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Let me share a few comments which, I think, would illustrate

what reasoning stands behind our joint endeavor (IIECI, Faculty

of Social Sciences, and Analytical Center, UCU) of launching a

series of international conferences concentrated on the issues

captured by the framework theme Integral Human Development

in the Digital Age. The opening conference of the series

Friendship in the Time of Facebook took place at UCU, Lviv on

February 25-27, 2019.

In my view, Friendship in the Time of Facebook opens up an

important way of thinking about the future and the ways we are

or aren’t caring about the future. A tacit assumption behind this

topic is that our reflection upon a lived experience of a genuine

friendship has something important to say about the future as

being shaped by the present. In other words, authentic friendship

inspires for and gives us a vision for the future.

As almost everything these days, friendship becomes, as it were,

“technologized” and “digitalized”. Let me ask you this: What is a

good number of friends to have these days (a kind of a

respectable number of friends not to be ashamed of in the digital

social networks world)? To have a few hundred would, probably,

make you feel OK. Yet, thousands of followers would certainly

allow you to be in a much better position to promote your digital

self-branding and along with it your satisfaction and self-

esteem as a widely liked and followed agent of a virtual space.

The fascination grows so fast that we often do not fully realize

how much the important things, like friendship, happen to be

overshadowed by the power of the “likes”.

Our present talk about the future is often over-simplified by

being “technologically” framed (meaning the language we speak,

the images we use, the numbers and the charts we look at). There

is relatively little talk of the future as specifically a “human” or

“humane” future. We tend not to understand the future as being

structured and shaped by our present responsibility which in

essence is a way of living our lives in the spirit of “mutuality”,

“togetherness” and eventually of solidarity. It becomes less and

less obvious to us that it is my and your sense of responsibility

(or, to the contrary – lack of it) which “here and now” defines and

structures the future.

Technology, like any tool we have ever invented, is always about

controlling and taking advantage of the “now” while an authentic

relationship is about embracing the past, present, and future

alike. Thus, our human future is primarily shaped by an image of

the human person we carry with us as well as by an idea of the

human relationships we are willing to genuinely accept.

Our ability to care about the future is conditioned by our ability

to establish and sustain personal relationships with other people.

To receive a gift of time is to enter into an authentic relationship

with the other and thus to mutually open ourselves up for our

common future.

If there’s no vision for the future in the sense I was hinting at, it

would literally mean that we are in the lands and times of

flourishing populism. The days emptied of big ideas and deprived

of life-long commitments become a perfect season for populism

to grow and to swell with its post-truth, hybrid, and undignified

attitudes and practices. The future is turned into a customized

product of our technologies and ceases to be grounded in a

relationship.

And this is why, I believe, that authentic friendship has so much

to teach us about our future and is indeed a creative and

powerful source of the humane future.

FRIENDSHIP AND A "HUMANE" FUTURE
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1. Some Observations, fostering a critical view at complex issues

 

At first sight it may seem surprising: A conference intends “to

bring the diverse fields of study into a productive interdisciplinary

dialogue” – and this precisely about ‘communication’ in the

context of “Integral Human Development in the Digital Age” as

one of “the matters of public relevance” [1]. Phenomenologically

speaking such surprise may emerge from different factors. First,

the interdisciplinary nature seems to inhere to ‘communication’

according to its word meaning, which can be described in a

threefold way [2] – one of them termed ‘social contact’. All the

three show an increasing connotation exactly with design

elements of human relationship, of dialogue and in some sense of

human development. Second, all issues really related to ‘humanity’

require anyway interdisciplinary dialogue, hence also and in

particular issues around ‘Integral Human Development’. Actually,

in this case such dialogue is essential and somehow most natural. 

So, beyond first surprise: Why focussing our discussion explicitly

on aspects that in a sense belong anyway to the core of reflection

upon Human Development and Communication? Here a third

phenomenological hint may be useful, namely the flagging up of

complex problems that evidently resonates in discussing issues of

‘Human Development in the Digital Age’, and more specifically of

topics like ‘Friendship in the time of Facebook’: On the one hand,

experience with the digital age as well as further prospects like

Artificial Intelligence suggest that the accelerating digitalizing

process is generally supportive to intensified human development

and especially to improved personal and social communication. On

the other hand, due to a sort of parallel development, namely to

growing awareness of unintentional side-effects or of even

opposite consequences of ‘digitalization’ – like endangering social

cohesion through ‘pop-media’ etc. – precisely the relation of

‘Integral Human Development and communication potential’ is

back on the public, political and academic agenda. 

There may be several reasons for raising and for examining

problems in this context, up to a kind of general scepticism

concerning the correlation of (digital) technology and humanity

which can be found particularly in some contributions from the

humanities and social sciences. From a philosophical point of view

however, one would emphasize noticing a sort of basic

ambivalence between life-serving and humanity promoting

implications and life- or socially-damaging and thus human

development endangering impact; an ambivalence which

characterizes all human action and therefore applies to human

efforts in whatever technological innovation too. Pointing at this

ambivalence has nothing to do with painting a pessimistic picture;

it rather stresses the requirement of strictly favouring a

reasonable and realistic approach also to phenomena of the digital

age.  Given the topical complexity, any serious debate about

‘human development and communication potential’ (as a sub-

chapter in this conference) would focus first and foremost on a

critical view that literally aims at careful discernment and precise 

ABOUT CONNECTING LINES BETWEEN INTEGRAL HUMAN
DEVELOPMENT AND COMMUNICATION

distinction [3].

