The Pity of War

Owen’s war poetry is so different to the poems around that time. The fundamental difference lies in his perspective and purpose. Owen had changed his attitude, he no longer tried to obtain verbal beauty, he now wrote to tell the truth about modern war. His poetry became a warning about what men were doing to each other.
He saw his role now: to make others ‘see’. His new truth was his experience of war. Having been in the trenches he could no longer linger in the beauty of poetry, rather, he used it to expose the brutality, and truth of war.
However, Owen had a vision of war that extended far beyond the anger, bloodshed and agony he re-created so vividly. He sought to expose the traditional view of war as ‘noble’, as seen in the poetry and propaganda of the time, and to do this he had to depict the horrors he experienced; death, madness and mutilation.
It is important to note that Owen did not dwell of these horrors for their own sake. They served his vision; the facts of war, and the human experience. He speaks about what it meant to be on the Western Front in WWI, and also what it means to be a man. His poems help us see, and feel, the suffering of the individual intimately, but also makes us aware of the tragedy of the human condition. What man can do to man.
The focus of war is greatly disputed as innocent lives of the young are exposed to inexplicable and untimely death. Poets write to convey their concerns, perspectives and emotion regarding the violent matter. In particular, Wilfred Owen is critical of the unworthy treatment of soldiers and the ramifications of this behaviour. Owen portrays the torment soldiers are forced to endure and is critical of the harsh veracities of war. He applies a number of literary techniques including graphic imagery and irony to focus on the soldiers’ misfortune. Consequently, an affectionate retort from the reader is evoked and the reader is able to ascertain that the suffering, premature deaths and total disregard for the fallen heroes constitute the ‘pity of war’.

Owen portrays the physical suffering of soldiers and the dehumanisation of these dying soldiers. His poem ‘Exposure’ explicitly explains the agony of the fighting men and how their ‘brains ache, in the merciless iced winds that knives’ them’. Owen metaphorically implies that the winds are so piercing that the fighting men are unable to function properly. He continues to emphasise the brutality of the snowflakes that ‘pause and renew’ suggesting that the winter weather is relentless in its attack upon the soldiers. This is echoed in his depiction of the rain that ‘soaks and the clouds sag stormy’. This melancholic depiction of war establishes a depressive and defeatist tone, emphasising the soldier’s exhaustion and lack of resolve to keep fighting. The reader sympathises with the suffering soldiers who understandably ‘turn back to their dying’ and hope for an end to come. Owen suggests that these winter conditions are more ‘deadly’ than the ‘monstrous anger of guns’ and leaves the reader with an image of the prolonged suffering endured by soldiers. Evidently, these images contribute to the overall idea that Owen depicts the true ‘pity of war’.

Owen describes the vindictive truths of war in a graphical manner to emphasise the grisly horror the soldiers are encountering. ‘
Dulce et Decorum Est’ is an ironic poem emphasising the dehumanisation and horrendous circumstances experienced by the fighting men. Owen unambiguously explains the suffering of the fighting men who are ‘drunk with fatigue’, metaphorically implying that the soldiers are shocked and overwhelmed by the gas attack as a result of their extreme fatigue. The fighting men are exhausted and are unaware of their surroundings of being ‘deaf even to the hoots of gas shells dropping softly behind’.  Sympathy is evoked by Owen through the use of graphic imagery depicting a soldier’s suffering from the gas attack, coughing ‘blood from froth corrupted lungs’. Owen draws the reader into the suffering of the soldier whose ‘eyes are withering in his face’. These images assist the reader to appreciate the suffering and the pain inflicted on the soldiers during war. These images expose the ironic sentiment in the title. ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ (It is fitting and Glorious to die for your Country), makes the reader comprehend how incorrect the stereotype image of war being glorious is. This becomes clearly evident that Owen convinces the reader to agree with the ‘pity of war’.

