
absolute power corrupts absolutely animal
farm
absolute power corrupts absolutely animal farm is a central theme that encapsulates the
essence of George Orwell's seminal novella, *Animal Farm*. This phrase, originally coined by Lord
Acton, reflects the idea that when an individual or group attains unchecked authority, their moral
compass often deteriorates, leading to tyranny and oppression. In *Animal Farm*, Orwell masterfully
illustrates this concept through the allegory of a farm where animals overthrow their human owner,
only to find themselves under the rule of a new, equally corrupt leadership. This article explores the
significance of the phrase within the context of the novel, examining the progression of power, the
corruption it breeds, and its broader implications in political and social commentary. The analysis
will delve into key characters, events, and symbols that reinforce the timeless warning that absolute
power corrupts absolutely. The following sections provide a comprehensive breakdown of this theme
as it appears in *Animal Farm*.

The Origin and Meaning of "Absolute Power Corrupts Absolutely"

The Allegorical Context in Animal Farm

The Rise of Power and Its Corrupting Influence

Character Analysis: Leaders and Corruption

Symbols and Events Illustrating Corruption

The Broader Political and Social Implications

The Origin and Meaning of "Absolute Power Corrupts
Absolutely"
The phrase "absolute power corrupts absolutely" is attributed to the 19th-century British historian
Lord Acton. It conveys the idea that a person who holds unchecked power is likely to lose their moral
integrity and become corrupt. This aphorism serves as a caution against concentrating excessive
authority in the hands of any individual or group without accountability or oversight. The concept
has since become a foundational principle in political theory, emphasizing the necessity of checks
and balances in governance.

In the context of literary works, this phrase is often employed to explore the dynamics of power and
moral decay. George Orwell's *Animal Farm* is a quintessential example where this theme is vividly
portrayed through the rise and fall of revolutionary ideals and the subsequent tyranny that emerges.



The Allegorical Context in Animal Farm
*Animal Farm* is an allegory reflecting the events leading up to the Russian Revolution of 1917 and
the early years of the Soviet Union. The farm itself represents Russia, and the animals symbolize
different societal groups and political figures. The novella uses the story of a group of farm animals
who rebel against their human farmer to establish an egalitarian society, only to experience a
gradual erosion of equality and freedom under the new leadership.

The phrase absolute power corrupts absolutely animal farm is intricately woven into this allegory,
demonstrating how revolutionary ideals can be undermined by the corrupting influence of power.
The farm’s descent into dictatorship under the pig Napoleon exemplifies this transformation.

The Rise of Power and Its Corrupting Influence
The progression of power in *Animal Farm* is marked by a clear trajectory from equality and shared
governance to authoritarian rule. Initially, the animals unite under the principles of Animalism,
which promote collective ownership and fairness. However, as certain animals begin to accumulate
power, the foundational ideals are compromised.

Stages of Power Consolidation
The corruption of power occurs in discernible stages:

Revolution and Idealism: The animals overthrow Mr. Jones, motivated by the desire for
freedom and equality.

Emergence of Leadership: Pigs, particularly Snowball and Napoleon, assume leadership
roles due to their intelligence.

Power Struggles: Conflicts arise, culminating in Napoleon's expulsion of Snowball and
centralization of control.

Establishment of Dictatorship: Napoleon uses propaganda, intimidation, and revision of
laws to entrench his dominance.

Complete Corruption: The pigs adopt human behaviors and privileges, betraying the
revolutionary cause.

Each stage reflects the increasing gap between the rulers and the ruled, highlighting how absolute
power leads to absolute corruption in the governance of Animal Farm.

Character Analysis: Leaders and Corruption
The characters in *Animal Farm* personify various facets of power and corruption. Their
development underscores the theme that absolute power corrupts absolutely animal farm.



Napoleon
Napoleon, the pig who becomes the farm’s dictator, embodies the corrupting influence of absolute
power. Initially one of the revolution's leaders, he gradually consolidates power through
manipulation, violence, and propaganda. His transformation from a revolutionary leader to a
tyrannical ruler mirrors the historical figure of Joseph Stalin.

Snowball
Snowball represents the more idealistic and intellectual leadership that is ultimately ousted.
Although he is not corrupt in the same way as Napoleon, his expulsion signifies the elimination of
dissent and democratic governance.

Other Animals
The other animals, such as Boxer the horse and Clover the mare, symbolize the working class. Their
exploitation under Napoleon’s regime highlights how absolute power enables the ruling class to
oppress and deceive the masses.

Symbols and Events Illustrating Corruption
Orwell employs various symbols and pivotal events in *Animal Farm* to reinforce the theme of
corruption through absolute power.

The Seven Commandments
The Seven Commandments initially represent the core principles of Animalism, advocating equality
and fairness. However, they are progressively altered by the pigs to justify their privileges,
illustrating the manipulation of ideology to serve those in power.

The Windmill
The windmill symbolizes the animals' hope for a better future and progress. Its repeated destruction
and reconstruction reflect the futility of their efforts under corrupt leadership.

The Changing of the Farm's Name
The eventual renaming of Animal Farm back to Manor Farm demonstrates the complete reversal of
revolutionary goals and the restoration of the old oppressive order, underscoring the total
corruption of power.

Events Highlighting Corruption

The expulsion of Snowball as a political rival.

The public confessions and executions during Napoleon's purges.



The pigs’ gradual adoption of human habits, such as walking upright and drinking alcohol.

The rewriting of history and commandments to suit the ruling elite’s narrative.

