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Abstract

W. B. Yeats’s “A Prayer for My Daughter” (1919) is not merely a paternal meditation,

but a profound philosophical reflection that harmonizes Western poetic vision with

Eastern spiritual ideals. Set against the backdrop of post-war Ireland, the poem juxtaposes

the external storm with an inner yearning for stability, innocence, and virtue. This paper

explores the literary devices, structure, and themes of the poem while aligning its

philosophical concerns with the teachings of the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, the

Srimad Bhagavatam, and the Vachanamrut. Yeats’s prayer for his daughter reveals deep

affinities with Vedantic ideals such as detachment, humility, self-realization, and inner

peace. The poet’s critique of intellectual arrogance, advocacy for rootedness, and call for

harmony resonate with the Sanatana Dharma’s vision of a life led by dharma and spiritual

clarity. By bridging Irish poetics and Indian metaphysics, this study sheds new light on

Yeats’s verse as a trans-cultural spiritual document.

Preface

In “A Prayer for My Daughter,” W. B. Yeats reveals his deep anxieties and spiritual

aspirations as a father during a time of social and political upheaval. Written shortly after

World War I, the poem channels his desire for his infant daughter to grow into a life of

balance, virtue, and protection from the stormy world. While often studied for its literary

qualities and historical context, this poem also invites a deeper reading through the lens

of Vedantic and Upanishadic philosophy.

This paper seeks to explore how Yeats’s poetic concerns align with timeless Indian

spiritual wisdom found in the Vedas, Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, Srimad Bhagavatam,

and the Vachanamrut of the Swaminarayan tradition. Yeats’s appeal for beauty tempered

by humility, wisdom untainted by ego, and joy derived from spiritual rootedness echoes

the call of ancient rishis for an inward journey anchored in dharma. The poet’s meditative

tone, ethical clarity, and philosophical yearning make this poem a worthy subject for

comparative spiritual analysis, revealing surprising intersections between Irish mysticism

and Indian metaphysics.

1. Literary Devices and Figures of Speech

Yeats’s poem is replete with poetic devices that heighten its emotional depth and

aesthetic grace.

e Metaphor: The daughter is compared to a “hidden tree” and ‘“green laurel,”
symbolizing natural growth, constancy, and rootedness.

e Personification: The storm “howls” and the sea-wind “screams,” imbuing nature with
threatening human qualities, mirroring Yeats’s inner turmoil.

e Alliteration: Repetitions like “hearts are had,” “crazy salad,” and “self-delighting, self-
appeasing, self-affrighting” give musicality and emphasis.

e Imagery: Vivid scenes emerge — the storm, the cradle, the sea, Helen and Aphrodite—
painting both outer and inner landscapes.

e Irony: Beauty, usually seen as a blessing, is treated with caution. Helen’s tragic story is
referenced to show beauty can lead to suffering.

~07~


https://themultijournal.com/
http://www.themultijournal.com

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Horizon/ Volume 03/Issue 02/ March-April 2026 /Page No. 07-10

e Symbolism: The storm represents political turmoil (post-
WWI Ireland), and the laurel tree symbolizes rooted
tradition and lasting virtue.

¢ Oxymoron: “Murderous innocence of the sea” presents
the sea as paradoxically pure and violent.

e Assonance & Consonance: Gentle vowel repetitions
(“quiet natures understood”) soften tone; consonance
sharpens critique.

Yeats’s refined use of these devices weaves a powerful

emotional, aesthetic, and moral prayer.

2. Structure and Form

The poem consists of ten stanzas, each of eight lines, using

iambic pentameter with occasional variations to reflect

emotional shifts.

e Rhyme Scheme: ABABCDCD — a consistent and
balanced structure echoing the poet’s wish for stability.

e Meter and Rhythm: The iambic base gives a formal,
ceremonial tone, appropriate for a solemn blessing,.

e Enjambment: Frequent use (e.g., “That chooses right,
and never find a friend”) carries thoughts across lines,
mimicking the flow of prayer and contemplation.

e Line Breaks: Emphasis is created at crucial thematic
turns (e.g., shifts from beauty to courtesy, from hatred to
innocence).

