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Love’s Bond 
 

The general phenomenon of love encompasses romantic love, the love 

of a parent for a child, love of one's country, and more. What is common to all 

love is this: Your own well-being is tied up with that of someone (or 

something) you love. When a bad thing happens to a friend, it happens to her 

and you feel sad for her; when something good happens, you feel happy for 

her. When something bad happens to one you love, though, something bad 

also happens to you. (It need not be exactly the same bad thing. And I do not 

mean that one cannot also love a friend. ) If a loved one is hurt or disgraced, 

you are hurt; if something wonderful happens to her., you feel better off. Not 

every gratification of a loved one's preference will make you feel better off, 

though; her well-being, not merely a preference of hers, has to be at stake. 

(Her well-being as who perceives it, she or you?) When love is not present, 

changes in other people's well-being do not, in general, change your own. You 

will be moved when others suffer in a famine and will contribute to help; you 

may be haunted by their plight, but you need not feel you yourself are worse 

off. 

This extension of your own well-being (or ill-being) is what marks all the 

different kinds of love: the love of children, the love of parents, the love of 

one's people, of one's country. Love is not necessarily a matter of caring 

equally or more about someone else than about yourself. These loves are 

large, but love in some amount is present when your well-being is affected to 

whatever extent (but in the same direction) by another's. As the other fares, 
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so (to some extent) do you. The people you love are included inside your 

boundaries, their well-being is your own. 

Being "in love," infatuation, is an intense state that displays familiar 

features: almost always thinking of the person; wanting constantly to touch 

and to be together; excitement in the other's  presence; losing sleep; 

expressing one's feelings through poetry, gifts, or still other ways to delight the 

beloved; gazing deeply into each other's eyes; candlelit dinners; feeling that 

short separations are long; smiling foolishly when remembering actions and 

remarks of the other; feeling that the other's minor foibles are delightful; 

experiencing joy at having found the other and at being found by the other; 

and (as Tolstoy depicts Levin in Anna Karenina as he learns Kitty loves him) 

finding everyone charming and nice, and thinking they all must sense one's 

happiness. Other concerns and responsibilities become minor background 

details in the story of the romance, which becomes the predominant 

foreground event of life. (When major public responsibilities such as 

commanding Rome's armies or being king of England are put aside, the tales 

engross.) The vividness of the relationship can carry artistic or mythic 

proportions-lying together like figures in a painting, jointly living a new tale 

from Ovid. Familiar, too, is what happens when the love is not equally 

reciprocated: melancholy, obsessive rumination on what went wrong, 

fantasies about its being set right, lingering in places to catch a glimpse of the 

person, making telephone calls to hear the other's voice, finding that all other 

activities seem fiat, occasionally having suicidal thoughts. 

However and whenever infatuation begins, if given the opportunity it 

transforms itself into continuing romantic love or else it disappears. With this 

continuing romantic love, it feels to the two people that they have united to 

form and constitute a new entity in the world, what might be called a we. You 

can be in romantic love with someone, however, without actually forming a 

we with her or him- that other person might not be in love with you. Love, 

romantic love, is wanting to form a we with that particular person, feeling, or 

perhaps wanting, that particular person to be the right one for you to form a 

we with, and also wanting the other to feel the same way about you. (It would 
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be kinder if the realization that the other person is not the right one with 

whom to form a we always and immediately terminated the desire to form it.) 

The desire to form a we with that other person is not simply something that 

goes along with romantic love, something that contingently happens when 

love does. That desire is intrinsic to the nature of love, I think; it is an 

important part of what love intends. 

In a we, the two people are not bound physically like Siamese twins; 

they can be in distant places, feel differently about things, carry on different 

occupations. In what sense, then, do these people together constitute a new 

entity, a we? That new entity is created by a new web of relationships 

between them which makes them no longer so separate. Let me describe 

some features of this web; I will begin with two that have a somewhat cold 

and political-science sound. 

