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ARISTOTLE ON THE FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 

JOHN M. COOPER 

I 

1 i either in the scholarly nor in the philosophical literature on 

Aristotle does his account of friendship (<?>ik?a) occupy a very promi 
nent place. I suppose this is partly, though certainly not wholly, 
to be explained by the fact that the modern ethical theories with 

which Aristotle's might demand comparison hardly make room for the 
discussion of any parallel phenomenon.1 Whatever else friendship 
is, it is, at least typically, a personal relationship freely, even spon 
taneously, entered into, and ethics, as modern theorists tend to con 

ceive it, deals rather with the ways in which people are required 
to regard, and behave toward, one another, than with the organiza 
tion of their private affairs. To the extent, then, that one shares 
this modern outlook one will tend to neglect, or treat merely as an 

historical curiosity, Aristotle's efforts to define friendship and to 

place it within the framework of human eudaimonia (flourishing), 
the theory of which is central to moral philosophy as he understands 
it. Yet in the Nicomachean Ethics the two books on <?>ik?a make 

up nearly a fifth of the whole,2 and this seems to me a fair measure 

of the importance of this subject to the complete understanding both 
of Aristotle's overall moral theory and even of many of the more 

circumscribed topics (moral virtue and pleasure, for example) to which 
so much scholarly and philosophical attention has been devoted. If, 
as I suggest, the failure of commentators to appreciate its importance 
is partly the effect of distortions produced by the moral outlook that 
has predominated in modern moral philosophy, the careful study of 

these books may help to free us from constricting prejudices and 

perhaps even make it possible to discover in Aristotle a plausible 

1 
Kant's discussion in the Lectures on Ethics (New York: Harper and 

Row, 1963), pp. 200-209, is only a partial exception: he follows Baumgarten's 
textbook somewhat mechanically at this point, and does not integrate the 

phenomenon into his overall theory. 2 
Approximately the same 

proportion is taken up in Eudemian 
Ethics by its discussion of friendship (Book VII). 
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620 JOHN M. COOPER 

and suggestive alternative to the theories constructed on the nar 

rower base characteristic of recent times. 

All the standard treatments of Aristotle on </>iAia point out that 

the Greek concept expressed by this word is much wider than our 

"friendship" (or the equivalents in other modern languages). Its 

field covers not just the (more or less) intimate relationships between 

persons not bound together by near family ties, to which the words 

used in the modern languages to translate it are ordinarily restricted, 
but all sorts of family relationships (especially those of parents to 

children, children to parents, siblings to one another, and the mar 

riage relationship itself);3 the word also has a natural and ordinary 
use to characterize what goes in English under the somewhat quaint 

sounding name of "civic friendship." Certain business relationships 

also come in here, as does common membership of religious and 

social clubs and political parties. It is not enough, however, just to 

list the fairly diverse sorts of relationship that form the field of Aris 

totle's investigation; one wants to know, if possible, what it was about 

them that inclined the Greeks to group them together under this 

common name. W. D. Ross suggests that the word "can stand for 

any mutual attraction between two human beings,"4 but, to judge 

from Aristotle's discussion itself, this is not true: aside from the fact 

that "mutual attraction" might seem to have erotic, or at any rate 

passionate, overtones that make it unsuitable as a characterization 

of, e.g., business and citizenly ties, this account clearly lets in too 

much. People can be "mutually attracted" to one another without 

in any way developing active ties?without doing anything together, 
or for one another?and such mere attraction would not be counted 

as <f)i\ia. Aristotle is himself always careful to emphasize the 

practical and active element in the relationships he investigates under 

this name, as e.g., in the Rhetoric (whose discussion of friendship 

3 Such family relationships are in fact the original and, in some ways, 
the central cases of (f>ikia. It should be noted, as the Greeks were 

themselves quick to see (cf., Euripides, Phoenissae 1446: </>iXo? y?p 

?x0p?? ky?ver\ ?XX' bfjuax; </>tXo?), that, unlike the other types of case, family 

<j)ikia existed even despite the absence of good-will, unself-interested 

well-doing, and the other practical attitudes and actions that in Aristotle's 

account serve to define <?>Lk?a. This is because it was assumed, as a norm, 
that where family ties were of a certain sort these modes of feeling and 

action ought to be forthcoming; their absence did not destroy the <\)l\?ol 
itself (as the quotation from Euripides just given illustrates). 

4 Aristotle (New York: Meridian Books, 1959), p. 223. 
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FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 621 

and hatred, B4, is essential reading on this topic), where he defines 

liking (to cfrikeiv)5 as "wanting for someone what one thinks good,6 
for his sake and not for one's own, and being inclined, so far as one 

can, to do such things for him," and then characterizes a friend 

(<?>?\o?) as someone who likes and is liked by another person (1380b36 
1381a2). This account suggests, in fact, that the central idea con 

tained in (f)ikia is that of doing well by someone for his own sake, 
out of concern for him (and not, or not merely, out of concern for 

oneself). If this is right, then the different forms of fyikia listed 
above could be viewed just as different contexts and circumstances 
in which this kind of mutual well-doing can arise; within the family, 
in the state at large, and among business partners and political 
cronies, well-doing out of concern for other persons can arise, and 

where it does so, there exists a "friendship." I suggest that if we want 
some indication of what is common to all the personal relationships 

which the Greeks counted as <?>ik?ai we cannot do better than follow 
Aristotle's lead here. At any rate, I shall argue that this definition 
from the Rhetoric does state the core of Aristotle's own analysis of 

<?>ik?a. According to him, <?>ik?a, taken most generally, is any 

relationship characterized by mutual liking, as this is defined in the 

Rhetoric, that is, by mutual well-wishing and well-doing out of con 
cern for one another.7 

5 Much harm is caused by translators who render this verb by "love," 
since then there is bound to be confusion when one comes to translate 

arepyeiv and kpav. I render <f>ikelv by "like," o-r?pyeLv by "love" and 

kpav by "be in love." "Epa>? I translate "sexual attachment," reserving 
both "love" (noun) and "friendship" for <j>ikia itself. 

6 Or: "what he thinks good." The Greek is ambiguous. 7 Aristotle consistently expresses this altruistic side of friendship by 
the use of a single Greek phrase (or its variants): the friend does well to 
his friend eiceivov eveKa (1155b31). It is important to be clear from the 
outset what is and what is not implied by this phrase, taken by itself. 
(1) In Aristotle's usage, to say that one acts "for someone else's sake" 

means, at least, that the fact that the other person needs or wants, or 
would be benefited by, something is taken by the agent as by itself a reason 
for doing or procuring that something, and that he acts for that reason. 

(2) It seems siso implied that this reason is by itself sufficient to determine 
the agent to action. (3) But it is not implied that this is the agent's only 
reason for acting as he does, nor, in particular, that he does not also have 
a self-interested reason for acting. (4) Nothing is implied about the rela 
tive strengths of the reason founded on the other person's good and such 
other reasons as may be at work at the same time; it isn't, for instance, 
implied that the agent's concern, in the given action, for the other person's 
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622 JOHN M. COOPER 

If this characterization is correct, it should be clear why Aris 
totle's theory of friendship must be considered a cardinal element 
in his ethical theory as a whole. For it is only here that he directly 
expresses himself on the nature, and importance to a flourishing 
human life, of taking an interest in other persons, merely as such 

and for their own sake. In fact, Aristotle holds not only that active 

friendships of a close and intimate kind are a necessary con 

stituent of the flourishing human life, but also that "civic friend 

ship" itself is an essential human good. That is to say, he holds not 

only that every person needs to have close personal friendships in 
which common and shared activities are the core of the relationship, 
but also that fellow-citizens, who are not otherwise personally con 

nected, ought nonetheless to be predisposed to like one another and 
to wish and do each other well. In holding this he is in effect de 

claring that the good man will conduct himself towards other persons 
in a spirit, not merely of rectitude (mere justice), but actually of 

friendship. Hence it is clear that Aristotle's discussion of friend 

ship contains a very significant amplification of the theory of moral 
virtue expounded in the middle books of the Nicomachean Ethics, 
and that his theory of virtue cannot be completely understood unless 
read in the light of it. 

