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NECTAR IN A STEVE

NECTAR  IN SIEVE (1954) is Kamala Markandaya's
first novel. But this wvery tirst novel brought her
recognition and tawe as it portrayed a complex social

scence touching upon many social problems.

Rukmani, the protogonist of the novel, who 1is
also the narrator, 1is married to a poor tenant farmer
Nathan, in a South Indian village. They have a daughter
named ITra and six sons nawed Arjun, Thambi, Murugan,
Selvam, Raja and Kioi. Meanwhile the peace of the village
is disturbed by the arrival of townsmen to build a tunnery
in the wvillage. the evils ol industrialisation like
inflation, vice, ugliness and crowd cropup. Ira, who is
marvied to a fTarmer is deserted by her husband as she is
Lirren. lhqfaﬂily on the verge of starvation has no option
but to assent to Arjun and Thambi joining the tannery. But
due to their voice of protest they are dismissed trom work
and thcy 20 to Ceylon. Murugan also gues to the city. Due
to the Lerrible dﬁpught the family starves. Raja dies and
Kuti falls ill. 1o save Kuti, lra sells her body. An.
illepat son is pborn to her, who becomes the pet «of Selvam.
Starsyation takes away old Granny and Ku.i. An Nathan is
unable to pay his dues, he is evicted from his land bythe
Zamirdar., Rukwani and Nithan jceave th viliage in search
of Murugan, who himselt has left his wife and gone away.
With the help of Puli, a young orphan, they live on charity

and petty  jobs. Nathan dies. Rukmani returns to her

village with Puli, resolved to accept lifte as it comes.
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Fhe novel lives up to its sub title, " A Novel of

Rural India. " Most of the characters in this novel have a
rural hearing. Hari Mohan Prasad calls Nathan and Rukmani,
"symbols of tecaing millions, archetypal figures like Adanm

and  Eve'.1 Wwhercas  Hemenway calls  Rukmani" a living

replica ot the stereotyped Indian wife who regards her

2

hushand as her god énd her children as her divine calling."
The village that is depicted in this novel is a South

Indian village. Kamala Markandaya has not named her
location. But the wvillas¢ becomes the microcosm of the

rural India.

The novel  presents the Tife of simple rural
people of a South Indian Qillngo. These village people,
who are worried about the minimuwm basic needs, viz., food,
clothing and shelter, are engaged 1in activities like
milking the cows and goats, churning butter, planting the
seeds, planting vegeiables. mulling rice and many other
agriculitural activities. They build huts or repair the
existing ones. the women keep the house clean, wash
¢lothes and also help their husbands in farming. Rukmani
pounds red chillies into powder, collects duné for fuel and
makes div-cakes.  The food of the rural people is very
simple.  Thev eat boiled rice, dhal. vepetables, curd and
on occasions e coconut grated fine and cooked in milk and
sugar, and g wheat cake, they drink the coconut water by
nicking a hole with a scythe in the coconut,

They have the tish, spawned among the paddy, when the rice
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terraces are drained.  They keep the surplus stock of fish
dway alter drying and salting it. lFven a sharp bite df
chillie wmakes mere plain rice more palatable for them. But
on festive occasions, they prepare rounds of rice, tinted
with saltron and fried in butter; and hot curries out of
dhal and chillies. They also prepare rixed sweet and spicy
dishes of jaggery and fruit, boiled fish, roasted nuts etc.

The men also enjoy toddy on such occasions. But at times
of scarcity of food, due to dreught or excess of rains,

they eat whatever edible or non-edible things they get.

The rural people are'il}itvrate. Rukmani, as an
exception, knows now to read and write. But Nathan is
illiterate. Kukmani teaches her children at home because
she can not atford to send them to school. - Arjun is
interested in reading. Selvam too reads a lot of books.
But the wmass illiteracy of the village puﬁple result in
their HlH-ptauned cconomic activities. So they fast when
the crops tail and teast when the crops are good.  They arve
under constant ecounomic plight by the mcruiiess zamindar,
profit-oriented noney lenders like Biswas and the
unpredictable weather. But yet the people -lead a I1éppy
life in theif mud huts, until they have a stock of food

grains to fall back upon.

The village that has bcen depicted in this novel
has two facets; one the «quiet wvillage before the

introduction of technology and the other after starting of
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the  tanuery. The wviilage betore tae Sl.al‘ting of the
tanniery was very peacelul. 1t was seli-sufficient. Milk,
curds, sugar. ghec and vegetable were available in plenty.
Most ol the peasants. though tenent farmers, were happy.
Besides farmers, there were men of other occupationg,likc
Peyumal, the shop keeper; Hanuman, the general merchant;
Durgnn, the milkman; old granny, who sold peanuts and
guavas; Riswas . the money leader; Shivaji, the Zamindar's
agent; a mid-wite ecte. The villagersw helped ecach other,
As 1s comaon in nost of the villiges. the money-lender was
a man hated by everybody.buu yoi appruached by every one
when ic need. Rukmani liked going in the village and
meeting its people, "for they were a friendly lot and most
of tgém were anxious to help if they cvuld”? "They seemed
to know cach other =o well" (15} and Rukmaul got to know
them all too, very quickly. The women welped each other in
sou chold work and also at the time of childbirths, feasts
cte. Rokwani had helped Kounthioin bher ohiltdbirth and Kald
helped Rukwani  so much so that she even attended Lo "
sweeping and cleuning, washing and  cooking'" (26) The needs

of the villagers were very limited. About the needs of the

village women, Rukmani says:

Nhile. the sun shines on you and the
fields are green and beautitul -to the
eye. and your husband sees beauty 1in
you which no one has seen before, and

you have a good store of the grain laid
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away tLur hard times. 4 rool over you
and a sweel stivring in vour body, what

more a woman ask for 2" 17)

