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Viewing Wilfred Owen’s "Dulce et Decorum Est” through a Psychological Lens
Behind every poem is an event or phenomenon that inspires the poet/poetess to write the particular poem. While some inspirations are exciting and erotic, others are grave and heartbreaking. Or instance, Wilfred Owen's poem "Dulce et Decorum Est” is inspired by the horrors in the trenches during World War I in Northern France.  He adopted the title from the Latin odes by a Roman poet named Horace which means that ‘it is sweet and fulfilling’ to die for one's country, whereas in his poem he takes an opposite stance. In this poem, Owen describes a young soldier's battle in recovering from the horrors of the Great War, which was anything but "sweet" or fulfilling." He uses a language so brutal and imagery so disturbing, that they resonate even today. This paper will have a critical look at Owen’s “Dulce et Decorum Est" from a psychological level, and discuss how the poem can be read as an account of the soldiers’ fears, doubts, dreams and desires, as well as Owen’s psychological therapy. 
Just like many young men, when Owen went to the war, his head was filled with great abstraction of heroism associated with fighting for ones motherland (Hipp 40). However, his first experiences at war were anything but his first impression. Before going to the war, Owen was a poet whose poetry skills were not yet polished. His poems before the war were inspired by great poets such as Gray, Keats and Tennyson.  However, it was through his war experiences, and his meeting with a Great War poet, that Owen progressively polished his poetry skill, and became a renowned spokesman of his fellow war soldiers (Banerjee 7).
Having been delusional when going to the war, Owenwas determined to speak out and erase the illusions that people had towards the war. His golden opportunity, therefore, came when he suffered from shell-shock; a war experience that was typified by bewilderment, shaking, memory loss and horrific nightmare. While he was admitted at the Craiglockhaut War hospital, he met a Great War poet; captain Siegfried Sassoon. Mahmud notes that this meeting was the starting point of Owen’s career as a mature and genuine poet (27).  It was Sassoon’s influence that promoted Owen to speak out against the war in an unsympathetic, precise, and distasteful voice. His experiences of the war, and his intentions to convey the true nature of the war prevented him from softening his poetic voice using poetic and nationalistic euphemisms. When he went back to war against after recovery, he progressively changed his poetic style. His poetic voice became harsher and tighter, as the experiences in the war front became more horrific.
When viewed through a psychological lens, "Dulce et Decorum Est" is an expression of the soldier’s psychological torment resulting from the war experiences. The poem gives the reader a clear picture of not only the physical but also the psychological effects that the war had on soldiers. Owen notes, … Men marched asleep/… Drunk with fatigue… (5, 7). The use of hyperbole in this case expresses the psychological oblivion of the soldiers. The horrors that they have witnessed, coupled with the physical exhaustion has affected them psychologically so that they longeto be unconscious of the subsequent events. Even the threat of death that is posed by the “… gas-shells dropping softly behind” them does not alert their fatigued minds (8).
The poem also expresses the desire of the soldiers to be liberated from the horrendous scenes of the war. To start with, the comparison of the title and the content of the poem bring out an irony, aimed at contrasting the delicious belief that fighting for ones motherland and an honor, with the reality of war. The desires of the soldiers to be saved from their helpless state which the war has yielded is evident in line four where Owen expresses the unconsciousness of the soldiers to their surroundings, contrasted by their strong desire to have some rest. Even though the soldiers are totally exhausted, their emotional exhaustion outweighs their physical exhaustion. As such, even though “asleep”, and “Bent double, like old beggars under sacks”, they still match towards their “rest”, in order to escape from the disturbing scenes (5, 1, 4). These lines depicts physical exhaustion, and they also indicate that the soldiers were scared of what lay ahead (Mahmud 33)
Also, the second stanza depicts just how difficult it is to escape the mental torture of war scenes; for the soldiers themselves carried death and suffering in their bodies. Just when the soldiers think they are moving towards rest, more horror emerges. One of the soldiers is not quick enough to put on his mask in order to escape the poisonous gas. Owen indicates the horror that they experience from seeing a colleague die in so much pain. He notes that “He plunges at me, guttering, choking, and drowning” (16). He also has to match behind the wagon in which the dying soldier is “flung” and witnesses “white eyes writhing in his face”/His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin; and the “blood… gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs” (18-20) Owen’s diction in these lines depicts satire; an element he uses to criticize those who associate war to the honor of the soldiers and imperial glory (Ngide 172). 
