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INTRODUCTION

The idea behind this book is to explore colonial gendered interactions, 
with a special focus on the white woman in colonial India. It examines 
a wide range of both literary and non-literary colonial narratives which 
offer a rich site for studying constructions of inter-racial interactions 
as well as gender representations against a grid of colonial transactions. 
My primary aim is to capture the multiple facets, the contradictions 
as well as the complexities in white women’s experience in colonial 
India in the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The three groups of white women whom I seek to focus upon are mem-
sahibs, missionaries and, to a certain extent, ordinary soldiers’ wives. 
In order to do this, I examine a diverse range of writings – memoirs, 
letters, personal accounts, literary narratives, housekeeping manuals 
and medical guide books – authored largely by white women, but also 
by western-educated Indian women and by white, colonising men as 
well.

As is by now well recognised, throughout the colonial period, the 
dominant category of the white woman (that is to say, the middle-class 
memsahib) occupied an ambivalent position, enjoying both power and 
privilege by virtue of her race, while simultaneously suffering gender 
disadvantage with regard to men of her own community. This book 
tries to explore in its two parts these ambivalences, examining the 
spheres in which she ostensibly exercised power as well as the areas in 
which she was disadvantaged, while at the same time noting the ambi-
guities, overlaps, slippages and fluidities that sometimes blurred the 
distinctions between the two situations. Part I broadly explores areas 
of white women’s ‘power’: their participation in the ‘civilising mission’ 
(specifically, female education), their encounters with ‘native’ women, 
their ‘imperial gaze’ – but also a return of the gaze. In Part II the focus 
is on the white woman’s gendered disadvantage in the colony, her anxi-
eties and insecurities about the colonial home, her health problems as 
well as the colonial misogyny that undergirded writings by white men, 
such as powerful colonial physicians.

The memsahib in colonial India: historiography

The subject of the middle-class white woman in British India has been 
the focus of a great deal of research during the last two decades of the 
previous century. Nevertheless, it still continues to be a topic that 
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needs to be unpacked in many of its dimensions, such as the represen-
tation of white women in medical texts, or the recovery of the virtu-
ally forgotten ‘native’ writings of the memsahib-novelist, Flora Annie 
Steel, who was praised in her time as a female Rudyard Kipling, in her 
close knowledge of ‘native’ life.

Research on the white woman (specifically the middle-class memsa-
hib or administrator’s wife) began in all seriousness with Pat Barr’s The 
Memsahibs: The Women of Victorian India (1976), which projected 
the memsahib as the victim of a male-centric colonial enterprise.1 To a 
large extent, this perspective continued through the 1980s, epitomised 
by Margaret Macmillan’s Women of the Raj (1988).2 However, from 
the 1990s onwards the research on gender and empire became more 
sophisticated and nuanced, beginning with the path-breaking Western 
Women and Imperialism: Complicity and Resistance (1992), a collec-
tion of wide-ranging and incisive essays edited by Nupur Chaudhuri 
and Margaret Strobel, followed by Clare Midgley’s edited study, Gender 
and Imperialism (1998).3 Both these important collections of essays 
presented the European woman in India in a nuanced manner, as both 
victim as well as beneficiary of colonialism. While the white woman 
was shown to be a beneficiary of imperialism, enjoying the race and 
class privileges of belonging to the ruling elite group, she was shown to 
also undoubtedly suffer marginalisation and gender disadvantages with 
regard to the men of her own community. In addition, these two latter 
studies opened up the category of ‘white woman’ further and subjected 
to critical scrutiny other groups such as missionaries. Around the 
same time, studies such as Anne McClintock’s path-breaking Imperial 
Leather (1995), followed by Anne Laura Stoler’s Carnal Knowledge 
and Imperial Power (2002) unpacked the issue of female sexuality as 
it played out in imperial discourses.4 Both these studies focused on the 
intertwining of colonialism, race, sexuality, gender and power.

