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Éditorial  

 

La pandémie à Coronavirus continue de faire des ravages dans nos sociétés avec son lot de 
problèmes et de conséquences à tous les niveaux : Psychose, contagion, maladie et décès...  
Les recherches scientifiques, à l’instar des autres domaines des activités humaines, s’en trouvent 
aussi quelque peu impactées, car les enseignants-chercheurs et chercheurs, soumis aux conditions 
de travail très peu favorables, ne peuvent produire efficacement et impunément, sans tenir compte 
des nouvelles règles et mesures que leur impose la pandémie : Changement spatio-temporel du 
cadre de travail, de moyens, de méthodes ... Il est évident que tout ce chamboulement nécessite 
une réadaptation et rééducation aux nouveaux modes de fonctionnement des systèmes. Et comme 
chacun, à son niveau, est peu ou prou affecté mentalement, psychologiquement, 
intellectuellement, physiquement, etc., la vie semble tourner au ralenti. Et les résultats de la 
recherche d’être livrés au compte-gouttes. 
 
Quoiqu’il en soit, les productions scientifiques ne connaitront pas d’arrêt total, car c’est de notre 
activité acharnée et continue que nous apprendrons à connaître le mal qui nous ronge, à le 
circonscrire et à le stopper définitivement ou, à défaut, à vivre avec lui. 
 
Au regard de ce premier volume du présent numéro de la revue Germivoire, il nous semble que 
les différents auteurs se sont résignés à « combattre » la pandémie et préfèrent continuer dans leur 
pratique habituelle de la science ; c’est aussi une victoire sur la maladie que de l’ignorer, non pas 
de manière imprudente dans l’insouciance et au mépris des mesures en la matière mais plutôt en 
toute conscience et connaissance de son existence implacable, et qu’avec elle, il faut réapprendre 
et continuer à vivre. 
 
Avec les différentes contributions, la littérature et la philosophie sont toujours à l’œuvre, les 
phénomènes linguistiques sont étudiés, les faits sociaux et historiques explorés et expliqués. 
 
La revue Germivoire voudrait rendre hommage à ces vaillants auteurs qui, malgré cette crise 
sanitaire et les troubles qu’elle engendre, continuent de la faire vivre et de  nourrir la science.     
 
 
 
ALLABA Djama Ignace  
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Tradition in Mariama Bâ's So Long a Letter 

BA Mamadou 
Littératures et Civilisations africaines anglophones 

Section d'Anglais 
Université Gaston Berger de Saint-Louis 

mamadou.ba@ugb.edu.sn 
 

 

Abstract 

Mariama Bâ wrote So Long a Letter in the context of important social mutations in 

Senegal and accurately displays the realities of the Senegalese society. 

This article deals with the clash between traditional and modern values. It shows how 

educated Senegalese in general and women, in particular, develop a new consciousness and break 

the laws of traditions embodied by their mothers in the text. This tension between modernity and 

tradition is illustrated through the postures of Ramatoulaye, Mawdo, and Aissatou. Ramatoulaye 

does not submit to her mother’s will to marry her with Daouda Dieng; she gets married to Modou 

Fall. Mawdo, the Guelewar of royal descent, rejects the caste system and marries Aissatou, the 

goldsmith’s daughter against her mother’s will. As a true feminist, Aissatou rebels against 

traditional gender roles. It also shows how men use traditional values to their advantage and to 

the detriment of women. 

 

Keywords: Feminism, Marriage, Taboo, Tradition in Senegal, Womanhood, Gynocritics, 

Polygamy 

 

Résumé 

Mariama Bâ a écrit So Long a Letter dans le contexte d’importantes mutations sociales au 

Sénégal et décrit avec précision les réalités de la société sénégalaise. 

Cet article traite du choc entre les valeurs traditionnelles et modernes. Il montre comment 

les Sénégalais instruits en général et les femmes, en particulier, développent une nouvelle 

conscience et enfreignent les lois des traditions incarnées par leurs mères. Cette tension entre 
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modernité et tradition s’illustre à travers les postures de Ramatoulaye, Mawdo et Aissatou. 

