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Abstract:

My research seeks to understand queer Filipino men’s digital lives in Manila, the 
Philippines, and Los Angeles, United States of America. It examines how experiences 
of failure inform complex negotiations online and offline in the search for connection, 
especially when feelings are amplified and complicated by social categories of 
race, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality. I apply Rohit K Dasgupta and Debanuj 
Dasgupta’s assertion from their study participants in India that the sharing of failure in 
virtual spaces generates different forms of intimate subjectivity forging affective bonds. 
This essay reflects on failure and disappointment as a prominent topic of ethnographic 
inquiry and methodological critique but specifically on how the feeling of failure seeped 
into various parts of the researcher’s life – my writing, my thinking, my belief in myself. 
It is a feeling that endures. It is a testament to the need for continued ethnographic 
work, with a caution to the infectious insecurities animating the socialities of dating 
app relations.
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Feeling Failure: Appnography and Its Affective Ties to the 
Ethnographer’s Life

Mobile digital technologies are transforming how people communicate with 
one another. Many promise quick and easy platonic, romantic, and/or sexual 
connections. With the intensification of people’s reliance on and everyday en-
gagement with mobile digital media platforms, the study of mediated intima-
cies is relevant and needed more than ever before. If the former CEO of Grin-
dr, Joel Simkhai, assumed that its users all share a similar drive, stating, ‘We 
visualize. We see before we hear before we think before we do anything else. 
That’s how we are’ (Signorile 2013), then how do app users react and respond 
to failure in connecting with other users on mobile digital media platforms? 
By mobile digital media, I mean the range of apps from messaging platforms 
on mobile phones (which include WeChat, WhatsApp, and Viber), social me-
dia (such as Facebook and Instagram), and socio-sexual apps (like Grindr 
and Tinder).1 I group them as such because communication and connection 
amongst research participants often move from one platform to another. 
Although conversations and engagements may begin on socio-sexual apps, 
participants often employ multimodal communicative strategies, which they 
explained during informal interviews. These platforms are portals to an ex-
panse of people similarly seeking connection. Yet achieving a match, a like, 
or a bond is hardly quick and easy. Ubiquity and access to more information 
do not correlate with quick or easy connections.

During my field research in Manila, the Philippines, and Los Angeles, 
United States of America, queer Filipinx/o men complained that it was dif-
ficult to find meaningful connections through socio-sexual apps.2 My study 

1 According to Andrew D J Shield (2018: 151), ‘“socio-sexual networking” … 
refers to the process of interpersonal communication among those open to 
forming erotic, platonic, and practical connections, sometimes simultaneous-
ly’. These platforms have been described in research and by study partici-
pants as ‘dating apps’, ‘hook-up apps’, ‘sex apps’, and by other similar terms. 
I deliberately use the descriptor ‘socio-sexual’, as suggested by Shield, in this 
article. If a study participant or another author uses a different term, I retain 
their term for accuracy of the quotation.

2 Queer is used as an umbrella term to designate both people who identify as 
members of the LGBTQIA+ community and those who seek same-sex intima-
cies but may not use queer as an identity designation. When referring to the 
study participants, I use their preferred identities at the time of our interview. 
Some identify as gay or bisexual or prefer not to identify their sexual orienta-
tion. Others do not equate queer identity with same-sex physical or romantic 
attraction.

Paul Michael Leonardo Atienza
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seeks to understand the digital lives of queer Filipinx/o men and how experi-
ences of failure inform complex negotiations online and offline in the search 
for connection, especially when feelings are amplified and complicated by 
social categories of race, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality. My original 
goal for this project was to find connections between queer Filipinx/o men in 
Manila and Los Angeles through an imagined and shared digital world, but 
my unsuccessful recruitment of study participants during my research time 
in Los Angeles motivated me to think through failures of connection, not 
merely the experiences of my study participants but also my own.

My field research draws from interviews and ethnographic fieldwork I 
completed in Manila from January to June 2017 and December 2017 to Jan-
uary 2018 and in Greater Los Angeles between June and November 2017. It 
consists of twenty-one individuals, with fourteen based in Manila and seven 
in Los Angeles. They were either currently enrolled in public, private, techni-
cal, or vocational institutions or had completed a college education. Many of 
the men in this study identified as gay, two participants as bisexual, and one 
did not want to categorise their sexual orientation. I honour these identities 
when writing specifically about their experiences but use the term ‘queer Fil-
ipinx/o men’ when discussing them as a group. I found these numbers to be 
small at first, but the stories of these men were so rich that they became the 
foundation of my dissertation that I defended in April of 2022.

I recruited the study participants directly through one-on-one commu-
nication on several socio-sexual app platforms. Platform-switching practices 
were integral for my research participants so that I conducted semi-struc-
tured interviews with them not only in person but also on several digital 
media applications. I made an effort to continue remote follow-up interviews 
with participants. Many of the participants shared their social media ac-
counts with me and we followed each other through Facebook and/or Insta-
gram. This became another form of communication between us.

In their pursuit of intimacies, as queer Filipinx/o men in my study shared 
with me, they experienced frequent forms of failure, generating various af-
fective responses that shape their actions and beliefs. In their accounts, fail-
ure is not a totalising experience, nor do these experiences necessarily lead 
to definite endpoints. Such possibilities still create many forms of exclusions 
to intimacy, yet the queer Filipinx/o men who shared parts of their lives with 
me continued to aspire and hope for an experience of intimacy. Some open-
ings and possibilities inspire responses and alternative paths towards the 
realisation of brief moments of connection and small moments of pleasure.

