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Introduction

Why should we still read Orwell on politics? Until 1989, the answer was plain. He was the writer who captured the essence of totalitarianism. All over Communist-ruled Europe, people would show me their dog-eared, samizdat copies of Animal Farm or Nineteen Eighty-Four and ask, ‘How did he know?’

Yet the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four ended in 1989. Orwellian regimes persisted in a few remote countries, such as North Korea, and Communism survived in an attenuated form in China. But the three dragons against which George Orwell fought his good fight – European and especially British Imperialism; Fascism, whether Italian, German or Spanish; and Communism, not to be confused with the democratic socialism in which Orwell himself believed – these three were all either dead or mortally weakened. Forty years after his own painful and early death, Orwell had won.

What need, then, of Orwell? One answer is that we should read him because of his historical impact. For George Orwell was the most influential political writer of the twentieth century. This is a bold claim, but who else would compete? Among novelists, perhaps Alexander Solzhenitsyn or Albert Camus; among playwrights, Bertolt Brecht. Or would it be a philosopher, such as Karl Popper, Friedrich von Hayek, Raymond Aron or Hannah Arendt? Or the novelist, playwright and philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, whom Orwell privately called ‘a bag of wind’? Take them one by one, and you will find that each made an impact more limited in duration or geographical scope than did this short-lived, old-fashioned, English man of letters.

Worldwide familiarity with the word ‘Orwellian’ is proof of that influence. ‘Orwellian’ is used as a pejorative adjective, to evoke totalitarian terror, the falsification of history by state-organized lying, and, more loosely, any unpleasant example of repression or manipulation. It is used as a noun, to describe an admirer and conscious follower of his work. Occasionally, it is deployed as a complimentary adjective, to mean something like ‘displaying outspoken intellectual honesty, like Orwell’. Very few other writers have garnered this double tribute of becoming both adjective and noun.

Everywhere that people lived under totalitarian dictatorships, they felt he was one of them. The Russian poet Natalya Gorbanyevskaya once told me that Orwell was an East European. In fact, he was a very English writer who never went anywhere near Eastern Europe. His knowledge of the Communist world was largely derived from reading. As you can see from the book reviews reprinted in this volume, he drew heavily and directly on other people’s reports from Soviet Russia.

Three personal experiences had transformed his understanding. First, as a British imperial policeman for five formative years in Burma he was himself the servant of an oppressive, though not a totalitarian, regime. By the time he resigned, he had acquired a lifelong hatred of Imperialism but also a deep insight into the psychology of the oppressor, displayed already in two classic early essays, ‘A Hanging’ and ‘Shooting an Elephant’. (There is a rather obvious irony in the fact that post-colonial Burma is, at this writing, one of the world’s few remaining Orwellian regimes.) Then he went to live among the ‘down-and-outs’ in England and in Paris. So he knew at first hand the humiliating unfreedom that comes from poverty.

Finally, there was the Spanish Civil War. Spain, for Orwell, meant the experience of fighting Fascism and getting a bullet through his throat. But still more important was the revelation of Russian-led Communist terror and duplicity, as he and his comrades in the heterodox Marxist POUM militia were hunted through the streets of Barcelona by the Communists who were supposed to be their allies. Of the Russian agent in Barcelona, charged with defaming the POUM as Trotskyist Francoist traitors, he writes, in Homage to Catalonia, ‘It was the first time that I had seen a person whose profession was telling lies – unless one counts journalists.’ The tail sting is typical black humour. It also reflects his disgust at the way the whole left-wing press in Britain was falsifying events that he had seen with his own eyes.

As he says in his 1946 essay ‘Why I Write’: after Spain he knew where he stood. He had earlier adopted the pen-name George Orwell, rather than his own Eric Blair, but it was after Spain that he really became Orwell. Every line of his writing was now to have a political purpose. Imperialism and Fascism would remain major targets of his generous anger. But the first enemy would be the blindness or intellectual dishonesty of those in the West who supported or condoned Stalinist Communism – ever more so, after the Soviet Union became the West’s ally in the war against Hitler. And so he sat down to write a Swiftian satire on Stalinist Russia, with the Communists as the pigs in a farm run by the animals. ‘Willingness to criticise Russia and Stalin,’ he wrote in August 1944, ‘is the test of intellectual honesty.’

The rejection of Animal Farm by several British publishers, because they did not want to criticize Britain’s heroic wartime ally, showed what he was up against. When it was finally published in Britain in 1945, and then in the United States in 1946, the book was a political event, helping to open the eyes of the English-speaking West to the true nature of the Soviet regime. One might call this the Orwell effect. (France had to wait thirty years for its ‘Solzhenitsyn effect’.) Nineteen Eighty-Four, with its more generalized dystopia, became another defining Cold War text. Not accidentally, the first use of the phrase ‘Cold War’ recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary comes from an article by Orwell.

In short, he was more memorably and influentially right than anyone, and sooner, about the single greatest political menace of the second half of the twentieth century, as well as seeing off the two largest horrors of the first half. But those monsters are dead, or on their last legs. To say ‘read him because he mattered a lot in the past’ will hardly attract new readers to these volumes, in the way that my generation was irresistibly drawn to the earlier Penguin four-set of his Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters, published in 1970.

