Is Love an Art?

Is love an art? Then it requires knowledge and effort. Or is
love a pleasant sensation, which to experience is a matter of chance,
something one "falls into” if one is lucky? This little book is based on
the former premise, while undoubtedly the majority of people today
believe in the latter.
Not that people think that love is not important. They are
starved for it; they watch endless numbers of films about happy and
unhappy love stories, they listen to hundreds of trashy songs about
love — yet hardly anyone thinks that there is anything that needs to be
learned about love.
This peculiar attitude is based on several premises which either
singly or combined tend to uphold it. Most people see the problem of
love primarily as that of being loved, rather than that of loving, of
one's capacity to love. Hence the problem to them is how to be loved,
how to be lovable. In pursuit of this aim they follow several paths.
One, which is especially used by men, is to be successful, to be as
powerful and rich as the social margin of one's position permits.
Another, used especially by women, is to make oneself attractive, by
cultivating one's body, dress, etc. Other ways of making oneself
attractive, used both by men and women, are to develop pleasant
manners, interesting conversation, to be helpful, modest, inoffensive.
Many of the ways to make oneself lovable are the same as those used
to make oneself successful, "to win friends and influence people." As
a matter of fact, what most people in our culture mean by being
lovable is essentially a mixture between being popular and having sex
appeal.

A second premise behind the attitude that there is nothing to be
learned about love is the assumption that the problem of love is the
problem of an object, not the problem of a faculty. People think that to
love is simple, but that to find the right object to love — or to be loved
by — is difficult. This attitude has several reasons rooted in the
development of modern society. One reason is the great change which
occurred in the twentieth century with respect to the choice of a "love
object." In the Victorian age, as in many traditional cultures, love was
mostly not a spontaneous personal experience which then might lead
to marriage. On the contrary, marriage was contracted by convention
— either by the respective families, or by a marriage broker, or
without the help of such intermediaries; it was concluded on the basis
of social considerations, and love was supposed to develop once the
marriage had been concluded. In the last few generations the concept
of romantic love has become almost universal in the Western world. In
the United States, while considerations of a conventional nature are
not entirely absent, to a vast extent people are in search of "romantic
love," of the personal experience of love which then should lead to
marriage. This new concept of freedom in love must have greatly
enhanced the importance of the object as against the importance of the
function.
Closely related to this factor is another feature characteristic of
contemporary culture. Our whole culture is based on the appetite for
buying, on the idea of a mutually favorable exchange. Modern man's
happiness consists in the thrill of looking at the shop windows, and in
buying all that he can afford to buy, either for cash or on installments.
He (or she) looks at people in a similar way. For the man an attractive
girl — and for the woman attractive man — are the prizes they are
after. "Attractive” usually means a nice package of qualities which are
popular and sought after on the personality market. What specifically
makes a person attractive depends on the fashion of the time,
physically as well as mentally. During the twenties, a drinking and

smoking girl, tough and sexy, was attractive; today the fashion
demands more domesticity and coyness. At the end of the nineteenth
and the beginning of this century, a man had to be aggressive and
ambitious — today he has to be social and tolerant — in order to be an
attractive "package." At any rate, the sense of falling in love develops
usually only with regard to such human commodities as are within
reach of one's own possibilities for exchange. I am out for a bargain;
the object should be desirable from the standpoint of its social value,
and at the same time should want me, considering my overt and hidden
assets and potentialities. Two persons thus fall in love when they feel
they have found the best object available on the market, considering
the limitations of their own exchange values. Often, as in buying real
estate, the hidden potentialities which can be developed play a
considerable role in this bargain. In a culture in which the marketing
orientation prevails, and in which material success is the outstanding
value, there is little reason to be surprised that human love relations
follow the same pattern of exchange which governs the commodity
and the labor market.
The third error leading to the assumption that there is nothing
to be learned about love lies in the confusion between the initial
experience of "falling" in love, and the permanent state of being in
love, or as we might better say, of "standing" in love. If two people
who have been strangers, as all of us are, suddenly let the wall
between them break down, and feel close, feel one, this moment of
oneness is one of the most exhilarating, most exciting experiences in
life. It is all the more wonderful and miraculous for persons who have
been shut off, isolated, without love. This miracle of sudden intimacy
is often facilitated if it is combined with, or initiated by, sexual
attraction and consummation. However, this type of love is by its very
nature not lasting. The two persons become well acquainted, their
intimacy loses more and more its miraculous character, until their
antagonism, their disappointments, their mutual boredom kill whatever
is left of the initial excitement. Yet, in the beginning they do not know

