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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people living in
rural communities have unique needs related to cultural and
information access about their identities. A growing body of
literature is concerned with the experiences of rural LGBTQ people’s
experiences and their use of information and communication
technologies for supporting identity and community. However, there
is opportunity to better understand relationships between various
information sources and how information access itself lends to the
creation of queer communities. Seeing the need for a more holistic
understanding of the LGBTQ information landscape, this study
builds on existing work with rural LGBTQ people, and asks how do
rural LGBTQ people get access to information about sexual and
gender identity and how is that information embedded through the
practice of circulation? Drawing from ethnographic research in a
rural region of the Midwestern United States, this study proposes the
concept of queer information literacy: a process through which
LGBTQ people ﬁnd, recognize, share, and create information related
to their sexual and gender identities. Using queer information
literacy as a framework, the paper shows how disparate information
access results in the formation of diﬀerent, and often conﬂicting,
LGBTQ experiences.
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Introduction
Leaning against the back wall of the bar, I reached into my back pocket, ﬁshed out my wallet,
and pulled out a one-dollar bill. I made a point to tip every single one of the performers. They
didn’t make a lot of money from drag in this small town, and actually probably lost money
after all expenses (wigs, shoes, make-up, etc.) were accounted for. As the music started, the
queen made her way slowly down the stairs at the front of the bar, draping her hand across
the railing as if she was being announced at the entrance to a gala: ‘Please welcome to the
stage, Forda River!!’ As the audience clapped and the song played, Forda made her way
around the room, stopping every few steps to get a tip, caressing the patron’s face or kissing
them on the cheek. As she approached my spot, I held out my dollar bill. Towering over me in
six-inch heels, she stopped, grabbed me by the hand, gyrating to the music while still lip-syncing to the chorus.1

While this scene could be pulled from a drag show in any corner of the world, the setting
for this show was an old Irish pub on the main street of Orewood, a college town in a
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predominantly rural area of the Upper Midwest.2 Most of the bar’s normal clientele (of the
heterosexual, college-aged ‘bro’ variety) were out of town for the summer. In their stead,
the bar had opened itself up to a group of drag queens and local activists to put on drag
shows and fundraisers. They drew in a hodgepodge of gay and straight, young and old,
predominantly working-class people from the surrounding area to enjoy semi-regular evenings of entertainment and community. When the school-year would start back up in this
town, where the nearest gay bar was 180 miles away, this old Irish pub would welcome
back its normal clientele and the queens would yet again have to ﬁnd a new place to perform for their fans.
The lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) population in the United
States (US) is large and widespread. Gallup estimates that 4.0% of adults in the US, or
approximately 9.5 million, identify as LGBTQ (Gates, 2014). While at least 93% of US
counties have same-sex couple households (Gates & Cooke, 2010), the LGBTQ community is often perceived as existing primarily in cities. As Boso (2012) states, ‘predominant
cultural narratives geographically situate sexual minorities in urban gay communities, dictate the contours of how to be a modern gay person, and urge sexual minorities to “come
out” and assimilate into gay communities and culture’ (1). In other words, despite a population spread throughout the US, resources for LGBTQ people and perceptions of what it
means to be LGBTQ are biased towards cities (Boso, 2012; Gray, 2009; Kazyak, 2011).
Due to the nature of LGBTQ identity and culture, how LGBTQ people ﬁrst gain access
to representations of their identity are complex.3 Gray (2009) argues, ‘media are the primary site of production for social knowledge of LGBTQ identities. It is where most people,
including those who will come to identify as LGBTQ, ﬁrst see or get to know LGBTQ
people’ (12). Newer forms of online media, such as social network sites and online dating,
may support access to identity information. A 2013 survey found that 80% of LGBTQ
people were Facebook or Twitter users, compared to 58% of the general public (Pew,
2013). In fact, a survey of couples found that by 2010, nearly 70% of same-sex couples
had met online, compared to 22% of opposite-sex couples (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012).
Given their prominent use of information and communication technologies (ICTs),
studies of LGBTQ users, particularly gay men, have recently become more prevalent in
human–computer interaction and communication research (e.g., Blackwell, Birnholtz,
& Abbott, 2015; Blackwell et al., 2016; Brubaker, Ananny, & Crawford, 2016; Gudelunas,
2012; Haimson, Brubaker, Dombrowski, & Hayes, 2015). However, much of this literature
has focused on single platforms and/or not been concerned with the particular local contexts of the users being studied. On the other hand, research on rural ICT use is quite limited, with most research focusing primarily on health, business, development, or the digital
divide (Salemink, Strijker, & Bosworth, 2017). While signiﬁcantly fewer rural people in the
USA have broadband Internet access than do urban or suburban people (Perrin & Duggan, 2015), studies show that rural users have unique social media behaviors (Gilbert, Karahalios, & Sandvig, 2008).
Taken collectively, I use these studies as an opportunity to investigate and situate the
use of ICTs by LGBTQ people within broader social, cultural, and technological relations
of a rural region of the Upper Midwest. Given their unique cultural resource landscape and
limited access to normative physical community spaces, rural LGBTQ people are an
important case that gives us insight into both the information practices of marginalized
identities and the importance of ICTs in rural communities. This project extends and
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departs from prior research on rural LGBTQ people, identity, and technology (Gray, 2009;
Hardy & Lindtner, 2017), by asking the following: (1) how do rural LGBTQ people gain
access to information about sexual and gender identity? and, (2) how is that information
embedded in and enacted through the practice of circulation? Through an exploration of
a rural queer landscape, I propose the concept of queer information literacy as a way to
make sense of circulation through information sources related to LGBTQ identities. I
show how diﬀerent literacies are created through engagement with varied information
sources, amplifying cleavages in an already divided and dispersed community. I begin
this paper by contextualizing this research among literatures related to LGBTQ identity,
ICT use, information literacy, and rurality.

