











Weinberg, 1978; Tuller, 1978) or the issue of living arrangements
- lovers that are also roommates - (Weinberg & Williams, 1974) or
notions of sex-“role” behaviour - “role playing” - of the lover
relationship, (Tripp, 1975) and also the issue of monogamy or sex
outside of the lover relationship (Spada, 1979; Peplau, 1981,
Silverstein, 1981).

Consequently, from the data just discussed, a rather
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conflicted and confused “model” of gay male relationships has
slowly emerged since the Seventies. Therefore, the study of gay
male relationships has retained the basic dyadic model of
heterosexual romantic/sexual relationships, even though it is clear
that, through time, there have been changes in the societal
perspective that has traditionally been used to define the
parameters of heterosexual romantic/sexual dyadic interaction.
Nevertheless, there have also been other attempts at addressing
the current needs of gay male intimate relationships that recognise
the presence of serial relationships of varied duration, which may
or may not include living together, as well as the acknowledgement
of sexually open relationships usually characterised by their inter-
changeability, equality and flexibility in role playing behaviour, with
the division of labour more equitably shared between partners and
seemingly based on ability and interest (Ramey, 1976; Kleinberg,
1980; Peplau, 1981; Plummer, 1981, 1992; Weeks, 1995; Phelan,
1997; Sinfield, 1998). '

Thus, although these attempts address other diverse current
gay male intimate needs, they also acknowledge that gay men
have retained the basic couple-front orientation of the dominant
heterosexual culture to define their romantic relationships, to the
point that - even within the gay male community - it is also
generally expected that gay men will interact intimately as couples,
and that lovers will present themselves as a dyadic unit; and so,

even when the lover relationship is highly desired, sought after and
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valued as in heterosexual culture by gay men, single people are
also seemingly not regarded as lower in status (as is usual in
heterosexual experience). This seems particularly relevant for
single individuals who are also members of friendship groups.
These issues will be further discussed in chapter six on gay and
straight friendships. However, in order to appreciate further the
nature of entendidos’ emotional experiences and their problems, 1
will cover some brief considerations on how local stereotypes about
entendidos further support the assumption that gender roles shape

the experience of entendidos’ relationships.
Common Stereotypes of Entendidos

In Barcelona, a common name for entendidos is “maricon” =
a queer, and “marica” = a sissy. These terms highlight how
confusion about gender roles is greater in response to their
homosexuality. Stereotypes often depict entendidos as individuals
who are uncomfortable with their gender identity and who want to
change their gender.

Cultural images of the effeminate maricon are common. In
relationships, entendidos are thought to mimic heterosexual
patterns, with one partner acting as the “wife” and the other part
playing the “husband”. But the experiences of relationships
presented here shows that these stereotypes are inaccurate and
misleading. Although these stereotypes may characterize a small
minority of entendidos, they fail to fit the lifestyles of most
entendidos (Aliaga, 1997; Llamas, 1999).

These stereotypes may in turn stem from other faulty
assumptions of “human” sexuality, i.e. the idea that sexual
attraction always occurs in the direction of one gender only being
attracted to the “opposite” gender. This is further reinforced by the

idea of gender identity, i.e. we are either male or female, and also
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by the idea of gender “role” behaviour, i.e. one has to act in modes
of traditionally masculine or feminine behaviour. So the popular
idea is that if a person differs from the norm in any of these
elements, then that person must differ in the others as well.

This assumption is wrong; for it assumes that entendidos are
confused about their gender identity when in fact entendidos are
not different from their heterosexual peers in their sureness in
being males.

In terms of behaviour, most entendidos are not effeminate in
dress or behaviour. Likewise in entendidos’ relationships, role
flexibility and turn-taking are the common patterns; therefore, if
entendidos’ partnerships are not based on a model of traditional
heterosexual marriage, what pattern do they follow? It has been
suggested that many entendido partnerships are increasingly
becoming closer to a model of best friendship, with the added
element of romantic attraction (Guasch, 1991). Second, if gender
and traditional “sex roles” do not provide the basis for structuring
homosexual relationships, what factors determine the balance of
power or the division and articulation of activities in a couple?
Harry (1978) has suggested that age may be a significant factor in
the pattern of decision-making in gay male couples. On the other
hand, why is it that only a minority of gay male couples engages in
masculine-feminine role-playing?

Some studies have documented the diverse goals and desires
that gay and lesbians bring to their primary relationships. Bell &
Weinberg (1978), for example, indicated that most homosexuals do
want to have a steady love relationship and find this preferable to
having only casual liaisons.

Likewise, the significance of sexuality alongside other basic
components of enduring relationships such as love, commitment
and companionship, has begun to refute the myth that sex is the

sole basis for gay and lesbian couples. Although in popular
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thinking “infidelity” is often construed as a sign of serious problems
in a relationship, the causes and consequences of sexual openness
in homosexual couples may be more varied.

Peplau & Cochran, (1983) have also shown that lesbians and
gay men look to their relationships primarily for affection and
companionship. Beyond these areas of commonality, important
individual differences have been found in the relationship values of
gay men, particularly in the value placed on issues of intimacy,
attachment, independence-separateness and personal autonomy
(Silverstein, 1981, De Cecco, 1988).

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, practically all
the entendidos who participated in this study emphasised how
important it was for them to maintain a balance in their
relationships between their need to share affection with their
partners while, at the same time, being able to sustain a clear
sense of mutual autonomy and independence, as will be illustrated

in the abstracts from our conversations in this chapter.

Love and Commitment

A starting point for discussion in this sense is the question of
how many entendidos are actually involved in steady relationships.
In the present study, fifty percent of the participants were involved
in such relationships; the other fifty percent had been involved at
least once in a stable relationship. However, all of them
emphasised that these relationships had been emotionally
rewarding for them.

Similarly, the findings of Bell & Weinberg and those of Laner
have also suggested that a high proportion of gay relationships are
highly satisfying. In the present study, I found similar responses,
although I also found that for entendidos, satisfaction does not

automatically convey “true” love. This, in turn, affects the level of
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commitment for it is also a sad truth that love per se is no certain
guarantee that any relationship will endure.

Miguel’s reflections (one of my participants) are quite
eloquent in this sense:

I have never experienced security and stability in my
relationships... At present, I have never experienced a really good
loving, long lasting feeling in my relationships... In a way, I am
learning to be prepared to face this fact as part of my relationships.

In gay relationships as in heterosexual ones, relationships
begun hopefully and lovingly can and do fall apart. How long do
gay relationships last? There is no easy answer to this question. It
has been suggested that a person’s age determines, to some
extent, the length of time that it is possible or likely for a
relationship to endure. Bell & Weinberg (1978), inquiring about the
length of people’s first homosexual relationships, found that on
average, gay men were 23 years old when they had their first
steady relationship; the majority stated that they had been in love
with their first male partners, and their typical relationships lasted
a median of one to three years. In the present study, the average
length of steady relationships is around two years.

As for commitment, one of the factors that influence the
permanence in a gay relationship is the strength of the positive
attraction that makes a particular partner and relationship
appealing. In this sense it seems as if gays do not differ from
heterosexuals (Levinger, 1979). Thus, while the initial attraction
wanes and people tend to fall out of love, the decrease in attraction
can lead to the ending of a relationship.

Other factors affecting permanence in gay relationships can
be the psychological and material barriers around sustaining and
balancing emotional closeness, and the costs of sharing a common
household and the structural support systems to solve them, that

are available for heterosexuals but not for them. Although gay men
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usually do not feel obliged to stay together if they do not want to,
this common assumption also helps them avoid feeling hopelessly

trapped in an unhappy relationship.

Sexual Behaviour in Gay Relationships

Research on sexuality in gay men’s relationships presents a
fairly similar picture. In general, gay men report a high level of
satisfaction with sex in their relationships. Lewis, 1980, found that
gay men have sex with their steady partners as often or more
often than do heterosexual couples. Among the gay men studied
by Jay & Young (1977), 11 percent reported having sex with their
partners daily, 38 percent had sex three or four times per week, 40
percent once or twice a week, and 11 percent less than once a
week. It has also been suggested that in long-term gay male
relationships sexual activity and interest decline over time (Saghir
& Robbins, 1973).

Regarding sexual exclusivity, gay couples do question
whether it is better for their relationships to be sexually
monogamous or sexually open. However, in actual practice, the
relationships of gay men are less likely to be sexually exclusive
than those of lesbians or heterosexual couples. Some studies have
suggested that most gay men who are in a steady relationship also
have sex with men other than their primary partner (Bell &
Weinberg, 1978, Peplau, 1981). In these studies, all the men
whose relationships had continued for several years reported
having had sex outside their primary relationships. In this sense,
some factors of gay sexual development and socialisation may be
similar, to some extent, to those of straight men. For instance, in
Barcelona, men, regardless of their sexual orientation, are taught
to be more interested in sex and sexual variety than women. Thus,

although many gay men recognise that emotional involvement is
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always present and important in their sexual practices, their male
developmental patterns often tend to separate love from sex; and
this means that they can enjoy casual sex for its own sake.
Schaffer (1977) found that gay men were more likely than lesbians
to say that many of their sexual partners were people they had
never met before and were partners with whom they had sex only
once. Similarly, he found that gay men were less likely than
lesbians to say they were in love with most of their sex partners.

Similarly, Hunt (1974) found that just as gay men are more
likely than lesbians to have sexually open relationships, so too are
heterosexual husbands more likely than wives to have extramarital
affairs. Thus basic differences in men’s and women’s attitudes
toward sex and love may be more important here than sexual
orientation.

Additionally, for many gay men, their gay communities may
also encourage sexual openness rather than exclusivity, especially
in urban centres where there are more opportunities for casual sex.
However, one basic point to consider here is that for many gay
men, as for many heterosexual men, casual sexual affairs have
been described as a “complement” to a steady relationship, not a
substitute for it.

In growing up, men continue to receive greater social support
for sexual experimentation, and therefore decisions about sexual
exclusivity can have varied consequences for a love relationship.
For some gay men, sexual exclusivity is a sign of love and
commitment to their partners. For these gay men, sexual
exploration with other partners may only occur if there are
problems in their primary relationship. For others, however, secure
and rewarding primary relationships are enhanced by the
excitement and novelty of outside liaisons. Indeed, some gay men
have been reported as viewing fidelity as excessively restrictive

and unnecessary (Harry, 1978; Jay & Young, 1979).
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Thus, the meanings of sexual openness and its implications
for the continuation of a relationship can be quite diverse, as
diverse as gay relationships themselves.

It appears then that, at some level, there may be some
similarities between the relationships values of gay men and
heterosexual men, for gay men may also bring to their love
relationships some of the same expectations, values and interests

of heterosexual men’s relationships.

Experiencing Attachment and Autonomy in Entendidos’

Intimate Relationship

In this section, a selection of transcripts from our
conversations, dealing with their experiences of relationships,
including the significance of the balancing between attachment and
autonomy is presented, in order to illustrate further how they have
experienced intimacy, love and sex in their relationships to provide
an emotional space where they could emotionally connect and
recover different repressed silent or semi-acknowledged aspects of
their emotional voices and how these are shared with their

partners.

Paco: Autonomy is First

Paco, 27: "I get carried away by life, but not by my emotions, I
am a bit reserved in that department... I fear rejection... For instance,
If I spot someone on the street that may appear appealing, I may
not do anything, because I fear that maybe an encounter would not
work. So the fact that I usually have no plans helps me control
frustration, in that sense then, everything that may come will have a
positive side, I do not have goals nor any preconceived ideas on how

life or relationships should be... I feel more satisfied with me in this
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way, I usually rationalise a bit, I assess things, and then I just take
the best part of things...

But sometimes I also feel a bit of frustration, for not being able
to explore more actively what would happen if I let myself get carried
away emotionally... There are times when I doubt this, but usually I
handle my life quite well.. I am a very proud person, in my
relationships I normally assume the role of a confessor... there is a
theory that says that in relationships there are victims and tyrants,
so I usually play the role of a confessor... I also realise how in my
relationships, I have certain superiority with my partners...

Me: How do you notice this superiority?

P: I have a feeling as if they needed me more than I need
them... It is as if I was more important to them than they to me...
this does not mean that I feel superior as a person, it is rather that I
have more authority and more decision power, more power in my
relationships and the power to decide the path of my relationships...
But when you are with a partner, this becomes a bit more complex,
because if you happen to feel in love with him, then you do not ask
yourself so much about who has the power, you do not rationalise
that much, and you let yourself get carried away... I think I have a
greater capacity for euphoria and for emotional communication than I
usually allow myself to experience... But this is not easy either,
because I am also very attractive, and people notice this, and that
boosts my ego, but it also gives me problems in my relationships,
because I do not like to frustrate the others’ expectations towards
me, for I do no like to feel tied in my relationships...

But I have also met guys with whom I have not cared too much
about all this, and the only thing that mattered has been this strong
need to be close to them, and the wish that the relationship last
forever... in those circumstances, I want to know everything about
him, and share everything with him, and to experience all the good
and bad of our relationship...

But some other times I would not want this to happen in a
compulsory way but rather to let things happen and let oneself get

carried away... I like a lot the sensation of not knowing what is going
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to happen... I like variety and change... But I like also to reserve
myself a bit in my relationships, for eventually, something or
someone better could always come, and knowing that gives me the
freedom and the power to change everything at any moment, and to
keep myself always at a certain distance...

But sometimes I would also like to be very in love with someone,
and to share my life with that someone, because I would not like to
be all alone... Sometimes, as relationships evolve, the communication
may become routine, and at that point I feel that I want to change
and not to make bonds... Sometimes I have felt, after being in the
beginning of a relationship, that I just want to end it, for I would like
to feel again something similar to what you have already lived with
the person I am, but this time with a new person ...For instance, I
have met this cute guy two weeks ago, and I love him to bits, but... I
don’t know, I also feel the need to change, I feel bored, I want to
change, for I have started to feel that things were becoming
routine...And I also felt again that I had the power in our relationship,
and frankly, deep down inside of me I don’t like this at all, but I
simply can’t avoid it and I tend to put myself in a position of control...

I also think that deep down inside of me, what I would really
like, is that my partners would take the lead, and me being taken, for
I don't like to end. up doing only what I want in my relationships...

Me: So what would you do in a situation like this?

P: I would like to live... to accelerate a bit my little heart... for
instance, this morning I have been at the beach, and I met this guy,
and I felt things I don’t usually feel, and I have let myself get carried
away... this guy is quite ok, and I have felt very euphoric, and I felt
the need to provoke emotions, and we have talked a lot, and I think
he sounds interesting and maybe I would be interested in him... and I
like him, but I am also afraid, he is younger, and is HIV positive, and
I would not have problems with that, but I reckon he may experience
this differently.... And I would not like to feel that because he is HIV
positive, I would have to be obliged to love him..and I feel a bit
insecure...

Me: So what would you like to tell him?
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P: Well, we'll see, I would prefer not to think too much, not to
speculate, and to let things happen, and let ourselves feel each
other...

Me: How do you show your affection in your relationships?

P: I like caresses a lot, I like to nickname them nicely, to tickle
them, to make them laugh, to have details with them, to be sweet,
romantic, poetic, to paraphrase things they have just said, to guess
what they may like and to give them a little surprise, and to find
those little hooks that provoke a smile in them... I have the
sensation that I am learning to let myself get carried away and not to
worry too much about the future, and not to think too much... I like
affection, but when things get deeper I get scared, because at some
point you could get vicious, this may become habit... and this has
happened to me before..In my relationships I have never been
dumped, maybe because I avoid it, although I am not quite clear on
this... I am afraid of suffering, and when I foresee danger I just
escape, and sometimes I am just lucky...

On the other hand, many times I feel pretty much indifferent
towards everything... and I feel that I can do without anything...but
at the same time, I also want to be a better person and to be able to
feel emotions and satisfaction...

I also like to end things, and.to feel confident... I have also had
relationships with guys older than me, and the experience has been
as if there was a power battle, and I always win, and then I leave... I
confront my opponent, win the battle and I leave... maybe there’s
something similar to this in my past with my Dad, but I don’t know
for sure...

But I would also like to give up unconditionally, and I guess I
would also like to be challenged, although I like to maintain my
independence and to respect my points of view... I don’t like people
who do what they don’t want to do... I run away from dependency... I
would feel exhausted if someone depended on me, and certainly I
would not like to depend on anybody... if you think about it carefully,
the wish to want to share everything with someone is unrealistic,

because in practice it becomes impossible...
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Sometimes I have also felt very constrained in a relationship
with a guy, because I may feel ok with him, but not necessarily in
love with him, like thinking that this is "the” relationship for me, and
I cannot let myself get carried away, instead I start feeling worried,
thinking that things could progress, and I would not like to get
involved too much, and certainly I would not like to hurt the other’s
feelings, so I prefer not to have too much expectations... this all may
sound all too cowardly, I know, but I don't like to lose, (he laughs)...
but maybe that’s when you lose, because you lose the more, the
more you are afraid of losing,...

I have more or less a clear idea of how I would like things to
work for me, but I just don’t manage to put it into practice in an easy
way... I think I would have to be more spontaneous, and I'm trying ...
I mean to live more and to feel more, because those who feel, live
and those who think they only exist, or something like that ... I am a
coward, I know, but I am afraid and also a bit paranoid, but
sometimes I also feel that I simply do not want to communicate with
anybody... When I was a kid I used to get annoyed, and I did not
want to reconsider either, this was very childish, but I think that as
an adult you also have the right to be a bit childish sometimes...

Me: Is there something that you would like to experience but
you have not yet allowed yourself to do so?

