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Abstract

This article will attempt to integrate the concept of nature within
an interpersonal anthropology through an analysis of a work written
by Pierre Rousselot in 1908: The Problem of Love in the Middle Ages.
An introduction will be followed by a biography of the author (n. 1),
after which we will analyse the content of the work, which revolves
around concepts of love that existed in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies. Rousselot groups these concepts around two positions: «ec-
static» love (n. 2) and «natural» love (n. 3). The author compares the
two visions and comes down clearly in favour of the «natural» con-
cept as the one that best expresses human dynamisms (n. 4). Finally,
some of the limitations of the work will be explored (n. 5), based on the
contrast between its avant-gardeness and the lack of intellectual tools
available to the author (n. 5.1). The limitations are basically twofold:
the relationship between nature and person (n. 5.2) and the ignorance
of interpersonal purpose, which prevent the author from discovering
the feasibility of a duality within personal unity (n. 5.3). Naturally,
these limitations do not detract from the novelty that Pierre Rous-
selot’s contribution signi�ed at that time.
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introduction

There is a perception currently abroad that in certain personalist writers it
is possible to put on hold the concept of nature when one is dealing with
themes such as interpersonal relationships and, within these, a very special
one: love. This may be due to the reduction of meaning to which the notion
of nature has been exposed in recent centuries, and which has gone from be-
ing the «internal principle of movement» to a notion that is strongly linked
to modern biology of a mechanistic nature.

In order to be able better to integrate the notion of nature within an in-
terpersonal anthropology, I propose a reading of an early twentieth-century
work, The Problem of Love in the Middle Ages, written by Pierre Rousselot
in 1908. In this work, Rousselot analyses the di�erent concepts of love that
existed in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and which can broadly be
grouped into two categories: «personalist» or «ecstatic» love, and «phys-
ical» or «natural» love. Rousselot’s conclusion is surprising: the most au-
thentically human and personal concept of love is precisely the natural and
not the ecstatic one. It is true that this work may have its limits, since it
was written when the phenomenological school had not been developed
and personalism still did not exist, but, because of the importance that the
link between the nature concept and the experience of love may have, it is
interesting to be aware of the arguments advanced in this work.1

1 contextualisation: a biographical and intellectual
profile of pierre rousselot

Pierre Rousselot (1878-1915) was born in Nantes (France) into a deeply
Catholic family. After studying with the Jesuits in Le Mans, at the age of
sixteen he began his novitiate, which at that time had to be overseas (in
Canterbury, England). He was ordained as a priest in 1908 and achieved
a Doctorate in Philosophy with two theses: L’Intellectualisme de saint
Thomas (The Intellectualism of Saint Thomas),2 and Pour l’histoire du
problème de l’amour au Moyen-Âge.3 The following year he began teaching
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at the Institut Catholique de Paris, an activity that was interrupted by the
outbreak of World War I. He was called up and was killed in battle at
Epages in 1915.

Despite his early death, Rousselot laid the foundations of a radical way of
thinking about Thomist synthesis. While training in the seminaries exagger-
ated the value of conceptual knowledge, secular thought gradually rejected
scienti�c determinism in favour of idealism and Bergsonian intuitionism.
Together with these two very di�erent ways of understanding the world,
when Rousselot was training, modernism was being propagated within the
Catholic Church. Its postures led to a softening of �xed concepts and dog-
matic propositions. This movement was de�nitively condemned by Pope
Pius X in 1907, forcing many to recognise the risks that could arise from
basing one’s faith on mere sentiment, on a dynamism or on intuition.

These three forms (rationalism, intuitionism and modernism)
represented for Rousselot paths of unilateral access to reality. Although he
was greatly attracted by Blondel’s opinions, especially by the central
importance of Christ, he feared attributing primacy to a will that turned
out to be irrational. His personal interpretation of Saint Thomas, in which
his Platonic-Plotinian inheritance is to the fore, exposed imminent
dynamism to intellectual knowledge itself.4

Following John Michel McDermott, one could say that this new under-
standing of Saint Thomas is guided by a «sacramental» vision of reality,
which o�ers a key to the interpretation of the thoughts of Angelic Doctor
and of Pierre Rousselot’s contribution. This sacramental approach is based
on the presence of the divine in matter, which obliges one to conceive re-
ality from a unity that is not so much «numerical» (understood as the sum
of individuals) as «transcendental» (understood from participation in God’s
being through the creatural condition), a unity that is evident in all human
activity,5 but in a special way in love.6

2 ecstasy of love

Rousselot’s thesis on love in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries appeared
as a historical study that was to accompany the main thesis of The Intellec-
tualism of Saint Thomas.7 Nevertheless, The Problem of Love in the Middle
Ages o�ers a signi�cant insight on theology since the two concepts of love
discussed in the book are quite di�erent from one another as far as the evalu-
ation of the relationship between nature and the supernatural is concerned.
This implied that the «minor» thesis had a more important repercussion.
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What Rousselot a�rms is that, while the medieval mind considered God to
be the �nal destination for human beings (which was not an insigni�cant
observation), the question that was not resolved in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries was whether love of desire (amor concupiscentiae) and love
of friendship (amor amicitiae) were so di�erent from each other as to be op-
posites, or whether, in the �nal analysis, they could be reduced to a common
principle.

