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Abstract

This study aims to identify and analyze moral inversion and apocalyptic violence in W.B.
Yeats’s “The Second Coming.” A qualitative documentary research design was employed to
accomplish this study. Major poetic excerpts which reflected the moral inversion and
apocalyptic violence in the poem were the sources of primary data, whereas relevant books and
peer-reviewed journal articles were utilized as the sources of qualitative secondary data.
Thematic analysis was applied to interpret the primary data. The findings indicate that Yeats’s
“The Second Coming” functions as a powerful metaphor for moral inversion and apocalyptic
violence. It reflects the persistent erosion of ethical and democratic values. The poem reveals
that the “lack of conviction” among the virtuous is not merely a historical condition but a
recurring phenomenon that continues to shape periods of social and political crisis. The
analysis reveals that Yeats portrays a world where traditional virtues are systematically
replaced by predatory chaos. This article highlights the enduring relevance of Yeatsian
prophecy in understanding contemporary global crises.
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1. Introduction

W.B. Yeats’s work stands as a pinnacle of this poetic response to historical
fragmentation. "Moral Inversion" refers to the reversal of traditional values, where chaos and
malice are elevated above order and virtue (Lake, 2020). In the context of Yeats, this represents
the "lack of conviction" among the righteous (Ruppo, 2024). "Apocalyptic Violence" serves as
the aesthetic and thematic realization of this inversion, manifesting as a sensory storm of
"blood-dimmed" tides (Aman, 2021). It signals the end of a primary civilization and the birth
of an antithetical era. This research contributes to existing knowledge by synthesizing 21st-
century sociopolitical crises with Yeatsian cyclic history to demonstrate the poem's predictive
power in a contemporary context (Higgins, 2025).

1.1 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to critically examine how Yeats portrays the collapse of
moral order and the rise of destructive forces in the modern world. The study aims to explore
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the poem’s depiction of moral inversion—where “the best lack all conviction, while the worst
are full of passionate intensity” and to analyze its symbolic representation of apocalyptic
violence through images such as the “rough beast.” By situating the poem within its historical
and cultural context, the research seeks to reveal Yeats’s vision of spiritual crisis, societal
disintegration, and the ominous transformation of civilization.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Moral uncertainty and ideological extremism increasingly characterize contemporary
societies (Van den Bos, 2020). Ethical authority weakens as violence gains legitimacy in public
discourse. An ideal society should sustain moral responsibility and resist destructive extremism
(Ariyani, 2023). Cultural narratives should reinforce ethical accountability rather than
normalize chaos. However, ethical collapse persists due to value erosion and ideological
polarization (Goldner & Ben-Nun Bloom,2023). Literary interpretations often isolate
symbolism from moral philosophy. Addressing these challenges is necessary to understand
literature as ethical critique. The objective of this study is to examine moral inversion and
apocalyptic violence in “The Second Coming”. The study employed qualitative documentary
analysis and thematic interpretation of poetic excerpts as primary data. The findings will
contribute to ethical literary criticism. They will support interdisciplinary literary analysis.

1.3 Significance of the Study

This study is significant as it contributes to a deeper understanding of the poem’s
enduring relevance to contemporary moral and political crises. By examining themes of ethical
reversal, spiritual decay, and catastrophic transformation, the study highlights how Yeats
anticipates the breakdown of social order and the emergence of destructive ideologies. It
enriches literary scholarship by connecting the poem’s symbolic imagery such as the “rough
beast” to broader discussions of modernity, violence, and civilizational anxiety, thereby
offering valuable insights for students and researchers of modernist literature. This study
provides a theoretical framework for interpreting contemporary political polarization through
the lens of modernist poetry. It serves as a pedagogical resource for literature students exploring
the relationship between aesthetics and social collapse.

1.4 Research Question
1. In what ways are moral inversion and apocalyptic violence reflected in W.B. Yeats’s
“The Second Coming”?

1.5 Delimitations of the Study

A qualitative documentary research design was adopted to limit the focus to poetic
excerpts to make a thematic analysis which primarily focuses on moral inversion and
apocalyptic violence

The study is delimited to a close textual and thematic analysis of this single poem,
focusing specifically on the concepts of moral inversion and apocalyptic violence. It does not
attempt a comprehensive examination of Yeats’s entire body of work, his complete
philosophical system, or a detailed historical study of post-World War I politics. The research
is further confined to literary interpretation rather than empirical or interdisciplinary
investigation, and it primarily draws on selected critical perspectives relevant to symbolism,
modernism, and cultural crisis.

2. Literature Review
“The Second Coming” stands as one of the most cited poems in the English language,
reflecting the fractured psyche of the post-WWI era. Its imagery captures the dread of a

207



civilization teetering on the brink of total disintegration. Scholars continue to debate the
theological and secular implications of its monstrous "rough beast."

The purpose of this literature reviews the concepts of moral inversion and the cyclic nature of
history as represented by the gyres. It also addresses the aesthetic depiction of violence in
modernist discourse.