The latter applies also to the dimension of responsibility, which can

be discovered as an inherent red thread in all this – namely in

‚constructing‘ the digital era, in dealing as human beings with this

reality, and also in any intellectualdiscourse on it.

 

2. A few ideas, inspiring reflection on Integral Human

Development

 

A truly critical view towards our topic (and its sub-chapter) may

benefit from some clarification about basic elements at stake, in

particular concerning ‘Integral Human Development’. In this

regard, an inspiring source can be found in Christian Social

Sciences and particularly in Christian Social Thought as is

paradigmatically laid down in the Churches’ Social Teaching and

which has gained quite some general respect and attention. Just

three statements, pars pro toto, which I consider quite

enlightening:

(1) Pacem in terris  (Pope John XXIII, 1963): It is important to note,

that in this encyclical with specific reference to mankind as

created, “progress of scientific knowledge and the inventions of

technology”

as well as respective efforts by the ”man made Lord of creation” are

(as in the two other statements) on principle positively

acknowledged [4], to the point that everybody is encouraged to “be

scientifically competent, technically capable“ [5].However, as

indicated in its title, ‘human development’ is taken up merely in the

context of ‘peace’ as “intimately bound up with the progress of

human society“ [6]. Development of a true human society therefore

turns out being “an immense task .... Hence among the very serious

obligations incumbent upon men of high principles, We must

include the task of establishing new relationships in human society,

under the mastery and guidance of truth, justice, charity and

freedom [...].” [7] In the 1960ies Pope John does not use the term

communication here; instead he speaks – perhaps quite remarkable

for current discussions – about value-driven relations.

 

(2) Caritas in veritate  (Pope Benedict XVI, 2009): While dealing

explicitly with ‘integral development’, both in a principal and global

perspective [8], this encyclical provides some basic statements that

can be instructive also for debating ‘integral human development

and communication potential’. In line with Populorum progressio

[9], it reads as follows: “The truth of development consists in its

completeness: if it does not involve the whole man and every man,

it is not true development.” [10].  And more specifically the

encyclical states: “Integral human development presupposes the

responsible freedom of the individual and of peoples” [11],

foremost since one should “regard development as a vocation“

[12]. Hence, with regard to communication(s) “the meaning and

purpose of the media must be sought within an anthropological

perspective. [...] The media can make an important contribution

towardsthe growth in communion of the human family and the 
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ethos of society when they are used to promote universal

participation in the common search for what is just.” [13]

– Keeping in mind the just mentioned emphasis both on an

‘anthropological perspective’ and on ‘participation’ could well

inspire our debate on ‘communication potential’, since successful

human communication implies definitely much more than

optimized communication technology.

 

(3) Laudato Si  (Pope Francis I, 2015): It is quite interesting to

notice, that this encyclical mentions “communication technology”

and the “digital revolution” as essential characteristics of a “new

era” of humanity with “enormous waves of change” [14]. At the

same time it is stated that in this “new era [...] our technical

prowess has brought us to a crossroads.” [15]  The latter is

exemplified e.g. by concerns about the relationship between

“immense technological development” and “development in human

responsibility, values and conscience” [16]. And here attention is

paid to the ‘integral’, and this from two angles: Firstly, by

reminding of the fact, that “specialization which belongs to

technology” and in particular ”fragmentation of knowledge [...]

often leads to a loss of appreciation for the whole, for the 

relationships between things, and for the broader horizon, which

then becomes irrelevant“ [17]. Secondly, by underpinning the high

potential of an integral view on human life that shapes the

concept of the common good, since an ‘underlying principle’ of this

concept “is respect for the human person as such, endowed with

basic and inalienable rights ordered to his or her integral

development.” [18]  While critically refusing to simply follow “an

there is urgent need for politics and economics to enter into a

frank  dialogue in the service of life efficiency-driven paradigm of

technocracy” the encyclical stresses that “in view of the common 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

good, there is urgent need for politics and  economics to enter into

a frank  dialogue in the service of life especially human life.” [19].

Again, the terminology used can be considered noteworthy,

especially the keywords that characterize the context of human

development and communication: responsibility, respect and

dialogue. 

Remarkably, while pointing at a ‘deeper-going basic problem’ –

namely humanity having “taken up technology and its development

according to an undifferentiated and one-dimensional paradigm”

[20], and this framed by some lack of “a sound ethics, a culture and

spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and teaching clear-

minded self-restraint” [21] – the encyclical refers in some way to

‘friendship’ by saying: “we are the ones to lay our hands on things

[...] while frequently ignoring or forgetting the reality in front of

us. Human beings and material objects no longer extend a friendly

hand to one another; the relationship has become

confrontational.” [22]. Following this rather specific reference to 

friendship (which in this case is even focussed on the relation

between human beings and things), and extending it specifically

to human relationship, two quotations from the richness of

broader reflection on this topic in the history of ideas can be

quite revealing: One is taken from Cicero’s famous ‘Laelius de

amicitia’, influenced by e.g. stoic philosophy, wherein

‘friendship’ is basically perceived as “purest and most precious

expression of human feeling”23 and in a way comprehensively

defined as follows: “(For) friendship is nothing else than an

accord in all things, human and divine, conjoined with mutual

goodwill and affection, and I am inclined to think that, with the

exception of wisdom, no better thing has been given to man by

the immortal gods.” [24] – The second one is taken from Thomas

Aquinas who has commented on friendship in different contexts

[25]. In his Summa theologica we can read: With reference to

Aristotle “not every love has the character of friendship, but

that love which is together with benevolence, when, to wit, we

love someone so as to wish good to him. [...] Yet neither does

well-wishing suffice for friendship, for a certain mutual love is

requisite, since friendship is between friend and friend: and this

well-wishing is founded on some kind of communication.” [26] 

 Interesting to see, that Thomas Aquinas here uses the word

‘communicatio’ [27], which probably is rather meant as a kind of

‘commonness’ or ‘common ground’ that anyway provides some

additional idea for talking about ‘communication potential’.

