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1. The Benefits of Friendship

...[W]ithout friends no one would choose to live, though he had all other goods; even rich men
and those in possession of office and of dominating power are thought to need friends most
of all; for what is the use of such prosperity without the opportunity of generosity, which is
exercised chiefly and in its most praiseworthy form towards friends? Or how can prosperity be
guarded and preserved without friends? The greater it is, the more exposed is it to risk. And in
poverty and in other misfortunes men think friends are the only refuge. It helps the young, too,
to keep from error; it aids older people by ministering to their needs and supplementing the
activities that are failing from weakness; those in the prime of life it stimulates to noble
actions—’two going together’—for with friends men are more able both to think and to act.
Again, parent seems by nature to feel it for offspring and offspring for parent, not only among
men but among birds and among most animals; it is felt mutually by members of the same race,
and especially by men, whence we praise lovers of their fellowmen. We may even in our travels
how near and dear every man is to every other. Friendship seems too to hold states together,
and lawgivers to care more for it than for justice; for unanimity seems to be something like
friendship, and this they aim at most of all, and expel faction as their worst enemy; and when
men are friends they have no need of justice, while when they are just they need friendship as
well, and the truest form of justice is thought to be a friendly quality.

But it is not only necessary but also noble; for we praise those who love their friends, and it
is thought to be a fine thing to have many friends; and again we think it is the same people that
are good men and are friends.

Not a few things about friendship are matters of debate. Some define it as a kind of likeness
and say like people are friends, whence come the sayings ‘like to like’, ‘birds of a feather
flock together’, and so on; others on the contrary say ‘two of a trade never agree’. On this very
question they inquire for deeper and more physical causes, Euripides saying that *parched earth
loves the rain, and stately heaven when filled with rain loves to fall to earth’, and Heraclitus that
‘it is what opposes that helps’ and ‘from different tones comes the fairest tune’ and ‘all things
are produced through strife’; while Empedocles, as well as others, expresses the opposite view
that like aims at like. The physical problems we may leave alone (for they do not belong to the
present inquiry); let us examine those which are human and involve character and feeling, e.g.
whether friendship can arise between any two people or people cannot be friends if they are
wicked, and whether there is one species of friendship or more than one. Those who think there
is only one because it admits of degrees have relied on an inadequate indication; for even things
different in species admit of degree. We have discussed this matter previously....
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3. The Three Kinds of Friendship

... There are therefore three kinds of friendship, equal in number to the things that are lovable; for
with respect to each there is a mutual and recognized love, and those who love each other wish
well to each other in that respect in which they love one another. Now those who love each
other for their utility do not love each other for themselves but in virtue of some good which
they get from each other. So too with those who love for the sake of pleasure; it is not for their
character that men love ready-witted people, but because they find them pleasant. Therefore
those who love for the sake of utility love for the sake of what is good for themselves, and
those who love for the sake of pleasure do so for the sake of what is pleasant to themselves, and
not in so far as the other is the person loved but in so far as he is useful or pleasant. And thus
these friendships are only incidental; for it is not as being the man he is that the loved person
is loved, but as providing some good or pleasure. Such friendships, then, are easily dissolved,
if the parties do not remain like themselves; for if the one party is no longer pleasant or useful
the other ceases to love him.

Now the useful is not permanent but is always changing. Thus when the motive of the
friendship is done away, the friendship is dissolved, inasmuch as it existed only for the ends
in question. This kind of friendship seems to exist chiefly between old people (for at that age
people pursue not the pleasant but the useful) and, of those who are in their prime or young,
between those who pursue utility. And such people do not live much with each other either;
for sometimes they do not even find each other pleasant; therefore they do not need such
companionship unless they are useful to each other; for they are pleasant to each other only in
so far as they rouse in each other hopes of something good to come. Among such friendships
people also class the friendship of a host and guest. On the other hand the friendship of young
people seems to aim at pleasure; for they live under the guidance of emotion, and pursue above
all what is pleasant to themselves and what is immediately before them; but with increasing age
their pleasures become different. This is why they quickly become friends and quickly cease to
be so; their friendship changes with the object that is found pleasant, and such pleasure alters
quickly. Young people are amorous too; for the greater part of the friendship of love depends on
emotion and aims at pleasure; this is why they fall in love and quickly fall out of love, changing
often within a single day. But these people do wish to spend their days and lives together; for it
is thus that they attain the purpose of their friendship.

Perfect friendship is the friendship of men who are good, and alike in virtue; for these wish
well alike to each other qua good, and they are good themselves. Now those who wish well
to their friends for their sake are most truly friends; for they do this by reason of own nature
and not incidentally; therefore their friendship lasts as long as they are good-and goodness is
an enduring thing. And each is good without qualification and to his friend, for the good are
both good without qualification and useful to each other. So too they are pleasant; for the good
are pleasant both without qualification and to each other, since to each his own activities and
others like them are pleasurable, and the actions of the good are the same or like. And such a
friendship is as might be expected permanent, since there meet in it all the qualities that friends
should have. For all friendship is for the sake of good or of pleasure-good or pleasure either in
the abstract or such as will be enjoyed by him who has the friendly feeling-and is based on a
certain resemblance; and to a friendship of good men all the qualities we have named belong
in virtue of the nature of the friends themselves; for in the case of this kind of friendship the
other qualities also are alike in both friends, and that which is good without qualification is also
without qualification pleasant, and these are the most lovable qualities. Love and friendship
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therefore are found most and in their best form between such men.

