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Christopher Hogarth

Postface 
Jamais trop de tropismes! 
Mining the many mines  

of  the Afropean.n.e.

In their groundbreaking 2018 work Post-Migratory Cultures in 
Postcolonial France, Kathryn Kleppinger and Laura Reeck write of  
their use of  the term “post-migratory postcolonial minorities”: “this 
term emphasises the deconstruction of  binaries such as centre/
periphery or metropole/colony.  It is in their shared interrogation 
of  ‘the global’ and the relationship of  the colonial and postcolonial 
to the transnational that our work resonates with this other use of  
‘post-migratory’” (8).  Kleppinger and Reeck refer here to the fact 
that Anglophone postcolonial critics Elleke Boehmer and Ahmed 
Gamal call writers like V.S. Naipaul and Ben Okri “post-migratory” 
whereas these would be called “immigrant writers” in French 
academic parlance. Much of  the work done in the aforementioned 
collection builds on the need to expand a vocabulary on how to 
write about visible minorities in France today.  This issue has been 
particularly pertinent for the black population in France since, 
as Pap Ndiaye famously lamented in 2009, “les Noirs de France 
[...] sont invisibles en tant que groupe social et qu’objet d’étude 
pour les universitaires” (21).  As part of  an attempt to fill such a 
terminological gap, Nicki Hitchcott and Dominic Thomas in 2014 
mapped versions of  Francophone Afropean Cultures, bringing together 
works by authors who show how “Afropean identity is indissociable 
from both Africa and from Europe” (4).  Thomas grapples with 
the use of  the complicated neologism “Afropean” elsewhere, stating 
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that it involves “an indissociability with the African continent, with 
blackness, and with notions of  diaspora” (Crumly-Deventer and 
Thomas 339). This collection by Kathleen Gyssels and Jacqueline 
Couti expands the scope of  this term, to remind us of  a Guianese-
Caribbean third space between “Afro” and “European”, which lies 
at a too often forgotten vector of  an old transatlantic triangulation.

The richness of  this volume is its wide-ranging approach to the 
relatively new construction of  the “Afropean” writer.  It assembles 
studies on a variety of  areas in the black and creole Francophone 
world, including the Congo, Martinique and Guadeloupe, French 
Guiana, and France (albeit with a study of  a French “Afropean” 
filmmaker). It is followed by a mordant example of  what we might 
call, if  only to show the racialized nature of  the English language, 
a piece of  “black comedy” by another French Afropean writer, 
Fabienne Kanor.  This volume thus develops an even more eclectic 
scope to what is now being called “Afropean” writing.  The volume 
issues a call for attention to the feminine Afropean in particular and 
is careful to historicise the term “Afropean”. An especially welcome 
element is that it highlights that neither the Caribbean nor French 
Guiana should be left out of  this broad church.

This collection insists particularly on the idea of  a “faisceau”: 
a clustering of  feminine identity, black culture and a general 
mistrust of  feminism and sexual orientation on the part of  many 
male Afropeans, making the female “Afrodescendant”’s relationship 
with France more acutely problematic. It presents the thesis that 
globalisation began with colonialism and a transatlantic trafficking 
of  power that influenced women thus argues for the importance 
of  revisiting this “transatlantic” French Afropeanness. This area 
represents a Europe in the Atlantic that fits into a discourse on 
Afropeanness which is also influenced by one on cosmopolitanism.

In a well-known representation of  the Afropéenne, Rokhaya 
Diallo’s 2015 collection of  accounts and photographs (taken by 
Brigitte Sombié) Afro displays women who proclaim themselves 
Nappy (natural and happy): “bien dans sa peau… Fier de ses 
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cheveux” (back cover). Containing accounts from and photoshoots 
with 110 Parisian Afropean women, the collection presents how 
those interviewed “goûtent avec soulagement la liberté de s’assumer 
et de s’affirmer” (ibid) and argues that new Internet-based forums 
such as blogs, video platforms, and social media sites have helped 
this confident identitarian movement explode.

But there is always more than one side to any story.  In a 
chapter I published in Kleppinger and Reeck’s collection, I quoted 
Elodie Malanda, an Afropean critic who argued that many works 
by young Afropeans from the banlieue pointed more to the idea of  
being in an identitarian “no-man’s land” than happy living in a border 
space from which they could draw inspiration from intersecting 
categories. In this collection, Gyssels and Couti open by pointing 
out that other media representations of  the female Afropean contain 
more problematic accounts of  self-discovery. They demonstrate 
that the documentary Mariannes Noires (2016) displays the difficulty 
of  seven Afrodescendantes in constructing their identities in France 
and developing a sense of  belonging there. This difficulty in finding 
a clear and positive voice through new media is clearly outlined in 
another article in this collection, in which the documentary work 
of  Amandine Gay is investigated. Here Johanna Montlouis Gabriel 
displays how an Afropean female filmmaker has had to struggle to 
crowdfund her work, which focuses on the comparative lack of  
Afropean female characters in French cinema today. This contrasts 
to a growing presence of  Afropean males, the most prominent of  
whom is Omar Sy. This is in spite of  the blackfishing of  white female 
models who have recently found it fashionable to “tan” themselves 
in images they release of  themselves as social media influencers.  
Gabriel underlines the difficulty of  developing a community of  
Afropean females who can act as a bande de filles (to quote the title 
of  a rare film containing predominantly black French characters) in 
solidarity in today’s visual culture market.  

