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THE CONDITIONS OF WIDOWS IN AFRICAN SOCIETY: A
CASE STUDY OF A WIDOW IN MARIAMA BA'S SO LONG A
LETTER

Mamane Dan Tangam Abdourahamane()*et Labo Bouché Abdou(2)
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Abstract

A widow is every woman who lost her dead husband and who still continues to live
without marrying another husband. After some investigations, it is shown that
nowadays, the phenomenon of widowhood is gaining field among Moslems; that is
why writers like Flora Nwapa, Buchi Emecheta, Amma Darko, Ama Ata Aidoo and
Mariama Ba just to enumerate the female junta, have discussed widows situation in
Africa where Islam is deep rooted. Studies confirm that in some African communities,
widows suffer from social discrimination and abandonment. The choice of this topic
has a link with the author’s several expositions of women’s plight in general and
widows’ one in particular. She shows in a particular style of writing that in African
societies widows suffer from the social threaten about the question of heritage
especially in Moslems countries.

The objective of this study is to analyse the conditions of widows in Africa: A case
study of So long a letter. This paper put into exergue widows’ complicatedness within
their social environment. They face numerous problems vis a vis their in-laws. It
concerns mostly the question of heritage. In this article, the socio literary approach will
be used to analyse the conditions of widows in So Long a Letter.

Key words: life Conditions, widows, African societies, case study of So long a letter.

CONDITIONS DES VEUVES DANS LA SOCIETE AFRICAINE : ETUDE DE
CAS D’UNE VEUVE DANS UNE SI LONGUE LETTRE DE MARIAMA BA

Résumé

Une veuve est toute femme qui perd son mari et qui continue de vivre sans se remarier.
Apres quelques investigations, il est prouvé de nos jours que le phénomene de
veuvage gagne du terrain dans le monde musulman; raison pour laquelle des
écrivains comme Flora N'wapa, Buchi Emecheta, Amma Darko, Ama Ata Aidoo et

Mariama Ba pour ne citer que la junte féminine, ont eu a discuter de la situation des
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veuves en Afrique ou I'islam a de 'emprise. Des études confirment que dans certaines
communautés africaines, les veuves souffrent de la discrimination sociale et de
I’abandon. Le choix de ce sujet est en lien avec plusieurs expressions de souffrance des
femmes en général et des veuves en particulier. Mariama Ba dans un style particulier a
montré qu’en Afrique les veuves souffre des menaces sociales surtout quand il s’agit
des questions d’héritage en occurrence dans les pays musulmans.

L’objectif de cette étude est d’analyser les conditions de vie des veuves en Afrique : cas d’Une
si longue lettre de Mariama Ba.

Cette étude met en exergue les souffrances des veuves dans un milieu hostile. Elles
font face a nombreux problemes vis-a-vis de leurs beaux-parents ; surtout quand il
s’agit du partage de I'héritage légué par leurs défunts maris. Dans cet article, I'approche
socio littéraire sera utilisée pour analyser les conditions de veuves dans la Si Long
lettre.

Mots clés : Conditions de vie, veuves, sociétés africaines, étude de cas d’Une si longue

lettre.

Infroduction:

Human being from his creation is sensitive to death. This death is unavoidable to
everybody in the earth. Despite we know that we will die, but this will not prevent us
to marry. If the husband dies, his wife becomes a widow. In most of religions, the term
widow exists principally in Islam and Christianity. Robert Jensen (2005: 361) argues
that “Muslims and Christians have similar widowhood”. In fact, the widowhood is a
hard period that more women suffer; it is a time in which women are highly stressed.
Carr et al. (2001: S237) state that “widowhood is among the most stressful of life
events”. UTZ et al. (2004:683) confirmed that “Widowhood is characterized as one of
the most distressing of all life events”. Worldwide in some societies, a widow is
discriminated and abused either by her family or by the people. Ofuoku and Oyibo
(2022:5) argue that “empirical analysis has shown that among women, widowed
women are more at risk of experiencing abuse and discrimination in the society”. The
problems of widows are recognizable within the society, mostly in social or economic
life. That is why Ofuoku and Oyibo (2022:7) state “Widows all over the world have two
widespread experiences. These include loss of societal standing and decreased
economic conditions”.

