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A Lexicon of Desires 

The Articulated Self in User Profiles on 9 Monsters 

Tomas Brännmark 

 

Abstract 

The rise of social media has garnered attention to the ways people present 

themselves in online contexts. User profiles are virtual representations of the self. 

How this representation takes shape varies between different technological 

platforms, as well as between different sites and applications. Different purposes 

behind online interactions, such as online dating or keeping in contact with 

friends and family, also warrants different forms of profiles. 

The geosocial (or location aware) applications on smartphones are a relatively 

new and ubiquitous form of online dating that has gained widespread popularity 

among men who seek men. The aim of this study is to investigate how the 

application provides a set of possibilities and limitations on self-expression and 

how these interact with cultural knowledge possessed by the users. The 

application chosen for the study was 9 Monsters—a gay social dating application 

first launched in Japan. 

To achieve this, profiles were collected and analyzed according to themes and 

theoretical concepts provided by activity theory, frame theory and the concept 

of impression management. The results suggest that the way the application 

structures the profile produce implicit expectations on users’ presentations. 

Users show awareness of the expectations and utilize a set of symbols (in part 

provided by the application) charged with meaning, conceptualized as a lexicon, 

to produce their impression management, and provide possible frames of 

interaction to other users. 

 

Keywords: 9 Monsters, Geosocial, Activity theory, Frame theory, Impression 

management, Gay men, Japan  
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Ett begärens lexikon 

Det artikulerade jaget i användarprofiler på 9 Monsters 

Tomas Brännmark 

 

Sammanfattning 

Sociala mediers framväxt har skapat ett intresse för hur presenterar sig själva i 

digitala miljöer. En användarprofil är en virtuell representation av en individ. 

Hur den här representationen tar form varierar mellan teknologiska plattformar, 

olika hemsidor och applikationer. Syftet med personens medverkan i ett socialt 

nätverk, som till exempel att söka efter en partner eller hålla kontakten med släkt 

och vänner, påverkar också hur en profil konstrueras. 

Geosociala applikationer på smartphones är en relativt ny form av nätdejting 

som snabbt har blivit populär bland män som söker kontakt med män. Syftet med 

studien är att undersöka hur en applikations design kan tillhandahålla 

möjligheter och begränsningar, samt hur de samverkar med den kulturella 

kunskap som användarna besitter, i skapandet av en användarprofil. 

Applikationen som valdes för studien är 9 Monsters, en social dejting-

applikation från Japan riktad till homosexuella män. 

För att genomföra studien samlades en uppsättning profiler in och analyserades 

efter teman och teoretiska begrepp hämtade från aktivitetsteori, ”frame theory” 

och konceptet identitetsstyrning. Resultatet visar att sättet applikationen 

strukturerar profilen skapar implicita förväntningar på hur användarna ska 

presentera sig själva. Användarna visar att de är medvetna om förväntningarna 

genom att använda en uppsättning betydelsebärande symboler, ett lexikon, för 

att uppnå önskad identitetsstyrning och för att signalera önskvärda interaktioner. 

 

Nyckelord: 9 Monsters, Geosocial, Aktivitetsteori, Frame theory, 

Identitetsstyrning, Homosexuella män, Japan  
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Conventions 

References follow the Harvard system. In text, the reference is given with last 

name of the author(s) and year of publication. Japanese titles are transliterated, 

together with a translation in footnotes. Japanese names are in rendered in 

Western standard with given name followed by family name. The original 

orthographic form of the source can be found in the reference list. Sources from 

other languages than English have a translation of the title within parenthesis. 

Japanese transliterations adhere to the modified Hepburn system, except if a 

preferred transliteration is provided with the work. Japanese words, and terms of 

functions present in the application are put within double quotation marks, if 

needed a gloss is provided within single quotation marks. 

Quotes in Japanese are translated into English, the original Japanese is omitted 

unless needed for clarity or analysis. 

A note on pronouns: during the background and more general discussion 

“he/she”, or the gender neutral “them” is used, while the analysis and discussion 

of the data uses the male pronoun “he” since the application is mostly used by 

gay and bisexual men. 

The official name of the application being analyzed is 9monsters. However, in 

this thesis it is rendered in a standard orthographic format (9 Monsters). 
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1.1 Introduction 

Different forms of online interactions have become an ever-present part of the social world for 

many people. The way these multifaceted social interactions work and how people establish 

contact and orient themselves in online environments present many intriguing aspects for 

research.  

Every mode of interaction online has its own form that the people who use it learn, adapt to 

and use themselves as they become more experienced users. One such mode is that of online 

dating in its different forms. Online dating can seem like a perilous activity; going online 

searching for a partner opens one up to the risk of rejection or, perhaps even worse, not even 

being noticed. Most forms of online dating make use of user profiles where people describe 

themselves. How does a user formulate a desirable profile, and how does he/she know how such 

a profile should be constructed? When observing dating sites and applications it becomes 

obvious that though many properties of the profile seem to be present across the spectrum of 

the sites, some sites put emphasis on some things other services seem to be indifferent towards. 

Why is that, and more interesting: how does it affect how users present themselves in that 

environment? 

The aim is to explore mediated communications; how does the medium affect 

communication and our self-expressions? This thesis builds on a small exploratory study 

conducted as an assignment in a course on social media, but is largely expanded and framed in 

the Japanese setting of the application 9 Monsters. 

9 Monsters is a social application used by men in the gay community. It originated in Japan 

but has also become popular in other countries, mostly in East Asia. At first glance, it seems 

much like other applications like it: you create a profile with some basic information about 

yourself, choose a profile picture and then set out to look for someone to talk to online. However, 

there are some noticeable and interesting features of 9 Monsters that make it unique. The most 

obvious one, is the monster system. Every user is said to be one of nine monsters. From the 

perspective of how people present and articulate who they are, or wish to be, these monsters 

are an interesting case to study. Which monster you are turned into is not up to yourself, it’s a 

part of your self-presentation that is decided by the application and other users. 

The monsters are central to the questions asked in this thesis. Since they are outside what 

users can control when presenting themselves it becomes a concrete example of how the 

medium affects the self-expression. 
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1.2 Background and research goals 

When the World Wide Web and Internet was introduced to the general public it quickly gained 

widespread use. With it came different forms of communications, like e-mail, chatting, blogs, 

as well as what has been termed social networking services (SNS). The technological advances 

and the growth of mobile technologies have contributed to changes in the way people interact. 

One of the later developments are the geosocial 1  applications available on the now 

ubiquitous smart phones. The term geosocial comes from how the applications use the phones’ 

GPS feature to show users their own, as well as other users’ locations. One of the earliest 

applications using this technology was Grindr, which has had a profound influence on the 

development, in both form and function, of applications that followed it. This includes 9 

Monsters which is the focus of this thesis. Aimed at gay men Grindr (and later, similar 

applications) allowed men to find other men in their immediate vicinity to interact with. In a 

world where gay men often had relied on erotic oases 2  (Henriksson, 1995:177-178), gay 

neighborhoods and online sites to find each other, the immediacy and availability of Grindr 

proved popular and gained widespread use relatively quickly. A success that gave rise to similar 

applications. 

9 Monsters builds upon several similar concepts as Grindr; users have their profiles, they 

can see other users in their vicinity and so on. It has several other features, some of them rather 

unique, like the monster system mentioned in the introduction. 

When an application is targeted towards a group of people it is designed to facilitate their 

needs. The people using the application brings with them their language and their social norms 

to the new online setting. These norms, linguistic conventions and symbols form a set of social 

codes that the community uses. The question is, are these codes changed somehow by the new 

milieu, and if so, how? 

One of the most basic things about these applications (as well as social networking sites in 

general) is that the profile is at the heart of the experience. Users create their own profile first 

and then, before almost any interaction they view other peoples’ profiles. 

  

                                                 
1 Sometimes called location-aware applications. 
2 A place where men can meet for sexual encounters, often parks, public toilets or bath houses. 
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The profile is also at the heart of this thesis and the stated research questions: 

1) How are cultural codes utilized by users when designing their online self-representation, 

and: 

2) In what way is this process shaped by the application? 

To study these questions the user profile was chosen as the object of study. It is one of the most 

visible examples of how people utilize the medium, and a concrete manifestation of a person’s 

online presence. Profiles are also (most often) visible to anyone accessing the medium.  

1.2.1 User profiles as an object of study 

Before going into more detail on what a profile is, and what the study of them can reveal, it is 

necessary to briefly mention the relationship between online and offline communications. 

One crucial thing that needs to be established is that online communication does not 

constitute one part of a simple online/offline dichotomy (Miller and Horst, 2012; Boellstorff, 

2008, 2012). Online culture draws upon its social and cultural context in which it is used. Also, 

the digital aspects of it do not make it less authentic or impactful for the individual; there is no 

“Real Life” to contrast with an un-authentic online presence (Miller and Horst, 2012:13). What 

happens online is real and has real consequences for the people involved (Boellstorff, 2012:41-

42). The online/offline relation can be described as different spaces, or modes of mediated 

culture. The terms used in this thesis (borrowed from Boellstorff, 2012) to distinguish one mode 

from another are virtual and actual, two different modes of mediated culture, closely connected 

in a dialectical relationship. 

In the profile, a user formulates their reasons for using the application, and an expression of 

who he/she is (or, wants to be). The user profile becomes, in some way, a virtual representation 

of the person designing it, and any person who decides to join a dating site or any kind of social 

networking site must in some way relate to the user profile. What information a user puts in a 

profile is dependent on the type of social site, as well as their goals in joining said site. A dating 

profile will differ in its form from a networking site such as Facebook. Not only because the 

purpose of using a dating site and Facebook differs, but also because of how the different 

services construct profiles. You will not be asked for what your ideal partner looks like on 

Facebook, something common on dating sites. 

User profiles show who the user considers themselves to be, their aims with joining the site, 

and their understanding of what is suitable for the context. Every node connected to the nexus, 

in combination with the actual design of the site (or application) and its functions, influence the 
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content of the profile. In addition, a profile can only contain what the application allows, 

whether it is stipulated in the user license, or by what types of media can be presented to other 

users. If the number of pictures you can upload and show to other users are limited, you need 

to curate your choices more carefully since every picture becomes relatively more important to 

the end result. Studying profiles can discern the relationship between these aspects, answering 

questions about both cultural norms, users’ desires and self-expressions, as well as how the 

medium affects how the users create themselves online. 

1.2.2 Delineating the study: Identity v. Self-expression and online culture 

The self, and the closely connected identity, is an elusive concept continuously being 

reexamined and redefined (Wetherell, 2010:3-4). This section describes how this thesis 

positions itself in the understanding of identity and how identity is expressed. 

Identity is best understood in relational terms, as constructed in a social process and mediated 

through language, symbols and materiality. It is also important to note that this is not a process 

with a terminus; as Chayko (2010:166) puts it: “[…] throughout the life span, our selves become 

created, expressed, and then recreated (and re-expressed!)”. If identity is not an essential quality 

and subject to change, it can be framed as a verb rather than a noun. A person does not have a 

set of identities, but rather he/she identifies with different relational constructs. These 

identifications then take form as they become articulated by the individual—an expression of 

the self.  

Identity can be reflected in how we represent ourselves to others, affected by representations 

in media and how we think of ourselves, as well as in how we communicate (Marwick, 

2013:355). When technology, with its new modes of communication, becomes imbedded in our 

social world it affects how identities are constructed, though this is not a deterministic process 

whereby technology influence identity as an independent agent (Baym, 2010).  

The distinction between identity and articulated expressions connected to identity is 

important. Several researchers have shown that in online interactions, free from restrictions 

present in face-to-face interactions, people possess more agency in how they express their 

identifications. The online environment can be free from definitions or preconceptions imposed 

by other people, which creates more possibilities for managing how an identity is expressed to 

others (e.g Bargh, McKenna and Fitzimons, 2002; Baym, 2010; Boellstorff, 2008; Chayko, 

2010; Friedlander, 2008; Ginsburg, 2012; Marwick, 2013). In regard to user profiles Fox 
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(2007:72) argues that they can be a way of creating an online version of oneself, free from 

restraints the actual world imposes. 

Goffman (1959, 1963) defines self-expression as the way in which a person formulates and 

presents their identity outwards in a form visible to others, a process he refers to as impression 

management, the result of which is social information. The ease with how self-expression can 

be changed allows ample opportunities for such things as play and subterfuge. The different 

modes of communication in online interaction allows people to explore several aspects of their 

identities through different expressions, or to participate in communal identities not accessible 

to them otherwise3. A process where they create new and varied expressions of themselves. A 

virtually articulated self is unshackled by the restraints of a body and so have less restrictions 

as to what it can be (Baym, 2010:105-108). To what extent this agency is employed varies from 

setting to setting Baym (2010:121), but while identity is articulated through different modalities, 

the resulting articulation is still a managed product. However, identity is not necessarily visible 

in the presentation a person puts forth for others to see, as there can (and often does) exist a 

discrepancy between a public presentation of oneself and how a person identifies. People often 

take on roles, presenting themselves as something they don’t perceive themselves to be 

(Goffman, 1963). A good example to illustrate the difference between identification and such 

a disconnected self-expression could be a gay man not yet out of the closet. He might identify 

with being gay, but within certain contexts choose to play the role of a straight man; he conducts 

impression management articulating a self that is misaligned with his perceptions of himself. 

