The ultimate goal of our work is to build self-
determination for individuals and communities.
We believe that translating the vision of our Repro-
ductive Justice Agenda into action will yield social
change on all levels. For example,

1. An individual woman or girl will acquire
skills, leadership ability, and commitment to
furthering reproductive justice;

2. A community will change its norms to support
women and girls as community leaders;

3. An institution such as a church, school/school
district, business/workplace, or legislative
body will make changes to stop reproductive
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oppression and protect reproductive justice for
women and girls; and

4. Women and girls will gain complete self-
determination.

NOTES

1. Roberts, Dorothy. “Race, Reproduction, and the
Meaning of Liberty: Building A Social Justice Vision of Re-
productive Freedom.” Delivered 18 April 2000 at a Public
Forum Presented by The Othmer Institute.

2. Ross, Loretta. “Revisions to the ACR] Reproductive
Justice paper.” E-mail to the author. 3 August 2005.
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bell hooks describes herself as a “black woman intel-
lectual” and “revolutionary activist.” She is an educa-
tor, a prolific writer, and popular public speaker
whose work focuses on gender, race, culture, and
media representations.

Love heals. We recover ourselves in the act and art
of loving. A favorite passage from the biblical
Gospel of John that touches my spirit declares:
“Anyone who does not love is still in death.”

Many black women feel that we live lives in
which there is little or no love. This is one of our pri-
vate truths that is rarely a subject for public discus-
sion. To name this reality evokes such intense pain
that black women can rarely talk about it fully with
one another.

It has not been simple for black people living in
this culture to know love. Defining love in The Road
Less Traveled as “the will to extend one’s self for the
purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s per-
sonal growth,” M. Scott Peck shares the prophetic
insight that love is both an “intention and an
action.” We show love via the union of feeling and
action. Using this definition of love, and applying it
to black experience, it is easy to see how many black

folks historically could only experience themselves
as frustrated lovers, since the conditions of slavery
and racial apartheid made it extremely difficult to
nurture one’s own or another’s spiritual growth.
Notice, that I say, difficult, not impossible. Yet, it
does need to be acknowledged that oppression and
exploitation pervert, distort and impede our ability
to love.

Given the politics of black life in this white-
supremacist society, it makes sense that internal-
ized racism and self-hate stand in the way of love.
Systems of domination exploit folks best when
they deprive us of our capacity to experience our
own agency and alter our ability to care and to
love ourselves and others. Black folks have been
deeply and profoundly “hurt,” as we used to say
down home, “hurt to our hearts,” and the deep
psychological pain we have endured and still
endure affects our capacity to feel and therefore
our capacity to love. We are a wounded people.
Wounded in that part of ourselves that would
know love, that would be loving. The choice to
love has always been a gesture of resistance for
African Americans. And many of us have made
that choice only to find ourselves unable to give or
to receive love.
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Slavery’s Impact on Love

Our collective difficulties with the art and act of loving
began in the context of slavery. It should not shock us
that a people who were forced to witness their young
being sold away; their loved ones, companions, and
comrades beaten beyond all recognition; a people
who knew unrelenting poverty, deprivation, loss,
unending grief, and the forced separation of family
and kin; would emerge from the context of slavery
wary of this thing called love. They knew firsthand
that the conditions of slavery distorted and per-
verted the possibility that they would know love or
be able to sustain such knowing.

Though black folks may have emerged from slav-
ery eager to experience intimacy, commitment, and
passion outside the realm of bondage, they must also
have been in many ways psychologically unprepared
to practice fully the art of loving. No wonder then that
many black folks established domestic households
that mirrored the brutal arrangements they had
known in slavery. Using a hierarchical model of fam-
ily life, they created domestic spaces where there were
tensions around power, tensions that often led black
men to severely whip black women, to punish them
for perceived wrongdoing, that led adults to beat chil-
dren to assert domination and control. In both cases,
black people were using the same harsh and brutal
methods against one another that had been used by
white slave owners against them when they were
enslaved. ... We know that slavery’s end did not
mean that black people who were suddenly free to
love now knew the way to love one another well.

