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Excerpt from Fraternity Man Interview: 

Jana Mathews' book, The Benefits of Friends, does 
not read like a dramatic tell-all, and it doesn't 
serve as an effort to investigate wrongdoing. Its 
content is a mix of personal observations from 

her time working with fraternity and sorority 
students and research "culled from the fields of 
sociology, economics, and cognitive psychology."  

I read about half of my copy before Mathews and I 
had a chance to speak and finished the remainder of 
the book while on bed rest from a little medical 
procedure. We focused our interview on the topic of 
homosocial relationships but covered many topics. If 
you are looking for well-cited, unique reading 
material on the fraternity/sorority experience; I'd 
suggest giving this book your time and attention. 

Jana Mathews (JM): I was hoping to occupy the middle space that hasn't been talked 
about in-depth in a really long time. It was important that this be published by an 
academic press. UNC Press put it through a year-long process of rewriting and put it in 
front of people from different disciplines who critiqued it or pushed back on 
generalizations I was making, so I feel very lucky. 

Outside of the histories, which are almost always written by academics or independent 
scholars, the other band [of fraternity publications] are journalists who are looking in 
from the outside and interviewing people or who publish exposés. I find those 
interesting to read, but they are also somewhat ethically problematic. 

I wanted to provide a comprehensive, nuanced portrait of what's happening on the 
ground right now from my perspective as a fraternity/sorority adviser for 7 years 
coupled with observations and ethnographic research. I tried to do my homework to 
make sure that the things I was seeing and the arguments I was making were not one-
off stories but could resonate with people in most places. 
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Excerpt from “The Benefits of Friends” by Jana Mathews. 

See more form the book on the Amazon excerpt page.

INTRODUCTION 

more than friends 

 It was close to midnight by the time that I flipped off my office 
light and called it a night. I had spent the past several hours 
attending a guest lecture, and while my mind was buzzing with new 
ideas, my middle-aged body was telling me in no uncertain terms 
that it was time to pack it in. As I made my way to the faculty 
parking lot, a plate of leftover brownies in hand, I passed by the 
sorority house of the chapter for which I was serving as faculty 
advisor. There were several women hanging out on the benches 
outside of the building. After exchanging pleasantries, the women 
invited my desserts inside and said that I could come too if I wanted.  

 Although it was well past my bedtime, the night was still young 
for the eighteen-to-twenty-two set, which is why I was surprised to 
find more than a dozen women sprawled out over the common area, 
binge watching a previous season of The Bachelor. “What have you 
all been up to?” I asked the group. One woman, who body parts 
comprised one-fifth of a corporeal mass covered by a furry blanket 
on an upholstered sofa, recounted in detail the activities of the 
evening so far, which included drinks at a bar, dinner at a trendy 
downtown Orlando restaurant, and film viewing at a local movie 
theater. As this woman spoke, I couldn’t help but notice that the 
women curled up around her were engaged in various forms of peer 
grooming: one twirled her neighbor’s hair around her fingertips, 
another massaged the back of her friend’s neck, and two others 
cradled their heads in the crooks of the shoulders of the women 
sitting next to them.  

 At different times in the past, the so-called dinner-and-a-
movie outing, followed by a late-night couch cuddle session, served 
as a shorthand for what a straight woman did with her date, 
boyfriend, “steady,” or the man who was on the fast track to 
becoming one. 1 Choosing to spend a day and time of the week 
known colloquially as “date night” with one’s same-sex platonic 
friends over a romantic partner of the opposite sex marks a shift not 
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only in romance culture but also in identity politics. While sororities 
and fraternities are inherently heteronormative organizations in 
structure, they are comprised of individuals belonging to a 
generation that both acknowledges and embraces sexual fluidity. 
While all of the women in the sorority house that night self-
identified as cisgender and straight, their behavior falls into what 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick describes as the “open mesh of possibilities, 
gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of 
meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of 
anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify 
monolithically.”2 I follow Sedgwick and Adrienne Rich in holding 
that a continuum exists between heterosexuality and homosexuality. 
Participating in homosocial activities that border on the homoerotic 
(or cross over to homosexual) does not necessarily constitute the 
basis for exclusion from straight male and female identity but rather 
is often a qualifying requisite of it.3 Sociologist Jane Ward of the 
University of California, Riverside, has recently shown how straight-
identifying men in hyper sexualized environments like fraternities 
go out of their way to manufacture opportunities for sexualized 
contact with other men.4 This brand of homosociality, which 
Henning Bach calls “absent homosexuality,” structures the way that 
men view society and their place within it.5  

 Straight sorority women (and men), I argue, do the same thing. 
As some of society’s most powerful current and future social 
influencers, sororities and fraternities endorse a social model where 
the reproduction of heterosexuality is fueled by homosocial and 
homoerotic relations. This is manifest in lots of ways, including and 
especially in the expanding job description of the “sorority sister” 
and “fraternity brother.” The structure of traditional straight 
romance culture, which promoted pairing off and formalized 
coupling via the appropriation of the titles of “girlfriend” and 
‘boyfriend,” fostered the perception that the romantic partner is a 
kind of human one-stop shop for all their partner’s emotional and 
physical needs. The nature of today’s chaotic and noncommittal 
hookup culture, however, privileges job sharing and outsourcing over 
consolidation.6 What exactly is a hookup? Journalist Laura Sessions 
Step perhaps put it best when she said that “it isn’t exactly 
anything.”7 What individuals call a “hookup,” a term whose power is 
derived from the ambiguity of its reference, can run the gamut from 
kissing to penetrative sexual intercourse, and everything in between. 
As a result of its flexible signification, hookup culture fosters the 
belief that everyone is having sex, and all the time.8 No longer is the 
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expectation or even necessarily the desire that sexual and emotional 
intimacy will be provided by the same person. In this new 
relationship model, sex is an act that you do with the opposite sex, 
while intimacy is something that you have with the same sex. 

Read more or purchase on Amazon 

Notes: 

(pg. 249 of “The Benefits of Friends”) 

1. See B. Bailey, From Front Porch to Back Seat,57-60: Fass, Damned and the 
Beautiful, 260-90: and Weigel, Labor of Love, 83-86. 

2. Sedgwick, Tendencies, 7. 

3. Sedgwick, Between Men: Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 
Existence,” 631-60. 

4. J. Ward, Not Gay, 7. 

5. Bach, When Men Meet 

6. See England, Shafer, and Fogarty, “Hooking Up and Forming Relationships”; 
and M.Lewis et al., “What is Hooking Up?” 

7. Stepp, Unhooked, 24. 

8. Kern and Malone, “Heirs to the Sexual Revolution”
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