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Abstract 

The primary aim of this study was to explore the experiences of happiness and friendship 

among diverse social groups in Pakistan. Data for the research was gathered through life 

history interviews conducted with men, and women selected using a purposive sampling 

technique. Phenomenological interviews were employed for primary data collection, which 

was subsequently analyzed through discourse analysis. The study is theoretically guided 

by Smith's concepts of ruling relations and bifurcation of consciousness. The findings 

reveal that individuals have limited time for personal interests, leisure, and social 

interactions due to family and societal responsibilities. Both men and women reported 

significant changes in their social 1identities after marriage and the birth of children. 

Women tend to devote more time to child-rearing and managing household chores, while 

men primarily focus on generating economic resources to meet marital and family 

obligations. Consequently, both genders experience reduced opportunities for socializing 

with friends compared to their unmarried lives. The study also found that divorce, 

separation, or the loss of a spouse often increases responsibilities, particularly in 

generating economic resources. Women, in many cases, face social restrictions imposed 

by power structures that limit their interactions with friends. At the same time, men often 

experience diminished social acceptance due to changes in their social identity. Overall, 

the narratives highlight that experiences of friendship, happiness, and social interactions 

are highly gendered and context-dependent in Pakistani society. 

Keywords: Friendship, Happiness, Culture, Collectivist Societies. 

Introduction & Review of Literature 

Friends are an essential part of an individual's life, offering mutual care, trust, support, and 

cooperation. Friendships foster companionship, alleviate loneliness (Lykes & 

Kemmelmeier, 2014), and contribute to self-esteem and life satisfaction (Goodwin & 

Hernandez Plaza, 2000; Chopik et al ., 2017). Sociologically, friendships are recognized as 

a form of social and emotional capital that provides various resources, including emotional 

support, information, financial aid, and social influence (Greco, Holmes, & McKenzie, 

2015). These resources become particularly valuable during critical life events such as 

illness, job loss, or the death of a loved one, as friends offer essential emotional stability 

and practical assistance (Ghisleni, 2012). 
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Sociological discourse has long neglected the study of friendship in favour of examining 

happiness as it relates to changing perceptions of "the good life" and social interactions 

within structures of power (Lewis et al ., 2015). Much of the existing literature on friendship 

has been dominated by psychological perspectives (Demir et al., 2013). However, 

friendship is increasingly viewed as central to understanding how social transformations 

impact private life and contribute to subjective well-being. In contemporary societies, 

friendships differ from their historical counterparts, as they are freely chosen and based on 

reciprocity and trust, reflecting individuals' elective affinities (Li & Cheng, 2015). 

The application of sociological perspectives to happiness remains limited despite its 

importance for understanding broader subjective well-being (Kroll, 2011). Happiness, from 

a sociological standpoint, must be viewed as socially constructed, influenced by cultural 

norms and collective values that frame individual evaluations of life (Illouz, 1997; 

Veenhoven, 2014). As Greco, Holmes, and McKenzie (2015) note, the concept of 

happiness varies across cultures and historical contexts, with some societies emphasizing 

optimism and positive appraisals (e.g., American culture) while others lean toward more 

pessimistic views (e.g., French culture). 

Friendship plays a critical role in enhancing subjective well-being by fostering emotional 

intimacy, trust, and reciprocal relationships (Taylor, 2011). Van Der Horst & Coffè (2012) 

argue that friendship strengthens social ties and helps individuals maintain a stable sense 

of identity, particularly during moments of transition or crisis. They emphasize the 

interactive dimension of friendship, where the exchange of intimate trust and emotional 

involvement fosters a sense of belonging and emotional stability. This social and emotional 

engagement is crucial for constructing personal identity and navigating the complexities of 

modern life. 

Moreover, friendship contributes to social cohesion by strengthening communal bonds and 

increasing social capital (Boman et al., 2012). The interactive component of friendship 

allows individuals to share experiences, express emotions, and receive affirmation from 

their peers, which in turn promotes subjective well-being (Bond, 2013). Durkheim's 

classical work emphasized that social participation promotes happiness by providing 

individuals with a sense of belonging and a sense of control (Durkheim, 1912/1961). In this 

vein, friendship serves as a crucial site for emotional expression and identity formation, 

contributing to a happier and more fulfilling life (Froneman, 2014). 

Furthermore, as noted by Gillespie et al. (2014), the interactive dimension of friendship has 

evolved in response to technological advancements and changing social norms. For 

instance, online social networks have become significant platforms for maintaining 

friendships and emotional connections. While these platforms offer opportunities for 

increased social engagement, they also present challenges in navigating emotional norms 

and managing diverse audiences (Standlee, 2019). Nevertheless, the role of friendship in 

fostering happiness remains central, as it provides individuals with emotional support, trust, 

and a sense of belonging that is essential for subjective well-being across various life stages

. 

