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Instances of Queerness
in the Philippines

An Exploration of the Production
of Gender in the Online and
Offline Spaces of Queer Filipinos

Mark Remington Tan
Ateneo de Manila University

Society is generally heteronormative as some identities are held in
higher regard than certain identities that can be described as queer.
In spaces where heteronormativity prevails, there is a normalized
repression of persons and actions that are perceived as queer.
Heteronormativity is dependent upon an understanding of gender
as real. However, as queer theorists posit, gender is a production.
This production has historically taken place in offline space, but
with the emergence of new technologies, it has extended into the
realm of online space. This study explores how gender has been
produced between online and offline spaces. It utilizes an interpretive
phenomenological approach to analyze the gendered experiences
of queer Filipinos. The findings show that gender is produced in
particular terms, that queer spaces are imminently formed in
resistance to heteronormativity, that there are significant differences
and similarities between online and offline gendered experiences,
and that it is possible to disrupt the production of gender and of
heteronormative violence.

KEYWORDS: heteronormativity; online and offline space; production of space;
queer space; virtuality
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INTRODUCTION

This study seeks a finer understanding of the factors that lead to
the production of gender. The production of gender has led to the
perception of it as real, and this constructed reality has been used to
justify countless acts of violence against persons whose identities do
not conform to what is normal or ideal. In unmasking this production
of the real, this paper aims to tear down these justifications.

LGBTQ+ folks are at a higher risk of violence than their
non-LGBTQ+ counterparts because society privileges heterosexual
and cisgender identities above all (Namaste 1994; Amoroto 2016).
This logic and culture of violence is known as heteronormativity
(Foucault and Miskowiec [1984] 1986; Butler 1988; Namaste 1994;
Green 2007; Amoroto 2016; Yep 2002). Despite this, queer persons
find ways to survive and carefully navigate the spaces around them
(Mitchell 2000). This has led to the creation of their own spaces that
have come to be described as queer. Locally, these are the familiar
districts of Malate and the gay bars in Metro Manila. However,
there is a need to look beyond these physical spaces because online
spaces are now gaining more prominence than before despite being
perceived as secondary and even with negativity (Miller et al. 2016).
This is especially true during the COVID-19 pandemic, when people
worldwide turned online for entertainment and socialization (Barr
and Copeland-Stewart 2022).

'The concept of queerness arose from the notion that categorical
gender identities are constructed and irrational (Foucault and
Miskowiec [1984] 1986; Butler 1988). It has been tackled as an
identity category, a movement, and a body of knowledge. As an
identity category, queer is an umbrella term for non-heterosexual
and/or non-cisgender persons. This has led to studies that focus on
the social experiences of particular groups of persons who identify as
LGBTQ+. As a movement, queer is centered on the reclamation of
queerness and the challenging of “oppressive normativity” (Vallerand
2010, 5; Stella 2012). This means that the concept of queer shifts
from subject to verb; it is a resistance against the normalization of
identity from the personal to the political level (Manalansan 2003).
Finally, queer is used in reference to queer theory, a body of knowledge
that arose in the last two decades of the twentieth century as critical
discourse by scholars of varied backgrounds (Vallerand 2010). This
article utilizes these concepts of queerness to varying extents. Its
subjects are persons who are queer. Its data includes narrations of
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how these subjects have queered aspects of their lives. Its concepts
are taken from the field of queer theory.

In the Philippines, queer persons are homogenized into the
bakla through predominantly essentialist and gender-transitive views
of sexuality and gender (Garcia 2009). For instance, the male bakla
is physically or outwardly male but psychologically or inwardly
female (thus inverted) (Garcia 2009). To note, the Philippine sakla is
distinct from the Western gay. This is because Westerners generally
view gender and sexuality as intransitive: they believe one’s sexual
orientation does not determine one’s gender identity and vice versa.
In the Philippines, the bakla are prone to heteronormative violence
because they are perceived as secondary to their normal, heterosexual
and cisgender counterparts. They have also been associated with
cowardly (Garcia 2020) and pathogenic traits (Tan [1995] 2021).

Queer folk in the Philippines have resisted their heteronormative
surroundings by creating spaces where they can thrive. These queer
spaces transform heteronormative space into spaces that resist the
very production of gender. This notion arises from the concept
of heterotopia that considers certain spaces to be counter-sites to
existing places (Foucault and Miskowiec [1984] 1986). The turn
toward post-structuralism pushed this concept into the realm of queer
theory, which offers to be “an approach to studying the emergence
and reproduction of heterosexuality” (Namaste 1994, 227). Here the
homosexual category is abandoned in favor of the description of the
normative factors that lead to the emergence of gender (Namaste
1994; Green 2007).

Presently, queer spaces are conceptualized as “challenging and
imminent” (Vallerand 2010, 2). These are “in the process of, literally,
taking place, of claiming territory” (Reed 1996, 64). These are actively
constructed versus the heteronormative and are dependent upon the
social interactions between individuals (Manalansan 2003; Vallerand
2010). Again, the resistance is focused on the normalization of
gender itself (Namaste 1994; Green 2007). This means that these
are ultimately aimed at the very dissolution of gendered categories.
This is significant because heteronormativity is dependent on the
existence of gender categories.