The disagreement was centred on the reply to the following question:
«humans by nature love God more than themselves?»8 Those who believed
that the love of desire and the love of friendship were mutually exclusive, an-
swered the question in the negative and extolled a completely disinterested
love that demanded self-sacri�ce and the abandonment of love of desire in
favour of love of God. Consequently, love of friendship was seen as a purely
ecstatic reality, with the result that to love truly consisted of the placing of
the subject outside of himself in an attitude of self-sacri�ce in relation to the
other person. This understanding of love can be gleaned from some texts of
the schools of Saint Victor, Saint Bernard and Peter Abelard’s followers. It
has four characteristics:

– It is a dualistic love, as it presents two separate people, who sacri�ce
themselves for the happiness of the other;

– it is violent, in the sense that it goes against one’s natural tendencies
and tyrannizes the subject of love to the point of self-destruction;

– it is irrational, since it contradicts natural reasoning, which pursues
self interest;

– it is free, in the sense that it is self-su�cient, in as much as it seeks no
objective other than self-sacri�ce, with the result that all personal happiness
would have to be sacri�ced to the achievement of this ultimate objective of
love.9

3 unity of love: physical or natural love

Rousselot rejects the ecstatic concept in favour of what he calls the «physi-
cal» (natural) or «Greco-Thomist» vision of love,10 which a�rms that «there
is between the love of God and the love of self a fundamental identity».11 The
chief exponent of this current is Saint Thomas, but there are also traces of
it in Hugh of Saint Victor, Saint Bernard,12 and in the Neoplatonic doctrines
of pseudo-Dionysius, which have exerted an especially strong in�uence on
the Angelic Doctor. In particular, the latter would have used three theories
which would allow him to postulate the reconciliation between self-love and
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love of the other.
The �rst is the theory of the whole and the part, which can be traced

following Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.13 For Aristotle, altruism
is derived from self-love. Saint Thomas, for his part, re-elaborates this
identi�cation between self-love and altruism, and declares that the desire
for self-happiness is the ultimate guiding force of the human will, so that
«love of self is the measure of all other loves».14 None the less, if human
beings are able to love God as their supreme aim, it is, as Aquinas states,
because «it is clear that God is the common good of the whole universe
and of all its parts. Hence each creature in its own way naturally loves God
more than itself».15 This assertion is based on the doctrine of participation,
through which, according to Rousselot, all human beings share in God by
way of imitation. Therefore, the nature of things would require a love
for God that is greater than self-love, while self-love would be a part of
love of God. The conclusion, then, is that these two loves are «in perfect
continuity».16

The second Thomist principle is that of a universal appetite of all crea-
tures for God.17 For Angelic Doctor, everything that exists, even plants and
animals, possesses an inclination towards God. This natural appetite for
«the acquisition of God» means that it would be impossible to place the
love for a �nite being in opposition to the love of God. It is true that peo-
ple do not necessarily have to be aware that by nature they love God more
than they love themselves, with the result that they could be tempted to
subordinate the good of the whole to their own «private» interests. Never-
theless, «virtue consists in not proposing as an end any other whole than
the complete assemblage of being whose good coincides with the good of
God Himself»;18 or, to put it another way, true love implies seeing oneself
and other human beings not as totalities but as creatures of God. From this
perception, if the desire for God is natural, then following true self-desire
is loving God. Self-love and love for God are in continuity rather than in
opposition.

The third and �nal principle is the coincidence of spiritual good with good
in itself.19 When human beings experience a con�ict between their love of
self and love of God, this happens, according to Saint Thomas, not because
they are in opposition, but because human beings are composite and not
purely spiritual creatures. However, from the moment in which the spiri-
tual nature of human beings is what makes them authentically human, a
sacri�ce of the good of the senses necessarily implies a sacri�ce that ben-
e�ts the self.20 Moreover, due to the weakness of the human spirit, some
temporal inclinations of the spirit could be prohibited for the good of eter-
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nal life. «However, this sacri�ce will be temporary: when, after our earthly
state of wayfaring, we come to exist beyond time, the perception of truth
cannot but be excellent in regard to its exercise, just as it was in regard to
its “speci�cation”».21