Slave narratives often emphasize time and time
again that black people’s survival was often deter-
mined by their capacity to repress feelings. In his
1845 narrative, Frederick Douglass recalled that he
had been unable to experience grief when hearing
of his mother’s death since they had been denied
sustained contact. Slavery socialized black people
to contain and repress a range of emotions. Witness-
ing one another being daily subjected to all manner
of physical abuse, the pain of over-work, the pain of
brutal punishment, the pain of near-starvation,
enslaved black people could rarely show sympathy
or solidarity with one another just as that moment
when sympathy and solace was most needed. They
rightly feared reprisal. It was only in carefully culti-
vated spaces of social resistance, that slaves could

give vent to repressed feelings. Hence, they learned

to check the impulse to give care when it was most
needed and learned to wait for a “safe” moment
when feelings could be expressed. What form could
love take in such a context, in a world where black
folks never knew how long they might be together?
Practicing love in the slave context could make one
vulnerable to unbearable emotional pain. It was
often easier for slaves to care for one another while
being very mindful of the transitory nature of their
intimacies. The social world of slavery encouraged
black people to develop notions of intimacy con-
nected to expedient practical reality. A slave who
could not repress and contain emotion might not
survive.

Repressed Emotions:
A Key to Survival

The practice of repressing feelings as a survival
strategy continued to be an aspect of black life long
after slavery ended. Since white supremacy and
racism did not end with the Emancipation Procla-
mation, black folks felt it was still necessary to keep
certain emotional barriers intact. And, in the world-
view of many black people, it became a positive
attribute to be able to contain feelings. Over time,
the ability to mask, hide and contain feelings came
to be viewed by many black people as a sign of
strong character. To show one’s emotions was seen
as foolish. Traditionally in Southern black homes,
children were often taught at an early age that it
was important to repress feelings. Often, when
children were severely whipped, we were told not
to cry. Showing one’s emotions could lead to further
punishment. Parents would say in the midst of
painful punishments: “Don’t even let me see a tear.”
Or if one dared to cry, they threatened further pun-
ishment by saying: “If you don’t stop that crying,
I'll give you something to cry about.”

How was this behavior any different from that
of the slave owner whipping the slave by denying
access to comfort and consolation, denying even a
space to express pain? And if many black folks
were taught at an early age not only to repress
emotions but to see giving expressions to feeling as
a sign of weakness, then how would they learn to
be fully open to love? Many black folks have
passed down from generation to generation the
assumption that to let one’s self go, to fully surrender
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emotionally, endangers survival. They feel that to
love weakens one’s capacity to develop a stoic and
strong character.

“Did You Ever Love Us?”

When I was growing up, it was apparent to me that
outside the context of religion and romance, love
was viewed by grown-ups as a luxury. Struggling to
survive, to make ends meet, was more important
than loving. In that context, the folks who seemed
most devoted to the art and act of loving were the
old ones, our grandmothers and great grandmoth-
ers, our granddaddys and great granddaddys, the
Papas and Big Mamas. They gave us acceptance,
unconditional care, attention and, most impor-
tantly, they affirmed our need to experience pleas-
ure and joy. They were affectionate. They were
physically demonstrative. Our parents and their
struggling-to-get-ahead generation often behaved
as though love was a waste of time, a feeling or an
action that got in the way of them dealing with the
more meaningful issues of life.

When teaching Toni Morrison’s novel Sula, I am
never surprised to see black female students nod-
ding their heads in recognition when reading a pas-
sage where Hannah, a grown black woman, asks her
mother, Eva: “Did you ever love us?” Eva responds
with hostility and says: “You settin’ here with your
healthy-ass self and ax me did I love you? Them big
old eyes in your head would a been two holes of
maggots if I hadn’t.” Hannah is not satisfied with
this answer for she knows that Eva has responded
fully to her children’s material needs. She wants to
know if there was another level of affection, of feel-
ing and action. She says to Eva: “Did you ever, you
know, play with us?” Again Eva responds by acting
as though the question is completely ridiculous:

Play? Wasn’t nobody playin’ in 1895. Just
‘cause you got it good now you think it was
always this good? 1895 was a killer girl. Things
was bad. Niggers was dying like flies. . .. What
would I'look like leapin’ round that little old
room playin’ with youngins with three beets

to my name?

