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ABSTRACT 

           Facts reveal that during the pre-colonial era African societies were matriarchal in 
nature. This system of society saw a significant change in the colonial period when the 
African women received a back seat and males took the lead in becoming the head of the 
families and clans. During the Independence struggle women stood side-by-side with 
men to fight for their nation. Since then women had struggled to be a part of the political 
system of their country; though they had not been successful until the recent past. This 
status of women had been aptly portrayed in a number of fictional and non-fictional 
works of both the African male and female writers. This paper seeks to find out the role 
played by Beatrice Okoh in Anthills of the Savannah that described the changed status of 
women in modern African society. 

 

         Colonial impact on all the colonized nations including Africa had not been 

disadvantageous throughout. Where the colonized races endured the pangs of slavery and 

torture, they also learned the art of reading and writing. The Africans took advantage of 

this learning and set out to explore the “New Horizons”. Neither the males, nor the 

females lagged behind in this act of gaining wisdom through learning. This learning gave 

even the African females a voice that they made use of. They merged their voice with the 

voices of the “Shrieking White Women”, who had been trying hard to make their 

presence felt in the male-driven world. For the black women, it was “double-trouble” as 
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they had to face dual oppression – (1) being women and (2) being black. They tried to 

prove to the world that they are beautiful in the way they were born and are no less than 

the males. They even treaded on a path full of thorns, hurting themselves from all corners 

to pave way for a secure and hassle-free future for themself as well as for their fellow 

tormented souls. The black women were suppressed because of their gender and color, by 

the colonizers as well as by their own black men. Due to this dual oppression that they 

endured, it took them some time to come to the forefront and make African men realize 

that they too held a significant place in the society. Ultimately they did succeed in 

making everyone realize that they are to be treated as equals. 

         Apparently, women during the pre-colonial era were rebellious. But since the 

system of patriarchy came into vogue in Africa, the rebellious attitude of women was 

suppressed. They were then solely subjected to follow the orders of their husbands and 

fathers. Men, during the colonial era, developed a strong hold over their compound that 

comprised of all their wives and children and the wives looked up to their husband for 

support and for taking major decisions of the family. But, the role of women in the 

society and in their household changed with the passage of time. The rebellious attitude 

of women that was lying inactive for generations suddenly took a toll as the education 

that they received made them competent enough to compete with the males. During this 

transitional phase, women had a number of insecurities that they were dealing with along 

with trying to make a place for themself in the society. Those insecurities were related to 

having less time at their disposal to settle down in life as compared to the males. In the 

society, the differences that persisted in the image of the married women and the 
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spinsters made the married status more appealing and interesting to women irrespective 

of the universal acknowledgement of the fact that the marital status brought domination 

for women:  

They panic and get stampeded by the thought that time is passing them by. That’s 

when you hear all kinds of nonsense talk from girls: Better to marry a rascal than 

grow a moustache in your father’s compound; better and unhappy marriage than an 

unhappy spinsterhood; better marry Mr. Wrong in this world than wait for Mr. 

Right in heaven; all marriage is how-for-do; all men are the same (AOS, 83). 

         This general ideology of women was rejected and scorned upon by Beatrice as her 

perception of women and their role was different from the thinking of the common ladies 

in the society who were not as educated as Beatrice. Hence the people deprived of 

education stuck to the age-old view that made them believe that the women were slaves 

of their husbands and fathers. Beatrice Okoh represented the educated lot of women as 

she was an independent, educated and confident girl who had the audacity to stand 

shoulder-to-shoulder with males in the male-driven society. With the passage of time, the 

society as a whole came to accept the power and equality of women that resulted in 

women getting privilege to move out of their cubby holes and carve a niche for themself.  

          The novel Anthills of the Savannah is a bildungsroman text that talks about the 

development of Beatrice’s character from innocence to maturity. This development is 

synonymous with the development of women’s thinking and the changed mindset of the 

people in the society as a whole; stretching from the colonial times to the era after 
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independence. The African society not only got independence from the colonizers but 

from their own suppressed and petty thinking too. A woman’s individuality and her 

independent attitude became acceptable. It was the era when men became involved in 

writing about the plights of women. In Anthills of the Savannah, Ikem, one of the major 

characters, wrote about women and even changed his perception about them when 

Beatrice convinced him into believing that he was behaving as a male chauvinist because 

his ideology about women was not in sync with reality. According to her, women should 

not be assigned the role of a fire-brigade after the house catches fire. 

