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Sonya Andermahr, Race, sex and class in Bernadine Evaristo’s Girl, 

Woman, Other 

My talk draws on the Marxist-feminist critique of identity politics to examine 

Bernadine Evaristo’s representation of the intersection of race, sex and class in 

her latest novel Girl, Woman, Other. The novel, in a series of eponymously 

named vignettes, depicts the lives, relationships and experiences of twelve 

women, from Britain and across the African diaspora. I will argue that while 

Evaristo provides a vivid portrayal of Black female diasporic experience with due 

emphasis on the characters’ working-class backgrounds, the novel as a whole 

exposes the limitations of an “intersectional” model of the relationship between 

identity and oppression. Intersectionality was first coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw 

in 1992 to describe the way in which different oppressions, namely sex and race, 

interact with each other in order to overcome the fragmentation of social justice 

movements. However, as Feyzi Ismail argues, intersectionality as a theory tends 

to see the interrelation between oppressions in a formal and descriptive way 

rather than analysing how oppression interacts with class exploitation. I will 

suggest that Evaristo’s novel in its structure, tone and resolution reveals this 

problem while invoking the complex contradictions of living race, sex and class 

in a capitalist society. 

Evaristo was born in 1959 in Eltham London, the daughter of a white British 

mother who was a teacher and a West-African immigrant father who worked as 

welder and became a Labour councillor. As well as numerous plays, essays and 

short stories, she is the author of eight works of fiction and verse fiction, which 

in different ways explore aspects of the African diasporic experience in 

imaginative and often experimental forms. Recognising the lack of opportunity 

for black writers and actors, she co-founded the Theatre of Black Women in the 

1980s and has been an important advocate for black writers ever since. She is 

currently Professor of Creative Writing at Brunel University. 

Her most recent novel, Girl Woman Other was joint winner of the 2019 Booker 

Prize, making Evaristo the first black woman and the first black British person to 

win it. While writing the novel, which she started in 2013, Evaristo reports 

sensing a cultural and political shift owing to the momentum of movements like 

#MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, which had ‘created more interest in that kind of 

story, and black women’s lives generally’. The novel clearly alludes to many of 

the social and political themes around gender and race that have dominated the 

last decade. Indeed, its diversity agenda and inclusive reach are signalled from 

the opening epigraph, which you can read on the slide. 

This epigraph signifies diversity on a range of fronts: cultural, ethnic, linguistic, 

sexual, gendered etc. Evaristo thus sets up the novel as an exploration of Black 

female identity in the widest sense, its title simultaneously signalling identities 

based on the transition from girlhood to womanhood but also signifying on other 

axes – race, class, sexuality and gender identity - and possibly gesturing 

towards Black women’s status as “other” in white patriarchal society. 

The novel traces a multicultural and multi-layered narrative web of family and 

human connections across several decades of migration from Africa to Europe 

and the USA. The first four chapters follow the lives of twelve ethnically and 
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sexual diverse women characters, while the fifth chapter brings the women 

together for a theatre premiere and after party, which is then followed by an 

epilogue. While each character has their own narrative, their lives intertwine in 

various ways and include relationships with friends, relatives and others.  

Evaristo foregrounds the issues of race, sex and class from the novel’s outset, 

depicting their impact on each woman’s life and articulating a critique of racism 

and patriarchy and, to a lesser extent, class society. The novel highlights 

extremely well discrimination against black people in employment, showing how 

first and second-generation immigrants suffer from horizontal segregation in low 

paid work. For example, Bummi, a first-generation Nigerian immigrant has a 

Maths degree from a Nigerian university but can only find work as a cleaner. Her 

husband Augustine, despite an Economics degree ends up driving a mini cab. As 

well as depicting the de-classing of African migrants, the novel highlights the 

lack of opportunities for second and third generations. Amma and Dominique, 

whose stories are told in chapter one, are both actors but struggle to find roles 

outside the stereotypes of slave, servant, prostitute, nanny or criminal. 

Amma reflects on her own mother’s working life, which typifies that of many 

working-class women who experience super-exploitation as workers and the 

double burden of domestic labour: 

Mum worked eight hours a day in paid employment, raised four children, 

maintained the home, made sure the patriarch’s dinner was on the table 

every night and his shirts were ironed every morning (11)  

As this suggests, Amma’s sympathies lie with her mother; as a lesbian-feminist 

she prioritises women’s struggle against sexism and, as a Black woman, she 

comes to understand how racial inequality shapes her experience. At one point, 

Amma recalls the time when, as a young woman, she joined a Black women’s 

group which raised her consciousness about her experiences of marginalisation 

and she “felt like she was coming in from the cold” (13). 