In her Women Travellers in Colonial India (1998) Indira Ghose 
explored the colonial, ‘female gaze’ in the specific context of white 
women’s travel writing in colonial India. Underlining their heterogene-
ity, she argued that these narratives display a ‘wide spectrum of gazes’ 
which are ‘frequently mutually contradictory and shifting’.5 Rosemary 
Raza’s In Their Own Words (2006) importantly scrutinised white 
women’s writings of the earlier part of the nineteenth century, while 
Nancy Paxton has looked at literary narratives of the late nineteenth 
century in Writing under the Raj (1999).6 However, the two works that 
have scrutinised the category of the white woman through a study of 
literary representations, historical documents, newspaper reports as 
well as archival materials have been two studies which focused on the 
white woman in India, namely, Mary Procida’s Married to the Empire 
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(2002) and my own Woman and Empire (2002).7 Procida’s comprehen-
sive, landmark study essentially argued that British women in colonial 
India were active masculinist imperialists, rather than the stereotypi-
cal frivolous party-goers that had become, since Kipling’s time, a part 
of the mythology of empire.

In Woman and Empire (2002) I focused on the heterogeneity of the 
white woman living in colonial India, by probing the tensions, con-
tradictions and diversities in the construction of the white woman 
in colonial discourse. I unravelled how she was perceived as both the 
‘tragic exile’ in a faraway land, but also, at the same time, as the ‘disor-
derly memsahib’ who enjoyed freedom from the ideas about ‘accepta-
ble’ feminine conduct prevailing in the metropole. I demonstrated how 
colonial discourse was undergirded by submerged colonial anxieties 
about the memsahib’s sexual power being exercised in society, thereby 
threatening to destabilise sexual power equations within the white 
community in India. Hence, colonial discourse was rife with hostile 
constructions of the white woman as a shallow, frivolous social but-
terfly who was busy enjoying the power of her sexuality and neglectful 
of her domestic responsibilities.

Furthermore, in collating primary texts for my anthology, 
Memsahibs’ Writings (2008) I sought to capture in the words of 
white women the interactions that they had with Indian women – in 
their diverse roles: as memsahibs, missionaries, travellers, novelists, 
journalists, physicians and even as converts to Hinduism.8 I tried 
to present through these white women’s narratives, the fascinating 
nuances in their gendered encounters which took place against a 
complex backdrop of caste/class, religious and regional diversities. I 
also sought to present how these enormous diversities inflected their 
inter-racial encounters and perceptions of nautch girls (dancing girls), 
ayahs (female domestic servants), wet-nurses, middle-class zenana 
women (women living in seclusion), princely women and western-
educated women graduates (college educated).

Themes and concerns of this book:  
white women in colonial India

The three groups of white women whom I address in this book are 
memsahibs, missionaries and, to a certain extent, ordinary soldiers’ 
wives. While the middle-class European women’s experience is pre-
sented through their own writings, poorer class white women (notably 
soldiers’ wives), who have left behind barely any written records, can 
only be represented at second hand. Indeed, one of the points that I 
aim to underline in this book is that the category of the white woman 
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in colonial India was never a socially homogeneous one. Instead, it 
was constituted of diverse social classes – including middle-class and 
upper-middle-class memsahibs (wives of civil administrators or mili-
tary officers), missionaries of largely lower-middle-class origins, and 
lower-class soldiers’ wives, besides other poor whites, ‘European mar-
ginals’, including vagabonds and prostitutes.9 Moreover, these women 
came from various regions of Britain, and included Irishwomen, 
Scotswomen, as well as Englishwomen, although they all went by the 
generic title of ‘Englishwoman’ or ‘European’ woman.10

In order to widen the scope of the enquiry, I foreground not only 
the middle-class memsahibs (which is of course the category of 
European women most widely discussed in studies on the subject), but 
also include other categories of white women in the colony, such as 
female evangelicals and barrack wives. In fact, one of my efforts in this 
study is to bring out the heterogeneity of the ‘white woman in India’ 
in terms of class contradictions, and also probe the internal divisions 
and disentangle the various strands that constituted this gendered 
community.

The 1820s is set as the starting date of this study since it was from 
around this period that more and more European women started 
coming out to India and writing about their Indian experience.11 The 
majority came out as brides, accompanying husbands who were colo-
nial administrators, military officers, judges, doctors, planters or other 
non-officials. During the next two decades, which were dominated 
by Utilitarianism and Evangelicalism, Indian society came to be per-
ceived as decadent and in urgent need of reform, with the abolition 
of social evils as well as the introduction of English education being 
seen as key objectives.12 Nevertheless, such attitudes co-existed with 
East India Company officials and their wives being encouraged to keep 
munshis (clerks) to learn Indian languages. Besides, there was vibrant 
cross-cultural mixing across race, with social life including visits to 
the homes of wealthy Indian zamindars (landowners) where they were 
entertained with music and dance in the form of nautch.