Literature review
LGBTQ technology & information literacy
Given their extensive use of ICTs, studies of LGBTQ users, particularly gay men, have
recently become more visible in human–computer interaction and communication
research. With the introduction of GPS into the iPhone in 2009, mobile applications
for LGBTQ people were quickly created to exploit location information to display other
nearby users (e.g., Grindr, SCRUFF, Her, Bumble). Literature on these applications has
focused primarily on Grindr, providing insights into understanding user needs and behavior (Birnholtz, Fitzpatrick, Handel, & Brubaker, 2014; Fitzpatrick, Birnholtz, & Brubaker,
2015; Gudelunas, 2012; Van De Wiele & Tong, 2014) as well as the embedded nature of
these applications as sociotechnical systems in cultural space (Brubaker et al., 2016;
Crooks, 2013; Gudelunas, 2012; Hardy & Lindtner, 2017; Murray & Ankerson, 2016;
Roth, 2014). Beyond location-based apps, others have observed how LGBTQ people navigate their sexual and gender identities on social network sites (SNS). SNS have become a
key source for social support related to identity (Blackwell et al., 2016; Haimson et al.,
2015) and research has documented how LGBTQ users appropriate social technologies
for their own purposes, even when they are designed with other uses in mind (Lingel &
Golub, 2015; Dame, 2016; Dhoest & Szulc, 2016; Renninger, 2015). This literature demonstrates the importance of ICTs for meeting others and how these technologies are
embedded in spaces and geographies that carry cultural signiﬁcance for LGBTQ people.
Yet, this literature frequently leaves LGBTQ community practices at the steps of technology. It fails to contextualize it within the speciﬁc constraints of geography and how those
constraints inﬂuence basic access to information about what it means to be LGBTQ or be a
member of a LGBTQ community.
Scholars in library and information science (LIS) have long shown how people make
sense of information sources, such as ICTs, and incorporate them into their everyday
lives through skills such as information literacy. Prior research in LIS has argued for
the importance of understanding contextual factors that aﬀect an individual’s information
literacy, such as culture (Elmborg, 2006; Lloyd, 2010; Montiel-Overall, 2007; Tuominen,
Savolainen, & Talja, 2005). However, even from a critical perspective, practices such as
information literacy through which people access, make sense of, and internalize information sources are seen as the purview of education in institutional settings, such as a
library, or organizations, such as a workplace. Beyond just understanding the role of
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culture in information, it is also necessary to understand the role of information in culture.
In understanding the role of information in cultural and identity access, as well as the geographic constraints of ICTs in a broader information ecology, I ask broadly, how do rural
LGBTQ people gain access to information about sexual and gender identity?
Being LGBTQ in the rural
It is diﬃcult, if not impossible, for rural LGBTQ people to separate their identity from
their geography. As Kazyak (2011) argues, instead of their rurality being something separate from gay identity, they ‘draw on rural/urban diﬀerences to make distinctions
between “urban gays”and “rural gays”’, situating their gay identity within their rural locale
(576). Similarly, Gray (2009) argues that ‘place’ is a deﬁning feature of queer subjectivity:
… for the people who live in them, rural communities are more than backdrops or landscapes
to late-modern queer subjectivities. If, as feminist geographer Doreen Massey argues, ‘the
social is inexorably also spatial’, we cannot examine the social relations of power that produce
the meaning of LGBTQ identities without a careful consideration of how locations, rural
locales in this case, matter to those relations (89).

There are particular strategies that rural LGBTQ people deploy to ﬁnd others like them
and gain information about their identities. Drawing from Howard’s (1999) historical
work on LGBTQ people in Mississippi in the mid-twentieth century, Gray argues that
without access to a ‘sustained infrastructure of visibility’, rural LGBTQ people ‘make up
for their lack of local numbers and gay-owned spaces by using a strategy of circulation
rather than congregation’ (89).
In trying to make sense of these temporary spaces through which the queer youth circulate, Gray proposes the concept of ‘boundary publics’ as ‘iterative, ephemeral experiences of belonging that circulate across the outskirts and through the centers of a more
recognized and validated public sphere’ (92–93). Circulation is a theme used to elaborate
that, ‘we glimpse a complex web of relations that is always playing out the politics and
negotiations of identity’ (93). In other words, circulation is how rural LGBTQ people
access boundary publics, the process that exposes them to the presence of many types
of boundary publics, and the action that allows them access to information related to
diverse LGBTQ experiences. However, Gray’s overarching thesis focusing on the importance of boundary publics leaves an investigation of circulation both underutilized and
undertheorized in understanding the relationship between boundary publics and the
information they provide for rural LGBTQ people. Further, since Gray’s ﬁeldwork in
the ﬁrst half of the 2000s, there have been dramatic shifts in how people maintain interpersonal relationships, particularly through ICTs such as social media. With a focus on
contextualizing ICTs and other vital information sources’ relationships, this research
study asks how is information embedded in and enacted through the practice of circulation?