The simplicity of the villagers Ls reflected in

"

their dwelling places also.  Rukwmmi's hut is "a mud hut,
thatched, small, sel near a paddy field ,...."(13) Most of
the villagers have mud huts.  Though Rukmani at first feels
a disgust  at  "this mud hut, nothing but wmud and
thateh"(13), later becomes prouwd ot it, just like a
traditional Hirdu wife, as it was built for her, by her
husband " with his own hands " (16) And she soon forgets
her father's house, which is quite different and superior
to her husband's house. Such tradition, the acceptance of
husband's house as one's own; Qhatever it may be like, is
what Rukmani wants to pass on to her daughter, on her
wedding day. Rukmani convinces Ira that " iﬁ a few months

time her new home would be the most signiticant part of her

lite, the rest only a preparation.' (53)

Agricultare is  the main  occupation in the
village. Markqnduya portrays, not the ltite of the big
Pand-lords or apviculturists, bat the bite of the tandless
farmers, Awho sre the worst-hit lot and also the most
neglected people. Rukmani han come from a tamlly, who own
the land they tili. But her husband Nathan does not own
the land that he tills. Lucky that he ié, definitely owing

to his hard work and saving nature, he owns the ploughing
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bullocks.  Paddv is their sain Crop. Mnrﬁéuduyn glves &
detailed picture of the agricultural operatio:

.
Sowing time was at hand and there was
plenty to be done in the fields; dams
of clay to be built to ensure proper
irrigation of the paddy terraces; the
previous year's stubble to be lifﬁed;
rushes and weeds to be destroyed; then

the transplanting. " (21)

We can see that Markandaya has closely watched the farmers

in action. She decribes the sowing of the seeds as follows

Corn had to be sown too, the land was
ready. My husband ploughed it,
steadying the plough behind | the
bulltocks whilte 1 came behind, strewing
the seeds to eithe. s»ide and sprinkling
the c¢uarth over ftrom the basket a tb my

hip."(238)

A 1§nd1ess farmer can not hire labourers. So he
has to do all.thé jobs himself, taking the help of his
wife. The Indian farmer is a pre%ta many problems. The
landless farmer, in particular, is held in the octopusy

clutches of constant fear; of the land being santched away,

the failure or excesses of rains, droughts etc.
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Markandays gives s very realistic-and touching description

of wuch

table.

hupe, amidst fear of getting disappointment. Rukmani

i v

He

ar:

"....The calamitics of the ltand belong
to it alone, born of wind and rain and
weather, immensities not to be tempered
by man ¢+ his creations. To those who
live by the land there must always come
time ot  hardship, of fear and of

hunger. "(181)

For a f{.rmer, life has not got a pre-set

time

has no hopes for the future. But yet he keeps

up the life of a peasant, when she says:

“"Hope and fear. Twin forces 'Lhat
hugeed us first in one direction and
then in anot he‘r . and which once  was
stronger no one could say. vt the
latter we never spoke., but itwas always
with us. Fear, constant companion. of
the bu&sant. Hunger ever at hand to
Jog his elbow should he relax.
Despair, ready to engulf him should he
falter. Fear; fear of the dark future;

fear of the blackrness of death;” (110)

sSums

In such fear dwell, millions of families of the
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~ fam. Ly
Indian farvers. kwkmani‘skbccomus the representative of

the traditional Tndian family. I'he moments of happiness
and  sorrow, shared together by it members, the
inter-personal relations of the tamily - cembers etc., are
very beautifully portraved by Markandav.i in this novel.
Rukmani has come from a big family. l'hough after her
marriage she enjoys freedom, as Nathan is alone , she knows
her duties and responsibilities as a housewife. Though
Nathan is the hecad of the fawmily, he consults his wife
Rukmani, who is literate nd c¢lever. They have mutual
faith and understanding which is a must for any ideal
family. The attachment between the two can be seen when

Rukmani says

"He suffered for me. not so much for
himself, and 1 likewise, so  that
datthough together there  was more
strength there was also more sutlering,
and if each had heen alone the way
might not have secmed so hardy yet 1
know neither  could  have  borne it
alone, "(184)

'Xhere is love and atfection in the family.
Nathan works  hard. Rukmani  supplenents  the  income
bvgrowing and sclling the vegetables. At the hour of need,

Arjun and Thambi, the sons. join the tannery and try to
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help their tamily., Ira, who is de.::ted by her husband, is
given shelter without any complaints.  For the sake of her
bedridden brother, Ira sells her body. Thus we can see a
sense  of  involvenent, individual responsibility  and
sacritice iu the wmembers of  the fawily. But when the
hardships strvike harder., the disintegration of the family
begins. Arjun and Thambi go to Ceylon. Murugan leaves the
village. MWith the death of two sons, when Rukmani and
Natﬁan finally leave the village. the family is couwpletely
diSLntegrated. But with the return of Rukwani, though
Nathan is dead, there is Hope ot rcorganizafﬂnw of the
tawily. Disintegration of the fdmily can also be seen in
the case of Tra, due to her barrenness; Ammu, due to the
gambling and womanising habits of her husband Murugan; and
Kunthi, due to her louse character. The novel also
portravs the kinship. Rukmani's mother used to travel by
cart. for hours topgether, Lo visit Rukmaﬁi and her
children. Rukmani  would also visit her parents. The
aduppinn ot buli, an orphan, as son and the concern that
Ammu, who though deserted by husband. shows towards her
in-laws, whom she had never seen before, are just two
examples which airror the traditional Indian mind.