Following the Rebellion of 1857 and the takeover by the Crown, 
the policy adopted by the imperial government was that of social 
distance and imperial aloofness.13 Government policy also encour-
aged the larger presence of resident wives and the setting up of British 
style homes for a new generation of administrators, with the objective 
of furthering an ‘imperial identity’. For the first time, middle-class 
English women came out in large numbers from around the 1860s and 
formed an important segment of the colonial community.14 The term 
‘memsahib’ (i.e. ‘madam sahib’), which came into greater usage during 
this time, signified colonial power, privilege and status, and wives 
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were ranked according to their husband’s official status and rank in a 
highly hierarchical colonial society.15 However, as this book seeks to 
show, memsahibs simultaneously suffered gender disadvantage, being 
subjected to enforced idleness, limited sources of recreation, and most 
of all, separation from their children who were sent away to study in 
Britain.

By the early decades of the twentieth century, the domestic lifestyle 
of the white memsahib remained more or less the same. However, 
growing anti-imperialist sentiments as well as nationalist politics 
alienated them further from the colonised.16 The early years of the 
twentieth century was a period of anti-imperialist struggle, and the 
nationalist politics of this period strengthened memsahibs’ co-opted 
entry into an imperialist discourse.17

Colonial gender constructs and the memsahib

Colonial society was never a cohesive, harmonious entity, but a frac-
tured space undercut by a web of race, class and gender ambivalences 
and contradictions.18 In a colonial enterprise that was often perceived as 
a ‘manly’ activity rooted in aggression, control, competition and power, 
the white woman was negatively viewed as some sort of obstruction to 
this enterprise. Indeed, an important issue that underpins this study is 
that the middle-class memsahib was constructed in colonial discourse 
in three principal ways: first, that of the pleasure-loving, social but-
terfly immersed in a hectic social life; second, that of the tragic exile 
separated from her children; and third, the construct of the co-opted 
imperialist.19 Of course, these constructions varied in their emphases 
and in their negativity. For instance, while the construct of the social 
butterfly was rooted in colonial misogyny (examined in Chapter 5), 
the construct of the tragic exile which ostensibly sympathised with 
the white woman, was actually undergirded by the idea of the colony 
as ‘no place for a woman’ (seen in Chapter 6). And the construct of the 
memsahib as imperialist and as reformer, sought to co-opt her into the 
imperial project (seen in Chapters 1, 2 and 4). Thus, in this book we get 
a glimpse of all three types of constructions.20

As I have discussed in Woman and Empire, the construct of the ‘dis-
orderly’ memsahib was an overwhelming one in colonial discourse.21 It 
was consistently buttressed by newspaper reports, periodical articles, 
memoirs, prescriptive manuals and literary writings – and indeed, by 
the bulk of colonial medical writings as well, as I argue in Chapter 5 of 
this book. Gender prejudices clearly underlay the construction of the 
memsahib as an irresponsible, ‘disorderly’ socialite, betraying anxie-
ties and insecurities about European female sexuality and the threat 
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it posed to the male colonial order.22 The fears about female sexuality 
were further reinforced by the numerical sex imbalance in colonial 
India, where, at the highest point, men outnumbered women 3:1, a 
situation that created a critical stress in society.23 This also resulted in 
considerable stresses in colonial Indian marriages, given the frequent 
separations that were unavoidable, as well as the problem of adulter-
ous liaisons between married women and single men. Indeed, anxie-
ties about this problem of adultery were frequently voiced in colonial 
discourse and the preoccupation with a woman’s ‘morality’ took the 
form of exhortatory writings in Anglo-Indian journals, newspapers and 
books.24 These focused on the moral responsibilities of the English 
woman in India, in both her gender relationships and her imperial duty 
as wife and a member of the ruling class – all of which informs my dis-
cussion of colonial medical discourse in Chapter 5 of this book.

