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To transgressive teachers everywhere, in every discipline, and at every level, who carry on bell hooks’ legacy by creating “classrooms” that are radical spaces of possibility.
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Preface

Love as a Transformative Force

Kristin Comeforo and Mala L. Matacin

On December 15, 2021, we lost one of the most influential figures in feminist pedagogy and praxis—bell hooks. Cultivating her feminist perspective, practice, and engaged pedagogy over the course of her life, hooks operated as a public scholar dedicated to emancipating education and feminism from the hallowed halls of academia and returning these powerful tools for liberation into the hands of the people. Along the way, she inspired so many of us to love the classroom, to love our students, and to love each other as teachers committed to a common practice of educating for freedom.

Leading up to, and in the shadow of hooks’ passing, it felt like all the love had been sucked out of our hearts and souls. In the United States, we continue to bow under the burden of intense political polarization around human rights and equity that has constrained emancipatory curricula around, for instance, critical race theory and the acknowledgment of LGBTQIA2+ validity/existence. Throughout her writings, bell hooks centered love as both a radical, transformative act and a route of healing toward liberation. Now, more than ever, we yearn for her love and voice of encouragement to help us navigate our bleak reality and move toward a brighter, healthier future.

Indeed, in Teaching Community hooks (2003) describes a “hope” that “emerges from those places of struggle where I witness individuals positively transforming their lives and the world around them” (xiv). To renew our hope, we knew the only balm to heal our wounds would be advice from hooks herself, and the impact it has made on our collective practices as feminist teachers, scholars, and activists. In February 2022, Kristin, working with Qiana Cutts from Mississippi State University, put out a call for submissions to a special tribute issue of the journal Feminist Pedagogy. The response was so overwhelming that the journal published two special issues in early 2023, and Mala was able to join Kristin here, to give voice to an additional sevent﻿een authors. It was important to us to follow hooks’ lead by not only collecting diverse voices across disciplines but also keeping the work accessible to all by focusing on “common issues teachers confront irrespective of the type of classroom we work in” (hooks 2003, x). By centering engaged, embodied pedagogy that embraces teachers and learners as fully realized/whole selves, these chapters fulfill hooks’ “revolutionary hope” that the classroom will become a radical space of possibility where students can “come to voice” (2015a, 53) and work toward liberation.

As editors, we have made several choices to maintain hooks’ ethos in all aspects of this collective effort. We chose to capitalize Black, to recognize the power of this community and acknowledge a legacy, and present, of devaluation and oppression against which Blacks and anti-racists continue to struggle. hooks, however, did not capitalize racial/ethnic/cultural identities, so you will see lowercase usage in direct quotes.

Embracing this collection as a radical space of possibility, we have also chosen to highlight our authors’ authentic voices, rather than forcing their narratives/experiences through standard American English. Many of our authors are situated in the margins, which they occupy as a productive site of resistance, as Black, Latinx/o/a, Indonesian, women, queer. According to hooks, “The oppressed struggle in language to recover ourselves, to reconcile, to reunite, to renew. Our words are not without meaning, they are an action, a resistance” (2015b, 146). By maintaining these authentic voices, the chapters may read a bit differently, as they should, to perform as “interventions” against domination that “renew our minds” so we may move toward liberation.

We preface this collection with short reflections of our own on how we “found” bell hooks and what her relentless love, hope, and commitment to liberation have meant to our own teaching, scholarship, and activism. While we understood at the onset of this project that hooks had an enormous impact on our teaching, as we worked together with each other and the contributing authors we began to realize how the collection itself was an expression of her ethos. We owe ourselves—who we are today, and who we become tomorrow—to the wisdom bell hooks has bestowed upon us.


Mala

In March 2012, bell hooks was the keynote speaker at the national convention of the Association for Women in Psychology (AWP). I felt incredibly fortunate to be in the audience with my students waiting to hear her speak; the excitement in the room was palpable. What I remember most about her talk was trying to take notes through a cascade of tears. Her intelligence, radical reconceptualization of love, and sheer presence struck me to the core. It was not only possible but also crucial that we return to an ethic of love for collective liberation. That this ethic of love could apply to our classroom and students feels transgressive and resonates with me deeply. In recent weeks I have desperately searched for the notes I took at her keynote, to be able to recount some specifics of her speech here, but to no avail. It’s just as well, because this volume is filled with the echoes of hooks’ urge to love in regard to our classrooms.

No one epitomizes hooks’ love ethic in teaching more than my coeditor, thought partner, feminist pedagogue, brilliant scholar, and friend, Kristin. We have been co-conspirators for years! We have both won awards for innovative teaching, co-designed and taught a new interdisciplinary course on systems of oppression, ran workshops together, protested and marched side by side, worked closely with student groups on our campus, served as guest speakers in each other’s classes, and participated and supported ours and our students’ creative assignments. They are a fierce advocate and kind reviewer. They keep me aware of the ways my privilege as a White, able-bodied, cisgender woman can limit my view and shapes my experience. Without them, this book would not exist.



Kristin

In 1996 I bought a copy of Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations (hooks 1994). I knew nothing about




Toward Healing
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