The form reinforces Yeats’s longing for order in a chaotic

world.

3. Theme and Subject Matter

The poem is a meditative blessing and philosophical

musing on Yeats’s desires for his daughter amidst a world

of instability.

Primary Themes:

olnnocence and Virtue: Yeats prays for moral depth over
physical beauty.

oOrder vs. Chaos: The storm contrasts the desired
peaceful domestic world.

o Wisdom over Vanity: A critique of opinionated minds and
intellectual arrogance.

e Deeper Message:

oReal beauty lies in rootedness, custom, and spiritual
clarity—not in outward glamour or intellectual pride.

oA plea for a return to natural and ceremonial values in a
morally disoriented age.

4. Tone and Mood

Tone: Reflective, paternal, philosophical, and

occasionally admonitory. The tone deepens from fear to

hope, and from critique to calm wisdom.

Mood: Begins with anxiety (the storm) and shifts to

serenity and prayerfulness. A deep sense of yearning

and concern pervades the piece.

Yeats’s emotional palette guides the reader through fear,

hope, and ultimate spiritual repose.

5. Philosophical and Spiritual Interpretation
Yeats’s poem resonates with Vedantic and Upanishadic

ideas, as well as classical mysticism:

¢ Vairagya (Detachment): The wish that his daughter may
avoid being consumed by beauty echoes Gita’s teachings

on non-attachment (BG 2.47).i

e Sattvic Nature: The “flourishing hidden tree” and “quiet
nature” reflect a Sattvic disposition (pure, wise,
peaceful).
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e Self-realization: “Self-delighting, self-appeasing, self-
affrighting” aligns with the Upanishadic idea that the
Atman is autonomous and blissful (Anandam Brahma).

e Critique of Intellectual Pride: Like the Bhagavad Gita
warns against ego and delusion, Yeats condemns
“opinionated minds” that lose touch with inner harmony.

¢ Value of Ceremony and Custom: Echoing the Vedic
importance of samskaras (rituals) and dharma, Yeats
upholds tradition as a vessel for innocence and order.

His spirituality is subtle yet potent, aligned with mystical

traditions that seek balance between self and society.

W. B. Yeats’s “A4 Prayer for My Daughter” reveals

profound resonances with Upanishadic and Vedantic

wisdom, especially in its emphasis on inner virtue over

external appearance, detachment, self-realization, and a

life of harmony grounded in dharma. Though Yeats was

not a Vedantin himself, his spiritual inclinations often align
with the essential teachings of Sanatana Dharma. Below
is a detailed comparison with references from the Vedas,

Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, Vachanamrut, and the

Srimad Bhagavatam:

1. Detachment from External Beauty

Poem Reference:

“May she be granted beauty and yet not / Beauty to make a

stranger’s eye distraught... / Consider beauty a sufficient

end.”

Yeats warns against attachment to external beauty, fearing

it leads to pride and superficiality.

Vedantic Alignment:

e Bhagavad Gita (2.54-2.55):1 “When a man gives up all

desires of the mind, O Partha, and is satisfied in the Self
alone by the Self, then he is said to be of steady wisdom.”

e Kena Upanishad (IL.3):" “Not by sight is the Self

grasped... It is known by the one whom It chooses.”
— Outer beauty is impermanent; realization of the inner
Self is the highest aim.
Vachanamrut (Gadhada I-38):
Bhagwan Swaminarayan warns that pride in bodily beauty
or skills leads to downfall. True greatness lies in bhakti,
humility, and inner purity.
2. Cultivation of Courtesy and Humility
Poem Reference:
“In courtesy I’d have her chiefly learned... / Hearts are not
had as a gift but hearts are earned.”
Yeats desires that his daughter cultivate humility and
lovingkindness.
Scriptural Parallels:

e Bhagavad Gita (13.7-11):V  “Humility,
ousness, non-violence, patience, uprightness...” are listed
as jnana (true knowledge).

e Mundaka Upanishad (I.2.11):Y The seeker of truth
must approach the Guru with sama (calm), dama (self-
restraint), and humility.

e Srimad Bhagavatam (1.19.36):"

praised for his humility and courtesy even in the face of
death.

