‘Conscientious Objector’ by Edna St. Vincent Millay
Edna St Vincent Millay’s poem Conscientious Objector written in 1934 expressed her strong views on pacifism.  The poem is written from the viewpoint of a conscientious objector and uses personification as one of its key poetic devices.

Pacifism is a belief that violence, even in self-defence, is unjustifiable under any conditions and that negotiation is preferable to war as a means of solving disputes. In WWI pacifists became known as conscientious objectors. Some pacifists refused to fight but about 7,000 were willing to help the country by working in non-combat roles such as medical orderlies, stretcher-bearers, ambulance drivers and cooks.

By the end of the war, 8,608 COs appeared before Military Tribunals. Over 4,500 went sent to do work of national importance such as farming. However, 528 were sentenced to severe penalties. This included 17 who were sentenced to death (afterwards commuted), 142 to life imprisonment, three to 50 years' imprisonment, four to 40 years and 57 to 25 years. Conditions were made very hard for the conscientious objectors and sixty-nine of them died in prison. 

Stanza 1
Clash between the narrator and Death is clear.  Death is 

                      personified as a real figure.
Stanza 2
Death is personified as a horseman and war listed as
 his ‘business’.
Stanza 3
 Narrator explains why he refuses to go to war and why he
                       refuses to become involved in any actions that might result in

                       people’s deaths.

Stanza 4
Despite the pressures to conform, the narrator is determined to 
                      stand by his beliefs.
Structure
First person narrative is effective as reader experiences the narrator’s determination to stand up for their own beliefs and his confidence in them:   ‘But I will not hold the bridle…I will not tell him’.   This conveys his strong convictions and the repeated use of the pronoun ‘I’ highlights his courage and confidence.  This is emphasised by the use of the model verb ‘will’ which stresses his determination ad conviction.  

Punctuation – Use semi-colon in stanza 2 suggests that Death’s destruction is on-going as each conflict ends another begins.  This is linked to the idea that Death’s ‘business’ also related to the Cuba and the Balkans.  ‘Cuba’ refers to 1898 Spanish/USA conflict and the ‘Balkans’ could refer to the start WW1.  The use of the semi-colon in stanza 3 suggests that the narrator will not succumb to the pressure of being conscripted into war.
The first stanza is only one line: I shall die, but that is all I shall do for death.  This line is on its own showing that the conscientious objector is standing alone and against the expectation that he should fight for his country.  This indicates that he is determined to follow his own conscience.  This is supported by the repeated use of the pronoun ‘I’ and the alliteration of ‘d’ in the line.  Immediately a conflict between the individual and Death is apparent. The harsh sounding ‘d’ suggests the power of Death and that the persona’s values will result in threat and danger to his life.
The next three stanzas are longer in length which could suggest the struggle of the clash between the conscientious objectors values and patriotic expectations.  It indicates the power and force that the narrator faces.  This is supported by the use of alliteration and consonance ‘…promises me much, I will not map him the/route to any man’s door.’  The softer sound conveys the consistent pressure to renounce his values and go against his conscience but could also suggest that he is resigned to his fate.
Language

Repeated use of pronoun ‘I’ show confidence and determination of narrator in his belief (see above).

Use of alliteration and assonance – see above.

Personification is key poetic device.  Death is personified in the first line by turning it into a proper noun with the capitalization of the letter ‘D’.  Death in described as real figure of a horseman stanza 2:  ‘I hear him leading his horse of the stall’.  It is a reminder of the horsemen in the New Testament book of the Apocalypse which suggests death and the end of the world.  Death is seen as a master and hunter with absolute power.  Words such as ‘whip ‘and ‘hoof on my breast’ appear represent the power of the authority versus conscience but also depict violence and intimidation.  This links directly to the experiences of the conscientious objectors in World War 1.
Repeated phrases ‘but that is all I shall do’ and ‘I will not tell him’ suggests the clash between pacifism and war and also indicates the determination of the narrator to uphold his values.

Essay title

Explore how St Vincent Millay uses the personification of Death within the poem to help convey the persona’s stance as a conscientious objector.
Use evidence from the poem to support your answer.
