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‘Psychoanalysis is in essence a cure through love.’ 

- Sigmund Freud

‘Love is knowledge of the individual.’

- Iris Murdoch

I. Introduction

Staying in touch with emotional reality – both one’s own and that of other people – is a continuous task. Psychoanalysis argues that we have a constant tendency in the face of painful emotions and experiences to unconsciously pervert our experience of reality by imagining it to be different. This affects what we know or understand of ourselves and of others. Here are two examples of painful feelings distorting a grasp of reality:

1. A man knows that he expects a lot of himself and his life, and that his expectations about what he’ll achieve and how significant he will be are somewhat grandiose. He is also aware that he is a bit depressive, melancholic, and has a fear of death, which he half-expects to take him unawares and cut short his life. But he has never suspected that either attitude of his represents a problem, or that the two are connected to each other. How so? ‘[I]nsight might reveal to him that his urge to be admired for his unique value is so rigid that he feels a deep indignation at its nonfulfillment and therefore devalues life itself.’
 The strength and rigidity of his desire to be admired, and his anger at not receiving this admiration, are painful. But the man is not directly aware of the desire, the anger, and the pain they cause him. However, his understanding of himself and of life is altered by these feelings.

2. A young man working as a probationary teacher was put in charge of a class of adolescent boys. He soon began to resent any boy who behaved badly, and before each lesson, he became frightened that he couldn’t control the class. He also became frightened that he would lose self-control and hit one of the boys. It emerged in analysis that he had been extremely well-behaved as an adolescent, repressing his destructive and rebellious feelings which he considered dangerous and unacceptable. Being around adolescent boys had triggered these feelings again; but he did not understand them. Instead, through what psychoanalysts call ‘projective identification’, about which I’ll say more later, his experience was that it was his pupils who had such dangerous, unruly feelings. His fears about controlling the class were, at heart, a fear of his own feelings.
 In part, he was afraid that his anger, his desire to destroy and rebel, would cause him to lose control, in the classroom or in life more generally. But his fear is deeper than that – that his unacceptable feelings make him unacceptable in some way.
We imagine ourselves not to have emotions and desires that in fact we do, or when we are aware of them, we often do not fully comprehend their significance. These acts of imagination are powerful and unconscious, and change our experience of and beliefs about ourselves. And we can also experience other people differently from how they are, believing they have feelings or desires that in fact they do not. As in the case of the teacher, we can even mistakenly attribute our own feelings to them. All this ignorance, misattribution and self-deception is itself driven by our unconscious emotions. 

This paper argues that there is a deep connection between our knowledge of the emotional lives of ourselves and others and the emotional attitude we take to those lives. Freud found that when we can come to acknowledge our emotions and desires as they really are,
 this leads to a better, truer, less perverse relationship with ourselves and with others, a transformation in our emotional lives, both individually and in community with others. And he thought that this ability to accept what we and others feel required love. 

In its most general form, the claim I wish to defend is that knowledge of emotions depends on a particular emotional state, one that can rightly be called a form of love related to compassion. However, this claim is too general, and I shall come to qualify it. I shall first look at knowledge of one’s own emotions, where support for the claim is strongest. I shall then turn more briefly to knowledge of others’ emotions, to see if it applies there as well, and end by discussing two important objections.

Two points I should note from the outset. First, I am not claiming that any knowledge of any emotions is impossible without love. This is clearly implausible. Rather, there is a particular kind of ‘knowledge’, perhaps a better word for this kind of knowledge is ‘understanding’, of emotions that requires love, particularly under certain circumstances. Second, I do not in any way intend to give a general account of what is necessary in coming to know emotions. For example, we learn to identify our emotions, as of particular types, from our interactions with other people. Children must, to an extent, be taught what they feel in order to know for themselves. I shall not talk about this, though what I shall say does not dispute it. My claim is first and foremost a claim about a particular type of knowledge that adults may lack or come to have.

II. Two inadequate models of knowledge of one’s emotions

There are different models of what it takes for to know one’s emotions. One, deriving from Sartre, maintains that if we lack self-knowledge, this is a result of wilful self-deception. It is a matter of mauvaise foi, ‘bad faith’, an intentionally inadequate recognition of ourselves.
 What is needed for self-knowledge is a strengthening of the will, an amount of courage. A second is an ‘intellectual’ model: self-knowledge is essentially a matter of knowing the ‘facts’ about oneself. We can learn these facts in different ways, including introspection and analysis of our behaviour. We can learn facts about our emotions through what we feel, but also by figuring them out from how we behave.

