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Meaning Of Parallelism In Literature

Introduction: The Rhythm of Repetition in Language

Have you ever been captivated by a line from a speech or a poem that seemed to dance off the page? The
secret often lies in a simple yet powerful technique: parallelism. In literature, parallelism is the deliberate
repetition of similar grammatical structures, phrases, or clauses to create rhythm, balance, and emphasis.
It is the engine behind some of the most memorable lines in history, from Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I have
a dream" to Charles Dickens' "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times." Understanding the true
meaning of parallelism in literature unlocks a deeper appreciation for how writers control pacing,
highlight contrasts, and make their prose or poetry resonate. This article explores the definition, types,
functions, and famous examples of parallelism, showing you how this literary device shapes the way we
read and feel.



Defining Parallelism: More Than Just Repetition

At its core, parallelism refers to the use of identical or similar syntactic patterns in adjacent phrases,
clauses, or sentences. It is not mere repetition of words, but repetition of structure. For instance, "She
likes swimming, biking, and to run" is not parallel because the last item breaks the gerund pattern. The
parallel version would be, "She likes swimming, biking, and running." This structural symmetry gives
writing a sense of order and elegance. The meaning of parallelism in literature goes beyond grammar;
it is a rhetorical device that influences how readers interpret and remember text. By creating a pattern, the
writer sets up an expectation, and when the pattern is completed, it satisfies the reader's sense of rhythm.

Why Writers Use Parallelism

Writers employ parallelism for several key reasons:

Emphasis: Repeating a structure draws attention to the ideas being expressed. For example, in
Julius Caesar's "Veni, vidi, vici" (I came, I saw, I conquered), each three-word clause is equally
balanced, making the conquest sound inevitable and powerful.
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Clarity and Cohesion: Parallel structures make complex ideas easier to follow by showing how
elements are related. Lists, comparisons, and contrasts become more digestible when phrased in a
parallel way.
Rhythm and Musicality: Prose and poetry benefit from the cadence that parallelism provides. It
can mimic the natural beats of speech, making the text feel more alive and oral.
Persuasion: In speeches and persuasive essays, parallelism creates a memorable, chant-like quality
that reinforces the speaker's message. Think of political slogans or campaign speeches that rely on
repeating a structure to drive a point home.

Types of Parallelism in Literature

Parallelism appears in many forms, depending on the level of language involved. Recognizing these
subtypes deepens the meaning of parallelism in literature and helps you identify it in any text.

Grammatical Parallelism

This is the most common type, involving matching parts of speech (nouns with nouns, verbs with verbs,



phrases with phrases). For example: "The young man was tall, dark, and handsome." Each adjective
appears in the same form. In more complex sentences, entire clauses may be parallel: "We will fight on the
beaches, we will fight on the landing grounds, we will fight in the fields and in the streets." Here, each
clause begins with "we will fight" followed by a prepositional phrase.

Antithetical Parallelism

Also known as antithesis, this type places contrasting ideas in parallel structures to highlight their
opposition. A classic example from Neil Armstrong: "That's one small step for a man, one giant leap for
mankind." The structure "one [adjective] [noun] for [noun]" is repeated, but the content contrasts "small
step" with "giant leap." This technique sharpens the difference and makes both ideas more striking.

Syntactic Parallelism

This broader category involves repeating entire sentence structures rather than just phrases. For instance,
the opening of A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens uses a series of parallel clauses: "It was the best of
times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness..." Each clause
begins with "it was the" and a noun of quality. The repetition of the structure creates a dizzying,
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paradoxical effect that sets the theme of the novel.

Anaphora and Epistrophe (Specific Parallel Devices)

Anaphora is the repetition of the same word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses. For
example, Winston Churchill's "We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we
shall fight in the fields..." This is parallelism with a specific starting point. Epistrophe repeats the same
word or phrase at the end. Both are forms of parallelism because they impose a repeated structure on
multiple sentences or clauses.

Iconic Examples of Parallelism from Literature and
Speeches

Few literary devices have produced such memorable lines. Examining these examples reveals the full
meaning of parallelism in literature in action.



Poetry: W. H. Auden's "Funeral Blues"

"Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone, / Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone..." The
imperative verb structures ("Stop... cut off... prevent...") create a parallel list of commands. This repetition
underscores the speaker's grief – everything must be silenced and stopped. The parallelism gives the poem
a litany-like quality, as if reciting the steps to shut down the world.

Prose: Charles Dickens – A Tale of Two Cities

As mentioned, the opening paragraph is a masterclass in parallelism. Dickens strings together antithetical
pairs using the same grammatical template: "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times..." The
rhythm builds momentum, drawing readers into a world of contradictions. The meaning of parallelism
in literature here is to establish duality as the novel's central theme – love and hate, sacrifice and revenge,
order and chaos.

Oratory: Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream"

King uses anaphora brilliantly: "I have a dream that one day... I have a dream that one day... I have a
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dream that..." Each sentence begins the same way, creating a powerful refrain that builds emotional
intensity. The parallel structure makes the dream feel concrete and shared. Without parallelism, the
speech would lose its hypnotic, unifying effect.

