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Abstract: George Orwell, one of the most significant literary figures of the 20th century, is known for his works that deal 

with political and social issues.With rich cultural and social traditions, India, a nation that had once been a thriving 

civilization, the colonial period marked a significant turning point in its history. British imperialism rendered far-reaching 

impact on India and its people, and it has been the subject of much scholarly inquiry. George Orwell's novel Burmese Days 

and essay "Shooting an Elephant" are two of his most famous works, which explore the theme of imperialism and its effects 

on the colonized. This paper will analyze Orwell's works through the lens of Homi Bhabha's concept of ambivalence, 

hybridity and mimicry and its relation to the end of British India. 
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Introduction: Orwell's experiences in British India during the 1920s and 1930s, particularly in Burma, 

provided him with a unique perspective on colonialism. His works on colonialism are marked by an 

acute awareness of the contradictions and complexities of colonial rule. In Burmese Days [10], Orwell 

portrays the dehumanizing effects of colonialism on both the colonizer and the colonized. His essay, 

"Shooting an Elephant"[11], is a powerful critique of the hypocrisy of colonialism and the violence it 

engenders. Orwell's interest in the end of British India is evident in his writings of the time. In The 

Lion and the Unicorn [15] a book written in 1941, Orwell advocates for a socialist revolution in 

Britain, which he sees as necessary for the survival of the country. He argues that the end of the British 

Empire is inevitable and that it is in Britain's interest to bring it about peacefully. Orwell's prediction 

came true in 1947 when India gained independence from Britain, and the British Empire began to 

decline. Orwell's understanding of the end of British India goes beyond the political and economic 

factors that led to independence. His writings suggest that the end of colonialism is a moral and ethical 

imperative. In "Notes on Nationalism"[7], Orwell criticizes the idea of imperialism and argues that it is 

an extension of nationalism. He suggests that the only way to end imperialism is to reject nationalism 

altogether. Orwell's position on nationalism and imperialism reflects his belief in the importance of 

individual freedom and autonomy, values that are central to the postcolonial discourse. 

 

The works of George Orwell offer an incisive critique of British imperialism and its impact on the 
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colonized subjects. His first novel Burmese Days explores the life of a British colonial officer stationed 

in Burma during the British Raj. The novel reveals the corruption and violence inherent in British 

imperialism, as well as the ways in which it engenders cultural and racial prejudice. The protagonist, 

Flory, is torn between his loyalty to his fellow British colonizers and his sympathy for the Burmese 

people, whom he has come to admire and respect. Through Flory's struggles, Orwell exposes the 

hypocrisy and brutality of the British colonial system and its impact on both the colonized and the 

colonizers. Again,his popular autobiographical essay "Shooting an Elephant" is also a powerful 

commentary on the complexities of imperialism and its effects on the colonized. The essay recounts 

Orwell's experience as a British police officer in Burma, where he is compelled to shoot an elephant 

that has gone rogue. The essay explores the moral dilemma that Orwell faces, as he is torn between his 

duty to uphold the British imperial order and his compassion for the Burmese people, who suffer under 

British rule. Through this essay, Orwell illuminates the violence and absurdity of British imperialism 

and its impact on the psyche of the colonizers. 

 

 

Literature Review: This paper reviews Orwell's works, such as "Burmese Days" and "Shooting an 

Elephant," explore the theme of imperialism and its impact on the colonized and examines previous 

scholarship on Orwell's works, as well as Homi Bhabha's concept of ambivalence, hybridity, and 

mimicry in relation to the end of British India. Orwell's works have been studied extensively by 

scholars interested in the themes of colonialism, imperialism, and postcolonialism. In Burmese Days, 

Orwell provides a critical commentary on the racial and cultural prejudices of the British colonial 

administration in Burma. In her article, "George Orwell's Burmese Days: An Appreciation" [5], Susan 

Jones analyzes the ways in which the novel reveals the hypocrisy and moral bankruptcy of British 

colonialism. Similarly, in his article, "George Orwell: The Colonial Mind"[4], David Farrier argues 

that Orwell's work offers an insight into the colonial mindset of the British ruling class. In "Shooting 

an Elephant," Orwell reflects on his experience as a British police officer in Burma, and the moral 

dilemmas he faced as a result of his role in enforcing colonial rule. In her article, "Shooting an 

Elephant: A Stylistic Analysis"[8], Xianfa Ma examines the narrative techniques used by Orwell to 

convey the complexities of the colonial encounter. Similarly, in his article, "Orwell's Shooting an 

Elephant: Reflections on Imperialism and Neoimperialism"[7], Robert Lyons argues that the story 

reveals the ongoing legacy of imperialism and its effects on contemporary global politics. 

