The Heart of a Virtual Hunter
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UMANITY HAS WITNESSED over the past

thirty years two world-changing developments

of epochal importance: the spread of the AIDS

pandemic and the coming of the Internet. At its

most severe, AIDS has changed the social, po-

litical, spiritual, and economic landscape of al-
maost all of Africa, killing millions of people and destroying the
lives of countless survivors, many of them children, while
changing the demographics of whole societies. In about the same
time frame, the Intemet went from a localized curiosity to a
worldwide, and world-shaking, phenomenon. A growing per-
centage of humanity now has access to the Internet and thus to
an infinite amount of information on every imaginable topic.
Communication among our species has never been easier than in
virtual reality; distance and cultural barriers are increasingly ir-
relevant, and the possibilities for synergies—for the kinds of
quanium leaps that human minds can make when they share
ideas—has risen exponentially with the advent of the World
Wide Web. (There’s also spam and viruses and the pernicious
“virus™ of capitalism that is mming this wonderful tool of ex-

would wear handkerchiefs of various colors to signify what sex-
ual activities they were into, Now the search engine enables men
to communicate this information verbally—and to zere in on
available men who share their sexual interests. Where there used
to be gay bars specializing in various procliviies—muscles,
youth, leather, BDSM, vou name it—now there are chatrooms for
myriad sexual preferences. What's more, chatrooms have begun
to replace gay bars and clubs as places to meet, mingle, and flirt.
The appeal of the Internet for meeting people is its ability to
cut through a lot of the small talk of real-world venues. In addi-
tion, the Internet allows users a high degree of anonymity, which
is appealing to those who are not yet out, or who are just coming
out, or who are questioning their sexual orientation. I remember
years ago hearing patients talk about how they would repeatedly
drive or walk past a gay bar trying to find the courage to go in-
side. Now, they can go to virtual gay community on-line from the
safety of their homes. (And it’s not just emotional safety: gay
bars have often been magnets for gay bashers. Also, it's more

likely that one could be *outed™ at a gay bar.)
In addmon tha privacy afforded by the Intemnet enables men

ploration and investigation into a junkyard of
billboards and ads for Viagra and opportuni-
ties to increase one’s penis size—hut that's
another story.)

An entire on-line gay culture has blos-
somed in the last decade, and has transformed
how gay and bisexual men meet one another.
It's as dramatic as the change gay culture ex-
perienced in the 197(V's when hidden-away

The generation of gay men
growing up on-line is not
learning how to tolerate a
level of social anxiety and dis-
comfort that's been an un-
avoidable part of flirting for
eons of human interaction.

to explore their feelings about their same-sex
attractions with others facing similar issues.
GLET youths are using the Internet to explore
gay culture and community even if they don't
have access to a gay community where they
live. They can join chatrooms or find on-line
support groups that greatly mitigate their feel-
ings of isolation. A decade ago, gay and les-
| bian hotlines were the main lifeline for these

gay clubs that were regularly raided by police morphed into
openly gay bathhouses, bars, and discos that were hip, chic,
clean—and vnraided. The Internet has streamlined the whole
pick-up and mating ritual, Men who in the past might have been
too intimidated even to enter a gay bar—or, if they did, to accost
someone and initiate a conversation—suddenly find that they can
be bold and forthright in the pursuit of partners to satisfy needs
both sexual and social. They can even approach men whom they
would have thought bevond their reach—too young, too attrac-
tive, too successful, or whatever, The possibility of face-to-face
rejection in bars or clubs has been lifted by the Internet. For many
men, it has meant a kind of liberation from the anxiety of live
cruising.

Since on-line profiles explicitly state sexual desires and pref-
erences, no longer does a man have to engage in idle chatter
while trying to figure out what the sexy man with whom he's

been talking might like to do in bed. There was a time when men
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young penple Now, they can go to the library or log on at home
to find moral support, answers to their questions, and social af-
firmation.

As far back as a decade ago, when researchers started to look
at this phenomenon among all groups (not just men seeking to
have sex with men), researchers Al Cooper and Eric Griffin-Shel-
ley identified the three most prevalent factors driving sexual con-
tact on the Internet: accessibility, affordability, and anonymity.
Other research suggests that there are two additional factors for
gay men: acceptability and approximation. Acceptability refers to
the belief that the Internet is an appropriate way for gay men to
meet one another in person; approximation refers to a dynamic
by which men who may be unsure of their sexual identity or who
may not yet have come out publicly can “approximate™ being gay
by inventing a fictitious self, say, or by having virtual sex on the
Internet. The Internet affords a safe space in which one can ex-
periment with various sexual identities. It is perhaps not surpris-
ing, given the persistence of the closet in the real world, that gay
men are more likely to use the Intermet to meet sexual partners,
all things being equal, than are heterosexual men or women, ac-
cording to research (Kim, 2001).
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