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WOMEN have a significant place in Kamala Markandaya’s novels, 
in a study of her works woman subject cannot be ignored. In 
most of her novels we have women narrators. An analysis of 
her novels shows that she is feminine in her perspective and a 
feminist in her ideology. Her investigation and presentation of 
feminine consciousness is directed towards an objective account of 
woman’s emotions, “assessing Indian womanhood’s confrontation 
with male reality. She is not a radical feminist and her novels are 
not an outright condemnation of a repressive male dominated 
society calling for radical reconstruction of male female roles. 
Nor are they naturalistic accounts of the victimization of woman. 
Kamala Markandaya’s attitude to feminism is established as 
personal analytic and exploratory rather than public, political or 
polemical. She does not create a woman world she presents the 
real world. She investigates the actual social and emotional bonds 
that shackle women. 
In Kamala Markandaya’s Nectar in a Sieve, we have the voice of 
the female protagonist. The heroine here seems distressingly close 
to the archetypal suffering Hindu woman, docile and submissive. A 
closer look at the protagonist however, reveals a more affirmative 
and feminist poetics. 
The novel is in the mode of first person narration. The tale of 
Rukmani and Nathan, and through them the story of the changing 
life style of the village, is narrated by Rukmani. It is unmistakably 
a female voice. This is a tale cast in memory. The old woman starts 
reminiscing in the evening of her life. She is the single force that 
unites the whole structure of the novel, she is the narrator. She 
has a firm grasp of details, a phenomenal memory, and capacity 
for an imaginative rendering of her ambience, a stark austere 
vocabulary and the detachment of a dramatist. 
Rukmani is not simply a village girl, a loving and devoted wife 
and a sacrificing mother. She transcends these limited physical 
identities to represent the universal mother figure. She is not 
confined to any particular class, creed or convention. She is not an 
educated woman but she is literate and aware. She has been taught 
to read and write by her father and this accomplishment invites 
the derision of the womenfolk in the village, where she settles 
down after her marriage. She is conceived as the encompassing, 
enduring, devoted, sacrificing, suffering, loving and forgiving 
mother figure. She is the eternal mother. Her most prominent 
feature is her serenity and sense of balance in direst situations. 
She has no illusion in life and is not disturbed by any desire or 
longing. 
Rukmani has a progressive and liberal approach to the problems 
of life. When she discovers that she has some cynic problem, 
she meets her mother’s doctor Kennington--called Kenny. This 
English doctor helps her out of her physical unfitness, cures her 
inability to give birth after the first issue, and lifts away her great 
fear and anxiety. She develops a feeling of kinship with him for the 
rest of her life. He finds in her that vibration of life. That intimacy 
of which he has been deprived in his own family circle. He is 
attracted to her warmth, her simplicity. Their friendship deepens 
in the course of years. Deep in their hearts they are full of love, 
gratitude and esteem for each other. She does not, however, choose 
to disclose the truth to her husband because she feels he may feel 

hurt in some way. She never wanted to upset Nathan.
Misfortunes cross her path again and again; poverty and starvation 
do not dehumanize her. Calamities of the flood bring major attack of 
starvation and sorrow. Rukmani does not show extreme emotional 
outburst. But deep inside, she is highly disturbed and depressed, 
and suffers for her loved ones. She absorbs all misfortunes that 
come her way. She has extreme tenacity for life and she works 
her way out. 
Rukmani also suffers for Ira, her daughter, when she returns home 
rejected by her husband on account of her childlessness. Rukmani 
has known the torment, the agony from her own experience. She 
once again approaches Kenny. 
Nathan and Rukmani show remarkable forbearance when their 
impatient sons are affected by their disastrous consequences of 
drought. It is not in her nature to impose her choice, her opinion 
over them. She accepts their choice and adjusts herself to the 
change her future beings. Her period of intense sorrow and 
grief begins when her sons become involved in the strike in the 
tannery. Her sons refuse to submit to exploitation and they remain 
unemployed, restless, and hungry. Rukmani suffers in silence; she 
is tortured and tormented by her intense feeling. 
Rukmani grows gracefully from a girl into an old woman. In her 
long life as a woman, she meets with a whole gamut of experiences. 
But none of them can distort her soul’s inclination toward light. As 
the novel proceeds Rukmani emerges as dynamic and positive. She 
sustains her husband when his body, will and spirit, start giving 
way. The peregri-nation of this aged couple in the city, stripped 
of their possession and identity, is a moving image not only of 
poverty but of heroism in the midst of existential despair which 
is the lot of many underprivileged in. India with the experience 
of hardship. Rukmani progressively attains clarity of perception, 
a lucidity of soul. 
Rukmani’s spirit of acceptance and endurance, helps her put up 
with the adversity that follows the period of drought. With all its 
barrenness and fertility, the land pulls Rukmani’s soul to itself. It 
accounts for her spirit of survival. It teaches her endurance. This 
spirit of endurance is not stoicism as is practised in the West, a 
spirit of resignation. It is not endurance tempered by love which 
does not succumb to frustration nor does it end in bitterness. 
Rukmani will go to beat fate, she is even willing to be displaced 
from the cherished land; but she will not succumb in a spineless 
manner. She is ever conscious of her starving, suffering family her 
personal pain is overpowered by her suffering for her family. The 
knowledge of Nathan’s illicit relationship with Kunthi, leaves her 
hurt, disillusioned broken and in utter agony. But the intensity of 
her feelings knows no manifestation, she is a mute sufferer. 
Rukmani has given birth and has known the intimate, umbilical 
bond of love that ties her to her children. She is constantly vexed 
by her failure to feed them. Her daughter takes to prostitution to 
feed her starving youngest brother Kuti, she conceives and delivers 
an albino baby. Here Ira shows a surprising calm. The question 
of petty morality is transmuted by the sanctity of affection. 
Disillusioned and pained initially, she accepts all. No matter how 
much she suffers, acceptance is in her nature. “Yet there was no 
option but to accept the change, the strange and bewildering as it 
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was, for obedience cannot be extorted. It was as simple as that.” 
I Ira definitely owe her wisdom to her mother. 
Rukmani’s grief knows no bounds when she finds her son Raja 
beaten to death, his limp, fragile body lies at her feet. The intensity 
of her sorrow and misery leaves her speechless. She ruminates: 
“For this I have given birth to my son that you should lie in the 
end at my feet with ashes in your face and coldness in your limbs 
and yourself departed without trace leaving this huddle of bone 
and flesh without meanings.”? 
Under the calm composed self is found the strong undercurrent of 
pain and suffering. She absorbs all pain; she is the womb immune 
to all shocks. Her grief-stricken visage has dignity and nobility. 
