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In early 2020, just before 
the start of the pan-
demic, I met a woman 

who said she practiced “ag-
gressive friendship.” It takes 
a lot of her time, but she’s 
the person who regularly in-
vites friends over to her 
house, who organizes events 
and outings with her friends. 
What a fantastic way to live.

I thought of her while read-
ing Robin Dunbar’s recent 
book, “Friends.” If the au-
thor’s name means some-
thing to you, it’s probably 
because of Dunbar’s number. 
This is his finding that the 
maximum number of mean-
ingful relationships most 
people can have is some-
where around 150. How 
many people are invited to 
the average American wed-
ding? About 150. How many 
people are on an average 
British Christmas card list? 
About 150. How many people 
were there in early human 
hunter-gatherer communi-
ties? About 150.

Dunbar argues that it’s a 
matter of cognitive capacity. 
The average human mind 
can maintain about 150 sta-

ble relationships at any 
given moment. These 150 
friends are the people you 
invite to your big events — 
the people you feel comfort-
ably altruistic toward.

He also argues that most 
people have a circle of 
roughly 15 closer friends. 
These are your everyday so-
cial companions — the peo-
ple you go to dinner and the 
movies with. Within that 
group there’s your most inti-
mate circle, with roughly 
five friends. These are the 
people who are willing to 
give you unstinting emo-
tional, physical and financial 
help in your time of need.

Dunbar argues that the 
closeness of a friendship is 
influenced by how many 
things you have in common. 
“You are twice as likely to 
share genes with a friend as 
you are with any random 
person from your local 
neighborhood,” he writes. 
People tend to befriend 
those who have similar mu-
sical tastes, political opin-
ions, professions, 
worldviews and senses of 
humor. You meet a new per-

son. You invest time in get-
ting to know this person, 
and you figure out which 
friendship circle you are go-
ing to slot him or her into.

Time is one crucial ele-
ment in friendship. Jeffrey 
Hall, an expert in the psy-
chology of friendship, stud-
ied 112 University of Kansas 
first years and found that it 
took about 45 hours of pres-
ence in another person’s 
company to move from ac-
quaintance to friend. To 
move from casual friend to 
meaningful friend took an-
other 50 hours over a three-
month period, and to move 
into the inner close friend cir-
cle took another 100 hours.

People generally devote a 
lot more time to their inner 
circles than to their outer 
circles. Dunbar found that 
over the course of a month, 
people devote about 8 1/2 
hours to each of their five 

closest friends, and they de-
vote a bit more than two 
hours a month (basically a 
dinner or a lunch) to the 
next 10 who complete their 
15-person circle. They de-
vote, on average, less than 
20 minutes a month to the 
other 135 people in their 
larger friend circle.

These are averages. We 
each have our own friend-
ship style. Extroverts spend 
their social energy across 
more people and have more 
but weaker close friend-
ships. Introverts invest in 
fewer people but have stron-
ger ties to them.

The other crucial factor in 
friendship is social skill, and 
this is something that, as a 
society, we don’t take seri-
ously enough. This has be-
come a passionate 
conviction for me over the 
past decade. Social life is 
fast, complex and incredibly 
demanding cognitively. 
Americans have only re-
cently begun to teach social 
and emotional skills in 
schools, and there are plenty 
of reasons to believe that on-
line life erodes those skills.

But our happiness in life, 
as well as our health and ful-
fillment, is hugely depen-
dent on our ability to be 
skillfully understanding of 

and considerate toward oth-
ers. A lot of the bitterness 
and alienation in our coun-
try flows from the fact that 
our social skills are inade-
quate to the complex soci-
ety we now live in.

Psychologists Michael Ar-
gyle and Monika Henderson 
identified some of the social 
actions on which friend-
ships are based: standing up 
for friends when they are 
not around, sharing import-
ant news with them, confid-

ing vulnerabilities with 
them, providing emotional 
support when it’s needed.

A lot of the important 
skills are day-to-day commu-
nications skills: throwing the 
conversation back and forth 
without interrupting, adding 
something meaningful to 
what the other person just 
said, telling jokes, reminisc-
ing about the past, anticipat-
ing how the other person 
might react to your com-
ment so you can frame it in a 
way that’s most helpful.

