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Paper #1: All Quiet on the Western Front 

 Erich Maria Remarque successfully gave the world a picture of the atrocities of trench 

warfare during World War I in his book, All Quiet on the Western Front. His picture of the 

nightmare that soldiers experienced is described in a poetic quietness. It is a cry to the generation 

that sent their young men to war, showing them what they forced upon this young and innocent 

generation. Told through the eyes of a German soldier, this could easily have been the story of a 

soldier of any nationality; as the narrator even comments that they are all alike, in another time 

they would have been friends. The flow and poetry of this book subtly and purposeful relays the 

depth of sadness and the frustrations in dealing with the emotions of such brutal warfare. All 

Quiet on the Western Front is a testament to the horrors of World War I; these horrors destroyed 

a generation of young men, stripping them of their innocence and leaving them with a sense of 

meaninglessness – they are the “Lost Generation.” 

 Remarque adequately describes the standard of living for the soldiers in a matter of fact 

tone that shows that although they miss having enough food to eat and a comfortable bed to sleep 

in, they have learned to accept it as the life of a soldier. Furthermore the lack of quality food and 

shelter pales in light of the terrors of life at the front. The brutality of the trenches and the chaos 

of hand to hand combat were experiences that led to the loss of their innocence. War itself 

contains a sense of brutality because it is the killing of one group by another, however the 
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advances in weaponry as World War I began brought new meaning to the brutality of war. 

Machine guns shot down mass amounts of men, shells broke apart as they hit the ground only to 

find their home inside a young man. Poisonous gases made their appearance during the war 

wiping out entire trenches of men who did not get to their masks on time or took them off too 

soon, cooking their lungs. Fear and death constantly surrounded the soldiers begging them to 

lose themselves to the madness and chaos. When talking of the front, the narrator, Paul says:  

The terror of the front sinks deep down when we turn our back upon it; we make grim, 

course jests about it, when a man dies, then we say he has nipped off his turd, and so we 

speak of everything; that keeps us from going mad; as long as we take it that way we 

maintain our own resistance (140).   

This short statement itself lays claim to the fears brought out by the horrors of war as the only 

response was to hide the experience of death deep inside only mentioning it in jokes just to keep 

calm and live another day.  

 It was not only the experience of the horrors of fear and death and brutality that destroyed 

a generation, but also the mass number of men who were killed. Therefore, many died, but those 

who survived lost their innocence and reentered a world they could no longer relate to. One of 

the soldiers expressed the honest reality of how these horrors would affect them, “It will go 

pretty hard with us all. But nobody at home seems to worry much about it. Two years of shells 

and bombs – a man won’t peel that off as easy as a sock” (87). They knew, perhaps better than 

anyone else, that what they had witnessed would change them for the rest of their lives. Later in 

that same conversation, the soldiers observed, “The war has ruined us for everything” (87). Their 

generation was lost both by death or by witnessing death at its worst. The surviving of their 
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generation was destroyed by the loss of their innocence and the inherent sense of 

meaninglessness.  

 The narrator often reflects on the loss of his innocence, citing his age and then speaking 

of how he has now become like an old man, having seen and experienced so many terrible 

things. He mourns the loss of his youth and innocence, wishing to have it back, but knowing that 

he never will. He sees these all the more clearly when he goes home on leave for a second time 

and looks into his closet filled with the clothes of a boy, but knowing that he has been forced to 

live the life of a man. He can no longer relate to those around him nor enjoy the things he 

previously found pleasurable. In his reflections he said: 

We are not youth any longer. We don’t want to take the world by storm. We are fleeing. 

We fly from ourselves. From our life. We were eighteen and had begun to love life and 

the world; and we had to shoot it to pieces. The first bomb, the first explosion, burst in 

our hearts. We are cut off from activity, from progress. We believe in such things no 

longer, we believe in war (87-88). 

In this quote, he is both reflecting on the loss of his innocence and looking to the 

meaninglessness of his future; he does not know how to move beyond the idea of war to a 

normal view of life.   

 Just as he reflects on the loss of his innocence, throughout the book he also despairs at the 

sense of meaninglessness experienced most acutely by this younger generation of soldiers. Those 

who were older, who had a profession or a wife and a family at home, were able to hold on to 

that hope. They were able to imagine a future like the past they had already experienced before 

the war. For these young soldiers, however, they did not have a past to return to; they went from 



Eleanora  Kirkland 4 

school boys to soldiers. They had nothing to return to and were incapable of imagining a life 

after the war. The soldiers talked about it often stating, “When I hear the word ‘peace-time,’ it 

goes to my head: and if it really came, I think I would do some unimaginable thing – something, 

you know, that’s worth having lain here in the muck for. But I can’t even imagine anything” 

(87). This sense of meaninglessness coupled with the loss of their innocence led to the idea of the 

“Lost Generation.” The soldiers lamented, “Had we returned home in 1916, out of the suffering 

and the strength of our experience we might have unleashed a storm. Now if we go back we will 

be weary, broken, burnt out, rootless, and without hope. We will not be able to find our way 

home anymore” (294). They further feared that their surrounding generations would not be able 

to understand them and therefore their generation would flounder as it grew up, trying 

unsuccessfully to adapt to a world they no longer knew. 

 The destruction of part of the generation by death and the loss of innocence and meaning 

by the other led to the loss of their generation, not just for the German soldiers described by 

Remarque, but by the world, “We agree that it’s the same for everyone; not only for us here, but 

everywhere, for everyone who is of our age; to some more, and to others less. It is the common 

fate of our generation” (87). They knew themselves that they had been lost. Following the 

previous comment they simply concluded, “The war has ruined us for everything” (87). Through 

the horrors of World War I they had become the “Lost Generation.” 

 All Quiet on the Western Front testifies to these horrors that destroyed this generation of 

young men, taking their innocence and their sense of meaning, losing them forever. Those who 

died often died painfully both within the trenches and within inadequate hospitals whose focus 

was on what was easiest instead of what was best for the patient in the long run. Those who 

avoided death, died internally, consumed by the horrors they had witnessed and partaken in. 
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They had killed many and seen many die horrible deaths; they would never recover. Their 

experiences removed their innocence and made them incapable of imagining a future that 

contained any speck of meaning. Remarque reminds his readers of the generation that was lost to 

the war.  
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