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This thesis explores the relationship between love and critical social work, with the intent of 

inserting the concept of 'love as ernancipatorypraxis' into the literature of critical social 

work, and in order to incite dialogue with other practitioners. 

This thesis draws on reconstructionist notions of research, and involves dialogues 

with a group of practitioners - diverse across gender, race, age, sexuality, and class 

background. Central to the discussions were notions of spirituality as interconnection, and 

intersubjectivity grounded in critical analysis. Participants in the dialogues felt that love was 

not onlythe context of their practice, but was in fact essential to all their ways of perceiving, 

being and doing. 

From these dialogical discussions, a critical, emancipatory conceptualization of love 

emerged as a possibility existing between a constellation of elements including: deep 

presence and engagement; recognition of intrinsic value, sacredness and interconnection; 

openheartedness; compassionate challenge; and a willingness not to know. 
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Love as Emancipatory Praxis: Intmduction 

This thesis seek to explore the relationship between love and critical or emancipatory social work, 

with the intent of beginning dialogues with critical social workers about their conceptualization of 

love in practice. 

Background To The Question: 

As my practice has developed over the past seventeen years, within a critical framework and over a 

wide m g e  of practice settings, I have become more and more interested in and intellectually curious 

about the transformational role of love in the liberation of human society- communities and 

individuals - and the planet as a whole. This research seek to ~nform and deepen my own 

understandings of my embodied experience as a practitioner, and to add to the critical social work 

discourse, exploring the possibility of love as emancipatory praxis. 

Through my observations in different settings and s).;terns of practice, and through ddogue 

with clients and colleagues, I have come to question whether radical' societal and individual 

transformation can be realized if it is not grounded in a loving stance towards others, especiallythose 

considered "other" from ourselves. That is, as a critical social worker, I wonder if deep and 

sustainable change towards social justice and individual wellness - including an end to "othering"2 

and an end to hierarchical oppressions - can arise, or even be fully conceived of, if the change 

process is not contex tdxd in a loving stance that recognizes unity and diversity as coexistent. 

I am curious about the possibility of conceptualizing love, not only as an emotion but as a 

stance, approach or way of being; a choice to move in the direction of a loving way of seeing, hearing 

and experiencing the "other"; similar to what bell hooks (2000) calls a "love ethic". This stance is 

described by hook as one which "presupposes that everyone has the right to be free, to live fully and 

well" (p. 87) and which requires us to " u t h  all the dimensions of love - care, commitment, trust, 

responsibility, respect and knowledge - in our everyday lives" (p. 94). Beginning from these 

assumptions, I wish to explore practitioner conceptuahtions of love in the context of critical social 

work 

* I mean 'radical' in the etymological sense of 'to the root', rather than surface changes in policies, protocols or 
governments, which may not address the deeper roots of hierarchical oppression that I understand to lie in our 
way; of perceiving the other as "other" from ourselves. This notion will be explored further in the sections of 
the thesis relating to intersubjectivity and spirituality. 

Defined here as perceiving or treating the other as an object rather than as a full being with their own full and 
current subjectivity. 



The Research Question: 

The research question: "how might critical social workers conceptualize love in practice?" 

emerged out of my own practice observations, and was refined over a two year period, as I surveyed 

the literature and engaged in discussion with colleagues. Again and again, I have been struck by the 

disjuncture between the lack of articulation of love in the critical social work literature, and individual 

social workers' passion about and willingness to engage in theorizing about love in social work 

practice. In this inquiry therefore, I sought dialogue with other practitioners in order to conceptualize 

love, not just theoretically, but specifically in relation to critical practice. 

Purpose, Methodology and Method: 

The purpose of this research has been to offer the participants an opportunity to speak love as 

positive, critical practice into existence in the social work literature. In seeking to centre participant 

voices, this inquiry is of necessity qualitative; and it has been undertaken within a critical, feminist 

and emancipatory theoretical framework In keeping with my ontological stance of love, my multi- 

method approach was by design organic, flexible, and fundamentally dialogic; its foundation was a 

conversational approach to in-depth interviewing consistent with the "active interviewing" method 

described by Gubrium and Holstein (1995,1997). 

Specifically, I have conducted qualitative, interview-based research in which I have offered a 

small, diverse, and purposeful sample of critical practitioners the opportunityto reflect on, &cuss, 

question, and theorize about their own experiences of love in practice; to describe how they imagine 

love as it is informed by their vision of critical practice and by the means or methods of their work 

My intention was to explore the notion of love in critical practice in a deep and rich way to 

learn from other practitioners, and to review, test and deepen my own conceptualization of love in 

relationship with them. Consequently, participants were approached who a) self-identified, or were 

identified by others, as critical or anti-oppressive in their approach: that is, engaged in critical 

reflection, analysis and action; and b) who considered themselves, or were considered by others, to 

be engaging in h ~ p r a c t i c e .  In keeping with a valuing of difference and multiple ways of knowing, 

participant selection aimed for maximum diversity across gender, race, class background, age and site 

of practice. 

After initial contact, seven of nine practitioners approached agreed to participate. They 

practiced in a variety of settings in pnmanly urban areas across British Columbia, Alberta and 

Saskatchewan. One to one-and-one-ha. hour interviews were scheduled with each person at a 

location of their choice; all interviews were completed over a two-week period. Participants were 

offered the opportunityto conceptualm love in practice for themselves; to question, comment on, 

and critique my initial conceptualization of love in practice; and to engage in conversation about how 



love was manifested in their own practice. In some cases participants also commented on love's 

relevance to social work practices as a whole. Throughout the interview process I strove not to 

impose my own views, but to open myself to learning from participants and their ways of perceiving, 

being and doing. 

I consider intersubjective dialogue to be an intrinsic and integral aspect of this inquiry- not 

only in the actual participant contact, but in its reporting as well. This will be made evident 

throughout the writing, as participants' presence and voices are reflected at all stages - not just in the 

description and interpretation of the dialogues, but also in the chapters on literature review and 

relevant methodological issues. 

I began this research with an exploration of aspects of the relevant literature from within and 

outside the discipline of social work, as they related to and have informed my own workmg 

understandqs as a critical practitioner. As I engaged in this conversation with literature, my own 

conceptualization of love deepened and became more complicated, and elements I had not initially 

considered showed themselves to be important. For example, as I r e h d  the need to invite space 

for both the co-construction of knowledge and for &agreement - both in critical practice in general 

and in this research process specifically - 'intersubjectivity' became a key concept to explore. 

Subsequently, participants centred the notion of 'spirituality', &ch I had intended to address less 

overtly, and it became the third key concept. This process of progressive refinement, complexi- 

fication, and nuanced understanding has continued as my inquiry unfolded, and I expect it to 

continue beyond this inquiry into my practice. 

Outline of the Chapters: 

In the first chapter, I will facilitate a conversation with relevant literatures in which these key 

concepts will be explored; their relation to one another will be more fully theorized in the chapters 

on description and interpretation of the participant conversations. The chapter is constructed to 

reflect the dialogical process involved in the conceptualizing. It begins with discussion of the first 

two key concepts: critical practice and intersubjectivity. Following that, the initial conceptualmtion 

of love as presented to participants will be outlined. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a review 

of relevant literatures on spirituality as centred by participants in the dialogues. 

The second chapter reviews relevant methodological concerns, framing and locating the 

research, and exploring the notion of "seventh moment", reconstructive inquiry (Lincoln & Denzin, 

2000). I move from there to outline the methods employed in the undertaking of the research, 

describing the interview questions and dialogue process in detail, outlining pre- and post-dialogue 

practices, and exploring ethics and integrity as they apply to this research process. The chapter 

concludes with a section of notes on reading the description and interpretation of the dialogues. 



Chapters Three through Five offer descriptions of the participant ddogues, summarize the 

themes that arose from the conversations, and offer my interpretations of those themes, including 

the ways in which participants moved and complicated my own understandmgs. 

The first of these chapters explores the emergent theme of 'love as spirituality', in which 

participants frame spirituality as a recognition of the interconnection of all the diversity of life. In 

addition, participants are heard to comment specifically on First Nations and Buddhist spiritdty, 

and to distinguish spirituality from the oppressive imposition of religiosity. 

The second interpretive chapter investigates the notion of 'love as a mode of being in 

intersubjective relationship'. Participants describe love in terms of compassion, caring and mattering, 

and differentiate loving from liking. The notion of open-heartedness is explored as a generative, 

protective and sustaining element in practice: an antidote to burnout, and an alternative to 

technological approaches to social work In addition, participants reflect on mutual change in the 

helping relationship, and on the practitioner's relationship to self. In this latter &cussion, they centre 

the necessity for the practitioner to engage not only in reflexivity, but also in physical, emotional, 

mental and spiritual self-work 

Chapter Five looks at 'love as critical practice'. Key to this chapter is participants' discussion 

of compassionate challenge beginning from an assumption of the intrinsic value of all beings. W e  

firmly grounded in critical reflection, analysis and action in relation to what actually happens in the 

real world as social relations are currently constructed, participants offer what may appear on the 

surface to be a paradoxical framing of social and individual transformation: acceptance, non- 

attachment (rather than detachment) and non-interference, zeith support and truth-tehg, as change. 

They suggest that love as they are describing it is liberatory and transformational. 

The final interpretive chapter introduces and discusses the notions of 'principled critical 

practice' and 'spiritually-mformed critical practice'. I then move to a description of participant 

reflections on and challenges to my initial conceptualization of love in practice, exploring moments 

of &agreement and dissensus, and discussing how I took these challenges up. The chapter 

concludes with the presentation of a revised conceptualization of love as emancipatory praxis, co- 

constructed through the dialogical process of the inquiry. 

In the final conclusion I d summarize my learning from the conversations (both with 

literatures and with participants) as described in the preceding chapters; comment on the strengths 

and limitations of the study as a whole and the methodological approaches employed in particular, 

and offer suggestions for possible future research conversations. 

This thesis explores the interrelation of love, intersubjectivity, and principled critical practice. I have 

made the choice to use the word love specifically in this work rather than other terms such as 



compassion or empathy. My reasons for this are complex, and will become apparent throughout the 

thesis. Most particularly, I have chosen to conceptdm love because I perceive it to be more critical 

and disruptive, and less co-opted in a professional context, than other terms typically used to 

describe 'caring'. 

Love as I am describing it here is a spiritual construct of deep interconnection, not simply an 

emotion or intellectual idea. Love is not one thing that can easily be defined, but rather what might 

be found to exist as a possibility between the elements of the conceptuahation of love as 

emancipatory praxis with which this thesis culminates. I offer this conceptualizing of love not only to 

deepen my own understandmg, but also in order to (re)insert love into the &course of critical social 

work, in the hopes that other practitioners might find it relevant to their lives and practice, and take it 

up in their own work or in further research inquiries. 

I continue my recounting of this research journey in the following chapter, with an 

exploration of relevant literatures, and the development of my conceptual map. 



Chapter One: A Conversation With Literatures On Love, Critical Practice, 

Intersubjectivity, and Spirituality 

This chapter begins with an engagement with relevant literature in critical social work and critical 

theory, and the concepthing of the first two key concepts of this inquiry.. critical practice and 

intersubjectivity, Following that, the initial conceptualization of love in critical practice, which was 

shared with and critiqued bythe participants in the dialogues, will be presented. The final section of 

the chapter returns to the literature, exploring the emergent theme of love and intersubjectivityus 

spirituality, and offering a review of relevant background materials on the particular notions of 

spirituality centred by participants. 

A Review Of Literature On Critical Practice And Intersubjectivity 

I begin this conceptuahng of love on a cautionary note, turning for a moment to notions of love in 

mainstream practice. In Western liberal social work practice, love has often been understood as 

compassion (with its English etymological root in the word pity) or empathy3:. Where care, empathy 

and altruism are discussed in mainstream social work writing, they are most often conceptualized as a 

set of specific tools or techniques to be applied. Rossiter (1993) provides an excellent critique of this 

"technological approach" (pp. 2-4) and the ways in which it delirmts our abilities as social workers to 

engage in reflexive practice as "self-in-relation" and maintain strong connections between individual 

mental health and social justice (p. 5). 

The ddficulty in conceptualizing love is complicated further by the conflation of love or care 

with governing procedures imposed upon dominated peoples (Fanon, 1967; Narayan, 1995; Brechin, 

2000b; Davis, 2002). Mainstream social work practice has a history of appropriation and of seeking 

to be 'inclusive' in a way that requires the asslrnilation of the other. As Brechm (2000b) suggests, 

care, with a focus towards empowerment, is seen as a central aspect of practice by many social 

workers. At the same time, the issue of caring is deeply problematic in light of the profession's 

involvement in governing activities such as child protection and involuntary mental health work (p. 

142). 

3 Similarly, I have chosen to conceptualize love and compassion rather than passion, as it seems to me that one 
can be verypdssiorate about one's practice of social work zolthoect barg lourq: or ampasiorate. 

The reader wiU note in the subsequent chapters on description and interpretation of the dialogues that 
participants seem to speak of compassion very differently, and more in the Buddhist sense of the word, as deep 
engagement adnon-attachment, rather than pity or detachment. This notion will be explored further in the 
spiritualitysection of this chapter, and in the chapters on description and interpretation of the dialogues. 



While remaining cognisant of these cautions, in this work I will seek to explore and 

hopefully, with Davis (2002), to affirm the ability of feminism (and other critical practice) to "rescue 

love from failure", without "ignoring love's role in the civilizing mission" (p. 148). While I accept 

d c a l  critiques of 'love' in practice, I would argue that governance, arrogance, self- righteousness, 

and projects of 'civilization' masquerading as 'love' are not in fact love, but rather appropriations of 

the term used to justify oppression. As hooks (2000) argues: "A commonly accepted assumption in 

patriarchal culture is that love can be present in a situation where one group or individual dominates 

another" (p. 40). 

Nonetheless, while my own understanding of what can be called love precludes 

objectification, hierarchical domination, and oppression, I enter this research uncertain whether or 

not it will be fully possible to disentangle or extract love from its colonialist history of missionary 

'benevolence', in order to imagine how it might look ddferently. In spite of these cautionary 

questions, I have continued to wonder how to foreground what I identify as an underdeveloped 

element in the critical social work literature: the possibility of love, defined most simply at this point 

as the ability to deeply and respectfullyengage in the intersubjective moment, as a key element in 

critical social work. 

Love, as I a m  imagining it, is available in the spaces between people, in the context of 

relationships where neither party dehumanizes the other in thought or in deed, and in which there 

exists the possibhty of such respectful intersubjective connection across difference. My own practice 

experience echoes Bendmg's (2002) work on love as a possibility for ending hierarchical oppression. 

He describes love as existing in those moments when we can reach beyond what we think we know, 

and see the other in their full personhood rather than simply for their position in hierarchies of social 

location. We cannot 'will' feelings of love into existence, but we can choose to experience the other 

in a waythat facilitates love's arising byseeing, hearing, perceiving beneath and beyond social 

construction. 

Love, seen in this way, might be envisioned as a possibility, always available, which can be 

manifested - lived or enacted - through human bodies. The veiyvalid critical analyses of the social 

construction of surface reahty made by critical practitioners - anti-oppressive, feminist and 

postmodemist - do not necessarily preclude the possibility of deeper, or more universal, realities or 

truths, which can arguably be experienced and spoken about by individuals from within these 

systems of construction. 



It is my belief that we can choose to see our interdependence - or "mutual dependence" 

(Yar, 2001) - our shared humanity and coexistence on this Earth5, as well as our sociallyconstructed 

and individual particularities. But if we do this, our relationship to the other may change... perhaps 

we can no longer "other" them so easily. Perhaps we can come into contact with the paradoxical 

mystery of life, coming to perceive the unity inherent in the particular, recognizing the diversity of 

individual waves, and recognizing that each is an integral part of a larger ocean. How, I continue to 

wonder, might such a loving stance toward others change or complicate our critical practice? 

Critical Pmctice: 

Whether one views social work as caring combined with social justice (Lynn, 1999) or as an 

instrument of governmentahty (Epstein, 2000; Margolin, 1997), all western social work practices are 

typically seen as having to do with what are often considered the profession's three key elements: 

relationship with others, notions of purposeful change or transformation, and strengthening 

communities. How these elements are developed depends on the theoretical stance of the 

practitioner. 

This thesis work is framed w i t h  the context of critical practice. I am exploring not just 

loving practice, but loving oiticdl practice. In the following section, I will discuss the writing of critical 

social work and social care theorists, exploring how critical practice theory might conceptualize these 

three elements of social work I am curious particularly about notions of engagement and developing 

relationships with other(s), as these have the greatest implications for the ways in which I have begun 

to conceptuaJm love as praxis - both as a way of knowing and as a way of being that may lead 

towards ways of doing. 

Brechin (2000a) defines 'critical' in the context of practice to connote "open-minded, 

reflective appraisal that takes account of ddferent perspectives, experiences and assumptions". 

Further, she suggests that social justice is a fundamental assumption underlying care provision, and 

argues, "successful caring processes must be both empowering and anti-oppressive ... [the] 

practitioners' purpose will be to achieve solutions that are at some level felt to be just by all parties" 

(p. 26). 

Drawing on the work of Barnen (1997) Brechin (2000a) goes on to suggest three spheres of 

critical practice, inspired by two guiding principles, 'respecting others as equals' and an open and 

'not- knowing7 approach. The spheres of critical practice she articulates are: o i d  a&n, involving 

"sound skill base used with awareness of context, operating to challenge structural &advantage, and 

working with difference towards empowerment"; aid anakzi, includmg "evaluation of knowledge, 

5 It is key that we understand love for self and other to include love for the Earth; what Edgerton (1996) calls 
"eco-erosic ... love of the land (local) and of the earth (global)" (p. 70, parentheses in original). 



theories, policies and practice, recognition of multiple perspectives, different levels of analysis, and 

on-going inqwy"; and oit2CiZI +iury, which incorporates an "engaged self, negotiated 

understanding and interventions, and questioning personal assumptions and values". It is in the 

intersective space between these domains, she contends, that the self of the critical practitioner is 

developed (p. 35). 

Brechin (2000a) refrarnes what I earlier called the profession's 'three key elements' in a way1 

find more useful, referring to what she calls the "three pillars of critical practice: forging 

relationships, seeking to empower others and making a ddference" (p. 35). W e  I do not believe it 

is possible to 'empower' others6, although we might help to construct conditions that might facilitate 

their empowerment, and while I find her conceptuahtion lacking in any mention of love, I do 

conditionally accept, and will begin from her conceptualization of critical practice, 

Brechin's views are echoed by Eby (2000a): critical practice, she states, requires a practitioner 

who "continually recognizes the relative and contextual basis of his or her own practice, who 

respects others as equals, who forges relationships through dialogue ... who seeks to empower, and 

fundamentallywho makes a ddference in the lives of other;" (p. 55). Eby also takes up the notion of 

reflexivity in more detail, and t h  will be explored further in the chapter on methodological issues. 

In their recent volume on critical social work Adam, Dorninelli and Payne (2002) accept 

Brechin's guiding principles of critical practice as well: respecting others as equals, and adopting a 

stance of 'not knowing7. They add to these a requirement for collective action and empowerment for 

those marginalized by society, differentiating critical practice from more mainstream practice by its 

insistence on worker reflexivity, and commitment to client agency, social justice, and citizen rights 

(pp. 2- 12,305). Critical practice sees the 'client' or 'person' of traditional social work in a 

soci~culturall~ and hist~ricall~contextualized way (p. 90; Brechin, 2000% pp. 34-5; Hugman, 1996, p. 

144), and claims to celebrate and encourage the recognition of diverse ways of being and doing. 

Critical theorists outside the lsciplme of social work also contribute to the discussion on love, the 

relation of self to other, and just communities. Of these, I find hooks' arguments most cogent and 

compelling. She speaks eloquently of the connection between personal and political in practice, of 

the necessity for a transformational ideology underlying practice, and of the impossibility of love 

without a context of social justice. A "love ethic", she contends, "presupposes that everyone has the 

right to be free, to live fully and well. To bring a love ethic into every dimension of our lives, our 

society would need to embrace change" (hooks, 2000, p. 87). 

For an excellent critique of the notion of 'empowering' others, see Ristock & Pennell(1996). 



Society, she argues, would need to embrace a "global vision wherein we see our lives and our 

fate as intimately connected to those of everyone else on the planet" (p. 88). And she goes further, 

suggesting that "Domination cannot exist in any social situation where a love ethic prevails ... When 

love is present", she says, "the desire to dominate and exercise power cannot rule the day" (p. 98). I 

find this notion that where love prevails domination cannot rule fascinating in exploring the range of 

what we might or might not name as love, depending on our theoretical frame. I will examine this in 

more detail in the final section of the methodology chapter on reading the description and 

interpretation of the dialogues, where we will hear several participants specificallytake up the use of 

language in conceptualizing love. 

Habermas, a critical theorist, offers another useful conceptualization of the relation of self 

and other in community. In exploring the notion of dialectic between diversity and universality 

Habermas (2001) has written of "difference-sensitive inclusion", and a "universalism that is highly 

sensitive to differences". He suggests that the presence of these principles leads to communities, by 

necessityvoluntary of membership, which are able to make room for individuals, in their 

individuality. In these communities, he says, "there is equal respect for everyone, not limited to those 

who are hke us, but extend(ing) to the other person in his or her otherness" (pp. 40,139-45). 

He argues that t h  requires a sense of community connection that does not force members 

into homogeneity, but rather remains "open for all, also and most especiallyfor those who are 

strangers to one another and want to remain strangers" (pp. xxxv-mi). Might a love ethic 

compatible with critical praxis be part of what makes such a responsive communitypossible? Might 

critical practitioners be taking such a stance in working towards what Okin (1986, p. 15) describes as 

a just society- one which provides all members with full opportunities to develop their capacities, 

participate in political structures, influence social choices, and be economically and physically (and I 

would add psychologically) secure? 

S d a r  notions of community based on principles of love and justice arise from Bending's 

(2002) exploration of whether love and friendship across ddference might allow cultures to 

"transcend" the "competitive struggle for domination" (p. 120), and Lerner's work on the 

"progressive politics of meaning" (Lerner, 1996,1997). I d explore the work of these two authors 

next. 

Bendmg, a critical development theorist, proposes love as a possibility for endmg oppression 

and hierarchy. Love he contends is "a moment that reaches beyond prejudice, beyond putting people 

into boxes, into codes. It is about seeing beyond values, seeing the person, not the position in the 

hierarchy" (p. 132). This possibility is key, he argues, if we are to consider communication across 

cultural and experiential divides to b d d  solidarity without falling into either cultural relativism or 



universahm (p. 133). Is it possible for critical practitioners to bring themselves intentionally to such 

moments, again and again? 

Lerner also explores the ending of oppression. He contends that social workers and others 

concerned with social justice are working to resist the "current ethos of selfishness, materiakm, 

corporatism, and cynicism" (Lerner, 1997, in Graham, Swift & Delaney, 2000, p. 10) by questioning 

the value of social policies that put economics before people, and working to build a societythat 

deeply values the humanity of all citizens. 

He offers the following goals for social justice work, which he defines as a "progressive 

politics of meaning": the creation of social structures that "encourage and support love and intimacy, 

friendship and community, ethical sensitivity and spiritual awareness among people"; an alteration of 

the "bottom line" such that institutions or practices would be "considered efficient or productive to 

the extent that [they] foster ethically, spiritually, ecologically, and psychologically sensitive and caring 

human beings who can maintain long-term, loving personal and social relationships"; the creation of 

"social, spiritual, and psychological conditions that will encourage us to recognize the uniqueness, 

sanctity, and mfinite preciousness of every human being, and to treat them with caring, gentleness 

and compassion"; the creation of societies in which people have "adequate time and encouragement 

to develop our inner lives"; and the creation of societies which "encourage us to relate to the world 

and to one another in awe and joy" (Lerner, 1996, pp. 56-7). While Lerner speaks specificallyto a 

tdtionally liberal American view, it is as a c / d  practitioner7 subscribing to his broad 

conceptualizations of community and their underlying valuing of love in individual and societal 

relationships that I will engage in my analysis. 

A challenge for critical social work is the realmtion that regardless of intent, social work 

often reproduces the oppressive hierarchies it seeks to address. As Leonard (2001) asks: "by what 

critical means are we able to understand and act upon the realization that we reproduce ... intentions 

notwithstanding, the social relations of class, gender, racism, ageism, and heterosexism, even while 

we struggle consciouslyfor the opposite?" (p. 4). 

Taking a stand with such late modernist theorists as Freire (1993, in McLaren &Leonard, 

1993, p. x) and Haberrnas (1985, 1987, in Leonard, 2000, p. 7), Leonard (2001) struggles to 

concept& a vision for practice that might acknowledge social work's complicated h t o r y  under 

modernism, and still make room for potentially emancipatory narratives which might be seen in part 

as "an inheritance from the critical, revolutionary side of modernity" (p. 6). Such a vision can only 

exist, he suggests, if based on a constant dialectical tension between a belief in the interdependence 

7 I would feel more comfortable if Lemer's conceptualization specifically referred to social justice and an 
ending of hierarchical oppression as necessary conditions for changes in current social constructions leading 
towards 'progressive politics'. 



of all human subjects, and a deep valuing of ctfference. I believe that love, if consistent with the 

principles of critical practice, may be one such emancipatory narrative. 

Contraryto Leonard and his notion of this dialectical tension between difference and 

interdependence, many critical theorists foreground the politics of difference. In these models, 

critical or anti-oppressive practice is seen to involve challenge and change at both micro and macro 

levels, as argued, for example, by Burke and Harrison (1997). While I share these authors' 

commitment to reflexively questioning practice and challenging injustice, I do not accept their 

assertion that "the driving force of anti-oppressive practice is the act of challengingm (p. 232). 

Rather, based on my own practice experience and my observations of the practice of others, 

I contend that challenge might better be described as a to$ of anti-oppressive practice, while the 

Aung fm of a strstdimbEe anti-oppressive practice might better be described as love for life, for 

humanity and for the Earth. I imagine this loving as involving a deep reverence for oneself as a 

person and practitioner, for the people with and for whom one work, and for life itself. It must 

involve recognition of the inherent interconnection of the 'self' and the 'other', and a movement 

towards social justice for all. Love; as I am imagining it, recognizes the particularity of each being, 

and an underlying unity that does not erase difference. 

I come to t h  research wondering if it may be possible to do what Leonard suggests: to 

come to tentative agreements, as Leonard (2000) calls them, "m'mal by merit", about the values 

underlying the possibility of emancipation. Such values, he contends, would necessarily begin with a 

strong emphasis being placed upon diversity (p. 28, italics in original). He suggests that a "politics of 

solidarity has to be b d t  alongside a politics of difference, but not dominate it" (p. 29)8. Is it possible 

that an ethic of love might inform critical practice in ways that make such liberator= agreement- 

making work possible? 

And yet love remains relatively absent from the &course of social work practice, both 

mainstream and critical. One might imagine that the literature of social work, a practice-based 

profession, would reflect the voices of a range of practitioners, but voices articulating love as a 

positive force are largely absent. In spite of what appears to me to be a strong possibilitythat love 

might contribute positively to practice, few social work theorists speak of love explicitly. 

The major exception to the absence of love in professional writings is the notion of 

'compassion fatigue', which is ironically one of the more common and easily accessible references to 

the concept of compassion in social work literature. These literatures tend to conceptdm 

secondarytraumatic stress - suffering and &tress arising from w o r h g  with survivors of trauma 

8 In keeping with the critical agenda of ending poverty, Leonard notes that the precondition to meaningful 
"participation in or struggle against cultural discourses" must be the creation of a "level material existence" for 
all, in recognition that there are many individual and groups whose material poverty prevents them from full 
participation as "diverse moral agents" (pp. 29-30). 



(Baird &Jenkins, 2003), or burnout - "physical or psychological exhaustion resulting from excessive 

professional demands that drain available personal resources" (Leon, Altholz & Dziegielewski, 1999, 

p. 43) as 'compassion fatigue' (see also Garrett, 1999; Marlow & Urwin, 2001; Prichard, 1998). 

W e  I understand and do not intend to minimize the experience of burnout or vicarious 

traumatization, nor the harmful effects of constant exposure to stories of trauma, and 

whde I recognize the lack of institutional supports for social worker self-care, I consider compassion 

fatigue a misnomer which clouds this discussion. 

I remain unconvinced that the experience of vicarious traumatization and burnout arises 

from 'compassion' as is suggested by the naming of this state of being in the literature. I believe, 

rather, that 'compassion fatigue' may actually arise from closing ourselves to compassion. It is my 

suggestion that we may become fatigued, notjiapncompassion, but rather from being blocked from 

our compassion because of the structuring of social work practice. I contend that the fatigue social 

workers suffer from arises from our constant exposure to the oppressive conditions w i t h  which we 

and the people we work with live; that while secondary trauma as an experience is clearly 

documented, we might more accurately be described as suffering from 'hopelessness fatigue' in the 

light of socially constructed reality that creates oppression and much more existential pain than 

necessary. 

My intention in this work is to offer love as a positive possibility for social work I had 

strongly desired not to inquire into compassion fatigue, because it was the positive aspects of love 

that I regarded as missing from the discourse. It is noted here because the issue arose in one of the 

interviews, as the participant discussed lack of institutional support for self-care. While I did not 

specifically&cuss burnout or compassion fatigue with any of the other participants, the reader may 

want to turn to the description and interpretation of the dialogues where participants are heard to 

offer a strong contradiction to the notion of love as fatiguing. The words of the participants are 

consistent with my own experience; that a compassionate stance not attached to a particular outcome 

or desire to 'fix' is not causative of, but rather potentially protective against fatigue and burnout. 

There are a few notable exceptions to the absence of love as a positive force in critical practice. One 

is Brandon's (1976) book "Zen in the art of helping", on Buddhism and social work; another is the 

work of Morley and Ife (2002). The latter article, published during the second year of my thesis 

process, is the first by White social workers to s p . y  focus on love and the need for love in social 

work discourse in a way that resonates with my own views, and it is their work that I will address 

here. 

Smlar  to my own work, Morley and Ife recognize love's absence from the discourse, and 

argue for the necessity of its inclusion: "The idea of 'love of humanity', though largely absent from 



m i t e  mainstream?] social work literature, is a potent concept for challenging the dominant 

discourses of individual material wealth, greed and power" (p. 69). They suggest two reasons for the 

absence: the relegation of love to the private sphere in the west, and the "rationalisation of social 

work, and its framing as a quasi-scientific professional activity from which emotion and subjectivity 

must be separated" (p. 70). 

They argue that the suggestion that 'love' should be incorporated into social work discourse 

is a strong contestation to this separation between the personal and the public; that it "requires our 

professional actions and identityto be ... grounded at the very level of our humanity"; and that it 

stands "with no need for elaboration ... in unambiguous opposition to" a world view based on 

"commodified rationality" (p. 71). It has been and is exactly my intention to take such a stand. 

While Morley and Ife (2002) discuss love of humanity as a "phdosophy or way of life [more] 

than an ethic or theory" (p. 70), I see it, and the interviewed participants describe it, as involving both 

a way of being and a way of doing - both a way of life and an ethic. In keeping with my own work, 

these authors describe love as assuming nothing about "human experience except that our humanity 

connects us." (p. 76) 

Morley and Ife contend, as I have, that love is not simply about values, but calls us to action: 

"it is only in the l i u ~  ca~ of one's essential humanity that love can be reaked" (p. 71, italics in 

original). This activist component is key in that a loving approach may fairly be critiqued as being 

part of the conservative element of human-centred practice if it is not clear in demonstrating a 

commitment to full social justice and to "challengCing] existing structures of &advantagev (p. 73). 

They contend that key components of love of humanity include "trust, faith, courage and hope" and 

that these require "constant critical questioning" (p. 75) and "the need to critique power relations, 

and in some ways invert them" (p. 76). 

This necessary reflexivity and the concomitant requirement for love as action as well as the 

recognition that the 'personal is political' leads Morley and Ife (2002) to argue, as I have, that such a 

loving stance is inherently radical. It is my intention, as I will clearly demonstrate throughout this 

work, that loving practice as I am describing it and as practiced by the participants I spoke with, be 

understood to be intricately interwoven with critical analysis and to have deeply embedded w i t h  it a 

movement towards social justice and an end to oppressions. 

Key to my conceptualization of love is this necessity for love to be understood not only as a 

sentiment or an ideal, but also as a political stance requiring a purposeful moving towards social 

justice. This Lnk between the personal and the political is necessary if we are to explore love in a way 

compatible with critical, justice-oriented social work practice. Wharf (2003), following Camiol, 

describes 'structural empathy', empathy for particular personal difficulties and a clear commitment to 

providing information about the structural factors involved in the arising of that ddficulty (p. 10). I 



am beginning from an assumption of 'structural empathy' as a necessary element in loving critical 

practice. 

Critical practice is always evolving, and can be seen as "part and parcel of a continual process of 

theorizing" (Brechin, 20004 p. 32). Brechin argues that social workers have traditionally used the 

literature of other disciplines in theorizing to inform practice, and critical practitioners have tended 

naturallyto rely on critical theory, including the work of Habermas, anti-racist, feminist and queer 

theory, and social constructionism (p. 33). An example of this trend is Rossiter (1993), a critical socd 

work theorist, educator and practitioner, who explores the possibility of grounding social work and 

mental health practices within a frame of justice and compassion. Following a Habermasian model, 

she argues that this is best achieved "... when individuals are able to speak and listen in the 

intersubjective contexts in which cultures (lives) are made." (p. 15). 

