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Aristotle, Montaigne, Kant and the Others:
How Friendship Came to be Conceived as 
it is Conceived in the Western Tradition
Suzanne Marie Stern-Gillet, University of Bolton, Bolton, UK

ABSTRACT

Concepts of inter-personal relations are most elusive. They conceal assumptions, norms, beliefs
andvariousassociatednotions,andbecomeevenmoreopaqueandpotentwhentheytranscendthe
languageinwhichtheyareusedandcometoreflectacultureoratradition.Escapingthecritical
gazeofthose“in”thetradition,theseconceptsandtheirtheoreticalbaggageremainlargelyaliento
thoseoutsideit.Thisgapfostersasenseofalienation,ifnotofexclusion,onthepartofthoseliving
outsidewhattheyoftenregardasacharmedcircle.Nodoubt,friendshipisunlikelytofigureonthe
dangerlistofsuchconcepts.Yet,theconceptisnotinnocent.Itreflectsphilosophicalandsocial
presuppositionsaccumulatedinthecourseofitslonghistoryandbearstheweightoftheparadigm
shiftsitunderwent.Thisessayidentifiessomeofthesepresuppositionsbuiltintoit,outlinesmajor
stepsinitsdevelopment,andoffersreasonswhythisparticulateinter-personalrelationcametobe
conceivedthewayitisconceivedin“theWesterntradition”.
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INTROdUCTION

Friendshipisafamiliarnotionandacommonexperience;sofamiliarandcommonisitthatmost
peoplehardlyeverbothertogiveitanythought.Thenegligence,aswillbearguedinthefollowing
pages,restsonamistake.Onceonebeginstogobeyondthebanalitiesandcommonplacesthatall
toooftenpassforthinking,friendshipshowsitselftobeahighlycomplexphenomenon.Becauseit
ismulti-facetedandmulti-layered,itresistseasyconceptualisation.Becauseitcanbeengagedinat
variouslevelsofdepth,ithasethicalaswellaspsychologicalnormsbuiltintoit.Becauseitinvolves
commitmentsandmakesclaimsuponthosewhoengageinit,itcangiverisetoconflictsofinterests
andmoralvalues.

Itisunsurprisingthereforethatfriendshipshouldhaveattractedmuchphilosophicalattention
overthecenturies.IntheWest,writersandphilosophersstartedtowriteaboutfriendshipinGreece
atthebeginningofthefourthcenturyBCE,bywhichtimeithadalreadybeenstudiedforseveral
centuriesinclassicalIndianthoughtaswellasinChina.Sincealmostallofthesewritingshavebeen
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preserved–whichisasuresignthattheywerevaluedlongafterthetimetheywerewritten-friendship
asweunderstandit,orfailtounderstandit,haslongrootsintherespectivetraditionstowhichreaders
ofthisjournalbelong.Itspasthasweighedheavilyuponitssuccessivepresents.Floutingusageby
putting“present”inthepluralisjustifiedinsofarasthefirstwritingsonfriendshiphavecontinued
tobeinfluentialuponlatergenerationsofthinkersandphilosophers.Sinceitisacharacteristicof
philosophyasadisciplinetoincludeareflectionuponitspast,laterphilosophersfoundthemselves
studying,commentating,interpretingandre-interpretingthewritingsoftheirforebearssoastomake
themapplicabletotheirowntimeandchangedcircumstances.Intheprocessofstudyingwhathad
rapidlybecomelayersofcanonicaltexts,successiveschoolsofphilosophyaddedtheirownviews
tothevolumeofexistingreflectionsandaltered,eversosubtly,theconcepttheyhadreceivedfrom
thetradition.Everylayerofreflectionsonthesubjecthasyieldedrichsedimentsthathave,inturn,
nourishedthenextgenerationofthinkersandwriters.Andsoitisthatthemodernconceptionof
friendshipisthelatestadditiontoagreatmanylayersofpastreflectionsonthesubject.Itisthe
latest,butitwillnotbethelast.

Sincefriendshipasatopicfortheoreticalreflectionisaprimeexampleofthewayinwhich
historyandphilosophyinteract,allthatcanbeachievedinanessayofthissizeistopinpointsome
ofthemostsalientaspectsofthephilosophicalwritingsthathavebeendevotedtofriendshipoverthe
centuries,bringingthemtobearonsome“reallife”issuesthatfriendshipraisesforusatthepresent
time.ToborrowFoucault’sexpression,thetaskisarchaeologicalinnature.

Theessaywillbestructuredasfollows.Thefirstsectionwillbegivenovertoabroad-brush
examinationoffriendshipasitisnowcommonlyconceived-broadbrushbutsufficientlydetailed
allthesametopermitoffruitfulcomparisonwiththetwophilosophicalaccountsthathaveshaped
thetradition,namelythoseofAristotle(384-322BCE)andKant(1724-1804).Inthesecondsection,
theirrespectiveviewswillbetestedforapplicabilitytopresent-daysituations.Inthethirdandlast
sectionofthepaper,themainparadigmshiftthathasaffectedtheconceptwillbedocumentedandan
explanationattemptedastowhyChristianwriters,fromtheFathersoftheChurchonwards,preferred
todissociate themselvesfromClassicalwriters. Inconclusion,somespeculativeremarkswillbe
offeredonthereasonswhichcausedthetopicoffriendshiptogointoeclipseaftertheReformation,
beforespringingupagain,phoenixlike,inthephilosophicaldebatesthathavetakenplaceinthe
courseofthelastfiftyyearsorso.

defining Friendship – The Modern Concept
Friendship is an interpersonal relationship between human beings; it is subject to choice and it
belongstotheprivatesphere.Letustakethesethreedefiningpropertiesinturn.Thatfriendship
inaninterpersonalrelationislargelyuncontentious–onlyinametaphoricalsensecanonebesaid
tobefriendswithoneself.1Whetheronecanbefriendswithanimalsand,ifso,whichones,isa
complexissue,whichwillbeignoredforthepresent.2So,withoutfurtherado,letusturntothesecond
characteristic,whichraisesmoredirectlyrelevantissues.

Friendshipissubjecttochoiceintwoways.First,itisnotnecessaryforsurvival-onecanchoose
toattempttosurvivewithoutit.Second,itissubjecttochoiceinsofarasitisnotarelationshipinto
whichoneisborn,asoneisbornintoafamily.Asawell-knownsayinghasit,wechooseourfriends,
butdonotchooseourrelatives.Whileonecanneverceasetobesomeone’sdaughter,nephewor
cousin,onecandecidetobreakone’sfriendshipwithaparticularotheror,moresimply,letitrunits
coursewithoutregret.

Letustakethesepointsfurther.Iffriendshipisnot,strictlyspeaking,necessaryforsurvival,
doesitfollowthatitisanexpendablebonus,asuperfluity,aluxuryeven,whichonecanchooseto
dowithout?Strictlyspeaking,theansweris“yes”-onecanchoosetoleadafriendlesslife,although
veryfewpeopledo.Tochoosetodispensewithfriendshipaltogether,oneeithermustbeblessed
withararelevelofself-sufficiency,sorareastobepracticallyawe-inspiring,oronehastobeso
single-minded in thepursuitofanoverarchinggoalas tosee thedeliberate formationofhuman
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