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Abstract 

In this paper, a re-reading of Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter and 

Ndubuisi Umunnakwe in Dear Ramatoulaya is examined. In the 

second book Umunnakwe upturns the story of So Long a Letter by 

reading it from another perspective. Our finding reveals a reversal 

of the argument presented by Ba in So Long a Letter. In doing so, he 

makes use of the traditional and cultural belief system of the Igbo 

society as against the Muslim culture of the first book. He ends up 

hanging all the blame on Ramatoulaye who was presented as an 

angel in the first story. A comparison of the two stories and cultures 

is done and we recommend a harmonious society. People of different 

cultures and traditions are encouraged to live together for the good 

of all. Moreso, cultures and traditions need to break-even for equity 

and justice to reign.  
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Introduction  

 Two short novels, So Long a Letter written by Mariama Ba in 1986 

presents the story of Ramatoulaye and Aissatou, two Muslim women who 

were maltreated by their husbands. They are presented as loyal and faithful 

women who suffered infidelity in the hands of their husbands. Whereas 

Aissatou abandoned her marriage, Ramatoulaye stays put deciding to 

suffer instead of towing the line of her friend. When her husband Moudou 

Fall dies, Ramatoulaye is maltreated by her in-laws thereby adding salt to 

injury. They exploited her and heaped all the blame on her. 

 On the other hand, Ndubuisi Umunnakwe re-examines the story in 

another book, Dear Ramatoulaye written in 1994 using the Igbo tradition and 

cultural practices. He ends up disagreeing with Ba for accusing 

Ramatoulaye of unfaithfulness, disrespect and other such vices. This makes 

the book a work of gendered discourse.  

 

Theoretical Framework  

The founding figure and the intellectual force behind deconstruction 

was Jacques Derrida, a French philosopher. His critique of structuralism in 

a 1966 Johns Hopkins international symposium in a paper Structure Sign 

and Play in the Discourse of the Human Science became the inauguration 

of deconstruction. Other deconstructionists are Paul de man, Herold 

Bloom, Geoffrey Hartman, Hayden White and Hillis Miller. The argument 

of Derrida’s paper put in question the basic Western philosophy since Plato. 

The concepts of unity, centre, and presence have been fundamental in 

western thought. Derrida does not suggest that we can ever break free from 

the conceptual universe we inherit, but we can resist the attempts made by 

thinkers to impose upon us one pole in a particular briary opposition (e.g. 

body/soul, good/bad, nature/nurture etc) and to treat it as a guarantor of 

truth and ‘presence’. For example, Western thinking often privileges 

“speech” at the expense of “writing”. To them speech offers true ‘presence’, 

while writing is impure and supplementary. He calls this privileging of 
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speech ‘phonocentrism a belief that there is an ultimate word, truth, or 

reality which can be the foundation of our thoughts and experiences. 

Derrida insists that speech has the same specific characteristics as 

writing, and that it is just as reasonable to regard speech as a form of writing 

as the reverse. Having reversed the violent hierarchy of speech/writing a 

deconstructive reading proceeds to displace the new hierarchy which has 

been created, leaving us with a sense of the necessary indeterminacy of all 

signifying process. This cyclical reasoning must have led Charles Bressler 

to argue that deconstruction is to many critics, “the most intricate and 

challenging method of textual analysis yet to appear” (172). 

Since the establishment of one centre of unity automatically means 

that another is decentered, Derrida conclude that western metaphysics is 

based on a system of binary operations or conceptual oppositions. For each 

centre he reasons, there exists an opposing centre (God/human kind) for 

example. 

In a deconstructive reading, Robert Parker therefore writers: 

“everything is multiple, unstable, and without unity… we cannot tie 

language down; we cannot tie the signified tightly to the signified” (79). 

