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EXPLORING MASCULINITIES AND LABOR 
THROUGH INTIMACY: Emma E. Cook 

Although my chapter in this volume is based primarily on a documen-
tary film, analysis and contextualization of the film’s themes are critically 
embedded within the extended ethnographic fieldwork I conducted with 
men and women about masculinities and irregular labor. It is this field-
work that my short reflection concerns. 

Talking and asking directly about masculinities can be tricky. Ask  
someone about that person’s masculinity sometime, and you’ll see what 
I mean! What is masculinity and how is it lived, produced, and repro-
duced? How are masculinities and labor interlinked? These can be diffi-
cult research questions to answer, in part because they are so difficult to 
ask people about. However, it was through intimacy—the intimacy devel-
oped through rapport; through the sharing of stories about our lives and 
our intimacies (for example, about relationships with parents, peers, and 
romantic partners); and through a mutual vulnerability and openness— 
that I was able to explore the links between labor and masculinities in  
Japan. I found that to get men and women comfortable enough to talk  
about such topics, my personal openness, willingness to share stories, and 
the ability to be empathetic to their experiences were critical. 

Being female, foreign, white, and living with a male Japanese partner 
were also elements that factored into the development of rapport, trust,  
and intimacy, though of course these also shaped and limited the possi-
bilities of fieldwork in particular ways. The deep listening of informal eth-
nographic interviewing can be heady and flattering for interlocutors, and I  
was always conscious of this when talking with men about their lives and 
intimate relationships. It was an ever-present balance that I was aware of 
and subconsciously monitoring. In situations where it felt that people were  
starting to misunderstand my interest, I was careful to remind them of the  
existence of my partner by sharing stories that included our relationship 
in an attempt to maintain boundaries and prevent misunderstandings. In 
rare cases, however, such strategies did not work and led to a desire for 
more intimacy than I was willing or able to provide. Indeed, in one case, 
one man so misinterpreted the deep listening that anthropology entails 
that he suddenly became insistent about his romantic feelings. Although 
I was saying “no” about any romantic interest in him (initially gently and 
later with more vehemence), he believed I really had—or would develop— 
feelings for him and declared that he would keep trying until I said yes. 
After being bombarded by text messages (often sent in the small hours of 
the night) that vacillated between apologetically insisting I would come 
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around to his love and aggressively doing so, he finally stopped when I 
threatened to call the police. While this experience was personally dis-
tressing and led to the loss of not only his friendship, but also that of a  
group of musicians and artists for whom he was the gatekeeper, it was also  
highly informative—providing insights about power, gender, and mascu-
linities—and it led to revealing conversations with both women and men 
about their dating experiences and the gendered dynamics they experi-
enced in relationships. 

While my living with a partner typically marked me as an off-limits but  
safe interlocutor, it also limited the possibilities of research methods. For 
example, I initially anticipated that much of my research with young men 
would take place over drinks after work, engendering an intimate cama-
raderie and lessening conversational inhibitions, but this didn’t happen. 
Although some unmarried people live together in Japan, it was relatively 
rare where I undertook research. Most people therefore assumed I was  
married and consequently unavailable for after-hours socializing. Even  
after knowing my unmarried status, co-workers at the cinema where I  
conducted much of my fieldwork were hesitant to ask me out to drinking 
parties. Reasons became clear when at one party a young man turned to 
me and said, in all seriousness, “Emma, it’s past 10 p.m. Don’t you need to 
go home to run the bath for your husband?” I assured him that my part-
ner was perfectly capable of running it for himself, and I added that he 
also did most of the cooking and therefore was able to fend for himself. 
With a grin I then ordered myself another drink. This information elicited 
a chorus of shocked exclamations as both men and women at the table  
enthusiastically told me that typically in Japan the household division of 
labor—and expectations of labor—were gendered in ways that my house-
hold obviously was not. In their understanding women cooked, looked  
after the household, and ran baths for men. Although my “married in the 
minds of others” positionality limited the number of invitations I received  
to evening get-togethers, it also allowed men and women to talk with me 
more deeply about both the dominant discourses of gender and gendered 
roles, as well as their own desires within intimate relationships and for  
future households. 

These reflections are just small components of building and manag-
ing intimacy in the field. Of course, all fieldwork is intimate, and indeed 
anthropology hinges on the successful development of intimate relation-
ships based on trust, rapport, and shared conviviality. Nurturing and man-
aging these relationships from our own particular positionalities makes 
research on intimacy not only possible, but also makes intimacy always 
present, even if it is not our explicit focus. 


