the country and region, as a major economic hub. Thus, from this perspective, user 
practices from this region may be comparable to those of other major metropolitan cities where Grindr 
is utilised. 
 
1.3 Contested Terminologies 
 
Within this text, extensive use of the term “gay” is used to signifying those who identify with male 
homosexuality exclusively. That said, cognisance is taken of the term’s failure to encapsulate the wide 
spectrum of possible identifications and desires populating virtual non-heteronormative spaces. 
Indeed, many of the terms used to describe gender/sexual identities within the global north, and in 
their migration to other parts of the world, are subject to contestation. 

4F

ii 

As such, the term queer is periodically deployed within this text as an imperfect placeholder, signifying 
a wide category of people not falling within binary heteronormative classification. This said, and taking 
a cue from Beetar (2017), the term is used conscious of its political history and connotations, without 
attempting to essentialise identity and subjectivity labels or render any of their meanings as neutral. 

2. Relevant Literature 

 
2.1 Collapsing offline and Online Space 

The internet links people in similar and divergent spatial, social and cultural contexts. Pervasive internet 
and mobile technologies have become effortlessly integrated into daily experiences, resulting in virtual 
experiences more closely connected to ‘real’ life than ever before (Miles, 2017). Shaw (1997) and 
Mowlabocus (2010) assert that offline and online gay male culture exhibits a symbiotic relationship, 
continuously shaping one another. This recognises that virtual gay culture is not divorced from other 
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spheres of life, but simultaneously grows out of, while remaining rooted in, local, national and 
international gay culture (Mowlabocus, 2010).  
 
Research conducted by the likes of Shaw (1997), Mowlabocus (2010), Miles (2017), Enguix and Gómez-
Narváez (2018) or Aunspach (2020), to name but a few, significantly addresses the formation of virtual 
gay culture, its identities and its practices within the global North. Their research asserts that online 
spaces and platforms offer an important environment for non-heterosexual people to engage as a 
group, especially given the historic and existing marginalisation they experience (Miller, 2019).  

 
2.2 Racialised Sexualities and Whiteness in Gay Virtual Space 

Lessig (2006) cautions us against uncritical beliefs about the internet; positioning it as a utopian and 
democratic space absent of social inequalities or government regulations. The virtual spaces occupied 
by queer people are not exempt from Lessig’s (2006) critique. Indeed, if anything, they may be more 
subject to it. Virtual spaces arise out of, and are mediated through, the lens of society. In this way, they 
serve as a microcosms of broader society, mirroring its social stratification, norms and discourses. 
Similarly, Nakamura (2001, 2008) states that virtual spaces are products of power and culture – race, 
gender, and other social categories actively shaping these spaces – making social differences salient 
rather than irrelevant. 

Wade and Harper (2020) conducted an analysis of the elevated psychological risks experienced by 
young black gay/bisexual men as a result of racialized sexual discrimination (RSD) within queer virtual 
partner-seeking sites. RSD is defined as the sexualised discriminatory treatment encountered by gay 
and bisexual men of colour in virtual partner-seeking environments (Wade and Harper, 2020).  The 
authors argue that the ubiquity of Eurocentric ideals and standards, alongside the stereotyping of black 
people, advantages those of European ancestry on queer virtual partner-seeking and reinforces 
conceptions that people of colour are less desirable (Wade and Harper, 2020).5F

iii 

While these forms of discrimination are not unique to queer virtual environments, online spaces may 
facilitate greater racial discrimination than offline environments because users may feel emboldened 
to express their racialised sentiments due to perceived anonymity (Wade and Harper, 2020). The effect 
is the same where the expression of one’s racial preferences is embedded into the architecture of the 
platform, as is the case in Grindr (Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott, 2015; Robinson, 2015).6F

iv 

However, over-simplifying the manner in which discrimination may present itself within queer online 
environments is not useful either. Accepting that race (Carolin, 2019) and sexual identities (Castells, 
2010) are both constructed concepts of differences between people, analysing acts of discrimination 
perpetrated by those who are culturally coded as white does not complete an analysis of the operations 
of race within virtual partner-seeking environments. Importance must be afforded to the role whiteness 
plays in driving conceptions of difference and acts of discrimination. As Carolin, (2019) states, 
whiteness, comprising of Western cultural codes and ideological norms, constitutes the imagined ‘ideal 
gay personae.’ It concerns less an enquiry about biological facts, racial classifications, and fixed self-
identification, and is more about privileged cultural codes of representation and norms (Carolin, 2019) 
within queer spaces. The constitution of the imagined “ideal gay” personae is important because, 
arguably, it transcends borders along historical and contemporary routes of transnationalism, and in so 
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doing, enforces discursive regimes of sameness and enacts forms of exclusion located within 
assimilationist aesthetics, ideological norms and capital of the global North (Carolin, 2019).  

As Ruth Frankenberg (1997) contends, whiteness is about the power to include and exclude both groups 
and individuals.7F

v At its core, whiteness is about both power relations and how Eurocentric cultural 
norms and discourses are normalised and valorized (Puar, 2001; Twine and Gallagher, 2008). These are 
so interwoven into every day experiences that they appear as nothing at all and are entirely unworthy 
of criticism. Thus, in further analysis of discriminatory practices, it is important to distinguish between 
people culturally coded as white and whiteness as a privileged representational mode tied to ideological 
and cultural norms which mediate people’s relations. In other words, it is the imagery of race and sexual 
identity and the circulation of specific aesthetic forms which implicate one into an imagined gay 
transnational community, rather than one’s active acceptance of those identities (Carolin, 2019).1F

2 
When a subject fails to conform to the requirements of whiteness, irrespective of their race and sexual 
identity, one may run the risk of exclusion.8F

vi 

  

 
2 This said, recognising the operation of whiteness and conceptualising race as a construct does not deny the very 
real structural, economic, symbolic, and discursive privileges bestowed to those coded as white. 
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2.3 Researching Queer Virtual Environments within the Global South 

While there established and ever expanding literature on the construction of online queer spaces within 
the context of the global North, at the time of writing, very little academic attention seems to have 
been directed towards understanding the particularities of queer virtual environments within the 
African continent. Mwangi (2014), in his study of how digital platforms have created opportunities for 
challenging widespread homophobia in Kenya’s public sphere, pointedly laments academia’s neglect of 
queerness as part of increasingly democratised spaces arising out of increased internet connectivity 
and how users deploy homosexuality as a cultural signifier. Other (limited) scholarship on the subject 
arising from the continent includes Austin Bryan's (2019) ethnographic study into Ugandan gay men’s 
use of Grindr and chatrooms on Planet Romeo, to form virtual counterpublics for increasing the queer 
visibility and addressing social, cultural and economic needs. Subaltern counterpublics, coined by Fraser 
(1990), are discursive arenas, developed in parallel to the official public sphere, where those belonging 
to subordinated social groups construct and propagate counter discourses to oppositional 
interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs.9F

vii In the South African context, Beetar (2012) 
analysed the online queer press’ representation of the Mr Gay SA pageant in relation to queer visibility 
and how said representation, together with the compositional elements of the pageant, propagate the 
idealised and capital aligned transnational gay identity. 

While the aim of this research is not to denigrate scholarly efforts on the subject matter thus far, the 
relative dearth of research on queer African digital identities and the platforms they populate is striking. 
Without significant and focused inquiry, we run the risk of ignoring the specific historical and cultural 
peculiarities which inform queerness in on the continent (Francis and Reygan, 2016). In particular, we 
run the risk of making assumptions about operations and impact of technologies on queer digital 
identities and how those interact with offline spaces. A failure to take this into account would 
potentially render whole groups of queer people in differing spheres of life invisible (Mowlabocus, 
2010) due to a skewed adherence to singular or minority perspectives emanating from the educated, 
affluent and predominantly white gaze (Francis and Reygan, 2016).  
 
2.4 Queer(y)ing South African sexual identity 
 
Queer virtual platforms such as Grindr may constitute permissive environments for the performance of 
queer identities (Mowlabocus, 2010; Miles, 2017; Enguix and Gómez-Narváez, 2018) and may offer 
validation in contexts where public identification of sexual orientation carries the potential risk of 
stigma and victimisation. Conversely, as already traversed, such self-presentation and identification 
may not always be warmly received as desires, forms of social stratification, discrimination and 
regulation exert their influence on the platform. 
 
In an effort to understand the processes of online self – representation within South Africa, it is 
important to explore how the pervasive transnational gay identity may intersect with local history, 
politics and cultural practice. That is because the processes of self-identification are simultaneously 
bound in the historic, cultural and legal makeup of a particular location – both at local, national and 
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regional levels whilst also interacting with (and sometimes pushing against) mobile and transnational 
forces of discourse and capital. 
 
South Africa adopts a vastly different legal position on the rights of queer people relative to other 
African and post-colonial territories (Livermon, 2012). South Africa was the first country in the world to 
prohibit discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in terms of its codified Constitution, and the 
fourth to provide for same-sex marriages (Kruuse, 2014). De Vos (2015) correctly draws attention to 
the fact that the affordances provided by these legal rights affect South Africans disparately, depending 
on class, race, gender and rural or urban placement.  Social attitudes towards the queer community are 
markedly less progressive, particularly in black townships or rural communities (Msibi, 2012; De Vos, 
2015). In this way, South Africa is characterised by dissonance in progressive legislation protecting 
queer persons and the rampant discrimination and violent hate crimes they face due to social attitudes 
(Beetar, 2017; Sipungu, 2019). 
 