By thinking through my failures to establish rapport and gain access 
to the various groups I write about, my aim with this piece is to lean into 
moments of disappointment that continue to inspire feelings and spark eth-
nographic memories towards the potential completion of our research goals. 
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As Jessica Greenberg and Sarah Muir (2022: 317) write in a collection of an-
thropological work thinking through disappointment,

anthropologists inhabit an ethos of disappointment that we 
share with our interlocutors. For anthropologists and interloc-
utors alike, disappointment unfolds in open-ended fashion, al-
lowing us to learn from inhabiting unresolvable contradictions, 
from managing the frustration and slow pace of change, and 
from reckoning with our continued attachments to unattaina-
ble and even harmful myths and ideals. In this way, disappoint-
ment affords the possibility of generating new genres of critique 
not to perfect the discipline but to understand its limits and con-
ditions of possibility. 

From these moments, I seek to forge affective bonds with you, the reader, by 
sharing my experiences of failure (Dasgupta and Dasgupta 2018). The situat-
ed failures we experience in our research moves us towards another possibil-
ity of ethnographic method and intimacy.

Even as virtual sites allow for more ways of imagining queer worlds, dig-
ital spaces are rife with the same offline social stigmas that (re)create hierar-
chies of difference such as race, class, gender, and sexuality. I ask how these 
hierarchies, or what a study participant described as ‘being judgy’, are expe-
rienced differently by people using the same platforms in different places (see 
Atienza 2021). Many of the affective registers of gay Filipinx/o digital sociali-
ty often led to failure. A few of my study participants demonstrated how their 
experiences of failure gave rise to practices that both generate new exclusions 
and contest prominent ways of ostracism (see Atienza 2023b). These prac-
tices were invested with the aim of attaining an imagined form of romantic 
coupledom, yet different forms of intimate connections were not shunned in 
this process. As I focus this piece on the experience of failure, I acknowledge 
that my study was successful enough to generate sufficient information that 
was transformed into several peer-reviewed publications. I also continue to 
invite new participants as I work towards different writing projects.

My work extends scholarship from Filipino scholars who share impor-
tant insights about dating apps amongst queer men in the Philippines and 
the diaspora. Recent work from Randy Solis (2020) provides a history of 
cruising practices or the active search for sexual encounters in public spaces 
that have become mediatised in the Philippines. Solis emphasises the dialec-
tic relationship between physical space and communication technologies in 
the shaping of social meanings and strategies of cruising. As various queer 
Filipinx/o men explained during my field research, mobile media technol-
ogies both enhanced and expanded such tactics, but many also felt that it 
complicated the experience with added expectations of disclosure that took 
away from what may be considered more simple forms of consent and inter-
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action. Jonalou Labor’s (2020, 2021) key studies on self-presentation on mo-
bile apps amongst young gay men in Manila document beliefs and practices 
on how digital representations demonstrate intent and motives for pursu-
ing romantic and sexual matches on these platforms. Labor’s research par-
ticipants elaborate how mobile app users create idealised, refined versions 
of sought-after selves they believe would generate immediate connections, 
whilst a limited, formulaic self for specific audiences serves best in pursuit of 
romantic relationships. My study participants demonstrated such practices, 
and my ethnographic work describes how these viewpoints are applied to 
their assessment of writing, photos, and interactions on dating apps.

Mobile media platforms are sites to learn more about each other, test 
possible intimate connections, recruit new members, and affirm belonging. 
These formations do not escape failures of communication and connection. 
Each group sets up its forms and practices of exclusion and inclusion. The 
stories of my study participants also reflect my failures to attain rapport and 
intimate closeness during research. They reminded me of my failures of be-
longing based on class, body image, and age, in my ethnographic work but 
also in my personal life. Such failures affected how I was able to communi-
cate with participants, conform to them, and access spaces amongst them, 
just as it shaped my confidence to be able to share with you a situated per-
spective of queer Filipinx/o digital sociality. As Martin Manalansan (2016: 2) 
writes, ‘Filipino bodily energies from affect and feelings are conditioned not 
by idiosyncratic personal quirks but by the forces of history, culture, and so-
cial hierarchies. Therefore, these bodily energies are part and parcel of world 
making and world imaginings.’ These feelings persist even as I write towards 
completing this piece. It bubbles up from histories of personal insecurity 
about my scholarly abilities. It recruits other emotions circulating around my 
atmosphere including the unyielding genocidal murder of Palestinian civil-
ians in Gaza, the escalating legislative attacks on trans and non-binary peo-
ple in the United States, and so much more. As I try to finish the edits to this 
piece, I am overwhelmed by the brutal response of my institution’s adminis-
tration to a week-long peaceful occupation of an administrative building. The 
California State Polytechnic University, Humboldt, is the first public state 
university in the United States that is part of many worldwide student-led 
protests that demand divestment of tuition money, investment funds, and 
research projects from support for the state of Israel. Over 300 police officers 
in riot gear were sent to arrest protesters in the vicinity of what the students 
had renamed the Intifada Hall during the early hours of 30 April 2024. As I 
think and write about failure in my research, I cannot detach it from this mo-
ment – one in which failures of humanity disproportionately affect so many 
in our shared world.

