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Gay dating applications and the production/reinforcement
of queer space in Tokyo
Thomas Baudinette

Department of International Studies, Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia

ABSTRACT
The advent of internet dating and gay dating applications on smart-
phones has caused anxiety among Japanese gay men who fear that
these technologies, by facilitating social interaction betweenmen,may
eventually lead to the erosion of queer spaces. Despite these anxieties,
Tokyo’s gay town of Shinjuku Ni-chōme remains a vital space for men
to socialise under a limited anonymity. Reflecting upon ethnographic
fieldwork conducted in Ni-chōmebetween 2012 and 2017, I argue that
gay dating applications have instead reinforced the production of
queer space. Drawing upon Soja’s influential theory of the ‘thirdspace’,
I argue that Ni-chōme exists as both a real, physical space and a virtual,
imagined space that is accessible via gay dating applications and social
media services. Utilizing social media allows gay men to virtually
participate in the scene at Ni-chōme, fostering a sense of shared
community. Dating applications, through their use of GPS technology,
also draw individuals to Ni-chōme by virtually mapping gay bodies/
presence onto the district. I argue that the ‘virtual connectivity’
afforded by gay dating applications in the Japanese context has
ultimately reinforced Ni-chōme’s status as a queer space and led
many gay men to actively (re-)participate within the Japanese gay
culture.

KEYWORDS
queer space; Japan; gay
dating applications;
thirdspace; connection

Introduction

Tokyo’s Shinjuku Ni-chōme has long been considered Japan’s most important space for
same-sex desiring people to socialise under a limited anonymity, as the district’s promi-
nence within both mainstream and gay media attests (Suganuma 2011, 345). Since its
development in the late 1960s as a ‘hidden’ night spot for same-sex desiring men
(Suganuma 2011, 352), Ni-chōme (as the district is affectionately known) has become
especially central to Japan’s gay male culture, with its bar scene emerging as crucial to
facilitating intimate interactions between members of Japan’s still-stigmatised gay commu-
nity. Ōtsuka (1995) notes throughout his memoirs that the neighbourhood emerged as an
important space for developing friendship networks and community support systems
amongst Japanese gay men. Yet in recent years, there has been a growing anxiety in
both Japan’s gay media (see Ryū 2009) and evenmainstream press1 concerning the erosion
of this important community space. The advent of location-based dating applications on
smartphones has particularly ledmany to fear that menwould stop visiting the district since
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they could instead use such applications to find men for friendship, romance or sex
wherever they happened to be. Simply put, there is a fear that Ni-chōme will become
obsolete due to online dating.

Noted gay commentator Ryū Susumu is a representative voice within debates concern-
ing the negative impact of online social media on Ni-chōme, which he has explored in his
book Disappearing ‘Shinjuku Ni-chōme’ (Kieru ‘Shinjuku Ni-chōme’) (Ryū 2009). As well as
discussing how gentrification and rising rents within Shinjuku after the extension of the
Fukutoshin subway line in 2008 into the vicinity have led many gay businesses to close
within Ni-chōme (Ryū 2009, 155), Ryū expresses his concern that the popularity of social
media amongst young Japanese men will destroy the district and deprive Japan of a
supportive gay community (Ryū 2009, 190). Ryū singles out online dating as the ‘largest
danger’ to Japan’s gay community and argues that ‘if our place of escape from the real
becomes virtual, then surely we will lose all sense of shelter’ (2009, 194). Ultimately, Ryū
criticises young gay men for their ‘addictive’ and ‘relentless’ pursuit of pleasure via online
dating and laments what he sees as the inevitable decline of Ni-chōme as a safe space that
supports community-building amongst gay men.

