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Adolescent males in a rural Mexican context:
psychic suffering and care among peers

Varones adolescentes en un contexto rural mexicano:
sufrimiento psiquico y cuidado entre pares

Hernando Herndndez-Nava', Guillermo Herndndez Gonzélez?, Pamela
Garbus®

ABSTRACT An exploratory-descriptive study employing qualitative methods was carried
out in San Antonio de la Cal, Toliman, Querétaro, Mexico. The main purpose of the study
was to analyze the forms of psychic suffering and care practices among adolescent male
peers in a rural context. Nine semi-structured interviews were conducted, as well as a
workshop with adolescent males selected from a non-probabilistic and voluntary sample.
The study showed that the main sources of psychic suffering for participants included their
relationships with parents and girlfriends. They presented difficulties in identifying and
expressing emotions such as sadness and anger. Care practices among peers were parado-
xical, as they simultaneously constituted risk practices. We interpret this in the context of
transformations taking place in the dynamics of rurality.

KEY WORDS Rural Population; Adolescent; Masculinity; Mental Health; Mexico.

RESUMEN Se trata de un estudio exploratorio-descriptivo de corte cualitativo que se
Ilevé a cabo en San Antonio de la Cal, comunidad de Tolimén, estado de Querétaro,
México. Se buscé analizar las formas de sufrimiento psiquico y las practicas de cuidado
entre pares varones adolescentes de este contexto rural. Para ello se realizaron entrev-
istas semiestructuradas y un taller con varones adolescentes a partir de una muestra no
probabilistica y voluntaria. El estudio mostr6 que, para los participantes, las principales
fuentes de sufrimiento psiquico son las relaciones con sus padres y sus novias. Tienen
dificultades para discriminar y expresar emociones como la tristeza y el enojo. Las prac-
ticas de cuidado entre pares son paradoéjicas en tanto son, al mismo tiempo, practicas
de riesgo. Todo esto se enmarca en el proceso de transformacion de la dinamica de la
ruralidad.

PALABRAS CLAVES Poblacion Rural; Adolescente; Masculinidad; Salud Mental; México.
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INTRODUCTION

Thinking about the category of health and the
phenomena articulating around it is an invi-
tation to go beyond the paradigms that ex-
plain the disease processes as an individual
and merely biological issue. The purpose of
this study is to create a perspective that ac-
counts for the multiple relationships between
the subject and the social, economic and
cultural conditions that result in collective in-
tegral well-being and/or morbidity and mor-
tality processes. To this end, it is necessary
to create situated knowledge that highlights
the elements that characterize the health log-
ics. Thinking about health in rural contexts
represents the intersection of cultural living
conditions, public policies at different levels
of organization and experiences of precar-
iousness, inequity and lack of institutional
care. This leads the individuals living in these
contexts to generate collective strategies for
prevention and health care that go beyond
the services provided by the governments,
which are often non-existent.

Particularly, addressing mental health
from a collective dynamics poses understand-
ing challenges that go beyond the psychiatric
logic of intrapsychic mental illness that results
in medicalization and hospitalization prac-
tices.™ In view of this, the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) proposes a socioeconomic
perspective that relates health to the produc-
tive capacity of individuals to “contribute to
their community.”® However, several authors
have questioned this perspective*+3  as they
consider that it invisibilizes the social, cul-
tural and historical context. Mental health is
a complex phenomenon that needs to be an-
alyzed from a transdisciplinary approach and
not only in terms of diseases and diagnoses.
Focusing on the definition of mental illness
limits the identification of specific conditions
that are not necessarily mental disorders but a
cause of suffering.®

This study is situated within the frame-
work of Collective Health, whenever, accord-
ing to Granda’s words, we accept “the effort
to see beyond the horizon that conventional

public health has bequeathed to us”®; and
we assume the challenge of “transforming our
actions into a human endeavor that is deeply
committed to life and the care of diseases”.©
This work takes up the idea of care and dis-
tances itself from the concept of disease, re-
considering instead the category of psychic
suffering.®)

From the above derives the interest in psy-
chic suffering as a particular element of mental
health, which refers to those expressions that
cannot be framed within the objectivated dis-
ease; that is, the information that the subjects
provide about their emotional distress, which
does not find a place in positivist science and
is different in its individual and collective
form; therefore, in the way this suffering is ex-
perienced and named, which helps incorpo-
rate the subjective level of suffering.®

One of the stages of development where
it is important to explore the forms of psychic
suffering is adolescence, as it is a critical stage
of transformation of the role of the subjects in
the community. During adolescence, that is,
between the ages of 13 and 19 years, a series
of pathologizing and individualistic positions
are usually identified. These positions are re-
lated to processes of psychic development in
the normality/abnormality binomial.

