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Abstract: 

Rural landscapes have long occupied a central space in the literary imagination of writers across the glode, 

serving as sites where questions of identity, labor, gender, societal belonging and environmental change 

generally converge as issues. While Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) and Kamala 

Markhandaya’s  Nectar in a Sieve (1954) come up from distant historical, cultural and traditional contexts 

and backgrounds- Victorian England and post-colonial India respectively, both while highlighting 

showcase women’s indispensable role in sustaining agrarian life. This paper basically aims to undertake a 

comparative study of Bathsheda Everdene and Rukmini, analyzing how their engagement with land and 

agriculture challenge patriarchal assumptions regarding rural womanhood. Drawing upon the 

Interdisciplinary frameworks of Ecofeminism, Feminist Ecology and Rural studies, this study argues that 

both Protagonists transcends domestic confinements to become custodians of agricultural production, 

community resilience, and ecological continuum. Although Bathsheba’s authority is mediated through 

property ownership while Rukmani’s agency develops through subsistence labor and endurance, both 

women negotiate environmental uncertainty, economic instability, and gendered expectations through 

forms of resilience rooted in the rural landscape. The paper further contends that hardy and Markhandaya 

portray land not merely as an economic resource but as an emotional, cultural, and ethical space that 

shapes female identity. By situating these literary representations within contemporary debates on the 

feminization of agriculture and sustainable rural development, the study demonstrates the continuing 

relevance of these novels to twenty first century Rural Studies and Environmental Humanities.  

Keywords: Rural Studies, Ecofeminism, Feminist Political Ecology, Agricultural Labor, Thomas Hardy, 

Kamala Markandaya, Rural Women, Sustainability, Agrarian Literature, Comparative Studies 

1. Introduction: 

The village has traditionally occupied an ambivalent position within literary discourse. The romantic 

literature across the globe often idealized rural life as a repository of innocence, harmony, and moral 

stability, while realist writers always tried to expose it as a space marked by poverty, gender inequality, 

labor origin or exploitation and ecological vulnerability. The Rural studies of contemporary times reject 
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both romantic nostalgia and simplistic depictions of deprivation, instead recognizing rurality as a dynamic 

intersection of environmental, economic, political and cultural processes. Literature, in this regard, serves 

as a valuable archive for inheriting how rural communities negotiate these transformations across different 

historical eras and geographical contexts. 

Among most significant yet historically under-represented contributors to rural life are women. Despite 

constitution a substantial proportion of the global agricultural workforce, women’s labor has frequently 

been rendered invisible within both economic statistics and literary criticism. The Food and Agriculture 

Organization has repeatedly noted that women perform a considerable share of agriculture labor 

worldwide while possessing disproportionately limited access to land ownership, credit facilities and 

institutional support. This disparity has led scholars such as Bina Agarwal to argue that ownership and 

control over land remain central to women’s empowerment within agrarian societies (Agarwal 12). 

Consequently, while examining the literary representations of rural women, we find that they offer 

valuable insights into the intersections of gender, labor, ecology and overall social justice.  

Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) and Kamala Markhandaya’s Nectar in a Seive 

(1954) give a fertile ground for such an inquiry. Although separated by nearly eighty years and shaped by 

vastly different socio-political circumstances, both novels present women whose identities are inseparable 

from the land they inhabit.  Hardy’s Bathsheba Everdene emerges as one of the Victorian Literature’s 

most unconventional heroines. As the property of Weatherbury Farm, she challenges conventional gender 

roles by assuming responsibility for agricultural responsibility for management, supervising laborers, 

negotiating financial decisions, and navigating the economic uncertainties of rural England. Rather than 

confining Bathsheda to domestic responsibilities. Hardy portrays her as an active participant in agricultural 

production whose competence frequently surpasses that of her male counterpart.  

Similarly, Markhandaya’s Rukmani embodies the resilience of countless rural women in postcolonial 

India whose survival depends upon their intimate relationship with the land. Unlike Bathsheda, Rukmani 

owns no property, instead she labors alongside her husband Nathan on leased farmland, confronting 

recurring droughts, floods. Crop failures, famines. Industrial expansions and displacements. Her 

experiences reveal that precarity of agrarian existence within a rapidly modernizing society where 

economic development often comes at the expense of traditional rural communities. Yet Rukmani’s 

strength lies not in legal ownership but in her capacity to preserve familial cohesion, agricultural 

knowledge, and cultural continuity amid persistent adversity. 

