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Abstract:
This article sheds light on the rural India that is on the verge of extinction. The novel
depicts the wretched situation of landless farmer Nathan and his wife Rukmani, as well as their
struggles and tribulations that lead to their tragic ending. Themes like poverty, filth, hunger,
prostitution, unemployment, and the disadvantages of early marriage are prevalent throughout
Kamala Markandaya's books. Nectar in a Sieve by Markandaya addresses the plight of rural
people. It's the story of a group of humble people who rely on the land for their livelihood. The
peasants outlook on life is pessimistic. Nathan and Rukmani calmly accept their hardships;
they do not protest, despite the fact that their lives look dismal on the surface. Their lives are
hidden behind the linguistic optimism that claims we are all in God's hands, and he is kind. A
classic rural plight is Nectar in a Sieve. The normal inclinations of individuals in terms of
transformation are shown by a rural household.
Keywords: Rural Plight, despondency, isolation, sufferings, Clothing, Mail.
Kamala Markandaya is a well-known name associated with this period of Indian
English fiction, and her literary clout hasn't waned since then. Kamala Purnaiya was born and
educated in South India. She changed her name to Kamala Purnaiya Taylor after married an
Englishman. Since her marriage, she has resided in the United Kingdom. She is a remarkable
human consciousness researcher.
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Kamala Markandaya is a well-known name associated with this period of Indian
English fiction, and her literary clout hasn't waned in the last several years. Kamala Purnaiya,
her given name, was born and raised in South India. She became Kamala Purnaiya Taylor after
married an Englishman. Since her marriage, she has resided in Britain. She is a brilliant human
consciousness researcher.
Kamala Markandaya is an author who has received international acclaim. Her debut
novel, Nectar in a Sieve, made her famous. The element of reality may be seen in all of
Markandaya's works. Her major goal is to bring up societal issues that are directly connected
to human life. In order to create a typical Indian mood, she utilises Indian terms.
Markandaya give a genuine image of rustic India. She fosters her characters
delightfully. In Nectar in a Sieve the advancement of characters, for example, Rukmani and Ira
is made perfectly and eventually, we track down a total picture of these provincial ladies. In
Nectar in a Sieve, Nathan the top of the family passed on because of starvation. He couldn't
procure bread for himself just as his family. She has a firsthand information on South Indian
towns, the genuine states of the locals, their, torments, and their genuine lifestyles. Dr. A. A.
Krishna Rao points out,
“Kamala Markandaya’s novels, in comparison with those of her
contemporary women writers seem to be more fully reflective of the
awakened feminine sensibility in modern India as she attempts to project
the image of the changing traditional society.” (P-71)
The novel deals with the rural India problems and plight of peasants they encounter in
day-to-day life. Social and economic problems like Industrialization, poverty, crime,
superstition, dowry system, beggary, zamindari system, caste conflict, unemployment,
prostitution, evils of the early marriage etc. are evidently portrayed by Kamala Markandaya in
this novel.
The novel starts with Rukmani remembering her husband and how she misses her every day.
“Sometimes at night I think that my husband is with me again, coming
gently through the mists, and we are tranquil together.”(P-1)
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These lines suggest that how Rukmani leads her family alone despite the atrocities she
faces in the village.
The village life presented in the novel is southern India shortly after India gained
Independence. The location is yet to be named by Kamala Markandaya. The villagers are
concerned about meeting their fundamental necessities and are involved in various agricultural
pursuits.Rukmani, the novel's narrator, is married to Nathan, a poor tenant farmer in a South
Indian village.Ira is their daughter, and Arjun, Thambi, Murugam, Selvam, Raja, and Kuti are
their six boys.
The New York Times paid tribute to Markandaya,
“Ms. Markandaya is best known for her first book, ''Nectar in a Sieve,'' which
introduced millions of readers to rural life in an industrialized India through
the eyes a peasant woman named Rukmani.Most Americans' perception of
India came through Kamala Markandaya,'' said Charles Larson, chairman
of the department of literature at American University in Washington.”
The village life is turns 360 degree when there is a arrival of a townsmen to build a
tannery. The indecencies of industrialization like expansion and offensiveness develop quickly.
With their family on the verge of hunger, Arjun and Thambi had no choice but to join the
tannery. However, they are fired from their jobs and sent to Ceylon after raising a voice of
dissent. Murugam likewise goes to the city. Because of awful dry season, the family starves.
Raja passes away and Kuti becomes sick. Ira, a poor girl who seen her family suffer during the
famine, transforms into a street woman and gives birth to an illegitimate albino child who
becomes Selvam's pet. Hunger robs old granny and kuti of their lives. Rukmani and Nathan
leave the village in search of Murugam, who has abandoned his wife and left the community.
They survive on charity and tiny jobs with the help of Puli, a young orphan. Nathan passes on.
Rukmani gets back to her town with Puli.
How simple and humble can rural life be we can clearly see in the novel. Rukmani the
narrator remembers the wedding night and how her marriage ceremony and vidai were
performed.
“My husband, seated already on the bullock cart with the tin trunk full of
cooking vessels and my saris next to him. Somehow I found myself also sitting
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in the cart, infinery, with downcast eyes. Then the cart began to move,
lurching as the bullocks got awkwardly into rhythm, and I was sick. Such a
disgrace for me… How shall I ever live it down?” (P-5)
The rural people are illiterate, Rukmani is an exception, now how to read and write.
She teaches her children at home because she cannot afford to send them to school. The village
that has been depicted in this novel has two phases, one before the introduction of the tannery,
other after the start of the tannery. Agriculture is the main occupation of the village.
Rukmani in the novel is never disheartened in facing the problems of the life and is
always positive towards life. She says,
“When the sun shines on you and the fields are green and beautiful to the
eye, and your husband sees the beauty in you which no one has seen before,
and you have a good store of grain laid away for hard times, a roof over you,
what more can a woman ask for?” (P-09)
During