The Broader Political and Social Implications
The theme expressed by absolute power corrupts absolutely animal farm extends beyond the
narrative to offer critical insights into real-world political and social structures. Orwell’s novella
serves as a warning about the dangers of unchecked authority and the ease with which revolutionary
ideals can be subverted.

It emphasizes the importance of:

Checks and balances in political power to prevent tyranny.

The role of transparency and accountability in governance.

The susceptibility of societies to propaganda and manipulation.

The need for vigilance by citizens to safeguard democratic principles.

By illustrating how power can corrupt absolutely, *Animal Farm* remains a relevant and powerful
critique of authoritarianism and the betrayal of collective aspirations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'absolute power corrupts absolutely'
mean in the context of Animal Farm?
In Animal Farm, the phrase means that when the pigs gain unchecked control over the farm, their
power leads to corruption and the betrayal of the original ideals of equality and fairness.

How is the theme 'absolute power corrupts absolutely'
portrayed through the character of Napoleon?
Napoleon starts as one of the leaders advocating for animal equality but becomes increasingly
tyrannical and oppressive as he gains absolute power, illustrating how power corrupts him
completely.

Which events in Animal Farm illustrate the corruption caused
by absolute power?
Events such as the pigs changing the commandments, exploiting other animals for their benefit, and



engaging in trade with humans show how absolute power leads to corruption and moral decay.

How does Orwell use Animal Farm to critique political power
and corruption?
Orwell uses the allegory of Animal Farm to demonstrate that absolute power tends to corrupt
leaders, leading them to betray their people and ideals, reflecting the dangers of totalitarian
regimes.

Why do the other animals fail to stop the corruption caused by
absolute power in Animal Farm?
The other animals are naive, lack education, and are manipulated by propaganda, which makes them
unable or unwilling to challenge the corrupt leadership that holds absolute power.

What role does propaganda play in maintaining absolute
power in Animal Farm?
Propaganda, spread mainly by Squealer, helps justify the pigs' actions and suppress dissent,
enabling the pigs to maintain absolute power and continue their corrupt rule without opposition.

How does the changing of the Seven Commandments
symbolize corruption in Animal Farm?
The gradual alteration of the commandments shows how those in power manipulate rules to serve
their interests, symbolizing the corruption and betrayal that come with absolute power.

Can the phrase 'absolute power corrupts absolutely' be applied
to any other characters besides Napoleon in Animal Farm?
Yes, characters like the pigs in general, including Snowball initially, also show signs of corruption as
they gain more control, though Napoleon is the primary example of absolute corruption.

What lesson does Animal Farm teach about the dangers of
absolute power?
Animal Farm warns that when leaders hold unchecked power, they are likely to become corrupt and
oppressive, leading to the loss of freedom and equality for the people they govern.

How does the ending of Animal Farm reinforce the idea that
'absolute power corrupts absolutely'?
The ending, where pigs become indistinguishable from humans and the animals realize they are still
oppressed, reinforces that absolute power has completely corrupted the pigs, betraying the
revolution's original goals.



Additional Resources
1. 1984 by George Orwell
A dystopian novel that explores the dangers of totalitarianism and extreme political authority. The
story follows Winston Smith as he navigates a society under constant surveillance and strict
government control. Orwell’s chilling depiction of a world where "Big Brother" watches all is a
profound commentary on power and corruption.

2. Lord of the Flies by William Golding
This novel tells the story of a group of boys stranded on an uninhabited island who attempt to govern
themselves, with disastrous results. As their makeshift society breaks down, the boys’ descent into
savagery reveals how power can corrupt innocence. The book explores themes of authority,
civilization, and human nature.

3. Brave New World by Aldous Huxley
Set in a futuristic society driven by technology and rigid social control, this novel examines how
absolute power can manifest through manipulation and conditioning. The government maintains
control by suppressing individuality and enforcing conformity. Huxley’s work critiques the loss of
freedom in the face of totalitarian regimes.

4. Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury
In a world where books are banned and "firemen" burn any that are found, this novel explores
censorship and authoritarian control over knowledge. The protagonist, Guy Montag, begins to
question the oppressive power structures that dictate society. Bradbury’s story highlights the
dangers of unchecked power and the suppression of dissent.

5. The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood
This dystopian novel depicts a totalitarian society where women are subjugated and used as
reproductive vessels. The regime’s absolute control over individuals exemplifies the corrupting
influence of power when combined with extreme ideology. Atwood’s narrative serves as a stark
warning about the loss of autonomy and human rights.

6. Animal Farm by George Orwell
An allegorical novella that uses farm animals to satirize the Russian Revolution and the rise of
Stalinism. It illustrates how those in power can become corrupt and betray the ideals they initially
championed. Orwell’s work remains a powerful exploration of political corruption and the nature of
tyranny.

7. We by Yevgeny Zamyatin
Often considered a precursor to Orwell’s 1984, this novel is set in a dystopian future where
individuals live under the strict control of the state. The protagonist’s struggle against the
oppressive regime highlights themes of freedom, identity, and rebellion. The book critiques the
dangers of a society ruled by absolute power.

8. Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky
While not a dystopian novel, this classic explores the psychological effects of power and moral
corruption through the story of Raskolnikov, who believes he is above the law. His descent into guilt
and madness reveals the destructive consequences of abusing power and authority. Dostoevsky’s
work delves deeply into human nature and ethics.

9. The Prince by Niccolò Machiavelli



A political treatise that examines the acquisition and maintenance of power, often advocating
pragmatic and ruthless tactics. Machiavelli’s exploration of political power reveals how leaders may
become corrupt in their pursuit to maintain control. This timeless work has shaped discussions
about power dynamics and realpolitik.
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