First, the defining feature we mentioned which applies to love in 

general: Your own well-being is tied up with that of someone you love 

romantically. Love, then, among other things, can place you at risk. Bad things 

that happen to your loved one happen to you. But so too do good things; 

moreover, someone who loves you helps you with care and comfort to meet 

vicissitudes-not out of selfishness although her doing so does, in part, help 

maintain her own wellbeing too. Thus, love places a floor under your well-

being; it provides insurance in the face of fate's blows. (Would economists 

explain some features of selecting a mate as the rational pooling of risks?) 

People who form a we pool not only their well-being but also their 

autonomy. They limit or curtail their own decision-making power and rights; 

some decisions can no longer be made alone. Which decisions these are will be 

parceled differently by different couples: where to live, how to live, who 

friends are and how to see them, whether to have children and how many, 

where to travel, whether to go to the movies that night and what to see. Each 

transfers some previous rights to make certain decisions unilaterally into a 

joint pool; somehow, decisions will be made together about how to be 

together. If your well-being so closely affects and is affected by another's, it is 
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not surprising that decisions that importantly affect well-being, even in the 

first instance primarily your own, will no longer be made alone.  

The term couple used in reference to people who have formed a we is 

not accidental. The two people also view themselves as a new and continuing 

unit, and they present that face to the world. They want to be perceived 

publicly as a couple, to express and assert their identity as a couple in public. 

Hence those homosexual couples unable to do this face a serious impediment. 

To be part of a we involves having a new identity, an additional one. This 

does not mean that you no longer have any individual identity or that your sole 

identity is as part of the we. However, the individual identity you did have will 

become altered. To have this new identity is to enter a certain psychological 

stance; and each party in the we has this stance toward the other. Each 

becomes psychologically part of the other's identity. How can we say more 

exactly what this means? To say that something is part of your identity when, 

if that thing changes or is lost, you feel like a different person, seems only to 

reintroduce the very notion of identity that needs to be explained. Here is 

something more helpful: To love someone might be, in part, to devote 

alertness to their well-being and to your connection with them. (More 

generally, shall we say that something is part of your identity when you 

continually make it one of your few areas of special alertness?) There are 

empirical tests of alertness in the case of your own separate identity-for 

example, how you hear your name mentioned through the noise of a 

conversation you were not consciously attending to; how a word that 

resembles your name "jumps out" from the page. We might find similar tests 

to check for that alertness involved in loving someone. For example, a person 

in a we often is considerably more worried about the dangers of traveling-air 

crashes or whatever-when the other is traveling alone than when both travel 

together or when he himself or she herself is traveling alone; it seems 

plausible that a person in a we is alert, in general, to dangers to the other that 

would necessitate having to go back to a single individual identity, while these 

are made especially salient by a significant physical separation. Other criteria 

for the formation of a joint identity also might be suggested, such as a certain 
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kind of division of labor. A person in a we might find himself coming across 

something. interesting to read yet leaving it for the other person, not because 

he himself would not be interested in it but because the other would be more 

interested, and one of them reading it is sufficient for it to be registered by the 

wider identity now shared, the we. If the couple breaks up, they then might 

notice themselves reading all those things directly; the other person no longer 

can do it for them. (The list of criteria for the we might continue on to include 

something we discuss later, not seeking to "trade up" to another partner.) 

Sometimes the existence of the we can be very palpable. Just as a reflective 

person can walk along the street in friendly internal dialogue with himself, 

keeping himself company, so can one be with a loved person who is not 

physically present, thinking what she would say, conversing with her, noticing 

things as she would, for her, because she is not there to notice, saying things 

to others that she would say, in her tone of voice, carrying the full we along. 

If we picture the individual self as a closed figure whose boundaries are 

continuous and solid, dividing what is inside from what is outside, then we 

might diagram the we as two figures with the boundary line between them 

erased where they come together. (Is that the traditional heart shape?) The 

unitive aspects of sexual experience, two persons flowing together and 

intensely merging, mirror and aid the formation of the we. Meaningful work, 

creative activity, and development can change the shape of the self. Intimate 

bonds change the boundaries of the self and alter its topology-romantic love in 

one way and friendship (as we shall see) in another. 