A belief in the negative effects of online dating services on historical ‘gay towns’ is not
limited to Japan, with similar fears emerging within North America (Ghaziani 2014), Australia
(Gorman-Murray andNash 2014), and other regions (toomany to list here). As Gorman-Murray
and Nash note within the context of Sydney’s ‘gay village’ of Oxford Street, news reporting on
the apparent ‘demise’ of the space due to both gentrification and the vast uptake of location-
based dating applications by gaymen has become increasingly commonplace (2014, 623). Via
a large quantitative survey and follow-up interviews, Ghaziani (2014) explores both the
historical development of ‘gayborhoods’ in North America and perceptions of their decline.
In a subsection entitled ‘Community and Geography: Unhinged,’Ghaziani explores the impact
of the internet on North American gay communities and finds that many gay men no longer
believe in the necessity of a ‘physical place,’ with one informant noting ‘the need for the
neighbourhood has expanded into more of a virtual community’ (2014, 125). As Ghaziani’s
subtitle concerning the unhinging of geography from community suggests, there is a trend
whereby the virtualization of gay community is understood as necessarily separating it from
physical place.

While conducting ethnographic fieldwork within Ni-chōme that sought to understand
how consumption of gay media impacted conceptualizations of gay desire, I encountered
many young gay men who thought about the role of gay dating applications very differ-
ently to Ryū (2009). These men rejected the idea that online dating led to ‘disconnecting’
from Ni-chōme. Rather, they viewed their virtual engagement as enhancing what they
termed the ‘gay feeling’ (gei no kanji) of Ni-chōme. Within this article, I draw upon ethno-
graphic observation and interviews with young Japanese gay men concerning their use of
location-based dating applications to tease apart attitudes and understandings of ‘queer
space’. By ‘queer space’, I refer to the liminal space which emerges through social processes
that challenge the default nature of public space as implicitly heteronormative (Dacanay
2011: 101). Drawing upon Soja’s influential theory of the ‘thirdspace’, I argue that Ni-chōme
concurrently exists as both a real, physical space and a virtual, imagined space and that this
‘real-and-imagined’ space is accessible via gay dating applications and social media services.
Through its attention to epistemologies of space, this article ultimately argues that gay
dating applications produce and/or reinforce queer space rather than limit or threaten it.
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Notes on method

The ethnographic fieldwork that drives this study was conducted over several research
trips to Tokyo between 2012 and 2017. The analysis presented here forms part of a much
larger ethnographic study of Ni-chōme which explores how late 20th century neoliberal
reforms of the Japanese economy impacted the Japanese gay media landscape, with a
focus upon how the commoditization of desire within Ni-chōme influences the production
of ‘queer space’ in Japan. In previous work, I discussed how the embeddedness of various
media in the changing political economy of Japan impacted the socio-semiotic production
of Ni-chōme as a queer space (see Baudinette 2017). This article extends this previous
work by refocussing the discussion on epistemologies of space, highlighting how online
media impacts this spatial knowledge.

Whilst immersing myself within Ni-chōme’s gay bars, I observed how individuals
integrated their use of location-based dating applications into their visits to the
district. I thus focus on the relationships between online media and commercial
spaces such as gay bars but also recognise that other gay spaces exist in Ni-chōme
such as art galleries, sex-on-premises venues and brothels, and a community space
dedicated to public health initiatives. Further ethnographic work will, however, be
required in the future to investigate how spaces outside Ni-chōme’s bars are
impacted by gay dating applications and social media. During my visits to Ni-ch
ōme’s bars, I recruited 50 young gay men in their 20s as interlocutors, focussing
specifically on recruiting men in this age group because sociological research by
Moriyama (2012) indicates that this is the normative market for the Japanese gay
media that I was studying in my broader project.

The methodology I adopted represented what Pertierra (2018) terms ‘media anthropol-
ogy’ due to its sensitivity to the cultural embeddedness of media consumption. This means
that questions concerning the use of media were always asked within the contexts in
which they are typically used. I also follow Pertierra’s advice that ‘the best way to study
media and digital culture is not to focus upon it’ (2018, 156). My interviews with informants
therefore focussed more on attitudes towards Ni-chōme as a safe space for gay men and
understandings of gay media more broadly. I did, however, conduct interviews concerning
interlocutors’ attitudes towards gay dating that also strategically sought to uncover how
they utilised gay dating applications in conjunction with visiting the bars which were the
focus of my broader ethnographic project. From this interview schedule, the participants’
conceptualization of the relationships between use of gay dating applications and spatial
knowledge naturally emerged without the use of any leading questions. Interviews were
either audio-recorded then transcribed or written down into a detailed research journal
depending on whether an informant consented to being recorded in the field.

