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Grammar as Rhetoric and Style
Parallel Structures

Sentences
- formoa)zarfls ?f a Sfan.tence are parallel when structures within them take th
. Parallelism is important at the level of the word, the phrase, and the
) €

clause.

Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life?
— HEeNrY DAVID THOREAU

In this sentence, the w

s ords hurry and waste, b W
i , both ...
with; hurry and waste are parallel. nouns, follow the preposition

In eternity there is indeed something true and sublime
— HEeNRY DAVID THOREAU

]

Phrases

...........

Men esteem it
truth remote, in the outskirts of the system, behind the farthest star.

5 before Adam and after the last man.
— HEeNRY DavID THOREAU

odify the adjecti in thi
gﬁﬂ glrasezsi'dgzc:;ve remqte in this first sentence, Thoreau uses parallel pre
: ¢ outskirts, before the farthest star, before Adam, and aJI‘)terI;Zé
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(1]t has truly been said that never in history have so many educated peopl
voted so much attention to so few children.

— JANE Howy
In the next example, Jane Howard uses three parallel noun phrases, each be
ning with so: so many educated people, so much attention, so few children.

This is more difficult, because there is no zeitgeist to read, no template to follow,‘

no mask to wear.
— ANNa QUINDLEN

And in the preceding sentence, Anna Quindlen uses three parallel nouns each

preceded by no and each followed by an infinitive: no zeitgeist to read, no template
to follow, and no mask to wear.

Clauses

“Where I Lived, and What I Lived For”
— Title of an essay by HENRY DAVID THOREAU

The title of Thoreau’s essay consists of two parallel dependent, or subordinate,
clauses; one begins with where, and the other begins with what.

[W]e perceive that only great and worthy things have any permanent and absolute
existence, that petty fears and petty pleasures are but the shadow of the reality.
— HENRY DAVID THOREAU

The preceding example contains two parallel dependent clauses, each beginning
with that and functioning as an object of the verb perceive.

If we are really dying, let us hear the rattle in our throats and feel cold in the
extremities; if we are alive, let us go about our business.

— HEeNRY DaVID THOREAU

This example begins with a dependent clause (If. .. dying) followed by an inde-
pendent, or main, clause (let. . . extremities); then after the semicolon, Thoreau
presents another dependent-independent construction, parallel to the first.

Lack of Parallelism

To fully appreciate the power of the parallelism created by Thoreau, Howard, and
Quindlen in the preceding examples, consider what happens when supposedly
equal elements of a sentence do not follow the same grammatical or syntactical
form — that is, when they are not parallel with each other.

Why should we live with such hurry and to waste life?
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This version of Thoreau’s sentence tries to modify the verb should live by coordi-
nating a prepositional phrase, with such hurry, with an infinitive phrase, to waste
life. The two phrases are not parallel with each other,and as a result, the sentence
lacks balance and force.

Here’s another sentence that lacks parallelism:

It has truly been said that never in history have a lot of people who are well edu-
cated devoted their attention to such a small number of children.

The preceding sentence, like the actual sentence by Howard, still has a dependent
dause with a subject (a lot of people who are well educated), a verb (have devoted),
and an object (their attention) followed by a prepositional phrase (to such a small
aumber). But the subject, verb, object, and prepositional phrase no longer share
one arrangement of words; they are no longer parallel. As a result, the sentence is
harder to read and easier to forget.

Looking first at the parallel sentences at the beginning of this lesson and then at
the rewrites that lack parallelism, you can see that writers use parallelism on the
level of the word, phrase, or clause as a rhetorical and stylistic device to empha-
size ideas, to contrast ideas, or to connect ideas.

Following are the names, definitions, and examples of specific types of paral-
lelism:

anaphora: The deliberate repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of
successive clauses.
But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and
drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate-filled policemen
curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and sisters; . . . when you are forever fight-
ing a degenerating sense of “nobodiness” — then you will understand why we find it

difficult to wait.
— MarTIN LuTHER KING JR.

In this example, form follows function. Just as King is saying that African Ameri-
cans have had to endure unjust treatment as they waited for full civil rights, this
series of parallel clauses makes the reader wait — and wait — for the main point
i&&e independent clause.

:a'ntithesis: The contrast of thoughts in two phrases, clauses, or sentences.
[Flreedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the
oppressed.

: —MARrTIN LuTHER KING JR.

One has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one

hasa moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws.
— MarTiN LurHER KING JR.
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That's one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.

— NEIL ARMSTR|

In all three of these examples, the parallel structure creates a clear comparis
between two things in order to emphasize the difference between them. Given
the oppressor is contrasted in meaning and in placement with demanded by the
oppressed. Notice also how the parallel prepositional phrases by the oppressor and
by the oppressed call attention to the tension between oppressor and oppressed.

antimetabole: The identical or near repetition of words in one phrase or clause
in reverse order in the next phrase or clause.
We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us.
—HENRY Davip THOREAU
Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.
—Joun E Kennepy

The example above from President Kennedy is, perhaps, his most famous quote.
Part of what makes this quote so “quotable” is that the repetition inherent in
antimetabole makes it dramatic and easy to remember. Because the pattern of the
two clauses is so similar, the listener only needs to remember one pattern. Because
that sentence pattern is repeated, it gives the listener two chances to understand
the entire sentence and places extra emphasis on the second part. It is almost as if
Kennedy is repeating a point for emphasis. Keep an eye out for antimetabole in
modern political soundbites.

