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ABSTRACT 

We presently live in a social climate that is eminently attuned to the 

needs and concerns of women. As a result many aspects of male behavior are 

viewed in a decidedly biased and critical light. Men's friendships, for example, 

are frequently underestimated. They are also hastily stereotyped as involving a 

minimum ~f verbal disclosure and essentially competitive, goal oriented activities 

that tend to undermine the potential for mutual offerings of emotional support. 

Precipitated by criticisms concerning men's apparent inability to provide 

demonstrative emotional support in relationships this research was initiated on 

the assumption that men, like women, desire and indeed offer effective 

expressions of emotional support in their platonic friendships. 

This research adopts a hermeneutic approach and employs friendship as 

an ethnomethodological tool for unmasking men's verbal and non-verbal 

expressions of mutual support and intimacy in their platonic relationships as well 

as their intentions behind certain behaviors. Twenty-five heterosexual, middle 

class men ranging between the ages of twenty-three and seventy-two 

participated in extended interviews. Their responses function as primary 

indicators in examining the phenomenology of their friendships. The results of 

this research shed light on behavioral characteristics that are unique to men, are 

commonly misunderstood by women and have been known to lead to conflict 

between the sexes. Consider, for example, ihe popular assumption that team 

sports only represent opportunities for competition among men. Given the 

pervasive constraints on acceptable male social behavior, this research 

suggests that sports also represent an opportunity for men to express some 

deeply felt emotions, be they angry or affectionate, in a manner that is non- 

threatening to conventions of masculine protocol. 
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These findings afso suggest a new definition of men's friendship that 

contradicts some commonly held myths surrounding men's capacity to offer 21 

quality of emotional support :hat is different from that which is provided by 

women but just as valuable to interpersonal relationships. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

MEN'S FRIENDSHIPS: A MATTER OF PERCEPTION 

I come from a family where, for several generations, women r ,present the 

dominant gender and the prevailing biases tend to consider feminine 

perspectives in a preferential light. As a result, a kind of unintentional female 

superiority prevails which is inclined to underestimate and even discredit the 

abilities of men to provide demonstrative and effective emotional support in 

interpersonal relationships. Growing up in this kind of environment, surrounded 

by opinionated sisters, grandmothers, aunts, nieces and best friends, it is not 

surprising that men, including my own father and brother, always seemed 

somewhat mysterious to me. 

In North America, in the last twenty years, our collective attentions have 

focused increasingIy on women's issues due largely to the feminist movement. 

Matters concerning women have become such a priority that it seems as if many 

aspects of our social lives are attuned to women's issues with very little objective 

at€ention being paid to the mrtmrns of men. As wsmen's mneerns take priority 

in our coffective consciousness, for example, in the workplace (i-e. affirmative 

action), in the courts (i-e. child custody and support), in the media and in the 

home, it appears that there is a genera! tendency to perceive men and their 



capacity to involve themselves in interpersonal relationships somewhat 

negativeiy. When 1 consider the female oriented attitudes that prevail in my 

family it occurs to me that my family is perhaps illustrative, on a small scale, of a 

female bias that is growing and affecting women's perceptions of men today. 

Living as we do in a society that has, in the past, considered men's issues 

of primary importance, our attention to women's concerns is necessary and 

overdue. In light of a long history of women tolerating subordination in the 

workplace, domestic violence and fathers reneging on their paternal 

responsibllities (to name just a few of men's violations against women), it is 

justifiable that women's perceptions of men are somewhat cautious and even 

cynical. 1 would hope that few people would argue that women, being victims to 

men for SO long, are not entitled to some measure of intense emotion such as 

frustration and anger. However, such emotions, which are frequently made 

evident in feminist proselytizing, lend themselves to misunderstandings. 

Therefore, as society is challenged by feminist doctrines to acknowledge 

women's issues, it is possible that the pendulum of female social concern has 

swung too far in favor of viewing male behavior in a light that is unfairly 

m in i z ing .  

As 1 was growing up my parents assumed fairly traditional domestic roles 

and it was never expected that my father or brother would assume much 

domestic responsibility. At &a time of my youth, in the sixties and seventies, 



the great bastions of patriarchy had barely begun to be penetrated. Women 

were just beginning to embrace feminist doctrine and many were not quite ready 

to support the idea of men participating in household chores. Unlike the 

workplace, the home - especialiy the kitchen - was women's traditional domain 

and despite the growing desire of dauntless women, such as my mother, to 

surrender their marriages, attend university, take jobs and explore life outside 

the realm of their traditional roles, their moves were made genuinely but with a 

clandestine hint of resistance. 

This resistance of women to their changing roles, never admitting to their 

reluctance to leave children and home, was subtle and insidious. But social 

change during this time was passionate, impulsive and rampant. With 

increasing divorce rates and family values in transition, feminist cynicism 

towards men was beginning to take hold of our collective consciousness. 

Women eagerly seized the opportunity they, themselves, created to get what 

they thought men had, notably autonomy and power. In the process, however, 

they never stopped to ask men what it really felt like to have control of the social 

and political reigns. If they had, perhaps they would have realized that, contrary 

to feminist myth, many men as well as women were feeling stifled and 

constrained by a punitive, condemning and inflexible patriarchal social order. 

Just as women did not feel listened toi neither did many men. 



Growing up, I did not see tiow my own family environment might cause me 

to adopt some generally negative perceptions of men. Indeed, it was not until I 

became a mother to a son and an amt to several nephews that I came to 

recognize the female bias in my family that, in my view, seems to emulate, on a 

small scale, a similar bias in North American society as a whole. For example, 

when 1 talk to women about their relationships with men and observe how men 

are depicted in the media, i see jhat many women's perceptions of men are 

fraught with misunderstandings and a general reluctance to accept, 

unconditionally, certain male behaviors. On the domestic front, especially, I can 

see how women frequently misinterpret male behavior. 

As my son grows up, challenging me to acknowledge and appreciate his 

points of view, 1 realize that my perceptions of men are not always accurate, 

often leading to frequent misunderstandings. It is, therefore, my son who 

provides me with the greatest impetus for listening to men's voices with a more 

appreciative ear. It is also this microcosm of behavior; that which is 

represented by my own family experiences, that helps me to see how false 

perceptions and misunderstandings can interfere with the building of positive 

interpersonal relationships on a more general scale. 

As a student of interpersonal communication I wanted to learn more about 

my crwn perceptions of men and the effect they have on my relationships. I was 

We to recognize a contrenient and amopriate opportunity for investigating 



some perceptions of men when I recently conducted a study of women's 

friendships and men's perceptions of women's f r i ~  "qhios. Through talking to 

men about their perceptions of women's friendships I began to see that men 

share and demonstrate behavioral characteristics in their same-sex friendships 

that seemed to contradict some of my perceptions. it was through talking to 

these same men that it occurred to me that my perceptions were quite 

widespread among women in particular. Furthermore, upon doing the reading 

for this research, I found that much of the popular literature confirms these 

perceptions. Some of these perceptions are as follows: 

Men do not place a high value on their friendships with other men - not in the 

same way that women do. Therefore, friendships come and friendships go. 

Men are not physically demonstrative with one other in their friendships. 

Men rarely disclose verbal intimacies. 

Men are not particularly sensitive to sentiments that are communicated non- 

verbally. Emotionally charged issues must be communicated directly and 

verbally. 

Men are action oriented. Their friendships are centered around doing things 

together rather than talking. 

Men need to maintain a high degree of independence and autonomy in their 

interpersona! re!at,Ionships. 

Men feel more comfortable seeking emotional comfort from women than from 

other men. 



it is easier for men to disclose to women than to men. 

Men jockey for power and control in interpersonal relationships through 

conflict. 

Men never feel subordinate to women. 

9 Patriarchal social structures are beneficial to men. 

This thesis addresses the validity of these percepti~ns of men's 

friendships. it is my prior research, combined with my own experiences as a 

mother, that provoked me to take a closer look at some widespread perceptions 

of men in order that I could gain a better understanding of my own perceptions 

by talking to men about their friendships and listening to their stories with a more 

appreciative ear. As this thesis will show, some of my perceptions of men, as 

listed above, were confirmed and some were found to be inaccurate. 

Men's friendships have long been depicted in films and in classical 

literature. However, an analysis of friendship in these genres goes far outside 

the scope of this thesis. I decided to look for literature that was related to the 

social sciences because I had previously drawn from this curriculum a 

considerable amount of material concerning women's friendships and I assumed 

that men's friendships had been similarly studied. I was surprised, however, to 

see how iittie was availabie concerning men's friendships. Nevertheiess, i did 

uncover a few contemporary books that focus on men's friendships from a 

psychological or sociological perspective. Unfortunately, however, some of 



these references tend to reinforce negative stereotypes of men by painting a 

rather shallow picture of male friendship, implying that the relationships are less 

intimate, less personal, and less rewarding than friendships between women. It 

is my hope, therefore, that my research will complement the existing literature 

with new findings that will cast an eye on men's friendships from a more 

appreciative perspective that seeks to gain a better understanding of men's 

capacity for emotional expression. I also hope that my research will help women 

understznd the origins of their negative perceptionr, concerning men's capacity 

to offer a quality of emotional support that is just as valuable to interpersonal 

relationships as that which is offered by women. 

My study employs descriptive and interpretive research methods, 

intended to examine attributes of men's friendships and women's perceptions of 

certain male behaviors. My research question is: How do some widely held 

perceptions of men's friendship4 compare with men's lived experiences of 

friendship? As a rceans for complementing the literature I conducted in-person 

interviews with twenty-five volunteer respondents over a four month period. The 

men were aged twenty-three to seventy, the average age being forty-one. These 

heterosexual men were predominantly middle-class' caucasian2 and educated. 

' For the sake of my research I define middle class in very broad terms to represent someone 
who is, or strives to be, in the middle-income bracket, average to well educated with economic 
and poiiticai ieanings that extend from the proprietary class (white collar) at one end of a scale 
and the working class (blue collar) at the other end. 

One Asian and one black were not excluded from the sample because the black was born in 
Canada and the Asian has resided here for several years. Both speak fluent English without any 
trace of an accent and their answers 20 the questions did not extend beyond the range of 
expected responses. 



All of the respondents live in the greater Vancouver area. Eleven own their own 

homes and fourteen rent. Twenty-two 2f the respondents have a better than 

grade twelve education: one has a Ph.D., one has a law degree, and six have 

master's degrees. One respondent achieved education to grade seven only. He 

was not excluded from the sample because he has gained a relevant education 

through life experience and his answers, combined with those of another 

respondent, are representative of a working class ethic that is valuable to this 

study. 

With only three exceptions, the jobs the respondents hold are indicative 

of their level of education. Fourteen have professional career positions and two 

are self-employed. Four could be called general laborers, though one works for 

the government. Five are full time students (some working part time) and two 

are retired. Sixteen respondents work full time, three part time, two are 

presently unemployed, one works seasonally, one works whenever he can get a 

job and two are not working at all (for the time being) because of their status as 

students. Six of the respondents' incomes are less than $15,000 a year, with 

only one in the $16,000 to $25,000 range; four make $26,000 to $35,000; ten 

are in the range of $36,000 to $65,000; two make over $66,000 and two make 

over $81,000. 

In regards to marital status, eleven of the respondents are married, five 

live in common-law relationships, and nine are single. Of those who are single, 



five are presently in heterosexual, monogamous relationships. Fifteen of the 

respondents have children. Eleven respondents have children still living at 

home. 

The respondents were recruited for this research by word of mouth 

through direct appeal, m~tua l  friends, family and acquaintances. I considered it 

important not to know the respondents personally, though I had casual, work 

related contact with three of them prior to conducting the interviews. I made 

concerted efforts not to bias the sample with too many students or with too 

many men presently participating in men's support groups 4. Participation in this 

study was entirely voluntary. Introductions with the respondents were initiated 

by me over the telephone. 

i presume that the respondents participated in this research for a variety 

af reasons including the following: (I) They felt obliged, or wanted to do the 

mutual contact a favor; (2) They had thoughts on friendship that they wanted to 

express; (3) They were curious; (4) Their honesty prevented them from 

devising a good excuse not to participate; (5) They felt the project was important 

and worthwhile; (6) They enjoyed the opportunity to talk about themselves. I 

suspect that some invitations that were rejected on the basis of lack of time 

AS a student myself, accessing other students would have offered a convenient resource. 
One ~f my contacts is in a men's support group and it came as not surprise to me that his word 

of mouth regarding my research elicited an enthusiastic response from the men in his group. 
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were, in fact, polite refusals. Only one person forthrightly rejected my invitation 

to participate. 

The interview guide contains forty-one questions (See Appendix ). The 

interviews ranged from twenty-five to eighty minutes long, the average being 

fifty-eight minutes. Tl ie respondents were given plenty of information pertaining 

to my research expectations prior to the interviews in my telephone preamble. 

They were also given plenty of opportunities to reconsider their participation. 

Their sincerity and commitment seemed evident because most considered their 

answers with thought and care. 1, therefore, believe that all of the respondents 

participated in this research with honesty and good intentions. Only two of the 

respondents appeared to be nervous or uncomfortable with some of my 

questions. 

Four key terms mntained in the interview guide were purposefully not 

defined prior to interviewing the respondents. These terms are friendship, close 

friend, supporf and special favor. Special consideration was given to my 

selection of the term, close friend, based on my assumption that our general 

understanding of a more commonly used term, best friend, might be more 

relevant to women's friendships than to men's. I chose not to presume 

definitions far these words because I thought that hey might be more relevant to 

my life experience as a woman than to the experiences of the men I was 

interviewing. Therefore, it came as no surprise when frequent clarification by the 



respondents was requested. In ail cases I encouraged them to define these 

concepts for themselves. 

Given the intimate nature of some of the questions and the notion that my 

intentions could be misunderstood by respondents as concealing a more 

personal agenda, many of the interviews were conducted in public places such 

as neighborhood coffee bars or, weather permitting, a local park. However, 

meeting in frequently noisy and crowded coffee bars, while representing neutral 

ground, at times became a hindrance to privacy. Nevertheless, I believe that the 

response and participation was, on the whole, generous, forthcoming and 

supportive. Most of the men in this sample obviously enjoyed the opportunity to 

discuss themselves and their views. 

The fact that I offer a picture of men's friendships from a female 

perspective does n&, in my opinion, pose an inhibiting circumstance. Based on 

findings that I believe are enlightening it is my hope that my research will 

attract a feminist audience. I also hope that this research will be of interest to a 

male audience based on findings that are sympathetic to men's potential for 

expressing emotional support. 

In order to provide a theoretical basis for understanding some of the 

information brought out in the interviews, chapter two offers a brief review of 

some frequently cited literature that describes some primary social and 



psychological determinants of men's friendships. it also begins to offer insight, 

from a social science perspective, into the roots of some widespread perceptions 

of men's friendships that men as well as women hold. Chapter three describes 

the reasoning behind my methodology, providing definitions and rationale that 

are pertinent to understanding and accepting qualitative research that is, by 

nature, subjective and interpretive. Chapters four, five and six expand and 

develop the primary issues raised in the literature review, adding anecdotes from 

the respondents and descriptions of men's friendships intended to paint a picture 

of male behavior in a more appreciative light. These chapters also explore some 

popular stereotypes of men's friendships that are legitimate and some that are 

not. The main goal of this thesis is to present a view of men's friendships that 

correct some mistaken stereotypes. Finally, chapter seven concludes with a 

brief summary of the findings. 



11. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A BRIEF NOTE 

This literature review is intended to emphasize a few main points that 

draw attention to some popular perceptions of men today. These points will be 

discussed in more detail in later chapters. It is also intended to draw attention to 

some popular books, that have received widespread attention in the media and 

by the public. It is the popularity of some of these books, notably those by Lillian 

Rubin ( I  985), and more recently, Deborah Tannen (1 986 & 1990) and John 

Gray (1 9X), that have arguably contributed to some widespread perceptions of 

men's betevior in interpersonal relationships. It is precisely because of their 

popularity that I have considered them central to this discussion. 

THE POLITICS OF PERCEPTION 

Friendships and our perceptions of how friendships are demonstrated are 

influenced by the same structural determinants that initiate broad social changes 

to our communities. The consequences of changing cultural, poiiticai and 

religious doctrines, which have a powerful impact on many aspects of our social 



lives, are noticeable in the quality of our interpersonal relationships with each 

other and in our corresponding attitudes. 

