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 “Futility” by Wilfred Owen: 
 

Author's life 

Wilfred Owen, one of the most important war poets of the 20th century: 

 

1. Known for Anti-War Poetry 

● Owen is best known for his powerful anti-war poems that depict the horrors and futility of 
World War I. 

● His poems challenge patriotic and romantic views of war, portraying it instead as brutal, 
dehumanizing, and tragic. 

 

2. Famous Poems 

● Some of his most famous works include: 
○ “Dulce et Decorum Est” 
○ “Anthem for Doomed Youth” 
○ “Futility” 
○ “Exposure” 
○ “Strange Meeting” 

 

3. Personal Experience in War 

● Owen served as a soldier on the Western Front and experienced trench warfare firsthand. 
● He was injured and suffered from shell shock (now known as PTSD), which deeply 

influenced his poetry. 

 

4. Influenced by Siegfried Sassoon 

● While recovering in a war hospital, Owen met Siegfried Sassoon, another war poet who 
became a close friend and mentor. 

● Sassoon helped Owen develop his poetic voice and encouraged him to write more honestly 
about the war. 
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5. Died Young in WWI 

● Owen was killed in action on November 4, 1918, just one week before the Armistice. 
● His death was a tragic loss to literature, as he was only 25 years old. 

 

6. Posthumous Fame 

● Most of Owen’s poems were published after his death. 
● He is now considered a central figure in English literature, especially for his contribution to 

war poetry and his influence on modern views of conflict. 

 
 
 
 

A.  Summary of “Futility” 
 
Wilfred Owen’s “Futility” is a poignant reflection on the tragic and senseless loss of life during World 
War I, centered around the death of a young soldier. The poem opens with a gentle and hopeful 
plea—“Move him into the sun”—as the speaker asks his comrades to place the fallen soldier in sunlight. 
There is a quiet belief that the warmth of the sun, which once stirred life into him each morning, might 
revive him now. This small act of hope is deeply personal, perhaps reflecting a ritual the soldiers would 
use to wake one another in the trenches. 
 
As the sun's rays touch the lifeless body, the speaker begins to reflect on the power of the sun. He recalls 
how it nurtured the earth, gave life to all living things, and even stirred life out of “clay,” a Biblical 
allusion to the creation of man. The sun, which symbolizes life, warmth, and continuity, is now powerless 
to awaken this young man. This moment leads the speaker to question not only the power of the sun, but 
the very act of creation itself. 
 
Why, he wonders, did nature go through the immense trouble of creating life, only for it to end in such 
wasteful, brutal death? The poem transitions from gentle hope to bitter disillusionment. The speaker is not 
just grieving the soldier; he is grappling with the meaninglessness of war, and of existence. The line “Was 
it for this the clay grew tall?” is filled with despair—it asks whether the whole purpose of human 
evolution and growth was simply to die pointlessly in the mud of a battlefield. 
 
Owen does not offer an answer. Instead, he leaves the reader in the same state of troubled reflection, 
staring into the bleakness of war's futility. The poem, though short, is dense with philosophical and 
emotional weight. It captures the inner conflict between hope and hopelessness, life and death, creation 
and destruction. 
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B. Major themes in “Futility” by Wilfred Owen: 
 
1. The Futility of War 
 
The central theme of the poem is directly expressed in its title—futility. Owen questions the purpose of 
war and, more broadly, the purpose of life when it can be ended so easily and pointlessly. The dead 
soldier, once full of potential and life, is now lifeless on the battlefield. The speaker’s despair arises from 
the realization that all the soldier’s growth, training, and experiences have ended in nothing. War has 
rendered not just human effort but even nature’s creative power meaningless. This theme reflects Owen’s 
broader anti-war stance and his personal experiences as a soldier disillusioned by the brutality and waste 
of war. 
 
