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In the Nicomachean Ethics*, Aristotle writes that “among things that are just, what inclines toward friendship seems to be most just of all.” How is this true, and what are the implications of Aristotle’s description of friendship on justice? Can friendship provide us with a model for a just political community? Aristotle contends that “when people are friends, there is no need of justice, but when they are just there is still need of friendship.” Something, it seems, is lacking, or else less fully developed, in justice that is present in friendship, since friendship implies justice, but not vice versa. Why is friendship necessary even when justice is already present, and why is it that only the bonds of friendship “seem to hold cities together” (1155a22-39)? Perhaps justice is a way of capturing the essence of friendship and extending it to a wider scale, allowing everyone within a given community to interact in a friendly manner, without even having to know each other or actually be friends. If this is so, we will then need to examine this essence of friendship, in order to discover how we can apply its principles to justice.
Essential to the description of friendship in the Ethics is the idea of reciprocity. Aristotle contrasts friendship with “the case of loving inanimate things” (1155b28), in which “there is no loving in return,” and hence, no friendship. Only human beings, in their unique ability to reciprocally exchange love, are capable, despite their many natural inequalities, of the “equality or similarity” that is friendship, as “it is especially in this way that those who are unequal might become friends, since it could equalize them” (1159b2-3). Yet even simple reciprocity is not enough to make true friendship, as we see in the cases of “those who love one another for what is useful” and “those who love on account of pleasure.” While in both these cases reciprocity may exist, the friendship remains based upon selfishness, as “the other person is loved not for what he is, but insofar as he is useful or pleasant” (1156a15). For Aristotle, “the complete sort of friendship is that between people who are good and are alike in virtue, since they wish good things for one another in the same way insofar as they are good” (1156b7-10). Accordingly, in true friendship, reciprocity takes the form of mutual competition to do good to one another:
For those who are friends on account of virtue are eager to do good to one another (since this belongs to virtue and to friendship), and since they are in competition in this way, there are no complaints or fights, for no one scorns someone who loves him and does good for him, but if he is gracious, defends himself by doing good. And the one who outdoes the other in this would not complain to his friend, since he hits what he aims at, for each of them is stretching out toward something good. (1162b7-13)
The sort of competition Aristotle describes in this passage is, of course, greatly different from our modern concept of competition. While the latter is self-interested, the former is other-interested. Competition in the Ethics is not a battle in which each person strives to outdo the other in getting the good for himself, but rather a symbiosis in which each person strives to outdo the other in doing good for the other. Through this “doing,” each person actively takes an interest in the other’s wellbeing, learning in the process to love as mothers love, “not seeking to be loved in return if both are not possible.” The bonds of true friendship are formed in this activity, that is, in this “being-at-work.” Hence, “friendship seems to be present in loving more than in being loved” (1159a27-32). This is why “those who wish good things for their friends for their own sake are friends most of all” (1156b10-11), since such people are actively, unselfishly interested in their friends’ happiness and welfare, which is the essence of loving; in a sense, their interests become their friends’ interests, and “it seems to be sufficient for them to see [their friends] doing well.” Friendships based on this kind of active other-interestedness are “lasting” friendships (1159b1).
Let us now look at a passage from the text in order to understand exactly how this thing we called active other-interestedness works:
Someone of a manly nature, even if he is not exceptionally resistant to pain, is reluctant to make his friends share it. … Conversely, it is perhaps fitting to go uninvited to friends who are in misfortune, and to do so with good cheer (for it belongs to a friend to do a good turn, and especially to those who are in need and do not expect help, since this is more beautiful and more pleasant for them both). (1171b20-25)

In a sense, Aristotle seems to be saying that is better to give than to receive. A friend does not ask for help, but is eager to give it. If both friends take an active interest in each other’s concerns, so that they can provide help when it is needed, even if “uninvited,” then in the end, both will get the help they need when they need it. In other words, active other-interestedness achieves equilibrium in that each friend takes care of the needs of the other while trusting that, in turn, his needs will be met as well.
Trust seems to be of central importance, “for the one who is first to give seems to entrust [the right to decide what is deserved in turn] to the other person” (1164a20). But what exactly is trust, and how is it possible? Trust could perhaps be defined as the confidence one person has in the good intentions and reliability of another. Complete trust is possible among two friends who are both “decent” because each of them “is in agreement with himself and desires the same things with all his soul,” namely, “good things … or those that seem so … and for his own sake.” Since a friend is “another self,” both friends will likewise desire good things for each other for their own sakes (1166a11-32). Thus, they will be able to trust each other like they trust themselves: without reservation. Their senses of self will expand to include the other. In this way, they will participate in each other’s self-awareness: 

