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Abstract 

 
Feminist militancy and activism has proved various according to 

the different conceptions and trends. It appears obvious that the 

movement is no more focused on the early single aim. This 

contribution aims at shedding light on Bell Hooks commitment in 

gathering all trends and misconceptions around a single 

theorization of feminism standing upon the fight against 

patriarchy. This article which springs in the light of social 

criticism and literary feminist criticism analyzes the opposite 

ideologies, the binary oppressor/oppressed and highlights the 

basic female values in theorizing a universal feminism for the well-

being of all women around the world. 
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Résumé 

 
Les actions et activismes féministes varient selon différentes 

conceptions et tendances mettant ainsi en lumière la diversité des 

objectifs. Cette contribution vise à mettre en lumière l’engament 

de Bell Hooks tendant à réunir toutes ces divisions autour d’une 
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théorie féministe unique dont le point focal est la lutte contre la 

patriarchie. Cet article qui s’appuie sur la sociocritique et la 

critique littéraire féministe met en évidence les oppositions 

idéologiques, la dichotomie oppresseur/opprimé et la montée des 

valeurs féministes comme fondement d’une théorie universelle du 

féminisme pour le bien-être de toutes les femmes à travers le 

monde. 

Mots clés : Théorie féministe, patriarchie, politique, sororité. 

  

  
Introduction 

  

According to Susan B. Anthony, a prominent early American 

feminist, feminism aimed at guarantying equal rights for 

both men and women in the American society. As time passes 

by, its objectives increased and varied on the basis of 

various factors linked to such issues as race and social 

position (Kemp & Squire 1997). Feminism was thus perceived 

either as socialist, black, radical and Marxist to name but a 

few of the various trends it generated. Furthermore, the 

concept of feminism that gathered women of all races 

around a single ideal proved elusive. White women who enjoy 

a relatively acceptable social position focused their fight on 

their own concern, forgetting thus about the specification 

of women from minority circles. Consequently, minority 

women mainly black ones understood the need to find a 

forum to talk about their own troubles. There are thus 

multiple feminist theoretical perspectives. Feminism is thus 

diverse and varied as elicited in this passage: “The diversity 

within feminism is now well established. The plural of our 

title (feminisms) reflects the contemporary diversity of 
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motivation, methods and experiences among feminist 

academies, and feminists’ political commitments to 

diversity-- its validation of a multiplicity of approaches, 

positions, and strategies.” (Kemp& Squires,1997 :3) 

Furthermore, the concept of feminism itself is not 

well perceived nor understood and therefore combatted by 

groups of people mainly men in the US. The misconception of 

feminism leads men to look down on feminists’ advocates on 

the reason that feminist discourses and activists long for 

turning the world upside down, to subdue men to women. The 

quintessence of the concept of feminism in its broadest 

sense has been perverted and taken out of its substance. In 

the work Feminism is for everybody Passionate Politics, Bell 

Hooks questions the real theory of feminism today, before 

all the various trends that have developed. The book is a 

thought-provoking one which provides a clear, concise 

introduction to feminist theory. It addresses the 

misconceptions surrounding feminism and emphasizes its 

vital importance in creating a fair and equitable society for 

all. 

The present contribution purports to investigate the 

theorization of feminism as perceived by the radical black 

American activist Bell Hooks mainly through the up-cited 

book to gather everyone around feminist thought. The 

analysis, because it is society bound and about the living 

conditions of women will develop through sociocriticism and 

literary feminist criticism. It will first discuss the opposite 

ideologies about feminism. Light will subsequently be shed 

on the binary oppressor/oppressed. The final focus will 

challenge patriarchy and gender roles. 
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Theoritical antagonism 

 

Ideology can broadly be defined as a system of ideas and 

ideals, especially one which forms the basis of economic or 

political theory and policy. In the present contribution 

precisely, it is about feminist ideology. In the early days of 

its inception in the US it was perceived as a set of rules to 

be followed in order to grant women the same rights as men 

as clearly detailed as follow: 

“A fundamental goal of feminist theory is (and ought 

to be) to analyze gender relations: how gender 

relations are constructed and experienced and how 

we think or equally important, do not think about 

them. The study of gender relations includes but is 

not limited to what are often considered the 

distinctively feminist issues: the situation of women 

and the analysis of male domination” (Kemp & 

Squires,1997:6).  

