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What’s love got to do with it? That was the question we posed to our col-
leagues for the first Love Studies Symposium in the School of Arts and 
Humanities at Edith Cowan University, in Perth, Australia in February 
2021. Our goal was to establish a network and to bring together research 
in the area, as well as to increase knowledge of Love Studies and its grow-
ing application in research and teaching content. We wondered if we 
would be lonely hearts, or if others would share our passion.

Academics from every discipline in our School (Social Work, 
Counselling, Literary and Media Studies, Communication, Journalism, 
Cultural Studies, Psychology, Social Science, Criminology, Law and Justice 
Studies, and the Creative Arts) responded and soon, more joined. Mapping 
the field, we discovered research in areas as diverse as popular romance 
studies to border criminology, from sexology to peace studies, with multi-
disciplinary connections that gave strength to Love Studies as a vital new 
field of knowledge in the Arts and Humanities. We also reached out to 
researchers at other institutions including the new Australian cross-
university initiative, the Heart of the Matter Health Humanities Project, 
which aims to deepen our understanding of the heart and improve human 
well-being through fostering dialogue and innovation across the fields of 
health, medicine, engineering, philosophy, literary studies, and the 
humanities. This book is the shared result. It brings together recent 
research on love and takes it in important and unexpected new directions.

About This Book—Or Our Love Story: 
Finding Love in the Arts and Humanities
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Current definitions of love include words such as profound affection, 
passion, tenderness, attachment, and devotion (www.dictionary.com; www.
merriam-webster.com). Strike “love” followed by “sex” on search engines, 
and love yields billions of hits, double that of sex! Erich Fromm (1957) 
proposed that the central desire in individuals is for an interpersonal union: 
“It is the most fundamental passion, it is the force which keeps the human 
race together, the clan, the family, society. The failure to achieve it means 
insanity or destruction—self-destruction or destruction of others” (22). 
Humankind’s awareness of the transient nature of life and the separateness 
of each person arouses anxiety. To be separate means we are born and we 
die. Against our will, we die before those we love, and we are helpless 
before the forces of nature. A prison of isolation and aloneness may lead 
to insanity, a withdrawal of the self from the external world so that separa-
tion dissolves. The continuation of humanity is because of love.

This love that we could not do without, that appeases our existential 
anxiety, is multifaceted, leading May (2011) to propose that throughout 
history “love has been captive to an obsession with opposites. It is either 
self-seeking or self-giving; either possessive or submissive; either illusion 
creating or truth-seeking; either conditional or unconditional; either 
inconstant or enduring; either mired in fantasy or a privileged window 
onto reality” (235). This ideological Manichean territory of good and bad 
persists for most people through their ideal of love as situated to the right 
of each of these splits: self-giving, truth-seeking, submissive, uncondi-
tional, enduring; anything to the left is the antithesis of genuine love.

Past research across cultures has concluded that love is an emotion that 
is experienced throughout historical eras, in all cultures by the majority of 
the world’s population (Karandashev 2015). However, expressions and 
manifestations of love vary as culture influences how one thinks, feels, and 
behaves in loving and intimate relationships. Symbiotic union, our entry 
into the world, is the biological preserve of the pregnant mother and the 
foetus (Fromm 1957), where there are two beings, yet only one. Herein 
exists a physical as well as a psychological symbiosis, a way to “at-onement” 
(Fromm 1957, 16). To conform, to dominate, to control, to self-sacrifice, 
to withdraw, to defend, or to destroy represent ways of attempting to fuse 
with another and ease our existential conundrum—the awareness of 
death’s inevitability and our wish to continue to live—but do these states 
describe love?

This collection of contemporary essays on love reveals a revaluing and 
deeper understanding of the complexity and sophistication of love and its 

http://www.dictionary.com
http://www.merriam-webster.com
http://www.merriam-webster.com
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cultural expressions. It includes analyses of the multiple ways love has been 
constructed, and hence shapes our ways of being and knowing. It goes 
beyond these ideas to explore love and desire in intimate relationships, and 
it shows how love shapes and it is shaped in diverse dynamics and domains, 
both public and private, and across the lifespan. This collection is both a 
reflection and a call for a greater understanding of the complexity and 
importance of love in our lives, and in our world, and as such is integral to 
broad applications in the arts and humanities.

