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Wanting to Be a Best Friend

Bouke de Vries
Department of Philosophy, Ghent University

Friendships are one of the main contributors to a flourishing life. As such, it seems
perfectly legitimate for people to want to be someone’s friend. But is the same true of the
desire to be someone’s best friend? This question has not received any attention from
philosophers, which is symptomatic of a wider neglect of the topic of best friendship. In
this contribution, my aim is to fill this lacuna. I begin by identifying two objections to
wanting to be a best friend as opposed to simply a good or close friend. The first maintains
that such desires show a lack of benevolence toward your (would-be) best friend as well
as toward your (would-be) best friend’s (potential) other friends, given that they can only
be satisfied if your (would-be) best friend does not have better friendships with third
parties, while the second objection charges these desires with exhibiting a fetishistic, and
therefore unjustified, concern with how one ranks relative to other individuals. Next, I
show that although both objections have force under certain conditions, depending on the
type of best friend that people wish to be—two types are discussed, namely, comparative
best friends and institutional best friends—and their motives, desiring this status can be,
and sometimes is, appropriate.

Public Significance Statement

This article explores the overlooked question of whether it is appropriate to desire to
be someone’s best friend, rather than simply a good or close friend. Two objections are
considered, according to which such desires respectively exhibit a lack of benevolence
and an unjustified preoccupation with social ranking.

All rights, including for text and data mining, Al training, and similar technologies, are reserved.
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During the mid-2000s, social networking site
MySpace—which around this time was one of the
largest of its kind (McAuliffe, 2022)—gave users
the option of listing their top eight friends on their
profiles in ranked order, which millions did
(DeScioli et al., 2011). As one might expect, this
practice caused a lot of consternation among

those who felt their friends did not rank them
highly enough if they made the list at all. For
example, one user reports remembering “crying
my eyes out when, after a massive friendship bust-
up, [... ] four people had taken me out of their top
friends” (Reid, 2017, para 8). While MySpace has
lost most of its popularity since, our sensitivity to
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where we feature in other people’s (implicit)
friendship hierarchies has not disappeared with it.
For many of us, there continue to be moments—
think, for instance, of cases where we are over-
looked for the position of “best man” at our best
friend’s wedding; ones where our friend favors
other friends to go on holiday with instead of us;
ones where they confide in someone else about
important personal matters before telling us; or
simply ones where we notice them spending
significantly more time with other friends—at
which we become painfully aware that we do not
rank as highly as we had hoped. Additionally,
recent studies show that it is not uncommon for
people to worry that others will usurp their current
place in someone’s friendship hierarchy (Krems et
al., 2021).

Butis it appropriate to care about how we rank in
such hierarchies? That is the question this article
will help address. To be more precise, its aim is to
consider whether it is appropriate to want to be
someone’s best friend, where “appropriate” is
defined negatively as being neither irrational' nor
displaying a lack of moral virtue.” (Note that these
are crosscutting categories that will sometimes but
not always overlap. For example, I might irratio-
nally desire to avoid a specific harmless spider
species at all costs, yet such a desire is not obviously
immoral; since both rationality and morality pro-
vide standards to which we often hold ourselves
and others, investigating potential breaches of each
here is important.) In doing so, the article’s focus
will be on adolescents and adults in Western
societies (this scope restriction will be assumed
unless stated otherwise), as these groups’ friend-
ships have been the most extensively studied by
philosophers and psychologists. However, it is not
ruled out that, notwithstanding the cross-national
differences in friendship structures and behaviors
thathave been reported (e.g., Adams & Plaut, 2003;
Seth et al., 2023), its findings may have a broader
scope and also apply to adolescents and adults in
other parts of the world.

While a sizable philosophical literature on
friendship has emerged, the question of whether it
is appropriate to want to be someone’s best friend
has not received any attention from philosophers.
This is symptomatic of a broader neglect of the
topic of best friendship. For example, in the
almost 400-page spanning Routledge Handbook
of Philosophy of Friendship (Jeske, 2022), the
terms “best friends” and “closest friends” are
mentioned a mere seven times, with one of the
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references being to cats and dogs. In a similar vein,
Mark Vernon’s The Philosophy of Friendships
(2005) and Alexander Nehamas’s On Friendship
(2016) use these terms only three and five times
respectively—the main exception here is Healy’s
(2017) article on best friendships among minor
children in which she criticizes the policy of some
U.K.-based primary schools to discourage their
pupils from having “best friends.”

Although one can only speculate as to what
underlies this neglect, one plausible explanation
is that concerns about best friendships and friend-
ship hierarchies are most prevalent and pronounced
among adolescents (cf. Robinson et al., 2019;
Scoats & Robinson, 2020), who tend to spend
significantly more time with friends than do people
in older age groups (Bhattacharya et al., 2016).
Since virtually all professional philosophers have
gone through this stage already, one would expect
many of them to no longer hold these concerns or
simply not to the degree they once did. However,
considering that adolescence makes up a signif-
icant portion of people’s lives, this is not a good
reason for refraining from putting desires for
best friendships to moral scrutiny, which would
amount to a form of what some have termed “mid-
life bias” (Jecker, 2020). Another reason for
studying desires to be a best friend within Western
countries specifically is that the rise in singlehood
within these societies, driven by the delayed onset
and higher turnover of committed romantic re-
lationships (e.g., van den Berg & Verbakel, 2022),
may well have made these desires more wide-
spread and/or intense by increasing the impor-
tance of close friendships, though this remains to
be empirically confirmed.

The rest of this article is structured as follows. I
begin by identifying two objections to wanting to
be a best friend as opposed to simply a good or
close friend (Why Wanting to Be a Best Friend

! Notice that, on my understanding, something being not
irrational does not necessarily mean it must be rational; it
could simply be nonrational, meaning it is rationally per-
mitted but not required. Additionally, it is worth observing
that the question of whether it is appropriate to want to be
someone’s best friend is relevantly different from another
question that, unlike ours, has been extensively discussed in
the philosophical literature: whether our love for friends and
other significant others, such as romantic partners, can be
rationally assessed (e.g., Jollimore, 2017).