Social network theorist Barry Wellman (1 992) explores some of these 

complex social relationships when he looks at how the movement of North 

American friendships, from public spaces to private homes, has affected the 

nature of friendship (p. 74). In order to explore this question Weilman looks at 

"how friendships among men fit within a man's personal community network of 

active relationships" (p. 74) by comparing them with other community ties such 

as women's friendships, cross-sex friendships, and ties with kin, neighbors and 

workmates (p. 74). From this point of exploration he describes a complex 

intermingling of social changes that have occurred over the past century, notably 

mass suburbanization and the feminist movement, as determining factors for 

what he describes as the, "domestication of community" (1992, p. 82), and the 

parallel "domestication of friendship" (1 992, p. 101). 

Wellman describes domestication of friendship in the c~ntext of a 

patriarchal tradition whereby men once sought male companionship with work 

colleagues after work hours and outside the home. Mass suburbanization, 

however, giving cause to a separation of work from leisure activities, has made 

men's private homes the meeting place for their smial get-togethers instead of 

the traditional, public gathering places such as pubs, the barber shop or 

exclusive men's clubs. This geographic separation of men from their work, 



combined with their increased involvement in child rearing and other household 

matters has resulted in men and women spending more time with each other at 

home (1 992, p. 82). Furthermore, after commuting long distances from work 

couples are in no mood to go out (1992, p. 84). Therefore, friends are otten 

like-minded couples who share similar family and financial circumstances (1992, 

p. 89). As a result men's friendships that were once demonstrated outside the 

home are now carried out inside the home (1 992, p. 85). 

As a consequence of men and women spending more time together in the 

home (1992, p. 82) in addition to men's increased family involvement, it is the 

women who take on the burden of maintaining friendships for their husbands as 

well as themselves (1992, p. 89). This is accomplished through their friendships 

with other women. Once friendship is established between women, it is 

frequently the case that their maie partners are invited to join the original female 

dyad in order to expand the group for social gatherings in the evenings or on 

weekends (1992, p. 89). Interestingly, Wellman notes that, "as long as the wives 

like each other, mere toleration on the part of the men is all that is necessary" 

(1992, p.95). As a result of these home based social gatherings, romantic 

partners usually spend more time together, although this does not necessarily 

ensure that the time spent together is necessarily focused ofi each other 

(Weiiman, 192, p. 84). 



Wellman aiso attributes changes in men's friendship patterns to the 

feminist movement which has played a big role over the past twenty years in 

motivating men to spend more time in the home. Men's roles were once defined 

and demonstrated almost exciusiveiy outside the home. Now, however, the 

women in their lives expect at least partial, if not equal, sharing of household 

chores and child care (1992, p. 84). Therefore, with men involving themselves 

more at home and with more women in the workp!ace, the feminist movement 

can be credited for activating an intermingling and disarrangement of men's and 

women's traditional roles. 

Despite men's presence in the home and their increased involvement in 

domestic issues, women still maintain their traditional role as "keepers of the 

domestic community" (Wellman, 1992, p.88). With only so many hours in a day 

to fulfitl work and household duties, in addition to tending the romantic 

relationship and ail that entails, it is more time efficient to engage in social 

gatherings with other couples in or ciose to home. Since women have long 

maintained their superiority in dealing with issues pertaining to emotional 

support and n~rturing (Fillion, 1995, p. 76), men's friendships, which were once 

initiated on the job site and manifested in the local pub or coffee shop, are now 

primarily determined by availability of time and the women in their lives 

(Wellman, 1992). 



As keepers of domestic communities, women are now defining the nature 

of men's friendships as well as their own (Wellman, 1991 & 1992) and men, 

restricted as they am by their bread winning roles and recent child rearing 

responsibilities, are inclined to consider their closest friends to be their romantic 

partners. Authors, Nancy Friday (1 980, p. 18) and Mary Ingham, (1 984, p. 223) 

even argue that men are dependent on women to provide a quality of emotional 

support that is not easily sought outside their romantic relationships because 

men, once a romantic union with a woman is established, do not experience a 

need to seek emotional support outside the relationship. 

BEHIND THE ROLES WE PLAY 

A psychoanalytic perspective will argue that women's ability to offer 

emotional support is an outcome of their mothering instincts, ingrained as they 

are in women's psychological development. Feminist theorist, Nancy Chodorow, 

in her book The Reproduction of Nlotherinq, argues that mothering is a social 

construct that reinforces young girls' childhood tendencies to identify with and 

experience feelings of attachment to their mothers (I 978, p. 109; See also 

Fillion, 4995, p. 12). Women grow up feeling emotionatly bonded to other 

women, beginning with their mothers. Therefore, it is not difficult to transfer their 

bonded feelings to other women in their friendships. As Chodorow says: 

"Because of their mothering by women, girls come to experience themselves as 



less separate than boys, as having permeable ego boundaries. Girls come to 

de-fme themselves more in relation to others" (1 978, p. 93). 

Boys, on the other hand, upon observing differences to their mothers, 

beginning with biological differences, must sever any evident psychological 

attachments and emotional bonds with their mothers in early childhood in order 

to identify more effectively with their fathers. As Chodorow also says: "For boys 

the major goal is the achievement of personal masculine identification with their 

father and sense of secure masculine self (1978, p. 165). Giving up the original 

attachment to their mother is, therefore, an issue for boys (1 978, p. 165) who 

experience early in their lives feelings of pain and anger, associated as they are 

with the loss of continuous emotional support such as that which can be got from 

their mothers (Fillion, 1995, p. 12). 

This psychoanalytic perspective is subject to debate and only partially 

usehrl when attempting to identify the origins of some differences between men's 

and women's capacity to express emotion and offer support and our perceptions 

of these differences. Nevertheless, it is arguably useful in helping us to piece 

tugether the origins uf some widespread perceptions pertaining to male 

demonstrative expression. 

In order to explore the roots of some perceptions further, identifying 

smiaity based trettaviml differences between men and women is also helpful. 



For example, sociolinguist Deborah Tannen (1 986 8 1990) and psychologist 

John Gray (1992) both describe how boys and girls grow up in worlds where 

they unknowingly play and use language in markedly different ways. For 

example, Tannen argues that girls tend to play in pairs or in small groups and in 

ciose proximity to each other. Illustrative of Chodorow's point that girls tend to 

define themselves in relation to others, differentiation between girls is 

downplayed while cooperation and intimacy, expressed through verbal 

confirmation, forms the foundation on which girls' best friendships are based 

(Tannen, 1990, pp. 43-44). 

In contrast to girls' cooperative play, Tannen argues further that boys play 

is other-oriented and hierarchically structured. Differentiation is not downplayed 

in boys play as it is in girls and much jockeying for position through aggressive 

behavior and verbal conflict can be observed among boys during play time. 

Verbal one-up-manship, humorous stories and jokes serve to reinforce a 

hierarchy where there are winners and losers and competition for control of any 

given situation can be taken very seriously (Tannen, 1990, p. 43). 

Gray, in his book, Men Are From Mars. Women Are From Venus (1 992) 

and Tannen, in her book, That's Not What I Meant (1986) both subscribe to the 

notion that obvious behaviorat differences between the sexes can be explained 

in much the same way as we differentiate people who come from contrasting 

ethnic cultures. Tannen uses the term cutfure to describe a "network of habits 



and patterns gleaned from past experience" ( I  986, p. 125). Based on this 

description, she uses the term culture to illustrate why women and men are 

inclined to perceive each other incorrectly thus leading to unrealistic 

expectations in relationships. Gray is less specific in defining culture precisely 

and playfully popularizes the culture theme by attributing men's and women's 

origins to different planets, thus the title of his book. 

This cultural analogy goes a long way in helping us recognize and 

understand the source of some of our most common and misinterpreted 

perceptions of sex based characteristics. As one example, Gray argues that 

men are goal oriented and are primarily motivated in relationships when they 

feel needed (p. 11). Feeling needed implies that they can offer some form of 

practical and tangible support. According to Gray, talk for men is a convenience, 

which they use to identify a problem before they seek a speedy and clear 

solution (1 992, pp. 67 - 68; See also Tannen, 1990, pp. 78-79). According to 

Tannen, for men, talk is a means to preserve independence, negotiate and 

maintain status in a hierarchical social order (1 992, p. 77). Perhaps these 

notions explain why some men fail to understand women's desire to talk things 

out as being a beneficial process in itself (Tannen, 1986, p. 16; Gray, 1992, pp. 

62 - 67) because men see talk as a quick means to an end. 

While men take pride in their abilities to seek an efficient solution to a 

problem, women use talk as a way of slowly processing and understanding the 



problem (Gray, 1992, pp. 37-39). Women, according to Gray, are motivated by 

the need to feel cherished with frequent reminders from men that they are loved 

unconditionally (1 992, p. 43). Therefore, conversation is not necessarily 

problem oriented and is often used by women as a way of simply spending time 

in the company of a man. The intent of women's conversation is not always 

evident to men; women are often said, by men, to talk too much (Tannen, 1990, 

p. 78). As a result and in an effort to feel purposeful and needed, men often 

intercept women's processing by offering their own quick solutions to a problem 

that may not even exist. 

AT ODDS WITH INTIMACY 

Kate Fillion, in her book, Lipservice: The Truth About Women's Darker 

Side in Love. Sex, and Friendship (1995, p. 18) and Robert Strikwerda and 

Larry May, (1992, p. 119) argue that intimacy is a defining feature and a vital 

component for maintaining friendship. Fillion , however, raises a question that 

pertains to how we define intimacy and challenges our most popular definition. 

Complementary to Wellman's theory concerning the domestication of friendship 

and based on women's inclination towards mutual selfdisdosure, Fillion 

discusses how women's friendships have become the broadly accepted, "'model 

for intimacy"' ( I  995, p.18). Fillion, however, assigns her own description for 

widespread acceptance of characteristics of women's friendships as a social 



norm which she calls the "feminization of intimacy" (1 995, p. 18), thus identifying 

an apparent and contemporary social bias that values certain behaviors 

characterized by women over those that are characterized by men. She goes on 

to argue that this bias has contributed greatly to women's perceptions of men's 

behavior in interpersonal relationships. 

The beginnings of this trend toward feminization of intimacy and 

friendship are mentioned in Lillian Rubin's benchmark book, Just Friends. The 

Role of Friendship in Our Lives (1985). She notes that until recently friendship 

was considered for men only and women's friendships were barely noticed 

because "men's friendships were taken to be the model of what friendship is and 

ought to be" (1985, p.59). She also notes, however, that feminist historians were 

instrumental in setting the record straight to describe the strength and 

importance of women's frimdships (1 985, p.60). It appears, however, that since 

these auspicious feminist beginnings women have adopted a defensive and self- 

righteous tone inclined to cast a deprecating light on men's expressions of 

intimacy. 

My own research indicates that intimacy is no less desired by men than it 

is by women. But the ways in which men express intimacies in tender moments 

are different from those VVf7,ch are expressed by women. These differences, 

however, seem to be overlooked by women who expect men to communicate 

their emotional needs in the same way that they do. Indeed, contrary to some 



women's perceptions, Rubin argues that men feel quite bonded to each other 

without "the kind of sharing of thought and feeling that is so i.nuck a part osf 

women's friendships" (1 985, p. 68). While women's intuitive capabilities must be 

acknowledged, they are more inclined than men to share their thoughts and 

feelings through talk. Men, however, will recognize demonstrations of intimacy 

at a very intuitive level and are able to acknowledge their intimate feelings quite 

effectively through non-verbal communication (Rubin, 1985, p. 73). 

Fillion argues that intimacy, expressed through verbal self-disclosure, has 

become the benchmark for defining friendships ( I  995, p. 16). As a result, since 

verbal self-disclosure is not a frequently mentioned, defining feature of most 

men's friendships, men are deemed less capable of achieving satisfactory 

friendships. This notion, inclined as it is to discredit men's friendships as being 

inferior to women's, is illustrated by Fillion in her reference to an "exhaustive" 

(p.16) 1993 study conducted at the University of North Carolina (UNC) where 

the: 

men were judged less adept at intimacy, because they failed to 
emphasize the personally disclosive talk characteristic of women's 
relationships. Not only were women dubbed intimacy experts, but men 
were alternately pitied and chided for their alleged shortcomings (p.16). 

The UNC analysis shows how men can be criticized for their supposed quietude 

in relationships. Furthermore, authors such as Stuart Miller (1983, p. 67) and 

Robert Townsend (1985, p. 342) echo the UNC findings, stating that self- 



disclosure, as it is defined by women, has come to be a most important measure 

of intimacy in relationships. 

According to Fillion, an analysis of the origins of some defining features 

of men's friendships shows that male characteristics that were once revered, 

such as independence and autonomy, are now scorned because they are not 

deemed conducive to building effective relationships (1 995, p. 7). Furthermore, 

she argues that men's tendency to express their feelings differently from women 

is considered by some women to be an indicator of psychological inadequacies 

and insecurity (1 995, p. 7). Therefore, relative to women's friendships, which 

are founded on their adept and detailed articulation of feelings, men's 

friendships are commonly thought to be shallow and insignificant. 

ACKNOWLEDGING MEN'S OWN STYLE OF FRIENDSHIP 

Men have their own style of doing friendship. It is different from women's 

style but no less valuable or conducive to building relationships. Therefore, it is 

unfortunate that men are now having to measure their friendships against a 

feminized model that bears little relation to men's own social and biological 

influences. Just as women's friendships were once overlooked and criticized for 

being trivial and unimportant (Rubin, 1985, p. 59), now so are men's. As Fillion 

observes, it is "ui ,,, to men" and certainly detrimental to women's 



understanding and acceptance of men to "dismiss the masculine style of 

friendship as ... shallow and superficial" (1995, p.36). 

While varying degrees of self-disclosure are evident in men's friendships, 

companionship between men is not usually expressed through mutual verbal 

disclosure of feelings. Men's friendships are articulated through time spent in 

each other's company. Doing is defined as companionship that is often focused 

on a common interest rather than on one another. The stereotype, then, for 

men's friendships can be observed between men on the sports field, pursuing a 

friendship style that is not only active but often seemingly aggressive. It is often 

said that men's friendships are not demonstrated face to face, as is the case in 

women's friendships, but side by side (Inman, 1993, p. 105). 

Verbal confirmation, that which is expressed through a mutual sharing of 

each other's feelings, is just one way of acknowledging each other in 

relationships. Indeed, some of the men in my sample describe times spent with 

friends in absolute silence. With this notion in mind, Strikwerda and May (1992) 

examine male friendship and intimacy in comparison to a feminized definition of 

intimacy and suggest that companionship is better described as "comradeship" 

and must be a "non-intimate form of friendship" (1 992, p. I 10) relative to the 

feminized model. Nevertheless, they emphasize that intimacy among men 

includes an element of warmth in two dimensions, that of mutual caring 

receptivity and that of being comfortable (1992, p. 1 15). When these 



dimensions are present words are not necessary to validate each other's 

presecce and silence is not seen as an uncomfortable obstacle that inhibits 

friendship. These descriptions offer a broader definition of intimacy that 

transcends the stereotype of men as shallow, withdrawn communicators and 

reveals, instead, a relationship that can be mutually understood at a very deep 

and intuitive level. 

In addition to shared companionship, whether in silence or on the sports 

field, Strikwerda and May maintain that trust is another aspect of primary 

importance in defining men's friendships. If trust is achieved in women's 

friendships through mutual self-disclosure, it is achieved in men's friendships 

through common interests and "some form of shared experience" (Strikwerda & 

May, 1992, p. I 15). Usually the shared experience is imbued with some kind of 

special meaning resulting from growing up in the same neighborhood together, 

living in residence while attending university or traveling together. It is no 

surprise, then, that most of the men in my sample included among their closest 

friends men they had met in childhood and college, even if they had not seen 

them for many years. 