The individual self can be related to the we identifies with in two 

different ways. It can see the we as a very important aspect of itself, or it can 

see itself as part of the we, as contained within it. It may be that men more 

often take the former view, women the latter. Although both see the we as 

extremely important for the self, most men might draw the circle of 

themselves containing the circle of the we as an aspect within it, while most 

women might draw the circle of themselves within the circle of the we. In 

either case, the we need not consume an individual self or leave it without any 

autonomy. 
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Each person in a romantic we wants to possess the other completely; 

yet each also needs the other to be an independent and nonsubservient 

person. Only someone who continues to possess a nonsubservient autonomy 

can be an apt partner in a joint identity that enlarges and enhances your 

individual one. And, of course, the other's well-being-something you care 

about-requires that nonsubservient autonomy too. Yet at the same time there 

is the desire to possess the other completely. This does not have to stem from 

a desire to dominate the other person, I think. What you need and want is to 

possess the other as completely as you do your own identity. This is an 

expression of the fact that you are forming a new joint identity with him or 

her. Or, perhaps, this desire just is the desire to form an identity with the 

other. Unlike Hegel's description of the unstable dialectic between the master 

and the slave, though, in a romantic we the autonomy of the other and 

complete possession too are reconciled in the formation of a joint and 

wondrous enlarged identity for both. 

The heart of the love relationship is how the lovers view it from the 

inside, how they feel about their partner and about themselves within it, and 

the particular ways in which they are good to each other. Each person in love 

delights in the other, and also in giving delight; this often expresses itself in 

being playful together. In receiving adult love, we are held worthy of being the 

primary object of the most intense love, something we were not given in the 

childhood oedipal triangle. Seeing the other happy with us and made happy 

through our love, we become happier with ourselves.  

To be englowed by someone's love, it must be we ourselves who are 

loved, not a whitewashed version of ourselves, not just a portion. In the 

complete intimacy of love, a partner knows us as we are, fully. It is no 

reassurance to be loved by someone ignorant of those traits and features we 

feel might make us unlovable. Sometimes these are character traits or areas of 

incompetence, clumsiness, or ignorance; sometimes these are personal bodily 

features. Complex are the ways parents make children uncomfortable about 

sites of pleasure or elimination, and these feelings can be soothed or 

transformed in the closest attentive and loving sexual intimacy. In the full 



   
Love’s Bond, reprinted from “The Examined Life” by Robert Nozick, Simon & Schuster, 1998 Page 7 

intimacy of love, the full person is known and cleansed and accepted. And 

healed. 

To be made happy with yourself by being loved, it must be you who is 

loved, not some feature such as your money. People want, as they say, to be 

loved "for themselves." You are loved for something else when what you are 

loved for is a peripheral part of your own self-image or identity. However, 

someone for whom money, or the ability to make it, was central to his 

identity, or for whom good looks or great kindness or intelligence was, might 

not be averse to love's being prompted by these characteristics. You can fall in 

love with someone because of certain characteristics and you can continue to 

delight in these; but eventually you must love the person himself, and not for 

the characteristics, not, at any rate, for any delimited list of them. But what 

does this mean, exactly? 

We love the person when being together with that person is a salient art 

of our identity as we think of it: “being with Eve,” "being with Adam”, rather 

than "being with someone who is (or has) such-and-such ...." How does this 

come about? Characteristics must have played some important role, for 

otherwise why was not a different person loved just as well? Yet if we 

continue to be loved "for" the characteristics, then the love seems conditional, 

something that might change or disappear if the characteristics do. Perhaps 

we should think of love as like imprinting in ducks, where a duckling will attach 

itself to the first sizable moving object it sees in a certain time period and 

follow that as its mother. With people, perhaps characteristics set off the 

imprint of love, but then the person is loved in a way that is no longer based 

upon retaining those characteristics. This will be helped if the love is based at 

first upon a wide range of characteristics; it begins as conditional, contingent 

upon the loved person's having these desirable characteristics, yet given their 

range and tenacity, it is not insecure. 

