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Essay Ten

Friendships After Facebook1

“The excellent person,” Aristotle writes, “is related to his friend in 
the same way as he is related to himself, since a friend is another self; 

and therefore, just as his own being is choiceworthy for him, the friend’s 
being is choiceworthy for him in the same or a similar way.” 2 

oxFord dictionarY oF PHilosoPHY (2016)

“Consider with me now,” Cicero writes, “the limits and, so to speak, 
boundary stones of friendship. I’m aware of three opinions on the sub

ject. . . . First, that we should care about our friends in the same way 
we care about ourselves. Second, that our goodwill toward our friends 
should be exactly equal to their goodwill toward us. Third, that what

ever value a man puts on himself, his friends should do the same. I think 
all three of these views are wrong.”3

marcus tullius cicEro (2018)

On 18 February 2019, BBC World News reported the re-
sults of an 18-month investigation into Facebook. Face-

book friends around the world, now more than 2.2 billion of them 
in more than 100 countries,4 were extremely upset. For “the final 
report of the [UK’s] Digital, Culture and Sport select committee’s 
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18-month investigation into disinformation and fake news accused 
Facebook of purposefully obstructing its inquiry. . . .”5 Worse, 
many Facebook friends believed that Facebook had not just in-
vaded their privacy; Facebook had violated the intimate personal 
nature of friendship itself.6

Facebook friends had already learned as recently as 14 December 
2018 that something had gone terribly wrong. For Facebook it-
self had admitted publicly that during ten days in September 2018, 
unknown individuals and groups had hacked for still-unknown 
purposes 6.8 million private Facebook accounts. These accounts 
contained intimate personal data, including sometimes strictly per-
sonal photos.7 In fact, the number of hacked Facebook accounts 
was not the already massive 6.8 million accounts; the number of 
stolen accounts was 50 million.8 

Had such globalized information and communication technolo-
gies deliberately deceived so many Facebook friends? Had so many 
Facebook friends been deliberated deluded about just what friend-
ship is? 9 Well, as one philosopher wrote recently, “In a world where 
social media, online relationships, and relentless self-absorption 
threaten the very idea of deep and lasting friendships, the  search 
for true friends is more important than ever.”10 But how would true 
friends ever differ from Facebook friends? 

1. Traditional Meanings of Friendship in Europe

The purpose of a recent international conference, the general in-
vitation stated, “is to make sense of the diverse aspects of [the] trans-
formation [of the meaning of friendship11] with a special emphasis 
on the developments in the time of informational technologies.”12 
The time of informational technologies is our contemporary time 
of the now vast and enormously powerful social media networks. 



256

Part two. Ethics 

We can date this time as starting 15 or so years ago in 2004, when 
Facebook, perhaps the largest, most powerful, and most problematic 
of all the social media networks, was founded.13 

One implicit claim in this statement of purpose is that devel-
oping informational technologies are transforming in many ways 
the traditional Aristotelian understanding of friendship.14 But what 
exactly is this traditional understanding that is said to be undergoing 
transformation? 

Notice that what is claimed as undergoing continual transforma-
tion is neither the current and common English language under-
standing of friendship, nor the Platonic understanding of Socratic 
friendship,15 nor the Ciceronian, mainly Stoic understanding. Rather, 
the claim is that, specifically, the traditional Aristotelian understand-
ing of friendship is being transformed.16 

On this traditional account, the conference organizers wrote im-
portantly, friendship is taken “as a special kind of relationship be-
tween good, virtuous people who love the other for the other’s sake 
rather than for one’s own pleasure or utility.”17 Accordingly, what 
informational technologies are assumed to be radically changing is 
just this particular traditional Aristotelian understanding of friend-
ship.

This understanding of friendship presupposes something im-
portant. The presupposition is that the expression “friendship” here 
refers mainly (and perhaps overly narrowly?) to both a current and 
an historical topic in moral philosophy.18 

Currently, friendship may be understood philosophically as a re-
lation of openness of two persons to one another that sometimes 
“can be seen as an enlargement of the self.”19 Historically, this cur-
rent understanding of friendship echoes Cicero’s account when he 
writes in exile ca. 44 BC, at the end of the Roman Republic, to his 
childhood and life-long friend, Atticus. “Friendship,” Cicero writes, 
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“is nothing other than agreement with goodwill and affection be-
tween people about all things divine and human.”20 (Interestingly, 
this historical perspective also echoes some current feminist, phe-
nomenological, and metaphysical reflections on persons.)21

2. Friendships Yesterday and Today

Textual exegesis is usually required for substantiating any such 
summary account of Aristotle and of Aristotelian notions of friend-
ship, for in fact they may differ – Aristotle’s views are not always 
identical to those of the Aristotelians.22 But we may reasonably leave 
aside such exegesis here.23 We will assume then that the conference 
description of friendship is in general an accurate account of much 
(if not all) both of Aristotle’s and of the traditional Aristotelian view 
of friendship.24 Proceeding this way, we can then see at least four key 
points about friendship.

