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UNDERSTANDING
THE POWER OF
CONTRAST: WHAT
IS JUXTAPOSITION
IN LITERATURE

Have you ever read a
passage that made you
stop and think because
t w o  c o m p l e t e l y
opposite  ideas  were
placed  side  by  side?
Perhaps  a  character
descr ibed  as  both
"fierce  and  gentle,"  or
a  scene  that  shifts
abruptly from a lavish
ballroom to a starving
child outside its doors.
This  deliberate pairing
o f  c o n t r a s t i n g
elements is one of the

most  powerful  tools  a
writer  can  use.  It  is
called  juxtaposition,
and it is a fundamental
t e c h n i q u e  i n
s to ry te l l i ng  tha t
r e v e a l s  d e e p e r
meaning  through  the
magic  of  comparison.
In  its  simplest  terms,
j u x t a p o s i t i o n  i n
literature is the act of
placing  two  or  more
d i s t i n c t
elements—such  as
characters,  settings,
ideas, or images—close
together. The goal is to
h i g h l i g h t  t h e i r
differences  or,
somet imes ,  the i r
surprising  similarities.
By  forcing  the  reader
to  compare  these

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 What Is Juxtaposition In Literature 2023-03-14

elements,  the  writer
creates a richer, more
layered  experience.
This  technique  is  not
just  about  showing
opposites;  it  is  about
c r e a t i n g  a  n e w
understanding  that
neither  element  could
achieve  on  its  own.
Whether  you  are  a
student  analyzing  a
classic novel or a writer
looking to add depth to
y o u r  w o r k ,
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
j u x t a p o s i t i o n  i s
e s s e n t i a l  f o r
appreciating  the  craft
of storytelling.

THE CORE
DEFINITION OF
JUXTAPOSITION IN
LITERATURE

To fully grasp what is
juxtaposit ion  in
literature,  we  must
look beyond the simple
dictionary  definition.
The word itself  comes
from  the  Latin  juxta,

meaning  "near,"  and
pos i t i o ,  mean ing
"p lacement . "  So ,
l i teral ly ,  i t  means
"plac ing  near ."  In
literary  terms,  this
placement  is  always
i n t e n t i o n a l  a n d
meaningful.
When  an  author  uses
juxtaposition,  they are
essentially  saying,
"Look  at  these  two
things  together.  What
do  you  notice?"  The
contrast  cou ld  be
obv ious ,  l i ke  t he
difference  between
light  and darkness,  or
it could be subtle, like
the  quiet  dignity  of  a
p o o r  c h a r a c t e r
compared  to  the  loud
arrogance of a wealthy
one. The key is that the
reader  is  invited  to
engage  actively  with
the  text ,  d rawing
conclusions  from  the
compar i son .  Th i s
technique  is  found
across all genres, from
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poetry  and  drama  to
short  stories  and  epic
novels. It is a universal
device that transcends
t ime  and  cu l tu re ,
making  stories  more
m e m o r a b l e  a n d
impactful.

Juxtaposit
ion vs.
Antithesis
A  common  point  of
c o n f u s i o n  i s  t h e
difference  between
juxtapos i t ion  and
antithesis.  While  they
are  related,  they  are
not identical. Antithesis
is  a  specific  type  of
juxtaposition where the
two  e lements  a re
direct  opposites,  often
u s e d  i n  p a r a l l e l
sentence structure. For
example,  the  famous
line "It was the best of
times, it was the worst

of  times"  is  a  perfect
example  of  antithesis.
Juxtaposition, however,
is  a  broader  term.  It
i n c l u d e s  a n y  t w o
e l e m e n t s  p l a c e d
t o g e t h e r  f o r
comparison,  even  if
they  are  not  direct
opposites.  You  might
juxtapose  a  bustling
c i t y  w i t h  a  q u i e t
c o u n t r y s i d e ,  f o r
instance.  Both  are
different,  but  they  are
not  necessarily  polar
opposites.

WHY WRITERS USE
JUXTAPOSITION:
THE PURPOSE AND
POWER OF
CONTRAST

Writers  do  not  use
j u x t a p o s i t i o n  b y
a c c i d e n t .  I t  i s  a
deliberate  strategy
w i t h  s e v e r a l  k e y
p u r p o s e s .
Understanding  these
purposes helps answer
the question, "What is
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j u x t a p o s i t i o n  i n
l i t e r a t u r e ? "  o n  a
deeper  level.

