
analysis shooting an elephant
analysis shooting an elephant provides an in-depth exploration of George Orwell’s renowned
essay, which delves into themes of imperialism, morality, and the psychological conflicts faced by the
narrator. This essay is a powerful narrative that illustrates the complexities of colonial rule and the
pressures exerted on individuals caught within it. The analysis of "Shooting an Elephant" highlights
Orwell’s use of symbolism, narrative perspective, and moral ambiguity, which contribute to its
enduring relevance in discussions about authority and conscience. By examining the historical
context, literary devices, and thematic elements, this article offers a comprehensive understanding of
Orwell’s critique of imperialism. The discussion also evaluates the implications of the narrator’s
internal struggle and the broader societal commentary embedded in the story. Below is a structured
overview of the key aspects covered in this analysis.

Historical and Political Context

Narrative Structure and Point of View

Thematic Exploration

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Character Analysis and Moral Conflict

Critical Interpretations and Legacy

Historical and Political Context
The historical and political context of "Shooting an Elephant" is crucial to understanding the essay’s
deeper meanings. Written by George Orwell in 1936, the essay reflects his experiences as a colonial
police officer in British-occupied Burma. During this period, British imperialism was at its height, and
tensions between the colonizers and the native population were intense. Orwell’s narrative captures
the complexities of colonial authority and the ethical dilemmas faced by those enforcing imperial rule.
The story serves as a microcosm of the broader political dynamics where power, control, and
resistance intersected.

British Imperialism in Burma
British rule in Burma was marked by a hierarchical power structure and widespread resentment
among the local population. Orwell’s position as an agent of this imperial power places him in a
conflicted role, embodying the contradictions of empire. The essay reveals the colonizer’s
vulnerability and the performative nature of colonial dominance, highlighting how the imperial system
often forced individuals into roles that compromised their personal integrity.



Impact on the Colonizer and Colonized
The political environment affected both the colonizer and the colonized in profound ways. For the
British officers, maintaining authority required constant negotiation and sometimes coercion, as
demonstrated by the pressure Orwell feels to shoot the elephant. Meanwhile, the native people’s
reactions reflect their complex relationship with colonial power—ranging from passive resistance to
overt hostility. This context frames the moral and psychological tensions explored in the essay.

Narrative Structure and Point of View
The narrative structure and point of view are essential aspects of Orwell’s "Shooting an Elephant."
The essay is presented as a first-person account, which allows readers to gain direct insight into the
narrator’s thoughts and feelings. This perspective creates an intimate and reflective tone,
emphasizing the personal conflict experienced by the narrator. The linear progression of the
narrative, from the initial call to action to the eventual shooting of the elephant, effectively builds
tension and highlights the gradual escalation of the ethical dilemma.

First-Person Narrative Perspective
Orwell’s choice of first-person narration personalizes the political and ethical themes of the essay. The
narrator’s internal monologue reveals his ambivalence and hesitation, which contrasts with the
external expectation for decisive action. This narrative technique immerses the reader in the
psychological pressure and social constraints influencing the narrator’s decisions.

Chronological Development of the Plot
The story unfolds in a chronological manner, detailing the narrator’s experience from learning about
the elephant’s rampage to the eventual decision to shoot. This structure enhances the suspense and
allows the audience to follow the gradual buildup of tension. The pacing also mirrors the narrator’s
increasing anxiety and moral conflict, culminating in a climactic moment that underscores the story’s
thematic concerns.

Thematic Exploration
The themes of "Shooting an Elephant" are multifaceted, addressing issues such as imperialism,
power, morality, and identity. Orwell uses the essay to critique the imperial system and explore the
psychological burdens placed on both the oppressors and the oppressed. The narrative exposes the
contradictions inherent in colonial rule, where authority is often maintained through coercion and
performance rather than genuine respect or consent.

Imperialism and Power
One of the central themes is the nature of imperialism and the exercise of power. The elephant
symbolizes the vast and uncontrollable forces within the colonial context, while the narrator’s role



represents the fragile and often uneasy authority of the colonizer. The essay critiques how imperial
power is sustained not through strength alone but through the expectations and pressures of the
colonized society.

Moral Ambiguity and Conscience
The story presents a profound moral ambiguity, focusing on the narrator’s internal struggle between
his ethical beliefs and the demands of his role. Orwell explores how individuals may act against their
conscience due to social pressure or fear of losing status. This theme is reflected in the narrator’s
conflicted feelings about shooting the elephant, which he sees as unnecessary yet unavoidable.

