“Shooting an Elephant”

By George Orwell
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George Orwell (1903-1950) 

  The British author George Orwell, pen name for Eric Blair, achieved prominence in the late 1940's as the author of two brilliant satires attacking totalitarianism. Familiarity with the novels, documentaries , essays, and criticism he wrote during the 1930's and later established him as one of the most important and influential voices of the century.  If you are interested in George Orwell, please read Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four.  

For more information, please visit http://www.levity.com/corduroy/orwell.htm 

George Orwell Resources:  http://students.ou.edu/C/Kara.C.Chiodo-1/orwell.html 

http://www.resort.com/~prime8/Orwell/ 

E-Text in http://www.k-1.com/Orwell/shoot.htm 

The Plot:

  The leading role was a subdivisional police officer of the town in Moulmein. One day he was asked to help people to catch the elephant because the elephant escaped from the railings. At the beginning, a lot of people told him where the elephant was. On the way to catch the elephant, he also saw the dead man who was killed by the elephant. Some people talked about it and he knew that people wanted him to punish the elephant for what the elephant had done. When he saw the elephant, the elephant ate the straw peacefully. He didn’t want to kill the elephant but those people always yelled behind him that made him know that he should kill the elephant for the social pressure. The social pressure in the theory of psychology means that he would do things for what people want him to do. He didn’t want to disappoint people. So he killed the elephant finally.

Paragraph 1-4

“I was sub-divisional police officer …was very bitter.” 

---There are lots of tension between the Burma and the British.

“When a nimble Burman tripped me…yelled with hideous laughter.”

---The Burmese hate him.  It’s one of his worse experiences in Burma.

“the sneering yellow faces of young men…got badly on my nerves.” (P1.ll. 10-12)

---As an imperialist police officer in Burma, the narrator has to endure Burmese

overwhelming mockery and hatred.  

“I had already made up my mind that imperialism was …against their oppressors, the British. (P2. ll. 1-4)

---Witnessing the British tyranny and oppression toward colonized country, the narrator sympathize with and support the Burmese.  As a tyrannical tool of imperialism, he recognizes his job as “dirty work of Empire.”

“With one part of my mine I thought of the British Raj…drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest’s guts.” (P2. ll.16-20)

---It’s interior conflict of the narrator.  On the one hand, he hates his position as a tyrannical imperialist police in Burma; on the other hand, he hates those natives who mock at him.  He joins his feeling of guilt together with his reaction against being hated.  

“It was a tiny incident…the real nature of imperialism- the real motives for which despotic governments act.” (P3. ll.2-4)

---‘Shooting an elephant’ will be an effective event for the narrator to realize the hollow as well as the ridiculous motive of imperialism. Avoiding looking like a fool, he changes his mind and excuses that he “had to” shooting the elephant to maintain the Imperial image, and because that is what the natives’ wanted.  He abandons his moral to escape the mockery of the native Burmese. The flaws in imperialism begin to appear when the elephant dies for the ridiculous and selfish reason.

“I rounded the hut and saw…a black Dravidian coolie,” (P4. ll.17-18)

---The coolie is trop to die by the elephant.  In the end of the story, it will be an excuse to rationalize that he ‘had to’ kill the elephant.

Paragraph5~8:
“As I started forward practically the whole population of the quarter flocked out of their houses and followed me.” (2459, P1)
--A large group of Burmese had formed behind him, and they were expecting him to kill the elephant, giving them a show and some meat.

The people who had ridiculed and abused the narrator found the narrator worthy of interest. 

“As soon as I saw the elephant I knew with perfect certainty that I ought not to kill him.” (2459, P 2)

--When he first sees the elephant, he describes the calm nature of it eating, and he believes that he will not have to shoot it.

“I glanced round at the crowd that had followed me.  (2459, P3)
--He changed his mind when he looked back at the crowd behind him, suggesting the only reason he would kill the elephant was for the other people there. If he didn’t kill the elephant, he would be disappointed thousands of the native people. Orwell tries to rationalize that he “had to”, to maintain the Imperial image, and because that is what the ‘natives’ wanted.

“~ as I stood there with the rifle in my hands, that I first grasped the hollowness, the futility of the white man’s dominion in the East. (2459, P 3, from bottom line3)
--The narrator shall spend his life in trying to impress the natives, and so in every crisis he has got to do what the natives expect of him. He wears a mask and his face grows to fit it. Every white man’s life in the East was on long struggle not to be laughed at, and the fears of imperialists were a loss of control. While the British could control the economics and politics of their colonies, they could not control the mockery and disdain of the natives. Thus, when the white man turns tyrant it is his own freedom that he destroys. Orwell evokes pathos for the politically powerful imperialist who suffers from his own tyranny.

