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Abstract 

 

Aristotle’s description of the three forms of friendship—utility, pleasure, and 

friendships based on virtue—has been revitalized in two recent accounts of 

friendship: Martha Nussbaum’s and Stanley Hauerwas’s. While they seem to agree 

that these three categories remain the best way to describe the varieties of friendship 

that we experience, they disagree on the role of vulnerability within friendships 

based on virtue. Nussbaum thinks that such friendships make us less vulnerable to 

those outside of our friendships whereas Hauerwas finds that the enjoyment 

of friendships based on virtue make us more vulnerable to strangers. I argue that the 

children’s story, Charlotte’s Web, sheds light on the debate between Hauerwas and 

Nussbaum. 
 

Outline 

 

1) According to Aristotle (384 BCE – 322 BCE), there are three types of friendship: 

 

a) Friendship based on Utility 

b) Friendship based on Pleasure 

c) Friendship based on Virtue    

 

2) Recent debate concerning the role of vulnerability within friendships based on virtue:  

 

a) Martha Nussbaum (1947 – ): The friendships based upon virtue that we enjoy make 

us less vulnerable to others/strangers because the luck of good friendships helps us 

overcome unluckiness in life.1 

 

b) Stanley Hauerwas (1940 – ): Friendships based upon virtue encourage us to become 

more open toward strangers; this openness means that friendship based on virtue 

makes us more vulnerable to the other.2  

 

3) E. B. White (1899 – 1985) writes masterfully about friendship in Charlotte’s Web: 

 

                                                        
1 See Martha C. Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy, 

(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1986), chapters 11 & 12. 

 
2 See Stanley M. Hauerwas, Christians Among the Virtues: Theological Conversations with Ancient and 

Modern Ethics, (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), chapters 3 & 5. 



a) Charlotte says to Wilbur: “You have been my friend… That in itself is a 

tremendous thing. I wove my webs for you because I liked you. After all, what’s a 

life anyway? We’re born, we live a little, and we die. A spider’s life can’t help 

being something of a mess, with all the trapping and catching flies. By helping you, 

perhaps I was trying to lift up my life a trifle. Heaven knows anyone’s life can stand 

a little of that.” 

 

b) Wilbur’s identity becomes determined by Charlotte’s descriptions/perceptions of 

him: “Ever since the spider had befriended him, he had done his best to live up to 

his reputation. When Charlotte’s web said ‘Some Pig’, Wilbur had tried to look like 

some pig. When Charlotte’s web said ‘Terrific’, Wilbur had tried to look terrific. 

And now that the web said ‘Radiant’, he did everything possible to make himself 

glow.”    


