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For philosophy with love.


P.S. We need to talk.















Prologue: 
On Being a Philosopher in Love (Maybe)



I am a philosopher. I am also a human being. These aren’t wholly separable aspects of my self—they are intimately connected. They inform and shape each other. How I love influences how I think, and how I think influences how I love. I’m not unusual in this regard. Anyone who sets out to think about love comes to the task with a bundle of personal experiences. Whether good or bad, stereotypical or subversive, our experiences inform our thinking. And there is nothing wrong with that—which is lucky, really, as there’s certainly no escaping it! We just need to be aware that it happens.


On the mornings when I walk from my boyfriend’s apartment to the home I share with my husband, I sometimes find myself reflecting on the disconnects between my own experiences with romantic love and the way romantic love is normally understood in the time and place in which I live (Vancouver, Canada, in 2016). Sometimes this starts out in my mind as a replay of an awkward conversation, one of those where someone’s asked me a perfectly innocent question—“So how do you two know each other?”—and unwittingly forced me to choose between giving a deceptive answer and providing what I know will be too much information.


If I tell the truth—“He’s my boyfriend”—to people who know me and my husband, it’s inevitably going to cause embarrassment—the kind of embarrassment that comes with suddenly being made to acknowledge the existence of something awkward, something abnormal, something that makes people feel icky. Deceptive answers—“Oh, he used to work in the office upstairs from mine”—are easy and comfortable.


And it turns out, it’s alarmingly easy to be dishonest while saying true things. He really did work in the office upstairs from mine; that just isn’t how we met. In fact we never met in person until we noticed each other on the dating website OKCupid. When I am tired or nervous, when I don’t know the person I’m talking to very well, or when I just don’t feel like explaining myself again, I take the easy way out. I give the deceptive answer.


But philosophy doesn’t let me take the easy way out of hard questions. Living in this cultural context, I’m routinely reminded that successful, mature, romantic love—the stuff of movies, pop songs, Valentine’s Day cards, and fairy tales—is supposed to be monogamous. So the question is forced on me: What is this thing that I’m doing? Is it love? Is it romantic love?


Philosophy is my day job, and I know a philosophical question when I see one. But reading the philosophical literature on love hasn’t, on the whole, been much help to me. Philosophers often assume monogamy without question. Some even treat monogamy as definitive of romantic love: a characterizing feature that distinguishes it from other kinds of love.1 No doubt these philosophers are guided by their own experiences, which create and sustain their baseline assumptions. But philosophy no more allows our baseline assumptions to pass unchallenged than it lets us take the easy way out of hard questions.


If indeed romantic love must be monogamous, then I am making some kind of mistake when I say, “I’m in love with you”—meaning romantically—to both my partners. I am not lying, because I am genuinely trying to be as honest as I can. But if romantic love requires monogamy, then despite my best intentions, what I’m saying at those moments is not, strictly speaking, true.


The question of whether what I say is true is complicated, not least because the nature of love is a vague and messy business. Answers are not going to appear neatly tied up with a heart-shaped bow. We can and should trace out the broad-brush contours of love, but if we go looking for sharp edges—a tidy, simple theory—we are bound to be disappointed. Trying to state the nature of romantic love with precision is like trying to nail some Jell-O to a wall made of Jell-O, using a Jell-O nail.


But the question is complicated for another reason as well. Romantic love is in the process of changing. And I don’t just mean that attitudes toward love are changing, although that’s also true. I’ll unpack these ideas over the course of the book. For now, though, suffice it to say that I think the norm of monogamy could be one of the features in flux. We are creating space in our ongoing cultural conversations to question the universal norm of monogamous love, just as we previously created space to question the universal norm of hetero love.


Just having the words to describe something is an important first step in opening up that space. A word for honest, nonmonogamous, loving relationships, “polyamory,” came into circulation during the late twentieth century. Since the 1990s, the Internet has also greatly facilitated the exploration of polyamory and other forms of ethical nonmonogamy (as distinct from cheating and other unethical behaviors). This has made it infinitely easier for those who wanted to explore nonmonogamy to find like-minded partners, communities, and information. Over the same period, researchers have begun to work on understanding the stigma attached to violations of the monogamy norm, while activists and advocates have begun to work on ending that stigma and providing practical information and support to people whose families or jobs are at risk because of prejudice surrounding their nonmonogamous relationships.


