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Abstract: The paper focuses to expose the inner turmoil and traumatic situations of two female characters in 
Kamala Markandaya’s famous novel Nectar in a Sieve (1954). In this novel the Author discusses various social 
evils such as child marriages, poverty, Hunger, Industrialization, Dowry system, and Gender Inequalities. The 
present paper analyzes why It is boon to have a Son, for Indian women through the character Rukmini and 
why fertility plays major role in Ira’s life. Irawaddy, abandoned woman because she is a barren, claims herself a 
failure. Ira’s husband re-marries and there is no change in his life, but Ira becomes hopeless and starvation and 
dependency slowly lead her to become a prostitute. Ira devotes to God for a child, and finally she gives birth to 
a child, but the child has to face discrimination as an illegitimate child from the society. Another character 
Rukmini was very disappointed after her first birth, Ira. Her strong desire to have a son shows the preference 
for male children in Indian society. Women are culturally constructed, especially in rural India with the princi-
pals laid by our ancestors. Indian women accept themselves as Inferior in Male dominated society. Women in 
the contemporary world, have proved all their abilities. Still gender discrimination in the society is visible. 
People celebrate the birth of a baby-boy as a festival and that mother over joys with her son’s arrival, She is 
treated a fortunate lady. On the other hand mother of a baby-girl is always treated inferior in Indian society. 
To give birth to a baby girl is curse to that family and these gender inequalities are portrayed brilliantly by Ka-
mala Markandaya through the experiences of Rukmini and her daughter Irawaddy. 
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Introduction: Kamala Markandaya, a prolific Indian 
English novelist from South India, gained critical ac-
claim for her novel Necter in A Sieve, which is taken 
for this study. . Some Inner Fury (1955), A Silence of 
Desire(1960),Possession(1963), A Hand Full of 
Rice(1966), are her other famous novels. She touched 
various issues in her famous novel Nectar in a sieve, 
the analysis is done in the paper to focus on two fe-
male charecters in this novel, Protagonist Rukmini, 
and her daughter Ira. Rukmini’s strong desire for hav-
ing son and Ira as abandoned woman, who later turns 
as prostitute. A Celebrated writer, Kamala Mar-
kandaya saw women problems and their distresses in 
our Patriarchal Society, thereby she presents women 
sufferings and their problems in her literary works. 
Kamala Markandaya seems to know Rukmini very 
closely, and this intimacy with the character is well 
portrayed in this novel. Experieaces of Rukmini and 
Ira are similar to that of every Indian Rural Woman 
and they have their superstitions, that women always 
inferior to men. Thisnovel gives the real picture of 
Indian Rural Society, By the use of her art of realism. 
Rukmini’s Strong desire to give birth to a male-

child: Rukmini, Protagonist in the novel of Kamala 
Markandaya, is the narrator of this story, wife of a 
poor peasant Nathan, A good natured man and he 
loves and respects his wife. In this novel Rukmini 
represents a normal Indian rural house-wife, she 
works very hard and always tries to give dignified life 
to her family with hope. In Rukmini’s life, miserable 
years start with her first born child Ira. Ira is very 
beautiful and fair child, parents accepts their child 