But does Aristotle really make well-wishing and well-doing out of 
concern for the other person's good a condition of friendship of all 

these diverse types? He seems to be widely interpreted as holding 
this to be a condition of only one form of friendship, while the others 

good is stronger than his concern for his own. (5) Nothing specific is 

implied about the psychological source or nature of the agent's concern for 
the other person; it might be a deep emotional attachment, like the love of 

parent for child, or whatever passions are involved in the attachment of 
lovers to one another, or, as we say, the concern for the welfare of persons 
"just as such," or any of various other motives might be at work in a given 
case. As we shall see, Aristotle does have special views about the strength 
and the psychological source of a person's concern for his friend's good, 
but these are further questions the answers to which are not determined in 

any way by saying merely that a friend acts to secure his friend's good 
for his friend's own sake. In what follows, I frequently express Aris 
totle's point here by saying that friends act out of concern for one another, 
and refer to "unself-interested" or "disinterested" good-will as characteristic 
of friends. All these expressions should be interpreted in the light of the 

qualifications just noted. In particular, "disinterested" is not intended to 
indicate the absence of passion or special attachment. The point is just 
that if one is someone's friend one wants that person to prosper, achieve 
his goals, be happy, and so on, in the same sort of way in which he wishes 
these things for himself, whatever else one may want as well, and what 
ever explains one's having this desire. 
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FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 623 

involve exclusively self-centered motivations. To settle this question 

will require a complete examination of Aristotle's theory of the forms 
of friendship and his views on what is essential to each. This task 
I undertake in what follows. I leave for treatment elsewhere the 

further question why Aristotle thinks no human being can flourish in 

whose life the activities of friendship are not an important in 

gredient.8 

II 

At the center of Aristotle's analysis of <?>tk?a in the Nicomachean 

Ethics stands his theory that there are three basic kinds or species 
(e?8r), 1156a7, 1157bl) of friendship, depending on what it is that at 

tracts and binds the one person to the other. In some cases what 

cements the association is the pleasure, in others some advantage, 

that the one gets from the other; in a third set of cases it is the 

recognition of the other person's moral goodness. Aristotle counts 

the resulting relationships friendships of different types in virtue of 
the differences in what forms the bond between the associated 

parties. Furthermore, Aristotle thinks that the central case, by 
comparison with which the others are to be understood, is friendship 
based on the recognition of moral goodness. This much is clear.9 

8 See "Friendship and the Good in Aristotle," forthcoming in the 

Philosophical Review, 86 (1977). 
9 It is not necessary for my purposes to enter more specifically into 

the question how Aristotle thinks the derivative kinds of friendship are 
related to the central case. But it should be noted that whereas in the 

Eudemian Ethics Aristotle claims that (f>ckia is a 7rp?? ev key?fjuevov 
(1236al6-18), an instance of what G.E.L. Owen calls "focal meaning" ("Logic 
and Metaphysics in Some Earlier Works of Aristotle," in Aristotle and 

Plato at the Mid-Fourth Century, eds. Owen and I. During, G?teborg, 
1960, pp. 163-190; see pp. 169-170 on <t>ikia in the EE), he does not make 
the same claim in the Nicomachean Ethics. Instead, he relies on a looser 
connection by resemblance (?fioLio/xa, 1157al; /c?0' o/xoLOnqra, a31-32, 
1158b6; r? /jLOL?xrdotL, 1157b5), holding that the derivative relationships 
count as friendships by reason of resembling the central case. Owen 

(pp. 187-189) notes that Aristotle consistently denied that (sensible) re 

semblance is by itself a sufficient basis for claiming focal connection, so that 
the NE's repeated reference to resemblance, and the total absence of the 

terminology used elsewhere to express focal meaning, ought surely to be 
taken to mark a different implied pattern of analysis from that of the 

EE (commentators from Aspasius to Gauthier to the contrary notwithstand 

ing). On this see now the cogent arguments of W. W. Fortenbaugh, "Aris 
totle's Analysis of Friendship: Function and Analogy, Resemblance, and 
Focal Meaning," Phronesis XX (1975), pp. 51-62. 
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624 JOHN M. COOPER 

On many important details, however, Aristotle is notably obscure. 

I shall begin by mentioning two of these. 

First, when exactly does Aristotle recognize a friendship as one 

involving mutual recognition of moral goodness? He usually refers to 

this kind of friendship by such phrases as "the friendship of people 
who are good and alike in virtue" (1156b7-8) or "the friendship of 

good persons" (1157a20, b25; similarly 1158al, b7). He also calls this 

friendship "perfect" (rekeia, 1156b7, 34), since it exhibits fully and 

perfectly all the characteristics that one reasonably expects a friend 

ship to have. By calling the parties to such a relationship "good 
men" (?yaOoi) and describing their friendship as "perfect" Aristotle 
seems to imply that only to fully virtuous persons?heroes of 

intellect and character?is it open to form a friendship of this basic 

kind. So, it would follow, ordinary people, with the normal mixture of 
some good and some bad qualities of character, are not eligible part 
ners for friendships of the basic type; they would be doomed, along 
with thoroughly bad people (1157al6-19, 1157bl-3; EE 1236bl0-12, 
1238a32-33), to having friendships of the other two types, at best. 

Does Aristotle mean to imply that one who is not completely vir 

tuous can only be befriended for the sake of some pleasure or ad 

vantage he brings, that no one can associate with him (unless under 

deception: cf., 1165b8-15) for the sake of his good qualities of 

character? 

The second point that calls for comment concerns the two 

deficient types. In the course of laying the ground in Nicomachean 

Ethics, VIII, 2 for his distinction between the three types of friend 

ship, Aristotle remarks that not every case of liking (fyikeiv) some 

thing occurs within the context of a friendship: one can like wine, 
for example, but this is not evidence of a friendship between one 

self and wine, because (1) the wine does not like you back, and (2) 

you don't wish well to the wine. Thus, he goes on, a friendship 
exists only where you wish to the other party what is good for him, 
for his own sake, and this well-wishing is reciprocated: "people say 
that one ought to wish to a friend what is good, for his own sake; but 

those who wish what is good [to someone else] in this way people 
call 'well-disposed' (evvov?) [and not 'friends'], if the other person 
does not return the wish: for friendship is good will (evvota) when 

reciprocated" (1155b31-34). Here Aristotle seems to endorse the 

central idea contained in the Rhetoric's definition of friendship, 
that friendship is mutual well-wishing out of concern for one another; 
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FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 625 

he makes it characteristic of friendships, of whatever type, that a 

friend wishes well to his friend for his friend's own sake.10 That 

he means to make this sort of well-wishing a component of all friend 

ship, and not just of some special type, is clear from the context; 
he has not yet distinguished the three species of friendship (he 

only does this in the following chapter), and is at this point merely 

marking off, in order to set it aside, the wine-drinker's sort of liking. 
The cases of liking that he retains for study, he says, are all ones 

in which one finds reciprocal well-wishing of the parties for one 

another's sake. The implication is that not only in "perfect" friend 

ship, but also in pleasure- and advantage-friendship, a friend wishes 

his friend well for the friend's own sake. On the other hand, Aris 

totle repeatedly contrasts the two derivative types of friendship with 

the basic type by emphasizing the self-centeredness of pleasure 

and advantage-friends; thus he says that in erotic relationships (one 
class of pleasure-friendships) people "love not one another but their 

incidental features" (1164al0-12), i.e., what gives pleasure to them 

selves. Similarly for advantage-friendships: "Those who are friends 
on account of advantage cease to be such at the same time as the 

advantage ceases; for they were not friends of one another but of 

the benefit to themselves" (1157al4-16; similarly 1165b3-4). This 
seems to suggest that in pleasure- and advantage-friendships each 

party is concerned solely with his own good, and this would mean 

that they could not have the sort of concern for one another that 

Aristotle seems in VIII, 2 to attribute to friends. Other evidence, 
to which we shall turn in section IV below, seems to indicate 
the same thing. Which is Aristotle's considered view? Or is he simply 
inconsistent on this point? 

It should be observed that if Aristotle holds both that pleasure 
and advantage-friends are wholly self-centered, and that only per 

10 
Strictly, of course, Aristotle only reports here what "people say," 

but he must be endorsing these views, since by the end of the chapter 
(1156a3-5) he is drawing inferences on his own behalf partly from them: 

friends, he says, "must wish well to (ebvoeiv) and want what is good for 
one another . . ." That both "people" and Aristotle himself define 
evvoia as disinterested well-wishing (and not well-wishing tout court) has 

traditionally been taken as the burden of these lines: both Aspasius in his 

Commentaria (163.9-11, 27-29) and Bonitz in his Index Aristotelicus 

(298a45) so take them. This reading is undoubtedly correct, especially in 

view of Aristotle's usage elsewhere (see NE 1167al3-17 and EE 1241a7-8 
and my discussion below p. 632), and I adopt it in what follows. 
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626 JOHN M. COOPER 

fectly virtuous persons are capable of having friendships of any other 

type, he will be adopting an extremely harsh view of the psycho 
logical capabilities of almost everyone. For, clearly enough, there 

are few or no paragons of virtue in the world, and if only such 

paragons can have friendships of the basic kind, then most people 
including virtually all of Aristotle's readers, will be declared incapable 
of anything but thoroughly self-centered associations. This would be 
a depressing result, and one which, given Aristotle's generally 
accommodating attitude toward the common sense of the ordinary 

man, should occasion surprise, at least in the absence of compelling 

general reasons on the other side. In what follows I shall argue 

that, despite initial appearances, Aristotle does not make friendship of 
the central kind the exclusive preserve of moral heroes, and that he 
does not maintain that friendships of the derivative kinds are wholly 
self-centered: pleasure- and advantage-friendships are instead a com 

plex and subtle mixture of self-seeking and unself-interested well 

wishing and well-doing. 

