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More Advance Praise for On Friendship


“Beautiful and wise, On Friendship will deepen your understanding of the friendships through which you live. Can a work of philosophy be a page-turner? This one is hard to put down. Here Montaigne triumphs over Aristotle, while theater emerges as the art that best illuminates friendship—which, as Nehamas shows us, is best appreciated as a work of art is appreciated, for what it is for us, individually and irreplaceably.”


             —Paul Woodruff, professor of philosophy and classics, University of Texas at Austin


“On Friendship accomplishes the remarkable; Nehamas punctures standard pieties with clear-eyed realism about the risks of loss or corruption through our friendships, while saving every bit of our unshakeable sense that our friends remain immeasurably valuable, and of central importance in our lives. This deeply insightful book—the fruit of a lifetime’s reflection—should be read not only by those who care about friendship in general, but by all of us who care about our friends.”


             —R. Lanier Anderson, professor of philosophy, Stanford University
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INTRODUCTION


IN THE PAST FEW YEARS, I HAVE HAD OCCASION TO travel to Greece, where I was born, on a more or less regular basis. The reasons for my trips were professional, the trips themselves were short—three days at most—and my schedule, crowded. But whenever I could, I would spend at least one evening in Athens in the company of a group of friends who have kept up the most striking relationship since our graduation from high school over fifty years ago.


Most of the group were boarders—some of us for as long as ten years. The school was academically rigorous and the boarding department was particularly regimented: all our activities—waking, washing, entering the dining room, studying, going to bed, and many others—were controlled by loud electric bells that usually gave us just enough time to get to our next task, and we were punished whenever we were late. Some of the boys were, like me, from Athens, where the school was located. Several came from other parts of Greece and a large number came from abroad, where their families had moved for one reason or another. Our dormitories gave us little privacy, we all belonged to the same section of our class, and we were also under constant supervision. All of that drew us very close to one another—many of us spent weekends and part of our vacations at one another’s homes—and we formed intense and long-lasting friendships (and equally intense if not always as long-lasting breakups and antipathies).


My friends were to spend much of their lives together. Right after graduation, I left Athens to study in the United States, where I have been living since then, and it was a while before I was in touch with them again. I was amazed at how easy it was to rejoin their group and how relaxed and comfortable they all made me feel as soon as I did. I suspect that that was in part because, as we were reacquainting ourselves with one another, I recognized in them some of the most characteristic features I remembered them having when we were still in school. One, now a surgeon, is still the funny man of the group, his spontaneous sense of humor quite unchanged even after all these years; another, who always loved flying, has a son who is a pilot for a commercial Greek airline; a third has remained blindly devoted to the soccer team he followed in school and never misses a single game—and I am sure that they recognized similar features in me as well. Every one of us, of course, has also undergone many changes, and at least some are to the good. Most important, we can appreciate what we once were and liked about each other without the insecurities, the resentments, and the competitiveness of adolescence: our interactions are now easier, milder, and more consistently affectionate, even if they are less dramatic or passionate than they were at the time.


The group meets regularly, usually on Sunday evenings; some play cards, others just to see one another and talk. They go out to dinner together, especially (though not exclusively) when they welcome—as they always do—old classmates like me, who live abroad. Often, these dinners become elaborate affairs at someone’s home, and their wives, who are also friends with one another, join in. Some spend family vacations together, others (husbands and wives both) have become godparents of some of their friends’ children. Although originally they may have begun to keep in touch in order to keep their past alive and still enjoy thinking back to it, as they (and I with them) often do, their friendship has gradually become much more than an opportunity to wax nostalgic: the activities I have mentioned, and everything that goes with such close and protracted contact, have had nothing less than a profound, all-embracing effect on the shape of their lives and the lives of their families.


To say that their friendship has had an effect on their lives is to say that it has had an effect on themselves. When I realized that these people are who they have come to be, at least in part (and it is a large part) because of their friendship, I also realized that friendship, even when motivated by a desire to regain a common past, is also crucial in forging a different future. Who we are is to a great extent determined by our friends, whose role in our life is more pervasive and all-encompassing the closer our relationship happens to be. Our friendships are not inert. My classmates’ friendship spreads out within their life: it suffuses it. Every friendship of ours is more or less closely connected with everything else about us: every one of our friends, the more so the more intimate we are, influences the direction our life takes, just as our life’s direction influences our choice of friends. Friendship is crucial to what most of us come to be in life.


In this book, I hope to show why that is. What is needed, first, though, is a more complex picture of friendship itself. Friendship—and here I mean close friendship, not the indiscriminate kind that is so easily forged through Facebook (which will always have the unfortunate distinction of turning “friend” into a verb)—is a bond that, ever since people began to think about it, has been consistently praised as one of life’s greatest gifts. Robert Burton’s tribute is typical:


“As the sun is to the firmament, so is friendship to the world,” a most divine and heavenly band. As nuptial love makes, this perfects mankind, and is to be preferred . . . Take this away, and take all pleasure, joy, comfort, happiness, and true content out of the world; ’tis the greatest tie, the surest indenture, strongest band . . . A faithful friend is better than gold, a medicine of misery, an only possession.


