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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the politics of cultural identity in postcolonial African feminist literature through Mariama
Bé’s So Long a Letter (1981) and Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood (1979) and Second-Class Citizen
(1974). Employing postcolonial feminist theory—particularly Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s critique of Western
universalism and Obioma Nnaemeka’s “nego-feminism”—the analysis explores how Ba and Emecheta portray
women negotiating patriarchal traditions, colonial legacies, and diasporic alienation. Ramatoulaye in Ba’s
epistolary narrative embodies communal introspection and nego-feminist negotiation within Senegalese Muslim
society, while Emecheta’s protagonists—Nnu Ego and Adah—illustrate the oppressive weight of Igbo
motherhood ideals and the individualistic defiance required in Nigeria and Britain. The paper compares Ba’s
emphasis on relational agency and collective reflection with Emecheta’s focus on solitary resistance and self-
redefinition, arguing that these complementary strategies highlight diverse pathways to empowerment in African
feminist discourse. Ultimately, the works challenge stereotypes of African women as passive victims, centering
education, resilience, and cultural re-negotiation as tools for reclaiming identity amid postcolonial flux.

Keywords: African feminism, cultural identity, patriarchy, postcolonialism, Mariama Ba, Buchi Emecheta,
nego-feminism, diaspora, agency, education.

INTRODUCTION

In postcolonial African literature, cultural identity emerges as a dynamic site of contestation, where individuals—
especially women—confront the intertwined legacies of colonialism, indigenous traditions, and emerging
modernities. Pioneering writers Mariama B4 and Buchi Emecheta illuminate these negotiations through their
female protagonists, foregrounding gender as a critical lens. Ba’s So Long a Letter critiques patriarchal practices
in postcolonial Senegal, while Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood and Second-Class Citizen interrogate Igbo
cultural norms and the racialized alienation of diasporic life in Britain.

This paper applies postcolonial feminist theory to analyze how these authors construct and reclaim cultural
identity. Drawing on Mohanty’s call to avoid homogenizing “Third World women” (Mohanty 61-88) and
Nnaemeka’s nego-feminism—which prioritizes negotiation, compromise, and communal balance over
confrontation (Nnaemeka)—it examines themes of patriarchal oppression, education as empowerment, and
agency. The argument posits that Ba’s communal, introspective approach complements Emecheta’s
individualistic defiance, offering multifaceted strategies for African women’s empowerment and enriching
feminist discourse beyond Western paradigms.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Postcolonial Feminism and Cultural Identity

Postcolonial feminism critiques the universalizing tendencies of Western feminism, advocating for an
understanding of women’s experiences within specific cultural and historical contexts (Mohanty, 1988). Obioma
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Nnaemeka’s concept of “nego-feminism” emphasizes negotiation and collaboration as strategies for African
women’s resistance, balancing individual agency with communal values (Nnaemeka, 1995). Cultural identity, as
Stuart Hall (1990) suggests, is not static but a process of “becoming,” shaped by historical disruptions like
colonialism and ongoing social changes. Postcolonial feminism, as Chandra Talpade Mohanty argues in "Under
Western Eyes" (1988), rejects Western feminism’s homogenization of "Third World women" as uniformly
oppressed victims. It demands context-specific analyses that attend to race, class, colonialism, culture, and local
histories rather than universalist assumptions (Mohanty 61-88).

Obioma Nnaemeka’s nego-feminism (2004) offers a distinctly African response: a relational, "no-ego" feminism
of negotiation that balances individual agency with communal harmony. It favours pragmatic compromise,
dialogue, and strategic endurance over confrontational individualism, knowing "when to detonate and when to
go around patriarchal land mines" (Nnaemeka).

Stuart Hall’s concept of cultural identity as a fluid process of becoming—produced through historical ruptures
such as colonialism, migration, and globalization—further frames the analysis (Hall 222—37). Identity is hybrid,
positioned, and constantly renegotiated rather than fixed or essential.

Together, these theories illuminate Ba’s and Emecheta’s novels. Ramatoulaye in So Long a Letter embodies
nego-feminist resistance through communal introspection, endurance, and relational dialogue within Senegalese
Muslim norms. In Emecheta’s works, Nnu Ego suffers under rigid Igbo communal ideals disrupted by
colonialism, while Adah in Second-Class Citizen pursues individualistic defiance amid diasporic racism and
alienation—her education and mobility marking a necessary solitary "becoming."

