
Love and Order

The Issue
It isn’t easy being human.  So much of  our art, our literature and our poetry attests to that.  So, 
too, does our moral philosophy, particularly in its repeated attempts to make the case for how we 
might improve ourselves, and be better than we are.   I take a rather traditional view of  the 
source of  our troubles: at the center of  the typical human experience are two distinct normative 
frameworks that direct and organize that experience, often in conflicting and antagonistic ways.  
The resulting tension makes for much of  the drama of  a human life.  There are, to be sure, 
numerous subsidiary regulatory systems for thought, emotion, and action, but none possess either 
the ambition or authority to plausibly impose a lasting peace between the forces of  love and 
reason.  Any diminishing of  tension must be inspired from one or the other of  those camps.   
After rehearsing some reasons, mostly familiar, for the presence of  that tension, I will briefly 
explain, and then rebut, a recent attempt to diffuse it.   I will close with some thoughts on why we 
are likely to see the normativity of  reason imposed on love and why we have normative reasons 
to resist it.  The tension between the partiality of  love and the impartiality of  reason, especially as 
the latter manifests itself  in the moral order, is definitive of  being human if  anything is.  At best 
we can hope that it be productively managed.    

1. First Love (Naturally)
The love at issue (there are any number of  attitudes or states we might be inclined to refer to as 
‘love’) obtains in certain kinds of  relationship between people.  Such relationships would include 
various familial connections (parent-child, siblings, grandparent-grandchild, aunt/uncle-niece/
nephew, cousins) as well as romantic relationships and close friendships.  What unites them all 
under the rubric of  love is that in each case two people have become tethered emotionally.  The 
psychiatrists Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini, and Richard Lannon refer to the link between members 
of  a loving relationship as mutual “limbic regulation.”  Such a link is physiologically significant, 
especially at the beginning of  life.  As Lewis et al., argue, a (loving) “relationship is a physiologic 
process” and human infants are unlikely to survive without it (“A baby’s physiology is maximally 
open-loop: without limbic regulation, his vital rhythms collapse, and he will die.”). But not just 
infants need love; emotional co-regulation is crucial for the well-being of  adults as well as both 
the lack and the rupture of  such a relationship can be disorienting and even deadly.     

The extent of  this regulation is, of  course, more than physical: co-relatives of  loving relationships 
inhabit an emotionally determined space of  reasons; relationships are self-sustaining normative 
frameworks.  Foundational loving relationships (familial) are the original basis for normative 
thought.  Within them boundaries more narrow than the physically possible are encountered and 
their basis is the emotional pleasure and pain of  their achievement and transgression.  We learn 
to regulate our behavior and eventually our choices on the basis of  emotional reactions they are 
expected to induce.  Within these formative relationships, notions such as good, bad, better, 
worse, right, wrong, fitting, inappropriate, and the like are first acquired and provided with 
content.  And each such relationship, each concrete emotional interconnection, is thus 
normatively unique.  Each is also identity forming.  Through these emotional relationships, 
foundational and subsequent, we continually become who we are, each different connection 
carving out different facets of  our personality.   Definitively regulated by my peculiar parents, 
family, and close friends, I necessarily became the peculiar person I am (and the same must be 
said for each of  you). The normativity of  love is biographic.     

2. The Role of  Reason and the Reason for Morality
We come into this world non-cognitive creatures, wholly dependent on our emotional facility for 
survival, but we do not long remain so.  It is our destiny to become creatures of  reason, capable 
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of  abstract thought, including the ability to form functionally equivalent representations of  
conditions and circumstances that can be studied, probed, and contemplated.   Reason is a 
rehearsal space where reality is staged, goals are weighed and set, and plans to achieve them are 
formed and refined. Successful planning (and the accurate predictions upon which such plans 
rest) becomes possible because of  our ability to recognize patterns in our environment and to 
accurately represent how that environment will be altered by various interventions in it.  

While the world is not wholly transparent and contingency plans remain ever prudent, what is 
undoubtedly the most recalcitrant obstacle to the realization of  our plans and projects is other 
people.  Their inconstancy, irregularity, and unpredictably significantly limits what we can 
effectively (and safely) expect from them.  And with increased unpredictability comes increased 
risk of  harm, to ourselves and our loved ones.  We might hope that love could provide a solution, 
since the behavior of  our loved ones is more predictable: many choices a person makes are with 
the feelings and interests of  his loved one in mind. In well-functioning loving relationships, 
behavioral expectations are generally met.  Generalized love isn’t very promising as a solution, 
though, since our loving is too selective.  Loving also requires close proximity (love at a distance is 
difficult to maintain, since the limbic connection is too strained) as well as time to grow.  Love, 
moreover, is less the solution than it is the source of  the problem.  Our relative unpredictability is 
a function of  our uniqueness and individuality, and these particular identities are in large part the 
result of  our loving relationships. While love serves to bring those united by it together, it 
simultaneously serves to distance us from those beyond love by making us the peculiar people that 
we are.  Love has made us irregular, and as irregular, we make social organization and prediction 
difficult. 