        For Beatrice it was very humiliating to see women in a degraded state. But her own 

mother fell into that category of women who could take anything from her husband just 

to keep her marital status intact. Initially when Beatrice saw her father torturing her 

mother, she felt anger and hatred towards him, but coming to terms with the fact that her 

mother was not ready to take her sympathy as well as knowing that her mother too had 

not been happy on her birth, she was filled with awe towards her father and her 

resentment towards him lessened. Her mother bore all the torture inflicted upon her by 

her husband and yet being a loyal wife wanted to fulfill the wishes of her husband. This 

thinking and attitude of the women of earlier times displeased Beatrice. They were male-

driven not only in action but even in thinking too. Their mentality was “male-like” and 

they liked to do what was expected of them without taking into consideration their own 

liking. They had no choice and interest of their own towards anything, except that was 

the choice and interest of their husbands. The reasons of such submissiveness of women 

were the traumatic beatings they went through if they failed in their efforts to appease 
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their husbands or if they did not follow the protocol of the clan. Years of subjugation led 

them to accept that their race was inferior and they could only survive in the clan if they 

accepted the superiority of male power. The male superiority is depicted not only in the 

relationship of husband and wife but also in the father-daughter relationship. The binary 

oppositions in the texts are fairly evident as one of the two is always superior; the male 

being on the dominating side. Once Beatrice was scolded by her father for acting like 

boys and was told to “sit like a female!” (AOS, 82). 

        The lesser the emphasis Achebe’s other novels gave to its female characters, the 

more Anthills of the Savannah highlighted and upgraded the female personae. Beatrice 

has been portrayed as a headstrong girl who was not willing to cheapen herself even for 

her boyfriend, Chris. On hearing about her being invited to a private dinner by Sam, 

Chris stated- “Let’s keep all options open. It’s never too late” (AOS, 68). He was hopeful 

that Sam was now trying to re-establish good relations with him through Beatrice and 

thus he advised Beatrice to keep all options open. He was fine with the idea of his 

girlfriend sleeping with his old friend for his selfish needs. No matter Beatrice was 

expecting good outcome of this meeting but she was still not willing to forego her 

morality. Her reply to Chris’s statement makes her stand very clear over it “All options? I 

knew of one at least I would not keep open” (AOS, 69). Besides, Beatrice’s high self-

esteem made it hard for her to cope with the manner of Sam’s invitation too as Sam was 

too blunt in giving the invitation to Beatrice for the private dinner, and he even 

misinformed her over the place where this dinner was scheduled. This was enough to 
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arouse Beatrice’s anger and she displayed her annoyance through the breach of the 

protocol -   

My first act of rebellion which was to bring a wan smile to my face five minutes 

later for its sheer futility was to refuse my escort’s offer to sit in the owner’s 

corner of the black Mercedes standing in my driveway. As he rushed ahead of me 

and opened and held the door I simply said sorry, walked over to the other side 

and let myself in. The chauffer turned sharply around on his seat perhaps to get a 

good look at today’s eccentric cargo. When I said good evening to him on top of 

all that, he seemed dazed to begin with and then his bafflement gave way to a 

wide happy grin which pleased me very much for it confirmed that I had 

successfully compounded my rebellion- first to spurn a seat of honour and then to 

greet a mere driver first. That was when I smiled at myself and my puny, empty 

revolts, the rebellion of a mouse in a cage (AOS, 68). 

           Such acts of rebellion and annoyance displayed by Beatrice were accepted by the 

people around her because with the passage of time, the society had started accepting the 

equality of the sexes. The end of the novel has the naming ceremony been performed for 

the orphaned child of Elewa and Ikem by Beatrice. She gave the baby girl a boy’s name- 

“Amaechina” meaning May-the-path-never-close” and had her logical arguments ready 

for doing something unconventional like this. She easily convinced the people with her 

idea that the mother of the child should get the privilege to name him/her; symbolizing 

that women were stepping into men’s shoes. 
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            The novel does not talk about the rebellion of just one girl. There are two minor 

female characters too, Elewa and Agatha, who portray the same kind of rebellion; the 

only difference being that Elewa and Agatha were not educated like Beatrice. During the 

naming ceremony, Beatrice’s comment of Elewa being a “shy girl” was met with a 

repulsive reaction from Elewa as she retaliated by saying “I no shy at all…I no shy but I 

no sabi book” (AOS, 213-214). Elewa’s feeling of inferiority over her uneducated 

background was subdued by making her come to terms with the fact that she had seen 

and known plenty of things beyond the bookish knowledge that the privileged ones 

possessed. Agatha, on the other hand, was Beatrice’s maid who had an air of her own, 

and she hardly paid heed to anyone beyond her own ideas and decisions. She never 

considered herself inferior to others and hence was offended when was asked to wait on 

Elewa. Agatha disliked taking orders even from Beatrice. Once Beatrice told her that she 

was expecting someone and do not wish to be disturbed on his arrival. When the person 

arrived, Agatha gave Beatrice a “saucy and suggestive look” implying that she was not 

willing to accept the orders. This led Beatrice “to lock the kitchen door altogether” (AOS, 

106). 

       Beatrice feels pity for Agatha by the end of the novel and after having rebuked her, 

she goes over and apologizes; something not in her habit as earlier she used to ignore 

Agatha under such circumstances. The reason for strained women/women relationships 

was patriarchy as then women were supposed to act as slaves in their own household. 

This unsaid slavery of women came to a halt with the advent of the development of 

logical thinking amongst women. The significant changes in the societal norms and 
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rituals that were more or less connected with the way women were expected to act in the 

society gave way to the emancipation of women that is portrayed in Anthills of the 

Savannah. All the menial tasks a woman did without ado earlier was met with hostility 

and rebellion by the same breed of women. This tremendous difference was the result of 

liberalization of women’s mind through education. 
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