Meanwhile, queer theory is also highly intersectional as queer
persons come from a multiplicity of classes, races, and ethnicities (Tan
2001; Manalansan 2003). This holds true in the Philippines despite
social perceptions. As such, there is more than just a single type of
bakla or queer Filipino. Subsequently, multiple spaces participate in
the production of these identities.
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The advent of new technologies complicates the question
of gender and space. In itself, space has been understood as a
production that is dependent on three interconnecting elements: the
physical sphere of sensory experience, which is lived in, the mental
sphere of abstractions and logic, which is conceived, and the social
sphere of the cultural, which is perceived (Lefebvre [1974] 1991).
Nowadays, this production is divided into the online space and the
offline space alongside a presumption that the former is inferior to
the latter. However, recent scholars suggest that online spaces can be
perceived as an extension rather than a division of what occurs in
offline spaces (Miller et al. 2016). Thus, there is a newfound need to
explore gendered practices as they occur between online and offline
spaces and how these practices contribute to the production of their
respective spaces.

One area that merits exploration with regard to how space is
produced online and offline is in the realm of online games. In-game
elements can be assigned to different aspects of spatiality: from game
lore and narratives to the mental, from “non-verbal symbols and signs”
to the physical, and from user action to the social (Stockburger 2007).
As a result, it is pertinent to explore sociality and the production of
gender in online games.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

This study participated in the ultimate dissolution of gendered
categories through understanding how these identities are produced.
This entails exploring how queer identities are constructed,
negotiated, or resisted; the similarities and differences between online
and offline space; how particular spaces become regarded as queer
within heteronormative society; and the implications of the existence
of queer spaces amidst heteronormative space.

An interpretive phenomenological approach was used to explore
these questions. This entailed examining the lives of persons with rich
social experiences in interacting with other queer persons, especially
their personal experiences and “the normative cultural practices and
structures of meaning” (Oksala 2006, 240; Vanderstoep and Johnston
2009; Bolderston 2012). Moreover, the experiences in multiple sites
were considered because gendered experiences do not only occur in a
single space. Even online, people use multiple platforms for multiple

purposes (Miller et al. 2016).
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There were twelve (12) informants in total who were evenly
divided into two categories, online and offline informants. The
experiences of the latter were used as a baseline for understanding
those of the former. The online and offline informants were selected
primarily because of their rich social experiences in interacting with
other queer persons in spaces described as queer. This selection was
done through purposive and snowball sampling. Of these twelve
informants, only the narratives of ten (10) informants will be utilized
in this essay.

'The online informants are Charles, Gilbert, Lucy, and Michael.
The first three have been friends since the early 2000s. They met
through mutual friends who were interested in gaming. As for Michael,
he is only an acquaintance of Gilbert, who he met in 2020. Charles
identifies as a Chinese-Filipino homosexual and as a gay person. He
has an extensive career history and is currently an entrepreneur. His
previous stints include being a fitness trainer, a retail worker, and an
event organizer. He grew up in Canada but studied in the Philippines
for his college degree. After his graduation, he worked and lived in
both countries. Gilbert is currently a couturier with his own physical
store. He is also Chinese-Filipino, and he identifies as gay and bak/a.
Before going into fashion, he worked in the call center industry for
a number of years. He grew up in Metro Manila and studied in a
small and conservative Filipino-Chinese school prior to attending
university. Lucy currently manages the rentals and real estate business
of her family. She identifies as asexual. She discovered this identity
through her brother. For context, Lucy and her brother studied in
single-sex schools adjacent to each other. Lucy’s brother wondered
about her celibacy because he would often ask her to courier letters
to his romantic partners but she never asked the same favor from
him. Michael is a college student majoring in prosthetics to support
the family business. He does not like being labelled because he finds
the act limiting, but he is primarily attracted to men. He studied in a
private school during elementary and moved to a public science high
school afterwards. He became friends with Gilbert after meeting and
playing with him in the online game World of Warcraft (WoW).

Next, there are the offline informants: Adele, Barth, Isabela,
Peter, Rafael, and Vincent. Adele currently works as a Human
Resources officer at a corporate office in Metro Manila. She grew
up in Olongapo and took up psychology in a college in Manila. She
prefers not to be labelled and is attracted to both men and women.
Barth is a law student who graduated as a philosophy student. He
grew up in Davao to a politically oriented family and moved to
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Metro Manila for his undergraduate and postgraduate studies. He
identifies as bisexual and hetero-romantic. Isabela and Rafael are
both activists. They each have organizations where they volunteer at
separately but they both also happen to be members of Camp Queer.
They met through Rafael’s cousin who dated Isabela and who is also
part of the said organization. Isabela has worked in various NGOs,
including those that center their advocacies on gender. She initially
came out as lesbian, but she has since considered herself as queer,
non-binary, and tomboy. Rafael grew up in Mindoro and moved to
Metro Manila for his high school education. He stayed there, earned
a college degree, and now works as a journalist. He identifies as gay
and, more recently, queer. Peter is a journalist and an artist. Peter
does not like to be labelled and prefers to use the pronouns “they”
and “them”. However, they generally consider themself as non-binary.
Peter regularly participates in athletic events while presenting as male
or female, thus they consider themself as a crossdresser. Vincent is a
promoter at a gay bar. He identifies as gay and considers himself as
a highly vocal—and sometimes physical—political person. Vincent,
Peter, and Rafael studied in single-sex schools when they were
younger. Coincidentally, it was discovered during the interviews that
Vincent and Charles were relatively acquainted with one another due
to the recurring emergence of certain names and locations.