Homi K Bhabha's concept of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry has been influential in postcolonial 

studies, and provides a framework for analyzing the cultural and psychological effects of colonialism. 

Ambivalence refers to the contradictory feelings and attitudes that arise from being caught between 

two cultures, while hybridity refers to the creation of new cultural forms and identities as a result of 

cultural mixing. Mimicry refers to the ways in which colonized peoples adopt the cultural practices and 

norms of the colonizer in order to gain social and cultural capital. In her article, "Mimicry and 

Ambivalence: George Orwell's Burmese Days"[2], Valérie Croft argues that Orwell's work reflects the 

ambivalent position of the British colonial subject, who is both complicit in and critical of colonial 

power. Similarly, in his article, "Orwell's Burma and Bhabha's Ambivalence"[14], Michael J. Shapiro 



 

 
   

 

 

Volume 03, Issue 01, 2021  Page3 

examines the ways in which Orwell's works reveal the complexities of colonial power relations, and 

the potential for resistance and subversion. 

While previous scholarship has shed light on the themes of colonialism and imperialism in Orwell's 

works, there is still much to be explored in terms of the potential for resistance and subversion in the 

context of postcolonial India. This paper attempts to set foot on this particular territory of Orwell’s 

attitude to Indian resistance against colonial power. For instance, in "Shooting an Elephant," Orwell's 

reluctance to shoot the elephant can be seen as a form of resistance against the dehumanizing effects of 

colonialism. Similarly, in Burmese Days, the character of Flory can be seen as a symbol of resistance 

against colonial power, as he struggles to reconcile his loyalty to the British Empire with his sympathy 

for the Burmese people. Attempts will be also made to explore the ways in which Bhabha's concept of 

hybridity can be applied to Orwell's works. Hybridity refers to the creation of new cultural forms and 

identities as a result of cultural mixing, and can be seen as a form of resistance against the 

homogenizing effects of colonialism. In the context of Orwell's works, hybridity can be seen in the 

ways in which the colonized people of Burma adopt and adapt British cultural practices and norms, 

while at the same time creating their own hybrid forms of cultural expression. 

This literature review has examined previous scholarship on George Orwell's works in the context of 

British imperialism in India. Through the lens of Homi Bhabha's concept of ambivalence, hybridity, 

and mimicry, Orwell's works reveal the complexities of colonial power relations, and the potential for 

resistance and subversion. It explores the ways in which Orwell's works can contribute to our 

understanding of postcolonial India, and the potential for resistance and hybridity in the context of 

colonialism. Overall, this review highlights the ongoing relevance of Orwell's works in the context of 

contemporary postcolonial studies. 

 

Methodology: The paper aims to analyze George Orwell's works, Burmese Days and "Shooting an 

Elephant," in the light of Homi K Bhabha's concept of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry and its 

relation to the end of British rule India. In order to achieve this aim, a qualitative research 

methodology will be employed. The primary data source for this study will be the two works of 

George Orwell, Burmese Days and "Shooting an Elephant." These texts will be analyzed using a close 

reading approach to identify instances of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry in relation to British 

imperialism in India. Secondary data sources will include scholarly articles, books, and other relevant 

literature on George Orwell, British imperialism in India, and Homi Bhabha's theories of ambivalence, 

hybridity, and mimicry. The literature review section of this paper has already identified several key 

sources that will be used in this study. The data collected from the primary and secondary sources will 

be analyzed using a thematic analysis approach. This involves identifying recurring themes and 

patterns in the data, and interpreting them in relation to the research questions and objectives. The 

themes that will be analyzed in this study include the portrayal of British imperialism in India, the 

effects of colonialism on the colonized, and the potential for resistance and subversion in the context of 

colonial power relations. These themes will be examined in relation to the concepts of ambivalence, 

hybridity, and mimicry as proposed by Homi Bhabha. One possible limitation of this study is that it is 

limited to the analysis of two works by George Orwell. While these works are significant in their own 
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right, there may be other works by Orwell or other authors that could provide additional insights into 

the themes of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry in relation to British imperialism in India. 

