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 Traditionally, marriage and sex for women entailed a most submissive feminine role. Although a 

woman ideally had power as a mother, as a wife, she is submitted to her husband and his family. Only 

recently, women in the dominant patriarchal tradition started to question aspects of this role, or 

decided against marriage altogether. Marriage is meant to provide comfort and strength through love 

and communication, and not through material possessions. It should be devoid of all secrets and firmly 

rooted in honesty and truth. Then only the marriage bond a strengthen itself and no incidents of the 

past destroy the future. Marriage does not allow either partner to be selective (Sinha 106-7). The Indian 

tradition considers the marriage ceremony as one in which the husband and wife become one. In India, 

it is understood that wife will merge her name, personality, life style and her entire life into that of the 

husband. In marriage, the husband is expected to be the authoritarian. He should dominate the life of 

the wife. Regarding the solemnity of marriage, Bertrand Russell in Marriage and Morals remarks: 

The essence of a good marriage is respect for each other’s personality combined with that deep 

intimacy, physical, mental, and spiritual, which makes a serious love between man and woman 

the most fructifying of all human experiences. Such love, like everything that is great and 

precious, demands its own morality, and frequently entails a sacrifice of the less to the greater; 

but the sacrifice must be voluntary, for, where it is not, it will destroy the very basis of the love 

for the sake for which it is made. (215) 

 Women experience freedom and try to improve their lot due to politico-economic, cultural and 

socio-psychological changes in the life patterns and attitudes of women. Education brings economic 

independence of women. Hence, the traditional concept of love and marriage as sacrament and sex as a 

taboo is fast losing its importance. Women begin to aspire natural companionship, respect, material 

comforts, satisfaction of emotional and physical needs in marriage. Women consider sex as a physical 

need because “the negative attitude to sex or that of condemnation has lost ground considerably and the 

positive attitude towards sex as one of the needs of every human being is emerging” (Kapur 220). 

 In marriages, sexuality is expected and experienced at the physical level. It has its own role to play 

whether the marriage is an arranged one or not. Love, acceptance, response, yielding or withdrawal, 

frigidity, aversion and self-hatred all come to rest on the point of sexual relationships within or without 

marriage. Even the struggle between the claims of freedom and the claims of the body comes to rest on 

this. Marriage is not a plain and simple contract. It is a part of the larger human relationship, which 

traverses through attraction, love, sex, sexuality, living together and a whole lot of other phases like 

parenthood. 

 In the novel of Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s Get Ready for Battle, Gulzari Lal and Sarala Devi are a couple. 

They live a married life full of dissonance and disturbance. Sarla Devi is a so-called social worker. She 

has a desire to dedicate her life for the betterment and well-being of the pair. She does not live with her 
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husband, who is interested only in making money and leads a materialistic life of his own. Sarala Devi is 

a stoic. Gulzari Lal is happy in his relations with the bewitching Kusum, the widow of major Mehra and 

grandmother. She pressurizes Gulzari Lal, who is also a grandfather to divorce his wife Sarala Devi, so 

that they could once again return to a conjugal life. In fact, Gulzari Lal has been tamed. He begins 

discussing the divorce proposal with Sarala Devi at her brother’s house. The proposal for divorce is put 

forward by Kusum and Gulzari Lal to Sarala Devi and then to Brij Mohan. However, ironically Gulzari Lal 

is happy and contends to have a widow mistress in his house to perform the tasks of his living wife. And 

as a result, Kusum gradually enlarges her domain in Gulzari Lal’s house by exerting her influence over 

Vishnu, Mala and the little daughter, Preeti. She accomplishes her task with adroitness and swiftness. So, 

when she conveys Gulzari Lal’s desire for divorce is completed on Gulzari Lal’s next visit to Sarala Devi, 

who unhesitatingly signs the papers that estrange her permanently from her husband. Later, she turns 

her attention to social work. So, she vigorously strives for promoting the cause of the poor slum 

dwellers for their permanent settlement on the land they have illegally occupied in the Bundi Busti 

colony. However, the irony is that the property agent who manages to get the orders for their eviction 

from that land is Gulzari Lal. So, before signing the divorce papers, Sarala Devi, instead of discussing 

with Gulzari Lal the more vital question of her life regarding the divorce, pleads with him for saving the 

poor encroachers of the land. She becomes pathetic when she learns that the slum dwellers had behind 

her back struck a deal with Gulzari Lal to accept some money and vacate the land. 

 Sarla Devi becomes the thread of Indian spirituality. Sarla Devi seeks to dissociate herself from 

marital life and worldly attachments, and immerse herself in religion. In a novel which focuses on the 

inequalities between the rich, callous business class represented by Gulzari Lal’s properties, and the 

helpless poor in the slums of Bundi Busti who are being forced to move, the only European characters 

are a stray English girl and her father. The two are at a party thrown by Gulzari Lal. There are misfits in 

the orthodox set up where sexes are segregated. Jhabvala has her eye unfailing on both western and 

Indian attitudes in this situation, picking up the deficiencies of both positions:  

The two of them provided the European element which gave a party like this a little spice and 

variety; they vaguely realized their special position and tried to live up to it by being lively and 

interested. The girl exchanged a few words with the Maharaja, which thrilled her, and then she 

was taken up by Gulzari Lal’s son Vishnu, whom she entertained with her impressions of India 

while he looked down at her with much charm and gallantry and wondered to himself at her 

flat-chestedness. (8-9)  

Jhabvala through her detachment, picks up aspects of character which the two sides fail to understand 

in the other.  

