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Introduction

The Adaptive Significance of Friendship


I have not as yet mentioned a circumstance which influenced my whole career more than any other. This was my friendship with Professor Henslow.

CHARLES DARWIN, Recollections of the
Development of My Mind and Character



In the late spring of 1876, nearly seventeen years after his first publication of On the Origin of Species and following decades of careful description of the natural world, Charles Darwin sat down to write a sketch of his life. He devoted only sixty pages to the topic, detailing his early encounters with the natural world, his compulsive beetle collecting, his lackluster attempt at earning a medical degree, and his five years of voyaging on H.M.S. Beagle. However, when Darwin described the circumstance that most influenced his intellectual career, he focused not on his encounters with books or the natural world, but rather on a friendship—his intimate bond with his Cambridge mentor and fellow naturalist John Henslow. Grounded in a shared passion for the natural world, the friendship between Darwin and Henslow developed at Cambridge over frequent walks, country expeditions, and home visits, as the two pondered questions in religion and natural science. Their friendship lasted from 1828 until Henslow’s death in 1861, and over the years, Henslow played a singular role in Darwin’s intellectual development. In addition to introducing Darwin to the scientific study of geology, botany, and zoology, Henslow arranged Darwin’s position on the H.M.S. Beagle, where the young scientist would ultimately make observations critical to his theory of natural selection.

An astute and meticulous observer of the natural world, Darwin recognized the importance of friendships everywhere in the story of his personal development. Darwin’s friends introduced him to new ideas, provided academic opportunities, and supported his theories on evolution in an atmosphere of vigorous academic debate.1 Rarely, however, did these friends provide the kind of material support bearing on the life-or-death struggle for existence that figured so prominently in Darwin’s theory of evolution and natural selection. Therefore, it is not surprising that, in contrast to his recurring treatment of the subject in the short natural history of his own development, Darwin referred to friendship only a handful of times in the sum of his scientific works on human evolution.

The apparent discrepancy in Darwin’s own writings—between the importance of friendships in his own life and the role that friendships might have played over the course of human evolution—reflects current thinking about friendship in the modern West.2 Many of us have friends, and they reward us in diverse ways, engaging us with stimulating conversation, improving our mood, and relieving us from minor inconveniences by sharing a ride, lending a hand, or taking the time to think through problems. However, while friends make us happy and help us in small ways, it is not entirely clear that they are important in the high-stakes game of survival and reproduction.3 As the twentieth-century social commentator C.S. Lewis wrote, “Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art.… It has no survival value.” In line with this view, theories of human evolution have generally neglected the adaptive importance of friendships, instead focusing on exchange regulated by kin-biased altruism, pair-bonding, or strictly balanced give-and-take.

The purpose of this book is twofold. First, it brings to the foreground the unique ways that friendships, defined here as long-term relationships of mutual affection and support, have helped people deal with the struggles of daily life in a wide range of human societies.4 Depending on the culture, friends share food when it is scarce, provide backup during aggressive disputes, lend a hand in planting and harvesting, and open avenues of exchange across otherwise indifferent or hostile social groups. And behavior among friends is not necessarily regulated in the same way as behavior in other relationships, such as those among biological kin or mates. Nor is it regulated in terms of strictly balanced, tit-for-tat exchange. Rather, I will argue that the help provided by friends is regulated by a system based on mutual goodwill that motivates friends to help each other in times of need. How humans are able to cultivate goodwill and successfully maintain friendships when the potential for exploitation is theoretically so great is a fascinating question, and one that will figure prominently in this book.

Beyond the basic unifying elements of mutual affection and support, friendships can be established and maintained in diverse ways across cultures, many of which are difficult to reconcile with ideals of friendship in the United States and Europe. People in other places and times have inherited friendships from parents and other family members, sanctified friendships through public wedding-like rituals, and entered friendships based on the wishes of family and community elders.5 In many societies, close friends are sufficiently valuable that it is acceptable to violate the law to protect them. And some defining features of friendship in the U.S., such as a focus on emotional rather than material support, are of minor importance in other societies. Therefore, in addition to identifying core features of friendship, the book’s second goal is to document and account for the recurring yet diverse ideals and behaviors associated with friendship in human societies.

I approach these goals from three perspectives—developmental, ecological, and evolutionary—each of which opens up complementary vistas on how friendships have emerged as a social form among humans and how they continue to arise in everyday life. The first perspective taken in the book is developmental and acknowledges that much of human behavior is fashioned through a process of social learning that takes place over a lifetime. Therefore, this book examines how people learn the rules of friendship in their natal cultures and how they cultivate friendships with one another over time. The second perspective is ecological and recognizes that a key human adaptation is the ability to adjust behavior to the vicissitudes of local environments. Thus, we might expect friendships to vary in their particular functions and developmental trajectories in different ecological settings.6 For example, how do the friendships of foragers in harsh and highly variable environments differ from those of steadily employed middle-class citizens of a modern nation-state? Are there societies where friendships are unnecessary or indeed absent, as some scholars have proposed? The third, evolutionary, perspective asks how behaviors among friends ultimately influence survival and reproduction, why a capacity for something like friendship might have arisen and endured among humans, and what other animals might possess the capabilities necessary for the cultivation of friendship-like relationships. From these three perspectives on friendship’s origins, I develop an account that ranges from ultimate evolutionary explanations of friendship’s ubiquitous appearance in human social life to proximal descriptions of the psychological processes involved in learning and regulating behaviors among friends in changing and uncertain contexts.

Before proceeding further, it is worth considering in more detail what we mean by friendship, how it differs from other kinds of relationships, and how friendships uniquely aid in the struggles of daily life (box 1). Philosophy perhaps more than any other discipline has dealt with these issues, and I begin by reviewing how philosophers have defined friendship, not only in terms of which behaviors are observed among friends, but also what underlying motivations guide such behaviors. Next, I briefly outline how the approach to regulating behaviors among friends differs from that used in other relationships, such as those between kin or between partners who exchange on the basis of quid pro quo (something for something). Finally, I propose that this way of regulating relationships provides one solution to a recurring problem in evolutionary biology and the social sciences: mutual aid in uncertain environments. These three questions—how is friendship regulated, how does friendship differ from other relationships, and why is friendship useful—will arise throughout the book.


BOX 1   What Is a Friend?

Friend is a slippery concept. Among Lepcha farmers in eastern Nepal, the closest word for friend can be extended to many kinds of relationships, including trading partnerships with foreigners, relationships based on mutual aid, and childhood companions (Gorer 1938). In English, politicians use it to address masses of supporters, nation-states use it to declare economic and political alliances, and social networking sites use the term for any kind of mutually recognized tie. As a testament to its conceptual spread, the word friend is spoken and written more in English than any other relational term—even more than mother or father (Leech, Rayson, and Wilson 2001). In the midst of such ubiquitous and diverse usage, one aim of this book will be to identify what is meant by the word friend and how individuals who self-identify as friends, and especially close friends, feel about and behave toward each other. While this approach works well in English-speaking contexts, it poses serious problems when one travels to other cultures that use other words for friend-like relationships. I discuss in more detail how to deal with this issue of cross-cultural translation in chapter 2.



PHILOSOPHERS DEFINING FRIENDSHIP

In contrast to its relative neglect by students of human evolution, friendship has been a recurring topic in philosophy.7 Big names in Western thought, ranging from Aristotle to twentieth-century French philosopher Jacques Derrida, have attempted to identify the essential qualities of friendship, to define its place in the social order, and to give advice on dealing with friends. Aristotle devoted two of the ten books in his Nicomachean Ethics to the subject and laid out the necessary conditions for the elationship: a friend must wish well for the other, the other must share this goodwill, and both must recognize that these feelings are mutual. Predating many later treatments of friendship, Aristotle’s work also made clear distinctions between friendships based purely on mutual utility and those based on mutual goodwill. Twenty-four centuries later, Jacques Derrida, the father of philosophical deconstructionism, wrote an entire book on the challenge of knowing whether someone is a friend or an enemy.

Non-Western intellectual traditions have also given friendship serious thought. In their advice on leading a proper life, the Buddha and followers of Confucius outlined the types of friendships that one should seek in daily life and those that one should avoid. Over three thousand years ago in present-day Punjab, Vedic hymns were written that enumerated the obligations of friends: friends should provide food and protect one another’s honor, and foremost should not abandon one another in times of need.

These diverse traditions frequently define friendship in terms of rules and violations—how one should behave toward friends, what friends should do for one another, and examples of false friends who violate codes of good conduct. For example, in his advice to followers in the Sigalovada Sutra, the Buddha outlined five appropriate behaviors toward friends that closely reflect modern Western ideals: (1) be generous, (2) speak kindly, (3) provide care, (4) be equal, and (5) be truthful. According to the Buddha, friends will return the favor by offering protection and consolation in times of need. In the same text, the Buddha also illustrated four violations of friendship as “foes in the guise of friends”: (1) the selfish friend who only fulfills his duty out of fear, (2) the friend who promises much but does not deliver when one is in need, (3) the flatterer who speaks ill behind one’s back, and (4) the ruiner who leads one to intoxication, late-night revelry, idle entertainment, and gambling.8

Behaviors such as being truthful and providing care often play an important part in philosophers’ definitions. However, behaviors alone are insufficient to define friendship. We also need to understand what makes people want to engage in these behaviors and how these expectations are enforced and encouraged. Consider drawing up a contract with a close friend stating the conditions under which each should help the other or resorting to small claims court to address a close friend’s bad behavior. These measures would not conflict with most of the Buddha’s rules, but they would likely violate our own notions of friendship. Though the Buddha focused mostly on the rules of friendship, he also recognized the importance of how the rules are followed, by stating, for example, that friends should not help out of fear but rather from feelings of compassion and loving-kindness. More broadly, people in a wide range of cultures carefully avoid certain kinds of accounting—such as strict give-and-take—when interacting with friends. A recurring theme of this book will be how friends follow and enforce the rules of friendship, and why this distinguishes friendship from other kinds of relationships, such as kin ties or trade relationships based on reciprocal exchange or barter.