 

3. Some questions, aiming at discernment of communication

potential

Finally, it may be useful to shortly reflect on ‘communication

potential’, just by way of raising some questions. And this in

regard to a threefold dimension:

(1)  In the context of academe and research: In the thematic frame

of ‘friendship in the time of Facebook’ – which basically means

“provide information about yourself, and communicate with

groups of friends” [28] – by definition, and also confirmed by

experience, ‘communication’ is an essential element of today’s

reality, hence also of individual and social development. This

gives rise to the question: How should appropriate efforts look

like to clearly notice and critically analyse the ‘human impact’ of

complex digital communication and its potential – in our case

mainly from a human-sciences and philosophical perspective,

but also from other views? And in how far are we aware

particularly of communication potential in the broadest sense

(including e.g. education tools by a web of satellite-systems)

that most probably would serve significant efforts in this

regard?

(2) Concerning so-called risk-potential of communication: Though

sometimes philosophers, social and human scientists alike, are

considered to focus too much on the role of doubters or even

worriers, it is part of their competence and responsibility to

remain attentive to problematic effects of human action and

processes set in motion, in particular with regard to undesirable

impact on human development in all its aspects. In this respect

one may ask: Are we aware of possible hidden, non- disclosed,

perhaps even ideological implications of the social-service-

A l o i s  B u c h ABOUT CONNECTING LINES BETWEEN INTEGRAL
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND COMMUNICATION

there is urgent need for politics and 

economics to enter into a frank 

dialogue in the service of life

6 Friendship in the Time of Facebook 



premise underlying ‘digital communication’ and especially the

labelling of ‘social communication’? [29] What would it mean, and

how would arguments look like, to address respective concerns

and to deal publicly with apparent phenomena like

‘communication risk potential’ in regard to human dignity, social

cohesion, respectful international cooperation, and even to a

non-violent and peaceful togetherness at all levels – in short: in

dealing with potential ‘un-social’ or ‘anti-social’ ingredients in

digital social communication?

(3) Finally in a more general perspective: Could precisely

communication in the digital age disclose a kind of additional, in

this case self-critical potential by becoming itself an efficient

means for critically analysing or overcoming such ‘anti-social

potential’ of digital communication, and thus could

communication itself foster re-inventing its true social potential?

Or, in positive terms, would it be possible, in the given setting of

academic and public debates, to even open philosophically the

discussion to the point of dialoguing about potential or factual

subliminal spiritual resp. religious messages – i.e. exceeding the

social and ethical aspects – within the prospects of further digital

development, especially with regard to promised cures of

optimisation potential in ‘Artificial Intelligence’ [30]? Following

up on this kind of questions may pose a challenge on an individual

level to those being personally and professionally committed to

such issues. But on a more structural and institutional level

questions about ‘integral human development and communication

potential’ could raise even more potentials in regard to proper

understanding and to responsible design of the respective areas;

this particularly in an indeed interdisciplinary dialogue

outreaching also to a public discourse – which for scientists and

for the academia at large are both a challenge and a commitment.

A l o i s  B u c h ABOUT CONNECTING LINES BETWEEN INTEGRAL
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2 See: ‘communication’ -

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/communication (February 06, 2019,
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9 POPE PAUL VI, Encyclical Populorum progressio (1967).
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23 TRIMBORN, Wilhelm (ed.), Cicero. Laelius de amicitia, 15th ed. Münster:

Aschendorff 1970, V (introduction;

translation: A. J. Buch)

24 Cicero, Laelius de amicitia, published in the Loeb Classical Library, 1923 § 20 -

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cicero/Laelius_de_Amicitia/te

xt*.html. (February 15,

2019, 11:30 h).

25 For more see: SCHOCKENHOFF, Eberhard, Die Liebe als Freundschaft des

Menschen mit Gott. Das Proprium

der Caritas-Lehre des Thomas von Aquin, in: IKaZ 36 (2007) 232-246.
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1947 (Translated by
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27 „Talis autem mutua benevolentia fundatur super aliqua communicatione.“ (Sth, II-

II, 23, 1); Sancti Thomae de

Aquino Summa Theologiae, Alba – Roma: Editiones Paulinae, 1962. – cf. on this

SCHOCKENHOFF, Eberhard, loc.

cit., 234 f – there with reference to ‚philia‘ in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1159 b

24-1160 a 30.
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Orientations

 

On 18 February 2019, BBC World News reported the results of

an 18 month investigation into Facebook. Facebook friends

around the world, now more than 2.2 billion of them in more

than 100 countries,  were extremely upset. For “the final report

of the [UK’s] Digital, Culture and Sport select committee’s 18-

month investigation into disinformation and fake news accused

Facebook of purposefully obstructing its inquiry. . . .”     Worse,

many Facebook friends believed that Facebook had not just

invaded their privacy; Facebook had violated the intimate

personal nature of friendship itself.