For this piece, I share the accumulative force of disappointment through 
a reflection of my ethnographic experience researching socio-sexual apps. I 
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first outline how I think about failure through affect theory and queer stud-
ies. In the subsequent two sections I share both the methodological obstacles 
I experienced during the fieldwork and my personal experiences of disap-
pointment during field research with a focus on inadequacy. As Greenberg 
and Muir (2022: 317) suggest, the analysis of disappointment ‘demands that 
we attend to ways of being in the world that are saturated with undecidabili-
ty, irresolution, uncertainty, and dissatisfaction’.

Affective frameworks and worlds of failure

I choose an affective framework to bind the diverse practices of my study 
participants to demonstrate their vital queer world-making projects between 
online and offline sites of intimacy. Cultural critics Melissa Gregg and Greg-
ory Seigworth (2010) write that affect is synonymous with a ‘force’ that has 
the potential to drive humans to move and be moved. In addition, I find  the 
following explanation from the coauthors Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seig-
worth useful: 

At once intimate and impersonal, affect accumulates across 
both relatedness and interruptions in relatedness, becoming a 
palimpsest of force-encounters traversing the ebbs and swells 
of intensities that pass between ‘bodies’ (bodies defined not by 
an outer skin-envelope or other surface boundary but by their 
potential to reciprocate or co-participate in the passages of af-
fect). Bindings and unbindings, becomings and un-becomings, 
jarring disorientations and rhythmic attunements. Affect marks 
a body’s belonging to a world of encounters or; a world’s belong-
ing to a body of encounters but also, in non-belonging, through 
all those far sadder (de)compositions of mutual in-compossibili-
ties. (Gregg and Seigworth 2010: 2, emphasis in original)

Furthermore, Kathleen Stewart (2007) posits that everyday experiences con-
nect people and form commonalities that shape public feeling. Through these 
everyday and ordinary attachments, we can examine the role of emotions, 
feelings, and senses in maintaining and generating sociopolitical structures.

According to media scholar Shaka McGlotten (2013: 124), Grindr and 
‘programs like it have become part of the texture of gay life, part of the media 
ecologies that shape our daily practices and desires, that transform how we 
think of ourselves and how we move through the world’. They add that al-
though these technologies offer quick and easy modes of forming virtual in-
timacies, the limits of materiality persist. These limits refer to access to these 
technologies like the monetary cost of obtaining a phone or paying for phone 
service plans with data transmission constraints. Amongst my study partic-
ipants in Manila, many shared the practice of frequently deleting socio-sex-
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ual apps on their mobile phones. One particular user mentioned that they 
share their mobile device with other members of their family. Users have to 
consider phone battery power as well. These apps drain energy much more 
quickly because the phone processes more data information as it tries to load 
images onto the device interface. As another study participant explained, de-
leting Grindr from their device also freed up storage, allowing more access to 
other platforms throughout their day. In addition, social structures that place 
hierarchical value on particular ethnic, class, and gender identities stick on 
the surface of these digital frames.

McGlotten argues that investments in keeping up connections on these 
digital platforms require immense conversational and emotional labour. Us-
ers may spend large amounts of time creating and updating their user profiles 
as they hope to make the optimal digital avatar that would garner plenty of 
attention from other users. He refers to this labour as the importance of stay-
ing fresh (McGlotten 2013: 128). He writes: ‘What you choose to disclose, and 
how, matters; you have to change a profile to stay interesting and relevant, 
to matter … Showing too much or not enough or never updating anything 
can all risk failure.’ Queer studies scholar Senthorun Raj (2011: 5) elaborates 
on how bodies and desires are negotiated on the online digital platform: 
‘The constant (re)writing of profile statements and the various exchanges of 
photographs represents the differential points that bodies use to “connect”. 
Connection, however, involves conversational and emotional labour to ar-
ticulate a response to generic questions such as “So what are you looking 
for?”’ Reflecting on his own experiences on the platform, Raj (2011: 5) adds 
that his online identity ‘is rendered intelligible through how [his] pictures, 
conversation and captions are negotiated through norms surrounding physi-
cal aesthetics, muscularity (masculinity) and intellectual wit online’. With so 
much time and effort placed on maintaining digital aesthetics of freshness, 
negative feedback on such personal representations has inspired responses 
for how to deal with the bad feelings that come up from these communica-
tion misfires. One specific practice from a study participant in Manila was 
catfishing, the use of images not their own or lying on their profiles. Many 
in the city referred to people who catfish as ‘posers’. This participant shared 
with me that the choice to catfish was motivated by the wish to increase their 
chances of finding connections with other app users also desperate to con-
nect with someone.

My experience showed me that I had to be prepared to make adjust-
ments to the image I chose to use on my profile when recruiting study par-
ticipants. I started my field research in Manila with a clear facial photo on 
Grindr. After two weeks of minimal engagement, I changed it to a cropped 
image that focused on my shoulder. The change increased the messages I 
received from others wanting to start a conversation. Many had not read my 
profile information, which provided key information about my research pur-
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pose and my motivation for being on the app. Although it felt good to start 
receiving messages, it made me doubt the quality of my initial photo with a 
clear view of my face. I began to wonder whether I was unattractive, which 
raised feelings of insecurity. In Los Angeles, I used a similarly cropped image 
of my shoulder when recruiting study participants. I remember one specific 
reply from a random Grindr user which started out well but quickly degen-
erated once we shared facial photos with each other. After seeing my picture, 
the user cursed at me, accusing me of pretending to be White. I did not have 
an ethnicity designated on my profile. Since many queer Filipinx/os use var-
ious ethnic categories, I chose to leave the ethnicity blank on my profile to 
avoid being filtered out because of that category (Hern 2020).

