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In the post-war period, the middle-class suburban housewife was disillusioned with her life 
confined to the private, domestic sphere, where she spent her days tending to the needs of her 
husband and children.  American author Betty Friedan’s 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, 
seemed to capture the housewife’s dissatisfaction with her primary role as the devoted wife 
and mother.  Friedan described this dissatisfaction or feeling of confinement as “the problem 
that has no name” because no one seemed to be talking about women’s experiences of 
domestic life.  Friedan argued that "We can no longer ignore that voice within women that says: 
'I want something more than my husband and my children and my house.”    
 
A bestseller, The Feminine Mystique helped galvanize the women’s movement by articulating a 
liberal feminist critique of women’s confinement within the private sphere of the home and 
family.  Liberal feminists argue that women should be included in the public sphere, in 
institutions traditionally dominated by men, such as government, the workplace, and 
universities.  Liberal feminists tend to understand equality as sameness; that is, a liberal 
feminist view holds that women are equal to men when they are treated the same as men. 
 
But Black feminists, racialized scholars, poor women, and Indigenous women called attention to 
the ways that Betty Friedan’s description of women’s oppression did not capture their distinct 
experiences of patriarchy, the domestic sphere, and the workplace. For example, whereas 
white women wanted entry into the paid workforce, racialized and immigrant women had long 
been working outside of their own homes -- often performing under-paid domestic labour in 
white women’s homes.   In her 1984 book, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Centre bell hooks 
critiques Friedan’s analysis, writing:   
 
 Friedan’s famous phrase, ‘the problem that has no name,’ often 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.   

 
"That "more" she defined as careers. She did not discuss who would be called in to take 
care of the children 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 children, 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 prostitute than to be a leisure-class housewife.  

 
In this module, you will read bell hooks’s “Feminist Politics: Where We Stand”.  In this chapter, 
hooks explains distinct feminist ideologies and movements emerging from the women’s 
liberation movement. While liberal feminism (or reformist feminism) focuses on attaining 
equality with men, in the form of equal pay for equal work and political rights and 
representation, radical or revolutionary feminism aims to dismantle patriarchy as a system in 
which power is consolidated in men’s hands.  hooks argues that the liberal feminist project -- 
which seeks to add women to patriarchal, white supremacist, and capitalist institutions -- 
maintains class and race power structures.  She advocates for feminism which is committed to a 
more robust form of gender justice for all and problematizes class and race power 
structures.  This kind of feminism, hooks argues, is for everybody.  
 

 


