
to his excellency general washington analysis
to his excellency general washington analysis delves into the profound literary and historical
significance of Phillis Wheatley's poem dedicated to George Washington. This analysis explores the
poem's thematic elements, stylistic devices, and its cultural context during the American
Revolutionary period. The work not only praises Washington’s leadership and character but also
reflects the complexities of race, liberty, and identity in 18th-century America. By examining
Wheatley’s unique position as an African American poet, this article sheds light on how her poem
contributes to early American literature and political discourse. The following sections provide a
detailed breakdown of the poem’s structure, themes, historical background, and its enduring impact
on American cultural heritage.

Historical Context and Background

Thematic Exploration in "To His Excellency General Washington"

Literary Devices and Structure

Phillis Wheatley’s Perspective and Significance

Impact and Legacy of the Poem

Historical Context and Background
The poem "To His Excellency General Washington" was written in 1775 by Phillis Wheatley, the first
African American woman to publish a book of poetry. Understanding the historical context is
essential for a comprehensive to his excellency general washington analysis. The poem was
composed during the early years of the American Revolutionary War, a time when the colonies were
fighting for independence from British rule. Wheatley, a formerly enslaved African girl brought to
America, wrote this piece to express admiration for General George Washington, who was then the
Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army.

The American Revolutionary Era
The poem reflects the revolutionary spirit and the desire for liberty that permeated the American
colonies in the 1770s. It captures the hope and determination for freedom from tyranny, aligning
with the broader political sentiments of the period. Wheatley’s work was groundbreaking as it
intersected with issues of race, freedom, and patriotism, highlighting the contradictions between the
ideals of liberty and the reality of slavery.

Phillis Wheatley’s Unique Position
As an African American woman enslaved in Boston, Wheatley’s authorship was revolutionary in



itself. Her ability to write eloquent poetry that engaged with political themes challenged
contemporary racial prejudices and expectations. This background adds layers of meaning to the
poem, making it not only a patriotic ode but also a subtle commentary on freedom and human
dignity.

Thematic Exploration in "To His Excellency General
Washington"
Central to the to his excellency general washington analysis is the exploration of the poem’s main
themes. Wheatley’s poem is rich with motifs of liberty, leadership, divine providence, and heroism.
These themes collectively construct a narrative that elevates Washington’s role while also reflecting
broader Enlightenment ideals.

Liberty and Freedom
Liberty is the dominant theme of the poem. Wheatley portrays Washington as a liberator who
embodies the colonies’ aspiration for freedom. The poem’s language evokes the struggle against
oppression and the hope for a new nation founded on justice and equality.

Leadership and Heroism
Wheatley’s depiction of Washington emphasizes his virtues as a leader. She praises his courage,
wisdom, and steadfastness, presenting him as a heroic figure destined to guide America to
independence. This heroism is framed within both classical and Christian ideals, highlighting
Washington’s moral and military stature.

Divine Providence
The poem invokes the idea of divine intervention and blessing, suggesting that Washington’s cause
is righteous and supported by a higher power. This theme reflects the 18th-century belief in
providence guiding historical events and legitimizes the revolutionary struggle as morally justified.

Literary Devices and Structure
Analyzing the literary craftsmanship in the poem is a critical aspect of the to his excellency general
washington analysis. Wheatley employs a range of poetic techniques that enhance the emotional and
rhetorical power of the work.

Use of Classical Allusions
Wheatley utilizes classical references to figures such as Cato and themes from ancient mythology,
which serve to elevate Washington’s image and connect the American cause to the traditions of



classical republicanism. These allusions also demonstrate her education and literary skill.

Imagery and Symbolism
The poem is rich in vivid imagery, including martial symbols like swords and banners, as well as
natural imagery such as the rising sun and blooming laurels. These images symbolize victory, hope,
and renewal, reinforcing the poem’s optimistic tone.

Structure and Form
The poem is written in heroic couplets, a popular poetic form in the 18th century characterized by
pairs of rhymed iambic pentameter lines. This structured meter and rhyme scheme provide a formal
and dignified tone befitting the poem’s subject matter.

Phillis Wheatley’s Perspective and Significance
Understanding Wheatley’s unique perspective is essential for a nuanced to his excellency general
washington analysis. Her identity as an enslaved African woman shapes the meaning and impact of
the poem in profound ways.

Breaking Barriers in Literature
Wheatley’s poetry broke racial and gender barriers in colonial America. By addressing a prominent
political figure such as General Washington, she positioned herself within the intellectual and
political discourse of her time, challenging assumptions about race and intellect.

Implicit Commentary on Slavery
While the poem overtly praises Washington and the revolutionary cause, it also implicitly raises
questions about freedom and equality. Wheatley’s own status as an enslaved person adds a layer of
complexity to the poem’s message, subtly highlighting the contradictions in the American quest for
liberty.

Impact and Legacy of the Poem
The final dimension of the to his excellency general washington analysis considers the poem’s
impact on American literature and its historical legacy.

Influence on Revolutionary Sentiment
The poem was well-received and helped bolster support for the American Revolution. It circulated



widely among patriots and demonstrated the role of poetry in shaping public opinion and morale
during times of political upheaval.

