
 

Theme or Issue: Poverty and Oppression 

Context and Overview 

In Sive, John B. Keane examines the harsh realities of rural Ireland in the 1950s, focusing on 

how poverty and social pressures can shape and often ruin individuals’ lives. The play’s 

characters are bound by financial constraints and societal expectations, with the young Sive 

caught in the middle. Keane critiques the way poverty can make people cruel and 

opportunistic, while exploring the choices and sacrifices forced upon them by economic 

hardship. 

 

1. The Influence of Poverty on Decisions and Morality 

Poverty affects every decision in the play, pushing characters to compromise their morals to 

survive. Keane illustrates how financial desperation can lead people to make choices that 

harm others, revealing how poverty fuels cruelty and oppression within the family unit. 

• Example and Quote 

Mena, Sive's aunt, justifies arranging Sive’s marriage to the wealthy but elderly Seán 

Dóta as a means of lifting the family out of poverty. She tells Mike, her husband, “We 

must put this house before anything. We are in misery, Mike Glavin. Misery!” This 

shows that Mena is motivated by the family’s financial instability and is willing to 

sacrifice Sive’s happiness for material gain. 

• Analysis 

Mena’s insistence on Sive’s marriage reveals the destructive impact of poverty on 

personal relationships and morality. Keane portrays Mena as a character who, despite 

her harshness, is a product of her environment. Her willingness to commodify Sive’s 

life reflects how poverty can distort familial bonds, leading individuals to prioritise 

survival over empathy. 

2. The Oppression of Women and Lack of Agency 

Sive, as a young woman, has little control over her life and is oppressed by those around her. 

Keane uses her plight to highlight the lack of agency afforded to women in poverty-stricken 

rural communities, where marriages were often arranged for financial benefit. 

• Example and Quote 

Sive’s distress is evident when she tells Liam Scuab, her love interest, “I am being 

sold like an animal, like a beast that’s going to the fair.” This metaphor underscores 

her helplessness and the inhumanity of the situation, highlighting how her value is 

measured not by her worth as a person, but by her financial appeal. 

• Analysis 

Sive’s comparison of herself to a “beast” reveals the degrading nature of arranged 

marriages driven by poverty. Through her words, Keane criticises a society that 

disregards the desires of women and treats them as commodities. Her predicament 

embodies the broader oppression of women, especially those from lower economic 

backgrounds, who are often left without choices or a voice. 

3. The Role of Greed and Corruption in Oppression 



 

Greed, fuelled by poverty, is a recurring theme in Sive. Characters like Thomasheen Sean 

Rua, the matchmaker, exploit the desperation of others for their own benefit, showing how 

financial struggle can breed corruption and manipulation. 

• Example and Quote 

Thomasheen sees Sive as an opportunity for personal gain. He eagerly promotes the 

marriage to Seán Dóta, saying, “He is a man of money and status; it’s a fine match for 

Sive.” This focus on Seán’s wealth reveals Thomasheen’s opportunism and disregard 

for Sive’s feelings. 

• Analysis 

Keane uses Thomasheen to illustrate how economic hardship can lead people to 

exploit others for personal gain. Thomasheen’s role as a matchmaker allows him to 

capitalise on the family’s financial struggles, demonstrating the corrupting influence 

of poverty. His lack of empathy for Sive reflects a society where financial survival 

trumps moral values. 

4. The Cycle of Poverty and its Impact on Identity and Dreams 

The characters in Sive are trapped in a cycle of poverty that stifles their aspirations and 

confines them to a bleak reality. Sive’s dreams of love and a fulfilling life are sacrificed to 

the pressures of poverty, revealing how economic hardships can suppress individuality and 

hope. 

• Example and Quote 

Sive expresses her despair to Nanna, her grandmother, saying, “What sort of a life 

will I have, Nanna? I’ll be tied to an old man while my heart is young.” This lament 

highlights the conflict between her youthful desires and the harsh reality of her future, 

forced upon her by her family’s financial needs. 

• Analysis 

Sive’s words convey the anguish of a young person deprived of choices and freedom. 

Her desire for love and personal fulfillment contrasts sharply with the bleak future 

arranged for her. Keane uses Sive’s internal conflict to depict the cycle of poverty as a 

trap that stifles dreams and limits opportunities, forcing individuals to forsake their 

aspirations in favour of financial survival. 

 

Conclusion 

In Sive, Keane critiques the ways in which poverty and oppression shape lives, revealing the 

harsh choices that people are forced to make in the face of financial hardship. Through the 

characters of Mena, Thomasheen, and Sive herself, Keane highlights the moral compromises, 

loss of agency, and cycles of suffering that poverty can impose. The play serves as a powerful 

reminder of the devastating effects of poverty on family dynamics and individual identity, 

inviting readers to reflect on the importance of compassion, agency, and the need for social 

change. 
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