4 comparison between ecstatic love and physical love

The three principles of physical love (the theory of the whole and the part,
the universal appetite of all creatures for God, and the coincidence of spiri-
tual good and good itself) are opposed to the ecstatic concept of love, which
reverberates with a resounding «no» to the question of whether men by na-
ture loved God more than themselves. In the ecstatic concept, precisely be-
cause of this negation, nature would necessarily be overtaken by the lover’s
denying his personality in favour of the personality of the loved one.22 From
Rousselot’s perspective, the di�culty of this response lies in the dualism that
is his starting-point:

«If one wanted [. . . ] to bring out its dominant principle, the best course
of action to take would most likely be to characterize the ecstatic concep-
tion of love by the predominance of the idea of person over the idea of
nature. It is because love is conceived of purely as tending from a person to
a person that it is conceived of as ecstatic, as doing violence to innate incli-
nations, as ignoring natural dissimilarities, as a pure a�air of freedom. In
St. Thomas, on the contrary, the individual personhood itself is conceived
of as a participation of God, and in this way is part of nature».23

The ecstatic notion of love takes for granted the priority of the individual
personality over the community of human nature. Saint Thomas’s starting
point, by contrast, was the community of nature and person as participant in
the life of God. In other words, for Saint Thomas, unity, as a transcendental
concept, took priority over plurality:

«In the physical conception of love, unity is the raison d’être and the ideal of
love, as it is its end. Things are quite di�erent in the ecstatic conception of
love: there plurality, or at the very least duality, is presented as an essential
and necessary element of perfect love».24

Therefore, the physical concept of love comes with an a�rmative re-
sponse to the much-discussed question of whether men by nature love God
more than they love themselves. The close connection between human na-
ture and love of God as its end implies that amor concupiscentiae and amor
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amicitiae cannot be in opposition to each other. They must both be viewed
as interconnected; and, more than that, they must be viewed as a single love.
Of course, identifying amor concupiscentiae with amor amicitiae means that,
when it comes to it, the controversial question would not need to be an-
swered in the a�rmative, but it would have to be exposed as a false dilemma.
As Rousselot demonstrates, Aquinas’s complete response, «would aim at
abolishing the problem: [. . . ] instead of reducing the love of God to a mere
form of the love of self, it is the love of self that is reduced to a mere form
of the love of God».25

Rousselot is aware of the Neoplatonic roots of the physical vision of
love, which reach Saint Thomas via the pseudo-Dionysius, and which may
be expressed in the principle according to which all things desire God.26 For
this reason, the physical concept may be correctly named «Greco-Thomist».

The discovery of this Neoplatonic in�uence is very important, since it
facilitates a sacramental ontology, which emphasises the continuity between
nature and the supernatural. Rousselot found in the Angelic Doctor a Neo-
platonic emphasis on the natural desire of seeing God. This beginning of a
natural appetite for God in all things directly contradicted the Neo-Thomist
separation of nature and the supernatural, which held that only the infu-
sion of a supernatural principle could cause the desire for God. Thirty years
later, this question of natural desire (desiderium naturae) would be funda-
mental for Henri de Lubac in his reading of the Fathers of the Church and
the medieval theologians. The constant emphasis that Rousselot places on
continuity, even going as far as identi�cation, between self-love and love of
God �nally found an echo in the theological debates of the 1940s and 1950s
on the natural and the supernatural.27

5 the limits of rousselot’s proposal

Rousselot’s proposal that most interested scholars in the decades following
the publication of The Problem of Love was precisely the continuity between
the natural and the supernatural. Nevertheless, there is another question
that perhaps at that time did not seem so relevant both because interests
appeared to be di�erent and because Rousselot himself did not manage to
integrate it into this work and later did not have time to develop it. In any
case, more than a century after the author’s death, it must be said that we
believe it to be a central theme: it is the relationship between person and
nature.28
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5.1 Historiographic Limitations

It is fair to preface any criticism of this work with a recognition that the lim-
its that one may �nd in it today must be tempered by taking into account
the historic and intellectual period in which it was written. In the �rst place,
when Rousselot died in 1915, philosophical personalism had not yet emerged
and phenomenology was in its infancy: su�ce it to say that, prior to the pub-
lication of The Problem of Love (1908), Hussel’s Logical Investigations had
only been published in 1900-1901, and his Ideas did not come out until 1913.
Moreover, a work as fundamental to the beginnings of personalist re�ec-
tion as Martin Buber’s I and Thou was not published until 1923. Secondly,
the recovery of the thoughts of Saint Thomas, which had begun during the
nineteenth century, had still not attained the systematization that it would
achieve over the twentieth century. For example, the �rst edition of Étienne
Gilson’s The Christian philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas (Le Thomisme) was
published in 1919, and Gallus Manser’s The Essence of Thomism did not ap-
pear until 1932.29 Finally something as fundamental as the complete lack of
a philosophical-theological study of love needs to be pointed out. Proof of
this is that a work as famous in the �eld as Anders Nygren’s Agape and Eros
was published in 1930.30 It is precisely because he did not have available to
him a whole series of intellectual tools that would be developed later that it
is fascinating to deal with a work that is ahead of its time in its treatment of
love.