Memsahibs and the colonial home

In recent years there has been a growing scholarly interest in the 
colonial family and in the role of the white woman as mother in the 
colonial home. Increasingly, the family is being identified as an impor-
tant analytical unit for probing the cultural history of colonialism. 
Following upon Anne Laura Stoler’s Carnal Knowledge and Imperial 
Power (2002) and Elizabeth Buettner’s Empire Families: Britons and 
Late Imperial India (2004), there has emerged a new thrust on the 
family, on colonial motherhood as well as on colonial childhood 
and child-rearing.25 More recently, in studies such as Esme Cleall’s 
Missionary Discourses of Difference (2012), and Emily Manktelow’s 
Missionary Families (2013), this interest has been expanded and 
extended to include the complexities entangling missionary family 
lives in colonial India.26 Stoler’s path-breaking work on colonial 
domesticity essentially focused on lower-class colonials, co-habitation 
with ‘native’ female servants as well as the problem of the mixed-race 
household in the Dutch East Indies. By far the most incisive as well as 
comprehensive exploration of memsahibs and the colonial home in the 
context of India has been made by Alison Blunt in her article, ‘Imperial 
Geographies of Home: British Domesticity in India, 1886–1925’, where 
she focused on the colonial home in India and the power relations 
between the memsahib and her domestic servants.27

By the late nineteenth century, child-bearing was presented in colo-
nial discourse as a woman’s ‘main function in life’ and women were 
increasingly projected as progenitors of future generations for the sake 
of empire and the job of nation-building.28 Indeed, the importance of 
the colonial home led to the appearance, from the second half of the 
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nineteenth century onwards, to housekeeping manuals authored by 
memsahibs which gave advice on the running of the colonial home, on 
bringing up children, handling ‘native’ servants and providing recipes 
for daily meals based on ‘Anglo-Indian’ food. Then again, there were 
medical handbooks written by male colonial physicians which gave 
stern advice on subjects such as mothering, reproductive and maternal 
health as well as children’s diseases. I shall be examining aspects of the 
white woman as mother in Chapters 4 and 5 – extending the discus-
sion to analyse memsahibs and the colonial home, as well as medical 
exhortations by male physicians in medical handbooks about respon-
sible mothering.

Female missionaries in India

Missionaries form an important part of this book as a whole. In the 
initial years evangelical activity was perceived to be a male activity 
and female missionaries were generally the wives of missionaries.29 
From the 1860s, however, following a shift in evangelical policies, 
unmarried female missionaries from the more educated middle classes 
started to be sent out to India primarily on zenana work. From this 
period onwards, evangelical activities in India became feminised; so 
much so, that by the end of the century, there was a predominance of 
female over male evangelicals in India.30 In addition, towards the end 
of the century, as part of a new evangelical strategy, missionaries who 
were trained physicians started to be sent out to provide medical care 
to purdah women (women in seclusion) who refused to be treated by 
foreign, male doctors. Healing thus came to be intermeshed with pros-
elytisation, as ‘Clinical Christianity’ was deployed to gain access to 
the most orthodox zenanas.31

In this rigidly hierarchical colonial society, class distinctions were 
sharp within the white community. A wide gap, for instance, sepa-
rated missionaries from memsahibs primarily due to the latter’s social 
superiority based on their husbands’ official status. Female evangeli-
cals consequently tended to be markedly deferential towards white 
administrator’s wives. Moreover, their practice of mixing closely with 
‘natives’ and ‘living as nearly as possible on the same lines’ as the local 
populace was frowned upon because it was considered damaging to 
British prestige.32

Barrack wives

One rather neglected section of the white colonial community whom 
we shall briefly discuss in this book is the common soldiers’ wives 
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– a subject that has been rather marginal in the histories of the colo-
nial armies. Besides Myna Trustram’s classic study, Women of the 
Regiment (1984), Douglas Peers’ Between Mars and Mammon (1995), 
and very recently, Erica Wald’s Vice in the Barracks (2014) have high-
lighted the plight of soldiers’ wives in the barracks.33 Building on their 
work, I shall examine in Chapter 6, the problem of addiction and the 
mental condition of ‘barrack wives’ (as they were called), seeking to 
draw connections between their mental health and the degree of deg-
radation to which their lives were reduced. A wide class gap separated 
memsahibs from soldier’s wives, and virtually no connection existed 
between them – except when the latter worked as a mid-wife for offic-
er’s wives, or carried out some other chore in the cantonment.

