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WHAT IS AN ALLEGORY IN
LITERATURE: A COMPLETE GUIDE
TO SYMBOLIC STORYTELLING

Have you ever read a story that felt like
i t  was  about  more  than  jus t  i t s
characters  and  plot?  Perhaps  a  tale
about  animals  made  you  think  about
human nature,  or  a journey through a
strange land mirrored the struggles  of
the  soul.  I f  so,  you  have  already
encountered one of  the most powerful

and  enduring  literary  devices:  the
allegory.  Understanding  what  is  an
allegory  in  literature  opens  a  door  to
deeper  reading,  richer  interpretation,
and a greater appreciation for the layers
of meaning that authors weave into their
work.
In  its  simplest  form,  an  allegory  is  a
narrative  in  which  characters,  events,
and settings represent abstract ideas or
moral qualities. Unlike a straightforward
story, an allegory functions on two levels
simultaneously:  the  literal  surface  and
the symbolic meaning beneath. This dual

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 What Is An Allegory In Literature 2026-06-14

nature  is  what  makes  allegory  such a
potent tool for teaching, persuading, and
exploring complex themes without being
overtly didactic.

THE ESSENCE OF ALLEGORY:
BEYOND THE LITERAL

To  fully  grasp  what  is  an  allegory  in
literature,  one  must  first  recognize  its
fundamental  characteristic:  extended
metaphor.  While  a  simple  metaphor
might compare one thing to another in a
single  phrase  ("life  is  a  journey"),  an
allegory  sustains  that  comparison
throughout  an  entire  narrative.  Every
element, from the protagonist's name to
the obstacles they face, works together
to convey a deeper message.
Allegories  are  often  moral,  political,
religious, or philosophical in nature. They

allow writers to discuss sensitive topics
indirectly,  to  criticize  society  without
naming  names,  or  to  explore  spiritual
truths in a way that feels personal and
relatable.  For  the reader,  the pleasure
lies in uncovering the hidden meanings
and  connecting  the  dots  between  the
concrete story and the abstract concepts
it represents.

Key
Characteristics of
Allegorical
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Writing
Dual meaning: A literal story and
a symbolic interpretation coexist.
Personification of abstractions:
Abstract ideas like Justice, Death,
or Greed appear as characters.
Consistent symbolism: Symbols
maintain their meaning throughout
the narrative.
Didactic purpose: Most
allegories aim to teach a lesson or
convey a message.
Universality: The themes often
transcend time and culture,
making allegories widely
applicable.

HISTORICAL ROOTS: WHERE
ALLEGORY BEGAN

The history of allegory stretches back to
antiquity.  Some  of  the  earliest  known
examples come from ancient Greek and
Roman literature. Plato’s Allegory of the
Cave, written around 380 BCE, remains
one  of  the  most  famous  philosophical
allegories. In it,  prisoners chained in a
cave mistake shadows on the wall  for
reality, illustrating the human condition
of  ignorance  and  the  philosopher’s
journey  toward  enlightenment.
During  the  Middle  Ages,  allegory
flourished  as  a  means  of  conveying
Christian  doctrine.  Morality  plays  like
Everyman used characters representing
virtues  and  vices  to  teach  audiences
about salvation. The medieval mind saw
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the  world  itself  as  a  divine  allegory,
where  every  object  and  event  held
spiritual  significance.  This  worldview
deeply  influenced  literature,  art,  and
even  daily  life.
The Renaissance continued the tradition,
producing masterpieces such as Edmund
Spenser’s  The Faerie  Queene,  an  epic
poem  celebrating  Queen  Elizabeth  I
while  exploring  virtues  like  holiness,
temperance,  and  chastity  through  the
adventures of knights. Allegory remained
popular  through  the  18th  and  19th
centuries,  often  used  as  a  vehicle  for
political  satire,  as  in  Jonathan  Swift’s
Gulliver’s Travels.
In modern and contemporary literature,
allegory  has  not  disappeared—it  has
evolved. Writers like George Orwell and
William  Golding  have  used  dystopian

and  symbolic  narratives  to  critique
totalitarianism,  human  nature,  and
societal  structures.  The form continues
to adapt, proving its timeless relevance.

CLASSIC EXAMPLES OF
ALLEGORY IN LITERATURE

To truly understand what is an allegory
in literature, it helps to examine some of
the most celebrated works that employ
this technique. Below are several iconic
examples,  each  representing  different
kinds  of  allegorical  meaning.