2 Which I take it may happen even if no moral duties are
being violated. That is, even if we do not do anything morally
impermissible, we might still fail to act how a virtuous person
would in our position.
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WANTING TO BE A BEST FRIEND 3

Might Be Inappropriate section). The first
maintains that such desires exhibit a lack of
benevolence toward your (would-be) best friend
as well as toward your (would-be) best friend’s
(potential) other friends, since they can only be
fulfilled if your (would-be) best friend lacks better
friendships with third parties, whereas the second
objection charges these desires with displaying a
fetishistic, and therefore unwarranted, concern with
how one ranks relative to other individuals. Next, I
show that although each objection has force under
certain conditions, depending on the type of best
friend that people wish to be—two types are dis-
cussed, namely, comparative best friends and
institutional best friends—and their motives,
desiring this status can be, and sometimes is,
appropriate (Wanting to Be a Comparative Best
Friend and Wanting to Be an Institutional Best
Friend sections). The final section concludes (Final
Remarks section).

Why Wanting to Be a Best Friend
Might Be Inappropriate

Let us start, then, by looking at the most prom-
ising reasons for thinking it might be inappropriate to
want to be someone’s best friend, which is a term I
will analyze in more depth within the next section.
One says that desiring to be a best friend shows a lack
of benevolence toward the person whose best friend
you want to be, given that one can be that person’s
best friend only if that person does not have re-
lationships with other people that are richer in
friendship goods such as mutual concern, affection,
trust, intimacy, and joy in each other’s company
(Gheaus, 2018; Helm, 2021; Seglow, 2013). Since
all else being equal, a greater possession of these
goods seems to make our lives go better, this might
be understood to betray a lack of concern for your
friend’s well-being (cf. Chalmers, 2019) as well as
for that of the third parties with whom your friend
could potentially have better friendships, since their
enjoyment of said goods would need to be con-
strained too. Call this the “benevolence objection” to
desiring best friendship.

A few clarifications about this objection are in
order. One is that whereas its defenders might
believe that the antibenevolent implications just
mentioned violate a general moral duty of
beneficence (Beauchamp, 2019; Gilabert, 2016)
and/or a special moral duty to have altruistic
concern for our friends in particular (Collins,

2013; Keller, 2013; Loschke, 2022),3 they need
not do so. Instead, they might simply hold the
view that such desires are ones a (fully) virtuous
person would not have, assuming there are cases
where we can fail to act virtuously without vio-
lating any moral duties (cf. Harman, 2016). In
general, most major contemporary moral theo-
ries, including Kantianism, utilitarianism, virtue
ethics, and care ethics, are capable of condemning
deficiencies in benevolence under certain con-
ditions, as they all acknowledge its value, albeit
for different reasons (Beauchamp, 2019).
Another clarification is that those who want to
be someone’s best friend need not be (fully) aware
that the fulfillment of this desire constrains how
good arelationship that person can have with third
parties, supposing for now that such constraints
indeed exist (which I will suggest later is true only
on one particular conception of a “best friend”).
While some might have such an awareness, others
might lack it or have it to a limited degree only.
The second objection states that desires to be a best
friend are fetishistic and therefore unjustified. With
R. Jay Wallace, I take it that a fetish involves the “the
investment of interest and attention in objects that are
not intrinsically worthy of such responses” (Wallace,
1998, p. 195). Examples of fetishistic desires that
have been proposed in the philosophical literature
include wanting to do what is morally right in the
abstract without a concern for the (de re) reasons as to
why it is right (e.g., Markovits, 2010; Wallace, 1998;
Zhang, 2021) and having a general romantic or
sexual preference for members of particular ethnic or
racial groups (e.g., O’Shea, 2021; Zheng, 2016). Ina
similar vein, it might be argued that wanting to be
someone’s best friend treats the property of being a
best friend as inherently valuable when it is not.* On
this view, while friends are properly concerned with
things such as the other person’s well-being and how
close or good their relationship is (Jeske, 2001;
Keller, 2013; Lord, 2016), how good or special this
relationship is relative to other friendships that either
party might have is not one of them. Call this the
“fetishism objection” to desiring best friendship.

3 Where a “moral duty” is understood as a normative
requirement that it would be morally wrong to disregard and
whose violation, in the absence of exculpating circumstances,
justifies blaming the offender (Frazier, 2016; Zimmerman,
2013).

* Of course, utilitarians are unlikely to be swayed by such
concerns. From their perspective, what matters is whether the
desire to be a best friend contributes to overall happiness or
well-being.
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To avoid confusion, it should be noted that
defenders of the fetishism objection are not
committed to the view that having a fetishistic
desire for being someone’s best friend is morally
problematic as some have argued having a racial
romantic or sexual fetish is (Zheng, 2016; for
criticism, see Kershnar, 2018). It might just
constitute a failure of rationality in that we simply
lack reasons for holding such desires. To the
extent that this is so, it follows that insofar as the
only problem with desiring best friendship is that
it is fetishistic (meaning that the benevolence
objection does not apply), we might not be
blameworthy for having this type of desire even if
we are being irrational.

Wanting to Be a Comparative Best Friend

To be able to evaluate the two objections
just mentioned, we must get clearer on what it
means for someone to be a best friend or rather
could mean. There are at least two plausible
understandings whose discussion will suffice
to establish that wanting to be a best friend can
be, and sometimes is, appropriate.” The first is
derived from the conventional meanings of the
terms “best” and “friend,” which suggests the
following definition:

Comparative best friend: Alf is Brian’s best friend, or
one of Brian’s best friends, if, and only if, Alf is a better
friend than at least some of Brian’s other friends and not
a worse friend than any of Brian’s other friends.

Several comments on this understanding of a
best friend are in order. The first is that it requires
people to have at least two friends of which some
need to be better friends than others. Unless this is
so, our best friend(s) would also be our worst
friend(s), which in a strictly comparative sense
would render the title a vacuous one.