Methods
Research setting
This research was conducted in a rural region of the Upper Midwestern United States in
2015 and 2016.4 This included two week-long trips to the region in 2015 to establish initial
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contacts and four months of residence in the summer of 2016. My time was spent primarily in Orewood, a college town of 21,000 people, and Copper City, another college town of
8,000. I frequently traveled to other parts of the region, either for interviews or to get a
better understanding of the region and its residents. While I interviewed people from
across the region, most lived in or within an hour’s drive of Orewood and Copper City.
During the summer of 2016 I lived in Orewood, leading to a majority of the LGBTQassociated events and goings-on presented here occurring in and around that town.
Data collection & analysis
Given the often-invisible nature of LGBTQ identity and the limited population in rural
places, systematically sampling participants is very diﬃcult. In recognizing this, I primarily
utilized pre-existing contacts from research I had performed in the region in 2015 to perform snowball sampling (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2011). Following standard ethnographic methods, I deployed data collection methods such as participation observation,
interviews, and historical research (Dourish, 2006). In particular, this project is concerned
with collecting data that does not result in an entirely descriptive report of practices, but
rather, ‘illuminate[s] the practices of particular peoples … [and] explores the generally
operative principles by which these practices are shaped, shared, reproduced, and transformed’ (Dourish, 2006, pp. 546–547). In doing so, I seek to situate technology use
among a broader and complex culture and community of LGBTQ people.
Over the course of my sustained ﬁeldwork in 2016, I conducted hundreds of hours of
participant observation at events such as drag shows or meetings of a local LGBTQ organization, at the house where I lived with other queer people, and at local cafes and restaurants frequented by LGBTQ people. Locations for observation were frequently selected
reputationally based on conversations with locals. In addition, I conducted three visits
to local archives during my ﬁeldwork. Each of these trips provided historical documents
that helped me understand how the LGBTQ community had evolved and also provided
points of conversation for my interviews with people who had been living in the region
their entire lives.
I conducted formal, in-person semi-structured interviews with 15 LGBTQ people and
one person who identiﬁed as an ally. In addition to interviews, my research beneﬁted from
hundreds of informal conversations with roommates, friends, and locals across the region.
Quotes in this paper, however, stem solely from the interviews. As my research progressed,
I began writing in-process memos related to data collection. These memos allowed me to
step away from my ﬁeldwork for a short while, usually for a few hours, to generate some
initial analytical insights. I used these memos to feed back into my interviews and observations in order to focus and guide continued data collection (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw,
2011).
I utilized an open and inductive coding approach (Emerson et al., 2011) during my
initial ﬁrst few passes at interview transcriptions to generate analytical themes. During
this process, I iteratively developed a codebook and used that for a second cycle of focused
coding in which I went line by line through my transcripts. As Emerson et al. explicate,
this type of analysis ‘involves building up … [and] further elaborating analytically interesting themes, both by connecting data that initially may not have appeared together and by
further delineating subthemes and subtopics that distinguish diﬀerences and variations
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within the broader topic’ (p. 191). This ensures that the themes, which will are translated
into my ﬁndings below, are representative of a wide range of experiences.

Findings
In what follows, I explore themes related to queer history, community, and conﬂict in an
ever-widening landscape of information technology and access. I draw on a framework of
circulation (Gray, 2009) to show where and how people get access to queer information,
how they talk and learn, when they can be open, and the relationships that transpire
through these processes. In identifying and documenting the various spaces and information sources that rural LGBTQ people circulate through, I develop ethnographic insight
into what I call queer information literacy: a process through which LGBTQ people ﬁnd,
recognize, share, and create information related to their sexual and gender identities.
Finding space
The drag show from the Introduction was one of many regularly put together by Forda
and her ‘sisters’ that had been happening for over a year by the time I returned to Orewood
in May 2016. While these were not the ﬁrst drag shows in the region, they were the ﬁrst
semi-regular drag shows in nearly a decade. The signiﬁcance of having a monthly drag
show, and sometimes even a ‘gay night’ at a local restaurant attached to the drag show,
was tangible for my interlocutors.
One of the queens who made frequent appearances at these shows was Luis, who had
started performing at local shows in the early 1990s. Whenever I told someone about my
project, straight or gay, most asked, ‘Have you interviewed Lucy Gasket?’ Luis, whose stage
name was Lucy Gasket, was a local celebrity of sorts and a successful business owner in
Orewood. In our interview, he conﬁrmed rumors I had heard about an old farm that
hosted weekend-long gay parties in the 80s and 90s, at some of which he had performed:
Peter had this huge property and was out and proud and happy … Every 4th of July he would
have a three-day party and people would come up and pitch their tents. He literally turned his
barn into a gay bar: he built a stage for the drag queens; he built a bar for us.

Over the course of my ﬁeldwork, I heard of drag shows happening in all kinds of places
since the 1980s: restaurants, bars, parks, barns, music venues, hockey arenas, banquet
halls, and many more. In response to limits in the kinds and quantity of resources they
had available in this rural region, drag queens and others in the LGBTQ community
found ways of creating temporary space. The queens circulated from space to space, wherever they were welcome and could draw a crowd. This was not limited to drag shows but
included all kinds of social life for the LGBTQ people that I talked to, such as an unpublicized on-again, oﬀ-again gay men’s meet-up at a local bar and summertime BBQs at
people’s homes.
This practice of circulation came as no surprise to me, as Gray (2009) and Howard
(1999) talk about it in their accounts of the LGBTQ community in the rural South. As
Gray explains in Out in the Country, without access to a ‘sustained infrastructure of visibility’, rural LGBTQ people ‘make up for their lack of local numbers and gay-owned spaces
by using a strategy of circulation rather than congregation’ (89). In other words, without
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access to LGBTQ-speciﬁc spaces such as community centers, bars, or bookstores, her
interlocutors cultivated spaces of their own that served as temporary reprieve within a
public sphere that was not welcoming to them. While circulation is an etic concept, not
necessarily used by my interlocutors, many of them expressed this sort of making-do process wherein they found or created space through which they were able to access or transmit the queer information and culture they and others needed.
While circulation through spaces such as drag shows and BBQs became an important
tactic in addressing information scarcity, it was not the only way that the people found
community or identity. The Internet and use of networked devices such as smartphones
also played an increasingly important role in accessing information about sexual and gender identity. In my interviews, especially those with younger people, I frequently heard
about people leveraging social media to gain access to resources that wouldn’t have otherwise been available or seemed out of reach.

