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ABSTRACT 

Social justice and activism are critically examined in the context of contemporary 

Black British literature, with a comparative analysis of Bernardine Evaristo‟s Girl, 

Woman, Other (2019) and Nadifa Mohamed‟s The Fortune Men (2021). The 

present study shows how Evaristo‟s polyphonic narrative, spanning several 

generations of Black British women, foregrounds resilience and the intersectional 

struggles against systemic oppression. At the same time, Mohamed‟s historical 

novel gives voice to the silenced Mahmood Mattan, a seaman from Somalia who 

was wrongfully sentenced in Cardiff and executed in the 1950s. Using frameworks 

such as postcolonial feminism, intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), and the concept 

of narrative justice (Ricoeur, 2004), this study proposes that these novels engage in 

literary activism, in which the silenced voices of the marginalised persons become 

sites of resistance and remembrance. The analysis reveals how the two literary 

works converge in their activist stages, exposing racial inequalities and suggesting 

resilience, despite the different narrative strategies of polyphonic contemporaneity 

and historical reconstruction employed by Evaristo and Mohamed, respectively. So, 

the current study will make a significant contribution to Black British literature, for 

it underscores the activist form of storytelling and situates these novels as essential 

engagements in Britain‟s political and cultural discourse on race, identity and about 

justice.  

Keywords: Activism, Black British literature, intersectionality, social  justice, 

systemic racism. 

 

 رصاد المعفي الأدب البريطاني الأسو (السياسي والحقوقي) العذالت الاجتماعيت والنشاط

   و‘‘أخُرى , إمرأه , فتاه’’  يوبين روا دراست مقارنت  : ( فريقيوالأالاصول  روي صف معاناةأدب ي (

 ‘‘ رِجال الثروة’’  ترواي

داحى خهٛم انشًش٘ ّسفاَ د.و.  

انشصافت انثاَٛتبغذاد/يذٚشٚت حشبٛت  -ت ٔصاسة انخشبٛت انؼشاقٛ  

تخلصمال  

بٕصفًٓا  ،فٙ انٕسقّ انبذثّٛ انذانّٛ انؼذانت الاجخًاػٛت ٔانُشاط انسٛاسٙ/انذقٕقٙيٕضٕع ى حُأل ٚخ  

، يٍ خلال   (  أفشٚقّٛ ٕل  ـؤنفٍٛ يٍ اصنً ) أدبيذٕسٍٚ َقذٍٚٛ فٙ سٛاق الأدب انبشٚطاَٙ الأسٕد انًؼاصش

ّٛ َاظٛفا ــٔ سٔاّٚ انكاحبّ انشٔائ) ػُٕاٌ  حذج  إٚفاسٚسخٕ  بشَاسدٍٚ  انشٔائّٛ   انكاحبّ نشٔاٚت  حذهٛم يقاسٌ 

 شد ــــٛف إٌ انسـانذساسّ انذانّٛ حسؼٗ انٗ اٌ حكشف ػٍ ك. Girl, Woman, Other(  (2019يذًذ   

The Fortune Men( (2021)  يخؼذد الأصٕاث نذٖ إٚفاسٚسخٕ، انًًخذ ػبش ػذة أجٛال يٍ انُساء
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ٔفٙ  .انصًٕد ٔانخقاطؼاث انًؼقذة نهُضالاث ضذ أشكال انقٓش انبُٕٛ٘. رنك بشصـــانبشٚطاَٛاث انسٕد، ٚ

يذًٕد يطٍ، انبذّاس انصٕيانٙ انز٘ أ دٍٚ  ) بطم انشٔاّٚ(ت انخاسٚخٛت نًذًذ صٕحاًــــاٚخ انشٔــــانًقابم، حًُ

 ًً طش  َظشّٚ، حخ. ا فٙ يذُٚت كاسدٚف ٔأ ػذو فٙ خًسُٛٛاث انقشٌ انؼششٍٚـــظه
ضًٍ ــٔبالإسخُاد انٗ جًهّ أ 

ٔ   ٓاــالأيٛشكّٛ انًشٕٓسِ فٙ يجانقذِ ُاانّ انُسٕٚت يا بؼذ الاسخؼًاس، ٔيفٕٓو انخقاطؼٛت كًا صاغخّ ــَظشٚ

، ٔػهٗ ْزا ) Kimberlé Crenshaw ,1989)ٙــٕف انفشَســـكزنك يفٕٓو انؼذانّ انسشدّٚ  نذٖ انفٛهس

حًاسساٌ  يذٕس انبذث Paul Ricoeur (2004)ٍ انشٔاٚخٍٛـخشح إٌ ْاحٛـــالأساس فئٌ انذساسّ انذانّٛ حق

