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Abstract:

Kamala Markandaya is a prominent Indian author whose works delve into the complex lives of
women, focusing on their struggles within traditional societal frameworks. Her narratives often explore
themes of gender, tradition, modernity, and the shifting dynamics of power. Markandaya’s female
protagonists grapple with cultural conflicts, familial expectations, and the desire for independence. This
paper examines how Markandaya’s portrayal of women reflects the broader societal struggles women face,

with a particular focus on the themes of tradition, modernity, and women’s world.
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INTRODUCTION

Kamala Markandaya is widely known for
her insightful and nuanced portrayal of women in
post-colonial India. Her novels, such as Nectar in
a Sieve (1954), Some Inner Fury (1957), and The
Coffer Dams (1969), examine the emotional and
psychological conflicts that arise in women due to
societal and cultural constraints. Markandaya’s
female characters are often trapped between the
traditional roles assigned to them and their desire
for freedom and self-expression. Her works reflect
the tension between old and new, where women’s
personal lives become metaphors for larger social
change. Markandaya’s treatment of women is
complex—her characters are neither entirely
victimized nor fully liberated. Instead, they are
shaped by their environments and the time in
which they live. This paper delves into
Markandaya’s exploration of gender, tradition,
and modernity, analyzing the role these themes
play in the lives of her female protagonists.

THE CONFLICT BETWEEN TRADITION
AND MODERNITY

One of the most prominent themes in
Markandaya’s works 1is the clash between

traditional Indian values and the forces of
modernity. Her female characters are often caught
in this struggle, navigating their roles as daughters,
wives, and mothers in a rapidly changing world.

Rukmani in Nectar in a Sieve (1954), the
protagonist of Nectar in a Sieve, is a woman who
embodies the traditional values of rural India. She
marries at a young age, and her life revolves
around her family and farm. However, as
industrialization and urbanization begin to affect
her village, Rukmani faces significant challenges.
Rukmani’s story is one of resilience and
endurance. She sacrifices her own desires and
dreams for the sake of her family. Her life is
shaped by tradition, yet the rapid changes brought
by industrialization make her question the validity
of the norms that have defined her existence.
Rukmani’s attempts to adapt to the new world are
often met with failure, and her enduring hardship
highlights the disconnect between traditional rural
life and the encroaching forces of modernity.
Rukmani’s story reflects the tension that many
Indian women face: trying to maintain their
cultural heritage while navigating the evolving
demands of modern society.
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THE FEMALE EXPERIENCE OF
URBANIZATION

In novels like The Coffer Dams and Some
Inner Fury, Markandaya explores the shifting
roles of women in urban centres where modernity
and tradition coexist uneasily. The women in
these stories often struggle to assert their identity
within the constraints of both societal
expectations and the opportunities provided by
modernity. While many of Markandaya’s female
characters are depicted as powerless in the face of
modernity, some try to navigate and even embrace
change, seeking fulfilment outside traditional
boundaries. Education and employment often
become ways for women to gain agency, although
they also face significant societal resistance.
Through these portrayals, Markandaya presents
women not as passive victims of modernization
but as active participants in the complex process
of social change.

WOMEN AND SOCIAL CLASS

Markandaya’s works also examine how
women’s roles and opportunities are shaped by
social class. Her female characters’ struggles are
often linked to their position within the caste and
class systems.

In Some Inner Fury (1957), Markandaya
focuses on Saroja, a young woman caught in the
political upheaval of pre-independence India.
Saroja’s family, though wealthy, is embroiled in
the larger struggle for freedom from British
colonial rule. Her personal conflicts, especially
with her identity as a woman, are compounded by
her privileged social class. Saroja’s social status
both empowers and limits her. While she enjoys
the comforts of wealth, she is still constrained by
the expectations placed on her as a woman.
Saroja’s involvement in the political struggle
symbolizes her internal conflict, as she navigates
her personal desires against her family’s
expectations. Saroja’s relationships with the men
in her life—her father and her lover—serve to
highlight the gendered power dynamics that shape
her existence. Saroja’s story illustrates how
women from different social strata face different
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kinds of oppression, but also how class and
gender intersect to shape their identities.

THE STRUGGLE FOR AUTONOMY

Markandaya’s exploration of women’s
autonomy is deeply connected to their social class.
For women in lower social classes, the struggle
for agency is often more pronounced. In Nectar in
a Sieve, Rukmani’s economic struggles highlight
how class disparities impact women’s ability to
assert themselves. Rukmani’s financial
dependence on her husband and sons limits her
ability to make independent choices. In contrast,
women like Saroja find a kind of liberation
through their romantic relationships, which, while
offering some degree of personal fulfilment, also
reflect the constraints placed on women by both
class and gender. Markandaya uses class to show
how deeply intertwined gender and economic
status are, affecting women’s ability to access
autonomy and self-expression.

WOMEN EMPOWERMENT

Despite the challenges they face, many of
Markandaya’s women seek to assert their agency,
often in subtle and complex ways. Her female
characters demonstrate resilience, adaptability,
and the desire for self-actualization. Rukmani,
though initially a symbol of passive submission,
evolves over the course of Nectar in a Sieve. She
learns to take charge of her life when faced with
hardship. Her ability to care for her family in the
face of poverty and loss reveals her strength and
resilience. Rukmani’s agency is not expressed
through defiance or rebellion but through her
quiet endurance and sacrifice. The novel’s
conclusion, where Rukmani faces a future without
her husband, reveals a woman who, although
physically weak, is mentally and emotionally
strong. Rukmani’s story challenges the notion that
women’s agency is only visible through overt
actions and rebellion. Instead, she demonstrates
that power can lie in the strength to endure.

MODERN FEMALE CHARACTERS IN
URBAN SETTINGS

In urban settings, Markandaya’s female
characters are more inclined to embrace
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modernity and challenge traditional gender roles.
In novels like The Coffer Dams, women like
Seetha try to define themselves outside their
familial roles, seeking careers, love, and education
as means of self-empowerment. Seetha’s
independence in the urban setting reflects the
opportunities available to women in modern
times, despite the challenges they face from
society. Seetha’s rejection of her traditional role
as a wife and mother highlights the feminist
undercurrent in Markandaya’s work. Markandaya,
through characters like Seetha, presents the
possibility of women gaining control over their
lives and shaping their own destinies, a theme that
resonates with the larger feminist discourse of the
time.

CONCLUSION

Kamala Markandaya’s portrayal of women
offers a rich and nuanced examination of the
intersection between gender, tradition, and
modernity. Her female characters, though often
faced with difficult social and personal
circumstances, are not merely passive victims.
They navigate the complexities of identity,
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agency, and empowerment, reflecting the broader
societal transitions taking place in post-colonial
India. Markandaya’s works highlight the enduring
conflicts that women face as they attempt to
balance tradition with the demands of modern life.
Through characters like Rukmani, Saroja, and
Seetha, she offers a portrayal of women who are
not just products of their circumstances but also
active agents of change within their worlds.
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