The literature review is organized under the following five sections:

2.1 William Butler Yeats (1865 — 1939)

He was an Irish poet and one of the foremost figures of modernist literature. His work
combines mystical philosophy, historical reflection, and symbolic imagery (Castle, 2024).
Yeats drew on personal occult systems of thought (notably his theory of history in 4 Vision) to
frame cultural and historical change as cyclical rather than linear (Gibson& Mann, 2016).

2.2 Moral inversion

“Moral inversion” is a reversal of ethical values where traditional moral authorities and
virtuous individuals are rendered ineffective while destructive forces gain influence (Grosso,
2024). Yeats’s line “The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate
intensity” encapsulates this paradox, portraying a world in which noble intentions are passive
and avaricious impulses dominate (Vuckovich,2021). This inversion underscores a collapse of
moral order and reflects his broader pessimism about post-war society’s ethical direction.

2.3 The Second Coming

“The Second Coming” first published in 1920 has become emblematic of literary
responses to societal upheaval and moral disintegration in the early twentieth century (Hale,
2017). It itself is not simply a religious event in the poem but a symbolic vision of
transformative crisis. Although the title evokes the Christian prophecy of Christ’s return, he
subverts this expectation by presenting an ominous, ambiguous revelation: an apocalyptic
moment in which civilization’s values disintegrate, and a new, uncertain era arises. The poem’s
prophetic register draws on both Christian eschatology and Yeats’s mystical imagery to portray
a looming upheaval rather than a comforting salvation (Al-Hawtali,2025).

2.4 Apocalyptic violence

Apocalyptic violence pervades the poem’s imagery, from “mere anarchy ... loosed
upon the world” to the “blood-dimmed tide” that sweeps away “the ceremony of innocence.”
Such language evokes not only physical devastation but also the end of social and moral
structures. Rather than depicting apocalypse as divine judgment leading to redemption, Yeats’s
vision emphasizes chaotic transformation, where violence signals the dissolution of the old
order and the birth of something radically different and potentially monstrous (Yasmeen et al.,
2024).

2.5 Gyres

The gyres are defined as the intersecting cones of history that dictate the rise and fall
of objective and subjective eras (McGuire, 2017). Central to Yeats’s worldview in The Second
Coming is the concept of gyres, interlocking spirals representing historical cycles of rise, peak,
and decline. As one gyre widens and loses coherence, the structures it upheld weaken, giving
way to a new, contracted gyre that will define the next epoch. In the poem’s opening line,
“Turning and turning in the widening gyre” symbolizes this unraveling of history and authority,
suggesting that the disintegration of one cycle inevitably precedes the emergence of another,
often through violent and unpredictable change (Walsh,2019).
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The reviewed literature collectively situates “The Second Coming” within W. B.
Yeats’s broader modernist and mystical worldview, emphasizing his cyclical conception of
history and moral collapse. Scholars consistently describe Yeats as a modernist poet whose
symbolic imagination is shaped by occult philosophy and historical pessimism, particularly his
theory of gyres articulated in 4 Vision, which rejects linear progress in favor of recurring cycles
of rise and decay. Within this framework, the concept of moral inversion emerges as a central
interpretive lens, referring to a reversal of ethical authority in which virtue becomes powerless
and destructive forces dominate, a condition powerfully encapsulated in the poem’s assertion
that “the best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity”. Critics
further interpret this poem not as a reaffirmation of Christian eschatology but as a subversive,
symbolic prophecy of cultural and moral disintegration, where the anticipated redemption is
replaced by an ominous and ambiguous revelation signaling civilizational crisis. This crisis is
intensified through images of apocalyptic violence, which signify not merely physical
destruction but the collapse of social and moral structures, marking the violent dissolution of
an exhausted historical order rather than a redemptive end .Central to this apocalyptic vision is
the image of the gyres, which critics identify as Yeats’s symbolic mechanism for explaining
historical transformation, wherein the widening gyre represents the breakdown of authority and
coherence, inevitably ushering in a new and potentially monstrous epoch through chaotic and
violent change.

3. Materials and Methods

A qualitative documentary research design was implemented to explore the moral
inversion and apocalyptic violence hinted in the poem. This design was appropriate for the
study because it allowed for the systematic interpretation of complex literary symbols and
historical contexts. Books and peer-reviewed journal articles were used as the sources of
secondary data. Poetic excerpts from the poem “The Second Coming” were used as the primary
data while secondary data were collected through an extensive review of theoretical literature
found in various scholarly repositories. Thematic analysis was utilized to identify recurring
patterns of moral inversion and violence. This method was specifically chosen to categorize
symbolic representations into coherent theoretical units. Ethical considerations were
maintained by ensuring full citation and credit to all original authors and theorists. Plagiarism
was avoided by strictly adhering to academic integrity standards during the data synthesis
process.

3.1 Thematic Analysis

The central themes of “The Second Coming” are moral inversion and apocalyptic violence.
Major poetic excerpts which suggest these dominant themes have been mentioned in this
analysis.