While I do not disagree that both these approaches can be right at times, I believe both models, as general accounts of how to learn about one’s emotions, are inadequate. I subscribe to a third model, which claims that discovering the truth about one’s emotions essentially involves the ability to accept this truth, and this ability is not reducible to an act of will nor to a form of self-investigation.
 I shall say more about what I mean by acceptance in §III. For now, I note that it includes the ability to allow oneself to feel one’s emotions, as and when they occur. Unless one can do this, it is questionable whether one has in fact accepted them. Neither the wilful nor the intellectual model provides the right account of what is needed for knowledge of one’s emotions as neither recognises the importance or nature of acceptance.

Let me say a little about the theory of emotions I am assuming. Goldie (2000, pp. 12-16) argues for a distinction between episodes of emotional experience and emotions themselves. Many contemporary analyses of emotion are in fact analyses of episodes of emotional experience. Goldie, however, argues that we attribute emotions on the basis of their place in a narrative. For example, if a man is jealous of a rival – an emotion that may last for years – this does not consist simply in an episode, or even several episodes, of his consciously feeling jealousy, but also in thoughts, other feelings, and bodily states, and dispositions to all these. What makes the emotion jealousy is given by the terms in which we understand him, his life, and his relations to the object of his desire and his rivals. On this account, emotions are dispositions: ‘He is proud of his children’, ‘she is afraid of snakes’, even ‘he is angry with his boss today’. None of these attributions are reducible to the attribution of a constant, continuing episodic mental state. However, the dispositions attributed are manifest in episodes of emotional experience, paradigmatically and most directly in episodes of felt emotion, and such episodes have a special place in our understanding of what emotion is.

 So I claim that, whatever else is true about emotions, episodes of emotional experience are paradigmatically, though not necessarily, felt. Not to feel one’s emotions, as and when these episodes occur, often indicates an unwillingness to accept those emotions, because a lack of acceptance is an important cause in preventing emotions from being felt. For us to appreciate this, and hence the role of acceptance in knowledge of one’s emotions, I first need to say a little more about how it is that painful emotions can lead to distorted self-understanding; I need to say more about what psychoanalysts call ‘defence mechanisms’.
 

Our perversion of our emotional lives is typically the result of emotions and desires we cannot accept in ourselves because of the pain they cause or threaten to cause. There are many reasons why the emotions and desires we have can be painful. They can cause us anxiety, horror, guilt, shame, even terror. We can feel this way just about having them; or about not being able to control them; or about the prospect, or its absence, of what would satisfy our desires or arouse our emotions occurring in reality. I can be ashamed of my envy; I can be anxious that I can’t control feelings of rebelliousness; I can be terrified that my love will make me dependent. Psychoanalysis argues that our minds have an in-built tendency to keep such painful mental states and what becomes associated with them out of consciousness. We turn them away. The many ways in which we do this are defence mechanisms.

Defence mechanisms utilize mental processes that, using the imagination, operate ‘on mental content that represents the cause of anxiety in such a way as to reduce or eliminate anxiety’ or the other painful feelings I just mentioned.
 This reduction or prevention of painful feeling is, in such cases, the processes’ ‘psychic function’,
 i.e. they occur precisely because they reduce pain, via their operations on mental content. But they change not only what we feel, but also what and how we think about the people or situations involved.

The example of the teacher is, I said, an example of the defence mechanism of projective identification, in which traits or ‘parts’ of the self are imaginatively projected into others. The teacher was unconsciously attempting to control his unacceptable feelings by projecting them into his students and then attempting to control the students. The projection was an attempt to control himself, not only how he behaved but also he thought of himself, his self-image. It also seemed to him that he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to control himself because he couldn’t control the class – if he could control the class, he would be fine. This is exactly what we would expect projective identification to lead him to believe, since controlling them would equal controlling himself. In reality, his fear that he couldn’t control his own unconscious feelings was the original fear that led him to react to the class as he did. His fear indicates that the defence mechanism was not entirely successful in preventing mental pain.