Related to literature, deconstructionists argue that since all meaning 

and knowledge is now based on differences, no text can simply mean one 

thing. Texts become intertextual and meaning evolves from the 

interrelatedness of the text to many other texts. Uke language itself, texts 

are caught In a dynamic context related interchange. ‘Never can we state a 

text’s definite meaning, for it has none. No longer can we declare one 

interpretation to be right and another wrong, for meaning In a text Is always 

elusive, always transitory” (Bressler:79-8O). The search then, for the text’s 

meaning or the author’s so-called intentions becomes meaningless. Since 

meaning is derived from differences in a dynamic, context-related ongoing 

process, all texts have multiple meaning or Interpretations. Meaning 

evolves as we reader interact with the text, with both the readers and the 

text providing social and cultural contexts. 
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It is therefore important in a double reading not to make the first 

reading so obviously unconvincing that it is easy to knock it down. The 

more plausible the first reading, the more interesting the interpretation will 

grow when the second reading knocks the first reading over. According to 

Robert Parker, a critic can “dispense with the first reading altogether and 

go directly to a deconstructionist reading or integrate references to one or 

more potential first readings through the length of the deconstructionist 

reading” (82-83). This is very relevant to the reading of So Long a Letter and 

Dear Ramatoulaye. This paper re-reads Ba’s So Long a Letter against the 

position of Umunnakwe in Dear Ramatoulaye. This is because from a 

deconstructive perspective, everything has internal contradictions, if we 

allow ourselves to see them. As Charles Bresler puts it: “A deconstructor 

would thus begin textual analysis assuming that a text has multiple 

interpretations and it allows itself to be reread and thus reinterpreted 

countless times (80). 

Since no one correct interpretation of a text exists, the joy of textual 

analysis resides in discovering new interpretations each time a text is read 

or reread. Ultimately, a text’s meaning is undecided because each reading 

or rereading can elicit different interpretations. For Raman Selden and Peter 

Widdowson. “Such a reading begins by noting the hierarchy, proceeds to 

reverse it, and finally resists the assertion of a new hierarchy by displacing 

the second term from a position of superiority too” (147). 

In all, a deconstructive interpretation never allows for the 

stabilization of meaning. The approach does not destroy or remove 

meaning but instead multiplies meaning and continues to circulate those 

meanings and to defy any sense of a single or stable truth or essence. But it 

is not as if anything goes because even though deconstruction offers many 

meanings,, it does not offer any meaning. 

 

Application on So Long a Letter and Dear Ramatuolave 

Using the deconstructive method of literary criticism, we shall 

examine the Senegalese/Malinke versus the Nigerian/Igbo worldviews in 
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providing a fresh interpretation of Mariama Ba’s So long a Letter and 

Ndubuisi Umunnakwe’s Dear Ramatuolaye. Whereas So Long a Letter 

discusses in a diary form the marriage institution and its vicissitudes in a 

Muslim culture, Dear Ramatoulaye is a reaction to the issues raised in the 

first story anchoring on the Igbo culture. In her story, Ba presents the 

sufferings of the Senegalese Muslim women in marriage using 

Ramatoulaye and Aissatou as two major cases in point. The two women 

were jilted by their husbands irrespective of their faithfulness, love and the 

affection they showered on their husbands. The men marry second wives 

without the knowledge of their wives propelled by family members and 

thereby breaking the hearts of their wives. Aissatou abandons her marriage 

and moves on but Ramatoulaye decides to stay back. The account of her 

marriage to Moudou Fall, his death and her maltreatment by Mowdou’s 

family hiding under the cover of culture and religion constitutes the story-

line of the short novel. 

As a reaction, Umunnakwe’s Dear Ramatoulaye is an attempt at 

deconstructing Ramatoulaye’s story. It is an opposite voice to Ba’s story in 

which the author opens up a can of worms, insisting that Ramatoulaye was 

not the angel Ba paints her to be but an unfaithful, evil and snobbish woman 

who disrespected not only her husband but his family, culture and their 

religion Umunnakew’s text is therefore not only an intertextual response to 

Ba’s, but equally presents a gendered dialogic discourse. This is clearly 

demonstrated in the polarities in the texts. I.N.C Aniebo puts it thus: 

“whereas So Long a Letter .originated from a Francophone, Muslim country, 

the reply is coming from an Anglophone Christian country. Whereas the 

author of So Long a Letter is a female, that of the reply is male” (1). 