Being loved for characteristics seems to go with the notion of love being 

deserved, the characteristics being the basis of the desert. This notion of love's 

being deserved is a strange one; no one deserves non-love because they fall 
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short of high standards. We do sometimes say someone is "unworthy" of 

another's love, but by this we mean that person cannot respond appropriately 

to being (romantically) loved, cannot respond in a loving way. (The person 

need not love romantically in return but the genuine love that was offered 

must at least be turned away in a loving way.) To be worthy of (romantic) love, 

then, is simply to have the capacity to love in return. Yet if that capacity is not 

evident beforehand in a person, might it not be created or evoked by that 

person's being loved? Such is the hope of those who love, convinced that the 

depth and nobility of their own love will awaken love in the other; it takes a 

certain experience of the world to discover that this is not always so. 

However, love between people, unlike imprinting with ducks, is not 

unalterable. Though no longer dependent upon the particular characteristics 

that set it off, it can be overcome over time by new and sufficiently negative 

other characteristics. Or perhaps by a new imprinting onto another person. Yet 

this alteration will not be sought by someone within a we. If someone were 

loved "for" certain desirable or valuable characteristics, on the other hand, 

then if someone else came along who had those characteristics to a greater 

extent, or other even more valuable characteristics, it seems you should love 

this new person more. And in that case, why merely wait for a "better" person 

to turn up; why not actively seek to "trade up" to someone with a "higher 

score" along valuable dimensions? (Plato's theory is especially vulnerable to 

these questions, for there it is the Form of Beauty that is the ultimate and 

appropriate object of love; any particular person serves merely as a bearer of 

characteristics that awaken in the lover a love of the Form, and hence any such 

person should be replaceable by a better awakener. 

A readiness to trade up, looking for someone with "better" 

characteristics, does not fit with an attitude of love. An illuminating view 

should explain why not, yet why, nevertheless, the attitude of love is not 

irrational. One possible and boring explanation is economic in form. Once you 

have come to know a person well, it would take a large investment of time and 

energy to reach the comparable point with another person, so there is a 

barrier to switching. (But couldn't the other person promise a greater return, 
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even taking into account the new costs of investment?) There is uncertainty 

about a new person; only after long time and experience together, through 

arguments and crises, can one come to know a person's trustworthiness, 

reliability, resiliancy, and compassion in hardships. Investigating another 

candidate for coupledom, even an apparently promising one, is likely 

eventually to reach a negative conclusion and it probably will necessitate 

curtailing or ending one's current coupled state. So it is unwise to seek to trade 

up from a reasonably satisfactory situation; the energy you'd expend in search 

might better be invested in improving your current we. 

These counsels of economic prudence are not silly-far from it-but they 

are external. According to them, nothing about the nature of love itself focuses 

upon the particular individual loved or involves an unwillingness to substitute 

another; rather, me likelihood of losses from the substitution is what militates 

against it. We can see why, if the economic analysis were so, we would 

welcome someone's directing an attitude of love toward us that includes 

commitment to a particular person, and we can see why we might have to 

trade the offering or semblance of such an attitude in order to receive it. But 

why would we want actually to give such a commitment to a particular person, 

shunning all other partners? What special value is reached through such a love 

relationship committed to particularism but in no other way? To add that we 

care about our partners and so do not want to cause them hurt by replacing 

them is true, yet does not answer the question fully. 

Economic analysis might even provide somewhat more understanding. 

Repeated trading with a fixed partner with special resources might make it 

rational to develop in yourself specialized assets for trading with mat partner 

(and similarly on me partner's part toward you); and this specialization gives 

some assurance that you will continue to trade with that party (since me 

invested resources would be worth much less in exchanges with any third 

party). Moreover, to shape yourself and specialize so as to better fit and trade 

with that partner, and therefore to do so less well with others, you will want 

some commitment and guarantee that the party will continue to trade with 

you, a guarantee that goes beyond the party's own specialization to fit you. 
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Under some conditions it will be economically advantageous for two such 

trading firms to combine into one firm, with all allocations now becoming 

internal. Here at last we come to something like the notion of a joint identity. 