And so is Ralph Waldo Emerson’s:


                 O friend, my bosom said,


                 Through thee alone the sky is arched,


                 Through thee alone the rose is red,


                 All things through thee take nobler form,


                 And look beyond the earth.


While Charlotte Brontë’s words to Ellen Nussey give us a sense of how deeply a friendship can affect a whole life: “Why are we to be divided? Surely, Ellen, it must be because we are in danger of loving each other too well—in losing sight of the Creator in idolatry of the creature.”


Such an attitude originates with Aristotle, whose ideas about philia, which is universally taken to be equivalent to friendship, are still crucial to every effort to understand this relationship. Philia was for Aristotle a great and pure good: it is something, he explains, that no one would want to live without, no matter what else one already possesses in this life, and the tradition that follows him, with very few exceptions, has also taken friendship to be one of life’s greatest possessions.


Yet the Aristotelian tradition, which has been so influential that it informs commonsensical views to this day, has tended to turn away from friendship’s darker, more painful, and more compromising sides. In praising friendship, we often forget that the everyday interactions of friends are much more often than not commonplace and trivial. We forget as well the grief that comes with the end of a friendship. We ignore the fact that friendships, even good friendships, can sometimes be quite harmful. And we overlook the fact that even the best of friendships sometimes conflict with the morally right thing to do—when loyalty to a friend, for example, takes precedence over discharging one’s duty to others. Friendship, I will argue, has a double face.


That it can lead us into danger or immorality is one feature of friendship’s true complexity. Another was driven home to me by my reunions with my school friends. My meetings with them occur within a context significantly different from the context of many of my other relationships, and I found myself behaving and thinking differently in the company of these friends than I do in the company of others. For example, although the group includes, among others, engineers, journalists, business executives, and other professionals, no one among them is an academic. So, to speak to them as I speak without a second thought to my students and colleagues would be completely out of place. A tone of voice, a specific vocabulary, a mode of conversation that is perfectly natural with some friends can be affected, pedantic, or patronizing to others. Issues that you would always confront directly with one group suddenly take a second seat with another. We adjust to our different relationships, and what some particular friends see of us is very different from what is evident to some others:


We have as many sides to our character as we have friends to show them to. Quite unconsciously I find myself witty with one friend, large and magnanimous with another, petulant and stingy with another, wise and grave with another, and utterly frivolous with another. I watch with surprise the sudden and startling changes in myself as I pass from the influence of one friend to the influence of another.


What your friends are like when they are in the company of others, for instance, can often make you, as we say, “like them less”: you notice features of theirs that they have no reason to manifest when you are together.


If different friendships bring forward different aspects of ourselves, we will have to ask what exactly it is that seems different, depending on the relationship in which it is manifested. What is it that all our friends love, what we often call “the self”? Is there such a thing? And if there is, is it just the combination of all our different, and sometimes incompatible features or is it something distinct from, over and above, everything that our friends see in us? In this way, an investigation of friendship’s double face will not only lead to a more realistic picture of its nature, but to some of the most important questions of all.


The first part of this book examines what has been said about friendship and how the arts have represented it through the centuries. We will find that both philosophy and art reinforce our attitude toward friendship but also that they bring to light features of it that have not yet been examined closely enough. The second part is my attempt to come to terms with friendship’s double face—to show that despite the dangers and disappointments it brings in its train, which may actually be the other face of its pleasures and benefits, friendship remains a great good. That both ideas can be true at the same time can lead us to a better understanding of our friendships and—to the extent that our friendships make us what we are—of ourselves.


We begin, as we must, at the beginning: with Aristotle, who remains at the foundation of every serious discussion of friendship.









PART ONE









Chapter 1


“A FRIEND IS ANOTHER SELF”


Aristotelian Foundations


NONE OF US WOULD EVER WANT TO LIVE WITHOUT friends, according to Aristotle, even if we had every other good in the world. Aristotle wrote a long time ago—in the fourth century BC—but time has done little to cast doubt on his praise of friendship: friends may have enemies; friendship itself does not. Some of us think of our friends as a kind of mirror in which we can see and come to know ourselves as we couldn’t possibly do on our own, as another self. Others believe that the essence of friendship lies in the ability of friends to be completely open with one another and share their most intimate secrets. And everyone is aware of its indirect benefits, especially the willingness of friends to help one another personally, professionally, and financially in their hour of need, often sacrificing their own welfare, sometimes even their own life, for their friends’ sake.


Aristotle has always been not only the inspiration of most of our philosophy of friendship but also of much of our common sense about it. His influence has been immense, both through his own writings directly and through Cicero’s dialogue On Friendship, which disseminated Aristotle’s views during much of the Middle Ages, while Aristotle’s texts were lost and before they were rediscovered and became available again in the West.


