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The new age of imperialism saw the 

old world dominated by European forces.  

France, Germany, Portugal, Denmark, and 

Britain scoured the eastern hemisphere for 

new exploits.  When these nations found land 

of value, they carved it up to take the spoils 

for their own selfish ambitions.  Africa, Asia, 

and even Oceania were invaded and 

conquered by the hyper-advanced European 

nations, and many natives were displaced both 

socially and politically.  The world was 

changed during the age of imperialism, but 

more importantly each and every way of life 

was altered for all people, both Europeans and 

natives alike. 

When examining the British Empire 

specifically, one can only marvel at the 

vastness of land it possessed.  Between the 

19th and 20th centuries, Great Britain 

controlled so much of the world that the 

famous adage “the sun never sets on the 

British Empire” became renowned.  From 

Africa to Australia and New Zealand, and 

through parts of Asia, Britain held fifty-seven 

colonies at its greatest extent.  However, none 

were as impressive or important as the Raj, or 

British India.  Between 1858 and 1947, India 

was under direct control from the British 

empire.  It was considered the ‘crown jewel of 

Britain,’ as it was not only the most profitable 

but the most useful and luxurious of all British 

lands.   

Thousands of British citizens moved to 

the Indian subcontinent to find a life of 

adventure, luxury, and excitement.  India was 

a much different world geographically than 

the British archipelago.  The social life of 

British citizens living in the Raj is a 

fascinating story as it proves to be one of more 

trials than was expected.  The world was not 

as simple as on the European island, these 

colonialists would soon discover.  The 

relationships between households and within 

households in the Raj were unlike any other, 

and new gender and social norms were formed 

to fit this unique lifestyle during the early 

1900s. 

 

Social Life 

Britain came to India with the notion 

that it would improve the lives of the natives.  

This has become a hotly debated point of 

discussion surrounding British India for 

decades now, and there does not seem to be a 

clear answer.  Peter Robb clarifies that both 

sides can be true at the same time.  To those 

who believe that Britain impoverished India 

during its tenure, there is evidence that the 

richest parts of India pre-colonization became 

some of the poorest regions at the end of 

British rule.1  On the other hand, proponents 

of British rule argue that India was 

impoverished in the first place, and as a result 

of imperialism, India gained much needed 

infrastructure and technological advancements 

that propelled them into a rapidly developing 

nation by the end of British rule.2  By looking 
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at this situation strictly on a social level rather 

than an economic one, one can see exactly 

how this advancement affected both the 

British and the Indian peoples. 

The idea of a village community was 

brought into India as a direct result of the 

British, Robb points out.3  This is shown in 

David Gilmour’s work where he describes the 

movement of British settlement throughout the 

inhabitance of India.  The early inhabitants of 

the British East India company first settled in 

forts, but slowly crawled out into the 

countryside as they sought a more sustainable 

way of life.  As the British families moved 

into what became known as ‘garden houses, 

forts and government towns were left behind 

because there was no purpose in relying on 

governmental assistance.4  In fact, British 

settlers wanted to create a luxurious and exotic 

life where they sustained themselves through 

local means.  Gilmour points out that British 

people in India would actually stop importing 

fine furniture and carrying through the hot and 

insect-ridden regions of India as many of these 

products would get damaged during 

deliveries.  Instead, they sought after more 

practical and sustainable local furniture, either 

produced by locals or by the town 

government.5  This not only gave British the 

exotic lifestyle they wished for, but it also 

stimulated economic growth because foreign 

currency was now circulating through local 

villages which helped to propel native Indians 

out of poverty for a time. 

Right outside the home popularity 

grew of hunting in India, which many British 

men found to be a primary hobby of this new 

lifestyle.  Out to find trophies, men entered the 

Indian jungles searching for any big game that 

could be mounted, skinned, or in any way 

displayed.  Out of all the exotic beasts in 

India, undoubtedly the prize was to kill a tiger.  

