Freedom and Love

The concept of love’s pervasion in our society is one that is somewhat mysterious.  Often for women, love can become an all-encompassing issue by which they define their lives.  It is therefore a strikingly interesting pursuit to look into the reasoning behind womens’ obsessions with love. In Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, a “woman in love” is typified by Byron’s statement, “Man’s love is of man’s life a thing apart; ‘Tis woman’s whole existence.” (p. 642)  Yet why is there a difference present in the way the two sexes are in love?  We must start out with an inquiry into the relation of women to love to grasp its depth.


Simone de Beauvoir reveals the importance of the dream of union with the man for the woman in love:

In order to realize this dream, what woman wants in the first place is to serve; for in responding to her lover’s demands, a woman will feel that she is necessary; she will be integrated with his existence, she will share his worth, she will be justified.  (p, 650)

The woman is justified through her relation to the man, then, by being part of his life.  She seeks what Beauvoir calls a “whole of reality” this way through someone else, and in being determined becomes only a function.


The origin of this dependency is not to be found, however, in the woman.  Beauvoir explains that for the woman, “To be justified by a god is easier than to justify herself by her own efforts; the world encourages her to believe it possible for salvation to be given, and she prefers to believe it.” (p. 696)  Society’s influence in making her an object becomes an impetus for her to seek herself in the other.  


Yet by what means, other than god, does the woman in love go about trying to find herself?  Beauvoir describes how the man is the essential, and so the woman wants to transcend “her being toward one of these superior beings.”  She can only do so by losing “herself, body and soul, in him who is represented to her as the absolute, as the essential.” (p. 643)  In losing herself she therefore becomes enslaved:

She chooses to desire her enslavement so ardently that it will seem to her the expression of her liberty; she will try to rise above her situation as inessential object by fully accepting it; through her flesh, her feelings, her behavior, she will enthrone him as supreme value  and reality: she will humble herself to nothingness before him.  (p.643)

Women don’t often see themselves as enslaved by love, however, because they don’t realize that in accepting the essential man to justify their existence, they also abandon themselves to become defined by the man. 


If woman becomes defined through the man and “she will humble herself to nothingness before him,” then what effects does this slavery have on her search for justification?  When she must rely on man and abandon herself, then “love becomes a necessity.”  (p. 648)  With this necessity, the woman in love then falls into the paradox that is created by her self-denial:

She abandons herself to love first of all to save herself; but the paradox of idolatrous love is that in trying to save herself she denies herself utterly in the end.  Her feeling gains a mystical dimension; she requires her God no longer to admire her and approve of her; she wants to merge with him, to forget herself in his arms.  (p. 650)

This is the furthest extent to which the woman can deny herself; by merging with the man.  When she becomes the man, she sees all of herself in terms of him, and becomes completely an object:

I am love alone is the motto of the woman in love; she is nothing but love, and when her love is robbed of its object, she is no longer anything at all.  (p. 665)

With her entire self resting on her love, the woman is completely dependent on her slavery and must maintain it by making herself a thing which is necessary to the man, so that she will not lose him.


When the man then becomes enslaved by the indispensable object of the woman, he loses his divinity.  And, because the woman exists for him, she too loses the transcendence.  Both sides of the couple therefore become immanent, and are merely functions without freedom.  Beauvoir declares the hopelessness of such a situation when she says that “death is then the only solution.” (p. 658)


Yet what is the alternative to this destructive kind of love?  It must come out of a situation in which the woman is allowed not to abandon and deny herself, and in which she cannot allow another to justify herself.  She must take full responsibility for the choices that she makes, and must define herself as both an object and subject:

Genuine love ought to be founded on the mutual recognition of two liberties; the lovers would then experience themselves both as self and as other: neither would give up transcendence, neither would be mutilated; together they would manifest values and aims in the world.  (p. 667)

This rare kind of relationship in which both the man and women transcend facticity, is the only one which allows freedom and love to exist together in harmony.
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