Empirical studies on happiness and friendship reveal that social and cultural 

contexts have a significant influence on the dynamics of these relationships and their impact 

on subjective well-being. For example, research conducted in collectivist cultures 

emphasizes the importance of group-oriented friendships, where loyalty and a strong sense 

of interdependence are prioritized over individual preferences (Greco, Holmes, & 

McKenzie, 2015). Conversely, studies in individualistic societies highlight more self-

directed and emotionally intimate friendships characterized by voluntary participation and 

fluid boundaries (Demir et al., 2013). These variations demonstrate that the meaning and 

experience of friendship are socially constructed and shaped by broader cultural 

frameworks. 
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Moreover, age and life transitions play a critical role in how individuals engage 

with friendships and derive happiness from them. Childhood friendships, often formed 

through shared play and carefree experiences, provide a foundational basis for social 

bonding (Ghisleni & Rebughini, 2006). In adolescence, friendships become increasingly 

important as sources of emotional support and identity formation, often serving as 

confidants for concerns that are difficult to share with family members. As individuals 

transition into adulthood, the nature of friendships becomes more selective and goal-

oriented, often influenced by work, marriage, and family responsibilities. In this phase, 

friendships are sustained through deliberate efforts despite time constraints and social 

obligations (Greco, Holmes & McKenzie, 2015). Later in life, as social roles diminish after 

retirement or the departure of children, friendships often regain prominence as vital sources 

of emotional connection and social engagement, helping individuals navigate the 

challenges of ageing (Ghisleni & Rebughini, 2006). Workplace friendships have also been 

recognised as crucial in promoting happiness and overall well-being. Studies show that 

friendships formed at work foster collaboration, reduce stress, and provide emotional 

support in high-pressure environments (Ghisleni, 2012). These relationships contribute to 

a positive work culture and enhance job satisfaction by offering opportunities for 

meaningful social interactions amidst professional responsibilities. However, workplace 

friendships are often complicated by power dynamics and organisational hierarchies, which 

can influence the level of emotional intimacy and trust that colleagues develop (Ball & 

Newman, 2013). 

This paper develops its research questions based on previous scholarly work. It seeks to 

explore the unique experiences of individuals regarding friendship and the challenges they 

face in Pakistan's socio-cultural context, which is characterised by diverse social and 

gendered identities. Hence, it is essential to understand how these individuals respond to 

societal demands of their primary and secondary relationships. To examine this, we asked 

the following questions in this paper. 

RQ 1: How happiness in friendship is constructed, performed, experienced and represented 

by individuals? 

RQ 2: How does socio-cultural context produce dominant discourses and construct the 

meanings of happiness in friendship?  

 

Theoretical Framework  

The study derives its conceptual and theoretical strength from classical and contemporary 

sociological literature, justifying the idea that happiness is shaped, experienced, and 

interpreted through social and cultural processes. However, current research is inspired by 

phenomenological and ethnomethodological theoretical underpinnings, as outlined by 

Dorothy Smith (1977, 1987, 1999). Smith, in her theoretical orientation, emphasises the 

real activities of people, the experiences they gain while performing various activities, and 

the ways people use to understand and attach meanings to the social world in which they 

operate. She primarily focuses on women and the feminist standpoint through the use of 

Marxist analysis (Adams & Sydie, 2002). For Smith (1987, p. 371), “All knowledge is 

knowledge from a particular standpoint and what which has been claimed as objective 

knowledge of society conceals a male bias." She questions the objectivity of sociological 

knowledge, primarily when it uses concepts constructed by "the practice of government” 

such as “mental illness, crimes, riots, violence, work satisfaction, neighbours and 

neighbourhood, motivation, and so on” (Smith, 2005, p. 15). 

The majority of informants participating in the current research believe that friendship is a 

relationship founded on unconditional love and care without any expectations.  From a 

phenomenological perspective, friendship is understood as “a specific social relation based 

on an exchange of an intimate trust between the individuals involved in the relationship 

that foresees regularity and continuity and a true representation of one's identity" (Ghisleni 
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& Rebughini 2006 p. 54). Almost all participants in the research claimed that childhood 

friendships are the ultimate source of happiness, which is based solely on the belief in 

sharing and caring. During old age, when individuals have completed all their social 

responsibilities, such as building their own house, educating their children, and arranging 

their marriage, they are often left alone. During this time, friends become a source of 

satisfaction. The construction and development of a friendship across a person's entire life 

course is an articulated, complex, and multidimensional social interaction. Within these 

friendship interactions, strong feelings and sentiments serve as the "glue" (Ghisleni & 

Rebughini, 2006, p. 41).  

Participants in this research claimed that social constraints are more varied and 

uncertain, but still centre on status relations within key social settings, such as family, 

marriage, and work. The complex diversity of friendship interactions within contemporary 

life requires emotional reflexivity, which means reflecting on and acting based on the 

interpretation of one’s own and others' feelings (Murray & Holmes, 2011). Finding 

happiness in friendships must be negotiated around the possibilities and constraints of 

particular social relations. The study aims to develop a more sociological and cultural 

understanding of happiness concerning these dimensions at the level of gendered individual 

experiences. As discussed by Foucault (1972/1991), individuals locate themselves within 

dominant discourses to make sense of their lives and the social world, to accord them 

meaning, and to understand 'truths'. 'Truth' is created by discourse itself, according to what 

is said and is 'sayable' at each particular time in history. Indeed, happiness is one aspect of 

people's lives that is understood through a range of dominant discourses. Rather than being 

a purely private, internal experience (Jackson, 1999), happiness is shaped, interpreted, and 

articulated through culturally specific ways of thinking, being, and acting. 

Understanding the empirical nuances of these interactions offers valuable insights for 

sociologists exploring the social foundations of happiness. By employing a qualitative 

approach, the study uncovers only the surface of these gendered experiences, providing a 

foundation for future research to explore the hidden dimensions of happiness across various 

socio-cultural contexts. This work serves as a roadmap for sociologists and social scientists 

to investigate happiness through a multidimensional lens, further revealing the intricate 

ways in which social and cultural factors shape individual well-being. 

Methodology  

The purpose of research is to produce individuals' accounts based on their experiences of 

happiness in their married, divorced, remarried, separated, and widowed lives, which are 

socially and culturally driven. Phenomenological interviews were conducted to examine 

the lived experiences of individuals through their life histories in their day-to-day practices. 

