burmese days by george orwell

Burmese Days is a novel written by George Orwell, published in 1934. It is a
critical exploration of colonialism, power, and oppression, set in British-
ruled Burma in the 1920s. The story revolves around the life of Flory, a
disillusioned English timber merchant, and his interactions with the local
Burmese population, other British expatriates, and the corrupt colonial
system. This article will delve into the themes, characters, and the
historical context of the novel, as well as its significance in Orwell's
literary canon.

Historical Context

Burmese Days is set against the backdrop of British colonial rule in Burma,
which lasted from 1824 until 1948. This period was marked by significant
political, economic, and social changes, as the British exploited the
country's resources while imposing their cultural values and systems of
governance on the local population.

The novel reflects the complexities of colonialism, including:

1. Racial Hierarchies: The British colonizers viewed themselves as superior
to the Burmese people, which led to systemic discrimination and oppression.
2. Economic Exploitation: The British profited from Burma's natural
resources, particularly teak, while the local population often lived in
poverty.

3. Cultural Tensions: The clash between British customs and traditional
Burmese culture created an atmosphere of tension and resentment.

Orwell's experiences as a police officer in Burma during the late 1920s
heavily influenced his portrayal of colonial life in the novel. His

observations of the injustices faced by the Burmese people serve as a
powerful critique of imperialism.

Main Themes

Burmese Days is rich with themes that explore the moral and ethical dilemmas
of colonialism. Some of the most prominent themes include:

Colonialism and Oppression

The novel presents a stark depiction of the oppressive nature of colonial
rule. The British hold power over the Burmese, who are often treated as



subhuman. Flory, the protagonist, grapples with his complicity in this
system, reflecting Orwell's critique of imperialism.

Racism and Prejudice

Racism is a pervasive theme in Burmese Days. The British expatriates exhibit
deep-seated prejudices against the Burmese, often viewing them as inferior.
The character of Dr. Veraswami, a Burmese doctor who seeks acceptance among
the British, exemplifies the internalized racism that many colonized
individuals experience.

Isolation and Alienation

Flory's character embodies the theme of isolation. Despite being a member of
the British elite, he feels disconnected from his peers due to his moral
objections to colonialism. His struggles with loneliness and alienation
highlight the emotional toll of living in a corrupt system.

Corruption and Moral Decay

The novel illustrates the moral corruption that often accompanies power. The
British expatriates are depicted as morally bankrupt, indulging in hedonism
while disregarding the suffering of the Burmese. The character of U Po Kyin,
a corrupt Burmese official, represents the perversion of power and the
lengths individuals will go to for personal gain.

Character Analysis

Orwell's characters are well-developed and serve to illustrate the themes of
the novel. Key characters include:

Flory

Flory is the protagonist, a British timber merchant who is disillusioned with
colonial life. He embodies the internal conflict between his ingrained
beliefs and his growing awareness of the injustices around him. His
relationship with the Burmese and his attempts to navigate the colonial
hierarchy reveal his struggle for identity and moral integrity.



U Po Kyin

U Po Kyin is a cunning and ambitious Burmese official who seeks to gain power
and status. He represents the corruption of the colonial system and serves as
a foil to Flory, highlighting the moral decay present in both the colonizers
and the colonized.

Dr. Veraswami

Dr. Veraswami is a loyal friend to Flory and represents the educated Burmese
elite. His desire for acceptance within the British community underscores the
complexities of identity and belonging in a colonial society.

Elizabeth Lackersteen

Elizabeth is a new arrival from England and represents the naive, idealistic
view of British colonialism. Her relationship with Flory adds tension to the
narrative, as her acceptance of colonial values contrasts with Flory's
growing disillusionment.

Symbolism

Burmese Days is rich in symbolism, which enhances its themes and character
development. Some key symbols include:

1. The Club: The European Club at the center of the novel symbolizes the
exclusivity and elitism of British colonial society. It serves as a microcosm
of the broader colonial system, where power dynamics and racial hierarchies
are reinforced.

2. The Teak Forest: The teak forest represents both the natural beauty of
Burma and the exploitation of its resources. It highlights the tension
between nature and imperialism, as the British extract wealth from the land
while showing little regard for its inhabitants.

3. Flory's Birthmark: Flory's birthmark serves as a physical manifestation of
his internal struggles. It symbolizes his feelings of inadequacy and
alienation, as he is constantly reminded of his outsider status among his
peers.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, Burmese Days received a mixed response. While some praised
Orwell's incisive critique of colonialism, others felt that the novel's



portrayal of characters lacked depth. Over time, however, the novel has
gained recognition as a significant work in Orwell's oeuvre, highlighting the
moral complexities of imperialism and the human condition.

Burmese Days is often regarded as a precursor to Orwell's later works, such
as Animal Farm and 1984. Its exploration of power dynamics, corruption, and
the struggle for identity resonates through his entire body of work.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Burmese Days is a powerful exploration of the themes of
colonialism, racism, and moral decay. Through the character of Flory and his
interactions with the Burmese people, George Orwell presents a poignant
critique of the British Empire and the ethical dilemmas faced by individuals
living within a corrupt system. The novel's enduring relevance speaks to the
complexities of power and the human experience, making it a significant
addition to the canon of literature on colonialism. As readers continue to
engage with its themes and characters, Burmese Days remains a vital
reflection on the impact of imperialism and the struggle for identity in a
world shaped by oppression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Burmese Days'
by George Orwell?

The main themes in 'Burmese Days' include imperialism, racism, the corruption
of power, and the moral dilemmas faced by individuals within a colonial
context.

How does George Orwell's personal experience
influence the narrative in 'Burmese Days'?

Orwell's personal experiences as a police officer in colonial Burma deeply
influenced the narrative, providing insight into the complexities of colonial
rule and the psychological effects on both the colonizers and the colonized.

What role does the character Flory play in 'Burmese
Days'?

Flory serves as the protagonist and represents the internal conflict of a
British colonial officer torn between his disdain for imperialism and his
ingrained colonial attitudes, highlighting the contradictions of British
rule.



In what ways does 'Burmese Days' critique British
colonialism?

The novel critiques British colonialism by exposing the moral decay,
hypocritical attitudes, and inherent racism of the colonialists, ultimately
showing how colonialism dehumanizes both the oppressors and the oppressed.

What literary techniques does Orwell use in 'Burmese
Days' to convey his message?

Orwell employs vivid imagery, symbolism, and a third-person narrative to
convey the stark realities of colonial life, as well as irony and
characterization to highlight the absurdities and moral failures of
colonialism.
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