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Happiness Through Friendship 

There is still a difference between myself and other people. But the difference is less. Other people are 

closer. I am less concerned about the rest of my own life, and more concerned about the lives of others. 

-- Derek Parfit 

 

 
 The search for happiness has been the subject to many philosophical pursuits 

throughout the ages. This is not only a Western philosophical pursuit however; Eastern 

philosophies also concerned themselves with happiness. Happiness, for the purpose of 

this paper, would be moVW�VLPLODU�WR�$ULVWRWHOLDQ�³(XGDLPRQLD´��WKDW�LV�WR�VD\�KDSSLQHVV�LV�

having a fulfilling good life stemming from virtuous behavior. Both Aristotle and 

Confucius had methods of being happy, and, as it seems to me, both place a value on 

friendship. It is this examination of friendship and its relationship to happiness that is the 

subject of this paper. I posit that friendship is not merely an assisting force towards 

happiness, but a necessary one. Using the philosophies of both Aristotle and Confucius, 

one can see the importance of friendship in two different philosophies, and while these 

philosophies are similar in many regards their differences do not conflict in any 

substantial sense. I believe that in examining the Nicomachean Ethics and the Analects, 

one can see a stream of thought that not only values friendship in the search for happiness 

but places friendship as one, if not the, key factor for having a happy life.  

Before proceeding onwards, there are some issues that need to be addressed in the 

comparative project. Aristotelian Virtue Ethics and Confucian Role Ethics are both 

ethical systems in the sense that they dictate the proper way to conduct oneself. However, 

it is here tha





³EURWKHUO\�ORYH´�RU�³IULHQGVKLS´� is important to understanding friendship in the 

Aristotelian sense. People 



The key concept here is that of another self. The Aristotelian friend is another self, alike 

in virtue and allied in aims, therefore by being able to reflect in our other self and 

properly embody philia��WKDW�LV�WR�VD\�³SHUIHFW�IULHQGVKLS´��If one treats a friend not as an 

other but as the same as himself; not as extrinsically related but intrinsically (this 

however will be explained in more depth after discussing Confucianism). So in perfect 

philia one will love oneself (meaning in this instance the other self) not out of a base 

egoist viewpoint but by virtue of the fact that a true friend is another self, one who shares 

the same virtues, desires, and wishes and who allows for one to metaphorically look in a 

mirror to see their own faults (1169a). Kahane UHFRJQL]HV�WKLV�IDFW�DV�ZHOO��³,W�FDQ�EH�

GLIILFXOW«WR�IXOO\�EH�DZDUH�RI�ZKDW�NLQG�RI�SHUVRQ�RQH�LV��DQG�RI�KRZ�RQH¶V�DFWLRQV�



virtuous person. This being said, junzi have several qualities that involve friendship and 

ren. Confucius is quoted as saying to an 



historically considered to be the best student of Confucius, and he often impressed his 

master with his qualities and intellect. Alongside Mencius, Xunzi took up the Confucian 

tradition yet has remained less popular to Western readers, perhaps by virtue of his views 

RQ�KXPDQ�QDWXUH��EXW�LQ�;XQ]L¶V�HSRQ\PRXV�WH[W�WKH�IROORZLQJ�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�WDNHV�SODFH��

³&RQIXFLXV�VDLG��³<DQ�+XL��ZKDW�LV�WKH�ZLVH�SHUVRQ�OLNH"�:KDW�LV�the person of ren OLNH"¶�

Yan Yuan [an alternative name for Yan Hui] DQVZHUHG��µ7KH�ZLVH�SHUVRQ�NQRZV�KLPVHOI��

and the person of ren ORYHV�KLPVHOI�¶�&RQIXFLXV�VDLG��³<DQ�+XL�FDQ�EH�FDOOHG�DQ�

enlightened gentleman [junzi@¶´�+XWWRQ�������,�IHHO�WKDW�WKLV�HQFDpsulates the meaning of 

ren. In summary, friendships define one and being friends with someone entails that they 

are, in a sense, part of you or, if we are to relate it back to Aristotle, another self. This 

self-love is a feature of ren and it is through ren WKDW�RQH�DFKLHYHV�D�µYLUWXRXV¶�OLIH��6LQFH�

this paper takes Happiness in an Aristotelian sense, I believe one could say that 

Happiness in contingent on friendship and, therefore, ren.  

