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Introduction

This Forum article is based on an ethnographic analysis of social media usage by young
queer men in Kolkata, India between 2012 and 2018.1 I conducted digital ethnography
during this entire period with extended field work in 2013, 2014 and 2017. Interviews
were conducted during the entire period both online and offline. This ethnographically
informed research on queer social media offers a new perspective on porn consumption
and representation. It also asks how the use of platforms such as Grindr and PlanetRomeo
affects the way people interact sexually through self-made pornographic images. Whilst
many of these images are impregnated with pornographic representations and stereo-
types, it also offers a new site for interrogating issues of porn aesthetics within profile
images and the visual dialogue of queer Indian males on digital platforms. By porn aes-
thetics I refer to the potential value and affective gestures that imbibe these images –
one that brings together the hyperreality of sexuality with the authenticity of South
Asian identities (markers of class, caste, religion). The context of Kolkata is especially
important too, as masculinity has a vexed and complex history in West Bengal where con-
comitantly Bengali men were often constructed as lacking in power and, hence, as effete
and emasculated (Boyce and Dasgupta 2021; Sinha 1995). This in turn outlines some of
the visual practices employed on platforms such as Grindr and PlanetRomeo. Whilst
the fixity of masculine identities has destabilized in recent years, there still remains a dom-
inance of heteronormative masculinity, especially in gay porn (Mercer 2017).

The profile image

It is a late Saturday afternoon in Kolkata. In the last few weeks there have been a number
of ‘gay parties’ being advertised on Facebook groups. These parties, which are organized
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by both individuals and community groups (Pink Party Kolkata, Kolkata Rainbow Pride
Festival Party), are mostly advertised via email, social media, text messages and word
of mouth. There is an air of jubilation since the Supreme Court decision to unanimously
rule that Section 377 was unconstitutional, thus removing a cloud of uncertainty and fear
from the lives of LGBTQ people in India. Within days, a number of marches, talks and
parties were organized and publicized on social media. After scrolling through some of
these invites for a while I decided to log in to my Grindr account. After a few anonymous
tiles I started chatting to Andy. Andy had an interesting profile and was only a few
minutes away from me but what particularly caught my eye was the display of his upa-
nayan (sacred) thread against his chiselled body displayed in his underwear. The thread
signified his upper caste status in India, which along with his profile information ‘sophis-
ticated’ and ‘love art, culture, music’ also signified his class status (Figure 1).

Andy and I started chatting straight away. We both had a similar background having
studied in Christian missionary schools and a few common friends. After a few minutes
of flirty chats, we decided to meet up. I told him how intrigued I was by his sacred
thread on his profile picture and asked if it was deliberate. Andy was actually quite
honest in describing that it was deliberate as it was considered erotic by several
people he met on the app who fetishized his caste background (as an upper caste

Figure 1. Andy’s profile with personal information removed. © Grindr (screengrab captured 1 October
2016).
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Brahmin with a thread). Even though it remained unsaid, Andy was also signalling his own
caste desire in his potential partners. Over the course of that month I met Andy a couple
more times. Given our backgrounds – we both went to private Christian missionary
schools and had a few acquaintances in common – I became a regular person who he
started including in his social life. My own class privilege and caste identity played a
role in this acceptance. For Andy I was recognized as ‘one of them’. Albury et al. (2017)
have discussed that the convergence of public and private life associated with social
media technologies which mediate dating, relationships and sex is also connected to
other aspects of our lives and identities.

The Grindr profile is created through an assemblage of written text and visual cues.
Mowlabocus (2010, 81) asserts that, ‘If gay male digital culture remediates the body
and does so through a pornographic lens, then it also provides the means for watching
that body, in multiple ways and with multiple consequences’. The profile picture identifies
the user, evidences his desires and implicates his intentions. McGlotten (2013, 127) calls it
‘image labour’, explaining that profile creation is a process laden with affective demands
entering one into a ‘market place of desire, of sexual value and existing hierarchies’. Mow-
labocus (2021) more recently argues how apps such as Grindr have proliferated a form of
‘sexual racism’which essentializes race and desire, and on being confronted on their prac-
tices argues that this is about ‘desire’ and not ‘discrimination’. We see a similar pattern in
the case of Kolkata too, where practices such as class, religion and caste preference are
defended as desire and ‘wanting others like me’ (Andy) rather than recognizing the privi-
lege at play.

