An Irish Airman Foresees His Death by W.B. Yeats

The Narrator:

He seems to be psychic, has the ability to foresee his death in the war. Either that or he is a good guesser – he’s a war pilot and common sense tells him that he is quite likely to die on one of his missions – “I know that I shall meet my fate”. As this is his job he can hardly avoid it without desertion. He seems fatalistic, resigned to his fate – this is what is going to happen anyway so he might as well put up with it – it doesn’t seem to matter (to himself? In the grand scale of life?) whether he lives or dies – “In balance with this life, this death”. He thinks the world won’t be any better or worse whatever happens – “No likely end could bring them loss/Or leave them happier than before”. His view on life might be seen as rather downbeat and bleak – both past and future are described in terms of waste – “The years to come seemed waste of breath,/A waste of breath the years behind”. Yet some see him (and this is probably his own view of himself) as one who aims for balance in life – “I balanced all”. And it seems a somewhat cold, detached, unemotional balance – he is not in any way emotionally committed to the cause he is fighting for – “Those that I fight I do not hate,/Those that I guard I do not love”. So why is he fighting? The explanation he offers (“A Lonely impulse of delight”) isn’t that clear – did he go off fighting on a whim? How balanced is that? What delight does he get from it? Is it that he wants to throw himself into some significant moment or event? Why “Lonely”? – Is it that he made the choice alone and wasn’t influenced by anyone else?

Theme:

Foresight: the implications of being able to see what’s going to happen – does it make a person fatalistic, feeling they can do nothing about the future or their fate? Where is choice in all of this? Even his going to war seems to have been more “impulse” than choice. 
War: War is the background to this poem but we don’t learn a lot about it. He may be suggesting the futility of it – e.g. to the people of “Kiltartan’s Cross” it doesn’t matter what the outcome of this particular war is - – “No likely end could bring them loss/Or leave them happier than before”. He suggests that some (not him) go to war motivated by love or hate. 

Balance: It matters to him that his life be balanced – “I balanced all … in balance with this life, this death”. Is Yeats holding him up as some sort of ideal man – dispassionately balancing life and death as if neither mattered more than the other? Is it a case of someone about to die trying to feels that his affairs are in order, so that he doesn’t die leaving a mess, or believing his life is a mess? Yet there seems to be no desire that his life be purposeful or meaningful beyond this sense of balance. Further, he applies the principle of balance to the technique and form of the poem – e.g. in lines 3 and 4 the balance between those he does not hate and those he does not love. In 5 and 6 there’s a balance between “country” and “countrymen”. In 7 and 8 there’s a balance between loos and happiness. In 14 and 15 there’s a balance between past and future – both a “waste of breath”, with the final balance in line 16 between life and death. 

Links/Comparisons:

Kiltartan is in the Coole area, so this creates a geographical or cultural context link with The Wild Swans at Coole. The sense of abandonment in that poem is echoed by the “lonely impulse” idea in this poem – the speaker in both poems is an isolated, solitary figure. An Irish Airman Foresees His Death is a more public poem than The Wild Swans at Coole – there are references to “public men” and “cheering crowds” to “law” and “duty”, while The Wild Swans at Coole is a more private poem about the poet’s feelings on aging, lack of companionship and the beauty of nature. Yet An Irish Airman Foresees His Death has its personal aspects – the poet is facing into his own death (rather unemotionally), but this time it’s not from aging. There’s often an ideal in Yeats’ poems – in The Wild Swans at Coole it was the immortality of the swans, here it’s the sense of balance that the poet seems to admire. The ideal is often contrasted with an unsatisfactory reality – in Coole it’s Yeats aging loneliness, in Airman it’s an unbalanced life driven perhaps by emotion or patriotism or law or duty. 