Joseph Sramek shows that Britons specifically 

hunted tigers because of the royal status that is 

symbolized by the image of a tiger.  The 

ancient Mughal emperors hunted tigers and 

used their skins as a symbol of wealth, 

superiority, and high class, which is exactly 

what the British wanted to emulate.6   

There is also a much deeper idea when 

it comes to defeating the tiger: the most 

powerful beast in the vast land of India being 

subdued by the hands of a Briton is a stark 

representation of conquering of the country 

itself.  Standing over the body of a dead tiger 

gave British people a sense of physical 

superiority over the Indian people.  This, 

Sramek pointed out, played into the hyper-

masculinization of Britain during the 

imperialistic age as well. 

Precisely because tigers were 

dangerous and powerful beasts, tiger 

hunting represented a struggle with 

fear- some nature that needed to be 

resolutely faced "like a Briton," as 

Campbell put it. Only by successfully 

vanquishing tigers would Britons 

prove their manliness and their fitness 

to rule over Indians.7 

Man became so obsessed with 

collecting not only tigers but every beast in 

the fields of India that the homes often 

became cluttered with such trophies.  Gilmour 

accounts that women would come home to 

find each room decorated with some form of 

stuffed animal, often in disturbing fashion.8   

After the typical head mounts, wall 

displays, and rugs were all done, hunters 

would begin to use parts of their kills for 

unique decorations, such as tabletops, 

ashtrays, photograph frames, and other 

common household items.9  Gilmour also 

points out that this obsession even drove rifts 

in marriage, as men would continue to bring 

home new pieces of exotic animal furniture to 

the horror and disgust of his wife.10  The pride 

of the British man in India was surrounded by 

the hunt and the quest to conquer the greatest 

and most powerful beast of the field, which 

drove divisions in both race relations as well 

as home relations as men became much more 
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self-absorbed and grew a sense of superiority 

against the native people of India.11 

 

Racial Relations 

The discussion of racial prejudice must 

come into consideration when examining the 

social life of British India.  Within British 

government in India, there is great evidence 

that native Indians were discriminated against, 

particularly in the Indian civil service.  

Charles Bathoe, who was a member of the 

civil service during the early years of the Raj, 

noticed some prejudices that were going on in 

selecting and supporting native Indians within 

administrative positions.  He wrote to the 

British public on behalf of Indian taxpayers to 

plead with the government to grant respect 

and dignity to the Indian people, as well as 

uphold their claims to provide a constitutional 

government.12   

He begins with his praise of the Indian 

empire, and along with describing the 

immensity of the country of India, he praises 

the accomplishment of Britain acquiring it.13  

However, he makes a point that because of the 

size and greatness of India, it is vital that 

Britain supports them in every way.   

These taxpayers have once 

risen against us and may do so again.  

Treat them, therefore, with justice and 

respect, for an unjust cause is not a 

cause in which English soldiers and 

English sailors ought ever to fight; and 

it will be unjust cause if these millions 

of souls discover that they are being 

mocked with a false show of 

constitutional Government, and are 

being hourly defrauded by a mis-

application of their revenues, and 

obliged to pay, not only their own 

expenses but to cover every job that a 

needy English ministry can be brough 

to perpetrate.14 

What Bathoe argued for is fairly 

reminiscent of the same complaint the 

American colonies argued for in 1776.  

Without real representation and a burdensome 

tax, Indians were being exploited and forced 

into poverty, simply out of poor governmental 

management by the British.  Bathoe, a British 

man in the Indian civil service, recognized the 

mistreatment and wrote to end the 

discrimination.  In a 115-page document, 

Bathoe outlined all of the mistreatments that 

British officials committed that he observed, 

all while imposing taxation and refusing to 

hear solutions.  

He concludes his letter with an account 

of prejudice.  Sohun Lal is an Indian man who 

went through examinations and competition to 

be nominated into the Civil service of India.  

After receiving a respectable position in the 

courts of a small district court, he was 

removed from the court because he was 

connected to a man who committed fraud.  