all this: in fact, they take the intensity of the infatuation, this being
"crazy" about each other, for proof of the intensity of their love, while
it may only prove the degree of their preceding loneliness.
This attitude — that nothing is easier than to love — has
continued to be the prevalent idea about love in spite of the
overwhelming evidence to the contrary. There is hardly any activity,
any enterprise, which is started with such tremendous hopes and
expectations, and yet, which fails so regularly, as love. If this were the
case with any other activity, people would be eager to know the
reasons for the failure, and to learn how one could do better — or they
would give up the activity. Since the latter is impossible in the case of
love, there seems to be only one adequate way to overcome the failure
of love — to examine the reasons for this failure, and to proceed to
study the meaning of love.
The first step to take is to become aware that love is an art, just
as living is an art; if we want to learn how to love we must proceed in
the same way we have to proceed if we want to learn any other art, say
music, painting, carpentry, or the art of medicine or engineering.
What are the necessary steps in learning any art?
The process of learning an art can be divided conveniently into
two parts: one, the mastery of the theory; the other, the mastery of the
practice. If I want to learn the art of medicine, I must first know the
facts about the human body, and about various diseases. When I have
all this theoretical knowledge, I am by no means competent in the art
of medicine. I shall become a master in this art only after a great deal
of practice, until eventually the results of my theoretical knowledge
and the results of my practice are blended into one — my intuition, the
essence of the mastery of any art. But, aside from learning the theory
and practice, there is a third factor necessary to becoming a master in
any art — the mastery of the art must be a matter of ultimate concern;

there must be nothing else in the world more important than the art.
This holds true for music, for medicine, for carpentry—and for love.
And, maybe, here lies the answer to the question of why people in our
culture try so rarely to learn this art, in spite of their obvious failures:
in spite of the deep-seated craving for love, almost everything else is
considered to be more important than love: success, prestige, money,
power — almost all our energy is used for the learning of how to
achieve these aims, and almost none to learn the art of loving.
Could it be that only those things are considered worthy of
being learned with which one can earn money or prestige, and that
love, which "only” profits the soul, but is profitless in the modern
sense, is a luxury we have no right to spend much energy on? However
this may be, the following discussion will treat the art of loving in the
sense of the foregoing divisions: first I shall discuss the theory of love
— and this will comprise the greater part of the book; and secondly I
shall discuss the practice of love — little as can be said about practice
in this, as in any other field.

3. THE OBJECTS OF LOVE
Love is not primarily a relationship to a specific person; it is an
attitude, an orientation of character which determines the relatedness
of a person to the world as a whole, not toward one "object" of love. If
a person loves only one other person and is indifferent to the rest of his
fellow men, his love is not love but a symbiotic attachment, or an
enlarged egotism. Yet, most people believe that love is constituted by
the object, not by the faculty. In fact, they even believe that it is a
proof of the intensity of their love when they do not love anybody
except the "loved" person. This is the same fallacy which we have
already mentioned above. Because one does not see that love is an
activity, a power of the soul, one believes that all that is necessary to
find is the right object — and that everything goes by itself afterward.
This attitude can be compared to that of a man who wants to paint but
who, instead of learning the art, claims that he has just to wait for the
right object, and that he will paint beautifully when he finds it. If I
truly love one person I love all persons, I love the world, I love life. If
I can say to somebody else, "I love you," I must be able to say, "I love
in you everybody, I love through you the world, I love in you also
myself."
Saying that love is an orientation which refers to all and not to
one does not imply, however, the idea that there are no differences
between various types of love, which depend on the kind of object
which is loved.
Brotherly Love
The most fundamental kind of love, which underlies all types
of love, is brotherly love. By this I mean the sense of responsibility,
care, respect, knowledge of any other human being, the wish to further
his life. This is the kind of love the Bible speaks of when it says: love
thy neighbor as thyself. Brotherly love is love for all human beings; it