Intellectualization is a defence mechanism that employs the tactic of avoiding feeling one’s emotions and how one feels about them. It collaborates with other defence mechanisms, such as repression, to prevent the emotion from being felt and to prevent its implications and personal significance from being recognized.
 One way intellectualization can work is by shifting attention from the external stimulus that arouses feeling to thought processes themselves, using self-observation as a defence. The focus of attention onto thought acts to suppress feeling. Emotions are replaced by the second-order non-emotional registering of ‘the fact that I feel x’. In place of the emotion is the intellectual, and isolated, ‘fact’ of the emotion (if the subject admits at all that they feel something). 

It might be thought that self-observation will produce knowledge; after all, the fact of the emotion’s existence is recognized. However, the defence works against further knowledge of this kind and against knowledge of a different kind. In their place is a rather isolated fact of psychology. It is this isolation that leads to ignorance. To know that one feels angry is to know very little.

First, focusing attention on the existence of one emotion may distract one from realizing the existence of others. Attention is being directed in a certain way, rather than allowing whatever further emotions come up in connection with the first to come to consciousness. The feeling of anger can arouse a sense of powerlessness, for example. Someone who intellectualizes their anger may never realize they feel powerless, but may instead immediately set to thinking about how to ‘do something about’ their anger. Second, the values, implications, and issues of personal significance that can be registered immediately and directly by feeling emotion are no longer registered. The move strips the emotion of its feeling, so it is no longer felt. Intellectualization can defend against the emotions themselves – e.g. what they say about ourselves for having them – or against recognizing the importance of whatever the emotion is a response to. For instance, it may defend against my anger because if I felt my anger, this would bring to mind in an intolerable way what I am angry about, and it is this that I can’t stand.

This is particularly relevant to our assessment of the intellectual model of knowing one’s emotions. It understands this knowledge in terms of an intellectual recognition of a ‘fact’, and so it fails to note the way in which such intellectual ‘knowledge’ may in fact occlude or misrepresent emotions and prevent a deeper, fuller kind of knowledge. The substitution of the fact that one has a certain emotion for the experience of the emotion itself at the very time when one is trying to learn about one’s emotions is evidence for the operation of a defence mechanism. Trying to discover and think about one’s emotions non-emotionally suggests an anxiety about feeling the emotions and/or about what such feelings could reveal. 

I’m not claiming this always follows. However, knowledge requires a reliable mechanism of response. And there is only one way to discover whether the lack of feeling is the result of intellectualization, which is to be able to feel the emotion, and hence the pain it may arouse. The intellectual model makes no provision for this, so it cannot be an adequate model of self-knowledge.

The psychoanalyst Karen Horney cites Rousseau’s Confessions as an example of ersatz insight.
 Rousseau interprets his dependency as ‘love’, he recognizes his vulnerability, but relates it to his ‘feeling heart’, he recognizes his animosities, but thinks they are always justified, and he recognizes his failures, but thinks others are always responsible for them. This is because he never recognizes his vanity and his inability to love, two subjects that no doubt cause him much anxiety, but which he always interprets in another way, never following the anxiety to its true source. Without ‘facing himself squarely’, as Horney puts it, without coming to be able to feel what he is anxious about, he creates false self-justifying explanations for emotions which have their source within him. Horney concludes that without proper openness to one’s emotions, we can create ‘the illusion that…circular movements are honest self-scrutiny’.
 We see in this that Rousseau has a certain amount of knowledge of his emotions, but he lacks a great deal more. What I shall argue can make good this lack is acceptance.

What of the model, adapted from Sartre, that self-deception is essentially an intentional act of the will, a choice, and overcoming it to achieve self-knowledge involves another intentional, and often courageous, act of will? Part of what is at stake between the model of choice and the model of acceptance is a theory of the nature of the mind. Turning away from painful emotions, I have argued, is a matter of defence mechanisms, and as I have described them, defence mechanisms are purposeful but do not involve choices. They are part of the nature of the mind, and they interact with the will, but they are not within or directly under the control of the will. We cannot, simply by an act of will, or even a series of acts of will, discover emotions that we have repressed, projected or so on. This is not to say that the will is not involved in self-discovery. As this is often painful, we must steel ourselves to continue the process. As I do not have time to defend the theory of mind that allows for purposeful, but non-intentional activities, perhaps the best I can do for now is to give an account of acceptance in the hope that you will agree both that acceptance is necessary and that to think of acceptance as wilful is at best misleading.
III. Acceptance and knowledge of one’s emotions

I said that acceptance involves the ability to feel our emotions, as and when they occur. It is more than this. At the core of acceptance is a transformation of our emotional stance towards our own desires and emotions, a gradual psychological development that requires and expresses love.


