
to his excellency general washington analysis

To his excellency general Washington analysis is a profound exploration of the poem written by Phyllis
Wheatley, an influential African American poet of the 18th century. Wheatley’s work holds significant
historical and literary value, reflecting not only her personal experiences as an enslaved woman but also
the broader socio-political context of her time. This article delves into the themes, stylistic elements, and
historical significance of this poem, providing a comprehensive understanding of Wheatley’s tribute to
George Washington and its implications.

Historical Context

The Life of Phyllis Wheatley

Phyllis Wheatley was born in West Africa around 1753 and was brought to America as an enslaved child.
Purchased by the Wheatley family in Boston, she was taught to read and write, which was uncommon for
enslaved individuals at the time. Her talent for poetry emerged early, and she quickly gained recognition
in literary circles.

- Enslavement and Education: Wheatley’s education provided her with a unique perspective on liberty,
oppression, and the human condition.
- Literary Recognition: By the age of 20, she published her first book of poetry, "Poems on Various Subjects,
Religious and Moral," making her the first published African American female poet.

The Revolutionary Era

The period during which Wheatley wrote was marked by the American Revolution, a time of significant
upheaval and change. The struggle for independence from British rule was intertwined with the quest for
freedom and rights, themes prevalent in Wheatley’s poetry.

- Political Climate: The American colonies were striving for independence, and figures like George
Washington symbolized the fight for liberty.
- Role of Women and Minorities: While the revolution promised freedom, many, including women and
enslaved people, continued to face oppression.



Overview of the Poem

“To His Excellency General Washington” is a tribute to George Washington, who was then the
commander-in-chief of the Continental Army. The poem was written in 1775 and reflects Wheatley’s
admiration for Washington as a leader and symbol of hope for America.

Structure and Form

Wheatley’s poem is structured in the form of an ode, which is a lyrical stanzaic form that praises a person
or event. The poem consists of several stanzas, each contributing to the overall theme of admiration and
reverence.

- Use of Couplet: The poem employs rhymed couplets, creating a rhythmic flow that enhances its lyrical
quality.
- Elevated Language: The language is formal and elevated, reflecting the conventions of neoclassical poetry
and the respect Wheatley holds for Washington.

Thematic Elements

The poem encapsulates several important themes:

1. Heroism and Leadership: Wheatley portrays Washington as a heroic figure destined to lead America to
victory.
2. Divine Providence: The poem suggests that Washington’s leadership is supported by divine forces,
indicating a belief in fate and destiny.
3. Freedom and Liberty: Wheatley connects Washington’s struggle with the broader fight for liberty,
drawing parallels between the American Revolution and the quest for freedom among enslaved
individuals.

Detailed Analysis

The Opening Stanza

The poem begins with an address to Washington, establishing an immediate connection with the reader.
Wheatley invokes the muses, asking for inspiration to write about Washington’s greatness.



- Invocation of the Muses: This literary device is a classic trope, emphasizing the seriousness and reverence
of the subject.
- Imagery of Glory: Wheatley paints a picture of glory surrounding Washington, setting a tone of
admiration.

Imagery and Symbolism

Throughout the poem, Wheatley uses rich imagery and symbolism to convey her message.

- Nature and the Divine: References to nature, such as storms and the heavens, symbolize the tumultuous
struggle for independence and the divine favor upon Washington.
- The “Goddess of Liberty”: Wheatley personifies liberty as a goddess, emphasizing its importance and the
reverence it deserves.

Rhetorical Devices

Wheatley employs various rhetorical devices to enhance her message:

- Personification: By personifying concepts such as freedom and liberty, she makes abstract ideas more
relatable and poignant.
- Allusion: The poem alludes to classical mythology and biblical references, enriching its depth and
resonance with educated readers of her time.

Impact and Legacy

Influence on American Literature

Wheatley’s work laid the groundwork for future African American literature. Her ability to articulate the
struggles and aspirations of her people through poetry opened doors for subsequent generations of writers.

- Pioneering Voice: As one of the first African American poets, Wheatley’s perspective was
groundbreaking and influential.
- Cultural Significance: Her work contributed to the evolving narrative of American identity, emphasizing
the importance of diverse voices in literature.



Historical Significance

The poem stands as a testament to the complexities of American history. It highlights the paradox of the
fight for freedom while slavery persisted, prompting reflection on the values of equality and liberty.

- Reflection on Freedom: While celebrating Washington, Wheatley also implicitly critiques the institution
of slavery, urging a reconsideration of what freedom truly means.
- Contemporary Relevance: The themes of the poem resonate with ongoing discussions about race, liberty,
and leadership in America.

Conclusion

To his excellency general Washington analysis reveals the profound depth of Phyllis Wheatley’s tribute to
one of America’s most iconic figures. Through her eloquent use of language, imagery, and thematic
exploration, she not only honors Washington but also underscores the complexities of freedom, leadership,
and identity during a pivotal moment in American history. Wheatley’s work continues to inspire and
provoke thought, reminding us of the importance of diverse voices in the narrative of liberty and the
ongoing quest for justice in society. Her legacy endures, and her contributions to literature and the
discourse on race and freedom remain relevant today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'To His Excellency, General Washington'?
The central theme of 'To His Excellency, General Washington' is the celebration of American
independence and the heroic qualities of General George Washington as a leader in the Revolutionary
War.

How does the poet, Phillis Wheatley, use imagery in the poem?
Phillis Wheatley employs rich imagery throughout the poem, using references to nature and classical
elements to elevate Washington's status and to symbolize the struggle for freedom and virtue.

What role does personification play in the poem?
Personification is utilized in the poem to give abstract concepts, such as liberty and fame, human-like
qualities, which emphasizes their importance and the urgency of the Revolutionary cause.



How does Wheatley's background influence her perspective in the
poem?
As an African American woman and former enslaved person, Wheatley's perspective brings a unique
voice to the poem, highlighting themes of freedom and the fight against oppression, which resonates with
both her personal experience and the broader context of the American Revolution.

What historical context is important to understanding the poem?
Understanding the historical context of the American Revolution and the fight for independence is crucial,
as the poem was written in 1775, during a time of great upheaval, when Washington was emerging as a
pivotal military leader.

In what ways does the poem reflect Enlightenment ideals?
The poem reflects Enlightenment ideals through its emphasis on reason, individualism, and the belief in
progress, as Wheatley celebrates Washington's leadership as aligned with the values of liberty and justice.

What literary devices are prominently featured in 'To His Excellency,
General Washington'?
The poem features several literary devices, including alliteration, metaphor, and apostrophe, which
enhance its lyrical quality and underscore Wheatley's admiration for Washington and the American cause.
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