P: I find it very difficult to get deeper in my relationships with
people... even flirting has been difficult for me... of course if you have
drank a bit of alcohol that may make it easier, but if I am at the
beach and I spot someone who may seem interesting I find it difficult
to come closer and say hello!... I think it is very good to be open with
people, but in practice it is not that simple for me, I am afraid of
people, I am very insecure, so in some respects I may seem very
confident but in other areas I am super insecure... I don’t like to show
weakness in my relationships, I avoid it, but, at the same time, I
prefer to relate to sensitive guys rather than tough guys, although in
my relationships I usually behave as if I were insensitive and cold,
but I behave like this to avoid being hurt by others... I guess people

may see me as a coward, weak and distrustful, but I can’t avoid
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being this way, even though I recognise I don't have real motives to
be distrustful, because people has always treated me well, and I have
not had problems with people... Maybe this is because I am too
ambitious... you see, I usually have the feeling of taking full
advantage of everything and of doing only that which pleases me...
for instance, when I am with my partners I frequently cannot
concentrate on what I am having with them because instead, all the
time I am also thinking of what I may be losing if, that is, if I
happened to be with someone else, like someone more interesting
than the person I am with at the moment...

So I guess I would like to find someone just like me, who
can feel the way I feel, with whom I can feel close, but at the same
time being independent, keeping distances, avoiding dependency on
others and being in control of the situation, and, at the same time
having affection and care... but I simply cannot find this kind of
equilibrium, but I reckon at the same time I depend on the affection
of people, for I need to feel appreciated and loved by others... so until
now, I think I have lived doing whatever I thought was good for me
but I have not yet necessarily lived to be who I am...for the moment I
feel more like enjoying the good side of life and to be very free, for I
believe that bad things can always happen at any time, and you don’t

really need to look for them to come across your way..

Paco’s experiences of his relationships helped us reflect on
the implications of what seemed to me as a semi-unacknowledged
emotional disconnection, in relation to his need to live "more
spontaneously” and let himself "get carried away by his emotions”
which also seems to correspond with his unease and frustration for
not being able to feel closeness, intimacy and commitment in his
relationships; and I wondered how he had ended up feeling that
way, for, at some level, the reflections he makes about himself in
his relationships seems to convey a fairly clear recognition of his
preferences, needs and expectations, while, at the same time, he

identifies issues of fear of being rejected, detachment as a way to
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cope with dissatisfaction, power imbalance and concern for his lack
of self confidence; yet, at another level, it was also quite revealing
to see how his values around intimacy and independence seemed
to get enmeshed with his need for affection and in this way, his
sense of boundaries tends to follow in a fairly narcissistic,
defensive, masculinist way.

I could also appreciate part of this kind of clash of aims and
values when he stated that he had “"no preconceived ideas about
how his relationships should be”, for, “he has no goals or
expectations” although at the same time he also clearly showed
ambivalence and dissatisfaction when he realised how in his
relationships his partners seem to need him more than he seems to
need them; and he attributes this not only to his moral-
psychological superiority but also to his physical attractiveness.
Thus, this asymmetrical positioning in his relationships seems to
foster his narcissistic sense of superiority, which in turn also gives
him the power and control over the course of his relationships:

"I have a feeling as if they needed me more than I need them...

It js as if I was more important to them than they to me”

It was also remarkable for me to realise how issues of
attachment and a sense of togetherness as well as a sense of
permanence in his relationships is almost absent in his reflections,
for he seems to place greater emphasis on not making bonds, by
assuming a detached, cold attitude with his partners, which he
rationalises as necessary; for it gives him a sense of "freedom"
while keeping open the possibility of withdrawing himself from his
partners at any time, since he has to be constantly alert to all
those potentially better “opportunities” that may come across his
way.

Likewise, his need to keep himself emotionally distant also
gives him the feeling he is in control, which he seems to have

reinforced, particularly with those partners older than him, as he
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literally states that he has experienced these relationships as
"power battles” which he has "won”. This framing of his
relationships also highlights a kind of “gay macho” attitude,
whereby a power-pleasure game of supermasculine dominance
ensues between the partner who “needs very little” the affection
and sexual gratification and the “weak” partner, who shows his
“greater” need, either by placing greater emphasis in affection and
intimacy and/or by acknowledging their pleasure in a sexual way.
In this context, the experience of love is necessarily an
unequal relationship between unequals, for love between
physiological equals, who both posses the instrument of “power” (a
penis and a detached emotional attitude) and the instrument of
“submission” (an anus and an explicit need for affection) becomes
not only emotionally and sexually inarticulate but also leaves the
“winner” with a reassuring feeling that he has reconfirmed his
superiority:
I met this cute guy two weeks ago, and I love him to bits, but,...
I don't know, I also feel the need to change, I feel bored, I want to
change, for I have started to feel that things were becoming routine,
and I also felt again that I had the power in our relationship, and
frankly, deep down inside of me, I don't like this at all, but I simply
can’t avoid it and I tend to put myself in a position of control
However, in Paco’s experience, there also seems to be some
awareness of the oppressive and limiting effect of this macho
sexual caste system, founded on a stereotypical masculine and
feminine roles, related to the possession or lack of power, when he
states that he is aware of the hurt he can inflict on his partners;
and so he tries to avoid being hurtful by not giving them “false
expectations” and, at the same time, he admits that this way of
rationalising his behaviour may seem "all too cowardly”, adding
that in fact, he behaves this way in order to avoid being rejected,

for he sees himself as shy, insecure and even afraid of people. So
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to this extent, it seemed sad to me to reckon that although he
admits he would like to get closer to himself and his partners, he
still can’t help experiencing this closeness as a loss of his power
and superiority, although he is "well aware that he will lose lots
more, the more he is afraid of losing”.

In some ways, Paco’s experiences reminded me of a similar
pattern of relationships among gay men in Mexico, especially when
the age difference between the partners accentuate issues of
power and sexual role stereotyping.

It has also been quite revealing for me to see how in
Barcelona as well as in the rest of Spain and in Mexico, there is still
a consistent derogation of male affection as conveying lack of
control and power in relationships and then this need for male
affection can be equated with unwanted feminine attitudes among
entendidos. In this context of prejudice and cultural confusion
some entendidos end up embracing traditional masculine values,
which further inhibit their relational abilities for male affectionate
intimacy. To the extent that this confusion is internalised, the
individual’s emotional and sexual responsiveness may be
“confused” and his intimate relationships inhibited. This highlights
the dramatic tension of those contradictions from without, that is,
all the unpleasant qualities that one may acquire as a result of the
pretension of maintaining a straight, domineering attitude in his
love relationships: i.e. how Paco tends to assume his relationships
as power battles that he has to win, all of which, in turn, reveal all
those contradictions from within, for this pretence and resistance to
open up emotionally lead to pain, difficulty, alienation and
confusion while reinforcing the denial of one’s affectionate needs,
and undermine others’ needs as weakness, unwanted dependency
and inferiority.

But these contradictions can also take on different forms,

especially when the immediacy of desire may lead to experience
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love and sex in a less polarised way, by assuming a more
“androgynous” emotional and behavioural stance to relate and
negotiate emotional and sexual needs. In this sense Sergio’s

experiences become particularly relevant.
Sergio: Sharing Part-Time Love

Sergio, 24, “I've had several relationships, but they had not
been very long... until I met Max, 36, from Germany, I was 21 when
we met... By that time, I had just dumped an ex-someone I was
dating, and so I needed to feel better... Max told me that he had a
partner and that he wanted to have sex with me, and I accepted, but
I told him that I was only interested in being his friend... but then I
just felt in love with him... and this has been the longest relationship
I've had, [one and a half years], and during that time we split up
three times, but then continued seeing each other for three more
years, mostly to have sex... During the time we had our relationship,
Max kept on seeing his partner, and although I would ask him to stop
seeing him, he just would not... Unfortunately, I have to admit that
Max has been the most important relationship I've had so far,
although I was just a lover for him... with Max I learned about love,
and about sex with a man... '

Me: What did you talk about when you were with Max?

S: A bit of everything..he was sometimes a bit too childish,
sometimes sweet, and sometimes a bit tough and detached, but
usually he was rather sweet with me, although he could also be very
stupid sometimes... so, sometimes, when I could not cope with his
reactions, I would try to dominate him and take the lead... I certainly
dominated him not only sexually but also in other ways as well, like
when we had our conversations, for I knew how to hurt him with
words... but I would only do this in response to a previous hurtful
behaviour that he had had with me... Sometimes when we spoke
about our feelings, I would lie to him, by telling him that I loved him,

when actually I hated him, but then I would also reproach him, by
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telling him that he was in no condition of speaking about true feelings
for me, for he still kept on seeing his partner, and this would make
me feel quite bad... for he only wanted to have sex with me, and was
not interested in knowing me as a person... so I would say that
sometimes I felt affection for him, but other times maybe I was
basically forcing myself to feel some love for him... but how could I
love him and, at the same time, keep a blind eye on the fact that he
was hurting me by being at the same time with his partner? ... So we
just broke, but then, a year ago, Max ended up his relationship with
his partner and he phoned me afterwards to tell this to me and also
to let me know that he was free... then he invited me to have dinner
and I accepted, for I was secretly planning to give him a little lesson,
and once we met, I told him that I would be interested in having an
open relationship, and so as usual, we ended up having sex again,
and I gave myself totally and gave him so much pleasure, but
actually I was the one having the most pleasure for I was savouring
my revenge... so after we finished having sex, I told him that I did
not want to see him again for he did not deserve me, and I was not
going to be his sex-toy anymore...

Me: So how has this relationship affected you?

S: Nowadays, at a certain distance I can say that I still don't
know what does it really feel to be loved by a gay man... you know, .
like when you wake up in the morning with your partner, and you can
look at him in the eyes, and you can also arque with him, and you
know that he loves you a lot, and that you can hurt him, but you also
know that without him, you could not even breath, and that you
could give your own life for him at any moment, and that your
mutual love transcends sex, for I have had lots of sex, and yes it’s
good, but after so much fucking, you don’t feel that much pleasure
anymore, but, on the contrary, one single caress can make you feel
so much love...but I still have not found that kind of love, who knows,
maybe some day...but in the meantime, what should I do? Put an
add saying “I'm seeking for someone who can understand me?”..

That’s not so simple, I wish it were. I feel that everyone feels always
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a bit alone, but I think this is not bad per se...although I recognise I

need a partner...

Sergio’s experiences of his relationships helped us reflect
further on the different significance that love and sex can have for
the integration of emotional intimacy. On some level, it would
seem as if he and Max could easily separate sexual intercourse
from love and emotional intimacy, by appealing to autonomy
values that reinforce the idea that they should maintain an
independent life and an identity apart from their sexual
experiences. However, this kind of arrangement seems to be
somehow sustainable, provided they both experience sex as a form
of casual recreation, whereby their respective level of attachment
has to remain rather low while their autonomy has to remain highly
valued... but this apparently ordinary “gay arrangement” may well
be an over simplification for it does not seem to convey how sexual
intercourse usually can mean, at the same time, a most meaningful
way of giving and receiving love for most men, either straight or
gay. So if it is true that sexual intimacy is the “only” masculine way
of expressing love that is culturally recognised in Barcelonian
society, then its effect in providing and sustaining a sense of
emotional closeness and attachment should also be considered... As
Sergio puts it:

Max told me that he had a partner, and that he wanted to have
sex with me, and I accepted, but then I just felt in love with him...and
this has been the longest relationship I've had and... unfortunately, I
have to admit that up to now, Max has been the most important

relationship in my life, even though I was just a lover for him... with

Max I learned about love and about sex with a man”
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So I kept wondering what this statement meant for him and
then for us in our attempt to reflect further on how love and sex
correlate in entendidos’ relationships.

Again, Sergio seems to have already reflected on this aspect
of his relationship with Max, when he added that at present “he stil/
did not know what does it feel to be loved by a gay man”... At
some point, it would seem as if Sergio took on a rather
“androgynous” stance of negotiating his emotional needs, by
focusing on being helpful to his partner and sharing activities and
sex with him while at the same time becoming more emotionally
expressive, vulnerable and openly dependent and even
manipulative on his needs in a double effort to resist but also to
learn to accept the fact that he only occupied one part in Max’s
affections while at the same time not being able to hide his hostility
and dissatisfaction by pretending that he still was very much in

love with Max:

Sometimes when we spoke about our feelings, I would lie to him,
by telling him that I loved him, when actually I hated him, but then I
would also reproach him, by telling him that he was in no condition to
speak about true feelings for me, for he still kept on seeing his
partner, and this would make me feel quite bad, for he only wanted
to have sex with me, and was not interested in knowing me as a
person... so I would say that sometimes I felt affection for him, but
other times maybe I was basically forcing myself to feel some love
for him,... but how could I love him and, at the same time, keep a
blind eye on the fact that he was hurting me by being at the same

time with his partner?

This may have intensified his differences with Max, for it may
have over-emphasised a false sense of opposition between sex as
simply recreational fun, separated from its loving aspect and

legitimising an impersonal, exploitative relationship with Max by
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subsuming his attachment as a subservient form of his autonomous
self and in this way reinforcing an unequal relationship.

Thus, the difficulties in trying to find a balance between love,
sex and intimacy may lead to a series of possibilities and
explorations that could help reconsider what they actually mean,
and how they can become more compatible to each others’ needs
and expectations. In this sense Miguel's experiences have also
been very significant.

Miguel: Looking After my Flower Garden

Miguel, 22, "I have come to realise that I walk through life with
an attitude of coldness, maybe this is something I learned from my
mother...At school, people have also told me that I look cold, but that I
am also a nice guy... There are many things that can affect me, like
being unnoticeable to others and their indifference... I've always tried to
please others and when I realised that others would not reply to me, I
simply could not understand how others could react with indifference to
my efforts to be kind to them, but now I think that you don’t
necessarily have to be liked by everyone, I have become more
tolerant...

When I was younger, each time I met a new guy I almost fell
automatically in love with them... I had my first affair with a gay guy
when I was seventeen, he was more or less my age, and I thought
he was not particularly special, but I was a bit desperate, I was
introduced to this guy by another entendido, so once I met this guy I
was trying to seduce him, and I took him to a place I liked, and next
day we agreed to meet to go to the cinema, and then we went to the
beach, and after the beach he told me, how about coming to my
place, my parents won’t be there, and so on our way to his place,
and I took him by the hand to show him my interest (he laughs) and

then he told me gee! What would my mother say if she saw this?
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(meaning us holding hands), and I told him but you said your mother
would not be there, and we laughed and once we got to his place,
everything looked as if we had to end up having something, then he
told me that he liked a lot that I had taken him by the hand and that
when he felt my hand he could not avoid having a hard on, and so I
thought, whoops! This sounds promising!... so after that we just
ended up in bed for four hours ahd after that this guy tells me "I love
you”, and I thought, what! What are you saying? And I thought to
myself well I cannot show less interest in him and so I replied to
him I love you too”, but what happened then is that I really started
feeling in love with him, and we kept on seeing each other the next
week, and then he suddenly became coldish and distant and he
would not touch me, and so I asked him, are you feeling
uncomfortable because there’s people around? And he said, no it’s
not that, it’s just that I don't love you anymore! (He laughs) but then
I felt totally awful during the following week ... and I never knew why
he changed, for I never saw him again, so instead I kept wondering
myself and thinking that maybe he got scared because I was going
too fast , but I just never knew why...

So then I met another guy, 25, with whom I shared my
disappointment with the guy I just never saw again, and so this guy
listened to my story and then told me about a series.of theories he
had about love, like love is like a rash or a flu and what you have to
do is to get rid of it, and I thought I did not agree with that theory,
but I also think now, that after one week with someone you cannot
really think that you really love him, and then this new guy told me
that our feelings are like a garden, and so you have to look after your
garden and not to open the door of your garden to everyone,
because if you do, someone may just step on your flowers and
destroy them, and so I thought right! I think I know now everything
about love, for I have already had an affair, I have had sex, and I
had also suffered a disappointment, and so I concluded I already
knew everything there was to be known about love... and so I started
going out with this guy, thinking that with my experience I would not

make the same mistakes again, and certainly I would not give myself
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to others so easily, but then I just fell in love again, and gave myself
completely, and then I was disappointed again and I suffered again,
but he told me that he was not feeling in love with me but that did
not mean he did not care for me , and he also said that I was a bit
too young and that maybe I needed some time for myself and to
devote more time to my studies, and that our relationship had no
viability as partners, and I think now that he was right..In some
ways he behaved like a father with me...

So after I had had sex, a relationship and a disappointment at 17
in a way I became “me”, for I realised I had what I had and that was
enough, and I did not need to use a false identity anymore...

Sometime later, I met this other guy who lived nearby, and he
showed interest in me, and asked if I wanted to go to bed with him,
and we had sex, but I did not feel in love with him, and then we split
up and I felt a bit confused, for at that time, he was my only
connection to the gay world, but eventually I met another guy and
we also had sex and went out but after some time I decided to put
some distance between us, because he was older and had more
experience and ours was not an equal relationship, and I did not
quite understand in what ways he could be interested in me, and he
was also a bit of a show off, and then we continued having sex for
some time, although I did not like him physically, and for me, having
sex with him was a way of showing him gratitude for the support he
had given me...

I have also tried having sex with other guys while being in a
relationship with my boyfriend, and that has allowed us to explore
different things, but it has also brought some conflicts with it... for
instance, some of my closest friends have ended up having sex with
my boyfriend without both telling me, and this has affected the trust
we had in each other... in the end they both had to admit in front of
each other that they had both lied to me, and this left them feeling
more embarrassed with themselves than I with them...

