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In her poignant poem dedicated to the Earl of Dartmouth, Phillis Wheatley
masterfully weaves a rich tapestry of religious allusion, culminating in a
powerful reference to the biblical story of Elijah. This concluding allusion
not only underscores the spiritual depth of her work but also elevates her
message of faith, perseverance, and divine justice. Wheatley's strategic use
of biblical imagery serves to connect her audience to universal themes,
resonating across time and cultural boundaries. This article explores the
context of Wheatley's poem, the significance of her biblical allusion, and
the broader implications of her poetic craft.

---

The Context of Wheatley's Poem to the Earl of Dartmouth

Who Was Phillis Wheatley?

Phillis Wheatley (c. 1753–1784) was the first African American woman to
publish a book of poetry. Born in West Africa, she was brought to Boston as a
slave and later gained her freedom through her literary talents. Wheatley's
poetry often reflected religious themes, classical references, and her own
experiences navigating a society rife with racial and social inequalities.

The Dedication to the Earl of Dartmouth

The poem addressed to the Earl of Dartmouth, William Legge, was a strategic
and meaningful gesture. As a supporter of the abolition of slavery and a
patron of Wheatley's work, Dartmouth represented hope for justice and
equality. Wheatley's poem served both as a tribute and a plea, emphasizing
the moral and spiritual righteousness of her cause.

Literary and Historical Significance

Wheatley's poetry was groundbreaking, blending classical education with
Christian faith, and challenging prevailing stereotypes about African
Americans. Her work contributed to early discussions on human rights and
justice, making her a pioneering figure in American literature and the
abolitionist movement.

---

The Structure and Themes of Wheatley's Poem



Overview of the Poem's Content

Wheatley's poem is characterized by its formal structure, classical diction,
and religious overtones. It praises the virtues of the Earl of Dartmouth and
calls upon divine justice to guide societal change.

Major Themes Explored

- Faith and Divine Justice: Wheatley emphasizes God's role in establishing
righteousness.
- Moral Responsibility: She urges leaders to act justly and uphold moral
principles.
- Hope and Perseverance: Despite adversity, Wheatley advocates steadfast
faith and patience.

The Role of Religious Imagery

Throughout the poem, Wheatley employs biblical allusions, allegories, and
metaphors rooted in Christian doctrine, reinforcing her spiritual message.

---

The Biblical Story of Elijah: An Overview

Who Was Elijah?

Elijah was a prophet in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament), renowned for his
unwavering faith in God, his miracles, and his role as a messenger of divine
justice. His story is a central narrative illustrating faithfulness, divine
intervention, and the fight against corruption.

Key Episodes in Elijah's Life

1. Confrontation with Ahab and Baal: Elijah challenges the pagan prophets,
reaffirming the power of the one true God.
2. The Contest on Mount Carmel: Demonstrating God's power through a
miraculous fire, Elijah confronts idol worship.
3. Elijah's Ascension: Elijah is taken to heaven in a chariot of fire,
symbolizing divine approval and salvation.

Themes Embodied in Elijah's Story

- Faith and obedience to divine will
- Courage in the face of opposition
- Divine justice and intervention

---

Wheatley's Allusion to Elijah in Her Poem

The Significance of the Allusion



Wheatley's reference to Elijah serves as a spiritual metaphor reinforcing her
call for moral integrity and divine justice. By invoking Elijah's story, she
aligns her plea for righteousness with the biblical precedent of divine
intervention against injustice.

How Wheatley Incorporates the Elijah Allusion

- Imagery of Fire and Divine Power: Just as Elijah calls down fire from
heaven, Wheatley suggests that divine justice will ultimately prevail.
- Confrontation with Idolatry and Corruption: Paralleling Elijah's battle
against false prophets, Wheatley addresses societal and moral corruption.
- Ascension and Divine Approval: The allusion hints at the hope of divine
favor for righteous actions and moral leadership.

