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o _m _ws essential spiritual register
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C. Day Lewis warns us in a poem :
Those Himalayas of the mind
Are not so easily possessed ;

There is more than prescipice and storm
Between you and your Everest,
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BORN in Germany, of Jewish-Polish parentage and educated
in England, R. P. Jhabvala, came to India in 1951 as the wife
of a Parsi architect. The 24 years she spentin India—*‘most
of my adult life’’—gave her abundant time and opportunity
to study India and write about it. But her approach is that of
an “initiated outsider” (in the words of John Updike in his
review of Heat and Dust). Her relationship with India vascilla-
tes between extremes, ranging from intense love to active
loathing. To describe it in her own words:
There is a cycle that Europeans—Dby Europeans I mean all
Westerners, including Americans—tend to pass through.
It goes like this: first stage, tremendous enthusiasm—
everything Indian is marvellous, second stage, everything
Indian not so marvellous ; third stage, everything Indian
abominable. For some people it ends there, for others the
cycle renews itself and goes on. I have been through it so
many times that now I think of myself as strapped toa
wheel that goes round and round and sometimes I'm up
and sometimes I’'m down.
As Jhabvala herself confesses, she can *“concentrate only on
modern Westernised India, and on modern, well-off, cultured,
Westernised Indians”, for her exposure to India is limited to
these individuals. And she is full of contempt for these per-
sons, for...““though they themselves are modern India, they
don’t look at themselves, they are not conditioned to fook at
themselves except with the eyes of foreign experts whom they
have been taught to respect” (p. 17). In her view these women
are shallow intellectuals with a “‘synthetic social life”, and in
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hem as wellas in other Indians “There is no attempt at

exercising the mind or testing one’s wits against those of

others™ (p. 18). She finds their passive contentment and lassi-
tude revolting and fights to get out of that mood of stagnant
inertia. Therefore it is not unnatural for the female personae
in her stories and novels to be coloured by these prejudices.

In the short story “The Widow”’ (which appears in the
collection Out of India (John Murray, 1987, Penguin 1989) the
central character is Durga the Widow., Apparently she was
independent both intellectually and financially, for no one, not
even her relatives could “talk her into anything™ (p. 39). She
did not allow herself to be treated as a conventional widow
would have been, which meant being deprived of her luxurious
living conditions. She lived like aqueen with servants to pamper
her and her fawning relatives were forced to take a secondary

role pandering to her whims and fancies despite their relucta-
nce to do so.

The theme of the story seems
Durga to break away from the
an independent life. She was a
counter all traditional opposit
rights as an individual, Yet the
having to surrender herself
conditions. She is portrayed ag
breaking up under rigid social
(Thabvala’s) critics have chos
and praiseworthy,

The foregrounding of her
she sees from the view

to deal with the ecfforts of
conventional mould and lead
bleto put up a brave front and
ion effectively to establish her
story culminates with the widow
to continuously unfavourable
a powerful individual ultimately
restraints, so much so that her
ento highlight this as notable

prejudices towards India which
point of a foreigner is quite evident, In
this context multi-angled possibilities of reading the work
surface, of which, the most probable alternative, T believe, could
be this. 1n place of the widow, Bhuaji—another woman who
appears in the story-could be focused upon. Then the entire
Story re-arranges itself to read. differently, -

