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Dedication

anthony, the first love letter I ever wrote was sent to you. it included this quote from Malcolm X: “We ourselves have to lift the level of our community, take the standards of our community to a higher level, make our own society beautiful so that we will be satisfied . . . we’ve got to change our own minds about each other. we have to see each other with new eyes . . . we have to come together with warmth . . .”

celebrating ten years—the warmth you bring to my life—all praise




Epigraph

Salvation is being on the right road, not having reached a destination.

— MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

One tries to recover, to be once more in good shape, to become whole again. . . . And I think that is the beginning of awakening. People speak about sudden enlightenment. It is not something very difficult to understand; each of us has undergone that kind of experience in our own life. The distance separating forgetfulness, ignorance, and enlightenment—that distance is short; it is so short it is no distance at all. One may be ignorant now, but he can be enlightened in the next second. The recovering of oneself can be realized in just one portion of one second. And to be aware of who we are, what we are, what we are doing, what we are thinking, seems to be a very easy thing to do—and yet it is the most important thing; to remember—the starting point of the salvation of oneself.

— THICH NHAT HANH,

The Raft Is Not the Shore





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Introduction: Love Is Our Hope

One: The Heart of the Matter

Two: We Wear the Mask

Three: The Issue of Self-Love

Four: Valuing Ourselves Rightly

Five: Moving Beyond Shame

Six: Mama Love

Seven: Cherishing Single Mothers

Eight: Loving Black Masculinity—Fathers, Lovers, Friends

Nine: Heterosexual Love—Union and Reunion

Ten: Embracing Gayness—Unbroken Circles

Eleven: Loving Justice

About the Author

Praise

Also by bell hooks

Copyright

About the Publisher




Introduction

Love Is Our Hope

LOVE AND DEATH were the great mysteries of my childhood. When I did not feel loved, I wanted to die. Death would take away the trauma of feeling unwanted, out of place, of always being the one who does not fit in. I knew then that love gave life meaning. But it disturbed me that nothing I heard about love fit with the world around me. At church we learned that love was peaceful, kind, forgiving, redemptive, faithful. And yet everybody seemed troubled in their relationships. Even as a child I pondered the gap between what folks said about love and the ways they behaved.

As a young woman hoping to find love, I was disappointed in the relationships I witnessed and troubled by my own efforts. Even though I was coming into womanhood at a time of free love and open marriage, I dreamed of being with a partner for a lifetime. My visions of marriage had been shaped by the relationship between my maternal grandmother and grandfather, who had been together for more than seventy-five years. An essay I wrote about their relationship titled “inspired eccentricity” described how different they were, and yet there was in their relationship what therapist Fred Newman calls “radical acceptance.” They had the curious blend of togetherness and autonomy that is needed in healthy relationships but difficult to find. I have not found it, even though I keep searching.

From my college days to the present, most folks I encounter consider it foolish and naive of anyone to want to spend a lifetime with a partner. Again and again they point to divorce rates and continual breakups among gay and straight couples as signs that spending a lifetime with someone is just not a realistic desire. Cynically, many of them believe that couples who remain together for more than twenty years are usually unhappy or just coexisting. That’s certainly true of many marriages (my parents have been together for almost fifty years but have not managed to create a happy household). But there are couples who find it sheer bliss to be spending a lifetime with one another. Their bonds are just as emblematic of what is real and possible as the reality of ruptured and broken bonds.

I learned from watching my grandparents that sustained joyous commitment in a relationship does not mean that there are no down and difficult times. In my first book on love, all about love: new visions, I continually state that love does not bring an end to difficulties, it gives us the strength to cope with difficulties in a constructive way. That book, like this one, is dedicated to Anthony, with whom I have had (and continue to have) long discussions about the nature of love. A thirty-something guy whose parents separated when he was a boy, he has no vision of a relationship lasting for a lifetime. In fact the idea seems “weird” to him. Only by experience is he learning to trust that lasting bonds are to be cherished and valued.

All love relationships flourish when there is sustained commitment. Constancy in the midst of change strengthens bonds. In both romantic relationships and friendships, I enjoy going through changes with loved ones, watching how we develop. To me it’s similar to the delight and awe that loving parents feel as they witness children go through myriad changes. Having a longtime partner who both participates in our growth while also bearing witness is one of love’s profound pleasures. I celebrate lasting love in all about love: new visions, a work that generally discusses the meaning of love in our culture and what we should know about love.

