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HANDFUL OF RICE.



A HANDFUL OF HICK.

A HANDFUL OF HICK \ 1066), is 1la rkandaya ' s 

1 ilth nove I . 1 ( is a realistic novel 1 i lor NECTAR IN A

SIEVE. Some of the problems, like the night ;: art of urban 

poverty, the exodus from the village to i lie town and the 

uprooting of the village artisan be the impact of 

technology, which are painted in a m i c ros- op j c view in 

NEC i'AR IN A .SIEVE a 1 so 1 i pure out in this novel . "It 

reveals an Indian caught in the vortex of ch mge from the 

r u r a 1 s o c i e t >^1 e e p 1 y rooted in t r a cl i L i o n to the 

machine--based materialistic urban society." ^ Whereas the 

major en pints i s is on rural pover l v and i he related 

problems in NECTAR IN A SIEVE, A HANDFUi OF kICE portra-ys 

the urban problems and the continual struggle going on in 

the urban poor lor survival. Kai Nicholson remarks that 

in a HANDFUL OF RICE. Mrs. Markandaya "uses t he village as 

a pretext for her hero, Ravi, to flee t no count ryside and 

plunge into the turmoil of urban life." ^

ihus having depicted the rural India and its

problems in NEC i’AR IN A S I EVE and the urban India and j,ts

p rob 1 ('in s in A IIANDKUL ()E Kid-., E a iii ala '1 ‘ rka mi i va provides

a comple te picture of t he soc i.ety . hesu two novels,

s t ud i. Cv 1 t ogc Lfie r . e. 1 v'e a v'ttry good opportunity to the

socioiogi sts to under s t a nd heLLer , the India of the

Fifties amid uie Sixties

Ravi . the protagonist of the novel, is the son



ot a poor peasant I i red ol ru i .i ; ,n 'er and poverty he 

joins the general exodus i o the ei . out after reaching

Madras and experiencing the struggle t : at one has to make 

in this city of miracles., he get-• d illusioned. His 

ft i s i 1 1 us i on,„en(. forces bin to join g t ■ »up of local petty 

criminals. Da mod a r a leader ;>i t ne.s. petty criminals;,

initiates him into the underworld of smugglers and 

bootleggers. Ravi starts forgetting all his worries and 

anxieties by getting drunk. One day lie is caught drunk by 

a policeman but goes scot free. In his drunkenness he 

breaks the liars of a window of lIic house of Apu, an old 

tailor. He steps in the house by threafning Apu and his 

wile .lay a mm a . eat s and sleeps t he re. Ho finds himself 

lied hand and tool in the n>u mi ng. J ay amnia, who is 

keeping i • 11eh on him- beats him black and blue. But she 

and Apu Lake p l > on him when they see blood tricki ing 

1 row his head. Ravi confesses that lie was drunk as lie was 

hungry. Jayum.ii a feeds him .and lets him go. Ravi, who

gets a glimpse of Na 1 ini , the daughter of Apu gets

attracted to her and falls in love. At (he advice of 

Damoda r. he goes to Apu's house in the daylighi and offers

to replace the bars that he hid broken. Though Jayamma at

first hesitates allows him later to do the job then and 

Iso to visit the house thereafter and to run errands for 

her and Apu. Having won their confidence Ravi trios to

w in N a1in i also , Apu is an aging man , No alone has

t uwi irk tor tin- t am i 1 s , T lie re i ■> a win do 1 ot of t lie

pa ra sit cs in that house depend i. ng so 1 e 1 v on Apu' s



GO
ea ni i ngs . 1 . Aj-M I ’ s daught . r ; her Ihim. uk! Puttanna;

chi Iciren; Kumar .'in. the orippled man; ' Ve ri.i;i, a distant 

relative are all to be supported by Apu. Ravi, decides to 

work as an apprentice with Apu. Apu, who liked Ravi, 

marries him to Nalini. Apu becomes very tittered day by 

day and tails seriously ill. Putt anna steals away aL1 the 

savings o! Apu and runs away. The turn conies when Apu 

dies and Ravi becomes the head of the 'family. He 

shoulders the new r esponsibi 1 it ies. But a , he is not a 

skilled worker like Apu, his business declines. Irritated 

by this, Ravi becomes a man of fretful nature and often 

beats Nalini. One by one everybody start deserting him. 

Thangam joins her husband Puttanna. Kumarau and Verma 

also leave the house. As a result of a serious quarrel, 

Nalini also leaves the house. Ravi, caught in the web of 

all these problems, indulges in a sort of forced sexual 

intercourse with Jayamma. Ravi succeeds in bringing back 

Nalini. The problems of poverty and hunger mount up day 

by day. His son. Ruju, dies of poverty. Ravi approaches 

Datr.odar to get out of his problems. But Damodar, a 

king-pin of the underworld and a wel ! • do man now,

refuses i. o lie Ip him. Disillusioned, Ravi joins a crowd 

that attacks godowns for a handful of rice. But when his 

chance Comes, lie does not dare and returns.

