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What Is the Tension, If Any, between Love
and Caring about Being Loved?

Milan Urbanik

Love is central for human beings. People desire to love and be loved in 
return. These two desires interact with each other. Unreciprocated 
love can cause suffering that may become an insurmountable 

obstacle for the lover. As a result, desire to be loved in return can push 
away lover’s love. In this essay, I explore the tension between love and 
caring about being loved. In order to resolve this tension, I suggest that a 
commitment to love over caring about being loved satisfies  the desire to be 
loved because love invites reciprocated love in return. The essay starts with 
the outline of H. G. Frankfurt’s account of love and the self and proceeds 
with the exploration of the case of the mother that suffers because she is 
not loved by her son. The essay proposes the argumentation that caring 
about being loved explains the suffering of the mother and outlines the 
tension between love and caring about being loved. The essay follows with 
the proposition that commitment to love can help solve the tension.
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Frankfurt’s Account of Love and the Self

For Frankfurt (Autonomy, Necessity, and Love 128), love is a volition to 
disinterestedly promote the interests of the beloved. Disinterested means 
without ulterior motives. When someone loves a person, love is the config-
uration of his will: He wills to do good for the person. The lover loves the 
beloved for the lover’s own sake. The lover does not promote the interests 
of the beloved as an instrument to something else, as a means to some 
other goal, but the interests of the beloved are the goal in itself. The lover 
takes the interests of the beloved as his own; love is the reason for acting 
to serve those interests. Volitional essence of love means that love inspires 
his action to serve the beloved’s interests. Love constitutes human agency 
because it dictates the will for the actions of the lover – the actions that 
serve the beloved’s interests. In other words, love provides stable motiva-
tional structures that guide and limit the conduct of the lover (Frankfurt; 
Autonomy, Necessity, and Love 129).

To illustrate this I examine an example in Shakespeare’s work. In 
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Romeo is in love with Juliet—this for 
Frankfurt does not mean that the essence of Romeo’s love is that he feels 
strong emotion towards Juliet. Nor does Frankfurt mean that Romeo’s love 
is a thought or a belief but that Romeo has a very strong and important 
thought that he should look after Juliet. If Romeo loves Juliet, love should 
drive his action to do good things for her and to promote her interests. 
Love is Romeo’s will to do good for Juliet. It is the source of reasons for 
action, a motivation to do good for the beloved.

To understand the Frankfurt’s definition of love, it is important to 
observe Frankfurt’s theory of the self, especially the concept of caring, 
because for Frankfurt love is a particular mode of caring (Frankfurt, The 
Reasons of Love 31). Caring is a complex desire because people want this 
desire to be sustained—when the desire fades away, they act to renew it. 
Human actions are motivated by desires. Some desires simply come and 
go, like a sudden desire to eat chocolate before going to sleep. People are 
not committed to these desires in the sense that they do not care to make 
the desires last. They may want to fulfil them, but once their desires leave, 
people do not seek to prolong them or bring them about again. Caring 
is a more complex desire because when people care about something, 
they continue desiring it (Korsgaard 2). This means that if people neglect 
this desire, then they feel negative and act to revive said desire if needed. 
Subsequently, caring about something means being concerned with what 
concerns the object of caring (Frankfurt, What We Care About 83). When 
people care about something, they take its interests as their own and act to 
satisfy those interests.
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Caring is not a simple acknowledgement of the interests but the will 
to act on these interests. Caring forms the people’s will in a very concrete 
way. It specifies the action people decide to undertake. They decide to 
perform an action that serves the interests of particular things about which 
they care. Therefore, caring constitutes the people’s will by determining a 
course of action. By doing so, it determines what type of person an agent 
is and wants to be. He is the person that cares about these specific things. 
Caring is intimately linked with an agent’s identity because it specifies 
what course of action the agent decides to do.

