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Chapter 7 

Reflections on the Feminist Archive 

– The Case of the Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand 

Marta-Laura Cenedese* 

When I was a doctoral student, I spent several months in France 
conducting archival research. Although I was based in Paris, 
most of my research material was kept at the IMEC, the Institut 
Mémoires de l’édition contemporaine, which is located just 
outside of Caen in Normandy. But one day, as I was browsing 
the Paris National Library (BnF) catalogue, I found out there 
were some resources available at the Bibliothèque Marguerite 
Durand (BMD), a specialized city library located in the thir-
teenth arrondissement. I had already lived in Paris years before 
then, but I had never been to that particular library. My curiosity 
was piqued when I read that it was the only library in France 
dedicated to the history of women and feminism, and that it was 
founded in 1932. The webpage of the City of Paris informs the 
public that the library, called after the feminist activist 
Marguerite Durand, keeps a rich documentation on the history 
of women and feminism, including the quasi-totality of French 
feminist texts of the 19th and 20th centuries.1 A few years have 
gone by since I registered and accessed the documents I needed. 
Today, the Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand is open and fully  
operational, however, for some time between 2016 and 2019, its 
existence as an “independent” feminist archive was in peril. 
Indeed, as the library closed for renovations in 2016, the mayor 
of Paris, Anne Hidalgo, announced a new project that provoked 
the public outcry of the academic world, unions, and citizens, 
both in France and internationally. Eventually, the mairie 

* Many thanks to Giselle Bernard for her gentle (proof)reading of this text. 
1 https://www.paris.fr/equipements/bibliotheque-marguerite-durand-bmd-1756 
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FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY 

revoked the project and the library reopened to the public in 
January 2020.2 

In this contribution I want to address the specific case of this 
French library, which speaks to us all about time, memory, and 
the transmission of knowledge. The ‘BMD affair’ is symptomatic 
of the place of women and feminism in twenty-first century 
society, and brings to the fore issues of enduring structural ine-
qualities, power imbalances, and social justice. What happened 
in the case of the BMD is, in fact, a display of the vulnerable and 
precarious position of women as political subjects with agency 
and presence in public life. My intervention approaches these 
events by considering the notion of the archive within the legacy 
of feminist history and knowledge – thus addressing its trans-
formations and transmissions in time. I contend that the 
projected plan for the library foregrounds the logics of domi-
nation and the production of certain kinds of episteme at the 
expense of, or by officially manipulating, others. I then turn to 
the issue of the BMD’s lack of storage space and the impossibility 
of enlarging its collections, which concerns which ‘histories’ the 
BMD keeps and hands down to the future. Building on feminist 
critical theory, I highlight the importance of embodied and 
sensory knowledges that are acquired through physical en-
counters (with both people and objects), and therefore I insist 
on the necessity of having physical spaces for feminist ‘contact 
zones’, such as the Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand. 

Marguerite Durand and the Birth of the Library  
Marguerite Durand (1864–1936) was a woman of extraordinary 
talents and charisma: a former actress of the Comédie française, 
she was also a journalist, a collector, the founder and owner of 

2 Anaïs Moran, “À Paris, la bibliothèque Marguerite Durand restera finalement dans ses 
locaux”, Libération, 10/12/2017. https://www.liberation.fr/france/2017/12/10/a-paris-
la-bibliotheque-marguerite-durand-restera-finalement-dans-ses-locaux_1615708. See 
also https://www.archivesdufeminisme.fr/actualites/reouverture-de-la-bibliotheque-
marguerite-durand-3/; https://information.tv5monde.com/terriennes/bibliotheque-
marguerite-durand-paris-rouverture-d-un-lieu-de-memoire-des-femmes-et-du 

128 

https://information.tv5monde.com/terriennes/bibliotheque
https://www.archivesdufeminisme.fr/actualites/reouverture-de-la-bibliotheque
https://www.liberation.fr/france/2017/12/10/a-paris


 

 
 

 

 
     

 

 
  

  

  
  

   
   

 
 
 

   
   

 

   

  
 

 

    
    

 