In a later article, continuing to build on the work of Habermas (1989)- and that of influential 

postmodernists including Benhabib (1990), Butler (1992), and Weedon (1987) - Rossiter and her 

colleagues move the argument further, introducing the concept of "intersubjective respect" in their 

discussion on centralizing ethics within critical social work "In our view, ethics is best protected 

when professionals perceive as their professional duty the responsibilityto create relations of 

intersubjective respect. This responsibilitypresents us with nothing less than a radical democratic 

vision." (Rossiter, Pdeltensky& Walsh-Bowers, 2000, p. 98). In their foregrounding of 

intersubjectivity and respect in critical practice, these social work theorists offer a jumping off point 

for the next conversation I am interested in facilitating. 

Intersubjectivity: 

Intersubjectivity can be understood as communicative action that respects and recognizes the other's 

current and full humanity, as well as recognizing that our knowing is delirmted by our social location; 

that we can only know and perceive from our own vantage point. Fowlkes (2001) describes this as 

recognition of the " d c a l  insufficiency" of individual subjects (p. 114). Intersubjectivityis a 

requirement for critical practice, and for love, as I will be conceptuakng it here. In order to relate 

intersubjectively, to come to Leonard's (2000) "agreements universal by consent" (p. 28), we must 

recognize that our individual knowing can only be partial. 

Referencing Benhabib's (1986) concept of communicative knowledge formation and action, 

Fowlkes (2001) contends that the willingness to speak "with and to 'different others' in the face of 

historically and socially constructed differences of power and privilege, creatively opens a space in 

which to restructure discourse'' in a manner congruent with a communicative model (p. 11 1). The 

concept of intersubjective knowing offers us a door through which we might move toward the 



possibility of "tentative agreementsn (Leonard, 2000) through which we might build solidarity 

towards the social justice-oriented change that is a key element of critical social work 

Yar (2001) also speaks to the partiality of singular subjective "knowing". In  IS argument for 

a dialogic intersubjectivity, he contends that we can only satisfy our own desires and needs by 

simultane~uslysatisf~ing those of others. He argues that in order for this to occur there must be an 

intentional relation of mutual affirmation between subjects, which preserves the 'alterity' or 

otherness/difference of the other on their own self-established terms. Because we need other 

subjects in order to experience our own subjectivity, because we require each other in order to 

'know' intersubjectively, Yar posits an "unavoidable condition of mutual dependence", and an 

inextricably bound co-existence for human subjects, in w d f m  (pp. 68-71). Recognition of the 

other is therefore required in order to allow for movements towards solidarity and social justice (p. 

73). lhs argument implicitly recognizes the notions of interconnection and of diversity and unity as 

coexistent and will be explored further in subsequent sections on critical notions of spirituality. 

Kitwood (1990) also supports a view of our own integrity dependmg on our recognizing that 

of others. In seeking one's own integrity, he asserts, one must "wish and hope for that same integrity 

for all persons, within their cultural frame. In short, to seek an inner truth and integration for oneself 

is of necessityto desire integrity on the part not only of a few close others, but of a much larger circle 

of friends, colleagues and acquaintances. But if these, then why not all?" (p. 211). In his questing for 

an acknowledging of the rights to integrity and well- being for all persons, those considered ltke 

ourselves and those considered ddferent from ourselves, we hear echoes of Lerner's (1996) notion of 

"expanding our circles of caring" (p. 16). 

Loving intersubjectively, in a critical sense, involves an intentional choice to move towards 

love outside of one's likes and affections. In the words of Heyward (1984), from her book @-Passion 

fof/ur& u... love, lk truth and beauty, is concrete. Love is not fundamentally a sweet feeling; not at 

heart, a matter of sentiment, attachment, or being 'drawn toward'. Love is active, effective, a matter 

of m a k q  reciprocal and mutually beneficial relation with one's friends and enemies" (p. 186). 

This expansion of caring requires a &gness to take a loving stance towards those outside 

our intimate circle, towards those we do not know, and towards those defined - by ourselves and by 

society- as "other". We may not be able to love everyone, but we can attempt to move towards t h  

loving stance, to engage with the other, in their otherness, over and over in intersubjective moments. 

In enacting the loving stance, we can make the personal and professional choice to see the 

other with what Frye (1983) and Lugones (1987) describe as the "loving eye". This way of being 

acknowledges that we can only see from our own vantage point and can never fully know the 

mystery of the other, yet it requires that we bring ourselves back, again and again, to trying to see 



from the point of view of the other as they make meaning of themselves and their world. Lugones 

refers to this movement between self-location and the "other" as "world travelling". 

In a parallel to the work of Lugones, Yuval-Davis (1997) offers the concept of 'shifting'. 

Yuval-Davis ' "transversal politics" are based in foundational assumptions of intersubjectivity and 

social justice. Transversal politics c d  for the valuing of difference, combined with a willingness to 

'shift' outside of our ideologies in order to perceive ddferently and move towards solidarity. Yuval- 

Davis describes transversal politics as a "mode of codtion politics in which the differential 

positionings of the individuals and collectivities involved [are] recognized, as well as the value 

systems which underlie their strugglesm (p. 25). As discussed by this author, transversal ~olitics are 

based on the practice of Italian feminists working to bring Palestinian and Israeli women together in 

the early 1990's. 

As conceptualized by Yuval-Davis and these activists, transversal politics (p. 125) helped 

move away from both universalism which assumes a common point of departure and leads to 

exclusion, and relativism which assumes that ddferent points of departure mean that no dialogue or 

common understandmg are possible at all. In discussing how to mobilize across difference using 

transversalism, Yuval-Davis contends that participants must remain aware of the historicity within 

which they are embedded (p. 126), and that the boundaries between groups must be seen as flexible 

and open enough to preclude e~clusionary~olitics. These types of dialogue require all participants to 

take an active stand against the replication of oppressive power imbalances (p. 130), a stance 

congruent with critical practice. 

Whde asserting the necessityfor participants in dialogue to come to conversation rooted in 

their own identities, group memberships, and ideologies, she contends it is the willingness to shift 

from what we think we know that allows us to enter into intersubjective communication with others; 

we can recognize and value not only our own ways of being, perceiving and doing, but those of 

others as well. If we are able to shift in this way, Yuval-Davis (1997) states, "dialogue, rather than 

fixity of location, becomes the basis of empowered knowledge", allowing the unfinished or partial 

knowledge (see a similar notion in Mathiesen, 1974) of each participant's "positioning" to replace 

assumptions of universal agreement or homogeneity (pp. 125-31). Yuval-Davis' views are echoed by 

Pryse (2000) in her exploration of interdiscipharywork among feminist academics. These notions of 

openness to movement and change in relationship will reappear later in relation to the notions of 

self-work and compassionate challenge. 

Smith (1997), in hls reflections on "Otherness" also explores the notion of intersubjective 

relationship without erasing diversity in a way that hearkens back to the earlier cited works of Davis 

(2002), Yar (2001) and Yuval-Davis (1997) on interdependence, and the wdhgness to 'not-know' or 

shift from one's own sense of subjectivity and 'rootedness'. Following Lptard, Smith describes 



communicabilityof Being, whch he sees as "nonempirical, alogical, nonrational" (p. 341)' and 

wonders: "... what are the options for those interested in a philosophy of communication that does 

not contribute to the retreat of Being, the production of spectacles, and the perpetuation of 

injustices?" (p. 342). 

Rather than focusing on the aspect of movement, as the authors above do, Smith suggests 

the necessityto stand and meet the "other" in the moment. He contends that "one must learn tostay 

p amik quertzbd by it (Ckhwness)" (p. 343, italics in original) and that "One must be anchored in 

the 'immediate passion of what happens' (Lyotard, 199 1,118) and give up one's freedom with 

respect to what is witnessed" (p. 344). 

It is such a model of intersubjective communication - one which both listens deeply in each 

moment, and which makes room for movement across difference, inviting a meeting of the other in 

their "otherness" - that I have experienced in my work as a critical practitioner, and it is the model I 

d hope to encourage in this research. As Edgerton (1996) argues, "listening is love; love paF 

attention" (p. 69). 

Intersubjective communication is not only a precondition for the relationship buildmg 

inherent in critical practice and dialogical research, it is also a condition for the critical or 

emancipatory way in which I am beginning to envision love. If critical practice is about 

transformation and endmg oppression, then there must be two or more subjects in dialogical 

relationship. If there is a subject and an objecdother, then the relationship is about oppression and 

not love; when we make the other "other", there is not love. As I am conceptualizing it, love can be 

seen as a way of knowing, of "listening on many perceptual levels" (Edgerton, 1996, p. 63); a way of 

recognizing the Being of the other (Buber, 1958; Levin, 1989) that exists only in the spaces between 

people who are understood to have equal value in t h a r d f ~ .  If we are to be critical about love, 

then intersubjectivity must exist as a precondition. 

The notion of intersubjective engagement will weave through the rest of the chapter. It is 

reflected in my initial or worlung conceptualization of love in critical practice, and it d be revisited 

in the final section on spirituality as I explore, in keeping with participants' discussions, how First 

Nations and engaged B u d b t  approaches to spirituality complicate the concepts of critical social 

work and intersubjectivity. 

Initial Conceptualization Of Love In Practice 

From my engagement with the literatures and preLrmnary conversations with other professionals, in 

an attempt to explore the three key elements of critical practice, I arrived at my own worlung 

conceptualization of love, consistent with the pdlm of critical social work. The conceptualization 



was an attempt to centre the two key concepts of critical practice and intersubjectivity in imagining 

love. 

As previously noted, the c~nce~tuahation exists in a process of progressive 'unpacking', 

refinement and complexification as my practice experience is explored through the lens of critical 

theory, self-reflection and dialogue. The concept of spirituality is not included in the initial 

conceptuahation of love offered here because it was not included in the conceptualization I 

presented to participants; spiritdty as a salient concept in this inquiry will be explored in the section 

following my initial conceptualization. 

As I began the research, my working conceptualization, in the form in which it was shared 

with participants, included the following elements: 

0 Recognition of, and respect and reverence for one's own and others' inherent 

humanity, knity,  and basic human rights 

Deep presence (seeing, hearing, pemeiving, caring, experiencing deeplyj and 

engagement 

0 Willingness to not know or understand (Brechin, 2000% pp. 31-3; Davis, 2002) 

Whgness to know; openness to others' experience and definition of self 

Commitment and willingness to shift, self-transcend, change, and be changed 

(Yuval-Davis, 1997) 

0 Whgness to allow the other room to sMt, self-transcend, change and be changed. 

While it felt necessary and most honest to me to come to my research clear about my own 

current understandmgs of love, I hold the strong conviction that I can only know my own part of the 

story. I wished to connect my notions and understandings of love with those of other critical social 

workers who might be interested in similar things. T ~ I S  is the conceptualization that was shared with 

the participants in the dialogues, and they were asked to comment on its relevance for and 

consistency with their own practice. 

I undertook my inquiry concerned about how to define my terms to participants without, as 

Huspek (1997, p. 1) charges "... di~in~enuouslyinsisting that others communicate with one's own 

authoritatively backed, predefined terms" and closing myself off to a "genuine engagement"? My 

purpose was not to see if I could impose my notions of love on participants, but to undertake 

research that explored what notions of love they had and how those (whatever they were) were at 

work in their own practice. How, I wondered, might critical practitioners conceptuah love? 



Because of the gaps that exist in the critical social work literature in relation to love, I felt it 

was essential that practitioners be offered the opportunity to intersubjectively co-construct a working 

conceptualization that might be inserted into those theoretical spaces and incite further dialogue. 

Literatures On Love And Intersubjectivity As Spirituality 

As I have begun to suggest above, for me love is both an ethical or political stance and also a spiritual 

one. I believe it is possible to acknowledge the existence of social construction of 'reality' and a 

shifting and multiple 'self' and how these constructions delimit people's lives, experiences and 

possibilities, without precluding the existence of a deeper reality of interconnection. It is vital to 

acknowledge how my social construction may delimit my ability to see and understand others, and 

how their social construction delunits their ability to be fully d e s t  in the world, and still see the 

essential Selfs in both of us. There is always the possibility of whgness to remember and h love in 

spite of social construction. 

Love, for me, is about belief in people and heartfelt conviction that a deeper Reahty exists 

running through all beings. The definition of love must make room for a recognition of social 

constructions of reahty that oppress and harm, and for our irreducible particularity, as well as for the 

recognition of our ultimate interconnection as Being, or self-as-other-=-Self. I did not intend to 

impose this view on participants, nor centre it in mytheorizing; however I was keenly aware it did 

impact strongly on how I imagine and construct my own practice. 

I had intended to discuss spirituality only in these relatively couched terms in my review of 

the literature and had not included spiritualtty explicitly in either my initial conceptualization, or in 

how I framed the inquiryprocess to participants. What I &covered during the come of the 

dialogues however, was that I had been so stringent in my attempt not to lead the participants toward 

my own views that several participants ended up challenging me about why I was not includmg 

spiritualtty overtly. 

All participants, even those who did not pose it as a challenge, conceptualized love in a 

spiritual sense. Because this inquiry is fundamentally concerned with intersubjective dialogue, I have 

chosen to outline the process by which spirituality came to be the third concept in thls inquiry. I feel 

it is key for the reader to be invited to some level of involvement in or embodied understandmg cfthe 

dialogical process as it has unfolded between myself, the literature and the participants, rather than 

simply being assured that it m such a process. 

9 Please note that I do not mean essential self in the sense of the fixed subjectivity of the Enlightenment 
liberals, but in the sense of interconnected beingness discussed in Buddhist and non-dualist yogic texts. In the 
latter particularly, this interconnected existence-consciousness-joy (sat-chit-ananda) is often referred to as the 
Self/Atman in the individual. 



After the dialogues were complete, I came to feel that in order to deeply engage in 

interpreting the dialogues respectfully and with integrity, I must re-engage in a conversation with 

literatures in the area of spirituality, in order to have a background from which to understand 

participants' comments. Whereas my own background in feminist earth-based spiritdty, non-dual 

p g a  philosophy and social justice-oriented Judaism was implicit in how I presented my inquiry to 

participants, their ways of perceiving and being required that I make the concept of spirituality more 

explicit in the discussion of love in critical social work. The conversations I had with participants 

complicated my understanding not only of love, but also of both critical practice and 

intersubjectivity. 

In the dialogues, the participants discussed love in two particular ways: all First Nations 

participants referred to a practice foundation in Aboriginal spir i tdty and all non-Aboriginal 

participants referred specifically to Buddhist phdosophy. Because participants centred spiritual issues 

I feel bound by the principles of love and dialogue to include a description of some of the literatures 

in these two areas. It is to this task that I will turn now, focusing particularly on the writings of First 

Nations social work theorists living and workmg in Canada, and on works by critically engaged 

Buddhist practitioners and theorists. 

The literatures described here are those that felt most helpful to me in understanding what 

participants appeared to be referring to as love, framed in spiritual terms. Contrary to the work of 

such professional heavyweights as Canda, who more than one participant encouraged me not to refer 

to, and who seems often to conflate spiritualitywith religiosity (see for example Canda, 2002), the 

writings I have cited here appear to me to be better representations of the ideas put forth about 

spiritdty byparticipants. I do not wish to engage b y o b k q t h e s e  notions, because it feels 

disrespectful to do so without knowing enough about these approaches. Rather, it is my intention to 

'listen deeply' to the literature, as I did to participants; and to engage by listening and by presenting 

what I heard as clearly as I can. 

I see t b  description of literatures as enhancing and setting a background for what we will 

hear participants say in the descriptive and interpretive chapters. Notably, participants added even 

deeper insights into love as spirituality than the literature or my own understanding is able to portray 

here. However, I feel the First Nations and Bud&t models explored in this section are good ones; 

they have offered me, and I hope may offer readers, a deepened understandmg of both love and 

intersubjectivity in practice. I turn first to a presentation of relevant Aboriginal approaches. 



Background on Aboriginal Approaches to Social Work: 

Baskin (2004, in her argument for the inclusion of spirituality in social work education, defines 

spirituality simply as "the connection to all that is in existence" (p. 2) and contends that there is a 

need for an "action-oriented spirituality" that is congruent with the principle of love as I have 

conceptdmd it. Her understanding of Aboriginal spirituality from her own td t iona l  teachings is 

"an interconnectedness and interrelationship with all life. All (both 'animate' and 'inanimate') are seen 

as being equal and interdependent, part of the great whole and as having spirit", and all are seen as 

being a sacred expression of the "Great Mystery" (p. 4, parentheses in original). 

W e  her work draws heavily on structural social work, Baskin contends that structural 

analysis is an insufficient basis for practice in and of itself, because it "lacks any discussion of culture, 

values and spirituality" (p. 17). In the realm of spirituality, she argues, structural social work is no 

different from conventional social work: "While [it] is anti-oppressive and focuses on socd  

change ... it does not incorporate spirituahtyin any way and, therefore, is not a holistic approach" (pp. 

17- 18). This latter point speaks to my own discomfort at critical practice without a basis in love as 

outlined earlier, and is supported by the participants as we shall see in the descriptive and interpretive 

chapters. Baskin's conceptualization of spirituality as recognition of interconnection seems most 

consistent with participants' meanings, and it is therefore the conceptualization that I will employ in 

my interpretation. 

Baskin (2002) distinguishes between rehgion and spirituality, noting that religion is usually 

structured and group oriented, whereas spirituality "can include individual experiences with or 

without a structured belief system" (p. 3). However, she honours the positive im in some historical 

social work practice based on what she describes as the "religious values" of love, justice, and mutual 

responsibility for all human beings (pp. 3-4). While some historical social work practice which took a 

stand for social justice can certainly be argued to have been helpful in meeting individual and social 

needs, as I have discussed earlier in the chapter I contend that intent notwithstanding, much of 

historical religious social work practice (based primarily on EuroChristian values) was injhctum 

oppressive and an extension of colonization. Nonetheless, I side (as did all the participants) with 

Baskin in the suggestion that "Social work practice cannot be whole without includmg the spiritual 

dmension" (p. 6), and "cannot be truly effective without it" (p. 9). 

Hart (1999) also addresses Aboriginal approaches to social work, in which spirituality is seen 

as foundational. Like Bash's structural approach, Hart recognizes the impact of the historical and 

the political, addressing the impact of colonization on Aboriginal spirituality and well-being both 

individually and collectively, and his work was specifically recommended to me by one of the 

participants. Hart's approach while congruent with Baskin's is more detailed; it has been developed 

after extensive literature review on helping practices addressing "Aboriginal peoples in Canada, 



particularly the prairie provinces" (p. 9 1). Therefore his work feels most appropriate to employ as 

background in regards to interpreting the First Nation's worldviews discussed by participants in this 

study. 

Hart (1999) begins with a definition of the medicine wheel, which common to many 

Aboriginal approaches reflects five key and interrelated elements to helping: "wholeness, balance, 

connectedness or relationships, harmony, growth and healing" (p. 92). Wholeness, as he describes it, 

requires that we explore each part and the relationships between the parts in order to understand 

each part and in order to be able to understand and focus on the whole (pp. 92-3). Balance is 

momentarily achieved when one is in harmony with other beings and nature, it must be constantly 

moved towards and is not permanently achieved. It requires that we address each part of the wheel in 

relation to other parts, not overfocus on one part to the neglect of others (p. 93), and it necessitates 

an awareness of "the existence and expression of bad attributes by people", with a focus on the 

positive, and within a view of human nature as intrinsically good (pp. 97-8). The view holds that this 

focus on the positive will lead to the "natural death" of the negative (p. 97, folowing CarcGng, and 

perceives people as existing in a state of being, or being-in-becoming (p. 98). 

Key to this Aboriginal approach is a focus on interrelationship within a framework that 

recognizes the interconnection within and between all beings, includmg people (pp. 93-4). All 

existence is connected, with each being seen as "enmeshed" in the "inclusiveness" of the whole 

(Ermine, 1995, p. 103, in Hart, 1999, p. 101). This is not same as, but in convergence with, the 

notions of interconnection and wholeness found in engaged Buddhism, non-dual yoga philosophy, 

feminist earth- based spiritdty and non-dual understandmgs of social justice-oriented Judaism from 

and about which the non- Aboriginal participants in t h  inquiry spokelo. The notion of harmony in 

this Aboriginal approach addresses these interrelationships within and among beings and energies. 

Hart contends: "Overall, harmony involves peace, respect, establishmg connections, and sharing" (p. 

94). This notion will be seen in the third chapter to be consistent with participants' views. 

Growth and healing are also keyto this approach. Growth, defined as "movement through 

life cycles towards wholeness, balance, interdependence or connectedness, and harmony with oneself 

and other living things" leads a person to their "true sel[f]". All people are seen to have the capacity 

to make the choice to grow (p. 95). Similarly, h e h g  is viewed as a process beginning from the 

individual, which leads towards the restoration of "wholeness, connectedness, and balance" at all 

levels - for the "person, community, nation'' and the Earth (pp. 95, 103). As participants will suggest 

10 Other than the authors cited in this work (Bai, Chodron, hooks, Thich Nhat Hanh on engaged Buddhism; 
Lerner on social justice-oriented Judaism; Mohan on non-dual understandings of self in yoga philosophy), 
readers may want to look at Miller (www.nondual.org), and at the work of Earth-based feminist spiritual 
practitioners such as Spretnak and Starhawlj). 



in the following chapters, self-work and self-responsibility w i t h  a context of family and community 

are therefore essential. 

The central goal of the healing process in this Aboriginal approach is well being and a good 

and full life (pimatasiwin, minopimatasiwin, or pimadaziwin in various Aboriginal languages) for all. 

This, again, appears similar to the goal of happiness and an end to suffering for all seen in Buddhism 

(Thich Nhat Hanh, 1993,1998). The healing process in both these approaches seems to differ from 

mainstream western approaches, which begin from a problem-focus. As we d hear participants 

articulate also, both approaches are based on an assumption of wholeness rather than on something 

needing to be changed or fixed. 

In order to reach this healmg goal, Hart (1999) suggests that two values are considered key 

sharing and respect. Each being is offered unconditional respect, defined as "honour, esteem... or 

treaement] with deference and courtesf' because all are considered equally valuable and inherently $ 
the Creator. This view of all as worthy is seen to lead naturallyto sharing and a sense of democratic 

process (pp. 97-8). Again, relationship is seen as critical, and "good conduct" is understood to 

include non-interference, non-judging, and non-directiveness, as the alternative is seen to be coercive 

and h t i n g  of autonomy and self-determination (pp. 99,103). Change is experienced as "an ongoing 

transitional process of balancing and connecting relationships w i t h  the individual and between 

individuals" (p. 102). 

Helping is seen as a process of "restoring relationships that have become out of balance". 

The 'helper' is seen less as a reified and constant category, and more as one 'being helpful' - a 

supporter in interdependent relationship with the one receiving. Healing is seen as a "shared 

experience of leaming and growing" (Hart, 1999, p. 103) in which there is no Inherent difference 

between the parties involved (p 105). Helping is seen to require humility, non-judging, self-care, self- 

disclosure from the heart, listening, patience, allowing silence, support, and a recognition of both the 

spiritual and the importance of context and history (pp. 105-7). This is a view very compatible with 

the view espoused by the participants of this inquiry, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. As we will 

hear participants suggest in subsequent chapters, this model of healing requires those helping to 

begin from themselves, engaging in personal practice which attends to all parts of self (physical, 

mental, emotional, spiritual), and living accordmg to their principles in relationship with the world (p. 

106). 

Background on Engaged Buddhism in Relation to Critical Social Work: 

Buddhism also figured in some participants' conversations with me. In convergence 

with an Aboriginal approach as outlmed above, non-Aboriginal participants often spoke of 



spirituality, of interconnection, non-judging and non-interference. I turn next to seved key B u d h t  

authors, especially those who are critically engaged. 

Chodron is a prominent Buddhist author, and one to whom one participant referred 

specifically several times. While B u d h m  as she describes it is necessarily non-theistic (Chodron, 

1996; see also Chodron & hook, 1999), it does appear to be similar in many ways with Baskin (2002) 

and Hart's (1999) Aboriginal approaches. She addresses interconnection, spi r i td ty  and non- 

judgement in the following way: 

What we might call... Sacred Outlook is the main thing. It actually doesn't have anydung to do with 
religion or philosophy. .. what people are ready for now - is compassion, the importance of our 
interconnectedness with each other. That would take care of all these rules (trying to be "good"). People need 
to see that if you hurt another person, you hurt yourself, and if you hurt yourself, you're hurting another 
person. And then we begin to see that we are not in this alone. We are in this together. For me, that's where the 
true morality comes from (Chodron, 1996, p. 300) 

She goes on to address self-work 

If it's pushing your buttons, whether it's Hitler or an abusive parent or an immoral war - Hitler was 
wrong, a parent who abuses a child is wrong - but you have got to keep working with your own negativity, 
with those feelings that keep coming up inside you. Because we have also had the experience of seeing wrong 
being done when there is no confusion and no bewilderment and we just say, Stop it! No buttons have been 
pushed. It's just wrong, unaccompanied by righteous indignation. When I feel righteousness indignation, I 
know that it has something to do with me. In order to be effective on this planet you have to work with your 
own aggressions, with what has triggered in you, so that you can communicate from the heart with the rapist, 
the abuser, the murderer. (pp. 302-303) 

Chodron does not suggest that we cannot maintain our critical stance and speak out about 

injustice. However, as with the Aboriginal approaches discussed above, in this Buddhist view self- 

work and change of the self are seen to precede and proceed with work with others, so that we can 

act for justice without dehumanizing the other, even when the other is an oppressor or perpetrator. 

Non-judging and non-interference in the Buddhlst view do not imply non-engagement. In 

Chodron's discussion with hook about Buddhism and working to end racism and sexism - hook  , a 

critical feminist and race analyst, struggles to know how to begin where she is and how the world is, 

and still have a vision of how it might be Ifferent. Chodron suggests it is less a situation of hoping 

for change (where there is too much hope, she contends, one often begins to have a "strong sense of 

enemy" or 'other'), but of aspiring to an end to suffering for all beings. She says: "I give up both the 

hope that somethmg is going to change and the fear that it isn't. We may long to end suffering but 

somehow it paralyses us if we're too goal-oriented. Do you see the balance there?" (Chodron & 

hook,  1999, pp. 1-2). This is similar to the paradox we d hear participants &cuss in the 

interpretive chapter on critical practice, about hoping for change and spealung one's own truth 

without being attached to how the change ought to unfold, and without trying to change the other. 



Other critical-feminist Buddhst authors also take up the concept of aspiration towards 

change, along with non-interference and its implicit notion of engaged non-attachment. Klein (1996), 

for example, argues that: 

... self-awareness and simple self-acceptance is the foundation of all practice. Buddhists call it 
mindfulness, and it involves among other things the ability to just see what is, without rushing in to criticize, 
enhance, or change. Just see. Just be. (p. 40) The ability to just be is basic and healing ... we have to start from 
where we are. And to do th we must accept the person we are at this very moment, in all its unglory, is the 
perfect place for us to start from. (p. 41) 

She also contends that it is crucial to be able to make effort toward something without at the same 

time belittling ourselves because t h  has not yet been accomplished (p. 42). 

Thich Nhat Hanh is a Vietnamese Buddhist monk, teacher, writer and peace activist who 

embodies the principles he teaches. He suggests the need for "mindfulness, insight, and altruistic love 

as the onlysustainable bases for political action" (Thich Nhat Ha&, 1993, p. 155). He was 

mentioned by two of the participants during our dialogues as someone who understood, stood for, 

and lived the principles about which we were speaking. Coincidentally, although I am not a Buddhist, 

and had not mentioned him to participants, h writings, which I had not reviewed for several years, 

were fundamental in my own early understandings of love in practice; and be1 hooks, whom I have 

cited extensively, considers him one of her key teachers. 

In his work on non-violent resistance to war, Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) discusses ahimsa, 

Sanskrit for 'non- harming', a concept also key in yoga philosophy. In parallel with Hart (l999), and 

participants who we will hear speak of the need for ongoing self-work before and alongside work 

with others, he states that ahimsa must first be practiced in relation to oneself, not as an achievable 

goal, but as a guide of the direction in which to proceed. His argument that "Among the three - 

individual, society, and nature - it is the individual who begins to effect change" (p. 123) echoes the 

words of Chodron above. 

Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) adds another critical notion to this discussion, complicating the 

notion of intersubjectivity. In congruence with participants and other theorists who spoke of 

interconnection, he speaks of "interbeing" (1993, pp. 67-8; see also 1998, p. 134) as a holistic 

approach to activism. Through the practice of non-harming, he says, we can come to an 

understanding and experience of "interbeing", recognizing the roots of violence and oppression in all 

of us, not just those termed the 'oppressor' or the 'enemy' (p. 67). In concert with hooks, he suggests 

that if we are able to recognize thls intrinsic interconnection, we will naturally stop creating an 'other' 

to blame, argue with, harm, kill (p. 68). In the concept of interbeing, we hear echoes of Ermine and 

Hart's (1999) 'interconnection' and 'enmeshment', and a connection point with Leonard's (2001) 

notion of a constant dialectical tension between interdependence and diversity. 



This notion of interbeing is absolutely key to my inquiry because it speaks eloquently to the 

apparent contdction between the universal and the particular: "All phenomena are 

interdependent ... but if we truly realm! the interdependent nature of the dust, the flower, and the 

human being, we see that unity cannot exist without diversity. Unity and diversity interpenetrate each 

other freely. Unity is diversity, and diversity is unity. This is the principle of interbeing" W c h  Nhat 

Hanh, 1993, p. 129). 

While he consciously connects Buddhist beliefs to ddferent faith t d t ions ,  each of which he 

perceives as containing the 'elements' of each other (p. 136), and while he asserts that some concepts, 

such as the notion of 'no-enemy' is "enshrined in all the great spiritual, humanist, and religious 

traditions of the world" (pp. 143-4), he also sides with Baskin (2002) in her critique of the absence of 

spirituality in structwahst social work, saying: "We know there is no place for spiritdty in Marxism" 

(Thich Nhat Hanh, 1993, p. 57). In keeping with the Aboriginal belief, cited earlier in this conceptual 

chapter, and by participants in the next, of the intrinsic value of all beings, he states: "Each person is 

important. Each being is important. Each moment is important" (p. 99). 

As we will hear participants in later chapters discuss love as a guiding force, and non-judging 

and truth-telltng as coexistent, l h c h  Nhat Hanh, speaking of the juxtaposition of a strongly non- 

violent stance andworking activelyfor peace and other justice issues, names compassion as a guide in 

knowing how to be and do (or not do) in each moment. "[In] confronting the situation and having 

compassion in our hearts, ways of acting c[o]me by themselves ... If you are alert and creative, you 

will know what to do and what not to don (p. 45). "In many circumstances, non-action can help a 

lot ... sometimes it is best not to say anything ... [but wlhen we see social injustice, if we practice non- 

action, we may cause harm" (p. 69). 

Like Chodron, Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) suggests the possibility of movements for social 

justice that do not dehumanize or demonize our oppressors and enemies. The keys to social action 

he suggests are embodied deep listening, non-harming, lovingkindness and lscernrnent (pp. 68-71; 

see also 1998, p. 1 16). The recognition of interbeing, he asserts, is a way towards sustainability of the 

work for social and ecological justice (1993, p. 138). 

In her work on 'contemplation and transformation' hooks (1996) takes up contemplative 

engagement practices as congruent with a critical conceptualization of love and with the notion of 

interbeing. She concept&s love as beyond dualism, and makes a strong h k  between deep 

engagement and activism. Her work is so eloquent, and feels so critical to t h  discussion that I cite 

some of the text here in detail as a ground from which to move into the rest of the inquiry: 

Love as an active practice - whether Buddhist, Christian, or Islamic mysticism - requires that one 
embraces being a lover, being in love with the universe ... To commit to love is fundamentally to commit to a 
life beyond dualism. That's why, in a culture of domination, love is so sacred. It erodes dualisms - the binary 
oppositions of black and white, male and female, right and wrong. Love transforms. (hooks, 1996, p. 287) 



She goes on to  describe a loving stance as a way of dissolving dualities. I n  a loving stance, 

she argues, we recognize the complexity of life, and must come to  our critical and political 

engagements both actively and from contemplative stdhess: 

If we are concerned with dissolving these apparent dualities we have to identify anchors to hold onto 
in the midst of fragmentation, in the midst of loss of grounding. My anchor is love. It is life-sustaining to 
understand that things are always more complex than they seem. This is what it means to see clearly. Such 
understanding is more useful and more difficult than the idea that there is a right and a wrong, or a good or 
bad, and you only have to decide what side you're on. In real love, real union or communion, there are no 
simple rules. (p. 289) 

Not only does she argue that love is life-sustaining, as we will hear participants agree later, 

hooks also suggests that it has the potential to  lead us to deeper engagement and clarity in our work 

towards social justice. Participants will be heard to  speak to this as well, suggesting that a loving 

stance demands that we engage deeply, and that such a loving stance requires the self-care and self- 

work that hooks contends contemplation can provide. 

Love as a foundation also takes us more deeply into practice as action in the world ... love leads to a 
greater commitment and involvement with the world, not a turning away from the world. The wisdom I seek is 
that which enables us to know what is needed at a given moment in time. When do I need to reside in that 
location of stillness and contemplation, and when do I need to rise and do whatever is needed to be done in 
terms of physical work, or engagement with others, or confrontation with others? (p. 289) It is not useful to 
rank one type of action over the other. (hook, 1996, p. 290) 

What is required, she concludes, and what love might provide to  our work for social justice, 

is a "fundamental shlft in consciousness": 

A fundamental shift in consciousness is the only way to transform a culture of domination and 
oppression into one of love. Contemplation is the key to this shift. There is no change without 
contemplation ... here [she is referring to the Buddha under the Bodhi tree] is an action taking place that may 
not q w r t o  be a meaningful action. Yet it transforms. (p. 292, italics in original) 

Whether this shdt in consciousness is defined as spiritual is, I thmk a matter of preference for the 

practitioner, but the transformative relationship between love, critical practice and interconnection 

that hooks refers t o  is key it brings me back to  the notions of intersubjectivity explored earlier. 

