
Lecture 11: The Representation of Women in Post-Colonial Literature 

Duration: 1.5 hours 

  

 

Part 1: Gender and Colonialism (30 min) 

1.1 The Intersection of Gender and Colonialism 

Colonialism had a profound impact on the lives of women in colonized societies, shaping 

their roles, identities, and experiences in multiple ways. The colonial project was not only a 

racial and cultural enterprise but also a gendered one, with European colonial powers 

imposing new gender norms, roles, and expectations on colonized societies. These gendered 

structures of power were often designed to reinforce European patriarchal values and to 

control the bodies and identities of both colonized women and men. 

Colonial authorities frequently positioned themselves as protectors or civilizers of 

indigenous women, using the supposed "oppression" of native women as a justification for 

colonial intervention. This paternalistic narrative, often referred to as the "white man’s 

burden," suggested that European men had a moral duty to rescue indigenous women from 

the barbarism of their own cultures. This framing was used to legitimize the broader colonial 

project, as European colonizers claimed to be bringing civilization, education, and modernity 

to colonized societies. 

However, this narrative of protection often concealed more insidious forms of control and 

exploitation. Indigenous women were frequently subjected to forms of violence, coercion, 

and exploitation at the hands of colonial authorities, who sought to regulate their sexuality, 

labor, and social roles. In many cases, the introduction of European legal and social systems 

resulted in the erosion of women’s traditional roles and autonomy in their own societies. 

Indigenous women who had previously held positions of power and influence within their 

communities were often marginalized or relegated to the domestic sphere under colonial rule. 

Post-colonial feminist scholars, such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty in her essay "Under 

Western Eyes" (1986), have critiqued the ways in which Western feminist discourses often 



perpetuated colonialist attitudes toward non-Western women. Mohanty argues that Western 

feminists have historically constructed "third world women" as a homogeneous group of 

oppressed victims, ignoring the diversity of experiences, identities, and forms of resistance 

among women in the Global South. This critique highlights the need for a more nuanced 

understanding of the intersection of gender and colonialism, one that recognizes the agency 

of colonized women and the specific cultural and historical contexts in which they lived. 

1.2 Feminist Post-Colonial Criticism 

Feminist post-colonial criticism seeks to address the ways in which colonialism intersected 

with patriarchy to shape the experiences of women in colonized societies. This body of 

criticism examines how colonial power structures reinforced gender inequalities and how 

women in post-colonial contexts navigated these structures to resist both colonial and 

patriarchal oppression. Feminist post-colonial scholars and writers emphasize the importance 

of reclaiming the voices and stories of colonized women, who have often been marginalized 

or erased from historical and literary narratives. 

One of the foundational figures in feminist post-colonial criticism is Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, whose essay "Can the Subaltern Speak?" (1988) explores the silencing of subaltern 

women—those who exist at the margins of both colonial and patriarchal power structures. 

Spivak argues that subaltern women are often denied a voice in both colonial and nationalist 

discourses, as their identities and experiences are overwritten by the agendas of male 

intellectuals and political leaders. Spivak’s work highlights the need for feminist post-

colonial criticism to be attentive to the ways in which gender, race, class, and colonialism 

intersect to shape the lives of women in the Global South. 

Feminist post-colonial criticism also examines how post-colonial nationalist movements 

have often replicated patriarchal structures, marginalizing women in the process of nation-

building. While many anti-colonial movements sought to liberate their nations from colonial 

rule, they did not always challenge the patriarchal structures that existed within their own 

societies. As a result, women in post-colonial nations often found themselves continuing to 

struggle for equality and autonomy, even after the formal end of colonialism. 

1.3 Women’s Resistance and Agency in Colonial Contexts 



While colonialism imposed new forms of control and marginalization on women, it also 

generated spaces of resistance where women asserted their agency and challenged both 

colonial and patriarchal oppression. Post-colonial literature frequently explores the ways in 

which women navigated the complexities of colonial power structures, using their agency to 

resist domination and assert their identities. 

In many cases, women’s resistance took the form of everyday acts of defiance, such as 

refusing to conform to the gender roles imposed by colonial authorities or asserting control 

over their bodies and labor. These acts of resistance were often subtle and unrecognized, but 

they played an important role in challenging the colonial order and creating spaces of 

autonomy for women in colonized societies. 