By centering African women as active agents who negotiate patriarchal and postcolonial constraints through
education and context-specific resistance, Ba and Emecheta contribute to a culturally grounded African feminism
that challenges both local patriarchies and Western feminist universalism.

Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter: Communal Introspection in Senegalese Society

Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter (1981) is an epistolary novel structured as a long, confessional letter from
Ramatoulaye Fall, a widowed Senegalese schoolteacher, to her close friend Aissatou. Written in the aftermath of
her husband Modou’s death and funeral, the narrative unfolds in postcolonial Senegal, where Ramatoulaye
reflects on decades of marriage, betrayal, and personal growth. Through this intimate, introspective form—
rooted in African oral traditions of storytelling and female correspondence—Ba delivers a sharp critique of
Muslim patriarchal practices, especially polygamy, while exploring the tension between cultural tradition and
women’s quest for autonomy.

Patriarchal Constraints

The novel centers on the profound gendered inequalities embedded in Senegalese Muslim society, most vividly
illustrated by Modou’s decision to take a much younger second wife, Binetou (their daughter’s former
schoolmate), after twenty-five years of marriage and twelve children. This act, undertaken without
Ramatoulaye’s consent or consultation, exposes polygamy not as a neutral religious custom but as a tool of
patriarchal control that privileges male desire and reduces women to interchangeable roles. B4 underscores the
asymmetry: “marriage binds women more tightly than it does men” (Ba 34), highlighting how women sacrifice
identity, dignity, and agency upon entering matrimony—becoming ““a thing in the service of the man who has
married her” and his extended family (Ba). Ramatoulaye’s letter chronicles her deep internal conflict: torn
between her ingrained duties as a devoted wife and mother and her growing recognition of the injustice,
humiliation, and emotional betrayal she endures. Her pain is compounded by societal expectations that demand
endurance and silence, revealing how patriarchy intersects with religious norms to enforce female subjugation
while excusing male infidelity.

Education and Empowerment

Education emerges as the primary source of Ramatoulaye’s agency and the novel’s most powerful counterforce
to patriarchal oppression. As a trained teacher, Ramatoulaye views intellectual development as essential for
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personal dignity and societal progress; she passionately encourages her daughters to prioritize schooling over
early marriage, seeing it as a pathway to economic independence and self-determination. Her friend Aissatou
exemplifies this transformative potential: after divorcing her polygamous husband Mawdo, Aissatou pursues
higher education abroad, becomes a successful diplomat, and achieves financial autonomy—proving that
education equips women to reject subjugation and build independent lives. Ba contrasts these educated women
with those trapped by tradition (like Binetou, who enters polygamy for material gain but loses agency), arguing
that literacy and professional training challenge rigid gender roles and enable resistance to practices like
polygamy (Cham 29-42). Education thus functions not only as personal liberation but as a tool for broader social
reform in postcolonial Senegal.

Communal Resistance

Unlike Aissatou’s decisive break from her marriage, Ramatoulaye’s resistance is deeply communal and
relational, aligning closely with Obioma Nnaemeka’s concept of nego-feminism—a pragmatic, “no-ego” African
feminism that emphasizes negotiation, compromise, and balance between individual rights and collective
harmony rather than outright confrontation (Nnaemeka). Ramatoulaye chooses to remain in her marriage for the
sake of her children, enduring Modou’s abandonment while quietly asserting moral and intellectual autonomy.
After his death, she rejects pressure from family members (including suitors like Tamsir) who expect her swift
remarriage, reclaiming her house and raising her twelve children alone. The epistolary act itself—writing this
reflective letter to Aissatou—becomes a form of communal dialogue, fostering solidarity among women,
collective introspection, and subtle critique of patriarchal norms without severing ties to her cultural and religious
community. This negotiated resistance allows Ramatoulaye to redefine her identity within Senegalese Muslim
frameworks, preserving family and social bonds while advancing feminist principles of dignity, education, and
self-respect.

Through Ramatoulaye’s journey, Ba thus presents a nuanced vision of African women’s agency: one that
navigates tradition thoughtfully, leverages education for empowerment, and pursues change through relational,
context-sensitive strategies rather than isolation or rupture.

Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood and Second-Class Citizen: Individualistic Defiance

Buchi Emecheta’s novels The Joys of Motherhood (1979) and Second-Class Citizen (1974) portray Igbo women
confronting the oppressive weight of traditional patriarchal norms, intensified by colonial economic disruptions
and the alienating realities of diaspora in Britain. Through protagonists Nnu Ego and Adah, Emecheta exposes
how cultural expectations of womanhood—yparticularly motherhood and subservience—clash with modernizing
forces, forcing women into forms of individualistic defiance and solitary resistance when communal structures
fail or fracture.

