Excerpt from “Shaping Feminist Theory” by bell hooks, 1984
A central tenet of modern feminist thought has been the assertion that “all women are
oppressed.” This 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 which 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 choices (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 lack of
choices….
As a group, black women are in an unusual position in this society, for not only are we
collectively at the bottom of the occupational ladder, but our overall social status is lower
than that of any other group. Occupying such 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 no represent an
institutionalized other even though they may be oppressed by parents.) White women and
black men have it both ways. They can act as oppressor or be oppressed. Black 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 black people. Both groups have led liberation movements
that favor their interests and support the continued oppression of other groups. Black
male sexism has undermined struggles to eradicate racism just a white female racism has
undermined feminist struggle….
It is essential for continued feminist struggle that black 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
counterhegemony.
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