is characterized by its very lack of exclusiveness. If I have developed
the capacity for love, then I cannot help loving my brothers. In
brotherly love there is the experience of union with all men, of human
solidarity, of human at-onement. Brotherly love is based on the
experience that we all are one. The differences in talents, intelligence,
knowledge are negligible in comparison with the identity of the human
core common to all men. In order to experience this identity it is
necessary to penetrate from the periphery to the core. If I perceive in
another person mainly the surface, I perceive mainly the differences,
that which separates us. If I penetrate to the core, I perceive our
identity, the fact of our brotherhood. This relatedness from center to
center — instead of that from periphery to periphery — is "central
relatedness." Or as Simone Weil ex- pressed it so beautifully: "The
same words [e.g., a man says to his wife, "I love you"] can be
commonplace or extraordinary according to the manner in which they
are spoken. And this manner depends on the depth of the region in a
man's being from which they proceed without the will being able to do
anything. And by a marvelous agreement they reach the same region in
him who hears them. Thus the hearer can discern, if he has any power
of discernment, what is the value of the words." 11
Brotherly love is love between equals: but, indeed, even as
equals we are not always "equal"; inasmuch as we are human, we are
all in need of help. Today I, tomorrow you. But this need of help does
not mean that the one is helpless, the other powerful. Helplessness is a
transitory condition; the ability to stand and walk on one's own feet is
the permanent and common one.
Yet, love of the helpless one, love of the poor and the stranger,
are the beginning of brotherly love. To love one's flesh and blood is no
achievement. The animal loves its young and cares for them. The
helpless one loves his master, once his life depends on him; the child
loves his parents, since he needs them. Only in the love of those who
do not serve a purpose, love begins to unfold. Significantly, in the Old

Testament, the central object of man's love is the poor, the stranger,
the widow and the orphan, and eventually the national enemy, the
Egyptian and the Edomite. By having compassion for the helpless one,
man begins to develop love for his brother; and in his love for himself
he also loves the one who is in need of help, the frail, insecure human
being. Compassion implies the element of knowledge and of identification. "You know the heart of the stranger," says the Old Testament,
"for you were strangers in the land of Egypt; . . . therefore love the
stranger!" 12
11. Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, G. P. Putnam's Sons, New York, 1952, p. 117.
12. The same idea has been expressed by Hermann Cohen in his Religion der Vernunft aus
den Quellen des Judentums, 2nd edition, J. Kaufmann Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1929,
p. 168 ff.

Motherly Love
We have already dealt with the nature of motherly love in a
previous chapter which discussed the difference between motherly and
fatherly love. Motherly love, as I said there, is unconditional
affirmation of the child's life and his needs. But one important addition
to this description must be made here. Affirmation of the child's life
has two aspects; one is the care and responsibility absolutely necessary
for the preservation of the child's life and his growth. The other aspect
goes further than mere preservation. It is the attitude which instills in
the child a love for living, which gives him the feeling: it is good to be
alive, it is good to be a little boy or girl, it is good to be on this earth!
These two aspects of motherly love are expressed very succinctly in
the Biblical story of creation. God creates the world, and man. This
corresponds to the simple care and affirmation of existence. But
God goes beyond this minimum requirement. On each day after nature
— and man — is created, God says: "It is good." Motherly love, in this
second step, makes the child feel : it is good to have been born; it
instills in the child the love for life, and not only the wish to remain

alive. The same idea may be taken to be expressed in another Biblical
symbolism. The promised land (land is always a mother symbol) is
described as "flowing with milk and honey." Milk is the symbol of the
first aspect of love, that of care and affirmation. Honey symbolizes the
sweetness of life, the love for it and the happiness in being alive. Most
mothers are capable of giving "milk," but only a minority of giving
"honey" too. In order to be able to give honey, a mother must not only
be a "good mother," but a happy person — and this aim is not
achieved by many. The effect on the child can hardly be exaggerated.
Mother's love for life is as infectious as her anxiety is. Both attitudes
have a deep effect on the child's whole personality; one can distinguish
indeed, among children — and adults — those who got only "milk"
and those who got "milk and honey."
In contrast to brotherly love and erotic love which are love
between equals, the relationship of mother and child is by its very
nature one of inequality, where one needs all the help, and the other
gives it. It is for this altruistic, unselfish character that motherly love
has been considered the highest kind of love, and the most sacred of all
emotional bonds. It seems, however, that the real achievement of
motherly love lies not in the mother's love for the small infant, but in
her love for the growing child. Actually, the vast majority of mothers
are loving mothers as long as the infant is small and still completely
dependent on them. Most women want children, are happy with the
new-born child, and eager in their care for it. This is so in spite of the
fact that they do not "get" anything in return from the child, except a
smile or the expression of satisfaction in his face. It seems that this
attitude of love is partly rooted in an instinctive equipment to be found
in animals as well as in the human female. But, whatever the weight of
this instinctive factor may be, there are also specifically human
psychological factors which are responsible for this type of motherly
love. One may be found in the narcissistic element in motherly love.
Inasmuch as the infant is still felt to be a part of herself, her love and
infatuation may be a satisfaction of her narcissism. Another motivation

