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Meaning Of Allegory
In Literature

Understandin
g the Meaning
of Allegory in
Literature: A
Comprehensiv
e Guide

L i t e r a t u r e  h a s
a l w a y s  b e e n  a
mirror  held  up  to
life,  but  sometimes
the  reflection  is  not
direct. It is layered,
s y m b o l i c ,  a n d
demands  a  second
look.  This  is  where
the  mean ing  o f
allegory in literature
becomes  essential.
An  a l legory  i s  a
powerful  narrative

device that operates
on  two  d i s t i nc t
levels:  the  literal
story and a deeper,
symbolic  meaning.
When  you  read  an
allegorical work, you
a r e  n o t  j u s t
following a plot; you
are  deciphering  a
hidden  message
about  mora l i ty ,
politics,  religion,  or
human nature.  This
article  will  explore
the  definition,
history,  types,  and
famous examples of
allegory,  providing
you with a complete
understanding  of
this timeless literary
technique.



What is
Allegory? A
Clear
Definition

A t  i t s  c o r e ,  a n
allegory  is  a  story,
poem,  or  picture
t h a t  c a n  b e
interpreted to reveal
a  hidden  meaning,
typically a moral or
political  one.  The
term  comes  from
the  Greek  word
al legoria ,  which
means  "speaking
o t h e r w i s e "  o r
"veiled  language."
In  an  al legorical
work,  characters,
events, and settings
a r e  n o t  j u s t
themselves;  they
represent  abstract
ideas,  historical
figures,  or  broader
societal  issues.

F o r  e x a m p l e ,

consider  a  story
about a young man
named  "Everyman"
who  must  journey
through a city called
"Worldliness"  while
avoiding  traps  set
by "Temptation" and
seeking  help  from
"Good  Deeds."  On
the surface, this is a
simple  adventure.
On  the  symbol ic
l e v e l ,  i t  i s  a
p r o f o u n d
exploration  of  the
Christian  journey
toward  salvation.
Th is  dua l - layer
storytelling  is  the
e s s e n c e  o f  t h e
meaning of allegory
in literature.

A n  a l l e g o r y
funct ions  as  an
e x t e n d e d
metaphor.  While  a
metaphor  might
compare  one  thing
t o  a n o t h e r  i n  a
single  phrase  (e.g.,



Meaning Of Allegory In Literature

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org
by Klein & Holland • Read more, learn more. •

Page 3

"Life is  a journey"),
an allegory sustains
that  comparison
throughout an entire
narrative.  Every
element  within  the
story contributes to
the  overarching
symbolic meaning.

The Historical
Roots of
Allegory in
Literature

The use of  allegory
i s  a s  o l d  a s
storytelling  itself.
Understanding  its
h i s t o r i c a l
development  helps
us  appreciate  its
enduring  power.

Ancient
Beginnings

Some of the earliest
known  allegories
come  from  ancient

oral  traditions.  The
fables  of  Aesop,
such as The Tortoise
and the Hare or The
Boy Who Cried Wolf,
are short allegories.
On the surface, they
are  simple  animal
tales.  Symbolically,
they  convey  clear
moral lessons about
p e r s e v e r a n c e ,
h o n e s t y ,  a n d
humi l i ty .  These
fables  demonstrate
the  basic  meaning
o f  a l l e g o r y  i n
literature:  teaching
a  lesson  through  a
story.

In  classical  Greece,
philosophers  like
Plato  used  allegory
extensively.  His
famous Allegory of
the Cave,  found in
T h e  R e p u b l i c ,
describes  prisoners
chained  in  a  cave
w h o  m i s t a k e
shadows on the wall



for  real i ty .  On  a
deeper  level,  this
allegory  represents
the  journey  from
i g n o r a n c e  t o
enlightenment,  the
p u r s u i t  o f  t r u e
knowledge, and the
philosopher's role in
society.  It  remains
one  o f  the  most
influential
allegorical  passages
in Western thought.

Medieval and
Renaissance
Flourishing

During  the  Middle
A g e s ,  a l l e g o r y
b e c a m e  t h e
dominant  mode  of
literary  expression.
The biblical parables
of  Jesus  are  classic
a l legor ies .  The
Parable  of  the
Sower, for instance,
is  not  just  about
f a r m i n g ;  i t  i s  a
lesson  about  how

different  people
receive the word of
God.  The  Church
promoted allegorical
r e a d i n g s  o f
Scripture,  where
every  event  in  the
Old Testament could
b e  s e e n  a s  a
prefiguration  of
events  in  the  New
Testament.

