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All good students of Aristotle recognize that in the Nicomachean 
Ethics the life of philosophy is prioritized over that of politics. 

However, the exact relationship between these two types of life has 
been the subject of considerable debate. While some scholars 
argue that Aristotle offers an “inclusive” account of happiness 
(εὐδαιμονία) that requires a combination of the intellectual excel-
lence of the contemplative life and the moral excellence character-
ized by political life,1 others have suggested that Aristotle’s teaching 
on happiness is “exclusivist,” in that he treats the life of contempla-
tion as superior to and incompatible with a political life devoted to 
moral excellence.2

More recently, scholars have turned to the rhetorical quality of 
the Ethics to shed light on this dispute.3 Recognizing Aristotle’s 
embrace of the art of rhetoric as a means of persuasion that takes 
into account the character of the audience being addressed,4 these 
scholars maintain that the Ethics contains a “rhetorical strategy,”5 
which is designed to present philosophy as an enterprise worthy of 
respect to noble, well-bred gentlemen who are politically involved 
but are not philosophically inclined.6 It is maintained that in this 
way Aristotle alleviates, without entirely denying it, the tension 
between the life of philosophy and the life of politics.  

*I would like to thank the editors and anonymous reviewers of The Political Science 
Reviewer for their many helpful suggestions for revision and improvement. 
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Specifically, these scholars posit that Aristotle presents the  
political life in a manner that subtly exposes its limitations.7 They 
conclude that the rhetorical quality of the Ethics provides further 
evidence of the “exclusivist” reading of the Ethics, according to 
which the life of the intellect is superior to and ultimately incom-
patible with the political life of moral excellence.

A focus on the rhetorical quality of the Ethics provides much 
purchase because it accounts for what appear to be a striking 
number of inconsistencies in Aristotle’s work.8 However, the 
rhetorical quality of the work does not provide conclusive evidence 
supporting the “exclusivist” reading of the Ethics, and there are, in 
fact, several difficulties with such a reading. First, in describing his 
intention at the outset of the treatise, Aristotle argues that the good 
of a nation or city is “nobler and more divine” than the good of any 
single individual.9 How can the good of the city be “nobler and 
more divine” than the good of a single individual if the Ethics ends 
with the conclusion that the human good consists in contemplation 
alone?10 Perhaps the greatest difficulty with the “exclusivist” 
approach is that it struggles to incorporate much of Books VIII and 
IX, both of which deal with friendship, into the overall inquiry of 
the Ethics. Those who focus on the rhetorical quality of Aristotle’s 
Ethics treat these books largely as an exhortation meant to prepare 
the reader for Aristotle’s somewhat startling claim that the philo-
sophic life is the happiest life.11

I suggest that Aristotle’s rhetorical strategy does not simply 
weigh in favor of an “exclusivist” reading of the Ethics but instead 
supports an interpretation that views philosophy and politics to be 
complementary. While it is certainly true that Aristotle prioritizes 
the life of contemplation, paying attention to Aristotle’s use of 
rhetoric in the first portion of Book IX of the Ethics problematizes 
an “exclusivist” reading that holds the life of contemplation to be 
incompatible with the life of politics. Instead, “Aristotle’s use of 
rhetoric”? provides support for an “inclusivist” reading of the 
Ethics, which posits that happiness (or human flourishing) requires 
both intellectual and moral excellence.12 I argue that Aristotle’s 
primary audience in Book IX of the Ethics are those who 
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are philosophically inclined and have an instinctive disdain for 
established political authorities,13 as well as that Aristotle seeks to 
convince these readers to take the claims of politics seriously.

In what follows, I show first that in the beginning of his treatise 
on friendship in Book VIII of the Ethics, Aristotle intimates the 
great benefits that can be had if those who are philosophically 
inclined were to befriend those in power by alluding to the dolo-
neia, an episode in the Iliad that shows the great personal and 
political advantages of a friendship between those who are wise and 
those who hold power. However, I also explain that while Aristotle 
believes the advantages of such a friendship to be great, he casts 
doubt on the feasibility of such an alliance by pointing out that 
these two types of individuals—the philosophically inclined and 
the politically powerful—are not disposed to befriend each other. I 
then turn to Book IX, in which Aristotle introduces the difficulty of 
fostering a friendship between the philosophically inclined and the 
politically powerful by way of a discussion of the giving and receiv-
ing of benefits. Despite these difficulties, I make the case that in 
the first six chapters of Book IX, Aristotle undertakes a rhetorical 
address to convince his philosophically inclined readers that those 
with political authority are deserving of respect.14 His ultimate aim, 
I argue, is to cultivate friendship between those who are philo-
sophically inclined and those in power in order to ensure that his 
philosophically inclined readers might influence those in power 
and order the realm of politics toward the common good. Last, I 
conclude with an adumbration of the manner in which this friend-
ship can both cultivate a sense of fellow-feeling (ὁμόνοια) in the 
political community more generally and bring about the conditions 
for the community to engage in leisure. I suggest that an analysis 
of Aristotle’s educational system discussed in Books VII and VIII of 
the Politics would go some way to providing such an account. The 
upshot of my analysis is that it provides further support for the 
“inclusivist” reading of the Ethics, counters recent charges that 
Aristotle views the philosophic life to be purely egoistic and incom-
patible with the political life of moral excellence, and provides 
guidance for how this ethical treatise ought to be studied.
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Power and Wisdom
Aristotle begins his discussion of friendship in Book VIII of the 
Ethics with a sort of panegyric to the advantages and uses of friend-
ship. He tells us that friendship is “most necessary with a view to 
life” and that “without friends, no one would choose to live” (NE 
1155a5–6). Friends provide beneficiaries for whom one can 
perform good deeds, and they can help guard the prosperity of the 
wealthy or act as a source of solace for poor (NE 1155a7–12). 
Friends can save the young from error and can provide care for the 
old (NE 1155a12–14). Moreover, near the end of this introduction, 
Aristotle states that friendship is also useful for people in their 
prime who wish to perform noble actions; in support of this 
contention, he cites the Iliad: “For ‘two going together’ are better 
able both to perceive and to act” (NE 1155a15–16). 