FRIENDSHIP: A SPECIAL KIND OF RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM

Friendship is only one among many ways that humans—and other organisms—co-regulate one another’s behavior.9 Among cooperative relationships, for example, evolutionary theorists have generally focused on those regulated by kin-biased altruism, pair-bonding with mates, and strict tit-for-tat exchange.10 How do human friendships differ from these kinds of relationships?

Observers have frequently noted similarities in the ways people behave toward close friends and closely related kin. In both cases, people often help for the sake of helping, rather than from fear of punishment or out of some expectation of return. People apply similar vocabularies, of love, loyalty, and goodwill, when talking about close family and friends. Indeed, they often explicitly incorporate non-kin friends into their families by calling them sister, brother, aunt, or uncle. For these reasons, some scholars have argued that friendship may be an application of the mechanisms regulating kin-biased altruism to non-kin individuals.11 However, despite these superficial similarities, helping behaviors among friends differ in important ways from those among kin, depending in different ways on feelings of closeness and the costs of helping, a topic I will explore further in chapter 3.

Another possible foundation for friendship is pair-bonding between mating partners. Like biological kin, spouses and mates talk about love and loyalty, and they often help one another in unconditional ways. In the U.S. and other societies, many people refer to their spouse as their best friend. Indeed, friendships may recruit many of the same psychological and physiological processes involved in cultivating pair bonds. However, there are some problems with this explanation. Other mammals also form long-lasting pair bonds. For example, mouse-like prairie voles enter lifelong monogamous unions that focus on common territory defense and pup rearing. However, these bonds require sexual activity (or human intervention to influence choice of mates) to form. Therefore, if human friendships are based on a template of pair-bonding, we must also explain how friendships can arise without the other trappings of pair-bonding, such as sexual desire, sexual behavior, and another common feature of human pair-bonds, single-minded, romantic obsession with a partner (chapter 4).

Finally, friendship also shares many similarities with reciprocally altruistic behavior whereby unrelated individuals help others depending on the quality of past exchanges and on the expectation of aid in the future. Such behavior is inherently risky, because one person may cheat by first enjoying the help of another but then failing to help in return. In his groundbreaking 1971 article “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism,” Robert Trivers described how altruistic behaviors among non-kin could evolve by natural selection if costs and benefits were equally exchanged over sufficiently numerous interactions. Although not as common as kin-biased behaviors, such exchange relationships appear occasionally in the natural world. In coral reefs across the Pacific Ocean, bluestreak cleaner wrasses provide parasite-removal services to larger fish. In Central Mexico, vampire bats frequently regurgitate valuable blood-meals to share with hungry (non-kin) partners. And around the world, humans engage in all manner of reciprocal exchanges, whether we consider Nama pastoralists sharing water in the dry deserts of southern Africa, Tausug farmers of the Philippines rushing to the support of friends during feuds, or Ache foragers of South America sharing the fruits of their hunting and gathering.12

A decade after Trivers’s account of the evolution of reciprocal altruism, political scientist Robert Axelrod and evolutionary biologist William Hamilton formalized (and dramatically simplified) the concept of reciprocally altruistic behavior in a game called the prisoner’s dilemma. In the canonical prisoner’s dilemma game, police have arrested two partners-in-crime, but without a confession from either of the conspirators the police can only make the case for a lesser charge. Hoping to divide and conquer, the police separate the prisoners into soundproof cell blocks, and they give each prisoner the opportunity to rat out his mate. If both prisoners keep quiet (thus cooperating amongst themselves), they both enjoy the much-reduced sentence of six months’ jail time. If only one squeals, then he goes home scot-free, but the sucker faces a ten-year sentence. If both squeal, they both face a steep three-year sentence. If they know they’ll never meet again, each prisoner does better alone by squealing. However, if both squeal on each other, then they get more time than if they had both kept quiet. The prisoner’s dilemma game cleanly captures the trade-off between potential gains to be made by cooperating (in this case keeping quiet) and the possible risks of exploitation at the hands of a selfish partner.

Using a repeated version of this game, where the same players must face one another over many interactions, Axelrod and Hamilton showed how individuals following a simple cooperative strategy, popularly known as tit-for-tat, could avoid exploitation and outperform greedy defectors.13 Tit-for-tat involved simply cooperating with a partner until that partner defected, at which point one refused to cooperate any further. The strategy only required knowing a partner’s previous actions and opened up the possibility that organisms as simple as bacteria might have the capacity to cooperate. It also captured the kinds of quid pro quo exchanges often found in arm’s-length commercial trades among humans.14 The mathematical elegance of the repeated prisoner’s dilemma game was also appealing, and over time reciprocal altruism became synonymous with tit-for-tat cooperation in the repeated prisoner’s dilemma game.

The standard repeated prisoner’s dilemma game, while elegantly capturing the tension between the temptation of immediate gratification and the promise of long-term cooperation, also represents a very limited view of the conditions in which cooperation might evolve. First, it assumes that the opportunities for helping a partner occur in lock-step alternation with uniform costs to helping, so that one could readily and immediately observe if a partner was cheating. In the real world, however, the opportunities to help a friend can be spaced over very long intervals in unknowable ways and involve vastly different costs and benefits. Needs can also become highly unbalanced. Due to a string of bad luck, for example, one friend may need a steady flow of help while the other friend needs none. Moreover, a friend may legitimately not be able to help when the need arises. The uncertain timing and size of needs and the uncertain ability of particular friends to help at a moment of need make the task of regulating reciprocal aid in such contexts very difficult. In such situations, a simple strategy based on keeping a strict balance of benefits and costs (e.g., tit-for-tat) would be very brittle. At the slightest failure of a partner, it would lead to the dissolution of friendship at best and recurring retaliation between partners at worst, with no possibility of repair. Over the past two decades researchers have dealt with some of these issues, such as the uncertain timing of needs, while leaving others relatively unexplored.15 However, to deal with these added contingencies in exchange, one must often consider more complex strategies, raising questions about how humans could actually do the mental calculations required to enact such strategies.

In addition to these theoretical problems with tit-for-tat in regulating cooperation in real-life environments, there is an empirical problem. There is abundant evidence that human friends don’t help one another in a tit-for-tat manner by responding directly to the balance of favors or a partner’s past actions. Indeed, friends frequently avoid such strict accounting. Rather, when making decisions to help, they focus on the twin facts that so-and-so is a friend and she is in need.16 In such cases, evaluations of friendship rather than accounting of past and possibly future exchanges are the most proximate reasons for the decision to help. This move, from choosing to help based on a tit-for-tat accounting system to helping because a friend is in need, also has implications for how people think and behave with friends. The question “Is Ella a friend?” requires new criteria to discern Ella’s goodwill and feelings in the friendship. What are Ella’s intentions toward me? Does she consider me a friend? Does she understand my needs and preferences? Does she pay too much attention to the balance of exchanges? These are important questions, because they bear indirectly on a partner’s willingness to help in the future.

The addition of novel elements in decision making, in this case the task of evaluating the quality of one’s friendship, opens up new potential for disruption of decision making and thus novel forms of exploitation. For example, unknown individuals, from panhandlers and con artists to politicians, often invoke the term friend to prime our helping behavior. In his famed book How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie described a number of tactics intended to make people feel that they are your friends so that they will help you in the future. It is also possible for chronic inequality to develop among friends as long as both feel that each still maintains goodwill. Such patterns of exploitation are a result of relying on friendship as the proximal reason for helping rather than focusing directly on the history of exchanges. A major question in this book will be how such attempts to divert and generalize the construct of friendship succeed (and fail) in altering real helping behavior, and what defenses people use to deter such manipulation.

WHY FRIENDSHIP, AND WHY HUMANS?

Friendship bonds bear some resemblance to bonds between closely related kin and mating partners and to ties based on quid pro quo exchanges. But a central part of this book will be to show that friendship involves a unique set of regulatory processes. Feelings of closeness are important predictors of help among friends but much less so among biological kin, suggesting that helping among friends is not due to a confusion of friends with kin (chapter 3). Friends do not need sexual attraction, sexual behavior, or the common rearing of offspring to cultivate their relationships, as occurs among mating pairs (chapter 4). And close friends violate many of the rules proposed for maintaining reciprocal altruism. Close friends eschew strict reciprocity, rather helping based on need. Friends are less sensitive to the balance of favors than are strangers and acquaintances and are more generous to one another, even when their partner won’t find out whence the kind act came (chapter 1). From an evolutionary perspective, what selective pressures might have favored this need-based, low-monitoring form of reciprocal helping, when other, more basic modes of regulating cooperation and exchange were likely available?

I propose that the psychological systems underlying the ability and propensity to cultivate friendships were selected (or at least not rooted out by selection) because they uniquely addressed common adaptive problems of cooperation and mutual aid in uncertain contexts. In other words, friendship, as a system regulating altruistic behavior, solves a computational task in uncertain environments that cannot be met by simple reactive exchange strategies, such as tit-for-tat accounting.

Humans are relatively unique among animals in their capacity for cumulative cultural learning, whereby novel tools, activities, preferences, and artifacts can emerge and be preserved with some degree of fidelity over generations.17 With this capacity for culture comes an explosion in the kinds of goods and favors that individuals can exchange, including food, knowledge of good foraging sites, child care, access to mates, shelter construction, sex, mentoring, guard duty against animal predators and other human groups, safe haven in other villages, support in disputes, grooming and parasite removal, labor, implements for hunting and food preparation, and manufactured goods, such as cloth, string, weapons, tools, and prestige items.18 Compare this to the relative paucity of goods and services observed in exchanges among our closest relatives—chimpanzees.19 The great diversity of possible exchanges among humans, as well as the uncertain timing of needs in each of these domains, drastically increases the complexity of strict accounting based purely on inputs and outputs.