However, he was not an accomplice, but 

rather simply a man who handed out a loan 

out of kindness.  Nonetheless, Sohun Lal was 

dismissed and was denied reinstatement.  It 

after an appeal, that the Home Government 

reinstated Sohun Lal, but not to the original 

position he earned through the examination 

process.  Instead, he was placed in an office 

that was terminated only months later and was 

refused compensation and pension.15 

These stories that Bathoe shared in his 

appeal allows one to glance into the 

governmental discrimination that was 

occurring during the early days of the British 

Raj.  The examination system was cold and 

only measured tangible qualities, and it led to 

people with high thinking ability, but low 

responsibility gains high-ranking positions.16  

It also shows that veil that was set up by the 

British people.  Native Indians were told they 

would have access to government, especially 

in their own local towns.  But the obstacles 

that the British government set in place to 

prevent political mobility blocked Indian 

people from gaining legitimate power and 

authority over their own lands. 
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Women and Domesticity 

Life in British India does not only 

include external activities.  Instead, there is 

much to be said about life within the home, 

more specifically regarding women and 

children.  Looking first at women’s rights in 

India, it is sufficient to say that during the 

early 20th century, the western world was 

finally granting basic rights to women to 

liberalize their role in society.  However, in 

the East, political developments were always 

slow to reach.  When Britain arrived, major 

laws were liberalized that were seen as ethical 

issues, such as child marriage laws, consent, 

female infanticide, and female inheritance 

were all fixed early in British reign.17  

However, several other issues persisted 

throughout the 20th century. 

One major issue in India was the topic 

of prostitution.  Britain actually liberalized the 

laws on allowing prostitution, granting women 

the right to practice sexual favors.  However, 

Britain was only concerned about soldiers’ 

right to sexual services rather than granting 

women bodily freedoms.  In fact, Britain often 

chose women to become prostitutes for British 

soldiers.18  This turned out to be much more 

harmful to women as it continued to place 

women under the power of men, which would 

not change for several more decades. 

Suffrage was an even more complex 

issue, because there was both support for 

granting this right to women as well as 

obstacles blocking it.  Britain itself did not 

grant suffrage to women until 1928, which 

made the push for Indian suffrage in 1919 

much more difficult.19  During a conference 

discussing enfranchisement for Indians, both 

Britain and Indian representatives rejected the 

idea of female equality.20  There was a clause 

put in place that allowed legislatures to drop 

the exclusion of female suffrage if they so 

choose, but this was not done until 1947 at 

independence.21 

Moving on from women’s political 

fights, the social history of women in British 

India follows a familiar history.  Alison Blunt 

discusses how British female domesticity is 

congruent with Indian female domesticity.  

The life of a woman in India revolved around 

the home, her marriage, and her life as a 

mother, similar to that of Victorian standards 

in Great Britain.22 And along with this 

assertion, it can be pointed out that capitalism 

played an integral role in domesticizing 

women into lives of mothers. 

The rise of industrial capitalism 

led to the growing separation of home 

and work, the growth and increasing 

wealth of the middle class, and an 

increasing valorization of home and 

domesticity as sites of both 

consumption and the reproduction of 

labour power…In the nineteenth 

century, the housewife came to 

embody feminine discourses of 

bourgeois domesticity.23 

 

Blunt uses the industrial revolution and 

the advent of capitalism to describe the British 

motivation for feminization and glorification 

of motherhood.  Because it is necessary to 

produce strong rational men, Britain and India 

began to place great value in homes and on 

mothers to raise children capable of 

succeeding in an industrial society.24 

During the uprisings in mid-19th 

century in India, British women were again 

reconstructed.  As servants left British women 

to fend for themselves and survive attacks 

such as looting and arson from violent rebels, 

British thinkers began to support the idea of 

restructuring female life in the household.25  

Native servants could no longer be trusted to 

take care of daily chores, although they 

remained throughout much of the 19th century.  

Instead, after the suppression of the revolts 

and the British re-established imperial 

authority, women were encouraged to give up 

frivolous luxurious lifestyles in pursuit of a 

‘higher purpose,’ which is to say wife, mother, 

and homemaker.  They were also encouraged 
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to only marry British men, as they were seen 

as the only ‘safe’ relationships for British 

women.26  As a result, Imperial Britain saw an 

increase in chivalric obligations, but also it 

increased racial and gendered prejudices that 

remained in people’s minds for years to come. 
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Social life in India for women 

particularly was rather unique.  As in England, 

India saw a Victorian-style formality for 

women.  Women engaged in higher 

entertainment, such as galas and balls, where 

each could show off their expensive and rare 

dress ware to the other women.27  However, 

life in British India was relatively care-free.  