At this vital stage, the family ceases to
be the main referential figure for socializa-
tion and the subjects turn to peer groups and
spaces of secondary socialization (school,
street and community), acquiring new expe-
riences and meanings about their personal
identity, but also about the underworld of
institutions.”

However, it is not possible to speak in
general terms about the adolescent experi-
ence, as it is differentiated by multiple con-
ditions, gender being one of them; the way
in which individuals re-position themselves
within the social fabric of their community
will depend (initially) on the inherent man-
dates of being a man or a woman, generat-
ing differences in social roles and forms of
socialization. Therefore, in the case of men,
Hernandez-Castaneda® highlighted the fact
that relationships are closely related to spaces
of socialization, which he explains from the



concept of relational nuclei, mentioning “the
groups of subjects with whom they establish
affectional, sentimental, social and exchange
bonds.”® According to Vale de Almeida®
“hegemonic masculinity is constituted and
reproduced through a series of different so-
cial relationships and symbolic constructs”
and — unlike femininity, which is viewed as
a permanent essence related to motherhood
— is always being constructed and confirmed.

Globally, the intersection between mas-
culinity and health has gained relevance in
recent years, as according to Mitchell,"® men
have higher morbidity and mortality rates,
which is reflected in a shorter life expectancy.
Thirty-six percent (36%) of male deaths could
have been prevented compared to 19% of fe-
male deaths. The abovementioned is largely
explained by differentiated practices in the
consumption of substances such as alcohol
and tobacco, occupational risks, violence
and underutilization of health care services.

On the other hand, the Mexican Secre-
tariat of Health,"" reported that hospital dis-
charges between 10 to 14 year-old men and
women are not very different from each other;
however, in the 15-19 year age group, a re-
markable difference is observed, as women
had an increased demand for health care for
reasons related to sexual and reproductive
health, whereas men demanded health care
for trauma caused by accidents and violence,
poisoning, substance intoxication and suicide
attempts; that is, their morbidity and mortal-
ity is associated with social determinants that
have effects on health and well-being. These
factors are closely related to psychic suffering
and other health spheres, especially among
men; one of them being the absence of per-
sonal self-care and care practices among peers.

In view of the relationship existing be-
tween psychic suffering and other logics of
health in male adolescents, the notion of care
practices becomes an opportunity for analy-
sis and intervention. For the purpose of their
conceptualization, we draw on Figueroa and
Flores, who define them as

...a series of practices that are performed
to satisfy other people’s (physical or emo-

tional) needs [...] Care must fulfill two
basic characteristics: the person must be
interested in the well-being of others and
must perform an activity that is oriented
along these lines.?

Consequently, the care practices in men do
not occur automatically or voluntarily, as men
have not been socialized for that purpose, al-
though these practices mainly occur in excep-
tional and emergency situations; that is, they
refer to cases in which it is essential to act in
terms of care (the care of parents in extreme
situations such as disability or disease, among
others) and they fracture the traditional male
model, in which new meanings, values and
an ethics of care can be constructed in rela-
tionships and practices. Thus, when explor-
ing the care practices, we aim to highlight the
importance that they have in a collective men-
tal health project that emphasizes the bond
among peer male adolescents.