Why does Aristotle provide a citation of the Iliad in his opening 
statement on friendship? While much scholarship glosses over this 
citation as simply forming part of Aristotle’s opening encomium to 
friendship that will later be qualified or developed,15 some scholars 
have argued that this passage is intended to bring out the competi-
tive or rivalrous aspect of friendship. For example, Anne Marie 
Dziob argues that Aristotle’s purpose is to point out that what 
inspires one to perform noble actions is the spirited, competitive 
rivalry that can exist among friends.16 Patrick Cain and Mary 
Nichols go even farther in emphasizing the rivalrous nature of 
friendship, arguing that Aristotle means to convey that “noble 
friends do not readily ‘go together’ in support of each other’s noble 
deeds” because their “very competition with each other for nobility 
means that their nobility competes with their friendship.”17

The difficulty with these interpretations that highlight the 
rivalrous aspect of friendship is that the very citation “two going 
together” (σύν τε δύ’ ἐρχομένω) implies that the friends work 
together in a spirit of aid or cooperation, rather than a spirit of 
competition.18 I propose that the context in the Iliad from which 
the citation—σύν τε δύ’ ἐρχομένω—is drawn reveals that Aristotle 
intends to highlight the importance and benefit of complementa-
rity in friendship. The citation is taken from the doloneia, the 
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episode in the Iliad in which Diomedes and Odysseus conduct a 
reconnaissance mission at night to seek information concerning the 
movement of the Trojan troops.19 The doloneia is a telling example 
of two individuals whose complementary strengths work together 
in harmony, rather than of a competitive rivalry in which they seek 
to outdo each other.

The citation of σύν τε δύ’ ἐρχομένω is spoken by the coura-
geous and powerful Diomedes as he is selecting a partner to 
accompany him on the expedition. Diomedes selects Odysseus, 
describing him as “wise above all . . . in understanding.”20 In large 
part because of their complementarity, their excursion is wildly 
successful. They not only learn of the Trojan troop movements but 
also are able to sneak into the Trojan camp and abscond with some 
fine horses.21 Odysseus’s wile proves indispensable in extorting 
information from Dolon, the hapless Trojan soldier whom the two 
warriors encounter on their expedition, while Diomedes’ ruthless 
courage ensures that Dolon does not reveal their presence to the 
Trojan captains. Together, the wily Odysseus and the courageous 
Diomedes are able to provide great benefits for the city, which 
redound to their own honor.22 By alluding to this vignette, Aristotle 
intimates the great political benefits that can be attained if power 
and wisdom are able to work together effectively.

However, if Aristotle begins Book VIII by insinuating that 
great political benefits can be had by allying wisdom with power, by 
the middle of Book VIII he begins to cast doubt on the feasibility 
of such an alliance. The difficulty of forming this alliance is, in no 
small measure, the fundamental problem of politics: How does one 
ensure that power and authority are oriented toward the good and 
exercised in accordance with wisdom? In general, power tends to 
be in the hands of gentlemen who are not philosophers, leading to 
the result that power is often exercised in a capricious manner that 
has dubious results for the regime.23 While a spate of good fortune 
may in rare circumstances produce a wise ruler or a philosopher-
king, such an occurrence will be far from the norm. Right near the 
center of Book VIII, Aristotle obliquely indicates that this problem 
is not easily solved by friendship or by simply surrounding those 
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who hold power with wise counselors, as those with power rarely 
surround themselves with those are wise:

It has been said that the serious person is at once pleasant 
and useful; yet such a person does not become a friend to 
someone who exceeds him [in power], unless [the person 
in power] is also exceeded [by the serious person] in virtue. 
. . . Yet [those in positions of authority] are not much accus-
tomed to becoming these sorts [of friends to the virtuous]. 
(NE 1158a32–39)

Aristotle suggests that those in positions of power are unlikely to 
become friends with the serious man (σπουδαῖος) because a certain 
inequality, something in their respective characters, prevents the 
easy alliance of power and wisdom.24 The remainder of Book VIII 
further details the difficulties involved in cultivating and maintain-
ing such a high-powered political friendship.25 Aristotle does not 
provide a solution to these problems until Book IX. Thus, Book 
VIII opens with an impression of the great benefits that might be 
had if a friendship between those in power and those with wisdom 
were to develop, but Aristotle leaves us questioning whether the 
actualization of such a friendship is possible.