To be sure, there are exceptions—but they are few, as we will see. On the whole, and to an extent unparalleled in a field that sometimes considers agreement a form of discourtesy, the philosophical tradition is overwhelmingly on Aristotle’s side, from whose discussion of philia—which is almost always translated as “friendship”—it has inherited two central ideas. The first is that friendship is an unalloyed good, a flawless sort of love and one of life’s greatest pleasures, making every life in which friendship plays a part a better life than one without it. Companionship is a basic human need. Without it, even Paradise is robbed of its pleasures, as Milton’s Adam laments to God:


                 With me I see not who partakes. In solitude


                 What happiness? Who can enjoy alone,


                 Or all enjoying, what contentment find?


David Hume followed suit: “A perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can suffer. Every pleasure languishes when enjoy’d apart from society.” For Ralph Waldo Emerson, friendship is nothing less than “a select and sacred relation, which is a kind of absolute, and which even leaves the language of love suspicious and common, so much is this purer, and nothing is so much divine.”


The second Aristotelian idea that philosophical thought about friendship has incorporated without any qualification is that the three kinds of philia that Aristotle distinguishes are three distinct kinds of friendship. Some of us, Aristotle says, are attracted to one another because we have something to gain from our relationship, some because of the pleasure we provide for one another, and some are drawn to one another’s aretê, or “excellence”—or, more often, “virtue,” which, as we will see, has a meaning to Aristotle that is different from our own. A business association would be a case of the first kind and a love affair of the second. But it is the third kind of philia that is, for Aristotle, the best: a perfect good. Cicero followed Aristotle almost to the letter: “Without virtue,” he wrote, “friendship cannot exist at all,” and without such “true and perfect friendship” life would not be worth living. The virtuous have no need of the friendships of “ordinary” people, who, in line with Aristotle’s view, find in it at best “a source of pleasure and profit.”


Ever since that time, Aristotle’s ideas about philia have dominated the philosophical approaches to friendship with uncanny consistency, as if friendship has remained the same, whether among the boisterous citizens of classical Athens and republican Rome, the isolated Cistercian monks of twelfth-century England, the French partisans of the religious wars of the sixteenth century, the retainers of the Elizabethan court, the scions of the Scottish Enlightenment, eighteenth-century Prussians, nineteenth-century transcendentalists, or contemporary analytical philosophers. Compared to disagreements about reality or justice, knowledge or beauty, the discussion of friendship constitutes an isolated area of calm in philosophy’s roiling waters. The exceptions to this consensus are, again, very few. When Nietzsche, for example, wrote in his autobiography that an unprecedented burst of creativity—four major works and several minor ones composed within a few months—made him feel “grateful” to his whole life, he was most profoundly isolated, and yet there is every reason to believe that his happiness was genuine.


Whether it is possible to live well without any friends is an open question. What is certain, though, is that good friends do sometimes make life better and happier. Do they always do so? Can’t good friends, sometimes not even through a fault of their own, draw us into dangerous or harmful adventures? If they do, does that show that they were bad friends or not friends at all in the first place? Aristotle would simply dismiss these questions because he and, by extension, the philosophical tradition make a very strong assumption about the nature of friendship: only good people can be friends. Genuine or perfect philia, he tells us, is limited to the virtuous: bad people can never be friends, good friends can never be bad people, and no friendship between them can ever cause harm. And although modern philosophy has acknowledged that less than perfect people—most of us—are capable of genuine friendship, it has agreed with him that friendship is always to the good, a good, as we will see, it has identified with morality. That, too, is a purely benign view of friendship: it faces the same questions we just asked of Aristotle.


Can bad people be good friends? Can good friends harm each other? Does friendship belong to morality or not? These are questions that will occupy us throughout this book, which aims to present a more complex and nuanced picture of friendship. The first step to answering these questions will require asking one that may not seem directly relevant to them: Are Aristotelian philia and modern friendship equivalent?


PHILIA, FOR ARISTOTLE, IS UBIQUITOUS. IT IS NECESSARY not only for rich and poor, young and old, male and female alike, but for animals as well. It unites families, political parties, social and religious organizations, tribes, even whole cities and entire species. It can exist between individuals of the same age, with the same social, financial, intellectual, or moral standing, or between superiors and inferiors: parents and children, men and women, rulers and ruled, gods and humans. Through philia, the ignorant are connected to the wise, and the beautiful to the ugly. Erotic love is one of its kinds. It arises among travelers and soldiers and governs the relations between host and guest and, perhaps most surprising, between buyer and seller.


That is an extraordinary range of relationships. What is it that holds these seemingly disparate bonds together? Aristotle cites three features that characterize every case of philia. First, philia requires philêsis—a word as badly translated by its common rendering as “love” or “affection” as philia is by “friendship”: “love” is much too strong a term for the feelings of debtors and creditors, members of social clubs, or citizens of the same state for one another; “affection” is much too weak for the attachment of parents to their children, the passion of lovers, and the deep devotion of friends. A broad and generic term, philêsis covers a huge variety of positive attitudes, ranging from a merchant’s cool appreciation of profit to the most blazing erotic passion. It is provoked by everything that we care for to whatever degree. And what we ultimately care for, according to Aristotle, comes down to three fundamental objects: practical benefit, pleasure, and virtue.