Connecting via the use of online media in Ni-chōme

Located to the east of JR Shinjuku Station, Ni-chōme is a relatively small district within
which hundreds of bars and other businesses targeting Tokyo’s sexual minority com-
munities can be found. These bars are also typically very small, most only catering to 10
patrons, many of whom belong to tight-knit friendship networks who are wary of
outsiders (McLelland 2000, 27). To increase potential profits, bars typically target
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narrowly defined ‘Types’ of men and will refuse service to those who do not match these
Types’ ideal physical and emotional characteristics (Baudinette 2017, 506). Ni-chōme’s
bars thus have high overheads and the cost of drinks tend to be higher than what is
average in Japan. One of the reasons underlying perceptions of Ni-chōme’s decline is
the fact that rent in the neighbourhood has risen in recent years, forcing many gay bars
to close (Ryū 2009, 155). Discussions with bar owners revealed that the years between
2006 and 2010 had been particularly difficult due to a sharp increase in rent after the
extension of the Fukutoshin subway line into Ni-chōme’s vicinity. Nevertheless, my
broader fieldwork in the district revealed that patronage at these bars remains steady
in recent years (see Baudinette 2017), with some bar owners I interviewed in 2015
indicating an increase in patronage. These interviewees suggested that this increased
patronage was due to social media and dating applications on smartphones, although
all declined to share their financial accounts with me to support these claims.

During fieldwork I noticed that use of smartphones was highly common within Ni-ch
ōme’s bars. It quickly became apparent that most men were either utilizing social media
services such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram or were utilizing location-based gay
dating applications such as Grindr and the Japanese-produced 9Monsters. Discussions
with interlocutors revealed that whilst many utilised such applications to arrange sexual
encounters, others preferred to use them to develop friendships or simply gossip with
strangers (particularly on Twitter). These men’s use of online media continued to
emphasise community-building in ways that Ōtsuka (1995) argued were central to the
historical development of Ni-chōme as a ‘gay town.’ Furthermore, it must be noted that
online gay dating services have had a presence in Japan since at least the early 1990s,
with McLelland noting that the plethora of websites that developed during this period
‘replaced the more traditional ways of meeting sex partners either in the cruising
grounds [of Ni-chōme], the bars or through magazine ads’ (2000, 21). In a separate
study, McLelland also highlights that late-1990s online dating bulletin board systems
placed a strong focus on building ‘spaces of affinity’ within which gay men could gather
publically (2001, 150). McLelland argues that the internet was deployed to encourage
gatherings in already-established ‘cruising grounds’ in Ni-chōme and elsewhere, with
many online debates emerging around how best to navigate these physical spaces
(2001, 147–149).

In the early 2010s, after the advent of Grindr in the US in 2009, gay dating applica-
tions were indeed quickly integrated into the Japanese gay media landscape, although
there were initial criticisms of Grindr’s localization because its Japanese-language inter-
face simply imported ‘English’ identity categories such as ‘jock’ or ‘twink’ rather than
Japanese gay slang equivalents (Moriyama 2012, 47). 9Monsters, a gay location-based
dating application developed in Japan, was launched in 2011 partly in response to these
issues and has quickly become the most preferred gay dating application in Japan with
an active userbase of 400,000 users as of April 2018.2 Interlocutors explained that they
preferred using 9Monsters because it employed the aforementioned system of ‘Types’
that had previously developed in Ni-chōme, although some informants who preferred
foreign tourists (typically white men) as sexual partners would utilise Grindr.