Ramatoulaye ne se soumet pas à la volonté de sa mère de la marier à Daouda Dieng; elle se marie 

avec Modou Fall. Mawdo, le Guelewar d’origine royale, rejette le système des castes et épouse 

Aissatou, la fille de l’orfèvre contre la volonté de sa mère. Véritable féministe, Aissatou se 

rebelle contre la traditionnelle distribution des rôles basée sur le genre. Il montre également 

comment les hommes utilisent les valeurs traditionnelles à leur avantage et au détriment des 

femmes. 

Mots clés: Féminisme, Mariage, Tabou, Tradition au Sénégal, Womanhood, Gynocritique, 

Polygamie 

 

Introduction 

Mariama Bâ was born in 1921 in Dakar, Senegal. In 1979, she published her first novel, 

So Long a Letter which won the Norma Prize at the Frankfurt book fair in 1980. She also 

published an essay:  The Political Function of Written African Literatures (1981). She died of 

cancer in 1981 before the publication of her second novel, The Scarlet Song, in which she tells 

the failure of a mixed marriage between a Senegalese man and a French woman. 

In So Long a Letter, Mariama Bâ focuses on the traditional context in which men place 

women at a lower level by considering them as mere subjects. The writer juxtaposes some 

Senegalese traditions and the modern society influenced by European culture which allows the 

author to point out how men (and even women) in Senegalese society, deal with both cultures 

according to their interests.    

The purpose of this article is to show how traditions are used to justify men’s behavior 

towards women, especially the practice of polygamy as well as the way in which tradition 

accounts for some practices of the Senegalese society the author denounces in the novel.  

We will use various theoretical and critical methods such as Feminism and Gynocritics, 

among others. First of all, we should point out the necessity to connect Feminism with 

Narratology and Gynocritics. In fact, women writers are oftentimes seen as trying to find a voice 

to express themselves. Susan Sniader Lanser states: “Thus feminists may speak of a literary 

character who refuses patriarchal pressures as ‘finding a voice’ whether or not that voice is 
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represented textually” (Lanser 1992: 4).  However, the term ‘voice’ which is used in various 

viewpoints because of its polysemic aspect has become a trope often used in female criticism. 

This is illustrated by Luce Irigaray who affirms that to find a voice (voix) is to find a way (voie)1. 

This attitude of female critics is justified by their will to get rid of male theories. In effect, 

those theories tend to circumscribe women as mere reader and/or consumers of a literature 

produced exclusively by men. In her essay Toward a Feminist Poetics, Elaine Showalter refers to 

that stereotyped view as “the feminist critique”. It is based on stereotypes and historical 

assumptions that manipulate the alters the female views. 

In deciding to write for women on the basis of her own experiences, Mariama Bâ adopts – 

deliberately or not – the views of Gynocritics. This fact can, of course, question the assumptions 

of narratology which are mostly a production of male writers. 

According to the Oxford Reference, Gynocritics is  

a term introduced by American feminist literary critic Elaine 
Showalter to classify critical work such as her own which focuses 
exclusively on literature written by female authors. Its twofold aim is 
to recover ‘lost’ or ‘neglected’ women writers and to understand in its 
specificity women's construction of textual meaning.2 
  
 

As for the term ‘tradition’, the Merriam-Webster Learner’s Dictionary defines it as “an inherited, 

established, or customary pattern of thought, action, or behavior (such as a religious practice or a 

social custom)”3. Of course, among the various definitions that may be given we will focus on 

this one specifically in the framework of our analysis.  

Feminism is defined by the Merriam-Webster Learner’s Dictionary as “the belief that men and 

women should have equal rights and opportunities” or an “organized activity in support of 

women's rights and interests”4. But with the new perception of women, particularly in the 

religious field, new ideas development about the equality between men and women in terms of 

																																																													
1	Luce	Irigaray,	This	Sex	Which	is	Not	One,	trans.	Catherine	Porter	with	Carolyn	Burke	(Ithaca:		Cornell	
University	Press,	1985),	209.	
2	https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095913896	(consulted	on	
02/23/2021)	
3	https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/tradition		(consulted	on	02/23/2021)	
4	https://www.learnersdictionary.com/definition/feminism		(consulted	on	02/23/2021)	
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rights. It is in this vein that developed Islamic feminism which, according to Margot Badran, is 

the way to restore women’s right conferred to them by Islam which “did give women as human 

beings (like men) 

their rights 1400 years ago” (BASARUDIN 2005: 58). Badran states: 

