
Historically, archives have not 
prioritized records created by 

women of the African diaspora. Yet 
reflections of Black women’s voices 
still exist in travel logs, letters, pho-
tographs, diaries, and other items. 
Many historians, such as Deborah 
Gray White and Darlene Clark Hine, 
have been able to effectively utilize 
these resources, along with oral 
histories, objects, and other means 
of story/telling and remembering, 
to tell the stories of Black women.  
Now, scholars Daina Ramey Berry 
and Kali Nicole Gross1 have written 
A Black Women’s History of the 
United States, a thematic analysis of 
the history of women of the African 
diaspora in America from the 16th 
century to the present. The text 
covers key topics such as incarcera-
tion, the arts, politics, enslavement, 
civil rights, LGBTQ advocacy, Black 
material culture, Reconstruction, and 
feminism, to name a few. This work 
highlights the experiences of various 
Black women — “the enslaved, the 
free, educators, politicians, artists, 
queer folks, disabled people, and 
activists, as well as those who lived 
outside the law” (p. 4). The authors 
state unequivocally and unapologet-
ically, “This is a history about Black 
women, for Black women and their 
allies, written by Black women — 
though it seeks to educate and inspire 
all who read it” (p. 5).  
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Professors Berry and Gross make a 
critical point in the introduction: 
“Black women occupy a complex, 
paradoxical relationship to America. 
We are at once marginalized and os-
tracized, yet our very being has been 
exploited to help create and main-
tain white supremacy” (p. 2). Black 
women have had to fight against sys-
temic forms of oppression since their 
first arrival in this country. Many of 
these women’s names and stories 
remain unknown and unrecorded in 
the written record. The authors dis-
cuss the challenges related to the use 
of archival resources but also men-
tion the difficulties of archives not 
created from the voices and perspec-
tives of Black women and even in-
terrogate those sources where Black 
women’s voices might be (p. 8). The 
authors provide a critically power-
ful historical overview, however, 
by demonstrating an amazing use of 
archival resources. Each chapter is 
anchored by the story of a different 
woman, someone likely unknown to 
most readers, although a few of the 
names, such as that of educator and 
activist Nannie Helen Burroughs, 
might be familiar. Other women, like 
Isabel, who in 1600 had to advocate 
for her right to travel as a free woman 
of color, are less well known, yet 
their lives are no less important. This 
storytelling personalizes the histo-
ry and gives these women and their 

communities a voice, as well as links 
to broader Black and American histo-
ry and historical events. 

Throughout the text, the lived expe-
riences of Black women are linked to 
those of other historically margin-
alized and oppressed communities, 
with Black women serving as origi-
nators and in the forefront of critical 
social justice, civil rights, and human 
rights movements. Black women 
have focused on the most vulnerable 
and socially exploited populations 
and have historically formed neces-
sary coalitions across race, class, and 
gender. Professors Gross and Berry 
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note in their concluding chapter 
that “in just about every battle that 
Black women have undertaken in the 
United States, every barrier they have 
shattered, and every first accom-
plishment they have secured, their 
actions have paved the way not just 
for other Black women but for all 
marginalized peoples” (pp. 209–
210). This point underscores the one 
made in the iconic 1977 Combahee 
River Collective statement: “If Black 
women were free, it would mean that 
everyone else would have to be free 
since our freedom would necessitate 
the destruction of all the systems of 
oppression.”2  

It can be difficult to cover hundreds 
of years in one text, but the authors 
note that they want this book to be a 

“a new kind of survey on Black wom-
en’s history, one that is purposely not 
comprehensive or attempting to be 
the definitive history of Black women 
in the United States. Instead, we see 
the book as a vivid introduction to 
Black women’s history that aims to 
paint a richly textured portrait of 
Black womanhood in a manner that 
celebrates Black women’s diversi-
ty and inspires readers to seek out 
more” (p. xi). They go on to empha-
size that they “also want this book 
to be read by students, book-club 
members, aunts, uncles, grandads, 
artists, policymakers, activists, and 
by people in recovery and by people 
in politics, and everybody in be-
tween, so we do our best to avoid 
jargon and language that tends to 

exclude rather than educate.” In 
that sense, the text is very accessible 
and well written, scholarly but not 
unattainable as an introductory text 
to Black women’s history. Particu-
larly in this crucial political moment, 
it remains imperative to amplify 
the work and experiences of diverse 
Black women and our communities. 
This volume will serve as a fantastic 
portal to introductory learners or 
those who have read or studied Black 
history, and it will be a catalyst for 
continued research and exploration 
of the archives and Black women’s 
history. This text also has continued 
implications for current political 
and social events and will stimulate 
critical thinking and conversations in 
a variety of spaces. 
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