Analysm of “The Unknown»ﬁCltlzen '

he'paem begms wnth an ironic eplgr__ .ph "TQ .iS/O? M
Marble Manument /s Erec&d by the State

cumphed with his duties to “the Greatar Commumty He ws::rked
factory and paid his union dues. He had no odd views. The Sbmai
Psychology investigators found him to be normal, as did the Press
as_papular “liked a drink,” bought the daily paper, and had the"

al” reactions to advertisements. He was fully insured The «
rd: fepcsrt shows ha was. m tha hmspltal cniy.on_ _
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The Producers Research and High- Grade lemg mvestlgators also
showed he was normal and “had everythmg necessary to the
Modern Man"“—radio, car, e@:etera The Public Opmlon researchers
‘fnund 'he held the proper opinions for the time of year,” supporting
'jce in peacetime but serving when there was war. He was married
d the appropriate number of five c:hlldren accordmg to the i

{.'jlst He never interfered with the pubhc sc:hcbols o
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hE boﬂng, unknown catlzen was 50 utterly unremarkable‘_’th t-‘-
tle trouble
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The rhyme scheme changes a few times throughout the poem. Most
frequently the reader notices rhyming couplets. These sometimes
use the same number of syllables, but they are not heroic couplets—
no, they are not in iambic pentameter—they are often 11 or 13
syllables long, or of differing lengths These patterns increase the dry
humor of the poem.

Auden’s “Unknown Citizen" is not anonymous like the Unknown
Soldier, for the bureaucracy knows a great deal about him. The
named agencies give the sense, as early as 1940, that a powerful Big
Brother kind of bureaucrac;l watches over its citizens and collects
data on them and keeps it throughout one's life. This feeling makes
the poem eerie and prescient; one often thinks of the dystopian,
totalitarian states found in the writings of George Orwell and Aldous
Huxley or the data-driven surveillance state of today. In Auden'’s

context, one might think of t_he state-focused governments of Hitler,
Stalin, and Mussolini. |
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The Big Brother perspective begins from the very outset of the
poem, with its evocation of a Bureau of Statistics. The man has had
every aspect of his life catalogued. He served his community, he held
a job, he paid union dues, he did not hold radical views, he reacted
normally to advertisements, he had insurance, he possessed the
right material goods, he had proper 6pinions about current events,
and he married and had the right amount of children. It does not
appear on paper that he did anything wrong or out of place. In fact,
"he was a saint” from the state’s perspective, having “served the
Greater Community.” The words used to describe him—"normal,”
“right,” “sensible,” “proper,” "popular'—indicate that he is
considered the ideal citizen. He is praised as “unknown” because
there was nothing interesting to know. Consider, in comparison, the
completely normalized protagonist Emmet in The Lego Movie.
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At the end of the poem, the closing cou]:ilet asks, “Was he free? Was

he happy? The question is absurd: / Had anything been wrong, we
should certainly have heard.” With these last lines comes the deeper

‘meaning of the poem, the irony that despite all of the bureaucratic

data gathering, some aspect of the individual might not have been
captured. It becomes clear that the citizen is also “unknown”
because in this statistical gathering of data, the man's individuality
and identity are lost. This bureaucratic society, focused on its official
view of the common good, assesses a person using external, easily-
catalogued characteristics rather than respect for one's uniqueness,
one’s particular thoughts, feelings, hopes, fears, and goals.

Interestingly, and ironically, the spéaker himself is also unknown. The
professionals in the poem— “his emp|0yers " "our Social Psychology
workers,” “our researchers into Public Opinion,” “our Eugenicist’—
are just as anonymmus and devoid of personahty While a person
might be persuaded that he IS ftee or happy, the evidence of his life

shows that he is just one mc:ne COg Ih tha‘faCeless nameless
bureaumatnc machine. ! LEN R
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