We can say that Islamic feminism is the solution. It is the solution to 
ridding Islam of gender and related oppressions, or zulm, committed in 
its name. Islamic feminism is the path towards recuperating the rights 
women are granted in Islam. It is a way to move from mantra to reality 
– toward the enjoyment in practice of the gender equality and social 
justice embedded in the Qur’an. Islamic feminism is on the roll. It has 
met with successes and will continue in this direction. This does not 
mean that the work ahead will be easy. It will not. But, whether we are 
Muslims or not in this globe of intermeshed peoples, Islamic feminism 
bodes well for all of us. (BASARUDIN 2005: 60). 

 

Breaking the Taboos 

Marriage in Senegal usually involves almost all members of the families, and some of 

them may disagree for personal reason related to the view society may have. Mothers, 

particularly, are very influential in the choice of their children. In many cases, the choice of the 

mother is crucial. This is the case for both Modou Fall and Mawdo Bâ on the one hand, and 

Ramatoulaye and Aissatou, on the other hand.   

For Ramatoulaye’s mother, it is out of the question to let her daughter marry Modou who 

is just a poor man. Moreover, she does not trust him at all. As Ramatoulaye expresses in her 

soliloquy:  

What didn’t she do, from then on, to separate us? She could see in 
you only the eternal khaki suit, the uniform of your school. All she 
remembered of you were your visits, considered too long. You were 
idle, she said, therefore with plenty of time to waste. And you would 
use that time to ‘stuff’ my head, to the disadvantage of more 
interesting young people. (SLL: 14)  

 

Ramatoulaye’s mother scorns Modou Fall because of his lower social status as a student 

at the teacher-training school. This is reminiscent of the attitude of many mothers who focus on 

the materialistic aspect based first on the appearance. We learn that Ramatoulaye’s mother did 
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her best to separate her from Modou by resorting to supernatural practices.  In effect, certain 

mothers do not hesitate to resort to mysticism in order to break a relation they do not approve of.  

In fact, Ramatoulaye’s mother is blinded by her preference for Daouda Dieng, a medical 

doctor who does not hesitate to invest a lot in the house just in order to convince Ramatoulaye 

and her mother. Moreover, Daouda Dieng has a good social position. Daouda Dieng believes he 

has an advantage because he is aware of the materialist bent of Ramatoulaye’s mother. In that 

respect, he showers her with gifts.  

For Ramatoulaye, it is out of the question to let her mother impose upon her a man she 

does not love. A priori, her decision seems to stem from the influence the French school had on 

her. For her, the training she received at European school has contributed to the promotion of the 

black woman. Consequently, traditional rules that compelled her to obey her parents blindly can 

be questioned. (SLL: 16) 

Strengthened by the new context of interference between the European and the 

Senegalese cultures which provides African women with more power, Ramatoulaye makes a 

decision with no equivoque:  she will marry Modou Fall against the will of her mother. She even 

assumes the sight of society:  

But I preferred the man in the eternal khaki suit. Our marriage 
was celebrated without dowry, without pomp, under the 
disapproving looks of my father, before the painful indignation of 
my frustrated mother, under the sarcasm of my surprised sisters, in 
our town struck dumb with astonishment. (SLL: 16)  

 

However, the frustration is much more visible with Mawdo’s mother.  For her, the “purity” 

of the blood is very important and she does not hesitate to undertake all actions she finds 

necessary to prevent the marriage between her son and Aissatou: this would be an offence to their 

family. It is unacceptable that Mawdo Bâ, a high-ranked Toucouleur, marries Aissatou who is the 

daughter of a goldsmith, in other terms, a casted woman.  