Despite the centrality of land and labor in both novels, existing scholarship has largely approached these 

works through separate critical frameworks. Hardy’s novels has primarily attracted studies focusing on 

Victorian gender conventions, pastoral aesthetics, and romantic relationships; while criticisms on 

Markhandaya’s text has concentrated on colonial modernity, poverty, industrialization and most 

importantly the notion of postcolonial identity. Comparatively, little attention has been paid to how these 

novels construct woemn’s agricultural labor as a form of agency that simultaneously challenges patriarchal 

structures and sustains rural communities. Even fewer studies bring these texts into conversation through 

the interdisciplinary lens of Rural Studies.  

This paper addresses that gap by employing Ecofeminism and Feminist Political Ecology alongside Rural 

Studies to compare the representations of Bathsheda Everdene and Rukmani. Ecofeminist theorist such as 

http://www.aijfr.com/


 

Advanced International Journal for Research (AIJFR) 

E-ISSN: 3048-7641   ●   Website: www.aijfr.com   ●   Email: editor@aijfr.com 

 

AIJFR26046917 Volume 7, Issue 4 (July-August 2026) 3 

 

Vandana Shiva and Maris Mies argue that the exploitation of women and the degradation of nature are 

interconnected consequences of patriarchal systems that privileged domination, commodification, and 

profit over care and sustainability (Mies and Shiva 14). Feminist Political Ecology further extends this 

perspective by examining how gender shapes access to natural resources, land rights, and environmental 

decision-making (Rocheleau et al. 4). Together, these frameworks enable a nuanced understanding of how 

rural women negotiate ecological uncertainty, agricultural labor, and social inequality.  

Equally significant is Raymond William’s influential conception of the countryside as a contested cultural 

space rather than an idyllic refuge. In The Country and the City, Williams argue that literary 

representations of rural life often conceal underlying relations of labor, class and power that sustain 

agrarian economies (William 96). Applying this insight to Hardy and Markhandaya reveals that both 

authors resist romanticizing village life. Their rural landscapes are productive yet precarious, beautiful yet 

unforgiving, offering opportunities for belonging while simultaneously exposing individuals to 

environmental unpredictability and economic vulnerability.  

The comparative approach adopted in this paper is particularly valuable because it illuminates both 

convergences and divergences between Victorian England and postcolonial India. Bathsheba’s authority 

is enabled by inheritance and property owernership, reflecting exceptional possibilities available to a 

minority of Victorian women. Rukmani, on the other hand, embodies the structural dispossession 

experienced by countless peasant women whose relationship with land remains meditated through tenancy 

and patriarchal family structures. Nevertheless, both protagonists derive identity, dignity, and resilience 

from agricultural labor rather than from domestic dependency. Their experiences challenge conventional 

binaries that position women exclusively within private spaces while associating productive labor with 

masculinity.  

Furthermore, these novels anticipate contemporary discussions surrounding the feminization of 

agriculture. Across many developing societies, increasing male migration to urban centers has expanded 

women’s participation in farming while simultaneously intensifying their economic burdens. Literary 

representations of women such as Bathsheba and Rukmani therefore resonate beyond their historical 

settings, offering enduring reflections on women’s contribution to food, security and environmental 

nurturing and rural sustainability. Their stories underscore the reality that rural development cannot be 

understood solely through technological innovations or economic policies, but must also recognize the 

often invisible labor performed by women who sustain both households and landscapes.  

By examining these novels through an interdisciplinary comparative framework, this paper argues that 

Hardy and Markhadaya tries to redefine womanhood as a site of economic productivity, ecological 

knowledge and social resilience. Rather than portraying women merely as passive second class citizen 

victims of rural hardship, both the authors construct female protagonists who relationship with land 

becomes a source of agency, ethical responsibility, and community survival. In doing so, Far from the 

Madding Crowd and Nectar in a Sieve remain profoundly relevant to contemporary debates concerning 

gender equality, sustainable agriculture, and the future of rural societies.  