7. REFLECTIONS ON THE FEMINIST ARCHIVE 

the feminist daily newspaper La Fronde (1897–1903) and a 
candidate at the 1910 municipal elections.3 In 1886, as staff 
writer at Le Figaro, she was asked to cover the International 
Feminist Congress with the commission to write a humorous 
piece. Instead, she was seduced by the speeches and convinced 
by the debates, to the point that not only did she become a 
convert but an outspoken feminist and front-line activist. She 
then founded the “major daily newspaper” La Fronde, which 
was “political and literary. Managed, administered, and com-
piled exclusively BY WOMEN. […] [T]hey [women] claim the 
right to be allowed to voice their opinion on all questions 
affecting society and humanity, of which they are members on a 
par with men” (from La Fronde’s first issue).4 Durand was an 
activist of the so-called ‘first’ feminist wave, for which the 
pressing matter was to open the public sphere to women, that is, 
to respond to women’s political demands for education, work 
outside of the house, equal pay, the right to vote and to be 
elected: in sum, the righteous request to be fully-fledged equal 
participating citizens. According to Julia Kristeva, this was a 
political project turned toward “the rejection, when necessary, 
of the attributes traditionally considered feminine or maternal” 
as a way of affirming oneself equal to men by likeness, unlike for 
the second generation of feminists, who will be “interested in the 
specificity of female psychology and its symbolic realizations.”5 

An example of this ‘unessentialising’, yet individualistic, 
approach to women’s emancipation is to be found in Madeleine 
Pelletier, who argued that women needed economic and legal 
independence from patriarchal control as well as to be liberated 
from “socially imposed roles” (La Femme en lutte pour ses droits, 

3 Maggie Allison, “Marguerite Durand and La Fronde: Voicing Women of the Belle 
Époque” in Diana Holmes and Carrie Tarr (Eds.), A ‘Belle Époque’? Women in French 
Society and Culture 1890–1914 (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2006), pp. 37–50 
(p. 41). 
4 Quoted in Allison, “Marguerite Durand and La Fronde”, p. 38. 
5 Julia Kristeva (1979), “Women’s Time” in Toril Moi (Ed.), The Kristeva Reader (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1986), pp. 187–213 (p. 193, 194). 
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6 Karen Offen, “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical Approach” in  Signs, Vol.  
14, No. 1, 1988, pp. 119–157 (pp. 144–145).  
7 Offen, “Defining Feminism”, pp. 145–146.  
8 Mary Louise Roberts, “Acting Up: The  Feminist Theatrics of Marguerite Durand” in  
French Historical Studies 19 (4), 1996, pp. 1103–1138 (p. 1128). For an early influential 
study of “womanliness” as something “assumed and worn  as a mask”, see Joan Riviere  
(1929), “Womanliness as a Masquerade” in Russell Grigg, Dominique Hecq, Craig 
Smith (Eds.),  Female Sexuality: The Early Psychoanalytic Controversies (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1999), pp. 172–182.  
9 Roberts, “Acting Up”, p. 1114.  
10 Roberts, “Acting Up”, p. 1131.  
11 Jeffrey Wallen,  “Narrative Tensions:  The Archive and the E yewitness” in  Partial 
Answers: Journal of Literature and the History of Ideas 7 (2), 2006, pp. 261–278 (p. 261); 
Arlette Farge,  Allure of the Archives, transl. Thomas Scott-Railton (New Haven and  
London: Yale University Press, 2013), p. 6. 
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1908).6 However, Pelletier’s model was a minority. As shown by 
historian Karen Offen (1988), well into the twentieth century 
“sexual dimorphism” and the family were paramount to the 
French vision of social and political order and, therefore, despite 
their critique of male/female relationships and patriarchal 
family structures, most feminist groups insisted on sexual differ-
ence, complementarity and interdependence.7 Indeed, Margue-
rite Durand’s ultra-feminine and charming appearance did not 
resemble the Pelettier-like image of a first-wave feminist. 
However, as Mary Louise Roberts has argued (1996) her femin-
ist aesthetics mimicked traditional notions of femininity in a 
subversive and destabilizing way so that, while she seemed to be 
reinforcing gender ideologies, she was instead transgressing 
conventions “without appearing to do so”, and therefore “secur-
ing both social acceptance and power”.8 Using ‘seduction’ as 
‘power’, Marguerite Durand was able to challenge a male-
constructed feminine identity and to defend the interests of 
women workers.9 With La Fronde, she gave “unprecedented 
visibility to the feminist movement and had a cultural impact in 
all of France”.10 Finally, with her library and feminist archive, 
Durand was able to to add to the (masculine) linear temporality 
what Jeffrey Wallen (2009) calls “droplets of time” or, in Arlette 
Farge’s (1989) words, “tear[s] in the fabric of time”.11 For me, 
talking of archival documents as “droplets of” and “tears in” 
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7. REFLECTIONS ON THE FEMINIST ARCHIVE 

time conveys the painstakingly slow and painful process en-
dured by women to access the stage. 