 
2. The Power and Limitations of Nature 
 
The sun is a key symbol throughout the poem. It represents warmth, life, and the natural cycle of growth. 
The speaker recalls how the sun once “woke the clays of a cold star”, alluding to how the Earth and life 
itself were formed. However, in the face of death, the sun’s warmth is helpless—it cannot revive the 
soldier. This contrast shows nature’s power to create life but also its inability to preserve it in the face of 
human violence. The futility lies in how even nature’s mightiest forces cannot undo the devastation 
caused by war. 
 
 
3. The Loss of Faith in Religion and Humanity 
 
Owen draws on Biblical imagery—the reference to “clay” evokes the creation of man from dust in the 
Book of Genesis. Traditionally, this symbolizes divine purpose. However, Owen subverts this by asking, 
“Was it for this the clay grew tall?” suggesting that the act of creation itself was in vain if it only led to 
death on the battlefield. This line conveys a crisis of faith—not only in God but in human progress and 
civilization. The speaker is questioning the point of existence if it leads only to meaningless death. 
 
 
4. Death and the Fragility of Life 
 
The death of the soldier is not just a single loss; it represents the countless lives cut short in war. The 
poem emphasizes how fragile life is, especially in war, where death can be sudden, senseless, and devoid 
of glory. The soldier is young, full of promise, and is tenderly remembered—but that makes his death all 
the more tragic. Owen’s treatment of death is quiet and respectful, but also bitter, as he contrasts the 
sanctity of life with the cold finality of death. 
 
5. Existential Reflection and Meaninglessness 
 
Underlying the poem is an existential crisis. The speaker is not only mourning a life lost—he is 
questioning the very meaning of life and creation. The poem ends without resolution, leaving readers to 
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confront their own thoughts about purpose, death, and the universe. This reflects the broader cultural 
mood after WWI, when many began to question traditional beliefs, morality, and the justifications for 
violence. 
 

 
 
 

C.  Background of the Poem 
 
Wilfred Owen wrote “Futility” in 1918 during the final year of World War I, while he was serving on the 
Western Front. Unlike some of his other poems that contain graphic imagery and angry denunciations of 
war (like “Dulce et Decorum Est”), Futility is quiet, contemplative, and deeply sorrowful. 
 
It was likely inspired by a real incident—Owen witnessed many young soldiers die in the trenches, and 
some scholars believe this poem may have been written in response to the death of a specific comrade 
whose body he saw being moved into the sunlight in a futile attempt to revive him. 
 
Owen himself died in November 1918, just a week before the armistice. His poetry, most of which was 
published posthumously, became the voice of a generation disillusioned by war. 
 
Futility stands out in Owen’s body of work for its philosophical depth. Rather than directly condemning 
war, it explores the spiritual and existential consequences of it. The poem expresses not only grief but a 
profound questioning of life, creation, and human destiny—reflecting Owen’s inner turmoil as a soldier 
and poet. 
 

 
 
D. Social and Cultural Context 
 
The poem is deeply rooted in the historical moment of World War I, a time when society was 
experiencing a profound cultural shift: 
 
1. Loss of Faith in Institutions 
 
Before WWI, many people had faith in progress, religion, and nationalism. The war shattered those 
beliefs. 
 
Millions died for causes that now seemed empty or politically driven. 
 
Owen, like many of his fellow soldiers, became disillusioned with the romanticized notions of war and 
heroism that had been promoted by the government and media. 
 
 
2. The Anti-War Movement in Literature 
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Owen is part of a group of war poets (including Siegfried Sassoon and Rupert Brooke) who wrote about 
the realities of war. 
 
Their work replaced patriotic enthusiasm with raw honesty, grief, and philosophical questioning. 
 
Futility is a perfect example: there’s no glorification of battle, only a solemn recognition of human 
vulnerability and the wastefulness of war. 
 
 
3. The Impact of Science and Evolution 
 
The poem also reflects the early 20th-century tension between science, religion, and philosophy. 
 
Owen blends Biblical imagery with modern scientific ideas—like the “clay” evolving from a “cold 
star”—to question the purpose of human life in a mechanistic, indifferent universe. 
 
