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Ace Toronto Discussion Notes: September 16, 2018
“Friendship”

8 attendees

 Respect guidelines (available here)
 Introductions: Names and pronouns shared; 

 Through societal forces like amatonormativity, a by-product of colonialism (as evidenced in colonialism’s 
enforcement of the nuclear family, for instance), friendships are all too often devalued, viewed, and treated 
as inferior to sexual-romantic relationships within Western society.

◦ Amatonormativity:
▪ This concept has long been understood and discussed within ace communities, but it was coined 

under this term by Elizabeth Brake in Minimizing Marriage (2011)
 coined and defined in a somewhat incomplete way-- extends beyond that definition

▪ It is the privileging / prioritizing of romantic relationships above all other kinds of relationships; the 
social force treating romance as intrinsically superior, more intimate, and more important than other
kinds of relationships, and as the “normal” way to do primary relationships and to organize families 

▪ Even polyamory has been infected by the concept of amatonormativity; through polynormativity, 
there is still a prioritizing of one type of relationship (sexual-romantic) over others all-too-often
 even in spaces that explicitly oppose polynormativity (e.g., within Relationship Anarchy)

◦ The declaration of “just friends” as a devaluing of friendship relationships; the addition of “just” as 
implying that friendship is a lesser relationship to that other (i.e. sexual-romantic) type. The statement 
of friends taking their relationship to “the next level” implies as much.

◦ The common idea and reality that people fall out of touch with friends after getting into a sexual-
romantic relationship -- the idea that this type of relationship takes precedence over friendship, that it 
should take up more time, and that it is thereby a more important and valuable relationship than others

◦ Understandings/assumptions about the use of the word “relationship” -- when someone asks, “Are you 
in a relationship?”, the reality is that we are in many different relationships (with friends, with ourselves, 
with colleagues, with family, with our neighbours, etc.), but, when people ask that question, they are 
thinking about one particular type of relationship. When people hear the term “relationship” and often 
when people use the term, they assume that it is being used or they use it to signify a sexual-romantic 
relationship. This assumption thereby devalues the other types of intimate relationships in our lives. 
The term “a relationship” taking on the meaning that it does makes a sexual-romantic relationship the 
epitome of all relationships. 

 We discussed wanting better representations of LGBTQ2IA+ sexual-romantic relationships in popular 
culture and media, but also wanting positive portrayals of friendship as valid in popular culture and media

◦ For example: much of the Sherlock fandom ships (that is, intimately partners) John Watson and 
Sherlock Holmes, but it can also be very hurtful and problematic when members of the fandom 
delegitimize or critique the idea that a deeply intimate friendship between John and Sherlock would be 
unsatisfying and does not/cannot bear the same importance and significance as a sexual-romantic 
partnership between them

 How does mainstream Western society and mainstream Western media present and understand 
“intimacy”? Why are these understandings limited and why do these understandings have the potential to 
be harmful/problematic? For instance, what photos come up through a Google image search of “intimacy”?

◦ Images of marriage, making out, heterosexual intercourse, and child-bearing as a result of these acts; 
these moments and acts are commonly associated with intimacy in Western media and society and, 
while these do feel like and act as valid forms of intimacy for many people, these images limit other 
opportunities and types of intimacy in that they become the “correct” and “acceptable” forms of intimacy
within Western societal imaginings and perceptions.

◦ What does or could an intimate friendship look like? How can we -- both individually and collectively -- 
re-claim the term intimacy and foster/nurture the importance and specialness of intimacy in friendships,
and of friendships as intimate?  How are and how can we -- both individually and collectively -- 
deconstruct amatonormativity as it relates to and regulates friendship?