A final important point concerns men's emotions that are commonly 

expressed through humor, When companionship is deeply felt the feelings of 

emotion are often threatening to men, unaccustomed as they are to expressing 

their feelings verbally. As testament to this notion Miller offers anecdotal 



examples of men in relationships who would never express feelings of heart felt 

sentiment. In one example, his subject says simply "Men don't do that. It 

wouldn't seem right" (1 983, p. 14). Rather than offering sentimental words of 

support in circumstances where human foibles and vulnerability could be 

inadvertently exposed, my research shows that men are more inclined to make 

light of these situations by expressing themselves through humorous words and 

gestures. This manner of behavior often takes the form of making fun of each 

other. Therefore, unlike women, who are inclined to feel hurt and offended when 

people make fun of them and contrary to some popular stereotypes understating 

men's intuitive qualities, men have an intuitive understanding of the sentiments 

that are implied through humor without need for exact words. 



Ill. FRIENDSHIP AS A SUBJECT FOR ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

DEFINING ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

This research explores some popular perceptions of men's friendships 

and how they can inhibit the development of effective interpersonal 

relationships. It also looks at how men's friendships are played out on a day to 

day basis. From a theoretical perspective this study takes an ethnographic 

approach that looks at popular assumptions pertaining to men's friendships and 

allows for interpretation as a tool for exploring the parameters and attributes of 

men's capacity for giving and receiving support in their friendships with each 

other. 

Ethnography is defined by characteristics that are both qualitative and 

subjective. It has four notable features: (1) it explores "the nature of particular 

social phenomena," (2) it tends to "work primarily with 'unstructured' data," (3) 

investigation focuses on "a small number of cases," and (4) it "involves explicit 

interpretation of the meanings and functions of human actions." (Atkinson & 

Hammersley, 1994, p. 248). In order to provide a valuable, methodological base 

for this study of men's friendships and perceptions of men's friendships I situate 

it in the realm of ethnographic inquiry because it allows for "a uniquely 

humanistic, interpretive approach" (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994, p. 249). 



I also situate this research in the realm of the "ethnographic present" 

(Fabian, 1983, p. 80). Johannes Fabian's anthropological perspective is 

relevant here when he explains that the ethnographic present "'freezes' a society 

at the time of observation" (1983, p. 81). For the sake of my research I consider 

my sample of average, middle-class, heterosexual men as a society ,meaning 

that through their participation in this study they represent a small community or 

fellowship of men. Furthermore, obsewation in this case is defined by my own 

inevitable participation in the interview process, thus exposing the respondents 

to ail kinds of externai infiuences, noiabiy those that come from myself, as 

researcher. The personal interviews upon which parts of this study are based 

can, therefore, only represent a moment in time befause it is probable that if the 

respondents were asked the same questions one week after the initial 

interviews, their points of view would likely be altered. 1 assume, however, that 

any such alterations of opinion, over time, on the topic of their friendships will 

not undermine or detract from this data since their opinions are subject to ever 

changing interpretations of orre's lifetime experiences . 

PERCEPTIONS AS VALUABLE RESOURCES 

Ethnographic research is characterized by its biased nature. Given its 

interpretive attributes it is inevitable that the researcher will bring to the subject 



of inquiry a unique set of biases and interpretations (Atkinson & Hammersley, 

1994). Bias is genera!ly thought to inhibit validity, thus casting ethnographic 

research into a category that is deemed inferior to more seemingly objective 

methods. Virginia Olesen, however, claims that this need not be the case. She 

offers the mample of qualitative feminist researchers who consider bias to be a 

misplaced term that can, in fact, be accepted as a methodological resource 

rather than as a hindrance (1994, p. 165). For example, she explains that if a 

researcher is suficientiy reflexive about their study, personal biases can be 

evoked as resources to guide data gathering and for understanding one's own 

perceptions through their interpretation of the research (p. 165). Norman Denzin 

complements Olesen when he states that: "in the social sciences there is only 

interpretation. Nothing speaks for itself' (1 994, p. 500) . 

While the f~cus  of my research is on men, I do not hide the fact that I 

speak with a "female voice," one that is susceptible to defining "self in terms of 

connections and relationships" (Jayaratyne & Stewart, 1991, p. 85). f mention 

this because I acknowledge the liberties I am taking when I, as a woman, 

interpret men's voices. This fact bears relevance to male authors writing about 

friendship in genera! terms that, @en patriarchal privi tege, have distorted 

women's experiences by omission oi direct reference. The result, over centuries, 

has been, "a silencing of women's own voices" (Jayaratne & Stewart, 1991, p. 

85) whereby it is sometimes assumed that women generally experience social 

circwnstances in much the same way men do. In the case of my research, I do 



not want to make a similar mistake by assuming that men's friendships are 

experienced In the same way that women's are. 

Considering that our current social climate tends to favor feminist 

concerns, especially in regards to domestic issues, it is important that the voices 

of the men in this sample be heard. Therefore, in light of present social 

circumstances, it is expected that my female voice could be advantageous in 

gaining a sympathetic female audience interested in disassociating themselves 

from a kind of reverse sexism. 

The data on which this ethnographic study of men's friendship is based 

originates with the respondents in the form of anecdotes which are subject to 

interpretation in order that individual relevance and meaning can be established. 

This concept of interpretation is central to a hermeneutical perspective 

(Josselson & Lieblich, 1993, p. 9) whereby meaning is constructed through an 

interactive process of interpretation that seeks to "understand the significance of 

human actions" (Bullock, Stallybrass & Trombley, 1988, p. 380), in this case 

men's friendship. 

Our interpretations of sther pe~ple's anecdotes are constmded on our 

pwceptiorr, '%at otkms experience the wwld basically in ttL\re -my we do'' 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1994, p. 263). We are generally inclined to assume that, 

disregarding evidence of extreme perspectives, our experience of the world, and 



that of others, will fall within a normal range of behaviors that are determined by 

socially accepted doctrines. Therefore, based on a certain commonality of 

experience, it is through our interpretation of the telling of other people's life 

experiences that we create meaning out of our own experiences. 

Recognizing this commonality of experience is just one way that we can 

gain a better understanding of our own experiences. However, it must be 

acknowledged, that while other people's experiences bear some similarity to our 

own they can also contribute to false expectations when individuaf differences 

are not taken into consideration. Therefore, it is this notion of expectation, that 

other people experience the world as we do, that contributes to some inaccurate 

perceptions of people's experiences. 

Nevertheless, becoming aware of our perceptions with some degree of 

reflexivity can help us to see how our experiences are filtered through many 

interpretive screens, our own and others. As social science researchers it is this 

richness of interpretation that we depend upon as a source of data (Denzin, 

1994). We not only exetad information from the data, we contribute to it. In this 

way the researcher and the researched are intertwined by the necessity of their 

interadion. As a result the relationship that is developed between the 

researcher and the respondents becomes an intrinsic part of the research being 

conduded. In the case of my research, my interpretation of the respondent's 

anecdotes is expected to bear some familiarity to women whose perceptions of 



men's friendships are similar to mine. Perhaps, then, other women will be 

alerted to the negative effect that some of their inaccufate perceptions have on 

their relationships with men, just as I have. 

MEN'S FRIENDSHIPS FROM A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE 

Feminist research is generally marked by an epistemology that stresses 

gender, reflexivity and emotion (Denzin, 1994; Fonow & Cook, 1991 ). A "major 

feature of feminist epistemology is its refusal to ignore the emotional dimension" 

and "the notion that women care at both a practical and interpersonal level" 

(Fonow & Cook, 1991, p. 9). It grew out of women's need to recognize and 

address those areas where they have been marginalized and oppressed. To 

this end a feminist paradigm has enabled scholars to detect and analyze male 

bias in society (Acker, Barry & Esseveld, 1991 ). Once one has adopted a 

mandate to question dominant intellectual traditions, a methodology that borrows 

from feminist epistemology becomes appropriate to this exploration of 

perceptions in order to identify those areas of social practice where female bias 

predominates. 

From a feminist perspective reflexivity is defined as, "the tendency of 

feminists to reflect upon, examine critically, and explore analytically the nature of 

the research process" (Fonow & Cook, 1991, p. 2). In the case of this study of 



perceptions of men's friendships this definition of reflexivity is useful in order to 

emphasize the perspective from which I ,  as a woman researching perceptions of 

men's friendships, am likely to interpret the respondent's stories. For example, I 

contextualized this study in a framework that acknowledges some of my own 

personal perceptions in the Introduction because my own perceptions are 

arguably illustrative and relevant to some major attitudes being discussed here. 

As Norman Denzin observes, "interpretive research begins and ends with the 

biography and the self of the researcher" (Denzin, 1994, p. 51 0). 

A feminist perspective is also considered relevant because women play a 

dynamic role in men's lives and in their friendships. Furthermore, my research 

acknowledges the differences between men and women, but it also 

acknowledges certain similarities. For example, in the past, male-biased 

researchers have tended to ignore female behaviors rendering them invisible. 

Unable to see beyond the strict patriarchal parameters of acceptable male 

behavior, they have also rendered male demonstrative behavior almost invisible. 

As a result, expressions of men's emotional support go unrecognized by men 

and women alike. 



I!/. EXPLORING THE ROOTS OF OUR PERCEPTIONS 

DEFINING OUR DIFFERENCES 

Friendship is a social construct that is shaped by our exposure to a 

variety of prdctical and thought provoking experiences. Friendship, influenced 

as it is by familial, cultural 5, religious, political and economic considerations, 

cannot be defined in unequivocal and constant terms because everybody 

experiences their friendships differently. Therefore, generalizations that paint a 

broad picture of friendship are not adequate in helping to understand where 

some widespread perceptions of friendship, especially those related to 

differences between men and women, originate. 

In order to examine some perceived attributes of men's friendship, such 

as those that I listed in the Introduction, it is advantageous to look at the roots of 

some commonly held assumptions from a perspective that explores how they are 

influenced by socially constructed determinants. With these thoughts in mind i 

will take a brief look at some differences between commonly held views of men's 

and women's friendships. 

I have already defined friendship as being socially constructed. Social construction includes 
cultural differences based on religion and ethnic origin. This research begs to be expanded to 
incorporate cultural differences. In the meantime, however, I make no assumptions that a broad 
definition of friendship, based on the literature I have selected, is relevant to cultures o@Me of 
that which is represented by my sample. 



When asked if men's friendships differ from women's friendships twenty- 

one of the twenty-five respondents said that differences were clearly evident. 

For example, one respondent, age thirty-seven and an unemployed actor, said 

women's friendships are "more empathy driven" whereas men's friendships 

"seem to be more about sharing time and experience." He went on to say that, 

"to a large degree I would say men are more into experiencing the present 

together. Women are generally more open to emotional expression or talking 

about emotions." Another respondent said that ''women tend to be in contact 

more often. Especially sort of direct, personal contact. They see each other 

more often and women's friendships get to be more physical. They hug more. " 

At age seventy-two, retired and wise with experience, one respondent 

cited male inhibitions, defensiveness and ego as constraints to the way men 

express their feelings to each other in their friendships. He also observed: "I 

think there are many more close relationships between women than there are 

between men." Finally, and relevant to how feelings are articulated, another 

respondent pointed out that men's friendships are "more competitive and they 

are, to a large extent, unexpressed." His comment is particularly interesting 

because he mentions the emotional aspects of men's friendships that go 

unspoken because they are mutually and intuitively understood and accepted. 



AS one forty year old reflects pensively: "The life experience of men is 

very different than [that ofJ women for a whole variety of reasons." As a new 

father his comment is possibly a reflection of his role in the family being tested 

by all sorts of new expectations from his wife. Nevertheless, it suggests one 

reason why men's and women's behavior is different. It also suggests that the 

"processes by which we learn to play the roles our society has designed for us 

are powerful and effective forces in shaping human life" (Rubin, 1985, p. 90). 

Where men's and women's friendships are concerned, as previously stated, a 

frequently cited difference is often generalized by the notion that women conduct 

their friendships face to face, absorbed in each other. Men's friendships, on the 

other hand, are more instrumental and are conducted side by side (inman, 1993, 

Rubin (1985) and Tannen (1990) both offer evidence of social 

determinants that begin to explore some of the most popularly perceived 

differences between men's and women's friendships. For example, Rubin 

argues that: 

Boys are raised to be tough, active, independent and emotionally 
controlled, while girls are taught to be tender, passive, dependent and 
emotionally available. We k n ~ w  that boys are not supposed to cry even 
when they're physically hurt, while girls are permitted great leeway to 
express either physical or emotional pain. We know that boys are 
expected to be difficult and rebellious, while girls, it is beiieved, wiil be 
sweet and compliant. We know that girls are trained to nurture and boys 
assume that they will be nurtured (1 985, p. 81 ). 



Tannen, however, drawing from her background as a sociolinguist, pays 

special attention to verbal disclosure. She attempts to understand the 

circumstances that provoke men to express themselves verbally by examining 

their childhood experiences in contrast to those of women. She argues that 

boys achieve solidarity through persuasive commands, leadership and group 

loyalty (1 990, p. 43) . Furthermore, and as previously mentioned, boys are 

encouraged to play outside in large groups where hierarchy and status are 

obvious and important determinants. Since sports often form the focus of boy's 

play, their conversations tend to be brief and to the point. Instructions are 

established verbally but words are minimal for the sake of efficiency. 

Where girls are concerned, Tannen argues that they tend to play in pairs 

or in small groups. Unlike boys, however, cooperation and verbal intimacy are 

the defining features of their groups. Therefore, in contrast to boys whose 

groups are hierarchically structured where winners and losers are frequently the 

subject of arguments (I 992, p. 43), girls achieve togetherness through mutual 

emotional support that is made obvious in their talk (Tannen, 1990, pp. 43 - 44). 

Tannen points to these differences, among others, in the social 

upbringing of boys and girls as the basis for her argument that men and women 

represent contrasting cultures. It is also these differences, popularized as they 

have been by Tannen and Gray and by the media in general, that have 



contributed to some commonly held and somewhat limited perceptions of both 

women's and men's friendships. They have contributed to limited percepti~ns 

because, by emphasizing the differences between men and women, they have 

undermined the similarities. 

TALKING VS DOING: CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Defining sex differences in cultural terms helps us to accept, in a manner 

that is simple and far reaching, differences between men's and women's 

relationship styles that can be distinguished by their contrasting language, 

coping mechanisms and values (Gray, 1992, p. 11). Gray identifies these 

characteristics, in particular, as being commonly misunderstood by men and 

women in relationships. Therefore, in order to gain a better understanding of 

sex based differences, he agrees with Tannen that men and women represent 

different cultures. This analogy is useful, to a point, because it helps us to 

consider the multiplicity of modes by which men and women can be effectively 

expressive in giving and receiving emotional support. 

Simplistic as it may seem, the cultural analogy goes a long way in helping 

iis to understand -why women, for example, are inclined to talk out iheii feelings 

and men are inclined to act out their feelings. Talking and doing are just two 

contrasting examples of sex based characteristics that are popularly considered 



to epitomize differences in men's and women's friendships. Pop~ilar perceptions 

of talking and doing are also a source of misunderstanding in relationships. 

In order to illustrate the notion that men and women represent different 

cultures, Tannen argues that men and women speak different dialects which she 

calls "genderlects" (1 990, p. 42). in the context of her discussion of social 

determinism she argues that '%/omen speak and hear a language of connection 

and intimacy, while men speak and hear a language of status and 

independence" (p. 42). Furthermore, she maintains that "women and men have 

different ways of talking" (p. 79) and often "have very different ideas of what's 

important" (p.80). The real problem, according to Tannen, is the difference in 

what men and women think talk is for. For women talk is for interaction, but for 

men talk is for information (Tannen, 1990, p.81). 

Gray agrees with Tannen that "men and women commonly misunderstand 

each other because they speak different languages" (Gray, 1992, p. 1 I ). He 

makes the argument that while the words may sound familiar to both sexes, they 

have different meanings. Words also connote different emotional emphasis and 

interpretation, so the potential for misunderstanding is quite conceivable. For 

example, Rubin attempts to explain some men's apparent reluctance to translate 

their feelings into words as "a response to the fear that the [verbal] expression of 

emotion threatens to expose their dependency and vulnerability" (p. 97). Both 

Tannen and Rubin maintain that men's tendency to be verbally withdrawn is 



necessary to the kind of play boys participate in, requiring them to be "tough, 

active, independent and emotionally controlled" (Rubin, l985, p. 81 ), thus 

guarding their deepest felt vulnerabilities and dependency. 