 
4. The “Lost Generation” 
 
The soldiers who fought and died in WWI are often referred to as the “Lost Generation”—a term that 
reflects their lost lives, lost dreams, and lost faith. 
 
Owen’s poem captures this sense of mourning for a generation’s promise that was cut short by war. 
 
Together, the background and cultural context give “Futility” its emotional and philosophical depth. It is 
not just about one soldier’s death—it is a meditation on the failure of civilization, nature, and faith to 
make sense of the widespread suffering caused by war. 
 
 

 
 
 E. Significance of the Title: “Futility” by Wilfred Owen: 
 
 
Title Significance: “Futility” 
 
The title “Futility” is a single, stark word that sets the emotional and philosophical tone of the entire 
poem. It conveys a sense of pointlessness, hopelessness, and tragic waste—a core message that Wilfred 
Owen develops throughout the piece. 
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1. Literal Meaning 
 
The word futility means uselessness or the lack of purpose in trying to do something. 
 
In the poem, the speaker asks to move a fallen soldier into the sunlight, hoping the warmth might revive 
him. When it doesn't work, this small, compassionate act is shown to be futile—completely ineffective in 
the face of death. 
 
Thus, the title reflects the immediate, literal futility of trying to bring someone back to life. 
 
 
2. Symbolic and Philosophical Depth 
 
The futility isn't just about that one moment; it represents the broader philosophical despair the speaker 
feels. 
 
He questions the futility of creation itself: Why did the sun give life if it ends like this? Why did man 
evolve and grow (“the clay grew tall”) only to die meaninglessly in war? 
 
This turns the title into a profound existential question—is all of life futile if it leads only to destruction? 
 
 
3. Condemnation of War 
 
The title also comments on the futility of war. Owen doesn't show a glorious battlefield or heroic 
sacrifice. Instead, he shows quiet, devastating loss. 
 
War, as portrayed here, achieves nothing but death, grief, and disillusionment. 
 
The soldier’s death, like so many others, is not part of a noble cause—it is just another instance of wasted 
human potential. 
 
 
 
4. Emotional Impact 
 
The starkness of the title primes the reader for the poem’s emotional weight. 
 
It evokes sorrow, anger, and quiet despair even before the first line is read. 
 
By choosing such a minimalist title, Owen amplifies the sense of helplessness and emotional futility felt 
by those left to mourn. 
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5. Contrast with Natural Imagery 
 
The poem contrasts the life-giving power of nature (especially the sun) with the man-made destruction of 
war. 
 
While nature brings life, human actions negate it—rendering nature’s efforts futile. 
 
This contrast highlights the irony that what is meant to nurture life (sunlight, evolution, creation) is made 
useless by violence and war. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The title “Futility” encapsulates multiple layers of meaning—from a personal act of grief to a universal 
question about life’s purpose in a world that tolerates such loss. Owen’s choice is deliberate, minimalist, 
and powerful, drawing attention to the deep emotional and existential void left by war. 
 

 
 
F.  Language: 
 
Wilfred Owen’s poetic craftsmanship in “Futility” lies in his delicate balance of simplicity and depth. He 
avoids graphic descriptions of violence and instead uses gentle, thoughtful language to reflect the inner 
anguish of a soldier mourning the death of a comrade.  
 
 
1. Simple and Gentle Diction 
 
Owen’s word choices are soft, intimate, and respectful, emphasizing the speaker’s tenderness for the dead 
soldier. 
 
Words like “move”, “gently”, “whispering”, and “kind old sun” create an atmosphere of care and sadness. 
 
This gentleness contrasts with the typical brutality of war poetry and deepens the emotional impact. 
 
 
2. Personification of the Sun 
 
The sun is described almost like a nurturing, divine being: “the kind old sun”. 
 
This personification gives the sun emotional weight—it becomes a symbol of both creation and failed 
salvation. 
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The speaker views the sun as a life-giver, reflecting both his reliance on and eventual disillusionment with 
nature’s power. 
 
 
3. Biblical and Evolutionary Allusions 
 
The reference to “clay” links to Genesis, where God forms man from the dust of the earth. This adds 
spiritual and philosophical depth. 
 
