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**Liberty and Peace: Phillis Wheatley Analysis**

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis invites us into the powerful world of one of the earliest
African American poets, Phillis Wheatley. Her poem "Liberty and Peace" stands as a compelling
reflection of her unique position as an enslaved African woman who rose to literary prominence during
the 18th century. In this article, we’ll explore the themes, historical context, and literary devices
Wheatley employs to convey her nuanced understanding of freedom and tranquility. Through this
examination, readers gain insight into why her work remains a significant cornerstone in American

literature and the fight for liberty.

Understanding Phillis Wheatley and Her Historical Context

Phillis Wheatley’s life story is as remarkable as her poetry. Born in West Africa and brought to America
as a slave, she was educated by her owners, the Wheatley family in Boston, and quickly developed a
gift for poetry. Her works often intertwined classical references with contemporary issues, making her

voice both sophisticated and poignant.

"Liberty and Peace" was written in a time when America was grappling with the ideals of freedom amid
the Revolutionary War. Wheatley’s unique perspective as an enslaved individual gave her a layered
understanding of liberty—not just political independence but personal and spiritual freedom as well.
This historical backdrop enriches any liberty and peace Phillis Wheatley analysis, highlighting the

courage and subtlety of her poetic voice.



Themes in "Liberty and Peace"

Freedom Beyond Political Independence

At its core, "Liberty and Peace" examines the concept of freedom from multiple angles. While the
American colonies sought liberation from British rule, Wheatley explores liberty as a more complex and
spiritual ideal. She suggests that political freedom must be coupled with inner peace and moral
righteousness. This duality is crucial in understanding how Wheatley perceives true liberty—not merely

a political state but a harmonious balance within society and self.

The Pursuit of Peace Amidst Conflict

The poem’s title itself juxtaposes two powerful concepts: liberty and peace. Wheatley recognizes that
the fight for liberty often comes with strife and turmoil, but she emphasizes the ultimate goal of peace.
Her work reflects a hope that freedom will bring not chaos but a lasting tranquility that benefits all.

Through this, Wheatley offers a vision of a just society where liberty and peace coexist in harmony.

Literary Devices and Style in "Liberty and Peace"

Phillis Wheatley’s poetic style is marked by its classical influences and eloquent diction. In "Liberty and

Peace," she employs several literary devices that enrich the poem’s meaning and emotional impact.

Use of Classical Allusions

Wheatley frequently references classical mythology and history, a testament to her education and



literary prowess. These allusions serve to elevate the poem’s themes, connecting the American
struggle for freedom to universal ideals celebrated in ancient texts. This technique also reflects her

desire to assert intellectual equality with her predominantly white contemporaries.

Symbolism of Liberty and Peace

The poem uses liberty and peace not only as abstract concepts but as symbols loaded with meaning.
Liberty often represents hope, justice, and the breaking of chains, while peace symbolizes the
fulfillment of those aspirations and the calm that follows struggle. Understanding these symbols helps

readers grasp Wheatley’s layered message about the cost and rewards of freedom.

Rhythm and Structure

The poem’s rhythm mirrors its thematic content. Wheatley’s structured meter and rhyme scheme
provide a sense of order and calm, reinforcing the idea that liberty and peace are achievable ideals
rather than chaotic dreams. Her precise use of form showcases her skill and elevates the poem’s

persuasive power.

Phillis Wheatley’s Unique Voice in American Literature

Phillis Wheatley’s position as an African American woman poet in the 18th century was extraordinary.
Her ability to articulate complex ideas about liberty and peace while navigating the difficult realities of
slavery adds profound depth to her work. This liberty and peace Phillis Wheatley analysis highlights

how her poetry challenges contemporary readers to reconsider notions of freedom and justice.



Bridging Contradictions

Wheatley’s poems often bridge contradictions: she was a slave writing about liberty, a young woman
educated in classical literature, and a marginalized voice speaking to the heart of American ideals. Her
ability to reconcile these contradictions in "Liberty and Peace" speaks to her genius and the enduring

relevance of her message.

Influence on Later Movements

Though Wheatley’s immediate audience was limited, her work laid groundwork for future African
American writers and abolitionists. Her eloquent plea for liberty and peace resonates through later civil

rights movements, reminding us that literature can be a powerful tool for social change.