When Kuti suffers, she suffers, with him, and for him and in her 
desperation she almost wishes him dead. Kuti’s struggle for life 
is pathetic. Her sorrow has not been diminished, but acceptance 
and absorption have made her endurance stronger and stronger. 
She says, ‘’The memory of those days was ever with me yet the 
passing of time had made it quiescent.”? 
None of these incidents can change her soul’s inclination toward 
lumination. To her misfortunes and sorrows are essential ingredients 
of life. Demanding help is an alien thought to her foe, she is well 
aware of negations. Her heroic struggle and her mute acceptance 
and silent suffering give depth and integrity to her character and 
land her with an elevated, philosophical outlook. She says that 
there is ‘grandeur in endurance.’ “Our priests fast, and inflict on 
themselves severe punishments and we are taught to bear our 
sorrows in silence, and all this so that the soul may 
be cleansed.” 

In the evening of her life leaving her eventful past behind. she sets 
out with Nathan on her voyage. She undergoes extreme mental 
conflict, but she dares to face life extending her love and support 
to Nathan. There follow tremendous hardship, loss, starvation 
and suffering. She bends but never breaks. After all her hopes are 
frustrated, Nathan and Rukmani work hard and strain themselves 
to collect the money so that they could go back to their village. 
This claims the life of Nathan. This is the final, shattering blow 
to Rukmani. “If I grieve, it is not for you, but for myself, beloved 
for how shall I endure to live without you, who are my love and 
life.”! 
But she endures to live. Her fate she accepts mutely. She struggles 
to live and let live. Finally she absorbs the destitute Pali into her 
warmth and brings him to her village, gets him cured of his disease 
and infuses meaning into his life. In him she finds consolation 
and comfort for her deep wounds of sorrow and suffering. From 
Pali she learns a lot, who is confronting undaunted the hard facts 
of existence. This brings about an expansion of consciousness, 
it releases her ego. She grows in stature. Rukmani proves that 
within the traditional role she can accommodate her other roles as 
a human being. She proves that through expansion and communion 
a deeper self-knowledge can be attained. 
In the face of all calamities, Rukmani unfolds her lap to take in 
everything and everybody around her. Her intense involvement 
with life and the depth in her character have helped her to create 
a philosophy of life. She believes that in tolerance, endurance 
and mute suffering one can be purged of all guilt and can emerge 
a purified being. This mystic and philosophical truth comes to 
her not through learning, but from a profound insight, depth of 
character and richness of experience. She is creative. She has been 
creative biologically. Spiritually too she is creative. She paves the 
simplest way to emancipation from earthly bondages. 
Underlying the suffering sacrificial role lurks the new woman 

active with the emancipation cries. The mythical pattern of woman 
as Eve incarnate has been discarded and Kamala Markandaya 
idealizes motherhood in her virgin novel. Rukmani is the best 
example to illustrate the novelist’s stance. Rukmani seems to be 
the legendary archetype of an ideal housewife, but we find that 
she also rises against the social forces confronting her, remaining 
within the sanctity of her home. Rukmani in her assertion against 
the social forces emerges as a positive mature leader. Kamala 
Markandaya lets her woman have the traditional role, but makes 
them face the modem predicament. 
For Rukmani the home takes on the sanctity of a shrine in which 
the mother priestess celebrates a communion, uniting the members 
of the family circle by means of a mystical life force. She respects 
arid loves her husband. Nathan a typical peasant householder 
fails in his masculine role as a husband and provider. Even when 
the industrial revolution in their society shook and dispersed the 
family of Nathan, the binding influence of Rukmani helped them 
to survive the ordeal. 
Kamala Markandaya tries to establish the fact that when a binding 
influence such as Rukmani is lacking, real community and ideal 
family life will be impossible and the evils inherent in the social 
order will become manifest in the home as it happens in A HandJul 
oj Rice. In this novel, Ravi the angry young man damages the social 
fabric and family stability by his irritability. When he imposes his 
own masculine values, he creates a false situation, and contributes 
to the undermining of family life acts as the ennobling influence 
on Ravi and she appears to be the only sheet anchor of his life. 
Even in his weak movement when the influence of Damodar’s 
amoral world lures him on, the thought of acts as a restorative 
or cure. But still the simplicity and natural happiness found in 
the family of Nathan and Rukmani is missing in the family of 
Ravi and . All subsequent pictures of family life in the novels of 
Kamala Markandaya give a sense of change. When her novels are 
analyzed in chronological order, we realise that family life is in a 
state of decadence, and the traditional institutions are crumbling. 
But still woman appears to be superior to man. Premala in ‘Some 
Inner Fury’ is a representative of Kamala Markandaya’s feminist 
view of life. 
Premala, brought up in the conventional Hindu tradition, is 
married to the Westernized Kit. What Premala wants out of life 
is apparently so different from what Kit wants her to be. Kit has 
a distaste of the Indian way of life, particularly in the area of 
family relationships; this turns him into a bully and a sadist. His 
later negligence of Premala can be rationalized as a desperate 
attempt to evoke response but it is actually an expression of his 
disenchantment and regret. Under these circumstances, Premala’s 
earnest attempts to adjust herself to her husband fail. Once she fails 
as a traditional wife, Premala decides to go her way. She takes up 
an orphan to occupy herself even though Kit detests this. Premala 
makes an heroic attempt to please her husband and master, and 
tries to rise to the traditional standard. At the same time she also 
puts up a heroic struggle between her instinctual individual urge 
and demands of the group. That is the move of the Indian woman 
towards liberation. 
The novels of Kamala Markandaya express her feminist moral 
concern through the detailed examination of sexual and familial 
relationships. She stresses the need to believe in the moral 
superiority of women in upholding the sanctity of the family. In 
novels such as: A Handful of Rice and A Silence of Desire and 
even in Nectar in a Sieve, she presents the prohibition against loose 
living lest the purity of women and the stability of the home be 
endangered. In Nectar in a Sieve when Ira becomes a prostitute, 
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driven to it by poverty, Rukmani operates as a restrictive force. 
In most of the novels, Kamala Markandaya, as a woman writer uses 
her text, as part of a continuing process involving her own self-
definition and her emphatic identification with her character. 
“Woman Subject” cannot be ignored in Kamala Markandaya’s 
novels, because women have a significant place in her novel. 
Indian woman in her novels defines herself by a set of relationships 
and models of conduct within a created society. She confronts a 
tradition-oriented society and learns to live under the twin whips 
of heritage and modernity. In her attitude to women, the novelist 
shows signs of profound influence of a feminist school of writing. 
In Some Inner Fury the feminist novelist refers to the silent barriers 
against women: 
“There is a tradition, perhaps not only in India that women should 
not be worried, that the best way to ensure this is to keep them as 
far as possible in ignorance .... Certain domains belong to men 
alone, and Indian women learn early not to encroach.” 
