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IMPERIALISHM




BURHMESE DAYS

Jrwell's essay, Rudyard Kipling, shows very clearly

his atelfude towards imperialism. In this piece, Orwell deoes
not say explicitly how strongly he is against imperizlism; It
iz impliied in his condemnation of Kipling. Orwell accused
Kiplirg of being "a jlnpe 1impesrialist' and ore who iz in
Tavour of oppressive colonialism. He alsce wrote, "Ee was the
prophet of British imperialism in its expansionist phase" and
"identified himself witsa the ruling power and not with the
cpposition.™ Orwell's outbtlook was gulte the opposite., Fe
saw Imperialism as a money-making concern, not as a kind of

cinarivable cvangpelizing.

YWhite man's burden’, according te Orwell, is a mis-
leading term. In his essay on Kipling, ke suzmgested that it
would be more sccurate to refer to the imperialists as the

black man's hurden,

Orwell accuses Kipling of being too ldealistic. how
could he understand what was nappening if he was not Involwved

e fird this sentiment in The Feoad to Wigan Pier:

I was in the Tndian Police five years, and by Lhe &nd
of that time I hated the imperialism I was serving
with a bitterness which I probably canrot make clear...
In order to anate imperialism, you have got to be part
of 1t. 1&

s?
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Shootling an-LElephant, A Hanglng and Burirese Days are

pased on Orwell's experiences of Imperislism in India. [Im-
perialism, as he knew it, 8eemed to be dylng; 1ts end was

not lar sway. Durnese Days stands as a prophecy of its end.

What.his work reflects, so far as imperialism Iz concerneq,
iz really based <n tEé gxlsting Gﬁtlook of the day. In the
primary stage, imﬁérialism wag zpgressive and brought with
it absolute tyranny and ceoemplete exploifation. In the later
stage, 1t was very much wealened, particularly after the
First World Hév witen the_tide of naticnalisn and asplraticn
for peolltical independence secmed stronger and stronger.
_Orwell saw this chanze znd deseribed it vividly in Zurmese
Days. At this stage ol imperialism, Orwell stlll expressod

his hatred of 1ft. In The Rogd Lo Wigan Pier, 1€ wrote,

dhen T egme heome on leave din 1527, I was already nalrl
detericined to throw up my job, aind aone snifid of Lrygmlish

air deeldad me. I wag not roing back to be peart of
Lhat eyvil despotism... 1Innuneravles renemdered faces,

faces of prisoners in the doek, of wen walting in the

condemzed cells, of suvordlaates I ngd bullied anc

aged peasants I had nit with my fist in moments of

rage. ¥

Soing a policeman made it muen worse for Orwell In

Burmg and e 'elt that he kad an inmense zuilt to cxplate.
Fe served in the Burma police [or Cive years and thet was
sufficient for him to ses how British asministration worked
under the cystem of oppresslion. HMany characters in Burmcese

Cays present the decadent and degrading attitude of the
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imperialists. Thelr emptiness and pettiness made Orwell feel
that it was almost impossible to work among them. Consequent-
1y he decided rnot to return to Burma after he had gone bacl

to England,

Though Le had a strang feeling against the Britisn
people thnere, he did show sorne sympatny for them. He realized
that the Indian climate must be taken into c¢cnsideration to
sceount scmewhat for their deploranle behaviour., In such a
rutnless environment, Dritlsh.people became mentally and
phiysieally weakened, they coungregated in one restricted place,
toe BEurapean Cluﬁ; tinls contributed preatly to their iscla-
tion from the native population., Orwell pointed cut that the
British goverrunent was partly to blame; Eritish cfficials
sant there were unqualilfied for the jeob. This was the great
mistake in the administration. e 2lso implied that the
Britisn were not wholly responsible fcr-thu disorder and poolr
situation in the coleonies. The native population was itsell
partly to blame. Orwell makcs this point throughn the charac—

ter of U Po Kyin in Burmese Days. Jdut belore discussing that

novel it would be worthwhile laoking at two shaorter pileces

which illustrate Orwell's aversion to the situation iv Burma,

Snocting an Elepaant concerns an incident which took

place when Orwell was working in Burma as a sub-divisional
police officer. He was told that an elephant was revaging

