
Aporia

Aporia is a rhetorical device in which a speaker
expresses uncertainty or doubt—often pretended
uncertainty or doubt—about something, usually as a
way of proving a point. An example of aporia is the
famous Elizabeth Barrett Browning poem which
begins, "How do I love thee? Let me count the
ways." Browning's pretense that she might not
remember all "the ways" is what gives her an
opportunity to enumerate them.

Some additional key details about aporia:

● Aporia often takes the form of a question, but
does not have to since uncertainty can also be
expressed using statements.

● Aporia appears frequently in speeches and
political rhetoric throughout history, from ancient
Greek orator Demosthenes to modern
politicians.

● The word aporia comes from a Greek word
meaning "to be at a loss."



Aporia Examples
Aporia appears in political speeches both ancient
and modern, as well as many different types of
literature. Below are a few examples of each.

Examples of Aporia:-

● Aporia in The Merchant of Venice by William
Shakespeare

In Act III, Scene I of The Merchant of Venice,
Shylock employs aporia in the speech he makes to
Salarino, explaining why he is seeking revenge
against Antonio, who has humiliated him with
antisemitic insults:

...hath not a Jew hands, organs,
dimensions, senses, affections, passions? fed with
the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject
to the same diseases, healed by the same means,
warmed and cooled by the same winter and
summer, as
a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed?
If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison
us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not



revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will
resemble you in that.

Here, Shylock is using aporia in the form of
pretended doubt (he and Salarino both know that
Jews have hands, eat food, bleed, and so on).
Through this series of rhetorical questions, Shylock
proves that Jews are just as human as Christians,
and argues that he is justified in his desire for
revenge because it is a natural human reaction to
humiliation and mistreatment.

● Aporia in "The Lovesong of Alfred J. Prufrock"
by T.S. Eliot

Eliot's long poem, "The Lovesong of Alfred J.
Prufrock" is written as a series of questions, doubts,
and uncertainties. Mid-way through the poem, the
speaker asks:

Would it have been worth while,
To have bitten off the matter with a smile,
To have squeezed the universe into a ball
To roll it towards some overwhelming question,
To say: “I am Lazarus, come from the dead,



Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all”—
If one, settling a pillow by her head
Should say: “That is not what I meant at all;
That is not it, at all.”

Throughout the poem, Prufrock repeats the
questions, "Would it have been worth it?" and
"Would it have been worth while?" Each time he
does so, he seems to express a sincere doubt,
making his questions an example of aporia. Though
we never learn for certain what the "overwhelming
question" is, Prufrock seems to be wondering if he
should have asked a love interest whether she loved
him in return. Now, it may be too late for him to
know. As a result of his fear of rejection, Prufrock
finds himself in aporia— uncertain of the woman's
feelings and uncertain about whether his inaction
was a grave mistake.