In her writings Kamala Markandaya shows signs of profound 
influence of a feminist school of writing. In her attitude to women, 
she is a conservative feminist, to a certain extent and feminism 
is implicit in her novels are a presentation of the basic fact of 
awakening feminine consciousness. 
A Silence of Desire depicts the unconscious desire of a housewife, 
Sarojini, to fight the decay of herself within the marital relationship. 
She protests unconsciously, but in a manner approved by the 
society, against her husband, and by extension against the whole 
society, for giving her a listless and mechanical life which her 
psyche perceives quite clearly as being responsible for her fast 
deteriorating self. Her husband, Dandekar, to whom her strange 
behaviour and defiance come as a big shock, neurotically reacts 
and goes through a phase of suffering and soul-searching. 
Since it all happens unconsciously neither of them has a clear 
understanding of the real motives for their behaviour. In the light 
of the knowledge of depth psychology I would like to integrate 
into the discussion here such aspects of the novel as Dandekar’s 
jealousy, his rationality and its loss on being subjected to traumatic 
experiences, the strategies of his psyche to win Sarojini back, 
Sarojini’s preference for a faith-healer over modem medicine and 
her deep attachment with the Swamy and argue that the whole 
effort of Sarojini’s psyche has been to voice her desire to protest 
against the imminent loss of herself and that of Dandekar to get 
back his peace and domestic harmony and then conclude that 
both the protagonists emerge wiser than before- she having made 
her point and he having recognized his ‘integral’ but non-sexual 
‘wholeness’ with her. 
Dandeker bases his life upon some certainties: “Three children, no 
debts, a steady job, a fair pile of savings that his wife methodically 
converted into gold-bangles, a necklace, earrings and brooches 
less for ornamentation than the security it represented.” I As a wife 
Sarojini is “good with the children, and excellent cook, an efficient 
manager of his household, a woman who still gave him pleasure 
after fifteen years of marriage ... she did most things placidly ... 
and from this calm proceeded the routine and regularity that met 
the neat and orderly needs or his nature” (7). 
He does not want a change in this routine even in the wildest 
of his dreams. Even a trivial change like his daughters’ buying 
tiffin provokes him to roundly remonstrate with his wife. This- 
secure world comes off at the seams once its main pivote, his 
wife, frequently absents herself from the house and lies about it. 
Dandekar’s first feeling is a suspicion of her fidelity. Her lies and 
his discovery of a stranger’s photograph in her trunk strengthen 
his suspicion. Still, it is strange that after fifteen years of shared 

living Dandekar should suspect her fidelity the first thing instead 
of considering other possibilities. There appears to be an element 
of abnormally intense jealousy in him which is often the case 
with people prone to neurotic reaction. His leniency towards his 
colleagues Joseph and Mahadevan who believe in free love and 
inherent unfaithfulness of women respectively shows him to be 
secretly entertaining similar thoughts. But they have undergone a 
thorough repression. He therefore readily projects his own feelings 
onto his wife. As Freud puts it, projected jealousy is derived in 
both men and women either from their own actual unfaithfulness 
in real life or from impulses towards it which have succumbed 
to repression.’ 
The common experience is that marital fidelity is maintained only 
in the face of great temptations. Persons consciously denying to 
themselves these temptations, like Dandekar, will find it inevitable 
to use the unconscious mechanism of projecting their own impulses 
to unfaithfulness onto the other person to get relief from the 
pressure exerted by these temptations. Freud continues:
This strong motive can then make use of the perceptual material 
which betrays unconscious impulses of the same kind in the 
partner, and the subject can justify himself with the reflection 
that the other is probably not much better than he is himself? 
The situation has not varied from the days of Othello and 
Desdemona. Dandekar’s repressed unfaithfulness informs his 
moral errantry during his neurotic grapple with the difficulties 
imposed upon him by adverse circumstances. 
Dandekar feels so intensely jealous that he makes two attempts to 
trail Sarojini risking in the process his reputation and interests at 
the office. The desire to find out with whom she is carrying on an 
affair consumes him “like a fire”. He succeeds the second time. To 
his dismay he finds Sarojini amidst a group of people and in the 
company of a Swamy to whom she confesses to be going to get 
cured of a painful growth in her womb by faith and prayer. 
It is very interesting to examine Sarojini’s reasons for going to the 
faith-healer and not to a medical doctor. She had a rigid religious 
tutelage and consequently she has not kept up with the changing 
times. Upon developing the growth she expects to meet the same 
fate as her mother and grandmother who suffered from the same 
disease, underwent an operation but did not survive. She refuses to 
recognize the tremendous advance made by the medical science. 
These are the verbalised reasons. However, the important reasons 
lie in her unconscious. Fifteen years of married life has made it 
clear to her that the rest of her life is going to be as dull and drab as 
it has always been. Her life becomes so mechanical and routine that 
we fmd her attending to her household chores with a predictable 
regularity which Dandekar has grown to like so much. She does not 
betray her emotions at all. Her repressed anger, accumulated over 
the years, against the person responsible for the meaninglessness 
of her life assumes a negative identity symbolically put in the 
novel as the tumour. She knows Master through these processes. 
Idealization of the analyst and identification with him do happen 
at certain stages of psychoanalysis too. The difference is that 
they are tactical and temporary in psychoanalysis whereas in 
mystical cults they are strategic and are meant to be permanent. 
The idealization and internalization of the guru is usually sought 
to be cemented by such strategic methods as meditating upon 
the guru’s face which indeed Sarojini does. The result of all this 
is that the ailing follower replaces his feelings of dependence, 
insignificance, inertness, limitation and circumscription with 
the guru’s dependability, omnipotence, energy and all-pervasive 
presence in the unconscious.’ It sets in motion the follower’s healing 
transformation similar to what is obtained in psychoanalysis. 
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The Swamy of A Silence of Desire follows a similar method and 
Sarojini is completely taken in. Markandaya does not go into 
the healing rituals at the Swamy’s place. But enough evidence is 
offered to strengthen our theoretical perspective: 
She was sitting, cross-legged, on the man’s [the Swamy’s] right. 
His hand was on her bowed head, and he was murmuring to 
her, his voice sometimes falling to a whisper, a soft stream of 
indistinguishable words. In a rough circle about them sat a small 
group of men and women, listening-so engrossed that no one 
turned as he [Dandekar] burst in. No one had . even stirred; they 
were simply unaware of his presence. 
It is therefore not surprising that Sarojini should feel better every 
time she goes there. She is aware that the pain is there but it does 
not touch her in the Swamy’s presence. What the Swamy actually 
ministers to is not the alleviation of the pain her body experiences 
but the pain her psyche experiences=-the pain born of a sense of 
neglect and worthlessness. Her neurotic need for love and self-
importance are amply attended to by him. It produces a temporary 
euphoria which neutralizes the physical pain for the time being. 
