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Abstract

Spiritual needs, particularly the experience of love, play an important role in hu-
man self-reflection and moral development. Despite its centrality, the philosophi-
cal exploration of love and its relation to selthood remains relatively underex-

plored, especially in contemporary Chinese scholarship. This paper examines the
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nature of “good love” as articulated by Dr. Chen Guo in her seminal work Good
Love, highlighting her perspective on how love contributes to self-realization and
spiritual development. Drawing on philosophical hermeneutics and the ethics of
selthood, the study interprets Chen Guo’s ideas within the broader discourse of
human moral and spiritual cultivation. Using textual and conceptual analysis, the
study closely examines Good Love to identify its key arguments, philosophical
foundations, and ethical implications. The study finds that Chen Guo positions
“good love” as a relational and self-reflective practice that nurtures individual self-
hood while simultaneously promoting societal moral progress. By providing a sys-
tematic analysis of her perspective, the paper aims to contribute to the philosoph-
ical discourse on love, bridging individual ethical cultivation and social spiritual
development, and offers a valuable framework for understanding contemporary
interpretations of selfhood and relational ethics in modern China.
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Introduction

Philosopher Chen Guo’s Good Love examines love as a practice that nurtures personal selfhood and contributes to
societal moral advancement. While existing scholarship emphasizes psychological or sociological readings, its phil-
osophical framework remains underexplored. This paper analyzes Chen’s notion of “good love”, investigating how
it bridges individual self-reflection and ethical cultivation. Drawing on hermeneutics and the ethics of selthood, it
demonstrates love’s role as both a personal practice and a catalyst for ethical growth, contributing to moral philos-
ophy and future comparative research.

The family is widely regarded as a fundamental unit of social organization. A family formed by a man and a
woman is often regarded as a central social expression of faithful love. For this reason, the family—occupying a
central place within society’s social framework—has long been a key focus of anthropological research. The Rus-
sian writer Leo Tolstoy once observed that while faith may differ across individuals and historical periods, love
remains constant in the human heart (Tolstoy, 2006). Building on this idea, this paper takes love as the core element
of the family and uses Good Love by Dr. Chen Guo of the Department of Philosophy at Fudan University as its
primary text. Through an analysis of her work, the paper explores what constitutes “good love” and seeks to deepen
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our understanding of this concept. Written in an accessible style, the book provides reflections on romantic rela-
tionships and offers perspectives on understanding the complexities of love.

1. Distinguishing “Love” and “Affection”

In Good Love, Chen Guo first differentiates between the concepts of “affection” (qing) and “love” (ai). She points
out that “affection” often remains at the level of a temporary and changeable feeling or impression. The immediate
impression it creates is quickly overshadowed by the next new experience (Chen, 2018). Relationships driven by
such affection often manifest themselves in two archetypes: the “emotionless guest” and the “serial lover” (Chen,
2018). Relationships based solely on such fleeting emotions may be unstable and prone to conflict, potentially
leading people to question the very existence of “love”. In contrast, “love” represents an unwavering, single-minded,
and selfless spirit. As such, the object of true love is rare. Love can be understood as a profound connection between
two individuals, the mutual symbiosis and belonging of two souls. In this view, love represents a profound spiritual
connection between two individuals (Chen, 2018).

Understanding the distinction between “love” and “affection” helps individuals avoid conflict in their emotional
lives. Chen Guo then outlines four defining features of “true love™: first, true love involves deep attraction; second,
it does not necessarily seek reciprocation; third, it embodies a noble emotional experience; fourth, it encourages
self-reflection and personal growth (Chen, 2018). This raises an important question: what kind of emotions does
“true love” awaken in the depths of the human heart? Chen Guo suggests that desire originates from biochemical
processes in the brain. These processes may be biologically predetermined or arise randomly, but they are not prod-
ucts of free will (Harari, 2017). Moreover, not all human emotions can be classified as love; many are merely
temporary sensations. This observation highlights the importance of self-awareness. One should not diminish one-
self in the name of love. Intense passion between infatuated lovers is not inherently wrong, but understanding its
nature can deepen our comprehension of love and the world, offering spiritual support for the discovery of a renewed
sense of self.

In this regard, Chen Guo emphasizes the importance of attending to one’s inner perceptions and cultivating a
sense of responsibility. She points out that if a relationship involves only one party giving and “enjoying” love,
often accompanied by insecurity and anxiety, then it cannot be considered genuine love; it is more likely an emo-
tional game aimed at satisfying desire. Thus, only by listening to the most authentic inner voice can one avoid
becoming lost between “affection” (qing) and “love” (ai), and prevent being harmed by them. This naturally leads
many to question how these two concepts are to be distinguished. In reality, the perception of the heart can provide
the answer. We must listen to the heart’s voice, “for where your heart is, there your treasure lies also” (Coelho,
2009). It should be clarified that “affection” (qing) is not equivalent to “love” (ai); they are not to be conflated. Love
is absolute love, while affection is distinct from love: affection is melancholy, love is strength; affection is desire,
love is life; affection is interest, love is faith (Chen, 2018). Therefore, profoundly comprehending the relationship
between these two concepts is of great significance for sustaining the experience of beautiful love.

