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Caring Love and Liberty: Some Questions

Marvin Kohl

What is love? To what extent, if any, doss it (or a central form of it) require
that we “help™ a beloved by intervening in, or interfering with, her or his
life? 1n ather words, is there a kind of adult relationship? where the possibility
of a closer relationship is not rukd out by cne of the parties and where
the relatdonship reguires or permits a form of what | shall call moderate
- paternailsm, ie., a form of assertive caring, without controi? T will suggzest
that there i5 an empirically manifested type of relationship, whereby if X loves
Y, X must cherish and desire the well-being and happiness, the welfare of
Y; and that, given the constituents of this telationship, X is required to help
Y in certmin circumstances if that help proves necessacy. I shall call this
relationship benevolent or caring love.

I

It is tempting to begin by saying that, given 8 commonsense understanding
of the relationship between love and liberty, if X loves Y, X often bas the
right to interfere with Y right to self-detenmination, So stated it may seem
obvious, since it is widely believed that there is a kind of love that requires
helping those we love if that help proves to be necessary, and futhermore
that this provides much of the grounds for the right to imtervence in their
lives.

1 confess that I am unable to give an adequate analysis of this entitle-

ed. David Goicoechea, Amherst, NY
_Prometheus Bosks, 1998, 221-228,




27y  Part Three: Contemporary Formulations

ment. Perhaps it is true that loving gensrates an overtiding right to serionsly
intervene somctimes in the lives of others. Perhaps it is also true that the
rights of the lover 1o choose between alternative courses of action or goals
without being restricted by external anthority must bow before the so-called
rights of the beloved. But “nights” talk adds a moral dimension that is, at
best, natoriously untidy. I do not wish to compound the difficulties by adding
to what is already a historical intellectual quagmire.

Alan Sobk suggests that the demanding and intelligent reader, after
surveying much of the literature on love, “might conclude the area is a mess,
the idea is a mess, probably love itself is a mess.,™® There is no quick and
casy 'way to fidy up this mess. But we may be able to clean up part of it,
albaii & small part, by avoiding adventitious additions, especially the question
of rights. For it is one thing to argue that if X loves ¥, X often has the
right to interfere with Y's right to sel-determination. It is ancther to lower
our intellectual sights and be content to better understand why love often
requires intervention—perhaps even coercion. It is the second question that
will be the facus of this paper.

II

What is there about the nature of caring jove that appears to justify pa-
ternalistic behavior? A simple answer is that there is a central sense of love
whereby Jove means caring and caring means helping when help is needed.
In other words, the answer seems to be that when we care about someone,
we care gbout that person’s happiness and well-being, or what I shall call
his or her welfare,

If this is true of caring, it seems &0 be yet more evidently true of love.
Of course, this is an arguabie leap. But if there is an underlying argument,
one formnlation may read; if X cares about Y, X is concerned about the
weifare of Y. However, if X loves Y, X is deeply concerned about the welfare
of Y (that is, more actively disposed, or more committed, to help Y) and
targely—but not ondy—because of this X will intervene in Y life if that action,
in the contexx of Y% life, is necessary io protect an importani good or prevent
nmjmhmmifﬂm'baralﬂmﬁmmandif,unknuwnmﬁwrp,
his life is immediately threatenad by deadly force, then Barbars (given the
usuad caveats about the limits of yeasonable action) is required to help George,
ppq&ﬂyifsh:‘uhomlyon:inupoﬁﬁwmdummwmmndmml
intuition is that death s typically a great, ofien rhe greascat loss; that the
greater the hreat, the greater the need to protect 8 beloved againat it.

Let us congider & more contentious example, I deliberately use it because
I do muxt belicve that the commitment of the lover to the beloved is limited
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to cases of protecting agamst threats of death or, more generally, to the
protection of only physical welfare. Suppose George’s stance on abortion is
actively pro-ife. Suppose that Barbara is convinced that this will destroy his
political carcer. Now if Barbara loves George, if Barbara is deeply concerned
about his well-being, a5 well as what makes him subjectively happy, then
aside from general moral duties or the special duties she may have, Barbara
mmsmbcnbﬁpdmintenminﬁwrgc‘slﬁe, say, by reminding George
forcefully that his stance on abortion may undermine his important career
goals, This example may be flluminating, but it is net unproblematic. First
of all, neither Barbara nor George kmows (in any strict sense of the term)
whether his abortion stance will prove helpful or harmful. Second, what Barbara
is purportedly protecting is not 2 basic physical need but an important career
goal. Finally, it raises “the how much intetvention is warranted” question.
Barbara seems content with supportive confrontation. Should she be more
coercive? Does love, in this and cssentially similar cases, allow or require greater
intervention? If s0, how much?