Before Sarojini knows it, the Swamy’s image is internalized and 
going to him becomes something of an addiction. She lacks the 
necessary intellectual resources to all too well Dandekar’s Western 
frame of mind and scientific attitude. By going to the Swamy, 
which she knows will be disapproved of by him, she unconsciously 
protests against him just as Tara protested against her pedantic 
husband Brihaspati by physically running away with Soma in 
the Rigvedic myth. Sarojini does it differently, in a manner that 
is sanctioned by tradition and achieves the desired effect. In her 
unconscious the Swamy plays the lover and the father at the same 
time as we shall see next. 
Once she starts meeting the Swamy regularly complications 
develop. It soon becomes impossible to wrench herself free 
from the magnetic pull of the Swamy. This point calls for a little 
theoretical enquiry. In offering to heal, all these mystics follow a 
familiar but complex method discussed at length by Sudhir Kakar 
in his book Shamans Mystics and Doctors. They know that only 
lonely, neglected and distraught people seek their help. Therefore, 
the first thing they see to is that an enhancement of the ‘individual,’ 
as against the all-embracing community and the isolation of the 
individualistic society, is assured. Then they annex this newly 
developed self to themselves which results in a relatively greater 
childlikeness in the followers. The event becomes a symbolic 
enactment of a similar experience in childhood. Sudhir Kakar, 
strongly echoing Freud, puts it succintly: 
The whole transformation process has its roots in, and is a 
replication of, psychic events in that early period of childhood 
when the child, in the face of the many narcissistic hurts and 
disappointments that the ending of infancy brought in its wake, 
sought to recapture his early feelings of “greatness” through a new 
route, where he projected his greatness into the idealized image of 
a parent and then partook of it himself by setting up a configuration 
in the psyche: “you are great but I am a part of you.?’ 
The unconscious substitution of the guru in place of the father 
requires afresh the mechanisms of idealization and identification. 
The follower achieves a “psychological symbiosis” with the 
discriminate between the needs of her body and psyche. She 
therefore falls into the false belief that “without faith I shall not 
be healed”. As is evident, the Swamy’s method works only in the 
treatment of imaginary illnesses. Raj am, the garrulous cousin of 
Sarojini, has in fact been cured by the Swamy of her terrible pains 
which the doctors have diagnosed as imaginary. 
While thus Sarojini is happy in her pain, Dandekar goes through 

a period of acute mental torture. The certainties of his life appear 
to be crumbling down. He finds “the pattern of his life being 
twisted out of shape”. The cumulative effect of it is that he growe 
“withdrawn, questioning, introspective”. 
His exposure to Western thinking has rendered him particularly 
unsuitable to uncritically participate in the world of Sarojini. We 
find him at that point of turning away from religion which Freud 
thinks “is bound to occur with fatal inevitability of a process of 
growth.?” Dandekar is, for example, careful to point out that 
the tulasi plant which his wife worships with great devotion 
is merely “a plant; one did not worship plants”. His disregard 
for rituals is symbolic of the reenactment of the overcoming of 
childhood neurosis which of necessity everybody suffers in the 
process of taming the unruly instinctual demands. Religion is 
by extension “the universal obsessional neurosis of humanity; 
like the obsessional neurosis of children.”? This much desirable 
psychic progression of Dandekar is suddenly disrupted by the 
onslaught of great anxiety caused by his wife the relationship 
with whom becomes strained and hence the chief source of pain 
for him. Attempting to work out solutions at the infantile level 
to problems requiring adult rationality is quite in keeping with 
the logic of neurosis. He unconsciously believes that hie wife, 
whose love and acquiescence he has taken so much for granted, 
has deserted him for good and he experiences acute anxiety and 
pain just like an infant who equates the loss of perception of its 
mother with the loss of the mother herself and becomes anxious 
about it.8 With the passage of a few months Dandekar realises 
that his wife can be with him and yet not give him the assurance 
which she formerly used to give. This, as in the case of an infant, 
becomes for him “a new and much more enduring danger and 
determinant of anxiety.”? His anxiety makes him do things which 
earlier he would not think of doing even in dreams. Knowing well 
that he is financially strained he becomes exaggeratedly generous, 
purposelessly talks aloud, risks his social reputation by visiting 
houses of ill-fame and commits such blunders in his work that 
they almost earn him the sack. His rationality deserts him and he 
sees nothing wrong in worshipping the tulasi himself! 
He feels so drained of thought that it requires his kindly colleague 
Sastri to advise him to initiate some steps to set things right. His 
genuine efforts to talk some sense into Sarojini’s head and his 
pitiable pleadings with the Swamy to dissuade her from seeing 
him end up in a fiasco as they are bound to, for reasons we have 
already considered. In addition, in the Swamy’s presence, he feels 
so detached from himself and attracted to the Swamy that he is 
moved to donate money to the Swamy’s fund. 
The Swamy seems to touch an atavistic chord in him as he surely 
does in others including the fierce Deputy District Magistrate, 
Ghose. Nothing seems to matter in the Swamy’s presence. 
The realities of life are, however, different. One cannot afford 
to lose sight of them for long. Dandekar finds it now impossible 
to reconcile these two worlds. He feels as though he is fighting 
“something invisible”. Questions siege his mind allowing it no 
respite to find answers. 
‘Questions, questions, questions,’ Dandekar’s knuckles dug into 
his forehead. They crowd into my brain and it’s like you [Sastri] 
said, I don’t know the answers. I suppose it’s because I’ve never 
had to think much about anything until now, but I don’t seem 
able to think straight, do anything. All I know is I can’t go on 
like this. 
He is indeed unable to go any further. Nature itself takes care of it. 
He comes down with severe shingles and is bedridden for fourteen 
days. The illness serves several purposes simultaneously although 
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Dandekar appears to regard it as mere inconvenience. Firstly, as 
the doctor rightly diagnoses, it provides a relatively safer outlet 
for the anxiety that has been brewing in his unconscious for the 
past few months. Secondly, it becomes a device employed by his 
unconscious to hold Sarojini down to him. After all no woman, 
however irresponsible, will leave her husband to suffer and go 
away for a selfish reason. But here the strategy fails. While not 
neglecting her duties as a wife, Sarojini nevertheless continues 
to visit the Swamy. Thirdly, it allows him some breathing space 
to make some key discoveries about himself and his relation with 
Sarojini. The “heat and pain and those stabbing, lucid moments” 
of the two weeks of his illness sensitise him to the suffering of 
Sarojini and sober him. Her body does not arouse him sexually any 
more. He now looks at her “from another aspect of love” and sees 
“the flesh flower pale and beautiful under the thin blue cotton she 
wore without desire”. He wants her back now “not merely because 
he desired her,” but because of “a spiritual ingrowing which made 
it impossible for him to be whole so long as any part of her was 
missing”. Markandaya subtly conveys the changed perspective of 
Dandekar through the image of a night storm which is followed 
by a gentle drizzle in the morning. 
