
definition of parallelism in
literature

Understanding Parallelism in Literature

Parallelism in literature refers to the use of similar structures, phrases,
or ideas in sentences or passages to create rhythm, enhance meaning, or
emphasize a particular point. This literary device is prevalent in poetry,
prose, speeches, and various forms of writing, allowing authors to connect
ideas and evoke emotional responses from their readers. By employing
parallelism, writers can produce a sense of harmony and balance in their
work, making it more engaging and impactful.

The Mechanics of Parallelism

Parallelism operates on the principle of similarity. When writers use
parallel structures, they create patterns that can affect the pacing and flow
of their writing. This technique can manifest in various forms:

Types of Parallelism

1. Grammatical Parallelism: This involves using the same grammatical
structure in a series of phrases or clauses. For example:
- "I came, I saw, I conquered."

2. Conceptual Parallelism: In this form, similar ideas are expressed using
different phrases or sentences. For instance:
- "To err is human; to forgive, divine."

3. Antithetical Parallelism: This type contrasts opposing ideas within a
parallel structure. An example can be found in:
- "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times."

4. Repetitive Parallelism: This type involves the repetition of a word or
phrase at the start of successive sentences or clauses, enhancing emphasis.
For example:
- "We cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we cannot hallow this ground."
(Abraham Lincoln)

The Importance of Parallelism in Literature

Parallelism plays a vital role in literature for several reasons:

1. Enhancing Rhythm and Flow



The use of parallelism creates a musical quality in writing. This rhythmic
quality can make the text more enjoyable to read and easier to remember. In
poetry, for example, parallelism can establish a meter that enhances the
lyrical quality of the work.

2. Emphasizing Key Ideas

By repeating similar structures, writers can highlight crucial concepts. When
ideas are presented in a parallel format, they draw the reader’s attention
and reinforce the significance of those ideas. This can lead to a more
profound understanding and retention of the material.

3. Creating Cohesion and Unity

Parallelism can help unify a piece of writing. When similar structures are
used throughout a text, they create a sense of coherence. This cohesion can
help guide the reader through the narrative or argument, making it easier to
follow the writer’s train of thought.

4. Evoking Emotional Responses

The rhythmic and repetitive nature of parallelism can evoke strong emotional
responses in readers. This can be particularly effective in speeches or
persuasive writing, where the goal is to inspire or motivate the audience.
Parallel structures can create a sense of urgency or importance that
resonates with listeners.

Examples of Parallelism in Literature

Literary Works

Many renowned authors and poets have effectively utilized parallelism in
their works. Here are a few notable examples:

- Charles Dickens in "A Tale of Two Cities":
- "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of
wisdom, it was the age of foolishness…"

- Martin Luther King Jr. in his famous "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: 'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men
are created equal.'"

- William Shakespeare in "Julius Caesar":
- "Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears; I come to bury Caesar, not
to praise him."



Fiction and Poetry

In fiction and poetry, parallelism can often be found in character dialogues
and narrative descriptions, enhancing the emotional depth and thematic
elements. For instance:

- Emily Dickinson in her poem "Hope is the thing with feathers":
- "And sweetest in the gale is heard; And sore must be the storm."

- Maya Angelou in "Still I Rise":
- "You may write me down in history / With your bitter, twisted lies, / You
may trod me in the very dirt / But still, like dust, I’ll rise."

How to Use Parallelism Effectively

For writers looking to incorporate parallelism into their work, here are some
tips to ensure it is used effectively:

Identify Key Points: Determine which ideas or themes you want to
emphasize. Parallelism works best when highlighting significant
concepts.

Maintain Consistency: Use the same grammatical structure throughout your
parallel phrases to create a strong rhythm.

Be Mindful of Length: Ensure that the elements in your parallel
structure are similar in length to maintain balance and flow.

Use Sparingly: While parallelism can enhance writing, overusing it can
make the text feel repetitive. Strike a balance to keep your writing
engaging.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

While parallelism can be a powerful tool, there are common mistakes that
writers should avoid:

1. Inconsistent Structures: Mixing different grammatical forms can disrupt
the rhythm and confuse readers.
2. Overuse: Applying parallelism excessively can lead to monotony in writing.
3. Lack of Clarity: If parallel structures become overly complex, they may
obscure the intended message instead of clarifying it.

Conclusion

Parallelism in literature is a multifaceted and potent literary device that
enhances rhythm, emphasizes key ideas, creates cohesion, and evokes emotional
responses. By understanding its mechanics and employing it effectively,



writers can deepen their expression and connect more profoundly with their
readers. Whether in poetry, prose, or speeches, the artful use of parallelism
can elevate writing, making it memorable and impactful. As writers explore
this technique, they will find that parallelism not only enriches their work
but also invites readers to engage more fully with the text.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of parallelism in literature?

Parallelism in literature refers to the use of similar grammatical
structures, phrases, or ideas in a sequence to create rhythm, emphasize a
point, or enhance the overall coherence of the text.

How is parallelism used to enhance writing?

Parallelism enhances writing by creating a sense of balance and rhythm,
making the text more persuasive and memorable, and helping to clarify complex
ideas through repetition of structure.

Can you provide an example of parallelism in
literature?

An example of parallelism can be found in Charles Dickens' 'A Tale of Two
Cities': '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 repetition emphasizes
contrasting ideas.

What are some common forms of parallelism in writing?

Common forms of parallelism include anaphora (repetition at the beginning of
phrases), epistrophe (repetition at the end), and chiasmus (inversion of
structure), all of which create rhythm and enhance meaning.

Why is parallelism important in speeches and
rhetoric?

Parallelism is important in speeches and rhetoric because it helps to
persuade audiences, reinforces key points, and makes the message more
impactful and easier to remember.

Are there any famous speeches that utilize
parallelism?

Yes, Martin Luther King Jr.'s 'I Have a Dream' speech is famous for its use
of parallelism, notably in the repeated phrase 'I have a dream,' which
emphasizes his vision for equality and justice.
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