but not with joy. It is common incident in India as 
our society prefers only sons. Mother of a baby-boy 
always considers as fortunate lady and the protago-
nist of the novel treats herself as unlucky. 
After Ira’s birth Rukmini says, “I turned away and de-
spite myself, the tears came, tears of weakness and 
disappointment; for what women wants a girl for her 
first born? 
Kali said: “Never Mind, there will be many more later 
on. You have plenty of time”. 
It is so easy tobe comforting when your own wishes 
have come true. Kali had three sons already, she could 
afford to sympathise.” (19). Ira is an unwelcomed 
child. Indian women believe that giving birth to a 
baby boy is a boon and Mother of baby girl is given 
low- status in the patriarchal society. This is not only 
the experiences of innocent rural Indian women, but 
also Indian great emperors prayed for sons. According 
to Simmi Jain, “Craving for a boy was so deep, that 
people approached holymen and tombs to ask for sons. 
Even Moghal emperors like Akber and Shajahan could 
not escape and earnestly prayed for birth of a son”.  
The great emperor, Poor peasant, educated and illit-
erate, everybody like to have at least one son in their 
families. 
Nathan wanted a son to continue his line and walk 
besides him on the land, not a puling infant who would 
take with her a dowry and leave nothing but a memory 
behind says Rukmini.” (20). This is one of the reasons, 
why people prefer just sons, not daughters. When a 
daughter get married, she goes to other family, takes 
name of the other family, and she is treated as other’s 
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property. It is the responsibility of son to take care of 
their parents. So normally parents give less im-
portance to their girl child. Especially, In Rural India, 
Daughters are never treated equal to their Sons. 
Rukmini’s mother gives a small stone lingam, symbol 
of fertility and said, “You will yet have bear many 
sons”. Rukmini always prays to god and her only wish 
is to have a son. Finally her deep craving for son leads 
her into the state of frustration. 
Here Rukmini shares her pain with Kenny, “I have no 
sons”, I said at last, heavily. “Only one child, a girl” 
why should it be? I cried. 
“What have we done that we must be punished? Am I 
not clean and healthy?” (24). Rukmini believes strong-
ly that fortunate women would have many sons and 
she has only one girl child, who considers as weak 
and less valued creature in male centric society. 
There are so many misconceptions in Indian society. 
If a son does the last rites of his parents, immediately 
their soul will attain liberation, their soul directly 
enters into heaven. This is one of the strong beliefs, 
deeply rooted in Indian Society. On contrary, Daugh-
ters are not even allowed to go to the burial ground. 
Rukmini’s obsession for having a son continues for 
seven years. Rukmini says, Ira was seven when her 
son was born, and she is overjoyed at the arraival of 
her son. “Seven years we have waited”, said Nathan 
and later Rukmini, became the five sons and she feels 
herself as fortunate now. 
Ira Waddy as abandoned and helpless women: 

Nathan and Rukmini’s only daughter Ira, very beauti-
ful and obideant girl. She was married at the age of 
fourteen with eligible young man but after five years 
of their marriage he leaves Ira, and he complains 
about her fertility. 
Ira’s husband says with Rukmini, “Mother-in-law”, he 
said, “I intended no discourtesy, but this is no ordinary 
visit. You gave me your daughter in marriage. I 
brought her back to you. She is a barren woman”. 
“you have not been married long, she may be as I was, 
she may yet conceive” said Rukmini. 
“I have waited five years, she has not borne in her first 
blooming, who can say she will conceive later?  I need 
sons’’ (54). Later son-in-law departes and Ira startes 
crying helplessly, Ira is treating herself as a failure 
women, who cannot even bear a child”.Rukmini com-
forts her by saying, “Are we not your parents? Did you 
think we would blame you for what is not your fault”? 
All this I had gone through the torment, the anxiety, 
we are all in god’s hands and he is merciful. Ira became 
very dull, as if she lost all the sweetness of her life 
with the separation of her husband. Rukmini states: 
Indeed it has for a woman who is abandoned by her 
husband. 
Rukmini takes her to Doctor Kenny, he finds no 
problem in Ira, with this news Rukmini visits her son-