These attitudes are in line with large sections of the African continent where social discourse (now) 
frame homosexuality as “un-African” (Mwangi, 2014; Beetar, 2017) and part of deviant colonial 
afflictions.10F

viii  Of course, an account of African and South African tradition having previously not 
affirmed black queer bodies is deeply contested as extensively illustrated by Dlamini (2006), who 
suggests that it is the condemnation of homosexual subjectivity which is un-African. Dlamini (2006) 
cites a number of authors who disagree with the notion that African societies have always exhibited 
hostility towards homosexuality. They state that African religions attributed spiritual significance to 
queer sexuality, as is the case with forms of traditional healers such as izangoma and izinyanga in South 
Africa (Lee, 1969; Parrinder, 1980; Swidler, 1993, Telela, 1995), associating different kinds of spiritual 
power to different sexes (Dlamini, 2006). Dlamini (2006), through an analysis of the how colonial rule, 
land dispossession and forced relocations, the scarcity of well-informed written sources from that 
period, and the resultant dislocation, have robbed us of an in-depth knowledge of African pre-colonial 
attitudes towards homosexuality. In addition, colonial expansion into Africa entailed direct challenges 
to indigenous religion and social relations, as well as indigenous political and economic activities – 
paving the way for the adoption of Christianity, a tradition which erased the spiritual significance 
granted to people who engaged in queer relations (Dlamini, 2006).11F

ix 
 
It is this contested space of indigenous practices versus colonial knowledge and sensibilities that, as 
Swidler (1993) argues, some black people developed complex, intense and unique patterns of 
homosexual relations over time; particularly in the face of migrant labour patterns brought on by 
mining activities. Dlamini (2006) observes that these newer queer relations, though premised on 
traditional models of transgenerational mentoring, were largely peripheral to traditional religious life 
and incorporated unequal relations typical of contemporary South Africa.12F

x 
 

2.5 Negotiating citizenship, belonging and queerness 
 
Apartheid13F

xi  separated and isolated the queer community along racial lines, facilitating the rise of class 
differences due to social privilege, ensuring no unified queer community or rights movement with a 
common experience of sexual oppression could effectively coalesce (Beetar, 2012). In effect, with the 
emergence of a gay rights movement in the 1990s, the majority of queer people were (and still are) 
largely poor and marginalized, both socially and economically (Beetar, 2012).  
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Livermon (2012) compellingly argues that the constitutional freedoms within South Africa and socio-
cultural freedoms not afforded (my emphasis added) to black South African queer bodies, are perfectly 
congruous realities rather than being paradoxical in nature. This is because legal entitlements 
associated with citizenship do not necessarily generate possibilities of belonging for black queer people 
in black social milieus (Livermon, 2012).Here, freedom, as a set of a priori political, economic, and legal 
rights conferred on legal subjects is differentiated from a socio-cultural construct, referring to black 
queer people’s capacity to embody forms of visibility which enable what Butler (2004) terms “livable 
lives,” (Livermon, 2012). Butler (2004) argues that livable lives are those which are publicly named and 
whose performance of gender and sexual dissidence does not result in regulation or loss of life. 

For Livermon (2012), the racialization of the queer body as white and the sexualization of the black 
body as exclusively heterosexual lies at the core of the congruency. Livermon (2012) argues that the 
policing of queer bodies in post-apartheid South Africa has disproportionately fallen on black queer 
bodies whereas their white counterparts have become emblematic of human rights protections used 
to brand South Africa as a liberal queer-friendly tourist destination (for white queer tourists). Reygan 
(2016) notes that the City of Cape Town, a major city and tourist destination, has intentionally 
replicated the global North model of the “gay village” and its attendant representational modes and 
consumption lifestyle – becoming a popular holiday destination for mostly white gay travelers.14F

xii Thus, 
queerness is symbolically connected to the culture of the global North; also connecting it to seemingly 
perpetual colonization and marginalization (Oswin, 2005). 

Meanwhile, the black queer body, while granted citizenship, is framed as a threat to African culture and 
“tradition” (Livermon, 2012). Amongst post-colonial black states, and arguably due to the adoption of 
rights for queer people upon democratization, the aforementioned trait is unique to South Africa.  In 
other post-colonial black states, whether in Jamaica, Uganda, Kenya or Zimbabwe, the black queer 
citizen does not conceptually exist because the queer body does not conceptually exist within the black 
nation state (Livermon, 2012). I agree with Liverman’s (2012) sentiment, suggesting that the black 
queer body has rather suffered acts of erasure, instead of ontological non-existence, due to strong 
colonial attitudes. Framed this way, Liverman (2012) is correct in that one need not even engage with 
the concept of a black queer body supposedly “belonging” when said body’s existence has been 
reframed as an impossibility ab initio. (Livermon, 2012).15F

xiii 

Given this, Livermon (2012) suggests that the insertion of sexual orientation in the South African 
constitution’s equality clause was not for the benefit of black queers. Indeed, while recognising the 
pivotal role of queer black activists such as Simon Nkoli16F

xiv, a major black figure in the organising for 
queer rights in South Africa, Cock (2003) outlines how the clause, a paradox given the commitment of 
the anti-Apartheid struggle to “mass participation” in policy formulation and the then high levels of 
homophobia, was successfully achieved by a largely white male-dominated gay rights group which 
leveraged strategic alliances with the governing African National Congress (ANC) as well as United 
Democratic Front (UDF) and effectively mobilised a master narrative of equality and naturalism17F

xv in the 
constitution making process of the Constitutional Assembly. Given this, Livermon (2012) contends that 
the equality clause, as it relates to sexual orientation, represents a concerted effort to retain the white 
minority population in post-Apartheid South Africa; framing even the most abject members of the 
Afrikaaner - Apartheid state (white queers) as safe in the post-Apartheid democratic state. Thus, in the 
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collective imagination of black South Africans, the syllogism follows that it is white queer bodies that 
are signified by the counter-majoritarian gay rights in the Constitution, while black queer bodies are 
cast in the role of cultural abomination. These bodies are a threat to social order in a post-Apartheid 
state led by the black majority (Livermon, 2012). In this way, queerness is racialised as white and 
blackness remains heteronormative. Thus, while the state can create rights through legislation, it is in 
establishing cultural belonging where true equality is found.18F

xvi 

In this way, visibility, for the queer black body is fraught with potential costs – some of which are deadly 
– borne out of the specificity of the South African sociopolitical makeup. Arguably, even middle-class 
and urban black queers struggle to realise the citizenship rights of the equality clause within the 
Constitution not for a lack of material resources but for lack of cultural ones, which successfully and 
uniformly normalised queer blackness in the cultural sense (Livermon, 2012). I used the term 
“uniformly” in recognition of the fact that, even in urban or affluent spaces, often conceptualised as 
being permissive, surveillance and regulation (including the threat of violence) permeates the 
environment to varying degrees and are subject to unpredictable changes. 

However, even under the outlined conditions, there are slippages – pathways allowing for the public 
expression of queer sexuality (and desire) whilst supposedly maintaining a connection to the 
heterosexualised and cis-gendered black body. Liverman (2012), illustrates this by recounting a radio 
interview in Johannesburg where a supposedly straight black man, within a queer relationship, 
deflected the imputation of his gayness by appropriating widely held beliefs regarding the wealth of 
gay men, the supposed economic benefits of engaging in transactional sex and relying on forms of 
masculine gender performance – suggesting that he was the insertive partner during sexual 
intercourse, as well as explicit and public claims about his sexual desire, insisting that he was not non-
normative in his sexual identity.19F

xvii 
 
This particular identity construction is not unique to South Africa and work by Swidler (1993) suggests 
that such queer relations, as a class or category, may have been around for some time. Nguyen (2005), 
in work detailing queer sexual identities in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, describes a class of men identified as 
economic bisexuals – denoting  men who engage in sexual relationships with other men for material 
benefit. Nguyen (2005) cautions against accepting the term economic bisexuality at face value, as it 
may conceal the complex technologies of the self which signal the motivations of the persons 
concerned. He states that the dismissal of bisexuality as an economic strategy conceals forms of self-
fashioning which incorporate simultaneous concerns about material and emotional needs, pleasure 
and desire. Arguably, these simultaneous concerns may have informed the operation of other queer 
relations such as those mentioned by Swidler (1993) within mining communities. The above illustrate 
the complex history and practices which inform homosexual identity within South Africa and the 
continent, indicating how queerness on the African continent does not happily fit into frameworks used 
within the global north. 
 
Admittedly, though black South Africans bore the brunt of the dehumanising impact of colonial rule 
and Apartheid, they were by no means the only affected group. Colonialism and apartheid social 
engineering insidiously infected all facets of life and within all race groups. Andrew Tucker (2009) argues 
that white queers living under Apartheid, whilst still being part of the favoured racial demographic, 
faced a substantial show of force from the Apartheid regime which directed substantial effort to 
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policing this section of the queer population, looking the other way when it came to same-sex 
performance within other racial groups. Perhaps, this is unsurprising given the political significance 
granted to the white body under apartheid. Beetar (2012) implicitly concedes this view, stating that the 
system of apartheid centered whiteness whilst violently policing conservative and heteronormativity 
values through state institutions and legislation.  
 
2.6 The Metropolitan Gay Identity in South Africa 
 
Arguably, the complex historical, social and political matrix of South Africa accounts for why only 
relatively privileged, mostly white, middle-class and urbanised queer people feel safe enough to come 
out and identify as queer (De Vos, 2015; Beetar, 2017). This ‘coming out’ and self-identification is an 
important component of the transnational gay identity (Mowlabocus, 2010; Visser, 2013; Francis and 
Reygan, 2016), which (at the very least) operates in the media construction of gay identity in South 
Africa (Carolin, 2019), but is at odds with the majority of queer people’s experiences and modes of self-
identification within the country. This transnational gay identiy is what Mowlabocus (2010) refers to as 
the “metropolitan gay male” who is  characterised as urban, consumption orientated, visibly out and 
pre-occupied with significant investment in the aesthetics of white, middle-class, Eurocentric 
masculinity.20F

xviii It is unsurprising then that the majority of South Africans raise their eyebrows at the 
consumption habits peddled by media portrayals of gay identity, given the relatively weak socio-
economic conditions of the country. In this regards, the imagery developed around these patterns of 
consumption informs much about the construction and representation of gay identity and how other 
social actors interact with queerness.  
 
As scholars such as  Mowlabocus (2010), Visser (2013), and Francis and Reygan (2016) argue, the 
concept of being "out" and visible is borne out of a particular Western historical and political moment, 
associated with the struggles for gay civil rights in the West, emerging as white urbanised gay villages 
reflective of privileged class and racial realities. Research conducted by Carolin (2019) with respect to 
a popular gay print publication in South Africa confirms that representations of “gay identity” position 
gay culture as mainly white, cisgender, widely devoid of sexual difference, rejecting camp or effeminate 
aesthetics and decidedly middle-class.  
 
