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Charles Dickens, with his deep interest in issues of crime and criminality, made the 

definition of the criminal in popular literature problematic and rejected all forms of 

capital punishment. Dickens was a critic of a society that he believed produced 

criminals and then punished them. He created his cast of felons between 1836 and 

1870, during a time when criminals had become ambiguous in British literature.1 

Oliver Twist (1836) responded to a market trend in the mid-1830s, in which the 

popular Newgate novel presented many criminals as heroic. As Michel Foucault has 

pointed out: ‚by his cunning, his tricks, his sharp-wittedness, the criminal 

represented in this literature has made himself impervious to suspicion‛ (Foucault 

69).   

  Dickens’s rejection of capital punishment was later echoed by George Orwell, 

who in his essay on Dickens recognized in the nineteenth-century author’s fiction a 

marked ethical concern, descriptive power, and an ability to characterize with 

pictures that remain vivid in one’s memory. Orwell wrote: ‚In Oliver Twist, Hard 

Times, Bleak House, Little Dorritt Dickens attacked English institutions with a ferocity 

that has never since been approached. Yet, he managed to do it without making 

himself hated [<]‛ (1). Indeed, Orwell added, Dickens ‚has become a national 

institution himself‛ (ibid). ‚Dickens’s criticism of society is almost exclusively 

moral,‛ Orwell wrote, observing that no constructive suggestions for amelioration of 

society are offered in his novels. Yet, Dickens provides ‚an emotional perception that 

something is wrong‛ (2). 

  This emotional perception that something was wrong emerged strikingly 

when Dickens wrote of the guillotine in A Tale of Two Cities, a novel that Orwell 

quotes two passages from in his essay.  These passages both concern what Orwell 

says is the ‚quality of nightmare‛ Dickens creates about execution by the guillotine 
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during the Reign of Terror. This quality of nightmare makes Dickens’s rejection of 

capital punishment obvious to the reader through an emotional appeal. Orwell, like 

Dickens, later criticized punitive measures that he believed went beyond the scope 

of humane justice. In his essay ‚A Hanging,‛ Orwell wrote of the execution of a 

subaltern individual by the colonial British army.  

 Dickens took what might be considered a phenomenological approach to 

crime well before the advent of Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and its social 

science applications. His novel Oliver Twist, for example, shows how criminal 

processes appear in regular social interactions in signs, gestures, and codes that 

become social facts. Dickens considers the causes of crime and offers an explanation 

that appears to seek his readers’ sympathy for children like Oliver who are drawn 

into enacting street crime misdemeanors like pick-pocketing. While Dickens’s 

characters Fagin and Bill Sykes of Oliver Twist were depicted as hardened criminals, 

the boys of Fagin’s gang who learned to pick pockets were portrayed as sympathetic 

urchins. Likewise, the despicable characters of The Old Curiosity Shop were surely 

criminal but Dickens challenged his readers to classify as criminals sympathetic 

characters in his other novels like Mr. Micawber who was tossed into a debtor’s 

prison, the characters of Little Dorrit, or Dr, Manette of A Tale of Two Cities, who 

wasted away in a French Revolutionary prison. Dickens wrote not to sensationalize 

criminals, as some of his contemporaries were doing, but to reform institutions like 

the Pennsylvania System of solitary confinement that he critiqued in American Notes 

(1842) and to end the execution of criminals who had engaged in offenses like 

robbery and shoplifting, as well those who committed the far more heinous act of 

murder.  

 Dickens’s vociferous opposition to capital punishment appears vividly in 

Barnaby Rudge (1841), which recalls the Gordon Riots. In Dickens and Crime, Philip 

Collins observes: ‚This revulsion against the law and its operations was increasing 

[<] Juries were registering their protest, if not by acquitals then by questionable 

verdicts of insanity‛ (233). Previously, Dickens had addressed the issue in ‚A Visit to 

Newgate‛ and in ‚Fagin’s Last Night Alive‛ in Oliver Twist. Now, with Barnaby 

Rudge he brought attention to ‚the hideous apparatus of death.‛ 

 In his novel he incorporated four long letters that he had written to The Daily 

News .In those letters he offers a variety of arguments against capital punishment 

and his objections to hanging. Collins points out that Dickens wrote five articles on 

crime for The Daily News, one of which was on crime and education: ‚Crime was the 
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dominating social issue and capital punishment was the subject of four of five items 

devoted to it.‛ Dickens argued against the public spectacle of hanging: 