Love is a particular mode of caring because it forms the will to disin-
terestedly serve the interests of its object but differs from caring by being 
personal (Frankfurt, The Reasons of Love 79). When people love someone, 
they love this particular person and no other person. Whereas with caring, 
the object can be much broader, like caring for a football club or caring 
about the well-being of the poor. If the object is the poor, then anyone who 
belongs to this category subsequently becomes cared for. With love, the 
object is personal, it is this person and not the other.

Imagine a student that cares about his country and loves his fiancé. 
The student will perform such actions that will serve these interests. Thus, 
he will vote in the elections because he cares about his country and he will 
take his fiancé out for dinner, as this promotes her good. The things and 
people he loves motivate his action, and not just any action, but concrete 
action that promotes their interests—voting and taking his fiancé out for 
dinner. The care and love configure his will such that he performs these 
actions rather than other actions or no action. Love and care are intimately 
linked with the student’s identity because they constitute his will in a very 
particular way. By constituting his will, they determine what type of person 
he is—a proud patriot and the lover of his fiancé. Thus, love and caring are 
intimately linked to his identity.

Love and Suffering—the Case of the Mother and Her Son

In the following paragraphs, I would like to explore Frankfurt’s defi-
nition of love on what he proposes to be a paradigmatic case: the case of 
a mother and a son. Assume that the mother loves her son volitionally, 
as Frankfurt proposes. Thus, the mother has the will to do things that 
promote the interest of her son. She loves her son, but the son is completely 
indifferent to her love. He is willing to receive her love but does not recip-
rocate it and does not respond with any action. In practice, this means that 
if the mother prepares a lunch for her son, he will take the lunchbox but 
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will neither express gratitude, nor do anything in return. He just passively 
receives his mother’s love.

If the attention is turned to the mother, it may be worthwhile to 
explore her feelings regarding the indifference of her son. The mother will 
experience feelings of unrest, perhaps even deep suffering, because of her 
son’s indifference. These feelings are common for many parents when their 
sons and daughters do not respond to their love. This suffering is caused 
by the fact that she loves her son, but he does not respond; the love is not 
reciprocal. Subsequently, the suffering would vanish if her son loved her 
back.

However, the suffering when love is not reciprocal seems at odds with 
the volitional account of love. If love is the volitional and disinterested 
concern, then the example satisfies both important parts of the definition. 
The mother can fully express her will—her love—because the son receives 
the action which aims to promote his interests. Since it is the disinterested 
concern, the mother does the action not as an instrument to be loved in 
return—an instrument for reciprocity. Thus, under Frankfurt’s account, 
the mother should continue performing the loving action disinterestedly 
and the feeling of suffering should not occur. In this regard, Frankfurt’s 
account needs to be complemented to explain the phenomena associated 
with love; in this case, the suffering from not being loved back.

Complementation of Frankfurt’s Account – Caring about Being Loved

To explain what are the reasons that the suffering occurs, it is 
important to complement Frankfurt’s account of love by painting a 
more concrete picture of the nature of human beings. Under Frankfurt’s 
account, the identity of human beings is constructed by things they care 
about. I would like to present an argumentation that most people care 
about being loved.

Given the definition of caring, caring about being loved is the 
sustained desire to be loved. People take the interests of the object as their 
own and act on these interests. Therefore, if people want to be loved, they 
will act in such a way that would result in being loved. Being loved here 
entails different degrees of Frankfurt’s love – a disinterested promotion of 
the beloved’s interests. By different degrees, I mean that people may feel 
loved, even though the action that satisfied this desire was not a result of 
a proper love by Frankfurt. The important aspect here is a perception. If 
people perceive that the action directed towards them was disinterested, 
aimed at the promotion of their interests and personal in a sense that it 
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was them and only them that were the recipients of such action, the desire 
to be loved could be satisfied.

