
examples of parallelism in literature

Examples of parallelism in literature serve as powerful tools that enhance the rhythm, clarity, and emotional
depth of a text. Parallelism, the repetition of similar grammatical structures or ideas, can be found in various
forms across different genres of literature. From poetry to prose, it creates a sense of balance and symmetry
that resonates with readers, reinforcing themes and enhancing memorability. In this article, we delve into the
significance of parallelism, explore its various forms, and highlight notable examples in literature that
illustrate its effectiveness.

Understanding Parallelism

Parallelism, also known as parallel structure or parallel construction, involves using similar patterns of
words or phrases to express similar ideas. This literary device can appear in sentences, phrases, or entire
passages, contributing to the overall cohesion of a work. The beauty of parallelism lies not only in its
aesthetic appeal but also in its ability to emphasize key ideas and create a rhythmic flow that captivates
readers.

Forms of Parallelism

Parallelism can manifest in various forms, including:

1. Grammatical Parallelism: The repetition of the same grammatical structures.
- Example: "I came, I saw, I conquered."

2. Antithetical Parallelism: The juxtaposition of contrasting ideas.
- Example: "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times."

3. Isocolon: A form of parallelism where phrases or clauses are of equal length.
- Example: "To err is human; to forgive, divine."

4. Anaphora: The repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses.
- Example: "It was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness..."

5. Epistrophe: The repetition of a word or phrase at the end of successive clauses.
- Example: "Where now? Who now? When now?"

Each of these forms serves a unique purpose and can be employed strategically to enhance the emotional impact
of a literary work.

Notable Examples of Parallelism in Literature

Parallelism has been utilized by countless authors throughout history. Below are some notable examples that
showcase the range and versatility of this literary device.

1. The Bible

The Bible, particularly in the book of Ecclesiastes, employs parallelism extensively. This can be seen in the
famous passage:



"To everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a
time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted..."

In this excerpt, the parallel structure emphasizes the cyclical nature of life, creating a rhythmic quality that
resonates with readers across generations.

2. Charles Dickens in "A Tale of Two Cities"

In the opening lines of A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens employs antithetical parallelism:

"It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness..."

This famous passage establishes the contrasting themes that permeate the novel. The use of parallelism here
not only creates a memorable opening but also sets the tone for the dichotomies explored throughout the
narrative.

3. Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" Speech

One of the most powerful examples of anaphora can be found in Martin Luther King Jr.'s iconic "I Have a Dream"
speech:

"I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed. I have a dream
that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin
but by the content of their character..."

The repetition of the phrase "I have a dream" emphasizes King's vision for a racially equitable future and
reinforces the urgency of his message. This use of parallelism not only enhances the speech's emotional
resonance but also makes it more memorable.

4. Shakespeare's "Julius Caesar"

Shakespeare often employed parallelism to enhance the eloquence of his characters’ speeches. In Julius Caesar,
Marc Antony famously declares:

"Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears; I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him."

This opening line utilizes a form of grammatical parallelism, creating a rhythm that invites the audience to
listen. The balance of ideas in this line reflects Antony's complex motivations as he navigates the political
landscape of Rome.

5. Walt Whitman's "Song of Myself"

Walt Whitman’s poetry is rich with parallelism, reflecting his unique style and philosophical beliefs. In Song of
Myself, he writes:

"I celebrate myself, and sing myself, and what I assume you shall assume, for every atom belonging to me as
good belongs to you."

The repetition of "I" creates a sense of unity and inclusivity, reinforcing Whitman's theme of interconnectedness
within the human experience. This use of parallelism contributes to the poem's celebratory tone.



The Impact of Parallelism

The use of parallelism in literature has far-reaching effects on both the text and the reader. Here are some key
impacts:

- Emphasis on Themes: Parallel structures draw attention to significant themes and ideas, making them more
prominent and easier to remember.
- Rhythmic Flow: The repetition inherent in parallelism creates a musical quality that enhances the reading
experience, making the text more engaging.
- Emotional Resonance: The balance and symmetry in parallelism can evoke strong emotions, allowing readers
to connect more deeply with the text.
- Memorability: Repetitive structures make phrases and ideas more memorable, which is why speeches and poetry
often employ this device to great effect.

Conclusion

In conclusion, examples of parallelism in literature abound, demonstrating its versatility and impact. From the
biblical texts to modern speeches, this literary device serves as a vital tool for authors and speakers alike.
Through grammatical structures, contrasting ideas, and rhythmic patterns, parallelism enhances the emotional
depth and clarity of literary works. As readers and writers, recognizing and appreciating the power of
parallelism not only enriches our understanding of literature but also invites us to explore the myriad ways
language can resonate within our lives. Whether in the hands of a poet, a novelist, or a public speaker,
parallelism continues to be a celebrated and effective means of communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is parallelism in literature?

Parallelism is a rhetorical device that involves the repetition of similar grammatical structures, phrases, or
ideas within a sentence or across multiple sentences to create rhythm, enhance clarity, and emphasize concepts.

Can you provide a famous example of parallelism from literature?

One of the most famous examples of parallelism is found in Charles Dickens' 'A Tale of Two Cities' with the
opening lines: 'It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of
foolishness...'

How does parallelism enhance the impact of a literary work?

Parallelism enhances the impact of a literary work by creating a rhythm that makes the text more memorable,
emphasizing key themes, and allowing readers to draw connections between similar ideas or events.

Are there examples of parallelism in poetry?

Yes, parallelism is commonly used in poetry. For example, in Walt Whitman's 'Song of Myself,' he frequently
uses parallel structure in lines like 'I celebrate myself, and sing myself.'

What role does parallelism play in speeches and rhetoric?

In speeches and rhetoric, parallelism serves to create persuasive arguments by emphasizing points, making them
more relatable, and enhancing the overall emotional appeal of the message.



Can you identify an example of parallelism in modern literature?

In Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's 'We Should All Be Feminists,' she uses parallelism to reinforce her arguments
about gender equality, stating 'We teach girls to shrink themselves, to make themselves smaller. We say to
girls: 'You can have ambition, but not too much.'

Why is parallelism effective in storytelling?

Parallelism is effective in storytelling because it helps to establish themes, create a sense of balance, and
allow readers to notice patterns or contrasts, which deepens their understanding of the narrative.
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