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Literature of George Orwell
English author and writer Eric Arthur Blair took up the artistic name George Orwell shortly before his publication Down and Out in Paris and London. He was born in Eastern India in 1903 to a British colonial civil servant and died in 1950. He, unlike his peers had a relatively short schooling in England before joining the Indian Imperial Police in Burma, India, which was a British colony at the time.

This was a purely colonialism-ridden period. In his literary works, some of which he wrote after resigning from the police force in 1927 to become a writer, he underscores several themes including colonialism. This theme is informed by his personal experiences in different places as well as those of others, such as the colonizers and the colonized, as clearly depicted in some of his successful publications.

In his first novel, Burmese Days, Orwell is inspired by his experience in India during the waning days of the British imperialism. Through the main character John (in some editions, James) Flory referred to as just Flory in the novel he paints a picture of a section of the people who were ‘playing middle-field’ by trying to please both the colonizers and the colonized, i.e, the English and the Burmese. For instance, Flory is very friendly with Dr. Veraswami, an Indian and also appreciative of the local culture at the same time.

However, he has a weakness that hinders him from satisfying both sides; his birthmark that runs from his eye to the side of his mouth on his left cheek, which he is ashamed of and makes him have a low-self-esteem whenever interacting with people such as the handful European club members. This goes ahead to stop him from fully supporting the people of Burma when with ‘friends’ like Ellis, who is in the habit of picking on him.

In Shooting an Elephant, Orwell, writing in the first person is a police officer at the time the British are in charge of the Burmese, whom he sympathizes but because his official status as an officer, he is perceived as one of the oppressive imperialists. The English esteem a beast such as an elephant more than a human Burmese being, that is why Orwell’s colleagues believe the elephant that has killed a Burmese woman is worth more than the Indian it ruthlessly killed. Prior to the narrator shooting the elephant, he had been fanned by the native crowd which was mocking and jeering at him to kill the animal. And so he does it "solely to avoid looking a fool."

The narrator represents, again, this section of a strong people, who though had the political and economic muscles to rule over weaker ones, yet a people whose emotional and psychological health was under siege because of the reactions from their subjects, who laughed at them, ridiculed them, and scoffed at their oppressive maneuvers, sometimes in their full view.

A Hanging (1931), a short essay by Orwell is a brief description of a criminal, a nameless man in the story, whose crime we are not told. The British executioners including the narrator who does take a seen role are on business as usual in spite of this act seeming cruel and inhumane. The narrator, representing Orwell himself as an English police officer in India during the period of imperialism is short of words as far as the incident is concerned, the same incident his fellow British officers aren’t seemingly bothered about. In fact they feel relieved after the execution as opposed to the narrator who is left emotionally and psychologically wounded.

…till that moment I had never realised what it means to destroy a healthy, conscious man. When I saw the prisoner step aside to avoid the puddle I saw the mystery, the unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in full tide. This man was not dying, he was alive just as we are alive. All the organs of his body were working - bowels digesting food, skin renewing itself, nails growing, tissues forming - all toiling away in solemn foolery. His nails would still be growing when he stood on the drop, when he was falling through the air with a tenth of a second to live. His eyes saw the yellow gravel and the grey walls, and his brain still remembered, foresaw, reasoned - even about puddles. He and we were a party of men walking together, seeing, hearing, feeling, understanding the same world; and in two minutes, with a sudden snap, one of us would be gone - one mind less, one world less.
Orwell and other like-minded people were on the emotional receiving end, even though they belonged to the side of the oppressors, the British colonial masters. The aftermath after executing their seniors’ directives always dealt an emotional blow to them, less wonder he decided to quit the force only after five years of service.

In Animal Farm, Orwell depicts major events that led to the Russian Revolution of 1917 among other events and periods like the Stalinist era. His experiences during the Spanish Civil War shaped his anti-Stalinism attitude. As a democratic socialist, Orwell perceived the Soviet Union as a brutal tyranny based on a cult of personality enforced by a regime of terror.

In this novella, the pigs Snowball, Napoleon, and Squealer adapt Old Major's ideas and formalize them into a one-knit system of thought dubbed Animalism. This is an allegoric reference to communism. The human-associated activities Napoleon and Squealer partake in such as drinking alcohol, sleeping in beds and trading, are clearly forbidden in the Seven Commandments. When Squealer is tasked to change the Seven Commandments to account for this humanization, it is eluded to the revision of history by the Soviet government, which it did in order to exercise control of the beliefs of the people about themselves and their society.

Orwell is quoted to have said in 1946 that “…I intended it primarily as a satire on the Russian revolution…that kind of revolution (violent conspiratorial revolution, led by unconsciously power hungry people) can only lead to a change of masters. Revolutions only effect a radical improvement when the masses are alert.”

This narration employing the ideologies of liberation and equality shows how pretentious people in power can be by masking such noble ideologies yet propagating contrarian ones that undermine and oppress the ruled/oppressed. Some animals being more animal than others bring about the issue of social stratification, which propagates capitalism, instead. The people at this historical time were so treated by their rulers, a thing that warranted revolutions and antagonisms as briefly mentioned before.

These and other points not included here attempt to show how inter-relationship between the colonizers and the colonized, as well as the experiences of both sides in a very literary yet sober manner by Eric Arthur Blair.
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