What is love? Hannah Arendt and the
amor mundi
Mark Aloysius SJ
How would the expressions of romance that we are encouraged
to make on Valentine’s Day fit into Hannah Arendt’s
understanding of love? Mark Aloysius SJ explains what love is
– and is not – according to the famous philosopher: ‘Arendt
challenges us to see in all our loving both the other as they are
and to see the face of God in them, never reducing the other to
merely a function of our craving or an abstract conception of
sameness.’
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In these, her own words, Hannah Arendt portrays
love as that which gives the lover eyes to see the
beloved clearly and deeply, such that everything else
not only falls away from one’s field of vision, but is
completely obliterated. Love, she says in The Human
Condition, is destructive of the ‘in-between’ – those
individual attributes that disclose our identity and
also the common world that we inhabit. However, at
the same time as Arendt wrote those words, she
discovered within herself profound stirrings of a
different kind of love, the ‘love of the world’ (amor
mundi). In a letter to her former teacher and lifelong
friend, Karl Jaspers, on 6 August 1955, she writes:
‘I’ve begun so late, really only in recent years, to truly
love the world … Out of gratitude, I want to call my
book on political theories “Amor Mundi”’.2 How do we
reconcile these seemingly contradictory positions

is attained and enjoyed. However, once that happens,
craving quickly degenerates into the fear of losing that
which is loved, for even if the object of craving should
endure, life itself slips away.

Thus, death becomes the greatest fear that dominates
the self and what the self truly craves is freedom,
freedom from this fear of losing. Arendt points to the
experience of the death of a friend in Augustine’s
Confessions.4 Augustine expresses poignantly what that
loss meant to him and how ‘he became a question to
himself’. In order to escape the fear and pain of loss,
Arendt argues that Augustine turns towards his own
interiority and ‘proceeds to strip the world and all
temporal things of their value and to make them
relative’.5 Consequently, Arendt notes that love as
craving is always a state of forgetfulness; one forgets
oneself in the search for the beloved, and the fear of

losing leads to the forgetfulness of the world. She
says, ‘Just as the lover forgets himself over the
beloved, mortal, temporal man can forget his
existence over eternity’.6
Love-as-memory
In charting out the second way of loving, Arendt
draws on Augustine’s discussion on memory in The
Trinity and explores what it is that enables the lover to
perceive something as good, as loveable. Though
neither ‘justice’ nor ‘happiness’ is an experience of this
world, we have a deep intuition of what ‘justice’ and
‘happiness’ are. Thus, Augustine argues that these
must be experiences given in pure consciousness and
it is the faculty of memory that allows the lover to
access those intuitions as s/he engages in love.7
Drawing on Augustine, Arendt avers that in contrast
to the first mode of love-as-craving, this love-asremembering draws the self into the search for one’s
origins and ultimately into the presence of the Creator
God. While the first way of loving is marked by a fear
of death, this second way of loving is marked by
gratitude for birth and existence, which is for Arendt
the capacity for new beginnings or what she calls
‘natality’.8 Through this traversal through memory,
the lover realises that they love because they have
been loved. The lover is liberated from solipsistic
craving and is touched and transformed intimately by
the desire of God, the Beloved, for the lover, or the
‘love of the love of God’ (amor amoris Dei).9
This transformation of desires and love in the
presence of God into the ‘love of love’ itself, an
absolute love that looks beyond the particularities of
existence, is what makes love unworldly according to
Arendt. The lover chooses to dwell not in the world
but in the Beloved, thus turning the world into a
‘desert for man’s isolated existence’.10 Furthermore,
Arendt argues that this kind of love reduces the
uniqueness of the other into the sameness of a being
created by God. ‘And just as I do not love the self I
made in belonging to the world, I also do not love my
neighbour in the concrete and worldly encounter with
him. Rather, I love him in his createdness. I love
something in him, that is the very thing which, of
himself, he is not: “For you love in him not what he
is, but what you wish that he may be.”’11

A new understanding of love
Arendt is thus reflecting on the discrepancies and
failures in our loving. In love-as-craving we love to the
point of self-oblivion and make the beloved and the
world an idol. In love-as-memory we truly discover
the source of our own being in God but we reduce the
world and the other to mere phantasms. In the
former, we only see our own craving. In the latter, we
see only God, our origin and source. It is not as if her
reflections on love are purely theoretical, rather they
correspond to specific ways of being in the world. If
love is conceived as craving, then the only options
available to the lover are hedonism or its antidote, a
Stoically-conceived ataraxy, a state of being where one
makes oneself immune to the world in order never to
feel the experience of loss. If love is conceived as
remembering, then the options available to the
Christian are a spirituality that is disengaged from the
socio-economic and political realities of the world or
its opposite, a militant secularism. One way of loving
looks to the absolute future, the other to the absolute
past; both are an escape into timelessness, neither is
engaged with the present.
Arendt tries to reconfigure these deficient views of
loving. Indeed, in a footnote to the passage that was
quoted at the start, she intimates that the problem
with love is our very understanding of it.
The common prejudice that love is as common as
‘romance’ may be due to the fact that we all
learned about it first through poetry. But the
poets fool us; they are the only ones to whom
love is not only a crucial, but an indispensable
experience, which entitles them to mistake it for a
universal one.

How then does Arendt conceive a proper kind of love,
the amor mundi by which the neighbour and the world
is loved in all its alterity? Perhaps what Arendt is
trying to invite us to consider can be better
understood visually, and I take recourse to Monet’s
Water-Lilies, Setting Sun (1907), which hangs in the
National Gallery in London. It seems to me that what
Monet is trying to do in this painting is to capture a
new perspective of the world. He does this by
painting the reflection of the pink and yellow rays of
the setting sun on the calm waters of his pond in his
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garden at Giverny, Normandy. In the words of Marcel
Proust, Monet accomplishes this astonishing
perspective by ‘bending over the magic mirror’ of the
canvas. In one canvas, Monet superimposes both
heights and depths. Looking at his painting, we see
two worlds all at once, without strain, without having
to shift our gaze. And we might note that this
remarkable perspective is obtained as the painter
himself takes on the posture of bending before this
beautiful moment in time and space.
Arendt’s critique accomplishes a highly sophisticated
analysis of the pathologies of loving. She reminds us
that there is more in love than just the lover and the
beloved; there is this world in between them that
must also be cared for, the political space where other
actors are present. For a Christian, Arendt’s critique
reminds us to take seriously Jesus’s summary of the
entirety of the Scriptures: love of God and love of
neighbour as of self (Matthew 22:37-40). Like Monet’s
painting, Arendt challenges us to see in all our loving
both the other as they are and to see the face of God
in them, never reducing the other to merely a function
of our craving or an abstract conception of sameness.
Such a vision can only be obtained if we too, like
Monet, learn the posture of humility and the letting
go of possessiveness before the other.
(Arendt herself would come to a renewed appreciation of Augustine’s characterisation of love in her
last published work, The Life of the Mind, where she
notes that love is recognition of the alterity of the
other, and perhaps, she might have come to see love
as the precondition for the creation of political space.
This is pure conjecture though, for she never completed the third volume of that work. Remarking on
how for Augustine it is love that transforms the
divided will, she says: ‘there is no greater assertion of
something or somebody than to love it, that is, to say:
I will that you be – Amo: Volo ut sis’.12)
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