Friendship and Inequality
In the first half of Book IX, while ostensibly dealing with the giving 
and receiving of benefits, Aristotle discusses in an esoteric manner 
how friendship between the wise and the politically powerful may 
be developed. Aristotle’s intention in taking up this theme is indi-
cated in the first sentence of Book IX, which states that its subject 
matter is heterogeneous friendships, in which the goal of each 
party is different. He begins by providing the example of a political 
or market friendship between different craftsmen, which is easily 
equalized through the medium of commerce, as each party 
exchanges his wares according to their value—a type of friendship 
Aristotle has already discussed at length in Book V in connection 
with justice (NE 1133a7–32).26 In contrast, the following example 
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that he provides seems to be in some ways a nonpolitical  
friendship, which is more difficult to equalize and, as a result, is 
susceptible to dissolution: the erotic friendship between a lover and 
a beloved who enter into the relationship for different purposes. 
Aristotle notes that such relationships will dissolve “when the lover 
loves the beloved for the pleasure involved, [while] the beloved his 
lover for his usefulness to him, and when both parties do not have 
what each wants” (NE 1164a6–10). Because neither party to the 
relationship receives what it desires, the relationship ends.

By providing the example of a political, market-based friend-
ship that is easily equalized alongside a seemingly nonpolitical 
relationship that is difficult to equalize, Aristotle subtly raises the 
question of whether relationships may exist that are both political 
and difficult to equalize. Are some political relationships beyond 
the realm of proportional justice? The answer, it turns out, is yes. 
The relationship between those with political authority or ambition 
and those who are philosophically inclined is one that is political in 
nature and beyond proportional justice.

That Aristotle has this particular relationship in mind is borne 
out by his subsequent discussion concerning the giving and receiv-
ing of benefits. He uses an erotic relationship, in which neither 
party receives what it wishes, as a springboard to launch into the 
question of who is to decide the worth of what is given in a friend-
ship. Ought the person who “takes the initiative in giving” assess 
the gift’s worth, or should it be “the one who is first in receiving” 
the gift? (NE 1164a23–24). Aristotle answers that “he who takes 
the initiative in giving appears to entrust this assessment to the 
receiver, which is in fact what they assert Protagoras used to do” 
(NE 1164a24–25). Aristotle’s example of Protagoras is revealing 
and introduces the subject matter that will silently come to domi-
nate the rest of Book IX.27 Protagoras, of course, was the philoso-
pher who claimed to have the unique ability to teach men “the 
political art” and how to “make men good citizens.”28 By using 
Protagoras as an example, Aristotle draws attention to the classic 
theme of the relationship between politics and philosophy, a rela-
tionship that is both political and difficult to equalize. 
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Protagoras, asserts Aristotle, would “bid the learner to estimate 
how much he held [his teachings] to be worth knowing, and that is 
the amount he used to take” (NE 1164a25–27). In describing 
Protagoras’s conduct, Aristotle distinguishes him from other soph-
ists, “who take money in advance and then do nothing of what they 
claimed, because their promises were excessive” (NE 1164a27–31). 
While the sophists are rightly accused by those with whom they 
contract for failing to deliver what they promised, those who take 
the initiative in giving advice for the benefit of their partner “do not 
give cause for accusation” and may instead be practicing the high-
est type of friendship (NE 1164b34–35). Thus, Aristotle implies 
that those philosophers who advise with the intention of benefiting 
the one who receives the advice—perhaps by teaching him “the 
political art” or by making him a “good citizen”—may, in fact, be 
practicing the highest form of friendship (NE 1164a35–36).29

While the introduction to Book IX strongly suggests that 
Aristotle intends to discuss the friendship between philosophers and 
those who hold power, several obstacles prevent the easy attainment 
of this type of friendship. First, as noted, Aristotle indicates that 
those in power and those who philosophize are not likely to befriend 
one another (cf. NE 1158a32–39). Those who are in power may have 
had to engage in decidedly nefarious tactics to attain their position 
and, as a result, cannot be described as virtuous or good. Thus, it can 
fairly be asked: What would dispose the philosopher to dispense 
advice to such a person? As will be made clear, Aristotle appeals to 
his philosophically inclined audience by way of a protreptic address 
that encompasses a series of rhetorical devices meant to prepare his 
reader for the potentially difficult character of those who are politi-
cally powerful. Next, after having inculcated a solicitous disposition 
in his reader, Aristotle explains precisely why his audience is in need 
of a friend before turning to a description of whom he should seek 
out as a friend. As I hope to make clear, Aristotle addresses each of 
these issues in turn, explaining how and why the friendship between 
those who are philosophically inclined and those who hold power 
can be attained, thereby securing the coincidence of wisdom and 
power necessary for political flourishing.
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Taming the Philosopher
In the Rhetoric, Aristotle presents the following advice regarding 
political oratory: “Those present [at the address] may be inclined to 
treat the matter either more or less seriously than you wish them to. 
You may accordingly have to excite or dispel some prejudice” (Rhet. 
1415b35–37). Aristotle adopts this approach in his protreptic 
address in the first three chapters of Book IX. If he intends to bring 
about a friendship between the philosophically inclined and the 
politically powerful, he needs to inculcate a friendly disposition in 
his philosophically inclined audience, as they have an instinctive 
disdain for the traditional customs and authority of the city. To 
prepare the philosopher for the possibility that those in power may 
not be receptive or appreciative of his advice, Aristotle seeks to 
ground the philosopher in his community, or to tame his hubristic 
demeanor. He does so in the first three chapters of Book IX, first by 
humbling his reader, indicating that the value his philosophically 
inclined audience places on his advice may be mistaken. Second, he 
reminds his audience that those in power and the political commu-
nity more generally have certain claims that ought to be taken seri-
ously. Finally, almost as if by way of last resort, Aristotle appeals to 
the philosopher’s superiority, entreating him to be patient with 
those who, because of their limited capabilities, are unable to recog-
nize either the benefits of the advice or the good character of the 
one who bestows the advice. It is only after this protreptic address 
that Aristotle turns in chapters 4 through 6 to explaining that his 
audience should befriend those who seem noble and courageous.