John Bunyan’s
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The Pilgrim’s
Progress (1678)
Perhaps  the  most  famous  Christian
allegory  in  English,  The  Pilgrim’s
Progress  follows  a  character  named
Christian as he journeys from the City of
Destruction  to  the  Celestial  City.  The
story  is  a  vivid  representation  of  the
Christian  life,  with  locations  like  the
Slough of Despond, Vanity Fair, and the
Delectable  Mountains  all  symbolizing
spiritual  trials  and  blessings.  Every
character, from Mr. Worldly Wiseman to
the monster Apollyon, serves as a moral
or spiritual lesson. This work remains a
cornerstone  for  anyone  studying
allegorical  fiction.

George Orwell’s
Animal Farm
(1945)
On the surface, Animal Farm is a simple
story  about  farm  animals  who  rebel
against  their  human owner  and try  to
govern themselves. Beneath this literal
level,  it  is  a  scathing  allegory  of  the
Russian  Revolution  and  the  rise  of
Stalinist  totalitarianism.  The  pigs
represent  the  Bolshevik  leaders,  the
horse  Boxer  symbolizes  the  exploited
working class,  and the windmill  stands
for  industrial  progress.  Orwell  himself
described  the  book  as  a  “fairy  story”
with  a  serious  political  message.  It
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remains  one  of  the  most  effective
political  allegories  ever  written.

William Golding’s
Lord of the Flies
(1954)
Golding’s novel about a group of British
schoolboys  stranded  on  a  deserted
island is often read as an allegory for the
inherent evil in human nature. The island
represents the world, the boys represent
society, and the struggle between Ralph
(order  and  civi l ization)  and  Jack
(savagery and primal  instincts)  mirrors
the  conflict  between  the  rational  and
irrational  forces  within  every  human

being.  The  “beast”  that  the  boys  fear
turns out to be the savage inside them.
This allegory raises profound questions
about morality, governance, and the thin
veneer of civilization.

Plato’s Allegory
of the Cave (c.
380 BCE)
Though not a novel,  Plato’s allegory is
essential for understanding the concept.
The  cave  represents  the  world  of
sensory  experience,  which  Plato
considered an imperfect shadow of true
reality. The journey out of the cave into
t h e  s u n l i g h t  s y m b o l i z e s  t h e
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philosopher’s ascent from ignorance to
knowledge.  This  allegory  has  influenced
countless  works  of  literature,  film,  and
philosophy,  and  it  remains  a  powerful
tool for thinking about perception, truth,
and enlightenment.

ALLEGORY VS. OTHER LITERARY
DEVICES

Many  readers  confuse  allegory  with
related  devices  such  as  symbolism,
metaphor,  and  parable.  Distinguishing
between them deepens one’s grasp of
what is an allegory in literature.

Allegory vs.

Symbolism
Symbolism  uses  individual  symbols  to
represent ideas, but these symbols may
not be woven into a sustained narrative.
For example, a red rose might symbolize
love in a poem, but the poem as a whole
may not be an allegory. An allegory, by
contrast,  is  a  complete  story  in  which
nearly every element contributes to the
symbolic meaning. Symbolism is a tool;
allegory is a structure.

Allegory vs.
Parable
A parable is a short,  simple story that
illustrates  a  moral  or  religious  lesson.
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Parables  are  essentially  a  subset  of
allegory, but they are usually brief and
less  elaborately  developed.  Jesus’s
parable  of  the  Good  Samaritan,  for
example,  teaches  a  lesson  about
compassion  in  just  a  few  verses.
Allegories like The Pilgrim’s Progress are
much longer and more complex in their
symbolic mapping.

Allegory vs.
Fable
Fables  are  also  short  stories  with  a
moral,  often  featuring  animals  that
speak  and  act  like  humans.  Aesop’s
fables are classic examples. While fables
are  allegorical  in  nature—the  tortoise
and  the  hare,  for  instance,  represent

perseverance  and  overconfidence—they
typically  focus  on  a  single  lesson.
Allegories are more expansive, exploring
multiple  layers  of  meaning  over  the
course of a full narrative.

TYPES OF ALLEGORY IN
LITERATURE

Scholars often classify allegories into two
broad  categories:  historical/political
allegory and conceptual/moral allegory.
However, many works blend these types.