Location-based dating applications allow users to create a profile name and upload
an optional photo, and then utilise a smartphone’s GPS technology to display
potential partners who are nearby (Quiroz 2013, 183). It was the GPS affordances of
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these applications that strongly contoured my participants’ attitudes towards queer
space through facilitating interactions between men gathering in the district. During
interviews, men often spoke about a ‘virtual connection’ that location-based dating
applications provided, specifically highlighting how important the portability of
smartphones was to these applications’ connective potential. For the informants,
the fact that the applications required active use in a certain ‘place’ (bashō) meant
it was natural that it would lead them to a ‘gay town’ such as Ni-chōme. Crucial to
their understanding of these applications was the notion of ‘intimacy’ (JP: shitashisa,
also ‘connection’ or ‘familiarity’), with men typically using applications such as
9Monsters or Grindr to develop intimate connections with others during visits to Ni-
chōme. Once again, participants were quick to emphasise that intimacy referred to
more than just sexual relationships (although this was important) and instead referred
to building broader friendship and support networks within the bars of Ni-chōme. As
one young man explained, a visit to Ni-chōme would be incomplete without using
dating applications and accessing social media to stay in touch with both friends and
potential partners. Many young men could not even conceive of a visit to the district
without the sense of intimacy provided by online media and viewed claims that
online dating was eroding Japan’s gay community as laughable. Most informants
instead claimed that applications such as 9Monsters and Grindr were most ‘conve-
nient’ (benri) in spaces where gay men gathered.

Whilst many men did accept that a gay dating application could hypothetically
provide potential intimacy (that is, friendship, romance or sex) anywhere in Tokyo,
they afforded the intimacy developed in Ni-chōme a certain uniqueness that was
explicitly borne out of the emplacement of dating application use within the neighbour-
hood. One young informant who I interviewed outside the gay pornography and
magazine store Lumière noted, for example, that the supposed ‘gay feeling’ (gei no
kanji) that circulated throughout Ni-chōme due to its status as a gay town was
strengthened by the intimate connections produced by applications such as Grindr
and 9Monsters. Gay feeling was, for this young man, developed not just through the
physical presence of gay men within Ni-chōme but by the virtual connections made
between these men via various forms of online media, creating what some men called
‘gay resonance’ (JP: gei hibiki, also ‘gay vibration’). Echoing the opinions of other
informants, this young man also emphasised that his use of dating applications did
not make him feel separated from Ni-chōme and the gay community, arguing instead
that online media added to his experience of the space. In fact, connections made in
person or developed virtually were of equal value to every man with whom I spoke.
Another participant I interviewed within the popular CoCoLo Café located in the centre
of Ni-chōme further argued that using dating applications, as well as social media such
as Twitter and Facebook, allowed him to communicate with men throughout the district
and expanded his engagements outside the bar, club, or cafe within which he may be
physically present. For this young man, this extended his feeling of community and
augmented his sense of the ‘gay feeling’ which circulates throughout Ni-chōme as a
queer space.

During fieldwork I was surprised at how frequently I observed men staring at their
phones and furiously typing away. It soon became apparent through interviews that
these men were tweeting, and I was told by most informants that they would utilize
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Twitter throughout the day to stay in contact with what was happening in Ni-chōme. The
informants’ use of Twitter thus formed part of a larger everyday practice designed to
maintain connections with Japan’s gay culture in general and Ni-chōme in particular.
Manymen rejected outright the notion that such behaviour was ‘anti-social’ or ‘disengaged,’
with one young man admonishing me for asking a question based in ‘old-fashioned’ ideas
about what constituted social engagement. Fieldwork revealed that one time when online
media such as Twitter and Facebook were frequently utilised was during a so-called mass
‘exodus’ (ekusodasu) from Ni-chōme during the early morning after all the bars and clubs
had closed of an evening. Interviews revealed that this time is often considered disorientat-
ing due to a perceived loss of Ni-chōme to the so-called ‘normal world’ (futsū na sekai), a
euphemistic phrase used to refer to heteronormative society (Baudinette 2017, 509). By
utilizing online media such as Twitter and Facebook during this exodus, however, gay men
can stay in contact with Ni-chōme as they browse through reports of the previous night’s
events and start to plan their next visits to the district. This was also a time of peak dating
application usage as men sought potential partners with whom to spend time (either
having sex or drinking together in another establishment) rather than go home. In fact,
many men informed me that this time was often when they felt that they needed the
intimacy afforded by gay dating applications the most.

