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As a leading friendship scholar, Evgeny Roshchin’s latest work, Friendship Among

Nations: History of a Concept has been long awaited. Roshchin takes a unique

position in the current debates in friendship studies, his conceptual approach being

in stark contrast to the more dominant structural, individual, and state-centred

approaches. While offering one of the more theoretical approaches to the study of

friendship in politics, Roshchin’s work also succeeds in revealing the deeper

meaning behind the praxis of friendship in politics.

Friendship Among Nations builds on Roshchin’s previous works where he draws

upon conceptual history to illustrate the development of the concept of friendship

in international diplomacy, from the ancient era up to modern history, highlighting

that modern conceptualisations are deeply indebted to both ancient and mediaeval

ones. That means Roshchin’s findings are highly relevant to both for our own

theoretical understanding of friendship, and for what friendship practically means

when it is invoked in the context of international treaties. In a field overwhelmingly

concerned with the positive side of friendship, Roshchin’s conceptual approach

stands out both in its realistic outlook, and in what it has to teach us about the

negative side of the utilitarian aspect of friendship.

Chapter 1 critically discusses the history of political thought since Aristotle’s

seminal demarcation between pleasure, utility, and virtue-friendship. Chapter 2

details the conceptual development of friendship agreements in the 16th and 17th

century. Chapter 3 illustrates the development of a normative approach of

friendship, and Chapter 4 analyses the slow disappearance of utility friendship in

the 17th and 18th century. This all builds towards Chapter 5, which showcases the

implications of ancient assumptions underlying modern understandings of friend-

ship. These are brilliantly illustrated by Roshchin in his analysis of both bilateral

friendship treaties and the friendship treaties signed between the native populations

and colonialising powers.

Starting with Aristotle, friendship scholars have differentiated between one

higher form of friendship, commonly denoted as virtue-friendship, and one or more
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lower forms, i.e. Aristotle’s pleasure and utility friendship. With the notable ex-

ception of Francis Bacon’s work (1627a, b), and Cicero’s earlier focus on the

practical aspects of friendship (1923), friendship scholars have remained loyal

followers of Aristotle. By drawing our attention to friendship’s utility, both from a

theoretical (Chapter 1) and practical perspective, Roshchin effectively recalibrates

the debate, emphasising ‘not so much the absolute value of concord and integrity,

but the legitimacy and practical aspects of friendship of utility, that is, political

friendship’ (p. 32). The value of this theoretical contribution – a return to the praxis

of friendship – cannot be overemphasised, especially in a field which remains

dominated by works that draw upon Aristotle’s virtue-friendship.

In Chapter 5, ‘The unknown friendship of the modern international order’,

Roshchin illustrates both how powerful friendship agreements can be and how

ancient assumptions underlying modern conceptualisations have important impli-

cations for our political understanding of friendship. This chapter is especially

relevant for IR scholars because ‘friendship treaties concluded by the parties in that

period dealt with the issues of sovereignty and commerce’ (p. 218). Indeed, ‘the

recovery of the lost concept can move IR debates beyond the opposition of

normative and sceptical understandings of friendship by showing that there can be

more than one concept of friendship’ (p. 219). Chapter 5 first discusses the

advantages and drawbacks of bilateral friendship treaties (pp. 175–186), demon-

strating the essential utility of friendship in modern history. It is in the second part

of the chapter that Roshchin’s contribution to our understanding of friendship truly

shines. There Roshchin analyses the role friendship treaties played in coloniali-

sation, showing how they were used in the subjugation of native Americans and in

British imperial politics in India (pp. 186–218), thereby convincingly demonstrat-

ing the negative repercussions these politics of friendship had historically, and how

these conceptualisations still impact our contemporary understandings.

Highlighting the role friendship treaties had in imperialism and in the foundation

of the United States is novel and refreshing, especially because the language of

friendship masked a malignant intent, notoriously when ‘some of the most brutal

massacres of native Americans were ordered under the pretext that they had

disrespected the ‘‘friendship and kindness’’ which has continually been bestowed

upon them’ (p. 190). The strength of Roshchin’s approach emerges when he shows

how the underlying ancient meanings of friendship treaties – subjugation in return

for protection – survived the classical era. Indeed the friendship treaties ancient

Rome entered into appear more akin to modern protection rackets, and ‘the US in

fact resurrected the old practice of colonial agreements with so-called tributary

tribes of granting friendship together with protection’ (p. 205).

Roshchin’s work is an important wake-up call for political theorists. The appeal

of Friendship Among Nations goes far beyond friendship scholars, especially since

his conceptual approach can be readily applied to other case studies, to reveal the

ramifications of ancient assumptions underlying our contemporary understanding
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of politics. New students of friendship will be drawn to Roshchin’s excellent

introductory chapters on the subject, while established friendship scholars will be

challenged to confront their overreliance on Aristotle’s virtue-friendship. Mean-

while IR scholars, a field that has especially seen an increase in friendship

scholarship in the last decades, will find an in-depth understanding of both the

negative and the positive role of friendship between states, especially benefitting

from the deeper understanding Roshchin brings to both the economic and political

power of friendship treaties. Chapter 5 is the book’s zenith. One of the major

drawbacks of the conceptual approach is that both parts of Chapter 5 could stand as

impressive tomes on their own, and, whether by Roshchin or his followers, these

parts certainly deserve to be developed, and would make imminently valuable

contributions.

Finally, a minor criticism can be levied against Roshchin’s own criticism of the

dominance of Aristotle’s virtue-friendship in the academic debate. While it

certainly makes sense to start with discussing Aristotle, critically and in-depth,

more could have been made, for example, of recent contributions on Plato’s vision

on friendship, especially Plato’s honour-based conception (Sheffield, 2011,

pp. 258–259; Vlastos, 2000). The latter seems a missing link to Aristotle’s

utility-friendship, and therefore might very well offer another fruitful approach for

stressing both the importance of conceptualising utility-friendship and moving

away from an overreliance on Aristotle.

Friendship Among Nations shines in its theoretical contribution: the appeal to

address our overreliance on Aristotle’s virtue-friendship and an exemplary analysis

of the overlooked utilitarian aspect of friendship. The practical implications most

notably come to the fore in Chapter 5, detailing how friendship treaties were

employed by imperial powers to subjugate native populations. Roshchin’s

theoretical and practical conclusions make Friendship Among Nations important

for political theorists and friendship scholars alike. Yet it is not hard to imagine the

wide popular appeal, and impact, Chapter 5 could have as a sole work. With this

work, Roshchin challenges us to consider the politics of friendship in its entirety,

and to analyse, whether they be negative or positive, all of its aspects.
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