Journal Literary Aesthetics ISSN: 2347-8705
Volume No: I, Issue No: 2, Year: 2024 (July-December) Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8)

PR B-Il Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org

A STUDY OF COLONIALISM AND IDENTITY IN NECTAR IN A
SIEVE BY KAMALA MARKANDAYA

Ritvik A. Srivastava

Assistant Professor
Dept. in English, Government Engineering College, Bhavnagar, Gujarat, India

ABSTRACT

Kamala Markandaya’s novel Nectar in a Siever raises questions of colonialism in the
architecture of the self as well as deals with social issues overt and covert,that formed the
rural India of the colonial ages.This article looks at the impact of colonialism on identity in
Kamala Markandaya's "Nectar in a Sieve." The novel, set in mid-twentieth-century India,
investigates the economic, social, and cultural changes produced by British rule. The
experiences of Rukmani and her family demonstrate the compounded issues that women
confront, such as heightened social vulnerability and economic exploitation. The study also
examines various responses to colonial influences, ranging from resilience to resistance, and
emphasizes the themes of cultural survival and psychological damage. The approach sheds
light on the intricacies of identity creation under colonialism, highlighting the novel's
importance in postcolonial literature.
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INTRODUCTION

Kamala Markandaya, born Kamala Purnaiya in 1924, was an Indian author and journalist
who rose to worldwide prominence for her examination of rural Indian life and the effects of
colonialism on traditional civilizations. Her most well-known work, "Nectar in a Sieve,"
published in 1954, is a moving story about the struggles of a rural farming family in
postcolonial India. Markandaya's evocative storytelling and empathic characterization of her
characters focus light on the socioeconomic hardships and cultural upheavals caused by
colonial and postcolonial influences.

Nectar in a Sievefollows Rukmani, a tenacious and resourceful lady, as she navigates the
tremendous changes in her community caused by the installation of a tannery. The novel
depicts the interaction of personal and community identities with colonial forces, highlighting
how foreign economic and cultural pressures disrupt and modify traditional ways of life.
Markandaya's depiction of Rukmani's challenges and adjustments provides a comprehensive
perspective of how colonialism impacts identity on both an individual and collective scale.

The theme of colonialism and its impact on identity is key to "Nectar in a Sieve." As
Rukmani and her family deal with land loss, economic insecurity, and shifting social
dynamics, the story delves into the psychological and cultural consequences of colonial
authority. Markandaya's story emphasizes the human spirit's endurance and flexibility, while
also exposing the severe sense of dislocation and identity crises felt by individuals living
under colonial rule. Through this lens, Nectar in a Sieve is a striking investigation of
colonialism's long-term effects on identity and cultural survival.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The mid-twentieth century in India was an era of significant transition, highlighted by the end
of British colonial authority and the buildup to independence in 1947. British colonialism,

Published By: National Press Associates Page B
& Copyright @ Author



Journal Literary Aesthetics ISSN: 2347-8705
Volume No: I, Issue No: 2, Year: 2024 (July-December) Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8)

PR B-Il Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org

which began in the 18th century, has deep roots on the Indian subcontinent, influencing every
element of Indian society, culture, and economy. By the mid-twentieth century, the
consequences of nearly two centuries of colonial exploitation were palpable across the
country.

British colonial policies in India were primarily focused on economic exploitation and
resource extraction. The zamindari system upended conventional agrarian institutions,
resulting in widespread land dispossession and the impoverishment of rural populations. The
colonial emphasis on cash crops for export further marginalized subsistence farming,
resulting in food instability and famine. Infrastructure developments, such as railways and
telegraph lines, were intended to assist resource exploitation and control rather than serve the
local populace.

Kamala Markandaya's Nectar in a Sieve depicts this time period. The novel's depiction of a
small Indian community dealing with the building of a tannery emphasizes the economic and
social disturbances created by colonialism. It depicts the challenges of regular individuals,
such as Rukmani and her family, as they navigate the dramatic changes brought about by
British colonial policies, providing light on colonialism's long-term impact on Indian society
and culture.

COLONIALISM IN NECTAR INASIEVE

In Kamala Markandaya's Nectar in a Sieve, colonialism is deeply embedded in the fabric of
rural Indian life. The story vividly shows the economic, social, and cultural changes caused
by British colonial control through the eyes of its protagonist, Rukmani, and her family. The
building of a tannery in their community is a powerful symbol of colonial encroachment and
its far-reaching consequences.

The arrival of the tannery marks the shift from an agrarian economy to one dominated by
industrialization and capitalist objectives. This shift causes huge economic shifts, as old
farming practices become increasingly unsustainable. Rukmani and her husband, Nathan, are
struggling to make a living as small-scale farmers, confronting land loss and declining
agricultural production. Markandaya writes, "The land, our land, was gone. Taken from us,
sold to the tannery” (Markandaya 115), The tannery provides job opportunities, but they are
unstable and exploitative, reflecting colonial economic practices that prioritize profit over the
well-being of the local population.