i

Let us return to the main argument. It may be thought that it misses its
mark. True love, we may be told, requires that if X loves Y, X must accept
Y as be or she is. This essentially means accepting the values and habits
that are important to Y, So, if George has deep convictions about the wrong-
ness of abortion and Barbara truly loves George, Barbara must not interfere
with that stance,

Is this true? Dots love demand, or even snggest, complete acoeptance?
That i to say, does love requice that we accept a loved person completely
as he or she is?

Ap-usiti\'eanswertuthisqumﬁﬂﬂmayinvoheamﬁusiunbetmagapﬁc
(or unconditional) love and nonagapeic (or conditional) love, 1say “may mvolve
aconfusion”bwameldumtwishwdenﬂhatthmmspecialdmummm
in which the preferred thing & to love unconditionally. Nor do I wish to
denythatcundiﬁonallwemquimmmmitmmtmthewe]fmufthelwed
ahject,

To love someone in & most ceniral sense of nonagapeic love is to be
emnﬁnuaﬂynmhedmandmﬂymk:deﬁghtmthemnwmplaﬁmnf
thnlpmunandwamlﬁsothugood.hmrdhmly,ﬂ'}ﬂumf,}{must
cherish and desire the well-being and happiness of Y. I have called this kind
u{m'mg,ben:wknturmin;hvemordn'tudisﬁnguishitmtonlyfmm
other kinds of love but also from even minimalistic forms of (what Robert
Sternberg has called) consummate bove 4
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Here, however, it seems that even fair-minded opponents may be upset.
Tuymyaummumohmhwisnmmnfdmmmuu
its most fundamental level only concern and well-wishing are required. If X
benevolently loves Y, X must cherith and desire the well-being and happmess
of ¥, but X need do no more than wish Y well. Evidently, some thinkers
would approve of the cultivation of this kind of affection, but would not
recommend the culivation of & more caring love. They may urge that
benevolence in tetms of wellwishing is enough. Now it may be admitted that,
while all caring love is a8 form of benevolent love, not all benevolent iove
is caring love. What appters to be common to both is that they involve &
direct concern for the good—that is, the happiness and well-being of ancther
person. However, the rough but cssential difference between benevolent and
coring love is that the former is ofien limited to inert concern while the latter
invokves, by its very nature, active concern. Someone who wants a relationship
af reciprocal caring love will generaily be frusirated by, or dissatisfied with,
a relationship where the other is content with well-wishing and inert concern,
Imagine, for example, Barbara loving George caringly and George loving
Barbara only in the more limited sense in which I use benevolerce.

What the latter means is that there is often a conflict between what is
in a person's best interest and what he or she wants. Sameone, for example,
may want 1o overeat because gluttony has become an essential condition for
his heppiness. But it does not foliow that gluttony i & condition of well-
being. Similarly, someone may want to smoke cigarettes because this habit
has become a compulsion and he or she feels happier smoking than not smoking.
But few would want to argue that this behavior is conducive to anyonel
physical well-being. Similasty, if George's stance on abartion iy self-destructive
in some important way, it is difficalt to understand—cezerls panbus—why,
if Barbara knows this and loves George, she does rot act accordingly.

Exactly how Barbara should go about interceding is difficult 1o say. There
is an interesting body of evidence o indicate that attempts to changs one’
pariner gnificantly in a loving relationship often signal the breakdown of
that relationship. Diane Vaughan suggests that uncoupling beging when one
of the partners starts to feed uncomfortable in the relationship and that it
ends when that unhappiness is both explored and acted on® The line berween
beginning to end a relationship and anempting to improve it may be a thin
one. But there seems to be & vital difference between the attempt to change
the behavior or values of & Joved person because it primatily scrves one’
own perceived good and the atempt to change that person because one is
primasily committed to his or her welfare. Cazing Jove, if 1 understand it
correctly, vequires that when we interfere with the vatues or lifestyle of &
beloved, we do 40 only becawse we intend and foreses their welfare, not because
we solely or predominantly are aiming at our own. Indeed, it i true that
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relationships typically involve a complex mix of these feelings and motivations.
Nonetheless it seems odd, if not counterintuitive, to say that X loves Y in
this sense, yet X completely accepts Y's self-destructive behavior,