This is what Lisa Duggan (2003) coins as homonormativity representation, privileging ‘normalised’ and 
‘respectable’ representations of same-sex identities conforming to dominant heteronormative 
assumptions and values. The construction of this particular identity makes coming out – an expression 
of agency and self-actualisation – a key focus of "gay identity". Those who cannot express themselves 
in this manner are seen as living false and unhappy lives (Warner, 2000), facing the pressure of coming 
out without consideration for the potential costs which may weigh on said identification. Francis and 
Reygan (2016) contend that while we may recognise the proliferation of the Western notion of gay 
identity - premised on notions of an individualistic, identitarian and agentic self – this identity is 
potentially at odds with most South African’s cultural and social contexts rooted in communitarianism.  

 
2.7 Analytical framework 
  
For the purpose of our enquiry, we draw on several wells as a foundation for analysis. Toma and 
Hancock's (2010) conceptualization of self-presentation on online dating platforms, building from the 
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work of Baumeister (1982), Goffman (1959) and Leary (1996), preferred for its attention to audiences 
impression in online environments, particularly with respect to men. 
Self-presentation is defined as actions taken to shape others’ impressions of oneself, where such 
impressions are formulated through signals “given” by social actors’ communication or conduct. 
Interpretation of these signals is extrapolated through an amalgam of contextual understanding, the 
appearance of the actor and their behaviour. As Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott (2015) contend, the 
processes of self-representation become complicated in layered environments like Grindr, as 
geographic and contextual boundaries are collapsed. Those on the platform have to manage the 
process of constructing an online identity and manage how said identity relates to their offline persona 
(Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott, 2015; Beetar, 2017). This self-presentation on the online platform, is 
further complicated by the construction of one’s gay identity in the offline environment. As Sipungu 
(2019) contends, gay identity (offline) is socially constructed and the essence of a person’s identity or 
selfhood is a byproduct of their interaction with others. Sipungu (2019) argues that notions of the 
“sexual identities” adopted by people are not the self-evident consequence of some “fixed essence” 
but are potentially continually negotiated and renegotiated in varying settings. Thus, the concern 
becomes not only, how do people go about negotiating their sexual identity in offline spaces, but also 
how do they self-represent on the Grindr platform in a way that is intelligible to themselves and those 
on the platform, especially in the context of the particularities of the Grindr platform itself?  
 
Dasgupta (2017) concedes that queer identification and recognition are a complicated terrain – more 
so in online settings. However, Dasgupta (2017), referencing Payne (2007), differs from Sipungu (2019) 
in pointing to the peculiarity of digital spaces such as Gaydar, PlanetRomeo and Grindr which mechanise 
identity formation. Mechanization refers to how these online platforms specifically influence users 
towards choosing a set of pre-defined identity templates within which the profile is expected to most 
align with (Dasgupta, 2017). On Grindr, you can signal you belong to different tribes (identity groups) 
such as bear, geek, daddy, twink or discreet, to name a few. Quite correctly, Dasgupta (2017) contends 
that these labels do not occur “naturally” within the gay community, but are deliberately by the 
platform constructed, so they may be appropriated amongst gay and queer men. Arguably, this forms 
a part of the marketplace structure of the platform, aimed at positioning those on the platform as both 
sellers and buyers of potential partners within the environment. This connects to final issue which we 
now turn our attention to. Mowlabocus (2010) asserts that Grindr and other digital spaces created by 
and for gay men are embued with specific characteristics – what he terms “cybercarnality”. 
Cybercarnality is identified in the pornographic or erotic representation and positioning of the gay male 
body and the articulation of gay men’s self-hood being tied up in technologies of self-surveillance and 
bodily regulation. Given the transnational nature of Grindr, we assume that this characterisation is 
stable in the South African context as well. Of particular interest is Mowlabocus's (2008) 
characterization of the digital spaces as concerned with high degrees of the visual representations of 
gay culture and the position of the body within that environment. In this way, understanding the 
(in)visibility of the body in the construction of online identity is critical. Arguably, in its display or 
invisibility, the body assumes a discursive dimension, where it simultaneously occupies public and the 
private and/or intimate space (Enguix and Gómez-Narváez, 2018). This is because digitally mediated 
platforms reshape our definition and experience of intimacy (Hjorth, 2009). Within queer partner-
seeking digital platforms, the body’s symbolic characteristics are accentuated – enacting recognition, 
empowerment, power, stigma, and control whilst also negotiating intimacy through personal decisions 
made in the process of constructing one’s online profile (Enguix and Gómez-Narváez, 2018). 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Visual Analysis – The Semiotic Approach 

This research follows a qualitative mixed-methods approach. The qualitative approach to research 
seeks to interpret the qualities of an individual text in relation to surrounding social orders within which 
it emanates (Branston and Stafford, 2010). In particular, we apply semiology or semiotics in analysing 
visual content. As Branston and Stafford (2010) posit, it is often assumed that communication and 
media products simply tell us ‘the truth’ about the world rather than structuring the very realities which 
they seem to ‘describe’ or ‘stand in for’. Semiotics then acts as study of signs, or of the social production 
of meanings and pleasures by sign systems, disturbing notions of what is simply taken for granted as 
truthful (Branston and Stafford, 2010).  As Rose (2001) goes on to state, the value of the semiotic 
approach also lies in its deployment of ideology, knowledge that is constructed in such a way as to 
legitimate unequal social power relations. In the context of visual analysis, ideology speaks to those 
representations which valorised so as to serve the interests of power (Rose, 2001). In this course of this 
study, I present a semiotic analysis of sampled profiles drawn from 80 Grindr profiles within the City of 
Johannesburg between the 21st of August 2020 and 23rd August 2020.  

As already stated, Grindr is a geo-locative application, permitting users to locate others in their 
geographical proximity. Based on observation, when the application launches, it presents a grid of 
nearby public users’ photographs which are arranged in descending order of geographical proximity. 
Users of the free Grindr app can see up to 105 nearby users.21F

xix This correlates with Blackwell, Birnholtz 
and Abbott's (2015) observations. The profiles were accessed through the application’s explore 
function, used by indicating the city (irrespective of country) you wish to explore, with the zoom 
functionality allowing pin-point location down to street level. The application then presents a 
geographically-curated list of users who are active or recently active within the specified local.  

Tapping a user’s photograph deeper insights into the user through a profile with a host of descriptors 
and information potentially being made available.22F

xx Providing details to all these elements is optional 
on the platform. Once a profile is open, one may elect to start a private chat. Within the chat, users can 
share additional photos or exact location (via map “pins''). While “public chats” similar to those of chat 
rooms are not possible, a relatively recent update of the application allows users to create their own 
private group chats between users. Importantly, the platform targets persons beyond the age of 18 
years, and it is assumed that the ages reflected within the profiles are correct and those on the platform 
are of age. 

These profile images and accompanying text of users on the Grindr platform were recorded. Taken 
together, a reading of the profiles was used to identify self-representation strategies which 
foregrounded the eroticisation and self-commodification, (hyper)masculinity, and identifiability within 
the profiles. These are then used to speculate on the degree to which self-representation confirms to 
conventional transnational gay identity. 
 
As Klein et al., (2010) suggest, differing types of people access online platforms at differing times, thus 
requiring exploration of the platform at differing moments in order to obtain a better sense of the 
virtual environment. Thus, upon logging on, a screen capture of the first 20 profiles (main image and 
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profile content) presented on the platform within the focal area were taken. These were then saved on 
a secure folder, and all identifying information within the profiles was edited out. Although the goal of 
this sampling approach was not to generate a generalizable random sample, this approach did capture 
a relatively diverse range of regular users across racial-ethnic groups, captured at different times. 

3.2 The Construction of Meaning and Representation 

In analysing meanings transmitted within the profiles, it is worth outlining how meaning is constructed 
and communicated by social actors. Meaning is constructed by social actors through symbolic practices 
and conceptual systems, language and other representational systems (Hall, 1997). By using the term 
text, we mean to encapsulate all language, incorporating the various forms of transmitting meaning 
including signs, words, images and verbal communication, used in the construction of meaning so as to 
say things about the world as well as organise it (Hall, 1997).  

Ferdinand de Saussure (1960) states that language is a system of signs which communicate ideas. Signs 
intrinsically serve two functions. Firstly, signs act as signifiers, which relate to their form (the text, image 
or object in question) and, secondly, they consist of concepts triggered in our minds, known as the 
signified – both levels are needed to produce meaning and it is the connection between the two levels, 
relatively fixed by cultural codes (Hall, 1997b). 

Meaning is produced through a complex classifying system of mental concepts (made of relations and 
associations) which represent aspects of our world (Hall, 1997b). Meaning may then be understood as 
a construction formed by the relationship between things we perceive in the world (or which we 
formulate in the abstract) and the conceptual maps we possess (Hall, 1997b). Where two or more 
people broadly share aligning conceptual maps, communication is achieved in what Hall (1997b) terms 
as culture.   

In this way, language, broadly understood, is a way of organising signs (words, sounds,images etc.), 
imbued with meaning using conceptual maps (Hall, 1997b), which allows us to effectively communicate. 
So as to ensure that we all understand language in a similar and relatively predictable way, we employ 
cultural codes which permit effective communication by establishing translatability between our 
concepts and language within a set culture (Hall, 1997b). As Hall (1997b) states, this construction of 
meaning and fixing of codes does not occur at the individual level, but through social conventions and 
interactions between individuals belonging to the same culture or group. Equally, since the construction 
of meaning is a social process, the relationship between a signifier and its signified is shaped by both 
societal conventions and historical specificities of that society. 

Thus, the flexibility inherent in constructed meaning allows cultures, at different points in history, to 
classify and understand the world differently (Hall, 1997b). Given this, Hall (1997b) correctly states that, 
in using language, we can never completely divorce signs of all their historical meaning. These 
accumulated meanings may modify or distort interpretation from one person or group to the next. In 
this way, the production of meaning involves a signifier encoded with meaning which must be 
interpreted or decoded by another (Hall, 1999). 

By understanding representation in the outlined manner, we analyse representations as cultural objects 
– inclusive of visual images. Doing this necessarily involves focusing our attention on the underlying 
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rules and codes through which objects and practices produce meaning – this is at the heart of the 
semiotic approach to understanding representation (Hall, 1997b). Put differently, we are concerned 
with denotation, descriptive level of interpretation where most persons would form a consensus on the 
meaning of a particular representation, and the connotative level, where representation is connected 
to broader semantic fields of culture comprising of socially constructed beliefs and value systems (Hall, 
1997b). 

