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Having Mode and Being Mode
: Which way I will follow for my relationship

Recently, I wondered whether I had attempted to obtain my partner through the institution of marriage. So I read Erich Fromm’s To Have or To Be. In his writings, Fromm argues that we must move from living a life that is focused on having to one concentrating on being.1 He says the more we have, the lonelier we become.2 It cuts us off from the world. By contrast, a life of being is the growth of love and solidarity, and a life that is more connected to the world.3 Fromm stresses that in our modern society, we should choose a life of being.3 He states that moving from a life of having and consuming to a life of being is an important condition for happiness.1

But I criticize his view. In my opinion, the life of having and the life of being are not strictly opposed. They are modes of living that constantly shift in complex ways. In my own experience, I have witnessed how the desire to have can lead toward being. For example, I have a partner I want to marry. Through marriage, I want to own and consume my partner. I also realized that I am defining him and myself through certain traits. He is disabled, and I am not. At some point, when I introduced him to others,  I found myself often adding, “He is disabled.” As I repeated this, I wondered why I felt I had to say it this way. I came to suspect that, as a non-disabled person, I was trying to use my relationship to show my moral goodness. By doing so, I turned my “goodness” into part of my self-image. This is clearly the life of having.4 By owning him, I fixed my identity and my existence. In this way, I began to date my partner in the mode of having. It was a way of lifting myself up.

As our relationship deepened, I desired to own him even more. I tried to own his body too, to claim even the most private parts of him through sex. Yet, the more I wanted more stimulating sex and sought possession, the more I showed my hidden, most vulnerable sides. Through that revealed vulnerability, trust began to build between us, and I came to accept him as a being. Hence, what started as a mode of having slowly changed into a mode of being. Through his being, I could share love and solidarity with more kinds of beings in daily life. I began to love him not as something to possess, but as someone to be/exist with. Driven by a stronger desire to have, I therefore moved to the mode of being. 

According to Fromm’s logic, my desire to have should make me more broken and lonely. But based on my personal experience, it did not. The acts for stronger stimulation opened a path toward being. And in that way, I also came to long for the institution of marriage, not only to possess him but as a way to deepen our relationship. We do not need to pursue only a life of being for a happy life. The life of having is not always far from happiness, and the life of being is not always close to it. Through moving between these two modes of life, we can move not toward a selfish life but toward a life of love and solidarity with each other, a happy life.
1 Fromm, To have or to be? Continuum, 2008. 140
2 Fromm, To have or to be? Continuum, 2008. 89
3 Fromm, To have or to be? Continuum, 2008. 86
4 Fromm, To have or to be? Continuum, 2008. 23

Reference
Fromm, Erich. To have or to be? Continuum, 2008. 23-140
