
      RESEARCH HUB 
               International Peer-Reviewed Multidisciplinary E-Journal 

Website : www.researchhub.org.in/research-hub         !!           Email : researchhubjournal@gmail.com 

Published In Collaboration With 

                              MMV, Nagpur, Women’s College, Nagpur & S. B. City College, Nagpur  Page-1 

Volume - 6 (2025) 
Special Issue - 1 (March) 

ISSN 

2582-9173 

 

CULTURAL AMBIVALENCE AND POWER PLAY IN RUTH 

PRAWER JHABVALA’S NARRATIVES 

Miss Bharati Rajhans Ramteke 

Research Scholar 

 

Dr. Anil Shende 

(Research Supervisor) 

Head, Department of English 

Shri Binzani City College, Nagpur (M.S.) 

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

Abstract : 

Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s literary oeuvre offers a profound exploration of relationships 

and power, shaped by her experiences as a cultural outsider. Her narratives—spanning 

novels, short stories, and screenplays—delve into the intricate interplay between individuals, 

families, and societies, revealing how power manifests in love, dependency, and social 

hierarchies. This paper examines Jhabvala’s portrayal of these themes across key works, 

including ‘The Householder’, ‘Heat and Dust’, and her Merchant Ivory screenplays like 

‘Howards End’. It argues that Jhabvala uses relationships as a lens to critique power 

structures, whether patriarchal, colonial, or economic, blending irony and empathy to expose 

human vulnerabilities. Her transnational identity enhances her ability to dissect these 

dynamics across diverse settings, cementing her legacy as a chronicler of human complexity. 
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Introduction : 

Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s writing is a tapestry of human connections, woven with 

threads of power that subtly or overtly shape her characters’ lives. Born in Germany, educated 

in England, married into India, and later settled in the United States, Jhabvala’s life of 

displacement endowed her with a unique vantage point. Her works—ranging from domestic 

comedies to piercing social critiques—center on relationships as battlegrounds where power 

is negotiated, asserted, or subverted. Whether depicting a stifled Indian husband, a British 

woman entangled in colonial India, or repressed lovers in Edwardian England, Jhabvala 

reveals the undercurrents of dominance and submission that define human interactions. 

This paper investigates how Jhabvala employs relationships to explore power in its 

myriad forms: marital, familial, cultural, and economic. It begins with an overview of her 

approach to these themes, followed by analyses of representative works from her fiction and 

screenplays. The discussion highlights her stylistic finesse—marked by irony, detachment, 

and precision—and considers how her outsider perspective informs her insights. Ultimately, 

Jhabvala’s treatment of relationships and power transcends cultural boundaries, offering 

timeless reflections on the human condition. 

Jhabvala’s Approach to Relationships and Power : 

Jhabvala’s fascination with relationships stems from her belief that they are the  
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primary arena where individuals confront their desires, limitations, and societal roles. Power, 

in her view, is not merely a top-down force but a fluid, relational dynamic that shifts with 

context. Her characters—often caught between tradition and modernity, East and West—

navigate these tensions through love, obligation, or manipulation. 

Her outsider status amplifies this focus. As a German-Jewish refugee in England, then 

a European wife in India, and finally an émigré in America, Jhabvala observed societies with 

a detached curiosity. This perspective allowed her to dissect power structures without 

allegiance, exposing their absurdities and injustices. Her prose, crisp and unadorned, mirrors 

this clarity, letting the dynamics of her characters’ relationships speak for themselves. 

Whether through humor or tragedy, she reveals how power—be it gendered, economic, or 

cultural—shapes intimacy and identity. 