One can track the effects of all this in various cultural barometers. Dan Savage, one of the world’s most famous (and controversial) sex and relationship advice columnists, is one such barometer. Over the last few years, Savage has started to take the possibility of mature, successful nonmonogamous romantic love very seriously, having previously been something of a doubting Thomas on the question of whether people in poly “marriages” ever made it to their third anniversary.2 Themes and questions related to modern polyamory have also started to appear at the more thoughtful end of mass media. In the Spike Jonze movie Her, for instance, a computer operating system claims to be in love with 641 people. She attempts to explain to one human lover that “the heart’s not like a box that gets filled up. It expands in size the more you love.”


It’s too early to say where this conversation will go. I think romantic love might expand to include nonmonogamous love as part of a general trend toward greater inclusion. It’s not that a norm of nonmonogamy would replace the norm of monogamy (any more than a norm of nonheterosexuality is replacing the norm of heterosexuality). Rather, the scope of what counts as romantic love would become more inclusive. But I don’t see this future as a done deal. It’s not even as close to being a done deal as the inclusion of nonhetero love. And all this means that I am unsure whether nonmonogamous love is really romantic love—whether being “in love” in that sense with two people is really possible, here and now.


I think love can make room for nonmonogamy. But, of course, I am biased. (Then again, everyone is biased.) Perhaps it would be safer to say that I hope love can make room for nonmonogamy. A more inclusive picture of love would make better sense of what’s happened in my own life than the image I grew up with, which made romantic love the property of straight monogamous couples only.


In any case, I am prepared to bet that, from a biological perspective, what’s happening in my brain looks the way romantic love is supposed to look. In fact, it’s partly for that reason that I think romantic love could accommodate nonmonogamous love. Romantic love has a long history of breaking free from social constraints, and biology has played a part in that. But the interplay between love’s constraints and its freedoms is complicated, as is the interplay between love’s biology and its social profile.


On those mornings walking home, I came to realize that in order to understand whether I was in love or not, I’d have to work on untangling some of these complications. I couldn’t think of a better approach to the problem than to search for an answer to the philosophical question, What is romantic love? (This is what I meant when I said philosophy doesn’t let me take the easy way out!) My efforts developed into this book. But the project quickly outgrew its original purpose of helping me figure out whether I was “in love.” It has ended up being all kinds of other things I never anticipated. This isn’t a book about nonmonogamy per se—although it sprang partly from questions I have about that. Love turns out to be philosophically fascinating for all kinds of reasons I could never have imagined. This is a short book, but even so, it’ll take us into the realms of medicine, magic, queerness, wisdom, dopamine, gender, Romans, rainbows, rationality, Sappho, soul mates, politics, and, of course, human nature. Buckle up!


Eventually this book became an exploration of possibility: what love could be, not just what it is. I ended up with a theory that makes romantic love partly (but not entirely) a social construct. The social aspect of romantic love changes over time, but social change is often slow, especially when it comes to something so invested with value and significance as love. Change doesn’t happen overnight, and a single individual can’t bring it about. That said, some changes happen quickly enough to be visible in the course of a lifetime, and we do live in interesting times in this regard.


I often wonder what it would take for one particular change—the inclusion of nonmonogamous love as “normal”—to happen. It would have to become unsurprising to see a romantic comedy that ends with a happy romantic relationship among three people or to hear a pop song about the trials of navigating simultaneous open relationships. In other words, becoming included is a numbers game. Exposure to just one example of successful nonmonogamous love may be enough to challenge prejudices.* But it would take exposure to many and varied examples for nonmonogamous love to start to become an acknowledged “normal” option. I don’t see this happening anytime soon, although I would be happy to be proved wrong.