Marriage is not only an important social
institution, gﬁiyalso is the foundation of a family. In
the traditional Indian fawmilies, marriéges are arranged and
sanctioned by the elders. Though marriagé means just the

union of a man and woman, the society demands observation
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ol certain formaliiies. Hence wedding ceremonies have
become a must, irrespective oi the castes and classes. But
the grandeur of such ceremonies vary according to the
economical conditions of the bride's parents. When Shanta,
Rukmaui's elder sister, was married. her father was still
in a well-to-do position. Hence it was a big wedding which
lasted for manv days and plenty of gifts, including
diamond errings and a gold necklace, were given to the
bride. Feasts were served as befitting to a wvillage
headman. Rukmani's second sister Padmini 2lso made a good
match and she was also given away jewels and dowry. The
third one, Thanganm's Qarriage Qas attended only by her
relatives of the same village and '"not from surrounding
districts as they had done before'", and the conly jewel she
had was a ‘'diamond nose-screw'. (10) at the time of
Rukmani's marriage, her father had lost his status as a
village headman. As "four dowries is too much for a man to
bear", (100 Ruknani was wmarrvied" to a tenent farmer who
wias poor Lu everything but in love aud care" (11 Lven the
relatives murmured that'" the watch was o low" (11) her. Her
mother was also not happy. But it was the best that she
could do because Rukmani was 'without bheauty and without
dowry'. (il) We can also get a glinpse of the traditional
practice Qf earlyAwarriage. Rukmani was only twelve years
old when she was marrvied. When Ira Rukm{j's daughter, was
'past fourteen her marriage could be delayed no longer, e
most girls of her age were already married or atleast

becrothed". (51) The marriages are fixed with the help of

J
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a o lddlesnan or oa midd}Omenulthha‘L.. . At the time of
Ira's marviage old-granny acts as the ideal go-between.
She fiXudle) a gond match for Ira after Qerifying many
proposals. Markandaya gives o detailed picture of the
marriage celebrations. the gifts, the problems of dowry
cete. She also highlights, in the torm of the marriage of
Murugan. that wmarriages done without the consent of the
clders are not poing to stay for ever.  Maragan has marriced
without such consent.  He conscequently deserts his wife and
goes somewhere clse.  Mirriages can succeed only if both
the husband and wife are devoted to cach other and if they
have proper undertsanding. Though Rukmani comes to know
about the c¢xtra-marital relationship between Nathan and
Kunthi. she does not think about breiking the marriage-tie,
true to the spirit of a traditional Indian woman. But the
lack of such devotion and understanding causes the breaking

of tie between Kunthi and her husband.

The woman, in a traditional Indian family, is
always subordinate to the man. While the sons are
considered as assets, the daughters are considered as a
burden on the tamily. When the iirst'b<fn child was a
daught -+ Rukwmani was very disappointed, "for what woman
wants a gicl for her first-born?" (Z25) Nathin "wanted a son
to continue nhis line and walk beside him on the land, not a
pulling infant who would take with her a dowry and leave

nothing but a wmemory behind." (27 Rukmani even thought
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that it was o« punishment tor he past sins. "I have no
sons. only one child., a girl ,.; why should it bhe ? . . .
What have done that we must be punished, Aw | not clean and
healthy?", (32) The life of a woman. who ha. ﬁo children at
all, is more worse. Tra' s husband deserts her because she
is  barren. In the opinion of the riral wowmanfolk,
education is not at all necessary for women.  Rukmani's
mothcr opines: "What wuse that a girl should Lo roavo
Huch pood will it do her when she has , sons and a
husband to look after". (22) Rukmani's writing practice is
considered as "a foible of pregnancy” aud 'nonsense' by
Kali. Though Nathan calls Rukmani 'clever', "it cost him a
great deal to say what he did". (Z23) It could not have been
edasy for him to see his wife more learned than he himself
was for he "could not even write his own rwame™. (23) Even
in town, when Rukmani wants toearn livelihood by reading
and writing letvers, she Is jeered at by the townsmen. The
only  exceptional view, abcmt‘{u(hx(‘n(i‘nn to girls., we find
here, is that ol Rukmani's tather. He has taught all his
six rrhildrer to read and write. "because he wanted his
children to e one cut above the rest. "(21) Some even
think to che extent that education is not only unnecessary,
but -t also _invites problems. After the ‘troubles that
stirred wup at the tannery, Kali thinks: "most ofthe
trouble. in the coui vy sprang L[rom the pages of books."
"{1700 Most of the woman characters in this novei are
simple. ignorant and traditional. Rukmani, though a
traditional wonan isnot weak and  ignorant. Rama Jha

remarks
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Rukmant is "A woman of fortitu de and cupable of
deep understonding, it is she who bears through famine and
tlood bnd scarcity and is mainstay md bindinge force in the

4

family.”

Markandaya has portrayed Rukmani's character very
inidly and nas bestowed her with all the treasures like
knowledge, strevgth, understanding. cuare unJ‘lan; so wuch
Tove that it is unaftected towards Irg, cven when she comes
to  kuow  (that  she has  be.owme  a prostitute, Hhe  coven
torgives her husband Nnthin, when she comes to know that he
is the Tather ot Kunthi's children.  Such nobility is found

in traditional Indian women.