One possible solution to this accounting problem would be to avoid it, and to instead rely exclusively on the goodwill of closely related kin for help in these domains. However, over the course of hominin evolution, some favors, such as access to mates, food sharing across ecological zones, and support in disputes with kin, would have been difficult if not impossible for close kin alone to provide. In the highlands of Papua New Guinea, Binumarien horticulturalists more than double the number of available gardening helpers by relying on biologically unrelated “social kin,” who are as reliable as biological kin in providing aid. Ju/’hoansi foragers in the southern African desert invest in social insurance against hungry times by cultivating extensive webs of friendship outside of their circle of closely related kin. Yanomamo villagers in Venezuela rely on marital alliances, in addition to ties with close genetic kin, to build up coalitions that are sufficiently large to win in community-wide brawls. These examples are admittedly limited to contemporary human groups, but they also represent common forms of exchange—food sharing, labor exchange, and coalition support—that would likely have been important throughout human evolution.20 The fact that friends are so reliably cultivated and recruited to engage in these kinds of exchange suggests that friendship plays an important role beyond genetic kinship in solving these problems of everyday life.

The question “Why humans?” also draws attention to the physiological mechanisms in humans that support the cultivation and maintenance of this low-monitoring, need-based form of mutual aid. How are the brain systems and neurotransmitters involved in other kinds of relationships, such as those among romantic partners or human parents and their offspring, recruited to promote the unconditional aid and long-term bonding observed among friends? What role do the neuropeptides involved in mammalian bonding, such as oxytocin and vasopressin, play in the development of friendship? And how do these systems operate differently in humans than in other animals? In terms of development, what physiological and psychological mechanisms mediate the unfolding of friendship, such as the often long courtship that leads from acquaintanceship to unconditional support, the increased forgiveness among friends that can preserve a relationship from premature death, and the transformation of thought from calculated help to knee-jerk altruism? Many of these questions do not have definitive answers yet, but I will do my best to review the growing body of research on physiological and psychological systems that likely underwrite the human capacity to make and keep friends.

THE BOOK

The general outline provided so far raises a number of questions that I will discuss in more detail in the chapters to follow. To what degree does something like friendship recur across human cultures, and are there core features that define friendship in these diverse settings? How does friendship differ from other kinds of relationships, such as those based on biological kinship or sexual attachment? How do people come to view others as friends, and what defenses do they use to avoid incorrectly assuming that someone has their well-being at heart? How do friends successfully regulate helping behaviors in uncertain environments? When does such regulation fail? And how is the regulation of friendships sensitive to the local cultural and social milieu? In this book, I bring together current work from a number of fields—including anthropology, psychology, sociology, and economics—to answer these questions. Figure 1 outlines these questions by chapter.

Chapter 1 asks, What is friendship? This question has been a source of debate from Plato to the present day. To tackle it, I start by reviewing the work of social psychologists and economists who have used surveys, experiments, and behavioral observation to understand the internal workings of friendships. I present evidence that friends do not help one another based on a careful balance of accounts or a concern about future payoffs. Moreover, I outline the key psychological and social processes—including feelings of closeness, love, and trust, as well as ways of communicating these feelings—involved in the everyday working of friendship. While this provides a solid starting point, most studies that permit such a fine-grained understanding of feelings, behavior, and communication among friends are concentrated in a narrow range of societies (i.e., the U.S. and other industrialized nations), making it difficult to extend these findings to understand what friendship might be like for the vast majority of humans living today and those who have lived in the past.

To remedy this narrow focus, chapter 2 turns to non-Western and small-scale societies to systematically examine friendship’s place in human life. Specifically, is friendship a way of relating that arises across a wide array of human groups? Or is it particular to certain places and times? To answer these questions, chapter 2 explores relationships similar to friendship in societies ranging from small groups of hunter-gatherers to the densely populated cities of modern nation-states. This approach permits a view of the unity and diversity in the ways that humans cultivate and maintain friendships. It also leads to a core definition of friendship as a relationship involving support in times of need that is regulated by mutual affection between friends.

In chapters 3 and 4 I compare friendship with two other kinds of relationships: biological kinship and sexual attachment. Chapter 3 focuses on the similarities and differences between friends and close kin, weighing current theories about whether our feelings and behaviors toward friends simply extend psychological systems for kinship or rather reflect distinct psychological processes. Chapter 4 briefly deals with the relationship between friendship and the kinds of motivations, feelings, and behaviors involved in sexual attachment. Specifically, it differentiates among three systems involved in sexual attachment—sexual behavior, romantic obsession, and long-term attachment—and examines the relationship of these systems to friendship.
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FIGURE 1. Outline of the book, with relevant questions

The capacity for friendship does not emerge instantly at birth, and an important part of childhood in many societies is learning how to be a friend. Chapter 5 reviews current research on how children’s thinking about friendship changes in adolescence, from simple “liking” to abstract conceptualizations of trust, loyalty, and betrayal. Moreover, it examines how this general developmental trend is colored by particular factors, such as culture, personal predispositions, and gender.

Chapter 6 focuses on how friendships develop over time, as partners test one another’s commitment and intentions, defend against false friends, and maintain a relationship in spite of occasional violations. It examines how friends send honest signals of empathy and goodwill through such behaviors as sharing secrets, disregarding the balance of exchange, and giving small gifts. It also reviews how such signals can be manipulated so as to exploit an individual’s goodwill and how people defend themselves against such machinations.

Despite a common underlying structure to friendship in most human societies, cultural, social, and ecological conditions also influence friendships. Chapter 7 outlines key ways that friendship differs across societies, in terms of the relative importance of emotional and material support, the degree to which people help friends over other obligations and loyalties, and the kinds of help that friends provide. The chapter also reviews and critiques theories commonly proposed to account for cultural and ecological differences in friendship, such as the influence of resource uncertainty, geographic mobility, and changes in communication technology.

In chapter 8, I examine in more detail why the unconditional, need-based support among close friends can make economic and evolutionary sense. I formalize the argument proposed in this book, that friendship provides a way to regulate exchange and reduce the possibility of cheating, but also to avoid prematurely destroying a beneficial relationship in highly uncertain environments. Specifically, people who cultivate friendships by starting small and gradually raising the stakes ultimately create a mutually beneficial context where the best strategy for both friends is not to focus on past behaviors or to deliberate about future interactions, but rather to determine whether someone is a friend.

A SHORT NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

This book draws from work spanning a wide range of disciplines, including anthropology, economics, sociology, psychology, and biology. Each discipline has a preferred set of methods for exploring the world and testing claims about it, and so this book necessarily synthesizes a diverse set of methods, including ethnographic descriptions, behavioral experiments, hypothetical decision scenarios, self-report and observational data, longitudinal and cross-sectional designs, cross-cultural and cross-national comparisons, meta-analyses, and case studies. Each method has its own strengths and weaknesses and provides unique insights into the psychological and behavioral workings of friendship. To provide a background to these approaches, the book contains eight methods boxes, each of which describes a commonly used research method and what that method can and cannot tell us about friendship.


BOX 2   Cohen’s D-statistic and Criteria for Reporting Studies

When describing the results of studies, I will generally use Cohen’s d-statistic. The d-statistic captures the difference between two groups but also adjusts this for how different people are within groups. For example, a d-statistic of 0 means that the average values of two groups are identical, while a d-statistic of 2.0 indicates a very large difference between the groups. The bell curves in figure 2 show how much the distribution of heights between two groups (e.g., men and women) would overlap for a given d-statistic. For a d-statistic of 0.20, there is almost complete overlap, while the distributions are quite distinct when d increases to 2.0.
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FIGURE 2. The overlap of two distributions given a particular d-statistic

If the d-statistic for sex differences in height were 2.0, then if we pulled a man and a woman off the street, the man would be taller than the woman 93 percent of the time. Therefore, sex tells us a great deal about who will be taller. If the d-statistic were zero, on the other hand, then the odds of predicting who was taller would be fifty-fifty-no better than chance. Any cutoff is necessarily arbitrary, but as a crude attempt to separate the wheat from the chaff, I focus on those results where the d-statistic is at a minimum 0.50. If this were the value for sex differences in height, then a man would be taller than a woman 64 percent of the time.

To calculate the d-statistic for two groups, one subtracts the first group mean from the second and then divides this difference by the pooled standard deviations for the two groups. When such data is not provided in an article, it is possible to estimate the d-statistic from other available information (Rosnow, Rosenthal, and Rubin 2000). Moreover, given a Pearson’s correlation (r) for continuous data, there is also a straightforward way to calculate an equivalent d-statistic. Thus, the d-statistic provides one common metric for comparing the effect sizes reported in different studies.



One important methodological challenge that arises when synthesizing so many studies is how to compare the relative importance of each study’s claims. Social scientists frequently publish results that meet a criterion of “statistical significance,” such as the claim that women share more personal details with their friends than do men or the assertion that partners who feel closer to each other are more likely to help each other in times of need. What such claims usually mean is that the difference between two groups (e.g., men and women) or the association between two variables (e.g., height and age) is probably not zero. They do not tell us how big such differences or associations are or to what degree they really matter. Indeed, even the most minute difference between two groups will become statistically significant when there is a sufficient number of observations in one’s dataset. Therefore, statistical significance alone tells us very little about the practical importance of the difference. It is necessary but not sufficient. Of greater value for the purposes of this book is knowing how different two groups are or how much one variable can predict another. Therefore, in this book I focus attention on those published results that show moderate to large differences or associations, as described in box 2.

THE CHALLENGE OF DEFINING FRIENDSHIP

To identify friendship in the real world, and, more important, across different cultures, it will be necessary to examine how we might measure such abstract concepts as closeness, love, and trust, and how we might determine if friends are helping regardless of past behavior or future consequences. Moreover, we would hope that such a definition would be meaningful whether we applied it to humans living in the highlands of Papua New Guinea or the plains of Central Asia. In the next chapter, I tackle this issue by defining these concepts in more detail, thus providing a framework for understanding and comparing friendships as they exist in diverse cultural settings.