As already stated, the proposal for collec-
tive mental health requires thinking about the
situated knowledge that takes into account
the living conditions of a community such
as the rural community of San Antonio de la
Cal, in the state of Querétaro, Mexico. The
interest in rurality is grounded on the condi-
tions of inequity in the access to health care
services as well as on the economic, working
and quality of life conditions that are typical
of the rural areas and of this municipality in
particular. According to Jarquin et al."¥ fo-
cusing on contemporary rurality requires to
account for the processes of deagrarization,
in which the families stop centering their
economy on local agricultural or livestock
production to become part of the production
logics of the secondary and tertiary sectors,
which, on the one hand, bring about changes
in family organization and the social fabric
of the community, and, on the other hand,
increases the logics of inequality, as the ac-
cess to public services or institutions remains
under isolation patterns'™ while the available
employment may be characterized as precar-
ious. The abovementioned is embedded in
new forms of psychic suffering, as will be
presented in this study.
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The town of San Antonio de la Cal is one
of the three delegations of the municipality of
Tolimén, a municipality with low economic
and social development, which is located
in the central-western area of the state of
Querétaro, Mexico, approximately 65.5 km
away from the state capital city. The town
lies next to Pena de Bernal, a rocky elevation
that is an international and national tourist
attraction of the state and belongs to the mu-
nicipality of Ezequiel Montes. However, San
Antonio is not touristically attractive, and,
therefore, it does not enjoy the economic and
social development conditions that tourism
generates. According to the National Council
for the Evaluation of Social Development Pol-
icy (CONEVAL, for its acronym in Spanish)
the community is considered to have high
levels of marginalization,"” a large part of
the young and adult population of this com-
munity is employed in low-paid jobs in the
tourist shops of the neighboring town, gen-
erating wealth for another municipality and
perpetuating the conditions of inequity.

According to the Population and Hous-
ing Census of the National Institute of Statis-
tics and Geography® (INEGI, for its acronym
in Spanish) in the Municipality of Toliman,
26,372 individuals were registered, 2,721
of whom reside in the town of San Antonio
de la Cal, accounting for 10.3% of the total
population of the municipality. The inter-
censal survey of the INEGI"” reported that
1388 of those 2,721 individuals are women
(51%) and 1,333 are men (49%). The survey
focused on the male population between the
ages of 15 and 19 years, representing 7.9% of
the total population.

It is important to highlight that the com-
munity is part of the area with the largest in-
digenous population in the state of Querétaro;
likewise, INEGI"® reported that in Toliman
there are 5,752 individuals aged five years
and over who speak an indigenous language,
mainly hndhnd. Nevertheless, for the partici-
pants, the generation of their grandmothers is
the last traditional indigenous generation, as
they claim that they neither recognize them-
selves as indigenous nor know any words
from the language of their grandmothers.

This study is framed within a research
titled “Mental health care practices among
peers as a necessary component for the con-
struction of active citizenship of male ado-
lescents: An exploratory-descriptive study”
[Practicas de cuidado de la salud mental
entre pares como un componente necesario
para la construccién de ciudadania activa
de los hombres adolescentes: Un estudio
exploratorio-descriptivo],"” which was con-
ducted as part of the requirements to earn the
Master’s degree of one of the authors, which
was directed by co-author Pamela Garbus,
with the advice of the other coauthor. Two
other works have previously been written,
which can be considered parts of the thesis: a
book chapter, titled Mental health care prac-
tices among peers: a necessary component
for the construction of active citizenship of
male adolescent'®, whose aim was to know
the manner in which care practices among
peers could promote the exercise of active
citizenship in construction process, using
a mixed methodology. Moreover, a manu-
script was submitted to the IX International
Congress of Research and Professional Prac-
tice in Psychology, XXIV Research Sessions
at the Faculty of Psychology, XIll Meeting of
Researchers in Psychology of MERCOSUR,
titled “Practices of mental health care among
peers in male adolescents from San Antonio
de la Cal, Qro. Mex”,"” whose purpose was
to analyze the data produced by a closed
questionnaire that was applied to the study
population with the aim of having a first ap-
proximation to the sociodemographic char-
acteristics of the population.

This work, specifically seeks to prob-
lematize psychic suffering from a complex
perspective that accounts for the structural
elements that intervene in mental health and
generate problems in specific subjects, as well
as to think about the potential of peer care as
local and situated actions that may lessen the
impact of social inequality. The purpose of
this article is specifically to analyze the care
practices among peers and psychic suffering
in male adolescents in a rural context.



METHODOLOGY

An exploratory-descriptive study of a qualita-
tive nature was conducted with the purpose
of going deeper into the subjective vision of
psychic distress in adolescent males, as well
as exploring the resources or solution at-
tempts of the studied population. We worked
with the male adolescents enrolled in the
Colegio de Bachilleres [a public secondary
education institution] located in San Antonio
de la Cal, with a total population of 251 stu-
dents, 104 of whom are boys.

To collect the information, voluntary
and non-probability sampling was used. Two
techniques of data construction were applied.
The first one, which falls within the narrative
methodologies, was a semi-structured inter-
view. Between February and June, 2017, nine
interviews were arranged through an open in-
vitation made by the researchers in the class-
room, emphasizing voluntary participation.