The intention in love is to form a we and to identify with it as an 

extended self, to identify one's fortunes in large part with its fortunes. A 

willingness to trade up, to destroy the very we you largely identify with, would 

then be a willingness to destroy your self in the form of your own extended 

self. One could not, therefore, intend to link into another we unless one had 

ceased to identify with a current one-unless, that is, one had already ceased to 

love. Even in that case, the intention to form the new we would be an 

intention to then no longer be open to trading up. It is intrinsic to the notion of 

love, and to the we formed by it, that there is not that willingness to trade up. 

One is no more willing to find another partner, even one with a "higher score," 

than to destroy the personal self one identifies with in order to allow another, 

possibly better, but discontinuous self to replace it. (This is not to say one is 

unwilling to improve or transform oneself.) Perhaps here lies one function of 

infatuation, to pave and smooth the way to uniting in a we; it provides an 

enthusiasm to take one over the hurdles of concern for one's own autonomy, 

and it provides an initiation into we-thinking too, by constantly occupying the 

mind with thoughts of the other and of the two of you together. A more 

cynical view than mine might see infatuation as the temporary glue that 

manages to hold people together until they are stuck. 

Part of the process by which people soften their boundaries and move 

into a we involves repeated expression of the desire to do so, repeatedly 

telling each other that they love each other. Their statement often will be 

tentative, subject to withdrawal if the other does not respond with similar 

avowals. Holding hands, they walk into the water together, step by step. Their 

caution may become as great as when two suspicious groups or nations-Israel 

and the Palestinians might be an example-need to recognize the legitimacy of 

one other. 
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Neither wants to recognize if the other does not, and it also will not 

suffice for each to announce that it will recognize if the other one does also. 

For each then will have announced a conditional recognition, contingent upon 

the other's unconditional recognition. Since neither one has offered this last, 

they haven't yet gotten started. Neither will it help if each says it will recognize 

conditional upon the other's conditional recognition: "I'll recognize you if you'll 

recognize me if I'll recognize you." For here each has given the other a three-

part conditional announcement, one which is contingent upon, and goes into 

operation only when there exists, a two-part conditional announcement from 

the other party; so neither one has given the other exactly what will trigger 

that other's recognition, namely a two-part announcement. So long as they 

both symmetrically announce conditionals of the same length and complexity, 

they will not be able to get started. Some asymmetry is needed, then, but it 

need not be that either one begins by offering unconditional recognition. It 

would be enough for the first to offer the three-part recognition (which is 

contingent upon the other's simple two-part conditional recognition), and for 

the second to offer the two-part conditional recognition. The latter triggers the 

first to recognize outright and this, in turn, triggers the second to do the same. 

Between lovers, it never becomes this complicated explicitly. Neither makes 

the nested announcement "I will love you if you will love me if I will love you," 

and if either one did, this would not (to put it mildly) facilitate the formation of 

a we. Yet the frequency of their saying to each other, "I love you," and their 

attention to the other's response, may indicate a nesting that is implicit and 

very deep, as deep as the repeated triggering necessary to overcome caution 

and produce the actual and unconditional formation of the we. 

Even after the we is formed, its motion is Aristotelian rather than 

Newtonian, maintained by frequent impetus. The avowals of love may not 

stop, and neither may romantic gestures, those especially apt actions, breaking 

the customary frame, that express and symbolize one's attachment to the we 

or, occurring earlier, the desire to form it. 

Granting that a willingness to trade up is incompatible with love and 

with the formation of a we with a particular person, the question becomes one 
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of whether it is rational to love in that particular way. There is the alternative 

of serious and significant personal ties with-out a joint identity, after all- 

friendships and sexual relationships, for instance. An answer could be given by 

the long and obvious list of the things and actions and emotions especially 

made possible and facilitated by the we. It is not unreasonable to want these, 

hence not irrational to enter into a we including forging the option of trading 

up. Yet it distorts romantic love to view it through the lens of the egoistic 

question "What's in it for me?" What we want when we are in love is to be 

with that person. What we want is to be with her or him-not to be someone 

who is with her or him. When we are with the other person, to be sure, we are 

someone who is with that person, but the object of our desire is not being that 

kind of someone. We want to make the other person happy, and also, but less 

so, to be the kind of person who makes her or him happy. It is a question of 

the emphasis, of how we describe what we want and seek-to use the 

philosophers' language, a question of the intentional object of our desire. 