Friendship: Development, Ecology, and Evolution of a Relationship







1    An Outline of Friendship


Den neie.

I should like to eat your intestines.



In the highlands of Papua New Guinea, a Wandeki man shouts this phrase as an old friend comes to visit. At first glance, the expression is startling, invoking gory images of cannibalism. Even in islands not far from New Guinea, the promise of eating someone’s body parts is a sign of anger and aggression. However, in the presence of a Wandeki friend, the phrase means something quite the opposite—unbridled affection and happiness at seeing a companion after a long separation. The greeting continues as the two men wrap their arms around each other and the visitor responds in kind, “A! Ene den neie!”—“Yes, I too should like to eat your intestines.”1

From the perspective of a European or American, the appropriate behaviors among friends in other cultures may appear bizarre and indeed unfriendly. Consider, for example, the obligation among Dogon farmers of Mali not only to attend a close friend’s funeral, but also to dress in rags, overturn jars of millet porridge, and insult the generosity of the family. Among Bozo fishermen in the same region, friends demonstrate their love by making lewd comments about the genitals of one another’s parents.2 Given these diverse and frequently counterintuitive behaviors between friends, how can we hope to define the relationship? As the Wandeki example suggests, focusing exclusively on overt behavior is not enough. The intentions, feelings, and thoughts behind those behaviors also matter in differentiating a hostile act from a gesture of friendship.

Accordingly, I examine friendship as an integrated social and psychological system defined not only by behaviors, but also by underlying feelings and motivations. Figure 3 illustrates this multidimensional view of friendship. Behaviors between friends are the most visible parts of the system—both to participants in a relationship and to researchers who attempt to observe it. In the course of daily life, behaviors such as gift giving and kind acts and words are about the only observables for grasping the workings of friendship. Below this visible surface of behavior, psychological processes, such as perceptions, feelings, and motivations, play a role in steering actions among friends. For the last half-century, psychologists have tried to get a handle on this submerged system through individual self-reports and behavioral experiments. Deeper still are physiological mechanisms, including the activity of neurons, neurotransmitters, and hormones. Researchers have only recently begun to investigate activity at this physiological level by measuring the concentration of specific chemicals in the body and taking pictures of blood flow in the brain. Although each of these analytical levels is equally important, the relative weight I give to each of them is also a function of how much time and effort researchers have devoted to their study. Therefore, the fact that there are so few observations about the physiological underpinnings of friendship says more about the relatively short time period in which they have been studied than about their relative importance in the functioning of friendship.

The chapter is organized into three sections that focus on key aspects of the friendship system, as shown in figure 3. The first section focuses on behavior and describes how two important activities among self-described close friends—helping and sharing—are not observed to the same extent among strangers and acquaintances. Moreover, it describes why three standard explanations for friends’ increased generosity—a norm of reciprocity, an urge to balance accounts, and a concern about the shadow of the future—do not fit empirical findings from observation and experiment. The second section focuses on psychological constructs commonly used to describe feelings among friends—including closeness, love, and trust—and how these relate to behavior. The last section brings the discussion full circle by examining how people display and communicate these internal psychological states through behavior, and why the mutual communication and recognition of these feelings and intentions is an important part of maintaining a friendship.

A caveat is due here. Comparing claims about why friends help one another often requires carefully controlled experiments that can parse the precise relationships between variables such as subjective closeness and helping (see box 3). Therefore, I devote considerable time to describing such experiments. However, while such experiments serve an important purpose in the scientific process, they also come with limitations. First, the more tightly controlled an experiment, the more artificial and oversimplified it becomes, raising questions about how much it can tell us about behavior in the real world. This is a necessary evil of experimental research, and one to consider when interpreting its results. Second, researchers have traditionally found it easier to conduct such experiments in the United States and Europe (and most frequently on college campuses). Therefore, there is a substantial Western (and collegiate) bias in this chapter. I will attempt to remedy this in chapter 2 by looking to descriptions of friendship, like that of the Wandeki men, found in a wider range of world cultures.
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FIGURE 3. Behavioral, psychological, and physiological constructs involved in interactions among friends. One friend’s behavior influences another’s feelings, thoughts, and physiological processes, which in turn influence behavior.

HELPING AND SHARING AMONG FRIENDS, AND WHY THREE COMMON MECHANISMS CAN’T EXPLAIN THEM

Among Trobriand sea voyagers off the coast of Papua New Guinea, friends who trade with one another also provide support and lodging for one another when one of them is traveling. Among Baka Pygmy foragers and their farming neighbors in Central Africa, close friends (or loti) openly share and exchange material and social goods; male friends may even exchange wives. And in U.S. high schools, friends stand up for one another against verbal backstabbing, they keep important secrets, and they help talk one another through problems and conflicts.3 These examples illustrate a recurring expectation about friendship in its diverse manifestations around the world. Whether one asks a Wandeki gardener in Papua New Guinea or a Turkana cattle herder in East Africa, the reply will be the same: Close friends should share what they have and help one another in times of need.


BOX 3   Behavioral Experiments

Asking people how they should or would behave toward friends is an important first step in finding out what to expect of actual behavior. Due to the way that ethnographies are often written, such normative statements may be the closest we can get to understanding how friends actually act toward one another in a diverse range of societies. However, such normative statements also raise the question, do people really behave thus? Or are they simply deluding themselves?

Behavioral experiments provide one way of examining how people really act when confronted with a particular situation, and they have one major advantage over direct observation of behavior in natural settings. By permitting careful control of the social situation, such experiments can tease apart variables, such as the effects of the shadow of the future and a norm of reciprocity, by precisely defining the situation. For example, they can answer questions such as “How would someone behave if the shadow of the future vanished?” In this chapter, behavioral experiments are crucial for showing how friends do not help for the same reasons that strangers or acquaintances do.

Despite their usefulness, behavioral experiments also have several downsides. First, to facilitate control of the situation, they have often been conducted in a limited range of settings, most notably universities in the United States and Europe. Although this is changing (Henrich et al. 2006), the results I present in this chapter are exclusively from the United States. Second, the highly controlled nature of such experiments raises questions about the degree to which respondents actually behave as they would in the real world. For example, a recent study by anthropologists Michael Gurven and Jeffrey Winking among Tsimane gardeners in Bolivia suggests that how people share in experiments may stray quite dramatically from how much they share food and contribute to village feasts in the real world (Gurven and Winking 2008). Therefore, while behavioral experiments are useful for teasing apart how people behave in highly controlled situations, more work is necessary to understand how such behavior reflects the ways that people respond to situations in real-life settings.



Despite the ubiquity of an ideal of mutual sharing and support among friends, little quantitative data exists in cross-cultural settings to determine whether this ideal reflects real acts. In the U.S., at least, carefully designed experiments comparing self-described friends with acquaintances and strangers have confirmed that these norms and expectations are consistent with actual behaviors. For example, when given the opportunity to share money or food in a laboratory setting, people are more willing to share with friends. And when asked to play a game in which partners can acquire more money by shirking than by cooperating, friends are more likely to cooperate.4 Indeed, in many studies of support reported in everyday life, people help close friends at levels comparable to immediate kin (chapter 3).

Most economic and evolutionary analyses have proposed three mechanisms to explain such behaviors among non-kin friends: a norm of reciprocity, an urge to balance favors, and a concern about the shadow of the future.5

From an evolutionary or economic perspective, each of these three mechanisms is a way to ensure that an investment in helping will not be lost. The first two mechanisms deal with monitoring past behaviors, keeping accounts and withholding help from those who hold a deficit. The third relies on estimating how one’s actions might influence a friend’s behavior in the future. These mechanisms successfully explain much of the helping and sharing observed among strangers and acquaintances in experimental settings, an observation that has led researchers to assume that the same mechanisms are at work among self-described close friends. However, a growing body of literature in social psychology, sociology, and economics indicates that this is not the case. In the next few sections, I outline these different accounts and then describe the experimental evidence showing why they haven’t been able to explain increased sharing and helping among friends.

The Norm of Reciprocity

People often try to reciprocate the good deeds (and misdeeds) of others. In the early twentieth century, French sociologist Marcel Mauss postulated that a norm of reciprocity underlay this tendency to return favors, and that it was a basic principle of gift giving in many of the world’s cultures. In the 1960s, American sociologist Alvin Gouldner extended Mauss’s argument by postulating that the norm of reciprocity was a human universal. According to this norm, people expect their favors to be reciprocated, and if a partner violates these expectations, then people react with fewer and smaller favors. Moreover, people have an urge to reciprocate kind acts. Verified in numerous experiments with strangers and acquaintances, the norm of reciprocity forms the basis of marketing techniques in which gifts, whether T-shirts, address labels, or Hare Krishna religious materials, are given to potential clients to encourage purchases or donations.6 A tendency to reciprocate past behaviors is also the underlying principle of tit-for-tat strategies in the prisoner’s dilemma game and is a common form of exchange in arm’s-length commercial trade.

Behaviors consistent with the norm of reciprocity have been observed in numerous experimental and naturalistic settings. However, most of these experiments have focused on strangers and acquaintances. When researchers have examined how friends reciprocate, they have found something very different; friends are less rather than more likely to follow the norm of reciprocity than are strangers or acquaintances.7 For example, in the 1990s investigators set up an experiment to see how giving a gift to a partner—either a stranger or a friend—influenced that partner’s willingness to help later on. In the experiment’s gift treatment, one student gave another student a can of soda before asking the student to buy some lottery tickets ($1 each). In the control treatment, no soda was offered before the request to buy lottery tickets. When the experiment was conducted among strangers, the students who received sodas bought nearly twice as many $1 lottery tickets from their benefactor (mean = 1.31 compared to 0.69, d = 1.03). This fits nicely with the argument that strangers follow a norm of reciprocity. However, among friends the findings were very different. The gift of a soda had no effect on the number of tickets a friend bought. Indeed, friends uniformly bought more tickets from one another, and when friends were given a soda, they agreed to buy slightly fewer tickets (2.63 compared to 2.94, d = -0.19).8 This lack of short-term reciprocity among friends has been confirmed in a number of experiments, including those examining how young children share precious items such as candy, toys, and crayons and how members of non-Western societies behave in “trust games” (box 4) (five experiments, average d-statistic = 0.77; see appendix C).9

These experimental results fit an ideal expressed in many places around the world that friends should eschew a norm of reciprocity, focusing rather on a friend’s need. Chuuk islanders in the Pacific Ocean state that friends should not expect their favors to be returned. The main expectation among Tzeltal maize farmers in Mexico or Shluh barley farmers in Morocco is that any kind of repayment among friends is deferred. And Arapesh gardeners in Papua New Guinea regard strict accounting among friends with distaste.10 Although a hard-nosed behavioralist may discount such expectations as mere ideals that poorly match behaviors, the previous experiments confirm that such ideals indeed reflect how friends behave toward one another (at least in tightly controlled experimental settings).