The novel depicts the struggle to earn a handful 

of vice, the disillusionment that one faces when one fails 

to earn it and then the subsequent twist from honesty to
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dishonesty and t he resulting d i I ciiuii.i of i lie human 

conscience to choose between I he ri; at and the urong. How 

a tragedy relating to these struggles and the search ol: 

identity torn; the foundation for m Lai problems and how 

they lead to disruption of ti society and its 

institutions, are depicted in : iis novel by Mrs.

Ma rkandava.

Haydn Moore Williams, win > thinks Lii.it the most 

memorable heroes and heroins of M ka ml ay.a's novels are 

victims, victims of late. icti. ms ■. i tliei r or ii character 

or of the follies and malice of old rs. considers Ravi a 

victim hero and rem.i rks , "it. is . m i st akv t o see this 

novel as about Indian society; it i ■ essent i.il ly a study 
of a special kind of Indian char a-a or; ..." ^ Rut tothe 

insider, who has studied the Indian society closely, this 
character appears not to be of , special rind but a 

representative of the thousands and thousands of the 

frustrated and the disillusioned urban youths.

NFCTAk IN A Sli.w, ends with a L resh beginning of 

struggle for existence by Rukmani, A HANDFIIL OF RICE 

begins with such a desperate struggle by Ravi. Margaret.

P, Joseph remarks :

"In h e r fir s t: novel. P ukm a ni 's s o n
Mu III; '.in 1 e. i v e s t he v i 1 1 . i ye hoping t o
hi a ke 1 1 relter 1 iving i 11 the town, he



(.'Oil lit wo! ; ho l\ I V i , who d t > C N l he S.lmC 

in A HANDKLU OF R1CI , 1 h.■ ido.i merelv

cent i unc'iJ in the first novel is 

enlarged and given lull-scale

elaboration in the latter." ^

In Nl.dlAR IN A SlAdi the village .>f Rukmani and Nathan, 

hot or e the starting of the tannery, was a quiet and 

peaceful one, where the songs of the birds could be heard.

The village where Ravi's family lives appears to have 

already become a victim of such I runsformati ai, Because 

Kavi never thinks of his village as something quiet; and 

peaceful. 1 he village for him is nothing hut the place 

better Lo be fogotten. He descriiat ,:

"... that arid dump in the vi 1 l age

wh i o h h I s mother. a nt. 1 i id c. d t he i r

ne i gh l)oi i r s, lying, lv 1 ebe 1 i ed ' a dectui

home' . . what was d e ceil t about i i

w a s i t s honesty. I hev did not 1 in

they did not cheat. t hey did lift

steal . But in that Sill a I 1 st rugg 1 i i-i,;

1 a rming community wh.it wa s there it)

steal ? As far back at; he could sec

they had all lived between bouts Cl

genteel and acute poverty - the kind

in which the weakest went to the waiI 

the old ones and the babies dying A



tu !.*<.• rcu ] os i s , theo i dv font' rv ,

'falli.n<: fever', 1 recurr..nt fever' and

a n y o t: h e r names for what was

hasiea11y, simple nothingO but

st a rv.it s " 5

Like Nathan, in Nlf'iAR j >.] a SIEVE. the villagers here also 

seen to lack the voice of protest. Because Ravi observes 

further that :

"Ihe pattern must have pone on a long 

time, for generations. h.>cau*- e nobody 

objected, they just kept on going,, on 

and on, and were Lhankiul that they 

were able to. "(1.2)

But the young men in the village do not meekly accept 

such a life. the urban .impact on the village is 

definitely visible here.

.... a restlessness, a discon;ont in 

the towns whose spores had spread 

even . s far as the villages -.o that 

suddenly it was not good enough and 

first one home and then the another 

began to lose its sons, voung men like 

him il<.,vi ) wilt) ielt . nbscmely that 

it was not right for them - a nd this



with conviction t h a t i l wou I d be

utterly wrong for their ehii.lr 

"< 1 2 )

Ravi's tattler, a small rack-rent tenant, ha 1 f bel ieved in 

the shining legend of riches of the city. Ravi's mother

i s a 1 raid ot the train, which t ook away all her

c h i. 1 d r e n -11 iree arms, her daughteir and her ■■on ■ i n law. The
chord he! veen the parents and the chi d r e n is broken

completel y once they hoard the t ra in t o co to the city,

tor the city offers them no opportunity to go back.

The youngmen "joining the exdous to 

the cities because'their villages had 

nothing to offer them. the cities had 

nothing either, although thevdid not 

discover tnis until they arrived : but 

it held out before them like an 

incandescent carrot the hope that one 

•ia\ . so 1 e day, there won ; d be 

something."t 26i

the city has no job particularly for the 

uneducated or for the people who are able onlytoread and 

write. Ravi's education, which was a matter of pride for 

his father, could not earn him a job. But amidst the 

frustation Ravi, and the younemen like him, pull on in the 

city clutching tqthe delicate thread of hope.



Ai: i ’ ( m : 1 iny to K. Venk a t a Ke< i "A dis t i llgll ! all i ng

artist i c J i1 i t u ) t. • of A HANDI'Ci. nr Hi i t lie success ful

ope rat ion ot’ Lite system of parallel ami contrasts. The 

jux L apos i l i or: ol t he rural I i te and the urban i i fe is wel 1 

brought . " ^ As wc go through the novel , we can notice 

that Ravi oiten a spares the city 1 ile with his past life 

in the village So it would be appropriate* for our study, 

if we analyse the social structure, institutions and the 

problems of the city and the village side by side.

