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on virtue phillis wheatley analysis offers a profound exploration of one of the most
remarkable poets in American history. Phillis Wheatley, an African American woman
enslaved as a child, emerged as a literary figure whose work reflected not only her
personal experiences but also broader themes of morality, religion, and social justice. This
article delves into the nuanced interpretations of Wheatley’s poem "On Virtue," examining
its thematic richness, stylistic devices, and historical context. Through a careful on virtue
phillis wheatley analysis, readers can appreciate how Wheatley’s poetry challenges
prevailing narratives of her time while upholding classical ideals of virtue. The discussion
further highlights the significance of her work in the canon of early American literature
and African American cultural heritage. Below is a detailed table of contents outlining the
key sections in this comprehensive analysis.
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Literary Devices and Poetic Structure
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The Historical and Biographical Context
Understanding the historical and biographical background of Phillis Wheatley is essential
to fully grasp the depth of "On Virtue." Born in West Africa and brought to America as a
slave, Wheatley’s extraordinary journey from enslavement to literary prominence is
unparalleled in the 18th century. Her education by the Wheatley family in Boston allowed
her to master classical languages, literature, and Christian doctrine, which deeply
influenced her poetry. This section contextualizes her work within the socio-political
climate of pre-Revolutionary America, where issues of race, slavery, and enlightenment
ideals intersected.

Phillis Wheatley’s Early Life and Education
Phillis Wheatley was kidnapped from West Africa and sold into slavery at a young age.
After arriving in Boston, she was purchased by the Wheatley family, who recognized her
intellectual potential and provided her with a rigorous education. This unusual upbringing
for an enslaved person allowed Wheatley to engage with classical texts, Christian
theology, and contemporary literary styles, which are evident in her poetry.



Societal and Literary Context
During Wheatley’s lifetime, African Americans were largely marginalized and denied
educational opportunities. Her ability to write and publish poetry challenged prevailing
assumptions about race, intellect, and virtue. The literary culture of the time was
dominated by neoclassical ideals, which Wheatley both adopted and adapted. Her work is
often viewed as a bridge between Enlightenment thought and emerging African American
literary expression.

Thematic Exploration of "On Virtue"
"On Virtue" is a poem that encapsulates Wheatley’s philosophical reflections on moral
excellence and spiritual integrity. The poem emphasizes the importance of virtue as a
guiding principle for human conduct and spiritual salvation. This section analyzes the
central themes present in the poem and how Wheatley articulates her vision of virtue.

The Concept of Virtue in Wheatley’s Poem
Virtue, as portrayed in the poem, is an indispensable quality that transcends social status
and physical condition. Wheatley presents virtue as a divine gift and a path toward true
freedom, subtly referencing her own experiences as an enslaved individual. The poem
suggests that moral excellence is attainable through faith and reason, aligning with
Christian humanist values.

Freedom and Moral Strength
One of the critical themes in "On Virtue" is the relationship between internal freedom and
moral strength. Wheatley implies that true liberty is found not in external circumstances
but in the possession of virtue. This theme resonates with her personal narrative, wherein
intellectual and spiritual freedom offer a form of resistance against the bondage of
slavery.

Virtue as a Universal Ideal
The poem elevates virtue as a universal concept applicable to all humanity, regardless of
race or social background. Wheatley’s inclusive approach reflects Enlightenment ideals of
equality and rational morality. Her depiction of virtue underscores the potential for all
individuals to achieve moral greatness.

Literary Devices and Poetic Structure
Phillis Wheatley’s mastery of literary form is evident in "On Virtue," where classical poetic
techniques enhance the thematic content. This section examines the poetic structure,
rhyme scheme, and figurative language that contribute to the poem’s impact.



Classical Influences and Form
The poem follows a strict heroic couplet form, common in 18th-century neoclassical
poetry. This choice reflects Wheatley’s engagement with the poetic conventions of her
time and her desire to position herself within the literary elite. The meter and rhyme
scheme create a rhythmic and harmonious flow that reinforces the poem’s elevated
subject matter.

