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Overview of "'Shooting an Elephant™

Shooting an Elephant is a narrative essay by George Orwell, first
published in 1936. It draws on Orwell’s experiences as a British
Imperial Police officer in Burma (now Myanmar) during the
1920s. The essay is a powerful critique of colonialism, exploring
themes of power, moral conflict, and the dehumanizing effects of
Imperialism on both the oppressor and the oppressed. It is often
studied for its literary style and socio-political commentary.

Context

1. Historical Background:

- British Colonial Rule in Burma: Burma was under
British colonial rule from the 19th century until 1948. The
British exploited Burma’s resources and imposed strict
control, leading to resentment among the local population.

- Orwell’s Role: Orwell (born Eric Arthur Blair) served as
a police officer in Burma from 1922 to 1927. He
witnessed the injustices of colonial rule firsthand, which
shaped his anti-imperialist views.

- Setting: The essay Is set in Moulmein, a town in Lower
Burma, during the British colonial period.

2. Orwell’s Perspective:

- Orwell grew to despise imperialism, seeing it as a system

that oppressed both the colonized and the colonizers.
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- His experiences in Burma influenced his later works, such
as Animal Farm (1945) and 1984 (1949), which critique
power and totalitarianism.

- Shooting an Elephant reflects his personal disillusionment
with the British Empire and his role in it.

3. Nature of the Essay:

- The essay 1s based on Orwell’s real experiences, though
some scholars debate whether the specific incident is
factual or partly fictionalized.

- It serves as both a personal narrative and a political
allegory, highlighting the absurdities and moral dilemmas
of colonial rule.

Summary of the Essay

1. The Incident:

- Orwell, a young British police officer in Moulmein,
receives a report that an elephant, in a state of “must” (a
period of aggressive behavior in male elephants), is
rampaging through the town. It has destroyed property
and killed a man.

- Orwell grabs a rifle and heads to the scene, expecting to
manage the situation. Upon arriving, he finds the elephant
calm and no longer a threat, grazing peacefully in a field.

- A large crowd of local Burmese people gathers behind
him, eagerly watching and expecting him to act.
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- Despite knowing the elephant is harmless, Orwell feels
Immense pressure to shoot it to maintain his authority and

avoid looking weak or foolish in front of the crowd.

- Reluctantly, he shoots the elephant multiple times. The
animal dies slowly and painfully, leaving Orwell filled

with guilt and self-loathing.

- Later, opinions among the British and Burmese vary:
some justify the shooting, while others criticize it. Orwell
reflects that he acted only to “avoid looking a fool” and to

uphold the image of British authority.
2. Core Message:

- The essay illustrates the corrupting nature of imperialism,
which forces individuals to act against their conscience to

maintain power.

- Orwell portrays himself as a “puppet” of the colonial
system, compelled to perform for the crowd and uphold

the myth of British superiority.

- The act of shooting the elephant symbolizes the broader

violence and moral decay of colonialism.
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Key Themes

1. Critique of Imperialism:

- Orwell exposes the hypocrisy and cruelty of colonial rule,
which dehumanizes both the colonizers and the colonized.

- The British are hated by the Burmese, yet they must
maintain an image of strength, trapping them in a cycle of
oppression.

2. Power and Pressure:

- Orwell is pressured by the expectations of the Burmese
crowd and his role as a colonial officer, showing how
power dynamics limit personal freedom.

- The essay explores how those in power are often
controlled by the very systems they enforce.

3. Moral Conflict:

- Orwell faces a dilemma: he knows killing the elephant is
unnecessary, but he does it to avoid ridicule and maintain
authority.

- This reflects the moral compromises individuals make
under oppressive systems.

4. The Role of the Crowd:

- The crowd’s presence influences Orwell’s decision,
highlighting the power of social expectations and mob
mentality.

- It shows how individuals can lose agency under collective
pressure.
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5. Symbolism:

- The Elephant: Represents the Burmese people or their
culture, oppressed and destroyed by colonial rule.

- Shooting: Symbolizes the violence and moral bankruptcy
of imperialism.

- Orwell’s Role: Represents the conflicted position of
colonial officers, caught between personal ethics and
systemic demands.

