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Andrew Murrell 

Reflections of the English Empire 

 As the twentieth century pushed on, England went through a great number of changes, the 

two World Wars being the most significant of these. However, after seeing the impact these wars 

had, many English territories started to rebel and revolt; the most notable example would be 

Gandhi's peaceful protests in India, in the 1940s. As such, the English Empire was crumbling; 

however, according to the literature of George Orwell, D.H. Lawrence, and Nirad Chaudhuri, the 

Empire and the English people were still thriving. I picked these three authors because they all lend 

different perspectives to the idea of an English Empire. Orwell writes as an Englishman interacting 

with foreigners on Indian soil, while in Chaudhuri's memoirs, the author writes as a foreigner from 

English territory interacting with Englishman. D.H. Lawrence's story, "The Prussian Officer", 

describes a completely separate culture lesser because they are not English. In contrast to the works 

discussed in the first half of the semester, all three of these authors discuss outside cultures, and 

even make attempts to understand a non-English point of view. However, these attempts are feeble 

and do not provide a great insight into the outside cultures discussed. Although the British Empire 

is falling fast, it still remains a great theme in these pieces. 

 Although he only lived a brief forty-seven years, George Orwell was an author well versed in 

the effects of British imperialism and international conflicts. Born with the name Eric Blair in 1903 

in British India, Blair moved to England when he was one year old and was educated in numerous 

schools, including Eton and Wellington, until 1922; then, at nineteen years of age, Blair chose to join 

the Imperial Police, at a post in Burma. This is where Blair found inspiration for many short stories, 

including "Shooting an Elephant". Blair remained a member of the Imperial Police until 1927, when 

he decided to become a writer. His locale varied from Paris to London to other locations in the 

English countryside. He adopted the pseudonym "George Orwell" in 1933; three years later, he 

volunteered to fight against fascism in the Spanish Civil War. Injuries he received on the front lines 

inspired Homage to Catalonia, and he was sent back to England in 1937. He wrote Animal Farm and 

1984 in the last years of his life.  

 While his final works were his most popular, Orwell's earlier writings paint a vivid picture of 

his staunch political beliefs. The experiences of living both inside and out of his country while still 

remaining part of the English Empire undoubtedly influenced his political views and, ultimately, his 

writing: his pieces may be some of the most explicit statements of anti-imperialistic views discussed 

in the course. However, that doesn't mean that his characters rebel against the English Empire, or 

take solace with the natives. In "Shooting an Elephant", the protagonist reflects upon his hatred for 

the British Raj and the injustices it has caused. He understands and acknowledges that the people of 

Lower Burma have every right to treat him with scorn, yet he still refers to them as “sneering yellow 

faces”, and “…evil-spirited little beasts who tried to make my job impossible” (546); the narrator 

talks of the natives as if they’re animals in a herd, who can’t think or act on their own accord. The 

crux of the story revolves around the narrator’s struggle between pleasing the native people and 

subduing a loose elephant that’s killed a Coolie. Although the elephant is acting relatively peacefully 
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and there is no need to kill it, the natives expected to see the animal get shot. Thus, since “A white 

man mustn’t be frightened in front of natives” (548), the narrator decides to maim and kill the 

elephant. While there was certainly the choice to let the animal live until it’s owner showed up, 

killing the elephant was the only option if our protagonist wants to establish English dominance 

over these people.  After killing the animal, he claims that the European opinion of his actions was 

divided between the older men and the younger men, but both demographics are strongly English. 

The older men, who commended him for following protocol, reflect the earlier English Empire, 

where anything done by England was suitable and proper. On the contrary, the younger men 

disagree with his actions, not out of sympathy for the man whose elephant was killed, but because a 

tamed animal was worth more than the Coolie that was killed. 