To Create
Tension and
Conflict: Placing
opposing forces
side by side
immediately
creates dramatic
tension. This is
the engine of
many plots.
Think of a hero
facing a villain,
or a peaceful
village
threatened by an
approaching
army. The
contrast
generates
suspense and
keeps the reader
turning pages.
To Develop
Characters:
Juxtaposition is a
powerful tool for
characterization.
By placing two
characters

together—a
brave character
next to a
cowardly one, or
a generous soul
next to a
miser—the writer
highlights the
unique traits of
each. This is
known as a foil, a
character whose
qualities contrast
with another's to
emphasize their
characteristics.
To Emphasize
Themes:
Themes like good
vs. evil, love vs.
hate, wealth vs.
poverty, and
innocence vs.
experience are
often explored
through
juxtaposition. By
showing these
extremes, the
writer invites the
reader to reflect
on the central
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ideas of the
work.
To Add
Complexity and
Depth:
Juxtaposition
prevents stories
from becoming
flat or one-
dimensional. It
adds layers of
meaning by
showing that the
world is not
simply black and
white. A story
that only shows
good things feels
unrealistic; a
story that
contrasts
goodness with
hardship feels
true to life.
To Create
Surprise and
Irony:
Sometimes, the
most powerful
moments in
literature come
from unexpected

contrasts. A
humorous
moment in a
tragic scene, or a
beautiful
description of a
horrible event,
can create
dramatic irony
and force the
reader to
reconsider their
assumptions.

COMMON TYPES
OF JUXTAPOSITION
IN LITERATURE

Juxtaposition  can  take
m a n y  f o r m s .
Recognizing  these
t y p e s  h e l p s  y o u
identify  the  technique
in the books you read.
Here are some of  the
m o s t  c o m m o n
categories.

Character
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Juxtaposit
ion
This  is  perhaps  the
most  recognizable
form.  As  mentioned,
this  often  involves  a
foil.  In  Shakespeare's
Romeo and  Juliet,  the
fiery,  passionate
Mercutio is a direct foil
to the more romantic,
r a t i o n a l  R o m e o .
Mercutio's  cynicism
m a k e s  R o m e o ' s
idealism  stand  out
even  more.  In  J .K .
Rowling's  Harry  Potter
series,  the  ambitious,
cunning  Draco  Malfoy
is juxtaposed with the
brave,  loyal  Harry
Potter,  highlighting
their  different  values
and approaches to life.

Setting

Juxtaposit
ion
Writers  often  contrast
settings  to  symbolize
la rger  themes .  In
Charles Dickens' A Tale
of Two Cities, the title
i t se l f  h in ts  a t  the
juxtaposition of London
and  Paris  during  the
French  Revolution.
Dickens  contrasts  the
relative  stability  of
London with the chaos
and violence of Paris to
explore  themes  of
revolution  and  social
justice.  Similarly,  in F.
Scott  Fitzgerald's  The
Great  Gatsby ,  the
wealthy,  glamorous
world of East Egg and
West Egg is juxtaposed
wi th  the  deso la te
"valley  of  ashes,"  a
stark  reminder  of  the
poverty  and  moral
decay  that  supports
the  rich.
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Idea and
Thematic
Juxtaposit
ion
T h i s  t y p e  p l a c e s
abstract concepts side
by side. A story might
explore  the  tension
between fate and free
w i l l ,  a s  s e e n  i n
Sophocles'  Oedipus
R e x .  O r  i t  m i g h t
contrast the innocence
of  childhood  with  the
harsh  rea l i t ies  o f
adulthood,  as  in  J.D.
Salinger's  The Catcher
in  the  Rye .  These
contrasts  force  the
reader to grapple with
complex  philosophical
questions.

Imagery
Juxtaposit
ion
Wr i te r s  use  v i v id
descriptions  to  create
s t r i k i n g  v i s u a l
contrasts. A poet might
describe  "the  gentle
rain"  falling  on  "a  field
of  war,  with  twisted
s t e e l  a n d  b r o k e n
flesh."  This  shocking
contrast  between  the
natura l ,  peacefu l
image and the  brutal,
man-made  hor ror
creates  a  powerful
emotional  response.
Th i s  techn ique  i s
common in poetry and
literary fiction to create
strong  moods  and
symbols.

FAMOUS
EXAMPLES OF
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JUXTAPOSITION IN
CLASSIC AND
MODERN

LITERATURE

To  truly  understand
what is juxtaposition
in  literature,  let  us
examine some famous
examples  from  well-
known  works.
E x a m p l e  1 :  T h e
P r i n c e  a n d  t h e
Pauper  by  Mark
Twain.  This  entire
novel  is  built  on  the
c o n c e p t  o f
juxtaposition.  The  plot
involves two boys who
look  identical  but  live
wildly  different  lives:
Tom  Canty,  a  poor
beggar,  and  Edward
Tudor,  the  Prince  of
Wales.  By  swapping
p l a c e s ,  T w a i n
juxtaposes the squalor
of  the slums with  the
opulence  of  the  royal
court.  The  contrast  is
used to critique social
inequality  and  show