The village portrayed in this novel, is just 

like any other village in India. It presents the same 

problems that are depicted in NECTAR IN A SIEVE. All the 

problems centre around poverty and hunger. The plight of 

the have nuts is the same everywhere. They eat - and a lot 

it-when they i.-ive and they starve when they don't have 

anything. Tin* villagers cannot protest: t. he main cause 

being, their illiteracy. Ravi's lather is a tenant, like 

Nathan in NECTAR IN A SIEVE. The children of both of them 

have no hope to be found in t 1 ocupation of agricultural 

( enancy - «.• here either you get no returns or if you get a 

good crop, the major portion is snatched away by the 

landlords, ieaei g the tiller sf. arved in both the cases. 

Whatever little education the children can get inspire of 

all the problems, makes them reMise their plight. But 

these youth, who have the protesting nature, finally leave 

the pi ace oi action and go away in search of personal 

security. None of the characters stand, fight and achieve



■ ■ < > in e results for the common well are oft he rural mass, 

Ar iun and Ilian,h; (in NLClAk IN A ;•> 1 LV1’-) t rvt oraise such a
- * t

voice, hut 1 . n;i i Ivgive up, due to 1 ack ol support and go 

to cevlon ro work in an estate. In the novel under study, 

Ravi and the village youth Like him leel disgusted with 

the poverty and also the exploitation of the poor. Hut 

they just leave the village and goto join the general 

exdous to the city.

Markandya oiue again tries to emphisise through 

this novel that the plight of the villagers is due to 

their ili Late - i.e. the rain failures or excess rains 

their illiteracy, ill planned economic activities, excels 

children, and the constant economic plight by the 

m e r c i 1 e s s / a mi nd a r s .

T lie joint family system . existing in the

vi11 ages , also figured as a gene ra1 family type in the

cities i n the sixties. Ravi's, family in the village is a

joint 1"amily. Kven Apu' s family in the city is

no exeeprion to this. Such a type of family evidently

.1 C ( ■> <3 S a cu r se to the bread w inner o 1 the 1 riii i 1 y and as a

1)0011 ' o t lie idle dependent s . Apu ' s 1 a mi 1 si a nd s a s a

good ex<imple to show the de mt*r its o f the joint family

system. in this family at lirst Apu i s the only bread

winner. Ravi joins him later to shoulder his

responsibilities to some extent. A verv descriptive 

picture of the hangers on is given by Markandaya, in this

novel.



"... people, f h> many people Lor one 

house... Cousin, nephew, in-law- a 

whoU host had at. Cached itselt Lo Lhe. 

household and... lived oif the old man.

Day in, day out - except for 

occai 01.s of free food and merriment 

like a marriage or a naming ceremony 

when they departed in a body leaving 

the h*iuse empty... thlierwi.se they ate 

here, they slept here."(34)

This is not the case o.,ly with Apu' s family, for"... there 

was hardly a household that did not have its hangers-on 

who , one e in, it wa s v i r t u ally i m po s s i b 1 e to d i s I ocige . 

"(35) The innumerable relations, that the Indian family 

have and the family ties are difficult to he understood by 

the English Memsah_bs. When Ravi explains his delay in 

delivering therein sahib's clothes, on account of Apu's 

death, she fails to understand him. "these people", she 

thought. "With their innumerable uncles and aunts and 

cousins who seem lo be forever dying real ly they are 

impossible people inhabiting, in an impossible 
count r " i I a i !

Compared to the mud huts, owned by the poor 

tenants of the villages, the middle-class people of the 

city figures out better. Apu's house is small. He had

one room-perhaps twelve feet square-for himself, another
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l> t ggo r room . which he used is work shop .nt I a ! i t hen whi eh 

served the purpose of bod room for the newl v wed;. . {he

workshop ;i I so became the sleeping cabin for all the 

hangers-on at night. Not only a separate room to sleep 

in. but a 1 so a second hand bed u.-.ed by Apu, become a pride 

possession for Ravi, who gets hurt when they were snatched 

away from him after some time. A little shelter arianged

68

on the roof of the house becomes for Ravi a place to

d i: earn about the happy future. wi. thout anybody's

i nt. eref e■re i ice. Ravi can on 1 v v i e wj with awe a nd jeaLouSy

the big bungalows of the me msahibs, rich peop 1 e and even

that of Damodar. his one Lim e accomplice.

I ike Ni't'iAK IN A SIEVE, this novel .. .o port rays 

patriarchlal type of family, where father is the head of 

the family. Hut the families that are port raved in this 

i \ o v e 1 d o 1 a e k t h e attachment. 1 o v e and a f f c '< t Lon , which 

form the essence of the novel NECTAR IN A SIKV1.. There we 

can find love and affection to such an extent that the 

members of the family are ready to sacrifice1 everything 

for the sake of others. Ira, >..no sells her body for the 

sake of her ailing brother, stands, as an ideal example. 