The researcher’s position in this study was mostly that of an
insider due to his prior associations with some of the informants
and familiarity with the spaces they frequented. The researcher met
one of the key informants, Gilbert, in an online research site and
extensively conversed with him. This led to the researcher ascertaining
that Gilbert used to be associated with a barkada ng mga bakla (tight-
knit group of LGBTQ+ friends) who played online games together.
Charles and Lucy are members of this barkada ng mga bakla. This
discovery eventually led to the researcher gaining the trust of Gilbert
and being introduced to the darkada. To note, the researcher had no
prior associations with these online informants with the exception
of Gilbert and Michael, who is not associated with the said darkada.
Moreover, the researcher was acquainted with four of the offline
informants. The researcher met Isabela and Rafael due to his own
advocacy work in issues related to gender-based violence and was
acquainted with Barth and Peter prior to the start of the research. The
inclusion of Barth and Peter as informants in this study was justified
based on the richness of the data provided by their unique situation.
The other two informants, Adele and Vincent, were found through
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referrals. The researcher’s familiarity with the informants helped
in eliciting deeper and more intimate data about the informants’
experiences (Taylor 2011).

Due to these circumstances, the potential issues of “professional
and personal ethical conduct, accountability, the potential for data
distortion and my lack of objectivity and possible insider blindness”
(Taylor 2011, 13) were factored in. These factors were mitigated
through transparency, data triangulation, and reflexivity (Vanderstoep
and Johnston 2009; Frechette 2020). Information from each of the
informants was compared and contrasted alongside an awareness of
the particular stance of each party. The data was also compared to the
information contained within related literature.

'The experiences of the subjects were collected through semi-
structured interviews in the form of video calls in consideration
of the safety of both the informants and the researcher alike. The
informants were able to talk freely about their experiences, and the
researcher was able to utilize probing questions to further enrich the
data (Vanderstoep and Johnston 2009; Bolderston 2012; Frechette
et al. 2020). The interviews were recorded, summarized, thematized,
and analyzed with the presumption that neither the researchers
nor the participants can fully bracket or free themselves from their
presuppositions (Frechette et al. 2020). These experiences are relayed
in the sections that follow.

OFFLINE SPACE

During their childhood, the respondents each had little to no
understanding of sexuality and gender. They had a keen awareness of
their identity, but they did not have the formal or deep knowledge of
labels and what being queer or 4ak/a meant. For many of them, it was
only when adults came and disciplined them for non-heteronormative
behavior that they learned the significance of these labels. As such,
adults in the household had significant impacts on their perception
of identity. These experiences were sometimes negative as exemplified
in how Vincent’s father tried beating the “gay” out of him when he
was younger. According to Vincent, his experiences at home caused
him to lash out at others in school because he felt compelled to hide
his identity. He always had to act tough and hide his femininity.
It took years for him to accept his feminine side. Some informants
had positive experiences with the adults in their life. Lucy’s mother
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was considered as an adoptive mother by many of the gay kids in
their neighborhood who were kicked out of their homes. Lucy’s older
brother even brought up the possibility that she might be asexual,
and he was also there to help her understand it.

High school was considered a turning point for a majority of the
respondents. During this time in their lives, their peers were having
crushes and getting into relationships with one another. There was
also some experimentation, especially for those in single-sex schools.
Nonetheless, there was prejudice and discrimination against non-
heteronormative activities and identities. The pressure sometimes
came from peers; at other times, it came from authority figures and
institutional policies. According to Isabela and Vincent who both
went to single-sex schools, the school administrators during their
high school years had policies such as the “gentleman’s policy.”
Though seemingly tame, these policies aimed to control the behavior
of students, especially when it came to their gender identity. This
included the imposition of sanctions against hairstyle and clothing.

'The informants saw their college years as mostly positive. They
cited the newfound maturity of their schoolmates as a factor for this
change. A majority cited school reputation and educational direction
as crucial factors as well. It was also during this time of their lives
that many of the respondents met other queer people like themselves.
For instance, this is the period when Gilbert met his college network
of fellow bakla. This network was a secondary home for the members
during these years and even long after. Meanwhile, Vincent shared
observations of negative experiences where flamboyant bakla were
discriminated against in school due to policies on clothing and hair.
He noticed that flamboyantly queer persons were the usual targets
of harassment; whereas the bakla who acted tough and who stood
their ground were more likely ignored. It is also during college when
Isabela was first introduced to the works of lesbian-feminist authors.
Knowing these texts helped her realize that she was a lesbian after
years of confusion about her feelings and identity. College also
enabled Barth to freely explore his sexual orientation and gender
identity by meeting with persons of different genders and sexualities.
Similarly, Adele was also able to meet many of her lesbian and
bisexual blockmates who helped her realize she was attracted to men
and women.

As for their careers and career paths, the majority of respondents
said that they did not initially factor in their gender or sexuality.
Their primary motivators were either income or passion. However,
they also attempted choosing work that aligned with their identity.
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For instance, Gilbert is currently a designer in the fashion industry
and owns his own brand and store. He chose the profession out of his
youthful passion for the “bagsak ng damit” (the way in which clothes
drape the body). He never felt compelled to go into this particular
industry due to gendered stereotypes. This also holds true for Vincent
who is currently a promoter for a well-known gay bar in the metro.
He always thought of himself as an entertainer. Since childhood,
he has always loved performing for family and the public. Despite
his love for performance, he never felt compelled to go into the
entertainment industry simply because he is gay. It is the same for
Charles whose extensive work experience includes being a salesperson,
an entrepreneur, a promoter, a trainer, and an event organizer. He
recalls setting up a business and organizing events that catered to
LGBTQ+ people. However, he did not do these for the love of the
community or because he felt compelled to as a queer person. Rather,
they were opportunities that were available to him as a queer person.
This even holds true for Isabela and Rafael who are activists. They
believe in the importance of working in an organization that respects
their identities, but they do not consider their identity as the sole
factor for engaging in the work that they do.

