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ABSTRACT

A Prayer for My Daughter by W. B. Yeats through three intersecting lenses: cultural, historical, and regional. It
situates the poem in the aftermath of World War | and the Irish Revolution, explores Yeats's conservative longing
for social stability and cultural continuity, and outlines how Irish landscape, folklore, and national identity inform
the poem's symbols and diction. Written in the aftermath of World War | and composed against the background
of the Irish struggle for identity, the poem negotiates anxieties about political instability, cultural revival, gender
roles, and the shaping of national character. Combining formal analysis with social-historical interpretation, this
explores that Yeats's personal concerns for his new-born daughter function as a prism for wider national
uncertainties: the poem seeks stability through cultural continuity, mythic symbolism, and conservative domestic
ideals while revealing tensions between modernity and tradition. The paper concludes with reflections on regional

Irish identity in Yeats’s work and the poem’s continuing relevance.
Key Words: Cultural, Historical, Regional Identity, Modernity and Tradition.

1. INTRODUCTION

W. B. Yeats’s A Prayer for My Daughter is a rich, layered poem that interweaves private emotion and public
meditation. Ostensibly written as a father’s blessing, the poem emerges from a turbulent era for Ireland and
Europe—post-World War I disillusionment and Ireland’s own revolutionary transformations. This paper situates
the poem in three concentric contexts: the immediate historical events that shaped Yeats’s anxieties, the cultural
movements (notably the Irish Literary Revival and nationalism) informing his images and aims, and the regional

specifics of Irish identity—Ilanguage, folklore, and landscape.

JETIR2509100 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org | a886


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2025 JETIR September, Volume 12, Issue 9 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

2. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

POST-WAR EUROPE AND POLITICAL UNCERTAINTY

The poem was written in the shadow of World War | (1914-1918) and the subsequent political upheavals that
followed across Europe. The breakdown of prewar certainties, the growth of radical politics, and the visible
consequences of violence deeply informed modernist writers, Yeats included. In Yeats’s case, the Irish War of
Independence (1919-1921) and later the Civil War (1922-1923) created a local context of violent political

realignment that influenced his desire for order and continuity.

YEATS’S PERSONAL AND POLITICAL POSITION

Yeats’s political stance—complex, sometimes conservative, sometimes radical—shifts across his career. By the
time he wrote this poem he was deeply engaged in cultural nationalism but wary of political forms of radicalism
that seemed destructive of traditional values. The poem’s yearning for tranquillity and stability can be read as a
reaction to this turbulence: the speaker’s desire for his daughter to be spared the corrosive effects of factionalism

and modern decadence reflects Yeats’s own anxieties.

3. CULTURAL CONTEXT

THE IRISH LITERARY REVIVAL AND CULTURAL NATIONALISM

Yeats was one of the central figures of the Irish Literary Revival, a movement devoted to recovering and reshaping
Irish myth, folklore, and vernacular traditions as a basis for national culture. The poem’s use of mythic and
folkloric images, as well as its attention to traditions (e.g., references to “the agéd man” or to wisdom from the

past), participates in this broader cultural project: Yeats seeks roots for the future generation in inherited forms.

GENDER, DOMESTICITY, AND SOCIAL IDEALS

A Prayer for My Daughter offers a conservative vision of domesticity: the speaker wishes for his daughter virtues
such as modesty, rootedness, and avoidance of excessive ambition. Read against early twentieth-century debates
about women’s roles (including suffrage and changing work patterns), Yeats’s poem balances a paternal desire
for protection with symbolic uses of femininity: the daughter stands for fragile cultural continuity, a symbol rather

than a fully autonomous subject.

4. REGIONAL CONTEXT: IRELAND’S LANDSCAPE AND IDENTITY

PLACE AND LANDSCAPE

Although the poem is not a topographical tour, its regional sensibility—an Irish sense of place and history—
permeates the imagery. Yeats’s fixation on roots, gardens, and the household connects to a regional pastoral
vision: land as inheritance, local customs as mediators of identity. The domestic garden in the poem functions as

a microcosm of the nation.
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LANGUAGE, MYTH, AND LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

The revivalist interest in Gaelic language and Irish myth plays a background role in Yeats’s poetics. While A
Prayer for My Daughter is written in English, its mythic resonances and folkloric cadences draw upon an Irish
cultural store that Yeats helped curate and transmit—thus embedding regional consciousness even within
Anglophone verse.

5. FORMAL AND THEMATIC ANALYSIS

STRUCTURE AND TONE

The poem’s rhetorical mode oscillates between lyrical prayer, gnomic reflection, and prophetic warning. Its long,
spiraling sentences and balanced stanzas are characteristic of Yeats’s later style—ornamental yet measured—

suited to a speaker seeking to synthesize emotion and wisdom.

SYMBOLS AND MOTIFS

Key images—the sea, the tower, the garden, the storm, and the “danger” of political unrest—function
symbolically. For instance, the sea often connotes instability and external forces; the tower and garden offer
images of protection and cultivated enclosure. Yeats’s use of traditional symbols anchors his modern concerns in

a mythic frame.

GENDER AND VOICE
The poem is narrated in the voice of a father, and that vantage point shapes both content and tacit prescriptions
for femininity. The daughter is framed as a repository of cultural hopes; simultaneously, the poem suppresses her

agency in favor of representing sociocultural anxiety through paternal mediation.

6. READINGS AND CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES

CONSERVATIVE READINGS

Some scholars read the poem as fundamentally conservative—an insistence on stability, traditional domestic
roles, and skepticism toward political radicalism. This reading foregrounds how Yeats privileges continuity over
liberation and sees the domestic sphere as a site of cultural preservation.

FEMINIST AND MODERNIST CRITIQUES

Other readings emphasize the poem’s gender politics and the limitations of speaking for a female subject.
Feminist critics question the paternalistic framing and probe the implications of making the daughter a symbolic
vessel. Modernist readings highlight Yeats’s negotiation with modernity, where his mythic turn functions both

as escape and as a method for rethinking contemporary anxieties.

REGIONAL/POSTCOLONIAL READINGS
From a regional/postcolonial angle, critics examine how Yeats mediates Irish identity through selective appeals
to folklore and localized cultural memory. Such readings consider the poet’s role in shaping national narratives

and the tensions between celebrating heritage and excluding nonconforming voices.
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RELEVANCE AND CONTEMPORARY RESONANCES

Although rooted in a specific historical moment, the poem’s concerns—political instability, cultural preservation,
and anxieties about upbringing—remain resonant. In contexts facing rapid social change, Yeats’s prayer
continues to stimulate debate: whether culture should be held static for protection, or reimagined for inclusivity

and change.

7. CONCLUSION

A Prayer for My Daughter is a compact yet capacious poem that uses the intimate frame of a father’s wish to
address larger national and cultural dilemmas. Read within its cultural, historical, and regional contexts, the poem
reveals the anxieties of an artist confronting modern disorder while attempting to secure continuity through myth,
domestic values, and symbolic inheritance. The complexity of Yeats’s position—part conservative elder, part

modernist mythmaker—ensures that the poem remains productive for diverse critical approaches.
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