
 
 
 

132 

THE PECULIARITIES OF PARADOX IN THE PLOT OF PROSE TEXTS 
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Abstract: The paper is devoted to the role of paradox in the plot of short stories of the British and American 

writers. The definition of paradox as the figure of thought is given, and the underlying stylistic devices of 

creating the paradoxical effect are determined. After investigating the features of the plot in the texts of such 

modern writer as F. Forsyth, E. Hoch, T. Hawkins as well as K. Chopin the conclusion is made that the major 

devices of creating paradox in the plot are antithesis, oxymoron and reversed parallelism. Due to the cohesion 

of the title words and the endings paradox is clearly foregrounded. In the analyzed stories paradox can produce 

tragic (Chopin, Forsyth) or ironic (Hoch, Forsyth) effect. 
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1. Introduction 

Human thinking can be contradictory. Reflecting some features of human thinking, writers 

make use of such stylistic figure as paradox. Paradox can be defined as a figure of thought 

which involves a statement that contradicts the established notions and reveals unusual 

essence of objects. The British writer George Mikes describes the attitude of the English 

people to death in such way: The English are the only race in the world who enjoy dying. In the 

oxymoronic paradox enjoy dying the verb enjoy is used ironically and even hyperbolically, 

implying that the English people treat death as something natural, without fear. At the same 

time the paradox is used at the very beginning of the essay, in the strong position, and this 

type of foregrounding produces a strong pragmatic effect. 

Paradox as a figure of thought, more exactly a figure of contrast (Screbnev 2000: 161) can 

be observed at different levels: lexical, syntactical, textual. At the same time the linguistic 

nature of paradox is not clearly determined. The purpose of this paper is to investigate the 

underlying stylistic devices which help realize paradox in the plot of a literary prose text. 

Paradox plays an important part in foregrounding, i.e. such principle of text organization when 

the author attracts the reader’s attention to some text fragment, to some important 

information. Very often paradox is contained in the title, the beginning or the ending of the 

story or the novel. A famous example is Agatha Christie’s novel “The Murder of Roger Acroyd”, 
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where the narrator who takes part in the crime investigation, turns out to be murderer 

himself, at the end of the text. 

From pragmatic point of view, paradox can be investigated on the basis of maxims of 

conversational cooperation suggested by H.P. Grice (1975:41-45). The first maxim is the quality 

maxim, which means that we must try to say what is true. If this maxim is flouted in literary 

communication, the author wants to achieve some pragmatic, aesthetic aim. Grice singles out 

such tropes, as metaphor, hyperbole, irony as the examples of flouting the maxim of quality in 

fiction. Paradox as the stylistic figure of thought has some connections with these tropes and 

can also be regarded from this viewpoint, as deliberate flouting of the maxim. 

Besides its stylistic and pragmatic functions, paradox can realize poetical function. Reuven 

Tsur (2002: 290) considers “that good poetry is paradoxical, that is it consists in the fusion of 

incompatible or discordant qualities”.  

 

2. Paradoxical Effect of Reversed Parallelism 

Paradox as a device of foregrounding is often applied in the short stories of O. Henry and 

S. Leacock, K. Chopin and A. Bierce, in the plays of O. Wilde and essays of G. Mikes. In modern 

prose paradox plays a significant part in the short stories of F. Forsyth, R. Bradbury and other 

writers. 

The short story “Zoo” by a modern American writer Edward Hoch is mainly based on 

paradox. The paradox is realized in the final sentences of the story. The text describes the 

distant future and how Professor Hugo brings some strange creatures from other planets to 

the Earth. Among these creatures are horse-like spiders from the planet Kaan. The Earth 

people watch them with awe and admiration and agree that this had been the best Zoo ever. 

In the second part of the story the horse-like spiders return to their planet, and the father and 

the child tell the mother their impressions from the trip and the Earth people: “It was the best 

Zoo ever”. 

Due to the distant cohesion of the two text parts, the paradoxical effect is produced: the 

Earth people view the creatures from other planets as the zoo while these creatures regard 

the Earth people as the best zoo. In the plot the paradox is based on reversed parallelism. 

Traditionally, reversed parallelism is realized in a pair of sentences, but in this case it manifests 

itself in the text structure, in the change of the subject and the object of description. Explicitly, 
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the two parts seems to contain antithesis (the Earth people – the Kaan creatures), but 

implicitly the text leads the reader to the opposite idea – the idea of equality, tolerance. A very 

humanistic idea – the equal attitude to different living beings irrespective of their appearance, 

gender or color of skin – is expressed mildly, ironically, but clearly. It is also interesting to note 

that the title word Zoo is used without any article, which emphasizes the general, 

philosophical sense of the text. 