Second, we do not need to settle here exactly
what makes some friends better than others, as my
claims in this article are compatible with different
accounts. Suffice it to say that plausible variables
include, butare not necessarily limited to, the extent
to which a Friend A cares intrinsically about the
person to whom they are a Friend B; the extent to
which A is partial to, and supportive of, B; how
often A and B interact; how much intimacy there is
in their relationship; how often they fight; and how
any conflicts get resolved (cf. the friendship scales
that have been developed by emgirical researchers
such as Bukowski et al., 1994).
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Third, a comparative best friend does not
necessarily have to be a particularly close or
frequent companion, even if the fact that our top
five friends receive around 40% of our total social
effort (Dunbar, 2018, p. 36; cf. Sutcliffe et al.,
2012) means they often will be. Surveys indicate
that 12% of Americans report having no close
friends at all (D. Cox, 2021), a situation that may
arise from various factors such as social isolation,
unpopularity, or the recent loss of close friends
due to circumstances like death or relocation. For
individuals in this position, the threshold for
someone to qualify as their comparative best
friend, as previously defined, can be quite low.

Fourth, the current definition of a best friend
allows people to have more than one best friend.
One possible reason for this is that two or more
friends have the same aggregate scores along the
relevant friendship dimensions. Yet, it might also
be due to the fact that they have different friendship
qualities—for example, one friend may be easier to
confide in, whereas the other may be interacted
with more—that are on a par, in which case we can
neither say that one friend is better than the other
nor that they are exactly equally good (for more on
the phenomenon of parity, see, e.g., Andreou,
2021; Chang, 2002).”

5 Other plausible conceptions might include, but are not
necessarily limited to, ones that simply require best friends to
be sufficiently close and ones inspired by Aristotle’s notion of
a “virtue friendship” (cf. Pangle, 2008).

¢ Notice that some of these variables may have saturation
points above which they cease to make someone a better
friend and possibly a worse friend. For example, while the
fact that A cares more about B than C does might make A a
better friend of B, if A cares so much that she is clinically
obsessed with B, then it is plausible that much of this
affection fails to render A a better friend, assuming that we do
not normally want our friends to be obsessed with us, and
might well render her a worse friend than she would oth-
erwise be.

7 To illustrate this, we can use what is known as the “small
improvement test” (Chang, 2002). In the case under con-
sideration, we might imagine that the more supportive friend,
A, becomes slightly more supportive still; insofar as A and B
were exactly equally good friends ex ante, this would entail
that A must become a better friend than B. However, it seems
that this need not be the case even if the small improvement
has made A a slightly better friend. One might draw an
analogy here with a case discussed by Chang (2002, p. 699),
who writes that “it is surely possible that you rationally judge
that the cup of Sumatra Gold tastes neither better nor worse
than the cup of Pearl Jasmine and that although a slightly
more fragrant cup of the Jasmine would taste better than the
original, the more fragrant Jasmine would not taste better than
the cup of coffee.”
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WANTING TO BE A BEST FRIEND 5

Fifth and last, even if friendships simpliciter
must be reciprocal—for a positive answer, see
Healy (2017, p. 186),Helm (2021, Section 1), and
Rubin et al. (2006); for skepticism, see Berndt and
McCandless (2009) and Fehr (1996, p. 105)—a
comparative best friendship does not require re-
ciprocity. In other words, Alf can be Brian’s
comparative best friend without Brian necessarily
being Alf’s comparative best friend. Such cases
may be particularly likely to arise when one friend
is significantly more popular than the other,
though it is noteworthy that research on the social
networking site MySpace—which it was men-
tioned allowed users to rank their top eight friends
on their profile in the mid-2000s—found that
people generally reciprocate best friend status to
some degree, with individuals typically listing
those who consider them their best friend within
their own top two friends (DeScioli et al., 2011).

Wanting to Be Someone’s Comparative Best
Friend as a Final Goal

With these clarifications in place, we can ask
whether it is appropriate to wish to be a com-
parative best friend. The answer, I want to sug-
gest, depends on why one wants to be this type of
best friend. If one wants to be one as a final or
ultimate goal, one’s desires look problematic for
the reasons laid out in the previous section. For
starters, it is hard to see what could be non-
instrumentally valuable about being a compara-
tive best friend, that is, valuable independent of its
possible consequences, which I will say more
about in the next subsection. Some might point
out that many people who do competitive sports
desire to be the best athlete as a final goal, yet this
does not appear irrational or otherwise prob-
lematic. From this, they may infer that wanting to
be a comparative best friend cannot be irrational
or otherwise problematic either, the thought being
that striving to be the best in a particular realm
of human activity, including the cultivation
and maintenance of friendships, is a form of
achievement that we may appropriately seek, at
least when said activities are not properly legally
proscribed as, for example, theft or murder is (for
a defense of achievements as contributors to a
flourishing human life, see, e.g., Bradford, 2015;
Hurka, 2003).

One immediate thing to say about this argu-
ment is that its scope is limited. In the same way

that being the best athlete is not always much of an
achievement—think of a scenario where you win
gold because all your competitors except you
suffered from a severe flu that greatly impaired
their performance—so being a comparative best
friend is not always much of one. Just think of
cases where you are a comparative best friend to
someone who has only one other friend who
happens to be a mere casual friend, as might
occur, for instance, when your friend is deeply
unpopular or when they have recently relocated to
an area where they have not had many chances to
make friends. Buteven when being a comparative
best friend to a particular individual does con-
stitute a noteworthy accomplishment, desiring
this status on these grounds still seems inap-
propriate, as illustrated by the fact that many of us
are likely to find it off-putting to be told that
someone wanted to be our comparative best
friend because of the kind of achievement this
represents.® The most plausible explanation for
this, I believe, is that the proper objects of concern
within a friendship are the well-being of one’s
friend and the closeness and quality of one’s
relationship with this individual (Jeske, 2001;
Keller, 2013; Lord, 201 6),9 which are things from
which a noninstrumental concern with how highly
one ranks in that person’s friendship hierarchy
distracts by requiring one to see one’s friendships
as a tool for competing with others. By contrast,
since competition is a central element of most
sports, which would be boring if there were not
anything to win, the desire to take first place in
this area of human activity does generally appear
appropriate.

