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Comic strip 

The following comic strip is a story 
inspired by the figure of Aoua Keita and 
the student movement in Mali (1977-
1980). The illustrations are based on 
historical and iconographic research on 
those elements. They do not claim to be an 
exact representation of the events, people, 
architecture, hairstyles, or clothing of the 
period.

Sira and the student 
movement in Mali

Foreword

Illustrations: Massiré Tounkara
Script and text: Ophélie Rillon
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Bamako, in November 1979.The school year begins. For several years, the contestation flared up against 
the reforms introduced by the regime of Moussa Traoré. In 1977, an entrance examination in higher edu-
cation was introduced, followed in 1979, by an entrance examination in the public service. Both measures 
provoked a broad social movement of pupils and students. Taking advantage of the summer holidays and 
the return of students to their regions, the National Union of Students and Pupils of Mali (in French: 
Union Nationale des Etudiants et des Elèves du Mali, UNEEM) established a platform of demands dissemi-

nated by its supporters across the country. The objective was to prepare a broad strike movement for 
the back-to-school period of 1979.

Removal of the 

entrance 

examinatioN
We want

JUSTICE
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The students had then created a metaphor to describe the situation in Bamako, which 
was the protest headquarters: «The hill of power was facing the hill of knowledge 
and both were separated by the valley of ignorance.» According to this image, the 
hill Koulouba (Headquarters of the Presidential Palace) opposed the hill Badala 

(where there were several schools), separated both by the Niger River and the val-
ley were located residential areas.
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Schools are on strike for ten days. In Badalabougou high school, Sira 
and her classmates are preparing the big protest planned for Monday, 
November 26, 1979. Sira belongs to the few girls who follow a course 

in this mixed secondary school in the capital.

Removal of the en-
trance examinations! 
Together! Together, 
we will make them 

back down!

 Together, we 
will make them 

back down!
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That’s another 
revolution to lead my 
dear. Do you really 

think a boy will listen 
to us and accept to be 

led by a woman?

 There is no more 
paint... 

 ...and it’s not their 
rhetoric that will bring 
us more! They talk and 

talk again. But what about 
us and our opinion that 

counts so much?
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Ha !
Ha !

Ha !Ha !

We shall procEEd to 
the vote for the renewal 
of the strike committEE. 
Who among the deserving 
comrades would like to 

candidate?

I candidate for the 
post of Secretary of 

information!

Ladji! Perfect, you 
have the experience for 
this position. Let’s now 

move on to the 
next item... 
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They slowly begin to 
understand that girls have 
something to say and can 

assume responsibility. Don’t 
worry Sira, we will fight! 

Not only that: now 
she goes to mEEtings 

of the Executive Board 
of the UNEEM. 

Easy, it’s a girls’ 
high school. 

I am as 
capable as 

Ladji!

Don’t worry, it will be 
for next time. SEE Rokia 

for example, she has bEEn 
elected Secretary General 

of her high school.
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We will have to: 
it is not the boys that will 
carry our claims. If today 

they speak better than us it 
is because we let 

them speak!
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Sira, President! 
Sira, President! Vote for Sira, 

President of 
UNEEM! 

You make me 
ashamed! I already 

told you not to hang 
with these rogues who 
are in politics instead 

of studying!

We send you 
to school and 

it should serve 
a purpose at 

least! 

Ouch !!!!

Ouch !!!!

Removal of the  
curriculum

Removal of th curriculum
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I heard she’s going to school and I 
wanted to congratulate you. Girls’ 
education is a long battle which I 
contribute to in my small way and 
I am happy to sEE that it has bene-

fited the younger generations.

You know, when I was 
a child, my own mother 

was opposed to my school 
enrolment, thinking it was 

reserved for the boys. She 
was afraid of what would 
happen to a literate girl.

Your daughter sEEms 
to be hard headed and I 
don’t think beating her 

up will change 
anything. 
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Without the firm decision 
of my father, I would ne-
ver have attended school 
and become a midwife. La-
ter on, this job allowed 

me to make a living... 