The second technique, derived from the
participatory methodologies, was a diagnos-
tic workshop conducted in an 8-hour session
on June 28, 2017, which sought to problema-
tize and assess the resonance of the elements
found in the first instrument from the inter-
action of different males. In the workshop,
and through interlocution, our aim was that
the feelings, thoughts as well as the felt needs
and the attempts to solve these needs of the
participants were collectively constructed.

For the call and selection of the work-
shop participants, the list of the young stu-
dents who had expressed their interest to
continue collaborating with the research was
taken up. The workshop was attended by
seven teenage boys, between the ages of 16
and 18 years. From a series of group tech-
niques, the needs felt about psychic suffering
and the identification of its sources, the idea
about the health risks for men and women,
as well as the practices related to self-care
and caring for others were explored based on
their own life experiences.

The systematization of the data was con-
ducted from the transcripts of the interviews
and the reports of the diagnostic workshop.

Later, analytical categories were constructed
using ATLAS.ti 8.3.1 software.

For developing this study, the four fun-
damental principles of scientific research
ethics were respected: autonomy, justice,
non-maleficence and beneficence. Informed
consents were requested from the parents
of minor participants as well as the assent of
the adolescents. Moreover, we were autho-
rized entrance to the school to request the
students’ participation.

RESULTS

We present here two main analytical catego-
ries that were obtained from the assessment of
the applied techniques: the sources of psychic
suffering and the forms of care among peers,
which are part of the purpose of this study.

The participants admitted that their psy-
chic suffering was expressed through crying,
alcohol consumption and even violence.

With regard to the sources of psychic suf-
fering, the participants reported, on the one
hand, a feeling of abandonment and emo-
tional distance when their parents went out
to work, especially and particularly, in rela-
tion to the mother. It should be mentioned
that the mothers of the participants belong to
the first generations that are forced to leave
the community to work in a paid employ-
ment; the male adolescents complain and
experience feelings of “abandonment” and
“emotional distance” due to this situation,
which they feel as a lack of compliance of
the traditional roles assigned to women in
the community (parenting, domestic work,
childcare). In fact, they believe that the moth-
ers leave home to work out of necessity or
obligation; and, in most cases, it is the con-
sequence of the prevailing economic condi-
tions. The young students argue that the role
of women continues to be the home and the
role of men to be economic providers.

For many of them, the parental figure is
also a source of suffering, as they perceive
the father as distant, absent or threatening.
The relationship that they have with their
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fathers is often complex. They identify this
emotional distance, and attribute it specifi-
cally to work and its effects on daily life, such
as physical exhaustion, emotional strain and
an apparent lack of interest in affective life.
Nevertheless, several adolescents ac-
knowledged that their fathers have to cope
with long working hours in the tertiary sector,
in the nearby tourist area, or in the few fac-
tories existing around the community. These
activities are relatively new in the community
life, which had formerly been centered around
the work at the limestone quarry (calera) that
was located within the community. Thus, it
can be observed how the changes in the rural
dynamics are interwoven in the new family
configurations, stirring up feelings of estrange-
ment, distance and lack of family support.
These changes constitute another factor
that adds up to the context of precariousness
in which these adolescents are immersed,
which is also sustained by the lack of eco-
nomic resources and employment opportuni-
ties in the same community and municipality.
It should be mentioned that the tourist work
that creates employment for the residents of
this municipality is found in the neighboring
municipality; therefore, the residents of San
Antonio de la Cal are the labor force of that
activity, as their municipality only receives
income from their wages, which are not
much above the minimum wage and, in most
cases, come from tips and/or commissions.
Thus, the precarious family income
forces young people to transform their social
role and leave their homes early and go out
to work to contribute to the household in-
come of their families, or to get ahead with
their own needs, as is the case of a 19-year-
old informant who is a father and supports his
household financially. This fact contradicts
the historical expectation of young people in
urban contexts of being students and devot-
ing themselves to socialization processes that
are typical of their age: going out with friends,
girlfriends, and so on. Given the new labor
logics that they face — it should be empha-
sized that this is a rural community with few
possibilities and migration intentions — most
adolescents wish to stay in the community.

Relationships such as formal or casual
dating, are some of the main situations that
male adolescents identified as causing them
psychic suffering. On the one hand, they
stated that they felt the demand of their male
peers to establish sexual or affective bonds
with more than one partner, which represents
the cultural mandate of the context; however,
this situation causes them confusion, rejection
and/or guilt, as, in turn, and as an example
of another change that is experienced in the
rural areas, the discourses about dating pre-
sented by the public institutions (education,
health and youth.) is contrary to this mandate.

