George Orwell „Shooting an Elephant“
[1936]

1. The Author

George Orwell (1903- 1950): born as Eric Arthur Blair in Bengal. Family was upper- middle class. He never felt comfortable with the class distinctions in GB and after he came back from his service as a policeman in Burma he renamed himself George Orwell (common name). He fought on the revolutionists’ side in the Spanish War, worked for the BBC during the war and began writing fiction: 

· Writer has an obligation to tell the truth, to expose lies and hypocrisy and to liberate human beings from any kind of oppression.

· “I write because there is some lie I want to expose, some fact to which I want to draw attention.”

2. Historical Background

1852 Burma was annexed by Britain (three Anglo- Burman Wars to protect the borders of British India) and in 1886 it became a province of British India/ British Empire. British Raj (1858-1947): The British ruling India
1948 Burma became independent

1989 Renamed Myanmar (political oppression by the Junta government and ethnical conflict)

Aspects of a prose text (POSTERS): 

· Setting

· Characters (indirect or direct characterization)

· Narrators/ perspective

· Plot

· Themes: CONFLICTS
· Language/ Style
3. Setting

Moulmein/ Burma: poor area (p. 71, 16-17)

1920s/ 1930s rainy season (p. 71, 18)

4. Characters

a) Narrator anonymous young police officer of the imperial British Police in Burma (direct [introduces himself] and indirect characterization [actions towards the elephant])
· Feels with the oppressed people (p. 69, 20)- hatred of imperialism

· Ill- educated- not able to comprehend the situation: feels guilty for the mistreatment of the local natives (p. 70, 1-4)

· Hates the people and sees them like evil- spirited little beasts (p. 70, 10)

· Ambiguous attitude towards the British Empire

b)  Elephant is personified (p. 76, 6-7) makes the kill even more horrific

· Represent a tool in the colonist’s hands: by killing the animal and watching its agonizing death this can be compared to the decline of the British Empire

· Might represent human nature => humanity is sacrificed to colonial materialism and the anger of the local colonized people.

c) Burmese people: villagers that succumb to group hysteria, hatred for the empire (not detailed)
5. Plot
Young British policeman, who is uncertain about his role within the British Empire (exposition), is called to investigate an elephant that is in heat. Being pressurized by the Burmese crowd, who expects him to play his part as colonial sahib, he is forced to shoot the elephant although he feels uncomfortable. In the end his colleagues discuss the matter and he is relieved that the kill was justified as the elephant had killed a Burmese beforehand.

· Deeper level: 

· Reveals the damage which imperialism brought to the colonists and the colonized people: most poeple negate the conscience in favour of the role they are expected to play. 

· The colonized people expect the colonists to conform to the role they have established (superiority of the white people) => colonists lose their freedom to act on their conscience

· Europeans have become imprisoned by the images of themselves and their own code of behaviour.

Both narrative and essay (structured like an essay- paragraphs state a thesis and elaborate it)

Structure: message about the elephant- EXPOSITION: goes to investigate- realizes that he will have to kill the animal- crowd gathers- crowd becomes threatening-  CLIMAX forced to accept the crowd’s demands
TITLE: satirical (reader expects some kind of big hunt but gets the deeper meaning of the killing)

Paragraph 1-2: setting, themes of the conflict

Climax: Narrator’s insight in the meaning of the shooting (he is just a tool/ inner conflict)- Narrator’s act of actually shooting the elephant

6 Themes

CONFLICTS

· British colonial administrators ( Native Burmese (p. 69, 3-7)

· Narrator ( Local people (p.69, 7-16)

· Narrator ( Narrator (p. 70, 4-17)

· Narrator ( Other colonial officers (p. 69, 19-21)

· Appearance ( Reality: although the colonial officer should be in power, it is the local people who pressure him into killing the elephant (PARADOX)

· Loss of individual freedom and conscience: Colonists are forced to conform to their image even if they feels the need to act differently (p. 73, 30- p. 74,10)

7. Style
LANGUAGE

- Simple and direct language => personal tone of the first person narrator
· Colloquial expressions: (p. 69, 5, p. 69, 13, p. 71, 26)

· Emotional tone when he describe his “reputation” in Burma

· Short sentences, use of brackets  (authentic speech) (p. 76, 14-15)

· Longer sentences for periods of reflection (p. 73, 12ff)

- Vivid descriptions: reader can imagine the scenes (p. 71, 16-17)

SYMBOLISM
Sacrifice/ Christianity: Burmese that was killed by the elephant: p. 72, 9-10 crucified => victim of imperialism (instead of bringing benefits to the colonies, they brought violence and death)
· Characteristics of a short story: 

· Can be read in one sitting (used to be published in magazines form 18th century onwards)

· One setting

· Plot is simple  (often medias in res opening  and open/ surprise ending to the story): exposition, complication, crisis, sad/happy ending; not very complicated
· Flashbacks to introduce background information

· Create a unity

· Characters are less detailed (hardly round characters- hardly any character development, limited set of characters)

· Most of the time just one perspective
· Focus on the CONFLICT between British colonial administrators and the Burmese people and the conflict between the narrator and the local people.

· Focus on the internal CONFLICT of the narrator.

· Focus on the CONFLICT between appearance and reality (Who has got the power?)

· Describe the SETTING of the short story.

· Describe the NARRATOR of the short story.

· Describe the SIGNIFICANCE and SYMBOLISM of the elephant.

· Describe the STRUCTURE of the short story (introduction, conflict, climax, resolution).

· Describe the LANGUAGE of the narrator (tone, colloquial or high register, length of sentences etc.).