Paragraph 9-14:

“For at that moment, with…he isn’t frightened.” (P9 ll. 9-12)

--Those Burmese are watching at the police officer so that it creates an immense pressure for him to shoot the elephant.  According to his words, ”A white man mustn’t be frightened in front of ‘natives’,” we could tell that he has a sense of superiority.  As a ruler, he should do something to convince his follower.  That means he has to shoot the elephant or he will lose his face as a person with superior race.  

“The crowd grew…innumerable throats.” (P10 ll.1-2)

--People are waiting to see how the police officer deals with the accident.  What they care is the reaction of the police officer—will he dare to kill that elephant?  Therefore, the police officer becomes their interest.

“He looked suddenly…knocking him down.” (P11 ll. 6-8) 

“It seemed dreadful to…tricking of a clock.” (P12 from the bottom L5)

--After the elephant is wounded, it becomes so weak.  It struggles to stand up again, but it fails.  Here the process of its dying can be viewed as the decay of imperialism or the struggle of people who are under the control of imperial countries.  
“I often wondered…looking a fool.” (P14 last line)

--Many people are against his decision, according the owner and some Europeans because they think that it does not worth to kill an elephant for a dead coolie.  However, he “has to” shoot the elephant at that time.  He is just like a puppet that is controlled by the push of the crowd.  The choice is so obvious that he has to kill the elephant to avoid being a fool.

Study Questions:

Study Questions:

1. Why is the Burmese citizens’ behavior toward the narrator ‘perplexing and upsetting’ to him? How might the narrator’s desire to drive “bayonet into a Buddhist priest’s guts” be caused by imperialism?

Answer:  The British rule the Burma by military force and impose tyranny and oppression on colonized natives.  As the narrator’s description “In a job like that you see the dirty work of Empire,” even he thinks imperialism as an evil thing, not to mention the suffering people of ruled country.  Although the British can control the economics and politics of their colonies, they cannot control the mockery and hatred of the Burmese.  For the narrator’s British heritage and his position as an imperialist police officer, the Burmese hate and despise him.  Though the narrator supports and sympathizes with the natives, he still burdens with the feeling of guilt and joins it together with his reaction against being hated.  That’s why he wants to kill the natives who have laughed at him.  The tyrannical imperialism works against both the natives and the imperialists. 

2. From the incident of “shooting an elephant,” what does the narrator realize “the real nature of imperialism- the real motives for which despotic governments act?”

Answer: ‘Shooting an elephant’ will be an effective event for the narrator to realize the hollow as well as the ridiculous motive of imperialism.  He confronts a moral dilemma, which if he should shoot the elephant to escape the scorn of the natives.

Contradictorily, he abandons his moral and shoots the elephant to avoid looking like a fool.  Shooting an elephant for the sake of maintaining imperialist image--“where the white man must never be laughed at by the natives.”  Losing face is the greatest failure.  Feeling the pressure of the natives as well as that of having to prove the superiority of the white men, he changes his original mind and kills the elephant to satisfy and appease the natives.  The flaws in imperialism begin to appear when the elephant dies for the ridiculous and selfish reason.  His action of shooting the elephant is depend on the reaction of the natives; he is a puppet, pushed doing what he knows he shouldn’t do by the will of the Burmese crowd.

3: What is the power of a large mass of people?
Answer: This is a perfect example of a large mass people in action. When he arrived there, the elephant peacefully eating outside the town, it no longer posed a threat. He did not want to shoot it, but he looked back at the crowd behind him and he changed his mind.  He considered it his job at that point to impress the natives, because the Burmese were expecting him to kill the elephant. He looks like a fool in front of the natives and is controlled by them. This is a kind of the power of a large mass people in action. The mass has great power to control people’s thought and mind. Sometimes it is good and sometimes it is terrible.

4: How is the narrator both a master and a slave?

Answer:  In the surface, he is the master, but sometimes he is controlled by the Burmese. The narrator is just a representative of the imperialists. Orwell describes himself, the policeman, as a puppet, pushed into doing what he knew he shouldn’t do by the will of the Burmese crowd. On the contrary, the mob of Burmese people, the people of the colonized country, shows that imperialism has taken from them the confidence to defend their country. That’s why the narrator is both a master and a slave.

5: What’s the conflict of the police officer and how does he change in the end?

Answer:  In the beginning of “Shooting an Elephant”, it presents police officer’s conflict.  As a ruler of a colony, the police officer does not support the idea of imperialism; instead, he detests seeing the authority oppressing the natives.  In the other hand, Burmese are not friendly and always jeer at Europeans so he does not like those natives, either.  Therefore, he has the conflict to be the person between his country and the natives.  However, he realizes how incompetent the imperial government is after the experience of shooting an elephant.

6: How is the final paragraph ironic?

