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Author’s Note


The stories of friendship you’ll read in Platonic are all based on true stories. I’m indebted to the people who shared their stories with me to help me bring the research to life. Out of respect for them, I’ve changed many of their names and identifying characteristics. At times, I’ve combined stories from multiple people to further anonymize.


The advice I share in Platonic comes from hundreds of scientific studies and my consultations with dozens of experts. I believe in this research, but I also must acknowledge its limitations. Much of the research on friendship is older, is conducted in the US, and uses small samples of predominately White, heterosexual college students. Some people might not see their life experience in this research, and they are right to critique my work. To give you research-based advice that I can feel confident in, I’ve read widely and shared advice that’s based on multiple studies, rather than on any single one. Still, we need much more research on friendship to make stronger, more nuanced claims that best reflect the diversity of our lived experiences.


I’m thrilled for you to read Platonic. I hope it gives you as much value as I have received through writing it. I must admit I have an agenda in writing this book: to help create a world that is kinder, friendlier, more loving. And I’m so proud of you, reader, for embarking on this journey.










Introduction


The Secret to Making Friends as an Adult


In 2015, I grieved brutally. A burst of promising romance ended in disaster. I thought about it when I rocked on the elliptical machine every morning, when I teared up walking between classes, and basically whenever my mind had nothing else to cling to as a distraction. Coming out of the grief required a series of revelations. First, I had to understand why I had taken this loss so hard, why it had caused me so much suffering. I had to articulate the ways I held romantic relationships in such high regard so that they controlled my happiness: as if there was no love in my life at all without this kind of love.


Why did I place so much importance on romantic love when up until that point, it had not been particularly fulfilling? I had been breathing in some deeply held cultural convictions. Finding romantic love is my purpose. The moment that I find romantic love is the moment at which life will truly begin. Failing to find romantic love means being fundamentally flawed in the way of being human. And without romantic love, there is no love at all.


To recover from my grief, I gathered a few of my very best friends to start a wellness group. Every week, we met up and one of us chose a self-care activity we could engage in together and hosted us all with snacks included. There was yoga, cooking, reading, meditating. But most curative of all, there was community. Being around people who loved me and whom I loved healed me. Although I had, until then, devalued the significance of friendship in favor of romance, after the wellness group, I could no longer diminish the colossal importance of friends.


In 2017, I suitcased my life and moved out of my six-year home in Washington DC, over to Atlanta, Georgia. I didn’t know many people in Atlanta, but some of my very best friends in DC made it their goal to ensure I wouldn’t be lonely when I reached Atlanta. Packed away in my suitcase was a jar full of fortune cookie–like scrolls on which my friends had listed their favorite memory of us together. I also had a two-by-three framed collage with pictures of me and my friends beaming, parading, and embracing. The year before had been one of the golden ages of my life, and this was undoubtedly because I had amassed people who knew and loved me.


I threw a combined going-away/birthday party in May 2017, when I knew I was leaving DC. We had all gone to a funky art show concert together and then returned to crowd into my small apartment for cake and champagne. I made a toast to the seven or so of us left in a circle in the living room. The champagne was setting in, giving me its permission to give a toast of the vulnerable kind: “I want you all to know that I was in a rough place this time last year. And each and every one of you in this room’s friendship has been part of the force that has lifted me out of it.”


That birthday, along with my wellness group, was part of my metamorphosis. I started turning toward, recognizing, and actively valuing friends. In the years before, when I figured only romantic relationships were meaningful, whenever my hopeful romantic trysts were combusting, I despaired. My sadness was nourished by gaps in my thinking. I was zooming in only to what was wrong in my life (romance) and disregarding all that was right (friendship). This sort of tunnel vision left me using these failed romances as evidence that made me question whether I could form meaningful relationships at all, whether I was worthy of love. I was unlearning this process of absorbing myself so much in one type of love that I discounted all the love that was around me, that had always been around me. I had so much love. And just because it came from friends, why should it matter less?


Platonic love lies at the lowest rung of the hierarchy our culture places on love. But I’ve learned it’s a devastating loss to us all if we dispose of it there. I wrote this book because I’d like for our culture to level this hierarchy. But because we don’t always value friendship, we lack knowledge on how to cultivate it. If we’re going to realize friendship’s full potential in our lives, we need to know how to make and keep friends.


When we’ve asked how to make friends, people have likely told us to join a meetup group or find a hobby. But somehow, the advice slips away from us. Because when we’re told this, the part about facing our social anxiety, enduring fears of rejection, tolerating intimacy, and risking the further shredding of our self-worth is silent. To make friends, we need deeper work—to fundamentally reconcile with who we are and how we love. That’s the journey we’re on in Platonic. Friendship is worth it.


When I was a graduate student getting my PhD in counseling psychology, I was tasked with co-leading therapy groups in a college counseling center. We would convene in a large room with high ceilings, more space to contain all the secrets that would be shared. My co-therapist and I would sit on opposite ends of the room so we could each catch different facial expressions and be attuned to opposing aspects of the group dynamic. Students would silently march into the room and take a seat—either on the comfy couch, close to others, or in a chair, claiming their separate space. The students were almost always nervous, and my co-therapist and I had to build our tolerance for sitting through long stretches of silence. The quiet would eventually be broken by a student whose anxiety about sharing became surpassed by their anxiety about silence.


It usually took us a while to recruit enough students to run a group, since students were often reluctant to take part in group therapy. I didn’t blame them. I have to discuss my childhood trauma, in front of strangers? What could be more awful? They typically opted to see a counselor, someone who could give them individual attention about their issues and who was trained to be nonjudgmental (unlike the question marks in the therapy group). It wasn’t intuitive to these students that group therapy would be helpful. The attention they would have gotten from a one-on-one session with a psychologist was sliced among seven different people.


Although at first, we trainees felt less enthused about group work, as we gained experience running groups, my co-therapist and I began to love them, and wish we too could join one, because something curious always happened in that high-ceilinged room. Students manifested the issues they had in the outside world within the group. One student, Marquee, was working through a breakup with a chaotic and self-destructive man with whom he had stayed for so long because he thought he could rescue him from himself. We’d go on to see this very same savior complex on display from Marquee in the group. As others shared their issues, he would give them all advice on how they could fix their lives. He liked the saving process. He needed to feel needed, which was what seemed to attract him to these self-destructive relationships, but those same caretaking behaviors also exasperated the other group members.


There was another student, Melvin, whose mother was addicted to drugs. Melvin adjusted to this trauma by pretending everything was fine, just fine, never better. Every week when we checked in with one another, Melvin insisted everything was good. He adjusted to his trauma by being the person who was always okay, never suffering, always rolling with the punches, even when the punches were catastrophes that needed to be addressed. Every time he’d share something tragic in the group, he’d smile and give us an OK sign, as if to say, “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong here.” He thought he was being self-sufficient, but how were other members supposed to help him if he didn’t even acknowledge his need for support?