Additionally, the study relies on the interpretation of the researcher, and different interpretations may 

lead to different findings. 

 

Orwell from a Bhabhabian perspective: In his personal life Orwell worked as an instrument of the 

British Imperialism, however, his stance on autonomy and individual freedom led him to create literary 

works that contained characters, dialogues and situations that evidently foreshadow Indian 

independence from the British Raj. In order to delve deeper into this hypothesis Homi K Bhabha's 

theories of ambivalence, hybridity and mimicry may provide valuable insights into Orwell's works on 

colonialism and the end of British India. By examining Orwell's work through the lens of Bhabha's 

theories, a deeper understanding of the complexities and contradictions of colonialism and its impact 

on culture and identity can be achieved. 

In his novel Burmese Days, the character of Flory is an example of the colonizer's ambivalence. Flory's 

love for Ma Hla May and his sympathy for the Burmese people are in conflict with his loyalty to the 

British Empire. The novel illustrates the hybridity of colonial society, where the British colonizers are 

a small minority ruling over a majority of Burmese people. The Burmese are portrayed as mimicking 

the British, adopting their language, customs, and values, in an attempt to assimilate into colonial 

society. However, this mimicry threatens the British colonizers' sense of superiority, as it challenges 

their belief in cultural and racial purity. Similarly, "Shooting an Elephant" demonstrates the colonizer's 

ambivalence and the resulting hybridity and mimicry. Orwell's protagonist is conflicted between his 

personal beliefs and the expectations of his colonial superiors, resulting in his decision to shoot an 

elephant. The essay highlights the psychological toll that imperialism takes on the colonizer, who is 

forced to engage in actions that conflict with his personal values. Additionally, the Burmese people's 

mimicry of the British is portrayed in the essay through their desire to witness the shooting of the 

elephant, which reinforces the colonizer's sense of superiority. 

Bhabha's concept of ambivalence offers a useful framework for understanding the themes of Orwell's 

works. Ambivalence refers to the simultaneous presence of conflicting cultural and psychological 

impulses within an individual or society. In the context of colonialism, ambivalence arises from the 

tension between the colonizer's desire to assert cultural dominance over the colonized and the 

colonized people's resistance to that dominance. Ambivalence, according to Bhabha, is not a state of 

indecision or confusion but rather a condition of constant negotiation and struggle. Orwell's works 

embody this concept of ambivalence, as they reveal the complex psychological and cultural tensions 

that arise from colonialism.  

In Burmese Days, a novel set in Burma during the colonial period, Orwell portrays the imperialist 

mentality of the British colonizers in India. The novel’s protagonist, John Flory, is a white British 

timber merchant who is deeply ambivalent about his role in the colonial power structure. On the one 

hand, he benefits from the privileges that come with his position as a colonizer. On the other hand, he 

is aware of the oppressive nature of the colonial system and struggles with his own complicity in it. 

Flory's ambivalence is a reflection of the broader tensions and contradictions within the colonial power 
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structure. The character's struggle to reconcile his own humanity with the dehumanizing nature of 

imperialism exemplifies the concept of ambivalence proposed by Bhabha. He is the reflection of the 

fact that the cultural and psychological conflict was inherent in British imperialism. Flory is torn 

between his loyalty to his fellow colonizers and his admiration for the Burmese people, whom he 

views as equals. This ambivalence reflects the tension between the colonizer's desire for cultural 

dominance and the colonized people's resistance to that dominance. Flory's sympathy for the Burmese 

people is rooted in his love for his Burmese mistress, Ma Hla May. However, he is unable to escape 

the social and racial hierarchy that dominates colonial society, ultimately leading to his betrayal of Ma 

Hla May and his suicide.  

In his essay "Shooting an Elephant” too Orwell's ambivalence reflects the complexity of colonialism 

and the psychological toll it takes on the colonizer. Orwell is torn between his duty to uphold the 

British imperial order and his compassion for the Burmese people, who suffer under that order. This 

ambivalence reflects the tension between the colonizer's desire for power and the colonized people's 

resistance to that power. "Shooting an Elephant" is a personal essay that recounts Orwell's experience 

as a police officer in Burma. The essay explores the moral dilemma that the colonizer faces when 

forced to choose between his personal beliefs and the expectations of his colonial superiors. Orwell's 

depiction of the protagonist's inner turmoil highlights the psychological toll that imperialism takes on 

the colonizer, as he is forced to engage in actions that conflict with his personal values. 