In the novel under study, such kind of attachment is 

lacking. Ravi's mother, no doubt as a representative of 

Indian mothers, stands as an except J on and a 1 ways worries 

about her children, who desert her one by one. Even Ravi 

remembers his lather only when he falls in need of a 

in j d d 1 e - in a n to f j x h is in a r r i a g e with N a ! i n i . And this is



(tie only occ as i t.m. whe n hii’a 1 at. her jour in. ■vs from his

v i 1 1 age l o met.■ t his son. Ill:, problem can bo understood as
we learn that.. he had to raise the money lor tilie train fare
by inor tgag i ng the remaining portion of his laud. In these 

two novels by Ma rb anda y a, the train fare act . the role of 

a villain; making his parents difficult to visit Ravi, in 

the novel under study, and keeping Rukmani and Nathan away 

t ram their village for munths tog-ether in NECTAR IN A 

SllA'I . On ini', to varied reasons , lack ot i ui i nicy j s also 

l ound in Apu' s family. The love and afieei ion which we 

see in between Rukmani and Nathan of NECTAR ii. A S1 I.V 1. are 

totally absent in between Apu and Jayanma. in fact 

Jayamma does not recognise the existance ot her husband 

until he falls seriously ill. Even at that time "...she 

nursed him ... devotedly as wife should, out of strong 

sense of duty, but; without love. "(149) This lack of love 

is conducive to lack of sexual satisfaction. She failed 

to understand .what love meant. when Apu could give toher 

love and satisfaction. And when she was in the prime of 

her life. Apu. due to his old age. Called to give her what 

she was in need of. Though they did not complain against 

each other "common i c a t"i on between them had all but 

i.e.e.ed"i 1 4‘t I a v a mm a ' s i.iilure l<» gel what ;.h wanted I rum 

her husband Iorces he r to get attracted unconsciously 

towards Ravi, her own son-in-law. And that is why her 

unresisting calmness, when Ravi forcibly indulges into 

sexual intercourse with her, can be explained as the 

result of her desire toget full idled the suppressed
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in a l e r i a I needs . lint what surprises is i hat she clues not:

even feel : > u i 1 t y over what has hop >ene«i in a moment of

passion. she is net. worried about i a fit as she thinks

nobody cures about what goes on h between four walls,

Ravi loves his wile Mat Ini. But Lb ■ : iuanacial problems

make him a f ret.l.ul man and in his n.o ds of anger, he beats

tier and even, his son kaju, thus st raining tier relations

between husband ami wife day by (I. . But whenever Ravi

felt uncertain, lie would seek re! it. i in N a 1 i ai . who was

"constant . a rock lowhich lie could c i i n>> and ; . .im> p j s head
> * * 1

1 eve i when his views and values heg a i i t he i mad dance.

" * 118 i The re' at ions between Thungnm and he r husband do

! ack love and a fled ion. In NliCTAR IN A S I IsVl Kukdinan i a nd

Nathan come closer when their problems incrio :.e. But the

s a m e ec onomic a 1 problems send Ravi a nd Na i ini distance

apart. . Money p 1 a y s a n i. m po r t. a n t. r o 1 e i n e s t. , Id ish:i ug and

kc-epi ng up the relations in this nove 1 . Sue 11 emphasis on

money , and the prestige attached to i t , can no doubt be

found in the urban society. But the rural I ndia, at least 

before any industrial impact, did not :how such an 

importance to money, even on the verge cu starvation.

Marriage is an Important social institution in 

l,.dian society. It brings a kind ot respectability to
t

man. Marriage changers even Ravi , from a petv criminal to 

a respectable bread earner. "Marriage had painted a few 

strokes of respectability on his back, it had insidiously 

revived the old values in him, so that he once again



lauded the superiority of work ’over 1 on i i . ;g . . . " ( 1 7 7 ) 
Marriage in vi I l ages is easy to be arranged, a there are 

match-makers, who keep a record of all the eligihie brides 
and bridegrooms. But in a city it goes difficult. Ravi 

has to summon his father to finalise his marriage talks. 

Markand.iya describes the marriage in a middle class 

family, where one has to put up a show, eventhough one is 

not able to spend much. Apu arranges a good shamiar.a a 

mot-or car and even a band. The bride's s aree has a 

four inch gold border, though Ravi could make cat that the 

gold was not real. Markandaya points out to the "shiny 

silk stufi tin* merchants had produced alter much research 

to satisiy the hunger that the poor people hid for rich

c 1 othes. " t l) 3 ) As a 1 ready o bs e r v cd . in a r r i ag e s • an succeed

only it t lie re i s m u t u a 1 love and affection between the

husband a i id the wife. But one speciali t y of the

arranged, traditional marriages in India, is that they 

provide security even in the absence of love and 

affection. Ape and Jayamma do not love each other. But 

they have no complaints either. I he marriage tie is not 

broken even in the absence of mutual love. Ravi and 

ha 1 ini. love each oilier. But at times when mgry, Ravi 

behaves very rudely with her. She emi 1 eaves him once 

and goes to he- sister's house. But when Rami goes there

and asks her to return.; she follows h i m .hi. bly like a

t raditinna1 Indian wife. The re 1 a t i. 11 s be t \.mi Thangam

and Putt.inn.a do not go beyond preen ■ i ng eh i!dren. But

even in this case there is never any I: al k of breaking the
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marriage Lie. M.t rk;i nday a thus highl i.ghts on . ne image of 

I he t mdi i ion.il Italian woman who snbni i to the wi 1 1 of 

her parents be tore marriage and later to the will of her 

husband alter marriage.