Facebook friends had already learned as recently as 14

December 2018 that something had gone terribly wrong. For

Facebook itself 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 personal photos.  In fact, the 

number of hacked Facebook accounts was not the already

massive 6.8 million accounts; the number of stole accounts

was 50 million. 

Had such globalized information and communication

technologies deliberately deceived so many Facebook

friends?  Had so many Facebook friends been deliberated

deluded about just what friendship is?   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.”  

But how would true friends ever differ from Facebook

friends? Trying to get clearer about such questions, is one of

the central issues of our conference during these days.

 

On Traditional European Meanings of Friendship

 

The purpose of our conference, the general invitation states,

“is to make sense of the diverse aspects of [the]

transformation [of the meaning of friendship ] with a special

emphasis on the developments in the time of informational

technologies.”   The time of informational technologies is our

contemporary time of the now vast and enormously powerful

social media networks. We can date this time as starting 15

years ago when Facebook, perhaps the largest, most

powerful, and most problematic of all the social media

networks, was founded in 2004. 

One implicit claim in this statement of purpose is that

developing informational technologies are transforming in

many ways the traditional Aristotelian understanding of

friendship  But what exactly is this traditional understanding

that is said to be undergoing transformation?

Notice that what is claimed as undergoing continual

transformation is neither the current and very widely spread

English language understanding of friendship, nor the

Platonic understanding of Socratic friendship , nor the

Ciceronian mainly Stoical understanding. Rather, the claim is

that, specifically, the traditional Aristotelian understanding

of friendship is being transformed. 

 

On this traditional account, the conference organizers write

importantly, friendship is taken “as a special kind of

relationship between good virtuous people who love the

other for the other’s sake rather than for one’s own pleasure

or utility.”   Accordingly, what informational technologies are

assumed to be radically changing is just this particular

traditional Aristotelian understanding of friendship.

 

Notice now that this understanding of friendship

presupposes something important. 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. 

 

Currently, friendship may be understood philosophically as a 

FRIENDSHIP AFTER FACEBOOK

“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.”  

 

“Consider with me now,” Cicero writes, “the limits

and, so to speak, boundary stones of friendship. I’m

aware of three opinions on the subject. . . . 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

equally to their goodwill toward us. Third, that

whatever value a man puts on himself, his friends

should do the same. I think all three of these views

are wrong.”              

 

Social media are “networked database platforms

that combine public with personal communication. .

. . All [Facebook] communication has to go through

‘Facebook’ [which] sells uses of their users’

personal information and data [often including

emotions, preferences, and highly confidential

matters] to other businesses”   

 

“The final report of the [UK’s] Digital, Culture and

Sport select committee’s 18-month investigation

into disinformation and fake news accused

Facebook of purposefully obstructing its inquiry

and failing to tackle attempts by Russia to

manipulate elections.”  

 

“Show me your friends,” says an old Greek proverb,

“and I’ll show you yourself.”
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relation of openness of two persons to one another that

sometimes “can be seen as an enlargement of the self.”   And

historically, this current 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, “is nothing other than agreement

with goodwill and affection between people about all things

divine and human.”   (Interestingly, this historical perspective

also echoes some current feminist, phenomenological, and

metaphysical reflections on persons.  )

 

Friendship Yesterday and Today

 

Textual exegesis is usually required for substantiating any such

summary account of Aristotle and of Aristotelian notions of

friendship. For in fact they are different – Aristotle’s views are

not always identical to those of the Aristotelians.  But given our

quite limited purposes, we may reasonably leave aside such

exegesis here.  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.  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.”   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

relationship between two persons where each is merely

“favorably disposed” to the other and shows “good will” towards

the other.  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.

But the traditional Aristotelian sense of friendship, we

remember, is a philosophical understanding. What then are the

key senses of friendship today, not just in ordinary British and

American usages, 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.”   Note that the first element in

this description, “disinterestedness,” catches up nicely

Aristotle’s own emphases on genuine 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. For they speak mainly of friendship as a personal

relation based on either one or some mixture of utility, pleasure,

and goodness – this is a third key point.
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Another standard philosophical dictionary entry today offers a

fourth key point. For this dictionary cites Aristotle himself on the

nature of the much more intimate bond between friends than

mere 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.”  

This rather profound remark merits further philosophical

reflection. But not here. For given our restricted purposes, 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

different current English language philosophical descriptions of

friendship is identical to, or even mostly similar to, traditional

Aristotelian understandings. For to take friendship as many

reflective persons do 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 enlargement 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 in Lviv by “friendship.”

May I suggest that, when we speak of friendship here and now,

we take the meaning of “friendship” in the main senses of what

the linguists call common core, standard English.  Summarily

then, we may use the expression “friendship” here to denote the

relation of two persons in a well-disposed, trusting, respectful,

mutually helpful, and warm interdependent relation with one

another. 

This still quite tentative notion however does not seem to

correspond very well with most traditional Aristotelian accounts

of friendship. Why is that the case? 

 

The Milieu of Friendship

 

Presumably many different kinds of reasons might eventually

explain 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 recalling 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 differences divide contemporary from

traditional notions. One set of contextual explanations however

is mainly historical, while the other set of contextual

explanations is mainly ethical.