Whilst the semiotic approach equips us with tools for analysing how representations convey meaning, 
the very meaning conveyed, is itself embedded within cultural discourses and ideology. Hall (1997b) 
describes this as knowledge used to frame a particular topic at a specific historical moment. In this way, 
discourse and ideology are concerned with the production of knowledge through language (broadly 
understood). This knowledge guides social actors in constructing and circulating intelligible and 
coherent meanings about representations, whilst regulating social interactions (Fiske, 2011). 

3.3 Virtual Ethnography and ‘Lurking’ 

The study is conducted through digital or virtual ethnography analysing the construction of profiles on 
the platform. Lee (1993) states, the study of stigmatised or marginalised communities presents 
challenges in the form of access, the proper conceptualization issues faced by the community, and the 
building of a rapport between researchers and participants. Understandably, participants within these 
communities face legitimate concerns around the repercussions of exposure. Barratt and Maddox, 
(2016) correctly argue that the use of ethnographic research is a well-suited tool for researchers to get 
into contact with members of stigmatised or marginalised communities and establish the required 
rapport for gaining a deep understanding of people’s experiences, which would otherwise have been 
hidden. The above is equally true for said communities on digital platforms (Williams, 2007; Barratt and 
Maddox, 2016) 
 
The research employs participant observation known as ‘lurking’ which assumes the position of a 
passive observer (Murthy, 2008) on the part of the researcher. As Mowlabocus (2008) suggests, 
internet-based research is not conceptualized, executed or recorded in the fashion of other disciplines 
and requires consideration around the potential exposure of participants and how that may impact on 
the study. Citing the work of Bruckman (2002) who devised a four-tiered system for undertaking the 
study of subjects on the internet, based on a continuum of potential harm possibilities which may be 
visited on a participant, Mowlabocus (2008) advocates for a ‘heavy disguise’ approach to the treatment 
of participants. Said approach, which is proposed for this study, anonymises information from and 
about participants and deliberately introduces pseudonyms where necessary to protect anonymity. 
This is similar to the lurking approach used by authors such as Dasgupta (2017). 
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3.4 Interviewing Grindr Users 

In the course of the research I obtained 3 in-depth one-on-one interviews with self-identified gay, 
homosexual, and queer men, living within or around the city and who were acquainted with Grindr.  All 
interviewees were of consenting age. The interviewees were recruited by means of the snowballing 
method – a respondent(s) driven sampling technique for gathering research participants where the 
initial participant, fitting a specific criterion set, is relied up to provide access to other participants 
(Atkinson R and J, 2001). Initially, 5 people were recruited for interviews, however two users no longer 
felt comfortable with proceeding with process. All the remaining interviewees were under the age of 
34, university educated, in skilled professions, and with the exception of one participant, living and 
working in Johannesburg. One of the participant presently works fulltime in Johannesburg but 
commutes in and out Johannesburg to neighbouring Pretoria. Two of the participants were black while 
the other white. 

The participants took part in the study voluntarily and they all signed an interview protocol form which 
contained consent forms. No compensation was provided for the interviews. The interviews were 
approximately 45 minute semi-structured engagements conducted via video conferencing.23F

xxi The 
interviews were audiotaped and later transcribed using a paid online transcription service. The 
transcripts were check for accuracy and re-typed were necessary to ensure anonymity and correct 
material errors in transcription. In the analysis, a “thematic analysis” approach was used to organise 
the collected data into common themes regarding the interviewees’ choices and considerations in 
building an online profile on Grindr. During the interviews I strove to allow the interviewees to largely 
speak for themselves, without imposing my own theoretical framework onto the discussion but rather, 
created new insights based on my interviewees' own accounts (Robinson, 2015). From there, I would 
write notes about my interpretation of the themes emerging from the interviews. Highlighting 
meanings encoded within my informants’ accounts of their experiences in order to find the intent of 
why my interviewees make certain choices regarding their self-representation (Robinson, 2015). 

3.5 Ethics 

The study of people’s personal profiles raises an ethical question given that the owners of the profiles 
do not directly consent to any study. The ethical concern is heightened when in the context of a 
potentially vulnerable group. Predictably, the profiles may be considered private in the sense that they 
are a ‘private’ space where biographic information is stored (García-Gómez, 2020). This said, though 
said profiles (and the self-represented information they contain) are made for public consumption2F

3 and 
for anyone with a registered account to view (García-Gómez, 2020) and indeed, dissect for their 
purposes, the owners of the profiles may not be aware of the possible uses of said information. To this 
end, in addressing the ethical dilemma, and to maintain ethical research standards, data from the 
profiles is anonymised. Where necessary a pseudonym is adopted. In this way, profiles within the study 
cannot be identified and privacy is assured. 

 
3 Whilst it is proposed that identity of participants and profiles analyzed be anonymized for the purposes of the 
study, the study is ethically underpinned by the conception that cyberspaces are constituted as public spaces 
likened to public fora (Mowlabocus, 2008) and capable of analysis. 
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Finally, I turn to myself. As a member of the queer community, I have in the past used the Grindr 
application. This may, in one instance, be seen as a strength in allowing the researcher to draw from 
prior experiences in interpreting collected data and conducting interviews from the position of an 
‘insider.’ As Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott (2015) contend, this familiarity – and assuming the 
researcher understands Grindr – may lead to openness with common participants about their 
experiences, perceptions or feelings.24F

xxii 
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4. Discussion 

4.1 Self-commodification, eroticism  and Identifiability 

The user profile is the ubiquitous form of online presence and one cannot access the Grindr 
environment without it. Much has been written about the ‘hook-up’ culture which gay dating/sex 
websites and mobile applications embody. Admittedly, though these platforms are not solely used for 
this purpose, nor are they used by all members of the queer community, they have become deeply 
integrated into queer people’s digital culture – especially gay men. At their core, profiles are an exercise 
in self-commodification. They are created to attract other users – functioning as means of ‘selling’ one’s 
self to browsers on the platform – but also encourage others to engage in the ‘purchase’ of others 
(Coupland, 1996). As Mowlabocus (2010) states, profiles simultaneously construct users as objects to 
be ‘browsed’ and as consumers, whose ideal image we as browsers must fit in order to be considered. 
In this way, like other platforms within the same genre, Grindr satiates the narcissistic gaze of the 
subject and the voyeuristic gaze of the other – simply put, the male body is reduced to an object of 
desire at the very point at which they are rendering themselves visible and forming digital self-
representations (Mowlabocus, 2010).  
 
This is a characteristic all interviewees referred to. That said, Interviewee Two displays an internalised 
awareness of the commodifying forces on the platform, alongside his own co-option, simply stating: 
 
, “…I mean look, at the end of the day when you are on Grindr, you need to advertise yourself okay. You 
can’t just put up your crustiest looking picture. You need to put up a nice picture…” 
 
Interestingly, Interviewee One, who likens Grindr to “…a virtual pimp,” takes no personal ownership of 
the commodifying culture of the platform. Instead, he frames the commodification of users as a natural 
consequence of the environment. He links Dasgupta's (2017) mechanised identities, built into the 
platform, to aides assisting the market characteristic of the platform.  
 

“These Grindr profiles are about your physical appearance. Your tribe and those things...It’ 
about what you look like. It’s got nothing to do with personality… It’s like going shopping at the 
meat market…’I like that one,’… kind of thing.” 

Interviewee One 

The comment is revealing in its astute observation. Certainly, by driving users into neat identification 
categories, Grindr can operationalise user data into searchable indicators/categories which feed into 
the platform’s filtering system. This facilitates the platform’s market structure, permitting users to 
“shop” for those traits which they have the most interest in – should the ones immediately appearing 
on the screen not tickle the fancy. 

It is conceivable that, at least some users recognize this, and thus use the platform’s ‘tribes’ as blue-
print for constructing an online identity from the ground up, Interviewee One suggests this when he 
says, 

“I think people in general try to curate their profile between the photo and the tribe they fall 
into…” 
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The commodification relationship is integral to the operation of the Grindr platform and speaks to the 
carnality observed by Mowlabocus (2010) in his analysis of Gaydar. Mowlabocus (2010) correctly 
asserts that users creating these kind of self-styled profiles, which they do identify with (to some 
degree), do so with the knowledge that the profile will become an object in the narrative of desire of 
others. Of course, this is not to suggest that Grindr functions only as a veritable ‘meat market’. Rather, 
it is that the discourse of sex and the eroticisms pervades the environment and frame experiences on 
the platform. Indeed, this discourse is layered into the profiles, even those not using an image depicting 
the body.  

The browsing of profiles is a mediated process, first through the screen and enabling software, and 
then through the user who has created the profile (Mowlabocus, 2010). Theoretically, we are presented 
with an externalised construction of the user’s identity – seeing their own subject position – imagined 
or otherwise (Mowlabocus, 2010). The process of self-representation is a strategic one, steeped in 
choices about what information to disclose (and what should remain undisclosed) or to what degree 
deception should be used (Schlenker, 2002;Toma and Hancock, 2010) to achieve the desired aim. 
Within the given context and environment, the user is afforded some creative flexibility in self-
presentation, though manipulation of attributes is limited by the threat of offline encounters (Toma 
and Hancock, 2010; Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott, 2015). Thus, there is an incentive to present an 
attractive, but plausible, self. Both Interviewees One and Three highlights this concern when describing 
the thought process involved in selecting an appropriate image for profiles: 

“But ja, it tends to be those type of pictures, me looking like I’m having fun, me looking good, 
me looking very nice and together…but not of course to lie to people…who are going to meet 
you…they’re going to go “Who are you?” when you’re a completely different person." 

Interviewee Three 

Arguably, once on the platform, users have the opportunity to self-represent a constructed subjectivity 
in a space where the default assumption already assumes one is gay or existing somewhere along the 
queer spectrum. This increases the opportunity of being ‘seen’ within the community, an important 
and affirming part of the formation of gay identity (Horne and Lewis,1997), within the context of the 
global North.  