In this book you will find my theory of what love is and what it could be. It’s a theory that explains why representation in mass media is so important to “nontraditional” love and why we encounter such visceral resistance from the people who want to keep it off our screens and out of the minds of “the children.” The crux of the matter is that the representation of romantic love in our cultural products is no mere shadow, or reflection, of what love is. What we see on our screens, hear on our radios, and read in our magazines is actually part of the process of constructing love: making love what it is. These acts of representation are part of how we collectively create and sustain the contours of romantic love’s social profile.


The stakes are high. And I’m personally invested, as are you. Just as we all bring our experiences with us, and just as we are all biased, we are all personally invested. Nobody is agenda-free, and there’s no “view from nowhere” when it comes to love. It’s just that when your “view from somewhere” isn’t one of the “normal” ones, you are forcibly and frequently reminded of its existence.


For a philosopher, these reminders of one’s own perspective are invaluable (which is not to say they’re always nice). Calling ourselves objective doesn’t make us any less biased (in fact, there is some evidence that it may make us more so).3 Being “normal” doesn’t mean you have no perspective and no baggage, although it does mean you’re less likely to notice these things. In any case, we can’t make genuine philosophical progress on the hard questions by stuffing our personal baggage behind the sofa of “objectivity” and hoping nobody looks there. The best we can do is to try to maximize our awareness of whatever it is we’re bringing along for the ride.















Introduction



This sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher. Philosophy indeed has no other origin, and he was a good genealogist who made Iris the daughter of Thaumas.


—Plato, Theaetetus1


My day job as a philosophy professor consists of thinking, writing, and talking about, as well as teaching, philosophy. I have been a professional philosopher for ten years; before that, I studied philosophy for seven years. Those seventeen years comprise my entire adult life. But as is the case for many people, my childhood was full of philosophy too; I just didn’t know it was called “philosophy” back then. Like a lot of kids (until adults tell them to cut it out) I asked questions about the nature of reality as soon as I could entertain them. I wanted to know what existed, what the world was like, and what was possible.


When we wonder what love is, that’s part of the philosophical enterprise. More specifically, it’s part of metaphysics: the ongoing project of trying to figure out what is real, what the world is like, and what is possible. There is more philosophy going on in people’s everyday lives than you might think. Is love real? What is it like? What is possible in the realm of love? These are deep—and old—metaphysical questions. And for a few years now, I’ve been captivated by them. I never planned to work on love; I started my career thinking about the philosophy of mathematics. But love snuck up on me and wouldn’t let me drop it. The mind wants what it wants.


I’m particularly fascinated by romantic love. That’s not because I think other kinds of love aren’t interesting or important—they certainly are. But our current state of information has landed us with particular philosophical challenges and puzzles when it comes to understanding the nature of romantic love. These puzzles hit me in the heart first, but they quickly took root in my intellectual life as well, connecting themselves in fascinating ways to the other philosophical questions I work on. This part shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Philosophically, it’s always been my experience that everything is connected to everything else. (That’s part of why I love philosophy: a discipline where nothing is, in principle, irrelevant.) As my thinking about love gradually drew in ideas from other areas of philosophy, I was delighted to find they seemed to be just what I needed to make better sense of love.


While the nature of romantic love is a perennial philosophical question, today we are confronting new and immediate pressures to find answers. But doing so can appear less feasible than ever because we also face some especially difficult choices right now. In particular, we face a stark choice between treating romantic love as a biological phenomenon and viewing it as a social or cultural product.


Wikipedia can be a surprisingly good gauge of situations like this. To some extent, it tracks the pulse of our current state of public information. As of this writing,2 the Wikipedia entry for “love” describes exactly the choice I have in mind: “Biological models of love tend to see it as a mammalian drive, similar to hunger or thirst. Psychology sees love as more of a social and cultural phenomenon. Certainly love is influenced by hormones … and how people think and behave in love is influenced by their conceptions of love.”


This is actually a great summary of the problem. Some leading theories of love tell us it’s a biological phenomenon, while other leading theories (here attributed to psychology but also coming to us from a number of other disciplines) tell us it’s a social and cultural phenomenon. There seems to be at least a grain—and perhaps much more than a grain—of truth in both pictures. I believe we can build a philosophical theory that accommodates both the biological and social natures of romantic love. It just takes some conceptual work to see how it all fits together. But the intellectual, practical, and personal payoffs are worth the effort.