Supserstitions and beliefs are just the fruits of
- /£

illiteracy. The vilagers havemany  belietls. It is
believed that 'cobras are sacrdéd' (26) and hence they

should not be killted. But Nathan. though iliterate, does

not  believe that and asks, "what would she have wice do-
. ”
worship it while it Jug its fangs in my wite 7 (26} Here

probably Nathan's love for his wite made him to cross the
barricrs of 0 general belice.  When Rukmani- Lails to get
any child arter ITra. e mother takes her to o temple, and
tnguthuf thev "would pray and pray bé&fore the deity"(30)

tE

for a sun.  She also gives Rukmani "a small «tone lingam' .

symbol of fertility. and asks her to wear it. so that she
2]

will "vet bear nmany sons. She thinks. lying on the death

bed., she saw sons and "what the dying sce will come to
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pass'. 31 "But the Guds have ther things to doj they
can not attend to the pleas of every suppliant who dares to
raise his cares to heaven." 1351 But yet the villagers
pray; when they want sons, when ticy want rains to pour and
rains to stop. The beliefs pave vay for customs. A woman
can not call her husband by his ame, but can address him
‘only as ‘'husband' (13). A garl ad of mango leaves is to
be tied across the doorway, as it is a “symbhl of happiness
Qnd pood Lortuane."t13) It is al.o g custom to have a naming
cerenony Yon the tenth day from tie birth" (16) of a child.
Ruknani haw followed the custon. she observes it even in
the case of Tra's diliegal child  which is definitely on
exceptional and objectionuble thing to the traditional

minfds,

A large family is also the product of ignorance
in the village poor. The economic conditions of 4 family
continue detericrating with the addition of every new
child. Rukmani's father could not afford to ‘celebrate the
marriages of the rest of his daughters in the same way he
celebrated that of his first daughter. Rukmani and Natnan
ate weil’ when they had only one child but the problems
bogein whon thv ctarvt petting more children. Rulanani thinks

»

"In cur sort of Lamily ¢ is as w1 to

be first born; what resources there
are. have later to be sharéd out in
smaller portions!" (35} and "for those

who <c¢ome after there was less and

less.™ (36},
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Rukmani who Yed her familv  with all the vegetables that

she grew could no longer aftord to do so. She had to sell

the best of the veypectables and keep the spoilt or bruised
W

ones Lor the family. They can longer use milk, curds and
A

butter in their daily tood.

Protest is not in the blood of the ignorant
people, fé} they know not that they are being deprieved of
their rights and they even do not know what their rights
dre.  When they pass throurh bad times., they hope that the

time wiil be better. For Kenny, a foreigner such attitude

appears very strange He angrily renmarks

"Time are better., times are botooi
times will wot  be Dbetter ftor nmany
montas. Meanwhile you will subter ’ and
die. vyou meck suffering fools. UWhy Jdo
you keep this ghastly silence?  Why do
vou nol dewand - cry out for help - do
something!  There is nothing in this

country, oh God. there is nothing!"i63)

Kenny eapresses his views even morve bitterly

"Acquivsyont  imbeciles, do o oyou think
spiritual erace comes from being want,
or from suitering!  What thoughts have

vou when your belly is empty or vyour

body 1s siclh . (155)
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But t e villagers only suffer and tor them sutfering has
bovos 0 vt o their  ilte. A oo and ';‘Vi]i]ml)i,, 4%
excep bon stand out of this stuft.  They desand higher
wiage:  ab o the temnary.  They become the spokesmen of the
worko onoaud start agitations  not heeding to the threats
by the cencers.  The tollowving discuscion  lLotween Thaabi
and Fukmani, gives the views of two differcnt types of
peoplt ane who are not ready to suffer and the other who
wanill to aocept sultering out of helplessness.
fThawbi) @ "We :afl;t}i nat oo bk un't il
our demands are met ..., All the
workers have stopped.  We do not ask
for charity but for that which is our

due. "

" :_.\ re

{Rukmanilt: "How can force them?
they not the masters? For every one of

yvou who is out there ave threec walting

to step 1o vour place.i1v.

The tomnery ovners' threats iorce 1D the wvortkers, except
Ar v and Thaebi o to join back the work. Arv jun and Thambi
think:" poeople will never learn.” 92) Here. what Rukmani

thiok s reflects the common man's wind

"What was it we had to learn? o
figat acainst tremendous odds?  What
was the use 7 One only lost the little
one hed. Ot what usce to tfight when

the conclusion is known7"iy2)
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Lo is o torepone conclusion that the weaker scotion always
Loses in their fignt with the stronger ones. the masters.
But when the fight is with the fate itself then the weaker
characters like Ira can raise their voices. When Nathan
warns her. thot he would wnot have her i)eir;)rfiawg; at night,.
she boldly says ¢ "fonight and tomorrow and cvery night, so
long there is need. 1 will not hwunger any more."  (137)
Perbiaps hunger has made her so bold Lo raise her voice.

-

Cospared to the obder pencration. the youncer gencration
has gol aure ot the protesting nature.  Whew the Zamindar
asks Nathan to vacate his land. Solvam asks whoether he has
made a protest,  to this Nathan helplesly repiies @ "What
option }13\'0; I my son! Naturally [ protested. but it huas
dvdailed we  uwothirg.'  (183iMost probably with a sure
knowledpe that such a day would come in the tuture, Thambi

bluntly refuses to work on that land with his 1ather Nathan

and says

"1f it were your land or wmine . . . 1

would work with you gladly.  But what

profit to PTabour for another and got o

Fittle in return! Far better to turn

avan trom o such dtogustice. 7%

Caste s a predominant torce in the walticultured
Indian Socicty. The essence oif bSocial relations in the
village socicty. the caste system, fails to get a close

observation in Markandaya's novel. In this rnovel, except
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an ocdasional relercnce to the Mustios and Cobblers, there
is no sention otany other caste.  Though there is relerence
to Gods and Coddesses. they do not bhear any identity., It
appears Markandava sakes particular reference to the Muslim
women with an intention to express her dislike towards the
purdah system.  We get a hint aboul the existanc. f the
caste-consciousness among the villagers, from the following
discussions between Rukmani and her son Arjau, who wants (o

join the tamnery.

(Rulkcaanis @ "You are not of the caste of tanners.