the local Tazaar. it had killed ar Indian but no cone Koew
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where the elephant had gone. .He went to investigate and even-
tually found the animal in a paddy field, apparently recovered
from its attack of 'muat‘.8 For 2 few minutes, Crmwell hesi-
tated to shoot it. The beast might recover completely 1f it
was allowed to wander for scme hours. Besgldes, the elepnant
was a very costly animal =2nd valuable 28 a working beasi. How-
gver, tne pressure of the silent crowd which had gathered

wehlnd him Ffinally lorced him tc shoot the slephant.,

-

This 15 an interesting incldent which shows Ofwell*s
1dea of the Zritish official's pasition in Burma. It presents
one aspect of the relationship between the Dritish and the
Burmese. Generally, it may De understood that the position
ol the British people in colonies such as Burna would be an
nonourable one. They were the representatives of the imperia-
lists whose >durdern, as Was kﬁown, was £0 Kecp peoace and order
und to bring forth progress and civilizatien in the colonies.
Tne rulers, or the iImperialists in a traditicnal sense, had
anzolute autharity and the widest recdom botin in the ma<ing
and implementation of poricies, Unfortunately, Orwell
learned from killing the beast that the position of the &ri-
tish there was somewnat neaningless. He realized that 1n
reallty tney had nec d1dea of their own; ¢hey were under the
influence of thne natives. What thney did or were geoing fo do
was largely motivated by the will of the colonlsed people.
Tney were not {ree, becguse theoy tried to gain tne confidence

of the natives. Orwell wrote,
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I waz gnly an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by fhz
~will of those yellow Taces henind. I perseilived in

that moment that when the whlte man turms Tyrant, it

iz his own Creedom that he destroys. He bhecomes a

sort of hollow, posing dummy, the conventionalized

figure of a sablb. Tor it is the condition of his

rule thet te shgll spend hils life in trying to im-

press the natives and zo In every crisls he has got

to do what 'the ngtives expect al hin.t'9

What Jdrwell thought of the position of the RAritish

people was clesrly in line with €the siftuation of the day.
British imperialism in the primary stage waas aggressive.
It started with tine conguest of some Burmese provlnces in
1824 after which followed the annexavion of Pepgu and Upper
Burma. Some deecades after this sftage, British imperialism
seemed to pe much weakepned pecause of lts changed attitudo.
Itz purposs then was to maintaln the past conqguest as long
as possiole and to appiy new, reascnable and justiliaole
methods of expleitation. This change was nocessary 1n order
to keep pace with economic conpetition in the cutside world.
In 1317, the British Parliament accepted responsible self-
government principles as the ultimate alim for India only.
This caused widespread cissatlslactlon in 2urma. TFolitical
agitation and crganized voycotis were carried out. In 1923
a new form of government was established, brinsing Burma into
line wilth the ctaer provinces of India. In this perica, the
old methed of maintaining peace by force was not possible.
“he British government resorted to peaceflul methods. They

nad to please the Burmese. in local matters as long as the

regquest was not destructive to the British interest. In
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the light of histerical facts, 1t is obwious that waat Orwell
thought ahouﬁ the British position 1n Burma wasz true. He was
also like the other British people who spenft thelir whole 1iTe
impressing the natlwves, Oprwell xilled the elephant because
of the pressure of the mob. He was expected, as a ruler, to
do so. Il& wrote,

I was very zlad that the coolie had been killed; it pul

me legally in the right and 1t gave me a sulfficient

pretext {or shooting the elephant. I often wondered

whether acy ol the others grasped that T had done 1t

selely to aveld lockine a fool.lD

At the boglnning of this piece, Orwell mertloned his

hatred of imperializm and alsc the favlts of the natives, He
wrote, "A11 T know was that I was stuck betwsen my hatred of
the empire I gseprved and my rage against the evil-spirited 1it-

11
t£ls heasts who trlied toe make my job impossibie.,”

4 Hanging ancther anecdote based on his Burma days and,
incldentally, an gxccllent plsce of prose, shows how Orwell
was temperamentally unsulted o the kEind of work he rad to do.
The incident dezeribed is the hangine of a Hindu priscner.