Reason, not love, therefore, must fine a way to mitigate this problem and has essentially invented 
morality to do so.   It is the purpose of  morality to make people regular, to make them, in their 
motivations and actions, constant and reliable; in a word, it is designed to normatize them.  It is 
the business of  moral philosophy, moreover, to provide a thorough understanding of  the 
conceptual means by which this might be done.  And the means are conceptual.  ‘Reason’ is 
required to frame the rules and principles that might provide a uniform standard for people of  
varying concerns and interests, a standard they must adopt and submit to if  they hope to 
peaceably co-exist, if  not cooperate socially.  A distinct, cognitive- rather than conative-based 
normative structure is necessary to manage the interaction of  the multitudes of  people who do 
not love one another. 

Being moral, respecting the interests and wellbeing of  others, even those we not only do not love 
but do not know, is not the ‘natural’ and organically developing condition that loving is.  As both 
Protagoras and Socrates (eventually) understood, ‘virtue’ must be taught (even if  they disagreed 
considerably on the kind of  teaching required).   Even Hume could not deny that “nature 
provides a remedy in the judgment and understanding, for what is irregular and incommodious 
in the affections,” and soberly assigns reason an essential role in bringing us to acknowledge the 
importance of  cultivating the ‘artificial’ virtue of  justice.  Moral significance might ultimately be 
a matter what excites our passions, but only reason can convince us that curbing those passions 
for the benefit of  a society will pay dividends for ourselves. 

3. Love, From a Moralized Point of  View 
We may or may not be Humean in our moral psychology, but we are almost certainly Kantian in 
our moral language.  That is, we engage in our moral discourse using the Kantian vocabulary of  
‘autonomy,’ ‘dignity,’ ‘persons,’ and ‘respect,’ wielding them fluently as we decry and defend the 
treatment of  ourselves and others.  It is with the help of  Kant’s conceptual apparatus that we 
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have been able to construct many of  the institutions emblematic of  our age and which we 
proudly take as evidence of  humanity’s advancing enlightenment.  Kant’s great achievement in 
ethics is rhetorical.  Unsatisfied with the appeal to interest or inclination as the guarantor of  our 
moral observance, he managed to persuade us (admittedly to varying degrees) that it was a 
matter of  self-respect.  Kant encourages us to see morality not (merely) as a system of  regulation 
that bears on our interests, but that bears on our essential nature, a nature that to be understood 
requires that we conceive ourselves not as the particular individuals that we are but rather as 
rational beings that are both subject to and author of  that regulation.  While it is (all too) possible 
to further our own interests at the expense of  the interests of  another, it is impossible to offend 
against the rational nature of  another without offending against something essentially our own.  
   
Kant motivates moral behavior by urging us to engage in a form of  ‘conceptual ascent.’  Instead 
of  seeing Lindy and Dan, Nikolai and Mikado, we are called upon to see persons, rational 
natures that are laws unto themselves, ends in themselves, and autonomous beings.   And when 
we do think in this way, and allow that each such person has dignity and is deserving of  respect, it 
is not unreasonable to expect that we might come to think that our own loved ones also deserve 
precisely the same treatment, not only from others, but from ourselves: for they, too, are persons.  
Kantian moral thought can (I am not saying it has to) lead us to start moralizing love.

It certainly so leads J. David Velleman.  He argues that “[w]e have made a mistake, I think, as 
soon as we accept the assumption of  a conflict in spirit [between love and morality]. Love is a 
moral emotion precisely in the sense that its spirit is closely akin to that of  morality.” To establish 
this claim Velleman requires that we reconceive love as “an arresting awareness of  value in a 
person, differing from Kantian respect in that its primary motivational force is to suspend our 
emotional self-protection from the person rather than our self-interested designs on him,” and 
that [a]ll that is essential to love, in my view, is that it disarms our emotional defenses toward an 
object in response to its incomparable value as a self-existent end.” “The Kantian view,” 
Velleman explains, “is that respect is a mode of  valuation that the very capacity for valuation 
must pay to instances of  itself.  My view is that love is a mode of  valuation that this capacity may 
also pay to instances of  itself. I regard respect and love as the required minimum and optional 
maximum responses to one and the same value.” 

