
“Marrakech” by George Orwell is a thought provoking and sad piece of travel writing. In his essay Orwell 

depicts the brutal oppression of the native population in Morocco who are exploited by the French colonial 

Empire. Through his powerful use of anecdote and imagery, Orwell reveals the poverty and discrimination 

caused by the failures of imperialism and predicts its inevitable ending. His honest and upfront reflections 

move the reader emotionally and highlight the devastating loss of identity and abuse of the indigenous 

population. 

 

Orwell creates a very dramatic and moving opening as he reflects on the extent of death in Marrakech. He 

recalls watching a funeral procession and creates a nauseating atmosphere by focussing on the unsanitary 

conditions of the surroundings: 

“As the corpse went past, the flies left the restaurant table in a cloud and rushed after it, but they 

came back a few minutes later.” 

Instantly the reader is struck by the impoverished setting. Not only is a dead body carried openly through 

the streets, but the flies, feasting on decay, are more satisfied at the filthy restaurant. A cold and detached 

tone is created through Orwell’s matter-of-fact description and we are introduced to one of the key 

themes in the text: loss of identity. The body has become a nameless, anonymous corpse as imperialism 

has robbed the Moroccans of their identities. His skilful word choice creates a shocking opening and an 

uncomfortable atmosphere as the word “corpse” has connotations of death and decay - effectively 

dehumanising the dead. The unpleasant atmosphere is reinforced by the disturbing image of the flies, so 

vast in number they form a cloud, illustrating the disgusting and unhygienic conditions of the restaurant. 

Orwell confronts the extreme poverty and evokes intense sympathy from the readers from the outset to 

criticise Imperialism and expose the fact far from helping countries to develop, it is oppressing and 

impoverishing the natives. 

Orwell continues to expose the truth behind the Imperialism when he recalls his visit to Jewish quarter in 

Marrakech. The Jewish ghetto is no different from the unsanitary restaurant as the Jewish population are, 

“Working in dark fly-infested booths that look like caves,” and “there is… a little river of urine” which runs 

down the street,” exemplifying the squalor and filth they live amongst. In an anecdote Orwell illustrates 

the sad irony of Imperialism and makes the reader feel sympathy for their plight: 

“A carpenter sits cross-legged at a prehistoric lathe.” 

Imperialism was, at the time, justified by the fact that it was meant to modernise and develop ‘uncivilised’ 

races while expanding empires and requiring new territory.  However, Orwell reveals the reality of this 

through his lexical choice “prehistoric” which portrays the primitive and ancient tools used by the Jews in 

these caves. Instead of helping to ensure efficiency in Marrakech, progress is hampered by ineffective and 

outdated machinery. Orwell continues to show his criticism for imperialism when he notices that, “At his 

side his grandson, aged six, is already starting on the simpler parts of the job.” His anecdote shocks the 

modern reader and effectively illustrates that, for the Jewish dwellers, their life is an endless cycle of pain 

and suffering, with no sign of progress or modernisation.  

As the essay continues, Orwell further moves the reader by illustrating that Jews are not the only group 

marginalised in Marrakech: women are too. Orwell presents a vivid physical description of the women of 

Marrakech and describes the intensive labour they are expected to perform, despite their lack of health 

and strength. He uses an anecdote to convey a group of women collecting wood: 

“Then for the first time I noticed they poor old earth-coloured bodies, bodies reduced to bones 

and leathery skin, bent double under the crushing weight.” 



Orwell uses particularly vivid and emotive language here in phrases such as, “poor old”, “reduced to 

bones”, “bent double”, and “crushing weight”. The lexical choices clearly connote the physical damage to 

the women’s bodies and suggest they are twisted, deformed and broken. This creates pity and sympathy 

for the women. Orwell’s moving and emotive tone also reveals his compassion and sympathetic stance 

towards the women as he too is guilty of ignoring their plight.  The reader, is made to feel a sense of shock 

at the amount of work women, especially elderly women, are forced to do in this outdated society. His 

skilful description at this point helps us clearly visualise and understand the plight of women in Marrakech 

who are completely invisible and inferior. 

The idea of invisibility is a key theme in Orwell’s essay and is also used to evoke sympathy when he reflects 

on the hostility of Marrakech. He explains that the natives in Marrakech go unnoticed despite their 

constant struggle in this hostile environment. He remarks that the natives of Marrakech are simply 

forgotten:  

“All the people who work with their hands are partly invisible.” 

This sad reality condemns Europeans who believe the natives – with their dark skin - to be racially inferior 

and therefore insignificant. We are also told that when Europeans think of these far off colonised countries 

they imagine, “Camels, castles, palm-trees, foreign legionnaires, brass tray and bandits,” illustrating how 

ridiculously romantic and idealistic their views are. However, Orwell’s does not let us ignore the poverty 

and suffering as the place is, “So desolate that no wild animal bigger than a hare can live on it.” The lexical 

choice “desolate” reinforces the idea that Marrakech is a “treeless waste,” and offers bleak existence for 

many. The tough life of the workers is clearly depicted through the use of emotive language and empty 

surroundings and the reader cannot help but feel moved by their plight.  

 

The final group Orwell examines in his study of Marrakech is the Senegalese soldiers who are marching to 

fight for the very country oppressing them. Orwell looks upon one soldier who reveres his status as a white 

man and considers the fragility of imperialism using imagery: 

“While great white birds drifted over them in the opposite direction, glittering like scraps of 

paper” 

The birds represent the white oppressors asserting their power over the colonised populations, however 

his skilful description depicts the inevitable end of colonialism. Orwell’s imagery is interesting here as he 

challenges the foundations of colonialism through contrast. The metaphor “great white birds” suggests the 

white oppressors’ strength but the word choice of “drifted” contrasts and suggests a lack of direction and 

purpose. The simile reinforces this as they, like sparkly bits of paper, have no real strength against such a 

combined force if the natives chose to rise against them. The white colonisers may appear impressive but 

they have no real power – their power was based on a lie and Orwell successfully exposes this to evoke 

sympathy for those oppressed by colonialism.  

In conclusion, ‘Marrakech’ by George Orwell, is an emotional and moving essay. Orwell skilfully uses 

imagery, word choice and anecdotes to convey his critical attitude of imperialism and illustrate how 

ineffective and oppressive it was. The plight of the natives is overwhelming and shocking to a modern 

audience. The nauseating atmosphere, extent of death and suffering, as well as the extreme poverty 

illustrated in the essay vividly depict the harsh truth of colonialism and expose it as a form of oppressive 

and racist exploitation. 