Circulating through new and old media
Closing the front door of his duplex behind him, Luis changed out of his work clothes and
into his gardening gear to join his mother out front for some yard work. Before leaving, he sat
down in front of his computer to check his Facebook account, choosing to log in to his drag
persona’s account rather than his personal account, thinking to himself, ‘Gotta check in on
the kiddos.’

As a very visible community member and performer at the largest drag shows in the
region, Luis’s drag persona Lucy Gasket had garnered an online following of young
LGBTQ people, many of them struggling with issues related to their identity and acceptance. As someone who had ‘been through it’, Luis was happy to mentor queer teens
and young adults, often through Lucy’s Facebook account:
I love the fact that I get to be a mentor to a lot of the kids. I’ll sit and I have literally 15–30
messages on Facebook every day with kids just wanting to talk about stuﬀ or ask questions.
Because I’m old, so I’ve gone through it before, and they feel like it’s a safe zone because I’m
not that weird creepy old guy. I spend a lot of time looking out for my kids.

Coming out in 1983, Luis divulged his lack of mentorship as a young gay man and what it
now meant to him to be able to do that for others. But being a mentor wasn’t only about
giving back, it was also about learning and getting access to new knowledge and information: ‘it excites me to see it keep going and to see the changes of coming out in the
early 80s to now. It keeps you young, seeing the world through their eyes and how diﬀerent
it is’. For Luis and the young people who messaged him on Facebook, intergenerational
relationships were an important place for advice and access to information about identity
and history.
In their exploration of Brooklyn drag queens, Lingel and Golub (2015) use concepts of
relational labor and multi-faceted identity to show how the queens managed a range of
audiences and levels of intimacy with others through multiple Facebook accounts or
pages. Luis’s tailored use of Facebook enables a type of communication with queer others
that is both hyper-personal and unfamiliar: hyper-personal in that these are frequently
conversations about identity and belonging; unfamiliar in that Luis told me he wouldn’t
be able to tell much about the people he’s giving advice, their relationship not generally
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extending beyond the conﬁnes of a message or an audience member. Through these intimate moments on Facebook or at a drag show, we begin to see one aspect of queer information literacies emerge: opportunities in relationships, unfamiliar or otherwise, that
allow for a transmission of information and knowledge, for a coping with belonging or
an understanding of history.
Another way to show this practice of circulation and its reliance on relationships is to
turn to ‘old’ or analog media, such as magazines or television. By June of 2016, debates
around the so-called ‘bathroom bills’, were on local news channels throughout the
country, including my ﬁeld site.5 On a cold and windy day in early June, I left the downtown public library where I had attended a planning meeting for an upcoming fundraiser
for the annual Pride festival. Driving through the downtown area past many of the
businesses that have come to epitomize Orewood as a forward-thinking tourist town, I
looked up at the sign of a small deli hanging over the sidewalk: ‘USE ANY BATHROOM
YOU WISH!’ By the next day, the sign and the owner of the deli were on the local evening
news.
The day after the deli made the news, I sat down with Karen, a local university administrator who had grew up in the region. Our conversation quickly turned to the importance
of popular press, such as television and magazines, as a source of information about
LGBTQ people. Asking Karen where she thought she ﬁrst got access to information
about LGBTQ identity, she described how her friend group would circulate gay magazines
among themselves when they traveled:
I certainly [got access to identity] on TV or through a lot of magazines, but you couldn’t get
them in our area. But, if you went somewhere else, if you were traveling though the airport in
Detroit or Chicago, there are magazines that you could get … And the same with getting our
hands on any books, because it’s not certainly something you’re gonna go to the library and
check out. There would be books that somebody would have brought from cities. Or when I
started to go to conferences, I would think to myself, ‘Oh, I’m in New Orleans and there’s a
gay bookstore here. Oh my god, I’ve gotta go get ﬁve!’