Now, a critic might concede this but argue that
there remains a way in which it can be non-
fetishistic for people to desire to be someone’s
comparative best friend as a final goal. On this
view, for A to desire to be B’s comparative best
friend is justified if, and when, (a) being B’s
comparative best friend expresses that B cares
about A and/or their relationship with A.

8 Which does not necessarily mean that it is improper to
take pride in the fact that one happens to be someone’s
comparative best friend. My concern here is exclusively with
the desire to have this status.

91 remain neutral here between person-oriented views,
according to which our concern should be (primarily) with
how our friends fare, and relationship-oriented views, ac-
cording to which our concern should be (primarily) with the
relationship. For further discussion, see Lord (2016).
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There are two problems with this view. First, it
is unclear whether there would remain reasons for
valuing such expressions when they did not have
any beneficial consequences, such as that they
help to maintain friendship or provide the parti-
cipants with a sense of security. Second, others
can care about you and/or their relationship with
you even when you are not their comparative best
friend. Indeed, most of us have at least some
people in our lives (a) whom we hold dear and
(b) with whom we have friendships that are
valued by us who are not our comparative best
friends, suggesting that the current justification
for desiring the status of a comparative best friend
is too general. To draw an analogy, it is like
someone saying that they support FC Liverpool
because they enjoy good football; given that as of
2024, there is at least one other (English) football
team that plays at least as well, namely,
Manchester City, this justification is incomplete.
In a similar vein, saying that you desire to be Alf’s
comparative best friend because this would
express that Alf cares about you and/or your
shared relationship is a defective justification,
given that such care can be expressed in various
other ways, such as by providing emotional
support to someone or by spending quality time
together.

Of course, for you to be someone’s comparative
best friend as opposed to a lower ranked one could
express something more than that they simply care
about you and/or your shared relationship. It might
express that they are strongly committed to you
and/or your shared relationship or at least more
strongly committed than is necessary to meet the
bare minimum for having a friendship. While this
may be deemed a reason for wanting to be some-
one’s comparative best friend, the notion that such
reasons could be noninstrumental runs into the same
problems as the ones just discussed. For one thing, it
is unclear whether such expressions have any value
once their possible beneficial effects are bracketed.
For another, even when Alf is not Bernhard’s
comparative best friend, Bernhard may still be
(relatively) strongly committed to Alf and/or their
friendship and express this in a variety of ways, for
example, by lending Alf a large sum of money or by
always being there for him when he feels down. The
upshot is that the current would-be justification is
also too general in that it fails to justify desiring the
status of a comparative best friend specifically.

A last attempt to show that it can be appropriate
to desire this status as a final goal says that we

have good ultimate reasons to want to be special
to others or have relationships with others that are
special to them. One immediate rejoinder to this
view is that when such volitions involve a gen-
eralized desire to be a comparative best friend,
they seem hard to justify. This is evinced by the
fact that many, if not most, of us would be dis-
mayed to find out that the reason why someone
wanted to be our comparative best friend is that
they simply wanted to be someone’s comparative
best friend. As with the aforementioned achieve-
ment-based desires, such dismay appears appro-
priate and can be explained by the fact that such
desires exhibit insufficient concern for the things
that matter in friendships, namely, the persons
involved and their shared relationship.

A more plausible version of the present view,
then, only deems it fitting to wish to be the com-
parative best friend of a specific individual, as this
does betoken that one puts a premium on that
individual or one’s relationship with them. Again,
however, it is unclear how it could be rational to
desire this status if not for the desirable consequences
that might flow from it, such as that one’s friend is
likely to want to invest more in their relationship with
you or be more likely to be willing to support you in
times of need than if you were a lower ranked friend
(more about this in the Wanting to Be Someone’s
Comparative Best Friend for Instrumental Reasons
section). To illustrate this, suppose that Alf is
Bernhard’s second best friend and that, at some
point, Bernhard’s comparative best friend dies. Yet,
rather than using the time freed up by this person’s
death to deepen or otherwise enhance his relation-
ship with Alf, Bernhard decides to spend it on a new
solitary hobby (e.g., stamp collecting) or on bonding
with his children, such that his relationship with Alf
or the way in which he values Alf as a friend is not
changed in any way. In this case, it is difficult to see
how Alf could have any reason for favoring the
status quo ante where he was Bernhard’s second best
friend over the current situation where he is
Bernhard’s comparative best friend.

Besides being plagued by the fetishism objec-
tion, noninstrumental desires for being someone’s
comparative best friend are also vulnerable to the
benevolence objection, according to which want-
ing to be someone’s best friend exhibits a lack of
benevolence toward that person and the individuals
with whom they could potentially have better
friendships (which I argued is a moral failure even
if it does not always involve a violation of moral
duties). To appreciate this, notice that since you can
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WANTING TO BE A BEST FRIEND 7

only be a comparative best friend to someone who
does not have relationships with third parties that are
higher in friendship-related goods—for example,
mutual concern, affection, trust, intimacy, and joy in
each other’s company (Gheaus, 2018; Helm,
2021; Seglow, 2013)—by desiring this status, you
must want other people to be constrained in their
enjoyment of such goods even if you are not
(wholly) aware of this implication. However, if
this is correct, and if, as I assume here, we have
strong moral reasons to be beneficent toward
others (Beauchamp, 2019; Gilabert, 2016) and to
our friends in particular (Collins, 2013; Keller,
2013; Loschke, 2022), then this is another respect
in which desiring to be a com]l:)arative best friend
as a final goal is problematic.'”