Indeed, as Fabienne Kanor shows in the contribution that 
ends this collection, it is difficult for the Afropean woman to find 
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solidarity. Kanor’s 61 rules on how to be a “perfect Black Doudou” 
woman contains a seemingly ironic yet, she insists, realistic tirade 
about the difficulty of life in metropolitan France for the female 
Afropean. Kanor’s list of these rules, which include, for example, 
smiling while staying self-effacingly humble, tolerating routine 
abuse and repressing frustration so as not to be seen as a “bad 
negro”, seems absurdly oppressive. This is a far cry from Diallo’s 
depiction of women comfortable in their skin who speak out freely. 
This mistrust of the condition of the Afropean woman in France is 
perhaps what leads Kanor to depict male and female migrants from 
Africa and Europe living outside France in her breakthrough novel 
Faire l’aventure (2014); they inhabit Tenerife and Lampedusa, areas 
that lie between the African and European continents.

The complexity of and difference between black women in 
the wide(r) French Republic – metropolitan and non-metropolitan 
– is an important focus of this collection.  Many articles argue that 
the common experience of colonization and “post-migration” 
brings together Afropeans and French Guianese-Caribbeans. 
As contemporary Afropeans often look to the US for influence 
(something insisted upon particularly by Martin McKinney and Alec 
Hargreaves in their afterword to Kleppinger and Reeck’s volume), 
this volume reminds readers that many American Afrofeminists, 
such as Audré Lorde, were in turn influenced by Guianese-
Caribbean thinkers such as Damas. Furthermore, there is a longer 
heritage of Afrofeminist thinking from the French Americas (which 
is what Guiana and the Caribbean belong to after all) that can be 
traced to the Nardal sisters and some of the other Martinican and 
Guadeloupean female rebel leaders outlined in Jacqueline Couti’s 
article. Kathleen Gyssels reminds us that Christiane Taubira, known 
in Europe as a “French” politician who has been the victim of many 
racist slurs, was in fact born and spent a significant portion of her 
early life in French Guiana. Her Baroque Sarabande contains reflections 
on authors who have influenced her over the years, bearing in mind 
that the readings of young women were strictly controlled in the
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land of  her youth. This can be contrasted to the “étoiles noires” 
from the American television character Lucy to President Barack 
Obama, from whom ex-footballer Lillian Thuram describes having 
drawn influence. 

This collection is careful to point to the contribution made 
by certain men to gender equity movements. Gyssels’ work on Léon 
Gontran Damas reminds us that feminist debate necessarily includes 
both men and women. Damas, usually associated exclusively with 
the Négritude movement, was an unusually inclusive thinker, whose 
concerns lay with the fates of  women and homosexuals as well as 
those of  black men in the French republic. She nevertheless argues 
most effectively (as does Fabienne Kanor in her contribution) that 
Afropean women face a double bind of  misogyny from both white 
and black men. And, as many of  these articles re-enforce, some 
women also exclude others by defending patriarchal systems.

Such a concern is present in the work of  many Afropean post-
migratory writers, who strive to represent the difficulties that female, 
as well as male, characters undergo. It is ironic that they create such 
female muses, such as Julien Delmaire’s Georgia or Wilfried N’Sondé’s 
Maya in Berlinoise, which fictionalizes a character so similar to the 
tragic German Afropean/Afrofeminist May Ayim, in works that 
otherwise present traditionally macho tropes, characterised especially 
by the ghetto warriors of  Insa Sane or the sporting characters of  
Thomté Ryam. Yet perhaps this should not be such a surprise, as 
the term Afropean, though allegedly first coined by musician David 
Byrne (Thomas and Hitchcott, 3) has been largely popularised in 
the literary sphere by Léonora Miano, especially through her title 
Afropean Soul. It is worth remembering that females have popularised 
other such neologisms involving an opening of  Africanness to the 
rest of  the world: the term “Afropolitan” so often linked to this 
idea of  a globalised European character of  African descendance, 
is recognized as having first been used by British-American Taiye 
Selasi, herself  of  Nigerian and Ghanaian origin (Selasi, 2005). 
Afropean is thus a term shared by the sexes but which can reflect 



160

different realities for each. As I pointed out in a recent chapter, the 
term can also mean different things for writers living in different 
parts of  the world and who occupy different niches in literary and 
wider cultural markets (in Kleppinger and Reeck, 60-76).