One challenging historical contextual explanation for the

differences between current and traditional understandings of

friendship goes like this. Traditional Aristotelian understandings

of friendship – we might call them “naturalistic” ones -- are

situated within historical contexts in which the most

encompassing human environment 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 natural phenomenon.  That 
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is, friendship seems first to appear in a milieu that is mediated

pre-eminently by nature.   (Think of the necessarily

collaborative nature of archaic hunter-gathering peoples.)

But with the coming of what is now called the anthropocentric

era  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 technological 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.”  

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 explanations 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 philosophical 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 contextualists hold that ethical inquiry into

friendship and such phenomena should be focused on the

nature of practical judgments in concrete situations often like

those in aesthetics and not on abstract principles like those in

geometry.  

Much more could and needs to be said about these two

different kinds of explanatory strategies for many of the

changed understandings today of the complex phenomenon of

friendship. But these overly brief comments must suffice for

now.

 

Friendship and the Facebook Case        

 

Return now to the social media and the special case of

Facebook’s regular users, the so-called Facebook “friends.” And

recall Facebook’s practically overwhelming influence on almost

everything including contemporary understandings of

friendship.  

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 world-wide

business networks of its often secretly and at times illegally

amassed and archived information.

Further, Facebook has posted much extremely damaging false

news that has abetted extrajudicial murders in the Philippines,

ethnic 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.
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Every 20 minutes Facebook provides online its self-edited

versions of world, regional, and national news.  The credibility

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 disseminaters.

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.  Yet so

many persons continue to demonstrate what Martin Rees

recently called the “rash abandon with which people had put

their intimate details on Facebook. . . .”   

Thus, despite its founder’s repeated and calculative attempts at

reassurance, Facebook’s many problems continue.  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.”   And similar problems

affect the other mainline social media, the the so-called “GAFA”

(Google, Apple, Facebook, and Amazon – plus Twitter).  

 

After Facebook Friendships

 

In the time after Facebook, whenever that time comes, what

lessons 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

diagnoses of some of the most serious and accelerating threats

now facing human beings globally – for instance international

migration, extreme poverty, climate change, biotechnology,

cybertech, robotics, and self-learning AI -- must address the

inadequacies of understanding friendship independently of

today’s strongly problematic emphases on individual privacy.

This suggestion has the merit of underlining a serious,

persistent conceptual difficulty with many contemporary

understandings of friendship. That difficulty is construing

friendship in overly individualistic terms. The problem is that

all too often  the human person continues to be taken as

essentially an individual entity and not essentially as a

relational one

the human person continues to be taken as

essentially an individual entity and not

essentially as a relational one

A second speculative suggestion is that dealing effectively with

such world-wide problems as those just mentioned requires

rearticulating 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 
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of groups of friends, and about machines acting together

successfully in being at the service of humanity at large. This is

still but one of the several dimensions of the genuinely world

culture of the sciences today that merits much closer

philosophical examination.  

A final speculative suggestion for now is that securing

international 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 relative 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 world-wide

culture of science and its ongoing challenges and results

concern all friends together.        

 

Envoi

 

May I then conclude with a question for perhaps further

discussion?

Why does comprehending friendship tomorrow require second

thoughts today about the nature of the person?

That is, just why does it seem to be the case today that the

extraordinary human values of friendship -- 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 properly 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.”
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When in the second half of the 15th century the movable type

was reinvented in Europe no one was able to predict the long

term consequences of this technical novelty; for example, that

one of these consequences will be the invention of a political

leaflet and that this, in turn, would contribute to such a

disastrous inflammation of European religious conflicts in the

first half of the 17th century that  thirty years would be needed

to stop the war.  Another example of such distant consequences

was the appearance of the  mass press and its influence on the

readership or the incredible career of a new literary genre – the

novel, at first disregarded as popular entertainment,  and later

recognized as one of the important tools for describing and

understanding human fate.

The late interpreter of these distant consequences of the

invention of the print called them, collectively, in the title of his

work, the Gutenberg Galaxy.  According to Mc Luhan, they have

transformed Europeans, their way of life, their understanding

of themselves, and  of the world, so much that  a new

anthropological  type appeared -  the typographic man. It was

the typographic man who came up with individualism,

democracy, Protestantism, capitalism, and nationalism. 

Published in 1962, The Gutenberg Galaxy announced another

historic breakthrough - the beginning of  a new epoch: the

electronic age.  Living in this period, we prefer to say that we

live in the times of the Internet, of digitization, or of Facebook.

Some may be even tempted to say that we live in  the

Zuckerberg Galaxy.

Google, Yandex, Baidu, GPS, smartphones, Instagram, Amazon,

Skype, Netflix, Tencent, Facebook, etc. co-create this new

galaxy.  As users and customers, we realize how everything that

this galaxy offers penetrates the essence of our relationships

with others,  our way of operating in the social, political and

economic environment, as it changes us and our lives. Even the

more subtle aspects of human existence such as friendship or

love are very deeply affected.  To illustrate we wish to

concentrate on the phenomenon of friendship “in the time of

Facebook”.

Before starting our remarks on the impact of the new context

on friendship we have to pause for a while  and reflect briefly

on what we mean by friendship. Although we all may feel that

we know what “friendship” means and in spite of a long history

of general reflection on the phenomenon itself, it is still a

subject of ongoing discussions and philosophical analyses.

Usually, the latter begin with attempts at relating friendship to

love. This seems to be quite natural. Some similarities may

suggest that friendship is just a variety of love.