Orwell wrote a piece that, while appearing anti-imperialistic on the surface, runs deep with 

Empire-centric feelings. Although Orwell discusses all the negative aspects of the British Raj, he 

described the non-English as barbaric and animalistic. It’s clear that the narrator thinks the people of 

Lower Burma to be lesser than he is. At no point in the story does the narrator try to connect with 

these people; rather, he goes out of his way to vilify them. He even manages to dehumanize them 

through repetitive racist remarks, and constantly refers to them in groups, as if they can only think 

with a group mentality (like a herd of animals). At the end of the story, the narrator even admits that 

he was glad that the elephant killed a man, for it gave him legal precedence for his actions. This is 

definitive proof that our narrator still acts in a strongly English manner. He considers the English 

opinions of his actions to be more important than a man’s life, and considered his time in India 

“one long struggle not to be laughed at” (548). Anti-native feelings are strong in both the narrator’s 

description of the Empire and the narrator’s actions. Thus, Orwell remained a part of the system 

that he so desperately wanted to abandon. 

 Like Orwell, D.H. Lawrence was something of a nomad: in the span of his life, the author 

spent his time in the English countryside, Italy, France, and even the United States. Born in 1885 to 

a working class family, Lawrence received formal education at the University of Nottingham in 

1908, around the time when he first started writing. He lived in London for the next four years, 

starting his constant travels in 1912. It was around 1915 when Lawrence started to be vocal about 

his unique political views, which earned him the scorn of his peers. Although he still continued to 

write, he lived in and out of poverty for most of the remainder of his life. It was only after his death 

in 1930 that his works started to garner respect.  

 Lawrence’s views were far right-wing, and hostile towards beliefs ranging from democracy to 

socialism. He absolutely detested the idea that all men were created equal. In the early twentieth 

century, England was going through several liberal reforms, and it would be safe to assume that a 

story written by Lawrence would be completely against England and anything the country stood for. 

One of Lawrence's earliest pieces does not vilify nor glorify England; indeed, there is no mention of 

England anywhere in the story. Instead, “The Prussian Officer” discusses a hostile, yet latently 

homosexual relationship between a Prussian officer and his orderly. The officer feels a certain 

attraction to the boy, but his attraction turns to rage when he is unable to act on his feelings. He 
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bullies his orderly mercilessly and senselessly, to the point of tears. Eventually, the orderly strangles 

his officer, and dies some time later of exhaustion. Animalistic rages and instincts are a constant 

theme in Lawrence’s work, but I think that the setting of this particular story is worthy of discussion. 

While the location of the story seems arbitrary to the plot, England was on the brink of the First 

World War at the time of the story's publication, and Prussia was a German kingdom. If one keeps 

this in mind, Lawrence’s descriptors of a German ally border on propaganda at times. For example, 

when the orderly finally attacks his officer, he feels the “…passion of relief, the tension of his wrists 

exquisite with relief…And it was pleasant, too” (388). The officer’s barbaric treatment of the 

orderly, throwing things in his face and harassing him over trivial issues, also seems to reflect on 

Prussia. Most notably, the bruises and marks found on the orderly’s lower body seem to hint that 

the people of Prussia have violent, homosexual urges. The homosexual nature of the relationship is 

very important; as one would expect, homosexuality was still very frowned upon in the early 

twentieth century. In short, all of the traits Lawrence assigned to the Prussians were undesirable 

qualities by an English scale. By associating Prussia with forbidden relationships and a lack of self-

discipline, Lawrence was able to write a pro-English story without mentioning England once.  

Nirad Chaudhuri’s background is much lighter than the two previously mentioned authors. 

Born in 1887 in British India, the writer was educated in Calcutta and started working in the Indian 

Army shortly after leaving school. However, he decided to pursue a career as an editor full time 

soon afterwards. In the late 1930s, Chaudhuri gained a job within the freedom movement in the 

country; his experiences gave him much fodder for his later books. He lived in India for his whole 

life and continued writing up until his death at age 102.  Nirad Chaudhuri's presence in the course is 

unique because not only was he an Indian author, but his included piece was written a full fourteen 

years after the end of the Second World War.  

