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An Indian Woman Looks at the British

Aubrey Menen was the son of an Indian father and a British mother.  He was born during the period when Britain controlled India.  In the following excerpt, Menen describes his Indian grandmother’s view of the British.  


She had never met the English, but she knew all about them.  She knew they were tall, fair, given to strong drink, good soldiers, and that they had conquered her native country.  She also knew that they were incurably dirty in their personal habits.  She respected them but wished they would keep their distance.


When my grandmother asked if, like decent people, they took a minimum of two baths a day, my uncle, who could not lie to his mother without committing a disgraceful sin, said that, well no; but a few took one bath and that the habit was spreading.  But he added that my grandmother should remember that England had a cold climate.  This she loyally did, and when she discussed the matter with me, she was able to treat the matter lightly.


As for the question of eating, she did not have the expected prejudices.  She did not think it strange that the English ate ham and beef.  The outcast hill tribes (called Toda) who made the family straw and cleaned the latrines, ate anything.  Their manners, however, she abominated.  If she did not mind them eating meat, she considered their way of eating it beyond the pale of decent society.  In my family home, each person eats his meal separately, preferably in a secluded corner.  The thought that English people could sit opposite  each other and watch each other thrust food into their mouths, masticate, and swallow it, made her wonder if there was anything that human beings would not do, when let to their own devices.

She felt that she was born of a superior race and she had all the marks of it.  For instance, she deplored the plumbing of every nation but her own.  She would often say to me, through my uncle:


“Never take a bath in one of those contraptions in which you sit in dirty water like a buffalo.  Always bathe in running water.  If you have servant to pour it over you, that’s best.  But otherwise you must stand under a tap or pour the water over yourself.  A really nice person does not even glance at his own bath water much less sit in it.

1. Why did the writer’s grandmother think that the English were dirty?  What other English customs did she disapprove of?

2. What was the grandmother’s view of her own people?

3. What does this selection suggest about the grandmother’s caste?  How do you think this affected her views?

4.  Do you think the British view of Indian people was similar to the grandmother’s view of the British?  Explain.