In fact, in many of African societies, widows suffer from the social conflict which
includes their family in law due to the traditional exigency. Simon and Obeten (2012:
260) argue that “widowhood has thus generated conflicts in most African families and
societies. This is largely due to the erroneous traditional African belief that no one dies
a natural death”. Blanner et al. (2020:1) state that “Becoming widowed is known to be

one of the most painful and stressful life events, causing high levels of distress”. The
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above quotations show that in Africa many widows wake up of many social problems
during their seclusion.

This article examines through a critical socio literary approach the book of Mariama
Ba’s So Long a Letter. This work aims to highlight the life conditions of widow in
African society. It intends to clarify the problems that the widows are facing within the
society after the death of their husband in order to suggest some solutions and
recommendations for the benefit of the society. The objective of this study is to
highlight the situation of the conditions of widows in Africa through a literary
approach in Mariama Ba’s So Long A Letter.

In fact, since this work is a socio literary one, the method used consist of having data in
two ways. The first one is the documents related to the theme like books, articles,
journals, PhD thesis etc., and the second data consists of using So Long a Letter as the

primary source.

1. General view on the conditions of widows in the world

Many studies show that the state of widowhood is a way in which many widows

suffer from social discrimination across the world.

1.1. Problems of widows in the world
In some societies’ background across the world, the widows faced many problems

during their time of seclusion. In this context, many researchers have investigated on
the diver’s issues of widows within the society. For examples, Bharathi et al. (2015:176)
state that “widowhood often is accompanied by emotional distress, physical
symptoms, compromised health behaviours, potentially disruptive residential
relocations and economic strains triggered by both the direct costs of medical care and
funeral arrangements at the end of a spouse’s life, as well as the loss of the spouse’s
income”.

Blanner et al. conducted (2020:6:8.) a work in Experiences of becoming widowed in old age —
a cross-countries study with qualitative interviews from Denmark and quantitative measures of
association in a Swedish sample. In this work, they questioned 9 widows as their sample
on the cause of the death of their spouses. The result of their research shows that two
participants described the death of the spouse as sudden and unexpected; whereas the
remaining seven participants described that the death of the spouse was more or less
expected due to long-term illness.

In their study they showed that their participants claim that, to take care of just after
the spouse had died such as the funeral were mentioned by almost all participants.
Having to clean up and remove the deceased spouse’s stuff such as clothing was a

huge task. Some stated that this was chaotic and they needed huge support from
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friends and family to take care of that. They demonstrated according to their

participants that:
Dealing with the practical things around the household after the husband’s
death was mentioned by some of the widows as a big issue, for example
having to take care of the practical tasks which the deceased spouse used to do
and being alone with all the responsibility was a burden. Furthermore,
economy was an issue of concern for some widows because it was the
deceased husband who took care of this. Economy was also mentioned as a

concern for the future Blanner et al. conducted (2020:6:8.).

Bennet and Soulsby (2012) conducted also a work on the Wellbeing in Bereavement
and Widowhood. In this work, they focused on the way in which bereavement and
widowhood can influence psychological wellbeing. They have concluded that both
bereavement and widowhood can affect psychological and physical health and can
have substantial influences on older people’s interactions with the social world. Their
work is very relevant to this article because it can help to analyse the psychological and
physical conditions of widows in the novel under study.

Those above examples show how widows are treated in some part of the world. They
are preoccupied by the death of their spouse and this affects their psychological,
physical health and their social relation. That is why Pombu et al. (2021:210) in their
work An Overview of the Meaning of Life for Widows through Photo voice Study in Kupang
City stated that “the status of a widow is not a favourable position for women
biologically, psychologically, or sociologically”.

1.2. Problems of widows in African context

After a husband’s death in some of African ethnical groups, his wife or wives suffer
much from the community’s subjugation either with the question of heritage or with
other social deeds.

