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I've recently been participating in two groups of women who are
reading bell hooks, a black American feminist in the United States. One
group discusses her book on education entitled Teaching to Transgress
with women of varying ages, nationalities, and backgrounds. Another
group is translating her book Bone Black, on her memories of growing
up, as we read it. I am enjoying the experience of thinking about Japan
in connection with what I read of hooks.

bell hooks is certainly known to people who have an interest in
feminism in Europe and America, but here in Japan she is largely
unknown. Having said this, I also have to say that I didn't know of her
until T participated in a Women's Studies class in Britain in 1993.
Actually, I had little knowledge of not only bell hooks, but also many
other Black feminists. Black women's journals and writings were and still
are a minor genre within a minor genre in Japan. To begin with, the
body of writing on feminism and women's issues is scanty. Among it
most visible are the feminisms of white middle-class women as well as
Japanese feminists; but virtually no Black feminism or Third World
women's writings are in circulation. Black and Third World feminisms
appear to be an overwhelmingly marginal genre and are rarely included
in works of "general feminism," and so we don't perceive the experience

of Black and Third World feminists as parallel to that of Japanese
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women. Nonetheless, I think that it 1s Black feminism that could give us
the most useful clue on how to face the multilayered and complicated
reality of Japanese society. bell hooks, more than anyone else, has helped

me understand this.

Do You Know bell hooks?

I first saw bell hooks' name when I got my first list of Women's
Studies references in Britain. The thing that immediately stood out was
the way her name was written all in small letters: bell hooks. If you
thought this was a misprint, it's no mistake, it's her way. I recall getting
all kinds of answers when I asked my classmates who were present why.
What I came to understand was that bell hooks was a pen name that she
had apparently taken from her grandmother (later I learned that it was
from her great-grandmother). The reason for writing in small letters 1s to
show that she is not a "big name" but simply is writing as one black
woman. "Hmm, a strange person, she' was my first impression.

Eight years younger than the black feminist author Alice Walker,
also included in our reading list, bell hooks was born in Kentucky. With
her specialty in art and literature, she teaches graduate and
undergraduate courses and debuted as a black feminist critic with her
Ain't I a Woman? in 1981. After that she published many books about
feminism and black women, racism, and culture. Through the Women's
Studies class I was introduced to one black feminist work after another:
the American black feminists Angela Davis, Alice Walker, Audré Lorde,
Barbara Smith, Patricia Hill Collins, Kum-Kum Bhavnami, Avtar Brah,
Pratiba Parmar, and other British Black feminists. As I read them, I
stopped thinking of their feminism as some 'exotic" category. Rather, it
was their feminism that closed the gap I had felt between "feminism" and
myself.

Among them stood bell hooks. If we take "radical" to have two

meanings — extreme and essential — we can say that bell hooks is
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radical in both these ways. She radically and boldly asserts what is
difficult to say. And even so, she carefully avoids deciding something is
"black or white" in a good "deconstructionist' sense of radical. Through

this radicalism, she became my ideal.

The Challenge to Feminist "Common Sense"

bell hooks scathingly criticizes the "common sense" of mainstream
feminism. To one of the most famous feminist assertions, that "the most
important thing for women is to be able to work outside the home,"
which had been advocated by Betty Friedan, among others, bell hooks

says this:

Friedan's famous phrase, "the problem that has no name," often is
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 children, with buying products, who wanted more
out of life. Friedan concludes her first chapter by stating: "We can no
longer ignore that voice within women that says: T want something
more than my husband and my children and my house." That "more”
she described as careers.

hooks criticizes Friedan, who was speaking only of middle and upper-
income women, and never includes the women who are called on to take
care of children and do housekeeping when these middle-class women go
out of the home for their "career, or the women who have no husband,
children, or family. bell hooks appreciates Friedan's work and also
accepts the "reality" that these women of the leisure class have problems,
too. However, if the word "feminism" selects only the problems of "white,
middle-class" women and ignores the women who suffer most from
sexual oppression, this is unfair, to say the least. bell hook's analysis
doesn't stop at criticizing mainstream white, middle-class feminism from

a Black feminist point of view, however. First, she points out that this
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"career, upper-middle-class feminism" is out of touch with the vast
majority of women. When "white, middle-class feminists" insisted on
getting out of the home and working, the work was a "career"; becoming
minimum-wage workers who also do housework wasn't part of the vision.

The reality of most women, women who work to make ends meet, or
women who cannot obtain work, is far from the notion of high-paying
careers. Poor, working-class women who don't find personal satisfaction
in their jobs or feel liberated have turned their backs on the feminism
that urges women to work outside the home. If this upwardly mobile
"career feminism" were to include "protecting women's right to work" and
"reforming the workplace to make it a safe environment for women,'
then it would truly be an inclusive feminism, says bell hooks.

She points out that underlying mainstream feminism's concept of
"work" is the tendency to devalue the work women have been doing.
Traditionally, women have done low-paying, unskilled jobs in the service
sector (including housekeeping). In a society that has come to see
unskilled, low-paid work as a failure, these jobs can only be considered to
be of low value. A society wrapped up in the idea of measuring
something by its exchange value never regards work as an expression of
dignity, discipline, and creativity. Women, as an oppressed group, have
internalized the values of the people in power. bells hooks says, therefore,
that rather than turning the traditional concept of work inside out,

feminism must reconsider and redefine the "meaning of work" itself.