in-laws house and says: “there is nothing wrong with 
her now, She will bear you many sons yet”. 
Rukmini back and retreated everything to Ira but she 
says nothing, there after Ira’s condition is explained 
by the narrator, “Her ways became even more strange. 
She spent long hours out in the country by herself, 
spoke little, withdrew completely in to herself and went 
about her tasks with a chill hopelessness that daunted 
me. No one could see in her now the warm lovely crea-
ture she had been”. (65). Such types of distressed con-
ditions are faced by the women who are abandoned 
by their husbands. Ira’s life gets changed drastically, 
but her husband gets remarried immediately. No 
change occurs in his lifestyle. Ira is leading her life as 
single without her mistake. Even her husband accepts 
Ira as a good wife but infertility leads her into depres-
sion, which is not at all in her hands. Later poverty 
forces her into prostitution; on the other hand Ira’s 
husband has respected life in society. It is very com-
mon in Indian society that separated men can marry 
again and again, on contrary society ever ready to 
show sympathy on abandoned women. society claims 
it is her fate, that is responsible for her sorrows and 
there is no fault with her husband. In Nathan words: 
“I do not blame him, He is justified, for a man needs 
children”. In Rukmini words: 
With Ira, “you must not blame him, He has taken an-
other woman”. Here Rukmini and Nathan, both sup-
ported their son- in –law. When old Granny (she ar-
ranged the match) upset about the outcome of Ira’s 
marriage, Rukmini told to Granny, “No fault of yours, 
or the girl’s or her husband’s, it is her Fate”. Rukmini 
worries about Ira’s future. Ira’s miseries are started 
and she eventually, enters into prostitution to save 
her brother’s life. Fertility plays an important role in 
Ira’s life. According to Indian great ancestors, Moth-
erhood is the ultimate goal for Indian women but 
women are not created just to produce the babies. 
The Indian ancestors followed the laws of Manu sin-
cerely. Manu propounded Hindu religious laws in his 
book ‘Manusmriti’. Manu says about virtuous wife, “ 
A virtuous wife should constantly serve her husband 
like a God, even if he behaves badly, freely indulges his 
lust and is devoid of any good qualities”.(Wendy Do-
niger 2013). Declining status of Indian Women started 
with the principles of Manusmriti, Manu declares 
male sex as superior and women as inferior so women 
should be protected. 
Manu suggests, Men should watch women very care-
fully indeed, “A girl, a young women, or even an old 
women, should not do anything independently, even in 
her own house. In childhood a women should be under 
her father’s control, in youth under her husband’s,and 
when her husband is dead, under her sons’. She should 
not have independence. (Wendy Doniger 2013). Manu 
refused to give freedom to women, Manu’s frame 
work of such superstitions have been deeply imbibed 
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into our Indian Rural women through generations. 
Culturally constructed illiterate women accept her as 
inferior to men. Even today, Exploitation of women 
continues in the name of culture, religion, and tradi-
tion. Social evils developed slowly to spoil the condi-
tions of women even more. With the Awakening of 
social evils such as Child marriages, Sati, and Dowry 
System, women position became suppressed and 
mute even in their families. Bride burnings, Female 
Foeticides and also Female children became burden 
on their families, for all this, the main reason is Dow-
ry System. Kamala Markandaya focused on Dowry 
System in this novel. 
Rukmini’s mother worried about her marriage and 
said, “what for you, my lost born, my baby?  Four dow-
ries is too much for a man to bear” (8). Rukmini mar-
ries a poor farmer without Dowry. Rukmini also saves 
a rupee or two every month for the time of Ira’s mar-
riage. 

Conclusion: Experiences of Rukmini and Ira waddy 
are undoubtedly based on the lives of rural Indian 
women in present day. These marginalised women 
accept themselves as inferior and weak. In reality, 
women are so strong to achieve anything. India has 
so many examples like, Indira Gandhi, Sunitha Wil-
liams, Mary Kom, Karanam Malleswari and Malavath 
Poorna and others. The census (2011) data showed a 
significant declining trend in the child sex ratio, calcu-
lated as number of girls for every 1000 boys between 
age group of 0-6 years, with an all time low of 918 in 
2011 from 976 in 1961.alarmed by the sharp decline, the 
government of India has introduced Beti Bachao, Beti 
Padho Programme (BBBP). Government schemes and 
policies are needed and those should be implemented 
strictly. Mindset of society should be changed to-
wards women. Eradication of superstitions and social 
evils are only be possible through Education. Indian 
society and family members should encourage Wom-
en Education so that Women get their own Identity. 
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