“Coming out of the closet” is an important experience for queer
people because it has lasting impacts in the people’s perceptions of
themselves and their concepts of identity. While no single experience
of coming out is the same, some similarities can be found. For most
of the respondents, their most significant coming out experiences
were to their family and friends. Usually, friends took it better
than family. However, even family members who initially took the
revelation negatively tended to warm up in the long term. Many
of the respondents shared that their families slowly came to accept
them and their identities.

Rafael’s friends took his coming out well, but his father took it
negatively. It took a while for the father to learn to accept Rafaels
identity. Vincent’s mother initially supported his father’s beatings
because she thought that it would be best for him. She later changed
course and learned to love and celebrate him for who he is and for
what he does. Similar tales of acceptance were shared by the other
respondents. Some families even learned to be more accepting early
on. Gilbert’s family saw early signs of his queerness. His parents chose
to make the household environment accepting of his identity because
during his younger years, many other queer folk were running away
from home. For Lucy, her family was progressive in the sense that
they never pushed her to find a relationship or to introduce them
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to any significant other. They simply accepted her queerness as fact.
In these cases, the acceptance of their identity by loved ones can
be considered as acts of resistance versus a heteronormative society
wherein queer identities are unacceptable.

While spaces such as gay bars are thought of as flamboyantly queer,
these spaces sometimes engage, rather than resist, heteronormativity.
'These subtle forms of violence alienate queer persons from the very
spaces where they take refuge. For instance, Isabela recalls seeing
partygoers in a lesbian-exclusive party simulate the traditional male-
temale binary gender roles found in society: Once, a butch lesbian
from one group eyed the femme lesbian partner of another butch
lesbian from a different group. Manifesting toxic masculine behavior,
the two butches were suddenly engaged in a fist fight.

These experiences reveal that the production of gender starts
at an early age and continues on throughout a person’s life. People
are gendered as soon as they are born, and this is reflected in how
families tend to raise their children in a certain way. One is either
a boy or a girl, and one must act as such in order to avoid harm.
'The violence of heteronormativity is present at many stages and in
many forms throughout a person’s life. It comes from one’s peers,
one’s authority figures, and unfortunately, sometimes even from one’s
own family. Moreover, as the experiences of the respondents show,
this violence also emerges from a personal level—when they learn to
constrain themselves into identities that they were taught to think of
as natural or socially acceptable.

ONLINE SPACE

Online spaces complicate gendered experiences. For many of the
online informants, their first foray into online space was during their
college years. A well-known program or client, mIRC, was created
in the late 1990s to serve as an internal communication tool. The
respondents used mIRC to meet other queer persons. While they
used the platform to find other games, they also used it for other
forms of socialization such as dating, networking, and gossiping. It
was through mIRC that Gilbert met and solidified his friendship
with his online barkada of gamers that was composed of fellow bak/a.
According to Charles, queer people in these early times used the
client to talk about topics that were dangerous to discuss in public.
The client allowed people to set their own nicknames. This option,
in turn, allowed them to gossip freely and give anonymous insider
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information about recent news, personalities, and events. It was also
a free forum that allowed anyone to post queries about gender and
sexuality. According to Lucy and Vincent, it was even used to arrange
meet-ups with other queer people and give recommendations for
safe-spaces or queer-friendly places, parties, and other activities that
were sometimes sexual and intimate in nature.

Most of the online informants played Ragnarok Online, a
popular game both worldwide and in the Philippines during the early
2000s. Players formed their own small groups and communities called
guilds in order to accomplish in-game objectives. The informants
were mostly part of one particular guild where they interacted with
others who weren't queer. These interactions were largely positive
insofar as the guild officers set a friendly and welcoming tone. The
members numbered in the hundreds, but they were a close-knit
group insofar as they met up with one another frequently. Meet-ups
happened both within the game and outdoors, such as at coffeeshops
and bars. Their interactions with others in the game were mixed. They
were able to befriend others who immediately or eventually accepted
their queerness. Charles even quips that once he befriends people, it
becomes too late for them to unfriend him because of his identity.
However, he also encountered people who discriminated against
them on the mere basis of their gender identities. Once, some players
outside the guild found out that there was a group of dak/a in the
guild. This led to the guild receiving verbal attacks daily, whether
in-game or in game forums. The barkada had to exert extra effort to
stay sane, and the guild officers were forced to intervene on several
occasions for the safety of their members.