There was no clear government policy on soldiers’ wives; marriage 
for British ‘other ranks’ was discouraged as a rule and soldiers tended 
to live with ‘native’ women and Eurasians. Although inter-racial 
marriage was taboo for officers, it was encouraged for soldiers, and 
‘unofficial marriages’ frequently took place between them and local 
women.34 In cases where the wives were European, they were given 
higher amounts in matters such as pension for widows. Only wives of 
British birth became eligible for widows’ pensions, which automati-
cally ruled out Eurasian wives.35 Moreover, while soldiers’ wives in 
Britain were usually required to cook, sew and launder for the entire 
regiment, in India, ‘native’ servants did many of these tasks, since it 
was considered harmful to British prestige. Nevertheless, inside the 
barracks the conditions for the women were utter degradation, con-
sisting of alcoholism, wife-beating, desertion by husbands, poverty 
and squalor, along with high female and child mortality. Commenting 
on the ‘misery and degradation’ of soldiers’ wives in the colonies, one 
young soldier remarked in Burma during the 1840s that ‘of all the lives 
of misery in this world a married soldier’s is the worst’ and warned 
his ‘poor deluded countrywomen who are continually marrying sol-
diers’ against taking ‘such a step’.36 Barrack wives had little contact 
with memsahibs and interactions with officers’ wives were primarily 
confined to their role as seamstresses or as midwives. Midwifery was, 
according to Myna Trustram, ‘an important function which a few 
wives performed in a regiment’. Some regiments had a regular midwife 
who was paid out of the regimental fund.37 Some of these women were 
trained by army medical officers in midwifery at various army hospi-
tals, where they ‘attended the wives of both officers and men’.38
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White women’s writings

Much of this monograph (although not all of it), examines white 
women’s writings authored by two categories of European women: 
missionaries and memsahibs. For middle-class memsahibs, writing 
was a very important activity in colonial India. As demonstrated by 
Rosemary Raza’s In Their Own Words (2006), long hours of female 
leisure and enforced inactivity in a colonial set-up, especially in the 
earlier years of the nineteenth century, resulted in them writing long 
letters to friends and family members back in Britain. These women 
penned memoirs, maintained diaries and wrote letters which they 
subsequently published in the form of books.39 Most of them wrote on 
topics pertaining to their lives, such as their domestic and social expe-
riences. One important subject which preoccupied these women was 
the daily difficulty that they faced in the course of running their homes 
and in negotiating colonial domesticities. They voiced their anxieties 
in rearing their small children in India, handling tropical diseases and 
‘controlling’ their domestic servants, including female servants, such 
as the ayah and the wet-nurse.40 Thus, in these personal writings the 
average memsahib turned a critical ‘colonial gaze’ upon low caste/
class women with whom they were the most closely associated.

In addition, from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, 
experienced middle-class memsahibs started to write housekeeping 
manuals and handbooks, which sought to address the difficulties of 
young brides who were arriving in India and to guide them on house-
hold matters. They outlined the duties of the ayahs, gave advice on 
how to run the colonial home, raise small children, and especially on 
how to control and administer their huge retinue of servants.

However, it was missionaries who were the most prolific writers – 
of newsletters, periodical articles, biographies, personal accounts and 
sometimes novels. Considered most knowledgeable on the subject of 
the zenana, female evangelicals took upon themselves the task of dis-
seminating information about it to the wider, western public. They 
wrote authoritatively on it, generally constructing it negatively as a 
prison, a site of disease, idleness, ignorance and sensuality. They also 
sometimes wrote novels specifically meant to be read aloud to women 
inside the zenana to bring about a cultural transformation among 
them, recasting them along exemplary western lines.

By late nineteenth century, colonial administrators’ wives had also 
emerged as popular novelists and writers of short stories. While the 
overwhelming majority of them wrote ‘station romances’, delineating 
only the British community in India, there was a handful of memsa-
hib-writers who delineated Indian life, locales and characters in their 
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fiction.41 Flora Annie Steel (1847–1929) was one such leading writer. 
Her writings, as we see in Chapter 2 of this book, focused on ‘native’ 
women from both urban and rural Punjab and delineated encounters 
with school-going Muslim girls as well as the sufferings of peasant 
women.

White women’s narratives thus not only became an important 
source of information on Indian women but revealed much about their 
own perceptions and prejudices. Indeed, sometimes their writings 
displayed a cultural superiority, overt as well as unspoken, especially 
during the period of social reform and at the height of the ‘civilising 
mission’. In other words, these female writers’ narratives contributed 
to circulating stereotypes about the abject condition of ‘native’ women 
and producing colonial knowledge about the ‘Other’.