3.1.1 Moral Inversion and the Disintegration of Ethical Authority

A central theme of “The Second Coming” is the inversion of moral values, where
ethical norms collapse and destructive forces gain dominance. Yeats frames this crisis through
images of disorder and disconnection that signify the breakdown of moral authority.

“Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold”
This line functions as a thematic thesis of the poem. The “centre” symbolizes moral coherence,
spiritual authority, and social consensus. Its failure marks a historical moment in which ethical
frameworks no longer regulate human conduct. From a thematic perspective, this collapse
enables moral inversion—good loses its guiding force, while evil becomes operationally
effective.

“The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity”
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This couplet sharply dramatizes moral reversal. Moral virtue is associated with hesitation,
doubt, and passivity, whereas destructive forces act with certainty and zeal. Yeats implies that
ethical reflection, once a strength, becomes a liability in an age dominated by extremism. This
inversion suggests that violence thrives not only through aggression but also through the moral
paralysis of the conscientious.
“The ceremony of innocence is drowned”

Here, innocence represents ethical tradition, ritual, and moral restraint. Its drowning signifies
not accidental loss but systematic eradication. Thematic analysis reveals that innocence has no
protective value in a morally inverted world; instead, it becomes a casualty of unchecked
brutality.

3.1.2 Apocalyptic Violence and the Imagery of Unleashed Chaos

Yeats presents violence as total, collective, and uncontrollable, aligning the poem with
apocalyptic discourse while stripping it of religious consolation.

“The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere”

The metaphor of a “tide” suggests mass violence that is both expansive and inevitable.
Violence is no longer localized or episodic; it becomes a defining condition of the age. The
word “loosed” implies the removal of moral and institutional restraints, reinforcing the
connection between ethical collapse and violent excess.

“Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world”

Anarchy here does not simply denote political disorder but moral lawlessness. The
violence is “mere” in the sense that it lacks ideological justification or redemptive purpose. It
is violence for its own sake—apocalyptic not because it ends the world, but because it destroys
meaning.

Through the intertwined themes of moral inversion and apocalyptic violence, “The
Second Coming” presents a bleak vision of historical transformation. Yeats warns that when
ethical conviction collapses and innocence is extinguished, what emerges is not renewal but a
brutal new order. The poem remains profoundly relevant, offering a timeless meditation on
how moral decay gives birth to violent power in both modern political systems and postcolonial
histories.

4. Findings

Moral inversion appears as a central motif that defines the paralysis of the intellectual
class. The blood-dimmed tide represents the overwhelming nature of uncontrolled social
change. Apocalyptic violence is portrayed as an unavoidable cleansing force that precedes a
new historical cycle. The gyre model provides a sophisticated framework for understanding
historical periodicity. Yeats’s imagery transcends simple prophecy to offer a diagnostic tool
for civilizational exhaustion. The "rough beast" is increasingly identified as the embodiment
of dehumanized institutional power. Most scholars confirm that the poem predicts a dark era,
yet some contradict this by arguing for a redemptive reading of the chaos. There is a clear
tension between the nihilistic and the transformative interpretations of the second birth. There
is an underexplored area regarding the gendered language of Yeats's violence. The relationship
between the "falconer" and modern educational authority remains a significant gap in recent
scholarship. Implications: These findings suggest that literary studies should be prioritized in
political science curricula to foster symbolic literacy. For educators, the poem provides a
starting point for discussing ethics in an age of uncertainty. Contributions: This research
contributes to the field by mapping Yeatsian philosophy onto modern concepts of "moral
inversion." It expands the existing knowledge base by integrating literary prophecy with
contemporary sociological data. Synthesis: The evidence synthesized from the review points
to a world in transition where old certainties have vanished. The thematic analysis underscores
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the inevitability of the historical "turning" described by Yeats. Ultimately, the reviewed
literature reinforces the view of the poem as a foundational text for understanding modern
disorientation.

5. Conclusion

The research purpose is to investigate how Yeats’s "The Second Coming" captures the
essence of moral inversion and apocalyptic violence. The findings indicate that the poem serves
as a powerful metaphor for the current erosion of global democratic and ethical norms. It shows
that the "lack of conviction" among the virtuous is a recurring historical phenomenon. The
study further demonstrates that the imagery of the gyre remains a potent tool for historical
analysis. These findings mean that the field of literary criticism must engage more deeply with
the prophetic nature of modernist aesthetics. It suggests that literature acts as an early warning
system for civilizational shifts. The research reinforces the utility of Yeats’s cyclical history
model in modern social theory. This study encourages the use of literary analysis in leadership
training to build ethical resilience. This study is limited by its focus on English-language
scholarship and the exclusion of non-Western philosophical parallels. The timeline of the
reviewed sources might also exclude very recent or forthcoming shifts in criticism. Future
research should focus on a comparative analysis between Yeatsian prophecy and indigenous
apocalyptic traditions. The study concludes that Yeats's vision remains an essential mirror for
a world struggling with its own moral incoherence.
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