The BMD library, originally Marguerite’s own, resided at 
first in the premises of La Fronde in rue Saint Georges,12 and 
consisted in works that related to women and the fight for 
women’s rights. In 1931 Durand decided to lease her collection 
to the city of Paris with the promise that it would be kept in a 
place open to any member of the public, where documents could 
be easily and freely accessed by anyone who was interested in 
women’s history and in the fight for equality.13 As a public 
institution, the library was initially located on the fifth floor of 
the Town Hall of the fifth arrondissement, opposite the Pan-
théon. Anecdotal history tells us that Marguerite, then volun-
teering director, died in the library itself in March 1936. Closed 
between 1940–42, we know very little about its life until the late 
1960s, when librarian Yolande Léautey was appointed to classify 
and update the library, followed in 1983 by curator Simone 
Blanc, “who managed to obtain more staff and a larger budget.”14 

In 1989 the library was moved to a new address at 79 rue 
Nationale in the thirteenth arrondissement, and since then it has 
shared the building with the Médiathèque Jean-Pierre Melville. 
Caroline Verdier points out how this move, although well 
intentioned for it was meant to provide the library with more 
space, could be seen from a political standpoint as a desire to 
give less prominence to the library: not only did its relocation 
bring the library from the center to the south-eastern area of 
Paris, but ironically it also made it share locales with an insti-

12 Allison, “Marguerite Durand and La Fronde”, pp. 47–48. 
13 The choice to donate her library and archives was taken after having witnessed the 
disappearance of “another important series of archives on women at the death of 
[Durand’s] close friend Eliska Vincent, and not wanting the same thing to happen to 
her collection.” Caroline Verdier, “Trajectories of Two Women’s Libraries: A Com-
parative Study of the Bibliothèque Léonie La Fontaine and the Bibliothèque Marguerite 
Durand” in Maggie Allison and Angela Kershaw (Eds.), Parcours de femmes: Twenty 
Years of Women in French (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011), pp. 23–37 (p. 25). 
14 Verdier, “Trajectories of Two Women’s Libraries,” p. 28. 
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FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY 

tution named after Jean-Pierre Melville, who was well known for 
his misogyny.15 

As I previously mentioned, the Bibliothèque Marguerite 
Durand is the only feminist library in France. It contains more 
than sixty thousand documents, among which one can find: 
French and foreign books on feminism; feminism and the arts; 
history; politics and science; militants’ biographies; doctoral 
theses defended by women since the 19th century; periodicals, 
letters (e.g. by Mme de Staël and Colette); literary works; post-
cards; posters – the most precious one being a placard of 
Olympe de Gouge dating from 1792. The library’s collection 
goes back to the 17th century.16 Scholars and the public alike 
have immediate, free access to the entirety of the collections, 
which are kept in the small space of the reading room, and 
mostly in the building’s underground storage, where they cover 
two linear kilometers. Unfortunately, the storage space has been 
completely full for the past fifteen years and, since then, the 
library has therefore been unable to accept new donations, save 
for rare pieces. Since the year 2000, thanks to a co-operation 
with the BMD, it is the Centre des archives du féminisme at the 
University of Angers that provides this essential archiving 
service. 

The BMD Affair 
In 2016 it was announced that the site of the Médiathèque 
Melville and the BMD would close for renovations from June 
2018. On the occasion, the mayor of Paris also announced that 
the BMD (and its permanent personnel) would be transferred to 
the Bibliothèque historique de la ville de Paris (BHVP) in the 
fourth arrondissement. The project was advertized as the crea-
tion of a space solely dedicated to feminist literature and related 
activities: since “this library manages important archival docu-

15 Verdier, “Trajectories of Two Women’s Libraries,” p. 29. 
16 For more information on the archival collections see Christine Bard, Annie Metz and 
Valérie Neveu (Eds.), Guide des sources de l’histoire du féminisme (Rennes: Presses Uni-
versitaires de Rennes, 2006). 
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7. REFLECTIONS ON THE FEMINIST ARCHIVE 

ments […] that, unfortunately, are not clearly identified” the 
new location would allow them to be better identified and, 
especially, to have better visibility. Finally, the new planning 
would allow to “bring the documents to life and to feed contem-
porary debates on these fundamental issues” (i.e. the history of 
women and feminism).17 