For example, some Francophone African male authors have 
produced some complex Afropean female characters. Julianna Blair 
Watson’s article deftly argues that Baenga Bolya’s writing highlighted 
the violence of  men towards women in postcolonial African male 
logic inherited from French colonial thinking. She notes a larger 
emerging trend of  violence in 21st century Francophone African 
literature, one pointed out by critics Cazenave and Célérier, and 
which one is evident in novels by “Afropean” writers like Fatou 
Diome and Léonora Miano. These writers continue to portray 
the troubles in the African continent to which they maintain ties 
even while portraying the complex layers of  “Afropean” identity 
they observe in France today. What Blair Watson’s article reminds 
us is that this “flood of  violence” is most often perpetrated on 
African women and (in a perversion of  a lethal feminine tradition) 
sometimes by white women in the French postcolony.  Baenga and 
Blair Watson underline that this violence is by no means “natural” 
in Africa alone and could in fact be a disturbing “Afropean” trait. In 
Diome’s case, and that of  her Senegalese predecessor Ken Bugul, the 
spectre of  such violence is the reason these authors’ characters seek 
a place straddling Africa and Europe, although they find violence in 
postcolonial Europe likewise.

By contrast, a more positive representation is detected by 
Alessia Vignoli in a recent novel by Gisèle Pineau. Pineau portrays 
a newfound Caribbean solidarity between a Guadeloupian native 
returning from an “Afropean” space in metropolitan France and a 
Haitian refugee to Guadeloupe, who reminds her of  the transnational 
links of  solidarity between black women in the paradoxical space of  
this department et region d’Outre-Mer.  Such a space is shown as both 
European and Afro-Caribbean, whilst highlighting the Afropean 
transatlantic trade that led to its consolidation as well as the (much 
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shorter) colonisation of  Haiti.
In an article that continues this set of  reminders of  this history 

of  transatlantic trade and its social consequences, Jacqueline Couti’s 
study of  the memorialisation of  the rebel known as Surprise focuses 
on the way in which this figure is remembered (or not) over a longer 
historical period. Couti’s article illustrates that the manners in which 
colonial oppression and representations of  attempted emancipation 
from it are analysed need to be understood in terms of  race, class, 
gender and sexuality. Couti’s call for greater attention to the history 
of  female Afrodescendants recalls the recent work by Jarrod 
Hayes, Queer Roots for the Diaspora (2016), which also highlights the 
importance of  viewing such history through a similarly intersectional 
lens. Her argument shows in particular that a masculinist discourse 
on emancipation in the Afropean space of  the French Caribbean 
has subordinated and silenced women’s acts of  rebellion, such as 
the 1870 Insurrection of  the South of  Martinique in which Surprise 
(Lumina Sophie) was heavily implicated. In a similar manner, Laura 
McGinnis outlines the many ways in which the female body has been 
simultaneously memorialised and marginalised, as national allegories, 
supports of  heroic men and as independent freedom fighters. Her 
focus on statues highlights another form of  cultural mediation in 
this collection which, like Kleppinger and Reeck’s volume, focuses 
on the many cultural forms of  the minority transnationalism that we 
might call Afropéenne-ness.

The literary tradition is the focus of  Tina Harpin’s article, 
which examines the manner in which women are portrayed over a 
longer historical period. Here, Harpin focuses on the link between 
the portrayal of  women and love in Guianese literature and points 
to the limits of  masculinist discourse on women across the French 
Antilles. However, male writers slowly admit their difficulties in 
understanding the “fairer sex” before literary discourse changes 
markedly with the arrival of  women on the Francophone Guianese 
literary scene.  These women of  both African and (post?)colonial 
European heritage denounce portrayals of  both glorified and vilified 
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figures such as ‘mulatresse molles’, la Mulâtresse Solitude, “sorcières” 
or “La femme djôk”. Instead, they bring to the fore the use of  
rituals to justify sexual abuses of  women, and the persisting ethnic 
diversities of  this little studied but extremely transnational area of  
France’s wide Afropean diaspora.

Conclusion: The importance of  the Afropéenne focus.
Concluding my recent chapter on Afropean identities, I posited that 
the label “Afropean” remains a useful strategic category working 
in opposition to nationalist discourse in France.  This issue of  
Essays in French Literature and Culture goes further in its deepening of  
and extension to this category than I could have hoped to, adding 
important dimensions (some of  which are akin to those of  the 
revived “Afrofeminist” movement), constantly reminding us of  the 
heterogeneity ever developing in a globalizing world that perhaps 
only brings us closer a priori. 

University of  South Autralia
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