Dunbar and his colleagues 

Neil Duncan and Anna Marri-
ott sampled conversations 
other people were having in 
coffee shops and other ven-
ues and found that two-
thirds of the conversation 
time was spent talking about 
social topics. Dunbar’s re-
search also suggests that 
the average person can ex-
pect to have a close relation-
ship break down about 
every 2.3 years. That’s 
roughly 30 relationship 
breakdowns over an adult-
hood — usually over things 
like lack of care and poor 
communication.

I find Dunbar’s work fasci-
nating, though like so much 
of the social sciences, it fo-
cuses on what can be quan-
tified across populations, so 
it misses what is particular 
and unique about each 
friendship.

Most of this research was 
done many years ago. Read-
ing it in the context of COVID, 
I often had a sense that I was 
glimpsing a lost world. Ev-
erything seems so fragile. As 
we gradually slog back to 
normal life, this might be the 
moment to take a friendship 
inventory, and to be aggres-
sively friendly.
———
David Brooks writes for  
The New York Times.

Secrets of lasting friendships: 
enough time and social skills

Prickly City >> By Scott Stantis
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A price on carbon will reduce emissions, make polluters pay

Restore honored burial customs while being kind to the aina

DAVID

BROOKS

By Molly Whiteley, Ronald Reilly 
and Keith Neal

Climate change is now a climate 
emergency, as declared by Hawaii’s 
Legislature last year. This emer-
gency is clear, as both the Arctic 
and Antarctic poles are currently 
well above freezing temperatures. It 
is unlikely that all the polar ice will 
melt, but if it did, sea levels would 
rise 220 feet. Unfortunately, this 
emergency declaration has not re-
sulted in the legislature passing the 
bills necessary to aggressively 
lower our carbon emissions.

However, this inaction is not 
due to a lack of good ideas. The 
United Nations Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change has pro-
duced several reports over the 
last few decades outlining the dire 
impacts carbon emissions will 
have on our world. This body has 
also said that governments need 
to put a price on carbon to make 
polluters pay. This would encour-
age people and corporations to 

shift their behavior 
away from costly car-
bon activities to more 
eco-friendly ones.

Hawaii’s Legislature 
has contemplated this 
action for years and 
even commissioned a 
study to research the 
results of such a plan. 
The study showed 
that this plan could 
cut Hawaii’s emissions 
by 40% by 2045 com-
pared to 2019 levels.

Putting a price on carbon leads 
some to believe they will be worse 
off financially due to the increased 
cost of goods. However, when the 
revenue generated from this plan is 
rebated back to Hawaii households 
in equal shares, most people would 
be wealthier over the next decade.

This is because visitors and the 
highest income earners are the 
ones who use the most carbon 
products and would pay the high-
est amount towards the carbon 

price. The highest 20% of income 
earners in Hawaii consume over 
twice as much gasoline and natu-
ral gas as low and middle-income 
earners and use more than five 
times as much air and water trans-
portation.

House Bill 2278, nicknamed the 
“Carbon Cashback” bill, would im-
plement this program for Hawaii 
statewide. It passed through the 
House chamber this year but was 
never scheduled for a hearing in the 

Senate. This, despite a 
similar bill passing 
through the entire Sen-
ate chamber in 2020.

With costs rising 
dramatically across 
the islands and the 
world, this plan 
would start putting 
extra cash in people’s 
hands when they 
need it the most. Be-
ginning our necessary 
transition away from 
fossil fuels will shelter 

our islands from the massive price 
swings of the global oil market.

In addition, the impacts of cli-
mate change will hit the low and 
middle-income households the 
hardest as they have fewer re-
sources to protect themselves 
against the effects of climate 
change and generally live in areas 
with higher temperatures. HB 2278 
moderates that impact because it 
gives them a net benefit, because 
their rebate would be larger than 

the higher prices they pay resulting 
from the carbon tax. The average 
family in the lowest income quintile 
would have a net benefit of $900 a 
year early in the program.

Had we implemented this plan 
decades ago, rising oil and gas 
costs wouldn’t be something we’d 
worry about. Our electricity and 
transportation sectors would have 
already transitioned away from 
carbon sources.

Carbon Cashback polls very 
highly, with over 80% of registered 
Democrats and two-thirds of all vot-
ers supporting the plan. Hawaii’s 
Democratic Party put its name be-
hind this idea four years ago. De-
spite this, Democratic legislators 
have yet to pass this into law.

Although one key deadline for 
HB 2278 has passed, if it acts now, 
the Senate still has the power to 
make sure this bill passes through 
its chamber and on to the gover-
nor’s desk. The climate crisis de-
mands that we act now, or we will 
pay the price with interest later.

