
 



 

Feminist Theory

When Feminist eory: From Margin to Center  was first published in 1984, it was welcomed and
praised by feminist thinkers who wanted a new vision. Even so, individual readers frequently found the
theory “unseling” or “provocative.” Today, the blueprint for feminist movement presented in the book
remains as provocative and relevant as ever. Wrien in hooks’s aracteristic direct style, Feminist
Theory embodies the hope that feminists can find a common language to spread the word and create a
mass, global feminist movement.

A cultural critic, an intellectual, and a feminist writer, bell hooks is best known for classic books
including Ain’t I a Woman, Bone Bla, All About Love, Ro My Soul, Belonging, We Real Cool,
Where We Stand, Teaing to Transgress, Teaing Community, Outlaw Culture,  and Reel to
Real hooks is Distinguished Professor in Residence in Appalaian Studies at Berea College, and resides
in her home state of Kentucky.
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For continuing closeness



 

Contents

acknowledgments

preface to the new edition: seeing the light: visionary feminism

preface to the first edition

1. black women 
shaping feminist theory

2. feminism 
a movement to end sexist oppression

3. the significance of feminist movement

4. sisterhood 
political solidarity among women

5. men 
comrades in struggle

6. changing perspectives on power

7. rethinking the nature of work

8. educating women 
a feminist agenda

9. feminist movement to end violence

10. revolutionary parenting

11. ending female sexual oppression

12. feminist revolution 
development through struggle

bibliography



 
index



 Acknowledgments

Not all women, in fact, very few, have had the good fortune to live and work among women and men
actively involved in feminist movement. Many of us live in circumstances and environments where we
must engage in feminist struggle alone, with only occasional support and affirmation. During much of the
writing of Ain’t I a Woman: Bla Women and Feminism  I worked in isolation. It was my hope that
the publication of this work would draw me closer to feminist activists, especially bla women.
Ironically, some of the most outspoken bla women active in feminist movement responded by trashing
both it and me. While I expected serious, rigorous evaluation of my work, I was totally unprepared for
the hostility and contempt shown me by women whom I did not and do not see as enemies. Despite their
responses I share with them an ongoing commitment to feminist struggle. To me this does not mean that
we must approa feminism from the same perspective. It does mean that we have a basis for
communication, that our political commitments should lead us to talk and struggle together.
Unfortunately it is oen easier to ignore, dismiss, reject, and even hurt one another rather than engage in
constructive confrontation.

Were it not for the overwhelmingly positive responses to the book from bla women who felt it
compelled them to either re-think or think for the first time about the impact of sexism on our lives and
the importance of feminist movement, I might have become terribly disheartened and disillusioned.
anks to them and many other women and men, this book was not wrien in isolation. I am especially
grateful for the care and affirmation given me by Valeria and Gwenda, my younger sisters; Beverly, my
friend and comrade; Nate, my companion; and the South End Press collective. Su encouragement
renews my commitment to feminist politics and strengthens my conviction that the value of feminist
writing must be determined not only by the way a work is received among feminist activists but by the
extent to which it draws women and men who are outside feminist struggle inside.



 

Preface to the New Edition Seeing the Light: Visionary
Feminism

Feminist movement continues to be one of the most powerful struggles for social justice taking place in
the world today. I finished the first dra of my first feminist book, Ain’t I a Woman: Bla Women
and Feminism, when I was nineteen. It was published almost ten years later. In those ten years I
became more and more involved in creating feminist theory. Oen when individuals talk or write about
contemporary feminist movement they make it seem as though there was a set body of feminist
principles and beliefs that served as a foundation from the very beginning. In actuality, when feminist
uprising began to occur in the late 1960s, it manifested itself in diverse seings among women who oen
had no knowledge of one another’s existence. There was no clearly defined platform.

While Bey Friedan was writing about “the problem that has no name,” addressing the way sexist
discrimination affected highly educated white women with class privilege, Septima Clark, Ella Baker,
Fannie Lou Hamer, and Ann Moody, along with individual bla women across the nation, were
allenging the sexism within bla civil rights movement. Appropriating the vernacular of bla
liberation, white women called their resistance to sexism women’s liberation.

We do not know who “first” used the term “women’s liberation.” at is not important. Significantly,
what we know from arting the history of contemporary feminist movement is that individual women
were rebelling against sexism all over the place. When those women began to meet and talk together,
that collective rebellion came to be known as women’s liberation and would later evolve into feminist
movement. Feminist struggle takes place anytime anywhere any female or male resists sexism, sexist
exploitation, and oppression. Feminist movement happens when groups of people come together with an
organized strategy to take action to eliminate patriarchy.

I came to feminist consciousness in the patriaral household of my upbringing. And I launed
feminist rebellion by oosing higher education against the patriaral beliefs of my father and the fears
of my mother that too mu education would leave me “unfit” to be a real woman. I joined feminist
movement my sophomore year in college. On campuses everywhere, young women engaged in radical
politics (bla liberation struggle, socialism, anti-war, and environmental rights) were concentrating their
aention on gender. Drawing on the work of the activists who had launed women’s liberation,
creating manifestos and position papers, female students everywhere were encouraged to examine the
past, to find and uncover our hidden stories, our feminist legacies. And while that work was happening,
another field of woman-centered scholarship was coming into being—feminist theory.

Unlike the feminist solarship that was focusing on recovering past history, forgoen heroines,
writers, and so on, or the work that was about documenting from a social science perspective the current
realities of women’s lives, initially feminist theory was the site for the critical interrogation and re-



 
imagining of sexist gender roles. It was to provide a revolutionary blueprint for the movement—one that
when followed would lead us in the direction of transforming patriaral culture. By the late 1970s
feminist thinkers were already engaging in dialectical critique of the feminist thinking that had emerged
from late-1960s radicalism. That critique formed the basis of revisionist feminist theory.

