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Abstract

This paper explores Bell Hooks’ feminist analysis of masculinity in her book The Will to Change: Men,
Masculinity, and Love through the lens of gender-based violence. Hooks critically examines the ways in
which patriarchal structures harm both men and women, perpetuating a cycle of violence that negatively
impacts gender relations. By engaging with Hooks’ arguments, this paper aims to understand how toxic
masculinity and societal expectations of male behaviour contribute to gender-based violence and suggests
that reconstructing masculinity is a crucial step toward ending such violence. Through a feminist critical
lens, the paper will analyse the intersectionality of race, class, and gender in the shaping of masculinity
and its implications for gender violence.
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Introduction

In The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love, Bell Hooks critically addresses the social construction
of masculinity and the harmful effects it has on men and women alike. Drawing from a feminist
perspective, Hooks critiques the ways in which patriarchy shapes male identity, reinforcing toxic norms
that perpetuate violence and emotional repression. The book positions masculinity not only as a source of
harm to women through gender-based violence, but also as a detrimental force that harms men’s emotional
well-being and relationships. This paper examines the insights from Hooks' analysis, with particular focus
on how masculinity is linked to gender-based violence, and how reconstructing masculinity is essential
for the creation of a more equitable society. By engaging in a critical feminist reading of Hooks' work,
this research aims to highlight the complex intersections of race, class, and gender in shaping gender-
based violence and masculinities.

Theoretical Framework: Feminism and Masculinity

Bell Hooks is one of the most prominent feminist thinkers who has significantly contributed to the analysis
of patriarchal structures and their effects on both men and women. Her work on masculinity, especially in
The Will to Change, offers a nuanced critique of the ways in which patriarchal masculinity is constructed
and maintained through social, cultural, and political institutions. Feminist theories of masculinity, as
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articulated by scholars like Michael Kimmel and R.W. Connell, provide a theoretical backdrop for Hooks'
work, as they emphasize the role of hegemonic masculinity in perpetuating power inequalities. This power
structure, which is often associated with aggression, dominance, and emotional detachment, not only
fosters gender-based violence but also leads to emotional suffering and relational dysfunction for men.
According to Hooks, patriarchal masculinity forces men into rigid roles, compelling them to suppress their
emotions, exhibit control, and assert dominance. This framework contributes to a culture of violence, as
emotional vulnerability and compassion are devalued, while aggression is rewarded. In examining the link
between masculinity and gender-based violence, it is crucial to analyse the ways in which patriarchal
norms dehumanize both men and women and limit their ability to engage in healthy, empathetic
relationships.

Gender-Based Violence and the Role of Masculinity

Gender-based violence (GBV) encompasses a range of harmful behaviours, including physical, emotional,
and sexual violence, which are rooted in unequal power dynamics between the genders. GBV is often a
direct result of entrenched gender norms that prescribe dominance for men and subordination for women.
As Hooks argues, patriarchy constructs men’s identities in opposition to women’s, positioning masculinity
as synonymous with power and control. This notion of power is frequently enacted through violence,
whether in the form of domestic abuse, sexual assault, or emotional manipulation.

Hooks discusses how the socialization of boys into patriarchal masculinity trains them to view women as
objects to be controlled or dominated. She writes:

“The violence against women in intimate relationships is not an accident. It is a consequence of the way
patriarchal manhood is constructed. Men are taught that to be a man is to be dominant, and that women,
by virtue of their femininity, are weaker and less valuable.”

This violent dynamic is institutionalized in numerous ways, from media representations of masculinity to
legal systems that often fail to hold men accountable for acts of violence. By examining this culture of
toxic masculinity, Hooks urges readers to consider the ways in which men’s emotional conditioning and
their understanding of power fuel gender-based violence, both within the home and in wider society.

Patriarchy and the Emotional Repression of Men

One of the central themes in The Will to Change is the emotional repression of men under patriarchy.
Hooks argues that boys are socialized from an early age to suppress their emotions, with society viewing
expressions of vulnerability and tenderness as signs of weakness. This repression has profound
consequences, both for individual men and for their relationships with women.

The emotional void created by this repression can lead to violent outbursts, as men are often unable to
process their feelings in healthy ways. Additionally, it contributes to a lack of empathy in interactions with
others, particularly with women. In this sense, emotional repression is not only harmful to men’s well-
being but also enables the perpetuation of gender-based violence, as it reduces the capacity for men to
empathize with women’s experiences of suffering and oppression.

By denying men the tools to express emotions and encouraging them to engage in violent behaviour as an
outlet for frustration, society creates a cycle in which violence becomes an acceptable form of asserting
masculinity. Hooks highlights that for men to overcome this emotional void, they must confront the
patriarchal messages that dictate how they should feel, behave, and relate to others. Feminist interventions
that challenge these toxic masculinity norms are essential for the eradication of gender-based violence.
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The Role of Love in Reconstructing Masculinity

One of the key interventions proposed by Hooks is the reclamation of love as a transformative force in
redefining masculinity. Love, according to Hooks, has the power to heal the wounds caused by patriarchy
and to facilitate the development of more empathetic, compassionate, and emotionally expressive forms
of masculinity. She argues that love requires men to be vulnerable, to confront their emotions, and to
engage in reciprocal, egalitarian relationships.

For Hooks, love is not simply an abstract concept but a practical tool for dismantling toxic masculinity.
She writes:

“Men who are taught to love themselves, to be emotionally whole, to have compassion, to show care, and
to be tender in their relationships with others will stop seeing violence as a solution to their problems.”
The transformative power of love challenges the patriarchal notion that masculinity is about dominance
and control. Instead, love offers an alternative vision of masculinity that is grounded in respect, care, and
emotional openness. In this way, Hooks emphasizes the need for men to unlearn patriarchal values and
embrace a new understanding of what it means to be a man. Reconstructing masculinity through love is
not only a radical act of self-liberation for men but also a critical step toward the cessation of gender-based
violence.

Intersectionality and Masculinity

While Hooks” work predominantly focuses on white, middle-class men, her analysis can be enriched by
considering the intersectionality of race, class, and gender in shaping masculinity. In particular, Black
men’s experiences of masculinity are shaped by the additional layer of racial oppression. Hooks herself,
as a Black feminist, acknowledges that race plays a crucial role in the construction of masculinity and the
perpetuation of violence.

For Black men, masculinity is often associated with hyper masculine stereotypes, such as aggression,
sexual dominance, and physical toughness, which are informed by both racialized and gendered
expectations. These intersecting pressures create unique challenges for Black men in their navigation of
identity, emotional expression, and relationships with women. As such, any effort to reconstruct
masculinity must take into account the complex ways in which race and class intersect with gender,
creating different but equally harmful expressions of violence and oppression.

Conclusion: Reconstructing Masculinity as a Path to Ending Gender-Based Violence

In The Will to Change, Bell Hooks provides a profound critique of masculinity, identifying its link to
gender-based violence and advocating for a radical reimagining of male identity. By confronting the toxic
norms of patriarchy, men can begin to embrace new forms of masculinity that prioritize emotional
openness, empathy, and care. However, this transformation is not solely the responsibility of men; it
requires a collective effort to dismantle the patriarchal structures that perpetuate violence and inequality.
Reconstructing masculinity is not just a theoretical exercise but a practical and political imperative for
ending gender-based violence. Through feminist frameworks that challenge patriarchal norms and
encourage emotional expression, both men and women can work together to create a world in which love,
respect, and equality are central to human relationships. Bell Hooks' work provides a blueprint for such
change, urging society to move beyond the violence inherent in traditional constructions of masculinity
toward a more inclusive and compassionate vision of manhood.
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