Revisiting Subjectivity and Intersubjectivity: 

Bai, a phdosopher, educator, and long-time student of B u d h m ,  also explores notions of 

contemplation, interconnection and love as related to  shifts in consciousness. Her writing explores 

spirituality and critical practice in a way particularly helpful t o  my inquiry in that she engages 

specifically with the concepts of intersubjectivity and intrinsic value in ways that deepen my earlier 

understandings, and complicate further the concepts that d o r m  notions of love. 

In  an article on democracy as a "practice of intersubjectivity", Bai (2001) argues for 

recognition of the otherness of the other w i t h  a context of attention and respect for their intrinsic 



value. She recognizes that it is not that there is no other - obviouslythe other is before us; but calls 

for a deep meeting with the other, in their otherness, and within a context of recognition of the 

underlying interconnection of all beings (p. 307). 

While Bai (2001) sometimes uses a capital "0" in describing the other, I have previously 

stated that I believe there is an other but no Other or "other". This comes from my own recognition 

of a biological and spiritual interconnection of all existence that I, following yoga philosophy, have 

termed Self. I do not wish by this to suggest an essentialist stance that invisibllizes the existence of an 

other, I agree with Bai that attempts to reduce people to sameness bring suffering and oppression (p. 

310); and yet I wish to assen a deep personal experience of interconnection of being such as that 

connoted by Thich Nhat Hanh's (1993,1998) notion of unity and diversity as interpenetrating. 

Several other Buddhist authors clanfythe notions of self and subjectivity. Klein (1996) for 

example, talks about how self and others do exist in the Buddhist way of perceiving, but only as 

constructs in our work towards love and compassion for self and others: 

The loving self, the self that is loved, are nowhere denied in Buddhist traditions. That such a self can 
be permanent, unconditioned, (p. 42) autonomous, or causeless is vigorously denied. The middle way is finding 
a path, a way of being, that encompasses both these perspectives. It is also seeing that precisely h e  the 
loving self is neither permanent, unconditioned, autonomous, or causeless, it can respond with love and 
compassion ... .the abstract possibility for change is alwarj present. That possibility itself is eternal, 
unconditioned and uncaused. (p. 43) 

Brown (1996), in an article on the "ruthlessness of compassion" also speaks to the 

impermanent nature of the constructed self and to non-interference. It is the notion of the small, 

unitary, and impermanent self which compassion must challenge, she asserts. Then we come to see 

the self as "inherently insubstantial"; self is employed as a conceptual construct only. Without this 

dwernment she argues, we "help" in a way that is really intrusion, domination and demand. Wisdom 

and compassion must always work together, she contends (pp. 127-29). 

Subjectivity, as defined by Bai (2001) is simplythe fact of having an "'inner', psychological 

world of thoughts, feelings, values, and attitudes, as opposed to the 'outer' world of physiological 

processes of the body and matter in motion". Bai views intersubjectivity as the "transfusion of 

thoughts, feelings, perceptions and desires ... through sharing ourselves [and] open[ing] to each 

other's subjectivity ... across our individual ddferences (p. 31 1). This meeting, which requires what 

she terms subjunctivity - hyp~theticallyerrtertdirdin~] each others experiences and perspectives as if 
they were our own (p. 31 1, itdcs in origin4 - occurs through intersubjective dialogue in an 

atmosphere of "faith in the emergence of collective wisdom (the c c w r a r x m d  and ... commitment to 

the process of mutual inquiry, consultation, and deliberation (the good.zeiU to the common good)" (p. 

309, parentheses and italics in original). Echoing notions of expanding our d g n e s s  to care that I 

have cited earlier, here Bai defines common good in this context as good common to all members of 



the community, including "non-humans" and "&tant others whose faces we wdl never encounter" 

(pp. 309,318). Intersubjective engagement in this analysis is seen as a mode of being (p. 316), not as 

a tool 

Bai (2001) asserts (as did several of the participants) that intersubjectivity is particularly 

difficult at t h  time in history due to the inherent instrumentalism of late capitalist consumer society. 

She suggests the lack of respect engendered by the perception of the other as an object or thirg, 

rather than as a deserving of respect for its intrinsic value, is responsible for domination and 

violence. % is particularly interesting in hght of the contention supported by several of the 

participants, that where love is present, violence cannot dominate (hooks, 2000, p. 98). This does not 

mean, Bai states, that there is no conflict. In fact she speaks strongly of the need for conflict and 

contention, so long as these arise in an atmosphere of respect for the other's subjectivity and 

consideration for the other's well being (p. 314). 

Intersubjective dialogue, she contends is dhficult and necessitates self-work, self-discipline 

and effort in order to achieve the "self-transcendence ... of ego-centrism" that comes from deep 

meditative attention (what I have called deep engagement) to the other. As in yoga philosophy (see, 

for example Mohan, 1993, pp. 182-3), this Buddhist version of attention is not the appropriating and 

colonizing gaze of the Enlightenment liberal attempting to draw the other into the self, but a move 

toward absorbtion of the self in the otherness of the other (Bai, 2001, pp. 316-17). 

Bai's body of work also addresses love, and specifically how love might madest itself in 

practice in a Buddhist approach. In an article on mindfulness and lovingkindness as Buddhlst 

approaches to learning love, Bai and Dhammika Mirisse (2000) recommend learning love as "the 

solution to the problems of rising violence, exploitation, and degradation both in the 

human and more than human spheres" (p. 2). 

They take up critically the common notions of love as attachment (p. 2), stating - as I have 

in the earlier sections of t h  chapter, and as participants did - that the relationship between loving 

and liking is contingent and not necessary (p. 3). They assert a need to "htinguish love that is based 

in likes and &likesn from a "more-than-personal", "moral and spiritual" love which, "like 

the sun... shines on all, regardless of the qddication of the particular beings receiving s d g h t n  (p. 

3). 

We move towards t h  "love that transcends h g "  they suggest, by the "comphentary and 

synergistic" practices of mindfulness, and maz or loving kindness - "universal, unconditional love 

towards all" (Bai & D h d  Mirisse, 2000, p. 9) which they contend are common to all forms of 

Buddhism (p. 4). % is consistent with my call for deep engagement and h g n e s s  to 'not know', 

and with my conceptualization of love as an ethical (Bai and Dhammika Mirisse use the term 

"moral") ideal. 



As I have in relation to social work, Bai and Dhammika Mirrise (2000) assert that such 

practices lead to insights into the delusion of the notion of separate "ego selves" (p. 9), and the 

"embcation" of greed, hatred and anger. They concur, as I have stated, that we do not lose our 

discernment and begin to l ike everything, but we are called to pactiGe love towards all (p. 11). Similarly 

to my own call for love as a radical practice in socd  work, they suggest that the combination of 

mindfulness and loving kindness can lead to a "radical", "foundational and total" transformation of 

one's being, as well as in how one perceives and interprets the world (1 1). 

Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) supports t h  contention: "Buddhists believe that the reahty of the 

individual, society, and nature's integral being will reveal itself to us as we recover, gradually ceasing 

to be possessed by anxiety, fear, and the dispersion of mind (p. 123). Through practices such as 

mindfulness and lovingkindness, Bai and Dhammika Mirisse (2000) suggest, one begins to deeplyand 

genuinely desire the other's well being, and in so doing moves from simply 'dispensing' 

lovingkindness, to 'embodying' it (p. 12). This speaks to the notion of love as an embodied and 

principled practice, as compared to the notion of 'empathy' or 'compassion' as tools or technologies 

as critiqued by Rossiter (1993) and myself earlier, and by participants in the chapters on description 

and interpretation of the dialogical interviews. 

The stance of the critical Buddhists discussed here converges both with the propositions I 

have put forward in the first part of the chapter, with the First Nations approaches outlined by Han 

(1999) and Baskin (2002) above, and with the words of the participants in the dialogues undertaken 

in this inquiry, as we will see in subsequent chapters. In addition to adding to my understanding of 

love and critical practice, specifically in terms of how spirituality might apply to critical socd  work, 

the writings discussed in this portion of the literature review have helped to clarify my own 

understandmg of subjectivity and intersubjectivity, as well as the relation of self to other, and 

diversity to unity. The works cited in t h ~ ~  section offer a richer and more detailed background against 

which I will describe and interpret the conversations I had with the participants in this inquiry. 

Interim Conclusion 

Love can be understood as both a possibility and a practice. Love arises unbidden in the spaces 

between us, but we also have the choice to bring ourselves back to a loving stance in relation to each 

other moment by moment. I do not think this necessanlycornmolfies love, nor in fact that it is 

ultimatelypossible to do so. I am, however, interested in how love is a conscious factor in malung 

choices, a way of knowing and being that may lead to principled doings. As explored throughout t h  



chapter, I am interested in love as a potentially transformational principle, stance, or way of being 

underlying our intent and actions as practitioners. 

Love as I am describing it is not a set of skills, although skills themselves may be useful 

within a loving context. In my view, it is critical that social work involve a workmg or being 'with' 

rather than a working 'on' or 'doing to' people. In my practice, I have observed that the presence of 

the loving stance itself makes room for deep healing and change to occur on an embodied level. As 

demonstrated earlier, social work is not a matter of technological application of skills (Rossiter, 

1993). However, I have observed that with some groups or individuals, I can do no more than use 

my skdl set (including empathd, because I am not yet able to come to a deeply loving stance towards 

them. In these cases, my practice may be adequate at best, but does not allow the same depth or 

quality of intersubjective relation, and I must maintain an intention to keep opening to or moving 

towards a loving stance. It is thts reflexive and conscious choice in each moment that I view as the 

loving stance; the practice of hooks' (2000) "love ethic" in action; and which I set out to explore in 

this inquiry. 

My inquiry has sought to explore the possibilities for social justice, reconciliation, and 

transformation that love may offer critical social work, at global, societal and individual levels. Martin 

Luther King Jr., in his work for social justice, and an end to racial and class oppression, contended 

that love was "the key that unlocks the door to ultimate reality". As Michael Dyson, a King 

biographer articulates, "Justice is what love sounds like when it speaks in public" (Dyson, 2000, in 

Alpert, 2000, p.4). As social workers, activists and teachers, it is crucial for us to acknowledge the 

oppressive and unjust structures within which we live, and the ways they proscribe real learning and 

change. I believe we must seek not onlyto be critical of oppression, but also to offer an alternative to 

the ideology of fear, separation and otherness that underpin oppressive structures. It may be that 

without love, we see ourselves and others as "other", as objects; and that in this separation, 

humankind is in danger of destroying itself and the Earth. 

In 1905, Bertha Reynolds, a psychiatric social worker and d c a l  political activist, wrote: 

"Practice is always shaped bythe needs of the times, the problems theypresent, the fears they 

generate, the solutions that appeal, and the knowledge and skdl available" (In Ehrenreich, 1985, p. 

13). It is my assertion that our times desperately require an infusion of love, and that my particular 

experience and skills require me to answer her call; to add to the praxis of critical social work for the 

coming century. While causal connections cannot be drawn between values or ethics and behaviour, 

beliefs and principles can and do inspire action. 

As Eby (2000b) contends, "Through the use of self-awareness and reflection [by critical 

practitioners], personal beliefs and ideas arise that can have a direct impact on decision-makmg" (p. 

118). It is my suggestion that a loving stance can facilitate intersubjective engagement and counter 



fear and "otheringD; and that such a stance is currently being lived by some critical practitioners. If 

love is relevant in critical social work practice, and if it can be reflexively (re)inserted into our praxis, 

it may offer new possibilities to our work towards substantial, sustainable and long-term change in 

the dvection of decreased oppression and increased social justice. 

Beginning from a ground in critical practice, intersubjectivity and spiritdty, I d seek to be 

relational, dialogical and open in my treatment of my inquiry into love. My critical sensibilities 

underlie this conceptuahing, and my ultimate goal is both critical and transformational: the 

facilitation of increased movements - in being, perceiving and doing - towards the manifestation of 

love in the practice of critical social work, in ways which might increase the emancipatorycapacity of 

critical praxis for communities, individuals and the Earth. 

The following chapter offers an exploration of both the methodological issues involved in 

this research, and the methods employed throughout the inquiry. 



Chapter Two: Methodology and Method 

In the following chapter, I move on to explore the methodological issues relevant to this inquiry, and 

to outhe the methods by which the practitioner dialogues on love in critical practice were 

undertaken. 

Research question: 

How might critical practitioners conceptualize love in practice? 

Purpose of the research: 

As I have outlined in the first chapter, this research seeks to inform and deepen my own 

understandings of my embodied experience as a practitioner, to begin dialogues with other 

practitioners and to add to the critical social work discourse, exploring the potentiality of love as 

ernancipatory praxis. 

Because of the gaps that exist in the critical social work literature in relation to love, I felt it 

essential that practitioners be offered the opportunityto engage in dialogue on love in critical 

practice. My intention was to offer space for them to define love in practice for themselves, and then 

to ask them to review and critique my initial conceptualization of love in critical practice. My purpose 

has been to expand my own understanding of love in critical practice; to catalyze reflection by myself, 

the participants, and possibly other practitioners; and to add a largely absent voice, or more 

accuratelyset of voices, to the theorization of both love and critical practice. 

This process allowed us to intersubjectively co-construct a working conceptuahation of love 

in each dialogue, which we could then discuss in relation to their practice and in some cases to critical 

practice as a whole. I hoped to discuss how love was germane to their practice, and was as interested 

in the participants' phdosophies or modes of practice as I was in their specific methods. I wanted to 

know how critical practitioners conceptualized love in practice, and how love was involved in the 

decisions they made in the moments of engaging with the people with whom they worked. I was 

interested in exploring the edges of the concept of love in practice with them. 

My hope is that the description and interpretation of the dialogues, and the 

conceptualization of love in practice offered at the conclusion of thls thesis, might be inserted into 

the theoretical spaces in the literature in order to incite further reflection and dialogue among critical 

and other social work practitioners, with the ultimate goal of inviting change in how social work and 

other human service practice is imagined and undertaken. 



Methodological Concerns 

Framing the inquiry: 

This qualitative inquitywas undertaken within a critical, feminist and emancipatory framework, with 

room for organic development as the research proceeded (Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999). I chose a qualitative 

p+m out of a belief that "if everyday life is construed as ongoingly social, it can be analyzed only 

by way of flexible, empathetic, qualitative technique" (Gubriurn & Holstein, 1997, p. 14). 

I began from a recognition that the methodology and what was being studied (love and 

critical practice) were in necessary relationship. As Holstein and Gubrium (1995) suggest: "the 

phenomenon can virtually emerge in the come of the inquiry, in response to the research itself. In 

this regard, one's methodological approach unavoidably shapes what the phenomenon can 

potentially be and vice versa" (p. 73). Therefore, the methodology must necessarily be compatible 

with what I was inquiring into. My methodology, in its 'organicness', openness, and flexibility is 

consistent with my conceptualization of love as discussed earlier, both in the sense of how I treated 

participants, and in my willingness to engage deeply, while maintaining a critical curiosity and a 

wilhqness to perceive or know differently. 

While I position myself as a critical feminist, my inquiry is not feminist research per se, in the 

sense of centring the experience of women; however it is informed by my own feminist sensibilities. 

The methodology is consistent with who I am, and with how I am as a person and practitioner. I 

have attempted to be and act, as a researcher, in accordance with how I practice as a feminist, 

ernancipatory social worker. As Esterberg (2002) outlines it, feminist critical research "seek insight 

into the social world in order to help people change oppressive conditio ns... to work toward 

emancipation" (p. 17). Her understandmg of Remharz's (1992) review of themes common to 

feminist methodologies includes "a critical stance toward td t iona l  methodologies and theories, the 

goal of creating change, the desire to represent human diversity", as well as a reflexive exploration of 

the relationship between researcher and participants (p. 20). It has been my intention in this research 

to engage within this type of feminist critical framework Feminism as I am defining it here requires 

not only an awareness of the construction of 'gender', but of 'race', 'class', age, and other intersecting 

axes of oppression as well. 



Locating the Inquiry: 

As a critical practitioner, I recognize that this inquiry exists in a historical context. Over the last 

quarter century, modernism came to be questioned by feminist, critical race, and queer theorists. 

These theorists critiqued modernism's inherent dualism, faulty notions of 'objectivity', and 

assumptions of universality of experience, as well as the vast number of voices missing from the 

academic literature. Their challenges led to a "reconsideration of the Western canon" and an increase 

in the reconstruction of previously excluded perspectives (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000, pp. 1055-7), as 

well as a move towards studying the world "from the perspective of the gendered, historically 

situated, interacting individual" (p. 1047). 

In view of their studies of a cross-section of qualitative methodological stances, Lincoln and 

Denzin (2000) contend that: "Action, feminist, clinical, constructionist, cultural studies, queer, and 

critical race theorists are all united" on both t h  conceptuahation of the situated individual, and on 

a "politics of liberation" which begins from the perspectives and desires of those who have 

historically been oppressed (pp. 1047-8). The goal of such critical inquiries they propose, and here 

they include Freire as an example, is a "radical restructuring of societytowards the ends of reclauning 

historic cultural legacies, social justice, redistribution of power, and the achievement of truly 

democratic societies" (p. 1056). Again this is in harmonywith feminist approaches to research such 

as the one employed here. 

These lofty goals notwithstanding, critical and emancipatory research itself has been soundly 

challenged by such indigenous theorists as Tuhiwai-Smith (1999). In looking at Lather's (1991) work 

on postpositivist inquiry, Tuhiwai-Smith critiques the absence of "organic and indigenous approaches 

to research". She challenges the "emancipatoryparadigm of postpositivism", and here she includes 

"critical, neoMandst, feminist, praxis-oriented, educative, Freirian participatory, [and] action 

research", for its refusal to acknowledge the notion that inquiry might be generated from different 

worldviews and value systems altogether (p. 167). Western essentialist feminism, in particular, are 

critiqued for their erasing of differences based in socially constructed notions of race, culture and 

class, and their failure to recognize the "interlocking" and "complex" relationships between these 

oppressions (pp. 166-7). 

She also addresses the feminist critique of supposedly emancipatory practice that 

accomplishes nothing for those being researched (pp. 166,175). This notion is echoed by Lincoln 

and Denzin (2000), who state that there have been "several generations of social science that not 

only has not solved serious human problems, but many times has only worsened the plight of the 

persons studied" (p. 1062). In response to these critiques, Lincoln and Denzin call for a [relturn 

(parentheses mine) to a mandate that comes from reverence for the human community (p. 1062). 



Tuhiwai-Smith (1999), on the other hand, calls for "reflexivity in research, a process of critical self 

awareness... and openness to challenge" (p. 166). 

In this inquiry, I have attempted to find a middle gound between these two calls for change. 

I strove to work from a place of reverence for all beings - that is, a deep sense of respect for the 

sacredness of all existence (Baskin, 2002, p. 2), and attempted to act according to my own 

conceptualization of love in practice as I have defined it so far. Throughout the inquiry1 attempted 

to minimize the effect of power imbalances between myself and the participants in the research 

dialogues; and opened myself to being questioned, not only by my supervisory committee and 

colleagues, but also, and most particularly, bythe participants. 

In examining power dynamics, partic~larl~the impact of colonialism, on research, and 

exploring the ensuing need for critical reflexivity, we must acknowledge that the h t o r y  of research 

in the West is one of colonization and complicity in imperialism. In spite of the suggestion by 

qualitative researchers that "we have ... admitted our g d t  and complicity in the colonizing aspects of 

our work" (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000, p. 1057), indgenous researchers such as Tuhiwai-Smith (1999) 

argue that t h  colonization continues and that ends are used to justify means in the name of the 

"good of m&d" (pp. 24- 5). 

It was important to me to participate as little as possible in academic research's exploitive 

and appropriative colonizing project; I attempted to heed Tuhiwai-Smith's (1999) call for researchers 

to have a "critical understandmg of the underlying assumptions, motivations and values which 

lnform research practices" at all stages of the inquiry (p. 20). This questioning of each step of the 

process led me to make particular choices, which d be examined in further detail in the section on 

researcher-participant relationship. 

While colonization is the most virulent of the power dynamics present in research with those 

constructed as "other" from ourselves, there are many other imbalances in action as we!. Esterberg 

(2002), for example cites the fact that researchers are often of higher social class than participants, 

derive the benefits if the work is published, and have the power to determine the du-ection of both 

the research and the final analysis. She suggests that whde "there is no single feminist approach to 

research ethics, many feminist scholars believe that the researcher needs to address the power 

relationships that are embedded in the research" (p. 48). 

Lincoln and Denzin (2000) concur, stating that "speakmg from an institution of higher 

education ... automatically means spealung from a privileged and powerful standpoint". They argue 

that regardless of intent, differences in power and knowledge exist (p 1051; see also Ristock & 

Pennell, 1996). These imbalances across role and class were minimized to some extent in dm inquiry 

due to the choice of participants, but were not mitigated entirely. In the course of this inquiry, I was 



also involved in dialogues across race, and I attempted to remain aware of the power dynamics 

implicit in the research process. Tuhiwai-Smith (1999) was again instructive here: 

Researchers are in receipt of privileged information. They may interpret it within an overt theoretical 
framework, but also in terms of a covert ideological framework They have the power to distort, to make 
invisible, to overlook, to exaggerate and to draw conclusions, based not on factual data, but on assumptions, 
hidden value judgements, and often downright misunderstandings. They have the potential to extend 
knowledge or perpetuate ignorance. (p. 176) 

Because of the dialogical nature of the inquiry, notions of intersubjectivity and reflexivity 

were key, not simply to my conceptualization of love, but also in my methodological approach to 

dealing with these concerns. Critical, emancipatory research as outlined above requires t b  of the 

researcher as well. As Kirby and McKenna (1989) argue: 

researching from the margins involves two interrelated processes which connect the personal and the 
politic al... research from the margins requires intersubjectivity: an authentic dialogue between al l  participants in 
the research process in which all are respected as equally knowing subjects ... [and] it requires critical reflection. 
(p. 28; see also Eby2000, pp. 52-3) 

This need for ongoing reflexivity in regard to the issues explored above was particularly 

important for a researcher involved as an insider as I was (Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999, p. 137), in the sense 

that as the researcher I was also a practitioner who felt love was relevant to my practice. My 

methodological approach involved a deep, embodied recognition of intersubjectivity, and a constant 

return to self-exploration and writing about what I was perceiving, feeling and thinking throughout 

the process. 

The seventh moment: 

To close this section on methodological concerns, I turn to the possibility of the "seventh moment" 

in qualitative research. This concept came to me through one of the dialogue participants, an 

inbenous researcher, educator and therapist, who stated during our conversation that she saw my 

inquiry existing within this framework - both in my attempt to talk with the other on their own 

terms and to recognize the sacred in the practice of social work As Lincoln and Denzin (2000) 

describe it, the history of Western qualitative inquiry has seen movement over the past one hundred 

years from the traditional and "modem" through the postmodem and postexperimental periods. The 

turn of the 21st Century, which they term the sixth moment, they characterize as "a messy moment, 

full of multiple voices, experimental texts, breaks, ruptures ... self critique ... " (p. 1057). 

However, following from the work of Gergen and Gergen (2000), they suggest that 

qualitative inquiry may be moving towards the "post-postmodem - an age of reconstruction" (p. 

1060); they call this move forward into the future the "seventh moment". The seventh moment, they 

contend, is "concerned with moral discourse, and the development of sacred textdties [and]. . . asks 



that the social sciences and the humanities become sites for critical conversations about democracy, 

race, gender, class, nation, freedom, and community" (p. 1048). 

They contend that rather than focusing on deconstruction, seventh moment research is that 

which "seeks to gound itself in a sense of the sacred, to connect the ethical, respectful self 

ddogically to nature and the worldly environment (p. 1052). They define this way of coming to 

know as a "sacred epistemology [which] is political, presuming a feminist, communitarian moral ethic 

stressing the values of empowerment, shared governance, care, solidarity, love, community, covenant, 

morallyinvolved observers, and civic transformation" (p. 1052). We are faced with a decision, they 

suggest, "of declaring ourselves committed to detachment or in solidaritywith human community" 

(p. 1062). With the proviso that a "communitarian moral ethicn must begin from a grounding in the 

valuing of difference, I commit myself to deep engagement in "enact[ing this] sacred, existential 

epistemolo& (p. 1055) in all of my work, including t b  inquiry. 

Beginning from the notion of sacred epistemology, Lincoln & Denzin move on to propose 

method as justice: 

In the seventh moment, the means (methods) of social science are developed, refined, and cherished 
for their contributions to communities characterized by respectful and loving difference, social justices and 
equal access to material, social, educational, and cultural capital. Methods vie among thernselves not for 
experimental robustness, but for vitality and vigour in illuminating ways to achieve profound understanding of 
how we can create human flourishing. (p. 1062) 

It is my intent to situate this inquiry, with its feminist emancipator- framework and 

invitation to critical reflection on practice, firmly on the path towards this reconstructive seventh 

moment. It is my sincere hope that this project will in fact prove to be a small step in that direction. 

Method 

In response and resistance to the laqe gaps in the critical social work literature in relation to love, I 

became interested in the relation of practice to theory I wished to speak with social workers 

themselves, and inquire about thQrtheor(ies) of practice. I was curious about the spaces in the 

literature, and suspected that some anti-oppressive practitioners were engaging in loving practice in 

ways that had not been documented. I wished to ask these practitioners what they felt and thought 

about love in practice. 

Once a workmg meaning of love was co-constructed between us, I hoped to talk about how 

love was involved in their practice, exploring how this played itself out in their actual practice 

through use of examples. While I intended to ask questions to encourage participants to keep their 

narratives grounded in practice, I recognized that they might offer abstractions, theories, principles, 

stories or complicating questions. I was committed to all of these being valued in the interpretation. 



Finally, I wished to offer my own working conceptualization of love, as it existed at that 

moment, for review of its resonance and usefulness (Lather, 1991, p. 61) for them. I believed that a 

semi-structured intensive, depth or in-depth interview process, in the form of modified active 

interviewing was the best method for inquiring into this. 

I began the inquiry expecting my conceptuakzation of love to deepen and change based on 

these interactions with participants. I also recognized that my questions might change from interview 

to interview as my understanding deepened. Between interviews, I planned to engage in reflection 

and reflexive journalmg. When all the interviews were complete, I would describe and interpret the 

conversations. In keeping with the ddogic nature of the inquiry, participants would first review the 

transcriptions of their interview and suggest corrections, edits, or clarifications, and might also 

choose to be involved in analysis of their own interview. As will be discussed later, several 

participants did choose to be involved in this way. I hoped that together we might produce 

something that could help to fill some of the spaces in the literature so that other researchers could 

explore love in critical practice more deeply. 

If methodology refers to hresearch should be undertaken, methods refer to what actually 

happens; the tools or techniques applied (Esterberg, 2002, p. 19). In the section that follows, I will 

outline the methods by which I undertook this project. I chose to engage in an organic method that 

developed as the inquiry grew, in keeping with what Lincoln and Denzin (2000) call the 

"multimethod approach" (p. 1048), or method "by invention" (p. 1061). 

I began from a belief, with Lather (1991) that "critical theory is a fundamentally dialogic and 

mutually-educative enterprise" (p. 63). Because of this belief in dialogue, because my feminist stance 

leads me to value depth interviewing as an excellent method for researching with those tdtionally 

marginalized (Esterberg, 2002, p. 87), and because my desire was to review or test my 

conceptualization and construct meaning with the participants (pp. 88,92; see also Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1995, p. 17; Lather, 1991, p. 61); the cornerstone of my method was semi-structured 

intensive, depth or in-depth interviewing, consistent with "active interviewing" as described by 

Gubrium and Holstein (1995, 1997). Like the intersubjectivity inherent in my methodological stance, 

these dialogical & felt congruent with the "love ethic" I was trying to investigate. 

As I have suggested, through intersubjective dialogue, that is dialogue which begins with 

recognition of the full humanity and subjectivity of both participants, and in which participants co- 

construct meaning, I believed the active method could offer the possibility of a transformative space 

of conversation in which together we could come to know more than we could alone. In this, I 

concurred with Bakhtin, who suggests that: "Truth is not born nor is it found inside the head of an 

individual person; it is born between people collectively searching for the truth, in the process of 

their dialogic interaction (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 110, in Shotter, 1997, p. 17). To be congruent with 



intersubjectivity, the conceptualization and construction of knowledge must occur cooperatively. The 

dialogical method I intended to employ was the only one I considered compatible with my 

ontological stance (love). 

Active Interviewing: 

As Holstein and Gubrium(l995) explain it, active interviewing is more than simply technique; it is a 

"theoretical stance toward data collection" (Holstein & Gubrium, p. 73). It is a stance compatible 

with critical and emancipator= research, involving engagement with the participant as a full subject in 

intersubjective dialogue and attending to the context of meaning production without losing sight of 

content. 

In their distinctive ways, ethnomethod~log~, constructionism, poststructuralism, postmodemism, and 
some versions of feminism are all interested in issues relating to subjectivity, complexity, perspective and 
meaning construction. As valuable as these approaches are, they tend to emphasize the ha of social process at 
the expense of the & of lived experience ... We want to strike a balance between these ha and i.aCAztr as a 
way of reappropriating the significance of the substance and content. (p. 5, italics in original) 

In the active view (Holstein & Gubriurn, 1997), interviewing is seen as a "concerted project 

for producing meaning" in which the participants' subjectivities are constructed during the interview 

(p 121). The active view rejects the notion of the participant as a passive object or "vessel of 

answers" (pp. 1 16-7; see also Esterberg, 2002, p. 92) in favour of a belief that the purpose of the 

dialogue is to "activate, stimulate and cultivate" the participant's interpretive capabilities. The 

objective is "not to dictate interpretation but to provide an environment conducive to the production 

of the range and complexity of meanings that address relevant issues ... The production is 

spontaneous, yet structured - focused within the loose parameters" provided by the researcher's 

agenda (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 17). The active approach they advocate is "most appropriate 

in those instances when the researcher is interested in subjective interpretations" (p. 73), as I was. 

While Holstein and Gubrium (1997, pp. 1 13, 123) see interviews as a conversation, this 

notion is critiqued by Esterberg (2002), a feminist researcher who recognizes the imbalanced nature 

of the dialogue, and so sees interviewing not so much as a conversation, but rather "as a form of 

relationship between two individuals ... [who] come together to try to create meaning about a 

particular topic" (pp. 84-5). My own view is closer to Esterberg's, particularly because while I wanted 

the interview process to be dialogical, I also wanted to centre the participant's voices as much as or 

more than my own. Nonetheless, while keeping this inherent power imbalance in mind, I will refer to 

my interactions with participants both as dialogues and as conversations. 

Holstein and Gubrium (1995) critique both traditional qualitative interview interpretations 

for imagining data can 'speak for themselves' (p. 79,  and also critique purely deconstructionist 

methodologies for losing sight of content, for overfocusing on the 'hows' of the research at the 



expense of the 'whats' (Gubrium &Holstein, 1997, pp. 15-16; Holstein & Gubrium, 1997, p. 115). 

They contend that active interviewing seeks to balance the 'what' and 'horn' of participant talk in 

interpretation. However, for my purposes here, they do not go far enough in the direction of 

honouring the content of the dialogues. Furthermore, I do believe that to some extent at least, the 

writing up of dialogical research such as this must create space for participants' voices to be heard in 

detad, rather than simply used as illustrative examples. Consequently, my interpretation will involve a 

point of departure from the active method. 

While I engaged in the interviews in an active way, I am not prioritizing the dynamics of 

knowledge construction - that is h w e  constructed meaning - in my interpretation. Because of my 

feminist inclination towards valuing participant's voices, and because my intent is to centre 

perspectives rarely found in the critical social work literature, my interpretation will be even less 

'deconstructive' than that of active interviewing, and more valuing of the 'whats' - the substance and 

content of the dialogues. I wdl, to some extent, invite participants to 'speak for themselves' in the 

description and interpretation of the dialogues. 

The work is dialogical in the sense that participants' truths about love in critical practice were 

initially constructed using me as a foil. Subsequent to that we constructed a working definition 

together from the meeting places of their conceptual framework and my own initial 

conceptualization of love. Finally, the participants and I explored this co-constructed notion of love 

in relation to the actdties of their own practice. 

re sea^ her- Participant Relations hips: 

As Kirby and McKenna (1989) argue, "Research from the margins is not research on people from 

the margins but research by, for and with them (p. 28, emphasis in original; see also Lincoln & 

Denzin, 2000, p. 1050). In attempting to centre marginahzed voices - both mine and others - within 

the critical social work literature, I made every effort to meet the other participants in respectful, 

intersubjective discussions; to d d q y  i th  rather than conducting research on them. For me, 

the process was ultimately what was important and I worked from a deep and embodied 

understandq that the means create the ends. 

Before I begin a description of the process of participant selection, let me take a moment to 

explore the use of languaging in qualitative inquiry. As a critical feminist who recognizes the power 

of language to construct reality (and power dynamics in particular), I see it as essential to be vigilant 

about how I refer to myself, my research, and those involved in the inquiry with me. As Esterberg 

(2002) states, critical researchers "tend to call those whom they are studying their research 

participants, to emphasize their greater role in shaping the research process" (p. 88). 



As a student researcher, I did not do 'field research' on 'subjects', rather I engaged in 

dialogue withpaople o r p & p m ,  in cxrmmitier; the latter in recognition of Tuhiwai-Smith's (1999) 

contention that "Community conveys a much more intimate, human and self-defined space, whereas 

'field' assumes a space 'out there' where people may or may not be present" (p. 127). As Holstein and 

Gubrium (1995) suggest, "the words bywhich we refer to ourselves and other ... have a way of 

affecting our choice of those to whom we allocate a voice in research" (p. 25). While the word 

'allocate' suggests a more technological approach than I am comfortable with, how I defined myself 

and the participants did affect who I approached to participate. 