Gendered encounters

As the title indicates, one of this book’s central tropes is gendered 
encounters across race. This is something that I examine in a number 
of the book’s chapters. As noted earlier, it was women missionaries 
who mixed most closely with ‘natives’ of various classes, their great-
est advantage being their ability to speak the local languages fluently.

However, as far as memsahibs are concerned, in contrast to the 
inter-racial socialising of the earlier decades, most contacts with 
Indian women dwindled after the gap between the races widened fol-
lowing the establishment of empire and the adoption of an imperial 
policy of aloofness. Thereafter, this inter-mixing dwindled down to 
day-to-day encounters with female domestic servants, such as ayahs 
(and sometimes the wet-nurse), as we see in Chapter 4. Occasionally 
they also made formal, mutually disliked ‘purdah visits’, with their 
ayahs acting as interpreters since they were ignorant of the language; or 
they would catch a glimpse of ‘native’ school-going girls when invited 
to be the chief guest at some school function (as we see in Chapter 
2).42 Or sometimes, a memsahib in a big city would invite school girls 
to her house to tea, as we see in a Mumbai-based novel in Chapter 3. 
Obviously these kinds of interactions (purdah visits, as well as school 
functions) were a mere formality, almost a social ritual precluding any 
genuine interaction.

By the turn of the century there were further shifts in the relation-
ship between European and Indian women, especially those belonging 
to the middle classes. One was the emergence from purdah of the edu-
cated bhadramahila, the genteel, middle-class Bengali woman. During 
this period European women also interacted with the ‘New Indian 
Woman’, a new generation of middle-class Indian women, educated 
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and westernised, some of them educationists themselves.43 Moreover, 
the early twentieth century was also the period of the Indian National 
movement.44 Cross-cultural encounters too began to change in society, 
and the old type of purdah visits came to be increasingly replaced 
by ‘purdah parties’: all-female social gatherings organised by white 
women for their secluded, elite female guests.45

With regard to gendered encounters, it is also important to unpack 
the colonial category of the ‘native’ woman, as this study seeks to 
do. I seek to scrutinise how these cross-racial gendered interactions 
were inflected by regional diversities, and wish to bring across the 
complexity of the category of the ‘native woman’. Far from being a 
monolithic category, it was inflected with variations of class, caste, 
religion and cultural practices, involving regions as culturally distinct 
and geographically separate as Bengal in the east, Bombay in the west 
or Punjab in the north.

Social reform in the nineteenth century

The nineteenth century was an age of gendered social reform; the 
‘Native Female Social Amelioration’ programme focused on eradicat-
ing ‘native’ patriarchal practices such as sati (widow immolation), 
female infanticide, child marriage, polygamy, the oppression of high 
caste widows, enforced female illiteracy and the practice of purdah 
(female seclusion). While in the first half of the century, reform had 
been sought through legislation with the help of male Indian reform-
ers, there was a shift in strategy following the Rebellion of 1857.46 
Reform measures thereafter assumed the form of gradual change – 
especially through female education and the gradual eradication of 
purdah. For this purpose, there was a widespread induction of white 
women into the reform agenda. The vast majority involved in reform 
activities in the second half of the nineteenth century – notably female 
education – were female evangelists. As noted earlier, they established 
schools for girls from the early part of the century and taught both 
in the regular schools as well as in the zenana classes held for grown 
women inside Indian homes.

Very rarely, however, did memsahibs or wives of British colonial 
administrators show any interest in this subject of social reform.47 One 
striking exception was Flora Annie Steel whose writings we examine 
in Chapter 2. Steel, the wife of an administrator, not only wrote on 
topics related to gendered social reform, but was actively associated 
with female education, starting schools for girls in remote parts of 
Punjab and later, taking up the government post of Inspectress of girls’ 
schools in the province. Besides, she also revealed in her short fiction 

SEN 9780719089626 PRINT (v2).indd   11 19/01/2017   13:39



GENDERED TRANSACTIONS

[ 12 ]

a reformist’s preoccupation with the abject condition of Indian women 
and an interest in female education.

