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Abstract : 

Kamala Markandaya’s The Coffer Dams (1969) provides a profound exploration of the 

socio-cultural and technological confrontation between colonial legacy and indigenous 

traditions in post-colonial India. Through the symbolic construction of a dam, the novel 

foregrounds the conflict between Western technological rationalism and native spiritual 

ecology. The primary axis of this conflict is embodied in the characters of Howard Clinton, a 

British engineer driven by technological conquest, and his wife Helen, who serves as a 

mediator between colonial and native sensibilities. This paper analyzes the novel’s thematic 

concern with alienation, displacement, ecological imbalance, and ethical dilemmas in the 

name of progress. It critiques the imperial mindset’s dehumanizing pragmatism while 

highlighting indigenous resistance and the moral consequences of modernization. 

Keywords : Techno-industrialism, Exploitation, Post-colonial, Indigenous, Western 

insensitivity. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Introduction : 

Kamala Markandaya, an Anglo-Indian novelist known for her incisive portrayal of 

post-colonial India, addresses one of her most compelling themes in The Coffer Dams: the 

technological invasion of rural, tribal India. Set in a remote, forested region of South India, the 

novel examines the multifaceted impact of Western modernity imposed upon an indigenous 

community. It encapsulates the physical and spiritual displacement of tribes people to make 

way for the construction of a hydro-electric dam—a project engineered and overseen by British 

expatriates. 

The novel intricately maps the East-West confrontation, but unlike earlier narratives 

where cultural interaction takes center stage, here the battlefield shifts to a clash between nature 

and machine, spirituality and science, human values and capitalist gains. According to Harish 

Raizada, “In The Coffer Dams... Markandaya treats a new aspect of the East-West 

confrontation by depicting the conflict between technological power and the forces of nature” 

(Raizada 58). The novel critiques this confrontation not only through its thematic construction 

but also through its characters, particularly Clinton, the symbol of Western rationalism, and 

Helen, a bridge between the opposing worlds. 

The central conflict in the novel arises from the British engineers' incursion into tribal 

lands. Howard Clinton and Mackendrick symbolize Western industrial ambition, striving to 

tame the “turbulent river” with machinery and concrete. For Clinton, the river is not a divine 

presence but a problem to be solved; for the tribals, it is a god to be revered. His dismissive 

attitude toward tribal beliefs underscores a colonial mindset:  
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“Clinton listened with a vast boredom... It did not really interest him, this dreary saga of a 

hapless peasantry” (Markandaya 14; Chauhan 140). 

Clinton views the tribal population as regressive and unintelligent, an opinion evident 

in his reference to them as “blank opacities” (Markandaya 35). He rationalizes his mission as 

part of the “white man’s burden” (Markandaya 156), showing little empathy when forty 

laborers die in a dynamite blast. This indifference is a stark manifestation of Western techno-

industrialism, which sees native lives as expendable in the pursuit of progress. As V.D. 

Katamble points out, “The ruthless British Engineer Clinton symbolizes the state of 

mastership” (Katamble 57). 

Helen Clinton, Clinton’s much younger wife, offers a contrasting sensibility. Echoing 

the humanitarian concerns of Dr. Kenny in Nectar in a Sieve, Helen is disturbed by the tribals' 

exploitation and her husband's apathy. Unlike Clinton, she seeks to understand the tribals, not 

dominate them. She says to him, “You've got to get beyond their skins, darling... It is an 

essential one” (Markandaya 15). 

Her relationship with Bashiam, a tribal crane operator, becomes a symbolic bridge 

between cultures. Bashiam is drawn to Western machines but alienated from his roots, 

portraying the hybrid identity of post-colonial youth. Bashiam symbolizes the emerging 

generation of tribal youth who embrace technological progress. In contrast to the typical 

portrayal of tribal men as simple, accommodating, docile, submissive, and tolerant—often 

relegated to roles as servants, cooks, or laborers due to lack of formal education or training—

Bashiam stands out. As a skilled technician, he earns the respect of the English engineers and 

serves as a bridge between the modern, civilized world and the primitive tribal community. 

Much like Arun Joshi, Kamala Markandaya critiques the dehumanizing attitudes of the 

so-called civilized society towards tribal communities, reducing them to mere cogs in the 

industrial machine.  Helen challenges the white colonizers’ indifferent and often hostile stance 

towards the indigenous people. She holds Clinton accountable for Bashiam’s injury and, 

disillusioned by her husband’s authoritarianism, seeks solace in Bashiam’s compassion. 

Clinton, however dismisses Helen’s emotional shift by rationalizing, "The country’s 

affecting her, it’s getting on her nerves: Well, she’s not the first person it’s happened to nor by 

any means the last" ( Markandaya105). In essence, Helen’s deep curiosity and engagement 

with the native culture starkly contrast Clinton’s utilitarian mindset, which prioritizes concrete 

and steel over human values.As Shyam M. Asnani notes, “Helen is thus presented to stand for 

the West's desire to understand the East, and Bashiam... represents the predicament of the 

modern youth of India” (Asnani 24). 