The  most  famous
medieval allegory is
E v e r y m a n ,  a
morality play where
the  protagonist,
representing  al l
h u m a n i t y ,  i s
s u m m o n e d  b y
Death and must find
c o m p a n i o n s  t o
accompany  him  on
his  final  journey.
Other  characters
l ike  Fel lowship,
Kindred,  and  Good
Deeds  personify
abstract  concepts,
making  the  moral
m e s s a g e
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unmistakable.

In  the Renaissance,
allegory  reached
n e w  h e i g h t s  o f
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n .
Edmund  Spenser's
The  Faerie  Queene
is  a  sprawling  epic
w h e r e  k n i g h t s
representing virtues
l i k e  H o l i n e s s ,
Temperance,  and
Chastity battle vices
and  monsters.  The
poem operates as a
c e l e b r a t i o n  o f
Queen Elizabeth I, a
d e f e n s e  o f
Protestantism,  and
an  exploration  of
moral philosophy, all
w o v e n  i n t o  a
f a n t a s t i c a l
adventure.

Modern and
Contemporary
Allegory

Al legory  did  not
fade with the advent

of modern literature.
Instead,  it  adapted.
In the 20th century,
allegory  became  a
powerful  tool  for
political  and  social
crit ique.  George
Orwel l 's  Animal
Farm  i s  a  p r ime
example.  On  one
level,  it  is  a  story
about  farm animals
who  rebel  against
their  human owner.
On  the  symbol ic
l e v e l ,  i t  i s  a
devastating satire of
t h e  R u s s i a n
Revolution  and  the
r ise  of  Sta l in is t
totalitarianism. Each
c h a r a c t e r
r e p r e s e n t s  a
historical  figure  or
s o c i a l  c l a s s :
Napoleon the pig is
J o s e p h  S t a l i n ,
Snowball  is  Leon
Trotsky,  and  the
working horse Boxer
rep resen t s  t he
exploited  working



class.

William  Golding's
Lord  of  the  Fl ies
f u n c t i o n s  a s  a
modern  al legory
about  the  inherent
darkness  in  human
n a t u r e  w h e n
c i v i l i z a t i o n
c o l l a p s e s .  T h e
island,  the  conch
shell, the beast, and
the  character  of
Simon all carry deep
symbolic  weight,
contributing  to  the
novel's  exploration
of  savagery  versus
o r d e r .  T h i s
p e r s i s t e n t  u s e
across  centuries
confirms  the  central
meaning of allegory
in literature:  it  is  a
flexible,  enduring
t e c h n i q u e  f o r
conveying  complex
ideas  in  relatable
narrative  form.

Key
Characteristic
s of
Allegorical
Writing

To  recognize  and
analyze  allegory,
you  must  look  for
several  defining
features.  These
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s
separate  allegory
from other forms of
symbolic writing.

Dual
Narrative
Structure:
Every allegory
has a literal
story (the
surface plot)
and a
symbolic story
(the deeper
meaning).
Both layers
must be
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coherent on
their own, but
the symbolic
layer carries
the author's
primary
message.
Symbolic
Characters:
Characters in
allegories are
often
personification
s of abstract
ideas. They
are named for
their qualities,
such as Mr.
Worldly
Wiseman,
Giant Despair,
or Charity.
Even in more
subtle
allegories,
characters
embody
specific
ideologies or
traits.
Consistent
Symbolism:

The symbolic
meanings
within an
allegory are
consistent
throughout
the narrative.
If a journey
represents the
path of life,
then obstacles
along the way
consistently
represent
trials or
temptations.
This
consistency is
what
separates
allegory from
simple
symbolism.
Didactic
Purpose:
Most
allegories are
written with a
clear
instructive
intent. They
aim to teach a



moral lesson,
criticize a
political
system, or
reveal a
spiritual truth.
The meaning
of allegory in
literature is
often to
persuade or
enlighten the
reader.
Levels of
Interpretatio
n: Medieval
scholars often
identified four
levels of
meaning in
allegorical
texts: literal,
allegorical
(symbolic),
moral (what it
teaches about
behavior), and
anagogical
(what it
reveals about
ultimate
destiny or

heaven).
While modern
allegory is
usually less
rigid, this
layered
complexity
remains a
hallmark.

Types of
Allegory in
Literature

Allegories  can  be
categorized by their
pr imary  subject
matter.  Recognizing
the  type  helps  you
focus your analysis.

Historical and
Political
Allegory

This  type  uses  a
fictional  story  to
comment  on  real
historical  events,
political  figures,  or
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ideo log ies .  The
author  creates  a
parallel  world  so
that  the  critique or
c o m m e n t a r y  i s
ve i led ,  o f ten  to
avoid  censorship.
Animal  Farm  is  the
classic  example.
Another  i s  J ohn
B u n y a n ' s  T h e
Pilgrim's  Progress,
w h i c h ,  w h i l e
primarily  religious,
a l s o  c o n t a i n s
commentary on the
socia l  and  legal
injustices  of  17th-
century  England.
Jonathan  Swift 's
Gulliver's  Travels
satirizes  English
politics,  scientific
pretension,  and
human folly through
the lens of Gulliver's
j o u r n e y s  t o
fantastical lands.