Ill 

As already remarked, Aristotle distinguishes the three types of 

friendship from one another by reference to what it is that causes 
the parties to like one another: rpuov ovtmv Si' ? <j>ikovcriv (1155b27)? 
?t? to y?^crip?ov, 8i? to tj?v and Si' ?peTrjv. Strictly, of course, it 

is not the actual properties of a person, but those that some one else 

conceives him as possessing, that are responsible for the existence of 

a friendship: in the case of pleasure, perhaps, there is hardly room 
for mistakes, but, plainly, one can be mistaken about whether some 

one is advantageous to know, or morally good. Though Aristotle 

in describing friendships usually neglects this distinction, and speaks 
of friends of the various types as actually pleasant or advantageous 
to one another, or morally good, he does on occasion take explicit 
note of the decisive role of appearances here. Thus in Nicomachean 

Ethics, IX, 3 he discusses what becomes of the friendship you have 
made with some one, taking him to be a good person (e?v 
8' ?Tro??xyraL ?)? ayad?v, 1165bl3), when you find out otherwise. 

While such a friendship lasts, the deceived party will like his friend 
"for his virtue" (SC apeT-qv), even though he may in fact have none; 

so the friendship, from his side at least, will be a "friendship of the 

good." What gives a friendship its character as a friendship of a 
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FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 627 

particular kind is the state of mind of the partners?their inten 
tions toward and their conceptions of one another. Now, clearly 

enough, in the case of pleasure- and advantage-friends it is some 

(conceived) pleasure or advantage that their friends give them that 
makes them like them; the friend need not be thought to be pleasant 
or advantageous in every way or every context, but only in some, 

in order for the friendship to exist. One may well be friends with 
someone because he is a pleasant drinking-companion, even while 

recognizing his unsuitability as a companion in other pleasant pur 

suits. Up to a certain point, perhaps, a pleasure-friendship is more 

complete and perfect of its kind the greater the variety and scope of 
the pleasures the friends may share; but this is a difference in scope 
and perfection within a class of friendships which all belong to the 
same basic type. The type is determined by what it is about the other 

person that forms the bond, and this may perfectly well?indeed, 

typically will?involve a very limited and partial view of him as a 

pleasant companion. 
It would be natural to suppose that within the class of virtue 

friendships there could be a similar variation. Some virtue-friend 

ships might involve the recognition of complete and perfect virtue, 
virtue of every type and in every respect, in the associates; other 

friendships of the same type might be based, not on the recognition 
by each of perfect virtue in the other, but just of some morally good 
qualities that he possesses (or is thought to possess). Thus, one might 
be attached to someone because of his generous and open spirit, while 

recognizing that he is in some ways obtuse, or not very industrious, 
or somewhat self-indulgent. Such a friendship would belong to the 

type, virtue-friendship, because it would be based on the conception 
of the other person as morally good (in some respect, in some de 

gree), even though the person does not have, and is not thought to 

have, a perfectly virtuous character?just as a pleasure-friend need 

not be, or be thought to be, perfectly pleasant or pleasant in every 
way. Here again, the question of what type of friendship a given 
relationship belongs to would be settled by examining the concep 
tion of the person under which one is bound to him; if it is good 
qualities of the person's character, and not pleasure or advantage to 

oneself, that causes one to like him, it will be a virtue-friendship, 
even though these qualities may be, and be known to be, limited 
in their goodness and/or conjoined with other not so good, or even 

positively bad, personal characteristics. 
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628 JOHN M. COOPER 

Now it is clear, I think, that this must be how Aristotle under 

stands virtue-friendship, considered as one of the three basic types 
of friendship, despite the prominence in his exposition of that most 

perfect instance, the association of two perfectly good men. This 
comes out most clearly from his discussion of friendship between 

unequals. Ideally, he recognizes (1158b30-33), friendship demands 
absolute equality?equality of status between the partners and 

equality of pleasure or advantage, given and received, or moral good 

ness, as the case may be. But in each of the three basic types 

(1162a34-b4) there occur also unequal friendships. Sometimes one 

party gives more pleasure than he gets, or benefits less from the 
association than his friend does, and similarly friendships exist, 
Aristotle claims, where one party is recognized to be morally better 
than the other. One class of unequal virtue-friendships is that 
between husband and wife (1158bl3-19). Here Aristotle's idea seems 

to be that men as such are morally superior to women, so that a 

friendship between the absolutely best man and the absolutely best 

woman, each recognized as such, would be an unequal friendship. In 

such a friendship the disparity in goodness does not imply any 

deficiency on the side of the lesser person with respect to her own 

appropriate excellences; she will be perfect of her kind, but the kind 
in question is inherently lower. But Aristotle also recognizes un 

equal virtue-friendships between those whose natural status is equal 

(1162b6-13), and in that case the inequality must consist in one of the 

partners being not only less morally good than the other, but de 
ficient with respect to his own appropriate excellences. So in this 
case we will have a virtue-friendship where the superior person likes 

the inferior for such virtues as he has (or some of them), while recog 

nizing that his character is not perfectly good. Even more significant 
for our purposes is Aristotle's discussion in IX 3, 1165b23 ff., of a 

virtue-friendship which starts out equal but is threatened with dis 
solution as one party improves in character and accomplishments and 

eventually outstrips the other. In this case it is clear that Aristotle 
is willing to countenance a virtue-friendship where both parties are 

quite deficient with respect to their appropriate excellences. 
There can be no doubt, then, that on Aristotle's theory what 

makes a friendship a virtue-friendship is the binding force within 
it of some?perhaps, for all that, partial and incomplete?excel 
lence of the character, and the perfect friendship of the perfectly 
virtuous is only an especially significant special case of this. For 
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FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 629 

this reason, it seems preferable to refer to friendship of the central 

kind not, as Aristotle most often tends to do, as "friendship of the 

good," but, as he sometimes calls it, "friendship of character" 

(r) t(?v 7)6(?v fyik?a, 1164al2, ?i? t? tjOo? cfriketv, 1165b8-9, rj r)diKr) 

<f)Lkia, EE 1241al0, 1242b36, 1243a8, 32, 35; cf., e* rr?? ovvqde?as 
Ta 7)0i7 or?pijuicr?v, NE 1157all, and eoLKe . . . ttj? /cara to 

Xpy)(TLiJLov (/)t\ia? 7) ?lev 7]0LKr) i) Se vopuKY) eivai, 1162b21-23). The 

expression "character-friendship" brings out accurately that the basis 
for the relationship is the recognition of good qualities of char 

acter, without in any way implying that the parties are moral heroes. 

I will hereafter adopt this alternative terminology. One should not, 
however, overlook the significance of the fact that Aristotle himself 

prefers to characterize the central type of friendship by concentrating 
almost exclusively on the friendship of perfectly good men. For it 

is an aspect of the pervasive teleological bias of his thinking, which 
causes him always to search out the best and most fully realized 
instance when attempting to define a kind of thing. Aristotle does 
not himself mistake the perfect instance for the only member of the 

class, and there is no necessity for us to do so. But because, in 

this case, I believe his readers have often been misled, it seems best 
in expounding Aristotle's views to depart from his own preferred 
terminology. 

IV 

The central and basic kind of friendship, then, is friendship of 
character. Such friendships exist when two persons, having spent 

enough time together to know one another's character and to trust 

one another (1156b25-29), come to love one another because of their 

good human qualities: Aristotle's word for "love" here is vTepyeiv, 
a word which is used most often to apply to a mother's love for her 
children and other such close family attachments.11 Each, loving the 

11 The centrality of this emotional bond in Aristotle's analysis is some 
times overlooked, but it is there, nonetheless. In NE IV, 6, 1126bl6-28, 
in characterizing the nameless minor social virtue which shows itself in the 

right sort of behavior in ordinary social intercourse?the person who has it 
will openly assert his own views and preferences, as appropriate, while 
also heeding and yielding to those of others when this is right?Aristotle 
says that this kind of person behaves toward others in the sort of way that 
a friend does: "for the person in this intermediate condition is very like 
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other for his good qualities of character, wishes for him whatever is 

good, for his own sake, precisely in recognition of his goodness of 

character, and it is mutually known to them that well-wishing of this 
kind is reciprocated (1156a3-5). They enjoy one another's company 
and are benefited by it (1156bl2-17) and in consequence spend their 
time together or even live with one another (crvvrjpLepeveiv kol 

av^rjv, 1156b4-5). Provided that no contingency physically sepa 
rates them for any considerable period (1157M1-13), such a friend 

ship, once formed, will tend to be continuous and permanent, since 

it is grounded in knowledge of and love for one another's good 

qualities of character, and such traits, once formed, tend to be per 

manent (1156bll-12). 
Pleasure- and advantage-friendships are, according to Aristotle, 

counted as friendships only by reason of their resemblance to this 

central case.12 Thus character-friends are both pleasant and 

beneficial to one another, and pleasure-friends, though not neces 

sarily beneficial, are of course pleasant to one another, while ad 

vantage-friends derive benefits, though perhaps not pleasure, from 

their association (1156b35-1157a3, 1156a27-28).13 But are there 

further, direct resemblances, based on properties that all three 

types of friendship have in common? If, as I suggested above, 
Aristotle means to adopt in Nicomachean Ethics, VIII, 2 the 
Rhetoric's definition of friendship as always involving well-wishing 

what, with love (to crT?pyeiv) added, we call a good friend. But his condition 
differs from friendship because he lacks passion (ir?Oos) and love (to 

oTT?pyeiv) towards those with whom he associates." Aristotle does not in 
NE VIII-IX (or EE VII) list or?p^i? formally as a condition or component 

of friendship, but this seems to be only because he presupposes it as 
obvious. At any rate he refers frequently enough m NE VIII-IX to friends 
as loving (o-Tepyetv) one another, one another's characters, etc. Since 