Fortunately, there is a more compelling answer to the question why we should read Orwell in the twenty-first century. This is that he remains an exemplar of political writing. Both meanings of ‘exemplar’ are required. He is a model of how to do it well, but he is also an example – a deliberate, self-conscious and self-critical instance – of how difficult it is.

In ‘Why I Write’, he says that his purpose, after Spain, was to ‘make political writing into an art’. At the heart of this volume is the work in which he most completely succeeded. Animal Farm is much more finely formed as a piece of literature than Nineteen Eighty-Four, which is marred by melodrama, longeurs and scratchy drafting by a dying man. In his ‘little fairy story’, artistic form and political content are perfectly matched – partly because they are so grotesquely mismatched. What could be further apart than Stalinist Moscow and an English country farmyard?

Orwell’s prosecraft was hard learned. One of his earlier efforts earned the friendly criticism that he wrote ‘like a cow with a musket’. Here he writes beautifully, about things he really knows. He cared passionately for the English countryside, and lived there in the late 1930s, keeping a village shop, a goat and a notebook. Animal Farm overflows from its first pages with lovingly observed physical detail of country life. But then, from the mouth of the pig Major, there erupts a perfect parody of a Communist speech: the fruit of many hours Orwell had spent poring over the political pamphlets he collected. Only he would have this peculiar combination of expertises. Only Orwell would know both how to milk a goat and how to skewer a revisionist.

The twists and turns of his animal regime closely follow the decay of the Russian revolution into tyranny. There is no ambiguity here: the pig Napoleon is Stalin, the pig Snowball is Trotsky. As Peter Davison points out, at the last minute Orwell even changed a detail in Napoleon’s favour, after being told by a Polish survivor of the gulag that Stalin did, after all, inspire his people by remaining in Moscow during the German advance. His earlier novels are often poorly plotted. Here, history provides the perfect plot.

And there is his humour, an underrated part of Orwell’s sandpapery charm. (Soon after he was shot through the neck in Spain, his commanding officer perceptively reported: ‘Breathing absolutely regular. Sense of humour untouched.’) When the animals have taken over the farm, ‘some hams hanging in the kitchen were taken out for burial’. The morning after the pigs’ first bout of whisky-drinking, Orwell has the propagandist Squealer come out to report to the other animals that ‘Comrade Napoleon was dying’. Anyone who remembers their first hangover will know how he felt. And, finally, there is that perfect one-liner, at once comic and deeply serious: ‘All Animals Are Equal, But Some Animals Are More Equal Than Others.’

In the end, Animal Farm far transcends its original occasion. It becomes a satire on the central comi-tragedy of politics altogether – that is, always and everywhere, the comi-tragedy of corruption by power. This ability to move from the particular to the universal also characterizes his essays: the other genre in which he wrote best about politics. His great essays, such as ‘Notes on Nationalism’, ‘Benefit of Clergy’ and ‘Politics and the English Language’, all share this quality. Even the shorter articles suddenly shine with sentences like this: ‘It is a most encouraging thing to hear a human voice when fifty thousand gramophones are playing the same tune.’

What he abhors, perhaps more even than violence or tyranny, is dishonesty. Marching up and down the frontier between literature and politics, like a sentry for morality, he can spot a double standard at five hundred yards in bad light. Does a Tory MP demand freedom for Poland while remaining silent about India? Sentry Orwell fires off a quick round.

Orwell the moralist is fascinated by the pursuit not merely of truth, but of the most complicated and difficult truths. It starts already with the early ‘Shooting an Elephant’, where he confidently asserts that the British empire is dying but immediately adds that it is ‘a great deal better than the younger empires that are going to supplant it’. Dissecting the work of Salvador Dali, he points out that ‘what is morally degraded can be aesthetically right’. Then, characteristically, he goes one further and insists that we should be able to say, ‘This is a good book or a good picture, and it ought to be burned by the public hangman.’ At times, he seems to take an almost masochistic delight in confronting uncomfortable truths.

Not that his own political judgement was always good. Far from it. His vivacious and perceptive wife Eileen wrote to his sister that he retained ‘an extraordinary political simplicity’. There are striking misjudgements here. It is startling to find him, early on, repeating the Communist line that ‘fascism and capitalism are at bottom the same thing’. He opposed fighting Hitler until well into 1939, only to reverse his position. In The Lion and the Unicorn, his wartime tract on ‘Socialism and the English Genius’, he proposes that nationalization of ‘land, mines, railways, banks and major industries’. So far as I can see, he never clearly acknowledged a link between private property and individual liberty. In this respect, at least, he was a socialist of his time.

Orwell was a very English writer, and we think of understatement as a very English quality. But his speciality is outrageous overstatement: ‘No real revolutionary has ever been an internationalist’, ‘All left-wing parties in the highly industrialised countries are at bottom a sham’, ‘A humanitarian is always a hypocrite’. As V. S. Pritchett observed, in reviewing The Lion and the Unicorn, he ‘is capable of exaggerating with the simplicity and innocence of a savage’. But that is what satirists do. Evelyn Waugh, from the other end of the political spectrum, did the same. (The great English curmudgeons of Left and Right had a wary but genuine mutual respect.) So this weakness of his non-fiction is one of the great strengths of his fiction.

