
Shooting An Elephant: An Exploration of
Colonialism, Power, and the Reluctant
Executioner
George Orwell's "Shooting an Elephant" is a gripping and thought-
provoking essay that delves into the complexities of colonialism and the
moral dilemmas it poses. Set in British-occupied Burma, the essay follows
the author's encounter with an elephant that has gone mad and terrorizes
the local village. Orwell's firsthand account of the events that unfold
provides a vivid and unsettling portrait of life under colonial rule and raises
profound questions about authority, duty, and the nature of power.

The Elephant's Rampage

The essay opens with a description of the elephant's destructive rampage.
Orwell paints a vivid picture of the beast, "a huge creature, three feet high
at the shoulder and with tusks two feet long." The elephant has gone rogue,
trampling crops, destroying huts, and killing a man. The villagers are
terrified and demand that something be done to stop the animal.
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Orwell's Internal Conflict

As a colonial official, Orwell is expected to act decisively and put down the
elephant. However, he is torn. He knows that the elephant needs to be
stopped, but he also has a deep respect for the creature's intelligence and
power. Orwell's internal conflict is palpable as he grapples with the moral
implications of his actions.

The Power of the Crowd

Orwell's hesitation is met with growing pressure from the crowd gathered
around him. The villagers become increasingly hostile, demanding that he
kill the elephant immediately. Orwell feels the weight of their expectations
and realizes that he has become trapped in a situation where he must
choose between his own conscience and the desires of the people he is
supposed to serve.

The Execution

Despite his reluctance, Orwell knows that he cannot let the elephant
continue to cause damage. He reluctantly raises his rifle and fires, killing
the animal with a single shot. Orwell describes the gruesome aftermath of
the execution in graphic detail, emphasizing the brutality of the act and its
profound impact on him.

Aftermath and Reflection

In the aftermath of the shooting, Orwell is consumed by guilt and shame.
He realizes that he has become complicit in an act of violence that he finds
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abhorrent. The essay concludes with a deeply personal and introspective
reflection on the nature of power and the moral compromises that come
with it.

Colonialism and Authority

"Shooting an Elephant" is a powerful indictment of colonialism. Orwell
exposes the inherent violence and oppression that lies at the heart of
colonial rule. Colonial officials like Orwell are given absolute authority over
the lives of the colonized people, and they often use this power for their
own gain. Orwell's essay shows how this unchecked authority can corrupt
even those with good intentions.

The Reluctant Executioner

Orwell's character is a complex and tragic figure. He is a man torn between
his duty and his conscience. He recognizes the brutality of colonialism, but
he also feels the pressure to conform and maintain his authority. Orwell's
portrayal of the reluctant executioner highlights the moral dilemmas faced
by those who find themselves caught in the machinery of oppression.

The Power of the People

The essay also explores the power of the people. The villagers' demand for
the elephant's execution shows how the colonized population can be
manipulated by those in power. Orwell suggests that the colonial system
creates a sense of fear and dependency among the colonized people,
making them vulnerable to exploitation and violence.

"Shooting an Elephant" is a timeless and thought-provoking essay that
continues to resonate with readers today. Orwell's unflinching depiction of
colonialism and its moral dilemmas offers valuable insights into the



complexities of power, duty, and the human condition. The essay serves as
a reminder of the dangers of unchecked authority and the importance of
standing up for what we believe in, even when it is difficult.
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Health Care Global Viewpoints: Samantha
Whiskey
Samantha Whiskey is a global health advocate and expert. She has
worked in over 50 countries, providing health care to underserved
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