A critic might reply that the antibenevolent
implications just mentioned do not exist if one
wants to be a comparative best friend by being the
best possible friend that someone can have or that
simply the person whose best friend you want to
be can have. Under these conditions, to say that
one (implicitly or explicitly) wants said individual
to have worse friendships with third parties than
she could enjoy might not make sense as the kind
of friendship that one aspires to have with her
already represents the summum bonum, meaning
that it cannot be improved upon qua friendship.

Two rejoinders are in order. First, supposing
arguendo that the notion of the best possible friend is
meaningful at all (which some might question), there
is atleast one antibenevolent implication that persists
insofar as one wants to be someone’s only com-
parative best friend. This is that one must want that
person not to have friendships with third parties that
are as good as the friendship that one wishes to have
with her. But—and this brings me to the second
rejoinder—even if one is satisfied with being merely
one of her comparative best friends, one must still
want her to have at least one worse friend. Unless
this is so, I argued that speaking of someone’s
comparative best friend(s) does not make much
sense, since all that person’s best friends would also
be her worst friends. While this implication may not
be as bad as the implications of wanting to be
someone’s only comparative best friend, wanting
another person P to have at least one friendship with
a third party that is worse than one’s own friendship
with P still betrays a lack of beneficence."’

Some might maintain that when the only issue
with Alf wanting to be Brian’s best friend in a
comparative sense is that it implies that Brian
must have other friends who are not as good a

friend as Alf is, there is no serious lack of
beneficence insofar as Alf still wishes for Brian to
have wonderful friendships with third parties. My
response is that the lack of beneficence in such
cases need not be large for it to be inappropriate.
To bring this out, one might draw an analogy with
wanting a friend to have a partner who is slightly
worse looking than one’s own partner is; even if
one’s own partner is exceptionally good-looking
and even if you still want your friend to have a
very attractive partner, such desires still seem
defective. (To avoid confusion, notice that ac-
cepting that wanting to be someone’s compara-
tive best friend as a final goal is inappropriate by
showing a lack of beneficence does not commit
one to the view that wanting as a final goal to be
the best possible friend to that person that one can
be must exhibit such a lack as well, given that the
fulfillment of this desire does not preclude said
person from having better friendships with third
parties; on the contrary, it looks like such as-
pirations can be highly beneficent toward one’s
friend.)

What is important for present purposes is that
even ifTamright that it is inappropriate—because
irrational and/or morally deficient—to wish to be
a comparative best friend as a final goal, it does
not follow that it can never be justified to have
such desires. This is because there might still be
instrumental reasons that justify them at least
some of the time.

Wanting to Be Someone’s Comparative Best
Friend for Instrumental Reasons

I think such reasons are present in a subset of
cases. For starters, we can conceive of scenarios

1Some might even go as far as to argue that those who
have such desires cannot be friends at all, the assumption
being that friends want the best for each other. The reason this
view strikes me as too strong is that we often speak of people
being “bad friends” or otherwise imperfect friends, which
means that if we want to be faithful to everyday language (as I
take it we should as much as possible; cf. Olsthoorn, 2017),
then we ought to leave conceptual space for the possibility of
friends falling short along the various dimensions of
friendship, including the extent to which they show altruistic
concern for the other party.

' Of course, one could imagine someone who just wants
to be the best possible friend to someone without necessarily
wanting that person to have friendships that are not as good.
In that case, however, it strikes me as odd to say that that
person wants to be a comparative best friend, given that his
desire does not contain any superlative elements.
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where wanting to be someone’s comparative best
friend escapes the fetishism objection and
benevolence objection because it is altruistically
motivated. Suppose you have a friend whose
other friends have a pernicious influence on
him—perhaps their blasé attitudes about aca-
demic success discourage your friend from in-
vesting in his education (cf. Nelson & DeBacker,
2008; van Doeselaar et al., 2016) or, worse yet,
threaten to draw him into a life of crime (cf. Levey
etal.,2019). Suppose further that if you were your
friend’s comparative best friend, you would be
better positioned to keep him on the right path
than you are currently because your friend is more
likely to take advice from his best friend than from
his lower ranked friends and because one of your
friend’s deviant friends is currently holding this
position. Under these conditions, it looks per-
fectly legitimate for you to want to be your
friend’s best friend if, and when, this is motivated
by a desire to help your friend.

Indeed, assuming that, up to a point, we are
morally allowed to prioritize our own interests
over those of other individuals (Scheffler, 1994),
there are also cases where we can legitimately
want to be someone’s comparative best friend
because this serves our own interests in an
instrumental way. Consider some examples:

e Being a comparative best friend to a
specific individual, especially their single
comparative best friend, may render it more
likely that that person will engage in certain
valuable activities with you than if you lack
this status. For example, they might be more
likely to have intimate conversations with
you, as people tend to disclose more of their
inner life to their best friends than to their
lower ranked ones (Dunbar, 2018; Sutcliffe
et al., 2012), or be more likely to go on a
holiday with you, which many of us also
rather do with our “besties” than with our
more casual friends.

* Being a comparative best friend to a specific
individual, especially their single compara-
tive best friend, may cause that person fo
spend more time with you than they would
otherwise, as the time that we spend with
our friends is heavily skewed. For example,
empirical research on friendship networks
has found that circa “40% of our total social
effort (whether indexed as time or emotional
closeness) is devoted to just five people”
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(Dunbar, 2018, p.36; cf. Sutcliffe et
al., 2012).

* Being a comparative best friend to a specific
individual, especially their single compara-
tive best friend, may increase the probability
that that person will be there for you in times
of need, as your friend is less likely to be loyal
to other people who might make rival bids for
your friend’s support. (Indeed, according to
the so-called “Alliance Model of Friendship,”
this is the main reason why humans have
evolved to make friends; cf. DeScioli &
Kurzban, 2009; Krems et al., 2021; Liben-
Nowell et al., 2013.)

» Being a comparative best friend to a specific
individual may help preserve the bond with
that person. This is important not only
because you might value the relationship but
also because close friendships often serve as
an extension of the self, in which case losing
the friendship can threaten one’s very sense
of identity (Cocking & Kennett, 1998;
Lewandowski et al., 2006).