As in NiXIAR IN A SIEVE. in this novel also, 

Markanciaya highlights on trie superiority of men and the 

subordination ot women to them. In a family. a male child 

gains all the prominence and attention. Apu who has no 

sons, is worried a lot. He thinks; "what I mod is a man, 

someone to carry on when i am gone ... A man need;, sons 

... 1 have none, only daughters. "(39) Be it Nathan of 

NIX i \R IN A SIEVE or Apu and Ram, Ravi's fat iter, of this 

novel under study., e'rerbody desires to get: a son to 

continue their progency. Ravi's father thinks a man needs 

sons. But lie is sorry as "he had them and much good they 

had done to him for in the end they had all quit, leaving 

behind him to scratch around alone on his barren acre 

bewailing the sorrows they had brought him. "(39) These 

are exactly the feelings of Nathan also, when his sons one 

by one leave him and his Land.

Arrival ul a 1 .......1 f child in tht- home

disappoints everybody. In the Indian social setup, a 

female chi 1 cl is considered to be a financial burden. 

When Thangam gets two daughters in succession, she is very 

much disappointed. Puttanna thinks that "two daughters in 

a row was sheer bad luck. "(117) Thangam is more worried



because he r I at hi r, who had n< • sons. would not hand over

his property to her, as she too lias no sons. When Ravi

gets a son. he gets more res peel t rom .\pu , as Ravi, had

given a son to that family, whin,:h earlier had seen only

daughters after daughters. The g,ills the ,ji unwanted, are

kept under a cl use watch. "Ravi had sisters, and so he

knew the strict watch that was kept on young unmarried

girls in their community.."i40) Such a watch is common

in traditional. 1 iki i . . families.

Except some odd and exceptional. characters like 

Kunthi of NECTAR IN A SIEVE and Javamma oi this novel 

understudy. Markandava pa.nts a woman character with all 

the colours of ideal and traditional Indian womanhood. 

Her women characters tolerate all t ne sufferings without 

any protest. They are ever ready t forgive their erring 

husbands. Though they knot. the weaknesses of their

husbands they are not ready to admi t them openly but in

turn they safeguard the interests of their husbands. Not

o 111 y N a 1 i. 1. hut ; o i'hanga . is not read r to give up

her hush and. Meenu Shirwadkar. •;ho accepts such a

traditional image of Nalini, opines (hat, "her decision to 

go to stay with her sister is her mild protest against 

Ravi's savage treatment. " ^ But Nalini forgets her 

complaint the moment Ravi approaches her and asks tier to 

return. Nalini is a good house-wife who understands her 

world. She being a realist, does not like Ravi's romantic 

ideas. She is happy with whatever she has. She does not 

like any bad comments on her husband. "I just don't want



to he.n them calling you vagabound again. (.hat's all. 

"(77) she says. She calls the inene.ahi bs. with scant 

dresses, shameless. She. is a good sister, v ho tries to 

help I ha ngam. She is also a good d tighter and 

affectionate uother. in general Markandaya p -rtrays her 

as a paragon of virtue. Shoo Bhushan Shin la, who is 

though satisfied with Lhe pictures of rural and urban 

poverty in Soulh India, given in the novels ol Markandaya, 

as convincing, asks, "Who can bel ieve Ravi ' • having sex 
with his mother-in-law in A HANDFUL OF RlCl. ? ® Though 

such an instance may raise the eye-br^ws of the

traditional minded people. for those who 1 ! nve studied

social pathology, psychology or at least who go Lhrough

such and many other kinds of unbelievab1 e instances

reported in the newspapers. the re appear not.i i i ng fake or

highly imaginative. Ravi's suppressed dec re to take 

revenge on Ja^amma, who had beaten him black and blue, on 

his first illegal entrance into the hue. e and also 

Jayarnma's suppressed unfulfilled sexual desire correlate 

and result in this forced but unopposed sexual intercourse 

between r he two. Jayamma who does not feel guilty about 

this affair, honours her husband on his death. .She says 

"perhaps'! wronged him ... lie was a good man ... perhaps I 

did him wrong - but: he was an old man .... he seemed old 

even when married. it is over". (77) Apart from her 

weaknesses she is a practical woman and manages the 

household affairs efficiently. Thangam is a woman with a 

faint sense of morality.
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We haw already observed in the course uL our

