
 
'My subject is War, and pity of War.' How does Owen explore this subject in his poetry? 
 

 
Wilfred Owen’s War Poems explores the war as a whole, and then in particular the pity of war as the 
underpinning subjects of the works. Owen’s use of language, such as alliteration and irony recreate 
the atmosphere of the war efforts as he experienced it. He also expresses the piteous nature of war 
and the benevolence he feels for the slaughtered youth. Finally, Owen explores the cause of the 
war, by depicting the onus of blame he puts on the higher authorities for creating the war and the 
futility that it is causing. Throughout Wilfred Owen’s War Poems, he explores the world of war, the 
piteous decline of it in humanity and spirituality and lastly the authority’s liability in causing it all. 
 
Owen’s use of language recreates the world in which Owen is consumed within the war. Owen uses 
alliteration and assonance to describe the ‘blind, blunt, bullet leads’ in Arms and the Boy to replicate 
the constant sounds affronting the hearing of the soldiers and how those weapons are ‘famishing for 
flesh’. The onomatopoeic sounds are again used in Anthem for the Doomed Youth where the ears 
of the soldiers are deafened by the ‘stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle’. In Mental Cases, Owen shows the 
result of the affronts against the soldiers, by describing those injured mentally as 
‘Picking…Snatching…Pawing’. The ascending tricolon is used to make an example of the 
increasing severity of the war, and the effect that it can have for those fighting in it. Through his 
words, Owen is able to recreate the world of the war. This draws the reader to the front line and 
enables them to feel compassion toward the suffering victims of the war.  
 
The compassionate nature of Owen’s works amplifies the piteous situation of the soldiers in the war, 
which is a recurring theme throughout his poems. Owen is bitter and poignant about the men 
fighting in the war, and describes them not as heroes but as normal people that need to be 
empathised with. He describes the slaying of soldiers as… In Disabled, Owen describes the 
physical and mental wounds that were a result of war, as ‘hideous…hilarious’. This description 
employs imagery of a seriously injured man maimed to the point of being comical. The devastating 
circumstances of those who returned from war is again alluded to in exposure where Owen 
personifies cold snowflakes as having ‘fingering stealth (that) come feeling for our faces’. This 
depicts how the soldiers are trapped not only by the rival forces, but also by the powerful forces of 
nature. In the same poem, the constant tension of the war is explored when Owen uses the 
oxymoron of ‘we keep awake because the night is silent’, which reinvents through poetry not just the 
atmosphere, but a benevolence that should be felt for the piteous situation the soldiers are in. The 
compassionate tone of Owen’s poems whilst focusing on the pity he feels for the soldiers, also 
contains the underlying question of who is to blame for the war and the futility of it. 
 
Owen explores the cause of the war as being the result of the pride and lack of compassion the 
politicians. Owen puts the onus of blame on the higher authority through propaganda and lies that 
they have told. In Disabled Owen creates a character to illustrate the way in which the propaganda 
targeted the weaknesses of men, in insinuating the honour of ‘esprit de corps’ and ‘smart salutes’ 
was what the war would be filled with. In a particularly powerful sentiment, Owen describes the boy 
as being underage and how the authorities ‘smiling they wrote his lie; aged nineteen years’, and this 
makes an example of the dishonour of the authorities in sentencing a young man in his prime to his 
death. The devastating senselessness of slaughtering those so young and innocent is expressed in 
the metaphor Owen uses in the Parable of the Old Man and the Young. Owen uses the character of 
‘Abram’ from the Old Testament as a comparison for the authorities, in particular the politicians, 
controlling Europe. However, with a twist at the end, Owen describes the authorities as ‘slew (ing) 
his son/ And half the seed of Europe one by one’. This is a clear indication of the onus of blame that 
Owen places upon the authorities for producing the war, but not only that, the piteous situation of it.  
 
Wilfred explores thoroughly the subject war, the futile circumstances of it and what he believes as 
being the cause of it all. Through the use of assonance and alliteration, Owen recreates the sounds 
of the war to replicate the atmosphere of the war, to aid compassion towards the common soldiers,  



who in the midst of this were suffering greatly. The piteous situation of the war is signified through 
Owen’s clear benevolence to the state of suffering felt by the soldiers. Owen also challenges the 
authority and the role that they played in war, and the way in which they are responsible for bringing 
it about, and thereby causing such a pitiable situation.  