Dandekar pins all his hopes on his boss, Chari. Although Chari 
does not assure him of anything he nevertheless assigns the task 
of enquiring into the Swamy’s activities to his deputy, Ghose, 
and when that yields only limited results he takes up the matter 
himself. He does not order the Swamy to quit the place but his 
efforts do not really go waste. The Swamy is clever enough to see 
that. His position as a spiritual guide and faith healer has become 
controversial. He therefore thinks it wise to quietly leave the place. 
For Sarojini this proves to be traumatic. She feels so distraught 
and dazed at the Swamy’s disappearance that for a split second 
Dandekar feels that if it is within his power to bring him back he 
would do it. Inconsolate as she is with the loss she at the same time 
realizes, unconsciously again, that she still matters a great deal to 
her husband. Otherwise why would he suffer so much on account 
of her? She is therefore restored, body and soul, to Dandekar-to 
the world of hard facts, her ‘honeymoon’ with irrationality being 
over and her ‘desire’ being fulfilled. Her desire to voice her protest 
had something revolutionary about it. It was her last ditch effort to 
save herself from falling into self-preservatory negativism issuing 
directly from psychological repression unleashed by the social 
institution of family. She undergoes the required operation and 
is eventually cured of the ailment. 
Dandekar too regains a semblance of happiness by shedding the 
physical nature of his desire and with the distinct realization that 
his wife is an essential and indispensable part of his world, that 
it will not be in his interest to take her for granted and finally 
that henceforth his relation with her should be on the basis of 
love and equal, 
WOMAN has been the focus of many literary works down the 
centuries. In an age of development and flux in every field one 
cannot easily ignore half the population. Indian writers in English 
have also come out of their cocoons of ‘nonattachment’ and ‘non-
involvement’ and have started acknowledging the status of the 
Indian woman in a male dominated society. The concept of Indian 
womanhood is as divergent as the country itself and has undergone 
drastic and dramatic changes from era to era. India has travelled 
from her glorious past to degeneration, from spiritual ascendancy to 
communal clashes, from captivity to independence, from agrarian 
revolution to cyber technology. The role of the Indian woman has 
also changed from that of deity to devadasi, from shakti to abala, 
from home-bound creature to a professional. 

Every human being is conditioned by his/her race and milieu. 
The women of India reflect of the respective society they live 
in. Surveying the history and vicissitudes of the status of Indian 
women one observes that women once enjoyed considerable 
honor, freedom and privileges in both private and public fields. 
But with the centuries rolling by the situation changed adversely 
for women. Medieval forms of victimization like child marriage 
and sati are replaced by female infanticide and more recently by 
amniocentesis. The average Indian woman has now begun to stir 
out of stoical acceptance of her tradition bound roles, yet “the 
air of ‘freedom’ which touches the women is like the kite though 
flying yet, being stringed into the manipulative and maneuvering 
hands of their men” (Singh 8). The figure of the Indian woman 
struggling her way through an exploitative, sexually discriminated 
world serves as an apt symbol and befits a close study. 
A post-Independence writer, Kamala Markandaya draws her 
canvas on the changing socio-economic scene making her novels 
a wonderful kaleidoscope. She shows dexterity in her selection 
of characters and situations. Her characters represent a wide 
spectrum: peasants, queens and concubines, rural and city-breeds, 
English officials in India and Indian émigrés in England. An adept 
teller of tales, “she claims to be on the side of the human and life, 
against machinery, against exploitation of the weak, against war 
and violence”. Woman’s struggle is one ranging from survival at 
the sheer physical level to the quest for identity. Most women have 
to grapple with conflicting situations at home and also outside. 
In Markandaya’s wide repertoire of women characters ranging 
from the harassed, victimized peasant women to the princesses 
of havelis we discern the plight of the Indian woman crippled by 
her sex, society and economic condition. 
Traditional patriarchal Indian society confines woman to the taboo-
ridden path. Rukmani of Nectar in a Sieve, Markandaya’s debut 
novel, exemplifies the large mass of underprivileged rural women 
whose backs are bent with ill-rewarded labor. She narrates her life 
with tenant farmer Nathan “who was poor in everything but in love 
and care for me, his wife, whom he took at the age of twelve”. 
They gradually become victims of two evils: the zamindari system 
and industrialization. The construction of a tannery changes the 
face of their village and alters the lives of its inhabitants “in a 
myriad ways”. Misfortunes engulf her: one of her sons is killed 
at the tannery, the crops fail, another son dies of starvation, her 
daughter becomes a prostitute and finally they are evicted from the 
land, their only hope. Nathan and Rukmani remove themselves to 
town and there their deprived of a happy married life on account 
of her barrenness gives birth to an albino child. Though a mother 
does not distinguish between a legitimate and illegitimate child, 
society, particularly traditional Indian society, does not welcome 
such a child nor does it respect an unmarried mother. Saddled 
with an illegitimate child Ira fights her battle alone. 
Indian womanhood has “to be explored, experienced, and 
understood in all its vicissitudes, multiplicities, contradictions 
and complexities”. Indian woman’s journey from the cradle to the 
tomb passes through different stages, playing familial roles. Yet 
she remains an enigma. Misfortunes, loss and societal sanctions 
restrict her freedom but they can never destroy the spirit within. 
Markandaya’s women, though victims of nature and society 
never give in completely. Beneath the veneer of fragility and 
weakness lies an inherent strength. They are like leaves of grass: 
the humblest, the most downtrodden, continually being rooted 
up and continually reappearing, pushing their way, surviving all 
pressures and sprouting again with vigor and vitality. Sensitive, 
sensible and intelligent, they possess life affirming qualities. 
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Misfortunes engulf Rukmani. Her family is tormented not only 
by socio-economic factors but also by the vagaries of nature. 
Yet she survives the ordeal by remaining the axis, around which 
other lives revolve. Reluctant to run way from her responsibilities 
she accepts her roles as wife and mother. When the gods turn a 
deaf ear to her prayers for a son she boldly seeks the help of a 
foreign doctor. The same resolution, coupled with her anxiety for 
Ira’s future drives her once again to jeopardize her situation. A 
woman of spirit, she rises up against the officials when they warn 
her not to demand any compensation for the death of her son in 
the tannery. Accepting her loss she asks, “What compensation is 
there for death?”. Her serenity, calmness and stoic acceptance 
of the inevitable help her endure her ordeal. It enables her to 
forgive Nathan’s pre-marital and extra-marital affairs. A new peace 
dawns upon them “freed at last from the necessity for lies and 
concealment and deceit...”. 