Tips for Analyzing Phillis Wheatley’s "Liberty and Peace"

For readers and students looking to delve deeper into Wheatley’s poem, here are some helpful

approaches:
¢ Contextualize Historically: Consider the political and social climate of colonial America and
slavery during Wheatley’s lifetime.

¢ Focus on Dualities: Pay attention to how Wheatley balances concepts like freedom vs. constraint

and peace vs. conflict.

o Examine Literary Devices: Identify allusions, symbolism, and poetic structures that enhance the

poem’s themes.



» Reflect on Perspective: Remember Wheatley’s unique identity and how that informs her views

on liberty and peace.

¢ Connect to Broader Themes: Relate the poem’s message to ongoing discussions about freedom,

justice, and human rights.

Why "Liberty and Peace" Still Matters Today

More than two centuries after Phillis Wheatley’s death, her poem "Liberty and Peace" continues to
resonate. In a world where freedom and peace are still contested ideals, her reflections remind us that
liberty is multifaceted and peace is a goal worth striving for. Wheatley’s work encourages

contemporary readers to consider the costs of freedom and the responsibilities that come with it.

Her eloquence and courage shine through her poetry, inviting us to appreciate the power of the written
word in shaping society’s values. This liberty and peace Phillis Wheatley analysis not only honors her

legacy but also encourages ongoing dialogue about equity and human dignity.

Exploring Wheatley’s "Liberty and Peace" offers more than literary appreciation—it provides a window
into the enduring human quest for justice and harmony. Through her timeless voice, we are invited to

imagine a world where liberty is truly for all, and peace is not just an ideal but a lived reality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Phillis Wheatley's poem 'Liberty and
Peace'?

The central theme of 'Liberty and Peace' is the celebration of freedom and harmony, emphasizing the



importance of liberty as a foundation for lasting peace.

How does Phillis Wheatley use imagery in 'Liberty and Peace' to
convey her message?

Wheatley employs vivid imagery of freedom and tranquility, such as references to liberty's 'bright

beams' and peace's 'gentle reign,' to evoke a hopeful vision of a just and harmonious society.

In what ways does 'Liberty and Peace' reflect Phillis Wheatley's
personal experience as an enslaved African American woman?

'Liberty and Peace' subtly reflects Wheatley's yearning for freedom and equality, drawing from her own

life as an enslaved person who gained intellectual liberty through poetry and education.

What literary devices are prominent in Phillis Wheatley's 'Liberty and
Peace'?

Prominent literary devices include personification, metaphor, and alliteration, which Wheatley uses to

animate abstract concepts like liberty and peace and to enhance the poem's lyrical quality.

How does 'Liberty and Peace' relate to the historical context of the
American Revolution?

The poem aligns with revolutionary ideals by advocating for liberty and peace, mirroring the colonies

struggle for independence and the hope for a new nation founded on freedom.

What role does religion play in 'Liberty and Peace' by Phillis

Wheatley?

Religion is integral, as Wheatley often invokes divine providence and moral righteousness, suggesting

that liberty and peace are blessings bestowed by God.



How does Phillis Wheatley address the concept of liberty in her poem?

Wheatley portrays liberty as an essential and noble ideal, necessary for human dignity and societal

harmony, encouraging readers to cherish and uphold it.

Can 'Liberty and Peace' be interpreted as a political statement? If so,
how?

Yes, the poem serves as a subtle political statement advocating for freedom and justice during a time

of political upheaval, promoting the values that underpin democratic society.

What is the tone of Phillis Wheatley's 'Liberty and Peace'?

The tone is hopeful and reverent, combining admiration for liberty with a peaceful longing for a just and

harmonious world.

How does Phillis Wheatley's use of classical references enhance the
meaning of 'Liberty and Peace'?

By incorporating classical references, Wheatley connects contemporary struggles for freedom with

universal themes of virtue and justice, elevating her message through cultural and intellectual tradition.

Additional Resources

Liberty and Peace Phillis Wheatley Analysis: A Deep Dive into Themes and Historical Context

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis invites readers to explore the intricate layers of meaning
embedded in the works of Phillis Wheatley, the first African American woman to publish a book of
poetry. Wheatley’s writings, particularly those centering on liberty and peace, provide a profound
commentary on freedom, oppression, spirituality, and the quest for harmony during a tumultuous

period in American history. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of Wheatley’s poetic



contributions, emphasizing the thematic resonance of liberty and peace while considering her unique

position as a pioneering literary figure.