Power in Domestic Relationships: The Householder and Early Novels : 

Jhabvala’s early fiction, written during her initial years in India, often centers on 

domestic life, where power plays out in the mundane. The Householder (1960), one of her 

most enduring works, exemplifies this focus. The novel follows Prem, a young Indian teacher 

thrust into marriage and responsibility. His relationship with his wife, Indu, is a quiet struggle 

for control. Indu, spirited and modern, chafes under Prem’s timid attempts to assert authority, 

while Prem is overwhelmed by societal expectations of masculinity. Their exchanges—tinged 

with humor—reveal a power imbalance rooted in tradition, yet Jhabvala avoids caricature, 

portraying both as products of their environment. 

Similarly, The Nature of Passion (1956) explores familial power dynamics. The 

patriarch, Lalaji, rules his household with a mix of benevolence and tyranny, orchestrating his 

children’s lives to preserve his legacy. His daughter, Nimmi, resists through defiance, seeking 

autonomy in a world that equates female power with submission. Jhabvala’s light touch 

underscores the absurdity of such control, yet she empathizes with Lalaji’s need to maintain 

order. These early works reflect her initial enchantment with India, using domesticity to probe 

how tradition empowers some while disempowering others. 

Colonial and Cultural Power: Heat and Dust : 

Jhabvala’s Booker Prize-winning novel Heat and Dust (1975) marks a shift to broader 

power structures, intertwining personal relationships with colonial legacies. The narrative 

alternates between two women: Olivia, a British wife in 1920s India, and her unnamed 

granddaughter, who investigates Olivia’s story decades later. Olivia’s affair with an Indian 

Nawab upends the racial and gendered power of colonial society. The Nawab, charming yet 

manipulative, exerts influence over Olivia, exploiting her fascination with the exotic. Their 

relationship—passionate yet unequal—mirrors the broader imbalance between colonizer and 

colonized. 

The granddaughter’s journey, set in post-independence India, reveals a different power 

dynamic. Her interactions with locals, including a fleeting romance, lack the colonial weight 

of Olivia’s era but carry echoes of cultural misunderstanding. Jhabvala critiques both periods: 

the British, for their arrogance, and modern India, for its hypocrisy and lingering subservience. 
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The novel’s dual structure amplifies these contrasts, showing how power in relationships—

whether romantic or societal—evolves yet persists. Jhabvala’s ironic tone underscores the 

futility of dominance, as both women ultimately surrender to forces beyond their control. 

Spiritual and Psychological Power: Travelers : 

In Travelers (1973), Jhabvala turns to the power wielded through spirituality, a 

recurring motif in her later Indian works. The novel follows a group of characters—Western 

seekers and Indian gurus—whose relationships are shaped by charisma and delusion. Gopi, a 

young Indian, falls under the sway of a manipulative ashram leader, while Lee, an American 

woman, seeks meaning in India only to be exploited. The guru’s authority, cloaked in 

mysticism, reveals psychological power at its most insidious, preying on vulnerability. 

Jhabvala’s satire is biting yet nuanced. She exposes the guru’s hypocrisy—his spiritual 

platitudes masking greed—while portraying his followers with sympathy. Their relationships, 

built on dependency, collapse when the illusion of power fades. This critique reflects 

Jhabvala’s growing disillusionment with India, where she saw spiritualism as a tool for control 

rather than liberation. The novel’s interpersonal dynamics thus serve as a microcosm of 

broader societal power plays, blending humor with a sobering look at human frailty. 

Economic and Class Power: Merchant Ivory Screenplays : 

Jhabvala’s screenplays for Merchant Ivory Productions extend her exploration of 

relationships and power into Western contexts, often adapting literary classics. Howards End 

(1992), based on E.M. Forster’s novel, earned her an Academy Award and showcases her skill 

at depicting class-based power. The story hinges on the Schlegel sisters, Margaret and Helen, 

whose relationships with the wealthy Wilcox family expose economic disparities. Margaret’s 

marriage to Henry Wilcox is a negotiation of power—she gains stability; he gains her 

vitality—but his refusal to share wealth with the impoverished Leonard Bast reveals his 

dominance. 