Eva’s responses suggest that finding the means
for material survival was not only the most impor-
tant gesture of care, but that it precluded all other
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gestures. This is a way of thinking that many black
people share. It makes care for material well-being
synonymous with the practice of loving. The reality
is, of course, that even in a context of material privi-
lege, love may be absent. Concurrently, within the
context of poverty, where one must struggle to make
ends meet, one might keep a spirit of love alive by
making a space for playful engagement, the expres-
sion of creativity, for individuals to receive care and
attention in relation to their emotional well-being, a
kind of care that attends to hearts and minds as well
as stomachs. As contemporary black people commit
ourselves to collective recovery, we must recognize
that attending to our emotional well-being is just as
important as taking care of our material needs.

It seems appropriate that this dialogue on love in
Sula takes place between two black women, between
mother and daughter, for their interchange symbol-
izes a legacy that will be passed on through the gen-
erations. In fact, Eva does not nurture Hannah's
spiritual growth, and Hannah does not nurture the
spiritual growth of her daughter, Sula. Yet, Eva does
embody a certain model of “strong” black woman-
hood that is practically deified in black life. It is
precisely her capacity to repress emotions and do
whatever is needed for the continuation of material
life that is depicted as the source of her strength. . . .

If We Would Know Love

Love needs to be present in every black female’s life,
in all of our houses. It is the absence of love that has
made it so difficult for us to. .. live fully. When we
love ourselves we want to live fully. Whenever
people talk about black women'’s lives, the emphasis
is rarely on transforming society so that we can live
fully, it is almost always about applauding how well
we have “survived” despite harsh circumstances or
how we can survive in the future. When we love our-
selves, we know that we must do more than survive.
We must have the means to live fully. To live fully,
black women can no longer deny our need to know
love.

If we would know love, we must first learn how
to respond to inner emotional needs. This may mean
undoing years of socialization where we have been
taught that such needs are unimportant. Let me give
an example. In her recently published book, The Habit
of Surviving: Black Women's Strategies for Life, Kesho
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Scott opens the book sharing an incident from her life
that she feels taught her important survival skills:

Thirteen years tall, I stood in the living room
doorway. My clothes were wet. My hair was
mangled. I was in tears, in shock, and in need
of my mother’s warm arms. Slowly, she
looked me up and down, stood up from the
couch and walked towards me, her body
clenched in criticism. Putting her hands on
her hips and planting herself, her shadow
falling over my face, she asked in a voice of
barely suppressed rage, “What happened?”

I flinched as if struck by the unexpected anger
and answered, “They put my head in the
toilet. They say I can’t swim with them.”
“They” were eight white girls at my high
school. I reached out to hold her, but she
roughly brushed my hands aside and said,
“Like hell! Get your coat. Let's go.”

- - [Kesho] asserts: “My mother taught me a
powerful and enduring lesson that day. She taught
me that I would have to fight back against racial
and sexual injustice.” Obviously, this is an impor-
tant survival strategy for black women. But Kesho
was also learning an unhealthy message at the same
time. She was made to feel that she did not deserve
comfort after a traumatic painful experience, that
indeed she was “out-of-line” to even be seeking
emotional solace, and that her individual needs
were not as important as the collective struggle to
resist racism and sexism. Imagine how different this
story would read if we were told that as soon as
Kesho walked into the room, obviously suffering
distress, her mother had comforted her, helped re-
pair the damage to her appearance, and then shared
with her the necessity of confronting (maybe not
just then, it would depend on her psychological
state whether she could emotionally handle a con-
frontation) the racist white students who had as-
saulted her. Then Kesho would have known, at age
thirteen, that her emotional well-being was just as
important as the collective struggle to end racism
and sexism—that indeed these two experiences
were linked.

Many black females have learned to deny our
inner needs while we develop our capacity to cope
and confront in public life. This is why we can often
appear to be functioning well on jobs but be utterly
dysfunctional in private. . ..I see this chaos and

disorder as a reflection of the inner psyche, of the ab-
sence of well-being. Yet until black females believe,
and hopefully learn when we are little girls, that our
emotional well-being matters, we cannot attend to
our needs. Often we replace recognition of inner emo-
tional needs with the longing to control. When we
deny our real needs, we tend to feel fragile, vulnera-
ble, emotionally unstable and untogether. Black
females often work hard to cover up these conditions.