 I connect it with that Dread and Mystery surrounding Death in any shape, 

but especially in this avenging form and I am disposed to come to the 

conclusion that it produces crime in the criminally disposed and engenders a 

diseased sympathy- morbid and bad, but natural and often irresistible- 

among the well-conducted and gentle. (Collins 228)  

   Michel Foucault points out that a hanging machine was developed during 

this time in England. ‚It was improved and finally adopted in 1783, the same year in 

which the traditional procession from Newgate to Tyburn was abolished and in 

which the opportunity offered by the rebuilding of the prison, after the Gordon 

Riots, was used to set up the scaffolds in Newgate itself‛ (12). This clearly led to the 

infamous guillotine of the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror.  

  As Foucault points out, the criminal was defined by the politics of the state 

that marched him to the gallows. An Eighteenth Century execution in France, he 

insists, may be best viewed as a public ritual that ‚belongs [<] to the ceremonies by 

which power is manifested‛ (47).  The public hanging was a response to a violation 

not only upon the injured party but also to the sovereign, ‚since the law represents 

the will of the sovereign‛ (Ibid).  So, Foucault observes, ‚the punishment is carried 

out in such a way as to give a spectacle not of measure, but of imbalance and excess‛ 

(49). As Peter Linebaugh has amply documented, ‚the London hanged,‛ likewise, 

were observed by enthusiastic audiences. In this peculiar tale of two cities, Paris and 

London, what Foucault has called a ‚liturgy of punishment,‛ a ‚theatre of terror,‛ a 

‚triumph of the law‛ in Eighteenth Century Paris was duplicated in Eighteenth 

Century London. (ibid)  As Dickens recognized, this ghastly event was indeed 

spectacle; it was a form of street theatre that disturbed him. In Foucault’s view it was 

more than mere spectacle: such ritualized execution was ‚a political operation‛ (53).  

He writes of the French scene of execution: ‚The condemned man, carried in 

procession, exhibited, humiliated, with his crime recalled in innumerable ways was 

offered to insults, sometimes the attacks of the spectators.  The vengeance of the 

people was called upon [<]‛ (59). 

 At the end of in Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, Sydney Carton, stands atop the 

gallows in the manner of an Eighteenth Century criminal. His gallows speech – ‚it is 

a far, far better thing I do‛- expresses a dignity that sharply contrasts with the 

admission of guilt that this moment usually entailed. Pointing to the chronicles of 

these occasions, Foucault describes them: ‚The rite of execution was so arranged that 
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the condemned man would himself proclaim his guilt by the amende honorable that he 

spoke [<]‛ (65). 

 The speech of Dickens’s character is a transformation of this pattern.  He 

observed what Foucault calls ‚the punitive theatre in which the representation of 

punishment was permanently available to the social body‛ (115). He substituted for 

this an image of honor and self-sacrifice. A Tale of Two Cities (1859) declares human 

dignity and critiques mismanagement of criminal punishment. The novel stands in 

relation to bulletins, broadsheets, and songs that popularized the demise of the 

criminal as a text that does not exonerate criminals but that humanizes them. As 

Foucault observes: ‚But the existence of the last words of a condemned man genre is 

in itself significant‛ (66). They were a dramatic sequel to the trial. Such print media 

slipped into ‚a literature in which crime is glorified‚, one in which there was ‚a 

whole aesthetic rewriting of crime which is also the appropriation of criminality in 

acceptable forms‛ (69).  

Dickens recognized that public passion for reading about criminals as literary 

heroes had emerged forcefully in Britain with the ‘Newgate novels’ of the 1840s. 

These stories, named after the most notable prison in London, featured a crafty and 

relentless scoundrel who eluded apprehension and challenged law enforcement. 

Dickens had looked on as G.M.W. Reynolds brought his skill to the Newgate novel 

and his work sold briskly throughout the English speaking world. Indeed, Charles 

Dickens was outsold in India for a time by G.M.W. Reynolds, as Priya Joshi has 

pointed out.2 However, Dickens would invest his novels with social criticism. His 

heroes were sympathetic ‘criminals.’ He portrayed those who were pushed into 

criminal activity like Oliver Twist and those who were punished despite having a 

benevolent heart like Abel Magwitch in Great Expectations (1861), or Mr. Micawber in 

David Copperfield (1850). From Barnaby Rudge to A Tale of Two Cities Dickens was 

sensitive to the plight of the political prisoner who was caught in a system of reprisal 

against rebellion.  