Bywater's index omits all of these passages I add the following (I think 

complete) list of places where the word appears in these books: 1156a 

15, 1157all, 28, 1161bl8, 25, 1162al2, b30, 1164al0, 1167a3, 1168a2, 7, 22. 
12 The resemblance is partial at best: neither of the derivative friend 

ships tends to be permanent (1156al9-20); neither requires an extended 

preparatory period of testing and getting to know one another (1156a34 

35, 1158al4-18); advantage-friends do not even tend to spend their time 

together (1156a27-28). One can have many friends of these kinds, but only 
very few of the other (1158al0 ff.). 13 Thus character-friendship, by resembling in these different ways 
these other two types of relationship, links them to one another, despite 
the fact that in this crucial respect (motive) they diverge fairly widely from 
one another. On this see Fortenbaugh, op. cit., pp. 56-57. 
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to one's friend for his own sake, then the types will have much in 
common: in every friendship, of whichever of the three types, the 
friend will wish his friend whatever is good, for his own sake, and 
it will be mutually known to them that this well-wishing is recipro 
cated.14 As I have said, I believe that Aristotle does hold this view, 
but there are complications that must now be entered into. 

The chief complication is caused by the qualifications which 
Aristotle immediately imposes on his statement in VIII, 2 that mu 

tually known, reciprocated evvoia is essential to friendship. He 

says that friends must "wish well to (evvoelv) and want what is 

good for one another, and be known to one another as doing this, 
on one of the aforesaid grounds" (1156a3-5), i.e., because they find 

their friend pleasant, or beneficial, or possessed of admirable 

qualities of character. But what does Aristotle mean by this 
"because?" What kind of ground does he have in mind here? Per 

haps he means that in a pleasure-friendship the one person wants 

the other to prosper m order that his own (the well-wisher's) pleasure 

may be continued or increased. Similarly, an advantage friend 
would want and be willing to try to secure what his friend needed, 
in order that his friend might continue to be in a position, or be 

better able, to see to his needs in due course. That is, well-wishing 
on the ground of pleasure or advantage would mean well-wishing 
in order to get pleasure or advantage for oneself. But this inter 

pretation runs into an immediate objection. For although it is cer 

tainly possible to wish someone well both for one's own sake (be 

cause his success will bring advantages or enjoyments to oneself) 

and for his, it does seem incoherent to suggest that someone might 
wish well to someone else for that other person's sake in order to 

secure his own interests or enjoyments. To wish for someone else's 

good for his sake entails (perhaps means) wishing for his good not as a 
means to one's own (or anyone else's) good. But on this interpreta 
tion Aristotle would be guilty of this incoherent thought: he does not 

say merely that a pleasure-friend wishes for his friend's prosperity 
because the friend is pleasant to him, but that he has evvoia for 

14 It should be noticed also that Aristotle does on occasion say that 
friends of the derivative types love (aTkpyeiv) one another (1156al4-15, 

1157a28,1162al2), thus implying at least a relatively close emotional attach 
ment. He sometimes seems to deny this, however: see, e.g., 1164al0-ll, 
and my discussion below, p. 640-641. 

This content downloaded from 129.62.12.156 on Thu, 20 Aug 2015 05:11:26 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


632 JOHN M. COOPER 

his friend for this reason, and evvoia is defined in this very context 

(1155b32, where ovtco is to be explicated by eKeivov eveKa, b31) as 

wishing someone well for his own sake, and does not mean wishing 
him well tout court. 

It might be suggested that Aristotle, despite the apparent 
definition of evvoia at 1155b32, intends the word to be understood 
in the reduced sense of "wishing well (period)" when, a few lines 

later, he says that friends of all types wish each other well (evvoelv). 
Such a reduction in sense is in itself unlikely within the context of a 

single argument, however, and the evidence about Aristotle's 

usage of the word elsewhere seems to show that he always under 

stands by it "well-wishing for the other person's sake." There is no 

doubt that this is how evvoia is understood in his official account of 
it in the Nicomachean Ethics, IX, 5, and in the corresponding pas 
sage of the Eudemian Ethics, VII, 7 (1241al-14) Aristotle actually 
denies that evvoia exists in pleasure- and advantage-friendships at 

all, precisely on the ground that "if one wishes for someone what is 

good because he is useful to oneself, one would not wish this for his 
sake but for one's own, while evvoia is for the sake not of the well 

wisher himself but for that of the person to whom one wishes well" 

(1241a5-8).15 We shall have to return to this passage o? the Eudemian 
Ethics later; for the moment it is enough to point out how decisive 
and explicit Aristotle is here that evvoia requires not just well 

wishing, but even well-wishing for the other person's sake. The 

apparent definition of evvoia in Nicomachean Ethics VIII, 2 is 
therefore not something put forward in passing, easily subject to 
immediate unannounced dilution; it is a statement of Aristotle's 

fully considered understanding of what evvoia is. 

It should be recalled that the necessity for taking evvoeiv in 
a reduced sense in 1156a4 was caused by interpreting the claim that 
a pleasure- or an advantage-friend wishes his friend well because his 

friend is pleasant or advantageous to him (8i? to t)8v, ?i? t? 

Xpy)(Tipiov) as meaning in order to secure his own pleasure or ad 

vantage. If 8ia is taken in this prospective way, as expressing 

merely what the well-wisher hopes to produce or achieve by his 

15 The text here, as often in EE VII, is obviously corrupt, though 
I believe the sense, as I have given it, is beyond doubt. I accept Jackson's 
eveKa for evvoia of the MSS at a8, and ignore in my translation the 
lacuna at a7. 
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friend's prosperity, then it is impossible to interpret Aristotle 

coherently. But there is another, in itself more plausible, inter 

pretation of the force of 8ia here. Notice first that if 8i? does mean 
"for the sake of," it ought to mean the same thing in the parallel 
remark about character-friendships: a character-friend wishes well to 

his friend 8CapeTi)v, i.e., on this interpretation, for the sake of excel 

lence of character. One might, of course, make some sense of this: 

a person wants his friend to prosper so that he (the friend, pre 

sumably) can wax more virtuous or continue to do virtuous deeds. 

But it is not the only, nor even the most natural, way of under 

standing the claim that character-friends wish each other well because 
of excellence of character. In this case, the "because" (8i? rqv 

apeTT)v) seems more likely to mean "in recognition of their friend's 

having a good character," so that it expresses a consequence or re 

sult of the friend's being morally good rather than some purpose that 
the well-wisher has in wanting him to prosper.16 Thus, a character 

friend wishes his friend to prosper, because he recognizes his good 
character and thinks that it is fitting for those who are morally good 
to prosper. Understanding the "because" in this causal way makes it 

at least as much retrospective as prospective; the well-wishing and 

well-doing are responses to what the person is and has done rather 

than merely the expression of a hope as to what he will be and may 
do in the future. Now, if one interprets the "because" in this causal 

way in all three cases, as one must if one is to take it so in any of them, 
there is no special difficulty in understanding Aristotle's attribution 
of evvoia to all types of friends. For the pleasure-friend will now 
be said to wish well to his friend for his friend's own sake, in con 

sequence of recognizing him as someone who is and has been an enjoy 
able companion, and the advantage-friend wishes his friend well for 
his friend's own sake, in consequence of recognizing him as someone 

who regularly benefits him and has done so in the past. Aristotle 
will here be making, in effect, the psychological claim that those 
who have enjoyed one another's company or have been mutually 
benefited through their common association, will, as a result of the 

16 This interpretation is more in conformity with the predominant 
usage of 8i?, which, though it can sometimes express a purpose (cf., Liddell 

Scott-Jones, A Greek-English Lexicon [Oxford: Clarendon Press 1940], 
s.v. B III 3), normally expresses an antecedent causal condition. Had 

Aristotle wanted to refer here to the well-wisher's purpose he would pre 
sumably have written tov xPVa'ifJbOV (etc.) eveKa. 
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benefits or pleasures they receive, tend to wish for and be willing to 
act in the interest of the other person's good, independently of 
consideration of their own welfare or pleasure. A full-fledged friend 

ship will exist, then, when such intentions are recognized by both 

parties as existing reciprocally.17 
Before this interpretation can be accepted, however, we must 

see how it fits with what Aristotle says in VIII, 3-4, where he marks 
off character-friends, as "friends without qualification" (airko)^, 

1157b4), from the other types, whom he counts as friends only 
"incidentally" (/cara (TvpL?e?r)KO<;, 1156al7, bll, 1157b4). Friends 

wish each other well, he says, "in that respect in which they are 

friends" (to:vttj 77 (?>ikovaiv, 1156a9-10): so, he explains, an ad 

vantage-friend or a pleasure-friend wishes his friend well "qua 
beneficial or pleasant" (r? xpyo-ifios f? tj8v?, al6). Hence, he implies, 

advantage- and pleasure-friends are only incidentally one another's 

friends, while character-friends are friends in an unqualified way. 