Helen is especially drawn to the hospitality and genuine affection of the tribal men—

qualities she finds lacking in her Western circles. Despite their poverty and underdevelopment, 

she discovers a sense of peace and happiness within the Indian tribal and rural way of life. 

Helen's compassion is evident when she discovers that displaced tribes were moved 

from their ancestral land for the officers’ quarters. Her confrontation with Clinton reveals her 

growing disillusionment: “Were there no other sites?... I don't know how many people—I didn't 

count heads” (Markandaya 34). 
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The British continue to get round the Indians, and the way they do so is beautifully 

described by a scene early in the novel. The Indian technicians led by Krishnan raise many 

objections to the construction program and argue that it needs modifications. Krishnan says 

that the building schedule is too tight, the leeway allowed for natural hazards is wholly 

insufficient, no allowance has been made for the north east monsoon, no account has been taken 

of cyclones, solar flares, and endemic labor troubles. He warns that these factors could upset 

the inflexible schedule prepared by the British and eventually damage the prestige of his 

government. Clinton defends his schedule, and Krishnan knows that "he was going to be 

overruled, not tyrannically but logically and with cogent reason and he thought: well, why not, 

if it's the right thing? we're on the same side aren't we?" ( Markandaya 21 ). 

The British are very particular about their social hierarchy. Separate provision is made 

for the officers and their families. The technicians are placed in a subordinate cadre. The tribes 

are displaced from their places as large space is required for the big bungalows. The poor 

natives, who are turned into labourers are 'rattled around like peas in a tin' (Markandaya 104). 

They are lured away in the name of jobs, wages and by bribes. Clinton never expresses his 

concern at the time when the wild river sways away crops and huts of the tribal. Whenever he 

is reported about the labour trouble on the project site, he reacts sharply and sarcastically. 

Clinton is convinced that in such grand undertakings, individuals may be sacrificed for a larger 

cause. 

At the next major crisis, Helen and Clinton once again find themselves on opposing 

sides. Cruelty of the arrogant  British officer Clinton comes to fore during construction work.  

Two local workers have been killed by machinery at the dam site, and the recovery of their 

bodies becomes a critical point of conflict between the native labor force and the ruling 

company.The local community demands that the bodies be exhumed and returned for proper 

funeral rites, threatening to strike if their wishes are not respected. For Clinton and the 

company, however, this is seen merely as an unnecessary hindrance to progress; another 

obstacle jeopardizing the completion of the dam before the onset of the monsoon. 

At this stage, the crises in the novel unfold on two interwoven levels—personal and 

public. On the personal front, the relationship between Helen and Bashiam strains Clinton’s 

domestic harmony. Publicly, the looming submergence of tribal lands due to the dam's 

construction threatens not only the lives of the indigenous people but also Clinton’s own 

dreams and ambitions. These dual crises are heightened by two major accidents, strategically 

used by Markandaya to critique Western insensitivity. While Clinton reacts with compassion 

when two British engineers, Baily and Wilkins, die in an accident, his response to the deaths 

of about forty Indian workers in a blast is devoid of sympathy. He denies their families the 

right to perform religious rites, focusing on the dam’s progress over spiritual needs. To Clinton, 

the dam represents human will, a testament to mankind’s triumph over chaos and weakness. 

He declares that the dam must be protected at any cost—even if it means dismissing cultural 

values and rituals.Clinton articulates his philosophy with almost religious fervor: 

One builds a ship, a bridge, a dam. What is built is plain to see—iron, steel, glass, 

concrete, would one not say? But not at all. It is built out of oneself—one’s blood, brain, nerve, 

guts, spleen and marrow. And spirit. Whatever goes into us, goes into it. The making of the 

two... 
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is not dissimilar. ( Markandaya 15) 

This chilling equation of human life with industrial achievement lays bare the novel’s 

core tension: technological triumph versus human cost. It is evident that most British 

characters—except Mackendrick and Helen—look down upon the Indians. They regard them 

as proud, touchy, suspicious, and subservient. This disdain reaches a tipping point in the debate 

over the bodies of dead tribal workers. Should the bodies be retrieved for traditional cremation, 

or left buried within the dam structure as Clinton insists? The moment becomes a litmus test of 

ethical leadership. Ultimately, Clinton is forced to relent. The tribal community, led by 

Krishnan and supported by Helen and Mackendrick, demands dignity for the dead and respect 

for their beliefs. These characters embody the novel’s moral core, prioritizing empathy, cultural 

understanding, and human dignity over technological ambition. 