This sounds all very good. But then, why did the unions, 
feminist associations, scholars and private citizens mobilize 
around the collective Sauvons la BMD, sign petitions, organize 
sit-ins and demonstrations against this project?18 

The association Archives du féminisme wrote a column for 
the daily newspaper Libération on October 5, 2016, in which 
they expressed their concern for a “dangerously vague project”. 
They suggested that the inclusion in the BHVP might be a covert 
way to eliminate the BMD, given that the new location would be 
inadequate in space and conservation resources, both for the 
current personnel (seven of them to be housed in one room) and 
for the archival documents themselves. Indeed, these would be 
allocated only 500 linear meters – compared to the current two 
kilometers – in an already-saturated library, which implies that 
the majority of the documents would have to be moved into 
storage to the outskirts of Paris, which is in stark contrast to the 
BMD’s present-day direct availability. The association is not 
against a move per se, but they stress that for such a move to 
occur, there needs to be an ambitious project that would up-
grade both the personnel’s working conditions and the public’s 
access to the documents.19 Therefore, in their opinion “the new 

17 “Pour une bibliothèque des femmes et  du féminisme”. Budget participatif, projet N. 
7. 
https://budgetparticipatif.paris.fr/bp/jsp/site/Portal.jsp?document_id=2691&portlet_i 
d=158. Unless otherwise stated all translations from French are my own. 
18 For the collective Sauvons la BMD see https://www.facebook.com/Collectifsauvon  
slaBMD/ and https://www.instagram.com/collectif.sauvonslabmd/?hl=en; “Sauvons la 
bibliothèque Marguerite Durand!”, Archives du féminisme. http://www.archives  
dufeminisme.fr/actualites/sauvons-bibliotheque-marguerite-durand/  
19 Historian of feminism Bibia Pavard has also echoed the necessity of a more ambitious 
project for the BMD. See La Poudre,  épisode 81 – Le point sur la révolution avec Bibia  
Pavard, 22/10/2020. https://open.spotify.com/show/1WgrGarkpE3efj57f8uvzo  
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20 Association Archives du féminisme,  “Pour un  projet ambitieux de  bibliothèque  
d’histoire des femmes et du féminisme à Paris”,  Libération, 5/10/2016. https://www.  
liberation.fr/debats/2016/10/05/pour-un-projet-ambitieux-de-bibliotheque-d-
histoire-des-femmes-et-du-feminisme-a-paris_1519505. See also: Commissaire, Claire, 
“Féminisme: pourquoi le transfert de la bibliothèque Durand inquiète les syndicats”,  
Libération, 3/8/2017.https://www.liberation.fr/france/2017/08/03/feminisme-pourquoi  
-le-transfert-de-la-bibliotheque-durand-inquiete-les-syndicats_1587909;  “La seule bib-
liothèque féministe  de Paris va-t-elle disparaître?”.  Télérama, 22/08/2017. https://www.  
telerama.fr/sortir/la-seule-bibliotheque-feministe-de-paris-va-t-elle-disparaitre,n515  
2844.php  
21  La Poudre, Épisode Bonus – Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand, 2/11/2017 and La 
Poudre, épisode 81 – Le point sur la révolution avec Bibia Pavard, 22/10/2020. Both epi-
sodes are available at https://open.spotify.com/show/1WgrGarkpE3efj57f8uvzo  
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library must, firstly, keep in a single place in central Paris the 
staff, the reading rooms and the archival documents. Then, it 
must be housed in premises larger than those of the current 
library, in order to permit the enrichment of the collections and 
to ensure good conditions for conservation. Lastly, in order to 
continue to better guarantee its mission of research and heritage 
valorization, it must preserve its autonomy in relation to any 
other library of the city of Paris”.20 

Militants are not only preoccupied that the library will be 
swallowed by the BHVP, but that it will also lose its visibility and 
autonomy because of the out-of-city storage and ensuing access 
delays. In fact, the lack of space means that the collections will 
not increase, and therefore, in the future, feminists will not feel 
encouraged to donate their archives to the library. This is a 
crucial point because, as historian of feminism Christine Bard 
says, “we need to think about the safeguard of present-day 
archives, of today’s feminism”. In conversations with feminist-
activist and journalist Lauren Bastide, Bard and Bibia Pavard 
affirmed that the issue with the inclusion of the BMD into the 
BHVP catalogue is the erasure of the library’s specificity and the 
loss of its identity – an identity built on the will to be a lasting 
place of generational transmission.21 The fight against this 
project shows “our attachment to a library that is more than a 
library, it is a place of history, of memory, a place of culture that 
is fundamental for the struggles of yesterday, today, and tomor-
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7. REFLECTIONS ON THE FEMINIST ARCHIVE 

row”.22 In another interview Bard reiterated that the library is “a 
site of memory, of culture and citizenship” and that the 
documents kept at the BMD are “the archives of the future”.23 