And then there was Lauren, a student with debilitatingly low self-esteem. She came because she was being ignored and discarded by her friends. They’d go on trips without her, and the last straw that brought her to the group was when they decided to all room together the following year and left her out. She was the ghost hovering over her friendship clique. In our therapy group, she played a similarly anonymous role; in fact, she was so reserved that it was a struggle to get her to say anything at all, and sometimes we’d almost forget, just like her friends, that she was a part of our group.


As these students re-created the problems they had in the outside world within the group, they revealed how our mental health issues are fueled by kinks in how we relate to others.




• Marquee faced the pain of tumultuous breakups because he was looking to fulfill the role of “savior” in his relationships, which attracted him to relationship partners who were unstable and unsupportive, and he made group members (and, surely, others in his life) feel patronized and resentful toward him.


• Melvin—who was always okay, always fine—was in truth depressed, in part because he kept others at a distance and could never share the vulnerable side of himself. The group didn’t feel close to a smiling emoji, and the smiling emoji didn’t feel close to anyone either.


• And Lauren, who was experiencing a lack of self-esteem, would make herself so minuscule around the group that it was easy to forget she was there, thus further diminishing her self-worth.





As the weeks passed, in the safe space of our therapy group, I saw each of them try new ways of relating to others. I was so proud when I saw Lauren, despite her low self-esteem, disagree with someone else in the group, challenging other group members to share more and taking more ownership of the group space. I cheered internally when Melvin recounted a recent breakup and appeared visually distraught; other group members remarked that this was different for him, that he was revealing more of himself, and they felt closer to him. And when a group member shared that they were getting into fights with their parents over money, and Marquee was able to ask about their pain (rather than offer his litany of fix-it solutions), I was so proud.


Lauren, Melvin, and Marquee each took major steps forward because they were in a space where they felt connected to others, which ultimately allowed them to grow. The group was safe not only because it was a place where they could share their shame and still be loved, but also because it was a place where people could gently and honestly give them feedback to help them evolve. And the strong relationships they developed with the other group members helped them appreciate and accept this feedback, not as putdowns but as acts of love.



Connection Fundamentally Shapes Who We Are


The group was a microcosm that revealed how connection changes us. We’ve all heard the saying “Love yourself before someone can love you.” But what does that mean, exactly? And how does that self-regard happen? Do people grow to love themselves through some magical process, holing up in a cave somewhere with a flashlight and a mirror while staring at their dimly lit reflection and repeating to themselves, “I am important. I am worthy. I am loved,” until their psyche is ripped?


It’s a little more complicated than that.


What the group revealed about the impact of connection is the basis of this book: connection affects who we are, and who we are affects how we connect. When we have felt connected, we’ve grown. We’ve become more open, more empathic, bolder. When we have felt disconnected, we’ve withered. We’ve become closed off, judgmental, or distant in acts of self-protection. Our personalities, alongside the way we show up as friends, then, are shaped by our past—we feel lovable because someone loved us well. We are prickly because someone hasn’t loved us enough. That’s the theme we’ll explore in Part I of this book, and it’ll help us figure out where some of our strengths and weaknesses come from in making friends. Like Lauren, Melvin, and Marquee, our disconnection wounds may be causing problems in our ability to connect, and we may be pushing people away without even knowing it. So, we’ll journey through how connection—or a lack thereof—affects who we are, because the first step to developing rich, thriving friendships is understanding what might be getting in the way. As writer James Baldwin puts it, “Nothing can be changed until it is faced.”


The other thing the group revealed was that when we feel accepted and loved, it helps us develop certain qualities that lead us to continue to connect better (the rich get richer, as they say). In group therapy, my clients cultivated these qualities. When Marquee experienced true and safe connection, he became more empathetic. Melvin became more self-expressive and vulnerable. Lauren began to take more initiative in her relationships. When students were able to face some of the wounds that led them to fear others, to shrink up in order to protect themselves, what was left was love for themselves and others, the thing that friendship is made of.


We’ve all heard the line that humans are social creatures. It’s true. Our mirror neurons are entire clumps of our brains that lead us to experience others’ lives as if they were our own. Babies cry when they hear other babies cry. We are loving and caring, and we lose sight of this when our past injuries entreat us to protect ourselves first and foremost. To me, this means we have a natural knack for making friends.


Who We Are Affects How We Connect


In Part II, we’ll look at all the practices we can engage in to build better relationships. Because the friendships we’ve built aren’t random; they reflect our internal hardware, our ability to develop certain characteristics that nurture friendship. These are a set of mindsets and behaviors that we’d naturally gravitate toward if we weren’t so wounded by past experiences of disconnection, so afraid of rejection, so fearful or mistrusting of others, and, consequently, so out of touch with our inner core of love. They include initiative, vulnerability, authenticity, productive anger, generosity, and affection. These traits protect friendship through its life cycle. Initiative ignites friendship, while authenticity, productive anger, and vulnerability all sustain it by permitting us to show up as our full selves. Generosity and affection deepen friendships by verifying to friends just how much we love them. These practices strike a balance by allowing us to express our inner truth, while we create space to welcome our friend’s.


When we lean into these traits, we become something like how David Brooks describes good people in his New York Times article “The Moral Bucket List”: “They listen well. They make you feel funny and valued. You often catch them looking after other people and as they do so their laugh is musical and their manner is infused with gratitude. . . . Those are the people we want to be.” He goes on to describe these good people as having what are called eulogy virtues: “The eulogy virtues are the ones that are talked about at your funeral—whether you were kind, brave, honest or faithful. Were you capable of deep love?” These traits allow us to live in harmony with and in celebration of others.


This is how we make friends as an adult. We grow—we become braver, more empathic, kinder, more honest, more expressive. Like Marquee, Melvin, and Lauren, we grapple with the ways that we push others away, or maintain unhealthy relationships, and cause ourselves and others pain. This book is about becoming a better friend. It’s also about becoming a better human.


Take Action for Friendship


Throughout this book, I weave in stories of people who—just like you and me and everybody—are trying to figure out the slick terrain of connection. Many of them preferred to remain anonymous, so I’ve altered names and details and have sometimes knitted together stories from different people to respect their privacy. I quote many experts, whose quotations have been abridged for clarity.


A few months after I started writing this book, I was in a Tibetan bookstore in New York, and I picked up a book on Buddhism and flipped to a random page. There are, the author stated, two types of learning: the learning that comes through instruction and that which comes through experiencing. Throughout this book, you’ll learn a lot about friendship, but knowing alone cannot change your life; this book will also provide practical takeaways for how to improve your friendships. It’ll guide you to not just understand friendship differently, but also to do something different in your life to experience—and enact—it.


You can treat this book as a compass to help you chart the waters of friendship. I welcome you to not just soak in all the information but also to use it to show up differently in your friendships. Because it won’t matter if you learn that initiating is essential to developing friendships if you’re not willing to muscle through your fear of rejection to say hello. How can knowing that self-disclosure is the life-force of friendship serve you if you don’t channel this knowledge toward welcoming vulnerability? And if you know that showing love and care joins people closer, but you’re stuck doing never-ending work, then your life will only change if you’re willing to shift.


