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Introduction


The concept of duty is a foreign one to modern philosophy. Indeed, Ascombe (1958) flatly rejects the idea of a modern moral philosophy in the traditional sense of a system of ethics. The claim that a thing, an object, a person, even a feeling could make absolute demands upon the individual is considered irrational, even presumptuous. The idea of duty or obligation--of responsibility--presupposes a kind of higher power; in contrast, true individualism, egoism to be less kind, is premised on the idea of a secular freedom--perhaps not a freedom of choice, but at the very least a freedom of thought. By these lights, duty is no more than an infringement on freedom, indeed freedom of thought, by something external to the self. It is therefore authoritarian, totalitarian, and backward. 


Or so it would seem.


The aim of the present work is a scientific description of the ways in which a certain thing, by its very consequence to our lives, our minds, and ourselves, does indeed obligate us, that its effect on us is to make us "inhale and stretch our backs at the sound of its music in an involuntary, although conscious motion" (White 20). I use the words effect and consequence, hesitating to use the words by essence or by nature, for obligation following from essence has theological implications and the express purpose of the present work is to explicate responsibility by no other means that the dynamics of the human mind itself.


By way of further introduction, let me present a word about myself.


In the late nineteen sixties, I attended a lecture by holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl. At the time I had recently completed his book, ...trotzdem ja zum Leben sagen (Ein Psychologe erlebt das konzentrationslager)
, and had come to accept his thesis that there are three ways in which humans find meaning in their lives:

1) through doing a deed

2) through experiencing a value

3) suffering

Students flourishing in cardigans and sweaters filled the meeting hall of the university at which I taught. Standing towards the back, I watched Dr. Frankl speak in their midst, sitting on an uncomfortable wooden chair, his wide brown pants hanging off his legs, trembling as he exhorted us with his finger--and if I may be forgiven a poetic turn of phrase, his thin Viennese voice was caught in the brambles of my brain for days afterward.


Dr. Frankl’s philosophical music and the counterpoint of the doctor-patient relationship have both had a definite influence on my life and work. Frankl saw that in the modern world psychology would take the place of philosophy and that therefore a philosophy of life was necessary for effective psychotherapy. In response he developed his influential school of therapeutic thought, a combination of philosophy and psychology: logotherapy. Frankl’s work shaped my view as a philosopher, that philosophy itself is therapeutic and that philosophy’s essential goal is not obfuscation, but elucidation and consolation for all those who involve themselves in its pages. As abstract as philosophy may seem at times, and as necessary as that abstraction may be, the love of wisdom is nevertheless effective at the deepest, most personal level.


I hope you, the reader, find this to be the case as you work through this exposition of one aspect of the philosophy of love. 

I.


A statement about responsibility is an ethical statement, that is to say, a statement about choices. And although responsibility involves reconciling oneself, in one’s mind, the nature of responsibility is in itself contradiction. The mind on which obligation makes demands is torn in two, disagrees with itself and its natural state is one of indefinite discontent and uncertainty. As Hegel dramatizes it in his Phenomenology of Mind: 
The relation of both self-consciousnesses is in this way so constituted that they prove themselves and each other through a life-and-death struggle. They must enter into this struggle, for they must bring their certainty of themselves, the certainty of being for themselves, to the level of objective truth, and make this a fact both in the case of the other and in their own case as well…This trial by death, however, cancels both the truth which was to result from it, and therewith the certainty of self altogether.…[But] the negation characteristic of consciousness…cancels in such a way that it preserves and maintains what is sublated (negated), and thereby survives its being sublated (negated) (Sec. 178-196).
Hegel has mystified the process of which I speak, but the essential description is accurate. One who feels responsibility’s influence is naturally conflicted as each self-consciousness, each side of one’s mind, tries to assert itself. Even as one side--particularly the side of duty--becomes dominant and that self-consciousness seems to dissolve the other side, nevertheless the defeated self-consciousness is not negated but lurks on, spreading doubt and creating an essential, but distressing part of the whole of one’s mind. And indeed, we would not be whole if it were not for these conflicts.

Furthermore, uncertainty within one’s mind arises because unlike the responsibilities imposed by religion, say, or patriotism, natural, human, psychological responsibility is at its heart internal, of no absolute epistemological nature, and although recognizable and indeed unavoidable as a mental force, its implication, its practice, and its manifestation are constantly and continuously being worked out in an incessant dialectical process. Dealing with responsibility is a life-long process. And thus a statement about responsibility is a statement about choices, about our external face, because although we can never come to grips with the demands of responsibility within us, we are nevertheless, every day, called upon to make decisions, actions, choices based upon this responsibility. For responsibility is a table without legs--at the same time we are called to eat upon it, we also must try to keep it steady.