Both his life and his work are case studies in the demands of political engagement. In ‘Writers and Leviathan’ he describes the political writer’s dilemma: ‘seeing the need of engaging in politics while also seeing what a dirty, degrading business it is’. After briefly being a member of the Independent Labour Party, he concludes that ‘a writer can only remain honest if he keeps free of party labels’. That key-word ‘honest’ again. But he plans and becomes vice-chairman of a non-party organization called the Freedom Defence Committee, defending freedom against Imperialism and Fascism, of course, but now, above all, against Communism.

In this connection, a word is due about the already notorious list of crypto-communists and fellow-travellers, which he is popularly thought to have handed over to the British secret service. (‘Socialist icon who became an informer’, trumpeted the Daily Telegraph when ‘breaking’ the story on its front page in 1998.) The true facts are summarized at the end of this volume. Orwell kept a pale-blue notebook in which he noted names and details of suspected Communist agents or sympathizers. One should say at once that the content of this notebook is disquieting, with its sharp judgements – ‘almost certainly agent of some kind’, ‘decayed liberal’, ‘appeaser only’ – and especially its national/racial annotations: ‘Jewish?’ (Charlie Chaplin) or ‘English Jew’ (Tom Driberg) as well as ‘Polish’, ‘Jugo-Slav’, ‘Anglo-American’, and so on. There is something unsettling – a touch of the old imperial policeman – about a writer who could have lunch with a friend like the poet Stephen Spender and then go home to note: ‘Sentimental sympathiser, & very unreliable. Easily influenced. Tendency towards homosexuality.’

However, two very important things need to be said in explanation. First, there was a cold war on. There were Soviet agents and sympathizers about, and they were influential. The most telling example is the man Orwell had down as ‘Almost certainly agent of some kind’. His name was Peter Smollett. During the Second World War he was the head of the Russian section in the Ministry of Information, and it was on his advice that Animal Farm was rejected by Jonathan Cape. We now know that Smollett was indeed a Soviet spy.

Second, Orwell did not give this notebook to the British secret service. He gave a list of some thirty-five names drawn from it to the Information Research Department, a semi-secret branch of the Foreign Office which specialized in getting writers on the democratic Left to counter the then highly organized Soviet Communist propaganda offensive. Absurdly, the British government has not declassified this list and any letter that accompanied it. So we still do not know exactly what Orwell did. But from the available evidence it is quite clear that Orwell was not putting some British thought police onto these people’s tails. All he was doing, in effect, was to say: ‘Don’t use these people for anti-Communist propaganda because they are probably Communists or Communist sympathizers!’

A dying man, but still in complete command of his faculties, Orwell judged this to be a morally defensible act for a writer in a period of intense political struggle, just as he had earlier judged that it was proper for a politically engaged writer to take up arms against Franco. I think he was right. You may think he was wrong. Either way, he exemplifies for us – he is that exemplar of – the dilemmas of the political writer.

Finally, of course, Orwell’s list, and Orwell’s life, are much less important than the work. It matters, to be sure, that there is no flagrant contradiction between the work and the life – as there often is with political intellectuals. The Orwellian voice, placing honesty and single standards above everything, would be diminished. But what endures is the work.

If I had to name a single quality that makes Orwell still essential reading in the twenty-first century, it would be his insight into the use and abuse of language. If you have time to read only one essay in this book, please read ‘Politics and the English Language’. This brilliantly sums up the central Orwellian argument that the corruption of language is an essential part of oppressive or exploitative politics. ‘The defence of the indefensible’ is sustained by a battery of euphemisms, verbal false limbs, prefabricated phrases, and all the other paraphernalia of deceit that he pinpoints and parodies.

The extreme, totalitarian version that he satirized as ‘Newspeak’ is less often encountered these days, except in countries like Burma or North Korea. But the obsession of democratically elected governments, especially in Britain and America, with media management and ‘spin’ is today one of the main obstacles to understanding what is being done in our name. There are also distortions that come from within the press, radio and television themselves, partly because of hidden ideological bias but increasingly because of fierce commercial competition and the relentless need to ‘entertain’.

Read Orwell, and you will know that something nasty must be hidden behind the euphemistic, Latinate phrase used by NATO spokespersons during the Kosovo war: ‘collateral damage’. (It means innocent civilians killed.) Read Orwell, and you will smell a rat whenever you find a British newspaper or politician once again churning out a prefabricated phrase such as ‘Brussels’ inexorable march to a European superstate’.

He does not just equip us to detect this semantic abuse. He also suggests how writers can fight back. For the abusers of power are, after all, using our weapons: words. In ‘Politics and the English Language’ he even gives some simple stylistic rules for honest and effective political writing. (Hard-won wisdom, for he had worked a heavy passage to such clarity.) He compares good English prose to a clean window-pane. Through these windows, citizens can see what their rulers are really up to. So political writers should be the window-cleaners of freedom.

Orwell both tells and shows us how to do it. That is why we need him still, because Orwell’s work is never done.

Timothy Garton Ash
Oxford, December 2000


Editorial Note

In the main, the items reproduced here are given in the chronological order in which they were written or published. However, the order of events is sometimes better represented by not following this practice. It will be obvious, from dates and item numbers, where the chronological order has not been followed. Letters are typewritten unless stated otherwise. The titles used for Orwell’s essays and articles are not always his own but this distinction is not noted unless there is a special reason to do so.