One lesson we may draw from the discussion of intellectualization is that knowledge of one’s emotions should not be equated with knowledge of a simple fact that one has certain emotions. Of course, this is a kind of knowledge, and the abilities to type one’s emotions and be able to tell when one has them are abilities every child must learn. But we are interested in the sort of knowledge of one’s emotions that could be said to be an appropriate response to the Delphic oracle’s directive ‘Know thyself’. This involves a degree of understanding of the emotions one has. This connection between knowledge and understanding is, I think, usually – if sometimes implicitly – made in discussions of self-knowledge. Self-knowledge is not simply knowing a collection of facts about oneself; it is understanding oneself.

There are two ways in which we might approach coming to know and understand our emotions. We may approach them simply as objects of explanation; or we can adopt a spirit of self​-understanding. Emotions are expressions of the self, and knowledge of my emotions is self-knowledge. Furthermore, emotions mark matters of importance, significance, or personal meaning; they are indications of interests and values. Objectifying an emotion is one way of psychologically disowning it, of being unprepared to grant it personal significance. To explain: I can identify with mental states in different ways. In the strongest sense of identification, the mental state is in accordance with my ego-ideal, my conception of how I wish to be. I approve of myself having it. In a weaker sense, I may recognize myself in the state even if it doesn’t form part of my ego-ideal. I may wish I wasn’t like that, but it is ‘just like me’ to be that way; the state feels integrated into who I am. (Some people may refuse to identify with anything that does not form part of their ego-ideal. But this is to engage in idealizing self-deception.) A mental state is still ‘mine’, however, even if I don’t identify with it in either of these ways, because it nevertheless forms a part of my psychology. I may wonder where that emotion ‘came from’, but it is, after all, I who think or feel that way, and the emotion can interact with and affect my other mental states.

Following the argument of §II, it is not enough just to recognise the fact just stated – that the emotion is a mental state of mine – to accept an emotion. It would be more accurate to say that we must accept the significance of this fact. But this is not easy to achieve for those emotions that cause us anxiety, shame, guilt, and so on. To fully, as opposed to merely intellectually, accept their existence and their significance involves an ability to tolerate and work through the pain they bring. Such tolerance, I want to argue, is essentially born of a form of love related to compassion. Developing such compassionate love towards oneself and one’s emotions is what is involved in the transformation of emotional attitude that is necessary for a good understanding of one’s emotions.
 Self-knowledge, in this sense, requires a toleration of mental pain, which in turn requires a form of compassionate love.


Two points in particular lead to the idea that love is necessary here. First, the ability to tolerate, to bear, suffering – anxiety, guilt, shame, anguish – without denying the reality of that which causes it usually identified as part of compassion. And compassion is usually identified as a form of love, for example in many world religions. Of course, we normally think of compassion as directed towards others; here I argue we need compassion for ourselves. A second point secures the case for love further: as in the case of the teacher, our painful emotions often seem intolerable because they threaten our sense of ourselves as acceptable, as lovable. Acceptance involves love because it precisely countermands this sense – it is possible for me to tolerate the emotion and the pain it brings, and hence to come to know and understand it, because that I feel this emotion does not mean I am unlovable.
 Self-love, in this sense, is an emotional attitude towards one’s emotions that allows the emotions to exist, to be felt, because it pulls the sting that leads us to distort our experience of ourselves, to deny or misunderstand the emotions we have.


Two clarifications: It should be clear that I use the term ‘self-love’ in a way that contrasts with its usual deployment. In particular, self-love as I describe it involves an acceptance of the whole of oneself, including one’s needs, weaknesses, failings, as one sees them – what Jung called the ‘shadow side’ of oneself. Self-love is neither self-aggrandizement nor immodest pride, but excludes them both, since it accepts the full reality of oneself; nor is it selfishness – nothing in what I have said has any implications for how much one cares for others. Second, I am not claiming that love is in any way sufficient for knowledge of one’s emotions. There are many other factors, such as mental illness, traumatic experience, a form of emotional bluntness or insensitivity not itself due to defence mechanisms, a personality not prone to self-scrutiny, and so on, that may interfere.