But then we all agreed that we all had to be honest to each
other, and, after saying all that... we continued having sex with each
other!... My boyfriend then told me that when he had sex with our
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mutual close friend they decided not to tell me because they thought
it would be difficult for both of us, considering that my close friend
was involved...In fact, since my boyfriend and I started our
relationship, we agreed that we would allow each other to have sex
with other guys... so having sex with others while being in a
relationship is one thing, but then again it is not that easy to talk
about it with your partner... The fact of accepting other persons in
our relationship has brought us difficulties that we still have not
overcome...

At some point, I used to think that having a little affair apart
from your relationship was not that bad, so long as it only meant
fulfilling a temptation, but then again there can be no satiety for
temptations, and then things start to look differently...

In fact, I was the first to have sex with other guys while being
with my boyfriend ... but then I came to recognise that it was
difficult, because I felt jealous when I saw him with other guys, and
at that point I realised I was not prepared for this kind of
relationship, for the presence in our relationships of these third
persons destabilised our relationship and eventually we ended up
splitting...

To some extent, I used to think that if my boyfriend saw another
guy, that would not be so bad per se, so long as we had it clear that
our relationship still was strong and we had a future together... in
some way, I would rationalise the fact of my boyfriend being with
others as something that could possibly help make changes that were
important for him within himself, but then things got kind of messy,
for even I ended up kind of arranging a date for him with another
guy... (He laughs nervously)... I did not know exactly what I was
doing, but I felt so desperate that I thought I needed to do
something to improve our relationship... until eventually I came to
realise that, actually, there was nothing left to be done with our
relationship...

But in some way, at least I could satisfy many of my curiosities

in how relationships can evolve, for we both tried a bit of this and
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that, until I just got tired of looking around without a sense of
direction...

However, during this whole process I learned lots of things as
well, for I cried a lot, I felt jealous, an in some ways I almost felt
loved by my partner...and that very feeling of mutual care, was, in
the end, what kept our relationship afloat for some time, and that
gave us the opportunity to get to know each other better, and I could
understand in the end, how different our sensibilities were...

My partner is the type of guy that when he had a problem, he
would try to solve it on his own, by withdrawing himself, and I tend
to react in quite the opposite way, for when I have a problem, I try
to share, usually with my friends, for after some time I learned that I
could not share them with my partner, and this had a debilitating
effect in our relationship, and that was not easy for me... although in
some ways, to some extent, both of us would try to talk and to be
patient with each other, within our own limits...

So infidelity has been present in all my significant relationships,
and I've always thought that straight people were more conventional
in this respect, but now I see it quite differently for I have also seen
how unfaithful straight people also are, and now I try to be more
cautious in this respect, for I reckon not everyone is prepared for
this... Actually, I have never really believed in the idea of fidelity per
se, I think it’s rather got to do with the persons involved and how
they feel about it and how they want to handle their
situations...because jealousy can always come up .. I have felt
jealous myself, and so I think I would like to find someone who could
accept his own jealousy towards me and how I would have to be
sensitive to this acceptance, although I'm not quite sure how
sensitive I have been in this respect...

Me: What does it mean - loving someone - for you?

M: I guess it basically means sharing, like to have a constant
reminder of the significance of that person in your life, and to be able
to count on him, and to think of him, and to share with him all what
you think and feel... even if this only happens once a year, and even

if that person is already dead...At a deeper level, it is also something
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very personal, e.qg. like loving someone who is already dead... for
instance, I love Tony, a friend who is many miles away from me
now... and I also love my dead grandma, whenever I cook some dish
she taught me,... and I also love the person I see every day, for I
value his/her company and his/her friendship and I can also count
on them...

But then again, this may not be that clear, because my mom, for
instance, is very important to me and she means a lot to me, and I
think of her all the time, although I do not share my homosexual life
with her, and so this makes me think that maybe sharing in itself
may not be the only thing that defines love, for love is also a feeling
of wanting to share everything with your partner, and to feel
something positive with that person, for when you love it is always a
"we” and maybe loving and hating are part of that same feeling, for
they are both very intense, strong feelings that you usually
experience in relationships... but I don’t know for sure, and this is
getting a bit abstract, and you have to think about all this in real
life...

For instance, I have never experienced security and stability in
my relationships, and something I am convinced of now js that there
is no such thing as stability in relationships, and in a way, I am
learning to be prepared to face this fact, as part of my relationships
and also to be able to accept that no love is going to last forever...
my longest relationship has lasted two years, and that was not
precisely love, it was rather a process of learning to know each
other... At present, I have never experienced having had a really
good, loving, long-lasting feeling for someone... So I would like to be
prepared to feel this way and to get to feel some degree of security
and stability... that nice feeling of knowing that you can always count
on your partner... and yes I know that this idea of stability may sound
a bit simplistic, for you can never have a fixed image of anyone, and
then pretend that your partner won't change, we all change, so you
cannot expect to be always the same yourself... but somehow, deep
down inside of me, I would really like to experience some degree of

stability... Sometimes I have also asked myself to what extent my
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belief that there can be no stability in relationships is not helping me
to experience that stability... On the other hand, I would like to
believe that my wanting to be in a long-lasting relationships is merely
a weakness, for it would only help me feel less lonely and avoiding
being alone, but then again when I have felt alone, I just cannot feel
complete, and I don’t know if this is a need or just the wish to be in a
relationship... I mean if a partner represents an unsatisfied wish,
what happens when you don't have a partner? What need does that
lack represent? ... It is as if I would not like to be alone... and I don't
know if being on your own means aspiring to independence, or rather

merely avoiding feeling so vulnerable...

Miguel’s experiences helped us reflect further on how values
around the balance between intimacy and independence affect the
ways one can experience dyadic attachment and personal
autonomy in close relationships. Whereas some gay men may
consider it essential that a relationship be sexually monogamous,
others may prefer sexually open relationships.

Miguel’s experiences in this respect seem to me particularly
illustrative, for they show how his values, feelings and expectations
changed throughout time during his first relationship when his need
to feel close and loved, combined with his inexperience, led him to
confront his initial ideas about love, which basically centred on a
sense of shared feeling; for he soon learned that opening up his
heart and giving himself completely to his partners would not
necessarily imply that his partner would reciprocate. His
puzzlement and disappointment then led him to seek support and
further understanding with an older gay man who, through sex and
some advice showed him the importance of keeping the “door of
his garden” semi-closed if he did wanted to avoid being
disappointed again.

Although the emotional-sexual supportive experience with

this older gay man helped him appreciate further the importance
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of not opening up his heart indiscriminately, Miguel’s emotional
puzzlement seems to have affected significantly his affectionate
responsivity with the rest of his partners, for he still seemed to be
amazed, disappointed and distrustful, since he still did not quite
comprehend how his partners were insensitive to him and did not
reciprocate his attempts to come closer to them by opening up his
feelings and his need to love them and be loved by them; but,
instead, he had to face a whole range of responses, from
withdrawal, rejection, misunderstanding, cheating, exploitation and
indifference, to the point that he got to consider that maybe he
should basically learn to be prepared to live without affection and
accepting with resignation the wuncertainty, variability and
instability of gay male affection:

I used to think that if my boyfriend saw another guy, that would
not be so bad per se, so long as we had it clear that our relationship
was still strong and we had a future together... In some way, I would
rationalise the fact of my boyfriend being with others as something
that could possibly help make changes that were important for him
within himself, but then things got kind of messy, for even I ended
up arranging a date for him with another guy... I did not know exactly
what I was doing, but I felt so desperate that I thought I needed to
do something to improve our relationship...Until eventually I came to
realise that, actually, there was nothing left to be done in our
relationship...

I have never experienced security and stability in my
relationships... At present, I have never experienced having had a
really good loving long lasting feeling for someone...In a way, I am
learning to be prepared to face this fact as part of my relationships”

So gradually, and, sometimes contrastingly, Miguel's

emotional responsivity changed in such a way that he also became,
to some extent, a bit uncaring and insensitive with his partner.
However, in this complex process of change, he also acknowledged

how his relationship experiences had showed him the importance of
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looking beyond specific values, such as sexual exclusivity, in order
to identify and appreciate what exactly love and sex had meant in
his life, and how it had not been easy for him and his partners to
talk openly about it - but rather leaving him and his partners with
mixed feelings and mistrust, and how he had ended up concluding
that up to the present moment, he had never experienced a "really
good loving, long lasting feeling for someone”... and how he would
like to achieve some sense of security and stability in his
relationships.

Furthermore, in his reflections about security and stability
and their meaning in his relationships, he had also considered to
what extent his own lack of self confidence fostered a masculinist
idea that stability basically conveys avoiding one’s weakness and
vulnerability and how believing this limited his capacity to love and
support himself and others by assuming that the need for stability
and security basically threatened his independence: meaning
aspiring to independence, or rather merely avoiding feeling so
vulnerable:

I would like to believe that my wanting to be in a long lasting
relationship is merely a weakness, for it would only help me feel less
lonely and avoiding being alone, but then again, when I have felt
alone, I just cannot feel complete, and I don't know if this is a need
or just the wish to be in a relationship... I mean, if a partner
represents an unsatisfied wish, what happens when you don’t have a
partner? What need does that lack represent? It is as if I would not
like to be alone, and I dont know Iif being on your own means
aspiring to independence, or rather merely avoiding feeling so

vulnerable.
This preoccupation with achieving a sense of self, love and

worth, while being able to balance intimacy and independence, also

seems to be an important issue in Xavier’s experiences.
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Xavier: Learning to Love as a Man

Xavier, 21, ... What attracts me about being with a woman, is to
feel that I will be able to give them security, although deep down
inside of me I am more sexually attracted to men, and what I like the
most about them is the security they can give me ... I definitely think
that I am more inclined to men, and being a man myself helps me
understand men better... At the end of the day I think there are more
advantages when you are in a relationship with a man, despite the
promiscuity, and all those things that are supposed to be part of the
gay world...

In my relationships with men I am not interested in promiscuity
nor in so called open relationships... I am sorry, but I am a very
jealous guy, and now I try to move away from affairs.. but
sometimes when you tell some gay men that you are still interested
in women, some of them may feel betrayed, and this annoys me,
because sex, there is only one, but apart from that, we are all
persons...

Nowadays I am fine with my boyfriend, and we give each
other lots of affection, although I don't know how long our
relationship is ‘going to last... what I like in my relationships is to
become friends before starting having sex, because being with
someone on a sexual basis only can be fun, but limited, and I think
the greater fun comes when you get to know your partner as a
person, and learn what he likes and dislikes... when I am with a man,
I like when he makes me feel secure, because that shows he is
secure about himself... On the other hand, I guess my interest in
giving women security comes in part from films, where you can see a
girl in love with her man, and he is an interesting person, and he
gives her security... so at the same time I think this is precisely what
attracts me in a man, for I would like to be like those interesting, self

assured men...
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Xavier’s reflections of his relationships allowed us reconsider
the interplay of different gendered perspectives and styles of love
as a way of redefining himself and his values and preferences in
order to develop his emotional skills, and made them more
compatible with his ideal self.

Thus, while he states that he would like to assume a
masculine-power perspective towards woman, by giving them a
security that he apparently owns and controls, and that woman are
supposed to believe they need, he seems to be fulfilling an
idealised image of himself, whereby he becomes an interesting, self
assured, controlled yet caring man. Implicit in this idealisation is
also a recognition that since he has not managed to incorporate a
typical masculine sense of self-assuredness, he has, at least, found
some inspiration from certain films, where traditional depictions of
men indirectly highlight and intensify the power differential implicit
in women’s traditional feminine gender roles as overtly and

sometimes exaggeratedly dependent on “their” men:

What attracts me about being with a woman, is to feel that I will
be able to give them security, although deep down inside of me, I am
more sexually attracted to men, and what I like the most about them
is the security they can give..When I am with a man, I like when he
makes me feel secure, because that shows that he is secure about

himself

To some extent, his idealisations also seem to be attuned
with those notions of “human” development that simultaneously
devalue woman and love, by proposing that the healthy person
develops from a dependent child, to an autonomous, middle class
male adult. Thus, self development is equated with masculine

independence, rationality and dominance, while woman, with their
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emphasis on attachment, are judged to be developmentally
retarded.

So I kept wondering if the internalisation of these notions
could have also reinforced Xavier’s ideal sense of self, since his
culture also tends to accentuate achievement, while emotional
expression is disparaged as sentimental, foolish and unrelated to

I/I

the serious business of the real world, leading “real” men to see
love as “sissy” or humiliating behaviour that threatens their macho
status.

In a way, perhaps this kind of imagining his emotional
positioning towards women also seems to be aimed at finding some
inner balance between his insecurity and lack of self acceptance as
an entendido man and his need to be loved and recognised by
men, and, specifically, other entendidos , since he has come to
recognise that he is definitely more interested in men as partners.

To what extent would Xavier’s aspiration to see himself as a
confident man seem to be aimed at reaching a certain way of
positioning and negotiating his desire for men, whereby love and
sex are both simultaneously feminised and masculinised in a rather
dichotomised and polarised, active-passive fashion, whereby both
partners can avoid the fear of being denigrated each other, by
denigrating the object of their homosexual desire, by reinforcing a
rather fixed masculinist male identity?

This kind of distinction displaces the delimitation of his
homosexual desire by presenting it in terms of concrete acts and
not in terms of desire. As a result of this, the value of his
homosexual desire becomes even more restricted by framing it
externally, that is, in accordance with macho assumptions about
homosexual desire. In this sense, on a psychological level, Xavier
could feel that he has maintained his masculinity while at the same
time he gives himself some space to accommodate his homosexual

desire, without feeling that he has lost his manliness.
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At this point, 1 also kept wondering to what extent Xavier’s
inner arrangements also mirrored his local entendido ways of
channelling his homosexual desire without feeling that he is risking
his manliness by strengthening the power of the masculine over

the feminine.

Reflecting on Entendidos Relationships and the Experience
of Unfulfilled Love

Our reflections on entendidos’ intimate relationships highlight
several important issues. First, they all referred to their current and
past relationships as being very intense, significant and personally
rewarding, while, at the same time, they all remarked that, at
present, they still had not fully experienced a clear, strong loving
feeling towards their partners, nor they had felt really loved by
their partners. Moreover, they all showed a clear, romantic attitude
towards their partners, and they all emphasised that love and
commitment were their highest priorities in their relationships.

These findings raise further questions, for although they are
all different, there was also considerable commonality in their
internal emotional dynamics, as reflected in the ways th'ey
experienced and valued affection and attachment; i.e. they ali
seemed to have experienced emotional closeness and sexual
satisfaction, and yet, it seems as if they had not quite experienced
these as sufficiently fulfilling and enjoyable... and I wondered to
what extent this kind of emotional dissonance is related in part,
with their childhood years experiences of difference, including their
parents emotionally distancing from them, especially their fathers,
because of their difference.

To what extent did their former emotional interaction with
their fathers, with its emphasis on individuation and separation had

a weakening effect on their ability to know connection, on a
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psychological level as something real or even possible, which made
them less trusting about experiencing relationships as a kind of
psychological breathing, or ongoing process of mutual affectionate
exchange? i.e. to become a real boy or man in their emotional
context with their fathers and also at school often meant to be
able to hurt without feeling hurt, to separate without feeling
sadness or loss and then to inflict hurt and separation on others.
So I also wondered to what extent their internalised conception of
manhood gets re-enacted in their current romantic relationships
with other gay men in a way that puts them psychologically and
physically at risk, because it impedes their capacity to feel their
own and other people’s hurt and to know their own and others’
sadness?

To what extent have my interviewees experiencing their
partners’ affection as being satisfactory and rewarding yet at the
same time not really conveying a meaningful loving relationship for
them could also reflect how highly they value an unacknowledged
heterosexual ideal of love that indirectly makes it more difficult
for them to experience more fulfilling relationships?

How is it that their romantic relationships with gay
men has not been “relational enough” so as to help them mend
and rebuild their trust in their own capacity to love, and to allow
themselves to be loved by their partners without feeling
jeopardised or confused?

To what extent has the rather usual experience of having sex
with other gay men outside their primary relationship also
contributed to reinforce the idea that their relationships are
detached, uncommitted and short lasting?

Another significant aspect of their romantic relationships is
the overall rather limited material conditions in which most young
entendidos grow up which also limits their possibilities to meet

regularly. For instance, at the time of our interviews five of my
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eight interviewees, were still living with their parents. Often it is
not until their mid or late twenties, that they can afford to live on
their own and be able to fully develop their gay identity and live
openly as gay men. For my interviewees this also means that while
they remain living with their parents, although three of those five
living with their parents have actually came out to their families
they still were expected to keep their gay life somewhat “discreet”
if not separate from their familial dynamics and to behave as
straight as possible with their parents, for fear that their family’s
“reputation” could be “affected”. These familial restrictive
circumstances thus serve to prolong and limit their opportunities to
start self validating and reaffirming their homosexuality.

On the other hand, a second related reflection regarding
entendidos” values around their relationships is that their
unacknowledged tendency to frame, to some extent, their
experiences of romantic love in a masculinist way further limits
their ability to experience resonant attachment for often it is
experienced as compromising their autonomy.

Indeed, although separate value dimensions of attachment
and autonomy were commonplace in their reflections on their
relationships, only the attachment dimension seems to be more
consistently related to the characteristics of their relationships.
Thus, although the occasional sexual experiences with other gay
men outside their primary relationship did have an initial de-
emphasising attachment effect on their trust, their ability to talk
and renegotiate the basis of their relationships also strengthened
their emotional communication and resituated the importance of
attachment, which in turn resulted in greater emotional and sexual
satisfaction and a reinforced sense of closeness and confidence that
their relationships could continue in the future.

By contrast, the insistence on autonomy values and the

avoidance and rejection of anything resembling unwanted
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dependency does not seem to have enhanced their intimate
emotional communication in relationships.

