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FRIENDSHIP
Philosophical interest in friendship has revived after a long eclipse. This is largely due to a renewed interest in ancient moral philosophy, in the role of emotion in morality, and in the ethical dimensions of personal relations in general. Some of the main questions raised by philosophers are the following: Is friendship only an instrumental value, i.e., only a means to other values, or also an intrinsic value - a value in its own right? Is friendship a mark of psychological and moral self-sufficiency, or of deficiency? How does friendship-love differ from the unconditional love of agape, and how - if at all - is it related to justice? Can the particularist, partialist perspective of friendship be reconciled with the universalist, impartialist perspective of morality? Is friendship morally neutral, or does friendship at its best require a good character? These questions are discussed here with reference to the following philosophical traditions: 

1
Ancient Philosophy

2
Medieval Christian Philosophy

3
Modern Philosophy

4
Twentieth Century Philosophy
The article traces the logical connections among views of the nature, value, and morality of friendship, as well as the historical connections among views expressed in the different periods.

1
Ancient Philosophy




Ancient moral philosophy devoted considerable attention to understanding friendship (philia) and passionate love (eros) (see LOVE). In its widest sense, `philia' covers both amicable relations among casual acquaintances, and intimate, loving relationships within and without the family. Plato's Lysis is the first serious philosophical treatment of friendship, and sets the stage for subsequent treatments. The dialogue is largely inconclusive, but some of the claims made in it reemerge in Plato's later dialogues: we love people, like other objects of love, because of some lack in ourselves, and we love them only insofar as they are useful in pursuing our final end or eudaimonia, achieved with knowledge of Goodness (see PLATO, EUDAIMONIA). Thus, the notion of friendship as an enduring and reciprocal love between equals, and as a mark of self-sufficiency rather than deficiency, remains absent from Plato's account.


These lacunae are made good in Aristotle's writings. A flourishing (eudaimon) human life, a life that is complete and self-sufficient (lacking in nothing), includes friendship - reciprocal affection and goodwill - because human flourishing is essentially relational. People can be loved for their pleasure- or utility-value, or for their good character; accordingly, there are pleasure-friendships, utility-friendships and character-friendships. Character-friendships include pleasure and utility, because good character is both pleasurable and useful. Here friends love (philein) each other for who they are, their character, and `not coincidentally' (NE 1156b11-12); hence, they wish each other `to be' and to flourish for their own sakes (1166a3-20). Character-friendship requires virtuous activity, and a choice (prohairesis) of `another self' (EE 1236b3-6, 1237a30ff, NE 1170b6-7). Such a choice presupposes genuine self-love, which only virtuous people possess; hence, only they can choose another self (see ARISTOTLE, VIRTUE). Moreover, virtue is best exercized in pleasurable and beneficial activities with and towards friends, so it is virtuous people who most want friends. 


A much-discussed problem in Aristotle's account is that he first makes non-instrumental concern - goodwill - a distinguishing feature of all friendships (1155b29-1156a5), but subsequently restricts it to character-friendships (1156b10-11, 1167a11-14). He does not attempt to reconcile these claims; nor does he explain why we cannot have goodwill towards utility- or pleasure-friends, given his belief that we can towards strangers. So perhaps we should take Aristotle to mean simply that active and enduring goodwill is found only in character-friendships. 


Aristotle also discusses friendship in the wider sense of relations of mutual goodwill and justice among people, including strangers. The general claim is that friendship, justice and community are coextensive, and so all humans capable of community, including slaves, have a sort of friendship with each other (1159b25-30, 1161b6). This belies the widespread view that Aristotle's ethics is parochial. Also noteworthy is Aristotle's insistence that the claims of justice increase with the closeness of the friendship, a claim that runs contrary to many contemporary depictions of friendship as being `beyond justice.' 



