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Introduction 

For centuries philosophers and scientists have been trying to approach and study love 
systematically. There have been many tendencies to systematize this field, and the question 
is still open. Many disciplines try to approach this topic from different stands and perspec-
tives. However, at the same time many fail to provide a holistic explanation. In this regards, 
one of the disciplines that helps us to understand human love in relation to the other human 
beings is philosophy. This paper will try to summarize work of different scholars and peri-
ods dealing with this problem, reviling revealing what philosophy of love can tell us about 
human relations. 

Love as a central point in Philosophy  

Is it even worth to ask whether “love” is the central part of philosophy? The name solely 
contains the world “philia” which in Greek means love (Philosophy from Greek φιλοσοφία, 
philosophia, literally "love of wisdom"). Maybe imperfection of our language, at least Eng-
lish, does not let as to express different types of love properly. What eventually perhaps 
happened is that we put all different types of them into one bucket calling it only “love”. 
Understanding and arguing what is the meaning and significance of love, and even further 
how to love better or should we love at all; are some of the most prominent conundrums in 
the Philosophy of Love. “Love is the heart of the Western tradition. Philosophers ‘love 
wisdom’; theologians teach that God is love. Moralists tell us to love our neighbours, and 
Beatles sang that money could not buy it. The question is what exactly is love and why is so 
important?” points out contemporary philosopher Andrew Fiala in his work about Family, 
Friends, Ethics and Altruism [7]. Therefore, in the following sections, there will be a short 
overview of the history of thinking about love in theology, philosophy, ethics, and culture 
and perhaps some of the answers to many questions about love.  

Love types and philosophical conundrums 

It is very hard to go further in philosophical debate without clarifying some of the termi-
nological ambiguity. We already mention that English is “lame” language putting various 
kinds of love into one term. For the sake of clarification, in this chapter, I will introduce 
three types of love, that has already, however, been covered in the lectures: (1) Eros – 
romantic love (sex, bodily attraction, reproduction), (2) Philia – friendship (utility, 
cooperation, social) and (3) Agape – Ethical and Religious (compassion, benevolence and 
sacrifice).  

 



 
Figure	  1.	  Idealization	  of	  Love	  [7]	  

 
After clarifying the terms, we can introduce the next problem that teases philosophers for 

decades. Firstily questioning ourselves how something “bodily” (i.e. Eros), non-spiritual 
transforms into something spiritual (i.e. Philia)? In Platonic words, Eros develops into Phil-
ia, passing the body form and emerging into “platonic love” or friendship, a particular state 
of mind.  Using Freudian terminology, it is a sublimation of Eros into Philia. The question 
is not only if that happens, but also when and why it happens? Furthermore, with this issue 
comes a bunch other questions. One of them is indirect or explicit love, where we are mov-
ing from the loving body (physical object – direct love) to loving an “idea” (or loving 
someone through the idea) (see Figure 1). The existence of the idea is a yet additional co-
nundrum, to love someone (person), we have to go to the “3rd party” (see Figure 1 – idea, 
God, etc.) that poses question of reality of love. This gorup of questions are know as Love 
idealization problems in Philosophy. In brief for centuries, the “3rd party” proxy was (is) 
God, or marriage – a commitment made in from of the others (and God), a promise. On the 
hand, artists tend to express the idealized love through poems and art generally. But, the 
question is what works in the modern society? And for the end, the deepest metaphysical 
problem in philosophy of love is could we have direct love without an idea of love? How 
would the love look like without “3rd party”? This paper will try to summarize some of the 
approaches that maybe even work today. 

Historical approaches to the problems 

Ancient Greeks 

In ancient Greek mythology, the sexual love is connected to the God Eros (Roman coun-
terpart - Cupid - Latin Cupido, meaning "desire"). In the mythology, other Gods always 
underestimate the power of Eros, but he is the most powerful among them. The one who 
can make other Gods fall in love. Although, today in Western society he is depicted as a 
gentle, soft figure, in the ancient Greeks view he was adamant and forceful, the personified 
properties of love. Love has creative, generative force, that “wakes us up” and gives mean-
ing to us. Of course, it is also related to the birth. The quote from the Theogony of Hesiod 
illustrate the figure the best “verily at the first Chaos came to be, but next wide-bosomed 
Earth, the ever-sure foundations of all, the deathless ones who hold the peaks of snowy 
Olympus, and dim Tartarus in the depth of the wide-pathed Earth, and Eros (Love), fairest 
among the deathless gods, who unnerves the limbs and overcomes the mind and wise 
counsels of all gods and all men within them” [13]. Eros power “had brought together all 
the ingredients of the world, and from their marriage Heaven, Ocean, Earth and the 



imperishable race of blessed gods sprang into being” [15]. This notion is brought just to 
show how love was an important concept in ancient Greece. However, such significant 
concept has been studied by many philosophers, providing different views on this topic. 