This was also evident in the shorter duration of their
relationships (average two years) especially those of Paco and
Sergio, although this did not seem to have affected the frequency
of their encounters, their future expectations, their sexual
behaviour and their reactions to break ups.

Again, the emphasis on autonomy, as part of their initial
socialisation as straight men, does affect their current abilities for
intimacy in their relationships. In Catalan culture, for example,
men have traditionally been taught to divide their energies and
commitment between a primary relationship (the family) and a
career. Thus, three of my interviewees tended to keep their love
relationships somehow separate from the rest of their lives spent at
work and with their friends and family. Also, among my
interviewees, part of their socialising experiences within their gay
community included learning to separate their sexual behaviour
from love and emotional intimacy, a tendency that is still reinforced
by norms within US gay communities. (Altman, 1982).

Indeed, all of my interviewees, regardiess of their individual
differences in autonomy values, expressed the notion that they
should maintain an independent life and identity apart from a
primary intimate relationship without feeling that their moral
positioning limits or reduces their ability to establish meaningful
affectionate attachment in their relationships. In this sense, if
entendidos implicitly assume that a high degree of personal
autonomy is to be expected in intimate relationships, then minor
variations in autonomy values may have little impact, although this
possibility would require further clarification.

Although most of my interviewees tend to assume that their
relationships are somehow well balanced and that this had to do in

part with their Catalan moral upbringing, -which they see as better
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than the rest of Spain - 1 think that while their particular
emotional-moral and material circumstances has enabled them to
enhance to some extent their self esteem as gay men, their overall
emotional situation with their partners is far from ideal and
presents them with unique opportunities and challenges to
question and re-evaluate traditional, restrictive and biased
conceptions of intimacy between men i.e. to free themselves from
the oppressive internalised homophobia; to develop a positive gay
identity through their intimate relationships with other gay men
and a supportive gay male community; to re-evaluate traditional
conceptions and boundaries between romantic relationships, sexual
relationships and friendships and to actively work to meet their
individual needs for intimate relationships with other gay men in
unique, creative ways. In a way, the very marginality of their
position within mainstream heterosexual society also puts them in
a particular situation; for it potentially allows them to reconsider
the implications and consequences of these prevailing oppositional
values for their own experience - i.e. how developing oneself
consists mainly in expressing one’s needs and feelings, in such a
way that can easily lead to a “me first” or "I do my thing you do
yours” orientation, in contrast to a more interdependent image of
relationships; here, self development and committed love occur
together, and mutual support is emphasised, raising issues of co-
operation and sharing as basic elements to achieve a more
gratifying emotional, affectionate and sexual intimacy. In the next
chapter their friendship experiences with gay and straight men
highlights how entendidos’ values and expectations regarding
friendship opens up their relational abilities to overcome their
tendency to focus on personal autonomy and security and to
reconsider how closeness and vulnerability can also equally provide

them with fulfilling and committed affectionate experiences.
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VI. ENTENDIDOS’ GAY AND STRAIGHT FRIENDSHIPS

In chapters four and five I discussed how the experiences of
being different in a predominantly heterosexual Catalan culture
have shaped, to a considerable extent, the ways in which my
interviewees nowadays relate emotionally to each other in a way
that both reproduces and challenges their male heterosexual
upbringing. Similarly, I have discussed how their emotional voices
within their romantic relationships seem to be in a kind of constant
edit mode, for they still find it difficult to maintain a balance
between their social behaviour as Barcelonian gay men whereby
they still have to conform, to some extent, to heterosexual
assumptions and expectations, in order not to find themselves even
more marginalized from their social environment and, at the same
time, being able to fulfil their need to assimilate their affectionate
and romantic gay experiences as encompassing love and care in a
more resonant and meaningful way for them.

However, their need to find more validating and emotionally
resonant relational experiences with other men in a way that
facilitates their identity as gay man usually only finds full emotional
expression and meaning through their friendship relationships with
other gay and also with straight men and women.

In this chapter, drawing in part on the issues discussed in
chapter two about the importance of friendship, both as a crucial
emotionally relational experience for gay men, as well as its
significance in the context of how it greatly helped and shaped our
experiencing and understanding our mutual experiences as gay
men are commented.

Initially, a brief review of sociological approaches on
friendship and its relevance for entendidos own friendship

experiences is also presented. Afterwards, their current friendship
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experiences with other gay men are presented, focusing on four
key areas: (a) Spending time together, (b) Expressing emotions
and emotional dynamics, (¢) Emotional support, and (d) Eroticism
and Sex.

Then, a brief review of relevant research on gay and straight
male friendships is also commented upon and, finally, the
friendship experiences of my interviewees with straight men and
women are discussed, and contrasted in particular with Jamie
Price’s (1999) research on US gay and straight male friendships,
which is based on the use of differences as a relational framework

to approach these particular friendships.
Hearing our Feeling Voices Resonate Through Friendships

The emotional dynamics and the vicissitudes of gay
friendship and gay-straight friendship relationships is another
whole, rich and crucial experiential area in the lives of entendidos
that is necessarily closely linked to the development of their
identity by allowing their feeling voices to connect, resonate and
strengthen their sense of seif. ,

Having frequently experienced different forms of homophobic
rejection and exclusion from their families, as well as from
heterosexual society since their early years, as a result of their
being seen as different, friendship becomes all the more important
for entendidos and gay men. It is usually the only emotional,
micro-social space that they can look for in order to develop their
identities, and experience a clearer sense of community and
belonging, self worth, security and trust - both in themselves and
with others - that is quite unique, for it can also provide them with
a sense and a form of family.

Given the significance of friendships for gay men, they make

friendships differently, as contrasted with straight men,
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constructing a different style of masculinity. For, instance, not only
are desire, romance, nurturing vulnerability, emotional intimacy,
and sex often a vital part of the experience, but the combined
effect of these experiences, and the marginality of its
circumstance, also shape their personal and social attitudes with a
political dimension, whereby its members can eventually create
different communities.

In this sense, I would like to re-emphasize that the main idea
in this chapter is that the friendships of entendidos is quite often
the only developmental space they have to consolidate a sense of
self identity and community in a process of emotional sharing and
moral support, that further shapes their emotional relational
abilities with other gay men.

In the context of our conversations, one very important way
of allowing our own experiences and emotional voices as gay men
to be mutually acknowledged and validated was that we all
recognised each other as gay men; and this very mutual
recognition helped us a lot in our attempt at sharing many
experiences and associated feelings concerning our emotional
friendship experiences as gay men. ‘

Actually, on a personal level, I must say that the experiences
I shared with my interviewees have been very significant and
rewarding for me, for they have given me the opportunity to
rethink not only my own experiences of friendship as a gay man,
but also to reassess the insufficient and inadequate ways in which
both sociological research and psychoanalytic theory and practice
have dealt with the issue of gay male friendships.

Furthermore, these shared friendship experiences with my
interviewees have also allowed me to rethink how issues around
researching and/or working therapeutically with gay men could be
addressed more empathetically and effectively, in a way that

facilitates a clearer understanding of its socio-psychological
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dynamics, while allowing ourselves to expand the possibilities of
our collaboration from mere formal participation into fruitful
committed new friendship-like collaboration: i.e. as when my role
as gay interviewer began to blend in with the role of a new gay
friend in the group.

Clearly, these rich emotional mutually rewarding experiences,
would not have been possible for us had I remained emotionally
within the conventions of my professions both as a psychoanalyst
and as a sociologist, that is, maintaining a typical position of
authoritarian control and/or rationalised professional distance; for 1
would have very probably lost both emotional resonance and
connection and emotional understanding both with them and with
myself.

Within our conversations, questions were discussed such as
who are and/or have been your friends? , Who is (are) the closest
friend(s) and why? How did you meet? What kind of things do you
share with these friends? Who do you contact when you need help
or when you need to speak to someone in relation to your gay life?
How close and how much emotional reciprocity do you feel in the
company of your friends and why? - among many others.

Likewise, by approaching this student gay-friendship group, I
could also obtain, to some extent, both sides of a particular
friendship dyad rather than relying on unilateral accounts. This
“small group” approach also allowed me to see different friends in
relation to each other, which in turn enabled me to focus further on
particular aspects of a given relationship instead of taking them for
granted, and instead of just relying on a single interview account.

This small friendship group approach also allowed me to
situate the emotional and social significance of their friendship in
their context, instead of relying on abstract questions posed in
abstract emotional language. This was also aided because the focus

of all our conversations was not friendship in itself as an isolated
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topic, but rather on their emotional needs in their development as
gay men and, within this, the significance of friends as a way of
fulfilling those needs while constructing their identities.

Given that the issues raised in our discussion of the
friendship relationships of my interviewees deal crucially with the

L/Z\Y

voices of the “we” “us” and “them” connecting different aspects of
their identities and their emotional development i.e. relatedness
and self definition, trust, care, desire, sexuality, intimacy and love,
the abstracts from our conversations in this chapter will be
introduced not as “person-centred,” as in chapters three and four
on difference and love and sex in romantic relationships, but will
be more “thematic-oriented abstracts” as a way to highlight the
cultural emotional context where their feeling voices can be

heard.

Sociology and Gay Men’s Friendships

Issues surrounding the significance of friendship as part of
gay men’s emotional development and its connection to notions of
self within sociological and psychoanalytic accounts on male
emotional development are rather scarce, and certainly deal very
marginally with issues surrounding its cultural specificity and
diversity.

Within sociology, for example, the whole issue of friendship
and its place in contemporary Western social life of men, women
and children, has been described as a neglected relationship by

Lilian Rubin, in “Just Friends” (1985), when she observes that:

Friendship in our society is strictly a private affair. There are no social
rituals, no public ceremonies to honour or celebrate friendships of
any kind, from the closest to the most distant, not even a linguistic
form that distinguishes the formal, impersonal relationship from the
informal and personal one...Friendship is a non-event, a relationship
that just becomes, that grows, develops, waxes, wanes and, too
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often, perhaps, ends, all without ceremony or ritual to give evidence
of its existence (Rubin, (1985) Just Friends, pp.4-5).

Rubin acknowledges how in Western contemporary society
friendship is clearly a marginal issue, for “important” social
relationships are submitted to different forms of official recognition
around institutionalised notions on becoming real subjects which
evolve, and around kinship notions within the family that give
coherence and meaning to our relations with others.

Rubin also notes how this can also be seen in our own
language to describe our relations with others and how friendship

gets marginalised:

Our language offers few possibilities for distinguishing among
friendships, the word “friend” being used to refer to a wide range of
relationships with varying degrees of closeness and distance.
Compare this with kinship and the rich set of descriptive terms the
language makes available., The words “mother”, “father”, “aunt”,

I A\Y

“uncle”, “cousin”, all tell us something specific about a person’s place
in the kin circle. Whether related by blood or by marriage, each
relationship has its own designation... We all know what to expect in
those relationships, because the rules and boundaries are more
clearly understood and accepted with kin than they are with friends
(Rubin, ibid. pp. 5).

By connecting social relatedness through language with a
particular view of social life, Rubin also raises interesting questions
around the ambiguity that surrounds friendship in Western society,
and how this ambiguity is connected with prevailing notions of
male moral and emotional development. But how these two
dimensions of male moral and emotional development actually
interact to sustain this ambiguity around the significance of
friendship among gay and straight men needs further reflection.

Peter Nardi (1992, 1999), commenting on the uniqueness of
friendship experiences for gay men, observes that society does not
approve of gay and lesbian interpersonal relationships. A first

important element that Nardi observes as characterising gay
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friendship is that, given that still many families do not acknowledge
and legitimise gay people’s friendship and relationships, and
considering gay men’s vital need to sustain a sense of self,
friendship often takes on the roles typically provided by
heterosexual families.

I have also found this family-like dimension within my
interviewees’ own reflections on their friendship relationships.
Furthermore, their anticipating that they will not find the
acknowledgement and validation of their gay friendships within
their families leads them to focus more on the emotional-moral
support provided by their friends, to the point that, eventually,
friends end up becoming more important than their family in their
daily lives.

Paco’s experiences of estrangement within his family,
illustrate a common context for these remarkable attitudinal

changes to happen:

When I am with friends at home, and my dad’s around, he
becomes serious and distant. Then, without saying anything, he just
goes back to his studio. By doing this, it is as if he’s trying to tell me,
"look, I'm cool with you, but I don’t want to know about your gay
friends”. I know he loves me, but he simply does not want to know
about my gay life. As with my mother, sometimes I tell her about
what I've been through with my gay friends and she does not say
anything in reply. Sometimes she’s even suggested that, maybe my
gayness is just a phase and that perhaps eventually I will go back to
"normal” life. For her it is as if my gay life is just not real and
important, so I reckon, she may be wishing that, eventually, I will
overcome that “phase” and then I will become straight! I love my
parents and I respect them, but somehow I've been feeling as if they
are not part of me anymore. My friends are actually the closest ones
to me. With them I can share my feelings, my needs, and I enjoy a

lot their company and support. With my gay friends, my favourite
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topic is my own feelings, and I feel very comforted when I realise
that I don’t need to pretend anything with them. They just get
instantly what I'm going through, because they've also had similar

experiences.

The impact of these estrangement experiences with his
family for the development of Paco’s self esteem and his ability to
establish affectionate and intimate relations with other gay men
either as friends or partners man is considerable, and it further
illustrates how the Spanish family remains as a very central issue
in the lives of my interviewees.

Such estrangement experiences reinforces an “expectation of
rejection attitude” among my interviewees which often puts them
in a difficult position whereby they have to rethink and reconcile,
within themselves, how it is possible for their parents to tell their
gay sons that they love them, yet, at the same time showing
clearly that they do not want to know about their gay life and
friends.

Paco has come to an internal emotional arrangement
whereby he has rationalised his parent’s contradictory attitudes by
telling himself that his parents are basically conventional and
reserved, and so that explains their disinterest in his gay life.

However not all my interviewees have been able to articulate
their parent’s contradictory attitudes in relation to their gay life and
friends, by using such rationalisations. In fact of my eight
interviewees only five had come out to their parents and of these
only three (Manuel, Xavier and Salvador) had positive and
congruent parental attitudes regarding their gay life and gay
friends.

As with the remaining three (Jose Maria, Sergio and

Sebastian) they have come to a different emotional arrangement
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within themselves: they have come out to their friends but have
decided that they prefer to remain closeted to their parents, as a
way to avoid their incomprehension and possible rejection.

Sebastian, for example, has lived all his life hiding his
homosexual feelings from his parents. Instead he has put special
effort to appear heterosexual with them by having a girifriend who,
eventually, also rejected him when he came out to her.

This experience was particularly painful for him and he felt he
needed some psychological help. He asked his mother to send him
to a psychotherapist but instead of telling her the reasons why he
broke with his girlfriend, he told his mother that he was feeling
very stressed because of too much work and exams at school.

When Sebastian met his male therapist, he decided that he
was not going to tell him about his fear of being gay and instead he
only spoke about his stressful experiences with exams at school. At
present, Sebastian seems very clear and determined in his decision

of not coming out to his parents, and he explains his motives:

My parents have always noticed that I am a bit effeminate in
my behaviour, but they have never asked me directly if I am gay,
and I don'’t think they will ever dare to ask me such a guestion.
Funny enough, they actually know two of my gay friends: Manuel and
Xavier but they think they are straight! My parents are bit old and
very traditional and rigid in this sense, and I simply do not have the
guts to tell them that, in fact, Manuel and Xavier are gay and that we
often go together to gay bars. So for my parents, Manuel and Xavier
are two straight blokes from school with whom I have become good
friends... I have made up my mind that, if I start dating men in the
near future, I will never introduce them to my parents and I will
never tell them that I am gay. This would be totally catastrophic for
me and for them, and I reckon, that if they ever had their suspicions
about me being gay, they might have decided to put a blind eye.
Actually, I think that it is better for me to keep this pretence with
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them, i.e. they don’t want to know that I might be gay and I don't
want to come out to them! Instead, I will keep on working hard to
eventually be able to move from home and buy my own flat, and I

will always be completely discreet with my gay life

A second important element that Nardi identifies as
characterising gay friendship is that it also has a political

dimension, which often operates as a political statement:

What unites us, all of us, surely is brotherhood, a sense that our
friends are historic, designed to hold Stonewall together... It is
friendship that sustained us, supported our survival (quoted in:
Nardi, [1992]: Men’s Friendships pp.108)

Nardi also observes that this political dimension of gay
friendship becomes more salient if we consider that the basic
element in concept of friendship implies the idea of “being oneself”
in a cultural context that does not approve of that self. In this
sense, the need for gay men to belong with others out of the
mainstream can be central to the maintenance of their self and
identity.

This connection between friendship and identity has also

been emphasised by Little (1989) when he observes that:

Friendship is an escape from the rules and pieties of social life. It's
about identity: who one is, rather than one’s roles and statuses. The
idealism of friendship lies in its detachment from these, its creative
and spiritual transcendence and its fundamental scepticism all act as
a platform from which to survey the givens of society and culture.
(quoted in Nardi, [1992] pp.116).

Similarly, Nardi comments that, for many gay people, the
“friends as family model” goes beyond the mere need to develop a
surrogate family in times of need and social support, for it is also a

way of refocusing the economic and political agenda to include non
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traditional family structures composed of both romantic and non-
romantic non-kin relationships.

Furthermore, by calling attention to the impact of
homophobia on heterosexual men’s lives, gay men’s friendships
also illustrate the potentiality for expressive intimacy among all
men.

Through gay friendships then, not only are the constructions
of gender further questioned but the way in which gay men
structure their emotional lives and friendships can also affect the
social and emotional lives of all men and women.