Identity and Role-Playing
The essay also examines identity, particularly the performative aspects of the narrator’s role as a
colonial officer. The pressure to conform to expectations leads the narrator to act in ways that
contradict his personal values, highlighting the theme of role-playing and the loss of authentic
selfhood under oppressive systems.

Symbolism and Literary Devices
Orwell employs various literary devices and symbolism to deepen the impact of the essay. The use of
the elephant as a central symbol is particularly significant, representing not only the physical danger
but also the larger themes of imperialism and moral conflict. The narrative is rich with descriptive
imagery and irony, which enhance the reader’s understanding of the complex dynamics at play.

The Elephant as a Symbol
The elephant embodies multiple layers of meaning in the essay. On one level, it is a literal animal
causing destruction, but symbolically, it represents the British Empire’s might and the uncontrollable
consequences of imperialism. The elephant’s slow, majestic presence contrasts with the violent act of
shooting it, highlighting the tension between power and vulnerability.

Use of Irony
Irony permeates the narrative, particularly in how the narrator is compelled to shoot the elephant to
maintain his authority, despite personally believing it is unnecessary. This situational irony
underscores the absurdity and tragedy of colonial rule, where appearances often take precedence
over genuine justice or morality.

Descriptive Imagery
Orwell’s vivid descriptions of the setting, the elephant, and the crowd create a sensory-rich
experience that reinforces the story’s emotional and thematic weight. The imagery helps to convey



the atmosphere of tension and the gravity of the narrator’s predicament.

Character Analysis and Moral Conflict
The character of the narrator in "Shooting an Elephant" is central to the essay’s exploration of moral
conflict and the human dimension of imperialism. His internal debate and actions reveal the
psychological and ethical challenges faced by individuals caught in systems of power and oppression.

The Narrator’s Internal Struggle
The narrator’s moral conflict arises from his recognition of the unnecessary nature of shooting the
elephant and his simultaneous fear of appearing weak in front of the local population. This tension
illustrates the pressure to uphold authority even at the cost of personal integrity, reflecting the
broader theme of conscience versus social expectation.

Relationship with the Local Population
The narrator’s interactions with the Burmese people are complex, marked by resentment and hostility
on both sides. His awareness of being an outsider and the target of local animosity contributes to his
feeling of isolation and the compulsion to conform to the role of a colonial enforcer.

Psychological Impact of Colonialism
The essay reveals the psychological toll colonialism takes on both the oppressors and the oppressed.
The narrator’s experience exemplifies the moral and emotional burdens borne by those enforcing
imperial rule, who are often caught between duty and conscience.

Critical Interpretations and Legacy
"Shooting an Elephant" has been widely analyzed and interpreted by scholars for its rich thematic
content and critique of imperialism. The essay’s legacy lies in its nuanced portrayal of colonial power
dynamics and its contribution to postcolonial literature and thought.

Postcolonial Critique
Many critical interpretations view the essay as a foundational text in postcolonial studies, highlighting
the contradictions and psychological effects of colonialism. Orwell’s firsthand account provides
valuable insight into the mechanics of imperial power and its dehumanizing effects.



Relevance to Modern Discussions on Power
The themes explored in "Shooting an Elephant" continue to resonate in contemporary discussions
about authority, ethics, and social pressure. The essay invites reflection on how individuals navigate
power structures and the compromises they make in the face of external expectations.

Influence on Literature and Political Thought
Orwell’s essay has influenced both literary and political discourse, serving as a powerful example of
narrative nonfiction that critiques systemic injustice. Its enduring relevance underscores the
importance of examining historical contexts and moral complexities in understanding power relations.

Historical insights into British colonialism in Burma

Exploration of narrative techniques and perspective

In-depth examination of themes such as imperialism and morality

Analysis of symbolism, including the elephant as a central metaphor

Character study focusing on the narrator’s moral and psychological conflict

Summary of critical interpretations and the essay’s ongoing legacy

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of George Orwell's 'Shooting an
Elephant'?
The central theme of 'Shooting an Elephant' is the moral and political conflict experienced by the
narrator, highlighting the complexities of imperialism and the pressures of colonial power.

How does Orwell use symbolism in 'Shooting an Elephant'?
Orwell uses the elephant as a symbol of both the British Empire's control and the destructive
consequences of colonialism, representing how power can lead to irrational actions and moral
dilemmas.

