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	Tutorial One: Historical and Cultural Contexts
Wilfred Owen’s Dulce et Decorum Est  


ACTIVITY ONE:

Read carefully the following poem, then answer the questions.
	Dulce et Decorum Est
Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots

Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.—

Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams before my helpless sight,

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,—

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori.
                                                            Wilfred Owen (1917)


Short Biography of the Poet:

Wilfred Edward Salter Owen was born on March 18, 1893, in Oswestry, Shropshire, England. He grew up in a lower-middle-class family that valued education and religion, though the family often struggled financially. As a child, Owen showed an early passion for poetry, inspired by Romantic poets such as John Keats, whose sensitivity to beauty and suffering profoundly shaped Owen’s later writing. By 1914, when the First World War broke out, Owen was living in France and initially felt little urgency to enlist. But by 1915, influenced by patriotic duty and the suffering of others, he joined the British Army. Owen was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Manchester Regiment and sent to the Western Front in 1916. There, he experienced the horrors of trench warfare firsthand — mud, gas attacks, corpses, and the constant threat of death. These traumatic experiences deeply marked his imagination and became the foundation for his greatest poems. In 1917, after being wounded and diagnosed with shell shock, Owen was sent to Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh, where he met the poet Siegfried Sassoon. Sassoon, already an outspoken critic of the war, encouraged Owen to transform his trauma into art — to “speak the truth” about what soldiers endured. This mentorship was pivotal: Owen developed a new poetic voice that combined technical mastery with moral outrage. Wilfred Owen returned to the front in September 1918, feeling it was his duty to share his soldiers’ fate. He was killed in action on November 4, 1918, just one week before the Armistice. His parents received the telegram of his death as church bells rang to celebrate the end of the war. After his death, Siegfried Sassoon edited and published his poems in 1920, ensuring Owen’s reputation as one of the greatest war poets in English literature.

Questions:
1. What images in the poem reflect the reality of trench warfare during World War I?

2. How does Owen’s depiction of soldiers differ from the romantic or patriotic portrayals common before 1914?

3. The title and final line quote a Latin phrase meaning “It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s country.” How does the poem challenge this traditional ideal of heroic sacrifice?

4. In what ways does the poem express the disillusionment felt by many after the Great War?

5. How does Owen’s experience as a soldier inform his critique of the culture of nationalism and honour?

6. How does the poem reveal a shift in moral and cultural values after the war?

6. In what sense can the poem be read as a critique of propaganda and patriotic rhetoric in early 20th-century Britain?

7. What role does the home front (those who did not fight) play in shaping the ideology the poem condemns?

8. How does the poem speak to a broader loss of faith in political, religious, or moral authorities — a key feature of modernist thought?
9. In what ways does the poem question the meaning of human suffering in modernity?
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