In interpreting this passage I want to take up two points. First, 
what does Aristotle mean by saying that a friend of one of the lesser 

types wishes his friend well (merely) qua pleasant or qua advan 

tageous to himself? Does this amount to saying that these types of 
friends regard each other exclusively as means to their own satis 

faction or advancement? And secondly, how is it that to wish some 
one well "qua pleasant" or "qua advantageous" is a ground for saying 
that someone who does this is only "incidentally" a friend? I will 
take up the second point first. 

Clearly enough, whether one person is beneficial or pleasant to 

another is an incidental characteristic of him: his being so results 
from the purely external and contingent fact that properties or 

abilities he possesses happen to answer to needs or wants, equally 

17 It is, obviously, compatible with these intentions (see below) that a 
friend should also expect his friendship to bring pleasure and/or advantage 
to himself: indeed Aristotle makes it very clear, as at 1156a22-24, that 

pleasure and advantage are both cause (8i'o) and defining purpose (7rp?? 
?) in the case of these lesser friendships. The point is that even though a 

person looks for pleasure or advantage from a relationship and would with 
draw from it if he thought this end no longer attainable through it, he can 

still, on the assumption that the pleasure or advantage does remain firm, 
wish his friend well for his own sake. Here pleasure or advantage, assumed 
to be a stable property of the relationship, serves as cause, not as goal, 
of the well-wishing. 
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contingent, that characterize the other person. If, then, the con 

ception of the other person under which one is his friend?as 

beneficial, or as pleasant to oneself?is something that is only 

incidentally true of him, the same thing must also be said of that 

property which one acquires as a result of so regarding him: that one 

is a friend of the other person must be something that holds true 

only incidentally. By contrast, Aristotle claims, character-friends 

are friends of one another essentially (/ca0' avTov?, 1156all, 8?' 

avrov?, 1156bl0, 1157b3) or without qualification (?7r\<o?). Ad 

mittedly, it is not a necessary truth about any individual that he 
has those good qualities of character for which he is loved (just as it 
is not a necessary truth about the pleasant or advantageous friend 

that he has those properties that yield pleasure or advantage). But 
on Aristotle's theory of moral virtue, the virtues are essential 

properties of human/cmd: a person realizes more or less fully his 

human nature according as he possesses more or less fully those 

properties of character which count as moral excellences. And 

since individual persons are what they essentially are by being 
human beings, it can be said that a person (any person) realizes 
his own essential nature more fully the more completely and ade 

quately he possesses the moral excellences. So if one is the friend of 
another person, and wishes him well, because of good moral qualities 
he possesses, one will be his friend because he is something that 
he is essentially and not incidentally (cf., 1156b8-9: ovtoi (sc, char 

acter-friends) y?p Tayad? bpLo?o)<$ ?ovkovTai ?kkrjkoi? rj ?yadoi, 

?yaOo? 8'eia? Kaff avTov?.) And, in consequence, the property 
that one acquires as a result of so regarding him, that of being his 

friend, can be said to relate one to him essentially and not inciden 

tally. It is because his friend is just what he essentially is, a human 

being, that a character-friend wishes him well; pleasure-friends and 

advantage-friends wish their friends well not, or not merely, as what 

they essentially are. 

In this train of thought, the operative consideration is the con 

ception of the other person under which one wishes him well, and 
since the argument here is developed directly out of the passage in 

VIII, 2, in which Aristotle declares that friends wish each other 
well on account of pleasure, advantage, or moral goodness, we can 

find support in it for the interpretation proposed above ofthat earlier 

passage. Properly understood, neither passage denies that friends 
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of the derivative types wish their friends well for the friend's own 

sake; instead, they specify what it is about the other person that 

supports this response. In this respect all three types of friendship 
run parallel. There is, however, an important difference between 

the well-wishing that forms part of a character-friendship and the 

well-wishing in the other two cases. This follows from the fact, de 

veloped in VIII, 3-4, that only character-friends are friends essen 

tially and without adventitious qualification. For given the close 
connection that Aristotle asserts between moral excellence and what 

a human being essentially is, a character-friend's well-wishing is more 

unrestricted, less hedged about by special assumptions and special 
expectations, than the well-wishing of the other types of friend. A 
character-friend wishes for his friend's well-being as, and because he 

is, a good man. But good qualities of character are, once fully 

acquired, permanent or nearly so (1156bl2), since these properties 
belong to one's essential nature as a human being, and one's essen 

tial nature, once fully realized, is a permanent part of what one is. 

By contrast, pleasantness and advantageousness, just because they 
are incidental properties of a person (and depend upon the special 
circumstances, interests, etc., of other persons as well) are subject 
to change (1156a21-22, 1156bl). So character-friendships are much 

more permanent attachments than pleasure- and advantage-friend 

ships are. 

But these temporal limitations carry with them another limita 
tion: in wishing well to one's friend because of his pleasantness or 

advantageousness to oneself, one is implicitly imposing limits of a 

special and narrow kind upon one's well-wishing. One's concern for 

the other person's good extends only so far as and so long as he 

remains a particular sort of person, pleasant or advantageous as the 

case may be: one likes and wishes well to someone conceived of as 

pleasant or advantageous to oneself, and the good one wishes him to 

have, for his own sake, is therefore restricted to what he can acquire 

without, thereby or in consequence, ceasing to be pleasant or advan 

tageous. One wants him to prosper, for his own sake, and not merely 
as a means to one's own good; nevertheless, one does not want him to 

prosper in such a way or to such an extent that one no longer gets 

the pleasure or benefits one has received from associating with him. 

In short, in wishing someone well, for his own sake, because he is 
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pleasant or advantageous, one's first commitment is to his retention 

of the property of pleasantness or advantageousness, and any good 
one wishes him to have, for his own sake, must be compatible with 

the retention ofthat special property under which, as his friend, one 

wishes him well in the first place.18 
This, at any rate, I take to be the burden of Aristotle's claim 

that friends want good things for their friends "in that respect in which 

they are friends" (tovtiq 77 <f)ikovcriv, 1156al0), viz., qua persons 

pleasant or advantageous to themselves (al6) or qua persons of good 
character (7/ ayadoi, b8-9). He does not say explicitly that the con 

ception of the other person under which one is his pleasure- or ad 

vantage-friend implies these limitations to one's well-wishing, but he 
does draw the parallel inference about character-friends. Thus, Aris 

totle says, friends do not wish that their friends should become gods 
(although being a god is a very good thing) because to become a god 
is to cease to be a human being, and it is of a human being that one 

is the friend and, therefore, as a human being that one wishes for 
his prosperity: ei 87) ko:\?>c eLpr\Tai on ? $?\oc t?o cf>?k(o ?ovkeTai 

18 This consequence of Aristotle's theory of pleasure- and advantage 
friends is, from our point of view, perhaps not a very palatable one. One 

might, for example, rather think that people involved in a sexual liaison 
which is also a pleasure-friendship would, just to the extent that they re 

gard one another as friends, be committed to sacrificing the liaison itself, 
if it came to that, if the welfare or prosperity (or some other important good) 
of one of them made this seem desirable. On Aristotle's account of pleasure 
friendship, however, as I have interpreted it, there would be no such com 

mitment. (If there were, that would show that the friendship was not purely 
a pleasure-friendship, but was verging toward being a character-friend 

ship: cf., 1157a8-12.) Pleasure- and advantage-friendships, on Aristotle's con 

ception, are, despite his denial that they are wholly self-centered, much 
more self-centered than perhaps we would be inclined to think them. It 
should also, perhaps, be noted here that Aristotle, on my interpretation, 
does not have to deny that one might (out of simple gratitude, for example) 
wish and do well to someone who had ceased to be pleasant or advantageous 
to oneself. His point is that well-wishing as an ingredient in friendship 
is limited by the other person's continuing to (be thought to) be pleasant or 

advantageous. Nor is this an arbitrary restriction: if those who have once 
been close companions cease to take pleasure in one another's company, 
then their friendship is dead, no matter how much they do for one another 
thereafter out of gratitude for past favors or pleasures. The same thing 
holds of business friendships. Friendship, of whatever sort, requires a con 

tinuing lively interest of one person in another, and mere gratitude for 

past pleasure or past services is not enough to provide this. 
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TayaO? eKe?vov ?veKa, pb?veiv ?v 8?oi o?o? ttot' ecTiv eKeivo? 