Therefore, bearing in mind this bibliographical detail, it should be em-
phasised that, on the one hand, Rousselot make us aware that a realist re-
�ection on the person is not possible without taking into account his natural
dynamisms, and, on the other, the line drawn between physical-natural love
and ecstatic-personal love is so marked that it is easy to see at least a lack
of integration of nature within the person.

5.2 Nature and Person

Following the canons of the Aristotelian-Thomist philosophical tradition to
which Rousselot wishes to adhere, one must begin by emphasising that na-
ture and person are not comparable concepts since they are situated on dif-
ferent ontological levels. That is to say, while person implies a direct refer-
ence to an existing reality, in that it indicates a substance, a self-subsisting
being;31 on the other hand, nature belongs to the realm of the essential, of
the determinant, of that which channels the creative possibilities of being,
so that it exists when it occurs within an substance.32 As a consequence,
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since person and nature do not indicate the same level of reality, they can-
not be opposed dialectically, but, on the other hand, a space is opened up for
a possible integration.

If Rousselot sets nature and person in opposition to each other, it is be-
cause, at bottom, he is transposing to medieval, and speci�cally Thomist,
thought an understanding of both concepts that is not typical of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries but of the modern period. In short, the nominal-
ist inheritance of this latter period caused scholastic metaphysics to lose its
ontological depth and, as a result, the notions that it employed were emp-
tied of its formal dimension and were reduced to its material level. This is
what happened, for example, with the notion of cause, which was reduced
to e�cient causality, and with the notion of nature, which came to refer
only to the biological aspects of being, or, at most, the environment which
they inhabit. In both senses, nature came to designate the combinations of
restrictions that limit the existence of individuals, while, when faced with
this, the nucleus of the person became identi�ed with its consciousness.33

It is certainly legitimate for Rousselot to wish to respond to a modern
problem by resorting to medieval texts, in order to see how the question had
been illuminated in the past and to extract consequences for the present.
However, it is unclear whether the author bore in mind that the intellectual
world of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was very di�erent and was one
in which the opposition between nature and person did not exist.

5.3 Intentionality

As far as this is concerned, one needs to recognize that the human person
possesses certain natural conditions (intelligence, genetics, etc.) that facil-
itate relations and communication with other persons in a way that may
be called rational, but understanding this adjective in a broad sense, which
goes beyond the intellectual �eld and covers the whole person, including,
for example, human passions, in which the natural and the personal history
of each individual are intertwined. In this way, then, the human person pos-
sesses a rational nature in the spiritual, or rather intentional, sense of the
word.34

Clearly, Rousselot could not foresee all the debate on intentionality
that would be provoked throughout the twentieth century, in both the
phenomenological and Thomist spheres (let alone in the analytical
Anglo-American world). However, one should not forget that Franz
Brentano had begun the recovery of this notion in 1874, with the
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publication of Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, with the result that
it was already being debated.

Thanks to the consideration of intentionality, one can better understand
that the person is capable of internally embracing other individuals and en-
gendering with them a new spiritual existence in which both the subject
who embraces and the subject who is embraced appear as united. On the
other hand, the subject who is embraced may also be seen as a subject who
acts within the interiorizing subject and transforms him in the sense that
he molds his thoughts, his feelings, his projects and his successive actions,
so that when the interiorizing subject acts, he does so encouraged by the
shared being he has intentionally engendered with the other subject.

From this intentional perspective it is possible to discover the interper-
sonal duality within personal unity, something that Rousselot would have
been unable to see. For this author, communication between two people
was carried out from communion in rational nature, with the result that
what was exclusively personal su�ered from being excessively individual-
istic. None the less, without denying the value of the community of nature,
but, on the contrary, by placing it as the basis of personal life, one can reach
a di�erent metaphysical level that is more existential, in which the person
himself is neither opposed to another nor nulli�es himself to a�rm his op-
posite, but a�rms the person as capable of engendering himself through
interaction with other subjects.

conclusion

Beyond the limits that this work on The Problem of Love in the Middle
Ages may have, Pierre Rousselot teaches us that true love cannot be
purely ecstatic, because if one sacri�ces oneself totally to the point of
self-obliteration, what remains to be o�ered to the other person? It is true
that true love cannot force human capacities, as capacities do not exist
independently of the person, so that to force his intelligence or will means
to force the person. In short, there is no opposition between person and
nature.

notes
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