But it is natural that such friendships should be infrequent; for such men are rare. Further,
such friendship requires time and familiarity; as the proverb says, men cannot know each other
till they have ‘eaten salt together’; nor can they admit each other to friendship or be friends
till each has been found lovable and been trusted by each. Those who quickly show the marks
of friendship to each other wish to be friends, but are not friends unless they both are lovable
and know the fact; for a wish for friendship may arise quickly, but friendship does not.

4. More on Perfect Friendship

This kind of friendship, then, is perfect both in respect of duration and in all other respects,
and in it each gets from each in all respects the same as, or something like what, he gives;
which is what ought to happen between friends. Friendship for the sake of pleasure bears a
resemblance to this kind; for good people too are pleasant to each other. So too does friendship
for the sake of utility; for the good are also useful to each other. Among men of these inferior
sorts too, friendships are most permanent when the friends get the same thing from each
other (e.g. pleasure), and not only that but also from the same source, as happens between
readywitted people, not as happens between lover and beloved. For these do not take pleasure
in the same things, but the one in seeing the beloved and the other in receiving attentions from
his lover; and when the bloom of youth is passing the friendship sometimes passes too (for the
one finds no pleasure in the sight of the other, and the other gets no attentions from the first); but
many lovers on the other hand are constant, if familiarity has led them to love each other’s
characters, these being alike. But those who exchange not pleasure but utility in their amour
are both less truly friends and less constant. Those who are friends for the sake of utility part
when the advantage is at an end; for they were lovers not of each other but of profit.

For the sake of pleasure or utility, then, even bad men may be friends of each other, or
good men of bad, or one who is neither good nor bad may be a friend to any sort of person, but
for their own sake clearly only good men can be friends; for bad men do not delight in each
other unless some advantage come of the relation.

The friendship of the good too and this alone is proof against slander; for it is not easy
to trust any one talk about a man who has long been tested by oneself; and it is among good
men that trust and the feeling that ‘he would never wrong me’ and all the other things that are
demanded in true friendship are found. In the other kinds of friendship, however, there is nothing
to prevent these evils arising. For men apply the name of friends even to those whose motive
is utility, in which sense states are said to be friendly (for the alliances of states seem to aim at
advantage), and to those who love each other for the sake of pleasure, in which sense children
are called friends. Therefore we too ought perhaps to call such people friends, and say that there
are several kinds of friendship-firstly and in the proper sense that of good men qua good, and
by analogy the other kinds; for it is in virtue of something good and something akin to what is
found in true friendship that they are friends, since even the pleasant is good for the lovers of
pleasure. But these two kinds of friendship are not often united, nor do the same people become
friends for the sake of utility and of pleasure; for things that are only incidentally connected are
not often coupled together.

Friendship being divided into these kinds, bad men will be friends for the sake of pleasure
or of utility, being in this respect like each other, but good men will be friends for their own
sake, i.e. in virtue of their goodness. These, then, are friends without qualification; the others
are friends incidentally and through a resemblance to these.
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5. The Importance of Proximity in Friendship

....[Dlistance does not break off the friendship absolutely, but only the activity of it. But if
the absence is lasting, it seems actually to make men forget their friendship; hence the saying
‘out of sight, out of mind’. Neither old people nor sour people seem to make friends easily; for
there is little that is pleasant in them, and no one can spend his days with one whose company
is painful, or not pleasant, since nature seems above all to avoid the painful and to aim at
the pleasant. Those, however, who approve of each other but do not live together seem to be
well-disposed rather than actual friends. For there is nothing so characteristic of friends as
living together (since while it people who are in need that desire benefits, even those who are
supremely happy desire to spend their days together; for solitude suits such people least of all);
but people cannot live together if they are not pleasant and do not enjoy the same things, as
friends who are companions seem to do.

6. The Limits of Perfect Friendship

...One cannot be a friend to many people in the sense of having friendship of the perfect type
with them, just as one cannot be in love with many people at once (for love is a sort of excess
of feeling, and it is the nature of such only to be felt towards one person); and it is not easy for
many people at the same time to please the same person very greatly, or perhaps even to be
good in his eyes. One must, too, acquire some experience of the other person and become
familiar with him, and that is very hard. But with a view to utility or pleasure it is possible that
many people should please one; for many people are useful or pleasant, and these services take
little time.....

Aristotle. Nichomachean Ethics. Book 8. Trans. W.D. Ross. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908.
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