BOX 4   Reciprocity and Formal Friendship among the Maasai

One study among Maasai herders in eastern Africa nicely demonstrates how friend-like relationships can attenuate a norm of reciprocity. Among Maasai herders, osotua (literally, umbilical cord) refers to a friend-like relationship based on feelings of mutual respect and responsibility. Requests for help among osotua should be based on genuine need, and gifts among osotua do not create debts or obligations. Indeed, Maasai consider it inappropriate to use words like debt (sile) and pay (alak) when discussing osotua. In short, osotua exchange is based on a norm of need rather than a norm of reciprocity.

Lee Cronk, an anthropologist who has worked with Maasai herders for more than twenty years, wanted to see if framing an exchange in terms of osotua might make Maasai less likely to follow a norm of reciprocity. He asked pairs of individuals to play what is called the investment game. Both players were given an endowment of 100 Kenyan shillings, and one player, the investor, was given the opportunity to send any amount of his endowment to the second player, the trustee. The trustee received three times what was sent (in addition to his endowment). So, if the investor sent 50 shillings, the trustee received 150 shillings to add to his original 100 shillings. Finally, the trustee could keep all of the surplus, or he could send back any amount to the investor. The sequence of moves that would make the largest, most equitable payoff for both parties would be for the investor to send all 100 shillings. This would give the trustee a total of 400 shillings (300 + 100 endowment). To be equal, he would then return 200 shillings to the investor. In the best of all possible worlds, each player could double his original endowment, but this would require following a norm of reciprocity.

Cronk framed the game in two ways. For some participants, he simply described the game. For others he referred to it with a Maasai word, calling it the osotua game. When individuals played the regular, unframed game, trustees who received more also returned more (d = 0.62). They appeared to follow a norm of reciprocity. However, when playing the “osotua game,” trustees were less sensitive to how much the investor sent their way (d = 0.37). Interestingly, a later study among U.S. college students who simply had read about osotua showed similar results (non-osotua game d = 0.75 vs. osotua game d = 0.29). In short, simply framing a game as the osotua game made partners behave less reciprocally (Cronk 2007; Cronk and Wasielewski 2008).



The Urge to Balance Favors

An urge to balance favors is like a norm of reciprocity but involves maintaining a balance of favors over the long term rather than responding to particular past deeds. According to one influential theory of relationships, equity theory, a partner in a relationship should be happiest when his or her inputs and outputs (however measured) balance those of the other partner. This theory predicts that people will act in ways that maintain equity in their relationship—by helping more when they have received an excess of help and helping less when the balance is perceived to be tipped in the other partner’s favor.11

Like findings regarding the norm of reciprocity, however, several lines of evidence indicate that friends are actually less concerned about balance than are acquaintances and strangers. In ethnographic groups around the world, friends are expected to ignore the balance of accounts. Koryak reindeer herders in Siberia state that friends should not keep score. Thai farmers should not reckon help given by friends in their fields or at home. And Guarani maize farmers of southern Brazil should not weigh or balance their friends’ help with clearing, tilling, or harvesting.12

These expectations are corroborated by several experiments and survey studies that have examined how individuals focus on the relative balance of inputs and outputs in their relationships. For example, in one experiment with college students, researchers compared how friends (and strangers) paid attention to the input of their partner during a cooperative task. Researchers separated a pair of friends (or strangers) into two rooms to take turns on a fifteen-minute exercise—searching a matrix of numbers for particular sequences. While one partner sifted through rows of numbers, the other waited in another room. A red light in the waiting room lit up every time the worker completed ten sequences, indicating how much he or she had contributed to the task. And behind a double-sided mirror, an experimenter recorded the number of times the waiting partner looked up to check the red light. Strangers glanced at the light much more than did friends, an observation that the researchers interpreted as a greater concern about a partner’s inputs to the task. Interestingly, when the researchers changed the experiment so that the red light indicated that the worker was in need, friends glanced at the light much more than did strangers.13

Another experiment suggests that friends also care less about equality when splitting payoffs and more about their total group payoff. In this study, researchers asked ten-to twelve-year-old boys to choose between splitting a low group payoff (50 cents) equally or a high group payoff (90 cents) unequally. In this study, friends were more likely to agree on the higher, unequal payoff than were strangers (d = 0.53). In short, friends cared more about their total outcome as a pair rather than about maintaining equity.14

These studies indicate that friends are less concerned than acquaintances about short-term balance in their relationship or the inputs of their partner. A disregard for balance is also confirmed by studies of longer-term exchange among friends. When people are asked to rate or quantify the inputs and outputs in their close friendships, partners in balanced friendships are somewhat more satisfied with the relationship than those in unbalanced friendships (seven studies, average d = 0.44). However, this pales in comparison to the negative effect of imbalance in non-close relationships (d = 1.34). Underbenefited friends are no more angry about their situation than are overbenefited friends (two studies, average d = 0.03), and they are no less satisfied with their friendship (six studies, average d = -0.10). Moreover, inequity in either direction poorly predicts the probability of ending a friendship (d is less than 0.10).15

One weakness of such studies is a reliance on individuals’ subjective assessments of how much they put into a relationship and how much they take out of it. Such assessments are prone to many kinds of error, both systematic and random, and so the lack of observed association may simply indicate poor measurement. Nonetheless, the findings from these experiments and observational studies present little evidence for the assertion that friends are more generous because they are concerned about balancing accounts between one another. Indeed, the limited evidence available indicates that if anything, friends care less about inequality than do strangers and acquaintances.

The Shadow of the Future

The shadow of the future is a metaphor for the influence that possible consequences of our behavior can have on how we choose to act today. A concern about future consequences guides many of the decisions we make in daily life—to save money, to be nice to our boss, or to forgo a drink at a workday lunch. It can also influence our decisions to help others. Specifically, the possibility of future interactions casts a shadow over present decisions as we estimate how our actions will influence our partners’ reactions down the road. Numerous behavioral experiments have shown that increasing the likelihood of future interactions with a stranger or acquaintance also increases one’s willingness to help and to cooperate. Conversely, making such behaviors anonymous, thus eliminating the possibility for future interactions and removing the shadow of the future, decreases the likelihood of sharing, helping, or cooperating.16 The shadow of the future seems a plausible explanation for the increased levels of sharing and helping among friends, since friends expect to be together over a longer time horizon than do acquaintances or strangers. According to this view, one friend helps another because he expects that his actions will influence the other’s behavior toward himself in the future.

Only recently have researchers designed experiments that can determine to what degree helping among friends depends on the perceived consequences of their actions for the friendship. An important part of such experiments is to ensure that the potential helper believes that the recipient will never know from whom the kind act came. With anonymity, a donor’s decision to give should not depend on how the gift might affect a partner’s future behavior toward the donor. In other words, the bright light of anonymity floods out any shadow that the future might cast on people’s present decisions.

In one recent experiment that examined the effects of removing the shadow of the future, researchers made use of the popular networking site Facebook as one way to assure anonymity. Through the Facebook website, researchers asked Harvard College students to identify up to ten of their best friends, and the researchers counted only those friendships that were reciprocated. Some students were designated as “decision makers,” and over the course of several days the researchers asked them to make several decisions about sharing with or helping particular partners (with real money provided by the experimenters).17

In some of the scenarios, the decision maker was asked to make a decision about sharing with someone whom they only knew distantly as a friend of-a-friend-of-a-friend-of-a-friend. In other cases, it was a close friend who would be informed about the donor’s identity (the non-anonymous condition). In other cases, it was a close friend who would not find out about the donor’s identity (the anonymous condition).
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FIGURE 4. Increased sharing and helping toward close friends and acquaintances with anonymous interaction, from Leider et al. 2009. The sharing game involved a threefold increase in money when shared. Error bars are standard errors.

After studying thousands of decisions, the researchers found that students passed at least 50 percent more of their surplus to close friends than they did to distant acquaintances, even when the recipients would not discover their identities. Therefore, people gave much more to close friends than to acquaintances, even when their actions were completely anonymous. These findings suggest that much of the greater generosity among friends is not due to the so-called shadow of the future.18 Of course, the shadow of the future had some relevance, and transfers to friends increased another 24 percent relative to strangers when the recipient would find out the decision maker’s identity. However, the stronger result is that most of the greater sharing among friends could not be explained by any signaling between friends or by concerns about the consequences of the decision makers’ actions on their friends’ future behavior.19


BOX 5   Fear, Shame, and Reputation in Decisions to Help Friends

Close friends often help each other and share with little concern for past behaviors or future consequences. However, in any specific appeal for help, a wide range of emotions and concerns can creep in. For example, public rituals to consecrate a friendship often inject another emotion—fear of sanctions, either divine or social—into the decision-making process. Another concern is reputation. Yïluñta is the name Amharic speakers in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, use to refer to a set of unspoken rules and expectations for fulfilling financial, material, and social obligations to friends and neighbors (and sometimes family). Yïluñta also refers to emotions, such as shame, felt when one’s reputation is on the line. A person who faces a choice between appeasing a friend’s request—for a loan or to spend time together when one is busy—and letting her down will be “caught” by yïluñta and will think, “Ara! What if someone saw me? What if someone said something?” By refusing a friend’s request, people feel they risk losing that friend, and in turn risk jeopardizing their reputation, not to mention bringing some measure of shame to their whole family.