What he presents to his surrounding is not necessarily a clue to how he actually identifies 

himself. 

To sum up: user profiles are, as mentioned in the previous section, a representation of the 

person who has created the profile. However, this is not a study of gay identity in Japan as 

revealed through online profiles. Without knowing the relationship between an identity and the 

articulated self any claims as to what constitutes, for example, a Japanese gay identity is 

difficult to discern. However, the profiles are still a product of cultural know-how; no matter 

their identity a user needs to understand his world to produce a relevant profile. So, while 

identity might be outside the boundaries of what is easily visible in user profiles, cultural codes 

and knowledge, as well as self-expression, is not necessarily so. 

                                                 
3 The furry community in Second Life is an interesting example of communal identities online (Boellstorff 

2008:184-185) 
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This research is also not an ethnographical account of Japanese gay culture in general. The 

study is not concerned with the culture as a whole. What is being studied is the relation between 

the actual and virtual aspects of the culture—how cultural expressions are transformed when 

re-contextualized in the world of 9 Monsters. It is a snapshot of some aspects of a culture in a 

specific setting.  

1.2.3 Contributions 

This thesis, while under the umbrella of Japanese studies, is situated at the crossroad between 

different disciplines such as media studies and anthropology. While the cultural setting is 

Japanese, the question of how the medium affects the communication is relevant to other fields 

of research as well. The hope is that this thesis can contribute in two ways: 

The first contribution is the exploration of the relation between the actual and the virtual. 

How the medium itself affects self-representation, agency and becomes an arena for new forms 

of culture. This includes the most important aspect of the study, that of how the possibilities 

within a medium can affect the expressions therein. 

Second, by looking more into Japanese society and subcultures, this research will contribute 

to the understanding of Japan’s diversity as it is being explored within the modern paradigm of 

Japanese studies (Sugimoto, 2014:10), as well as add further to the still progressing studies of 

gay men and their lives in Japan. 

1.2.4 Presenting 9 Monsters: Who, why and what? 

According to the company behind 9 Monsters it is Asia’s premier application for gay men. 

Strong user bases for the application exist in China, Taiwan, South Korea and Japan. The 

Google Play Store gives the number of downloads as somewhere between 100,000 and 500,000 

thousand (Play.google.com, 2017), this does not include the number of downloads on Apple’s 

App Store. 

The application is targeted towards men who seek to meet other men for dates, relationships, 

sexual contacts or friends within the gay community. To serve these needs the application 

provides several features, such as chat and photo sharing. 

Applications like these have gained widespread popularity in the gay community. Before the 

advent of the Internet, and with the possibilities for gay men to join dating sites and online 

bulletin board systems that followed, gaining access to places to meet other men could be 

difficult, especially if you lived outside major cities where bars and cruising spots were more 

prevalent. Both McLelland (2005b:187) and Benkhart (2014) note that the Internet has had a 
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profound impact on the lives of gay men in Japan as it has provided them with more 

opportunities to get in contact with a community. As smart phones became more ubiquitous the 

ease of use and possibility of quick interactions helped geosocial applications gain popularity—

suddenly it was possible to meet someone in the same office building or passing by the same 

train station. 

The reasons for using the application vary between users, but the main activities all relate to 

finding partners (long or short term), friends or other social connections (actual or virtual). 

Users browse profiles, that are arranged in proximity to them, and initiate conversations with 

each other, that in some cases lead to actual meetings.  

In its basic form, the application is free; however, to access some features users have to pay 

extra fees. This can either be a one-time fee, or a monthly subscription fee4 payed as a premium 

user. 

The nine monsters 

One of the features that set 9 Monsters apart from other 

similar applications is the monsters. Every user is 

represented by one of nine monsters. These monsters 

connotate distinct characteristics especially regarding 

physical appearance. The nine monsters, and the breeding 

system, is summarized in the application’s slogan “You 

can know his type without asking” (Ninemonsters.com, 

No date) 

Every monster also has a level, the higher the level the 

more popular the user is as a representation of that monster 

type. 

When using the application users “breed” other users. 

If a user breeds someone it means that he finds that person 

attractive or interesting. Breeding also affects change on 

both the breeder and the one being bred. Just as everyone 

has a monster and a level, they also have breeder levels, showing what kind of monsters, they 

usually breed. So, a user can be a level 10 Lovely Dog, level 15 Athlete Kong breeder, meaning 

that people who like Lovely Dogs tend to like (breed) him and he tends to like (breed) people 

                                                 
4 At the time of writing the fee is ¥360. 

Figure 1. The nine monsters 

 

Top row: Bulky Bison, Wild Bear, Chubby Piggy 

 

Middle row: Muscle Wolf, Athlete Kong, Sporty 

Panther 

 

Bottom row: Lovely Dog, Cool Monkey, Slim 

Cat 
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who are Athlete Kongs. The system of monster type and breeder level allows you, as the slogan 

promises, to know his type, and what type he likes, with just a quick glance at his profile. 

Notice board 

Available in the application is also a noticeboard reminiscent of bulletin board systems that 

have held a large role in the Japanese gay community, for example Mensnet (McLelland, 2005b; 

Baudinette, 2011, 2012, 2015; Benkhart, 2014). However, the only two topics available when 

posting are quick hook-up or longer lasting relationships so it does not offer the wide variety of 

discussions on different topics often common on bulletin boards. The BBS is also completely 

anonymous and not connected to a user profile on 9 Monsters, and accessible from PCs as well 

as from smart phones, which means that this function in large part falls outside the scope of this 

thesis. 

1.3 Surveying the field 

The field of research on identity, self-expression and dating in online contexts, and studies of 

the Japanese gay community, are two growing fields. This section is in no way a complete 

overview of these fields. The aim is to provide a survey of literature that discuss topics of direct 

relevance to this study, both as a framing device to describe the community the research takes 

place in, and studies that provide valuable theoretical insights to this research. 

Many studies focus on identity and how it is articulated online. The research highlights the 

importance of virtual modes of communication as it can be seen in the way identity is articulated 

and created through stories5 like blogs, Facebook and Instagram feeds etc. (Chayko, 2010:36-

42). Creating this story is part of articulating an identity (Gray, 2002:33). One defining feature 

of these stories ia their multimodality, the way they combine text, images, videos, sounds and 

symbols (like the ubiquitous emoji and kaomoji6) to create a single item of communication 

(Nelson and Hull, 2008:126-127). The user profile is an example of “an item of 

communication”, though, as mentioned earlier, it is important to not conflate identity and self-

expression. 

                                                 
5 In October 2013, the popular chat application Snapchat introduced a feature called “Stories” where users can 

upload images and videos shown to other users in one stream. Other companies have later followed suit, like 

Facebook launching Facebook Stories in January 2017. The important of storytelling for the self is evident even 

in the names of products.  
6 Kaomoji are symbols created by using alphanumeric characters that convey, among other things, emotional states, 

such as (^_^) meaning happy. Emoji are small graphics depicting faces (with different moods) as well as activities, 

objects and other symbols. These symbols are all available for use on most smartphones. 
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When deciding how to present themselves online, users of dating sites, use a variety of 

strategies to be successful; the profile is a tool used to achieve the user’s goals. Gibbs, Ellison 

and Heino (2006) found that self-disclosure, i.e. what and how you tell facts about yourself, 

was one of the major factors influencing successful interactions on online dating sites, though 

being too honest was inversely correlated with goal achievement. By carefully curating the self-

disclosure (of which one of the most important forms is the profile) with suitable photos, 

presentations and communication they strove to establish positively charged, yet believable, 

claims about their identity—what Goffman (1959) calls impression management (Ellison, 

Heino and Gibbs, 2006:417; 430-431). 

In their impression management, online daters need to balance between the two poles of 

complete honesty, disclosing all their flaws and virtues, and a fabricated glorification of oneself; 

both strategies carry potential negative side effects if too blatant (Ellison, Hancock and Toma, 

2011:3). Users admit to massaging the truth by choosing slightly outdated pictures or claiming 

to enjoy different activities they rarely engage in. What Ellison, Hancock and Toma (2011:8) 

term, the malleability of the trait being polished determined the attitudes toward the untruths 

(or, perhaps lies); highly malleable traits (such as what activities you engage in) were deemed 

more acceptable to manipulate than less malleable ones (like one’s height). Justification for a 

gap between the expressed self and the actual person could be made in terms of potential 

(Ellison, Hancock and Toma, 2011:9). The ways the self is managed in presentations is deeply 

tied to temporality (Ellison, Heino and Gibbs, 2006; Ellison, Hancock and Toma, 2011). One 

way of understanding the profile is as “[…] a promise in the future tense” (Ellison, Hancock 

and Toma, 2011:12). 

In Jaspal’s (2017) study on how men gay men construct and manage identity when using the 

location aware application Grindr, he found that users’ perceptions of Grindr as an application 

focused on quick sexual hook-ups influenced how they managed their profiles. The participants 

in the study also expressed that the application afforded them possibilities to express an ideal 

identity for others to see (Jaspal, 2017:194), a process perhaps comparable to the profile as a 

promise (Ellison, Hancock and Toma, 2011:12). At the same time, the interviews also showed 

that some users struggled with a perceived discrepancy offline and online identities. Jaspal 

(2017) provides insight into deliberations that go into creating a profile. 

Another study on Grindr (Licoppe, Rivière and Morel, 2016) explores the ways users 

actively constructed profiles that facilitate interactional achievements. The study focused on 

hook-ups and found that a specific set of codes, a linguistic ideology, that was used to quickly 
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negotiate a sexual contact as an insulated event, without openings for emotional attachments or 

further contact. 

Both Licoppe, Rivière and Morel (2016) and Jaspal (2017) discuss how pictures play a role 

in the user profiles. Used as a way to convey meaning, intent and provide a frame for a situation 

they “prime” an interpretation of the profile and subsequent interactions (Jaspal, 2017:195). 

They also show the importance of actively managing, producing and reproducing oneself and 

one’s interactions online. 

The role of online forms of communication and media in the Japanese gay community is 

discussed in McLelland (2005b), Benkhart (2014) and Baudinette (2011, 2012). McLelland 

(2005b:187) argues the importance of the introduction of message boards and webpages in 

making the community easier to connect to for gay people in Japan. Benkhart (2014) further 

shows the importance of this accessibility for gay men in rural Japan without access to Shinjuku 

2-chōme or other gay districts in Japan’s larger cities. Baudinette (2011) discusses how 

identities are expressed and formulated on an online BBS using different linguistic strategies. 

Both Benkhart (2014) and Baudinette (2012) illuminate the importance of actual spatial and 

temporal relations in the use of online mediums. In the study by Baudinette (2012) he finds that 

the technical platform of the message board affects linguistic strategies, privileging immediacy, 

in creating meetings offline; however, the effect should not be overstated since users’ 

perceptions of temporality and their short/long term goals were the strongest determining factor 

in what strategies were employed. This is an example of the role of medium in how online 

communication is shaped by the medium. Being a statistical analysis, it provides a good account 

of what users say, however it is less clear on the relationship between what is seen on the 

noticeboard and the actual identities of users, the assumption being that what is said is an 

expression of identity. Neither Benkhart (2014) nor Baudinette (2011, 2012) explore the 

geosocial applications available on smartphones. 

McLelland (2005b), Benkhart (2014) and Baudinette (2011, 2012) provide valuable insights 

into the role of online communication in the community of gay men in Japan, and how the 

actual and virtual interlock and borrow from each other. 

Other studies on homosexuality in a Japanese context have either been largely focused on 

historical contexts or on the effect of media on gay identity formations. Prominent examples of 

historical studies are Leup’s (1995) study of depictions of homosexuality in art during the 

Tokugawa period, and Pflugfelder’s (1999) account of dominant discourses on homosexuality 

from Tokugawa and onwards.  
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McLelland (2005b) gives an account of how gay media in Japan changed after World War 

II, from a “perverse press”, publications that catered to a wide variety of non-normative sexual 

desires within the same publication, to more specialized magazines aimed toward specific target 

groups, like homosexual men. The different forms of media McLelland (2005b) discusses are 

related to the development of a gay identity and how it is affected by representation both in 

mainstream media (for example the gay boom during the late 1990s and early 2000s) and the 

often sex focused media targeted to the LGBT group. The question of gay identity in Japan, and 

whether such a thing exists, and if so how it is constituted has been discussed in several studies 

(eg. Baudinette, 2015; Mackintosh, 2010; McLelland, 2003a, 2005a, 2005b; McLelland and 

Dasgupta (eds)., 2005). Though these studies put forth relevant connections between media and 

identity there is often a blurring of identity and self-expression, disregarding possibilities of 

play and experimentation. 