Use of Metaphor and Symbolism
Wheatley employs metaphors and symbols to convey abstract moral concepts vividly. For
example, virtue is often personified or depicted as a radiant light, symbolizing purity and
guidance. These devices enrich the reader’s understanding of virtue as both an internal
quality and a divine principle.

Allusions to Classical and Religious Texts
The poem contains numerous allusions to classical mythology and Christian scripture,
which Wheatley integrates seamlessly. These references serve to legitimize her poetic
voice and align her message with respected intellectual traditions. They also underscore
the universality of virtue as a timeless ideal.

Religious and Moral Undertones
Religion plays a pivotal role in "On Virtue," shaping its moral framework and philosophical
outlook. Wheatley’s Christian faith informs her conception of virtue as a spiritual attribute
essential for salvation and ethical living. This section explores the religious dimensions of
the poem.

Christian Virtue and Redemption
Wheatley’s poem reflects the Christian doctrine that virtue is closely linked to redemption
and divine grace. She portrays virtue as a means to achieve spiritual purification and
closeness to God. This theme reinforces the moral seriousness of the poem and situates
Wheatley within the Christian literary tradition.

Moral Instruction and Didacticism
"On Virtue" serves a didactic purpose, instructing readers on the importance of cultivating
moral character. Wheatley’s poetic voice carries the authority of a moral guide,
encouraging adherence to virtuous principles. This instructional tone aligns with the 18th-
century poetic emphasis on moral improvement.



Interplay of Faith and Reason
The poem balances faith with reason, suggesting that virtue is accessible through both
divine revelation and rational understanding. This synthesis reflects Enlightenment values
and demonstrates Wheatley’s intellectual breadth. It also provides a framework for
interpreting virtue as both a spiritual and philosophical ideal.

Phillis Wheatley’s Legacy and Influence
Phillis Wheatley’s impact extends beyond her poetry into the broader realms of literature,
history, and social thought. Her work challenged racial stereotypes and opened doors for
future African American writers. This final section assesses the enduring significance of
Wheatley’s contributions.

Pioneering African American Literature
As one of the first published African American poets, Wheatley broke barriers and
established a literary precedent. Her success demonstrated the intellectual capabilities of
enslaved and marginalized people, influencing abolitionist discourse and African American
cultural identity.

Influence on Abolitionism and Social Reform
Wheatley’s poetry, including "On Virtue," was embraced by abolitionists who cited her
work as evidence of the humanity and dignity of enslaved Africans. Her moral and
religious themes resonated in arguments against slavery and for social justice reforms.

Enduring Academic and Cultural Recognition
Today, Phillis Wheatley’s poetry is studied for its artistic merit and historical significance.
Scholars analyze her work to understand the complexities of race, identity, and literary
expression in early America. Her legacy continues to inspire discussions on virtue,
freedom, and equality.

Historical context of Phillis Wheatley’s life

Thematic depth of "On Virtue"

Poetic techniques used in the poem

Religious and ethical implications

Wheatley’s influence on literature and society



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Phillis Wheatley's poem 'On
Virtue'?
The main theme of 'On Virtue' is the celebration of moral excellence and the
transformative power of virtue in human life. Wheatley emphasizes virtue as a guiding
force that leads to true happiness and spiritual fulfillment.

How does Phillis Wheatley portray virtue in her poem
'On Virtue'?
In 'On Virtue,' Wheatley personifies virtue as a noble and divine quality that elevates the
soul. She presents virtue as an essential attribute that distinguishes the righteous from
the wicked, highlighting its importance in achieving moral integrity.

What literary devices does Phillis Wheatley use in 'On
Virtue' to convey her message?
Wheatley employs personification, metaphor, and classical allusions in 'On Virtue.' She
personifies virtue as a guiding force, uses metaphor to illustrate moral concepts, and
references classical mythology and Christian imagery to deepen the poem's meaning.

How does 'On Virtue' reflect Phillis Wheatley's personal
beliefs and experiences?
The poem reflects Wheatley's strong Christian faith and her belief in the power of moral
virtue despite her experiences as an enslaved African woman. It reveals her hope for
spiritual redemption and her intellectual engagement with Enlightenment ideals.