This position may seem to some offensively paradoxical; consegently they
may think it desirabie to abandon it and substitute an agape notion of love.
Here we may observe, first, that it is quite consistent with agapeic love to
say that X loves Y only if X unconditionally accepts the qualities or features
of Y or accepts Y regardless of her or his qualitics, if by acceptance we mean
1o view or deat with the other with affection, withont any criticisms or conditions,
That is to say, there is one Xind of agapeic love where all that seems to
be required is that we bond and be commiited to the other without any
conditions (or, perhaps, significant conditions).

Biblical scholars suggest that this kind of commitment has its prototype
in the love “manifested by God, and therefore it must be spontaneocus and
unmotivated, uncalculating, uniimited, and uncoaditional™ Similarly, Irving
Singer regards agape as being wholly nonappraisive love, where we are to
love more or less as God loves, remembering that “God loves all creatures
regardless of how worthless they may be in an appraisive sense. , . .™ If,
then, we seck agape love, we must accept the beloved exactly as he or she
. If George is a glutton and smokes and if Barbara loves George in this
agapeic semse, then Barbara must accept the gluttony and the smoking. If
(reorge’s stance on abortion is self-destructive and the nature of Barbara's
pffection is commitment without any conditions, then she may be bound by
her love not enly to accept but to support George'’s stance on abortion.

To be clear, then, we must particularize the kind of love we are talking
about and at least distnguish between agapic (unconditional) and nonagapic
(conditional) love. Even so we hawe not got rid of the problem, for we are
stil! faced with the stark choice of being an agapeic or nonagapeic lower.
Nor, for thay matter, is the nonagapeic view free of the probkm of paternalism.

IV

I may illustrate this by returning o George’s life and the notion whereby
if Barbara loves George, Barbara must cherish and desire the well-being and
happiness of George and, although commitied to George, it is not an
mconditional love. Now the namre of commitment and the role it may play
in the various kinds of love i not an easy one to understand. According
to Sternberg:

The dechrion/commitment component of love consists of two &spocts—one
short-term and oot Joog-term. The short-term aspext is the decirion to love
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;mﬂhﬂhﬂ,ﬂhnﬂthhngﬁmomhﬂummmimmmﬂmin
that love. The decision to love does not neceasarily imply a commitment
to that love. Oddly enough, the reverse is also possible, where thers is &
- pOmImitieenk 1o & relationship in which you do not meke the decision, as
in arranged marriages.?

m:dedﬁonmhwmthﬂismtamrymmmiummmluwhim
or ber throoghout Yfe. This is easy caough to understand. But it does not
help us with the more difficult question.

Whltexmﬂydmhmhlglmmnﬂmmmn?FurSmbergitm
minimally to mean making & decision to kove a certain other but nol necessarily
makingnmmmitmutmmiminthulumYmitisnntatauclwwhm
“mlﬁnsadedﬁunmhw'ﬁpﬂﬂu.ltdmnmmmmmthem
of arousal Sternberg calls passion, since it is wousual, if not odd, to say that
a person decides and, thereupon, has a feeling of attachment toward anather.
Unlike Singer, Sternberg does not distinguish between the appraisal and
bestowal elements of love, What Sternbérg perhaps should say is that loving
apmunnﬂnimﬂymamawmﬂingthatpmmaprdermﬁalmusthm
is unearned in any appraisive sense;? that it is having a profound primitive
afﬁnity,anufﬁnityrich:rthnnmzmﬁkingfurthatp&rmn;mﬂﬂmitimp]jes
a decision to maintain or nurture that feeling but not necessarily the inimacy
or the relationship.