We [9llow the prisoner and nis guards Trom the ccll to the
prinitive gallows a few hundred yards away. The whole nizce
concontrates oo conveying the sense of 2 heglthy lifs Leing
Lrough to ap end,
It 1s curicus, but 111 tnat moment I had never realilzed
what 1t means to cestroy z healthy conzclious marn.  When
I 24w the prisoner step aside to gvoid the puddle 1 saw
the mystery, the unspeakable wrongness, ©f culting a

life sheort when it is in full tide... All the orrans
ol hilz body were wording-bowels digesting food, skir
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rcnewling itself, nalls growlng, tissue3 Forming-all
toiling away in solemn foolery.l2
Orwell is nct concerned with the gullt of the prisoner;
ne does not guestion 1%; the plece is neot about injustice, it
is about capltal punishment. It ends with a description of
ihe sudden sense of relief after the hanging and thé nervous

Jokes of the priscon wardeirs and the police officer.

A Hanging shows that having to witness such lncidents
imposed too great a strain on Orwell's sensitivity. He was
deeply touched at fhe sight of the prisoner who was golng to
be nanged. No matter how justifiable such acts might be in
the circumstances, he could only think of them ultimately
as destructive. This helps. Lo explaln the zerlicusness ol
his commitment Yo life, his oppeosition to any kind of cold-

blooded violence.,

The plece ends with a deseription of Orwell's walk
back to the prison with the prison warders and the jallers.
Thelr sudden relicf from awful tension expressed throush
theilr nervous laughter and forced bolsterous reminiscences
about the prisoner is brilliantly expreszsed. A Eangpiog,
thourn in one sense a clever pleece of reporting, shows that
Orwell ,nad the clrcumstances of his life been different,

might have develaoped into an excellent wrilter of ficticn.

In the essay Wny I write, Orwcecll comments,
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I wanted to write enormeuds naturalistic novels with
unhappy endings, full of detailed descriptieons and
arresting similes and also full of purple passages

in whichn Wwords were used partly for the sake of their
sound.And in fact my First completed novel, Burmese
Days, winich I wrote when I was thirty but projected
much earller, iz rather that tind of beoock,.13

Fromn the quotation, 1t may be assumed that Orwell posed
as a novellst whose duty 1s to entertain the readers through
plot and characterisation and by beautifully-written descrip-

tive passages. In fact, a readling of the book gives a dif-

ferent impresslon. Durmese Days certainly has an unhappy

ending and detailed descripticn. Heowever, one hardly thinks
of it as o sequence of purple passages; it is primarily a

condemnation of the imperialists in Burma.

“he opening page of the novel besgins with the descrip-
tion of U Po Kydin, Sub-Divisional Mapistrate of Kyauktada in
Uprer Burma. The maplistrate, once a minor official of the
town, has risen by corrupt means tc a hlgh pesition. Beling
a magistrate, n2 nas gained wealth and distinction and
defslires membershlp of the Buropezn colubx.  He has comretition
in this affair from an indian doctor, Dr. Verasowaml, UWich
his accomplices, the maglstrate plans the downlal) of the
doctor; hiz plan iz based on anonymous letters which supgpgest
that the deoctor holds antl-British opiniens. The Euronean
Club 1= the only piace where the British people comne to meet
one another for enfertainment and companionship. The rpeonle

who fregueat the place are Mre, Ellls, Mr. Lackersteen and
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nig wife, Mr.Tlory and ¥r. Maxwell, Mr, Flory, 2ne main cha-
racler I3 zan LEnglish timber merclant and a close friend of
fr. Veraswami. He falls 1Ian love with Elizabeth, the niece
of Mr. Lackersteen fresh,from England. Hls love afflair
founders btecause of the differenﬁe In thneir outleoks. Thelr
relationship deteriorates further when U Po Kyirn attacks
“lory by openly acecusing him of keeping a Durmsse mistress.
Elizabeth rejects Flory and in the end marries Mr. Megregor,
the Commissioner of Pollce. The book ends with the suicide

of Flory and the death <f U Po Kyin.