Participant Selection: 

Once my methodological stance and choice of method were in place, it was time to begin findmg, 

approaching, and inviting involvement from interested participants. This inquiry sought rich data, 

from participants well gounded in the topics of the inquiry - love and critical practice. Therefore, 

participants were approached based on a purposeful sampling method; my intent was to deepen and 

expand my initial conceptualization of love in critical practice, and test its "usefulness" and 

"resonance" (Lather, 1991, p. 61) for participants. 

As Esterberg (2002) suggests, "In general, you should choose those interviewees who can 

give you the greatest possible insight into your topic" (p. 93). People were invited to participate with 

me if they self-defined with and were grounded in critical or anti-oppressive practice and structural 

empathy as defined in the first chapter, and if they considered "love" to be relevant to their practice. 

In keeping with the valuing of diversity in critical social work, and in order to make space for 

multiple ways of knowing, my participant selection aimed for maximum diversity across gender, race, 

class background, age, and site of practice. I sought not for representativeness of views, but rather 

for "representation of diverse and complex experience" (Esterberg, 2002, p. 26), from a diversity of 

social and cultural locations. Because I was involved in dialogues with other practitioners and 

educators, in most cases I interviewed people of smilar or higher status to myself on at least one 

socially constructed location continuum. 

Potential participants were defined as critical social workers or practitioners. I understood 

'critical' in thls context to mean that their practice sought to link the personal and the political (Burke 

& Harrison, 1997); and in some way involved critical analysis - acknowledging social construction, 

and intersecting inequities and oppressions; and critical action - worlung towards social justice 

(Brechm, 2000a). In addition, I expected practitioners to meet Brechin's thud criteria for critical 

practice - reflexivity. This was borne out as can be heard in the chapters on description and 

interpretation of the dialogues, where participants not only demonstrate critical reflexivity, but also 



complicate thls notion with the addition of a requirement for practitioners to engage in their own 

'self- work'. 

Once human research ethics approval was granted I began my search for participants 

through contacts with practitioners whose work I was f& with, and those self-identified through 

informal networks, in a manner similar to snowball sampling. I followed that by asking other critical 

practitioners, activists and members of various communities for suggested contacts of anti- 

oppressive practitioners who they believed might perceive love as relevant in their practice. In total, 

nine people were approached with an invitation to participate over an approximately one-month 

period. Two refused, one because of several recent deaths in his immediate circle, and one because 

he did not consider b e l f  a social worker. Participants who agreed to be involved defined their 

practice in various ways - Aboriginal, anti-oppressive, critical, feminist, radical - but all met my 

criteria for critical practice as outlined above. Participants who tentatively agreed to be involved were 

forwarded, or read, an official letter of invitation and informed consent that was to be signed during 

the interview itself. 

Holstein and Gubrium (1995) suggest that from an active perspective, all introductory 

interactions "provide precedents for how to proceed. Starting with the very introduction of the 

interviewer and the study itself, the interviewer offers resources and points of reference for the 

conversation to come" (p. 40). The letter of invitation (See letter in Appendur A) included the 

research question; a project description, which made clear my anti-oppressive stance and 

outlined the project and my roles as both a student researcher and a long-time critical practitioner, 

and a statement that participants had been selected because of their self-identification as critical 

practitioners who considered 'love' as relevant to their practice. Through this framing of the question 

and the inquiry, I attempted to "strategically convey the topic areas to be explored and the positions 

from which the exploration might embark", while leaving room for the "meaning making [to be] a 

continually unfolding process" (p. 52), and allowing "contexts to shift throughout the interview" (p. 

76). 

In my initial engagement with participants, I attempted to be as clear as possible about my 

underlying assumptions, and I attempted to hold myself throughout the process to my own 

conceptualization of loving practice as outlined in the first chapter. In my discussions with 

participants, I situated myself as another anti-oppressive practitioner, and as a student, rather than as 

a researcher. I also presented myself in ways that minimized any appearance of the 'expert', and 

genuinely believed in and treated participants as the experts. 

I do not perceive the selection process as unidirectional, that is me selecting participants, but 

as a rather more mutual act of choosing to be involved with each other. I imagine participants 

choosing to be involved not simply because they knew me, not just on the value they might have 



perceived in the project itself, but also based on their trust of the people who had connected us. I 

imagine them asking questions before deciding - and some of them did ask me questions - such as 

those suggested by Tuhiwai-Smith (1999). Not only questions about the project such as: "Whose 

interests will it serve?" and "Who will benefit from it?"; but also questions about me as a person: "Is 

her spirit clear? Does [slhe have a good heart? What other baggage [is she] carrying? ... Can [she] 

actually do anythmg?" (p. 10). 

As Tuhlwai-Smith suggests, I understood consent to be given not so much for the research 

project itself, but more for myself and my credibility, and I understood that consent was contingent 

upon my ongoing trustworthiness as the inqui~ypro~ressed (p. 136). The consent form (See consent 

form in Appenh A), and my discussions with potential participants made clear that consent could 

be negotiated throughout the project, that involvement need only be to the person's level of comfort, 

and that consent could be withdrawn at anytime. Participants were given the option of using an alias, 

or using their own first name. In keeping with their shared focus on being and practising as and from 

themselves (see more on thls in the descriptive and interpretive chapters), all participants chose to 

use their own name. 

In the end, seven people chose to participate in the study. I knew three of these practitioners 

before the researching of t h  inquirycornrnenced; four of them I met at the time of our interview. 

Those involved included: two men and five women; ages ranging from thmy through flfty seven; 

three First Nations people, one woman of Colour, and three White women; participants were of 

several sexual orientations. 

Geographically, participants were all currently living in large urban centres in British 

Columbia, Alberta, or Saskatchewan. However they came from a range of geographical and class 

backgrounds; several had been raised between cultures or geographical locations. All participants 

defined themselves as spiritual, but none as religious. Of those who specifically described or referred 

to their belief systems (six of the seven): three came from indigenous spiritual systems; one was 

Jewish culturally and a practitioner of Buddhism; and two non-Aboriginal participants (one of Colour 

and one Whlte) I would describe as pagan or earth-based in their spiritdty. 

Sites of practice included drug and alcohol recovery; sexual abuse and trauma recovery; 

famdy therapy; individual counselling; outreach and support to street youth; work with Ministry 

involved families; indigenous h e h g  work including sweat lodges; and teaching and research at the 

university or college level. All except one considered love relevant in their practice. This person 

stated that he did not feel comfortable with the use of the word 'love' in a professional context, but 

after several preliminary conversations stated that what I called 'love', he would describe as 

' sp i r i tdq ,  and that he was wdling to participate. 



As a researcher-participant, my own social location is that of an institutionally educated 4 1 

year old, White lesbian. I am Jewish (culturally more so than relgiousl9 with a long-term practice of 

earth-based spiritdty and non-dualst yoga. I was born in northern British Columbia, and raised and 

educated on the prairies; myfamilyis bi-cultural, and my parents first and second-generation 

immigrants of non-Anglo-Saxon background. While I do not live a particularly 'middle class' life in a 

relative western sense, I do have access to middle class privilege through education and famdy 

connections, in Bai's (2001) sense of having some abilityto protect or distance myself from others' 

using me instrumentally (p. 313). I have been involved in social work practice for the past seventeen 

years, primarily in the areas of trauma recovery, community activism and public education. 

What I find particularly interesting is somethq that I did not set out to find; there were two 

commonalities I became aware of among participants. First, they had all struggled personally in some 

experiential way with pain due to oppression, accident or Illness. Second, they had all lived across 

social locations in some way they had been born into one culture and raised in another, raised in 

multiple cultural contexts; born to parents of two cultural backgrounds; or experienced multiple 

social locations, for example being born into one social construction of class and now living in 

another due to a variety of factors and circumstances. 

In retrospect I perceive participants' abilities to acknowledge, value, and live from multiple 

perspectives; their abilityto engage paradox and 'botldand' thinking; to be in part due to their 

embodied experience of living. That is, I perceive that they knew on some level that the binary 

dualities of social construction do not exist as 'either/or' because they had themselves km M. This 

abilityto grapple with complexitywill be evident in the chapters on description and interpretation of 

the ddogues. 

Pmparing for the Dialogues: 

My attempt to act, as a research practitioner, in accordance with my own conceptuahzation, required 

me to engage deeply, and allow myself to 'not know' so that I was open to experience in the 

moment. The interview process, therefore, began with a period of self-preparation. For several 

weeks, other than a brief overview of active interviewing, I rested, read on deep listening (Levin, 

1989), and practised my own spiritual disciplines - hatha yoga, prayer, and meditation. The three days 

previous to commencing the interviews were spent in a dialogical contemplation retreat on the nature 

of loving presence with twenty other meditation practitioners from various traditions. 

Interviews were scheduled to take place over a two- week period, with a day between 

interviews for rest, reflection, and writing. In keeping with the notion of maximizing representation 

of multiple and complex experiences (Esterberg, 2002, p. 26), and in order not to centre mainstream 



voices, interviews were scheduled to begin with a person of Colour and to alternate, where possible, 

across social locations of race or ethnicity 

Each dialogue was set to take place in a space of the participants' choosing. Two interviews 

took place in participants' homes, three were conducted in the person's office, one took place in a 

coffee shop on a busy inner city street, and one occurred at a First Nations healing site in the middle 

of windswept prairie. As I had done in my initial contacts, in each case I presented myself to 

participants in such a way as to minimize any appearance of power and "expertise" on my part. I 

dressed simply but respectfully, and carried as few "research accoutrements" with me as possible; I 

camed in a plain cloth shoulder bag a small tape recorder, the consent form, a plain pad of paper and 

a pen. I introduced myself, once again, as a student researcher. In spite of this, it was clear at some 

points how hopelessly elitist the process was - for example, how inappropriately academic the 

consent form was (See Appendix A), in spite of my attempts to simplify it (I had cut it down to two 

pages from the recommended template of four). I explained the intent of the form to participants, 

but it was clear that the form met the university's needs more than that of some participants, who 

gave it onlythe most cursory and dismissive attention before signing it. 

The Dialogues: 

Shotter (1997) talks about conversational, "nondisciplinary" forms of talk that allow room for 

dialogical openness in which the parties can open and close spaces between themselves moment by 

moment, and feel free to define themselves and be understood on their own terms (pp. 21-2). This 

leads to what he calls the "interactive moment". It is the moment, the situation that he views as 

important, not the individual speakers (p. 26). In such moments, communication - the development 

of negotiated, mutual understandings - and possibly "joint action" can take place (p. 22). It was my 

hope, as I embarked on the interviews, that my strategy would allow space for such interactive 

moments, and for the possibility of rich dialogue. 

Consequently, each interview began differently, dependmg on my relationship to the person. 

Most participants asked questions of me at the beginning of the interview - about who I was, what I 

believed social work practice as traditionally carried out by White Westerners was really about, about 

my relationship to the person who had referred me to them, about my supervisor (whether or not 

she was White), or about the timeline of the project. I answered these questions with as much 

transparency as possible, into both my own history and social location, and the intent of the inquiry. 

I also reaffirmed to each participant that they had been asked to participate because of my 

perception (and/or that of the person who had referred me to them) of their expertise and my wish 

to insert voices such as theirs into the gaps in the critical social work literature. The consent form, 

which had been seen by all participants, was signed either at the beginning or the end of the dialogue. 



As well, all participants were lnformed that they could decide, once transcription was complete, if 

there were any parts of the dialogue they wished to clarify, add to, or remove from the final tmcr ip t  

that would be used for interpretation. 

Once this initial period of testing or reaffirmation of the relationship and clarification of the 

intent of the inquiry was complete, the interview began in earnest. In the active interviewing style, the 

interviewer is seen as very active, "constraining as well as provoking answers that are germane to the 

researcher's interest. He or she does not tell respondents what to say, but offers them pertinent ways 

of conceptualizing issues and making connections" (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 39). While I 

engaged in the practices of "activation" and "incitement" (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997; Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1995,1997) to some extent; broadly "suggesting the parameters of the sort of narrative 

being solicited" (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 29); t h  was tempered by my desire, born from my 

history as a process-oriented feminist therapist, to allow people to interpret the inquiry as they saw 

fit, and to offer stories and examples in their own way and in their own time. 

I preferred, for the most part, to engage in deep listening, beginning from a place of 

accepting and honouring the words and stories participants so generously shared, and then moving 

along a continuum of more or less questioning as intuitively felt right to me in each interview. As 

Morley and Ife (2002) argue: "[a] dialogue of love demands humility (Freire 1996) - a humilitythat 

denies ownership of knowledge ... It is about engaging with, yet standing back and trusting in, the 

knowledge produced by those with whom I am in dialog ue... %IS requires a letting go of the desire 

to control. It requires a surrendering to uncertainty and embracing a belief in human consciousness" 

(p. 75), and a "revel[hg] in the complexity and wonder of [that] consciousness" (p. 76). In most 

conversations I opened to not-knowing, listening a great deal and not speaking very much. 

Nonetheless, I attempted to "judiciously engage [each] respondent, working interactionally 

to establish the discursive bases from which the respondent [might] articulate his or her relevant 

experiences" (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 47). Where it felt right, I asked clarifying questions, 

asked for examples of theory in practice, encouraged reflexivity, and asked participants to explore 

from different "narrative" standpoints" (p. 44 ,  for example asking some of them to revisit the 

questions from the standpoint of an activist rather than a practitioner. In some interviews, 

participants asked me questions or invited me to answer my own questions. 

I believe, as Esterberg (2002) suggests, that interview guides are designed to offer a 

framework and focus the interview. Rather than constraining dialogue, the interview guide "lists the 

main topics and, typically, the wording of questions the interviewer wants to ask.. the researcher 

does not follow the guide rigidly ... Rather she or he adapts the questions during the course of the 

interview, changing both the phrasing and the order of the questions" (p. 94). 



While I had an interview guide that listed topic areas in the form of six specific questions 

designed to "looselydirec[t] and constdn]" the interview accordmg to my "topical agenda, 

objectives, and queries" (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 29), and to act as "catalysts" for discussion 

(p. 39). This guide was used to varying extents in each ddogue based on the responses of each 

participant (p. 77; see also Kirby & McKenna, 1989, p. 68). 

The exception was the one interview conducted with a First Nations elder. As Tuhiwai- 

Smith (1999) points out: "indigenous elder; can do wonderful things with an interview. Theytell 

stories, tease, question, thmk, observe ... test... " (p. 136). In this interview, the participant asked me 

testing questions, told stories and offered observations. I did not ask any of my specific questions, 

except to request that he review and comment on my conceptualization of love during a break in the 

flow of the dialogue. In each case, regardless of which questions were asked and in what order, 

participants were invited to listen to, read, and critique my initial conceptuahtion of love in critical 

practice. 

While leaving room for change to occur as the ddogues proceeded, the following questions 

served to guide the initial interviews: 

1. "In relation to your own practice, how do you imagine or define love? What 

constitutes love for you?'' (this question allowed themes to begin emerging 

from participants' own conceptual frameworks) 

2. "Here's how I've been conceptualizing love in practice (participants were 

read and/or shown a copy of my initial conceptualization as outlined in 

Chapter One) ... does this fit at all with your experience and thinking?'' 

3. "How is love, as we've constituted it together here, relevant in how you 

imagine, construct and make sense of your practice? Can you give me 

examples from your practice?" 

4. "How do you (imagine/perceive/ understand) love's relevance to social 

work practices as a whole?" 

5. "What have been the most important elements of our discussion for you?" 

6. "Is there anything we missed that you would like to add?" 

Each question acted as a topical area to explore through dialogue. Prompts and requests for 

examples from practice were used as necessary and appropriate in each discussion; care was taken to 

use prompts to clady and deepen participant responses, not to move participants in any particular 

du-ection. 

Given the way in which I understood the knowledge construction process, I envisioned both 

myself and the participants as active in meaning-mahg and interpretation throughout the dialogues. 

As Holstein and Gubrium (1995) note, in the active view, participants are "constructors of 



knowledge in collaboration with interviewers" (p. 4). As we engaged in intersubjective dialogue, we 

explored the concept of love in practice from various angles. In keeping with the active method, 

"Rather than suppressing the respondent's and [my own] reflexivity, [TI encourage[d] contextual 

shlfts and reflectionsn (p. 59, promoting participants' taking on "any viewpoint that he or she 

consider[ed] empirically warrantablen (p. 32). What occurred was what Holstein and Gubrium 

predicted: 

At some point, a new role and perspective may be prompted by the interview questions 
themselves ... The vessel-of-answers approach would necessarily take this to be a matter of reactivity. For the 
active respondent, however, it signals alternative validities, whose distinctive narrative resources naturally (and 
validly) convey equally acceptable responses. (p. 34 parentheses in original) 

As they argue, it is not the task of the researcher to critique the response, but to activate 

exploration, reflexivity and multivocality 

Treating the interview as active allows the interviewer to encourage the respondent to shift positions 
in the interview so as to explore alternate perspectives and stocks of knowledge. Rather than searching for the 
best or most authentic answer, the aim is to systematically activate applicable ways of knowing - the possible 
answers - that respondents can reveal, as diverse and contradictory as they might be. (p. 371 

In the dialogues I balanced the inclination towards participant activation without critique, 

with a critical, emancipatory reflective lens; moving between deep, engaged listening and a s h  

clarifying and deepening questions. I attempted to use my practice- based background knowledge in 

formulating questions and offering relevant observations to promote the flow of ddogue and 

encourage reflexivity. 

It is important to note that I attempted to do this in a way that maintained integrity and 

commitment to my conceptualzation, rather than as a strategy or tactic. Here I differ from Holstein 

and Gubrium (1995), who suggest that background knowledge can be used as a "fruitful tadicfor 

promoting circumstantially rich descriptions, accounts, and explanationsn (p. 77, italics mine); I have 

the same critique of this technological use of relationship as a tool in research as I do of the use of 

"empathy" as a tool in liberal social work practice, and strive not to work in this technological way. 

It also felt critical to me to heed Tuhiwai-Smith's (1999) concerns about appropriation in 

research: "Still others collect the intangibles: the belief systems and ideas about healing, about the 

universe, about relationships and ways of organizing, and the practices and rituals that go alongside 

such beliefs" (p. 25); I chose not to ask participants to offer specific detads about their spiritual belief 

systems. It felt important to me, in general, to ask them to speak on a conceptual level about what 

they believed and did in the abstract. They did not offer, and I did not require them to share specifics 

of their spiritual practices and philosophical systems. 

A commitment to non-appropriation seemed much more important to me than the 

gathering of examples as validating 'proof' that their practice was consistent with their philosophy. I 



trusted my own instincts and the feeling in my own heart and belly as we sat together, as well as the 

cognitive filter of critical theorythro~~h which to perceive whether their stated principles fit with 

how they described people and the stories they chose to tell; in order to judge their integrity and the 

congruence between what they said and what they did. In addition, as well as my concern about 

appropriation, I was frankly more interested in participants' methodologies of practice - "the theory 

and analysis of how [practice] should proceed" (from Harding 1987, p. 2, as cited in Esterberg, 2002, 

p. 19) than their methods - the specific tools or techniques they might be employing. 

The dialogical nature of the interviews made room for questions and meanings to evolve and 

change as the conversations proceeded, and made room for participants to question me back 

Throughout, I worked to remain open to new ways of perceiving and knowing. Huspek (1997), 

exploring this notion of researcher willingness 'not to know', echoes Gadamer (1993) on the 

importance of communication "where both self and other are genuinely attentive to each other's 

meanings and significancesn (Huspek, 1997, p. 9) 

This type of communication, Huspek argues, requires a dialogical approach which "entah 

both a recognition of one's own limits on account of being enmeshed within one's own culture and 

an acceptance of the idea that an understanding within the dialogue is budt on the proposition that 

other should be engaged in other's own terms". Such dialogical communications, as he perceives 

them, rely on two critical hermeneutic principles: self-reflexivity and d g n e s s  to change oneself, 

and willingness to suspend the authority of one's own cultural meanings (Huspek, 1997, p. 9). 

While coming to my practice of research grounded in my own knowing, as per Yuval-Davis 

(1997) as outlmed in the review of literature, I remained open to not knowing, and sought to avoid 

having undue influence over the dmction of the dialogues. In the interpretation, data that refutes my 

sense of themes and meanings is acknowledged (Grbich, 1999, p. 62); and I remained open to what 

Kvale (2002) calls "dissensus", a balancing of consensus with diversity. For example, it is this same 

type of openness that led to the inclusion of the participant who chose to use the word 'spirituality' 

rather than 'love' in relation to the practice context. 

The interviews took between one hour and one hour and forty minutes. Each dialogue was taped for 

transcription. In addition, I made notes immediately after each interview, on both content as well on 

interview context and process (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, pp. 78-9); to some extent on 

intersubjective narrative construction - noting examples of "confusion, ambiguity, and reluctance" 

(p. 79); and on my own reactions and reflections (see also Esterberg, 2002, pp. 107-8). 

While idedytranscription is carried out bythe researcher herself (Kohler-Reismann, 1993, 

p. 13), due to my own health and time constraints a professional transcriptionist performed 

transcription; tapes given to her were identified simply by order and date. Detaded verbatim 



transcriptions of the whole of each interview were produced, including pauses and silences. During 

the first two-week period following the interviews, as she worked on transcription, I once again 

rested and engaged in my own spiritual and self-care practices. 

Post- dialogue Process: 

After that, the immersion process began. I engaged in deep listening with each tape, activating all 

parts of myself. I listened deeplywith my heart and belly, and at times wrote free-flow notations of 

what seemed key in th~s first re-listening. When t h  was completed I began listening to each tape and 

correcting a hard copy of the transcript by hand. I sent draft transcripts to participants as soon as I 

received them; and during this period some of the participants chose to have contact with me - 

offering comments on the process as a whole, "aslung backn (Kirby & McKenna, 1989, p. 122) about 

the process or mythoughts, and revising their raw transcripts. The third step involved re-reading 

tmcripts as I transfemd corrections from the handwritten copyto the computer version, which 

was to be used for the formal interpretation phase of the inquiry. These more completed transcripts 

were again forwarded to participants, as there had been a limted response to the raw transcripts. 

As outlined previously, my key concepts when I began this inquiry were critical theory and 

praxis, and intersubjectivity and the relation of self to other, as conceptualized in the first chapter. 

My analytical method was to allow themes to emerge in my understanding of the dialogues as I 

listened to and re-read them repeatedly over a four-month period. Once initlal themes had been 

noted, I compared themes to my conceptual framework as outlined in the first chapter, and invited 

an interweaving of the two into an analytical framework Then I revisited the transcripts and 

compared participants' comments to t h  tentative analytical framework Based on my rereading, I 

made changes to the framework: shdting themes between categories and adding themes I had missed 

in previous readmgs. 

Over the months of analysis, I realized that spirituality, which I had been addressing only 

implicitly, was the foreground in many participants' Iscussions. Subsequent to that reahation, I 

engaged in a second literature review on spiritdty (defined as recognition of inherent 

interconnection) particularly as understood in Aboriginal and Budclhlst approaches; this literature 

review was outlined at the end of the first chapter, Finally, I discussed my tentative framework with 

colleagues including a member of my supervisorycommittee and made further refinements based on 

those conversations. 

The result of this process is the interpretive framework that I employ in the following 

chapters. This framework intermeshes the three key concepts of love: intersubjectivity, critical praxis, 

and the notion of spiritdty as applied to social work from the first chapter, as well as other themes 

arising from my interpretation of the participant dialogues. 



On the whole, I have allowed the process to unfold itself organically - sometimes I followed 

the data, sometimes I was in the lead. I imagined us waking together, the participants and myself, 

and I was not yet sure where we would end up. But I trusted the process of our walking. I spent a lot 

of time alone in silence. Between I listened, wrote, wrote and re-listened, listened and read, rested 

and walked, re-read and re-listened, trusting that the stories would make themselves heard in time. 

Over and over, I compared the analytical framework that was beginning to develop against another 

reading of the transcripts. It felt important to impose neither methodologynor method, but to work 

as I always do, as myself, following the lead of the people I work with and offering interpretive tools 

at what feels like the right time. A little thematic analysis, a little reflexivity, a little analysis of our co- 

construction of coming-to-know ... 
The work was filled with circles and cycles, a twisting and turning reminiscent of snakes." 

The process was ripe with the 'boths and ands' of life, with the paradoxes; it felt and continues to 

feel critical to me that these riddles, these myaeries not be lost, not be conceptualized away. It felt 

very important to follow the lalogues with method, not to impose a method upon them. No one 

else may ever use my conceptualization of love in practice, but I feel compelled to act in accordance 

with it in my work 

As in the rest of my practice, as a researcher I came from a principled stance of love and 

openness and then used tools as needed in each situation. I trusted the voices of participants to speak 

to me about how they needed to be understood, and of course I continued to check in with and 

dialogue with the participants themselves. As Lather (1991) argues: 

... some amount of dialogic encounter is required if we are to invoke the reflexivity needed to protect 
research from the researcher's own enthusiasms. Debriefing sessions with participants provide an opportunity 
to look for exceptions to emerging generalizations. Submitting concepts and explanations to the scrutiny of all 
those involved sets up the possibility for theoretical exchange, the collaborative theorizing at the heart of 
research which both advances emancipatorytheory and 'mpmm' the researched. (p. 64)1* 

In keeping with the notions of dialogue and theoretical exchange, once my descriptions and 

tentative interpretations were written, they were sent to all participants either by emad attachment or 

by priority courier depending on their preference. Several participants provided editorial feedback 

either of their own comments or of the work as a whole. Two of them suggested major editorial 

changes: one in regards to both content and presentation - the majority of these suggestions are 

reflected in the final draft of this work; and one primarily challenging the first draft of my revised 

conceptualization of love, which was revised a second time based on her feedback, and can be found 

in Chapter Six. 

l1 During this period I saw many snakes, and actually found a complete snakeskm, which remains on my 
writing desk to this day. 

12 Italics mine - as stated in the first chapter, I do not believe in our ability to 'empower' others. 



The whole of this journey has been one of critical reflection - on Western social work practices as a 

whole, on critical or anti-oppressive practice in particular, and on my own thoughts, feelings and 

actions as a critical practitioner. The process is a continuing one. As Lincoln and Denzin (2000) 

contend, we must explore many perspectives and hear numerous voices before we can "achieve deep 

understandings of social phenomena" (p. 1055). Holstein and Gubrium (1 995) concur, suggesting 

that "The interpretation of questions and the meaningful content of responses is not settled once and 

for all... Meaning-mahg is a cont indy unfolding process" (p. 52). 

I experienced, in participants' talk, not only an affirmation of love in practice, and some 

suggestions of how to deepen my conceptualization of love, but the beginnings of descriptions of 

how they engaged in what Lincoln and Denzin (2000) describe as "enacqing] the sacred, existentla1 

epistemo1og)r (p. 1055) that I referred to earlier. I trust that I will understand the participants' 

voices, and my own, in ever deepening ways as I grow, reflect, and return to listen to them again at 

different times. For the time being, my focus is on deeply hearing and honouring the content and 

substance of our Iscussions, and offering some interpretations of what I have heard. 

In the following chapter on interpretation of the dialogues I will explore the balance - of 

accepting and honouring while reflecting and challenging - in more detail. Just as it was during the 

dialogues, it is my intention in the interpretation to reflect on the participants' knowing (as I 

experienced it through dialogue) though the lens of critical theom and at the same time reflect on 

critical practice through the lens of the participants' knowing and my own practice experience. My 

primaryfocus, given the previously noted absence of similar voices in the critical literature, is on the 

latter. Before I move towards interpretation, however, let me take a moment to explore notions of 

neutrality, reliability, validity, and integrity and ethics in research. 

Integrity & Ethics in mearch: 

The process of this inquiry has been just what it is. Not replicable, not 'valid' (nor 'invalid'), just 

itself, organically unfoldmg. This is consistent with the theoretical stance of active interviewing; in 

thls model, bias, neutrality, validity and reliability are relative non-issues. As Holstein and Gubrium 

(1997) argue, bias is only a relevant notion if one takes a "narrow view of interpretive practice and 

meaning construction ... a meaningful concept only if the subject is a preformed, purely lnformational 

commodity (pp. 125-6). In active interviewing, it is understood that "meaning construction is 

unavoidably collaborative", and that all participants are "inevitably implicated in malung meaning" (p. 

126). Answers given on one occasion cannot be expected to be replicable in another situation they 

argue, recognizing the intersubjective nature of the interview process, 



... because they emerge from different circumstances of production. Similarly, the validity of answers 
derives not from their correspondence to meanings held within the respondent but from their ability to convey 
situated reality in terms that are locally comprehensible. (p. 9) 

This story of love in critical practice is necessarily partial, partially inarticulable, paradoxical 

and mysterious. What will emerge in the interpretation is my conceptualization of love in practice, 

constructed with the assistance of the participants in the dialogues. There have been many other 

definitions of love - some useful to this process, and some of which I have taken on critically- there 

will be many others. I offer my coming-to-know, as well as I can honour it in words, to anyone who 

finds value, learning, or more questions avadable in it. 

My wish has been for a deepened understandmg of my own research question, for the 

creation of new stories for critical social work, and for the catalytic vddityand practical usefulness of 

the study. Those of us who spoke offered our understandings from the viewpoints of a diverse group 

of people living in urban areas on the western coast and prairies of Nonh America. It is my desire 

that love as we are describing it might be introduced into critical praxis not as a tool, but as an 

intention, an option, and a possibility. I offer t h  conceptuahng of love in hopes that other critical 

social workers might find it relevant to their own practice, and take it up in their own working with 

people, in further dialogue with me or with their colleagues, or in further research. 

The one form of validity therefore, that is applicable to this inquiry is catalytic validity, the 

notion of research's ability to be inspiring and energizing for further work towards emancipation. 

Catalytic validity was proposed by Lather (1991, pp. 61,68), and has been taken up by other 

researchers (see, for example, Esterberg, 2002, pp. 148-9; Grbich, 1999, p. 62). As Lather defines it, 

catalytic validity "represents the degree to which the research process re-orients, focuses and 

energizes the participants toward knowing reality in order to transform it" (p 68). I have certainly 

been inspired by my contacts with the participants. It is my hope that this is true in reverse. 

In the dialogues, a few participants referred to this specifically, suggesting that participation 

had been meaningful for them; that they had come to new ways of knowing, and indicating that they 

intended to speak to other practitioners about love in practice. The following are examples of 

participant comments near the end of interviews: "This is deadly important. I mean, it needs to 

be said; this is the type of stuff that needs to be doneJJ (Les, p.26); "I'll look foward to seeing 

what I said.. . This is a great honour, to be able to yak about what I thinkJJ (Carol, p.50); "I'm 

feeling quite mowd  right now at how important this is, and how unwlidated it is ... hazing it 

named and articulaqed]. . . Ifind that quite mozingJJ (Fiona, pp.34-5); "What I'm kft  &th is a 

clarity, a re-energizing, a kind of repositioningJJ (Karen, p.49). 

More pertinent to this study than reliability and vddity have been the notions of ethics, 

integrity, and quality in research. Above and beyond traditional institutional ethics, anti-oppressive 



research has required me to take responsibility for "issues of power, negotiation and transformation 

within [my] research design and interpretations" (Grbich, 1999, p. 77). 

Adapting from Davis (1995), Grbich recommends the following aspects be addressed by 

feminist researchers: what all participants hope to achieve, and how their needs and concerns will be 

addressed; who will benefit from or lose by the research; what changes can be anticipated; how 

confidentiality and accountabilitywill be addressed; and how decision-making and knowledge will be 

shared. In addition, she suggests researchem ask themselves the following reflexive questions as they 

proceed with the investigation: Are relationships non-hierarchical, respectful, caring and growth- 

oriented?; Is verbal and written language used accessible and demystifying?; What dialogues are 

evident between researcher and researched, and what have their outcomes been? (Grbich, 1999, p. 

77). 

In view of the cross-cultural nature of this inquiry, I have also considered questions posed by 

Tuhiwai-Smith (1999): For whom is the study worthy and relevant and who says so? What 

knowledge wdl the community gain from the study and what wdl the researcher gain? How can 

possible negative outcomes be prevented? To whom is the researcher accountable? (p. 173). I have 

attempted, at all stages: to be reflexive; to minimize power imbalance; to consult with and remain 

accountable to participants, honouring their voices, and recognizing their generous involvement; and 

to use plain language. 

These notions of minimizing hierarchy in the interviews were important to me, and I feel 

participants confirmed my success in this area; several of them felt comfortable to question me, and 

'ask back'. Tom interrupts me at one point, "I haw a question to ask w'' (Tom, p.21), and goes 

on to ask me about my perception of EuroChnstian bias in social work education. Carol refers to her 

role as an educator in offering comment on my initd conceptualization: "Can you read them to 

me again? I'm just curious about, I think mostly, you know, my teacher's mind always wants 

to see ifthere's something I should be adding" (Carol, p.19). Erika refers to my openness to be 

asked questions, and links this to dialogue, and to catalytic validity for herself: "I really appreciate 

the feeling that I could ask you some of the questions back, cause that's what's been rich for 

me and not just hearing my own selftalk and feeling you know in that classic intemrUew mode 

where it's just one way" (Enka, p.23). 

