
General Vision and Viewpoint: Sive 

Context and Overview 

In Sive, John B. Keane presents a stark, often grim view of rural Irish society, where poverty 

and desperation drive people to make morally questionable choices. The play centers on the 

life of Sive, a young girl whose family arranges her marriage to a wealthy but elderly man, 

disregarding her happiness for financial gain. Through this narrative, Keane critiques societal 

pressures and exposes the suffering that can result from poverty, oppression, and lack of 

agency. Despite this bleak vision, there are moments of compassion and resilience, 

particularly through the characters of Sive and her grandmother, Nanna. 

 

A Bleak Vision of Poverty and Desperation 

The rural Irish community portrayed in Sive is marked by economic hardship, where 

financial survival often comes at the cost of personal integrity and happiness. The oppressive 

weight of poverty affects each character’s actions and shapes the decisions they make. 

• Example and Quote 

Mena, Sive’s aunt, argues in favor of Sive’s arranged marriage, justifying her choice 

by saying, “We must put this house before anything. We are in misery, Mike Glavin. 

Misery!” This line highlights the desperation driving her decision to sacrifice Sive’s 

happiness for financial stability. 

• Analysis 

Mena’s words reflect the pervasive poverty that influences every aspect of life in this 

community. Her willingness to commodify Sive’s future for material gain underscores 

Keane’s critical view of how financial hardship can erode familial bonds and moral 

values. This perspective paints a bleak vision of society, where survival is prioritised 

over compassion, and individuals are willing to harm even those they love to escape 

the clutches of poverty. 

The Oppression of Women and Loss of Agency 

Keane presents a society where women, particularly young girls, are deprived of choice and 

control over their lives. Sive’s arranged marriage highlights the lack of autonomy afforded to 

women in this community, where marriage is often a transaction rather than a union based on 

love. 

• Example and Quote 

Sive’s frustration and lack of power over her fate are apparent when she tells her love 

interest, Liam, “I am being sold like an animal, like a beast that’s going to the fair.” 

This comparison captures her sense of helplessness and despair. 

• Analysis 

Sive’s words expose the dehumanising treatment she endures, likening herself to 

livestock rather than a person with desires and feelings. Keane’s portrayal of Sive’s 

plight criticises the societal norms that reduce women to commodities, reinforcing a 

grim vision where women’s rights and voices are disregarded. This perspective aligns 

with Keane’s critical viewpoint on the lack of agency afforded to women and the 

social structures that sustain this oppression. 



The Role of Greed and Corruption in Perpetuating Suffering 

Characters like Thomasheen Sean Rua, the matchmaker, exploit the economic vulnerability 

of the community, showing how greed and self-interest drive individuals to manipulate others 

for personal gain. Thomasheen’s willingness to arrange Sive’s marriage to Seán Dóta, an 

elderly man, reveals the moral decay that accompanies poverty and desperation. 

• Example and Quote 

Thomasheen promotes the match between Sive and Seán Dóta, exclaiming, “He is a 

man of money and status; it’s a fine match for Sive.” His focus on Seán’s wealth 

reflects his disregard for Sive’s feelings and future. 

• Analysis 

Thomasheen’s actions reveal the corrosive impact of greed, as he disregards Sive’s 

well-being in favor of a financially beneficial arrangement. Keane uses Thomasheen’s 

character to illustrate how economic hardship can foster moral corruption, creating an 

environment where exploitation and manipulation become commonplace. This 

perspective furthers the play’s dark vision of society, where self-interest overshadows 

empathy and humanity. 

Resilience and the Possibility of Compassion 

Despite the harsh realities depicted in Sive, Keane includes characters who embody 

compassion and resilience, offering glimpses of hope. Nanna, Sive’s grandmother, serves as a 

voice of reason and empathy, opposing the arranged marriage and advocating for Sive’s 

happiness. 

• Example and Quote 

Nanna defends Sive’s right to happiness, telling Mena, “The poor girl is not for 

selling. She’s flesh and blood, and she deserves a life of her own.” Nanna’s words 

convey her belief in Sive’s autonomy and her desire to protect her granddaughter. 

• Analysis 

Nanna’s character provides a contrast to the bleakness of the play’s vision, 

representing the values of love and compassion. Her resistance to the marriage 

arrangement and her willingness to speak up for Sive suggest that resilience and 

humanity can survive even in oppressive environments. Through Nanna, Keane 

suggests that while society may be tainted by poverty and corruption, individual acts 

of kindness and integrity can offer hope. 

Tragic Outcomes and the Limits of Agency 

The ultimate tragedy in Sive reflects Keane’s bleak vision, as the oppressive forces in her life 

leave Sive feeling trapped, leading her to a tragic end. This outcome reinforces the play’s 

dark perspective on the societal constraints placed upon individuals, especially women, in 

rural Ireland. 

• Example and Quote 

In her despair, Sive takes her own life, unable to face a future dictated by others. This 

devastating conclusion underlines the toll that poverty, oppression, and a lack of 

agency have taken on her. 



• Analysis 

Sive’s tragic end symbolises the ultimate cost of a society that values material gain 

over individual well-being. Keane’s portrayal of Sive’s fate is a powerful critique of a 

world that offers little recourse for those who dare to challenge societal norms. The 

play’s conclusion reinforces a pessimistic vision, suggesting that, in this society, the 

vulnerable often pay the highest price. 

 

Conclusion 

The General Vision and Viewpoint of Sive is largely pessimistic, as John B. Keane paints a 

picture of a community weighed down by poverty, social constraints, and lack of compassion. 

Through the lives of characters like Mena, Thomasheen, and Sive herself, Keane critiques a 

society that prioritises economic survival over human empathy and moral integrity. However, 

the presence of compassionate figures like Nanna offers a glimmer of hope, suggesting that 

resilience and humanity can persist even in difficult circumstances. Ultimately, Sive calls into 

question the values and priorities of a society where financial desperation leads to tragic 

consequences, encouraging readers to reflect on the importance of compassion and individual 

autonomy. 
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