Excerpt from Mahatma Gandhi, ‘Drain Inspector’s Report’, Young India, 15 September, 1927.
Several Correspondents have sent me cuttings containing reviews of, or protests against, Miss Mayo’s Mother India. A few have in addition asked me to give my own opinion on it. An enraged correspondent from London asks me to give him answers to several questions that he has framed upon the authoress’s references to me. Miss Mayo has herself favoured me with a copy of her book.
I would certainly not have made time, especially when I have only limited energy and caution has been enjoined upon me by medical friends against overwork, to read the book during my tour. But these letters made it obligatory on me to read the book at once.
The book is cleverly and powerfully written. The carefully chosen quotations give it the appearance of a truthful book. But the impression it leaves on my mind is, that it is the report of a drain inspector sent out with the one purpose of opening and examining the drains of the country to be reported upon, or to give a graphic description of the stench exuded by the opened drains. If Miss Mayo had confessed that she had gone to India merely to open out and examine the drains of India, there would perhaps be little to complain about her compilation. But she says in effect with a certain amount of triumph. “The drains are India”. True, in the concluding chapter there is caution. But her caution is cleverly made to enforce her sweeping condemnation. I feel that no one who has any knowledge of India can possibly accept her terrible accusations against the thought and the life of the people of this unhappy country.
The book is without doubt untruthful, be the facts stated ever so truthful. If I open out and describe with punctilious care all the stench exuded from the drains of London and say, “Behold London,” my facts will be incapable of challenge, but my judgment will be rightly condemned as a travesty of truth. Miss Mayo’s book is nothing better, nothing else.
The authoress says she was dissatisfied with the literature she read about India, and so she came to India “to see what a volunteer unsubsidised, uncommitted and unattached, could observe of common things in daily human life”.
After having read the book with great attention, I regret to say that I find it difficult to accept this claim. Unsubsidised she may be. Uncommitted and unattached she certainly fails to show herself in any page. We in India are accustomed to interested publications patronised – “patronised” is accepted as an elegant synonym for “subsidised” by the Government. We have become used to understanding from pre-British days, that the art (perfected by the British) of government includes the harnessing of the secret services of men learned, and reported to be honest and honourable for shadowing suspects and for writing up the virtues of the Government of the day as if the certificate had come from disinterested quarters. I hope that Miss Mayo will not take offence if she comes under the shadow of such suspicion…
…But rutlng out of consideration the suspicion, it remains to be seen why she has written this untruthful book. It is doubly untruthful. It is untruthful in that she condemns a whole nation or in her words “the peoples of India”…practically without any reservation as to their sanitation, morals, religion, etc. It is also untruthful because she claims for the British Government merits which cannot be sustained and which many an honest British officer would blush to see the Government credited with.
If she is not subsidised, Miss Mayo is an avowed Indophobe and Anglophile refusing to see anything good about Indians and anything bad about the British and their rule…she represents a class of sensational writers in the West…But the pity of it is that there are still thousands in the West who delight in “shilling shockers”. Nor are all the authoress’s quotations or isolated facts truthfully stated…