ًَّش ً  ـــَٕػًا يٍ انُشاط الأدبٙ، دٛث حخذٕل الأصٕاث انًٓ ٗ فضاءاث نهًقأيت ٔاسخؼادة ــقصاة إنــت ٔان

ًا انُضانٙ يٍ خلال كشفًٓا ػٍ ــؼذْــــاٌ فٙ بـــهخقٛـٔح ظٓش انذساست أٌ انؼًهٍٛ الأدبٍٛٛ ٚ..انزاكشة

ى اخخلاف الاسخشاحٛجٛاث انسشدٚت انًؼخًذة؛ ــــٕد، سغانلايسأاة انؼشقٛت ٔاقخشادًٓا لأشكال يخؼذدة يٍ انصً

زا، ـــن..ا حؼخًذ يذًذ ػهٗ إػادة انبُاء انخاسٚخٙـًـــش، بُٛــٙ انًؼاصــإر حٕظف إٚفاسٚسخٕ انخؼذد انصٕح

ٙ الأدب انبشٚطاَٙ الأسٕد، لأَٓا حؤكذ ػهٗ انشكم انُضانٙ نسشد ـٛش فــكم كبــانٛت بشـت انذــــسخساْى انذساس

ٙ انبشٚطاَٙ دٕل انؼِشق ـــاث أساسٛت فٙ انخطاب انسٛاسٙ ٔانثقافـانقصص ٔحضغ ْزِ انشٔاٚاث كًشاسك

 .ٔانٕٓٚت ٔانؼذانت

  ٓجتُانًً ت، الأدب انبشٚطاَٙ الأسٕد، انخقاطؼٛت، انؼذانت الاجخًاػٛت ،انؼُصشٚانُشاط  الكلماث المفتاحيت:

INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, Black British literature has become a very vital space for rethinking 

the social order and challenging systemic racism. 

Following global movements such as Black Lives Matter, which is part of a new 

wave of anti-racism protests that began in 2020 after George Floyd, an African 

American man, died whilst in police custody the day before, the Black Lives Matter 

protests against his death and the treatment of Black citizens by the police more 

generally were held in all 50 states and Washington, D.C. Demonstrations spread to 

other parts of the world, including the UK, Spain, Italy, and Australia, to demand 

justice for George Floyd and to draw attention to racial injustice worldwide (Dray, 

2021, para. 2).  

These movements  Writers are 

viewed as „„cultural workers engaged in resistance‟‟ as hooks (1994) describes 

them (p. 210). Within this context, Bernardine Evaristo and Nadifa Mohamed 

emerge among the most prominent, vigorous voices, effectively producing 

significant work.  Their novels, Girl, Woman, Other (2019) and The Fortune Men 
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(2021), earned them a place on the Booker Prize shortlist, indicating that 

storytelling can be a form of activism rather than just entertainment. 

Tracing the interconnected lives of twelve characters, mostly Black British women, 

who encounter intersecting oppressions of gender, race, sexuality, and class, Girl, 

Woman, Other seeks to bask in the sun of rebelliousness by refusing traditional 

punctuation. Reynolds (2021) writes that this is „„a refusal of the imposed grammar 

of Britishness‟‟ (p. 322), suggesting a polyphonic celebration of diverse Black 

voices instead. As one of the characters says, „„the past is inside us, it‟s who we 

are‟‟ (Evaristo, 2019, p. 234), reinforcing the notion that collective memory and 

resilience fuel activism across the ages and generations. 

In contrast, Mohamed‟s novel The Fortune Men retells a historical injustice: the 

plot centres on the real-life case of a Somali sailor, Mahmood Hussein Mattan, who 

was wrongly accused and executed for murder in 1950s Cardiff (Godara & Yadav, 

2025, para. 4). 

PROBLEM STATEMENT  

While Black British literature is gaining attention as both a cultural and a political 

intervention, comparatively little scholarship considers the activist potential of 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/reni-eddo-lodge
https://www.theguardian.com/books/reni-eddo-lodge
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/steve-mcqueen
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/jay-bernard
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present-day narratives. Most critical interventions analyse either Girl, Woman, 

Other (2019) by Evaristo or The Fortune Men (2021) by Mohamed in isolation, 

focusing on polyphonic narration or historical reconstruction, and neglecting a 

systematic examination of their interaction in the pursuit of social justice. Thus, a 

scholarly gap remains at the intersection of racial critique, narrative form, and 

activism in Black British literature, a gap that has yet to receive adequate attention. 

There are specific references to how Evaristo‟s novel foregrounds contemporary 

Black British women, conveying the intertwined axes of oppression that Crenshaw 

(1989) calls intersectionality, the complicated effects of class, race and gender. 