study ot ul.i'i'AR IN A SIEVE that Mrs. Markandaya avoids 
referring Lo caste factor, which is an important factor of 
Indian s«u i ,, stratification. But she highl ights on the
other lactor i.e. class system. in the urban society, the
social statuses - the upper class, the middle class and
the lower class. The middle class can further be divided 
into upper middle class and lower middle class. As in the 
NECTAR IN A SIEVE. Markandaya depicts the living 
conditions and the problems of the lower or the poor class 
people, in this novel under study also. But here she 
highlights on the problems of the lower middle class 
people. No doubt there is class consciousness present 
among the people of all the classes. The poor people like 
Ravi's father, look to the lower middle class man like 
Apu, with fear and respect. Apu in turn thinks his rich 
customers to he Cods. He behaves with the memsahibs as if 
they are Goddesses. The petty criminals like Damodar are 
full of hatred towards the rich people. But once they too 
become rich then they turn their hatred towards the poor 
people, like Ravi, who can not take their chance when it 
comes their way. When Ravi comes from the village, though 
poor, he is a part of the polite society. But when he 
joins the gang of criminals, he becomes an anti-social 
element. When tie decides to marry Nalini., what troubles 
him more is his inner conflict to give up the
anti-social circle, which provided him freedom and food, 
and to join the society once again anti thus to get
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entangled in the social ties and. responsibilities. But 

once the decision is made , he regains I he respectful place 

in the society. I hough Putlanna has lost everything and 

is leading a life of parasite in Apu's house, he 

constantly reminds everybody of his past glory and his 

status. While most of the people accept their status in 

the society as it is, and thus tolerate all the suffering 

caused thereby, very few people stand out and protest. 

Ravi as a repres. otalive of such people, decries the 

economic dispartity. He becomes angry when he sees the 

big merchants taking away the profit margin, leaving them- 

the real workers - a paltry sum. He tries to register his 

protest by not supplying the products to them and by 

raising charges etc. But Apu, an old man, who has known 

the wavs of the business world and the competitions etc., 

calms him down. Ravi also gets angry when he is kept in 

waiting by the memsahibs or when he has to pay tips to the 

attendants to meet the memsahibs. When the upper class

Indian women join hands with these foreign ladies and

advise ! b e m to bargain, Ravi wonders why these Indian

women shou1d act against i tie i r own people. To tin's Apu

replies; '... perhaps it's because they arc all the same - 

same class, same money, even coming from different 

countries makes no difference compared to that. It's the 

sameness make them stick toghether. '(133) Thus Markandaya 

points out not the regionalistic caste system, but the 

class system, which is universal - there being two 

distinct classes, that of oppressors and the oppressed.
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Kavi thinks that the rich people . who have power can be 

ruled by even a petty criminal, like him. in the darkness 
oi night. When he breaks in into the house of Apu , 'He
felt like commanding, conscious of dominion; this was what 
they felL like, the people who said 'Hey, you ! who gave 
orders and expected you to jump toit, who had money, who 
had po-wer, who did the pushing around. Well tonight he 
would do the pushing.'(7)

Social change, we have already observed, is an 
inevitable process. About the social change in India the 
social scientists have pointed out that there is an
interaction oi tradition and moderniiv. Whereas certain 
trends of social changes are working towards the revival 
and preservation of the traditional values, other trends 
are working towards modernisation on the pattern of the 
advanced western countries. Kama la Xarkandaya has been 
successful in. depicting both the:.. trends, as are
prevalent in the post-independence India, in NECTAR IN A 
SIEVE and In A HANDFUL OF RICE. The environmental
factors, like excess of rain, failures of rain, drought 
etc., which play the major role in her novel, -NECTAR IN A 
SIEVE, form the found.it ion oi the novel under study. This 
is the factor because of which many youths of the vi 1. : "es 
join the general exodus to the city in search 
employment. The train, which carries hundreds of youths, 
like Ravi, to the city, stands as a symbol of rapid change 
assuring a journey from hell to heaven to these young



aspirants who are in need ol emplovment and regular bread.

Industrialisation has given rise to towns, where a 

distinct urban civilisation has sprung. As a result, 

rural India i.; quite different from the urban India. The 

rural nnss feel a kind of inferiority before their urban 

counterpart. Ravi during the first few days at the city 

and his father during his short stay at the city, feel 

quite uneasy. Markandaya has depicted the impact of 

industrialization on the individual families in particular 

md on the society in general, in both the novels viz., 

NECTAR IN A SIEVE and A HANDFUL OF RICE. There is 

organisation of labour, specialisation and fast life. In 

the business world of cut-throat competition, Apu survives 

because of bis specialised skills and his intleplh 

knowledge about the business world. Ravi on the other 

hand fails utterly because he lacks these qualities. 

Industrialisation has given rise to new classes. Ravi 

decries such economic disparity of the society. He tries 

to revolt against the social injustice. He fails to 

understand why they get only E. 80/ per dozen garments 

made ready by them, whereas tin- same are sold by the 

shoppers at it. 125/- per piece i the market. He is 

surprised to note that the Indian men join hands with 

the European ladies in Imrrassing th tailors. He is also 

distressed to note that the tailor:, ire not ready to get 

united and fight to safeguard their awn common interests.

Ravi notices the failure of fights l the you ml educated
men in search ol emj) 1 oyinent . againsl hr big ones , because

of lack of unity.