With regard to formal dating a tension
was also identified between the ideal of rela-
tionships under the traditional gender roles in
which they were socialized and the manner
in which, based on their perception, young
women currently behave. For example, boys
claimed that girls consume as much alcohol
as they do — although they do not drink in
public spaces as boys do — girls swear and
use foul language, have sex “at an early age”
and take the initiative by inviting boys to
drink. This transformation in the perception
of the role of women confuses them with re-
gard to the way they should establish loving
bonds with them.

With respect to the expression of feel-
ings, through the workshop, the participants
were able to account for their inability to
identify their own emotions, confusing and
expressing anger and sadness indistinctly.

With regard to the other central topic of
this work, inquiring about their care practices
and considering that these are understood as
all those testimonies that incorporate activi-
ties or actions aimed at attending to the phys-
ical or emotional needs of others,"V in this
case, another male from their group of peers,
it was observed in them a need and desire
to express their psychic distress or suffering.
This places them in a situation of permanent
contradiction, as they highlighted the bond
of friendship that they have with their male
peers, which is reflected in support, positive
words or advice; however, in turn, they ex-
pressed difficulties in establishing closer and
more intimate bonds among them that would



allow them to talk about more personal situ-
ations, specifically linked to their distress.®

One of the consequences of this contra-
diction is shown in the search for care and
support in their female peers, as they perceive
an inability in themselves and in their peers,
as males, to be understanding while they as-
cribe to women qualities such as empathy,
listening and interest in the others. Evidently,
it is easier for them to build the necessary trust
to open up and tell their personal affairs to
girls rather than to their male peers, because
when living in a small community, with char-
acteristics such as those in this study, mockery
and indolence by male adolescents become a
constant danger, a situation that is expressed
in the popular saying about the rural context,
“small town, big hell.”

Frequently, the participants, faced with
their own or a friend’s distress, stated that they
had resorted to alcohol consumption to feel
empowered to show themselves vulnerable
or simply to encourage this meeting among
peers: “if he is sad, I’ll buy him a chela (beer).”
It is the gender mandate that determines that
alcohol “makes men feel more manly” or “has
disinhibiting effects that allow to speak about
intimate things.”

This set of internalized beliefs based on
gender socialization are present in male ado-
lescents and, paradoxically, are determinants
in trying to achieve well-being, so that alco-
hol consumption as a catalyst of psychic suf-
fering, limits the alternatives to overcome the
hardships of everyday life.

When male adolescents were asked about
the meaning that they have of the concept of
care, they immediately associated it with pro-
tection, “not to walk around or leave a friend
alone”, especially in situations of risk or fight-
ing with others. This concept is perceived as a
mandate of traditional masculinity; however,
in a situated manner, care as company in the
event of violence is characterized by the log-
ics of relationship among men that are typical
of their context, marked by rivalries among
different communities, or strife among neigh-
borhoods within the community.

The participants stated that the dances or
parties in their community often end up in

unarmed or knife fighting. However, the par-
ticipants said that fighting made them feel un-
comfortable and stated that they would like
not to fight at all, a situation that is impossible
for them if someone attacks a male peer: “if
they are hitting him, there’s no way not to get
involved in the fight”.

Specifically with regard to care practices,
we found those related to alcohol consump-
tion as mediator of coexistence, the protec-
tion of the other through violence as a means
to resolve conflicts, the peer group using the
street space as a space of secondary social-
ization — where fights with others considered
to be rivals often occur — and, as can be ob-
served, all these practices fall within the co-
ordinates of risk rather than care practices.
However, paradoxically they consider their
care practices among peers as related to these
same actions.

In summary, the practices of care among
peers in the case of these adolescents, both
related to protection and alcohol consump-
tion, are at the same time risky practices,
leading these young males to experience par-
adoxical feelings with respect to peer care.

DISCUSSION

A study characterized by a gender perspec-
tive in a specific context must consider dif-
ferent variables such as age, the stage of life
and the economic condition of the context.
@9 Although not all the male adolescents are
from the town of San Antonio de la Cal, as
they come from other communities in the
municipality of Toliman, all these commu-
nities are also rural areas with a prevalent
indigenous tradition. However, it should be
noted that none of the male adolescents that
participated in this study identify themselves
as part of the indigenous population: in fact,
none of them speak hAdhna.