I’ve chosen to present this book in a way that entwines knowing and experiencing to highlight the importance of letting the research settle into our bones. Our quest here is not just to obtain knowledge of friendship but to use that knowledge to evolve.










PART I


Looking Back


How We’ve Become the Friends We Are










CHAPTER 1


How Friendship Transforms Our Lives


Connecting with Others Makes Us Ourselves


“Some of the widowed sit at home and watch television for the rest of their lives. They may be alive, but they’re not really living,” seventy-three-year-old Harriet remarks, referencing the members of the grief group she attended after her husband’s death. Harriet could have easily faced this same fate if it wasn’t for one thing: friendship.


Harriet didn’t always value friendship. In fact, up until she married Federico at the age of fifty, it wasn’t a priority. She was ambitious, working twelve-hour days and traveling enough to eventually meet her goal of visiting every country in the world. To ascend in her career, she moved across the US, chasing jobs—from the Northeast to the Midwest to the West and back to the Northeast again—disposing of friendships along the way.


But her ambitions never impeded her search for a spouse. “That was the training of my culture—to live your life to find a husband,” she says. She had a string of boyfriends throughout her life, and when those relationships clipped, she would hunt for someone new. She remembered visiting her co-worker Denise’s home and envying how she had it all: an impressive job, a husband, beautiful twins. Single at forty, she struggled to accept the reality that she might never have the husband and children she dreamed of. But, without the towering domestic obligations that arose from family life, she filled her hours with work.


Harriet admits friendship wasn’t all that fulfilling in her younger years because of how she approached it. She was ashamed of her childhood, as she grew up on a farm, dirt poor. During the summers, she worked on neighbors’ farms to pay for school. As she rose in her career, and her network increasingly churned with wealthy elites, she never felt like she belonged. Friendship was a place for her to live a double life, to perform the culture of affluence she never felt fully accustomed to: attending estate sales, dropping Benjamins on dinners, arguing over mundanities like the color of neighbors’ lawns. She never let herself get too comfortable around friends, lest they figure out where she really came from, who she really was.


Then, two things happened that resuscitated her view on friendship. First, when she married Federico, a social butterfly, she acquiesced to hosting friends in their home for regular gatherings. “People wanted to be around us because of how happy we were,” she says. From him, she learned that being around others could be a joy rather than a toll.


But it wasn’t until Federico died that she truly understood the value of friends. To heal her grief, she attended counseling for the first time, where she learned how to be vulnerable. She transferred the skill of vulnerability to her friendships. When she did, she experienced old friendships in new ways, as her bonds ceased to be places of pretend. While some friendships buckled under the honesty of her grief, others deepened, and she realized that being vulnerable, asking for support, could be a portal to deep intimacy.


In her old age, Harriet values friends more than ever. One friendship, she realized, has been her longest love story. She met Shirleen in college, when she was studying abroad in Marseilles. Shirleen was the least judgmental person she ever met, one of the only people Harriet could open up to. Although they lost touch after college, fourteen years later, Shirleen tracked her down and called her. Shirleen lived in London but made the effort to visit Harriet in Washington DC five times over the course of a couple of years. As much as Harriet loved Federico, he wasn’t one to talk about feelings, so throughout her life, Shirleen was her only true confidante. “For our life to feel significant, we crave someone to witness it, to verify its importance. Shirleen was my witness,” Harriet says. They still talk weekly, despite their five-hour time difference, and Shirleen has brought up moving to DC to be closer to Harriet.


Now, for Harriet, having friends is more important than having a spouse. She has a male friend with whom she goes for walks, and she’s unsure whether the relationship will remain platonic or become romantic. But she’s at peace either way: “I take measure of the value of the relationship in terms of whether we enjoy each other’s company, do things together, and share things with each other. The answer to all those questions is yes.” She’s in no rush to determine the fate of the relationship because “friendship is good too, and it’s not a second resort.”


At seventy-three, Harriet describes the way she’s come to value friendship as a sign that “I’ve finally grown up.” Every evening, she meets a friend for tea, dinner, or a walk. In this way, friends help her slow down and be present for life. “I don’t know about you, but when I’m alone, I eat standing up,” she says. “When I’m with friends, I eat paying attention.” In her old age, Harriet can’t travel as extensively as she used to, but instead she gets her thrills through the adventure of interacting with her different friends.


Harriet doesn’t have many regrets in her life—certainly not marrying Federico, even though he was nineteen years her senior and she spent a few years being his caretaker after he slipped into dementia. But she does wish she could have recognized the power of friendship sooner. Still, she’s thankful she came to value it before it was too late: “As you approach the end of your life, you realize each day is a gift, and you want to spend it in ways that are truly important. And for me, that means spending it with friends.”


Harriet’s trajectory reveals what we sacrifice when we diminish the importance of friends and what we gain when we value it. In Harriet’s time, and still today, friendship is cast as a lesser relationship, a buffer to soften the purgatory between leaving our family and finding a new one. But friendship doesn’t have to be so second-rate. As Harriet learned, it can be powerful, deep, and loving. And just like what happened with Harriet, friendship can save and transform us. In fact, it likely already has.


Why Friendship Matters


Friendship’s impact is as profound as it is underestimated. Ancient Greeks philosophized that it is a key to eudaimonia, or flourishing. Aristotle, for example, argued in Nicomachean Ethics that without friendship, “No one would choose to live.” Priests in the Middle Ages distrusted friendship, fearing its love could eclipse our love for God. Then, in the seventeenth century, it enchanted priests, who saw it as a channel to demonstrate our love for God.


These days, we typically see platonic love as somehow lacking—like romantic love with the screws of sex and passion missing. But this interpretation strays from the term’s original meaning. When Italian scholar Marsilio Ficino coined the term “platonic love” in the fifteenth century, the word reflected Plato’s vision of a love so powerful it transcended the physical. Platonic love was not romantic love undergoing subtraction. It was a purer form of love, one for someone’s soul, as Ficino writes, “For it does not desire this or that body, but desires the splendor of the divine light shining through bodies.” Platonic love was viewed as superior to romance.


The power of friendship isn’t just a relic of ancient thinking. It’s demonstrated by science. Psychologists theorize that our relationships, like oxygen, food, and water, are necessary for us to function. When stripped of them, we cannot thrive, which explains why friendship powerfully influences mental and physical health. Scientists have found that of 106 factors that influence depression, having someone to confide in is the strongest preventor. The impact of loneliness on our mortality is akin to smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. One study found the most pronounced difference between happy and unhappy people was not how attractive or religious they were or how many good things happened to them. It was their level of social connection.


Friendship files down the barbs of life’s threats. When men were alone, a study found, they rated an alleged terrorist as more imposing than when they were with friends. Another study found that people judged a hill as less steep when they were with friends. I remember a time when I was arguing with a boss who refused to dole out my final paycheck. The conflict gave me a constant edge of anxiety until I told my friend Harbani how I was feeling over chai at a teahouse. As the story poured out, and the chai poured in, I felt better. It was the first peace I had had in weeks.