In So Long a Letter, Modou Fall dies in his office while dictating a 

letter and his wife, Ramatoulaye, tells about him, their marriage and his 

marriage to their daughter’s friend Binatou and the events that followed. 

The letter is addressed to her childhood friend, Aissatou, who faced similar 

situation earlier on and walked out of the marriage. Their lives hurt and 

pains are revealed in the familiar personal form of a letter. In Ba’s story, 
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women are subjugated, despised, relegated and abandoned by their 

husbands for younger wives.  

Men as represented by Mawdo Ba and Modou Fall are unfaithful to 

their loving wives whereas culture and religion do not help matters for 

womanhood. Arising from her maltreatment, Aissatou breaks up with her 

husband and together with her four Sons leaves Mawdo Ba behind 

stripping herself of his name and love. She left with her dignity and self- 

esteem. As Helen Chukwuma puts it: “she sought the life of freedom, 

opportunity, individual fulfillment..” (32). Her action “was new, surprising 

and feministic. She took her life into her own hands and controlled her 

destiny and that of her four sons and she succeeded” (33). 

Ba offers us a comparison and contrast of the two friends. Like 

Aissatou, Ramatoulaye also had a controversial marriage and they both 

grew up grounded in Muslim life and tenets. They were also educated, 

exposed and sophisticated. The two friends however differed in their 

reaction to their husband’s betrayal. Whereas Aissatou was resolute and 

assertive Ramatoulaye was “excessively sentimental” (11) and she carried 

it to her marriage. Her husband had admonished he once to accept reality 

in its crude ugliness” (34). She chose to remain married to him in spite of 

taking a second wife, the best friend of their daughter and remained in his 

family refusing also to marry Dauda Dieng who loves her. Chukwuma 

describes her as “typically female, sentimental, naïve, manifesting a 

martyrdom complex” (34). 

The funeral obsequies present another instance of female 

subjugation. This was the moment when every Senegalese woman became 

resentful. In every such occasion women sacrificed their possessions as gifts 

to their husband’s family. They were also expected to give up their 

personality and dignity and turn into “a thing in the service of the man who 

has married her” (4). Mothers-in-law make the greatest demands during 

such burial rites. In all, Ramatoulaye’s letter has discussed more than 

private and personal conflicts. She has written a revolutionary treatise for 
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feminism, given ways whereby the status of women can be enhanced in the 

home, in government and in the professions” (36). 

Religion presents yet another angle to the story. Although Islam 

allowed a man to marry up to four wives, Ramatoulaye is heart-broken 

because of Moudou’s choice and secondly for being betrayed of her trust 

and faithfulness. The novella is therefore about the Muslim women in a 

society in transition (her grief, courage and dignity); about her refusal of 

polygamy irrespective of faith or religion and by extension, the domination 

of women by societal and cultural values in an African society In all, it is 

about the abuse of womanhood by the male folk hiding under the cover of 

culture and religion. 

Andrew (known as Tansir in So Long a Letter) recasts Ramatoulaye’s 

story in Dear Ramatoulaye. In this novella, Umunnakwe invents “incidents, 

clashes, and characters that are worthy of So Long a Letter while embedding 

it not only in a Senegalese/Malinke society, but in a Nigerian/Igbo one” 

(Aniebo ii). In deconstructing Ba’s story, he presents Andrew’s story in the 

mode of a lament by a much abused, maligned Nigerian/Igbo male, who 

now represents all cheated and oppressed males all over the world” 

(Aniebo ii). Ramatoulaye is re-named Azuanuka (the back does not hear 

gossip-free interpretation) and with the deflation of her ego and character 

caused by this name Andrew launches into counter attack, not spearing any 

aspect of Azuanuka’s misdemeanor. He accuses her of one evil after the 

other ranging from her disrespect of her husband’s family to the 

maltreatment of Jude Moudou Fall and his relations. He recounts the 

sufferings of Modou Fall, himself and other relations of theirs in the wicked 

hands of Azuanuka. 