But the social realities of that period botched the feminist 

union. Racial division proved the fragility of feminist 

organization. Minority group feminists’ concerns were 

overlooked by white women who just saw black people rather 

than women. The ideological opposition in Feminism is for 

Everybody Passionate Politics encompasses racial 

antagonisms and classist conflicts. 

Indeed, as time passes by, racial discrimination that 

has truly long-lived resurfaced making of most black 

feminists the rebus of the American society as the coming 

passage by a critic strongly emphasizes that: 

True feminism has the power to transform society, 

but too often what is advanced as feminism is actually 
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White supremacy in disguise – a counterfeit we 

sometimes call White Feminism.  White Feminism 

exists to promote the comfort and safety of middle-

class and affluent White women. At its core, it is a 

racist ideology that claims to speak for all women 

while ignoring the needs of women of color and 

suppressing our voices when our agendas and 

priorities don’t align. It recognizes the voice of 

women of color only to further its own aims and 

appear inclusive (Ortega, 2006:58).   

The obvious and immediate consequence of that racial 

classism was the split of the movement into trends among 

which black feminism. Black feminism advocates “self-

reliant, self-defined individuals confronting race, gender 

and class oppression”.(Hooks, 2000:15) It was largely spread 

by scholars (black American scholars such as Bell Hooks) 

through different channels such as meetings, conferences, 

and mainly literature. It is an afrocentric thought that 

focuses on the importance that knowledge plays in 

empowering oppressed people. It is illustrated by this 

excerpt from Feminisms: “While black and white feminists 

have objected to the sexist of black literary history, black 

women challenged the racism of feminist literary history” 

(Kemp & Squires,1997 :60). So racially feminists were 

opposed. 

         The opposite ideologies were also based upon a deep 

misconception inside social, political and racial spheres of 

groups. Some think the uppermost for women, whatever the 

race should be to climb to financial power (Social feminists). 

Liberal ones believe that personal interactions between men 

and women can lead to equality between them inside the 

https://www.terraincognitamedia.com/features/what-is-white-feminism2018
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American society. As to the Marxists, work is the 

uppermost. Women’s efforts at work is supposed to bring a 

complete change inside the American society. Lesbians 

declare that women should be proud of their bodies and use 

it the way they please. Society has imposed rules upon them 

but they must energetically stand against those wobbly 

rules. For instance, they should be free and feel free to 

make love the way they want, not compulsorily with men as 

stated below:  

The degree to which lesbian partnership was as good 

as or better than heterosexual bonds was usually 

determined not by both parties being of the same sex 

but by the extent of their commitment to breaking 

with notions of romance and partnership informed by 

a culture of domination's sadomasochistic assumption 

that in every relationship there is a dominant and a 

submissive party. (Hook,2000:87) 

The most outstanding one is the radical feminism. 

This trend seems to base upon other trends of feminism to 

confront patriarchy. It is said to be radical because its 

members want to dismantle patriarchy rather than making 

adjustments to the system through changes. For this trend, 

the society is unequal because of patriarchy which stands in 

their eyes as the main oppressing tool against women in 

order to control them in all spheres of life that is to say 

socially, politically, economically psychologically and even 

sexually as denounced in this excerpt: “ Black women writers 

such as Alice Walker, Tony Morrison, Bucci Emecheta write 

to shape their experience and to reclaim both their history, 

self-image battered by their three enemies: racism, 

classism sexism” ( Kenyon,1991 :9) This radical trend of 
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feminism seems to have guided the steps of Hooks in the 

production of this literary work. In fact, the whole work, 

despite the captions, instills to fight down patriarchy since 

it is perceived as the very root of women mistreatment in 

the American society. For her, feminism is not against men 

nor the society. The feminist struggle has to identify and 

fight down a single enemy: patriarchy also perceived as the 

source of the control man holds on the whole society. It is 

summarized by Hooks as follow:  

