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INTRODUCTION.

Kama!a Markand.iya was born in 19B4 in a wealthy and 

aristocratic Brahmin family in South India. Her original 

name wus K am a la Purnaiya. She was given a thoroughly 

Western upbrIng J.ng as she belonged to the Westernised upper 

class society of India. She was educated at Madras 

University. But due to her travels in India and Em ope, 

her schooling was. however, interrupted. As a teenager, 

she participated in Lite freedom struggle, in 1940's, 

carried flags and shouted !down with the British'. For 

some* time she worked fur a weekly newspaper in Madras. She 

also lived md worked in a .South Indian village. During 

the war site did lias ion and staff work for the army in 

India. After the war was over, she returned to journalism.

taler she went to Eng Land where she pursued her 

journalistic career and to support it, worked in a 

solicitor's ofit, •. She married an Englishman, John 

laylor, arid settled permanently in London as an expatriate. 

Even after ner marriage, she has con, inued towrite under

he r ma idon name. Thourh she i s ' non academic 1 , her

experiences in having seen t h e mul 1i -faceted India, her

t t . i '•1 filing i111 .1 1 id i 1 1 1 '. i d 1 ■ 1 i a 1 i i In-1 ihitirn.il i •. 1 if career.

teen a g e pul i < i p a I I i > 11 in I r e e d o in ; > l toggle, ;. i»c I , 11 work,

wide reading of history and fiction etc. have all 

definitely provided her a lot of schooling, which she 

missed to get in four walled class rooms.

Today- no doubt. Kamaia Markandaya is regarded as an



oulstciiuli.!i;i novel ist on the eontemporary Indo-Anglian 

literary scene. She is a prolific writer too. To date 

she has written ten novels. But she has gained wide 

popularity with her very first: novel., NECTAR IN A SIEVE 

(1954). This novel has been compared to TUI.. GOOD EARTH 

by Pearl S. buck. Dr. !?. S. Goya l right I v remarks : -

" Rama la Mi r kandaya is not only the most 

pro! i lie. but also one of the most 

significant novelists that India has 

produced after independence." ^

With her ten nnve 1 s . Kama! a Mark,and ay a Inis gained wo r 1 d 

wide readership, wide critical acclaim from both Indian 

and foreign critics. Though a woman wi.ter, she stands 

on equal looting with other prominent

contempora 1 ndu-Ang I ian novel ist s .

Madhusudhan Prasad assesses her position in the 

In<I ran 1 i tera rv field as fo 1 1 ows :

11 She occupies a highly respectable 

niche in Indian English fiction as MuIk 

R a j A n a i id . R . K . N a r a y a n , K a j a Kao, 

bhabhani. Bhat tacharya , Nayantara Saiigal 

aiid Aii la Dosai do .

Writing about her, .Stephen Ignatius Hemenway has

2

rema rked
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"Ma rkandaya is definitely our of the 

most productive, popular and skilled 

Indo-Anglian novelists and a superb 

representative of the growing number of 

Indian Women Writing Serious literature 

in English."

Despite all inr controversies for and against Indian 

Writing in Knglish, Whether an Indian Writer can express 

himself in Knglish etc., ' the 1nao-Anglian fiction has 

definitely grown into a significi.it. component of world 

literature. With its rise in Bengal, the Indo-Anglian 

novel was diffident in its appearance in the ninteen 

twenties. Since then it has gathered momentum and 

established itseLf in the following two decades. Regarding 

the rise of novel i.n India, K.S. Ramamurthy remarks :

The rise of the novel in India was not 

purely a literary phenomenon. It was a 

social phenomenon as much, rather the 

fulfilment of a social need. It was 

js.suc i ,it ol with social , political and 

‘economic conditions which were 

comparable to those which favoured Ms 

rise in ting!and."

