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INTRODUCTION TO
BURMESE DAYS
AND ITS ENDURING
RELEVANCE

George Orwell's
Burmese Days stands
as one of the most
searing indictments of
British imperialism
ever written. Published
in 1934, this novel
draws heavily on
Orwell’s own
experience as a
colonial police officer in
Burma (now Myanmar)
from 1922 to 1927. For

readers seeking a
deeper understanding
of the book’s plot,
themes, and
characters, a focused
Burmese Days
George Orwell
Sparknotes-style
analysis can illuminate
why this novel remains
a cornerstone of
postcolonial literature.
The story is not merely
a historical artifact; it is
a timeless exploration
of power, racism,
identity, and moral
decay in a system built
on exploitation. By
examining the
narrative through a
structured lens, we can


https://app.ardentx.com/

unpack the layers of
meaning Orwell wove
into his first novel, a
work that foreshadows
the political clarity he
would later bring to
Animal Farm and
Nineteen Eighty-Four.

This article offers a
comprehensive

breakdown of
Burmese Days,
covering its plot
summary, major

characters, key
themes, and symbolic
elements. Whether you
are a student
preparing for an exam,
a book club member,
or a curious reader,
this analysis provides
the depth you need.
Let's begin with the
context that shaped
Orwell’s masterpiece.

CONTEXT: GEORGE
ORWELL IN BURMA

Orwell’s
Imperial
Awakenin

g

Before he became the
voice of dystopian
warning, Eric Arthur
Blair (Orwell’'s real
name) served in the
Indian Imperial Police
in Burma. He
witnessed firsthand the
brutality, hypocrisy,
and systemic racism of
colonial rule. This
experience radicalized
him. Burmese Days is
largely

autobiographical, with
the protagonist John
Flory serving as a
stand-in for Orwell
himself. The novel’s

setting—a fictional
town called Kyauktada
in upper
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Burma—mirrors the
isolation and moral

contradictions that
Orwell endured.
Understanding this

personal background
enriches any Burmese
Days George Orwell
Sparknotes study, as
it reveals the raw
emotional core of the
narrative.

The
British
Empire in
Fiction

Orwell wrote Burmese
Days at a time when
the British Empire was
still powerful, though
cracks were beginning
to show. The novel was
controversial upon
release; it was even
suppressed in Burma
and India for its

unflattering  portrayal
of  British  officials.
Orwell did not shrink
from depicting the
casual racism of the
European Club, the
exploitation of local
labor, and the
simmering resentment
of the Burmese people.
This unflinching
honesty makes the
book a crucial text for
understanding the
psychological toll of
imperialism—on both
the colonized and the
colonizers.

PLOT SUMMARY
OF BURMESE DAYS

The story of Burmese
Days unfolds over
several months in the
fictional  district  of
Kyauktada. At the
center is John Flory, a
35-year-old British
timber merchant who
has spent most of his
adult life in Burma.
Flory is disillusioned



with the colonial
society he belongs to.
He is intelligent, lonely,
and secretly
contemptuous of the
other British officials.
His only true friend is
Dr. Veraswami, an
Indian doctor who
admires British culture
and desperately seeks
admission to the all-
white European Club.

The  main  conflict
arises when U Po Kyin,
a corrupt and cunning
Burmese magistrate,
schemes to destroy Dr.
Veraswami’'s

reputation. U Po Kyin
wants the doctor’s
position and, more
importantly, wants to
prevent Veraswami
from being elected to
the Club. Flory, despite
his cowardice, decides
to support his friend.
But Flory’s resolve is
complicated by the
arrival of Elizabeth
Lackersteen, a young

Englishwoman who is
visiting her uncle, the
timber merchant Mr.
Lackersteen. Flory falls
deeply in love with
Elizabeth, seeing in her
a chance for happiness
and escape from his
solitary life.