Jruellls attitude to the British administration is
never in quesition. The conversatlons bebween Flory and
Dr.Veraswaml are a pgood 1llustration of this attitude, TIleory,
who cbvicusly speaks for Orwell, tries to explain:

...the lle thaet we are here to uplilft cur poor black
brothers instead of Lo rob them., I suppose it's =&
natural enougin lie., DBut it corrupfts usz In the ways
¥you can't imagine... how gan you make out that we are
in this country for any purpose except to steal? TIt's
5o sinple, Tas official holds the Burman down while
the buslness man goes through his pockets. Do you
suppose my firm, {for instance, could Fet its timber
contracts if the gountry were n't in the hands of the
British? 14

n fact, such statements might well have been uttered

k-1

by native poliltical leaders in many colonized countries
after the First and tne Seecond World HWar; they are fthe ex-
pressions of natlionalism and an aspirabtion for political
irdependence. In the case of Orwell, it is not nationalism

" nor political independence buft his hatred of injustice and
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oppression that becomez the driving force. In his world, it
seems to him that there is always injustice, hardshlp, class
difference and competition. Evidence of his detestaticr or

these 1lls, therefore, abounds in most of his work.

Orwell exposes his hatred of -imperialism not only
through the sentiments of TFlory but also through satirlcal
characterlisation of figures sucn as Mrs. Lackersteen, Mr.Ellis,
Elizabeth, Hr. Verrall, Mr. Hegregeor, bMr. Westrield and Mr.
Maxwell. Thesze characters are constructed around partilcular
distastelul qualities by wWnich they are very casily recognized
whenever they appear in any part of the book. They are
obsessed by thelr own superiority, by race discrimination and
by discontent witn living in Burma where everything is alien

to them, N

iir. Ellis, the local manager of a timber firm, is the

gutstanding figure through which the life and 1deas of the
British people there in Burma are opsnly revealsd and exag-
gerated. Ellis is too cochnventional and too prejudicedﬁ%ﬁ e
convinging. IFrom the start to the end; ne speoaks like gz
villainous oppressor. At the club, he zays.

Cood God! What are we supposed to be dolng in this

country? If we are n't polng to rule, why the devil

don't we clear out? llere we are; supposed to be

governing a set of damn black zwine who 'wve been slaves

since the veginning of history...15

Ellis is the typical imperialist who deoes not llke to

€€ any change Tor tThe heifer in the coloniles. Tie ds [rus-
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trated by the democratic ocutlogk that has appeared in Burnma.
Tne DBurmans tzy to act on egual Lerms with him even in the
tse of the English language. When the sefvant of the club
tells him in good English that the ice cannot easily be kept
coonl, IH1lis shouts at nim in sudden rase, "Don't talk like
that, damn you-I find it @irfficult! Have you swallaowed a
dictionary? Pleasc, master, can't kKeeping ilce very cool-

|?16

that's now you ought to talk. ..

aepregor, Deputy-Commissicner of the district and
Westflield, the distriet superintendent of police are two
other characters portraying oppressors in Burma. Interroga-
Lior authorised Ly them are unjust. Froef that a native is
an offender is always easily cstabllshed, "He have been [lopgsed
with bamboc. He is an o0ld offender. Therefore he stole the

vl when a whitc man, HMr. Maxwel! 1s ailled, the Dri-

ring
tish do rot fry to arrest the rezal offender in the ¢asc. Any
native wiil do, guilty cr no. Prisoncrs do not even zet a

Pair ration of feood. The sub-inspesctor is fat and the con-

stable's wlfe maktes a proflit on the vrisonerts Food.

Vaxwell and Lackerstecn arc less distinctive characters,
reprasenting the loneliness and nopelessness of living in
furima, Lackersteen iz always drunk at the club, sitting in
the chalir, groaning in a resigned way. Maxwell, a [orest
offlcer, is wvery young for tgﬂ post ne hoids. He 1Is also

wedk ) he lacks responsipility and is alwvays tooc inlluenced
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oy others uud Ly slvironment. These two characters ar> embo-
diments of the Fallure of British imperiaiism. The 1dea he-
hind toese characters is that 1t is useless to rule an alien
pecple in a strange envircnment. It was hard work for Britilsh
offlcials in Burma. They carried out their assignment without
ﬂefinite purpose and after some time, they detericrated men-
tally and physically, 1ike Maxwell and Lackersteen. 1he faults

did not lle in thzam but in the EBritizh administration itself.