All the items are drawn from The Complete Works of George Orwell, edited by Peter Davison, assisted by Ian Angus and Sheila Davison (Secker & Warburg, 1998). Some explanatory headnotes and many footnotes have been added, amplified and modified. The Complete Works did not provide biographical notes of authors of books reviewed but, for this selection, these have been added if the author had a link with Orwell or if they might illuminate the context of Orwell’s review. Item numbers from the original edition are given in italics within square parentheses, and a list of volumes in which these items can be found is given in the Further Reading.

Where the text was in some way obscure, the original edition does not modify but marks the word or passage with a superior degree sign (°); in most instances such passages have been silently corrected in this edition but in a few instances the degree sign has been retained, for example, where one of Orwell’s idiosyncratic spellings occurs: e.g., ‘agressive’ or ‘adress’.

References to items in the Complete Works are generally given by volume, forward slash and item number in italic: e.g.: XV/1953; page references to CW are given similarly except that the page number is in roman: XII/387; page references to this present volume are given as ‘p. 57’; references are also made to the companion three volumes: Orwell in Spain, Orwell and the Second Nation and Orwell’s England. References to Animal Farm are given to this edition by page and, within square brackets, by the CW volume number (VIII) and page (the page numbers in CW and Penguin Twentieth-Century Classics are identical for the text): e.g., p. 7 [VIII/239].

The following works are designated by abbreviated forms:

Complete Works and CW: The Complete Works of George Orwell, edited by Peter Davison assisted by Ian Angus and Sheila Davison, 20 vols. (1998); volume numbers are given in roman numerals, I to XX. Vols. X–XX of a second, enlarged and amended, edition are being published in paperback from September 2000.

CEJL: The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, edited by Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus, 4 vols. (1968; paperback, 1970)

Crick: Bernard Crick, George Orwell: A Life (1980; 3rd edn, 1992)

A Literary Life: P. Davison, George Orwell: A Literary Life (1996)

Orwell Remembered: Audrey Coppard and Bernard Crick, eds., Orwell Remembered (1984)

Remembering Orwell: Stephen Wadhams, ed., Remembering Orwell (1984)

S&A, Unknown Orwell: Peter Stansky and William Abrahams, The Unknown Orwell (1972)

S&A, Transformation: Peter Stansky and William Abrahams, Orwell: The Transformation (1979)

Shelden: Michael Shelden, Orwell: The Authorised Biography (1991)

The Thirties: Malcolm Muggeridge, The Thirties (1940; 1971); reviewed by Orwell, XII/ 615

Thomas: Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (revd edn, 1977; Penguin 1979)

A selection of articles and reviews in the Complete Works which are not included in this selection and a fuller reading list is given in Further Reading.

Peter Davison,
De Montfort University, Leicester
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‘How a Nation Is Exploited: The British Empire in Burma’
Le Progrès Civique, 4 May 1929

George Orwell1 served in the Indian Imperial Police in Burma from 1922 until 1927. He returned to England on leave on 12 July 1927 and, having left his ship in Marseilles and travelled home through France, arrived back in England in August. While on holiday with his family in Cornwall in September he decided not to return to Burma. His resignation took effect from 1 January 1928 and entailed the loss of almost £140 (approximately £5,500 in today’s values). By the time he left Burma he was earning £696 a year (roughly £28,000 today),2 to which were added bonuses for learning Hindi, Burmese and Shaw-Karen. He would only earn approaching this much again in the next fourteen years when he joined the BBC in 1941 (£640). It is likely, from what we know of clothes he had made for him on his return (see A Literary Life, 36) and the style in which he lived for most of his time in Paris, that he had saved a fair amount of his pay. During the rest of his leave he rented a cheap room in the Portobello Road in Notting Hill, London WII. He began to make expeditions to the East End of London in the autumn of 1927. In the spring of 1928, Orwell went to Paris and took a room at 6 rue du Pot de Fer in the Fifth Arrondissement, a working-class district near Monge Métro station. He set himself to becoming a writer and had a modest success in getting articles into small-circulation, left-wing journals. He also wrote either one or two novels and a number of short stories, none of which survive. The article reproduced here, ‘How a Nation Is Exploited: The British Empire in Burma’ (translated from the French version by Janet Percival and Ian Willison), is one of a number he wrote which were published by Le Progrès Civique in 1928 and 1929. The journal also published his articles on unemployment, tramps and beggars, two of which are reprinted in companion volumes in this series, Orwell and the Dispossessed and Orwell’s England. For each he was paid 225 francs (about £1.80 – some £70 at today’s values). He also wrote articles on John Galsworthy and on censorship in England which were published by French journals. They, with an article on ‘A Farthing Newspaper’ published in England (and reproduced in Orwell and the Dispossessed), are an epitome of the interests he would pursue as an essayist: social and political issues, literature, popular culture and imperialism. The Complete Works prints all the articles, with their French originals. The very short paragraphs are not typical of Orwell. Orwell wrote in English (in a version that has not survived) and the French translator, Raoul Nicole, is almost certainly responsible for breaking Orwell’s prose into short bites. It is possible that the divisions marked by line breaks represent Orwell’s original paragraphing.



Burma lies between India and China. Ethnologically it belongs to Indo-China.

It is three times the size of England and Wales, with a population of about fourteen million, of whom roughly nine million are Burmese.

The rest is made up of countless Mongol tribes who have emigrated at various periods from the steppes of Central Asia, and Indians who have arrived since the English occupation.

The Burmese are Buddhists; the tribesmen worship various pagan gods.

To be able to talk in their own language to the people of such diverse origins living in Burma, you would need to know a hundred and twenty different languages and dialects.