Second, though it requires philêsis, philia is a reciprocal relationship, whereas philêsis is a feeling we can have for inanimate objects and need not be reciprocated in any way. I can care for many inanimate objects—wine is Aristotle’s own example—but none of them can care for me in return. Only another person can.


Third, although my wish for what is good for my wine is a wish that it taste as good as possible only so that I can enjoy it more, if you and I are philoi, I must care and wish good things to you for your sake and not, or not only, for my own—and you must feel the same way about me. Aristotle calls this mutual care “good will.” And when I bear you good will, I do so either because of the practical benefits I derive from our relationship, or because of the pleasure our interaction gives me, or finally because I am drawn to your virtues—courage, justice, temperance, magnificence, wisdom, and the other features that are necessary to make a life a good and happy one.


If, then, I care for you; if I wish you good things for your sake, not only for mine; and if, moreover, you feel the same way toward me, we are bound to each other by philia and are each other’s philos.


The idea that our feelings for some people may sometimes make their well-being as important to us as our very own, that for them to do well is also for us to do well, that their successes and failures are also ours, is absolutely essential to friendship as we understand it today. Since, at least at first sight, that idea seems essential to philia as well, it has made it tempting to think that philia is the Greek equivalent of friendship and explains why the two have been so often identified with one another.


Of the three kinds of philia Aristotle distinguishes, however, only the bond that draws people to each other’s virtue is “perfect” or “complete,” the paradigm of philia for him and for friendship for the tradition that follows him. The pursuit of pleasure or benefit leads to lesser, inferior relationships, worthy of being considered philia only to the extent that they “resemble” and share some of their features with that perfect sort. Importantly, in Aristotle’s view no relationship between two people can be based on their admiration of each other’s virtue unless both are virtuous in the first place. In regard to his contemporaries, Aristotle didn’t need to be the great observer and anatomist he was in order to have no illusions about them. “Such philia is rare,” he concedes, “for there are few such people,” although that fact seems not to have disturbed him at all: he seems perfectly happy to limit virtue to Pericles, the great Athenian statesman, “and those like him.”


If all three kinds of philia were kinds of friendship as well, the rarity of the bond of the virtuous would not be a problem. For, in that case, the other two kinds, less demanding and more appropriate to the rest of us, might fill the gap. But can they? Does the appreciation of pleasure and profit generate genuine, even if imperfect, friendships?


If our relationship were based on benefit or pleasure it would count as a friendship, even if not ideal, if I loved and wished good things for you for your own sake. But Aristotle also says that “those who care for each other wish each other good things insofar as they love each other.” That means that if we are bound to each other through virtue, I will wish good things for you to the extent that you are virtuous; if through pleasure, to the extent that you provide me with pleasure; and if through practical benefit, to the extent that you are useful to me. And in the latter two cases, Aristotle tells us, I would not care for you for yourself but only on account of the pleasure or benefit you provide me. If, for example, I care for you because you can introduce me to the right people, I don’t care for you for yourself, that is, because of the kind of person you are: I don’t care for you but only for the benefit you bring me; our bond is imperfect. Only the bond of the virtuous is perfect because for Aristotle it is our virtues that make us who we truly are. It is our virtues, and only our virtues, that express our essential nature, and so only if I am drawn to your virtues do I care for you as you really are; only then am I capable of wishing you well for your own sake.


There seems, then, to be a tension—if not an outright contradiction—between what Aristotle first says about philia and what he adds immediately afterward. Let’s recall that he begins by saying that good will is to wish good things “for the philos’ sake”; he adds that it is to wish good things for our philos “on account of” his virtue, the pleasure or the benefit he provides; and he finishes with the claim that philoi wish each other well “insofar as” they are virtuous, pleasant, or beneficial. But despite the similarity of these accounts, Aristotle points out a major difference between benefit and pleasure on the one hand and virtue on the other:


Those who care for each other on account of benefit don’t care for [each other] in themselves but only insofar as they obtain some benefit from them; so too in the case of pleasure: these people don’t care for those they find entertaining in themselves, but on account of their being pleasant to them . . . Such relationships, then, are incidental: people are not cared for insofar as they are who they are but only insofar as they provide either benefit or pleasure.


So, if your virtue is what draws you to me, I wish you well on account of your character and therefore on account of who you really are; but if it is pleasure or benefit, I wish you well on account of features—your sense of humor, your looks, your financial resources, or your social position—that are all, as far as Aristotle is concerned, incidental to your rational essence, which makes you what you are.


That means that imperfect philia is not focused on the other person at all: “Those who love for benefit are fond of the other on account of what is good for themselves, and those who love for pleasure on account of what is pleasant for themselves,” and such relationships collapse if either one of us no longer provides pleasure or benefit. Even more: “Those who are philoi on account of benefit part as soon as their interests separate, for they were not philoi of each other but of gain,” while erotic philoi separate “as soon as that for the sake of which they were involved is no longer there, for they did not care for each other but for things they happened to have—things that are not permanent.”