- Bhuaji was an old aunt, who? constantly made her presence
m.oz. Though small and frai] in appearance, she was in actua-
lity, a tough, shrewd, old Wwoman, incessantly in"pursuit of her
personal advantage, Endeari
tly attending on her, pampering her, adjusting to her varying
moods, Bhuaji quickly makes herself a permanent fixture in
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Durga’s household. Wheedling herself m_.macm:ﬁﬂ_ﬁouws% wm%
of nosmamia. she studies Durga’s EoEan nmnm %a Wﬁng isos
subtle psychological techniques to soothe hera
ro_ﬂw_mﬁw% M:oocnpmmm her to unburden herself m:.a c%%smnm
talk S,man of God. But her ideas of divinity are QSMMH LEMH oot
from the traditional one. Her .Q.oa ma.oS.m. MMM:@ m:_nom o the
stone one that Durga was familiar with : Eﬂ alked o
i s e e, swoﬂ%_wm:ommirwmmm and mmmm:m
mo_snosm Mwow%%mﬁaﬁmw“w.mm:o describes Krishna not E_mwouw
i mn_;.a.. mﬁ more vividly as a lover, m:;.:m her .%Sm_,n
Aecour ,,_ of His physical beauty and His erotic Ho_m:o:m ips
mm%cwﬁmm aﬁ.\onoom. Thus she subverts oo:<@::o:m_. Rw_ﬂw”
M_hpo,\nzw in order to gain her wmmmos& o:mmw MMM Mgwﬂo > to
defamiliarise the conventional Krishna uo_m_am Land I s
ictim identify herself with the conceptual her a.. e
<_ beloved and sometimes as mother. She studies urea ¢
mwa:mmm of mood and insidiously maneuvers :,.:_ MEEQ.
ros -ding the neighbours for whom she had a mcno:w. ity
ﬂwﬂ_s Ew evolving situation begins to threaten w:cmﬁ.:zm mmro n
:,:M:wma she acts quickly and mm::o_.% 1o 322_ mm.Em:on
i , rupulous and proceeds to ?,_.m_@ :.5 .mo:wm tuadon
n:;a.sswc so that the developing relationship 1s EEU.” e
M_M_M_:www&m engineers the events o_oE:_M mm %w_ﬂ aﬂwm %m“\nozoa
, ’s 80 A
B _Ucﬂm_m:mﬁo%%_w “wmﬁﬂmﬁh “as ason and as a _wén&..
A o :Mi_z t Durga’s conscious knowledge the trans Mm
m<a.: s_nmw%ﬁ Govind to Krishna, however _Em:.:gﬁ _M%m
mmM NMMM_” place within her intimate self and she begins to
i i ; rms. .
Hﬁﬂwwsmﬁw%mmwmwﬁ with Durga mZEm m%mwo”m—.rmﬂmn%%
i istributi d opting .
finery to ws:mﬁh&zﬂd“ﬁﬂo&hﬂ m%.&.m murmurs mcv%%@.‘
ot @_opﬂw:_%Moﬂmqossaw “That is the 2.3118 mznésucm o
m“w:ws amw::\ if we give up everything will He come to us....
" )
moH:uww%ymm:M__m\,\Mwo.omg to accept her lot as a widow and lead
G

i € it was all for her own
a humble life, as she was informed “‘that

i for her to
good”. Her avaricious relatives deemed it necessary
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lead an ascetic life and Suggested that any other way of life
would only lead a widow like her astray

They were glad for her sake. There was no other way for
widows but to lead, humble, bare lives : jt was for their
own good. For if they were allowed to feed themselves on
thepleasures of the world, then they fed their own passions
too, and that which should have died in them with the

deaths of their husbands would fester and boil and over-
flow into sinful channels (p. 56).

Although Bhuaji and the other relatives adhere to this conven-
tional view of orthodox widowhood, their interests are obvio-
usly centered around the widow’s material possessions rather
than the woman’s spiritnal well-being. They make jt clear that
they only want to dispossess her of her valuables and not her
hair as custom would require.

In my reading of the story, Durga has never been an inde~
pendent person all along. She had been consistently acted
upon by more powerful forces throughout the story, Dragged
into a marriage with an old man against her will, she had
initially hated both the old man and her family for creating
such an intolerable situation, and cursed them for her misery,
Gradually she had learned to like the strange old man who
had been extremely kindto her. It was he who taught hey to
be independent, “to have a mind, be strong” (p. 32). Infact,
“his last energies has been poured into training her, making
her strong™ (p. 39). Her final decision to deny herself and
distribute her materia] possessions is in actuality one of rebel-
lion against her former husband’s will and wishes :

She was thinking of her husband and of his anger, his
impotent anger, at thus seeing everything given away at
last. The more she thought of him, the more vigorously
she emptied her almirg (p. 55).

She is, in a sense, passive and acted upon, rather than concer.
tedly acting, The old aunt is the one who acts, thinking
cleverly and deviously, making subile suggestions, and plann~
ing meticulously in order to further her mean purpose,

She not only exercises her mind ‘pitting her wits against
those of Durga and the other fawning relatives, but also cleve-
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rly devises a unique way of n.m.:_am U:ﬁp&ﬂQﬂ:MMuMﬁﬂﬂo
Though the character of Bhuaji was create m.m: Bmwo.m he
fails to adhere to her own theory :::. an :.H _E,ﬁ akes ne
attempt to exercise her mind or test her wits aga

hers. N
onmnoa her own writing, we can see s.oi her J_.wwmﬂwwmm WM.
the Indian situation is Esma::E and ~.:axm.§. iy Er.mnr
Levi-Strauss’s sense is a merely %:i:w& .wﬁom:: oush
always supervenes upon a o:_EE. already ém_ o hine tho
the forms of social existence. It isa means oémg e ed to
Primitive mind through its ocwno.mwzo powers, e
the post-colonial w::m"_wﬁ_vsv 2::&%%@ MMMMMW:O;G:@ By

ighlight a cultural problem or u . o
w“maw&wan:@m:m a complex m:sm:_o: m.sg :v:sm _ﬁw%nmmmmwwam
Jhabvala seems to have Bmmman. its .moﬁ:olncrw_mm ~.%\m:_m o
completely. Here the text é:@ itself msw thus p
writer’s prejudices from upholding themselves,