The words we choose, the specific meanings that we attach to these 

words, and how these words are interpreted, are just a few features that are 

pertinent to effective communication. Non-verbal communication, including how 

something is said and when it is said, or nof, is also a very important feature 

(Stewart & DIAngelo, 1988; DeVito, 1992; Stewart & Logan, 1993). My previous 

research confirms, as Rubin argues, that men's friendships are not generally 

defined by intimate verbal disclosures (1 985, p. 62). instead my research 

indicates that non-verbal communication is an important aspect of men's 

friendships, a notion which is frequently misunderstood by some women who 

depend on words for expression and. Furthermore, Wellman argues that some 

women have difficulty accepting that men can "enjoy the sheer pleasure of being 

with each other [and] not talking much" (1992, p. 95). 

This absence of verbal disclosure in men's friendships is emphasized by 

one respondent who illustrated the disparity between his friendships with women 

and men when he said: "A lot of my female friendships center around talking. A 

lot of my male friendships center around doing." Neverthe!ess, to say that 

women talk and men do in their friendships is an over simplification that only 

serves to reinforce stereotypes that inhibit one's ability to gain a clear 



comprehension of men's capacity to give and receive verbal and non-verbal 

expressions of affection that are mutually understood (Wellman, 1992). As 

Wellman says: "It has become cliche to say that men prefer to do things with 

each other rather than say intimate things to each other" (1 992, p. 96). 

Therefore, in order to enhance our understanding and appreciation of men's 

intentions and feelings behind the doing of their actions, it is necessary that we 

put our emotionally biased assumptions aside. 

Seemingly contrary to the popular perception that men do not share 

verbal intimacies, Stuart Miller (1 983), quotes one of his respondents as saying: 

"The most important aspect of making a friendship is getting down6" (p. 67). 

Nevertheiess, he goes on to say that: "It's hard to get men down. They want to 

stay on top, to avoid feelings, to avoid confrontation. They want to stay rational, 

professional, protected and important" (p. 67). 1 interpret his comment to mean 

that men do not like to feel vulnerable, which is often the case when feelings are 

articulated verbally. 

Some men (and women) might feel vulnerable when verbalizing their 

innermost feelings. Nevertheless, forty percent of my respondents said talk was 

one activity that they frequently participated in with their closest male friends. 

Furthermore, when asked to describe what friendship meant to them, nine men 

responded that personal sharing through talk was an important aspect of 

- - 

' Getting down, in this context, refers to sharing verbal disclosures. 



friendship. Indeed, verbal self-disclosure was the most frequently mentioned 

activity. Eating out, going for coffee, hiking and walking, ail activities that lend 

themselves to providing opportunities for talk about personal issues, were also 

mentioned by eight to ten respondents. A few respondents even said they 

preferred these activities over other activities precisely because they provided 

opportunities for sharing verbal disclosures. 

When asked what they taiked about with their closest male friends, 

seventeen respondents said that they confided their "personal thoughts and 

feelings." Furthermore, twenty-five percent indicated that they discussed 

personal difficulties in their romantic relationships and in their families, their 

romantic partners, and their children. These topics contradict some widespread 

perceptions among women that suggest that men do not talk about deeply 

personal issues among themselves. As one married respondent, age forty-one, 

said: "I've certainly had some evenings specifically appointed to go to the bar 

and talk about a friend's problems [in his relationship] and nothing about 

anything else. I mean it does happen." 

The results of my study, therefore, contradict tine popular perception that 

men do not disclose verbal intimacies in their friendships. The results also lead 

me to believe that the comments made by Miller's respondent above could be 

indicative of an internal struggle for some men who desire to initiate a social 

atmosphere that is more conducive to intimate disclosures in their friendships. 



Furthermore, his comments indicate that sharing verbal intimacies might make 

some men fee! uncomfortable because it creates an internal, psychological 

opposition with their more familiar and learned tendency to maintain an 

unemotional and controlled external demeanor. 

Similar to Wellman, scholar Chris lnman looks beyond popular 

perceptions of men's friendships. His work draws attention to some mutual 

understandings that are rarely verbalized among men. For example, he 

ackncwledges the ability of male friends to count on each other in a variety of 

circumstances (1 993, p. 102). He also discusses how men trust and depend 

silently on each other to provide a quality of support in the guise of small 

services or favors (also in Wellman, l992, pp. 96 - 97). 

lnman also observes that, uniike women, men seldom engage in 

conversations that focus on the friendship that exists between them. Affection 

for each other is appropriately and discreetly expressed through "phrases, jokes, 

and gestures that carry subtle meanings of acceptance and understanding" (p. 

103). However, this lack of talk about relationships is not perceived by men as 

an oversight. On the contrary, "male friends indicate that they assume and 

understand their reiationships are i r p ~ - t ' '  (Inman, 2 992, pp. 106 - 107). 

!nunan refers to this as '%he ms;xker: bnd" (p. 107) and a ~ ~ e b g e s  that: 

'lit] does not require daily discussion or maintenance. Men know their 



relationships are significant, and they believe they can count on their friends, 

even if they do not express those feelings verbally" (1992, p. 107). 

There is an intuitive quality to men's friendship that is seldom recognized 

or given credence. In contrast to women who are generally regarded for their 

sensitivity to others, men are frequently admonished for their distinct lack of 

sensitivity. My research, however, supports lnman's and Wellman's work by 

indicating that men possess an intuition that may be less recognizable, and less 

talked about, than that of women but no less conducive to building mutual 

understandings in their relationships. 

PERCEPTIONS OF AUTONOMY IN MEN'S LIVES 

When talking about intuition, Gray argues that women "feel an instinctive 

need to talk about what's bothering them" (1 992, p. 1 1 ), thus drawing them 

towards people, particularly close friends. He also argues that, Wen troubled 

men tend to withdraw from their relationships and think in silence about whaf s 

bothering them ( p. I I ). In friendship, this kind of behavior is frequently 

perceived by women to be anti-social and, therefore, detrimental to developing 

emotional bonds which are usually founded on seicdisclosure. Tannen and 

Gray argue that it is also representative of men's need to maintain a high degree 

of independence and autonomy in interpersonal relationships. 



Men's perceived need for independence and autonomy can lead to 

contradictory expressions of feeling in relationships that are easily 

misunderstood by women. For example, Gray argues that men want to 

experience intimacy, but when they get close they inevitably need to pull away 

(1 992, p.11) which seems to offer evidence for some women's perception of men 

as being somewhat inconsistent and unreliable when called upon to express 

'their feerings. Chdorow (1978) argLtes contentiously that this behavior begins 

in childhood relationships that men experience, notably in their families. 

Chodorow's work pertaining to gender differences, as it is interpreted by 

Fillion, attempts to explain what some women perceive to be men's lack of 

connectedness from a highly debated and arguably outdated psychoanalytic 

perspective. in the most simpie terms, she theorizes ihat a chitd experiences 

attachment and identification in their relationship with their mother, being the 

primary caregiver. She argues that it is not difficult for a girl to identify with her 

mother because from a very early age she is able to recognize the biological 

similarities between herself and her mother causing her to, feel emotionally 

conneded (Fillion, 1995, p. 12). A boy, however, will soon recognize that he 

does not share the same biology which leads him to, "relinquish his attachment 

to and identification with his mother" (Fifiion, 1995, p. 52). As a result and over 

time, 'men are trained to find security in themselves" (Friday, 1980, p. 15). 

Boys8 gender identity is, therefore, created by emotional separation from the 



mother and, "they construct strong ego boundaries to repress and deny their 

feelings of loss, pain and anger" (Fillion, 1995, p. 12). 

Chodorow's argument reinforces some popular misunderstandings about 

male behavior because she appears to disregard the role of the father in men's 

lives. Since her book was published in 1978, studies has been conducted (See 

Brian Jackson, 1983; ti. S. Gill, 1991 ; C. Nydegger & L. S. Mitteness, 1991) that 

attest to the positive role that fathers play in their sons (and daughters) lives, 

offering a quality of attention and support that is complementary to that which is 

offered by mothers and vital to the identity cieveiopment sf boys. While I 

acknowledge that the role of fathers is an important issue, it is not discussed 

here because the role of fathers was not adequately discussed with the 

respondents in the interviews. Chodorow is cited because her theories continue 

to be offered in popular literature as possible explanations for behavioral sex 

differences even though they are hotly debated. It is possible, therefore, that 

while her arguments are thought provoking they also reinforce and perpetuate 

some negative stereotypes of both men and women. 

I addressed issues pertaining to independence and autonomy with the 

respondents by asking them if they had ever asked a friend for a special favor. 

Based on my assumptions regarding men's need to maintain a high degree of 

autonomy and independence in their relationships, derived as they might be 

from popular literature, I expected that most of the men would say they rarely 



asked their friends for special favors. This, as it turned out, however, was not 

the case. 

Seventeen men recalled asking their friends for special favors. Their 

answers indicate that men will readily admit to relying on their friends for a 

quality of support that is rtot necessarily emotionally-based, but is tangible and 

of a practical nature, such as borrowing money or a vehicle which were the most 

frequent answers. Asking for help during a move, looking after kids, and rides to 

and from the airport were also frequently mentioned. Two respondents asked a 

friend for a special favor that involved their wives and another two needed 

temporary shelter. Other answers included needing bail money to get out of jail, 

loan of a house, and seeking assistance when looking for work. One respondent 

identified a special favor as asking a close friend to help with a family matter. 

Only one respondent mentioned his need to talk as being indicative of a special 

favor. 

These examples appear to contradict some popular perceptions of men's 

need for autonomy and independence. Nevertheless, I draw attention to one 

respondent whose experience, upon recalling a particularly troubled time in his 

life when he chose to withdraw from his friends to work out his problems alone, 

appears to confirm the commonly held view that men prefer to work out their 

problems autonomously. His experience reveals some notable differences, 

however, when he discloses that for him, "it was a very scary time." He qualified 



his remark by saying that, "it was only scary in the sense 'cos I wouldn't reach 

out. I wouldn't want anybody to know what I was goin' through." 

This respondent's remark is worth noting because, on the surface, it 

appears to reinforce the perception that men prefer to work problems out for 

themselves. However, it also contradicts this perception when he suggests his 

internal desire to reach out for help even though his need to save face and avoid 

embarrassment prevented him from doing so. Although his remarks represent 

the sentiments of only one respondent in my sample, they are nonetheless 

thought provoking because they could also represent a similarity of thought and 

feeling in the minds of other respondents even though they were not specifically 

made apparent to me in the interviews. 

COMPETITION, HUMOR AND CONFLICT 

Competition is another major theme that, according to Rubin, runs 

through men's relationships (1985, p. 82). Whether in the workplace, on the 

playing field or when vying for the attentions of a woman, competition and a kind 

of one-up-manship that is often displayed by men in the company of each other 

is commonly perceived by women to be an inhibiting but, predominant aspect of 

men's friendships. It is considered to be negative because it is not always 

consistent with popular perceptions of sincerity and trust. 



Fillion argues that, contrary to popular opinion, women can be just as 

competitive as men in relationships (1995, p. 36). Competition among women, 

however, is easily disguised by other, more obvious, characteristics such as 

self-disclosure and emotional support, thus forming the basis of a misconstrued 

notion that women are more sincere and trustworthy than men. Fillion also 

argues that our stereotypical beliefs disregarding women's competitive behavior 

are another, inaccurate generalization that is, downright harmful - to both women 

and men (1 995, p. 13). It is time, therefore, that we reconsider some popular 

perceptions (such as those listed in the Introduction) because they may be 

outdated, sexist and constraining to a fair understanding of some underlying 

factors that motivate individuals, in this case men, in interpersonal relationships. 

One example of a misconception regarding male behavior is arguably 

apparent in the role that sports play in men's lives. For example, just as 

women's overt willingness to offer emotional support can serve to disguise their 

more competitive characteristics, one respondent, aged fifty-one and a banker, 

suggested while reminiscing about his early days as a rugby player, that sports 

can offer socially acceptable opportunities for men to express some deeply felt 

emotions. As he said: 

I can see why men get caught up in tnat enterprise so much (referring to 
rugby). All the energy's there and it's incredibly emotional. And it's a 
vehicle in which you have permission, you know. You have social 
permission to be free with (your] emotions. 



The male-oriented team sports that I can think of are played aggressively 

and with a physical intensity that is sometimes misunderstood by women who do 

not fully appreciate the role that teams sports play in men's lives. We see the 

aggressive and sometimes violent physicality of men's sports on our lV sets all 

the time. What we don't always see, however, are the shoulder hugs, 

handshakes, bum-slapping and lighthearted, physical contact that demonstrates 

camaraderie, time well spent, fun and even affection among men. It is these 

moments of demonstrative and mutual physical expression of which the 

respondent above was surely remembering. As lngham argues: "The extent of 

emotion males invest in their games and pastimes is most noticeable in sport. 

Nowhere do men express themselves so passionately - or allow themselves to 

unrestrainedly hug one another (1 984, p. 142). Therefore, it is possible that 

sports, particularly contact sports, allow men an opportunity to experience some 

manner of demonstrative expression, be it angry or affectionate, that is generally 

acceptable and non-threatening to their heterosexuality which ultimately 

determines the status of their masculine roles. 

Sports also offer men a reason for getting together and for simply having 

fun together. For one self-described stay-at-home father living on Bowen Island, 

field hockey is one of the few ways that he can sufficiently justify to his wife his 

need to spend time with his male friends. He explains that his wife was aware of 

the importance of field hockey in his life before they got married. As he says, 



"[that's part of what she] fell in love with." Nevertheless, owing to her own 

feelings of isolation, due in part, to living on an island, she sometimes feels 

resentful of his once weekly trips into the city. It must be added that he claims to 

be very tolerant and understanding of her "grumbling" and encourages her to get 

off the island for her own social activities as much as life with two small children 

will allow. 

Having fun, for men, need not be centered around sports. Sometimes 

male friends just enjoy 'hanging out,' 'chillin', or spending time that is 'completely 

effortless" (Inman, 1993, p. 105). This notion of just hanging out is expressed by 

one respondent who described his pleasure in "just sit[ting] around the living 

room." As he says: "There's something reassuring about being with a bunch of 

guys who've accepted you and [have] known you for years and they're like you. 

It's a security thing, I think, to an extent." As a student, unmarried and twenty-six 

years old, this young man has time for sitting around that older men feeling 

burdened with domestic and work responsibilities probably do not have. 

As an adjunct to hanging out and having fun, humor and joking around 

also offer emotional outlets for expressing all kinds of intimate behavior among 

men. Humor, among men, is likely to be expressed in a variety of ways. For 

some it means just "sittir? and joking around." The yoang, unmarried 

respondent mentioned above described how "somebody would start a joke and 

then it would echo. Not the same joke but variations on it? Sort of like this 



perverse game of telephone." Another respondent describes the role of joking 

around in the context of having "the space to be yourself' and not having 'Yo 

watch what you say." When asked to describe what he values the most about 

his close friendships with men, and, in contrast to his friendships with women, he 

said that "generally women don't have the same extent of playfulness when it 

comes to [expressing their sense of humor]." For this free-spirited, unmarried 

man, humor and playfulness just means "being stupid" sometimes. Humor and a 

"sense of the absurd" represent qualities that, he laments, women just don't 

have. 

My research indicates that insults disguised as humor, derogatory jokes 

and incessant teasing is another way that men communicate their innermost 

feelings. Furthermore, my previous research of women's friendships (1 993) 

indicates that women generally find this style of communication confrontational 

and a threat to the bond that exists between them. In men's friendships, 

however, the most intimate feelings can be expressed and understood through 

off-color humor that is mutually accepted and not considered to be 

confrontational or a threat to the relationship. 

Twenty percent of the respondents identified sense of h m r  as being a 

characteristic that they admired in their close male friends. T'vetve percent of 

the respondents cited sense of humor as one of their criteria for choesing a 

dose friend. Furthermore, sense of humor (along with intelligence) was the 



most frequently mentioned characteristic when the respondents were asked to 

describe the personality of their closest male friends. 

Similar to the role of humor in men's friendships, is the notion of conflict. 

Many women commonly assume that men seek out or even enjoy conflict in their 

interpersonal relationships as a way of asserting their power over a given 

situation. Tannen offers insight into men's conflict when she says that "to many 

men conflict is the necessary means by which status is negotiated, so it is easy 

to be accepted and may be sought, embraced and enjoyed" (1 990, p. 150). 