II. 


Of all things to have a responsibility towards, why love? And indeed, of all the things to place at the heart of responsibility, why love? Can we place love in an exalted place as an obligator, like an abstraction, like a god? 

These questions are complicated because we are embodied creatures; it is not our thinking that confirms our existence, but feeling and sensing and then transforming the world with our bodies. Can we truly say that passion, love as a feeling--as opposed to love itself--is unchanging and eternal, a Romantic ideal? Feelings, thoughts, logical arguments can change with the content of one’s dinner as with the content of one’s heart. Life changing moments recede into the distance, brilliant conversations twitch twice and then die--we are not cold, reserved, antipathic on principle, but because we are blocked up below and no bathroom is nearby.


Can you truly say that if your loved one were transfigured in some accident that you and your feelings of love would be unaffected? But that is too obvious of a moral dilemma. What if one day they began to smell differently, or felt differently and strangely in your arms? Could things go on as before?


I am not denying that love--and at this point we can speak of Love--that Love has its origins in the deep mental connections that two people can share; my point is that the physical connections between two people are just as deep if not deeper, and that these connections go beyond mere attractiveness and lust--further I assert that those connections are far too often ignored.


And yet, to speak of abstractions of the mind is essential for understanding the responsibility to Love.


In the mental sphere, to Love is to learn to be honest--and I use the term the "mental sphere" to signify that which the body cannot do alone, a mainly cerebral phenomenon, but at the same time one not disconnected from the "physical sphere," for to learn to be honest is to overcome the roiling in one’s stomach as much as the demons in one’s head. Nevertheless, in the mental sphere, to Love is to learn to be honest, not in a negative, but in a positive sense: to communicate one’s feelings actively, to say what one feels when one feels it, regardless of consequences, because if the feelings of Love are there, if the feelings extend through both of those involved, if the pairing by chance, or by fate, or by any other intention, is real and valid and beautiful, the truth, that is, the way one honestly feels as best can be expressed, can only make passion stronger when, in unearthing the deepest fears of one’s soul, the doubts and insecurities, one finds that one is not alone, but matched at every step by the other. 


Never in life are we so honest as then, and the ability in nearly everyone to be actively honest is so atrophied it often takes an eruption of emotion, a philosophical understanding, to bring true, active honesty and closeness into the passionate relationship, the relationship from which Love arises. This opening up is necessary for Love to exist, however impossible this step may feel.

In the mental sphere, to Love is to have every faculty of the mind activated.

Furthermore, in the mental sphere, to Love is to be constantly wondering, to be constantly doubting. It should be evident that the counterpart of honesty--not the opposite, but that which accompanies--is doubt. And I argue that a responsibility to Love provides the counterbalance to Love’s ever present doubt, for Love itself is unaffected by doubt. Indeed, at a certain point we can distinguish between Love itself and the person loved, Love itself and the passion. And at that point, doubts become doubts about the person, doubts about, for instance, their honesty. Here we find questions of trust, here we find questions of personality. And although these things are that which create Love--for indeed, I am not denying the process of coming to Love--at a certain point Love rises above the mere circumstances of its creation and becomes something in its own right. 

At this point, what Love becomes is the responsibility to Love. Love as an abstraction, a metaphysical concept, is Love’s responsibility. Love itself becomes its responsibility and responsibility itself becomes Love. Whatever doubts arise, whatever questions creep up, Love and the responsibility to that Love accost one at every turn, whether one walks through the sunlight of a park alone, basking in the security of Love or whether one collapses on one’s bed in agony, unable to stand for the doubts, the trust denied, and then one flees through the mind’s corridors, only to find Love and the responsibility to Love behind every corner.


This is why long after couples have parted ways, the agony is preserved. For only the lovers themselves have parted, separated, become estranged, not the Love itself.

And when a decision must be made, the Love will not let one sleep, it is the self-consciousness which negates the rest, it is the one which conquers, it is the one which leaves the remains of destruction in the lumber rooms of the mind. It is thus the cause of the worst internal conflict, but once recognized as such, the decision to be made becomes simple, the answer single, unitary and clear.


Yes, yes I do.


For you have a responsibility towards the Love itself, and these are the terms we use to describe it. You have an obligation towards the Love you share, because these terms carry the force of impetus. You have a duty to the person you face, because your soul will never again be quiet if you fail to recognize that and neglect to act at your given moment.

III.


But how does one distinguish Love from attraction, from passion, from all things which bring people together, which can make one happy, satisfied, changed for worse or better, but cannot impress themselves utterly on one’s mind?