The ensuing exchange between Helen and Clinton highlights their fundamentally 

different worldviews. It not only illustrates the cultural and emotional divide between 

colonizers and the native population, but also underscores the limitations of a purely rationalist 

approach. Clinton's inability to grasp the symbolic and emotional importance of funeral rites 

reflects a broader failure to understand or respect indigenous customs. Despite Helen's 

empathy, the scene serves as a warning that meaningful cross-cultural understanding remains 

elusive, with rational logic falling short in addressing matters of cultural belief and human 

dignity. This opposition illustrates the novel’s thematic essence: the failure of Western 

rationalism to comprehend non-material values. The old tribal chief, dying yet spiritually 

potent, foretells the end of the rains with the cryptic, “When the ridges rise clear” (Markandaya 

259). His prophecy is fulfilled, affirming the resilience of indigenous wisdom over empirical 

logic. 

As Menon and Rao observe, “Merely mechanical progress cannot be the end of human 

existence... Markandaya's concern lies in the values of relationship, integrity and 

communication” (Menon and Rao 169). 

The tension between traditional lifestyles and technological advancement mirrors the 

deeper conflict between spiritual values and materialism. The tribal headman mourns the 

erosion of his cultural heritage under the pressure of modern development, though he 

acknowledges the practical benefits of controlling the river to prevent frequent floods. Helen, 

too, is wary of industrial civilization encroaching upon age-old values, yet she accepts that 

change is inevitable. Through this portrayal of opposing forces, Markandaya appears to argue 

that clinging to outdated traditions that sustain poverty is as unwise as embracing technology 

blindly, without considering its human cost. The East –West encounter is displayed on two 

counts technological and humanitarian. On the technological level, the conflict is between the 

powerful technology and the natural forces represented by the forceful river and the heavy rains 

that hinder the dam construction work. On the humanitarian level, the fight is between arrogant 

and selfish British officers led by Clinton and the poor villagers working as laborers. Helen is 

the only true human being among the Britishers, who chides Bashiam, the tribal leader for 

letting go their native lands without any protest walking away ‘like animals’ 

Thus, inherent conflict in respective outlooks towards each other gives one a feeling 

that chances of reconciliation remains a distant dream. 
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Other English characters in The Coffer Dams openly express their intolerance for the Indians. 

Mr. Henderson and Mr. Galbirth insult Gopal Rao, a young Indian engineer on the ground of 

British aid to India and other countries. Their concern is that the loan is never paid back. When 

Gopal Rao in retort, refers to Kohinoor, the most precious diamond in the crown of their queen, 

they are angry over this direct reference to the queen.  

 Through all these happenings, what the novelist tries to point out is the present human 

relations in the world which stand on the basis of caste, creed, colour and country. There are a 

few exceptional human beings like Helen always trying to strengthen the bonds of human 

relationships. K. Madhavi Menon and A. V. Krishna Rao aptly sum up message contained in 

the novel.  Industrial and technological progress are beneficial and so even essential to a nations 

progress but we get nowhere when we defy and deny the existence and sustenance of human 

value and sensibility that constitute the soul of material progress. In the race of materialism, 

we cannot shun the values attached to human life, irrespective of caste, colour and creed. 

Merely materialistic progress cannot be the end of human existence (Menon and Rao 169).  

Conclusion : 

The Coffer Dams interrogates the moral cost of modernization in post-colonial India. 

Kamala Markandaya critiques the techno-industrialization of rural spaces and the 

dehumanization it brings. The novel’s structure, oscillating between two perspectives—the 

rational and the spiritual—offers no simplistic resolution but rather a nuanced meditation on 

the ethics of development. Clinton’s character exposes the arrogance of Western pragmatism, 

while Helen and Bashiam become emblems of cross-cultural empathy and moral introspection. 

In this narrative of confrontation and reconciliation, Markandaya ultimately advocates 

for a synthesis—one that does not marginalize indigenous beliefs in the name of progress but 

embraces them as essential to any meaningful development. The novel remains a vital post-

colonial text that raises questions about justice, cultural identity, and the soul of a nation caught 

between tradition and transformation. 

References : 

• Asnani, Sham M. “Quest for Identity Theme in Three Commonwealth Novels” Alien 

Voice: Perspectives on Commonwealth Literature, edited by A.K. Srivastava, 

Lucknow: Print House, 1981. 

• Chauhan, P. S. “Kamala Markandaya: Sense and Sensibility.” Literary Criterion, vol. 

12, no. 2–3, 1976, pp. 140. 

• Katamble, V. D. “Kamala Markandaya’s The Coffer Dams: An Apology for Techno-

Industrialisation of Rural India.” Littcrit, vol. II, no. 1–2, 1985. 

• Markandaya, Kamala. The Coffer Dams. Bombay: Orient Paperbacks, 1969. 

• Menon, K.M., and K.V.K. Rao. “The Coffer Dams: A Critical Study.” Perspectives on 

Kamala Markandaya, edited by M. Prasad, Ghaziabad: Vimal Prakashan, 1981. 

• Raizada, Harish. “East-West Confrontation in the Novels of Kamala Markandaya.” 

Perspectives on Kamala Markandaya, edited by Madhusudan Prasad, Ghaziabad: 

Vimal Prakashan, 1984 

 


