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A YEAR AGO, few folks were talking about Sheryl Sandberg.
Her thoughts on feminism were of litde interest. More
significantly, there was next-to-no public discussion of feminist
thinking and practice. Rarely, if ever, was there any feminist
book mentioned as a bestseller and certainly not included on
the New York Times Best Seller list. Those of us who have
devoted lifetimes to teaching and writing theory, explaining to
the world the ins and outs of feminist thinking and practice,
have experienced that the primary audience for our work is an
academic sub-culture. In recent years, discussions of feminism
have not evoked animated passion in audiences. We were far
more likely to hear that we are living in a post-feminist society
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(han to hear voices clamoring to learn more about feminism. This
seems o have changed with Sandberg’s book Lean In, holding
steady on the Times bestseller list for more than sixteen weeks.
No one was more surprised than long-time advocates of
feminist thinking and practice to learn via mass media that
a new high priestess of feminist movement was on the rise.
Suddenly, as if by magic, mass media brought into public con-
sciousness conversations about feminism, reframing the scope
and politics through an amazing feat of advertising. At the
center of this drama was a young, high-level corporate execu-
tive, Sheryl Sandberg, who was dubbed by Oprah Winfrey and
other popular culture pundits as “the new voice of revolutionary
feminism.” Forbes Magazine proclaimed Sandberg to be one of
the most influential women in the world, if not the most. Time
Magazine ranked her one of a hundred of the most powerful and
influential world leaders. All over mass media, her book Lean
In has been lauded as a necessary new feminist manifesto.
Yet Sandberg confesses to readers that she has not been a
strong advocate of feminist movement; that like many women
of her generation, she hesitated when it came to aligning herself
with feminist concerns. She explains:

[ headed into college believing that the feminists of the sixties and
seventies had done the hard work of achieving equality for my gen-
erations. And yet, if anyone had called me a feminist I would have
quickly corrected that notion. . . . On one hand, 1 started a group to
encourage more women to Major in economics and government. On
the other hand, I would have denied being in any way, shape, ot form
a feminist. None of my college friends thought of themselves as femi-
nists either. It saddens me to admit that we did not see the backlash
against women around us. . . . In our defense, my friends and 1 truly,

if naively, believed that the world did not need feminists anymore:
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Although Sandberg revised her perspective on feminism,
she did not turn towards primary sources (the work of feminist
theorists) to broaden her understanding. In her book, she offers
a simplistic description of the feminist movement based on
women gaining equal rights with men. This construction of
simple categories (women and men) was long ago challenged
by visionary feminist thinkers, particularly individual black
women/women of color. These thinkers insisted that everyone
acknowledge and understand the myriad ways race, class,
sexuality, and many other aspects of identity and difference
made explicit that there was never and is no simple homogenous
gendered identity that we could call «women’” struggling to be
“qual with men. In fact, the reality was and is that privileged
White women often experience a greater sense of solidarity with

. . en
H}en of their same class than with poor white women or wom
T color
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Sandberg’s definition of feminism begins and ends with the 5
notion that it's all about gender equality within the existing
social system. From this perspective, the structures of imperialjst
white supremacist capitalist patriarchy need not be challenged.
And she makes it scem that privileged white men will eagerly
choose to extend the benefits of corporate capitalism to white
women who have the courage to “lean in.” It almost seems as if
Sandberg sees women’s lack of perseverance as more the prob-
lem than systemic inequality. Sandberg effectively uses her race
and class power and privilege to promote a narrow definition
of feminism that obscures and undermines visionary feminist
concerns.

Contrast her definition of feminism with the one I offered
more than twenty years ago in Feminist Theory From Margin To
Center and then again in Feminism [s For Everybody. Offering
a broader definition of feminism, one that does not conjure up
a battle between the sexes (i.e. women against men), I state:
“Simply put, feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist
exploitation, and oppression.” No matter their standpoint, any-
one who advocates feminist politics needs to understand the
work does not end with the fight for equality of opportunity
within the existing patriarchal structure. We must understand
that challenging and dismantling patriarchy is at the core of
contemporary feminist struggle—this is essential and necessary
if women and men are to be truly liberated from outmoded

sexist thinking and actions.