While it was in the interest of mainstream white 

supremacist capitalist patriarchy to suppress 

visionary feminist thinking which was not anti-male or 

concerned with getting women the right to be like 

men, reformist feminists were also eager to silence 

these forces. Reformist feminism became their route 

to class mobility. They could break free of male 

domination in the workforce and be more self-

determining in their lifestyles. While sexism did not 

end, they could maximize their freedom within the 

existing system. And they could count on there being 

a lower class of exploited subordinated women to do 

the dirty work they were refusing to do. By accepting 

and indeed colluding with the subordination of 

working-class and poor women, they not only ally 

themselves with the existing patriarchy and its 

concomitant sexism, they give themselves the right 

to lead a double life, one where they are the equals 

of men in the workforce and at home when they want 

to be. If they choose lesbianism they have the 

privilege of being equals with men in the workforce 

while using class power to create domestic lifestyles 
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where they can choose to have little or no contact 

with men. (Hooks,2000:5) 

  Feminist conception is varied based upon some 

common and sometimes specific social variants. Therefore, 

though sharing a common basis American feminists do not 

agree upon the theorization of feminist ideology. Hence the 

need of a clear and consensual theory. There is moreover 

the perception of oppression itself, mainly the binary 

oppressor/oppressed.  

 

Deconstruction of oppressor/oppressed dichotomy 

 

 Disparities in feminism theorization mainly rejection of the 

binary oppressor/oppressed covers different fields that 

somehow influence people’s conception. All white people as 

much as men at large are wrongly thought to be partial, 

forgetting that some women even favor and implement 

internalized sexism. 

  It is generally admitted that the white race has ever 

ostracized and mistreated blacks and minorities in the US. 

As an illustration, Anarcha Wescott a 17 years old black 

woman underwent more than 30 brutal operations without 

pain relief in the hands of J. Marion Sim a white man who 

believed that blacks could feel no pain. (Wall, 2006) It is 

thus an historical fact that can be checked. Still will it be 

honest to declare peremptorily that all whites are racists? 

Not as such because even in slavery times some whites 

helped several slaves escape. Let’s us remember the radical 

abolitionist John Brown who was executed by 

the Commonwealth of Virginia for a raid and incitement of a 

slave rebellion at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859.Though 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Brown%27s_raid_on_Harpers_Ferry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Brown%27s_raid_on_Harpers_Ferry
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white, John Brown reached national prominence for his 

fierce opposition and actions against slavery. Moreover, in 

the northern states of the us, slavery was somehow 

combatted for the sake of human dignity. Consequently, the 

binary oppressor/oppressed used when talking about white 

race should be re-appreciated because it is not always 

justified. Even in a family the members may not share 

feelings and emotions meaning that some can share 

heartless and oppressive convictions whereas the others 

may not accept it. Equally, in a white couple they can be an 

oppressor and humanist. 

Moreover, not only whites are racist. Some blacks are 

racist. The thing is that they are not in power. But when they 

are given the least opportunity, they tend to subdue whites 

orally and even physically as narrated in Song of Solomon. 

The Seven Days is a group of black men who focus on 

bringing justice to the blacks. (Morrison,1977) Even though 

the seven days was formed to fight for blacks’ rights, it also 

proved racist. For all these reasons, the dichotomy 

oppressor/ oppressed should carefully be handled.  

Furthermore, man as a person is not always the 

oppressor he is thought to be. In the daily life, men whether 

black or white are seen as brutal, violent and heartless social 

actors. But in reality, even though countless men fit into this 

pattern, some do not as written here: “Most men find it 

difficult to be patriarchs. Most men are disturbed by hatred 

and fear of women, by male violence against women, even the 

men who perpetuate this violence” (Hooks,2000: IX). Hooks 

is careful to explain and repeat that the feminist movement 

is not anti-men, but anti sexism and anti-patriarchy. 
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Women through words can oppress other women and 

even men when they are in position to do so. Oral oppression 

can leave unfading scars on people’s minds. In the feminist 

organizations the black women were treated as men by white 

women because of their race. Those words sound as 

oppressing to the blacks who thought themselves inferior to 

the white ones. It is highlighted by conflicts in the 

academies. Whereas women from various backgrounds, 

those who worked solely as housewives or in service jobs, 

and big-time professional women, could be found in diverse 

consciousness-raising groups, the academy was and remains 

a site of class privilege. Privileged white middle-class women 

who were a numeric majority though not necessarily the 

radical leaders of contemporary feminist movement often 

gained prominence because they were the group mass media 

focused on as representatives of the 

struggle(Hooks,2000:9-10)  

Women are in addition oppressed by society through 

social stereotypes. Women are denied their rights and they 

are oppressed through stereotypes which are often 

reinforced by social workers. The oppression toward women 

usually happens because of their stereotype in the society, 

such as nurturing, soft, and weak, these stereotypes which 

lead women to be oppressed. Unconsciously, these 

stereotypes keep women in domestic area in order to manage 

the subordinate thing and hindered to their rights to 

express themselves to be what they want. The Society 

perspective of what women are supposed to be; makes they 

cannot explore their capability except in domestic area. 

