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SELECTING WHAT TO OBSERVE 
 

Discussion questions: 
• What do you notice about what the reader has highlighted?  
• What did they think was important? Why is this language useful to highlight?  
• What criteria do you think they used to make their decisions? 
• How did they know what to pay attention to? 

 
 
In this society, there is no powerful discourse on love emerging either from 
politically progressive radicals or from the Left. The absence of a sustained focus on 
love in progressive circles arises from a collective failure to acknowledge the needs 
of the spirit and an overdetermined emphasis on material concerns. Without love, 
our efforts to liberate ourselves and our world community from oppression and 
exploitation are doomed. As long as we refuse to address fully the place of love in 
struggles for liberation we will not be able to create a culture of conversion where 
there is a mass turning away from an ethic of domination.  
 
Without an ethic of love shaping the direction of our political vision and our radical 
aspirations, we are often seduced, in one way or the other, into continued 
allegiance to systems of domination—imperialism, sexism, racism, classism. It has 
always puzzled me that women and men who spend a lifetime working to resist and 
oppose one form of domination can be systematically supporting another. [...] 
Critically examining these blind spots, I conclude that many of us are motivated to 
move against domination solely when we feel our self-interest directly threatened. 
Often, then, the longing is not for a collective transformation of society, an end to 
politics of dominations, but rather simply for an end to what we feel is hurting us. 
This is why we desperately need an ethic of love to intervene in our self-centered 
longing for change. Fundamentally, if we are only committed to an improvement in 
that politic of domination that we feel leads directly to our individual exploitation or 
oppression, we not only remain attached to the status quo but act in complicity with 
it, nurturing and maintaining those very systems of domination. Until we are all able 
to accept the interlocking, interdependent nature of systems of domination and 
recognize specific ways each system is maintained, we will continue to act in ways 
that undermine our individual quest for freedom and collective liberation struggle.  
 
The ability to acknowledge blind spots can emerge only as we expand our concern 
about politics of domination and our capacity to care about the oppression and 
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exploitation of others. A love ethic makes this expansion possible. The civil rights 
movement transformed society in the United States because it was fundamentally 
rooted in a love ethic. No leader has emphasized this ethic more than Martin Luther 
King, jr. He had the prophetic insight to recognize that a revolution built on any 
other foundation would fail. Again and again, King testified that he had "decided to 
love" because he believed deeply that if we are "seeking the highest good" we 
"find it through love" because this is "the key that unlocks the door to the meaning 
of ultimate reality." And the point of being in touch with a transcendent reality is 
that we struggle for justice, all the while realizing that we are always more than our 
race, class, or sex. When I look back at the civil rights movement which was in many 
ways limited because it was a reformist effort, I see that it had the power to move 
masses of people to act in the interest of racial justice—and because it was 
profoundly rooted in a love ethic. […] 

 
Many people feel unable to love either themselves or others because they do not 
know what love is. Contemporary songs like Tina Turner's "What's Love Got To Do 
With It" advocate a system of exchange around desire, mirroring the economics of 
capitalism: the idea that love is important is mocked. In his essay "Love and Need: 
Is Love a Package or a Message?" Thomas Merton argues that we are taught within 
the framework of competitive consumer capitalism to see love as a business deal: 
"This concept of love assumes that the machinery of buying and selling of needs is 
what makes everything run. It regards life as a market and love as a variation on free 
enterprise." Though many folks recognize and critique the commercialization of 
love, they see no alternative. […]  
 
It is truly amazing that King had the courage to speak as much as he did about the 
transformative power of love in a culture where such talk is often seen as merely 
sentimental. In progressive political circles, to speak of love is to guarantee that one 
will be dismissed or considered naive. But outside those circles there are many 
people who openly acknowledge that they are consumed by feelings of self-hatred, 
who feel worthless, who want a way out. Often they are too trapped by paralyzing 
despair to be able to engage effectively in any movement for social change. 
However, if the leaders of such movements refuse to address the anguish and pain 
of their lives, they will never be motivated to consider personal and political 
recovery. Any political movement that can effectively address these needs of the 
spirit in the context of liberation struggle will succeed.  
 
Excerpted from bell hooks’ 1994 “Love as the Practice of Freedom.”  

 