The Impact of the Allusion on the Poem's Message

This biblical allusion elevates Wheatley's poem from a personal or political
plea to a spiritual invocation. It underscores her belief that divine
justice, much like Elijah's fiery miracles, can and will triumph over evil
and injustice.

---

The Broader Significance of Biblical Allusions in Wheatley's Work

Connecting Personal Faith to Social Justice

Wheatley's frequent biblical references serve as a bridge between her
spiritual beliefs and her advocacy for justice. They demonstrate her
conviction that moral righteousness is rooted in divine authority.

Challenging Stereotypes Through Religious Imagery

By framing her arguments within biblical narratives, Wheatley challenges
stereotypes about African Americans and women, positioning her voice within a
divine moral order.

Inspiring Hope and Resilience

Her use of biblical stories like Elijah's provides readers with a sense of
hope that divine intervention can bring about moral and social change.

---

The Literary Technique and Rhetorical Power of Wheatley's Allusion

Use of Biblical Allusions as a Persuasive Device

Wheatley's strategic allusions serve to:

- Reinforce her moral authority



- Appeal to her audience's religious sensibilities
- Emphasize divine support for her cause

Rhetorical Impact

The biblical allusion to Elijah amplifies her message by:

- Creating a sense of divine legitimacy
- Inspiring confidence in eventual justice
- Encouraging moral action aligned with divine will

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Wheatley's Biblical Allusion

Phillis Wheatley's ending with an allusion to Elijah exemplifies her mastery
as a poet and her deep religious conviction. By invoking one of the most
revered prophets in biblical history, she underscores the moral and spiritual
dimensions of her plea for justice and righteousness. Her work remains a
testament to the power of faith-inspired poetry to challenge societal
injustices and inspire resilience. Wheatley's use of biblical allusions,
especially to Elijah, continues to resonate, reminding us that divine justice
and moral integrity are timeless ideals that transcend cultural and
historical boundaries. Her poetry not only reflects her personal faith but
also serves as a rallying cry for justice rooted in divine authority—a
message that remains relevant across generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Wheatley's ending her
poem with an allusion to the biblical story of
Elijah?
Wheatley's allusion to Elijah emphasizes themes of prophecy, divine
inspiration, and moral integrity. It underscores her message of spiritual
resilience and the importance of faith, aligning her personal or political
stance with the biblical prophet's steadfastness.

How does Wheatley's use of biblical allusions
enhance the overall message of her poem addressed to
the Earl of Dartmouth?
The biblical allusion lends a sense of moral authority and seriousness to her
poem, connecting her ideas to divine wisdom and prophetic insight. This
technique elevates her message, making it more impactful and resonant with
her audience by invoking familiar spiritual narratives.



In what ways does Wheatley's ending reflect her
views on leadership or justice, especially in the
context of her addressing the Earl of Dartmouth?
By alluding to Elijah, Wheatley may be expressing hope for righteous
leadership and divine justice. It suggests that true leaders, like prophets,
should embody moral integrity and stand for justice, aligning her call for
such virtues with biblical precedent.

What is the historical or literary significance of
referencing Elijah in poetry during Wheatley's time?
Referencing Elijah connects her work to a long tradition of moral and
spiritual authority rooted in biblical narratives. During Wheatley's era,
such allusions would resonate with audiences familiar with the Biblical
stories, emphasizing themes of prophecy, justice, and divine guidance.

How does Wheatley's poetic use of biblical allusions
compare to other poets of her time?
Wheatley’s use of biblical allusions reflects a common literary device among
her contemporaries, but her unique perspective as an African American woman
poet adds a distinctive voice. Her integration of biblical stories often
underscores themes of moral righteousness and social justice, setting her
work apart.

What message does Wheatley aim to convey by
concluding her poem with an allusion to Elijah to
the Earl of Dartmouth?
Wheatley likely seeks to invoke divine guidance and moral authority,
suggesting that true leadership and justice should be inspired by divine
principles. The allusion to Elijah emphasizes her hope for righteous action
and moral integrity in leadership.