In response to the dire situation facing black women in the arts, Amma and 

Dominique start their own theatre company – just as Evaristo herself did – and 

the novel seeks to celebrate their energy, passion and commitment that “Black 

and Asian women’s voices would get out there / they would create theatre on 

their own terms / it became the company’s motto / On Our Own Terms / or Not 

At All” (14). They work to bring theatre to the people and perform their plays in 

community centres, fringe theatres, women’s festivals etc. Evaristo shows the 

enormous effort and frequent frustration involved in work of this kind with little 

financial gain. However, she also casts a distinctly ironical eye on her characters’ 

idealism and investment in woman-centred culture, a theme that is played out in 

Dominique’s chapter when she emigrates to the States and becomes a virtual 

prisoner of a controlling older lesbian in a women’s commune. Thus, the third-

person narration and satirical tone somewhat undermine the emphasis on 

sisterhood and collective struggle for representation.   

In its treatment of class politics the novel is similarly contradictory. While 

Evaristo presents vivid accounts of the class exploitation of her mainly black 

characters, they are never given an opportunity to forge solidarity across race 
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and sex lines on the basis of class. Any attempt to build an alternative society is 

given satirical treatment as in Dominique’s experience in a women’s commune or 

Amma’s London experience of life in a squat. 

In fact, it is noticeable that the only characters involved in class politics are men, 

the fathers or friends of the central women characters. They are almost always 

seen through critical or mocking eyes of the women; for example, Amma’s 

judgement on her father, that “he was off saving the world” while her mother 

worked: 

I grew up listening to his sermons during our evening meal on the evils of 

capitalism and colonialism and the merits of socialism / it was like we 

were literally being force-fed his politics (12) 

It is only after his funeral that she realises his political commitment to changing 

society was admirable and comes to a more charitable view. However, it doesn’t 

lead her to change her approach to politics; indeed, her growing success as a 

playwright serves to distance her from working-class culture. The theme of 

ambivalence towards black success becomes a central one, which Evaristo treats 

with considerable sensitivity, wrily acknowledging establishment successes while 

qualifying them with a sense of outsiderdom.  

Amma, in particular, experiences the discomfort of breaking through into the 

British Arts scene as a working-class and Black writer and the attendant burden 

of representation, institutional tokenism and separation from roots that that can 

entail. She reflects on the success of her play which debuts at the National 

Theatre as the novel opens, thinking how she had: 

spent decades on the fringe, a renegade lobbying hand grenades at the 

establishment that excluded her / until the mainstream began to absorb 

what was once radical and she found herself hopeful of joining it (2) 

Amma is mocked for selling out by her old friend Sylvester who tells her “admit 

it, Ams, you’ve dropped your principles for ambition and you’re now 

establishment with a capital E, […] you’re a turncoat” (33). Even her own 

daughter Yazz thinks that “ever since she landed the National gig she’s got very 

snooty about struggling theatre mates, as if she alone has discovered the secret 

to being successful” (43).  

At its best, Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality offers a nuanced and detailed 

analysis of the ways in which sex and race intersect in black women’s lives in 

capitalist societies. Yet, while vividly highlighting the discontents and 

contradictions of capitalism and neoliberalism, the novel lacks a sustained 

exploration of how these intersections operate in class society, rather seeking 

solutions in a politics of recognition that it simultaneously satirizes. 

The theatre after-party in the final chapter would seem to promise a grand finale 

but in fact, in line with Evaristo’s ironizing approach, it delivers a distinctly 

discordant ending: although they all attend, reunited in some cases after years, 

there is no real coming together among the women: Amma and Dominique snort 

coke in the ladies’ loo, while apparently snubbing many of their old friends, 

lovers and acquaintances. The two women repair to Amma’s house and carry on 
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the conversation over a couple of bottles of wine and their final words, which 

you can read on the slide, presumably spoken while both drunk and high, come 

across as distinctly rhetorical and unconvincing. 

The Epilogue which follows delivers another ironic and contrived resolution when 

the white, conservative and frankly racist character Penelope nearing her 80th 

birthday does a DNA test and discovers that she has significant African DNA. On 

researching her family origins she discovers her mixed-race, part Ethiopian 

mother Hattie is alive and still living in the family farm in Northumbria. The 

novel ends on their unlikely reunion where Penelope’s racial prejudices melt 

away as she is confronted by the “pure and primal” feeling that “they are mother 

and daughter and their whole sense of themselves is recalibrating” (452).  

In conclusion then, while the “Other” of the title is meant to signify the many 

ways of being a woman – black, lesbian, working-class, trans, the novel’s 

commitment to politics based on cultural identities means that it is class politics 

that ends up being othered. We are left with a sense of fragmentation – of 

identities, positions, attitudes with no clear sense of how the various parts relate 

to the whole. The epilogue by moving away from social affinities to biological 

ones imposes a false resolution; will finding out about our common ancestry, 

make Penelope and all of us – less racist? How will this knowledge affect 

structural oppression based on sex and race never mind the wider reality of class 

exploitation? Are the only politics available, if judged by Amma’s play, 

performative and ironic? While it arguably isn’t the job of a novel to resolve 

political questions, nevertheless, Girl, Woman, Other invites such a reading 

because the issues it explores are eminently political ones. Perhaps then what 

we can say of this busy, rumbunctious novel is that in raising them it 

demonstrates the persistence of issues of race, sex and class and the limitations 

of existing liberal models of identity for addressing them.  