A purposive sampling technique was employed for selecting diverse participants from each 

category (Gelman, 2010; Miles et al., 2013; Frechette et al., 2020). A sample of forty 

individuals (20 women and 20 men, 4 from each category, i.e., married, remarried, 

divorced, separated, and widowed informants) was selected. Separate interview guides 

were used for each category. Interviews were conducted with informants who had been in 

a certain marital status for five to ten years at the time of the interview. However, semi-

structured interviews were conducted as supporting data for the point of comparison to 

enrich the information and the intensity of feelings shortly after certain social phenomena 

occurred and the construction of experiences.  

Both Smith guides the analysis of the data‟s phenomenology and Foucauldian discourse 

analysis (Foucault, 1991, 2005), which are very flexible in use and give sufficient 

autonomy to researchers to construct their analytical tools to explore best, describe and 

explain collected data. The dimensions and subjective experiences of happiness were 

examined through a Post-Structuralist research paradigm to understand the relationship 

between individuals' perspectives of happiness within dominant socio-cultural discourse. 
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Foucauldian discourse analysis focuses on discursive practices and repositories of people’s 

accounts (Willig, 2008). Discourse analysis is divided into three stages to identify social 

and normative patterns. Firstly, the variations, irregularities and conflicts in the narratives 

of each individual were observed. The second step involved identifying consistent 

customary practices and cultural representations of diverse accounts from individuals 

(Potter & Wetherell, 1995) about their gender and social identity. This helped in locating 

iterative utterances from phenomenological data. This entire process was circular, 

generating insights from phenomenological data that revealed the diverse experiences of 

individuals and guided the discourse analysis.  

The entire research process was guided by following ethical protocols. Informed consent 

was obtained from all informants before each interview. The interviews were conducted by 

the first author in a place convenient to the informants. The confidentiality of informants 

has been maintained throughout the data analysis and writing process. Pseudonyms have 

been used, and measures have been taken to ensure that personal information about the 

participants is not disclosed. The informants were aware that they could withdraw from the 

research at any time. This study employed purposive sampling to ensure an in-depth 

exploration of gendered happiness across diverse social identities and marital statuses. The 

participants came from diverse socio-cultural backgrounds, allowing for a comparative 

analysis of gendered experiences of happiness within different social and relational 

contexts. By integrating both life history and semi-structured interviews, this study 

provided a comprehensive understanding of how happiness evolves, how gendered 

experiences shape emotional well-being, and how individuals construct meaning within 

their social and marital contexts. The findings highlight that individuals seek to demonstrate 

culturally accepted social practices in their social circles. They are under continuous 

surveillance and accountability to perform socially approved gendered identities.  

Data Analysis 

Happiness is a complex and deeply personal experience, yet social relationships, cultural 

norms, and familial expectations profoundly influence it. Across societies, friendships play 

a vital role in shaping emotional well-being, offering support, companionship, and a sense 

of belonging. However, the experience of happiness and friendship varies significantly 

based on social structures and cultural values. In individualistic societies, personal 

happiness is often prioritised, and friendships are encouraged as a source of emotional 

fulfilment and personal independence. In contrast, collectivist cultures, particularly in 

South Asia, prioritise family obligations and communal harmony over individual desires, 

often resulting in restrictions on social interactions, especially for women. 

In such cultures, marriage is considered a pivotal milestone, and its success is often viewed 

as the foundation of a woman's happiness and social standing. As a result, friendships 

frequently become secondary, particularly after marriage, when women are expected to 

prioritise their roles as wives and mothers over their relationships. Unlike men, who often 

retain social independence, women frequently experience limitations on their mobility and 

friendships, as their interactions are closely monitored to maintain traditional gender roles. 

This dynamic shapes the way happiness is perceived and experienced, making it deeply 

intertwined with societal expectations rather than personal choice. Understanding these 

cultural constraints is crucial for examining how friendship and happiness intersect in 

various marital and social contexts. 

Individuals participating in the current research report that marriage is an 

institution that opens new doors for relationships and changes the priorities of individuals 

towards family life, children, and spousal relationships, in which the social circle of the 

individual is expanded. It is apparent from previous literature (Gameiro et al., 2010; 

Kalmijn, 2012) and also reported by the participants in the current research that the lives of 

individuals become entirely changed after entering the marriage institution, and parenthood 
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starts in their lives. They have less time for their personal interests, leisure and interaction 

with their respective social circle. Both men and women claimed that after marriage and 

having kids, they start playing their traditional gender roles; women spend more time at 

home rearing and caring for children along with managing household chores, while men 

are involved in generating an economic surplus to meet the needs of their married life 

responsibilities (Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008). Men start complaining that they have less 

time for their friends due to the burdens of economic responsibilities, and women complain 

about a lack of personal time (LaRossa & Sinha, 2006; Fox, 2009; Schadler, 2013).  

However, previous research (Stauber, 2011) also indicates a lack of qualitative 

research on the changes in social life activities of both men and women after marriage and 

parenthood. Individuals with different marital statuses argue that friendship is a social 

relationship developed throughout an individual's life and serves as an emotional binding 

force among people (González et al., 2010), providing individuals with a sense of freedom 

and happiness (Froneman, 2014). They also claim that they have more friends in an 

unmarried status, but after marriage, they prefer to stay at home and have less time for 

friends (Leibler & Sandefur, 2002; Gillespie et al., 2014). In a nutshell, their narratives 

suggest that friendship, happiness, and interaction with social circles are highly gendered 

and context-dependent (Stacey, 2011). Friendship is understood as "a specific social 

relation based on an exchange of an intimate trust between the individuals involved in the 

relationship that foresees regularity and continuity and a true representation of one's 

identity" (Ghisleni and Rebughini 2006, p. 54).  