Given the emotional constraints that are imposed on men through social 

expectations, conflict might offer some men the only opportunity for involvement. 

For example, conflict undoubtedly represents an opportunity for 

involvement for the only respondent in this sample who consented to be 

interviewed on the basis that he felt he did not presently have any close friends. 

As the interview progressed he began to expose the nature of his past 

friendships, which were indeed, fraught with conflict. Using words such as 

"abrasive," "controlled," "very much of a driver" and "someone who goes 

extremely hard towards goals," he characterized his past friends in much the 

same way that I felt compelled to describe him in my notes after the interview. 

He also said, in a very forthright manner, when asked how he manages conflict, 

that his style is to confront it He explains his style in the following manner. 



There's a kind of confrontation that goes on. It's always been a kind of 
confrontation, in your face, since l've been young. But l've learned to 
temper that with a little bit more awareness of what is going on around me 
so that I don't get: everybody, including myself, into a 1st of trouble. 

Interestingly, this man's job as a loans manager in a Dank requires that he deal 

with people on a regular basis. 

Conflict is expressed through verbal and non-verbal actions and it is 

usually about jockeying for power and recognition (Stewart & D'Angelo, 1988; 

Stewart & Logan, 1993). In interpersonal relationships conflict is about asserting 

oneself over another and drawing attention to those aspects of the person, or 

the relationship, that are felt to be disconfirmed by the other (DeVito, 1992). As 

one unmarried respondent living in a communal house acknowledged: "Conflict 

is more of a process. It's all got to do with who's got power where and territory. 

It's like pissin' on corners. Doing little things to show that they control a particular 

territory. It's kind of silly. But it's very real." 

This respondent's rather graphic comments are illustrative of the notion 

that conflict is sometimes necessary when claiming one's ground in 

relationships. Nevertheless, only three men asserted that, when managing 

conflict, they will argue a lot or give ultimatums. For one respondent in 

pxticular, he will only talk it through when his "back is up against the wall." 

Therefore, unlike the loans manager, and contrary to some women's 

assumptions that men seek out or enjoy conflict, forty-four percent of the men in 



this sample indicated that they avoid, internalize, or do anything other than invite 

conflict into their relationships. 

Seven respondents reported that they purposefully avoid conflict. One 

said that he internalized his feelings in the face of conflict and another stated 

that he was inclined to shut down emotionally. As a result, both respondents 

preferred to allow the issues to go unaddressed. Another respondent will wait 

for the other party to raise the issue. If it is not raised, he will not initiate any 

further c4iscussion. These sentiments are also illustrated by the respondent who, 

as mentioned previously, lives communally: "I don't like conflict. I especially 

don't like it in my home. So in [many] situations I [will] just let it go." One 

respondent said that he would stop relying on the person he determines is the 

cause of the conflict. Another even said he would end the relationship if it meant 

avoiding potential mnflid. 

When asked how they managed or resolved conflict the remaining 

respondents were more proactive. Their answers ranged from the practical to 

the insightful. On the level of practicality, one respondent who is involved in a 

men's group, said that he would phone a support team member. Others try to 

determine the underlying causes of the conflict, try to "keep it about me," listen, 

give "space," and try to talk it through. Others seek positive negotiation. One 

respondent reflected, finally: "Hopefully you're going to avoid conflict. I mean 

who wants to have a friendship with someone you're in conflict with, right?" 



THE UNSPOKEN BOND 

Reflective of the "unspoken bond" (Inman, 1993, p. 107) that was 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, attributes of reciprocity, trust and mutual 

respect are "high on the list [ofj the unwritten rules of male friendship" (Kupers, 

1993, p. 133). These attributes were mentioned by my respondents when asked 

what the term friendship meant to them. In this context, personal sharing, self- 

disclosure, reliability, trust and mutual respect were mentioned most frequently. 

When these attributes are present in men's friendships, verbal 

assurances are considered unnecessary and the friendships are effectively 

reciprocated. However, when the unspoken bond is violated "men too often 

adhere to a tit-for-tat rule" (Kupers, 1993, p. 133), meaning that, when a gesture 

is not reciprocated, the relationship is cut off. This sentiment was reflected by 

one elderly and very sociable respondent who described his feelings of 

disappointment when he realized that a very close friend was not going to keep 

up his side of their long standing friendship during his frequent return trips to his 

homeland, Britain. He remembered that: "They were very close friends when 

[he) lived there." However, "we lost touch" because he "just didn't make the 

effort." He demonstrated that this situation concerned him. However, he never 

directly addressed his feelings of rejection to me, which I sensed as being 



implicit in his non-verbal demeanor. Instead, he offered closure to his anecdote 

by saying simply: "If people won't meet me half way, to hell with it." 

If reciprocity is what keeps a friendship growing on a practical level, trust 

is another attribute that contributes to the unspoken bond. Trust was mentioned 

by the respondents as a criterion for choosing a friend. It is also considered the 

basis for deciding what to discuss with a friend. When asked what friendship 

means to them, trust and dependability (i.e. that a friend will always be there 

when you need him) was mentioned by twenty percent of the respondents. 

An example of dependability and how it is manifested in men's 

friendships was told by one of the youngest respondents, revealing evidence of 

an unspoken bond that exists between him and his friend. Central to his story is 

the fact that, for recreation, he enjoys exploring remote logging roads in his four 

wheel drive truck. Throughout the interview he proved to be a man of very few 

words. Nevertheless, he related, in animated detail, a time when his closest 

friend volunteered to rescue (my word, not his) him and his truck one time when 

he got stuck , twenty-four miles into the wilds behind Harrison Lake, late at night. 

He remembered his friend saying "I don't care how late, how dark, I would 'a 

come and got 'ya." He was clearly proud of this story and the tight bond 

between him and his friend. 



Filiion discusses how widespread stereotypical assumptions tend to 

obscure mens' need for attachments and dependencies. This is reinforced by the 

popular notion that unlike women who are intimacy experts, men are emotionally 

challenged (Fillion, 1995, p. 25). Women feel this way about men's friendships 

because they **'do not call for high levels of self-disclosure"' (Fillion, 1995, p. 15) 

Popular cynicism such as this only serves to reinforce outdated assumptions, 

making it difficult for men who want to liberate themselves from negative 

stereotyping. As Fillion points out, feminist ideology has invested a lot of energy 

into differentiating women from men. In the process male behavior is cast in a 

negative light. Furthermore, the notion that men and women share many 

similarities as well as differences is often ignored by rhetoric that only reinforce 

the status quo. 

When asked what friendship means to them, descriptions that are usually 

associated with women's friendships were frequently mentioned by the men in 

this sample indicating, in agreement with Fillion, that men have a need for 

emotional intimacy and attachment just as women do, although it is expressed 

differently. A sense of wannth and non-judgmental caring, sharing a common 

history, honesty, sharing joys and sadness, unconditional acceptance and 

authenticity were all mentioned. Someone even suggested that a clsse friend is 

someone who bows yw "inside cut." Two @her :espndWCs submit &%at a 

dose tiend is someone you can bare your soul to. 



Given the smati size of this sample, this research can only suggest that 

men's friendships are much more cornpiex and responsive than the popular 

assumptions imply. Nevertheless, it is insightful because it corrects and begins 

to offer some explanation for our perceptions that can lead to misunderstandings 

of men's behavior in reiationships. 



V. MEN IN WOMAN'S WORLD 

DOMESTlC MEN 

Twelve years ago, in her book Men, author Mary lngham discussed the 

budding men's movement and observed that : "The men's movement has one 

rather huge credibility problemn (1984, p. 235). Her comment was intended to 

criticize the rationale behind the quiet and growing incidence of men's support 

groups that were concerned with ''the pain and confusion experienced by many 

contemporary men" (Bly, 1990, front flap) at a time when, as she says: "men are 

not visibly oppressedn and should, it would seem, have few grievances to air 

(1 984, p. 235). 

The feminist movement has paid lip service to the notion that men as well 

as women can be negatively affected by the enduring institution of patriarchy 

(Ehrenreich, 1983; Fillion, 1995). Nevertheless, it ultimately has had little 

positive consideration for men in their role as complementary providers of 

emotional support in relationships. With this criticism in mind, feminists in the 

seventies eagerly seized the notion of women's supericri?y h light of their rdes 

as intimacy experts (Fitiion, 1995, p. 11). i assume that this attitude vms 

adopted as a defense against men whose traditional roles as breadwinners 

already predisposed them to taking a peripheral role in family activities. Since 



then, however, this attitude emphasizing women's excellence in relationships 

has been reinforced by certain feminists who believe that "women's ways of 

knowing, feeling and living are better: more life affirming, more environmentally 

friendly, more highly evolved" (Fillion, 1995, p. I I )  than those of men. 

I do not take issue with the belief that women are exemplary providers of 

emotional support and intuitive guides through the mysterious labyrinths of 

intimacy. Women are long overdue in garnering recqgnition for the contribution 

that they make to relationships with effective communication skills because, until 

the rise of feminist criticism, female behavior "had always been measured with a 

masculine yardstick that overvalued personal autonomy and public achievement" 

(Fillion, 1995, p. I I ). 

I do, however, take issue with the criticism that men are considered 

inferior to women in interpersonal relationships that could benefit from a 

wmpfementary exchange of motional support and intimacy. As a result of this 

pervasive criticism and based on a measure of feminine social behavior that is 

considered to be more acceptable than some male social behavior, it appears to 

me that women are now confronting men with the same ridicule and ostracism on 

the domestic front that they, themselves, once experienced in the workplace. 

Men's traditional roles as providers of material means for survival, which 

can keep them away from home thus offering limited opportunities for family 



engagement, can serve to disguise rnen's general desire for family involvement. 

Furthermore, the thought of men as complementary providers of emotional 

sustenance in interpersonal relationships is overshadowed by women's more 

prevalent efforts to assert a place for themselves in the workplace. Perhaps it is 

for these reasons, in part, that a feminist critique has failed to acknowledge the 

likelihood of power that women command over men going beyond mere 

provision of sexual favors. As Gore Vidal once suggested: "Once a man has a 

wife and two young children, he will do what you tell him to. He will obey you, 

And that is the aim of the entire masculine role" (Ehrenreich, 1983, p. 29). 

Although appearing to be somewhat overstated, Vidal's comment raises the 

notion that some men feel subordinate to women in their roles as husbands and 

fathers on the domestic front. This may come as a surprise to women who 

perceive men as never being subordinate, and unable to recognize the value of 

their roies in the lives of men. 

In order to explore some of the structural determinants that define men's 

and women's roles, Weliman cites the industrial revolution, mass 

suburbanization and the feminist movement as the most notable contributors to 

recent social changes. Taking a historical perspective that depicts the 

pronounced separation between men's public worlds and women's private 

-worlds, he argues that women wield a quality of paver over men on the home 

front that they, themselves, are perhaps unaware of. Drawing from an example 

related to men's and women's roles in the nineteenth century, he draw to our 



attention the notion that men took care of business and politics outside the 

home, while women devoted themselves to the life of the home (1992, p. 77). 

Therefore, women have had a great deal of time to gain confidence in their roles 

as overseers of domestic life. This, Wellman argues, has mntributed to "the cult 

of domesticity" (1992, p. 78) which prevails on the homefront today. 

According to Wellman, mass suburbanization is the cause of the 

separation of work from leisure time and the "separation of homes from the 

public community" (1992, p. 84), necessitating, for example, more commuting 

time to and from work. As a result, men are no longer inclined to linger after 

work with colleagues. Furthermore, not long after the onset of suburbanization 

the "second wave of feminism" (Fonow & Cook, 1 991 , p. 1 ) put pressure on 

patriarchal dogmas and women began to assert themselves in the workplace. 

As a result men were required to involve themselves more in household duties. 

Structural upheavals such as these contribute to changing roles and men and 

women are now spending more time in the home together. As Wellman argues 
e 

further: "Husbands and wives spend nights and weekends with each other 

instead of the men going off to pubs. Men spend more time in housework and 

minding children, even if they still spend much less time than their wives" (1992, 

P- 84)- 

Wellman calls this slow but significant exchange of public (male) and 

private (female) domains, whereby women are working outside the home and 



men are spending more time inside the home, "the domestication of community" 

(1 992, p. 83). His critique reinforces the notion that a feminine yardstick is now 

being employed to measure acceptable behavior in place of the traditional 

"masculine yardstick" (Fillion, 1995, p. 1 1 ). 

As "keepers of domestic communities" (Wellman, 1992, p. 891, women 

sometimes take on the burden of maintaining friendships for their husbands as 

well as themselves. Furthermore, now that men are spending more time in 

women's traditional domain, women sometimes assume the role of social 

secretaries for both, often extending their friendships with women to include their 

romantic partners. Therefore men's friendships, that were once conducted 

outside women's domain in public places, have now taken on some of the more 

private characteristics of women's friendships. 

Men's friendships, functioning as they must inside the realm of women's 

authority, are vulnerable to feminine scrutiny. Because men are spending more 

time in women's domain, women now have an opportunity to observe male 

behavior and compare and judge it to their own behavior in a manner that 

traditional daily routines did not allow. One can argue that it is this tendency to 

compare behaviors, being in close proximity to each other, that has contributed 

to some women's mmmonly heid perception that mer! are not as mpab!e as 

women in offering emotional support. Therefore, where offering emotional 

support is concerned, men's friendships are deemed inferior to women's. In light 



of this perception, it has come to be expected that men's friendships be defined 

as women's always have been - relations of emotional support, compani~nship 

and domestic services (Wellman, 1992, p. 101 ). 

This notion of a domesficafion of men's friendships is carried to an 

extreme by one respondent who credits his common-law wife as being a major 

force in determining the nature of his friendships. In this case, she transcends 

her role as social organizer by selecting some of her husband's friends for him. 

Her role as social scruiineer is no doubt augmented by her parallel role as 

confidante to her husband. As he said, "[I] put a lot of weight on my partner to 

supply me with consoling and counseling and all the rest of it in my life." 

Nevertheless, his wife's apparent authority over his social life is illustrative of a 

profound influence that women can have over men's lives. 

On a similar note, another respondent describes the role that women play 

in determining his friendships. However, because of his status as an unmarried 

man, it is not his romantic partners that are the determining influences, but the 

partners of his male friends. As he says: 

The context in Wk!4 ~ O E  t?Cf?o!e e.mtiona! fife ~ 4 t h  other iiieii is fed, is 
impinged upon very strongly by the women in their lives. So, it's not as if 
m hwe tihe littry of &abiishing hsw men wiii be Mends with each 
other. I mean, how men are friends with each other, in very great part, 
depends on the kind of space they can negotiate with the women and, 
laterally, the children in their lives. I notice it particularly because I am 



single and because I'm more sensitive, perhaps, and more willing to admit 
the influence of men's wives on them than the men themselves are. 

THE POWER OF PERCEPTIONS 

When describing his familial relationships with women, one respondent 

generalized: "It's so easy to give our power away to women." This comment 

does not necessarily contradict my previous discussion regarding men's need for 

independence and autonomy in relationships. It simply emphasizes the 

mm;?iexity of men's lives today as they cope with their changing roles as 

partners and fathers when they try to meet traditional expectations as 

breadwinners outside the home in addition to women's expectations as active 

and consistent participants in their families. It also points to some women's 

perceptions of men that tend to disregard and, indeed, underestimate the role 

that women play in the lives of men as colleagues, friends and partners. 

lngham points out women's reluctance to acknowledge the power and 

control that they assume over men in the home. For example, in spite of feminist 

expectations that men contribute more to household chores, it is ironic when 

women resist men's invitations to help. As she says: "If women are honest with 

€hemselves, most of them feel highly ambivalent about men helping, especially 

in the kitchen. They yeam to lose the nagging burden ..., but cling to the power 

and control" (1984. p. 54). lngham argues that: "if women really want to 



encourage men to change, they will have to climb down from the pedestal of 

moral impunity, and acknowledge some of the power they wield over men" 

(1984, p. 37). 

Further to looking at men's and women's roles in the home, feminist social 

critic, Barbara Ehrenreich (I 983) analyzes women's potential for wielding power 

over men from a political and economic perspective. She focuses her critique on 

the pressure for men to perform as perennial breadwinners in a capitalist, 

patriarchal society that is demanding and unforgiving. 

