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Abstract 

In earlier African societies, women were known only as stay-home wives. The men, responsible for their 

families, dominated all the institutions in the society. Thus, policies made in these institutions favour women 

relatively after favouring the men’s idiosyncrasies. Feminism, a movement that started outside Africa, was 

adopted by most African women writers. However, while some succeeded in moderating it to fit into the 

African traditional societies, some failed to incorporate it into their writings. Based on this, the study 

identifies potholes in Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter as a feminist text.  
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Introduction  

So Long a Letter is set in a society that is 

dominated by religion and custom; a society that 

is dominated and regulated by men, and women 

invariably becoming the victims of this social 

structure. Mariama Ba therefore writes with the 

desire to liberate women from this double 

oppression by men and custom. It is thus the 

novella‟s fundamental intention to be feministic. 

Yet how feministic is it? According to Webster‟s 

Dictionary, feminism is “the theory of the 

political, economic and social equality of the 

sexes” it also refers to any “organised activity on 

behalf of women‟s right and interest”. If these 

definitions were to hold true—and they really do 

hold true—one notices, willy-nilly, that Mariama 

Ba has limited the scope of feminism by reducing 

it in her book to centre merely on polygamous 

marriage sanctioned by religion and tradition.  

She uses mainly two characters in the 

novella to depict the unhappiness prevalent in a 

polygamous situation. On the one hand, there is 

Aissatou who, after her husband‟s second 

marriage, packs out and even goes to exile; on the 

other, there is Ramatoulaye who, in spite of all 

the unhappiness and the humiliation she 

experiences because of her husband‟s rejection, 

stays on. These two women represent two 

extremes of reaction against male domination—

the one of revolt, the other of mute indifference 

or even tolerance. What they have in common 

apart from their friendship is that they experience 

bitter disappointments from their various 

husbands. There is nothing extraordinary here, 

however. For their experiences are the 

experiences of many other women in a traditional 

African society. As Ayesha Imam (1985) bitterly 

observes, “there are so many cases where after 

years of living together with a man, looking after 

him and bearing children with him, a woman is 

pushed aside to make room another younger girl” 

(2). 

Limits of Feminism in So Long a Letter 

The feminism in So Long a Letter, if 

feminism there is, can be seen in the characters of 

these two women—Aissatou and Ramatoulaye. 

The former‟s case is easier to comprehend—her 

husband takes in another wife and unable to stand 

that insult on her womanhood, leaves him in spite 

of her children. She goes to start working 

independent of any man‟s support, and she 

prospers as far as material prosperity is 

concerned. As for whether she finds emotional 

contentment, is another question altogether. 

There is nothing, from the letters she writes 

Ramatoulaye, to indicate that she is happier alone 

than with her husband.  

In Ramatoulaye, the real female 

chauvinist is seen at work. From the moment 

Modou marries youngBinetou, he has committed 

the greatest atrocity and betrayal ever imaginable 

as far as she is concerned. And no man, hence, is 

worth trusting. After his death, Ramatoulaye 

refuses to accept any suitor again. Her rejection 

of Tamsir, her brother-in-law, contrary to custom 

and tradition, is not in any way a „heroic act‟ as 

some scholars argue, but simply that it is 

inconceivable for an „excessively sentimental‟ 

woman like Ramatoulaye who feels terribly 

jealous of one co-wife to live with three! Her 
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rejection of Daouda too is not, as is likely to be 

asserted, a realistic act but rather a personal 

vengeance against male generation. For she loves 

the man, and this she admits without a tinge of 

shame or modesty to her friend.  

Flora Nwapa (2007) submits that the life 

of a man and a woman are interdependent and the 

fact that one man brutalises and betrays a woman 

does not mean that another will do the same. 

Ramatoulaye fails to project such notion probably 

because her belief is that all men are sexist. Also, 

she herself forgets or rather admits that all the 

commitment made by Modou to marry Binetou is 

simply a repetition of the commitment he makes 

before marrying her (12). Thus, if Ramatoulaye 

accuses Modou for turning his attention to young 

Binetou, it then means that such attention is 

temporary and she has her due attention given to 

her.  

Aissatou feels that Scripture is invoked to 

perpetrate and perpetuate male dominance over 

their female counterparts and that it only caters 

for the men—this is religion misrepresented. If 

Aissatou had deep knowledge of Islam and the 

Qur‟an, she would not have thought the way she 

does, and then she would not even have revolted. 

For then she would have been able to stand and 

contest the arguments of those men who invoke 

the Scripture to legitimise their „exploitation of 

women‟.  

Edwin (2016) reports that scholars like 

Ziba Mir-Hosseini articulates that the Shari‟ah 

and exegeses of the Qur‟an had become saturated 

with patriarchy (7). Obviously, this is 

Ramatoulaye‟s experience in a Muslim-

dominated society like Senegal. So Long a Letter 

fails to create Nwapa‟s (2007) suggestion of 

creating fulfilled female characters who are “not 

weighed down by the shackles of marriage and 

motherhood” (531). 

