
Mariama Ba So Long A Letter 1

Mariama Ba So Long A Letter

Mariama Ba So Long A Letter

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com by Jaylin &

Caleb

EXPLORING THE ENDURING LEGACY OF MARIAMA
BA’S SO LONG A LETTER

Mariama Ba’s semi-autobiographical novel, So Long a Letter, is
a cornerstone of African literature and a powerful feminist text
that  continues  to  resonate  with  readers  around  the  world.
Published in 1979,  this  epistolary novel  offers a deeply personal
and  unflinching  examination  of  tradition,  modernity,  polygamy,
and  the  quiet  resilience  of  women  in  post-colonial  Senegal.
Written originally in French as Une si longue lettre, the book won
the prestigious Noma Award for Publishing in Africa in 1980 and
remains a staple in university syllabi and book clubs alike. For
anyone  seeking  to  understand  the  complexities  of  African
womanhood,  the  tensions  between  Islamic  traditions  and
progressive ideals, or the power of a woman’s voice, Mariama
Ba So Long a Letter  provides an intimate and unforgettable
reading experience.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: MARIAMA BA

Born in Dakar, Senegal, in 1929, Mariama Ba was raised in a
traditional  Muslim  family  but  received  a  French  colonial

education. Her father was a government minister, which afforded
her opportunities that were rare for girls at the time. She became
a teacher and an activist, passionately advocating for women’s
rights in a society undergoing rapid change. Ba wrote So Long a
Letter as a response to the silence she observed around women’s
experiences  with  polygamy,  widowhood,  and  social
marginalization. Tragically, she died of cancer in 1981, just a year
after  her  novel’s  English  translation  was  published,  leaving
behind only two works: So Long a Letter and the posthumously
published  Scarlet  Song.  Yet  her  literary  impact  is  immense.
Mariama  Ba  So  Long  a  Letter  is  widely  regarded  as  a
foundational text of African feminist writing, and Ba herself is
celebrated  as  a  trailblazer  who  used  fiction  to  challenge
patriarchal  norms.

STRUCTURE AND NARRATIVE STYLE OF SO LONG A
LETTER

The  entire  novel  is  written  as  a  letter  from the  protagonist,
Ramatoulaye, to her childhood friend, Aissatou, beginning with
the words: “Dear Aissatou, I have received your letter. By way of
reply, I am beginning this diary, the hard cover of which I have
covered  with  a  page  from my exercise  book.”  This  intimate,
confessional format draws the reader directly into Ramatoulaye’s
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private thoughts during the forty days of mourning following her
husband Modou Fall’s death—a period known as iddah in Islamic
tradition.
The epistolary structure allows Ba to weave together past and
present,  memory  and  reflection.  Ramatoulaye  recounts  her
married life, her career as a teacher, the betrayal of Modou’s
second  marriage  to  her  daughter’s  friend  Binetou,  and  her
struggles as a widow. The “long letter” becomes a therapeutic
act  of  reclaiming  her  voice.  Ba’s  prose  is  lyrical  yet  direct,
blending  personal  grievance  with  broader  social  critique.
Throughout  Mariama  Ba  So  Long  a  Letter,  the  reader
witnesses a woman transforming from a wronged wife into an
autonomous  individual,  finding  solace  in  her  children,  her  faith,
and her friendships.

PLOT OVERVIEW

The  novel  opens  with  Ramatoulaye  learning  of  her  husband
Modou’s sudden death from a heart attack. She is now a widow in
her mid-forties, mother of twelve children. As required by Islamic
custom, she enters a period of seclusion and reflection. Amid the
arrivals  of  relatives  and  well-wishers,  she  begins  writing  to
Aissatou,  who  had  earlier  left  her  own polygamous  husband.
Ramatoulaye’s  narrative  flashbacks  reveal  that  Modou,  after
thirty years of a seemingly happy marriage, took a second, much
younger wife—Binetou,  a friend of  her own daughter—without
warning or consent. This betrayal devastated Ramatoulaye, yet
she chose to remain in the marriage, bound by tradition, dignity,
and her religious beliefs.