Ofuoku and Oyibo (2022:5) while analysing the situation of widows in Nigeria argue
that “Widowed women are inadequately supported by relief efforts, and increasingly
face worse economic conditions than other women in Nigeria”. In the same research
Ofuoku and Oyibo (2022:8) related us the situations of widows in Nigeria in certain
ethnical groups. We borrow textually what they related in the following paragraphs:
They say that in “the study area, which is Delta State, there are diverse ethnical groups
such as Aniocha, Tka, Oshimili, Ukwuani, Urhobo, Itsekiri and Jjaw. These ethnical
groups have similar culture. On the demise of the husband, if he is polygamous, the
first son inherits the youngest wife of his father who is not her mother. If the son is her
son the youngest brother of the deceased husband will marry her. The son inherits the
properties, but if they are more than one child from all the wives, the properties are

shared among the sons. The oldest son having the lion share, the others accept what is
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given to them by the kinsmen. In case the man has no son or the sons are still in their
childhood years, the properties are kept in trust by the eldest kinsman till the children
come of age. Most times, the kinsmen hold on to the properties of the man and giving
properties such as farm land to the widow at their own prerogative. This is where
many of those holding the land on trust refuse to allow the widow access to the
farmland because of greed and the widow has little or no say. This often leads to
depravation of the widow leaving her in a vulnerable state.
Likewise, the woman seeks the consent of the one holding the properties in
trust or the man who inherits her before engaging in any form of association
apart from the religious. For the widow to participate in any social and
economic activity, consent is also sought from the inheriting husband or the
man holding the man’s properties on trust as the case may be. Thus, the
widow may most times face the challenge of social exclusion when she is not
allowed to participate in associations and their activities which most times are

meant for rural development (2022:8).

The above example shows how in certain ethnic group widows live under oppression

and discrimination in Nigeria particularly and in the African society in general.

2. Analysis on the conditions of widows in So Long a
Letter

2.1. Overview on So Long a Letter
Mariama Ba wrote So Long a letter in 1987. The novel is a biography of its author. In this

work of arts, Mariama Ba highlights many social dysfunctions against women; she uses
the theory of feminism to emphasize the situation of African women. Mariama Ba
makes a lot of effort to play the role of a writer who includes the denunciation of the
bad deeds within the African society namely against women.

In So Long a Letter Mariama Ba uses a peculiar style to denounce the situation of
women in Africa. Her status as a female writer allows her to know the exact situation
of women in their respective society. She relates the situation of a widow who suffers
from male subjugation. As a writer, her role of a writer is to denounce the bad deeds of
the society. Practically, in So Long a Letter, she denounces how Ramatoulaye her main
character lived before and after the death of her husband Modou. Ramatoulaye, in a
letter to her best friend Aissatou who has divorced due to her mother in law
oppression, explains her situations and her plight before and after the death of her
husband Modou. She explained to Aissatou that Modou has died, and now she is a
widow. Mariama Ba shows that Ramatoulaye suffers from her husband subjugation,

after being married with Binetou, a girl who is the best friend of his biological daughter
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Daba. Modou abandoned Ramatoulaye and her children. During their seclusion they
faced numerous challenges from her family in law and the society.
2.2. Traditional and religious events on  Modou's death
In many African societies, if a woman is in seclusion, there is some cultural and
religious principle that she should observe. These principles depending on the culture
and religion, but in Islamic African countries, a woman after the death of her husband
must fulfil four months and ten days at home without being out. In this limited time,
she must withdraw everything which can show her beauty from her body. In this time
also, she does not have any right to talk to anybody about marriage issue or something
like that: love talking, joking etc.
In So Long a Letter, Ramatoulaye in response to a letter written by her best friend
Aissatou, reminded her deception and regret about her husband Modou before he
died. She informed her about the death of Modou, and her time of seclusion.
Ramatoulaye at the beginning of her letter calls her friend Aissatou three times in order
to emphasize on the degree of importance of what she wanted to narrate to her. She
reminded to Aichatou that she is divorced yesterday and now she is a widow because
of her husband death: “my friend, my friend, my friend. I call on you three times.
Yesterday you were divorced. Today I am a widow. Modou has died. How am I to tell
you? (Mariama B4, 1). (Henceforth we will use Ba for the pages)
Indeed, in this letter Ramatoulaye continues testifying that Modou died and the
message of his death which comes from the people around her upset her deeply:
Modou Fall is indeed dead, Aissatou. The uninterrupted procession of men
and women who have ‘learned’ of it, the wails and tears all around me,
confirm his death. This condition of extreme tension sharpens my suffering

and continues till the following day, the day of interment (B3, 3).
She keeps on saying:

Alone, I live in a monotony broken only by purifying baths, the changing of
my mourning clothes every Monday and Friday. I hope to carry out my duties
fully. My heart concurs with the demands of religion. Reared since childhood
on their strict precepts, I expect not to fail. The walls that limit my horizon for
four months and ten days do not bother me. I have enough memories in me to
ruminate upon. And these are what I am afraid of, for the smack of bitterness
(Ba9).

In the day of the death, the wives of the demise man must behave well and covered in
order to receive the condolences from the others. In this way, Ramatoulaye explains to
Aichatou what he does that day:
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My back propped up by cushion, legs outstretched, my head be covered with
a black wrapper, I follow the coming and gongs of people. Across from me, a

new winnowing fan bought for the occasion receives the first alms (B3, 4).

After the interment, the wife of the dead person must observe some rules and
regulations dictated by the traditions. Ramatoulaye argues that: “Our sisters-in law
undoes our hair. My co wife and myself are put inside a rough and ready tent made of
a wrapper pulled taut above our heads and set up for the occasion” (ibid,4). In Senegal
society at that time when a woman enters into seclusion, she becomes like an object,
she is in the availability of her family in law and their relatives to do whatever they

want in the name of the tradition:

This is the moment dreaded by every Senegalese woman, the moment when
she sacrifices her possessions as gifts to her family-in-law; and worse still,
beyond her possessions she gives up her personality, her dignity, becoming a
thing in the service of the man who has married her, his grandfather, his
grandmother, his father, his mother, his brother, his sister, his uncle, his aunt,

his male and female cousins, his friends (ibid, 4).

It is also in their tradition that: “no sister-in-law will touch the head of any wife who
has been stingy, unfaithful or inhospitable” (ibid, 4). In the above analysis, Mariama Ba

wants to show us that women in her novel were restricted by traditional constraints.

2.3. People behaviour in the mourning days
In every society death is a “tautology”, and everybody knows that he will die sooner or

later. In the old days, in the society when people have the news of someone death,
they are afraid and they do not want to talk loudly in the memory of the deceased
person. But in nowadays life, once someone is dead, after his burial, before even
reaching home, they can start gossiping, chatting and forget about him. This is an
illustration in So Long a Letter, when Modou Fall died; people classify into groups and
make their nose freely without any regret about his death. This action of making noise
is bothering to his family and his wives and children. Ramatoulaye explains to

Aichatou her regrets about the people’s behaviour in the mourning place:

In the women'’s corner, nothing but noise, resonant laughter, loud talk, and
hand slaps strident exclamations. Friends who have not seen each other for a
long time hug each other noisily. Some discuss the latest material on the
market. Others indicate where they got their woven wrappers from. The latest
bits of gossip are exchanged. They laugh heartily and roll their eyes and
admire the next person’s boubou, her original way of using henna to blacken

hands and feet by drawing geometrical figures on them (B3, 6).
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This is how people behave in the mourning time of one of their brothers. Instead of
having regret about his death, they forget and take the way and the time of his
mourning as a ceremonial day or a special feast. In the previous analysis, Ba wants to
teach us that this practice is not fair in a respective society, in a society where they
know the degree of sorrow that the family of the demise person feels. This behaviour

no longer pleases the widows.

2.4. Pitilessness of the people toward widows
In many African societies, after the death of the husband, many people vacate the

home of the demise man and let the widow and their children suffering. This is the
case when Modou died; the people come and take what they want. This fact is

explained by Ramatoulaye to her best friend Aissatou:

My horizon lightened; I see an old woman. Who is she? Where is she from?
Bent over, the ends of her boubou tied behind her, she empties into a plastic
bag the left-over’s of red rice. Her smiling face tells of the pleasant day she has
just had. She wants to take back proof of this to her family, living perhaps in
Ouakam, Thiaroye or Pikine. Gradually the house empties. The smells of stale

sweat and food blend as trails in the air, unpleasant and nauseating (B4, 8).