(Langan:2015)   
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Oppression by women is also physically violent brutal 

as men do. They are beaten, raped and sometimes forced to 

work the most dehumanizing way by other women. It is what 

is called “the enemy within” or internalized sexism. Hooks 

herself backs up this stance by stating in the book under 

study that: “female can be just sexist as men” (Hooks,2000: 

XII) For Hooks in fact even though sexism must be fought 

among men it is equally compulsory to engage in a fight of 

any patriarchal behavior among women themselves.  

 

The growing influence of feminist principles 

 

The set of a standard feminist theory leads to the 

development of some values core to feminist ideology: There 

is for instance sisterhood; the raise of consciousness about 

feminist concern and finally the political struggle against 

patriarchy. 

Sisterhood is the link showing interactions between 

American women that allows them to take care of one 

another, live in harmony, and forget their daily plights, since 

all of them experience the same pains and frustrations. It 

is an informal social institution that helps American women, 

most of the time living in townships, share their 

experiences, hoping, and expecting better days in the 

future. This institution is celebrated by Barbara Christian. 

she explains that before the hardships of life such as 

oppression and domination, black women appeal to 

sisterhood. Hooks herself was supported by her English 

teacher “who thought I was not getting the academic 

guidance I needed” (Hooks,2000:15). Sisterhood led women 

to rely on each other in order to remain alive and fight 
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adversity. Sisterhood as described is an opportunity to show 

how valuable black American women are, the one to the 

other. It is important to make it clear that here, black 

women care for one-another, whatever their quality and 

experience before the situations they face. They just need 

to help the other black woman, the sister and be helped, 

when in need, in return. For Olga Kenyon, Sisterhood is a 

very important concept in any study linked to the black 

American woman. She expresses it saying: “Sisterhood is a 

worldwide ideal.(Kenyon, 1991:76)” Kenyon is certainly right 

saying so when one considers the range of works on 

sisterhood elaborated by black authors such as Tony 

Morrison, Alice Walker and Gloria Naylor. Hooks herself 

strongly indulge in sisterhood as it gathers all women 

whatever their origin. She posits that genuine sisterhood 

must take “into account the needs of everyone involved” 

(Hooks,1981:16), such as child birth, beauty, abortion, 

sexuality to name but a few. 

Importantly, the internalized sexism of women, as 

described by Hooks, stands in the way of true sisterhood: 

the fight of patriarchy. The bond created was not anti-male. 

The feminists of the time understood that the bond went 

beyond mere shared sympathy. They believed, “Feminist 

sisterhood is rooted in shared commitment to struggle 

against patriarchal injustice, no matter the form that 

injustice takes” (Hooks,2000: 15). In a sexist society, 

everyone is encultured to uphold sexist views, and so 

feminists are not born, they need to be made. They are made 

through the rejection of patriarchal paradigms by the 

politically conscious. Therefore, to change the patriarchy, 

women have to first change themselves.  
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The traditional position and even perception women 

had about themselves is evolving. Women need to change 

their minds from the state of accepting patriarchal 

domination to introspection about it. It results in a deep 

consciousness-raising not only about the wrongs of 

patriarchy but also about the strategies and means to face 

it. 

In the beginning, consciousness-raising groups were 

used therapeutically by women to vent their frustration and 

anger without any structures in place for affirmative action. 

“It was the site where they uncovered and openly revealed 

the depth of their wounds” (Hooks,2000:8) The raise of 

consciousness about their bodies, social position and 

abilities woke women up as they had been undergoing 

injustice for too long. 