According to Nanez Noriega®’ the re-
lationships among peers are clearly power
struggles determined by gender mandates and
symbolically validated by the State. Thinking
of the State as a patriarchal institution that
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“feminizes”, minimizes and despises the in-
digenous, it is necessary to mention that the
participants are students at the upper second-
ary level in a public, non-multicultural school
— just like all the schools that exist in Mexico
at this level of education — providing them
training in curricular contents characterized
by a globalizing imprint, incorporating, for
example, English as a second language, that
makes them look at themselves in their rural-
ity and their indigenous origin from a stance
of development. Considering the school as a
subjectivizing institution®? they incorporate
the logic of development and progress that is
contrary to the rural and the indigenous.

The traditional biparental family with
children is the main family configuration in
the region, although we also find a signifi-
cant percentage of young people that live
only with their mothers, who assume the
role of head of the family"®. In both cases,
many young people have reported that their
mothers have some kind of economic activ-
ity that helps them participate in the family
income and that many of these jobs are pre-
carious (sale of sweets, jellies or food). This
situation leads these adolescents into conflict
as they have grown up with the gender ste-
reotype that equals males to being the sole
providers of the household, and this fact es-
tablishes tension with the inability of their
parents and probably of themselves to fulfill
this mandate.

Burin & Meler’s contribution®® with re-
gard to the subjective identity of men and
the psychic suffering that they generally ex-
perience, is related, precisely, to this cultural
gender mandate regarding the issue of pro-
viding for the household. This mandate faces
a global context, and in Latin America and
more evidently in this region of Toliman,
Querétaro, where work as an economic activ-
ity receives increasingly precarious incomes,
and where there is an increase in unemploy-
ment rates and a context of economic crisis.

A relevant fact with respect to the eco-
nomic activity conducted by the adolescents
is that this economic activity occurs in the
town of Bernal, which as we have said, is a
town that has the largest monolith in Mexico,

making it an attractive tourist destination, and
thus generating sources of employment for
the young people in the region. They mainly
work in restaurants as waiters and, also in
general tourist services. Due to the contextual
conditions that have already been mentioned,
the income that they receive from their jobs
lessens the burden of their family spending.

Going back to the abovementioned com-
ments about the generational contrast that
exists between these adolescents and their
parents and grandparents, specifically in rela-
tion to employment and indigenous identity,
it is possible to interpret this reality as an ef-
fect of the interaction with other figures from
different social spaces (work, school) rather
than from their former generations.?#

Although being a provider for the family
is still a fundamental part of the male config-
uration in San Antonio de la Cal, the forms
and conditions of this mandate are changing
in relation to the labor demands.?”

The contrast that we observe is the
change of activities between the fathers and
sons because, while the former have learned
trades that involve the use of the body and
strength (masons, blacksmiths, carpenters,
and limestone quarry workers), the latter carry
out activities where their bodies are not nec-
essarily exposed to the same strain and risks;
moreover, these activities require other types
of skills such as customer service, hygiene,
and personal appearance and even the use of
a computer and the English language. They
also face other types of strain, such as the
stress of dealing with “difficult and demand-
ing clients” or strenuous work schedules.

These economic activities and conditions
of the context modify the rural life of the com-
munity where they live and thus, their social
life. Likewise, the gender construction of the
male adolescents in the region is apparently
becoming more flexible but also more con-
tradictory: even when the traditionalist ideas
and beliefs related to what a man or a woman
should be or do still persist, new approaches
to women'’s rights and freedom are emerging,
although incipiently, including the need for
men to position themselves differently in the
face of this new social scenario.



To a large extent, gender socialization
for men, as well as age and economic con-
ditions, constitute an element that we could
analyze in terms of the category of instersec-
tionality suggested by Mara Viveros.?® Mas-
culinity from the intersectional perspective
recognizes that

...social class, ethnicity, life cycle or sex-
ual orientation are differentiating factors
of the generic identities; we understand
masculinity as a multiple reality in terms
of historical moments and these different
elements.®*

Considering knowledge as a situated practice,
the aim is to resort to the aforementioned in-
tersectionality, to avoid thinking statically
about categories such as class, origin, ethnic-
ity or age. It is necessary to account for the
movement of these categories in specific sub-
jects and their contexts for the study of the
health/mental health object.