Lecturing in public schools during my tour for that book, I was continually distressed to hear black children of all ages express their deep conviction that love does not exist. Time and time again I was shaken to my core hearing young black folks emphatically state, “There is no such thing as love.” In all about love, I define love as a combination of care, knowledge, responsibility, respect, trust, and commitment. Calling out the extent to which our nation has become cynical about love, it should have come as no surprise that the pervasive lovelessness I talk about is not only most deeply felt in the hearts of children but that it would be among those groups of children, black girls and boys, who are collectively disenfranchised, neglected, or rendered invisible in this society, and that I would hear these sentiments frankly acknowledged. When asked about anti-racist struggle by white critics who did not understand the need for militant protest, playwright Lorraine Hansberry often replied that “the acceptance of our present condition is the only form of extremism which discredits us before our children.” Standing before black children who tell me there is no love in clear, flat, dispassionate voices, I confront our collective failure as a nation, and as African-Americans, to create a world where we can all know love. This book is a response to this crisis of lovelessness. It dares us to courageously create the love our children need to be whole, to live fully and well.

Early on in our nation’s history, when white settlers colonized Africans through systems of indentured labor and slavery, they justified these acts of racial aggression by claiming that black people were not fully human. In particular it was in relation to matters of the heart, of care and love, that the colonizers drew examples to prove that black folk were dehumanized, that we lacked the range of emotions accepted as a norm among civilized folk. In the racist mindset the enslaved African was incapable of deep feeling and fine emotions. Since love was considered to be a finer sentiment, black folks were seen as lacking the capacity to love.

When slavery ended, many of the racist stereotypes that had been used to subordinate and alienate black people were challenged. But the question of whether or not black people were capable of love, of deep and complex emotions, continued to be a subject for heated discussion and debate. In the early 1900s, black scholars began to debate the issue of whether or not the dehumanizing impact of racist terrorism and abuse had left black people crippled when it came to the matter of love. Writers like Richard Wright, Zora Neale Hurston, Ann Petry, Lorraine Hansberry, and James Baldwin sustained vibrant debates about the issue of love in fiction and nonfiction.

Hurston’s novel Their Eyes Were Watching God showed that love was not only possible among the poor and oppressed but a necessary and essential life force. In her provocative protest novel The Street, Ann Petry offered the world an image of black heterosexual love where black men betray black women through sexual objectification and manipulation. Opportunistic greed leads the black male hero to assault and disrespect the integrity of the black female who loves him. Wright offered to the world in his protest novel Native Son an image of blackness that made it synonymous with dehumanization, with the absence of feeling. His character Bigger Thomas embodied a lovelessness so relentless it struck a chord of terror in the minds of black activists who had been struggling to counter similar images of blackness emerging from the white imagination.

In his autobiography, Black Boy, Wright dared to tell the world that he believed dehumanization had happened to many black folks, that ongoing racist genocide had left us damaged, forever wounded in the space where we would know love. His critics Baldwin and Hansberry challenged this one-dimensional image of blackness. In Nobody Knows My Name, Baldwin declared: “I suggest that the role of the Negro in American life has something to do with our concept of what God is. . . . To be with God is really to be involved with some enormous, overwhelming desire, and joy, and power which you cannot control, which controls you. I conceive of my own life as a journey toward something I did not understand, which in the going toward, makes me better. I conceive of God, in fact, as a means of liberation and not a means to control others. Love does not begin and end the way we seem to think it does. Love is a battle, love is a war; love is a growing up. No one in the world . . . knows more—knows Americans better or . . . loves them more than the American Negro.” In the mid-sixties, Hansberry told a group of aspiring young black writers that if they wanted to understand the meaning of love, they should talk to black folks and “ask the troubadors who come from those who have loved when all reason pointed to the uselessness and foolhardiness of love.” Daringly she stated: “Perhaps we shall be the teachers when it is done. Out of the depths of pain we have thought to be our sole heritage in this world—O, we know about love!” Both Baldwin and Hansberry believed that black identity was forged in triumphant struggle to resist dehumanization, that the choice to love was a necessary dimension of liberation.

As late as 1974, writer June Jordan published the essay “Notes Toward a Black Balancing of Love and Hatred,” discussing the issue of which was the definitive black experience, the triumph of love over dehumanization celebrated in Hurston’s work or the triumph of violence, self-hatred, and destruction depicted in Wright’s Native Son. Jordan states: “Unquestionably, Their Eyes Were Watching God is the prototypical Black novel of affirmation; it is the most successful and convincing and exemplary novel of Black love that we have, period.” Yet Jordan urges us to feel no need to choose between Hurston or Wright, for she believes that in his dehumanization Bigger Thomas “teaches as much about the necessity of love, of being able to love without being destroyed, as Hurston’s Janie Starks,” and declares that “we should equally value and equally emulate Black Protest and Black Affirmation, for we require both.” Despite this prophetic insight, in the world of anti-racist activism a call to violence rather than a call to love had already become the order of the day. The affirmation and love Jordan deemed essential was already under siege.