Bhabha's concept of ambivalence is also reflected in the larger context of British India's end. As D.A. 

Low notes in his book Eclipse of Empire, "The end of British India was marked by a sense of 

ambivalence among both the British and Indian populations, as they struggled to reconcile conflicting 

cultural and political impulses" [6]. The British were torn between their desire to maintain their 

cultural and economic dominance and their recognition of the need to grant independence to India. 

Similarly, the Indian population was torn between their desire for independence and their recognition 

of the benefits of British rule, such as modernization and economic development. This ambivalence 

thus reflects the tension between the desire for cultural dominance and the resistance to that 

dominance, as well as the ways in which colonialism can create complex psychological and cultural 

tensions. One way in which Bhabha's concept of ambivalence is reflected in Orwell's works is through 

the tension between the colonizer's desire for cultural dominance and the colonized people's resistance 

to that dominance. This tension is illustrated in Burmese Days through Flory's struggle to reconcile his 

loyalty to his fellow colonizers with his admiration for the Burmese people. As David Dowling notes 

in his article "Ambivalent Imperialism: George Orwell and India," "Flory's sympathies for the Burmese 

demonstrate the power of cultural contact and, paradoxically, the way in which British culture was 

undermined by the very process of colonialism"[3]. Flory's ambivalence thus reflects the ambivalence 

inherent in British imperialism, as it highlights the ways in which cultural dominance can be 

undermined by contact with other cultures. In "Shooting an Elephant," Orwell's ambivalence reflects 

the complexity of colonialism and the psychological toll it takes on the colonizer. As Benita Parry 

notes in her article "The Language of Empire: Orwell's 'Politics and the English Language,'" "Orwell's 

essay raises the issue of the psychological impact of colonialism on the colonizer, exposing the 

violence and absurdity of imperial domination as well as its cost to the oppressor" (13). Orwell's essay 
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thus illustrates the ways in which ambivalence can arise from the tension between the colonizer's 

desire for power and the psychological toll that desire takes. 

In addition to ambivalence, Bhabha's concept of hybridity is also relevant to the analysis of Orwell's 

works. Hybridity refers to the blending of different cultures, identities, and traditions. The process of 

hybridization often occurs when people from different cultures come into contact with each other, 

leading to the creation of new forms of cultural expression. In the novel Orwell highlights the ways in 

which the British colonizers and the Burmese people influence each other's cultures. For example, 

Flory is fluent in the Burmese language and has adopted certain aspects of Burmese culture. Similarly, 

the Burmese people have adopted certain aspects of British culture, such as the use of the English 

language. This process of hybridization demonstrates the complexity of cultural exchange that 

occurred during the colonial period. Bhabha's hybridity is particularly relevant to understanding the 

complexities of colonialism and the postcolonial condition. In his book, The Location of Culture [1] 

Bhabha argues that colonialism creates hybrid cultural forms that are neither fully colonizer nor fully 

colonized. These hybrid forms emerge from the interaction between the colonizer and the colonized 

and are characterized by their "in-betweenness". Bhabha's concept of hybridity challenges the binary 

oppositions that often characterize colonial discourse, such as colonizer/colonized, civilized/savage, 

and modern/traditional. Instead, he suggests that colonialism creates new cultural forms that defy these 

oppositions and that are characterized by their ambiguity and complexity. Orwell's works on 

colonialism, particularly Burmese Days and "Shooting an Elephant," can be read through the lens of 

Bhabha's concept of hybridity. In Burmese Days, Orwell portrays the complex and often contradictory 

relationship between the British colonizers and the Burmese people. The characters in the novel are not 

simply colonizer or colonized; rather, they exist in a hybrid cultural space that is shaped by their 

interactions with one another. Similarly, in "Shooting an Elephant," Orwell portrays the dilemma of a 

colonial policeman who is caught between his duty to uphold British colonial rule and his sympathy 

for the Burmese people. The narrator's experiences are characterized by a sense of ambiguity and in-

betweenness, reflecting the hybrid cultural forms that emerge from colonialism. 