that a person worth is
not  determined  by
their  birth.
E x a m p l e  2 :
Frankenstein  by
Mary  She l ley .  A
powerful  example  of
juxtaposition  occurs
b e t w e e n  V i c t o r
Frankenstein  and  his
Creature.  Victor  is  a
human  who  behaves
m o n s t r o u s l y  b y
a b a n d o n i n g  h i s
creation,  while  the
Creature is  a  monster
who  longs  for  human
c o n n e c t i o n  a n d
displays  immense
compass ion .  Th is
r e v e r s a l  o f
expectations forces the
reader to question who
the  real  monster  is.
The  juxtaposition  of
their natures drives the
novel's  central  theme
of  responsibility  and
empathy.
E x a m p l e  3 :  T h e
Hunger  Games  by
Suzanne  Collins.
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Collins masterfully uses
setting juxtaposition to
build  her  dystopian
world.  The  wealthy,
vibrant,  and  artificial
Capitol  is  placed  in
stark  contrast  to  the
grim,  impoverished,
and struggling districts,
especially  District  12.
The  contrast  is  made
l i te ra l  dur ing  the
Games  themselves,
w h e r e  t h e  l a v i s h
tributes  quarters  and
feasts  are  set  against
the deadly arena. This
highlights the extreme
i n e q u a l i t y  a n d
exploitation that forms
the  foundat ion  o f
Panem.
Example  4:  Things
Fall Apart by Chinua
Achebe.  Achebe uses
juxtaposition to explore
the  clash  of  cultures.
The arrival of European
m i s s i o n a r i e s  i s
juxtaposed  with  the
traditional Igbo society.
The  missionaries  see

the  Igbo  practices  as
"savage,"  while  the
I g b o  s e e  t h e
missionaries'  ways  as
"effeminate"  and
disrespectful.  Achebe
p r e s e n t s  b o t h
perspectives  without
e a s y  j u d g m e n t ,
allowing the reader to
see the complexity and
tragedy  of  cultural
collision.

HOW TO IDENTIFY
JUXTAPOSITION IN
A TEXT

Now  that  you  have
seen  some  examples,
you  may  wonder  how
to spot juxtaposition in
your own reading. Here
is  a  simple  step-by-
step approach.

Look for1.
obvious
comparisons:
Does the author
directly compare
two characters,
places, or ideas?
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Look for words
like "but," "yet,"
"while," "unlike,"
and "on the other
hand." These
often signal a
juxtaposition.
Identify pairs:2.
Notice if the text
keeps returning
to a pair of
opposing
concepts. Is the
story
consistently
contrasting
wealth and
poverty, youth
and age, nature
and technology?
Ask "Why?":3.
Once you have
identified a pair,
ask yourself why
the author
placed them
together. What
new meaning or
insight does this
comparison
create? Does it
highlight a

theme, develop a
character, or
create tension?
Pay attention4.
to
descriptions:
Juxtaposition
does not always
require explicit
comparison.
Sometimes, the
author simply
describes two
things in close
proximity, and
the reader must
infer the
contrast. Pay
attention to
shifts in tone,
imagery, or
mood.

TIPS FOR USING
JUXTAPOSITION IN
YOUR OWN
WRITING

I f  you  are  a  writer,
l e a r n i n g  t o  u s e
juxtapos i t ion  can
elevate  your  work
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significantly.  Here  are
some  practical  tips.

Start with your
theme: What is
the central idea
of your story?
Think about the
opposite or
contrasting
concept. If your
theme is hope,
consider
juxtaposing it
with despair. If
your theme is
freedom,
contrast it with
imprisonment.
Create strong
foils: Develop
characters who
challenge your
protagonist. A
foil does not
have to be a
villain; they can
be a friend or
mentor with a
different
worldview. Their
presence will
force your main

character to
grow and reveal
their true nature.
Use setting to
your
advantage: Use
your story
environment to
visually
represent your
themes. A bright,
clean hospital
room can be
juxtaposed with
a dark, dirty
alleyway outside
the window. This
creates a
powerful visual
metaphor.
Be intentional,
not random:
Every
juxtaposition
should serve a
purpose. Avoid
throwing in
random contrasts
just for the sake
of it. Every
contrast should
deepen the
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reader's
understanding of
the story,
characters, or
themes.
Show, don't
tell: The best
juxtaposition is
woven into the
narrative, not
explained
directly. Instead
of saying "The
rich man was
selfish, while the
poor man was
generous," show
a scene where
the rich man
ignores a beggar
while the poor
man shares his
last piece of
bread.

CONCLUSION: THE
ART OF SEEING
CLEARLY
THROUGH
CONTRAST

S o ,  w h a t  i s

j u x t a p o s i t i o n  i n
l iterature?  It  is  far
more  than  a  simple
device.  It  is  a  way of
seeing the world more
clearly.  By  placing
contrasting  elements
side  by  side,  writers
illuminate  truths  that
m i g h t  o t h e r w i s e
remain  hidden.  They
reveal  the  complexity
of  human  nature,  the
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n
opposing  forces,  and
the  beauty  that  can
emerge  from  conflict.
From the epic poems of
Homer  to  the  modern
n o v e l s  o f  t o d a y ,
juxtaposition remains a
t i m e l e s s  t o o l  f o r
creating meaning. The
next time you pick up a
b o o k ,  p a y  c l o s e
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e
contrasts within it. You
may find that the most
powerful insights come
not from a single idea,
but  from  the  space
between two opposing
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ones.  Understanding
this technique will  not
only make you a better
reader but also, if you
c h o o s e ,  a  m o r e

t h o u g h t f u l  a n d
effective  writer.
Embrace the power of
contrast,  and  let  it
illuminate your stories.