Aristotle begins his address by suggesting that the philosopher 
who provides political advice with the intention of conferring a 
benefit may deserve some sort of repayment from the one who 
receives the advice. However, the issue of repayment is a difficult 
one, as it is not evident what could possibly count as adequate 
repayment for the benefit of learning “the political art” and becom-
ing a “good citizen.”30 It would perhaps not be surprising that the 
philosopher, in recognition of the value of his benefit, might feel 
slighted either if the benefit he bestows remains unrecognized or if 
the repayment does not appear to be adequate.31
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To forestall the sullen and bitterly ironic reaction of a  
philosopher who, in response to rejection, retreats to his own 
private realm to criticize the political community, Aristotle first 
humbles his reader by calling into question the worth of his advice. 
He forthrightly states that in the absence of an express agreement 
of the gift’s worth, the one who receives the gift—or advice—ought 
to assess its worth in determining repayment. The rationale, 
according to Aristotle, is that “many things are not valued equally 
by those who possess them and by those who wish to receive them, 
since what is one’s own and what one gives appears to everyone to 
be worth a great deal” (NE 1164b17–19; emphasis added). The 
reference to “one’s own” (οἰκεῖα) is the second of two references in 
the totality of the Ethics in which “one’s own” is contrasted with 
philosophy or the truth. The first reference occurs in Book I, where 
Aristotle states that philosophers may have to “do away with even 
one’s own things” to preserve the truth (NE 1096a14–16).32 The 
statement follows an explanation of the difficulty of inquiring into 
the “universal [good]” (NE 1096a11). Such an inquiry is difficult, 
he notes, “because the men who introduced the forms are friends” 
(NE 1096a13–14). I take this to mean that although Aristotle views 
those who introduced the forms as “friends,” he will nevertheless 
criticize their theory in his pursuit of the truth. Thus, while gaining 
a truthful account of things may be difficult, Aristotle leaves us with 
the impression that such an account of things is possible. The 
second reference to “one’s own,” which occurs here in Book IX as 
part of Aristotle’s protreptic address, seems to pull back on the idea 
that one will ever be able to achieve a full, truthful account of 
things and reminds the philosopher that he may be mistaken as to 
the worth of his teaching. 

In this way, Aristotle humbles his audience. Not only may his 
philosophical readers be mistaken about the worth of his teaching 
or advice, but Aristotle suggests that his readers ought to entrust 
the assessment of the worth of their advice to those to whom the 
advice is directed. Aristotle thus calls into question his readers’ 
capacity to attain complete objectivity. Even his philosophic read-
ers, he suggests, may have a preference for what is “one’s own,” or 
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for their own teaching. Ever so subtly, Aristotle suggests that his 
readers may not be impartial as to the worth of their teaching and 
that the love of “one’s own” may cloud their assessment of their 
teachings’ worth.

In chapter 2, having humbled his audience, Aristotle continues 
his protreptic address by suggesting to his reader that he owes 
something to the political realm. He does so by raising the question 
of what obligations one has to one’s father. Ought one “render 
everything to one’s father and obey him in everything”? (NE 
1164b22). The claims of ancestral authority are raised in light of 
the preceding discussion regarding the advice rendered by the 
philosopher—that is, the philosopher and his penchant for innova-
tion are weighed against the claims of established authority and 
custom. Similar political questions are raised in conjunction with 
the claim of the ancestral: Must one “serve a friend more than a 
serious man” and “must one repay a favor to a benefactor rather 
than give away something to a comrade”? (NE 1164b26–28). Each 
of these questions raises the issue of how one ought to be disposed 
toward the claims of “one’s own” and toward the claims of philo-
sophic truth.33

In dealing with these questions, Aristotle proceeds delicately, 
employing a paromologia—a rhetorical device whereby one 
concedes an audience’s point of view before raising important 
objections to this point of view—to convince the audience. Indeed, 
Aristotle initially provides an answer that would not shock his more 
philosophically inclined readers:

That someone ought not to give back everything to the 
same person is not unclear; nor is it unclear that, for the 
most part, he must repay good deeds more than gratify his 
comrades, just as a person must pay back a loan to someone 
he owes, more than he must give away something to a 
comrade. (NE 1164b30–34)

This answer provides philosophically inclined readers with precisely 
what they would expect: not everything is owed to the ancestral or 
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to the established authorities; the good ought to take priority over 
one’s comrades; and the repayment of a loan (i.e., repayment for 
the philosophic advice one has received) ought to come before one 
undertakes to give any gift to one’s comrades. Truth takes prece-
dence over political and familial loyalties. 