What role does peer pressure play in 'Shooting an Elephant'?
Peer pressure is crucial as the narrator feels compelled to shoot the elephant to maintain his authority
and avoid looking weak in front of the local Burmese population, illustrating the influence of societal
expectations.



How does Orwell portray the narrator's internal conflict in the
essay?
Orwell portrays the narrator's internal conflict through his reluctance to shoot the elephant versus his
perceived duty as a colonial officer, reflecting the moral ambiguity and personal struggle under
imperialism.

What is the significance of the setting in 'Shooting an
Elephant'?
The setting in colonial Burma underscores the tensions between the British colonizers and the native
population, providing a backdrop that highlights the power dynamics and ethical challenges faced by
the narrator.

How does 'Shooting an Elephant' critique imperialism?
The essay critiques imperialism by exposing its dehumanizing effects on both the oppressors and the
oppressed, showing how colonial power forces individuals to act against their conscience to uphold an
unjust system.

Why does the narrator ultimately decide to shoot the
elephant?
The narrator decides to shoot the elephant primarily to avoid embarrassment and maintain his
authority in front of the locals, demonstrating how imperialism can compel individuals to make
decisions based on appearances rather than morality.

Additional Resources
1. "Shooting an Elephant" by George Orwell
This is the original essay in which Orwell recounts an incident from his time as a colonial police officer
in Burma. The essay explores themes of imperialism, power, and moral conflict, detailing how Orwell
felt pressured to shoot an elephant against his better judgment. It serves as a critical reflection on the
effects of colonialism on both the oppressors and the oppressed.

2. "Imperialism and Its Discontents" by John Smith
This book delves into the psychological and social consequences of imperialism, using Orwell's
"Shooting an Elephant" as a key case study. It analyzes the internal conflicts experienced by colonial
officials and the broader implications for imperial governance. The author provides historical context,
making connections between personal morality and systemic power.

3. "The Ethics of Empire: Moral Dilemmas in Colonial Administration" by Maria Gonzalez
Gonzalez examines the ethical challenges faced by individuals working within imperial systems, with
Orwell's essay serving as a foundational example. The book discusses how colonial agents navigate
conflicting loyalties and the pressures to conform to imperial expectations. It offers philosophical
perspectives on duty, conscience, and complicity.



4. "Power, Performance, and Persona in Orwell's Burma" by James Thompson
This work explores Orwell's use of narrative and self-presentation in "Shooting an Elephant," focusing
on themes of performance and power dynamics. Thompson analyzes how Orwell constructs his
identity as both colonizer and critic, highlighting the performative aspects of colonial authority. The
book situates Orwell's essay within broader literary and postcolonial studies.

5. "Colonialism and the Crisis of Conscience" edited by Linda Park
A collection of essays that investigate moral crises experienced by colonial officials, featuring a
detailed analysis of "Shooting an Elephant." The contributors discuss how personal ethics clash with
imperial demands, often leading to moments of profound internal conflict. The volume includes
interdisciplinary approaches from history, literature, and philosophy.

6. "Narratives of Empire: Literature and Colonial Power" by Richard Evans
Evans traces how literature has shaped and challenged perceptions of empire, with Orwell's essay as
a pivotal text. The book examines storytelling techniques that reveal the complexities of colonial rule
and resistance. It also considers the role of narrative in constructing colonial identities and justifying
imperial policies.

7. "The Burden of Authority: Leadership and Responsibility in Colonial Contexts" by Sarah Mitchell
Mitchell discusses the heavy responsibilities borne by colonial officers, using Orwell's experience as a
case study. The book investigates how authority is exercised and contested in colonial settings,
emphasizing the personal toll on those in power. It reflects on leadership, accountability, and the
psychological impact of imperial duties.

8. "Resistance and Compliance in Colonial Burma" by Anil Raj
This book explores the dynamics of resistance and compliance among both colonizers and the
colonized in Burma. Orwell's "Shooting an Elephant" is analyzed to understand the pressures that
compel colonial agents to act against their will. Raj offers a nuanced view of how power is negotiated
and contested on the ground.

9. "The Politics of Guilt and Shame in Imperial Narratives" by Emily Carter
Carter investigates the emotional landscapes of guilt and shame experienced by colonial figures, with
Orwell's essay serving as a central example. The book discusses how these feelings reveal the
contradictions and human costs of empire. It provides insight into the psychological dimensions of
colonial rule and the lasting impact on both colonizers and colonized.
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