What Is Parallelism In Literature

What Is Parallelism In Literature

Introduction: The
Hidden Rhythm of
Great Writing

Have you ever read a sentence that felt
almost musical—where each clause
seemed to march in perfect step with the
one before it? That satisfying balance is
no accident. It is the work of a powerful
literary device known as parallelism. In

similar grammatical structures, phrases,
or sentence patterns to create rhythm,
emphasize ideas, and improve clarity.
From ancient biblical psalms to modern
political speeches, parallelism gives
language a memorable, almost hypnotic
quality. But what exactly is parallelism in
literature, and why do writers rely on it
so heavily? This article explores the
definition,  types,  examples, and
rhetorical power of this essential device,
helping you recognize and use it in your
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Understanding the
Concept of
Parallelism in
Literature

At its core, parallelism in literature
refers to the use of components in a
sentence that are grammatically the
same or similar in structure, sound,
meaning, or meter. It is a form of
repetition that balances words, phrases,
or clauses to create a pleasing pattern.
Parallelism can appear at the word level
(nouns with nouns, verbs with verbs), the
phrase level (prepositional phrases with
prepositional phrases), or the clause
level (independent clauses with
independent clauses).

The device is both grammatical and
rhetorical. Grammatically, it ensures that
items in a series follow the same form.
For example: “She likes running,
swimming, and cycling” is parallel,
while “She likes running, to swim, and
cycling” is not. Rhetorically, parallelism
amplifies meaning by drawing
comparisons, building momentum, and
making statements more impactful. It is
a favorite tool of orators and poets
because it makes language more
memorable and persuasive.

Why do writers use parallelism? The
reasons are many: to create a sense of
order and unity, to emphasize a point by
repeating a structure, to establish a
rhythm that keeps readers engaged, and
to help the audience remember key
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ideas. In essence, parallelism is the
literary equivalent of a steady
drumbeat—it drives the message forward
while making it easier to follow.

Types of Parallelism
in Literature

Parallelism is not a one-size-fits-all
device. Writers employ several distinct
types to achieve different effects.
Understanding these variations helps you
identify and analyze parallelism more
effectively.

Syntactic Parallelism

This is the most common form, where
sentences or clauses follow the same

grammatical structure. For instance, in
John F. Kennedy’s famous line, “Ask not
what your country can do for
you—ask what you can do for your
country,” the structure of each clause
mirrors the other. The repetition of the
verb “ask” and the parallel noun phrases
(“what your country can do for you” vs.
“what you can do for your country”)
creates a balanced, thought-provoking
contrast.

Antithetical Parallelism

Also known as antithesis, this type pairs
contrasting ideas in parallel structures. It
is especially effective for highlighting
differences. A classic example comes
from Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two
Cities: “It was the best of times, it
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was the worst of times.” The
repetition of “it was the ... of times” sets
the opposing adjectives “best” and
“worst” in direct opposition, emphasizing
the duality of the era.

Synonymous Parallelism

Common in poetry and scripture,
synonymous parallelism repeats the
same idea using different words. The
Book of Psalms is full of this: “The Lord
is my shepherd; | shall not want.” The
second clause restates the first in a
slightly different way, reinforcing the
meaning. Similarly, in literature, an
author might write: “He was a man of
action; he was a doer, not a
dreamer.”

Emphatic Parallelism

Here, the repetition builds intensity,
often by adding more detail or increasing
the emotional weight. For example, in
Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream”
speech: “Let freedom ring from the
prodigious hilltops of New
Hampshire. Let freedom ring from
the mighty mountains of New York.
Let freedom ring from the
heightening Alleghenies of
Pennsylvania.” The repeated structure
“Let freedom ring from ...” forces the
audience to feel the expansion of the
message across the country.

Climactic Parallelism

Similar to emphatic parallelism, climactic
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parallelism arranges elements in order of
increasing importance. It creates a sense
of escalation, as in this line from Julius
Caesar: “l came, | saw, | conquered.”
The three verbs move from a simple
action (coming) to a more significant one
(seeing) and finally to a triumphant one
(conquering). The parallel structure
makes the progression feel inevitable
and powerful.

Famous Examples of
Parallelism in
Literature

To truly understand what parallelism in
literature can accomplish, it helps to
examine the works of master writers and

speakers.

Perhaps no novel opens with a more
famous example of parallelism than
Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities.
The first paragraph is a masterclass in
balanced structures: “It was the best
of times, it was the worst of times,
it was the age of wisdom, it was the
age of foolishness, it was the epoch
of belief, it was the epoch of
incredulity ...” The repeated “it was the

. of ...” pattern contrasts binaries
(wisdom/foolishness, belief/incredulity)
and immediately establishes the theme
of dualities.