However, when we try to decide which kind of love friendship

resembles most, difficulties arise. Since the times of ancient

Greeks one refers to the distinction of  three different kinds of

love: agape – the manifestation of  a godlike  positive attitude

towards  the entire created reality, especially towards the

entirety of humankind, philia – the more restrained positive

attitude  towards those persons to whom we feel close because

of family bonds, long cooperation, business relations,  some 

cherished features due to common culture  ethnic, linguistic, and

historical affinities, and finally – eros  of which romantic love is,

of course, a paradigmatic example.

Let us then  summarize these points around which opinions on

friendship converge. It is quite commonly accepted that friends

are distinguished by the fact that one cares for the other. We

wish good luck to our friend, we care for his good health and

well-being, we enjoy his fame and fortune. In contradistinction

to romantic love one of the necessary features of friendship is

its reciprocity. The so-called false friendship is characterized by

the fact that one person only pretends to be concerned with the

well-being of the other.

Another characteristic feature of friendship is its constancy and

durability. A friend has to be reliable over longer time and under

different circumstances. Good friend is a tried-and-tested

friend. This trying and testing, takes time. Therefore, as

Aristotle tells us, to make a friend takes time. (See, The

Eudemian Ethics 1237 b 17).

Another convergence point is: similis simili gaudet. According to

this old adage, it is similarity that attracts friends to each other.

Owing to this  similarity  of character and temper, when

observing our friend, we  recognize better ourselves and learn

what we are like. Our friend would be then a kind of mirror that

reflects ourselves. This mirroring conception of friendship does

not seem to be quite correct. Friendship is oftentimes grounded

rather in differences than in similarities  and observers ask

themselves what might be the inner force of a relationship

between two persons who have almost nothing in common.

Another view seems to be more accurate: for the establishment

and existence of friendships, values that friends collectively

recognize as important are of fundamental significance.  These

might be values that friends discover in themselves and on their

own and owing to the bonds of friendship wish to “exchange”, 

but also values that friends discover and cherish owing to the

joint efforts that friendship makes possible. In other words,

what counts is this wider horizon of values that opens itself

thanks to friendship. 

Friendship is then always a history. It is a history of friends’

communing with each other and of communing with values. It is

also a history of the growth of personalistic effects of this

communing that frequently leads to very profound

transformation of the concerned persons. Friendship is,

therefore, a very intimate relation that cannot bear pressure

and indiscreet interest of the “third persons”. 

 A climate of trust enhances friendship. This implies not only

that friends  trust each other, but also  the postulate that  the

social environment of friends display, at least, a certain minimal

level of general trust. In a society in which people have reasons

to look at each other with distrust, friendship is likely to be a

rare phenomenon.

In other words, friendship presupposes  that certain

philosophical anthropology be applied in a given society.  
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Examples of societies that because of their applied

philosophical anthropologies were not favourable for friendly

relations abound in recent history. To mention just one

example, let me quote from Giles Mc Donogh’s review (“The

Spy’s the Limit”) of Stasiland by Anna Funder (Granta, London

2003): “GDR was a furtive and insidious tyranny. (...) It

possessed armies of spies, paid and unpaid. Some estimates run

as high as one for every six and a half of the population”.

 (www.theguardian.com/books/2003/jun/07 accessed 20 Feb.

2019). This, and similar examples, do not show that under

certain social circumstances friendship becomes  impossible. 

Friendship is an irremovable component of social life of humans

and higher animals. GDR type  and similar types of applied

anthropology only show that friendship may be less or more

difficult and that societies differ considerably as to how they 

affect the relations of friendship.

Let us then ask the question: how does the Zuckerberg Galaxy

affect friendship today.

At first glance, it seems that it offers very favourable 

conditions for friendship, that it is very “friendship friendly” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

environment.

                    Thanks to Facebook, Instagram, and  to countless

applications one can make friends with people whom otherwise

one would have no chance to know. No doubt, some of these

contacts may turn out to be valuable. What is important is that

these friends may be more and more numerous. Or so it seems.

Hence, not only minors enjoy the growing number of friends,

followers, and fans. One enjoys the “likes” that greet one’s

virtual activity. One may also have the impression that “social

media” make  possible staying in permanent contact with all

these new friends. New films, photographs, posts, and tweets

make us feel that we are “in touch”.  After a while, taking care of

our “status” measured by increasing or decreasing number of

“likes” may become  so time consuming that almost nothing is

left for “real” world and life. The compulsive activity online

results in  an off-line loneliness.  The author of an article on 

love   “in the time of smartphone” quotes a 25 years old person

who confesses that  just being very active on a dating platform

is much more satisfying than the actual dates off-line. I am

much better at writing, she says. (Cf. Elżbieta Turlej, „Czekając

na księcia z apki”, Newsweek, 18-24.02.19, p.12.)

Firms operating in the Zuckerberg Galaxy are eager to be 

customer friendly. Whatever you might be looking for – a title

of a book, the lyrics a of a song, a room in a hotel, or an episode

of a TV series – you may be sure that next time you will get a

number of similar offers, selected especially for you.  The

trademark of those firms is “personalization”.  Of course, this

“personalized service” appears helpful: we get not only the 

"...this do not show that under certain

social circumstances friendship

becomes impossible."
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episode we were interested in at the beginning, but much more:

all the other episodes plus information on all the similar series.