Islam has already provided women their 

freedom, especially in the context of marriage. 

The fourth verse of the chapter of “The Women” 

has clearly given married women the right to call 

off the marriage. This is partly amplified by 

Ramatoulaye‟s daughter, Daba who feels that 

“marriage is no chain. It is mutual agreement…. 

So if one of the partners is no longer satisfied 

with the union, why should he remain?” (74). 

Why did Ramatoulaye remain? However, 

although Ramatoulaye has been nagging on a 

problem she could have solved, Daba‟s 

perception of marriage is a thing taken for 

granted. 

One basic criticism against the feminism 

ofSo Long a Letteris that it has myopically 

reduced the concept of women liberation to man-

woman relationship. It does not go beyond mere 

romanticisation of the liberal notion of women 

liberation. The slight touch on woman‟s potential 

contribution in the political development of her 

society is most obviously incidental. No mention 

is made completely on what a woman can do to 

enhance her country‟s economic growth. This 

socio-economic aspect of women liberation is 

totally neglected.  

In the novella, women‟s liberation is only 

suggested. The narrator only talks about the need 

for women to be educated. As for educated 

women overcoming the shackles of political 

oppression—including marriage institution—is, 

without confidence, presented. Ramatoulaye only 

sees her acceptance of the fate of Modou‟s 

second marriage as a heroic act.  Buchi Emecheta 

(2007) and Obioma Nnaemeka (2007) agree that 

polygamy itself is liberating to the African 

woman. Emecheta believes that the woman is 

free to explore her academic life if educated. 

Nnaemeka believes that the African woman has 

nothing to worry about in terms faithfulness 

between a couple as the woman knows whom she 

is sharing her husband with. 

Being an occidental notion, women 

liberation has its roots in the industrial revolution 

when women were incorporated into the 

industrial sector as workers due to shortage of 

men who went to war. In Africa today, there are 

enough men—a trifle to many—to work in our 

industries. This, however, is not to suggest that 

women should not be liberated. They should. But 

in the process of this liberation, the traditional 

nature of African societies must be taken into 

consideration.  

Oyeronke Oyewumi (2003) concludes 

that due to ethnocentrism, African institutions 

such as polygamy are misrepresented as 
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misogynistic and barbaric by Westerners (qtd in 

Edwin, 2016). It is pertinent for African feminist 

to understand not just what feminism is but why 

it was established. As Bessie Head (1990) rightly 

points out, “feminism is not necessary because 

the world of the intellect is neither male nor 

female” (qtd in Ogundipe-Leslie, 2007). 

What, in totality, Mariama Ba ends up 

doing, as a member of the educated middle-class, 

is inevitably—even though implicitly, 

championing the cause of women in her elite 

class. Are there no peasant girls in Senegal like 

Ebla in Farah’s From a Crooked Rib, Nozipo in 

Ngcobo's Cross of Gold or even Wanja in 

Ngugi‟s Petals of Blood who need to be liberated 

from societal exploitation? Is the problem of 

double oppression (oppression by man and 

custom) of women limited only to the women of 

the educated middle-class? The novella is silent 

about these issues. Yet it is clear that the peasant 

woman suffers more from this sexual 

discrimination than those from a higher economic 

or social strata!  

The novella provides no solution as to 

how women are to be liberated from their 

oppression. One knows for certain that the crisis 

cannot be resolved by taking an escapist stance 

like that of Ramatoulaye‟s compromise. If 

anything, such attitudes will merely exacerbate 

the situation, leaving women worse off with the 

possibility of experiencing near mental collapse 

because of too much repression of strong 

emotions. The solution to the problem cannot be 

realised through selfish exile like that of Aissatou 

either. Her exile rather shows lack of concern for 

her other womenfolk suffering the same fate with 

her. One can unflinchingly assert here that even 

this feministic individualism is a necessary 

manifestation of European capitalism.  

Conclusion 
If the concept of feminism were limited 

to the liberation of women from the stranglehold 

of a polygamous marriage alone, one may saySo 

Long a Letter is feministic—successfully so. But 

women‟s oppression transcends this—women are 

politically and economically exploited and 

neglected. Any realistic feminist work of art 

should also address itself to these highly 

important issues. Above all, not only should it 

point out the problems but an attempt should be 

made to provide or suggest a solution also. A 

middle-class woman with her matrimonial 

problems is an ill-suited representative of the 

plight of African woman who needs to be 

liberated from the different forms of exploitation 

she suffers in her society. It can thus be seen that 

even though the desire of So Long a Letter is to 

portray the oppressive position of the African 

woman in her society (thereby championing her 

cause), it fails in this regard because it narrows its 

vision to the level of seeing the need for 

liberation only in women elite. And even here 

only as it affects their matrimonial home, So 

Long a Letter is thus a feminism that is not.
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