may be found in a mother's wish for power, or possession. The child,
being helpless and completely subject to her will, is a natural object of
satisfaction for a domineering and possessive woman.
Frequent as these motivations are, they are probably less
important and less universal than one which can be called the need for
transcendence. This need for transcendence is one of the most basic
needs of man, rooted in the fact of his self-awareness, in the fact that
he is not satisfied with the role of the creature, that he cannot accept
himself as dice thrown out of the cup. He needs to feel as the creator,
as one transcending the passive role of being created. There are many
ways of achieving this satisfaction of creation; the most natural and
also the easiest one to achieve is the mother's care and love for her
creation. She transcends herself in the infant, her love for it gives her
life meaning and significance. (In the very inability of the male to
satisfy his need for transcendence by bearing children lies his urge to
transcend himself by the creation of man-made things and of ideas.)
But the child must grow. It must emerge from mother's womb,
from mother's breast; it must eventually become a completely separate
human being. The very essence of motherly love is to care for the
child's growth, and that means to want the child's separation from
herself. Here lies the basic difference to erotic love. In erotic love, two
people who were separate become one. In motherly love, two people
who were one become separate. The mother must not only tolerate, she
must wish and support the child's separation. It is only at this stage that
motherly love becomes such a difficult task, that it requires
unselfishness, the ability to give everything and to want nothing but
the happiness of the loved one. It is also at this stage that many
mothers fail in their task of motherly love. The narcissistic, the
domineering, the possessive woman can succeed in being a "loving"
mother as long as the child is small. Only the really loving woman, the
woman who is happier in giving than in taking, who is firmly rooted in

her own existence, can be a loving mother when the child is in the
process of separation.
Motherly love for the growing child, love which wants nothing
for oneself, is perhaps the most difficult form of love to be achieved,
and all the more deceptive because of the ease with which a mother
can love her small infant. But just because of this difficulty, a woman
can be a truly loving mother only if she can love; if she is able to love
her husband, other children, strangers, all human beings. The woman
who is not capable of love in this sense can be an affectionate mother
as long as the child is small, but she cannot be a loving mother, the test
of which is the willingness to bear separation— and even after the
separation to go on loving.
Erotic Love
Brotherly love is love among equals; motherly love is love for
the helpless. Different as they are from each other, they have in
common that they are by their very nature not restricted to one person.
If I love my brother, I love all my brothers; if I love my child, I love
all my children; no, beyond that, I love all children, all that are in need
of my help. In contrast to both types of love is erotic love; it is the
craving for complete fusion, for union with one other person. It is by
its very nature exclusive and not universal; it is so perhaps the most
deceptive form of love there is.
First of all, it is often confused with the explosive experience
of "falling" in love, the sudden collapse of the barriers which existed
until that moment between two strangers. But, as was pointed out
before, this experience of sudden intimacy by its very nature shortlived. After the stranger has become an intimately known person there
are no more barriers be overcome, there is no more sudden closeness
to be achieved. The "loved" person becomes as well-known as oneself.
Or, perhaps I should better say as little known. If there were more
depth in the experience of the other person, if one could experience the

infiniteness of his personality, the other person would never be so
familiar — and the miracle of overcoming the barriers might occur
every day anew. But for lost people their own person, as well as
others, is soon explored and soon exhausted. For them intimacy is
established primarily through sexual contact. Since they experience the
separateness of the other person primarily as physical separateness,
physical union means overcoming separateness.
Beyond that, there are other factors which to many people
denote the overcoming of separateness. To speak of one's own
personal life, one's hopes and anxieties, to show oneself with one's
childlike or childish aspects, to establish a common interest vis-a-vis
the world — all this is taken as overcoming separateness. Even to
show one's anger, one's hate, one's complete lack of inhibition is taken
for intimacy, and this may explain the perverted attraction married
couples often have for each other, who seem intimate only when they
are in bed or when they give vent to their mutual hate and rage. But all
these types of closeness tend to become reduced more and more as
time goes on. The consequence is one seeks love with a new person,
with a new stranger. Again the stranger is transformed into an
"intimate" person, again the experience of falling in love is
exhilarating and intense, and again it slowly becomes less and less
intense, and ends in the wish for a new conquest, a new love — always
with the illusion that the new love will be different from the earlier
ones. These illusions are greatly helped by the deceptive character of
sexual desire.
Sexual desire aims at fusion — and is by no means only a
physical appetite, the relief of a painful tension. But sexual desire can
be stimulated by the anxiety of aloneness, by the wish to conquer or be
conquered, by vanity, by the wish to hurt and even to destroy, as much
as it can be stimulated by love. It seems that sexual desire can easily
blend with and be stimulated by any strong emotion, of which love is
only one. Because sexual desire is in the minds of most people coupled