Feminist thought and practice were fundamentally altered when radical women of color and white
women allies began to rigorously allenge the notion that “gender” was the primary factor determining
a woman’s fate. I can still recall how it upset everyone in the first women’s studies class I aended—a
class where everyone except me was white and female and mostly from privileged bagrounds—when I
interrupted a discussion about the origins of domination in whi it was argued that when a ild is
coming out of the womb the factor deemed most important is gender. I stated that when the ild of two
bla parents is coming out of the womb the factor that is considered first is skin color, then gender,
because race and gender will determine that ild’s fate. Looking at the interloing nature of gender,
race, and class was the perspective that changed the direction of feminist thought.

Early on in feminist movement we found that it was easier to accept the reality that gender, race, and
class combined determined female destiny, and mu more difficult to understand how this should
concretely shape and inform feminist practice. While feminists talked oen about the necessity of
building a mass-based feminist movement, there was no sound foundation on whi to structure this
movement. e women’s liberation movement has not only been structured on a narrow platform, it
primarily called aention to issues relevant primarily to women (mostly white) with class privilege. We
needed theory mapping thought and strategy for a mass-based movement, theory that would examine
our culture from a feminist standpoint rooted in an understanding of gender, race, and class. In response
to that need I wrote Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center.

Nowadays it has become so commonplace for individuals doing feminist work to evoke gender, race,
and class, it is oen forgoen that initially most feminist thinkers, many of whom were white and from
privileged class bagrounds, were hostile to adopting this perspective. Radical/revolutionary feminist
thinkers who wanted to talk about gender from a race-sex-class perspective were accused of being
traitors, destroying the movement, shiing the focus. Oen our work was ignored or ruthlessly critiqued,
deemed not solarly enough or too polemical. In those days bla women/women of color were oen
encouraged by white comrades to talk about race while our ideas about all other aspects of feminist
movement were ignored. We effectively protested this gheoization of our perspectives, sharing our
commitment to creating feminist theory that would address a wide range of feminist concerns. at
commitment is the ethical foundation of Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center.

One of the most affirming aspects of feminist movement has been the formation of an intellectual
environment where there has been sustained dialectal critique and exange. Hearing the voices of
radical thinkers (among them the voices of women of color), the face of feminist theory and practice
anged. Many unenlightened white women broke down the wall of denial and began to examine anew
how they had talked and wrien about gender in the past. ere has been no other movement for social
justice in our society that has been as self-critical as feminist movement. Feminist willingness to ange
direction when needed has been a major source of strength and vitality in feminist struggle. at internal
critique is essential to any politics of transformation. Just as our lives are not fixed or static but always
changing, our theory must remain fluid, open, responsive to new information.



 
When Feminist eory: From Margin to Center  was first published, it was welcomed and praised

by feminist thinkers who wanted a new vision. Even so, individual readers found the theory offered
“provocative,” “unseling.” Words like “merciless dissection” were used by reviewers describing the
book. At that time mainstream feminists simply ignored this work and any other feminist theory that
was perceived as “too critical” or “too radical.” As a visionary work Feminist eory: From Margin to
Center was presented to a feminist world that was not yet ready for it. Slowly, as more feminist thinkers
(particularly white women) accepted looking at gender from the perspective of race, sex, and class, this
work began to receive the aention it merited. Now it takes its place among other visionary texts that
were altering in a positive and constructive way contemporary feminist thought.

e blueprint for feminist movement presented in Feminist eory: From Margin to Center  is
amazingly sound. As relevant to our current situation as it was years ago, it offers guidelines on whi to
build the mass-based feminist movement we still desperately need. Wrien in a language that is far more
accessible than mu current feminist theory, it embodies the feminist hope that we can find common
languages to spread the word. Since it was first published, feminist solarship and theory has become far
removed from the lives of most people in this society. And it is this distance that makes femninist
thinking appear rarified and irrelevant to most people. In the book I emphasize that we need feminist
writing that speaks to everyone; that without it feminist education for critical consciousness cannot
happen.

Feminist movement has created profound positive anges in the lives of girls and boys, women and
men, living in our society, in a political system of imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist patriary.
And even though trashing feminism has become commonplace, the reality remains: everyone has
benefited from the cultural revolutions put in place by contemporary feminist movement. It has anged
how we see work, how we work, and how we love. And yet feminist movement has not created
sustained feminist revolution. It has not ended patriarchy or eradicated sexism and sexist exploitation and
oppression. And as a consequence feminist gains are always at risk.

We are already witnessing powerful losses in the arena of reproductive rights. Violence against
females is escalating. e workforce is daily re-instating gender biases. Harsh critics of feminism blame
family violence on the movement, urging women and men to turn their bas on feminist thinking and
return to sexist-defined gender roles. Patriaral mass media either trashes feminism or tells the public it
is an unnecessary, dead movement. Opportunistic women applaud feminist success, then tell us the
movement is no longer needed, as “all women have improved their lives” in a world where women are
fast becoming the majority of our nation’s poor, where single mothers are pathologized, where no state
aid is available to help the needy and indigent, where most females of all ages have no access to basic
health care. Yet given these dire realities, visionary feminist discourse is increasingly only talked about in
the corridors of the educated elite. If it remains there the feminist message will not be heard, and
ultimately feminist movement will end.

To begin feminist struggle anew, to ensure that we are moving into feminist futures, we still need
feminist theory that speaks to everyone, that lets everyone know that feminist movement can ange
their lives for the beer. is theory, like the analysis offered in Feminist eory: From Margin to
Center, will always allenge, shake us up, provoke, shi our paradigms, ange the way we think, turn
us around. at’s what revolution does. And feminist revolution is needed if we are to live in a world



 
without sexism; where peace, freedom, and justice prevail; where there is no domination. If we follow a
feminist path, this is where it leads. Feminist eory: From Margin to Center  will continue to be a
guiding light.