Though some novo Ir • pnh! i shed in the period

between 1920-1 !'m7 , mdo-Anglian fiction started attracting



wcrl d-wide attention only after India achieved its 

independence. In this regard. Dr. B.S Goyal remarks

Though stray works had been written by

Indians in English during the 1930's

and even earlier, it assumed a viable

shape and size only after independence.

ihus, for all practical purposes,

Imlo-English literature can be seen as
5a product of post: Independence India".

Although there an- many critics who opine that the 

Imio-Anglian novels which are coming out in hundreds, just 

like the poem collections, are adding orly to the number, 

we have definitely some very significant novels turned out 

by some outstanding Indo-Anglian novelists, who have not 

only gained for themselves a world-wide recognition but 

have also made 'possible Indo-Anglian fiction to make its 

mark as a branch of Indian literature and even to win 

recognition from the 'Sahitya akademi'. In this connection 

we can rake into consideration some prominent: Indo-Anglian 

novelists.

The 'big three', Muik Raj Anand, Raja Rao and R.K. Narayan, 

who siiot nico prominence in cue 1940's have continued to 

write after indepencence also. Apart from these three, we 

can mention such names as, Rh>Dhani Bhattacharaya, Manohat 

Malgonkar, Sudhir Ghose, G.V. Desani, Humayun Kabir, 

K.A.Abbas, Khushawant Singh, B. Rajan, Anand ball, Arun



Joshi iiid Ved Huh La. We have also the woman novelists of 

qu il.it .• such as, Kamala Markandaya, Ruth Prawar Jhabwala, 

At: ia Husain, Anita Desai, Santha Ram Rau and Nayantara 

Si. igal. It the works of these writers are perused, one can 

si 1 that in no wav their range in inferior to that of the 

U*. > s .t • r i novelists.

File post-independence Indu-Engl ish novelist 

attempts a wide variety of themes : such as social change 

t , .g. THE SWORD AND THK SICKLE by M.R. Anand, SUNLIGHT ON A 

Bi. >KLN COLUMN by At'tia Husain, NECTAR IN A SIEVE by Kamala 

M. rkanday etc.,) encounter between east and west (e.g. THE 

Si gPENT AND THE ROPE by Raja Rao, DISTANT DRUMS by Manohar 

H,.- i gaonkar , SOME INNER FURY by Kama la Mr .rkanday a ) , struggle 

for independence (e.g. KANDAN THE PATRIOT by K.S. 

Vunkat raman, KAMTI1APURA by Raja Rao, INQUILAB by K.A. 

Abbas), inter-cornu unal marriage (e.g. MORE Of AN INDIAN by 

B.K. Karanjia), the ideal of renunciation (e.g. THE 

FOREIGNER by Arun Joshi), horrors cf partition (e.g. TRAIN 

TO PAKISTAN by Kims ha want Singh. THE DARK DANCER by B. 

Rajani, cult of Guru (e.g. A GODDESS NAMED GOLD by Bhabhani 

Thattacharva, All. ABOUT H. HATTICRR bv G.V. Desani, THE 

GUIDE by R.K. Nn van), problems of women (e.g. TEMPORARY 

ANSWERS bv Jai Nimbakar, WHERE SHALL WE GO THIS SUMMER by 

Anita Desai). Apart from these themes, the Indo-Angl.ian 

writers are attempting more and varied themes. Most of the 
writers are turning towards the a udy of individual. Apart 

from the search for new subjects there is considerable
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[:: rogrvss in the language side too.- Today, Engl ish ha.., not 
remained a foreign language for the Indian writers. If we 

compare the writers of the early part of the century, who 

thought Eng. 1..ish as a 'foreign tongue', with the present day 

writers, we can find with the latter a lot of

experimentation with the language. Dr. Meenakshi Mukherjee 

observes :

n
English is no longer a foreign 

language, but after a hundred years of 

domicile had become just another of

Indian's many Languages. Out of this

self-assurance came the confidence to
f>bend the language to their wi. 1 1 ."

There is a 1 wavs the coutievery regarding the
'social content' of the novels: the writers' interest to 

document the society, social change etc.. and al.sothe 

critics' eagerness to ana lyase the novels sociologically. 