Being visible within gay venues or space potentially confers queer status upon subjects without further 
verbal or non-verbal cues (Mowlabocus, 2010),25F

xxiii this visibility is a core component of the 
transnational/metropolitan gay identity construction in the West today (Mowlabocus, 2010), and 
arguably, has been exported around the world. Queer virtual spaces operate using a similar logic as 
offline space where being ‘seen’ may offer a sense of belonging whilst simultaneously serving as a signal 
of queerness. Mowlabocus (2010) argues that there is significant power in this visibility because, to 
identify as queer and be within such a space is also to be identified as normal – the reverse of the 
presumption of heterosexuality in most offline environments (Campbell, 2004). As such, mediated 
subjectivities within virtual environments are potentially more authentic than their offline identities 
(Mowlabocus, 2010). The argument states that queer virtual spaces may lend themselves to this 
emancipatory function, where profiles may operate, at least in part, as some form of idealised self. 
Within this context, contemporary metropolitan gay culture may use the profile as a site for rendering 
an ‘invisible’ minority group, visibly gay (Mowlabocus, 2010).  
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While this is a powerful sentiment, and may be true in some contexts, the collected data herein 
questions the universality of the sentiment. Over the 80 profiles surveyed, less than a third of the 
profiles captured visibly displayed the identity of the profile’s owner. Within the total of images 
captured, a further six users described themselves ‘discreet,’ (typically communicating that one is either 
not ‘out the closet’ or that one is ‘out’ in certain spaces but not in others) while displaying an image of 
themselves. In the collected sample of profiles captured, we can identify a number of self-
representation strategies at play. One of these strategies involves the eroticization of the body. In this 
images, the user transports us into what appears to be to a bedroom. Our cultural codes frame our 
understanding of the boudoir as a private and intimate space, yet, as complete strangers, we have been 
seemingly been invited in. Simultaneously, within westernised cultured, we recognize the bedroom as 
an eroticised space were the possibility of carnal encounters exists.  

Discursively, both the user and the body are centred within the image. The erotic nature of the image 
is heightened by the fact the user seems exposed, dressed only in light blue shorts suggestively 
gathered near his crotch and revealing a tribalised tattoe. Our cultural codes recognize the 
pornographic references coded into the image, as though we were paging through a racy magazine 
where titillating models are position in contoured (and exposed) positions for our viewing pleasure. The 
affect of the image relies on this recognition. It cements the user as an object of desire and us, the 
voyeuristic viewers, are invited to ogle at the spectacle. To ensure our undivided attention, the image 
has been deliberately treated by washing out all other matter except the subject of the image who is in 
sharp relief against the all-white shapes. Finally, the strategic positioning of the viewer’s vantage point 
is of interest. We the viewer seem to stand from a slightly elevated position. As though we were looking 
down at the user; almost towering over them but at a slight distance. As thought the user was just out 
of reach. Composed this way, the user is rendered as lower and as submissive to the viewer – building 
in power relations into the image. The user’s reference to pornographic imagery and the modelesque 
pose adopted by the user work simultaneously to eroticise and effiminise the individual on our screen. 

Conversely, other users adopt variations of the opposite strategy which also discursively deploys the 
body as a central tool for meaning construction. In this approach, users adopt postures aimed at 
maximizing the display of physical stature and taut muscle tones. Dasgupta, (2017), Enguix and Gómez-
Narváez (2018) and Miller (2018) all note this as a common stratagem for communicating masculinity 
in the bid to attract visitors onto profiles. Unlike in the earlier representation stratagem, where the 
subject seemed positioned at a slight elevated distance from us to maximize our sense of power over 
the scene, this category of user reduces the depth of field with an image and the subject is positioned 
closer to the viewer. From the viewer’s vantage point, we are positioned as looking up at profile owner 
– the user thus dominates our vision and sense of space. Arguably, this is the intended effect. The user 
seeks to highlight masculine qualities in our inspection of his profile. Also, for some, the image contains 
erotic appeal. The user, through camera position is subjugated – as though looking up at a statuesque 
domineering lover. Where the body is visible within the data collected, the users adopt subject positions 
that vary between these modes of representation. However, even in its seeming absence from 
depiction, the concept of the body remains an ever present concern on the platform. 

The remainder of the profiles within the sample either explicitly self-report as ‘discreet’, thus leaving 
the profile blank, posting an image where identifying characteristics are minimised  or using an image 
of a place or an object as their main profile image.  

At face value, this category of profiles question the centrality of visibility, both as a component central 
to identity formation and for attracting audiences. At the very least, the observations undercut the 
notion that the space functions as one which facilitates equal levels of a sense of belonging or even 
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perceptions of safety. There are a variety of potentially interacting reasons for this. One of the most 
likely reasons lies in making a conceptual distinction in one’s presented online identity, which is a 
constructed “visible” online presence and identifiability. Identifiability, a more precise term for what 
we intend when we speak of visibility (and the term which we now deploy herein), refers to the ease 
with which an online identity, can be connected to a known person within the offline setting (Woo, 
2006). Data such as profile pictures, names (and relatively unique nicknames) on dating sites potentially 
allow for immediate identification of the individual by those who know said person. Amongst other 
functions, such data also provides people on the platform, who are unknown to the user, the means to 
recognise the user in an offline setting at a future time and place. For some users of sites such as Grindr, 
this category of information requires careful consideration with respect to how much information to 
release onto the platform (Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott, 2015). In this way, arguably, the degree to 
which one makes themselves identifiable on queer platforms functions as a negotiation around the 
perceived risk in being identified, the purpose for which the profile exists and the degree to which one 
perceives identifiability as a necessary component for achieving one’s purpose through the profile.  

The profile’s purpose is key here. Given that the profiles are ostensibly for the purpose of facilitating 
connections to others, and are subject to appraisal by a large and varied audience, generally, those on 
partner-seeking platforms are highly motivated to control their self-presentation. That said, relational 
motivations between users is subject to variance, with some users looking to establish short-term 
connections while others may be interested in more long-term relational partners. Thus, in constructing 
a profile, those long-term relational goals may be inclined to present themselves as realistically as 
possible, as deceptive profiles can severely undermine relationship development (Toma and Hancock, 
2010), whilst managing their perceived level of risk involved in identifiability. For Interviewee Three, 
who entered the Grindr environment looking to create a potentially long lasting connection, this was 
the strategy adopted.  

“I was looking for an interaction with a gay man and I was hoping it would be a space where a 
relationship could bloom… I try to be an authentic person… So I would never put a picture of me 
being half naked, and you know, being a honey pot and thirst-trapping…I have never done that. 
I…really set up a profile that speaks true to who I am...“ 

Interestingly, Interviewee Three implicitly suggests that building a profile which is ‘authentic’ and 
matches his goals requires a rejection of the sexualised modalities adopted by some on the platform. 
In this sense, for Interviewee Three, the ‘authentic’ self is one who is less eroticised. Here, it is important 
to remember subjectivity of identity construction, which exists alongside forces designed to direct such 
construction to predictable outcomes on the platform. It is entirely conceivable that for another user, 
highly foregrounded sexuality could form part of their authentic identity construction both offline and 
online. Thus, subjectively, the eroticization of their online personae may not register as an impediment 
to intimacies, but rather, a facilitator. Conversely, those orientated towards short-term engagements, 
may be more inclined to both embellishment (Toma and Hancock, 2010) and reduced appetite for 
identifiability in the face of risk. In the face of South Africa’s social discrimination against queer bodies, 
and for the reasons already stated, it is conceptually understandable as to why this sample group of 
mostly black users (as self-reported) would exhibit relatively low levels of identifiability. 
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For users on the Grindr platform, the fear of stigmatisation arising from having sex with men (and other 
queer bodies) and being on the platform itself, being perceived as gay  or as a “slut” (Blackwell, Birnholtz 
and Abbott, 2015), may create disincentives to proffering content which would lead to identification. 
The degree to which such disincentives are salient and how those interact with the considerations of 
purpose and need for identifiability differ from person to person and context. In addition, the fact that 
Grindr collapses space by quickly connecting people within the same geographic proximity, all with 
multiple intentions for using the application, may act as a source of tension. Grindr’s architecture 
revolves around imagery and profile images are visible to all as a standard feature. This is juxtaposed 
against earlier online environments where photo exchanges occurred following an interaction (Jones, 
2005). Thus, as Grindr collapses geographic space, users posting identifiable photos may be 
immediately identifiable to any other user in the area, not just those with whom they choose to share 
their images or data (Blackwell, Birnholtz and Abbott, 2015).Thus, with respect to identifiability, the 
collected data suggests a more cautious approach followed by users within the set than that thought 
to be conventionally exhibited by those in the global North. 

  



25 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1 
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Figures 1 & 2 are illustrative of conscious decisions taken by users in managing their identifiability. This 
user addresses us (the viewers) and informs us that has motivations reasons for not including an 

identifiable image of himself. We are left to decide for ourselves what those reasons may be.  The 
profile also signals another concern for the user, preservation of his connection to masculinity, a matter 

we return to later. 

Figure 2 
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4.2 Image Exchange as a Form of Negotiated Intimacy 

This said, the sample data does not suggest that identifiability ceases to be a concern with users on 
Grindr. Rather, it is the management strategies around identifiability, deployed within the given 
context, which, as the data suggests, have been reconfigured. Here it is suggested that those on the 
platform, given the commodity orientated architecture of the environment, are engaged in a type of 
market activity where interaction is driven through the currency of providing an identifiable image. Like 
any market, it is a space for haggling and tension. While there are those who would assert their need 
for anonymity, there are those who equally demand the unmasking of users.  

For Interviewee Two frames the demand for an image exchange as part and parcel of the market 
structure of the Grindr environment. Seeing the exchange of images as a necessary trade in 
identifiability. 

“I definitely want to see a picture of what someone else looks like.  I mean …. Yeah...When you’re 
at a bar and someone says "Hi,"to you, they say so because of what you physically look like.  
They didn’t say “hi” to you because of your personality...So ja, I also want a clear picture...Mind 
you, had you not had a picture in your profile, it’s highly unlikely that the person would have 
messaged you to begin with.” 
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Figure 3 
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The profiles in figures 3, 4 and 5 illustrate the (prevalent) demand made for exchanges in images which 
form part of the environment’s lexicon – variants of the slogan “No pic, no chat” compete for space 
amongst anonymised profiles. It is worth stating that even the textual demand for an image, and the 
subsequent image exchange (when they occur) continuously re-centers both identifiability and the 
body within this queer virtual space. Both identifiability and the body in their presence, absence or 
restrictions are continuously affirmed as discursive tools within the space – capable of deployment 
towards facilitating carnality or intimacy.  

