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Shooting the Elephant is an essay written by George Orwell that delves into the complexities of
colonialism, the moral dilemmas of authority, and the internal conflicts faced by individuals in
oppressive systems. This profound narrative is not just a reflection of Orwell's experiences in British-
occupied Burma but also serves as a broader commentary on the nature of power, responsibility, and
the human condition. The essay is rich with symbolism and presents a nuanced view of the tensions
between the oppressor and the oppressed, making it a critical text for understanding both historical



and contemporary issues related to imperialism.

Context and Background

The Historical Setting

"Shooting the Elephant" is set in the early 20th century, during a period when the British Empire was
at its zenith. Orwell, born Eric Arthur Blair in 1903 in India, was a colonial officer in Burma, where he

served from 1922 to 1927. This was a time marked by significant unrest and anti-colonial sentiments
among the local population, which created a volatile environment for colonial officers.

- Colonialism: The British Empire controlled vast territories, imposing its rule and culture on various
nations, often leading to resentment and resistance from indigenous peoples.

- Orwell's Role: As a sub-divisional police officer, Orwell found himself in a position of authority yet felt
deeply conflicted about his role in the oppressive system.

Orwell's Perspective on Imperialism

Orwell's writings often reflect his disdain for imperialism. In "Shooting the Elephant," he articulates
the contradictions inherent in being a colonial officer. He grapples with the expectations placed upon
him by both the British Empire and the Burmese people, feeling trapped in a role that demands he
enforce authority while simultaneously recognizing the injustice of imperial rule.

- Empathy for the Oppressed: Orwell’s experiences lead him to sympathize with the Burmese, who
suffer under colonial oppression.

- Alienation: Despite being an authority figure, he feels isolated and disconnected from both the
oppressors and the oppressed.

The Narrative Structure

Plot Overview

The essay recounts a pivotal incident in Orwell's life: the shooting of an elephant. The narrative
unfolds as he receives reports of an elephant that has broken loose and is causing havoc in a village.
As he goes to investigate, Orwell is acutely aware of the expectations of the locals and the
expectations of himself as a colonial officer.

1. The Elephant's Rampage: The elephant symbolizes the power and unpredictability of colonial rule,
as it initially causes fear and chaos among the villagers.

2. The Dilemma: Orwell faces a moral crisis. Should he shoot the elephant to assert his authority, or
should he let it go, knowing that it has calmed down?



3. The Decision: Ultimately, he decides to shoot the elephant, influenced by the pressure of the crowd
and his own conflicted sense of duty.

Symbolism and Themes

The essay is rich with symbolism, particularly with the elephant itself, which serves as a multifaceted
representation of various themes:

- Colonial Power: The elephant symbolizes the British Empire, strong and destructive but ultimately
unwieldy and difficult to control.

- Moral Conflict: Orwell’s decision to shoot the elephant reflects the moral dilemmas faced by those in
positions of power, caught between personal ethics and societal expectations.

- The Nature of Authority: The essay explores how authority can be both a burden and a source of
power, often leading to actions that contradict personal beliefs.

Key Themes in "Shooting the Elephant”

The Burden of Authority

Orwell’s experience illustrates the heavy burden that comes with authority. The expectation to
maintain control leads him to act against his better judgment. This theme can be broken down into
several key points:

- Peer Pressure: The presence of the local people forces Orwell to act in a way that he believes will
satisfy their expectations, highlighting the influence of societal pressures on individual actions.

- Loss of Autonomy: Orwell’s role as a colonial officer strips him of personal agency, illustrating how
authority can lead to moral compromise.

The lllusion of Power

The narrative suggests that power is often illusory. Although Orwell is seen as an authority figure, he
feels powerless in the face of the expectations and demands placed upon him. This theme can be
explored through:

- The Paradox of Control: The very act of enforcing power can lead to feelings of impotence. Orwell’s
decision to shoot the elephant is a desperate attempt to assert control, ultimately leading to regret.
- The Cost of Authority: The shooting serves as a metaphor for the destructive nature of colonial
power, where the enforcer becomes a victim of the system he upholds.

The Consequences of Colonialism



Orwell’'s essay does not shy away from addressing the consequences of colonialism, both for the
colonizers and the colonized. Key aspects include:

- Suffering and Resentment: The local population’s resentment towards colonial authority is palpable,

highlighting the long-term psychological scars left by imperial rule.

- A Cycle of Violence: The incident with the elephant serves as a microcosm of the violence inherent in
colonialism, where both the oppressor and the oppressed bear the consequences of an unjust system.

Conclusion

"Shooting the Elephant" remains a poignant exploration of the complexities of power, authority, and
morality within the context of colonialism. Orwell’s narrative not only captures his personal struggles
but also serves as a broader commentary on the human condition, the burdens of authority, and the
destructive nature of imperialism.

The essay invites readers to reflect on their own moral dilemmas and the societal pressures that
shape their decisions. As such, it continues to resonate with contemporary audiences, urging us to
consider the implications of our actions within systems of power. Through the lens of Orwell's
experience, we are reminded of the profound impact of colonialism and the enduring struggle for
justice and understanding in a world marked by inequality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Shooting an Elephant' by George
Orwell?

The main theme of 'Shooting an Elephant' is the conflict between personal morality and societal
expectations, exploring the complexities of imperialism and the pressure to conform to roles imposed
by authority.

How does George Orwell use symbolism in 'Shooting an
Elephant'?

The elephant itself symbolizes the British Empire and its moral decay, while the act of shooting the
elephant represents the struggle between the oppressor and the oppressed, highlighting the loss of
freedom and the burdens of imperialism.

What personal experiences influenced George Orwell's writing
of 'Shooting an Elephant'?

Orwell's experiences as a colonial police officer in Burma, where he witnessed the effects of British
imperialism on both the locals and himself, greatly influenced his perspective and the narrative of
‘Shooting an Elephant."



In what way does Orwell address the theme of peer pressure
in 'Shooting an Elephant'?

Orwell illustrates the theme of peer pressure through the expectations of the local populace, which
compel him to shoot the elephant despite his personal reluctance, showcasing how societal pressure
can override individual morals.

What literary techniques does Orwell employ in 'Shooting an
Elephant'?

Orwell employs vivid imagery, irony, and first-person narrative to create an intimate portrayal of his
internal conflict and to emphasize the absurdity of imperialism and the complexities of human nature.

How does 'Shooting an Elephant' reflect Orwell's views on
imperialism?

The essay reflects Orwell's critical views on imperialism by illustrating its dehumanizing effects on
both the colonizer and the colonized, revealing the moral dilemmas and the inherent contradictions of
exercising power over others.
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