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Introduction

bell hooks” influential text The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity,
and Love (2004) offers one of the most incisive interrogations of
how patriarchal ideology shapes men’s lives, identities, and
emotional possibilities. Hooks contends that the prescriptions
of patriarchal  masculinity —demanding  dominance,
suppression of emotion, and an ethic of control —harm not
only women but also men themselves, who are taught to
detach from their vulnerability and humanity. In her analysis,
hooks emphasizes two central frameworks: toxic masculinity
and the performativity of gender. Toxic masculinity names
the destructive cultural insistence that manhood be defined
by aggression, stoicism, and detachment. This model reduces
men’s emotional agency, fostering cycles of violence and
alienation. Complementing this is Judith Butler’s theorization
of gender as performative (1990), which posits that gender
identities emerge not from innate biology but from repeated
social performances. Hooks applies this lens to show how
men are compelled to rehearse scripts of masculinity that
foreclose authentic self-expression.

Through this dual lens, The Will to Change reveals how
patriarchal culture exacts violence on men by pressuring them
to police their emotions, denigrate vulnerability, and equate
power with dominance. Hooks does more than diagnose
the problem; she imagines an alternative. She argues for a
radical re-envisioning of masculinity —one founded not on
domination but on love, compassion, and mutuality. Love,
for hooks, is not a passive sentiment but a deliberate practice
rooted in care and justice. By dismantling patriarchal codes,
hooks envisions a space where men might reclaim their
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capacity for intimacy, build equitable relationships, and
participate in social transformation.

This paper revisits hooks” work in the context of masculinity
studies and feminist theory, demonstrating how her
critique of toxic masculinity, her appropriation of gender
performativity, and her radical ethic of love offer a vital
framework for reimagining masculine identity.

Patriarchy’s Prison: Toxic Masculinity and Its Consequences

Hooks situates toxic masculinity as a cultural script
imposed by patriarchy. She identifies it as the enforcement
of dominance, violence, and emotional repression as the
hallmarks of “real” manhood. According to hooks, the first
act of violence demanded of boys is against themselves: they
are instructed to amputate emotional expressiveness and
empathy, thereby “killing off” their emotional core (hooks
29). This psychic mutilation becomes the foundation upon
which patriarchal masculinity is built.

From childhood onward, boys are socialized to silence
vulnerability. Anger and aggression are permitted outlets,
while tenderness, fear, or sadness are deemed signs of
weakness. Such conditioning, hooks argues, does not
produce strength but rather alienation. Research corroborates
her claims: Mahalik et al.’s “Conformity to Masculine Norms
Inventory” demonstrates that strict adherence to traditional
masculine ideals correlates with poor psychological outcomes
such as anxiety, depression, and substance abuse (Mahalik
et al. 3-25). Moreover, the stigma attached to seeking help
intensifies men’s isolation, further trapping them within the
cycle hooks describes.

Hooks underscores that this conditioning harms not only
men but also society at large. Patriarchal masculinity, rooted
in domination, perpetuates gendered violence and sustains
systemic inequality. Yet its first victims are men themselves,
who internalize shame, loneliness, and emotional illiteracy.
To challenge this system, hooks insists, requires exposing
toxic masculinity as a cultural imposition rather than an
intrinsic truth.
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Gender as Performance: Undoing Masculine Scripts

Building upon Judith Butler’s influential claim that gender
is performative rather than ontological (Butler 33), hooks
illustrates how masculinity isnotanatural given butarepeated
performance, rigorously enforced through institutions such
as family, media, and education. These structures teach boys
that to be masculine is to reject softness and connection, and
to prove one’s manhood through competition, stoicism, and
detachment.

Hooks critiques this performance as profoundly restrictive.
As she observes, patriarchal masculinity demands that men
“idealize aloneness and disconnection” (hooks 33), rendering
intimacy suspect and vulnerability intolerable. Such
enactments impoverish men’s inner lives, reinforcing a cycle
where performance of masculinity validates patriarchy and
patriarchy, in turn, demands further performance.