Additional Resources
Wheatley Ends Her Poem Addressed To The Earl Of Dartmouth With An Allusion To
The Biblical Story Of Elijah

In the realm of 18th-century poetry, Phillis Wheatley's work continues to be
a profound testament to the power of language, faith, and social commentary.
Among her many poetic offerings, her poem addressed to the Earl of Dartmouth
stands out not only for its lyrical beauty but also for its intricate
allusions and moral depth. The conclusion of this poem, where Wheatley
invokes the biblical story of Elijah, underscores her mastery in weaving



religious symbolism into her literary craft. This article aims to explore the
significance of Wheatley's use of Elijah as an allusive figure, analyze the
thematic implications of her closing lines, and situate this poetic device
within the broader context of her oeuvre and the socio-political landscape of
her time.

---

Understanding Wheatley's Poetic Context and Her
Dedication to the Earl of Dartmouth

The Poetess and Her Audience
Phillis Wheatley, born in West Africa and brought to America as a slave,
defied the odds by becoming the first African American woman to publish a
book of poetry in 1773. Her work was lauded for its classical influences,
moral seriousness, and subtle advocacy for human dignity. The poem addressed
to the Earl of Dartmouth, a prominent British statesman and supporter of
American rights, exemplifies Wheatley's strategic use of flattery intertwined
with moral and religious themes.

Wheatley's dedication to the Earl reflects her intention to appeal to
influential figures, hoping to garner support for the abolition of slavery
and to elevate her voice within the intellectual circles of her time. Her
poetry often functions on multiple levels: it is both personal and political,
blending her faith with her aspirations for justice.

The Significance of the Poem's Closing
The concluding lines are pivotal—they encapsulate Wheatley's moral and
spiritual message. Her invocation of Elijah, a prophet renowned for his
unwavering faith and miraculous deeds, underscores her appeal for divine
protection and moral fortitude. It is a strategic literary device, signaling
her reliance on divine justice and righteousness as guiding principles.

---

The Biblical Allusion: Elijah's Significance in
Wheatley's Poem



Who Was Elijah? A Brief Biblical Overview
Elijah, a prophet in the Hebrew Bible, is renowned for his zealous defense of
monotheism and his dramatic encounters with kings and prophets of Baal. His
story, particularly in 1 Kings 17–19, portrays him as a steadfast messenger
of God's will amid societal corruption and idolatry. Elijah’s narrative is
marked by miraculous acts—such as calling down fire from heaven, providing
sustenance during famine, and ascending to heaven in a chariot of fire.

Elijah's story symbolizes divine justice, unwavering faith, and the prophetic
voice against moral decay. His persona has historically been invoked as a
symbol of righteousness and divine intervention in moments of crisis.

Wheatley's Use of Elijah as an Allusive Figure
By concluding her poem with an allusion to Elijah, Wheatley aligns her moral
and spiritual plea with the biblical prophet's qualities. This invocation
suggests several layered meanings:

- Divine Endorsement: Wheatley positions her moral stance as aligned with
divine authority, implying that her plea for justice and righteousness is
supported by divine power.
- Moral Vigilance: Just as Elijah confronted societal corruption, Wheatley
sees herself as a moral sentinel advocating for justice amid societal wrongs.
- Hope for Divine Intervention: The reference to Elijah hints at a hope that
divine justice will prevail over human injustice, especially regarding the
abolitionist cause.

This biblical allusion elevates her poetic voice from mere personal
expression to a moral and spiritual call to action, resonating with audiences
familiar with Scripture.

---

Analyzing the Thematic Implications of the
Elijah Allusion

Justice and Moral Righteousness
Elijah's story epitomizes standing firm in one's moral convictions despite
opposition. Wheatley's invocation suggests that her cause—justice for
enslaved Africans—is righteous and divinely sanctioned. Her appeal to divine
justice reinforces her moral authority and underscores the importance of
unwavering faith in the pursuit of righteousness.



