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Discuss how the composer’s ideas are conveyed through the textual forms and features in the 

prescribed text you have studied for this module. 

 

Through the use of specific textual forms and features, composers of texts are able to present 

important ideas, which give greater meaning to a text and challenge the responder’s perceptions of 

the world. Wilfred Owen uses poetic techniques in his poems, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ (1917) 

and ‘Insensibility’ (1918), to examine the physical and psychological impacts of war on soldiers. 

This is conveyed through the idea that human cruelty in war can cause the loss of dignity of human 

life; as well as damage to the human psyche, which may lead people to either emotional anguish or 

utter insensibility.  

 

Owen’s use of poetic techniques in ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ allows him to explore the physical 

effects of war, conveying the idea that grief resulting from death and suffering can diminish the 

value of human life. Through the ironic use of a sonnet form, which is traditionally linked to love 

poetry, Owen is able to satirise the ‘romance’ of death during war, eliciting feelings of disgust and 

derision. The juxtaposition and negative connotations in the title of the poem, ‘Doomed Youth’, 

enhance the pity of war, as something as lively as ‘youth’ is grimly labeled as ‘doomed’. The 

diminishing dignity of human life is emphasised by the dehumanising simile in the rhetorical 

question, “What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?” suggesting that the deaths of soldiers 

are not acknowledged by funeral bells, but disregarded like the slaughter of livestock. 

Contrastingly, inanimate objects such as the guns are ironically brought to life through the 

personification in “anger of the guns”, highlighting the cruelty and injustice of warfare. The use of 

alliteration of ‘r’ and onomatopoeia in “rifles’ rapid rattle” heighten the harsh reality of war by 

bringing the sounds of battle to life. Repetition and accumulation are further used in “No prayers 

nor bells…nor any voice of mourning” to accentuate the loss of dignity of human life due to the 

absence of a proper funeral. Therefore, the poetic forms and features used in this poem are able to 

express the idea that war can damage individuals whose lives have become devalued.  

 

Similarly, Owen uses poetic devices in his poem, ‘Insensibility’, to convey the idea that immense 

death and sorrow in war can cause the devaluation of human life. The ode form, which was 

commonly used by Romantic poets, is ironically used to depict the absence of romance or beauty in 

war, similar to ‘Anthem’. The front line soldiers are metaphorically compared to flowers when they 

“wither”, with the flowers symbolising youth and springtime, and thus the loss of the soldiers’ 

innocence through battle. An insensitive tone is used when describing men as merely “gaps for 

filling” the front line, with the use of metonymy dehumanising them and devaluing their lives. The 

contrast between the untrained soldier and the soldier on the battlefield is shown through the 

juxtaposition of auditory images, “sings along the march” and “many sighs are drained”, which 

stresses the physical suffering of men who are at war and how they are metaphorically being 

drained of strength, persistence and life. Hence the poetic techniques in this poem are able to 

convey the idea that the hardship and trauma experienced by men impacted them physically, by 

devaluing their lives.  
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In addition, the psychological impacts of war are conveyed in ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ through 

the use of poetic forms and features, as we are able to see the damage war had on the soldiers’ 

thoughts and emotions. Connotations of madness and an allusion to shellshock are expressed in the 

personification of “demented choirs of wailing shells”, as the word ‘demented’ suggests that war 

is mad and that the loss of young soldiers and their sanity is pointless, creating feelings of anger and 

resentment. In contrast to the octave, the sestet introduces the emotions of the families left at home. 

The speaker’s profound sadness as he wonders what funeral rites the fallen soldiers may receive is 

shown in the rhetorical question, “What candles may be held to speed them all?” which 

contributes to the tone of futility as he dwells on the pity of their deaths. There are tearful 

connotations in the biblical allusion “holy glimmers of good-byes”, indicating that the heavens are 

also crying for the loss and cruelty of humankind. The final line uses the plosive alliteration of ‘d’ 

and elongated vowel sounds in “dusk a drawing-down of blinds”, to create a slow rhythm 

resembling a dirge, adding to the sense of loss and melancholic mood of the poem. Each of these 

poetic devices thus enables Owen to convey the idea that war can place an emotional burden on the 

soldiers at the battlefield, as well as the people waiting for them at home.  

 

Likewise, ‘Insensibility’ is able to convey the effects of war on soldiers’ minds, and the idea that 

this can lead to desensitisation from the suffering and death of others. This poem is given a 

mechanical feel through the Roman numerals that number each stanza, symbolising the robotic 

nature the soldiers had to adopt in order to mentally survive the horrors of trench warfare. 

Repetition and a demoralised tone are used in “And some cease feeling/Even themselves or for 

themselves” to show how war is causing men to become desensitised to their own safety and that of 

others, detaching themselves from their own identity to survive. This is further supported by the 

personification in the mathematical metaphor “Dullness best solves/The tease and doubt of 

shelling”, displaying the idea that it is best to be numb to the horrors of battle, as the chance of 

death is too unpredictable to attempt to calculate it. Their numbness to emotions and increased 

insensibility are also conveyed in the metaphor, “their senses in some scorching cautery of 

battle”, as their senses are being burned or closed up (cauterised), blocking their ability to care 

about their life or the lives of others. However, in contrast to Owen’s first claim that insensible men 

are “happy”, the final stanza uses the dehumanising simile “cursed are dullards whom no 

cannon stuns,/That they should be as stones” to show how ironically, men who are insensible to 

war are almost inhuman due to their immunity to grief and despair. Thus, Owen’s use of poetic 

techniques is able to express how significantly war can affect a solder’s mentality, and even cause 

them to be insensible.  

 

Through Owen’s masterful use of poetic forms and features, he is able to convey the idea that war 

can have many powerful physical and psychological ramifications that may alter one’s actions and 

emotions. ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ and ‘Insensibility’ both examine the devaluation of human 

life caused by death and suffering; and while the former also focuses on the idea that war can 

intensify a person’s emotions, ‘Insensibility’ explores the potential consequences that result from 

desensitisation, such as the immunity to human emotions.  
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Spare Paragraph: ‘Futility’ by Wilfred Owen 1918 

 

Discuss how Owen’s perspective on human conflict is conveyed in his poetry. 

 

Owen’s use of poetic techniques in ‘Futility’ (1918) allows him to convey his perspective on human 

conflict, by expressing the pity of war and how it results in the pointless deaths of young, healthy men. 

The nostalgic tone and peaceful connotations in “At home, whispering of fields unsown” highlight 

the pity of war by showing how the men were once safe in their country, untouched by the death and 

horror of war. All the soldiers who died pointlessly in war are symbolically represented in the 

unnamed fallen soldier, where the high modality of “The sun…/Always awoke him” is juxtaposed 

with “Until this morning and this snow,” as the snow represents the deathly cold of war. Not only 

does this snow contrast with the warm, life-giving sun at home, but its white colour symbolises the 

purity and innocence of the soldiers sent to war, heightening the pathos of their deaths. The structural 

shift to the second stanza conveys the shift in theme as at first there is hope to restore life “anything 

might rouse him now”, but this is contrasted with the later despair of the persona in the rhetorical 

question “too hard to stir?” The poet’s downcast outlook on life is further exemplified in another 

rhetorical question “-O what made fatuous sunbeams toil/To break earth’s sleep at all,” as he is 

wondering why the personified “kind old sun” brings life to the planet if men of youth and potential 

are going to perish for no good reason.  Therefore, the poetic forms and features used in this poem are 

able to enhance the pity of war by displaying the little value put on the lives of soldiers 