In this context, the noted critic Dr. Srinivas Iyangar, 

observes :

#r

Man is after all, a po!itical and 

social animal and the writer could 

incarnate the polity's or the society's

current ills or basic incentives in the
7im a g e ot his cr e a tiv e work."

T.D. Brunton, in this connection remarks :
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1 he novelist is complementary to the 

modern sociologist, psychologist, even

, , „ a
CCOIiU!!i iSt.

But at the same time, such ident i i i cat ion of literature 

with society should not be too close, for "it must be an 

obstacle to its wide enjoyment". With a view to avoid 

such 'too close identification' or any 'obstacle to the 

novel's wide enjoyment'. Prof, lyangur gives a word of 

advice, when lie says :

" -- a novelist slum Id ,1 1 so exercise 

restraint while trying to make his 

novel "a micro-cusm of humanity". 

Human experience is unlimited extending 

endlessly in space and time; but a 

novel has to be self limited yet 

complete, and hence the particular

'action' should be seen to come full

, . , „ 10circle l.n the novel.

No dwubt , there are many readers who go out for 

fiction only for trie sake of enjoyment. They don't want 

the novel to be [jacked with any kind of social or 

historical details. Lven there are some critics who want 

to view fiction as fiction only and not as social or 

historical documents etc. But however they can not
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not set aside the connection bet een society and

literature. In this context; Joan Rock'. 11 remarks :

«■«

------- the patterned connect ion between

society and fiction is so discernible 

and so reliable that literat ire ought 

to be added to the reguLar tools of 

social investigation." ^

Rockwell further stales :

------- fi-ction can give us two types of

information about society; first, in a 

descriptive way, facts about the state 

of technology, laws, customs, social 

structures, and institutions. Second, 

more subtle and less easily obtained 

inf orir a t i on about values and

at titudes .

Sach reLt1iunship between sueLetv ami literature, which has 

been an established fact, has paved way for the critics to 

e.induct :,m i >>1 og i v a.l analysis ot the liction. Indian 

fiction in English is also not lagging behind in its social 

content. The Indo-English writers, who were more 

interested in the political themes before independence, 

have diverted their attention to various social themes 

after independence. For every Indo-Anglian writer, to be 

socially aware, there is a need of understanding the Indian
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t radition. And most of the writer's have nudoubt succeeded 

in the attempt. As A.V. Krishna Kao remarks :

"—-- the Indo-Ang I. i an novel. as 

represented by the talents of Narayan,

Anand, Markandaya and Raja Rao has not 

only come of age, but has established 

itself in the mainstream of the 

national literature of modern India, 

for, although coining Late in the field, 

it has probed more deeply and more

significantly in the Indian tradition
1 3and the Indian personality."

Even Dr. V.K. Gokak agrees with Krishna Rao, when he 

states :

nove1, has 

a s well as 

phiIosophic

As already stated every Indian writer. who claims 
Iudianness in his writings, should be aware of the Indian 

tradition and culture. In this regard, Prof. Vasant A. 

Shahane offers a tool of judgement. He observes :

The Indianness of Indian creative 
writing in English will have to 

bejudged by the awareness of the author

"The I ndo-Angl i an 

entertainment value 

sociological and 
significance." ^
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of certain specific and special

characteristics of societies and
15cultural, patterns of India."

Nov.', having upheld the need of sociological analysis

of the fiction, and observed some specific tools to make

such analysis in the Indian context, we shall see how far

we can justify this sociol<>g lent study of Kamala

M.i rkaml/iya ' s novels. M,i ik a nd ay a , a noted woman novelist / .

has turned out so far tor. novels with a lot of social

content in them. Prof. M.K. Naik observes:" Depiction of

the social scene has always keen the strong suit of women
novelists." ^ Markandaya has not: lagged behind in this

aspect. In this connection K.R. Chandrashekharan observes

that the novels of Kamala Markandaya "have sociologicai

interest as they allude to several features of Indian

society." Markandaya considers her novels part of what

she calls 'The literature of concern' or
18'socio■liturature'. Dr. H.M Williams, who finds that

1 0Kamala Markandaya and Thomas Hardy have 'mu .h in common', 

also remarks that "... like Anand, she is in the business

We shall make a brief survey of all the novels 
written by Kamala Markandaya. before proceeding on with our 

task to make a sociological study of her selected novels.



