
Paradox 
``A paradox is not a conflict within reality. It is a conflict between 

reality and your feeling of what reality should be like.'' 
 

   - Richard Feynman 
 

 
● Make haste slowly. 

● Whether life is worth living or not depends on the liver. 

 
 
A paradox is a self-contradictory statement. Its offspring includes the oxymoron 
and the pun. Understanding the paradox demands the scrutiny of the statement 
to move away from the literal and toward a twin or alternate or even 
metaphoric meaning. The purpose of a paradox is to provoke fresh thought by 
taking the reader away from the literal.  
 
 
Paradox has a function in poetry, however, that goes beyond mere wit or 
attention-getting. Central to the effectiveness of paradox is the tension that is 
created between error and truth. Sometimes that tension is created through 
startling juxtapositions but at other times the tension may be more subtle. 
 
 
A strong and effective paradox has the effect of shocking the reader into a 
more complex understanding of the subject at hand. It is, if you will, a 
“strangefication” of the expected and so propels you as a reader into new 
thinking. The good poet forces his reader to dive beneath the water’s surface 
and encounter something unexpected and new.  
 
 

 
 
Effective use of paradox within a poem is one of the strongest poetic devices a 
poet can employ. 

 