At the same time, women were often active participants in broader anti-colonial resistance 

movements, playing key roles in the struggle for national liberation. In countries such as 

Algeria, Kenya, and Vietnam, women fought alongside men in armed resistance movements, 

challenging both colonial rule and the patriarchal structures that sought to limit their 

participation. These women not only contributed to the struggle for independence but also 

pushed for gender equality within the nationalist movements themselves. 

The experiences of women in anti-colonial resistance are explored in works such as Assia 

Djebar’s Fantasia: An Algerian Cavalcade (1985), which highlights the role of Algerian 

women in the fight for independence from French colonial rule. Djebar’s novel blends 

historical narrative with personal memoir, offering a powerful exploration of how women 

navigated the complexities of colonial violence, gender oppression, and national liberation. 

 

Part 2: Representation of Women in Post-Colonial Literature (30 min) 

2.1 Mariama Bâ’s So Long a Letter: Gender and Tradition 

Mariama Bâ’s So Long a Letter (1979) is one of the most important works of African 

feminist literature, offering a powerful exploration of the lives of women in post-colonial 

Senegal. Written in the form of a letter from the protagonist, Ramatoulaye, to her friend 

Aissatou, the novel reflects on the challenges that women face in navigating the intersections 

of tradition, modernity, and gender in a post-colonial context. 



One of the central themes of So Long a Letter is the institution of polygamy, which 

remains common in many African societies. Ramatoulaye, a widow, reflects on her 

husband’s decision to take a second wife, a younger woman, without her consent. The novel 

explores how polygamy, while accepted within the framework of Islamic law and African 

tradition, often leads to emotional suffering for women, as they are forced to navigate the 

complexities of marital relationships shaped by unequal power dynamics. 

Bâ critiques both the patriarchal structures that uphold polygamy and the broader societal 

expectations that women should accept their roles as wives and mothers without question. 

Through her characters, Bâ explores the tensions between tradition and modernity, 

highlighting how women in post-colonial Senegal navigate the pressures of cultural 

expectations while seeking greater autonomy and independence. 

At the same time, So Long a Letter is also a celebration of women’s resilience and 

solidarity. Ramatoulaye’s friendship with Aissatou offers a space of emotional support and 

empowerment, as the two women share their experiences and reflect on their struggles for 

autonomy. Bâ’s novel highlights the importance of female friendship and solidarity as a form 

of resistance against both colonial and patriarchal oppression. 

2.2 Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions: Gender, Race, and Education 

Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988) is another key work of feminist post-

colonial literature, offering a powerful exploration of the intersections of gender, race, and 

education in post-colonial Zimbabwe. The novel tells the story of Tambu, a young girl 

growing up in a rural village, who seeks to escape the limitations of her traditional gender 

role by pursuing an education. Tambu’s journey reflects the broader challenges faced by 

women in post-colonial societies, as they navigate the tensions between tradition and 

modernity, indigenous identity and colonial influence. 

One of the central themes of Nervous Conditions is the role of education in shaping the 

identities and aspirations of women in post-colonial societies. Tambu’s desire for education is 

driven by her recognition that education offers a path to autonomy and independence, 

allowing her to escape the limitations imposed by her gender and class. However, Tambu’s 

pursuit of education is also fraught with challenges, as she must navigate the expectations of 



her family and community, as well as the racial hierarchies imposed by the colonial education 

system. 

Dangarembga’s novel also explores the psychological and emotional toll of navigating 

these intersecting forms of oppression. The title Nervous Conditions refers to the 

psychological strain experienced by the novel’s characters as they struggle to reconcile their 

traditional identities with the demands of modernity and colonialism. This psychological 

strain is particularly evident in Tambu’s cousin Nyasha, who suffers from an eating disorder 

as she grapples with the pressures of living between two worlds—one shaped by her African 

heritage and the other by the colonial education system. 

Through Tambu and Nyasha’s stories, Dangarembga offers a powerful critique of the 

ways in which colonialism and patriarchy intersect to shape the lives of women in post-

colonial Zimbabwe. The novel highlights the ways in which women resist these structures of 

power, using education, personal relationships, and acts of defiance to assert their autonomy 

and identity. 

2.3 Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things: Gender and Caste 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) is another important work in feminist 

post-colonial literature, offering a complex exploration of the intersections of gender, caste, 

and colonialism in post-colonial India. The novel tells the story of Ammu, a young woman 

from a high-caste Syrian Christian family in Kerala, and her forbidden love affair with 

Velutha, a lower-caste Dalit man. Their relationship violates the rigid caste and gender 

hierarchies that govern their society, leading to tragic consequences. 