Many philosophers of love treat it as a psychological or mental phenomenon, often as an emotion of some kind. I don’t think this is the whole story, as we’ll see. In any case, the philosophical problems that strike me as most urgent right now have to do with untangling love’s biological and social aspects. So while I’m not setting the psychology of love aside—it will keep popping up throughout the book—I’ve set my sights on questions that point both within and beyond psychology.


If the history of popular culture in the last half century is anything to go by, questions about the nature of romantic love are very important. Several pop songs and albums have “What Is Love?” as their exact titles; Haddaway’s 1993 power ballad is perhaps the best known (and my favorite). Then there are variants like the Foreigner song “I Want to Know What Love Is” and the Cole Porter show number “What Is This Thing Called Love?” There are many, many more in the same vein. When a theme is this pronounced in popular culture, that tells us something: we are seriously fascinated and confused by this thing called “love.”


It’s worth pausing here to notice how often, in these songs and everywhere else, people say “love” when they mean romantic love. That’s convenient shorthand—but notice how it also suggests romantic love is accorded a special place in our thinking. Anyhow, I’ll use it myself: unless I specify otherwise, you can assume that “love” means romantic love throughout this book.


While this fascination with figuring love out is completely contemporary, it is anything but new. The ancient Greek philosopher Plato was obsessed with love of all kinds, not least the kind he called eros (“passionate love” or “desire”), which he thought of as something that normally occurred between an older man and a younger man. In Plato’s famous Symposium, the character Aristophanes expounds a myth about soul mates that sounds like it might be an early theory of romantic love. The story goes that once upon a time humans were a species of two-headed, eight-limbed creatures. But they attracted the wrath of the gods, and so to punish them Zeus split each creature in half. Some split into one woman and one man; others split into either two women or two men. The nature of love, according to this myth, is a striving to reunite with the person who is literally one’s “other half.”


A much more modern storyteller, contemporary writer Simon Rich, says that the Aristophanes myth leaves out “the vast majority of humans.” In his very short story “The Children of the Dirt,”3 Rich calls the woman-woman pairs “children of the earth,” the man-man pairs “children of the sun,” and the mixed pairs “children of the moon.” But he goes on to say that there were also the “children of the dirt,” who only ever had one head and four limbs. They did not get split in half, because Zeus decided they were in enough trouble already. Today, Rich writes, “the vast majority of humans are descendants of the children of the dirt. And no matter how long they search the earth, they’ll never find what they’re looking for because there’s nobody for them, not anybody in the world.”


It’s true that the Aristophanes myth ignores a lot of single people (both miserable and contented ones). In another respect, though, it is striking to modern ears how inclusive the myth is: the idea of a single creature splitting into two women, two men, or one of each is an attempt to theorize same-sex love right alongside opposite-sex love. We are only just catching up with the 2,000-year-old methodological insight that this might be a good idea.


The myth of soul mates still makes for a great story, with or without Rich’s modern addition. But nowadays we don’t give it much weight as a realistic explanation of what love is. These days, instead of turning to myths and legends, we look to our own modern oracle: Google. And Google, in turn, looks back, watching what we ask for, tracking levels of public interest in “What is …” questions. Unsurprisingly, “What is love?” is constantly at or near the top of the list.4


This search for understanding is not simply a quest for intellectual satisfaction, like solving a crossword. Not knowing what love is makes us deeply vulnerable, because love matters: many people make their most significant life choices on the basis of whether they’re in love (or think they are). Saying “I love you” is a big deal, and it is worth making every effort to figure out what it means. We can’t afford to risk talking past one another or being badly misunderstood in some of the most important conversations of our lives.


And yet people routinely do take that kind of risk; they say “I love you” without thinking—or talking—about what it means to say those words. In some of the worst-case scenarios, as bell hooks has warned in her book All About Love, unclarity about the nature of love can lead to mistaking abuse for love.5 Other people get through life—and love—just fine without thinking much about what love is. But a little reflection would take some of the luck and risk out of this situation.


