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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING BELL HOOKS AND HER CRITIQUE OF
REPRESENTATION

When scholars and students encounter the phrase Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks, they are entering
into  a  powerful  and  nuanced  conversation  about  race,  representation,  and  the  politics  of
remembering history. bell hooks, the celebrated feminist theorist, cultural critic, and author, wrote
extensively about how mainstream media shapes our understanding of race and identity. Her essay
"Is  Paris  Burning?"  appears  in  her  groundbreaking  1992  collection  Black  Looks:  Race  and
Representation.  In  this  work,  hooks  turns  a  critical  eye  toward  the  1966  film  Is  Paris  Burning?,
directed by René Clément, which depicts the liberation of Paris during World War II. For hooks, the
film  is  not  a  neutral  historical  account  but  a  deeply  problematic  narrative  that  erases  the
contributions  of  Black  soldiers  and  reinforces  white  supremacy.
This  article  explores  the  meaning  and significance  of  the  keyword  Is  Paris  Burning Bell  Hooks,
unpacking hooks' central arguments, the historical context of the film, and the broader implications
of  her  critique  for  contemporary  discussions  about  race,  memory,  and  media  representation.
Whether you are a student of cultural studies, a fan of hooks' work, or simply someone seeking to
understand how history is shaped by storytelling, this comprehensive guide will provide you with a
deep and informative look at this important topic.

THE FILM "IS PARIS BURNING?" – A BRIEF HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

To fully appreciate hooks' critique, it is essential to understand the film itself. Is Paris Burning? is a
1966 epic  war  film that  dramatizes  the  liberation  of  Paris  in  August  1944.  The  title  comes  from a
famous question reportedly asked by Adolf Hitler as the Allies approached the French capital. The
film  features  an  all-star  cast  including  Jean-Paul  Belmondo,  Charles  Boyer,  Leslie  Caron,  and  Kirk
Douglas,  among  others.  It  was  produced  on  a  grand  scale,  with  significant  financial  backing  from
both French and American studios.
The  film portrays  the  French  Resistance  and  the  Allied  forces  working  together  to  free  Paris  from
Nazi occupation. However, as hooks points out, the film tells a deeply selective story. It emphasizes
the heroism of white French citizens and white American soldiers while systematically ignoring the
critical role played by African soldiers from French colonies—the Tirailleurs Sénégalais and other
colonial troops—who fought and died for France's liberation. This erasure is not accidental; it is a
deliberate narrative choice that serves to uphold a whitewashed version of history.
For hooks, the film is a textbook example of how mainstream cinema reinforces racial hierarchies by

controlling who is seen, who is heard, and who is remembered. The question "Is Paris Burning?" thus
becomes a metaphor for a deeper inquiry: Whose history is being told, and whose history is being
set on fire and forgotten?

BELL HOOKS' CENTRAL ARGUMENT: RACE, ERASURE, AND THE WHITE GAZE

In her essay, hooks argues that Is Paris Burning? is a film that exemplifies the "white gaze" in action.
The white gaze is a concept hooks developed to describe the way whiteness positions itself as the
universal, neutral perspective, while rendering Black people and other people of color as objects to
be looked at rather than subjects with their own stories. In the context of the film, the white gaze
dictates that the liberation of Paris is a white story, starring white heroes, for a white audience.
Hooks points out  that  the film includes a brief,  tokenized scene showing African soldiers,  but  they
are  depicted  as  passive,  childlike,  or  even  comical  figures.  They  are  not  shown as  brave  fighters,
strategic leaders, or integral members of the Allied forces. This representation, hooks argues, is a
form of symbolic violence. It denies Black people their agency and their place in history. The phrase
Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks captures this tension between the historical record and the cinematic
representation—a tension that hooks insists we must confront.
Furthermore, hooks connects this erasure to a larger pattern in American and European cinema. She
critiques the film industry for consistently marginalizing Black stories or telling them through a white
lens. The film Is Paris Burning? is not an isolated case but part of a broader cultural apparatus that
maintains white supremacy by controlling narratives. Hooks challenges her readers to question
every film, every book, every historical account: Who is speaking? Who is silent? What is being left
out?

The Politics of Remembering and
Forgetting
A key theme in hooks' work is the politics of memory. She argues that societies remember and
forget selectively. The stories we tell about the past are not objective recordings but are shaped by
power dynamics. In the case of Is Paris Burning?, the film participates in a collective forgetting of the
contributions of Black soldiers to the liberation of Europe. This forgetting serves a purpose: it allows
white societies to claim the moral high ground of fighting against fascism while ignoring their own
colonial oppression at home and abroad.
Hooks writes with passion about the pain of seeing one's ancestors erased from history. For Black
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viewers,  watching a film like Is  Paris  Burning?  can be a deeply alienating experience.  It  reinforces
the message that Black lives do not matter in the grand narrative of history. This is why hooks'
critique is not merely academic; it is personal and political. The keyword Is Paris Burning Bell
Hooks thus represents a call to remember what has been deliberately forgotten.

CONNECTING HOOKS' CRITIQUE TO BROADER ISSUES IN CULTURAL STUDIES

Bell hooks' work on Is Paris Burning? is part of a larger body of cultural criticism that examines how
race,  gender,  and  class  intersect  in  media  representations.  Her  approach  is  deeply  influenced  by
feminist  theory,  critical  race  theory,  and  postcolonial  studies.  In  Black  Looks:  Race  and
Representation,  hooks  analyzes  a  wide  range  of  cultural  texts,  from  films  and  advertisements  to
fashion and music. She consistently asks: How do these texts shape our understanding of ourselves
and others?
One of the most powerful aspects of hooks' critique is her insistence on the importance of looking
critically.  She encourages readers to develop what she calls  an "oppositional  gaze"—a way of
watching that  resists  dominant narratives and seeks out  marginalized perspectives.  When you
search for Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks, you are participating in this oppositional gaze. You are
refusing to accept the film's version of history at face value and instead seeking out a deeper, more
critical understanding.
Hooks also challenges the idea that representation alone is sufficient for social change. She warns
against the "commodification of Blackness" in media, where Black images are used to sell products
or  appear  progressive  without  actually  challenging  systemic  racism.  A  film  like  Is  Paris  Burning?
might include Black characters, but their presence is tokenistic and ultimately reinforces white
supremacy. For hooks, genuine representation requires giving Black people control over their own
stories, not just inserting them into white narratives.