This country, the population of which is one-tenth as dense as that of England, is one of the richest in the world. It abounds in natural resources which are only just beginning to be exploited.

Its forests are full of timber trees, an ideal source of first-class building materials.

There are tin, tungsten, jade and rubies, and these are the least of its mineral resources.

At this moment it produces five per cent of the world’s petroleum, and its reserves are far from exhausted.

But the greatest source of wealth – and that which feeds between eighty and ninety per cent of the population – is the paddy-fields.

Rice is grown everywhere in the basin of the Irawaddy, which flows through Burma from north to south.

In the south, in the huge delta where the Irawaddy brings down tons of alluvial mud every year, the soil is immensely fertile.

The harvests, which are remarkable in both quality and quantity, enable Burma to export rice to India, Europe, even to America.

Moreover, variations in temperature are less frequent and sharp than in India.

Thanks to abundant rainfall, especially in the south, drought is unknown, and the heat is never excessive. The climate as a whole can thus be considered one of the healthiest to be found in the tropics.

If we add that the Burmese countryside is exceptionally beautiful, with broad rivers, high mountains, eternally green forests, brightly coloured flowers, exotic fruits, the phrase ‘earthly paradise’ naturally springs to mind.

So it is hardly surprising that the English tried for a long time to gain possession of it.

In 1820 they seized a vast expanse of territory. This operation was repeated in 1852, and finally in 1882 the Union Jack flew over almost all the country.3

Certain mountainous districts in the north, inhabited by small savage tribes, had until recently escaped the clutches of the British, but it is more and more likely that they will meet the same fate as the rest of the country, thanks to the process euphemistically known as ‘peaceful penetration’, which means, in plain English, ‘peaceful annexation’.

In this article I do not seek to praise or blame this manifestation of British imperialism; let us simply note it is a logical result of any imperialist policy.

It will be much more profitable to examine the good and bad sides of British administration in Burma from an economic and a political standpoint.

Let us turn first to politics.

The government of all the Indian provinces under the control of the British Empire is of necessity despotic, because only the threat of force can subdue a population of several million subjects.

But this despotism is latent. It hides behind a mask of democracy.

The great maxim of the English in governing an oriental race is ‘never get something done by a European when an Oriental can do it’. In other words, supreme power remains with the British authorities, but the minor civil servants who have to carry out day-to-day administration and who must come into contact with the people in the course of their duties are recruited locally.

In Burma, for example, the lower grade magistrates, all policemen up to the rank of inspector, members of the postal service, government employees, village elders etc. are Burmese.

Recently, to appease public opinion and put a stop to nationalist agitation which was beginning to cause concern, it was even decided to accept the candidature of educated natives for several important posts.

The system of employing natives as civil servants has three advantages.

First, natives will accept lower salaries than Europeans.

Secondly, they have a better idea of the workings of their fellow countrymen’s minds, and this helps them to settle legal disputes more easily.

Thirdly, it is to their own advantage to show their loyalty to a government which provides their livelihood.

And so peace is maintained by ensuring the close collaboration of the educated or semi-educated classes, where discontent might otherwise produce rebel leaders.

Nevertheless the British control the country. Of course, Burma, like each of the Indian provinces, has a parliament – always the show of democracy – but in reality its parliament has very little power.

Nothing of any consequence lies within its jurisdiction. Most of the members are puppets of the government, which is not above using them to nip in the bud any Bill which seems untimely.

In addition, each province has a Governor, appointed by the English, who has at his disposal a veto just as absolute as that of the President of the United States to oppose any proposal which displeases him.

Yet although the British government is, as we have shown, essentially despotic, it is by no means unpopular.

The English are building roads and canals – in their own interest, of course, but the Burmese benefit from them – they set up hospitals, open schools, and see to the maintenance of law and order.

And after all, the Burmese are mere peasants, occupied in cultivating the land. They have not yet reached that stage of intellectual development which makes for nationalists.

Their village is their universe, and as long as they are left in peace to cultivate their fields, they do not care whether their masters are black or white.

A proof of this political apathy on the part of the people of Burma is the fact that the only British military forces in the country are two English infantry battalions and around ten battalions of Indian infantry and mounted police.

Thus twelve thousand armed men, mostly Indians, are enough to subdue a population of fourteen million.

The most dangerous enemies of the government are the young men of the educated classes. If these classes were more numerous and were really educated, they could perhaps raise the revolutionary banner. But they are not.

The reason is firstly that, as we have seen, the majority of the Burmese are peasants.

Secondly, the British government is at pains to give the people only summary instruction, which is almost useless, merely sufficient to produce messengers, low-grade civil servants, petty lawyers’ clerks and other white-collar workers.

Care is taken to avoid technical and industrial training. This rule, observed throughout India, aims to stop India from becoming an industrial country capable of competing with England.

It is true to say that in general, any really educated Burmese was educated in England, and belongs as a result to the small class of the well-to-do.

So, because there are no educated classes, public opinion, which could press for rebellion against England, is non-existent.

Let us now consider the economic question. Here again we find the Burmese in general too ignorant to have a clear understanding of the way in which they are being treated and, as a result, too ignorant to show the least resentment.

Besides, for the moment they have not suffered much economic damage.