What will our reltations say 7 "
(AY juni : "D odo not care. the dmportant thing
is to eat." (73)
Thus  witthh  the changing times, suarvival -becuses  more

importat than the caste ftactor. Though Markandaya avoids
description and discussion bf cast .- system. she gives a
detailed description of the class system, which 1is the
second tavctor ol social stratification. In rural society,
the lardlords are the most poweriul i social hierarchy.
The lardless farmers, the labourers etc., belong to the
suppres-ob or the lower class.  For the upper class peoplo.
what ma ters most is not husanity bot money and wore money.
Lven though Hothon has tillted the tand tor many years, he
is told that the lTand woald be given to ancther one if he
Palls to ool the pavment.  Ou Hooja's suspicions death at
the tammeryv. the tannery people are not worrcied about his

family., but shrugging off their reuponsibility they try to
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avoid the paveent of yoﬁpunsntiunﬂ Innocent of the ways of
the worbd. Kuakmanl rails to understand that she can eke out
a treasure from the tannery owners by way of compensation.
Poor Nathan thiaxs that "money is not everything." (95)
But for the rich people money is evervthing. People like
Biswas. the money-leader, turn even the times of séarcity
inio a Se1S0N for profiteering. Junt like the
caste-consciousness. c¢lass-consciousness is also present in
the village comm\nity.“Pcople who are accostumed to the
practice that «the wmarriages are to be held among the

1t

equals  wurmur that the match was below " (11) her., when

Rukmani was marricd to Nathan - a landless farmer. But
this marriage would not have been possible. if the status
and economical conditions of Kuokmani's f{:ather could not
have suftered, Pa-cual Gisbert writes: " . . . there is a
degree of wmobitity by chich certain individuals may pass
trom one class to anothér.”s Thi o wobility owing to the
ceonomical  setbacke caphatas G passine o Rukmani's
tatiey tvom o higher class to o lower class  and that ot
Nafhan and many of the villager: from peasants class to
other occupational and working classes. Kukmanl and
Nathan had to wait for the free tood at the temple; Kunthi
and Ira lngcr.ihea5GIVQs to the trade of prostctution. The
upward dobility is very rucely -cen in this novel, as in

the case of Selvam. as he works with Kenny and in case of

Puli  an orphan. as he 1s adopted by Rukmani.

Soolal change is an iaevitable process.  This

process i+ always going on: in some cases it may be slow
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s i Lowe cases BU may  be o 1, e depends on the
tactors which are yesponsiole tor the social change.  The
major arony the factors that we witress in this novel. is
the techmolopical Foe cor. Fechnologpy changoes the
envirceonsent and iofluences the ruval life. In this novel
the taniery plays the pivotal role in bringing up such a
change.  The coming up of the tannery ncar the village
invites a complexity of human r:&apnm‘;es and  reactions.
linaware of the forthcoming dangers. the villagers at first
view the townsmen with curiosity. But the tirst reaction,
with a foresight ot the impcnding consequenses, comnes from
Kannan, the cobbler, who shows his resentment openly, for
"ne toresaw his livelihood being wrested from him., for he
salted and tanued his own-skins, making them into chaplies
for those in the villagze who wore them. "(41) For some
people, the tanmery proves to be a boon.  "bay and night
women twisted rope. siuce they could sell an wuch as they
vade . and traders waxed prosperous el bine theirv poods to
the wourkmen. "(42i But soon the darker side otarts to

energe out.

“"They had invaded our village -with
clatter and din. had taken from us the
maidén where our children played. and
had made the bazar prices too high ftor

us.'"(42)

Nathan thinks it is as well o accept the change. But
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Rukeani  who las scen the plight of the children and the
changing values. sayvs she can never accept it. Nathan
advises that there is "no going back. Bend Tike Lhe grass,
that you do not break. "t43) Sowme people like Kunthi

welcome the change: "

Are you not glad that onr village is
no longer clunp ot hues but a swall town 7 Soon there will

be shops and tea stalls. and even a bioscope. . . J"(44)

The vittage has lost its placidity. There is nothing but
the smelt of the tanuery, the crowds, the shouting and
disturbance. “kEven the birds have forgotten to sing, or
else their calls are lost to us. "(44) One can find there
onlv the crows . kites and such scavenging birds which are
caper for the town’s olbral, Poddostv i b inateon has brought
demoralisation in the village. The simple viilagers are
worried to rind "rude young hooligans {dling 0 the street,
dirty basaars and uncouth behaviour and no wan thinks of
another but only lLor his wmoney. "(66) Because of  such
hooligans Ira's (reedom is curtailed. But woney acts as
magnet and that is why women like Xunthi tuil prey to
sex-hunters. They are not even worried at the
disorganisation ot their family life because of this. 1lra
‘éllf)(') turnis Lo hrc-f-;{i(,ul,im".. fhe quict Pite wand the village
coonomics are both aftected. Viaiues have lost their roots
and monev is what evervbody s dinterested in.  Because of
the bike o the prices. "s=oncey buys less and less."(66)

Such a chaapre da b oy Rudmant thinkes
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"Change 1o had knowo betore. and it had

been pradaal., v tather  had  Leen

headwan orce. a person of conscquence
in our village; 1 had ltived to = hin
roedinguish this  iaportance.  but  the
alteration was so slow that we oordly

knew when it came.'(39)

Consequent upon the vesting of all the powers with the

's father. though a headman, 1is no

Collector. Rukmani
Tonger a wan of fwportance. But this change has shown its
effects slovly. e could not conduct the marriages of his
other daughters with the grandeur with vhich he had
conducted the marriage of his first daughter. But the
change that the tannery brings in the villi o is all too
sudden, "in the twinkling of an eve. "(129)