I ) NECTAR I N A SIEVE :

N EC TAR IN A SI EV13 (1954) Is M a r k a nd aya's first

novel . Compared with Pearl S. Buck's THE GOOD EARTH, this 

very first novel, won her an instant worldwide fame. it is 

a powerful novel of rural India, which shows the drastic 

blow on rural. India by the wind of i ndustrial isation. The 

problems of rural India, the tragic predicament of Indian

peasants have been depicted with moving realism. it deals 

effectively with the theme of hunger. The novel has

continued to be popular tiLl to dale as a classic of rural 

1 ndia .

3) A G1l.ENCE OF DESIRE :

A SILENCE OF DESIRE, ( 1 v60) is Markandaya' s third 

nuve I . It covers a new area i.e. a subtle study of 

husband-wife relatiunship and psychological adjustment. It 

a I so presents tension between tradition and modernity. The 

'Swami’s recurrent character in the lndo-Angl ian f lei t: ion, 

has also been presented here. Markandaya also de-picts the 

male prerogative, in the relationship of husband and wife.

4) POSSESSION :

11

POSSESSION (1963) is Markandava's fourth novel. 

Here, the story moves from India to London and back. The 

theme is not typically Indian but an universal one. It



deals with the last West relationship and is also a living 
vindication of India's spiritual tradition.

5) A HANDFUL OF RICH :

A HANDFUL, OF RICE (1966) is Markandaya' s fifth 
novel. Like her first novel, NECTAR IN A SIEVE, this novel 
also depicts rural hunger and poverty. Besides, it focuses

12

on the nightnar i.' S O 1 urban poverty, the ext >dus from tae
village to town . the destruction of artisans by industry
and also some m a j o r social problems like unem pi oyinent,
c rime, hous i. ng etc. Whereas her first novel is a novel of
rural problems, this novel is about urban 1 ife and 1 Ls
problems.

6) THE COFFER DAMS :

1HE COFFER DAMS (.1969) is Markandaya's sixth 
novel. It is considered by the critics as an advancement 
upon her previous novels, in matters of its complicated 
plot and a deep human theme which has an universal appeal, 
it covers the themes of East-West confrontation, tradition 
versus mode-rn i t v. ll v>mv realistically depicts the 
drastic social changes brought in rural India ay 

tcchno-industria1isation.

7) THE NOWHERE MAN :

THE NOWHERE MAN (1972) is Markandaya's seventh



novel. It tries to study the problems of immigrants and 
racialism. It portrays the encounter of an Indian 
immigrant in England with racialism.

8) TWO VIRGINS :

TWO VIRGINS (19/3), the eighth novel of
Markandaya, depicts the story of two sisters, as seen
through the consciousness of the younger sister. Here
again the novelist tries to show the village life being 
destroyed by modernity. The novelist has failed despite 
her attempt, to throw in sex to make it sausy. It was not 
well received by the press. It fails to live up to the 
high standard set by the novelist in her earlier novels.

9) THE GOLDEN HONEY COMB :

THE GOLDEN HONEY COMB, (1977) Markandaya1s ninth 
novel is a historical one. Lt. deals with the ! hemes such 
as Ease-West encounter and the generation gap between 
father and the son. Here Markandaya has successfully 
presented the life of the rulers of the princely states. 
The growth of the national feeling has been portrayed very 

. artisticaITy.

10} PLEASURE CITY :
*.:,•*>*

PLEASURE CITY (1982) is Kamala Markandaya’ s tenth 
novel. It deals with the old imperialism and tells a
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story o! a pleasure city Slia 1 i m a r . wh i c: h is a consequence 

of and a react ion to the old imperialism. The persistence 

of the effects and the out mps of the Raj have been 

depicted in this novel.