Bhabha's theory of mimicry is also relevant to understanding the postcolonial condition. In The 

Location of Culture, Bhabha argues that mimicry is a strategy used by the colonized to resist colonial 

domination. By mimicking the colonizer's cultural practices, the colonized can challenge the 

colonizer's authority and subvert the colonial order. Orwell's portrayal of the Burmese people in 

Burmese Days can be seen as an example of mimicry. The Burmese characters in the novel adopt 

British cultural practices, such as wearing suits and speaking English, as a way of asserting their 

agency and challenging British colonial domination. In "Shooting an Elephant," Orwell tells the story 

of a British colonial officer who is compelled to shoot an elephant in front of a crowd of Burmese 

locals, despite his own moral objections. Through this act of mimicry, the Burmese people effectively 

undermine the colonial officer's authority and expose the fragility of the colonial power structure. The 

story shows how the colonized can use mimicry to resist and undermine the power of the colonizer. 

Bhabha's theory argues that colonialism produces a sense of ambivalence in the colonizer, who is 

caught between their identification with the colonized and their need to maintain their superiority. This 

ambivalence results in hybridity, the mixing of cultures, and mimicry, the imitation of the colonizer by 
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the colonized. Bhabha's theory suggests that the colonizer's desire for superiority is always threatened 

by the colonized's mimicry, which challenges the colonizer's sense of cultural and racial purity. 

 

Result and Discussion: Through the analysis of George Orwell's works "Burmese Days" and 

"Shooting an Elephant" using Homi Bhabha's concepts of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry, this 

study has explored the relationship between British imperialism and India's colonial history. The 

findings of the study indicate that Orwell's works highlight the complex power dynamics and tensions 

that existed between the colonizer and the colonized in India during the colonial period. In Burmese 

Days, Orwell portrays the impact of imperialism on the colonizers themselves. Through the character 

of John Flory, a white British timber merchant, Orwell shows how the colonial system forces the 

colonizers to conform to oppressive systems of power and privilege. Flory's ambivalence towards the 

imperial system is a reflection of the broader tensions and contradictions within the colonial power 

structure. The character's struggle to reconcile his own humanity with the dehumanizing nature of 

imperialism exemplifies the concept of ambivalence proposed by Bhabha. Furthermore, "Shooting an 

Elephant" illustrates the ways in which colonial power structures can be subverted and undermined by 

the colonized. The story tells of a British colonial officer who is compelled to shoot an elephant in 

front of a crowd of Burmese locals, despite his own moral objections. Through this act of mimicry, the 

Burmese people effectively undermine the colonial officer's authority and expose the fragility of the 

colonial power structure. The findings of this study suggest that Homi Bhabha's concepts of 

ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry can provide useful analytical tools for understanding the complex 

power dynamics that existed between the colonizer and the colonized during the colonial period. 

Through the analysis of Orwell's works, the study has shown that these concepts can help to uncover 

the hidden tensions, contradictions, and power struggles that characterized colonial relations. However, 

it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study. The analysis is limited to two works by 

Orwell, and there may be other works by Orwell or other authors that could provide additional insights 

into the themes of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry in relation to British imperialism in India. This 

paper has demonstrated that the works of George Orwell can provide significant insights into the 

manifold fabrics of British imperialism system in India, and that Homi Bhabha's concepts of 

ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry can be useful media for analyzing these complexities. Through 

this analysis, the study has revealed the nuanced power dynamics that existed during the colonial 

period, and the potential for resistance and subversion within these power structures. This study 

contributes to the growing body of literature on postcolonial studies and highlights the enduring 

relevance of Orwell's works in the 21st century. 

 

Conclusion: The end of British rule in India was a complex and multifaceted process that was marked 

by a range of political, economic, and social changes. Orwell's works shed light on some of the key 

themes and issues that were central to this process. Through the lens of Bhabha's concepts of 

ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry, Orwell's works offer insights into the complex power dynamics 

and tensions that existed between the colonizer and the colonized during the colonial period. Flory's 

struggle in Burmese Days and Orwell's dilemma in "Shooting an Elephant" illustrate the tension 
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between the colonizer's desire for power and the psychological toll that desire takes, while the larger 

context of British India's end reflects the tension between the desire for cultural dominance and the 

resistance to that dominance.  
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