The Role of Colonial Troops in World War II
To  appreciate  the  magnitude  of  the  erasure  hooks  identifies,  it  is  helpful  to  examine  the  actual
historical record. During World War II, France mobilized hundreds of thousands of soldiers from its
colonies in Africa, including Senegal, Mali, Ivory Coast, and other territories. These troops, known as
the Tirailleurs Sénégalais, fought bravely in some of the war's most brutal campaigns, including the
Battle of France in 1940 and the liberation of Corsica and mainland France in 1943–1944. They
played  a  significant  role  in  the  Allied  advance,  yet  their  contributions  are  rarely  acknowledged  in
mainstream histories or films.
The French government itself has a complicated relationship with this history. For decades, the role
of colonial  troops was minimized in official  narratives, partly because it  complicated the story of a
unified French Resistance. In recent years, there has been a gradual movement to recognize these
soldiers, with monuments and ceremonies honoring their service. However, as hooks would argue,
the damage has been done. The erasure persists in popular culture, and films like Is Paris Burning?
continue to shape public memory.

Hooks'  critique  is  thus  not  just  about  one  film  but  about  a  system  of  knowledge  production  that
privileges whiteness. The keyword Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks  is a gateway into this larger
conversation about historical justice and the politics of representation.

RELEVANCE OF HOOKS' CRITIQUE IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Although hooks wrote "Is  Paris  Burning?"  in  the early  1990s,  her  arguments  remain strikingly
relevant today. In recent years, there has been a global reckoning with colonial history, spurred by
movements like Black Lives Matter and Rhodes Must Fall. Statues of colonial figures have been
toppled,  museums  are  rethinking  their  exhibits,  and  filmmakers  are  being  called  out  for
whitewashing  history.  The  questions  hooks  raised  are  now  at  the  center  of  public  debate.
Consider, for example, the 2017 film Dunkirk by Christopher Nolan, which depicts the evacuation of
British  and  French  troops  from  Dunkirk  during  World  War  II.  The  film  was  criticized  for  its  almost
complete absence of Indian, African, and other colonial soldiers who were present at the evacuation.
The same pattern of erasure that hooks identified in Is Paris Burning? can be seen in contemporary
cinema.  Her  work  provides  a  framework  for  analyzing  these  films  and  demanding  better
representation.
Similarly, the debate about Confederate statues in the United States and monuments to colonial
figures in Europe is fundamentally about the politics of memory. Who gets to be remembered, and
who is forgotten? Hooks would remind us that these debates are not merely symbolic. They have
real-world consequences for how we understand citizenship, belonging, and justice. When we ask
the question embedded in the keyword Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks, we are also asking: Whose
stories are we burning today?

Practical Applications for Students and
Scholars
For  students  of  cultural  studies,  film  studies,  or  history,  hooks'  essay  offers  a  powerful  model  of
critical analysis. Here are some practical ways to engage with her work:

Close reading: Read "Is Paris Burning?" alongside watching the film. Take notes on moments
of erasure, tokenism, or stereotyping. Ask yourself how the film might have been different if it
had centered the experiences of colonial troops.
Comparative analysis: Compare hooks' critique with other analyses of war films, such as
those about Vietnam or the Iraq War. How do these films handle race and colonialism?
Historical research: Investigate the actual contributions of African soldiers to the liberation
of Paris. Primary sources like letters, photographs, and military records can provide a counter-
narrative to the film.
Contemporary connections: Look for recent films or TV shows that have been criticized for
racial erasure. Write a hooks-inspired analysis of one of these texts.



Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks 3

3

These exercises not only deepen your understanding of hooks' work but also equip you with critical
thinking skills that are essential in today's media-saturated world.

CRITICISMS AND COMPLEXITIES OF HOOKS' POSITION

While hooks' critique is powerful and widely respected, it is also worth considering some of the
complexities and potential  limitations. Some scholars have argued that hooks places too much
emphasis on representation at the expense of other factors, such as military strategy or political
context. Others have pointed out that the film Is Paris Burning? was made within a specific historical
moment—the  mid-1960s—when  colonial  empires  were  crumbling,  and  the  film  industry  was  only
beginning to grapple with issues of diversity.
Additionally,  some  critics  suggest  that  hooks'  binary  framing  of  "white  gaze"  versus  "Black

oppositional gaze" can be overly simplistic. In reality, audiences are complex, and individual viewers
may interpret a film in multiple ways. hooks herself acknowledges this complexity, but her polemical
style sometimes invites criticism for being too one-sided.
Despite  these critiques,  hooks'  central  insight  remains valid:  mainstream media systematically
marginalizes  Black  perspectives,  and  this  marginalization  has  real-world  effects.  The  keyword  Is
Paris Burning Bell  Hooks  thus represents  a  vital  intervention in  cultural  criticism,  one that
continues to inspire new generations of scholars and activists.

CONCLUSION: WHY "IS PARIS BURNING?" STILL MATTERS

In conclusion, the phrase Is Paris Burning Bell Hooks points to a rich and important body of work
that challenges us to think critically about history, memory, and representation. Bell hooks' essay on
the 1966 film is a masterclass