2. Love as Gratitude vs. Love as Attraction

In Good Love, Chen Guo observes that “love born of gratitude is a form of self-sacrifice—it is my repayment for
your kindness; love born of attraction is a form of self-maturation. Regardless of what you have given me, your
presence gives my life a sense of purpose, for you have become my greatest “‘purpose’” (Chen, 2018). Many human
relationships can be understood as being shaped by these two psychological orientations. Love rooted in gratitude
emphasizes moral responsibility and emotional commitment to the other person, whereas love arising from genuine
attraction places greater emphasis on the experience of love itself and on selfless giving for love’s sake. Clearly,
both forms of love play important roles in stabilizing marriage and cultivating a harmonious family environment.
As long as individuals are aware of their own emotional motivations and have the courage to acknowledge them
honestly, neither they nor their partners will become trapped in emotional confusion or instability.

Chen Guo further elaborates on the different behavioral patterns that arise from feelings rooted in “affection” and
“love”, as well as from “love as attraction” and “love as gratitude”. Chen Guo suggests that forming a family can
represent an early expression of self-love and responsibility toward others. This sense of responsibility begins with
listening to one’s inner self. The renowned Russian writer and philosopher Alexander Herzen once remarked:
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“When people finally give up trying to save the world and instead focus on saving themselves; when they abandon
the goal of liberating humanity and turn to liberating themselves—only then will they make greater contributions
to saving the world and liberating humanity” (Harari, 2017). In the view of many, a newly established family be-
comes a warm refuge for couples who genuinely love one another. Such a union is not formed merely to fulfill
obligations or continue a family lineage, but to find a life partner with whom one can share both hardship and
happiness.

3. Perfect Love

In her book, Chen Guo defines a form of perfect love that must encompass three essential elements—resembling
Robert Sternberg’s Triangular Theory of Love—and none can be missing. “Passion” refers to the impulse of falling
in love; “understanding” means mutual comprehension; and “commitment” signifies long-term companionship and
unwavering loyalty. Only when these three elements converge does the profound emotion of “I love you” emerge
(Chen, 2018). Happy and long-lasting couples often possess all three qualities. However, in most cases, “passion”
is the most common element and may evolve into “understanding” through deepening connection, but very few
relationships truly achieve “commitment”. The reason lies in the fact that “commitment” requires joint effort from
both partners. Only those already deeply in love can work toward this shared goal.

Romantic relationships can sometimes lead to emotional conflicts or tragic outcomes, and some may even deny
the existence of true love as a result. Such attitudes stem from a limited perspective. Therefore, it is necessary to
redefine what constitutes “good love”, which features three core characteristics:

First, good love gives birth to the collective “we”. In such relationships, partners develop a strong sense of shared
identity while maintaining individual autonomy, forming a distinct “we”. Though physically separate, they are spir-
itually united—two bodies, one soul, independent yet deeply in love (Chen, 2018). The “we” constantly thinks about
how to please each other and how to take on more responsibilities and obligations. Moreover, the two lovers have
already entrusted their souls to each other, so they never feel lonely or distant. While only a fortunate few experience
this, it remains a constant companion for every couple who truly loves each other and successfully navigates the
three elements of love.

Second, good love means loving the person as they are. “I love you not because you are perfect. I love you simply
because you are you; I love this you, the real you” (Chen, 2018). For two people with a deep spiritual connection,
this perception serves as the primary prerequisite for maintaining the freshness of love. Furthermore, the one who
loves will always remind themselves to be attentive to the other’s pain and sorrow, viewing them as part of the trials
of'love. The sentiment “I love you no matter what” is, in fact, a form of respect for both the other person and oneself.
Only a heart that can embrace its original intention can best sustain lasting love.

Third, good love endures unchanging. Tacit understanding is a meeting of minds, a resonance of spirits, and a
perfect harmony of being—two souls always on the same wavelength, bound by an unspoken, seamless connection.
This is the truest form of tacit understanding, and it represents the deepest form of passion (Chen, 2018). In summary,
only those who successfully complete the “trilogy” of love can remain true to each other’s feelings. Their love has
transcended material pursuits, making them soulmates whose hearts are forever ablaze with the fire of love.

