
 

 

 CONTROLLING AN ARGUMENT WITH TOPIC SENTENCES WORKSHOP 
GRACE OF MAN”  

“THE DISGRACE OF MAN” 
 

…George Orwell’s essay “A Hanging” graphically depicts the execution of 

a prisoner, clearly emphasizing the universality of the tragedy. Orwell 

artfully employs figurative language and personification to reveal people’s 

inhumanity to one another, thereby prompting the reader’s sympathy and 

self-examination. Despite his insistence on universal moral responsibility, 

however, Orwell’s depiction of race and nationality nevertheless reflect his 

own Eurocentric values.  

¶ 1 Orwell uses figurative language (simile and metaphor) to show 

that the prisoner is treated more like an animal than a human being. The 

cells of the condemned men, “a row of sheds…quite bare within,” are “like 

small animal cages” (366). The prisoner’s cry resounds like the “tolling of 

a bell” rather than a human “prayer or a cry for help” (369); after he is dead, 

the superintendent pokes at the body with a stick. Orwell thus establishes 

the lack of human concern for the condemned prisoner.  

¶ 2 In contrast, Orwell emphasizes the “wrongness of cutting a life 

short” (368) by personifying the parts of the prisoner’s body as taking on 

human behavior. He describes how “the lock of hair danced” on the man’s 

scalp, how “his feet printed themselves on the wet gravel,” and how all his 

organs were “toiling away” like a team of laborers. In personifying these 

bodily features, Orwell forces readers to confront the prisoner’s humanity, 

to become more aware of the magic of life. 

¶ 3 To end that magic is an “unspeakable wrongness” (368). But 

readers understand this fully because Orwell’s literary devices prompt our 

sympathy. We pity the prisoner when we contrast him with the animalistic 

metaphors, and we empathize with him when we see his organs and body 

parts alive and active. Certainly we are meant to understand the hanging as 

an injustice. 

¶ 4 Nevertheless, while some may argue that Orwell’s literary devices 

are intended only to invoke readers’ sympathy, he also seems unable to 

divorce himself from identifying people by their nations and races. Every 

participant—the European army doctor, the Indian warders, the Eurasian 

jailer, the Burmese magistrate—is identified by his nationality. Orwell 

describes watching “brown silent men” (366) and “the bare brown back of 

the prisoner marching in front of [him]” (367). The preoccupation with the 

skin of the prisoner serves to racialize him when no one else receives this 

treatment. Moreover, the prisoner has “the bobbing gait of the Indian who 

never straightens his knees,” as though he possesses insufficient control 

over his own body (367). The unnamed prisoner is, after all, just “a Hindu, 

a puny wisp of a man,” and not a commanding figure of dignity in the face 

of violence (366)…. 
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