In what way does Phillis Wheatley's 'On Virtue' engage
with Enlightenment ideas?
Wheatley's 'On Virtue' engages with Enlightenment ideas by emphasizing reason, moral
philosophy, and the inherent dignity of the individual. The poem aligns with
Enlightenment values by advocating for virtue as a universal ideal that transcends social
status and circumstance.

Why is 'On Virtue' considered an important work in
Phillis Wheatley's literary legacy?
'On Virtue' is significant because it showcases Wheatley's skillful command of poetic form
and her ability to articulate complex moral and philosophical ideas. It stands as a
testament to her intellectual prowess and her role as one of the first African American
poets to gain recognition in the literary world.



Additional Resources
1. Phillis Wheatley and the Politics of Virtue
This book explores the complex interplay between Phillis Wheatley's poetry and the
concept of virtue during the 18th century. It analyzes how Wheatley navigated the
constraints of her time as an enslaved African woman to articulate moral and ethical
themes. The author examines Wheatley's use of classical and Christian virtues to
challenge prevailing social norms and assert her intellectual agency.

2. Virtue and Voice: Phillis Wheatley's Poetic Legacy
Focusing on Wheatley's poetic contributions, this volume delves into her representation of
virtue in her works. It highlights how Wheatley used her poetry to engage with
contemporary debates on morality, religion, and freedom. The book also considers the
broader impact of her virtuous portrayals on African American literature and identity.

3. The Virtuous Muse: An Analysis of Phillis Wheatley’s Poems
This analytical text offers a close reading of Wheatley’s major poems with a particular
focus on virtue as a central theme. It discusses how Wheatley's virtuous imagery aligns
with Enlightenment ideals while also reflecting her unique personal and cultural
experiences. The study sheds light on the ways Wheatley’s poetry served as a tool for
moral instruction and social commentary.

4. Enslaved Virtues: Phillis Wheatley and the Ethics of Freedom
This book examines the tension between Wheatley’s status as an enslaved woman and her
poetic celebration of virtue and liberty. It explores how Wheatley’s writings negotiate the
ethical implications of freedom and servitude. The author argues that Wheatley’s work
offers a nuanced perspective on virtue that challenges simplistic moral binaries.

5. Phillis Wheatley’s Moral Imagination: Virtue in Early African American Literature
This study situates Wheatley within the broader tradition of early African American
literature, focusing on her imaginative engagement with virtue. It analyzes her poetry’s
moral themes and how they contribute to the construction of African American identity.
The book also considers the influence of Wheatley’s virtuous ideals on later writers.

6. Classical Virtue and Christian Ethics in Phillis Wheatley’s Poetry
This scholarly work explores the dual influence of classical philosophy and Christian
doctrine on Wheatley’s conception of virtue. It examines how Wheatley blends these
traditions to create a distinctive moral vision in her poetry. The analysis highlights the
significance of virtue as a means of cultural negotiation and self-definition.

7. Voices of Virtue: Phillis Wheatley and the Rhetoric of Morality
This book focuses on the rhetorical strategies Wheatley employs to convey themes of
virtue and morality. It investigates how Wheatley’s persuasive use of language serves both
artistic and political purposes. The study also addresses the reception of Wheatley’s
virtuous image in her contemporary society.

8. Phillis Wheatley and the Enlightenment: Virtue, Reason, and Identity
This text explores Wheatley’s engagement with Enlightenment ideals, particularly the
concepts of virtue and reason. It considers how Wheatley’s poetry reflects and critiques
Enlightenment notions of humanity and individual worth. The book offers insight into how
Wheatley constructs her identity through these philosophical frameworks.



9. Teaching Virtue: Phillis Wheatley’s Educational and Literary Impact
This volume highlights Wheatley’s role as both a poet and an educator in promoting virtue
and moral values. It discusses how Wheatley’s works were used to instruct and inspire
readers across different social contexts. The book also examines the lasting educational
significance of Wheatley’s virtuous themes in American literature.
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