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in Christian Maurer, Tony Milligan and Kamila Pacovská (eds.) Love and its Objects. 
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Introduction 

 

Madame Leroi, a character in Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, strikes me as an 

exceptional woman when she nips a conversation in the bud and says:  “L’amour? Je le 

fais souvent mais je n’en parle jamais.” Most people like to talk about it, read about it, 

listen to songs about it, see movies about it. We talk a lot about other things too, like the 

weather or our health. But there is something that sets love-talk apart.  

The weather is a topic for banter, whereas love is intimately tied to our personalities and 

often makes for a memorable conversation. An important difference between talking 

about our health and talking about love is that in doing the first we are not trying to 

understand something. For someone who is extremely occupied by his weight for 

example, talking and sharing may be a way to come to terms with something that is hard 

to accept. But in all seriousness, his aim cannot be to get a better understanding of his 

bodily constitution. Nor will the articulation of worries and hopes affect his weight. This 

is different with love. When we talk about the things we love, there is always a chance 

that the love itself gets formed, refined or developed as we speak, as well as the 

possibility that we gain a better understanding of our loves and thereby ourselves. 

I interpret these possibilities as, epistemologically, an indication and, ontologically, a 

consequence of love’s rational nature. This rational nature also shows in the fact that an 

important part of our love-talk concerns reasons: implicitly or explicitly we talk about the 

reasons we take ourselves to have for loving someone (or something). Lovers point out 

each other’s wonderful traits, in poems or conversations. Fans go on and on about the 

great qualities of their favourite football team. Parents like to talk about why they are 

proud of their child. This article consists for a large part in spelling out in what way 

exactly this common feature of our practice ties love to reasons.  
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Many philosophers reject the thesis that people love for reasons. The first section covers 

a number of arguments by Harry Frankfurt and, more recently, Nick Zangwill for the 

view that love has no reasons. I venture that these arguments are based on a narrow 

understanding of reasons. This narrow understanding also figures in many recent 

defenses of reasons to love (for purely pragmatic reasons I will limit myself to 

contemporary views of love). Seeking inspiration for an altogether different approach to 

reasons, I introduce Anscombe’s notion of ‘the desirability characterization’ in section 

two. In the third section, I argue that a lot of our daily love-talk circles around the attempt 

to give ‘a lovability characterization’, and that this connects love to reasons. In the final 

section, I evaluate the objections from section one in the light of this new notion of 

reasons, and I conclude that they do not undermine the plausibility of the defended claim: 

human beings love for reasons. 

 

 

1. The no-reasons view 

 

The most famous proponent of the idea that there are no reasons to love is Harry 

Frankfurt. Interestingly Frankfurt also thinks that love itself is a source of reasons: if we 

love someone or something, there are certain things that we have to do. However the 

reasons of love will not concern us, while we focus on the possibility of reasons to love.  

 

Frankfurt’s first objection to reasons to love rests on the claim that love is involuntary. 

We do not choose to love someone nor stop loving someone merely by deciding to do so. 

Surely, Frankfurt is right to observe that love “is not the rationally determined outcome 

of even an implicit deliberative or evaluative process.” (2006, p.41) Love is not a 

deliberative outcome, and therefore Frankfurt thinks it cannot be a response to reasons.  

 

Secondly, Frankfurt denies that love is a response to value. One common way to defend 

the idea that there are reasons to love, is to say that love is a reaction to perceived value, 

for example the beloved person’s rational nature, her intrinsic or relational, moral or non-

moral characteristics. By contrast, Frankfurt says about the love for his children: “It is not 
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because I have noticed their value, then, that I love my children as I do . . . It is really the 

other way around. The particular value that I attribute to my children is not inherent in 

them but depends upon my love for them. The reason they are so precious to me is simply 

that I love them so much.
” 

(2004, p. 40) Frankfurt thinks it holds not only for parental 

love but generally that a lover bestows value on the beloved, rather than responding to a 

value.   

 

By bringing in his own experiences of fatherhood, Frankfurt wants to give his theory 

phenomenological appeal. Other phenomenological support in favour of the no-reasons 

view is invoked by Nick Zangwill, who argues that the no-reasons view captures the 

particular way in which we value love. Central to his argument is Shakespeare’s play 

King Lear. When King Lear asks his youngest daughter to profess her love, Cordelia 

merely says: “I love your majesty according to my bond, no more no less.” Cordelia 

strikes us as a loving daughter precisely because she refuses to cite magnificent personal 

traits for which she supposedly loves her father. The conclusion that Zangwill draws from 

this example is that love is at its best, so to say, when it is not based on reasons, or that, in 

other words, true love is unjustifiable.  