That differentiation between the castes exists in many countries in Africa and all around 

the world. In Chinua Achebe’s No Longer at Ease, for example, it appears among the Igbo people 

through an ancestral taboo known as the Osu caste system. That ancestral taboo prevents Obi 



	
	

25	

from marrying Clara who is an Osu. According to this system, it is forbidden for an Igbo man to 

marry an Osu because it is an insult to the whole family. Obi’s father points out:  

Osu is like leprosy in the minds of our people. I beg of you, my 
son, not to bring the dark mark of shame and leprosy into your 
family. If you do, your children and your children’s children unto 
the third and fourth generations will curse your memory. /…/ You 
will bring sorrow on your head and on the heads of your children. 
(Achebe 1960: 154) 

 

Through the Senegalese society depicted in So Long a Letter, the author shows that 

ancestral taboos are often perpetuated in different ways for subjective reasons. The attitude of 

Mawdo’s mother is imposed by her traditional belief in the purity of the race, in the purity of the 

blood. In effect, in most Senegalese ethnic groups, the question of nobility and honor is of a 

paramount importance when it concerns family intercourse. There is a preset hierarchical system 

which is usually taken into account in the practices between families. As a matter of fact, some 

groups are looked upon as superior, and others are doomed to be subordinates or even slaves. 

Therefore, for Mawdo’s mother, as a Guelewar from a royal descent, it is unbearable that a 

goldsmith’s daughter tarnishes their blood:  

Mawdo’s mother is Aunty Nabou to us and Seynabou to others. 
She bore a glorious name in the Sine:  Diouf. She is a descendant 
of Bour-Sine. She lived in the past, unaware of the changing 
world. She clung to old beliefs. Being strongly attached to her 
privileged origins, she believed firmly that blood carried with it 
virtues, and, nodding her head, she would repeat that humble birth 
would always show in a person’s bearing. (SLL: 26)  

 

The decision of Mawdo’s mother is clear: ‘She swore that your existence, Aissatou, 

would never tarnish her noble descent’ (SLL: 28). For that purpose, she adopts the same attitude 

as that of Ramatoulaye’s mother when the latter did not want the marriage between her daughter 

and Modou Fall. She opts for a supernatural solution by returning to Diakhao, the royal village of 

her ancestors where she invokes the tours and asks for the help of her younger brother Farba 

Diouf. 

In fact, since Mawdo’s decision to challenge her mother, she never forgave her. Aunty 

Nabou’s revenge is a long and patient one represented by her namesake Nabou Diouf, Mawdo’s 
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cousin. When she decided to bring the young Nabou in the house, her aim was to give her to 

Mawdo as a second wife when she would grow up:  this will purify their blood. She reaches her 

goal when Nabou became a midwife. Mawdo cannot but give in to his mother’s pressure, as he 

explains to Aissatou: “My mother is old. The knocks and disappointments of life have weakened 

her heart. If I spurn this child, she will die. This is the doctor speaking and not the son. Think of it, 

her brother’s daughter, brought up by her, rejected by her son. What shame before society!” (SLL: 

30).  

Of course, Mawdo is between the devil and the deep blue sea. On the one hand, as a 

medical doctor, he has sworn to take care of all patients without any distinction. For that reason, 

he cannot turn a deaf ear to his mother’s call for help as an old woman who suffers a condition. 

Her mother put the emphasis on that point because she knew how sensitive it would be.  

On the other hand, Mawdo is his mother’s only son, and she did her best to ensure him a 

good start in life. One can understand then the disappointment of Mawdo’s mother and, therefore, 

the means she uses to achieve her goal. In other terms, for her, the end justifies the means. In fact, 

Mawdo’s betrayal appears almost meaningless compared to Modou’s. Even Ramatoulaye herself 

tries to justify the complicated situation in which Modou is because of her mother:  

It was ‘so as not to see his mother die of shame and chagrin’ that 
Mawdo agreed to go to the rendez-vous of the wedding night. Faced 
with this rigid mother moulded by the old morality, burning with the 
fierce ardour of antiquated laws, what could Mawdo Bâ do? He was 
getting on in years, worn out by his arduous work. And then, did he 
really want to fight, to make a gesture of resistance? Young Nabou 
was so tempting. (SLL: 30) 

 

Ramatoulaye draws Aissatou’s attention on the desperate efforts made by Mawdo the 

