
A New Perception

 

The narrator is a British man, working as a police officer in Burma.

 

One day something happened which in a roundabout way was enlightening. It was a tiny incident 
in itself, but it gave me a better glimpse than I had had before of the real nature of imperialism—the 
real motives for which despotic governments act. Early one morning the sub-inspector at a police 
station the other end of the town rang me up on the phone and said that an elephant was ravaging 
the bazaar. Would I please come and do something about it? I did not know what I could do, but I 
wanted to see what was happening and I got on to a pony and started out. I took my rifle, an old 44 
Winchester and much too small to kill an elephant, but I thought the noise might be useful in 
terrorem [...] The Burmese population had no weapons and were quite helpless against it. It had 
already destroyed somebody’s bamboo hut, killed a cow and raided some fruit-stalls and devoured 
the stock; also it had met the municipal rubbish van and, when the driver jumped out and took to its 
heels, had turned the van over and inflicted violences upon it. [...]

I had halted on the road. As soon as I saw the elephant, I knew with perfect certainty that I 
ought not to shoot him. [...] But at that moment I glanced round at the crowd that had followed me. It 
was an immense crowd, two thousand at the least and growing every minute. It blocked the road for 
a long distance on either side. I looked at the sea of yellow faces above the garish clothes—faces 
all happy and excited over this bit of fun, all certain that the elephant was going to be shot. They 
were watching me as they would watch a conjurer about to perform a trick. They did not like me, 
but with the magical rifle in my hands I was momentarily worth watching. And suddenly I realised 
that I should have to shoot the elephant after all. The people expected it of me and I had got to do it;
I could feel their two thousand wills pressing me forward, irresistibly. And it was at this moment, 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. Here was I, the white man with his gun, standing in front of the unarmed
native crowd—seemingly the leading actor of the piece; but in reality I was only an absurd puppet 
pushed to and fro by the will of those yellow faces behind. I perceived in this moment that when the 
white man turns tyrant it is his own freedom that he destroys. He becomes a sort of hollow, posing 
dummy, the conventionalised figure of a sahib. For it is the condition of his rule that 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. He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it. I had got to shoot the elephant.

                    George Orwell, Shooting an Elephant, 1936 

roundabout : indirect  - enlightening  : instructive terrorem:  Latin expression meaning “by way of 
intimidation” garish : very brightly coloured conjurer : magician dummy : model - sahib : word 
used in colonial India to address a European man


	A New Perception