From the start, this work focused on un-
derstanding the importance that peer groups
have for men, mainly during adolescence. In
this regard, we acknowledged the friendship
component that was exhibited during the
meetings. Friendship plays an essential role
in adolescent experiences, specifically in the
peer group. Orcasita and Uribe®”, and Ro-
driguez et al.?® highlight the importance of
affection and trust for the well-being of ad-
olescents. Friendship also has a function for
the development of an ethics of care among
peers; therefore, it has a political and trans-
formative character. However, for the inter-
viewees, there is a trust limit that can only
be exceeded by the shared consumption of
alcohol. For studying male friendship, Gilm-
ore — cited by Vale de Almeida,” — proposes
the differentiation between casual friendship,
commitment and friendship of trust. Casual
friendship is the one that results from the in-
teraction in a space that is considered neu-
tral, which results in “going out and having
fun”. The second type goes from the bar to
the private world of the home, generating
expectations of mutual support, if necessary.
The friendship of trust would entail mutual

trust with respect to their mutual personal
secrets, and must be based on affection and
leaving aside personal interests, placing the
focus on the friend’s interests. Thus, Gilmore
differentiates the spaces in which interaction
and the level of commitment and intimacy
occur with respect to this bond. In this re-
gard, it could be identified that for these male
adolescents one thing is being classmates and
getting together to do school tasks and quite
another is sharing some beers by the stream
with their girlfriends, this being an activity
that they share with their closest male mates.

Vela de Almeida® takes up Papataxiar-
chis, who argues that the phenomenon of
male friendship cannot be analyzed in eco-
nomic or political terms. The author, rather
than viewing this friendship as the appendix
of the androcentric structure, considers it an
aspect of the antistructure, connected with
leisure and companionship — both in alcohol
consumption and gambling — and character-
ized by the absence of economic functions.

In fact, friendship in the male adoles-
cents of San Antonio de la Cal, is not estab-
lished on an economic aspect of exchange,
despite the fact that it is fundamental in the
construction of male subjectivity, given the
stage in their life and the rural space where
they live. They distinguish between school-
mates, who they sometimes call friends, but
with whom they do not have enough trust to
express themselves emotionally; this expres-
sion is indeed exclusive to some bonds, at
certain specific moments and circumstances.
Thus, the school device allows them to meet
more people, but not necessarily helps them
to establish greater intimacy or proximity;
that relationship will be effectively mediated
by open spaces such as the stream, the street,
or the house of a compa (mate), but always
with some alcoholic drink at hand.

In fact, alcohol in these male adolescents
plays a specific role for expressing affection
among peers, as well as for the expression of
psychic suffering. As in the case of the men
studied by Vela de Almeida in the rural area
of Portugal in the late 80s, for whom drink-
ing was an activity that had to be done with
other men and sharing and paying rounds of
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alcohol to others was a practice of exercise
and construction of an hegemonic masculin-
ity; in our study we identified positions that
reveal that, although the peers bonded by
friendship can establish well-being practices
associated with care, these practices have
led these male adolescents to develop dis-
ruptive behaviors and risky practices, espe-
cially associated with the fact that affection
in these relationships can only be expressed
through traditional male behaviors??, such
as excessive alcohol consumption. Follow-
ing Gilmore, we could say that, although
these adolescents mention elements that are
related to a friendship of trust, sharing the
psychic suffering with male peers is also pos-
sible through alcohol consumption, which
is a facilitator of the emotional expression
of peer friends. The expression of emotions
can occur with alcohol as a mediator, but
also the psychic distress that a friend’s suf-
fering can cause may be reduced by drink-
ing alcohol.

Therefore, the logics of trust between
men seem to be limited by hegemonic mas-
culinity, both in their expression and in their
listening, and alcohol is the only possible
way within the masculinity spectrum.

Most of the statements expressed about
their emotions and affective bonds were ob-
tained as a result of the workshop technique
used, but not in the case of the face-to-face in-
terviews with a male interviewer. This suggests
that the group mechanism offered possibilities
that they do not have in daily life, providing el-
ements to consider that this type of experience
can lead to interventions that make it possi-
ble to reflect on masculinities with adolescent
men from an intersectional perspective.