Divine Justice Versus Human Injustice
The biblical Elijah confronted societal corruption, often facing opposition
from corrupt kings and false prophets. Wheatley's allusion positions her plea
within this tradition, implying that human institutions—such as slavery—are
morally wrong and destined for divine judgment. This framing underscores her
belief that divine justice ultimately supersedes human failure.

Faith as a Source of Strength
Elijah's unwavering faith serves as a model for Wheatley's own resilience. In
her poetry, faith becomes a source of moral strength, empowering her to speak
truth to power. The allusion encapsulates her hope that divine support will
bolster her efforts and those of her allies.

Hope and Expectation of Divine Intervention
By referencing Elijah, Wheatley subtly communicates her expectation that
divine intervention will bring about social and moral reform. The prophet's
ascension to heaven symbolizes hope for divine vindication and the eventual
triumph of righteousness.

---

Literary Significance and Impact of the
Allusion in Wheatley's Work

Strategic Use of Biblical Allusions
Wheatley’s poetry frequently employs biblical allusions to communicate
complex moral and spiritual ideas. Her use of Elijah's story is a prime
example of this technique, allowing her to connect her personal moral stance
with shared religious narratives, thereby broadening her appeal and
reinforcing her message.

Historical and Cultural Resonance
In the 18th century, biblical references carried significant cultural weight,
especially among educated audiences. Wheatley's invocation of Elijah would
resonate deeply with her contemporaries, reinforcing her moral authority and
aligning her cause with divine justice.



Influence on Contemporary and Later Discourse
Her strategic use of biblical symbolism contributed to her work’s enduring
power, inspiring subsequent generations of writers and activists who saw
divine justice as a foundation for social change. The Elijah allusion
exemplifies how religious narratives can be mobilized in advocacy poetry.

---

Broader Implications for Understanding
Wheatley's Moral and Artistic Vision

Integration of Faith and Social Justice
Wheatley's poetry exemplifies how faith functions as both a personal
conviction and a moral compass guiding social activism. Her allusion to
Elijah underscores her belief that divine support is essential in the fight
against injustice.

Challenging Stereotypes and Asserting Agency
By employing biblical imagery and allusions, Wheatley asserts her agency as a
moral voice capable of engaging with sacred narratives. Her work challenges
stereotypes of African Americans and women as passive, positioning her as a
prophet-like figure advocating for righteousness.

Enduring Relevance
Her integration of biblical allusions continues to resonate today,
emphasizing themes of justice, faith, and moral resilience. Wheatley's work
demonstrates the enduring power of religious symbolism in inspiring social
change.

---

Conclusion: The Power of the Elijah Allusion in
Wheatley's Poem

Wheatley's ending, marked by the allusion to Elijah, encapsulates her poetic
and moral ethos. It is a strategic culmination that elevates her plea from
personal expression to a universal call for divine justice. By invoking
Elijah, Wheatley aligns her cause with divine authority, emphasizing faith,
moral vigilance, and hope for divine intervention. This literary device not



only enriches her poem’s thematic depth but also positions her within a long
tradition of prophetic voices advocating for righteousness.

Her use of biblical allusion illustrates her mastery of rhetorical and
literary techniques, enabling her to communicate complex moral ideas
effectively. It underscores her belief that justice is rooted in divine will
and that faith is a vital source of strength in confronting societal wrongs.
Wheatley's work remains a powerful testament to the enduring relevance of
religious symbolism in social justice advocacy and highlights her role as a
moral and spiritual leader through her poetry.

In sum, Wheatley's allusion to Elijah at the conclusion of her poem is a
masterstroke—an invocation of divine justice that amplifies her moral message
and cements her legacy as a poetic voice of faith, resilience, and social
advocacy.
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