One of the central themes of The God of Small Things is the ways in which gender and 

caste intersect to shape the lives of women in post-colonial India. Ammu’s life is constrained 

by both the expectations of her family and the broader social structures that dictate women’s 

roles in society. As a divorced woman, she is already marginalized, and her relationship with 

Velutha further challenges the social order, as it transgresses the boundaries of both gender 

and caste. 

Roy’s novel also explores the ways in which colonialism has shaped the lives of women in 

post-colonial India, particularly through the legacies of caste and class divisions that were 



reinforced during the colonial period. The novel critiques both the colonial and post-colonial 

systems that continue to marginalize women and lower-caste individuals, highlighting the 

ways in which these intersecting forms of oppression are deeply embedded in the social 

fabric of Indian society. 

Through Ammu’s story, The God of Small Things offers a powerful exploration of the 

costs of defying these structures of power, as well as the ways in which women resist and 

navigate the complexities of gender and caste in post-colonial contexts. 

 

Part 3: Case Study of So Long a Letter by Mariama Bâ (30 min) 

3.1 The Politics of Polygamy in Post-Colonial Senegal 

In So Long a Letter, Mariama Bâ offers a nuanced exploration of the politics of polygamy 

in post-colonial Senegal, highlighting the ways in which this practice intersects with both 

Islamic tradition and patriarchal power structures. Ramatoulaye’s husband’s decision to take 

a second wife without consulting her reflects the broader social expectations that women 

should accept their roles within the family and submit to the authority of their husbands. 

Bâ critiques these patriarchal structures, exploring the emotional toll that polygamy takes 

on women, as well as the ways in which women navigate and resist these structures of power. 

Ramatoulaye’s decision to remain with her husband, even after his betrayal, reflects the 

internalized pressures of tradition and religious duty. However, the novel also highlights the 

ways in which women find strength and solidarity in their relationships with one another, as 

Ramatoulaye and Aissatou support each other in their struggles for autonomy and 

independence. 

3.2 The Role of Education and Modernity 

One of the central themes of So Long a Letter is the role of education in shaping the lives 

and aspirations of women in post-colonial Senegal. Both Ramatoulaye and Aissatou are 

educated women who seek to balance the expectations of their traditional roles as wives and 

mothers with their desire for autonomy and independence. The novel explores how education 



offers women a path to greater freedom, allowing them to challenge the patriarchal structures 

that seek to limit their opportunities. 

At the same time, Bâ critiques the ways in which education is often framed as a tool of 

assimilation into Western values, highlighting the tensions between tradition and modernity 

in post-colonial societies. Ramatoulaye and Aissatou’s experiences reflect the broader 

challenges faced by women in navigating these tensions, as they seek to assert their 

autonomy while remaining connected to their cultural heritage. 

3.3 Female Friendship and Solidarity 

In So Long a Letter, female friendship and solidarity are central to the novel’s exploration 

of resistance and agency. Ramatoulaye’s friendship with Aissatou offers a space of emotional 

support and empowerment, as the two women share their experiences and reflect on their 

struggles for autonomy. Bâ’s novel highlights the importance of female friendship as a form 

of resistance against both colonial and patriarchal oppression, offering a vision of solidarity 

that transcends the boundaries of race, class, and tradition. 

 

Conclusion 

In this lecture, we have explored the representation of women in post-colonial literature, 

focusing on how writers engage with the intersections of gender, race, class, and colonialism. 

Through the works of Mariama Bâ, Tsitsi Dangarembga, and Arundhati Roy, we examined 

how post-colonial literature critiques the patriarchal structures that were reinforced by 

colonialism and how women in post-colonial societies resist these structures through acts of 

defiance, education, and solidarity. 

We discussed the ways in which post-colonial literature offers a space for reclaiming the 

voices and stories of colonized women, highlighting the diversity of their experiences and the 

forms of resistance they used to navigate the complexities of colonial and post-colonial 

power structures. Through the case study of So Long a Letter, we explored how Mariama Bâ 

critiques the institution of polygamy and highlights the importance of female friendship and 

education in the struggle for autonomy. 



As we continue through the course, we will examine how other post-colonial writers 

engage with the theme of gender and power, and how literature serves as a space for resisting 

the patriarchal legacies of colonialism. 

Evaluation Task: Compare the representation of women in So Long a Letter by Mariama 

Bâ and Nervous Conditions by Tsitsi Dangarembga, focusing on how the authors explore the 

intersections of gender, tradition, and education (1000 words). 

 