Women informants narrate a unique viewpoint that they are not allowed to make 

friends due to strict gendered socialization in a collectivist culture. The narratives of two 

women are presented separately here to explore how gendered identities shape the concept 

of happiness in the context of friendship. A foreign-qualified, hard-core professional 

woman who has travelled to many countries for her professional commitments expresses a 

different account about her friends and way of socialising with the community. She states 

her childhood socialization in these words; 

My father never allowed me to make friends, and I feel this is something missing in my 

life. I was not allowed to visit my classmate's house or attend school functions. I never 

participated at any wedding ceremony in my family, except for my siblings. So, now, if I 

have to participate in any marriage ceremony or funeral, I don't know how to behave there. 

I am tagged antisocial. (Nadia, Married Semi Structured Interview) 

This is an essential aspect of the traditional context that girls are not trained to make friends 

with the intention that they may not become social and outgoing. They are socialised to 

remain at home, and their role is limited within the house. This role also extends through 

later stages and after marriage, whenever they have the opportunity to interact with their 

fellow women; their discussions are centred on their roles as mothers and wives.  

Another widow spent her whole life in a restricted environment and was not 

allowed to visit her relatives' houses, and she got married at the age of fourteen years old. 

She entirely observed purdah (veil) from a very early age and completed her studies through 

distance learning.   

I am not allowed to make friends. I am only allowed to socialize with relatives and 

neighbour women in a restricted environment. (Palwasha, Widow Semi Structured 

Interview) 

Gendered socialisation prepares individuals to spend predetermined lives in predefined 

roles. Women mostly confine themselves to the home, keeping busy with professional 

activities and not interacting freely with the community to save them from a bad reputation 

and being labelled as noble women (Sonawat, 2001; Li, 2009; Blythe et al., 2014). The 
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lives of women mostly revolve around their primary role as housewives, focusing on their 

husbands and children. Therefore, they are left with less time for their social circles and 

friends.  

The social context also determines the nature and acceptance of friendship, 

specifically for women before and after marriage. They need to obtain spousal approval to 

maintain contact with their previous social circle. However, it is a common observation, as 

well as a statement made by the informants in this research, that both men and women 

sometimes dislike the social circles of their spouses, which can create conflict and tension 

between husband and wife. The traditional context restricts a woman's focus to her roles as 

wife, daughter-in-law, and mother within marriage. It limits her social activities within her 

social circle compared to those of a man. This section describes the accounts of informants 

having multiple marital statuses regarding their social life interaction with friends and 

community. This paper also highlights that marriage is a significant responsibility and 

demands complete commitment and devotion from a couple to make their marriage 

successful. However, marital dissolution significantly alters the nature of friendship due to 

changes in marital status and its impact on the construction of happiness.  

Participants in this research claimed that social constraints are more varied and 

uncertain, but still centre on status relations within key social settings, such as family, 

marriage, and work. The complex diversity of friendship interactions within contemporary 

life requires emotional reflexivity, which means reflecting on and acting based on the 

interpretation of one’s own and others' feelings (Murray & Holmes, 2011). Finding 

happiness in friendships must be negotiated around the possibilities and constraints of 

particular social relations. 

The narratives of individuals reveal four distinct viewpoints on the construction of their 

happiness concerning friendship and interaction with social circles. Individuals have 

childhood friends, friends at the workplace, and friends from their academic journey. The 

striking gendered view observed in the accounts of individuals is that men are allowed to 

move freely in public spaces and make friends, whereas women are not allowed to make 

friends and often require permission from their families to meet their friends. However, it 

is also worth mentioning that married individuals without children are less burdened and 

have time to enjoy social circle activities. Nevertheless, it is also true that childless status 

also poses many social stresses, which may prevent an individual from freely socialising in 

their public orientation. Informants often miss the genuineness and loyalty of friends due 

to economic and social competition. The participants' experiences are presented below in 

three main themes. 

Reel Life vs Real Life: Economic and Social Responsibilities 

The findings of this study highlight that both men and women reported that friends are an 

important source of happiness in their lives, but they have less time to interact with them 

due to their personal life responsibilities and busy life schedules. Women claim that due to 

household management and professional commitments, it is difficult for them to participate 

in their social circle's activities. These women claim that they enjoyed their friends' 

company before they got married. The excerpts of the two women depict this reality.  

I had only one friend who is still my best friend. I enjoyed my time at university with her, 

and I even spent nights at her house. It was the happiest time of my life. However, I now 

have to manage all household responsibilities alone, in addition to my workplace activities. 

I seriously lack time for myself and my friends. (Saiqa, Married Life History) 

I feel happy to meet old friends, but everybody is so busy in their lives that it becomes 

difficult to socialise with friends. (Fatima, Remarried Semi-Structured Interview) 
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Women participating in the current research had different marital statuses, claiming that all 

household responsibilities are their domain, which prevents them from meeting their 

friends. A widow living with her only son is struggling a lot to achieve many milestones in 

life. The narrative of a widow shows the realities of single motherhood and its 

responsibilities. 

I have left my entire social circle for my son. I never go out with my friends and spend all 

my time with my son. (Saima, Widow Life History) 

However, male informants also complain that the lack of time due to their professional and 

family commitments hinders their participation in gatherings with friends. The narratives 

of two men are presented here as an example.  