The texts can contain paradox not only in the ending, but in other parts of the plot. Agatha 

Christie made use of paradoxical endings in her novels and short stories. I would like to single 

out the fragment in the middle of the novel “The Clocks”. Here the narrator describes 

a bookshop. The essence of the paradox in this fragment lies in the fact that it is based on the 

extended anthropomorphic metaphor (books → people): Inside, it was clear that the books 

owned the shop rather than the other way about. Everywhere they had run wild and taken 

possession of their habitat, breeding and multiplying and clearly lacking any strong hand to 

keep them down. The effect of the extended metaphor is enhanced by the syntactical device 

of reversed parallelism which helps to ironically describe the disorder in the shop and the 

helplessness of the shop owner: He had the air of one who has given up an unequal struggle. 

He had attempted to master the books, but the books had obviously succeeded in mastering 

him. The role of the bookshop in the plot is not so significant. It is the setting of one episode. It 

is here that Colin Lamb, one of the main characters and a friend of Hercule Poirot, has secret 

meetings with his chief. So the ironic description of the shop and its owner only slows down 

the plot development a little. However, it becomes a small image of the whole messy picture 

of the investigation of the murder. And only after Poirot takes the matter in his hands, the 

investigation acquires certain clarity. 

 

3. Antithesis as the Underlying Device of Paradox 

The same principle of foregrounding can be observed in other short stories of 

contemporary writers. The short story “No Comebacks” by a popular writer Frederick Forsyth 

contains a tragic paradox which is revealed in the ending. Similar to the story by E. Hoch, the 

paradox is created by means of distant cohesion of the title words and the final words. The 

main character of the story Mark Sanderson is a playboy and a millionaire, he knows no 

refusal: Whatever Mark wants Mark gets. Once at a party he meets a woman of his dream and 
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falls madly in love with her. But Mrs. Summers is married to a scientist and lives in Spain. 

Sanderson finally tells her about his feelings: 

 

‘I love you, more than anything else that’s ever happened to me. I adore you, and I desire you’. 

 

The answer of Mrs. Summers is rather paradoxical and looks like an aphorism: ‘Women 

love to be loved and adore to be adored. They desire to be desired, but more than all these 

together a woman needs to be needed’. The utterance involves gradation, and the verb need 

seems to be strongest. Angela Summers thinks that her husband needs her very much, and 

she can’t leave him. She will be faithful to her husband: Till death us do part”. 

This episode is, so to say, the romantic climax of the story. But as Angela’s husband is the 

only obstacle to Mark’s goal, Sanderson makes up his mind to remove this obstacle. Despite 

his sincere love, Sanderson is still very selfish. Only he must possess Angela Summers, he must 

acquire her. So he decides to hire the killer for Angela’s husband. Then comes the slowing-

down of the plot development, the author describes in details how Sanderson looks for and 

finds the killer. Forsyth lulls the reader’s attention, decreases the tension and thus makes the 

ending of the story shocking and unexpected. The killer finds the husband of Mrs Summers in 

Spain and murders him in cold blood. But there was a witness, a killer says. Some awful 

premonitions appear in Sanderson’s mind. But the killer calms him down: He looked down at 

the expression of panic in the client’s face, and patted the man on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, 

monsieur; he said reassuringly, ‘there will be no comebacks. I shot her, too’.  

So, the paradox is contained in the text ending – the killer murders the woman whom 

Sanderson loves. The title words, repeated at the end, become polysemantic. Besides their 

contextual meaning (No witness; no problem), they imply that there will be no return to the 

previous way of life, previous state of mind. The reader should guess whether Sanderson will 

become even more cynical or, hopefully, he will change and experience some kind of catharsis, 

he will understand the value of human life, human dignity. Thus, the moral in this story, similar 

to the short story by Hoch, is not direct, but, at the same time, clear and thought-provoking. 

Some other stories by Forsyth are also based on paradoxes. In “The Contract” the main 

character, by the nickname Mechanic, is a killer. He receives the order from one of the under-

bosses of the mafia in New York to murder a young man. That young man, it appears, messes 
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with the mafiosi’s daughter which is not allowed. The paradox lies in the fact that the object of 

murder is the killer himself. So Mechanic kills the mobster and his bodyguards instead. 

Traditionally, the paradox is contained in the ending. 

Especially controversial and paradoxical is Forsyth’s story “The Miracle”. The text includes 

two tales – about a young German surgeon who saved people during the Second World War 

and about a tragic fate of a young woman in the Middle Ages. The tales seem to be mystical, 

particularly the one about the war. One of the main characters of this story is a strange-

looking young woman who helped the surgeon to save the lives of the wounded soldiers and 

officers, both from the German army and the Allies. The events took place in Siena, an Italian 

city. The young woman was washing the wounds of the soldiers, touched their bodies with her 

hands. She not only relieved the pain, she actually healed their wounds. Nobody died since she 

had appeared, even the people with terrible wounds: All night the young nun walked among 

them, saying not a word, smiling, swabbing their faces with fresh cool water from the well, 

touching their wounds. It was really a miracle. 