 

Preface to the First Edition

To be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the main body. For bla Americans living in a
small Kentuy town, the rail-road tras were a daily reminder of our marginality. Across those tras
were paved streets, stores we could not enter, restaurants we could not eat in, and people we could not
look directly in the face. Across those tras was a world we could work in as maids, as janitors, as
prostitutes, as long as it was in a service capacity. We could enter that world, but we could not live there.
We had always to return to the margin, to beyond the tras, to shas and abandoned houses on the
edge of town.

ere were laws to ensure our return. To not return was to risk being punished. Living as we did—on
the edge—we developed a particular way of seeing reality. We looked both from the outside in and from
the inside out. We focused our attention on the center as well as on the margin. We understood both. This
mode of seeing reminded us of the existence of a whole universe, a main body made up of both margin
and center. Our survival depended on an ongoing public awareness of the separation between margin
and center and an ongoing private acknowledgment that we were a necessary, vital part of that whole.

is sense of wholeness, impressed upon our consciousness by the structure of our daily lives, provided
us an oppositional world view—a mode of seeing unknown to most of our oppressors—that sustained us,
aided us in our struggle to transcend poverty and despair, strengthened our sense of self and our
solidarity.

e willingness to explore all possibilities has aracterized my perspective in writing Feminist
eory: From Margin to Center.  Mu feminist theory emerges from privileged women who live at
the center, whose perspectives on reality rarely include knowledge and awareness of the lives of women
and men who live on the margin. As a consequence, feminist theory las wholeness, las the broad
analysis that could encompass a variety of human experiences. Although feminist theorists are aware of
the need to develop ideas and analysis that encompass a larger number of experiences that serve to unify
rather than to polarize, su theory is complex and slow in formation. At its most visionary, it will
emerge from individuals who have knowledge of both margin and center.

It was the dearth of material by and about bla women that led me to begin the resear and writing
of Ain’t I a Woman: Bla Women and Feminism.  It is the absence of feminist theory that addresses
margin and center that has led me to write this book. In the pages ahead, I explore the limitations of
various aspects of feminist theory and practice, proposing new directions. I try to avoid repeating ideas
that are widely known and discussed, concentrating instead on exploring different issues or new
perspectives on old issues. As a consequence, some apters are lengthy and others quite short; none are
intended as comprehensive analyses. roughout the work my thoughts have been shaped by the
conviction that feminism must become a mass-based political movement if it is to have a revolutionary,
transformative impact on society.



 1
Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory

Feminism in the United States has never emerged from the women who are most victimized by sexist
oppression; women who are daily beaten down, mentally, physically, and spiritually—women who are
powerless to ange their condition in life. ey are a silent majority. A mark of their victimization is
that they accept their lot in life without visible question, without organized protest, without collective
anger or rage. Bey Friedan’s e Feminine Mystique’ll  still heralded as having paved the way for
contemporary feminist movement—it was wrien as if these women did not exist. (Although The
Feminine Mystique has been criticized and even aaed from various fronts, I call aention to it again
because certain biased premises about the nature of women’s social status put forth initially in this text
continue to shape the tenor and direction of feminist movement.)

Friedan’s famous phrase, “the problem that has no name,” oen quoted to describe the condition of
women in this society, actually referred to the plight of a select group of college-educated, middle- and
upper-class, married white women—housewives bored with leisure, with the home, with ildren, with
buying products, who wanted more out of life. Friedan concludes her first apter by stating: “We can no
longer ignore that voice within women that says: ‘I want something more than my husband and my
ildren and my house.’” at “more” she defined as careers. She did not discuss who would be called in
to take care of the ildren and maintain the home if more women like herself were freed from their
house labor and given equal access with white men to the professions. She did not speak of the needs of
women without men, without ildren, without homes. She ignored the existence of all non-white
women and poor white women. She did not tell readers whether it was more fulfilling to be a maid, a
babysitter, a factory worker, a clerk, or a prosdtute than to be a leisure-class housewife.

She made her plight and the plight of white women like herself synonymous with a condition affecting
all American women. In so doing, she deflected aention away from her classism, her racism, her sexist
aitudes towards the masses of American women. In the context of her book, Friedan makes clear that
the women she saw as victimized by sexism were college-educated white women who were compelled
by sexist conditioning to remain in the home. She contends:

It is urgent to understand how the very condition of being a housewife can create a sense of emptiness, non-existence, nothingness in
women. ere are aspects of the housewife role that make it almost impossible for a woman of adult intelligence to retain a sense of
human identity, the firm core of self or “I” without whi a human being, man or woman, is not truly alive. For women of ability in
America today, I am convinced that there is something about the housewife state itself that is dangerous.

Specific problems and dilemmas of leisure-class white housewives were real concerns that merited
consideration and ange, but they were not the pressing political concerns of masses of women. Masses
of women were concerned about economic survival, ethnic and racial discrimination, etc. When Friedan
wrote e Feminine Mystique,  more than one-third of all women were in the work force. Although



 
many women longed to be housewives, only women with leisure time and money could actually shape
their identities on the model of the feminine mystique. ey were women who, in Friedan’s words, were
“told by the most advanced thinkers of our time to go ba and live their lives as if they were Noras,
restricted to the doll’s house by Victorian prejudices.”

From her early writing, it appears that Friedan never wondered whether or not the plight of college-
educated white housewives was an adequate reference point by whi to gauge the impact of sexism or
sexist oppression on the lives of women in American society. Nor did she move beyond her own life
experience to acquire an expanded perspective on the lives of women in the United States. I say this not
to discredit her work. It remains a useful discussion of the impact of sexist discrimination on a select
group of women. Examined from a different perspective, it can also be seen as a case study of narcissism,
insensitivity, sentimentality, and self-indulgence, whi reaes its peak when Friedan, in a apter titled
“Progressive Dehumanization,” makes a comparison between the psyological effects of isolation on
white housewives and the impact of confinement on the self-concept of prisoners in Nazi concentration
camps.