 

Strictly speaking, Cordelia’s case only shows that we appreciate her unwillingness to 

flatter her father in exchange for a share of his possessions. Cordelia does not want to 

justify her love, but it does not follow that her love is unjustifiable. Zangwill therefore 

offers direct arguments for the latter claim. He argues that if love were justifiable, it 

would have to be either in virtue of its evaluative content or because it is subject to 

rationality conditions. In other words, in an attempt to justify love we could either cite 

properties for which we value someone, or point to certain mental states that make it 

rational for us to love. But according to Zangwill we do neither of those things. We could 

not do them moreover, because that would make it impossible for us to value love the 

way we do.  

  

Zangwill’s main argument for the thesis that love is non-evaluative is well-known. 

Imagine that love involved or consisted in an evaluation of someone’s properties. These 
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properties could be moral (Velleman 1999, Abramson and Leite 2011) or non-moral 

(Keller 2000, Kolodny 2003). But regardless of how one characterizes the properties, the 

problem is that if we truly loved someone for her properties, it would be irrational not to 

swap objects of love when one finds a person who exhibits the properties of wit, humor, 

virtue, rational agency (or whatever property one’s love is a response to) to a greater 

degree. But surely we value love because of its non-tradability! A non-evaluative view of 

love avoids the tradability- or also called fungibility-problem.  

 

In Zangwill’s opinion not only the evaluative adequacy condition requires us to give up 

an evaluative view of love, but also the logical form of love. The logical form of love is 

non-propositional: we love objects, persons, activities. Evaluation, however, is 

propositional. An evaluation takes the form of an application of a predicate to a thing. 

Love does not fit the template of an evaluative attitude. Therefore theories of love that 

think of love as a kind of valuing (Velleman 1999, Kolodny 2003) have it wrong.  

 

Logically speaking loving someone cannot be a kind of valuing. Nor does love depend on 

evaluative beliefs, argues Zangwill. He supports the latter claim by elaborating on the 

contrast between love and evaluative attitudes such as fear, anger and pride. These latter 

attitudes are subject to rational constraints: “Fear is irrational if we do not believe we are 

in danger. It should be based on that belief.” (2013, p. 309) Because love is not 

conditioned by any specific belief according to Zangwill, love is not subject to rational 

requirements. So in his opinion, it is not incoherent to love someone while holding no 

favoring opinion of this person at all, whereas it is incoherent to fear someone while 

lacking the belief that he is dangerous. Zangwill even goes as far as claiming that one 

could think that someone is horrible, and still love him or her. He refers to Natascha 

Kampusch whose sadness on her captor’s death he interprets as an indication of love; yet 

he thinks it unlikely she has favorable opinions about him. For Zangwill Kampusch is not 

exceptional: he thinks loving someone is never an evaluative attitude, neither in the 

appraisal nor in the bestowal sense of the term. Thus going further than Frankfurt 

Zangwill denies not only love’s rational but also love’s evaluative nature.  
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Underlying these objections against the idea that there are reasons to love, is the 

identification of reasons with justifications. In the literature justifications are often 

implicitly or explicitly associated with two features: they necessitate the thing they justify 

and they are universally shareable. Both features make it problematic to claim that love 

can be justified. To solve the first problem, some authors distinguish warranting reasons 

from requiring reasons (Abramson and Leite 2011, p. 687; Jollimore 2011, p. 14 and 

125). They hold that although lovers can justify their love in the sense that they can offer 

reasons that are strong enough, it does not follow that these reasons make the love 

mandatory. In their views we do not need to give up justificatory reasons for love as long 

as we disconnect justification from practical necessity. But that leaves the second 

problem unsolved. A warranting reason still has universalisable justificatory force, in the 

sense that the reason can be identified from a neutral standpoint as a pro tanto reason. But 

even pro tanto justificatory reasons seem not applicable to love, because it is not true that, 

if a person cites her lover’s blue eyes as a reason for loving him, she ought to love others 

to the extent that they have blue eyes. Reasons for love are not transposable to other 

situations, other objects. Nor are they transposable to other subjects, that is to say, they 

are not exchangeable between rational agents. It is not the case that, unless we can find 

fault in the reasons Romeo gives us for why he loves Juliet, the cited reasons would 

provide us with pro tanto reasons to love Juliet. Reasons for loving someone have a 

certain particularity which does not sit well with the perspective-independent force of 

justificatory reasons. Justification is intimately tied to criticism: when justification fails 

(for example because it relies on false beliefs), criticism is appropriate. For justification 

to work in this way, it is necessary that justificatory reasons are exchangeable, that is, not 

tied to a particular perspective. Under this conception, it is counterintuitive to think that 

there are justificatory reasons for love.  