Thus, when gay men’s friendships are formed and organized
around their stigmatised status to confront the dominant culture in
solidarity, its political dimension can barely be underestimated.

Additionally, Nardi, reflecting on these two elements, i.e. the
familial and the political, remarks that there is also a third
important element/dimension among gay male friendships, one

involving desire and sexuality:

Unlike most heterosexual friendships, gay friendships have a sexual
dimension that calls into question not just the meanings of sexuality
in society but also the construction of gender in a culture. Nardi, .
(1992:108)

The role of sexuality and sexual attraction in gay men’s
friendships has been consistently acknowledged in various studies.
For example, Sonenschein (1968) found that both the best and
really close friends as well as those considered good but not
permanent friends, did not share sex as part of their friendship.

He also found that gay men tend to have sexual affairs in an
unstable fashion, and with no social and emotional support, while
permanent partners (lovers) are typically committed and stable

relations. Sonenschein thus concluded that the gay men he studied
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tended to keep separate those who served their social needs from
those who served their sexual needs.

Likewise, he suggested that the category of “friend” among
gay men could actually function as a residual one, that serves to
distinguish those individuals who did not work out as sexual
partners. Sonenschein observed that, usually, gay men have
differential needs and expectations when they meet other gay men
and so they initially screen their acquaintances in order to decide
whether they are going to evolve into a “friend” or “partner”
relationship.

In Nardi's studies of gay men’s friendships (1992, 1999),
sexual attraction, sexual involvement and being in love all played
almost complementary roles at different stages of their friendships.
Nardi also found that, given that the best friend of a gay man is
very often another gay or bisexual man, the experience of having
been at least minimally in love and/or sexually attracted in the past
with his best friend was very common. Similarly, the experience of
having had sex with a best friend at least once in the past was
fairly common in Nardi’s studies.

Thus, a common finding in these studies is that sexual
attraction and sex itself have an important role in the structuring of
gay men’s friendships. Sex seems to be a common way of
achieving casual and close friends. However, once the friendship is
established, the sexual no longer remains the central emotional
element among best friends. As for sexual attraction, it seems to
play a greater role, for, even if it does not leads to sex, it usually
accompanies the initiation and development of gay men’s
friendships.

On a larger scale, the sexual dimension of gay male
friendship also poses a constant calling into question of the
meanings of sexuality, particularly how heterosexual male

identities are constructed, and how within this construction male

255




desire, sexuality and affection are often selectively estranged,
inhibited and avoided.

In heterosexual male-male friendship accounts, the sexual
and the emotional are often neglected in their specificity,
subsuming them instead within straight male notions and ideals
around proper manly, friendly, social behaviour, which tends to
focus on social bonding rather than on intimate emotional
sharing.(Komarowsky, 1974; Michaels, 1982; Pleck, 1975).

This male heterosexual emotional-sexual inhibition and
avoidance, that functions as a kind of ethos among male
heterosexual friendship, may seem odd for gay men, especially
during their adolescent years - a time when they, because of their
youth and relative inexperience, still remain rather unaware of the
pervasiveness and intensity of such homophobic heterosexual
inhibitions.

Thus their being relatively unaware of homophobia, combined
with their youthful vitality and remarkable resilience, allows them
to be willing and open, in principle, to try to share their emotional
needs and desires as part of their ordinary experiences with
friends.

However, the particular effects of these heterosexual,
selectively inhibited-avoidant attitudes towards gay male affection
and desire imply, for young gay men, a further gradual
estrangement and self silencing of their own emotional needs which
I also observed in practically all my interviewees.

The gradually cumulative effect of these homophobic
experiences also contributes to isolate them further and indirectly
inhibits their own ability and interest in making friends, especially

with straight men, whom they learn gradually to distrust.
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Entendidos’ Early Friendship Experiences

One of the striking experiences we had, while talking about
their friendship relationships, was the realisation that their
seemingly ordinary capacity for empathically initiating and
sustaining friendship relationships when they were children was
often externally limited and sanctioned for them as a result of their
trying to cope daily with the homophobic constraints to their
growing up different, in a predominantly heterosexual
environment.

The heterosexual fear and contempt for male affection, -
which is often considered a sort of sign of latent homosexuality -
provided a tense emotional atmosphere for my interviewees where
they ended up being constantly isolated and alienated not only
from other boys and girls at school or in their neighbourhoods, but
also sometimes by their own family since their childhood years. As

Sergio once recalled during our conversations:

When we were kids, my sister felt ashamed of me because of
my difference. She would usually avoid being with me and refused to
play with me. If I wanted to play with her friends, she would also
refuse, and ask me to leave them alone. I would feel very hurt and
lonely, and then I would just go back to my room, without saying a
word. At school, I did not have friends, because of the same, but
sometimes I would manage to play with some boys. I was aware of
my interest in some of them and I would think a lot about it but
would not say a word about this to anyone... My older sister was
more caring with me, but we were not that close either, so usually I

would end up being alone and playing with myself.

For some of them, this emotionally poor, abusive and

exclusive childhood environment meant their having to learn to
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silence their needs and feelings which also meant further losing
voice and gradual withdrawing in adolescence.

Similarly, the impact on their self-esteem also meant
gradually losing their emotional ability and willingness for
experiencing male affection within their friendship relationships,
both with other gay men and with their straight peers.

The losing of confidence, and the gradual learning to self
silence their need for empathetic friendships, further fosters self-
isolation and confusion, and eventually an overvaluation of
heterosexual assumptions about male affection - and, sometimes,
by denigrating their own desire, emotional needs and affectionate
feelings.

Therefore, my interviewees eventually began to experience
emotional inhibition in their friendship and affectionate
relationships, but of a different kind. Unlike the homophobic-like
quality of straight men’s inhibition, my interviewees commonly
expressed a sense of vague fear, isolation, mistrust and
puzzlement.

These emotions were experienced with most intensity during
their adolescent years, when they were surrounded by their
straight male homophobic and bullying attitudes. Eventually, they
began to inhibit their feelings and emotional needs with their
friends and peers, by developing a type of “expectation of
rejection” attitude.

This defensive attitude further prevented them from
attempting to make new friends, because, inadvertently, they were
already anticipating being rejected as potential friends not only by
their straight peers but also by a heterosexually oriented society,
which led them to further emotional withdrawal and self silencing
of their needs.

The long-term effect of these traumatic experiences is

usually ignored in many current accounts on the friendship
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experiences of gay men. At best, the framing of some of these
traumatic experiences get subsumed instead, according to straight-
like accounts on the patterns of straight male emotional
detachment (Harry, 1982; Levine, 1988), which seem to presume a
curious symmetrical opposition between homosexuality and
heterosexuality; and so there is no sense of a psychological
continuum in the form of a male homosocial relatedness, but
rather, detached and dichotomous patterns of male “bonding”
where fear and hatred tend to predominate rather than a friendly
inclusive attitude.

By assuming that an emotional discontinuity is actually a
natural structural pattern of all male emotional development, such
accounts fail to encompass the specific feelings and attitudes
towards friendship that gay men experience, i.e. how their
simultaneous reserved and cautious attitude - as a result of having
often been rejected by family and society, and eventually, even by
themselves - can coexist with a remarkable, concomitant resilient
willingness to keep faith in themselves and a belief in the

possibility of sustaining their emotional needs and desire.
Entendidos’ Adult Friendship Experiences

The range of friendship emotional experiences gathered in
this study suggest that, at least within this particular gay friendship
group, despite their being constantly rejected by their straight
peers since their childhood, they seem to hold on to an idealised
idea of friendship that emphasizes the positive, fulfilling qualities of
friendship.

It seems as if by holding on at this idealised level, which
involves some relativising of previous negative experiences, they
manage to sustain a positive resilient attitude. This positive

attitude further allows them to sustain faith in the possibility of
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initiating and sustaining significant friendship relationships, despite
their previous experiences of rejection and bullying by their
heterosexual peers and even without developing a heterophobic
attitude.

Spending Time Together

Given that all my interviewees are a group of friends and that
some of them have been partners in the past, they see each other
regularly. Some of them see or phone each other weekly.

With the exception of Sebastian who has not come out to his
family, they all meet in each other’'s homes for eating, talking in
Catalan about their lives, their romantic relationships, gay rights
and Catalan identity.

They support each other with money, domestic and school
activities and when ill. They all go out together to gay bars and
discotheques, shop, travel, go to the beach, parties, and birthdays,
buy each other gifts, borrow each other’s clothes, fix each other up
on dates.

They feel comfortable asking‘each other for any type of help.
They also acknowledge how important it is for them to be friends
with each other, by showing affection, comfort, respect and
attraction, sometimes they also show sexual attraction to each
other, compliment each other, and joke about each other using
camp gay language. During and after our interviews we went out to

eat, dance, to the beach, shopping, and to the cinema.
Expressing Emotions and Emotional Dynamics

I found that all my interviewees like to share feelings and
thoughts about practically all aspects of their lives. Crucially they

share their coming out to family and friends, their frustrations
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dealing with social stigma, as well as what has meant for them to
become gay.

They also talked a lot about their love lives and sexual
experiences, along with many other aspects of their lives, i.e.
feelings about life happenings, personal joys, dreams, goals,
regrets, doubts, fears, failures, and losses.

Paco tells me about how he shows his emotions with his gay

friends:

When I talk with my gay friends my favourite topic is my own
feelings and I feel very comfortable acknowledging that they have

also pretty much experienced the same feelings.

This sense of belonging and comfort that Paco enjoys, while
sharing his feelings with his gay friends, not only depends on a
mutual recognition of each other as gay men, but I found that it is
also crucially connected to another basic element: trust, which, for
Manuel is a key issue when deciding which friends in particular, he

feels he can trust and share his more intimate feelings with:

I distinguish two types of friends with whom I can feel trustful:
there are some guys with whom I don’t share my intimate feelings
because I find them a bit superficial, regardless of how often or how
much time we have actually spent together, and, on the other hand,
there are other friends with whom I feel more trustful, and with them
I feel as if I almost don't need to put a limit to the things I share with
them... Usually, I open up emotionally with a friend in order to show
him that I am interested in his friendship, and I usually only mention
this when I reckon that he may also feel equally interested in being

friends with me”
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For Manuel, the need to feel trustful with a friend also seems
to be a way of fulfilling a developmental need to be accepted for

who he is as a gay man:

Since I was a kid, I've always looked unconsciously for a brother
with my friends. I used to open up emotionally quite easily with my
friends and I would also expect them to reciprocate my need for
affection. But after some frustrated attempts, I learned that people
only give as much of themselves as they can and want, and nothing
else... It was not until I fully understood this that I stopped expecting
others to reciprocate my affectionate needs... Nowadays, I put a limit
to my emotional communication with my friends, especially when I
reckon that I can become too vulnerable, because sharing too much
intimate stuff with your friends can be like getting naked and so, if
you're naked in the bathtub, there’s always the possibility that
someone may appear with a knife and you won't be able to defend
yourself... I now control the type of intimacy I want to share with my
friends, and I intuitively open up with those whom I reckon, I will feel

safe, for I prefer to be in a situation of equilibrium and control

Thus, previous friendship experiences have shaped Manuel his
current emotional needs and the way the way he feels he should
express them. Clearly, a sense of mutual care and emotional
responsiveness seems to be very important not only for Manuel but
for all my interviewees. Jose Maria tells how important this has

been for him:

With my friend Pep, I now can talk about everything, and I know
that I can count on him and I never feel obliged to either tell or not
tell him whatever intimate feelings I may be experiencing at a given

moment
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Furthermore, 1 also found that the intensity and range of
emotions to be shared with friends is also mediated through a vast
array of circumstances, but particularly past and present friendship
experiences, combined with a strong need to be accepted and to
self-acceptance, while preserving a sense of self control. Paco

reflects on this:

Normally, I don't like to show weakness with friends, so I end
up adopting a rather detached, almost cold attitude, as this helps me
to avoid being hurt... But, at the same time, ironically, I do prefer to
get along with those friends who like to share their weaknesses and
vulnerability with me, because I think that being sensitive to their
vulnerability enhances our friendship. I know that this may portray
me as a coward, distrustful guy, but I can’t help behaving this way,
and I am also aware of how contradictory I may sound, because, in

true fact, I've never had serious problems with my friends

When 1 asked Paco, What do you think about your need to be

emotionally in control with your friends? He replied:

I am very attractive, and my friends quite often tend to feel
attracted to me, so I have to put limits to our emotional intimacy... 1
like to be attractive to others, but it also bothers me, because, if I
only want their friendship, and I am not interested in them as
potential lovers, then I have to put some distance and this makes me
feel uncomfortable... What I really would like to find is a friend very
similar to me and with whom I can feel close, while at the same time,
keeping a certain distance, avoiding dependence and having control
over situations, and also being cared for and being able to show

affection, but I can’t simply find this type of equilibrium.
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So it seems as if the need to express and share affectionate,
nurturing, compassionate and admiration emotions with friends, is
both openly enjoyed and highly valued.

However the showing and sharing of affectionate and tender
emotions clearly seems to require a sense of mutual acceptance,
combined with a trustful attitude as a basic element that helps
them become gradually more open and emotionally expressive. 1
was also struck at seeing how common issues of avoiding
vulnerability and controlling their affectionate needs seem to be
regarded as a useful, preferred and safe way of keeping controlled
the expression of difficult or contradictory emotions, while at the
same time trying to avoid hurting each other.

Whenever there are tense moments or frustration with each
other, they tend to show their disappointment, anger, frustration
and annoyance covertly, by not talking to each other for some time
or by putting physical distance for a short period of time, and then,
when they resume communication they may not necessarily talk
about their conflict. In this sense, I also think that their emotional
expressiveness resembles, to some extent, similar attitudes of

control common in male heterosexual friendships.

Emotional Support

They provide each other with emotional support on a regular
basis by being readily available to listen, give advice, offer
compassion, and challenge and reorient their feelings and
thoughts. They all seem to be well aware of the importance of
supporting each other as a way of strengthening their identities as
gay men and their valued friendship. Salvador remembers how the
support of his then friend Manuel was crucial in planning how best

to come out to his family:
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Manuel and I used to talk a lot about my wanting to come out
to my family. He told me about his own coming out to his family and
also asked me if I was completely sure that I wanted to come out. He
also suggested that we should go to our local association of parents
of gay people to get some information and advice. He then
accompanied me to visit the association. Once there, they told us
that sometimes parents can react very inadequately and that many
of them usually have very little understanding of these issues and so
they often do not know how to deal with it, nor do they know who to
ask for information and advice. They also gave us some information
and advice on how to come out to our parents. Their advice helped
me a lot in coming out to my family, and my dad later became an

active member of this association

Listening to experiences like these further shows how my
interviewees are well aware of their parents’ unfamiliarity and
uneasiness with issues related to same sex desire, which also
reflects how, in their Catalan emotional environment, these issues
are usually kept silenced.

If also shows that they have clearly learned that, instead of
merely relying on their parents for acceptance and support, they
have also grasped how their own parents actually need
understanding and effective support in becoming familiar and
dealing with their sons’ gay lives.

But most of all, it shows how they care and support each
other emotionally, and how by doing this they also strengthen their

communication skills, self-esteem and their friendship.
Eroticism and Sex

As has been mentioned, desire and its sexual expression
were always present as a possibility or as a consummated

experience, in all my interviewees’ friendship relationships. This is
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an important difference with the way in which heterosexual men
view and experience their friendships with other men.

For my interviewees, the ways in which they handle their
attraction, passion and their emotional intimacy clearly influence
the way in which their initial acquaintance is going to evolve into a
friendship, or into a love relationship.

For some, sex and friendship may not mix easily, and may
even threaten the friendship. When 1 asked Paco about his

experiences in this sense he says:

I have had sex with some of my friends several times, and it’s
been a very good experience. However, I have also felt sometimes a
bit confused after having sex, especially when I fear that my friend
will start having romantic expectations with me that I may not feel
able to fulfil. When a friend of mine mistakes a sexual experience as
the start of a romantic relationship I start worrying and then I have
to end up putting physical distance between us, which I don't like...
Usually I don’t ask myself if I want to have sex with my friends, but I
think that if sex happens between friends, that’s fine, but sometimes
it may also mean the end of the friendship and that’s not what I am
looking for. I usually chose my friends on the basis of their potential
interest for me as a person and what I can learn from them, rather

than choosing a friend solely for the purpose of having fun

Paco seems to feel comfortable mixing sex with friendship,
for, in principle, he sees no difficulty or contradiction in mixing
them, providing the relationship remains a friendship. However, in
practice, Paco’s sexual experiences with friends have created an
emotional imbalance. He has experienced this imbalance whenever
one or more of his friends start to feel more passionate and
demand of him a romantic reciprocity and exclusivity, which is

typical of a lover relationship as opposed to a friendship one.
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Likewise, Paco’s experiences of mixing sex with friendship
seem also to contradict the popular belief that, sex among gay
friends tends to be avoided, due to a kind of “incest taboo”. I also
found that, among my other interviewees, this incest idea is not
precisely what they have in mind when they decide to have sex
with a friend.

Manuel tells me how having sex with a friend is a legitimate
and desirable way for him of getting to know better, and feeling

closer with, his friends:

I have had sex with most of my friends, and most of the times,
I have not had problems or moral concerns about that. I think that I
can very easily go to bed with a friend. To me it’s like an added
bonus, and a way of getting closer and showing each other affection.
However, I tend to avoid having sex with close friends and with those
that I have known for longer time, because with them things can
become a bit more complex, i.e. they may start feeling in love and
this may disturb our friendship and provoke jealousy with your
partner.

