
circular reasoning examples in
literature
Circular reasoning examples in literature can often reveal the complexities
and sometimes the flaws in characters' logic and arguments. Circular
reasoning, also known as circular logic or begging the question, occurs when
the conclusion of an argument is included in the premise, creating a loop
that fails to provide real evidence or support. This rhetorical device can
serve various purposes in literature, from highlighting character motivations
to critiquing societal norms. This article explores notable examples of
circular reasoning in literature, their implications, and the broader themes
they represent.

Understanding Circular Reasoning

Before diving into specific examples, it is important to understand what
circular reasoning entails. In essence, it is a logical fallacy where the
argument assumes what it is trying to prove. Here are the primary
characteristics of circular reasoning:

The conclusion is restated in different terms within the premises.

It provides no external evidence to support the conclusion.

It can be subtle, often appearing convincing at first glance.

Circular reasoning can be found in various forms of literature, including
prose, poetry, and even drama. It often emerges in character dialogues,
narrative voice, or thematic discussions.

Examples of Circular Reasoning in Literature

This section will explore several notable examples of circular reasoning
found in literary works, analyzing how this technique affects character
development and thematic exploration.

1. Shakespeare's "Hamlet"

William Shakespeare's "Hamlet" is rife with complex characters and intricate
plots. One of the most prominent circular reasoning examples occurs in



Hamlet's soliloquies. For instance, when Hamlet contemplates life and death,
he often argues that life is unbearable because of the suffering it entails.
Yet, he simultaneously claims that death may be worse, leading him to
procrastinate his revenge against Claudius.

- Example: Hamlet’s famous line, “To be or not to be, that is the question”
illustrates his internal struggle. The reasoning implies that if life is
unbearable, then the only option is to escape it, but it also raises the
question of whether death is a solution.

This circular reasoning highlights Hamlet's indecisiveness and serves to
deepen the theme of existential despair. The more he contemplates, the more
trapped he becomes in his own reasoning.

2. George Orwell's "1984"

In George Orwell's dystopian novel "1984," the concept of doublethink
exemplifies circular reasoning on a societal level. Doublethink is defined as
the ability to hold two contradictory beliefs at the same time while
accepting both of them as true. This form of reasoning is crucial for the
Party’s control over the populace.

- Example: The slogan “War is peace. Freedom is slavery. Ignorance is
strength.” demonstrates circular reasoning. Each statement contradicts itself
yet is presented as a truth. The citizens of Oceania are conditioned to
accept these phrases, leading to a society where logic is distorted.

Orwell’s use of circular reasoning serves to illustrate the dangers of
totalitarianism and the manipulation of truth. The characters are trapped in
a cycle of contradictory beliefs that prevent them from recognizing their
oppression.

3. Lewis Carroll's "Alice's Adventures in
Wonderland"

Lewis Carroll's "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland" is a rich tapestry of
absurdity and logic, where circular reasoning is often at play. The
conversations that Alice has with various characters often lead to
conclusions that return to their starting points.

- Example: The encounter with the Cheshire Cat highlights this: “Would you
tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?” Alice asks. The Cat
replies, “That depends a good deal on where you want to get to.” This
circular exchange leaves Alice in a perpetual state of uncertainty about her
direction.

Carroll’s use of circular reasoning reflects the nonsensical nature of



Wonderland and invites readers to question the rigidity of logic and the
meaning of sense.

4. Plato's "The Republic"

In "The Republic," Plato explores the nature of justice through Socratic
dialogues. One notable instance of circular reasoning arises in the
discussion of justice itself. The argument often recycles the definition of
justice without providing a definitive answer.

- Example: When Socrates argues that justice is doing what is in the interest
of the stronger (the rulers), he fails to clarify who the stronger are and
what their interests entail. This leads to a circular debate where the
definitions shift but do not resolve the inherent questions.

Plato’s exploration of circular reasoning serves to critique the
philosophical understanding of justice and the challenges of defining
abstract concepts.

5. Nathaniel Hawthorne's "The Scarlet Letter"

In "The Scarlet Letter," Nathaniel Hawthorne delves into themes of sin,
guilt, and redemption. The character of Reverend Dimmesdale exemplifies
circular reasoning in his internal conflict regarding his sin and the nature
of his punishment.

- Example: Dimmesdale believes that he must suffer in silence for his sin,
arguing that his hidden guilt is a form of penance. However, he also believes
that confession would lead to his redemption, creating a loop where he is
both punished by his silence and trapped by his guilt.

Hawthorne uses circular reasoning to depict the psychological torment that
arises from hypocrisy and the fear of societal judgment, ultimately exploring
the human condition.

The Implications of Circular Reasoning in
Literature

Circular reasoning serves various functions in literature, leading to deeper
character analysis and thematic exploration. Here are a few implications:

Character Development: Circular reasoning often reveals the complexities1.
of a character's thoughts, showcasing their struggles, motivations, and



inner conflicts.

Theme Exploration: By employing circular reasoning, authors can delve2.
into abstract concepts such as justice, truth, and morality, inviting
readers to question their own beliefs.

Social Commentary: Circular reasoning can critique societal norms and3.
ideologies, exposing the flaws in accepted logic and prompting readers
to think critically about their world.

Conclusion

Circular reasoning examples in literature provide rich ground for exploring
character motivations and thematic elements. Whether through the
indecisiveness of Hamlet, the contradictions of Orwell's dystopia, the
absurdity of Carroll’s Wonderland, the philosophical inquiries of Plato, or
the moral dilemmas in Hawthorne's work, circular reasoning serves as a
powerful tool for authors. It allows them to reflect the complexities of
human thought and societal structures, challenging readers to engage with the
text on a deeper level. Understanding these examples not only enhances
literary appreciation but also encourages critical thinking about the
arguments and beliefs we encounter in our own lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is circular reasoning in literature?
Circular reasoning in literature refers to a logical fallacy where the
conclusion is included in the premise, creating a loop of reasoning that
doesn't provide valid support for the argument.

Can you provide an example of circular reasoning in
a famous literary work?
In George Orwell's 'Animal Farm', the statement 'All animals are equal, but
some animals are more equal than others' exemplifies circular reasoning by
asserting a contradictory conclusion that undermines the initial premise of
equality.

How does circular reasoning affect character
development in literature?
Circular reasoning can hinder character development by limiting the



complexity of motivations and actions, often making characters appear
inconsistent or unconvincing.

Are there any common themes associated with circular
reasoning in literature?
Common themes include the critique of authority, the nature of truth, and the
exploration of moral ambiguity, as seen in works like 'The Catcher in the
Rye' where Holden's reasoning often loops back on itself.

What is the impact of circular reasoning on plot
progression?
Circular reasoning can stall plot progression by creating contradictions that
prevent characters from making meaningful choices or learning from their
experiences, as seen in some complex narratives.

How can authors effectively use circular reasoning
for rhetorical effect?
Authors can use circular reasoning to highlight absurdities in arguments or
to satirize flawed logic, such as in 'Waiting for Godot' where the
characters' discussions often loop back to their original points without
resolution.

What role does circular reasoning play in poetry?
In poetry, circular reasoning can create a sense of inevitability or
emphasize themes of fate and repetition, as seen in works like T.S. Eliot's
'The Waste Land' where ideas recur in a cyclical manner.

How can readers identify circular reasoning in
literary analysis?
Readers can identify circular reasoning by looking for statements where the
argument's conclusion is simply a rephrasing of its premise, often resulting
in a lack of substantial evidence or clarity.
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