Am I claiming that love is necessary for knowledge of one’s emotions? I have already granted that certain types of knowledge are possible without it. But if my argument above is right, then the ability to tolerate the pain our emotions bring us without attempting to control or belittle them essentially involves a compassionate acceptance that we do, in fact, have such feelings, and that doing so does not make us unlovable. Turning painful emotions away from consciousness leaves us unable to think about, process, work through, or integrate such emotions into our sense of ourselves when they are outside consciousness. We need to overcome this tendency of rejection, not only to discover our unconscious emotions, but also, as we have seen, because they have distorting effects on the emotions of which we are conscious. This is the knowledge we are in danger of losing, or rather, not gaining, if we lack love.

As the opening quote from Freud suggests, in psychoanalysis, the analyst presents patients with a loving acceptance of the desires and emotions that patients have alienated themselves from. This is not an endorsement of acting on those desires and emotions, but a message that it is okay, understandable in the light of one’s unique situation and history, to feel that way.
 The analyst emphasises the importance of accepting and understanding such problematic emotions. As the patient responds to analysis, they slowly develop the ability to adopt this compassionate understanding themselves.


Through the development of this form of self-love, we can come to know our emotions; as they gradually come to be tolerated in consciousness, we realize they are not as threatening and intolerable as they seemed, and we are less prone to belittle them or project them. That we feel these emotions, and the significance of this fact, becomes integrated into our sense of ourselves; we identify with them more. As this happens, the emotions themselves tend to change, and our experience of them, and of the other emotions they affect, becomes less perverted.

We can now say a little of what is wrong with the wilful model, viz. it misses what is crucial in acceptance. Thinking that self-knowledge is essentially a matter of the will is prone to three errors. First, the sense of exerting a pressure on oneself – the act of will to come to know – misses the passive nature of self-discovery, and can become an attempt to control what one feels, which prevents self-knowledge. Second, in the unfortunate spirit of so many self-help books, it can therefore involve an attempt at self-reformation before the task of self-knowledge is properly undertaken. But such attempts are rarely if ever successful, because the underlying emotions that distort our self-knowledge are left undiscovered, unintegrated, unchanged. Third, all this may not be done in the spirit of self-love, but of self-mastery or self-disgust, e.g. at one’s weak ‘wilful self-deception’. Such feelings are usually driven by further unconscious feelings that will not be revealed by such a process, because they are driving it. There is nothing in talk of courageous acts of will that necessarily involves love. These errors are not inevitable, but the wilful model makes them more likely unless it is at least supplemented by an account of acceptance.

I have talked only about knowledge of painful emotions, because it is usually these that instigate the distortions of our experience of reality. How generally does the model hold? First, it is worth noting that not all painful or difficult emotions are ‘negative’ ones (anger, sadness, and so on). Although positive emotions do not normally pose the same difficulties for self-knowledge, some do – for example, ones that threaten our self-image – and some are mixed with negative emotions – for example, when a sense of success is mixed with a sense of triumph over another towards whom one feels contempt. So we cannot say in advance which emotions we may be prevented from coming to know. Second, we also cannot say in advance which emotions we do feel are affected by painful ones we do not. In the first case, of the depressive man aware of his ambition, although he is aware of his depression and his ambition, he is not aware of how they are affected by his rigid desire for admiration, and so he does not truly understand them. Third, I noted earlier that knowledge requires a reliable mechanism. Without the self-love that ensures a reliability in our ability to feel, and so come to understand, the emotions we have, we may question to what extent the set of true beliefs we do have deserves the epithet ‘knowledge’ if it is partial, patchy, and open to unrecognized influences. But to repeat one last time, there is obviously a degree of a form of knowledge of one’s emotions that does not require acceptance. But it is only the model based on acceptance and love that presents an account of what is necessary for a deeper, fuller and far more extensive knowledge that we may justly term ‘understanding’.

IV. Love and knowledge of others’ emotions

At the outset, I claimed that love is necessary, not only for knowledge of one’s own emotions, but also for the emotions of others. Having made the connection between love and knowledge in the case of the first-person, we can present a first argument for it in the third-person case fairly quickly. Quickly, but perhaps not accurately.