In this way, Karen and her group of friends created their own information network.
Whenever one of them traveled away from their rural region, they would purchase
books and magazines related to LGBTQ issues. After ﬁnishing reading them, they
would circulate through their group, from friend to friend.
Similar to the circulation of bodies through temporarily appropriated space, Karen’s
group of friends found ways to address their information needs. Through the circulation
of analog media, such as magazines, multiple generations of queer people combed through
pages of stories and news, often (and sometimes still) shipped in unmarked manila envelopes as to avoid the unintentional outing of the recipient. These acts were private yet communal at the same time, involving the consumption and sharing of important and lifechanging information. While these information networks haven’t disappeared, they
have changed to include many more points of access and varieties of form. Instead of
ﬂying down to New Orleans for a conference and picking up a copy of the most recent
Advocate to share with her friends, Karen now runs a university oﬃce that subscribes
to those magazines, making them available for anyone who walks in. A shifting landscape
of laws and social norms (Blackwell et al., 2016) has shined a spotlight on the LGBTQ
community, including Karen’s town that had recently passed its own non-discrimination
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ordinance to protect LGBTQ people in housing and social services. Though especially prominent in the more progressive college town that Karen lived in, these increased feelings of
acceptance were tangible to everyone I spoke to.
A ‘Queer House’ in a not-so queer neighborhood
Preparing for my move to Orewood, I scoured Craiglist every day looking for an apartment or room to sublet for the summer. With no luck, I posted on the Facebook page
of the LGBTQ student group at a local university and shortly secured a room in an 8-bedroom house in the center of the town. This house, called Queer House by its residents, was
a center of activity for many young LGBTQ people at the university and their friends.
Interviewing one of the founding members of Queer House, Daniela described the
house as one of the only safe places for young queer people in Orewood:
People have always been welcome here. Even with homophobic neighbors, every [student
group] event was here. We had homeless queers living on our ﬂoor most of the time until
recently … It used to be that housing wasn’t that great so people would just live with us. I
used to cook for 20 or 25 people at a time. Now the community’s settled down a little bit
with passes in legislation on the state and national levels, there’s been a bit more of an equilibrium. With Orewood passing the recent nondiscrimination policy, people can also ﬁnd housing easier. But it wasn’t something we set out to do; we didn’t set out to be the queer meeting
house or the queer house at all, it just organically happened and we just went with it. If people
feel comfortable here, then we’ll just keep doing things here. We’ll just make it happen!

While Queer House was a safe space for many diﬀerent queer people, we can see the boundaries of this boundary public appear in Daniela’s mention of homophobic neighbors.
One evening during the ﬁrst week I lived in the house, I sat on the front porch talking to
three of my housemates. From across the street on the balcony of an apartment building a
man yelled, ‘Trans people shouldn’t have rights’. Daniela turned to the man and non-chalantly ﬂipped him oﬀ. My housemates ﬁled inside to ﬁx dinner, while I stayed outside worrying and wondering why they weren’t more worried. I later learned this wasn’t the ﬁrst
negative interaction with the men from across the street. In conversations with my housemates and their various friends and partners that ﬁltered through the house, it became
clear how very important this space was for many young queer people and was a space
they felt ownership over. Rather than allow such overt harassment to burden them, the
residents of Queer House thrived in their space, unintentionally becoming a crucial and
appreciated node on their own queer information network.
Among the residents of Queer House, I observed Tumblr as a key site of self-education
and self-discovery. Lila, who grew up in the region but moved to Orewood to attend the
local university, told me about ﬁrst discovering her identity online:
I don’t know if there were gay adults in [my town], if so, I didn’t know about it. If there was
anything gay, I didn’t know about it, still don’t … I think I didn’t even know that it was an
option to not be straight until towards the end of high school. Not that I didn’t have the Internet, it’s not that shitty in [my hometown]. It’s so corny, but seeing stuﬀ on Tumblr that was
like, ‘You can still be bi or be whatever you want even if you’ve never dated a girl.’ Looking
back, that made sense, knowing that’s an option.

Lila disclosed that she saw Tumblr as a particularly important resource for underage queer
kids in the region, not just as a space for ﬁnding access to diﬀerent identities, but for also
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ﬁnding and keeping in contact with others like herself. While she used it primarily in high
school to keep in contact with her ‘Internet friends’, she said that,
If I really tried on Tumblr, I could probably ﬁnd the other gay people in [my town]. I think
that if I was a high school now, instead of being 23, it would be a lot easier to do that and I
might actually try. You would still have anonymity if you were just looking for who else at
[her high school] is gay. ‘Don’t tell me your name or anything and we don’t even have to
meet in person, but I know you’re there.’

Another roommate of Queer House who identiﬁed as a queer femme Latina told me about
the lack of racial diversity in the region and how she found others that held the same identities as her on Tumblr: ‘Where do I ﬁnd people like me? Usually on campus. In the
broader scale, I ﬁnd people like me on Tumblr … people that are actually like me that
have all my same identities’. While the campus became a space for her to ﬁnd local community and people that could support her, ultimately to ﬁnd people like her, that shared
her same identities, she utilized online spaces like Tumblr.
Taking all of these moments together, we can see the variety of oﬄine and online spaces
through which my interlocutors circulated in order to both ﬁnd others like them, but also
learn about what it meant to be LGBTQ. They came together, not always intentionally, to
create new nodes in a queer information network. A queer information literacy relies on
an assemblage of these nodes or moments of practice wherein subjectivity and understandings of subjectivity are transmitted from one to another. As I will show in the following section, access to these nodes are not always a given, and even when they are, they may
not oﬀer completely utopian outcomes.

Amplifying divides
Through my ﬁeldwork, I was able to familiarize myself with many diﬀerent groups of LGBTQ
people, from the members of Queer House and their friends to the regular patrons of the drag
shows to the board members of the local LGBTQ non-proﬁt. As ﬁeldwork progressed, I
noticed that these groups were fairly stable and there wasn’t much crossover between
them. The younger people I spoke to (generally in the range of 21–25) were more likely to
have a college education or be in college whereas the generations older than them (particularly
40+), unless associated with the local university, were less likely to be college educated. On top
of that, there were clear diﬀerences generationally in people’s practices of circulation. Almost
universally, my interlocutors were circulating through queer information networks that
included spaces such as drag shows, a now defunct gay night, or relying upon close friend
groups to access or transmit information about sexuality or identity. Yet I saw key diﬀerences
generationally in the digital spaces through which they circulated.6
To illustrate, I heard multiple sides of a story about an incident that had occurred at the
local university’s annual drag show earlier in 2016: the drag queen with the role of MC had
called a member of the cast ‘he-she’. Often seen as a transphobic slur, some members of
the audience, including many people associated with Queer House, had been upset with
the incident. When I interviewed the drag queen in question she narrated this incident
as one of generational and educational diﬀerence:
I went on stage and when I introduced one of the entertainers who’s a gender performer, I
said, ‘He-She’ because they don’t equate to either and I’m old. I didn’t realize there was the
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‘they’ gender thing, and there were 5 or 6 kids who got very oﬀended by the fact that I said heshe. It wasn’t meant to be derogatory or anything like that at all, that’s just how I (pause) …
There’s a lot of stuﬀ I don’t say anymore that was appropriate to say in the 80s.