More indirectly, the English woman was incorporated into the 
process of cultural imperialism by being projected as a role model for 
the Indian woman who was emerging from the veil. Underlining the 
grave imperial responsibilities of all middle-class white women, The 
Calcutta Review intoned in 1886 that ‘the future of India’s women’ 
was tied with ‘the unsuspected influence of the lives and characters of 
their more privileged English sisters’.48 Such an exhortation simulta-
neously served a double purpose. On the one hand it urged a western 
model for the ‘New Indian Woman’ to follow. On the other hand it 
deployed notions such as ‘British prestige’ and the ‘white woman’s 
burden’ to control the white woman’s morality and any possible disor-
derliness or deviations from the norm.

Part I: The white woman and the ‘civilising mission’

As noted earlier, the first three chapters which make up Part I of 
this book focus on aspects of the white woman’s role as imperialist 
and as participant in the ‘civilising mission’. Narratives authored by 
European female missionaries, memsahibs, as well as Indian women, 
such as memoirs, short stories, novels, newspaper and periodical arti-
cles are examined in order to probe their representations of gendered 
interactions with the ‘native’ female across race and class. This section 
is informed by the intertwined themes of the female ‘colonial gaze’ 
and the ‘civilising mission’. By focusing specifically on issues related 
to gendered social reform, such as female education and ‘colonial 
modernity’, I seek to explore how diverse categories of women (both 
white and Indian) participated both as proponents and as targets of the 
colonial ‘civilising mission’.

One way in which different groups of white women – social reform-
ers, educationists, evangelists or even incorporated wives – partici-
pated in this ‘civilising mission’ was by writing about Indian women 
and turning a critical ‘colonial gaze’ upon the ‘abject’, ‘native’ woman. 
Indeed, the concept of the colonial ‘female gaze’ suggests that women 
were complicit in colonialism and its structures of power.49 In other 
words, by circulating stereotypes about the abject condition of ‘native’ 
women and producing colonial knowledge about the ‘Other’, these 
female writers effectively performed the role of colluders in the colo-
nial enterprise.50

In Chapter 1, ‘The missionary “gaze” and the “civilising mission”: 
zenana encounters in nineteenth-century Bengal’, I examine mission-
ary writings (both personal accounts by female evangelicals, as well as 
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missionary novels), their delineation of zenana education visitations, 
their construction of the oppressed purdah woman, as well as their 
projection of the zenana as a site of disease, ignorance and idleness. 
Simultaneously, while presenting themselves as rescuers of Indian 
women, they also projected the figure of the Victorian genteel woman 
as a female paradigm to be emulated.

The theme of education and the criticism of ‘native’ patriarchies 
provides an interface between the first chapter and Chapter 2, ‘Flora 
Annie Steel, social reform and female education in late nineteenth-
century Punjab’, which focuses on gender problems in colonial Punjab. 
Flora Annie Steel (1847–1929), who was a major figure of her time, exer-
cised considerable influence over her generation. While she resembled 
the missionaries in attacking patriarchal practices in Indian society 
(e.g. female infanticide, child marriage and polygamy), she sharply 
critiqued evangelical methods of schooling as well as their objective 
of culturally transforming Indian women on a western model. Thus, 
her critical gaze on the missionaries and on ‘native’ patriarchal prac-
tices presents an intertwining of seemingly oppositional strands: while 
echoing female evangelicals (in their shared critical gaze directed at 
gendered social evils in Indian society), she is simultaneously posi-
tioned in critical opposition to the missionaries.

Giving a voice to the educated ‘native’ female and presenting her 
perspective on issues of female education and westernised role models, 
is Chapter 3, ‘Returning the “gaze”: colonial encounters in Indian 
women’s English writings in late nineteenth-century western India’. 
This chapter discusses two literary narratives authored by the earliest 
generation of educated Indian women who wrote in English. These two 
Indian female authors, who also happened to be Christian converts, 
focused in their writings on ‘native’ female schooling, besides offer-
ing a critique of missionary schooling. In their responses to ‘colonial 
modernity’, we study the interface between the missionary agendas 
of education, reform, conversion to Christianity and the manner in 
which reformist programmes were received by Indian female converts. 
Thus, this chapter serves to provide a counterpoint to the writings by 
colonising women, and is in an important sense, a case of ‘reversing 
the gaze’, providing a counter-viewpoint, a critical ‘native’ perspective 
on European women in the colony.