And what does it say about modern life that so many people’s biggest decisions are based on the imagined presence or absence of something so poorly understood as romantic love? It means we have normalized two halves of a situation that, when we stop to think about it, should not strike us as normal. On the one hand, we’ve accepted the idea of love as a tremendously significant social force: something that shapes and reshapes the entire trajectories of lives and serves as a focal point for all kinds of values. Many of our most strongly held personal, ethical, and political beliefs cluster around our attitudes toward romantic love. (Think about it: you can learn an awful lot about someone’s worldview by learning what kinds of love strike that person as normal, natural, or valuable.)


On the other hand, we have simultaneously normalized the idea that love is a mystery: something hard or impossible to comprehend. We as a society cannot agree even on the fundamentals of what love is. In fact, we sometimes revel in or glorify this very lack of understanding, as if incomprehensibility were actually part of what is special or valuable about love. I call this phenomenon the “romantic mystique.”


The idea of a “romantic mystique” takes inspiration from an older idea. In 1963, Betty Friedan noticed that people were simultaneously mystifying and glorifying femininity; she called this the “feminine mystique,” the idea that femininity is “so mysterious and intuitive and close to the creation and origin of life that man-made science may never be able to understand it.” Femininity so conceived is supposedly “special” and “different” from masculinity but not inferior. According to the feminine mystique, “the root of women’s troubles in the past is that women envied men, women tried to be like men, instead of accepting their own nature, which can find fulfillment only in sexual passivity, male domination, and nurturing maternal love.”6


The romantic mystique, as I see it, has a lot in common with the feminine mystique. The romantic mystique tells us that romantic love is also “mysterious and intuitive and close to the creation and origin of life,” yet special and wonderful (partly for that very reason). The romantic mystique likewise encourages us to accept love’s “nature,” passively and uncomprehendingly, instead of trying to resist or alter it. It is a disempowering ideology that celebrates ignorance and acquiescence.


With love and with women, there is cultural potency to the idea that mysteriousness is part of what is special about them. And the connection is no accident: there is a deeply embedded perception that romantic love falls within the sphere of women’s concerns. (Think about the gender balance among readers of romance novels, or what we count as a “chick flick,” or which gender is associated with all the pink and fluffy fripperies of Valentine’s Day paraphernalia.) It’s no coincidence that love and women have been placed on the same side of the mysterious-versus-comprehensible divide.


And it’s probably not a coincidence that some of the most powerful contemporary work on what love really is—and why answering that question matters so much—comes from a feminist author who also works on gender, bell hooks. hooks is interested in all kinds of love, but love within romantic relationships is prominent among her concerns. She thinks we need a definition of love (particularly one that clarifies that love is incompatible with abuse), because lacking a definition we run a serious risk of mistaking abusive situations for loving ones. I’m not sure it’s exactly a definition that we need, but the gist of this thinking resonates with me. To acquiesce or even revel in our own lack of understanding of love is not just intellectually unsatisfying; it exposes us to risk. It means refusing to arm ourselves with the knowledge and skills we need to stay safe and make good decisions. It means we are failing to understand a lot of what goes on around us day to day and are paying the price for that—whatever that price may be.


When something is dangerous but insidious, just identifying and labeling it can be half the battle. That’s why I want to start some conversations in which we can discuss the romantic mystique by name. Treating love as massively important yet totally incomprehensible shouldn’t strike us as normal. It is a disaster: we are basing some of the key decisions of our lives on something we treat as an inexplicable mystery. Why aren’t we more worried about this?


One thing that I suspect is propping up the romantic mystique is a fear that overthinking it will have negative consequences for our own love lives. Perhaps we fear that understanding love too thoroughly might make us bad at loving. Perhaps we worry that we’ll lose faith and become cynical about love if we think too hard about it. Because many hold love to be extremely valuable, anxiety about losing it or screwing it up by overthinking it will be a powerful motivator not to do too much thinking. But things that motivate us not to think are dangerous.


John Shand, who teaches philosophy at the Open University in the United Kingdom, has argued that because our everyday ways of thinking about love are contradictory, we risk “destroying the love that we value by the mere act of applied analysis.”7 He tells a cautionary tale about the dangers of overthinking it: “Look at it too closely, and thereby reveal the paradoxes involved in love, and love fails to work its magic. Many loving relationships, I suggest, involve a suspension of disbelief, useful fictions.… [D]o not think about it too hard, do not take it apart to see what is really going on, and one will find that it works.”