feminine,

she

tries

to

console

herself

with

thoughts

such

“Well, we are in God’s hands. He will not fail us” (P-82)
Poverty and hunger, whether urban or rural, stir the novelist's heart, and the sadness and
pathos of poverty and hunger are completely realised with exceptional creativity and talent.
Whether in the village or the city, at home or on the road, the poor suffered. Kamala
Markandaya is well aware that not just destitute peasants, but even manual labourers in urban
areas, face hardship and misery. Rukmani and Nathan, like other beggars, spend some time in
a temple and live on charity. It's all a horrible, hair-raising depiction of urban and rural poverty,
which is a major evil in and of itself, and the fundamental source of all other evils. Our hearts
are broken, and we feel Rukmani and Nathan's pain as if it were our own.
The utter helplessness of the family can be seen in the words of Rukmani,
“Sometimes from sheer rebellion we ate grass, although it always resulted in
stomach cramps and violent retching. For hunger is a curious thing: at first it
is with you all the time, waking and sleeping and in your dreams and your belly
cries out insistently…” (P-89)
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Kamala Markandaya criticizes rural people's superstitions in this book. When there is
no rain for the agricultural work, Rukmani falls to the ground, prays, and presents a pumpkin
and a few grains of rice to the goddess, but no rains come.
The rural population's standard of living is almost abysmal. Nathan's home is a modest
thatched mud cabin near a rice field, surrounded by a few other mud homes. A garland of
mango leaves is a symbol of good fortune and pleasure. As a result, they always drape a garland
across the doorway. The cabin is divided into two chambers, one for grain storage and the other
for everything else. The bullock cart is a popular mode of transportation since it moves in the
middle of natural sights and noises, making the journey delightful for both the animals and the
humans.
Nathan fantasizes of a bright future and abundant crops. However, because the rains
fail, all of his dreams come to naught. As a result, no rice is available to consume. Rukmani
succeeds in obtaining a handful of rice. She is content with this modest amount of rice.
Rukmani and Nathan recollect how their paddy crops were once devastated by torrential rains.
When the entire family is gripped by dreadful hunger and agonizing anxiety, Nathan and
Rukmani have a nightmare and traumatic experience. Rukmani recognises that hunger and
dread have become an inextricable element of peasant life. The peasants will find it difficult to
overcome these cancerous causes, which are always the result of nature's unpredictability.
Nathan is dealt yet another setback when he learns from Sivaji that the landlord is planning to
sell his property. He is informed that the landlord has finished the transaction and that all
paperwork has been signed. They were given two weeks to depart the country. He is fully aware
that it is both unjust and unjustifiable. However, it is a harsh truth:
“There is no law against it... we may grieve, but there is no redress” (P-138)
He tells Selvam, his son. At the same time, he realises that he can only survive by
working on the land because he lacks any other knowledge or skill.
Rukmani was very happy when she gave birth for her first child, Iravadi, but she again
does not get pregnant for next seven years. Her husband wishes for a son to carry on his
surname. He waits patiently, but she senses his disappointment and pain. She meets Dr. Kenny
at her mother's house and tells him about her problems. She conceives again as a result of his
treatment, and she soon becomes the proud mother of six sons: Arjun, Thambi, Murugan, Raja,
Selvam, and Kuti. She never informs her husband about the treatment she received from Dr.
www.the-criterion.com
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Kenny. It demonstrates the mentality of individuals who live in rural places. The novel
demonstrates that a son is more significant than a daughter, and that having a large family lead
to hunger. Another villager’s belief is that if a lady is barren, she must lose her husband and
social status. She is no longer of service to anyone. Nobody will ever refer to her as a youngster.
Ira's husband abandons her after five years of marriage because he believes she is a barren lady.
She accepts it as her fate and returns to live with her parents at home. She remains silent in the
face of this maltreatment. She isolates herself from the rest of the world. She accepts her fate
with a sense of despondency. She, too, had to suffer greatly as a result of the family's poverty
and hunger. She turns to prostitution when she realises her younger brother is starving.
Prostitution will not save her brother; instead, it will make her pregnant. She gives birth to a
child who is albino. She becomes delighted, though, because the birth of a kid indicates that
she is not a barren woman.
She survives turbulence after turbulence, and she makes it to the finish. In the end, it is
Ira who provides moral support to her mother. K.R. SrinivasaIyengar says,