Jack Halberstam (2011: 3) argues that to live a queer life is to accept 
failure because of its role in queer community formation against heteronor-
mative standards of success and production. For queer people, failure has 
been a way of life, a style, and an alternative to the punishing ‘trying and 
trying again’ logics or meaningless and obsessive competition of trying to 
fit into heteronormative assumptions. Halberstam (2011: 3) adds that ‘while 
failure certainly comes accompanied by a host of negative affects, such as 
disappointment, disillusionment, and despair, it also provides the oppor-
tunity to use these negative affects to poke holes in the toxic positivity of 
contemporary life’. Here we encounter the push and pull between optimism 
and pessimism in which queer people negotiate everyday life – negotiations 
between resistance against and collusion with neoliberal ideologies. Working 
through Barbara Ehrenreich’s (2009) scholarship that complicates positive 
thinking, Halberstam calls out the source of optimism as coming from US 
American exceptionalism and a delusional view that success only happens 
to people who work hard enough to reach their goals. What is lacking from 
this construction is the recognition of structural oppression that conditions 
people and their everyday lives.

Legibility to be intelligible to the state becomes a mechanism of complic-
ity for white supremacy. Drawing on James C. Scott’s 1998 book Seeing Like 
a State, Halberstam explains that the ordering of undisciplined and fluid 
ways of being or knowing has resulted in making such forms esoteric against 
the state’s perceived simplification of such facts. Halberstam clarifies that

for Scott, to ‘see like a state’ means to accept the order of things 
and to internalise them; it means that we begin to deploy and 
think with the logic of the superiority of orderliness and that we 
erase and indeed sacrifice other, more local practices of knowl-
edge, practices moreover that may be less efficient, may yield 
less marketable results, but may also, in the long term, be more 
sustaining. (Halberstam 2011: 9)
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If Halberstam claims that to fail is a way of queer life, then these queer sub-
jects generate practices on mobile digital media to reduce the effects of fail-
ure. Halberstam interprets failure 

as a way of refusing to acquiesce to dominant logics of power 
and discipline and as a form of critique. As a practice, failure 
recognises that alternatives are embedded already in the domi-
nant and that power is never total or consistent; indeed, failure 
can exploit the unpredictability of ideology and its indetermi-
nate qualities. (Halberstam 2011: 88)

Failure is, therefore, subversive and productive.
This raises the question of why queer subjects continue to stay compla-

cent with ordering strategies within their online app communities. Here I 
invoke the work of Tara McPherson (2012) and her historicisation of modu-
larity within the digital culture of the United States. McPherson writes that 
convergence with developments of computational technology and the strug-
gle of racial formation movements in the United States in the 1960s coin-
cides with the use and prevalence of disciplining structures embedded in 
software applications and computer operational systems. She explains that 
the design of digital computational frameworks influenced the partitioning 
of identities, specifically of race, during the formative years of the internet in 
the mid-twentieth century. McPherson offers lenticular logics, a term based 
on the coating of 3-D postcards, as a way to describe how modular mecha-
nisms obscure the deciphering of simultaneous and multiple images, sup-
pressing relation and context whilst privileging a clear construction of the 
whole (McPherson 2012: 144). Such vantages allow a certain coherence to an 
otherwise messy configuration. Here we can examine how queer socio-sexu-
al apps are designed to simplify user management and sort information into 
organised sequences. User profiles are structured as symmetrical squares 
along gridlines where demographic information is partitioned within des-
ignated boxes within a visual window. Demographic options of race, weight, 
height, and age are pre-programmed for users; therefore, any information 
that deviates from these categories would need to be provided in additional 
textual explanations in the body of the user profile. Through form and de-
sign, mobile digital media platforms are structured and programmed to be 
complicit with the modulatory frameworks that parse difference into recog-
nisable boxes. The privileging of an ordered wholeness, where gross differ-
ences between users work against the apps’ strategies to connect users with 
each other, constitutes the playing field on this digital platform.

Thinking through the concept of failure in queer lives, I suggest that 
anticipating the possibility of failure and one’s various affective responses is 
part of the negotiation digital users must navigate in their everyday interac-
tions on the virtual playground. From self-regulatory methods users draw 
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on to conform to dominant norms of desirability amongst queer men to the 
internal structures that frame the mobile software application as divisive 
modulations, playing the social app game of making connections is not easily 
won.

