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Understanding Mark Twain's "The War Prayer" requires a close examination of its
structure, especially the pivotal second half, which features the Stranger’s speech. This
section is essential in amplifying Twain’s overarching critique of war, nationalism, and the
often blind patriotic fervor that accompanies conflict. By analyzing how the Stranger’s
speech functions within the narrative, we can appreciate its role in supporting Twain’s
purpose of exposing the moral blindness and hypocrisy underlying war rhetoric.

---

Contextual Background of "The War Prayer"

Before delving into the significance of the Stranger’s speech, it’s vital to understand the
story’s context. "The War Prayer" is a satirical short story written by Mark Twain,
published posthumously in 1916. It is set in a church where a patriotic congregation prays
for victory in war, requesting divine intervention and blessings for their soldiers. The story
then shifts to reveal an angelic stranger who interrupts the prayer with a stark, brutal
revelation about the true nature of war.

Twain wrote this story in the context of the Spanish-American War, which was widely
supported by patriotic fervor and nationalistic rhetoric. Twain, known for his skepticism of
war and imperialism, aimed to critique the romanticized and often hypocritical language
used to rally people behind wars that cause immense suffering.

---

The Role of the Second Half of "The War Prayer"

The second half of the story, featuring the Stranger’s speech, functions as the narrative’s
moral and emotional climax. It acts as a counterpoint to the naive patriotism expressed
earlier and serves to unveil the brutal reality of war that is often hidden or glossed over in
patriotic prayers.



1. The Stranger’s Speech as a Moral Revelation

The Stranger, an angelic figure, interrupts the patriotic prayer scene with a stark, candid
speech that reveals the true cost of war. This speech functions as a moral revelation that
forces the congregation—and the reader—to confront uncomfortable truths.

- Unveiling the True Cost of War: The Stranger describes the suffering, death, and
destruction inflicted on both soldiers and civilians, emphasizing the human toll that
patriotic slogans tend to obscure.
- Highlighting the Hypocrisy: The angel points out that the prayer for victory inadvertently
calls for the suffering of enemies, including innocent civilians, exposing the moral
blindness of such supplications.
- Questioning the Nature of Divine Justice: The Stranger suggests that divine blessings are
not as straightforward as the prayers suggest, revealing a dissonance between human
hopes and divine realities.

This speech operates as a moral awakening, challenging the reader to reconsider the
romanticized narratives surrounding war.

2. Supporting Twain’s Critique of War and Patriotism

Twain’s primary purpose was to critique the glorification of war and the patriotic fervor
that often leads societies into conflict without fully considering the moral implications. The
Stranger’s speech is instrumental in this critique because:

- It exposes the hypocrisy of patriotic prayers: The congregation prays for victory, but the
Stranger reveals they are also praying for suffering and death, which is morally troubling.
- It underscores the dehumanization involved in war: The angel describes how enemies are
transformed into faceless targets, facilitating violence and cruelty.
- It questions the morality of war itself: By forcing the congregation—and the reader—to
face the brutal reality, Twain challenges the justification and moral righteousness often
claimed for war.

3. Literary Devices in the Stranger’s Speech and Their
Function

Twain employs various literary devices in the Stranger’s speech to reinforce its moral
authority and emotional impact:

- Irony: The angel’s speech is steeped in irony, revealing the gap between patriotic ideals
and the brutal reality of war.
- Juxtaposition: Twain contrasts the earlier patriotic prayer with the angel’s candid
description of suffering, emphasizing the stark difference between illusion and reality.
- Hyperbole: The angel exaggerates the suffering to make the moral point more visceral.
- Diction: The use of blunt, harsh language in describing death and destruction
underscores the severity of war’s human cost.



These devices serve to heighten the emotional impact of the speech and deepen the
reader’s understanding of Twain’s message.

Impact of the Stranger’s Speech on the Reader

The Stranger’s speech is designed to provoke reflection and moral discomfort. It functions
as a wake-up call, urging the reader to reconsider the glorification of war that is often
consumed uncritically.

Key effects include:

- Challenging complacency: Readers are prompted to question their own patriotism and
the narratives they accept about war.
- Fostering moral awareness: The speech encourages a moral stance that recognizes the
suffering and human cost behind patriotic slogans.
- Encouraging critical thinking: Twain uses the Stranger’s speech to promote skepticism
about official justifications for war and the morality of violence.