In response, it might be pointed out that such
instrumental benefits merely justify wanting to be
considered a comparative best friend by someone,
which will be enough to reap them even if one is
not actually the person’s comparative best friend.
While this is true, the fact that we are more likely to
be regarded as other people’s best friend when we
are actually their best friend means that benefits
like those mentioned above can still justify
desiring this status in certain cases. (Of course, this
raises the question of whether it can ever be
appropriate to simply wish to be considered
someone’s comparative best friend despite lacking
this status. Whereas an in-depth discussion of this
issue is beyond this article’s scope, the fact that the
fulfillment of such desires conflicts with commit-
ments to the truth by requiring people to have
mistaken beliefs about a matter that, it is worth
adding, is not trivial, namely, how close they are to
their friends, renders them highly suspect.)

Wanting to Be an Institutional Best Friend

Having suggested that wanting to be compara-
tive best friend is appropriate in certain cases for
both other-regarding and self-regarding instru-
mental reasons but never as a goal of its own, [ now
want to consider whether desiring a different type
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WANTING TO BE A BEST FRIEND 9

of best friendship can be appropriate, namely, that
of what I term an “institutional best friend”:

Institutional best friend: Alf is Brian’s best friend. (and
Brian Alf’s best friend) if, and only if, both Alf and
Brian have accepted the status of a best friend
understood as a particular social role with relatively
extensive rights and duties of loyalty and support.

To make sense of this type of friendship, para-
digmatic examples of which include the best friend
forever (BFF) relationship and the bromance (e.g.,
B. Cox, 2010; Levine, 2010; McCoy, 2014;
Robinson et al., 2019; Scoats & Robinson, 2020), it is
useful to compare it to another social role, namely,
that of a romantic partner. A romantic partnership is
not merely a relationship based on love, care, and
intimacy. It is also an agreement between two in-
dividuals to participate in a relationship that pre-
supposes distinct rights and duties, such as emotional,
sexual, and/or financial fidelity. To see this, it should
be noted that even if someone in a romantic rela-
tionship shares more affection, intimacy, and time
with a person outside the relationship and possibly
even has sex with them, there remains an important
respect in which this person is not their romantic
partner. Likewise, an institutional best friend is not
merely someone who cares for you and spends
time with you. It is also someone with whom you
have agreed to a specific kind of relationship marked
by distinct rights and duties, that is, ones that do
not wholly overlap with those presupposed in a
comparative best friendship or even a close com-
parative best friendship by being particularly
demanding—about which more shortly. (Notice that
I'am not assuming that these special rights and duties
always carry moral weight, though I suspect they
often do. What matters for our purposes is that,
regardless of their moral significance, these rights and
duties are conceptually essential to institutional best
friendships, meaning that unless they are recognized
by both friends, such friendships cannot exist.)

One corollary of this understanding of an
institutional best friend is that it is not misguided
for individuals to ask whether those who are
already their comparative best friends also wish
to be their BFF or bromantic partner or par-
ticipate in another form of institutional best
friendship. Since these are distinct statuses, it is
entirely possible for someone to desire both in
the same person. Another corollary is that one
can have an institutional best friendship with
someone even when one is no longer particularly
close to this person, if one ever was, though it

might be conceptually necessary that one continue
to have a relationship with them that meets the
necessary conditions of friendship, such as that you
care about each other’s well-being for that person’s
own sake, interact at least every now and then,
and show a certain level of partiality toward one
another (De Vries, 2024). Still another implication
is that, unlike comparative best friendships (which
we saw can be unreciprocated), institutional best
friendships are necessarily reciprocal. Again, a
useful analogy can be drawn with romantic re-
lationships, particularly marriage: Just as assuming
the role of a spouse requires mutual consent
between partners, becoming an institutional best
friend demands mutual agreement under prevailing
social norms, meaning there cannot be unilateral
institutional best friendships.

How do the rights and duties of institutional
best friends differ from those of comparative best
friends? On my understanding, the main differ-
ence lies therein that being an institutional friend
to someone requires you, whether morally or
merely conceptually, to offer high levels of sup-
port and loyalty—for which the parties might
need to engage in the relationship maintenance
behaviors identified by Oswald, 2016)—that
often surpass the levels expected within even close
comparative best friendships while, at the same
time, entitling you to similar levels of elevated
loyalty and support in return. Such elevated levels
of loyalty and support are mirrored in the labels
commonly used to describe certain types of
institutional best friendship. For example, the term
“BFF” indicates a commitment to a lifelong
friendship (cf. B. Cox, 2010; Levine, 2010;
McCoy, 2014), whereas “bromance” suggests an
exceptionally close bond between male friends
(so-called “bros”) that resembles both fraternal
relationships even though the parties involved are
not usually genetically related and even though
there is typically no cohabitation or sharing of
sexual intimacy (Robinson et al., 2019; Scoats &
Robinson, 2020). They are also reflected in the
portrayal of institutional best friendships in
popular culture. Consider, for instance, the fol-
lowing passage of the song Bromance by Ryan
Higa and Chester See, which has garnered over 48
million views as of early 2023:

Hold me

To a promise that I'll be the kind of friend that in
the end
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Will always keep you company

Cause when the world gets tough (Tough)
And times get hard (Hard)

I will always love you, I’ll be your bodyguard
Cause you’re my bestie, and if you test me

I’ll prove it time and time again, I got your back
until the end (Nigahiga, 2012).

It should be clear that not all comparative best
friends have this level of commitment.'” This is
particularly evident when individuals lack a close
bond with the person to whom they are a com-
parative best friend (see the Wanting to Be
Someone’s Comparative Best Friend as a Final
Goal section for cases where this is especially
likely). But even when such a bond exists, the
expectations of far-reaching loyalty and support
that characterize institutional best friendships
may not be present. An illustrative, although
exaggerated, example of this is provided by the
sitcom Curb Your Enthusiasm (Season 10,
Episode 2), which features a scene in which the
main character, Larry David, informs his friends
that he has undergone cancer testing, upon which
his best and close friend Jeff responds:

If you do have cancer, I can’t be your friend anymore.
I’'m not a cancer friend, I can’t do the cancer friend.
That’s not me. It’s too much.