No matter how axiomatic this answer may seem to his audi-
ence, Aristotle immediately calls it into question. Perhaps, suggests 
Aristotle, “not even this is always so” (NE 1164b34). What follows 
is a somewhat cryptic example regarding ransoms. Ought a person 
who has been ransomed from pirates pay in return the ransom to 
his ransomer? Aristotle indicates that while the general rule holds 
that an obligation is incurred, the obligation is relieved under 
certain circumstances. For example, if a person owes his ransomer 
money while at the same time his father is being held ransom, he 
ought to ransom his father first (NE 1164b3–1165a3). On its face, 
Aristotle’s example is not overly controversial; if one’s father is in 
danger, one ought to help one’s father before settling one’s debts. 
However, by using the example of ransoming one’s father, Aristotle 
elevates the claim of the ancestral and suggests that the philoso-
pher’s axiomatic preference for the good over the ancestral may not 
always be warranted.

Last, Aristotle appeals to his reader’s superior position relative 
to those to whom he gives advice. If his reader will be neither 
humbled nor persuaded by the claims of the established political 
authorities, perhaps Aristotle can appeal to his reader’s hubris. He 
writes, “Sometimes the repaying of a previous service is not even 
equal—when someone benefits a person he knows (εἰδώς) to be 
serious, but the repayment is to one whom the serious person 
supposes (οἴεται) to be corrupt” (NE 1165a4–7; emphasis added). 
Ann Ward interprets this passage to mean that “the requirements 
of justice do not always hold in our relations with bad men, to 
whom we should not repay good deeds.”34 She goes on to interpo-
late that Aristotle intends to “raise doubts concerning our obliga-
tions to our father,” should he be a “bad man.” 35 While Ward 
rightly points out that Aristotle is raising the question of conflicting 
obligations, she does not account for the different terms—(εἰδώς 
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and οἴεται)—that Aristotle employs. In the scenario posited by 
Aristotle, the service is rendered by a knower (i.e., a philosopher), 
who has a correct assessment of the recipient’s character, whereas 
the recipient (i.e., a political authority), though serious, has only an 
opinion of the philosopher’s character. Through an appeal to the 
philosopher’s superior knowledge, Aristotle seeks to exhort him to 
be patient with those to whom he gives advice, as they may be 
incapable of recognizing either the soundness of the advice or the 
philosopher’s character and may be under the false impression that 
the philosopher is corrupt.

Only after having called into question his philosophically 
inclined audience’s axiomatic preference for the good over the 
ancestral and after having exhorted the philosopher to be patient 
with those who lack knowledge does Aristotle make clear the impli-
cations of his teaching: “Honor too we owe to parents, just as to the 
gods—though not every honor. For we do not owe the same honor 
to a father as to a mother; nor, in turn, do we owe them the honor 
proper to a wise man or general” (NE 1165a24–26). As Ward notes, 
“Aristotle . . . suggests that although we owe honour and affection 
to our parents as the source of our bodily being, albeit in distinct 
ways, we also owe persons honor and affection if they are wise.”36 
We might add here that according to Aristotle, we also owe honor 
and affection to those, such as generals, who are politically power-
ful. Thus, Aristotle finally raises the notion that honor may be due 
to a wise man—that is, someone who gives advice. But he mentions 
the possibility of such honor only after he has elevated the claims 
of the ancestral and only in conjunction with the honor owed to a 
general. The chapter concludes by noting that while a relative 
assessment of what honor belongs to each relation is difficult, “one 
must not, on this account, give up the attempt but rather make the 
relevant distinctions, to the extent possible” (NE 1165a34–36). 
Aristotle thus remains coy about what honor is, in fact, owed for 
the philosophic advice rendered.37

In chapter 3, Aristotle continues the theme of the obligations 
that exist among relations. Having in the previous chapter cautiously 
presented his belief that members of the political community have 
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an obligation to the ancestral, Aristotle now introduces the far 
more radical contention that the philosopher himself may have 
certain obligations toward the political community. Perhaps in 
recognition of the fact that the philosopher will likely have an 
instinctive aversion to the idea that he has obligations to the politi-
cal community, Aristotle introduces the topic tentatively. He begins 
by simply reiterating the relatively uncontroversial assertion that 
friendships based on what is useful or pleasant tend to dissolve 
when they no longer serve the purpose for which they were 
entered. However, the focus soon shifts to the more difficult—and 
for the philosopher, perhaps, more controversial—question of 
whether a friendship based on the good can be dissolved if the 
character of one of the parties undergoes a change: “If someone 
accepts another person as good, and that other becomes corrupt or 
seems so, must he still love him? Or is it not possible, if indeed not 
everything is loveable but only the good?” (NE 1165b12–15).