 The final result of accepting more and more personalized

services is that we become encapsulated in our preconceived

opinions, inclinations, tastes, preferences, and political

information that correspond to our political stance (cf. Czesław

Porębski, Post-Truth and the Popper’s Paradox, in print).  From

 the point of view of all these firms the encapsulated minds of

the addressees of personalized services  are easy target and

guarantee higher revenues. If you are an addict of a series of

200 hundred episodes  you are  pure gold in the eyes  of the

businessmen.

All of us,  one way or another, “visit” the Zuckerberg Galaxy.

And it is almost impossible not to: whether you drive (GPS),

stroll in the streets of your city (video cameras), drink your

cappuccino around the corner (credit card), receive a call from

your colleague (billing),  or just have your cellphone in your

pocket – you are within the reach of the Zuckerberg Galaxy and

contribute to the continuous increase of big data.

Of course, businessmen are not the only ones who know how to

use big data  extracted  from us. Brexit, presidential campaigns

in the US and in France, electoral campaigns in some other

countries show how  big data can be used and abused.

Here is another example. As we all know, China introduces a

unique system of social and political control. It is called Social

Credit System. Based on the big data, this system will assess

each citizen of the People’s Republic of China according to an

array of criteria. What is of note in the context of our

considerations is that one of the criteria will be what kind of

people you make friends with. If your actual friends are

qualified negatively, this will bring discredit to you and your

overall score  will be diminished. The score you get will be

decisive for all your  life prospects.  Practically, the social class

you will be assigned to will depend on this score.

A breaking news was quite recently that the avant-garde of the

Chinese society, that is some 90 million Communist Party

members are supposed to study the “the thought of President

Xi on the powerful country” by making use of the application

that was realized by Alibaba. The same is expected from

officials and teachers. By frequent activating your application

you get more points. Again a motif of friends appears: when you

register, the application assigns you to a group of your

colleagues and friends. Each member of your group is entitled

to view and control the activity of other members. If you are

not active enough, it will noticed and you are likely to be

denounced.  Result:  all  try to activate Xuexi Qiangguo

application on a daily basis.

What anthropological presuppositions are here at work? Let us

stop with this question mark.
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FRIENDSHIP IN A DIGITAL AGE

Please allow me to turn attention now to Aristotle’s

Nicomachean Ethics in order to see whether the ancient ideas

contained there shed any light on our present contemporary

topic of friendship in a digital age; I will claim they do. Aristotle

discusses the virtue of friendliness toward the end of Book IV of

the Ethics, as one of ten moral virtues and then reconsiders it

much later, developing it significantly by devoting no less than

two entire books, Books VIII and IX, to what he will then call

Friendship proper, before concluding the overall treatise in Book

X by returning to the major theme with which he began in Book I,

the central theme of his Ethics, namely, Eudaimonia

(εὐδαιμονία)—traditionally translated into English as happiness,

but which is more accurately captured perhaps by the English

phrases well-being, human flourishing, excellent state, or even

the state of being blessed. The literal meaning of Eudaimonia

comes from two Greek words, eu, meaning good, and daimonia

meaning spirit; this is significant because Aristotle suggests that

in order to describe what happiness is, it is first necessary to ask

a metaphysical question regarding what the good is. His answer

is clear enough when he says that the good is that which all

things desire and then asserts that all things desire their own

perfection.

Aristotle suggests it is precisely through excellent actions that

rational, social animals perfect their nature and that such

perfection comes through repetition of these excellent actions,

resulting in dispositions or virtues that are eventually developed

in the souls of these rational and social animals—enabling them

to act virtuously, as it were, eventually by second nature. In

Books III through V he discusses the moral virtues, claiming that

these virtues perfect that capacity of the human soul called the

will and then in Book VI describes five intellectual virtues that

perfect the capacity of the soul called the intelleIn addition to

his powerful insight regarding the complex and supple nature of

the mean, or the virtue itself, which alludes precise mathematical

definition, is his illuminating discussions regarding the specific

vicious extremes of excess and deficiency that undermine the

virtues. In Book II of the Ethics, he refers to two mythical sea

monsters described in Homer’s Odyssey and uses them as

metaphors for these vicious extremes, mentioning one,

Charybdis, by name, as the most dangerous one that ought to be

avoided at all costs. Odysseus, the protagonist of the Odyssey, to

extend the metaphor, must sail his ship through the narrow

straits and stay clear of the dangerous extremes: to do so over

and over again is to acquire virtue and live a good life.

While discussing the moral virtues, Aristotle does not always tell

us which vicious extreme is more dangerous, assuming, it seems,

that the answer should be obvious; at other times he does

indicate where Charybdis lies. Moreover, he ordinarily identifies

the extremes as either an excess or a deficiency, but at other

times he specifies that the extremes may correlatively be excess 

and deficiency simultaneously. For instance, while discussing one

of two moral virtues that regulates our use of and relation to

money, namely, Liberality, he clearly tells us that the most

dangerous extreme is the vicious excess in taking and getting,

which at the same time is a deficiency in giving and spending,

whereas the other extreme is a deficiency in taking and getting

and an excess in giving and spending. Here, Aristotle makes it

clear that the most dangerous extreme is the former and goes

on to mention some of the most dishonorable professions

wherein money is exchanged shamefully, taken in excess and

accumulated through perverse actions leading to the hording of

wealth, though the money gotten is plentiful. So not only is the

money made in a dishonorable way, but the vice is compounded

because the money is not spent in a generous or fruitful way.