Jhabvala’s script tightens Forster’s narrative, emphasizing dialogue that lays bare 

these tensions. Henry’s control over property, symbolized by Howards End, contrasts with 

Leonard’s powerlessness, culminating in tragedy. Similarly, A Room with a View (1985) 

explores romantic power within class constraints. Lucy Honeychurch’s choice between the 

rigid Cecil Vyse and the free-spirited George Emerson reflects a struggle for autonomy. 

Jhabvala’s adaptation highlights how love can subvert or reinforce social hierarchies, her 

understated wit enhancing the emotional stakes. 

Gender and Power Across Cultures : 

A recurring thread in Jhabvala’s work is the gendered nature of power, particularly in 

relationships. In The Householder, Indu’s rebellion against Prem’s authority hints at shifting 

gender roles in modern India. In Heat and Dust, Olivia’s defiance of colonial norms costs her 

social standing, while the granddaughter asserts agency through independence. Jhabvala’s 

women often wield power subtly—through wit, sexuality, or resilience—challenging 

patriarchal structures without fully escaping them. 
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Her short stories, such as those in Out of India (1986), deepen this exploration. In “The 

Widow,” a woman manipulates her late husband’s legacy to secure her future, turning grief 

into a quiet triumph. Jhabvala’s transnational lens reveals how gender intersects with culture: 

Indian women navigate familial duty, Western women confront societal expectation, yet both 

grapple with power’s limits. Her empathy for these characters avoids feminist polemics, 

instead offering a humanist portrait of struggle and adaptation. 

Stylistic Reflections of Power : 

Jhabvala’s style amplifies her thematic concerns. Her ironic detachment mirrors the 

powerlessness of her characters, who are often trapped by circumstance. In Heat and Dust, 

the narrator’s cool recounting of Olivia’s passion contrasts with its intensity, suggesting the 

inevitability of her downfall. Her dialogue—sharp and economical—reveals power shifts 

without exposition, as seen in Prem and Indu’s bickering or Henry Wilcox’s clipped 

commands. 

This restraint invites readers and viewers to interpret the dynamics themselves, a subtle 

assertion of Jhabvala’s own authorial power. Her outsider perspective, while distancing her 

from her subjects, enables a clarity that insiders might miss. This duality—empathy paired 

with critique—defines her approach, making her a master of relational nuance. 

Critical Insights and Contemporary Relevance : 

Critics have lauded Jhabvala’s ability to weave power and relationships into 

compelling narratives. Her early works were praised for their charm, though some Indian 

readers bristled at her later cynicism, seeing it as a betrayal of her adopted home. Western 

reviewers, conversely, admired her universality, with Heat and Dust often cited as a pinnacle 

of cross-cultural storytelling. Her screenplays, blending literary fidelity with cinematic flair, 

broadened her acclaim, cementing her dual legacy. 

Today, Jhabvala’s insights resonate amid global debates over power—gender equity, 

cultural exchange, and economic justice. Her portrayal of relationships as sites of negotiation 

mirrors modern struggles for balance in an interconnected world. Her work also prompts 

reflection on authorship: as a European writing about India or adapting British classics, she 

wielded the power of representation, a topic ripe for contemporary scrutiny. 

Conclusion : 

Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s literary works illuminate the intricate dance of relationships 

and power with unmatched subtlety. From the domestic squabbles of The Householder to the 

colonial entanglements of Heat and Dust and the class tensions of Howards End, she reveals 

how intimacy is shaped by dominance, resistance, and compromise. Her transnational 

identity—rooted in displacement—enriches this exploration, offering a lens that transcends 

cultural divides. 

Jhabvala’s legacy lies in her ability to hold a mirror to humanity, exposing its 

contradictions with humor and grace. Her characters, caught in webs of power they cannot 

fully escape, reflect universal truths about connection and control. In a world still wrestling 
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with these forces, her voice remains a poignant guide, reminding us that relationships are both 

the source and the battleground of power’s enduring sway. 
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