 

Thus Frankfurt and Zangwill seem right in thinking that love is not justifiable. But while 

focusing on the plausible claims that love is not commandable and a beloved not tradable, 

Frankfurt and Zangwill fail to detect an aspect of love that does connect it to reasons. I 

am thinking of the aspect alluded to in this paper’s introduction: we talk about love in a 

particular way. The question ‘why do you love him/her?’ makes sense. People raise and 
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try to answer that question. What the answer to that question is supposed to do, is best not 

captured in terms of ‘justification’ but in terms of ‘rationalization’. We ask the lover to 

make sense of his love, to put it into context, to give it meaning, to make it intelligible. 

People are not always capable of answering this question without blinking. They may 

find it difficult or impossible to answer in some cases (like Cordelia experiences).
1
 But 

often they also spontaneously respond. Zangwill and Frankfurt just ignore this aspect of 

our experience of love.  

 

Rationalisation differs from justification in that it is attitude-dependent. The reasons for 

which Romeo loves Juliet are only reasons for Romeo who already loves Juliet. It is not a 

coincidence that the question ‘why do you love him?’ can often be rephrased, without 

loss of meaning, as ‘what do you see in him?’. This question assumes that the reasons 

requested are tied to the actuality of the particular love-relation. This kind of 

inexchangeable, attitude-dependent reasons do not only appear in romantic relationships. 

Think of a serial killer’s father who decides that his son is no longer his son, meaning that 

he no longer loves him as a son. We find this decision intelligible, but it does not follow 

that we would find it irrational if another parent in a similar situation (the mother for 

example) does not draw the same conclusion. Or think of Aljosha from The Brothers 

Karamazow who loves his father while his brothers hate him.
2
 The explanation “because 

he is my father” cannot serve as a justification if it is understood to refer to a neutral 

(read: attitude-independent) biological or social fact which also applies in the brothers’ 

cases. But the response is perfectly intelligible when we interpret it as short-hand for 

“because I value the relationship between us”. Aljosha’s reason is not an attitude-

independent, universalisable justification, yet we accept his response as sensible. 

 

Someone might object that these rationalising reasons are really only expressions of love. 

But surely one must admit that they are a specific kind of expressions: given in the form 

of reasons in reply to a why-question. It sounds natural to call Juliet’s bright eyes one of 

Romeo’s reasons for loving her. It is then a philosopher’s task to analyse the concept of 

‘reasons’ as it is used in this context, and which I will set apart by calling them ‘reasons 

for loving’. Many authors use ‘reasons to love’ and ‘reasons for love’ interchangeably, 
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distinct from ‘reasons of love’. Carving up the domain of reasons further, I introduce a 

distinction between reasons to love, which are universalisable reasons that justify love 

from a neutral, i.e. not-yet-loving or non-loving, perspective and reasons for loving, 

which are non-universalisable reasons that make love intelligible from within the 

engaged attitude of love. I will argue that to avoid undesirable results we must accept that 

there are no reasons to love. Yet this is consistent with holding that when we love 

someone, we have reasons for loving him. I will unpack the claim that we love for 

reasons in section 3. But first I’ll try to make room for such a notion of reasons for loving 

with the help of Elizabeth Anscombe. 

 

 
 

2. Desiring for reasons 

 

Anscombe talks about reasons in the context of her theory of action. Developing her 

account of reasons for action requires her to say something about reasons for desires too, 

the discussion of which will be useful for my purposes.  

 

The defining mark of intentional actions in Anscombe’s theory is that actions are open to 

a special why-question. If one asks someone the question ‘Why are you doing that?’, he 

can answer in a number of ways, some of them showing that he was indeed performing 

an intentional action, others indicating that he was not. For example if he sincerely 

answers ‘I didn’t know I was doing that’, this answer reveals that the bodily movement 

observed (for example the widening of his nostrils) is not an action. But when the agent 

answers by reference to a reason, like “because that is disgusting” or “in order to make 

you laugh” or “for no particular reason”, the movement asked about is an intentional 

action. Another way of saying that the special-why question has application is saying that 

the request for reasons is not found nonsensical (although it might be unanswerable for 

example when the agent says “for no reason”). Often the agent will answer something 

like “because I want such or so”. This reference to a desire may suffice, but not 

necessarily, because we may want to know why the agent desires it. When the answer for 
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example is, “because I want a saucer of mud”, we will definitely ask why he wants that. 

We ask for what Anscombe calls ‘a desirability characterisation’. (par. 38, 1957, p. 72) 

The discussion of this notion will be useful for our understanding of reasons for love. 