If a serious person is the same way toward a friend as he is toward himself (since the friend is another self), then just as one’s own being is choiceworthy for each person, so too, or very nearly so, is that of a friend. But one’s being is choiceworthy on account of the awareness of oneself as being good, and such an awareness is pleasant in itself. Therefore one also ought to share in a friend’s awareness that he is. (1170b6-12)
This sharing of awareness is what we might call “like-mindedness,” which is something that allows decent people to be “on the same terms” and to aim at things “in common” (1157b5-9). It results from trust, but it also enhances it, and as such it is essential to true friendship.
Now that we have discussed Aristotle’s description of friendship, let us turn toward its implications on justice. As before, we will begin with the idea of reciprocity. In the political community, just as in friendship, the need for reciprocity arises from the essential difference of human beings. As Plato writes in his Republic‡, no person is “quite like anyone else, but rather differs in his nature.” However, because “each of us isn’t sufficient and is in need of much,” this difference turns out to be a boon. “Different men are apt for the accomplishment of different jobs,” and so “when one man takes on another for one need and another for another need, and, since many things are needed, many men gather in one settlement as partners and helpers,” the potential exists for all of their needs to be satisfied. In contrast to Plato’s conception of justice, however, which consists of each member of the community “minding his own business for himself” (369a-370b), the conception of justice found in the Ethics requires that all members of the community take an active interest in each other’s wellbeing. As such, in the just political community that “inclines toward friendship,” reciprocity will entail mutual competition among the members of the community to do good to one another. Through this symbiotic competition they will secure what is needful for everyone:

Everyone, then, approves of and praises those who are exceptionally zealous about beautiful actions, and if they all competed for the beautiful, and strained to the utmost to perform the most beautiful actions, then for all in common there would be what is needful, and for each in particular there would be the greatest of goods, if indeed virtue is that. (1169a 6-11)

This cannot be achieved through self-interested competition, in which “each of them, though he wants these things for himself, watches his neighbor closely to hinder him, since if they are not constantly on guard, the common good is destroyed” (1167a28-1167b15). Competition to do good to one another succeeds, then, where self-interested competition fails in that it secures the common good.
Justice, like friendship, cannot be based upon self-interest, but rather must be based upon active identification with the interests of the other. This identification bonds the members of the political community together in a way similar to how it bonds friends, leading to the realization of common interests, which are the foundations of both friendship and justice: “To whatever extent they share something in common, to that extent is there a friendship, [and] that too is the extent to which there is something just” (1159b30-32).  This realization requires the members of the community to recognize that their own interests are intertwined with those of with those of the community as a whole. Thus, ultimately, it leads to a broadening of their individual senses of self, with each member of the community being relatable to the other as to “another self.” When all of the members of the community are intimately connected in this way to each other, they will then be able to agree “about what is advantageous, and choose the same things, and act on the things they believe in common.” This is why we can “speak of cities as being like-minded” (1167a25-28).
Of course, this model of justice would only work at all among virtuous people, or would it? In the Politics†, Aristotle rejects the view “that in the good state all the citizens must be good” (1277a3). How then, will these citizens be expected to behave justly without necessarily possessing virtue? The answer is that “the good citizen need not of necessity possess the virtue which makes a good man” (1276b32). This is because, in any city or state, there exist rulers and ruled, and the virtue of a good man is “that which rules” (1277a27), while the virtue of the good citizen is “relative to the constitution of which he is a member” (1276b27-31), and consists both of ruling and of being ruled. Under “a constitutional rule … the ruler must learn by obeying,” and the good citizen must “know how to govern like a freeman, and how to obey like a freeman.” This is the kind of rule “exercised over freemen and equals by birth” (1277b7-15), which, in its reciprocal nature, most closely resembles the “equality or similarity” (Ethics, 1159b3) that is friendship.

As we saw earlier, friendship, like the virtue of the good citizen, has both passive and active senses (friends both give and receive favors, for example), but true friendship is found most completely in its active expression. Insofar, then, as justice mirrors friendship, it seems reasonable that the virtue of the good citizen would most closely resemble the virtue of the good man in the active sense of “that which rules.” Since, “when the state is framed upon the principle of equality and likeness, the citizens think that they ought to hold office by turns” (1279a8-11), all of the citizens will, in fact, have opportunities to rule, and if they are good, they will seek the good of the others in their ruling. In this way, an equilibrium will be achieved similar to that achieved by active other-interestedness among friends, as each citizen tries to outdo the others in contributing to the good of them all.
Finally, how will we inculcate the justice that “inclines toward friendship” into the members of the political community? Since the virtue of the good citizen itself is “relative to the constitution of which he is a member,” we will first have to ensure that the laws  of the community (taken in the broad sense of the Greek word nomos, which can mean “custom,” or “usage,” as well as “law”) are brought in line with such a model of justice. This would seem to explain why the end of politics, i.e. law-making, “would be the human good” (Ethics, 1094b7). Aristotle comprehends laws as shaping the daily actions of our lives, and therefore, who we are as people, since “we are by being-at-work” (1168a5). This is especially true of children, as Plato indicates in the Republic: 

Don’t you know that the beginning is the most important part of every work, and that this is especially so with anything young and tender? For at that stage it’s most plastic, and each thing assimilates itself to the model whose stamp anyone wishes to give to it. (377b)
And so we will want the members of the political community “to be habituated … straight from childhood” (Ethics, 1103b 27) to be virtuous; “hence, it is necessary to arrange for rearing and exercises by laws, since they will not be painful when they have become habitual” (1180a).

In our examination of Aristotle’s description of friendship and its relation to justice in the Nicomachean Ethics, we have seen how neither friendship nor justice can be based upon self-interest, but rather must be based upon an active concern for the wellbeing of the other. We have explored the idea of reciprocity and the forms it might take in friendship and in the political community. We focused our attention on the notion that competition to do good to one another can produce what is needful for everyone, as well as on the effects of, and requisites for, such competition. Lastly, we presented ways in which a political community that “inclines toward friendship” could be pieced together. Throughout, we have seen just how right Aristotle was in writing that “friendship and justice concern the same things and are present in the same things” (1155b26-27).
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