...and support my own 
mother when she was too 
tired to work. But I will 
not bother you any lon-

ger with my old 
memories… 

I wish you a good 
evening. God 
bless you. 
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She has just re-
turned to Mali and li-
ves in the area at the 
foot of the bridge. 

Mom, who is this 
lady?

It’s Aoua Keita, the 
first female deputy from 
Mali, at the time of your 

grandparents, the struggle 
against colonization and the 

First Republic

This old Aoua should mind her own 
business! She has bEEn overtaken by 

time... These years of exile have 
completely cut her off from 

the realities of our country... 
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Later in the evening...
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THE NEXT MORNING
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Hello SIR! Do you know 
where I can find the house 

of Aoua Keita?
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Please, come 
in Sira! My name is 

Sira. 

No nEEd to thank 
me... What’s your 

name again?

Good morning Madam. I 
wanted to thank you for 

YESTERday...

Good morning 
my dear! 
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The boys refuse to 
give us responsibility. I 
have however proposed 
myself yesterday but 

they did not take 
me seriously.

...so you are preparing 
a big protest, right? 
In my time, girls were 

rare to commit. How the 
preparation is going?

We are almost ready... 
But, it is more difficult 

for us, girls.

IndEEd, it is 
harder for us 

women....
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When I proposed myself for the deputy position for Sikasso, 
I suffered a humiliation that will never be forgotten: on the election day 

of April 8th, in 1959, all my male fellow candidates had left to handle 
difficult areas. As a result, I had to monitor the voting in Koutiala and the 
suburbs. I visited many polling stations and operations ran smoothly, but 

around 11:30, when I arrived to Singne, a small village of 500 
inhabitants, I was denied entry to the polling station.
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You have to be not 
only bold, but also insolent 

to dare facing men and 
accepting a male’s position. 

But it is not your fault.

 It is the fault of the 
crazy leaders of the RDA 
who flout the people of 

our country by making you 
their equal. 

Get out of my 
village, bold 

woman!

If your men of RDA laugh 
at us, we will enforce them to 
respect us. I, Sergeant Major 
of the French Army, who fought 

the Germans, agrEEing to be 
headed by a woman? Never.
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And the women of 
the village did 
not intervene?

Quite the contrary: they 
rushed on me to give me a 
correction and it almost 

cost my life! The chief of the village 
was completely drunk. 
I got shoved and spat 

on and many more.
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You sEE, this 
humiliation did not stop 
me from continuing to 
fight or being elected.

 It was a 
close call!

VROOOMMM

Get out of here woman with 
honeyed language! I laugh at you, 
your devil words and your RDA. 
Hold your tongue! If you kEEp 
talking to me, I will make you 

beat up by women.
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Well I was not alone, we fought 
collectively to voice our concerns. Initially, I 
had to hold clandestine mEEtings of women in 
my maternity hospital to avoid triggering the 
anger of husbands that could not stand to 

sEE their wives involved in politics. 

Auntie, how did you do to impose 
yourself? How did you manage to be 
respected and accepted as a deputy 

by the men of your party?
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My friends, though we are few in 
number to have the right to vote, it is 

our duty to participate in elections in one 
way or another, each according to our 

possibilities, to contribute to 
the victory of our party.

As a griot, I will diffuse 
the watchwords during 
baptismal and marriage 

ceremonies.

As a trader, I make a dona-
tion of 1000 francs to the 
party to help the campaign.

As for me, I’ll take care 
of the distribution of the 
cards of our party when 
I go sell peanuts from 

house to house. 
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Sisters! Today, we are here all 
together to defend the rights of 
women worldwide. All women, re-
gardless of origin and skin color, 

are pursuing the same goal...

In 1956, with my friend teacher Aïssata 
Coulibaly, we created a union of women with 
two objectives: fight against colonization 
and defend the rights of female employEEs. 
We travelled the world to participate in in-
ternational women conferences and discuss 

our common concerns.
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Not all. But we have to be patient 
and persistent, and never give up. On 
the eve of independence, we created a 

women’s association which called for a 
transformation of marriage legislation. 
We wanted to include the prohibition of 
polygamy, marriage to be civil contract, 

the prohibition of early marriage 
and repudiation...