Failure can be generative. As Rohit K Dasgupta and Debanuj Dasgupta 
(2018) suggest, whether to prescribe with optimism, pessimism, or a mixture 
of both, people choose to participate in seeking connection online. They also 
have the choice to adhere to disciplining guidelines. In their study of public 
chat threads on digitally mediated social media platforms in India like Plan-
et Romeo, Dasgupta and Dasgupta point to affective bonds shared in these 
virtual sites as a potential for different futures away from homonormative 
aspirations of a productive subject. One option for people to navigate the fail-
ures of digital life is to imagine ways to undo systems of oppression through 
understanding and deploying tactics and strategies of marginalised voices 
and perspectives. My study demonstrates how queer Filipinx/o men negoti-
ate different layers of sociotechnical infrastructures to experience the possi-
bility of an intimate connection even if they must go through many forms of 
failure.3 One of my study participants explained to me that they intentionally 
used false photos in their profile, what others in Manila called being a ‘poser’ 
or what in Los Angeles was termed ‘catfishing’, in the hope of finding a hook-
up. Gordon, a professional in their mid-twenties from Manila, shared with 
me how they used a photo of a friend on his Grindr profile to lure potential 
hook-ups.4 They would ask the matches from Grindr to meet them in a pub-
lic place. Often the fact that they looked different from their Grindr profile 
would result in a quick exit from the potential hook-up. But in a few instanc-
es, though the men would be upset, they would still allow Gordon to perform 
oral sex on them. These failures produce various types of affects that influ-
ence (in)actions both to move (in a physical sense) and to be moved (in an 
emotional sense). Despite facing extreme limitations, the Filipinx/o men in 
my study continue to move towards the possibility of an intimate connection.

Despite the failures of the here and now for the gay Filipinx/o men in 
this study, I interpret their practices and beliefs of mobile digital media as 
hopeful stances. José Esteban Muñoz (2009) argues in Cruising Utopia for 
an approach to hope as a critical method that acknowledges the importance 
of reflecting and learning about the past to imagine a potential utopic future. 
He proposes that we see queerness as a horizon to think beyond the anti-re-

3 I use the concept of sociotechnical infrastructures as an analytical lens to 
study unequal arrangements and access to complex systems that shape qual-
ity of social interaction and definitions of attractiveness. These complex sys-
tems include transportation infrastructures and access to technological hard-
ware and data storage along with social differences such as class and gender 
as forms of power that inform different ideas of aesthetic beauty (see Atienza 
2023a).

4 All personal names used in this article are pseudonyms.
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lational, antisocial, anti-utopian critique in queer studies. Muñoz gestures 
towards moving past the presentness and negativity that advocates and cel-
ebrates no future. He suggests that we become attuned to the potentialities 
found in aesthetic representation that moves beyond the here and now.

Failing to be Filipinx/o: frustrations in method from a ‘native’  
ethnographer

I am Filipinx/o. I was born in Quezon City in the Philippines. I emigrated to 
the United States at the age of nine and became a US citizen. I worked hard 
to keep ties and connections with family members in the Philippines. Part of 
my interest in the study of mobile digital media is through these initial shifts 
in communication during the 1990s when technologies rapidly became more 
available to consumers. I am also a queer cisgender man. These incomplete 
explanations of my subjectivity serve to constitute me as a ‘native’ researcher. 
Although the concept of ‘native-ness’ has been critiqued (Appadurai 1988; 
Ferguson 2018), we cannot control the stereotypes others may have over the 
social identities we inhabit. This section focuses on how digital platforms 
hide and obscure social identities – both of the researcher and of our poten-
tial interlocutors – and how interactions towards recruitment of study par-
ticipants can lead to many frustrations. Reflecting briefly on the methods I 
used, I advocate for the prominent role of failure in sharing our ethnographic 
processes.

I arrived in Manila to start a five-month research period in January 
2017. Three weeks later, I was frustrated with my failure at enrolling par-
ticipants. I had come prepared with multiple mobile phones and tablets. I 
had printed multiple paper copies of my consent form. I had assumed that it 
would be relatively easy to find a group of people willing to participate in my 
study since many I encountered during preliminary work the previous two 
summers were already sharing with me their experiences with and opinions 
on trying to find relationships, friendships, and sex on digital platforms. I 
reached out to the individuals from my preliminary research trips and to 
local scholars and university groups. I finally began engaging directly with 
users on various socio-sexual applications frequently used by queer men in 
Manila, like Grindr, Scruff, Growlr, and Blued. But many of the contacts I 
made were apprehensive to share their stories. I was often asked, ‘Don’t you 
know what this app is for?’ These methodological failures led me to adjust my 
recruitment practices, which eventually resulted in a modest response rate.

Questions about methodology in the analysis of technology in everyday 
use constantly evolve. Research about technology must deal with the medi-
um’s rapid updates and reboots. My initial reading of Sarah Pink and Jennie 
Morgan’s concept of ‘short-term ethnography’ drew me to their formulation 
of visual ethics. It includes 
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an ongoing process of informed consent, which is particularly 
important for building trust in participants … [This process] 
moreover establish[es] channels of communication beyond the 
fieldwork setting with participants from the outset and con-
tinues [these channels] after [the research] … expanding the 
ethnographic place by enabling participants to enter into our 
post-fieldwork temporality in decisive ways. (Pink and Morgan 
2013: 358-359)

Far from being ‘quick and dirty’ qualitative research, short-term ethnogra-
phy celebrates the intense relationships between researcher, local people, 
places, and theories as alternative ways of knowing and is not a short cut. 
Though a careful reading of their work showed that short-term ethnography 
does not speak to my multisite research, Pink and Morgan’s thoughts about 
informed consent as captured in the quote previous is a model I actively de-
ploy in my study.

As I have written before (Atienza 2023b: 2503), I find the concept of 
appnography or appnographic methods compelling in thinking through my 
methodological journey. What the scholars of leisure studies Luc Cousineau, 
Harrison Oakes, and Corey Johnson (2019) call capacious affordances for 
the study of digital lives, appnography is an analysis of the many practices 
of connection, use, and meaning-making through mobile digital media plat-
forms that is intensely aware of the perceived binary between the real and 
virtual. This binary flattens the digital self’s intersubjective constitution with 
technology and space. Appnography must be reflexive and transparent in the 
various power relationships not just between researcher and participant but 
also in the unpacking of what it means to be a user, their temporalities, and 
their place-making. Feminist and queer theories must also serve as foun-
dational lenses of appnography in the examination of digital cultures. This 
framework teases out experiences of the silenced, the othered. It provides 
nuanced perspectives on human interactions concerning various platform 
software on mobile technologies.