Elizabeth, however, is
conventional and
narrow-minded. She is
repulsed by Burmese
culture and drawn to
the more aggressive,
macho men of the
Club, particularly the
contemptuous forest
ranger Verrall. Flory
tries to win her by
hiding his progressive
views and conforming
to colonial norms, but
his efforts fail. U Po
Kyin’s plot succeeds
brilliantly: he engineers
a scandal that links
Flory to a Burmese
woman (his former
mistress, Ma Hla May)
and destroys his
reputation. Flory is
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humiliated, loses
Elizabeth, and realizes
the futility of his
resistance. In despair,
he shoots himself. The
novel ends with U Po
Kyin ascending to a
higher position and
Elizabeth marrying
Verrall, a man she
barely knows. The
system grinds on,
unchanged.

MAJOR
CHARACTERS AND
ANALYSIS

John
Flory: The
Tragic
Hero

Flory is one of Orwell’s
most complex
characters. He is a
man of good intentions
but weak will. He sees

the injustice of
colonialism but lacks
the courage to act on
his convictions. His
sympathy for the
Burmese is genuine,

yet he remains
complicit in the
system. Flory’'s

defining flaw is his
desperate need for
approval from the very
society he despises.
When he tries to
impress Elizabeth, he
betrays his own values.
His suicide is not just a
personal failure but a
symbolic statement
about the impossibility
of moral integrity
under imperialism. For
any Burmese Days
George Orwell
Sparknotes guide,
Flory represents the
tragedy of the
“decent” colonizer who
cannot escape his own
privilege.



Dr.
Veraswa
mi: The
Loyal
Friend

Dr. Veraswami is a
figure of dignity and
aspiration. He is a
capable, well-educated
man who genuinely
believes in British
justice, even as he is
excluded from it. His
desire to be admitted
to the European Club is
not mere social
climbing; it represents
his faith in an ideal of
fairness that the British
betray daily.
Veraswami’s loyalty to
Flory is unwavering,

machinations—undersc
ores the powerlessness
of the colonized
intellectual who tries to
work within the
system.

U Po
Kyin: The
Master
Manipulat
or

U Po Kyin is the novel’s
antagonist, but he is no
simple villain. He is
cunning, patient, and
utterly corrupt, but he
is also a product of the
colonial system. He
uses bribery,
blackmail, and deceit
to advance himself.
Orwell gives him a dark

and his tragic charm and a clear-
fate—being destrgye'd eyed understanding of
by U Po Kyin's hyman weakness. U Po
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Kyin’'s triumph at the
end of the novel—he
becomes a magistrate
and even plans to
become a Buddhist
monk to atone for his
sins—is a bitter irony.
He is the only
character who truly
“wins” in this world,
which speaks volumes
about Orwell’s view of
colonial morality.

Elizabeth
Lackerste
en: The
Conventi
onal
Woman

Elizabeth is often seen
as a one-dimensional
character, but she
represents the social

forces that crush Flory.
She is young, pretty,
and utterly
conventional. She
judges everything by
the standards of
English propriety. She
is disgusted by the
heat, the “natives,”
and any sign of
deviation from social
norms. Elizabeth is not
malicious—she simply
lacks imagination. Her
preference for the
bullying Verrall over
the sensitive Flory
shows that the system
rewards power and
conformity, not
kindness or
intelligence.

Minor
Character
s of Note

e Mr.
Lackersteen:



Elizabeth’s uncle,
a drunken,
lecherous timber
merchant who
embodies the
moral rot of the
colonial elite.
Mrs.
Lackersteen:
His wife, a bitter,
shrewish woman
who cares only
for social status.
Verrall: The
forest ranger, a
handsome,
arrogant, and
brutal man who
represents the
worst of colonial
masculinity. He
treats
everyone—Burm
ese and British
alike—with
contempt.

Ma Hla May:
Flory’s former
mistress, a
Burmese woman
who is cast aside
and later used by

U Po Kyin to
destroy Flory.
Her fate
highlights the
exploitation of
women under
colonialism.