Let us return to the mother in Kesho's story.
What if the sight of her wounded and hurt daughter
called to mind the mother’s deep unaddressed
inner wounds? What if she was critical, harsh, or
just downright mean, because she did not want to
break down, cry, and stop being the “strong black
woman?” And yet, if she cried, her daughter might
have felt her pain was shared, that it was fine to
name that you are in pain, that we do not have to
keep the hurt bottled up inside us. What the mother
did was what many of us have witnessed our moth-
ers doing in similar circumstances—she took con-
trol. She was domineering, even her physical
posture dominated. Clearly, this mother wanted her
black female presence to have more “power” than
that of the white girls.

A fictional model of black mothering that
shows us a mother able to respond fully to her
daughters when they are in pain is depicted in
Ntozake Shange’s novel Sassafrass, Cypress and
Indigo. Throughout this novel, Shange’s black female
characters are strengthened in their capacity to
self-actualize by a loving mother. Even though
she does not always agree with their choices she
respects them and offers them solace. Here is part
of a letter she writes to Sassafrass who is “in trouble”
and wants to come home. The letter begins with
the exclamation: “Of course you can come home!
What do you think you could do to yourself that
I wouldn’t love my girl?” First giving love and
acceptance, Hilda later chastises, then expresses
love again:

You and Cypress like to drive me crazy with
all this experimental living. You girls need to
stop chasing the coon by his tail. And I know
you know what I'm talking about . . . Mark
my words. You just come on home and we’ll
straighten out whatever it is that's crooked in
your thinking. There’s lots to do to keep busy.
And nobody around to talk foolish talk or
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experiment with. Something can’t happen
every day. You get up. You eat, go to work,
come back, eat again, enjoy some leisure, and
go back to bed. Now, that’s plenty for most
folks. I keep asking myself where did I go
wrong? Yet I know in my heart I'm not
wrong. I'm right. The world’s going crazy
and trying to take my children with it. Okay.
Now I'm through with all that. I love you
very much. But you're getting to be a grown
woman and I know that too. You come back
to Charleston and find the rest of yourself.
Love, Mama.

Loving What We See

The art and practice of loving begins with our
capacity to recognize and affirm ourselves. That is
why so many self-help books encourage us to look
atourselves in the mirror and talk to the image we
see there. Recently, I noticed that what I do with
the image I see in the mirror is very unloving. I
inspect it. From the moment I get out of bed and
look at myself in the mirror, I am evaluating,
The point of the evaluation is not to provide self-
affirmation but to critique. Now this was a com-
mon practice in our household. When the six of us
girls made our way downstairs to the world
inhabited by father, mother and brother, we entered
the world of “critique.” We were looked over and
told all that was wrong. Rarely did one hear a pos-
itive evaluation.

Replacing negative critique with positive
recognition has made me feel more empowered as
I go about my day. Affirming ourselves is the first
step in the direction of cultivating the practice of
being inwardly loving. I choose to use the phrase
“inwardly loving” over self-love, because the very
notion of “self” is so inextricably bound up with
how we are seen by and in relation to others.
Within a racist/sexist society, the larger culture will
not socialize black women to know and acknowl-
edge that our inner lives are important. Decolo-
nized black women must name that reality in
accord with others among us who understand as
well that it is vital to nurture the inner life. As we
examine our inner life, we get in touch with the
world of emotions and feelings. Allowing our-
selves to feel, we affirm our right to be inwardly
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loving. Once I know what I feel, I can also get in
touch with those needs I can satisfy or name those
needs that can only be satisfied in communion or
contact with others.

Where is the love when a black woman looks at
herself and says: “I see inside me somebody who is
ugly, too dark, too fat, too afraid —somebody no-
body would love, ‘cause I don’t even like what I
see;” or maybe: “I see inside me somebody who is
so hurt, who is just like a ball of pain and I don't
want to look at her ‘cause I can’t do nothing about
that pain.” The love is absent. To make it present, the
individual has to first choose to see herself, to just
look at that inner self without blame or censure. And
once she names what she sees, she might think
about whether that inner self deserves or needs love.

['have never heard a black woman suggest dur-
ing confessional moments in a support group that
she does not need love. She may be in denial about
that need but it doesn’t take much self-interrogation
to break through this denial. If you ask most black
women straight-up if they need love—the answer
is likely to be yes. To give love to our inner selves
we must first give attention, recognition and accept-
ance. Having let ourselves know that we will not
be punished for acknowledging who we are or
what we feel can name the problems we see. I find
it helpful to interview myself, and I encourage my
sisters to do the same. Sometimes it’s hard for me
to get immediately in touch with what I feel, but
if I ask myself a question, an answer usually
emerges.

