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theory. On July 21-3, 2000, the first annual Neuro-
psychoanalysis Conference was heldin London entitled
Neuropsychology and Psychoanalytic Persepectives on
Emotions, addressed by the world authorities Jaak
Panksepp, Antonio Damasio, and Mark Solms, and
introduced by Oliver Sacks. The meeting was a hearten-
ing success, and the compatibility between the findings
of the two disciplines was seen to be remarkable.

All references to Freud, other than those in the
bibliography, are to the Standard Edition of the
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud
(1953-74) Strachey J (ed.) 24 Vols. Hogarth, London.
For specific volumes and page numbers see Vol. 24.
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Friendship, Anthropology of

Friendship is an informal social relationship. Contrary
to kinship, it is based on choice and voluntariness:
friends are sought and must be won. Friendship is an
acquired not an ascribed status. The relationship is
often viewed as affective. However, the ‘emotional
content’ of friendship can vary strongly (Paine 1969,
p- 507). Mutuality, concerning interest in the re-
lationship, appears to be one important requirement.
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In fact, in some societies there exist asymmetrical
friendships, sometimes being difficult to distinguish
from patronage. Friendship is based on sharing:
besides matters of material value friends share their
time, their problems, plans, hopes, and thoughts.
Therefore, trust and loyalty are basic requirements for
friendship (Kennedy 1986, 128 ff.). But this aspect also
involves dangers: if friends share secrets, and the
friendship is eventually broken off, it can lead to
gossip and enmity. Some authors note that generally
no fixed role expectations are attached to friendship.
But in fact many societies do have well-defined
expectations.

From the perspective of comparative social and
cultural anthropology it is obvious that besides com-
mon core aspects, notions of friendship are highly
variable. To this day there is a lack of data concerning
the different meanings friends and friendship can have
in different societies, and even within one society.
Most languages have many terms for friends (in
English among others: pal, chum, buddy, bosom friend,
old friend/chap, acquaintance, etc.), which differentiate
between kinds and meanings of social relationships
called ‘friendship.” One also finds different concepts of
friendship within one society relating to sex, age,
social status, as well as the different places or contexts
in which friendship takes place, e.g., neighborhood,
school, or place of work. The ‘growth’ of friendship
has also been an underestimated aspect in research. A
friendship does not only change in the course of time,
it also changes due to the period of its existence: after
20 years a friendship, like all other emotional relation-
ships, is no longer the same as it was in the beginning.
As Sarah Uhl (1991, p. 90) states, friendship is a type
of ‘noninstitutionalized institution’ distinguished
from blood-brotherhood and fictive kinship—over-
looking the fact that with a new stage in a life cycle,
friendships may be transformed to other more institu-
tionalized relationships like co-parenthood.

1. Anthropological Interest in Friendship

Uhl (1991) states that research on friendship is difficult
due to the fact that despite its being a public phenom-
enon, friendship is viewed as private. But the same can
be said of marriage, and marriage has been one of the
most important topics in anthropology since its
beginnings. More probably anthropologists have
focused too strongly on kinship (see Kinship in
Anthropology), thus becoming unaware of sometimes
even overlapping concepts of friendship.

Until now most empirical research has been con-
ducted in industrialized societies, and basically there
are only few studies by cultural anthropologists. If
anthropologists have studied friendship at all, they
have concentrated on formal relationships with well-
defined mutual obligations such as ritual kinship,
exchange, trade, or working relationships. These
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anthropological studies—most of them conducted in
Southern Europe—overemphasized male friendships
and neglected friendships between females (Boissevain
1974, Gilmore 1975). For a long time it was supposed
that adult women in particular form their most
important social relationships inside the family and
with relatives. Different forms of friendship between
men are on the other hand an important part of public
life. These factors have contributed to the lack of
research concerning friendship between women, with
the exception of some more recent studies (e.g.,
Kennedy 1986).

One finds very little information on meanings of
friendship in nonindustrial societies. One exception is
Thomas Kiefer’s work, who in 1968 published a major
article on institutionalized friendship and warfare
among the Tausug of Jolo, in the Philippines. The
Tausug perceive strangers and all people not related
by kinship as potential enemies. In this context
friendship—formally sworn to by oath on the
Koran—is very important for forming alliances be-
tween kin groups, as well as, on a higher regional level,
between local leaders. These can be former or—should
the oath be broken—future enemies. This formal
friendship in Tausug society derives its meaning from
enmity—friends are allies against common enemies
(Kiefer 1968). However, Kiefer’s study once again
focuses on highly formalized male friendship patterns.
Institutionalized and formalized friendship patterns,
trade and exchange partnerships, like the bond friend-
ship’ (tau soa) in Tikopia described by Firth (1967),
are still today given priority in studies by cultural
anthropologists. On the level of intercultural com-
parison (including more traditional societies), it would
be of importance to investigate the assumed declining
significance of kinship and the possibly growing
importance of friendship.

