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Some projects of love (not all), a Kierkegaard saw in relation to 

romance, need to be entered with unconditional commitment in 

order to give the conditions in which our hope for the project can 

be realized. As examples, con ider adoption and marriage. An 

adoptive parent mu t be able to ay t a previously abu ed child 

who is throwing a tantrum, "I love you. o matter what you do, I 

will keep loving you." bride or groom promises to love, "for better 

or for wor e." Without the unconditional nature of the commitment, 

the child or pouse lives on emotional tenderhook .4 People have a 

need to be loved for who they are, not what they do --if that is true, 

at least ome of us need to love other people unconditionally, on pam 

of a basic human need go·ng unmet. 

But projects of love are historical and particular; they cannot be 

cured of chanciness. Knowing this, how can anyone enter a project of 

love in the right way? How can we make an unconditional 

commitment to a spouse or a child when we are aware of the 

statistics surrounding divorce and di rupted child placement ? 

4 Someone might obje t that this in istence on unconditional commitment is 
out of date, like traditional marriage vows. Marriages la t as long as they are 
good for the peopl.e in them. Similarly, adoptive parents hould make reali tic 
commitments to their children; after all, the child may act so outrageou ly that 
the placement has to be disrupted. ot all children are adoptable. Two 
comments: 

1. These objections miss tbe force of Kierkegaard's Judge. He knows that life 
is chancy, but he argues that in marriage the best "odds" come to tho e who 
commit. 

2. In regard to adoption at .least, the objection is simply wrong. If the 
"realistic" parent adopts with the attitude that the placement is conditional, the 
child will know it; no one is a good enough actor to hide the truth from the 
child. Then, even if the placement is "successful"--the chil.d lives with the 
parent until its majo.rity--the child will have been pushed into performing for 
acceptance, a recipe for narcissism. 



Agreeing with Kierkegaard, Allen holds that an unconditional 

commitment mu t be grounded in religious considerations. 
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So the only possible basis for the endurance and continuation 
of the state of marriage is a quite 'arbitrary' element arbitrary 
from every human point of view, namely a vow taken before 
the ternal God. rom either the ae thetic or ethical point of 
view a p rson who undertake a pledge which bind her 
unconditionally is utterly arbitrary and ab urd. It i for this 
rea on that the Judge actually slipp d over into the religiou 
category. (Allen 83) 

I want to use the language of a moral v1s1on to ay something 

similar. We take on projects of love in pursuit of some vi ion of love. 

(Compare Allen's wording. The Christian's "fundamental foundation" 

is a "conviction" about a "goal and end.") Though I am aware of the 

chanciness of marriage or adoption, I make the commitments 

neces ary to them, not because of some personal characteristic which 

makes me think I am immune to chance, but because I admire and 

pursue some vision of love.5 

If I am right about this, that it is in pur uit of a moral v1s10n 

that people can make the unconditional commitment needed for at 

least some projects of love, then communitie have an important role 

5 I want to leave undecided the question whether this move transfers all the 
talk of moral visions in these last two chapters to a Kierkegaardian religious 
stage. Some readers may think it does. Other reader may see moral visi n talk 
as a way of grounding the unconditional commitments of love without 
resorting the division between ethical and religious. 

aturally, then, I will also bypass discussion of the interesting idea that all 
moral visions, even tho e which produce evil (e.g. a vision devoted to racial 
purity) , belong to the religious stage. 
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m supporting individuals in their projects of love. Communities 

nurture the visions which enable certain commitments. 

Communities can support projects of love in at least two other 

ways, both prosaic and obvious. First, a community listens and 

encourages. Second, community members can hold one another 

accountable to their vision. 

Peck says that genuine community is marked by realism. (Peck 

64-65) In a healthy marriage, two minds working on the same 

problem give much better odds that a good solution will be found 

than one alone; each one sees possibilities and issues that the other 

does not. Larger groups have an even greater advantage, says Peck, 

provided they encourage individuality through acceptance. In a 

community I am free to be myself; I can say what I think and feel. 

The pooled experience and . wisdom of a group which shares my 

vision of love becomes available to me when I tell them of the 

struggles (which inevitably come) in my projects of love. The other 

community members listen to me; then, knowing me intimately, they 

can encourage me to keep working at love's projects. 

Some moral philosophers have given attention to "weakness of 

will," wondering why people sometimes know the thing they ought to 

do without doing it. Other thinkers have thought this phenomenon of 

little importance to philosophy, since they envisioned the task of 

moral philosophy as giving rational explanations of right conduct 

rather than practical advice, which they left to moralists. Readers of 

chapters three and four can predict which side I think is right. 
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Obviously, philosophers ought to be interested m possible ways to 

overcome weakness I of will. 