In critical feminist research, accountability to participants is central. However, the anti- 

oppressive researcher has responsibility not just to the individual participants, but to communities, 

and the ending of oppression as well. I have attempted to conduct and present this research in such a 

way as to not cause harm to those who receive or participate in social work services, or to 

movements for e q d t y  and justice, just as much as I have attempted to minimize any harm to the 

practitioners who participated. Ideally, above and beyond the concept of non-harming, this piece of 



critical research will help to catalyze further action towards social justice; I have endeavoured to 

centre the balance of compassion and justice as the ultimate goal of the work, as will be seen in the 

chapters on interpretation. 

A s d a r  balancing occurred in my striving towards critical reflection; it was necessary to 

return frequentlyto the concept of loving practice, and the notion of compassionate critique. My 

commitment to ethics and integrity in the process of my work is firm, and critical reflexivity is a key 

component of what I consider ethical practice. However I found it difficult at times to balance 

reflective self-awareness without becoming self-conscious in a way that was immobilizing. 

I believe that reflexivity is essential and that I must acknowledge how my own social location 

affects what and how I see: "We know that our texts have specific locations. We know that they 

represent - whether in some hidden way or openly- our baggage as individual social scientists" 

(Lincoln & Denzin, 2000, p. 1058), and that "research procedure constructs reahty as much as 

produces descriptions of it (Gubrium &Holstein, 1997, p. 9). 

However, I also concur with Eby's (2000a) concern that "The constant use of reflection to 

promote self-development can lead to a sense of self-doubt and self-disapproval, since endlessly 

striving to improve leaves little room for a sense of personal well-being" (p. 54). I am concerned 

about how reflexivity and self location can be practised in critical and anti-oppressive ways that 

encourage the questioning of workers' practice and social location without damaging their core sense 

of self, subjectivity, or self-efficacy. It is my contention that the notion of loving challenge &cussed 

by the participants might help to mitigate ddficulties in this area, and I wdl discuss the idea of 

compassionate critique in more detail in the subsequent chapter on love as critical practice. 

A Note on Description and Interpretation of the Dialogues: 

My intent in the following chapters is to offer the reader somethmg of the tone or flavour of the 

dialogues, a sampling of participant dialogue in key theme areas, and an understanding of how 

participants moved and complicated my own preconceived understandqy and conceptualizations. 

The keytheme areas, which wdl be explored in the next three chapters, are: love as spirituality, love 

as a mode of being in intersubjective relationship, and love as critical practice. These three 

themes reflect the interrelationship between the initial conceptualizations outlined in the first chapter 

and the themes that arose from the conversations with participants. 

Please note that categories of themes will be dminguished here for purposes of &cussion 

only, and are not intended to be mutually exclusive. In order to centre participant voices, their 

verbatim comments will be noted in bold italics to distinguish them from the body of the text. Words 

that are underlined indicate vocal q d t y  expressing emotion or emphasis. 



Once the dialogues have been described and interpreted, I will move on to the final chapter 

in which I will complete my thesis with an interpretive section on principled practice, a concept that 

arose as I engaged in description of the dialogues. I will conclude by presenting a final offering of 

what I set out to explore: a refined and deepened concept&tion of love in critical practice. 

In offering this conceptualization of love, I recognize the potential danger of this work being 

used in ways that decontextualize it from its grounding in a critical perspective. Given the complex 

nature of love itself, as well as love's complicated relation to the practice of social work, I ask the 

reader to keep two t h q s  in mind in reading these descriptions and interpretations. First, as I have 

stated previously, the participants were all long-time anti- oppressive practitioners and activists, 

strongly grounded in critical socio-political analysis. This anti-oppressive or critical stance is a key 

component of their dialogues and a crucial element in the conceptuahg of love in practice as I am 

discussing it here. 

Second, participants were asked to address love, not as an abstract, but in relation to critical 

social work practice specifically. While those involved in this inquiry came from a wide range of 

social locations, a notable cornmonahty arose in the dialogues - not only a loving and critical stance, 

but also a nondualistic and paradoxical one. The practitioner; I interviewed, while strongly grounded 

in critical analysis, also described themselves as loving and spiritual. They spoke frequently of 

'both/and', the juxtaposition of what are often considered to be dualities: of love andtools in 

practice; of self a d  other and no-self and no- "other"; of the paradox of being and doing; of diversity 

andunity; and of a basic belief in the goodness of all beings &kat the sum tim acknowledging the 

reality of oppression, the "human condition", and "unskilful" behaviour. 

Third, as I have argued above, love is intrinsically mysterious and in countless ways 

inexplicable; in many cases the interpretations offered may not provide the reader with a clear-cut 

practical or technological understanding of love, but rather may offer an enticement, a hint of what 

might be possible in practice, for the reader to explore themselves in their own life and work 

What love 'is' or 'isn't'; a note about language, love and domination: 

Finally, I wish to take a moment to explore the ways language has played a part in m h g  describing 

and &cussing love verydifficult, both in the dialogues themselves, and in this writing. It is key, in 

order to understand what participants might have meant by love in practice in our dialogues, to 

understand what they were clear that they did not mean. 

W e  love by its nature is complex, intangible, and not ultimately fully quantifiable or 

definable, the dualism inherent in the English language, and its lack of specificity in words describing 

cldferent lunds of love have made 'love' (in a critical sense) and related concepts particularly ddficult 

to write about. Some of the dialogue participants referred to these frustrations as well. The most 



overt example comes from my conversation with Raven, when she is trying to describe what she 

means bytlove in practice': "But low to me is life force and honouring ... along with it goes 

(patrse) English is so limiting sometimes (big sigh and pause). I'll jus t stick with that". I ask 

"So thwe a% th2% thdt ym ocerld explain ;fp ocerld explain them in C d  Thdt a d t  explai& in E q$ish?" 

"Yes. Yeah ... English is  so... linear. Binary" (Raven, p.4). 

Les also talked about language, and the way in which language not only describes, but 

constructs how we perceive: "Language is a reflection ofphilosophy ... it orders our thoughts 

before it comes out of our mouths. Now[my friend] said something wry simple. He said in 

Blackfoot there is no such word as 'should'. That's massiw in its implications as social 

w r k e  n... can we operate like that?" (Les, p.14). How, I wonder, can we imagine, operate, or even 

discuss operating, in ways for which we have inadequate language? 

One area in which language created particular drfficulties was in trying to concept& 

around the juxtaposition of love and abuse. As I prepared for undertaking the dialogues, several 

colleagues questioned how I would concept& love's relation to domination and abuse. As I have 

argued previously, it felt important to me to &associate love and oppression. I discussed t h  

apparent conundrum with several participants, all  of whom contended that abuse or domination and 

love as they were conceptualizing it, were in their understanding, incompatible. 

Fiona and I talked for some time about the lack of specificity in English for trying to 

describe different aspects of caring that were distinct from 'love in practice' as we were trying to 

imagine it: "Yeah, it's a big concept and its wry intricate and I don't think we haw enough 

words to describe it because there's so many diflerent ways that low is played out and on so 

many diflerent lewls. There's romantic low and there's low between friends and there's low 

between siblings and there's low between parent and child" (Fiona, p.14). 

We go on to discuss, for example, how to distinguish love from abuse "Because I do 

beliew people (pause) haw a strong emotion and attachment to somebody who they may be 

abusing. I don't want to undermine their feelings, I think their feelings are real, but I just 

wouldn't consider it low. It's something else but we don't haw another word for it ... I think 

it's more than aflection and warm feelings but we don't haw a word for it, so we call it low. 

[So we say] 'I think so and so 'lows'so and so', e w n  though they may haw hit them. But it's 

not the kind of low I'm talking about. But Ijust don't haw any other word for it" (Fiona, 

pp.14-15). 

This lack of specificity in English terms for love leads not to clarity of conceptualizations, 

but to confusing conversations such as the following one with Tom, where he struggles to explain 

the complicated relationship between an abusive mother and her daughter. I offer it here as an 

example of the inadequacy of the English language in conceptualizing love. Like Fiona, Tom has 



previouslystated that abuse is not to be considered love (Tom, p.5). "When you think about that 

[that the daughter felt safe for the w y firs t time in the sweat lodge with him]. . . How her 

mother lowd her daughter, she lowd her but couldn't raise her safely in a lou'ng 

endronment; and how that mother died and she [the mother] still couldn't. She was so far 

remowd from being able to low, eh, that she probably wouldn't understand" (Tom, p.6). 

Raven was also convinced that love, as we were conceptualizing it, could not coexist with 

abuse. In the following section of dialogue, I have asked her to comment on bell hooks' contention, 

cited in my first chapter, that where love is present domination cannot rule. She answers me, 

reconfirming the need for self-work that runs through her interview (more on this notion in a 

subsequent section) and citing the work of Freire: "Well, that reminds me a little bit of the 

conwrsations she's [bell hooks] had with Paulo Freire ... I think that's an elaboration of what 

he was talking about in Pedagody of the Oppressed. He talks about oppression as the 

antithesis of low ... As I do the work on myself and dewlop a lou'ng relations hip math myself 

I increase my capacity for low. And that translates ... in mu life, translates w y specifically 

into deeper and more intimate relationships with ew? other human being and animal that I 

come into contact with actually ... .doing this processing work, it just cleared away so much 

garbage, so I was really able to hear and do much deeper work[with others]. So I didn't 

create domination anymore I created low ... I truly understand that, what bell hooks says, 

from an experiential point of u'ew, They just, they do not, they & exist simultaneously" 

(Raven, pp. 15- 16). 

Bythe end of the interviews, I came to see four &tinct things that were being referred to as love in 

social work discourse: 

What is called love that participants and I believed could not honestly be called love - 

oppression, appropriation, othering and abuse; 

Affection and caring; 

Compassion and empathy described as tools or technologies; and 

Love as spirituality and interconnection, in the sense of love of humanity and/or all beings 

and the Earth. 

While affection and caring were seen as relevant to the social work relationship, and while tools were 

used as appropriate, it is the latter connotation of love, which has been explored in Chapter One that 

seems the closest to what participants appeared to mean by 'love in critical practice' as we worked to 

conceptdm it together. 



Conclusion 

In the chapters that follow I will offer my interpretation of the dialogues, and a reconstructed 

conceptualization of love as an emancipatory possibility for critical social work practice. I have 

sought to produce a piece of work that meets some of what Lincoln and Denzin (2000) describe as 

the qd t i e s  of good critical writing: articulating "clearly identifiable cultural and political issues, 

including injustices based on the structures and meanings of race, class, gender, and sexual 

orientation"; and articulating a "politics of hope [which] should criticize how things are and imagine 

how they could be different ... challeng[ing] the reader to take action in the world" (p. 1054). It is 

with these goals in mind, that I will move on to the description and interpretation of the dialogues on 

the conceptuahtions of love in practice. 

My interpretation, while seeking to be critical, d also attempt to make space for what one 

of the participants referred to as 'mystery' and another as 'intangibility'. I adhere, as the spiritual 

approaches outlined in the first chapter do, and as we will hear participants doing in subsequent 

chapters, to the ontological stance that everything is connected, a "seamless whole" as Bai (2000) 

names it (p. 1-2). 

I side with Bai, who argues that if we take seriously this notion of interconnection, then 

critical thinking, while a useful tool, is not a "universal tool for intellectual engagement", nor the 

definition of "what it is to think or even to think at all", nor synonymous with 'good' thinking, nor 

the "foundation ... upon which all thinking builds". Bai recommends a contemplative "repose of [all] 

named things" (p. 3, following Nagarjuna) as a counterbalance to critical thinking. It is repose of just 

this sort that can arise in what I have termed in the initial conceptuahtion 'deep engagement' and 

'not- knowing'. 

hooks (1996) makes similar contentions about the necessity of contemplation as a 

counterpart to critical inquiry and action: 

I once believed that progressive people could analyze the dualities and dissolve them through a 
process of dialectical critical exchange. Yet globally the resurgence of notions of (288) ethnocentric purity, 
white supremacy, have led marginalized groups to cling to dualisms as a means of resistance ... (this) merely 
inverts the dualistic thinking that supports and maintains domination. (p. 289) 

She argues that theory-making, and 

certain forms of critical thinking are essential to a process of change. We have been led to believe that 
we can have change without contemplation (p. 291) ... Militant resistance cannot be effective if we do not first 
enter silence and contemplation to discover - to have vision - of right action. (p. 292) 

I share hooks' concern that critical praxis, which I have deeply believed in and engaged in, 

has not proven able to end oppression and hierarchical ways of thinking and doing. It was precisely 

this concern that contributed to my desire to explore the role of love as praxis in this inquiry. It is my 



hope that the dialogues and conceptualization of love offered in the following chapters may provide 

some other, more contemplative ways of looking at critical praxis than those found in the canonical 

literatures. 

I am aware that the words on these pages d not fully be able to express the nature of love 

in practice, that critical thinking and theory-making cannot bring us fullyto an understanding of love. 

I realize that the fdure of language, conceptualizations and critical thinking to fully facilitate 

understanding of the world (hooks, 2000; Bai, 2000) has been a large part of my difficulty in 

articulating the embodied and k c t  experience of loving and spirituality of which the participants 

and I have tried to speak Some of it will remain a myxtery available only in the practice. I offer this 

thesis to the reader fully aware that it may be impossible to share such direct and embodied knowing 

with those who have not experienced something similar. It is my hope that the audience of this work 

might read not only with critical mind engaged, but also with body, heart and spirit open; that our 

words might plant a seed of desire in you to open to such experience for yourself. I turn first to the 

theme of love as spirituality. 



Chapter Three: Love as Spirituality 

The following chapter explores the key concept of spirituality as spoken about by the participants in 

the dialogues. Participants' discussion of spirituality centres the notion of love as spirituality, and 

explores interconnections and juxtapositions between different approaches to spirituality, 

distinguishing spiritdty from oppressive imposition of religiosity 

Framing Love as Spirituality and Inte~onnection: 

As I began the interpretive process I realized that all participants framed love at least to some degree 

in spiritual terms. This reframing whether overtly stated or implicit was common to all participants, 

although I had neither centred spiritdty nor asked questions specifically about it. As described in 

the review of literature, participants' views of spirituality seem to fit best with Baskin's (2002) 

definition of spirituality as "connection to all that is in existence". The following section explores the 

way in which each participant concept&d love as spirituality. 

Les was the first to specifically reframe love as spirituality. I had just read him my initial 

conceptualization of love in critical practice, and he replied: "I'd see all of that also as under the 

umbrella of spirituality. When you embrace some basic principles of spirituality, then all of 

these things would fall. ... "[into place?] (Les, p.9). In keeping with the discussion of Aboriginal 

spiritdty at the end of the literature review, he goes on to talk about spirituality as interconnection 

and a recognition of life force in all beings: "It's not jus t a chunk of wo od, that guitar[pointing], 

it's totally its own person. It's not a piece of m o d  that I speak through; it has its own 

thoughts. The plants, absolutely ewrything. The interconnectedness of things is tens of 

thousands of years old" (Les, p.10). 

Raven and Tom, other First Nations participants, concurred that love is a subset of 

spirituality: "Well, when you talk about spirituality in the system, which includes low ... " 
(Tom, p.4)' and "The one other thing, and it just keeps popping into my mind, and I don't 

know ifi t  couldfit in there or ifits already been there maybe kind of intrinsically in the 

points [of the conceptualization].. . But it's the concept of (pause -5) the spiritua l"... "When I 

talk about life force coming through, it's that spirit and emotion connection that comes out, 

and that's spiritual. ..I really think there should be a section on low as spirituality 'cause 

that's the whole thing" (Raven, pp.13- 14). These Aboriginal participants overtly and specifically 

reframed love as spiritdty, where the non-Aboriginal participants discussed the interrelationship 

between love and spirituality more implicitly. 



Like Raven, Carol, a Jewish Buddh~t  practitioner also uses the word 'connection' in relation 

to the spiritual: "It does feel like some kind of spiritual connection.. . I do end up hazing these 

incredibly deep connections with people" (Carol, p.7). She later talks about being able to feel the 

energyof thls connection: "I'm wondering ifthat meeting isn't where both people are... 

connecting at that spirit place ... there's just that incredible ease of some other reality that the 

room is infused with ... and you feel that in the body, where the energy's justflowing" (Carol, 

p.37). 

Karen talks the least about her own spiritual beliefs or her practice as specifically spiritual, 

although she contends: "I think it's hard to haw a conwrsation about low without talking 

about spirituality. I think it can be done, but I think (pause) to me there is kind of a straight 

line to low, hope, faith, spirituality" (Karen p.18). Subsequently, she agrees with my statement 

that: " t o m i t f d  ... thefe'5 andermit$s&s tothelawk?. Tomit  d y i s  a h ~ ~ f a r ~ ~ ' ' ,  

responding "Yeah. Absolutely." (Karen, p.23). Spiritualityas a sense of sacredness and reverence 

for interconnection and for all beings is keyto the c o n c e p t u b g  of love as I am offering it here. 

Erika also speaks about spirituality, again using the word 'connection'. She says: 

"Connecting to Spirit [as compared to 'efficiency' and 'peforming '] - what is not spoken 

but sensed ... Low [i]s a source of inspiration, insight and direction" (Enka, p.9). She also 

refers to the notion of spiri tdty in relation to ritual: "So much of ceremony is the expression of 

low, so when we do things ceremonially, that's about being lozing ... that in a way is about 

choosing low ... because sometimes I think maybe we can get at things through, we can 

express something if there's a ritual format for it that would be wry dificult otherwise ... I 
think of a colleague who wry much embodies low in teaching ... and her use of ritual as a 

way of dram'ng groups together, facilitating group process. That to me is wry much about 

low/Spirit - inciting that which is greater than ourselws" (Enka, p.17). 

The notion of en&+% love, of enacting it, is key. This will be explored in a subsequent discussion of 

love as embodied practice. 

One participant, although not religious herself, uses a religious term to explain what she 

means by love in practice. In her discussion of love as spiritdty, Fiona uses the word 'agape', which 

she says has meaning and resonance for her, although she is critically reflexive about its Christian 

connotations "I don't know how it's interpreted in that religion, but for me how I interpret 

that word is that low isn't just romantic low or e w n  friendship low ... but that there's ... I 
guess a thing or energy thatflows throughout the world" (Fiona, p.8). 

She goes on to tie this notion of energy and interconnection specifically to spirituahty 

"Low, the energy of low, agape low orjust whatewr it is we're going to call it is, it's healing 

and it's (pause 4) and it's I guess in some ways it might be another way ... another word for 



it might be God, or energy or Spirit" (Fiona, p.15). Other words participants use to define love as 

spirituality include Energy or Vibration (Fiona, p.8; Raven, pp.4, 17), Spirit (Carol, p. 12; Erika, p.8; 

Raven, p.3), Soul (Enka, p.9), Life force (Raven, p.3), Mystery/magic/wonder (Enka, pp.6,9), 

Great Mystery (Raven, p.6), Creator (Les, p.2; Raven, p.6) God (Fiona, p.8; Les, p.12), or Truth 

(Raven, p.3). 

Some of the participants describe this spiritual aspect of love as an intention, or an 

availability to tap into: "That's [agape] apart of all of us (pause -2) but that we're not always in 

tune with or that we can't always get in touch with. It's like it's there. It's not something that 

we haw to make up ... we don't haw to make it ... it's there. It's there for ewyone  to tap 

into.. . Low is always there. .. it's just a giwn" (Fiona, pp.8-9). "Spirituality is ewryday, 

constant. I don't know why w fight against it at all" (Les, p.11). "Iguess the first thought is 

that low is a way of being. It's a conscious intention" (Enka, p.l), and "I guess there's 

something too about the tremendous p o w r  of low, and perhaps a willingness to embrace 

that is another aspect" (Raven, p.24). 

Throughout the dialogues, these critical practitioners suggest that the tapping into love as 

spirituality is a conscious intention that underlies their practice 

First Nations and Buddhist spirituality: 

In several of the ddogues, First Nations spirituality is specifically drawn on to provide examples of 

love in practice. Les is the first to bring up the practice framework of the medicine wheel: "If you 

enzision a circle - a medicine wheel circle - halfthe world is physical, halfthe world is  

spiritual. Ewrything that happens in the physical world impacts on the spiritual. Ewrything 

that happens in the spiritual world impacts on the physical" (Les, p.11). Raven and Tom both 

refer to the medicine wheel in relation to Inherent wholeness and the need for 'balance': "I 

sometimes struggle to think, well, I mean common sense, you know - ifyou're not balanced 

physically, emotionally, spiritually or mentally ... then what do you expect? To me it seems 

like common sense" (Raven, p.14); and "what we call the wheel: the physical, the mental, the 

emotional, and the spiritual" (Tom, p.3). 

Les touches on the notion of intrinsic wholeness in this comment on the medicine wheel 

model: "We look at all indiziduals in that way, in that positiw way. It's not a deficit 

model. .. it's not something wrong with you ... you know, Elders would say that ifyou can't 

understand something it's only, on& because yourposition on the wheel is  prewnting you 

from seeing ewything clearly" (Les, p.12). % concept of intrinsic wholeness d re-emerge 

later in &cussions of acceptance and change in critical practice. 



Participants also refer to the Aboriginal notion of the circle, and the need to 'begin from the 

individual'. Les, for example, says: '<Now one of the first teachings that you learn is that in 

relationship to the selfand the uniwrse w haw four circles: the inner circle is indiddual, 

the next circle is family, the next circle is community, the next circle is  the world" (Les, p.3). 

Erika concurs: "This [the interrelation of low for self and other] connects to the First Nations 

teachings of the circle [she draw me a diagram of self, partner, family, work, 

community ... in expanding concentric circles]" (Enka, p.7). 

An interesting convergence between the participants who draw on Aboriginal spirituality and 

those who draw on Buddhism is the notion of sacredness; seeing each being as a diverse expression 

of Spirit/Life Force/Buddha: "This body that we liw in is the house that we occupy but the 

spirit that's in us is  apoweful, ageless, spirit" (Les, p.12). "By talking about low we are 

talking about lifforce, the life force is  the spark in our spirit that, you know, allows us to be 

here and to mow and think and[feelljY (Raven, p.5). Carol, while acknowledging that Buddhism 

is nontheistic, also refers to this notion of reverence for each being: "what I'm learning from 

Buddhism is to see each person as Buddha" (Carol, p.11). Tom, whose deep sense of respect and 

reverence is evident both in how he speaks about the people he works with, and in how he warmly 

greets the young people who pass by the caf6 where we are talking, summarizes it: "I guess the 

bottom line for unconditional low is that the worker really needs to know, the student really 

needs to know, that human beings haw wlue" (Tom, p.18). First Nations spiritualityand 

Buddhism, as discussed by participants, will be explored in more detail in the section on love as 

critical practice, particularly in discussions on non-attachment, non-interference, and seeing beyond 

or below social construction. 

Spirituality and ~ligion: 

Several participants distinguish spirituahty of the type explored above, from 'religion': "I think lots 

of times people get it [spirituality] confused with religion" (Raven, p.14). By 'religion', they 

seem mostly to specifically mean EuroChristianity as experienced in colonial contextsl3. 

Several participants assert that in attempting to distance themselves from a histor= of 

imposed religiosity social workers created a functional if not intentional lack of space for spiritual~ty 

'3 Please note that I have chosen to use the term "EuroChristiann rather than the more familiar "Judeo- 
Christian" for three reasons: first, it was the term used by more than one participant in exploring this line of 
thinking; second, as a Jew, I find the latter term imprecise, in that it overlooks serious distinctions of meaning 
between supposedly common concepts in the two value systems (charity/justice, peace, and sin for example, 
which mean quite different in thmgs in Hebrew and in English), and because it seems to suggest a 'natural 
progression' from the one to the other. Third, the term suggests a link between European and Christian 
cultural practices and philosophies, which may differ considerably from the practice of Christianity in other 
cuhral contexts. 



or &cussions of spiritdty in relation to social work Their observation is congruent with Canda's 

(2002) review of social work in North America, which suggests a concurrent movement away not just 

from religion but also from spirituality in social work particularly during the period from the 1920's 

through 70's (p. 1). I perceive Canda to be arguing for 'inclusivity' and 'spiritual sensitivity' in this 

article, rather than beginning as I would prefer, from full recognition and valuing of diverse 

spiritualities; however I include the reference here as he has studied extensively in the area of 

spirituality and religion as related to social work and is widely considered an expert in this area. 

While the distancing from spirituality in mainstream practice may have shifted somewhat 

during the 80's and 90's as Canda (2002) contends, it has been my experience that much of the 

critical practice and writing that I have encountered; rightly concerned with the frequent 

appropriativeness of "New-Age" philosophies, and with the attempt of %te people to seek refuge 

from dealing with race ('Jeffery, 2002); has maintained a canonical stance unwelcoming to spirituality 

because of fear of a 'slippery slope'. 

The critical practitioners I interviewed concur, seeing the distancing of social work from 

imposed religiosity and assumptions of EuroChnstian normativeness as a positive step but cautioning 

that this may have inadvertently closed spaces in which spiritdty as interconnection may be 

explored. Les, for example, sa)s the following: "I think the reluctance to include 

spirituality/religion [in] social work practice stems from some good intentions, from not 

wanting to impose beliefs or not wanting to change people, or hating respect for people's 

own beliefs ... which is good. But I think that's stopped us... because [spirituality] can be 

used ifyou use it in a respectful way, as defined, you know, by the people that you m r k  

&th, not yourself' (Les, p. 17). Karen concurs, saying: 'Social work as a distinct body has spent 

a lot of time distancing itselffom its roots ... the whole ... you know, religious benevolence 

thing. I think in doing so [it's] kind of lost some of the most profoundly healing and 

trans fomatiw aspects of spirituality" (Karen, p. 18). 

Tom agrees, specifically critiquing EuroChristian assumptions of normativeness: "The 

schools, they're not allowed to do things around the three wise men, you know. .. but at the 

same time, they're still calling it Christmas ... A lot of things that haw happened by the 

s ys tem haw basic Chris tian beliefs attached" (Tom, p. 2 1). Advocating for the inclusion of 

spiritdtyhe notes: "When you talk about spirituality, which includes lo w... they say 'you are 

trying to force your views on us '; that all spirituality is religion, which is not true. Spirituality 

is  simply a good way of lizting. I do sensitization work in [town] - with school boards, mental 

health workers, social worken, and I haw to be wry clear to them that when I bring out my 

culture and my tradition, that it's spirituality, that it isn't religion" (Tom, p.4). 



At the same time as she critiques imposed religiosity, Karen points out that Christianity, 

depending upon how it is practiced, may have very anti-oppressive and critical aspects: "I think that 

social work as a whole ... has not made its peace with its Christian roots ... cause there's some 

good stuffin there. You know, Jesus was apretty coolguy, and I'm not a beliewr" (Karen, 

p.18). She also speaks stronglyof the benefit to some people of belonging to communities of faith, 

including Christianity "[Religion is] a big part of low. You know. .. some people are lowd best 

in their religious communities, in their faith communities.. . and find that as a place of 

belonging, and meaning, and suppo rt... and of true low" (Karen, p.20). 

She goes on to suggest that social workers who refuse to acknowledge the spiritual or 

rehgious aspect of their clients do them a &service. She also acknowledges the potential social 

justice aspect of religious belief: "there's that aspect, I think, of many different faith traditions 

around social actitism and social justice" (Karen, p.38), which she refers to as "a wry 

principled ... and a wry intentionallow" (Karen, p.41). Her words echo hooks (2000) notion of 

love as a verb or action , and are supported by participants' &cussion of love as a liberatory 

possibility in a subsequent section. 

Fiona and Enka make similar connections, as they talk about love in critical practice. Fiona 

makes the link between love and spirituality/religion wondering: "it's [agape/low] something 

we're.. . that we may always be s triu'ng for. That's part of why we're learning and why we 're 

growing and why we're healing is to (pause -3) you know. .. maybe it's what the religions are 

talking about when they talk about heawn or n i m n a  ... maybe that's what it is? I don't know 

for sure, but it's something that ... when I tap into it Ijust feelso different ... like I'm more 

than just Fiona ... more than just me and all my  stuff and all my baggage. It's not that the 

stuff doesn't exist, it's not that it's not important, but somehow I become more than just that 

st@.. And I'm able to tap into low for this person and be just more generous and more 

compassionate and more real and more genuine with them" (Fiona, pp.16- 17). In relation 

specifically to my research into love, Erika also makes this hk, saying: "You haw all the great 

religious and spiritual traditions of the world to back you up" (Enka, p.25). 

Maybe, suggests Erika in the last few words of her interview, it is time for critical social work 

to reinsert love as spiritdtyinto the &course: "It's [low's] such a uniwrsal teaching ... it's 
something uniwrsal that we'w mostly lost touch with. So [this research] is  wry healing 

work, when we talk about healing what's been fractured ... we so need low and we so need to 

be woundin_p in those traditions ofwhat that means and to haw that spoken ... and when I 

hear the Elders talk that's what I hear. And yet in the West we make ewrything so 

complicated ... postmodernist this and ethics that and appropriateness this. And yet when I 

hear people talk ... grassroots people ... coming from spiritual traditions. .. [The Elders] just 



look really simply, it doesn't need to be so complicated ... The main thing is that we just need 

to remember the important ideas we'w forgotten ... and to set them free again from what has 

become unhealthy. Maybe that's why w'w gone away from low,  because low became 

about patriarchal structures", or di@ity in a... E &tidn my (Michele) ... "Yeah, or ooey- 

gooey romanticism" (Enka, p.26-7). "m $& is A t  I'm&irgabaca", I say. "Yeah", she 

agrees, as we end our conversation. 

Herein lies one of the paradoxes of this work The participants and I are speaking of 

spirituality and not reltgion per se; and several of us have specifically recognized social work's 

troubling history of governmentality and imposition in our dialogues and are very cautious about any 

opening for reinsertions of imposed cololvalistic religiosity into social work Spirituality as 

participants discuss it is about a recognition of interconnection within a context that deeply values 

diverse ways of perceiving, being and doing. 

At the same time, we must also recognize that a critical religiosity which values ddference 

and multiplicity, including critical and social justice oriented Christianity, is for some, a liberatory 

possibility14. Nonetheless, I will continue to use the term spiritualityto refer to the recognition of 

interconnection, rather than in a religious sense in this writing. 

As we spoke and listened together to come to a worlung conceptuahtion of love in 

practice, participants used many words other than spirituality to describe love or elements of love, as 

well as ways of being that they saw as following from or acting together with love in practice. For 

example, in keeping with the notion of spiritdty, several participants use the following words 

specifically to help describe what they meant by love in practice: inspiration or guidance (Fiona, 

p.34; Enka, p.9), and hope, faith andlor optimism (Les, p.4; Carol, p.27; Karen, p.4); and many 

connected love to compassion. 

Compassion, as participants spoke of it was more in keeping with engaged Buddhist 

connotations of that term than with 'pity' in the English etymological sense, as has been discussed 

previously. At the same time, participants did not talk about compassion as a tool or skill, as is all too 

common in social work education materials, but rather as a way of h r g  with self and others. 

In this chapter, participants have been heard to describe love as spirituahty, that is, 

recognition of the interconnection of all of life in all its diversity. Participants have commented 

specifically on First Nations and engaged Buddhist approaches to spirituality, and have discussed the 

difference between spirituality as recognition of interconnection and the intrinsic value of all beings, 

and practices of imposed reltgiosity or imperatives for religious normativeness. Love in the context 

of participants' discussion is a worldview, a way of seeing the world and all beings including oneself. 

l4 For example, see Arnato-von Hemert's (1995) work on Niebuhr's critiques of liberal Christianity, and 
argument for love and justice in social work from a Christian perspective. 



It is important to acknowledge that love and spirituality are not synonymous terms, but 

rather that there is a complex, intricate and interconnected relationship between the two. As the 

participants and I are discussing it, love is an intrinsically spiritual construct, rather than simply an 

emotion or an intellectual idea; and spirituality as participants frame it is inherently interwoven with 

love. If one frames spiritualtty as interconnection as the participants and I do, then spirituality and 

love are m synonymous in a way compatible with critical practice. But if spirituality is framed 

differently, as is more common in the literature, t h  is not necessarily so. Love as I am framing it 

here requires not just a spiritual recognition of interconnection, but also intersubjective engagement 

and a context of critical practice as defined earlier. 

The participants' notion of compassion as a . r~ay $hqg that emerges from bearing the sense 

of interconnection and interbeing in mind brings us to the next key concept: love as a mode of being 

in intersubjective relationships; this will be the subject of the following chapter. 



Chapter Four: Love As A Mode Of Being In Intelrsubjective Relationship 

The following chapter explores the key concept of intersubjectivity as participants in the 

conversations discussed it. The practitioners I spoke to framed love as a compassionate and caring 

way of being in which the well-being of the other as they define it for themselves, deeplymatterj to 

the critical practitioner. Participants htinguish this loving from &ng; suggest an open-hearted way 

of being in intersubjective relationship as a preventive to burnout; and offer intersubjectivity as an 

alternative to technological approaches to social work practice. Finally, they explore conceptions of 

mutual change in the helping relationship and complicate the notion of reflexivitywith the concept 

of self- work 

Love as Compassion, Caring, and Mattering: 

Six of seven participants specifically invoked the notion of compassion in their discussion 

of love in practice (Fiona, p.10; Tom, p.17; Les, p.8; Carol, p.4; Erika, p.6; Raven, p.7). In some cases, 

they speak as though love and compassion are part and parcel of one another. For example: "I haw 

compassion and unconditional low for human beings ... I respect the basic human being" 

(Tom, p.17). 

On the other hand, some frame compassion as somethmg different from love, which exists 

alongside it. Raven, for example, refers to love and compassion as different but co-existent in her 

practice: "the ensuing release that comes from them [the person she's mrking with] 

challenging their own belief that they carried is jmt amazing. And then they show 

compassion for themselws and a little bit more low for themselws. It's profound" (Raven, 

p.7). 