Urban residents of Addis Ababa say that yïluñta has both a good and bad side. It keeps people in line with social expectations, but it also involves a tinge of self-interest (as opposed to selfless generosity). Commentators say yïluñta is potentially bad because it makes some already materially impoverished people go out of their way to meet social obligations, sometimes to the point of unhealthy self-sacrifice, particularly when it comes to sharing food. Such ambivalence is an integral part of understanding friendship in Addis Ababa. Consider the following quotes from two women in Addis Ababa, who jokingly attempt to describe their culture by comparing it to the culture of Western foreigners: “We [Ethiopians] care for each other and love each other, not like you [foreigners]” and “You have become like [Ethiopian people]—forgetting your best friends!” The ambivalence revealed by these statements may be due to social life in a busy, crowded city, which makes it more difficult for people to fulfill all friends’ requests for help and easier to shirk social obligations without disastrous outcomes for their reputation.

Yïluñta is a reminder that friends, even close friends, sometimes worry about the future consequences of their behavior toward one another—specifically what others will think about them. It also raises a number of interesting questions. Do qualities of a friendship, such as closeness, love, or trust, influence the degree to which yïluñta affects decisions to help friends? Fine-grained experiments in the United States show that close friends are less sensitive to the shadow of the future than are strangers, but does this extend to people living in other places and times? Cross-cultural research that combines deep ethnographic understanding with fine-grained observational and experimental studies will be necessary to answer these questions. (Text by Kenneth Maes, reproduced with permission.)



In the experimental and observational studies described previously, researchers have found that much of the giving, helping, and sharing among friends cannot be explained in terms of three commonly proposed mechanisms for regulating exchange in evolutionary and economic frameworks: the norm of reciprocity, the urge to balance favors, and the shadow of the future. What, then, is motivating the increased helping and sharing among friends? Without evidence for the importance of past behaviors or future consequences on present behavior, the most parsimonious explanation is that friends are intrinsically motivated to share and help when the opportunity arises. Of course, this fits with how the members of many cultures explain the motivations that drive helping among friends. Ovimbundu farmers in Angola claim that they assist friends purely from motives of friendship, Iroquois farmers in the northeast U.S. report helping friends out of feelings of affection, and Greek herders state that the help of friends ideally derives from sentiments of friendship.20 The experimental evidence described previously suggests that these claims are more than just ideals. Friends appear to disregard many of the signs that strangers and acquaintances cling to when making decisions to help one another (but see box 5).

Friends’ relative insensitivity to past behaviors and future payoffs fits experimental and observational data. But it is puzzling from an evolutionary perspective that emphasizes survival of the fittest. In short, this insensitivity would make individuals vulnerable to exploitation at the hands of false friends. Before trying to resolve this puzzle, it will be necessary to understand the kinds of feelings and motivations that might underlie such unconditional behavior in more detail.

HOW WE THINK AND FEEL ABOUT FRIENDS

The words that people use in describing their feelings toward friends (e.g., warmth, closeness, love, liking, trust, and commitment) carry diffuse and imprecise meanings that can seem hopelessly unmeasurable from a scientific perspective. How does one quantify love, or compare levels of closeness or commitment? Research in the last three decades has focused on this challenge, attempting to clarify how these diffuse words reflect psychological and physiological processes underlying behavior among friends. Here I will focus on three words that people often use to express these feelings—closeness, love, and trust—and explore how the feelings they describe are linked to behavior.

Closeness

In the U.S., people often differentiate among friends based on an idiom of proximity, or closeness. Although someone may have many friends, he or she may consider only a handful to be close. Moreover, it is possible to extend this spatial metaphor in various ways, for example, by noting that one is “drifting apart” from a friend or that “we’re like two peas in a pod.” Other languages also use spatial proximity as a metaphor for the quality of friendships. In Russian, for example, one can call a close friend blizkij drug (close friend), in Nepali, najikai saathi (nearby friend), in Mongolian, dotnii naiz (inside friend), and in French, ami proche (close friend). In Korean, the closeness of the relationship between both friends and family members is captured by the word cheong, which refers to the melding of individual identities into a new collective unit and incorporates elements of unconditional acceptance, trust, and intimacy.21

Poets, writers, and philosophers have frequently used the concepts of spatial proximity, expanding, mingling, and overlap in attempts to define friendship. Consider the following by Edith Wharton: “There is one friend in the life of each of us who seems not a separate person, however dear and beloved, but an expansion, an interpretation, of one’s self, the very meaning of one’s soul.”22 Or this quotation by Michel de Montaigne: “In the friendship which I am talking about, souls are mingled and confounded in so universal a blending that they efface the seam that joins them together so that it cannot be found.”23

Some cognitive scientists argue that such concrete metaphors are a way to make sense of otherwise indescribable concepts and feelings, in this case perceptions of oneness and merging, in relatively concrete terms.24 Researchers have also used these concrete metaphors to quantify and compare such feelings in a number of ways. For example, some researchers have simply asked people to rate how close they feel to a partner or to what extent they would use “we” rather than “I” to describe the merging in their relationship. One of the most successful techniques has not involved words at all. Rather, it asks participants to select from a set of increasingly overlapping circles labeled “self” and “other” the pair of circles that best describes their closeness with a partner (figure 5). These different approaches to measuring closeness and togetherness provide surprisingly similar answers, suggesting that they are tapping into a coherent set of feelings that an individual can have toward another.25
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FIGURE 5. Inclusion of other in self scale, from A. Aron, E. N. Aron, and D. Smollan, “Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale and the Structure of Interpersonal Closeness,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 63, no. 4 (1992): 596-612. Copyright © 1992 by The American Psychological Association. Reproduced with permission.

The simple measure for perceived closeness based on interlocking circles has surprisingly strong correlations with both feelings and behaviors associated with friendship. For example, manipulating the closeness felt between strangers can influence how much time one person would devote to helping another, in one experiment increasing that time by 45 percent (two experiments, average d = 0.80).26 While strangers generally take greater credit for successes on joint tasks and accept less responsibility for failures (three experiments, average d = 0.74), this is not true for partners who feel close to one another (average d = 0.10).27 And people who feel closer to a partner express a greater willingness to help (six experiments, average d = 1.17) and to sacrifice for a partner’s gain (three experiments, average d = 4.07).28

These findings have led some researchers to propose that becoming close to someone involves the inclusion of other in self, a mental process by which we treat another’s resources and identities as our own.29 According to this view, we find helping a close friend rewarding because our brain perceives our actions, in some ways, as helping ourselves. We feel distress at losing close partners just as we would feel about losing other aspects of our identity, such as a talent or a prized possession. The closer we are with others, the more our moods depend on their successes and failures.30 We are even more likely to confuse ourselves with close partners when recalling past events and making judgments about ourselves.

To assess the degree to which people confuse actions they have taken for themselves with actions taken toward close friends, a team of psychologists designed an ingenious experiment involving the recall of past rating decisions. They asked students to rate themselves on a number of personality traits, such as serious, kind, and happy. Then, using completely different sets of traits, the students also rated their best friend, closest parent, and a familiar media personality. After these ratings were complete, students were then asked to recall which person they had rated for each trait. When students were asked about traits for which they had originally rated themselves, they were much more likely to mistakenly list these as traits for which they had rated their best friend—compared to mistakenly recalling a celebrity (d = 2.17) and even their parent (d = 1.66).31 Therefore, even in a task as a simple as remembering who one rated on a personality test, people can confuse themselves with close friends.

A number of scholars argue that this psychological merging of close friends with self can be traced to brain organization, as the neural structures dealing with close others share elements with neural structures for the self.32 To assess this claim, two studies recently replicated the trait-recall experiment while a magnetic resonance imager (MRI) scanned the blood flow in people’s brains. In both studies, when people made judgments about a close friend, blood flow increased in the lower (i.e., ventral) part of the medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC), a brain region a few inches back from the middle of one’s brow. Notably, this is also a region that is activated when people must make judgments about themselves and when they experience positive emotions. On the other hand, when people made judgments about non-close others, a distinct region lying directly above the ventral MPFC showed activity. Coincidentally, this region also activates in response to negative emotions.33

Another study that examined how people’s brains react to their friends’ names also suggests that confusion of other with self occurs at the level of neural activity. In the study, sixteen women heard their own name, the name of a close other (best friend or sister), and common names that did not refer to someone whom they knew. Using an MRI, researchers took pictures of the blood flow in each woman’s brain under each of these conditions. They then assessed the overall similarity of the brain images when hearing one’s own name and the name of a close other (adjusting for the effect of simply hearing a common name). This admittedly coarse-grained measure of similarity in brain activity was highly correlated with the degree to which women described their relationship with the friend or sister as close (d = 2.20).34

While pointing in exciting directions, these studies are also preliminary and correlative, and further work will be necessary to examine how feelings of closeness actually reflect physiological processes and how they motivate behavior toward friends. At the same time, as some of the first studies examining the physiological correlates of feelings involved in friendship—in this case closeness—these results are particularly exciting. They suggest, for example, that specific brain networks involved in thinking about oneself may also play a role in thinking about close friends (but not non-close others). And friend-and self-related stimuli (i.e., names) may generate similar activations in the brain. Hopefully, future work will refine these results and provide a clearer understanding of the neural mechanisms underlying the subjective concept of closeness.
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FIGURE 6. “I can’t remember which one of us is me.” © The New Yorker Collection 2001 Robert Weber from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

Poets have idealized the mutual concern and psychological merging among friends as oneness, but such merging of self with others is rarely complete. Particularly in situations in which there is explicit competition between close individuals, people will often have a first preference for their own interests. For example, several experiments over the last several decades have shown that, when two friends are completing a task they both see as important and there is explicit comparison between their performances, one is less happy when the friend does better. Indeed, such competition may lead one friend to sabotage another’s performance.35 Nonetheless, even the partial confusion of our own identity and interests with those of others is a fascinating phenomenon, and according to experimental and observational studies in the United States and Europe, one that influences behaviors, such as unconditional helping, in friendships and other close relationships. I will explore how closeness plays a role in helping in more detail in chapter 3.