How does one know that one has made the step, the leap, into Love? And it is a leap in the sense that it creeps upon one gradually and one day it is recognized all at once. 


To put it shortly, one knows when two are separated and the Love, experienced individually, is what keeps one alive; when the beloved is not present and the Love is contemplated in itself; and when the separation raises love as Love into the heavens as an abstraction, a metaphysical concept.


Separation allows one to contemplate the Love from a distance. And once separated from the passion, the infatuation, Love’s influence, Love’s demands can be recognized through the one’s mental confusion, as the only valid method of reckoning. For what is there for meaning in life except to feel as if one was acting rightly. As much as some philosophers would have us discard moral terms like right or wrong, those ethical distinctions still have meaning for us. Confusion and doubt will never evaporate, but one at least can feel justified. And if one lets Love detach itself from the touching of one another, let it rise into the world of dreams so that it hangs about one’s ceiling at night, illuminating like the twinkling of indoor stars, then we can have a force of reckoning, a secular kind of god, a path, a way, a guidebook, a prayer, an ideal, an idea which can organize as well as destroy us, but which will never lead us astray. Acting responsibly towards Love may make us weep, but we will feel the decision’s rightness like we feel a slap on the face, a sip of caffeine, a shot of liquor or a kiss on the lips. Then we are not simply touching one another, but holding one another closely.


I speak of the only ethics that matter, those that are inevitable from the dynamics of the human mind, those that are not separate from the world as it is, but those that let one decide the real, deep questions of the course of one’s life, to paint the matter chiaroscuro, to sharpen the contours, to let ring two distinct tones. At a certain point, a level of trust must be attained, the question must be asked, Is this a temporary, transient joining, or is this a meeting of two self-consciousnesses as in the domain of Hegel, of two who cannot exist independently, but who must exert themselves to gain utter knowledge of one another, and thus themselves? 

Is this a confluence of passions, or something greater? 
And if you can see the break in the clouds, Love sitting on Zeus’s throne, then the answer is burning, the doors of mystery thrown open, the deluge of light let to show that the answer is yes, yes I do. 

And in that moment, you cease to care about ever seeing your beloved again. Your beloved asked of you and you responded. Eternal love is proven at last, the consequences be damned. As Kierkegaard writes in his Fear and Trembling, “even in loving another one should be sufficient unto oneself.”

For then one does not have to worry anymore. 

But what if the decision is not yours to be made, and your separation is made permanent? That your life together will never be becomes irrelevant, for one lives by the other’s code, the code of Love ceaselessly, one experiences the lasting glow of the other’s feelings without end, and suffers gloriously with a pain rich and varied with meaning. Kierkegaard, a great philosopher of love, went on to say:
His love…would take on for him the expression of an eternal love, would acquire a religious character, be transfigured into a love for the eternal being which, although it denied fulfillment, still reconciled him once more in the eternal consciousness of his love’s validity in an eternal form that no reality can take away from him (Fear and Trembling 71).
But Love as Love need not be religious, that is my fundamental point. Ludwig Feuerbach, in applying his transformational criticism to Hegel, posited that while Hegel sees man as self-alienated God, the truth is that God is self-alienated man. The human species projects an idealized image of itself, of man, into the heavens to worship as a God for consolation. Feuerbach claims that this alienation, this falsity, this estrangement from our true nature must be overcome and religion cast from the ends of the earth. I, however, argue that if it is true that we create our own meaning in the world, as the Existentialists would have us accept, then we can believe in our own fictions. Thus we can make of Love what we will; we can cast Love into the mold of a higher being and in that way allow it to aid us in making the impossible decisions of life, the decisions which encompass the whole of the human life and so are, by all rights, impossible to answer within a single moment, but which must be continuously answered until strength has given out at last. Love is our own ghostly companion and we know it is utterly right like we know the rightness of the day of the week or the month of the year.

IV. 


Imagine that it is 1942. It is the height of the Second World War and you, a young man, are called off to war to defend your country. However complicated it becomes, that is as simple as it is. You are called away from your life, perhaps you even chose to leave your home, perhaps you now regret it, but now you face barracks and trenches and the silence, the lack of contact. I use the Second World War as an example because participation in that war, for both sides, was very little a matter of choice, and because both sides were able to feel justified in the crimes they committed. You are called away and you leave your beloved behind. You do not see her for many months and in both of your minds, it is not so much regrets, frantic thoughts which haunt you, but ideas. Although you did not call it such, you both, naturally, appeal to philosophy because, separated, you must treat one another as abstractions and that is what philosophy does best, treat the natural world abstractly so as to make distinctions within it. 