The healing force of friendship extends past our mental health and into our physical. In Marta Zaraska’s book Growing Young: How Friendship, Optimism, and Kindness Can Help You Live to 100, she assesses the usual suspects that contribute to our longevity, such as diet and exercise, but she concludes that connection is the most powerful contributor. Meta-analyses have found, for example, that exercise decreases our risk of death by 23 to 30 percent, diet by up to 24 percent, and a large social network by 45 percent. When I shared this research with a colleague, she said, “Now I can feel better about being a social couch potato.” We all can.


While we can experience many of these benefits through other close relationships, like those with family and spouses, friendships have unique advantages. Friends, distinct from parents, do not expect us to live out their hopes and wants for us. With friends, distinct from spouses, we are not shackled with the insurmountable expectation of being someone’s everything, their puzzle piece to completeness. And distinct from our children, we aren’t the sole propagator of our friends’ survival. Our ancestors lived in tribes, where responsibility for one another was diffused among many. Friendship, then, is a rediscovery of an ancient truth we’ve long buried: it takes an entire community for us to feel whole.


Friendship, in releasing the relationship pressure valve, infuses us with joy like no other relationship. Without needing to plan for retirement, fulfill each other’s sexual needs, and work out who should be scrubbing the shower grime, we are free to make friendships territories of pleasure. One study, for example, found that hanging out with friends was linked to greater happiness than hanging out with a romantic partner or children. This was because, when around friends, people had fun—doing things like going bowling, or to the pumpkin patch, or to the dog park to steal some OPP (other people’s puppies)—whereas around spouses or children, they did the mundane, like washing dishes, paying bills, and reminding one another to floss.


Of course, friends too can sink into what friendship-memoirists Ann Friedman and Aminatou Sow call “the intimately mundane.” Friendship can be a relationship of grocery shopping, chores, and shared retirements. As people unbundle sex, romance, and life companionship, they see that friends can make marvelous significant others. An Atlantic article called “The Rise of the 3-Parent Family” profiled David Jay, founder of the Asexual Visibility and Education Network, who discussed spending his life with a friend he had “really intense energy with.” That didn’t work out, but he eventually settled into co-parenting with another couple. Friendship is flexible, depending on our needs. It can bring us a once-a-month lunch friend or a soul mate.


A key source of joy in friendship is in how unlimited it is: you can have many friends, whereas other core relationships are finite—a couple of caregivers, one spouse (for the monogamous among us), 2.5 children. Buddhism identifies mudita, or sympathetic joy, as vicariously experiencing others’ joy. In the Bible, Paul alludes to mudita when he writes of all of Jesus’s followers, “If one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.” Our spouse, our children, our parents, they’ll all ping us with mudita, but with many friends to celebrate, joy becomes infinite.


I experienced the power of friendship for repeatedly invoking joy when I sold this book. My romantic partner at the time was excited for me, bringing me champagne and a strawberry shortcake with the word “BOOKED” written across it. We had a lovely night in. When I called my friends with the announcement, I got to reexperience this joy again and again, as they told me how excited they were, how they wanted to take me out to celebrate, and how much they hoped I would be interviewed by Oprah so they could come to the taping.


We choose our friends, which allows us to surround ourselves with people who root for us, get us, and delight in our joy. There’s no looming vow, formal ritual, or genetic similarity to retain us in friendship’s open palms. Through friendship, we can self-select into some of the most affirming, safe, and sacred relationships of our lives, not because of pressures from society to do so, but because we elect to do so. Cleo, who works for the government, told me that after her mother died, she felt alone and uncomfortable at the funeral. Her strained relationships with her family made her scared to break down. But when her friend Stephanie showed up, surprising her by flying in from Michigan, Cleo let herself weep.


The electiveness of friendship, coupled with its usual absence of romantic love, means that in friendship, we are free to choose relationships based on pure compatibility. British author C. S. Lewis once said, “Eros [romantic passion] will have naked bodies; Friendship naked personalities.” The consuming feelings of romantic love can sometimes drive us into mismatched relationships, as we erroneously use these consuming feelings as a litmus test for compatibility. But, as psychologist Harriet Lerner states, “Intense feelings, no matter how consuming, are hardly a measure of true and enduring closeness Intensity and intimacy are not the same.” When choosing friends, we are freer to prioritize the truest markers of intimacy, such as shared values, trust, admiration of each other’s character, or feelings of ease around each other. We don’t always do this, of course, which I’ll explore later in a chapter on navigating anger and conflict.


Friends don’t just support us personally; they benefit us collectively. When we zoom out to evaluate the merits of friendship on a macro level, we see how these relationships better society. As societies aim to increase justice and decrease prejudice, friendship provides a means. Research finds that having one friend in an outgroup (i.e., a group you’re not a part of) alters people’s response to that entire outgroup and even increases people’s support of policies benefitting the outgroup, suggesting that friendship may be necessary (but likely not sufficient) to trigger systemic change. Another study finds our hostility toward outgroups decreases when our friend is friends with someone in that group, signaling that friendship across groups can have ripple effects throughout entire networks. Prejudice thrives in the abstract, but once we become friends, others become complex beings who hurt and love just like we do, and no matter how different we think they are, we see ourselves in them.


A 2013 meta-analysis found friendship networks had been shrinking for the preceding thirty-five years, and the impact of this trend on society is grave. Friends, research finds, increase our trust in others, and trust is necessary for society to operate. A study with participants from Germany, Czech Republic, and Cameroon found that across all three cultures, people who felt disconnected experienced something called social cynicism, “a negative view of human nature, a biased view against some groups of people, a mistrust of social institutions, and a disregard of ethical means for achieving an end.” Robert D. Putnam, author of Bowling Alone, emphasized how when we share a social network with someone, we develop “thin trust”—we trust people we don’t know well—but, he argues, “as the social fabric of a community becomes more threadbare, its power to undergird norms of honesty, generalized reciprocity, and thin trust is enfeebled.” For banks to run, we trust that our bankers won’t pocket our retirement and vacation in Katmandu. For grocery stores to run, we trust that our kumquats aren’t laced with arsenic. For schools to run, we trust that the teacher won’t force our children to spend the day clipping coupons for (arsenic-free) kumquats. And yet, this trust trembles when we’re disconnected.


Friendship Is the Underdog of Relationships


By now, it may sound like I’m saying that to keep society from crumbling, we need to file for divorce, disown our families, twist up our tubes, and seek friends. That’s not it. What I am trying to convey is that, counter to how our culture treats friendship, it is as meaningful as the other relationship Goliaths. And yet, if you deeply value friendship, you’ve likely experienced your platonic love being relegated to second-class.


“What’s going on between you two?” people remark of close friends, their assumption being that platonic love alone cannot explain a tight bond. If two people aren’t romantically involved, then they’re not friends—they’re just friends. If they want to become romantic, they’ll say, “Let’s be more than friends.” People with friendship at the center of their relationships are unfairly cast as lonely, unappealing, or unfulfilled, spinsters with a choir of cats, or bachelors who never quite matured. This happens when, all the while, research finds that friendship is what gives romantic love its strength and endurance, rather than the other way around.