This, I suppose, must be true to Shand’s experience. Yet he says that his theory “is derived significantly from the phenomenology of love as encountered in our lives,” where the first person plural suggests that Shand thinks his experience is shared. But my experience is not like this at all. I have not found that thinking carefully and philosophically about love has caused it to evaporate. On the contrary, it’s made me feel safer and more confident, aware, secure, and genuine in my own relationships. It’s also made love—and life—more interesting. I’m just one person, but then again, so is Shand. Perhaps you’re more like me in this regard, or perhaps you’re more like Shand. If you’re more like me, you’re probably already more worried about the tangible dangers of underthinking than about the putative dangers of overthinking.


But if you’re more like Shand, perhaps I can say something to alleviate the worry. In fact, let me try two approaches. First, any kind of “love” that would not survive a long, close look may not be such a wonderful thing to have in your life after all. Things that disappear when you look too closely often were never there in the first place: that’s how illusions and tricks of the eye work. Perhaps you’re thinking you’d rather be blissfully unaware, but ignorance is no guarantee of bliss. Illusions are unstable things that can crumble for all sorts of reasons and without warning, even if you studiously avoid looking at them.


Here’s a second reason not to be afraid of philosophizing about love. Philosophy is about forming one’s own opinions through careful thought, not absorbing someone else’s. I don’t expect you to agree with me about love by the end of this book. But that aside, I won’t be trying to convince you that love is unreal, or contradictory, or illusory. My philosophical thinking suggests romantic love is very real, and I don’t think we were ever in any danger of analyzing it out of existence. Love is complicated and confusing, sure, and we need to sort out a number of philosophical problems about it. But the theory I’m offering is a theory of a real thing. In the end I am not cynical about love, though I would say I am careful. But it’s important to be careful. Love is an extreme sport, and we don’t skydive without parachutes.


In my work, I am influenced by a tradition in philosophy known as analytic metaphysics. Metaphysics is philosophical inquiry into what reality is like, and analytic metaphysics aims to proceed in such inquiry by deploying careful, rigorous argumentation and critical reasoning. Analytic philosophy has roots in the work of thinkers like Bertrand Russell, G. E. Moore, and Ludwig Wittgenstein, who were prominent professors of philosophy at Trinity College, Cambridge, during the early twentieth century. As I studied philosophy at Trinity College during the 1990s and early 2000s, this tradition heavily influenced my intellectual development.


Analytic metaphysicians spend their working lives attempting to better understand the nature of reality. We try to be careful in our thinking and clear in our writing and to question assumptions however “natural” they feel. These days, not very many analytic metaphysicians are working on love. But I think this is just a kind of historical accident: analytic metaphysics has trends and fashions, and the metaphysics of love hasn’t been fashionable lately. But love occupies the entire careers of other scholars, artists, writers, and thinkers. I’ve been influenced by much more of that intellectual heritage than I could ever discuss in a short book; choosing material to include was more like curating an interesting exhibition than composing a definitive index.


Whatever the current trends, Bertrand Russell—a founder of analytic philosophy—had plenty to say about love, sex, and marriage. Engaging his analytic skills, he stood ready to challenge the prevailing assumptions on these subjects and tried to follow evidence and reasons where they led. His conclusions were so radical that he eventually lost a university position in the United States after being pronounced “morally unfit” for the job. Radical thinking is not always the safest or most comfortable life choice.


My training gave me a set of techniques: a toolkit for careful, rigorous, honest thinking—not the only such toolkit, but a powerful one. Used to its fullest potential, it can be radical, and it can be costly. But I wouldn’t—couldn’t—trade it in for an unquestioning mind. That carries its own costs, and in my estimation they are much higher.


This book, then, is an invitation for you to join me at the front lines of the philosophy of love. It comes with a starter kit: philosophical ideas, strategies, arguments, and theories. You might find you agree or disagree with what I say, but it is in that very process of agreeing and disagreeing that philosophers develop and refine ideas, pushing the questions a little further and deeper with each step in the conversation. Philosophy is a massive, ongoing, collaborative human enterprise, and I hope you join it.