4. Insights from Good Love

The Belgian symbolist writer Maurice Maeterlinck once said: “The true meaning of life does not lie in the tangible
world we know, but in some mysterious realm unseen by the eyes, unheard by the ears, and beyond the reach of our
senses” (Amuti, 2000). Such emotional depth cannot be fully understood through purely empirical observation. In
Good Love, Chen Guo courageously explores the elusive nature of love and delves into the emotional expression of
romantic relationships. Her vision of good love offers profound insights into the essence of love and human emo-
tional life.

4.1 Loving as a Process of Gaining Rather Than Losing

Chen Guo addresses the question of whether loving someone is a “loss”. She writes: “In reality, saying ‘I love you’
is no more of a loss than hearing ‘you love me.” We gain no less from ‘I love you’ than from ‘you love me’” (Chen,
2018). Here, she particularly emphasizes that “I love you” also provides an opportunity to understand the true
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essence of love and gain insights into life’s philosophy. She offers three reasons to support this view: first, every
moment in love shapes the souls of both partners, granting them a form of “rebirth”; second, in the relationship of
“I love you”, we discover “another self”, “a ‘self’ that is more important than ourselves”; third, love reveals to both
partners that their lives possess the potential for “richer, grander, and more fulfilling” growth (Chen, 2018). In other
words, the “one who loves” has already reshaped themselves into a new “self” whose spiritual world merges with
that of the “beloved”. This new “self” is the external manifestation of all the perceptions stirred by love in the depths
of the heart. Only selfless, unassuming love can awaken our most authentic perceptions. Some “lovers” may never
form a lasting relationship with their “beloved”, yet they can still savor the taste of “love” and enjoy the joy of
“loving” throughout the process. Thus, pure love can bestow upon people a unique life experience and a renewed
spiritual outlook.

4.2 Love as Giving Instead of Taking

Love is not merely about taking; it is more about giving. The brilliant modern writer Eileen Chang once wrote in a
love letter to Hu Lancheng: “Because I understand, I am compassionate.” She incisively captures the essence of
love: it is not just about understanding, but also about giving, devotion, and tolerance (Wu, The expression of love
in the little prince). Moreover, “love” is a defining attribute that distinguishes humans from animals. Humans pos-
sess the ability to perceive and understand, and the clear, articulate expression of feelings is unique to our species.
This capacity to form emotional bonds distinct from those of animals grants us greater choice. The psychologist
Erich Fromm argued that love is an innate human ability, yet one must continuously learn how to love to fully
realize this potential (Wu, The expression of love in the little prince).

To attain more authentic love experiences, we must constantly strive to discover ourselves. Adolescence marks
the beginning of humanity’s journey of self-exploration—a stage that all human beings must undergo. However,
animals lack the ability to choose noble goals and worthy partners for their activities. Similarly, if humans form
emotional connections solely to satisfy desires, they may also unleash unimaginable tragedies. The American author
Marianne Williamson once said: “Love is the fundamental fact of our existence, our ultimate reality, and our purpose
in this world” (Winfrey, 2015). In truth, if each of us centers our lives around “love”, the flower of “love” will
bloom abundantly in the soil of the “family”. It is the unshakable responsibility and duty of every member of society
to view their family through a lens of appreciation and cultivate an atmosphere of love. Everyone who yearns for
true love should invest their heart and soul in love and family, thereby providing greater security for their emotional
lives. While the above discussion cannot serve as a basis for explaining the emergence of various emotions in our
hearts, it does offer guidance on resolving emotional conflicts in our lives. Therefore, Good Love plays a significant
role in guiding us to view marriage correctly and enrich our understanding of love.

5. Conclusion

The content of Chen Guo’s Good Love is bound to bring transcendent experiences to those who have become en-
slaved by desire. However, for those who pursue a spiritual paradise of love, it is as exquisite as nectar. A person
who can wholeheartedly say “I love you” without worrying about whether “you love me” demonstrates a strong
sense of emotional maturity. Perhaps true “love” is not as ubiquitous as we imagine; it is a rare treasure in the world,
accessible only to those with strong souls—those who are worthy of it (Chen, 2018). Thus, Chen Guo also mentions
in her book that very few people are fortunate enough to experience such love. “The purest and most sincere emotion
between people is love. Only by living in relationships filled with love and trust can people be healthy and happy”
(Zhou, 2018). This analysis highlights the ethical and philosophical significance of Chen Guo’s concept of “good
love”, which not only enriches the contemporary Chinese philosophical discourse on love but also provides a valu-
able theoretical framework for individuals to pursue authentic love and construct harmonious interpersonal and
family relationships. Meanwhile, it bridges the gap between individual ethical cultivation and social spiritual devel-
opment, pointing out a path for the moral progress of society through the practice of “good love” in daily life.
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