Historical and
Political Allegory
These  allegories  use  fictional  narratives
to comment on real events, people, or
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political systems. Animal Farm is a clear
example, as is Gulliver’s Travels, where
Swift satirizes British politics and human
folly  through  the  travels  of  Lemuel
Gulliver.  Even  modern  works  like  The
Handmaid’s  Tale  by  Margaret  Atwood
function  as  allegories  for  patriarchal
oppression and the erosion of women’s
rights, drawing on contemporary political
anxieties.

Moral and
Religious
Allegory
These  allegories  aim  to  teach  virtues,
warn against vices, or explore spiritual

truths.  The  Pilgrim’s  Progress  is  the
quintessential example. Another is Dante
Alighieri’s  The Divine Comedy,  an epic
poem that allegorizes the soul’s journey
through  Hell,  Purgatory,  and  Heaven
toward  God.  Each  character  and
landscape carries moral weight, and the
entire  work  is  a  meditation  on  sin,
redemption, and divine love.

Conceptual
Allegory
Some  allegories  explore  abstract
concepts such as time, death, love, or
justice  without  being  tied  to  a  specific
religion or political event. For instance,
the  med ieva l  poem  Eve ryman
personifies  Death,  Good  Deeds,  and
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Knowledge  to  examine  the  universal
human experience of facing mortality. In
modern  cinema,  films  like  The  Matrix
have been interpreted as allegories for
Plato’s  Cave,  exploring  illusion  and
reality.

HOW TO IDENTIFY ALLEGORY
WHILE READING

If  you are wondering how to recognize
what is an allegory in literature as you
read, look for these signals:

Notice character names and1.
descriptions. In allegory, names
often reveal the character’s
symbolic role: Christian, Mr.
Worldly Wiseman, or even
Ebenezer Scrooge (whose name
suggests “scrooge” as a miser).

Watch for repeated patterns or2.
symbols. If a journey, a storm, a
beast, or a garden keeps
appearing with consistent
meaning, you may be reading an
allegory.
Consider the historical or3.
social context. Ask yourself
whether the story could be
commenting on events or ideas of
its time.
Look for a moral or lesson.4.
Allegories almost always teach
something, whether explicitly or
implicitly.
Examine the ending. The5.
resolution of an allegory often
reinforces the symbolic meaning
and the author’s message.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF ALLEGORY
IN LITERATURE AND BEYOND

Allegory  matters  because  it  allows
writers  to  address  complex  and
sometimes dangerous topics  with  both
subtlety  and  force.  In  eras  when
censorship  was  common,  allegory
provided a way to criticize the powerful
without  incurring  punishment.  Even
today,  allegorical  stories  can  explore
controversial issues—like racism, climate
change, or political corruption—through
a lens that feels less confrontational and
more universal.
Moreover,  allegory  engages  readers
actively. Instead of passively absorbing a
plot,  readers  become  detectives,
uncovering  meanings  and  making
connections between the story and their

own  lives.  This  interactive  quality  can
make  allegorical  literature  deeply
m e m o r a b l e  a n d  p e r s o n a l l y
transformative.
The device also endures because it taps
into  the  human  tendency  to  think  in
symbols. We naturally see patterns and
meanings  in  stories,  from  myth  and
religion  to  popular  movies  and  video
games.  Understanding  what  is  an
allegory in literature helps us not only
appreciate classic texts but also critically
engage  with  modern  narratives  that
shape  our  worldviews.

CRAFTING YOUR OWN ALLEGORY:
A CREATIVE EXERCISE

For  aspiring  writers,  allegory  offers  a
rewarding challenge. Begin by choosing
an  abstract  concept  you  want  to
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explore—freedom,  greed,  love,  or
justice. Then invent a concrete story that
embodies  that  concept .  Create
characters who personify aspects of the
idea, and build a plot that illustrates the
consequences of embracing or rejecting
it.  Remember to keep the literal  story
engaging  in  its  own  right;  a  good
allegory works as a narrative even if the
reader misses the deeper meaning. The

best  allegories  are  those  that  reward
both casual and analytical readings.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT ALLEGORY

Before concluding, it is helpful to clear
up a few myths. One common mistake is
assuming that every symbolic story is an
allegory. As noted, symbolism is a