For a person that faced abandonment and exclusion, the simple 
gesture of kindness and invitation into the community may result in a 
feeling of being loved—a call up to a barbecue gathering of flat owners can 
be an example. He could perceive that it is not every person in the world 
that was called up to the meeting, but only a chosen few—the flat-owners. 
Furthermore, the action aimed to promote his interest because it asks him 
to be a relevant member of the community. The call up is disinterested 
because they do not want to call him up only to fulfil his duties as a flat-
owner, but because they value him as a person, his views and preferences. 
It does not really matter, whether this is the truth motivation of the call up, 
the distinguishing factor is the perception. If the person perceives that the 
action which he was the object of was disinterested, personal and promoted 
his interests, then he will feel loved and his desire will be satisfied.

To care about being loved is shared by most human beings, it comes 
from their nature. This seems hardly controversial. Empirically it was 
studied by psychologists and psychoanalysts on various occasions. Spitz  
studied that if babies are deprived of love, they grow up psychologically 
harmed. Perhaps it is a deep need of humans that stems from the bio-
logical drive for survival as Bowlby’s Attachment Theory indicates (Bowlby 
5–33). Perhaps it is a conscious desire to be loved that drives people to 
perform an action that would make them feel loved, form relationships, 
or gain social capital. The precise form of this desire seems to be less 
important. The important part of the definition is that it is shared by most 
humans throughout their lifetime. In this regard, it fulfils the demands of 
Frankfurt’s definition that it is a sustained desire that motivates people to 
action. Therefore, it can be concluded that most human beings care about 
being loved.

This conclusion is important for the case of the mother discussed 
earlier. If the mother cares about being loved but is not loved by her son, 
she suffers, because her desire to be loved is frustrated. It may remain a 
question, why she suffers when her son does not love her back if she is 
thoroughly and wholeheartedly loved by her husband. Her desire to be 
loved would be satisfied by the loving of her husband. It may be argued, 
however, that her son is special to her, so she from the bottom of her heart 
desires not to be loved by any person, but especially by this very person. 
Her son is special to her because he is part of her identity, the mother takes 
his interests as her own. In other words, her son is special to her because 
she loves him. Thus, from all people in the world, she would most prefer to 
be loved by her son because he is important to her because she loves him.
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The Tension between Love and Caring about Being Loved

When people love, they also care about being loved, this is what was 
argued earlier and what is demonstrated in the case of the mother. As love 
is a particular mode of caring, love and caring about being loved are two 
desires. If the mother loves but is not loved by her son, she suffers. The 
same presumably holds for most of the people, when they love a person but 
are not loved in return, they suffer. The frustration brings strongly negative 
emotion in this case, suffering. This suffering is something that people 
prefer not to experience. Thus, when they suffer, they perform actions in 
order to diminish the suffering. Since suffering comes from the frustration 
of the desire to be loved, the way to end the suffering is to somehow induce 
or motivate the beloved to love back.

The strength of a desire is measured by the capacity with which it 
can push away other desires and inclinations (Frankfurt, The Reasons of 
Love 11). As suffering is a very strong emotion, the desire to be loved can 
consequently push away the love of the lover towards the beloved. Thus, 
the lover would stop disinterestedly promoting the interests of the beloved 
because he suffers from not being loved in return. This resembles the rela-
tionships who break down because one of the lovers does not feel loved by 
the other person. Perhaps an empirical illustration of this may be that the 
third most cited reason for divorce in the UK is that “we fell out of love” 
(The National Archives).

Caring about being loved works against the love of the beloved. 
Humans experience this tension because they should love their beloved 
disinterestedly, regardless of whether they are loved in return or not. 
However, they cannot because the suffering from the frustration of 
the desire to be loved is sometimes too strong and it pushes away love. 
Frankfurt (The Reasons of Love 62) identifies precisely this situation, when 
he claims that love conflicts with what people care about. This conflict 
causes inconsistencies in the lover when he does not know which action 
to choose: love disinterestedly and continue suffering or give up on loving 
and end the suffering. Most human beings experience the workings of the 
two desires.  However, it seems impossible to demand the suppression of 
the desire to be loved, since it is deeply knitted in the human nature. On 
the other hand, equally unintelligible seems the alternative to give up on 
love. Therefore, it may be desirable to propose a solution to this tension in 
order to help people find consistency and wholeheartedness in their love 
and life.
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The Solution to the Tension Between Love and the Desire To Be Loved

I would like to propose that one solution to this tension is that the 
commitment to love over caring about being loved helps satisfy the desire 
to be loved. Love supports reciprocity of love, or, more precisely, love 
invites to love in return in two very important ways. First is the appeal to 
the beloved’s desire to be loved and second is by building trust.