Torodo to keep her, the daughter of a goldsmith (SLL: 31). But for Aissatou, her mind is already 

set, and she cannot but take her life and that of her children in hand. She has decided to break the 

daily routine of submissive women. Yet, Mariama Bâ herself seems to abide by the rules imposed 

by traditions. In an interview with Alioune Touré Dia, she states that she is obliged to follow the 

general trend because of the weight of society. When she was asked if she would give her 

daughter to a man from another caste, her answer was unequivocal: all the family would rail 

against her: 
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Si je le faisais, j'aurais les haros de toute ma famille, même si 
profondément je suis contre la ségrégation des castes. Il y a la force du 
sang, la force des liens familiaux. Je suis obligée de me plier aux 
exigences du groupe. Si j'ai ma fille qui marie son enfant avec un casté, 
ce n'est pas moi qui viendrai l'en dissuader. Je ne trouverais pas la 
même attitude indifférente chez mes parents. (Dia 1979: 12) 

[ If I did, all my family would rail against me, even if I am deeply 
against caste segregation. There is the power of blood, the strength of 
family ties. I have to comply with the demands of the group. If my 
daughter who married her child with a man of another cast, I would not 
come to dissuade her. I wouldn't find the same attitude indifferent in 
my parents.] (My translation) 

 

Though Ramatoulaye appears as a faithful Muslim woman who accepts her fate, Bâ herself 

decides to stand aloof, stating that she would accept to give in to the pressures of society. In other 

words, Bâ decides to remain in a society she criticizes. According to Miriam Cooke, “the 

individual’s goal is to remain in the community out of which she is speaking, even when she 

criticizes its problems” (Cook 2001: 113). 

 

Aissatou:  The Rebel 

Contrary to Ramatoulaye who decides to stay in her marriage despite Modou’s betrayal, Aissatou 

decides to leave with her four sons. For her, her dignity is more important than the situation in 

which Mawdo’s mother has put her. Moreover, she points out to Mawdo the absurdity of 

marrying a woman he says he does not love, but for the sake of satisfying her mother’s will. 

Obviously, Aissatou has decided to take her life in her hands without delay. The letter she 

left on the bed for Modou illustrates this. Her decision is easy because she does not focus on 

sentimentalism which, in reality, is a new fashion brought by the contact with the European 

culture. Her state of mind allows her to adapt herself easily to all situations she may face.  

Concerning the weight of the family, Aissatou appears more at ease than Ramatoulaye 

who has twelve children to take care of. She only has four sons. In that respect, it is less 

complicated for her to break away. Emmanuel Obiechina states:   

She takes her destiny and her children in her hands and sets out to 
start a new life. She is, of course, better equipped to make a sudden 
switch. She has only four children to Ramatoulaye’s twelve, so, 
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relatively speaking, she travels light. But she is also less 
sentimental than her friend. She is highly mobile in mind and body 
and adjusts soon enough and well enough to make a career for 
herself in the diplomatic service and subsequently to help lighten 
Ramatoulaye’s hardship. Aissatou is the true feminist, a 
conventional sort of feminist. (Obiechina 1997:  40) 

 

Obiechina considers Aissatou as a true feminist. In so doing, he asserts that Aissatou’s 

decision to break the taboos is an outcome of the influence of the Western culture she has 

adopted by going to school. At this point, Obiechina’s view could be questioned. In effect, the 

question we are tempted to ask is:  can a woman be a true feminist in Africa? Of course, the 

answer may vary according to the contexts and the periods. But it is obvious that the notion of 

feminism came out in a European context marked particularly by the aftermaths of the Industrial 

Revolution and the two World Wars. Therefore, being a feminist in the context of an African 

society seems to an extent paradoxical and even impossible because the realities and other forces 

at work are totally different from those in European societies. This justifies why African women 

writers like Buchi Emecheta, Mariama Bâ, Flora Nwapa, and Tsitsi Dangaremga refuted the label 

‘feminist’ as conceived by white European women and pleaded, rather, for an Africanized or 

black feminism or even feminism with a small ‘f’ (Emecheta). This takes into consideration the 

particularity of the social condition of black women in Africa and America; a cultural condition 

that was overlooked in the mainstream movement. 