Verrall, o military policeman, 15 & caricature. ‘'lhe
satirical portrait 1s inserted into the novel, just to make
fun ol the 3ritish polige lorce in India. Verrall despises
cverything in the worid except pelo players and horses. He
desplses even his subordinates for he lookKs upon them as no
petter than coolies. His contempt 15 summed up in the com-
Tent, "His various contempts would take a& long time to cata-

logue in detaii." 1%

Hiz oflrlelal perflormance anc personal
behaviour are summed up as follows; "Up and down India,
wherever he was staticned, he lelt behind him & trail ol in-

13

sulted peonle, neglected duties =2nd unpaid Lills." The
portrayal of this young military police cfficer is the most
gxaggerated of all. 43 well as Deing a criticism of 1lmperial
admiristration, 1t reflescts Orwell's dispust with the Drivish

class zystem of which Verralil is a typleazl product.

Llizgabw2tn., 3 youns Trelish eorphan girl is another
caricature. FHer whole code of living is summed up in one

simple belief: "the Cood 1s - synonymous wifthn tne expensive,
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the slegant, tho aristecratic and the lad 1s the cheap, the
low, the shabby, the la‘t:._f:{Pir;n.:ls."EﬂI “he life ghe experienced
pelore her fathter's bankruptcy and death and her mother's

move to Paris have given her a strong sense of eclass difference.
Through Elizateth, Orwell projects his bitter» hatred of mean-
ingless class distinction, She despises everythling Burmese,

the physical appearance of the people, their customs and way

of life, Wnat she hates are not only the Burmese and their
trapplings but also any aipn from Flecry that he sides with the
natives. When Flory takes her o ses a native dance one day,
sne watches the dance with rewvulsion. 3She thinks that it is

not right for her te sit among the coloured people who smell

of marlic and asweat. She considers every thing about the

dance to Le hideous end uncivilized., In a shop at the marxket,
she logks at a Chinese womanr's Teet with dispust and sayo,

... They are so norribls T can hardly look at tiaem. Tacse
people musi bLe absolute savagesl"gl It is clear From.sucn

scenes 4that Orwell was haurted by class division in Erngland

and cppraession abroad.

Flory, the hero of the novel, is an interesting figure
=2nd uncuestionably & mouthpiece for Orwell. He represents
decency, Orwell's (avourite virtue. Decency is the code af

behaviour which respects the feelings and personallitics of

[

cthers. TWhatever nce says or does in any clrcumstances, is

in conformity witn this virtue. It seems <Shat Flory is the

only rigpht man for maintalning Beitish domination in Burma.
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He understands the natives and théir environment. If British
offlcials like Flory.were stationed there, British imperialism
would have lasted longer. The auther speaks through this
character all the time about the differences between the East
and the West. The relation between Flory and kiizabeth,
tacugh 1t starts with the remantie ineident, later cones under
the strain of the author's messapge. Anything Flory says or
the woy he says it always provokes in her a deep disagreement.,
At the sight o the Burmess, Zlizabeth comments:

How revoltingly ugly these people are, are n't they?

Gre they? 1 always tnink they 're rather charmlng loolk-

ing, the Durmese. ‘hey have zsuch splendid bodies!

Loak at that fellow's shoulders-like 5 bronze stolue, . .22

When the glrl exzresses her hatred of coloured sxin,

“lory explasins, "But you know, oneée gets used to the brown skKin
in time. In fact thsy say I bhelieve it's Lrue-that alter =z
few years in these countries g brown skin scems mors natural

EE

than a white one... lie defends everytning that is disa-

greeaple to CElizebeth in DBurma.

U Po Lyln, sub-divisional mamistrate and Dr. Veraswami,
the cringing doctor of the district, are the only characters
representing the non-British, The magistirate has a notorious
past. He has risen from a government clerk to a magistrate
throuzh hils ecunning and disheonest ways. His prescnt is as
abominagble as his past. In c¢ccurt precedure, Y...His practiece,
a much safer cone, was to teke bribes from toth sides, and