Just as we need a compassionate understanding of ourselves to come to know what we truly feel, so we also need a loving acceptance of others to come to know what they feel. Emotions that we cannot accept in ourselves pervert our experience of the emotional realities both of ourselves and of others. Emotions in others can threaten us, directly or on the basis of their significance or implications for our emotional lives, just as our own emotions can. They can cause us anxiety, fear, disgust, outrage, or an uncomfortable sense of being powerless, unable to help; they can arouse emotions in us that we would rather not have, raise issues we would rather not confront. All this can lead us to turn our attention away from what they feel, to distort it or misunderstand it. This is a commonplace which we constantly draw upon in our understanding of our daily lives and in literature, movies, and the theatre. The only question of controversy is how extensive it is, and how deep it goes. So we must bring an acceptance of what they feel to achieve a knowledge of what they feel.

Through love, therefore, we come to a better understanding of emotional reality; to love is necessary to be able to know what is real, at least in the world of emotion. In the first instance, this is the reality of who we are, what we want and feel, but then, because our experience of others is now less clouded by our attempts not to recognise ourselves, we also become more in touch with the emotional reality of others.

But perhaps this swift defence of this claim regarding knowledge of others’ emotions is too swift. So I shall end by considering two objections.

V. ‘Love is blind’

It may be objected that the argument so far has missed out a crucial aspect of love. The arena of personal relationships is clearly one in which knowledge of emotions is very important; and yet we may argue that the love that can characterise such relationships does not allow us to better distinguish reality from the confusion of our own distorting fantasies; it famously blurs the boundaries between ourselves and our beloved. Freud writes of the ‘oceanic feeling’ of love, when ‘At the height of being in love the boundary between ego and object threatens to melt away. Against all the evidence of his senses, a man who is in love declares that ‘I’ and ‘you’ are one, and is prepared to behave as if it were a fact.’
 Love seeks the unification of that which is, in fact, different. It cannot, therefore, be an aid to knowledge, because it has an in-built tendency towards a particular kind of ignorance.

It would be unsatisfactory to simply say that this is a different form of love, and not that which I am discussing. For it is a form of love, and so related to that which I claim enables knowledge. So I need to say something about this relationship.

It would be foolish to deny that the search for unity is central to love. But this is not a strong objection to my argument. First, even if all love, and not just romantic love, is a desire to unify, as Plato discusses in the Symposium, not all unifications are destructive of or deny difference. Love can want to bring together, but it can seek differentiated unities. Whatever Freud says, the desire to be with someone is not be equated with a desire to obliterate their differences from oneself. Love can want to see the other as they are in all their individual details and glory.
Second, we may, with justice, call the type of loving response that accepts and respects difference where it exists ‘more loving’. Love that desires to obliterate, not to recognise difference, not to respect the boundaries between self and other, is not love at its most complete.
 It is often as much a disguise for anxiety and the desire to control. The lover longs to be loved; and even when love is returned, that longing, with its sense of utter vulnerability and dependency, can feel intolerable. If only the longing and the love that could satisfy it were indissolubly united, the lover and the beloved lost in unity, then the longing, we imagine, would be forever banished. But to confuse this wishful imagination with reality is not compatible with the nature of love as compassion for oneself and the other, for the longing one suffers, respect for the independence and differentiation of the other. I do not love you as completely as I could if I cannot bear the ways in which you are different from me. Here, as in other cases, it is the intolerable aspects of love that lead us to disregard reality; but love can itself provide the necessary cure. Love, and perhaps particularly romantic love will, we may accept, always have a tendency to seek undifferentiated unities; but unless this regressive tendency is brought into check by its progressive tendencies, love itself has not developed into its most loving form.


A further objection stems from the tendency of love not to seek unity but to ‘believe the best’ about the beloved. In many cases, where it expresses not a hope but a judgment, this can be a distortion of reality. Let us treat such cases, in which the lover thinks better of the beloved than the evidence warrants, as a continuum: It is impossible to say, in general, when the faith, hope and trust that accompany love cross over into self-deception. But we may note this: If love is unwilling or unable to believe the bad, the ugly in the beloved, we must question the origin and sustaining source of this idealization. The loving acceptance I am arguing for should not be confused with thoughtless optimism. It is clear that there is a sense in which it is more loving to see (and accept) the ‘unlovable’ in another than it is to deny its existence.