◦ What intimacy means and looks like is personal and will vary from person to person

https://acetoronto.wordpress.com/accessibility/respect-guidlines/
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◦ What might intimacy in a friendship look like?
▪ The ability to tell them anything
▪ Trust 
▪ The ability to be vulnerable
▪ Letters, letter writing, and textual intimacy

 We must respect the autonomy of people to have the relationships they want

◦ also complicated when there are power dynamics or when one person values the relationship more 
than the others
▪ approaching the issues directly with friends and clearly explaining issue and problem solving

 gets more complicated when access to things like resources, community connections, housing,
etc., is governed by friendship-- particularly for disabled people-- and “in exchange” for 
emotional work and friendship and when having a conversation about how aspects of the 
friendship aren't working or aren't enough could risk losing access to those community 
connections and real resources people need to survive
◦ these things shouldn't have to be “earned” through friendship-- importance of community

 power dynamics in all sorts of relationships and impossible to avoid them

 Friendships and queerplatonic relationships

◦ There are many ranges and spectrums of queerplatonic relationships

◦ How has queerplatonic as a term been misused? How has amatonormativity been integrated into our 
understandings of the term queerplatonic?
▪ Broad umbrella term
▪ the idea of aro assimilationism and taking up of QP relationships to push an assimilationist agenda 

“arospec people are just like everyone else and can still do (monogamous) partner relationships!”
 in complete contradition to the purpose of these words to begin with!

 What is friendship? 

◦ Again, this will be personal and will vary from person to person

◦ Friends are people who have a place in our personal lives

◦ Those we share intimacy with, who see the parts of ourselves that we don’t publicly share

◦ What is an acquaintance? You are friendly but at a distance; an acquaintance is not a part of your 
personal life on an intimate level
▪ “work friends” not really friends 
▪ friends sharing as sharing some kind of personal space (or not)

 Losing friends can be just as if not more difficult than a sexual-romantic break up, but society prohibits us 
from viewing it this way. How do we hold space for this pain? How do we break up with friends in a 
responsible way? 

 How are and how can we -- both individually and collectively -- deconstruct amatonormativity as it relates to
and regulates friendship?

◦ First, we can’t interrupt the systemic oppression before we know the shapes it is taking

◦ Being upfront with those we are in relationship with about how we view and are in relationships; 
communication as integral

◦ The community norms need to change

◦ Smash power dynamics, but also acknowledge that they exist in community

◦ Living communally

 How do we nurture friendships when it is difficult to stay in touch? Why isn’t there the same expectation to 
nourish this type of relationship over a sexual-romantic one?

 How do you live with close/intimate friends who are very different from you (introverts versus extroverts, for 
instance)?
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◦ Door signs that let others know if you do not wish to be disturbed or don’t mind socializing, so as to 
help lay out and respect boundaries

◦ It is a myth that we always need to spend time with those who are members of our closest, most 
intimate relationships; personal space and personal time is important

◦ Also, it can be harmful to think that intimate partners need to be everything to you
▪ The toxicity of “my other half” discourse and the toxicity of the implication that you are not whole 

without them

 We discussed some of the many archetypes in the hetero world

◦ Married men complaining about their wife and kids, for instance
▪ archetype of man coming home from work to relax in easy chair or “man cave” while woman takes 

care of kids, does laundry, prepares dinner, etc. (even if she's coming home from work to do this 
too!)

◦ married women going to their women friends for support in surviving heterosexuality
▪ gendered emotional work to support the institution of heterosexuality

 Myth of loneliness

◦ You can be incredibly lonely even when in a romantic relationship. For instance, one person shared the
experience of being lonely for friends when in a monogamous romantic relationship
▪ can be less lonely when not in a romantic relationships and having fully engagement in friendship
▪ even when people are lonely and lacking in friendship or community connections, the answer isn't 

pursuing a romantic relationship when that isn't what works for someone
 the importance of broader social changes

 It can be difficult to spend time with coupled friends when together; navigating this dynamic is difficult

◦ It can be difficult to have conversations with a friend in an intimate way when they always bring their 
sexual/romantic partner along to meet-up with you
▪ people can have relationships with members of a couple and also a relationship with the couple 

that isn't the sum of the relationships with the individual members

 It can be hard to recognize when friendships are toxic 

◦ We don’t have a context that favours recognizing toxic friendships
◦ This is one of the many forms of violence and abuse that does not get named

 Community relationships and communal living

◦ They don’t get talked about a lot, perhaps because they are not valued as much in society

◦ There are things (such as mutual aid) we shouldn’t have to earn through friendship; we need to 
challenge more than just societal understandings of friendship; we need more systematic support 
beyond friendship

◦ Capitalism and colonialism have sought to destroy community-based groups to enforce nuclear family

 “Margins and Murmurations” by Otter Lieffe: a book with good friendship representation