It is true that the British seized the mines and the oil wells. It is true that they control timber production. It is true that all sorts of middlemen, brokers, millers, exporters, have made colossal fortunes from rice without the producer – that is the peasant – getting a thing out of it.

It is also true that the get-rich-quick businessmen who made their pile from rice, petrol etc. are not contributing as they should be to the well-being of the country, and that their money, instead of swelling local revenues in the form of taxes, is sent abroad to be spent in England.

If we are honest, it is true that the British are robbing and pilfering Burma quite shamelessly.

But we must stress that the Burmese hardly notice it for the moment. Their country is so rich, their population so scattered, their needs, like those of all Orientals, so slight that they are not conscious of being exploited.

The peasant cultivating his patch of ground lives more or less as his ancestors did in Marco Polo’s day. If he wishes, he can buy virgin land for a reasonable price.

He certainly leads an arduous existence, but he is on the whole free from care.

Hunger and unemployment are for him meaningless words. There is work and food for everyone. Why worry needlessly?

But, and this is the important point, the Burmese will begin to suffer when a large part of the richness of their country has declined.

Although Burma has developed to a certain extent since the war, already the peasant there is poorer than he was twenty years ago.

He is beginning to feel the weight of land taxation, for which he is not compensated by the increased yield of his harvests.

The worker’s wages have not kept up with the cost of living.

The reason is that the British government has allowed free entry into Burma for veritable hordes of Indians, who, coming from a land where they were literally dying of hunger, work for next to nothing and are, as a result, fearsome rivals for the Burmese.

Add to this a rapid rise in population growth – at the last census the population registered an increase of ten million in ten years – it is easy to see that sooner or later, as happens in all overpopulated countries, the Burmese will be dispossessed of their lands, reduced to a state of semislavery in the service of capitalism, and will have to endure unemployment into the bargain.

They will then discover what they hardly suspect today, that the oil wells, the mines, the milling industry, the sale and cultivation of rice are all controlled by the British.

They will also realise their own industrial incompetence in a world where industry dominates.

British politics in Burma is the same as in India.

Industrially speaking, India was deliberately kept in ignorance.

She only produces basic necessities, made by hand. The Indians would be incapable, for example, of making a motor-car, a rifle, a clock, an electric-light bulb etc. They would be incapable of building or sailing an ocean-going vessel.

At the same time they have learnt in their dealings with Westerners to depend on certain machine-made articles. So the products of English factories find an important outlet in a country incapable of manufacturing them herself.

Foreign competition is prevented by an insuperable barrier of prohibitive customs tariffs. And so the English factory-owners, with nothing to fear, control the markets absolutely and reap exorbitant profits.

We said that the Burmese have not yet suffered too much, but this is because they have remained, on the whole, an agricultural nation.

Yet for them as for all Orientals, contact with Europeans has created the demand, unknown to their fathers, for the products of modern industry. As a result, the British are stealing from Burma in two ways:

In the first place, they pillage her natural resources; secondly, they grant themselves the exclusive right to sell her the manufactured products she now needs.

And the Burmese are thus drawn into the system of industrial capitalism, without any hope of becoming capitalist industrialists themselves.

Moreover the Burmese, like all the other peoples of India, remain under the rule of the British Empire for purely military considerations. For they are in effect incapable of building ships, manufacturing guns or any other arms necessary for modern warfare, and, as things now stand, if the English were to give up India, it would only result in a change of master. The country would simply be invaded and exploited by some other Power.

British domination in India rests essentially on exchanging military protection for a commercial monopoly, but, as we have tried to show, the bargain is to the advantage of the English whose control reaches into every domain.

To sum up, if Burma derives some incidental benefit from the English, she must pay dearly for it.

Up till now the English have refrained from oppressing the native people too much because there has been no need. The Burmese are still at the beginning of a period of transition which will transform them from agricultural peasants to workers in the service of the manufacturing industries.

Their situation could be compared with that of any people of eighteenth-century Europe, apart from the fact that the capital, construction materials, knowledge and power necessary for their commerce and industry belong exclusively to foreigners.

So they are under the protection of a despotism which defends them for its own ends, but which would abandon them without hesitation if they ceased to be of use.

Their relationship with the British Empire is that of slave and master.

Is the master good or bad? That is not the question; let us simply say that his control is despotic and, to put it plainly, self-interested.

Even though the Burmese have not had much cause for complaint up till now, the day will come when the riches of their country will be insufficient for a population which is constantly growing.

Then they will be able to appreciate how capitalism shows its gratitude to those to whom it owes its existence.

E.-A. BLAIR


1. The pen-name ‘George Orwell’ was first used in January 1933 for Down and Out in Paris and London. It was not regularly used for reviews and articles until December 1936. Unless the pen-name is used, the form given here for articles and essays is that found in the original publication – E. A. Blair, E.-A. Blair, Eric Blair, E. A. B., or E. B. For much of his time at the BBC (1941–3) Orwell was known as Eric Blair. In correspondence, he tended to sign himself, and be addressed, as Eric or George depending upon whether the correspondent originally knew him as Eric or George. Occasionally, if a secretary typed a letter for him, he would sign Eric Blair over a typed George Orwell.

2. Very roughly, prices in the 1930s can be multiplied by forty, and in the 1940s by thirty-five, to give an approximate contemporary equivalent. It must be realized that inflation has not affected everything to the same degree. In Orwell’s lifetime the coinage had not been metricated. There were twelve pennies to a shilling and twenty shillings (so 240 pennies) to one pound sterling; halfpennies and farthings, as well as threepenny bits (much sought after at Christmas to put into Christmas puddings), were current. So: IP = 2.4 old pennies.