All in all, to many activists the proposed new project for the 
BMD seemed to be an attempt at erasing women’s voices, at 
denying the existence of feminism and its specificity, and a way 
to keep subsuming women to patriarchal structures that make 
them inaudible – hence insignificant. Thus, it is not only a 
technical issue but also, and most importantly, a symbolic one. 

The Archive 
Having laid out the vicissitudes surrounding the BMD, I would 
like to turn to the meaning of the presence of a feminist library 
and feminist archive as a tangible space. I would like to reflect 
on the role that archives play in preserving and accessing the 
past of feminism, in decoding the present, and in fostering 
feminist visions of the future. How do they create the possibility 
of (and potential for) feminist encounters? What are the limits 
and possibilities of the archive as a site – both in the physical and 
symbolic sense – of production of feminist knowledge? My 
questions echo those raised by Marianne Hirsch (2018) in her 
fantasy for 2027: “How do feminist archives, and feminist theory 
archives, in particular, shift our structures of knowledge and 
intelligibility? […] How do particular archival practices enhance 
the generation and transmission of this knowledge and the 
imagining of new feminist theoretical futures?”24 

The notion of archive illuminates the forces at work in the 
affair in question while it also provides a terrain for highlighting, 
challenging, and resisting the economies of desire that subtend 
archival encounters. An archive is, literally speaking, a physical 

22 Christine Bard in La Poudre, Épisode Bonus – Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand.  
23 Arièle Bonte, “Pourquoi faut-il sauver la bibliothèque Marguerite Durand?”, 
RTLGirls, 17/11/2017. https://www.rtl.fr/actu/debats-societe/pourquoi-faut-il-sauver-
la-bibliotheque-marguerite-durand-7790978068# 
24 Marianne Hirsch, “Feminist Archives of Possibility” in differences: A Journal of 
Feminist Cultural Studies 29:1, 2018, pp. 173–188 (pp. 174–175). 
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place that collects material, documents, objects.25 Jacques Der-
rida reminds us that “the meaning of ‘archive,’ it’s only meaning, 
comes to it from the Greek arkheion: initially a house, a domi-
cile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates, the 
archons, those who commanded.”26 For Derrida this domicilia-
tion (i.e. the archive) marks a passage from the private to the 
public, whereby what he calls an “archontic power” is applied – 
a power that gathers, unifies, identifies and classifies “by virtue 
of a privileged topology.”27 Behind the initial perception of the 
archive as a material site, i.e. an archival institution, the con-
ditions and circumstances that create and preserve the archive 
emerge: the relations of power that underpin the rules of 
inclusion and exclusion.28 Michel Foucault’s engagement with 
the archive as rules of practice underlines the dynamic relation 
between knowledge production and power.29 Addressing this 
process of production – inclusion, exclusion, dispossession, 
appropriation, regulation – has been fundamental for feminist, 
queer, and postcolonial studies and theory in order to challenge 
the technologies of imperial/patriarchal/heteronormative hege-
mony. In the words of postcolonial philosopher and public intel-
lectual Achille Mbembe, “the archive is primarily the product of 
a judgment, the result of the exercise of a specific power and 
authority, which involves placing certain documents in an 
archive at the same time as others are discarded. The archive, 

25 See e.g. Jens Brockmeier, Beyond the Archive: Memory, Narrative, and the Auto-
biographical Process (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 71; Ernst van Alphen, 
“The Politics of Exclusion, or Reanimating the Archive” in The Nordic Journal of 
Aesthetics 49–50, 2015, pp. 118–137 (p. 118); Wallen, “Narrative Tensions”, pp. 261– 
262. 
26 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever. A Freudian Impression, transl. Eric Prenowitz (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), p. 2. See also Carolyn Steedman, Dust: The 
Archive and Cultural History (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2002). 
27 Derrida, Archive Fever, p. 3. 
28 Carolyn Hamilton, Verne Harris and Graeme Reid, “Introduction” in Hamilton, 
Carolyn et al. (Eds.), Refiguring the Archive (Dordrecht, Boston, London: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 2002), pp. 7–18 (p. 9). 
29 Cf. Michel Foucault, The Archeology of Knowledge, transl. A. M. Sheridan Smith 
(London and New York: Routledge Classics, 2002), pp. 89–143. 
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7. REFLECTIONS ON THE FEMINIST ARCHIVE 

therefore, is fundamentally a matter of discrimination and selec-
tion, which, in the end, results in the granting of a privileged 
status to certain written documents, and the refusal of the same 
status to others, thereby judged ‘unarchivable’.”30 Through these 
rules of discrimination and selection, a power legitimates certain 
memories over others, and thus maintains specific themes, 
norms and values to be carried on through time. 

