
ENGLISH: THE WAR POEMS 
 
What warnings and implied criticisms are evident in Owen’s poetry? 
 
 
Through the war poetry that Wilfred Owen wrote, he hoped to make a significant impact upon 
society’s outlook on World War 1, allowing those in the world he left behind to be awakened to the 
true horror and trauma of war. In the preface written before his death he alerts his audience of the 
intended meaning behind his work: the pity of war. Owen’s poetry is therefore focused upon the 
arousal of sympathy for war’s devastation, but Owen is able to extend beyond this, constructing a 
criticism of authority figures and those back home that condone war.  Through describing the pity of 
war, an implied warning against its harmful and long-lasting impact upon society and future 
generations is clearly visible behind his work, as war is exposed as a universal tragedy where all 
must suffer. Finally, Owen, raised a faithful and devout Christian, could not escape war and the 
graphic horrors he witnessed without a sense of disillusionment in his religion, the Church and in 
God and this criticism of religion’s betrayal is clearly evident in his work. These deeply bitter, cynical 
criticisms and sad warnings against war are found in both “Mental Cases” and “The Parable Of The 
Old Man And The Young” which share a criticism of those in charge of war, a lamentation and dire 
warning of the destructive impact of war, and a critical depiction of the pointlessness of religion. 
 
Apparent in many of Owen’s poems is the blame and criticism he directs at the authorities who are 
in charge of war, and the people back home who support it. In “Mental Cases” the reproachful and 
dismaying tone at what these men have been reduced to calls for the reader to share a sense of 
blame for the ruined, half-dead state of these men. The repetition of rhetorical questions such as 
“Who are these? Why sit they here in twilight?” by positioning the reader in this way, forces them to 
answer for it, as though Owen is demanding society recognise and be held accountable for the 
crime of ruining the lives of these men. While society was at the time promoting war, in reality its 
consequences were horrific and by exposing the tale of a glorious war as a lie and instead showing 
the reality of war, Owen creates a sense of implied criticism for the people responsible for spreading 
the lie. The gory imagery of battle that is constructed in the second stanza, with the rhyming 
onomatopoetic “batter” of guns and “shatter” of muscles having connotations of brutal, fierce 
warfare so that, quite the opposite of glorifying war, Owen uses this shocking description of blood 
and “carnage incomparable” to force his audience into an awareness of the reality of war. What’s 
more, the awful listing of “shatter of flying muscles, carnage incomparable, and human squander” 
counters the propaganda of a magnificent war by showing its bloody side, the addative structure of 
the “and” in each of the three lines creating a sense of the way that the endless horrors are ongoing, 
tormenting forever the soldiers forced into this environment. It is a nightmare of indescribable 
qualities, “incomparable” to anything the soldiers have ever seen before, or have been told about, 
but Owen attempts to uncover the reality of war and its effects. The soldiers are described as 
“shadows”, like ghosts that have lost the essence of life and by depicting them as men who have 
gone from the prime of their life to being merely senile, wasted remnants of their former selves, a 
sense of guilt is attributed to those who have sentenced them to this life. He is unafraid to attack not 
only those at home, but includes himself also – “Pawing us” – as another authority figure who 
sacrificed the innocent common men, who “smote them” and who “dealt them war and madness”. 
By painting this bloody image of war and the terrible, decaying state of these maddened soldiers in 
such harsh language, Owen is doing all he can to carry across the grossness of war, and condemn 
those who have tried to depict it as something worth celebrating. Similar condemnation of war’s 
promoters can be found in “The Parable Of The Old Man and The Young” in which Owen offers, as 
the title of “Parable” suggests, a moralising lesson that is strongly anti-war. Like the sacrificed 
victims of madness that evoke a sense of guilt in “Mental Cases”, in this parable Owen recreates the 
biblical scene of Abram and his son Isaaac, asked to be sacrificed to God as proof of his loyalty. In 
the climatic last two lines, however, the story deviates from the genesis as Abram, “slew his son/ 
And half the seed of Europe, one by one”. Abram sacrifices his son, like in “Mental Cases” we see 
that Europe has sacrificed its men by the millions. The last few lines of the poem are strongly 
condemnatory, as Owen criticises the excessive pride of the dictators in Europe. Like in “Mental 
Cases” where men are describes sneeringly as weak-minded and gone “mental”, in “Parable’ this  



inability to admit wrongdoing or to step down is also apparent, for Abram will not “offer the Ram of 
Pride” but chooses to unfeelingly sacrifice his own son. Unlike his biblical counterpart, when shown 
God's real commandment he rejects it, proving that what might once have been a matter of principle 
has degenerated into warmongering for its own sake. There is no point to the slaughter, like there is 
no point to the endless killings of World War I and thus Owen reveals his utter distaste and criticism 
for those in charge of a war of attrition that sends men by the millions to be sacrificed for nothing. 
 