Friedan was a principal shaper of contemporary feminist thought. Significantly, the one-dimensional
perspective on women’s reality presented in her book became a marked feature of the contemporary
feminist movement. Like Friedan before them, white women who dominate feminist discourse today
rarely question whether or not their perspective on women’s reality is true to the lived experiences of
women as a collective group. Nor are they aware of the extent to whi their perspectives reflect race
and class biases, although there has been a greater awareness of biases in recent years. Racism abounds in
the writings of white feminists, reinforcing white supremacy and negating the possibility that women
will bond politically across ethnic and racial boundaries. Past feminist refusal to draw aention to and
aa racial hieraries suppressed the link between race and class. Yet class structure in American
society has been shaped by the racial politic of white supremacy; it is only by analyzing racism and its
function in capitalist society that a thorough understanding of class relationships can emerge. Class
struggle is inextricably bound to the struggle to end racism. Urging women to explore the full
implication of class in an early essay, “The Last Straw,” Rita Mae Brown explained:

Class is mu more than Marx’s definition of relationship to the means of production. Class involves your behavior, your basic
assumptions about life. Your experience (determined by your class) validates those assumptions, how you are taught to behave, what
you expect from yourself and from others, your concept of a future, how you understand problems and solve them, how you think, feel,
act. It is these behavioral paerns that middle-class women resist recognizing although they may be perfectly willing to accept class in
Marxist terms, a neat trick that helps them avoid really dealing with class behavior and changing that behavior in themselves. It is these
behavioral patterns which must be recognized, understood, and changed.

White women who dominate feminist discourse, who for the most part make and articulate feminist
theory, have lile or no understanding of white supremacy as a racial politic, of the psyological impact
of class, of their political status within a racist, sexist, capitalist state.

It is this la of awareness that, for example, leads Leah Fritz to write in Dreamers and Dealers, a
discussion of the current women’s movement published in 1979:

Women’s suffering under sexist tyranny is a common bond among all women, transcending the particulars of the different forms that
tyranny takes. Suffering cannot be measured and compared quantitatively.  Is the enforced idleness and vacuity of a “ri”
woman, whi leads her to madness and/or suicide, greater or less than the suffering of a poor woman who barely survives on welfare
but retains somehow her spirit? There is no way to measure such difference, but should these two women survey each other without the



 
screen of patriarchal class, they may find a commonality in the fact that they are both oppressed, both miserable.

Fritz’s statement is another example of wishful thinking, as well as the conscious mystification of social
divisions between women that has aracterized mu feminist expression. While it is evident that many
women suffer from sexist tyranny, there is lile indication that this forges “a common bond among all
women.” ere is mu evidence substantiating the reality that race and class identity creates differences
in quality of life, social status, and lifestyle that take precedence over the common experience women
share—differences that are rarely transcended. e motives of materially privileged, educated white
women with a variety of career and lifestyle options available to them must be questioned when they
insist that “suffering cannot be measured.” Fritz is by no means the first white feminist to make this
statement. It is a statement that I have never heard a poor woman of any race make. Although there is
mu I would take issue with in Benjamin Barber’s critique of the women’s movement, Uberating
Feminism, I agree with his assertion:

Suffering is not necessarily a fixed and universal experience that can be measured by a single rod: it is related to situations, needs, and
aspirations. But there must be some historical and political parameters for the use of the term so that political priorities can be
established and different forms and degrees of suffering can be given the most attention.

A central tenet of modern feminist thought has been the assertion that “all women are oppressed.”
is assertion implies that women share a common lot, that factors like class, race, religion, sexual
preference, etc. do not create a diversity of experience that determines the extent to whi sexism will be
an oppressive force in the lives of individual women. Sexism as a system of domination is
institutionalized, but it has never determined in an absolute way the fate of all women in this society.
Being oppressed means the absence of choices. It is the primary point of contact between the oppressed
and the oppressor. Many women in this society do have oices (as inadequate as they are); therefore
exploitation and discrimination are words that more accurately describe the lot of women collectively in
the United States. Many women do not join organized resistance against sexism precisely because sexism
has not meant an absolute la of oices. ey may know they are discriminated against on the basis of
sex, but they do not equate this with oppression. Under capitalism, patriary is structured so that sexism
restricts women’s behavior in some realms even as freedom from limitations is allowed in other spheres.
e absence of extreme restrictions leads many women to ignore the areas in whi they are exploited
or discriminated against; it may even lead them to imagine that no women are oppressed.

ere are oppressed women in the United States, and it is both appropriate and necessary that we
speak against su oppression. Fren feminist Christine Delphy makes the point in her essay “For a
Materialist Feminism” that the use of the term “oppression” is important because it places feminist
struggle in a radical political framework (a fuller discussion of Christine Delphy’s perspective may be
found in the collected essays of her work, Close to Home):

e rebirth of feminism coincided with the use of the term “oppression.” e ruling ideology, i.e. common sense, daily spee, does not
speak about oppression but about a “feminine condition.” It refers ba to a naturalist explanation: to a constraint of nature, exterior
reality out of rea and not modifiable by human action. e term “oppression,” on the contrary, refers ba to a oice, an
explanation, a situation that is political. “Oppression” and “social oppression” are therefore synonyms, or rather social oppression is a
redundance: the notion of a political origin, i.e. social, is an integral part of the concept of oppression.

However, feminist emphasis on “common oppression” in the United States was less a strategy for



 
politicization than an appropriation by conservative and liberal women of a radical political vocabulary
that masked the extent to whi they shaped the movement so that it addressed and promoted their class
interests.