Drama: William Shakespeare – Julius Caesar

Mark Antony's funeral speech uses parallelism to sway the crowd: "He was my friend, faithful and just to
me. / He hath brought many captives home to Rome / Whose ransoms did the general coffers fill." The
repeated structure of "He... He..." reinforces Antony's reverence for Caesar. Later, the famous "Brutus is
an honourable man" iteration uses parallelism to subtly turn the crowd against Brutus. The repetition of
the structure makes the irony sting.

Parallelism vs. Other Literary Devices

To fully grasp the meaning of parallelism in literature, it helps to distinguish it from similar
techniques.



Parallelism vs. Repetition

Repetition is the simple recurrence of words or sounds, while parallelism is the recurrence of grammatical
structures. All parallelism involves repetition, but not all repetition is parallelism. For example, "The cat
sat on the mat. The cat sat on the mat." That's repetition of an entire sentence, but it's not structural
parallelism because there's no variation in structure across multiple items. Parallelism requires at least two
items.

Parallelism vs. Chiasmus

Chiasmus is a type of parallelism where the word order is reversed in the second clause. Example: "Never
let a fool kiss you, or a kiss fool you." The structure A-B / B-A creates a mirror effect. While chiasmus is
parallel in its balance, it is distinct because of the inversion. True parallelism maintains the same order.

Parallelism vs. Isocolon

Isocolon is a specific form of parallelism where clauses are of equal length (syllable count or word count).
"I came, I saw, I conquered" is an isocolon because each phrase has three words and two syllables. All
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isocolons are parallel, but not all parallelism is isocolon. Parallelism cares more about syntactic structure
than length.

How Parallelism Enhances Meaning and Tone

Beyond its aesthetic appeal, parallelism directly shapes the meaning of a text. When a writer uses a
parallel structure, they create a relationship between the items that would not exist otherwise. For
example, in the Declaration of Independence: "He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our
towns, and destroyed the lives of our people." Each item in the list is a parallel verb phrase. The structure
implies that these are all equally egregious actions, and the repetition of the verbs ("plundered," "ravaged,"
"burnt," "destroyed") elevates the emotional pitch, building a case for rebellion.

In poetry, parallelism can create a meditative, almost hypnotic effect. Consider the Psalms from the Bible:
"The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. / He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me
beside the still waters." The parallel clauses connect earthly needs with spiritual fulfillment. The meaning
of parallelism in literature in this context is to reinforce the relationship between the divine and the
mundane, using symmetry to suggest harmony.



Practical Tips for Identifying and Analyzing Parallelism

If you are a student or a writer looking to analyze parallelism, follow these steps:

Look for repeated grammatical patterns: Do multiple sentences start with the same part of1.
speech? Do lists have the same form (all nouns, all gerunds, all infinitive phrases)?
Identify the length of the parallel units: Are they single words, phrases, or whole clauses? Short2.
units create a snappy rhythm; longer units build suspense or emphasize complexity.
Check for conjunction usage: Parallelism often appears after coordinating conjunctions like3.
"and," "or," "but." For example, "She was not only a great leader but also a compassionate friend."
The "not only... but also" structure demands parallelism.
Consider the effect: Ask yourself: Why did the writer choose to make these structures parallel? Is4.
it to emphasize a theme, to create a pattern, or to persuade the reader?
Practice writing your own: The best way to understand parallelism is to try it. Write three5.
sentences about a topic, each beginning with the same word or using the same verb tense. Notice
how the writing feels more balanced and authoritative.
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Common Pitfalls: When Parallelism Goes Wrong

While parallelism adds strength to writing, faulty parallelism (also called parallel structure errors) can
weaken it. These errors occur when items in a series do not share the same grammatical form. For
example:

Incorrect: "He enjoys reading, to jog, and watching movies." (Gerund, infinitive, gerund –
inconsistent).
Correct: "He enjoys reading, jogging, and watching movies." (All gerunds) or "He enjoys to read,
to jog, and to watch movies." (All infinitives).

Another common mistake is mixing active and passive voice in a parallel list: "The teacher assigned the
project, and the students were evaluated by her." Better: "The teacher assigned the project and evaluated
the students." By keeping the active voice parallel, the sentence becomes clearer and more direct.



The Enduring Power of Parallelism

The meaning of parallelism in literature is not static; it evolves with each use. From ancient epic poems
to modern political speeches, parallelism provides a framework for thought. It gives writers a tool to
organize chaos into beauty, to turn ordinary sentences into unforgettable statements. For readers,
recognizing parallelism deepens comprehension and appreciation of craft. When you next encounter a line
that feels perfectly balanced, pause and notice the parallel structure at work – it is the invisible
architecture that supports the writer's vision.

Conclusion: The Balanced Art of Expression

Parallelism is more than a grammatical convenience; it is a fundamental force in literature that bridges
form and meaning. By arranging words and phrases into symmetrical patterns, writers create rhythm,
highlight contrasts, and embed their messages in the reader's memory. Whether you are analyzing a
Shakespearean soliloquy, a Dickensian novel, or a modern advertisement, understanding the meaning of
parallelism in literature allows you to see the craftsmanship beneath the surface. As you write your own
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texts, consider how parallel structures can bring clarity and force