 When looking at the two philosophies one can see some similarities, but the point 

that I wish to make is that of friendship being in both a kind of self-love. Does this make 

one an egoist however? $ULVWRWOH�GLVDJUHHV��VD\LQJ��³WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�WHUP�>HJRLVW@�LV�

derived from he fact that the most common form of self-love is base, and those who are 

HJRLVW�LQ�WKLV�VHQVH�DUH�MXVWO\�FULWLFL]HG´�����E���7KH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�KHUH�LV�EHWZHHQ�people 

who love only themselves. Opposing, there could also be someone who loves himself or 

herself EXW��DV�VHHQ�LQ�$ULVWRWOH¶V�SKLORVRSK\�LQ�SDUWLFular, this other self ought be a 

friend. So while philia would be historically WUDQVODWHG�DV�³EURWKHUO\�ORYH´�RU�³IULHQGVKLS´�

I would venture to say it is a special kind of love in which the same love that one has for 

oneself is bestowed upon another as a separate friend, by virtue of their friendship and 



likeness. In Confucian philosophy, however, this is not said outright. Rather, 



the I, EXW��LQVWHDG��³WKH�ORYLQJ�RI�RQH¶V�IULHQG�IRU�KLV�RZQ�VDNH�QHHG�QRW�LPSO\�WKH�

primacy of conceUQ�IRU�WKH�IULHQG�RYHU�FRQFHUQ�IRU�RQHVHOI��ZKDW�LV�LPSOLHG«LV�WKDW�WKH�

RWKHU¶V�JRRG�LV�LWVHOI�UHDVRQ�HQRXJK«´�Kahane 74). Others are still different, but they are 

the same self, by virtue of their like goals and virtue, and one should not value concern 

over one¶s close friend over themselves because they should be valued the same as 



friends did not seem to be a factor of happiness, only of sociability. In interpreting their 

results the following is said: ³having a friendship that is high in quality still adds 

something extra to our lives and haV�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�WR�LQFUHDVH�RQH¶s happiness level. In 

other words, the relationship between friendship and happiness cannot be accounted for 

E\�SHUVRQDOLW\´�������7KH�GXR�FRQGXFWHG�WKHLU�H[SHULPHQW�in such a way to account for 

personality 



H[WUD´�DQG�SHUKDSV�WKDW�LV�WUXH�+DSSLQHVV��EXW�LW��HYHQ�ZLWKRXW�NQRZLQJ�VR��VXSSRUWV�WKH�

notion of self-love seen in Aristotle. The science of psychology provides much needed 

empirical evidence whLFK�FDQ�KHOS�HDVH�RQH¶V�VNHSWLFLVP�DERXW�WKH�VXEMHFt of Friendship 

and Happiness. However, I must note that the psychologists were beaten to their 

conclusion by philosophers centuries ago, I still appreciate the supporting evidence, 

however.  

 Humans are undeniable social beings. From the moment we are born to the 

moment we die, people are part of our lives, and our memories, and these relations define 

and shape our lives in a substantial way. While family cannot be chosen, friends can. If 

happiness in contingent on proper Friendship, than the choice of friends may be the most 

important choice one ever makes. Aristotle and Confucius both recognized the 

importance of maximizing the virtues that govern relations, philia and ren. These 

concepts, although developed thousands of miles apart in cultures that did not interact, 

seem to be pointing to a singular idea that emphasizes friendship in the pursuit of 

happiness. To view another as a separate self and to treat them as such is to search for 

happiness in the best possible way. Contemporary psychological research supports this 

thesis and, in reinterpreting some definitions, one can see how the psychological and 
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