Motherhood and Sacrifice in The Joys of Motherhood

In The Joys of Motherhood, Nnu Ego’s entire sense of identity and worth is tied to the Igbo ideal of prolific
motherhood, especially the bearing and raising of sons to secure lineage, status, and communal respect. From
her rural Ibuza origins to the urban chaos of colonial Lagos, Nnu Ego sacrifices her health, labour, and personal
desires to fulfil this role—enduring poverty, multiple pregnancies, a neglectful husband (Nnaife), and the
dehumanizing labour market that reduces men like him to emasculated colonial servants. Yet her relentless
devotion yields no reciprocal reward: her children, shaped by colonial individualism and urban opportunities,
pursue their own paths, prioritizing personal ambition over filial duty. Emecheta sharply critiques this sacrificial
institution, encapsulating its patriarchal toll in the ironic maxim: “The joy of being a mother was the joy of
giving all to your children” (Emecheta, Joys 224). Nnu Ego’s tragic isolation and eventual death—alone and
unrecognized—expose how traditional Igbo values, once supported by communal reciprocity, become
burdensome and exploitative under colonial capitalism, which disrupts family economies and erodes collective
support (Umeh; Derrickson). The novel thus deconstructs the mythologized “joy” of motherhood, revealing it as
a tool of patriarchal control that demands total self-abnegation while offering women little security or agency in
a changing world.
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Diasporic Struggles in Second-Class Citizen

Second-Class Citizen follows Adah Obi, an ambitious Igbo woman who migrates to Britain in the 1960s with
dreams of education and freedom, only to encounter intersecting layers of oppression: gender, race, and class.
In Nigeria, Adah already defies patriarchal norms by pursuing schooling and rejecting early marriage, but in
London, she faces compounded marginalization. Her husband Francis becomes abusive and resentful of her
achievements, while British society enforces her status as a racial “other”—denying her decent housing,
subjecting her to overt and polite racism, and confining her to low-status work despite her qualifications.
Emecheta captures this triple oppression succinctly: “She was a woman, a black woman, and a poor one at that”
(Emecheta, Second-Class 71). Domestic violence, slum living conditions, and institutional barriers force Adah
into solitary resistance; she refuses to foster out her children (as many immigrant women do), secures library
employment, and persists in her writing aspirations despite hostility from both white racists and jealous fellow
Africans. This individualistic defiance arises from necessity: the diaspora’s alienation strips away communal
networks, leaving self-reliance as the only viable path to survival and dignity (Andrade 91-110; Anyanwu).
Adah’s struggles highlight how racism compounds patriarchal control, turning the promised “freedom” of the
West into a new form of subjugation for Black immigrant women.

Education as Liberation

Across both novels, education stands as the central emancipatory force, enabling protagonists to transcend
prescribed roles and forge new identities. For Adah in Second-Class Citizen, self-driven pursuit of literacy,
professional training, and authorship embodies Stuart Hall’s notion of cultural identity as a fluid “process of
becoming” (Hall 222—-37)—a dynamic renegotiation shaped by historical disruptions like migration and racism.
Her achievements—becoming a librarian and aspiring writer—allow her to challenge Igbo patriarchal
expectations (e.g., women’s subordination) and British racial hierarchies simultaneously, marking a solitary but
transformative break from tradition. This contrasts sharply with Nnu Ego’s fate in The Joys of Motherhood,
where limited access to education and the persistence of communal expectations trap her in cycles of sacrifice
without personal growth. Emecheta thus positions education not merely as individual advancement but as a
radical tool for resistance and self-redefinition, particularly vital in diasporic contexts where communal solidarity
is unavailable. Through Adah’s triumphs and Nnu Ego’s tragedies, the novels underscore the necessity of
individualistic agency when traditional structures prove oppressive or obsolete, contributing to a broader critique
of intersecting patriarchies in postcolonial and diasporic African women’s lives.

Comparative Analysis: Communal vs. Individualistic Approaches

Mariama Ba and Buchi Emecheta, though writing from different cultural, historical, and geographical contexts,
converge in their feminist visions: both writers aim to foreground African women’s experiences and reclaim
agency within patriarchal and postcolonial structures. However, their approaches to cultural identity and
resistance diverge significantly, reflecting the unique socio-political realities they portray.