---

Conclusion: How The Stranger’s Speech Supports
Twain’s Purpose

The second half of "The War Prayer," particularly the Stranger’s speech, functions as a
powerful tool in supporting Twain’s purpose of exposing the hypocrisy and moral
blindness associated with war. It acts as a moral mirror, forcing readers and characters
within the story to confront the brutal realities that patriotic fervor often conceals.

By employing vivid imagery, irony, and stark honesty, Twain’s Stranger dismantles the
romanticized notions of honor and victory. The speech elevates the story from a simple
critique of war to a universal call for moral introspection. It underscores the idea that true
patriotism requires acknowledgment of the suffering caused by conflict and a rejection of
blind nationalism.

In essence, the Stranger’s speech is the moral core of "The War Prayer"—a compelling
plea for compassion, critical awareness, and moral clarity in the face of war’s horrors. It
encapsulates Twain’s broader message: that genuine patriotism involves recognizing the
human cost of conflict and resisting the dehumanization that often accompanies patriotic
rhetoric.

---
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Final Note: This detailed analysis underscores how Twain’s "The War Prayer," especially
through the Stranger’s speech, functions to support his purpose of critiquing war’s moral
and human costs. It invites readers to reflect on their own perspectives on patriotism,
conflict, and morality, making it a timeless piece of social commentary.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the second half of 'The War Prayer' serve to
emphasize Mark Twain's anti-war message?
The second half employs the Stranger's impassioned speech to reveal the true cost of war,
highlighting the suffering of innocent lives and exposing the patriotic fervor as blind and
destructive, thereby supporting Twain's critique of war's glorification.

In what way does the Stranger's speech function as a
moral critique in the second half of the story?
The Stranger's speech condemns the romanticized notions of victory and sacrifice,
illustrating that war brings suffering and death to countless innocents, thus reinforcing
Twain's moral stance against war and nationalism.

How does the tone of the Stranger's speech in the
second half reinforce Twain's purpose?
The speech's tone is somber, urgent, and condemning, which contrasts with the patriotic
fervor of the first part, thereby emphasizing the story's anti-war message and encouraging
readers to reconsider their perceptions of war.

What role does the Stranger's speech play in revealing
the true nature of the prayer for victory?
The Stranger's speech exposes the underlying violence and human cost hidden behind
patriotic prayers for victory, thereby challenging the reader to see beyond surface
patriotism and acknowledge the brutal realities of war.



How does the second half of 'The War Prayer' function
to critique societal attitudes toward war?
It functions by presenting a stark, unflinching portrayal of war's horrors through the
Stranger's speech, critiquing society's tendency to glorify conflict while ignoring its
devastating consequences.

In what way does the Stranger's speech serve as a
climax that supports Twain's purpose?
The speech acts as a powerful climax that delivers Twain's message directly and
emotionally, emphasizing the moral outrage against war and encouraging reflection on the
true cost of patriotic fervor.

How does the second half's use of religious imagery in
the Stranger's speech support Twain's critique?
The religious imagery underscores the moral and spiritual conflict, illustrating how war
corrupts moral values and turns prayers into expressions of violence, thus supporting
Twain's purpose of condemning the romanticization of war.

Additional Resources
How Does The Second Half Of "The War Prayer" Function To Support Twain's Purpose? A.
The Stranger's Speech

In Mark Twain’s powerful short story, “The War Prayer,” the second half, particularly the
stranger’s speech, plays a crucial role in underpinning Twain’s overarching message. This
segment functions as a stark and sobering counterpoint to the patriotic fervor displayed
earlier in the narrative, revealing the often-ignored moral and human costs of war. Twain’s
purpose—to critique blind nationalism, the glorification of violence, and the ethical
blindness that accompanies war—is significantly reinforced through the stranger’s speech,
which acts as a moral indictment and a voice of conscience in the story.

Understanding the Context of "The War Prayer"

Before delving into the particular function of the stranger’s speech, it is essential to grasp
the broader context of Twain’s story. Initially, the story depicts a patriotic town
celebrating a war effort, with citizens exuberantly praying for victory and justice. Twain
satirizes this nationalistic sentiment, exposing its superficiality and the dangerous denial
of human suffering that often accompanies war celebrations. The first half of the story sets
the scene—a town caught up in patriotic enthusiasm—and then introduces a mysterious
stranger who offers a shocking, unspoken prayer. The second half reveals this prayer
explicitly, turning the story into a moral critique.