The last-named ootion, is, however, perplexing After all, if X has a
p:dmmdpﬁmi&veaﬁinityforY,anafﬁnityrichuthanmﬁkjng,then
why wowld X not want intimary or a relationship with Y? Steroberg, by
way of a partial answer, suggests that not all love is acquisitive. Contrary
mlmnbhphﬂomphimlmdlitermuadiﬁun,itispmﬁhhfmpwpk
to love without necessarily directing their longing and desire to the possession
of that human object by whom one expects to be made happy. In other
mmthpmﬁmmimﬁdmmm?mthnmﬁng
dhﬁmcyurpoueuiondmehmbjuminqmﬁmﬂurdmthﬁhnﬁng
of pasion in and of itself iluminate the nature and Limits of a commitment
to care for & beloved. Sternberg tells us that one can be smothered by love,
that u kover, among other things, can care too passionately or possessively.
But he does oot suggest the rules of B reasonably caring relationship, which
is not exactly the same a3 providing rules for successful relationships.

Jan Narveson’s argument ® for redaionships based primarily on self-interest,
even in outline, is & complex one. 1 will not pretend to do it full justice
hese. Narveson agrecs that there is a comrast betwoen the idea of what is
In oney interest and what one wanix. But he suggests that this cus across
another contrest, thit berween what X thinks Y’ interests ure and what Y
ﬂﬁnhthcymlmaﬁmﬂarhmmm&omismumwdinhmingn
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caring love relationship, where George thinks he is not. Or imagine George
thirking Barbara would be a better person, in the scnse of caring about her
own well-being, if she retreats from having a caring relationship with George.
Narveson asks whether the attempt to change these interests is motivated by
love or really by scif-interest. The answet, 1 belicve, is that in some cases
it is motivated by love, in some cases by self-i . and in some cases by
a combinstion of the two. Here T would foliow Caro} Gilligan and say that
love and sclf-interest are not necessarily incompatible and what i required
ig n kind of education that siresses different ways of imagining the self in
relationship, a kind of education which encourages inclusive problem solving,!!
However, this is probably a fecble reply to those who have plausible theories
of the self and scif-intsrest, or to those who have selves which, given their
present nature, cannot become caregivers in relationships.

One might argue that these distinciions and facts merely illustrate the
relationship between one kind of love and what 1 have called moderate
paternalistic behavior. Men and women do not have o love in a caring way.
Yet surely it does not follow from this atone-—from the diversity of the kinds
of love or even from the fact that a person can love another merely by having
a profound emotional affinity for that person—that human beings are justified
in having life plans devoid of caring love. To discuss this fully would carry
us 100 far beyond the range of this paper. But we may perhaps note that
a libertarian may plausibly argue that if the price of full avtonomy is to have
a life plan devoid of caring love, then that is the price one must pay. However,
this has 1o be argued, since caring love is a source of the fullest satisfaction
known to human beings and rypically is considered the primary emotional
good,

To sum up, there is & kind of love that requires a form of paternalism.
It is a kind of conditional affection I haw called caring love. For X 1o love
Y, in this sense, X must cherish and desire (in the sense of being actively
concerned about) the welk-being and happiness of Y. Given the constituents
of this relationship, X is required to help Y in certan circumstances (given
the usual caveats about the lmits of reasonable actiom) if such help proves
necessary cven if that belp involves intervention. Remaining issues include
a fuller analysis of how liking, intimacy, and commitment are related to caring;
more carefully distinguishing between caring as a constitutive ¢hkment and
caring as an obligation; having a clearer understanding of kow conilicts betwesn
the subjective happiness and well-being affect how a lover should care about
the welfare of the beloved; and the extent to which agapeic love can be
successfully mixed with, or serve as an ideal for, its nonagapeic connterparts.
These issucs deserve a detailed examination, ooe that nst be reserved for
4 furure date.
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1. This i5 a revised version of “Love and Liberiy,” 2 paper presented at the
Free Iquiry Conference on Humanism and Liberty, Boston, November 4, 1990.
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nalism, eapecially it more subtie or suffocating forms, becanse they are in the process
of seli-getermination, of forming their own velues and ideals. I am not suggesting
that in adulthood or even in late aduithood this process in necessardly complete. 1
ontly wish to suggest that meny adults seem less vulperable to control and more capable
of protecting their own values and life plans.
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hand, maintains that there is a cluster of humman relationships which can be measured
and better undersiond by using (but not only nsing) scales of liking and love. Sternberg
suggests that love can be understood best in terms of three components: intimacy,
passion, md decisioncommitment, Using these components, he distinguishes eight
kinds of love, including consummate love. Consummate love (i.e., the combination
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