Although the impulse towards unity and empathy that informed the notion of common oppression
was directed at building solidarity, slogans like “organize around your own oppression” provided the
excuse many privileged women needed to ignore the differences between their social status and the
status of masses of women. It was a mark of race and class privilege, as well as the expression of freedom
from the many constraints sexism places on working-class women, that middle-class white women were
able to make their interests the primary focus of feminist movement and employ a rhetoric of
commonality that made their condition synonymous with “oppression.” Who was there to demand a
ange in vocabulary? What other group of women in the United States had the same access to
universities, publishing houses, mass media, money? Had middle-class bla women begun a movement
in whi they had labeled themselves “oppressed,” no one would have taken them seriously. Had they
established public forums and given speees about their “oppression,” they would have been criticized
and aaed from all sides. is was not the case with white bourgeois feminists, for they could appeal
to a large audience of women like themselves who were eager to ange their lot in life. eir isolation
from women of other class and race groups provided no immediate comparative base by whi to test
their assumptions of common oppression.

Initially, radical participants in women’s movement demanded that women penetrate that isolation
and create a space for contact. Anthologies like Uberation Now!, Women’s Tiberation: Blueprint for
the Future, Class and Feminism, Radical Feminism,  and Sisterhood Is ‘Powerful, all published in
the early 1970s, contain articles that aempted to address a wide audience of women, an audience that
was not exclusively white, middle-class, college-educated, and adult (many have articles on teenagers).
Sookie Stambler articulated this radical spirit in her introduction to Women’s Liberation: Blueprintfor
the Future:

Movement women have always been turned off by the media’s necessity to create celebrities and superstars. is goes against our basic
philosophy. We cannot relate to women in our ranks towering over us with prestige and fame. We are not struggling for the benefit of
the one woman or for one group of women. We are dealing with issues that concern all women.

ese sentiments, shared by many feminists early in the movement, were not sustained. As more and
more women acquired prestige, fame, or money from feminist writings or from gains from feminist
movement for equality in the work force, individual opportunism undermined appeals for collective
struggle. Women who were not opposed to patriary, capitalism, classism, or racism labeled themselves
“feminist.” eir expectations were varied. Privileged women wanted social equality with men of their
class; some women wanted equal pay for equal work; others wanted an alternative lifestyle. Many of
these legitimate concerns were easily co-opted by the ruling capitalist patriary. Fren feminist
Antoinette Fouque states:

e actions proposed by the feminist groups are spectacular, provoking. But provocation only brings to light a certain number of social
contradictions. It does not reveal radical contradictions within society. e feminists claim that they do not seek equality with men,
but their practice proves the contrary to be true. Feminists are a bourgeois avant-garde that maintains, in an inverted form, the
dominant values. Inversion does not facilitate the passage to another kind of structure. Reformism suits everyone! Bourgeois order,
capitalism, phallocentrism are ready to integrate as many feminists as will be necessary. Since these women are becoming men, in the
end it will only mean a few more men. e difference between the sexes is not whether one does or doesn’t have a penis, it is whether



 
or not one is an integral part of a phallic masculine economy.

Feminists in the United States are aware of the contradictions. Carol Ehrli makes the point in her
essay “e Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Can It Be Saved?” that “feminism seems more
and more to have taken on a blind, safe, nonrevolutionary outlook” as “feminist radicalism loses ground
to bourgeois feminism,” stressing that “we cannot let this continue”:

Women need to know (and are increasingly prevented from finding out) that feminism is not about dressing for success, or becoming a
corporate executive, or gaining elective office; it is not being able to share a two-career marriage and take skiing vacations and spend
huge amounts of time with your husband and two lovely ildren because you have a domestic worker who makes all this possible for
you, but who hasn’t the time or money to do it for herself; it is not opening a Women’s Bank, or spending a weekend in an expensive
workshop that guarantees to tea you how to become assertive (but not aggressive); it is most emphatically not about becoming a
police detective or CIA agent or marine corps general.

But if these distorted images of feminism have more reality than ours do, it is partly our own fault. We have not worked as hard as
we should have at providing clear and meaningful alternative analyses whi relate to people’s lives, and at providing active, accessible
groups in which to work.

It is no accident that feminist struggle has been so easily co-opted to serve the interests of conservative
and liberal feminists, since feminism in the United States has so far been a bourgeois ideology. Zillah
Eisenstein discusses the liberal roots of North American feminism in e Radical Future of Uberal
Feminism, explaining in the introduction:

One of the major contributions to be found in this study is the role of the ideology of liberal individualism in the construction of
feminist theory. Today’s feminists either do not discuss a theory of individuality or they unself-consciously adopt the competitive,
atomistic ideology of liberal individualism. ere is mu confusion on this issue in the feminist theory we discuss here. Until a
conscious differentiation is made between a theory of individuality that recognizes the importance of the individual within the social
collectivity and the ideology of individualism that assumes a competitive view of the individual, there will not be a full accounting of
what a feminist theory of liberation must look like in our Western society.

e ideology of “competitive, atomistic&liberal individualism” has permeated feminist thought to su
an extent that it undermines the potential radicalism of feminist struggle. e usurpation of feminism by
bourgeois women to support their class interests has been to a very grave extent justified by feminist
theory as it has so far been conceived (for example, the ideology of “common oppression”). Any
movement to resist the co-optation of feminist struggle must begin by introducing a different feminist
perspective—a new theory—one that is not informed by the ideology of liberal individualism.

e exclusionary practices of women who dominate feminist discourse have made it practically
impossible for new and varied theories to emerge. Feminism has its party line, and women who feel a
need for a different strategy, a different foundation, oen find themselves ostracized and silenced.
Criticisms of or alternatives to established feminist ideas are not encouraged, e.g. recent controversies
about expanding feminist discussions of sexuality. Yet groups of women who feel excluded from feminist
discourse and praxis can make a place for themselves only if they first create, via critiques, an awareness
of the factors that alienate them. Many individual white women found in the women’s movement a
liberatory solution to personal dilemmas. Having directly benefited from the movement, they are less
inclined to criticize it or to engage in rigorous examination of its structure than those who feel it has not
had a revolutionary impact on their lives or the lives of masses of women in our society. Non-white
women who feel affirmed within the current structure of feminist movement (even though they may
form autonomous groups) seem also to feel that their definitions of the party line, whether on the issue of



 
bla feminism or on other issues, are the only legitimate discourse. Rather than encourage a diversity of
voices, critical dialogue, and controversy, they, like some white women, seek to stifle dissent. As activists
and writers whose work is widely known, they act as if they are best able to judge whether other
women’s voices should be heard. Susan Griffin warns against this overall tendency towards dogmatism in
her essay “The Way of All Ideology”:

