
What is the difference between friendship and a
friendly relationship between you and strangers?
Post by “Noah Calderon” of July 4, 2026 at 4:13 AM

I live in a country (Finland) that consistently has very high levels of social trust and trust in
government and other institutions. As a result, I do often feel at ease and confident in the
future containing the same necessities for happiness that I have experienced in the past. I also
have quite few close friends, to the point that I can see in practice very often the difference in
my resilience to pain, sense of security, and enjoyment of pleasure when I am alone and when I
am with friends. In my mind, I can separate these two sources of pleasure from social life, but
they also feel very similar to me.

So when reading about Epicurus, I can see clearly the unique benefits of strong friendships on
lifetime pleasure. One thing that I do not understand though is whether, in Epicurus' time, there
was such a thing as "social trust" among communities larger than say, the Garden, and whether
this is thought to possibly contribute to a similar sense of security. Is a sense of security drawn
from strangers and political institutions less reliable and therefore a false opinion? I have the
sense that modern egalitarian democracies that are resilient to corruption have achieved
remarkable levels of trust and accountability from institutions and it is possible ancient
societies could have been lacking in this department. I don't have the historical knowledge to
say this with certainty, however.

Are there bounds to the concept of friendship in the sense thought of by Epicurus (the
characteristics of it and the specific benefits it provides) that rule out other forms of kinship
with human beings, kinds that do not even necessarily require knowing the other person?
Thank you to anyone who understands what is confusing me here and can maybe point to some
texts that elucidate the issue for me.

Post by “Matteng” of July 4, 2026 at 9:17 AM

What is often translated as „friendship“ is greek „philia“

Like in the word „philosophy“
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It is a kind of love or attitude to others, so has a much broader meaning than having a few
friends:
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Philia - Wikipedia
en.wikipedia.org

Post by “Joshua” of July 4, 2026 at 10:39 AM

Quote

One thing that I do not understand though is whether, in Epicurus' time, there was such
a thing as "social trust" among communities larger than say, the Garden, and whether
this is thought to possibly contribute to a similar sense of security.

The Law of Xenia, or hospitality, was regarded as sacred to Zeus himself, and stories abound of
the punishments inflicted on those who violated it. This unwritten law was the cornerstone of
the Greek idea of social trust, and of the etiquette surrounding the host-guest relationship.

My favorite example of this kind of social trust is related by Vitruvius in his De Architectura:

Quote

It is related of the Socratic philosopher Aristippus that, being shipwrecked and cast
ashore on the coast of the Rhodians, he observed geometrical figures drawn thereon,
and cried out to his companions: "Let us be of good cheer, for I see the traces of man."
With that he made for the city of Rhodes, and went straight to the gymnasium. There
he fell to discussing philosophical subjects, and presents were bestowed upon him, so
that he could not only fit himself out, but could also provide those who accompanied
him with clothing and all other necessaries of life.

As soon as he saw the geometrical figures drawn in the sand, he knew he was near Greeks. He
knew that he could trust that the Law of Xenia would be upheld, and that he and his shipmates
would survive the ordeal.

Principle Doctrine 39 may be the most relevant text on this question:

Quote

39. He who best knew how to meet fear of external foes made into one family all the
creatures he could; and those he could not, he at any rate did not treat as aliens
[ἀλλόφυλά]; and where he found even this impossible, he avoided all association, and,
so far as was useful, kept them at a distance.
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Post by “Cassius” of July 4, 2026 at 10:40 AM

EDIT: I didn't see Joshua's post before posting this.

The question is an excellent one and I am still thinking about what to write further.

As we see in other discussions that focus on translations, there is considerable peril in looking
solely to dictionaries and taking definitions out of context. Especially in the case of Epicurus, he
uses words in non-standard ways when he believes that the popular opinion of it is inaccurate
(example - "gods"). So you have to really be aware of the sweep of the remaining texts to make
sure you don't take something out of context that contradicts the whole.

I would think the best way to proceed would be to first look at what we know of the actual lives
of Epicureans and how they lived in the ancient world. And even after we do that, clearly there
are lots of shades of intensity of friendship so that those so that those at one of the spectrum
are hardly recognizable as being in the same category as the other end.

That's what you are illustrating in this question:

Quote from Noah Calderon

Are there bounds to the concept of friendship in the sense thought of by Epicurus (the
characteristics of it and the specific benefits it provides) that rule out other forms of
kinship with human beings, kinds that do not even necessarily require knowing the
other person?

Surely the answer to that is "yes there are bounds" at least in the sense that there are
differences in the way we deal with them. It was the Stoics that asserted that there is a divine
order of things whereby all humans are bound together in divinely-ordered ways. Whatever else
we might say about it, the Epicurean view seems to have been much more practical than that,
and would turn on the specific people, places, times, and cirumstances, just as does "justice"
(as explained in the PDs).

Post by “Cassius” of July 4, 2026 at 1:17 PM

Also, I don't see any issues with the fact that "friendship" should not be given an absolute
definition. This is just the same as "justice,"" which Epicurus holds to be contextual and
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ultimately rooted in the pleasures and pains of the people involved.

In the Epicurean universe all these things are relative to circumstance - to time, place, people,
things ... and it makes no more sense to try to state an absolute definition of "friend" than of
"justice" or "courage" or any other virtue. Given that there are no ideal forms, supernatural
gods, or forces of fate, it couldn't be any other way. Like everything else in ethics our
evaluations of it are going to derive from the specific pleasures and pains of the people
involved.

Post by “wbernys” of July 4, 2026 at 7:38 PM

This brings me to a related question which i hope someone like Bryan or Don could answer.

Philodemus, in On Choices and Avoidances Column 14, mentions a virtue called "φιλοποητικῶς"
which is translated as "in a way that makes friends" or "makes friends" or "makes and keeps
friends" by various translators I've seen.

Would this word more so mean make deep and connecting friendships or just generally acting
friendly and affable/genial towards other people? For example is "being friendly" a good
translation?

Also curious if this is related to his other word right after called "φιλανθρ]ώπως" Which is
translated as "Philanthropic", I personally translate it as "Benevolence".
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