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A Movement to End Sexist Oppression

bell hooks

A central problem within feminist discourse has been our inability to either arrive at a con-
sensus of opinion about what feminism is or accept definition(s) that could serve s points
of unification. Without agreed upon definition(s), we lack a sound foundation on which
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 Vasquez 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 American has come to mean anything you like, honey.
There 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 disinterest in feminism as a radical political move-
ment. It is a despairing gesture expressive of the belief that solidarity between women is
not possible. It is a sign that the political naiveté which has traditionally characterized
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. This
broad definition, popularized by the media and mainstream segments of the movement,
raises problematic questions. Since men are not equals in white supremacist, capitalist,
patriarchal class structure, which 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 which an individual will be discriminated against, exploited, or
oppressed. Bourgeois white women interested in women’s rights issues have been satisfied
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with simple definitions for obvious reasons. Rhetorically placing themselves in the same
social category as oppressed women, they were 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 eco-
nomic 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 denied
them, they are more likely to see exaggerated expressions of male chauvinism 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. They
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 atfecting only in a very marginal way the social status
of working class and poor women.

In a recent article in a San Francisco newspaper, “Sisters—Under the Skin,” colum-
nist Bob Greene commented on the aversion many women apparently have to the term
feminism. Greene finds it curious that many women “who obviously believe in everything
that proud feminists believe in dismiss the term “feminist” as something unpleasant; some-
thing with which they do not wish to be associated.” Even though such women often
acknowledge that they have benefited from feminist-generated reform measures which
have improved the social status of specific groups of women, they do not wish to be seen
as participants in feminist movement:

There is no getting around it. After all this time, the term “feminist” makes many
bright, ambitious, intelligent women embarrassed and uncomfortable. They simply
don’t want to be associated with it.

It’s as if it has an unpleasant connotation that they want no connection with.
Chances are if you were to present them with every mainstream feminist belief, they
would go along with the beliefs to the letter—and even if they consider themselves
feminists, they hasten to say no.

Many women are reluctant to advocate feminism because they are uncertain about the
meaning of the term. Other women from exploited and oppressed ethnic groups dismiss the
term because they do not wish to be perceived as supporting a racist movement; feminism
is often equated with white women’s rights effort. Large numbers of women see feminism
as synonymous with lesbianism; their homophobia leads them to reject association with
any group identified as pro-lesbian. Some women fear the word “feminism” because they
shun identification with any political movement, especially one perceived as radical. Of
course there are women who do not wish to be associated with women’s rights movement
in any form so they reject and oppose feminist movement. Most women are more familiar
with negative perspectives on “women’s lib” than the positive significations of feminism. It
is this term’s positive political significance and power that we must now struggle to recover
and maintain. ;

Currently feminism seems to be a term without any clear significance. The “anything
goes” approach to the definition of the word has rendered it practically meaningless. What
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is meant by “anything goes” is usually that any woman who wants social equality with men
regardless of her political perspective (she can be a conservative right-winger or a national-
ist communist) can label herself feminist. Most attempts at defining feminism reflect the
class nature of the movement. Definitions are usually liberal in origin and focus on the
individual woman’s right to freedom and self-determination. . . .

This definition of feminism is almost apolitical in tone; yet it is the type of definition
many liberal women find appealing. It evokes a very romantic notion of personal freedom
which is more acceptable than a definition that emphasizes radical political action.

. Feminism is a struggle to end sexist oppression. Therefore, it is necessarily a struggle
to eradlcate the ideology of domination that permeates Western culture on various levels
as well as a commitment to reorganizing society so that the self-development of people
can take precedence over imperialism, economic expansion, and material desires. Defined
in this way, it is unlikely that women would join feminist movement simply because we
are biologically the same. A commitment to feminism so defined would demand that each
individual participant acquire a critical political consciousness based on ideas and beliefs.

Feminism defined in political terms that stress collective as well as individual experience
challenges women to enter a new demain—to leave behind the apolitical stance sexism
decrees is our lot and develop political consciousness. . . . By repudiating the popular
notion that the focus of feminist movement should be social equality of the sexes and
emphasizing eradicating the cultural basis of group oppression, our own analysis would
require an exploration of all aspects of women’s political reality. This would mean that
race and class oppression would be recognized as feminist issues with as much relevance
as sexism.

When feminism is defined in such a way that it calls attention to the diversity of women’s
social and political reality, it centralizes the experiences of all women, especially the women
whose social conditions have been least written about, studied, or changed by political
movements. When we cease to focus on the simplistic stance “men are the enemy,” we
are compelled to examine systems of domination and our role in their maintenance and
perpetuation. . .

Feminism is the struggle to end sexist oppression. Its aim is not to benefit solely any
specific group of women, any particular race or class of women. It does not privilege
women over men. It has the power to transform in a meaningful way all our lives. . . .

Feminism as a movement to end sexist oppression directs our attention to systems of
domination and the inter-relatedness of sex, race, and class oppression. Therefore, it com-
pels us to centralize the experiences and the social predicaments of women who bear the
brunt of sexist oppression as a way to understand the collective social status of women
in the United States. Defining feminism as a movement to end sexist oppression is crucial
for the development of theory because it is a starting point indicating the direction of
exploration and analysis.

The foundation of future feminist struggle must be solidly based on a recognition of
the need to eradicate the underlying cultural basis and causes of sexism and other forms
of group oppression. Without challenging and changing these philosophical structures,
no feminist reforms will have a long range impact. Consequently, it is now necessary for
advocates of feminism to collectively acknowledge that our struggle cannot be defined
as a movement to gain social equality with men; that terms like “liberal feminist” and
“bourgeois feminist” represent contradictions that must be resolved so that feminism will
not be continually co-opted to serve the opportunistic ends of special interest groups.
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