Thus we can see that Kama l.a Ma rkandaya is a 

significant writer and with her varied themes and 

techniques, has contributed a lot to the indo-Anglian 

novel. Except THE GOLDEN HONEY COMB, a historical novel, 

all. other novels have a preoccupation with social and 

economic problems of Indian people and their intercourse 

with the British.

In this study I have restricted myself to only 

four of her novels, viz., NECTAR IN A SIEVE, A SILENCE OF

DESIRE, A HANDFUL OF RICH, and THE COL illR DAMS. This

sc*lection does not mean that her other nove 1 s a re not of

sue 1 i> 1 og 1 a I i ih|ki i t .nice . Bui .is l 1lie 1 1 te met 11 i'u r a 1 1 ml I a

and its prid'd ems, problems of city , the rural versus urban,

hunger, tension between tradition and modernity, East and 

West are almost recurrent in her novels, a sample study of 

only four of her novels would suffice to judge her 

presentation of Indian society and its problems etc., and 

also to assess her position as a social critic and social 

observer.

We know that man is a social animal. No man can 

live the life of a recluse. With the identity of a child 

with his parents, family, friends, community and the state
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itself the social consciousness is attained and 

thus cones the awareness that he can not exist without the 

society. Thus the sociality of a man is natural, which is 

1 eai nt 1. rom the childhood. A family being the basic 

institution of a society, an individual learns about the 

various roles of husband-wife, brother--sister , parent-child 

etc. He learns to respect all the institutions of the 

society. He has also a religious and economic life to 

lead. The variations in the religions and Ihe economic 

status create the social stratification in the society in 

terms of caste and cto-ss respectively. Any modification or 

significant change in the established patterns of social

re 1 at iotish ips . see i a 1 i nslit utions or in social system,

brings Ln a or i a 1 chi ngo.. ibis in. i v be caused/ due to

industrialisation, technology ecological factorsaetc. The 

suciet' is also put in danger by the social problems, which 

create an undesirable condition or situation, inviting 

group action towards constructive reforms. Examples of 

such social problems are crime, unemployment, prostitution, 

I > o v e r t y , d i v o r c e e t. c .

It is not correct to sav,t hat only the social

scientists slunk! observe the socle i y and shall suggest 

remedies and r ,?foi e.s wh -ever and wherever necessary. Any

i mil v idea 1 wi l h . n sotia I a renes s and concern can care

for the six i e t v . of wh i eh he himso1! is a member. It is

no l; necess a r v Lha t on 1 \ t lie soc ml scientists, who
y-'/o
7 ollow the sociological method: should be termed

as sociologists. In this connection iara Sinha observes :



"Any social minded person, who with a 

personal attitude oi' shared

responsibility for social problems or 

improvement of social conditions with 

an awareness of such conditions and 

their multiple socio-economic causation 

and faith in their modi.ficnbil.ity or 

solution, makes any contribution by way 

of writing, should be included in the 

'Class of writers' the so called
. • , u 21soc S . ■ i Ogl s t s.

We have already seen that most of the critics 
admit that Kama 1 a Markandaya is a keen observer of the 

society. In he r novels we find a lot of social content. 

in the course of this study, we shall pay more attention 

to the social problems and social change, as these factors 

figure out prominently in her novels.

Thus having seen the place of Kamala Markandaya 

in the contemporary Indo-Ang1ian literary tradition, and 

having [..Anted. out the need for a sociological studyof her 

novels, .we shall now proceed on with the task of the 

.sociological, study oi lour of her selected novels vi.; 

NECTAR IN A SIEVE, A SILENCE OF DESIRE, A HANDFUL OF RICE 

and THE OOFKEK DAM.S. In tin1 course of this study, an 

attempt will he made Lu.irri ve at an impartial assessment of 

Kamala Markandaya's achievementas sociologist,social

16

observer and social
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