Politics by W.B. Yeats

Theme:

Yeats seems to be of the view that affairs of the heart go much deeper than political interests, even when matters of "war and war's alarms" are involved.  He asks: how can he give his attention to political matters when he is more concerned with his attraction to a girl he sees ("that girl standing there"). The message seems to be that love is stronger than politics, or at least more attractive to him.  It's not that he dismisses politics outright - those who are involved politically may be clever, well travelled and well educated: "here's a travelled man that knows/What he talks about,/And there's a politician/That has read and thought".

Tone:

How serious is Yeats?  His compliments to the politicians and well-travelled people (journalists?) are qualified by a "maybe" - "maybe what they say is true". (Yeats described the activities of professional politicians as "the manipulation of popular enthusiasm by false news").  And there may be a hint of a dig at himself - for being an old fellow fancying a young girl and ignoring important affairs of state ("But O that I were young again/And held her in my arms").  These last lines also have a sense of yearning - for youth and romance, and perhaps a nostalgia for the days when that was a serious possibility. 

Links/Comparisons:

This poem shares a political theme with September 1913 and Easter 1916. Then the focus was specific events, like the 1916 Rising, here the focus is on politics in general though he uses Roman, Russian and Spanish politics as examples. In the other two poems, Yeats was very passionate about public affairs, in Politics it is pushed aside in favour of more personal activities, romance in this case. Politics is similar to An Irish Airman Foresees His Death, in that the airman also distances himself from the affairs of war and politics, even though, ironically, he is still fighting on one side. 

Once again in a Yeats poem there is a tension between ideal (this time romance) and the real (politics). Yet also, as in many Yeats poems, the ideal seems unattainable – here it seems unlikely that he’ll be with this girl (he’s too old?) – in the same way that “Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone”, or that he can’t attain the apparent immortality of the swans in The Wild Swans at Coole. 
In The Lake Isle of Innisfree the poet looked forward to being alone ("live alone in the bee-loud glade"), in Politics he has a yearning for female company. This is like the yearning for companionship in The Wild Swans at Coole – the companionship the swans have but he doesn’t. The final wish in the poem (“O that I were young again/And held her in my arms”) calls to mind a phrase in Sailing to Byzantium: “the young in one another’s arms” – but in that case the poet was dismissive of that aspect of life as he sought more artistic and intellectual pursuits. In Politics we have a different reaction to issues of age and aging. 

