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Much of women's writing has been viewed as "domestic," concerned with
matters of home and hearth, organized into narratives of family life and rela
tionships. In fact, for much of the history of women's writing, such domestic
narratives and advice constituted the only acceptable form of public discourse
allowed to women. In this essay, bell hooks takes the concept of private domes
ticity and rereads it as a theoretical stance and as a public act of resistance.
bell hooks is a widely acclaimed author of political and social commentary,
of critical race and feminist theory, of memoir, and of pedagogy. Currently a
Professor ofEnglish at City College, City University of New York, she is the au
thor of over sixteen books since 1981, one of the most prolific women rhetors in
this collection. As she does in "Homeplace (a site of resistance)," hooks often
combines story with theory, history with contemporary contexts, concrete ex
perience with academic citations. In doing so, she claims what she says her
foremothers intuited but did not possess: the ability to "self-consciously articu
late in written discourse the theoretical principles of decolonization."
This essay both describes and theorizes the value of "homeplace" for black
families living in the colonized world of white supremacy. By describing her
grandmother's and mother's struggles to maintain a place ofrefuge from white
hatred, to "transcend their tiredness" in order to create private havens free
from racism, hooks first pays homage to what she sees as a conscious and he
roic choice on the part of black women. hooks also rereads her mother's and
grandmother's ability to create and sustain a refuge from racism as theory and
philosophy; thus, this essay echoes one of the larger themes of this whole an
thology: that women's rhetorical theory, by necessity, arises not only from pub
lic, academic, or philosophical spaces but also from the material reality of
women's lives. Rereading women's "natural" caretaker roles as a "radically sub
versive political gesture," hooks offers a complex theoretical reading of a com
mon theme in women's history, a moving tribute to her own foremothers, and
a new lens through which to look at women's place(s) in general. In combining
personal narrative, memoir, theory, and scholarship from psychology, philoso
phy, and history, hooks not only invites her reader to see the domestic sphere i11
a much fuller way, but she also redefines each genre she uses.
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When I was a young girl the journey across town to my grandmother's house
was one of the most intriguing experiences. Mama did not like to stay there
long. She did not care for all that loud talk, the talk that was usually about the
old days, the way life happened then-who married whom, how and when
somebody died, but also how we lived and survived as black people, how the
white folks treated us. I remember this journey not just because of the stories I
would hear. It was a movement away from the segregated blackness ofour com
munity into a poor white neighborhood. I remember the fear, being scared to
walk to Baba's (our grandmother's house) because we would have to pass that
terrifying whiteness-those white faces on the porches staring us down with
hate. Even when empty or vacant, those porches seemed to say "danger," "you
do not belong here," "you are not safe."
Oh! that feeling of safety, of arrival, of homecoming when we finally
reached the edges of her yard, when we could see the soot black face of our
grandfather, Daddy Gus, sitting in his chair on the porch, smell his cigar, and
rest on his lap. Such a contrast , that feeling of arrival, of homecoming, this
sweetness and the bitterness of that journey, that constant reminder of white
power and control.
I speak of this journey as leading to my grandmother's house, even though
our grandfather lived there too. In our young minds houses belonged to
women, were their special domain, not as property, but as places where all that
truly mattered in life took place-the warmth and comfort of shelter, the feed
ing of our bodies, the nurturing of our souls. There we learned dignity, integrity
of being; there we learned to have faith. The folks who made this life possible,
who were our primary guides and teachers, were black women.
Their lives were not easy. Their lives were hard. They were black women
who for the most part worked outside the home serving white folks, cleaning
their houses, washing their clothes, tending their children-black women who
worked in the fields or in the streets, whatever they could do to make ends
meet, whatever was necessary. Then they returned to their homes to make life
happen there. This tension between service outside one's home, family, and kin
network, service provided to white folks which took time and energy, and the
effort of black women to conserve enough of themselves to provide service
(rare and nurturance) within their own families and communities is one ofthe
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