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Interlocutorial friendship
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ABSTRACT

While kinship is a key and thoroughly analyzed tenet of anthropology, friendship has
not been afforded the same status, as it is notoriously difficult to categorize. This pa—
per seeks to contribute to the widening of this field through analyzing the experienc—
es and definitions of friendship of four interlocutors, as well as the benefits and draw-—
backs of friendship between interlocutor and anthropologist in ethnographic fieldwork.

SETTING THE STAGE

In early September of 2014, [ had an epiph—
any. Alex and I had been friends since the
ripe age of five, when our mothers decided that
we should play together. Since we were both in
the same first grade class of about 15 people in
a small private school, over the next five years
we became as close to siblings as you could get
without sharing a parent or a home. However, in
2014, Alex started sixth grade in public school.

When we met in the park at the end of her
first week of classes, she was in tears. “This is
awful, I hate it. I don’ t know anyone. I’ m going
to try transfer back”. In that moment, I sud-
denly came to the glaringly obvious realisation
that I had never had to make a friend, and nei—
ther had Alex. Our class (roughly four girls, six
boys) had grown up together and had, as Alex
put it, “never had to make friends before”. To
this day, this group, which includes two of my
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interlocutors, is my primary support network,
and the closest thing I have to siblings. We
never properly ‘became friends’, because we
grew up together, but that is also what keeps
us together — I know these people so well that
I have grown into them, and our shared pasts
provide a solid base for a shared future. Then
[ arrived in St Andrews, and while chatting to
my flatmate, May, I was surprised to discov—
er that she had grown up in a similar environ—
ment to mine, yet she doesn’ t speak to a single
one of her childhood friends. This discrepan—
cy greatly intrigued me, and paved the way for
what would later become my first ethnography.

In my initial research on the subject, I found
that while kinship is a key tenet of anthropolo-—
gy, friendship has not been afforded the same
status. This can be attributed in part to anthro—
pology’ s early attempts to “establish ethnology
as a science as exact as physics or chemistry”
(Bouquet 1993: 114), and, by extension, the dif-
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ficulty in pinning down a universal and standard-
ised definition of “friendship” in comparison to
the almost obsessive categorisation of kinship
(Desai and Killick 2010: 1,4). I myself encoun—
tered this difficulty with a mere four interlocu—
tors, as Alex viewed friendship transactional—
ly, “[friendship] never stopped being entangled
with ‘what can this person bring to me?’ ”, while
Xander saw friends as people who he could “do
things with”. However, despite differences in
definition, all four of them shared the same fun—
damental experience of the action of friendship.
As such, my research seeks to shed further
light on the experience of making and main—
taining friendships, as someone who is a made
and maintained friend to all my interlocutors.

METHODS

The idea of befriending your interlocutors
is not entirely radical in the world of anthro-
pology, but studying those with whom you al-
ready have an established friendship certainly
is. The typical paradigm of fieldwork requires
“a separation between the researcher(s) and
the participant(s), on the basis that any kind of
personal involvement would bias the research,
disturb the natural setting, and/or contaminate
the results” (Owton and Allen—Collinson 2014:
284). However, I chose to work with Alex and
Miranda, whom I have known for the better part
of 16 years, and my flatmate May, as well as
my friend (and May’ s boyfriend) Xander, both of
whom I see on a daily basis. I did this intention—
ally: while being friends with your interlocutors
isn’ t an automatic shortcut to a more profound
dialogue, if executed well, it can generate richer
data with a much broader and deeper context,
especially if friendship itself is the object of the
research (Owton and Allen—Collinson 2014: 302).

Of course, having a shared history has its
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own difficulties, which are not limited to the
supposed bias, contamination, and disruption
of raw data (Owton and Allen—Collinson 2014:
284). I conducted several phone and video in—
terviews with both Alex and Miranda, in which
we would chat while I simultaneously typed out a
rough summary of what they were saying. How—
ever, having spent over three—quarters of our
lives conversing, we are intimately familiar with
each other’ s speech patterns. This worked to
my advantage with Miranda, who speaks slowly,
so [ could predict the pauses and general di—-
rection of her words well enough to type and
maintain a normal conversation, but Alex and
I have a much more rapid dialogue, so trying
to catch all the relevant data while maintain—

ing our established rapport proved very difficult.