Interviews also revealed that many young gay men believed that Ni-chōme
becomes completely ‘virtualised’ (bācharu-ka) during this period of ‘exodus’ and the
sense of queer space and community that writers such as Ryū (2009) attach to the
physical district subsequently becomes accessible online. During discussions of this
‘exodus,’ many informants revealed a belief that Ni-chōme’s so-called ‘gay resonance’
migrated online into a nebulous ‘virtual’ (bācharu) or ‘imagined’ (kasōteki) space
(kūkan). Online media such as social networking services and gay dating applications
thus do more than just connect gay men to reports of previous events in Ni-chōme.
Rather, they are understood as providing a virtual space where what many men
called the ‘true Ni-chōme’ (honmono no Ni-chōme) can exist during times of the day
when the physical district is subsumed into the heteronormative cityscape. By ‘true
Ni-chōme’, the participants were referring to an ‘atmosphere’ (fun’iki) that supported
gay identity and was a primarily affective phenomenon. This ‘gay atmosphere’ (gei
fun’iki) was said to permeate the district but was only produced there through
intimate connections, whether these be physical or virtual. The informants did not
necessarily believe that this atmosphere was inherently tied to the physical place, as
their beliefs in its virtualisation attest.

Ni-chōme as ‘thirdspace’

It is clear from the above discussion that my interlocutors viewed Ni-chōme through a
spatial epistemology that is radically different from writers such as Ryū (2009) who decry
the decline of Ni-chōme as a communal space. This is because the young men with
whom I spoke understood Ni-chōme as a queer ‘thirdspace.’

Dacanay notes that queer spaces may be either explicitly produced by sexual minority
communities and subsequently understood as queer by mainstream society or implicitly
marked and hidden through a semiotics which only members of the communities are
ostensibly able to read (2011, 101–102). ‘Gay villages’ such as Ni-chōme and those explored
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by Ghaziani (2014) and Gorman-Murray and Nash (2014) primarily represent the former kind
of queer space. Inmanyways, ‘gay villages’ representmaterial ‘places’ that in turn affectively
produce queer ‘space.’Within much of the writing concerning fears over the decline of ‘gay
villages’ due to the advent of gay dating applications, place and space are collapsed and
community is mostly theorised as tied to the material. Ryū’s comments concerning the
dangers of ‘virtualization’ are typical, as are his insistence on the need for a ‘real’ (riaru) place
to act as a ‘shelter’ (sherutā) for Japanese gay men (2009, 194).

The differences between fears such as those possessed by Ryū (2009) concerning the
‘disappearance’ of Ni-chōme and my informants’ belief in the role of dating applications
in reinforcing queer space relates to their vastly different understandings of spatiality.
Fundamentally, I argue that my interlocutors view Ni-chōme as both ‘real-and-imagined.’
This idea derives from Soja’s concept of ‘thirdspace’ (1996) and his attempts to tease
apart how space can be understood as both ‘real’ and ‘imagined’ at the same time (1996,
57). Deploying a methodology termed ‘thirding-as-Othering’ (Soja 1996, 10), Soja pos-
tulates that the postmodern world is composed of a ‘trialectical spatiality’ as opposed to
the dialectical understanding of place and space which had traditionally been applied
within the field of cultural geography (1996, 65). According to this view, spatiality is not
merely defined by the topographical and the imaginary, but by what Soja terms Spatial
Practice or ‘firstspace’, Representations of Space or ‘secondspace’, and Spaces of
Representation or ‘thirdspace’ (1996, 65). Soja further explains that thirdspaces ‘contain
all other real and imagined spaces simultaneously’ (1996, 69) and that ‘[they] are also
vitally filled with politics and ideology. . . with capitalism, racism, patriarchy, and other
material spatial practices that concretise social relations’ (1996, 68).

