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BOOK REVIEWS 

Black French Women and the Struggle for Equality, 1848–2016, edited by Félix Germain and 

Silyane Larcher, Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 2018, xx + 261 pp., £33 (Paperback), 

ISBN 978-1-4962-0127-0 

 

Black French Women and the Struggle for Equality, 1848–2016 cuts through the myths, ideas, and 

ideals about France to allow a view into the experiences of the social actors—black women—who 

have attempted […] to make those myths of social equality, liberty, and fellowship real for all. (p. x) 

The aspirations of this collection of essays, as articulated in the Foreword by Tracy Denean Sharpley-

Whiting, epitomise why scholarship on Black women’s activism and agency in France and the 

diaspora is so important and timely. This volume delivers new contributions that draw from a 

particularly extensive geographical, historical and sociological frame of reference. By the nature of 

the immense task it faces, the fourteen chapters that result from this ambitious and worthwhile 

interdisciplinary project may strike some readers as strong on thematic cohesion but lacking in 

theoretical coherence. Notwithstanding this, and taken individually, the essays generate a wealth of 

fascinating new scholarship. The volume also makes accessible some outstanding research only 

available elsewhere in French. This review focuses on some of its highlights. 

Much of the content of this volume comes from scholarship conducted in French. In chapter two, 

Stéphanie Guyon offers the reader a revealing introduction to political culture in contemporary 

France. Clearly framed at the intersection of gender, class and race, this essay turns the spotlight on 

the hostile scrutiny French Guyanese politician Christiane Taubira experienced during her service as 

French Minister of State for Justice from 2012 until her resignation in 2016. Guyon’s analysis exposes 

both the transnational radicalisation of political elites in France overseas (la France d’outre-mer) and 

how the result of that process plays out within the postcolonial space of metropolitan France. 

Another high point from research normally published in French is Silyane Larcher’s account of how 

the intersectionality of race, class and gender is evolving in contemporary French feminist 

movements. In chapter 5, the author deftly synthesises her thesis in a revelatory anecdote 

describing a public falling-out in 2015 between young Black French feminists and older white 

feminists whom, they felt, never represented their interests. The multiple identities and competing 

philosophies that populate the feminist landscape in France today, as expounded here in Larcher’s 

essay, also illuminate more recent contestations, that have confounded and confused many non-

French feminists, around the #MeToo (#moiaussi) movement. 

We return to Caribbean France in chapter 6 where Annette-Joseph Gabriel explores the emergence 

of radical politics in the aftermath of World War Two. This compelling essay lifts a corner on the 

patriarchal veil covering French Antillean political history as taught in schools and universities. The 

chapter epitomises a strength in this collection, it amplifies otherwise obscured or occluded voices 

and uses them to reconfigure canonical (male) political history. Through the telling of the story of 

Gerty Archimède, a lesser-known Guadeloupian contemporary of the Martiniquais intellectual 

Paulette Nardal, we are reminded of the ferocious sexism feminist activists have faced down within 

their own communities in France overseas. Archimede’s career in the French Antilles was a personal 

as well as political triumph, much as Taubira’s would be two generations later. 



In Chapter 8, canonical male history of the French Antilles is further contested and debunked by 

Jacqueline Couti in her analysis of the inter-war writings of intellectuals Suzanne Lacascade and the 

famous Nardal sisters. The intellectual control metropolitan France exerts over its overseas 

possessions is never out of view. Robin Mitchell provides revelatory insights in chapter 11 into the 

workings of metropolitan patriarchy at the beginning of the nineteenth-century in a thought-

provoking exposé of fake letters purporting to come from the pen of the South African ‘Venus 

hottentot’, Sarah Baartman. Again, and not without reason, we return to the influence and 

significance of French Caribbean intellectuals in French feminism and political history generally in 

chapter 13. Claire Oberon Garcia’s analysis of two seminal texts, Paulette Nardal’s L’éveil de la 

conscience de race (The Awakening of Race Consciousness) and Roberte Horth’s Histoire sans 

importance (Unimportant History), renders due recognition to the role of these intellectuals and 

their writings in the founding of pan-African negritude. The origins of this movement are historically 

attributed to three men, Aimé Césaire, Léopold Senghor, and to a lesser extent, Léon Damas. But as 

Nardal wrote in one of her letters: ‘Césaire and Senghor took up the ideas we had sown’ (p.215). The 

value of these essays is at its height where they deconstruct with evidence what is taught today as 

contemporary French history. 

While many of the essays presented in Black French Women and the Struggle for Equality, 1848–

2016 are meticulously presented, others are less so, at times suffering from multiple typographical 

slips that in the French quotations read as grammatical errors. One might also query the title. Why 

‘Black French Women and the Struggle for Equality, 1848 to 2016’ when content dates from before 

1848? Notwithstanding these editorial issues, overall the volume is an enriching read and makes a 

valuable contribution to an emerging field. 
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