First, we can see that Aristotle’s sense of friendship is certainly 
different from the sense of friendship in ordinary British English 
usage today as recorded in standard dictionaries of British English. 
For friendship in that parlance is taken as a relationship between 
two persons who, “independently of sexual or family love,” are 
“joined by affection and intimacy.”25 No question then for friends, 
as Aristotle argued, having necessarily to be good virtuous people. 
They may be, but they don’t have to be – a key point.

Second, Aristotle’s sense of friendship is also different from 
the sense in common American parlance as recorded in standard 
dictionaries of American English. There, friendship is taken as a re-
lationship between two persons where each is merely “favorably dis-
posed” to the other and shows “good will” towards the other.26 So no 
question then either for friends being merely favorably disposed or 
merely showing good will to one another. More is needed – another 
key point. 
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But the traditional Aristotelian sense of friendship, we remem-
ber, is a philosophical understanding. What then are the key senses 
of friendship today, not just in ordinary British and American us-
ages, but more specifically in today’s standard and current English 
language philosophical dictionaries? 

Most philosophers today, one such dictionary reports, understand 
friendship mainly as “attachment characterized by disinterestedness 
and esteem.”27 Note that the first element in this description, “dis-
interestedness,” matches nicely Aristotle’s own emphases on genu-
ine friendship being independent of utility. But the second element, 
“esteem,” is clearly something less intimate than what Aristotle and 
traditional Aristotelians had and have in mind when they speak of 
friendship. They speak mainly of friendship as a personal relation 
based on either one or some mixture of utility, pleasure, and good-
ness – this is a third key point.28 

Another standard philosophical dictionary entry today offers 
a fourth key point,,citing Aristotle himself on the intimate nature 
of the bond between friends that surpasses esteem. “The excellent 
person,” Aristotle writes, “is related to his friend in the same way as 
he is related to himself, since a friend is another self; and therefore, 
just as his own being is choiceworthy for him, the friend’s being is 
choiceworthy for him in the same or a similar way.”29 

This rather profound remark merits further philosophical reflec-
tion, but not here. This citation is already clear enough for us to see 
that today’s general philosophical understanding of friendship partly 
in terms of esteem is something less profound – a final key point.

So neither current British ordinary usage of the expression 
“friendship,” nor current American ordinary usage, nor two differ-
ent current English language philosophical descriptions of friend-
ship is identical to, or even mostly similar to, traditional Aristotelian 
understandings. To take friendship, as many reflective persons do 
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today, in the sense I generalized earlier as “a relation of openness of 
two persons to one another that sometimes ‘can be seen as an en-
largement of the self ’” does not seem very traditional at all. Still, we 
do need to be clear about at least what we are referring to today by 
“friendship.” 

I suggest that, when we speak of friendship here and now, we 
take the meaning of “friendship” in the main senses of what the lin-
guists call common core, standard English.30 Summarily then, we 
may use the expression “friendship” here to denote the relation of 
two persons in a well-disposed, trusting, respectful, mutually help-
ful, and warm interdependent relation with one another.31 

This still quite tentative notion however does not seem to cor-
respond very well with most traditional Aristotelian accounts of 
friendship. Why is that the case? 

3. The Milieu of Friendships

Presumably many different kinds of reasons might eventually ex-
plain why most contemporary understandings of friendship do not 
line up very well with most traditional Aristotelian understandings. 
At least two sets of explanatory elements are, however, worth recall-
ing here. Both would claim that substantive changes concerning 
the contemporary contexts of understanding friendship in contrast 
with their traditional contexts go far towards explaining why dif-
ferences divide contemporary from traditional notions. One set of 
contextual explanations is mainly historical, however, while the other 
set of contextual explanations is mainly ethical.

One challenging historical contextual explanation for the differ-
ences between current and traditional understandings of friendship 
goes like this. Traditional Aristotelian understandings of friend-
ship – we might call them “naturalistic” ones – are situated within 
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historical contexts in which the most encompassing human envi-
ronment is said to be that of nature. In other words, the essential 
milieu in which friendship is most at home is the natural milieu. 
Friendship is, in that special environmental sense, an essentially nat-
ural phenomenon.32 That is, friendship seems first to appear in a mi-
lieu that is mediated pre-eminently by nature.33 (Think of the nec-
essarily collaborative nature of archaic hunter-gathering peoples.)

But with the coming of what is now called the anthropocentric 
era,34 the essential environment of human beings has substantively 
changed. The most encompassing human environment now is no 
longer nature; rather, it is the globalized interconnected techno-
logical and communicational milieu. And friendship now is most at 
home in that new milieu. That is, the essential environment in which 
friendship is what it is today is no longer the natural milieu; the new 
milieu is an artificial one. Unlike yesterday, then, today friendship is 
mediated pre-eminently by “the technological conjuncture.” 35 

Besides these elements of historical contextual explanations for 
changes in our current understandings of friendship, I also suggested 
that other elements of ethical and not just historical contextual ex-
planations are important as well. 