For my part in this collaboration, in this book I offer my own theory of love. The main idea is that romantic love has a dual nature. Right now, we are witnessing the simultaneous development of convincing social and biological theories of what love is. Theories that make love a social or cultural construct of some kind have been around for a while, albeit with significant variation and development. Biological theories feel like a newer phenomenon, and, indeed, in their current incarnations they are new, though they have older precedents. But recent work in neuroscience makes it possible to construct a biological theory of love with genuine plausibility. And the arrival on the scene of viable biological theories of love forces a question: Is romantic love really a social construct or a biological phenomenon? At this point, our two theories of love become an embarrassment of riches. We start with the question, What is love? We’re told that love is biology. We’re also told that love is society. That sounds like one answer too many.


Of course, we could just pick one. There’s a problem with that, though, serious enough to turn this choice into a dilemma: making a straight choice amounts to losing half of our accumulated knowledge and wisdom. That would be foolhardy for sure. Yet if we don’t make a choice, we seem to be left with an incoherent mess in our metaphysics. With all this going on, no wonder we’re confused.


I believe the conceptual tools needed to resolve this situation are available to us. Inspired by philosophical work in other areas, I have come to believe in a theory of love that can weave our embarrassment of riches into a coherent picture. The key is to show how social and biological accounts of love are not really in competition but are complementary descriptions of a complex reality: love has a dual nature.


I suspect the failure to identify love’s dual nature is responsible for much of our intellectual puzzlement about love. Even more worryingly, I suspect that it serves as a significant barrier to progress. Torn between the biological and social conceptions, we can easily fall back into the comforting arms of the romantic mystique, accepting love without understanding or challenging it. We may be held back from social critique by a niggling sense that love is a “natural,” biological phenomenon and, as such, not a suitable subject for such critique. Yet, at the very same time, we may be held back in attempts to gain and disseminate a strong scientific understanding of love by a niggling sense that love is a cultural (or perhaps totally magical or incomprehensible) phenomenon and, as such, not a suitable subject for scientific inquiry.


In reality, neither concern should impede either project. Armed with the correct understanding of love’s dual nature, biological and social theories of love can progress in tandem. They can inform and strengthen one another. We can have conversations about love that cross disciplinary boundaries in a way that unites rather than divides our various intellectual enterprises. In fact, we urgently need to do all this in order to make conscious and informed decisions about love. What do we want romantic love to look like ten years from now, or twenty, or fifty? We must ask ourselves this question and act on the answer. We have to understand that the future of love is in our hands and that we have a responsibility to get this right. We can only undertake positive change as a collective enterprise, and empowering ourselves with the tools to think clearly about love is the essential first step.


In the later chapters of this book, after outlining my theory, I will sketch some of the ways the social aspect of love’s nature is changing over time. I’ll explore how we might want love to change—socially and perhaps even biologically—from what it is now. I’ll talk about what it would take to move toward some of the practical, intellectual, and social benefits that I believe are within reach once we understand the dual nature of love.


As for what kind of book this is, perhaps it helps to start by saying what it’s not. It’s not relationship advice, self-help, or a collection of anecdotes. It’s not an attempt to popularize science; nor is it an academic tome. And it’s certainly not a survey or summary of all extant thinking about love. None of those would be a way of achieving what I’m trying to achieve (and the last one is impossible).


I could call this book an exercise in critical thinking out loud, but it’s important to explain why I’m doing it out loud. Why does it matter if you read it? Because we need a conversation, not a monologue. This conversation we need to have, about the nature of romantic love, is one of the most significant and urgent cultural projects of our shared moment in time. So much so that I am sometimes tempted to think of this book as “self-help” for a culture (rather than for individuals). When we, as a society, can come to a better understanding of what love is, we will be better able to take control of how love treats us in the future.


So I am inviting you to be an active reader: not to passively absorb my ideas but to question, challenge, and ultimately push these investigations far beyond anything I can imagine right now. I can’t “do” the philosophy of love by myself; no one can.


Ready to get started?
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