In short, Aristotle says both that every kind of philia requires wishing good things for the philos’ sake, and also that in pleasure- or benefit-philia we don’t really care about our philos at all but for our pleasure or benefit instead. Can we make sense of these seemingly contradictory views?


Actually, we can. Let’s first suppose that I wish good things to my barber, Tomas, insofar as he cuts my hair well. For Aristotle, that would be to bear him good will because of one of his incidental features, since he can stop being of use to me—by leaving town, for example—without changing at all in himself: and if that happened, our philia would end as well. But if I wish him well insofar as he is virtuous, my good will is based on Tomas’s essence, or who he really is. I then care for him, in today’s terms, “as a person” and not for this or that feature of his. Since the benefit I derive from Tomas does not depend on who he is as a person but on the occupation he happens to have, Aristotle would say that I don’t care for Tomas himself but for the benefits he provides instead. Not so, though, if what matters to me is his virtue: since his virtue constitutes who Tomas is, to care for him on its account is not to care for his virtue instead of caring for Tomas himself.


Consider, second, that there are all sorts of good things I can wish for you if our relationship is based on benefit or pleasure: more money, a good marriage, winning a prize. I can be happy for you even if I get no added benefit or pleasure from your good fortune—so long as you continue to provide me whatever prompted our relationship in the first place. Since I get no benefit from your new riches or your marriage, that shows that I wish you well not only for my own sake but for yours as well. But other good things can happen to you that are contrary to my own interests: your new riches may introduce you to a new social circle and cause you no longer to care for my welfare. Since I value what benefits you only to the extent that it either promotes or at least does not conflict with my own interests, I will neither wish such things for you nor help you obtain them. In relationships of pleasure or benefit, what determines what I will or will not wish for you ultimately depends on my own interests. So, I will wish you well even if your welfare adds nothing to mine: that’s why I wish you well for your sake and not only for mine. But I still won’t wish you well for your own sake.


That’s something that only virtuous philoi can do. If our relationship is based on benefit or pleasure, something may be pleasant or beneficial, and therefore good, for one of us but not for the other: if that happens, our relationship will collapse. But if we are joined through virtue, nothing that is good for one of us can ever be bad for the other. For when I wish you well insofar as you are virtuous, every good thing I wish you will either augment or at least not interfere with your virtue: otherwise it wouldn’t be a good. But nothing that happens as a result of your becoming a better person can ever harm me or, as far as Aristotle is concerned, conflict with my interests. And since anything that serves virtue, if done for the right reasons, is itself virtuous, anything I do for you will be, in addition to any beneficial or pleasant consequences it may have for us, itself good—a virtuous act in its own right. As long as we are both virtuous, nothing we wish or do for one another can be bad for us. In the end, I wish all my philoi well for their sake, and not only for my own; but only if I wish you well on account of your virtue do I wish you well for your own sake, as the person you are and not for what I can get out of you.


Perfect philia also differs from its imperfect varieties because the bonds of virtue are, if not always permanent, at least very long-lasting. A virtuous character, according to Aristotle, is unlikely to undergo serious change; by contrast, wealth, power, and beauty can disappear without warning, and so relationships that are based upon them are also likely to be short-lived. It is sometimes thought that “friendship is eternal if it is true friendship; but if it should ever cease to be, then it was not true friendship, even though it seemed to be so.” That is an exaggeration. Aristotle recognized that even the philia of the virtuous may sometimes come to an end—extraordinary circumstances can sometimes erode even the virtues—without thinking that such an end shows the relationship to have been a sham.


When friendships break down, they often generate the suspicion that what had appeared to be a real friendship was all along masked selfishness. As a result, it seems to us essential that if I wish you to do well for your own sake, I will be willing to rate my own interests below yours if that becomes necessary, and the extent of my sacrifice is often a measure of the depth of our friendship. But no such sacrifice is possible in Aristotle’s scheme. That is clear if our philia is based on pleasure or benefit: I will end it as soon as I realize that your good is incompatible with mine. But it is also true, perhaps surprisingly, that even virtue-philia doesn’t ever require a sacrifice: every good thing I might wish for you promotes your virtue and nothing that happens as a result of your becoming a better person can be either painful or harmful to me. Even if I give my life for you, Aristotle believes that far from harming myself, I end up with an even greater good than life: nobility (to kalon). With very rare exceptions, virtue-philia can’t ever hurt those it connects to each other: it is almost an object of veneration for Aristotle.


Since I will sever any relationship of pleasure or benefit if I no longer obtain what I wanted, what ultimately matters for me is what I was able to get out of it. That doesn’t make those relationships selfish or exploitative, since I am glad to provide whatever the other participants desire as long as it doesn’t interfere with my own plans, though it does make them instrumental. But friends, we believe, are people who love each other, as we say, for themselves and not just for what they can get out of their relationship. The fact, then, that both pleasure- and benefit-philia are instrumental makes it clear that they are not friendships. We therefore cannot identify Aristotelian philia as a whole with modern friendship. In particular, whether based on benefit or pleasure, philia does not correspond to what we take friendship to be.