Aristotle has, of course, already prepared his reader for the 
answer to this question by suggesting in the previous two chapters 
that the ancestral is loveable. If the good and the ancestral are 
distinct—as they usually (perhaps always) are—this would imply 
that the ancestral is loveable despite its being distinct from the 
good. In this way, Aristotle has tacitly signaled his answer: while the 
good may be preeminently loveable, the philosopher owes some-
thing to the ancestral as well. This comes to light most clearly in the 
hypothetical friendship presented by Aristotle in which one indi-
vidual stays the same while the other “greatly surpasses him in 
virtue” (NE 1165b23). Ought the more virtuous individual treat the 
one who has remained the same as a friend? Or, alternatively, if an 
individual comes to greater awareness of the good and thereby 
recognizes the flaws and failings of the city in which he was raised, 
how ought he respond to the city that raised him? Should he 
actively seek to undermine the conventions and opinions that hold 
the city together? In contrast, Aristotle argues that while friendship 
may no longer exist in such situations, the philosopher still owes 
something to his former friend.38 Rather than altogether dismissing 
one’s former friend, “one ought . . . to remember the life lived 
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together with him” and on this basis “render something to those 
who were once friends” (NE 1165b33–36). Thus, even in the event 
that the distance becomes so great as to dissolve the friendship, 
Aristotle nevertheless finds that something is still owed. 

In short, the first three chapters of Book IX present a sustained 
attempt by Aristotle to convince his reader of the need to respect 
the traditional political authorities. First, Aristotle seeks to humble 
his reader, suggesting that his philosophic views may not accurately 
capture the truth of the matter. Next, he turns to the respect that 
is owed to political authorities. Rather than leaving the reader with 
the impression that one always ought to prize philosophic contem-
plation and a concern for the good over and above the opinions and 
conventions of the city, Aristotle suggests that this rule does not 
always hold true. Last, almost as if in the recognition that simply 
humbling his reader and raising the claims of the traditional politi-
cal sources of authority may not work on some of his more willful 
readers, Aristotle straightforwardly appeals to his readers’ hubristic 
belief in their own superiority and counsels them to be patient with 
those who lack knowledge. All this forms part of a rhetorical effort 
to convince his readers that different relations are owed different 
honors and that these obligations exist even in the event that his 
readers so surpass those around them in virtue as to dissolve the 
former friendship.

The Need for Friends
Having introduced the possibility of an individual so surpassing his 
friend in virtue that the two can no longer remain friends, Aristotle 
turns in chapter 4 to the question of whether it is possible for such 
an individual to be a friend to himself. While this question is no 
doubt provocative, it seems to be a logical development from the 
previous chapter. If one’s superiority to those around him is so great 
that he can no longer remain friends with them, then perhaps such 
a person can fulfill his desire for friendship by being a friend to 
himself. This topic is introduced by noting that five attributes 
appear to be most characteristic of friendship: (1) wishing and doing 
things that are good (or at least appear good) for the sake of the 
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other, (2) wishing that the friend exist and live for the friend’s own 
sake, (3) going through life together, (4) choosing the same things as 
the friend, and (5) sharing in life’s sufferings and joys (NE 1166a1–
10). Aristotle goes on to state somewhat tersely that these five char-
acteristics can all pertain to oneself. He writes, “Each of these 
[attributes] belongs to the decent person in relation to himself, and 
. . . he stands in relation to a friend as he does to himself—for the 
friend is another self” (NE 1166a29–32). Aristotle’s famous state-
ment that a friend is “another self” (ἄλλος αὐτός) is somewhat curi-
ous and does not receive much in the way of elaboration.

Much of the scholarship that focuses on the rhetorical quality 
of the Ethics has taken Aristotle’s curious description of the friend 
as an ἄλλος αὐτός to mean that at this point, Aristotle is referring 
to the friendship one can have “with oneself” based on the compos-
ite nature of human beings (NE 1166a34–b2).39 What these 
accounts overlook, however, is that Aristotle’s description of how 
the second of the five characteristics of friendship applies to 
oneself—wishing that a friend exist and live—contains a compact 
discussion of what it means to exist:

He also wishes that he himself live and be preserved, and 
especially that [part of himself] with which he is prudent. 
For existence is a good to the serious person, and each 
wishes for the good things for himself. Yet no one chooses 
to possess every good by becoming another—as it is, the 
god possesses the good—but rather by being whatever sort 
he is; and it would seem that it is the thinking part that 
each person is or is most of all. (NE 1166a18–23)

A serious person, argues Aristotle, finds his existence to be both 
desirable and good, and as a result, he will seek to preserve his exist-
ence. By invoking the notion of preservation, which hinges on the 
virtue of prudence (φρόνησις), Aristotle focuses on man’s existence 
as a mortal entity—that is as a human being. No one, he tells us, 
would choose to possess every good by becoming another. Just as a 
god would not stoop to become mortal to attain the 
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characteristically human virtue of prudence, so the philosopher does 
not wish to concern himself with merely human affairs. Nevertheless, 
in contrast to the god, the philosopher is human and, as such, needs 
to concern himself with merely human affairs, if only to ensure his 
own preservation. By emphasizing prudence, Aristotle reminds us 
that even the individual who is preeminent in virtue is merely 
human and, as such, needs to preserve his existence.40 In the very 
argument in which the friend is famously declared to be “another 
self,” Aristotle seeks to tame the philosopher by reminding him of 
his humanity and of the fact that his virtue does not constitute the 
whole of virtue. In this way, Aristotle reveals to the philosopher that 
he may in some sense need a friend who has the virtue of prudence.41