The way the egoistic question distorts romantic love is by switching the 

focus of attention from the relation between the lovers to the way each lover 

in the relation is. I do not mean that the way they are then is unimportant; 

how good reciprocated romantic love is for us is part of the reason why we 

desire and value it. But the central fact about love is the relation between the 

lovers. The central concern of lovers, as lovers, what they dwell upon and 

nurture, is the other person and the relation between the two of them, not 

their own state. Of course, we cannot completely abstract a relation from 

whatever stands in it. (Contemporary extensional logic treats a relation simply 

as a set of the ordered pairs of things that-as we would say- stand in the 

relation.) And in fact, the particularity of a romantic relation does arise from 

the character of the lovers and then enhances that. Yet what is most salient to 

each is the other person and what holds between the two of them, not 

themselves as an endpoint of the relation. There is a difference between 

wanting to hug someone and using them as an opportunity for yourself to 

become a hugger. 
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The desire to have love in one's life, to be part of a we someday, is not 

the same as loving a particular person, wanting to form a we with that person 

in particular. In the choice of a particular partner, reasons can play a significant 

role, I think. Yet in addition to the merits of the other person and her or his 

qualities, there also is the question of whether the thought of forming a we 

with that person brings excitement and delight. Does that identity seem a 

wonderful one for you to have? Will it be fun? Here the answer is as 

complicated and mysterious as your relation to your own separate identity. 

Neither case is completely governed by reasons, but still we might hope that 

our choices do meet what reasoned standards there are. (The desire to 

continue to feel that the other is the right partner in your we also helps one 

surmount the inevitable moments in life together when that feeling itself 

becomes bruised.) The feeling that there is just "one right person" in the world 

for you, implausible beforehand what lucky accident made that one unique 

person inhabit your century?-becomes true after the we is formed. Now your 

identity is wrapped up in that particular we with that particular person, so for 

the particular you you now are, there is just one other person who is right. 

In the view of a person who loves someone romantically, there couldn't 

be anyone else who was better as a partner. He might think that person he is 

in love with could be better somehow-stop leaving toothpaste in the sink or 

whatever-but any description he could offer of a better mate would be a 

description of his mate changed, not one of somebody else. No one else would 

do, no matter what her qualities. Perhaps this is due to the particularity of the 

qualities you come to love, not just a sense of humor but that particular one, 

not just some way of looking mock-stern but that one. Plato got the matter 

reversed, then; as love grows you love not general aspects or traits but more 

and more particular ones, not intelligence in general but that particular mind, 

not kindness in general but those particular ways of being kind. In trying to 

imagine a "better" mate, a person in romantic love will require her or him to 

have a very particular constellation of very particular traits and-leaving aside 

various "science fiction" possibilities-no other person could have precisely 

those traits; therefore, any imagined person will be the same mate (perhaps) 
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somewhat changed, not somebody else. (If that same mate actually alters, 

though, the romantic partner may well come to love and require that new 

constellation of particulars.) Hence, a person in romantic love could not seek 

to "trade up" -he would have to seek out the very same person. A person not 

in love might seek someone with certain traits, yet after finding someone, 

even (remarkably) a person who has the traits sought, if he loves that person 

she will show those traits in a particularity he did not initially seek but now has 

come to love-her particular versions of these traits. Since a romantic mate 

eventually comes to be loved, not for any general dimensions or "score" on 

such dimensions-that, if anything, gets taken for granted-but for his or her 

own particular and nonduplicable way of embodying such general traits, a 

person in love could not make any coherent sense of his "trading up" to 

another. 

This does not yet show that a person could not have many such 

different focused desires, just as she might desire to read this particular book 

and also that one. I believe that the romantic desire is to form a we with that 

particular person and with no other. In the strong sense of the notion of 

identity involved here, one can no more be part of many wes which constitute 

one's identity than one can simultaneously have many individual identities. 

(What persons with multiple personality have is not many identities but not 

quite one.) In a we, the people share an identity and do not simply each have 

identities that are enlarged. The desire to share not only our life but our very 

identity with another marks our fullest openness. What more central and 

intimate thing could we share? 