Even though prophets of civil rights had always emphasized a liberation theology that upheld love as essential both to the creation in black folks of a healthy self-esteem undergirding resistance struggle and to the humanizing of hard hearted white folks, this focus on love did not prevail. As an organized black liberation movement emphasizing love was replaced by a call for militant violent resistance, the value of love in movements for black self-determination and liberation was no longer highlighted. When the seventies came to an end, a new cynicism had become the order of the day. The ethic of love once evoked by visionary leaders as the fundamental source of power and strength of our freedom struggle began to have little or no meaning in the lives of black folks, especially young people.

Indeed, love was mocked—not just the love-your-enemies message of nonviolent revolution spearheaded by Martin Luther King, but also the message of building self-love, healthy self-esteem, and loving communities. As the quest for power subsumed the quest for liberation in anti-racist struggle, there was little or no discussion of the purpose and meaning of love in black experience, of love in liberation struggle. The abandonment of a discourse on love, of strategies to create a foundation of self-esteem and self-worth that would undergird struggles for self-determination, laid the groundwork for the undermining of all our efforts to create a society where blackness could be loved, by black folks, by everyone.

The denigration of love in black experience, across classes, has become the breeding ground for nihilism, for despair, for ongoing terroristic violence and predatory opportunism. It has taken from many black people the positive agency needed if we are to collectively self-actualize and be self-determining. Many of the material gains generated by militant anti-racist struggle have had little positive impact on the psyches and souls of black folks, for the revolution from within that is the foundation on which we build self-love and love of others has not taken place. Black folks and our allies in struggle who care about the fate of Black America recognize that the transformative power of love in daily life is the only force that can solve the myriad crises we now face.

We cannot effectively resist domination if our efforts to create meaningful, lasting personal and social change are not grounded in a love ethic. Prophetically, Salvation: Black People and Love calls us to return to love. Addressing the meaning of love in black experience today, calling for a return to an ethic of love as the platform on which to renew progressive anti-racist struggle, and offering a blueprint for black survival and self-determination, this work courageously takes us to the heart of the matter. To give ourselves love, to love blackness, is to restore the true meaning of freedom, hope, and possibility in all our lives.

When black children tell me, “There is no love,” I tell them love is always there—that nothing can keep us from love if we dare to seek it and to treasure what we find. Even when we cannot change ongoing exploitation and domination, love gives life meaning, purpose, and direction. Doing the work of love, we ensure our survival and our triumph over the forces of evil and destruction. Hansberry was right to insist that “we know about love.” But many of us have forgotten what we know, what love is or why we need love to sustain life. This book reminds us. Love is our hope and our salvation.





Love takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live within. I use the word love here not merely in the personal sense but as a state of being, or a state of grace—not in the infantile American sense of being made happy but in the tough and universal sense of quest and daring and growth.

—JAMES BALDWIN,

The Fire Next Time




One

The Heart of the Matter

EVERY NOW AND then I return to poor black communities I lived in or visited during my childhood. These neighborhoods that were once vibrant, full of life, with flowers planted outside the walls of run-down shacks, folks on the porch, are now barren landscapes. Many of them look like war zones. Returning, I bear witness to desolation. Surrounded by an aura of emptiness, these places, once shrouded in hope, now stand like barren arms, lonely and empty. No one moves into their embrace to touch, to be held and to hold, to comfort. Poverty has not created this desolation; the generations of folks who inhabited these landscapes have always been poor. What I witness are ravages of the spirit, the debris left after emotional assault and explosion. What I witness is heart-wrenching loss, despair, and a lovelessness so profound it alters the nature of environments both inside and out.

The desolation of these places where love was and is now gone is just one among many signs of the ongoing crisis of spirit that ravages black people and black communities everywhere. More often than not this crisis of spirit is talked about by political leaders and community organizers as engendered by life-threatening poverty, violence, or the ravages of addiction. While it is utterly true that all these forces undermine our capacity to be well, underlying these issues is a profound spiritual crisis. As a people we are losing heart. Our collective crisis is as much an emotional one as a material one. It cannot be healed simply by money. We know this because so many of the leaders who preach to us about the necessity of gaining material privilege, who are holders of wealth and status, are as lost, as disenabled emotionally, as those among us who lack material well-being. Leaders who are addicted to alcohol, shopping, violence, or gaining power and fame by any means necessary rarely offer to anyone a vision of emotional well-being that can heal and restore broken lives and broken communities.