"No wonder tho\- fought. ie and they.
But the battle had nevt r yet been
wage s as a joint one. a nd until it was
the day of reckoning won d not dawn.
"(209)

Poverty in rural India has been portrayed in its 

stark nakedness by Markandaya, in her first novel NECTAR 

IN A SIEVE. The resuLt of such a poverty is seen in the 

general exodus of the village youth to the cities, hoping 

to improve their living conditions. But A HANDFUL OF 

RICE proves that the situation is no better for the poor 

class even in the cities. Poverty and hunger force them 

to lose their morals and turn anti-social. Markandaya 

gives a picture of the rural poverty in this novel also, 

so as to give a background to the escapade of Ravi and his 

1 ike fr oa the vi 1 luge to the eity .

Ravi, who had left the 'arid dump in the 

village' (12), " knew better the economics of village 

life, knew the superhuman efforts, the begging and the 

borrowing that went into raising the train fare, the money 

for the extras demanded by the pride and standards of a 

city. His father had managed it once, where many like him 

never managed it at all. He would never do it a second 

time. "(98) For these villagers, managing any extra 

expenditure means only mortgaging or selling the petty 

piece of land that they own. This extreme step is taken
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with a flickering ray of hope of the future. When this 

hope is shattered frustration develops. And frustrated 

young people like Ravi, it is no wonder succumb to she 

devilish hands of boozing. The following piece of 

conversation, between Ravi and Apu, explains why a 

majority of poor people in India, spend their meagre daily 
earnings on a glass of liquor than on a loaf of bread.

(Apu) : "What did you expect-, breaking in like a 

ruffian V "

(Ravl):"I was hungry ... I hadn't eaten-"

(Apu) : "But you were drunk."

lRavi):"So you would be ... if all you had was 

one rupee between you and kingdom come."

tApu! : "You could have bought a meal... instead 

of boozing. A rupee buys a very 

reasonable meal."

(Ravi):"Yes and what then 7 ... 1 didn't want to
buy reason, what 1 wanted to buy was 

something quite different, something that 

would stop me thinking about tomorrow, 

because the more I think of it the sicker 

I get-sick, sick of it!"(9)
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lhe 1 actors leading to p verty in rural India 

found in this novel, in brU f ire the same as those 

explained in detail in NECTAR IN A SIEVE. In urban India 

the major problems are unemployment and underemployment. 

Particularly in a joint family, where many parasites are 

found depending on the sole or the very few bread earners, 

the economic conditions deteriorate very quickly. In 

Apu' s house, half a dozen people depend on only two 

earning members, viz., Apu and Ravi. When Nalini is saved 

from a possible abortion, Ravi is forced by the poverty 

to thick,"... if the disaster so narrowly averted would 

not in fact have been a hies "i, 189) tut in the end,

Ravi's son dies, not because of fever or illness, but 

because ot poverty, which doesn't allow the family to

arrange for a proper medical treatment. Arrival of more 

children in a family forces a pour man even to think to

such ar extreme: " I want to pot my hands round their

necks and squeeze until I know I'll never again have to 

think about feeding them" (126) Though it has become quite 

like a custom to wear new dressess on festivals; Apu had 

to decree, "There were... to bn no new clothes lor any one 

this deepavali. "(164) Ravi's anger, when he sees 

memsahib spend fifty rupees for one little jacket for one 

of her little girl, is well justified because his family " 

"... of late . . . had not been able tn afford a few

vegetables for the evening stew, "f186)

Markandaya sketches the major link between the



urban and rural economics, the harvest, which though 

appears to be oscillating, between good and bad, in reality 

always remains tilting between bad and worst, as it is 

explained in this piece -of conversation between Ravi and 

N a 1 i. n i .

Nalini remarks-"... the price goes up 

and up. You see, it goes up all the 

time, they say it's because of the bad 

harvest- "Bad harvest. It was the 

echo of the knelt, sounding away down 

the years. part of a pervading 

const iotrsness-his own his lather's 

and ills grandfather's, Ravi felt very 

tired. lie thought he had'cut clear of 

all that . very simply by walking, out; 

now he 1 e was the slimy tentacle 

reaching out from the sodden paddy 

fie! (is of endless abject villages to 

clutch at him in the middle of the 

town."(205)
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Marl- nidaya deal:. with (lie problem of 

unemployment in the villages, caused due to natural 

calamities, economic oppression etc. in NECTAR IN A 

SIEVE. In this novel under study, she deals with the 

unemployment problem in the cities, of which she had given 

a microscopic view in the first novel. The village youth,
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who find (.heir future dark in tin: villages. join the 

general. exodus to the city. But their dreams are 

shattered the moment they 1 and up ii. the city. Ravi finds 

the situation in the city very frustrating :

"... there was no job. i he city was 

full of graduates- the college turned 

them out in their thousands each 

year-looking for employment, so what 

chance he with his meagre elementary 

school learning ? ... Ins education

did not allow Ravi to compete against 

t he gaunt. s habh y ge n t e el g r a d u a t e s

who hung a round the street s. while it

had taken f rom li i m t. h e a b 1 1 i t y to

wo r k w i t h his hands exceot in an

amateur c opacity. "(26-27)