We don’t just assume that friendship is a second-tier relationship; we act to make it so. Compared to our families and romantic partners, with friends, we invest less time, are less vulnerable, and share less adoration. We see romantic relationships as the appropriate relationship to hitch a flight to see each other, toil through tension, or nurse each other back to health. We see family as appropriate relationships to move across the country for or to stay committed to despite problematic Uncle Russ getting drunk and testy every holiday.


Queer and asexual people, who developed terms like “queerplatonic” (friendships that go beyond social norms for platonic relationships) and “zucchini” (your queerplatonic partner), show us that, while typically our friends are not as close to us as our spouse or sibling, they can be. The only reason they aren’t is because the rest of us unnecessarily compartmentalize friendship into happy hours and occasional lunch dates. The same factors make all relationships succeed—familial, romantic, and platonic. We scalpel the tissue of deep intimacy out of friendship, all the while assuming our friendships are shallower than other relationships because of friendships’ inferior DNA. Because our culture trivializes friendship, we don’t realize how we act to deplete our friendships of intimacy. We see it as the natural way of things.


It wasn’t always this way.


When Abe moved to Springfield, Illinois, he was as broke as a mirror flung down a spiral staircase. With his last few dollars, he hoped to purchase a new bed. He went to the store, plopped his bag on the counter, and asked the store’s owner, Josh, how much a bed cost. When Josh told Abe the price, Abe admitted he couldn’t afford it. Josh, sensing Abe’s despair, offered an alternative. He lived above the store, in a bed that was big enough for two. Would Abe like to move in and share his bed? Abe, thrilled, dropped off his bags and declared himself moved.


Abe and Josh were opposites in many ways. Abe was tall enough to make average-size Josh look pint-size. He was slightly hunched, with ungainly limbs and deep-set green eyes. Josh looked like a handsome poet, his eyes a whirlpool of blue, his head adorned with curls. Abe wasn’t educated and grew up poor. Josh grew up wealthy and had gone to a prestigious college until he dropped out. But the two soon came to find that they were more similar than they thought.


They spent every waking moment together outside of work, and sometimes Josh would even accompany Abe on his work trips. They woke up in their bed, had bitter coffee and a light breakfast together, and, in the evenings, went to a nearby friend’s house for dinner. They’d return to hang out in Josh’s store, where other guys would gather to hear Abe tell stories and crack jokes.


But the friendship had its challenges. Abe was often sad, and not just any sad—the hard-to-get-out-of-bed, keep-sharp-objects-away kind of sad. Medicine didn’t help. It only aggravated his mood. Abe had endured many tragedies, the most acute occurring when he was nine, when his beloved mother suddenly died from food poisoning. “All that I am or ever hope to be I owe to her,” Abe once said. His father was moody, and his cousins were erratic. One was even institutionalized. Abe feared he was doomed to the same fate.


Another major trigger for Abe’s depression was his botched relationships. During their friendship, Abe and Josh each got into romantic entanglements that soon unraveled as they pushed away women who loved them so much. Once, Abe got engaged to a woman named Mary, but he broke it off, as the relationship surged fears of intimacy that likely originated from his mother’s death. He felt so guilty that he spiraled into psychosis—depressed, hallucinating, suicidal, and babbling incoherently. Josh was the only one Abe allowed by his side. Josh chatted with him every day and kept him safe by hiding his razors.


While Abe was recovering, Josh moved to Kentucky to reunite with his family. There, he got engaged to a woman named Fanny. The looming marriage struck Josh with the same distress that had besieged Abe. The two friends wrote letters to each other, and Abe coached Josh through his intimacy fears.


Yet the letters were not just about Josh’s distress. They also expressed the intimacy they felt with each other. Abe wrote, for example, that he felt Josh’s distress as piercingly as he did his own, that his desire to be Josh’s friend was everlasting and would never cease, and signed his letters “yours forever.” Abe anxiously requested that Josh reply to his letters immediately upon receipt.


Sleeping in the same bed, nurturing each other through ailments, writing loving letters: Abe and Josh’s relationship was so intimate that many have suspected it sexual, but the two lived during a time when their sort of deep friendship was much more accepted than it is now. The fateful day where the two met at Joshua Speed’s store was April 15, 1837. Abe is a man we know quite well. His full name was Abraham Lincoln.


In his book Your Friend Forever, A. Lincoln: The Enduring Friendship of Abraham Lincoln and Joshua Speed, author Charles Strozier writes, “It takes a leap of imagination to enter into a time in American history when, on one hand, sex between men was regarded as loathsome and if known was severely punished and the basis for social ostracism while, on the other, intimacy—including sleeping together—and closeness, mutuality, and expressions of love were strongly encouraged and even regarded as desirable.”


Once Lincoln shared a hotel room with Judge David Davis. When Lincoln’s friend and advisor Leonard Swett came in, he found the two huffing from a pillow fight, Lincoln was scantily clad in a long yellow tunic that was held together by a single button at the throat. Swett stated that he shuddered when he thought of “what might happen should that button by any mischance lose its hold.”


In Lincoln’s era, homosexuality was so squarely forbidden that intimacy between friends didn’t raise concerns of its presence. This freed people to be as close to friends as they wished, with the only boundary being genitals. Daniel Webster, a congressman and former secretary of state, greeted his friend James Hervey Bingham in letters with “Lovely Boy” and “Dearly Beloved.” In one of those letters, he wrote, “You are the only friend of my heart, the partner of my joys, griefs, and affections, the only participator of my most secret thoughts.” If marriage didn’t work out for them, Webster shared his hope that “we will put on a dress of old bachelors, a mourning suit, and having sown all our wild oats, with a round hat and a hickory staff, we will march on to the end of life, whistling as merry as robins.”


I’m not endorsing a return to this era, a time when sexual intimacy among people of the same sex was even more deeply stigmatized. Joshua Speed enslaved people, further highlighting the obvious—this was not a golden era for relating to our fellow humans. But exploring this time reveals the depths of what friendship could truly be.


When we diminish friendship, we stifle the potential of a relationship that can become every bit as deep as Josh and Abe’s. In fact, no matter our age, we’ve likely experienced a time when a friend was who we felt closest to in the world. But as we age, we embrace a collective amnesia that disregards the ways our friends have impacted us. We pretend growing up means shedding friendship, like molting dead skin, to focus on relationships that matter, which f louts research that verifies Harriet’s conclusions, finding that as we get older, friends matter even more for our health and well-being. In fact, our friendships have likely already transformed us, molding us into who we are and foretelling who we will become.


Friendship Makes Us Whole


On an Uber ride back to their shared apartment, Selina and her best friend Jesse texted about the anime show Higurashi no Naku Koro ni (or When They Cry in English) and what it illuminated about their friendship. “I’ll always be fighting beside you,” Jesse texted, referencing a theme from the show. It was the affirmation Selina needed to hear in order to confess something she’d hidden from everyone. “Can I tell you a secret? I can’t tell anyone else,” Selina texted Jesse.