After several other friends similarly communicate
an unwillingness to be a “cancer-friend,” Larry
proposes a ‘“no-cancer-friend-reciprocity pact”
under which “if anyone gets it [cancer], we stop
being friends with you and vice versa.” What is
important for us here is that, although few close
friends would accept a proposition this extreme, it
is not uncommon for people to have close
friendships that fall short of the levels of loyalty
and support expected within an institutional
best friendship, as exalted in Bromance (e.g.,
Winther-Lindqvist & Larsen, 2021). For exam-
ple, they might not have agreed, nor be willing, to
provide their friend with a full hour of emotional
support every week even if they are willing to
offer them a shoulder to cry on from time to time,
nor might they be prepared to offer them
extensive financial aid or one of their kidneys if
need be. What is more, even when friends are
currently exchanging large amounts of support,
they might accept that if they eventually end up
living far apart, perhaps as a result of postcollege

relocation, their friendship will either dissolve or
develop into a much more casual relationship
with correspondingly much weaker rights and
duties. In such cases, people’s friendships may
not be expected to endure for a lifetime, at least
not in their current form, as BFFs at least nom-
inally commit themselves to. Nor will their re-
lationships be like bromances in emulating
fraternal and romantic relationships, which are
normally expected to be more durable as well.

Having seen how institutional best friendships
differ from comparative best friendships by being
agreement-based as opposed to performance-
based as well as by having more extensive rights
and duties than even close comparative best
friendships, we are now in a position to ask
whether this status is appropriately desired in light
of the two objections raised in the penultimate
section. Consider first whether such desires are
inappropriate by virtue of being fetishistic. Unlike
desires to be someone’s comparative best friend-
ship as a final goal, I believe desires to be an
institutional best friend as a final goal need not fall
prey to the fetishism objection even if they do in
some cases, such as when they are wholly moti-
vated by a wish to enhance one’s social reputation.
To see this, two observations are in order.

The first was made already, namely, that insti-
tutional best friendships presuppose higher levels
of loyalty and commitment than even close com-
parative best friendships have. The second obser-
vation is that at least some of us have good
noninstrumental reasons for wanting exceptionally
loyal and committed friendships even if others are
better off without them, given that such friendships
embody a form of security—including protection
against the potential dissolution of the relationship,
which, as noted previously, can feel like losing a
part of one’s identity due to the tendency of close
friendships to function as extensions of the self—
and express a level of concern that can be an
important component of a good life (which of
course does not rule out that these goods might also
be instrumentally valuable; I will say more about

12 Other features that set bromances specifically apart from
ordinary male friendships, including ones where at least one
party is the other party’s comparative best friend, are that it
seems necessary for bromantic partners to share a high degree
of emotional intimacy that matches, if not surpasses, the level
of emotional intimacy shared by romantic partners and that it
is common—albeit arguably not essential—for bromantic
partners to cuddle and kiss (Robinson et al., 2019; Scoats &
Robinson, 2020).
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this later). Accordingly, whereas there was found
to be something odd about having a general desire
to be someone’s comparative best friend as a final
goal (see the Wanting to Be Someone’s
Comparative Best Friend as a Final Goal section),
there seems little puzzling about having general
desires to be, for example, someone’s BFF or
bromantic partner as a final goal, which are
comparable to similarly intelligible general de-
sires to be someone’s spouse (i.e., it appears that
some of us can rationally want to marry someone
at some point even if we do not know yet who this
person might be). Likewise, while I noted that it is
dubious whether there are good noninstrumental
reasons for wanting to be the comparative best
friend of a specific person (see the Wanting to Be
Someone’s Comparative Best Friend as a Final
Goal section), we can imagine cases where in-
dividuals have good noninstrumental reasons for
having such particularized desires for institutional
best friendship. For example, in the same way that
for Alf to marry Betty will be ultimately valuable
if, and when, it expresses Alf’s love for Betty and
vice versa, it looks like for Alf and Bernhard to
become BFFs or bromantic partners will be
ultimately valuable if, and when, it expresses their
mutual affection, assuming we have reasons to
care about such expressions noninstrumentally.
My focus thus far has been on desiring insti-
tutional best friendship as a final goal. The next
thing to note is that there will also sometimes be
instrumental reasons for desiring this type of
friendship that prevent such desires from being
fetishistic. For example, situations could arise
where becoming institutional best friends has
collaborative benefits by providing friends with
the confidence to engage in ambitious collective
endeavors, such as starting a company together or
raising a child together (e.g., Chung et al., 2018;
Hruschka, 2010). In emphasizing these benefits, I
am not challenging, as Gheaus (2015) has argued
with regard to romantic relationships, that such
confidence is ideally provided wholly by mutual
love on account of the fact that this leaves the
parties with more liberty—the thought being that
love also motivates people to be loyal and sup-
portive yet without the need for commitment. All
I am proposing is that the commitments of
institutional best friendships will sometimes be
necessary for friendships to withstand specific
challenges that love alone may not overcome.
One might think here of conflicts during which
feelings of affection between friends may be low

(Vannuccietal.,2018), as well as of opportunities
for one or both friends to “trade up” by replacing
the other party with a more desirable companion
(Conroy-Beam et al., 2016; Krems et al., 2021;
Yamaguchi et al., 2015) and of the demands of
career and family, which can interfere heavily
with even the most intimate friendships (Cohen,
2020; Gerstel & Sarkisian, 2006; Kislev, 2022). If
correct, then whereas comparative best friend-
ships are only ever nonfetishistically desired
instrumentally, institutional best friendships may
be nonfetishistically desired both finally and
instrumentally.