India's formal independence in 1947 marked the end of the English Empire as it had been 

known. Chaudhuri's second book, A Passage To England, was published in 1959. The literary 

landscape was seeing the likes of contemporary writers such as Anthony Burgess, the Irish-born 

Samuel Beckett, and Americans Jack Kerouac and William S. Burroughs. However, there is a certain 

disconnect between the writing of the time and Chaudhuri's narrative. Chaudhuri’s writing style is 

reminiscent of pieces written in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and this lends it an Empire-

centric feel. As the country of India had been under English rule for many years, the literary 

influence on Chaudhuri is understandable. However, Chaudhuri also exemplifies many of the typical 

actions and reactions of the English people in earlier pieces. For example, when meeting English 

people of merit, he prefers to talk on and on rather than listen to them and learn more about the 

customs and traditions of the country he's visiting. However, he has no problem informing these 

people about the country of India. Like Orwell, Chaudhuri is displaying a reluctance to see the world 

through the eyes of another culture.  Similarly, Chaudhuri discusses the cold nature of the men and 

women of England, but only in comparison to the people of India. When he claims that "...climate 

and weather have shaped different modes of exercising individual liberty in the East and the West" 

(73), he assumes that the factors that shape his homeland must be the same for every other country. 

This is an inherently false notion; there are dozens of factors that could influence a person's 
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behavior, ranging from economic status to mental illness. What's more, when Chaudhuri discusses 

this, he just refers to the English population as "Englishmen", as if they're all the same and 

interchangeable with one another. While this is not a racist statement, it is reminiscent of Orwell's 

constant references to Coolies and "yellow faces". Nirad Chaudhuri thinks and writes just like a 

member of the English Empire in the first half of the twentieth century, and could be described as a 

direct product of British Imperialism. Thus, an English nature bleeds through in A Passage To 

England, a narrative with a distinctly nostalgic style of writing and a disconnect to the events of the 

late 1950s. While the English Empire is failing, Nirad Chaudhuri writes as though to remind the 

world of Britain's power and strength.  

"Shooting an Elephant", "The Prussian Officer", and A Passage To England all have a 

common underlying theme. Despite ignoring the country or attempting to vilify it, the three authors 

wrote subtle pro-England pieces. In "Shooting an Elephant", George Orwell uses English 

superiority as an excuse to mistreat the natives of Lower Burma. D.H. Lawrence's "The Prussian 

Officer" offhandedly praises England by describing an enemy as barbaric and inhuman. Nirad 

Chaudhuri writes A Passage To England through a distinctly British point of view, and describes 

England as some sort of sacred land while simultaneously showing the world the byproducts of 

English thinking: cultural indifference and antiquated notions and writing. None of these authors 

have any outright praise for England, and a few tried to rebel against the country, but they all 

continue to act by English rules and reap the benefits of being English. All of these pieces feature 

characters of different cultures, but there is no real connection to anyone of non-English descent (or 

in Chaudhuri's piece, to outsiders to his Indian culture). The protagonist in Orwell's story makes no 

real attempt to bond with the Coolies, and Lawrence has no sensitivity for people of another 

country. Despite being in a foreign land, Chaudhuri would rather talk about his country than learn of 

an English point of view. As a whole, by using English standards of decency and acting, these pieces 

assert that England is still the greatest country on Earth, despite the fact that the English Empire as 

it was known was crumbling.



 

 

Works Cited 

Chaudhuri, Nirad. A Passage To England. Orient Paperbacks, 1959. 73. Web. 

Lawrence, D.H. "The Prussian Officer." Trans. Array The Broadview Anthology of British Literature. 

 Joseph Black, Leonard Conolly, Kate Flint, Isobel Grundy, Don LePan, Roy Liuzza, Barry 

 V. Qualls and Claire Waters. Volume 6: The Twentieth Century and Beyond. Toronto: 

 Broadview Press, 2006. 388. Print. 

Orwell, George. "Shooting An Elephant." Trans. Array The Broadview Anthology of British Literature. 
 Joseph Black, Leonard Conolly, Kate Flint, Isobel Grundy, Don LePan, Roy Liuzza, Barry 
 V. Qualls and Claire Waters. Volume 6: The Twentieth Century and Beyond. Toronto: 
 Broadview Press, 2006. 546, 548. Print. 

 


