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Dulce et Decorum Est

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Analysis: The simile "like old beggars under sacks" reduces soldiers to figures of poverty and degradation. 
Instead of strength or heroism, they are burdened and prematurely aged, immediately dismantling the 
romantic image of war.

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

Analysis: The simile "coughing like hags" reinforces physical weakness and decay, presenting soldiers as frail 
and diseased rather than powerful. Owen deliberately strips away dignity and masculinity.

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,

Analysis: The flares are described as “haunting,” suggesting psychological trauma. The soldiers are not 
advancing heroically but turning away from something that lingers in their minds.

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Analysis: “Trudge” conveys mechanical exhaustion. “Distant rest” is ambiguous, suggesting that relief may 
only come in death, blurring the line between rest and escape.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,

Analysis: The men function in a near-unconscious state, showing how war erodes awareness and 
individuality. Losing boots highlights severe deprivation.

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

Analysis: The metaphor "blood-shod" suggests their wounds have replaced their shoes, normalizing injury. 
The repetition of “all” generalizes suffering, showing this is universal.

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots

Analysis: The metaphor "drunk with fatigue" shows how exhaustion distorts perception and dulls the senses, 
reducing the soldiers to barely functioning bodies.

Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

Analysis: “Softly” contrasts with the deadly reality, creating tension and showing how normalized danger 
has become.

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

Analysis: “Gas! GAS!” creates urgency and panic. The oxymoron "ecstasy of fumbling" twists a word 
associated with joy into chaos, suggesting survival becomes frantic and disordered.

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;
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Analysis: “Clumsy” emphasizes the lack of control. Survival depends on rushed, imperfect action.

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

Analysis: The focus shifts to one individual, isolating the tragedy and exposing how fragile survival is.

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

Analysis: The simile "like a man in fire or lime" intensifies the suffering by comparing the effects of gas to 
burning, making the invisible threat feel violently real.

Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,

Analysis: The environment becomes distorted and surreal, reinforcing confusion and helplessness.

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

Analysis: The simile "as under a green sea" transforms the gas into a suffocating ocean, presenting death 
as slow, helpless drowning rather than anything heroic.

In all my dreams before my helpless sight,

Analysis: The trauma persists beyond the battlefield, showing that war’s damage is psychological and 
ongoing.

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

Analysis: The accumulation of verbs creates relentless motion, showing how the memory is repeatedly relived 
and cannot be escaped.

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace

Analysis: The speaker directly addresses the reader, forcing them into the experience and shifting the poem 
into accusation.

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

Analysis: “Flung” suggests haste and lack of care, showing how death becomes routine and dehumanized.

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

Analysis: The imagery is grotesque and confrontational, forcing the reader to witness what propaganda 
hides.

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

Analysis: The simile "like a devil’s sick of sin" suggests something so horrific that even evil would recoil, 
pushing the image beyond natural horror.

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Analysis: The conditional structure builds pressure, making the reader complicit in imagining the scene.

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Analysis: The metaphor "froth-corrupted lungs" emphasizes internal destruction, showing the body being 
violently broken from within.

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
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Analysis: The similes "obscene as cancer" and "bitter as the cud" compare death to disease and decay, 
rejecting any idea of nobility.

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues—

Analysis: “Innocent tongues” suggests purity destroyed, reinforcing how war corrupts those who should 
never experience it.

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest

Analysis: The tone becomes accusatory. “My friend” is ironic, directly confronting those who glorify war.

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

Analysis: “Young” soldiers are presented as naive and manipulated, driven by illusion rather than 
understanding.

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Analysis: “The old Lie” directly labels the patriotic message as false, exposing propaganda.

Pro patria mori.

Analysis: The Latin phrase is stripped of meaning. After the imagery, it is revealed as completely incompatible 
with reality.

About the poem

Author: Wilfred Owen (1893–1918)

Context: Written during World War I from firsthand trench experience

Core idea: War is not heroic. It is brutal, degrading, and traumatic. The idea that dying for one�s 
country is noble is outright false.

•  Main themes
•  War as dehumanizing
•  Trauma and memory
•  Propaganda vs reality
•  Patriotism and false glory
•  Martyrdom and sacrifice questioned
•  Loss of innocence
•  Mood: Pitiful and sorrowful, evoking deep sympathy and distress for the suffering soldiers
•  Tone: Bitter, accusatory, critically disparaging, and deeply pitiful
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  Remember
•  Owen destroys romantic war narratives using similes and metaphors grounded in decay, 
illness, and drowning
•  The gas attack is the turning point from exhaustion to horror
•  Final stanza directly attacks the reader, not just describes war
•  “The old Lie” is the thesis. Everything builds to that