Secondly, on a platform where user images are freely available upon login, the nature of the exchange 
re-orientates interacting parties away from the ‘public space’ to a ‘private’ and arguably more intimate 
space (Mowlabocus, 2010). In this way, Grindr facilitates the creation of interactive intimate 
engagements which form part of the space’s digital culture. Borrowing from Dasgupta (2017), virtual 
interactions create opportunities for intense mediated intimacy, a sense of that which is ‘almost the 
real thing’ allowing users to successfully enact desire with a sense of seriousness. The exchange of 
images is an instance of reciprocity, which is an important way in which intimacy is performed on the 
digital screen (Dasgupta, 2017), allowing for meaning to develop through interaction.  

Finally, the image exchange process is layered with meaning because the process of messaging and 
chatting within these spaces are precisely about managing relationships, whether intensified through 

Figure 5 
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repeated reciprocity or transient, and appreciating the role of the other within an engagement 
(Dasgupta, 2017). 

Grindr is thus something more than hook-up space, it one way through which individuals occupy a social 
space. Intimacy, whether exhibited through messaging or the exchange of images, is constantly being 
mediated and negotiated (Dasgupta, 2017). Using the interactions on the platform for a way to occupy 
a ‘private space’ where intimacy, desire and sexuality can be explored. 
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4.3 Masculinity and the language of discrimination 

Digital images and the profiles they are embedded in are the lifeblood of Grindr and they operate as a 
culturally important resource giving content to identity formation and what it means to be a gay man 
within said cultural space – ‘acceptable’ body types, appropriate or valued modes of appearance, 
‘common’ tastes etc. In setting this standards, cultural spaces exercises forms of regulation replete with 
racism, ageism, body shaming, and femmephobia, among other forms of hatred and exclusion 
(Callander, Holt, and Newman, 2012; Miller, 2015a; Riggs, 2013; Dasgupta, 2017). Figure 6 is illustrative 
of a number of simultaneously applied representation strategies, including reduced identifiably, the use 
of images as currency for engagement, the discrimination against certain body types, principally, those 
deemed fat or overweight, and as we shall later discussed, the value placed on masculinity and those 
coded as such. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Agreeing with Leary & Kowalski (1990), the processes of self-representation include strategic choices 
aimed at the formulation of specific impressions within a target audience. This necessarily involves 
consideration of the values of the target audience (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Therefore, where users 
perceive a social network as permissive of certain types of exclusionary and discriminatory behavior 

Figure 6 
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(femmephobia, body shaming or RSD), they may more inclined to incorporate such messaging into their 
self-representative profiles, having perceived such attitudes as common place (Miller, 2018). 
Alternatively, the users may perceive the risk of social censure within the space as low or that anonymity 
provides them protection  (Wade and Harper, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 is particularly illustrative of concern regarding RSD. in particular, this user admonishes the 
positioning of racialised sexual discrimination as a “preference,” in the manner discussed by Robinson 
(2015) and Wade and Harper (2020). 

For Interviewee Three particularly highlights how he perceived his race an issue upon initially joining 
Grindr and thus felt unwelcome: 

Figure 7 
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“… that made me realise…my blackness in the LGBT community…because there are certain people who 
wouldn’t either engage with me because I’m black…or would say I’m not looking to get with a black 
dude...” 

It is of interest that this particular profile emanates from profiles captured within the Sandton 
catchment area. Sandton, well known as the affluent region of Johannesburg, is arguably, the more 
racially mixed catchment area compared to the other regions sampled herein. Due to this, and given 
South Africa’s historical context, it is perhaps unsurprising that it is within this locality where tensions 
may be the most evident. What I suggest as observation here is an acknowledgement of the fact that 
while the geo-locative applications certainly collapse geographic space, their pin-point accuracy also 
reproduces facets of geographic space and the tensions therein. This is hardly revolutionary thinking. 
Miles (2017) reminds us that the internet does not unproblematically constitute sites for community 
quoting Larry Gross’ (2007) assertion that online communities, like their offline counterparts can 
resemble so-called ‘ghettos’ as well as ‘liberated’ zones.’ This is an inherent recognition of how 
technology allows us to attend to similar concerns in physical and virtual environments simultaneously. 
That said, the sampled group displays minimal instances of overt racialised discrimination. Rather, we 
see the signaling of in-group preferences in partners. Both figures 6 (above) and 8 (below) are 
illustrative of stated racial in-group preferences, in this instance, stating a preference for other black 
men. Both also signal a preference for men who confirm to traditional masculine identification – 
explored further down. 
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The profiles captured in Figures 6 and 8 are not unique. Within many of the profiles sampled, the display 
of masculinity is a recurring theme. Masculinity refers to typified practices and behaviors associated 
with men in society, and are seen as more valuable than those associated with women or femininity 
(Connell, 1995; Kimmel, 1996). Scholars such as Ratele (2017), Dasgupta (2017) and others correctly 
advise that masculinities are culturally constructed, resulting in a plurality of masculinities which differ 
according to locality, are subject to historical change, are located within intersecting social divisions, 
are co-constituted with other social practices, and are defined by power relations. Despite the fact that 
there are no fixed roles, society expects those identified as males and females to behave in particular 
ways (Ratele, 2017). In addition, Miller (2018) reminds us that masculinities are performed and can be 
adopted when desired, particularly by men.  

There appears to be broad consensus on the fact that hegemonic masculinity is the most valued variant 
of masculinity (Dasgupta, 2017; Ratele, 2017; Miller, 2018). This type of masculinity references so-
called traditionally masculine modes of self- representation (Miller, 2018) and frames femininity, 
alongside subject positions associated with it, as the enemy of hegemonic masculinity, and thus, 
deserving of policing and denigration (Hennen, 2008). For Demetriou (2001), hegemonic masculinity 
separates into two distinct formats: (1) External hegemony – the accepted dominance of men over 
women; and (2) Internal hegemony – dominance of certain men over other men because of their 
performance of masculinity. It is this the latter format which is at play within the Grindr landscape. 
Ultimately, what is evident in the sample data is users’ privileging of masculinity, and by corollary, 
devaluing of femininity, both in relation to the self and in potential partners. Men within the queer 
community are not cut-off from the benefits of hegemonic masculinity’s benefits, however, their 
negotiation with hegemonic masculinity enmeshed in conflicts borne out of the fact their sexual 
orientation subordinates then in eyes of traditional masculinity. In the pecking order, homosexual 
masculinities appear at the bottom of the gendered order, where gay men are symbolically excluded 
from the traditional form of hegemonic masculinity (Dasgupta, 2017). Eguchi (2009) argues that in 
order to clawback some of the power built into the hegemonic masculinity construct, some gay men 
use the concept of ‘straight-acting’ or adopt performances of hegemonic masculinity to denote that 
they are more masculine than feminine. Eguchi (2009) insightfully states that the rhetoric of this term 
maintains that the only difference between straight men and straight-acting gay men is their sexual 
preference for one sex or the other. Thus the deployment of the terms ‘dude’ or ‘gents’ in Figure 6 and 
‘bro’s’ in Figure 8 –  all forms of masculine address – signal masculinity valorised trait in a sexual partner. 
In Figure 6, the terms ‘dude’, ‘jitas’ and  ‘gents’ all carry similar meanings, reinforcing the signaled 
messaging.  

On the other hand, Martino (2006) counters Eguchi’s (2009) position by stating that the rhetoric of 
“straight-acting” is a coping mechanism for displacing an already internalised inferiority complex borne 
out of  identifying as gay, and it being framed as failed masculinity; reinforcing and rearticulating the 
hegemonic hierarchical gender binary system and the  denigration of femininities. It is in this context, 
Dasgupta (2017) argues that effeminate men are framed as traitorous; making them, both within and 
outside the queer community, the most subordinated and stigmatised masculinity. In this way, the 
effeminate subverts the hegemonic dominant position of masculinity, but also commits cardinal sin, 
exposing himself to powerlessness through his sexual choices (Dasgupta, 2017). Quoting Eldelman 
(1994) the author explains the relationship between sexual passivity and gender, stating that those 
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coded as falling within feminine masculinity are thought to have willingly sacrificed the control and self-
mastery associated with the active or penetrative partner in sexual intercourse, and thus, the masculine 
role in the active versus passive binarism which organises our cultural perspective on sexuality. In 
willingly being penetrated, the receptive partner is emasculated and feminised through the violation of 
phallic masculinity (Dasgupta, 2017). Of course, our cultural schema around sexuality hardly entertains 
the possibility that a person coded as effeminate may subvert our expectations, playing the role of a 
penetrative partner. With no intention to unfairly impugn present scholarly efforts (especially since this 
paper takes the matter no further), there appears to be no engagement as to how such subjectivities 
navigate both offline and online encounters with seemingly established notions around their sexuality 
and desires. Given all this, Both Dasgupta (2017) and Miller (2018) agree that gay men tended to 
represent themselves as both masculine looking and masculine acting in their profiles and describe 
wanting these same features in potential partners. 
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Figure 9 illustrates the inclination for users to seek assimilation within the normative masculine 
paradigm. Without reference to the text, our western cultural codes around masculinity help us 
recognise the choice in the user’s attire as specifically masculine. The attire itself is what our western 
codes, attuned to the cultural norms of western capitalist industry, register the attire as corporatised, 
associating the user with consumption, formality, power and control associated with corporatised 
environments and those associated with them. Discursively, the user’s self-representation transports 
these signals of power and dominance out of the ‘public sphere’ of offline environments into the online 
‘domestic sphere’ where they may engage with other men and potential sexual partners. The modes of 
self-representation seek to position the user as one who engages in same-sex behavior whilst 
maintaining a connection to hegemonic masculinity. Of course, this reading is assisted by the text within 
the profile itself. The user self-reports as a ‘versatile top’ an identification built into Grindr that codes 

Figure 9 
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one as a penetrative (therefore dominant) partner during sexual intercourse whilst also signaling that 
the same person may periodically assume the role of the passive partner in sexual intercourse. This 
room for possibilities allows for what Dasgupta (2017) terms as ‘slippages’, opportunities for 
performances bending the expectations of normative gay masculinity. Ultimately, Anderson (2005) 
suggests, men belonging to marginalised masculinities cling to hegemonic masculinity because it both 
provides access to the rewards of patriarchy whilst potentially staving off social criticism. However, I 
contend that it is the language of “About me” description which is most supportive of an assimilationist 
reading. The user specifically indicates his interest in only straight (-acting) and bisexual men. Bailey et 
al. (1997) found that the valourisation of masculine looking and acting characteristics in a potential 
partner, a connotation coded in the terms ‘straight’ or ‘straight acting’, was a common trend amongst 
gay men. Further, it is contended that the reference to bisexuality is made because of it perceived 
association with the act of passing, indicating the ability assume (either actively or passively) 
membership within multiple (both gay and straight) communities (Lingel, 2009), and this way, such a 
person is assumed to be more incentivised to align and self-identify with hegemonic masculinity given 
its valourised nature. Finally, the user utilises the text written in isiZulu to communicate a show of 
dominance. Translated, the text reads: 

"If you think I am going to beg you on Grindr, you can forget it! Just forget it. You're not the 
only man here. There are many. Lots!!!!!!"  