“But the heart that is tempered in the flames of love and faith, of sufferings and
sacrifice, will not easily accept defeat. Rukmani the narrator heroine is also a
mother of sorrow.”
Dr. Kennington is described as a compassionate doctor who sympathises with every
impoverished villager. He tries to educate them on the government's incompetence. He blames
the dump peasants for remaining silent in the face of their exploitation. An Englishman, a
physician who serves the residents of the village. Rukmani is forever grateful to Kenny for
helping her overcome her infertility, and the two become friends. Kenny has a complicated
relationship with his Indian patients. They are both endearing and infuriating to him. Their
poverty irritates him, and he believes in resisting fate, which he expresses throughout the book.
Kenny is cryptic, reticent, volatile, and occasionally sharp-tongued, yet he does what he can to
help Rukmani's family on occasion.
Both the positive and harmful aspects of industrialization are represented by Arjun and
Thambi. They provide money and happiness to their families by working in the tannery.
However, when they speak out against the tannery owners' exploitation, they lose their jobs.
Both went to Ceylon in quest of work, unable to bear the hardships of unemployment and
poverty. By leaving the village, they relieve their parents of the potential financial burden;
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conversely, by abandoning their parents, they deny their family possible financial support.
Kuti, the family's youngest member, is a mute victim of poverty and malnutrition. He can't
stand the hunger pains he's going through. With him, hunger is like a slow poison. He represents
all other impoverished youngsters fighting to stay alive in the face of poverty and hunger.
Due to their tremendous poverty, the family was unable to dress extravagantly. They dressed
in practical everyday clothes and had a few special occasion outfits. Rukmani says,
“For the first time in years I bought clothes for the older children, a sari for
myself, and although he protested I bought for my husband a dhoti which he
badly needed, since the other was in rags and barely covered his lions. Both he
and I had the garments we had worn at our daughter’s marriage, but these we
never thought of wearing: whatever hardships our day-to-day living might have,
we were determined not to disgrace our sons on the day of their weddings.” (P55)
The women wore saris, which are five-yard lengths of fabric that are entirely wrapped
and knotted around the body. It is normally worn over a bodice and can be thrown over the
head in parts. The men wore a dhoti, which was a five-yard piece of cotton wrapped around
the loins and legs and fully tucked in at the back to keep it in place. The men also wore a shirt
and, on occasion, a turban. Because of the British influence in India during the period of the
novel, some people wore shirts and pants. In fact, when Nathan and Rukmani met the female
doctor in the city, she was dressed in trousers. They were taken aback by her attire, which was
deemed immoral by traditional Indian ladies. There were no modern laundry facilities or piped
water in isolated settlements like the one depicted in the novel. The clothes of their families
were washed in the river and put out to dry on the grass. Rural women, like Rukmani, used
detergent frequently.
The people of the village usually travelled on foot. The villagers, for example, walked
to town on Diwali night. There was no mention of a bicycle in the community in the story.
People also travelled by bullock cart, which is a cart drawn by bulls. However, there were
motors, bicycles, and horse-drawn carriages in the city. It's likely that there were buses as well.
There was word of a railway to the city, but Rukmani and Nathan did not use it since they did
not have enough money to pay the price. Because there were no roads, it's likely that no motor
vehicles visited the town.
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Even though no mention of a postal service was made, it is likely that one existed. It is
possible that mail was transported by bullock cart drivers.
Communication with each other was difficult and uncommon, despite the fact that the
majority of the family members were literate, none of them attempted to interact with one
another.
Conclusion:
Markandaya uses this work to paint a realistic image of rural India and its difficulties.
Since Nectar in a Sieve depicts rural India with ruthless realism, it reveals how the winds of
change are blowing over it, bringing new social forces with them. This novel can be compared
to Munshi Premchand's work, particularly Godaan. K. R. Srinivasa Iyenger remarks,
Rukmani the narrator heroine is a Mother of Sorrows. She receives shock
aftershock: for example, her husband Nathan’s infidelity, her daughter’s
sacrificial going on the streets to save the family from starvation, death of the
child Kuti, the ejection from the house… Calm after storm, spring after wintersuch is the unending cycle. One must persevere even if one is engaged only in
trying to discover “nectar in a sieve”!
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