Here we see a very speciﬁc moment of information and generational breakdown that
exposes diﬀerences in queer information literacies. On one side, we have a group of
younger people, mostly students, who have particular ﬂuencies in certain types of queer
information and identity. On the other side, we have a member of an older generation,
who, through lack of knowledge about gender-neutral pronouns and non-binary gender
identity, says something oﬀensive to the younger people. While this is a particularly salient
example of this diﬀerence in information ﬂuencies, I heard of more (though less visible)
instances of generational diﬀerences in queer information literacy. In each one of these
instances, a lack of information sparked and latched onto pre-existing generational and
educational divides, further segregating activists in this rural community.
Rather than describe these generational diﬀerences as less or more ‘up-to-date’ queer
information literacies, it is productive to break down how literacies are built up around
access to information across spaces and people. While one reaction may be to frame
these words as transphobic or uneducated, it becomes increasingly important to realize
where breakdowns in relationships between diﬀerent information literacies are. The diﬀerences in access or circulation through space are ampliﬁed when we pay attention to the
types and kinds of information that are available at each node.
What these ﬁndings show is the diverse sources through which LGBTQ people access
information about sexual and gender identity, ranging from other people to magazines to
Tumblr blogs. These opportunities are all mediated socially, resulting in certain people
having access to and circulating through certain kinds of information, and others not.
By paying attention to what information sources people have the opportunity to circulate
through, we begin to understand how diﬀerent experiences of LGBTQ identity come to be.

Discussion
Beyond boundary publics
An objective of this paper was to extend Gray’s use of circulation as a way to understand
how rural LGBTQ people address limited access to a ‘sustained infrastructure of visibility’
(89). In other words, I sought to investigate the question, how is information embedded in
and enacted through the practice of circulation? Gray proposes the notion of boundary
publics, ‘iterative, ephemeral experiences of belonging that circulate across the outskirts
and through the centers of a more recognized and validated public sphere’ (92–93), as a
way to understand how and where these spaces appear.
In her account, Gray narrates her young LGBTQ interlocutors’ creation of boundary
publics in the aisles of Wal-Mart, local churches, gas stations, and personal websites
and blogs. Information derived from media play a key role in establishing some of the
identities of her interlocutors, including two trans youth she interviewed who ﬁrst
heard about transgender identity from the same Discovery Channel documentary. By
shifting a focus from boundary publics towards circulation, we gain a better understanding
of the relationships between diﬀerent kinds of queer information. The conﬂict over transphobic pronoun usage at the drag show is a good example of this. Here we have a diverse

12

J. HARDY

group of LGBTQ people coming together in the creation of a boundary public, temporarily
co-opting the space for their purposes. At ﬁrst glance this conﬂict is easy to explain: the
drag queen is transphobic. But, by understanding where each of these parties gain access
to queer information, and more speciﬁcally opportunities for online self-education due to
a lack of local resources, we see a moment where disparate information access has real tangible eﬀects in rural LGBTQ community formation.
Information becomes both an opportunity for a boundary public to be realized and a
mediating factor through which boundary publics provide opportunities for knowledge
accumulation, and in our case, information literacy related to LGBTQ identity and community. By shifting this focus to understand the relationships between diﬀerent queer
kinds of information, I also show how these information relationships bridge an online/
oﬄine divide in ways that are diﬃcult to parse out in Gray’s work.
This relationship between the ‘online’ and the ‘oﬄine’ is important to understand in
that it both disputes notions of a divide between the online and the oﬄine and exposes
relations across space that inﬂuence how queer information (and therefore queer subjectivity) is perceived and constructed. By focusing on the spaces themselves as boundary
publics, we may miss the relationships (interpersonal and informational) that hold this
‘complex web of relations’ together. With my emphasis on circulation, rather than boundary publics, we can better see how information is embedded, picked up, and moved from
space to space.
Whose literacy?
An increasing amount of literature seeks to understand the use of social media by LGBTQ
people, contextualizing their use in a landscape of shifting social movements (Blackwell
et al., 2016), rurality (Gray, 2009; Hardy & Lindtner, 2017), and migration (Dhoest &
Szulc, 2016). Using rurality as an important case study of resource scarcity for LGBTQ
people, this paper proposes queer information literacy as a process through which LGBTQ
people ﬁnd, recognize, share, and create information related to their sexual and gender identities. Queer information literacy is then a framework to understand how rural LGBTQ
people practice circulation together (or separately) through a web of information sources
to construct their own queer subjectivities. Rather than thinking of information literacy as
a formalized process or action taught to us through institutions such as schools or libraries,
I propose that we think of information literacy as completely subsumed into cultural and
community formation, and how we come to understand and learn our own cultures.
In tracing the information experiences of my interlocutors through spaces such as social
network sites, temporarily co-opted straight bars, and neighborhood deli signs, I show how
diﬀerent, and sometimes conﬂicting, LGBTQ subjectivities are created. The questions
remain, what happens when people don’t circulate? Who gets left out? And, what happens
when we think of diﬀerent literacies as complementary, rather than conﬂictual?
Diﬀerent practices of circulation can lead to diﬀerent competencies in diﬀerent queer
information. While no two LGBTQ people receive all of the same information from all
of the same sources, it becomes important to note when certain nodes in the information
network become increasingly pivotal in the diﬀusion of new forms of queer knowledge. In
my research, the residents of Queer House were not only able to oﬀer access to invisible or
hard-to-access information (e.g., trans friendly doctors), but were able to provide systems
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of social and personal support for those who needed it most. Yet, most older LGBTQ
people I spoke to weren’t aware that Queer House existed, let alone a place they could
go to meet new people or learn. Furthermore, and this remains a limitation of this
work, what happens when people circulate through minimal queer information nodes?
With queer information literacy both as a framework for understanding the lived
experiences of my interlocutors, and a method of inquiry, I make visible these gaps in
opportunity. Within an identity group that is often not visible, one relies on queer people
and spaces that are already plugged into practices of circulation. Further work should seek
those spaces that will be most advantageous for reaching those not plugged into networks
of queer information literacy.