with the idea of love, they are easily misled to conclude that they love
each other when they want each other physically. Love can inspire the
wish for sexual union; in this case the physical relationship is lacking
in greediness, in a wish to conquer or to be conquered, but is blended
with tenderness. If the desire for physical union is not stimulated by
love, if erotic love is not also brotherly love, it never leads to union in
more than an orgiastic, transitory sense. Sexual attraction creates, for
the moment, the illusion of union, yet without love this "union" leaves
strangers as far apart as they were before — sometimes it makes them
ashamed of each other, or even makes them hate each other, because
when the illusion has gone they feel their estrangement even more
markedly than before. Tenderness is by no means, as Freud believed, a
sublimation of the sexual instinct; it is the direct outcome of brotherly
love, and exists in physical as well as in non-physical forms of love.
In erotic love there is an exclusiveness which is lacking in
brotherly love and motherly love. This exclusive character of erotic
love warrants some further discussion. Frequently the exclusiveness of
erotic love is misinterpreted as meaning possessive attachment. One
can often find two people "in love" with each other who feel no love
for anybody else. Their love is, in fact, an egotism a deux; they are two
people who identify themselves with each other, and who solve the
problem of separateness by enlarging the single individual into two.
They have the experience of overcoming aloneness, yet, since they are
separated from the rest of mankind, they remain separated from each
other and alienated from themselves; their experience of union is an
illusion. Erotic love is exclusive, but it loves in the other person all of
mankind, all that is alive. It is exclusive only in the sense that I can
fuse myself fully and intensely with one person only. Erotic love
excludes the love for others only in the sense of erotic fusion, full
commitment in all aspects of life — but not in the sense of deep
brotherly love.

Erotic love, if it is love, has one premise. That I love from the
essence of my being — and experience the other person in the essence
of his or her being. In essence, all human beings are identical. We are
all part of One; we are One. This being so, it should not make any
difference whom we love. Love should be essentially an act of will, of
decision to commit my life completely to that of one other person.
This is, indeed, the rationale behind- the idea of the insolubility of
marriage, as it is behind the many forms of traditional marriage in
which the two partners never choose each other, but are chosen for
each other — and yet are expected to love each other. In contemporary
Western culture this idea appears altogether false. Love is supposed to
be the outcome of a spontaneous, emotional reaction, of suddenly
being gripped by an irresistible feeling. In this view, one sees only the
peculiarities of the two individuals involved — and not the fact that all
men are part of Adam, and all women part of Eve. One neglects to see
an important factor in erotic love, that of will. To love somebody is not
just a strong feeling — it is a decision, it is a judgment, it is a promise.
If love were only a feeling, there would be no basis for the promise to
love each other forever. A feeling comes and it may go. How can I
judge that it will stay forever, when my act does not involve judgment
and decision?
Taking these views into account one may arrive at the position
that love is exclusively an act of will and commitment, and that
therefore fundamentally it does not matter who the two persons are.
Whether the marriage was arranged by others, or the result of
individual choice, once the marriage is concluded, the act of will
should guarantee the continuation of love. This view seems to neglect
the paradoxical character of human nature and of erotic love. We are
all One — yet every one of us is a unique, unduplicable entity. In our
relationships to others the same paradox is repeated. Inasmuch as we
are all one, we can love everybody in the same way in the sense of
brotherly love. But inasmuch as we are all also different, erotic love

requires certain specific, highly individual elements which exist
between some people but not between all.
Both views then, that of erotic love as completely individual
attraction, unique between two specific persons, as well as the other
view that erotic love is nothing but an act of will, are true — or, as it
may be put more aptly, the truth is neither this nor that. Hence the idea
of a relationship which can be easily dissolved if one is not successful
with it is as erroneous as the idea that under no circumstances must the
relationship be dissolved.