When Selina arrived home to meet Jesse, her breath grew shallow, and she averted her eyes. If she hadn’t already texted Jesse she was ready to confess, she’d likely have aborted the mission. She imagined Jesse’s response to what she was about to share. “That makes no sense. Why would you lie like that?”


Selina’s secret? She didn’t have celiac disease, despite telling people for a decade she did. While this may seem trivial, for Selina, this lie was tumbled up in shame. Before she was born, in her father’s previous marriage, his first son was stillborn. Throughout Selina’s life, he feared she’d die, just like his son had. So, he searched and searched for something wrong with Selina. Then, he could find the cure and feel like he had regained control of Selina’s mortality. Selina was ushered to the doctor weekly, and when one doctor said nothing was wrong, she was herded to the next.


Finally, her father arrived at the possibility that Selina had celiac. Selina, so exhausted by the doctors, the tests, and even the minor surgeries her father goaded her into, surrendered. “Yes. That must be it, Dad. I have celiac,” she said, knowing she was lying. And that was the beginning of a decade of lying: to her friends, and to family, and to anyone who knew her. While the lies saved her from being further caught up in her father’s hysteria, she sacrificed her self-esteem in the process: “I felt fucked up and guilty and was questioning my character. I remember my cousin Katie, who had celiac, and she’d have seizures if she ate gluten. Thinking of her, I felt terrible faking that. It felt like I was faking cancer.”


Harry Stack Sullivan, a prominent psychiatrist, has a word for what Selina felt in her shame over her lie—“unhuman.” Our shame, he argues, is excruciating because it cleaves us from humanity. When we get fired, we don’t feel bad because we screwed up. We feel bad because, in screwing up, we alienated ourselves from everyone who hasn’t. When we divorce, our grief is compounded because the breakup estranges us from those living “normal lives” in happy marriages (even though divorce is normal). When we feel shame over our bodies, it’s because we sense our skin hangs saggy, flabby, or jiggly beyond comparison (also normal). Our shame, according to Sullivan, comes less from the inherent agony of our experiences and more from the agony of these experiences severing us from humankind.


How do we feel human again? Through friendship, according to Sullivan. When we confide our shame, and friends accept us or even identify with us, we learn our disappointments don’t make us unhuman. They make us deeply human. Our friends permit us to accept our flaws, to allow them to be a piece of who we are rather than our scarlet letters.


Selina’s experience illustrates Sullivan’s points. Before she disclosed the truth to Jesse, she was confronted with her lie every day. Friends would cook gluten-free or choose gluten-free restaurants on her behalf. Occasionally, Selina would squirrel away a bagel or muffin. All the lying made Selina feel quite literally unhuman: “When I ate gluten, I literally had this image of a bridge troll crawling out from the shades and grabbing something from the trash.”


But when she shared her secret, Jesse didn’t question her character as she feared. They empathized and even celebrated Selina: “I was met with immediate grace and support. There wasn’t even a hitch. They said, ‘I’m excited to eat these foods with you. We’re going to reclaim this, make it fucking great. We’ll go to brunch and drink mimosas and eat a ton of gluten.’” A week later, Jesse and Selina went to brunch and ate waffles and French toast, or, as Selina put it, “gluten with extra gluten.” That night, the two got some (gluten-filled) cookie dough ice cream with brownie bits and ate it together. As Selina cried, Jesse said, “Cry, Selina. Let it out. I’m so happy you could tell me this.”


Jesse’s acceptance gave Selina the confidence to reveal her secret to everyone in her life. “I don’t think they’ll judge. They might just think it’s fun to eat donuts with us,” Jesse said reassuringly. Selina told her brother first, and then other friends, while Jesse advocated for her. “This is exciting, and we’re all going out for lunch,” Jesse would chime in after Selina’s disclosure, steering the conversation away from any probing questions about Selina. Eventually, Selina even told her father, whom she feared telling the most.


Because we avoid what we feel shame over, we miss out on the opportunities to explore those pieces of our identity. For Selina, revealing her shame allowed her to understand the slice of her suppressed by the shame. She “underwent a transformation in what food meant to me,” realizing she loved cooking—barley, farro, and all types of gluten. Before she shared her secret, the acts of restricting and hiding food to maintain her pretense of celiac would trigger food binges for Selina, since “even though they’re not the same, the situation and motivation put me in a similar mental space as when I had bulimia, where I was like, I’m this monster who hoards food.” After her disclosure, her bulimia symptoms lessened.


When we feel shame, we feel fragmented, like Selina. Shame prompts us to ignore, bury, or distance a piece of ourselves. But in our obsession with hiding that flaw, it absorbs us, and ironically, as we try to detach from it, it becomes engulfing. One of my neighbors who is gay disclosed that he started feeling like his true self only when he came out, because hiding his sexuality exhausted all his energy, consuming his whole personhood. What we try to suppress defines us (more on this in the vulnerability chapter), or, in the words of one of my psychology supervisors, “Anything unspeakable to you is affecting you.” That’s why we don’t heal shame by hiding it. When we share it, and our friends love and accept us, we are released from the labor of guarding our shame. Whatever alleged flaw triggered our shame becomes a part of who we are, not the entirety of who we are. This is how the empathy we receive from friends makes us whole.


Selina did indeed feel whole again after she shared her shame with Jesse. “I look up and there’s no troll bridge, no garbage,” she said. “It was like looking down at my ugly, gnarly troll hands and realizing that they’re regular hands, like everyone else’s. I’m normal. I looked in the mirror after that night, and thought, ‘Why do I feel so beautiful?’ Because if somebody like Jesse loved someone like me, then I’m someone worth loving. I was human again and deserving of love.”


Friendship Makes Us Empathic


Of course, anyone can offer us this empathy—our family, our spouse, our boss, our Instagram followers, a Zumba instructor, a candlestick maker, a reluctant Uber driver. But friends are there when we need this empathy the most. Research finds that shame is highest when we’re teenagers, decreasing steadily throughout our lives and then increasing again to similarly high rates only in old age. Research finds that at this awkward time, we don’t turn to family or the boyfriend we invented when we were younger to seem interesting. We turn to friends. Friends have such a lasting impact on our identities because they are there during this critical and tumultuous time when we are figuring out who we are.


Friends are good candidates for providing us with empathy because friendship provokes empathy. In fact, friendship, according to Sullivan, is how we become empathic. In his theory of chumships, he argues that around the ages of eight to ten, friendship radically alters how we relate to others. It’s the first relationship where we value another’s welfare as much as our own. As kids, when it comes to parents, we take. When it comes to teachers, we obey. But when it comes to friends, we feel for and with.


Sullivan explains that a child “begins to develop a real sensitivity to what matters to another person. And this is not in the sense of ‘what should I do to get what I want,’ but instead ‘what should I do to contribute to the happiness or to support the prestige and feeling of worth-whileness of my chum.’ … It is a matter of we.” When I shared this theory with my friend, she nodded and said, “I could easily confuse my kids for tiny tyrants if I never saw them with their friends.”