Whenever I come home for one or two days from my religious preaching, my whole time 

is spent with my family. Even my friends complain that I don't give them enough time, but 

it's beyond my control. (Ishfaq, Divorce Semi-Structure Interview) 

I'm happy with my circle of friends, but after having kids, it's become difficult for me to 

manage time for community activities. (Yaqub, Remarried Semi-Structure Interview) 

They try to spend quality time with their friends, but due to travelling for professional 

commitments and their kids' responsibilities, they have no time for friends. The 

breadwinner role of men also poses multiple barriers to happiness because they have to 

manage the finances of large families. These individuals are mostly busy with their 

professional and marital life responsibilities and hardly have time to meet and interact with 

friends to gather positive energy to move forward in life, which is often full of boring 

activities and stress. They become so tired after completing their professional duty and 

family chores, and they prefer to stay at home. In this technological era, everybody is 

connected with each other through social media, but face-to-face interaction provides 

happiness and satisfaction. The narratives of these individuals depict that they feel immense 

pleasure whenever they meet their childhood friends and community.  

The narratives of informants, regardless of their gender, indicate that friends are a 

crucial source of satisfaction and happiness in anyone's life. However, today's global 

society fosters multiple competitions at various levels, ranging from family life to 

professional careers. This competitive environment has placed a significant burden on 

married individuals to meet social standards in both their personal and professional fields. 

It is also true that friends provide leisure and happiness (Amati et al., 2015), but with kids, 

people find it hard to maintain their social circles (Wrzus et al., 2013). People start forming 

new friendships and social circles outside of their family (Kalmijn, 2012; Rözer, 

Mollenhorst, & Poortman, 2016). Women, in most cases, maintain and sustain their social 

contacts on behalf of their husbands (Nelson et al., 2014). The consequences of marriage 

and having children differ in their impact on the lives of men and women. Women are 

expected to spend more time at home caring for children, and men to spend more time at 

the workplace to generate more income (Cherlin, 2010; Cotter et al., 2011). Recent research 

also shows that the variation in life patterns has not changed significantly for men and 

women due to greater equality in gender roles (Kalmijn, 2012). 

Friends: A Support System 

The majority of individuals, specifically men, state that friends are an important source of 

happiness for them, and they regularly make time out of their busy life schedules to meet 

them. There is a significant gender difference in this viewpoint because only one woman 

claims that she regularly meets her friends to get satisfaction. Men's informants state that 

they have more liberty to meet their friends, and the diverse social and professional life 
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gives them the freedom to meet many people and make friends, which is the source of their 

happiness.  

I feel happy to meet my friends, and my wife never infringes on my freedom. She gives me 

space to continue social circle activities with my friends. (Manzar, Married Semi Structure 

Interview). 

These men also arrange get-togethers and recreation trips on holidays to enjoy their leisure 

time. Their social gatherings are male-oriented, focusing on discussions related to 

professional domains and material assets. They also believe that a person is fortunate to 

have sincere friends, as friends are a source of social and moral support during difficult 

times in an individual's life. The quotation given below states this reality: friends are the 

only source of satisfaction for a man in his single status. 

I was fond of travelling and visited many places abroad. Now, I have a few friends, and I 

feel happy while interacting with them. My ultimate satisfaction comes from spending time 

with my friends, who are a key source of my happiness. (Altaf, Divorce Life History) 

The narratives of all these men depict that they are free to move within their social circles. 

Still, changes in context and professional life commitments are the main hurdles to their 

participation in social life activities. The narratives below suggest that men often form 

friendships at their workplaces for easy access to participate in various social activities.  

I have a very good friend at my workplace; he helps me overcome my weaknesses, and I 

feel a positive change in my life. (Asif, Separated Life History)  

I had a lot of friends in my childhood, but due to the nature of my job, I interacted more 

with my professional community. (Ijaz, Widow Semi Structured Interview) 

These individuals have friendships at their workplace and also want to spend more time 

away from home due to marital issues and to avoid the pressure from family to reconcile 

with their wives or remarry. The accounts of these individuals show that men are free to 

interact with their social circles and friends to pass the time.  

At the same time, the life experiences of a widow woman are unique in that she 

manages her single parenthood responsibilities while regularly meeting with her friends to 

stay positive and happy. She has a huge circle of friends throughout her life and has the 

main essence of her life. She shared;  

The element of happiness is there due to the supportive environment. I feel that's why I've 

been able to overcome many struggles in my life. My family has a strong social 

background, and I have a large social circle and a broad group of friends. It helped me 

overcome difficulties, and I was able to survive. (Zartaj, Widow Life History) 

This particular narrative of a widow demonstrates that strong parental support helps her 

build her professional career while also socialising with friends.   Socializing with social 

circles is blurred during married life, but (Hruschka, 2010; Smith et al., 2015) when a 

marriage dissolves through separation, divorce and the death of a spouse, it may give space 

to interact with friends due to a gap of interaction with friends during married life leave 

people alone in their lives and in patriarchal structures specifically women are more 

restricted to be within the house. However, people make efforts to renegotiate with their 

friends' circle to get satisfaction and happiness (Carr et al., 2006; Van den Hoonaard, 2010; 

Carr et al., 2014). A unique finding was also reported: a married man, due to his childless 

status, feels uneasy about meeting his friends. The life experiences of this married man are 

presented here as an example.  
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Community and friends are not a source of happiness, except for a few friends, because I 

can't face them due to my childless status. (Siraaj, Married Life History) 

He had a vast social circle before marriage, which was a source of happiness. However, 

after marriage, when he was not blessed with children, he left his friend circle due to social 

embarrassment, disgrace, and pressure for remarriage. Despite being a man in a collectivist 

culture, the accounts of a married woman and a man with childless status about meeting 

friends are the same. Another unique finding of this study is that a married woman often 

does not fit into the female social circle and has more male friends. She didn't disclose this 

fact to her family because of the social stigma attached to the friendship between a man 

and a woman in traditional cultures. 