In the multiple non-responses or the gentler ‘not interested’ or ‘no thank 
you’ messages that I received from potential study participants, it is the accu-
mulated minutes of initiating conversations that compound the disappoint-
ment of not being able to secure participation. I kindly thanked each person 
who responded for their consideration and moved forward to the next poten-
tial recruit. Some of these conversations did lead to in-person meetings. For 
one promising interaction it took us several days before we found a time and 
place convenient for both of us to meet. The prospective interlocutor suggest-
ed a nearby outdoor food hall constructed from stacks of makeshift shipping 
containers. It was a lively spot, and the space led to a pointed conversation 
in which the interlocutor questioned my ‘Filipino-ness’ seeing that I had left 
the Philippines at the age of nine. The potential participant started to ask 
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me about historical events during the Philippine-American War of 1898 and 
then professed his loyalty to the Philippines’ then current president, Rodri-
go Duterte. He backed his position with examples of how Duterte was ‘cor-
recting’ the miseducation of Filipinos around the world by placing online a 
proliferation of information about truths that previous administrations had 
withheld from the public. I held back and agreed with many of his assertions. 
But the shock from his questioning of my cultural and ethnic identity as a 
Filipinx/o reverberated in my mind, heart, and soul. Growing up an immi-
grant Tagalog Filipinx/o in southern California, I had worked hard to keep 
my language proficiency so that I could continue to communicate with my 
cousins and wider family who were still living in the Philippines. In my new 
community in the US, this language – to me a privilege and blessing – was 
the source of ridicule, mostly from my Filipino American classmates who 
teased me about it. But in the Philippines it was the lack of an accent whilst 
speaking English that became the source for questions about my ethnic or-
igins: ‘You were born in the Philippines? Your English is so good,’ to which 
I would reply that English and Language Arts were my favourite subjects in 
primary school. The questioning on the US side also makes clear that many 
US citizens of all ethnic backgrounds do not know the imperial history of 
their settler state in the Philippines.

During my recruitment drive in Los Angeles, I thought that the race and 
ethnicity filters that were still available on socio-sexual app platforms at that 
time would help me focus on Filipinx/o-identified profiles. But I now learnt 
that the choice to include race and ethnicity on profile demographics varied. 
Filipinx/o Americans chose a range of ethnic identifiers, including Asian, Pa-
cific Islander, and even South Asian on their Grindr profiles. A few chose 
Latino but many more declined to add this information. Others wrote com-
binations of ethnic identities such as Spanish and Pacific Islander to avoid 
the often-limiting category of ‘Asian’. In brief chats, many of these potential 
participants confirmed the avoidance of the term ‘Asian’ on their profiles. 
Some shared that their darker skin often does not match the US-centric im-
agination of light-skinned East Asian men. This produces confusion during 
app communications with potential connections. The limited understanding 
of the ‘Asian’ racial category comes with gendered stereotypes, namely that 
these men have slender bodies and are on the receiving end of penetrative 
sex. Deviation from these expected roles in how one presents oneself on the 
app leads to a lack of engagement from others. To increase the chance for 
connection, some of the men I spoke to chose different features they believed 
would garner interest. For the physically fit men, it was the headless torso 
photo that would attract initial hits from potential partners. But some re-
ported that once they shared a clear photo of their face, these potential part-
ners would often drop out of the engagement.
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These app practices are familiar to me. During personal use of these apps, I 
would crop images of myself to display what I thought were my most desira-
ble body features. Often I would choose my defined shoulder and top of the 
arm. I also decided not to disclose my ethnic and racial identity. I remember 
engaging with a potential connection, a conventionally attractive White man 
in his late twenties. But as soon as I shared a clear face photo, there was 
a pause in what had been a series of quick responses to each other. After 
a few minutes, he replied: ‘You’re not White. Why are you fucking lying on 
your profile.’ Then his profile disappeared from the grid, signalling that I 
was blocked from his view and would no longer have access to him again. 
But contrary to his claim, I did not lie. I just did not share that information. 
And indeed, his assumption about my racial and ethnic identity based on a 
bare shoulder and arm was odd to me since I have dark brown skin. Several 
of my study participants and potential interlocutors shared similar experi-
ences. The intense evaluations that queer men practice on socio-sexual apps 
generate multiple exclusions in a virtual plane that promises quick and easy 
connections.

Social categories are operationalised on digital media platforms, creat-
ing disidentifications and misplaced expectations. This section focused on 
interactions amongst potential study participants through categories of race 
and ethnicity, but other parts of our subjectivities are reduced to boxes to 
check or lines to select on prefigured digital interfaces. Perceived gender ex-
pression and socio-economic class were highly scrutinised. These are not new 
provocations in the study of human interactions in general. In the sharing of 
these frustrations, I hope that connection and intimacy may form through an 
affective solidarity, a shared intimate subjectivity.