 

A desirability characterization is a characterization that makes the desire intelligible. If 

the man, being asked why he wants a saucer of mud, answers “One can want anything 

and I just happen to want this”, we cannot be sure whether he really wants the saucer of 

mud rather than that, for example, he wants to see our reaction to an absurd declaration. 

Only when he tells us that he wants to do an experiment on the mud, or wants to plant a 

seed in it, his desire begins to make sense. In agreement with Aristotle, Anscombe holds 

that it is crucial for our understanding a desire that we can connect it to a good (the 

pleasurable, the beautiful, the healthy…). The good is multiform. That is why the 

answers “because it is pleasurable” or “because it is tasteful” or “because it is 

wholesome” are all informative. Being pleasurable, wholesome, tasteful are ways of 

being good. But note that the information gained by the reply “because it is pleasurable” 

is not information about justifications. “Because it is pleasurable” does not justify 

something being good; it is a way of being good. It does not always justify an agent’s 

wanting something either, because pleasure surely is not always a good reason to want 

something. Yet even then “because it is pleasurable” tells us something: it informs us 

under which aspect someone wants something, thus giving us a better insight into the 

desire, as well as assuring us that the agent indeed wants it. 

 

The desirability characterization belongs to Anscombe’s descriptive theory of what 

desiring something is; it is not meant to give any substantive guidance as to which 

characterization is better than another. Thus when her theory is summarized as a defence 

of the claim that we desire ‘under the guise of the good’, this claim should be understood 

as a conceptual claim, spelling out what must be the case for an attitude to count as a 

desire. It does not work as a criterion dividing good from bad desires, or real from 

second-rate desires. It indicates an intelligibility condition of desires in general.  
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This intelligibility condition should not be made into more than what it states. That we 

desire under the guise of the good, does not imply that whenever we desire something we 

believe it is justified to desire this. Nor does it imply that a desire can only be had for 

what is in fact good. As Anscombe writes: “all that is required for our concept of 

‘wanting’ is that a man should see what he wants under the aspect of some good.” (par. 

39, p.75) Not everything wanted must be good, but what an agent wants, should be 

conceived by him as good. In the terminology of Thomas Aquinas, the good signifies the 

form of all things wanted.
3
 For a blue pair of shoes or a saucer of mud to be the object of 

a desire (rather than of another attitude), the object must be tied to the attitude under a 

particular form.  

 

Anscombe talks about reasons for desiring something, which I wish to distinguish from  

reasons to desire something. The point is that it is not irrational for a person to accept that 

something is pleasurable or healthy and yet not acquire a desire for it. Saying that it is not 

irrational is admitting that there is no reason to desire it. But, as Anscombe analyses, 

when a person does desire something, he must conceive the object desired as desirable ad 

therefore be capable of offering reasons for why he desires it, or at least: he must accept 

the why-question (why do you desire X?) to be applicable, even if he never thought about 

reasons for desiring X and is not capable of articulating them. The ‘must’ refers to a 

conceptual necessity: a mental attitude is defined (and distinguished from a brain state for 

example) by the fact that a rational agent has access to it in the form of first personal self-

knowledge and has the power to make sense of his desires (as of his other mental 

attitudes) by articulating reasons for desiring. Anscombe’s notion of the desirability 

characterization expresses an interesting connection between mental attitudes and 

reasons, which differs from a justificatory relationship and which, in my view, also 

manifests itself in the case of love.  

 

 

3. Loving for reasons 
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Like desire, love is connected to reasons in the sense that the special why-question has 

application. Though someone may not have an answer to the question “why do you love 

him/her?”, he does not dismiss the question as nonsensical, as he would do were someone 

to ask him why he widens his nostrils.The practice of asking for reasons makes sense 

only because love has a particular form: we love the lovable. 

 

Love has in common with desire that it is part of its intelligibility conditions that we love 

for reasons. We love someone because he is funny, or good-looking, or witty, or caring… 

all ways of being lovable. We can even make sense of someone claiming that she loves 

someone because he is ugly.  Perhaps this person is fed up with standard ideals of beauty 

and finds an atypical and unusual appearance a refreshing change. I want to be very 

flexible about what properties could make a person appear lovable to another person. In 

that regard, I disagree with Leite and Abramson (2011). In their view of love as a reactive 

attitude, they portray love as a response to moral virtues. Granted, they use ‘moral virtue’ 

in a broad sense, indicating interaction-facilitating dispositions, including not only the 

obvious moral virtues of generosity and kindness but also wit and self-confidence and 

intelligence etc. Yet these are still qualities of a person’s character or will. My view is 

different because the lovable encompasses more than laudable character traits. Beautiful 

smiles and bright eyes are perfectly acceptable rationalisations of love.
4
 

 

Like the good the lovable is multiform. Answers to the why-question are endless, on the 

condition that they refer to something intelligibly valuable. For example it would be 

strange when someone said: “I love her because she clapped her hands three times”. But 

it would start to make sense when this person clarified that his beloved did this in a 

context which showed her courage or her sense of humor. Loving someone because she is 

bold or naughty is also intelligible.
5
 What my loving-for-reasons view does exclude, is 

that a lover would think that her beloved is horrible. Or course, third parties may think so. 