Legacy in African American Literature
Phillis Wheatley’s work laid the groundwork for future generations of African American writers. Her
success challenged prevailing prejudices and inspired others to express their voices through
literature.

Enduring Recognition
Today, "To His Excellency General Washington" remains a seminal work studied for its literary merit
and historical significance. It continues to be a powerful example of early American poetry that
intersects with issues of race, politics, and identity.

Poetic Praise of Washington’s Leadership

Integration of Classical and Christian Themes

Symbolism of Liberty and Divine Favor

Reflection of Wheatley’s Personal and Social Context

Role in Revolutionary and African American Literary History

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'To His Excellency General
Washington'?
The central theme of the poem is patriotism and the celebration of General Washington as a heroic
leader during the American Revolution.

Who wrote 'To His Excellency General Washington' and when?
The poem was written by Phillis Wheatley in 1775.

How does Phillis Wheatley portray General Washington in her
poem?
Wheatley portrays General Washington as a heroic and noble leader, likening him to classical figures
and highlighting his role in the fight for American independence.



What literary devices are prominent in 'To His Excellency
General Washington'?
The poem uses classical allusions, elevated diction, apostrophe, and heroic couplets to convey its
message and praise General Washington.

Why is 'To His Excellency General Washington' historically
significant?
It is historically significant because it was written by Phillis Wheatley, an African American enslaved
woman, and it publicly praised a leading figure of the American Revolution, challenging
contemporary racial prejudices.

How does the poem reflect the political climate of its time?
The poem reflects the revolutionary spirit and the hope for liberty, emphasizing the struggle against
tyranny and the emergence of American identity.

What role do classical allusions play in the poem?
Classical allusions elevate General Washington's status by comparing him to gods and heroes from
ancient mythology, thus amplifying his heroic image.

How does Wheatley address the concept of freedom in the
poem?
Wheatley connects the fight for American independence with the universal desire for liberty,
portraying freedom as a divine and just cause.

In what ways does the poem challenge societal norms of the
18th century?
By praising a white male leader as a Black enslaved woman, Wheatley challenges racial and social
hierarchies and asserts intellectual and poetic agency.

What is the tone of 'To His Excellency General Washington'?
The tone is reverent, hopeful, and admiring, expressing deep respect and confidence in
Washington's leadership and the revolutionary cause.

Additional Resources
1. His Excellency: George Washington by Joseph J. Ellis
This biography provides a nuanced analysis of George Washington's leadership during the American
Revolutionary War and his presidency. Ellis explores Washington's character, decisions, and the
challenges he faced in shaping the new nation. The book offers insights into his strategic thinking



and personal sacrifices.

2. Washington: A Life by Ron Chernow
Chernow presents a comprehensive portrait of George Washington, blending military history,
political analysis, and personal biography. The book delves into Washington's role as a general and
statesman, highlighting his influence on the founding of the United States. It provides an in-depth
look at his motivations, leadership style, and legacy.

3. The General and the President: George Washington and Thomas Jefferson by Joseph J. Ellis
This book examines the relationship between George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, focusing on
their political philosophies and collaboration during the early years of the republic. Ellis analyzes
how their differing visions shaped American governance. The narrative provides context for
Washington's presidency and Jefferson's evolving role.

4. George Washington's Secret Six: The Spy Ring That Saved the American Revolution by Brian
Kilmeade and Don Yaeger
This work explores an often-overlooked aspect of Washington's military strategy: his reliance on
espionage. The authors detail the contributions of a secret spy ring that provided critical intelligence
during the Revolutionary War. The book highlights Washington's innovative leadership and strategic
acumen.

5. Washington's Crossing by David Hackett Fischer
Fischer offers a detailed analysis of the pivotal moment when Washington led his troops across the
Delaware River. The book combines military history with an examination of Washington's leadership
under pressure. It sheds light on the broader strategic context and the impact of this daring
maneuver.

6. Founding Father: Rediscovering George Washington by Richard Brookhiser
Brookhiser presents a concise yet insightful analysis of Washington's life and legacy. The book
emphasizes Washington's role as a unifying figure and his dedication to republican ideals. It reflects
on how his leadership set precedents for future presidents.

7. George Washington and the American Revolution: A Biography by Douglas Southall Freeman
This classic biography offers a detailed study of Washington's military career during the Revolution.
Freeman's work is notable for its thorough analysis of battles, strategies, and Washington's
leadership qualities. The book provides a vivid picture of the challenges faced by the general.

8. His Excellency: George Washington and the Making of a Nation by Richard Brookhiser
Brookhiser explores how Washington's leadership extended beyond the battlefield to the formation
of the American republic. The book analyzes Washington's presidency and his influence on the
political culture of the new nation. It highlights his ability to balance power and principle.

9. George Washington: The Political Rise of America's Founding Father by Forrest McDonald
This book focuses on Washington's political career and the development of his public persona.
McDonald provides an analysis of Washington's role in constitutional debates and the establishment
of the executive branch. The work offers insights into the complexities of Washington's leadership
beyond the military sphere.
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