An attempt to be united with their son fails. Nathan dies under the 
strain of breaking stones in a quarry and Rukmani returns with 
her adopted leper son to the village. 
Degradation of the female is neatly woven into the fabric of this 
novel. When Ira is born Rukmani sheds “tears of weakness and 
disappointment, for what woman wants a girl for her ‘firstborn?’. It 
is male progency that elevates the status of a woman in our society 
and not a “pooling infant who would take with her a dowry and 
leave nothing but a memory behind”. Illiteracy and ignorance often 
breed fear and superstition. Though literate Rukmani also seeks 
the power of the stone lingam to fight sterility. In her despair she 
crosses the social taboo in consulting a foreign male doctor. But 
then science triumphs, as she begets sons one after another. She 
has scarcely any means to feed her sons. 
Literature as well as society around us reinforce the image of the 
Indian woman as pativrata, the paragon of all virtues. Yet the same 
society does not chastise a husband for marital disloyalty. Rukmani 
is shocked to learn about the infidelity of Nathan. “Disbelief first, 
disillusionment, anger, reproach, pain. To find out, after so many 
years, in such a cruel way”. The callousness with which he asserts 
himself as the father of Kunthi’s sons is unbearable to her. Neither 
does he hesitate to rob her of rice during famine to provide for 
Kunthi. 
That the life of an Indian woman runs an unpredictable course 
becomes evident when we witness the fate of Ira. The docile girl 
who accepts the man of her parents’ choice as her husband is 
soon sent back accused of being barren, “a failure, a woman who 
cannot even bear a child”. The odds that weigh heavily against her 
toss her life. In her anxiety and desire to regain her position she 
seeks the help of Dr. Kenny. But it is too late for her husband had 
already re-married. She withdraws into “that chill hopelessness”. 
Iraagain bears eloquent witness to the fact that prostitutes are 
made, not born. During the famine she sells her body, for there is 
nothing else to sell, to feed her ailing brother. Though she fails to 
There is dignity in her acceptance of misfortunes and sorrows as 
essential ingredients of life., This elevated outlook is the result of 
her heroic struggle and mute suffering. She stands as the symbol 
of the all encompassing, loving and forgiving mother figure. As 
Krishna Rao comments, “the real truth of the novel is the spiritual 
stamina of Rukmani ... “. 
Even when a woman is not biologically a mother, she can function 
as one emotionally. As a young girl Ira was a surrogate mother to 
her brothers. When her youngest brother is born “Ira’s feminine 
instinct of nurturance takes precedence over hurt, sorrow and 
resentment. She becomes a “harlot,” a “common strumpet” not to 
quench any burning fire in her body but to feed her ailing brother. 

A strange and bewildering change comes over her. She ceases to 
be a child “to be cowed or forced into submission, but a grown 
woman with a definite purpose and an invincible determination”. 
She defies society, but fails to give life to her brother. What she 
gets in return is an illegitimate albino child. Physical or mental 
aberrations of an offspring cannot annihilate the innate love and 
understanding of a mother. Unperturbed, Ira accepts proudly her 
child’s ‘fairness.’ “Her bearing astounded and even awed” the 
fault-finders. Krishnaswamy lauds the inborn gentleness and 
resilience with which “the likes of Ira and Rukmani care and 
nurture all around them, even under the worst circumstances”. 
Compared to in A Handful of Rice Rukmani is relatively free. The 
fun-loving, bright eyed girl confronts the realities and hardships 
of life once she is married to Ravi. When Apu, the anchor of 
the family dies, poverty grinds them down. Trapped with his 
responsibilities of running joint-family Ravi’s gentleness towards 
evaporates and she becomes the victim of his angry outbursts. Even 
when his frustrations and cantankerous feelings ventilate through 
brutality imposed on her, she does not complain. “ took it stoically; 
she was used to obedience and saw no point in banging her head 
against a stone wall”. When she is accused of infidelity she has 
no other way but to go to her sister. Yet when Ravi comes to call 
her back she obeys unquestioningly. “’Come,’ he said, and she 
rose at once obediently”. She cannot function as an autonomous 
being when even her existence is at stake. 
Though not of the calibre of Rukmani or Ira, survives the pressures 
of their deteriorating financial position and the brutality of her 
husband. Her gentleness and sensibility enable her to guide Ravi 
gradually from the clutches of the underworld. In spite of his fury 
and fretfulness her tender and loving approach restores peace in 
the family. “She was constant, a rock to which he could cling and 
keep his head level when his views and values began their mad 
dance”. Her children take refuge in her constant and undemanding 
love. Her first born’s fatal sickness and death drain out all her 
energy. Yet she does not allow herself to be shattered for she knows 
“life has to be lived and other children have to be looked after”. 
In this urban atmosphere of poverty, exploitation and corruption 
Markandaya highlights woman’s power of endurance, patience 
and inexhaustible love. This unflinching feminine spirit armours 
her women in their struggle for a handful of rice. 
Even amidst material prosperity “many women live with harrowing 
feelings of psychological insecurity, lack of personal status” and 
a sense of alienation. Though better equipped with education and 
wealth than their counterparts in the earlier novels self-fulfillment 
becomes a distant aim unattainable goal to the women in Some 
Inner Fury. It chronicles the repercussions of the freedom struggle 
on the lives of educated, upper-class women. Premala epitomises 
the traditional concept of upper-class women. Hailing from a 
conservative Hindu family she tries to remold herself to her 
husband’s modern, anglicized tastes “though she tried desperately, 
she plainly found it difficult to adapt herself to him”. She sacrifices 
all aspirations for personal freedom and happiness, yet she fails 
to bridge the cultural gap between herself and Kit, her husband. 
Mira, her sister-in-law, feels sorry for her: “If she had not loved 
Kit so much, she would not have tried so much to please him”. 
Hedged in by the traditional Indian spirit she prolongs her anguish 
and frustration. Her unfulfilled maternal feelings find an outlet 
in nurturing an orphan child. School work releases her to an 
extent from her frustrations, misery and loneliness but there she 
meets with her tragic death. As Srinivasa Iyengar opines, “she is 
symbolic of Mother India who is compassion and sufferance, who 
must indeed suffer all hurts and survive all disasters”. Through 
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her Markandaya projects the bewilderment and vulnerability of 
traditional Indian woman confronting a culture in flux. Despite her 
being a victim she shows a streak of inner strength in her attempt 
at saving the school on fire risking her own life. Tom between her 
western oriented husband and her own conventional upbringing 
she sublimates herself through sacrifice: “Her silence is stronger 
than all rhetoric, her seeming capacity for resignation is the true 
measure of her unfathomable strength”. 