KEY THEMES IN
BURMESE DAYS

Imperialis
m and
Racism

The central theme of
Burmese Days is the
corrosive  effect  of
imperialism. Orwell
shows how racism is
not just a personal
prejudice but an
institutionalized

system. The European
Club is a literal symbol
of this segregation: the
Burmese are not
allowed inside, except
as servants. The British
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characters speak of
“the natives” with
casual contempt, and
any British person who
treats a Burmese as an
equal is shunned.
Flory’s friendship with
Dr. Veraswami is seen
as a betrayal. Orwell’'s
message is clear:
imperialism
dehumanizes everyone
it touches.

Isolation
and
Alienation

Flory is profoundly
alone. He has no real
connection with the
British community, and
his relationships with
the Burmese are
limited by his position.
His affair with Ma Hla
May was based on
convenience, not love.
His friendship with

Veraswami is real, but
they can never be true
equals. Elizabeth
represents Flory’s last
hope for belonging, but
she rejects him. Flory’s
isolation is the
psychological cost of
being a “decent”
person in an indecent
system. This theme
resonates powerfully
with modern readers
who understand the
pain of social
alienation.

Hypocrisy
and Moral
Cowardic
e

Almost every character
in the novel is a
hypocrite. The British
officials speak  of
“duty” and
“civilization” while



treating the Burmese
with cruelty. Flory
criticizes the system
but lacks the courage
to stand up for his
beliefs. U Po Kyin plans
to become a monk to
cleanse his sins, even
as he plots destruction.
This universal
hypocrisy suggests
that moral integrity is
nearly impossible in a
corrupt society. Flory’s
suicide is the ultimate
act of cowardice, but it
is also a kind of tragic
honesty—he can no
longer bear the
contradiction between
his ideals and his
actions.

The
Failure of
Resistanc

10

e

Flory tries to resist, but
he fails. His resistance
is half-hearted,
motivated more by
personal loyalty than
political conviction. U
Po Kyin's success
shows that the system
is too powerful for
individual acts of
defiance. Orwell does
not offer easy hope.
The novel ends with
everything returning to
normal—or worse, with
the corrupt U Po Kyin
rising higher. This
bleak conclusion is
typical of Orwell’s early
work, which often
emphasized the
difficulty of meaningful
change.

ldentity
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and
Masks

Flory is constantly
performing. He hides
his true feelings,
pretends to share the
prejudices of the Club,
and tries to become
what Elizabeth wants.
His “Burmese days”
are a life of masks.
This theme of
identity—the gap
between the public self
and the private self—is
central to Orwell’s later
works. In Burmese
Days, Flory’s inability
to reconcile his two
selves destroys him.

SYMBOLISM AND
LITERARY DEVICES

The

European
Club

The Club is the most
powerful symbol in the
novel. It represents the
heart of British colonial
power. The members
spend their days
drinking, gossiping,
and reinforcing their
racial superiority. The
building itself is shabby

and run-down, a
metaphor for the
decaying empire.

Flory’s attempt to get
Veraswami elected to
the Club is an attack
on this symbol of
exclusion. His failure is
inevitable.

The Pequ
Club and

11



the
Jungle

The natural landscape
of Burma is a constant
presence in the novel.
The jungle is described

as oppressive,
teeming, and
indifferent. It reflects

Flory’s isolation and his
sense of Dbeing
swallowed by a hostile
world. The heat is
suffocating, the insects
relentless. Nature in
Burmese Days is not
romantic; it is a force
that wears down the
spirit. The contrast
between the close,
stifing Club and the
wild, dangerous jungle
mirrors Flory’s inner

12

conflict: he is trapped
between two worlds.

Ma Hla
May as a
Victim

Ma Hla May is more
than a plot device. She

represents the
voiceless and
exploited. She is

passed from Flory to U
Po Kyin, used and
discarded by both men.
Her public humiliation
in the Club, where she
tears her clothes and
cries out Flory’'s
betrayal, is one of the
most powerful scenes
in the novel. She is
given no agency, only
pain.

12

Burmese Days George Orwell

2025-03-31

Sparknotes