 Get Ready for Battle also deals with the conflicts in a family setting. The characters once again 

belong to the newly-rich merchant class in New Delhi. Sarla Devi, the wife of Gulzari Lal, who is different 

from the usual women in Jhabvala’s fictive world, has not been developed fully in depth and intensity. In 

her battle for the preservation of Bundi Basti, a slum dwellers colony under threat of eviction, she could 

have emerged as a vigorous, enterprising Mother Courage. She is willing to accept divorce thrust on her, 

who accommodates her husband’s mistress and finds her to be faultless and good. This novel presents 

the disparity between the rich and poor that is a social, political and economic concern.  

 The excellent economical career of Gulzari Lal, Sarla Devi’s husband, is successful in life. His family 

background has been aristocratic. His forefathers “lived stately lives in large country houses and 

dispensed charity and justice to their villages” (33). He possesses ‘inbred courtesy’ and dignity that lend 

grace to all his relationships, including those of pertaining to his business and his wayward family. 

Money-making and self-sacrifice constitute a binary opposite idea. Gulzari Lal and Sarla Devi, estranged 

husband and wife, represent these two extreme positions. To Sarla Devi, Gulzari Lal is a person, who 
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knows only “how to make money, how to eat, how to dress (and) how to buy cars and furnish house” 

(50). Sarla Devi, on the other hand, is interested in a better life, purer life. Gulzari Lal represents the 

ordinary ethics of big business. Kusum, the mistress of Gulzari Lal, is concerned totally and exclusively 

with herself and her ambitions for status and dominance. Mala, the daughter-in-law of Gulzari Lal, is 

engaged conventionally in housewife concerns.  

 In Get Ready for Battle, Vishnu and Mala live a life of disagreement and tension. Mala is a frank, 

forward, and fashionable woman though she remains tradition bound. Vishnu leads his family life with 

Mala, from whom he has a daughter. But he betrays greater closeness to Sumi, a young unmarried girl 

from some rustic family. He is impressed by Sumi, who, compared to the lethargy of Mala, has 

something gay and free. Mala is a nice young woman, who is reserved by temperament and yet ready to 

perform the role of the loving wife and an affectionate mother. She is liberal, accommodative and 

respectful ever to her mother-in-law, but she fails to impress Vishnu. He secretly keeps flirting with 

Sumi because the latter is quicker and sprightly. Jhabvala is pessimistic about marriages of her 

characters – whether arranged or not. The marriage of Sarla Devi and Gulzari Lal in Get Ready for Battle 

has come to grief on their incompatible temperaments and Gulzari Lal has a mistress, a lovely 

passionate woman of a great strength of character.  

 Sex is a natural and a biological urge to procreate. Marriage is a social institution. Both sex and 

marriage are viewed together. In fact, the institution of marriage is based on the social system to satiate 

the in-born, natural urge of sex without which marriage becomes a void. The principle of marriage and 

its practices are based on free choices to be exercised by those who enter into it in the western world, 

but it is not so in India where custom and society intervene and erase the exercise of the free will and 

arranged marriages based on customs and rituals. Marriage in India is a sacred bond-a binding vine. It is 

not only a social domain but makes the mind and spirit of the two to go together. Now-a-days, the idea 

of marriage is also based on romantic love and personal freedom. There is a conflict between individual 

choice and the tradition of arranged marriages pertaining to caste, creed, clan, religion, and region and 

so on. There are also the cases of post-marital and extra-marital relationships. The portrayal of the bond 

between Gulzari Lal and Mrs. Kusum Mehra, the widow of an Army officer, is one such case. Kusum 

looks after the cares for the comforts and conveniences of Gulzari Lal. She shares his bed and actively 

indulges her in solving the problems of his family. But as a woman, she wants her relationship to be 

sanctified as she does not want to live merely as a mistress. Jhabvala portrays in her novels the 

sensuous and the romantic aspect of sex and marriage in different kinds of pre-conjugal, conjugal, post-

conjugal and extra-conjugal relationships. Besides, she also presents the grotesque, bizarre and odd 

custom of marriage. In Get Ready for Battle, there are attitudinal differences between Gulzari Lal and 

Sarala Devi and that result in total separation. It sets in Delhi and they focus on the lives of one or two 

families. The same themes like arranged marriages love matches, sex conflict are repeated. It presents 

the already failed marriage between Gulzari Lal and Sarala Devi. Such is the conflict that one can find 

Jhabvala’s novels related to love, marriage and sex. However, her presentation is a realistic one with 

human passion, emotion and in some cases devotion. 
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