zeugma: A figure of speech made when one part of speech (usually a verb, but
sometimes a noun or an adjective) is related to another part of speech in a way
that is consistent in terms of grammar but incongruous in terms of meaning.
Such use is often humorous and usually ironic.
Someone sent me a T-shirt not long ago that read “Well-Behaved Women Don’t Make
History.” They don’t make good lawyers, either, or doctors or businesswomen.
— ANNA QUINDLEN

In this example, the zeugma is created when the verb make takes many different
nouns as its direct object: history, but also, lawyers, doctors, and businesswomen.
While all of these words are nouns, they do not have the same meanings —
history is not an occupation, while all the other nouns are. There is a consistency
in the pattern, but an inconsistency in the meaning of the words. Quindlen
exploits the ironic inconsistency of the zeugma to draw a connection between
two things that her audience might not otherwise think of as connected: activists
who fought for women’s rights, and women today who are trying to build their
careers.
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Identify the parallel structure in words, phrases, or clauses in each of the fol-
lowing sentences.

1. “A penny saved is a penny earned.” (Benjamin Franklin)
2. Was this act the work of a genius or a lunatic?

3. This situation is a problem not only for the students but also for the
teachers.

4. Heather learned to work fast, ask few questions, and generally keep a
low profile.

5. After you finish your homework and before you check your email,
please do your chores.

Correct the faulty parallelism in the following sentences.

1. My new exercise program and going on a strict diet will help me lose
the weight I gained over the holidays.

2. As part of his accounting business, Rick has private clients, does some
pro bono work, and corporations.

3. Try not to focus on the mistakes that you've made; what you've
learned from them should be your focus instead.

4. A new job is likely to cause a person anxiety and working extra hours
to make a good impression.

5. A competent physician will assess a patient’s physical symptoms, and
mental attitude will also be considered.

Identify the examples of parallel structure in the following sentences from
~Martin Luther King Jr’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” and explain their
effect. Note that all are direct quotations.

L. So I, along with several members of my staff, am here because I was
_ invited here. I am here because [ have organizational ties here.

. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single
i, garment of destiny.

: Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.
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. In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection ment of minorities, hiding its racist

the facts to determine whether injustices exist; negotiation; self ' ‘ be rejected, altered anfl expos.ed. It
purification; and direct action. , , vulnerabilities, tucks its fasc1sic bfl‘
] ; . - : ioti i ves relenth

5. An unjust law is a code that a numerical or power majority group., and patriotism as 1t Mo

bottomed-out mind. Sexist languag
all are typical of the policing langua;
mit new knowledge or encourage tk

compels a minority group to obey but does not make binding on
itself. This is a difference made legal. By the same token, a just law is a
code that a majority compels a minority to follow and that it is willing
to follow itself. This is sameness made legal.

6. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: “Love your enemies, bless them
that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them
which despitefully use you, and persecute you.” Was not Amos an
extremist for justice: “Let justice roll down like waters and righteous-
ness like an ever-flowing stream.” Was not Paul an extremist for the own on the example.

Christian gospel: “I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.” Was ]. “To spend too much time in stu
not Martin Luther an extremist: “Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise,
so help me God.” And John Bunyan: “I will stay in jail to the end of my
days before I make a butchery of my conscience” And Abraham
Lincoln: “This nation cannot survive half slave and half free” And

Each of the following sentences is
type of parallelism, explain its effe

ornament is affectation; to mak
humour of a scholar”

2. “Alas, art is long, and life is sho:

Thomas Jefferson: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 3. “Flowers are as common here .
men are created equal. .. ”

7. If T have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indi- 4. “Where justice is denied, wher:
cates an unreasonable impatience, I beg you to forgive me. If I have prevails, and whfare any one ck
said anything that understates the truth and indicates my having a | organized conspiracy to opprfi:
patience that allows me to settle for anything less than brotherhood, I % sons nor property will be safe.
beg God to forgive me. ’ . 5. “He carried a strobe light anc

B i men.”

The following paragraph is from Toni Morrison’s Nobel Lecture, delivered E Sugge Stion S for Wr
in 1993 when she won the Nobel Prize for Literature. Find examples of par- | !
allel structure; identify whether the construction is a word, clause, or | Community
phrase; and explain its effect. j R KAPTURITPTPOT PP
G Hesriton theweb: bedtordsimstins.com/languageofcomy Now that you have examined a numb
: this topic yourself by synthesizing yc
The systematic looting of language can be recognized by the tendency of - want to do more research Qrﬁse readi

its users to forgo its nuanced, complex, mid-wifery properties for menace
and subjugation. Oppressive language does more than represent violence;
it is violence; does more than represent the limits of knowledge; it limits
knowledge. Whether it is obscuring state language or the faux-language of
mindless media; whether it is the proud but calcified language of the acad-
emy or the commodity driven language of science; whether it is the malign - .
language of law-without-ethics, or language designed for the estrange- 2. According to the Web site <w

1. Cell phones, email, chat roon
electronic communication ha
pace at which we live life. Have
community or opened up con
us? Or have they lowered our ¢