Insofar as our mothers, fathers, friends and lovers are ‘capacities for valuation,’ we can agree with 
Velleman in loving someone we are indeed related to such a capacity.   But so too are we related 
to creatures with hearts, kidneys, and capacities for reproduction.  What could be so significant 
about the fact that this creature I’m emotionally connected to is a capacity of  valuation? If  we 
answer that only a capacity of  valuation could possibly penetrate our emotional defenses, we 
should also allow that only a creature with a heart could possibly be a capacity of  valuation.  And 
in any case, being emotionally vulnerable to such a capacity is not the same thing as respecting 
such a capacity as such a capacity.  The latter requires a peculiar conceptualization of  the being 
we are engaging, one that anyone else respecting that being must possess as well. Two people 
loving that very same capacity needn’t, however, and and in fact couldn’t, emotionally interact 
with that capacity in the very same way. 

It is, of  course, the ways in which lovingly and morally engage with others that makes them 
different and Velleman’s ultimate acknowledgement of  this essentially undermines his efforts.  
Cautioning against understanding his claims about love in an overly intellectual sense, which 
would conflate it with respect, he insists that the “immediate object of  love...is the manifest 
person, embodied in flesh and blood and accessible to the senses.”   But this is precisely what 
makes love and morality different. Respect, Kant admits, is an emotion, but one that “is not 
received through any [outer] influence but is self-wrought by a rational concept.”  In other words, 
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respect is an emotion one had towards a capacity for valuation not as sensibly perceived, but as 
rationally conceived of  as a capacity for valuation.  We should only expect the rules of  respectful and 
loving interaction to be governed by their origins, reason and emotion, respectively.  

5. Overreach and Refuge
Reason is imperial; there is nothing which it does not find to be within its purview, nothing it can 
adequately comprehend that is essentially resistant to the order it aims to impose. A relevant 
illustration of  this can be found in Niko Kolodny’s defense of  his version of  the “relationship 
theory” of  love, or, more to the point, his reason for defending that theory.  Kolodny favors a 
relational view of  love because he believe it alone among the alternatives enables us to account 
for the normative reasons for love - when and under what circumstances we can critically assess 
someone’s love, or the lack of  it, as appropriate or inappropriate, warranted or not.   To meet this  
desiderata, Kolodny is required to insist that love not only consists of  “emotional vulnerabilities,” 
but “beliefs that a relationship exists and that the relationship provides one with reasons for 
action,” including the belief  that the relationship “renders [love] appropriate.” But are these 
beliefs actually constitutive of  love?  I doubt it.  They do, of  course, usually attend the obtainment 
of  emotional vulnerabilities, certainly in most adult relationships, and we would likely be hard-
pressed to account for their absence, but that isn’t to say they are necessary for, or essential to the 
emotional interconnection we call loving.  

Kolodny worries that we need the theoretical means to permit us to say of  “a parent who just 
happens...to see an expression of  rational nature in his child’s classmates but not in his own...that 
[it] is inappropriate.” We would, of  course, find such a situation inappropriate: we expect parents 
to love their children uniquely, to be emotionally invested in their own children in a manner and 
to a degree that they could never be to others.  Such a case offends not merely for its irregularity 
but as likely harmful to the child, who is being denied all the good that would flow - certainly 
should flow - from his parent’s love.  And who will love him, if  all the other parents are, as 
expected, loving their own children?  Better for all if  each parent loves his own.  What’s 
important to notice about this, however, is the source of  such reasons for finding these parents in 
violation of  love’s ‘rules.’ From which normative ground do they grow?  Certainly not love’s.   
Love, understood as an emotionally driven relationship, provides reasons for people in love to act in 
certain ways; it doesn’t provide reasons for people to love.  Our concern in this case emanates from a 
perspective beyond love, namely a reasoned conception of  love and the expectations to which it 
gives rise.   To see this, imagine if  we were to confront such parents with  the sorts of  reasons just 
rehearsed, reasons why a parent ought to love his child, we would be encouraging them to engage 
in a conceptual ascent, in the hopes of  motivating them to act towards their child in a manner we 
deem appropriate for loving parents to do.  And if  we were to succeed?  We would have managed 
to get them to act in an appropriate manner for the reason that it was appropriate.  But this calls to 
mind the Kantian conception of  a good will as one that acts from the motive of  duty.  In so 
acting, our parents may well be fulfilling their parental duty, but none dare call it love. 

Reason, and the moral structure  it informs (of  which justice is emblematic), is relentless, 
unforgiving, and impersonal.  Morality (again justice is representative of  this) operates without 
mercy.  The self-regulation and self-effacement that its universal ideal incessantly demands can 
seem de-humanizing.  The normative order it aims to impose is in principle inescapable.   Yet we 
must, and if  we are fortunate, occasionally do escape it, in the forgiving, accepting love of  
another.  Uniquely tailored to each individual, love restores to each of  us the sense of  worth and 
wellbeing that ebbs away with every failure to live up to an impersonal ideal.  Being loved we are 
taken as we are, not as we ought to be.   Love must conflict with the spirit of  morality, otherwise it 
would not be what it is: a sanctuary from an oppressive, though necessary, normative structure.  
Here is a normative reason for resisting a reason-centric approach to love.  
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