Andy described Grindr as ‘interactive porn’. He did not necessarily log in there to hook
up. He used his profile image as a thirst trap to chat to other users, join in sexual conversa-
tion and for quickly ‘getting off’. As he said:

Why pay for onlyfans when I can have an erotic chat session with someone, exchange
pictures and get the ‘real thing’ online?

Race (2018, 1328) argues that pornography is no longer just the ‘production of sexual
arousal through representation practices’. Rather, interpersonal exchanges such as sexual
chatting activities – for example, the exchange of intimate pictures (privately or publicly
as thirst traps which encourage interaction) or videos – characterize the kind of ‘interac-
tive porn’ that Andy refers to. These forms of self-pornography have become an essential
part of the sexual grammar that govern how users I have spoken to in my research
consume porn and participate in sexual activities online.

Pic exchange

In addition to the textual component of chatting, private sharing of pictures is another
way through which my respondents participate in intimate encounters. ‘Pic exchange’
remains a process laden with affective demands which Campbell and Carlson (2002,
591) call ‘exchanging privacy for participation’. Picture sharing can take place at various
points of an encounter. This could take place at the very beginning where a connection
is being established and when users do not want to initiate conversation with someone
without at least some kind of a face or body picture. It was not uncommon to see profiles
with ‘no pic no dic’ (sic) during my research. Other times, exchange of intimate or ‘fun’
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could happen much earlier even before any other conversation. Whilst scholars such as
Jones (2005) and Tziallas (2015) argue that in online interactions information emerges
incrementally sometimes with a form of strategic ambiguity, this has not always been
the case with my research informants. Neel, for example, described how he often
began a conversation by sending a couple of pictures including erotic ones and asking
for reciprocity even before any other conversation:

Neel: I send a few of my pictures and ask for ‘Ur Pics’. There is no point in even having a
conversation if I am not sexually interested is there?

R.K.D.: What if they want to have a conversation and not send you pictures right away.
Neil: depending on what I am looking for at that time I might chat but I would usually just

block them and move on. You’re on grindr not shaadi.com

McGlotten (2013) argues that the erotic representations and exchange of pictures is
part of the visual market of gift economy. The smartphone screen acts as an affective
device bringing sexual gratification as Andy and I chatted about the city’s gay scene inter-
spersed with flirtatious erotic innuendos and exchange of pictures. The act of ‘pic
exchange’, Jones (2005) argues, is based on subtle choreography and reciprocity and
one of the many ways through which gay men organize their sexual lives. The act of
pic exchange whilst offering ‘the wordless suggestion of intercourse’ (Paasonen, Jarrett,
and Light 2019, 77) also signals different forms of sexual intimacy. As Andy reminded me:

I don’t have ‘place’ most of the time. Ever since my parents retired I don’t really have the
house to myself anymore so I have to plan my meetings quite carefully. There is a lot of
time investment in this. Through exchanging ‘fun pics’ I want to get to know the other
person, see if we sexually turn each other on. It is the first step towards what will happen next.

On apps such as Grindr and PlanetRomeo, the type of pictures exchanged is associated
with the purposes of the conversation during that given time, with sexualized images
in different forms of undress being common. In fact, Race (2015) rightly points out that
‘dickpics’ or familiarity with a person’s genitalia might happen well before any other
social acquaintance.

Receiving a ‘dickpic’ through a pic exchange is more erotic than finding it online, as
another user SweetLuv, who I met on PlanetRomeo, explained to me:

If I have shared dickpics with someone it means he is quite near. It is ‘more real’ than sourcing
it from pornhub or xvideos which doesnt really have that many desis anyway.