2. Themes and Methods

Within the realm of anthropological research different
dimensions of friendship have been stressed. Eric R.
Wolf differentiates between ‘emotional’ and ‘instru-
mental relations,” which both satisfy a deficit of some
kind in each participant of the dyad (1966, 10 ff). The
labels emotional /instrumental are somewhat mislead-
ing, because both types have a quite instrumental
quality. Wolf’s approach links friendship with wider
societal forms: societies produce different deficits,
which different types of friendship respond to. His
conception is a useful starting point for further
research, embedding friendship in a wider theoretical
frame. In that way it differs from Robert Paine’s
(1969) above-mentioned conception of an emotional,
more inward-turning modern middle-class friendship.

Jacobson’s approach to research on friendship
emphasizes the situational aspect. He is not only
concerned with constant friendship and its character-
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istics but ‘with the labelling process itself, that is, with
the situations in which a person gives and takes away
the label of “friend”.” (Jacobson 1975, p. 225). Both
friendship and affiliation with an ethnic group can
change depending on the situation. In combination
with an examination of group identities, research on
friendship could lead to important results in the
investigation of interethnic relationships. Friends can
be made across ethnic boundaries; besides binding
themselves by marriage, people can form alliances
between different ethnic groups. An example of the
discussion of interethnic relationships in folklore
about friendship is given in a story about a Kipsigis
and a Masai, who exchange honey and arrows,
cheating each other in the process (Dundes 1971, pp.
176—7). Dundes explains that the topic of making and
breaking friendship in African societies is a common
motif in narratives. In a story about a crippled and a
blind person, for example, who join forces during an
attack by enemies, the latter takes the first on his back
and runs, while the crippled person directs him. No
matter whether the failing of a friendship or its
advantages are the central theme, exchange is always
the constituent core of the described relationship. The
different motifs in African narratives show the conflict
between social norms and actual behavior. This
discrepancy between a value system and behavior is
another aspect of friendship that has not yet been
thoroughly studied.

Reina (1959) discusses two concepts of friendship,
existing parallel to one another among Indians and
Ladinos in Guatemala. The Ladino term cuello means
taking up many relationships and alliances, which can
change under different circumstances. The Indian
concept of friendship implies having only very few
friends, who are made during adolescence. This
example shows that divergent notions of friendship
can prevent close relationships between members of
different ethnic groups. But without more detailed
descriptions of intraethnic concepts of friendship,
studies about cultural differences and interethnic
friendship are impossible.

In early network analysis the issue of friendship
played an important role (Bott 1957). Network analy-
ses seemed to be appropriate for research about weak
institutionalized social relationships in complex so-
cieties. Friendship is one possible content of such social
relations, but until now research has been restricted
mostly to Western industrialized societies (e.g., Allan
1989, Fischer 1982). Analysis of networks of friends in
more ‘traditional’ societies must be preceded by
studies which describe who is referred to as a friend,
and what kind of different categories of friends exist
within a given cultural context. As shown above, it
cannot be taken for granted that concepts of anthro-
pologists and informants are congruent. With a better
knowledge of the meanings and terms attached to the
notion of friendship, network analysis and other
quantitative methods might also be applied in inter-

ethnic situations. From the interplay between par-
ticipation in everyday life, an evaluation of one’s own
experiences, and a systematic investigation, a more
differentiated picture of the ambiguous term ‘friend-
ship’ could emerge.