By Hinaleimoana K.K. Wong-Kalu

I recently had the honor of es-
corting Mililani Trask into her 
swearing-in ceremony as a trustee 
of the Office of Hawaiian Affairs. It 
was a deeply moving ceremony as 
this esteemed warrior for the 
rights of the Hawaiian peoples and 
indigenous people everywhere 
was sworn in by Judge Lisa Gi-
noza. The oli I chanted as we 
walked in together invoked the 
blessings of akua as Trask ac-
cepted this appointment, made 
possible by an unexpected open-
ing and the full confidence of the 
OHA board.

OHA trustees have worked with 
this woman of fierce intellect and 
unstoppable passion previously 
when she had served as a trustee. 
They are well aware of the huge 
contribution she could make in en-
suring that the long-delayed righ-

teous and recognized 
claims of the Hawaiian 
people are met by the 
state. As Mililani said in 
her remarks, she is 
deeply grateful for the 
trust that has been 
placed in her. “I didn’t 
expect that at this stage 
in my life, as a kupuna, I 
would have this oppor-
tunity presented to me. 
But I promise to give it 
all I’ve got. Contrary to 
what some believed, 
the culture and 
strength of the Hawai-
ian people will never be 
erased. This I know, 
and I promise to work very, very 
hard with my fellow trustees for 
the upliftment of our people,” she 
said.

Her words resonated because it 
is with the aim of restoring Native 

Hawaiian cultural tradi-
tions protected by law 
that the Hawaiian com-
pany, Aloha Mortuary, 
has worked hard over 
two legislative sessions 
to advance the legaliza-
tion of alkaline hydroly-
sis, or water cremation. 
The beauty of this legis-
lation is that it benefits 
everyone. It is gentle on 
the Earth, which we 
have abused way too 
much for way too long. 
As a cultural practi-
tioner it touches my 
heart and soul that we 
are within reach of dis-

posing of the bodies of our loved 
ones while retaining the ability to 
retrieve clean, sterile bones that 
can be treated with the respect of 
time-honored rituals.

I was happy to support Senate 

Bill 2828 because we have traveled 
this road for too long without suc-
cess. The Hawaiian Civic Clubs ini-
tiated an effort to facilitate the 
burials of members of their ohana 
in a manner that is culturally ap-
propriate in 2012 and in 2015, but 
the outcome was not what we 
hoped for.

In traditional times, the bodies 
of those who had passed, includ-
ing the ali i, were set into an imu. 
Eventually, all the tissue was 
steamed from the long bones and 
secreted to a private place, and 
the water-based residue was re-
turned to the sea. Hawaiians have 
not been able to engage in this 
practice for generations. But now, 
as SB 2828 moves closer to pas-
sage, we may once again be able to 
return our iwi kupuna to the aina 
in a culturally appropriate way 
that is clean, sterile and safe.

Water cremation has many po-

tential benefits for our state and 
those who are not Hawaiian be-
cause it has the ability to thor-
oughly sterilize bodily remains. 
Emerging from the horrors of the 
pandemic, we have to remember 
that health and safety threats are 
likely to continue because of 
global travel. Everyone should 
take comfort in knowing that all 
pathogens that might remain in a 
body after a serious disease are ef-
fectively destroyed. 

The final products and by-prod-
ucts are sterile and safe for easy 
disposal. The water used in the 
chamber that dissolves the body 
can be used to enrich a memorial 
garden. 

Isn’t that a truly beautiful way to 
honor our aina?

As Mililani Trask said, we have 
to do all we can to help our culture 
thrive. SB 2828 will help do just 
that. And more.

ISLAND VOICES

Hinaleimoana K.K. 
Wong-Kalu is a 
kumu hula, Hawai-
ian practitioner 
and a former 
long-serving chair-
person for the 
Oahu Island Burial 
Council.

ISLAND VOICES

Molly Whiteley, left, is a former public school teacher/admin-
istrator and a state co-coordinator for Citizens’ Climate Lobby 
(CCL) Hawaii; Ronald Reilly, center, a retired medical lab 
technologist, co-leads the Hawaii Island chapter of CCL; Keith 
Neal is a retired aerospace engineer and an environmental, 
labor and social justice advocate.

———

Introverts invest in fewer 
people but have stronger 
ties to them.

———