To heal our wounded communities, which are diverse and multilayered, we must return to a love ethic, one that is exemplified by the combined forces of care, respect, knowledge, and responsibility. Throughout our history in this nation black leaders have spoken about the importance of love. Indeed, now and then contemporary leaders stress the importance of a love ethic. Referring to the love ethic in his work Race Matters, philosopher Cornel West contends: “A love ethic has nothing to do with sentimental feelings or tribal connections. . . . Self-love and love of others are both modes toward increasing self-valuation and encouraging political resistance in one’s community.” While contemporary black leaders and thinkers talk about the need to have a love ethic as the foundation of struggles for black self-determination, in actuality most nonfiction writing about black experience does not address the issue of love in an extensive manner.

Since our leaders and scholars agree that one measure of the crisis black people are experiencing is lovelessness, it should be evident that we need a body of literature, both sociological and psychological work, addressing the issue of love among black people, its relevance to political struggle, its meaning in our private lives. I began thinking about the lack of commentary on love in black life when the debate about separate schools for black boys was taking place. Everywhere I turned, I kept hearing that black boys needed discipline, that they needed to learn the meaning of hard work, that they needed to have strong role models who would set boundaries for them and teach obedience. Again and again a militaristic model of boot camp and basic training was presented as a solution to the behavior problems of young black men. Not once did I hear anyone speak about black boys needing love as a foundation that would ensure the development of sound self-esteem, self-love, and love of others. Even though black male leaders were among the voices defining lovelessness as a key cause of hopelessness and despair among black youth, none of them talked about the role of love in the education of young black boys.

When huge numbers of black males, young and old, gathered in the nation’s capital for the Million Man March, there was no discussion of love. The word “love” was not evoked by any prominent speaker. Again and again when we talk about the contemporary crisis in black life, discussions of love are absent. This has not always been the case. Throughout our history in this country, radical black political leadership has emerged from religious settings, whether they be Christian, Islamic, or less recognized spiritual paths. Within these religions, especially Christianity, love has been central.

The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. was a prophet of love preaching to the souls of black folks and our nonwhite allies in struggles everywhere. His collection of sermons Strength to Love was first published in 1963. Later, in 1967, in an address to a group of antiwar clergy, he stated: “When I speak of love I am not speaking of some sentimental and weak response. I am speaking of that force which all of the great religions have seen as the supreme unifying principle of life. Love is somehow the key that unlocks the door which leads to ultimate reality. This Hindu-Moslem-Christian-Jewish-Buddhist belief about ultimate reality is beautifully summed up in the first epistle of Saint John: ‘Let us love one another, for love is God and everyone that loveth is both of God and knoweth God.’” Much of King’s focus on love as the fundamental principle that should guide the freedom struggle was directed toward upholding his belief in nonviolence. While he admonished black people again and again to recognize the importance of loving our enemies, of not hating white people, he did not give as much attention to the issue of self-love and communal love among black people.

One of the most talked about sermons in the collection was titled “Loving Your Enemies.” King used this sermon to explain and justify his urging black people to love our enemies: “While we abhor segregation, we shall love the segregationist. This is the only way to create the beloved community.” Yet he also spoke directly to the white majority, stating: “To our most bitter opponents we say: ‘We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure suffering. We shall meet your physical force with soul force. Do to us what you will, and we shall continue to love you. We cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust laws, because non-cooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good. Throw us in jail, and we shall still love you. Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our community at the midnight hour and beat us and leave us half dead, and we shall still love you.” Nothing was said in this collection about loving blackness. King did not address the issue of how black people would love the enemy if they did not love themselves.

This emphasis on black people loving our enemies was the aspect of King’s political agenda most criticized by radicals approaching black liberation from a more militant standpoint. Again and again Malcolm X warned against this message of nonviolence. In his 1964 speech to southern black youth, he told them: “Don’t you run around here trying to make friends with somebody who’s depriving you of your rights. They’re not your friends, no, they’re your enemies. . . . I’m not going to let somebody who hates me tell me to love him.” On those rare occasions when Malcolm X spoke about love, he addressed the need for black folks to change how we saw one another, calling attention to internalized racist thinking. Overall, though, he did not have much to say on the subject of love.

Underlying his attacks and the critiques of other militant black leaders on King’s philosophy of nonviolence was the assumption that love was for the weak and faint of heart. Real men attended to more important matters. Militant black power leaders who took up the mantle of black self-determination, folks like Huey Newton, Elaine Brown, and Kwame Toure (then known as Stokely Carmichael), preferred discussions that centered on building healthy self-esteem rather than discussions of love. More and more, as black radicalism was divorced from its religious roots, becoming more secular, discussions of love were silenced. Increasingly, as black liberation was made synonymous with the creation of strong black patriarchs, love could no longer have a central place in the movement. Real men were fighters, not lovers. Freedom, militant black leaders, told the world, was about the will to power and not the will to love.