The Aristotelian idea that non-instrumental concern is essential to friendship is central to Hellenistic accounts of friendship, though sometimes uneasily so. Thus, Epicurus recognizes friendship as an intrinsic good which necessarily involves loving our friends as we love ourselves, yet insists that every act of friendship must aim at our eudaimonia. But this insistence, conjoined with his conception of eudaimonia as a static end-state of unhindered pleasure (ataraxia, tranquillity), rather than as pleasurable activity (see EPICURUS, PLEASURE), makes friendship simply instrumental to eudaimonia, and so not an intrinsic good. Another problem arises from Epicurus' conception of eudaimonia as invulnerable and up to us (par' hemas). Eudaimonia is achieved through a rational control of the strength and range of one's desires, a control that makes it relatively immune to chance. But what if the desire that one's friend live and flourish is frustrated? Epicurus must either insist that we can and should eliminate such desires in the interests of eudaimonia, thereby rendering his conception of friendship rather shallow, or acknowledge that eudaimonia is not entirely par' hemas or invulnerable. 


Cicero's (106-43 BC) De Amicitia is largely responsible for transmitting Aristotle's conception of friendship to Christian philosophers, notably St Augustine (354-430) and Aelred of Rievaulx (1109-1166); it thus admirably exemplifies his aim of using rhetoric to disseminate philosophical ideas. Cicero builds on Aristotle's account, but with distinctive emphases. Thus, the internal component of self-sufficiency -- a sense of security and self-confidence -- is stressed as a necessary condition of friendship, and the centrality of mutual respect in perfect friendship, only implicit in Aristotle, is made explicit. Further, rationality is emphasized by the admonition to base friendship on careful observation and occasional testing of a person's character, and continual self-scrutiny.

2
Medieval Christian Philosophy



Friendship raises new questions and problems in the context of the Christian conception of perfect love, agape or charity (see AGAPE/CHARITY/CARITAS). For agape is universal and unconditional, directed at saint and sinner alike, whereas friendship is preferential and conditional on the friend's goodness. Does not the exclusiveness of friendship, then, contradict the inclusiveness of agape? Augustine's answer is `no', so long as we recognize that friendship is a gift of divine agape, and use it - like all earthly loves - as a means to perfect love for God, the only love to be enjoyed for its own sake. To love persons as ends is to seek infinite satisfaction in them, and this is idolatory, a violation of the commandment of total devotion to God. As in Plato, so in Augustine, personal love ultimately seeks, and finds satisfaction in, a good that transcends any earthly good. 


Not all Christian philosophers, however, see personal love as a mere means to a divine end. Like Augustine, Aelred believes that only Christians can have true (`spiritual') friendship, because true friendship requires agreement on both human and divine affairs and a mutual wish for both temporal and eternal happiness. However, Aelred agrees with Cicero that friendship is its own `fruition and reward' (SF 1:45). For spiritual friendship combines the joys of intimate, trusting, mutual openness with justice, prudence, fortitude, and temperance, which are forms of charity. And, since God is charity, `"he that abides in friendship, abides in God, and God in him"' (1:70). 


Likewise, the Aristotelian Thomas Aquinas (c 1224-74) sees the true friend as one who is loved `simply and for itself', not `from any extrinsic cause' (ST I-II, q.26:a.4, q.28:a.2). So exalted is friendship in Aquinas' eyes, that it even serves as a model for charity-love of God. Thus, charity involves communication with God the friend, a communication that enables us to achieve our `ultimate end' of becoming more like God (SCG III-I,3,c.19). What remains unexplained is how friendship can have value for God, given that his perfect self-sufficiency renders external goods superfluous. 

3
Modern Philosophy



Medieval Christian thinkers see agape as predicated on the good or God in everyone, even the sinner, and friendship as predicated on the friend's good character. Martin Luther (1483-1546), however, regards all conditional-on-goodness love as instrumental, and re-interprets agape as a spontaneous, gratuitous, unmotivated-by-goodness love. This turn has a profound influence on later philosophers, both secular and Christian, notably, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and Soren Kierkegaard (1813-55).