I want to have a few people around me with whom I can discuss my things, and they don't 

manipulate my situation. I want some real friends. I believe men are only true friends. 

(Aima, Married Semi-Structure Interview) 

The data indicates (Ghisleni, 2012) that male family members often perceived these 

friendships as a threat, fearing that strong social connections could empower women to 

challenge societal norms and make independent life choices. Thus, while friendships serve 

as a critical coping mechanism, they are often restricted or discouraged, particularly for 

women navigating marital instability. These findings highlight the contradiction within 

cultural expectations, where women are expected to prioritise marriage over friendships. 

Yet, when a marriage fails, they are left to rely on the very friendships they were once 

pressured to abandon. 

Some of the informants claim that friends are the source of happiness. Still, their marital 

issues and marital statuses, such as divorce, separation, remarriage, and widowhood, make 

it difficult for them to interact with their friends. The narratives shared by participants 

reflect that during times of marital distress, many wished to turn to their friends for advice, 

comfort, and a sense of belonging. Women in unhappy marriages reported confiding in 

close friends about their struggles, as these relationships provided a non-judgmental space 

to express their frustrations, fears, and desires. For divorced or separated women, 

friendships became even more crucial. Many participants expressed that after experiencing 

divorce or widowhood, they faced social stigma and isolation from their families and 

communities. In such situations, friends often stepped in to offer companionship, 

encouragement, and even practical support, whether through helping them find 

employment, offering temporary housing, or simply being a source of emotional strength.  

Socially Disapproved Identities: Barriers to Social Interactions 

In societies where rigid social norms dictate gender roles and expectations, sometimes 

women find themselves restricted in their ability to maintain friendships. The impact of 

marital transitions, such as divorce, separation, widowhood, or remarriage, is particularly 

significant in shaping social interactions. Women who experience marital instability often 

face heightened social scrutiny, compelling them to prioritize family and financial 

responsibilities over personal connections. 

Many women in this study reported that after experiencing significant marital changes, they 

felt overwhelmed by economic pressures and parenting responsibilities, leaving them with 

little to no time for friendships. Most of them are employed and raising children, yet they 

face restrictions on their social mobility, often dictated by spouses, in-laws, or cultural 

expectations. This social confinement is especially evident in single mothers, who must 

dedicate most of their time to childcare, leaving them emotionally and physically drained, 

with limited opportunities for personal fulfilment. Research suggests that single parenthood 

increases the demand for parental involvement, which in turn diminishes opportunities for 

maintaining external friendships (Dykstra & Poortman, 2010; Song, 2012). 
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For women who have undergone divorce, separation, or the loss of a spouse, the weight of 

economic survival and personal development is often intensified. Some must return to 

unfinished education or seek employment to sustain themselves and their children, making 

social interactions a secondary priority (Liefbroer & Billari, 2010; Klement & Van Bavel, 

2017). The struggle to navigate life post-marriage, particularly for divorced women, often 

leads to feelings of isolation. Many find that former friends distance themselves upon 

learning of their changed marital status, as highlighted in the following account: 

I don't have any friends, and I lack companionship in my life. If I had someone to talk to, I 

wouldn't feel so alone all the time. (Ayeza, Divorced, Semi-Structured Interview) 

I have a few friends, but there is no closeness between us. I spend most of my time at work 

and with my kids. (Huma, Divorced, Life History) 

While friendships are a crucial source of emotional support, their strength often declines 

after marriage due to shifting priorities. This challenge is even more pronounced for women 

in crises, such as single mothers or divorced individuals, who find it challenging to maintain 

friendships due to changes in social context and expectations (Van Der Horst & Coffè, 

2012; Smith et al., 2014). 

For remarried women, the challenges of maintaining friendships are compounded by strict 

control from spouses. Some women recall having the freedom to form friendships before 

marriage but find that their mobility is significantly restricted after remarriage, particularly 

in households where husbands enforce strict boundaries on their interactions. One such 

woman, who runs a vocational training centre, finds her ability to socialize severely 

restricted by her husband, who forbids her from sharing family issues with others: 

I am deprived of meeting my friends. I miss the days when we would sit together, laugh, 

and gossip. Now, I am not even allowed to interact with women in my neighbourhood. 

(Nazia, Remarried, Life History) 

Many women who have remarried or divorced report feeling out of place in their social 

circles. Their friends, often preoccupied with their struggles, are not always receptive to 

listening to their concerns. Additionally, in many traditional societies, divorced or 

separated women are avoided due to stigma. Because female identity in many cultures is 

closely tied to marriage, divorced women may be seen as "socially undesirable" and, in 

some cases, even perceived as a threat to other marriages (Mullatti, 1995; Wang & Zhou, 

2010). 

Furthermore, remarriage after divorce presents new challenges, as individuals must adjust 

to blended families and stepchildren, which further reduces their ability to maintain prior 

friendships (Hines, 1997; Sweeney, 2010). While both men and women face emotional 

struggles in remarriage, women's lives tend to change more drastically, as they are expected 

to dedicate themselves fully to making the second marriage work (Sonawat, 2001; Huang, 

2012). Consequently, many women intentionally limit their social activities out of fear of 

judgment or disapproval from their spouses. This is further demonstrated in the following 

testimonies: 

After getting married, my home life prevented me from socialising with friends. Now, I am 

at my parents' house with my kids, and I am not allowed to socialise because it will 

complicate my marital reconciliation. (Rania, Separated, Life History) 

I feel humiliated when my father scolds me for chatting with my friends or for asking 

permission to meet them. It makes me feel ashamed. My father believes that I ruined my 

marriage due to my friends. (Hina, Separated, Semi-Structured Interview) 
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Women experiencing separation often restructure their social lives to minimize tension in 

their already fragile marital situations. Many confine their interactions to immediate family 

members and avoid engaging with broader social circles due to fear of social disapproval. 