Ironically, Sandberg’s work would not have captured the
attention of progressives, particularly men, if she had not
packaged the message of “lets go forward and work as equals
within white male corporate elites” in the wrapping papef
of feminism. In the “one hundred most influential people in
the world” issue of Time Magazine, the forty-three-year old
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L COO was dubbed by the doyen of women’s liberation
Facebo? ¢ Gloria Steinem in her short commentary with the
Uvenw[:fcmiﬂism’s new boss.” That same magazine carried
~qull page ad for thf? book Lean .1713 “\Wom.en, Work, and The
:\,,I.” (o Lead that carried t'he hc'zadmg Inspire the Graduate in
st Life” with a grﬂduatlhng picture of two white females and
\;e hite male. The ad included this quote from Sandberg’s
_ommencement speecb at Barnard College in 2011: “I hope
rlﬁt you have the ambition to lean in to your career and run
he world. Because the world needs you to change it.” One can
only speculate whether running the world is a call to support
and perpetuate first world imperialism. This is precisely the
ype of feel good declaration Sandberg makes that in no way
larifies the embedded agenda she supports.

Certainly, her vision of individual women leaning in at
the corporate table does not include any clear statements of
which group of women she is speaking to and about, and the
“lean in” woman is never given a racial identity. If Sandberg

had acknowledged that she was primarily addressing privileged

white women like herself (a small group working at the top

of the corporate hierarchy), then she could not have por-
trayed herself as sharing a message, indeed a life lesson, for all
women. Her basic insistence that gender equality should be
important to all women and men is an insight that all folks
involved in feminist movement agree is a central agenda. And
¥es, who can dispute the facts Sandberg offers as evidence;
despite the many gains in female freedom, implicit gender bias
‘mains the norm throughout our society. Patriarchy supports
®d affirms that bias. Bur Sandberg offers readers no under-
:jnpd(jifﬁ Olf what men must do to unlearn sexist thi}r:king. Plx;

otivage n ;ean In does she let readers know w _at wou
patriarchal white males in a corporate environment
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to change their beliet system or the structures thing
gender inequality. S MPpory
Readers who only skim the surface of Sheryl Sandberys |y

Lean In will find much they can agree with, Very fL‘W'”,(,)”I"
protessional women will find themselves at odds withy N f“l‘lil,z

who sh

temale who champions the cause gender cqquality,
with us all the good old mother wisdom that one of this

ares
most
Q wi][

ris one wh,
she tells readers will be a helpmeet—one who cares and

important choices any of us will make in life is whe W
partner with. And she shares thae the best partne
shares.

Sandberg’s insis b osd
Sandberg’s insistence that men participate equally in parenting

is no new clarion call. From its earliest inception, the feminist
movement called attention to the need for males to participate
in parenting; it let women and men know that heteronormative
relationships where there was gender quality not only lasted but
were happier than the sexist norm.

Sandberg encourages women to seek high-level corporate
jobs and persevere until they reach the top. For many individual
women, Sandberg telling them that they would not be betray-
ing family if they dedicated themselves to work was affirming.
It is positive in that it secemed to be a necessary response to
popular anti-feminist backlash, which continually suggests that
the feminist push to place more women in the workforce was
and is a betrayal of marriage and family.

Unfortunately her voice is powerful, yet Sandberg is for the
most part not voicing any new ideas. She is simply taking old
ideas and giving them a new twist. When the book Lean In
began its meteoric rise, which continues to bring fame

! ‘ sminists and/or pro-
notoriety to Sandberg, many prominent feminists and/. P

hemently castigating
at the

alld

gressive women denounced the work, ve
Sandberg. However, there was just one probl
core of the anti-Sandberg movement; very fe

ematic 1ssu€
- : 1
w folks artacking
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e work had actually read the book. Some of them had heard
cound bites on television or had listened to her Teg Talk pres.
entation. Still others had seen her interviewed. Many of these
older female feminist advocates blatantly denounced the work
and boldly announced their refusal to read the book.

As a feminist cultural critic, I found the eagerness with
which Sandberg was viciously attacked disheartening. These
critiques seem to emerge from misplaced rage not based solely
on contempt for her ideas, but a rage bordering on envy. The
powerful white male-dominated mass media was giving her and
those ideas so much attention. There was no in-depth discussion
of why this was the case. In the book Sandberg reminds readers
that, “men still run the world.” However, she does not discuss
white male supremacy. Or the extent to which globalization
has changed the makeup of corporate elites. In Mark Mizruchi’s
book The Fracturing of the American Corporate Elite, he describes
a corporate world that is made up of a “more diverse crowd,”
one that is no longer white and male “blue chip dudes.” He
highlights several examples: “The CEO of Coca-Cola is Muhtar
Kent, who was born in the United States but raised in Turkey;
PepsiCo is run by Indra Nooyi, an Indian woman who came
to America in her twenties. Burger King’s CEO is Brazilian,
Chryslers’s CEQO is Italian, and Morgan Stanley’s CEO is
Australian. Forget about influencing policy; many of today’s