Cultural Contexts and Social Structures

Mariama Ba and Buchi Emecheta situate their protagonists within distinct yet interconnected cultural and social
frameworks that profoundly shape their experiences of gender, identity, and resistance. Ba’s So Long a Letter
unfolds in postcolonial Senegal, a society deeply steeped in Islamic communal values and polygamous traditions
sanctioned by religious and customary norms. This context frames Ramatoulaye’s negotiation of identity through
collective responsibility and relational ethics. Her resistance does not involve outright separation from family or
community; instead, it manifests through introspective dialogue—via her confessional letter—that questions
patriarchal practices like polygamy while redefining traditional roles from within. This approach aligns closely
with Obioma Nnaemeka’s nego-feminism, which prioritizes non-confrontational negotiation, compromise, and
balance between individual dignity and communal harmony. Ramatoulaye remains within her marriage during
Modou’s betrayal and later in society after his death, maintaining ideological autonomy through endurance,
moral reflection, and rejection of remarriage pressures, thereby preserving social bonds while advancing
personal empowerment.
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In contrast, Emecheta’s characters navigate environments where communal structures are either oppressive or
unavailable. Adah in Second-Class Citizen operates in the diasporic, racially hostile landscape of postcolonial
Britain, where alienation, overt and institutional racism, and economic marginalization leave little room for
collective support. Individualism becomes not merely a preference but a survival necessity: Adah’s resistance is
solitary, assertive, and self-driven as she confronts intersecting oppressions of gender, race, and class without
reliable communal networks. Similarly, Nnu Ego in The Joys of Motherhood is embedded in traditional Igbo
communal structures that historically provided reciprocity and status through motherhood and family ties. Yet
colonial economic disruptions—urban migration, wage labour exploitation, and capitalist individualism—erode
these supports, turning communal expectations into oppressive burdens. Nnu Ego adheres faithfully to Igbo
ideals of prolific motherhood and sacrifice, but the absence of reciprocal social backing crushes her, exposing
how traditional values can become destructive when distorted by colonial modernity and gendered inequities.

Education as a Site of Empowerment

Both Ba and Emecheta position education as a vital emancipatory tool for African women, yet they frame its
role and impact in markedly different ways, reflecting their protagonists’ cultural and historical contexts. In Ba’s
narrative, education is deeply embedded in communal upliftment and social reform. Ramatoulaye, as a teacher
herself, views intellectual growth not only as a personal right but as a collective responsibility. She actively
encourages her daughters to prioritize schooling over early marriage and sees knowledge as a pathway to broader
transformation—empowering women economically, intellectually, and morally within Senegalese society. This
communal orientation aligns with nego-feminist principles, where education fosters shared progress and
challenges patriarchal norms without rupturing relational ties.

Emecheta, however, depicts education—particularly through Adah in Second-Class Citizen—as a radically
individualistic instrument of escape, survival, and self-assertion. In a world that systematically devalues her for
being a woman, Black, and poor, Adah’s pursuit of literacy, professional qualifications (as a librarian), and
writing becomes her lifeline against intersecting marginalizations. Education enables direct confrontation with
both Igbo patriarchal legacies and British racism, allowing her to transcend prescribed roles and forge an
autonomous identity. Unlike Ramatoulaye’s emphasis on collective benefit, Adah’s educational journey is
solitary and urgent, highlighting how diasporic alienation demands personal agency when communal resources
are absent or hostile.

Resistance Strategies and Modes of Agency

The novels illustrate divergent yet complementary modes of resistance and agency, shaped by their protagonists’
socio-cultural realities. Ramatoulaye exemplifies nego-feminist resistance: a subtle blend of defiance, emotional
resilience, and quiet rebellion. She remains within her marriage and community during Modou’s polygamy for
her children’s sake, exercises moral and intellectual autonomy through reflection, and ultimately rejects future
patriarchal arrangements (such as suitors’ proposals) to preserve her independence. Her agency emerges from
endurance, critical introspection, and relational negotiation rather than confrontation, allowing her to redefine
womanhood within Senegalese Muslim norms while maintaining social harmony.

Adah, by contrast, challenges oppressive systems head-on through direct action and personal assertion. In
Second-Class Citizen, she leaves her abusive husband Francis, battles institutional racism in housing and
employment, and insists on self-determination through writing and professional growth. Her resistance is marked
by mobility, confrontation, and solitary insistence on rights—reflecting the harsh individualism required in a
diasporic context where communal solidarity is fractured by racism and alienation.