The Japanese gay identity is also often contrasted to a Western gay identity, where coming 

out and living open lives as one’s “true self” is central (McLelland, 2000). Lunsing (2005:81), 

using terms from his informants, describes two approaches within Japanese society as “katai” 

‘hard’, in contrast to “yawarakai” ‘soft’. The former is based on coming out and demanding 

rights, the latter sees a person’s sexuality as personal and not something that needs to be 

discussed. Suganuma (2012) demonstrates how the fantasy of the “west” forms a discursive 

unit that Japanese gay men can contrast themselves against when articulating a Japanese gay 

identity. The west provides a spatial and temporal metaphor that can explain differences 

between the two poles. 

Here it is important to note that contrasting “western” with “Japanese” versions of gay 

identities easily becomes problematic. First: there are no sui genesis cultures, born from within 

itself, and possessing clear-cut borders to other cultures. Second: just as no cultures exists 

without connections to other cultures the connection between the individual and cultural context 

must be treated carefully, a point effectively argued by McLelland (2003b).  

Japanese language research on gay men is largely focused on identity and rights movements. 

Moriyama (2010) considers the relationship between coming out, the gay community and 

identity and how the connection between them seems to have become weaker; coming out and 

connecting with the community does not seem to carry as much weight among younger men as 

it did before in Japan. 



13 

 

More prevalent are books aimed towards a more general public that describes LGBT issues 

in current Japan, such as Kaminguauto retāzu: Kodomo to oya, seito to kyōshi no ōfuku shokan7 

(Ryoji and Hideki, 2007), currently in its 6th printing, that presents the reader with strong 

coming-out narratives or Dōseiai to iseiai 8  (Kawaguchi and Kazama, 2010) and Dōseiai 

nyūmon9 (Fushimi, 2003) that explain history, homophobia and identity in the contemporary 

context. These books provide valuable information on LGBT issues in contemporary Japan. 

1.4 Theoretical approach 

When researching new(er) forms of communication and how they affect interpersonal relations, 

expressions of the self, and social structures the framework needs to take into account both what 

the technology does, and the social processes involved in using it. As Baym (2010:6) states it 

is necessary to understand the capabilities of a new technology to understand the consequences 

it brings with it. So how could such a model look? 

1.4.1 Using activity theory to model relations between culture, user and application 

To understand the interplay between the application, its users and their profiles I adopt a model 

based on activity theory as described in Engeström (1999). One of the basic assumptions in 

activity theory is that human beings strive to control their world, and that artifacts are 

instrumental in doing so (Engeström, 1999). Artifacts are not limited to physical objects. Within 

the scope of activity theory an artifact is any tool by which an individual shape his world: a 

carpenter uses a hammer to hit a nail; a writer uses a computer to create his works; a gay man 

in Japan uses 9 Monsters to meet a partner or new friends. Engeström (1999:29) describes the 

creation and use of artifacts as a way for humans to exert agency and self-determination. Human 

actions strive towards achieving something; whether, it is a physical thing or not this goal is 

termed object within activity theory, and human activity is object oriented.  

Tools are not created in vacuum—they are product of culture and so can contain social 

knowledge invested in it by its creators. 9 Monsters, as an example, lets users choose between 

different sexual preferences (like top and bottom10) that are common parlance within the gay 

community. Any artifact can also be further refined or developed by feedback from the ones 

who are using it. It is a nexus for transmission and transformation of social knowledge 

                                                 
7 Coming-out Letters: Correspondence between children and parents, students and teachers 
8 Homosexuality and heterosexuality 
9 Introduction to homosexuality 
10 Top and bottom refers to distinct roles during anal intercourse. Top is the person penetrating, while bottom is 

the person receiving. 
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(Engeström, 1999:29; Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2006:70-71). A user of 9 Monsters can gain access 

to the knowledge within the artifact by using it. 

Activity theory establishes a relationship between the user and the application that can be 

examined: the artifact (9 Monsters) will inform the self-expression of the subjects (the users) 

by the virtue of the sociality of its construction. And, by structuring 9 Monsters as part of an 

activity system the interactions between the nodes become possible to discern. 

Other theoretical models also explore the relationship between different objects, like 

Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (Latour, 2008). ANT (Actor-Network Theory) proposes that 

all things possess agency, and that no a priori distinctions can be made between purposeful 

human interaction and the causal relations naturally occurring in the world (Latour, 2008:76). 

However, when looking at tools used by humans there is a qualitative difference between the 

people and things involved, as pointed out by Nardi and Kaptelinin (2006:241-43) tools are 

created and needs to be used to affect any change on anything at all. Miettinen (1999:181-182) 

also notes that ANT lacks criteria for how to delineate what actors in the network to study. 

In contrast the “radical localism” (1999:36), whereby the theory needs to be adjusted to the 

social context, combined with the focus on human actions as object-oriented, allows activity 

theory to be applied to very specific contexts and actions, such as the creation of a profile on 9 

Monsters. This also means that activity theory, as a framework for understanding human action, 

is meaningless without a social context; it does not propose a priori assumptions on how the 

relationships within a system works, only that there are relationships. This flexibility of the 

theory is a strength as it allows the tool to be tuned to the situation, rather than being a hammer 

that treats every object as a nail. Another point of using activity theory is in its focus on the 

whole through the particular. Horst and Miller (2012:15) list holism as one of the defining 

principles of digital anthropology, a principle activity theory adheres to.  

When analyzing a human activity using activity theory, the activity is constructed as an 

activity system. Within the activity system users “act”, they perform actions, which strive 

towards achieving the object. The activity system shows the constituent parts that affect the 

actions taken by individuals acting within the system.  

Different iterations of activity theory (e.g Blunden, 2010; Engeström, 1999, 2001; Allen, 

Karanasios and Slavova, 2011; Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2006) have been designed and proposed 

for use in different fields and purposes. Here the model used is based on Engeström (1999). 
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The focus of this study is on how users create their profiles, so the profile is the object of the 

actions taken by a user. In the diagram the artifact, 9 Monsters, is placed on top, connected to 

the user and the object since it is how the profile is mediated. The last three nodes, community, 

rules and regulations, and workload also influence the process. In this model, the community 

are all the users of 9 Monsters and the cultural norms within it. Rules and regulations are 

constituted by the Terms of Service and official rules for how the user is allowed to use 9 

Monsters. The last node is workload, which here, is mostly on the individual users, although 

the breeding system which requires active participation by other users also plays a role. 

Actions within this activity system would include such things as choosing a profile picture 

or writing something about yourself, both of which are examples of what gets influenced by the 

distinct parts of the activity system. 

The end goal of the user is to create a profile that responds to his needs when using the 

application. Is he looking for short term sexual encounters, long relationships, or just friends to 

hang out with? All these will produce different profiles, but they are all created in relation to 

the same nodes in the activity system. 

Figure 2. Creating a profile as an activity system 

 

Model adapted from Engeström (1999) 
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1.4.2 Frames and impression management 

If activity theory, and the 9 Monsters activity system, works as the template for how the actions 

are situated in a context, there is also a need to interpret the social context to understand the 

different results produced by users (subjects) in the activity system. Concepts developed by 

sociologist Erving Goffman will be used to analyze the content: frame theory and impression 

management. 

A frame is the way in which a person understands the current situation he/she is in and the 

proper way to act in such a situation, a mental schema that provides sure means for individuals 

to discern what is going on in minute detail, including what role is to be played and what rules 

govern the situation (Goffman, 1986:21-26). In the realm of 9 Monsters frames will depend, 

among other things, on users and their goals. For example, when chatting with someone a user 

will have to figure out if it is just casual chatting, if they are flirting or any other possible 

interaction. Correctly interpreting the frame will allow a user to adjust his behavior to fit the 

situation. Some of these interactions can become ritualized (Goffman, 1981), building upon 

conventions and common language in a group, providing effective and fast ways to convey 

meaning (Persson, 2011:65), in the context of virtual interactions this can include abbreviations 

and terms used within a language community to signal a specific meaning. One such example 

could be the term “bottom” used by gay men to inform others of a sexual preference. 

Misinterpreting the frame will have a high likelihood of breaking off the interaction. In short: 

the frame tells the user what is going on. 

This means that it is paramount for users to be able to define the frame, or at least to signal 

to others how they frame their interactions in 9 Monsters. Frames are vulnerable and can be 

changed or broken, leading to interactions coming to an end or fights over misunderstandings. 

Sometimes several frames are active simultaneously. People can also actively play with frames 

turning them into something other than what they seem to be, a process Goffman (1986:40) 

calls keying. Linking this to the activity system, frames show how the community’s various 

modes of interaction are expressed in profiles, informed by a user’s understanding of the 

complete activity system. The profile is a way to inform users of possible frames of interaction. 

The other concept, impression management, and the closely related idea of social 

information posits that people try to exhibit a social persona that is acceptable in the relevant 

social setting. Social information is this persona, a set of attributes, that can be read by people 

to inform them of who this person is. Goffman (1963:58-59) argues that people actively 

manipulate their social information using symbols to create a self that is representable to others 
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and avoids discrediting them. A symbol can be mannerisms, as well as a certain body type, a 

profession, clothing or anything else that tells the surrounding who a person is. A characteristic 

that causes shame or social rejection if known by others is termed a stigma and can reduce the 

individual carrying it “from a whole and usual person to a tainted discounted one” (Goffman, 

1963:12). Stigma can be of different types, and Goffman (1963:14) lists physical deformities, 

blemishes of individual character and tribal stigma of race, nation and religion as examples. 

Further, it is important to note that this persona, where stigmas are managed or hidden, is 

different from a true self; an actual vs a virtual self (Goffman, 1963). The carefully managed 

self is brought to the stage, to be seen by other people, while backstage a person can relax, being 

himself (Goffman, 1959). On a dating site such as 9 Monsters a user might put up pictures of 

himself going to the gym, while leaving the information that he binges on ice cream afterwards 

out of the profile (though of course, the opposite is conceivable to be preferable depending on 

the situation, and what kind of interactions the user hopes for). 

Impression management is a useful tool to analyze user profiles. The content of a profile is 

curated to exhibit a best self that is likeable (dateable and sexable) to the other users. An online 

setting also provides a clear line between the front stage and the backstage; online and offline. 

The virtual self is presented on the stage (online), while the actual self11 can relax back stage 

(offline), the gym and ice cream binge again serving as fitting illustrations of this divide. 

Applied inside the activity system impression management can effectively tell us how users 

create these virtual selves. They will probably leave stigmatizing information out, or try to 

compensate for it in other ways. Just as frames this is a way to understand not just the individual 

user, but also the connection between the community and the symbols that carry valuable 

information in the interactions on 9 Monsters. It also provides more information of the 

relationship between the nodes; these symbols are not something that sprung into existence with 

9 Monsters, they are brought online and modified to work in the new context.  

1.5 Designing the study: Method 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how the medium is a part in creating and affecting self-

expression, changing and producing new ways of producing an online self. The focus is the user 

profile, which is seen as the nexus of the interactions between individual user, the artifact and 

the wider community and all the social knowledge possessed by the participants. 

                                                 
11 Even the terms actual and virtual, though coined by Goffman before the advent of the Internet, seems ready 

made for analyzing online/offline expressions of self. 
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In a user profile, we find information about a specific user, from the pictures he chooses, the 

text he writes about himself, as well as what options he chooses among the preset choices of 

the application. All of this amounts to a self to be put forth to the stage (as used by Goffman, 

1959). Thus, in this self-representation we can see the cultural codes used, as well as how these 

are shaped by the application that delineates the possibilities of the stage and self-expression. 

Before going further into the discussion on how the study is designed the research questions are 

repeated here: 

1) How are cultural codes utilized by users when designing their online self-representation, 

and; 

2) In what way is this process shaped by the application? 

These two questions relate to the social reality of the people using 9 Monsters, as they strive to 

examine and understand complex connections between different elements of their cultural 

context. When researching social settings, creation of meaning and symbolic forms of 

communication, qualitative methods are of great utility as a “way of learning about social reality” 

(Leavy, 2014:2). Looking at the specific profiles and the relationships within them, and 

mapping them to an activity system is difficult using statistics. This also applies to cultural 

expressions. While it would be possible to look at how many times words correlate with a 

certain type of pictures, the meaning of the relationship, and the possible variations thereof, it 

would tell us little else; is the user being sarcastic, ambiguous or straightforward? The profile 

becomes a unit of interpretation, not only a sum of its parts. 