Another feature of Wilfred Owen’s work is pointing out the ominous long-lasting effects of war and 
its aftermath, as he attempts to provide a warning for later generations against such devastation. 
Overall war is seen as a universal tragedy, not just in the trenches and the later lives of the soldiers, 
but also for future wars and people of societies to come. In “Mental Cases” the way soldiers’ 
individuality is lost in war is made evident, for they are almost dehumanised, reduced to animalistic 
beasts that “slob their relish” through “baring teeth”. By including the pronoun of “they” a further 
sense of anonymity is adopted and the soldiers are transformed into a crowd, not individuals but 
masses of victims reflecting the sheer scope of the suffering of war. The madness of the victims 
helps to expose the dreadful aftermath of war that Owen attempts to warn us of, for by describing 
these men in the derogatory and scathing term “mental cases” it shows the way that those who 
suffered in war, once fit and healthy men, were reduced to the discarded, crazy dregs of society, 
hidden away in “hell”. Where the grammar crumbles, as in “Memory fingers in their hair of murders”, 
the distortion seems to correspond to minds and bodies wrenched out of shape, twisted and not 
quite right anymore. Owen makes use of close-up realism such as “wading sloughs of flesh” that 
recalls the corpses and waist-high slush of the trenches, placing the reader so as to clearly view 
war, so that we relive the battle just as the soldiers are condemned to relive the battles they were 
“helpless” to witness. Warning of the long-lasting effects of war, the men are described with vivid 
imagery as being in a state of undecided “twilight”, living on the ambiguous border between light 
and dark, life and death, for these men are neither dead nor alive. Theirs is a world of “purgatorial” 
lingering verging on death, symbolising the never ending suffering that must come as a result of 
war, with nightmares continuously haunting them and with “minds the Dead have ravished”. The 
imagery of the dead – “skulls”, “corpes” – and the repetition of the word “blood” draws attention to 
the ever-lasting presence of death that remains with the soldiers, enforcing Owen’s bitter warning 
about the ever-haunting and dreadful nature behind war. 
 
Also bearing a warning against war’s ongoing consequences is “The Parable Of The Old Man and 
The Young”. The symbolism of “the old” and “the young” in regards to the war is significant, for 
Owen highlights the impact upon the generations to come, like “Mental Cases” where the long-
lasting effects are explored, here there is an obvious focus upon the effect of war upon the future, 
for it was the young who were the ones that would suffer from the devastation of war. As in the 
former poem, where the waste of young soldiers gone “mental” was lamented, in “Parable” the son 
of Abram is used as metaphor for “half the seed of Europe”, making it universal, as the “seed” of a 
nation is thrown away by the selfish, prideful acts of an older generation. While “Mental Cases” 
converted the individual soldiers into a plural “they”, the second poem sees recognition of the 
individual. They are slaughtered “one by one”, this sentence structure indicative of the mass 
slaughter being made up of individual deaths, occurring one by one and slowly adding up to 
thousands. In both poems, Owen therefore relates to the reader a warning of the numerous deaths 
that occurred because of war, the haunting impact upon the ‘survivors’ and the ghastly cost to 
generations to come. 
 
Having witnessed the sickening effect of war and its equally severe ramifications, Wilfred Owen’s 
poetry is expressive of the sense of scepticism he learned to feel towards his previous devotion, 
religion. In “Mental Cases” this loss of faith is clearly portrayed, for the soldiers are beyond the 
reach of God’s help. Depicted as rocking, crippled men, the oxymoronic “set-smiling corpses” 
capturing their suspension between good and evil, the reader is able to form a vivid image of men 
torn back and forth between heaven and hell, in a constant state of “purgatorial” uncertainty and in 
this state no God can help them. The horrors and “multitudinous murders” they have witnessed, 
described in Owen’s bitter voice, reveal that soldiers forced to go through war, and Owen himself, 
must eventually become disillusioned by the hypocrisy of a religion that preaches “Thou Shalt Not 



Kill” and then condones a war where endless numbers are slaughtered. “Mental Cases” bears 
similarity to the biblical King James version of Revelation. However while the archaic language of 
“Who are these... Wherefore rock they?” may be reminiscent of religious scripture, the King James 
Revelation says that “God shall wipe away all tears” and Owen presents this scene in a hospital 
where the soldiers have been diminished to mere “purgatorial shadows”. He thus exposes that, in 
purgatory, God is unable to console these men, contrary to the preaching of religion. Owen is thus 
critical of the futility that is behind religion and faith in God. 
 
Similarly, in “The Parable Of The Old Man and The Young”, it becomes clear that Owen’s moral 
fable, departing at the end from the original genesis story, is teaching us that we have gone against 
God’s word, by sanctifying and continuing to carry out murders. For in the bible, Abram listens to 
God when told to stop before killing his son, but in the parable, Abram kills his son anyway. Owen 
suggests that even God did not want the senseless sacrifice of Isaac, and would not sanction war 
and death of innocent millions. Yet despite this, the obvious wish of God, the Church at that the time 
were endorsing the state and proudly supporting war, so we again see Owen’s disgust and 
disillusionment in the Church’s hypocrisy.  
 
Owen conjures a devastating image of life on the battlefield that completely counters the hypocrisy 
of the government and its lies in the face of war. He attacks the authorities that send young men out 
to die. He warns the generations to come of what horrifying impacts are left behind from war. 
Finally, in perhaps his most disturbing outburst of criticism, simply because of the dramatic change 
that is evident in his attitude, is his newfound disgust in the hypocrisy of organised religion.  


