
“Marrakech” by George Orwell is an intriguing essay depicting the grim reality of colonial life for the oppressed 

natives. In the essay, Orwell skilfully blends narration using anecdotes and observation to illustrate to the reader the 

extreme poverty and suffering of those exploited by imperialism. We are forced to confront the racist abuse and 

mistreatment of Arabs, Jews and women as Orwell reflects on his journey through the hostile climate of Marrakech. 

The essay opens with a shocking and dramatic anecdote as Orwell recalls watching a funeral procession. He 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 successfully confronts the extreme poverty caused by the failure of 

colonialism in Morocco to exposes the fact that far from helping countries to develop, it is oppressing and 

impoverishing the natives. 

Orwell reinforces the nauseating atmosphere later when he visits the Jewish ghetto. He narrates, using another 

anecdote the squalor, poverty and lack of hope: 

“The houses are completely windowless, and sore-eyed children. Cluster everywhere in unbelievable 

numbers, like clouds of flies.” 

Orwell’s lexical choice “windowless” creates a bleak image of the ghettoes. They literally have no light; symbolically 

they have no hope.  We are able to imagine the old, dirty, run-down houses and therefore their poor quality of life. 

The emotive and disturbing description of the “sore-eyed children” depicts the true suffering and pain experienced 

by the Jewish community and helps us to understand Orwell’s horror as he confronts this awful reality. They poor 

children – who symbolise innocence – are compared to flies reminding us of the death and poverty of the opening 

and emphasising the vast population of Jews crammed and caged into the unsanitary ghettos in which, “there is… a 

little river of urine” of urine which runs down the street. Orwell narrates this encounter to highlight the relentless 

poverty in Marrakech. 

Following the disturbing images, Orwell changes the atmosphere and continues to narrate his time in Marrakech. He 

uses another anecdote to highlight to the reader how impoverished the Arabs are during his visit to the “public 

gardens.” The setting is clearly pleasant and idyllic and illustrates there is wealth in Marrakech – just not for the 

natives. The atmosphere contrasts greatly with the nauseating and unsanitary restaurant in the previous section. 

Orwell then begins to feed a gazelle and is confronted with a starving worker who watches with “quiet amazement” 

at food being given away to an animal before asking for a piece for himself: 

“I tore off a piece of bread and he stowed it gratefully in some secret place under his rags. This man is an 

employee of the Municipality.” 

The extent of the natives’ suffering is apparent here as Orwell compassionately offers the man a piece of bread. The 

word choice “rags” also helps to portray how dirty and poor the man is as he is working in tattered clothes. The man 

is clearly appreciative of Orwell’s generosity as he tucks the bread away. Orwell, cleverly, illustrates his shock and 

disbelief in his abruptly simple statement that insinuates his outrage that this man works for the council yet is clearly 

paid so little that he is starving. His successful use of narration has so far been effective in conveying the failures of 

colonialism and evoking sympathy for the natives.  

Moving away from the gardens, Orwell blends observation to reflect on the barrenness of Marrakech. Using 

powerful word choice and imagery, Orwell vividly portrays of the hostility of the land: 



“Most of Morocco is so desolate that no wild animal bigger than a hare can live on it. Huge areas which 

were once covered with forest have turned into a treeless wasteland where soil is exactly like broken up 

brick.” 

The lexical choices “desolate” and “treeless wasteland” both suggests a vast, emptiness and harsh environment. 

Nothing can grow or prosper in this climate. The imagery reinforces this idea and emphasises the hostile, dry and 

solid soil that the natives need to try to farm for the French economy. Orwell’s criticism is clear as he contemplates 

the logic of working such an arid land: 

“What does Morocco mean to a Frenchman? An orange-grove or a job in government service.” 

The rhetorical question involves the reader and forces them to consider how idealistic and misinformed the 

Europeans are as they imagine the colonised country as a rich resource or an opportunity, rather than the stifling 

wasteland it is. They fail to recognise that behind the orange-grove is an abundance of suffering and squalor. Orwell 

makes an observation that perfectly sums up the ignorance of the colonials: “All the people who work with their 

hands are partly invisible.” By blending both his narrations and observations he builds an extremely strong case 

against colonialism. 

As the essay continues, Orwell blends narration and confronts his own ignorance when he arrived in Marrakech. He 

admits he too had failed to notice one group of marginalised natives: women. 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 blend of narration at this point helps us clearly visualise and 

understand the plight of women in Marrakech who are completely invisible and inferior. 

 

Finally, Orwell examines the Senegalese soldiers who are marching to fight for the very country oppressing them. He 

uses an anecdote to describe a “splendid” soldier whose feet have been “squished into boots that looked like blocks 

of wood,” to illustrate the oppression of a man who reveres his status as a white man and then observes 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 idea as they, like sparkly bits of paper, have no real strength against such a combined force of the 

native should they 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 that skilfully blends both narration 

and observation to expose the failings of colonialism in Marrakech. 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. 



  

 

 