An issue that could be verified was the
difficulty that male adolescents exhibit in es-
tablishing precisely these affective and inti-
mate bonds among peers, a situation that is
confirmed by several studies in different parts
of the world with regard to intragender rela-
tionships(>?4303132 The foregoing is closely
related to what these authors call homosocia-
bility or peer culture whose basic mythologi-
cal belief is found in homophobic machism®?
that assumes that men can only establish

relationships of complicity, companionship
and cruelty, but hardly any of care, tender-
ness and affection, which is presented as a
risk factor for the care of their suffering.?°3%

Niobe Way®# argues that there is intense
intimacy among teenage boys during ado-
lescence and that they share their deepest
secrets and feelings with their closest male
friends; however, as boys become men they
lose these friendships, which leads them to
feeling isolated and lonely. The author states
that in late adolescence, boys feel that they
must become independent and consider that
vulnerable emotions and intimate friendships
are for girls or homosexual boys. In the male
adolescents of this study, this phenomenon
seems to occur when they say that it is easier
to share their feelings with girls because they
consider that girls are endowed with almost
natural conditions to listen, understand and
care. Men can also do it, as mentioned, but
only through the trust that alcohol produces
in very close bonds.

With regard to the causes of psychic suf-
fering, it is remarkable to observe that formal
love relationships or casual dating are one of
the main situations that male adolescents iden-
tified as causing psychic suffering. However,
this suffering is mediated by the mandates of
an hegemonic masculinity that requires them
to bond sexually or emotionally with more
than one partner; these demands being op-
posed to the new social demands resulting
from the changes that are experienced in rural
areas with the arrival of new discourses about
dating through public institutions, mainly the
school. Thus, having sex and engaging in love
relationships represent for them the problem
of the contrast of different mandates which
they believe they have to obey.

We observed the challenges and limita-
tions that the investigated population have
with regard to caring for themselves and for
others and we call them paradoxical, follow-
ing Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, given that
“the paradox can be defined as a contradiction
that follows a correct deduction from consis-
tent premises.”®® These two premises are
precisely the care practices that paradoxically
facilitate risky conditions for adolescents.
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In the testimonies from the participants,
we identified care in its ontological sense ac-
cording to Boff®® based on the expressions of
concern and interest in a peer; given this con-
text, we argue that male adolescents showed
openness in caring for peer suffering, although
with a lack of socio-emotional tools to deal
with their own or others’ psychic distress.

CONCLUSIONS

The testimonies shared by the interviewees
retrieve their own experiences and those of
others with regard to psychic suffering and the
care practices among peers in a rural Mexi-
can context. Tensions are observed in the cul-
tural representations of what a young man or
woman is expected to be in that context.

As we could observe, the relationship
with their mothers and/or fathers are sources
of psychic suffering, especially due to the af-
fective distance and the barriers in communi-
cation that the adolescents perceive in them
and the feeling of abandonment that they ex-
perience when their mothers go out to work
in the labor market outside the community.

This lack of understanding or acceptance
about the changes in the role of women in
the community and, particularly, in the way
in which this fact affects their love relation-
ships, is another source of psychic suffering.

The interviewees have difficulty in differ-
entiating emotions such as sadness and anger,
as well as in handling and expressing them,
which lead them to consuming alcohol as a
way of overcoming this situation or opening
themselves up to dialogue with their peers.

Peer care is paradoxical, as their care
practices often result in risky situations, such
as fighting or getting drunk. On the one hand,
this situation is related to the difficulty in es-
tablishing spaces of trust among male peers
spontaneously, and, on the other hand, to the
greater empathy, listening or interest that they
attribute to their female peers.

We identified changes in rural dynamics
based on the entrance of women and male
adolescents into the labor market, the eco-
nomic dependence on the neighboring mu-
nicipality, as well as the higher educational
level of the participants. All of the above facts
bring to the forefront the conditions for the
contempt or the invisibility of the indigenous
origins of the area, as well as the precarious
conditions of the residents of San Antonio de
la Cal that transform the social fabric of the
community.

All these situations evidence the need for
building interventions that could help these
male adolescents to create ways of bonding
with each other based on affective-centered
care logics, which may strengthen the social
fabric of the community and promote the
elaboration of psychic suffering and the inte-
gral development of adolescents.

Therefore, thinking in terms of collective
health in the light of the results of this re-
search work, implies accounting for the struc-
tural elements that affect community life and,
hence, subjectivity. From an intersectional
perspective, these subjects are recognized as
male adolescents, in a rural setting, as depos-
itories of a patriarchal structural inequality,
but also as possible agents of social transfor-
mation based on peer care.
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