Cultural Context: Sive

Context and Overview

Setin rural Ireland in the 1950s, Sive by John B. Keane presents a harsh and often bleak
portrayal of a community constrained by poverty, limited opportunities, and rigid social
norms. The cultural context of Sive examines how economic hardship and social expectations
impact individuals, particularly women. Keane’s play critiques a society where personal
happiness is often sacrificed to meet social and financial demands, highlighting the moral and
emotional costs of these cultural pressures.

Poverty and Economic Struggles

Poverty is a driving force behind many of the characters' actions in Sive, shaping their
decisions and relationships. Keane portrays a society where financial hardship affects every
aspect of life, leading individuals to prioritise survival over personal values.

o Example and Quote
Mena, Sive’s aunt, justifies the arranged marriage between Sive and the wealthy but
elderly Sean Déta, arguing, “We must put this house before anything. We are in
misery, Mike Glavin. Misery!” Her words reflect the desperation caused by poverty,
as she places financial stability above Sive’s happiness.

e Analysis
Mena’s willingness to sacrifice Sive’s future for financial gain highlights the impact
of poverty on personal values and family relationships. Keane uses this cultural
context to show how financial desperation can drive individuals to act against their
better judgment, making choices that harm others. In this society, economic survival
takes precedence, often leading to moral compromises that expose the darker side of
human nature.

Marriage as a Transaction

In Sive, marriage is depicted as a transactional arrangement rather than a union based on love
or mutual respect. The arranged marriage between Sive and Sean Déta illustrates how women
are often treated as commodities, with their worth measured by the financial benefits they can
bring to their families.

o Example and Quote
Thomasheen Sean Rua, the matchmaker, promotes the marriage as a beneficial
arrangement, stating, “He is a man of money and status; it’s a fine match for Sive.”
Thomasheen’s focus on Sean’s wealth rather than Sive’s wishes reveals the cultural
expectation that marriage is an economic necessity rather than a personal choice.

e Analysis
Thomasheen’s attitude reflects the societal pressure to view marriage as a means of
financial advancement. In rural Ireland of the 1950s, women had limited autonomy,
and marriage was often the only way to secure economic stability. Through Sive’s
predicament, Keane critiques a society that disregards women’s agency and reduces
them to objects of economic value. This portrayal underscores the cultural context of
a patriarchal society that values material gain over individual well-being.



Gender Roles and Lack of Agency for Women ( Agency is about each person's ability to make
their own decisions, and live their own free lives)

The play illustrates the limited options available to women, who are expected to obey the
decisions made by male family members and are often denied control over their lives. Sive’s
lack of agency represents the position of many women in rural communities during this
period.

« Example and Quote
Sive expresses her frustration at her lack of control, telling her love interest Liam
Scuab, “T am being sold like an animal, like a beast that’s going to the fair.” Her
words capture her despair and her perception of herself as a commodity rather than an
individual with her own desires.

e Analysis
Sive’s comparison of herself to an animal underscores the dehumanising nature of
arranged marriages driven by financial necessity. Keane’s portrayal of Sive’s plight
critiques a society that denies women autonomy and treats them as commodities to be
traded for material gain. The cultural context of Sive highlights the limited roles
available to women and the impact of patriarchy on their lives, exposing the
inequalities that many women faced in rural Ireland.

Social Pressure and Community Judgment

The tight-knit rural community in Sive places immense pressure on individuals to conform to
social expectations. Characters are highly concerned with reputation and societal approval,
which often leads to decisions that prioritise social acceptance over individual happiness.

o Example and Quote
Mena and Thomasheen’s focus on arranging Sive’s marriage reflects their awareness
of societal expectations, as they fear the community’s judgment if they don’t secure
financial stability. Mena tells Sive, “What would people say if they knew you refused
such a match?”” showing her fear of social criticism.

e Analysis
Mena’s concern with “what people say” highlights the role of societal judgment in
shaping individual choices. In a close-knit rural community, personal reputation is
intertwined with social standing, leading characters to make decisions based on
external pressures rather than internal values. Keane critiques the stifling effect of
social pressure, showing how it can force individuals into actions that go against their
best interests, as characters prioritise community acceptance over personal freedom.

The Role of Family Obligation and Loyalty

In Sive, family loyalty and obligation are significant cultural values, but they are often
exploited or misinterpreted. Characters like Mena use the idea of family duty to manipulate
others, particularly Sive, pressuring her to sacrifice her happiness for the supposed benefit of
the family.

o Example and Quote
Mena justifies her insistence on Sive’s marriage by appealing to family loyalty, telling



Mike, “We are all that’s left for her, and it’s our duty to see her properly settled.” Her
words imply that Sive’s life choices should be controlled by her family.

e Analysis
Mena’s manipulation of family loyalty reveals the way cultural expectations around
family duty can be misused to control individuals. Keane uses Mena’s character to
critique a society that places familial obligations above personal autonomy, often
leading to the suppression of individual desires. This portrayal of family obligation
reveals a darker side of loyalty, as it becomes a tool for manipulation rather than
support, reflecting the restrictive cultural norms of the time.

Conclusion

The cultural context of Sive is marked by poverty, rigid social norms, and the pressure to
conform to societal expectations. John B. Keane exposes a society where personal happiness
is sacrificed to meet financial and social demands, and where women’s lives are often
controlled by those around them. Through the experiences of characters like Sive, Mena, and
Thomasheen, Keane critiques a culture that prioritises economic stability over individual
well-being and places immense pressure on individuals to conform. Ultimately, Sive serves
as a powerful critique of a society where poverty and social expectations constrain
individuals, especially women, highlighting the emotional and moral costs of these cultural
values.
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