Contextual Background: Phillis Wheatley’s Life and Times

Phillis Wheatley was born around 1753 in West Africa and was brought to America as an enslaved
child. Purchased by the Wheatley family in Boston, she was educated alongside their children and
quickly developed a remarkable talent for poetry. Her work emerged during the American
Revolutionary era, a time rife with debates on freedom and human rights. Understanding the socio-
political milieu of 18th-century America is crucial when analyzing Wheatley’s themes of liberty and
peace, as her poetry often reflects tensions between the ideals of the new nation and the realities of

slavery.
Wheatley’s status as an enslaved African woman writing eloquently in English situates her poetry in a

unique intersection of race, gender, and class. This context deeply influences her exploration of

liberty—both personal and collective—and her yearning for peace in a divided society.

Thematic Exploration: Liberty and Peace in Wheatley’s Poetry

At the heart of Wheatley’s poetry lies a compelling engagement with the concepts of liberty and peace.
Her work does not merely celebrate abstract ideals but interrogates the contradictions inherent in a

society that professed freedom while perpetuating slavery.

Liberty as a Multifaceted Concept

Wheatley’s articulation of liberty transcends a simple definition of political freedom. It encompasses

spiritual emancipation, moral righteousness, and intellectual autonomy. In poems such as “On Being



Brought from Africa to America,” Wheatley acknowledges the paradox of her experience—she was
physically enslaved but spiritually liberated through Christianity. This duality informs much of her poetic

voice.

Her poetry often appeals to Enlightenment principles, aligning the cause of African Americans with the
broader struggle for colonial independence. By invoking liberty, Wheatley strategically positions herself
and other enslaved individuals within the revolutionary narrative, subtly critiquing the hypocrisy of

American freedom fighters who denied liberty to enslaved people.

Peace as an Aspirational Ideal

Peace in Wheatley’s poetry is multifaceted—ranging from personal tranquility to societal harmony.
Given the backdrop of revolution and racial oppression, Wheatley’s invocation of peace carries
significant weight. It functions as both a plea for an end to conflict and a spiritual state rooted in divine

grace.

In her poem “Liberty and Peace,” Wheatley weaves together these themes, suggesting that true
peace is inseparable from justice and liberty. The poem reflects a nuanced understanding that peace

imposed without freedom is fragile, and liberty without peace is chaotic.

Literary Devices and Stylistic Features

Wheatley’s poetry is marked by classical influences, drawing heavily on neoclassical forms and biblical
allusions. These stylistic choices serve multiple purposes: they align her with the intellectual traditions
of her time, demonstrate her mastery of English poetic conventions, and subtly assert the intellectual

equality of African Americans.



Use of Classical and Biblical Allusions

By invoking figures such as Moses, Samson, and Job, Wheatley connects her personal and collective
experiences to familiar narratives of liberation and faith. This strategy not only resonates with her

contemporary audience but also reinforces her claims to moral and intellectual authority.

Rhyme and Meter

Wheatley’s poems often employ heroic couplets—pairs of rhymed lines in iambic pentameter—a popular
form in 18th-century English poetry. This disciplined structure contrasts with the emotional urgency of
her themes, creating a compelling tension that enhances the impact of her messages on liberty and

peace.

Impact and Legacy of Wheatley’s Work

Phillis Wheatley’s poetry marked a milestone in American literature, breaking racial and gender
barriers in the literary canon. Her thematic focus on liberty and peace continues to resonate in

contemporary discussions about race, freedom, and reconciliation.

Influence on Abolitionist Movements

Wheatley’s work was embraced by abolitionists who used her poetry to demonstrate the intellectual
capabilities of African Americans and challenge racist assumptions. Her nuanced portrayal of liberty

provided a moral foundation for arguments against slavery.



Enduring Relevance

Today, Wheatley’s poetry offers valuable insights into the complexities of freedom and peace in a
diverse society. Her legacy encourages ongoing reflection on how language and literature can

influence social justice movements.

Comparative Perspectives: Wheatley and Her Contemporaries

Analyzing Wheatley’s work alongside other poets of her era reveals both shared themes and
distinctive approaches. While many 18th-century poets celebrated liberty in the context of nationalism

and empire, Wheatley’s perspective is uniquely inflected by her experiences as an enslaved woman.