By overlooking certain practices and enabling a judgment of 
value that categorizes them as unimportant, the archive can 
therefore become a site of violence: assembling the archive 
involves the application of particular forms of censorship and 
manipulation – the devaluation, repression and rejection of the 
‘other’ within the archive.31 Against the persistence of patriarchal 
societies, it is therefore essential to build, nurture and, as is the 
case with the BMD, maintain archives of women and feminism, 
which tell the alternative story (or one of the many stories) of 
that ‘other’ that has been rejected from the ‘official’ preservation 
of time. However, a feminist archive is not without its own logics 
of power and its own privileged “mechanism for shaping the 
narratives of history”.32 Indeed, Hamilton, Harris and Reid 
remind us that marginal archives, those preserving materials 
“excluded from the mainstream repositories” are “no less con-
structed than mainstream archives and are likewise the product 
of processes of both preservation and exclusion”. They argue 
that “Collections compiled in opposition to a particular  hege-
monic discourse are equally shaped by the kind of material 
collected, and the way it is arranged and described, as well as by 

30 Achille Mbembe, “The Powers of the Archive and its Limits” in Hamilton, Carolyn et 
al. (Eds.), Refiguring the Archive, pp. 19–26 (p. 20). 
31 See Ariella Azoulay, “Potential History: Thinking through Violence”, in Critical 
Inquiry 39:3, 2013, pp. 548–574; Ariella Azoulay, Potential History: Unlearning Impe-
rialism (London: Verso, 2019), in particular ch. 3, “Archives: The Commons, Not the 
Past”. 
32 Antoinette Burton, “Introduction: Archive Fever, Archive Stories” in Antoinette 
Burton (Ed.), Archive Stories. Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2005), p. 2. See also Hirsch, “Feminist Archives of 
Possibility”. 
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34 Burton, Archive Stories, p. 6.  
35 Derrida, Archive Fever, p. 3.  
36 van Alphen,  “The Politics of Exclusion,  or Reanimating the Archive”, pp. 75–76.  
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what is excluded from an alternative recording of history”.33 

Within the issue of the logics of power inscribed into the archive 
– which account for specific “political, cultural, and socio-
economic pressures” – some considerations need to be made.34 

First of all, if we return to the practicalities of the projected 
move of the Marguerite Durand Library we notice that, were the 
BMD subsumed under the BHVP, the rules of inclusion and 
exclusion proper of the latter would: (a) contribute to the 
erasure of certain feminist memories deemed unimportant by a 
hegemonic power; and (b) manipulate certain others by includ-
ing them within a catalogue that follows specific (non-feminist) 
labels and/or classifying norms that might end up changing or 
distorting their meaning and epistemic import. As an active 
producer of content (rather than a passive and uncritical recei-
ver), the archive “gathers together signs” and thus brings toge-
ther singular objects into a collective that gives them meaning.35 

The cry for help for the BMD is thus justified. If objects are 
included in function of a whole, then, whether they are inte-
grated into a pre-existing historical library or a feminist library 
dramatically changes their semantics (i.e. their meaning-endow-
ing to and -endowed within the collection). Thus, the move 
implies the inscription within a different episteme – that which 
“governs the principles according to which archival organi-
zations are structured in such a way that archives can be seen as 
emblematic examples of the nature of an episteme”.36 Submitting 
to these other organizational principles will also change the rules 
selecting what is archivable and what is not archivable, what is 
deemed important and what irrelevant, what is part of history 
and what can be silenced. Hence, the result will be a different 
episteme. This does not even take into account the impossibility 
of accepting new documents for lack of space, which reveals the 
(un)conscious desire to relegate women’s struggles to a buried 
past (one that does not need to be revived). On the contrary, the 
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struggle is ongoing, feminist documents are ever-increasing, 
and an independent institution that collects and archives 
women’s and feminist memories has not only the power to 
“shape and produce the identities of those it registers”, but also 
to serve as a place of encounter that shapes and nurtures feminist 
identities, and that produces, shares, and transforms feminist 
epistemologies.37 

