
Sample Lesson Plan 
 

October 26, 2010 

Guest Lecture for Dr. Lisa Day  

Texts:  Wilfred Owen’s “Dulce et Decorum Est” 

 Tim O’Brien’s “How to Tell a True War Story” from The Things They Carried (1990) 

 “Irony”, from A Handbook to Literature  

 Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory 

 David Richter’s The Critical Tradition, “New Historicism” (2007) 

 

 In The Great War and Modern Memory Paul Fussell says… 

o WWI took place in a world where meaning was more stable (Fussell 21). After 

the Great War, things like honor, gallantry, valor and even right and wrong lost 

their meanings (Fussell 24). 

o O’Brien says that “A true war story is never moral. It does not instruct, nor 

encourage virtue, nor suggest models of proper human behavior, nor restrain men 

from doing the things men have always done” (68) 

 DISCUSS: So, why are there war stories? What is there to gain from discussing 

something that will never teach men anything? If we can’t learn morality, what can we 

learn from a war story?  

o Fussell’s research on WWI seeks to answer this question: 

 “In reading memoirs of the war, one notices the same phenomenon over 

and over. By applying to the past a paradigm of ironic action, a 

rememberer is enabled to locate, draw forth, and finally shape into 

significance an event or a moment which otherwise would merge without 

meaning into the general undifferentiated stream” (Fussell 34) 

o Fussell says “irony-assisted recall” can help us make sense of war literature—to 

shape it into significance. 



 DISCUSS: What is Irony? 

o Paraphrasing A Handbook to Literature Irony in the text… 

 Means things are not the way they seem 

 gives the impression of restraint 

  is written tongue in cheek 

 “Applies not only to [the] statement but also to event, situation, and 

structure” 

 Tragic Irony- “Characters use words that mean one thing to them but have 

foreboding, different meaning to those who understand the situation.” 

 DISCUSS: Where can we find Irony in the two texts? 

o Irony in “How to Tell a True War Story” (My example) 

 I see the impression of restraint in the story of Sander’s six man 

observation patrol (71). He tells the story of absolute silence. How the 

men are going crazy from the music. Sanders explains that O’Brien won’t 

believe the story “Because it happened. Because every word is absolutely 

dead-on true” (74). O’Brien explains that Sanders tried to act like he 

didn’t care; but at the end, he tries to convey a moral: Sanders says, “Hear 

that quiet, man?” he said. “That quiet—just listen. There’s your moral” 

(77) 

 O’Brien says “in the end” there’s really nothing to say but, “Oh” (77). 

 According to O’Brien, morality cannot come from a war story. 

 Fussell says society lost its sense of meaning. 

 New Historicism 



o 1980-95 (approximately) 

o Called for a deeper look at the relationship between culture and history 

o Focus on power 

o Old historicism = how history illuminates a work (e.g. stats) 

o New Historicism = the opposite: how the text illuminates history 

o Texts are linked to culture in through power and knowledge. 

o “It is a practice that has developed out of contemporary theory, particularly the 

structuralist realization that all human systems are symbolic and subject to the 

rules of language, and the deconstructive realization that there is no way of 

positioning oneself as an observer outside the closed circle of textuality” (Richter 

1321) 

 Owen and New Historicism 

o Owen provides a poem that reveals the cyclical nature of war 

o He concludes with the statement: “Dulce et decorum est / Pro patria mori.” 

o This translates to “It is sweet and right to die for your country.” 

o This is a quote dating back to the Roman poet, Horace in the first century. 

o For Owen, “heroes” and “leaders” are thrown onto carts and hauled away after 

gas attacks. 

o Irony: Things are not the way they seem: “High zest” and “desperate glory” are 

the cause of Owen’s recurrent nightmare of a man plunging at him, “guttering, 

choking, [and] drowning” 



 DISCUSS: What would the New Historicist say about Owen’s poem? How is the “human 

system” of war subject to language? How is the soldier at war involved with the language 

of war? 

 Changes in our sense of patriotism. 

o This “old Lie” told to children echoes throughout our own history. 

o “Be all you can be.” “The few, the proud, the Marines.” “Navy: Accelerate your 

life.”  

o Owen might have heard things like: “England Expects Every Man to do His 

Duty” or “Is Your Conscience Clear?” (Show page 22 of Fussell) 

 DISCUSS: New Historicism studies media as equal to literature. Propaganda is a form of 

media. And NH also examines the relationship of knowledge and power. How does the 

call to war work to define a generation? What reasons, based on the NH approach, can 

you think of to explain this change? 