Industrial isat iown aftects Family. the Very basiv

institution o a society., AVL Krishona Rao vooarks

N

"Iacustrialisation with its sain

eaphasi- on urban development and  the

machani -~ sation or the means 01

procuction an:d d.orribution

ueccssarilgresult in the social
“H

Jistocation of the family. "6

Nathan, a landless tarmer. has to iiwe¢ on the mercy of the

Zamindar. He oo suftered a 1ot under this Zamindari

syelen.  Whether the narvesle 15 poud w1 ncet. he has to
A 1104
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pay  the <due o, He sells the ctensils. clothes, whatever
proins that were delt and even bullocks to clear the
dues, with a hope that today or tomorrow he will own the
Pand. Bat when the tannery owners pay pood price. the
Zamindar scils all his Tands and Nathan and wony more like
him have te po bardless.  They have to vacte their huls,
which they had built with their  own hands  and in which
they nad spent their lives. A.V. Krishna R.uo. who thinks
the  ardinal  idea of  this novel is social, remarks:
"Rukarni and Nathan. the peasant couple i South Indian
vitlage., are victims of two evils; Zamindiri system and
/

the industrial cconomy.” Meena Shirwadka: rewarks  that

in tiis novel, Kamala Markandaya gives:

.. .a harrowﬁng jricture ol the
cancer of wurbanisation spoiling the
age-old  structure, nature addine - to
the ruthlessness oof R arnd A
i 3 wil o ;11'(1\@11121‘\\'hi|v Crying Lo beep
the members of the ftawmily sale trom
tamine, sin. corruption, discase and

death."

oA

‘heological factors viz., drought. excess rains te., play
vet anather important role in bringing up a social change.
I'he peasants. whoese future s always wwweso . in. are put

into great croubles due to drought or ewxcess rains or

untimely rains.  Dbuc to heavy rains. Nathan's hut is  much

- 7
3 . - . . . . PR £ .
damaged. Their corn field is lost.  The "pouldy figld lay-
\‘:‘;":'4'\ T ’!L“ :
beneath o« placid lake. "(54) Scveral people \%&meejﬁ,,
\f‘Oi -“’c‘w*-";,;'

/

Dl
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Pomolesn., Une  can see nothing bat destruction in the
village. Whercas the workers' hﬁts ~re demolished. the
"tannery stood, its bricks and cewent fiad held it together
despite the raping winds. "060) In a way 1t sugpests the
triumpl. of urbanisation over nature d the destruction of
the trogile roots or rural Jot, the worshippers ol nature,
by the axe of nature itsell. Scarcity tor the merchant
class. is a god-sent season for pfu;il making. Biswas
asks: "lIs this not a time of <carcity 7 Can vou buy rice
anvwhetre eise 2 S L onot eatitled to charpe wore for thatv

"U62-€31 Markandaya  porirays very realistically the

drought that the villager. face the nent year

"the dJdrought continued untii we loot
count of the time. Day after day Lhe
pitiless sun blezed down, scorching
whatever still struggled to crow oad
baking the earth hard until ut Tast it
spilf ai greatl irrepular  lissures
caped i the land.  Plants ded and
the grasses rotted. cattle ol sheep
crept to the river that wi- no more
and perished there tor lack 1 water,
Pisards and squirreis tay poone and
gasping in the iistering

sunlight ."01038)

Though the drought i« over and the ro us pour, it means

walting for an vea: tor the harvests. i1l then they have
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to pull on with the toodgrains stock of Lhe previous vear.

But there is nothing wach Tett to tall back upon, as

"lLone betore the paddy ripencd we oo
to the ond ot cur dried fish stocks.
There was no money left-everv pie had
gone Lo pay the land dues. Nothing
left to sell. Nothing to be had Ifum
iy eltorts, for che viios and
vegetables had withered in  the bong

weeks of droughe."(110-111)

Women have a habit of secrctely kccpiyg away  money  and
foodegrains tor use in emergency.  Rukwaai has kept aside
secretly a small stock of rice. which she has divided into
twenty-lour portions; one portion lor cah dav. But they
are able to pull on only tor cight days on that  as Kuothi
Likes  awae ralicn ob o seven days by bk aon b ine Ralasaoi
and also the veot by Dlackmailing Nathon. Ihe tragic
plcture ol huneer that is painted by Markand -~ can hardly
be believed by those who are unknown to  hunger and

poverly:

"Thereafter we feag on whatever we
could tind: the soft ripe fruit of the
prickly pear; a sweet potato or Lwo,
blackened and half-rotten. thrown away
by some more prosperous hand;

sometimes a crab that Nathan manapoed



Somclimes

to vatch wear the river.  bariy oo
Pate ny sons roamed the countryside,
returning with & few bamboo shouts * a
stick ot sugar cane left in  some
deserted tield, or a piece of coconut
picked {rom the gutter in the Lown.
For  these they must have ruanged
widely for other farmers “and
families. in like plight to oursclves,
were also out searching for food: and
tor cvery U(H!;!c plant orroot there
was i sirugple-a desberatc competition

that nade enemies of {riends and put

an end o humanity."(121)
they are cven forced to eal grass

"IFor hunger  is oo curious thiue:  at
first it is with you all the time,
waking and sleoping i | in your
dreams.  and  your bhelly cries out

incistently. and there is a gnawing

and o pailn oas i1 your very vitals are

being devoured, and you must stop it
at any cost, and you buy a morent's
respite even while you know and tear
the sequel. Then 1is thev painn no
longer sharp but dall. and this too is

with you always, so that ycu think of

45



tood sany timvr; a day nd ocach Clae g
terrible  sickness  assail . you, and
pecause you know this you iry to avoid
the thoneht. but you can not, it is

with you. "0121)

Mirkandaya thus portrays hunger in its stark recalism.
Pointiug out the existence of such poverty. HKai Nicholson

aptly rvomarks

"In India. the countrvsiide too huas
been  poltuted, but  not by the
encroachment of industry. tor it has
ot cven  shown  its Tface. In the
village the pollution cowmes 1ronm

. , . «
withing through starvation."