Indeed, an alarming consequence of the move of the BMD 
would be the de facto end of any expansion of its archive. As the 
only institutional library of women and feminism, the BMD 
plays an important part in how the narrative is told and 
remembered. Moreover, the fact that it is a closed archive seems 
to relay the message that the narrative of feminism is finished, 
accomplished, rather than incomplete, constituted of stories-
(still)-in-the-making. This means that the current closed archive 
will stand as the legitimate memorial narrative of feminism, one 
that is mostly told by white, privileged women – “a formation 
specifically of [first- and] second-wave feminism”.38 However, 
the history of oppression recorded by white women is not the 
same history of oppressions experienced by black women, 
women of colour, lesbians, and trans-women. The point I am 
trying to make here is far away from undermining the BMD and 
its importance; on the contrary, I want to underline the essential 
value of its material presence. The archive needs to grow and 
include more and new resources – be they books, letters, photo-
graphs, artworks, documents, videos, recordings, podcasts, etc.– 
that notwithstanding their format (digital/material) will in-
crease the BMD archive and thus add new tassels to the story-
in-the-making. Here ‘story-in-the-making’ means not only the 
development of feminism as a (her)story that can be told, but 
also foregrounds the hermeneutic value of the archive, whereby 
its interpretation is not fixed but instead an ever-evolving 

39narrative in itself: a story-in-the-making.  But whereas nowa-

37 Wallen, “Narrative  Tensions”, p. 269.  
38 Hirsch, “Feminist Archives of Possibility”, p. 174.   
39 Brian Schiff, “The Hermeneutics of Crisis and the Crisis of Interpretation”, Keynote  
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40 Françoise Vergès,  Un féminisme decolonial  (Paris: La  Fabrique éditions, 2019);  Roy  
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42 Steedman,  Dust, p. 157.  
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days and in the future it might be (and will be) easier to create 
and sustain digital archives of intersectional, decolonial femin-
ism that will counteract (if not erase) symbolic restrictions, the 
“paradigm shift from a culture of scarcity to a culture of 
abundance” does not, in my opinion, resolve the issue of the 
fundamental importance of the library/archive as a physical site 
for encounter.40 The archive needs to be a physical space, where 
human and non-human (textual) bodies can meet and interact. 
In this sense, I am inspired by theorizations of embodied experi-
ence as the basis for knowledge and by “how affective experience 
can provide the basis for new cultures”.41 I consider here in parti-
cular the ‘bodily’ and ‘sensory’ contact that happens in a library 
– interacting with the personnel, holding books, touching 
documents, entering into material contact with them, breathing 
their “eternal dust” in.42 

Christine Bard, who is the founder and director of the 
Archives du féminisme in Angers, evokes the fundamental role 
of books along the feminist quest: according to her, a feminist 
conscience often emerges out of the encounter between reading 
and experiencing. Facilitating this encounter with feminist 
ideas, the book encourages awareness, situates knowledge, 
inspires a ‘conversion’, and stimulates activism, as it happened 
to be the case with Marguerite Durand herself. Sara Ahmed 
(2017) also stresses how books make communities: hers is a very 
“sense’itive” description of the encounter between books and 
bodies.43 Reading groups have been historically important for 
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women and the articulation of feminist communities, and still 
play a pivotal role, as Ahmed’s experience highlights: “Partici-
pating in the group with books made me aware of how feminist 
community is shaped by passing books around; the sociality of 
their lives is part of the sociality of ours. There are so many ways 
that feminist books change hands; in passing between us, they 
change each of us”.44 The words she employs foreground the 
sensory, bodily, material encounters afforded by the “fragile 
archive” of feminism. Indeed, in an earlier book, Ahmed pro-
posed a model of archive as a “contact zone” where, among 
multiple forms of contact, she also includes “institutional forms 
of contact”, such as, among many others, libraries and books.45 

My understanding of the archive as a contact zone builds on 
Ahmed’s ‘personal archive’ but also includes the concrete space 
that fosters close encounters (physical, emotional, intellectual, 
and political). Therefore, I also read this contact zone as “a site 
where past and present converge in the architecture of the space 
itself, whose very materiality is linked to regime changes past, 
present, and future”.46 The archive is a contact zone between past 
and present, both symbolically and as a physical space, and as 
such it can shape the future and the transmission of knowledge. 