1.5.1 Netnography and doing studies online 

Netnography is the study of cultural settings online, a portmanteau of “net” and “ethnography”. 

Ethnography as a method means that the researcher enters a site and participates in its culture 

as fully as possible, generating what has been referred to as a rich description of a culture. 

Netnography, thus, is a method where the researcher takes part in an online community and 

shares their practices. However, the time spent in the virtual space, the level of interaction, and 

materials collected are not enough to call it a netnography, but it is inspired by netnographies 

in its design. 

The netnographical inspiration to the study mainly comes from my presence in the field, in 

the form of my profile. It has also informed the ethical considerations made in the process, as 

well as the method used when generating the analysis from the data. A usable term could be 

participant observer (Persson, 2011:341). 
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From a theoretical and methodological standpoint, apart from the actual participation, 

ethnography often makes use of grounded theory, an approach that states that theory needs to 

be developed from the data (Tavory and Timmermans, 2010). While the collected data in this 

thesis is patterned against a theoretical backdrop of activity theory and frame analysis, the 

recursive process in the analysis is inspired by grounded theory. The emerging description of 

the interactions between the application and the users were constantly checked as the work 

progressed by returning to the field site (i.e the 9 Monsters application) to collect more material 

to confirm or reject the developing theory While no statistical analysis was conducted, the 

profiles were sorted according to themes that recurred throughout the corpus. A profile, or part 

of it, was not limited to one category. The themes that appeared constituted the basis to which 

theoretical models and new material were mapped. 

Participation has been minimal, but not completely absent. One example is me having been 

available for chat with the users but the conversations are not part of the data per se. To collect 

the data, I also needed to produce a profile of my own, or rather change my already existing 

profile. My profile was not anonymous, and while it did present me as a master student with 

interest in Japanese gay culture it did not present me as a researcher with 9 Monsters as my 

field. 

Auto-ethnographical elements: Self-reflection on participating in the study 

The methods used in this study are, as mentioned above, inspired by ethnographical approaches, 

though the scope is too limited, and the focus on user profiles too narrow, to produce a complete 

(if such a thing exists) ethnographical account of 9 Monsters. However, as a gay man who has 

participated in the culture, used the application for personal non-research purposes and is 

acquainted with Japan, I bring what can perhaps be called ethnographical experience, to the 

study. 

This experience carries both advantages and disadvantages. When reading profiles and 

participating in conversations there is a risk of unwittingly becoming blind to ritualized forms 

of interaction (Fox, 2007), or not noticing some intrinsic elements that could be of interest to 

an analysis. From the other point of view this can be a strength, providing a way of interacting 

with fewer barriers, as well as a set of knowledges that can be used to interpret pieces of data 

that might be overlooked by someone without insider experiences (Anderson, 2006:386). Here 

the hope is that the method of analysis, moving back and forth between the material collected 

and the theoretical framework in parallel processes provides a way to lessen the risk of 
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becoming blind to my own experiences’ influence on the work, as well as utilizing my 

experience and knowledge of the field when going through the data. 

One of the questions in ethnographic work is how the researcher gains access to the site 

he/she wants to research. Since the virtual site of 9 Monsters is open to anyone with a 

smartphone no gatekeeper, a contact within the community that could grant me access to the 

site, was necessary. In some ways, I could also act as my own gatekeeper, since I already am a 

part of the community. 

1.5.2 Ethics 

Before the description of how the data for the study was collected some notes on the ethical 

considerations behind the data collection needs to be presented. 

In online research 

When doing research, it is important to not neglect the ethical aspects. Ethical considerations 

are of uttermost importance when dealing with real life subjects and participation in different 

cultural practices. When the research involves subjects in the actual, much of the ethical 

guidelines have been codified, one example being Good research practice (Hermerén, 2011) 

published by the Swedish Research Council. A lot of these guidelines are directly applicable to 

ethnographic research in a digital context – but there are many cases where virtual localities 

require new approaches, or at least a re-examination of ethical principles.  

Anonymity for example: what does it mean to be anonymous on the Internet? Communities 

can be self-anonymizing requiring a user to choose a nickname, while others like Facebook 

require users to use their own name. But, any anonymity provided by a community is only 

protecting the actual identity of a person and nothing else. Any consequences from the research, 

although perhaps taking place only in the virtual, are still very much real to the affected person.  

Connected to the question of anonymity is that of public spaces12. In a public setting, it is 

commonly understood that the requirement for informed consent is less restrictive than in a 

private setting, or situations such as interviews. What constitutes as a public space online? Is 

there such a thing? Many forums and other online spaces are easily accessed by anyone. Are 

discussions there to be understood as taking part in a public space? And even if so, does that 

                                                 
12 Here public space is used to mean a (metaphorical) place who anyone can access, and not in a legal sense. What 

constitutes public/private from a legal perspective on the Internet is a complicated question with laws, if regulated, 

varying a great deal between different jurisdictions. Also, space is used in lieu of sites to describe places where 

online interactions take place as it better captures the varying means to interact, such as chat clients and 

applications. 



21 

 

really in an online setting reduce the necessity for informed consent? Discussions on forums, 

even if they take place in an easy-access arena, are often felt to be private by the participants 

(Hash and Spencer, 2009:251). 

None of these questions have a clear-cut answer and thus it becomes hard to create a definite 

set of ethical guidelines, instead necessitating a deliberate process with a transparent 

presentation of how the researcher came to his/her conclusions regarding the ethical questions 

pertaining to the research. In taking this stance, I align with the ideas presented in Ethical 

decision-making and internet research (Buchanan and Markham, 2012). 

A short presentation of the deliberations made in this study 

When making ethical decisions a researcher needs to balance risk and vulnerability; how big of 

a risk is it that something happens, and how vulnerable is the individual if that would happen? 

Extra consideration must be taken since the subject of this study is gay men as this group can 

be considered to be more vulnerable than other groups (Martin and Meezan 2009:35). 

The view of the Internet is that it can be a safe place for gay men, enabling contact with other 

gay men and both online/offline interactions. Such a safe place can be extremely important for 

men who are not open, do not want to be open, or are unsure of their identities (Hash and 

Spencer, 2009:239). 

Several measures are taken to guarantee the anonymity of the users. I have not sought to 

acquire informed consent from the users behind the online profiles and message board 

discussions I use as material. Online message boards and applications like 9 Monsters, often 

have very few bars to entry and no gatekeepers, and as such they can be considered to constitute 

a form of public space.  Of course, strict anonymity is still enforced, as described in the section 

on transcribing profiles. An additional protection is the temporality and spatiality of the 

application, a profile can be deleted or changed so that it is unrecognizable in a matter of 

minutes, so the possibility of someone finding a specific user from this material providing 

another level of anonymity and protection. 

1.5.3 Collecting the material 

The user profiles were collected by placing the epicenter of the application’s GPS in Shinjuku 

2-chōme in central Tokyo. My profile was visible to everyone, and no special filters were 

applied on my part in the search, so not type of user was filtered from the grid. 

The first occasion to start the data collection was chosen to be a Saturday evening with the 

assumption that it is a day when many people visit the district. During the first occasion 50 
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profiles were collected. After the initial collection, the application was used in a way less 

dictated by research needs, and more in a way perhaps somewhat reminiscent of a “natural” use 

of the application. I went online when I received messages or when killing time on public 

transportation. As the analysis progressed more profiles were collected in the recursive process 

of grounding the analysis in the data and returning to confirm or reject the emerging theories. 

A total of 100 profiles were gathered during a four-week period. 

Profiles were saved by using the screenshot function of the phone. Before analysis the 

profiles, including pictures and other elements, were transcribed into a text only format (see the 

following section for details), this served the twofold purpose of further protecting the 

anonymity of the users as well as creating a coherent way of presenting and analyzing the 

profiles; the act of transcribing became a valuable tool in the analytical process, an important 

strategy in organizing data and interpretations (Saldaña, 2014). In the end, these transcribed 

profiles form a corpus from which examples are drawn in the analysis. The dialogue between 

the theoretical framework and the user profiles produce a theory of the relationship between the 

artifact, the user, the culture, that can be re-examined by going back to the application and the 

users; this is not an end-result, but a snapshot of the current situation. 

Transcribing the profiles 

The collected material was transcribed into a format that could be used directly in the thesis. In 

an effort to approximate the real profile the transcription was designed to mimic the original 

profiles in layout. All text was translated into English, and pictures in the profiles were replaced 

with a short description of its content. All user names were changed, and when possible any 

meaningful information in the original name was approximated in the transcription. Further 

detail on the distinct aspects of the profile is elaborated on in Chapter Two. 

On the following page, at the end of this section, there is an example of a transcription, based 

on a profile from promotional material on the 9 Monsters official homepage. 

This section has provided an outline of the method used when conducting the research. 

Informed by netnography and grounded theory the research takes a qualitative approach. 

Collected material is carefully coded into categories to find recurring themes that can provide 

the basis for an analysis. 

From the perspective of ethics 9 Monsters is understood as a public place, in which 

participation cannot be said to be private. A user profile is there for anyone to see. By careful 
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management of the data, including the choice to transcribe the profiles into text and not post 

any screen shots in the thesis insures that the privacy of users is protected. 

Figure 3. Transcription model    

 

A picture of the 

user’s face, smiling 

  

Momochi  

Japan Distance  

160cm 60kg 23yo Muscle Wolf 

lvl 14 2 hours  

Like Favorite Breeding Message Audition 

Breeding list 

Profile  

Looking for Friends, relationship, other 

Position Vers/Top 

Territory Shinjuku 

About me 

Hello. 

Nice to meet you. 

Favorite places    

Hobbies    

Favorite sports    

Social media links None 

Ethnicity Asian 

Attribute Muscle Wolf lvl 24 

Breeder  

transcribed to → 

Frequently breed monster type 

Source: Ninemonster.com (No date)    

 

1.6 Into the monsters’ den 

The user profile contains information put there by the user to show the world. This public 

display of the self is what this thesis is about. Throughout chapter one I have outlined the study 

and framed it in the context of 9 Monsters, and a brief survey of the field. Studies on online 

culture and profiles have shown that people are very actively managing how they want to come 

across on the Internet. The theoretical assumption underlying this study is that people act in 

frames that inform them of how to conduct their interactions, and that they produce social 

information about themselves that show them in a positive light. This takes place within an 

activity system comprised of several parts, of which the subject, object and the artifact are 

essential. 

This management of how users on 9 Monsters express themselves, and how it is conducted 

in an environment defined by the technological boundaries of the artifact is explored throughout 

the next chapter. 
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How do users present themselves in the world of 9 Monsters? Chapter One shows that creating 

a profile is a rather complex task, where the user must take many things into account and use 

his knowledge about his social world, himself and the possibilities afforded by the application. 

This part of the thesis explores this process by looking at the profile’s constituent parts and how 

users utilize them to convey information about themselves. The themes that are found are 

exemplified by quotes from users, all taken directly from the profile corpus. 

2.1 A closer look at the application 

9 Monsters’ basic functions structure the whole experience for the users. They will all have the 

same structure to adjust to when creating their profile, they will all use the same basic functions 

when searching for, and interacting with, dates and mates. Examining these functions present 

us with important aspects of joining and participating in 9 Monsters, and by understanding how 

they work it is possible to see how they affect user profiles. 

2.1.1 Anatomy of a profile 

At the heart of 9 Monsters is the user profile. It is the starting point for a new user who has to 

create a profile and present himself to other users, and it precedes any other form of interaction 

between users. A user profile on 9 Monsters contains pictures, basic information a short 

presentation, as well as what type of monster he is. The profile groups information into 

graphically distinct areas, starting with photographs or pictures uploaded by the user (1)13. The 

picture chosen as the public profile picture is what other users see at a first when using the 

application. 

Under the pictures, you find basic information (2), like the nickname, age, location and last 

time the user logged in to 9 Monsters. Next to that information an icon shows what type of 

monster the user is, as well as his monster level. This information is also found further down in 

the profile (9), including what kind of monsters the user prefers to breed. Just above the more 

detailed information on monster and breeding the user’s chosen ethnicity (8) is displayed. 

Directly below the basic information there are buttons for interacting with the user, this 

includes liking the profile and sending a message to the user (3). A user can also connect his 

profile with links to other social media sites and accounts (7), for example his Twitter handle.  

The field with the different modes of inter-application communication is followed by a red 

button that shows the user’s breeding list, who he has bred and been bred by (4). 

                                                 
13 Numbers are linked to corresponding fields in the schema of the overview of the profile transcription (see page 

26). 
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Often one of the largest parts of the profile is, the eponymously titled part, profile (5). Here the 

user can choose from a set of presets to define what he is looking for, where he is from and, if 

he wishes, what sexual position he prefers. However, the largest area of profile is the section 

called “About me” where the user can write a short presentation of himself. 