Socially, the tannery exacerbates existing inequities and generates new divisions in the
village. The inflow of migrant labour, as well as the expansion of the cash economy, have
disrupted traditional social structures and community relationships. This causes increased
stress and conflict, as evidenced by the labour strikes led by Rukmani's sons, Arjun and
Thambi. Their participation in these strikes indicates the growing knowledge and resistance
against colonial exploitation, indicating a shift in the villagers' attitudes toward colonial
authority.

Culturally, colonialism's impact can be seen in the destruction of traditional beliefs and
customs. The novel depicts the struggle between preserving cultural identity and adapting to
changing circumstances. Rukmani's commitment to traditional customs and deep connection
to the land represent a resistance to cultural homogenization. However, the younger
generation's involvement with the tannery and the broader colonial economy demonstrates
the unavoidable changes brought about by colonialism.

Nectar in a Sieve offers a nuanced examination of how colonial forces affect identities and
livelihoods by depicting the economic, social, and cultural consequences of colonialism.
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Markandaya's story emphasizes the human spirit's tenacity in the face of great tragedy, as
well as the complicated interaction of tradition and change in a colonized nation.

IMPACT ON IDENTITY

In this novel, Kamala Markandaya examines colonialism's tremendous impact on individual
and social identities in a rural Indian town. The protagonists' experiences demonstrate how
colonial economic policies and cultural influences have profoundly altered their sense of self
and community.

The protagonist, Rukmani, represents the fight to retain a unified identity in the face of
upheavals brought by the tannery's presence. Her identity is inextricably linked to her
function as a wife, mother, and farmer, which is strongly ingrained in traditional agrarian
culture. The loss of land and the transition to a cash economy jeopardize this fundamental
component of her identity, forcing her to navigate new and frequently demeaning economic
realities. Despite these obstacles, Rukmani's tenacity and commitment to traditional traditions
highlight her efforts to maintain her cultural identity in the face of colonial oppression.

Colonialism has a greater impact on identity among the younger generation. Arjun and
Thambi's decision to work at the tannery reflects a shift away from their agricultural
background and toward the colonial economy. Their participation in labour strikes
demonstrates a growing consciousness and opposition to colonial exploitation, as well as a
transition in their collective identity toward a more politically aware stance. This generational
gap exemplifies the changing character of identity under colonial control, as traditional ideals
and new economic realities conflict.

During colonization, women suffer unique obstacles to their identities. Ira's experience with
social ostracism as a result of her infertility and subsequent recourse to prostitution
exemplifies the drastic means that women must take to live in colonial society. Her struggle
highlights the convergence of gender and colonial oppression, demonstrating how women's
identities are created by both traditional cultural expectations and the economic exploitation
inherent in colonial control.

The psychological impact of these disturbances is clear throughout the story. Characters
struggle with displacement, insecurity, and a loss of self-esteem. The tannery's impact
extends beyond economic suffering, profoundly influencing their feeling of home and
purpose. Despite these adversities, the characters' perseverance and flexibility demonstrate
the lasting power of their cultural identity.

So, the novel powerfully depicts how colonization divides and redefines identities. The novel
emphasizes the endurance of individuals and communities as they navigate the intricate
terrain of cultural survival and adaptation, offering a deep examination of the human spirit's
ability to persevere and alter in the face of colonial oppression.

THEMES OF RESISTANCE AND ADAPTATION

The novel expertly tackles themes of resistance and adaptation as the protagonists traverse
the significant changes brought about by colonialism. The tannery's advent in their hamlet
causes economic, social, and cultural changes, forcing individuals and communities to
confront and adapt to new realities while fighting the pressures that threaten their traditional
way of life.

Rukmani and Nathan symbolize the concept of adaptation as they battle to sustain their
agrarian livelihood in the face of tannery-induced industrialization. Despite the increased
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difficulty of farming and the economic hardships they endure, they adapt by diversifying their
activities. Rukmani begins planting and selling vegetables to supplement family income,
exhibiting her resourcefulness and tenacity. This adaption exemplifies a broader survival
technique used by many rural households throughout colonial authority, demonstrating their
capacity to discover methods to endure and sustain their way of life.

The younger generation, particularly Rukmani's sons Arjun and Thambi, personifies the
notion of resistance. Their decision to work at the tannery initially appears to be a response to
the new economic prospects afforded by colonial industrialization. However, their
participation in worker strikes protesting the tannery's exploitative tactics represents a
significant move toward active opposition. These strikes reflect a collective awakening and
challenge to colonial authority, exemplifying a type of resistance that strives to affirm
workers' rights while opposing economic exploitation.