This isn’t all just theory. Dozens of studies highlight friendship’s unique role in promoting empathy. For adolescents, friendship is a distinct space to practice empathy, as research finds that during adolescence, kindness toward friends increases while kindness toward family is stagnant or decreases. Friendship isn’t just a space to practice empathy; it’s a space to develop it. A meta-analysis found that having high-quality friendship is correlated with greater empathy. In another study on kids with languages issues, kids with better friends developed more empathy, and those with more empathy developed better friendships. There’s also research that looks at empathy and friendship unfolding in the brain. It finds that seeing friends excluded activates the same part of our brains triggered when we are excluded. This is not true for strangers. Empathy, then, is part of friendship. And friendship does not only make us empathic toward our friends. It makes us empathic generally.


Empathy is a major achievement of friendship. It’s enough to make the relationship vital. But friendship’s positive impact extends beyond nurturing empathy, toward bettering our characters more generally. One study, for example, tested whether having friends during formative years affects who we become as adults. It compared fifth graders who did have friends with fifth graders who did not on several outcomes in adulthood. The fifth graders with friends were less depressed, more moral, and had higher self-worth as adults.


If we were asked, How did you become empathic? More moral? Develop high self-esteem?, for most of us, our answer wouldn’t be friends. Education, self-reflection, therapy, or genes, we might say. We’re not always conscious of the way friendship transforms us, but it still does. And it doesn’t just make us into better versions of ourselves. It helps us figure out who we are.


Friendship Helps Us Figure Out Who We Are


It was the summer of 2016, a muggy day in the French district of Hanoi, Vietnam, when Callee opened the windows of her apartment and yelled, “SHUT UP!” at the racket below. She knew it was futile. Her voice would be drowned out by the bustle, but she had to try. She slumped back in bed and began to sob. Callee is American, and her move to Vietnam was supposed to be her great escape, a grand adventure. But several months in, she felt herself more exasperated than recharged. Sure, she enjoyed teaching English, but life outside her tiny apartment was overwhelming, and she was lonely.


“You should come out with me and my friends,” her co-worker Gilda told her when she noticed Callee looking glum. Gilda introduced Callee to her friends, a well-meaning but dour group at a local bar. They didn’t say much to Callee as she scooted into the booth, nor for the rest of the night. While Callee appreciated Gilda’s invitation, she left feeling a different type of lonely, the type you feel when you’re around people but uncomfortable being yourself. Callee has bouncy curly hair, and she is normally as bubbly as a fizzy beverage, laughing easily and greeting people with hellos that echo through the room. But around Gilda and her subdued friends, Callee felt pressure to turn down the dial on her personality.


Callee didn’t see those friends again, but she continued to spend time with Gilda. Soon after, they joined a kung fu class with other expats, and Gilda gave her a rundown of the other students that included a word of advice: “The girl, Lee, she’s a loud and obnoxious Australian girl. I’d stay away from her.” The comment confirmed something Callee suspected about her friendship with Gilda: it could survive only if she shrunk herself. She said, “Because if Gilda really knew me, then she’d probably be telling some other person ‘That’s Callee. She’s a loud and obnoxious American. Stay away.’” Ironically, Gilda’s comment put Lee on Callee’s radar as someone to get to know.


Luckily, Lee wasn’t shy and introduced herself to Callee. The two took to each other quickly, giggling in the back of class and getting in trouble. Lee invited Callee to lunch after class and their friendship was cemented. Lee struck Callee as someone good and kind. They also shared an easy comfort from the start, something Callee was missing with Gilda. She adored Lee for her positivity, the way her smiles looked like crescent moons, and her cheeks dimpled when she laughed. Around Lee, Callee exhaled into her full laughing, vibrant self. The demure girl with Gilda at the bar wasn’t Callee.


Lee was as full of joy as she was guts. She drove a moped around Vietnam. When she didn’t know how to get somewhere, she jumped on the bike and hailed passersby for directions. She went up to strangers, said hello, and asked them to lunch, as Callee witnessed. She was brave, and Callee wasn’t.


One weekend, Callee visited Lee in a house she had just moved into. Lee’s boyfriend, a Brazilian soccer player, was there, kind, cute, and attentive. Her tidy home was hugging the beach. Callee sighed and thought of her life. She was tired of living in the city, tired of the rumbling moped engines, yells, and stumbling drunk people outside her apartment. And somehow, that frustration started coming out in her interactions with Lee.


That weekend, when Lee hailed a stranger for directions, Callee snapped, “How do you not know where to go? You live here!” When Lee made a wrong turn, Callee chided, “You’re going the wrong way.” When Lee fumbled over her Vietnamese while ordering food, Callee interjected, “That’s not how you say it!” and then when Lee would gesticulate wildly while telling a story, Callee would mimic her mockingly. Finally, a deflated Lee said, “C! Why are you being so mean to me?”


Why was she being so mean? Callee had to face the facts. “I was envious because of how further ahead in life she was. She’s fearless, going anywhere the wind takes her, and she’s not afraid to make changes. I was really inspired by her, but I wasn’t cognizant of that, so it started to feel oppressive to be around her, because she had her shit together,” she admitted. Here was someone she was curious about, even envious of, and she expressed her intrigue with jabs. Lee was a threat because she reminded Callee of the ways her life was empty.


After this revelation, Callee started to embrace her envy, as a clue for how she wanted to change her life. “I needed to remember her journey was different from mine,” she said, “and the reason we are friends is because we could ignite one another and help each other grow.” And so, Callee let Lee ignite her. She drove a moped around town. She invited strangers out for pho. One day, while Lee and Callee were at the gym, Lee suggested that they choreograph a dance together. They did, and Callee never stopped dancing. She began to choreograph dances when alone in her room, and she eventually became a Zumba instructor. Callee became all the things Lee showed her she could be.


There’s a famous psychology study called the Bobo doll experiment. The experiment involves kids watching an adult either beat up a huge inflatable doll called Bobo or else ignore it and play with toys. When the kids were exposed to Bobo, after seeing the adult pummel him, they hammered him upside his big old head and left-hooked him in his dumb grinning face. When the kids saw the adults ignore Bobo for the other toys, they left Bobo alone. The study was revolutionary because it illustrated that learning doesn’t just happen when a teacher lectures at the front of a classroom. We take on what we experience. Our classroom is what we witness firsthand.


Lee was Callee’s Bobo doll experiment. As much as Gilda told Callee to enjoy and live life in Vietnam, what convinced her to do it was seeing Lee live hers. Their friendship demonstrates how friends change us. Our friends advertise the kaleidoscope of ways we can live. They expose us to new ways of being in the world, showing us another life is possible. As Anaïs Nin, the French Cuban writer, puts it, “Each friend represents a world in us, a world possibly not born until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born.”


In psychology-speak, Callee and Lee’s friendship illustrates the tenets of self-expansion theory. The theory emphasizes that our identity needs to constantly expand for us to be fulfilled, and relationships are our primary means for expansion. That’s because when we get close to someone, we include them in our sense of ourselves, a phenomenon aptly termed “inclusion of others in the self.” When our friends hike Kilimanjaro, it feels almost as if we did, and then we feel more ready to make the climb. When our friend gives up their accounting job to pursue watercolor, we’re curious about leaving ours to make jewelry. When they’ve developed a frozen yogurt obsession, we find ourselves peering into the Pinkberry window. Inclusion of others in the self is actually part of why we’re empathic toward friends; it feels like being empathic to ourselves.


