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Cultural Clash: A Consideration of Kamala Markandaya’sNectar in a Sieve

SachinMahadeo More
M. Phil. Scholar,
Dept. of English, SPPU, Pune

Abstract:

Kamala Markandaya, an Indian English novelist, is known for writing about cultural clash between
Indian urban and rural societies. She belonged to that pioneering group of Indian women writers who made
their mark not just through their subject matter, but also through their fluid, polished literary style. Nectar in
a Sieve was her first published work, and its depiction of rural India and the suffering of farmers made it
popular in the West. Cross Cultural Interaction in the Novels of Kamala Markandaya is a vivid depiction of
Kamala Markandaya’s life and her approach to it according to changing circumstances. The paper

addresses these complex interconnected issues of varying cultures: foreign and Indian, as portrayed in the
novel.

Key words: Cultural Clash, Cross-Cultural Identity, East-West Cultures, Human relationships

Kamala Markandaya is one of the most outstanding Indian women novelists writing in English. She
started writing novels when India was just at the threshold of newly- won freedom. In those days, people
found poverty, hunger and starvation everywhere due to communal disturbances. Thus communal
disharmony was a burning problem for the nation. On the other hand, both industrialization and urbanization
were eroding the very basis of rural life. It is beyond doubt that Kamala Markandaya won name and fame all
over the world with the publication of her very first novel Nectar in a Sieve, in 1954.Nectar in a Sieve has
been translated into many languages including Russian in 1958 and it has brought her world-wide fame.

Rukmani and Nathan love each other and their marriage begins in relative peace and plenty. When a
large tannery is built in the neighboring village, it begins insidiously destroying their lives. As the tannery
grows larger and more prosperous, Rukmani and Nathan struggle to feed their children and to pay the rent on
the land that gives them life. Although matters continue to worsen, they quietly resign themselves to ever-
increasing hardships-flood, famine, even death-and cling to their hopes for a better future.

Dr. Kennington, or “Kenny”, an itinerant English doctor, is an impqrtant presence in the novel.
Although Rukmani's fatalistic attitude toward hardship exasperates him, he feels compassion for her and
helps her when he can. At the end, Rukmani goes to live with her youngest son, now a doctor at the hospital
Kenny has built. Throughout the novel, Rukmani is faced with struggle af'ter struggle Yvith no indication that
her circumstances will improve. Each time her situation worsens, Rukmani endures quietly, holding on to the
hope that things will soon be better. o

The reason for the just fame achieved by the novel is that here,.unh_ke in 'many Indian novels in
English, we have authentic pictures of Indian culture and.society - a society in Wh.lCh .mosf peogle live in
Perceptual hunger and deprivation and often die of starvation - a'nd of selves_ suffjermg in this society.(K.R.
Chandrashekharan 1968: 62-63) presents the outline of the novel in the following lines:
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The life of toil and uncertainty lived by the tenant farmers of India who comprise the bulk of
the population is representated with understanding and compassion through the simple Peasant,
Nathan, and his family.

Markandaya is giffed with extra-ordinary vision of life. She uses fiction as a vehicle for
communicating her vision of life. In her novels she depicts race conflicts, temperamental disparities cultyra]
conflicts and sexual perversion as factors working in the form of barriers of communication. The picture of
rural India juxtaposed with the glamorous westernized life of England finds a prominent place in her novels,
As a writer, she has the practical experience of life in rural area as well as in urban area. She lived in a South
Indian village and observed clearly the life of villagers with a view to acquiring the basic knowledge of rural
life in India. After her marriage she settled in England as an expatriate writer. Her stay in England enabled
her to acquire first-hand knowledge of the British policy of colonialism and imperialism. Her fiction reflects
the East-West encounter. She values Indian traditions and culture more than those of west. Over and above
this, she gives vent to the sufferings of ordinary Indians.

We find a sort of transparent cultural conflict in her novel Nectar in a Sieve. In this novel both
Nathan and Rukmani represent the East whereas the rapid industrialization and Dr. Kenny represents the
West.Dr. Kennyy is an English social worker who loves the Indian people, but when he sees their passive
acceptance of life, he feels disgusted with ther follies, poverty and silent humility. He says to Rukmani:

“I go when I am tired of your follies and stupidities, your external shameful poverty. I can only take you
people in small doses.” (Markandaya 1958: 57)

(All subsequent references are to this edition of the novel. In subsequent references only page
numbers are given.)