Before you left, the two of you professed love. Now, in separation, this love becomes Love. In each of your minds, the beloved soon becomes an abstract concept: one must guess what the other is thinking, and soon, via the process I have described, the love itself is abstracted into Love, and when you lie in your cot at night, shivering, and asking questions into your pillow--is she doing right by you?--it is the Love that brushes the nape of your neck and makes you turn on your side and sleep, hugging the pillow and at peace.


Whatever you do during the day does not matter to you, because you know that you are loved. Whatever you feel during the night is washed away by the thought of Love’s smile. And so you live, thinking nothing beyond day to day.


Then you receive a letter from your loved one. The sergeant hands it to you one afternoon, and you wipe the grease off your hands before you rip it open, the excitement shaking you, the doubt clenching in your stomach, the Love shaking its head. 

And in your letter, your beloved asks you to marry her. Not in so many words, but she asks you if that is what you want, if marriage is possible between the two of you. She is asking to be joined. And you have to make a decision.


I chose this example carefully because, in this case, Love has had a chance to develop, a dilemma has been presented, and due to the separation, the poor soldier has both time to decide and to doubt. The fact is, the two lovers do not know each other anymore; all they know are the abstractions they have used as consolations.


How do you, the soldier, respond? What do you write back? Because now you truly doubt--is she the same person? More importantly, is she the right person? It did not seem so momentous then, to be in love with her, but now, isolated and alone, you wonder if anything has changed or if you had missed something about her before. Would to say no banish the Love that keeps you alive? You have been living day to day; now you must live for your life. 


If you have been following my reasoning, you know that the answer is clear. 

Yes, yes I do. 

You have a responsibility towards your Love, and your soul will not be quiet, not for a while, but as you write to her with pen and paper, you will feel the rightness there. Do otherwise, the confusion will overwhelm you. 


And when you say yes, weep because whatever you do, you can never be wrong again.

V.


At this point, I must come back and tie up two threads which I have opened up over the course of this short work, and which may seem to the careful reader to be contradictory. On one hand, I present myself as a materialist, a kind of psychologist; I investigate the mental dynamics that give rise to responsibility, or perhaps more clearly, I investigate the mental dynamics that give rise to the need for responsibility and attempt to provide a solution. But the responsibility of which I speak is responsibility towards one’s beloved, or more generally, responsibility to the Love of the relationship. And therein seems to lie the flaw in my thinking: for what is this Love but an abstract, metaphysical, ideal phenomenon? To say it is eternal raises it to the level of religion. And to say it is eternal can barely be more than wishful thinking. Do people not fall out of Love? I myself have stated that the bent of our minds tends to fluctuate with our bowel movements. Indeed, within the span of hours one can run the full range of emotions from lust to loathing. How static could Love remain in this kind of world?


Imagine our poor soldier, let us say years later. Separation has ended, he has returned from war, he has married his beloved. And soon, his very beloved starts to crowd his mind, obscure the “virginal flame pure and clear” as Kierkegaard calls his Love. But if we have cast passion into the sky as Love, then this confusion is nothing more than an overcast sky. 
The Love exists, dwells, in the back of the brain, in the gust which plays with one’s hair, cuts through one’s shirt and curls around one’s eyes. Love is created mutually and Love as Love hinges on the mutual feelings of warmth and security that shared Love brings to every day. And if those feelings start to disintegrate, the Love yet exists! It will never not exist, the Love is eternal; it is like a sun whose rays are hidden, a diamond, uncut and unable to sparkle, and even when eyes grow dull and hair grows damp, you will never forget what the Love once was, although it ceases to enfold one in its embrace. To know that one was once loved is enough. Perhaps it is not enough to stop the weeping, but it is enough to make one smile. And that is enough to justify anything.

Again, the Love still shines, it is but hidden by a cloud.
And you can see the light of the Love in others. The one true love of your life, the one whom you loved and then hated when Love seemed to slink away like the sun, when clouds have set in, which hours later is gone when the clouds have dissipated and the dark night sky is all you can see--she has left you forever
. And only now, only too late, you come to Love again. Thus we can understand why the poor soldier cried when he saw a lovely old couple walking slowly through a vibrant city park. The old man wore a suit, the woman a dress and she, tall, still and proud walked ahead of him and he, under his hat, held her arm with one hand. By a lamp-post, they stopped, faced one another--what a look they shared! The old man leaned forward, whispered something in her ear and she gave a laugh. And then, hand on arm, they walked forward, leg matching leg. As they passed, the old man gestured at something with his cane and a flutter of half a dozen birds descended behind them.
�	 Translated into English as Man’s Search for Meaning. [Editor’s note]


�	 Often taken to be a reference to Gottlieb’s wife, Helen (1925-1996), also a writer of some note. [Editor’s note]