The girl never appeared after the coming of the Allied armies. But the design of her habit 

and the spots on her hands the surgeon remembered well. More than twenty years after the 

war the surgeon came to Siena to find the woman who had helped him. And one monk told 

him a story about a wonderful woman named Catherine of Mercy, or Catherina della 

Misericordia. That woman was a nun, too, she took care of the poor and the homeless, and 

she became extremely popular at that time, more than 400 years ago. However, Catherina 

was raped and murdered by her enemies, as well as soldiers, and crucified. 

These two stories are told to the pair of American tourists by the gardener who had been 

that German surgeon. The American tourist believes the tales, even believes in the miracle 

that Catherina took care of the soldiers during the war, 400 years after her death. He says:  

 

‘But she came back. Four hundred years later, she came back’. 

‘I believe so’, said the German quietly. 

‘To tend soldiers, like those who raped her!’ 

‘Yes!’ 

“And the marks on her hands? The holes of crucifixion?’ 

‘Yes!’ 
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Shocked and touched, the American tourist donates a considerable sum of money in 

memory of Catherina and for the orphans of Siena. If it were the end, the text would be only 

mystical and touching. But Frederick Forsyth prefers unexpected endings. The gardener (also 

the former surgeon) turns out to be an ordinary hippy who earns money by telling his fictitious 

tales to the foreigners. Even his woman admires his ability to invent and retell the story: 

 

‘That’s a great story!’ said his partner, ‘and I love the way you tell it!’ 

 

The hippy agrees that he likes it himself: 

 

‘And you know? They always fall for it’. 

 
The paradoxical ending produces the effect of anticlimax in the plot. The reader is almost 

ready to believe the unbelievable, the miracles created by the nun – and suddenly such 

a trivial final. The main narrator, the former surgeon, who deserves respect is a liar. 

It is necessary to note that in the three analyzed stories there is another common feature 

– the connection between the title words and the ending is based on antithesis. The story 

“Zoo”, after its retrospective reading, implies the equality of different living beings, not their 

alienation. The analysis of “No Comebacks” leads to the opposite idea – there will be 

a comeback to the main character, a moral blow, a shock. The title in the text “The Miracle” 

deceives the reader; at the end the reader gets to know that the story is fake, there was no 

miracle during the war. Such paradoxical relations compel the reader to interpret the text 

more deeply, to rethink and reassess the plot, to find the triggers which could prompt the 

unexpected endings. 

The paradoxical character of the title in the story “Wedding Night” by the contemporary 

American writer Tom Hawkins can be understood only retrospectively. The title and the 

ending are united by distant lexical cohesion: Some good marriages don’t last long. The words 

wedding and marriages belong to the same semantic field. Using the term “strong positions” 

(Arnold 2002:69), we can say that these positions have cohesion which is enhanced by the 

frame repetition of the first paragraph at the end: I have worked at this bus station magazine 

stand since nineteen fifty three, waiting for the right girl to come along. Within this frame is 

a story of an ordinary man. Once he saw a young woman, who was very tired and looked like 
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a hippie. The man bought her food, offered her his room to have a rest and sleep. She was so 

touched: She stroked my hair and said my heart was full of love. 

When the young woman went to sleep the man lay down on the floor beside her. At night 

he “woke up on fire”, so he went to bed beside her, and the girl was completely dressed. The 

man only touched the skin inside her clothes, but the girl didn’t wake up. In the morning she 

was gone. This accidental meeting of two lonely people meant very much for the man. For him 

it was like a meeting with the girl of his dream, and the night with her – like a wedding night. 

Therefore, explicitly the title can be regarded paradoxical in relation to the content of the text, 

as there was no wedding at all. But implicitly, the title has an important pragmatic effect, it can 

be considered a kind of hyperbole, because the title words emphasize the role of the meeting 

of two people. From this viewpoint, the story is a parable of love, of sympathy, of the attempt 

to overcome loneliness. 

As we can see, the most important part of the plot for realizing and foregrounding such 

device as paradox is the ending. The unexpected ending in the stories by Forsyth, Hoch, 

Hawkins helps to establish the cohesion with the title and also gives to the text interpretation 

and overinterpretation, as Umberto Eco puts it (1992). 

 

4. Oxymoronic Paradox in Kate Chopin’s Style 

As distinct from Hoch, Hawkins, Forsyth, Kate Chopin is not a contemporary writer. But 

the interest to her creative art was revived in 1970-1980s. Her deep psychologism, original 

imagery, thought-provoking endings attract many readers all over the world, her short stories 

are included in many anthologies. One of the most famous stories is “The Story of an Hour”. 