The profile also has a space (6) for listing interests. The user chooses up to three categories 

of interests from a list, and then lists what he likes within the field. For example, if a user 

chooses video games as an interest he can add a list of video games, or genres of videogames 

he likes to play. 

Lastly, the application lists other profiles that share similar attributes (10). 

Figure 4. The anatomy of a profile 
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2.1.2 Interaction 

The possible ways of interaction between users will be part of what informs the decisions that 

goes into creating a profile. If the user wants to be found, contacted and interacted with he needs 

to understand how this system works. 9 Monsters provides users with a multitude of ways to 

interact with each other. 

Preceding interaction users need to find each other; something the application provides 

several ways of doing. Though several different means exist, the central one is the search grid. 

The application uses the actual location of users and presents them in a grid sorted by proximity. 

When a profile in the search grid is tapped, it opens that user’s profile—referred to as “visiting”. 
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The visit is the first interaction between the visitor and the visitee, as a user can see who has 

visited them. A premium user can choose to delete their “footprints”, no such option is available 

to a non-premium user. 

When visiting several modes of interactions are available. Perhaps the most familiar one is 

the chat conversation were users exchange messages, either in real time or asynchronously, 

depending on the availability of the users. The chat window also comes with an automatic 

translator to enable chats when users don’t share a common language, or lacks confidence in 

their language skills. 

Three other functions provide users means of showing interest or encourage further 

communication: Like, Favorite and Breed. 

When liking someone that person gets a message telling them that they have been liked. The 

liked user can choose to reciprocate with a like or any other form of contact. Every user has a 

list of who they have liked and been liked by, but it entails very little. In one forum post on the 

online forum 2chan it is described as something similar to a greeting (Anonymous User, 2017). 

The favorite function is similar to the like in that it notifies a user that they have been put into 

someone’s list of favorites.  

Breeding is central to the application, as it determines what monster users become. How this 

system works is discussed in detail in section 2.2 Breeding: How monsters are made. 

2.1.3 The search grid 

The basic view of the application shows profile pictures sorted by distance from the user, closest 

to farthest. As a default, the application uses the user’s actual location as the starting point and 

listing other users by proximity. The presentation takes the form of a grid, here referred to as 

the search grid, with profile pictures as well as the distance to person in question. A user looking 

for more anonymity can choose to hide their exact distance and instead opt for an 

approximation; however, they are still visible to other users sorted by distance and not 

completely hidden. 

A user is not restricted to their current location. It is also possible to choose a specific place, 

different from one’s actual location, and “teleport” there. A new position can be chosen either 

from a global map or from a list of locations, cities and stations, provided by the application. 

Included in the list of locations is Shinjuku 2-chōme, perhaps highlighting it as a locus for the 

Japanese gay community. It is also possible to center the search on a specific location without 

appearing to other users in the vicinity of that search area. 
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Users can add “shadows” of themselves to appear in more than one spot. The function is not 

generally available as it requires an extra fee for every shadow the user wants. Thus, a user can 

appear to be at his home, at the same time as he is at work, available for other users both near 

his home and workplace at simultaneously. 

A profile can also be marked with different symbols in the search grid, often pertaining to 

the location. One such symbol is the airplane that signals that the user is traveling. Colored dots 

show if the person is currently online, or how long ago the user was online. The different ways 

of manipulating one’s location, as well as the fact that distance is the starting point for the search 

grid, clearly shows the importance of space and locality to the experience of 9 Monsters. This 

is further evident from material found in the user profiles that relate distance, and is discussed 

later. 

Another such function, also visible by a mark in the search grid, is howling. Howling is used 

to inform other users of one’s wish to engage in some kind of interaction immediately. The type 

of interaction is chosen when activating howling, examples include: having tea, eating dinner, 

chatting or “a right now option”, marked with a heart, signaling an interest to meet for a sexual 

encounter. So just as locality is important, so is temporality, both in terms of when users were 

last online, as well as the possibility to stress urgency using the howling function. 

The search grid can be filtered with different settings, only showing users that fit certain 

criteria. Filtering can be used in very detailed ways, as there are options to sort users by 

everything from physical attributes as weight and height, to preferred sexual positions, ethnicity, 

to if they’re looking for friends or partners. 

With just a glance on the search grid users can gain a lot of information: when was the user 

online, is there an interest in meeting right now, where are they located, are they travelers and 

thus perhaps a more fleeting presence? 

2.2 Breeding: How monsters are made 

The previous section briefly discussed some basic functions of the application: how a profile is 

structured, and how the search grid structures the experience around space and time. This basic 

structure plays a part in what goes into making a profile. Considering those functions how do 

users go about and present themselves? This section focuses on the breeding process, the choice 

of pictures and users’ own words and what can be learned from these regarding how users 

communicate different forms of desires and relational goals, as well how they conduct 

impression management in their profiles. 
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When a user first logs on to 9 Monsters and creates his profile he cannot chose his monster 

type, instead he is presented as an egg waiting to be hatched and reveal the monster inside. This 

will happen when other users start to breed him. He will change into the monster represented 

by their “breeder levels”. If bred by a “Sporty Panther breeder” (not a Sporty Panther), the egg 

will hatch into a Sporty Panther. 

This does not mean that the user is fixed as a Sporty Panther since what monster a user is 

changes as he gets bred by more users. If someone is bred by users who are Chubby Piggy 

breeders, the application will notice it and when it has happened enough times change the 

monster type of the user being bred to Chubby Piggy. 

Both what type of monster a user is, and what type of “breeder” he is, have their own level. 

The more a user “breeds” Sporty Panthers, the higher his level as a Sporty Panther breeder, just 

as a user often bred by Muscle Wolf breeders gains in Muscle Wolf level. 

Users can gain more information from these levels. The monster level will not only tell how 

the user is perceived by other users, but also how strong the connection is. It also indicates how 

popular the user is, since a user can only reach high levels by being bred by a high number of 

users. The breeder levels offer a quick way to figure out what monster type a user prefers (and 

if it matches the monster type you are). It also gives a hint as to how active the user is since 

breeder levels increase by being an active breeder. 

From the profile, it’s possible to access a list of who every user has bred as well as who they 

have been bred by. So, breeding takes place in the public, visible to all users, or with the term 

coined by Goffman (1959): “onstage”.  

The breeding system is limited by the application by “breeding slots”. Every user has a set 

number of breeding slots which are filled as the user breeds more people. It is not possible to 

remove users from your breeding list once you have bred them. Additional slots become 

available as a user’s breeding and monster level increase, or by paying an additional fee for 10 

breeding slots. This means that the application incentivizes breeding to gain levels, and if this 

doesn’t happen fast enough for the users taste he can spend money to speed the process. 

With breeding being a public act, and with very tangible effects on a profile, it is part of the 

framework that goes into creating, and continuously recreating, the online self. It is also both 

an active and a passive process, being determined in part by users’ own choices, but also by the 

actions of other users, as such it becomes a strikingly clear example of how the artifact is not 
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only a tool used by someone to create something, but how it in return also changes the user—

affecting change in both directions. 

2.2.1 Monsters as ritualized communication 

If breeding is the system by which users define, and get defined, as monsters, how do users 

decide who to breed, and what can a user’s monster type tell us about him (or rather, how others 

perceive him)? 

In the Japanese gay community, the concept of type and “typing” are commonly used in 

discourse. Typing is a way of categorizing gay men into different categorizes associated with 

different attributes. What criteria define a type can vary, but they are often based on largely 

visual attributes like body types, professions and activities or relations. Examples include: bears, 

men with larger bodies, often bearded and hairy; blue collar workers with connotations of 

manliness and roughness; the big brother type that can protect you, and so on. Types are 

matched by specialist in that kind of type. Someone who likes foreigners is a “gaisen”, a 

portmanteau of “gaijin” ‘foreigner’ and “senmon” ‘specialty’. This system of typing has played 

an influential role in Japanese gay culture with bars and media (especially pornography) 

specifically tailored towards distinct groups (McLelland, 2002:114). 

The different monsters are an iteration of this typing system present in 9 Monsters. The 

distinct visual profile of the monsters, together with their names, form the ruleset by which 

users are defined. The connotations between the monster and attributes are largely based on 

cultural concepts predating the application itself. The monsters are the digital manifestation of 

cultural conceptions. The Muscle Wolf can be used as an example: The muscles are a physical 

criterion, but the wolf also suggests someone a bit rugged and strong, perhaps dangerous, all of 

them masculine attributes. In contrast, the Slim Cat has a slender body, and also carries 

connotations linked to the cat-type of Japanese gay culture: a man who has a more passive role 

in the relationship and prefers to be the receptive partner during anal sex. 

Typing, although with specific cultural manifestations, is not restricted to Japanese gay 

culture as can be seen in several gay dating applications developed primarily for the American 

and European market. In applications like Scruff and Grindr users can choose from a set of 

terms to categorize themselves as (among other choices) bear, geek, jock, and twink. Categories 

like these constitute recognizable genres that can be shared and transferred into new contexts 

maintaining their meaning.  The 9 Monsters are connected to types and present the users with 

genres of people. The difference to other applications is the way they are assigned; most 
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applications let users define themselves, while in 9 Monsters a user is defined by other users 

using the artifact. 

Baudinette (2015) argues that typing, constantly reproduced by gay media, is restricting 

Japanese gay men in their relationships and sexual desires by limiting the discourse on sexuality. 

McLelland (2002:114-116) also describes how his informants feel restricted by the constant 

reference to types. 

While types certainly may impose limitations on sexual desires and relationships in different 

contexts, they also constitute an effective way to communicate desire. In the case of 9 Monsters, 

who a user chooses to breed, is not only a way of showing interest in the person being bred. 

Breeding is an action that both lets the user define himself, as well as contributing to the 

definition of another person by affecting their monster level. Since it is logged on the breeder’s 

profile and affecting his breeder levels (and, depending on settings is also visible to other users) 

it also communicates what he desires. Thus, breeding becomes a way to efficiently match those 

who desire with the desired. The monsters, or types, effectively constitute a ritualized form of 

communication (Goffman, 1981); a lexicon of desires to be read by the initiated. 

In the profile corpus, the system goes mostly unmentioned, indicating that its either 

irrelevant or so integral to the use of the application that it becomes invisible when the act of 

reading the symbols becomes automatized. 

The automatized nature of the breeding system is corroborated by one of the few mentions 

of it in the corpus: user Tori notes that his body might be strange since it doesn’t seem to fit any 

type of monster. From Tori’s example, it seems that the monsters are so effective they only 

need to be addressed when they fail to fulfill users’ needs. 

An area where the monsters seem to fail to efficiently convey a user’s desires is when that 

desire is for men with larger body types, often referred to as “GMPDs”14. The corpus contains 

several examples of users who write about their desire of GMPD-type guys. It is especially 

common in combination with the kanji for specialization, as people declare themselves to be 

“GMPD-sen” ‘GMPD-specialists’. Thus, it seems as the nine monsters lack in their ability to 

express desire for these body types. Only one monster, the Chubby Piggy, signals a body type 

that clearly fits under the GMPD-umbrella. This lack of diversity fails to differentiate between 

                                                 
14 An acronym of “gachimuchi”, “mutchiri”, “potchari” and “debu”, different ways of describing overweight 

bodies.  
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different kind of larger bodies, so this desire must be articulated in a way that complements the 

monster system. 

2.3 Showing yourself: The profile picture 

The visibility is very actively managed when creating the user profile. Photos can show faces 

or bodies, places or objects. In terms of visibility, the power to attract visitors, the profile picture 

is, arguably, the most instrumental as it is what shows up in the search grid, and also has a 

prominent place within the audition system.  

9 Monsters allows users to upload up to three public pictures, of which one is set to be the 

default picture that shows up in the search grid, and two private pictures that can be shared with 

selected users. What pictures can be uploaded to the public profile is restricted by the terms and 

regulations of the application, for example it is not allowed to upload public pictures showing 

genitalia; those pictures can instead be made private. Most of the pictures in the corpus are 

pictures of users15; it can be their bodies or faces striped of much context or photos where the 

users can be seen in different situations or places, like vacations or social settings. It is worth 

noting that all pictures where photographs, mostly of people rather than scenery. The corpus 

contains no drawings—a fact that hints at the strong connection to the actual present in 

interactions on 9 Monsters. 

User’s chosen photographs are an integral part of the multimodal story about the user, 

created to help them achieve their aims both in self-expression and relational terms. For 

example: sexually charged profiles often contain pictures of bodies over faces. Using 

photographs to emphasize listed interests is not uncommon. The user Light’s chosen picture 

highlights his like of traveling, showing him in a scenic spot; Satoru’s enjoyment of going out 

for drinks is also clearly visible from his pictures where he can be seen drinking in a park, as 

well as a bar. They tell a story of themselves, or focus attention on what they are trying to 

achieve. 