The desire to form a we with that person and no other includes a desire 

for that person to form one with you yourself and with no other; and so after 

sexual desire links with romantic love as a vehicle for its expression, and itself 

becomes more intense thereby, the mutual desire for: sexual monogamy 

becomes almost inevitable, to mark the intimacy and uniqueness of forming an 

identity with that one particular person by directing what is the most intense 

physical intimacy toward her or him alone. 
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It is instructive here to consider friendship, which too alters and 

recontours an individual's boundaries, providing a distinct shape and character 

to the self. The salient feature of friendship is sharing. In sharing things-food, 

happy occasions, football games, a concern with problems, events to 

celebrate-friends especially want these to be had together; while it might 

constitute something good when each person has the thing separately, friends 

want that it be had or done by both (or all) of them together. To be sure, a 

good thing does get magnified for you when it is shared with others, and some 

things can be more fun when done together-indeed, fun, in part, is just the 

sharing and taking of delight in something together. Yet in friendship the 

sharing is not desired simply to enlarge our Individual benefits. 

The self, we shall see later, can be construed as an appropriative 

mechanism, one that moves from reflexive awareness of things to sole 

possession of them. The boundaries between selves get constituted by the 

specialness of this relation of possession and ownership in the case of 

psychological items, this generates the philosophical "problem of other 

minds." Things shared with friends, however, do not stand in a unique and 

special relationship to anyone self as its sole possession; we join with friends in 

having them and, to that extent at least, our selves and theirs overlap or the 

boundaries between them are less sharp. The very same things--experiences, 

activities, conversations, problems, objects of focus or of amusement-are part 

of us both. We each then are related closely to many things that another 

person also has an equally close relationship to. We therefore are not separate 

selves-not so separate anyway. (Should we diagram friendship as two circles 

that overlap?) 

A friendship does not exist solely for further purposes, whether a 

political movement's larger goals, an occupational endeavor, or simply the 

participant's separate and individual benefits. Of course, there can be many 

further benefits that flow within friendship and from it, benefits so familiar as 

not to need listing. Aristotle held one of these to be most central; a friend, he 

said, is a "second self" who is a means to your own self-awareness. (In his 

listing of the virtuous characteristics one should seek in a friend, Aristotle 
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takes your parents' view of who your friends should be.) Nevertheless, a 

relationship is a friendship to the extent that it shares activities for no further 

purpose than the sharing of them. 

People seek to engage in sharing beyond the domain of personal 

friendship also. One important reason we read newspapers, I think, is not the 

importance or intrinsic interest of the news; we rarely take action whose 

direction depends upon what we read there, and if somehow we were 

shipwrecked for ten years on an isolated island, when we returned we would 

want a summary of what had happened meanwhile, but we certainly would 

not choose to peruse the back newspapers of the previous ten years. Rather, 

we read newspapers because we want to share information with our fellows, 

we want to have a range of information in common with them, a common 

stock of mental contents. We already share with them a geography and a 

language, and also a common fate in the face of large-scale events. That we 

also desire to share the daily flow of information shows how very intense our 

desire to share is. 

Nonromantic friends do not, in general, share an identity. In part, this 

may be because of the crisscrossing web of friendships. The friend of your 

friend may be your acquaintance, but he or she IS not necessarily someone 

you are close to or would meet with separately. As in the case of multiple 

bilateral defense treaties among nations, conflicts of action and attachment 

can occur that make it difficult to delineate any larger entity to which one 

safely can cede powers and make the bearer of a larger identity. Such 

considerations also help explain why it is not feasible for a person 

simultaneously to be part of multiple romantic couples (or of a trio), even 

were the person to desire this. Friends want to share the things they do as a 

sharing, and they think, correctly, that friendship is valuable partly because of 

its sharing-perhaps specially valuable because, unlike the case of romantic 

love, this valued sharing occurs without any sharing of identity. 