Personal failings

The litany of failures in connecting with queer Filipinx/o men during this 
study led to uneven coverage of participants in the two cities. As I mentioned 
earlier, these digital groups have been a big part of my personal life as a queer 
Filipinx/o man. I experience the sense of intimate and erotic possibilities my 
participants share. I close with the most influential moment for this imbal-
ance: the sudden break-up with an intimate partner in Manila just as I was 
beginning my field research in Los Angeles. This partner was another immi-
grant Filipino scholar I met at my college nearly a year before departing for 
research in Manila. We met through mutual friends and a tiny Filipino com-
munity tied to the university. Neither of us expected an intimate closeness to 
develop since he did not identify as gay and I had been very honest about my 
sexuality and current relationship. We enjoyed an energising intimate bond 
for several months and planned to support each other through the comple-
tion of our degree programmes. Despite being clear with each other that we 
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wanted an open relationship, I was deeply affected when his romance with 
a new lover developed rapidly and was documented in real time on social 
media platforms. I saw them grow closer and become intensely enamoured 
in shared Instagram and Snapchat videos. That moment made the failures 
and anxieties of my research participants more vivid as I experienced the in-
evitable loss of this lover. Mobile digital media were streaming my failure in 
intimate connection as a queer Filipinx/o man. I became depressed, and jeal-
ousy quickly emerged, resulting in an obsessive attachment to my ex-lover.

During the last six months of my field research, my mind was preoccu-
pied with questions of what went wrong in that relationship. It was difficult 
to sustain focus and energy, which compromised my recruitment of study 
participants in Los Angeles. Deep feelings of depression, insecurity, and lack 
of self-worth lasted nearly a year and a half. I credit Ariana Grande’s song 
‘Thank U, Next’ for helping me find a different vantage to the loss of this 
relationship, but the sense of a lack of self-worth continues today. The focus 
on failure amongst my study participants reflects both on my long history 
of similar experiences on mobile digital media and the execution of my re-
search plans for this study. The feeling of failure towards personal intimate 
connections seeped into other parts of my life – my writing, my thinking, my 
belief in myself. Related insecurities persist today. This fragmented expe-
rience of time and space during my field research resulted in the writing of 
brief responses and the inclusion of a small participant pool that composed 
the sections of my study focused on Los Angeles.

With this reflection on my experiences of failure during and after appno-
graphic research, I want to highlight the affective turns that simultaneously 
animate research participants and researchers. The publication of research 
results often focuses on the successes of the research process. The emphasis 
on success in sharing research output minimises the role of failure and its 
related feelings in complex world-making amongst human relations. With 
this reflection I wish to remind fellow researchers to acknowledge the role 
of our failures in the process. As scholars of human experiences, we must 
include the way in which our humanity is intertwined with that of the peo-
ple in our work. We must not forget how our biases, our relations, and our 
investments shape our work. Perhaps it will allow us to see the spectrum of 
engagement that informs the small slice of human experience we construct 
from the shared lives of our research participants.

Let me close with what a wonderful friend and colleague described as a 
shared difficulty in the writing of this type of research – one that is closely 
tied to our personal histories. He said that, as queer Filipinx/o immigrants, 
we yearn to feel a connection with and a history embedded in the Philippines 
– a youth that could have been. There is visceral pain through the imagined 
loss of a certain gendered, classed, sexual life in the Philippines. It reverber-
ates with the intimacies that we never experienced. It is yet another failure, 
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an emotional and mental block, that comes from intimacies of a particular 
kind. Writing this is painful in many ways. It is a feeling that endures.

Acknowledgments

Special thanks to Branwen Spector and Fabian Broeker for the invitation to 
share this piece and their patience throughout the process. Maraming sala-
mat sa lahat nang study participants sa Maynila and in Los Angeles. Final-
ly, I send my gratitude to the amazing mental health professionals who have 
helped me since my return from the field in early 2018. I am privileged to 
have access to mental health services. I highly recommend them to everyone.

References

Appadurai, Arjun (1988) Putting Hierarchy in Its Place. Cultural Anthropol-
ogy 3 (1): pp. 36-49. https://doi.org/10.1525/can.1988.3.1.02a00040 

Atienza, Paul Michael Leonardo (2021) ‘I Think I’ll Be More Slutty’: The Prom-
ise of Queer Filipinx/a/o/American Desire on Mobile Digital Apps in 
Los Angeles and Manila. In: Manalansan, Martin F, Kale Fajardo, and 
Alice Y Hom (eds.) Q&A. Voices from Queer Asian North America. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press: pp. 237-238.

Atienza, Paul Michael Leonardo (2023a) Sociotechnical Infrastructures: 
Tracing Gay Socio-Sexual App Socialities in Manila. In: Manalansan, 
Martin F, Robert Diaz, and Rolando B Tolentino (eds.) Beauty and 
Brutality. Manila and Its Global Discontents. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press: pp. 243-259.

Atienza, Paul Michael Leonardo (2023b) ‘I Look at How They Write Their Bio 
and I Judge from There’: Language and Class among Middle-Class 
Queer Filipino Digital Socialities in Manila. International Journal of 
Communication 17: pp. 2498-2513. https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/
article/view/19882/4123

Cousineau, Luc S, Harrison Oakes, and Corey W Johnson (2019) Appnogra-
phy: Modifying Ethnography for App-Based Culture. In: Parry, Diana 
C, Corey W Johnson, and Simone Fullagar (eds.) Digital Dilemmas. 
Transforming Gender Identities and Power Relations in Everyday 
Life. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan: pp. 95-117.