From a breadwinning perspective, in the context of a punitive patriarchal 

society, Ehrenreich argues that traditional masculinity is a particularly strenuous 

act because it necessitates adopting a role of socially acceptable of behavior 

that tends to disregard individual differences and undermine personal choice 

(1983, p. 170). From this perspective she observes that men are surprisingly 

compliant in their breadwinning roles (1 983, p. 140). 

Although men have tended to define themselves in terms of their work 

(Ingham, 1984, p. 121, Ehrenreich's remark seems to call into question some 

women's traditional perceptions that men can do whatever they please, 

whenever they please. However, her comment also implies that women's 

perceptions of men, as being able to do whatever they please, might be 

changing (thanks to feminism) now tfmt women are personalfy familiar with 



workplace-related-stress balanced against their desire to spend quality time at 

home. In this context of juggling work and home life, I assume that women are 

learning to understand, from their own experience, the social and emotional 

constraints that men have had to endure for a very long time as breadwinners in 

a capitalist, patriarchal society. 

The results of my study confirm, as Ehrenreich suggests, that men are 

more compliant to their roles as breadwinners, fathers and husbands than 

feminist critiques and popular perceptions of men have allowed us to recognize. 

However, a question remains, concerning the benefits to men. As beneficiaries 

of patriarchy, a popular perception, what reason do men have to subordinate 

themselves to the whims of women? The answer is not complicated. They do it 

to ensure their social, psychoiogicai, sexual and emotional bonds with women. 

Men need women, just as women need men. As writer, Nancy Friday argues: 

Tor women's sake, men give up closeness with their own sex,[and] learn to 

accept female rules and controls; [And] in marriage they take up the lifelong 

burden of economic support, often leading to an earlier death" (1 980, p. 15). 

"BE A MAN, SON!": PERCEPTIONS OF MASCULINITY 

Men's friendships are inevitably dependent upon their relationships with 

women because men's traditional roles as family breadwinners make them 



partially answerable to women. Furthermore, men are subordinate to a definition 

of masculinity that, far from ailowing for arbitrary self-centredness and 

indulgence in a world of consumerist temptations, is more liable to mean self- 

denial, repression and unsatisfied appetites (Ehrenreich, 1983, p. 1 10). 

Therefore, if complying to convention is a priority, maintaining a monogamous 

marriage and working at a socially acceptable job must take precedence over 

other more frivolous enterprises when it comes to behaving as a man should 

(Ehrenreich, 1983, p. 46). 

I speculate $;:at most young boys grow up with a pretty strong sense of 

what it means to be a man. For example, my own romantic partner remembers 

his father's exact words when chastising him for displaying seemingly childish 

behavior on a number occasions saying: "Don't be silly! Be a man!" Knowing 

my partner to be particularly attentive to appropriate masculine behavior and 

judging by the number of times I have heard this story I assume that his father's 

condescending and repetitive condemnations had a profound effect on him in 

determining exactly what it means to be a man. As one respondent theorized: 

"Our identity as men now, is so influenced by what we experienced being boys." 

The pressure that some men feel to be a man was expressed by two 

r-.n.dents who were raised by women, wiL4 little influence from their fathers. 

Like my father and brother in my own family situation, these men had to get 

along in a female world inside the home, while also having to fit into a masculine 



world on the outside. For two teenage boys seeking confirmation of their 

identities, I assume that their experiences created a variety of internal conflicts. 

One of these respondents, a particularly soft spoken and sensitive man, 

describes himself as behaving "outside the mold" of normal male behavior. This 

man, like all of the respondents, is not homosexual. Therefore, I am not 

intending to imply any behavior that is perceived to be socially unacceptable. 

He does, however, gravitate to women for friendship which he attributes, in part, 

to the fact that he Was raised up in a female household." As a result he 

considers himself to be more attuned to sensitive behaviors which might be 

construed as feminine. In his mind this is not necessarily a bad thing. As he 

says: "The whole idea of, 'Be a man son,' is pretty much killing the feminine." HF? 

refers here to the notion that we all have masculine and feminine aspects to our 

personalities some of which are encouraged, through social conditioning, and 

others which are not. 

The other respondent, also "raised by women, with not a lot of masculine 

influence," discussed his masculine role in terms of what he felt he was 

"supposed to do," relative to his family's conservative, middle class expectations. 

In his case, it was women who policed and reinforced the patriarchal status quo. 

As he said: *You've got this female point of view about what this male's 

supposed to be."  evident!^, his experiences instilled in him some rather 

contradictory impressions of women which impact negatively on his relationships 



with women, today. For example, he expects that women will require things of 

him that are hard, sometimes impossible, to live up to. As he said: 

I was supposed to go and get a good job. I was supposed to buy a house 
with a white picket fence. And, I was supposed to have two and a half 
kids. I mean I was a workaholic. A part of me was saying I was being a 
parent and a husband. [But] who said I wanted a big car? Who said I 
wanted a bunch of furniture? 

He laughs as he speaks, attempting to disguise his feelings with humor. But his 

sentiments are thought-provoking and indicative of the pressure he felt to stay 

within the parameters of socially determined, acceptable behavior in his role as 

a father and as a man. 

PERCEPTIONS OF WORK IN MEN'S LIVES 

The above respondent's apparent obligation to work and his 

corresponding feelings of frustration are not unique to him, given the role of work 

in men's lives that is reinforced by a far greater social influence than some 

women's desire to adhere to a capitalist lifestyle. Work has come to exemplify 

widespread expectations of men in our materially oriented society. Work also 

represents status and identity. Furthermore, it is commonly assumed that it is 

through w o r ~  that men vaiidate themselves and gain confirmation as men and as 

worthwhile human beings. (This perception undermines the seriousness with 



which men take on their roles as fathers, in particular. See Brian Jackson, 

1983.) In short, the role that work is expected to play in men's lives is a large 

aspect of how we, society as a whole, define masculinity. It is for these reasons 

that, as Ehrenreich argues, for most men it is very difficult "to break with the 

responsibilities of breadwinning, without, somehow losing their manhood" (1 985, 

p. 28). 

From a practical perspective, the parameters of men's work determines 

largeiy how they spend their leisure time which must make allowances for their 

romantic partners and children. Given that most households today depend on 

dual incomes 7, it is not unreasonable to expect that men as well as women 

contribute to household and child rearing duties. 

The men in my sample are not unsympathetic to expectations of their 

partners and children wanting to spend time together. When asked who they 

would most be inclined to spend time with on a Friday evening, immediately after 

work, ten men said that they prefer to spend that time with their families, 

including their romantic partners and children. Fourteen said that they prefer to 

spend their Friday evenings with their romantic partners. It should also be noted 

that seven respondents prefer to participate in social activities such as eating 

out, dancing or going to a movie that include their romantic partners and friends. 

' According to Statistics Canada, six out of ten (60.4%. to be exact) Canadian families depend 
on dual incomes. (Characteristics of Dual Earner Families. 13,1994, p. 215.) 

73 



Lack of time, due to work and family responsibilities, inevitably puts men 

at a disauvantage when it comes to their friendships. Rubin quotes one of her 

clients as complaining: '"I don't have time for friends. By the time the workday is 

done and the family attended to, there's little time or energy feft for friends"' 

(1985, p. 64). This sentiment is reflected in the comments of the respondent 

who, as I mentioned earlier, participated in the interview with the disclaimer that 

he did not have friends. As the interview progressed it became clear that one of 

the reasons he did not consider himself as having any close friends, was due to 

his vmtkaholic attitucks and a pafiimlzrly demanding job. Now, at age fifty-one, 

k laments his loss of friendship when so much emotional energy has been put 

into his job, his romantic relationship and raising a family. 

DEPENDING ON WOMEN 

Previously in this chapter, I referred to a respondent who depends heavily 

on his romantic partner as his safe confidante and social advisor. Other 

respondents indicated that they also depend on their partners. Men, it seems, 

feel accustomed and quite comfortable confiding their most personal intimacies 

to m e n .  As one responwt said: "I find if a lot easier to talk about a lot of 

intimacies with women." VVhen asked who he confides his deepest personal 

thoughts and feelings to, amtlw respondent replied: "Adually the person i 



would share the most with is the woman I used to live with. We're not sexually 

intimate anymore, but we stiff have a really strong link." 

forty-eight percent of my respondents candidly included women (not 

necessarily their romantic partners) among their closest friends and confidantes. 

If women have traditionally depended on men for economic support, my results 

suggest that many men depend on women for emotional support over and above 

that which is provided through sexual intimacy. As a possible explanation for 

men's dependency on women I refer, once again, to Chodorovds argument that 

men's dependency on femaie nufluring is learned in childhood. As she argues, 

as infants and children fittte boys must depend on their mothers for love and 

support (1 978, pp. ? 09-1 10). 

As I previousiy discussed, it is commonly assumed that intimacies 

connoting dependency or vulnerabilities are not expected to be conveyed 

verbally in men's friendships. According to Rubin, sensitive issues such as 

emotional pain and deepf-y rooted fears are matters of the heart which, as men 

[earn, are connected to women, not to their fathers and certainly not to other 

men. Verbal intimacies are, therefore, likely to be discouraged between men in 

friendship. W i l e  the mode of communication employed to convey 

discouragement might be subtle and indirect, the meaning is quickly understood. 

As one particufarly forthcoming respondent said upon recalling some moments 

when he felt inclined to disdose his feelings to his closest friend: 



I used to make tentative attempts to tell G.S., how I felt. f would say, for 
instance, that I considered him my best, friend and it was always 
interesting for me because he wouldn't really say anything. He would sort 
of look uncomfortabie and move on in a non sequitur kind of way. 

These two men have been close friends for years, traveling to Europe together 

and sharing an apartment. Nevertheless, as a result of his friend's discomfort 

this respondent has learned to conceal his most sensitive feelings where this 

friend is concerned. As he said: "I still feel the same way but I just hesitate to 

express it because f don't think that he thinks it's really appropriate." 

Another respondent had similar experiences with his close friends. 

Rather than suppress his feeiings, however, he chose to join a men's support 

group. A truck driver with a grade seven education, this man did not fit my 

perceived picture of someone who joins a support group. (This raises another 

perception worth noting, although I will not be discussing it in further detail.) He 

joined the group in order to address a variety of difficulties that he was having in 

his fife such as a long history of alcoholism and dysfunctionat relationships. 

Among his variety of reasons, however, was also his need to articulate his 

sensitive side which was not allowed in his friendships with men. He 

remembers, for example, a singularly uncomfortable moment when a 

conversation with some mate friends veered towards things that men in his circle 

just don't talk about. As he said: "I guess I've kind of scared them a couple of 

times. Yotr know, talking abut my feelings and stuff like that." 



in light of some perceptions pertaining to men's need for autonomy and 

independence in relationships, as I discussed previously, for most men support 

groups do not represent a practical or agreeable option for venting their feelings. 

My research indicates that for some men, women provide a familiar, easily 

accessible and safe emotional outlet to express their more tender feelings that 

they are reluctant to verbalize because they infringe on their constrained sense 

of masculinity. Because of social constraints pertaining to acceptable masculine 

behavior, and given women's capacity for emotional nurturing, many men only 

feel safe talking about topics such as emotional pain and fear with women 

(Kupers, 1 993, p. 1 ). 

Women willingly offer men opportunities to express themselves in ways 

that do not infringe on their constrained sense of masculinity because they 

provide emotional familiarity. In this sense women are providers of much more 

than sexual favors and social contacts for men, thus challenging another popular 

perception that women hold when they feel that men only want to engage with 

them for sex. Furthermore, lngham argues that women are less dependent than 

men on the institution of marriage because women do not depend on men for 

emotional support in the same way that men depend on women (1984, p. 222). 

As a result men will suppress their inc!ination towards autonomy and 

independence in order to seek the emotional (and sexual) security that marriage 

provides. With these notions in mind, Friday argues that: 



rr .n may resist, but in the end most do marry because they want women 
!nore than anything else; if responsibilities, mortgages, ulcers, child care 
and monogamy are part of the package they must buy to get women, 
they'll do it (1 980, p. 15). 

Only one respondent maintained that he did not confide his most personal 

issues to anyone - neither his friends nor his wife. Instead he prefers to work 

things out for himself. He can be identified as a lone stalwart in this sample 

because he is the only one whose tendency to work things out independently 

appears to reinforce the popular percepti~n pertaining to men and autonomy. 

Nevertheless, my research generally demonstrates that most of the men in my 

sample do not feel obliged to keep everything to themselves, presumably 

because, "it is so much easier to turn to women" (Townsend, 1985, p. 346). 

Eighty-four percent of my respondents are married, living common-law or, 

are single, but in monogamous relationships, thus offering them liberal access to 

women. As one married respondent declared: "I think the person I share most of 

my feelings with would be my wife." Another respondent, when emphasizing the 

importance of friendship in general, felt compelled to qualify his feelings with the 

notion that "my best friend in my life is my wife." 

Finally, when asked who he confides his most personal thoughts and 

feelings to, a particularly reserved respondent, said briefly: "It would either be 



my wife or I'd keep it to myself." Based on these responses it IS likely that even 

for those men who might be somewhat reluctant to give due credit to wo~,,en, it is 

probabie that the women in their lives provide a good deal of emotional nurturing 

and intimacy. 



VI. MEN'S FEARS IN INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

PERCEPTIONS OF INTIMATE BEHAVIOUR 

In an attempt to understand the parameters of men's and women's 

intimate behavior, Fiilion cites a recent study conducted at the lhiversity of 

Colorado that identifies self disclosure as the most frequent definition of intimacy 

by both men and women (1995, p. 17). The results revealed that, "contrary to 

popular opinion, seff-disclosure and emotional expressiveness were at the top of 

men's lists" (Fillion, 1995, p. 17). These results could indicate that the ways in 

which men express themselves in interpersonal relationships is changing even 

though popular perceptions of men are not. My research agrees with the 

University of Colorado results revealing that men are, indeed, acknowledging 

self-disclosure to be an important aspect in building interpersonal relationships 

even though their friendships are not typically defined by self-disclosure. 

Nevertheless, white men will self-disclose in their friendships when 

circumstances feel comfortable, my research also indicates that they are more 

fikefy to demonstrate their like or affection for each other non-verbally, by doing 

things with or for each other. 

According to Fiflion, intimacy is now popularly measured, especially by 

women, with a feminine mier (1 995, p. 16). This implies that women expect men 



to emote in the same manner as themselves, thus indicating that along with an 

apparent feminization of friendship there is also a trend towards a "feminization 

of intimacy," which, as Fillion argues, is now defined in terms that are more 

characteristic of ways that women relate tc 5ther women ( I  995, p. 18). In other 

words, women's verbal, emotional and empathic style has become the standard 

by which men's capacity for intimacy is now measured (Fillion, 1995, p. 18). 

Intimacy, however, can be felt and expressed without words (Rubin, 1985, p. 

68). Indeed, there is a deeply felt connection between men in their friendships 

that is frequently unrecognizable to women because it is expressed through non- 

verbal physical actions. Therefore, the capacity of men to be intimate and to 

show emotional support should not be judged negatively simply because they 

seem less able than women to articulate their feelings verbally. 

When asked to give an example of a friendship that he admired, one 

respondent cited the public and private friendship between Wayne Gretzky and 

Mark Messier. He recailed their friendship to illustrate how men frequently 

express their most intimate feelings and support when, upon accepting an award 

for most vduable player, Messier announced to the media, "This one's for you 

Gret!" This public comment impressed this ardent hockey fan because he felt it 

was indicative of a connection and feeling "that was allowed to flush to the 

surface" in a very public way. As he says both Gretzky and Messier "are real 

tough and intense men," so intimate gestures are expected to be constrained. 

He also noted that he's seen Messier cry several times which he thought very 



touching because of Messier's reputation in the sport for being a "real warrior 

type." 

What interested me about this particular respondent was the notion that 

he was impressed by his sentimental interpretation of Messier's exclamation and 

identified this quality to be a characteristic that he admired in men. As he said in 

reference to his own friendships with men: ''There's often an unspoken sort of 

greater understanding and a bonding that doesn't necessarily come out through 

words. " 

A discussion of men's attitudes, those demonstrating intimacy and support 

in their friendships, was encouraged in the interviews through a variety of 

questions. For example, some intimate sentiments were revealed when I asked 

the respondents how they knew if their close male friends liked them. Of most 

interest was the response of forty-four percent of the men who said it was an 

unspoken understanding. 