The text speaks back to a dominance where the user seeks to assert his will and control over his 
environment as well as potential sexual partners. Those who refuse to submit are automatically no 
longer subjects of interest and replaceable.  

While Grindr is a global platform, arguably, acting as a conduit for the export of various meanings along 
transnational lines, it is nevertheless simultaneously subject to localised instantiations of 
communicating meaning. For instance, within the sample group (e.g. Figure 1), it was possible to note 
instances where a user asserted both their need for discretion whilst also asserts their connection to 
masculinity by deploying the term ‘mjita’ The term is not a built in form of identification within Grindr, 
rather it is deliberately inserted by a user as customised identification.  

Mfecane et al (2005), in a study carried out in Soweto, the terms ‘mjita’/’auty’ (or ‘jitas’ as used in 
Figure 6) were linked to hegemonic masculinity which indicated an association with township life and 
its survival strategies. Respondents in the study highlighted the need to act as material providers for 
their families and their female companions. Some respondents highlighted their engagements with 
criminality in order to keep up with expectation. Arguably, the choice in self-identification here signals 
the users racial and cultural positioning, a black male individual who at the very least closely associates 
himself with a specific cultural understanding of masculinity – that of the black township life, but more 
generally, a masculinity intelligibly understood by the majority of black South Africans. In so doing, the 
user attempts to draw both an association to hegemonic masculinity by also asserting his cultural 
belonging.  

Though the sampled profiles herein illustrate no outright denigration of femininity, ultimately, the 
implication of runaway hegemonic masculinity and its prevalence on Grindr is that effeminacy is 
something one should not embrace, value, or perform. 
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Conclusion 

At its core, this study examined what strategies are employed by those within Johannesburg in their 
self-representation on Grindr. Recognising the significance and operation of the transnational gay 
identity and its role within queer cyberculture, the research sought to identify whether constructed 
virtual identities in South Africa, using Johannesburg as the site of enquiry, conformed to, or depart 
from, the typified virtual transnational gay identity on Grindr - particularly in its foregrounding of self-
commodification and eroticism, identifiability and masculinity.  

Overall, the sample data was indicative of the fact that the process of constructing a profile, and 
therefore an identity on the platform, were not uniform and stable, but were the result of controlled 
and negotiated processes on the part of users who sought to balance the perceived risks involved in 
identifiability, their motivations for using the platform, the affordances of the application itself and the 
discursive regimes developed through the presence of other users on the platform. 

As a geolocative application, Grindr’s is simultaneously shaped by local contexts, whilst retaining its 
core globalized character and modes of self-representation. Overall, the production of profile images 
compares well in the meanings produced on the platform within other localities. Due to the architecture 
of the platform, the discourse of sex and eroticism, and the processes of self-commodification operate 
throughout the environment. However, what is markedly reconfigured, are practices regarding 
identifiability on the platform. This the defining characteristic of the data. The observed profiles help 
illustrate the tensions within the platform regarding demands for identifiability, and perhaps in the 
broader sense, function as a comment on continued tensions regarding the visibility of queerness in 
South African society and the safety and cultural belonging afforded to those who are visibly marked as 
queer.  

Given the co-constitutive nature of the platform, particularly in its potential to make users identifiable 
both offline and online, the constructed profiles on the platform suggest that users still face significant 
disincentives (perceived or otherwise) with regard to identifiability; resulting in the adoption of varying 
strategies for restricting identifiability on the platform.  

Taking a cue from the market-orientation built into Grindr, users have adopted communications 
strategies which place the exchange of images with identifying content at the core of their relationship 
management (interaction with other users) on the platform. In this way, the data exhibits a markedly 
visible tension between those who perceive the risks of identifiability as high, thus limiting their 
exposure with respect to identifiability, and those who require said identifiability as a means of enacting 
desire or negotiating intimacy. Importantly, this is not to say that practices on the platform have 
devolved into only those who have the luxury of being 'out' may make such demands. The collected 
data is suggestive of a practice which cuts across all types of users with varying motivations and at all 
levels of identifiability on the platform.  

With respect to masculinity, the data certainly suggests that profiles have been negotiated to glorify 
the hegemonic masculine body and the performance of masculinity in general.  While the sampled data 
drawn from profiles exhibits no marked effeminophobia as observed in other studies, it is raised as a 
real concern amongst those interviewed. In addition, other forms of discrimination, inclusive of body 
shaming and racialisation, are markedly observed within all the data.  

While it is tempting to wish to generalise the observations made in the data herein, the truth of the 
matter is that the sample group is far too small for such a conclusion. Equally, the observation is 
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potentially too short. Indeed, given Grindr’s attunement to localized influences, with respect to social 
practices which users bring into the platform, the observed results may markedly differ in another local 
or over longer periods of observation. Equally so, a larger sample of insights directly drawn from users 
through interviews, ethnography and similar techniques is needed to create a richer understanding of 
users’ decision making processes with respect to constructing their identity. This is also important in 
light of the fact that different online platform may offer differing affordances for self-representation. 
Thus, finding commonality in what user’s value as core to their online self-representation practices is 
important to gaining insight into their engagement with the technologies. This is especially true given 
the increasing tendency towards integration and cross-pollination between digital platforms.  
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Annexure – Endnotes 
 

i Grindr, founded in 2009, is a geolocative mobile application (GPS-enabled application 
downloaded onto a mobile phone) with over 3.8 million daily active users comprising gay men, 
transgender persons and non-binary individuals (Aunspach, 2020). 
 
ii Monro (2020) writes that terms such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex 
(LGBTI) and queer are: (a) relatively recent social constructions within the global North; (b) are 
deeply contested; and (c) when used uncritically, may hide diversities between and within 
groups of people. For instance, for some, lesbianism points to political support for women and 
emotional connections with women, coupled with —or rather than — sexual desire between 
women (Monro, 2020).  

Monro (2020) attends to other conflicts including – debates regarding the meanings and levels 
of inclusivity encoded within the term transgender; the erasure of lesbians’ interests as 
compared to those of  gay men; whether the terms queer and/or pansexual (attracted to 
people regardless of gender) or omnisexual (attracted to varied types of people) are more 
acceptable than bisexual given the spectrum of gender identities; and the categorisation of 
those who express same-sex sexual desire without clearly relating to any LGBTQI label. 

While it is tempting to uncritically deploy the term queer as a means of signifying non-rigid 
sex/gender categorizations, even this usage is contested. The term queer may be deployed as 
a verb – to mean challenging or destabilising heteronormativity and/or gender binaries –  
and/or it can may be used as a noun – to mean non-heterosexual, non-gender binary, or 
sometimes as a shorthand term for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (Monro, 2020). 
Used in its latter form, the term can erase certain groups. In the context of the global South, 
and South Africa in particular, scholars such as Nyazi (2014) critique the term queer by 
positioning it as a neo-imperial concept while other scholars have deployed its usage 
(Matebeni, 2014; Nyanzi, 2014; see also Matebeni, Monro, & Reddy, 2018). As Monro (2020) 
correctly contends, simply attaching queer onto LGBTQI acronym does actually remedy the 
deficits associated it.  

In other parts of the global South, terms used in the global North find equal contestation where 
sex/gender configurations are deeply varied, such as in Asia, where some identities do not 
separate gender and sexual identities in the same manner as the global North. In India, the 
category of “Kothi” is coded to constitute aspects of both gender and sexual variance (Monro, 
2020) while a term such as gay may refer to what, in the global North, is considered 
transgender (Sinnott, 2010). 

As Monro (2020) correctly points out, add a “+” to the acronym as a demonstration of 
inclusivity doesn’t resolve any problems. Used uncritically, this approach may conceal sexual 
and gender diversity if the divergent interests of the groups are not explicitly made clear. 
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iii Citing a number of, Wade and Harper (2020) argue that Eurocentric conceptions of an ideal 
partner, mediated through a multiplicity of communication mediums and discourse, are 
pervasive in both virtual and physical space (Feliciano, Robnett, and Komaie, 2009; Hunter, 
2002, 2007). These ideals configure the collective consciousness of Western societies into 
valorising certain physical features (e.g., fairer skin, straighter/less coarse hair, etc.) as the most 
desirable characteristics in an intimate partner (Hunter, 2002, 2007; Glenn, 2008). Further, 
Wade and Harper (2020) state that discrimination may also be borne out of race-based sexual 
stereotyping. Stereotypes characterising black men as hyperaggressive, promiscuous, 
dominant, possessing a large penis, capable of great sexual prowess, and, among gay men, 
being the insertive sexual partner, may facilitate sexual objectification. This in turn may 
buttress the discrimination against black men on queer virtual partner-seeking sites. Other 
authors have also argued that the (less sexualised) racial profiling of black men as criminals, 
belligerent, and uneducated may contribute to their reduced desirability as intimate partners 
(Welch, 2007; Graham et al., 2009; Tyree, 2011). 

iv Robinson (2015), in an examination of how race impacts online interactions on Adam4Adam, 
a popular gay website in the United States, found that the expression of race as a “personal 
preference” significantly emerged as a justification for discriminatory selection of potential 
partners. According to Robinson (2015), “personal preference” has become synonymous with 
racism in online sexual and dating networks for gay/bisexual men. Given this distinctive 
characteristic of virtual space, the degree of racialised sexual discrimination may negatively 
impact the benefits of occupying queer virtual spaces for gay/bisexual men of colour (Wade 
and Harper, 2020). Thus, appreciating the operations of race within queer virtual partner-
seeking spaces is an important step towards better understanding the position of those who 
simultaneously embody discriminated racial and sexual identities. 