John Wesley discovered--in the sense that no one told him, 

though many wise people in many cultures have also known it--a 

simple device which can help overcome weakness of will. If 

someone tells other people whom she trusts what she thinks she 

ought to do, it is far more likely that she will do it than if she kept 

the matter secret. And if she meets with an accepting community on 

a regular basis, she will be even more likely to fulfill the historically 

particular requirements of her projects of love, because the group, by 

its knowledge of her and its desire that she become what she 

envisions, holds her accountable to her projects. So the founder of 

Methodism instructed his followers to hold "class meetings," in which 

believers were to confess their sins to each other and pray for each 

other on a weekly basis. 

Accountability in a community carries the danger of legalism, 

perhaps especially in religious groups. Remember that, according to 

Peck, a genuine community must be inclusive; it must value people 

for who they are rather than what they do. The ability of a 

community to hold its members accountable to the shared vision is 

mirrored by the pseudocommunity's pressures on individuals to 

conform to group norms and convert to group dogmas. Discerning 

the difference in real life, where no community is perfect, but only 

on the way, requires practical wisdom. Nevertheless, I maintain that 
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a community can help the individual in his projects of love by 

holding him accountable to do the thing he know love demand 6 

The example of We ley's cla meeting shows something 

obviou , to which I will draw attention. Much of this chapt r (and 

this whole tudy for that matter) has b en couched rn the language 

of p ychology . Further, I susp ct that the locution of popular 

p ychology have entered my unconsidered speech at least a much 

a into any other late twentieth century American's.? We mu t 

resist though, the idea that healthy communities require the ability 

to sp ak the language of psychology at least in the forms we are 

used to. Wesley's followers (think of eighteenth and nineteenth 

century American farm families) confessed their ins to each other, 

prayed for each other, and--if we grant that at least some of the 

thousands of class meetings were healthy communities--helped each 

get better psychologically and morally. They were "vulnerable;" they 

gave "unconditional positive regard·" they "proce sed feelings;" they 

"held one another accountable;" etc.--without using any such 

psychological locutions. 

The moral pilgrim need not find a group th t speaks the 

language of therapists in order to find a community that can heal 

6 Again, do not read this "doing" in behavioristic terms. I may well confess to 
my meeting a need to change an attitude or way of thinking. Later, they may 
ask me bow the matter is going. Knowing they may ask, I am more careful to 
"do" what I am supposed to do. Real moral action may be entirely internal. 
7 Consider: "What I hear you aying is ... " "That's not where I'm at." "She is 
really into ... " "Hey, you're ok" "And then his parent said . .. (not another 
p rson) Etc. I suspect that popular psychology has impacted our language and 
thought as much as Freudian ideas changed the language and thought of 
Europe's intelligensia in the first three decades of this century. 
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hurts, flesh out a v1s10n of love, and support projects of love. For 

example, Peck thinks the most successful community in the country 

is Alcoholics Anonymous. (Peck 77) Some AA groups probably have 

psychologically trained members, but most get along without any 

serious study of psychological theory. AA procedures strongly 

encourage acceptance and honesty in the group, characteristics which 

foster community and health. 

Conclu sion 

Perhaps the best way to end this chapter, and the book, is 

simply to indicate the interrelations between the theses made here. 

In this chapter I have suggested that healthy communities aid 

would-be lovers by providing a place. in which 1) narcissistic wounds 

can be healed, 2) stories of love told, and 3) projects of love 

supported. The first two of these theses correspond to two of the 

four main positive contentions of the book, i.e., that narcissism 

inhibits love (chapter one) and that we need a vision of the 

good/love to pursue (chapter six). The other main positive ideas of 

the book are that we learn to love by learning to see others 

accurately and with compassion (chapter two) and that healthy 

communities can help us learn to love (the present chapter). 

Thus, the four main theses of the book relate to a simple 

contention, that moral progress--in the sense of learning to love--is 

possible. The rest of the book--chapters three, four, five and seven--



attempt to defend the positive contentions of the study as 

philosophically sayable and important. 
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A comment from chapter one should be repeated here. It is 

possible, though I cannot think how, that all four of the positive 

suggestions of this book are mistaken; that is, none of them is good 

counsel for the would-be lover. But if they are wrong, they are 

wrong because some other way is right. And if they are wrong, it 1s 

worth philosophers' effort to find the right way, for basic to the 

entire study is the conviction that, as Iris Murdoch wrote, "love is a 

central concept in morals." 
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