Vachanamrut (Gadhada I1-63):

True devotees never display arrogance. Courtesy is a

unpretenti-

King Pariksit is
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reflection of sattvic nature, which is pleasing to God and
saints.

3. Desire for a Rooted and Centered Life

Poem Reference:

“O may she live like some green laurel / Rooted in one
dear perpetual place.”

This wish symbolizes emotional and spiritual rootedness,
akin to the Vedantic call for stability in the Self (Atman).
Upanishadic Connection:

e Chandogya Upanishad (6.8.7): “Tat tvam asi” (Thou

art That) — realization of one’s Self as eternal,
unchanging reality.

o Kathopanishad (I1.3.14):V" “Just as a tree with its roots

above and branches below...” — a symbol of rootedness
in the divine.

Bhagavad Gita (15.1):% “There is an imperishable Peepul

tree with roots above and branches below... one must cut it
with the axe of detachment.”

Yeats’s metaphor aligns with this desire to live a centered
and dharmic life, away from scattered distractions.

4. Warning Against Intellectual Pride and Hatred

Poem Reference:

“An intellectual hatred is the worst, / So let her think
opinions are accursed.”

Yeats critiques intellectual arrogance, equating it with
divisiveness and internal chaos.

Scriptural Resonance:

e Bhagavad Gita (16.4):* Pride, harshness, and arrogance
belong to asuric (demonic) qualities.
e Mundaka Upanishad (I.2.10):¢

ignorant and yet believe themselves wise, go round and
round in ignorance.”

« Srimad Bhagavatam (11.3.25):% One should avoid bad

company and prideful debates that lead away from
bhakti.
Vachanamrut (Gadhada I-54):
A person obsessed with their own opinions can never
surrender to God or Guru. Intellectual humility is essential
for liberation.
5. Desire for Radical Innocence and Inner Peace
Poem Reference:
“Considering that, all hatred driven hence, / The soul
recovers radical innocence...”
Yeats aspires for his daughter’s soul to remain innocent,
untouched by the turmoil of the world — reminiscent of
the Vedantic notion of purity of the Self.
Upanishadic Ideal:

e Brhadaranyaka Upanishad (IV.4.22): Xl “He who

sees all beings in his own Self and his own Self in all
beings... is free from delusion.”

e Bhagavad Gita (2.70): ™ “He attains peace into whom
all desires enter as rivers flow into the ocean...”

e Srimad Bhagavatam (4.22.24): * Innocence and
simplicity are the ornaments of a pure devotee.

Vachanamrut (Kariyani-5):

Bhagwan Swaminarayan teaches that the soul is by nature

“Those who are
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nirmal (pure), and retaining that childlike innocence is the
key to divine happiness.

6. Value of Custom and Ceremony

Poem Reference:

“How but in custom and in ceremony / Are innocence and
beauty born?”

Yeats affirms that meaningful rituals preserve moral and
aesthetic order, echoing the Vedic emphasis on dharma
and samskara.

Vedic Parallels:

e Rg Veda (10.191.2): ™' “Let your aims be common, your
hearts be one...” — communal ceremony binds society in
harmony.

e Taittiriya Upanishad (I.11): ™ “Never neglect your

duties to the ancestors, the gods, the guests, and the
Vedas.”

e Bhagavad Gita (3.15-16): ™! “All beings are born of
food, food is born of rain, rain is born of sacrifice...” —
indicating the cosmic role of rituals.

Vachanamrut (Vartal-5):

Swaminarayan affirms that dharma, when supported by

ritual (vidhi) and bhakti, leads to liberation.

7. Inner Joy Independent of Circumstances

Poem Reference:

“She can, though every face should scowl... be happy still.”

This echoes the jivanmukta state in Vedanta — freedom

amidst chaos.

Bhagavad Gita (6.7): **

“The yogi who is self-controlled, and who is serene,

remains unaffected by cold, heat, pleasure, and pain.”