The collection begins with “The Love Ethic: Love and Activism for 
Ecosocial Justice” by Naomi Joy Godden and Shajimon Peter. This chap-
ter broadly defines different manifestations of love and then moves to a 
more specific outline of a love ethic modelled on the interconnectivity and 
cyclical process illustrated in a tree and its saplings. In this arboreal meta-
phor, love as action, process, and result stem from roots through trunks, 
branches, and fruit, in a cycle of transformational inter-relationality. 
Godden’s research with three communities defines this love ethic, which 
is then imagined in practice with Transnational Social Workers who engage 
in global practice. Janine Joyce also writes about the connection between 
people and place in her chapter “The Power of Love: Love in Peace and 
Conflict Studies.” In this essay, Joyce calls for a suturing of love studies 
with peace and conflict studies, which she argues would invite peace stud-
ies scholarship to shift away from efforts to end war and structural violence 
and towards an equal valuing of the inner transformation of the individual 
in a relationship with all forms of life. An interrogation of the love of the 
nation state comes to the foreground in Jamal Barnes’s chapter, “Love 
and Hospitality: Love, Refugees, and Challenging Indifference.” In his 
essay, Barnes—like Joyce—draws upon the concept of agape love to sug-
gest that, “love can be practised through hospitality, or welcoming of the 
stranger,” which encourages empathy for refugees and a “political culture 
of love for others.”

The next three chapters take interdisciplinary approaches to analyse 
how love is represented in literature. Amy Burge’s “Romantic Love across 
Borders: Marriage Migration in Popular Romance Fiction” may be read 
fruitfully alongside Barnes’s essay in their combined interest in the inter-
section between love of country and romantic love. Burge’s essay com-
bines migration and literary studies to analyse how migration features in 
two 2019 romance novels. In this chapter, Burge demonstrates how 
migration functions as both an element of the romance plot and as a meta-
phor for the protagonists’ journey towards love. In “The Heart of the 
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Matter: Love and Care in Health Humanities,” connections between love 
and the heart are examined through the disciplines of literary studies and 
biomedical engineering. Analysing the technology of the artificial heart 
alongside the representation of the heart in Shakespeare’s King Lear, Bríd 
Phillips, Michael Stevens, and Claire Hansen show how the heart is con-
sidered as both a body part and a site of care. “Queering Love: Love in 
Literary and Media Studies” continues to interrogate how love is repre-
sented in literary studies, including adaptations of Shakespeare, but 
expands this focus to analyse how love is queered in novels, film, and serial 
television. Debra Dudek, Julia Wexler, and Tania Visosevic summarise 
how love initiates plot, sustains narrative, and ends stories, but the main 
focus of the chapter is to show “how love works within narrative progres-
sion and audience obsession to queer its own story, especially in its powers 
of resolution and closure.”

Intimate civility, a code of conduct based upon mutual respect to guide 
interpersonal relationships, is a concept referenced in several chapters in 
this collection. In her chapter “Embracing Intimate Civility: Love of Kith 
and Kin,” Elizabeth Reid Boyd, who first coined and developed the term 
intimate civility with Abigail Bray in 2005, utilises “kith (friendship, or 
philia) to expand the model of intimate civility, as a resource for those for 
whom kin (family) represents less than loving relationships.” In “The 
Tyranny of Love” Madalena Grobbelaar and Eyal Gringart—both of 
whom also conduct research to develop the construct of intimate civil-
ity—examine a tension between love and freedom to ask, “how loving is 
love”? They pose answers to this question by looking at how love mani-
fests in a variety of binaries that lock love into its own destruction. Instead, 
they suggest a reconsideration of love that does not rely on opposites—
such as good and bad, selfless and selfish—but rather accommodates a 
spectrum of love states. Rose Williams, a creative arts psychotherapist, 
attends to the close connection between self and world as she maps schol-
arship about consensuality, an idea originally used to describe a child at 
play as “imaginative and creative absorption,” but which Williams links to 
intimate civility. Williams’s goal in her chapter “Consensuality: Love and 
Sex Post #Me too” is “to contribute to theorising a psychology of consent 
as an essential component of love studies.” In “Love of Process: Intimacy 
and Attention within Painting, Life, and Art,” Paul Uhlmann and Gregory 
Pryor draw upon a framework of phenomenology to posit a connection 
between the process of creating art and the act of becoming a love dyad 



ix  ABOUT THIS BOOK—OR OUR LOVE STORY: FINDING LOVE IN THE ARTS… 

and to “underscore the importance of close attention as a form of love 
within creative process.” They highlight the importance of resisting a sep-
aration between self and world as key to love as inter-relationality, which 
recalls the opening chapter’s love ethic and Iris Murdoch’s notion of 
attention, as discussed by Reid Boyd.

The collection concludes with a poetic, political, personal essay by Pearl 
Proud. “The Fire of Love” calls back to many of the concepts, ideas, and 
provocations from the previous chapters, and it also moves forwards and 
upwards in its affirmations and invitations and in its invocation of Ubuntu, 
a Zulu way of life that is “a ‘seeing’ of the other, an extending of a human-
ity and generosity of spirit to the other [that] has love at its core.”

Madalena Grobbelaar 
Elizabeth Reid Boyd

Debra Dudek
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