I sEE… alone, we 
cannot accomplish much... 
And did you win all your 

battles Auntie?
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Gentlemen of the Republic 
of Mali. I am pleased that today 

the draft Family Code, claimed for 
years by the women of Mali, is 

submitted to vote. 

In 1962, during the vote on the law at the 
Assembly, I was the only woman to sit as a 

deputy. I didn’t succEEd in passing the ban on 
polygamy. Most male deputies were against it. 
And even among women, many of them asked 

us to renounce such a claim. They feared not 
being able to find a husband anymore.
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I have no doubt that 
you, men of Mali, will take 

into account the concerns of 
your sisters, mothers, wives 
and daughters; of all those 
who have worked with you 

for the independence 
of our country.

The colonial 
administration had 
refused to defend 
women’s rights,
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After reflection, I 
realized that the 

time was not to mo-
nogamy in Mali. 

Some parts of 
the law were 

rejected, but the 
most important was 
that the legislation 

passed.... 

You know, even me, 
I married a polygamous 
man of my will later on! 
Maybe this fight will be 

handled by your 
generation.

Good 
morning 
Madam.

Sira, I am on 
my way to the next 
mEEting. Are you 

coming?
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...This concerns us 
directly. Leave us a place
 at the podium to voice

 our claims!

To begin with, I asked 
the delegates to join us 

on the podium.

Comrades! We, girls, discussed 
betwEEn each other and we be-
lieve it is important that one of 
us sits on the CommittEE of the 

school in order to make this 
instance representative...

There are girls in the office of 
the Union at the national level and 
it is absurd that this rule is not 
applied at the local level. Moreo-
ver, we are much more legitimate 

than you to defend the claim to stop 
the exclusion of unmarried 

mothers from schools.

Sira you learn fast! 
I thought about that night 
and I think you’re right. Take 

my place of Secretary of 
information and don’t hesitate to 

ask me if you nEEd a hand. 
I’ll be your assistant.



Aoua Keita –  Comic strip  32

The entrance examinations must be 
removed! The exclusion of unmarried mothers 
from schools must stop right now! Increase 

scholarships! We will fight until the 
total satisfaction of our claims! 

We will resist, 
we will win! 
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After several months of violent clashes with the authorities, 
the student movement is repressed in blood. Abdoul Karim Camara aslo 

called «Cabral», a 25-year old student in philosophy and General Secreta-
ry of the UNEEM is tortured to death on March 17, 1980. Girls and boys are 

arrested, imprisoned and incorporated by force into the army. 
Some female students are subjected to sexual violence. 

In May 1980, Aoua Keita dies of disease.
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Many of the young activists of the movement of students became, eleven 
years later, the actors and actresses of the revolution of March 1991 

which overthrew the military dictatorship and opened 
the democratic transition in Mali.



Aoua Keita

Aoua Keita (1912-1980), a Malian midwife and anti-colonial activist, has received many 
distinctions. Born in Bamako, she won admission to the city’s first girls’ school in 1923. 
She went on to graduate in midwifery. A member of the African Democratic Rally (RDA), 
she was elected to Parliament in 1959, thereby becoming the first woman in French-
speaking Africa to be elected to the national legislative assembly of her country.

Women in African History

By way of various artistic and pedagogical resources available online, this UNESCO project 
highlights a selection of historical female figures, from Africa and of African descent, 
who have distinguished themselves in the history of the continent in areas as diverse 
as politics (Gisèle Rabesahala), diplomacy and resistance against colonization (Njinga 
Mbandi), defence of women’s rights (Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti) and environmental 
protection (Wangari Maathai). 

The selection of women figures proposed in the framework of this project is not 
exhaustive and represents only a small part of the contribution of African women, 
known and unknown, to the history of their countries, Africa and all mankind.

For additional resources, please visit the web site www.unesco.org/womeninafrica