Traditional Indian society does not leave much scope for an 
individual to transcend the role boundaries. Yet Roshan Merchant 
of the same novel withstands the conflicting social forces and seeks 
independence. Outspoken and educated she stands as a contrast to 
both Premala and Kit. The most striking and autonomous among 
Markandaya’s heroines she bestows her outstanding qualities 
upon her less fortunate sisters around her. From a columnist she 
becomes the owner of the paper she is writing for. Her magnetic 
dynamism appeals even to the conventional Premala. Her quest 
for identity and autonomy cannot be separated from her desire for 
national independence. Though not an advocate of terrorism she 
does not restrain from vouching a sound alibi for Govind, Mira’s 
brother. No other woman would have sworn in the court that he 
had spent the night in question with her. With her simplicity, calm 
and composure she can even control a violent mob. Her foreign 
education does not distance her from her people, but instills in them 
the need for personal as well as national freedom. Mira appreciates 
her: “born in one world, educated in another, she entered both and 
moved in both with ease and nonchalant Apart from Premala and 
Roshan, Markandaya portrays another educated woman engaged 
in the war between tradition and modernity, romanticism and 
realism and aspiration for personal freedom and patriotism in 
Mira, the objective reporter of her family tale. Her rich Hindu 
background and exposure to western life style equip her with 
the knowledge to select the best from both Indian and British 
culture. Like her pro-British and anti-British brothers she too is 
tom between her passionate love for the English official Richard 
and her patriotism. Despite their deep and lasting love for each 
other she is mature enough to understand the hindrances to their 
union. It is a love between two individuals who happen to belong to 
two different races. The rigidity and orthodoxy of her own society 
help her to understand the conventions of her caste. When Roshan 
rises above the narrow confines of family and society Mira finds 
it hard to eschew her private happiness in the name of patriotism. 
Yet she knows as she says forlornly: “You belong to one side-if 
you don’t, you belong to the other”. There is no in between. She 
shows immense courage in her decision. But she has no regrets for 
“they had known love together; whatever happened the sweetness 
of that knowledge would always remain”. Had they been united 
they would have risen above racial and cultural disparities through 
the purity of their love. 
Since India is a land where religion, rationalism and mysticism go 
together most novels with an Indian background have a religious 
figure, a sanyasi. Most often he functions as a social leader also. 
The problem in A Silence of Desire originates from Sarojini’s blind 
faith in the healing power of a swamy. A middle class woman and 
an ideal wife, she seeks refuge in the swamy rather than succumb 
to an operation to remove a tumour. Their domestic harmony is 
threatened by her secret visits to the swamy. Dandekar and Sarojini 
drift apart mainly because of the growing silence between them. 
His suspicion of her fidelity stems from this communication gap. 
Tension hovers over the house. The hold of the swamy becomes 
evident when she secretly hands the precious articles of her house 
to him. Finally when the swami is evicted, Sarojini resignedly 

accepts her situation. She undergoes a successful operation not 
because of any change of attitude but because the swamy has asked 
her to. Sarojini has her own reasons for her clandestine visits to 
the swamy because she does not expect her rational husband to 
believe in faith-healing. She does not explain to Dandekar even 
after their confrontation because she does not think she has done 
anything wrong. When he spies on her and almost accuses her of 
infidelity her sense of righteousness enables her to remain calm 
and restrained for she knows that she is still a pativrata. Her silence 
ensues from her inner strength, the conviction that she is pure. 
Sarojini tries to sustain the image of a dutiful wife catering to the 
needs of her family, but she does not allow her domestic chores to 
curtail her faith. Behind her determination is the fact that surgery 
failed to save the lives of her mother and grandmother. Though 
she agrees to the operation, she guards her faith. Women like her 
are typically Indian in their attitude to life. Neither as active as 
Roshan nor as submissive as Premala “she has quiet powers of 
resilience and indomitable faith which will enable her to survive, 
if not win outright, in the battle for life”. 
Though the central character of The Nowhere Man is Srinivas, an 
uprooted Indian Brahmin in England, Vasantha, and his assiduously 
Indian wife becomes conspicuous through the different trials she 
goes through: physical, spiritual and psychological. Just as her 
homeland Vasantha also becomes a victim of British assault. Her 
life in the native as well as the alien soil has all the elements of 
a tragedy. A terrible transformation takes place in her when a 
young British officer lifts up her skirt while searching their house 
for her terrorist brother. This incident colors her attitude to life. 
“Suddenly in those frantic moments, nubile and naked before men, 
her childhood had gone”. Vasantha emerges from that ordeal to 
“a closed stricken woman, thirteen years old, locked in fright, in 
shock, and in tragedy”. 
Brought up conventionally, she never feels pure again though her 
virginity has not been assaulted. It has repercussions on her sexual 
life with her husband too. This same uncompromising attitude 
qualities the rest of her life. Her life abroad, in the land of her 
exploiter also has the echoes of a tragedy. One son dies in war and 
the mother in her becomes sadder on account of the widening gap 
between herself and her only surviving son. When even the birth 
of a grandchild does not bring about a family reunion, her death 
is hastened. But death cannot efface her for she remains a living 
presence to the lonely Srinivas. Without her he feels a vacuum 
never to be filled again. 
Transplanted into an alien soil she guards her essential Indianness. 
While she willingly makes many an adjustment, she stubbornly 
sticks to Indian ways of life and plans for the future of her sons 
in the Indian way. She persuades Srinivas to acquire a house, 
Chandraprasad, in London but never considers herself a Londoner. 
It is her religion that sustains her when her children desert her. 
In the alien land, relying on her inner resource of courage and 
endurance she is able to offer nurturance and support to her 
husband. Till her death she remains so “irredeemably Indian in 
style and cut” that Srinivas regrets throwing her ashes in the alien 
river Thames. Though weak in many respects Vasantha deserves 
admiration for it needs tremendous inner strength to be rooted in 
one’s own culture when confronted with an alien one. 
Regarded as a novel that falls far below Markandaya’s standards 
Two Virgins narrates the journey from adolescence to womanhood 
of two sisters, Lalitha and Saroja. The two sisters refuse to adjust to 
the squalor and poverty of their village life and aspire for freedom 
and riches. Born under the same roof they develop differently. The 
elder one who aspires for glamour and autonomy becomes a victim 
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while the younger one matures through the experience of her 
sister and propels her life carefully. Physical beauty and feminine 
charm help Lalitha to be in focus: “Lalitha had status. She had 
no husband yet, but everyone could see when she did, she would 
have more than her fair proportion”. But lured by the glamour of 
the film world she falls a victim to the film magnate Gupta who 
refuses to take the responsibility of her pregnancy. Arnma, their 
mother has to shield her from the eyes of the neighbors. There 
is no way to keep her illegitimate child because motherhood is 
not considered a blessing when not sanctified by marriage. The 
mother in her mourns the loss. “It isn’t fair,” she said, “You’d 
think there was some other way, wouldn’t you? To keep a child 
if you wanted to, whether you were married or not? But there 
isn’t no way at all”. 