Nelson (1981) highlights that women are emotionally impacted more severely by 

separation and divorce compared to men. The absence of a spouse creates a social and 

emotional void, which, under normal circumstances, could be filled by friends. However, 

in highly traditional societies, women in these situations often experience greater social 

surveillance, which can lead to even further isolation. 

Additionally, literature suggests that women tend to receive more social support than men. 

Still, they also face greater restrictions on social interactions due to patriarchal expectations 

of female modesty and virtue (Smerglia et al., 1999). In contrast, men undergoing marital 

transitions face fewer social constraints and are not subject to the same level of scrutiny. 

However, individuals living in separation still face strong disapproval from their social 

circles, as they are often viewed as living in an "incomplete marriage," leading to confusion, 

suspicion, and misunderstanding (Gottlieb, 2000; Kuan, 2015). 

Social expectations place a disproportionate burden on women by limiting their ability to 

engage in friendships, particularly following divorce, separation, or widowhood. Many live 

under the watchful eye of parental families or spouses, restricting their movements and 

limiting their interactions. The normative structure of society tends to place harsher 

limitations on women than men, reinforcing the gender disparity in social freedoms and 

friendship opportunities. 

Discussion 

The narratives of the individuals who participated in this research suggest that men have 

the freedom to socialise within their social circles and with friends. Still, women have less 

time and are confined to performing their primary role as caregivers at home. The research 

findings show that sixteen out of forty informants claim that friends are an important source 

of happiness for them. Still, family and professional responsibilities prevent them from 

meeting regularly. At the same time, twelve out of forty informants report that they 

regularly meet with friends to gain positive energy and satisfaction. While ten informants 

say that friends are a source of happiness, their marital and family issues prevent them from 

meeting with their friends. However, two women informants argue that gendered 

socialisation never allows them to form friendships.  

The research findings show that individuals who discuss their personal life matters outside 

of their family and spouse may encounter issues in their marital lives. Social context directs 

individuals to prioritise married life and spousal involvement in all aspects of life. Marriage 

is a twenty-four-hour job, specifically for women, because men are more involved in the 

public sphere of society, where they engage in more open interactions across multiple social 

circles. They have more chances and opportunities to mingle with their old and new friends, 

but after marriage and having kids, it becomes difficult to take time to meet friends. 

Marriage in the East often takes priority over friendship and socialising among individuals 

from diverse social circles in everyday life. Friendship is associated with happiness, but it 

is stronger in individualistic cultures compared to collectivist societies (Hruschka, 2010; 

Apicella et al., 2012; Li & Cheng, 2015; Lewis et al., 2015).  

Divorced men than women have the freedom to enjoy their time with friends, but women, 

due to their divorced status, do not interact with friends. The narratives of divorce 

informants reveal that the men are involved in their professional commitments and have 

less time to socialise outside the home; however, their mobility is not restricted by being 

divorced. Women are confined and limited to performing social activities within their social 

circles and are compelled by the power structure to focus on their feminine role within the 

home. Friendship is more likely to be disrupted in case of divorce and widow (Hooyman 
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& Kiyak, 2010). However, Lopata (1996) and Bradshaw (2011) suggest that widowed 

women feel happy interacting with friends. But forced isolation in widowhood leads to 

unhappiness (Fields & Casper, 2000; Stolzenberg & Waite, 2005; McAuley et al., 2007). 

In the case of divorced women, they confined to their household to save themselves and 

their kids from stigmatization (Nock, 2005; De Paula, 2005; Trimberger, 2006) but 

divorced men enjoy more liberation in singlehood because they don't have any household 

responsibilities because kids are mostly with their mothers in case of divorce and have more 

time to pass with their friends (Townsend, 2002; Moen & Sweet, 2006; Gerstel & Clawson, 

2014).   

Men and women with remarried status have less time to meet friends, but women are more 

confined by their new partners to focus on their role as wives, which helps make their 

current marriage successful. Remarried individuals often have indispensable ties to their 

previous marriage, particularly in the form of children, and significant gender differences 

are frequently present in social interactions. Whereas both men and women entirely focus 

on their remarried lives and interact with new social circles formed after remarriage 

(Berntsen & Kravdal, 2012; Chen & Li, 2014; Hu, 2016a). Therefore, their social circle 

narrows down, and they limit themselves to family life. One reason for this limited social 

interaction rests on the experiences of individuals who lack trust in their friends because 

some of them have been cheated by their friends. 

On the other hand, individuals often share a materialistic approach towards friendship to 

gain financial benefits. Most individuals argued that in this fast-paced era, it has become 

difficult to take time out of their busy schedules to meet friends outside of their workplaces. 

Therefore, people used to socialise with like-minded individuals at their workplaces to save 

time and money, as well as to enjoy some relaxation and recreation. 