The relationship between women and agricultural labor occupies a central position in both the novels, 

although the historical, social and economic realities of Victorian England and postcolonial India shape 

these relationships in specific variety of ways. Both Thomas Hardy and Kamala Markhandaya rejects the 
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conventional literary image of women as passive occupants of domestic space by presenting protagonists 

whose identities are inseparable from the productive landscape. Their engagement with farming is not 

merely an extension of household responsibility but a form of economic participation and a step towards 

social leadership. Through Bathsheba Everdene and Rukmani, both authors redefine rural womanhood as 

active labor, demonstrating that women’s work sustain not only individual families but also the larger 

agrarian economy.  

Rural studies scholars argue that agriculture is never solely an economic activity; it is also a cultural 

practice that structures social relations, identity, and community life (Woods 45). Within this framework, 

women’s labor has historically remained undervalued despite its indispensable contributions to food 

production and rural sustainability. Bina Agarwal observes that although women constitute a significant 

portion of the agricultural workforce, they often lack legal ownership of land, institutional recognition, 

and decision making power (Agarwal 18). This paradox becomes particularly illuminating while 

comparing Bathsheba and Rukmani, who occupy contrasting positions within agrarian structures while 

sharing an intimate dependence on the land.  

Bathsheba Everdene stands apart from many 19th century literary heroines because she assumes authority 

over Weatherbury Farm after inheriting the estate from her uncle. Hardy deliberately positions her within 

a sphere traditionally reserved for men. Rather than delegating responsibility, Bathsheba supervises 

harvesting, negotiates wages, manages livestock, oversees financial accounts, and makes strategic 

decisions concerning the estate. Hardy’s portrayal challenges Victorian assumptions that associated 

rational management and economic competence with masculinity. Bathsheba’s famous declaration, “I 

shall astonish you all,” encapsulates her determination to prove that a women can successfully administer 

a working farm without male supervision (Hardy 54). Her confidence is not merely personal ambition but 

an assertion of female capability within a patriarchal rural economy.  

Hardy further emphasizes Bathsheba’s authority through scenes of agricultural management rather than 

domestic accomplishment. The narrative repeatedly depicts her inspecting fields, directing workers and 

participating in seasonal farming activities. During the harvest sequence, for instance, Bathsheba works 

alongside labors instead of remaining detached as an aristocratic landowner. Her willingness to engage 

physically with agricultural tasks reinforces Hardy’s vision of leadership as participatory rather than 

hierarchical. The farm becomes a collaborative space where authority is earned through competence and 

commitment rather than inherited privilege alone. 

Yet Hardy also exposes the difficulties faced by women who enter traditionally masculine domains. 

Bathsheba’s decisions are constantly scrutinized by male workers and neighboring landowners, reflecting 

Victorian anxieties surrounding female leadership. Her authority is questioned not because of 

incompetence but because of gender. Gabriel Oak’s guidance occasionally compensates for her 

inexperience, but Hardy carefully avoids portraying Bathsheba as entirely dependent upon him. Instead, 

their relationship evolves into one of mutual respect founded upon shared agricultural knowledge, in doing 

so, Hardy subtly critiques patriarchal assumptions without completely dismantling the gender norms of 

his time.  

If Bathsheba represents female authority through landownership, Rukmani embodies agency through labor 

itself. Unlike Hardy’s heroine, Rukmani possesses no legal claim to the fields she cultivates. Her family 
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survives as tenant farmers whose livelihood depends upon seasonal harvests and the goodwill of their 

landlords. Nevertheless, the absence of ownership does not diminish her connection to the land. Rukmani 

recalls learning to cultivate the soil with hope and reverence, describing the earth as both provider and 

companion. Farming becomes an act of survival, memory, and identity rather simply an occupation.  

Markhandaya repeatedly portrays Rukmani participating in every stage of agricultural production. She 

plants seeds, tends crops, gather harvests, stores grains, and supplements the family’s income through 

domestic labor. Her work extends beyond cultivation to encompass food preservation, childcare, 

household management and emotional support. These interconnected responsibilities illustrate what 

feminist economists describe as the “double burden” of women’s labor, whereby productive and 

reproductive work remain inseparable. Unlike conventional economic systems that privilege market- 

oriented labor, Nectar in a Seive foregrounds the invisible work that sustains rural households through 

periods of scarcity.  