In this quotation, B4 wants to show that in their society, people have no pity to
families” which lose their head of the kin. They came take what they want and leave the
family “koboless”. In this junction, Nahole (2020:45) argues that in So Long a Letter,

The author shows that some people do not come to the funeral with the
intention of mourning the deceased and comforting the bereaved, but they
come to enrich themselves by stealing from the widows. Human greed leads
them to take advantage of such opportunities, because they obtain material
things they have not worked for, without being held accountable for their

actions.

2.5. Pitilessness of the family in law
In African society, a widow suffers more from the society yoke namely from her family

in law. You can see a husband dying and leaving his wife with many children, but his
family refuses to help her for some reasons which are not justifiable and sometimes for
any reason. Most of the time, after the death of a husband, the family in law tries to
embezzle all the wealthy of the dead person and let the widows suffering with the
children. They vacate all what he had and the leave those who want the help to
suffering. That is the case of Ramatoulaye in So Long a Letter, her family in law vacate
all what Modou had and leave her with only house living with twelve children: “Thus,

our family in law take away with them a wad of notes, painstakingly topped, and leave
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us utterly destitute, we who will need material support” (ibid, 8).Dead without a
penny saved (Ba, 10)
The above quotations show how Ramatoulaye denounces the behaviours of her family
in law who instead of helping her vacate all what they need for them and let
Ramatoulaye empty, from which they need a material support.
After the death of Modou, the family held a meeting in order to make the situations of
his properties. The meeting happens in Ramatoulaye room:
The family meeting held this morning in my sitting-room is at last over. You
can easily guess those who were present: Lady, mother-in-law, her brother
and her daughter, Binetou, who is even thinner; old Tamsir, Modou’s brother,
and the Imam from the mosque in his area; Mawdo Ba; my daughter and her
husband Abdou (ibid, 10).
They made the situations of Modou’s properties, and after the situations, there are

something that have fraudulently disappeared:

The list supplied by Lady Mother-in-law and Binetou made no mention of
certain objects and items of furniture, which had mysteriously disappeared or
had been fraudulently removed. You know that I am excessively sentimental.

I was not at all pleased by this display on either side (B4, 11).

This pitilessness of the population and the family in law is what made the conditions of
Modou’s wives worst. This situation is currently happening in various forms in Africa
as declared by Simon and Obeten (2012: 260) in their work; their paper expresses the
situation of Virginia Akobundu:

Who suffers physical and psychological victimization from her brother-in-law,
due to her refusal to relocate to her home village after her husband’s demise.
Earlier she had been forced to live with her four children in their one-room
tenement where her husband was buried in the name of tradition and because

the latter did not own a house.

The above quote is clear and does not need any comment. Virginia Akobundu and her
four (4) children are humiliated because the head of the family is no longer alive and

according to the tradition, his wife and kids have no right to inherit his belongings.

Conclusion

This article deals with the conditions of widows in Africa: a case study of So Long a
Letter. The article through a qualitative approach deals with widows’ life conditions
throughout the world. It seems that widows in Africa meet a range of multiple social
annoyances in relation to traditional religious beliefs. Many ethnical groups maltreat

widows in their respective societies either in the respect of tradition and customs or in
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their relations with the society namely their family in law. Mariama Ba’s So Long a
Letter is an example developing widows” hindrances in their own society.

The study concluded that widows suffer a lot principally about the pitilessness and the
heartlessness of the society and the family in law who vacate their home and let them
empty instead of helping them. Widows also face psychological traumatism during
their isolation due to people’s behaviour of making noises during the morning, stealing
their properties, and the imposition of tradition.

As solution, the society in general and the family of demise in particular must take into
considerations the worries of widows, to situate their needs and resolve them
accordingly. The widows also must quickly marry at the end of their seclusion in order

to safeguard themselves from the society’s discrimination and marginalization.
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