One of the public photographs is also the one visible in the search grid, so a picture that can 

help the user attract visitors needs to be chosen for that role. K’s profile picture visible in the 

search grid depicts only his body, and when opening the profile there is not much other 

information available, except bodily attributes and preferred sexual positions. In contrast Akira 

has a picture of his face, and clicking him in the search grid will take you to a profile that 

                                                 
15 The assumption is that the photos are of the actual user, though no way to test the veracity of this with anything 

less than meeting the person behind the profile. 
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contains a relatively rich description of himself and what his aspirations within the virtual space 

of 9 Monsters are. Just as with the micro-changes of symbols discussed in the section on 

“howling” (see page: 28) the profile picture becomes an item of information, a short hand 

available to the proficient user to quickly establish the (possible) frame. 

The possibility to upload and show pictures has clearly created the expectation to be 

presented with pictures when visiting a profile. In profiles that lack a photograph of the user’s 

face this is often commented on by the user, either with an excuse as to why no picture is 

uploaded, a promise to send one on request or both (more anonymous, or sexually focused 

profiles tend to omit commenting on it altogether). Many users also emphasize that they can 

unlock their private albums for anyone wishing to see more, perhaps a way to balance a wish 

for anonymity with the expectations of other users. The user Saikin is a good example of how 

face pictures are an expected part of a profile. He is very clear about his annoyance with people 

who don’t show their faces: “please don’t use your job as the reason to not show your face”, 

which seems to imply a moral stance regarding openness as well. 

Bodies are also a factor in choosing photographs for the user profile. Many profiles place 

the body as the central focus of their profile by making it the default picture visible in the search 

grid. Bodies are objects of attraction, and seem to convey several layers of information 

connected to sexual desires but also to other parts of the profile. A user who only uploads 

photographs of their bodies without a visible face, can signal a wish for anonymity, but it can 

also be a way to focus the attention on the body only, and the connection between the body and 

sexual activities. 

Of course, there are a plethora of different considerations that go into the choice of what 

pictures to upload. One such factor can be a wish for maintaining anonymity, or perhaps signal 

other social attributes, but even so the link to visibility is clear: “in what way and how do I want 

to be visible?” is an underlying factor behind the choice of profile picture. 

Pictures showing more than a face or a body are a very efficient way of molding the self-

expression. In pictures, more identifiers, like choice of clothes, become visible. The use of 

pictures becomes integral in skillful impression management, and offers a great chance to 

display symbols signaling high status attributes. 
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2.4 In their own words: How users describe themselves 

In addition to the monsters and photos, users present themselves through text. This can be in 

the form of presets the user choses between or a blank space that can be filled with whatever 

information the user likes. 

2.4.1 About me 

The “about me-section” is a part of the profile where the user is free to present himself in what-

ever manner he chooses, within the restrictions of the official rules and regulations. The choices 

users make are dependent on cultural codes and users’ goals with their interactions. 

In practice this space, as has already been demonstrated, is often used to comment on the 

other parts of the presentation. To reiterate a couple of examples: users elaborate on their current 

location, further explain their desires in the form of what bodies they prefer or comment on 

their understanding (or lack thereof) of the different functions of the application. 

Apart from those examples, the different forms of using the about me-section are numerous. 

And, since the application doesn’t impose a format or language the users must adhere to, they 

vary in many ways; the material is ripe with examples of creative use of language, showing us 

a speech community with cultural symbols and short-hand, opaque to non-members or new 

members of the community. Special terms, like GMPD, show that cultural knowledge is used 

when producing the profiles. Another example are symbols like the kanji for ‘concave’ and 

‘convex’, that signal a sexual preference in regard to being the active or passive partner during 

sex. These symbols are not rare, even though the application provides a possibility to list this 

in the basic information of a profile.  

The about me-section is often used to articulate the user’s attitudes towards different topics 

not necessarily covered by the other functions. Smoking is a common theme, with several users 

saying that they smoke, like other people who smoke or reject the possibility of a smoking 

partner. 

Desire is a topic in the about me-section; it is common that users express more details 

regarding their desires, especially where the application is lacking in possibilities (as in the case 

of GMPD). 

Several users also invite visitors to follow them on other social media and post links to their 

different social media accounts. Some users mention this as another way of contacting them, 

like Fuwafuwa who writes that he uses Twitter a lot and can be contacted there as well. Another 

user, Heishi, uses 9 Monsters as a form of self-promotion for his different activities and posts 
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links to several social media accounts, his whole presentation starts with the words “Please 

follow me”. 

2.4.2 Required information: Your body 

Monsters are easily identified as largely defined by bodily attributes. The importance of the 

body for the depiction of a self in the 9 Monster milieu is also evident in the choices a user is 

forced to make when creating his profile; it is not possible to create a profile without giving 

information on height, weight, age and race. It also requires the user to specify what country he 

is in. Though not required, there is also a field for birthplace. A pop-down menu for preferred 

sexual position exists, but it can be set to a question mark which removes the field from the 

presentation. 

While what monster you become is decided by the application through the action of other 

users, the application allows a user to freely describe his body. However, this description is not 

completely free as the user is delineated in his options by the application. The height and weight 

can of course be played with, giving what is obviously absurd and incorrect information. But, 

even that is a choice in regard to how to present your body to other users, the body cannot 

simply go unmentioned. 

The information on bodily attributes, together with the monster system and photographs, 

places the body at the nexus of the presentation. It carries meaning, and can be either a symbol 

of prestige or stigma (Goffman, 1959) prompting the need for management. In the corpus, some 

evidence of people mentioning their body in apologetic ways can be found. “I go to the gym 

but I have a feeling that I’ve been gaining weight lately” expressed by Yama, is an example of 

this. He comments on his body and by mentioning that he does go to the gym, he signals that 

he is aware of the stigma connected to being overweight. However, people expressing desire or 

distaste for certain kinds of bodies are plentiful across the examined profiles, much more so 

than people commenting on their own bodies. 

2.4.3 What are we doing here? 

The recurring question, posed by Goffman (1986) in his work on Frame analysis, “What is 

going on here”, impacts what the users write in their profiles. A relevant paraphrase of the 

question could be “What are we doing here?”. The application provides different ways of 

answering this question, the most basic being the field labeled “looking for” that is present in 

the user profiles. The three preset choices, looking for friend, relationship and other16 are often 

                                                 
16 Other often implies short term sexual contacts. 
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commented further on in the about me-section. Fuwafuwa, as an example, mentions that since 

he recently moved to Tokyo he has few friends, marking the need for friends as due to 

circumstances and not to any personal failing. 

In the material, it is not uncommon that users leave the looking-for field blank, creating 

ambiguity as to their purpose of using the application. One example of the possibility to increase, 

or decrease, the level of uncertainty in the interactions can be found when looking at users’ way 

of expressing what they are looking for. The corpus also contains several other examples of 

users who react to the uncertainties of the frame. PT expresses this when he writes that he is 

not yet used to the application and how to use it. This is echoed by user Ton, though in a 

different way, when he expresses his gratitude for “getting to study” everyone’s profiles as he 

randomly leaves foot prints in their visitor logs. Both PT and Ton are examples that users 

require a specific cultural knowledge to successfully navigate the interactions possible in 9 

Monsters. They also strive to prevent any possible misunderstandings by clearly articulating 

their inexperience, in effect asking other users to be understanding of any mistakes they make. 

2.4.4 Listing interests 

One part of the profile is dedicated to listing other information about yourself that could be of 

interests to others. This includes music taste, favorite foods, hobbies and such. The user can 

choose three categories, and then list things in those categories to their liking. It is a completely 

optional function and many users don’t use it. When used, it is largely left without further 

comment, if a user has selected manga and books as a hobby and then listed some books he 

likes, nothing more seems to be needed. 

While the lists often go uncommented these lists in some ways inform users as to the cultural 

setting they are a participating in. The application gives users the means to express themselves 

in these lists, and by telling what he likes he articulates a part of his story. The items in the lists 

act as symbols that come loaded with meaning; mentioning that you like no-theatre will say 

something about you that listing a favorite J-pop artist will not, and vice versa. And while the 

application in no way require a user to make these choices, the fact that the lists are there, affects 

what choices go into how the profile is produced. 

2.4.5 The artifact in the text 

Many profiles provide us with examples of how they handle the tool, interpret its effect on their, 

and other’s actions, as when Don explains what he does when he finds someone he likes: “I 

press like, and then I do an audition”. 
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The basic functions of the application are sometimes commented upon. Some users describe 

a sort of interaction ladder in which the different steps in communications are prescribed; 

Sakuranbo writes that “from a like, we can message each other and only after that add to 

favorites”. He makes clear how he interprets different interactions and how he wishes to 

proceed, again striving to reduce some ambiguity inherent in communication, especially within 

a digital medium where much of the signals we often rely on are not present (Baym, 2010). In 

contrast, some users do little to dispel ambiguity in their profiles. This can be interpreted as a 

strategy to control the interactions. If you do not tell in advance you can always impose your 

goals on a frame in a later stage in interactions. 

This use of text constitutes a sort of negotiation between the artifact and the user, and can be 

interpreted as a strive for control. As Goffman (1986) points out people strive to control the 

active frame they find themselves in, and by not using choices in the application users can gain 

a higher degree of control over defining the situation; the ambiguity lets the user choose when 

and how to present themselves and define the active frame. 

The strive for control over frame and self-expression can also be seen in examples of keying 

(Goffman, 1986), that is, when users try to change the key of the frame from a dating profile to 

something else, as a joke or play on the frame of what is happening on 9 Monsters. It can also 

be examples of trying to change the frame completely as when one user hints at his availability 

as a dancer and lists different services he can provide. It changes the primary frame, which can 

be assumed to be dating, looking for friends or sex, to one of business.  

Desire also plays a role in the written parts of the presentation. Sexual desire has already 

been touched upon, but desire is not only limited to sex and bodies. Personality, interests and 

ideals in a partner or friend, are also part of what users show longing for. The monsters provide 

users with little to no information of these various aspects of personality and so users must 

articulate these needs in other ways. Nemo is one of the users with the need to do so. He wants 

someone who likes to go to concerts and shares other interests with him. While going to concerts 

is listed as an interest, it is not enough to express it only as something he likes; more information 

is needed to accurately frame his presence and his desires. If the application had given him the 

possibility to list expectations or preferences and match them in a way akin to the monsters and 

their connection to the body, Nemo might not have felt the need to clarify it. 
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2.5 Four Monsters: Artifact and skill 

In the previous chapter, I presented strategies employed by users to manage their social 

information in specific parts of the profile, where each part constitutes one piece of the story. 

Here I will present four profiles that represent the whole activity system and constitute 

interesting examples of some of the common themes found throughout the corpus. These 

profiles represent a holistic view, as promoted by Horst and Miller (2012), of how location, 

pictures, text and the monster system together combine a whole unit of meaning. Each of these 

four profiles are examples of managed social information, put on the stage for anyone to see. 

2.5.1 Na-o-to 

The user Na-o-to makes full use of all the available tools in his profile. He has uploaded three 

pictures, and left no space blank. On top of that he has also written a fairly long text in the about 

me-section where he formulates quite explicitly what he is looking for. He is also using the 

howling function to clearly signal his wish to meet someone right now. 

Two of his pictures depict a well-defined torso, a clear high-status symbol, which together 

with his about me-section gives an impression of a strong man exerting power over others; 

something clearly stated as he is looking for someone who wants to be the submissive partner 

in sexual play. This is also underscored by his attitude towards life, and his goal to be a strong, 

friendly and handsome guy. 

Na-o-to’s physical fitness and high-status body have probably contributed to him being 

defined as a Muscle Wolf, and his high level. 

One interesting thing about Na-o-to’s profile is how he uses the space available to list 

interests. He has chosen three categories and listed one item in each of them. By listing three 

things not normally connotated with the categories he changes the function, playing with the 

expression and language—an example of keying, changing part of the frame. In the about me-

section he lists his actual interests, which include bondage. 

Na-o-to shows how a skillful user can utilize the application in impression management. His 

carefully curated profile presents the image of a strong, masculine man with several high-status 

symbols. He also removes any uncertainties as to what he is doing here, and so establishes a 

frame that other users can model their interactions with Na-o-to on.  
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Figure 5. User profile: Na-o-to 

Well defined torso 

with six pack 

Groin, dressed in 

jeans 

Well defined torso, 

viewed from a bit 

further away. 

Na-o-to  

Japan Distance  

183cm 70kg 30yo Muscle Wolf 

lvl 29 (36%) 2 hours  

Like Favorite Breeding Message Audition 

Breeding list 

Profile  

Looking for Friends, relationship, other 

Position Vers/Top 

Territory Tokyo, Saitama, Kofu, Chiba 

About me 

Let’s meet for real! 