Nnu Ego in The Joys of Motherhood represents the tragic limits of adherence to traditional communal norms
without adaptive support. She fully embraces Igbo expectations of motherhood as the core of female identity,
sacrificing everything for her family and sons. Yet colonial disruptions render these values unreciprocated,
leading to her isolation, emotional exhaustion, and eventual demise. Her story exposes the failures of a society
that rigidly equates women’s worth with reproduction, underscoring how unexamined communal expectations
can stifle agency when external forces undermine mutual obligations.
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Narrative Style and Literary Techniques

Ba and Emecheta employ distinct narrative styles that mirror their thematic emphases on communal reflection
versus individual struggle. Ba utilizes the epistolary form in So Long a Letter—a single, extended letter from
Ramatoulaye to Aissatou—rooted in African oral traditions of storytelling and female correspondence. This
intimate mode invites readers into a shared, reflective space, fostering communal dialogue and relational
introspection. The letter serves as both personal confession and political critique, blending the private and public
to encourage collective examination of patriarchal norms while preserving cultural embeddedness.

Emecheta, in contrast, adopts direct, realist prose in both novels, emphasizing the gritty, day-to-day realities of
her protagonists’ lives. Her style is accessible, blunt, and emotionally resonant, chronicling mundane
hardships—poverty, abuse, racism, and labor—with unflinching detail. This realist approach mirrors the harsh,
immediate challenges faced by Nnu Ego and Adah, underscoring themes of individual pain, solitary resistance,
and gradual transformation. By grounding the narrative in tangible, lived experience, Emecheta highlights the
urgency of personal agency in environments that offer little communal buffer. These stylistic choices—epistolary
intimacy versus realist immediacy—thus reinforce the novels’ divergent yet interconnected visions of African
feminist resistance.

These differences are not contradictions but complementary strategies rooted in distinct social realities—
Senegal’s communal Muslim context, Nigeria’s Igbo patriarchal traditions, and Britain’s alienating diasporic
space. Despite these divergences, both authors ultimately underscore female agency, resilience, and the power
of self-definition, presenting multifaceted visions of African feminism.

Contributions to African Feminist Literature

Mariama Ba and Buchi Emecheta are foundational voices in African feminist literary discourse, offering critical
interventions that resist both patriarchal oppression and Eurocentric feminist paradigms. Their contributions
lie not only in their thematic focus but also in how they reshape the form, voice, and narrative of African
womanhood.

e Challenging Western Feminism: Their works critique the universalist assumptions of Western feminism,
which often fail to account for the specificity of African women’s lives. By grounding their narratives in
local cultural, religious, and historical realities, B4 and Emecheta demonstrate that gender struggles are
always intersectional—mediated by race, class, colonial history, and community dynamics.

o Centering African Women’s Experiences: They offer nuanced portraits of African womanhood that resist
victimization. Their protagonists are agents of thought, choice, and transformation, even when
constrained by societal structures. These characters challenge stereotypes of African women as passive or
voiceless and instead present them as reflective, strategic, and empowered.

o Expanding African Feminist Theory: Ba’s engagement with nego-feminism—whether explicitly or
through her character’s strategies—offers a framework that values dialogue, relational ethics, and cultural
embeddedness. Emecheta, on the other hand, contributes a diasporic feminist perspective that grapples
with double marginalization—as African and as women in a foreign, often racist land. Together, they
expand African feminism beyond binaries and borders.

e Educational Advocacy: Both writers promote education as a tool of liberation, not only for individual
advancement but as a means to challenge systemic injustices. Their advocacy for female literacy, intellectual
growth, and social mobility aligns with broader feminist movements across the Global South.

e Legacy and Influence: Their works have inspired generations of African women writers and scholars to tell
their stories and theorize their realities. From Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie to Tsitsi Dangarembga, the imprint
of B4 and Emecheta is visible in the continued exploration of gender, identity, and power in African
literature.
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CONCLUSION

Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter and Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood and Second-Class Citizen
illuminate the politics of cultural identity through their protagonists’ struggles against patriarchal and colonial
systems. Ba’s communal introspection and Emecheta’s individualistic defiance offer diverse strategies for
reclaiming agency, reflecting their distinct socio-cultural contexts. Their contributions to African feminist
literature underscore the power of education and resistance in navigating cultural flux, providing enduring
insights into gender, tradition, and postcolonial identity.
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