When a theory is transformed into an ideology, it begins to destroy the self and self-knowledge. Originally born of feeling, it pretends
to float above and around feeling. Above sensation. It organizes experience according to itself, without touing experience. By virtue of
being itself, it is supposed to know. To invoke the name of this ideology is to confer truthfulness. No one can tell it anything new.
Experience ceases to surprise it, inform it, transform it. It is annoyed by any detail which does not fit into its world view. Begun as a cry
against the denial of truth, now it denies any truth whi does not fit into its seme. Begun as a way to restore one’s sense of reality,
now it aempts to discipline real people, to remake natural beings aer its own image. All that it fails to explain it records as its enemy.
Begun as a theory of liberation, it is threatened by new theories of liberation; it builds a prison for the mind.

We resist hegemonic dominance of feminist thought by insisting that it is a theory in the making, that
we must necessarily criticize, question, re-examine, and explore new possibilities. My persistent critique
has been informed by my status as a member of an oppressed group, my experience of sexist
exploitation and discrimination, and the sense that prevailing feminist analysis has not been the force
shaping my feminist consciousness. is is true for many women. ere are white women who had
never considered resisting male dominance until the feminist movement created an awareness that they
could and should. My awareness of feminist struggle was stimulated by social circumstance. Growing up
in a Southern, bla, father-dominated, working-class household, I experienced (as did my mother, my
sisters, and my brother) varying degrees of patriaral tyranny, and it made me angry—it made us all
angry. Anger led me to question the politics of male dominance and enabled me to resist sexist
socialization. Frequently, white feminists act as if bla women did not know sexist oppression existed
until they voiced feminist sentiment. ey believe they are providing bla women with “the” analysis
and “the” program for liberation. ey do not understand, cannot even imagine, that bla women, as
well as other groups of women who live daily in oppressive situations, oen acquire an awareness of
patriaral politics from their lived experience, just as they develop strategies of resistance (even though
they may not resist on a sustained or organized basis).

ese bla women observed white feminist focus on male tyranny and women’s oppression as if it
were a “new” revelation, and felt su a focus had lile impact on their lives. To them it was just another
indication of the privileged living conditions of middle- and upper-class white women that they would
need a theory to “inform them that they were oppressed.” e implication being that people who are
truly oppressed know it even though they may not be engaged in organized resistance or are unable to
articulate in wrien form the nature of their oppression. ese bla women saw nothing liberatory in
party-line analyses of women’s oppression. Neither the fact that bla women have not organized
collectively in huge numbers around the issues of “feminism” (many of us do not know or use the term)
nor the fact that we have not had access to the mainery of power that would allow us to share our
analyses or theories about gender with the American public negates its presence in our lives or places us
in a position of dependency in relationship to those white and non-white feminists who address a larger
audience.

e understanding I had by age thirteen of patriaral politics created in me expectations of the
feminist movement that were quite different from those of young, middle-class white women. When I



 
entered my first women’s studies class at Stanford University in the early 1970s, white women were
reveling in the joy of being together—to them it was an important, momentous occasion. I had not
known a life where women had not been together, where women had not helped, protected, and loved
one another deeply. I had not known white women who were ignorant of the impact of race and class on
their social status and consciousness. (Southern white women oen have a more realistic perspective on
racism and classism than white women in other areas of the United States.) I did not feel sympathetic to
white peers who maintained that I could not expect them to have knowledge of or understand the life
experiences of bla women. Despite my baground (living in racially segregated communities) I knew
about the lives of white women, and certainly no white women lived in our neighborhood, aended our
schools, or worked in our homes.

When I participated in feminist groups, I found that white women adopted a condescending aitude
towards me and other non-white participants. e condescension they directed at bla women was one
of the means they employed to remind us that the women’s movement was “theirs”—that we were able
to participate because they allowed it, even encouraged it; aer all, we were needed to legitimate the
process. ey did not see us as equals. ey did not treat us as equals. And though they expected us to
provide first-hand accounts of bla experience, they felt it was their role to decide if these experiences
were authentic. Frequently, college-educated bla women (even those from poor and working-class
bagrounds) were dismissed as mere imitators. Our presence in movement activities did not count, as
white women were convinced that “real” blaness meant speaking the patois of poor bla people,
being uneducated, streetwise, and a variety of other stereotypes. If we dared to criticize the movement or
to assume responsibility for reshaping feminist ideas and introducing new ideas, our voices were tuned
out, dismissed, silenced. We could be heard only if our statements eoed the sentiments of the dominant
discourse.

Aempts by white feminists to silence bla women are rarely wrien about. All too oen they have
taken place in conference rooms, classrooms, or the privacy of cozy living-room seings, where one lone
bla woman faces the racist hostility of a group of white women. From the time the women’s liberation
movement began, individual bla women went to groups. Many never returned aer a first meeting.
Anita Cornwell is correct in “ree for the Price of One: Notes from a Gay Bla Feminist” when she
states, “Sadly enough, fear of encountering racism seems to be one of the main reasons that so many
bla women refuse to join the women’s movement.” Recent focus on the issue of racism has generated
discourse but has had lile impact on the behavior of white feminists towards bla women. Oen the
white women who are busy publishing papers and books on “unlearning racism” remain patronizing and
condescending when they relate to bla women. is is not surprising given that frequently their
discourse is aimed solely in the direction of a white audience and the focus solely on anging aitudes
rather than addressing racism in a historical and political context. ey make us the “objects” of their
privileged discourse on race. As “objects,” we remain unequals, inferiors. Even though they may be
sincerely concerned about racism, their methodology suggests they are not yet free of the type of
paternalism endemic to white supremacist ideology. Some of these women place themselves in the
position of “authorities” who must mediate communication between racist white women (naturally they
see themselves as having come to terms with their racism) and angry bla women whom they believe
are incapable of rational discourse. Of course, the system of racism, classism, and educational elitism must



 
remain intact if they are to maintain their authoritative positions.