The social aspect and the problem love idealization was best illustrated in Plato’s Sym-
posium. In Aristophanes’ myth [5], in the humorous and fun way Plato is depicting the 
solution of the idealization problem writing that the persons are entities that were split into 
two individuals that seek each other to reunite. The “idea” of love is just a leader, road 
signs, for each of them they have to follow to find each other.  

Spinoza’s Gratitude and Love 

Spinoza in his work points out the significant relation between gratitude and love, argu-
ing that gratitude of being alive is related to the love. For him, the love is reciprocal, “and 
consequently, the desire to benefit him who loves us, and who endeavors to benefit us, is 
called gratitude or thankfulness.  ... men are much more prone to take vengeance than to 
return benefits …Thankfulness or Gratitude is the desire or zeal springing from love, 
whereby we endeavor to benefit him, who with similar feelings of love has conferred a 
benefit on us” [17]. For him gratitude helps to build stronger relationships, in other words, 
saying “thank you” helps a lot in the any kind of relationships.  

Another big concept he introduced by the gratitude is the dialectic, interconnection be-
tween things or objects and back and forth relation (giving/receiving). The idea is not new, 
it dates from ancient Greek philosophers, but revived and used in the context of love, and 
revives this idea used later by Hegel.  

Hegel Dialectics and Love as Struggle for Recognition 

One of the most famous philosophers in modern era dealing with Dialectic is Hegel. His 
explanation “what is to be us, and what is to be human” is only possible in relation to the 
other human beings. Therefore, our need as humans is to be recognized1 by other humans. 
“We are not objects, things in the world, but “beings” that seeks recognition in our human-
ity” [2]. The problem is that from the one-sided perspective, all that an individual wants is 
recognition, without reciprocal giving the recognition to the others [2,14]. The “shaken” 
dialectic is just an introduction of his explanation of love. To better elaborate his view, he 
introduced the story of two persons on the small island, where the one seeks recognition 
from the other. In the first scenario (1) the person A demands recognition from person B, 
whereas, the B refuses to give recognition, the A kills the person B, so the A is the only left 
on the island (one of the dangers of love). In this scenario, person A is in the big problem 
since there is nobody left in the world (island) to recognize him (the absolute knowledge 
for Hegel)! Therefore, this is not a proper solution. In the 2nd case (2), the person B gives 
recognition to A without any resistance. In this case, the person B is submissive. However, 
this gives rises to the Hegel’s Master-Slave problem [4,19], where the A (Master) is not 
satisfied with recognition from someone who is inferior (Slave) to him. In the 3rd scenario 
(3) lies the solution. In his view the “mutual understanding and love” [4,7] is the only prop-
er solution for the problem.  

The culmination of love is not destroying other person or being dominant but rather find-
ing ourselves recognized by the other person, and recognize the other person as they want 
to be recognized [3,4,6]. The notion of “mutual understanding” brings additional aspect of 
social understanding of love, and it was a topic of many Hegel’s successors. 

                                                             
1 Crucially, for Hegel, absolute knowledge, or Spirit, cannot come to be without first a self-

consciousness recognizing (acknowledging) another self-consciousness.  
 



 

 
Figure	  2.	  Hegel's	  revived	  the	  concept	  of	  love	  idealization.	  When	  someone	  encounters	  the	  other	  per-‐
son,	  he	  does	  not	  encounter	  that	  person	  in	  full	  personality.	  This	  way	  is	  seen	  as	  projection	  and	  rejec-‐

tion	  of	  each	  other	  leading	  to	  the	  problem	  of	  master-‐slave	  relation.	  

Nietzsche: Love and Problem of Egoism 

Another humanist who presents love in relation to the others is Nietzsche. He claims that 
when we encounter one another, we claim all stuff about love, friendship, generosity, sev-
erance, etc. but what we really want is power, self to be affirmed, it is all about us, not 
about them (compromised mutual understanding). In his work, he reduces all kinds of love 
relationships to Egoism. The best illustration of this stands can be depicted with a quote 
from his book The Joyful Wisdom [18] “Our love of our neighbours - is it not a craving for 
a new property? And similarly our love of knowledge, of truth, and in general all the 
striving after novelties? … Our pleasure in ourselves seeks to maintain itself by always 
transforming something new into ourselves, - that is just possessing. The love of the sexes, 
however, betrays itself most plainly as he striving after possession: the lover wants the 
unconditioned, sole possession of the person longed for by him; he wants just as absolute 
power over her soul as over her body; he wants to be loved solely, and to dwell and rule in 
the other souls as want highest and most to be desired…” [18]. For him, we are finally 
liberated. Therefore, we understand the meaning of love, the final aim that idea of us in 
their minds become the highest obsession. However, he also claims that love cannot last 
long. The problem he points out is the same problem of Hegel’s Master-Slave relation and 
power differentials.  