Manuel’s sexual experiences with friends thus seem to fulfil a
need to feel emotionally closer to a friend, and also to avoid
pretending that sexual desire is not frequently present among gay
friends, or that it should be avoided, just because friendship for
others may exclude this possibility.

However, while for most of my interviewees their friendships
does not often begin sexually, an initial attraction and sexual fling
is a fairly common situation, and so desire and sex are always an
element that is not usually denied or avoided.

On the contrary, 1 would say that, for some of them, an

ongoing sexual relationship is quite often experienced as adding
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strength, closeness and a romantic flavour to their friendship
relationship.

Thus, although my interviewees are inevitably subject to the
cultural pressures that prescribe that a romantic and a friendship
relationship are incompatible, they nevertheless tend to fashion
their romantic relationships according to a model that resembles a
long term friendship rather than a heterosexual desexualised
friendship bond between two males. Manuel reflects on how his

friendships have evolved:

Sometimes after having arranged to meet with friends, once
we get together I then realise that, actually, either I have had sex
previously with one, some or with all of those friends! and it feels
good and you feel comfortable among them, because we all have
talked about it and have agreed that the most important thing for us

is to accept ourselves and remain as good friends

In doing so, they allow those in committed relationships to
have sexual experiences which remain as non-romantic friendly
experiences. In this way, both their romantic and friendship
relationships become more compatible and inclusive. |

On the other hand, I did not find, among my interviewees’
friendship experiences, the seemingly common experience among
gay men from the United States of having sex with other gay men
with whom they have neither a romantic nor a friendly or a
friendship bond and yet regarding them as sexual friends, i.e. what
Nardi (1999) describes as “fuck buddies”. Perhaps this could be in
part associated with the different significance that friendship and
relatedness and self-definition has in both Spanish and US
cultures; i.e. in the US friendship may not be long lasting, some
people often are apt to take up friends quickly and drop them just

as quickly, and friends are often a means of getting ahead or at
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least getting the job done. In Spain, while friendships are not
formed as quickly or as easily as in the US, they often go much
deeper and last longer, involving many obligations and
representing a kind of social insurance that is seldom seen in US
culture.

However, sometimes friendship and sex among my
interviewees have not mixed well, especially if the sexual
experience(s) occurred among close friends or when it involves the
partner of a close friend. When the partner of a friend is involved
sexually with a close friend, then it can be experienced as a
betrayal of trust among particular very close friends, and this
feeling of having broken each other’s confidence and then not
having been open about it, may indeed signal the end of their

friendship. Manuel tells me about such an experience:

When Paco and I were partners, we used to go out with Alex, a
close friend of ours. Later on, without me knowing, Paco and Alex
started having sex, and they decided not to tell me. Although I had
my suspicions about them, I did not tell them anything. But then I
changed my mind, and decided to ask Paco directly about this. He
told me that they had actually had sex several times and that Alex -
asked him not to tell me anything... I felt furious with both of them.
At that time, my relationship with Paco had deteriorated and we have
thought of splitting up... I felt betrayed by both, and then I gathered
with both of them to ask them why they had kept it secret from me.
After lots of discussion and recriminations we all decided that, from
then on, we were going to be honest to each other. Unfortunately,
soon afterwards Paco and I decided to end up our relationship and I
did not want to see him again. As for Alex, he gradually became
more distant with me, and I could avoid feeling hurt and resentful
with him. Eventually, Paco and I also ended our friendship. I have

not spoken again to Alex since then.
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Research on Friendships Among Gay and Straight Men

Although I did not interview the heterosexual male friends of
my interviewees, I did ask my interviewees to reflect with me
around their friendship experiences with heterosexual men and
how these experiences have affected them. Thus, in order to give
some preliminary context to further appreciate my interviewee's
own reflections, I will initially comment on some relevant research
done basically in the U.S. as there is almost no research done on
these friendships involving Spanish men.

Given their different life approaches and interests, it is not
surprising to find in research reports that it is difficult for
heterosexual and gay men to be friends. For example, some
studies have showed not only that straight-gay male friendship is
rare (Nardi, 1992 a,b), but also why. For example, some studies
have well established how straight men’s attitudes towards gay
men are much more negative than women’s attitudes (Black,
1984; Ficarroto, 1990), while others have shown how straight men
often desire more social distance from gay men (Simon, 1991;
Sigelman, 1991). There has also been further evidenced in the
increasing number of violence and hate crimes committed by
straight men towards gay men (Fish, 1991; Comstock, 1991).

Since homophobia and heterosexism are inherent in the
social construction of most versions of masculinity (Herek, 1987),
particularly hegemonic heterosexual masculinity, homophobia still
plays a significant role in the friendship relations among straight
and gay men.

In this context, it is not surprising either to find evidence in
straight-gay friendship studies that most gay men do not trust
straight men as a whole group/category (Simon, B. et al, 1991,
Price, 1999). Similarly, other studies have shown how the sharing

of a considerable level of trust, intimacy, comfort and respect is
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rarely found in the scarce number of close straight-gay male
friendships (Kurdeck, 1987; Berger, 1993).

Most gay and straight men who happen to be friends are
casual friends who spend limited time together, with very
restrained emotional intimacy and usually isolating their friendship
from the rest of their lives (particularly from the gay community)
as a way to avoid putting their straight identities and self-esteem
at risk in heterosexual society (Nardi, 1994; Greene, 1997). Price
(1999) also gives a common example where these issues can be

seen.

Two friends, Mitch and Mark, who lived together, ran into many
problems keeping Mark’s parents and siblings from finding out about
Mitch’s sexuality. Mitch did not want Mark to have his son at the
house because he did not want to influence the son in any way and
he did not want anyone saying he did so later. Mark would not let
any of his family members come to the house because he was afraid
that they would think he was a bad person for associating with a gay
man. Worse, if word got out it might travel to Mark’s ex- brother-in-
law, who would use the information to prevent him from seeing his
child (Price [1999] Navigating Differences, pp.61)

These types of friendships therefore do not seem to be
significant in the lives of either the gay or the straight men
involved. As some studies have shown, most gay men’s close
friends happen to be other gay men (Nardi, 1992, 1994, 1999)
while straight men’s closest friends also happen to be other
straight men and women (Weiss, 1990; Nardi, 1992a).

Thus, while the expression of feelings of affection, care and
vulnerability seem to be outside the conventions of most straight
men’s friendships, this does not mean that straight men do not
share intimacy and affection with other men at all.

Some studies have shown how straight men do actually
exceptionally share some forms of affection and intimacy, but they
do this in a “covert” way (Swain, 1989). By doing activities

together in gender validating contexts, i.e. playing sports, at work,
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drinking, straight men express affection and intimacy by discussing
“masculine” topics, i.e., politics, sports, the military, work, and
occasionally by exchanging handshakes, bear hugging, and slaps
on the back. Likewise, by joking about sexuality they also express
comfort, respect and affection for each other (Weiss, 1990;
Messner, 1992).

However, this covert intimacy usually does not include the
expression of emotional conflict, desire and vulnerability; and
although some emotional support can occasionally be provided
among men, straight men usually tend to lean more on women to
provide them with emotional support, and with some space to
express vulnerable feelings about themselves with female friends
(Williams, 1993; Snell, 1989; Seidler, 1992). The choosing of
women as emotional supporters seems to have to do with straight
men’s belief that women’s evaluations of men do not influence and
threaten their social status as much as other men can do.

Thus, despite receiving support from women, most straight
men do not normally provide their female friends with equal
emotional support (Buhrke, 1987), and most women in these
friendships believe their male friends do actually devalue the
emotional support they are given (Hochschild, 1983, 1989).

Furthermore, becoming, appearing and being accepted as
men by other straight men seems to depend, among other factors,
on showing “appropriate” manly emotions (Lewis, 1978), i.e. by
presenting an image of rational, emotionally inexpressive self-
control and by showing competitiveness with other men, which
allows them to maintain their status with other men (Seidler,
1989).

In this sense, a useful approach on how dominant
masculinities are clearly involved in the shaping of prevailing
straight notions on friendship, identities and experience and the

role of neglected and devalued emotions is provided by Victor
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Seidler (1992), in his essay "“Rejection, Vulnerability and

Friendship”, when he observes that:

Our friendships are formed partly in the context of competitive
relationships. This is what makes us wary in our relationships with
men, because everything we do seems to reflect back upon our sense
of adequacy and self worth. Maintaining some distance in our
relationships feels safer. This seems to be a way of preventing us
from the judgements that can too easily flow from the achievements
of our friends. It also reflects upon the ways in which our identities as
men are fixed through our work within the public realm, so that we
can maintain a distance from our friendships, which are seen as part
of the private realm and therefore not bearing directly upon our
sense of identity and self worth. It is partly because of this that we
can do without our friendships. They are seen as additional
embellishments to our lives, which can make our lives fuller than
they would otherwise be. This can also help explain how is it that
friendships seem to remain more marginal or secondary, particularly
within middle class men’s lives. We live in contradiction between
verbally acknowledging the importance of our friendships, which,
within a culture of modernity, are marginalized into the private
realm, and our experience of the public realm with which our
identities as men are firmly fixed (Seidler, 1992: pp.19).

In this context, the expression of vulnerability, concern,
affection and love is interpreted by men as losing control and as
“evidencing dangerous weakness or even homosexuality, which
indirectly could provide opportunities to secure advantage or to
plan attack strategy by others.

In this sense Miller (1983) has reflected how the lack of
intimacy typically found in straight men’s friendships is also
connected with many straight men’s sense of threatened masculine
self, in relation to seeing the showing emotions among men as a
possible sign of homosexuality:

Both in America and Europe I encountered the notion that the fear of
being taken for a homosexual, or, "worse”, becoming one, is a main
factor keeping adult men from close friendship. Literally everyone I
talked to mentioned it. The universality of this view was astonishing...
While the fear is indeed rampant in our society, and while it exercises
a restraining effect on certain of the more tender possibilities for
adult male friendships it is not the decisive factor in inhibiting
friendship per se. Many economic and social factors are much more
important... The fact that there has never been in my experience any
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evidence that the fear of homosexuality is very important in
preventing friendship will be treated by some as evidence in itself
that it is important. Similar confusion obtains, in @ more general way,
with nearly everything concerning the topic of homosexuality. Talk
about it and your motives are suspect. Don’t talk about it and your
motives are suspect... Try to think about homosexuality in itself and
you don’t know what to think. One “must” fall back on whatever
“common sense” can be mustered...let us state the obvious: physical
affection among men is not a sign of homosexuality. This will
reassure the male reader who hesitates to reach out, literally, toward
a man friend... As subjects of routine and general preoccupation, the
fear of homosexuality and its purportedly dulling effect on friendship
are rather new in Western history. Until recently, even in the
northern cultures, men could express tender closeness without the
bizarre fear of being thought lovers.. My impression from
interviewing older men and women is that this widespread fear of
homosexuality is no more than fifty or sixty years old ... the progress
of such ideas began with the Victorians. For reasons having to do
with the sort of discipline necessary to building and holding a
commercial empire, they repressed and denied sexuality to a degree
and with a universality unknown in any earlier time. Naturally,
everyone became obsessed with what was forbidden. Freud exposed
and exploded the repression and the obsession. Afterward, however,
society continued the reaction and overemphasized the importance of
sex as a human motivator. In some pseudo-sophisticated way, we
are still repetitively living out a blind rebellion against the Victorians
- with a vengeance that frequently traps us -.. In fact and in
practice, there seems to be a separation between male friendship and
homosexuality. The most striking examples are among homosexuals
themselves... Numerous homosexual men have informed me that
friendship is, indeed, absolutely critical to their lives. The same
homosexual men are absolutely excoriating about straight men’s fear
of homosexuality (Miller, [1983] Men & Friendship, pp.129-136).

Consequently, it seems as if for many straight men, the best,
safest strategy is to withhold information about oneself and to
avoid showing tender, intimate or conflictive emotions with men,
especially if they are gay.

Additionally, in order to appropriately express manly
emotions, men can also engage in a sort of emotion management
called “emotion work” (Hochschild, 1979). Basically, emotion work
can be used as a means of either evoking or suppressing certain
specific emotions that should be experienced and/or expressed.
Thus the ways of doing emotion work include both verbal and/or

physical expression, in order to allow or withhold material and

274




moral support, assistance and nurturance while interacting with
others. By doing emotion work, men allow themselves to present a
specific form of self that will not only be positively viewed by
others, but will also made them feel proud, while avoiding shame,
“saving face” and maintaining status in any given situation.
Emotion work can also be used to manage other men’s emotions,
thereby marking, maintaining, and gaining power and position over
them (Kemper, 1990). In a similar fashion, by withholding positive
emotions, i.e. appreciation and concern, men can covertly deny the
importance of another man, by making them feel insecure, less
valuable, incompetent and subordinate (Seidler, 1992). Similarly,
allowing the controlled expression of positive emotions can also
promote self-assertiveness by other men’s approval. Therefore, the
management of one’s and other men’s emotions chiefly conveys
the signifying of being masculine and the asserting of oneself with
other men.,

However, in all these studies the focus is more on the idea
that men somehow are sufficiently attuned to their own emotional
and affectionate needs as to be able to “manage” at will their
emotions in manly ways, which are then depicted as being
concerned with and encompassing mostly power and control. In
this way, issues about straight men’s own lack of connection to
their own feelings, doubts and silencing their need for affection and
care from other men get subsumed in similarly controlling
frameworks and concepts, i.e. “covert affection”, or doing
emotional “work” in order to manipulate and control others; and so
their needs get reduced and distorted, and there is no space for the
exploration of a more detailed emotional dynamics of men’s

intimate emotional needs and communicative styles.
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Experiencing Gay and Straight Male Friendships

In Navigating Differences, Jammie Price (1999) explores the
vicissitudes of contemporary gay and straight male friendships in
the US. She has usefully analysed these friendships according to
how these men see and handle their respective differences, as part
of their friendship. Accordingly, she distinguishes three categories
of gay-straight friendships: a) those who ignore their differences,
b) those who struggle with their differences and, c) those who
acknowledge and embrace their differences.

I found Price’s work particularly useful, for she focuses on the
dynamics of dealing, struggling and ignoring both straight and gay
men’s mutual differences as a key element in the understanding of
these type of male friendships. Furthermore, given that in this
study I did not interview the straight friends of my gay
interviewees, I will both summarise Price’s friendship categories as
well as its basic emotional dynamics, and then discuss them in
relation to my interviewees’ own accounts of their friendship

experiences with straight men.

1) Ignoring Differences:

This first type of friendships among gay and straight men is
portrayed by Price as accepting but not respecting their sexual
differences. Therefore, they are not mutually intimate as those who
embrace their differences. On the one hand, the gay men’s
emotional intimacy in these friendships falls below that reported in
studies of friendship between gay men. On the other hand, the
straight man’s emotional intimacy exceeds that reported in studies
about heterosexual men’s friendships. His comfort parallels the way
most straight men find emotional intimacy with women easier than

with straight maie friends.
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Regarding the expression of emotions among these type of
friends, Price found that, in most cases, both the straight and the
gay friend share their feelings and thoughts, but these mainly deal
with the non-sexual aspects of their lives, such as other friends,
family and financial concerns, career, school issues, and non-
sexually related health concerns.

However, Price also notes that, according to both men, the
straight man shares more. Although the straight man talks about
more personal issues such as his love life, his hopes and anxieties
for the future, and feelings of anger and remorse, only a few gay
men will.

Among my interviewees, I found similar situations, and so
they sometimes tend to control and almost “edit” what they think
is safe to share with straight friends. Sebastian talks about his

gatherings with his straight friends:

With my friends (straight ones) from school we used to hang
out at their favourite bars and everything was ok, so long as I
"behaved manly” with them. I am good at this, so that was no big
effort for me... But after some time I got bored and so I also wanted
sometimes to ask them to join come with me to mixed bars, and
sometimes not so straight bars. The few times we managed to go
together to a mix or a gay pub, my friends also became anxious,
distant and bored and after some time they all left and leaving me in
the bar on my own... Eventually, I came to realise how some of them
had only accepted to join me in my favourite bars because they knew
that once we had finished the night, I would give them a ride home,
for they did not have a car. Nowadays, I don't have the patience to
hang around with them and we only meet occasionally to drink coffee

talking about their stuff and school

The experiences of Sebastian with his straight friends show

how some of his straight friends found it difficult to sustain a lively,
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reciprocal friendship with him, for, as Sebastian clearly
acknowledges, they felt comfortable with him so long as Sebastian
conformed to their expectations of manly behaviour, and thus were
uninterested in sharing Sebastian own interests.

Sebastian's experiences also coincide with Price’s
observation that, so long as the gay man represses his needs, the
straight man will actually feel more comfortable with his gay friend,
for once this asymmetrical situation is unilaterally imposed by the
straight friend, then he can feel tranquil in that he won’t have to
“put up” with his gay friend own emotional needs and desire.

Similarly, the straight friend in this type of friendship would
not have to worry about being belittled or disregarded as with his
other straight friends, and hence he can permit himself to be
vulnerable with his gay friend, on his own terms. Price (1999)
illustrates how in these situations the gay friend ends up
rationalising that, although he is willing to support emotionally his
straight friend, he won't be capable of returning him the same type

of emotional support:

Jim: Steve lacked a strong male influence in his life. So for us being
friends he’s got a male bond. And I can see that. ‘Cause we’ve talked
about that. ‘Cause he did not have a very caring, nurturing father. he
just wanted a man to hug him but not in a sexual way. Just to be
hugged. A guy he can talk with and get some feedback. And it just
turned out he can get that from a gay man and not a straight man
because (of) those stereotypical behaviours - straight man can't hug,
can’t feel. But he could get it from a gay man as long as it was
respected that this is not sexual. This is a hug, this is a friendship
thing. And that was cool because that’s all it was. But in turn, I
realise I can’t get that back. He can’t, I don’t think he knows it, but
he is not giving it back. I can hug him, but he can’t hug me. And it is
obvious that I need a hug. He needs the feeling but he can't return
the feeling. And it may be the fear of expressing something he is not
ready to deal with yet (Price [1999] Navigating Differences, pp.67).