Throughout  Mariama  Ba  So  Long  a  Letter,  Ramatoulaye
contrasts her own choices with those of Aissatou, who divorced
her husband after he took a second wife. The letter explores the
tension  between  enduring  suffering  for  the  sake  of  social  duty
and asserting one’s independence. Ramatoulaye also reflects on
her own daughters, who represent a new generation grappling
with different freedoms and constraints. The novel ends not with
closure but with a tentative affirmation: Ramatoulaye decides to
reject a marriage proposal from a suitor who had long loved her,
choosing  instead  to  rely  on  herself.  She  writes,  “I  am  not
abandoning myself to the joys of motherhood. I am setting off on
a new path. My voice has found its true strength.”

MAJOR THEMES

Polygamy and Its Emotional
Toll
One of the most powerful themes in Mariama Ba So Long a
Letter  is  the  critique  of  polygamy.  Ba  does  not  condemn it
outright from a religious or cultural standpoint but focuses on the
emotional  devastation  it  causes  women.  Ramatoulaye  is
blindsided by Modou’s second marriage, which he kept secret
until after the fact. She describes the pain of being replaced, the
humiliation  of  sharing  a  man,  and  the  financial  neglect  she  and
her  children  endured  once  Modou  shifted  his  attention  and
resources to Binetou. Aissatou’s experience is even more stark:
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her  husband,  Mawdo,  succumbs to  family  pressure to  take a
second  wife,  and  Aissatou  refuses  to  stay.  Ba  shows  that
polygamy is not merely a marital arrangement but a system that
institutionalizes male privilege and female suffering. The novel is
a  nuanced  explorat ion  of  how  women  navigate  this
tradition—some by staying, some by walking away, and some by
redefining their own lives within its constraints.

Female Friendship and
Solidarity
The  letter  format  underscores  the  deep  bond  between
Ramatoulaye and Aissatou. Their friendship, forged in childhood
and tested by parallel betrayals, provides both emotional support
and a model of resistance. Aissatou writes to Ramatoulaye from
America,  where  she  has  built  a  new life  as  a  diplomat.  Her
letters—referred to  but  not  fully  reproduced—offer  a  contrasting
voice of  liberation.  This  solidarity  is  a  recurring motif:  during
Ramatoulaye’s mourning, her friends rally around her, and her
eldest daughter Daba becomes a modern source of strength. Ba
suggests  that  women’s  networks—mothers,  daughters,
friends—are  vital  for  survival  and  change.

Tradition versus Modernity
Ramatoulaye lives between two worlds:  the traditional  Muslim
society  of  her  ancestors  and  the  secular,  Western-influenced

Senegal of the postcolonial era. She respects religious practices
like iddah, yet she is a working woman who values education and
independence.  Her daughters attend university,  wear Western
clothes, and challenge patriarchal norms. Ba does not present
tradition as wholly bad or modernity as wholly good. Instead, she
highlights the selective and often hypocritical ways in which men
use  tradition  to  control  women.  For  example,  Modou  honors
polygamy culturally  but  neglects  his  Islamic duty to  treat  his
wives equally. The novel calls for a reformation of tradition from
within, respecting faith while demanding justice.

Widowhood and Social
Status
After Modou’s death, Ramatoulaye is suddenly reduced in the
eyes  of  society.  Her  in-laws  question  her  authority  over  her
husband’s property, and she must assert her rights. Ba illustrates
how  widowhood  in  a  patriarchal  system  strips  women  of
autonomy.  Ramatoulaye’s  struggle  to  maintain  her  household
and her dignity is a central narrative thread.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

Ramatoulaye: The Quiet
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Revolutionary
Ramatoulaye is not a fiery activist but a thoughtful, introspective
woman who chooses to fight  her  battles  internally.  Her  strength
lies in endurance. She teaches her children, manages her home,
and eventually finds her voice through the act of writing. She is a
complex character: she loves Modou even after his betrayal, she
grieves for her lost youth, and she confronts her own anger. Her
journey is one of gradual awakening, not dramatic rebellion. By
the end of Mariama Ba So Long a Letter, she is ready to live
on her own terms, rejecting a suitor not out of bitterness but out
of newfound self-sufficiency.