Consciousness-raising involves the change of the 

mindset of women. They need to change their way of thinking 

dropping down the patriarchal perception of both 

themselves and the whole society. It also implies for women 

a sense of organization “To build a mass-based feminist 

movement” (Hooks,2000:8) Consciousness-raising is 

furthermore about intellectuals to guide other women. Since 

not all women are educated it becomes an ordeal for 

thinkers and scholars to guide the others. Thus through 

communication and dialogue they favor the rise of a new era 

of thought in the mind of the female sex. (Hooks,2000:7-8) 

Hooks too, as a woman who herself underwent the 

wrongs of patriarchy before understanding that women 

could be perceived differently devotes her whole work to 

the raise of women’s consciousness about their own bodies 

and the society. She prompts women to oppose patriarchal 
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perception of women. She moreover stands against women’s 

social, political and economic position within the American 

society. She furthermore focuses on the need for women to 

feel proud of themselves. (Hooks.2000) 

Hooks’ call is for consciousness raisings to attain 

their original importance, this time including consciousness 

raising for men, since the anti-sexism goal of feminism 

cannot be fully realized without male comrades. 

In addition, Hooks work by focusing on all the aspects 

of the lives of the black American women appears political. 

Politics is “the activity involved in getting and using power, 

and being able to influence decision that affects a country 

or a society.” (Wehmeir: 1122) Politics is closely linked to the 

life of the society since it is influenced by society and in 

turn influences society. Thus, before their dire social 

conditions we have already largely depicted, black women 

understand the necessity to enter political struggle. They 

aim at attracting attention on black women’s plight in the 

United States of America before the whole world. That is 

what Perrin-Chenour discusses when she posites that as 

relay between the political consciousness and artistic 

expression, literary work serves thus not only artistic aims 

but also that of political awareness in a hostile male-

dominated system. (Perrin-Chenour: 1985:10) 

There is furthermore the need for political 

empowerment. Political empowerment backs up political 

actions. Empowerment stands indeed as the fact of giving 

somebody more control on his own life or on the situation 

he/she is in. Thus, black women’s political empowerment is 

the fact of taking control on the male-dominated power. 

Politics is very important in the lives of black American 
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women and even in the lives of all people. Therefore, it 

becomes important for them to pay a particular attention to 

that aspect in order to fight the right struggle. It is quite 

well understood by most of the black women who stand as 

the mouthpiece of the whole black community such as 

writers. Thus, for Elisabeth Fox-Genovese, Nikki Giovanni in 

her work “My Statue, My Self” uses her works to enhance a 

change of black people’s conditions as this sentence reads: 

“Nikki Giovanni has, with special force, made the case for 

the relation of black women’s autobiographies to changing 

political conditions” (Fox-Genovese: 1984:183). Bell Hooks 

seems to be walking in the steps of her ‘elder sister’ 

concerning the need for them to instill political 

empowerment of the black community, especially by black 

women. Thus, the reader discovers some characters that 

epitomize black women’s political rise that can lead to their 

political empowerment.  

In the end in Hooks view, political fight seems to be 

favored by sisterhood bond among the female community. 

She encourages an authentic “political solidarity between 

females expressed in sisterhood” (Hooks2000:15) against 

patriarchy that reflects a bond stronger than a connection 

that depends on “shared sympathy for common suffering” 

(Hooks,2000:15). The raise of such fundamental female 

values aims at harmonizing the perception of the concept of 

feminism. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The work under study serves as a strong appeal to action. It 

challenges readers to recognize the negative influence of 
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patriarchy in the American society mainly on the lives of 

black women and sometimes on some men. Hooks deems it 

urgent to adopt a new conception of feminism in order to 

create a fairer and equitable world for everyone. 

The accessible approach to feminist theory makes 

this book an essential tool for grasping the real quintessence 

of the feminist theory and even practice. It makes 

understand that feminism is not as such a battle of sexes 

but a struggle for women’s liberation and equality. The 

analysis discloses first antagonisms in theorizing feminist. 

It is in fact variously perceived by men and women and 

conflict-bound even among women according to their race 

and social position. There is moreover the dichotomy of the 

oppressor/oppressed that should be properly handled. 

Finally, it highlights the development of new and various 

feminine values in the construction a new and fairer 

American society. 

As a whole, the book analytically explores feminism from an 

intelligent perspective, shining light on the successes and 

shortcomings of the feminist movement and appeals for the 

reevaluation of some key concepts in order to unite around 

a consensual feminist theory for the well-being of all women 

across the globe. 
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