The British in India were quite wealthy, so 

mundane worries did not phase these quasi-

aristocrats.  Anne Wilson, a woman who 

visited the Raj during the 1890s, stated that 

“No one is old in Calcutta.  Everyone is of the 

same age, and that is about twenty-five, and 

one is entertained by young creatures playing 

practical jokes on their friends (whose hair, 

purely by accident, is white).”28  

Wilson shows how, along with their 

life at home, women would almost behave in a 

childlike manner.  Gossip, reading and 

writing, and elaborate dinners were the main 

forms of enjoyment in British India for 

women.  A life full of relaxation allowed these 

women to relax their poignancy and become 

young again.  With no strong Britannic social 

presence to establish a rigid order, women 

were free to do as they pleased, and so they 

did. 

 

 

The Memsahib 

There is, however, evidence of 

backlash to this lackadaisical feminine 

lifestyle.  As anyone would expect, there was 

anger building as these British colonists broke 

down the traditional Victorian standards.  It 

was vitally important, according to the British 

elite, to uphold what it means to be a 

“woman,” even in faraway lands.  Two 

women, Flora Annie Steel and Grace 

Gardiner, sought to strengthen the slipping 

Victorian ideals by publishing The Complete 

Indian Housekeeper and Cook.   

Originally released in 1888 with 

several iterations through 1921, this woman’s 

manual revealed exactly how wives of British 

civil servants needed to treat their husbands, 

households, and Indian servants.  It was the 

women, according to Gardiner and Steel, that 

were responsible for keeping and maintaining 

the continence of Indian servants.29  In doing 

so, it is important that women were to spend 

her time studying the Hindustani language, as 

it allows for surety that her orders will be 

carried out.30  It is the woman who protects 

order and productivity within their Indian 

homes.   

An interesting tone within the opening 

pages of The Complete Indian offers an 

interesting perspective on how British women 

viewed the Native peoples. “The Indian 

servant, it is true,” writes Steel and Gardiner, 

“learns more readily, and is guiltless of the 

sniffiness with which Mary Jane receives 

suggestions, but a few days of absence or 

neglect on the part of the mistress, results in 

the servants falling into their old habits with 

the inherited conservatism of dirt.”31  This 
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excerpt offers an odd dichotomy of 

perspective.  They complement the character 

and intellect of Indian people, only to then 

refer to the traditional lifestyle and practice of 

Indians as “dirt.”   

This was also used to reinforce the 

notion that Indian servants were to be “both 

valued and feared,” according to Blunt.32  She 

argues that, while they were seen as often 

devious, mischievous, and even dangerous at 

times, pointing to the Sepoy rebellion as 

primary evidence, the British also desperately 

needed the servitude of the native Indians. She 

described the power relationship as follows: 

The presence of servants of a 

lower class helped to reaffirm the 

bourgeois identity not only of the 

home but also of the family whom they 

served.  In similar terms, Indian 

servants can be seen as the 

domesticated outsiders of a British 

imperial imagination, helping to 

reaffirm imperial domesticity, the 

imperial power of the family whom 

they served and, in particular, the 

British women with whom they had 

closest contact.33 

This idea that the need for a ‘feeling’ 

of power or a sense of domination rings loudly 

throughout imperial histories around the 

world, but within the British Raj, we see a 

new iteration of what racial and social power 

resembles.  In this specific imperial 

geography, we see women become the 

embodiment of colonial dominance within the 

sphere of domesticity.  This reestablishment of 

the British woman brings in a new social class 

unique to British India, the Memsahib.  

 The term memsahib was 

created as an address of respect for the woman 

of a household, usually a wife of a British 

civil servant.34 Nupur Chaudhuri mentions 

that the term implies that the memsahib 

derives her power and social status from her 

husband, which is only partly true.  While it 

does mean that she is married to a man of 

political and social power, it also meant that 

these women had influence to achieve 

positions of profound respect that was 

typically not available due to the tighter 

gender restraints of Britain.  Chaudhuri 

pointed out that a major development in 

British India came in the form of medical 

practice.   