And they may call the love inappropriate because the beloved is not worthy of love. This 

claim is harsh and often presumptuous in its assumption that love is blind and that 

detached parties per definition have a clearer view of someone’s personality.
6
 But even in 

the cases where it is true that a lover is blind to her beloved’s negative character traits – it 
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does not follow that the beloved is unlovable. The first problem with calling someone 

unlovable is that this claim implies that some people do not deserve love. But this 

implication is problematic because it implies in its turn that other people do deserve love. 

No one deserves love, I submit, because love is not something that one can earn or 

deserve (like money or respect). The second problem with calling someone’s beloved not 

worthy of love, is that it takes for granted the conceptual possibility (yet normative 

aberration) of loving the unlovable. But on my view, if someone is de facto loved, he 

must be lovable, for the lover must conceive her beloved as lovable if she loves him. 

Moreover, being lovable is nothing else but being considered lovable by a lover, as there 

is no disengaged, neutral standpoint from where to determine what counts as a lovable 

feature. 

 

In broadening lovable features to include also morally neutral features, my view 

resembles Simon Keller’s property-view. He defends that love is a response to the 

beloved’s intrinsic properties, illustrating it with a passage from the novel The Awakening 

(Keller 2000, p.164): 

  

 Why, asked her companion, why do you love him when you ought not to? 

 Edna, with a motion or two, dragged herself on her knees before Mademoiselle 

 Reisz, who took the glowing face between her two hands. 

 Why? Because his hair is brown and grows away from his temples; because 

 he opens and shuts his eyes, and his nose is a little out of drawing; because 

 he has two lips and a square chin, and a little finger which he can’t straighten 

 from having played baseball too energetically in his youth. Because –  

 Because you do, in short, laughed Mademoiselle. 

 

This passage serves my purposes well, because it is immediately clear that the cited 

properties can impossibly be conceived as justifications for the love felt. How could a 

crooked finger justify love? Yet, it is intelligible that a lover would find this feature of 

her beloved endearing (or lovable in another way). I take Edna to sum up these properties 

not only as a manner to express her love (although that as well of course). It matters to 
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her how Mademoiselle Reisz will react. Edna describes the properties of her beloved in 

such a way (namely proving their lovable appearance to her) that Mademoiselle Reisz 

understands that, indeed, she loves him. The properties cited surely do not speak to 

Mademoiselle Reisz as they speak to Edna, but Mademoiselle Reisz achieves a better 

understanding of the love, and her final remark suggests that she finds the love 

intelligible (at least she stops asking for more reasons).  

 

What matters for both Keller’s and my view is that Edna understands the question “Why 

do you love him?”. She is not baffled by the question but tries to make sense of her love, 

or at least tries to get recognition from Mademoiselle Reisz. Keller is mistaken when he 

formulates her attempt as “she tries to explain why it makes sense for her to love him” 

(p.164, emphasis original). The comparative element (why A and not B) is not an 

innocent addition. I do not think that it is an apt interpretation of what Edna is doing. As 

far as we know, Edna understands the question as a request for reasons for loving her 

beloved (full stop). She cites reasons, but these are useless if what Mademoiselle is after, 

are reasons justifying Edna’s love for this man instead of another. But Mademoiselle 

seems to get what she asked for. She wanted to hear Edna’s reasons for loving this man 

instead of not loving him. From the way Edna responds she can tell that Edna truly loves 

him, which is enough to settle her question. Keller seems to think that a reason for loving 

A needs to be a reason to love A and not B. But that is false. Think of Anscombe’s 

question “Why do you want a saucer of mud?”. This question is an attempt to make sense 

of the desire as such, not in contrast to another desire. We do not expect an answer that 

contrasts a saucer of mud with another object. We know that there are many other things 

a person can want, we just would like to know why he wants that, given that he says he 

wants it. It is a mistake to identify ‘why do you love him?’ with the discernment-question 

‘why do you love him (and not someone else)?’ The reasons for love are not comparative 

reasons.
7
  

 