Among Dickens’s successors in the realm of social commentary stands George 

Orwell, who commented at length on Dickens in an essay in 1940 and turned to the 

subject of capital punishment in his essay ‚A Hanging‛ (1930). Orwell asserts that 

Dickens’s work was engaged in moral criticism of society and that he was not in any 

sense a proletarian writer. He criticizes Dickens for lacking ‚constructive 

suggestions‛ about how to remedy society. Referring to Barnaby Rudge, Orwell sees 

Dickens as responding to the outburst of looting that emerged in the Gordon riots of 

1780. While Orwell mentions the guillotine as an instrument of revolutionary torture 
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and comments on Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, he does not respond in this essay to 

Dickens’s rejection of hanging in Barnaby Rudge.  

In ‚A Hanging‛, Orwell shows us a criminal whose offense is never named. 

Recalling a situation in Burma, the author draws upon the appeal of pathos to show 

us that British rule in Asia was not always humane. He shows us a scene in which 

the law is being carried out in an execution while justice and civil rights may be 

possibly dying in the process. There is pathos in this death of ‚a puny wisp of a man‛ 

who is led to the gallows. He is a man of a different race and class from the British 

soldiers- one that is unspecified but is certainly that of a man from Sub-continental 

Asia. Orwell implies that an injustice is happening and his narrative shows us this 

process. He draws us in with his personal story.  

 Orwell’s story is much like a film. The first sentences offer something like an 

‚establishing shot‛ from a camera. Orwell gives us the scene. It is raining and the 

light looks ‚sickly‛ as the rain and the light come over the walls into the prison. This 

puts us there, in the prison with the condemned man. Reading this, we look down 

into that prison where everything is measured and every cage is like an animal cage. 

The men of another race, the ‚brown, silent men‛ are ‚squatting,‛ like animals. They 

are ‚condemned‛ to die.  

 This writer gives us the feeling that this a civil rights issue, even though we 

never really know what crime the ‚puny wisp of a man‛ committed that he would 

be hung. Orwell’s method is to share with us how he was personally affected by 

what happened in this prison. Clearly, he was one of the guards, or soldiers, when 

this Asian man was led to the hangman. So by following his story, we experience 

pathos, an emotional response that is subtly intertwined with the ethical point that 

Orwell is making. 

 Orwell’s rhetoric implicitly challenges colonialism. In his second paragraph 

he shows us the prisoner and describes him carefully. Next to the criminal, who is 

small in stature, are six large men, an image that may suggest England’s power in 

comparison to that of Burma. They are Indians who are working for the white British 

army. They stand with ‚rifles sand fixed bayonets,‛ in a show of power. The little 

prisoner is handcuffed and chained to them, ‚fixed‛ to their belts. He is ‚fixed‛ in 

their grip. Burma itself is like that: ‚fixed‛ and stuck and made small by British 

military rule. A reader may be led by Orwell’s tone to wonder about whether this 

‚puny‛ man is indeed a criminal, or if he is being led to his death as a civil resister. 

Does he know something about Mahatma Gandhi and non-violent resistance? 
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Orwell writes: ‚But he stood quite unresisting, yielding his arms limply to the ropes, 

as though he hardly noticed what was happening.‛  

 George Orwell’s essay ‚A Hanging‛ was published one year after Gandhi’s 

letter to Lord Irwin, one year after the Indian march to the sea for salt. When Gandhi 

wrote his letter in 1930, he may have thought that if a man could hold salt from the 

sea in his hands it might slip away from him, like liberty and justice and life. As we 

read George Orwell’s essay, we know that the prisoner’s life is about to slip away. 

Orwell wants to make sure that liberty and justice is not slipping away too. In 

providing us with this ambiguous criminal he, like Gandhi, suggests that a change is 

needed in British policy. He looks at human rights and the law and asks questions 

about justice and punishment. 

 Orwell’s essay addresses the political power to define criminality that 

Foucault emphasizes in Discipline and Punishment. In the context of British military 

and economic, Orwell describes those big guards in the second paragraph of his 

essay and then describes a fat man in a white suit named Francis. He gives us the 

‚gruff voice‛ of the man with the ‚toothbrush mustache‛ to show us a man who is 

‚irritated‛ and impatient even while a man’s life is at stake. This man is 

inconsiderate and disrespectful; he is a mechanized functionary whose 

depersonalizing attitude and demeanor captures the systemic dehumanization that 

Orwell would later protest in his novels, Animal Farm and 1984.  