If you don’t meet someone you can’t know so first I want to meet and 

spend some time together. If we can become a couple it would be 

awesome. 

 

Life is meant to be enjoyed. Just continue forward. I want to be a 

strong, friendly handsome guy. I like experiencing different things. I’m 

working with investments and trading. 

 

There’s a difference between a face, body, legs and penis. 

 

Like: 

A cute boy of cat type without any hair on his body that enjoys 

dominant/submissive sexual play. 

 

Interests 

Bondage, visual k, biking, studying, investment 

 

Other information: 

No pessimists, liars or freeloaders 

 

Please, feel free to send me a message if you’re interested 

Favorite places Bondage   

Hobbies Caressing   

Favorite sports Sex   

Social media links None 

Ethnicity Asian 

Attribute Muscle Wolf lvl 29 

Breeder Slim Cat lvl 20 

Frequently breed monster type 

Slim Cat Sporty Panther Cool Monkey 

Howling: I want to meet someone now :)  
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2.5.2 Dragon 

Dragon’s profile is an example of how temporality comes into play when users interact on 9 

Monsters. He clearly states when he changed his profile, when he was on today’s featured users 

list (though he doesn’t mention if he was chosen or payed to be on the list), as well as when he 

had his last HIV check-up and its result. He shows that he is active when it comes to managing 

his profile. 

Communicating one’s HIV status is an example of the community and culture nodes 

affecting his self-expression. The presence of HIV has had a profound and lasting effect on the 

gay community (Kazama and Kazuya, 2010), and being infected with the virus is a severe 

stigma. With this cultural background, Dragon’s choice to state his HIV status becomes loaded 

with meaning: it symbolizes that he is free from the virus and the associated stigma, he is also 

a safe sexual partner for anyone with an interest. 

He also further defines what kind of men he likes, describing a basic type. However, he notes 

that he is not limited to his standard type, and by doing so he ever so slightly widens the limits 

of the typing system. 

When he invites people interested in playing tennis with him Dragon provides a way for 

other users to initiate interaction which could lead to not only exchanging messages on 9 

Monsters, but also to actual face to face interactions. 

Dragon also comments on different options for interaction. He describes his intention behind 

liking someone’s profile. He also welcomes people to breed or like him as an invitation to 

initiate an interaction without any pressure to follow up. 
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Figure 6. User profile: Dragon 

Face picture taken 

from below 

Lying on the side, 

resting head on hand 

Smiling and doing 

victory sign 

Dragon  

Japan Distance  

176 cm 97 kg 22yo Chubby Piggy 

lvl 21 (39%) 14 min ago  

Like Favorite Breeding Message Audition 

Breeding list 

Profile  

Looking for Friends, other 

Position Vers/Bottom 

Territory Fukuoka 

About me 

I recently changed my profile. 

 

My type is usually older men with normal or slightly overweight 

builds, but generally I have a wide pallet. 

 

I always enjoy spending time with people who I get along with well. 

 

If you want to play tennis together, let me know! 

 

I don’t mind if you breed or message me. If I like your profile it means 

I want to get to know you. 

 

Personality 

I’m one of those strange AB-type17 people 

I’m often told I’m kind 

I like being spoiled, but also to spoil others. 

 

I was a featured user in February. 

 

HIV status as of March 

Negative 

Hobbies Singing, art, sports 

Favorite music Rock   

Favorite sports Tennis, volleyball 

Social media links Twitter 

Ethnicity Asian 

Attribute Chubby Piggy lvl 21 (39%) 

Breeder Chubby Piggy lvl 15 

Frequently breed monster type 

Chubby Piggy Wild bear Bulky Bison 

 

  

                                                 
17 AB refers to his blood type. In Japan blood types are associated with certain personality traits. 
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2.5.3 Terrible 

The profile presented to us by the user Terrible differs from Na-o-to and Dragon. Terrible has 

not made as extensive use of the application’s tools, including the possibility of presenting 

himself in the about me-section. From this view point, Terrible is a representative example of 

a typical profile in the corpus as many users refrain from using every option available when 

presenting themselves. 

Terrible has not listed any interests, social media links, nor has he provided favored sexual 

positions. The short text is very focused on what he wants to achieve by using 9 Monsters, a 

long-term relationship. He opens up to the possibility of it being a long-distance relationship, 

and even states that he is specialized in that form of relationship—from which it can be assumed 

that he has previous experience. It is also a sign of that he is aware that space can be traversed 

in the virtual, but that it must be dealt with in the actual. Since the application allows him to 

look both near and far for a partner, it creates a space where he can define his search for a 

partner with different spatial restrictions or lack thereof. Had he not commented on the 

possibility of a long-distance relationship other people open to that idea would possibly have 

ruled him out. 

While shorter in total length, and a less creative and/or extensive use of the different 

possibilities available when creating a profile Terrible still provides enough information to be 

a readable profile, and the clear focus on a relationship is a clear framing of what Terrible does 

here and what kind of interactions he primarily looks for. 
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Figure 7. User profile: Terrible 

Sitting at a table 

looking at his 

smartphone 

blank Lying on the floor, looks like 

he’s sleeping 

Terrible  

Japan Distance  

167cm 84kg 44yo Wild bear lvl 

29 (43%) Last access  

Like 
Favorit

e 
Breeding Message Audition 

Breeding list 

Profile  

Looking for Relationship 

Position - 

Territory Tokyo 

About me 

I’m sort of a man child. 

 

My work is dominating my life right now, so it would be nice to have a 

real meeting with someone. 

Long distance relationships are my specialty. 

Having fun together is a foundation. 

 

Of course, together with you. 

Interest 1 -   

Interest 2 -   

Interest 3 -   

Social media links none 

Ethnicity Asian 

Attribute Wild bear lvl 29 

Breeder Muscle Wolf lvl 11 

Frequently breed monster type 

Muscle Wolf Lovely Dog Wild bear 
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2.5.4 Ken 

With only one picture and no mention of a private album that can be unlocked Ken provides 

few visual cues to himself. The picture is of his face, but large parts of it are hidden by his hair. 

This can be interpreted as a lack of confidence in his looks, or perhaps a wish for anonymity, 

but since he expresses doubt whether he is desirable or not his lack of confidence becomes clear. 

At the same time, he clearly wishes that he would be desirable: “if you like it…”. This kind of 

approach to the self is seen in several instances throughout the corpus. The application requires 

information on the body, as well as pictures of some kind, and while users like Ken that seem 

to feel insecure about their potential obliges and provides information they also comment upon 

themselves, trying to address a perceived stigma by apologizing and signaling that they are 

aware of it at the same time as they express hope that someone might still consider them. If this 

strategy is functional or not is hard to judge, but something informs Ken (and other users) that 

this is how he is supposed to relate to his own self. It is possible Ken understood this from 

looking at other profiles with similar attributes and came to such conclusions. 

His insecurity is mentioned in the about-me section that in total is short and rather vague. 

He writes that he is looking for a good person, but apart from clearly stating that he has no 

interest in older men, he gives few clues as to what that means.  

The most information about Ken is perhaps found in the part where he lists his interests. 

Instead of just writing traveling as a hobby, he frames how he wants to travel. His favorite place 

is also quite specific as he lists an onsen in Miyazaki prefecture rather than a city or other larger 

area.  
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Figure 8. User profile: Ken 

Face picture blank blank 

Ken  

Japan Distance  

163cm 50kg 38yo Slim Cat lvl 8 

(34%) Last access  

Like Favorite Breeding Message Audition 

Breeding list 

Profile 

Looking for Friends, relationship 

Position Vers/top 

Territory Fukushima, Gifu 

About me 

I’m looking for a good person 

So, this is what I’m like, lol, but if you like it… 

Please, leave a footprint and a like ^^ 

I have no interest in older guys 

Hobbies Traveling without any plans and hanging out 

Favorite music J-pop, K-pop 

Favorite places An onsen in Miyazaki 

Social media links - 

Ethnicity Asian 

Attribute Slim Cat lvl 8 (34%) 

Breeder Sporty Panther lvl 7 

Frequently breed monster type 

Sporty Panther Slim Cat Lovely Dog 
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2.6 Reading the profiles: Recurring themes 

The material presented throughout this chapter shows a rich variety of ways the users utilize 

the possibilities of expression in 9 Monsters. Several themes are recurring that highlight how 

users navigate the functions of the application and the cultural context of 9 Monsters. The 

following section present the four most prominent themes recurring throughout the corpus. 

These four themes each come with a vocabulary, consisting of symbols as well as words that 

users utilize when expressing themselves in relation to these themes, a form of lexicon. The 

obvious example of items in this lexicon are terms like GMPD, and the use of kanji for 

convex/concave to represent sexual preferences. Reading these symbols require users to possess 

the knowledge needed to decipher them; a skill akin to digital literacy, a concept created by 

Gilster (1997) to describe the competence to interact with digital mediums. 

In the case of 9 Monsters, several of the lexical items that are used in profiles are determined 

by the application, so the user is directly influenced in how he wants to present himself by it. I 

have presented several examples from the corpus of how users work with the artifact in 

numerous ways when creating their profiles, a work that if successful results in a profile that 

meets their specific needs. All users are limited to the same functions when designing their 

profiles, a skilled user can utilize this tool to maximum effect. 

2.6.1 Control 

The diverse ways that users can interact with each other in the application creates a need for 

users to develop a knowledge of them. The application, while providing these different methods, 

does not present a set of guidelines for which method to use in what situation. Users also have 

individual goals with joining 9 Monsters. These two factors seem to create an inherently 

ambiguous situation that users try to define. If successful in their effort to inform other people 

which frame governs his participation in 9 Monsters, both the user himself and those who 

interact with him can follow the mental schema that comes with the frame. This strive for 

control to define the frame is central in many profiles. 

The methods for establishing control are manifold, as has already been shown. Most obvious 

is perhaps that users can tell what they are looking for (friends, relationships, etc), but that 

function is still rather limited. The about me-section is also important for users to frame the 

situation correctly, and avoid misunderstandings; think of how Sakuranbo describes how a “like” 

precedes conversation, how Dragon suggests possible interactions. or Fuwafuwa who writes 

that he is looking for friends and his reasons why. These users all show that they are aware of 
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the ambiguity inherent in participating in interactions on 9 Monsters, and try to frame the 

interactions preemptively. 

Photographs can also be used in establishing control. As Jaspal (2017) shows, users on 

Grindr choose pictures that prime other users for how they want to interact. The same thing 

holds true for 9 Monsters; Na-o-to uses a sexually charged, high status profile picture to illicit 

a certain reaction from users, and by doing so creates a frame he and those he chats with can 

act in. This holds true throughout the corpus. If the user is looking for sexual encounters the 

profile is constructed in one way, that differs from a profile created by someone mainly looking 

for long term relationships. This is often accomplished by utilizing the central features of 9 

Monsters, as users comment on distance, monsters, bodies, sexual interests and desires. 

Some users do little to dispel any ambiguities. This could be interpreted as a failure to 

understand and utilize the application. However, that is not necessarily the case. By not trying 

to define what they are doing, they leave the field open for any kind of interaction and to sort 

through interactions on a case by case basis. Of course, it can also be a sign of insecurity over 

what they want to achieve, their level of openness, or their own possibility of achieving their 

goals, as when Ken apologizes for his looks. 

How successful any of these strategies are is hard to measure, but users seem to learn and 

utilize them since many adhere to similar strategies. They combine pictures and text, joke and 

play with codes (again think of Na-o-to’s use of favorite place etc.) to achieve a definition of 

their purpose for interacting on 9 Monsters, or in some cases obfuscating it. 

2.6.2 Time and space 

Another recurring theme, defined by the application, is that of time and space and how users 

are positioned in relation to each other within those dimensions. As noted by Boellstorff (2008) 

space and time is of the essence in any digital environment. Space is traversable and relative in 

the virtual, but time is still rigid. Two basic principles users need to consider when (re)creating 

a profile. In the case of 9 Monsters, this is done in part by the microchanges made to profiles 

when adding icons such as the airplane to show that one is travelling, or howling to express the 

lust to initiate interactions right now. They are small actions in the activity system that 

constantly amends the profiles to help the users achieve their goals. As such they can also be 

considered symbols, or a form of ritualized communication (Goffman, 1963). These symbols 

are wholly presented to the users by the artifact, but again 9 Monsters do not define the use and 

users constantly bend and reframe the symbols to fit their need. Often this is done in relation to 
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control, like user Kentarō who explicitly mentions that he is “spot jumping”, that is placing the 

GPS to a different location than he actually is in. 

Locality, as it is the basis for possible meetings and also the way that the application sorts 

other users in the search grid, is perhaps more important to the users than time. It is common to 

provide more information to address locality, as when Shikaku points out that he lives in 

Hamamatsu, but often visits Tokyo. He shows that he is aware that distance is an issue, even if 

he uses the teleport function to appear in Shinjuku—compressing space—he must mention the 

actual physical distance as well as to not cause a frame break at a later time, or give false 

expectations. Another example is how Terrible mentions that long distance relationships are his 

specialty. 

