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Literary Analysis on “Shooting an Elephant”


“…I thought that the greatest joy in the world would be to drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest’s guts.” “Shooting an Elephant,” by George Orwell, is a political depiction of Orwell’s time in Burma as a police officer for England. Orwell depicts his hatred of imperialism through his conflicts with England, the Burmese, and the elephant.


Orwell’s dislike of imperialism is evident with his depiction of England. “In a job like that you see the dirty work of the Empire at close quarters. The wretched prisoners huddling stinking cages of the lock up… -all these oppressed me with an intolerable sense of guilt.” Through his job as a police officer, Orwell was able to witness some of the horrible acts his government committed. Seeing such things helped him see past the past the glory of power and at the horrors of oppression. He further confirms his “hatred of the empire [he] served” by saying, “I was all for the Burmese and all against their oppressors, the British.” Orwell’s essay has a clear anti-imperialism statement to it when comes to the British, and also the Burmese.


The author further divulges into his aversion to imperialism through his feelings towards the Burmese. While speaking of the white man, Orwell says, “…he 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.” In this way, the Burmese hold some power over the white man. The white man is trapped in the situation of always having to assert his dominance and power. “I was only an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by the will of those yellow faces behind.” This strange cycle of oppression is most likely the reason for Orwell’s hatred of the Burmese. Not only did he have to shoulder guilt over the Burmese oppression, but in a sense he was being oppressed also. “The people expected it of me and I had got to do it; I could feel their two thousand wills pressing me forward, irresistibly.”


Another example of Orwell’s loathing of imperialism is the elephant. “It seemed dreadful to see the great beast lying there, powerless to move and yet powerless to die…” Through shooting the elephant, Orwell proves his power, his righteousness as the oppressor. The shooting of the elephant symbolizes Orwell’s moment as the imperialist, applying his power to force his will upon the elephant. “In the end I could not stand it any longer and went away.” Further proving Orwell’s loathing of imperialism. He couldn’t stand to be around the aftermath of his moment in power.


Throughout the essay, Orwell, expresses his hatred of imperialism. He uses his conflicts against England, the Burmese, and the elephant to validate his opinion. 