Ramatoulaye’s words corroborate, to an extent, that view expressed by Obiechina. For her, 

the aim of the European school represented in her recollections by their white headmistress was 

to ‘civilize’ them by helping them get rid of certain traditions and customs:  

Aissatou, I will never forget the white woman who was the first to 
desire for us an ‘uncommon’ destiny. [I underline] 

(…) We were true sisters, destined for the same mission of 
emancipation. 

To lift us out of the bog of tradition, superstition and custom, to 
make us appreciate a multitude of civilizations without renouncing our 
own, to raise our vision of the world, cultivate our personalities, 
strengthen our qualities, to make up for our inadequacies, to develop 
universal moral values in us:  these were the aims of our admirable 
headmistress. The word ‘love’ had a particular resonance in her. She 
loved us without patronizing us, with our plaits either standing on end 
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or bent down, with our loose blouses, our wrappers. She knew how to 
discover and appreciate our qualities. (SLL: 15-16) 

 

Despite the fact that Aissatou and Ramatoulaye are products of Western education they do 

not have the same mentalities. While Aissatou is a rebel, Ramatoulaye is more submissive, more 

disposed to accept her fate. Ramatoulaye accepts her condition firstly because she cannot 

understand why she should erase twenty-five years of marriage with Modou and start again with 

her twelve children:   

I counted the abandoned or divorced women of my generation 
whom I knew. 

I knew a few whose remaining beauty had been able to capture a 
worthy man, a man who added fine bearing to a good situation and 
who was considered ‘better, a hundred times better than his 
predecessor’. The misery that was the lot of these women was rolled 
back with the invasion of the new happiness that changed their lives, 
filled out their cheeks, brightened their eyes. I knew others who had 
lost all hope of renewal and whom loneliness had very quickly laid 
underground. (SLL: 40)  

 

Secondly, Ramatoulaye decides to stay in her marriage because society has taught her 

to accept as every good Muslim should do to conform to the teachings of the Holy Koran. 

Moreover, for her, a woman cannot be happy outside the bonds of marriage (SLL: 55-56). 

Ramatoulaye’s decision to stay after Modou’s betrayal is not easy, but writing to her friend 

Aissatou is cathartic for her. She tries to suppress her pain through such a long letter in which 

she combines soliloquy, apostrophe, and the use of the first person singular (the ‘I’ mood). In 

effect, the author uses those three literary techniques to express Ramatoulaye’s commitment to 

her dialogue with Modou on the one hand, and with her own conscience, on the other hand. Her 

voice is that of a victim whose empiric experience allows her to put the emphasis on her 

sufferings and on those of many women in her society.  

Nevertheless, Obiechina interprets Ramatoulaye’s attitude as a failure: ‘From the 

particularistic feminist perspective, she has failed to uphold the honor and dignity of women by 

staying in the status of Modou’s wife’ (Obiechina 1997: 39). However, feminist ideology cannot 

fit most African societies, including the contemporary Senegalese one. Moreover, the fact that the 
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Islamic religion occupies a prominent place in Senegal constitutes an obstacle to the achievement 

of a number of goals put forward by feminist movements.  

As a matter of fact, in So Long a Letter, Shirin Edwin argues, “Ramatoulaye expresses 

Islamic feminism, as evidenced in her personal preference for the strict precepts of Islam.” 

(Edwin 2009: 724). This appears in Ramatoulaye’s frequent reference to the precepts of Islam 

which allow her to bear the hardships of wedlock. This is all the more important that in Senegal 

the majority of the population are Muslims, even if some signs of syncretism can still be 

perceived. All the actions of Ramatoulaye are guided by the logic of the precepts of Islam.   

 

Modou: A Symbol of Male Hypocrisy 

In So Long a Letter, Modou is finally the less fortunate character whose life collapses the 

first day he started having an eye on Binetou; a decline which reaches its climax with his death 

after a heart attack. Modou is depicted as a traitor in so far as he betrays his wife and their 

children. 

Modou’s first betrayal concerns his wife Ramatoulaye whom he promised a never-ending 

love. Moreover, Ramatoulaye challenged the authority of her mother who did not agree with her 

on the marriage with Modou. More importantly, Ramatoulaye accepted to live with him while 

they were not yet rich enough. She did her best to help Modou with whom she shared her salary 

by investing in their house. 