24

then decide the case on strictly legal grounds.” He alsc

2arns soms revenue Crom unlawful taxation. There 15 no gues-



tion about his cclossal wealth. . The suthor wrote,

He was proud of his fatness, becawse he saw the accurmu-

lated [lesh as the symbol of his greatriess:. He who

had onhce been cbacure and hungry was now fat,~ricn and

feared. He was swollen with the bodies of his énemies;

a thought from which he extracted something very near

poetry. 25

U Po Kyiln 1s a satirical character. COrwell was appalled

by the degree of corruption practised by Burmese officlals.
Tae maglstrate's revolting physical appearance is used to
emphasize the disgusting venal greed of the man. U Po Kyin
is also there to rermind us that the natives, working for the
British, were not by zny means blameless, It must be

remembered Too that U Pe Kyin is the man ultimately responsible

Tfor the downf{zll of t£he herco.

Dr, Veraswami, an Indian doctor, plays a very smali
part In the unlfelding of events. He is put into the novel
partly zs an opportunity <o intreocduce discussions on in-
perialism inte the text., Crwell olften wuses a character to
state in discusslon with ancother character his cwn views.
However, 1t is orly fair %o add that sometimcs he allows the
oppe3lition to make a walid point. When Flory attacks
imperialism in Burma, the Indian doctor speaks in its favour,

i1y friend, my friend, you arc forgetting the Orilental
character., How is it possivle toc have developed us
Without apathy and superstitlon? At least you have
brought us law and eorder, the unswerving Britilsh
jJustice and the Fax Britannica... Consider Burma in
the days of Thivaw, with Qirt and torture and igno-
rance, and then loock azround you. Lock merely cub of
this veranda, lock at that hospltal, and over to the

ripgnt at that scheool and that police station. Looi
at the whole uprush of wodern progress!Zz6

1 1A ALAOSA
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It iz somewhat difficult to determine the real Feeline
in the book. Although Crwell ooviously expressed through
Flory his opposition to Britilsh dominatiorn in GBurma, the work
does nct give us the impressicn that ke whelly disapproves of
" Eritisn imperizlizm. The inclusion ol U Po Kyin, the com-
pletely corrupted magiétrate,sh@ws ﬁhat there will nof neces-
sarily oa an end of oppreszlon with the departure of the
Gritishn, ilis exaggerated characterisaticon of English offi-
¢ials may indleate his hatred of them but he shows sympathy
toco. DLie sympathizecd with them to some =xtent becauvse he knew
from nls own experience that work in sucn a country was not
an easy tésk.

Aasides you could forgive the Europeans a great deal of
their bitternesz. Living and working among Orientals
woulda try the patilence of a saint.: fngég all of them,

the officials pariicularly, lnew what is wazs to he
paited and insulted, 27

Sagme of the cnarascters in this novel are well drawn;
chey are something live people we might meet. His [ive year
ervice tioere would help nim very much irn choosing the people
and place them 1n hils work. Mr. Megregor, Rr. West{leld,
sr. Faxwell and PMr. Lackersteen are convincing persons; they
ere ordinary persocns wnose virtues are not toﬁ stronr and
vices are not teoo excessive. 0Other characiers Such as Yr.
gilis, Mr. Verrall, LElizabeth and U Po Kyin are leés convine-
ing. These characters in the British group are constructed
arcund one single and outstanding idea: pride of being born

& White man, and in the case of U Po Kyin in the native
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groap, the greed for money and deslre Cor soclial distinetlon.
It may not be unreascnable to believe that such charzcters

did exist in Burma under British rule. The ldea of being an
imparialist did affect to such an extent some EBritish people
woo lived among the natives. They were haunted by The Whice
Man's Burden, Hule Britannia and Kipling's novels., I these
characters are exaggerated, they are much less so than tnose
in otner novels of Orwell. U Po Kyln may seem too urpleasant
to be a magistrate. It is, howewver, likely that Burma in
those days had & magistrate like U Po Kyin. Before Durma

fell to the British Forces, she had enough internal unrest

and strugzle [or power, Corrupbion was a fact of life and
fhﬁre is no reason why it should have dlsappeared under Hrlthn

rule.