Freud speaks of self-love in psychiatric terms but, nevertheless,
his value judgment is the same as that of Calvin. For him self-love is
the same as narcissism, the turning of the libido toward oneself.
Narcissism is the earliest stage in human development, and the person
who in later life has returned to this narcissistic stage is incapable of
love; in the extreme case he is insane. Freud assumes that love is the
manifestation of libido, and that the libido is either turned toward
others — love; or toward oneself — self-love. Love and self-love are
thus mutually exclusive in the sense that the more there is of one, the
less there is of the other. If self-love is bad, it follows that
unselfishness is virtuous.

Self-Love 13
While it raises no objection to apply the concept of love to
various objects, it is a widespread belief that, while it is virtuous to
love others, it is sinful to love oneself. It is assumed that to the degree
to which I love myself I do not love others, that self-love is the same
as selfishness. This view goes far back in Western thought. Calvin
speaks of self-love as "a pest." 14

13. Paul Tillich, in a review of The Sane Society, in Pastoral Psychology,
September, 1955, has suggested that it would be better to drop the ambiguous term "self-love"
and to replace it with "natural self-affirmation" or "paradoxical self-acceptance." Much as I
can see the merits of this suggestion, I cannot agree with him in this point. In the term "selflove" the paradoxical element in self-love is contained more clearly. The fact is expressed that
love is an attitude which is the same toward all objects, including myself. It must also not be
forgotten that the term "self-love," in the sense in which it is used here, has a history. The
Bible speaks of self-love when it commands to "love thy neighbor as thyself/' and Meister
Eckhart speaks of self-love in the very same sense.
14 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, translated by J. Albau,
Presbyterian Board of Christian Education, Philadelphia, 1928, Chap. 7, par. 4, p. 622.

These questions arise: Does psychological observation support
the thesis that there is a basic contradiction between love for oneself
and love for others? Is love for oneself the same phenomenon as
selfishness, or are they opposites? Furthermore, is the selfishness of
modern man really a concern for himself as an individual, with all his
intellectual, emotional and sensual potentialities? Has "he" not become
an appendage of his socio-economic role? Is his selfishness identical
with self-love or is it not caused by the very lack of it?
Before we start the discussion of the psychological aspect of
selfishness and self-love, the logical fallacy in the notion that love for
others and love for oneself are mutually exclusive should be stressed.
If it is a virtue to love my neighbor as a human being, it must be a
virtue — and not a vice — to love myself, since I am a human being
too. There is no concept of man in which I myself am not included. A
doctrine which proclaims such an exclusion proves itself to be
intrinsically contradictory. The idea expressed in the Biblical "Love
thy neighbor as thyself!" implies that respect for one's own integrity
and uniqueness, love for and understanding of one's own self, cannot
be separated from respect and love and understanding for another
individual. The love for my own self is inseparably connected with the
love for any other being.

We have come now to the basic psychological premises on
which the conclusions of our argument are built. Generally, these
premises are as follows: not only others, but we ourselves are the
"object" of our feelings and attitudes; the attitudes toward others and
toward ourselves, far from being contradictory, are basically
conjunctive. With regard to the problem under discussion this means:
love of others and love of ourselves are not alternatives. On the
contrary, an attitude of love toward themselves will be found in all
those who are capable of loving others. Love, in principle, is
indivisible as far as the connection between "objects" and one's own
self is concerned. Genuine love is an expression of productiveness and
implies care, respect, responsibility and knowledge. It is not an
"affect" in the sense of being affected by somebody, but an active
striving for the growth and happiness of the loved person, rooted in
one's own capacity to love.
To love somebody is the actualization and concentration of the
power to love. The basic affirmation contained in love is directed
toward the beloved person as an incarnation of essentially human
qualities. Love of one person implies love of man as such. The kind of
"division of labor," as William James calls it, by which one loves one's
family but is without feeling for the "stranger," is a sign of a basic
inability to love. Love of man is not, as is frequently supposed, an
abstraction coming after the love for a specific person, but it is its
premise, although genetically it is acquired in loving specific
individuals.
From this it follows that my own self must be as much an
object of my love as another person. The affirmation of one's own life,
happiness, growth, freedom is rooted in one's capacity to love, i.e., in
care, respect, responsibility, and knowledge. If an individual is able to
love productively, he loves himself too; if he can love only others, he
cannot love at all.