Eventually, players fell out of love with Ragnarok Online
and migrated to other games or focused on other aspects of their
lives. In 2007, Gilbert and his friends started playing WoW, which
had just released the Burning Crusade expansion. Like Ragnarok,
WoW is a highly social game wherein some content is difficult or
outright impossible to accomplish without a guild. Again, the online
informants joined a guild when they transferred to WoW and invited
one another. Their experiences in this guild were on the negative side
because many of their fellow members were zastos (lewd). The fellow
members regularly made lewd remarks and degrading comments
toward women. However, the barkada felt stuck in their guild as
alternative groups did not exist at the time. Once the next expansion,
Wrath of the Lich King, came out in 2008, they decided to form

their own guild wherein the members were primarily queer or allies
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of queer folk. It was a small guild that was barely able to accomplish
in-game tasks, but the group was overall happier. Compared to
Ragnarok, WoW allowed them to meet and interact with other queer
persons of different generations and from different places because
WoW servers were based in Western countries. Gilbert, Lucy, and
Charles agree that players in WoW were generally more tolerant
and accepting of queer people because Westerners are more open
to LGBTQ4+ folk. Despite more progressive circumstances in WoW
and in offline spaces, discrimination continued to exist in the form of
off-handed remarks about queerness.

Some months after Wrath of the Lich King was succeeded
by the Cataclysm expansion in 2010, Lucy and Charles decided to
take a break from gaming; Gilbert continued to play by himself. He
sought other groups and other Filipino players. Eventually in 2020,
he landed in the Filipino guild where he presently resides and where
he met Michael. Michael is a decade or more younger than Gilbert
and his friends, but his online experiences are quite similar to theirs.
He started playing the game by himself and joined a few guilds
before settling in his current guild where he met Gilbert. The two
consider each other as friends, and they have occasionally done in-
game content in the short time that they’ve spent playing together.
Both Michael and Gilbert have reached an officer-level status within
their current guild and play proactively for similar reasons. Gilbert
says that as a queer player he is more vulnerable to criticism and
discrimination. By pushing himself harder, he gains the respect of
others. Michael shares similar worries as he has seen his share of
queer people being disrespected in games. When they are officers,
they have a modicum of power to take action against discrimination
during these situations.

Clearly, heteronormativity is present online and offline in the
Philippines. While these experiences are similar, the online experiences
tend to be more positive because people have more control over the
visibility of their identity. This anonymity or invisibility allows people
to enjoy doing the things that they do without repercussions or the
fear of being discriminated. This freedom is not always affordable in
offline spaces where some people have less control over the visibility
of their identity. Additionally, it is much easier to find new groups
or communities in online spaces than it is in offline spaces wherein
people’s lives are very much entangled in heteronormative spaces.
Alternatively, invisibility can be a constraint. When people’s identities
are hidden or invisible, they cannot act according to their true selves.
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Being visible is a strength insofar as it allows persons to speak out
against discrimination or negativity against them.

QUEERNESS, SPACE, AND TIME

Some notable similarities that were shared between both the online
and offline respondents were how they identified with different
identities through their lives. This stemmed from changes in their own
perceptions of gender, sexuality, and identity. Moreover, these changes
were motivated by personal desire rather than societal pressure. Peter
initially thought that they were straight because they were attracted
to girls. But they found themselves disliking their body as they grew
older—something they later understood as body dysmorphia. At first,
the dysmorphia led them to believe that they were possibly gay or even
trans-lesbian. Nowadays, Peter finds comfort in being non-binary.
Barth, on the other hand, thought that he was straight in terms of
his sexual orientation until he found himself being attracted to boys,
so he thought that he was gay. After some experimenting, research,
and conversations with other queer persons, he became comfortable
in his bisexuality and exclusively hetero-romantic interests.

Meanwhile, some differences in perception between the younger
and older respondents were observed. The younger respondents
consciously distinguished and pointed out nuances in their identities
such as sex, gender, sexuality, and romantic affinity. Michael and
Adele reported feeling more comfortable with the idea of foregoing
identity labels or identifying as queer in the sense that they believe
that sexuality and gender identity are fluid and unstable. Meanwhile,
the older respondents tended to be less conscious and less caring of
these nuances. They are aware of more contemporary terms that are
currently in use, such as queer and non-binary. However, they are not
familiar with the nuances of these terms, so they tend to put these oft
as bakla. They also perceive sexuality and gender as fixed categories.
For instance, Gilbert who considers himself as bak/a says that those
like him are naturally inclined to be cleaner, more fragrant, and more
elegant than men who are straight.

Many of the respondents had conflicting attitudes and feelings
toward certain identities and labels. For instance, some of them prefer
the term “gay” rather than “bakla” because of the number of negative
associations that the latter word is loaded with within the Philippine
context. However, some were fine with it. Some even reappropriated
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it in the same way “queer” has been reappropriated in the West.
Meanwhile, the female respondents were fine with the terms
“lesbian,” “¢ibo,” and “tomboy” because they believe these captured
their identity according to their lived and personal experiences.

Both younger and older respondents cited both online and offline
spaces as spaces that informed their understanding of gender identity
and perceptions of their own identity. These spaces connected older
and younger generations of queer persons with one another. On the
level of online space, interactions ranged from accomplishing tasks
within the game together to talking about their offline experiences
with one another and lounging around with a common group of
friends who aren’t queer but who accept their queerness. This was
also the case for mIRC, Reddit, Twitter, and other relevant online
sites.