Contrast with White Revolutionary Poets

Poets like Phillis Wheatley’s contemporaries often extolled liberty as a political ideal tied to property-
owning white men. Wheatley, however, expands this notion to include enslaved Africans and

challenges the limitations of contemporary definitions of freedom.

Comparison with Later African American Poets

Wheatley’s pioneering work laid groundwork for later African American poets like Langston Hughes
and Maya Angelou, who further explored liberty and peace within the contexts of civil rights and

identity.



Challenges and Critiques in Wheatley’s Poetry

While Wheatley’s poetry was groundbreaking, it is not without its complexities and critiques. Some
contemporary scholars argue that her reliance on Christian and neoclassical paradigms may obscure

more radical critiques of slavery.

e Pros: Her poetry cleverly navigates the constraints of her social position, using accepted literary

forms to subvert dominant narratives.

e Cons: At times, her deference to Christian doctrine and colonial authorities limits the radical

potential of her calls for liberty.

These tensions reflect the broader challenges faced by marginalized writers seeking to assert their

voices within restrictive social systems.

Exploring liberty and peace through Phillis Wheatley’s poetry reveals a rich tapestry of historical,
cultural, and literary significance. Her work stands as a testament to the enduring human desire for
freedom and harmony, challenging readers to reconsider the meanings of these ideals across time and

context.

Liberty And Peace Phillis Wheatley Analysis

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Phillis Wheatley and the Romantics John C.
Shields, 2010-07-27 Phillis Wheatley was the first African American to publish a book. Born in
Gambia in 1753, she came to America aboard a slave ship, the Phillis. From an early age, Wheatley
exhibited a profound gift for verse, publishing her first poem in 1767. Her tribute to a famed pastor,
“On the Death of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield,” followed in 1770, catapulting her into the
international spotlight, and publication of her 1773 Poems on Various Subjects Religious and Moral
in London created her an international star. Despite the attention she received at the time, history
has not been kind to Wheatley. Her work has long been neglected or denigrated by literary critics
and historians. John C. Shields, a scholar of early American literature, has tried to help change this
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perception, and Wheatley has begun to take her place among the elite of American writers. In Phillis
Wheatley and the Romantic Age, Shields contends that Wheatley was not only a brilliant writer but
one whose work made a significant impression on renowned Europeans of the Romantic age, such as
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who borrowed liberally from her works, particularly in his famous
distinction between fancy and imagination. Shields shows how certain Wheatley texts, particularly
her “Long Poem,” consisting of “On Recollection,” “Thoughts on the Works of Providence,” and “On
Imagination,” helped shape the face of Romanticism in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Phillis Wheatley and the Romantic Age helps demolish the long-held notion that literary culture
flowed in only one direction: from Europe to the Americas. Thanks to Wheatley’s influence, Shields
argues, the New World was influencing European literary masters far sooner than has been
generally understood.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Phillis Wheatley and Thomas Jefferson, Then and
Now Arthur Scherr, 2023-10-16 This panoramic study combines a survey of the life of child prodigy
and renowned African American poet Phillis Wheatley, her work and experiences, and uniquely, a
careful rendering and reassessment of the opinions of her contemporaries and the ideas and
motivations of present-day scholars regarding her verse and historical significance. Arthur Scherr,
an expert on the transatlantic Enlightenment and such major figures of American political culture as
Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and James Monroe, adds a vital new perspective to our
understanding of Phillis Wheatley. Also investigated is the relationship between Wheatley and the
statesman whom scholars generally depict as Wheatley’s greatest adversary: Jefferson, author of the
Declaration of Independence and tarnished American icon. The book analyzes the meaning and
significance of Jefferson’s three-sentence critique of Wheatley’s poetry in Notes on the State of
Virginia (1787), published in London three years after her death.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: New Essays on Phillis Wheatley John C. Shields,
Eric D. Lamore, 2011-05-30 The first African American to publish a book on any subject, poet Phillis
Wheatley (1753?-1784) has long been denigrated by literary critics who refused to believe that a
black woman could produce such dense, intellectual work. In recent decades, however, Wheatley's
work has come under new scrutiny as the literature of the eighteenth century and the impact of
African American literature have been reconceived. Fourteen prominent Wheatley scholars consider
her work from a variety of angles, affirming her rise into the first rank of American writers. --from
publisher description.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Phillis Wheatley's Poetics of Liberation John C.
Shields, 2008 In this volume, John C. Shields demonstrates that much of the negative response to
Phillis Wheatley's writings has been based on false assumptions and myths about her and her work.
Much of this criticism began more than a century ago and has been passed on without dissent by
generations of readers. Here, Shields sets a course for Wheatley scholars that will redefine the
direction of future writing about her. Shields provides new readings for a great many of her poems.
He shows that Wheatley's writing was deeply imbedded in several literary traditions, demonstrating
that her work is the result of an African inheritance, a complex relationship with a Congregationalist
religious heritage, and an intense involvement with classical literature. Read closely, Wheatley's
works show she deserves credit for creating a liberationist aesthetic - the full implications of which
are still to be worked out. --From publisher's description.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Poetry Wars Colin Wells, 2018 The pen was as
mighty as the musket during the American Revolution, as poets waged literary war against
politicians, journalists, and each other. Drawing on hundreds of poems, Poetry Wars reconstructs
the important public role of poetry in the early republic and examines the reciprocal relationship
between political conflict and verse.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Empire of Ruin John Levi Barnard, 2018 From
the US Capitol to the Lincoln Memorial and the 9/11 Memorial Museum, classical forms and ideas
have been central to an American nationalist aesthetic. Beginning with an understanding of this
centrality of the classical tradition to the construction of American national identity and the