In 1981,1 enrolled in a graduate class on feminist theory where we were given a course reading list
that had writings by white women and men and one bla man, but no material by or about bla,
Native American Indian, Hispanic, or Asian women. When I criticized this oversight, white women
directed an anger and hostility at me that was so intense I found it difficult to aend the class. When I
suggested that the purpose of this collective anger was to create an atmosphere in whi it would be
psyologically unbearable for me to speak in class discussions or even aend class, I was told that they
were not angry. I was the one who was angry. Weeks aer class ended, I received an open leer from
one white female student acknowledging her anger and expressing regret for her attacks. She wrote:

I didn’t know you. You were bla. In class aer a while I noticed myself, that I would always be the one to respond to whatever you
said. And usually it was to contradict. Not that the argument was always about racism by any means. But I think the hidden logic was
that if I could prove you wrong about one thing, then you might not be right about anything at all.

And in another paragraph:

I said in class one day that there were some people less entrapped than others by Plato’s picture of the world. I said I thought we, aer
fieen years of education, courtesy of the ruling class, might be more entrapped than others who had not received a start in life so close
to the heart of the monster. My classmate, once a close friend, sister, colleague, has not spoken to me since then. I think the possibility
that we were not the best spokespeople for all women made her fear for her self-worth and for her Ph.D.

Oen in situations where white feminists aggressively aaed individual bla women, they saw
themselves as the ones who were under aa, who were the victims. During a heated discussion with
another white female student in a racially mixed women’s group I had organized, I was told that she had
heard how I had “wiped out” people in the feminist theory class, that she was afraid of being “wiped
out,” too. I reminded her that I was one person speaking to a large group of angry, aggressive people; I
was hardly dominating the situation. It was I who le the class in tears, not any of the people I had
supposedly “wiped out.”

Racist stereotypes of the strong, superhuman bla woman are operative myths in the minds of many
white women, allowing them to ignore the extent to whi bla women are likely to be victimized in
this society, and the role white women may play in the maintenance and perpetuation of that
victimization. In Lillian Heilman’s autobiographical work Pentimento, she writes, “All my life, beginning
at birth, I have taken orders from bla women, wanting them and resenting them, being superstitious
the few times I disobeyed.” e bla women Heilman describes worked in her household as family
servants, and their status was never that of an equal. Even as a ild, she was always in the dominant
position as they questioned, advised, or guided her; they were free to exercise these rights because she or
another white authority figure allowed it. Heilman places power in the hands of these bla women
rather than anowledge her own power over them; hence she mystifies the true nature of their
relationship. By projecting onto bla women a mythical power and strength, white women both
promote a false image of themselves as powerless, passive victims and deflect aention away from their
aggressiveness, their power (however limited in a white supremacist, male-dominated state), their
willingness to dominate and control others. ese unanowledged aspects of the social status of many
white women prevent them from transcending racism and limit the scope of their understanding of
women’s overall social status in the United States.

Privileged feminists have largely been unable to speak to, with, and for diverse groups of women



 
because they either do not understand fully the interrelatedness of sex, race, and class oppression or
refuse to take this interrelatedness seriously. Feminist analyses of woman’s lot tend to focus exclusively
on gender and do not provide a solid foundation on whi to construct feminist theory. ey reflect the
dominant tendency in Western patriaral minds to mystify woman’s reality by insisting that gender is
the sole determinant of woman’s fate. Certainly it has been easier for women who do not experience
race or class oppression to focus exclusively on gender. Although socialist feminists focus on class and
gender, they tend to dismiss race, or they make a point of anowledging that race is important and then
proceed to offer an analysis in which race is not considered.

As a group, bla women are in an unusual position in this society, for not only are we collectively at
the boom of the occupational ladder, but our overall social status is lower than that of any other group.
Occupying su a position, we bear the brunt of sexist, racist, and classist oppression. At the same time,
we are the group that has not been socialized to assume the role of exploiter/oppressor in that we are
allowed no institutionalized “other” that we can exploit or oppress. (Children do not represent an
institutionalized other even though they may be oppressed by parents.) White women and bla men
have it both ways. ey can act as oppressor or be oppressed. Bla men may be victimized by racism,
but sexism allows them to act as exploiters and oppressors of women. White women may be victimized
by sexism, but racism enables them to act as exploiters and oppressors of bla people. Both groups have
led liberation movements that favor their interests and support the continued oppression of other groups.
Bla male sexism has undermined struggles to eradicate racism just as white female racism undermines
feminist struggle. As long as these two groups, or any group, defines liberation as gaining social equality
with ruling-class white men, they have a vested interest in the continued exploitation and oppression of
others.