How the respondent's friends demonstrated their like and affection was 

specifically discussed, because I hoped to reveal how understated signs of 

intimacy and affection are understood, without words, through actions that are 

sometimes suMk ax! unremgnlzab!e to people outside t!!e friendship. Forty- 

four percent felt confident that they were liked because their close friends 

encouraged the friendship with reciprocal invitations and phone calls. A further 



twenty percent cited shared history, longevity of the relationship and the notion 

that they can "pick up where they ieft off' after not having seen each other for a 

long time as indicators that an intimate security was present in their friendships. 

Other comments that demonstrated assurance of like and affection, included 

special favors, always feeling welcomed and evidence of a non-judgmental 

attitude. Perhaps the notion of feeling liked is epitomized best by two men who 

said separately and humorously that they felt confident that their close friends 

liked them because: "No one else would put up with me!" 

Shared history, longevity of a friendship and "picking up where one left 

off" with a friend are not mutually exclusive. Based on the responses of five men 

in this sample these attrbiutes are closely intertwined. In the words of one rather 

transient respondent: "If you have anything in common and spend any amount of 

time with [an individual] and something really serious happens, you will just end 

up knowing those people for a long time." Sometimes the most serious thing that 

will happen over time in a long term friendship is simply growing up together. 

Nevertheless, it is this contirluity and shared history that is most important for 

confirming men's closeness (Inman, 1 993). 

The notion that close friends cars "pick up where they I& of?' after a long 

absence was elaborated by one respondent wbo was particuiariy introspective 

on the subject of his friendships. He cites this attribute, in particular, as being 

one notable difference between men's and women's friendships. In this context 



he observes that men, unlike women, are comfortable with what he calls 

"episodic intimacy." As he said: "Men can get together with a buddy and have a 

really, really satisfying emotional, deep conversation and then not see him for 

another month. I think that's harder for women to do." 

Four other respondents discussed their own versions of "episodic 

intimacy" with close friends they had known since childhood and had shared 

some memorable experiences with, even though they hadn't seen them for 

several months or more. Their sentiments are represented by one man who 

said: 

We have common interests and things like that. I've known him since 
high school, so there's a kind of history there. I mean I can sit down with 
him and, you know, having not seen him for six months and just take off 
the conversation right where we left off. 

Another respondent, trying to put his sense of assurance that his closest 

friend liked him into words, said similarly: "If we haven't seen each other for a 

long time, which has happeneG, you know six months, a year or whatever, 

there's always a real, energy and connection. Like there's a spark." Finally, one 

more respondent sums it up best: When male friendships do form, there's a lot 

0f !0)EI&y." 



A further discussion of intimate and supportive attitudes, those which are 

expressed in times of crisis, took place when I asked the respondents what kind 

of support they would offer a close male friend experiencing a marital crisis or 

loss of a job. Pertaining to marital crisis, forty-four percent of the respondents 

said they would make themsehes available to listen, whenever their friend gave 

them some indication of wanting to talk . Forty percent also said they would 

provide shelter to a friend in the midst of a marital crisis. These answers 

represent the most common responses. Other responses point to men's most 

diplomatic and solution-oriented demeanors. These answers included providing 

money, talking t.) their friend's spouse, making sure their friends were included 

in special occasiorls, sharing legal counsel, and assuming a neutral stance that 

doesn't take sides in the dispute. 

Other responses are particularly thought-provoking because they indicate 

some effort on the part of these men to offer a quality of support that I, for one, 

would not expect men to offer. Based on my own experiences, I perceive this 

kind of support to be more typical coming from women than from men. For 

example, twenty percent said they would encourage their friend to seek 

professional counseling. One man even went so far as to say that he would 

accompany his friend to a counseling session. Another said he would point out 

his friend's responsibility in the crisis, in a sense playing the r o l ~  of counselor 

himself. 



In regards to supporting a friend who has just lost a job, the answers were 

more specific and practical. Seventy-two percent indicated that they would 

initiate verbal brainstorming or offer support by talking through the problem, in 

an effort to come up with some prxtical solutions. Thirty-two percent said they 

would do what they could to help their friend find another job. An additional 

thirty-two percent said they would lend money, if they could, and twenty percent 

would help them network. Twenty-four percent would offer shelter, if necessary. 

Finally, sixteen percent said, "they would be there" for their friend as a 

listener, whenever necessary. One man said he would help his friend procure 

professional counseling, another said he would talk to his friend and hope that 

he could "get his friend out of feeling the victim." And, finally, one said he would 

make himself available to look after his friend's children so that he could go job 

hunting. These latter responses seem markedly different from the kind of 

responses I expected to hear. They also seem indicative of what men may have 

learned from women about relationships and point to inaccurate and hasty 

perceptions that some women have of male behavior. 

On the whole, these responses indicate that male emotional support 

tends to be solution-oriented, where results are obvious and measurable. 

Furthermore, support is silently understood and accepted through an "ability to 

count on each other in a variety of circumstances" (Inman, 1993, p. 102). This 



goes back to "the unspoken greater understanding" referred to previously by the 

hockey fan. As lnman states: 'Friends perceive that they can depend on one 

another and know that support is always present" (1 993, p. 102). Whether or 

not support will be offered when needed is not always something that requires 

discussion in order for a man to sense confirmation. 

SEX AND HOMOPHOBIA AS OBSTACLES TO DEVELOPING FRIENDSHIPS 

In interpersonal relationships sentimental feelings that evoke affection are 

sometimes perceived by men to be representative of sexual attraction. When 

these feelings rise up and are not directed at a woman they can catch men off 

guard bringing them face to face with their own feelings of homophobia, defined 

as a fear of homosexuai tendencies. For example, author Ian Brown describes 

his discomfort when faced with sentimental feelings of tenderness that were 

evidently shared among a group of men who accompanied him on a weekend 

fishing trip. As he said, upon reflection: "Tenderness was a dangerous and 

frightening thing to a band of men alone in the woods, and we did our best to 

scare it away" (1993, p. 217). 

Brown is describing a very inhibiting fador for men in their friendships 

when fee; i i~s of affection are apparent. Whereas women frequently express 

their affection for one another through touch, such demonstrations expressed 



among North American men are sometimes misunderstood. As lnman says: 

"homophobia is one reason some men may be less physically and emotionally 

expressive with each other; friends fear closeness may be misinterpreted as a 

sign of sexual involvement" (1 993, p. 98). Because of this popular perception, 

physical signs of affection are not frequently demonstrated between North 

American men, especially in public. 

Differences of meaning in communication, be it verbal or non-verbal, are 

a factor that greatly inhibits mutual understanding. For example, in some male 

circles, a discussion of intimacy in men% friendships can inadvertently convey 

some discomforting associations to sexual attraction. It was for this reason that 

I did not raise the question of homophobia in the interviews. Therefore, I was 

surprised when thirty-two percent of the respondents raised the subject 

voluntarily, indicating to me that it is an issue worthy of careful and conscious 

consideration in the minds of many men. 

The fact that a discussion of homophobia was raised by the respondents, 

even though it was not directly addressed in the interviews suggests to me that 

sexual awareness, particularly homophobia, plays a dominant role in the minds 

of men. I do not mean to imply that men are obsessed with thinking about sex. 

Neither do I mean to imply that men necessarily and purposefully seek to 

manifest their sexual fantasies in their relationships. Men and women can have, 



and indeed do have, ongoing, supportive, platonic cross-sex friendships that do 

not involve sexual attraction (Kemble, 1993). 

The potential for sex arguably exists in all interpersonal relationships. 

This notion is reflected by one of Rubin's clients who says audaciously: "'I 

suppose there's a sexual tinge to every human relationship of any depth or 

intensity"' (Rubin, 1985, p. 105). He also suggests that this notion is very 

threatening to men who are 'Yerrified" (p. 105) of this evident sexual tension, 

especially in their friendships with other men. 

The terror that this man refers to, while sounding overstated, is 

sometimes felt by men in same-sex friendships as well as cross-sex friendships. 

However, it is not felt to be socially deviant or a threat to their masculinity to 

experience sexual attraction in cross-sex friendships, even when the feelings 

are not fuifiiled. 

The issue of sexual attraction in cross-sex relationships was raised by two 

respondents. For example, when asked if he has non-sexual friendships with 

women, one respondent, married for twenty-four years, replied that he did. 

However, he expressed his difficufty in accepting, with comfort and self- 

understanding, his feelings of sexual attraction that tend to inhibit his behavior. 

As he says: "I have found, over the years that whole sexual dynamic, for me 



personally, gets in the way 'cos I start to prance and to fantasize that there's 

something more than friendship to it." 

Another respondent raised the issue of sexual attraction upon 

remembering a dose friendship with a woman that, "turned into a sexual 

relationship." He remembers this experience with a tinge of guilt, remorse and 

self-indignation. In his own words: 

I've had a very close female friend in the past which turned inro a sexual 
relationship. I never thought we would. Then, you know, one day too 
much wine or whatever and, "Bingo! Gee! Where'd that come from?'it 
really makes you question your whole concept of friendship when you 
have a sexual relationship with a female who you thought you were just 
really good friends with and you're feeling so smug and proud of yourself. 
Then, "Whoops! Ah Geez! I'm a pig after all. 

This man, married and a father of two young children, is not remembering an 

adulterous relationship even though he is assuming a great deal of responsibility 

for actions that his female friend also took part in. Nevertheless, his words are 

somewhat wistful and chastising. They are also reveafing of a certain behavior, 

namely their desire to experience intimacy through sex, that might make some 

men feel vulnerabie in relationships with women. 

My research indicates that while it is acceptable for men to discuss sexual 

&tracr_jor! in their friendships with women, it is extremely difficult to discuss it in 

their same sex friendships. This is, in part, due to endemic social attitudes that 

condemn homosexuaf behavior. Therefore, the fact that men might wave 



intimacy, especially in their friendships, is perceived by some men to represent a 

demeanor that is notably effeminate (Townsend, 1985, p. 342). Furthermore, 

this demeanor is sometimes misunderstood in the context of men's friendships 

because, as Townsend argues, "men's fear of being taken for lovers prevents 

them from becoming close friends" (1985, p. 343). Since we live in a culture that 

"honors rugged individualism and stoical behavior" (1985, p. 343) such as that 

which is commonly associated with a very conservative view of masculinity, this 

fear is rooted in concerns about what other people, especially other men, will 

think about the friendship (Townsend, 1985, pp. 343 - 344). For heterosexual 

men, intimate behavior in same-sex friendships is threatening because it causes 

them to come face to face with their own homophobia (Miller, 1983, p. 2; Rubin, 

1985, p. 100; Townsend, 1985, pp. 343-344). 

Homophobia is not just perceived to be a threat when friendship is 

demonstrated. My research suggests that, in the minds of some men a threat 

can be stimulated by mere suggestion. For example, Brown offers further insight 

into his own homophobia by describing his most disconcerting feelings upon 

visiting a gay bar for the first time. Brown is loudly heterosexual. Nevertheless, 

he visited this bar to indulge in some "true adventures with North American men" 

(8ook subtitle, 3993). (His  adventures counted as research towards his book). 

While standing around, trying to fee! comfortable, he was Inevitably eyed by a 

gay patron. At this point, he suddenly "realized, with a start that [he] was staring 

into the source of [his] own homophobia1' (1 993, p. 234). Furthermore, he says: 



"It was a peculiar sensation being a straight man in a gay bar. Every time a man 

looked my way, my indignation rose. That wasn't supposed to happen ... if only 

these sick pigs could control their ..." (1993, p. 234). Though intended to be 

somewhat humorous, his comments point to certain behavioral characteristics 

that define men's sexuality and are expected to be rigidly adhered to in order to 

- 

maintain acceptable, masculine, social protocol. 

Masculine behavior is learned in young boys from a very young age. 

Furthermore, it is reinforced through verbal reminders that are often hurtful to 

young boys desperately and quietly coming to terms with their own sexuality. 

For example, one respondent who grew up in the southern United States 

remembers: "I know, for myself, growing up, [homophobia] was very, very 

pervasive. Anybody who stepped over the line was immediately referred to as a 

queer or something. It was just really brutal actually." 

While homophobia may be an inhibiting factor in men's friendships, a 

quality of intimate behavior that is unique to men, although somewhat guarded 

and controlled in comparison to women's expressions, is indeed evident in men's 

friendships (Rubin, 1985, p. 62; Townsend, 1 985, pp. 342 - 343; Strikwerda & 

May, 1992, pp. 114 - 1 19; Inman, 1993, p. 98). It is dissimilar to women's 

intimate expressions beaitse, in realizing their need for intimacy, men must be 

acutely attuned to the potential risk for losing control that comes with making 

themselves feel vulnerable to another. In friendships, losing control of one's 



feelings is equated with vulnerability which, in turn, is frequently associated with 

sexual behavior (Rubin, 1985, p. 1 OG, Townsend, 1985, pp. 343 - 344; Inman, 

1994, p. 98). 

Based on my discussions with the respondents it o m r s  to me that some 

men might be acutely aware of the potential that their sexual feelings can have 

for determining certain qualities of their interpersonal relationships because 

intimacy is so closely associated with sexual attraction in some men's minds. 

This notion, combined with some perceptions of intimacy that are determined by 

attributes that are more characteristic of women's friendships, it is possible that 

a confusion exists in some men's minds about how intimate feelings should be 

acceptably expressed in their friendships. In light of this confusion, sometimes 

friendship and similarly intimacy, which is expected to be a component of 

friendship, are, as Townsend (1 985, p. 343) and Kupers (1 993, p. 135) argue, 

associated with homosexuality. 

Rubin also argues that a common perception associates men's friendship 

with homosexuality (1985, p. 103). Furthermore, Miller offers an illustration of 

this perception that comes from his experiences while doing research for his 

book Men And friends hi^. He recalls that during this time he was frequently 

amfronted with the mismnception aq t ! !  pzrt of a nuxber of inquiring people 

that if he was interviewing men about their friendships he must be researching 

homosexuality (1 983, pp. I -3). In other words, people jumped to the 



conclusion that his research of men's friendships was a smoke screen for writing 

about homosexuafity. The frequency with which Miller says he encountered 

such misconceptions is indicative of the strict parameters of acceptable social 

expression within which men are expected to conform. My research indicates 

that while Miller's experiences happened well over ten years ago, issues 

surrounding men and sexuality, such as homophobia, are no better understood 

or accepted today, than they were then. 

MEN'S SUPPORT GROUPS 

As I discussed previously, men are used to turning to women for 

emotional nurturing and support. Where, however, do men turn when women are 

not readily accessible? Where do men turn when they are at odds with women? 

And, where do men turn when they are filled with shame and their pride is 

crushed? Not wanting to burden others with their problems, Gray argues that 

most men wifl turn inward, withdrawing into the quietude of their own private 

"caves" to consider a solution (1 992, p. 30). Some men, however seek solutions 

from each other in the form of men's support groups because sometimes there is 

a quality of support that only men can provide. 

The issue of men's support groups was not specifically addressed in this 

research. However, four respondents who share severa t common 



characteristics are actively involved in support groups. Three of the four men 

are in their late thirties; the fourth is fifty-two. All four are presently single. All 

four have survived messy divorces. All four have children with whom they have 

tenuous and inconsistent relationships, determined largely by their ex-wives. 

Three of the four revealed that drugs andlor alcohol had played a dominating 

role in their past lives. The fourth was not shy about disclosing the sexual abuse 

he experienced at the hands of his father when he was a very young child. Given 

these thought provoking commonalties, some mention, albeit brief and subject to 

conjecture, seems appropriate. 

One other commonality that I consider to be very interesting, lies in my 

observation that all of these men are weli acquainted with a vocabulary that 

seems more familiar coming from the mouths of women than from men. For 

example, one respondent talks about seeking a "balance between his male and 

female sides." Another referred to "his feminine side" and lamented the social 

pressure he feels to shut it away. 