Love

Closeness is a spatial metaphor used to make sense of feelings for a partner. Love does not rely on a metaphor; rather, it is a direct description of feelings that we can have toward others. As an attempt to locate these feelings and make them concrete, people often think of love as residing in a particular place in the body. For people in the United States, for example, the heart is the seat of love, while Trobriand islanders imagine love in the intestines, and members of some West African cultures feel it in the nose. In Nepal, people place love in something translated as the heart-mind (man), an organ that is not fixed within the body and can travel with thoughts, remembering, and longing (box 6).36

Vast bodies of literature, from the Bible to modern novels, have tried to disentangle the feelings and motivations associated with love. Consider the attempt by Ahdaf Soueif, an Arab novelist, to distinguish the ways that one can express love in Arabic. “‘Hubb’ is love, ‘ishq’ is love that entwines two people together, ‘shaghaf’ is love that nests in the chambers of the heart, ‘hayam’ is love that wanders the earth, ‘teeh’ is love in which you lose yourself, ‘walah’ is love that carries sorrow within it, ‘sababah’ is love that exudes from your pores, ‘hawa’ is love that shares its name with ‘air’ and with ‘falling,’ ‘gharm’ is love that is willing to pay the price.”37

Only in recent decades have scientists tackled the problem of defining the multifaceted feeling of love and developing testable theories about the psychological and biological processes involved in the experience and expression of this complex emotion.38 The most straightforward way to study love is to ask large numbers of people about their own feelings and motivations toward particular partners. By examining what kinds of statements co-occur more frequently (e.g., “I care about her” and “I like to help her”) than others (e.g., “I care about her” and “I hate not being around her”), researchers can then identify clusters of co-occurring statements that may reflect a single, unique dimension of feeling and motivation. Psychologists have productively used this approach to identify key dimensions along which people can feel love toward friends, family, and romantic partners.39 Common dimensions generally coincide with one or more of the following motivations:


	Benevolence. Wanting to improve a partner’s welfare and avoiding behaviors that may hurt a partner.


	Affiliation-positive. Wanting to be with a partner for the rewarding feelings of security, relaxation, and happiness felt in the partner’s presence.


	Affiliation-separation distress. Wanting to be with a partner to avoid feelings of discontent, anxiety, or even depression when away from that partner (mediated by fears of social exclusion).


	Sexual attraction. Wanting to have sex or intense physical contact with that partner.


	Poaching avoidance. Wanting to exclude potential competition for that partner (mediated by jealousy and anxiety).


	Wanting reciprocation. Wanting to have these feelings reciprocated by the partner.




Any or all of these motivations may surface in a specific relationship, and whether we define our partner as a lover, close friend, boyfriend, or girlfriend can depend on the exact mix of feelings and motivations that we have toward that partner. Many of these motivations also occur together in predictable ways.40 For example, passionate love in a romantic relationship may involve high levels of motivation in all of these dimensions (except possibly benevolence), while companionate love that emerges over time in a romantic relationship is characterized by higher levels of benevolence and lower levels of separation distress and, perhaps, sexual attraction.41 Meanwhile, partners in a close friendship may have high levels of benevolence, a drive to affiliate, and a desire for reciprocation but have no motivation to engage in sexual behavior. Interestingly, only the first and last of the motivational dimensions listed above requires that a person care about what a partner thinks or feels. Therefore, many love-related motivations can be quite selfish.

In recent years, researchers have looked to the physiology of humans and other animals to understand what biological processes might underlie human feelings of love and attachment. Most notably, a growing body of research has revealed how two structurally similar chemicals with common evolutionary origins, oxytocin and vasopressin, promote a behavioral correlate of love (i.e., social bonding) in a range of mammals. Oxytocin is best known for its role in a key maternal activity—producing milk for one’s infant. When an infant sucks on its mother’s nipple, a signal is sent by spinal nerves to the brain that spurs the release of oxytocin into the bloodstream. Within minutes, the chemical reaches the mammary glands and causes milk to be let down into a collecting chamber from where it can be sucked out by the infant. In short, oxytocin is a key messenger in the primary form of food sharing in mammals.


BOX 6   Love: A Universal Language?

While growing evidence indicates that many of the feelings associated with love arise in a wide range of human cultures (Fisher 2004; Jankowiak and Fischer 1992), there is also striking cultural variability in the appropriate expression of these feelings. For example, in the U.S. there is a relatively strict threshold for what behaviors signal sexual desire or behavior. Consider a letter between Victorian friends, “I hope for you so much, and feel so eager for you … that the expectation once more to see your face again, makes me feel hot and feverish.” To modern U.S. readers, the letter’s reference to hot and feverish feelings likely prime notions of sexual activity, when there is little evidence that it occurred (Coontz 2000, p. 66). This clash of interpretations is strikingly illustrated by the recent and cruel beating of a Somali high school student in Boston who was targeted for holding hands with her friends. For the assailants this was a sure sign of a taboo, a lesbian relationship (Latour 2000). This apparently low bar for identifying sexual relationships might explain the tendency to interpret a wide range of ritualized friendships in other societies as involving a sexual component when there is no evidence for this—and often evidence to the contrary (Brain 1976; Fehr 1996).

This low bar also influences how Americans describe their own friendships. A high school student might say “We’re just friends” to refer to a relationship, implying a lack of sexual attraction. Moreover, in the United States there is an aversion to using the term love for the feelings that one has toward a friend, focusing instead on the use of more weakly valenced words such as liking (Wilkins and Gareis 2006). Contrast this tendency in the United States with the case of Nzema men in southern Ghana who can “fall in love,” share their beds, and even marry but never have sex (Brain 1976, p. 55).

Thus, despite underlying similarities in the psychological processes involved in love, there is a great deal of cultural variability in what kinds of gestures and actions are appropriate or inappropriate for expressing particular kinds of love.



In addition to this key mammalian function, oxytocin also mediates other kinds of maternal behaviors and facilitates partner recognition in several mammalian species. The observed pattern of oxytocin receptors in particular brain regions among monogamous species suggests that the chemical also plays a role in making long-term mates psychologically pleasing, an effect mediated by the chemical dopamine. However, most of these studies have focused on a small range of non-human animals, particularly mouse-like rodents called voles, and it is important to resist the temptation to generalize these results directly to humans.42

Recently, a small body of work has begun to show where this analogy is consistent with the human case. Brain imaging studies have confirmed the direct involvement of oxytocin-and vasopressin-sensitive brain regions during perception of loved ones (i.e., between mother and child and romantic partners). As in other monogamous mammals, these regions are also part of dopamine-producing reward networks, confirming that loved ones really do bring us pleasure. And recently, a novel experiment with British club-goers suggested that the generalized feelings of love often reported by Ecstasy (MDMA) users may also be mediated by oxytocin. The researchers collected blood samples from the clubbers both before and after their evening out. They found that those clubbers who took Ecstasy had substantially increased plasma levels of both oxytocin and vasopressin. More work will need to be done to determine if the increase in oxytocin also correlates with the feelings of love and closeness often reported when using Ecstasy.43

Many of the effects observed in humans and other mammals are likely related to the way that oxytocin modulates neural circuitry underlying fear and affiliation in humans, essentially reducing activity of the amygdala and decoupling the amygdala from other brain regions so as to modulate fear responses.44 Moreover, its activity in reward centers indicates that oxytocin (and its chemical cousin vasopressin) also plays a role in the motivation to approach particular partners. Its action as a moderator of both social inhibition and approach may make oxytocin a particularly important chemical messenger in the cultivation and maintenance of social relationships. However, a number of questions remain in the human case. To what degree does oxytocin play a role in our experienced feelings of love? And how might the system extend beyond mating and kin relationships to mediate social behavior with friends and even strangers?

A great deal of research in the last four decades has focused on the many feelings and motivations associated with love, and recent physiological studies have examined the neural and biological correlates of love’s experience. However, unlike studies of closeness, very little is known about how such feelings or chemical pathways are tied to the helping and sharing observed among friends. Psychological scales attempting to measure friend-like love have found strong correlations with measures of subjective closeness, suggesting that the feelings underlying these two concepts are somehow connected.45 But this is only a starting point, leaving much fertile ground left to cover to really understand how different kinds of love are involved in feelings of closeness and behaviors among friends.

Trust

Trust is generally not defined as a feeling but rather as an expectation. You can trust that the postman will deliver your mail on Monday, which is an expectation of the postman’s predictability. You can trust your bank to keep your money safe, and you can trust a close friend to keep a secret or to help when help is needed. The trust most often associated with friendship is not like the expectation of a postman’s predictability or a bank’s fiduciary responsibility. Rather, it is the trust that one’s friend will act in one’s interest, if one takes a social risk with potentially negative consequences for oneself, such as divulging a secret or helping at great cost. In the case of a damaging secret, the friend won’t pass it on. In the case of costly aid, the friend won’t run off with the money. Unlike one’s relationship to a bank, which is governed by laws and backed by federal deposit insurance, there is little formal recourse if one’s trust is violated by a friend. Rather, trusting a friend involves feeling that the friend is intrinsically motivated to be trustworthy.

In the context of friendship, trust is not only an expectation but also a behavior—a willingness to take social risks with a partner, giving away sensitive information and secrets being a salient example in our own culture. It is often difficult for individuals to articulate clearly why they decide to take social risks. Indeed, a recent set of experiments has shown that what people say about their trust for a particular partner may tell us very little about their willingness to actually take social risks with that partner. These experiments involved manipulating the blood levels of the chemical oxytocin, which has been shown to be crucial for maternal behavior, milk letdown, and pair-bonding and caregiving in many mammals and has receptors in brain regions involved with the formation of social attachments.46 Based on prior evidence that oxytocin inhibits social defenses and promotes affiliation, a team of researchers bet that artificially increasing levels of oxytocin in a person’s blood would also increase that person’s willingness to take social risks with an unknown partner.