In such a lieu de mémoire, strong affective (and affecting) 
encounters are able to influence, change, and shape a whole 
existence. In the encounters between past and present afforded 
by the feminist library, present-day engagements and future 
possibilities are envisioned in multidirectional and intersec-
tional perspectives. Going knee-deep into the feminist archive 

Smith, “Editorial: Emotional Geographies” in Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, Vol. 26, No. 1, 2001, pp. 7–10 (p. 9). Many thanks to Samira Saramo for 
sharing this idea with me. 
44 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2017), p. 17. For a long-term sociological study of women and book clubs, see e.g. Eliza-
beth Long, Book Clubs: Women and the Uses of Reading in Everyday Life (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2003). 
45 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press: 2004), p. 14. 
46 Burton, Archive Stories, p. 10. 
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creates for the reader an epistemic and affective map of women– 
–what Griselda Pollock calls “contexts populated by many 
women”.47 Each one of these many women is “a singular intel-
lect, shaped by her own double axis within generation and geo-
graphy and hence different in their particularities.” Yet, in the 
archive “the collective history of many women allows to recover 
the complex created worlds of women engaging critically, 
aesthetically and politically with the challenges of femininity, 
modernity and representation.”48 It is on the basis of this context 
of histories of women and history made by women that I see the 
empowering strength of the feminist archive as a space of 
(collective) memory. Thus the archive offers the hope for “the 
possible encounter not only with the traces of memory” but also 
with other memories that narrate alternative, non-normative 
experiences.49 In this way the archive fosters critical awareness, 
creates the condition of transformation of the self and of society, 
shapes new political and ethical models and challenges our 
historical imagination. 

Conclusions  
Months of rallying against a short-sighted project have saved the 
Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand from being literally effaced 
from the geography of France. Its founder’s desire to awaken 
and educate future generations of feminists has prevailed over 
and against a myopic logic that was about to silence her will. The 
troubles with the BMD are emblematic of how the cultural 
memory of women and feminism is still under the rule of 
patriarchy, and therefore considered readily dismissible. It is for 
everybody to see on an everyday basis that the agency of women 
is still under siege, and that their position within our societies is 
still, to varying degrees depending on geography and context, 
mostly relegated to the margins and almost to a state of exclu-

47 Griselda Pollock, Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum: Time, Space, and the 
Archive (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 163. 
48 Pollock, Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum, p. 163. 
49 Wallen, “Narrative Tensions”, p. 276. 
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sion. The decision to keep the library in its current location, 
however, does not signify that the struggle is over. Indeed, as the 
collective Sauvons la BMD has made apparent, the library 
should be the object of serious discussions about a move to 
reorganize its space and collections with the aim of expanding 
their capacities. The BMD needs more resources – from person-
nel, to space, to storage for increasing its archives. Indeed, 
whereas the transmission of the past may seem to be safe, the 
creation of new memories and knowledges, their evolution and 
future development depend on unconditionally available and 
accessible encounters, as well as on the political will to allow and 
encourage them. 

In this chapter, I have addressed the case of the Bibliothèque 
Marguerite Durand through the lens of what it may tell us about 
the history of feminism, its evolution and transmission to future 
generations. My approach started from the notion of the 
archive, which has been amply theorized as enacting forms of 
systemic violence: this means that the archive functions on the 
basis of specific, socially-sanctioned power structures. From 
these premises, my reading of what I called ‘the BMD affair’ is 
twofold: on the one hand, I located a form of hegemonic patri-
archal power in the project of moving the BMD library under 
the BHVP, whose system would be responsible for reassembling 
the archive according to its rules of exclusion and inclusion. On 
the other hand, I also pointed out how the impossibility for the 
BMD to enlarge its archive is in itself a form of structural vio-
lence, given that the feminist memory contained therein does 
not (equally) speak for women of different class, race, and gene-
rations – among them, white women, black women, women of 
colour, lesbians, and trans-women. Therefore, I contend that the 
expansion of the BMD archive is fundamental in fostering an 
intersectional transmission of the feminist project. Finally, 
guided by feminist notions of embodied and affective know-
ledge I have also explored the notion of archive as a physical 
space for encounters. I have argued that, not only do we need 
the feminist archive to be a physical space for the sake of up-
holding its narrative in-the-making as an inclusive (i.e. inter-
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sectional) one, but also because it is by leafing books, feeling 
documents, and liaising with people that we can build a com-
munity that can touch us – physically, emotionally, and intel-
lectually – and move us into action. 
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