Kunthi's character represents another type of adaption. Unlike Rukmani, who adheres to
traditional morals, Kunthi utilizes her sexuality to win favors and economic advantages,
defying her society's customary moral standards for women. Her acts demonstrate a
complicated type of adaptation and resistance, as she navigates the limits of a patriarchal and
colonial setting to ensure her survival.

Overall, Nectar in a Sieve depicts a wide range of responses to colonial forces, from passive
resilience and adaptation to active opposition. Markandaya's characters navigate the
intersections of tradition and change, demonstrating the various techniques used by people
and communities to deal with and oppose colonialism. The story emphasizes the resilience of
the human spirit and the intricate interplay of resistance and adaptation in the face of
overwhelming hardship.

GENDER DYNAMICS

In Nectar in a Sieve, Kamala Markandaya depicts gender dynamics in a subtle manner,
illustrating how colonialism overlaps with and exacerbates established gender roles and
identities. The story sheds light on the complex issues that women confront as a result of
patriarchal norms and colonial exploitation.

Rukmani, the heroine, personifies the conventional position of the rural Indian woman, as
defined by her responsibilities as a wife, mother, and caregiver. Her identity is profoundly
ingrained in these roles, which are heightened by the economic upheaval produced by the
tannery. Rukmani is forced to adjust by engaging in supplemental economic activities such as
gardening and selling vegetables to support her family as the agrarian economy is disrupted
by colonization. Despite the added load, Rukmani's resiliency demonstrates the vital role
women play in ensuring family survival in the midst of socioeconomic hardship.

Rukmani's daughter, Ira, portrays women's fragility and marginalization as a result of
colonial and patriarchal forces. Her infertility causes her husband to abandon her and forces
her to return to her family home, demonstrating the societal stigma associated with women
who fail to achieve reproductive expectations. Ira's subsequent choice to prostitution to care
for her impoverished family exemplifies the harsh steps women must take in a colonial
framework. Her experience highlights the interplay of gender, economic exploitation, and
societal stigma.

To the same extent, the interplay of colonialism with traditional expectations of feminine
roles is shown, as is the reality of double oppression. As a result, Rukmani and her daughter
Ira represent women's social and economic fragility, as well as their psychological struggles.
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However, | found that the work pushes readers to recognize their own strength in overcoming
adversity while also challenging patriarchal and colonial power systems.

Kunthi's character presents an alternative viewpoint on gender dynamics. Unlike Rukmani,
Kunthi exploits her sexuality to navigate patriarchal and colonial structures, gaining
economic benefits and asserting agency. Her acts question standard moral expectations and
highlight the intricate ways in which women negotiate their places inside oppressive
organizations.

Colonialism also creates new gendered power dynamics, as evidenced by Rukmani's
encounters with Kenny, the British doctor. Kenny's paternalistic attitude and efforts to "save"
Rukmani and her family demonstrate the difficulties of colonial benevolence. His
dissatisfaction with Rukmani's inactivity highlights the cultural misunderstandings and power
asymmetries in their relationship.

Markandaya's examination of gender dynamics in Nectar in a Sieve highlights the
intersectional nature of oppression, in which colonialism and patriarchy impact women's
experiences simultaneously. The story emphasizes women's tenacity, flexibility, and agency
as they handle these complex problems, presenting a comprehensive and nuanced view of
gender in a colonial context. Markandaya's female characters demonstrate the lasting
resilience and complexity of women's lives under colonial control.

CONCLUSION

Kamala Markandaya's Nectar in a Sieve is a comprehensive examination of colonialism's
effects on identity, economic stability, and gender dynamics in a rural Indian community. The
story, via the experiences of Rukmani and her family, exposes how colonial policies and
industrialization disturb traditional ways of life, resulting in profound economic, social, and
cultural changes. The story emphasizes individuals' resilience and flexibility as they face and
navigate these tremendous challenges.

The approach focuses on how colonialism and gender overlap, worsening women's
vulnerability and marginalization. Characters such as Rukmani, Ira, and Kunthi represent the
various ways in which women respond to and resist these combined pressures, demonstrating
their strength and agency in a colonial framework. The novel's portrayal of generational
responses to colonial exploitation, which range from passive resilience to aggressive
resistance, exemplifies the changing character of identity and community under colonial
authority.

In conclusion, Nectar in a Sieve is an important text for comprehending the intricacies of
identity development and cultural survival in a colonial setting. Markandaya's detailed
portrayal of her characters' difficulties and adaptations sheds light on the long-lasting effects
of colonialism. The novel not only illustrates the hardships that colonized societies confront,
but also celebrates their perseverance and ability to resist, providing a rich framework for
postcolonial studies.
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