Part II: Colonial domesticity, white women’s health and 
gender disadvantage

The chapters in Part II of this book focus on narratives which under-
line the disadvantaged position of the white woman in India. At the 
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same time, one notes the fluidities and overlaps that exist between 
Parts I and II. For instance, while the colonial gaze defined and united 
the chapters in Part I, it was simultaneously shown to be subverted by 
the ‘native’ female gaze. In Part II, the colonial gaze is undermined and 
subverted by the context of domesticity in colonial India. Memsahibs, 
in turn, are subjected to the gendered medical gaze.51

Chapter 4, ‘The ambivalences of power inside the colonial home: 
memsahibs, ayahs and wet- nurses’, introduces the theme of the white 
woman’s disadvantaged position in the colony. This chapter scruti-
nises memsahibs’ writings and their constructions of ‘native’ female 
domestic servants as dishonest, sensual and unhygienic – revealing 
thereby profound anxieties and insecurities. The colonial nursery 
emerges as a contested site where the memsahib’s authority was con-
stantly undermined by these ‘native’ females in a daily power-struggle 
over emotional authority over the white children. At the same time, 
this chapter takes forward the theme of the ‘colonial gaze’ from the 
earlier three chapters – in this case, both the memsahib’s gaze as well 
as the return of the gaze by the ayah.

The remaining two chapters of this book further develop the theme 
of the disadvantaged position of the white woman in colonial discourse 
through the lens of women’s health issues. Chapter 5, ‘Marginalising 
the memsahib: the white woman’s health issues in colonial medical 
writings’, seeks to unravel the gender politics that undergirded colo-
nial medical handbooks which were authored mostly by male colonial 
physicians. These handbooks subjected the memsahib to a critical 
‘medical gaze’, and sternly set out the agenda of gender control under 
the guise of medical advice. Admonishing the memsahib and criti-
quing her mothering skills, these handbooks also laid stress upon the 
vulnerabilities affecting her health and critiqued her as an ‘irrespon-
sible’ imperial mother. While examining the medical advice on white 
women’s health, we shall unravel the race/class/gender ideologies 
which underlay colonial medical discourse.

The themes of the white woman’s medical vulnerability and the 
colonies being perceived as ‘no place for a woman’ are further devel-
oped in Chapter 6, ‘The colonial “female malady”: European women’s 
mental health and addiction in the late nineteenth century’. This final 
chapter focuses on yet another aspect of female health in the colony, 
namely mental health. Taken up for discussion is the perceived occur-
rence among middle-class memsahibs of the fashionable ailment 
known as ‘tropical neurasthenia’. In addition, we probe, in the case 
of the lower-class soldier’s wife, the problem of ‘delirium tremens’. 
The projection of white women’s ‘mental unfitness’ and vulnerability 
to the tropical climate, the conditions of middle-class domestic and 
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social life as well as economic hardships in the case of poorer white 
women will be examined. Both colonial realities as well as perceptions 
are examined in this chapter.

Regarding the historical time-frame of this book, the period c.1820–
1930 is a broad framework within which this study is set. While it 
follows a thematic structure, historical chronology is also largely 
maintained. Thus the earlier three chapters broadly focus on the 
second half of the nineteenth century while the later three chapters 
go down to the early decades of the twentieth century. At the same 
time, we note that periods in history are not watertight divisions – but 
consist instead of overlaps, shifts, changes, fluidities as well as conti-
nuities. I have therefore deliberately avoided adopting a mechanical, 
linear, straight-line time-frame. Instead, the idea is to capture the ten-
sions and contradictions, shifts and continuities that marked percep-
tions, attitudes and perspectives. Hence, in some instances the time 
span is wide and extends to almost a hundred year period. For instance, 
my discussion of memsahibs’ writings on ayahs (in Chapter 4) reveals 
an almost seamless continuity in their race/class prejudices towards 
domestic servants for almost a hundred years. Similarly, in Chapters 
5 and 6, we see how colonial medical writings displayed a continuing 
gender prejudice among the medical fraternity towards both white 
colonial maternities and female mental health in the colony, preju-
dices that were visible well into the early decades of the twentieth 
century. This also suggests that in many instances, despite all the 
historical shifts and changes, certain perceptions and constructions 
lingered on for decades, and there was often a curious sameness to be 
found in the position of the white woman in India and in the attitudes 
to her throughout the colonial period.
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