
the way it is by william stafford
the way it is by william stafford is a poignant and widely studied poem that
has resonated with readers for decades. This piece, written by renowned
American poet William Stafford, explores themes of acceptance, reality, and
the human condition through simple yet profound language. The way it is by
William Stafford stands out for its accessibility and depth, making it a
staple in both academic and literary circles. This article delves into the
poem’s background, literary analysis, thematic elements, and its enduring
significance in contemporary poetry. Additionally, it highlights Stafford’s
unique poetic style and the impact of the poem on readers and educators
alike. The exploration of this poem provides insight into why it remains a
relevant and influential work today.

Background and Context of the Poem

Literary Analysis of the Way It Is

Thematic Exploration

William Stafford’s Poetic Style

Impact and Legacy of the Poem

Background and Context of the Poem
The way it is by William Stafford was written during a period marked by
social and political upheaval, which influenced much of Stafford’s work. Born
in 1914, Stafford’s poetry often reflects his pacifist beliefs and deep
connection with nature. The poem was penned in 1962, a time when America was
grappling with issues such as civil rights and the Cold War. Stafford’s
approach to poetry was grounded in simplicity and clarity, which allowed him
to communicate complex ideas in an accessible manner. Understanding the
historical and personal context of the poet enriches the interpretation of
the poem and sheds light on its lasting appeal.

William Stafford’s Life and Influences
William Stafford’s upbringing in the Pacific Northwest played a crucial role
in shaping his worldview and poetic voice. His experiences during World War
II, particularly his stance as a conscientious objector, deeply influenced
his themes of peace and acceptance. Stafford was also influenced by the
transcendentalist tradition and poets like Robert Frost, which is evident in
his focus on everyday experiences and nature. These influences permeate the



way it is by William Stafford, giving the poem its grounded yet philosophical
tone.

Publication History
The poem first appeared in Stafford’s collection titled Traveling Through the
Dark, which was published in 1962. This collection received critical acclaim
and helped establish Stafford as a significant voice in American poetry. The
way it is by William Stafford quickly became one of the most anthologized
poems in American literature, appreciated for its message and stylistic
restraint. Its publication timeline and reception provide insight into its
importance in the literary canon.

Literary Analysis of the Way It Is
The way it is by William Stafford employs a straightforward yet evocative
language style, which contributes to its powerful impact. Stafford’s use of
free verse allows the poem to flow naturally, mirroring the acceptance and
resignation expressed in the text. The poem’s structure, diction, and imagery
all work together to convey a sense of inevitability and calm acceptance of
reality. A close reading reveals the subtle craftsmanship behind the poem’s
apparent simplicity.

Structure and Form
The poem is composed in free verse without a fixed rhyme scheme, which
reflects the natural rhythm of speech. This choice enhances the
conversational tone and accessibility of the poem. Stafford’s deliberate
pacing, through the use of enjambment and line breaks, encourages readers to
pause and reflect on the meaning of each phrase. The structure supports the
thematic content, emphasizing the acceptance of “the way it is.”

Imagery and Language
Imagery in the way it is by William Stafford is grounded in everyday
experiences and natural elements. Stafford’s selection of simple yet vivid
descriptions serves to connect readers with universal truths. The language is
unadorned but precise, allowing the poem’s message to resonate clearly. This
imagery invites readers to observe and accept the world as it appears, rather
than as they wish it to be.

Thematic Exploration
The way it is by William Stafford revolves around several central themes,



including acceptance, the nature of reality, and the passage of time. These
themes are interwoven throughout the poem, creating a layered and
contemplative work. Stafford’s treatment of these ideas encourages readers to
embrace life’s imperfections and uncertainties.

Acceptance and Resignation
A primary theme in the poem is the acceptance of reality as it stands.
Stafford advocates for a calm acknowledgment of circumstances, suggesting
that resistance may lead to unnecessary suffering. This theme resonates with
philosophical ideas about mindfulness and living in the present moment.
Through the poem, Stafford promotes an attitude of peaceful resignation
rather than defeat.

The Nature of Reality
The poem explores the tension between perception and reality, highlighting
the importance of recognizing things as they truly are. Stafford’s message
implies that understanding reality without illusion or denial is essential
for personal growth and peace. This theme invites readers to consider their
own relationship with truth and perception.

Time and Change
Time’s passage and the inevitability of change are subtly present in the
poem’s lines. Stafford acknowledges that life moves forward regardless of
human desires or interventions. This acceptance of change is integral to the
poem’s overall message, emphasizing adaptability and endurance.

William Stafford’s Poetic Style
William Stafford is celebrated for his clear, unpretentious style that
conveys profound insights through accessible language. His poetry often
reflects themes of nature, peace, and human experience, making his work
relatable and enduring. The way it is by William Stafford exemplifies these
characteristics and demonstrates his skill in balancing simplicity with
depth.

Use of Simplicity and Clarity
Stafford’s commitment to simplicity does not diminish the complexity of his
themes; rather, it enhances the reader’s engagement. His straightforward
diction and clear imagery create a transparent window into the ideas he
presents. This stylistic choice makes the poem approachable for a wide



audience without sacrificing intellectual richness.

Connection to Nature
Nature imagery is a hallmark of Stafford’s poetry, reflecting his belief in
the natural world as a source of wisdom and solace. In the way it is by
William Stafford, natural elements serve as metaphors for life’s realities
and the acceptance thereof. This connection reinforces the poem’s grounding
in everyday experience and universal truths.