Being friends with my interlocutors also led to
some interesting negotiations of power dynam—
ics. As George Allen said, “friendship is a bond
in which issues of hierarchy and authority have
no bearing” (1989: 20), so introducing my hier—
archical role as anthropologist to my previously
egalitarian friendships produced noticeable re—
actions. Alex took it as an opportunity to give me
an overview of how friends are made in middle
school, high school, and university. She took an
authoritative position, acting as the middleman
between me, the foreign anthropologist, and
friendship dynamics in American public schools
in general. Miranda, on the other hand, was more
concerned with participating in the interviews
“correctly” despite my attempts to make them
democratic ‘chats’, asking if she could “go off
topic, if that’s okay”, whenever she changed
the conversation’ s direction. My conversations
with May and Xander took place face—to—face,
so [ elected not to take notes while talking, in
the hopes that it would facilitate a more nat-
ural conversation. This approach worked very
well for May, although it was difficult to recall
the nuances of our conversations after the fact,
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and was reinforced by Xander, whose second
interview [ recorded. We were talking in the liv—
ing room after dinner, and I unthinkingly jotted
down the age ranges for his primary school,
which he found funny, but which also stilted
the conversation by highlighting the aware—
ness that I was overtly collecting data, rather
than simply engaging in a normal, friendly chat.

X>Mad V= Xpuoeh Z=Me

Sketch in my notes of our living room, where
the majority of May and Xander’s interviews
took place. The letters denote seating ar—
rangements during the interviews, which do not
differ from the normal seating arrangement in

our flat.

MAKING AND MAINTAINING FRIENDS

Despite their differences in nationality, gen—
der, and relation to both me and each other,
all four of my interlocutors related to the ex—
perience of making and maintaining friendships.
Alex was the first member of our class to leave
without moving several states away, and was
consequently my first proper window into the
world of befriending. When recalling her first
weeks at Timberlane Middle School, she paints
a slightly different picture from the sobbing
11-year—old I recalled sitting in the park with.
“It was sort of mostly convenience — I'm in
your class, and we both have lunch next period,
so let’ s walk—to—lunch—together kinda thing.”

EmiLY KNEPPERS

Most of Alex’ s recollections weren’ t deeply
personalised, and she leaned more into giving
me the general dynamics of how befriending
worked, rather than personal anecdotal experi—
ences. When I asked about her friend Sasha, who
I' d met briefly and who was one of Alex’ s clos—
est public—school friends throughout middle and
high school, she said she “vaguely remember[ed]
meeting her” in theatre class. They bonded over
“not knowing anyone else” and “slipped into be—
coming friends”. They maintained their friend—
ship through consistent proximity, something
which Alex notes carried into university. She
doesn’t see Bridget, her roommate from last
year, “except for big events, but since we’ re not
living together anymore she doesn’ t come over
for the small things, which creates a gap”. She
identified consistent, small interactions as the

main factor in keeping friendships from fading.

Alex was keen to emphasise the stag—
es of friendship: in middle and high school
you made friends out of convenience, such
as being paired to sit together, and in univer—
sity, you made friends out of choice, such as
“making conversation while in the bar line”.
She also took a generalised standpoint when
talking about our shared school experience,
saying “[our school] really fucked us over in
terms of making friends”, because there was
a “subtle art of talking to strangers” that we

weren’ t exposed to until we left or graduated.

While one could argue that some of Alex’s
generalised statements are not necessarily uni—
versal experiences, her point about our inability
to make friends certainly has some grounding.
Miranda, who was with me from first grade until
we graduated, had a rough time in high school.
Like Alex, I remember having several tearful
conversations during her freshman year. “It was
so hard to make connections, because | keep
thinking ‘what do I say next?’ ” After the first
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few weeks of high school, Miranda realised that
lots of friendship groups had carried over from
the local middle schools, and “it didn’t seem
like most people wanted to make [new] friends”.