Answer:  The police officer has a job of dominating the Burmese, but he dose not really own the power.  In fact, he, a representative of imperialism, can do nothing but prevent himself from being a fool.  In this accident, he should have the authority to decide killing the elephant or not. However, he can only have the one answer—shoot the elephant.  What he does is to keep his own state and avoid being a laughingstock.  Hence, shooting the elephant is not to protect natives’ safety but to prevent his own face.  It is really ironic to kill the elephant with such a ridiculous reason.

Analysis:
The significance of shooting an elephant:


In “Shooting an Elephant,” the poor elephant actually falls victim to both colonial Britain and helpless Burmese.  Shooting the elephant and elephant’s painful dying may suggest that the victims of Imperialism.  Both colonial Britain and helpless Burmese are suffering.  Shooting the elephant is intended purely for maintaining the white man’s authority as a superior white governor.  Although the police officer is threatened to do his “obligation” for his colonized people in Burma, he is aware that he must kill the “great beast” as being a supervisor.  Otherwise, he may no longer have enough power to continue to the colonized people.  However, the imperialist white governor imposes a huge force on the villagers.  The villagers then transfer their protesting into waiting to see the show with a selfish indifference toward the man who was killed.  From living in the freedom-free country, they have also fallen victim to human’s ugliness.  The poor people become indifferent vultures waiting to devour the elephant rather than to save the giant beast.  Shooting an elephant is considered, by the utilitarian, to be a measure to strengthen the imperialist power.  On the contrary, what the colonial governor does is supposedly to maintain colonial power when killing the elephant goes against his conscience; he actually sacrifices their so-called “freedom.”  The dominated white governor makes themselves slaves by the cruel greed of imperialism.  Shooting the elephant explicitly suggests how the officer is forced to yield to the omniscient British and how the police officer becomes a fool by pleasing the colonized Burmese people in order to cover his own inner conflict. 

Links

Read an essay in The Hindu: “Shooting an Elephant”  http://www.hinduonnet.com/thehindu/mag/2001/12/02/stories/2001120200010300.htm 

George Orwell at LiteratureClassics.com -- essays, resources. . . 

http://www.literatureclassics.com/authors/Orwell/  

Thematic Readings (Good one) 

http://highered.mcgraw-hill.com/sites/0072469315/student_view0/george_orwell2/_nbsp_.html 

The Comparison and contrast of Marlow in Heart of Darkness and Orwell:

1) Imperialism


Both Marlow, in Heart of Darkness, and Orwell, in “Shooting an Elephant,” are victims who suffer because of the imperialist British.  At first, Marlow did not realize the impact of imperialism.  He considered that his country was trying to help the inferior Africans.  In Heart of Darkness, Marlow is expected to the embodiment of the superior attitude of white man, Kurtz.  Marlow was unlike Orwell.  He admired his hero, Kurtz, very much and tried to follow in his icon’s footsteps.  It was only due to his witness of Kurtz’s downfall that he drew back his endangered mind and became aware of his almost-corrupted, hollow heart.  Marlow could not initially sense the declination of living as an ordinary person under the rule of imperialism.  He almost lost himself.  Whereas, Orwell had already rejected living under colonial rule and perceived the gap between hating being a governing puppet and his loved and paramount British.  He believed he would not be willing to kill the tranquilized elephant.  Instead, his social status conflicted with his rationale.  His prestigious position that justice must be enforced forced him to shoot the elephant in an attempt to build and strengthen Imperialism in Burma.   

2) Initiation

Both Marlow and Orwell underwent their inner struggle to fight against the immoral imperialism and changed themselves as their initiated maturity.  Orwell made such a shooting decision purely for not being a so-called, “fool.” Orwell tried to reach what he was supposed to do under the pressure of imperialist.  His clear consciousness succumbed to the peer pressure and the race authority.  He always tried to put on his hollow mask with his heart full of a sense of conflict.  He did not know how to deal with his awareness.  He also became a victim of the double-edged imperialism; he could do nothing to change his society but to obey and continue to suffer from his inner struggle.  Moreover, shooting the elephant tortured himself and his early leave without witnessing the elephants’ death might hope that other people would not make the same mistake as he did.  He may take his case as an example for people to mirror the reflection at the cost of that he finally detached himself from the imperialistic social system and led what he wanted for the rest of his life.  He did not indulge himself into imperialism.  What Orwell could do was to depict his autobiographical description to defeat the contemporary heart of darkness.  Orwell tried to rationalize his shooting elephant as a reasonable behavior on surface.  Further on, only through Orwell’s and Marlow’s confessions in the works do we realized their bitterness and suffering in the inability of imperialism.  Marlow’s disillusion and Orwell’s further awareness were the results in their enlightenments.