Between causal explanations on the one hand and objective justifications on the other, 

there is a class of reasons which I described as ‘rationalisations’ and which are defined by 

their perspective-dependency and their role in conversations between rational agents 
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trying to make sense of each other. Even if there is such a separate class of reasons, one 

might insist that, in addition, love can be justified by objective considerations which 

would explain why one candidate-beloved is preferable to another. But if we can have a 

notion of intelligibility without justification, I wonder why one would want to hold on to 

the idea that love is justified. Bennett Helm offers the following argument: “Given the 

manifest importance love and loving relationships have in our lives, it would be appalling 

if love were not a discerning attitude, if we could not have better or worse justifying 

reasons for loving one person rather than another. Could it be, for example, mere 

historical accident that I love my wife rather than someone else?” (Helm 2010, p. 23) 

Love is so important in defining the course of our lives, that it would be appalling to 

Helm if love depended on luck. But surely Helm must realize that whom he ended up 

loving of course depended to a certain extent on luck – that he met the woman, who 

became his wife, is a mere historical accident. Granted, that he not only bumped into her 

but also started loving her is not a spasm of history. As his own view puts it, his 

autonomy or personhood played a role. Love did not just overcome him. I would rephrase 

this as: He loves his wife for reasons. But it does not necessarily follow that these reasons 

justify that he loves her rather than someone else.  

 

Summing up, the reasons-for-loving view makes sense of daily life conversations by 

understanding the reasons cited by lovers as ways to make their love intelligible from an 

engaged point of view rather than as a way to objectively justify their love. That they try 

to make their loves intelligible is entailed by the fact that they are rational, self-conscious 

agents.
8
 Human beings love for reasons, in the sense that they necessarily love the 

lovable.  

 

 

4. There are no reasons to love, yet we love for reasons 

 

The reasons-for-loving view avoids the cited main objections against the idea that there 

are reasons to love. First, the reasons invoked by the reasons-for-loving view are not of 

the kind that would make love voluntary. An attitude can be non-voluntary and at the 
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same time guided by reasons. In that regard love is not different from desire, or even 

belief. Beliefs are not the result of choice either, yet they are most certainly guided by 

reasons. In the normal (non- self-deceptive) case, we do not believe at will. Yet we do not 

undergo our beliefs passively. Holding a belief is fundamentally different from being 

subject of a headache or a bolt of lightning. Rather than a condition one finds oneself in, 

a belief is an expression of how one relates to the world. There is an element of that in 

love too. Like my beliefs, my loves reveal something about me, which is why I can be 

asked why I love someone. Also, it is not uncommon for people to roll their eyes in 

despair when their friend falls in love with, for example, a married man (again!). That the 

friend does not voluntarily choose to fall in love with this man, does not change the fact 

that we think she (as an agent) is involved in the existence of this love, more than in, for 

example, the existence of a stone in her kidneys. This has to do with the rational structure 

of love, as opposed to kidney stones. Love is rationalisable, whereas suffering from a 

kidney stone is not. Lovesickness can be alleviated through talking about it, a kidney 

ache cannot.  

 

According to Frankfurt’s second objection we do not love for reasons because love does 

not respond to but rather bestows value on the beloved. But he uses the word ‘value’ 

ambiguously between ‘a valuable property’ and the general indication of ‘being 

important’ or ‘precious’.
9
 When Frankfurt says the lover bestows value he means to say 

that the beloved becomes valuable, or important, to the lover. There is no denying that. 

But the question is: does love track valuable properties of a person? Contrary to the 

bestowal and the appraisal view, the loving-for-reasons view rejects the suggestion of 

there being an order. Rather it focuses on the co-originality of the reasons and the 

attitude: the lovable qualities come into being together with the loving attitude. Of 

course, the crooked finger, cited by Edna, was there before love, but it only became a 

lovable quality through her love. Jollimore (2011) defends a similar but I believe slightly 

different middle way between the bestowal and the appraisal view. On the one hand, he 

agrees with the appraisal view that “love is a matter of reason insofar as it is a response to 

something external” (p. 26). The lover appraises an objective feature in the beloved that 

is already there and that can be acknowledged by anyone. On the other hand, he says, 
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only the lover appreciates the valuable property, and bestows the beloved with generous 

attention that is needed to really value the feature. My solution differs from Jollimore’s in 

that it denies that the lovable features are identifiable from a neutral perspective. 