Are Men the Enemy?

bell hooks criticized the idea of insisting that "men are the enemy' as
counter-intuitive. When I read this I applauded her. Until then, I hadn't
been able to say "Tt's not true,’ even while I was feeling uneasy with
femninists' view of "men as the enemy." Sharing this anti-male feeling was
often regarded as a 'real sign of a feminist," and women who didn't go

along with it were seen as "traitors." bell hooks points out:
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---Bourgeois white women, especially radical feminists, were envious
and angry at privileged white men for denying them an equal share in
class privilege. In part, feminism provided them with a public forum
for the expression of their anger as well as a political platform they
could use to call attention to issues of social equality, demand change,
and promote specific reforms. They were not eager to call attention to
the fact that men do not share a common social status; that patriarchy
does not negate the existence of class and race privilege or
exploitation; that all men do not benefit equally from sexism. They did
not want to acknowledge that bourgeois white women, though often
victimized by sexism, have more power and privilege, are less likely to
be exploited or oppressed, than poor, uneducated nonwhite males.

Further, she criticized this "white, middle-class feminism's anti-male
stance which turns the overwhelming majority of women, who have to
live with men, off from feminism. It also shuts off the possibility of
change in the relationship between men and women; finally, it denies the
participation of men who would be allies."

Continuing, she says that black women who share the experience of
being in resistance movements with men don't have the same feeling as
anti-male, white, bourgeois feminists. This is not because they fail to
recognize that they suffer from black men's sexism but that, instead,
they choose to work together with men in fighting oppression, and
understand that men are also injured by sex discrimination.

Thus, I greatly admire bell hooks for never falling into the stale
technique of setting "race" against "sex' or avoiding the problem by

saying "both men and women are victims.' She says:

Men are not exploited or oppressed by sexism, but there are ways in
which they suffer as a result of it. This suffering should not be
ignored. While it in no way diminishes the seriousness of male abuse

and oppression of women, or negates male responsibility for explosive
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actions, the paln men experience can serve as a catalyst calling
attention to the need for change.

Let's analyze this "male suffering." To begin with, bell hooks tells us:
the poor or working class man who has been socialized via sexist
ideology to believe that there are privileges and powers he should
possess solely because he is male often finds that few if any of these

benefits are automatically bestowed him in life.

And,
he is constantly concerned about the contradiction between the notion
of masculinity he was taught and his inability to live up to that notion.
He is usually "hurt," emotionally scarred because he does not have the

privilege or power society has taught him "real men" should possess.

He is angry, frustrated and "may attack, abuse or oppress an individual
woman or women, but he gains nothing from this. "When he beats or
rapes women, he 1s not exercising privilege or reaping positive rewards;
he may feel satisfied in exercising the only form of domination allowed
him." bell hooks continues that the man who attacks women, 'and not
sexism or capitalism, helps to maintain a system that allows him few, if
any, benefits or privileges. He is an oppressor. He is an enemy to women.
He is also an enemy to himself"

The process by which men act as oppressors and are oppressed is
particularly visible in black communities, where men are working class
and poor. Feminism called attention to the relationship between ruling
class men and the vast majority of men, who are socialized to perpetuate
and maintain sexism and sexist oppression even as they reap no life-
affirming benefits; these men might have been motivated to examine the
impact of sexism in their lives. Often feminist activists talk about male

abuse of women as if it is an exercise of privilege rather than an
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expression of moral bankruptcy, insanity, and dehumanization.

In order to deal with this, to have feminism be a movement that
would end sexist oppression, we need a movement that men and women
can participate in as equals, bell hooks suggests. Like the feminist
movement, there needs to be a "men's liberation movement," one which
would assert "men have a tremendous contribution to make to feminist
struggle in the area of exposing, confronting, and transforming the

sexism of their male peers."

bell hooks and the Japanese Me

bell hooks' works criticizing mainstream feminism cover a wide area;
I only can give a brief introduction here. I wish I could talk more about
her critical work and the work of other black feminists and women of
color, and, as well, about her essays extending feminist politics to black
popular culture, e.g, rap music and film. bell hooks, as a black feminist,
applies a moving and passionate postmodern analysis to popular culture,
an area in which I have a particular interest.

Until I read her, I had regarded "white, middle-class feminism" and its
Japanese copy as "the feminism,' and tried to follow these, although I
often felt uncomfortable with them. Feminism tended to be the voices of
relatively privileged women, "bourgeois feminism," as bell hooks calls it.
There are even fewer such privileged women with high academic
credentials and strong economic power in Japan than with the U.S. So I
must ask if "bourgeois feminism" can be effective in solving the problems
we are facing here.

After 1 finished that Women's Studies class, in the summer of 1994,
there was a conference held by a Women's Studies Network. One
classmate and I went to hear the opening lecturer, who was bell hooks.
The forum for the conference, in an auditorium with white marble
columns and statues of lions, was at the University of Portsmouth, in

Portsmouth, a port city in southwestern England. The auditorium was
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filled with hundreds of women in colorful casual summer clothes, and
from the stage bell hooks, in jet-black slacks and blouse with a necklace
of big red beads, her hair short-cut, spoke on cultural imperialism in a
much higher, softer voice than I had expected. |
To tell the truth, I only faintly remember her talk and the conference
that followed. What I do recall is, after the lecture when my classmate
and I left the auditorium, how blue the sky was and how excited we
were by having seen bell hooks, and the verdant green of the promenade
along the sea that we strolled. I remember feeling the joy of freedom.
Now I'm back on Japanese soil having returned from England, but as I
read bell hook's writing, I feel closer to her than ever. Sometimes I speak
for her "radical’ sense of hope. At the same time, however, I also feel we
should stop this searching for a new "real' feminism, this accepting of
new spokespeople. "Speak out from your own identity" is what bell hooks

taught me, and this confidence is what feminism comes from.

This article originally appeared in Japanese in The Journal, Kurashi to
kyoiku o tunagu We No. 63 (1998), and is reprinted and translated here

with the permission of Femix.
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