Getting It Right – The Foundation of Friendship
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The Pope’s first major task in Love and Responsibility is to lay out what he calls the
“personalist principle.” According to this foundational principle for human relationships,
“a person must not be merely the means to an end for another person” (p. 26). In other
words, we should never treat the people in our lives as mere instruments to achieving
our own purposes.
Pope John Paul II explains why this is so. Human persons are capable of selfdetermination. Unlike animals that act according to their instincts and appetites, persons
can act deliberately. Through self-reflection, persons can choose a course of action for
themselves and assert their “inner self” to the outside world through their choices. To
treat a human person merely as an instrument for my own purposes is to violate the
dignity of the person as a self-determining being. “[E]very person is by nature capable of

determining his or her aims. Anyone who treats a person as the means to an end does
violence to the very essence of the other” (pp. 26-27).
Loving or Using?
What makes it difficult to live out this basic principle for human relationships is the spirit
of utilitarianism that pervades our society. In this view, the best human actions are those
that are most useful. And what is useful is what maximizes my pleasure and comfort
and minimizes my pain. The underlying assumption is that happiness consists in
pleasure. Therefore, I should always pursue whatever brings me comfort, advantage,
and benefit, and avoid whatever may cause me suffering, disadvantage, and loss.
This utilitarian view affects the way we relate to one another. If my main goal in life is to
pursue my own pleasure, then I weigh my choices in life in light of how much they lead
me to this goal. Hence, many people today—even good Christians—may evaluate a
relationship in terms of how useful a person is for me to achieve my goals or how much
“fun” I have with this person. Pope John Paul II says that once these utilitarian attitudes
are adopted, we begin to reduce the people in our lives to objects to use for our own
pleasure (p. 37).
This helps explain why many friendships and “dating” relationships (and even
marriages) today are so fragile and so easily dissolved. If I value a woman only insofar
as she is advantageous for me to know or only to the extent that I derive some pleasure
from being with her, then there is not much of a foundation for the relationship. As soon
as I cease to experience pleasure or benefit from my time with her—or as soon as I can
find more pleasure or benefit with someone else—she no longer is valuable to me. This
view is quite far from the personalist principle and even farther from a relationship of
committed love.
Love and Friendship
Here, it may be helpful to mention the different kinds of friendship according to Aristotle,
whom the Pope cites in his discussion of love.[2]
For Aristotle, there are three kinds of friendship based on three kinds of affection that
unite people. First, in a friendship of utility, the affection is based on the benefit or use
the friends derive from the relationship. Each person gets something out of the

friendship that is to his advantage, and the mutual benefit of the relationship is what
unites the two people.
For example, many work-related friendships fall under this category. Let’s say Bob owns
a construction company in Boston. He has a friendship with Sam in San Francisco
because Sam sells the kind of nails that Bob needs at the best price. For their business
exchanges, Bob and Sam see each other a few times a year, talk on the phone about
once a week, and email each other regularly. Over the years of doing business
together, they have learned about each other’s careers, families, and interests. They get
along together well and sincerely wish each other all the best in life. They are friends,
but what unites them is the particular benefit they each receive from the friendship: nails
for Bob and sales for Sam.
Second, in a pleasant friendship the basis of affection is the pleasure one gets out of the
relationship. One sees the friend as a cause of some pleasure for himself. This
friendship is primarily about “having fun together.” The friends may listen to the same
music, play the same sport, enjoy the same form of exercise, live in the same dormitory,
or like to hang out at the same nightclub. The two people may sincerely care about each
other and wish each other well in life, but what unites them as friends is primarily the
pleasure or “good times” they experience together.
Fragile Foundations
Aristotle notes that while the useful and pleasant friendships are basic forms of
friendship, they do not represent friendship in the fullest sense. Useful and pleasant
friendships are not necessarily bad but they are the most fragile. They are the least
likely to stand the test of time because when the mutual benefits or “fun times” no longer
exist, there is nothing left to unite the two people. For example, if Sam leaves the nail
selling business to go sell books, what will happen to his friendship with Bob now that
he no longer sells the nails Bob needs? Sam and Bob may still exchange Christmas
cards and emails every once in a while, but since they no longer need to communicate
regularly for their business transactions, their friendship most likely will begin to
dissolve. The relationship is no longer mutually useful.
Similarly, in the pleasant friendship, when one person’s interests change or they move
away and are no longer around to share “good times,” the friendship is likely to fade.
This helps explain why friendships among young people shift so often. As they move
from high school to college to the professional world, they mature and their interests,

values, moral convictions, and geographical locations tend to undergo many changes. If
their friendships in these transitional years are not based on something more profound
than simply the fact that they happened to live in the same dorm, play the same sport,
take the same class, and have a lot of fun together, their friendships are likely to
dissolve over time.
Such friendships based on having “good times” together are unlikely to continue when
those pleasurable experiences are no longer able to be shared.
Virtuous Friendship
For Aristotle, the third form of friendship is friendship in the fullest sense. It can be
called virtuous friendship because the two friends are united not in self-interest, but in the
pursuit of a common goal: “the good life,” the moral life that is found in virtue.
The problem with useful and pleasant friendships is that the emphasis is on what I get
out of the relationship. However, in the virtuous friendship, the two friends are
committed to pursuing something outside themselves, something that goes beyond their
self interests. And it is this higher good that unites them in friendship. Striving side-byside toward the good life and encouraging one another in the virtues, the true friend is
primarily concerned not with what he gets out of the friendship, but with what is best for
his friend and with pursuing the virtuous life with his friend.
What Makes or Breaks a Relationship
With this background in mind, Pope John Paul II gives us the key that will prevent our
relationships from falling into the self-centered waters of utilitarianism. He says the only
way two human persons can avoid using each other is to relate in pursuit of a common good, as
in the virtuous friendship. If the other person sees what is good for me and adopts it as
a good for himself, “a special bond is established between me and this other
person: the bond of a common good and of a common aim” (p. 28). This common
aim unites people internally. When we don’t live our relationships with this common good
in mind, we inevitably will treat the other person as a means to an end, for some
pleasure or use.
[2] For a more extensive treatment of friendship in Aristotle, see J.
Cuddeback, Friendship: The Art of Happiness (Greeley, CO: Epic, 2003).