According to Adebayo (2020), the polyphonic structure of Evaristo‟s Girl, Woman, 

Other facilitates the articulation of diverse experiences that emphasise community 

resilience as a form of resistance (p. 112). However, critical focus has been on how 

this multiplicity of narrative forms functions as activism rather than mere 

representation. For example, such characters offer compelling instances set against 

systemic oppressions in employment, education, and gender violence, but few 

studies interrogate how these narrative strategies actively engage with these 

structures (Reynolds, 2021, p. 324). 

Similarly, Mohamed seeks to mobilise a historical miscarriage of justice, yet her 

work is often reduced to historical narration rather than direct intervention in 

contemporary systemic racism. Smith (2022) observed that Mohamed „„reclaims 

erased voices and interrogates the machinery of institutional injustice‟‟ (p. 84). It is 

thus urgent to examine how such historical reimagination resonates with 

contemporary readerships and serves as a literary catalyst for social awareness. By 

comparing a present-oriented polyphonic story with a historically bound 

reconstruction, a comparative critical study of such a pair will uncover the full 

spectrum of literary activism in Black British literature. 
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The Fortune Men, Nadifa Mohamed‟s novel, also exposes systemic injustice, even 

when viewed through the lens of history. By depicting the trial and execution of 

Mahmood Mattan in Cardiff in 1952, the author provides what Ricoeur (2004) 

describes as narrative justice „„the act of restoring moral and historical visibility to 

those silenced by institutional mechanisms‟‟ (p. 89). Smith (2022) notes that 

„„Mohamed reclaims erased voices and interrogates the machinery of institutional 

injustice‟‟ (p. 84), suggesting that literary narratives can help address instances of 

historical erasure. 

Here, the historical realism of the novel serves to show and document systemic 

racism within authorised institutions and to emphasise human suffering under 

structural oppression. In this respect, Mohamed (2021) said, „„I tell his story to 

unmake the erasure, to assert that a single life matters‟‟ (p. 150). Intellectuals such 

as Okonkwo (2022) note this approach as one that connects literature with social 

activism, making the narrative serve both as a memorial and an ethical call (pp. 0-

65). Moreover, by placing Mattan‟s story deep within the wider postcolonial 

framework of Britain‟s migrant communities, Mohamed underlines the continuing 

legacies of empire, immigration, and racial discrimination. 

Comparative Activism in Both Form and Content 

While Evaristo brings contemporary intersectional struggles to the forefront 

through a polyphonic framework, Mohamed reconstructs history, using it to 

condemn currents of institutional racism. Yet, both, in their function, are literary 

activist acts that extend the boundaries of Black British literature into socio-

political involvement. As Jones (2019) states, literature exposes „„structural 

inequalities in ways that policy documents and statistical analyses cannot, by 

humanising the abstract and giving voice to the marginalised (p. 21). 

Evaristo‟s narratives highlight everyday forms of resilience, representing how 

micro-level acts of resistance accrue to form collective consciousness and identity. 

For example, Amma‟s reflections on community organising demonstrate that 

resistance need not be overtly political: “Small acts, daily persistence, that‟s what 

changes the world” (Evaristo, 2019, p. 198). Mohamed, conversely, emphasises 
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historical accountability, exposing institutional abandonment that perpetuated 

injustice and asserting the ethical accountability of remembrance. Both approaches 

illustrate that activism can be present- and past-oriented, expanding the temporal 

and formal boundaries of literary engagement with social justice. 

Despite the growing body of scholarship on contemporary Black British literature 

in recent years, several critical lacunae remain. The comparative study, therefore, 

remains largely unexplored, with very few analyses investigating how divergent 

narrative strategies-an instance being Evaristo‟s polyphonic contemporary form 

versus Mohamed‟s historical reconstruction-intersect and work towards a shared 

activist effect.  

Moreover, critical attention has remained separate and apart from Evaristo‟s 

stylistic experimentation and from Mohamed‟s archival storytelling, thereby 

repressing the far more intriguing question of how narrative form, when engaged as 

such, can itself constitute activism. Another relative lack of exploration has been 

observed in the intersections between memory and resistance, with one concern 

being communal memory in Evaristo‟s fiction and historical reparation in 

Mohamed‟s narrative, and how these concerns feed into present-day Black British 

activism. In an attempt to fill this gap, this thesis makes an original contribution to 

the field by examining Girl, Woman, Other and The Fortune Men within a shared 

theoretical and activist framework, thereby laying bare the multiple avenues 

through which Black British writers resist the system. 

Though scholars have written much about Bernardine Evaristo and Nadifa 

Mohamed, some clear gaps remain. But very few studies work together to show 

how the different storytelling styles they adapted can produce a shared activist 

voice. Also, a little focus on how form itself can act as a kind of resistance, or how 

memory, whether personal or historical, could shape that resistance. Looking more 

closely at these areas helps reveal how both authors challenge oppression in 

connected yet diverse ways.  
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