Lines like “woke, once, the clays of a cold star” allude to evolution or creation, reflecting the sun’s 
ancient, cosmic role in nurturing life. 
 
These allusions highlight the contrast between divine or natural creation and the meaningless destruction 
of war. 
 
 
4. Enjambment and Line Structure 
 
Owen uses enjambment (continuing a sentence without pause beyond the end of a line) to maintain a 
natural, meditative flow. 
 
This mirrors the speaker’s stream of thought—reflective, sorrowful, and increasingly troubled. 
 
The lack of full stops until the final stanza reflects the restlessness of grief and unanswered questions. 
 
 
5. Rhetorical Questions 
 
The poem ends with haunting rhetorical questions: 
“Was it for this the clay grew tall?” 
“—O what made fatuous sunbeams toil / To break earth’s sleep at all?” 
 
These are not meant to be answered. They express the speaker’s despair, disillusionment, and 
helplessness. 
 
The questions deepen the sense of existential crisis and highlight the futility of all creation in the face of 
death. 
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G.  Tone:  
 
The tone, closely tied to the language, shifts from quiet hope to bitter despair, mirroring the speaker’s 
emotional journey. 
 
1. Gentle and Hopeful (Beginning) 
 
The tone begins with gentle optimism as the speaker hopes the sunlight might revive the dead soldier. 
 
Phrases like “Move him into the sun” reflect a tender, almost ritualistic gesture, showing care and a 
fragile belief in life. 
 
 
2. Reflective and Philosophical (Middle) 
 
As the speaker considers the sun’s historic power to awaken life, the tone becomes contemplative and 
philosophical. 
 
He reflects on the origins of life, creation, and the role of nature—beginning to question their purpose in 
light of death. 
 
 
3. Bitter and Despairing (End) 
 
The tone ultimately shifts to bitterness and hopelessness. 
 
The speaker moves from mourning a friend to questioning the entire purpose of human existence. 
 
There is a quiet but devastating rage and sorrow in his final questions, underscoring the poem’s emotional 
climax. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The language and tone of “Futility” work together to create a poem that is intimate yet universal, quiet yet 
powerful. Owen’s restrained and lyrical style heightens the sense of grief, while the philosophical tone 
invites the reader into a profound meditation on life, death, and the meaningless waste of war. 
 

 
 
H. War Poem: 
 
A war poem is a literary work that explores the emotional, psychological, and social impacts of war. It 
often delves into themes such as sacrifice, patriotism, horror, death, disillusionment, and the brutality of 
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conflict. War poems reflect the human experience during wartime, offering both personal and universal 
insights. 
 
Key Characteristics of War Poems: 
 
1. Grief and Loss: War poems frequently mourn the loss of life, both on the battlefield and at home, 
capturing the emotional toll on soldiers and their families. 
 
 
2. Disillusionment: Many poets express a shift from initial patriotic fervor to disillusionment with the 
realities of war, exposing the stark contrast between glory and violence. 
 
 
3. Heroism and Sacrifice: While some war poems emphasize the heroism and sacrifices of soldiers, others 
critique the romanticized notions of war and question the value of life lost. 
 
 
4. Violence and Horror: War poets often describe the gruesome and dehumanizing aspects of battle, 
challenging readers to confront the true nature of war. 
 
 
5. Psychological Effects: The trauma and lasting psychological effects of war, including PTSD and the 
mental anguish of soldiers, are common themes. 
 
 
 
Famous War Poets: 
 
Wilfred Owen: Known for his vivid and harrowing depictions of war, especially in poems like “Dulce et 
Decorum Est” and “Anthem for Doomed Youth.” 
 
Rupert Brooke: His early poems, like “The Soldier,” express a romanticized view of war and sacrifice. 
 
Siegfried Sassoon: His works critique the futility and horror of war, often with bitter irony. 
 
 
War poems serve as historical records and emotional expressions, helping readers understand the 
complexities and horrors of conflict. 
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