This extreme, he tells us, is much more serious than the

opposite, also correlative, vice wherein there is a deficiency in

taking and getting, but an excess in giving and spending. As all

the virtues are connected in one way or another, the virtue of

Liberality will play a role in acquiring the virtue of Friendship

and vice versa. At the very beginning of Book VIII, in fact,

Aristotle mentions three reasons why we need friends in the

first place, two of which are directly concerned with the virtue

of Liberality: the first is that when we face adversity, which no

one can escape entirely, we need help (often times material

assistance) from friends; the second is that when we experience

prosperity, we need friends with whom we can share our

material wealth; these are both real needs, for Aristotle, and

they play a critical role in becoming virtuous and possessing

happiness. The third reason is an ontological one in that it

concerns the kinds of beings we are, which I will address

momentarily. 

In teaching Ethics over the years to students from a variety of

different  cultures in various parts of Asia, Africa, Europe, and

the Americas, it is fascinating to compare and contrast what

these students have to say about where they think Charybdis

lies, on which side of the vicious extreme, for the fifteen major

virtues discussed in the Ethics; it never ceases to amaze

me how relevant Aristotle’s Ethics still is for so many young

people around the world who come from quite diverse cultures

and worldviews.

For our topic, then, I would like to propose the following

questions: when it comes to the virtue of Friendship, which

extreme is the most dangerous, and why? And how does living in

a digital age change this, if it does? Early on in Book IV, Aristotle

describes the vices that threaten the virtue of friendliness as

the excess of being overly agreeable and obliging on one hand

and the deficiency of being unpleasant, contentious, and even

nasty on the other. The former vice tends towards superficiality

in human relations and might preclude any deep and lasting

friendship with a few significant others because one is simply

spread too thin; the latter vice, too, although leaning towards

the opposite extreme of being unfriendly and almost anti-social,

also runs the risk of precluding profound and continuous special

relationships since it prevents the kind of intimacy required for 
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such relationships. Here, Charybdis is clearly identified with

this latter deficient extreme since, for Aristotle, human beings

are programmed, as it were, for social and political

intercourses. In the case of the excess extreme, even if one’s

friendships tend toward superficiality because they are too

many, the fact that someone has many friends is considered for

Aristotle to be more or less a mark of merit and indicates a real

potential for reaching the golden mean of the true virtue of

friendship. But the anti-social leaning deficiency leads to deadly

isolation. It is helpful to remember that the so-called Ethics of

Aristotle is really just an introduction to his Politics, which

entails far more than the modern notion of politics; in some

ways, perhaps, the work as a whole can be thought of as one of

the earliest and most important philosophies of sociology, or

even philosophical anthropologies where the assumption is that

human beings are social and political animals by nature. 

This does not mean that human beings are born with those

moral and intellectual virtues which will enable them to live

happy social and political lives, but only that they are

constituted in such a way so as to be able to develop such

virtues. In the extended treatment of Friendship in Books VIII

and IX, when Aristotle demarcates three very different kinds of

friendship based on three different kinds of goods, the good of

practical utility, the better good of pleasure, and the best good

of nobility, By “dealing out that being indoors” as the poet says,

which every single thing naturally does and is called to do, from

that very rare bird, the kingfisher, which catches fire as it turns

to face the sunset, and then explodes in dazzling colors, to the

“dragonflies that draw flame.” From the ringing stone that

tumbles over rim in roundy wells, to the sound of the musicians’

tucked string, to each hung bells bow swung, which finds tongue

to fling outbroad its name. This remarkable poem by Gerrard

Manley Hopkins powerfully captures a profound dimension of

this modern philosophy of personalism, as it leads us upwards

on the great chain of being to the highest and most noble, even

unimaginable destination: loving communion and intimate

friendship with no less than the divine persons themselves:

the vicious extremes he discussed earlier take on greater

significance and more complex and interesting nuances. To

consider these nuances in the light of the new digital age upon

us is a great challenge, but the effort would certainly be worth

it because the sea monsters are still alive and well and the

vicious extremes have intensified to such a degree that sailing

our ships safely to our destinations has become more 

"I can only escape myself, 

and paradoxically, become myself, 

in the other."

challenging and confounding than ever. For one thing, the

cyberspace bubbles in which we tend to live not only obscure our

vision of the straights through which we need to navigate, but

resets our internal compasses so radically that we happily and

unknowingly sail right into the heart of Charybdis, since it

becomes harder and harder to distinguish reality from virtual

reality. The mental prison in which Cartesian epistemology

locked us up ever since it suggested that the direct object of our

knowledge was the idea of the extra-mental reality and not the

extra-mental reality itself, becomes more confining and

confusing than ever in our digital age, which is why the virtue of

friendship is needed now more than ever. In fact, this digital age

is in some ways a direct descendant of this Cartesian

epistemology.

As Aristotle said in speaking about the highest kind of friendship,

my friend is another self, and as the modern philosophy of

personalism, which in many ways is Aristotelian, has stressed for

almost a century now: I can only escape myself, and

paradoxically, become myself, in the other.
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As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame; 

As tumbled over rim in roundy wells 

 

Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell's 

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name; 

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same: 

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells; 

Selves — goes itself; myself it speaks and spells, 

Crying Whát I dó is me: for that I came. 

 

I say móre: the just man justices; 

Keeps grace: thát keeps all his goings graces; 

Acts in God's eye what in God's eye he is — 

Chríst — for Christ plays in ten thousand places, 

Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his 

To the Father through the features of men's faces.