The text includes many features which I have already noted in the stories by Forsyth and Hoch 

– the antithesis as an element of the plot, the unexpected ending. The story of Chopin is 

distinguished by the paradox in the plot, in the ending, which is based on oxymoron. The story 

is devoted to the fate of women in the family, the aspiration for freedom in the family life, in 

the society. Mrs. Mallard, the main character, receives the news of her husband’s death in the 

train accident. Her first natural reaction is tears, the storm of grief. But some time later she 

begins to feel the breath of spring, the awakening of the nature: She could see in the open 

square before her the tops of trees that were all aquiver with the new spring life. This breath of 

spring makes her rethink, reassess her family life. She understands that she was not happy and 
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begins to dream about future freedom. Chopin does not directly name her new feelings: There 

was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was it? She did not 

know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. The reader can understand that this new feeling, 

this “something” is the feeling of freedom. At last Mrs. Mallard expresses it: 

 

She said it over and over under her breath: “free, free, free!” 

 

The word free is repeated several times in different paragraphs, it creates lexical cohesion, 

becomes the leitmotif of the story, predetermines the pragmatic effect: “Free! Body and soul 

free!” she kept whispering. The woman realizes that she will enjoy freedom, independent life. 

This is the emotional climax of the text. But suddenly her husband arrives. He was far from the 

scene of the accident. Seeing him, Mrs. Mallard dies. The verdict of the doctors is: she had died 

of heart disease – of joy that kills. The last words of the story contain the oxymoronic paradox 

joy that kills. However, this paradoxical phrase makes the reader doubt that joy really kills. 

Moreover, the plot, the climax of the story tell the opposite - Mrs. Mallard was glad that she 

would be free and she could be disappointed with the appearance of her husband. So, the 

major interpretation of the ending can be that the woman died of shock, of unhappiness that 

her dreams would not come true. 

The word joy is used in the text twice, and for the first time in the middle of the story: She 

did not stop to ask if it were or were not a monstrous joy that held her. The word combination 

monstrous joy is also paradoxical, it is an oxymoronic epithet. It is one of the few triggers in the 

text which reflects the author’s attitude – the joy of Mrs. Mallard is immoral. 

So, the tragic, paradoxical ending implies that a woman could be happy, could achieve 

some freedom only as a result of her husband’s death or her own. The story had another title 

– “The Dream of an Hour”. Of course, Chopin related all the events and emotions in a 

compressed form and in a very compressed period of time. During my classes with the senior 

students of translation department I suggested the contextual translation of the first title – 

«Година свободи» (“An Hour of Freedom”, or “The Freedom of an Hour”). This variant of 

translation can reveal the pragmatic idea of the text more distinctly and create cohesion with 

one of the key words in the story – free. The meaning of short period of happiness, short 

duration of freedom (from family bonds) is foregrounded. 
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Some other stories by Kate Chopin also have unexpected or open, ambivalent endings – 

“A Respectable Woman”, “Two Summers and Two Souls”, “The Kiss”. But the oxymoron as an 

underlying device of creating paradox can produce the strongest effect due to its sudden 

character and precise form. 

 

5. Conclusion 

As the above analysis of the paradox in the plot of short stories shows, this figure can be 

realized by different stylistic devices. Such devices include resersed parallelism, antithesis 

(most often), oxymoron. Reversed parallelism manifests itself in the structure of the story 

“Zoo” and in the extended metaphor in the text of A. Christie “The Clocks”. Antithesis as the 

opposition between two parts of the text is revealed in the plot of the stories by T. Hawkins 

(“The Wedding Night”), K. Chopin (“The Story of an Hour”). The implied antithesis between 

two strong positions – the titles and the endings – is created in the texts “The Miracle” and 

“No Comebacks” by F. Forsyth and is revealed only after the retrospective reading. Oxymoron 

is the main device of creating paradox in the text of K. Chopin. In all stories these devices are 

foregrounded by distant cohesion. 

In the short story “The Contract” the paradox is purely situational. The pragmatic effect of 

this figure in other analyzed stories is rather different. The tragic aspect of the paradox is 

revealed in “The Story of an Hour” and “No Comebacks”. The sudden death of the main 

characters arouses strong emotional effect and even catharsis (Chopin). The ironic effect is 

produced in the plot in “Zoo”, “The Miracle” and the above fragment from the novel of A. 

Christie. The distinctive feature of the paradoxes in the endings of nearly all stories is the 

polysemantic character of this figure, therefore different interpretations are possible. This 

peculiarity involves the reader in the process of interpretation more deeply, and also imparts 

poeticalness to prose texts (Hawkins, Chopin). 

I believe that the investigation of paradox on different language levels is promising and 

exciting as it reveals the peculiarities of human thinking and, also, features of the author’s 

individual style. 
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