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GENERAL OVERVIEW OF PARADOX INTERPRETATION 

Paradox is a characteristic feature of many writers. However, although there 

have been conducted a lot of researches in the field of Literature Study, analyzing 

the creative works of O.Wilde, H.Chesterton and B.Show, studying authors’ 

paradoxes,  yet  in Linguistics this problem is not completely investigated. It is 

worth mentioning, that it was Cicero, who  first mentioned this term in his 

philosophical work "Paradoxes". Since then, paradoxes have been used commonly 

in literature, especially in humorous, satiric and sharply polemic. 

Among writers, famous by their paradoxes, there were F.Laroshfuko, J.L. 

Labruier, J.J..Rousseau, L.S.Mersier, P.J..Prudon, H.Heine, Т.Karleil, 

A.Shopenhauer, А.France, especially М.Nordau, O.Wilde, B. Show. 

It should be pointed out that common linguistic aspects of paradox were 

investigated in the works of  V.A. Zviehintsev, N.D.Arutiunova, V.V. Odintsov, 

V.D.Dievkin, L.A. Nefiedova. From the position of Stylistics paradox was studied 

by H. Paliaro, H. Viliar, K.Komorovski, V.A. Uspenskyi, N.Y. Shpektorova, 

N.H.Yelina, H.A.Semen, V.V. Ovsiannikov, V.Z.Sannikov.  

Some researches were devoted to defining the qualities of the certain 

paradoxical utterances. Thus, the pragmatics of such utterances was studied by 

B.T.Taneiv, lexico-semantic aspects were explained by V.I.Karasyk, E.B. 

Temiannikova, D.A. Kruze.  The peculiarities of paradoxes,  functioning in the 

communication were the subject of the research of P.Vatslavik, lingvistic-

pragmatic aspects of this phenomenon were analyzed by Y.Y.Zhyhadlo. 

As it follows from Great Soviet Encyclopaedia,  a paradox is an unexpected, 

unusual judgement, which is crucially alternative to the generally accepted, 
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traditional opinion of the problem [7]. In this sense  an epithet "paradoxical”, i.e. 

non-standard, opposite to the most widespread tradition,  is matched against an 

epithet "the orthodox”, which is understood as a synonym of the word "tested", i.e. 

generally accepted, literally following dominating tradition. It should be pointed 

out, that paradox can be very effective if used properly. Paradox draws attention 

and gives emphasis to certain parts of a phrase. It also leaves the reader the ability 

to draw his own inferences, connections, and conclusions. 

Moreover, we consider, that paradox still represents the subject of the 

scientific interest in terms of the stylistic approach. 

Thus, the aim of our work is to analyze various features of paradox from the 

viewpoint of different scholars.  

According to the aim the following tasks were set: 

1. To differentiate   paradoxes according to various principles. 

2. To work out the definition of a paradox and to define its 

features,  according to the result of the theoretical analysis of the  scientific 

literature. 

It should be pointed out, that scientists used it for denotation of originality of 

opinions. A paradox corresponded aspiration to clarity, almost mathematical 

accuracy and conciseness at exposition of basics  of philosophy, ethics, moral. 

In particular, contemporary linguists L.P.Yefimov and E.A. Yasynetska see 

paradox as a figure of speech, in which a statement appears to be self-

contradictory, but contains something of the truth [1].  

“Cowards die many times before their death.” 

“Paradoxically speaking,  language study can be fun.” 

Paradox can be characterized by the following features: alogism; 

simultaneous realization of contrast and alikeness relations; generalization; 

unexpectedness in interpretation of well-known and common subject, which is 

fundamental for the definition of a paradox as a stylistic means [5].   

When studying paradox from the pragmatic approach, we can distinguish 

several types  of paradoxical contradictions, which depict the dominating 
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functional features of literary works.  The most widespread paradox touches  upon 

the problems which are significant for both,  an individual and society, and which 

is known as philosophic. Such type of paradox is used to find out the truth about 

people’s coexistence in the society, which sometimes can be related to another type 

of paradox, historical, which is typical for the works of fiction, describing the 

meaningful events in certain country or the world[4]. 

The problem of describing  different features and contradictions of a human 

character, given in a fiction image, is solved by means of character paradox. It 

sometimes helps to present an unexpected  event in the plot, which is also 

connected to another type of the paradox, called the paradox of the plot. These 

types of paradoxes fulfil the same function, they characterize the person in the text 

of fiction[4]. 

A special role is given to ironic paradox, which is used to realize the 

author’s irony in the text. 

It should be pointed out, that literary  paradox, that is a paradox which 

functions within the limits of literary discourse, reveals itself   at stylistic level. In  

order to describe the stylistic features of literary paradox, one should   remember 

that  it is contradiction which lies in its basis, and this contradiction is not referred 

to the way of expression, which is  subdued to the logic of  an utterance, but to the 

context. Therefore, examining stylistic means of  paradox creating in literary work, 

we can not disagree with the researchers who attribute a paradox to the figure of 

thought, but not the figure of word, since it is referred to the context, but not the 

means of expression, and uses other stylistic means for revealing itself in the text 

[4]. Basically, paradoxes are viewed as the means of irony [4].  

However, the fundamental point in studying paradoxes is the understanding 

of paradox by E. Riesel, who considers it as a separate stylistic device, and gives 

the detailed classification of this phenomenon. She has defined three groups of 

stylistic paradoxes[6].  
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The first group comprises the stable stylistic means for expressing humour 

and satire, which actually are connected with vocabulary and phraseology, but yet 

work only in sentences. 