This type of dynamics leaves the gay man constantly
avoiding topics that would acknowledge his sexual identity, thus

precluding the possibility of eventually coming to acknowledge and
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respect the gay man’s own needs as part of his friendship with a
straight man.

In this sense, Price also notes how the gay men in these
friendships usually do not discuss their troubles with family
members or co-workers not accepting their sexual identity: nor the
frustrations they experience from daily reminders of their
stigmatised and subordinated status: or how they feel and think
about gay rights issues, or their thoughts and feelings about AIDS.
When the gay man does talk about personal subjects it is usually in
the context of an emotional crisis.

Thus, in these type of friendships, most straight friends feel
relieved that the gay man does not share his thoughts and feelings
about his personal issues, because listening to their inner selves
would be close to talking about homosexuality which would make
these straight men feel very uncomfortable.

Regarding issues of homophobia and heterosexism, Price
found that these friends do not usually face this with other friends
and family, simply because they do not spend time together with
them, and since the gay friend acts straight, strangers usually do
not suspect he is gay. Both avoid talking about important life
issues, joking around with each other and sharing feelings for each
other. Both are homophobic and heterosexist. The gay friend does
not like public display of homosexual affection, refraining from
doing it in front of his straight friends.

Sometimes, the gay men in these friendships are more aware
of their disliking straight men because they are different from gays,
and so the gay friend does not fully trust the straight friend,
because he feels almost certain that they do not respect
homosexual people.

Salvador tells me about his experiences with his straight

friends from work:
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I have come to realise how repressed I am with my friends and
colleagues from work. Until recently, I was quite unaware of how
homophobic they can be. It was not until I started talking about my
gay life, that I started to notice how they really are. I feel now that I
have almost nothing in common with them and this makes me feel
very angry and uncomfortable. The worst thing is that I reckon they
may think that I am also a homophobe and that I should be proud of
that. This is also difficult for me because at work I have to act
straight all the time and I find it unfair. I don't know how much

longer I will e able to carry on like this

Salvador's difficult situation at work becomes even harder to
handle because of his vulnerable position at work in this sense, and
because he reckons he will not be able to reconcile his feelings of
frustration with a friendly attitude towards his straight friends. This
leaves him isolated and with increasing self-reinforced beliefs that
he is too different from his straight friends to able to be
compatible, let alone close to them.

As for the role of eroticism in this type of friendships, Price
observes that this is a non-erotically dynamic friendship, because
both think that they are not interesting for each other in that
respect — besides, they do not share details about their respective
sex lives. However, as Price has found, some straight men regard
their gay friends as a kind of sex expert whom they can ask
concerning all their doubts about homosexuality, that they were
afraid to ask anyone else. Price gives another illustration of how
the gay friend feels having to respond in factual fashion to his

straight friend’s way of showing curiosity in gay men’s sexuality:

Jim: It is the timing they choose to talk about it. A kind of questions
they choose to ask. It is like if they are very intuitive questions, well
thought-out questions, it’s not just on a whim they thought about it.
And the moment they choose to ask can be when you are having a
drink, when you are both alone, or at work. The other day Steve and
I were alone in a room sitting and it was like his timing and he took a
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lot of time to ask his questions. So it is like so what is he asking and
why? And it was very inappropriate for the timing but we were alone
and that was probably the only time that he knew we would be alone
and nobody would come in [and] interrupt me answering or him
being afraid to ask the question. And it was like he was just curious.
He said, "What does it feel like? How do you know what to do?” One
of those kinds of questions. And I was like okay, why is he asking?
We've never had a very intimate kind of conversation before (Price
[1999] Navigating Differences, pp. 74).

In brief, these two friends are not close, and feel discomfort
with each other and choose to deal with it by ignoring their
emotional-sexual differences, and saying that sexuality is not and
should not be important to their friendship, because they see
themselves as beyond having to talk about their having different
sexual identities or having to show their sexual preferences with
each other.

As Price notes, by doing this they indirectly make sexuality a
very central issue in the friendship, albeit an obscure one, because
usually these friends neutralise the gay man’s sexual identity,
denying the importance of sexuality in his life but not in the
straight one. They deem only the latter as applicable to their
friendship.

Given that they stifle the gay friend's sexuality, they cannot
build a close and significant friendship. Their friendship is more
important to the straight than the gay friend. For many straight
men, this is the closest friend they have had. In contrast the gay
friend is closer and more emotionally intimate to other gay friends.

The gay friend likes his straight friends, but he does not trust him.

2) Struggling with Differences.

Price found that in this second type of gay-straight male

friendships, both friends do not accept and do not respect each
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other’'s sexual identities. Likewise, the gay friend is not as
comfortable as those gay men who embrace or ignore their
differences in their friendships with straight men.

Like most gay men, they do not trust the straight men.
Similarly, like most straight men, these friendships are typically
more homophobic than those straight friends who embrace or
ignore their differences. These friends rarely confront their
differences because they do not spend much time together and
they are not emotionally or personally intimate with each other.
Usually these friends are just casual friends, and their mutual
discomfort with their respective sexual differences keeps them
from becoming close friends.

For both friends, their friendship is not that important. Price
also found that approximately a third part of these friends used to
be close ones, but the straight friend changed when the gay came
out to him.

Among my interviewees, I found that this was actually a
fairly common experience they all had had once they came out to
their straight male friends.

Regarding their emotional communication, Prices notes that
these friends are much less emotionally intimate than those who
embrace or ignore their differences.

Both suppress their emotional needs and experiences with
each other and do not provide much emotional support to one
another. The gay friend does not trust the straight friend and fears
that if he dares to share personal issues, the straight friend may
feel even more uncomfortable, or misinterpret this as a sexual
advance.

In relation to coming out among these friends, Price found
that, usually, the gay friend is in the process of doing it and does

not have the confidence of the openly gay man. But the fact that
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he does not come out does not mean he wants to hide his
sexuality.

Usually most of these gays enact a camp, effeminate
behaviour, use gay language, and sometimes the gay friend can be
ultra feminine, adopting a feminine voice and body movement.
Similarly, some gay man in these friendships might say that while
they do not hide their sexuality, unless someone asks them, they
will not announce it. Many of these gay men have never came out
verbally and they think it would be inappropriate to do this with
straight people. Price gives an example of one of her gay

interviewees’ own views and strategy in this sense:

Fabian: I am a firm believer in not broadcasting to the world. Now
there are some who feel if they don’t tell everybody and point their
finger at them and say that “Hey this is the way it is with me and you
have got to accept it” and most of the world doesn’t accept it and
they don’t understand why they have created a problem. And I don't
believe in that. I don't believe in hiding it. Say, if somebody asks
you, it depends on why they ask you... I still think it is a question that
does not have to be asked. People these days know enough about
what is going on in the world that they can figure it out. They don’t
have to ask you point blank (Price [1999] op. cit. pp.84).

In this same respect, I found among my interviewees that
the fear and resentment for not wanting and/or not being able to
come out to their straight friends, as a way of being more relaxed
and feel more comfortable with themselves, eventually leads them
to harbour more and more conflicting feelings, which sometimes
can become frankly heterophobic. Jose Maria reflects on his
reasons for not wanting to come out yet claiming his right to be

respected by his friends and heterosexual people in general:

I don't think that because I am gay I am essentially a different
or a especial person in any particular sense... Normally, I don’t even
bother to tell people whether I am gay or not... I think it is

unnecessary to do that, especially with friends, for, if someone claims

283




to be your friend, then he/she should respect me, regardless of who I
am or want to be... I don't regard any straight person as worthy of
"accepting or not” my gayness. I don’t need their acceptance
therefore I dont see the need in coming out to them in order to
obtain their approval. This is simply not the case for me, the way I
see it... This however does not mean I am not aware of the rampant
homophobia that surrounds us, but frankly I have no time to deal
with that type of persons, let alone consider them as worthy of my

friendship.

Jose Maria's own considerations as to why he does not see
the need to come out to his straight friends seems to imply not
only an internalised homophobic feeling but also a rather idealised,
resisting-like position in relation to issues of identity and self
definition and its direct relevance to friendship.

It seemed to me as if he would like to live in an environment
where people, but especially his friends, are beyond the need to
classify and/or stereotype others, for this would contradict his idea
of what a friend should be. This also resonates, in part, with his
Spanish ideology of what an entendido is, i.e. a man who is
potentially capable of having socio-sexual relations with other men,
and because of this potentiality there is usually no need to
transform their whole male identity into a new gay one.

On the other hand, he is well aware that he is not yet living
in such a respectful-tolerant environment - although ideally he
would like to - for he acknowledges that homophobia surrounds
him. Thus, he ends up rationalising that he does not have the time
nor the patience to deal with homophobic people, who by
implication are basically equated as heterosexual people, as this
allows him to justify, within himself, his not needing to come out,
nor wanting to be related to any heterosexual person who shows

an interest in knowing about his gayness.

284




But this type of reasoning and behaving also raises other
issues of heterosexism and homophobia among this type of friends,
which according to Price are not uncommon. The straight men in
these friendships are often proud of being homophobic; it is part of
which they are - i.e. "homosexuality is disgusting” - or a
psychological immoral problem.

As Price notes, they may refer to their gay friends as “them”.
They believe the stereotypes about gay men, i.e. that all gay men
are perverts, whose only goal in life is sex, especially with straight
men, and subsequently that they may get AIDS. When they hear
others express homophobic comments they do not stop them. Like
many straight men, they worry what other straight men may think
of their friendship with gay men if they found out. Price provides a
common example of how the straight friend shows his
heterosexism, by using his gay friend as an example of wrong

behaviour among his children:

Talbert: T will let Bo come around the child. I am going to let my kid
know about homosexuality. I am not going to let him find out from
the streets. I am going to let him know. I am also going to let him
know how I feel about it. In that respect, I wouldn’t mind Bo coming
over here. My kid is going to know he is gay. But I also don’t want
my kid to have a ... there is a fine line between drawing a prejudice
against a gay person and accepting it as an acceptable lifestyle. And
that is what I am going to have problems discussing with my kid.
Because I want him to know that in my household it is not an
acceptable lifestyle. But I don’'t want [him] to be prejudiced against
those people either. It is going to be very difficult. But I think it can
be done (Price [1999] op. cit. pp.87).

By rationalizing their heterosexism in this way, these straight
men feel as if they are doing their bit to appear as politically
correct with themselves and their children, which saves them the
burden of questioning their own heterosexist masculinity, while
making them feel that they are “cool” and tolerant, for they have

managed to “include” a “gay person” among their friends.
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However, as Price notes, these straight men will not socialise
with gay men in public, and never go to gay venues for fear a
straight friend may see them and gossip about their sexuality. In
brief, both men’s homoerotic feelings and both men’s homophobia
provoke the greatest problems, keeping them from being close and
comfortable.

They still want to be friends but they can get past their
different sexual identities, and this overwhelms their friendship.
Consequently they do little together and have problems talking
about everything - not just sexuality. The gay friend fears or
distrusts and the straight friend is still morally conflicted about

homosexuality for fear of his own homoerotic feelings.
3) Embracing Differences

In this third type of gay-straight male friendships, both men
actually respect and accept their sexual differences! Price
discovered that this is quite a rare finding, for these friends have
managed to find commonality and have become close and
sometimes even best friends. Their sexual differences are no more
nor less an important part in their friendship than they are in each
one’s lives. They affirm each other’s sexuality. Like in gay male
friendships, these friends confide in each other and express
feelings of vulnerability and affection for each other.

According to Price, these friends resemble cross sex
friendships in that the straight friend allows himself to do things
with the gay friend that are usually off limits in straight friendship.
However, unlike cross sex but similar to women’s friendship and
gay men's friendships, both share equal intimacy and emotional
support, both feel satisfied with and value their friendship.

However, these types of friends also have their own unique

issues and tensions. They must confront sources of possible tension
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between them, such as coming out, sexual attraction, and their
homophobia and heterosexism.

As Price notes, these types of friends regularly deal with
homophobic and heterosexist attitudes from their friends and
family, and from strangers and acquaintances. Although Price
observes how most of these friends at present may remain
amicable with each other’'s family and common friends, in the
beginning of their friendship they may have had to address how to
acknowledge the gay friend’s sexuality and the nature of their
friendship with their friends and family.

Their decision affects the frequency and quality of their
interaction with these people.

The straight friend rarely talks about these issues with his
straight friends and the gay friend deals with them differently with
his gay friends.

Nevertheless, Price found that a common situation, regarding
whether and when to tell the straight man’s friends and family that
his friend is gay, involves the taking into consideration of the gay
man’s need to control to whom and when to come out to others, by
following a “when asked, [by others if I am gay] tell, and then tell

me” strategy:

Blake: When Henry told people [that I am gay] then told me. I mean,
or actually I would ask, “Henry, did you tell?” I mean hopefully
neither one of them think they have a license to out me around the
world. It is really hard to make me mad, but if I were outed to
somebody that somebody knew I didn’t want to be out with, I would
be pissed. My thing is if you tell somebody I want you to tell me. If
you tell somebody that I know especially (Price, [1999] op. cit. pp.
38).

Likewise, regarding how the gay man comes out to his
straight friend, Price found that, usually, the straight friend knew
before or suspected about his friend being gay. For the gay friend,

it was important to be open to his friend and usually coming out to

287




him did not involve any particularly stressful effort. Others have
waited to come out to his friend because they were still uncertain
about his sexuality, worried and feared rejection. Usually the
straight friend accepts immediately his gay friend.

Regarding the role of eroticism among these friends, Price
found that some of these friends have actually had sex together,
while some others have come close to it. Usually, the gay friend is
the one who speaks about it, not the straight one. These sexual
experiences have happened in two main scenarios: in the first
situation, the “straight one” hits on the gay one at the beginning of
the friendship, because the straight one wants to carry on an affair
with his new “friend”.

In a second situation, the gay friend, not yet out, starts a
conversation with a guy he finds attractive and whom he senses
may be gay. The two alleged straight ones become friends. One of
them is sexually attracted but does not act on it. Then, one night,
after some drinking, the “straighter” one initiates sexual contact, at
the beginning of the friendship, commonly during late high school
or college when they are still exploring their “sexual identity”.
After that sexual experience, one of them comes out to himself and
his friend and the other remains as straight. Usually the sexual
affair ends the friendship. These experiences have been quite

frequent among my interviewees. Sergio reflects on this:

I have been good friends with Pablo for quite some time.
Sometimes we would meet at his place and masturbate each other
while watching some of his straight porno videos. Pablo is straight
but we just enjoy masturbating each other, although sometimes I
would get worried thinking that, while he got excited watching the
women, I got excited watching the men in the video. Sometime later,
he had to move away, for he had to do his military service and we

stopped seeing each other for a while. But, as soon as he got some
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time off, he came back to visit me regularly. We continued
masturbating each other, and once, after having got a bit drunk, we
started doing fellatio to each other. Since that time, we both felt
confused and embarrassed, and so we decided to pretend that
nothing had happened between us. After that, he did not come back
to visit me anymore. I phoned him several times, but he did not
reply, and I did not know what to think, but I felt sad and a bit
frightened. That experience helped me further acknowledge my
interest in men, although at that time, I still struggled with the idea
of being gay myself. Then for some time after that, I decided that I

was going to have only femnale friends.

As I mentioned, Sergio's experiences are similar to the rest
of my interviewees, for I found that the practice of mutual
masturbation is also quite common among male friends in
Barcelona, regardless of whether the friends involved are gay or
straight. It seems to be part of a process of exploring their
sexuality. But sometimes, after these mutual masturbatory
experiences, they remain friends and have to put their sexual
attraction aside. The gay friend silences his feelings for the straight
friend, by thinking of him as a brother. When the brother has a
girifriend then they both have to decide whether to tell their
respective partners about their sexual affair or not, and deal (or
not) with the jealousy of their partners.

The gay friend may try to avoid sexual innuendos and feel
guilty with his straight friend, but eventually the gay friend stops
misinterpreting the motives of his straight friend. Presently both
tease each other about homosexual behaviour and desire. They
also talk about their past sexual history and erotic activities, but
even if there is some excitement there is no sexuality involved
anymore.

They're just aware of their sexual attraction and joke about it

and by doing that they express affection, acceptance, and this does
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not make the straight friend, gay or romantic; they just feel
comfortable with their sexual identities.

In brief, Price observes that these types of friends have
moved beyond the heterosexism and homophobia that prevents
most gay and straight men from becoming friends. They respect
and trust each other, feeling comfortable with and accepting and
affirming their sexuality. They allow their sexuality to enrich the
friendship. Most are best friends, sharing their thoughts, emotions
and lives with one another. Their intimacy exceeds that found
between most straight men and in other friendships between gay

and straight men.
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VII. CONCLUSIONS

Reframing Entendidos’ Feeling Voices in the Analytic Setting
and in Social Research

Our journey together to find ways of speaking and listening
about our experience as gay men, in a manner that resounds its
relational emotional and moral nature and carries the cultural
specificity of entendidos own sense of self as well as their
experience of relationships, has led us to shift the heterosexual
universalising and clinical language that psychoanalysts have
traditionally used. I have emphasized the need to move away from
speaking about gay male desire, affection and emotional needs
from a diagnostic, pathologising, hierarchic, homophobic,
heterosexist and disengaged, morally superior attitude, with its
oppressive Oedipalised stages and related patriarchal libidinal
structures, to encourage a more associative inclusive homosocial,
homoerotic and sensual feeling language and behaviour which
better conveys the richness and complexity of my interviewees’
feeling voices.