Les makes the distinction overtly, differentiating the two terms in relation to the level of 

commitment required: "Low is like a personal inwstment that compassion needn't haw" (Les, 

p.8). This is an interesting observation on his part, and mirrors my own careful choice of words in 

framing this inquiry., I chose to use the word 'love' rather than caring or compassion specifically 

because it suggests a deep and personal connection or engagement with those with whom we work I 

have chosen to conceptualize about love rather compassion because I feel that the latter, especially in 

its English etymology and usage (more so, I think than in the Buddhist connotation), can 

inadvertently encourage a sense of pity for the other rather than a recognition of Inherent 

interconnection, and may allow a sense of detachment rather than the non-attachment of which we 

will hear participants speak 



In a few of the dialogues this sense of compassionate engagement or mattering is referred to 

in specific as an element of loving practice. Carol refers to this several times - twice at the beginning 

of our discussion, and again when she is taking up my conceptualization in a critical way "I cared 

about them. I still remember ewry one of them [the people she had mrked with] you know, 

thirty two, thirty four years later" (Carol, p.4). . . "it matters to me that they learn to low 

themselws, that they get the tools or healing that they need to become choiceful in their 

liws" (Carol, p.7) ... "it matters to me how things go for this person" (Carol, p.21). 

Karen also talks about the notion of mattering: "he used to ask me.. . well, 'why do you 

keep showing up?'ItJs ... well, 'cause you're important.'I newr say it's my job, I newr say 

that. 'It's because you're important to me'and that's true" (Karen, p.8). Not onlyis this 

participant deeplyengaged rather than simply'doing her job'; from her critical stance, she also 

recognizes the impact her framing of her caring has on the person with whom she is working. Karen, 

like the other participants, is deeply engaged in her caring for the people she works with; what 

happens to them - while she works with them and beyond - matters deeply to her. 

In general, participants' words seemed to suggest a notion of compassion similar to the 

Buddhist framing of the term, and less the sense of pity as is sometimes connoted in the English 

word. They are all clear to frame compassion within a sense of personal responsibility for behaviour, 

as is seen, for example, in Raven's quote above about challenging and releasing our own limiting 

beliefs. 

The following example also demonstrates the way in which participants frame love and 

compassion within the context of personal responsibility for behaviour. Fiona observes: "I can 

think about him as a human being. I can think about him as a child you know who maybe 

w n t  through periods of intense fear or trauma or whatewr and again not to excuse his 

behatiour but to just g iw it a context and go 'okay what would really be helpful for this 

person?'For me to rant and raw at him? ... No that's just going to create more of this horror 

right. But if I can tap into that agape low for him then I, maybe I can't forgiw him, maybe I 

can't, I certainly don't want to excuse him but I can try to find compassion and 

understanding, and I can send him, you know, try to send him some clarity (laughing). Or 

some healing and that's going to be way more useful" (Fiona, p.10). 

Fiona, like the other participants, is able to separate the person she is working with from 

their behaviour. This separation of 'the person from their behaviour' or the 'sinner from the sin' may 

appear to be common to practitioners who work from stances other than a critical sense of love in its 

intent, but these notions in practice often seem to be invoked in order to judge and "other" the 

person in question in ajbxtwm1 sense. The participants in thls study, coming from their recognition 



of the intrinsic wholeness and value of all, take the notion of compassion in a different direction, not 

judging but discernment and a distinguishing of the difference between loving and l h g .  

Loving, not Liking: 

Participants see love in practice as unconditional but they are clear that love is not the same as liking 

or forgiving. Tom suggests this throughout his interview; in the deeplyrespectful way he &cusses, 

for example, the perpetrators and murderer; he has worked with. He makes the distinction overt 

while talking about counsel he has offered to someone whose partner has cheated; taking the stand 

that we must offer people unconditional love, but not necessarily forgiveness or forgetting: "you 

don't haw to like or accept what they do, but you need to low them anyway" (Tom, p.4). He 

contends that we think we hate the partner, but really we hate the behaviour. He goes on to say: "tell 

yourpartner you low them. Tell them you don't like what they're doing ... that partner has to 

come back and say what they're going to do" (Tom, p.5)... "I don't talk about foqiwness; 

that's your choice" (Tom, p.10). 

Fiona also talks about the difference between loving and liking: "I tap into that agape low 

and I just, I low ewryone ... e w n  people I don't know or don't care about or don't like ... 
when I think about people in the abstract, I can really hate them ... but I meet them where 

they're at ... They need to be responsible for their actions of course, but I can put that 

aside ... I definitely don't forget it. I don't e w n  know i f 1  forgiw it ... or excuse it or anything 

like that. I know it exists - it's like a 'both/and' thing. I know it exists and I can still low you 

and I can stillgiw a damn about you ... " (Fiona, pp.9-10). 

While they also call for unconditional loving in practice, other participants do acknowledge 

that it may be easier to love when you ltke or have affection for the persodgroup. Erika describes an 

encounter with a student who was neglecting her responsibilities as a research assistant: "I could 

haw just been in a wry disciplinary role, but in that case it was easy to tell her I lowd her, 

because I do really feel low/affection for this student, so it wasn't something I had to 

consciously commit to" (E& p.16). 

In a similar vein, Carol suggests that it is easier to love deeply when you are closer to the 

other in terms of social location or more similar in viewpoint or worldview: "There was enough 

lack of social distance ... so there was that connection" (Carol, p.25). She questions: "So how do 

you low those parents [fundamentalist and punitiw adoptiw parents]? And e w n  you could 

haw compassion for them, but probably you're not going to get to this deep engagedplace 

with them ifthey're full of you know, [fundamentalist religious] stuffthat doesn'tgo down 

with you" (Carol, p.35). 



Still, some participants suggest, in keeping with the notion of 'love of humanity' explored in 

the first chapter, that loving is possible even across social construction and distance. Here is a piece 

of conversation in which Karen and I are discussing a client she did not like, and whose values she 

found abhorrent: "Ya &t like her, ym &t like & she sazdZ" (Michele) "No. " "Ya &t like her 

& Ewtymstayedina7nr;lediopzvithk Ya&t '&her... ym&tk& her~?"(Michele) "No." 

"Ya jut, ym stayed " (Michele) "I had to work really hard. " 'Xi& Ewt ym stayed " (Michele) "Yes I 

did, yeah." c ~ n d y c l c l d t h e s a m k i n d $ h ~ ~ t h d t y m d ~ e v i t h s ~ t h d t y m &  

likd" (Michele) "That's true." (Karen, p.35). This stance of love as staying in deep engagement, or 

'hanging in' with ourselves and others will be explored in more detail in the chapter on love as critical 

practice. 

Erika also speaks about loving as a choice, even when there isn't liking or affection: "I think 

often low is most easy for me to connect with when there is  aflection ... The times where I'w 

chosen lo w... it wouldprobable be best to look at the times where it's been a difficult choice 

(pause -10). . . I know there's been times where IZw made a conscious decision to be kind and 

warm to people who haw been hard, harsh towards me, so Iguess that's been 

low ... continuing to engage with them as ifthere was good energy between us, e w n  when 

dificult things had been said - that might be an example" (Enka, p.16). What I hear in and 

underneath her words, and what I have experienced in observing her in situations of conflict and 

contention is not pretence, not a denial of ddference and ddficulty, an acting as though everythmg 

were fine. Rather I hear an acknowledgement of her own suffering, and a recognition of the 

humanness of the other: a concomitant commitment to speak her own truth and in remaking open 

and loving, to open to the possibility of reconciliation. 

The practitioners I spoke with proffer the possibility that I have cited earlier in this paper: 

that of expanding our willingness to care about and see the humanness of those beyond our 

immediate circle; and even beyond those in our outer circle with whom we have a sense of comfort, 

familiarity and similarity to those we do not agree with, feel comfortable with or k. As these pieces 

of dialogue demonstrate, while they may experience it as easier to love who and what they like and 

feel affection for, even in circumstances that presented deep challenges, the participants I interviewed 

strove to remain loving in their relation to the other, and found this possible even in relation to who 

and what they did not like. They do not tell us h t h l s  is achieved in a practical sense, but their 

words invite us to explore this possibility in our own lives and work 



Open heartedness: 

So, how might a spiritual commitment to unconditional loving and compassion manifest itself in 

critical practice? One way of being that I observed over and over was what Carol, a Buddhist, talked 

about extensivelyas 'open-heartedness': "I am in charge of a method, but the rest of it's all 

being open-hearted in the moment" (Carol, p.13). It is a stance that was common to all 

participants, whether they referred to it specifically or not; that is, I experienced each of the 

participants as living expressions of open heart. Participants clearly felt deeply - about their work, 

about those they worked with, about society, and about the planet. 

As I engaged in the interviews themselves and later during interpretation, I came to see in all 

participants what I began to describe as a wdingness to be rnindfullypresent with the pain and 

lfficulty of the human condition and still perceive or remain connected to beauty, hope, joy, and 

trusdfaith in the unfoldmg of life. While all participants seemed to me to exhibit this open-hearted 

stance, Carol spoke extensively and most specifically about it: "There's something about the 

low ... that will not die, this tender heart, the Boddhicitta15 basically of open heart no matter 

how painful it is  " (Carol, p.23). . . "we haw to be willing to hold all those, points on a compass 

(pause) and keep an open heart in the middle of it ... we weren't taught this stuflin social 

work school. .. the heart grows back bigger and bigger. .. maturing is  the heart breaking owr  

and owragain" (Carol, p.27). 

As we move to close our discussion, she talks about the "energetic circle of healing" that 

is possible "ifwe do social work like this [w'th low] we become more and more open hearted. 

If we could keep our heart open instead of doing it by closing tight" (Carol, p.44). She 

acknowledges that practising with an open heart is painful " We try to open more and more and 

yes, it's painful" (Carol, p.44, but feels it leads to the most healing for those we work with, for 

ourselves, and for the world. 

Tom and I, as another example, had a conversation about how the socd system treats 

people, and how social workers replace openheartedness with mistrust, guardedness and a sense of 

who is 'deserving'. He offered this example of the need for openheartedness, generosity and 

unconditional giving: "See, this year the Christmas Bureau in [town] refused to g iw people, 

refused to g iw them their (pause) boxes of food i f  they did not haw original ID. Eighty 

percent of people on welfare just don't haw it ... cause someone's stolen it or they'w lost it or 

left it behind on one of their mows. It's just heart-breaking. And the social workers did not 

get on it. Did notphone and say 'this really is such and such, g iw them their hamper'. .. it's 
funny, because there's patience and open practice by social workers, but it doesn't usually 

15 Boddhicitta connotes the Buddhist notion of awakened or enlightened heart; the supreme wisdom arising in 
a person. 



happen. Because they think ifyou leaw yourself open people could take adwntage of you. I 

say so what!" (Tom, pp.14- 15). We go on to agree that those 'using' the system may actually be less 

harmful to society than the conditionality of those who are able to give and do not. 

Like Carol and Tom, the other people I spoke with were deeply discerning and socially 

conscious, firmly grounded in anti-oppressive and liberatory stances. What I found most fascinating 

in their narratives were the juxtapositions - a willingness to face the pain of the human condition, to 

engage and deal with "fear, hatred, greed, delusion" (Carol, p.26); and in their practices of activism 

to actively resist oppressive relations alone or in solidarity with others; and at the same time, to 

remain engaged with love, hope and beauty. 

Love as an Antidote to 'Compassion Fatigue': 

I find the participant's open-heartedness and willingness to face and feel pain as described above 

particularly interesting in light of the relatively common references to the concept of 'compassion 

fatigue' in social work literature, as outhed previously. As mentioned in the first chapter, the notion 

of burnout was addressed specifically in one of the dialogues and was an implicit topic in others. 

I understand and do not intend to minimize the experience of burnout and the need for 

institutional supports for social worker self-care, but I remain unconvinced that the experience of 

burnout arises from too much 'compassion'. Rather, I suspect it may arise from the type of 'closing 

tight' that Carol and Tom refer to in the section above. I would suggest that love and compassion as 

described here do not lead to burnout, but rather may offer an antidote to the stress of human 

service work, increasing the sustainability of caring. 

Several participants offer support for this view, claiming that a loving stance may actually 

insulate social workers from exhaustion and burnout. Karen says that practising from love she has a 

"newr-ending, inexhaustible list of resources " avadable (Karen, p.6). She wonders if other social 

workers, who don't practice from love and who may therefore not experience the conflicts created by 

the socd construction of practice as consciously, are more kelyto suffer from burnout "it just may 

be disguised, or comes out as stress lea w... or something" (Karen, p.13). Raven also describes 

love in practice as a sustaining source for engaging deeply stating that her commitment and energy 

for engaging deeplywith those she works with is "limitless, because I'm constantly nurtured by  

life, the life force. I'm constantly nurtured by  low" (Raven, p.6). 

Erika concurs, stating that because love as a practice framework calls for deep engagement, 

for being open and "real", it is potentiallya "powerful antidote to burnout - caused often by 

loss of a sense of magic, wonder, human connection, andpersonalcongruence" (Enka, p.6). 

She refers to this again later, in reference to activism: "I think that low is probably essential to 

sustain activism, 'cause there's so many people who feel burnt out by activism because of the 



lack of low that's there ... low [i]s a sustaining ingredient for any kind ofpractice - not a 

short road to burnout from caring too much, but a way to sustain caring" (Erika, p.18). 

Hearkening backto Hart (1999), love is seen byparticipants to nurture not onlythe 'helped' but also 

the 'helper'. 

Near the end of the final interview I conducted, I offered my tentative interpretation of 

~~enheartedness - of the convergent way of being of all the participants that allows them to be 

deeply engaged with the pain and difficulties of the 'human condition' and still remain loving - as a 

key element in practice. I was particularly interested in what this participant would say about my 

tentative interpretation, because while all the participants considered themselves anti-oppressive and 

clearly had strong critical analysis, she is the one who most easily labels herself a "critical" 

practitioner. She replies: y o u  may haw just summed it up with that, you know, that that's 

what it's about" (Karen, p.33). 

In fact, rather than feeling fatigued or burned out, the practitioners involved in the dialogues 

were passionate about the world, about the work they did and the people they worked with. More 

than one spoke of how fortunate they felt to do the work they did. Here are a few examples of their 

feelings about their work: "I'm so lucky to get to do this ... Ijust haw had the best job in the 

whole world" (Carol, p.45). Les says something s~rmlar. He has been talking about his past work as a 

guitar player and how much he loved it, and how social work has been similar for him: "I would 

haw done it for nothing and they paid me to do it! Ewrybody should be so lucky' '... "to do 

&t they &" (Michele) ... "Yeah. And then I thought 'how would I ewrfind this [again?]'. 

That's what I thought. But social work has been like that. It's just great, and not because it 

sets myself up as some sort of expert, but because you can do good work with human beings 

with it, and that's what's important" (Les, p.5). 

These critical practitioners are deeply passionate about their work But they are not simply 

passionate; they are also loving and compassionate. This combination of quahies appears generative, 

protective and sustaining of their ability to care deeply. 

Relationships with Self and Others: 

a. Love as Embodied Intersubjectivity. Connection and Relationship: 

So how might this interconnected, compassionate and critical way of being manifest itself? If 

love/spiritdty is not about imposition, appropriation, "religious proselytization [and] moral 

judgementahm" (Canda, 2002, p. I), and is not about Enlightenment essentiahm, how might love 

make itself apparent in critical practice? Llnked to openheartedness, to what Les describes above as 

"doing good work with human beingsn, and to Baskin's (2002) notion of spiritual engagement as the 



purpose of life, is the commitment and willingness of participants to deeply engage in intersubjective 

relationship with those they serve and work with. 

A few of the participants address the concept of intersubjectivity directly, either in their 

work, or in our conversation. Les, for example, describes a "naturalflow of reciprocal 

communicationJy and goes on to describe the value of t h  relation as: "our concern once again 

with being human, and the interconnectedness between humans" (Les, pp.14-15). 

Erika refers to the process she and I have undertaken in conceptualizing together during our 

interview: "What's been most important? ... finding our truths together, and being stronger by 

sharing our most authentic selws. I mean that's what it really is all about. That when Icome 

with my authentic selfand you come with yours then we reach ... more deep and complex 

insights than we would on our own... and that hopefully happens whether it's social work or 

education too" (Enka, p.23). 

This interconnected engagement is embodied in several waysl6. Some participants describe 

their own embodied practice and refer to the energythat is felt in practice settings where love is 

practiced in an embodied way: "I know when I'm speaking my truth because I feel it. It 

resonates in my body and it comes from my solarplexus. And so when I talk about life force 

that's why I do that motion [she has been lifting her hands up and outward in front of her 

ribs as though something were arising] because that's exactly what happens whether it's you 

know on apersonal lewl within me or I experience it in the presence of someone else and 

you know see their energy coming up" (Raven, p.4). 

Carol also talks about feeling energy arising in her work when love is present: "you know 

how[that] place [of energy arising in body-focused counselling] can be from your own body 

experience. So there's a resonance I think, a body, zibrational resonance when I'm working 

w'th so mebody" (Carol, p.5); "you feel that in the body that, where the energy's just flow'ng. 

So I don't know how any of that informs my work but that b my work or... it's ewrythin~,  It's 

in ewrythingJY (Carol, p.37). "What I'w noticed with this is how actually deep engagement 

is  ... meditation, because Istop thinking about ewrything else in my life and I'm just focused 

on this moment and this picture. And ifI 'm totally in the zone you're, as you know you're 

almost giwn what to do next right ... you don't haw to think 'oh what am Igoing to do next?' 

like a new social worker does ... You're just giwn exactly the piece" (Carol, p.28). 

Karen refers to being in 'the zone' as well, and like Carol makes a lmk to meditation and a 

sense of clarity about how to proceed: "it feels seamless so I get to access my selffrom across a 

l6 I mean to use the word embodied in the manner suggested by Bai & Dhammika Mirisse (2000)), who 
describe "embodying, rather then just dispensing lovingkindness" as occurring onlyin a deep sense of 
"absorption marked by desire for other beings' well-being and happiness" (12). 



wide range of my internal landscape or my internal being, from my heart as well as my mind; 

and that there's a synthesis or a catalyst that happens. You know when you, I don't know if 

you do sports you know, you get that, you hit the zone. You get that real sweet spot thing 

happening where you just hit it all right ... It happens in yoga. It happens in 

meditation ... Where there's just, there's a conwrgence that happens ... And a clarity that 

happens simul. almost simultaneousl~. and an opening. So that's when I can tell that it's 

happening" (Karen, p.6). 

These participants seem to be suggesting that their critically informed and embodied sense 

of love/spirituality guide them in how to be with and care about self and other without 

objectification. This is in keeping Thich Nhat Hanh's (1993) earlier cited notion of compassion as a 

guide for mindful action (p. 4 9 ,  and with my own experiences of being in a loving stance in practice, 

and in so being having a deep sense of knowing about what to say and how to proceed that moves 

me beyond theories and skills and into deep intersubjective relation. 

In a manner similar to Buddhist ways of being and doing love", participants connect loving 

practice not only to meditation, but specifically to mindfulness, presence, and embodied engagement 

(not just presence in a voyeuristic sense). Fiona, for example, picking up this notion of loving as 

being in the zone says: "when I'm there I am so present ... I'm so present I don't haw to 

practice mindfulness, I am mindfulness" (Fiona, p.33). 

Carol agrees: "Presence, like fullpresence ... maybe that's what low is" (Carol, p.9). She 

goes on to talk not onlyabout being present herself, but attempting to share this skill with those she 

works with: "I think the gift I am bringing to my work now is ,  part of the way that I Iozre or 

care about people is the gift of teaching about presence, about being present right now" 

(Carol, p.12). 

Participants link presence and engagement specifically with listening and respect, not as 

tools, but as ways of being in relation. For example: "I beliezre thatrdeep attention] ... is kind of 

like a direct connection to the Great Myste ry... If I'm sitting with someone and my intention 

is pure, purely to listen to them and support where they're at and to help them to find out 

exactly where they're at, the beauty of that is profound" (Raven, p.6); or "when I g i w  

somebody my attention, it's there all the way" (Les, p.7). 

In t h ,  participants echo Bai's (2001) work on intersubjectivity and the practice of 

"attentional work" in which she speaks of attention as a "mode of activitf rather than a type of 

activity (p. 7). The participants take up the notion of love in practice, not as a technology or tool, but 

as a way of being from which doing arises. Karen, for example suggests that when she's working at 

17 For example, see Bai ,2001; Bai and Dhammika Mirisse, 2000; Thich Nhat Hanh, 1993 & 1998. 



her best, she is just being, and then the doings arise from that; that there is some way of being that 

not onlyunderlies all of the doing (Karen, pp.12-13), but which also "makes it impossible to do 

certain things " (Karen, p.13). 

We move on to discuss how compassion and empathy are often describes as 'tools' in social 

work literature and she distinguishes being from application of technologies, critiquing using love as 

a means to an end. She notes: "Which is kind of repulsiw really ... Idon't think I want people 

running around, you know, being compassionate as a means to an end" (Karen, p.18). 

Later, as we are &cussing social work 'skills' she again distinguishes love as a mode of 

practice from compassion as a technology: ' L o w ,  it's a wry complex actizity. It's not just, it's 

not like actiw listening, or you know, it's not like any of those things [social work skills]" 

(Karen, p.39). In his interview, Les agrees that we are t a b g  about spirituality/love as a way of 

making human contact - not applying tools or techniques of social work, but simply being with 

people on a human level (Les, p.5). 

Fiona and Carol also distinguish love from tools or technologies, both suggesting that love - 

a loving, intersubjective way of being - underlies everything they do. Carol, for example, says: "I just 

channel low ... and get out of the way ... but the channel, the instrument, the flute so to speak, 

is made up of experience and tools and practice wisdom. .. I mean when you haw the 

combination of all thatplus the low, it's poweful. Poweful!!" (Carol, pp.31-2); "I think it 

[low] infomzs ewrything I do" (Carol, p.34). 

Fiona also argues that love is the ground that informs all practice. She does not denigrate 

practice sMls, but contextualizes them in a loving stance: "I do use the tool of empathy, I do use 

the tool of respect, I do use the tool of client-centeredness or compassion, but I'm able to 

use, to tap into that because of the owrall or underlying thing of low ... [the] context" (Fiona, 

p.12). She returns to this theme later when we are &cussing how she began her practice in a youth 

shelter before she had any formal training, stating that: "Low informs ewythin_p I do ... all the 

tools and all the techniqttes I'w learned since are great. I use them all the time. They're 

amazing but for me it couldn't haw worked the other way around. It[loue/ informs 

ewrything I do" (Fiona, p.32). Similarlyto Carol, she describes herself as a tool: "I am a tool 

myself, and I work best if this tool is grounded in low, just like all the other tools" (Fiona, 

p.34). 

Participants are clear throughout the interviews that love as spiritdty and recognition of 

interconnection is the ground or context in h c h  all their ways of being and doing, both as people 

and as practitioners, arises. They are not technicians applying tools or protocols, but human beings in 

embodied, intersubjective relationship with other beings. 



b. Mutual Change: 

Participants' understanding of the intersubjective relation in practice also led them to recognize 

mutual change in the social work relationship. They appreciated that it was not just the 'client' 

changing but that they as a worker were changing too. This change was seen as mutual but not as 

symmetrical. That is, the practitioner was not expecting something in return from the person 

receiving help, and especially was not expecting love in return. 

For example, Karen contends: "It hasn't been, you know, no one needs to care-take 

me, and they know thatJ' (Karen, p.32) and "It's not, you know, it's not about needing them or 

wanting them to low me back ... I don't know how they feel about me" (Karen, p. 38). 

Similarly, Fiona says: "when I'm [m rking] with somebody, it's not about zrg m rk and m y  

healing although that is going to happen, but the focus is on the otherperson" (Fiona, p.24). 

Carol concurs, distinguishing the helping relationship from 'friendship' in the sense that the 

professional relationship is not reciprocal in the same way (Carol, p.10). She states that while the 

worker is also healed in the helping relationship, that is not her primary intent, and while the other 

person might love back or not, she cares and engages deeply regardless (Carol, p. 35). 

At the same time, these social workers recognized that they were in intersubjective 

relationship, and that they benefited and grew from the relationship also; that not onlythe person 

being 'helped', but they as workers grew, learned and were changed, moved, and healed in what Carol 

(p7) referred to as the "energetic circle" of h e h g  (Fiona, p.24; Tom, p.19; Carol, pp.4,7,45). 

This is in keeping with Hart's (1999) earlier cited notion of the mutuality and necessary reciprocity of 

the healing relationship. 

This notion of mutuality without symmetry surfaces another issue on which I have been 

challenged over the come of t h  inquiry.. I have been asked several times by non-participant 

colleagues whether it is only the person with socially constructed power that has the ability to be 

loving in a relation across ddference? While a critical perspective might suggest that one in a position 

of power or privilege has a greater responsibility to be and enact loving, while oppression can be seen 

to delunit our access to choices, and while it may be much more ddficult to maintain a loving stance 

from a position of socially constructed subordination, I think it is equally critical that we not 

inadvertently suggest that those in marginahzed social locations lose their ability to be an ethical 

agent capable of loving, to enact at least to some extent the agency of a choiceful subjectivity or 

intersubjectivity. To make thls assumption, I contend, may be to unintentionally reproduce the very 

same social constructions of power that the question at first appears to challenge. It is not only my 

belief but also my personal experience that while difficult, it is possible to manifest a loving mode of 

being from a position lacking socially constructed power. 



c. Relations hip with Self: 

Intersubjectivity as participants speak of it not onlyrequires a loving relationship with the other, but 

with the self as well. Throughout the dialogues, participants suggest that genuineness or 'being 

themselves' (however multiple or complex), and authenticity or congruency are both needed in order 

to be helpful in their work (Fiona, p.26; Les, pp.6,7,10; Enka, p. 4; Raven, p.24; Karen, pp.6, 10,11, 

31). This idea reflects notions commonly found in social work literatures, both mainstream and 

critical. What is different is that participants suggest that in order to be genuine and congruent, not 

only must one be reflexive, as called for by critical practice but that one must also engage in penonal 

or 'self work' (Fiona, pp.17, 19,28; Les, p.18; Enka, p.8; Carol, p.36), - an addition or complication 

not typically dealt with in the critical literature. 

Les for example, drawing on the First Nations notion that the circle of healmg begins with 

the individual, talks about how he engaged in his own healing process as he began working with 

others: "I worked with otherfolks and in the same breath doing heavy duty working on my 

stufi.. ifI'm going to help anybody, i fI 'm going to do anything for anybody else, I mustfirst 

work massiwly on myself' (Les, pp.2-3). Carol also speaks to the notion of social workers 

engaging actively in their own healing: "In the process [of training in a particular model/ we had 

to do our own work, cause most people don't do that, most therapists. We had to do our own 

hundred hours of therapy" (Carol, p.5). 

Enka, similarly, makes luJics between doing her own healmg and being able to help others. 

She says: "Low's as much about personal emancipation as being apart of otherpeople's 

emancipation and liberation ... in order to deepen how Ipractice low, that's required me to 

do my own work'' (Enka, p.7). Raven concurs: "The more healthy my relations hip is  with 

myself, the better it is  with other people; the more capacity I haw to low other people. So 

I'm basically dew loping my own capacities for low. And for me how that works is working 

on all of the stuff that I carry around: the myths, and harmful thoughts, and self-destmctiw 

thinking patterns and ways of speaking that haw limited me in my relations hip m'th myself' 

(Raven, pp.6-7). I find the centring of the notion of self-work fascinating in the sense that engaging 

in ongoing psychospiritual work is a key aspect of my own life practice, but I would not have 

understood it as an element of the loving practice of critical social work had it not been reflected in 

this way byparticipants. 

Enka articulates what other participants seem to suggest - a dialectic between love for other, 

or helping the other to love themselves, and love for oneself: "Low is about a relationship to our 

selfand how that connects with how we relate to others. That idea that we can't go with 

others beyond where we are with ourselws ... the two being dialectically connected is what 

sort offits best. Then the other question is  can we low ourselws without loting other 



people? That ifwe really genuinely low ourselws does that not necessitate lou'ng others?" 

(Enka, pp.12-13). In this she hearkens back to love's recognition of interconnection as explored in 

the discussions on love as spirituality. 

As they deepened the notion of love with the concept of spirituality in the last chapter, in this 

chapter participants have complicated the concept of intersubjectivity, and have suggested love as a 

mode or way of being in intersubjective relationship. They seem to suggest, and I concur, that this 

loving mode of being is not only an alternative to technological 'skills-based' practice, but preventive 

of burnout as well. 

In addition, participants have complicated the critical requirement for reflexive practice with 

the necessity for physical, emotional, mental and spiritual self-work Only once engaged in our own 

work and willing to change ourselves, participants suggest, may we be able to offer support for 

others, or for the society in general, to change. This notion of change based in interconnection brings 

the discussion back to the key concept of critical practice, which will be explored in the following 

chapter. 



Chapter Five: Love as  Critical Pmctice 

Having explored how participants conceptuaLzed love in practice as spiritualtty, and as a loving or 

compassionate mode or way of being, in the following section I will move to describe how 

participants discussed love as critical theory and practice. I will begin from the participants' 

contention that love was a necessarypart of critical practice, and move on to explore various ways in 

which participants referred to its madestation in ways of perceiving, being and doing. 

The people who speak in this chapter &cuss what they call the "human condition". They 

describe love as liberating and necessary to critical practice in view of this condition, in spite of and 

perhaps particularly in view of, individual and institutional resistance and barriers to loving ways of 

being. In these &cussions, participants suggest that it is possible to see, experience and interact with 

the intrinsically valuable "other" beyond or below social constructions, and that thls is key to loving 

critical practice'*. 

Three other sub-themes are particularly noteworthy in the discussions relating to 

sociaVcommunity and individual change: first, participants described acceptance and non-judging as 

the necessary starting point for practice; second, opening to change and speaking your own truth 

without trying to d e  change were seen as key to sustainable practice; and third, participants suggest 

the necessity for deep engagement with self and others in critical practice - what one participant calls 

"staying in the game" (Raven, p. 10). 

The 'Human Condition': 

a. Seeing humanity beyond or below social construction: 

In most of the conversations, participants talked about energetic connection - about being a deeper, 

"essential", or true Self, or seeing a deeper or true Self in the other that existed below the ego and 

behaviour, and beyond or below social construction (Fiona, pp. 16, 17,21,27; Tom, pp.9, 14; Les, 

pp.16-19; Carol, pp.40-41; Enka, p.24; Karen, pp. 8-9,34,41). It is crucial to note that participants 

are not being essentiaht in this framing because they do not begin from an assumption of sameness, 

but rather from a sense of an active and engaged self, and from a deep valuing of diversity, They 

seem to side in this with Morley and Ife (2002) who assert that "love of humanityworks towards a 

position where no assumptions need to be made about human experience except that our humanity 

connects us" (p. 76); and Bending (2002) who offers the possibility of love existing in moments when 

'8 I mean below in the sense that I perceive our constructions as an overlay either attempting or functioning to 
cover our humanity and obscure both our intrinsic value as beings and our interconnection with one another. 



we perceive others in their full humanity rather than simply as their position in hierarchies of social 

location. 

All participants were anti-oppressive practitioners and activists, had long work hlstories and 

had seen a great deal of pain and struggle in their own lives and in the lives of those they served; all 

were marginalized themselves in some way in relation to the mainstream. They were neither liberal 

nor naiie. They clearly recognized and referred to socd  construction, oppression and power 

imbalances in relation both to social work and to society at the same time, and this is what may seem 

contrary on the surface, almost all of them talk about "humanity" and the "human condition" 

(Fiona,pp.lO,31;Tom,pp.8, 14,17, 18;Les,pp.5,6, 12, 15, 16, 17,24;Carol,pp.ll, 15, 16,25,37, 

42; Enka, pp.2,5,20; Raven, pp.15, 18). 

They seem to perceive that while we are all separate and express diverse forms and 

subjectivities we are also all manifestations of the same Life force, and all therefore intrinsically 

deserving of love, value and freedom. Tom, for example, says: "I guess the bottom line for 

unconditional low is ... that human beings haw zvtlue" (Tom, p.18). Raven concurs that love is 

an intrinsic aspect of our existence as human: "low is such a critical aspect of our humanity" 

(Raven, p.18); and Erika connects love to a commitment to "jwactising ourpolitics and the zvtlues 

of human emancipation" (Enka, p.5). 

Les speaks about this intrinsic value as a spiritual aspect of human beings, which he 

describes as follows: "So, what indiciduals are is that we all haw w'thin us apureflame, or a 

pure something that is ageless, timeless, sexless, racekss (pause) This body that we liw in is 

the house that we occupy, but the spirit that's in us is  apowerful ageless spirit. And this 

spirit has gifts and strengths that need to be shared &th the world" (Les, p.12). Participants 

seem to allude not to essentialism, but rather to recognition of Self or Spirit in its manifestations as 

diverse selves and subjectivities. I will refer, here, to Bai's (200 1) definition of subjectivity as "the fact 

of having an 'inner' world of thoughts, feelings, values, and attitudes, as opposed to the 'outer' world 

of physiological processes of the body and matter in motion" (p. 3). 

More than one participant suggests that in some ways the human condition hasn't changed 

that much among societies across time. Carol's words exemplify the flavour of their comments: 

"We're just human, which means we're on this wheel together. .. And the human condition is 

that we're wired to get caught up in greed, hatred and delusion" (Carol, pp.14-15). They assen 

that we are all strugghg, all human, all connected; that fear, hatred, greed, delusion affect us all. 