Arthur Aron, a renowned professor at Stony Brook University, developed the concept of inclusion of others in the self. Aron told me about interesting tests he’s done that suggest that we include others in our selves. He found that people who were given money were likely to divvy it up fairly between themselves and a best friend but were more selfish when sharing it with a stranger. In another of his studies, people were asked to attribute traits to themselves or another person and then to recall which traits they ascribed to whom. They were more likely to mistake traits they had attributed to themselves to a close other (friend or romantic partner) than to a media personality. Another study found that people took longer to recognize their face as theirs when it was presented alongside their friend’s face compared to when it was presented alongside a celebrity’s. When trying to assess differences between ourselves and close others, we get confused because they feel like part of us.


While inclusion of others in self can make us feel exhilarated, intimate, and evolved, it also has drawbacks. A small slice of people report being enmeshed with others and losing their identity, Aron told me. It also provides a window for us to take on another’s unsavory traits—their chortle, love of bologna, or morning whiskey-swigging routine.


Inclusion of others in self explains why we’re extra susceptible to peer pressure coming from friends. Parents worry when their kids get involved with the wrong crowd, and, based on Aron’s research, they should. But Aron has faith that the positives outweigh the negatives. “We choose people for relationships because we want to become like them, after all,” he shared. “It’s a way for us to enrich who we are.”


Aron maintains that friendship is a powerful trigger for self-expansion. A diehard researcher, he’s gotten so close to his research collaborators that he sometimes forgets whose expertise is whose. I’d add that friendship has unique advantages for self-expansion. Even in my greatest romantic relationships, when I haven’t seen friends enough, I’ve felt my personality accordion inward. One person, no matter how great, could surface only one side of me. Hanging out with different friends dilated my personality like a peacock fanning its tail.


Lincoln and Speed’s friendship reveals the consequences of including others in our self. It’s not just that we share joy and sorrow. We also become more similar, less distinguishable. As Aron puts it, “If I am close to you, who I am is deeply and centrally different because of you; and this difference is that who I am deeply and centrally is you.” Aron goes so far as to argue that the self is simply a reflection of what we’ve gleaned from our relationships across our lives.


Most of us look forward to the day when our identity hardens, like a cast protecting against life’s dings. When we’re younger, we yearn for the moment when we’ll be fully formed and have life figured out. Maybe it’s when we find love, or have kids, or write that book, or retire. And then we get older and realize that moment never happens. You’re never done figuring it out, but hopefully you’re better equipped to tolerate not knowing. This uncertainty is also an offering—an opportunity not only to expand, evolve, and grow, but also to deepen our friendships by letting others be agents of our transformation.



Friendship Makes Us Friendlier


Friendship affects who we are—our behaviors, traits, and identity. For some additional evidence of its importance, let’s zero in on its effects on our biology.


Imagine if you showed up to a research experiment, and the experimenter asked you to inhale a nasal spray. After waiting for the spritz to set in, the researcher told you he’ll give you ten dollars and that you’ll have to divide the sum with a stranger. How much you share is up to you. Are you generous?


Or imagine another scenario. This time, after the nasal spray spritz, the researcher gave you some money and told you that you could give some or all of it to a trustee. The researcher will top off any money you give, so the trustee can pay you back and then some and still keep a hefty amount for themselves. But they could also keep it and leave you with nothing. Do you trust them?


Your answer here, according to two studies, will depend on what was in that nasal spray. Some people got a saltwater placebo, while others were spritzed with a magical hormone that makes us more generous, giving, and all-around friendly. It’s called oxytocin. People who got oxytocin were more trusting. According to other studies, the hormone triggers empathy for and attention to others.


But oxytocin doesn’t just bring us connection. Connection brings us oxytocin. When we feel connected, our oxytocin rises. One study found that male chimpanzees hanging out with friends experience an uptick in oxytocin. Another study found that female monkeys who had better friendships released more oxytocin later in life. The same was true for male monkeys, in relation to a different social hormone, vasopressin. Kids with moms who had higher levels of oxytocin exhibited higher levels of oxytocin and better friendships.


Throughout this chapter, I’ve tried to convince you that friendship transforms us, and oxytocin shows us how. While the evidence is still growing, studies suggest that having quality friendships in our past triggers our oxytocin and makes us more empathic, moral, and attentive and, in doing so, positions us as better friends. Our past friendships, the evidence suggests, prepare us for connection throughout our lives. According to Sullivan, the psychiatrist who created the theory of chumships, “Carrying on the businesses of life with members of one’s own sex requires relations with a chum in preadolesc[ence].” Friendship begets friendship. But for those who haven’t yet experienced the virtuous cycle of friendship, don’t worry. The information you will learn in Platonic will bring you onboard.


But oxytocin, like an undergrad with student loans, takes on multiple jobs. It isn’t just the key to connection; it’s also the key to health—so much so that scientists have touted it as the “elixir of youth.” Although much of the research on oxytocin’s health-boosting effects has been conducted in animals, results are promising. Studies find that it calms stress responses and reduces inflammation. In rat studies, it has been found to decrease cortisol levels and blood pressure. In our quest to figure out why having friends makes us better connectors, and why friendship benefits our mental and physical health, we find the same source: oxytocin. In the words of Esther Perel, a famous couples’ therapist, “the quality of our relationships determines the quality of our lives.” Oxytocin is the common denominator.*



Friendship Makes Our Souls Grow


“Friendship is unnecessary like philosophy, like art, like the universe itself,” C. S. Lewis wrote with irony, implying the very opposite. At one point in our lives, friendship was at the center of all our universes, like it is for Selina. And in that time—if it was healthy—it elevated our character, making us more moral, empathic, and whole. Callee’s story demonstrates that, through self-expansion, friendship helps us figure out who we are. We don’t know ourselves fully until we experience ourselves in another person and recognize that force within us. Or, as the Zulu saying goes, “a person is a person through other persons.”


Friendships are tiny interventions of love and empathy and oxytocin that calm our bodies, keep us healthy, and ready us for connection. In the words of Lydia Denworth, author of Friendship: The Evolution, Biology, and Extraordinary Power of Life’s Fundamental Bond, “People think all the time about competition and survival of the fittest, but really it’s survival of the friendliest. Friendship is the key to us living long and happy lives.”


Friendship is a medium through which we find the truest, kindest, and richest selves. It is the in vivo class on relationships that teaches us what it means to connect with others. Friendship, in enhancing us in so many ways, prepares us for, well, friendship. Our friends mold us into people who are better prepared to form healthier, richer, longer-lasting connections. French philosopher Michel de Montaigne, in his essay “On Friendship,” calls it “spiritual,” a relationship that allows the “soul to grow more refined by practice.” May we cherish our friends and watch our souls grow.
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