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George Orwell’s Defining Moment

“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 before of the real nature of imperialism - the real motives for which despotic governments act.” (Shooting an Elephant) When George Orwell was stationed in Burma with the British police force, something happened which would set the stage for his motives behind his literature, making him one of the most influential writers of the 20th century. 

Eric Blair, who later adopted his pen name as George Orwell in 1933, was born in 1903 in Motihari, Bengal to a lower-upper-middle class family where his father worked for the Opium Department of the Civil Service. Blair returned to England at the age of 1 where he attended St. Cyprian’s School, one of the highest ranking prepatory schools at the time. While at St. Cyprian, Blair was recognized as a highly studious pupil thus earning numerous scholarships for college. He decided to attend Eton College where he was a King’s scholar from 1917 to 1921. After finishing at Eton, Blair knew he could not afford to attend university, so he joined the police force in Burma which set the stage for an eye-opening moment in Blair’s life. (George Orwell)
	
Eric Blair was part of the British police force in lower Burma during the late 1920s and into the early 1930s. The Burmese people detest him, as well as anyone who is British, which frustrates him because he is silently on their side. Blair hates the British imperialists and he feels bad for the Burmese people, as they have to conform to the oppressive British rulers who inhabited their homeland. After Blair returns home from Burma, he writes a powerful, short essay, Shooting an Elephant, which illustrates his dilemma as an unwilling oppressor while he was stationed there. 

Shooting an Elephant highlights the British imperialism that Orwell had grown to hate while spending time Burma. The story revolves around Orwell himself, who is a sub-divisional police officer in Lower Burma and is loathed by the Burmese people. Orwell is called down to the local bazaar because an escaped show elephant is said to be pillaging the market. The elephant makes its way through the small town, brutally killing a Burmese man along the way. Orwell finds himself in a clash. He finds the elephant eating grass peacefully in a field, not harming anyone, but he knows he must kill the elephant or the Burmese people will laugh at him. Orwell knows its not necessary to shoot the elephant for logical cause but he knows it is necessary for social cause. Orwell decides to shoot the elephant whom does not die after three shots, or even after multiple shots to the heart, and experiences a slow, agonizing death. Orwell knows he has killed the elephant for a false reason but he justifies his position by stating that he is saving face for his colleagues and does not want to look like a fool. The effects of this defining moment and the hatred of oppression are carried throughout his future novels. (Orwell, George)

George Orwell’s later novels and essays are shaped around his abomination towards oppressive, totalitarian government which are rooted with his ordeal in Burma with the oppressive British. Orwell hated the imperialistic British government so much to the point where he returned home to England in the 1930s. The aftermath of this affliction resulted in Orwell being homeless for a few years, where he wrote countless essays and short stories. He also volunteered to fight in the Spanish Civil war where he fought for the Republicans against Franco’s Nationalist uprising. (Biography of George Orwell)
	
Orwell wrote Animal Farm after fighting against Franco in the Spanish Civil War and watching the rise of Stalin in Russia, both experiences alarmed him as a democratic socialist. He wrote Animal Farm as an effort to use a novel to raise political awareness. Animal Farm reflects events leading up to the Russian Revolution of 1917 and then on into the Stalinist era of the Soviet Union. After the incident in Burma, Orwell vowed to write his growing political consciousness and Animal Farm came as a result of this. (Animal Farm)
	
Orwell wrote 1984 because of his hatred towards totalitarian leaders and the novel portrays society conforming their views to the “elite”. Orwell wrote this book while WWII was going on around him, so this contributes to the WWII atmosphere of the book. The book is a dystopian novel about what will supposedly happen if we allow the government to be oppressively involved in our lives. In 1984, society is conforming to “big brother” and this is a reflection from his earlier experiences portrayed in Shooting an elephant where the Burmese people are conforming to the British. (1984)

Orwell’s literature would not be as influential as it is today if he had not had the eye-opening experiences of Burma. Burma allowed Orwell to witness the terrible nature of oppressive government which then influenced him to incorporate these views into his future works. Most of Orwell’s writing is centered around his distaste for tyrannical leadership and he uses his prose, thus to achieve political awareness for the reader.
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