William Shakespeare frequently
employed parallelism to give his
speeches weight. In Hamlet, the prince

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Powell & Petty « Read more, learn more. * Page 5



says: “To be, or not to be—that is the
question.” The parallel infinitive phrases
“to be” and “not to be” set up the central
conflict of existence. In Julius Caesar,
Antony'’s funeral oration uses parallelism
to build irony: “For Brutus is an
honourable man; so are they all, all
honourable men.” The repetition of
“honourable” becomes progressively
more sarcastic.

The Bible, especially the Old Testament,
is a treasure trove of parallelism. The
Psalms use it extensively for prayer and
praise. Psalm 23 offers synonymous
parallelism: “He maketh me to lie down
in green pastures: he leadeth me beside
the still waters.” The two lines mirror
each other, both describing God'’s gentle
guidance.

In 20th-century literature, Ernest
Hemingway’s minimalistic style often
relied on parallelism for stark effect. In
The Old Man and the Sea, Santiago
repeats: “But man is not made for
defeat. A man can be destroyed but
not defeated.” The parallel structure of
“but not” emphasizes resilience.

The Rhetorical Power
of Parallelism

Why do these examples resonate so
deeply? The rhetorical force of
parallelism lies in its ability to create
patterns that the human brain naturally
finds pleasing. When we encounter
balanced structures, we perceive order
and predictability, which makes the
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message easier to process and
remember. This is why parallelism is a
staple of persuasive writing and
speechmaking.

Parallelism also builds momentum. A
series of similarly constructed phrases or
clauses creates a rhythm that can
accelerate toward a climax. Martin
Luther King Jr.’s “l Have a Dream”
speech uses prolonged parallelism to
create an almost musical crescendo. The
repeated “Let freedom ring” builds
emotional intensity, uniting the audience
in a shared vision.

Additionally, parallelism emphasizes
contrasts. Antithetical parallelism places
opposing ideas side-by-side, forcing the
reader or listener to weigh them. The

stark contrast in Neil Armstrong’s
“That’s one small step for a man,
one giant leap for mankind” becomes
unforgettable because of the parallel
“one ... for ...” structure. The device
transforms a simple statement into a
historic soundbite.

n

Finally, parallelism contributes to a
writer's authority. Well-balanced
sentences suggest control and mastery
of language. A text full of faulty
parallelism (mixed structures) feels
sloppy and unprofessional. By using
parallel structures correctly, writers
project confidence and clarity.
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Identifying parallelism in literature is a
skill that sharpens with practice. Here
are some practical tips to spot it:

1. Look for repeated words or
phrases at the beginning of
successive clauses (anaphora) or
at the end (epistrophe). For
instance, Winston Churchill's “We
shall fight on the beaches, we shall
fight on the landing grounds, we
shall fight in the fields” uses
anaphora with “we shall fight.”

2. Examine lists and series. Ensure
all items are in the same
grammatical form. A list of actions

jump, swim”) a mix of verbs
and nouns.

3. Notice paired clauses or
sentences that balance each
other. If you see a comma or
semicolon followed by a clause
that mirrors the structure of the
first, parallelism is likely at work.

4. Read aloud. The rhythm of
parallel structures becomes
obvious when spoken. If a
sentence feels off-balance, it may
contain faulty parallelism.

Once you start looking for parallelism,
you will find it everywhere—from
advertising slogans (“Melts in your
mouth, not in your hands”) to movie
quotes (“You can’t handle the truth!”
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the repetition of “you” in parallel
phrasing).

Common Mistakes
When Using
Parallelism

Even experienced writers sometimes fall
into the trap of faulty parallelism. This
happens when elements in a series or
paired structures do not share the same
grammatical form. For example:

e Faulty: “She enjoys reading, to
write, and painting.” (mixing
gerunds and infinitives)

e Correct: “She enjoys reading,
writing, and painting.” (all

e QBIUNDS) it h et e

e Faulty: “The coach told us to work
hard and that we should stay
focused.” (mixing an infinitive
phrase with a noun clause)

e Correct: “The coach told us to
work hard and to stay focused.”
(both infinitive phrases) or “The
coach told us that we should work
hard and that we should stay
focused.” (both noun clauses)

Another common error is mixing active
and passive voice in parallel structures:
“The dog chased the cat and was caught
by the owner” creates confusion. Better:
“The dog chased the cat and bit the
owner” (both active).

To avoid these mistakes, always check
that.each element in, a series functions
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the same way grammatically. Read the
sentence aloud and listen for jarring
shifts. Pay attention to conjunctions like
“and,” “or,” “but”—they often signal
parallel constructions but require care.

Conclusion: The
Lasting Impact of
Parallelism

Parallelism is far more than a
grammatical nicety; it is a fundamental

pillar of compelling writing. Whether you
are crafting a novel, a speech, a blog
post, or a business report, understanding
what parallelism in literature can do will
elevate your prose. It brings order to
chaos, music to language, and power to
persuasion. From the ancient poets to
modern novelists, the best writers have
harnessed the rhythm of parallel
structures to make their words
unforgettable.

As you continue to