Freud’s – love as an illusion 

Another scalar that has the same idea about unreality of love is Freud. The reason why is 
he placed together with Nietzsche is that they explain love in terms how we understand 
ourselves in relation to the others, which fits the story of Hegel’s dialectic. On the other 
hand, both of them have explicitly or implicitly pointed out that “God is dead” and even 
further “we killed him” which poses a problem of the “3rd party” fading in love relation that 
we mention at the beginning as deep philosophical issue. The whole bunch of ideas will not 
only serve as a further overture for an explanation of love from Freudian perspective but 
also the next period characterized by existential philosophers that will be tackled later..  

For Freud love is just an illusion, it is there to satisfy our wishes. He gives an analogy to 
religion and God; there is “probably no truth in this story, but it feels good”. Talking about 
Freudian perspective here, we are only take in consideration “idea” of love, not direct drive 
satisfaction. Therefore, the illusion of the only “idea” and its meaning. The pure essence is 
sexual gratification that comes with such illusion (love). In Freud's view, we project 



ourselves into another person, and thus, we pretend that another person satisfies all our 
needs our drives searching for. We make an object of love perfect, so we can trick 
ourselves that the person is capable of satisfying our wishes and desires. The problem in 
such perspective, Freud adds, is that we eventually realize that loving object is not what 
he/she was, and therefore not perfect and not capable of illusory fulfill our needs anymore 
[11]. “In connection with this question of being in love we have always been struck by the 
phenomenon of sexual over-estimation – the fact that he loved object enjoys a certain 
amount of freedom from criticism, and that all its characteristics are valued more highly 
than those of people who are not love, or than its own were at a time when it itself was not 
loved….” [8]. Additionally, he points out that we never love the person in its full personali-
ty, but the “idea” of that person (which is one part of the illusory perspective of love). “The 
illusion is produced that the object has come to be sensually loved on account of its 
spiritual merits, whereas on the contrary these merits may really only have been lent to it 
by its sensual charm” [8]. 

There is an additional twist that connects Nietzsche and Freudian view of egocentricity 
of love. Our projection of the love object and its idealization (making it perfect) is Egocen-
tric. For the person to be worthy of loving us it needs to be ideal. In other words, the object 
of love is perfect, therefore, we are perfect too (ego feedback). It is indirect self-idealization 
- “we love it on account of the perfection which we have striven to reach for our own ego, 
and which we should now like to procure in this roundabout way as a means of satisfying 
our narcissism” [8]. 

Therefore adapting the Hegel’s view of love and his criterion for the existence of genu-
ine love, after Nietzsche, Freud and “killing the God” we are left to cope with a philosophi-
cal problem of existence of love we dream of. These are some of the triggers for the next 
period of history marked by existential humanists.  

Love and Existentialism  

“This desire for interpersonal fusion is the most powerful striving in man. It is the most 
fundamental passion, it is the force which keeps the human race together, the clan, the 
family, the society. The failure to achieve it means insanity or destruction – self-destruction 
or destruction of others. Without love, humanity could not exist for a day.” - Fromm, The 
art of loving [9]. 

Nietzscheism and Psychoanalysis in the 20th century gave birth to the Existentialism. 
The period where the affirmation or acknowledgment of what had been working in philos-
ophy since then, does not work anymore. Accepting the Nietzsche reduction of love to the 
egoism or Freudian view of the illusion of love, we are left in the Universe where we have 
to make sense of things alone. The 20th century is the century where the meaning of life 
explained by religion and God fades away. The period where science grows without formal 
constraints and the time where we have killed the God, giving birth to new problems that 
existential philosophers are pointing out and trying to cope with. “Man is the only animal 
that can be bored, that can be discontented; that can feel evicted from paradise. Man is the 
only animal for whom his own existence is a problem, which he has to solve and from 
which he cannot escape” [10]. Fromm proposes that solution for our existential problems 
can be found in love, in the form of dialectic, how much we give and how much is given 
back - “One is not loved accidentally; one’s own power to love produces love  - just as 
being interested makes one interesting. People are concerned with the question of whether 
they are attractive while they forget that the essence of attractiveness is their own capacity 
for love” [10]. 

Existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre revives the Hegel Master-Slave issue, by pointing out that 
our need is that “the other person must give him/her freely to us”. “The tyrant scorns love, 
he is content with fear … On the other hand, the man who wants to be loved does not desire 



the enslavement of the beloved… He does not want to possess an automation” [20]. The 
paradox is that we want another person to be fully embodied human being, not automata 
(bringing modified version of Hegel’s Master-Slave issue) - “the total enslavement of be-
loved kills the love of the lover. If the beloved is transformed into an automaton, the lover 
finds himself alone. Thus, the lover does desire to possess the beloved as one possesses a 
thing; he demands a particular type of appropriation. He wants to possess a freedom as 
freedom … In Love, the Lover wants to be “the whole world” for beloved” [20]. 

The solution for existentialists is to find such profound (pure) love (comparable to the 
idea of God) in order for two beings to find their own existence together. Therefore, the 
love has to be pure and absolute, which isn’t often the case, and therefore this view of re-
ducing existential problems to love has been criticized [1,12].  

Emmanuel Mounier as the foremost thinker in personalism, has the similar idea as Sar-
tre, but less domineering. His view is less narcissistic and more oriented to another person. 
His opinion about his processors as Nietzsche, Freud, Sartre, etc. is that they are 
“egotistical individualists”, thus, having the view of love from the first person standpoint. 
The personalist point of view is that in love, the lover is decentralized. In other words, 
figuring out that we are “orbiting” around another center (person), not us (our Ego).“Thus if 
the first condition of individualism is the centralization of the individual in himself, the first 
condition of personalism is his decentralization, to set him in the open perspectives of 
personal life…” [16]. Furthermore, he rephrased Descartes famous sentence “to be is to 
think” in “to be is to love”. “One might almost say that I have no existence, save in so far 
as I exist for others, and that to be is, in the final analysis, to love” [16]. The radical shift 
from thinking about the experience of value in the other person. 

Genuine love and Feminism  

The existential approach to love is not easy, and instead of love can in extreme cases re-
sult in despair or submission (and murder, as in Hegel’s first scenario in story about two 
people on island).  Hegel’s solution is in “mutual recognition”, however, love may easily 
involve in submission and domination. The patriarchy and male dominance trough history 
gave birth to rebellion movements in the 20th century, such as feminism. In this context of 
the gender differences and Master-Slave Hegel’s problem, we can guess which sex will 
take which role. Some of the existential humanists, as Simone De Beauvoir wrote that ro-
mantic love, through history, society, and culture, had been formed on female submission. 
In her words, the existence of the whole mechanism a priory puts women in the slave posi-
tion, which is already an obstacle for a genuine and proper romantic love. “She uses his 
words, she repeats his gestures, adopts his manias and tics. “I am Heathcliff,” says 
Catherine in Wuthering Heights; this is the cry of all women in love, she is another 
incarnation of the beloved, his reflection, double, she is he … and lives in his universe” (De 
Beauvoir, 2005).  

Her feminist perspective in her words is the liberation for both sexes. As females, the 
males, are still stuck in the system, where they believe women belongs to them, thus, as-
suming the master position and not being able to have organic relationship infused with 
power and domination. Therefore, stepping out from these frames will be beneficial for 
both sexes, and in her words, if males love the females (daughters, spouses, sisters, etc.) 
they have to discard the idea that feminism is something mean, but also helpful for them.  

Today it looks like that society has made a huge steps considering the equality under-
stood in any terms. However, there are no significant studies that will show us whether the 
whole premise of the obstacles of dominance and submission for the real love.  

  
 

 



 
 
 

For the work that deals with the philosophical question, it is often hard to give the final 
conclusion. However, this paper tried to deal with self and love from the social perspective 
(dealing mainly with submission and dominance), in relation to others, providing an over-
view of periods and most prominent figures in the history of philosophy and science. With 
the introduction of philosophical issues, the work, try to grasp the stands from ancient 
Greeks, through Spinoza, Hegel, Nietzsche, Freud and existentialists, such as Fromm Hu-
man, Sartre, Mounier and finally De Beauvoir. The stand adopted in this paper had a 
tendency to unify these scholars, and speculate what were the historical sources for their 
works. 

We can argue whether the humans have a unique capacity to love, but what we know for 
sure that we create love, and therefore, we create ourselves. Creating love means creating 
our permanence that does not have to last forever. Surely, we benefit thinking about love; 
that is why we are doing this course, this paper, etc. The love for sure means becoming a 
human being. As a distinctly human quality, we have to celebrate it and give thanks to love. 
Finally, if we want to be loved in the world, we have to give it, to sell it, to explicitly say it 
and name it. We have to thank people for loving us otherwise, it will pass unnoticed. The 
belief in the genuine love is the belief in humanity.  
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