Aissatou: The Independent
Path
Aissatou serves as a foil to Ramatoulaye. She is more decisive
and willing to break with tradition. When her husband takes a
second wife, she divorces him, pursues a career, and creates a
life  abroad.  Her  success  gives  Ramatoulaye  hope.  Aissatou
embodies the possibility of liberation for African women.

Modou Fall: The Flawed

Patriarch
Modou  is  not  a  villain  but  a  man  shaped  by  his  society’s
expectations. He is initial loving husband, but he succumbs to the
pressure to marry a younger woman. Ba critiques the system that
enables his behavior while humanizing him.

Binetou: Victim and Villain
The  young  second  wife  is  both  a  product  of  poverty  and  a
manipulative figure. Ba portrays her with sympathy, pointing out
that Binetou was pressured into marriage by her own mother. Yet
Binetou  also  acts  cruelly,  taunting  Ramatoulaye.  The  novel
refuses to simplify her.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE EPISTOLARY FORM

The choice of the letter is not accidental. In Mariama Ba So
Long  a  Letter,  the  act  of  writing  becomes  an  act  of  self-
definition.  Ramatoulaye  reclaims  her  story  from  the  male-
dominated narratives of her culture. The letter also creates a
sense  of  intimacy;  the  reader  becomes  Aissatou,  the  trusted
confidante. This form allows Ba to blend personal testimony with
social  commentary,  making the political  feel  deeply  personal.
Moreover,  by  writing  during  the  ritual  period  of  iddah,
Ramatoulaye transforms a passive, waiting time into an active
period of reflection and resistance.
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LITERARY AND CULTURAL IMPACT

Since its publication, Mariama Ba So Long a Letter has been
translated into over a dozen languages and is taught in literature,
women’s studies, and African studies courses worldwide. It has
inspired  countless  discussions  about  feminist  approaches  to
Islam, the role of African women writers, and the intersection of
personal and political liberation. The novel is often paired with
works  by  Chimamanda Ngozi  Adichie,  Nawal  El  Saadawi,  and
Tsitsi Dangarembga in courses on African women’s writing.
Ba’s  novel  also  paved  the  way  for  other  Senegalese  women
writers, such as Aminata Sow Fall and Fatou Diome. It challenged
the narrative that African women could not be both modern and
authentically African. Rather, So Long a Letter argues that African
women have always been thinkers, resisters, and storytellers.

RELEVANCE TODAY

Over four decades later, the issues raised in Mariama Ba So
Long a Letter remain urgent. Polygamy is still practiced in many

parts  of  Africa  and  the  Middle  East.  Women’s  rights  to
inheritance,  education,  and  bodily  autonomy  continue  to  be
contested.  The  novel’s  exploration  of  class,  age,  and  gender
dynamics  offers  a  framework  for  understanding  contemporary
struggles. Moreover, the interplay between faith and feminism is
a topic  of  ongoing debate.  Ba’s  nuanced approach—critiquing
patriarchy without rejecting Islam—offers a model for progressive
religious engagement.
CONCLUSION

Mariama Ba So Long a Letter is far more than a novel; it is an
artifact  of  resistance,  a  testament  to  the  power  of  female
friendship, and a luminous example of how literature can give
voice to the voiceless. Through Ramatoulaye’s heartfelt letter, Ba
created  a  work  that  speaks  across  time  and  place,  inviting
readers to reflect on love, betrayal, dignity, and the slow, steady
work of becoming free. Whether you are reading it for a class or
for personal discovery, this short but dense book will leave you
with a deep appreciation for the quiet strength that resides in
every woman who dares to write her own story.