For individuals who are separated from their spouses due to spousal conflicts, men often 

have the freedom to spend time with friends. However, women separated from their spouses 

usually lack interaction with friends and are confined to staying at home. Separation in 

married life is a complex phenomenon, as a couple lives apart from each other, yet they 

remain husband and wife despite social, legal, and religious considerations. Spouses living 

in separation are also faced with strong dissatisfaction and disgraceful judgments in their 

social circles (Kuan, 2015). Women often restrict themselves to the home, keeping busy 

with their professional activities and avoiding interaction with male relatives and 

colleagues to protect their reputation and prevent stigmatisation of other women as men 

snatchers (Li, 2009; Blythe et al., 2014). Women often confine themselves within a 

household to save themselves and their children from stigmatisation (Nock, 2005; 

Trimberger, 2006). In contrast, men enjoy more liberation in singlehood because they don’t 

have any household responsibilities and have more time to spend with their friends 

(Townsend, 2002; Gerstel & Clawson, 2014).   

The participants of the research with widow status, specifically men, enjoy their social 

circles freely. Still, women are restricted from meeting the needs of single parenthood and 

are also not allowed to interact with friends. The narratives of widow individuals show that 

widowhood is a constant state of grief and loss of a meaningful relationship. The picture of 

a complete family disturbs the reality of death, and the whole family's responsibilities come 

on the shoulders of a single individual. Women's mobility is restricted, and it becomes more 

difficult for widowed women to socialise within their social circles due to their single status 

and the diverse responsibilities they face. The loss of a spouse more strongly hits childless 

individuals because their lives become completely purposeless, and they prefer to stay 

alone without having any interaction with their friends. The interviews of widow 

informants having kids reveal that the death of a spouse hits them with many social and 

economic responsibilities, but their kids are the only hope to move forward positively in 

life, and they socialize with their social circles for the sake of their children. Men remarry 

quickly to retain a place in their social circles because they are not much welcomed at 
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family functions due to their single status (Stroebe et al., 2007; Bennett, 2010a; Bennett et 

al., 2013). In contrast, women are counselled to maintain their widowhood piously, 

particularly in collectivist cultures.  

The majority of informants in this study had migrated from rural to urban areas in pursuit 

of education and employment opportunities. Their lived experiences reflect a tension 

between two contrasting social environments, making it difficult for them to establish a 

stable social identity. These individuals often yearn for the authenticity and emotional depth 

found in their earlier rural friendships, where sincerity and loyalty were foundational to the 

relationships. In contrast, the urban context fosters anonymity, even in daily face-to-face 

interactions. Social gatherings, though frequent, are often utilitarian, serving more to build 

social capital and gain economic or professional advantages than to fulfil emotional needs. 

In such environments, social interactions are often shaped by the demands of a highly 

specialised and competitive urban lifestyle. Individuals may carve out time from their 

schedules hoping for relief, only to return burdened by the pressures of modern existence. 

Yet, the importance of friendship remains undisputed. Friends offer joy, companionship, 

laughter, and emotional support. They serve as a vital coping mechanism, providing a safe 

space for individuals to share both personal and professional struggles. Notably, single and 

financially independent women were observed to exercise greater personal autonomy. 

In contrast, married or remarried women often reported constraints linked to patriarchal 

norms and male dominance, particularly from spouses. Nevertheless, women who are 

resilient and adhere to their values usually succeed in maintaining vibrant social lives, 

although such outcomes differ on a case-by-case basis. Rising inflation and affordability 

challenges have also constrained social interactions, reducing the frequency and quality of 

gatherings. Despite these limitations, women continue to seek avenues for emotional 

connection and mutual support.  

Conclusion & Further Implications 

The study offers essential insights into the complex and socially constructed nature of 

happiness, particularly within the context of marriage. The findings suggest that happiness 

is not just a private or internal experience; somewhat, it is shaped, interpreted, and 

expressed through cultural norms, social expectations, and gender roles. A key implication 

of the study is that individuals who adhere to predefined gender roles, especially women, 

tend to experience social approval and stability. In contrast, those who challenge societal 

expectations often face stigmatization, social exclusion, and emotional distress. However, 

there are exceptions; some individuals successfully redefine happiness on their terms 

despite societal resistance. 

Additionally, the research emphasises that happiness in marriage is primarily influenced by 

strategic needs, such as mental compatibility, trust, and respect, rather than solely by 

emotional or romantic fulfilment. While men often derive happiness from maintaining 

authority within a patriarchal framework, women's happiness is more intricate. Women 

who conform to traditional gender roles frequently report a sense of fulfilment, whereas 

those who deviate from societal norms experience greater social penalties and emotional 

struggles. 

The study also reveals that, for most participants, childhood is viewed as the happiest phase 

of life. This observation supports the notion that marriage, despite its social value, often 

imposes constraints that limit personal freedom and social interactions. Women, in 

particular, tend to experience restricted mobility and social engagement after marriage. In 

contrast, men—despite increased responsibilities—usually retain greater social 

independence. 



Dr. Saira Batool et al. 1639 

 

Moreover, financial stability plays a significant role in shaping happiness. While most 

participants see money as essential for meeting basic needs, some believe that wealth is 

crucial for achieving long-term happiness and security. The workplace is viewed as both a 

source of livelihood and, for some, a place of personal fulfilment and inspiration. 

The findings further indicate that individuals in undesirable marital situations such as 

divorce, separation, remarriage, or widowhood experience happiness differently based on 

gender. Women in these categories are generally more vulnerable to social stigma and 

disrespect compared to their male counterparts, highlighting deep-rooted gender disparities 

in societal perceptions of marital success and failure. Overall, this research contributes to 

the growing body of sociological knowledge in the sub-discipline of the sociology of 

friendship, specifically regarding happiness, emphasising its entrenchment in social 

structures, power dynamics, and cultural expectations.  
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