Bringing not only critical analysis but also love, participants are able to perceive that we are 

all in different locations but at the same time all human. Carol for example, in discussing how she 

brings critical analysis into her counselling work, notes that she strives towards: "... recognizing 

that our particular human condition [affects our ind i~dua l  and collectiw challenges]. I do 



comment a lot on our culture ... I talk about that a lot[but] this is  life. This is the human 

condition. This is where - what planet we happen to liw on" (Carol, p.15). In this way, they 

implicitly critique the notion of social construction as the factor leadmg to human experience. 

Participants are able, without essentialism, to acknowledge socd construction and its impact 

on people's lives, and work with others towards different constructions, .zeCnle at the same time 

engaging with both self and other below or beyond social construction. The following are a few 

examples of their comments. Note that they are all t a b g  about working with perpetrators.'yLow] 

sees beyond the ziolence of that person, sees it and sees the rest as well. .. .when we're in 

touch with our anger and not our agape low we just see, 'wow, that person is really bad:.. as 

opposed to 'okay, what that person did is  really bad. It should newrhaw happened. It 

should not happen again. And, there's more to this person than just that: .. So [low] sees the 

truth, the whole truth of the whole person; that the ziolence isn't their true essence" (Fiona, 

p.16). 

" I  work with people who are referred by the [Ministry] and I sit down and I listen to 

their stories. They are wondeuful. Meanwhile [the Ministry worker has cut off their child tax 

and their shelter allowance] and won't giw them enough money to go for counselling. The 

worker really doesn't get it; they think they're 'helping'. But ifyou just talk to people as a 

human being, eh ... '' (Tom, p.14). 

Karen talks about how a loving stance that sees the humanity and deep Self of the other 

dows healing to occur: "I think that it makes itpossible forpeople to see themselws 

differently in the context of a society or a culture that may see them as other than what I see 

them as... the message [ I  giw clients] is that you're not those things, you're not those 

labels ... you[may] do some things, but you are not those things, you are not of those things" 

(Karen, p.9). 

It is clear that all participants frame their notion of human connection within a critical social 

analysis and a strongly held valuing of diversity. And yet they call for recognition of the connections 

that underlie diversity. Les, for example says: "I think that i fwe look for bridge building and go 

on central assumptions that as human beings we are more similar than different, if we haw 

those central assumptions, then we'llfind all kinds of bridges" (Les, p.17). A few pages later, he 

will &cuss convergences between First Nations approaches, "Eastern religion" and "hippies" or 

"New-Agers" (Les, p.20). 

Their words call to mind a quote by hooks, a critical Buddhist, feminist and race analyst who 

writes of the necessity of love in practice: 

Asked to define myself, I wouldn't start with race; I wouldn't start with blackness; I wouldn't start 
with gender, with feminism. I would start by stripping down to what fundamentally informs my life, being a 



seeker on the path. Feminist and antiracist struggles are part of this journey. I stand spiritually, steadfastly, on 
the path of love - that's the ground of my being. (hooks, 1996, p. 287) 

Recognition of the spiritual interconnection and intrinsic value of beings is clearly possible without 

falling into essentialism. Perhaps, participants seem to suggest, as Morley and Ife (2002) contend in 

the following quote, the argument between essentialism and social construction are not the main 

pomt: 

Attempts to articulate humanity often begin with questions pertaining to either our essential human 
nature or the construction of our nature, but the idea of love of humanity suggests that whether our humanity 
is essential or constructed is not important; what is important is that we are human and that this lived 
experience is valued above all else. (Morley & Ife, 2002, p. 70) 

b. Resistance and Barriers to Love as Praxis: 

One might wonder, if love in social work is both possible and valuable for worker and client 

(whether community or individual), why it is not commonly found in the theoretical and practice 

discourse? Those involved in the dialogues described here perceived love and spirituality as 

interconnection as an alternative to status quo social work - both mainstream adcritical, a radical 

stance that contests the current institutional construction of practice. Throughout the ddogues, 

participants offered critiques of the oppressive organization of society of mainstream social work 

practice and canonical critical practice; and of the lack of love and spirituality in social work 

education. 

Several participants comment on the lack of love in social work practice, suggesting both 

personal resistances and social barriers to love. For example, Fiona contends: "When I can get out 

of my judgement seat I know it's because you know all of ourfears and angers and 

resentments hold us back from ... touching ... getting in touch with that low" (Fiona, p.32). 

Other participants also take up this notion of fear as the basis of resistance to love and 

spirituality. Les says: "Because they're [people in generag afraid, you know. Can we look deep, 

deep, deep within? And maybe people are afraid to find that there's nothing substantial 

there" (Les, p.23). Raven also points to this resistance and offers some possible explanations: 

"Nothing in my socialization prepared me for this, this kind of work based on low" ... Why, 

[what's in the way of discussing low]? What I sense: denial, fear and a lack of self-low" 

(Raven, pp.18-20). 

Participants go on to describe barriers and often censure being experienced if love or 

spirituality is discussed in practice settings: "If you go to school and you talk about emotions or 

you talk about spirituality, then you're in a lot of trouble.. . The state m u l d  tell us we need to 

work only in the physical and the mental; that the emotional and the spiritual are 'prizlate 



home things',.. When you talk about unconditional low and how we need to get people back 

into practising unconditional low, they think that you're way out of line" (Tom, pp.2- 

4) ... "The system is  so faraway from m d  help for someone in need. There isn't enough 

room for spirituality ... It's [judgement] from a system that's gotten arrogant. Arrogant." 

(Tom, p.12). 

Karen also speaks to the barriers to love in how the s)stem is constructed: "You know, I 

find most workplaces are w y (pause), for those indiciduals who haw really steadfastly 

maintained a strongly held belief in people's basis goodness, that it is hard to find those 

places. That they are often the minority not the majority in that they're often met with aflood 

of scepticism and charges of idealism and naiwty" (Karen, p.42). Fiona also speaks to the 

censure faced bythose who do practice from love: "we think we'll be named wing nuts or 

(laughing) you know these weird aiy-fairy people, or that we're crossing boundaries" (Fiona, 

p.31). 

Three participants are clear that they specifically do not mean loving in a "nice" or 

undiscerning way. During our interview, for example, Carol is referring to several critical Buddhist 

authors, and how she experiences them as "understanding what we are talking about" because of 

their own experiences of trauma or marginalization. I ask her "So, it's nctpqle & &t &tad 

a h  paid.. . it's m'q uuz q5h lzke 'laxy*?" (Michele) and she agrees that this is not how she 

perceives them or the work she is describing (Carol, p.42) as she goes on to list progressive Buddhist 

authors she has been influenced by, most of them radical women of Colour. 

Fiona and Erika take up these critiques of loving practice more overtly. Fiona and I are 

discussing acceptance and seeing the 'person under the construction'. I check to make sure she 

doesn't mean " m j ~  in the sense 'd, aoythtq is fine'" (Michele). She replies: "No, it's not airy- 

fai y, it's not skipping along in the tulips, it's not rose coloured glasses ... It [low] absolutely 

sees truth" (Fiona, p.15). I take her to mean love is clscerning, that it has the insight to be able to 

distinguish 'skilful' behaviour that d~rninishes suffering from 'unskilful' behaviour based in non- 

understanding, as the Buddhists describe it; or in the sense mentioned by a First Nations participant, 

of harmful actions that arise when we are unbalanced on the medicine wheel. 

Erika says something very similar in a subsequent interview, and she specifically uses the 

word dticernment: "Discernment! Low is not some wis by-was by, hippie-dippy, stary-eyed 

romanticism, idealism or fantasy; but a conscious commitment to practising ourpolitics and 

the wlues of human emancipation, which requires analysis, judgement and discernment 

about the world and about people. Low as apractice framework is intensely grounded in the 

real" (Enka, p.5). As stated earlier, in my experience of this participant, she is not onlyloving, she is - 

also able to engage in social analysis and challenge, and is deeplycommitted to justice oriented 



political action and critical pedagogy. Erika and other participants see love and challenge based on 

critical discernment as co-existent. This will be explored further in a subsequent section on 

compassionate challenge as a key and necessary aspect of loving critical practice. 

Critical practice is dxerning - reflexive and analytical - but do these practitioners experience 

critical practice as more loving than mainstream practice? None of them refer to this specifically, nor 

at any point do I hear any of them makmg this distinction implicitly. Karen, by contrast, is clear that 

critical practice is not more open to love than mainstream pmtice in her opinion. I have said to her 

that many people see my work as critiquing mainstream practice, and that their comments seem to 

suggest that critical practice is more loving. She bursts out laughing: "(Laughing hard) ... that's 

funny!" I go on to explain that I see myself as critiquing mainstream and critical practice equally, if 

in ddferent ways. Here is her response: "It isn't, I mean there's nothing that's inherent in 

critical, you know anti-oppressiw or criticalpractice that is  about low, no... I haw to say 

that nowhere once haw I read anything about faith, spirituality, low, caring ... maybe I haw 

seen caring somewhere along the way, but.. . not necessarily as the primary piece" (Karen, 

p.17). 

One participant describes spirituality as much more common in Aboriginal than non- 

Aboriginal practice "I see it a lot in the Natiw community. I see it a lot less outside howewr" 

(Les, p. 16). He is provisionally hopeful about its inclusion in mainstream practice: "I think it's an 

area that's in its infancy right now and I look forward to its dewlopment.. . I think it's not as 

openly sneered at as it used to be" (Les, pp.16-17); but he worries that the kind of change towards 

loving or spiritual practice that we were tallung about is unlikely to happen in the non-Aboriginal 

practice in any substantla1 or extensive way. 

He suggests that this is due to the alienating nature of popular culture, which he describes as 

colonization: "It would be nice. I also think it's highly unlikely. I don't know ifhuman beings 

will do that. I think we cou ld... I just don't know that we will, because, you're familiar with 

colonization, okay? Colonization is  best redefined as popular culture. The popular culture 

that we're lising in now is not conduciw to what I'm describing" (Les, p.20). Raven concurs, 

after describing the commitment a loving stance requires she states: "Lots of people would prefer 

to watch TV. I'w seen it" (Raven, p.24). These participants seem to echo the earlier cited work of 

Morley and Ife (2002) regarding the social and institutional resistance to and regulation of emotions, 

especially in so-called 'professional' contexts. 

In a few of the dialogues however, people did suggest that social work, if not society, is 

becoming somewhat less resistant to love. Carol refers to the shift she observed in practice over the 

period between the 70's and 90's: "What we were doing was a little bit more compassionate 



[than prezious biomedical and behazioural models], because we saw ewryone was hooked 

into their system [of social relations] and it was hard to get out of it" (Carol, p.4). 

Fiona acknowledges that spiritdty is still a more comfortable word for many than love: 

"I'm reading more and more about how people are bringing spirituality, spiritualpractice 

into their work. The word low isn't being used because people are so scared of that 

word ... But definitely I'm hearing more of the word compassion and more and more people 

are, you know, I'm starting hearing about Buddhist psychology for examp le... so I think that 

we're mozing more and more to wards realizing that what we're really talking about is k, 
the energy of low, but we're trying to, yo u know, word it in ways that are acceptable by 

people or by society" (Fiona, p.18). 

Erika offers an interesting perspective, commenting on the risks associated not onlywith 

being loving in critical practice, but also those associated with not being loving: "It's so essential. 

And hard, really hard. It's much easier to follow the pattern of dominant social work practice 

models. But there's a huge cost to pay for following the pattern. There's a huge cost to pay 

for trying to redefine it[practice] and Iguess ewryone has to decide which cost they're more 

comfortable wdh. Yeah, it's [low's] essential for humanity and for ourselws" (Enka, p.22). 

Similarly, other participants see love as essential to practice, and the risk to be loving and 

open-hearted seems one that they are willing to take. For example, Karen notes that for her: "the 

lozing part is easy, the not lozing part is  harder" (Karen, p.1). 

c. Love as Necessary 

It was clear that participants felt love/spiritdty'9 was an integral part of their own practice, but I 

wondered if they felt their practice offered anything to practice in general. Near the end of several 

interviews, I asked participants how they thought love was relevant not just to their own practice, but 

also to social work as a whole. While they were careful not to suggest that their way of working was 

the way everyone 'should' practice, regardless of their social location and background and regardless 

of the particular words they use to describe it, participants suggested that love/spiritdty- as they 

were describing it - was a vital and necessary component in all parts of practice. This theme is 

implicit in the ddogues with male participants; the women speak to it more overtly. 

Fiona makes this point most clearly, In her dialogue, she refers to the employment of tools 

and techques without love, contending that not only is there "something missing" (Fiona, p.27) 

'9 As I have stated, I do not consider these two words to be interchangeable necessarily but one participant, 
while supporting the elements of my conceptualization of love, preferred to frame his comments in terms of 
spirituality rather than love. 



in the practice without love, but also a for harm: "when you said that you weren't in 

touch with your low, but you could still use all the tools and be striting to be genuine and do 

adequate work. I think that's the best-case scenario for people who aren't in touch w'th low. 

What about the worst case scenario? ... How many times haw .we heard stories of clients who 

receiwd really awful work from their[social workers/, or ewn  worse theyJw been 

abused ... or trampled upon in some way ... and these are [social workers] who theoretically 

learned the same stufi.. so I think it's imperatiw,[lowJsl totally needed in d l  of our work" 

(Fiona, pp.28-9). 

Erika illustrates with a personal example talking about a counsellor she saw: "she probably 

had okay techniques, but I didn't feel any low from her, and I didn't feel any sense of caring, 

which I knew I missed. It didn't feel that great. But I'm sure ifsomeone was to listen to her 

tapes of our sessions they wouldn't find anything problematic with what she said" (Enka, 

p.15). Later she say;: "[low's] so essential for the practitioner as well as the people that we 

work with, because so much of this life is lowless ... to haw low in social work means to 

bring that much more tibrancy into ewrybody's life, which is to be nourishing for all, all life 

on this planet" (Enka, p.22). 

Carol seems to agree: "ifyou can't bring low to the work, then you really shouldn't be 

doing it" (Carol, p.48). Raven not only agrees that love is "absolutely essential" in social work, but 

that love as we are describing it, with it's sense of interconnection and valuing of diversity, is at the 

'yorefront of contemporary theories that are used in social work" (Raven, p.18). In fact, she 

goes on to suggest that love is not only necessary but a duty "this is  what our humanity 

demands" (Raven, p.19). 

Other participants seem to turn notions of professional duty, which may cany a sense of 

self-righteousness and 'helping' the 'unfortunate other', on its head. While not appearing to suggest 

any sense of guilt or "should", nor any sense of being nobly called to help the 'less fortunate', other 

participants support Raven in t h  contention that love demands of us, framing love as a freely 

chosen obligation or service to life. They seem to mean, as Fiona say; specifically, duty in the way 

that the Budchsts talk about dharma: "I think it's your duty to do those things [the elements of 

the initial conceptualization] ... I think of it as dharma" (Fiona, p.20). 

Karen, as another example, says: "I want to say duty, or semice ... low and senice go 

together" (Karen, pp.36-7). She goes on to &cuss the work of meditation teacher Ram Das, and 

what "low demands of us - tmth, integrity, accountability, responsibility" (Karen, p.39). The 

participants frame these key social work tenets not as protocols or externally imposed modes of 

conduct, but rather as an internal calling towards integrity in intersubjective relationship. 



Erika also speaks of love as duty, picking up on the idea of integrity. Here is her discussion 

of activism arising from love: "I don't know if rage or outrage has necessarily fuelled m y  

actiuism. It's been a sense of commitment to put m y  body where my politics are. So it's been 

about what Iperceiw to be integrity. That i f 1  beliew in this, then I need to take action ... It's 
almost been more of a moral duty - low as embodied action" (Enka, p.20). 

While 'love as necessary' was implicit in the dialogues I had with the two male participants, 

they take up the notion of love as service or obligation more overtly. Referring to the earlier cited 

example of the Chistmas Bureau who refused people assistance if they didn't have 'proper 

identification' and the social workers who refused to vouch for their clients, Tom says: "I think that 

they had a moral obligation to help them. The social workers could make copies of their ID. 

It's just a matter of signing a form" (Tom, p.16). Les refers to social work as service. He is talking 

about self-work, and his commitment to the Creator to help others and himself "in the same 

breath". He says he promised that: "I would spend m y  time in the semice of others, so that's 

how I ended up in social work at all" (Les, p.2). 

The people I spoke with seemed to describe a commitment to being of service to life or the 

world; a deep sense of duty that arose not from guilt or obligation, not from a fear of God, nor a 

desire for reciprocity, but rather from a deep sense of community and an embodied understandmg of 

interconnection. In this articulation of service, the participants side with B a s h  (2002) who argues 

that this spiritual duty is the purpose of our existence: 

As important as [spirituality as an inward journey] is to an individual's source of peace, well being and 
strength, each of us has a responsibility to use our spirituality in creating a better world. How I value my life, 
value others and through this create a life in which I can be valuable to my community and the world is the 
connection that explains my existence. (p. 14) 

In spite of resistance and barriers, participants frame their practice as loving or spiritual. 

They appear to be suggesting an ontological understanding of love in the sense that their 

fundamental assumptions about reality stem from a belief in the inherent interconnection of all 

beings and that they attempt to draw themselves back again and again to an interconnected and 

compassionate way of perceiving and being with self and other. 

Affecting Change: 

While critical practice literature, as explored in the first chapter, seem to suggest that processes of 

change happen as a result of action and challenge, participants seem to engage the notion of change 

ddferently. They frame change within a loving stance as liberation; and suggest that acceptance, non- 

attachment (with a concomitant trust in the unfolding of life) and non-interference, combined with 

speaking one's own truth in compassionate challenge, are the tools which open a space for change to 

occur. I will begin by describing participants' comments on love as radical practice. 



a Love as Liberation: 

Not only do participants describe love as necessary in practice; while they acknowledge barriers to 

love, in several of the dialogues they suggest that love as they are describing it is radical, healing, 

trans formational, emancipatory, and rew lutionary. 

Karen, for example, speaks about the possibility of love in social work in spite of 

institutional barriers, and frames love as radical. Note in this quote that we can also hear her critical 

analysis coming through: "I think that the possibility of low is what distinguishes social work 

from other disciplines ... but social work as a whole has been so (pause) ... so inwsted in 

diwsting i t s e m o m  its roots, and rightly being critical of some of those practices. It's lost, 

or... has yet to embrace Iguess, the potential of that[to] really radically transform. I think 

low is a wry radical act" (Karen, p.40). 

In some sense addressing Les and Raven's earlier cited concern that colonization makes love 

unlikely, Erika talks about love as a decolonizing process. She describes: ' L o w  as subwrting 

hierarchies imposed by capitalist, patriarchical structures -[it's] emancipatory. Low [is a] 

subwrsiw practice ... a profound challenge to text book social work methodologies based on 

modernist notions of neutrality, control, scientificity and rationality. Therefore low as a 

practice framework is compatible with ideas about indigenizing and decolonizing social 

workpractice" (Enka, p.2). She later cites Freire's notion that: "there can be no rewlution 

without low" (Enka, p.20). 

Raven also refers to Freire in her discussion of love as anti-oppressive and liberatory 

"Paulo Freire talks about oppression as the antithesis of life. It's the antithesis of low, it's 

(pause), it's morbid ... He called it necrophiliac. And so when we do the opposite, when we 

seek liberation - our own and other people's, which can be liberation of the self, the spirit, 

the mind, the physical body; liberation ofgroups ofpeople, ethnic groups; then we are 

creating a space for empowerment and liberation of life force to unfold, and that is  low" 

(Raven p.3). 

If love is about interconnection and life force as this participant and others suggest, then its 

absence in the practice of social work may indeed lead to practices that are 'morbid' rather than life- 

affirming, oppressive rather than liberating, governing rather than facilitating the empowerment of 

communities and individuals. The participants not only suggest that love is necessary to critical social 

work, they frame love as liberation and a movement against oppression. This framing brings me to 

explore what they mean by change, and the ways in which they perceive social and individual change 

or transformation as occurring. 



b. Acceptance. non-attachment and non-interference as chan~e: 

The participants' ways of relating intersubjectively both stem from and have implications for the way 

they conceptualize social change. They describe their engagement in relations with self and other as 

beginning from an assumption of Inherent goodness, wholeness, perfection or value as opposed to a 

deficit model, a medical model or a model based on deservingness or worthiness. This notion of 

acceptance, with its ties to spiritual ways of perceiving the world, was something participants added 

to my understanding of love in critical practice, and d be reflected in the revised conceptualization 

offered in the fourth chapter. 

Similarlyto Hart's (1999) exploration of humans' inherent worthiness as "being-in- 

becoming" and insistence on recognizing harmful attributes while focusing attention towards the 

good, participants suggest that beginning from these fundamental assumptions is reflected in how we 

relate to people and how we conceptualize aspects of our work including change. 

Like Hart and the Aboriginal approaches he outlines, they frame acceptance as beginning in 

a belief in "basic goodness ... [a] fundamental belief in people's goodness" (Karen, p.23); and 

distinguish it from problem-focused or deficit models: "not meaning they're deficient because 

there's something wrong with them but because they're missing what we call the wheel: the 

physical, mental, the emotional, the spiritual" (Tom, p.3). Several specifically state that they 

mean we are inherently good. And they go on to describe how this belief makes a difference in 

practice. 

For example, Enka is &cussing the difference between professors who she felt were loving 

in their practice and others who she did not feel loved by: "when I think of who taught with low, 

it was the people who really saw me as a whole person and zlzlued that" (Enka, p.3). 

Raven and Karen also refer to the difference the loving stance manifested as an assumption 

of wholeness makes in practice. Raven says: "People are whole just the way they are.. . that 

doesn't translate into wrong or broken ... ifthe premise is low then that is  so crucial because 

we communicate e w  ything ... .so ifwe go into something with the assumption that someone 

is broken and needs to be fixed at some lewl, they're going to hear that and see that" (Raven, 

p.10). She goes on to describe the importance of "the recognition of that wholeness and 

pefection, as it is. That what is, k. Iguess that's where the acceptance comes in, doesn't it", 

which we agree does not mean that one cannot critique or "make choices to do something about 

[current conditions]" (Raven, p.12). These statements can be seen to converge with the Buddhist 

notions of acceptance and critical engagement as co-existent. 

While Raven suggests that a non-accepting stance is communicated to those we work with, 

negatively impacting on our ability to work with them, Karen contends that coming from loving and 

acceptance makes it more kely that we can be effective in our critical practice: "ifpeople are 



confident in your care for them, in your low, in your absolute, unequimcal acceptance, it is  

way easier to [say] 'I'm calling bulls hit on that', or.. . 'I'm wondering if it would be okay, i f 1  

could just challenge you a bit on something you just said"' (Karen, p.26). I will return to this 

notion of compassionate challenge in a moment. 

Along with acceptance, several people, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, spoke of a 

concomitant necessity for non-judgement and non-interference in social work Tom, for example, 

says: "Well, you can't judge people. You're not there ... and how can you judge somebody 

when you're not behind their eyes. You can say that someone is w y bad or someone is a 

w y irresponsible person, but we don't know what the pressures areJ' (Tom, p.18). 

Carol, talking about not being attached to any particular outcome for those she works with, 

gives several examples from practice in which she juxtaposes caring very deeply for people's ability to 

live well, and at the same time acknowledging she doesn't know hutheir process should unfold "I 

don't know if they're going to leaw their husband or not and I haw no idea, you know, 

whether they should" (Carol, p.13). Statements such as these describing non-attachment and non- 

judging hearken back to the notion from the initial conceptualization of 'not-knowing'. 

Les says something similar. He has been tallung about non-interference and the fact that we 

cannot know other people's truths: "it's deadly important for us not to lapse into judging 

anybody including perpetrators. I mean they haw their stories too [they'ue/ had their heart 

broken ... to me that's the spiritual component". He contends that if we remember that we 

cannot know another's story, that "we can't know anybody's heart.. . [then] it's easy to respect 

people and it would follow that there would be no judgement" (Les, p.12). As participants 

frame it, not-knowing is intricately linked to acceptance, non-interference and respect. 

So how do these conceptualizations relate to notions of social and individual change, a key concept 

in social work practice? In an apparent paradox, participants seem to frame acceptance and non- 

interference within a critical analysis, as change. Carol, for example, drawing on her Buddhist 

practice, says: "Ijust don't think you can create change w~lhout[low]. And I don't ewn  want 

to say create change - we're not. We haw to create an acceptance, in a sense... which is the 

ground for change. It's the ground for any kind of choicefulness. We haw to start with 

accepting where things are. Our whole open heart thing and the being fully present thing 

and opening to whatewr is - that acceptance place - is I think the fertile ground for 

whatewr's going to grow" (Carol, p.6). 

As Enka and I discuss action for social justice, we explore this tension of acceptance on the 

one hand, and desire for social change in the direction of emancipation and justice on the other. We 

are tallung about how to love those we do not agree with and those who behave very ddferentlythan 

we would choose. Tying the acceptance of others back to acceptance of self, she says: "It's pretty 



easy for me to focus on all the ways that I want to change. What's hard for me to do is accept 

myselfas is. If I'm not accepting myselfas is ,  there's going to be apart of me that's not 

accepting otherpeople as is, and is going to be communicating to them that they need to 

change. Which isn't lou'ng. Like if that's the only way they can be acceptable" (Enka, p.11). 

In a clear example of the nondualistic stance that participants take throughout the 

interviews, she goes on to wonder about the paradox of acceptance and change. Enka suggests the 

Buddhist and yogic notions of non-attachment are "so wluable for social work" as we talk about 

the racist politician we were involved in protesting the day before. She asks how we might "low him 

&thout any attachment to him changing? Do we? Can we?" (Enka, p.11). "How do we 

reclaim our own power and haw our sense of grounding in ourselws separate from the 

changes that we'd like to see in the external world? There's something about low in there 

too, I think. And it's aparadox always. It's not one-sided, low as detachment or as 

passionate engagement" (Enka, p.12). 

While taking an anti-oppressive and critically analytical stance, participants appear to favour 

attending, supporting, and offering tools over attempting to 'change' people or things. Les, for 

example, wonders what might happen if social work, rather than focusing on what's wrong, focused 

on support and sharing as it does in Aboriginal approaches: "Social work and psychology are 

concerned with change in the inditidual, what we define as something wrong ... ifyou're an 

alcoholic or if you're an abuser well that is  wrong, but social work and psychology measures 

success by changing so that the behatiour goes down or disappears or something. In Natiw 

social work practice we don't look at change because nobody can change anybody. We look 

at support, we look at education, we look at connection" (Les, pp.13-14). Carol and Tom also 

refer to this enacting of love in practice as sharing - including sharing support, education, tools and 

ways of perceiving (Tom, pp. 3,7; Carol, p. 13). 

Les goes on to refer to the absence of a word for 'should' in the Blackfoot language, and 

states: "That's massiw in its implications as social workers, as therapists - 'you should do 

this', 'you shouldn't do that'. Can we operate like that? If you do, what would it look like? 

That's interesting." (Les, p.15). It is an interesting question indeed. Can critical social work practice 

function with t h  sense of acceptance, non-judgement and non-interference, without a sense of 

'should" And if so, how might that look and sound in practice? How might we reconcile the 

apparent paradox of critical analysis and change aith 'as-is' acceptance and non-interference? 



c. Compassionate challenpe: 

Like Erika and Les, participants do not suggest that acceptance, non-attachment and non- 

interference are passive states. In fact, truth-telling and challenging was a consistent theme category, 

and one of the largest. Participants agree that we shouldn't tryto change people- and we can't - but 

that we do have an obligation to tell our own truth(s) in practice. 

Inextricably linked to their notions of inherent goodness and acceptance of 'what is', as it is, 

is the notion of compassionate challenge. As hooks and Chodron argue, it may be possible to talk 

about discernment, truth-tehg and accountabilitywithout blame; to work to "de-escalate suffering" 

and move toward accountability without dehumanizing or othering ourselves or others (Chodron & 

hooks, 1999, pp. 4-5). While adopting a non-judging stance, participants seem to "reframe dissent 

as a positiw force" (Karen, p.28) for just such anti-oppressive purpose. 

Les, for example has spoken about the imponance of "working with people in a 

completely honest and straightforward and respectful manner" (Les, p.5). Later, as an example, 

he says: "I tell students along the lines of 'it's none of my business who you or your parents 

w t e  forpolitically; you should w t e  howewryou want'. Howewr, we also need to know the 

interconnectedness between things. There's a dam good reason why teachers are owrloaded 

in Alberta, why people working in the human or social seru'ces are leazing the prozince in 

drows - why doctors and social workers are wstly underpaid - why Alberta has the lowest 

minimum wage in the entire country. It's because its attention is  focused elsewhere and not 

on human being issues" (Les, p.24). 

Fiona, Tom, Carol, Enka, Raven and Karen also refer to compassionate challenge - 

lscernrnent and speaking truth as they see it: "Look at the phenomenon of incest and sexual 

abuse. We need to start talking about it being wrong, and why it's wrong, not keeping it 

under the table ... empowering the people to stand up for themselws" (Tom, p.11). Fiona refers 

to truth-telling in relation to abuse as well: "Let's say they disclose to me an act ofperpetration 

(pause) I'm wry clear with them how Ifeel about that or what I think about that ... 'you're 

responsible for that act and you're also this, this and this [indicating other positiw 

attributes] person ' that has establis bed a relations hip with me" (Fiona, p.2 1) .. . "I can be 

challenging if needed be" (Fiona, p.22). 

Carol and Karen also talk about truth-telling without trying to convince or change. Carol, for 

example says: "In our process we'w looked at the feminist analysis you know, 'let's look at 

both sides'. .. we'w been ewrywhere [explored allangles] many times, but I'm just not 

indicating the 'right' way. Izw said [how] I feel. .. I'm not sitting here thinking 'oh, god, why 

doesn't she leaw him already'. I really don't know., . wrwith all my feminis t analysis many years 

ago I might haw been pushing her to get the hell out of there" (Carol, p.14). 



Connecting compassionate challenge to the concept of not-knowing, later Carol says again 

that she can speak from her own heart and analysis, but knows she cannot know what is right for 

another person: "I really worried about it and I, in my personal heart of hearts I thought, you 

know, this really isn't good (laughing). You know I lowd her and I didn't, I was really 

concerned about what it was doing to her to be licing this lie. And I would say that 

sometimes, I would say my truth about it. But you know, I knew she'd haw to find her own 

way" (Carol, p.38). Karen refers also to speaking truth without thinlung she knows 'the' answer: "I 

don't haw to dismantle, e w n  though I want to, his particular orientation in the world, but he 

knows a little bit more about mine" (Karen, p.36). 

Similarly, Erika talks about telling her truth without trying to shame, dehumanize, 'other', or 

make wrong. She is talking about a student who dropped out of sight and did not complete her 

agreed upon work, leading to increased work for other students: "So, when she finally came to see 

me she was feeling lots of shame ... she was feeling badly about how things had gone, I 

guess. And we were able to haw a long conwrsation in which I was able to say 'this is the 

impact on our project'; and talk about where it was that she was coming from. In that 

conwrsation I remember saying to her 'you know, I low you as you are and just because. 

That this has happened in the context of this project doesn't mean that I still don't care 

about you and want to still haw a connection with you'. .. I think there was a danger that i f 1  

hadn't sent that message wry clearly she would haw slunk out of my ofice ... I don't know if 

she would be in my class again ifthat hadn't been spoken'' (Enka, p.5). 

Echoing Carol's earlier metaphor of acceptance as the ground in which change can grow, 

Raven adds to the &cussion of truth telltng in a way that moves towards the notion of change as a 

process of life-force arising. I have asked her to give me more examples that "partlaJd$~ am to mind 

in &tiopt top+ $lox inp&. In this passage, she uses the words truth, life force and low 

interchangeably. It is interesting to note that she does not seem to be simply offering an example, but 

rather is embodying what she is t a h g  about in that moment; that is, I thmk/feel (both at the time 

and as I review the transcript) that she is talking not hypothetically, but t o a n d a h  me: "(long 

pause -8 and breathing) a willingness to speak my truth ... so you know, i f 1  run into someone 

and I sense unhappiness or sadness, speaking my truth - engaging that life force and acting 

out of that life force - truth/life force/low -for me is speaking that.. . I think some of the 

most profound moments I?w had is when I'w just disregarded that socialization [not to 

bring up unpleasant things] and spoken my truth and said 'you know, I'm really aware of a 

sadness around you, what's that about? What's happening for you?'It's also taking those 

risks with myself' (Raven, pp.17-18). I do not feel that she is trying to change me, but simply 

offering her truth as an opening in which change might arise. 



The participants &cuss compassionate challenge based in acceptance and recognition of 

intrinsic goodness in a way that addresses critique of both self and others. Their framing of challenge 

grounded in love as interconnection helps to address my earlier concerns about the possibility that 

refle~ivit~without love may lead to a sense of self-doubt, self-disapproval and lack of personal well- 

being (Eby, 2000). The same, I suggest, holds true for the ways in which we challenge others - as 

participants suggest above, and in keeping with my own practice experience, acceptance is the ground 

within which change can arise. 

The voices of participants echo back to the notions of both groundmg adshifting as 

necessary to the process of transversal politics as outlined in Yuval-Davis (1997). Earlier, I wondered 

how one might find a balance between groundmg in one's own sense of self and knowing, and a 

critical stance of 'not-knowing', without damage to or loss of a sense of oneself as an active subject? 

How one might be in intersubjective relation that dehumanizes neither party? Between them, the 

literature and the participants in this study offer us an alternative to a dualism between certainty and 

uncertainty compassionate challenge - the practice of rooting and shifting based on listening and 

truth-telling in a loving context such as the one outlined by the voices heard here. 

d. Trust in the orpanic process of chanpe as life force unfoldinp: 

Echoing Hart's (1999) conceptuahation of change as an ongoing process of transition, balance and 

connection (p. 102), in the descriptions of their work, some participants referred specifically to their 

trust in the process, their trust in the person's own self direction and unfolding, and their trust in the 

unfoldmg of life (Tom, p.10; Les, p.7; Carol, pp.5,9,29,32,37,39). 