Together, chapters 3 and 4 point toward a difficulty. On the one 
hand, chapter 3 raises the possibility that the philosopher may be 
so vastly superior to others that he is incapable of friendship with 
them. On the other hand, chapter 4 reiterates the philosopher’s 
limited nature as a human being and strongly suggests that he is 
nonetheless in some sense in need of a friend. What ought the 
magnanimous philosopher to do in such a situation? It seems that 
the only path forward would be to seek out a potential friend.

Chapters 5 and 6 are devoted to identifying who the philoso-
pher ought to become friends with. The transition from chapter 4 
to chapter 5 confirms that this is, indeed, Aristotle’s intention. At 
the end of chapter 4, after having warned that the base person 
seeks to spend time with others only so as to escape his own misery, 
Aristotle tells the reader he must “flee corruption with the utmost 
effort and attempt to be decent, since in this way he would both be 
disposed toward himself in a friendly way and become a friend to 
another” (NE 1166b27–29).42 In turn, chapter 5 focuses on good-
will (εὔνοια), which Aristotle defines as “the beginning of friend-
ship” (NE 1167a3). Aristotle begins chapter 5 by distinguishing 
εὔνοια from friendship proper. While εὔνοια is similar to friend-
ship, it differs in that it “arises suddenly” and is “without intensity 
or longing” (NE 1166b34–1167a3). Peter Hadreas argues convinc-
ingly that εὔνοια is best rendered in English as the “recognition of 
another’s worthiness.”43 Aristotle emphasizes that this recognition 
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is a necessary precursor to friendship and that if it is “prolonged over 
time and [is] carrie[d] over into the habit of living together . . .  
[it] becomes friendship” of the highest kind (NE 1167a13–14). 
Aristotle is explicit that εὔνοια, or the recognition of another’s 
worthiness, may become the grounds on which a friendship can be 
started, but friendship itself requires time and trust.

Aristotle concludes chapter 5 by indicating to whom the philos-
opher might look in search for a potential friend. He writes, “On 
the whole, goodwill arises on account of virtue and a certain 
decency, whenever someone appears to another as noble or coura-
geous or some such thing, just as we said in the case of competitors 
as well” (NE 1167a18–21; emphasis added). Thus, Aristotle 
suggests that when looking for a potential friend, his philosophi-
cally inclined audience ought to seek out one who appears to be 
noble or courageous. By pointing to the noble (καλός) or coura-
geous (ἀνδρεῖος), Aristotle seems to be directing his audience to 
those who can be said to embody or protect the ideals of the polis, 
or those who have an authoritative political role. Philosophically 
inclined individuals will complement such individuals and together 
they will be able to accomplish great good.

The introduction to chapter 6 further underscores the impor-
tance of complementarity in friendship. Aristotle notes that “like-
mindedness” (ὁμόνοια) “appears to be a mark of friendship” (NE 
1167a22). However, he quickly clarifies that this like-mindedness 
does not pertain to just anything but must concern matters of 
common advantage and action—one might say matters concerning 
politics. As a result, he states that “those who are of like mind 
concerning the things in the heavens” are not friends (NE 1167a26). 
Those concerned with speculative matters will not become friends 
solely on account of their theoretical agreement.44 As Lorraine 
Pangle notes, “It would seem to be only in response to some prob-
lem or need . . . that the crucial element of friendship, sharing in 
choices, comes into play.”45 True friendship, Aristotle intimates, 
requires some level of differentiation.

That complementarity, or differentiation, is a key ingredient to 
friendship is borne out by the example that Aristotle chooses to 
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illustrate the importance of like-mindedness in friendship. The 
citizens of Mytilene, he notes, were like-minded when they 
resolved to have Pittacus rule. Each Mytilenean citizen agreed that 
the good should rule, and this like-mindedness among them 
contributed to the common good. In contrast, like-mindedness 
based on identicality, for example, “when each person wishes that 
he himself rule,” results in “civil faction” (NE 1167a 30–35). By 
stressing the complementarity of the partners in a friendship, 
Aristotle makes clear that friendship is marked not by identicality 
but by a like-mindedness that concerns “what is advantageous,” 
that it aims at “what has been resolved in common,” and that it 
pertains to “matters of action” (NE 1167a26–30). Aristotle informs 
his philosophically inclined audience that by building on latent 
goodwill, and by spending time with one another, it is possible for 
them to develop friendship with those who hold power. 