While speaking and relating emotionally in this associative
and inclusive manner with my interviewees, we also have come to
realise that our feeling voices - as reflected in our verbal language
and emotional behaviour - convey a rich, polyphonic and complex
texture which is distinctively non linear, rational and discursive.
Likewise we have also realised that its emotional-moral dimension
characteristically interweaves contradictory but complementary
thoughts and feelings and desires, that cannot either be adequately
encompassed by simply framing/reducing it according to

sociologically rationalised, merely consciously constructionist
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and/or reflexive verbal/textual strategies, which often use a
structural, linear, atomistic, positional argumentative and morally
disqualifying, discursive, selfless tone.

Similarly while listening to my interviewees’ feeling voices, I
could evoke a similar process within myself that made it easier for
me to appreciate how, by living in a heterosexist society, both my
interviewees and I had learned consciously and unconsciously to
gradually silence, forget and disconnect ourselves from our feelings
and emotional needs as gay men for years, as a survival strategy
for spanning what seemed to us like two incommensurate realities.
Thus we came to appreciate how sometimes we could end up
enacting disconnection through various forms of dissociation,
separating our psyches from our bodies, so as not to know what we
were feeling, and how, at some other times, we could also
dissociate our voice from our feelings and thoughts so others would
not know what we were experiencing: or taking ourselves out of
relationships with family and friends so that we could better
approximate to what our families and others expected from us, in
order to conform to a heterosexual image of what a “man” should
be.

Furthermore, during this process of remembering and sharing
together our struggles to recover the extent and clarity of our
silenced voices, we also started to became more aware of the
amount and extent of not only our emotional distance and
disconnection, but also - crucially - our vital resilience in order to
cope with the relational lies that are at the centre of our patriarchal
culture, i.e. subtle untruths and various forms of invalidation,
violation and violence that cover over and have led to our
disappearance as gay men from both the public world of history
and culture, and the private world of intimacy and love.

For instance, I noticed in my interviewees a clear determined

attitude to voice their emotional needs not only among themselves
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- as has been shown in our conversations - but also publicly, while
rethinking their identities not only as shaped by commercial images
of the US gay market but also as trying to gain distance from these
and encompass a sense of their distinctive Catalan/Spanish
ascendancy. My interviewees have also showed a strong tendency
to adopt very reserved, critical, and anti-Catholic attitudes and
reflections that further help them question their moral experiences
in the context of their collective history, i.e. pre- and post-Franco
democratic transition periods (Mirabent, 2000).

Similarly, the ways in which my interviewees see themselves
in their Barcelonian society are not what they used to be in
Franco’s years but have been clearly ruptured. They have distanced
themselves from the unified, medical, sinful, criminal and other
pejorative and devalued categories of the past in order to embrace
a whole diverse array of relational, affectionate, gendered, erotic,
political, moral, social — including internet dating and chatting - and
spiritual experiences criss-crossing their way through class, gender
and ethnicity, all of which is giving rise to a stream of emotional
reflexivity that allows them to rethink their identities beyond mere
entendidos and/or gays, by accommodating new experiences and
more inclusive ways of living with their gay and straight peers in
their predominantly, yet clearly in crisis, heterosexual society.

Their own relationships experiences, combined with the
incorporation of these new relational experiences, is also allowing
them to articulate their emotional and sexual experiences as
encompassing meaningful emotional and moral significance
through and in the context of their romantic and friendship
relationship experiences. This has been reflected very clearly in
their way of speaking about their emotional experiences. Their talk
is often intimate, personal and emotional, filled with desire,
sensuality yet also full of evocative symbols connected to issues of

embodied male love, social justice, trust, care, responsibility and
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the need to confront and oppose homophobia, and other forms of
resisting their oppression in society.

On the other hand, on a theoretical level, the evidence I have
gathered has led me to consider my interviewees’ adolescent
experiences of growing up different as a comparable time in early
male heterosexual childhood, a time when a relational impasse
forces what in psychoanalytic theory has been described as a
compromise formation, some compromise between voice and
relationships.

Because this compromise removes or attenuates the tension
between gay men’s voices and the regeneration of patriarchal male
heterosexual voiced culture, it tends to be emotionally experienced
by some of them as necessary or inevitable. In fact, it may leave a
psychological wound or scar, which is manifested in the heightened
susceptibility to psychological and moral distress that some gay
boys experience. Perhaps the timing of this loss of voice and the
crisis of relationships can explain these asymmetries in straight and
gay identity developmental processes. So, by contrast to the
Oedipal murderous story whereby the death of Laius marks and
seals Oedipus’ own blindness and deafness, I think there is
urgently needed a non-Oedipalised, non-heterosexist, non
homophobic vision of straight and gay men and boys’ emotional-
moral development as moving instead in caring, affectionate,
homosocial, homoerotic relation to each other, so that it becomes
possible for both straight and gay children and men to stay in
relationship, and to say and share what they feel and know.

On the other hand, in relation to the contributions that our
combined voice relational/psychoanalytic method (VRPM) can offer
to psychoanalytic and sociologic methods, these could be seen as
discipline-specific issues, yet also as complementary within a more

inclusive interdisciplinary approach.
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In relation to the clinical psychoanalytic method, the VRPM
lays out a way of working with gay experience in different yet
confluent ways. First, by focusing the emotional attention of the
analyst to locate the voice of the “I1” in relationships (i.e. the gay
person telling his/her story), it further puts the analysts in a
different epistemic and emotional disposition, whereby they
gradually enter a process of reconsidering first their own ways of
listening to the experiences of gay people, and to annotate and
reflect in what ways they feel identified or not - and why - in
relation to the account given by the gay patient.

In the usual clinical reports, analysts tell their own story of
the patient and the therapeutic relationship using a clinical
language that they control and that serves to frame and interpret
unilaterally the gay person’s experiences accordingly. Usually the
actual voices of the patient are not included in the case story, but
only the interpretation that the clinician has made of the whole
interview process. This way of working with clinical cases obscures
issues of misconception, misunderstanding and miscommunication
with the actual experiences of the patients.

Similarly, by focusing on the polyphony and complexity of
voices, the VRPM also allows analysts to focus on and examine
their own perceptions, attitudes and unexamined and/or
unresolved feelings towards actual homosexual people as well as
towards popular conceptions and stereotypes of “gayness”. So it is
not as if the straight analyst “gives voice” in a condescending way,
to the gay patient, but rather, the use of this method implies a
redefinition of the epistemic, emotional and moral position of the
analyst vis-a-vis the patient .

In this way, it allows the analyst to stop classifying in a
rational manner the gay patient’s voices, but instead to focus on
connecting emotionally and intellectually to the patient and to hold

on to what they are actually experiencing emotionally by recasting
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the experiences of transference and countertransference as
mutually constructed - although not in a linear way - and as
indistinguishable from the whole relational experience. By doing
this, different aspects of the countertransference of the analyst
towards the patient become central to the understanding of the
analytic experience. This redefined way of listening and connecting
to issues of transference and countertransference as mutually
informing the analytic relationship can thus enable the analyst to
become more familiar with, and understand better, the daily
realities of difference for entendidos and gay men. These
experiences of difference have given gay men sharp eyes for
shallowness, false commitments, false acceptance and/or
“tolerance”, “phoney” relationships and abuses of power as part of
the painful reality of living in two worlds and being constantly
forced to prove themselves according to heterosexual standards
which gives their voices a stunning strength and clarity.
Additionally, a by-product of being attentive to the relational
experiences of difference for gay people is that analysts can also
start learning to question what they have been taught about gay
pepple, and to wonder what is not written down (and why) in their
psychoanalytic textbooks. For instance, there has been a paucity of
mainstream psychoanalytic articles about homophobia in the
analytic setting. Although the term homophobia was coined by
Weinberg in 1972, it only appeared for the first time in the Journal
of the American Psychoanalytic Association in 1983, and then it
was mentioned only as a passing comment (Drescher, 1998).
Perhaps many analysts still neglect these issues and assume that
homophobia is a socially accepted prejudice (Hoffman, 2000).
Thus the questioning of these issues on behalf of analysts also
allows them to reinforce a sense of confidence in their own abilities

for critical relational knowledge and feeling, as opposed to mere
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conforming to powerful psychoanalytic doctrinal, normalising and
pathologising theories and methods.

Ideally then, a redefinition of the analytic setting in these
relational terms would eventually allow analysts, as O’Connor
(1993:16) eloquently put it: “to ask the gay patient what went
right in being gay? as opposed to the usual question what went
wrong?”

On the other hand, regarding sociological mainstream
approaches to gay men’s experiences such as discourse analysis
and textual analysis, the VRPM offers a framework and a way to
explore entendidos’ and gay men’s emotional lives based on
connecting issues of intimacy, love, desire, affection and care as
basic elements of lived emotional experience in relationships
through voice.

In this way, issues of self relatedness and identity occupy a
central role in understanding how entendidos’ feeling voices
interact in changing dynamic ways: interweaving moral reflection
and experience with fact, fantasy and fiction both consciously and
unconsciously in language and behaviour, in specific cultural ways
that are usually ignored and/or misunderstood - especially when
entendidos’ ways of talking and feeling do not “match” with US
and/or British gay men’s rather linear assertive language and
behaviour, which often is depicted as dealing primarily with issues
of power and/or representational roles (Chesebro, 1981; Herdt,
1992; Plummer, 1995). Thus, where these forms of discursive
behaviour prevail, the specific cultural subjectivity of entendidos
may be seen as a problem for research by exaggerating its alleged
lack of  narrative structure and meaning. Thus, the VRPM
problematises the common neglect and passivity which “to hear”
usually conveys, especially if it deals with hearing the foreign
voices of unintelligible “others” like entendidos, and highlights

issues of interpretation.
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In post-structuralist informed discourse analytic research,
representations of interviewees’ accounts are made without
assuming any “real” and/or objectivist warrant and research, and
its “findings” are seen primarily as representational practices.
Accordingly, the participant’s voices are seen as produced from
what was culturally available to the interviewee rather than from a
private reserve of meaning. This is all perfectly understandable so
far as our VRPM method is concerned. However, within discourse
analytic research there is still an overwhelming tendency to
privilege language over lived emotional experience, as can be seen
in Deborah Marks’ (1996) observations:

Social constructionist theory has warned that giving our “subject” a
“voice” involves the fantasy that it is possible to have unmediated
direct knowledge of experience. (James & Prout, 1990). Derrida has
challenged the phonocentrism implicit in the notion of speech as a
direct and immediate form of expression. Giving primacy to
interviewees’ talk about their emotional experiences and their
experiences of exclusion suggests that their speech may refer to
themselves as a unified authentic subject. This Cartesian subject,
whose self consciousness acts as guarantor of meaning, is challenged
by both versions of psychoanalysis (Althusser, 1971, Frosh, 1987)
and discourse analysis (Parker, 1992) which see the subject as being
fragmented and constituted within language (quoted in Ribbens &
Edwards, (Eds). [1998:156] ). .

But we are not dealing here only with language
fragmentations and/ or textual reconstructions based solely on
discursive, ideological and cultural explanations but with the
active, tangible emotional-moral experience of being in
relationship. Moreover, our notion of voice is not mere
phonocentric “speech”. Thus by treating gay men’s emotional
experiences as encompassing a mere web of ideological networks
without feeling subjects, issues of desire and affectionate
connectedness remain void, given that within discourse and textual

analysis concepts such as framing and social practice often take
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precedence as an imposed, allegedly reflexive device on the data,
in order to seek sociological rational credence.

However, the rejection of conventional notions on authorship
and knowing through personal identities does not mean, according
to us and our VRPM, that lived experience is not relevant. Similarly,
being aware that objectivity is not the primary aim does not mean
either that we have to undermine our capacity to speak in a
language of emotional connectedness. In other words, while
avoiding framing the experiences of gay men according to grand
narratives which universalise and ahistoricise them, we still need to
find a balance between our feeling voices and our rational
conscious representational talking habits, (White, 1990; Plummer,
2001).

Feeling Voices and Academic Language

In the beginning, I was able to begin to write the experiences
of my interviewees in relation to my own experiences . However,
as my analysis developed, and my story of my interviewees
became more articulated within different related theoretical issues,
I found I was becoming less present in the text, despite my
supervisor’s suggestion that it would be useful to try to maintain,
to some extent, a rather autobiographical approach - for it would
enhance my emotional connection to my interviewees.

Although I acknowledged the usefulness of this suggestion, in
practice, maintaining an autobiographical approach was not as
simple and straightforward as it might seem; for whenever 1
attempted to use my own biography as a connecting axis for the
thesis, I inevitably ended up enmeshed in a whole complex array of

ideas, feelings and associations that did not necessarily link easily
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within the context of the transcripts I was using to illustrate the
relational context in which we had our conversations.

In order to place myself back into the story, I had to reread
how I had produced the stories of my interviewees and in so doing,
I also realised that I tended to intersperse first a whole range of
related theoretical issues that seemed relevant in the context of
the particular themes being explored in each chapter, and so after
commenting on various relevant theoretical issues, the discussion
itself led to very different new issues and in that context my own
relational involvement in the context of such theoretical issues did
not seem straightforwardly relevant enough to be included.

While doing this I could also recognise not only the effect on
me of powerful theoretical sociologic and psychoanalytic discourses
but also the conventions of postgraduate research in my writing
and how the concepts I used to frame my interviewees’
experiences also had to be clearly articulated throughout the whole
writing of the research process. Since I was trying to present a
serious, formal explanation to a sociological and psychoanalytic
audience, it seemed logical to me that the discussion 1 presented
ought to have some sort of shared understanding across
disciplines, cultures and languages. In this way I was also
becoming able to distance myself from the experiential, friendly,
conversational context of my interviewees in order to develop an
intellectual, systematic way of discussing the data.

For instance, I became able to take the theoretical words of
others and place them into my own reflections, and so the thinking
that I was doing this in order to produce an intelligible account
further allowed me to transform the data from its original emotive
conversational setting by telling myself that I was basically
producing my story of how my interviewees had produced their

stories.
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I had to learn how to belong to, and operate within, three
different contexts at the same time - i.e. sociologic, psychoanalytic
and international gay male - retaining our concerns with personal
and private ways of being while also making our voices heard
within public ways of being. While this may bring some epistemic
advantage, it can also be quite uncomfortable, leading to a sense
of lacking some sort of distinguishable roots, or any space where
one is at home in a relaxed manner.

This in turn led me to rethink what the writing of the thesis
in an autobiographical voice actually involved, and why at some
point it could become a rather different project. For instance, part
of the difficulty of using systematically a biographical approach to
connect myself with my interviewees had to do with the
requirement set by my supervisor that, each time I introduced my
own experiences, I also had to provide a cogent explanation of the
cultural significance of my experiences in the context of the overall
study, and then also to contrast and discuss these in relation to
my interviewees’ own experiences - as well as in the context of the
relevant US and British bibliography. So, to do this concisely,
systematically and using a highly skilful and persuasive use of the
English language, simply became to me an enormous task that
further prevented me from attempting to include &-biographical
approach to my interviewees.

So I came to think that an autobiographical approach wasn’t
necessarily the best approach for me to use, but instead we agreed
that I would maintain my initial resolution to keep myself clearly
visible and emotionally connected by including whatever relevant
personal resonances I came across while reading the transcripts —
which are nevertheless inevitably biographical, although the way I
prefer to use them is not monologist and self referential but
dialogical - that would better serve to illustrate both my shared

experiences with my interviewees as well as certain cultural or
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theoretical relevant aspects, as it is used originally in the voice
relational method.

On the other hand, the more I progressed in the analysis and
writing up of this thesis by adopting a less biographical yet
personalised and reflexive style, the more I became aware of the
emergence of my sociological identity, i.e. as the reflection of my
awareness of the research process, and how it still seemed pretty
much connected yet also somehow at odds with my psychoanalytic
identity.

At some point later 1 also started seeing myself as the
author, writing about my interviewees, psychoanalysis and
sociology and choosing to make certain arguments and
explanations about the relevance of the methods I used in
grasping the experiences of my interviewees; this has taken a
great deal of inner dialogue, self-examination and self-reflection to
allow me to feel comfortable, confident and content with myself
without feeling that 1 was putting myself outside the experience
from which I started.

This process in turn involved my questioning what it implied
for me to try to write simultaneously to a curious mixed audience
composed of gay Mexican, Spanish, and English people, as well as
an international sociological and psychoanalytic community who
hopefully may be able to follow me in English.

Thus, in these brief notes I have tried to give a clearer sense
of the range of issues I faced as well as the inner dialogue I had
while questioning myself how and why I decided to write this thesis
in a personalised but not entirely biographical way, which allowed
me to include a considerable discussion of my feeling voices
wherever relevant - although this aim seemed sometimes partially
overruled by my need to make myself clear in an acceptable

academic text for such a diverse audience.

302




Finally, there are a number of issues that are not explored in
this study and that would certainly contribute to a better
understanding of the processes of talking and listening to gay
men’s voices within the structure of the analytic setting and the
practices of sociological research via the inclusion of relational
voice. These include exploring different aspects of feeling voices
and therefore different understandings of the emotional
experiences of different social and age groups of entendidos and
gay men both in Spain and in Mexico.

Similarly, the particular listening-relational experiences of
heterosexual male and female psychoanalytic as well as lesbian
clinicians and social researchers trying to use our method in
working with/exploring gay patients/participants’ emotional moral
experiences need to be explored, in order to further assess the

potential usefulness in clinical and social research.
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