Literary Style

1. Narrative and Personal:

- Orwell uses a first-person narrative, making the essay
Intimate and reflective. He openly shares his guilt and
self-awareness.

- The vivid description of the elephant’s death evokes
empathy and underscores the tragedy.

2. lronic and Satirical:

- Orwell employs irony to critique the absurdity of colonial
power. For example, he shoots the elephant to appear
strong, but feels weaker for it.

- He satirizes the British Empire’s obsession with
maintaining a facade of superiority.

3. Simple and Direct Language:
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- Orwell’s prose is clear and accessible, making the essay
relatable and impactful.

- He uses vivid imagery (e.g., the elephant’s slow death) to
convey the emotional weight of the incident.

4. Symbolism and Allegory:

- The essay functions as an allegory for the broader evils of
imperialism, with the elephant and the shooting
representing the destructive relationship between
colonizer and colonized.

Significance and Impact

1. Anti-Imperialist Message:

- The essay Is a powerful critique of colonialism, exposing
its moral and psychological toll on all involved.

- It resonates with other anti-colonial movements, such as
India’s struggle for independence.

2. Influence on Orwell’s Work:

- Shooting an Elephant foreshadows themes in Orwell’s
later works, particularly the abuse of power and loss of
individual freedom.

- It established Orwell as a voice against oppression and
authoritarianism.

3. Literary Importance:

- The essay Is a classic example of the personal essay

genre, blending narrative, reflection, and political
commentary.
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- It is widely taught in schools and colleges for its literary

merit and historical relevance.
4. Connection to Other Works:

- The essay can be compared to Rabindranath Tagore’s
letter rejecting his knighthood, as both critigue British
colonialism through personal acts of defiance.

o It shares themes with Orwell’s Animal Farm (oppression)
and 1984 (loss of autonomy).

Key Points for Examination

1. Historical Context:
- Understand British colonial rule in Burma and its impact
on both the Burmese and British officers.
- Know Orwell’s role as a police officer and his growing
disillusionment with imperialism.
- Relate the essay to broader anti-colonial movements, such
as India’s independence struggle.
2. Main Themes:
- Imperialism’s Flaws: Its dehumanizing effect on both
oppressor and oppressed.
- Power Dynamics: How external pressures force
Individuals to act against their will.
- Moral Conflict: The tension between personal ethics and
societal expectations.
- Crowd Influence: The role of social pressure in decision-
making.
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3. Literary Techniques:
- Narrative Style: First-person, reflective, and confessional

tone.

- Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the elephant’s suffering to
evoke empathy.

- lrony: Orwell’s act of asserting power makes him feel
powerless.

- Symbolism: The elephant and shooting as metaphors for
colonial oppression.

4. Key Quotes to Memorize:
- “I perceived in this moment that when the white man

turns tyrant it is his own freedom that he destroys.”
- “I often wondered whether any of the others grasped that I
had done it solely to avoid looking a fool.”
- “He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it.”
5. Examination Tips:
- Key Detalls:
. Publication: 1936.
. Setting: Moulmein, Burma.
. Author: George Orwell, British police officer.
. Event: Shooting a rampaging elephant under crowd
pressure.
- Essay Questions:
. How does Shooting an Elephant critique the evils of
imperialism?
. Discuss Orwell’s moral dilemma and 1ts significance
In the essay.
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- How does the crowd influence Orwell’s actions, and
what does this reveal about power?
. Compare Orwell’s critique of imperialism with
Tagore’s rejection of his knighthood.
- Connections:
. Link to Tagore’s letter to Lord Chelmsford, as both
address colonial oppression.
. Compare with Orwell’s Animal Farm or 1984 for
themes of power and control.
- Analysis:
. Focus on Orwell’s use of irony and symbolism.
. Discuss how the essay reflects his personal growth
and anti-imperialist stance.

Additional Notes

. Orwell’s Conflict: He hated being a colonial officer but was
trapped by the system, which he critiques through the essay.

. Contemporary Reaction: The essay was well-received for its
honesty and critique of empire, resonating with anti-colonial
sentiments.

. Fun Fact: The graphic description of the elephant’s death is
often cited as one of the most memorable and emotionally
charged passages in Orwell’s writing.
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