
A Crisis of Identity in the Works of George Orwell and Virginia Woolf 

 Identity is seen as a concept of knowing who you are internally and to the world. 

Various aspects can help build, alter, or destroy how we view ourself. The question of 

identity is simple: it is to identify. Culture is the sum of total ways of living including be-

havioural norms, dialectal expression, styles of communication, patterns of thinking, and 

beliefs and values of a group large enough to be self-sustaining transmitted over the 

course of generations. Each and every one of us has had beliefs that have either been in-

stilled, or adopted into our psyche. These kind of ‘universal’ stereotypes begin develop-

ing at an early age, and are often not challenged until we – if ever – confront them per-

sonally, and are at the very core of works written by George Orwell and Virginia Woolf.  

What is the underlying determination of identity and consciousness? I argue British Im-

perialism as the underlying factor in Orwell’s case, and a patriarchal society in respect to 

Woolf’s.   

 Within George Orwell’s Shooting an Elephant, an autobiographical account of his 

time spent as a British Military Officer in Burma,  he hints at how much his decisions 

were influenced by how he perceived his identity and who he actually was. We are intro-

duced to two Orwell’s: one who obviously does not want to kill an elephant, and the other 

who feels he must. From the very beginning, we are introduced to the concept of  ‘for-

eign’. His unusual behaviour when dealing with the news of a rampaged elephant creates 

an immediate impression of indifference. Orwell, on several occasions, questions the loss 

of self in a de-humanizing, colonial landscape (Tyner 266). Orwell does not necessarily 

begin to internally address his identity until he is suddenly tasked with shooting an ele-



phant. His skepticism of British Imperialism becomes most prevalent during these back-

and-forth moments of consciousness before he finally falls pressure to what he feels is 

expected of him and finally assimilates. He then goes through a period of growing 

awareness that not all dominant [in this case British] values are beneficial to minority 

groups, something Orwell refers to as conditional of the rule: “for it is the condition of 

his rule that he shall spend his life in trying to impress the “natives,” and so in every cri-

sis he has got to do what the “natives” expect of him” (Orwell par.7).  

 Shooting an Elephant is superficially similar to A Room of Ones Own in that both 

touch on the influence of dominant groups. In Shooting an Elephant, we see such influ-

ence in Orwell’s representation of the British Empire, whereas in A Room of Ones Own 

we see it in Woolf’s presentation of a patriarchal society. Additionally, both Orwell and 

Woolf consider themselves as “outsiders,” thus judging themselves not only as social re-

jects, but also as unwelcome [dangerous] in society. It is through this rejection that each 

discover an identity. 

 If we are to understand the history of the oppression of women or the history of 

the limits on the forms of women’s expression, we can easily the punches Woolf is trying 

to pull, and the point she is trying to make in A Room of Ones Own. She is not saying that 

class has priority over gender, nor is she saying gender has priority over class; she is 

speaking hard truths: “he was a Beadle; I was a woman. This was the turf; there was the 

path. Only the Fellows and Scholars are allowed here; the gravel is the place for 

me” (Woolf 1). Even the title of her essay is grounded in material circumstances. As 

Mary [Woolf’s alias] addresses her Oxbridge audience of women, she really has only one 



thing to say: independence.  If you're going to expect to get anything done in the way of 

writing, or in the way of any other activity that’s genuinely independent of patriarchal 

limitation, you’ve really got to have five-hundred pounds a year and a room of your own. 

That's all she really says. In fact, as you read through all the six chapters, after the ex-

traordinary range of impressionistic thinking, you find that — as if on an elastic band — 

each chapter she manifests pulls her right back to this one particular concept as she sees it 

necessary, factual precondition material for any woman to find her voice. We are not all 

Jane Austen’s: a genius sitting on your parlour whisking your novel and progress under a 

piece of blotting paper every time a servant comes into the room.  She is saying women 

really do need today the independence of having five-hundred pounds and a room of your 

own, even in that there is a certain priority given to the perspective of class as opposed to 

the perspective of gender. I think it is one of the most eloquent feminist critiques on the 

conditions of a woman’s individuality ever written.  
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