Conclusion
Lloyd and I walked out of the Mexican restaurant, crossed the street to the half-empty parking lot, and climbed into my truck. ‘What do you wanna do?’ Lloyd asked. ‘Wanna just go for
a drive?’ I responded. In agreement, we pulled out of the lot, veered left onto Lakeshore Drive
and started wandering. Within minutes of being on Lakeshore, we passed a public park where
Lloyd oﬀ-the-cuﬀ mentioned men sometimes met for sex.

Rather than a lazy evening drive, Lloyd brought me on a round-about tour of Orewood to
all the spots he knew men used for sexual purposes. Some I knew about, such as the park
on the north side of town where a gay man had been murdered in the 1980s, but others,
like a rock outcropping on the lake outside of downtown, were new to me. Fascinated with
this new knowledge, I would continue to drive by these for the remainder of the summer
trying to catch a glimpse of any activity. Shortly after this tour with Lloyd, I did a few interviews with younger gay men who hadn’t grown up in the area. I asked them if they knew of
any cruising spots, or places where guys looked for hook-ups. One of them responded,
‘What’s cruising?’ The other didn’t know, but he wanted to know.
What this story and this paper show is information in action. With an LGBTQ population across multiple towns in a rural region as my case, I draw on a framework of circulation to show where and how people get access to queer information, how they talk and
learn, when they can be open, and the relationships that transpire through these processes.
Drag shows, Facebook messages, front porches, and Tumblr feeds all take part in what I
call queer information literacy: a process through which LGBTQ people ﬁnd, recognize,
share, and create information related to their sexual and gender identities. Some, like
Lloyd, could tell me at the drop of a hat where one might be able to ﬁnd others for sexual
purposes. Others could tell me the about the history of the drag community in the region.
Further, others might not be able to tell me much about the local community or about
LGBTQ politics and history in general. But, despite their diﬀerent and widely varied
knowledges, all of these people in one form or another were a part of and co-produced
queer information networks.

Notes
1. Ethnographic vignettes (i.e., descriptions of interactions with participants based on ﬁeldnotes) are italicized.
2. All people and place names have been changed.
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3. People who hold particular identities related to race, ethnicity, or religion (among other identities) often have exposure to their culture through family traditions, ethnic neighborhoods,
or community organizations from a very young age. LGBTQ people often are not born into
families or communities that give them access to similar information.
4. All counties in this region are deﬁned by the United States Department of Agriculture as nonmetropolitan.
5. These legislation were called ‘bathroom bills’ because they eliminated legal protections of
LGBTQ people, particularly the ability to use the bathroom in line with one’s gender identity.
6. In particular, the ability to self- and communally-educate via spaces such as Tumblr gave a
younger generation access to language and knowledge that further ampliﬁed their separation
from an older generation.

Acknowledgements
The author would like to thank Silvia Lindtner, Tiﬀany Veinot, and Gayle Rubin for their guidance
during this research. He would also like to thank Cindy Lin Kaiying, Lindsay Blackwell, Stephen
Molldrem, Seyram Avle, Stefani Vargas, and Nazanin Andalibi for their feedback on the manuscript
at various stages.

Disclosure statement
No potential conﬂict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding
This work was supported by National Science Foundation: [grant number 1321065, 1513596].

Notes on contributor
Jean Hardy is a PhD Candidate at the University of Michigan School of Information. His research
uses ethnographic and participatory design methods to understand how people use information
and communication technologies for community and economic development in the rural Midwestern United States.