Ravi "... had seen the queues that every vacancy produced, 

the long waiting lines, the fine-drawn patience that 

suddenly snapped, turning these mild- well-bred men into 

screaming agitators. "(206-209) Such unemployed youth, 

forced to hunger and then to frustration, finally get a 

"passport to a world shot with glitter and excitement"(27) 

i.e. the underground world. Damodar, "a city slicker, 

born and bred in the streets of the city," "knew the town 

like the back of his hand " and knew " that life was a

battle in which the weak always went under; be accepted 

the i'ac'.i that the man who did not do all he could to keep
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ni> tup was a fool." Ravi i ini M ated into this 

underground wo r 1 d trade by Da mod a r. Mark.-uulaya gives a 

descriptive picture of one such location, where the 

underground trade is going on:

George 1 own ... skirted the docks, was 

its unprocLaimed clearing house, and 

into the maze of st reefs t hat- 

lie net rated inland poured the products 

of n 11i iiving industry the wor1d's 

underground trade. Here he (Ravi) had 

seen the wine butts coming in, from 

Porto Novo and Pondieln rry and round 

the Gape from as afar off as Mihe' and 

Goa, and hemp, opium, hhang, hashish - 

all the deadly disguises of the 

beautiful poppy off - loaded under the 

noses of the customs men 1 rum junks 

that has wallowed in from Rangoon and 

Singapore and even it was rumoured 

from the China ports, "(lb)

Markandava even describes the modus operandi of Damodar 

and his gang.". . . sometimes he (more often Damodar) was

approached by a remittance-man guarded in speech to the 

point of incomprehensibility, or offered the overspill 
from a liquor or drug peddling job. Somethings were 
troublesome, but flogging ilut y free spirits was easy.



There were handsome profits t:o be made here . . ."(17)

Markanday.i oven analyses the reason due to which such an 

industry thrives. There is a craze among the people for 

the cloths with a toreign label. Regarding the demand and 

supply o£ such foreign cloth. Markandaya comments :

Commercial interests would have 

catered tor their needs; but in these 

post- British days there were bans, 

quotas, import restrictions imposed by 

a government more interested in 

fostering national, industry than in 

pandering to the rich. So the black 

marketeers took over." (30)

Such a profitable industry is controlled by the large 

operators. The small operators live off the back of the 

larger operators. Then there are ring leaders like 

Damodar, who with the help of their henchmen, carry out 

the schemes. These people in the lower ring can graduate 

upwards. When Damodar puts up a proposal, to lift the 

goods li'Hi. the godown. Ravi i s T lightened. Because 

"tweaking the nose of the law was une thing, operating 

against one's kind entirely another : unsavoury. and 

frightening. "(31) When Ravi expresses his fear and says 

that it is dangerous, b.unodar simple asks. "Isn't life ? 

"For people like Damodar taking risk has become a part of

the game. And by his risk taking tasks only, Damodar,



who was an orphan, found on ;;;i rb,i[!i' hiup in his ci.i i dhood. 

has now built a house which is several storeys higher than 

any of his neighbours'. His trade now not only included 

the blackwarketing of the restricted foreign goods, but 

also the grain market, and selling when thv. prices go up 

and up. Ravi who has cut off all his past relations with 

Damodar. visits him at the moments of uncertainity. But 

he fails to take up the offer of Damodar, to work for him 

and earn profits.

Apart from poverty unemployment;' crime and 

juvenile delinquency. Markandaya also refers to other 

social problems like prostitution alcoholism and 

corruption. But these problems have not been dealt with 

in detail in this novel under study. People like Ravi, 

drink liquor because they are hungry and want to forget 

about the dark future. Markandaya refers to ’greasing the 

palms'., i.e. to corrupt the concerned to get the work 

done. It is found at all levels. Even the attenders at 

the bungalows of the memsahibs are not an exception. Apu 

could get entry into these bungalows only when he paid 

some amount to these people. He thought it essential to 

survive in the cut-throat competition. All these social 

problems have become a parL of the urban life and 

Markandaya very realistically depicts them in her novel.

Thus we can see that Markandaya has painted the 

picture of both the rural and urban Indian society with



She tries toconsummate skill in A HANDFUL OF IFF.
highlight the social problems of th. city. The struggle 
for existance in a city gains more 1 ocus in her canvass. 
If one had to live in the city i.e. the 'jungle - as Ravi 
calls it, "... one had to fight, fiercely, with whatever 
weapons one had. or go under."(198) And this fight for
survival, in the deteriorating financial conditions and
moral values, and the resultant sw ...Lai outcomes are 
vividly and very able described by the novelist.

The theme ot A HANDFUL OF RICH is not altogether 
different from that of NECTAR IN A .SIEVE. Both deal with 
hunger and pverty. But the location differs. Where as 
one deals with the rural economics the other one deals 
with the urban economics in relation to poor and middle 
class families. Studied together, they both present an 
insight into the poverty stricken India., which is quite 
different from the five-star or high class society India, 
comprised of industrialists, businessmen, politicians etc.
As obseived at the outset of this chapter noth these 

novels def ini. tel yhelp the social scientists to study the
life of a common Indian, who is facing all the social 
probl t*ir s and yel trying, to come out u! their clutches.
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