Mainly, Owen focuses his attention to the mistreatment of the fallen men in war. He mentions the soldier’s disregard in death and how ‘only the suffering rifle’s rapid fire can patter out their hasty orisons’. No traditional funeral service is produced to the fighting men after death. There are no ‘shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells’ to send the soldiers to their eternal resting place. Owen emphasises the absence of any spiritual recognition for the soldiers through religious symbols of ‘bells’, ‘choirs’ and ‘candles’ and thus indirectly is critical of the church for not extending its practices to the fallen heroes. Owen is also analytical in ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ where the bodies are ‘flung’ into the wagon signifying their mistreatment even in their most silent of times. He again becomes critical in ‘Exposure’ and uses repetition in the statement ‘but nothing happens’ to signify the solder’s agony and misery in the merciless weather conditions while they suffer in anguish.

Poets write to convey their concerns, perspectives and emotion towards war. Owen’s intention is to determine the precipitate death of innocent soldiers and the pity of war. He becomes bitter regarding the lack of acknowledgement the dead soldiers receive in spite of their efforts. Numerous poetic techniques are used, emphasising the agony and torment to the fighting men. He expresses a compassionate tone through many of his poems, leaving the reader to feel sympathetic toward the soldiers and their horrendous involvement in the Great War. Owen is a pessimistic and gloomy poet, however attempts to persuade the reader in agreement to his beliefs to portray the true meaning of the pity of war.

Owen’s Poetry –The Pity of War Summary
· The difference in Owen’s poetry was one of perspective and purpose.
· The attainment of verbal beauty (like the romantics of the time) was not his aspiration.
· The war poems were written to tell the truth (Owen’s truth) about modern was, as it had not been told to before: to warn England and the world of what men were doing to one another.

· The role of the poet, as Owen now saw it, was to warn; to see and, speaking, to make others see.
· He had to express his experience of war – having seen the trenches; he could no longer linger in the Palace of Art.
· His poetry is one of vision – his vision extends far beyond the bloodshed and the agonies he re-creates so vividly.  Owen’s desire to expose the traditional ‘noble’ and ‘poetic’ view of war naturally involved the depiction of horrors; and the realities of death, mutilation, and madness are concretely present in his poems.
· These horrors are not dwelt upon for their own sake: they are there to serve a vision.  And the vision itself encompasses both the particular facts of war and universal and fundamental ones of human experience.
· He speaks of what it meant to be on the Western Front, and also what it means to be a man.
· His images burst into symbols before our eyes, and we feel, not the harshness of individual suffering, so much as the tragedy of universal pain.

The Meaning of Pity
· Owen states: ‘My subject is War and the Pity of War. The poetry is in the pity’.  The truth of the poem, that is, lies in the truth and power of the emotion it expresses and evokes in the responder.  He feels vividly and honestly and re-creates his experience for the reader with poetic power – without this there is no truth!

· Pity – though it includes anguish and anger at suffering, means something far more profound.  Owen sees War as the microcosm and symbol of the universal tragedy of human life – a tragedy enacted in the trenches of his past, and enacted I the future too, in other wars to come.  He laments on the idea that suffering and waste, violence and evil are the necessary conditions of human life.

· He sees the tragedy of war in the context of human history, or eternity. He sees the splendour and beauty of life, the potentialities for grandeur of the human spirit, and the inevitability of suffering and death.  And the great and constant theme of his poetry is the tragic contrast between what we have the potential for and what we actually do – what might be and what is.
The inhumanity of man
· Owens view of war is a more fundamental tragedy – the inhumanity of man, his brutal denial of human values, and extinctions of human potentialities.  The physical suffering he writes of is as much the suffering of guilt, the searing of the souls of men by the violence they do to others.
· He pities the dead because they are dead, and the living because they must live with the knowledge of guilt and evil.

· Even worse is the plight of those who have become dehumanised, who are too selfish and callous to understand tragedy, and cannot identify suffering.
· Life and Love, physical beauty and spiritual innocence, the universal bond of sympathy and brotherhood, all that it means to be truly human: these are assaulted, degraded, denied, and destroyed by War.
His protest against war was thus a protest against war’s deliberate reversal of all the values that men should uphold.  It is an evil committed always and everywhere against humanity itself – this theme underlines the majority of Owen’s poems.

Thematic Concerns stem from the above feelings:
· Betrayal

· Loss

· Injustice

· Evolution

· Sacrifice

· Social Indifference – Ignorance at home/Nobility of War “The old Lie”

· Futility and waste

· The Tragedy of the broken brotherhood of man

