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ABSTRACT: This paper explores the nuanced portrayal of male relationships in 19th and 20th-
century literature, examining how historical, cultural, and ideological shifts influenced
representations of male friendship, rivalry, mentorship, and homoerotic subtext. Through a
comparative literary analysis of works by authors such as Charles Dickens, Fyodor Dostoevsky,
E. M. Forster, and James Baldwin, the study highlights evolving constructs of masculinity and
emotional intimacy among men. By situating male bonds within broader socio-political
contexts—including industrialization, war, colonialism, and changing gender norms—the paper
uncovers how literature functioned both as a reflection and critique of prevailing attitudes toward
male identity and interpersonal connection.
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INTRODUCTION

Literature has long served as a mirror to society, reflecting and challenging prevailing
ideologies, cultural constructs, and emotional norms. Among its many themes, the portrayal of
male relationships occupies a complex and evolving space, particularly during the 19th and 20th
centuries—a period marked by significant political, social, and psychological transformations.
From the industrial revolution and colonial expansion to the world wars and emerging modernist
sensibilities, these centuries bore witness to radical changes in how masculinity, friendship, and
emotional expression were understood and represented. In earlier literary traditions, male
relationships often centered on ideals of brotherhood, honor, loyalty, and stoicism, frequently
embedded within militaristic, religious, or aristocratic frameworks. However, as psychological
realism and modernist introspection gained prominence, so too did more intimate and ambiguous
portrayals of male bonds. Writers began to interrogate the emotional depth and societal
constraints surrounding male friendship, mentorship, and rivalry. The increasing visibility of
homoerotic subtexts—often veiled due to the strict moral codes of the time—further complicated
these portrayals, prompting new interpretations of what constituted acceptable or subversive
male intimacy. This paper aims to explore the literary representation of male relationships in
selected works from the 19th and 20th centuries, analyzing how these portrayals evolved in
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response to shifting cultural narratives about gender and identity. Drawing on texts by authors
such as Charles Dickens, Herman Melville, Oscar Wilde, E. M. Forster, and James Baldwin, the
study investigates the literary devices used to depict male connection and the societal
implications embedded within these texts. Through this exploration, the paper seeks to
demonstrate how literature not only documented but also shaped the emotional vocabulary
available to men across different historical contexts.

MAIN BODY

Idealized male friendship in 19th-century literature

Nineteenth-century literature often depicted male friendship as a noble and morally uplifting
bond, situated within frameworks of loyalty, honor, and virtue. Charles Dickens, for example,
consistently portrayed close male friendships in works such as David Copperfield, where the
protagonist’s relationship with Steerforth is marked by admiration, betrayal, and tragic
complexity. Similarly, Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick presents the bond between Ishmael and
Queequeg as a symbol of human unity beyond race and culture—offering a utopian image of
male solidarity. These portrayals reflect a Victorian ideal of friendship that served as a socially
acceptable outlet for emotional intimacy in a time when men were often expected to suppress
vulnerability. Literary male friendships thus became a subtle means of expressing affection,
emotional reliance, and even love—without explicitly challenging the norms of
heteronormativity.

Rivalry and mentorship: power dynamics between men

Beyond friendship, male relationships were also depicted through hierarchical structures—
particularly in the form of mentorship and rivalry. Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novels, such as The
Brothers Karamazov, illustrate tensions between father figures and sons, or between brothers
with conflicting ideologies and desires. These conflicts often embody the broader moral and
existential struggles of the era, suggesting that male relationships were not only personal but
deeply philosophical. In early 20th-century literature, mentorship frequently took on
psychological dimensions. In James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, the
influence of older male figures on Stephen Dedalus represents both inspiration and oppression,
reflecting a modernist preoccupation with identity formation and intellectual independence.
Rivalries in these texts often serve as metaphors for internal struggles within the self, echoing
Freudian concepts of the ego and superego.

Homoerotic subtext and emotional ambiguity in 20th-century literature

As literary norms shifted during the 20th century, so too did the boundaries of male emotional
expression. Writers such as E. M. Forster (Maurice) and James Baldwin (Giovanni’s Room)
offered explicit or implicit critiques of heteronormative constraints on male intimacy. Their
works explored the pain of concealment, the desire for emotional and physical closeness, and the
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consequences of societal rejection. These narratives reveal a significant transformation in how
male relationships could be represented. While earlier works often masked homoerotic tension
through metaphor or subtext, modernist and postmodernist writers increasingly centered it—
albeit cautiously—within the narrative. Baldwin, in particular, used his fiction to confront the
intersections of race, sexuality, and masculinity, challenging both the literary and societal
boundaries imposed on male affection. Through these evolving depictions, literature from the
19th and 20th centuries illustrates a broader cultural negotiation of masculinity and emotional
truth. Whether through overt depictions of romantic desire or coded expressions of loyalty and
loss, male relationships in literature reflect the shifting terrain of what it meant to be a man—and
to care deeply for another man—in an often rigidly gendered world.

CONCLUSION

The exploration of male relationships in 19th and 20th-century literature reveals a rich and
evolving narrative of human connection, emotional expression, and the complexities of
masculinity. From the idealized friendships of the Victorian era to the psychologically intricate
dynamics of mentorship and rivalry in modernist texts, literary representations of male bonds
have consistently mirrored the cultural and ideological frameworks of their times. These
portrayals offered men a space—however constrained or coded—to experience and articulate
deep emotional ties, often in defiance of prevailing social norms. As the 20th century progressed,
especially with the advent of modernism and postmodernism, literary works began to more
openly explore themes of repressed desire, vulnerability, and homoeroticism, signaling a gradual
shift in the cultural understanding of male intimacy. Authors like Forster and Baldwin broke
significant ground by challenging heteronormative expectations and foregrounding the emotional
and existential realities of men whose identities did not conform to dominant norms. Ultimately,
the literary treatment of male relationships across these two centuries underscores not only the
variability of masculine experience but also literature’s power to question, reimagine, and
humanize social roles. In examining these relationships, we gain insight not only into the
historical construction of gender and identity but also into the enduring human need for
connection, empathy, and understanding—needs that transcend time, culture, and conventional
boundaries.
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