Consider Iris Murdoch’s famous example of the mother in law who judges her daughter-

in-law, at first, rather harsh and thinks that the girl is silly, vulgar and juvenile. But after 

reflecting on her own prejudices, and after observing the girl with ‘careful and just 

attention’, her vision changes. She discovers the daughter-in-law to be: “not vulgar but 

refreshingly simple, not undignified but spontaneous, not noisy but gay, not tiresomely 

juvenile but delightfully youthful.”(Murdoch 1970, p. 18) Murdoch herself concludes that 

a loving gaze sees what is really there. And though Jollimore denies that love always has 

this effect, he believes that insofar love detects a truly valuable quality, the quality is 

already there before we respond to it. (Jollimore 2011, p. 71) But I wonder which quality 

is already there in the case of the daughter-in-law: youthfulness or immaturity? There 

seems no way to decide this matter objectively. Therefore, I find it problematic to 

separate the existence of the valuable feature from its rationalizing force, or in 

Jollimore’s terms, the acknowledgment of a valuable feature from its appreciation. It 

often seems to go like this: only when we love someone, do we perceive his lovable 

qualities, and only through perceiving them can we establish the existence of these 

qualities.  

 

Since reasons for loving cannot be identified prior to, or independent of taking up the 

loving point of view, my account is immune to the fungibility problem. Bennett Helm 

aspires to avoid the fungibility problem in a similar way. He writes: “[W]hat makes 

certain traits and their place within a person’s identity justify my coming to love him is in 

part the way in which I find myself able, partly through an exercise of autonomy, to 

respond to him… This means that whether certain traits-within-an-identity succeeds in 

justifying my love is not something that is determinate in advance of my encountering 

and responding to the particular person.” (2010, 192) But what weakens Helm’s solution 

is his insistence on the lovable traits’ justifying force. He believes that the appeal to these 

traits is “rationally binding on anyone similarly situated” (2010, p. 179) yet that due to 

each individual’s unique personality no two persons are ever ‘similarly situated’. Other 
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authors adopt a similar pragmatic solution. For example Kolodny (2003) and Milligan 

(2013) explain convincingly why Doppelgänger are in practice hard to find. On my view, 

however, the reasons for loving someone are internal to the concrete activity of one 

particular person loving another particular person, and therefore it is in principle not 

possible that they be repeated outside of that context. This principled solution is out of 

reach as long as one identifies reasons for loving someone with justificatory, attitude-

independent reasons to love someone.  

 

The fourth objection against reasons to love is that love is not an evaluative attitude since 

it is non-propositional. Zangwill is right of course to point out that the object of love is a 

person or object, not a proposition. But that does not exclude the possibility that love is 

guided by reasons. Is Anscombe committed to the claim that desire is propositional 

because she thinks that we desire the desirable? Not necessarily. The fact that the why-

question is applicable to desires does not imply that beliefs underlie desires. As the 

formulation in terms of ‘the form of desire’ conveys: goodness (or the desirability 

characteristics) does not filter into the content of the desire. We desire things under the 

guise of the good just as we believe things under the guise of the truth. When someone 

believes that grass is green, it is incorrect to describe the content of his belief as ‘that the 

grass is green is true’. Rather, when a subject believes that the grass is green, he 

represents ‘the grass is green’ as true. This representation is not part of the content of the 

judgment, but signifies its form. Analogously, wanting a glass of milk is representing 

milk as good. Good signifies the manner in which the milk is tied to a mental attitude 

when the attitude takes the form of a desire (as opposed to the form of a dream or a 

belief). Good signifies the form, it is not part of the content of the desire. In the same way 

the lovable signifies the form under which an object is loved. Lovability is not present in 

the content of love. But when we love someone we always love her under the guise of the 

lovable and this gives sense to the practice of asking and giving reasons for loving. 

 

The final objection against the loving-for-reasons theory consists in the denial that love is 

subject to rational constraints. According to Zangwill love is an immediate feeling 

towards someone. Contrary to envy or fear, love is not irrational when someone cannot 
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tell why he loves someone. According to Zangwill this means that while reason put 

constraints on what counts as rational envy, reason does not govern over love. 

Interestingly, Zangwill combines his view that love is arational with an endorsement of 

the possibility to reason about love. He spells out that we may have prudential or moral 

reasons to pursue certain objects of love rather than others. And he thinks that we can 

criticize a parent for not loving his child, calling this lack of parental love a moral flaw. 

Yet he adds: “The lack of love was perhaps a moral flaw. But it does not have to be a 

rational flaw, a failure to be rationally responsive to an awareness of the relationship they 

were in. Love can be assessable and more or less appropriate without being more or less 

rational.” (2013, p. 310) I want to dispute the last sentence. To say that the lack of love is 

a moral flaw, is to say that there was a moral reason to love. Once reasons are applicable, 

we are in the rational realm. I do not know how else we could say that something is 

inappropriate: we mean to point out a reason that the person unduly neglected. Zangwill 

wants to say both that love can be the object of rational deliberation and does not embody 

a form of reasoning itself. On my view, though love is not a form of reasoning either, it 

has a structure that makes it guidable by reasons. This seems necessary to make it 

possible to treat love as an object of criticism or deliberation. If love were arational as 

Zangwill thinks, and thus impenetrable by reason, criticizing or deliberating about it 

would be as absurd as criticizing someone for sneezing or as deliberating about whether it 

would be prudent to catch the flu. 