Bla women with no institutionalized “other” that we may discriminate against, exploit, or oppress
oen have a lived experience that directly allenges the prevailing classist, sexist, racist social structure
and its concomitant ideology. is lived experience may shape our consciousness in su a way that our
world view differs from those who have a degree of privilege (however relative within the existing
system). It is essential for continued feminist struggle that bla women recognize the special vantage
point our marginality gives us and make use of this perspective to criticize the dominant racist, classist,
sexist hegemony as well as to envision and create a counter-hegemony. I am suggesting that we have a
central role to play in the making of feminist theory and a contribution to offer that is unique and
valuable. e formation of a liberatory feminist theory and praxis is a collective responsibility, one that
must be shared. ough I criticize aspects of feminist movement as we have known it so far, a critique
whi is sometimes harsh and unrelenting, I do so not in an aempt to diminish feminist struggle but to
enrich, to share in the work of making a liberatory ideology and a liberatory movement.
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Feminism: A Movement to End Sexist Oppression

A central problem within feminist discourse has been our inability to either arrive at a consensus of
opinion about what feminism is or accept definition(s) that could serve as points of unification. Without
agreed-upon définition(s), we la a sound foundation on whi to construct theory or engage in overall
meaningful praxis. Expressing her frustrations with the absence of clear definitions in a recent essay,
“Towards a Revolutionary Ethics,” Carmen Vazquez comments:

We can’t even agree on what a “Feminist” is, never mind what she would believe in and how she defines the principles that constitute
honor among us. In key with the American capitalist obsession for individualism and anything goes so long as it gets you what you
want, feminism in America has come to mean anything you like, honey. ere are as many definitions of Feminism as there are
feminists, some of my sisters say, with a chuckle. I don’t think it’s funny.

It is not funny. It indicates a growing la of interest in feminism as a radical political movement. It is a
despairing gesture expressive of the belief that solidarity among women is not possible. It is a sign that
the political naïveté whi has traditionally aracterized woman’s lot in male-dominated culture
abounds.

Most people in the United States think of feminism, or the more commonly used term “women’s lib,”
as a movement that aims to make women the social equals of men. is broad definition, popularized by
the media and mainstream segments of the movement, raises problematic questions. Since men are not
equals in white supremacist, capitalist, patriaral class structure, whi men do women want to be equal
to? Do women share a common vision of what equality means? Implicit in this simplistic definition of
women’s liberation is a dismissal of race and class as factors that, in conjunction with sexism, determine
the extent to whi an individual will be discriminated against, exploited, or oppressed. Bourgeois white
women interested in women’s rights issues have been satisfied with simple definitions for obvious
reasons. Rhetorically placing themselves in the same social category as oppressed women, they are not
anxious to call attention to race and class privilege.

Women in lower-class and poor groups, particularly those who are non-white, would not have defined
women’s liberation as women gaining social equality with men, since they are continually reminded in
their everyday lives that all women do not share a common social status. Concurrently, they know that
many males in their social groups are exploited and oppressed. Knowing that men in their groups do not
have social, political, and economic power, they would not deem it liberatory to share their social status.
While they are aware that sexism enables men in their respective groups to have privileges that are
denied them, they are more likely to see exaggerated expressions of male auvinism among their peers
as stemming from the male’s sense of himself as powerless and ineffectual in relation to ruling male
groups, rather than an expression of an overall privileged social status. From the very onset of the
women’s liberation movement, these women were suspicious of feminism precisely because they



 
recognized the limitations inherent in its definition. ey recognized the possibility that feminism defined
as social equality with men might easily become a movement that would primarily affect the social
standing of white women in middle- and upper-class groups while affecting only in a very marginal way
the social status of working-class and poor women.

Not all the women who were at the forefront of organized women’s movement, shaping definitions,
were content with making women’s liberation synonymous with women gaining social equality with
men. On the opening pages of Woman Power: e Movementfor Women’s Liberation,  Cellestine
Ware, a black woman active in the movement, wrote under the heading “Goals”:

Radical feminism is working for the eradication of domination and elitism in all human relationships. is would make self-
determination the ultimate good and require the downfall of society as we know it today.

Individual radical feminists like Charloe Bun based their analyses on an informed understanding of
the politics of domination and a recognition of the interconnections among various systems of
domination even as they focused primarily on sexism. eir perspectives were not valued by those
organizers and participants in women’s movement who were more interested in social reforms. e
anonymous authors of a pamphlet on feminist issues published in 1976, Women and the New World,
make the point that many women active in women’s liberation movement were far more comfortable
with the notion of feminism as a reform that would help women aain social equality with men of their
class than feminism defined as a radical movement that would eradicate domination and transform
society:

Whatever the organization, the location, or the ethnic composition of the group, all the women’s liberation organizations had one thing
in common: they all came together based on a biological and sociological fact rather than on a body of ideas. Women came together in
the women’s liberation movement on the basis that we were women and all women are subject to male domination. We saw all women
as being our allies and all men as being the oppressor. We never questioned the extent to whi American women accept the same
materialistic and individualistic values as American men. We did not stop to think that American women are just as reluctant as
American men to struggle for a new society based on new values of mutual respect, cooperation and social responsibility.

It is now evident that many women active in feminist movement were interested in reform as an end
in itself, not as a stage in the progression towards revolutionary transformation. Even though Zillah
Eisenstein can optimistically point to the potential radicalism of liberal women who work for social
reform in e Radical Future of Tiberal Feminism,  the process by whi this radicalism will surface is
unclear. Eisenstein offers as an example of the radical implications of liberal feminist programs the
demands made at the government-sponsored Houston conference on women’s rights issues whi took
place in 1978:

The Houston report demands as a human right a full voice and role for women in determining the destiny of our world, our nation, our
families, and our individual lives. It specifically calls for (1) the elimination of violence in the home and the development of shelters for
baered women, (2) support for women’s business, (3) a solution to ild abuse, (4) federally funded nonsexist ild care, (5) a policy of
full employment so that all women who wish and are able to work may do so, (6) the protection of homemakers so that marriage is a
partnership, (7) an end to the sexist portrayal of women in the media, (8) establishment of reproductive freedom and the end to
involuntary sterilization, (9) a remedy to the double discrimination against minority women, (10) a revision of criminal codes dealing
with rape, (11) elimination of discrimination on the basis of sexual preference, (12) the establishment of nonsexist education, and (13) an
examination of all welfare reform proposals for their specific impact on women.

e positive impact of liberal reforms on women’s lives should not lead to the assumption that they
eradicate systems of domination. Nowhere in these demands is there an emphasis on eradicating the
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