Moreover, it can be observed that online spaces also change
throughout time. For instance, people have switched from mIRC
forums that gained widespread usage decades ago and moved to
image-based channels such as Twitter and Reddit. Many of the
older online respondents such as Gilbert and his friends found
each other and interacted with other queer people online through
mIRC. Meanwhile, the younger ones such as Michael and Peter
met their queer friends and acquaintances through Twitter, Reddit,
and dating apps. Peter, who belongs to the generation between
Michael’s and Gilbert’s, shares their aversion to this contemporary
trend toward image-based forums. They give the example of Reddit,
a popular internet forum that brands itself as the “front page of the
internet.” In this forum, there are various discussion channels called
“subreddits.” These subreddits are usually a mix of image-based and
text-based discussions, but they sometimes veer toward one or the
other. Some subreddits are dedicated to the non-binary community.
Some of these are text-based and some are image-based. Peter finds
that the image-based subreddits tend to be more toxic than the
text-based subreddits due to how people in the former tend to judge
the people who post their image on the platform. For them, these
types of negative judgements are both unnecessary and toxic. There
is no one way or even a correct way to present oneself as non-binary.
This echoes Isabela’s experience of heteronormativity in an offline
space of the lesbian-exclusive party she attended. Nevertheless, queer
persons have needs and desires that can be traced across generations
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but which also evolve across time. These changes are addressed by
evolving technology and as technology evolves, so does behavior.

Another pertinent factor is media. Respondents cited the
significance of both offline and online media in shaping their
perceptions of identity. Sometimes this had to do with the lack of
relatable, fleshed out, and non-stereotypically gendered/sexually-
oriented characters—if they existed at all. Charles recounts that prior
to Will and Grace representing gay characters on television, he had
no idea that gay people existed or that he himself was actually gay.
Charles and the other older respondents also mentioned Roderick
Paulate and his films, which are important sources of inspiration for
them when they were younger.

With regard to differences between online and offline space, it
can be said that one major difference between the two is anonymity.
Online spaces allow people to conceal themselves through another
persona and speak freely about topics that would otherwise endanger
them if they spoke about it visibly and openly in public. This
anonymity allows for more progressive discussions and engagements
among persons who fit into the mold of a heteronormative society.
Another difference between the two is that online spaces allow for
interactions among persons from a greater range of offline social
circles. While these connections are also possible in offline spaces, it
can also be said that online spaces give a certain level of range and
accessibility that is not as affordable in offline spaces.

While difterences and similarities between online and offline
spaces can be observed and discussed, it is clearly helpful to consider
the two types of spaces as extensions of one another. This is most
evident in how interactions and relationships that begin in offline
spaces extend to interactions in online spaces and platforms. This
is even more evident in the reverse situation: interactions and
relationships that begin online extend to the offline spaces. In
understanding online and offline spaces as extensions of each other,
rather than the antithesis, a fuller picture of the experiences of queer
persons in heteronormative society can be made. The repression of
queer identity and queer persons in online spaces can be understood
as extensions of repression in offline spaces. Likewise, repression in
offline spaces can be repression that originates in online spaces.
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THE LOCAL AND THE GLOBAL

Adele and Rafael grew up in provinces far from Metro Manila.
According to them, many persons in the province see a person’s
sexuality as strongly tied to their gender. Moreover, people are
categorized into static identity categories. A girl is either heterosexual
and feminine or she is lesbian and masculine. A boy is either straight
and masculine or he is gay and feminine. These perceptions were
challenged and changed during their stay in the country’s capital.
Here they learned more about gender, sexuality, and other concepts
related to identity. For them, these newfound knowledges were
liberating and allowed them to better understand themselves.

'The experiences of Charles provides a more global perspective.
He grew up in the West but also spent significant parts of his life
in the Philippines. His unique circumstances allowed him to observe
that during his younger years queer people seemed nonexistent in
the West because they were often absent or rarely represented in
Western media. This made it difficult for him to understand his own
identity. He also noticed significant differences between the way
queer persons are perceived in the Philippines and in America. For
him, queer identities in the Philippines tend to be less diverse, but
in the West, people do not perceive other people as gay or lesbian
based on their actions. He recounts that some of his straight male
friends in the West acted more feminine or “gay” than some of his
other friends who are actually gay. Meanwhile, in the Philippines,
people automatically associate certain gendered acts with specific
identities. An example he gave is musical preference: Gay bars in
the Philippines exclusively play music from genres and artists that
are considered as “gay.” In the West, gay bars play songs from a wide
range of genres, such as country or hip-hop, even though these are
usually associated with straight people.

These instances show that local and global factors have an
impact on the meaning and perception of what is queer, especially
in consideration of how it is a concept that originates in the West.
Queerness and the fluidity of identity are concepts that appear to
be gaining traction in the Philippines. This article illustrates that
younger generations tend to be more accepting of queer persons and
of the concept of queerness itself.

For the level of online space, local and global factors can be
observed in the experiences of online informants who engaged in
WoW. Unlike Ragnarok Online, which had dedicated Philippine

servers, WoW’s servers are located outside the Philippines. Due to
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this gap in accessibility, more Filipinos were able to play Ragnarok.
Moreover, they mostly played alongside other Filipino players.
Meanwhile, those who played WOW were more exposed to the
international scene and non-Filipino players. If Filipino WoW
players wanted to play with other Filipino players, then they had to
exert effort to find them and group with them.

Most of the online respondents had similar experiences in
playing with both Filipino players and with non-Filipino players.
Their opinions about the differences were also similar. According to
them, international players did not tend to care about the genders or
sexualities of the Filipino players whom they played with. There was
sometimes discrimination against Filipinos, but this was usually due
to racism and not gender or sexual bias. On the other hand, Filipino
players tended to look down on queer persons on the basis of their
gender or sexuality.