Dasgupta, Rohit K and Debanuj Dasgupta (2018) Intimate Subjects and 
Virtual Spaces: Rethinking Sexuality as a Category for Intimate 
Ethnographies. Sexualities 21 (5-6): pp. 932-950. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1363460716677285

Ehrenreich, Barbara (2009) Bright-Sided. How Positive Thinking is Under-
mining America. London: Picador.



Atienza      Feeling Failure

64

Ferguson, Jane M (2018) Nativity Seen in the Anthropocene: Contemporary 
Fieldwork and Subjective Challenges. Asia Pacific Journal of Anthro-
pology 19 (3): pp. 189-196. https://doi.org/10.1080/14442213.2018.14
56559

Greenberg, Jessica and Sarah Muir (2022) Disappointment. Annual Review 
of Anthropology 51: pp. 307-323. http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-an-
thro-041520-105355 

Gregg, Melissa and Gregory J Seigworth (eds.) (2010) The Affect Theory 
Reader. Durham: Duke University Press.

Halberstam, Jack [Judith] (2011) The Queer Art of Failure. Durham: Duke 
University Press.

Hern, Alex (2020) Grindr Dating App Removes Ethnicity Filter to Support 
Black Lives Matter. The Guardian, 2 June 2020. https://www.the-
guardian.com/technology/2020/jun/02/grindr-dating-app-removes-
ethnicity-filter-to-support-black-lives-matter

Labor, Jonalou San Juan (2020) Mobile Sexuality: Presentations of Young 
Filipinos in Dating Apps. Plaridel: A Philippine Journal of Com-
munication, Media, and Society 17 (1): pp. 253-284. https://doi.
org/10.52518/2020.17.1-09labor

Labor, Jonalou S (2021) Technographic Presentations in Mobile Dating Apps 
in Metro Manila Young Adults. In: Tolentino, Rolando B, Vladimeir 
B Gonzales, and Laurence Marvin S Castillo (eds.) Hindi Nangyari 
Dahil Wala sa Social Media. Interogasyon ng Kulturang New Media sa 
Pilipinas [It didn’t happen because it was not on social media. Inter-
rogating new media cultures in the Philippines]. Quezon City: Ateneo 
De Manila Press: pp. 168-187.

Manalansan, Martin F (2016) Feeling Filipinos: Unravelling Thoughts about 
the Emotional and the (Tran)National; An Introduction to the Special 
Issue. Journal of Asian American Studies 19 (1): pp. 1-4. https://doi.
org/10.1353/jaas.2016.0004 

McGlotten, Shaka (2013) Virtual Intimacies. Media, Affect, and Queer Soci-
ality. Albany: SUNY Press.

McPherson, Tara (2012) Why Are the Digital Humanities So White? In: Gold, 
Matthew K (ed.) Debates in the Digital Humanities. Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press: pp. 139-160.

Muñoz, José Esteban (2009) Cruising Utopia. The Then and There of Queer 
Futurity. New York: New York University Press.

Pink, Sarah and Jennie Morgan (2013) Short‐term Ethnography: Intense 
Routes to Knowing. Symbolic Interaction 36 (3): pp. 351-361. https://
doi.org/10.1002/symb.66

Raj, Senthorun (2011) Grindring Bodies: Racial and Affective Economies of 
Online Queer Desire. Critical Race and Whiteness Studies 7 (2): pp. 
55-67.



65

EthnoScr ipts

Scott, James C (1998) Seeing Like a State. How Certain Schemes to Improve 
the Human Condition Have Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Shield, Andrew D J (2018) Grindr Culture: Intersectional and Socio-Sexual. 
Ephemera: Theory and Politics in Organization 18 (1): pp. 149-161.

Signorile, Michelangelo (2013) Joel Simkhai, Grindr Founder and CEO, On 
Gay Social Networking App’s Worldwide Impact. Huffington Post, 26 
November 2013. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/grindr-joel-sim-
khai_n_4343568.

Solis, Randy Jay (2020) Cruising through Spaces: Exploring the Medi-
atization of Gay Cruising in the Philippines. Plaridel: A Philip-
pine Journal of Communication 17 (1): pp. 223-252. https://doi.
org/10.52518/2020.17.1-08solis

Stewart, Kathleen (2007) Ordinary Affects. Durham: Duke University Press.

Paul Michael Leonardo Atienza is a transdisciplinary schol-
ar, ethnographer, and drag performance artist. He is current-
ly an assistant professor in the Department of Critical Race, 
Gender and Sexuality Studies at California State Polytechnic 
University, Humboldt, United States. He teaches courses in Asian/
American Studies, transnational gender and sexuality studies, per-
formance studies, media and cultural studies, and science and tech-
nology studies. His research interests include digital media, feminist 
technoscience, performances of the everyday, queer studies, affect, 
the Philippine diaspora in the United States, Southeast Asian/Ameri-
can Studies, and the afterlives of the US empire. His current book pro-
ject is a multisite ethnography that analyses the lived experiences of 
queer Filipinx/o men in Manila and Los Angeles. Looking specifically 
at digital media platforms on mobile phones and the allure of instant 
and limitless intimate social bonds, Atienza examines how transna-
tional connections of technology and intimacy shape people’s notions, 
of time and space, emotional attachments, and self-presentation, and 
concepts of social difference, such as race, class, sex, and gender.


	Deckblatt_Atienza
	3_Atienza_FIN