As technology and faith in medicine 

grew in the mid-nineteenth century, midwifery 

was no longer seen as a viable childbirth 

practice.  As a result, there was a huge 

demand for women to move into the roles of 

doctors in order to conduct medical and 

surgical births.35 As a result of both women 

and men uncomfortable with male doctors 

examining female patients without the 

presence of a female professional present, 

quickly came the wide acceptance of women 

in medicine, which soon after spread to the 

rest of the Western world.36   

Durba Ghosh, in her study of gender 

and colonialism, answers this question of why 

women took on a traditionally contradictory 

role in colonial society. “Seen to be in 

diminished capacity because they were 

members of the 'weaker sex', white women 

benefited from being members of the 'superior 

races', and were charged with the 

responsibilities of upholding the cultural and 

moral values of the empire.”37 While this is a 

cultural and historical breakthrough on the 

condition of the woman throughout history, 

traditionally seen as powerless and 

subordinate to the male dominant culture, we 

see a specific niche where women found 

themselves in complete control in a world 

where cultural norms did not have nearly the 

tight grip that it did in mainland Britain, and 

to a further extent, Western Europe.   

This brings in the question of how 

women were able to escape their subordinate 

social status in the colonial world.  Although 

there are many factors that may contribute to 

this, the most common factor in colonization 

would be the need to prioritize racial 
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discrimination of gender discrimination.  As 

Blunt described, along with text and tone from 

The Complete Indian Housekeeper and 

Cookbook, we can see that there was a need to 

continually suppress native culture, assimilate 

servants, and train them to take on the British 

ideals of civility, which reinforced imperial 

dominance, therefore created a sense of 

control, albeit an unstable one.38 

Now, then, after examining separate 

accounts of what the “British Indian woman” 

was, we come to a conflict of character.  There 

is a large discrepancy in this portrait.  Is this 

woman the free, fun-loving, careless girl, or 

the strong, oppressive, and dominant woman 

of the house? Ghosh actually argues for the 

complexity of the female character in colonial 

history.  Women in European colonies provide 

us with a deeper understanding of the 

contributions to society made by women, 

because it was necessary to uphold and 

support imperial enterprises.39  Again, while 

this is a satisfactory for feminist history, as it 

purports the involvement of women as a vital 

component to culture, society, and morality, it 

also serves as a two-edged sword.  This study 

of imperial gender history uncovers the 

unsettling truth of the responsibility of women 

in colonialism.  This is not an indictment on 

British women in India, to be sure, but it does 

paint a new picture of the complexity of 

imperial history and the evidence of the 

British power dynamic in India from the 

political world to the domestic world. 

 

Conclusion 

 British India was complex yet simple 

at the same time.  There were many conflicts, 

ranging from racial discrimination, inhumane 

hunting, gendered restrictions and 

exploitations of natives.  There were also, 

however, a return to a simpler life.  Although 

enormous sums of wealth and the exploitation 

of the native Indians’ personal belongings, 

British men and women financed this return 

used the new land to experience an exotic 

adventure.  Massive hunts for the foulest 

beasts were done for a man’s ego and 

enjoyment, which often drove many animals 

close to extinction.   

There is also an intense evolution of 

the complexity of women.  The British world 

was so far away, which increased the frivolity 

of their day-to-day actions.  Games, drinking 

and dress-up became incredibly popular 

because there was not a completely developed 

society to look down on these women for their 

actions.  In fact, many women looked to India 

as an escape from the judgmental social order 

of Victorianism.  However, there was also an 

opportunity for women to gain power and 

control that is often not associated with 

women during the late-eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.   

As a result, a great many women 

decided to take their place in the social order 

by increasing dominance over native servants 

through both rhetoric and social status.  Using 

descriptors such as “dirty” and “mindless” 

further created a sense of subordination within 

the Indian people, although it also created a 

yearning for rebellion and revolt.  

Nonetheless, women found themselves 

destroying the position of the Indian in order 

to propel themselves into a higher sphere of 

influence and superiority, particularly 

surrounding social and domestic life.  Women 

were to be respected in this new British India 

at the great expense of Indian personal dignity 

and civility. 

As for Britain, however, there were no 

real consequences. Women used their many 

servants to address their every need and to 

throw elaborate parties only to joke and laugh 

with the other women.  There was no real 

standard being upheld because it was all a sort 

of new vacationing lifestyle.  To live in the lap 

of luxury was an easy decision for most, 

because they were blind to the prejudice and 

ruthless exploitation that the Indian people 

suffered through so that his living room could 

be draped with tiger skins. 
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