In the same line, his diction and imagery throughout the poem is a clear, yet harsh expression of the petrifying, inhumane and ghastly reality of war, and the miserable and helpless plight of the soldiers. Owen uses expressions such as “blood-shod” to indicate not only physical status of the soldiers, but also the psychological effects that could generated by such a state. In addition, expressions such as “guttering” “chocking” and “drowning” express the misery and helplessness of the soldier. These words are proactive, and they hold a cacophony effect, which mimesis the harshness and dreadfulness of war (Banerjee 4). 
The line, “In all my dreams before my helpless sight” and “If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace” indicates that the magnitude of horror in this scene is so high that even Owen is not able to differentiate whether it is a reality or a fantasy. Agil notes that the horror is too great that it yields numerous mental implications among the soldiers (218). The use of graphic images develops visualization of the horror in the reader’s mind. But Owen wants to ensure that his point is clearly understood and envisioned. As such, in the last stanza, he calls upon the reader noting “if you could hear” (21). In this case Owen is actively making an awakening call to the reader; he is provoking their emotions towards the dreadfulness of the war, in order to erase their illusions of the about of fighting for ones motherland.
Besides depicting the psychological effects of the war on the soldiers, and strongly disagreeing on any justification of war, Owen’s war poetry could be read as his psychological therapy.  It is worthwhile to note that at one time during the war, and before he started writing the war poems, Owen suffered from shell-shock. Many of the soldiers suffered from this condition owning to the mental torture that the war events exposed them to. For Owen, his shell-shock was significantly characterized by stammering; a condition that limited his ability to express the extent of his suffering. However, Hipp notes that Owen’s poetry career peaked when he was hospitalized at the Craiglockhart hospital. As a matter o fact, Owen’s emergence as a poetic voice for the war soldiers parallels the chronology of his hospitalization (28). It could therefore be argued that, Owen’ Dulce et Decorum Est which he actually worth while still in hospital, was a way of expressing his feelings and sufferings and  alleviating his anger towards the war . This opening up acted as a psychological therapy that eased his sentiments regarding the war.
According to Hill the psychological trauma in enlisted soldiers was mostly portrayed physically through shaking and paralysis. On the contrary, the shell-shock for most army leaders (officers) was characterized by deeper psychological conditions (28). For instance, besides, stammering Owen’s shell-shock was characterized by anxiety disorder. This contrast of shell-shock symptoms between the of enlisted officers and the officers can be explained by the greater burden borne by the officers, who would not only have to experience the horror of war, but the guilt of leading the soldiers into the death traps of war. In view of this, it could be argued that; in “Dulce et Decorum Est” Owen is able to identify and sympathise the sufferings of his following, speak his mind about the war, clear the illusions surrounding war, and be a voice for the war soldiers. This effect could therefore have acted as a psychological therapy by reducing his guilt (35).
In conclusion, Owen’s  “Dulce et Decorum Est” is a clear expression of the physical and psychological trauma experienced by the soldiers war. Having developed his poetic skills at the time he wrote this poem, he has used graphic images, and a diction that warns against, and disdains any philosophy that advocates for war. He has also used provocatively harsh language to express war as it is. Owing to the fact that he suffered from shell-shock, and the alignment of his recovery period with his war poetry, it can be argued that voicing his sentiments regarding the war, clearing the illusions of war, and speaking up for the war soldiers acted as a psychological therapy for Owen’s shell-shock. What a pity that such a gifted youth died in what he deemed most unhonorable.
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