Her entry into their family Andrew narrates, was nothing other than 

a disaster which spelt doom for them. She framed her brothers-in-law, 

accusing them of one false sexual crime or another in order to get rid of 

them around her. Ramatoulaye is said to have killed her husband through 

poisoning his tea, poisoning her triplets, refusing to mourn her husband 

according to the dictates of their culture and faith, insulting Jude’s family 
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members, and many other sundry issues. Her children also took after her 

as they were neck-deep into many vices ranging from sharing men with 

their mother, prostitution, smoking, wearing trousers (the daughters) etc. 

While all these misbehaviours were going on, the village women were 

gossiping her but the more they talked about her wickedness, the more 

daring she became resulting in the name, Azuanuka. To check her excesses 

on her husband and to make him live longer, the family forced Binetou on 

Moudou contrary to Ramatoulaye’s account of Moudou’s marriage to 

Binetou in So Long... To crown it all, it was rather Ramatoulaye that was 

faithful to her husband with her chain of boyfriends. 

According to Andrew’s account in Dear Ramatoulaye, Aissatou did not fare 

any better. Like Ramatoulaye, she also framed her husband’s younger 

brother named Mour of bringing in too many visitors and playing with 

Naba (Aissatou’s sister living with them) in a way a boy should not play 

with a girl. This false accusation led Mawdo Ba to send his brother back to 

the village at the expense of his university education. 

Andrew’s account of Ramatouiaye’s story therefore amounts to a 

decentering, a reversal of hierarchy and a supplementation of the feminist 

story in So Long... in line with deconstructionist criticism. 

This work qualifies for an intertextual study. According to Julia 

Kristeva as explained by J.A. Guddon, “... a text is not an isolated 

phenomenon, but the ‘absorption and transformation of another’.., so that 

meaning in one kind of discourse are overlaid with meaning from another 

kind of discourse” (454). Every literary text according to intertextual 

analysis is related to another and echoes others in many ways. No doubt, 

Dear Ramatoulaye is related to and echoes So Long a Letter. 

At yet another level of discourse is the issue of gender. According to 

Aniebo, Dear Ramatoulaye is a check on “the rushing tide of feminism that 

So Long a Letter has been drafted into aiding” (ii). He continues, “the 

unintended venom in So Long a Letter is effectively neutralized by the 

intended serum in the reply” (iii). No doubt, Aniebo’s submission is hinged 

on the defence of patriarchy. Imoh A. Emenyi however observes that “the 
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entry of women into the creative enterprise has challenged tradition as the 

basis of women’s powerlessness... This process has deconstructed male 

definition of women as well as dymythizing their individual selves”(130). 

Emenyi would have had male chauvinists such as Umunnakwe in mind 

when she observes: “Male writers and critics cognizant of the threat that the 

centering of women’s experience in discourse poses to patriarchal 

monologism have fought to retain the male voice as the Absolute” (130). 

The result is that the genders are pitched against each other, such that that 

intellectual space becomes the battleground for gender welfare” (130). In 

this war of the sexes, female writers and critics strive to dismantle and shun 

men’s domination of literary discourse by recreating and presenting the 

realities of womanhood. 

The craftsmanship of the two writers also sheds some light on this 

discourse. The two texts are written in the diary form. Whereas 

Ramatoulaye writes to a fellow woman and as a result reserves the right of 

gossip and intimacy, Andrew replies to a letter between women and ends 

up writing an autobiographical account. Herein lies the argument if he was 

indeed qualified to reply to Ramatoulaye’s letter. Even though he is at 

liberty to react to any literary discourse, one would have expected men to 

play safe in the world of women gossip. This accounts for the incessant 

authorial comments in Dear Ramatoulaye.  