In these two studies, researchers asked participants to play an economic game called the investment game (box 4).47 The game involved two players, one called the investor and the other the trustee. The investor can send some money to the trustee with the possibility of a significant return on this investment. However, the trustee decides how much of this return to share with the investor. He could potentially keep it all. So to make such an investment worthwhile, the investor must also expect that the trustee will pass back some of the return on this investment.

In the first investment experiment, half of the investors were given a nasal spray of oxytocin. The other half were given a placebo. Compared to those in the placebo group, investors who received oxytocin were twice as likely to pass all of their money to an anonymous trustee (d = 0.56). In the standard interpretation of the game, a simple intranasal injection of oxytocin made people more willing to disregard a social risk and put complete trust in a stranger. Moreover, the oxytocin-treated and placebo-treated investors did not differ in the trust they verbally reported for their partner, suggesting that oxytocin did not change their stated beliefs but rather worked at a more subconscious level in guiding behavior.48

A more recent experiment suggests that oxytocin also makes people less sensitive to incoming information about social risks. In this experiment, investors (some given oxytocin and some a placebo) played six trust games with anonymous individuals and then were informed that trustees had abused their trust about half the time. After hearing about the regular abuse of trust, investors played six more games. Not surprisingly, those individuals who had received placebo nasal sprays reduced their transfers after hearing news of the betrayals. However, investors who received oxytocin made no significant change to their transfers, suggesting that they were insensitive to the news about social risk (difference in investments by oxytocin treated and non-treated investors after feedback, d = 0.43).

The potential implications of these two experiments are exciting, specifically that oxytocin may play an important part in regulating our willingness to take social risks with a partner and also our willingness to trust blindly without regard for past behaviors. As I described earlier, some researchers have proposed that oxytocin influences trusting behaviors by inhibiting defenses and making people more willing to take a social risk.49 These trust experiments also suggest that what people say about trust may not have much bearing on behaviors. Specifically, oxytocin-treated investors verbally reported no greater trust for their partners than did placebo-treated investors. However, they took much greater social risks with the same partners. In such situations, psychological and physiological processes that occur under the radar of everyday awareness may be much more important than what people say. More research is needed to replicate these tantalizing findings and to understand why some self-reported concepts, such as psychological closeness or attributions of friendship, have shown measurable behavioral consequences, whereas others, such as trust, have not.

HOW WE COMMUNICATE FRIENDSHIP

So far, I have described some of the important feelings, thoughts, and motivations that one can have regarding friends. But in what ways do friends communicate their feelings and intentions toward one another? Recall the Wandeki man at the beginning of this chapter who expressed feelings of friendship by stating that he would like to eat his partner’s intestines, or high school students who communicate their friendship through what appears to be malicious teasing or practical jokes.

One might imagine numerous ways to signal feelings of friendship. Consider saying with a stone-cold face to a stranger on the street, “I am your friend and want to help you whenever you are in need.” You have said something, but you have told the stranger very little about your actual intent or feelings toward him. Philosophers of friendship are adamant on this point. Friendship is best expressed through actions, not verbal promises. The use of language may be an important part of expressing friendship, but it is through the quantity and quality of communication (i.e., through letters, hanging out, retelling familiar stories, and even body posture and facial expressions), rather than through simple promises, that friendship is most credibly expressed. Here, I describe three common ways of credibly communicating one’s intentions to a relational partner. These include exclusive behavior, honest expressions of emotion, and accepting vulnerability in one’s partner.

Exclusive Behavior

Exclusive behaviors that cannot be scaled up to a large number of potential partners are particularly hard-to-fake signs of interest in a friend. Spending time with a friend, writing personalized letters, sharing meals together, and talking on the phone are all activities that take time and effort and thus limit one’s ability to do the same with other people.50 These actions honestly signal a unique interest and investment of time in a specific person, precisely because it would be very difficult to extend the same behaviors to a large number of partners. Contrast these gestures with writing a mass email, addressing a crowd, or sending computer-printed Christmas cards to thousands of people, as is often done by political candidates seeking to prime the sympathies of potential donors. Because these modes of communication can be broadcast to a large number of people, they are unable to signal exclusive interest in a particular partner.51

Giving gifts is a common signal of exclusivity, and one that has been studied extensively by anthropologists and sociologists.52 In the U.S., good gifts are uniquely valuable or symbolic to the receiver, incur a large (but not necessarily monetary) cost to the giver, require time to find, and cannot be exchanged.53 Money is the antithesis of a good gift—it has no extrinsically greater value to any one person than to another, does not require a long search, and can be easily exchanged. Indeed, the ways that people modify money in attempts to make it an appropriate gift provide a window into the symbolic importance of exclusivity in gift giving. For example, when people do give money as a gift, they frequently make it distinctive, by giving a particularly crisp bill personally acquired from the bank, by enclosing it in a personalized card or decorative wrapper, or by writing notes or decorations on a check. Retailers have also tried to find ways to make money an appropriate gift by creating gift cards with sufficient variety in design, color, wrapping, and purchasable item (e.g., bookstore, clothing outlet, home improvement store) to make consumers feel that it satisfies at least some of the criteria for a good gift.54

These attempts to transform money into an acceptable gift illustrate the importance placed on gifts being personalized and exclusive. In chapter 6, I discuss in more detail why exclusive behaviors, and gift giving in particular, are likely an essential element in the long-term regulation of friendships.

Honest Expressions of Emotion

People also signal their feelings toward partners with hard-to-fake expressions. One of the best examples of such expressions is a Duchenne smile, which, unlike many ways of smiling, appears to be an involuntary response to emotion. A Duchenne smile uses both a muscle near the lips (zygomatic major) and the muscle that surrounds the eyes (orbicularis oculi) that, when contracted, creates crow’s feet at the corners of the eyes. Contrast this with a polite smile, which is easier to fake but that uses only the mouth muscles. As the Duchenne smile’s namesake claimed, inertia of the orbicularis oculi while smiling “unmasks a false friend.”55

Other expressions of affection that people use as cues of liking by a friend involve body postures and gestures, such as leaning toward a partner and moving one’s arms, hands, and fingers in various ways.56 Moreover, behavioral studies have shown that friends are more likely to talk, smile, and laugh together than are non-friends.57 However, it is not clear how such behaviors are especially hard-to-fake signals of affection, raising important questions about why such behaviors might be credible signals of one’s feelings for and intentions toward a partner.

Accepting Vulnerability

Putting oneself in a vulnerable position vis-à-vis a partner is also a credible sign of commitment. For example, by sharing potentially damaging personal secrets, we demonstrate that we trust a friend and that we expect the relationship will last a long time. Thibaut and Kelley refer to this as giving a partner control over our fate by conceding some control over our social standing, identity, and reputation. For example, in the Cretan mountain village of Hatzi, the secrets that women share exclusively with their best friends could potentially threaten their reputation in the village if divulged. This places them in a very vulnerable position vis-à-vis their closest friends.58 Another context for accepting vulnerability is by reacting to teasing, practical joking, and playful insults in an equally playful manner. This shows that one believes a friend’s intentions are good, and when teasing is reciprocal it communicates that each partner is certain about the other’s intentions.59 One of the most honest ways of accepting vulnerability is getting close enough to a person to touch him or her and, perhaps even more important, to permit oneself to be touched. Not surprisingly, these are powerful signals of affection and trust and also appear to reinforce such feelings.60

The most direct sign of commitment is to forgo immediate self-interest and to act to maintain a relationship or fulfill a partner’s wishes. Such acts include staying in a relationship given a more attractive alternative, making a sacrifice to help a partner, sharing, and avoiding any indication that one is making conscious calculations about the benefits and costs of helping. Helping and sharing with little concern for the balance of favors is a potentially costly signal of one’s commitment to a partner and a friendship. This shows that one cares about the partner, and not simply about what one is getting out of the relationship. It also shows that one thinks one’s partner feels the same way. Otherwise, such unconditional support would be socially risky, exposing one to potential exploitation.

In this chapter, I have sketched a rough outline of friendship based on behaviors and feelings commonly observed among self-described friends. Friends share with and help one another when needed, and this cannot be explained in terms of a norm of reciprocity, an attempt to maintain balance, or a concern about the shadow of the future. The psychological system underwriting these behaviors is frequently described in laymen’s terms, with concepts such as closeness, love, and trust; and behavioral and neurobiological studies are beginning to identify how these feelings are related to behavior. Finally, an important part of friendship is making sure that each partner knows that the feeling is mutual, which requires signals that are difficult to fake on the part of either partner.

This outline is a starting point but raises more questions than it answers (see box 3). Do the behaviors and feelings gleaned from studies in the United States and Europe arise in other cultural settings? And how do these differ from the behaviors and feelings observed in other kinds of relationships—such as those with kin or romantic partners? Moreover, if friends pay so little attention to past behaviors and the future consequences of their behaviors, how do they avoid exploitation?

The next chapter will tackle the problem of cross-cultural similarities and differences in friendship. At a superficial level, the examples from the beginning of this chapter suggest that there are great differences in how friends behave toward one another across cultures. However, examining underlying processes can often reveal deeper similarities. The greeting of a Wandeki man to his friend is only superficially aggressive. At a deeper level, it expresses closeness, much like the potentially gruesome statement one might hear in English, “I want your heart to be next to mine.” On the other side of the world, in a U.S. high school, teasing and practical jokes are acceptable because friends know that the intentions behind such behaviors and statements are well meaning (as long as they don’t go too far). Each of these cases represents a more general principle: that in the everyday working of friendships, it is not the particular behaviors that matter most, but rather the meanings they convey and the intentions presumed to underlie them.
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