Now, this does not preclude the possibility that
the benevolence objection still applies to such
desires. To reiterate, this objection states that
wanting to be someone’s best friend betrays a lack
of benevolence because the fulfillment of such
desires prevents the person to whom one is a best
friend from having better friendships with other
people, that is, ones containing overall higher
amounts of friendship-related goods such as care,
support, and intimacy.

The reason this objection does not strike me as
convincing within the context at hand is that,
contrary to being a comparative best friend, being a
best friend in an institutional sense does nof prevent
the person to whom one is a best friend from having
friendships with third parties that are better as
defined above. ' Notice how this also distinguishes
these friendships from another type of institu-
tionalized relationship, namely, monogamous
romantic relationships, which have been criticized
for their exclusionary character by Chalmers (2019,
2022). On this view, the problem with expecting
one’s romantic partner to refrain from having sex
and/or romantic interactions with third parties is
that, if honored, such expectations deprive people
of sources of “pleasures, insights, closeness, and
support” that tend to be “of value to those who
engage in them,” which is deemed incompatible by
Chalmers with the kind of benevolence he thinks
romantic partners owe each other (Chalmers, 2022,
p- 1013). Of course, discharging the responsibili-
ties of institutional best friendships consumes time,
energy, and other resources that cannot be spent on
cultivating relationships with third parties. Rather
than denying this, what I am arguing is that even
when we take these opportunity costs into account,
simply having such friendships does not appear

13 As such, the desire to be such a friend does not entail a
desire to be a comparative best friend.
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unduly selfish. To bring this out, it should be noted
that when institutional best friendships are instru-
mentally valuable (e.g., because they provide
friends with the trust to engage in mutually ben-
eficial collective endeavors) and/or finally valuable
(e.g., because they symbolize mutual affection
between friends), it need not, and at least some-
times will not, just be in people’s own interests to
have such friendships, but also in the interests of
their (would-be) institutional best friends. When
this is the case, the latter will have good self-
interested reasons for discharging the responsi-
bilities of institutional best friendships, which
supplement their reasons for doing so that stem
from the sheer fact that they have consented to this
type of relationship, assuming that pacta sunt
servanda.

Perhaps, though, having institutional best
friendships shows insufficient benevolence toward
third parties, who might spend less time with, and
receive less loyalty and support from, the parties to
these institutionalized relationships than they
would otherwise? I believe this is not plausible
either. For one thing, third parties similarly have the
option of establishing institutional friendships
and, in so doing, reap their final and instrumental
rewards. For another, there are many seemingly
morally innocent commitments with comparable
opportunity costs, such as accepting a time-con-
suming job, becoming a parent, and entering a
(monogamous or nonmonogamous) romantic
relationship. If establishing institutional best
friendships is unjustified because of its associated
opportunity costs for outsiders, then making these
commitments must be morally suspect on the
same grounds, which looks like a reductio.'*

In short, even if the benevolence objection
would have been plausible if institutional best
friendships prevented people from having (close)
relationships with third parties, the fact that they
do not suggests that this objection does not
present much of a challenge for desiring this type
of best friendship.

Final Remarks

Isitever appropriate, thatis, neither irrational nor
morally defective, to want to be a best friend?
While philosophers have written extensively about
friendship, this question has not been addressed,
which we saw is part of a wider neglect of the topic
of best friendship. After raising two objections to
desiring this status, namely, the fetishism objection

and the benevolence objection, I showed that
although these objections sometimes have force,
there are cases where it is appropriate for people to
want to be a best friend, whether this is construed in
a comparative sense or in an institutional sense.
Specifically, I found that whereas the status of a
comparative best friend is sometimes appropriately
desired on instrumental grounds, institutional best
friendship is sometimes appropriately desired
instrumentally and as a final goal alike.

If these findings are correct, then this has
important practical implications. It suggests that
while the desire to be a comparative or institu-
tional best friend can stem from problematic
motives—such as seeking to enhance one’s social
status or reputation—there are many instances
where such desires are neither vain, immoral, nor
irrational and thus should not be subject to crit-
icism by ourselves or others. This will be true, for
instance, when these forms of best friendship are
sought because they symbolize deep mutual
commitment or because they foster emotional
intimacy, mutual support, identity reinforcement,
and/or trust for collective endeavors. Additionally,
the goods and virtues associated with comparative
and institutional best friendships underscore why
we should resist dismissing discussions of best
friends as childish or as the exclusive domain of
teenagers. Treating best friendship as trivial may
not only lead to unwarranted feelings of shame
or embarrassment but also discourage research
on friendship hierarchies among adults and
the often strong sentiments surrounding them,
which is particularly undesirable in an era of
delayed romantic commitment and increased
relationship turnover where people might rely
more than ever on their closest friendships to
fulfill roles traditionally occupied by romantic
partners or family members.

In conclusion, I would like to highlight several
potential avenues for future research on best
friendship that emerge from this study. While I
explore one of these in other work—namely,
whether comparative best friends and institu-
tional best friends have distinct moral duties, that
is, ones that ordinary close friends lack (De Vries,
2025)—other important questions include:

* Do the findings of this article extend to non-
Western cultural contexts with potentially

!4 Even Chalmers (2019, 2022) accepted this of romantic
relationships provided they are not monogamous.
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different friendship structures and behaviors?
If so, which ones?

* [s it problematic for Person A to be Person
B’s comparative best friend without
reciprocity?

¢ Is there anything undesirable about situa-
tions where a person’s institutional best
friend and comparative best friend are not
the same individual?

* How does sharing an institutional best
friendship impact an individual’s overall
well-being and quality of life? Do these
effects differ from those associated with
ordinary close friendships?

e Can one legitimately maintain multiple
institutional best friendships in a way that
parallels the way polyamorists argue for the
possibility of having multiple meaningful
romantic relationships?

 Should institutional best friendships receive
legal reco%nition comparable to that of
marriage?'

My hope is that, alongside the question ad-
dressed in this article, these other questions will
receive (further) attention as well.

'S For a defense of extending the legal rights and ob-
ligations of marriage to various other nonromantic dyadic
relationships, see Brake (2012).
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