Proximity through networked communication, as SweetLuv explains, creates affective
bonds. These are further strengthened through the sharing of erotic pictures. It was
interesting that Andy and SweetLuv both referred to the ‘real thing’ or ‘more real’. Tziallas
(2015) argues that platforms such as Grindr and Scruff double down as DIY (do it yourself)
amateur porn platforms where meeting up is not always the main goal for users. This is a
very similar position several of my respondents take. For users such as Andy and Sweet-
Luv, Grindr was not simply about facilitating a sexual encounter but, rather, through the
use of text and visual cues engineering a form of instant sexual pleasure. Grindr is also
acutely aware of issues around poor data and slow smartphones in India, launching a
‘lite’ version specifically for its Indian users since 2020, thus also addressing the issue of
having to stream porn videos as both Andy and SweetLuv further explained:
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I am often on my 3G which isn’t that great most of the time in my neighbourhood. Often it is
difficult to quickly stream a video especially if I am on my own. Time is precious. Exchanging
pictures and having a sexy chat session is much faster. (SweetLuv, 23 May 2016)

Robby, another user, also described the use of emoticons and footprints on platforms
such as PlanetRomeo. Footprints are graphic animated images which are used to
convey certain meanings – these range from ‘gorgeous face’ and ‘cool’ to more explicit
and sexualized messages such as ‘hot cock’, ‘hot butt’ and ‘horny pig’. These fleeting
messages are an example of phatic communication which is a form of verbal or non-dia-
logic communication. Footprints are ephemeral gestures seeped in intimacy. Robby
explained that he used footprints more than actual texts when communicating his
desire for other users (Figure 2):

I don’t want to come out too needy with long messages. We have already sent the pictures.
We have seen our nude bodies. Sometimes it can feel awkward so I move to footprints like
‘great body’ ‘sex now’ or ‘hot cock’. I have had some great ‘hot sessions’ just through exchan-
ging nudes and footprints! I am always doing this on Grindr and Planetromeo when I am
bored.

One of the ways in which one can make sense of footprints is by employing Miller’s (2008)
concept of phatic culture, a form of communication that Miller identifies as non-dialogic
and non-informational. While I do not agree with Miller’s argument that this form of
communication is non-informational, I do, however, think it provides a useful framework
to think about this form of non-dialogic forms of erotic and intimate conversation. Foot-
prints are an ephemeral way of sending messages on PlanetRomeo. They are transient,
lasting only for a short while. The user cannot save them, and they only remain a

Figure 2. Footprint on PlanetRomeo. © PlanetRomeo (screengrab captured 1 November 2017).
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fleeting gesture and reminder of an intimate, often non-dialogic, encounter with another
person of sparing linguistic play of erotic gestures. It is a way of reminding another user
you are thinking of them, to say hello and to register sexual interest, as Robby mentions.

Berlant (2004) argues that intimacy is about being able to communicate with the
sparest of signs and gestures. Robby’s use of footprints seems to fall within the same ter-
ritory. He is cautious about not wanting to come on too strongly, and so he uses subtle
methods such as leaving a footprint to make his presence felt and his intentions known.
Jean Burgess (2006) uses the term ‘vernacular creativity’ to talk about these everyday crea-
tive practices on new media where users such as Neel, SweetLuv, Roby and Andy situate
their textual and visual strategies to engage in a form of eroticization. This, according to
Burgess, reduces cultural distance and creates an affective form of erotic intimacy.

Conclusion

Grindr and PlanetRomeo are constructed as a haven for mostly gay men looking for sex
and casual hook-ups with the possibility of finding romance. It is where gay men are
going when they are bored, horny and in need of some instant gratification. As my
research shows, Grindr and PlanetRomeo are being used by many of my respondents
in more ways than just as a way to ‘get off’. The images, texts and footprints circulating
here, whether created with the intent to be erotic or leading to an offline encounter, are
‘interpellated within the regime of pornography’ (Tziallas 2015, 771). There are different
interaction norms and, as we can see, they can be racialized, class-ed and cast-ed. On
Grindr we face a constant rotation of bodies and faces updated by users setting up infor-
mation about themselves but also hinting at what ‘they want’, thus allowing one to par-
ticipate in objectified media images. Face-to-face contact and offline encounter are not
necessarily the end goal of the interaction taking place on these platforms. As I have
described earlier (Dasgupta 2017, 2018, 2020), being on queer social media platforms
such as Grindr and PlanetRomeo is serious emotional labour – the anxiety, intimacy
and sexual tension offer various kinds of possibilities and exclusions. Whilst academics
have studied these digital queer spaces in India as potential for activism, community for-
mation and intimacy, the opportunity to see the role played by the circulation of erotic
images and texts offer a different lens to understanding gay men’s culture and sexual poli-
tics in contemporary India.
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