But virtue-philia, of course, does. It has a deep connection to our relationship with our closest friends. Both Aristotle’s virtuous philoi and our own close friends love one another “for themselves,” both are attracted to one another’s character, and both expect their relationships to be, if not permanent, at least long-lasting. But there are other similarities as well. Although one does not enter into it for what one can get out of it, virtue-philia brings with it both benefits and pleasure. So does friendship: one can rely on one’s friends in times of need, and their company is overwhelmingly enjoyable—although Aristotle doesn’t seem to focus his discriminating eye on the sorrows and troubles that friends can cause one another. Like virtue-philia, friendship is immune, or at least resistant, to slander: virtue-philoi (we might as well call them friends from now on) trust one another, and it takes much to undermine their faith in each other. Friends influence the shape of one another’s life: they spend much of their time together, do things they would not have done had they been alone, and affect each other’s character deeply. Theirs is a complex and demanding relationship, which one can have only with a few people: “It is impossible to have the perfect sort of philia with many people.” Friends don’t dispute about who has done what for whom, and their relationship makes claims on them in its own right: one should still care for one’s friends even if they have undergone serious changes—provided, though, that they have not become “incurably” vicious. Friends, finally, in Aristotle’s famous formulation, “are disposed toward each other as they are disposed to themselves: a friend is another self.”


But precisely because virtue-philia is so close to friendship, we should pause before we follow Aristotle, as many have done, in emphasizing the connection between friendship and virtue, especially, as we do today, its moral variety. That is partly because Aristotelian virtue, as we have seen, is much broader than moral virtue. But that is not the main reason. More important, Aristotle allowed only a small group of Athenian men to love one another (and sometimes, in a qualified sense, their wives) as friends love one another. But friendship is both much more common and more fraught with risk than he imagined.


Aristotle’s scheme, in which friendship is limited to a rarefied few, turns out to be at odds with what we know through experience. We are all of us mixtures of virtues and vices, and all of us are aware that even our best friends have their shortcomings. True, it is unlikely that we can be friends with people we consider evil. But we often have no trouble excusing our friends’ failings, both trivial and, often, serious.


NEVERTHELESS, IN ARISTOTLE’S BOND BETWEEN friendship and virtue there is a deep insight that it is important not to lose.


In Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris, Orestes and his friend Pylades travel to Tauri, a town in the Crimea, in order to bring its sacred statue of Artemis to Athens. At Tauri, they are captured by the locals and brought to Artemis’ priestess. As it turns out, the priestess is actually Orestes’ sister Iphigenia, thought to have been sacrificed to Artemis by their father Agamemnon so that the Greek ships could sail for Troy but whom the goddess had secretly snatched from the altar at the very last moment. Iphigenia, of course, doesn’t recognize her brother, any more than he knows who she is. Custom in Tauri required a human sacrifice to Artemis, but when Orestes has to choose which of the two is to be the victim, he refuses to allow Pylades, his “best and dearest friend” to die in his place—partly because, he explains, “I am the captain of this misadventure, / and he the loyal shipmate who stayed by my side,” revealing that their friendship, whatever else it involves, is also based on Pylades’ courage and loyalty—his virtues.


In the first instance, this represents Orestes’ own view of Pylades, whose friend he would not be if he found nothing admirable in his character. Aristotle makes just this point when he writes that we are all drawn to what is good or pleasant “for us”—what we, as a matter of fact, find good and pleasant. But, he continues, what is good or pleasant for us is not necessarily what is good or pleasant in itself—naturally or objectively good or pleasant. And since he believes that virtue is the only thing that is good and pleasant in itself, he claims that only those who find virtue attractive are drawn to what is objectively good and pleasant. The rest of us, drawn to wealth, honor, or some other of “the goods that people usually fight over” or, we might add, taking the wrong feature to be a virtue, are not. Orestes, then, cannot truly be Pylades’ friend unless Pylades’ loyalty really is a virtue and not something that merely seems like a virtue to him.


Aristotle is absolutely correct: we can’t be friends of people in whom we find nothing to appreciate. He also believes, though, that only a few features—the virtues—can be truly admired. Many recent philosophers have followed him but, as we shall see, they have, for many complex reasons, identified virtue almost exclusively with morality. They conclude, as a result, that “friendship is a moral good by its own nature [and] the life with such a good is, to that extent, an intrinsically moral life.”


But that can’t be right. Experience shows that morality is often irrelevant to, or even in conflict with, our love for our friends—not to mention the fact that most of us are much less clear about the nature of moral virtue than about the fact of our friendships. Also, not only do we love our friends despite their shortcomings but, sometimes, we love them because of them: think of the self-importance or the forgetfulness that makes your friend so dear to you and so irritating to everyone else. That is part of what we mean when we say that we love our friends “for themselves”: for Aristotle, that is to say we love them for their virtues. I think he is wrong, but reversing his view in some respects can point us in the right direction.