projection of American power, Empire of Ruin describes a mode of black classicism that has been
integral to the larger critique of American politics, aesthetics, and historiography that African
American cultural production has more generally advanced. While the classical tradition has
provided a repository of ideas and images that have allowed white American elites to conceive of the
nation as an ideal Republic and the vanguard of the idea of civilization, African American writers,
artists, and activists have characterized this dominant mode of classical appropriation as emblematic
of a national commitment to an economy of enslavement and a geopolitical project of empire. If the
dominant forms of American classicism and monumental culture have asserted the ascendancy of
what Thomas Jefferson called an empire for liberty, for African American writers and artists it has
suggested that the nation is nothing exceptional, but rather another iteration of what the radical
abolitionist Henry Highland Garnet identified as an empire of slavery, inexorably devolving into an
empire of ruin.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Masterplots II. Philip K. Jason, Tracy
Irons-Georges, 2002 Comprehensive coverage of the most commonly studied poems written in or
translated into English.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: CLA Journal College Language Association
(U.S.), 1979

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Black American Literature Forum , 1989
Provides image and full-text online access to back issues. Consult the online table of contents for
specific holdings.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800, 1986

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: The Poems of Phillis Wheatley, as They Were
Originally Published in London, 1773 (1909) Phillis Wheatley, 2014-08-07 This Is A New Release Of
The Original 1909 Edition.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: The Lincoln Library of Language Arts , 1984

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Arts & Humanities Citation Index , 1995

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: ABC Pol Sci, 1972

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Guide to American Poetry Explication James
Ruppert, John R. Leo, 1989

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: General David Wooster Jason Edwin Anderson,
2024-09-03 David Wooster, Revolutionary War General, though woefully understudied, was one of
the most influential figures in Colonial Connecticut. A study of his life is a study of the major events
that shaped New England. The growth of his military leadership from the 1740s until his death in
1777, was coupled with active civic responsibility and entrepreneurial spirit. While raising a family
in New Haven, Wooster sought active involvement in colonial politics and, at the same time,
supported and encouraged New Haven's growing influence as a major port city. Tremendously
devoted to the ideas of liberty, freedom, equality and the rights to property, David Wooster
epitomized the 18th century American republican cause--a cause for which he sacrificed everything
to defend and help secure. At the point in life when most people reached the age of retirement, as
well as the ease of old age, Wooster, sixty-five years old at the outset of the Revolutionary War, once
more donned the uniform of his home colony of Connecticut, and led troops in the field of battle. He
had everything to lose, and nothing but liberty and freedom to gain. To him, however, these were
more than ample reasons. This first biography of the influential figure is exhaustively researched
from primary sources, covering Wooster's entire life and entire military and civic careers.

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Social Reform and Reaction in America , 1984

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: The American Presidency ABC-Clio
Information Services, 1984

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Bibliography of American Imprints to 1901:
Subject index , 1993

liberty and peace phillis wheatley analysis: Who's who Among Black Americans William C.
Matney, 1981-02
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