1st SEPTEMBER 1939

The invasion of Poland by the German-Nazi forces commenced upon September 1, 1939 yet it is not the hallmark of W.H. Auden's intention in his poem "September 1, 1939." No, this work is far more than a description or criticism of the German-Nazi decision to invade an innocent country; this work, these words, this plea comes from the heart of a man who is living in a society filled with an oppressive nature towards those they deem less human or unfitting to society. Despite such risk of oppression Auden went ahead and published this gorgeous piece of poetry in 1940 with conscious thought to mask his true intentions because unbeknownst to his public Wystan Hugh Auden was "homosexual" (Miller 1). By use of allusion, symbolism, and straight out diction Auden suggests truly mind-expanding concepts and a criticism of something rather unexpected.

"September 1, 1939" is split into nine, eleven lined, stanzas with no set rhyme scheme or exact meter. For the most part shifts occur randomly although one can group them to certain degrees though it would be best, in one's opinion, to absorb the allusion-based meanings individually for yes they are ever-so deep. The first two stanzas seem to make reference to the German invasion of Poland; the third and forth stanzas takes a shot at democratically industrialized man; stanzas five and six touch on the concept of sin; surprisingly the seventh, eighth and ninth stanzas bring out the strongest messages which are rather hopeful if not optimistic. Occasionally one meets a rhyme but they are inconsistent in one's eyes and not truly compelling if one suggested they pushed the overall meaning of the work.

In the first two stanzas one finds the speaker in "one of the dives on Fifty-second Street" where he is both "Uncertain and afraid" (1-2). At first glance one could conclude that Auden or the speaker is merely in a small club, but with thought towards his sexual orientation it may in fact suggest that he is avoiding a crowded area where he would normally be uncomfortable (Miller). In the second stanza there is a strong reference to Germany by means of Luther (an anti-Semitic) being that which has pushed the German society to their status quo (14-15). After such Auden then makes a reference to Linz and a psychopathic god in lines 16 and 18 which seems to make an allusion to Hitler due to the fact that Hitler was born in Linz and could easily be thought of as a sort of psychopathic god (Shipon). Auden then tosses in the phrase "Those to whom evil is done do evil in return" (21-22) which makes one possibly consider that this may be an allusion, though not directly, to the Treaty of Versailles which in 20/20 hindsight clearly sets those who made the treaty as doers of evil. 

In stanzas three and four one is shown a more anti-American concept. Auden first makes a reference in line 23 to Thucydides who was one of the first people to suggest that history should always be recorded for what it is and not for the glory of the country that records it; because of such a statement, Thucydides was exiled from his home. Towards America this may reference things such as the old propaganda movies our military used to show which were filled with lies and stereotypes to make us think in a more pro-American way. Stanza four then takes focus upon the boasts of "The strength of Collective Man" (37). Effectually Auden starts to write this idea that the buildings we make show our greatness as a "vain competitive excuse" (38-39) which when considered is justifiably true. To make clear his meaning Auden adds "Out of the mirror they stare, imperialism's face and the international wrong" (42-44). These lines suggest a great deal much of which pushes a thought that perhaps America is imperialistic as opposed to democratic and all good. Maybe some of our policies bring about an international wrong; although one should note that this is not applied to the wars of today but to a pre-U.S. involvement with WWII. 

Stanzas five and six bring about evoking thoughts. Five suggests that the average person never wants to escape their norm; instead everything must always be same. If things changed those people would finally see what's going on around them. They would be "lost in a haunted wood, children afraid of the night who have never been happy or good" (53-55) which symbolizes that they are stuck in a bad or unjust place where they've never really been right or happy. The sixth stanza takes a shot at the unimportant things important people shout. There is then an allusion to Nijinsky, a dance student to Diaghilev, who was driven insane by his teacher's pressure (Miller). Auden then makes a reference to natural sin in line 62 and follows it by the concept that the sinful heart wants "not universal love but to be loved alone" which deeply suggests it that people are exceedingly selfish.

The last three stanzas set each other up to deliver the message Auden intends to plainly give. Stanza seven focuses upon the concept of not being able to reach the average person for they are deaf and dumb to the message. Specifically Auden sets up the deaf-dumb bit in lines 75-77 with a keen literary device known as a parallel which adds a more dramatic push by means of repetition. In stanza eight Auden goes on to suggest that the speaker is one person set to tell the truth about authority and its corruption. Auden even dares to say that "there is no such thing as the state" (84) and that people are controlled by human necessity. More importantly this stanza ends with a beautiful phrase: "We must love one another or die" (88). The final stanza encapsulates a real sense of hope. It stands that though our world is not always understanding or right there is still hope. Hope can be found in those who believe in goodness. Auden then alludes that he is composed "of Eros and of dust" in line 96 which suggests that he is made of love, for Eros is the god of love, and dust which references the creation of man according to scripture. Though Auden feels the same "negation and despair" (98) as others, he still hopes to stand true to his good ideals. 

Overall the poem makes a slight comparison between the fascist Nazi oppression and our own U.S. oppression. The Nazis persecuted the Jews; the U.S. persecuted homosexuals. In his own time period Auden could never allow his audience to know that he was indeed a homosexual for the repercussions would not be gentle (Miller). Americans did not approve of homosexuals in this time period and if one looks closely at the text one sees that Auden is wishing people could understand or just see that their way is not necessarily the right way. By Auden's use of allusions, symbols, and phrases one sees his real message: the world is forever condemned if people cannot learn to accept and love others for their differences.