Friendship and the Common Good
So far, I have made the case that for Aristotle, a friendship between 
the philosophically inclined and the politically powerful can 
redound to the common good. However, it is perhaps not yet clear 
what concrete benefits can be had through an alliance of wisdom 
and power. Aristotle’s example of the Mytileneans intimates that 
the friendship he seeks to cultivate has implications for the political 
realm more generally and is capable of reducing “civil faction” by 
cultivating a sense of ὁμόνοια among the citizenry. David Cohen 
notes that “stasis, the disintegration of a political community into 
rival warring factions, was the specter which haunted classical 
Greek political theory.”46 With this example of the Mytileneans, 
Aristotle suggests that ὁμόνοια, the solution to the problem of 
faction, is in some way tied to the friendship between the states-
man and the philosopher.

How, precisely, the alliance between wisdom and power is 
related to the cultivation of a sense of ὁμόνοια among the citizenry 
is taken up at length in the Politics. Touching briefly on Aristotle’s 
Politics will help us understand Aristotle’s conception of political 
life and will enable us to outline how friendship between the 
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philosopher and the statesman can solve the problem of faction.47 
In Book II of the Politics, Aristotle discusses at length the difficulty 
that the problem of faction poses to the unity of the city.48 The city 
is of necessity made up of heterogeneous groups or interests, and 
there is the ever-present possibility that these parts will put their 
own interests, or what they perceive to be their own good, above 
the common good of the city. The solution to the problem of 
faction, Aristotle argues, cannot be simply institutional, but must 
instead affect the character and desires of the citizens.49 As a result, 
he intimates at various points that the most effective means to 
counter the problem of faction is through the establishment of a 
proper educational system (Pol. 1266b32–35; Pol. 1283a24–26). It 
is precisely this system of education that Aristotle establishes in 
Books VII and VIII of the Politics. Through the city’s education, 
the citizens will develop a proper sense of moderation, which will 
prevent corrosive self-interest from destroying the integrity of the 
city (Pol. 1340a5–7). As a result, through the establishment of an 
educational system, the philosopher and the statesman provide a 
great benefit for the city: stability and peace.

Of course, while peaceful coexistence among the city’s inhabit-
ants is a necessary good and is of great benefit to the city, this is not 
the ultimate purpose or telos of the city. In his treatise on friend-
ship in the Ethics, Aristotle suggests that on its own such existence 
is more fit for “cattle” than “human beings” (NE 1170b14). Instead, 
for human beings, “living together” consists in “sharing in a 
community of speeches and thought,” so that one may come to 
“share in [a] friend’s perception that he exists (συναισθάνεσθαι ὅτι 
ἔστιν)” (NE 1170b10–13).50 John von Heyking explains that this 
shared perception—συναίσθησις—“consists of mutual intellectual 
perception of the good.”51 On this basis, he argues convincingly 
that the purpose of education in Books VII and VIII of the Politics 
is to bring about this shared perception (συναίσθησις) of the 
good.52 Von Heyking points out that while the philosopher may 
practice leisure in the highest and most authoritative sense, the 
political counterpart to this leisure is developed through education 
and poetry and culminates in the city’s festivities.53 Thus, the 
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friendship between the statesman and the philosopher, which 
results in the establishment of an educational system, enables the 
citizenry to engage in leisure as well, albeit in a less intense manner 
than the philosopher.

Book VIII of the Ethics intimates the great political benefits 
that can be had through the alliance of wisdom and power, while at 
the same time exposing the difficulty of achieving such an alliance 
because of the divergent dispositions of the philosophically inclined 
and the politically powerful. In turn, the first six chapters of Book 
IX of the Ethics compose a protreptic address in which Aristotle 
attempts to convince his philosophically inclined audience to 
befriend those who are politically powerful. Through a series of 
rhetorical moves, Aristotle humbles his readers, raises the claims of 
those who are politically powerful, and finally appeals to his read-
ers’ philosophic superiority, all in an effort to convince his philo-
sophically inclined readers to care for the political realm. While 
Aristotle suggests that the resulting friendship will be able to orient 
the practice of politics to the common good, he does not expressly 
state in this rhetorical address how such an orientation will be 
brought about. Instead, the method by which the common good 
might be achieved is made clear in his discussion of education in 
the Politics.

Conclusion
The purpose of this essay has been to expose the way in which 
Aristotle employs the art of rhetoric in Book IX of the Ethics. 
While much scholarship has been devoted to the use that Aristotle 
makes of rhetoric in presenting a defense of the philosophic life to 
his nonphilosophic readers, my analysis makes clear that a signifi-
cant section of the Ethics is directed to his philosophically inclined 
readers. The foregoing interpretation indicates that we need to 
devote particular attention to parsing out precisely whom Aristotle 
is addressing in the differing sections of the Ethics. As I have 
argued, Book IX is devoted to convincing his philosophically 
inclined audience to be mindful both of their need for friendship 
with those who hold power and of the great benefits that can be 
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had through such a friendship. While it would be wrong to 
conclude on this basis that Aristotle views the life of politics to be 
equal to the leisurely life of philosophy—indeed, Aristotle’s claim 
as to the superiority of the philosophic life in Book X seems to 
preclude such a conclusion—my interpretation implies that it is 
equally misleading to view Aristotle as having an “exclusivist” 
understanding of happiness, according to which the life of philoso-
phy is incompatible with the life of politics. Philosophy, Aristotle 
intimates, must concern itself with politics and will have the effect 
of ensuring that the polis can partake in a level of leisure as well.
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