Additionally, the online respondents noticed that Westerners are
generally less lewd than Filipinos, especially when female players are
present. They attribute this to cultural differences between Filipinos
and Westerners, especially with the recent rise of the #MeToo
movement and feminist reactions to #GamerGate—an online
harassment campaign by male gamers around the globe against
various feminist game scholars and critics (Mortensen 2018). It can
be said that these feminist movements have been brewing for a while
now in the West, but they are only recently gaining traction in the
Philippines. As such, much of the Filipino community is less aware of
this departure from and disapproval of sexist language and behavior
compared to their Western counterparts.

DISRUPTIONS IN THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE

Most of the respondents actively resist the pressures of
heteronormativity. Sometimes, the resistance was on the personal
level. Whether online or offline, this included calling people out for
using bakla as an insult or for actively resisting homophobic behavior.
One time, Vincent and his friends even chased a group that heckled
them outside a mall. At other times, the resistance was on a grander
and a more organized level.

Vincent is part of a party group that wanted to create a
safe space where partygoers could dress the way they wanted and
listen to the music they liked. They made a deal with owners of a
gay bar where they would bring the numbers if the latter agreed

Instances of Queerness in the Philippines 39



to their demands. An interesting fact is that the group purposely
marketed themselves with descriptors that contain socially negative
connotations: “monsters,” “sira-ulo,” and “weirdos.” It was a form of
resistance against heteronormative standards. To quote Vincent:

Dahil di kami gets ng masa. Hindi kami gets ng tumatawag
sa amin. We’d rather be put on the worst dressed list than
be put on the best dressed list, which means gets ka na
nilang lahat. There’s nowhere to go from there. There’s
nothing exciting when people get you. Like, ang ganda.
You do not want to be different. You want to be you.
You want to stand out. You want to be special. (This way,
we are not understood by the masses in society. We are
indecipherable to those who harass us for being our true
selves. We’d rather be put on the worst dressed list than
be put on the best dressed list, which means that they
all get you. Like, it’s so beautiful. You do not want to be
different. You want to be you. You want to be special.)

In actively choosing to be out of place, to be grotesque and ugly
in the eyes of society, they became beautiful according to their own
standards. Rather than acquiescing to heteronormative standards, they
chose their own. Their group gradually grew in size. Their numbers
included entertainers, artists, designers, and performers. Eventually,
their group grew big enough to have the pull to negotiate with the
owners of a known bar in Bonifacio Global City. They would bring
the numbers and the bar would allow partygoers to wear whatever
they wanted. They would also be allowed to play any song of their
choosing. At parties, they would always make a point during the
middle of the prime-time set to be political and make short speeches
about issues that concern the LGBTQ+ community. For them, the
audience members come for more than the entertainment. They
come for the community. They create and foster an environment for
the audience and their performers “to be brave and political and to
have a voice.”

'The group also had online activities. During the height of the
COVID-19 pandemic, they created a podcast dedicated to discussing
issues that concern queer people in the Philippines. They discussed
a wide range of issues from debating about cultural appropriation
in drag to interviewing an actor who recently starred in Gameboys,
a prominent Philippine web series that centered on the romantic
relationship between two boys during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Although the podcast had a wide reach, they had to end production
because of a lack of funding. A similar scenario occurred with an
online party they hosted. There were many attendees, but the funds
were insufficient to sustain the endeavor.

A common topic that arose among the respondents’ answers
when asked about their involvement in activism is Metro Manila
Pride, a yearly parade that is attended by tens of thousands of queer
persons and allies alike. Many of the respondents have attended it in
the past, and many also wish to attend it in the future. In fact, Charles
and Isabela actually participated in organizing the event at separate
occasions. They also share how politically rife the marches can be.
There was an occasion when there was tension between different
organizers over the issue of money. Specifically, some saw capital as
a means to achieve political goals, while others saw money-making
as the ultimate goal of the marches. People fought over program
time, topics, permits, and venues. This reinforces how factors aside
from gender affect the queer agenda. It is also clear that those who
resist heteronormativity need funding to be effective. Meanwhile,
queer persons who want to earn profit will have trouble doing so
in a heteronormative society. Thus, queer spaces are necessarily
intersectional in their resistance against the production of gender.

Camp Queer, the organization where Isabela and Rafael actively
volunteer, aims to gueer spaces by transforming or reclaiming spaces
that aren’t normally coded as queer. Their advocacy extends to both
online and offline spaces and includes any space that queer folk can
be part of. For instance, they have queered feminist movements and
workers’ movements. These are spaces that are not typically coded as
queer or particularly concerned with the issues of queer folk. As such,
queer persons become largely ignored or even discriminated against
within these spaces. Camp Queer supports these organizations and
works with them in order to integrate queer issues into their advocacy.

Finally, these narratives reveal that activism, which can be
considered as an attempt to disrupt the production of gender, has
taken place in both online and offline space. It appears that activism
that happens offline is more organized than that which happens
online. Most of the respondents that engage in activism in their
offline lives have described it as integral to their persons. Moreover,
most of the respondents have cited that the activitsm that occurred
in offline space significantly impacted them during their formative
years. However, it would be fair to note that the internet and online
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spaces were only gaining traction in usage and ubiquity at that time.
Now, queer acts of resistance are increasingly gaining traction in
online spaces.