Lalitha’s transgression of moral norms is engendered not solely by 
her beauty, vulnerability and sensuousness but by heredity. Saroja 
admits, “Amma was free with her looks ... you could spot the 
seeds which have sprouted in Lalitha ... though Lalitha had added 
finesse of her own”. She acts foolishly and risks her reputation 
and life. She defies the code of the society and is “paying the 
penalty, that is all”. Being a fallen woman she has no escape 
routes. Though endowed with intelligence and beauty she fails 
to use them judiciously to elevate herself and her society. Once 
having erred, there is no absolution. Saroja puts it succinctly: 
“women had no boltholes. There was no escape for them, they 
had to stand where they were and take it”. 
Saroja, a witness to Lalitha’s transgression, wisely decides to 
stay within the prescribed code despite temptations. She too 
experiences the conflict between tradition and modernity, passion 
and reason. She also aspires to move to fresher pastures to establish 
her own identity, but her aspiration for autonomy is curtailed by 
her acute awareness of Lalitha’s dilemma and the age old wisdom 
of Alamelu. She awakens to a new understanding and develops 
to be a mature woman gleaning wisdom through observation 
and experience. Saroja, young though she is, is strong enough to 
resist men’s allurements for “she knew too much, she had gone 
through too much to be afraid of anything”. She is pragmatic 
enough not to add to her burdens as a woman. She is not averse to 
modernity and male friends but unlike Lalitha, she knows where 
to stop. She perceives, changes, and grows. We tend to agree 
with Krishnaswamy who says, “we witness the development 
of the Indian woman from phantasmagoric infancy to almost 
discretionary adulthood”. 
The Golden Honeycomb is hailed as Markandaya’s “memorable 
fait accompli”. Once again her attention is focused on the 
momentous historical events during the British regime. Rabi, the 
chief protagonist develops into an autonomous being thanks to the 
different women whom he comes into contact with. These women 
from different walks of life shape and fashion his conscience. His 
grandmother, the Dowager Rani Manjula is a remarkable figure. 
Sculpted in the pattern of the great Indian heroines she proves 
a spirited companion to her husband. Though controlled by the 
British Resident, her spirit remains free and this helps her enlighten 
her grandson with the legends of the country. One cannot but 
admire the poise with which she ends the misery of her husband, 
bed-ridden after an accident. Her tremendous will power enables 
her to don the mantle of a widow courageously. As the supervisor 
of Rabi’s education she does not fail to inculcate patriotic as well 
as human values in him. 
History records not only the merits and demerits of powerful kings, 
but also the private lives of the royal palaces. Life in the there is not 
as rosy as we believe. Living in the shadow of their husbands, most 

queens are forced to eschew their identity. Most often it is a life 
of compromise. Shanta Devi is married tQ Bawajiraj because of 
her suitability, her royal lineage. “The docility of the girl enchants 
the Agent”. But the very docility that has been eulogized in her 
causes marital discord. To worsen the alienation the king enters 
into many liaisons until he meets Mohini with whom he has a son. 
Blessed are those who can give birth to a male child. Even the 
royal chambers are not free from double standards. The obloquy 
for failing to bear an heir in royal wedlock is attributed to the 
queen while “Bawajiraj, whose sperm sexes the child is not even 
Darned”. Shanta Devi’s lack of a strong will, her submission to 
the royal commands makes her accept Rabi as the royal heir. The 
king boasts that “he would never accept a child of his wife’s that 
he has not sired. That she accepts his; he considers both natural 
and his due” (53). Patiently waiting for the king’s visits to her 
chamber, she ungrudgingly plays the role that is expected of her. In 
her Krishnaswamy discerns “the symbol of the passive feminine, 
stunted in her womanhood, stunted as a human being”. 
Mohini, the concubine, proves herself more spirited and 
independent than the passive queen. She refuses to be drawn into a 
royal marriage despite her great love for the king and her concern 
for Rabi’s future. She asserts herself when the king proposes 
marriage: “I don’t want to be your queen. I want to be free”. A true 
patriot, she does not hesitate to criticise the king for his unflinching 
loyalty to the British rulers. She insists on educating her son in the 
Indian way and arranges a pandit with the help of the Maharani. 
This discernment on her part enhances his nationalistic feelings 
and makes him aware of his responsibility to his people. She does 
not need a royal marriage to make her unorthodox union with the 
king meaningful and enduring: “I can make you happy without 
that. I have no wish to be your second wife either”. He is forced 
to accept her spirit of independence. She maintains her freedom 
and makes the king accept the doctrine of equality. 
Markandaya’s fictional canvas thus portrays certain social 
conventions and attitudes that victimise women. Yet neither the 
struggle for survival nor the social inequalities can defeat them 
completely. The women in the earlier novels are victims of poverty. 
Material prosperity also does not guarantee any autonomy as is 
evidenced by Premala. Sarojini’s crisis ensues from her blind 
faith as well as incommunication. In the royal setting Shanta Devi 
ceases to be an independent individual with emotions and feelings. 
While Vasantha suffers from an alien onslaught on her, Lalitha 
becomes a victim of her own wantonness and urbanisation. But the 
docility and acceptance of these women do not suggest that they are 
forever weak. In times of crisis, it is the woman who shows strength 
and courage which she transmits to others. Her soul is strong and 
resilient. Tragedy only wakes her up to reality. Rukmani, Ira and 
show remarkable resilience for they know that work without hope 
draws nectar in a sieve and hope without an object cannot survive. 
Markandaya’s relatively emancipated women like Roshan, Mira, 
Rani Manjula and Mohini not only overcome social inhibitions 
but even rise above the men in stature From the first to the last, 
Markandaya’s novels present women who prove themselves to 
be as resitient and resourceful as the earth. The positive attitude 
of these women is an outcome of their inner strength which can 
withstand social oppression. Their strength does not lie in their 
muscular power but in their inherent capacity for compassion, 
sacrifice, nurturance and acceptance of the inevitable. Chronicling 
the experience of the Indian woman Markandaya shows her as 
the pillar of the society supporting, strengthening and enduring 
everyone around her. She is the progenitor, sustainer and nourisher 
of the human species: the guardian of culture and the advocate of 
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tolerance and acceptance. Markandaya cannot but admire these 
women who bend but never breaded who as Parikh says have 
found their “anchor within” 
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