The virtues exist objectively for Aristotle, and recognizing them in another is the spark of friendship: I want to be your friend because of the virtues that you already possess. But although we can agree that friends love one another for features they admire, we need not think that these must be only the virtues of morality or even the broader range Aristotle had in mind. Your sense of humor may well be crucial to our friendship, although for Aristotle it is an accidental feature of your personality and could only lead to a pleasure-philia; the same is true of your taste in music, books, clothes, and who knows what else. At the same time, the features I admire in you are, for me, but not necessarily for others, part of who you are: I may think that you losing your sense of humor has turned you into a significantly different person and destroyed our friendship, even though this loss—and your having a sense of humor at all in the first place—may be irrelevant to other friends of yours. What draws me to you may even be just what someone else may find indifferent or even unattractive: “Why is a certain peculiarity, a certain imperfection, indifferent or baneful in one person but enchanting in someone else?” Finally—here comes the reversal of Aristotle’s view—we are more likely to be friends not because we recognize in one another some independently acknowledged virtues but because we take the features we admire in one another, whatever they are, to be virtues, whether or not they are such in the abstract. Your willingness to take orders and your ability to execute them unquestioningly, for example, might well make us friends if we belong to the same criminal gang: even the vicious have friends.


Transforming Aristotle in that way preserves much of what he says about the best kind of philia. But it also raises further questions. What is the difference between loving you for yourself and loving you for your generosity, your good looks, your sense of humor, or (a favorite philosophical example) for your yellow hair? Why can’t I say that I love you for your money? Why is it that whenever I try to explain why I love you, no matter how much I say, I always feel that I have left the most important thing unspoken? How, if at all, is friendship related to virtue and morality? And what is that most important thing, the self, which seems to be the only real object of our love but is always left unspoken? Aristotle had a substantive conception of human nature: he identified it with our virtues. That allowed him to say that to love our friends for themselves is to love them for their virtues and that friendship, inseparable from virtue as it is, can never lead us astray. But most people today would not accept Aristotle’s view of human nature: in fact, we can’t even seem to agree whether there is such a thing as a human nature at all—or, if there is one, on what it is. And without such a conception, what can we say about friendship?


ACCORDING TO MODERN PHILOSOPHY, THERE ISN’T much worth saying about friendship at all, in part because many modern philosophers adopted Aristotle’s answers despite disagreeing with him on human nature. But another reason can be found in what happened when Christianity, rather than pagan philosophy, presented itself as the best guide to the good life.


A crucial aspect of Aristotle’s account was that whether perfect or imperfect, whether based on virtue, benefit, or pleasure, philia had always been a partial and preferential relationship. Those to whom one pledged oneself were by necessity few and a vanishingly small segment of the world and were to be treated differently from everybody else. But that created a serious problem for Christian thought, which distinguished sharply between the partiality of philia or amicitia, on the one hand, and the universality of Christian love—agapê or caritas—on the other.


That friendship is a partial relationship may seem so perfectly natural to us that it hardly seems worth mentioning, but it posed a deadly serious problem for Christian theology because it was in direct conflict with Christianity’s radical and, at least in its origins, subversive ideal of universal love. When Jesus announced that the commandment to love one’s neighbor as oneself was second only to the obligation to love God with all one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength, he did away with the old idea, both biblical and pagan, that the neighbor, as one might have expected, was part of one’s own—one’s own family, neighborhood, tribe, state, or religion.


That idea, like the principle of helping one’s friends and harming one’s enemies that often went with it, was repugnant to the doctrine (though often not to the practice) of Christianity. Christian love is supposed to be a reflection of the love of God. The love of an infinite being, who loves everything and everyone unconditionally, translated into the earth’s finite realm, becomes love for everyone God loves. And that is absolutely everyone—including, in particular, one’s enemies—in loving whom one ultimately loves God himself. Friendship, though, unlike Christian love, involves loving some people more than the rest of the world, toward which, though not necessarily ill-disposed, friends may remain more or less emotionally indifferent. Friendship and Christian love seem profoundly incompatible with each other, and their conflict underlies the continuing clash between the partiality of friendship and the universal claims of both religious morality and—as we will see in the next chapter—its modern philosophical descendants during the Enlightenment and beyond.


There have been exceptions. The suspiciousness with which the monastics and ascetics of the early Christian era viewed friendship contrasts sharply with the popular story of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas, martyred and dying together as they exchanged the kiss of peace during the third century BC, and with the remarkably moving poems St. Paulinus of Nola (354–431 AD) wrote to his friend Ausonius. Here is part of one:


                 Through all chances that are given to mortals,


                 And through all fates that be,


                 So long as this close prison shall contain me,


                 Yea, though a world shall sunder me and thee,


                 Thee shall I hold, in every fiber woven,


                 Not with dumb lips, nor with averted face


                 Shall I behold thee, in my mind embrace thee,


                 Instant and present, thou, in every place.