3. Burma was annexed by the British following the Anglo-Burmese Wars of 1824–6, 1852 and 1885. It was at first ruled as part of India but in 1936 there was a strike by university students of the Thakin Movement led by U Nu and Aung San, and in 1937 Burma was ruled independently of India. This led to fears that Burma would not share in reforms proposed for India. From 1942 to 1945 it was occupied by the Japanese and the scene of fierce battles. In July 1947, Aung San and members of his Cabinet were assassinated. However, Burma became independent on 4 January 1948. It now calls itself Myanmar and has for some years been under military rule. In 1999 it was possible to buy pirated copies of Burmese Days in Rangoon for 600 Kyats (about £1.30), photocopied (with cover) from the Penguin Twentieth-Century Classics edition, 1989.
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‘A Hanging’
The Adelphi, August 1931; reprinted in the New Savoy, 1946

Although ‘A Hanging’ and ‘Shooting an Elephant’ were not written as specifically ‘political’ essays, they have important political implications. They may be considered as precursors of what Orwell described as his aim in ‘Why I Write’ (reprinted in this volume), ‘to make political writing into an art’. Orwell referred to ‘the obscene fact’ of hanging in ‘As I Please’, 61 (XVIII/3115) when discussing the public hanging of three Germans on 19 December 1943. They had been found guilty of atrocities in the first war-crimes trial at Kharkov; a Ukrainian was also hanged. Four paragraphs were reprinted under the heading ‘Hanging To-day’ in The Plebs, June 1947, as part of the (successful) campaign to end the death sentence by hanging in the UK. In The Road to Wigan Pier, Orwell wrote, ‘I watched a man hanged once’ (136–7). For ‘Shooting an Elephant’, see below.



It was in Burma, a sodden morning of the rains. A sickly light, like yellow tinfoil, was slanting over the high walls into the jail yard. We were waiting outside the condemned cells, a row of sheds fronted with double bars, like small animal cages. Each cell measured about ten feet by ten and was quite bare within except for a plank bed and a pot for drinking water. In some of them brown silent men were squatting at the inner bars, with their blankets draped round them. These were the condemned men, due to be hanged within the next week or two.

One prisoner had been brought out of his cell. He was a Hindu, a puny wisp of a man, with a shaven head and vague liquid eyes. He had a thick, sprouting moustache, absurdly too big for his body, rather like the moustache of a comic man on the films. Six tall Indian warders were guarding him and getting him ready for the gallows. Two of them stood by with rifles and fixed bayonets, while the others handcuffed him, passed a chain through his handcuffs and fixed it to their belts, and lashed his arms tight to his sides. They crowded very close about him, with their hands always on him in a careful, caressing grip, as though all the while feeling him to make sure he was there. It was like men handling a fish which is still alive and may jump back into the water. But he stood quite unresisting, yielding his arms limply to the ropes, as though he hardly noticed what was happening.

Eight o’clock struck and a bugle call, desolately thin in the wet air, floated from the distant barracks. The superintendent of the jail, who was standing apart from the rest of us, moodily prodding the gravel with his stick, raised his head at the sound. He was an army doctor, with a grey toothbrush moustache and a gruff voice. ‘For God’s sake hurry up, Francis,’ he said irritably. ‘The man ought to have been dead by this time. Aren’t you ready yet?’

Francis, the head jailer, a fat Dravidian in a white drill suit and gold spectacles, waved his black hand. ‘Yes sir, yes sir,’ he bubbled. ‘All iss satisfactorily prepared. The hangman is waiting. We shall proceed.’

‘Well, quick march, then. The prisoners can’t get their breakfast till this job’s over.’

We set out for the gallows. Two warders marched on either side of the prisoner, with their rifles at the slope; two others marched close against him, gripping him by arm and shoulder, as though at once pushing and supporting him. The rest of us, magistrates and the like, followed behind. Suddenly, when we had gone ten yards, the procession stopped short without any order or warning. A dreadful thing had happened – a dog, come goodness knows whence, had appeared in the yard. It came bounding among us with a loud volley of barks, and leapt round us wagging its whole body, wild with glee at finding so many human beings together. It was a large woolly dog, half Airedale, half pariah. For a moment it pranced round us, and then, before anyone could stop it, it had made a dash for the prisoner, and jumping up tried to lick his face. Everyone stood aghast, too taken aback even to grab at the dog.

‘Who let that bloody brute in here?’ said the superintendent angrily. ‘Catch it, someone!’

A warder, detached from the escort, charged clumsily after the dog, but it danced and gambolled just out of his reach, taking everything as part of the game. A young Eurasian jailer picked up a handful of gravel and tried to stone the dog away, but it dodged the stones and came after us again. Its yaps echoed from the jail walls. The prisoner, in the grasp of the two warders, looked on incuriously, as though this was another formality of the hanging. It was several minutes before someone managed to catch the dog. Then we put my handkerchief through its collar and moved off once more, with the dog still straining and whimpering.

It was about forty yards to the gallows. I watched the bare brown back of the prisoner marching in front of me. He walked clumsily with his bound arms, but quite steadily, with that bobbing gait of the Indian who never straightens his knees. At each step his muscles slid neatly into place, the lock of hair on his scalp danced up and down, his feet printed themselves on the wet gravel. And once, in spite of the men who gripped him by each shoulder, he stepped slightly aside to avoid a puddle on the path.