?vdpo)7TCu 877 bvTi ?ovkr)creTai Ta pu?yicrTa ?yaO? (1159a8-ll).19 If, 

then, the well-wishing of a character-friend is tacitly restricted to such 

goods as the friend can acquire while still remaining what he essen 

tially is (a human being), pleasure- and advantage-friends, in accord 

ance with their more restricted conceptions of other persons as their 

friends, will want their friends' prosperity only within the limits im 

posed by the existence and continuance of those special properties 
of pleasantness and advantageousness as possessors of which they 
are their friends. 

Friends of all three types, then, on Aristotle's theory in the 
Nicomachean Ethics, wish for their friend's well-being out of concern 

for the friend himself. This is as true of a businessman who, through 
frequent profitable association, becomes friends with a regular cus 

tomer, as it is of a husband and wife or two intimate com 

panions who love one another for their characters. Such a business 

man looks first and foremost for mutual profit from his friendship, 
but that does not mean that he always calculates his services to his 
customer by the standard of profit. Finding the relationship on 
the whole profitable, he likes this customer and is willing to do him 

19 I follow here the traditional interpretation, found, e.g., in Ross's 
translation. J. Burnet (The Ethics of Aristotle, [London: Methuen, 1900], 
p. 363), followed by R.-A. Gauthier (Aristote: L'Ethique ? Nicomaque 
[Louvain and Paris: Publications Universitaires de Louvain, 1958], p. 693), 
takes the text to say instead that one does not wish his friend to be 
come a god because to do so would be to wish to deprive him of a good, 
namely one's friendship. This is textually more awkward, but just possible. 
Burnet and Gauthier apparently opt for it because they think it attributes 
a more seemly (because purely altruistic) intention to this well-wisher, who 
is presumed to be morally virtuous. But this is an illusion. After all, be 

coming a god might well entail a sufficient improvement in one's condition 
so that the loss of a human friendship would be more than compensated for, 
and in that case one's friend could hardly claim to be acting altruistically 
in refusing to want one to achieve this status. There is no incompatibility 
at all (pace Gauthier) in wishing for one's friend's good and wishing that he 
should be deified (or in some other way improve his condition at the cost of 
the friendship). Hence the passage only makes a coherent point if interpreted 
in the traditional way. Friendship, even the purest, essentially involves the 
desire for one's own good (as well as the desire for that of one's friend), 
and there is no reason to interpret away signs of Aristotle's recognition 
of this fact. Notice also that at the end of the passage Aristotle emphasizes 
(1159all-12) that a person's first concern is (properly) with his own good, 
a remark that is perfectly in place on the traditional interpretation, but 

hardly so on Burnetts and Gauthier's. 

This content downloaded from 129.62.12.156 on Thu, 20 Aug 2015 05:11:26 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


FORMS OF FRIENDSHIP 639 

services otherwise than as a means to his own ultimate profit. So 

long as the general context of profitability remains, the well-wishing 
can proceed unchecked; the profitability to the well-wisher that is 
assumed in the well-wishing is not that of the particular service 
rendered (the particular action done in the other person's interest) 
but that of the overall fabric of the relationship.20 Here, then, one 

has a complex and subtle mixture of self-seeking and unself-interested 

well-wishing and well-doing. The overriding concern of the ad 

vantage-friend is for his own profit. But this does not mean that 

every action and wish of his is ultimately aimed at the realization 

20 It is instructive in interpreting advantage-friendship to notice that 
Aristotle distinguishes two kinds (NE VIII 13, 1162b21-1163a9): one 
which is vo/xikti and eirl ptjto?? (1162b23, 25-26: i.e., governed by ex 

plicitly agreed upon exchanges of services) while the other is 7j0i/aj (1162b23, 
31: i.e., it rests on the parties' characters, as decent people who do not 
need to buy one another's attentions). It is interesting to observe that in the 
latter sort of friendship, Aristotle says the parties give to one another 
?)? (?>?kcg, i.e., in the spirit in which true friends do, without looking for 
or soliciting any particular, exact return. In fact, as this comment betrays, 
it is only what Aristotle calls 7j0iktj <f>ik?a /cara to xpyvwov that counts at 
all as a <?>i\?a on his own announced criteria: the other types don't really have 
evvoia for one another, so that their association is a purely commercial 
affair and hence no friendship, not even an advantage-friendship. That 

Aristotle is not clearer on this point here shows, I think, a certain un 

willingness on his part to embrace unreservedly the idea that no associa 
tion can count as a friendship that does not involve disinterested well 

wishing. A comparison of this passage with the corresponding argument in 
the EE (1242b31-1243b 14) will serve to place Aristotle's inconsistency on 
this point into proper focus. The EE begins by marking off the same two 

types of advantage-friendship (1242b31-32), vo/jlikt) and 7j0ikt). But as the 

argument proceeds it becomes apparent (b38-1243a2) that this division is 

provisional only; the latter type is really a confused relationship, in which 
the parties cannot decide whether to treat one another as real friends (that 
is, character-friends, in which case they ought not to demand repayment 
for their services at all) or as advantage-friends (that is, friends of the type 

which has just been described as one kind of advantage-friend, the vopiK?), 
in which case commercial practice is the accepted model for their relation 

ship). Thus, in this passage Aristotle actually implies that it is only where 
an association is purely commercial that it can count as an advantage 
friendship, as his denial in the EE of evvoia to advantage-friends 
(1241a3-5) also implies. The NE discussion, in insisting that the tj0i/oj 
<f)ik?a KaT? to xp7?o-iju,oi> is a legitimate type of advantage-friendship, is 
therefore a distinct improvement; as often, however, Aristotle, in re 

working this passage to bring it into line with his later views, refuses to 
abandon completely the earlier ideas which are causing the trouble. What 
results is a half-way house in which both the vo\lik?) and the t)Qikt) count as 

legitimate advantage-friendships, even though his mature view would seem 
to imply that the vo/jliktj is not in reality a friendship at all. 
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of something profitable to himself. He genuinely likes his friend and 
has a genuine and unself-interested concern for his good, and he will do 

him services that are not motivated, at least not entirely, by self 
interest. Of course, some services he will refuse, because they will 

cost him too much, thus endangering the general profitability to 
himself of the association that is the basic presupposition of the 

friendship and therefore of any friendly service falling within it. 
Other services, however, no doubt small ones for the most part, he 

will freely perform. The same pattern of unself-interested well 

wishing and self-seeking will be found in pleasure-friendships, with 
mutual pleasantness taking the place of mutual advantageousness. 

The admixture of self-seeking in character-friendships is signifi 

cantly less than in pleasure- and advantage-friendships. A character 

friend loves his friend because of properties that belong to the friend 

essentially, and not merely incidentally. This means that he loves 
him for what he himself is, and not for merely external properties, 
or relations in which he stands to other persons. Hence the well 

wishing characteristic of such a friendship does not take place within 
so restricted a context as that imposed by the self-centered desires 
for pleasure and profit that operate in the other types of friendship. 

The assumption in the case of character-friends that corresponds to 

the assumption of the pleasantness or advantageousness of the other 

person in the derivative friendships, is just that the other person is 
a good human being. So the character-friend wishes his friend well 
in any way that is not inconsistent with his being the good human 

being he is assumed to be. He wants and expects both pleasure 
and advantage from his association with his friend, but aiming at these 
is not an essential condition of the friendship itself. He associates 

with a good person because of his goodness; pleasure and advantage 

may follow in due course, but his intention in maintaining the 

friendship is fixed on the goodness of the other person, not on his 

pleasantness or profitability. So, although there is unself-interested 

well-wishing in all three types of friendship, it is both broader and 

deeper in a character-friendship than in the other two. For it is only 
in this case that the conception of the other person under which one 

is his friend and wishes him well for his own sake is a conception 
that corresponds to what he himself essentially is. 

Bearing in mind these important differences between character 
friends and the other two types, one might say, with some justice, 
that only character-friends really love one another, that only they 
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really wish one another well for one another's sake. By this, one 

would mean that only character-friends concern themselves with the 

actual persons, themselves, that their friends are. It is in this light 
that I think those few remarks of Aristotle's are to be interpreted 

which at first sight seem to deny that unself-interested well-wishing 
occurs at all in the derivative friendships. Thus he says at 1156b7-ll 
that "the friendship of good persons who are alike in moral virtue 
is perfect friendship. For these alike wish good things for one another 

qua good, and they are good in virtue of being themselves (k?0' 
avTovs). But those who wish good things to their friends for the 
friends' sake are most truly friends; for they are friends by being 
themselves (81' avTov?) and not incidentally. 