Unfortunately for Ramatoulaye, she did not suspect any form of betrayal from Modou. 

Blinded by her love for him and their twelve children, she decides to take care of her family, 

without focusing on details. But Modou’s sudden death sparks off the process of her 

consciousness raising. She seems to regret: ‘I have never observed so much, because I have never 

been so concerned.’ (SLL: 9) 

Nevertheless, the signs of Modou’s relationship were obvious for the well-informed 

woman, for his behavior as well as Binetou metamorphosis should not be of any interest to 

Ramatoulaye. That momentary lapse of concentration has been fatal to her:  

Neither was I worried when I heard him suggest that he should take 
Binetou home in the car---‘because it was getting late,’ he would say. 
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Binetou was going through a metamorphosis, however. She was 
now wearing very expensive off-the-peg dresses. Smilingly, she would 
explain to my daughter:  ‘Oh, I have a sugar-daddy who pays for 
them.’ (SLL: 35)  

 

After Modou’s death, Ramatoulaye discovered the other side of her husband. Moreover, 

ritual ceremony of the mirasse imposed by the Islamic religion lays bare all the secrets:  

The mirasse commanded by the Koran requires that a dead person 
be stripped of his most intimate secrets; thus is exposed to others 
what was carefully concealed. These exposures crudely explain a 
man’s life. With consternation, I measure the extent of Modou’s 
betrayal. His abandonment of his first family (myself and my 
children) was the outcome of the choice of a new life. He rejected 
us. He mapped out his future without taking our existence into 
account. (SLL: 9)   

 

Ramatoulaye discovers that Modou’s wealthy life was in fact built on debts which lead 

him to put on a mortgage the ‘Villa Fallene’ where she lived with her children. More shamefully, 

that villa was built thanks to the contributions they both made from their salaries. The successful 

Modou, Ramatoulaye knew was in fact a traitor. In a soliloquy during which Ramatoulaye 

apostrophizes Modou, she regrets having challenged her mother’s authority:   

I no longer scorn my mother’s reserve concerning you, for a mother can 
instinctively feel where her child’s happiness lies. I no longer laugh 
when I think that she found you too handsome, too polished, too perfect 
for a man. She often spoke of the wide gap between your two upper 
incisors:  the sign of the primacy of sensuality in the individual. (SLL: 14) 

 

We can notice here the narrative effects of the use of the ‘you’ which is a narrative option to 

further insist on the depth of the betrayal and the subsequent disappointment of Ramatoulaye. 

The embittered tone of the text, and even the choice of symbols and images confirm the stylistic 

aspect attributed to female writers, with the recurrent use of fragmented text (SLL is composed of 

28 letters written by Ramatoulaye to her friend Aissatou). These esthetic devices are variously 

used, by female/feminist writers, according to Showalter, to represent an encoded image of the 

multifarious trauma daily borne by women inside wedlock, within patriarchal context.  
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Modou’s second betrayal is towards his children, particularly his daughter Daba. The fact 

that Modou marries Binetou, his daughter’s best friend, is, of course, as a betrayal towards her. 

No one in the family (neither Ramatoulaye nor her daughters) suspected a love relationship 

between Modou and Binetou. That hypocrisy characterizing both Modou and Binetou is 

highlighted when the author shows Binetou who, priding herself in having found a man who 

finances her, explains to Daba all about her relationship with Modou while making sure that she 

never mentions his name. Daba, as well as her mother, discover it only after the marriage. 

In fact, Mariama Bâ does not limit herself to denouncing the injustices women are victims 

of in a society empowered by a patriarchal interpretation of customs and traditions. She points 

out the aftermaths of the behavior of men who do not hesitate to trample underfoot the rights of 

women to assuage some personal passions. In that respect, we can interpret Modou’s death as a 

divine punishment for having betrayed his wife and his daughter Daba. 