The official attitude of early Christianity toward friendship, however, was crucially shaped by St. Augustine’s metaphysical and practical misgivings about it. Augustine (354–430 AD) was of course as keenly aware of its pleasures as he was aware of every earthly delight. Here is how he describes his own relationship to his circle of friends in the years before his conversion:


We could talk and laugh together and exchange small acts of kindness. We could join in the pleasure that books can give. We could be grave or gay together. If we sometimes disagreed, it was without spite, as a man might differ with himself, and the rare occasions of dispute were the very spice to season our usual accord. Each of us had something to learn from the others and something to teach in return. If any were away, we missed them with regret and gladly welcomed them when they came home.


Augustine clearly loved his friends for themselves. But after his conversion, it was precisely in that kind of love that he located a temptation to sin and not, as the ancients had thought, an incitement to virtue. He certainly believed that we must love everything on earth—not only friends and enemies but the rest of God’s creation as well. Yet these were to be loved not for themselves but only as a means to the love of God. For whatever is good and beautiful in the world (and that, for Augustine, is everything) is simply a reflection of God’s own love and goodness, and we should use it to remind ourselves of his own far greater splendor. The only object of true love, the only thing that can be loved for itself, for its own sake, is God himself. “What madness,” he writes, “to love a man as something more than human! . . . to love a man who was mortal as though he were never to die.” To love human beings in that way is to treat them as gods: it is the sin of idolatry.


Augustine may have removed friendship from its pagan pedestal, but as a means to the love of God, he still found a suitably limited place for it in the Christian world. The nineteenth-century philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, in whom Augustine’s reservations found their most extraordinary expression, would have none of it. To him friendship was a form of sensuality, a species of self-love, a virtue of paganism, a “glittering vice.” The only genuine love is love of the neighbor, a love that refuses every distinction: the neighbor is the “next” human being and “the next human being is every other human being . . . When you open the door which you shut in order to pray to God, the first person you meet when you go out is your neighbor whom you shall love.” Christian love is addressed to absolutely everyone: “Love of one’s neighbor . . . is self-renouncing love, and self-renunciation casts out preferential love just as it casts out self-love.” Kierkegaard saw, correctly, that friendship is a matter of personal inclination and choice and it is just for that reason that he concluded that it is an enslavement to passion. He takes charity, by contrast, to be a moral obligation and for that reason a manifestation of freedom.


Within the Christian tradition, by far the warmest welcome to friendship was issued by the theory and practice of the Cistercian monasteries of twelfth-century Britain—by St. Bernard of Clairvaux, St. Anselm, and, especially, St. Aelred, abbot of the Monastery of Rievaulx. Aelred, although sensitive to the practical and sensual dangers of close relationships, especially within a monastic setting, was passionately devoted to friendship despite its pagan pedigree: “Nothing more sacred is striven for, nothing more difficult is discovered, nothing more sweet experienced, and nothing more profitable possessed . . . and scarcely any happiness whatever can exist among mankind without the friendship of the spirit.” Deeply influenced by Cicero, Aelred adopted the Roman author’s definition of amicitia as “mutual harmony in affairs human and divine coupled with benevolence and charity.” He also followed Cicero, and through him Aristotle, and gave their threefold classification a Christian turn. The “spiritual friendship” he praised was not to be confused with its “carnal” and “worldly” forms: “The carnal springs from mutual harmony in vice; the worldly is enkindled by the hope of gain; and the spiritual is cemented by similarity of life, morals, and pursuits among the just.”


Although Aelred also agreed with Cicero and Aristotle that only the virtuous can be genuine friends, he devised an ingenious yet moving way of reconciling pagan and Christian doctrine. Before the Fall, he wrote, when human nature was still unsullied, to love the virtuous was in fact to love everyone, as charity requires, since everyone was virtuous then. Before the Fall, friendship and charity coincided, but


after the Fall of the first man, when with the cooling of charity concupiscence made secret inroads and caused private good to take precedence over the common weal, it corrupted the splendor of friendship and charity through avarice and envy . . . From that time the good distinguished between charity and friendship, observing that love ought to be extended even to the hostile and perverse, while no union of will and ideas can exist between the good and wicked. And so friendship which, like charity, was first preserved among all by all, remained according to the natural law among the few good.


In friendship, Aelred saw nothing less than an anticipation of heavenly bliss, the earthly aspect of “the eternal enjoyment by which we shall enjoy one another in heaven, as the angels enjoy one another, in pure unity of mind.”


Aelred’s trusting and generous nature, so obvious in his writings and in the accounts we have of his life, allowed him to believe that some human beings were good enough to justify their friendship for one another without transgressing against the love of God. But the Cistercian influence on the rest of Christianity did not survive the twelfth century. Even St. Thomas Aquinas, who offered in the following century an Aristotelian defense of friendship in his Summa Theologica, thinking of it as closely connected to virtue and repeating the Aristotelian distinction between “friendship for the useful, for the delightful, and for the virtuous,” was unable to integrate it smoothly into Christian doctrine, which, on the whole, continued to view it with suspicion. That suspiciousness, as we shall see, was inherited, for secular reasons, by modern philosophy. It is now time to leave the ancient and medieval worlds behind and follow friendship in its modern guise.
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