3. Fieldwork and Friendship

Friendship is not only an important research topic, it
is also an important relationship during fieldwork (see
Fieldwork in Social and Cultural Anthropology). The
situation regarding friendship between anthropo-
logists and people with whom they live, often for long
periods of time, is hardly documented, even though it
is quite probable that these are very relevant personal
experiences during fieldwork and in some cases they
are even the precondition of fieldwork. Exceptions
being the articles by Friedman Hansen (1976), Hendry
(1992), and Reina (1959). Friendship formed in the
course of fieldwork has neither been treated very
honestly, nor has it been dealt with systematically in
anthropology to this day. Most anthropologists note
having made many friends during their fieldwork. In
publications it is obligatory to thank all ‘friends,
without whom research would have been impossible.
In most cases the nature of this friendship is not
described, nor is the significance it had for the
fieldwork. Therefore, the question of how anthro-
pologists cope with unfamiliar concepts of friendship
is left open. Most studies do not make explicit what is
meant by friendship, and few authors relate whether
friendship with informants is called so from the
perspective of the fieldworker or from the emic
view. Other intercultural forms of friendship—those
between anthropologists and informants are only one
special case—have gone unstudied.

In the literature on fieldwork, friendship is some-
times depicted from a very one-sided angle: ‘Infor-
mants become friends. This creates another dilemma,
for it leads to a very instrumental, and often dishonest,
approach to friendship. The interest of science de-
mands that you milk your informants. You do this by
making them your friends, by exchanging confidences,
giving presents, talking for hours about subjects that
bore you. Are these friends or scientific objects? The
subjects themselves often realize that they are being
used. For some fieldworkers the scientific ends justify
the means. They have no moral problem. For many
others, however, the dilemma remains.” (Boissevain
1985, p. 273)

Other authors warn against making friends with
informants on the grounds of possible role conflicts.
Spradley, for example, advises anthropologists, re-
peating the same questions over and over again on
their endless quest for explanations, to refrain from
bothering their friends with this boring task. Apart
from this, however, he has no objection to making
friends during fieldwork (Spradley 1979, p. 28).
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An exceptionally good account of friendship in the
course of fieldwork has been published by Joy Hendry
(1992). In detail she describes the changes within the
relationship to her Japanese friend that spanned nearly
two decades. She also compares, at least marginally, to
what extent concepts of who is related to as a friend, as
well as expectations regarding how friends should
relate to one another, correspond in Great Britain and
Japan. Hendry mentions thatin Japan it is not possible
to bring inequality in line with friendship. As long as
she did research in rural Japan, similarities and
equality dominated the relationship to her friend
Sachiko, who also did not come from a rural area.
Later, influenced by their respective cultures, their
lives developed differently from one another. Apart
from individual changes due to the respective trans-
formations in their lives, i.e., from being students to
married mothers of school children, the actual re-
search project nearly caused a breaking off of their
friendship. Conflicts arose when Hendry began to
study manners of communicating in Sachikos nakama
(reference group). She integrated her into the project,
which caused Sachiko to have role conflicts within her
own nakama. However, the author gathered more
insight out of this conflict than out of any other
contacts with Japanese women. She evaluated her
fieldwork experience as one aspect of participant
observation—it having been, on the one hand, scienti-
fically successful but personally nearly having led to a
loss. The situation became more relaxed when Hendry
left Japan, after enough time had elapsed, and she had
analyzed and discussed the experience with Sachiko in
a number of letters.

The example concerning Guatemaltecan Indians
equally shows that friendship in the context of field-
work may cause problems due to an initial unaware-
ness of cultural differences between notions of friend-
ship. Guatemaltecan Indians have clearly defined
expectations regarding friendship, exclusiveness being
one criteria for friendship. Ruben E. Reina states that
not only his informants, but also those of his wife,
terminated relationships, because both anthropol-
ogists had also formed contacts to other informants,
thus not meeting the expectations of exclusiveness.
Only through detailed explanations of why anthropol-
ogists carrying out fieldwork must speak to more than
one person was the problem solved (Reina 1959,
p. 48).

Role conflicts are one of the major topics discussed
in writings by anthropologists on friendships formed
in the context of fieldwork. In an article by Judith
Friedman Hansen (1976), role conflicts are mentioned
as the central problem. This is hardly astonishing,
since not only during fieldwork but also in other work-
related situations friendship can cause conflicts re-
garding loyalty, possessiveness, and role expectations.
At home anthropologists have to play different roles
within their families, partnerships, and within aca-
demia as well—thus, cross-cutting and intersecting
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friendship patterns are not typical of fieldwork alone.
The problem is only more obvious and perceived more
consciously during fieldwork. Coping with these con-
flicts requires time, much talking, patience, and a
deeper understanding of the rules of the other culture.

See also: Friendship: Development in Childhood and
Adolescence; Interpersonal Attraction, Psychology of;
Interpersonal Trust across the Lifespan; Patron—
Client Relationships, Anthropology of
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