There are many different sorts of cases in which we think love misleads, but I hope just one will suffice to illustrate my line of response. Suppose that my beloved no longer loves me. Many songs have been written about this, but take this one, for example:

Knowing me, knowing you (ah-haa)

There is nothing we can do

Knowing me, knowing you (ah-haa)

We just have to face it, this time we’re through

Breaking up is never easy, I know, but I have to go

Knowing me, knowing you

It’s the best I can do
Now suppose this is said to me. Won’t my love make it more difficult for me to come to accept this? To think this is the final word on the matter is to see the case too simplistically. Certainly, my love may make me resistant to accepting the truth of this. But, first, if I cannot come to accept it over time, we wonder what else is mixed up with my love; what difficult thing has been invested in my love and being loved that makes me unable to recognise the reality of the situation? In the most extreme case, a psychotic condition called ‘erotomania’, someone may believe that they are loved, or still loved, not only in the absence of any sign of being loved, but in the face of strong evidence that they are not.
 

Second, if the reality is that I am no longer loved, negotiating the difficult path ahead without misconstruing how I or my beloved really feels will require love, both love for oneself and for the other. Not perhaps ‘romantic’ love, but compassionate, forgiving love. It is all too easy to misunderstand how feelings have changed, to deny one’s love or the ensuing feelings of despair or to turn the loss of love – the ending – into an act of hatred on the part of the beloved. I understand knowledge and knowledge of emotions in such cases to involve a process, one which may well, for a time, involve emotions that mis-represent the truth of the situation, e.g. that one is not lovable. To attain the truth about oneself and the other requires love for oneself – that one is still lovable, that one’s love for the other was precious even though it is now unrequited, and so on; and love for the other – in coming to accept that the loss of love was genuine and ending the relationships was the best the beloved could do. 

Theoretically, it may appear that we have two cases: that in which love is involved, and that in which it is not. In the first, as a result of one’s love, it is difficult to accept the emotional reality of the situation. We are tempted to therefore conclude that things must be better if love is not involved. But this is a mistake. The fact that there are limits to how far we can tolerate the experience of the loss of love, how far we can accept the feelings of others and of ourselves, does not undermine the claim that love is necessary to come to know and understand such feelings. 

VI. The sensitive sadist, the insightful misanthrope, and the objective historian

My argument has been thus:

1. We require a loving acceptance of ourselves, of what we truly feel, to allow painful emotions into consciousness, and so come to know them;

2. That because unconscious emotions can distort our experience both of our own emotions and of the emotions of others, this loving acceptance of what we ourselves feel is a prerequisite for knowledge of emotions;

3. That we need to extend this loving acceptance to the feelings of others as well, as their emotions can arouse painful emotions and experiences in us, which can equally lead us to turn away from their emotional reality.

It may be objected, however, that love is not necessary in order to know the emotions of others. Three sorts of cases suggest themselves here. The ‘sensitive sadist’ is very alert to the feelings of others, to manipulate and hurt them all the more. He can find out just how to make others really suffer, what their particular fears and anxieties are, what makes them feel most helpless or at his mercy. It seems that he has no difficulty knowing how they feel, but he has no loving acceptance of their emotions. A second figure of unloving knowledge is the ‘insightful misanthrope’. Many writers we respect for their ‘knowledge of the human heart’ have harboured a contempt or disgust for humankind. On the insightful misanthrope and sensitive sadist, I shall make only a few speculative remarks, as the real challenge comes from the ‘objective historian’, who seeks to understand, without prejudice or judgment, but also without love, the real nature and motives of human beings. Must we love Hitler to understand him? More generally, what of the saying ‘Know thy enemy’? There is something important in this objection, that will lead me to further qualify my claim as to how and when love is important for knowledge of the emotions of others.

But I think successfully distinguishing the truth of the objection will underpin my claim 

Insightful misanthropes may impress us more than they should because they balance our tendency not to think about the weak and ugly side of ourselves. Their unflinching commentary reveals the side we ignore; and because our emotions are so often coloured by the bad as well as the good, their observations can be truer than our more usual positive spin. But this does not mean that they have a rounded knowledge of human emotion, nor that an even better knowledge of the human heart could not be achieved by love. Here are two reasons to suppose it can.