We might pause over one mode of sharing that, while it is not done 

primarily for its own sake, produces a significant sense of solidarity. That is 
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participating with others in joint action directed toward an external goal-

perhaps a political cause or reform movement or occupational project or team 

sport or artistic performance or scientific endeavor-where the participants feel 

the pleasures of joint and purposeful participation in something really 

worthwhile. Perhaps there is a special need for this among young adults as 

they leave the family, and that in part constitutes youth's "idealism." Linked 

with others toward a larger joint purpose, joined with them at the same node 

of an effectual causal chain, one's life is no longer simply private. In such a way 

citizens might think of themselves as creating together, and sharing, a 

memorable civilization. 

We can prize romantic love and the formation of a we, without denying 

that there may be extended times, years even, when an adult might best 

develop alone. It is not plausible, either, to think that every single individual, at 

some or another time m his life, would be most enhanced as part of a 

romantically loving we-that Buddha, Socrates, Jesus, Beethoven, or Gandhi 

would have been. This may be, in part, because the energy necessary to 

sustain and deepen a we would have been removed from (thereby lessening) 

these individuals' activities. But there is more to say. The particular vivid way 

these individuals defined themselves would not fit easily within a romantic we; 

their special lives would have had to be very different. Of course, a we often 

falls short of its best, so a prudent person might seek (or settle for) other 

modes of personal relationship and connection. Yet these extraordinary 

figures remind us that even at its best a we constitutes a particular formation 

of identity that involves forgoing some extraordinary possibilities. (Or is it just 

that these figures needed equally extraordinary mates?)  

Just as the identity of the self continues over an extended period of 

time, so too is there the desire for the we to continue; part of identifying fully 

with the we is intending that it continue. Marriage marks a full identification 

with that we. With this, the we enters a new stage, building a sturdier 

structure, knitting itself together more fully. Being a couple is taken as given 

though not for granted. No longer focusing upon whether they do constitute 

an enduring we, the partners now are free confidently to build together a life 
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with its own focus and directions. The we lives their life together. As egg and 

sperm come together, two biographies have become one. The couple's first 

child is their union- their earlier history was prenatal. 

A we is not a new physical entity in the world, whether or not it is a new 

ontological one. However, it may want to give its web of love relationships a 

physical incarnation. That is one thing a home is about-an environment that 

reflects and symbolizes how the couple feel (and what they do) together, the 

spirit in which they are together; this also, of course, makes it a happy place 

for them to be. In a different way, and to a much greater extent, children can 

constitute a physical realization of the parents' love, an incarnation in the 

world of the valuable extended self the two of them have created. And 

children might be loved and delighted in, in part as this physical representation 

of the love between the parents. However, of course and obviously, the 

children are not merely an adjunct to the parents' love, as either a 

representation of it or a means of heightening it; they primarily are people to 

be cared for, delighted in, and loved for themselves.  

Intimate bonds change the contours and boundaries of the self, altering 

its topology: in love, as we have seen, in the sharings of friendship, in the 

intimacy of sexuality. Alterations in the individual self's boundaries and 

contours also are a goal of religious quest: expanding the self to include all of 

being (Indian Vedanta), eliminating the self (Buddhism), or merging with the 

divine. There also are modes of general love for all of humanity, often 

religiously enjoined-recall how Dostoyevsky depicts Father Zossima in The 

Brothers Karamazov-that greatly alter the character and contours of the self, 

now no longer so appropriately referred to as "individual." 

It may not be an accident that people rarely do simultaneously combine 

building a romantic we with a spiritual quest. It seems impossible to proceed 

full strength with more than one major alteration in the self’s topology at a 

time. Nevertheless, it may well be important at times to be engaged in some 

or another mode of change in the boundaries and topology of the self, 

different ones at different times. Any such change need not be judged solely 
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by how it substantively feeds back into the individual self, though. The new 

entity that is created or contoured, with its own boundaries and topology, has 

its own evaluations to make. An individual self justifiably might be proud to be 

supple enough to enter into these changes and exfoliate them, yet its 

perspective before the changes does not provide the only relevant standard. It 

is in the interests of an individual sperm or egg cell to unite to form a new 

organism, yet we do not continue to judge the new life by that gamete's 

particular interests. In love's bond, we metamorphose.  