Granted that love for oneself and for others in principle is
conjunctive, how do we explain selfishness, which obviously excludes
any genuine concern for others? The selfish person is interested only
in himself, wants everything for himself, feels no pleasure in giving,
but only in taking. The world outside is looked at only from the
standpoint of what he can get out of it; he lacks interest in the needs of
others, and respect for their dignity and integrity. He can see nothing
but himself; he judges everyone and everything from its usefulness to
him; he is basically unable to love. Does not this prove that concern
for others and concern for oneself are unavoidable alternatives? This
would be so if selfishness and self-love were identical. But that
assumption is the very fallacy which has led to so many mistaken
conclusions concerning our problem. Selfishness and self-love, far
from being identic al y are actually opposites. The selfish person does
not love himself too much but too little; in fact he hates himself. This
lack of fondness and care for himself, which is only one expression of
his lack of productiveness, leaves him empty and frustrated. He is
necessarily unhappy and anxiously concerned to snatch from life the
satisfactions which he blocks himself from attaining. He seems to care
too much for himself, but actually he only makes an unsuccessful
attempt to cover up and compensate for his failure to care for his real
self. Freud holds that the selfish person is narcissistic, as if he had
withdrawn his love from others and turned it toward his own person. It
is true that selfish persons are incapable of loving others, but they are
not capable of loving themselves either.
It is easier to understand selfishness by comparing it with
greedy concern for others, as we find it, for instance, in an
oversolicitous mother. While she consciously believes that she is
particularly fond of her child, she has actually a deeply repressed
hostility toward the object of her concern. She is over concerned not
because she loves the child too much, but because she has to
compensate for her lack of capacity to love him at all.

This theory of the nature of selfishness is borne out by
psychoanalytic experience with neurotic "unselfishness,” a symptom
of neurosis observed in not a few people who usually are troubled not
by this symptom but by others connected with it, like depression,
tiredness, inability to work, failure in love relationships, and so on.
Not only is unselfishness not felt as a "symptom”, it is often the one
redeeming character trait on which such people pride themselves. The
"unselfish” person "does not want anything for himself”, he "lives only
for others”, is proud that he does not consider himself important. He is
puzzled to find that in spite of his unselfishness he is unhappy, and that
his relationships to those closest to him are unsatisfactory. Analytic
work shows that his unselfishness is not something apart from his
other symptoms but one of them, in fact often the most important one;
that he is paralyzed in his capacity to love or to enjoy anything; that he
is pervaded by hostility toward life and that behind the facade of
unselfishness a subtle but not less intense self-centeredness is hidden.
This person can be cured only if his unselfishness too is interpreted as
a symptom along with the others, so that his lack of productiveness,
which is at the root of both his unselfishness and his other troubles,
can be corrected.
The nature of unselfishness becomes particularly apparent in its
effect on others, and most frequently in our culture in the effect the
"unselfish" mother has on her children. She believes that by her
unselfishness her children will experience what it means to be loved
and to learn, in turn, what it means to love. The effect of her
unselfishness, however, does not at all correspond to her expectations.
The children do not show the happiness of persons who are convinced
that they are loved ; they are anxious, tense, afraid of the mother's
disapproval and anxious to live up to her expectations. Usually, they
are affected by their mother's hidden hostility toward life, which they
sense rather than recognize clearly, and eventually they become
imbued with it themselves. Altogether, the effect of the "unselfish"

mother is not too different from that of the selfish one; indeed, it is
often worse, because the mother's unselfishness prevents the children
from criticizing her. They are put under the obligation not to
disappoint her; they are taught, under the mask of virtue, dislike for
life. If one has a chance to study the effect of a mother with genuine
self-love, one can see that there is nothing more conducive to giving a
child the experience of what love, joy and happiness are than being
loved by a mother who loves herself.
These ideas on self-love cannot be summarized better than
quoting Meister Eckhart on this topic: "If you love yourself, you love
everybody else as you do yourself. As long you love another person
less than you love yourself, you will not really succeed in loving
yourself, but if you love all alike, including yourself, you will love
them as one person and that person is both God and man. Thus he is a
great and righteous person who, loving himself, loves all others
equally." 15
15. Meister Eckhart, translated by R, B. Blakney, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1941, p. 204.