As another example, Erika says that love is antithetical to control, and requires this level of 

trust in life's unfolding, and in the other's process. Love, she says is: "the ultimate expression of 

respect for another's autonomy andprocess" (Enka, p.23). Here again, we find links to the 

notion from the conversation with the literature of love as spir i tdty trusting in an interconnection 

between all things and beings, even when we cannot know how those interconnections d unfold. 

e. Staying in the came: 

As the participants in this inquiry saw it and offered examples of it, their work as critical practitioners 

involved loving; not as changing people or society, but rather as compassionate challenge, and 

sharing tools and supports. It also involved what a few participants specifically described as 'hanging 

in', or 'staying in the game', which Raven refers to as "a commitment to participate regardless" 

(Raven, p.10). Carol also talks to this unconditionality of staying engaged and present: "I just, you 



know, hung in with her. .. there was all this pain and I would feel that pain, and I really felt 

for her. .. down the road it all worked out, like I newr would haw beliewd it could haw" 

(Carol, p.38). 

Karen describes loving as "feeling responsible to, not for, no matter what". She goes on 

to contend: "Ipersonally think low is extremely anti-oppressiw. I think that it, I mean I 

don't beliew that low changes ewrything or low cures ewrything but I think you can get, 

you can go a long way just on loung someone" (Karen p.8). 

All the practitioners I engaged in dialogues with exhibited great willingness to 'stay in the game', as 

well as a deep passion and energy for doing so. It has been a profound honour to participate in these 

conversations with them. The people I interviewed have framed loving critical practice as has been 

demonstrated in this and the previous two chapters, as a spiritual and interconnected way of 

perceiving and being. In this chapter, they have spoken about liuqor doing love as critical practice. 

They have addressed the importance and possibility of emancipator= social and individual change, 

and have located this change within an accepting, non-judging and non-interfering stance, while also 

advocating strongly for speaking one's own truth in the context of loving, critical and intersubjective 

practice. 

They demonstrate an observable commitment not onlyto loving, but also to reflexivity and 

to self-work, as well as a strong personal and collective commitment to living an engaged life 

according to their deeply held principles. It is to this notion of principles that I will turn in the first 

section of the final interpretive chapter. 



Chapter Six: (Re)Conceptualizing Love In Critical Practice 

The ways of perceiving, being and doing described in the three precedmg chaptets on love as 

spirituality, love as a mode of being in intersubjective relationship, and love as critical practice led me 

to articulate the notion of 'principled critical practice'. In an attempt to stay clear of notions of 

'morality' or legalistic practice protocols, as I engaged in the interpretations of our conversations, I 

came to describe participants' spiritual-critical ways of being as theirpimpkr of critical practice. 

The crworId-ziew" (Carol, p. 42) of love as interconnection, and the ways of being and doing 

love that participants described includes: a belief in everything as interconnected; a belief in 

wholeness, inherent perfection, and intrinsic value; a commitment to acceptance and non-judgement 

luJited with truth telling; and a commitment to self-work They perceived these principles as 

underlying, informing or framing their lives and work 

In this chapter I will introduce the emergent notion of spri+iIp-awYEd cfidp+ and 

describe the ways in which the people I spoke to complicated my initial conceptualization of love in 

critical practice as offered in the first chapter. Finally, I will conclude by offering a revised multi- 

element conceptualization of love as emancipatory praxis. 

Love as principled critical practice: 

While many participants alluded to their principles of practice, one participant referred to these 

principles specifically as the 'values' or 'ethics' of practice. She states: "If you start looking at 

zrrlues and ethics - what people in the field report is that their own particular, peculiar set of 

zrrlues determines theirpractice, far owrand abow what you teach someone, how you tell 

someone to practice. Whatewr constraints you put on their practice, they will always default 

to their zrrlues" (Karen, p.16). 

Earlier in the interview she had stated that while she was aware of the "general clsdain" for 

theory in the practice of social work, she did feel theory was important, but that love and 

intersubjectivity were the primary basis of her practice, not theory: "the] factors that make a 

diflerence are the nature of the interaction you haw with someone, not what you know" 

(Karen, p.3). 

Fiona agreed that love (as a value or principle), not theory, was the foundation of her 

practice, stating that: "I'm coming from aplace of, well, lo w... I'w learned so much from 

books, it's wry important, it informs my practice, but that's not the basis. That's not what 

it's grounded in - otherpeople's theories" (Fiona, p.24). 



The idea of social work practice based on values is not a new one, but participants expand 

on the common conception. The participants suggest that it might not even be possible to adhere to 

td t iona l  ethics if ' Y w ]  don't low humanity or low people" (Raven, p.19); and that love might 

"actually be a higher lewl  of ethic[sy than those typically taught as social work values or required 

by codes of conduct (Enka, p.5). 

Participants critiqued the notion of a professional role (Fiona, p.31; Enka, p.2; Raven, p. 3; 

Karen, p.ll), suggesting that they were simply being their authentic selves (Fiona, p.26; Les, p.6; 

Carol, p.39; Enka, p.4, and that they either didn't know any other way to practice, or that they did 

know another way and chose not to practice that way (Karen, pp.10-11). 

As an alternative to the 'professional' model of practice by protocol, participants talked 

about genuineness and 'being themselves', suggesting that loving practice is an extension of 

ourselves, of who we are or perceive ourselves to be. Les described this as ''&ding [our] secret 

heart"; findmg the "eternal spirit [which] liws within us for the purpose of gi.uing and sharing 

with the rest of the world" and spoke of the call to live in a waythat manifests that gdt (Les, p.16). 

W e  challenging the notion of practice by protocol and the technological application of 

social work skds such as building rapport, or empathy, and boundaries or ethics as imposed rules; as 

noted previously, some participants referred to tharadm as an instrument or tool through which 

loving practice was being manifested into the world (Fiona, p.34; Carol, p.31). 

As we have heard in the descriptions of the dialogues in the preceding chapters, love was 

described by participants as the context, ground or guide of all practice, including activism, and the 

ground of use of social work tools. Participants suggested that simply by being in the loving mode in 

intersubjective relationship within a spiritual-critical frame they knew how and what to be and do as 

practitioners. 

Ultimately, I think and feel that they are describing love as ontology. That these critically- 

informed practitioners are living examples of loving as a mode of being, perceiving, and doing; as the 

way in which they perceive, and attempt to be and do in the world. Hearkening back to Baskin's 

notion of spirituality as the purpose of existence, participants talk about loving practice as what a 

spiritual stance requires of us: "This [ low as ethics] is what our humanity demands", contends 

Raven (p.19). 

Karen refers to what love requires of her: "Lou'ng ... &thout any kind of uesemtion; it's 

demanding ... it demands something of me...  it demands truthfulness, it demands an 

integrity, it demands responsibility, accountability" (Karen, p.39). 

None of the participants clauned to be always able to act accordmg to their principles, but 

they stated that this is how they were attempting to engage. They asserted that they referred to their 

principles again and again, attempting to allow their behaviour to follow as closely as possible from 



their principles at all times. For the participants, a sense of congruency, consistency (Fiona, pp.22-23) 

or "internal wlidity" (Les, p.23) between how one claimed to practice and what one actually did 

was crucial. Throughout their interviews, participants referred to being true to themselves, their work 

and their communities. 

I cannot 'know' for certain that participants were true to their principles, nor how they are in 

their practice. I can say that as I experienced and observed them and the loving and vibrant energy 

that arose in several of the interviews, and as I watched and listened to some of them interact with 

their students, colleagues, and community members, they certainly appeared to embody t b  

congruence, and a loving intentionality to which they returned again and again. 

In the first chapter, we heard Brechin refer to critical practice as existing in the intenective 

space between the three spheres of practice - action, analysis and reflexivity. Similarly, over the 

course of this inquiry, I have come to realize that 'love as emancipatory praxis' exists not as critical 

analysis alone, nor a loving stance alone, nor principled practice alone; but rather as the intersection 

of these three ways of knowing, being and doing. 

Love as spiritually- informed critical practice: 

When I began my inquiry, I described the participants as critical practitioners. As I have delved more 

deeply into love as emancipatory praxis, and especially as participants continued to centre love in 

spiritual terms, I have come to imagine that a more accurate description of identity location for all 

the participants, might be 'spiritually-informed critical practitioners', or perhaps even 'critically- 

informed spiritual practitioners', as I have come to redefine myself. 

This stance of loving and a commitment to emancipation is based in critical analysis anda 

deep belief in the interconnection of all beings; in recognition of social construction and its impacts 

anda belief in a deeper Self; and in an understanding of unity and diversity as coexistent. Like 

Munroe's gentile Holocaust resistors, whose onlycommon characteristic was recognition of an 

underlying connection and 'essence' among human beings, and a belief in human rights (in Chinnery 

& Bai, 2000, p. 92), practitioners adopting t b  loving stance begin from a recognition and valuing of 

diversity, and also perceive a common humanity, as well as an interconnection between all beings. 

I will end t b  interpretive &cussion with a final participant quote, which speaks to love and 

spirituality as notions of interconnection, and to convergence across diverse locations and 

experiences. In t b  piece of conversation, E& echoes Les' earlier cited comments on "bridge- 

building" (Les, p.17), making connections between diverse spiritdties: "we hear the same from 

the Elders here in Aboriginal traditions as from Eastern traditions, that 'we're all connected, 

and we're all one and allpart of the same web: But what you said about 'ewrything needs 



louing', the Earth - and again, I think that's important. That low extends not just to other 

human beings but to all of Creation - it's a wav ofbeinp totallf' (Enka, p.14). 

Participants seem to understand diversity, which they clearly value, as interwoven with a 

deeper interbeing as discussed in section on spirituality in the first chapter. Their voices resonate with 

my own practice and personal experience. 

(Re)conceptualizing love in critical practice: 

The purpose of this inquiry, as well as engaging in dialogue with other loving and critical 

practitioners, was to offer a conceptualization of love in practice. Having listened deeplyto 

participants' communications, and having reflected on my own practice experience, I have developed 

a revised conceptualization of love in critical practice. 

Beginning from a loving stance as I have described it here; from a groundmg in critical 

practice - Brechin's(2000a) spheres of action, analysis and reflexivity (p. 35); and with a spiritual 

acknowledgement of the interconnection of life in all its diversity, I have attempted to develop a 

conceptuahzation of 'love as emancipatorypraxis' that might be take up and explored further by 

other practitioners. 

In the following sections of thls chapter, I wdl explore how practitioners adopting a spiritual- 

critical stance accepted, questioned, and complicated my initial conceptualization of love in practice, 

and I wdl offer my revised conceptualization of love as emancipatory praxis. I d begin by o u t h g  

the comments participants made regarding my initial conceptualization of love in critical practice 

which I presented to them part way through each dialogue. 

The initial conceptualization, developed from my own practice experience, review of 

relevant literatures, and preliminary conversations with colleagues, is outlmed in the first chapter. It is 

reviewed here for ease of comparison; and included: 

Recognition of, and respect and reverence for one's own and others' inherent 

humanity, dignity, and basic human rights 

Deep presence (seeing, hearing, perceiving, caring, experiencing deeply) and 

engagement 

Willingness to not know or understand (Brechin, 2000a, pp. 31-3; Davis, 2002) 

Willingness to know; openness to others7 experience and definition of self 

Commitment and willingness to shift, self-transcend, change, and be changed 

(Yuval- Davis, 1997) 

Willingness to allow the other mom to shift, self-transcend, change and be 

changed. 



W e  all participants indicated that they agreed with this initlal conceptualization, and that it 

was complementary with their own ways of practising, several had questions or comments that 

helped to deepen my understandmg. The result of t h  process of co-construction of meaning has led 

me to develop a revised concep th t ion  of love in critical practice, which will be offered in the 

final section of this chapter. I will move now to a description and &cussion of participants' 

responses to my initial conceptwhation. 

Participant Rsponse to the initial conceptualization: 

I read andlor showed each participant my initial conceptuahtion of love only after they had had 

the opportunity to conceptualize love in critical practice for themselves; all participants stated their 

connection to, or acceptance of, the conceptualization I offered. 

Responses ranged from: "That's pretty good" (Karen, p. 16) and "Yeah, it's good" (Tom, 

p. 19) through "These are good! Very good" (Carol, p. 18), and "I agree with this (pointing at 

conceptwhation). . . I like that low paradigm" (Raven, pp.12 & 13) to "Very thorough and w r y  

beautiful" (Enka, p. lo), and "Absolutely, ditto. That's exactly what I do!" (Fiona, p.20). 

Even Les, who was not comfortable with the use of the word love in a professional context 

"That word[low] newr comes up because I haw a funny relationship with it ... " (Les, p.2), 

and who was the first to specifically reframe love as spirituality, responded to my initial 

conceptualization of love in practice positively: "Dm thdt - s o y x ' ~  d r g -  a& thdt1";d" (Michele). 

"Oh yeah" (Les, p. 9). "So ifdm is &t I'mmnirg by lozc; a& dmfit aith hozerym s a e y a m p d "  

(Michele) "Yeah s ure!" (Les, p.9). 

Ways participants challenged or complicated the conceptualization: 

Although all participants accepted the conceptualization I offered of love in critical practice, several 

also sought to question and complicate it. They commented specifically on the first, third, and fifth 

points of the initial conceptualization as outlined in the first chapter. The following section look 

more closely at their critiques. 

While some participants agreed that respect and reverence for one's own and other's 

inherent humanity, dignity and human rights was a necessary starting point for intersubjective 

practice, one took it up in a critical way: "I'm kind of resistant to this description because it 

sounds like the Code of Ethics, I mean it's not like I don't like the Code of Ethics ... it's just 

one of the boxes" (Raven, p.ll), and went on to argue that operating from an assumption of 

"wholeness " and <'pe$ection" are much more important (Raven, p.12). Later, she returned to this 

issue again, wondering if ethics were trulypossible without love: "you know, the Code of Ethics 



says to respect the inherent right to dignity in ewry human being. I don't know i f 1  can do 

that $1 don't low humanity or low peopk" (Raven, p.19). 

Two participants took up the element of 'willingness to not-know', but in two different 

ways. Tom saw not-knowing differentlythan I meant it, and sought to include the idea, not only of 

'not-knowing' as an open and inquiring stance, but also in the sense of wilhgness to know what is 

none of our business as helpers: "that brings up another area that was not cowred yet. As a 

worker I don't need to know who you sleep with" ... "Soa dirgms to km&t's  mcfpr 

Ewims?" (Michele) "Yeah!" (Tom, p.20). 

Raven added complexityto the notion of 'not-knowing' in yet another sense, the willingness 

to not need to be 'right'. She seems to allude to the notion of h g n e s s  'to know' as well: "In 

terms of the willingness part, I would add ... a willingness to not be right (pause 4). A 

commitment to participate regardless" (Raven, p.10). I have attempted to address the concerns 

voiced above in my rewriting of the conceptualization, which will be outlined in the next section. 

Two participants also questioned the sixth element of the initial conceptualization. One was 

concerned about the possible dualistic implications of the term 'transcend': "What do you mean by 

the term self-transcend? That's the only piece I didn't understand wry well. .. [I acphin my 

mmqg in the sense $Yml-Daui' (1997) diqpzss to sh$] ... what it associates for me is ,  sort of the 

more [religious] framework that we need to transcend the body ... those traditions of just kind 

of being only in the space of spirit and not being embodied and not being in the 

world ... instead of seeing those as both being possible" (Enka, pp.10- 11). 

While I hear her concerns, I mean to use the term self-transcend very intentionally. I do not 

mean it at all in the sense of transcendence of the body, but in the sense of shifting or movement 

beyond the selfishness and sense of separateness of our small or ego self, and towards an 

understanding of the needs of others as equally important as our own. 

As Bai (200 1) so clearly articulates in her previously cited work on attendmg to the other. 

Call it self-transcendence, 'not-self', decentering, engrossment, motivational displacement, or by any 
other name known in various fields of scholarship. The phenomenon describes a fundamental shift in the axes 
of the psyche, from egocentrism and subjectivity to intersubjectivity, wherein a subject-to-subject, not subject- 
to-object, relationship emerges. (p. 316) 

As Bai and Yuval-Davis do, I see thls movement, this self-transcendence, as vital to 

intersubjectivity and the loving relation I am recornrnendmg for critical practice; consequently, I have 

continued to use the term in the revised conceptualization. 

The other participant who questioned the fifth element of the initial conceptdmtion 

wanted to rework the statement about change to make it more actively choicef ul, rather than 

suggesting that one was 'chan&d' by external forces. She says: "I wdl rarely use a wrb  with an ED 



on the end because that implies something is happening to me, or that this force outside of 

myself is changing me...  so the choice of language that I would use there is a w'llingness to 

embrace change" (Raven, p.11). While I disagree on one level, believing that Spirit can in fact 

change us, I like her phrasing about 'willingness to embrace changey, and this will be reflected in my 

revised conceptualization. 

In addition to their comments on existing elements of the initial conceptualization as 

outlined above, participants also added to my preliminary understandmg the notions of: acceptance 

and the assumption of wholeness as a starting place for practice; and of self-work as an adjunct to 

reflexivity. Again, their understandings and comments have informed my reworking of the initial 

conceptuahtion. In the section that follows, I will offer a revised conceptualization of love in 

critical practice. 

Revised Conceptualization of Love as Emancipatory Praxis: 

The following is a revised conceptualization of love in critical practice that takes into account 

participant comments on the initial conceptualization offered in Chapter One. Over the course of the 

inquiry, I have begun to more fully understand that it is not the individual elements, but rather the 

constellation of elements taken together that constitutes the embodied practice of love in a critical or 

emancipatory sense. 

Love as emancipatorypraxis, as discussed byparticipants, and as I am conceptualizing it here 

may be experienced to exist in the intersective space between the following elements: 

Recognition of the intrinsic interconnection of all beings; 

Recognition of, and respect and reverence for one's own and others' intrinsic 

wholeness, sacredness, and value as an expression of the diversity of this 

interconnection; 

Recognition of, and respect and reverence for one's own and others' inherent 

humanity, dignity, and claim to universal human rights based in a valuing of 

difference; 

Deep presence (seeing, hearing, perceiving, experiencing and caring deeply), 

mindfulness and compassion/lovingkindness; 

Deep embodied engagement, critical analysis and truth-telling within an atmosphere 

of acceptance, non-judgement and non-interference; 

Commitment to participation and engagement in life, community and relationships; 

Wiingness to not know or understand, willingness to not be 'right'; 



Wingness to know, deep openness to others' experience and definition of self as 

they offer it; 

Commitment and willingness to shift or self-transcend and embrace changing and 

being changed, commitment to self-work; 

Willingness to support, =cognize, acknowledge, or accept othen' shifting, self- 

transcending, and changing in their own way. 

The participants in these dialogues did not wish to suggest that their ways of pmtising were 

the 'right' ways or that they should become the new protocol for practice, nor do I. It is my hope, 

rather, that the description and discussion of our conversations, and the conceptualization presented 

above might (re)insert the notion of love into the discourse of critical theory and practice; might 

plant a seed of radical and liberatorypossibility. This conceptualization of love as emancipatory 

praxis is not offered as a prescription, bur instead in the hope that it might present an invitation for 

others to explore and perhaps experience the generative and transformational possibilities of love in 

practice for themselves. 



Love as Emancipatory Praxis: Conclusion 

The key contributions of the critical practice of social work include the challenge to essentiahm, the 

recognition and valuing of diversity, and the recognition of and movement towards ending 

intersecting hierarchical oppressions. Notions of universalitymust not render diverse ways of 

knowing, being and doing indistinct. I believe stronglythat we must continue, and even expand, our 

valuing of difference. 

At the same time, I consider it crucial to movements for social justice and community and 

individual healing such as critical socd  work, that notions of difference do not erase interbeing. In 

order for our work facilitating change to be loving, and I would argue sustainable in the long-term, 

we must also reconnect with a sense of the interconnection of all  the diverse ma.mfestations and 

representations of Life. 

The political and institutional regulation of social work too often leads not towards justice 

and healing but rather towards practices of governing, oppression and appropriation. In such 

constructions, emotion and connection are erased. For some critical practitioners however this is not 

and cannot be the case. In spite of denial, resistance, barriers and censure, love still emerges to 

challenge the hegemony of dualism and hierarchy. lhs thesis explores the interrelation between love, 

intersubjectivity, critical practice and spirituality. It contests the hegemonic construction of social 

work practices, and offers a conceptualmtion of love as a radical possibility for emancipatory praxis 

in academic, professional, community, and activist contexts. 

The inquiry has drawn on a seventh-moment, reconstructive research paradigm (Lincoln & 

Denzin, 2000) to invite the sacred, the loving, and the intersubjective into the research process. The 

inquiry involved extensive review of relevant literatures in critical social work, critical theory, and 

engaged spirituality, particularly from Aboriginal and Buddh~t perspectives; and depth or active 

interviews (Gubrium &Holstein, 1995,1997) in the form of dialogues with a group of practitioners - 

diverse across gender, race, age, sexuality- who intend to practice in a critical, loving and spiritual 

way. 

Co-Conceptualizing Love in Critical Practice: 

Central to the participant &cussions have been notions of spirituality as interconnection, and 

intersubjectivity grounded in critical analysis. Those involved felt that love or spirituality as 

interconnection was not only the context of their practice, but was in fact essential to all their ways of 

perceiving, being and doing. The people involved in these conversations (re)inserted the notion of 

~piritualit~into my inquiry, suggesting love and spirituality have a complex, intricate and intermeshed 



relationship, ifspiritdtyis framed as recognition of interconnection and recognition of the intrinsic 

value of all beings. Love as we have defined it here is a deeply spiritual construct: a way of perceiving, 

being and doing, rather than simply an emotion or theoretical ideal. The practitioners' descriptions of 

their practice dismantle the false dichotomy between 'love as an emotion' versus 'doing practice as a 

technology'; loving as a way of perceiving and being and love as a way of doing are interwoven in 

their work 

My interactions with participants also led me to the notion of openheartedness, a choice to 

remain open and loving in spite of contact with pain and oppression that was common to all those 

with whom I spoke. Through their commitment to engage deeply, participants were able to face the 

human condition of fear, greed, hatred, delusion and oppression head-on, and yet remain deeply 

connected to love, hope and the beauty of the diversity of life. 

The participants in this study are firmly gounded in critical practice: in reflexivity; in analysis 

of the socd  construction of 'reality' and it's impact in delimiting people's lives and choices; and in 

critical action, both alone and in coalition with others to shift those constructions and the oppressive 

material realities of the lives of humans and other beings. They centre the practice of compassionate 

challenge in their work, suggesting that acceptance, non-judgement and non-interference coupled 

with support and truth-telling by the worker create the ground in which change can flourish. Their 

practice is not only loving, but critical and deeply principled as well. They seem to echo hooks' 

argument that love in its deepest sense is impossible without a context of social justice (hook, 2000); 

and Dyson's (2000) earlier cited contention that "justice is what love sounds like when it speaks in 

public" (in Alpert, 2000, p.4). 

From our dialogical discussions, a critical, emancipatory and multi-element conceptualization 

of love emerged - located in the space of the possible. This conceptualization begins from an 

assumption of critical social justice-oriented practice; and has been presented in the previous chapter. 

Love, as I have conceptualized it here may be understood as a potentiahyexisting in the space 

between this constellation of elements, including deep presence and engagement; the recognition of 

intrinsic value, sacredness and interconnection; openheartedness; compassionate challenge; and a 

willingness to not know, that bring us towards or into intersubjective and open relationship with each 

and every being we meet, includmg the Earth. 

My Learning: 

I have been deeply honoured to be involved with the participants over the come of this research, 

and I have learned a great deal. My initial conceptuahation of love, based in my own practice 

experience and a review of pertinent literatures, captured some but clearly not all of what might be 

considered love in critical practice. The revised conceptuahation presented in the previous chapter 



feels deeper, richer and more honouring of the potentialitythat exists in the practice of those who 

engaged with me in dialogue. 

I have also changed a great deal through involvement in these conversations. The inquiry has 

been expanding and growth inducing, both theoretically and practically, as well as vahdating my own 

practice and decreasing my sense of isolation. I have a much clearer conceptual sense of what I 

mean, not only by love, but also by spir i tdty and my own acknowledgement of the spiritual 

element in my life and practice has flourished. I feel a renewed awareness of the interconnection of 

the diversity of life, and a renewed energy arising for my practice on all levels. 

As well as acting as a catalyst for such an increase in energy, this inquiry is intended to fill 

some of the space in the critical social work literature, to address the absence of love in our 

discourses of theory and practice. It suggests numerous potentd avenues for further exploration. 

The key questions that remain with me at this time include: What is the relation of values to 

professional education? In what ways might we best model or teach an anti-oppressive enacting of 

love in practice? Is the notion of love as emancipatory praxis relevant to social workers such as 

Ministry workers who are employed in rigidified government institutions? Is there a match in 

perception between practitioners intending to practice in a loving and critical way and the experience 

of the clients with whom they work? 

The Methodology: 

Involvement in this emancipatory, organic, and dialogic methodological approach has been both 

rewarding and challenging. The deepest strength of this process - the dialogical aspect - has also 

been, not its limitation so much as its greatest test. I have attempted throughout the inquiryto 

maintain ethics and integrity, most especially by living and enacting the role of researcher in 

accordance with my conceptwhtion of love in practice. 

My commitment to ddogue has allowed for the collection of very rich theoretical and 

practice knowledge to be filtered through me and my ways of knowing, while attempting to create as 

many opportunities as possible for the voices of participants to be heard themselves. Whde not all 

participants chose to become involved in the daunting and time-consuming task of offering feedback 

on my tentative interpretations, for the most part feedback from participants has supported my sense 

of success in manifesting the intention that this process be honouring; and the participant who 

initially expressed concern about the notion of love in practice has described the interpretation as 

"wonderfully sensitive". 

At the same time, as we heard participants suggest earlier, this research, conducted in a 

loving way, has demanded of me. It has required a willingness to meet participants on their own 

terms; a deep desire to learn while remaining willing to not-know, understand or be right; and a 



d g n e s s  to be challenged and to change. This was true at many stages of the process: in the initial 

phase of the research in terms of my complicated and challenging interrelations with the academy in 

the description and interpretation phase when I sat on my floor crying, surrounded by ZOO0 slips of 

paper trying to make sense of themes; and particularly so in the interpretation phase when one 

participant offered a sharp challenge to my tentative interpretation of the conversations, which she 

experienced as missing key elements. Over a month long period of critique, an attempt at 

negotiation, and then silence, I was able transform the conceptuahtion in a wayshe perceived as 

"capture[ing] the essence of participants' words"; which felt better to me, and which did in fact do 

more justice to the substance of the conversations. A loving stance in relation to this work has 

demanded a commitment to remaining engaged in the process even when it was extremely difficult, 

confusing and painful; and a deep, loving and mindful presence throughout. 

An Invitation: 

The participants in these dialogues do not conceive social work as a practice to be approached 

technologically. Whde not denigrating practice s U ,  participants contextualize the use of these skills 

in a loving stance. We do not offer a how-to manual. What this group of spiritually-informed critical 

practitioners do offer is a possibility for love to be imagined as an emancipatory alternative to current 

canonical constructions of practice. The liberator= love participants bring to practice is not 

theoretical, but lived; our principles underlie, d o r m  and frame our lives and work 

Our practices dismantle the binary dualities of social construction, recognizing and 

honouring what Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) refers to as interbeing - the "interpenetration" of unity and 

diversity a recognition he argues is necessary for the sustainability of work towards social and 

ecological justice. In keeping with his words, their in Baskin's (2002) sense of spiritdty as 

interconnection, and Bai's (2001) call for intersubjectivity as a path to democracy our voices suggest 

that it is the presence-in-interconnection, the not-knowing, the openheartedness, the compassionate 

challenge, the wiUtngness to engage fully and be transformed, that a~ the coming-into-being of the 

practice of loving and liberatory critical social work We offer the possibility of imagining love as a 

way of perceiving, being and doing which has the potential to transform both our own lives and the 

world. I invite you to join us in envisioning and exploring this for yourself. 
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Appendix A 

Letter Of Invitation And Informed Consent 

Pate1 

Dear 

You are being invited to participate in a study entitled "Love as Ernancipatory Praxis: an 

exploration of practitioners' conceptualizations of love in critical social work practicen that is being 

conducted by Michele Butot, a graduate student in the School of Social Work at the University of 

Victoria. You may contact me if you have further questions by telephone at 250)480-0601 or at 

mbutot@telus.net. This research is being conducted as part of the requirements for a Master's degree 

in Social Work under the supervision of Mehmoona Moosa-Mitha. You may contact her at 250)721- 

8041 or by email at mehmoona uvic.ca. 

As my practice has developed over the past fifteen years, within a critical framework and 

over a wide range of practice settings, I have become more and more interested in, and intellectually 

curious about, the transformational role of love in the liberation of human society, communities, 

individuals, and the planet. My research seeks to facilitate dialogue among critical social workers, 

inform and deepen my own understandings of my embodied experience as a practitioner, and to add 

to the critical social work discourse, exploring the place of a potentially emancipatory notion of love 

in our praxis. 

Through my observations in different settings and systems of practice, and through dialogue 

with clients and colleagues, I have come to question whether radical, long-term transformation is 

possible if it is not grounded in a loving stance toward those considered "other" from ourselves. I am 

curious about the possibility of conceptualizing love, not only as an emotion, but as a stance, 

approach or way of being; a choice to move in the direction of a loving way of seeing, hearing and 

experiencing the "other". My inquiry has emerged out of my practice observations, and has been 

refined during the course of the past year, as I have surveyed the literature and engaged in &cussion 

with colleagues. I have been struck by the disjuncture between the lack of articulation of love in the 

critical social work literature on the one hand, and individual social workers' passion about and 

willingness to engage in theorizing about, love in social work practice on the other. It is through 

these observations and initial explorations that the research question: "How do critical social work 

practitioners conceptualize love?" has arisen. 

I am conducting field research in which I am offering a small, diverse, and purposeful 

sample of critical social workers the opportunity to &cuss, question and theorize about their own 

experiences of love related to practice. I am curious about how these social workers imagine love, 

and how their conceptualization is informed by their vision of critical practice, and the means or 



methods of their work My research seeks to explore the possibilities for social justice, reconciliation, 

and transformation that love may offer social work, at societal and individual levels. 

My hope is that this piece of research might not onlyfurther understanding of love in social 

work practice, but also have "catalytic validity" - focusing and re-energizing all participants, myself 

included, for continued anti-oppressive practice and activism, and opening the way for further 

research explorations. 

You are being invited to participate in this study as a self-identified critical or anti-oppressive 

social worker who considers love to be relevant to your practice. If you agree to participate, I will 

travel to a location specified by you, at a time convenient to you, for a one to two hour loosely 

structured interview; my hope is to complete interviews by the end of June 2003. Additionally, you 

would be invited to review transcripts and to offer feedback on initial data analysis, and would have 

access to the completed thesis. 

While there are not known or anticipated risks to you by participating in this research, 

participation may cause some inconvenience, including the time required for the interview, a possible 

follow-up half hour interview by phone, and time reviewing transcripts and initial data analysis. Your 

participation at each of these stages is entirely voluntary; additional participation would b l y  require 

two to four hours at most, over and above the initial interview, for a total of no more than six hours. 

Your participation in this research must be completelyvoluntary. If you do decide to 

participate, you may withdraw at any time without any consequences or explanation. If you do 

withdraw from the study your data wdl be handled according to your wishes. You will have the 

option of allowing me to maintain the relevant material and using it in the final analysis, of receiving 

all taped or transcribed interview material pertaining to you, or of having me destroy this material. In 

order to assure myself that you are continuing to give your consent to participate in this research if 

follow-up interviews are required, I will ask you again about your desire to continue involvement or 

not. You can choose the extent to which you participate in transcription and data analysis review. 

You will also have the option of having research findmgs or thesis mailed out to you, and will be 

made aware of the date of my thesis defence, which you are welcomed to attend. 

Because t h  research asks questions of a type regularly expected in daily practice and self- 

reflection, and because you are not being asked to divulge confidential personal mformation, you wdl 

have the option of using your actual name in the interview or of using an alias. Geographic location 

of individual participants will not be included in the thesis report. In order to protect your anonymity 

and the confidentidty of the data, all personal and research mformation including taped and 

transcribed interviews will be maintained by me in a secure location. Only myself, the professional 

transcriptionist and my thesis committee will have access to the mformation. Material d be kept in 



a locked file when it is not in active use, and will be destroyed two years after the Univenity of 

Victoria has accepted mythesis. 

I wd analyze and code the data from our conversations using qualitative methods, and the 

results of the analysis will be presented in the research section of mythesis; &ct participant 

quotations will be used to illustrate themes. Data will be shared with you after transcription, and 

again after preliminary analysis. It is anticipated that the results of t h  study might be shared with 

others in thesis or class presentations, presentations at scholarly meetings, published articles, or 

possibly a book in the future. 

In addition to being able to contact the researcher and supervisor at the above phone 

numbers, you may verify the ethical approval of this study, or raise any concerns you might have, by 

contacting the Associate Vice-President, Research at the University of Victoria (250-472-4362). 

Your signature below indicates that you understand the above conditions of participation in t h  

study, that you have had the opportunityto have your questions answered by the researcher, and that 

you are willing to participate in the study. 

Consent For Participation 

Nam $Partinpant S ignam Date 

A copy of this letter of invitation and consent will be left with you, and a copy wd be taken by the 

researcher. 