| 7 : in
leading US CEO’s can’t even vote here. Perhaps, even
t white supremacist capitalist

any white women as necessary
ly an invisible

the corporate world, imperialis
patriarchy is ready to accept as m :
to ensure white dominance. Race is certallg
category in Sandberg’s corporate fanta;y vvors}];l
Sandberg is most seductive W en o
anecdotes. It is these true-life stories that exp

mOI'e w
lies underlying most of her ass

ring personal
he convenient

omen are
ertions that as

665



BELL HOOKS

at the top, all women will benefit. She explains: “Condig
Ong

for all women will improve when there are more Womep :
In

It needs
by a corporate executive who does not recognize the needs f
0

leadership roles giving strong and powerful voice to the
and concerns.” This unsubstantiated truism is broug

pregnant women until it’s happening to her. [s this a case of
narcissism as a potential foundation for female solidarity? N,
behavior in the real world of women relating to women proves
this to be true. In truth, Sandberg offers no strategies for the
building of feminist solidarity between women.

She makes light of her ambivalence towards feminism,
Even though Sandberg can humorously poke fun at herself and
her relationship to feminism, she tells readers that her book
“is not a feminist manifesto.” Adding as though she is in a
friendly conversation with herself, “okay, it is sort of a feminist
manifesto.” This is just one of the “funny” folksy moments in
the book, which represent her plain and ordinary approach—
she is just one of the girls. Maybe doing the book and talking
about it with co-writer Nell Scovell provides the basis for the
conversational tone. Good humor aside, cute quips and all, it
is when she is taking about feminism that many readers would
have liked her to go deeper. How about just explaining what she
means by “feminist manifesto,” since the word implies “a full
public declaration of intentions, opinions or purposes.” Of
course, historically the best feminist manifestos emerged from
collective consciousness raising and discussion. They were not
the voice of one individual. Instead of creating a space of.femalf;
solidarity, Sandberg exists as the lone queen amid millions ©
admires. And no one in her group dares to question hOW ihe
could be heralded as the “voice of revolutionary feminism. .

How feminist, how revolutionary can a powerful rich womil;
be when she playfully admits that she concedes all mon
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agement and bill paying to her husband? As Sandberg con-

mat .
« she would rather not think about money marters when she

fosse
J be plann
ny others in the book, works to create the personal image

oul ing little Dora parties for her kids. This anecdore,
o\

like me

of Sandberg. It is this “just plain folks” image that has been

nstrumental in-her success, for it shows her as vulnerable.
This is not her only strategy. When giving filmed lecrures,
<he wears clothes with sexy deep V-necks and stiletto heels and
his image creates the aura of vulnerable femininity. [t reminds
one of the popular television advertisement from years ago
wherein a sexy white woman comes home and dances around
singing: “I can bring home the bacon, fry it up in the pan and
never let you forget you're a man . . . cause I'm a w-o-m-a-n!”
Sandberg’s constructed image is not your usual sexist misogynist
media portrayal of a feminist. She is never depicted as a man-
hating ball-busting feminist nag.
Instead, she comes across both in her book and when per-
forming on stages as a lovable younger sister who just wants to
play on the big brother’s team. It would be more in keeping
with this image to call her brand of women’s liberation faux
feminism. A billionaire, one of the richest women in  g.q 55 14-16
the world, Sandberg deflects attention from this reality. :Z;Z:ﬁx
To personify it might raise critical questions. It might termsand
even have created the conditions for other women to phrases.

feel threatened by her success. She solves that little problem by
e uses the word once.

persona enough
“I truly believe

never speaking of money in Lean In; sh

And if that reality does not bring to her
I'M EvERYwoMAN appeal, she tells her audiences:
most important career decision tha
e will have a life partner or who that part-
ht or gay, have not
* anyone who