 

I believe that Zangwill shies away from the hypothesis that we love for reasons because 

he misconstrues the place reasons have in agency. They do not only serve to criticize or 

command or compel. They do not only put constraints. They also make things possible: 

they make it possible for us, self-reflexive rational beings, to have meaningful 

relationships to the world around us through our mental attitudes. Provided that reason is 

understood not as an external power that commands us to do certain things, but as an 

internal power, integral to who we are, that shapes our conscious life, our mental attitudes 

and their objects, the claim that we love for reasons does not entail an overly 

intellectualistic view of love. 
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Conclusion 

 

Human beings love for reasons. The object of love appears to the lover as lovable. It is 

easy to misunderstand these claims as overly rationalistic, as if lovers must be able to 

justify their loves or as if reasons could command us to love. These two latter claims are 

false, but they do no change the fact that the attitude and object of love are shaped 

through the rational nature of the lover. The loving-for-reasons view takes daily love-talk 

seriously. People talk about their reasons for loving someone or something. At the same 

time the theory avoids the fungibility-problem by distinguishing a category of reasons 

that are not objective justifications, nor mere causal explanations.  

 

The loving-for-reasons theory is conceptual, not normative. I have been concerned with 

the conditions for the intelligibility of attitudes. I did not provide any substantial 

normative principle that we can use in evaluating or deliberating about love. I think this is 

the right order to do things: we should first have a firmer grasp on what defines the 

attitude of loving before we tackle the normative questions about appropriate and 

inappropriate, better and worse loves. This method is reminiscent of Anscombe’s advice 

to let philosophy of mind precede normative theory.
10
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1 I do not do justice to the depth and complexity of Shakespeare’s play. I can only 
recommend Stanley Cavell’s interpretation in The Avoidance of Love. Like Zangwill 
he thinks that Cordelia cannot justify her love, but he ascribes this to the context in 
which King Lear asks her to do so. The context makes an honest answer impossible. 
It does not follow that the question can never be raised (and answered) sincerely. 
Insofar as Cordelia fails to give her reasons for loving King Lear (I am not sure that 
is the case, as I find her reference to their bond a good reason, even if King Lear did 
not think so), it is due to the peculiar setting of Lear’s challenge, not to the nature of 
love in general. 
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2 I owe this example to Kamila Paclovska. 
3 See Rödl 2010. 
4 This constitutes a difference between loving someone and fearing or admiring or 
respecting someone. The latter attitudes have far more stricter intelligibility 
conditions. Respecting someone for his beautiful eyes does not make sense for 
example. 
5 A question I can only hint at in this paper is how to define intelligibility. Does it 
requires an objective set of valuable properties? For her account of desires, 
Anscombe only needs a notion of ‘desirability’ in the sense of ‘what the agent 
conceives to be good’, not what really is good. Yet she remarks in passing that “the 
good conceived by the agent to characterize the thing must really be one of the many 
forms of good.” (par. 40, 1957, p. 77). Presumably she thinks one can make a list of 
goods (pleasure and health are obvious examples). But I am not sure we need to 
accept this part of her theory, let alone that we should transfer it to an account of 
love. It seems absurd to speak of a list of really lovable qualities. It seems to me 
there is no independent way to determine the lovable, which entails that the lovable 
does not have metaphysical priority to love. So I am doubtful universally lovable 
properties can be found. Yet in order to make a love intelligible reasons for loving 
cannot be  entirely private either. 
6 My view (contra Zangwill’s) implies that if Natascha Kampusch felt love or 
friendship for her captor, some aspect of his behaviour must have appeared 
valuable to her. Jollimore (2011, Chapter 3) effectively undermines the common 
place that love is blind. Sometimes reality only appears to someone who assumes an 
engaged and sympathetic stance. 
7 Jollimore (2011, Chapter 4) explains why it is a mistake to think that in responding 
to value, a rational agent always makes sure to select the best outcome by 
comparing and weighing the options. What he calls ‘the comprehensive comparative 
survey view’ does not offer the right model of rationality in all circumstances. 
8 Another closely connected reason for why human beings ask and give reasons for 
loving is that they are social beings, striving for recognition of their fellow humans. 
9 Thanks to Kamila Paclovska for bringing this point to my attention. 
10 I want to thank Kamila Paclovska, Christian Maurer, Tony Milligan, Hans Maes and 
the participants to the Moral Psychology Research Seminar of the University of 
Antwerp for their comments on earlier drafts. 