These words of Dr. Kenny express an underlying feeling of sadness and real pain over the
miseres of the poor innocent people. He consoles Rukmani in her sorrows, but he also scolds her for
passiveness when she feels contented with a little rice and expresses her hope for better time. He says to her
angrily:

“Times are better, times are better. Times will not be better for many months. Meanwhile you will suffer and
die, you meek suffering fools. Why do you keep this ghastly silence? Why do you not demand- cry out for
help- do something? There is nothing in this country, oh God, there is nothing.” (p. 63)

A glaring contrast comes to light between the Eastern and the Western cultures when Kamala
Markandaya points out that the people of the Eat are passive and submissive whereas the people of the West
are active and conscious of their rights. At the same time she also highlights the strong points of the culture

of the East. In East marriage is a sacrament whereas in the West, marriage is simply a contract. Dr. Kennedy
tells Rukmani:

“My wife has left me. My sons have been taught to forget me.” (p.97)

Marriage is not a matter of contract for men and women in India. Divorce after marriage is not a
serious matter for the people of the West. In India sensible men and women go on making every possible
adjustment in life. They do not allow their marriage to be a total failure as long as the circumstances aré

under their control. In Nectar in a SieveDr. Kenny is not socially happy at all because his wife has already
left him. Over and above this his sons have been taught to forget him.

It is the lot of Nathan to till the land which belongs to another, paying exorbitant rent for it and
getting hardly a square meal a day as reward even after the best harvest. There is genuine pathos and tragic
intensity in her description of the youngest child of Nathan slowly dying of starvation.This story of hunger;
starvation and death of poor people in Indian villages is told by Rukmani who grows from a young child int0
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a married girl of twelve, then a young wife and finally an old mother figure, losing, in this process of growth,
many things-but most painful of all being the loss of her dearest husband - and suffering the extremity of
pain and despair, and yet retaining her fundamental, loving and lovable humanity and dignity. In Rukmani,

Kamala Markandaya has given us one of the finest drawn portraits of a representative Indian self in Indian
fiction in English.

Rukmani's father's prestige diminished so much that she was married, Rukmani tells us, to a
tenant farmer who was “poor everything but in love and care for me, his wife....” (p.2). Her husband, Nathan,
brings her home —“a mud hut, thatched, small, set near a paddy field, with two or three similar huts

nearby....” (p-4). Even in this humble home Rukmanj began her married life on a happy note because,

as she
tells us,

“While the sun shines on you and the fields are
in you which no one has seen before, and you
over you and a sweet stirring in your body,

green and beautiful to the eye, and your husband sees beauty

have a good store of grain laid away, for hard times, a roof

what more can a woman ask for?” (.7
So, Rukmani says, her heart sang and her feet were |j

and going to sleep content.”(p.7)

Here, a general observation about the

ght as she went about her work, “getting up at sunrise

principle of existence may be made. All forms of life - from
the highest to the lowest - have joy as the very nucleus of their existence. The unique phenomenon -
objective but organic human consciousness - manifests itself in many forms : in great works of art, in
sublime ideas in philosophy and religion, in the uniquely perceived phenomena in the field of science, and so
on. But it is only exceptional individuals who become the vehicles of such manifestations of human
consciousness. There are, however, ordinary individuals whose consciousness, if not corrupted or blighted
by various evils rampant in our society, also manifests itself beautifully, in the sheer joy of being alive, in
fellow-feeling, in making sacrifices for their near and dear ones and, above all, in trying to live a life of
dignity.

The success of Kamala Markandaya in this novel is due not only to her portrayal of a representative
picture of society, but of a self (that of Rukmani) with a fine, sensitive dimension on which the self can
record and objectively evaluate the experiences of life, thereby bringing home to us the essence of the
experiences in terms of human feelings.

To summarize it can be said thatNectar in a Sieve is truly representative Indian novel, representative
because it gives us representative pictures of a society and also of selves that are representative. The society
and the selves are also organically related so that the society and the conditions are reflected in sensitive
selves in the shape of profound human feelings. As a creative writer Kamala Markandayadiffers from other
contemporary Indian English novelists in many ways. When she started writing novels, the themes of hunger
and degradation, East-West encounter, restlessness, politics and human r.elationship had been greatly
exploited by Indian English novelists. Markandaya provides variety and vividness to these themes. In her
novels she describes the life of villages, cities, husband-wife relations, social conflicts and lure for
modernism. With an intimate understanding of the traditions and values of both the East and the West
cultures she has viewed the challenges of the contrasting cultures from very close quz?rters. She ha§ four?d
enough in her experience to keep the East and the West apart. Markan.daya. describes the relationship
between the English and the Indians as that of the colonizers and t_he colonized in general. One of th.e most
important features of her presentation of this theme is her neutrality of a detached observer. She brings to
light the various points of weakness and strength of both the cultures.
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