The arrival of the tannery dramatically transforms the rural economy and exposes the vulnerability of 

communities dependent upon agriculture. Industrialization promises employment and mordernization but 

simultaneously accelerates land alienation, inflation, environmental degradation, and social 

fragmentation. Rukmani observes these changes with profound ambivalence. While some villagers 

welcome industrial progress, she recognizes its destructive consequences for traditional farming 

communities. Her resistence is not rooted in nostalgia but in an understanding that the erosion of agrarian 

life threatens social cohesion and ecological balance. Markhandaya thus anticipates contemporary debates 

concerning sustainable development, illustrating how rapid industrial expansion often marginalizes rural 

populations, particularly women.  

Ecofeminist thinkers such as Vandana Shiva argue that women often develop ecological knowledge 

through everyday intersections with natural resources, making them crucial agents of environmental 

sustainability (Shiva 42). Both Bathsheba and Rukmani embody this principlke. Their understanding of 

seasonal rythms, crop cycles, livestock care, and environmental uncertainity reflects knowledge acquired 

through lived experience rather than formal education. Agriculture becomes a dialogue with nature 

requiring patience, adaptability, and care. Neither protagonists seek to dominate the landscape, instead 

negotiate its unpredictability through observations and resilience.  

The ecological dimensions of both novels further reinforce their contemporary relevance. Climate 

variability, unpredictable harvest, and environmental vulnerability shape the experiences of Bathsheba 

and Rukmani, reminding readers that agriculture remains fundamentally dependent upon ecological 

balance. Their responses to these challenges exemplify what contemporary environmental humanities 

identify as resilience, not the capacity to dominate nature but the ability to adapt ethically to changing 

environmental conditions. Such resilience emerge through cooperation, experiential knowledge, and 

sustained engagement with local ecosystems.  

Moreover, both novels contribute significantly to present day discussions surrounding the feminization of 

agriculture. Across many developing societies, male migration to urban cities has increased women’s 

responsibility for farming while leaving structural inequalities in land ownership and institutional support 

largely unchanged. Bathsheba and Rukmani thus anticipate the realities of countless contemporary rural 

women whose agricultural contributions continue to sustain food security despite limited social 

http://www.aijfr.com/


 

Advanced International Journal for Research (AIJFR) 

E-ISSN: 3048-7641   ●   Website: www.aijfr.com   ●   Email: editor@aijfr.com 

 

AIJFR26046917 Volume 7, Issue 4 (July-August 2026) 6 

 

recognition. Their stories remind us that sustainable rural development cannot be archived without 

acknowledging women’s central role in environmental management. 

Viewed through the interdisciplinary frameworks of Ecofeminism and Rural Studies, these novels 

demonstrate that women’s labor is not peripheral to agrarian society but foundational to its survival. Hardy 

and Markhandaya ultimately reject reductive portrayals of rural women as passive victims or domestic 

caretakers. Instead, they construct female protagonists whose resilience is cultivated through meaningful 

relationships with land, labor and community.  

2. Conclusion 

This comparative study has explored how Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd and Kamala 

Markhandaya’s Nectar in a Seive redefine rural womanhood through the interconnected themes of land, 

labor and resilience. Although separated by geography, history and socio-economic backgrounds, both the 

novels foreground women as indispensable contributors to agrarian life whose labor sustains not only 

households but also broader ecological and social systems. Bathsheba Everdene’s managerial authority 

and Rukmani’s enduring perseverance illustrate different yet equally significant forms of female agency 

rooted in agricultural practices.  

This paper also underscores the relevance of these novels within contemporary debates concerning 

sustainable development, gender-inclusive agriculture, and environmental justice. In an era characterized 

by climate changes, rural migration and increasing feminization of agriculture, the representation of 

women by Hardy and Markhandaya acquire renewed significance. Their works remind readers that 

ecological sustainability is inseparable from social equity and that women’s contributions remain central 

to the future of rural communities. 

Ultimately, Far from the Madding Crowd and Nectar in a Seive transform the rural landscape into a space 

of negotiation, resistance and renewal. By positioning women at the heart of agrarian life, both the novels 

offer a powerful literary vision that continues to inform contemporary Rural Studies and feminist 

environmental discourse.  
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