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Literature

Auden – Essay Plan

"Comment critically on The Unknown Citizen by W.H. Auden, paying particular attention to ways in which its style and concerns are characteristic of the period you have studied."

Paragraph 1 – Introduction

· Describe the ‘concerns characteristic of the period you have studied’ 

· the fin de siècle tensions

· the disillusionment with previous metanarratives and the resulting cynicism especially amongst the artistic and the intellectual

· their search for identity (or their despair over the lack of it)

· Briefly mention what Auden’s poem is about 

· a monument has been erected to an unknown citizen 

· main theme: as will be seen from the last two lines: Auden is mourning – memorializing the death of the soul in the modern period, fittingly not in the cold marble grandeur of governmental statues, but in the more potent and living verse

· point out noteworthy literary features that will go into the essay

Noteworthy Style Features 

· The irony of putting up a monument to remember an unknown

· The use of this single unknown citizen as a representative for the rest of the people and for the zeitgeist of the times – and damn, what a pathetic spirit it is

· The conversational register of the poem – Auden has abandoned the highbrow tone of his predecessors in earlier centuries: reflects the modernist search for a new identity

· The predictable, staid rhyme scheme as opposed to the lack of conventional meter – creates a tension that hums underneath and reinforces the more overt conflict of the exterior VS the soul

· The use of capitals to indicate government and the use of government in turn to indicate bureaucracy: the soulless nature of paper-pushing – coupled with state omnipotence and its role in identity formation = negative mood of poem

· The listing of his various attributes – provide a fairly vivid image of the person only for Auden to subvert in the last two lines by pointing out that it is merely an image

· The last two lines reveal the point – people are not valued as people but cogs in the system, no individuality, no soul – disturbs the reader

· Cross-reference to other books within that time period (Unknown Citizen was 1939), what springs to mind is Orwell’s 1984
Noteworthy Messages in Reference to Modern Concerns

· As mentioned, the death of the soul – such a thorough death that the question should not even be asked

· The focus on materialism – phonograph, radio, car, frigidaire

· The devaluation of the individual as opposed to the masses 

· And from the above two, how we have forgotten about the soul in the thrusts of technological modernity

· The subjugation of the individual to the omnipotent state – the government seems to know everything about this man

· The sacrifice of individual liberty and the right to be ‘free’, ‘happy’ 

Style features will reinforce the various messages. Match up the appropriate style features to the appropriate message 

For instance:

When talking about the omnipotence of the state: Auden reinforces this impression by the use of the listing of the various components such as ‘Social Psychology’, ‘Producers Research and High-Grade Living’, the ‘Press’, creating a sense of weight and burden. He also refers to many different observable aspects of the Unknown Citizen’s life, creating the sense of being watched. This is true even for organizations that are not supposed to be part of the state, like the Press. Subtly ominous, this sense of surveillance is thoroughly fulfilled by a similarly deeply disillusioned Orwell in 1984, though it was written almost a decade later.

Write next four or five paragraphs. 

Conclusion: Rehash messages and link them to the ‘death of the soul’. Round up.