When I asked how these men were introduced to the support groups I 

was told that they met, initially, in intense weekend workshops. The support 

groups were formed so participants would have an opportunity to continue 

relationships that were begun in the initial workshop. They were also fsmed so 

that the concepts that were learned in the workshop could be remembered and 

reinforced through the mutual support offered by the men in the groups. 



Based on my own experiences in worksh~ps of this nature, it is probable 

that the vocabulary was first introduced to the men in the initial workshop. I 

confess that this is somewhat speculative on my part. Nevertheless, based on 

my experiences in conversations with men in general, sentiments that refer to 

"one's feminine side" and "giving one's power away" are not what I would 

normally expect to hear. Furthermore, one respondent gave me reason to 

speculate that women, ex-wives or girlfriends, provided significant motivation in 

getting their men to the first workshop. When asked how he got into "the 

network" this respondent had no trouble giving the credit to his ex-wife. As he 

says: "She had the toois and i chose to use them." 

Regardless of their incentive for involvement these men shared personal 

evidence that solace and healing can be found in the company of like minded 

men when trying to find acceptance in a world that is arguably dominated by 

feminized attitudes. For example, one respondent related that his group offers 

him "an opportunity to share one's feelings, one's experiences and to be heard." 

Another described his experience in his group as "helping [him] grow." He 

claims that his group "sets [him] on track." Or, "sometimes just shows [him] 

direction back to the tracks." He also expresses comfort when he says that "itas 

a nice fee!lng just to kqow that there's somebody you can just tell almost 

atf&tng too." For these men their groups represent a socially acceptable, non- 

threatening, non-judgmental avenue of expression for their feelings. 



I believe that we live in a time that is acutely attuned to women's issues. 

We also live in a time where women's ways in relationships are considered by 

some people to be superior to men's and traditional masculine behavior is being 

challenged by feminist doctrine. Perhaps it is for these reasons, in part, that 

men seem to be more considerate of and attentive to women's issues even 

though, living as we do in a time of social transition, they are still expected to 

conform to a doctrine of autonomous, masculine behavior. These traditions, as 

they are challenged, seem to be creating some rather confusing times for men 

who sometimes receive mixed messages regarding what is expected of them. In 

times such as this, as one respondent observed diplomatically: "[Sometimes] 

women have to go to women and men have to go to men." 

Given some contemporary social tendencies that show bias in favor of 

feminized behavior, women can take credit for teaching men support skills in 

relationships that, once heard, can now be tailored to suit men's unique needs 

and characteristics. As another respondent reflected: 'You know, twenty years 

ago, a male would not be all that likely to go into a group and say, 'you know I 

was really tom up because my son yelled at me."' One indicator of the attention 

that men have paid to women's ways of dealing with crisis is arguably apparent 

in men's support groups. 



VII. CONCLUSION 

TRANSCENDING OUR PERCEPTIONS 

This thesis is about men's friendships and popular perceptions of men's 

friendships. It is also about the transitory nature of power in relationships and 

the notion that, where we expect power to be is not necessarily where power is. 

For example, the role that women play in determining important parameters of 

men's friendships is indicative of a quality of control that women have over men 

although it is frequently unrecognized given women's broadly inaccurate 

perceptions of men as beneficiaries of a patriarchal society. 

it can be argued that feminist theory is not an appropriate methodological 

tool for identifying women's power over men because it was not intended to 

focus on male oppression. Nevertheless, by purporting to question dominant 

intellectual traditions (Acker, Barry & Esseveld, 1991, p. 133) combined with its 

refusal to ignore the importance of human emotional expression in relationships 

(Fonow & Cook, 1991, p. 9), 1 believe that feminist theory can be an effective 

means for revealing all manner of oppressive relationships, male and female. 

Generally speaking, feminist theory has proven to be an effective 

theoretical tool for ferreting out biased power relations as it relates to the lives of 



women. It recognizes the power that women possess in their friendships with 

each other and in their capacity for offering emotional support in interpersonal 

relationships. Feminist theory has also proven effective in, "[raising] the issue of 

how difficult it is for men to deal with feelings and to have any kind of expressive 

relationships with each other" (Rubin, 1985, p. 75). Unfortunately, however, 

merely identifying men's shortcomings in relationships is where traditional 

feminist theory stops short. 

While accepting evidence of male bias in society, traditional feminist 

theory does not acknowledge female bias. Rather, it endorses an attitude that is 

judgmental and even condescending to men. Furthermore, where interpersonal 

relafionships are concerned, a feminist critique consistently faifs to acknowledge 

men's capacity for intimacy and emotional support that is different fram that 

which is offered by women but no less vital to achieving balanced relationships 

in all aspects of social life. Consequently, feminist ideology relegates men to a 

peripheral role on the home front in much the same way that women are 

relegated to peripheral roles in the workplace. 

in interpersonal relationships, women's powler over men is difficult to 

recognize because of the persistent stereotype that women are generally 

cooperative, caring unconditionaily and subordinate to men. It is this stereotype, 

entrenched as it is in traditional feminist ideology (as well as popular culture) 

that, in part, accounts for m e n ' s  failure to acknowledge the powerful role that 



they play in determining aspects of men's lives. My research shows that men do 

pay attention te women and to women's concerns. Nevertheless, feminists 

persist in fingering men for all kinds of social misdemeanors, paying little 

attention to the restrictions that patriarchal social expectations have on men. 

Feminist ideology has also contributed to a contemporary confusion 

pertaining to equality implying that, "if the sexes are equal, it must mean that 

they are identical" (Friday, 1980, p. 1 1). The notion that equal means identical, 

has largely contributed to positive results for women in their desire to assert a 

place for themselves in the workplace. This notion also has meaning when 

examining women's expectations of men in domestic relationships. However, 

the results will be less positive if men's behavior is to be measured by a 

feminine ruler. Men and women should be treated equally. But, they are not 

identical. They have differences and they have similarities, both which must be 

recognized and understood in order to foster mutually beneficial relationships. 

In order to identify women's and men's expectations in relationships, 

popular books such as those by Tannen and Gray have been useful. They 

deconstruct men's and women's behavior allowing us to recognize and 

understand differences that are difficult to accept at face value. However, once 

having acknowledged the differences, we must also accept the similarities. For 

example, it is in all our best interests to recognize that "men can be nurturing, 

cooperative, loving, giving and submissive" just as "[women] can be aggressive, 



competitive, cruel, exploitative, and domineering" (Fillion, 1995, p. 36). To 

persist in undermining men's attributes in relationships by measuring them 

against female standards: ( 4 )  fails to recognize that in many ways women are 

freer than men, socially, to be emotionally expressive and, (2) only "helps to 

preserve gender stereotypes that are at best inaccurate generalizations and at 

worst downright harmful - to both women and men" (Fillion, 1995, p. 13). 

An accurate description of men's friendship is contingent on making 

visible those aspects of men's lives where they feel subordinate to other 

people's expedaiions that are founcied on social dogma and outdated 

stereotypes. We must allow ourselves to recognize how, as one respondent 

said: ''[Men's] lives are kll of lots of challenges these days from women." In the 

context of my research, his words take on a wishful tone. His words also bear 

ironic familiarity to words that have been said before by women. 

SUMMARY: PERCEPTIONS REVISED 

With this respondent's words fresh in our minds, it is appropriate to recall 

the perceptions that some women have of men's friendships, as they are listed in 

tfie fntroduction, and revise them amdingly  in the context of my findings. 



Contrary to s ~ , . . ~  women's perception that men do not place a high value 

on their friendships with other men, my research generally shows that 

friendships among men are valued and important. This perception may be 

derived from the fact that men's friendships are determined largely by domestic 

responsibilities, work schedules and strictly imposed expectations pertaining to 

acceptable social behavior that are more inhibiting for men than for women. In 

other words, men do not have the same freedom of expression that women do to 

express feelings, be they positive or negative. As a result of these social 

constraints, men's friendships are not 2xpressed in the same way that women's 

are. For example, men may not get together as frequently as women do which 

might contribute to the perception that men's friendships come and go. My 

research indicates, however, that although men may not get together frequently, 

the sentiments of dose friendship remain intact. 

Furthermore, trust and loyalty are major characteristics of men's close 

friendships. Shared history, common interests and longevity represent 

meaningful benchmarks for friendships which are acknowledged over a lifetime 

even though the friends may not communicate on a regular basis. This so-called 

episodic infimacy does not weaken the friendship. In fact, longevity and common 

interests are valued as a foundation for trust and loyalty when friends can pick 

up where they left off even after not having seen each other for a long time. 



My research also sheds new light on the commonly held perception that 

men rarely disclose verbal intimacies. Although, generally speaking, men do 

seem to be more inclined to express their regard for one another by doing 

things together rather than sharing verbal intimacies, thus reinforcing this 

popular stereotype, this is not always true. Therefore, it is an outdated 

stereotype to say that men do not self-disclose in their friendships. Men do 

disclose to each other in a language that is not necessarily recognizable to 

women given its non-verbal and intuitive characteristics. It is, however, mutually 

understood by close friends. 

My research does not consistently support the perception that men need 

to maintain a high degree of independence and autonomy in their friendships. In 

the past men learned that in order to conform to strict masculine guidelines they 

should work out their problems independently. Therefore, some men, in order to 

reach an appropriate solution to a given problem, will withdraw emotionally for 

short periods of time. Such withdrawals are sometimes misunderstood by 

women who interpret this behavior personally. in friendships, however, men do 

offer each other practical advice that is understood to be supportive and 

illustrative of a certain bonding in friendship. It is also indicative of certain 

changes that seem to contrast with men's traditional ways of relating to each 

other. In this regard, it is possible that men have learned some supportive 

behavior, such as offering counsel in a manner that might be more characteristic 

of women's friendships, from women. 



In men's friendships, an unspoken bond is respected and silence is 

comfortable. Therefore, to perceive that men are not particularly sensitive to 

sentiments that are communicated non-verbally is incorrect. Issues that are 

charged emotionally are subject to misinterpretation by individuals, regardless of 

their sex and it is hoped that in these situations everybody can communicate 

their feelings directly and verbally. My research indicates, however, that men 

might communicate things that are particularly difficult to disclose through 

humor. This may seem insulting and derogatory to an outsider, but it is mutually 

understood between mate friends. 

To say that men are not physically demonstrative with each other in their 

friendships is another inaccurate perception. Although, due to social 

constraints, men may not demonstrate their affection for each other physically in 

public, they will show their regard in the form of handshaking and hugs in 

situations where it is socially acceptable and expected to express such feelings 

of emotion. Furthermore, several respondents did mention greeting their male 

friends with hugs. 

My research confirms the perception that men feel more comfortable 

seeking emotional support from women than from other men even though, as 

previously discussed, men will seek intimacy in their friendships with men in the 

form of non-verbal bonding. It is frequently more convenient, however, to seek 



intimacy and emotional support from women, since men are used to turning to 

women, beginning in childhood with their mothers. For these reasons, men are 

arguably more inclined to disclose their personal feelings to women than to men. 

Furthermore, women, as mothers, sisters, girlfriends or romantic partners, are 

usually accessible to men when they want to self-disclose. Men seek intimacy 

with women through sex, but, more importantly, they depend on women for a 

quality of support that they know only women can offer. 

My research contradicts some women's perceptions that men iockey for 

power and control in interpersonal relationships through conflict. With only one 

obvious exception, the men in my sample preferred to avoid conflict, either 

through avoidance o i  the issue or through negotiation, in their relationships 

rather than seek it out. 

Furthermore, it is an incorrect perception that patriarchal social structures 

are beneficial to men. For exampfe, masculinity as a social construct tends to be 

defined by more constraints than freedoms where socially acceptable expression 

is concerned. Therefore, women are allowed to be more emotionally expressive 

than men in society today and men must be observant of acceptable behavior 

that might not always and adequately represent their feelings in their friendships. 

f will argue that it is for this reason primarily that intimacy between men is 

difficult to pin down because it is frequently and popularly misunderstood as an 



expression of demonstrative and emotional behavior that does not conform to 

our traditional expectations of masculine protocol. 

Finally, it is also an incorrect perception that men never feel subordinate 

to women because we live in a time when male behavior is being judged by a 

measure that is more relevant to women than to men. For this reason, male 

demonstrative behavior that is sincere and well intentioned tends to be denied. 

It is unrecognized due, in part, to some broadly misguided perceptions of men 

that are founded in women's anger and frustration towards men. These 

perceptions are perpetuated through s! punitive feminism that is prone to 

chastise men generally for their history of abuse towards women rather than 

recognizing and acknowledging them for contributing a quality of support that is 

complementary to that which is supplied by women in relationships. These 

perceptions are perpetuated through the media, through political decisions that 

currently favor women's issues and through family relationships where issues of 

power and control are emotionally charged. 



APPENDIX 

Men's Friendship Interview Guide 

Demographics 

What is your age? 

Where were you born? 

Where do you presently live? 

Do you own a house or do you rent? 

What is your occupation? 

Do you work full-time or part-time? 

What is your income (approximately)? 

0 - 15,000. 1 5,000. - 25,000. 
26,000. - 35,000. 35,000. - 50,000. 
50,000. - 65,000. 65,000. - 80,000. 
80,000.- 100,000. 100,000. and over 

What is your highest level c;f education? 

What is your marital status? 

9a. If single, divorced or widowed are you in a long term monogamous 
relationship with a woman? 

How many children are you responsible for? 

10a. What are their ages? 

How many sisters andior brothers do you have? 

Who, in the family that you grew up in, do you keep in touch with the 
most? 



Friendship 

Do you have one or more close friends? 

13a. For easy reference in forthcoming questions, please give me the 
initials of your close male friends. 

Arelis your close friend(s) male or female or both? 

14a. How many are women? 
How many are men? 

14b. (If the answer is female) Is this friend also a sexual partner? 

14c. (If the answer is male) Do you have non-sexual friendships with 
women? 

What does the term Yriendship" mean to you? 

What is the difference between a close friend, a casual friend and an 
acquzintance? 

What are your criteria for choosing a close friend? 

17a. Do you use the same criteria when choosing all of your friends? 

Have you ever asked a close male friend for a special favour? 

18a. Give me some examples. 

Briefly, will you describe the character or personality of your closest male 
friendls? (You can describe more than one friend, if necessary) 

What characteristics do you admire most in your close male friends? 

How often do you get together with your closest male friends? 

What kinds of things do you do with your closest male friends? 



What kinds of things do you talk about with your closest male friends? 

23a. Do you confide your personal thoughts and feelings to your close 
male friends? 

23b. If not, then, to whom? 

Where your male friends are concerned, how do you decide what to 
discuss with whom? 

What do you value the most about your close friendships with men? 

How do you know that your close male friends like you? 

Describe the kind of support that you would be prepared to offer to a 
close male friend experiencing a marital crisis. 

Describe the kind of support that you would be prepared to offer to 
a close male friend experiencing a loss of job. 

On a Friday afternoon, immediately after work, are you inclined to: 
a) spend time with a close male friend? 
b) spend time with your romantic partner? 
c) spend time with your family and kids as a whole? 

Does your answer to #28 above say anything about how you feel about 
these people? 

Does the time that you spend with your male friends ever cause friction in 
your relationship with your romantic partner? 

31a. If yes, how do you deal with the problems that arise? 

Generally, do you feel that you have enough time to spend with 
your close male friends? 

Has there ever been a time in your life when you did not have a 
close male friend with whom you interact regularly? 

33a. if yes, witat were the circumstances that prevented yoti from 
having a close male friend? 



33b. If yes, during this time did you miss having a close friendship with a 
man? 

Since childhood, have you always had one or more close male friendls? 

How do your friendships with men today differ from the friendships you 
had when you were younger? (Describe more than one friendship, if 
necessary) 

Is there anyone who is presently part of your life who you are in frequent 
conflict with? 

36a. If yes, what is your relationship to this person? 

36b. Why is this the case? 

36c. How do you manage or resolve the conflict? 

Do you trust your close male friends? (Probe: to keep personal secrets? 
to do the things that they say they will do for you?) 

Give me an example, if you can, of a friendship from real life, TV, cinema, 
politics or literature that you admire? 

Why did you choose this particular friendship? 

Based on your observations and experiences, do you think there are 
differences between men's friendships and women's friendships? 

40a. If so, what do you think some of the differences are? 

Since we've been discussing friendship for about an hour and now that 
we're at the end of this interview, what does the term "friendship" mean to 
you? 
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