v Puar (2001) correctly states that the production and circulation of white gay imaginaries is 
reliant on having the power to declare good queers from the bad, using whatever continuum, 
while Twine and Gallagher (2008) suggest that the significance of whiteness may be a taken-
for-granted entitlement or a desired social status. 

vi Having understood this, Wade and Harper (2020), and (Robinson, 2015) in passing comment, 
illustrate instances in which people experience discrimination emanating from within their own 
racial/ethnic group. The authors contend that signification of whiteness, as the most desirable 
features in an intimate partner, may be mutually expressed by both people of colour and other 
white people (Mckeown et al., 2010). Thus, Wade and Harper (2020) contend that people of 
colour may engage in inclusionary indication of their racial preferences on their online profiles 
(stating a preference for white men) but may also exhibit instances of exclusionary practices 
by making degrading or objectifying comments about members of their own racial group. This 
remains an under-researched area within the literature (Wade and Harper, 2020). 
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vii Fraser (1990), drawing from the work of Spivak (1988) and Felski (1989), positions 
counterpublics as a response to exclusions from the dominant publics and better advances the 
values of participatory parity. 
 
viii Bhana (2013) attributes the continued violence against queer persons as emanating from 
entrenched moral traditions premised upon religion, patriarchy and an inherited culture of 
violence arising out of South Africa’s racialized history. 
 
ix Lee (1969) also documents homosexuality among amaZulu, the majority indigenous group in 
South Africa. Using documentary evidence, Lee (1969) suggests that the creation of a 
negatively identifiable queer group only dates from the days of colonial conquest, as also 
suggested by De Vos (1996). Riddinger (1995) examines the complex role of colonialist 
education, morality and religious belief systems on views regarding homosexuality. The work 
of the imperialist ideology was to position indigenous cultures and people as possessing no 
inherent value (Riddinger, 1995). According to Vilakazi (1962) and Riddinger (1995), the 
missionaries’ learning system, which replaced indigenous knowledge generation and 
preservation systems, also imported values and standards of behaviour, including prohibitions 
against homosexuality, which cast black bodies as exclusively heterosexual.  
 
x  Swidler (1993) documents how black male migrant labourers within the mines, who were not 
permitted to bring their wives, would take new miners as wives – engaging in a pedagogical 
mentorship regarding the operations of the mine whilst also providing social protection, in 
exchange for domestic and sexual labour. Whilst noting that social pressures and the threat of 
violence compelled some young men to enter into such arrangements, Swidler (1993) notes 
that the senior partner in the relationship frequently had to pay “ilobolo” (bride price) to the 
boy he wished to “marry” (Junod, 1927). This money was then received to help pay ilobolo to 
marry women, one of often lived in the rural areas (Swidler). Thus, queer pairings within the 
mines formed a part of social custom but one which had no lasting impact. This said, it is 
important to note that it appears that neither anal nor oral sex was socially acceptable in such 
mine relationships (Swidler, 1993). Rather, couples engaged in ukusoma (in isiZulu) – 
intercrural sex (also known as femoral/interfemoral sex) conventionally used by bachelors 
wishing to avoid impregnating girls during courtship in the rural areas (Swidler, 1993). I contend 
that, given their supposedly transient and  transactional configuration, past indigenous 
practices and prevailing socio-economic condition, these relations whilst arguably queer, 
where framed through practices which worked to maintain the coherence of the black body as 
heterosexuality and gender confirming, despite contrary social practices and expression of 
sexual desire.  
 
In addition, Dlamini (2006) also reports on the work of Gevisser and Cameron (1994), who cite 
media reports dating back to 1955 relating to Cato Manor, outside Durban, where men were 
wives. Dlamini (2006) also directs us to the work of Louw (2001), who traces the oral histories 
of these marriages in Mkhumbane, near Durban. 
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xi Apartheid was a system of institutionalised racial segregation and discrimination which 
operated in South Africa from 1948 until 1994.  
 
xii Reygan (2016) illustrates how an American/Eurocentric culture has been embraced within 
said gay community an is the source of racialised tensions in the area. The figure of the ‘global 
gay’ – who is a disproportionately affluent and non-South African white man – cast a wide 
shadow over the area. 
 
xiii Livermon (2012) argues that the circumstances are conceptually worse in diasporic 
communities where black people are in the minority and their belonging to the nation state is 
precarious irrespective of their sexual identity. 
 
xiv In 1987, Simon Nkoli, one of the Gay Association of South Africa (GASA)’s few black 
members, stood trial with 19 others charged with ‘‘high treason,’’ following anti-Apartheid 
mass protests within the black townships of the Vaal region, southwest of Johannesburg 
between 1983 and 1984 (Cock, 2003). Nkoli, the only openly gay person among the Delmas 
treason trailists, stressed that the struggles against racism in the form of Apartheid and 
homophobia were inseparable (Cock, 2003). Indeed, Nkoli is often credited with driving gay 
rights into the international frontlines of the anti-apartheid struggle (Cock, 2003; Imma, 2017), 
and later, demanding the political inclusion of queer and HIV- positive citizens into the 
formation of the new South Africa (Imma, 2017).  
 
xv According to Cock (2003), one of the most influential submissions to the Constitutional 
Assembly on gay and lesbian rights was by the National Coalition for Gay and Lesbian Equality 
(NCGLE) – a powerful body representing some 65 member organisations founded in 1994 to 
coordinate lobbying activities for retaining the sexual orientation clause in the draft South 
African Constitution). The submission strategically stressed that, given South Africans 
repugnance for the discrimination seen under Apartheid, equality and non-discrimination were 
the cornerstone principles of the interim constitution (Cock, 2003). In this light, any continued 
discrimination of against gays and lesbians would equate to the same type of discrimination as 
seen on the grounds of race and gender (Cock, 2003). Further, the NCGLE contended that 
sexual orientation was fixed, immutable, and therefore part of the natural order; supporting 
the claim with supposed “scientific evidence,” (Cock, 2003) – “Sexual orientation is an 
ineradicable part of human identity. Compelling historical, scientific, and medical evidence 
shows that homosexual orientation is a natural phenomenon,” (NCGLE, 1995, p. 8). As an aside, 
this type of reasoning ought to raise concern. While well meaning, the entire argument here is 
predicated on the notion that sexuality is biological determined and therefore, taken to its 
logical conclusion, only biologically determined forms of those sexuality are legitimate. The 
problem here becomes clear - sexuality as biologically determined or not is difficult to prove 
whichever side of the debate you may land on. But the more nefarious harm contained in the 
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NGLE’s type argument lies in that it may serve as cannon fodder for those wishing to 
discriminate against others on the basis of sexual orientation. After all, if you cannot 
conclusively prove that queerness is biologically inherited, it becomes possible to frame 
queerness as a merely a lifestyle choice, and thus could “reasonably” be restricted using any 
number of grounds (or so the argument may go).  
 
Nevertheless, Cock (2003) convincingly argues that the success of the strategy within the 
Constitutional Assembly was its accommodationist tone – one that was reformist rather than 
revolutionary, whilst not overtly threatening the prevailing gender relations or patriarchal 
power. 

xvi Having said this, both Livermon (2012) and Imma (2017) agree that it is only by engaging in 
the labour of creating the visibility of queerness within black communities that 
heteronormativity may be destabilised and the framing of queerness as existing beyond the 
borders of blackness can be debunked. This in turn may create opportunities for cultural 
belonging that are vital to animating the provisions of the equality clause. However, Imma 
(2017), correctly, draws our attention to the fact that such visibility is also the primary nexus 
through which black queer bodies are policed, violated, and contained. 

 
xvii The encounter took place on Jozi FM, a popular local radio station in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, largely catering to the township audience of Soweto (Livermon, 2012). 
 
xviii Sender (2001) states that gay identity’s association with consumption is forged out of the 
continuous production and reproduction of media resources, discourses and practices which 
foreground consumption. Leiss, Kline, and Jhally (1990) argue that consumption has become 
central to gay identity formation, raising questions regarding its consequences for self-
perception and perceptions of others. Sender (2001) questions the increasing perception that 
visibly gay and lesbian minorities have to be involved in acts of consumption and what this 
means in terms of becoming socially recognisable person(s). 
 
xix A 1 month “Grindr Xtra” subscription, potentially providing access to up to 500 more profiles 
will cost £ 12, 99 with a yearlong contract reducing the cost to £5, 99 per month. The 
application’s “Unlimited” offering, providing access to unlimited profiles and a host of 
additional features such as “incognito” (allowing invisible browsing) will cost £25, 99 per month 
and £172, 99 for a yearlong subscription. 

xx Potential insights within the profile include –  up to five images on the free version; a 255 
character blurb labeled “About Me”; a description of physical traits (height, weight, race, age); 
a description of body type (average, large, muscular, slim, stocky or toned); position – 
indicating the degree to which a user prefers to be the insertive or passive partner during 
sexual intercourse; tribes – a selection of pre-installed identity descriptors; the user’s 
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relationship status; gender descriptors; what the user is “looking for” on the application – 
friendship, casual chat, dates, a relationship or immediate and usually non-committal sex 
under the label “right now”; an approximation of the user’s geographic distance (in feet/miles 
or meters/km); the user’s preference for a meeting location – their home, another user’s 
home, coffee shop, restaurant or bar; HIV status; and links to the user’s other social media 
profiles.  

xxi Video conferencing was specifically used to guarantee the safety of interviewees given 
concerns around the corona virus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. 
 
xxii That said, participants may alter their response in fear that the researcher may hold 
preconceived biases as result of their knowledge of the community (Blackwell, Birnholtz and 
Abbott, 2015). To mitigate this risk, prior to conducting interviews, participants’ attention was 
drawn to the fact that the research aims to make no value judgments about their responses or 
experiences on the platform. This is in addition to guaranteeing the privacy of the data 
collected. 
 
xxiii As already discussed, this need for visibility or ‘coming out’ has been central part of gay 
culture in the global North, involving a continuous process conscious and (dis)continuous 
sequence of acts and performances (Mowlabocus, 2010). It is an act of self-identification and 
unmasking; shedding one’s invisibility cloak and foregrounding one’s queerness in a world 
which otherwise assumes all people in it are heteronormative. Despite its relatively recent 
politicisation in the 1970s, gay men have been signaling their sexuality to anyone ‘in the know’ 
for time immemorial (Mowlabocus, 2010). 
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