The more freedom became synonymous with gaining equal rights within the existing social structure, the less love was a part of this equation. Gaining access to material privilege increasingly became the emphasis of the black liberation struggle. Economic self-sufficiency was defined as the sole measure of freedom. In this way black political leaders who were more aggressive and militant, who advocated violence, actually did not have as radical an agenda as the one King set forth in his writings. Their insistence on violent struggle was not to change the existing social order but rather to gain power and privilege within the system. In several sermons in Strength to Love, King warned against the potential evils of capitalism, calling attention to the danger of loving money more than freedom. Unequivocally he stated: “I still contend that the love of money is the root of much evil and may cause a man to become a gross materialist.” Of course King had no idea that black folks would one day gain access to material wealth by exploiting blackness in ways similar to those of the dominant culture. Yet in speeches and sermons delivered shortly before he was assassinated (many of them collected in the anthology A Testament of Hope) he vehemently opposed imperialism, militarism, and capitalism, calling for radical transformation of society.

With prophetic insight, King realized that a love ethic was central to any meaningful challenge to domination. In his last works, he was concerned less with teaching black people to love our enemies than with the threat of moral corruption posed by our embracing of materialistic hedonism, which he believed would create a spiritual crisis for the nation. His vision was prescient. Describing the current plight of black people in Prophetic Reflections, Cornel West states: “There is increasing class division and differentiation, creating on the one hand a significant black middle class, highly anxiety-ridden, insecure, willing to be co-opted and incorporated into the powers that be, concerned with racism to the degree that it poses constraints on social mobility; and, on the other, a vast and growing black underclass that embodies a kind of walking nihilism of pervasive drug addiction, pervasive homicide, and an exponential rise in suicide. Now, because of deindustrialization, we also have a devastated black industrial working class. We are talking here about tremendous hopelessness.” West does not even mention the growing number of black elites, wealthy individuals who have unprecedented access to mass media, who as producers and shapers of culture promote values detrimental to the collective survival of black people. To protect their class interests, these individuals often make it seem as though black capitalism is the same as black self-determination. By embracing and projecting liberal individualism as the only way to success, they undermine a vision of collective well-being that necessarily requires sharing skills and resources.

More than any other individuals, wealthy black people have by words and deeds encouraged the black masses to worship at the throne of money. Addiction to materialism knows no class. Yet the impact of this addiction differs depending on one’s class. A rich black entertainer in sports or the music industry buying fancy cars, designer clothes, drugs, and so on need not prey upon others. Yet poor and underclass black folks who turn to selling drugs as a means of acquiring material luxuries prey upon the members of their communities. When a rich black person is addicted to drugs or alcohol, he or she has easy access to a therapeutic world that can offer help and assistance. Poor and downtrodden black folks who are substance abusers often have no recourse. Their attempts to imitate the lifestyles of the rich and famous usually have tragic consequences.

No matter what our class, black people who worship money are not interested in a love ethic. Striving for economic self-sufficiency is a worthy and necessary goal for everyone. Being economically in control of one’s resources is an important aspect of healthy self-esteem. Valuing material goods above all else creates spiritual crisis. This crisis was vividly dramatized in Lorraine Hansberry’s award-winning play A Raisin in the Sun. After the death of the father, Big Walter, the Younger family must decide what to do with the insurance money they receive. The adult son, Walter Lee, wants to use the money to open a liquor store. His mother, Lena, confronts him and asks, “Since when did money become life?” Written at the end of the fifties, this play exemplified the transition black people were making as we gained greater social mobility. Non-market values of communalism and sharing of resources, symbolized by the extended family household, were being replaced by liberal individualism. Walter Lee is not concerned about the good of the









OEBPS/images/9780063215962_Cover.jpg
“Masterful. A thinking woman’s (and man’s) valentine, a fitting conclusion to

Hook’s groundbreaking work on love in American life.”—Los Angeles Times

salvation

06900 8090 0 %000 0000 e 0N 0000 00 00 et 00 00 Cai 0 20%0 0 000000 0000000t o000 ce 0 on et et e T e o0 08000000 00tas 0is 00l ettostese 0 nteon!

BLACK PEOPLE
AND LOVE

L i e L L

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
AUTHOR OF ALL ABOUT LOVE

bell hooks





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
Salvation

Black People and Love

bell hooks

HARPERePERENNIAL