The Stranger’s Speech: An Unmasking of War’s
True Cost

1. The Speech as a Moral Voice

The stranger’s speech functions as a voice of moral clarity, directly confronting the
townspeople’s complacency. While the townspeople pray for victory, the stranger exposes
the darker reality behind their patriotic fervor. His speech reveals the human suffering,
loss, and destruction that are often hidden beneath patriotic slogans. Twain uses this
speech to make readers confront the brutal truths of war that are conveniently ignored in
nationalistic celebrations.

- Pros:
- Provides moral depth and honesty.
- Forces readers and characters to reconsider their perceptions of war.
- Acts as a moral mirror reflecting the ethical blindness of patriotic zeal.

- Cons:
- The starkness of the speech can be unsettling or difficult to accept for some readers.
- Its bluntness may overshadow the emotional impact of earlier patriotic scenes.

2. The Stranger’s Speech as a Satirical Device

Twain’s use of satire is evident in the stranger’s speech, which lampoons the hypocrisy of
those who celebrate war without acknowledging its costs. The speech satirizes the
tendency of societies to glorify violence while ignoring the suffering inflicted upon
innocent victims. Twain employs irony to highlight the discrepancy between the patriotic
rhetoric and the brutal reality of war, making the speech a powerful satirical critique.

- Features of Satire in the Speech:
- Irony: The stranger’s prayer is a grotesque parody of traditional prayers for victory.
- Hyperbole: The exaggerated depiction of suffering emphasizes the moral blindness.
- Juxtaposition: The contrast between patriotic celebration and the grim realities of war.

- Pros:
- Sharpens the critique of nationalism and war propaganda.
- Encourages critical reflection among readers.

- Cons:
- Might alienate readers who interpret satire as overly harsh or disrespectful.
- Risks obscuring the message if readers focus solely on the irony rather than its moral
implications.



3. The Speech as a Call for Ethical Reflection

Perhaps most importantly, the stranger’s speech functions as a call for ethical reflection.
Twain aims to awaken the moral conscience of both the characters within the story and
the readers. The speech urges us to consider the unseen victims of war—the civilians, the
wounded, and the families torn apart—who are often forgotten in patriotic narratives. It
challenges the reader to confront their own complicity in supporting or ignoring the
human costs of violence.

- Features Supporting Twain’s Purpose:
- Presents an unflinching depiction of suffering.
- Invokes empathy and moral responsibility.
- Disrupts complacency by forcing acknowledgment of uncomfortable truths.

- Pros:
- Elevates the moral seriousness of the story.
- Inspires introspection about nationalism and war.

- Cons:
- May be emotionally distressing or overwhelming.
- Could be perceived as overly didactic or preachy if not carefully read.

How The Stranger’s Speech Reinforces Twain’s
Anti-War Message

The second half’s stranger’s speech is central to supporting Twain’s purpose of critiquing
war and nationalism. Its functions can be summarized as follows:

1. Revealing the Hidden Costs of War

The speech explicitly lays bare the suffering, death, and destruction that war
brings—elements that patriotic celebrations tend to gloss over. By doing so, Twain
underscores the moral blindness of those who prioritize victory over human life and
suffering.

2. Challenging Nationalistic Sentiment

The stranger’s words serve as a direct challenge to the patriotic fervor of the townspeople.
Instead of glorifying war, the speech questions the morality of praying for victory without
considering the human toll, thus critiquing the blind patriotism that often fuels conflicts.



3. Emphasizing Moral Responsibility

The speech urges individuals to take moral responsibility for their participation in or
support of war. It suggests that prayers for victory are incomplete without
acknowledgment of the suffering they cause. Twain’s purpose is to encourage moral
accountability and compassion.

Conclusion: The Power of the Stranger’s Speech
in Supporting Twain’s Purpose

The second half of “The War Prayer,” especially through the stranger’s speech, functions
as the moral and emotional climax of Twain’s story. It acts as a mirror held up to society,
forcing us to confront the uncomfortable truths about war, nationalism, and human
suffering. Twain’s purpose—to critique the hypocrisy and moral blindness associated with
war—is supported and reinforced by this speech’s unflinching honesty, satirical tone, and
moral call to conscience.

By exposing the brutal realities behind patriotic slogans and prayers, Twain elevates the
story from a simple critique of war to a profound moral plea for empathy and ethical
awareness. The stranger’s speech remains a powerful rhetorical device that ensures
Twain’s message endures: that true patriotism must include compassion for all victims of
violence, and that genuine morality calls us to see beyond superficial slogans toward the
deeper truths of human suffering.
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