Destruction in style or intended combination of language structures, which 

differ by their functional characteristics, semantic and expressive  nature, which 

interaction brings the reader to dissonance, can be referred to this group. This is a 

favorite stylistic device of literary and publicistic  works of satirical character[4]. 

The second group includes the means, which are based on the very 

opposition of  the subject of speech and the form of reproduction, that is variance  

of   form and content. 

This group involves such  lexical devices as irony and periphrasis  with 

reverse effect. 

The contrast between the content and the form also belongs to this group. 

That is, when some unimportant, trivial fact is shown in the serious tone, or on the 

contrary, serious deep content is depicted in a conversational, rude way. In both 

cases we observe satirical or comical effect. 

The third group of stylistic paradoxes is very close to the second one. The 

foreign sentences are given in the caricature way on the satirical purpose. We can 

define the expressive means of this group as parody means[6]. 

According to the semantic approach  the following types of paradoxes are 

distinguished: 

- paradoxes, based on comparison; 

- paradoxes, based on opposition; 

- paradoxes-periphrasis. 

As an example, we will analyze the paradoxes, found in the work by 

J.B.Show “The Man of Destiny”. 

«Blood costs nothing; wine costs money» 

«What else but a love could stir up so much hate?» 

According to the way of syntactical organization these paradoxes are 

realized in terms of one syntactical construction. On the semantic principle they 
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represent the paradoxes, built on opposition, which are characterized by antithesis, 

that is the utterance, which contains two words or two groups of words, which are 

connected by means of lexical or contextual antonyms. For instance, lexical unit  

blood is contextually opposed by the lexical unit wine, the word combination costs 

nothing is opposed by costs money. Besides, the opposition is intensified by using 

antithesis in the parallel constructions. 

Another type of paradox, the character paradox, which is taken from the 

story by O’Henry «Conscience in Art», makes the reader focus his attention on the 

features of the images by means of uncommon combination of lexical means and 

special syntactical organization of the utterance [2]: 

«They are rough but uncivil in their manners, and though their ways are 

boisterous and unpolished, under it all they have a great deal of impoliteness and 

discourtesy» 

In this example the author uses  synonyms, not antonyms, due to the 

conjunctions but и though, which actually destroys the law of common use of 

antithesis, but helps to draw reader’s attention to this part of the text. Thus, 

paradoxical character of this part of the text is based on the comparison of lexical 

units with similar meaning.  

According to the syntactical principle these paradoxes are realized in one 

syntactical construction. On the semantic approach  they are paradoxes, which are 

based on the opposition, which is expressed through antithesis, the utterance, 

which has two words or two groups of words, which are connected by the relations 

of lexical or contextual antonyms,  

As we know,  contradiction lies in the basis of paradox, and its creation in 

literary text can be achieved with the help of different language means.  Depending 

on what stylistic means lies in the basis of paradoxical utterance, we distinguish 

paradox-antithesis , paradox-oxymoron, paradox-periphrasis  and paradox-pun  [3]. 

Such types of paradox can be realized both at the level of the  utterance and opened 

out in the text. The examples of literary paradoxes, which are realized on the text 

level, are the aphoristic utterances, such as: 
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“When the Gods wish to punish us, they answer our prayers.” (Oscar Wilde, 

Ideal Husband) or  

“If you can’t appreciate what you’ve got, you’d better get what you can 

appreciate.”  (George Bernard Shaw, Pygmalion).  

To the paradoxes, which exist on the text level, we can refer “Canterville 

Ghost” by Oscar Wilde, in which without regard to the expected horror at the  

appearance of  a ghost, people absolutely quietly co-exist with him, moreover, the 

ghost begins to be afraid of people. “The Portrait of Dorian Gray” also illustrates a 

paradoxical situation when the portrait, not the man, is getting ugly and old. Thus, 

the sphere of paradox functioning is not limited only by a phrase or a sentence, but 

it extends throughout the situation and even the whole text and sometimes rises up 

on the intertextual level. 

O.M. Yashina suggests  distinguishing several levels of paradox functioning 

in the literary text, namely: the level of a word combination, the level of a 

sentence, the level of micro-context, the level of context (or macro-context) [4]. 

We must admit, that in our opinion one should study the peculiarities of 

paradox functioning on the first three levels from the position of stylistics, whereas 

the level of context or macro-context demand the analysis of the whole literary 

work and would study the constructions, which can be referred to hermeneutic  

level. 

So, all things considered, the theoretical analysis of various references has 

given us an opportunity to build up our own definition of a paradox. Thus, a 

paradox is a grammatically correct utterance, a functional unit, which can take a 

form of a word up to the composite syntactic whole; it  is characterized by logical 

and semantic contradictoriness of its components, expressed in its form and 

context, the statement that, despite sound (or apparently sound) reasoning from 

acceptable premises, leads to a conclusion that seems senseless, logically 

unacceptable, or self-contradictory.  

What is more, taking into account the result of the theoretical analysis of the 

material we can conclude, that paradoxes can be classified according to three main 
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principles: syntactical and semantic organization and also according to the 

function of the literary paradox in the text.  

According to the syntactical organization of the contradiction in the works 

of fiction paradoxes are realized on the levels of: word combination, sentence, 

micro-context, and on the level of the literary work as a whole. The studying of 

the interaction of lexical units as the components of stylistic paradox has given a 

possibility to define the paradoxes, based on: comparison, contrast, paradoxes-

periphrasis. As a result of the studying the functions of paradox in the works of 

fiction the following types of paradoxes have been defined: historical, 

philosophical, character, ironic, plot paradoxes.  
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