References
Birnholtz, J., Fitzpatrick, C., Handel, M., & Brubaker, J. (2014). Identity, identiﬁcation and identiﬁability: The language of self-presentation on a location-based mobile dating app. In Proceedings of
the 16th international conference on Human-computer interaction with mobile devices & services
(pp. 3–12). Toronto, ON, Canada: Association for Computing Machinery.
Blackwell, C., Birnholtz, J., & Abbott, C. (2015). Seeing and being seen: Co-situation and impression
formation using Grindr, a location-aware gay dating app. New Media and Society, 17(7), 1117–
1136.
Blackwell, L., Hardy, J., Ammari, T., Veinot, T., Lampe, C., & Schoenebeck, S. (2016). LGBT parents
and social media: Advocacy, privacy, and disclosure during shifting social movements. In
Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 610–
622). San Jose, California, USA: Association for Computing Machinery.
Boso, L. A. (2012). Urban bias, rural sexual minorities, and courts’ role in addressing discrimination.
The Williams Institute. Retrieved from http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/
uploads/Boso-Urban-Bias-Rural-Sexual-Minorities-05.09.12.pdf

INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY

15

Brubaker, J., Ananny, M., & Crawford, K. (2016). Departing glances: A sociotechnical account of
‘leaving’ Grindr. New Media & Society, 18(3), 373–390.
Crooks, R. (2013). The rainbow ﬂag and the green carnation: Grindr in the gay village. First
Monday, 18(11).
Dame, A. (2016). Making a name for yourself: Tagging as transgender ontological practice on
Tumblr. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 33(1), 23–37.
Dhoest, A., & Szulc, L. (2016). Navigating online selves: Social, cultural, and material contexts of
social media use by diasporic gay men. Social Media & Society, 2(4), 1–10.
Dourish, P. (2006). Implications for design. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human
Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 541–550). Montréal, Québec, Canada: Association for
Computing Machinery.
Elmborg, J. (2006). Critical information literacy: Implications for instructional practice. The Journal
of Academic Librarianship, 32(2), 192–199.
Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. S. (2011). Writing ethnographic ﬁeldnotes (2nd ed.).
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Fitzpatrick, C., Birnholtz, J., & Brubaker, J. (2015). Social and personal disclosure in a locationbased real time dating app. In Proceedings of the 2015 48th Hawaii International Conference
on System Sciences (pp. 1983–1992). Washington, DC: IEEE Computer Society.
Gates, G. J. (2014). LGBT demographics: Comparisons among population-based surveys. The
Williams Institute. Retrieved from http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/
LGBT-demogs-sep-2014.pdf
Gates, G. J., & Cooke, A. (2010). United States census snapshot. The Williams Institute. Retrieved
from http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Census2010Snapshot-US-v2.pdf
Gilbert, E., Karahalios, K., & Sandvig, C. (2008). The network in the garden: An empirical analysis
of social media in rural life. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems (pp. 1603–1612). Florence, Italy: Association for Computing Machinery.
Gray, M. L. (2009). Out in the country: Youth, media, and queer visibility in rural America.
New York: NYU Press.
Gudelunas, D. (2012). There’s an app for that: The uses and gratiﬁcations of online social networks
for gay men. Sexuality & Culture, 16, 347–365.
Haimson, O., Brubaker, J., Dombrowski, L., & Hayes, G. (2015). Disclosure, stress, and support
during gender transition on Facebook. In Proceedings of the 18th ACM Conference on
Computer Supported Cooperative Work & Social Computing (pp. 1176–1190). Vancouver, BC,
Canada: Association for Computing Machinery.
Hardy, J., & Lindtner, S. (2017). Constructing a desiring user: Discourse, rurality, and design in
location-based social networks. In Proceedings of the 2017 ACM Conference on Computer
Supported Cooperative Work and Social Computing (pp. 13–25). Portland, OR, USA:
Association for Computing Machinery.
Howard, J. (1999). Men like that: A southern queer history. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Kazyak, E. (2011). Disrupting cultural selves: Constructing gay and lesbian identities in rural
locales. Qualitative Sociology, 34, 561–581.
Lingel, J., & Golub, A. (2015). In face on Facebook: Brooklyn’s drag community and sociotechnical
practices of online communication. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 20, 536–
553.
Lloyd, A. (2010). Framing information literacy as information practice: Site ontology and practice
theory. Journal of Documentation, 66(2), 245–258.
Miles, M., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaña, J. (2011). Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook
(3rd ed.). Los Angeles: Sage.
Montiel-Overall, P. (2007). Information literacy: Toward a cultural model. Canadian Journal of
Information and Library Science, 31(1), 43–68.
Murray, S., & Ankerson, M. S. (2016). Lez takes time: Designing lesbian contact in geosocial networking apps. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 33(1), 53–69.
Perrin, A., & Duggan, M. (2015). Americans’ internet access: 2000–2015. Washington, DC: Pew
Research Center.

16

J. HARDY

Pew Research Center. (2013). A survey of LGBT Americans: Attitudes, experiences and values in
changing times.
Renninger, B. (2015). “Where I can be myself … where I can speak my mind”: Networked counterpublics in a polymedia environment. New Media & Society, 17(9), 1513–1529.
Rosenfeld, M. J., & Thomas, R. J. (2012). Searching for a mate: The rise of the internet as a social
intermediary. American Sociological Review, 77(4), 523–547.
Roth, Y. (2014). Locating the “scruﬀ guy”: Theorizing body and space in gay geosocial media.
International Journal of Communication, 8, 2113–2133.
Salemink, K., Strijker, D., & Bosworth, G. (2017). Rural development in the digital age: A systematic
literature review on unequal ICT availability, adoption, and use in rural areas. Journal of Rural
Studies, 54, 360–371.
Tuominen, K., Savolainen, R., & Talja, S. (2005). Information literacy as a sociotechnical practice.
The Library Quarterly, 75(3), 329–345.
Van De Wiele, C., & Tong, S. (2014). Breaking boundaries: The uses & gratiﬁcations of Grindr. In
Proceedings of the 2014 ACM International Joint Conference on Pervasive and Ubiquitous
Computing (pp. 619–630). New York: Association for Computing Machinery.