The Lutheran influence is curiously intermixed with the influence of ancient accounts in Kant's discussion. Like Aristotle, Kant distinguishes friendships based on a shared moral attitude - perfect friendships - from lesser sorts and, like Cicero, he emphasizes equality and mutuality of love and respect 

in perfect friendship. Contrary to Aristotle, however, Kant denies emotions any intrinsic moral worth (see KANT, EMOTION). For emotions are subject to natural laws, whereas morality requires freedom or autonomy (self-governance). Hence, intrinsic moral worth accrues only to respect and `practical' love (agape's secular analog), which can be willed, and their object, the friend's `humanity' - the purely rational capacity for moral self-legislation that makes rational beings ends in themselves. Emotional love, and its object, the friend's good character, have, at best, instrumental moral worth. Further, Kant regards the desire for our friends' happiness as a mere means to our own. Hence, emotional love is inevitably instrumental self-love. Finally, the view that emotions are involuntary implies that it is morally inconsequential whether we love virtuous or vicious people. These counter-intuitive consequences raise the question whether Kant's view of emotion and emotional love - later echoed by Kierkegaard - can do justice to friendship.


This question, and the utilitarian worry about how to justify the differential concern of friendship if morality requires impartial concern for all, dominate twentieth century discussions of friendship. 

4
Twentieth Century Philosophy



The Kantian view of emotion, and its contribution to philosophers' neglect of friendship, is thoroughly discussed by Lawrence Blum in the first philosophical book on friendship since Aelred's. Blum argues that love and concern require thought and choice, are crucial to moral perception and motivation, and can be non-instrumentally (though conditionally and preferentially) directed at friends' good. Hence, friendship-love is morally significant. 


The idea of the moral significance of friendship is also central to discussions of friendship inspired by Aristotle. Thus, several philosophers have emphasized the importance of friendship to self-knowledge and moral growth. Since friends share the same basic values, each gains greater self-awareness by observing the other's actions and responses, and since friends differ in important ways, each grows through emulation of the other's admirable qualities.


Elizabeth Telfer's article, `Friendship,' addresses the utilitarian worry about justifying differential concern. Telfer's solution, anticipated by Henry Sidgwick, is that unequal concern is justified because we are more effective producers of utility (the good) when we concentrate our energies on the needs of the few we know best. 


However, if utilitarians must justify their friendships as instrumental means to utility, their moral commitments seem psychologically incompatible with friendship's commitments. The usual response to this is that utility-maximization is only a standard of right action, not its primary motivation (see UTILITARIANISM/CONSEQUENTIALISM). Indeed, utilitarians should cultivate the dispositions of friendship, subject to the (background) proviso that if, overall, these dispositions failed to maximize utility, they would seek to change them. But this is just to say that utilitarians' motivations are, ultimately, shaped by instrumental considerations. So, even if they are psychologically compatible with friendship's dispositions, they seem logically inconsistent with them. 


 
The theme of preferential concern is salient in feminist and communitarian writings (see FEMINISM, COMMUNITARIANISM/LIBERALISM). Feminists emphasize the "care perspective" as a moral perspective independent of justice, and friendship as a caring relationship that is particularly valuable because of its voluntariness, mutuality and equality. But like most contemporary philosophers on friendship, including communitarians who oppose justice to friendship, most feminists also oppose the universalist, impartialist justice perspective to the particularist, partialist care perspective. Some, however, recognizing that there is no inherent tension between these perspectives, and deploring the frequent inequality of caring work in female-male friendships, have argued for the reconciliation of the two perspectives, and for the importance of justice in friendship. 


But more needs saying. Our particularity cannot exist, or be understood, independently of our common humanity. Hence, caring for someone implies seeing her particularity as a distinctive expression of common aspirations and needs. Conversely, justice implies giving due weight to the particular expressions of people's commonalities. Sensitivity to these aspects requires both virtues, justice and care. Justice and care are, thus, mutually dependent, and equally important in friendship. Indeed, insofar as justice depends on perceptiveness and imaginative effort, and the rightful expectation of these is greater within friendship, friendship intensifies the claims of justice. 


As this brief overview suggests, friendship raises questions central to all areas of philosophy concerned with knowledge of human life. 

__________________________________________

See also: ETHICS AND FAMILY, ETHICS AND SEXUALITY, GENDER AND ETHICS
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