" 
Here Aristotle appears 

to deny, by implication, that other sorts of friends do wish good things 
for one another for their friends' own sake, but in reality, as the 

context shows, his point would be better put by saying that although 
in the other friendships there is well-wishing for the friend's own 

sake, and not merely as a means to the well-wisher's good, the friend 

himself is conceived in an external and incidental way (he is not 
loved and cared for as being what he himself essentially is), so that 
it is not for the sake of himself as he essentially is that the well 

wishing takes place. It is only in character-friendships that the well 

wishing is for the sake of the person conceived as being what he 
himself essentially is; so one can hint, as Aristotle does here, though 

with some risk of misleading his readers, that only a character 

friend acts for his friend's own sake. It is in the same way that I 
believe other apparently aberrant passages ought to be interpreted 
(thus 1157al5-16, oxj y?p ?kkrjk v rjcrav fakoi ?kk? tov kvcriTekov?; 

1164al0-ll, oi) y?p avrov? ecrTepyov ?kk? Ta vTr?pxovTa; 1165b3, 
eKe?v?ov (se. tov xPr)(JllJiOV KaL T?v 7}8ov?) y?p r\crav (f)ikoi). 

It is interesting to observe that this subtle and acute analysis 
of the derivative friendships, allowing for unself-interested well-wish 

ing (evvoia) within the confines of an association primarily motivated 

by self-seeking, was not firmly worked out until late in Aristotle's 
career. At any rate, the Eudemian Ethics seems to lack it. It is 
a striking fact that well-wishing, which is prominent from the very 
beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics' discussion (VIII, 2) as one 
essential component of friendship, is mentioned only twice (1236b30, 
1238b5), and both times in passing, in the long chapter, Eudemian 

Ethics, VII, 2, in which the theory of the three types of friendship 
is developed and explained. At one place (1241al-14, mentioned 
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above) in the Eudemian Ethics, Aristotle considers that the self 
centeredness of the derivative friendships precludes all possibility of 

well-wishing out of regard for the other person; yet later on 

(1244a20-26) he appears to say that wanting what is good for a friend 
is a characteristic of all three types of friendship.21 If this is short 

hand, as it would be in the Nicomachean Ethics, for wanting a 

friend's good for his sake, then the Eudemian Ethics has no clear 
and consistent theory on this point. It should be carefully noted 
that in the Nicomachean Ethics' chapter (IX, 5) on evvoia (which 

corresponds to EE 1241al-14) Aristotle does not repeat the Eude 
mian Ethics' blanket denial of evvoia to pleasure- and advantage 
friends. He makes instead the more interesting, and reduced, claim 

that those who adopt an attitude of unself-interested well-wishing 
towards someone although they do not know him personally or 

associate with him in any way can, by prolonged and habitual asso 

ciation, convert their good will into actual friendship, but that the 

resulting friendship will always be a character-, and never a pleasure 
or advantage-friendship (1167al0-14). Spontaneous good will of the 
kind here under discussion can only be based on admiration for good 
ness of character; one can feel good will toward someone whom one 

thinks is a good person even though one has no deep personal 

knowledge of his character and has not personally been affected by 
any noble action of his, but no one feels good will for someone else on 

the mere ground that he might be a pleasant companion or useful 

business partner. These sorts of good will only arise after the 

pleasure or the profit has begun to be actualized, and exist always 
as a response to profit or pleasure one has actually found in asso 

ciating with someone else (cf., 1167al4-15). It is the expectation of 

pleasure or profit that brings one to develop such friendships as these, 
and there is no such thing as unself-interested well-wishing for the 

sake of one's own pleasure or profit (ov8? y?p evvoia eni tovtois 

yiveTai, 1167al3-14). So what Aristotle denies here is that evvoia 

precedes, and possibly turns into, a friendship of one of the deriva 

tive sorts;22 he does not deny that once such a relationship has begun, 

21 So at any rate it seems to read if we accept Jackson's conjecture 
at a23. The text here is very corrupt. 22 It is true that in VIII 2, 1155b34-1156al, Aristotle says that it is 
possible to feel evvoia for someone whom one does not know, but takes to 
be xp7?criju,o? (to oneself), and there seems nothing to prevent such evvoia 
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evvoia develops within it. The positive point Aristotle makes here 
seems to me very acutely observed; in any event, it does not count 

against the thesis I have argued for in this section, namely, that 
friends even of the derivative types pursue one another's good out of 

unself-interested good will. 

V 

If I am right, then, Aristotle's views on what is essential to friend 

ship do not, as prevailing interpretations imply, commit him to hold 

ing that almost everyone has nothing but selfish motivations. On 

his theory ordinary decent people are capable even of character 

friendship, with all that that implies in the way of unselfish interest 

in others, and in any event, pleasure- and advantage-friendship them 

selves already involve a considerable degree of unselfish concern for 

the good of other persons. In concluding this discussion, I want to 

make three further comments about Aristotle's theory, so under 

stood. 

First of all, Aristotle does not make the mistake, which a super 
ficial reading would seem to convict him of, of counting as <\>ikiai, 
even of a diluted sort, just any established relationship in which two or 

more persons to their mutual knowledge receive pleasure or profit 
from associating together. That it would be a mistake to call in 

English all such relationships friendships (in no matter how relaxed 
a sense) I take to be obvious; a businessman is no friend of all his 

regular customers, and when a personal relationship is more or less 

purely exploitative it would be taken for irony to describe the 

persons in question as friends. Friendship requires, at a minimum, 

from growing into an advantage-friendship, under appropriate further con 
ditions. This remark need not, however, be taken to be inconsistent with 
the doctrine of IX 5 as I have interpreted it. For, as Aristotle emphasizes 
in IX 5 (1167al4-15), evvoia is a normal response to having been well 

treated, and probably the evvoia envisaged in the VIII 2 passage is a 

response to what the well-wisher takes to have been benefits accruing to 
himself from the other person's activities: he is grateful, say, to his distant 
and not personally known superior for his efforts on behalf of their common 

business, and so wishes him well for his own sake. What Aristotle denies 
in IX 5 is only that evvoia can be formed merely on the expectation of 
future profit (or pleasure); evvoia formed wholly in advance of any inter 

change among the parties can only be based on the belief that the person 
is morally good, and hence can only, if at all, turn into character 

friendship. 
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some effective concern for the other person's good (including his 

profit and his pleasure) out of regard for him. Aristotle seems to 

feel, as we do, that the expectation, at least, of interest in the other 

person's good for his own sake was part of what the word itself 

conveyed. In conceding (as e.g., at 1157a25-36) that because general 

usage counts as friends those bound together merely by advantage 
or pleasure, philosophical theory must allow that such people are 

friends (though of a derivative type), Aristotle is not reluctantly 

being forced to recognize as <?>ik?ai certain classes of wholly self 

centered relationships. His reluctance is fully explained by the facts, 
which he argues for at length, that these relationships are less 

permanent, based less on knowledge of and interest in the other per 

son and his character, and involve to a much lesser degree the merg 

ing of one's interests and the sharing of one's life with another per 

son, all of which are contained as ideals and, in that sense, as norms 

within the very idea of <f>ikia. 
An objection might, however, be raised against this interpreta 

tion. For, it might be said, whereas Aristotle explicitly argues that 
the derivative types of friendship only get that name by certain dif 

ferent resemblances they bear to character-friendship, on my view 

there is one property that all friendships share: friends always have 
evvoia for one another. Why then does Aristotle not assign this 

property the central and unifying place in his account of the three 

types of friendship which on this interpretation it would seem to have? 
The answer seems to be that, as Aristotle understands the matter, 

if one is to speak strictly, having evvoia for one another is not, as 

we loosely take it and I have described it above (p. 630), a single 
property possessed in common by friends of whatever type. For, 

as he puts it (1156a3-5) 8ei ?pa evvoeiv ?kkrjkoi? Kai ?ovkecrdai 

Tayad? fii] kavd?vovTa? 81' ev ti tcov eipiq/x?vcov: and, as we have 

seen, the differences in the ground of this well-wishing bring with 

them differences in its scope and nature. So, Aristotle seems to hold, 
it would be wrong to say that there is an attitude of unself-interested 
concern for the other person's good that is common to all friendships. 

Instead, there are three different, though resembling, attitudes, one 

characteristic of each of the three types. So also, although he remarks 

that in every type of friendship there is mutual and reciprocated liking 

(avTi(t)?k7]ai<; ov kavdavovaa, 1156a8-9), he does not count this as a 

single property that all friendships exhibit in common, and pre 

sumably for the same reason: the basis of this liking and so its nature 
varies too widely from case to case. 