Additionally, while Miranda was born in the
United States, her family is from Taiwan, which
put her in the fraught middle ground wherein
she couldn’t fully relate to the Asian student
population, but likewise couldn’t quite con—
nect with the Caucasian students. This calls
back to the idea of “growing into each oth—
er’, from another person’s perspective. I am
a white South African/American/British hy—
brid, and culturally Miranda and I would have
little in common, except that, since we grew up
together, I will regularly go over to her house
for hot pot, and she covets my mother’ s bil-
tong. Our friendship wasn’t founded on having
things in common, but rather being together for
long enough that we mutually created com—
monalities that then keep us bound together.

ok crap one last question. has
making friends gotten easier?
1 PM

lol not really

cheers |

-

As an introvert, u fake it til u
make it, or an extrovert comes
and adopts u

Whichever comes first
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would you say you've gotten
better at faking it until you make
it?

I've def gotten better at faking
friendly, but to make actual
friends | still need the other
person to show interest and I'm
comfortable talking to them

ok having a little trouble making
sense of the grammatical
meaning behind ‘I still need the
other person to show interest
and I'm comfortable talking to
them’

Grammar?

Some post interview clarifications with

Miranda, discussing how she currently

makes friends as a 21-year—old in university.

It's just if it feels like the other
person isn't trying to get to know
me | have a hard time keeping an
interaction going

ohh ok got you. so ‘and' was
implying ‘in order for me to be'

excellent

yes | do recall you saying that
you tend to run out of things to
say after a while

Pretty fast honestly

god bless the extroverts and
their verbal incontinence

Xander’ s experience, on the other hand,
required commonalities in order to estab-—
lish a friendship. He had a similar experience
to Alex, Miranda and me in that he went to a
small local primary school (although his was in
Scotland, while ours was in the US), and only

started properly making friends in secondary
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school, which consolidated all the local pri—
mary schools into one big system. Notably,
he didn’t put the people from primary school
into the category of “friend”, but since they
were “a group of people that were your own
age, so you would sort of know everyone”.

Xander first met Cameron because they were
in the same registration class in year one of
secondary school. “I saw him every day, and
then we were talking about like, Forza, and then
we started playing Xbox together.” Cameron and
Xander bonded over this shared activity, which
expanded to include several other friends who
also enjoyed gaming. Gaming acted as a jump—
ing off point for establishing a friendship, but
also became an agent in maintaining it, espe—
cially during the COVID-19 lockdown. However,
while “that whole thing with guys making, like,
keeping friends through doing things together”
remained the key aspect of Xander’ s friend—
ships, the mode of shared actions changed as
its participants grew up. Now, when Xander goes
back to his hometown, he’ Il “go for a pint with
Cameron or we’ll like, go for a walk or we’ll
go out on the bikes”. Indeed, whenever Xan-
der or Cameron send me a shapchat of the two
of them together, they’ re always doing some-

thing: mountain biking, gymming, or pubbing.

May also came from a small school in a lower
income area outside Edinburgh. Unlike Xander,
she had solid friends in primary school, but in her
case, movingto a nicer area and going to a private
secondary school instead of the high school she
was “supposed to go to” caused a rift between
her and her friends as their parents encouraged

the rhetoric of “she’s too good for us now”.

May’ s secondary school was all girls and
“very cliquish”. However, she joined a hockey
camp the summer before her first year, which

“gave [her] and in” and allowed her to estab—
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lish a friend group before school started. May
has a twin sister, so she always had a “built—in
friend” which meant that she was never des—
perate to make connections. Since she has her
twin as a base, May has no fear of putting her—
self out there, and her go—to method of mak—
ing friends is by inviting them to a party, pre—
game, or coffee. This is actually how [ ended up
in the university friend group that [ did — May
texted me out of the blue in first year asking
if I d like to come with them to the Safeword
Bop at the Union. Since then, I’ ve seen her
invite at least 10 people to gatherings at our
flat, drinks, and so forth. However, May is a
self-proclaimed awful communicator, so unlike
Alex, who' s friendships rely on constant small
connections, May will be out of contact with her
friends for months, but as soon as they meet
up, they “pick up right where [they] left off”.

Many thoughts and few conclusions:

Between my four interlocutors, there were
many differences and scant commonalities. The
process of making friends varied drastically from
person to person, as did the method of main—
taining those friendships. However, as Killick and
Desai put it, “friendship is interesting precisely
because it evades definition: the way in which
friendship acts to express fixity and fluidity in
diverse social worlds is exciting and problem—
atic for the people that practise friendship, and
for the social scientists that study it” (2010:
1). Amongst my interlocutors, no single defini—
tion of friendship emerged, but I did find some
common ground within their experiences. All
four people wanted to make, and put effort into
making, friends, and once they had established
connections, they all sought to maintain them.