Thus, in some moral philosophies which award an important 
place for inquiry into the nature and philosophical problems of 
friendship, contextual inquiries are seen as opposed to formalist 
ones. Ethical formalists hold that ethical inquiry into puzzling phil-
osophical aspects of phenomena like friendship and other similar 
phenomena should be structured in terms of highly abstract formal 
principles, often like those in geometry. By contrast, ethical contex-
tualists hold that ethical inquiry into friendship and such phenom-
ena should be focused on the nature of practical judgments in con-
crete situations often like those in aesthetics, and not on abstract 
principles like those in geometry.36 
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Much more could and needs to be said about these two differ-
ent kinds of explanatory strategies for many of the changed under-
standings today of the complex phenomenon of friendship, but these 
overly brief comments must suffice for now.

4. Friendships and the Facebook Case

Let us return now to the social media and the special case of 
Face book’s regular users, the so-called Facebook “friends,” and recall 
Face book’s practically overwhelming influence on almost everything, 
including contemporary understandings of friendship.37 

Facebook provides an almost completely open forum for texts, 
photos, videos, and so on. All this big data is, however, not just for 
the pleasure of Facebook friends. Rather, the big data is especially 
for maximizing Facebook’s immense profits from substantial fee-
paying commercial exploitation by worldwide business networks 
of its often secretly and at times illegally amassed and archived in-
formation.38

Further, Facebook has posted much extremely damaging false 
news that has abetted extrajudicial murders in the Philippines, eth-
nic cleansing in Myanmar, racism in India and Sri Lanka, Russian 
manipulations of the American presidential election in 2016, and 
the UK’s Brexit vote to leave the EU. Facebook usage has also had 
deeply negative global political consequences.39 

As I write, every twenty minutes, Facebook provides online its 
self-edited versions of world, regional, and national news.40 The cred-
ibility of its sources and its editing, however, is quite mixed. And 
the accuracy and integrity of these insistently updated regular news 
reports is increasingly challenged. Fake news we know is everywhere 
on the social media, and Facebook is one of its most effective dis-
seminators. 
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Reputable news sources around the world have continued to 
document Facebook’s repeated lies in extremely serious matters as 
well as its insincere apologies to do better.41 Yet so many persons 
continue to demonstrate what Martin Rees recently called the “rash 
abandon with which people had put their intimate details on Face-
book. . . .”42 

Thus, despite its founder’s repeated and calculative attempts at reas-
surance, Facebook’s many problems continue.43 For example, the UK’s 
Guardian newspaper reported on 15 December 2018 that “Journalists 
paid to help fix Facebook’s fake news problem say they have lost trust 
in the platform.”44 And similar problems affect the other mainline 
social media, the so-called “GAFA” (Google, Apple, Facebook, and 
Amazon – plus Twitter).45 

5. After Facebook Friendships

In the time after Facebook, whenever that time comes, what les-
sons about friends and friendship can be expected? Such lessons 
must of course be speculative ones only, since philosophers no less 
than other professionals can hardly predict the future, especially in 
such humanistic domains as moral philosophy.

One speculative suggestion might be that comprehensive diag-
noses of some of the most serious and accelerating threats now fac-
ing human beings globally – for instance international migration, 
extreme poverty, climate change, biotechnology, cybertech, robot-
ics, and self-learning AI – must address the inadequacies of under-
standing friendship independently of today’s strongly problematic 
emphases on individual privacy. 

This suggestion has the merit of underlining a serious, persis-
tent conceptual difficulty with many contemporary understandings 
of friendship. That difficulty is construing friendship in overly indi-
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vidualistic terms. The problem is that all too often the human person 
continues to be taken as essentially an individual entity and not es-
sentially as a relational one.46 

A second speculative suggestion is that dealing effectively with 
such global problems as those just mentioned requires rearticulat-
ing traditional philosophical understandings of friendship in other 
terms than exclusively those of utility, pleasure, and even goodness. 

Much is to be learned for example about the shared goods of 
friends not just as relational individual beings but as members of 
groups of friends, and about machines acting together successfully 
in being at the service of humanity at large.47 This is still but one of 
the several dimensions of the genuinely world culture of the sciences 
today that merits much closer philosophical examination.48 

A final speculative suggestion for now is that securing inter-
national peace, especially in an era of rapidly expanding nuclear 
warfare capabilities, requires persons and societies to reflect more 
critically on at last one fundamental ethical ideal. That ethical ideal 
specifically is the ideal of interdependent friendships among rela-
tive equals globally. 

In other words, so much remains to be learned from scaling up 
specific and often extremely particular philosophical discussions to 
include global levels of pertinence as well as strictly professional 
ones. For while Facebook may directly concern but some “friends” 
among many, the single worldwide culture of science and its ongo-
ing challenges and results concern all friends together. 

A Question in Concluding

May I then conclude with a question for further inquiry? Why 
does comprehending friendship tomorrow require second thoughts 
today about the nature of the person? That is, just why does it seem 
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to be the case today that the extraordinary human values of friend-
ship – in what tomorrow will almost certainly be an era of utterly 
novel experiences with robotics, interplanetary colonization, and 
inorganic intelligence – can probably not even be anticipated prop-
erly without re-examining the very nature of the human person 
freshly? 

For starting on an answer, consider an old Greek proverb still 
needing sustained critical elucidation, “Show me your friends, and 
I’ll show you yourself.”49
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