' an
that the single t a womar
makes is whether sh

ner is.” Even though most women, straig

. “ . . b
seen choosing a life partner as a “career decision,
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minist politics knows that the choice of 4 puy,

advocates fe
ver, Sandberg's convenient use of the word Part

matters. Howe
ner masks the reality that she is really speaking ahou heter,
onormative partnerships, and even more speciticatly marriges
between white women and white men. She shares: “( ontrary
to the popular notion that only unmarried women can make j
to the top, the majority of the more successful female business
leaders have partners.” Specifically, though not dircctly, she
is talking about white male husbands. For after telling read-
ers that the most successtul women at the top are partnered,
she highlights the fact that “of the twenty-eight women who
have served as CEO’s of Fortune 500 companics, twenty-six
ried, one was divorced and only one was never mar-
o advocates of feminism would disagree with the
dual women should choose partners wisely.
Good partners as defined by old style women’s liberation move-
ment and reiterated by Sandberg (who makes it seem that this
is a new insight) are those who embrace equality, who care
and share. One of the few radical arguments in Lean In is that
men should come to the table—"the kitchen table.” This is

rarely one of the points Sandberg highlights in her media per-

were mar
ried.” Again, n
notion that indivi

formances.
Of course, the vast majority of men in our society, i

of race, embrace patriarchal values; they do not embrace a vision
or practice of gender equality either at work or in the domestic
household. Anyone who acts as though women just need to
make right choices is refusing to acknowledge the reality that
men must also be making the right choice. Before females even
reach the stage of life where choosing partners is important, W€

should all be developing financial literacy, preparing ourselves
that we need not rely on

manage our finances fairly-

rrespective

to manage our money well, so
finding a sharing partner who will
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According 1O More Magazine, American women are expected
o control 23 trillion dollars by the end of the decade, which js
wnearly twice the current amount.” But what will this contro]
ean if women lack financial literacy? Acquiring money and
Lanaging money are not the same actions. Women need to
confront the meaning and uses of money on all levels. This
s knowledge Sandberg the Chief Operating Officer possesses
even if she coyly pretends otherwise.

In her 2008 book The Comeback, Emma Gilbey Keller exam-
ines many of the issues Sandberg addresses. Significantly, and
unlike Sandberg, she highlights the need for women to take
action on behalf of their financial futures. One chapter in the

m

book begins with the epigram: “A woman’s best production is
a little money of her own.” Given the huge amounts of money
Sandberg has acquired, ostensibly by paying close attention to her
financial future, her silence on the subject of money in Lean In
undermines the call for genuine equality. Without the ability to
be autonomous, in control of self and finances, women will not
have the strength and confidence to “lean in.”

Mass media (along with Sandberg) is telling us that by sheer
strength of will and staying power, any woman so inclined can
work hard and climb the corporate ladder all the way to the top.
Shrewdly, Sandberg acknowledges that not all women desire
to rise to the top, asserting that she is not judging. WOIER Wh_o
make different choices. However, the real truth is that Shi )
making judgments about the nature of women .and work—;tO jz
is what the book is fundamentally about. Her failure to conir

to ignore con-
: - alth allows her

th women acquiring we . .
e issue of ! ost women face inside the workforce

he issue of women and wealth, sh;:
of women and poverty- She.: r?eel
lass differences make it difficult

crete systemic obstacles m

And by not confronting t

need not confront the issue
ec

not address the ways extrent
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for there to be a common sisterhood based on shared struggle
and solidarity.

The contemporary feminist movement has not concen-
trated meaningful attention on the issue of women and wealth,
Rightly, however, the movement highlighted the need for
gender equity in the workforce—equal pay for equal work.
This economic focus exposed the reality that race was a seri-
ous factor over-determining women’s relationship to work and
money. Much feminist thought by individual visionary women
of color (especially black women thinkers) and white female
allies called for a more accurate representation of female iden-
tity, one that would consider the reality of intersectionality.
This theory encouraged women to see race and class as well as
gender as crucial factors shaping female destiny. Promoting a
broader insight, this work lay the groundwork for the formation
of genuine female solidarity—a solidarity based on awareness of
difference as well as the all-too-common gendered experiences
women share. It has taken many years of hard work to create
basic understandings of female identity; it will take many more
years for solidarity between women to become reality.

It should surprise no one that women and men who advocate
feminist politics were stunned to hear Sandberg promoting her
crickle-down theory: the assumption that having more women
at the top of corporate hierarchies would make the work world
better for all women, including women on the bottom. Taken
at face value, this seem a naive hope given that the imperialist
white supremacist capitalist patriarchal corporate world Sand-
berg wants women to lean into encourages competition over
cooperation. Or as Kate Losse, author of Boy Kings: A Journey
into the Heart of the Social Network, which is an insider look
at the real gender politics of Facebook, contends: “BY ALEY
ing that women should express their ferninism by remainin
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