Orwell now shows us another kind of force: that of a serendipitous comedy. A 

dog breaks into the scene very unexpectedly. The dog breaks up this very formal 

parade. All the soldiers begin running around like characters in a silent movie from 

the early 1920s. The man with the toothbrush mustache is now something like 

Charlie Chaplin, who was an important actor when Orwell’s essay was written. 

They are all trying to catch the dog, who probably just wants to play. Orwell says, ‚it 

pranced around us.‛ It is a ‚large woolly dog‛ and it is ‚half pariah.‛ That word 

means ‚outcast.‛ The dog is an outcast like the prisoner is an outcast. Something 

from nature has broken in on all these soldiers and their march to death. 

George Orwell is not writing a formal argumentative essay about crime and 

punishment. His essay is not a direct statement like Gandhi’s statement to Lord 

Irwin. However, it appears that he is saying that the unexpected can happen. All that 

order of Great Britain in Burma can break down and Britain had better do something 

about civil rights and justice or they will all ‚go to the dogs.‛ 

In the middle of his essay, George Orwell gets personal. He says, ‚I watched 

the brown back of the prisoner marching in front of me.‛ He describes the man again 
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carefully. Orwell’s description is like a camera zooming in. We can even see the 

man’s muscles and how ‚the lock on his scalp danced up and down.‛ More and 

more, we are starting to see that this criminal is a human being like us. He has a face 

and he is alive and in motion. Then the narrator realizes this too, as the man steps 

‚lightly aside to avoid a puddle on the path.‛ This is a man who is about to be hung 

and he bothers to step around a puddle! Suddenly, Orwell’s narrator has something 

of an epiphany. He sees that this prisoner is a man just like himself and he is 

stunned. That happens in the middle of his essay. He writes: ‚It is curious; but till 

that moment I never realized what it means to destroy a healthy, conscious man.‛ 

That is his overt statement. Virtually everything else about civil rights in this essay is 

implied. Orwell did not write: ‚I do not believe in the death penalty.‛ Instead, he 

shows us that he was shocked a bit when he realized that he and the other soldiers 

were about to kill a living man. He writes, ‚I saw the mystery, the unspeakable 

wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in full tide. This man was not dying; he 

was alive just as we are alive.‛ We may notice that Orwell says ‚we.‛ Perhaps he is 

including us, his readers, in that ‚we‛? Becoming descriptive again, Orwell implies 

that he not fully supporting what is going on. He never comes right out and says 

that he doesn’t approve of the death penalty. However, we get that idea from the 

way he writes his essay. He shows us what we all have in common: ‚He and we 

were a party of men walking together, seeing, hearing, feeling, understanding the 

same world; and in two minutes, with a sudden snap, one of us would be gone- one 

mind less, one world less.‛ 

Orwell ends his paragraph on this strong sentence, asserting that we are 

actually all connected. We are all involved in the same world, whether we are black 

or white, British, or from Burma. There is something about life and civil rights that 

goes beyond our differences. As John Donne suggested with his phrase, ‚ask not for 

whom the bells tolls,‛ when we lose any person, this world might be a little less after 

he has died than it was before he died. 

As we read Orwell’s next paragraph, we see the gallows. The hangman is 

himself a convict who has been given the job of hanging other prisoners. The guards 

push the little man toward the hangman who is waiting at the gallows. Orwell 

writes that ‚the hangman climbed up and fixed the rope around the prisoner’s 

neck.‛ The man has been ‚fixed‛ again. But once again, like when the dog burst onto 

the scene, something else happens. This man, who has been very quiet, suddenly 

breaks out in a loud chant. ‚It was a high, reiterated cry of ‚Ram! Ram! Ram! Ram!‛ 

The cry is ‚like the tolling of a bell.‛ Maybe it is a like a death bell, or a funeral bell. 
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It is like a Hindu chant. ‚The dog answered the sound with a whine,‛ says Orwell. 

The dog and the man are closely connected. They are breaking the careful process of 

the hanging again. 

By now, if a reader is deeply involved in Orwell’s story he or she is likely 

moved by this, like the men at the hanging were. Orwell writes: ‚Everyone had 

changed color. The Indians had gone gray like bad coffee.‛ Everybody is affected. 