Yet if gender is performed, it is also malleable. Hooks argues
that because masculinity is socially constructed, it can be
reconstructed. The recognition of masculinity as performance
destabilizes its authority and opens pathways toward
transformation. By encouraging men to embrace emotional
expressiveness, cultivate empathy, and reject domination as
the marker of worth, hooks invites a collective reimagination
of what masculinity might entail.

This vision aligns with the broader currents of masculinity
studies, wherescholarslike R.W.Connell (1995) have examined
how “hegemonic masculinity” functions as a cultural ideal
sustaining gender hierarchies. Hooks distinguishes her
contribution by foregrounding the possibility of dismantling
hegemonic masculinity through feminist praxis and the
deliberate cultivation of love.

Feminism, Masculinity Studies, and Emotional Liberation

Hooks’ intervention lies at the intersection of feminism and
masculinity studies. Feminist theorists, from Simone de
Beauvoir’s assertion that “one is not born, but rather becomes,
a woman” (de Beauvoir 267) to Butler’s exploration of
performativity, have long argued that gender is constructed
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and coercive. Hooks applies this logic to masculinity,
illuminating how men too are dehumanized by patriarchal
mandates.

Her work reframes feminism not as an agenda for women
alone but as a project of liberation for all genders. By exposing
patriarchy’s costs to men, hooks insists that feminist struggle
must be understood as collective, freeing men from emotional
imprisonment even as it dismantles male dominance. This
synthesis bridges two scholarly trajectories: feminism'’s
critique of patriarchy and masculinity studies” focus on male
socialization.

One of hooks” most urgent insights is her insistence on the
emotional toll patriarchy exacts from men. Disconnection
from feeling breeds loneliness, despair, and destructive
coping mechanisms. Wong et al.s meta-analyses confirm
that conformity to masculine norms negatively correlates
with emotional intelligence and mental health outcomes
(Wong et al. 80-93). The tragic implications are visible in
suicide rates, where men, compelled to repress vulnerability,
disproportionately suffer (Canetto and Sakin of sky 1-23).
Hooks situates these statistics not as accidents but as structural
consequences of patriarchal conditioning.

Love as Radical Praxis

If patriarchy imprisons men through toxic masculinity and
performance, hooks identifies love as the emancipatory
counterforce. For her, love is not sentimental but political —
“an action, a participatory emotion...about mutuality, care,
and justice” (hooks 104). In this sense, love becomes both a
personal practice and a social ethic capable of dismantling
patriarchal codes.

Hooks draws inspiration from feminist ethics of care
(Gilligan 1982), which emphasize relationality and empathy
as foundations for ethical life. She extends this argument,
contending that for men to escape patriarchal masculinity,
they must cultivate practices of love—toward themselves,
their partners, and their communities. This reclamation of
emotional expressiveness challenges the patriarchal mandate
of stoicism and reorients masculinity toward connection
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rather than control.

Psychological research validates this vision: Cohen
demonstrates that supportive social relationships and
emotional intimacy are crucial for health and well-being
(Cohen 676-84). Hooks transforms this empirical insight into
a cultural manifesto, arguing that by embracing love, men
can resist patriarchal codes and participate in building more
equitable, compassionate societies.

Conclusion: Reimagining Manhood

The Will to Change remains a landmark critique of patriarchal
masculinity and an urgent call for transformation. Hooks
exposes how toxic masculinity and the performance of
patriarchal gender harm men by alienating them from
their emotions and perpetuating violence. Yet her work
is not merely diagnostic. By drawing on feminist theory,
masculinity studies, and the ethic of love, she articulates a
vision of masculinity rooted in vulnerability, compassion,
and relational justice.

Hooks” reimagined masculinity resists the cultural scripts of
domination and instead embraces the transformative power of
emotional openness. Her work underscores that dismantling
patriarchy requires not only challenging its oppression of
women but also liberating men from the straitjackets of toxic
masculinity. In this, hooks demonstrates that feminism offers
not division but possibility —a shared path toward healing,
connection, and justice.
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