Via his trialectics of spatiality, Soja (1996) contrasts what he terms ‘firstspace episte-
mology’ with ‘thirdspace epistemology’. Firstspace epistemology privileges the concrete
or ‘real’ and its discursive control of understandings of the ‘imagined’ and is likened by
Soja to the hierarchical relationship often perceived to exist within human geography
whereby material ‘place’ is viewed as contouring understandings of discursive ‘space’
(1996, 74–75). On the other hand, a thirdspace epistemology recognises the inherent
collapse of binaries within postmodernity, often brought on by the development of
sophisticated technologies such as online social media. For Soja, thirdspace epistemol-
ogy is thus a ‘deconstruction and heuristic reconstitution’ of the ‘real-imagined’ binary
that ‘reinvigorate[s]. . . approaches to spatial knowledge with new possibilities heretofore
unthought of inside traditional spatial [epistemologies]’ (1996, 81). Thirdspace episte-
mology rejects the idea that the real contours the imagined or that the imagined
contours the real. Rather, space is conceived as both ‘real-and-imagined’ simultaneously.
Due to his focus on the necessity of physical place for Japan’s queer communities, Ryū
(2009) draws upon a firstspace epistemology that views ‘the virtual’ (that is, online social
media) as both inauthentic and threatening.

The ‘true Ni-chōme’ discussed in the previous section is thus a real-and-imagined third-
space, tied to the topographical district within my informants’ narratives but also able to
exist independently as an affective space of affordances online. My informants’ belief in a
‘true Ni-chōme’ accessible via various onlinemedia thus evokes the work of Crooks, who has
insightfully noted that online media have been co-opted into gay villages such as Ni-chōme
through combining ‘real and imagined physical attributes’ with ‘concrete social, personal
and spatial characteristics’ (2013, n.p). This is certainly true of how social networking is
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utilised by young gay men in Ni-chōme, where online media are increasingly being utilised
to strengthen an individual’s ties to Ni-chōme as a queer space through the development of
a sense of intimacy.

Reinvigorating queer space by mapping bodies onto the virtual

InDisappearing ‘Shinjuku Ni-chōme’, Ryū paints a semi-comic picture of young gaymen who
have become so addicted to online gay dating that they become literally glued to seats in
dark rooms before their computers, eventually ‘devolving’ into ‘socially-withdrawn shut-ins’
(hikikomori) (2009, 193). For Ryū, the greatest danger that has arisen due to online media is
that people will no longer physically leave their rooms and will thus lose all sense of
rentaikan, a term from the 1970s and 1980s gay liberation movement in Japan that loosely
translates to solidarity (Mackintosh 2010, 45). But the youngmenwithwhom I spoke did feel
an intimate connection with others, highlighting the development of friendship networks
via social networking services as well as gay dating applications. Furthermore, use of gay
dating applications was in fact leading these men to travel to Ni-chōme and often from
great distances. One man, for example, had travelled to Tokyo from neighbouring Saitama
Prefecture, specifically noting to me that he travelled to Ni-chōme because there were no
‘interesting men to be found’ on 9Monsters in his home neighbourhood. Rather than
making Ni-chōme disappear, it seemed that the queerness of Ni-chōme was instead
becoming reinforced by gay dating applications. Gay dating applications thus added to,
rather than detracted from, the district’s historical role as a site for building gay community
(Ōtsuka 1995). Indeed, this was also a phenomenon noted by McLelland (2001) in his
previous work on 1990s gay dating sites, suggesting a longer history of which many
participants appeared unaware.

Many men spoke of a ‘revitalization’ (JP: ishin, also ‘reformation’) of the district due to their
perceptions of an increase in the number of men travelling to the space because of their use
of dating applications. For the youngmenwithwhom I spoke, this was a clear example of how
gay dating application use produces queer space. Through my broader ethnographic project
investigating the intersections of neoliberal markets and the production of queer space in Ni-
chōme, I also noticed thatmany bars had begun to advertise on socialmedia, andmany of the
bartenders and gogo dancers active in these spaces also utilised social media to attract
clientele to their bars. Social media promotion has thus become increasingly normalised in Ni-
chōme, with one bartender explaining to me that doing so had led to an increase in patron-
age in recent years. Furthermore, during a visit in December 2015, I learnt that 9Monsters had
recently sponsored a large dance party at Ni-chōme’s popular Aisotope Lounge. It was clear
that businesses in Ni-chōmewere embracing the economic benefits afforded by social media,
with dating applications especially becoming increasingly embedded within the district’s
business structures. Many bar owners explained to me that this had certainly revitalised
their businesses, leading to increased profits.