FINAL THOUGHTS

In light of the experiences that have been laid out, it is evident that
each individual has their own understanding of identity and their
own perception of their identity due to several factors, including
spatiality and temporality. Space is generally heteronormative as
non-heteronormative identities are considered queer and persecuted
as such. This designation is arbitrary as seen in how its meaning has
transformed across particular times and spaces. Nonetheless, queer
spaces across multiple levels and locales have arisen in resistance
against the standards and values of this heteronormativity.

'The resistance manifests itself in the disruption of the production
of gender. Within queer spaces, individuals are empowered and
encouraged to express their unique selves and to have standards of
their own choosing. This is not the case for heteronormative spaces
wherein people are compelled—sometimes violently—to restrict
themselves into gendered roles and identities. The freedom afforded
by queer spaces disrupts the production of gender because it disrupts
the queerness of queer identity. Within queer spaces, each person’s
identity is uniquely their own. When all identities are equally valid,
then the concepts of queerness and queer identity slowly fade out of
existence. Simultaneously, heteronormativity, which subsists only in
the existence of a queer identity, also slowly fades out.

Moreover, these queer spaces are formed wherever there are
persons who attempt to challenge or resist the pressure to conform
to heteronormativity. Thus, these can be formed, participated in,
and expanded by queer and non-queer people alike. This happens
through performance and performativity. In the very act of expressing
themselves authentically within spaces where their actions are not
so much queer as they are personal, queer folk and allies create
and validate these spaces. Additionally, they are formed to resist
heteronormativity according to the particular needs of the persons
who inhabit them. Inasmuch as the violence that heteronormativity
brings can be obvious and subtle, the resistance that queer spaces
brings can also be obvious and subtle. This accounts for how queer
spaces extend beyond the spaces where they originate: from offline
to online and vice-versa.
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Queer spaces are powerful, but they are also vulnerable. This
is evident in how vestiges of heteronormativity have been brought
into queer space. This occurs when persons who enter these spaces
act in ways that simulate heteronormativity. In this regard, queer
spaces, online and offline, are always in danger of transforming back
into heteronormativity or becoming new forms or manifestations of
heteronormativity.

Queer spaces enact their resistance in particular ways. One
specific way in which queering or resistance has taken place is
through the intentional disregard for heteronormative standards or
ideals. Another way in which resistance has occurred is through the
re-appropriation of labels from negative to neutral or even positive.
There is also simple discourse as a specific form of resistance. Queer
persons and their allies make one another and other persons aware,
correct misinformation, and make connections through simply talking
with one another.

Based on these, it is evident that gender is a production. It is
an unending production that is dependent upon the spatial practices
that take place between persons of different social backgrounds.
These persons are all persons with their own unique identities.
These identities are formed in the particular spaces they arise from.
Meanwhile, these spaces have been formed and transformed across
time. They also serve as bridges for several locales, which include the
offline and the online. Queerness can be understood as a reaffirmation
of this unending cycle of transformation. This is in contrast to the
stable identity category of the traditional male-female binary.

Queer identities do not exist in themselves. They only exist within
heteronormative spaces wherein identities refer to stable categories.
They are productions that are constantly produced in contrast
to another set of productions: the heterosexual, hetero-romantic,
cisgender, male-or-female identities. Beyond heteronormative space,
there are queer spaces that challenge the pressures of this general,
public space. Here, the production of the illusions of queer and normal
identities is disrupted. This disruption manifests itself in departures
from societal standards toward standards that persons choose for
themselves. Queer spaces allow persons to express themselves freely
and without fear of prejudice or discrimination. The disruption
afforded by this freedom allows for queer and non-queer persons to
co-exist equally because the paradoxical distinction between them is
dissolved. Productions and simulations lose their power and hold over
society when people begin to break away from spaces that facilitate
their production.
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In summary, these findings give some explanation to the
inexplicable character of queerness and queer studies. As is evident in
the narratives of the informants, their identities are not set in stone.
Even in the case of the informants who believe in the existence of
fixed identity categories, their experiences and interactions show
that the meanings of these categorized identities have shifted
and transformed over time. The narratives of each and every one
of the informants reveal that identity is a highly personal matter
with personal and particular experiences being highly significant
in shaping these identities. To be queer is to regard each person’s
identity as uniquely as their own, to believe that these identities can
be expressed in many possible ways within any type of space, and to
take part in the disruption and ultimate dissolution of the gendered
self and the normalizing forces that contribute to its production.

While this study highlights the nuances of how gender has
been experienced in and in-between online and offline space, there
is clearly more room to expand the conversation further. The sites
explored in this study were limited to those inhabited by a small
group of close associates, but other sites that merit the same level of
attention do exist. For instance, Mobile Legends is a game that is
arguably a phenomenon in itself in the Philippines due to the wide
and varied range of Filipinos who come together and play the game.
Exploring these online spaces is highly relevant due to the recent
turn toward mobile gaming.

As an untapped area of research, further descriptions can be
made on how online and offline experiences specifically affect each
other in both the long term and in the short term. This study has
revealed one case wherein queer persons have turned negative online
experiences, such as discrimination, into experiences that deepened
their online and offline bonds. Other cases regarding the outcome of
negative online experiences can be further explored. Furthermore, this
study highlights the merits of an intersectional approach. Specifically,
it is evident that digital capital is an important issue for queer persons
because certain technologies serve as gateways to queer spaces in
online space. As such, there is room for further research along the
lines of an intersectional approach as well as room for exploring the
accessibility of online queer spaces.
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