Finally, I should emphasize that Aristotle's theory is a theory 
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of what a friendship is, i.e., what is true of those who are friends; 
it does not, except incidentally, have anything to say about how 

friendships are formed in the first place. In some sense, no doubt, 
it is on Aristotle's view the desire for pleasure or profit, or the 
interest in moral excellence, that brings together those who then 
become friends. But, clearly enough, in the actual course of events, 
the first meeting may well be quite accidental and subsequent 
stages in the development of the relationship quite unmotivated 

by any explicit form of these interests. The casual, even unex 

pected, discovery of pleasure, profit, or moral qualities may elicit the 

responses that lead to the establishment of a friendship, without 
there being any premeditation or planning on either side. It may 

well be only in the clear light of hindsight that one could say 
that the desire for pleasure or profit, or the interest in moral 

excellence, was working to bring these people together; Aristotle's 

theory does not imply any stronger connection than this between 
these motives and the formation of the corresponding types of 

friendship. 

VI 

This, then, is Aristotle's account of the three forms of personal 
friendship. There is one further form of friendship to which Aristotle 
devotes some attention and which, for that reason as well as for its 

importance to his moral theory generally, we ought explicitly to 
notice. This is that diluted and reduced form that I have called "civic 

friendship."23 
Aristotle does not state as explicitly as one might wish what 

the nature of this kind of friendship is and how it is related to the 
three forms of personal friendship, but it seems clear enough on ex 

amination that he regards it as a special case of advantage 

friendship.24 At any rate, he emphasizes in his account of civic 

friendship that the civic community is formed and survives for the 
sake of the common advantage derived by its members from it 

(1160all-12), so that it is essential to such a community that it aims 
at securing what is needed by its members to support their lives 

(a21-23). Civic friendship, then, as the special form of friendship 
characteristic of this kind of community, is founded on the experience 
and continued expectation, on the part of each citizen, of profit and 

23 
My interest in this subject and some of my ideas on it were 

stimulated by a conversation with John Rawls. 
24 So Gauthier, op. cit., pp. 696-697. And see EE 1242b22-23, 

i) 8? 7TokiTiK7} (sc., <f>ikia) ecTTi pkv Kwr? to xPV(TLfJLOV' 
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advantage to himself, in common with the others, from membership 
in the civic association. This is to say that civic friendship is a 

kind of advantage-friendship. Given the account of advantage 
friendship presented above, one can say, then, that civic friendship 
exists where the fellow-citizens, to one another's mutual knowledge, 

like (cf)ikeiv) one another, that is, where each citizen wishes well 

(and is known to wish well) to the others, and is willing to under 

take to confer benefits on them, for their own sake, in consequence 

of recognizing that he himself is regularly benefited by the actions 
of the others. In a community animated by civic friendship, each 
citizen assumes that all the others, even those hardly or not at all 

known to him, are willing supporters of their common institutions 
and willing contributors to the common social product, from which he, 

together with all the other citizens, benefits. So they will approach 
one another for business or other purposes in a spirit of mutual 

good-will and with willingness to sacrifice their own immediate inter 
ests to those of one another, as friendship demands. They are 

accommodating rather than suspicious, anxious to yield a point 
rather than insisting on the full letter of their rights whenever some 

dispute arises. 

If this is what civic friendship is, it is not surprising that Aris 

totle should remark that law-givers are more concerned to foster 

friendship among their citizens than they are to put their relations 
on a footing of justice (1155a23-24). For justice can exist perfectly 

well among those who care nothing for one another and who would 

not lift a finger to help any one else, except insofar as rules of justice 

might require. The sense of justice, understood as respect for fair 

ness and legality, is compatible with a suspicious, narrow, hard, and 

unsympathetic character. Hence, as Aristotle says (1155a26-27), 

those who are merely just in their mutual relations have need also 

of friendship, whereas those who are friends do not need to become 

just in addition: since, as friends, they already feel a lively concern 

for one another's welfare, they already acknowledge reasons not to 

harm or work to disadvantage and can be expected to reach an 

accommodation without having to invoke strict rules of justice. 
Those who are truly friends will not wrong one another, not, how 

ever, out of love of justice and legality, but from love of one another. 

Aristotle adds (a28) that it is within the context of friendship that 

the claims of justice are both most extensive and most insistent:25 

25 Kai tc?v 8iKa?(ov t? /x?kiaTa (frikiK?v eivai 8oKel. Some com 
mentators take this to mean that equity (to ?met/ce??which Aristotle 
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one owes more to one's friends than to strangers, and the closer the 

friendship, the more extensive are one's obligations; a breach of 

justice is more serious when it is a friend whom one wrongs. The 

more complete the sentiment of friendship is among the members of 
a community, the greater the extent of the requirements of justice 

among them and the more stringent its demands. Hence law 

givers, in being specially concerned to make their citizens friends, 
are at the same time advancing the cause of justice and extending 
its scope?justice, however, founded on mutual liking and mutual 

good-will, rather than mere rectitude. 

Beyond this, Aristotle has little explicit to say about civic friend 

ship. It is, however, an extremely important component both of his 

political theory and of his theory of human character. For, given 
his account of what friendship is, it is not difficult to see how, in 

decently arranged cities, people should naturally come to have 

friendly feelings toward one another. In such a city the benefits 
of civic life will be both substantial and obvious to everyone, and 

anyone with even ordinary intelligence will be able to see that the 
benefits to him are the direct consequence of his fellow-citizens' 

cooperative efforts. Recognizing this, he will come to wish them well 
and want to reciprocate by doing his part to uphold and further 
the community's interests. The sentiment of civic friendship is thus 
seen as the natural outcome of experience and understanding of the 

regular operation of a decently structured civic community. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, Aristotle holds that fellow 

citizens who are friends will behave justly to one another, so that 

the process, just sketched, by which a person comes to acquire 

friendly feelings towards his fellow-citizens is at the same time the 

development of a disposition to act justly towards them. Now, al 

though Aristotle does not say so here, those who are friends are 

disposed also to act courageously, generously, good-temperedly, and 

so on for all the moral virtues, towards one another. To have 

friendly feelings towards someone is thus to have the disposition to 
treat that person virtuously in all respects, because one loves and 

values him as a person. So the process by which one comes to acquire 

defines, in effect, at NE 1139bll-27 as being guided by the spirit rather 
than the letter of the law) is especially characteristic of friendship (see 

Grant and Steward ad loc; Ernst Hoffman takes this view for granted in 
his "Aristoteles' Philosophie der Freundschaft," repr. in Fritz-Peter Hager, 
ed., Ethik und Politik des Aristoteles [Darmstadt, 1972], pp. 149-182). 
The interpretation I have offered seems to me more natural, however. The 
main point is in any event an Aristotelian one: see NE VIII 9, 1160a3-8. 

This content downloaded from 129.62.12.156 on Thu, 20 Aug 2015 05:11:26 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


648 JOHN M. COOPER 

friendly feelings towards one s fellow-citizens is the acquisition of a 

disposition to act in all respects morally toward them, and not merely 
a disposition to act justly. The sentiment of civic friendship, in 

short, transforms what might otherwise be hard and narrow forms of 

all the virtues. By grounding the disposition to act virtuously on 

love and disinterested good will towards others as persons with whom 
one shares social life to one's own and their mutual benefit, civic 

friendship is a necessary supplement to the virtues themselves, since 

only through it does a person come to have the warmth and the 

sympathetic attachment to other persons which one rightly demands 

of a perfectly and fully moral person. 
Connected with this, there is a more general reason why Aris 

totle's conception of civic friendship is important. For although he 

does not argue the point explicitly for civic friendship, as he does 

(NE, IX, 9) for personal friendship,26 it is clear from what I have 

just said that, on Aristotle's view, civic, and not just personal, 
friendship is an essential component in the flourishing human life. 
In order to flourish a person needs the more fully realized forms 
of the moral virtues that only civic friendship brings. Hence, for 

Aristotle, to achieve the best possible human life, one must develop 
sentiments of attachment to others with whom one is joined in a 
common social life.27 Equally, of course, as just indicated, Aris 

totle thinks that no human life is really satisfactory that is not 

partly structured around close personal relationships founded on 

mutual knowledge and love. Taken altogether, then, the topic of 

friendship is of decisive significance for an understanding of Aristotle's 
moral theory.28 

University of Pittsburgh 

26 See my "Friendship and the Good in Aristotle" (n. 8 above) for a 

discussion of these arguments. 27 It is essential to bear this in mind when reading and assessing 
Aristotle's theory of what a moral virtue is and how it is acquired in book 
II of the NE. His account of the moral virtues as dispositions to feel and 
act in certain ways, and his theory of moral training through repeated 
practice, are developed largely in abstraction from their connection with 
these aspects of friendship. One can only form a full conception of Aristotle's 

theory of the virtues and of moral development by supplementing the book 
II account with the relevant portions of his theory of friendship. 

281 wish to thank Richard Kraut, G. J. Massey, Alexander Nehamas, 
Mae Smethurst and Charles M. Young for their comments on earlier 
versions of this paper. 
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