It is curious, but 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 were 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 – 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.

The gallows stood in a small yard, separate from the main grounds of the prison, and overgrown with tall prickly weeds. It was a brick erection like three sides of a shed, with planking on top, and above that two beams and a crossbar with the rope dangling. The hangman, a grey-haired convict in the white uniform of the prison, was waiting beside his machine. He greeted us with a servile crouch as we entered. At a word from Francis the two warders, gripping the prisoner more closely than ever, half led half pushed him to the gallows and helped him clumsily up the ladder. Then the hangman climbed up and fixed the rope round the prisoner’s neck.

We stood waiting, five yards away. The warders had formed in a rough circle round the gallows. And then, when the noose was fixed, the prisoner began crying out on his god. It was a high, reiterated cry of ‘Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram!’1 not urgent and fearful like a prayer or a cry for help, but steady, rhythmical, almost like the tolling of a bell. The dog answered the sound with a whine. The hangman, still standing on the gallows, produced a small cotton bag like a flour bag and drew it down over the prisoner’s face. But the sound, muffled by the cloth, still persisted, over and over again: ‘Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram!’

The hangman climbed down and stood ready, holding the lever. Minutes seemed to pass. The steady, muffled crying from the prisoner went on and on, ‘Ram! Ram! Ram!’ never faltering for an instant. The superintendent, his head on his chest, was slowly poking the ground with his stick; perhaps he was counting the cries, allowing the prisoner a fixed number – fifty, perhaps, or a hundred. Everyone had changed colour. The Indians had gone grey like bad coffee, and one or two of the bayonets were wavering. We looked at the lashed, hooded man on the drop, and listened to his cries – each cry another second of life; the same thought was in all our minds: oh, kill him quickly, get it over, stop that abominable noise!

Suddenly the superintendent made up his mind. Throwing up his head he made a swift motion with his stick, ‘Chalo!’ he shouted almost fiercely.

There was a clanking noise, and then dead silence. The prisoner had vanished, and the rope was twisting on itself. I let go of the dog, and it galloped immediately to the back of the gallows; but when it got there it stopped short, barked, and then retreated into a corner of the yard, where it stood among the weeds, looking timorously out at us. We went round the gallows to inspect the prisoner’s body. He was dangling with his toes pointed straight downwards, very slowly revolving, as dead as a stone.

The superintendent reached out with his stick and poked the bare brown body; it oscillated slightly. ‘He’s all right,’ said the superintendent. He backed out from under the gallows, and blew out a deep breath. The moody look had gone out of his face quite suddenly. He glanced at his wrist-watch. ‘Eight minutes past eight. Well, that’s all for this morning, thank God.’

The warders unfixed bayonets and marched away. The dog, sobered and conscious of having misbehaved itself, slipped after them. We walked out of the gallows yard, past the condemned cells with their waiting prisoners, into the big central yard of the prison. The convicts, under the command of warders armed with lathis, were already receiving their breakfast. They squatted in long rows, each man holding a tin pannikin, while two warders with buckets marched round ladling out rice; it seemed quite a homely, jolly scene, after the hanging. An enormous relief had come upon us now that the job was done. One felt an impulse to sing, to break into a run, to snigger. All at once everyone began chattering gaily.

The Eurasian boy walking beside me nodded towards the way we had come, with a knowing smile: ‘Do you know, sir, our friend (he meant the dead man), when he heard his appeal had been dismissed, he pissed on the floor of his cell. From fright. – Kindly take one of my cigarettes, sir. Do you not admire my new silver case, sir? From the boxwalah, two rupees eight annas. Classy European style.’

Several people laughed – at what, nobody seemed certain.

Francis was walking by the superintendent, talking garrulously: ‘Well, sir, all hass passed off with the utmost satisfactoriness. It wass all finished – flick! like that. It iss not always so – oah, no! I have known cases where the doctor wass obliged to go beneath the gallows and pull the prissoner’s legs to ensure decease. Most disagreeable!’

‘Wriggling about, eh? That’s bad,’ said the superintendent.

‘Ach, sir, it iss worse when they become refractory! One man, I recall, clung to the bars of hiss cage when we went to take him out. You will scarcely credit, sir, that it took six warders to dislodge him, three pulling at each leg. We reasoned with him. “My dear fellow,” we said, “think of all the pain and trouble you are causing to us!” But no, he would not listen! Ach, he wass very troublesome!’

I found that I was laughing quite loudly. Everyone was laughing. Even the superintendent grinned in a tolerant way. ‘You’d better all come out and have a drink,’ he said quite genially. ‘I’ve got a bottle of whisky in the car. We could do with it.’

We went through the big double gates of the prison, into the road. ‘Pulling at his legs!’ exclaimed a Burmese magistrate suddenly, and burst into a loud chuckling. We all began laughing again. At that moment Francis’ anecdote seemed extraordinarily funny. We all had a drink together, native and European alike, quite amicably. The dead man was a hundred yards away.

ERIC A. BLAIR


1. Ram: Hindu god, said to have been born at Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh. A Muslim temple was built on the site in the fifteenth century. This was torn down in 1992 by Hindus. In the ensuing violence hundreds of people were killed.
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