As noted above, many informants signalled that using applications such as Grindr or
9Monsters was more ‘convenient’within a gay town such as Ni-chōme, partly in response to
the fact that bars have an increasing presence on social media. One young man explained
that this was because Ni-chōme remained the ‘historical centre’ (rekishiteki na chūshin) of
Japan’s gay culture and thus was the site within Japan that had the highest concentration of
gay men physically present at any given time. This interviewee also indicated that young
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gaymen’s travel to the district reinforced the centring of Ni-chōme in Japan’s gay culture, as
did the business tie-ins between apps such as 9Monsters and bars in the district, arguing
that the influx of young people to the neighbourhood created a cycle that reinforced the
neighbourhood’s status as a ‘gay town’. That is, people travelling to the district to interact
with the men already physically present encouraged others to do likewise, all motivated by
a desire to find partners or friends using location-based dating applications. Another man,
who expressed a preference for foreign men as sexual partners, noted that Ni-chōme was
often promoted in foreign gay guidebooks and thus many foreign men gathered in the
district. For this interlocutor, coming to the district to use Grindr to search for partners was
‘strategic’ since this was more likely to be successful than simply using Grindr in the
neighbourhoods surrounding his home in the predominantly residential Setagaya Ward.

As these two informants’ representative remarks suggest, the GPS affordances of gay
dating applications drew individuals to Ni-chōme due to a recognition that it was more
likely that gay men would be ‘mapped’ onto the space. Furthermore, the narrative of the
man who preferred foreign partners also reveals that distinctions weremade between Ni-ch
ōme as a real-and-imagined space with ‘gay feeling’ and a suburban district such as
Setagaya Ward, within which the use of gay dating applications was ineffective due to a
lack of gay men. Indeed, this lack of gay men was also mapped throughout the city via the
use of location-based dating applications, with some men noting that they only truly
became aware of the paucity of gay men outside Ni-chōme after they began using Grindr
or 9Monsters in other locations. A serendipitous encounter during my fieldwork also
revealed that themapping of gay bodies onto the district afforded by location-based dating
applications draws people to Ni-chōme who may be unaware of the district’s status as a
historical gay town. One evening I met a young gay Korean tourist who was visiting Ni-ch
ōme for his second time. This youngman explained that he had not heard of Ni-chōme prior
to visiting Tokyo andwas instead led to the neighbourhood by observing Grindr and noting
that the space appeared to have a high concentration of gay men. Without the district
virtually appearing on Grindr through this Korean man’s careful reading of the distances
marked onto users’ profiles, he never would have encountered this queer space. I would
hypothesise that this is an experience common to many gay men, and not just tourists
travelling in Tokyo, and is thus worthy of further research in future projects.

Ni-chōme, as a real-and-imagined thirdspace, is thus marked as gay through both the
physical presence of gay men who have travelled to the district as well as the virtual
‘mapping’ of this presence onto the space via location-based dating applications. In fact, I
would argue that this virtual ‘mapping’ of physical presence causes Ni-chōme to emerge out
of the city as a queer space. For the informants, the district also represents a queer space in
comparison to other areas throughout Tokyo’s heteronormative landscape which lack the
‘gay feeling’ that both physically and virtually circulates throughout Ni-chōme. Indeed,
participants often spoke of how the heteronormativity of the wider cityscape was revealed
by their use of applications such as Grindr and 9Monsters. The young gay men with whom I
spoke thus consistently drew upon their experiences of using gay dating applications (as
well as social media services) to make sense of Ni-chōme as both a physical ‘gay town’ and
‘imaginary’ affective space. Simply put, the informants’ understanding of queer space in
Japan was intimately tied to their use of gay dating applications, which they viewed as
reinforcing Ni-chōme’s status as a queer space either through encouraging people to
physically visit the space or to engage with it virtually.
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The need reported by many men to travel to Ni-chōme for gay dating applications to
become ‘convenient’ also problematizes the idea that location-based dating applications
allow men to easily satisfy their desires anytime, anywhere. The informants’ narratives
consistently demonstrated that the opposite was instead true. For the men with whom I
spoke, gay dating applications only appeared useful for developing intimate connections
within already-established ‘gay towns’ such as Ni-chōme. This suggests that as much as the
informants invested in a narrative of virtual connection, they still recognised the importance
of ‘real’ physical places to facilitate interactions between gay men. Furthermore, rather than
leadingmen to ‘devolve’ into socially-withdrawn shut-ins as Ryū (2009, 193) had feared, gay
dating applications were instead encouraging men to frequently visit Ni-chōme to develop
large networks of friends, as well as romantic and sexual partners. Gorman-Murray and Nash
(2014) note in their study of Sydney’s Oxford Street the importance of ‘mobility’ in recent
experiences of queer space and my interlocutors’ narratives reveal that movement is crucial
to similar experiences within a Japanese context. For my interlocutors, the portability of the
smartphone was essential to their understandings of space, since a smartphone was some-
thing that connected people both virtually (through social media and online dating) as well
as leading to increased travel to the physical district.