Yet, it is not just a time of sympathy. They are bothered by what is going on around 

them. The cry of the man is getting on everybody’s nerves. They all are thinking ‚oh, 

kill him quickly, get it over, stop that abominable noise!‛ Then the superintendent 

gives the signal. The deed is done. ‚There was a clacking noise, and then dead 

silence.‛ Orwell says, ‚I let go of the dog.‛  

Orwell has brought us along as spectators, offering us a ‚you are there‛ 

experience. We have just watched a man die by hanging. Now we watch the dog slip 

away from the scene. We see all of the prisoners again. We hear the impatient 

superintendent say, ‚Well, that’s it for the morning, thank God.‛ He is glad the 

formality is over so he can go to breakfast. His ‚thank God‛ sounds callous. Orwell 

represents the uncaring of these people through the tone of their voices. After the 

hanging, there is a boy who walks next to the narrator and tells him that the prisoner 

‚pissed on the floor of his cell‛ because he was afraid. The other men nearby them 

laugh, maybe because they hear what the man did. Or maybe they are nervous or 

trying to relieve the tension after the hanging. Francis, the fat man in the white suit, 

says ‚It was all finished- flick! Like that. It is not always so.‛ He hisses the word 

‚iss.‛ Francis says that sometimes they have to pull the executed man’s legs.  

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault records a series of ghastly punishments of 

the criminal’s body and he tells us: ‚In his Commentaries on the Laws of England, 

Blackstone remarks: ‚It is clear, that if, upon judgment to be hanged by the neck till 

he is dead the criminal be not thoroughly killed, but revives, the sheriff must hang 

him again‛ (52). Orwell suggests in his essay that this kind of death is cruel and that 

insensitive rule in Burma is inhumane. Here a ‚magistrate‛ has heard the story 

about pulling the legs of prisoners who don’t die right away and he laughs. Orwell 

emphasizes the coldness of these people. The narrator of this essay says, ‚We all 

began laughing.‛ They all had a drink together while the dead man was hanging. 

The problem is that he realizes that he has participated. He knows that people can be 

unfair and impersonal. Sometimes human rights and civil rights are not respected.  

‚A Hanging‛ explores how good men may participate in indignity. For 

Gandhi, this was the ‚curse‛ that he mentions three times in a row early in his letter 
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to Lord Irwin. Gandhi, in his letter, talks about two kinds of ‚force.‛ He says that 

‚Great Britain would defend her Indian commerce by all the forces at her 

command.‛ He writes this to an official who probably believes in this ‚force‛ and he 

offers an opposite force, the force of peaceful and non-violent resistance. In this fight, 

the expert simply allows all the force to go by.  

George Orwell does not write about peaceful protest. He explores how a man 

who has been named a criminal is displayed and executed publicly. He implies that 

this man, the criminal, and his executioners are both dehumanized in the process. 

This position echoes Dickens’s assertion that what he called ‚the hideous apparatus 

of death‛ – the gallows, the guillotine, the method of public execution- was a site of 

awe and terror that affected ‚the well-conducted and gentle.‛ The soldiers in 

Orwell’s narrative essay may begin to laugh, but their laughter is a quiver that 

masks a disturbed conscience, a discomfort with their role. The spectacle seeking 

populace of Dickens’s youth, the 40,000 who observed the hanging of Corbusier the 

murderer in 1840, are likewise numbed by the experience. Dickens’s fictional 

hangman, Dennis, in Barnaby Rudge is a defender of the legal system who looks at his 

society and says: ‚And in times to come, people will look back and say ‘we’ve been 

going downhill ever since’.‛ For Dickens and Orwell, it is clear that a society must 

respond to crime but the question for them what the consequences may be for us 

given how we do so.      

 

ENDNOTES: 

1. We meet with Dickens the crime writer in Philip Collins’s landmark work Dickens and Crime and in 

essays like ‚Dickens the Crime Writer: A Reading of Dickens’s Pioneering Crime Novels‛ by Shukla 

Chartergee and Sanjukta Banergee. Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities 4.1 

(2012). <www.rupkatha.com> 

2. Priya Joshi’s forthcoming work is Bollywood’s India: A Public Fantasy. New York: Columbia UP, 

March 2015. The working title was for this book was Crime and Punishment: Nationalism and Public 

Fantasy in Bollywood Cinema. 
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