2.6.3 Visibility 

Visibility is essential if a user wants to be found, thus having an eye-catching profile can be of 

immense help to reach one’s interactional goals—being found is as important as finding. The 

way the search grid is structured shows how important it is to manage visibility as part of a 

profile. The search grid, and the picture shown there, is the first thing visible to other users. 

Here, the right picture works as a form of lure and just by looking at the pictures of a user an 

adept reader can make assumptions about that user’s ambitions and purpose of using 9 Monsters. 

Profiles also contain other graphical elements such as the monster icon and choice of layout 

and symbols in the about me-section. 

The artifact provides a set of tools to manage visibility, and while these tools don’t determine 

the expressions they create the underlying structure influencing visual communication and 

visibility. This topic is rarely mentioned in the corpus, but there is a language to the choices 

that govern what pictures and other graphical elements are used. And, as Saikin proves when 

he chides those who hide their face; the men on 9 Monsters expect photographs, though perhaps 

not all share Saikins harsh sentiment towards those who don’t show their face. Contrast this 

with the BBS described by Baudinette (2011) where users could not post pictures of themselves, 

instead they used other strategies to convey looks and other information available in pictures, 

strategies clearly not viable on 9 Monsters. 

2.6.4 Desire 

The last theme discussed here is that of desire. This theme underlies the whole application as it 

is designed for people to fulfill social desires; whether those are chatting online, meeting new 

friends, lovers or partners. The prominent role of the monster system to code desires, mimicking 
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the typing common in the Japanese gay culture (McLelland, 2005b; Baudinette, 2015), and 

match a breeder to the monsters he likes to breed, is just one obvious example of the importance 

of desire in 9 Monsters. 

To be successful, to be desired, and to meet someone who matches his desire the user needs 

to produce a profile where the social information is managed in such a way that he is 

undiscreditable. Think of Yama who preempts questions about his weight by saying that he is 

going to the gym, or Ken who outright apologizes for himself. 

In the corpus, a wealth of material relates to desire. The monster system is at its core, but 

users express their desires in a multitude of ways. They define, in text or by other means what 

they are looking for, provide pictures to tell something about themselves, and present their 

desires for the 9 Monsters community. And it is in relation to desire that the articulated self is 

most evident and the parts of the profile creates a whole. 

The importance of desire is seen in the richness of the symbolic vocabulary available. Both 

in the form of pictures, the monster system and words with specific meanings. One such 

example is the suffix “-sen” that express a special interest in a type and is used frequently in 

the corpus. This suffix is also an example of a term brought over from the actual into 9 Monsters, 

and used to complement the monster system. The corpus does not contain any examples of 

someone calling himself an “Athlete Kong-sen”, and other common specialties are also lacking 

from the corpus. It does, however, appear together with desires for overweight men; an area of 

bodies where the granularity of the monster system is lacking, a case of users compensating for 

areas where the application fails to respond to their needs. 

If the profile is seen as a story, desire is how the story of a profile becomes finalized. It tells 

us who the person is, and what he wants—the two essential parts of being someone on 9 

Monsters. 
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CHAPTER THREE: OUTSIDE THE DEN 
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3.1 Discussion 

This thesis has presented the idea that self-expression in dating profiles is delineated by the 

medium it exists in. The specific situation, in this case the application 9 Monsters, inevitably 

affects how a person produces this profile. This is not a process with a clear-cut end, but a 

constant production and reproduction; a 9 Monsters profile can be remade at any time the user 

wish, and minor changes or additions, like howling, are made constantly and in real time. Every 

profile is a snap-shot of an expressed self, mediated through the use of the artifact. 

A seen throughout Chapter Two, the user profiles are not cases of completely free self-

expression, but instead created in a way informed by the application, as well as the culture the 

user lives in. To be effective when creating a profile, a user considers this knowledge of cultural 

codes and language, as well as how the application functions—the constituent parts of the 

activity system. Users seem to be aware of rules, conventions and how interaction works on 9 

Monsters. Whether this awareness is articulated or not probably varies depending on the 

individual user and self-reflection (user Ton, as mentioned earlier, expressly mentioned that he 

is not yet used to how the application works), but awareness is not needed to be a proficient 

user. 

The different skill levels of users, together with their different goals provides the variety of 

styles and expression found in the corps. The results show that themes presented in other 

research on online culture and communications are present and relevant in 9 Monsters as well. 

This includes locality, spatial relations, temporality, as well as aspects of desire. All of these 

themes are evident in the material in different ways, implicating that 9 Monsters carry all the 

hallmarks of online interactions. The possibility of actions such as howling, and the ease with 

which a profile can be modified further provide evidence of how users manipulate their self-

expressions by, and within, the application. This conclusion is also supported by the idea of 

user profiles as an item of communication (Nelson and Hull, 2008), profile pictures as a way to 

trigger certain forms of interaction (Jaspal, 2017), and how authenticity is regarded and thought 

of in relation to the malleability of different attributes (Ellison, Hancock and Toma, 2011) 

presented in earlier studies. 
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The method used in approaching the topic, collecting profiles and coding them, followed by a 

mapping on the theoretical foundations of activity theory, frame theory and impression 

management produced a locally viable answer to the research questions as follows: 

1) How are cultural codes utilized by users when designing their online self-representation, 

and; 

2) In what way is this process shaped by the application? 

The answers to which, in their most condensed form, are: 

1) Users are keenly aware of cultural codes and utilize them to curate their social 

information and the possible frames of interaction. 

2) The application shapes the process in part through implications carried in culture and 

design, and creates a specific set of symbols that delineate the production of profiles, of 

which desire in different forms are a central part. 

Regarding question 1 and its answer, several examples of the use of cultural codes (in different 

modalities) are found throughout the corpus. Users employ these codes to produce an 

expression representing themselves, they carefully manage their social information (Goffman, 

1963) with symbols of prestige or management of stigma to produce an acceptable version of 

oneself. But the codes are not only a way of curating social information; they also carry a key 

role in framing the situation to inform other users of suggested interactions. A profile picture, 

for example can mean, different things telling a story of a person who loves to travel, just as it 

might say “I’m looking for casual sex”. Other example of codes include argot (like GMPD) and 

clearly stating one’s HIV status. Ambiguity and humor plays a role in the use of codes, 

something a skilled user can utilize to maximum effect. Some of these conventions in use are 

carried over from other context (virtual or actual) into 9 Monsters. Here I need to stress that 

cultural codes that are brought into, or used in a wider context than 9 Monsters (or other 

applications) become localized and must be reinterpreted in its new context. This means that 

assuming someone who is familiar with Japanese gay culture also will be proficient in the 

culture of 9 Monsters is problematic. A distinction that often goes unmentioned in discussion 

on online culture. 

The connection between the virtual and actual leads to the second question of how the 

application shapes the process whereby users create their online selves. The analysis shows that 

this is not a simple question of how the artifact enforces as set of possibilities and restrictions, 

but rather an implicit structure of meaning. In the corpus, I found several examples of 
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negotiations between what application expects you to do and what the users try to do. Still, even 

though users can try to move around the boundaries in the application it is never possible for 

them to be completely free from the delineations of the application, with the monster system 

being one of the more overt examples of the unescapable artifact since it is even beyond users 

control. Of course, they choose pictures and write about themselves aware of that it can carry 

implications for how other users breed them, but if it is received as intended is beyond their 

control. 

Thus, the applications influence is divided between the implications of culture and 

(computer) coding, and the lexicon of symbols it provides the users with. Descriptions of 

physical attributes, age, location and a being typed at as a certain monster is a system the user 

knows he need to utilize to be successful in his relational achievements, and it affects how he 

designs his profile. The effect the application has on the process is not the sole determiner of 

how a profile is designed. Skillful users perform a sort of negotiation with the application, 

navigating the design to produce their profiles. 

In a discussion on the results a note on method regarding possible implications of this 

research is warranted. The choice of a qualitative approach, and the relatively small sample size, 

prohibits very far reaching conclusions. However, the coding by hand and the recursive process 

of interpretation provides a robust foundation for the claims made, to the extent that they are 

made. Themes and concepts that did not fit the data was excluded early on, and so the resulting 

analysis does provide an insight into the processes involved in managing a profile both from 

the perspective of impression management and the effect of the application on this process. 

While the results of this research contain implications as to wider conclusions, no such 

conclusions can be made based upon the small set of data and chosen approach. The idea of 

radical localism in activity theory can in itself impose a limitation on general conclusions. an 

activity system with its constituent parts would need to be adapted to a specific setting before 

being able to generate answers as to how profiles are created on a social networking site or 

dating application—the activity system of 9 Monsters is different from the activity system of 

Facebook. The contribution is not lessened by this, as the thesis provides an example of how 

activity theory can be used in a context like 9 Monsters, and the strength of combining it with 

frame theory and impression management to understand interactions online. 

Even though this is not a complete ethnographic account of a Japanese gay culture the thesis 

carries relevance of how to understand the social world of Japanese gay men. One of those 

implications is the critique of the idea that typing, as proposed by Baudinette (2015) acts mostly 
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as a limiting factor on possible desires and relationships. The monsters in 9 Monsters, as well 

as types in a more general sense, can also form an effective shorthand that matches the monster 

and the breeder. An effective form of communication, that individuals can adhere to or discard 

through different approaches. 

Apart from highlighting the possible ways to frame concepts such as typing a different choice 

of theoretical approach could have been used to bring forth different forms of social relations 

within the gay community. Basing the approach on concepts such as Bourdieu’s habitus and 

symbolic violence (Wacquant, 2013) could have disclosed hierarchies between distinct groups 

and symbols. What does it imply when someone states that they don’t have any interest in young 

people, or when they fetishize certain body types? 

A possible objection to the results presented are that the profiles have been taken at face 

value, without any attempt to ask the individuals behind them of their intent underlying 

statements, which produces some evident limitations on the study. One such limitation is the 

interpretation of profiles that provide very little information. Here, such profiles have been 

interpreted with the idea of keeping control by playing with one’s cards close to the chest. If 

interviewed users might have produced different ratifications for their expressions or how they 

are affected by the application when they create their profiles.  

From the perspective of Japanese studies, the relationship between identity and self-

expression could be relevant to explore further. Since no claims about identity and identity 

formation is made here, such a study could be conducted by interviewing people about their 

profiles and relate it to their expressed identity, like Jaspal (2017) who studied identity 

formation on Grindr. Such a study could explore questions of play and agency when articulating 

an identity.  Though, any study with interviews would bring to light the possible discrepancy 

between what people say they do, and what they do; as Goffman (1989:131) puts it “I don’t 

give hardly any weight to what people say, but I try to triangulate what they’re saying with 

events”, a triangulation that would very much be needed in an interview based study as well, 

since there is more to self-presentation than intent. 

Outside Japanese studies this thesis hints at the possibility of cross-cultural comparisons 

between forms of self-expression, as well as theoretical approaches to online interactions in 

general or other demographics. This study is too small to draw any general conclusions but 

could perhaps be a foundation or contribution to a larger research project contrasting different 

forms of social networking sites, applications and mediums. 
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Another, perhaps even more promising possibility, would be to conduct actual fieldwork in 

Japan and watch how interactions inside the gay community is affected by the proliferation of 

dating applications. If you visit a bar in a gay neighborhood today there is a large chance that 

you will see men, inside bars, not only looking at the local clientele, but also at their cell phones 

keeping contact with the digital dating scene as well—the actual and virtual side by side. This 

means that the bar is a very interesting scene for research on how culture in different forms of 

mediation develop side by side and intertangled. Where do 9 Monsters and similar applications 

fit inside the Japanese gay community? A question that would lead a researcher into an echo 

system of applications, bars, associations, media, erotic oases and other venues. 
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3.2 Final Words 

The hope is that this thesis has provided some insight into both the world of 9 Monsters and its 

inhabitants, as well as connections to the wider research “outside the den”. The possibilities of 

the virtual and online communities to provide new arenas for culture and interaction between 

humans is one that is, perhaps, unparalleled in history. This brings with it challenges for the 

researcher wanting to investigate these areas, as care is needed to protect the participating 

individuals’ integrity and control over their own stories. Though no interviews were made I 

hope that the cited profiles tell their own stories, and that I have done them justice when retelling 

them. 

Different forms of online interactions continue to evolve at a dizzying speed, and 

technologies are discarded at the same speed that new ones are introduced. Keeping up with 

this is difficult, and in some ways this research might be outdated even before it is presented to 

anyone besides myself and my supervisor. During the process of writing this sometimes 

produced a feeling of futility, but this feeling is matched by the curiosity of what is waiting in 

the future. 
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