Sometimes when we look at ourselves, and see
our inner turmoil and pain, we do not know how
to address it. That's when we need to seek help. I
call loved ones sometimes and say, “I have these
feelings that I don’t understand or know how to
address, can you help me?” There are many black
females who cannot imagine asking for help, who
see this as a sign of weakness. This is another nega-
tive debilitating world view we should unlearn.
It is a sign of personal power to be able to ask for
help when you need it. And we find that asking
for what we need when we need it is an experi-
ence that enhances rather than diminishes per-
sonal power. Try it and see. Often we wait until a
crisis situation has happened when we are com-
pelled by circumstances to seek the help of others.
Yet, crisis can often be avoided if we seek help
when we recognize that we are no longer able to
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function well in a given situation. For black
women who are addicted to being controlling,
asking for help can be a loving practice of surren-
der, reminding us that we do not always have to
be in charge. Practicing being inwardly loving, we
learn not only what our souls need but we begin
to understand better the needs of everyone
around us as well.

Black women who are choosing for the first time
(note the emphasis on choosing) to practice the art
and act of loving should devote time and energy
showing love to other black people, both people we
know and strangers. Within white-supremacist capi-
talist patriarchy, black people do not get enough
love. And it's always exciting for those of us who are
undergoing a process of decolonization to see other
black people in our midst respond to loving care. Just
the other day T. told me that she makes a point of go-
ing into a local store and saying warm greetings to an
older black man who works there. Recently, he
wanted to know her name and then thanked her for
the care that she gives to him. A few years ago when
she was mired in self-hate, she would not have had
the “will” to give him care. Now, she extends to him
the level of care that she longs to receive from other
black people when she is out in the world.

When I was growing up, I received “uncondi-
tional love” from black women who showed me by
their actions that love did not have to be earned.
They let me know that I deserved love; their care
nurtured my spiritual growth.

Many black people, and black women in particu-
lar, have become so accustomed to not being loved
that we protect ourselves from having to acknowl-
edge the pain such deprivation brings by acting like
only white folks or other silly people sit around want-
ing to be loved. When I told a group of black women
that I wanted there to be a world where I can feel love,
feel myself giving and receiving love, every time I
walk outside my house, they laughed. For such a
world to exist, racism and all other forms of domina-
tion need to change. To the extent that I commit my
life to working to end domination, I help transform
the world so that it is that loving place I want it to be.

Love Heals

Nikki Giovanni’s “Woman Poem” has always meant
a lot to me because it was one of the first pieces of
writing that called out black women'’s self-hatred.
Published in the anthology, The Black Woman, edited
by Toni Cade Bambara, this poem ends with the
lines: “face me whose whole life is tied up to
unhappiness cause it's the only for real thing i
know.” Giovanni not only names in this poem that
black women are socialized to be caretakers, to deny
our inner needs, she also names the extent to which
self-hate can make us turn against those who are car-
ing toward us. The black female narrator says: “how
dare you care about me—you ain’t got no good
sense—cause i ain’t shit you must be lower than
that to care.” This poem was written in 1968. Here
we are, decades later, and black women are still
struggling to break through denial to name the hurt
in our lives and find ways to heal. Learning how to
love is a way to heal.

I am empowered by the idea of love as the will
to extend oneself to nurture one’s own or an-
other’s spiritual growth because it affirms that
love is an action, that it is akin to work. For black
people it's an important definition because the fo-
cus is not on material well-being. And while we
know that material needs must be met, collec-
tively we need to focus our attention on emotional
needs as well. There is that lovely biblical passage
in “Proverbs” that reminds us: “Better a dinner of
herbs, where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred
therewith.”

When we as black women experience fully the
transformative power of love in our lives, we will
bear witness publicly in a way that will fundamen-
tally challenge existing social structures. We will be
more fully empowered to address the genocide that
daily takes the lives of black people—men, women
and children. When we know what love is, when
we love, we are able to search our memories and see
the past with new eyes; we are able to transform the
present and dream the future. Such is love’s power.
Love heals.
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