Katha Upanishad (I1.3.10-11): *

The wise person is not shaken by external changes. Joy is

derived from the Self, not the world.

Conclusion: Synthesis of Yeats with Vedantic Vision

Though W. B. Yeats wrote from a Western, Christian

context, his poem “A Prayer for My Daughter” expresses

aspirations that deeply resonate with Vedantic and

Upanishadic ideals:

e The desire for inner purity over outer show.

e A life rooted in tradition, humility, and grace.

e Detachment from pride, opinions, and worldly agitation.

e A soul at peace with itself, untouched by hatred or ch-
aos.

In this way, Yeats’s paternal prayer aligns with the eternal

dharma of the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, the

Srimad Bhagavatam, and the Vachanamrut

advocating a spiritual life of wisdom, harmony, and

devotion.

6. Historical and Cultural Context

e Post-War and Irish Civil Unrest: Written in 1919, after
WWI and during Irish conflict, the “storm” symbolizes
political violence and moral disintegration.

e Yeats’s Irish Identity: A traditionalist, Yeats feared
modernity's effect on Irish culture and family life.

e Anti-Modernism: The poem critiques modern
obsessions—feminine beauty, radical opinions, loss of
customs—common in post-WWI disillusionment.

The cultural backdrop strengthens the urgency and

sincerity of Yeats’s prayer.
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7. Poet’s Perspective and Emotional Mindset

¢ Father’s Anxiety: The poem emerges from Yeats’s deep
concern for his newborn daughter, Anne, amid a world he
perceives as dangerous and unstable.

e Personal Disillusionment: Yeats had experienced
personal rejection (e.g., from Maud Gonne), and political
betrayal. These likely influenced his appeal for emotional
detachment and constancy.

e Romantic Idealism Meets Realism: Once a Romantic,
Yeats’s later work reflects a stoic realism — his dream
for his daughter is spiritual, not sensual.

This personal voice adds poignancy and depth to the work.

8. Target Audience and Purpose

¢ Primary Audience: His daughter, Anne Yeats.

e Secondary Audience: Society at large — particularly
modern readers facing a moral and spiritual vacuum.
e Purpose:

oTo express paternal care.

o To critique shallow modern values.

oTo promote a life grounded in inner virtue, rooted
tradition, and spiritual independence.

The poem’s message is as much for the world as for his

child.

9. Conclusion and Personal Interpretation

Yeats’s “A Prayer for My Daughter” is a lyric of love,

fear, and foresight, blending the personal with the

political, the spiritual with the practical.

e The final takeaway is that happiness lies not in beauty or
opinion, but in courtesy, rootedness, and peace of mind.

e Yeats seeks not worldly success for his daughter, but a
harmonious soul — untouched by hatred or societal
tumult.

e Personal Resonance: For modern readers, especially
parents, the poem offers a powerful blueprint for raising
children with depth and dignity amid chaos.

It is a timeless reminder that innocence, virtue, and

spiritual clarity are the greatest inheritances we can pass

on.

Conclusion

Yeats’s “A Prayer for My Daughter” emerges as a

timeless invocation that blends poetic sensitivity with

spiritual insight. Through rich literary expression and
personal emotion, Yeats conveys a universal longing—for

a life untouched by vanity, pride, or chaos, and instead

rooted in innocence, courtesy, and contentment. This

aspiration is profoundly consonant with the teachings of

Vedanta and the Upanishads, which guide seekers to

transcend superficiality and dwell in the serene clarity of

the Self.

By praying for his daughter’s detachment from external

distractions and alignment with inner virtue, Yeats

articulates a vision of life that echoes the Bhagavad Gita’s
path of equanimity, the Upanishadic ideal of self-
realization, and the Bhagavatam’s praise for simplicity and
devotion. The poet’s wisdom affirms that true happiness
lies not in appearances or opinions, but in living a life
attuned to harmony, humility, and spiritual truth. In this

way, “A Prayer for My Daughter” becomes not just a

poem of parental care, but a lyrical expression of Vedantic

consciousness and moral vision for humanity.
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