Such  starvation leads Lo human depradation.
Hunger makes Ira a prostitute. Fhinger 10:;15 t.» the
susbected theft of a calfskin by Ruja and his subscquent
death. Starvation Torces Kuti's death. Human beings, who
in the clutches ot hunger. scavenge in the gutter and even

eat grass do not fare better than the anicals., PP,

Motita rightly remarks

"The struggle between man and
overpowering  hunger, berore which

honour, morality and even tod do not

count." 10
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Rukmaad does not biasme the taonery for the misfortunes her

fanily ha

land might have been taken from us

s suffered. She thinks: "Tannerv or

.o And

it
not, the

whatever

extrancous influcnce the tannery wiv have exercised, the

calamities of lamxl belong to it Pone . 0181

ecological

Thus the

factors like drought o . scess 1ding etc.

also  bring in 4 social change in ti. wvillage. though with

a slow pace. But they definitely © Ip a lot towards the

disorganisation of a family. v this connection Kai

Hicholson

Kai Nicho!

quervioes

"The  taonnery  ruined bBoeaut ital
count ryside dind Cost domand ad
Nathan their two elbdest o v and 1o,
in so ar as Mrs. Markasd g stressons
this point. we cua ap reciate 'hvr
affi jations  with the  choushts of
Ruskin auwd Willram Morris. But  whion
the novelist strikes out ai nature.
what is she trying to .aply’ Is she
criticising a government which has not
realised that Gandhi's olan tor rural
recuperation is still necestiary tor
India or is this novel a rvemiaoder
iov the complacent urbpacite thial roral

v 1l

tndia despairs uvheard !

o provides an answer Lo this question himselt



when he save:"oo0 undoubtedty her redlism is purposeful
and her intention is Lo awaxen the polite society to the

real problens.” 12

Foverty, a-wdjor social problem, which has been
s0 realistically depicted in this novel, is a4 result of.
many  lactors. “he adverse physical “conditions like
drought  vxcess vains etc., make Nathan unable to pay his
land revenue and hence the zamindari system  which does
not allow such lapses on the part ol the tenents, throws
hism out oL caploymnent. CBecause Nathan  kinows nothing
except  apriculture, he is unable to find any other
eaployment . The technological  change.  which provides
grpluvient o manv, suatches away employment from rural
artisans  1ike Kannan, the cobbler. The trade union
problems make protesting workers Llike Arjun and Thambi
jobless. All thene tactors. which create 'unemplnyment:
fastantly toree the atiected to poverty . Marogau. who is

after women and panbiing. deserts his familv.  Due to the
disorganisation of the ramily. resulted by this his wife
Amnu 1s driven to poverty.  Puli has to Face povertv and
go on begoing because he has none Lo support and care for.
Erlkoo f“nuily‘pl mning in rural India also fources the rural
Tamilics Lo ;u)Vért} as in the case of Natha's family.
Markandiva not orly deals with poverty but also presents
the etfects of poverty. Poverty and unemplovment or under
employment are the two faces of a coin. And both lead to

many other soclal problems like prostitution beggary and

crime c¢to,
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Unesploveent is a result of supple of labour in

cxcess of dewmand, As a result ol the uncertain nature,
the villape youth are losing interest in ngficulture and
are turning  te other secure employment  opportunities.,
Nathan, a landless rtamer. becones unemploved when he is
cvicted from the land. Certain that a day like that would
come, his sens Arjun and Thawbi  join the tannery. When
both of them start the agitation. against payment of low
wages to the workers, Rukmani warns: "For cvery one of you
who is out. there are three waiting to step into your
place. "192) They both lose worl and have to go to Ceylon,
to work in a  tea plantation. We can  see that
industrialisation both provides and «natches  away
employment. the  tannerv  provides emplovient to  many
workers. But ac the same time it pushes awiv people; like
Nathan the Dandless tarmer. whose land i« bought by the
tannery owners and also Vaoman, the coblbiter, who tanned
i owo Shionw. 1o the crnel clatchies of  anemployment ,

<

paving the way to poverty and hunger.

Prostitution is a major socis! problem today in

both the wurban and rural aveas. Its cause has no longer

remained only  the  biological necessite. Av eminent
socivlogist G.R. Madan. while writing about the

soCia economic tactors leading to prostitution, remarks :

". . . the wmoust important being the

poverty of  the female who in  the
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abscence or any other noans to support
tor  herselt  or 1or her  children

resorts to prostitution.” 13

this  is  exactly  the  reason  which  torces  Ira to
prostituticon.  She wants to s.ve her ailing brother. She
is ted up of poverty and hunger.  Kunthi also takes to
prostitut fon, o is the question ot dewand  and supply.
The sexual urge ot the men, who have mone. . crealbes the
denand 1 the sex wmarket and the poverty stricken women

are  forced to make the suppls. Niathan  calls Ira a

“harlot' aund o 'common strumpet' (1370 and never touches
even a norsel ot food that is bou-ht out of Ira's
carnings. He thinks it is better to di rother than live
like a shameless man. But chastity and ourity become mere
hollow words when there is a big lhollowiess in  the
stomach. But  what astonishes wone is the silence of
Rukamani. a traditional woman oven after cosing to know

the ‘unpaiatable truth. !