Flory, the main charzeter, only comes Lo 1life oczasionzl-
ly. He strikes us, partlcularly in hls discuszions with
Veraswaml and iils argument with Ellis, as a spo#Zesman rather
than as a real person. Like a protagenist from a second rate
novel in the Hardy tradition, he seens to be wounded by fate.
~he ugly birthmark on one side of his face prevents him from
gztabllishing a nccessary share of socizl confidence. 'The scar
afTects all hils peraconal relationships and 1s more than a
little respongibple for als failure with Elizabeth. Unfortu-
nrately, this failure, even taxing bhis bad luck and physical
drawbacks into consideration, often seems like weaxness, We

are aware [rom the beginning that he 1ls too mood for Elizabeth
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in arny case. Had he stcod upffor Flis econvictions azbout Burma
whern ashe chnallenged them, had he made some eflorf tc rebuke
ner for her fatuous narrow-mindedness, ne night have been more
sympathetic. But he never makes a stand; when she cobjects,
he c¢reeps, cringing into his shell, HIis sulicide at the end is

a pathetlie, ineffectual surrender te his inherent weakness.

The character of IMlory is also =2 victim of Orwell's
weskness in plot construction. A&t certain points, the plei
relies on &bsurd coincidence.and the nowvel reads like a parody
of Victorian melodrama. Take, for instance the flrst neeting
boetween Flory and lizabeth. The heroine, on her {first day
in exctie, hostile envircnment of the mystariocus Zast isg
trapped and terrified by an angry tiper. The nero happens,
{0h, nappy coincidence!} to ke near at the time, and the first
dramatic ¢rncounter between then takes place. Then a2t the end
of the bkook when at last Flory is on ithe very point ol nropos-
ing to Elizaneth, (it is difficult to understand why he nad
not done =zo earlier}, an earthguake takes placo and the yital
guestiorn cannot be asked. Surely Orwell cannot expect us to

fake suclh Incldents sericusly.

The source of weakness and ol plct construction in

Surmsse Jays is the same; it is the strength ang nature of

Orwell's commitment. He tadly wanted to make pubklic his
feelings about the DBritish gross mismanagement of Durmese
affairs and atout the unfortunate 2pill-over of British class

dlstinction into the c¢olonies. The expression of these
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Feelings comes First for Orwell; the method of expression is
seeondary. It is Aifficult to see why he did not rostrict
hiimself €0 the writing of documentary and autcbigraphlcal
es5zays. The autoblographical essay as we have seen from 3uch,

Such were the Joys, Shooting an Elephant ang A Hanging was a

perfect medium for his purpose and one witlch he managed with
great skill., It iIs & rity he had £o burden himself with tasiks
of plot and character developmenﬁ, ski1lls which did not come
¢aslily to him. Perhaps if Orwell had felt deeply committed

to Individuals 1nstead of groups ke would have made a Efeat
noveliat. Had he lived, he may have fulfilled the npromise of

Burmese Days. ¥For it cammot be denied that the ncvel has 1ts

moments. A5 always, he shows an exact perceptive sense of
plaze and the atmosphere ol Eropical Burma 15 skilllfully cvoied:

The heat was growing worse ané worse, April was nearly
over, but there was nc hope of rain for ancther three
weeks, Five weelts 1t might be, Even the lovely {ran-
slent dawns were spolled oy the thought of the long,
2linding hours %o come, when ore's head would aches and
the plare would penetrate through every covering and
zlue up one's eyelids with restlczs sleep. 28

On cne éf thelr walks deown the bazaar road, Elizabeth
ansd Flery pass by an ancient pagoda, and there 15 a good
gesaeription of nature struggling to subdue the remains of
an gnelient civilization:

2y the roadside, just before you got to the jall, the
fragments of a stone pagoda were littered, cracked and
overthrown bty the strong roots of a peepul Lree. The
angry varved faces of demons locked up from fhe glass
where they had fallen. Nearby, anotiher peepul tree had
Ewined itselfl round a pailm, uprooting it and bending

it backwards in a wrestle that had lasted a decade.2S
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When we balance tine faults with the vwiritues ol the

novel, there 1s little %o choose between them. EBurmese Days

iz on the verpge of being a successful nevel; nad Orwell
-developed steadily from this point of achievement, he would
have been a mueh better novelist than he was. But hils sensze
of decency ant his commitment were too strong. When he be-
come an ardent scclalist, hils future as an artist wes
lnevifably compromlsed. From tﬁen onn the political point

hsd to come first.
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