
 

IT IS NOT SWEET AND PROPER  
TO DIE FOR ONE’S COUNTRY 

 

Ella Petzke writes how war poetry is an appropriate way to explore 
the factors of war.   

Many people know what war is, but they don’t truly 
commemorate the soldier’s hard work trying to protect 
their country. The soldier risks their lives every day 
fighting on the battlefield and seeing so many of their 
friends pass away each day.   
 
I believe that war poetry shows all of this, in a realistic way 
and makes us think about what the soldiers really do for 
us.  
 
Wilfred Owen wrote the poem Dulce Et Decorum Est in 1917.  
This poem tells us about his experience of war specifically a 
gas attack that happened when he and the other soldiers 
were heading back to the camp. Unfortunately, the death of 
a good friend occurred.    

 The poem portrays how soldiers were impacted when 
going back to camp at the end of an exhausting day on the 
field and shows how much war is idolised. To illustrate 
this, Owen uses words that make the reader think about 
the hardships that the soldiers endured, representing war 
as a truly horrific, hideous and horrible thing to be a part 
of. 

 
Owen uses many great oxymorons such as “men 
marched asleep”, to contradict the fact that the men 
were marching but not truly subconscious hence why he 
wrote the word asleep. This demonstrates how utterly 
exhausted the soldiers were and their mindless obedience.  

When the writer talks about the men marching asleep, he 
wants to tell people what soldiers are truly feeling during 
the war and how it impacts their lives.  
 
In the next line, it says, “Drunk with fatigue”, this 
metaphor further proves that they were disorientated. This 
line tells us that the soldiers aren’t thinking straight and are 
so weakened that they are trudging along the rough terrain.  
 
The poet includes a story of an acquaintance of his death. 
It is clear that Owen wrote this because he wants to 
identify one of the frightening parts of being in the army.  

 
This is mainly shown in the second stanza when the gas 
attack hits the soldiers.   
 
A talent of Owen is to use imagery effectively letting us 
imagine war in a different way. For example, he uses the 
sea to describe a gas attack: “As under a green sea, I saw 
him drowning”. Due to the gas mask, he could not see 
clearly and was unable to help his friend who was engulfed 
by the thick, green chlorine gas. In the line, ‘I saw him 
drowning’, it portrays that the soldier is suffocating, as if 
underwater. The reader is able to relate to this comparison 
and we can appreciate how hard it must have been to help. 
 
 

How do you think this would have felt? 
 
 
  

 

Figure 1Solders walking along the western front WW1 



 

In the last line of the poem, Owen writes, “The old Lie: 
Dulce Et Decorum Est Pro Patria Mori”, which 
roughly translates to it is sweet and proper to die for one’s 
country. This last line leaves us thinking about how we 
should appreciate war and what the soldiers truly went 
through for us. When Owen wrote the ‘the old lie’ he was 
referring to how he was lied to back when they were 
recruiting soldiers to fight saying that it would be proper to 
die for their country. When Owen finally got there, he 
realised that he was lied to and he felt angry. That is why in 
each stanza the tone of the poem changes, as it shows that 
he got gradually angrier with the people that recruited the 
soldiers and told him the lies.  
 
War poetry can give you a true understanding of how war 
can be glorified and how crucial it truly is. Owen illustrated 
this very well and reached into the hearts of the readers by 
giving them imagery, metaphors and many different types 
of tones. This amazing poet shows us what the phrase 
Dulce Et Decorum Est Pro Patria Mori truly stands for.  