Indeed, in the Senegalese society, they mostly believe that the actions of the individuals 

inevitably have an influence on his future. This is	reminiscent of the principle of karma found in 

Hinduism and Buddhism. For the theosophist, the karma is a cosmic principle according to which 

each person is rewarded or punished in one incarnation according to that person's deeds in the 

previous incarnation. When referring to these definitions, we may consider Modou’s violent 

death as symbolic:  it is his punishment. In other words, the author has chosen a violent death for 

Modou in order to highlight the ‘divine’ punishment he undergoes for having caused so much 

suffering to his wife and children.  

This is reminiscent of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. In the first novel, because Okonkwo 

has committed suicide, he becomes an abomination to the Earth; and for that reason, he cannot be 

buried in the earth. A similarity can be drawn when we consider the fact that Okonkwo was 

usually violent against his wives in particular, and against women, in general. The fear of 

resembling his father Unoka urges him to adopt a chauvinistic position towards women. In fact, 

Unoka is depicted as a lazy and irresponsible drunkard, as a failure, as an agbala. (Achebe 1994: 

4-6) 

Because of the failure of his father, Okonkwo is obsessed by manliness, and his ego does 

not allow him to bear the feeling of the slightest power accorded to women. He becomes thus a 

man with almost no respect towards women.  
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Mawdo: Between Remorse and Resignation 

Mawdo’s “punishment” is mostly psychological in the sense that the absence of Aissatou 

affects him deeply. As Ramatoulaye points out: ‘Your departure had truly shaken him. His 

sadness was clearly evident. When he spoke of you, the inflexions in his voice hardened. 

Whereas obliged to cope with a wife who does not suit him.’ (SLL: 33)   

In reality, Mawdo is obliged to cope with Nabou, a wife who does not suit him at all. His 

marriage with Nabou disappoints him. The mess caused by Nabou and his relatives from Diakhao 

accentuates that disappointment:  

Those from Diakhao invaded his house:  those from Diakhao 
sustained young Nabou. But--- Mawdo knew it--- there was no 
possible comparison between yourself and young Nabou; you, so 
beautiful and so gentle, you, whose tenderness for him was so deep 
and disinterested, you, who knew how to mop your husband’s brow, 
you, who could always find the right words with which to make him 
relax. (SLL: 33) 

 

Mawdo benefited from extenuating circumstances because he tried to reason with his 

friend Modou when he started to abandon his family. Moreover, he has remained faithful to 

Ramatoulaye whom he regularly visits or helps:   

It is Mawdo Bâ who comes to my aid during the serious illnesses. 
Even though I criticize him for his weakness, which broke up your 
relationship, I praise him very sincerely for the help he gives me. 
Despite his friend Modou’s desertion of our home, I can still wake him 
up, at no matter what hour. (SLL: 75) 

 

Conclusion 

Written in a context of important social mutations in Senegal, So Long a Letter perfectly 

portrays the realities of the Senegalese society. It shows how men use the traditions to their own 

advantages. They are depicted as traitors who do not hesitate to betray women for subjective 

reasons. 
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Thanks to a meticulous combination of soliloquy, apostrophe, and the use of the first 

person singular, the author succeeds in involving the reader whose attention is kept by the 

sadness of the tone of Ramatoulaye’s letter. 

From another standpoint, Mariama Bâ seems to state a fatalistic view according to which 

the ill-treatment of women inevitably leads to the punishment of men. We have seen that this is 

shared by many writers in Africa. Through themes as marriage, gender inequality, oppression, 

suffering, etc. specific to women literature, Showalter argues, Bâ backs up a basic principle in 

Gynocritics which holds that women write in a specific way and this is, beyond biological 

dispositions, a reflection of the social and cultural condition that shapes their physical being and 

emotional state. 

However, through So Long a Letter, we witness women’s eagerness to question the laws 

and customs by breaking the taboos which kept them aside. In so doing, they are inevitably 

involved into a ‘revolution for change’. But, of course, the first step has been for them to get rid 

of the ‘separatist’ theories perpetuated mostly by elders such as Mawdo’s mother. 

We, therefore, have a split of the society in which we find those who support the 

traditional beliefs on one side. On the other, we have those like Aissatou, who have decided to 

rebel against the general trend which focuses on tradition. 

Finally, men are put in the hot seat by a new generation of women conscious of their 

power accentuated by their conviction that they should rise and fight for their reassessment; 

hence the advent of feminism and Islamic feminism. 
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