Concluding discussion

When I initially began analysing the data from my fieldwork, I was perplexed by what
appeared to be contradictory attitudes amongst my informants towards Ni-chōme’s status
as a queer space. It became apparent as I collated the data that the same participant would
oftenmake a case for the importance of the physical place – particularly the presence of gay
men – at the same time as extolling a need to focus on the virtual and its affective potential
when discussing their use of gay dating applications. As I have detailed throughout this
article, these views were not so much contradictory, but rather represented a revolutionary
spatial epistemology that recognized that space and place, the real and the imagined, can
simultaneously coexist. For the informants within my study, Ni-chōme is best understood as
a ‘thirdspace’ that is simultaneously an ‘atmosphere’ constituted of ‘gay resonance’ and ‘gay
feeling’ as well as a physical district to be mapped onto the cityscape as gay using location-
based dating apps. Unlike writers such as Ryū (2009) who privilege the material and its
necessity for gay community, my interlocutors’ positioning of Ni-chōme as ‘real-and-
imagined’ allows the district to produce a gay community both physically and virtually. In
leading them to the district, applications such as Grindr and 9Monsters (as well as social
networking services such as Twitter) both produce and reinforce Ni-chōme’s status as a
queer space.

Young gay men consistently reflected on a nebulous idea or symbol of the affective
nature of queer space that they termed ‘the true Ni-chōme.’ It was this ‘real-and-imagined’
space, accessible via online media both within and without the district, that ultimately
constructed a sense of intimacy and community for the young gay men with whom I
spoke. The fact that this affective atmosphere was always symbolically linked to the
physical through the evocation of Ni-chōme reveals that the material still plays a role in
how young gay men understand queer space in Tokyo. Moving forward, it will be necessary
to further tease out what these young men meant when referring to a ‘true’ Ni-chōme
within their discourses and how this relates to understandings of queer space, as well as
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online media use. I also note here that the conceptualizations of space investigated within
this article are limited to those of young men in their 20s and further research is necessary
to explore how Japanese men of other generations understand queer space in the age of
social media. It would be interesting, for example, to hear the experiences of men who had
a broader awareness of the history of online dating and its relationships to Ni-chōme prior
to the advent of location-based dating apps.

The narratives that I encountered during fieldwork destabilised the commonplace
assumption that gay dating applications were eroding queer community and leading to
the decline of historic gay villages which circulates not just in Japan but globally. As this
article has demonstrated, such thinking relies too heavily upon a ‘firstspace’ epistemology
that privileges experiences of the material as more authentic than the imaginary. Through
this article, I hope to have demonstrated the efficacy of Soja’s (1996) theories of thirdspace
to studies of queer space. Further work that applies this theoretical framework to other
national and regional contexts would be of great use to the field. Overall, for the Japanese
men with whom I spoke, Ni-chōme was certainly not disappearing. Instead, use of gay
dating applications reinforced its position as a space awash with queer affective potential.

Notes

1. See https://metropolisjapan.com/changing-colors/ for a recent example of this discussion
(accessed 19 October 2018).

2. See https://ninemonsters.com/advertise (accessed 19 October 2018).
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