Impact and Legacy of the Poem
The way it is by William Stafford has left a significant mark on American
poetry and education. Its themes and style have inspired countless readers
and poets, and it continues to be a popular choice in classrooms and literary
discussions. The poem’s legacy is a testament to its enduring relevance and
the power of Stafford’s poetic voice.

Influence on Contemporary Poetry
Stafford’s work, including the way it is, has influenced a generation of
poets who value clarity and emotional honesty. His approach to poetry as a
means of exploring everyday life and deeper truths has shaped modern poetic
trends. The poem’s emphasis on acceptance and mindfulness aligns with
contemporary themes in literature and psychology.

Educational Significance
The poem is widely used in educational settings to teach literary analysis,
theme exploration, and poetic form. Its accessible language makes it ideal
for students of varying skill levels, while its depth offers rich material
for critical thinking. Educators appreciate the way it is by William Stafford
for its ability to provoke meaningful discussions about life and literature.

Key Points about the Poem’s Legacy

Frequently anthologized in American poetry collections

Used as a teaching tool in schools and universities

Influenced poets and writers with its clear style and thematic depth

Remains relevant in discussions of acceptance and reality



Celebrated for its timeless message and universal appeal

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Way It Is' by
William Stafford?
'The Way It Is' explores themes of acceptance, perseverance, and the
inevitability of change, encouraging readers to acknowledge reality as it
unfolds.

How does William Stafford use imagery in 'The Way It
Is'?
Stafford employs vivid and simple imagery to convey complex emotions and
ideas, often using natural elements to reflect the poem's themes of change
and acceptance.

Why is 'The Way It Is' considered a significant work
in contemporary poetry?
'The Way It Is' is significant for its straightforward language and profound
philosophical insights, making it accessible while prompting deep reflection
on life's realities.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Way It
Is' by William Stafford?
The poem features literary devices such as repetition, metaphor, and
enjambment, which help emphasize its themes and create a flowing,
contemplative tone.

How does 'The Way It Is' reflect William Stafford's
overall poetic style?
'The Way It Is' exemplifies Stafford's signature style of simplicity,
clarity, and deep humanism, focusing on everyday experiences and universal
truths.

Can 'The Way It Is' be interpreted as a message of
hope?
Yes, despite acknowledging difficulties and change, the poem carries a



hopeful message about resilience and finding peace by accepting life as it
is.

Additional Resources
1. “The Light Around the Body” by William Stafford
This collection of poems by William Stafford explores themes of nature, human
experience, and the passage of time. Like "The Way It Is," it reflects
Stafford’s gentle, contemplative style and his ability to find profound
meaning in everyday moments. The poems often emphasize acceptance and the
subtle beauty in the ordinary.

2. “Teaching a Stone to Talk” by Annie Dillard
Annie Dillard’s essays invite readers to observe the world with careful
attention and wonder, much like Stafford’s poetry. This book blends nature
writing with philosophical musings, encouraging a deep connection to the
environment and an acceptance of life’s mysteries. It shares a similar
contemplative tone and celebration of the present moment.

3. “Meditations” by Marcus Aurelius
This classic work of Stoic philosophy offers reflections on acceptance,
resilience, and the nature of existence. Like "The Way It Is," it emphasizes
embracing reality as it is, without unnecessary resistance. Marcus Aurelius’s
meditations provide timeless wisdom on living a balanced and thoughtful life.

4. “Pilgrim at Tinker Creek” by Annie Dillard
This Pulitzer Prize-winning book explores nature through vivid, poetic
observations and philosophical insights. Dillard’s detailed attention to the
natural world parallels Stafford’s themes of mindfulness and acceptance. The
work encourages readers to perceive the world deeply and to find meaning in
everyday experiences.

5. “The Peace of Wild Things” by Wendell Berry
Wendell Berry’s poetry and prose frequently address themes of nature,
simplicity, and finding solace in the natural world. This collection reflects
a serene acceptance of life’s challenges, much like Stafford’s approach in
"The Way It Is." Berry’s work invites readers to slow down and embrace the
quiet peace found in nature.

6. “When Things Fall Apart” by Pema Chödrön
This book offers guidance on embracing life’s difficulties with openness and
compassion, echoing the themes of acceptance in Stafford’s poetry. Chödrön’s
Buddhist teachings encourage readers to face uncertainty and pain without
resistance, fostering inner peace. It’s a practical and spiritual companion
to the mindset expressed in "The Way It Is."

7. “The Art of Stillness” by Pico Iyer
Pico Iyer explores the value of slowing down and finding stillness in a fast-
paced world. The book’s message aligns with Stafford’s emphasis on presence
and acceptance of life as it unfolds. It encourages readers to cultivate



mindfulness and appreciate the simplicity of being.

8. “Wild Geese” by Mary Oliver
Mary Oliver’s poetry celebrates the natural world and the human connection to
it, much like Stafford’s work. Her poems often convey themes of acceptance,
belonging, and the beauty of everyday life. "Wild Geese" invites readers to
embrace themselves and the world around them with kindness and openness.

9. “The Summer Day” by Mary Oliver
This iconic poem by Mary Oliver reflects on attentiveness, wonder, and the
importance of living fully in the present moment. Similar to "The Way It Is,"
it highlights the significance of appreciating life as it is. Oliver’s work
encourages a mindful and grateful approach to existence.
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