She objects 1o Arjun's joining
the tannery. sayviong what the relatives would think of
them. Bt she rever worries oo to vast the relatives
would think vow., of lra's prostitution. She even feels
‘uratelbad fur'ihu tood' (138 bought L tra. Markandaya

portravs the tate ol the prostitutes « vy reabistically:

"But the man who tinds a woman Lo the
strect, raises an eyebrow aud snaps

his fingers so that she follws hinm,

throws a few coins that he mar pousess

R ol EE T



her. hosds hcr.unruaisting whatever he
has paid tor what cares such a wan
ror the woman who is his for a brief
noment 7 He has gained his relicf,
she her payment, he merges carclessly
inte the huwan throng., consipgning her
hack Lato the shadows where she worked

or o tu the gaudy  streots  where  she

loitered, "il5/ 158}

Pros: itution leads Lo tamily diubrganisation.
funthi's husband uceserts her.  Nathan's fanily keeps Ira
4t home. cither due to love and affection or due to the
dire necessitv ol food which Ira provides out of her
carnings. The children born out of such 1illegal
relationships pose o greater problem.  TIra. who fails to
et any children ov her husband. conceives when she takes
to prostitution.  Though such children. whose father is
unknown, dre not easily accepted by rhe sociecty, the firm
support  of  the taaily who even conduct the aaming
ceremony  of  this child. shuts the wmouths of the ever

cur o I .,[,[ .

Begoary is recognised to be forced upon people
18 & |

due co opovesty. Apart frem the cconomic causes. social

causes like Tamily disorganisation also toroe beggary upon
the c¢hildrens  In this novel. Puli is a perfoect enample of

tt

such c¢hiid begyars. vho have no parents. Puli has '"no

mother. poor or otherwise. ... There is no one to worry
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about me and none to Qorry me L eithier, which is a good
thing. "2500 0 Markaadava sk-etches  a lengthy  and
realistic picture of the child beggars, their physical
appear#ncet hunger and also the techniques of begging on
pp.207-208.  The child beggars are ready to commit petty

crimes if need be. Puli says:

"We bep oand work sometimes and {ilch
from stalls when we can ... 1 and

other boys ... 1 know every strect and

atley., ".o..0" 1 have been chuased
of ten but have never been

caupht (Me21390

The reason to resort to petty corimes may be due to Lhe
decreasing nature  of  charity among the people. Puli
comments: "People gave st first bul now thiv are used Lo
we... It is a hard world., "(243) Whereas some people are
indifferent Lo beggars. some still encourare it in the
néme of charity. An assured free tood makes the people
once in need to ramain forever in need. KRokmani observes
at the tewple in the city., where free feodl is given to
the peor, that many people who oathered there were known
to ca.o other axd for them it was "evidently a nightly
routine. " 197) Rukwani and Nathao too. the two simple and
hardworking wvillagers. are Jforced to go tor beggary,

thouph catied tree tood in the name ol chanat v,

The eluwents of crime and delinquency, which are
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zenerally  accepted to BQ the alfences cownmitted at  a
matured  aye and  the pre-satured  apc respectively,  are
totaliy absent in the self-suflicient und simple village
Lite. But poverty. alongwith other social problems, gives
birth to ottences also. Nathan's son K.ja i suspected to
have stolen a clafskin from the tannerv. He is beaten by
the Lannery people to the extent thit he dies there
iteself.  When Rajua's petty ofitence i Iﬁ¢ﬂﬂightedf the
pgreater  obfence  committed by the tammerv  people, in
kitting him instead of taking any lcegal action, goes
unnoticed.  The crime rate is bipgh in the :iiy, where the
thieves rob the belongings of Rukmani and Hathan, from the
sacred  teaple itself. child beggars like Puli engage
themselves in petty crimes, when thev fail to get any
alms. Murugan engages himself in gambling and womanising.

Nathan, out of physical need before his marriage, keeps
illegal relationship with Kunthi and becomes iather of her
children. Taking advantage of this wmoral crime, Kunthi
blackmails him at the time of drought and takes away the
rice secretly stored by Rukwani. She eves. blackmails

Rukmani .

!lm:.- amala Markandbava B rven a very
descriptive aind vealistic picture ol the roral ludia and
its problens in this novel. But Ramc-h . Shrivastava
finds some incccuracies in the picture ot rural life given
by Marknnd&ya. He objects, apart from other wminor things,

to Markandava's lack of knowledge regariding the amount of

land revenue to be paid by a landless farwmer. He 1is



surprised

of the PUOT

pots and

rifty rupees.

that wheraers Lwo sarls

pans .,

o4

, bwo shirts and one dhoti

farner family fetched seventv five rupees;

the food and the bullocks could fetch only

Eventhough the bullocks have been shown to

cost less than the silver-wived saris. what surprises him
more is that, the amount collected after selling all these
things could come only to less than half the land revenue
that Hathan has to pay. Shrivastava remarks

"Markardaya. in order to show the

fivnancial difficulties of the farser

couple. has inflated the land revenue

so o pnuch that it loses touch with he

reality and expose:s dark apots In her

knowledge ot rural Tite" t4
But  however he accepts that. '"minor drbacks apart,
NECTAK IN A SIEVE remains an authentic reconstruction of
an age-old South Indian villgge i transition."}?
Discussing aoout  the ryealism employed 1in this novel,

S.7 . H. Abidy re

snarks

“The social realtism employed by Kamala

Mavkandava in

to

The

plguancy

of

in calling it

the

this wovel is very close

the obscerved conditions of lite.
mode  of rvealism gives a typical
to the sociological content

novel . Oue s tually justitied

documentary realism. It



Bovever does not sean thmt NFUTAR T A
SIEVE  1s  a docuaentary and not a
nove'l. [t is a novel social realism

16

with a remarkable story."

Thus we can see that Kamala Markandava not only
succeeds in portraying the realistic picture of poverty,
but also in the systematic and analytical preosentation of
the causes and ot lects of poverty in rural India. 1f some
rlaws. as pointed out by Shrivastava are scl apart, this
novel stands as an epic of social problens and social

changes in rural India.
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