As an autobiography, Dear Ramatoulaye does not ring true because 

Andrew introduces a lot of bias beginning with the re-naming of 

Ramatoulaye as Azuanuka. He also introduces other changes to favour his 

line of reasoning. He situates his story in a Nigerian/Igbo culture different 

from the Senegalese/Malinke cultural setting of the first story. Religiously, 

Umunnakwe also prefers Christianity to Islam. He equally situates his story 

from the viewpoint of patriarchy. All the women in the story are evil and 

the men, semi-saints.  

He also fails woefully in handling the first person point of view in 

his story unlike Ba who distances herself enough from the text by 

presenting her experiences to her heroine, Ramatoulaye without doing 
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away with the first person “I” in the narrative voice. Yet another fault. 

“Ba’s” convincing tone of betrayal is absent in Umunnakwe’s reply because 

he sacrifices artistry in order to realize the message “(Emenyi 67). 

Umunnakwe’s story therefore succeeds as a good propaganda but falls as a 

work of art. 

 

Conclusion 

Men and women should work together. As Andrew Tamsir puts it, 

“there are… many more women endowed with the power of positive 

thinking — useful and productive women-blazing the frail in education, in 

commence and in industry, holding hands with men toiling day and might, 

helping to build a better society (145)”. 

In life and in the society men and women should therefore 

complement and support each other. This reading agrees with 

deconstructionist belief that there can be no stabilization of meaning in a 

text. It is also in line with reversing the hierarchy in the first text and 

resisting a new hierarchy in which either males or females will be 

privileged. 

 

 

Works Cited 

Aniebo, LN.C. “Introduction in Ndubisi Umunnakwe, Dear Ramatulaye.” 

Owerri: Alphabet Publishers, 1980. 

Ba, Mariama. So Long A Letter. Ibadan: New Horn Press, 1986. 

Bressler, Charles E. Literary Criticism: An Introduction to Theory and Practice. 

New Jersy: Prance Hall England Cliffs, 1994. 

Chukwuma, Helen. Accents in the African Novel. Enugu: New Generation 

Books, 1991. 

Guddon, J.A. A Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory. Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1991. 

 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

A Deconstructive Reading of Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter and Ndubuisi Umunnakwe’s Dear Ramatoulaye     489 

Emenyi, Irnoh A. ‘Sex Difference and Gender Dialogue: Issues and 

Prospects”. Journal of Humanities. Vol. 9, January, 2004.119-138. 

Emenyl, Imoh A. “Intertextuality in Ba’s So Long A Letter and Umunnakwe’s 

Dear Ramatulaye”. Humanities Review Journal. Vol. 5, (January, 2005): 

62-68. 

Fowler, Roger ed. A Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms. London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, 1978. 

Moh, Felicia O. “Mariama Ba: So Long A Letter”. Women in Literature: Selected 

Essays. Port Harcourt: Amethyst and Colleagues Publishers, 2005. 

26-30. 

Parker, Robert. How to Interpret Literature: Critical Theory for Literary and 

Cultural Studies. New York: Oxford University Press, 2008. 

Orabueze, Florence O. “The Feminist Crusade Agaisnt Violations of 

Women’s Fundamental Human Rights: Mariama Ba’s So Long A 

Letter and Buchi Emecheta’s Second Class Citizen”. Women in the 

Academy: FESTSCHRIFT for Professor Helen Chukwuma. ed. Selyifa 

Koroye and Noel C. Anyadike. Port Harcourt: Pearl Publishers, 2004. 

102-119. 

Selden, Raman ed. The Theory of Criticism: From Plato to the Present. London: 

Longman, 1992. 

Selden, Raman and Peter Widdowson. A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary 

Literary Theory. Kentucky: The University Press, 1993. 

Steven, Bonnie Klomps and Larry L. Stewart. A Guide to Literary Criticism 

and Research. Philadelphia: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1996. 

Umunnakwe, Ndubisi. Dear Ramatoulaye. Owerri: Alphabet Nigeria 

Publishers, 1994. 

Webster, Roger. Studying Literary Theory: An Introduction. London: Edward 

Arnold, 1990. 
 