The characteristics of caring about being loved predetermine that 
this desire is relatively hard to satisfy because the action that would result 
in being loved must come from another person’s free decision. The person 
that cares about being loved cannot force someone to love him because the 
love would not be genuine in that person’s eyes. Free choice makes love 
valuable. Presumably, if the person had the possibility to give a love potion 
to anyone, he would prefer not to, because the person would not love him 
for who he is, but merely because of the workings of the potion. Thus, the 
desire to be loved must be satisfied by the free decision to love —to be loved 
for oneself (Nozick 75). Since the satisfaction of the desire falls out of the 
scope of direct influence, when someone decides to love him, it is deemed 
very valuable by the agent.

This invites reciprocal action of the beloved towards the lover. If an 
agent performs an action that promotes the a person’s interests, the person 
senses that this action was done out of love, disinterestedly and regards 
it very valuable, because it satisfies his caring about being loved. He feels 
sympathy towards the person that performed this action and may be more 
likely to decide to return the action. Subsequently, he can fall in love, when 
his will is configured to promote the interests of the lover. The agent may 
be more likely to reciprocate because the lover’s action that was motivated 
by love is regarded as valuable. Such a mechanism was studied by Gouldner  
when he concluded that if an agent performs an action that promotes the 
interests of another person, the other person is likely to respond with the 
positive action (Gouldner). Therefore, love invites reciprocated love as it 
appeals to the desire to be loved.

Furthermore, building on the invitation to reciprocity, love helps to 
build trust between the lover and the beloved. When a lover loves the 
beloved, the lover takes the interests of the beloved as his own and acts 
disinterestedly to promote these interests. When a person perceives that 
the agent is promoting the person’s interests because of love, the person 
knows that the agent does not want to serve those interests as a means to 
something else but as an end in itself. In other words, if the agent loves the 
person, the person knows the agent does not promote the interests of the 
person in order to gain something else for himself. He merely does it from 
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love. Therefore, the person knows that he can trust that the agent’s action 
is not partial.

Trust, then, is an important condition to configure the will because 
it aims to promote the interests of the other person. If the beloved does not 
trust that the lover’s actions are true and not just manipulation to some 
other end, the beloved may respond with politeness and reciprocity but 
may find it hard to love the lover because love is a commitment to serve 
the interests of the other person. If the beloved cannot trust the interests 
of the lover, he does not want to commit to them. Love invites to love in 
return and sends a message: I love you. I would love to be loved by you 
because I care about being loved and you are part of my identity. You can 
trust me that everything I do I do to serve your interests disinterestedly; I 
will not misuse you in any way.

Thus, one of the solutions to the tension between love and caring 
about being loved is to remain committed to love. Love invites reciprocity 
by appealing to a beloved’s desire to be loved and by helping to build the 
trust between the lover and the beloved. Since love is an invitation, it does 
not guarantee that people will avoid suffering. However, if the other person 
decides to respond, it will be genuine love that comes from a person’s free 
will because he was not obliged to respond to the lover. This gives rise to 
freedom—love’s demanding condition.

This essay aimed to explore the tension between love and caring 
about being loved. When people are not loved by their beloveds, they 
suffer, and suffering can push away their love. I propose the solution to 
this tension between love and caring about being loved. I argue that com-
mitment to love can invite the beloved to reciprocal love and thus satisfy 
the desire of the lover to be loved.
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