Is the knowledge of emotions of many such thinkers more theoretical than it is individual? Or did their personal lives and relationships show knowledge of the feelings of people around them? On the basis of very little evidence, I have a suspicion that their theoretical insight provided little assistance in understanding their friends and lovers, and that their misanthropy hindered it. Misanthropy often stems from an unwillingness to accept or tolerate weakness; which can reflect a difficulty in accepting one’s own vulnerability and need for love. Misanthropes tend to suspect others of ulterior motives, such as the attempt to undermine or control, when there are none. They can’t see love and help when it is offered genuinely; perhaps because they cannot offer it genuinely themselves. Think again of the case of Rousseau, the man who wrote so much about education of the emotions in Emile and about love in Julie or the New Heloise. He was famous for his paranoia that even his friends were attempting to undermine and weaken him, and Horney diagnoses him as unable to recognise his vanity and his role in causing conflict and his inability to love, and unable to distinguish love from dependency. There is an important question to be raised about what type of knowledge of the emotions Rousseau demonstrated.
We may also question the extent of insightful misanthropes ‘knowledge’ in other ways: Though they see human weakness, do they always understand it and its causes? Is their knowledge limited to the weak and the ugly? Or are they as insightful about love, joy, and the perennial sources of human happiness? Of course, we are all limited to some extent in our knowledge of human emotion, e.g. we may have personalities that dispose us towards some emotions rather than others, or towards greater or lesser intensity of feeling, or we may lack certain experiences, such as extreme grief. If emotion is seen as a continuum, we all have gaps. But there is something indicatively systematic about the gaps the misanthrope exhibits.

The sensitive sadist is in a similar condition. The sadist’s ‘knowledge’ of emotions is not flexible enough even to be fully responsive to the situation in which it is most secure, viz. causing pain, e.g. could the sadist come to know that someone felt compassion or pity for them and understand this? Can the sadist understand and accept his own feelings – psychoanalysts would argue of impotence and envy – and continue to be a sadist? Neither the insightful misanthrope nor the sensitive sadist provide convincing counterexamples to my claim that a lack of loving acceptance of others’ and our own emotions restricts our knowledge, once again usually as a result of being unable to tolerate some emotion of one’s own.

It is difficult to say any such thing of the objective historian, who works to understand in detail what a particular figure felt, how they were motivated, and why. In situations of needing to ‘know thy enemy’, we are usually only interested in being able to predict what our enemy will do, and not, for example, in coming to understand why they are the way they are. And perhaps this kind of knowledge is one that only requires information about emotions as ‘facts’; I’m unsure. The historian, however, goes deeper. What role must love play in this? Is compassionate love necessary for knowledge here? The extent to which a rounded treatment must be a sympathetic treatment has been debated ever since the 19th century sociologists introduced the concept of Verstehen. My remarks weigh on the side of, and give further support to, the use of Verstehen to gain knowledge of others, though there is the yet further question as to how compassionate love connects to the type of sympathy advocated by Verstehen theorists.
There is a sense in which compassionate love remains necessary for the objective historian, but I allow that the role is more attenuated. My argument for compassionate love rests on the possibility of that the emotions of others will instigate defence mechanisms in ourselves that will prevent us from coming to know the reality of their emotions. It is only in such cases, then, that love will be necessary. Now there are, of course, ways in which the study of historical figures can do this; we may have emotions towards them or invest them with a personal significance that may skew our understanding of them. As a result of our projections, we may make scapegoats of them or see them as two-dimension, failing to understand their complexities or the roots of their emotion. This is a recognised failing in historical research, and critical reviews often point out such biases in the author. Of course, as people are complex, these failings may simply indicate an intellectual failing. But I would add that unconscious, unacknowledged factors in ourselves can also be implicated in such distortions of understanding. But given the distance between the historian and the figure, the lack of any personal implications the figure may have for the historian, it can be the case that coming to understand the figure does not ‘raise any emotional issues’ for the historian. In such a case, the role that compassionate love for the other plays in gaining knowledge of their emotions is limited. However, it is worth noting that whether their study of others does raise such issues may be something the historian can only know if they have a good degree of self-knowledge that I have argued only comes with self-love.
There is a great deal more to say on how it is we gain knowledge of others’ emotions; and on what love is, such that it can play the role I have argued it has. I must leave these questions untouched. I have argued that only a loving acceptance of oneself can enable the fuller kind of knowledge of one’s emotions justly called self-understanding; and that a similar loving acceptance of others is necessary in cases in which the reality of their emotions may instigate unconscious defence mechanisms in us that lead us to misunderstand them.
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