
251“Explaining the nature of love” 

Daniel D. MATIȘ

“Explaining the nature of love” 

Review of: Simon May. Love: A History. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011.

[Istoria iubirii, translated by Dana Ionescu, Bucureşti: Nemira, 2014]

One of the main aims of the book 
Love: A History is to clarify or at least to 
report a number of confusions related to 
the Western beliefs about love. Professor 
of Philosophy at King’s College London, 
Simon May opts for an interdisciplinary 
approach that goes from Plato, Aristotle, 
Rousseau, Schopenhauer and Nietz sche 
to Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, to 
literature (Lucretius, Ovid, Proust) and 
Freud. 

The preface opens with a paradox 
about the notion of love: even if it is 
used by everyone, there is a certain 
taboo about explaining the nature of 
love. Last century’s social revolutions 
that imposed rights and freedoms “has 
been accompanied”, believes May, 
“by love’s ossifi cation, rather than by 
its reinvention.” Today, continues the 
author, “love itself is a religion.” The fi rst 
chapter is dedicated to defi ne the term: 
“Love, I will argue, is the rapture we feel 
for people and things that inspire in us 
the hope of an indestructible grounding 
for our life.” For Simon May, the notion 
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of love should be defi ned around what he calls “ontological rootedness,” namely the 
human’s need to feel a sense of belonging – to the world, to life – and the need for the 
existence to be validated. He writes: “My suggestion is that we will only love those 
(very rare) people or things or ideas or disciplines or landscapes that can inspire in us 
a promise of ontological rootedness.”

To bett er understand the idea of love, claims the author, we should see it in its 
historical context, and to this end, May identifi es four major changes: the fi rst period, 
until Saint Augustin, regards the value of love, more precisely, the change of love 
into something diff erent – the virtue – which is the highest good in rank; the second, 
between the 4th and the 16th century, is the period when man receives the power to love – 
the human being is able to approach the divine being through love; third, between the 
9th and the 18th century, regards the object of love – the human or the nature are worthy 
to love (and not only God, as it was prescribed until then); fourth period, from the 18th 
century until nowadays is about the status of the one who loves – one reaches authenticity 
by means of love (and thus decreases the importance of the loved one).

Such a history is interpreted as a complex process which reveals that love has come 
to play the role of God while losing its humanity, that love proves to be the locus for 
errors or illusions – such as the state of true love being unconditional – but also that love 
should be perceived from another standpoint, one more suitable to its real nature. The 
history of love is traced from the Hebrew Scriptures, considered to be “the foundation 
of Western love,” and where the diff erent sides of love (Eros, Agape, Philia) were not 
distinguished as they are seen as three types of awareness about love. This history goes 
on to focus on Plato, for whom the idea of love is related to progress, rising from the 
concrete and fi nite world to abstract and infi nite dimension (love being seen as a scale 
to the absolute). Aristotle, instead, emphasizes philia (the brotherly love) as opposed 
to the eros (passionate love). Roman poets Ovid and Lucretius deny the idealization of 
love, pleading for the natural, erotic, physical love. In Christian world, starting from 
Saint Paul and John the Evangelist, love is raised to the rank of absolute virtue, being 
in the position of inspiring all the other virtues. God reveals himself through love and 
being in His good graces is only achievable by love. For Saint Augustin, all that is good 
is born from love. Later, Martin Luther reaches the conclusion that “through love, we 
are gods” because the one who loves has God inside of him, while the human alone 
being unable to att ain such thing by his own.

The author emphasizes two existing confusions regarding love in the Christian 
religion: Christianity is neither a religion of unconditional love nor a religion of 
universal love, as currently believed. Two ideas, merit and grace (which can be 
provided to some without merit, because it cannot be deserved or earned), undermine 
the universality and unconditionality of Christian love. With the troubadours and their 
fi n’amor (fi ne love), love returns into male-female relationships. In the same period, 
the exaltation of nature emerges, reaching its climax with Spinoza for whom nature 
and God are one. Then, through the infl uence of Rousseau, Schlegel and Novalis, and 
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the decline of religious authority, elements of Western love become mixed in new 
forms: “human love is God.” But God becoming irrelevant for them, lovers from late 
romanticism (until today) are guilty of hubris, especially because they try to model 
human love after the model of the divine love. Modernity comes to challenge some 
of the ideas considered common places until then, such as Christian contempt for 
the body and the natural, or the established view of the Renaissance humanism as 
materialistic, pagan and anti-Christian. 

The book, writt en in a concise and clear style, well documented, stands out by its 
polemical tone. Simon May engages a polemic with various thinkers, most notably 
with Denis de Rougemont, who gave at least two texts that have become canonical in 
the history of the idea of love in the West. The book proves substantial background 
knowledge evident in the large amount of information and bibliographic references. 
Love: A History is a book for larger public and humanities scholars alike, blending 
bott om-up refl ections with top-down approaches. I am sure that the translation of 
this book will help Romanian readers to gain a clearer insight into one of the most 
notorious although unknown ideas of humankind: love. 