Moral and

Religious
Allegory

These allegories are
designed  to  teach
ethical  or  spiritual
l e s s o n s .  T h e
protagonist typically
undergoes a journey
of  temptation,  trial,
and  redemption.
The  characters  and
obstacles  they  face
represent virtues to
be  cultivated  and
vices to be avoided.
Everyman  and  The
Pilgrim's  Progress
are prime examples
of religious allegory.
J.R.R.  Tolkien's  The
Lord  of  the  Rings
has  been  read  by
some as a Christian
allegory  about  the
struggle  between
g o o d  a n d  e v i l ,
although  Tolkien
himself  dis l iked
direct  allegorical
interpretations.  In
his  own  words,  he



p r e f e r r e d
applicability  over
allegory.  Despite
th i s ,  t he  mora l
framework  of  his
w o r k  c l e a r l y
resona tes  w i th
a l l e g o r i c a l
traditions.

Abstract and
Conceptual
Allegory

Some  al legories
explore  abstract
ideas  l ike  t ime,
death,  justice,  or
b e a u t y .  T h e y
personi fy  these
concepts  and  place
them in a narrative
that  examines their
na tu re .  P la to ' s
Allegory of the Cave
i s  a  conceptua l
a l l e g o r y  a b o u t
know ledge  and
reality.  Nathaniel
Hawthorne's  short
story "The Minister's
Black  Vei l"  is  an

a l l e g o r y  a b o u t
s e c r e t  s i n  a n d
human  isolation.
The veil worn by the
minister  symbolizes
the hidden sins that
separa te  every
person  from  one
another  and  from
God.

Famous
Examples of
Allegory and
Their Deeper
Meanings

Examining  specific
works  solidifies  your
understanding  of
the  mean ing  o f
a l l e g o r y  i n
l iterature.

Plato's Allegory
of the Cave

Literal
Story:
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Prisoners in a
cave see only
shadows on a
wall. One
prisoner
escapes, sees
the real world,
and returns to
free the
others, but
they reject
him.
Allegorical
Meaning: The
cave is the
world of
sensory
illusion. The
shadows are
the false
beliefs of
society. The
sun
represents the
ultimate truth
or the Form of
the Good. The
escaped
prisoner is the
philosopher
who must
return to

guide others,
even if they
resist.
Key Lesson:
True
knowledge
requires a
painful
journey away
from
comfortable
ignorance.

John Bunyan's
The Pilgrim's
Progress

Literal
Story: A man
named
Christian flees
the City of
Destruction
and journeys
to the
Celestial City,
encountering
many
obstacles and
companions
along the way.
Allegorical



Meaning:
Christian
represents
every
believer. His
journey is the
Christian life.
The Slough of
Despond is
despair over
sin. Vanity
Fair
represents
worldly
temptations.
The Celestial
City is heaven.
Key Lesson:
Salvation is
attainable
through faith,
perseverance,
and rejection
of worldly
distractions.

George
Orwell's Animal
Farm

Literal
Story:

Animals on
Manor Farm
overthrow the
farmer and
establish their
own society,
which
gradually
becomes
tyrannical.
Allegorical
Meaning: The
farm is Russia.
The rebellion
is the 1917
Revolution.
Napoleon is
Stalin.
Snowball is
Trotsky. The
changing
commandmen
ts represent
the corruption
of
revolutionary
ideals.
Key Lesson:
Revolutionary
ideals can be
corrupted
when power
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concentrates
in the hands
of a few.

William
Golding's Lord
of the Flies

Literal
Story: A
group of
British
schoolboys
are stranded
on an island.
Their attempt
to govern
themselves
descends into
chaos and
savagery.
Allegorical
Meaning: The
island is a
microcosm of
society. Ralph
represents
order and
democracy.
Jack
represents
tyranny and

savagery.
Simon
represents
innate human
goodness and
spiritual
insight. The
"beast" is the
primal evil
within every
human.
Key Lesson:
Civilization is
a fragile
veneer.
Without rules
and
conscience,
humans revert
to primitive
brutality.

Allegory vs.
Symbolism:
Understandin
g the
Difference

A common source of



c o n f u s i o n  i s
d i s t i n g u i s h i n g
between  allegory
and  symbol ism.
W h i l e  b o t h  u s e
objects,  characters,
o r  e v e n t s  t o
represent  abstract

ideas,  there  is  a
crucial  difference  in
s c o p e  a n d
consistency.

Symbolism is
local. A single
object