This broad experience certainly creates
problems for people within friendships, as well
as the anthropologists studying them, but ar—
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guably the most exciting and problematic as—
pect arrives when you are simultaneously in—
habiting both roles. As someone who shared a
past with my interlocutors, I was able to access
a deeper context much more rapidly than if |
had been interviewing strangers. [ was part of
Alex’ s experience of attending a new school,
and watched her friendship with Sasha un-
fold in real time. I took walks into town with
Miranda to buy bubble tea and listened to her
struggles with making connections, and later
met her new friends when those connections
finally clicked. Cameron has told me many sto—
ries of him and Xander covered in mud, man—
handling their bikes over sodden ramps in the
woods. I was on the receiving end of one of
May’ s inviting texts, and have since become
one of the friends that comes back from a sum—
mer holiday of no contact whatsoever and im—
mediately picks up where we left off in April.

Our shared experiences allowed for a cer—
tain level of comfort and confidence in even
the earliest conversations, as well as a strong—
er rapport, since we were both working off a
shared history, which de—snagged the dialogue.
However, this also proved to be a hindrance, as
since it was assumed that [ knew certain things,
there was no need to break the flow of conver—
sation to clarify a point or provide context. This
was not the fault of the interlocutor — the prob—
lem was that I knew the context, so oftentimes
it didn’t occur to me to get their perspective,
because I already had mine, from my side of the
experience. This also caused me to ask some
biased or leading questions, because [ knew both
the interlocutor and the context of the con—
versation well enough that I could predict their
response. Perhaps one of the best examples

of this was during an interview with Miranda.

“SO

many friends in

Me:
about

tell

Taiwan”.

(sarcastically) me

your
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Miranda: (no words, just torrents of laughter)

I already knew that Miranda didn’t make
friends easily, and that since she only visited
Taiwan for a few weeks of the summer each
year, she didn’ t have a solid friend group there,
so instead of asking her to explain this con—
text to me, | based my statement on our pre—
vious shared knowledge. While perhaps not an
egregious imposition, moments like this remove
“the degree of difference required for dialogue”
(Owton and Allen—Collinson 2014: 298) and
make a self-centred monologue of what should

have been an interlocutor—based conversation.

[ do not agree with the idea that a clinical
distance between ethnographer and inter—
data, but
there is always something to be said for get—

locutor produces more ‘accurate’
ting a wider range of perspectives and expe—
riences. Bringing in the voices of people with
whom [ shared no prior history or relationship
would certainly contribute to both the depth
and breadth of this ethnography in that regard.
Further, Killick and Desai argue that “the most
important aspect of friendship to its practition—
ers [is] that it is a relationship that stands in
contrast to other ways of relating” (2010: 2).
This study contrasted various forms of friend—
ship as an action, but it would be interesting
to contrast it to other ways of relating such
as kinship, which occupies a similar space in
terms of relatedness, yet receives vastly dif—-
ferent treatment in traditional anthropology.
lack of exploration,

its relative

friendship is a valuable aspect of anthropolo—

Despite

gy. It contrasts to other ways of relatedness
in its refusal to be neatly categorised. Xander
relies on commonalities to make friends, where—
as Miranda creates commonalities with people

to maintain connections. Alex fosters friend—
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ships through constant, small interactions,
while May establishes friendships through a few
large events and then expects them to main—
tain themselves. Friendship presents an inher—
ent difficulty in definition, but that is precisely
what makes it so engaging to study. However,
“friendship is not only a valid subject of an—
thropological inquiry but also an important part
of the process of ethnographic knowledge pro—
duction itself” (Killick and Desai 2010: 3-4).
Being friends with your interlocutors certain—
ly poses some significant challenges, but also
allows for greater contextual understanding,
as long as the anthropologist’ s positionality
is reflexively and consistently acknowledged.
In this way, friendship not only contributes to
a diversification of ethnographic study, but to
the methodology of the anthropologist as well.
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